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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
    
 
   A rat crouched on the chest of the dead child and stared at us in defiance. I poked at its scabrous gray body with the tip of my fan and watched it scuttle away. We’d seen many awful sights today, but the rat turned my stomach.
 
   “How did a little boy end up here alone like this?” asked Aurelia, reaching out to touch the child’s cheek.
 
   “His parents are out scavenging for food, or they’re dead,” I replied. The boy was probably six or seven years old, and he was lying face up in a dry water trough, his skinny legs slung over the edge. Ebony hair curled over his bloodless cheeks, and dark eyes stared unseeing at the smoke-filled sky. The rat had been chewing on his fingers and I saw white bone under the raw skin.  
 
   “I hope he didn’t suffer too much,” said Aurelia. 
 
   “You’re too gentle-hearted,” I said, softening the words with a quick hug. My friend’s face was pale and her blue eyes brimmed with tears. We turned away from the child and I thought of the other people we’d seen that day. Hungry and thirsty, they’d gathered at dusty water troughs with empty buckets in their hands. A few had turned to look curiously at our carriage as we rode by, but most seemed hypnotized by the silent fountains, and stared at the dry faucets in disbelief. 
 
   I guessed that the Goth king, Alaric, would turn the valves to allow small amounts of water into the city from time to time. His goal didn’t appear to be to kill the entire population, but to force Rome’s leaders into meeting his demands. At least, that’s what I hoped.
 
   But, meanwhile, our citizens were dying. We’d seen many bodies on our ride through the streets of Rome. Left out under the broiling sun, the corpses were so bloated that they’d burst through the seams of their clothes. The death wagons collected the dead in the evenings, when it was cooler, and took them to a mass grave on the north side of the city. Each day, the death toll grew higher.  
 
   “Let’s go back to the palace before anyone notices that we’ve gone,” Aurelia said. She turned towards the waiting carpentum, the spacious carriage in which we’d traveled to Rome so many months ago. My lictor stood next to the driver. Charged with my safety, he had one hand on the hilt of his sword and scanned the area for any sign of trouble. 
 
   Aurelia and I had walked the length of the Forum Romanum, along the white travertine pavements usually crowded with tradespeople, customers, clerks, money changers and senators, but now almost deserted. The tabernae were closed, their shutters pulled down and locked because there was no food or wine left to sell. The law courts were closed; the lawyers who had the money and means to get out of Rome had left long ago. The usual smells of roast meat, herbs, flowers and perfumed customers had been replaced with a sickly-sweet odor of decaying garbage, which rose in drifts against fluted marble columns and clogged the passages under the massive arch of Augustus. The public services had given up cleaning the city months ago. 
 
   We were making our way back to the carriage when we heard hoof beats at the far end of the Forum. Aurelia glanced around nervously, grasping my hand so hard that it hurt. Two horses, dark against the dazzle of white marble, cantered along the deserted thoroughfare. The clatter of their hooves was deafening in the unusual silence. 
 
   Seconds later, the horsemen pulled to a halt. Magister Militum Marcus Gaius Albinus slid from his horse and strode towards us. He was young, but wore the purple cloak that indicated his high military rank. His face was tanned and unlined, marked only by a faint white scar on his cheek. 
 
   “Nobilissima,” he said with a bow, careful as ever to follow protocol in front of others. He and I had been friends since I was a child, although he was older by some six years. I put my arms around him, knowing it would irritate him to be hugged in front of one of his soldiers. It was my way of retaliating for the lecture I knew we were about to hear.
 
   “What in God’s name are you two doing out in the city?” he asked, pulling back out of my embrace.
 
   “It’s not Aurelia’s fault. I asked her to come with me,” I said. “I wanted to see if things are as bad as people are saying.”
 
   “Now you see that they are,” said Marcus. Behind him, the horses shifted their weight and their saddles creaked. “And that seems like a poor excuse for leaving the palace and putting yourself in danger.”
 
   “We’re perfectly safe,” I replied.
 
   “Safe, Placidia?” Marcus pointed towards the grey battlements that flanked the Porta Tiburtina in the distance. “There are twenty thousand Goths camped outside the city walls and more are on their way. Believe me, no one is safe in Rome.”
 
   “Unless Honorius agrees to Alaric’s terms.”
 
   “That won’t happen, as we all know. He won’t change his mind now.”
 
   Honorius was refusing to honor payments due to Alaric, King of the Visigoths, for his years of military service on behalf of the Empire. Alaric’s response to the Emperor’s broken promises was this long-standing siege of Rome. 
 
   “I’ll write to my brother,” I said. “I’ll reason with him, tell him what I’ve seen and how his people are suffering. I’m sure he’ll do what’s right when he understands the scope of the catastrophe.”
 
   Marcus shook his head. “You and Senator Gardius have been writing letters to him for months, Placidia, and he takes no notice.”
 
   I didn’t need reminding that my brother was ignoring us. He was tucked away safely in his palace in Ravenna, several hundred miles away, and was doing nothing to alleviate the suffering of Rome’s citizens. Dejected by thoughts of my brother’s cruel behavior, I sighed. “We’ll return to the palace now,” I said. “Will we see you later?”
 
   Marcus shook his head. “No, there’s still much for me to do this evening, but I’ll look forward to the pleasure of your company whenever my duties allow. Meanwhile, let me escort you to your carriage.”
 
   After handing us up into our seats, he spoke to the lictor and reprimanded him for bringing me into the city. “Do that again,” he muttered, “and I’ll run my sword through you, understand?” 
 
   The lictor nodded and Marcus strode back to his horse. I watched him go with mixed feelings. It was all very well for him to be angry with me for being outside the palace, but he had no idea what it was like to be cooped up there, not knowing what was happening in the city below. Even the servants had more freedom than I did, although their visits to the markets had ceased now that there was no more fresh produce to be found. King Alaric’s men had recently seized the great seaport at Ostia and diverted all supplies to their own camp. No food, oil or wine had been delivered to Rome for weeks. The great warehouses on the banks of the river Tevere were rumored to be empty for the first time in centuries.
 
   I sank back into the crimson cushions, blinking my eyes to clear them of the dust from the streets and the smoke from hundreds of campfires that burned in the Goth settlements. For months, the sky over Rome had been stained brown with acrid fumes, the sun dimmed, together with any hope that the city would survive the siege. My bodyguard leaned over to close the curtains that hung at the windows and the air inside quickly grew hot and stale. I looked up to see that Aurelia was crying quietly, tears running down her cheeks. 
 
   “It was the little boy,” she explained, rubbing her eyes. “I know that so many have died, but to see a child like that, in the flesh, it’s different.”
 
   The carriage jolted up the winding road that led to the old palace of Severus on the Palatine Hill. My retinue and I had taken up residence there when we’d first arrived in Rome a year ago, part of a contingent of courtiers and senators intent on arranging a settlement with the Goth king. 
 
   “You’re clenching your fists, Placidia,” remarked Aurelia, who seemed to be recovering some of her composure as the carriage neared the top of the hill. “Are you upset with Marcus for speaking to you the way he did?”
 
   I shook my head. “No,” I smiled. “I can never be angry with Marcus for long.” 
 
   “Now what?” I heard the lictor mutter, as the carriage slowed almost to a stop. He cursed under his breath and looked out of the window. Loud shouts erupted from both sides of the road and Aurelia moved to my side and held my arm.
 
   “What’s happening?” she asked. “Is that Cousin Serena’s name they are calling?”
 
   “Keep going. Don’t stop!” the lictor yelled but the driver shouted back that the road was blocked. I leaned out of my window to see a mob of ragged citizens approaching with shovels, sticks and other makeshift weapons. A sudden hailstorm of stones exploded over the carriage and a pebble hit me hard on the cheek. At once, I felt blood springing from the wound and pressed my hand against it. 
 
   “God in Heaven!” The lictor flung the door open and jumped to the ground, yelling at the unruly crowd to back off. I pulled a long jeweled pin from my hair and grasped it tightly as though it were a dagger. 
 
   The men outside were shouting and, although most of the words were indecipherable, I heard the name of Serena chanted over and over again. The lictor raised his sword in warning and they stopped, muttering and jostling each other. Motioning to Aurelia to stay in her seat, I stepped out and confronted the crowd. 
 
   “Tell me why you are calling for Serena.” 
 
   Two men nearest the front looked at me and then at each other. 
 
   “You’re the Nobilissima Placidia,” said one of them. Immediately, they and everyone behind them knelt, foreheads touching the ground. 
 
    “Get up and answer my question,” I said, and the men cautiously raised themselves from the cobbles. 
 
   “We thought this carriage belonged to that witch Serena,” said one. His coarse tunic was torn and filthy, and he carried a rusty rake in his hand, but he appeared to be the leader.
 
   “And why would you stone Serena’s carriage and call her a witch?” I asked. 
 
   “She’s evil, Nobilissima.”
 
   “And she’s put a curse on Rome,” shouted someone in the crowd. 
 
   “I’ve never heard anything so ridiculous,” I said. “You should leave now and go about your business. If you make further attacks on any member of the imperial family you’ll be punished.” I paused. “I’m sorry, but there’ll soon be an end to this.”
 
   “It’ll only end when Serena is dead,” replied the man.
 
   The lictor held out a hand to help me back into the coach and followed me, pulling the door firmly closed. To my relief, the mob moved a few feet to one side, clearing a path. At once, the driver yanked on the reins and the horses took off at speed, the coach swaying and creaking and the wheels roaring over the cobblestones. 
 
   “What did they mean about Serena?” I shouted to the guard over the din, when I had enough breath to speak again. 
 
   “I don’t know, Nobilissima,” he said. 
 
   I looked at Aurelia, who shook her head. “I’ve no idea what’s going on, but let me attend to that wound,” she said, removing a linen handkerchief from the silk purse on her wrist. She carefully dabbed at the cut, and murmured that it was bleeding more than she had realized. 
 
   “Rome is bleeding too,” I said, gently pushing her hand away. 
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning, I woke tired and dispirited, haunted by a bizarre nightmare of my cousin Serena carrying lifeless children through a vast, firelit camp of white tents. 
 
   The morning sun filtering through the shutters laid bands of light and shade across the silk coverlet. I traced them with my fingers, thinking again about the words of the peasants on the street. Why had they made those accusations against Serena? Why did they hate her so much?
 
   The doors to my chamber burst open and Sylvia, my personal maid, rushed into the room. Her apron was hanging loose over her plain cream linen dress and her round face was flushed with excitement. She set a tray of food on the bed then sat down, almost tipping the tray over. 
 
   “I’m glad you’re awake, sweetheart. Senator Gardius is here already and wants to see you. I told him he’d have to wait for you to eat and dress, so he’s pacing around in the Ruby chamber and irritating the servants. You’ll have to hurry up. And there’s more. Serena sent a message saying she wants to see you in her rooms at the fourth hour.” 
 
   “I wonder what she wants with me?” I picked up a piece of bread, dipped it in honey and chewed on it. The bread was a little stale. Supplies were running low even in the royal kitchens.
 
   Sylvia shrugged. “Her messenger didn’t say. You know what she’s like, always so secretive about things.”
 
   “Have you heard any rumors about her from the servants?” I asked her. “A man in the street yesterday made some odd accusations against her and I don’t know what they meant.”
 
   Sylvia stood up and tied her apron strings, then smoothed a few gray hairs into place. She looked uncharacteristically serious and the lines around her dark brown eyes seemed deeper than usual. 
 
   “You shouldn’t be taking any notice of rumors, young lady.”
 
   “Well?”
 
   “Well, I’ve heard it said that she’s collaborating with King Alaric to help him take the city.” Her cheeks reddened as she stumbled over the word ‘collaborating.’ 
 
   “Collaborating with Alaric?” I choked on a crumb. “What would she gain from such an alliance? I find that hard to believe.”
 
   “You asked me to tell you what I knew,” huffed Sylvia. “That’s what they are saying and many people think she’s capable of the worst. I know she is. She’s made your life miserable since you were just a young child, with her orders and rules and restrictions. It makes my blood boil to think of the way she treated you. There was your dear father trusting her on his deathbed to care for you and all she did was act like she was the noble lady and you were her servant.” 
 
   She picked up a small marble bust of my father from the table by the bed and dusted it with her apron, stroking each curve with tenderness before returning it to its place. 
 
   I took a sip of milk. Was it possible that Serena would negotiate with Alaric? She had every reason to hate Honorius, who had been complicit in the murder of her husband Stilicho, but it was a big step from loathing the Emperor to committing treason against Rome. As always, thoughts of my cousin made my head ache. She’d been my guardian when I was a child, and those years had been a constant challenge. Over time, my feelings towards her had hardened into a deep hatred that lay in my stomach like a ball of undigested food. 
 
   “You’re clenching your hands,” said Sylvia, reaching over to stroke my fingers. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything bad about Serena.”
 
   “It’s not your fault. I need to find out more about this. Maybe Senator Gardius will know something.”
 
   “Heavens! I’d nearly forgotten about him,” exclaimed Sylvia. “Get up, quickly now, and let’s get you dressed. I think you should wear the green silk today. It brings out the color of your eyes and I’ll tie up your hair with the emerald band to match. Lady Aurelia said she’d accompany you.”
 
   Half an hour later, Aurelia and I greeted Senator Gardius in the room that had been used for meetings for the past few months. The palace was more secure than the Senate rooms down in the Forum, where gangs of men often gathered to protest against the siege. Several senators had been threatened at knifepoint, even though there was nothing they could do to resolve the situation. 
 
   The octagonal chamber with its ruby-colored marble walls was still cool in the early morning light. By noon, it would be stifling. 
 
   “Nobilissima.” Gardius bowed deeply, one arm folded across his ample stomach. “And lady Aurelia. I apologize for disturbing you, but I have some business to discuss with you urgently. And I’m also very concerned about the attack on your carriage yesterday.”
 
   “Please take a seat, Illustre,” I replied, using the term of respect for the most senior senator in Rome. “I’m surprised you heard about the attack, as you call it. Do you have informants everywhere?”
 
   I smiled to see his face redden with embarrassment. In truth, I was very fond of the elderly senator; he had been a favorite of my father’s and had always treated me with respect. I patted his arm to show that I was joking about his spies.
 
   We sat on a comfortable bench near the window. 
 
   “What is that we need to discuss?” I asked him, while servants gave us cups of honey-sweetened lemon water to drink.
 
   “I’ll get to that,” said Gardius, “but first tell me more of the incident yesterday. I see a cut on your cheek, Nobilissima, and I’m very concerned for your safety. I don’t know what we would do if anything were to happen to you or to your dear friend. May I ask why you were outside the palace grounds?”
 
   I stood and paced a few steps. “I needed to understand what the blockade is doing to the city. I’d heard awful things but it’s even worse than I imagined.”
 
    “I know, I know,” Gardius murmured. He tugged at a lock of gray hair that fell over his eyes. He wore his hair longer and his toga shorter than was the fashion. The overall impression of a dumpy, unkempt man with little regard for the trends of the time concealed the fact that he had a quick intellect and had so far done an admirable job of holding an increasingly fractured Senate together. 
 
   “My brother believes that Alaric will give up if we hold out for long enough,” I said. “You don’t think he will?” 
 
   Gardius sighed. “No, I don’t. Alaric was promised money and land in return for his services, and the he has in turn promised those things to his people. They won’t give up on that dream now. They have been chased from their homeland by other tribes from the east and have nowhere else to go. I can’t understand why the Emperor doesn’t see that.”
 
   “There is much that the Emperor doesn’t wish to see,” said Aurelia. “And his Provost, Olympius, convinces him of much that isn’t true.”
 
   “If Olympius will not counsel the Emperor to offer Alaric what he wants, the Goth will have no choice. He will attack Rome,” said Gardius. “A deluge is about to break over our heads, I fear.”
 
   I nodded my agreement and stared out of the window for a few seconds. Then I turned back to Gardius. 
 
   “The men who threw the stones thought that my carriage held Serena,” I said. “They called her a witch and said she’s conspiring with Alaric to give him the city. Have you heard this?”
 
   “Yes, I have,” he answered. 
 
   “But it’s inconceivable that she would do such a thing.”
 
   “I’m surprised to hear you, of all people, defending her,” said Gardius looking uncomfortable. “She hasn’t been good to you.”
 
   “No, she hasn’t, but what’s done is done.” 
 
   “You’re too forgiving, Placidia,” said Aurelia, always quick to take my side in everything.
 
   “The Senate is of the opinion that action has to be taken against her,” said Gardius and then he hurried on. “In fact, Nobilissima, this is the business I came to discuss.”
 
   He dropped his eyes as he spoke and I sensed that he was ashamed of what he was about to ask. An uncomfortable silence stretched out between us, and then the old senator looked up at me. “The clarissimi have issued an order for her arrest.”
 
   The clarissimi represented a select group of the most senior senators in Rome. For Serena to have come to their attention was a sign that the rumors of conspiracy had spread far more widely than I’d realized.
 
   “For her arrest?” Aurelia gasped.
 
   The senator was quiet and he gazed up at the vaulted ceiling of the room before speaking, as though seeking an answer among the painted figures of pagan gods. 
 
   “Yes,” he said. “At the very least.”
 
   Before I could question him further, there was a noise in the hallway outside and Gardius jumped to his feet.
 
   “That will be the others,” he said. “I hope you don’t mind. I called an emergency meeting and Marcus is going to give us an update on the state of the garrisons. I’m afraid there’ll be no good news.”
 
   Two guards pulled open the great double doors. Several senators entered and bowed deeply to me. Only when I gave permission did they stand up straight. One of them gave Gardius a parchment, which he unfolded and read. Perspiration beaded his forehead and he glanced at me several times before folding the parchment and giving it back to his colleague. 
 
   I began to ask him what it was, but stopped when Marcus strode into the room. Although he moved with purpose, I could see the fatigue in his eyes and the tension in his shoulders. He summoned a smile for me and Aurelia, and a salute for Gardius. Aurelia blushed. She and Marcus liked each other very much but they didn’t speak openly of their feelings. I’d have to encourage them, if their relationship were to progress at all.
 
   “If everyone’s here, I’d like to get started,” said Marcus. “With your permission, Nobilissima?”
 
   I nodded and he spread a map out on the table near a window. We all gathered round and listened as he described the state of the barracks that protected the city. A number of soldiers had fled, he told us, to join Alaric’s troops, taking with them whatever weapons and food they could carry. 
 
   “They were of Germanic origin, of course,” he said. “Their defections leave us short-handed at almost every garrison.”
 
   For decades now, and encouraged by my father, the army had enlisted men from the north. Offering pay and board, military service provided a better life for them than a nomadic existence on the icy plains of Germania. Many had risen through to the ranks to hold senior positions, and Stilicho himself, the greatest commander in recent history, was half Vandal; the ultimate proof that German birth was no impediment to success. But their loyalties were being tested now that Rome and the Goths were in conflict with each other.
 
   “I have two units coming south from Milan,” said Marcus. “The latest news is that they’re stalled near Florenza. Alaric’s men are blocking the highway there.” 
 
   He straightened up and ran a hand through his dark hair. He towered above Gardius and the other senators, who looked at him with expressions of concern. 
 
   “If it comes to a battle with Alaric’s troops,” he concluded, “we’ll be outnumbered a hundred to one.”
 
   I felt my stomach contract. “It’s worse than I thought,” I said. “But there is no sign yet that Alaric will attack. We still have some time.”
 
   Marcus shook his head. “Perhaps not as much time as we’d like. Our scouts tell us that Alaric’s brother-in-law, Ataulf, is on the move, heading east from Gallia with a large contingent of soldiers.”
 
   Everyone began to talk at once but silence fell when my cousin, Serena, entered the chamber. She was dressed in a scarlet stola pinned at the shoulders with rubies the size of walnuts. Her black hair was pinned up in elaborate curls, accentuating her height. It was the necklace she wore that caught everyone’s attention. A thick rope of exquisite gems sparkled and shimmered around her neck, throwing darts of colored light across the room. Aurelia gasped and grabbed at my arm. 
 
   “Those jewels belong to Vesta and the Temple of the Vestal Virgins,” she whispered, and I looked at her, not understanding. “They’ve hung around the neck of the statue of Vesta for as long as anyone remembers. Even after the Temple was deconsecrated and abandoned, no one dared to move them. They’ve been there forever.”
 
   A buzz of noise began to fill the room, as though a swarm of bees had been let loose. Everyone looked and pointed until finally Gardius stepped forward and asked Serena where she had obtained the necklace.
 
   “Many citizens claim that we’re suffering this siege because we’ve abandoned the pagan gods,” she said. “So I took the jewels from Vesta to show them that she’s nothing more than a stone statue. She’s not a goddess with divine powers and no thunderbolt has come from the sky to kill me. I wanted to show them the error of their ways.”  
 
   She shot a glance at me and I stared back, unblinking. My father had made Christianity the official religion of the country and had banned paganism, but I knew that many people, including my beloved maid, Sylvia, still worshiped their old gods in secret. Serena was tireless in her crusade to uncover any hint of heresy in the palace, but I’d protected Sylvia from any harm so far.
 
   Serena caressed the stones at her neck and there was silence in the room until one of the senators crossed himself and whispered “amen.” I gazed at my cousin in disbelief. Her act of violating a pagan monument unnerved me more than I thought it should. I wasn’t superstitious and regarded such irrational credulity to be a weakness of the pagans. But the blatant theft from an old divinity seemed more than just imprudent. It was dangerous, a spark that could ignite a fire.
 
   Serena looked at me again and her voice whipped across the room, ice cold. “Placidia, I sent a message for you to come to my rooms this morning and yet I find you here.”
 
   “The Nobilissima Placidia and I have been in conference this past hour,” said Gardius. “We have serious matters to discuss.”
 
   Serena swung around to look at the senator, like a cobra seeking its prey. “Really? I’d have thought you’d talk with me about anything of importance. I’m the Emperor’s cousin, as you know.”
 
   Gardius coughed and reddened before speaking. “Galla Placidia is the imperial representative in Rome and we’ll consult with her on all our actions.”
 
   Serena’s white skin blanched a shade lighter and her eyes narrowed. “I object…” she began, but Gardius held up his hand for silence. She gasped at the rudeness of his gesture but said nothing. 
 
   “With regard to you, madam, there is a matter that we need to address.”
 
   Serena stiffened at his tone of voice. “Yes?”
 
   “Wait,” I interrupted. “Illustre, if this is regarding the matter we discussed earlier, I would prefer to talk with my cousin in private.”
 
   Gardius glanced at Marcus before nodding his agreement. 
 
   “In that case, Serena,” I said. “Please wait for me in your rooms. I’ll come when I’ve finished here.” 
 
   At a gesture from Marcus, two guards moved forward and motioned to Serena to follow them. Her cheeks flushed pink but she said nothing, merely following the men with her head held high. 
 
   As soon as she had left the room, Gardius spoke. “I’ll be brief. We’re all aware of the unrest in the city. There are new reports today of fatalities among the citizens as they fight over what little food and water is left. We must do what is needed to calm the people so that we can concentrate on defending them.”
 
   “How do you plan to calm them?” I asked.
 
   “By responding to their demands to bring Serena to justice for treason against the Empire,” answered Gardius. 
 
   “You told me only that you planned to arrest her. You said nothing of trying her on charges on treason!”
 
   “I was coming to it, Nobilissima,” said Gardius. “The document prepared by Flavius Sixtus outlines the charges against her.” He turned to the senator next to him. “Please explain.” 
 
   Sixtus bowed to me. “The problem we are facing is that our own citizens represent a real danger. They are convinced that Serena is responsible for their fate and they are threatening to storm the palace. Feelings are running very high and if we do nothing, there may be no city left for Alaric to attack.”
 
   He handed me the parchment. “We intend to place Serena under arrest today. She will be escorted to the mausoleum jail.” He referred to the old Mausoleum of the Emperor Hadrian, recently turned into a prison and fortress. 
 
   “She must sign a statement admitting her guilt in conspiring with Alaric. For which, we’ll charge her with treason.”
 
   “And if she denies her guilt?” I asked.
 
   “Then we’ll still charge her with treason,” said Sixtus.
 
   I looked at Marcus. “You knew about this?”
 
   He nodded. “It has to be done,” he said. “Whether she’s guilty or not.”
 
   “Do you think she is?” I demanded. 
 
   “It doesn’t matter. Serena’s behavior over the last few months has brought her to this. She’s been openly critical of the Emperor, and has boasted of her special relationship with Alaric. Both are dangerous in these times. She’d have done better to keep her mouth closed.”
 
   It was true that Serena knew Alaric well. The Goth king had been a welcome and honored guest at the home of Stilicho and Serena many times. Even so, I was sure that Serena would not conspire with the man who had become Rome’s enemy. But her arrogance and conceit in thinking that her actions and words were above judgment had led her into grave danger. 
 
   “She was bereaved not so long ago,” said Aurelia. “It’s possible that grief has affected her senses. Is there nothing we can do to help her?”
 
   Gardius looked at Marcus as though for permission to speak and then turned to me. “Nobilissima, if you can convince her to make a public declaration renouncing Alaric as a traitor to Rome, and swearing an oath of her own innocence, we’ll put her under house arrest and we won’t charge her with treason. She must consent to this and issue the statement within the hour.”
 
   I gave a slight nod in acknowledgement and grasped the parchment tightly in my hand. The heat was building in the room and I was aware of a trickle of perspiration on the back of my neck as I turned to leave. With Aurelia at my side, I began the long walk to Serena’s rooms.
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
    
 
   We hurried along the marble-floored corridors towards Serena’s apartments. The air outside the Ruby chamber was cooler but a damp smell emanated from the plaster on the walls and made my nose itch. The imperial court had left Rome many years ago, first moving to Mediolanum and then to Ravenna. The cost of maintaining the grand houses on the Palatine hill was exorbitant. Aristocratic families inhabited some of the residences but many of the apartments were locked up and used only for visiting dignitaries.   
 
   “Do you think Serena will listen to you?” asked Aurelia, a little out of breath. 
 
   “This is her death warrant,” I said, waving the parchment. “That would convince most people to take notice.”
 
   “And you’ll try to persuade her to do as the Senate asks?” asked Aurelia.
 
   “Of course.” I had no idea what I was going to say, but I knew that Aurelia would expect me to do all I could to prevent harm coming to Serena. My cousin would benefit from Aurelia’s protective instincts.
 
   The route to her apartments took us past the palace chapel, a small room that had been hastily refurbished prior to my arrival in Rome. I’d been there to pray several times in the last few weeks, after the Basilica Aurea had been barricaded in defense not only against the impending Goth attack but also to prevent looting by the angry citizens. While I missed the imposing grandeur of the great Basilica I’d found comfort in the privacy of praying alone in the tiny chapel. I paused, thinking of lighting a candle before facing Serena, but the parchment was heavy in my hand and I decided to keep going. 
 
   “Nobilissima!” A voice stopped me and I turned to see a man coming out of the chapel. He wore a heavy gold cross around his neck and the long white robe and red cincture of the priesthood. I didn’t recognize him; he was young, with dark, rather overly well-tended hair, and large brown eyes. 
 
   I didn’t speak when the priest approached but that didn’t prevent him from talking. “Nobilissima. I’m so very happy to have the opportunity of meeting you at last,” he said. His voice had a high pitch, and he spoke very slowly, enunciating each word as though talking to someone who was hard of hearing. Or dim-witted.
 
   He turned to Aurelia. “My lady.”
 
   I remained silent, wondering at the priest’s presumption in talking to me without first being spoken to. He seemed oblivious, however, and undeterred, he continued. “I am Alanus. The Bishop of Rome suggested that I come here to offer my services should they be required by any member of the household.”
 
   I doubted that the Bishop of Rome would suggest anything. He would command or instruct. His power was more than equal that of the senators and he wielded huge influence in the city. Anxious to press on, however, I decided to say enough to end the conversation. 
 
   “Thank you, Alanus. We’re glad to meet you. However, we have urgent business and must be on our way immediately. I’ll be sure to let the members of the household know that you’re at their disposal.”
 
   “Thank you, Nobilissima,” Alanus replied. “But can I not encourage you to say a quick prayer? There can be nothing so urgent as to impede your communion with God?”
 
   “Indeed there is,” I responded. “We must take our leave.”
 
   “But surely God’s guidance would be of some help to you in whatever mission you are on?” insisted Alanus.
 
   “It is not I who needs God’s guidance,” I replied, taking Aurelia by the arm and striding away along the corridor. 
 
   “What a strange man!” Aurelia exclaimed. “I can’t believe he spoke to you in such a way. You hadn’t met him before?”
 
    “No, I’d not had that pleasure. Bishop Innocent hasn’t mentioned him to me, and I sincerely hope to avoid him in the future.” 
 
   “But still, he was right about one thing,” said Aurelia. “Perhaps we should’ve prayed for help in counseling Serena to make the right decision.”
 
   “Too late for that,” I said, pointing to the doors of Serena’s rooms just ahead. I took a breath and calmed myself for the encounter to come. I had no desire to beg or plead with my cousin and I wanted to be rid of the document in my hand. I had little time to plan my words, as Serena herself greeted us inside the doors and led us to a gold-embroidered couch. 
 
   “Wine?” she offered. “It is your brother’s favorite from Sicilia. My husband favored it as well.”
 
   “No, thank you,” I said. “I’m here to talk to you about the intentions of the Senate to arrest you on charges of treason.”
 
   If my words were as shocking to her as they sounded to my own ears, I saw no sign on Serena’s face. In fact, she laughed.
 
   “My dear Placidia. The Senate will do no such thing. They know as well as I do that these charges are a fraud, conceived only because of a few silly rumors. I’m surprised that the Senate expected you to do their dirty work. They could have told me this themselves and saved you the trouble of coming here.”
 
   “On the contrary,” I said. “I wanted to come, thinking that you’d rather discuss this in the privacy of your own rooms than in the public meeting chamber. These charges are real and will be acted on today if you don’t send the right answer back to the senators.”
 
   Serena turned her head away as though I’d slapped her cheek. Then she straightened her shoulders. “Give me the document,” she demanded.
 
   I handed it to her and waited quietly while she read it.
 
   “This is intolerable,” she said as she pushed the parchment back into my hands. “Provost Olympius started these rumors. He’s always hated me, without any reason other than jealousy of my position. He had my husband killed, as you know, and now he tells everyone that I conspire with Alaric for revenge.”
 
   “And do you?” I asked. “Are you talking with Alaric?”
 
   Serena stood and glared at me. “Who are you to ask me such things? I’m your cousin and your guardian. You have no right to interrogate me.” 
 
   “You’re no longer Placidia’s guardian,” interrupted Aurelia, “and she’s trying to help you.” 
 
   “I don’t need your help,” said Serena. She poured some wine into a golden goblet and swallowed it down. “You must go to the senators and tell them to withdraw these charges. I’m to be left alone, do you understand?”
 
   “Please sit down,” I said. “It’s important that you listen to what I have to say. If you’re willing to make a public denunciation of Alaric, you’ll be arrested and held. If you insist on saying nothing, you’ll be executed for treason. Those are your choices.”
 
   “I refuse.”
 
   “Please, Serena,” said Aurelia. “It’s a small thing to do that will save your life.”
 
   “I refuse to make a statement just because the peasants of Rome demand it. Why should I bow to their demands? My reputation will be ruined forever if I’m arrested. No, the only way out of this is for you to go back to the senators and tell them you’re convinced of my innocence. Then we can forget the whole thing and life will return to normal.”
 
   “Normal?” echoed Aurelia. “I hardly think that the siege by the Goths gives us any chance of normal life.”
 
   “We’ve got the Emperor to blame for that,” snapped Serena. “His treachery led to the death of my beloved husband and will lead to the ruination of our beloved Empire.”
 
   Serena’s words were all that the senators needed to convict her of treason. Whatever her opinions of Honorius, they were best kept to herself. No one could speak as she did and not suffer imprisonment or death. 
 
   I took a deep breath, stood up and walked slowly to a table that Serena used as a desk. On it lay a beautiful, polychromatic cameo of Stilicho. I picked it up and looked at his likeness, carved from agate and captured now forever in the hard stone. I missed him so much, almost as much as I did my father. When Stilicho had died, Serena had given free rein to her feelings for me, never losing an opportunity to show her contempt and loathing. Why did I feel compelled to help her when she’d made me so miserable? I was struggling to stay in the room with her and it would have been easy to walk out and leave her to the mercies of the Senate. Yet I had to try. If I didn’t, I would be betraying Stilicho, who would surely have expected me to do all I could for his wife. I laid the cameo back down on the table and looked at Serena.
 
   “Please, cousin, listen to me. Your choices are house arrest or death. Save your life. You’ll be able to keep your staff and then, when this siege is over, you can return to public life. I beg you to do as I ask.”
 
   Serena toyed with the necklace of Vesta, stroking the stones. “Only Honorius can sign a death warrant for someone of my standing,” she said.  “And he isn’t here.” 
 
   I looked out of the window. Beyond the brown lawns, soldiers patrolled the walls. I felt cold suddenly in spite of the oppressive heat. Turning back to look at Serena, I said, “I am authorized to sign the warrant.”
 
   Her face contorted in fury. The sunlight struck her pale skin, exposing the blue veins that ran beneath. Her eyes seemed blacker than ever, and her voice was like the blade of a knife. 
 
   “You would do that to me? I was your guardian, appointed by your father. I protected you and raised you and made sure you had a good education. What else did you expect of me?”
 
   I chose not to answer. She had done her duty, as I was about to do mine. 
 
   She walked away, her figure casting a long dark shadow across the white floor. Reaching the door that led to her private chambers, she put her hand on the doorknob and turned to look at me. 
 
   “You can leave now,” she said. “And you’ll go to hell for this.”
 
    
 
   Back in my rooms, I spread out the document on the desk, and signed my name, moving the pen slowly over the parchment, delaying the moment when it would be done. I blotted the ink, and pushed the parchment across the desk to Aurelia. 
 
   “You can witness my signature here,” I said, pointing to the space below it. 
 
   Aurelia stared at the dark ink still drying on the fine ivory linen.
 
   “No,” she said. “I can’t assist you in this deed, Placidia. I can’t be responsible for the death of another. Please don’t ask me.”
 
   ‘But Aurelia, there’s no choice. The Senate is right. The citizens are mad with rage at her treason and they’ll riot if we do nothing.”
 
   “Her alleged treason,” argued Aurelia.
 
   “It makes no difference. We can’t reason with the mob. We can only act quickly to calm them, and then we’ll have more time to negotiate with Alaric. If we lose control of the city, we’ll be too vulnerable.”
 
   Aurelia put her head in her hands. “Don’t ask me, Placidia.”
 
   “Very well,” I said. I struggled to keep my composure, shocked that Aurelia would deny me her support. I refused to look at her and called to the guard at the door. 
 
   “Come here to witness my signature.” 
 
   The guard crossed the room and signed the document. I folded it and sealed it with red wax and left my imprint, using a ring engraved with my initials. Then I stood and gave the guard the parchment. 
 
   “Take this to the audience chamber at once and give it to Senator Gardius - no one else, you understand?”
 
   The guard nodded, saluting before leaving the room. It was done, too late for second thoughts. I felt as though time had stopped. I would have to live with that signature for the rest of my life, and Aurelia had refused to help me. That hurt me more than anything Serena had ever done to me.
 
   “You may leave now,” I said to her.
 
   “Placidia, please…” began Aurelia, but her voice faltered. 
 
   “I’ll leave if you won’t,” I said, going to the doors. Closing them behind me, I wandered through the hallways, and outside into the untended gardens. The sun was hot and I looked around for some shade. Crossing a wide stretch of dry grass, I followed a tiled path to an enclosed patio. It might have been beautiful once but now the hedges had withered and all the roses had shriveled, a hundred desiccated blooms littering the soil. Every drop of water was being used for cooking and drinking, not for irrigating flower gardens or lawns. An old oak tree cast shade on an ornate marble bench in one corner and I settled on the cool stone.
 
   In the quietness of my refuge, I thought of my father. If he were alive, Rome would not be in mortal danger. There was so much he would have done to prevent it. He would never have allowed Olympius to accumulate so much power or Serena to veer into the dangerous waters of politics. The weaknesses of my brother would not have been so grievously exposed nor the promises to the Goth king broken so cruelly. I gathered up a handful of faded rose petals from the bench where they had fallen, and shredded them one by one. The faintest of fragrances was released into the air as the remnants floated to the ground. 
 
   I had no strength to move, but stayed alone and motionless as the late afternoon shadows lengthened across the garden. The sound of boots trampling through a nearby portico startled me, waking me as though from a trance. Minutes later, I heard a single, furious scream and knew that the soldiers had made the arrest. Standing, I smoothed out the creases in my gown. My father would have expected me to be strong and to do whatever was necessary to protect Rome. That was my duty now, and nothing would distract me from it. 
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
    
 
   Two days later, Sylvia helped me into an ivory colored gown that was simple and unadorned, fastened only with a small emerald brooch that my father had given me. Gardius brought his carriage to the front doors of the palace and I stepped up to take a seat next to him. We traveled in silence to the Circus Maximus, where Serena was to be executed. Mobs of people lined the streets, shouting and waving their fists in the air. I heard the familiar chant of ‘death to Serena’ and wondered what they would be shouting in the following days after Serena was dead and the siege continued.
 
   The morning was already heavy with the heat that would blanket the city for the rest of the day, but the stadium was full of people and there was an atmosphere of celebration. It was clear, though, that this was no peacetime event. The crowds hadn’t brought their customary baskets of food to sustain them during the spectacle, and there were no palace auxiliaries handing out bread and sweetmeats. A film of dust lay across the arena, which had lain unused since the beginning of the siege. And I noticed that there were armed guards everywhere, many more than would normally attend a public event of any kind.
 
   I stood now with Gardius in the shade of an arched tunnel waiting for the trumpets to herald my entry. My head ached. I hadn’t spoken to Aurelia since signing Serena’s death warrant but had stayed busy in meetings with Gardius and Marcus, listening to every detail of the military preparations for the defense of the city. At night, I barely slept, instead reading my books and thinking about Alaric’s next move. 
 
   The last of the senators arrived, paid their respects and went forward to take their seats. As the trumpets began to blare, Aurelia hurried past with her maid and I carefully averted my head to avoid making eye contact. At a nod from Gardius, I entered the arena and a roar of approval erupted in the stadium when I took my seat.
 
   A platform had been erected in the center of the massive space. It held a scaffold and rope. Banners flew from tall poles on either side, their colorful fabric shimmering gently in the early morning breeze. Another roar signaled Serena’s entrance under guard by a unit of armed soldiers. They directed her to walk in front of the royal box. She did so with her shoulders back and her head high, her black hair tied up tightly, as always. Her white linen dress flowed behind her and she looked like a Greek sorceress. Surely she would whisper some incantation and disappear magically from our sight. It was impossible to imagine this proud woman offering her neck to the hangman’s noose. 
 
   With a start, I realized that Serena was standing just a few feet away, staring at me. Even now, there was time for her to apologize and accept my terms. The executioner would coil the rope and stow it back in its box. Men would dismantle the scaffold and the horrible nightmare would be over. Holding my breath, I waited for some sign from Serena. But instead, she threw back her head and laughed, pointing a finger at me. 
 
   “You dare to sit there and watch me die after I dedicated myself to caring for you as a mother would. You are no better than your wretched brother and you are nothing compared to your great father. I did all that was expected of me. I fulfilled my duties to him and to you.”
 
   She leaned forward, her eyes boring into mine.
 
   “My life is over, but yours will come to nothing. You will lose everyone you care for and your children will grow up to hate you. Misfortune will come to anyone who loves or trusts you. I curse you and your offspring, I curse you!”
 
   Her voice rose to a scream and Senator Gardius jumped to his feet to give a signal for the soldiers to take her away. I gripped the gilt arms of my chair tightly. I didn’t believe in curses but I felt ready to faint. The noise in the arena was almost overwhelming, great waves of sound that echoed around the stadium as the spectators rose to their feet and jeered the condemned woman.
 
   Instinctively, I grasped Gardius’ arm when Serena began to climb the steps to the wooden platform that held the scaffold. The executioner waited. He was a giant of a man and dwarfed even Serena’s majestic height. Holding the rope loosely in one hand, he spoke to her quietly. She knelt on the wooden boards and bowed her head slightly so that he could slip the noose around her neck, then he tied her hands behind her back and waited for a signal from the imperial box. I closed my eyes briefly and then raised my arm in a gesture to continue. A great shout of excitement went up from the crowd and the executioner tightened the rope around Serena’s neck, his huge hands twisting the cord slowly. 
 
   I wrenched my eyes away from the spectacle and caught sight of two white doves flying over the arena. They wheeled down towards the scaffold, and then flew directly towards me, circling over my head several times before flying away. I watched until they were tiny dots against the blue sky, and then forced myself to look again at the scaffold. The executioner’s work was almost done. Serena’s body drooped, and her head lolled forward. The mob shrieked and shouted in delight, cheering and waving their hands. Standing abruptly, I climbed the marble steps that led to the exit but hesitated at the top and glanced back. The executioner had slung one end of the rope over the scaffold and was pulling Serena’s body high in the air for all to see. Then he tied a knot, gathered up his things and walked away, while the body dangled, looking small and fragile in the centre of the vast arena. 
 
   Gardius caught up with me, puffing in the heat. “I’ll take you back to the palace, Nobilissima. I’m sorry that you had to endure that woman’s hysterics. But she is dead now, as she should be. Maybe now things will change.”
 
   I shook my head. “Her death will make no difference,” I said quietly. “Rome is still in great danger.”
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
    
 
   As I’d predicted, Serena’s death did nothing to change the situation. Tensions eased briefly inside the gates, as the citizens celebrated the death of the ‘witch’, but within a few days, the brutal reality of the siege, the food shortages and the lack of water drove gangs of men to riot in the streets again. Marcus barely slept, constantly juggling his units between keeping the peace and building extra reinforcements on the battlements and the many gates in the city walls. 
 
   In spite of the frantic activity outside the palace, I felt as though time inside had come to a halt, the announcements from the clock servant coming so slowly that I wondered if he’d forgotten to do his job. 
 
   One morning, however, my steward arrived in my rooms, breathless and sweating, with news that the Emperor’s advisor, Provost Olympius, had just arrived in Rome. “He’s staying in the East wing of the palace,” the man said. “I thought you’d want to know.”
 
   I thanked him and paced around my room for a few minutes. I called for Sylvia to come to me and then told my lictor I needed an escort to the East wing. 
 
   “I’m going to visit the Provost,” I told him.
 
   He hesitated. “The Provost of the Sacred Chamber?”
 
   “Who else carries the title of Provost?” 
 
   “No one, Nobilissima. I just thought…”
 
   He didn’t finish the sentence but called for two guards to accompany us.
 
   “Is this a good idea?” asked Sylvia. 
 
   “Maybe not, but I have to make an attempt to reason with him,” I replied while we walked the passageways to the other side of the palace. 
 
   Six members of the elite brucellarii, the Emperor’s private bodyguards, secured the entry to the apartments where Olympius was staying. Looking hot and uncomfortable in their boots and plumed helmets, they stood to attention at the tall, dark doors leading to the inner rooms. Olympius’s chamberlain asked me to wait for a few minutes. 
 
   Hoping for a breeze, I went to a window, but the air outside was still and warm. The lawns below were dry and unkempt. Only a fly buzzing at a corner of the window showed any sign of life. I turned back to see the chamberlain, who was staring at a point on the wall above my head, pretending I wasn’t there. I caught Sylvia’s eye and smiled. The Provost’s retinue had no desire to enter into conversation with me; I’d never hidden my dislike of their lord and master. 
 
   I thought about how to best approach Olympius. Open confrontation with him had never achieved the result I wanted. But I couldn’t bear to flatter him, as everyone else did, even though I knew the dangers of crossing him. Too many had died on his orders, some for the most minor of transgressions. Yet the Emperor didn’t seem to see him for what he was. 
 
   There had been a time when my brother and I had been best friends, taking our Greek lessons together, playing hide and seek, teasing the servants, and running wild in the palace gardens. Honorius had taught me how to ride, patiently leading my pony in endless circles and feeding it tidbits from the kitchen. 
 
   Then Olympius, the son of a courtier, had come to live at the palace. He’d taken Honorius away from me, persuading him that playing with a girl was a sign of weakness. The two of them had spent their time learning swordplay and archery and Honorius had shut me out completely. Late that summer, Olympius had killed my pony. He’d said it was an accident but I knew he’d done it deliberately. I still felt sick when I thought of that day. I’d found my beautiful pony, tied to a post by one leg, which had fractured when she tried to escape. Honorius had come running at the sound of my screams, and thrust his sword into the pony’s chest to put her out of her misery. Blood streamed from the wound, her front legs buckled, and her soft brown eyes clouded over while I watched in horror. I could never forgive Olympius. 
 
   “The Provost will see you now, Nobilissima,” announced the chamberlain. “Please enter.” 
 
   At a nod from him, the guards at the door lifted their spears and stepped aside to allow us to pass. 
 
   I heard the doors slam shut behind us and looked around the Provost’s chambers. Like mine, they showed signs of neglect. I doubted Olympius would linger for long in Rome, far from the luxuries of the palace in Ravenna. 
 
   A door at the far end of the room opened and Olympius strode towards me. His face was thin and gray, and he had long-fingered hands, which were usually pressed together in front of him as though in prayer. He was tall and looked down on me with eyes as black as hollow pits. I shivered, chilled as always by his mere presence.
 
   “Are you unwell?” he asked in the nasal tone that I hated so much.
 
   “Not at all. I’m in excellent health. And I’ll remind you to call me Nobilissima when you address me.”
 
    “Nobilissima,” said Olympius, drawing the word out. “What can I do for you?”
 
   “I want you to tell Honorius to sign the agreement with Alaric so that this siege will come to an end before anyone else dies.”
 
   He smirked. “Is that all?” he said. “I’d hoped to hear something more sensible from you. I was impressed, you know, that you signed the death warrant for Serena. That showed some backbone. But to give in to the Goth king’s outrageous demands shows only weakness.”
 
   “If we don’t settle with Alaric, he’ll attack the city. And if Rome falls, then not even Ravenna will be safe.”
 
    “That’s an empty threat, as you well know, Nobilissima,” said Olympius. “Alaric will never dare to attack Rome. All we have to do is wait it out. His people will tire of camping out there, and they’ll leave. They’ll go back north where they belong. It’s just a matter of time.”
 
   “Time!” I exclaimed, feeling the heat rising to my cheeks and aware of Sylvia’s warning touch on my arm. “There’s no time left for the citizens of Rome. Last week, Alaric’s men took control of the aqueducts and bribed city officials to show them how to operate the valves. Almost all the water to the city has been cut off and redirected to the tanks nearest to the Goth camps. There’s no food and no water. There’s no more time.” 
 
   I paused and looked into his face but it showed no expression. 
 
   “Why did you agree to see me, if you aren’t willing to listen to what I have to say?” I asked.
 
   “I was curious,” replied the Provost. “I thought perhaps you would assist me in convincing the senators to refuse any further negotiations with the Goth.”
 
   “Well, I won’t,” I said. “Go back to Ravenna and tell Honorius to sign the agreement. He has more than enough money in his coffers and he doesn’t care about the land that the Goths want. He probably couldn’t even find it on a map. This is the deal that we promised to Alaric and his army, nothing more. Then we’ll have done what we should have done all along.”
 
    “It was Stilicho who promised these things to the Goths, and he’s dead. We have no obligation to honor his promises. He was a traitor, and conspired against the Emperor, in case you’ve forgotten.”
 
   My knees trembled and I had to take a couple of deep breaths. Olympius himself had ordered the assassination of Stilicho. And Alaric would never have besieged Rome if Stilicho, his friend and mentor, were still alive. 
 
   “Stilicho wasn’t conspiring against my brother, as you know very well. He was accused falsely.”
 
   For a split second, Olympius looked shaken but then his face hardened into its usual expression of malice. 
 
   “That’s a lie,” he said.
 
   “You go too far,” I replied, standing up. “I’m the daughter of Theodosius the Great, and sister of the Emperors of the East and West. Don’t forget your place, Olympius. Go back to Ravenna and make Honorius sign that document, or you’ll have the blood of thousands on your hands.”
 
   I turned my back on Olympius. Sylvia joined me and together we crossed the black and white mosaic floor. The slap of my sandals on the hard surface seemed thunderously loud, the sound echoing against the high, vaulted ceiling where old gods and mythical creatures cavorted against a midnight sky filled with stars. My lictor and the two guards walked with us through the maze of corridors that led back to my apartments. 
 
   An open shutter at a window caught my attention and I stopped to look outside. The sun was setting, and a solitary star twinkled in the darkening sky. Turning away, I continued my walk past the statues and busts on marble pedestals that lined the silent corridors, imagining my ancestors watching me and wondering what would come next.
 
   “I can’t believe that the fate of Rome is in the hands of that murderous brute,” I said after a while.
 
   “Rome’s fate has often been in the hands of murderers and villains,” replied Sylvia, “and she’s always survived. No lasting harm will come to her.”
 
   I stopped and looked at her. “Such optimism! I have to admit I’m surprised. You can see the danger as well as I can.”
 
   “Yes, but we have you, and Marcus, and Senator Gardius to protect us,” Sylvia answered. “I have faith in all of you to save us.”
 
   “I wish I could say I have faith in God to help us too,” I said, starting to walk again. “But our God is also Alaric’s God, so how can He choose between two sides that both believe in Him? Who has the greater right to His protection? Rome or the Visigoths?”
 
   Sylvia sighed. “I don’t know. Your religion is so confusing but if you believe it, then I’m sure your god will do what’s right.”
 
   “Perhaps,” I said, “but I prefer to take matters into my own hands.” 
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
    
 
   Two days later, I heard that Olympius had returned to Ravenna. His attempt to convert anyone to his way of thinking had failed. No one in the Senate or the military believed that the Goths would just give up and leave. Daring to hope that he would advise Honorius to go through with the settlement, I waited for news from my brother. The days dragged by but there was no word from him.
 
   After yet another morning of no news, I made my way to the palace chapel. I’d avoided it since my first encounter with the brash young priest, but now I wanted to pray there. I made Sylvia come with me, hoping that constant exposure to the new state religion would gradually lead to her conversion. It was a secret between us. The only other person who knew was Aurelia. 
 
   Aurelia. I missed her so much, but my pride stopped me from reaching out to her. She’d taken a big risk in refusing to agree to a request from a member of the imperial family and, while I had no intention of punishing her, I couldn’t look past it completely. 
 
   The chapel was empty when we arrived. Small and simple, it had been built as an afterthought to the original construction of the palace. I found it dank and gloomy, and shivered, dreading the chill I always felt after visiting it. I crossed myself in front of the altar, which was covered in a plain white cloth, stained with tallow wax that had dripped messily when the candles were lit. The floor was of a beige marble that was cold to the touch, and the ceiling vaulted high above, the joists bare and unpainted. The unadorned stone walls exuded a clammy dampness. A single opaque window allowed passage of only a thin, grey light that rendered the room even more harsh and unwelcoming than it already was.
 
   I pulled a small, hard cushion towards me to kneel on and tried to concentrate on praying, but a drab painting propped up on the altar distracted me. It was an artist’s image of Jesus as a shepherd, tending a flock of sad-looking sheep. No wonder so many people found Christianity hard to follow, I thought in frustration. At least the new Bishop of Rome, in company with many of his ecclesiastics, recognized the need to make churches welcoming and inspirational places. I thought of my own design for a new church in Ravenna, and hoped that I would soon be able to return there to oversee its construction. 
 
   I closed my eyes and began to pray, all too aware of Sylvia’s constant fidgeting. I wasn’t sure how long we’d been there when I heard a soft voice and opened my eyes. Sylvia was still on her knees, but was looking toward the door. I turned to see the young priest, Alanus, standing inside the entryway, holding a candle. Its flame danced in a draft from the window and the priest shielded it with his hand. 
 
   “May I?” he asked, gesturing towards the candles on the altar. 
 
   “Please do,” I replied, getting to my feet and watching him light the larger candles. He seemed to take his duty very seriously and soon the room was pleasantly illuminated by a warm glow. 
 
   “We were just about to leave,” I said.
 
   “Oh please do stay. May I say Mass for you now?”
 
   I glanced at Sylvia, who looked pained and quickly dropped her eyes to the ground. In truth, I was numb with cold and aching from kneeling for so long, but I could hardly refuse, especially when I was trying to teach Sylvia how to be a good Christian. Nodding, I returned to my cushion and knelt down, my knees sinking into the depressions they had already made in the worn fabric. Sylvia did the same, her look of resignation barely hidden. The priest intoned some prayers, and we all joined in saying “amen.” I was eager to find the warmth of my own rooms. Alanus seemed intent on conversation, however, and began to describe with great enthusiasm the various duties he performed for the Bishop, all of which were apparently of the utmost importance. 
 
   “I was telling the Bishop, only yesterday, that it is time for us to convene a new synod to discuss the matter of paganism in the city,” he said, and I nodded politely. I couldn’t imagine that a junior priest would dare to tell the Bishop to do anything, but Alanus seemed unconscious of my skeptical look.
 
   “And if the pagans aren’t bad enough,” he continued, “we’ve done little to decrease the number of Arians in the city, a problem that is most alarming.”
 
   “Arians are Christians. Surely they pose no threat?” I said, provoked into speaking in spite of myself. Alanus was holding forth on a subject I had given much thought to.
 
   “On the contrary, Nobilissima. There can be no tolerance for those who do not follow the doctrines of our orthodox Christian church. The Arian view that Jesus, although the Son of God, is not a divinity in his own right is quite absurd. I’m confident that we will overcome the Arians in due course, but it’s very unsettling that they should be tolerated at all. It’s the same with the pagans. Something must be done, in my view. Still, if one looks on the bright side, all the heretics will go to hell, and there will be more room in Heaven for the rest of us.” He gave a little laugh. 
 
   “I see no humor in your words,” I said. “I’m sure the Pope will work with both the Arians and pagans in a reasonable and measured way.”
 
   “Perhaps,” said Alanus, clearly oblivious to my barely concealed anger. “Although I’m sure he must wrestle with his conscience when he is faced with blatant exhibitions of heresy even among the leaders of our great city. To choose whether to let such infractions go unremarked or to make an example must be a constant dilemma.”
 
   I held out my arm. “Come, Sylvia. We must go.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Nobilissima,” said Alanus. “I didn’t mean to offend. But you must surely be aware of the beliefs of those with whom you spend so much time.”
 
   I bit my lip to stop the retort that sprang to mind. Alanus gazed at Sylvia, an innocent look on his face, but his eyes were narrowed and calculating. Sylvia trembled and her cheeks flushed. 
 
   “I’m sure you speak of some of our esteemed senators,” I said, anxious to deflect his attention from her.
 
   “Yes, and of our military commanders,” replied Alanus. His words hit me like a bolt of lightning. Of course, he was referring to Marcus. It was no secret that many in the Senate and the upper echelons of the military inclined to the Arian beliefs. Until recently, this had been tacitly ignored, but the Goths were also Arians and the orthodox Church had begun to attack Arianism more vociferously as part of a wider assault on the Goth race and culture.
 
    “You must know…” he began, but I held up my hand. 
 
   “Now, you must excuse us. We have many other duties to attend to. Sylvia, let’s go.”
 
   Alanus swept an extravagant bow when we turned for the door. 
 
   A few steps along the corridor, Sylvia burst out. “What a horrible man. He scared me.”
 
   “Yes,” I murmured. “He scared me too. He is a priest too much taken with himself and he seems to forget the first mission of the church, which is to care for the souls of all men.” 
 
   I made a mental note to talk about the young priest with Pope Innocent when I next saw him.
 
   As we crossed the atrium on the way back to our rooms, a servant approached with a letter on a silver tray and held it out to me. I saw from the seal that it was from my brother. Telling Sylvia to go ahead, I pried off the royal seal, ripped the parchment open in haste and peered in the morning sunlight at the neat script on the pale, expensive parchment.
 
    
 
   Dear Sister,
 
   I am deeply distressed by the tone of your letters and am writing to explain one more time my position regarding the despot Alaric. 
 
   Olympius is of the opinion that we owe Alaric nothing. He believes that you and others exaggerate when you speak of a possible attack. I regret the inevitable deaths of some of our citizens due to lack of food and water, but such is the sacrifice that must be made in order to secure the long-term safety of the city. To expedite a resolution, I have sent an envoy to tell Alaric of my decision to rescind the offer of any settlement. I believe that he will quickly withdraw his troops and return to Germania. The Empire will be well rid of them all. 
 
   Come back to Ravenna at once to make yourself useful.
 
   Your loving brother,
 
   Honorius Augustus
 
   Post Scriptum: I was glad to hear of the execution of Serena. She was an awful woman and not to be trusted. Olympius was undoubtedly correct in suspecting her of conspiracy. I hope you are relieved as I am that she is gone.
 
    
 
   In a fit of anger, I threw the parchment to the ground and stamped on it until the wax seal broke in crimson splinters under my sandals. Several guards near the doors eyed me warily but I didn’t care. My brother was weaker and more pathetic than I’d ever imagined. His refusal to deal with Alaric would bring disaster to the Empire. Olympius was clearly weaving his spells closely around him, blinding him to all reason.
 
   Picking up the letter and dusting it off, I made my way to the assembly chamber, hoping to find Gardius or Marcus. They were both there with some of the other senators, looking at a plan of the city.
 
    “Honorius has sent an envoy to Alaric to declare that there’ll be no settlement,” I burst out as soon as I entered the room. 
 
   Marcus paled. “I was sure the Emperor would eventually come round,” he said. “This is unconscionable.”
 
   “It’s the fault of Olympius,” I said, handing him the document.
 
   “We must invite Alaric to talk with us at once,” said Gardius, after he and Marcus had read the letter. “We’ll explain to him that we need more time to bring Honorius to the table.”
 
   “Agreed,” said Marcus. “In all my dealings with him, Alaric has been a reasonable man. I’ll send an envoy to him, and we’ll set a time and place to meet. This plan must remain private amongst us. Placidia, thank you for bringing us the news as quickly as you did. Every minute now will count. I’ll come to you later to let you know how Alaric responds.”
 
   I nodded and took my leave, wandering slowly back to my apartments, where I told Sylvia that I needed to be by myself for a while. I sat on a wooden bench, leaning against a wall, feeling the old plaster pressing coldly against the silk of my dress. Alone, I nursed my anger at Olympius, as one would tend a fire. Olympius was responsible for creating in Honorius an extreme paranoia that led him to trust no one else. Devoid of emotion himself, the Provost had crushed in my brother the normal human sentiments of pity, charity and love. 
 
   The only way of changing the situation was to reach out to Honorius and persuade him to see Olympius for what he really was -- and the only person with any chance of achieving that was me. At once, I decided. I would go to Ravenna, and convince my brother to listen to me, not to his advisor. Somewhere, there had to be a vestigial shred of the decency and compassion that our father had instilled in us as children. I could appeal to Honorius, as the son of his great father, to rescue the city of Rome from the siege.
 
   Jumping to my feet, I ran back to the meeting room, relieved to find both Marcus and Gardius still there. I quickly explained my plan but, before Marcus could respond, Gardius spoke. 
 
   “No, Placidia, you can’t go. Early this morning, Alaric closed every road out of the city. It’s too late, my dear.”
 
   Marcus nodded in agreement. “I’m sorry, but Gardius is right. Right now, Rome is in the eye of a storm that whirls around outside our walls, intent on destroying us. All we can do now is beg Alaric for more time and maybe try to buy him off with whatever gold and other riches the Senate can come up with. It’s our only way forward.”
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
    
 
   Alaric, however, took the initiative, sending a messenger that same afternoon to request a meeting. It was decided that Marcus, Gardius and I would attend, going in secret to the king’s tent at midnight. Sylvia was appalled when I told her of the plan. 
 
   “What is Marcus thinking of?” she complained while she sorted through a pile of cloaks gathered from the maids’ quarters. I was to travel dressed as a servant, until we reached the relative safety of Alaric’s tent. 
 
   “It is far too dangerous for you to leave the city. A woman amongst all those Goths. It’s madness.”
 
   “It’s my duty, Sylvia,” I said. “I’m the only one who can claim to have my brother’s ear and I must convince Alaric that we need more time to come up with a settlement that Honorius will approve. I’ll have Marcus at my side, and he won’t let any harm come to me.”
 
   “Here, try on this,” said Sylvia, patting a brown wool cloak into place around my shoulders. She stood back and looked at me. “No good. You still look like royalty, not like a servant, and that auburn hair makes it too obvious who you are.” Muttering to herself, she looked through a wooden chest, pulling out some rough leather boots. “Sit down please and let me try these on your feet.”
 
   I ground my teeth as Sylvia knotted the laces of around my ankles: the boots were too tight. She found a wool scarf, which she wrapped around my head, tucking away every strand of my hair.
 
   “I’ll come with you,” she said suddenly.
 
   “I don’t think Marcus would allow it.”
 
   “You can persuade him. Please, let me come. Otherwise I’ll just sit here all night worrying about you.”
 
    
 
   We followed Gardius and Marcus through the gate in the wall, out of the city and into the surrounding fields. There was no moon and the way was only faintly lit by the glow of the dying cooking fires, now extinguished for the night. Two Goth soldiers had met us at the gate and accompanied us across a pasture to a well-lit tent in the distance. 
 
   “The ground is moving,” Sylvia murmured, grasping my arm. I could see what she meant. The entire plain was covered with sleeping bodies, which tossed and turned in the darkness. I shivered, hardly sure if my nervousness was caused by the eerie sight of the undulating terrain or by the thought of the encounter to come. 
 
   A few yards from the tent, the Goth soldiers stopped and signaled to Marcus to wait. Minutes passed and I began to wonder if Alaric had changed his mind. But the flap of the tent was, finally, pushed open and our small group was allowed to enter. The tent was brightly illuminated with dozens of candles and it took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust. The air was hot and fetid, rank with the stench of sweat, and I breathed shallow breaths, discreetly pulling my cloak up over my mouth and nose to block out the smell. 
 
   Alaric, tall, with broad shoulders and blonde hair cut short in the Roman style, stood in the center of the tent. Behind him stood a groups of soldiers, dressed in the tunics and trousers typical of the Goths. Most of them wore their hair long and braided and they all had long swords on their belts.
 
   “Nobilissima.” Alaric bowed. “It has been some months since I had the pleasure of seeing you.”
 
   “Your cruel siege tactics have made communications rather difficult,” I answered curtly, and the Goth king smiled, holding his hand to his heart at though wounded. 
 
   “Your face so beautiful and your words so sharp,” he said. “But please, make yourself comfortable.” He gestured towards a leather campstool and waited until I was seated, Sylvia standing behind me. Marcus and Gardius remained standing. 
 
   “Allow me to introduce my brother-in-law, Ataulf,” said the Goth king. 
 
   Though as tall as his kinsman, Ataulf could not have been more different in appearance. His suntanned face was surrounded by dark brown curls, which hung almost to his shoulders. His tunic and trousers were cut more carefully than those of his soldiers, and embroidered with fine colored threads. The sword that hung at his side gleamed in the candlelight and his hand rested gently on the hilt, which was cast in bronze in the shape of an eagle’s head. It was one of the finest swords I had ever seen. Ataulf acknowledged me with a traditional Roman salute, punching his chest once with his fist. 
 
   “Nobilissima,” said Alaric after a short pause. “It is an honor to welcome you here. Do you bring news from your brother, perhaps?”
 
   He spoke perfect Latin, with a slight accent that I recognized as German. I was taken aback by his manners and his speech, although I knew I should not be surprised. He had spent many years at the court and in the company of Stilicho. 
 
   “Regrettably, I’ve had no word from my brother,” I said. 
 
   “That is most rude of him,” he commented. He gestured to Gardius and Marcus to sit while servants brought out wooden goblets of wine. I wondered at the roles we were all playing. Alaric was most clearly in charge. Suddenly, he pointed to a man sitting on a bench in the shadows. “You recognize him?” he asked.
 
   Gardius leaned forward and peered into the gloom. “Good heavens,” he said. “Senator Attalus, what are you doing here?”
 
   The man stood and moved into the light. He was wearing a white toga edged with purple, and appeared to have a thin gold coronet on his balding head. I was confused but before I could ask a question, Attalus spoke. 
 
   “You may call me Imperator,” he said.
 
   “What in the heavens are you talking about?” Marcus jumped to his feet, his hand on his sword. At once, the Goth soldiers took a step towards him and Sylvia cried out in alarm.
 
   I stood. “I’ve no idea what is happening here, but I refuse to remain any longer. Attalus, you are committing a treasonous act.”
 
   “Wait, wait,” said King Alaric. “Everyone, take your seats and calm down.” 
 
   He paused for a few moments. “It’s obvious to all of us that Honorius has abandoned any pretense of acting as an Emperor to his subjects. He leaves them to suffer and die in Rome and refuses to discuss terms with me. He hides like a worm in his fortress in Ravenna, listening only to that pernicious Provost of his. In the annals of history, what happens to a man like that? He is overthrown, replaced by someone better. Or maybe if not better, then stronger. And so, we have staged a coup. We have replaced Honorius with Attalus. We will deal with Attalus and he will sign a treaty that will end the siege.”
 
   I’d heard enough. I pointed at Attalus, feeling my cheeks burning. “How dare you?”
 
   “Do you have a better idea, Nobilissima?” replied Alaric, still seated, relaxed in his chair with his legs stretched out in front of him. “As far as I can see, you have no influence over your brother and nothing will change while he is in power. Time has run out. Something has to change. So let’s change the Emperor.”
 
   Marcus pointed his sword at Alaric and six of the Goth soldiers immediately surrounded him, swords raised.
 
   “Stop, at once,” I commanded. “There will be no bloodshed here tonight. Put your swords down and stand back.”
 
   Alaric nodded at his men and they reluctantly took a step back. 
 
   “You too, Magister,” I said to Marcus. He shook his head but lowered his sword.
 
   Silence settled in the hot, airless space. I looked at Alaric.
 
   “You have no right to appoint an Emperor and, as you are probably already aware, Attalus can achieve nothing for you. He can’t sign the deed for the land in Aquitaine and he has no money. I believe that this charade is nothing more than a sop for your own generals.”
 
   Alaric narrowed his eyes and glanced at the men standing next to him. They shifted on their feet and looked back at him, their faces questioning. 
 
   “I’m not sure I understand, Nobilissima,” he said finally.
 
   “We all know that your generals and soldiers are running out of patience and will rebel against your command if you do not either succeed in winning the settlement or mounting an attack. You can’t risk a mutiny among your own troops. This pretense of appointing Attalus gives you a little more time, but that’s all.”
 
   I turned to look at Attalus. “Isn’t that right? You know that there’s nothing you can do to resolve this. You’re a cat without claws, senator.”
 
   The pretender to the throne trembled. “How dare you speak to me like that?” he demanded, but there was a quiver in his voice. “I am the Emperor.”
 
   “I dare, because I am the daughter of Theodosius and sister of the true Emperor.” I turned back to face Alaric. “You would have done better to appoint me as Empress, Alaric. That would have given me the power to negotiate with my brother. I would have been of more help to you than your weak-kneed accomplice there.”
 
   Several of the men began to laugh and Alaric smiled. “I respect your audacity and your ambition,” he said. “Your brother needs to be careful.”
 
   Gardius coughed, and his eyes began to water. “Oh my goodness,” he exclaimed. “My, my. A glass of wine if you would?” As one of the servants handed him a goblet, he took a huge gulp and sat down on his stool, shaking his head. 
 
   I sat too, and leaned forward to speak quietly to Alaric. “I understand your predicament. I wish we had the power to give you what you were promised. But give us more time because I truly believe that we can persuade Honorius to come to a settlement. Allow me to return to Ravenna to speak in person with him.” 
 
   Alaric’s brother-in-law had moved to his side and he crouched down to whisper in his ear. Alaric shook his head but the man spoke again and the soldiers took an almost imperceptible step forward, as though straining to listen to what Ataulf was saying. 
 
   After a few minutes, Alaric stood, towering over me and almost everyone else in the tent. His lips were set firm and his blue eyes were the color of the sky over Rome before the siege had begun.
 
   “I am afraid it is impossible to grant you more time, Nobilissima,” he said. “My soldiers will accompany you back to the city. Attalus, you’ll remain here with us.”
 
   I looked at Marcus, who shrugged his shoulders slightly. There was nothing more to be done.
 
   Alaric lifted his hand in a farewell salute and watched as I led the other visitors out of the tent and into the blackness. I dreaded the walk back through the restless, shifting camp, but I took several gulps of smoke-filled air and walked as fast as I could in the uncertain light, away from the Goth king and the wretched usurper. Somewhere in the darkness a child sobbed and I felt its misery echoing in my heart. 
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
    
 
   The following afternoon, after another meeting with Marcus and Gardius to discuss their thoughts on Alaric’s next move, I went to the old bathhouse, built long ago by the Emperor Tiberius. Anxious to wash the smell of smoke and sweat from my skin and hair, I stepped out of a white linen sheet that Sylvia had wrapped around me, and slid into the tiled pool. Sylvia gathered up the fabric and folded it, humming quietly to herself. At the far end of the bath was a white marble fountain shaped like a giant shell, and the gentle splash of falling water filled the vaulted chamber. I floated, shivering in the unheated water. There was no longer enough fuel to keep the stoves working under the baths. The wood that was left was being used in the kitchens and no one knew how long it would last. 
 
   Above me, the ceilings were decorated with images of nymphs and satyrs cavorting in a flower-filled meadow. I grimaced. Tiberius had been well known for his fondness for romps in the countryside, none of them as innocent as the pretty picture on the vaulted roof. 
 
   I pushed my hands through the water to watch the ripples travel outwards. They reminded me of the tiny waves on the shore in Ravenna, and I felt a momentary pang for the place that had become my home for the last ten years. I had been born in Constantinople during the time when the Imperial court had resided there, but I remembered little of it -- other than that I had been happy there. My mother had been my constant companion and I still remembered her scent and the touch of her soft skin. She had died when I was five and, not long after that, my father moved my two brothers and me to Milan. 
 
   A noise outside the chamber disturbed my thoughts and I looked up at Sylvia, who gestured to me to come out of the water. A door opened and closed, and I moved quickly to the side of the pool, stepping into the embrace of the linen that Sylvia wrapped around me. 
 
   The visitor was Aurelia and she came across the tiled expanse towards us in a rush. Her face was pale and she was biting her lip, as she always did when something worried her.
 
   “Nobilissima,” she said, bowing her head. 
 
   I was overcome with emotion, glad to see my friend again, and all memories of the quarrel between us were forgotten. I folded my arms around her neck.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” said Aurelia. “I should have come sooner but I wasn’t sure how you would feel.”
 
   “I’m overjoyed to see you now,” I said. “But I think that you have come with bad news?”
 
   Aurelia glanced at Sylvia and nodded. “I have. The young priest, Alanus, has been to the Bishop to accuse certain household members of being pagans. He seems set on making a great deal of it and there’s talk that arrests will be made.”
 
   Sylvia grabbed my arm. “Is he speaking of me?” she asked. “Oh my heavens, what will become of me?”
 
   I guided her to a bench and made her sit. She did as she was told, burying her head in her hands, her whole body shaking.
 
   “Help me with my clothes,” I said to Aurelia. “What else have you heard?”
 
   “Not much more than that,” said Aurelia, picking up my under-tunic from the bench and helping me into it. “I heard it from Aunt Laeta, and would have paid no attention if she weren’t such a trusted source. The Bishop, she says, is in a quandary. He has no desire to pursue anyone in the palace and yet he has to answer an accusation that was made quite publicly. There are many in the church who would be happy for the opportunity to make an example of…” she glanced again at Sylvia. “Of non-Christians.” 
 
   “At such a time as this?” I exclaimed. “When we are facing a deadly enemy and should all be pulling together? The last thing we need is disunity among ourselves.” 
 
   While Sylvia sniffed and wiped her eyes, I let Aurelia comb out my wet hair, and was glad of a few moments of silence to think about what to do. Sixty years after Constantine had issued the Milan Edict in support of Christianity, my father had made a decree naming Nicene Christianity as the official religion of the Empire. Most citizens, rich and poor, now professed to be Christian, but many still clung to their old gods. Christians avoided the stalls in the market that were rumored to be owned by pagans, and pagans would not go to the same wells or fountains as Christians. I had always felt that the Church was handling the problem sensibly but now I was uneasy. I went to Sylvia and sat down next to her. 
 
   “Tell me,” I said. “Can you give up your pagan gods and turn to the True Faith?”
 
   Sylvia looked at me pleadingly. “I can’t give them up,” she said. “Things are all turned upside down in the Empire and it’s easy to see that the gods are angry with us for abandoning them. It does no harm to appease them with the old rituals and a few prayers. I’m truly sorry, but I can’t change my ways. I know it’s wrong but I grew up with the gods of my parents and my grandparents. They’re familiar, like an old pair of sandals. Christianity is like a new shoe. It pinches.”
 
   “Sylvia, you work for the imperial household, which is Christian. But that’s not even what is important. The problem is that it’s dangerous. This priest wants some sort of action taken. It’s not safe for you, do you see that?”
 
   Sylvia bent her head and started to cry again, the noise of her sobs echoing in the tiled chamber.
 
   “Oh, for goodness’ sake. Stop crying. Please, dry your tears.”
 
   Sylvia got to her feet, holding her back where it always hurt when she walked too fast or carried too much. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Placidia. Truly, I am. I’m just an ignorant woman, I suppose.”
 
   “Ignorance is not an excuse,” I retorted. “I want you to be safe, Sylvia. And I want your soul to be safe too.”
 
   Aurelia put her hand on my arm and gave me a look telling me to calm down.
 
   I took a breath. “I’ll have the Bishop come to the palace and I’ll talk to him about this young priest and his interference.” I managed to sound more confident than I felt. “I promise you, Sylvia, you’ll have nothing to fear. Let’s go back to my rooms and have some refreshments.”
 
   A while later, I sat with Aurelia on the terrace outside my rooms, savoring the comfort of my friend’s presence. We sat next to each other on an upholstered chaise, Aurelia’s arm twined through my own. I hadn’t realized until now just how much I had missed the constant companionship we had come to share. The sun blazed down on us, but the faintest of breezes brushed against our skin, easing the worst of the heat. The air was fragrant with the blooms of an orange tree in a pot at the corner of the terrace. 
 
   I heard Sylvia inside, arranging cups of cold drinks, and soon she appeared, setting a tray down on a small marble table. Her hair curled in damp tendrils against her cheeks and she wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. “Gods, it’s so hot that I can barely breathe.”
 
   “Take a seat, Sylvia. We’ll wait for the evening air to cool us,” I said, picking up a cup and smelling the sweetness of orange peel and honey. It was almost possible to remember the time before the siege, when this would have been a pleasant time to sit and talk about the next day’s activities. But now there was no discussion of what tomorrow would bring. Dissent inside the walls and the Goth army outside them brought nothing but uncertainty. I took deep breaths to ease the nauseous feeling in my stomach. 
 
   “I heard that you visited Alaric’s camp last night,” said Aurelia. “What happened?”
 
   I briefly recounted the details of the meeting and the bizarre appointment of Attalus as Emperor. Aurelia stared at me, wide-eyed in disbelief and laughed when Sylvia described how uncomfortable Attalus had looked in his coronet and purple-edged toga. 
 
   “Well,” she said. “At least, we may have a few days or weeks of grace until Alaric and his generals recognize that Attalus can do nothing for them.”
 
    “I’m not so sure,” I answered. “It’s clear that Alaric was trying to appease his men but they know better. Our meeting didn’t achieve anything other than to confirm that no one has any faith in Honorius any more.”
 
   Standing, I paced the tiled floor of the terrace, stopping to pluck an orange from the tree. I rolled the fruit in my hands, and found that the motion calmed the knots in my stomach. Leaning over the wall of the balcony, I watched the sun setting in a flare of crimson and coral over the hills to the west. Below, in the streets beyond the Palatine Hill, a dog barked, and then another. Suddenly, the quiet of the evening was punctured by the howl of animals and by men shouting. A church bell began to toll and in the far distance, I saw a plume of black smoke cutting through the rosy sky. My heart contracted painfully as I realized what was happening. The city was being attacked.
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
    
 
   Sylvia dropped a cup and it shattered on the stone tiles. Aurelia ran to my side. We heard more shouting and screams of alarm and the acrid smell of smoke carried on the breeze. 
 
   “Dear God,” I whispered. “It can only be that Alaric and the Goths have breached the defenses and have entered Rome.”
 
   Beside me, Aurelia stifled a sob. “How? They couldn’t get over the walls. You know Marcus would do anything to stop them. Oh, I hope he’s safe.”
 
   “Marcus will be fine,” I said, refusing to allow myself to think about him as I strained my eyes to see what was happening. The pink light of sunset had darkened to violet, and stygian shadows crept across the city. A half moon appeared from behind the Esquiline hill, where it seemed to hang, paralyzed into immobility. In the distance to the north, I saw an eerie orange glow. 
 
   “There,” I said, pointing. “There’s a fire near the Salarian Gate. That must be where they broke in.”
 
   The noise of the city grew louder. Horses’ hooves clattered along the streets and more church bells began to toll. 
 
   Turning, I called to Sylvia. “Go, at once,” I said. “Find the tribune of the guard and bring him here. Quickly now.” 
 
   Without hesitation, Sylvia ran across the terrace and I watched her fling open the doors of the chamber and disappear into the darkness of the hallway beyond. Below the terrace a loud clamor presaged the appearance of a group of servants who ran from the palace into the gardens, shouting for torches. Gradually they dispersed along the various paths that led to the city, their voices fading into the darkness. 
 
   “We must go find out what’s happening,” I said, pulling Aurelia by the arm into my room. Already, outside the huge double doors, the floors were ringing with the heavy tread of the palace guard. Two soldiers burst into the room, fully armed. Sylvia came behind them, out of breath and pale. 
 
   “Come, my ladies,” said the tribune, bowing to us both. “We will take you to safety.” 
 
   “There’s nowhere safe in Rome,” I replied, fighting the urge to run with the soldiers and hide wherever they took me. “I need you to get a message to Alaric, to tell him where I am, and that we need to talk.” 
 
   “Nobilissima,” pleaded the tribune. “It’s chaos out there and we can’t be sure of finding Alaric. His soldiers are all over the city, already looting and taking hostages. They’re setting fires everywhere they go, killing anyone who stands in their way and taking women. If they make it to the palace, you won’t be safe. We are terribly outnumbered. Please, come with us and I’ll do all I can to save you.”
 
   Taking a deep breath, I sat on the couch, motioning for Aurelia to join me. “I won’t run,” I said. “My duty is first as a member of the imperial family. My father wouldn’t have wanted me to run away, but to stand firm and show the Goths that Romans will not flee in the face of danger.”
 
   The poor soldier looked at his companion, obviously at a loss. He stepped forward as if to seize me by force but thought better of it. 
 
   “Go on,” I said. “Defend the doors of the palace, and send messengers to find Alaric. I’ll wait here for him. God speed, captain.” 
 
   Shaking his head, he saluted. “God be with you, Nobilissima,” he said and bolted from the room, followed by his companion. Sylvia hesitated for a moment, watching the fleeing soldiers, then slammed the doors closed and locked them. She came to sit on the couch next to me and I felt her violent trembling. She started to cry and I put my arms around her, but spoke fiercely. “Stop crying, Sylvia. We must stay calm and stay together. I’m sorry you are so scared. I am too, but running away will achieve nothing. The Goth soldiers will find everyone eventually, don’t you see?”
 
   The room was almost dark, lit only by a single oil lamp on a table. Sylvia was so pale that she looked like a spirit, frail and ready to fade at any moment. In the distance, we heard the sound of hundreds of horses’ hooves on the cobbled streets that climbed the Palatine Hill. The Goths must have broken through the defenses at the base of the hill and were riding towards the palace. We waited in silence for what seemed like an eternity, and Aurelia jumped to her feet when a crash of falling timbers startled us all. A fire erupted somewhere near the palace, the flames throwing a red wash on the pale marble walls of my room. On the desk, a bust of my father looked on, his face shadowed as though in deep distress. 
 
   Hearing the sharp clatter of blade on blade, I realized that the guards were already fighting the invaders within the walls of the palace. Sylvia cried out loud at the din of hundreds of feet pounding along the marble floors, punctuated by the crash of stone, and the clink of broken pottery. 
 
   The shouts grew louder and came closer, followed by a tremendous pounding on the wide doors. Suddenly, I jumped up and pushed Aurelia and Sylvia towards a smaller room at the back. Cursing my stubbornness that had left us so exposed, I slammed the door and let the heavy latch fall. It was a room used for storing clothes, and was littered with an assortment of chests and trunks. 
 
   “Hide,” I whispered, lifting the lid on one of the trunks and pushing Sylvia inside. Within seconds, however, the small door splintered under the blows of the soldiers and the room was filled with Goths, whooping and yelling. One grabbed me by the arm, and another caught Aurelia by the hair. They dragged us back into the main chamber, shouting at us in their own language. In the darkness lit only by the fires from outside, the room swirled red and orange, and the gigantic shadows of the invaders with their helmets and long wild hair loomed grotesquely on the high walls. It was a like a painting of Hell. 
 
   There were no signs of any Roman guards. I felt faint but was brought to my senses when the Goth who held my arm pulled me towards him and I felt his foul breath on my face. 
 
   “How dare you touch me? I am the Emperor’s sister,” I shouted at him. “Leave us alone!” 
 
   The man just laughed, baring large, yellow teeth. In the strange light, his eyes burned red. He bent his head towards my face but I pulled back and managed to scratch his cheek deeply with the ruby ring I wore. Distracted by the gleam of the stone, he let go of me and grasped my hand, sliding the ring from my finger. 
 
   “Any more where that one came from, girl?” he asked, in Latin. His accent was strong and it was hard to understand him, but his meaning was clear. I nodded, hoping that my chest of jewels would distract him. Moving towards my dressing table, I indicated a large inlaid box. The soldier still gripped my arm tightly while placing the ruby ring in a rough hide pouch he wore on his belt. He reached out his hand greedily to take the box. His stench was overpowering: a mix of sweat, dirt and blood. There were red stains on his tunic and spatters on his arms and face. I was gratified to see that the scratch I had inflicted was bleeding as well, but it seemed to give him no trouble. 
 
   Suddenly, the vile soldier let go of me and stood straight. A tall man had entered the room, and all the soldiers stepped back to let him pass. Outside, the clamor of iron against iron continued unabated, accompanied by screams and shouts of anger and pain, but the room fell silent.
 
   The tall man came closer until I could see him clearly in the red glow. It was Alaric and he was followed by his brother-in-law, Ataulf. Both of them were dressed in Roman uniforms and held unsheathed swords in their hands.
 
   “Get out!” Alaric yelled at the men. None of them moved. His companion turned and waved his sword towards the door. 
 
   “Go,” he said in a low voice. 
 
   Reluctantly, the barbarians started to move towards the splintered doors. My captor let go of me and started to walk away but Alaric held out his hand.
 
   “Give me the box,” he said. “There’s plenty more for you to take. Go find it.”
 
   The odiferous Goth glared at me and then at Alaric but gave him the coffer without saying a word. Alaric handed the box back to me. 
 
   “It’s too heavy to carry with you,” he said. “So take out what you want and leave the rest behind.”
 
   I started to speak, but he interrupted me. “Your tribune did well to find us and you are lucky we came so quickly. We must take you with us to a safe place. I can’t control the passions of my men indefinitely. We’ve waited for this night for so long.” 
 
   I stared at him in contempt. “Yes, waited to kill, loot and rape. Is that all you are capable of, finally?” 
 
   Ataulf took a step forward as if to defend his leader, but Alaric put a hand on his shoulder and shook his head. “It is only right for you to be angry. I am angry too that it has come to this. But we can talk another time. Now, we must leave and take you and your companions to a safe place.” 
 
   “What are you going to do with us?” I demanded. Neither of the men spoke for a minute. Outside the room, close to the door, there was a clatter, the rattle of metal on stone and a volley of shouts. 
 
   “Bring what you need and come quickly,” commanded Alaric urgently. 
 
   Aurelia ran to bring Sylvia, and the three of us grabbed several cloaks and a few robes. I took a handful of jewelry from the box, including the diadem my father had given me when I was a child. Sylvia rolled it all into a bundle and took my hand. Aurelia snatched up a few things, and wrapped them in a cloak. Huddled together, we followed Alaric and Ataulf, who were deep in conversation. Outside the great doors, the halls still teemed with barbarians, who slashed at a few remaining Roman guards.
 
   We made our way through the great central hallway that led to the atrium. I saw two bearded giants pushing at a great statue of my father, heaving against it until it fell with a gut-wrenching crash to the floor. They laughed and ran further down the hall, swiping at busts and urns with their swords and whooping with joy when their targets fell in an explosion of shattered marble. Hurrying after the Goth king and Ataulf down the main hall, I stepped over bodies and chunks of stone and tried hard not to look at the blood on the floor, at the severed limbs and heads. I wanted to stop and be sick, but fear helped to keep me moving. A piercing scream from somewhere near the kitchens made my heart pound even harder and I felt the blood throbbing in my temples. 
 
   At last, Alaric stopped and turned to us. “Go with my brother, Ataulf, and he will take you to safety in a villa close by. I’ll join you there.” 
 
   He saluted, spun on his heel and disappeared into the darkness at the end of the hall.
 
    I looked at Ataulf, who smiled wryly. “As if I have nothing better to do but nursemaid you three,” he said. “We can’t risk walking out the front way, so one of you’ll have to tell me how to get out.”
 
   Sylvia spoke, and her voice came out as a hoarse whisper. “I can show you.”
 
   Ataulf unsheathed a dagger and followed Sylvia, a weapon in each hand. The corridors were dark, all the lamps broken. Here and there, furniture or drapes had caught fire and the crackling flames provided the only light. We passed the top of a stairway that led down into pitch blackness and Sylvia whispered to Ataulf to stop. Her voice trembled when she spoke. 
 
   “It is a back stairway to the kitchen gardens. There is a door down there, but it’s usually locked.” 
 
   Without a word, Ataulf descended the steps and we followed close behind him. When we came to the narrow door at the bottom, he turned the handle but it was locked as Sylvia had said. He told us to back up a few paces, and then ran at the door, pushing hard with his shoulder until the door gave way with a crash that made us all jump. We crept along a cold stone passageway that dripped water and was covered with green moss, and finally emerged in the gardens near to one of the great ponds. 
 
   The glow from the fires illuminated the garden and it was lighter outside than it had been in the palace. I immediately recognized where we were and pointed to a small gate in the exterior wall, the one I had used to steal out to the meeting with Alaric just a few days earlier. 
 
   “That gate lets out on to the road,” I said. 
 
   We hurried towards it, our steps echoing on the stone paths. Something caught at my gown and I shuddered with terror, but it was only a branch of a rose bush and I pulled the fabric clear, hurrying to keep up with Ataulf.
 
   The gate was already broken from its hinges and Ataulf kicked it aside so that we could pass. As we were about to step out into the narrow alleyway, he pushed us back roughly. Two horses galloped by, their hooves striking sparks on the cobblestones. On one, a Goth soldier held a terrified looking woman in front of him, clasping her tightly. They turned a corner out of sight and Ataulf gestured for us to follow him. Quietly, he led the way to a path that wound up to the villa that belonged to Gardius.
 
   The climb up the path seemed to last forever. The din of fighting still rose from the city streets, punctuated by screams and oaths. I was breathless from the fast walk, jumping at every shadow and at the sound of the little stones on the path that skittered away under my feet. 
 
   We entered the garden of the villa through a small gate similar to the one at the palace. The gardens were illuminated by lamps and the windows of the villa also glowed with light. I saw hundreds of soldiers, all Goths, bustling to and fro, many of them laden with loot from their assault on the city. Some of them eyed us curiously when we walked past but none spoke to us. 
 
   When we entered the villa, I saw that the hallways were almost blocked with piles of furniture, gold plate and other valuables. Servants ran from room to room, carrying jugs of wine and platters of food but there was no sign of Gardius or his family.
 
   “Whoever lived here knew how to live well, even in the midst of siege and rationing,” commented Ataulf. 
 
   “It was one of the senators. What has happened to him and his family?” I asked, fearing the answer. 
 
   Ataulf shrugged. “I didn’t see anyone. They must have fled before we got here. Many of your neighbors here escaped. I’m surprised you didn’t.” 
 
   “I chose to stay,” I said coldly. 
 
   I was surprised at how well he spoke, like his brother, with barely a trace of an accent. 
 
   “You’ll be safe here,” he said. “Follow me.” He started to walk down a long hallway and motioned to four tall Goth soldiers to accompany him. Their hair hung in long blonde braids and their tunics were torn and filthy. Together, we reached the end of the hallway and Ataulf stopped outside a closed door. Pushing it open, he waited for us to enter. 
 
   The room was small, poorly lit with a few oil lamps, and sparsely furnished with a bed and a couch. There was a shuttered window, and a tiny square opening high in the wall that showed the sky still orange from the fires. I guessed it had been a steward’s room. Shivering, I watched as Ataulf murmured some instructions to the guards. Then he turned to us again. “The guards will allow no one to enter but Alaric and myself. I will send food up to you.”
 
   “But,” I started, and stopped when his expression turned to one of deep suffering.
 
   “Yes, my lady? “ 
 
   “What are you going to do with me? I am Galla Placidia, sister of the Emperor.” 
 
   “I am aware of that, Nobilissima. You don’t think we would give such grand quarters to just anyone, do you?” He smiled, but I could not smile back.    
 
   “You are to be a hostage,” he said. “Your brother will pay a good ransom for you and you will be returned unharmed within a few days. Your friends here will be hostages too, and I’m sure that your brother will pay for their release also.”
 
    Hostages. I was outraged. 
 
   “You can’t take Roman nobility as hostages. “
 
   “Indeed? There you are quite wrong. We have hundreds of hostages held all over the city. Their friends and families will pay the ransoms and they’ll go free. As long as they all meet our demands, none will be harmed.” 
 
   “But wait, tell me more. What about the Bishop and the priests? Have you harmed them? Have you taken them hostage?”
 
   “We have not harmed the clergy. Most are safe in their churches and monasteries. Now, I beg your pardon but I have some urgent matters to attend to.”
 
   I sat on the bed and Aurelia wrapped one of the cloaks around me. In spite of the summer heat, the room was chill and I felt numb to the bone. It was a strange anticlimax to be suddenly alone in the quiet room. Noises from outside were muffled and indistinct. 
 
   On a sudden impulse I jumped up and went to the window but the shutters were locked from the outside and there seemed to be no way of breaking them open. 
 
   “Pull the couch over here,” I said to Aurelia and Sylvia. They looked at each other briefly but quickly pulled the couch under the window. Standing on it, I could just reach the sill of the opening above but it was too high for me to see out or pull myself up. Despondent, I hitched my gown up so that I could jump to the floor. Noticing that there was blood on the hem, I let it go suddenly. The sight of the blood brought hot tears to my eyes. 
 
   “Poor Rome,” I said quietly. “Our noble city sacked and despoiled, her streets awash in blood.” I put my hands in front of my eyes to try shut out the images of violence that I had seen while Sylvia and Aurelia held each other in silence. 
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
    
 
   We pushed the couch back away from the wall and Aurelia and I sat together while Sylvia paced the room as though measuring the dimensions, muttering under her breath. 
 
   There was a loud knock at the door, and a Goth soldier opened it without waiting for an answer. He said something unintelligible and allowed a young girl to enter. She was carrying a tray of wine and food. Her face was pale, her eyes round and large and there was a smear of soot on one cheek. She curtsied delicately and put the tray on a small table near the couch. I recognized her as one of the senator’s servants. 
 
   “Are they treating you well?” I asked her and the girl looked at me in astonishment, as though I had just materialized from the wall. I guessed that she wasn’t used to being spoken to by her employers.
 
   “Yes, Nobilissima,” she stammered. “My father is a German, though he has fought for Rome for nearly ten years. The Goths are taking anyone of German birth into their household and army. They told me I’d be safe here.” 
 
   “I am glad of it,” I said gently. 
 
   “I hope you enjoy the food,” replied the girl. “It’s running out quickly, but they said you were to have as much you wanted.” 
 
   I thanked her and waited for her to close the door. 
 
   “Sylvia, Aurelia, eat something,” I said. “We’ll need all our strength to survive the coming days, I suspect.”
 
   “Marcus will come to find us,” said Aurelia. “We will be free soon, I am sure of it.” 
 
   Sylvia poured some wine into the three goblets on the tray and we each took one. 
 
   “I drank from this goblet once before,” I said, looking more closely at the etched glass. “I was invited to a banquet here to celebrate Gardius’s daughter’s betrothal. There was music and poetry reading and everyone talked of the great philosophers of Rome. It was just last year and now it seems like a century ago. Is that life going to disappear forever?” 
 
   Aurelia put down her goblet, and embraced me. “I doubt that our lives will ever be the same again,” she said. “But Honorius will send his armies when he hears of this insult to Rome. We’ll drive out the barbarians and reinstate law and order. We just have to be patient.”
 
   “Patience is not one of my greater virtues,” I said with a tight smile. 
 
   “I know that,” agreed Aurelia. “But we’ll do our best and meanwhile, we must eat and sleep.”
 
   I could not eat, but must have slept, and awoke to find the dinner platter cleared and a new tray of day old bread with a jug of warm milk on the table. Pale grey sky showed through the opening and a dank smell of smoke and soot hung in the air. I threw off the cloak I’d slept in and gazed in dismay at my gown, which was rumpled and torn, the hem stained black with the blood that clotted it. 
 
   “I have to change, “ I said. “I wish I could bathe. Imagine a hot tub of scented water, with clean linens to step into.” 
 
   Aurelia laughed. “Your optimism may be dented, but your imagination isn’t, I’m glad to see. Here, Sylvia will find you a clean gown in that bundle of hers, and you must eat this morning because you didn’t last night.” 
 
   We ate the bread hungrily, though it was stale, and drank the milk, which was still fresh. Sylvia helped me dress, rebraided my hair and pinched my cheeks to put some color into them. 
 
   “Perfect.” she declared. “You look imperial again.” 
 
   I prepared in my head the speech I intended to give when our captors arrived, but as the morning wore on, I had nothing to do but pace from one end of the room to the other. 
 
   “They can’t mean just to leave us here,” I cried. “I need to contact Honorius and let him know what’s happening. We must be allowed to send a message to him and to Marcus. Do you think that Alaric has forgotten about us?” 
 
   The hours passed slowly, with nothing to mark them but my anxious pacing. Aurelia had brought with her some of her precious embroidery in the bundle she had carried from the palace. She took the needlework out and worked on it. Usually, she loved to sew and would work silently, engrossed in her work. Today, she dropped needles and muttered under her breath, once or twice flinging the linen on the floor and eventually retrieving it. 
 
   Sylvia would not stop talking. “It’s the gods’ doing, that’s what it is. They’re angry that we have abandoned them and now they’re punishing us. People can’t just turn their backs on the gods and pretend they don’t exist any more.” 
 
   I was of the mind to find something to gag her with but, with relief, heard footsteps outside followed by a bang on the door. The guard pushed it open but it was just the young girl who had come the night before. 
 
   “Dinner,” she said, placing another tray on the table. 
 
   “Take it away,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm. “I don’t want food, I want to talk to Alaric or that brother-in-law of his. I want writing tools so I can communicate with my brother.” 
 
   The girl cowered and said nothing but ran from the room quickly. 
 
   “Eat,” said Aurelia, looking up from her needlework. 
 
   “How can you see to do that in this horrible room?” I retorted, still pacing and growing increasingly frantic. “I’m a prisoner, this is so uncivilized.” 
 
   Sylvia stopped talking for long enough to grab some food. There was more stale bread and some dried fruit. The wine was heavily watered. The room grew darker and I realized that the fires must be dying down, as the sky was black outside. The pitiful lamps barely cast enough light for Aurelia to continue sewing and the chill of the room was pervasive.
 
   Finally, I slept fitfully again and woke to see the same small oblong of dull, grey sky. Aurelia was still asleep, uncomfortably perched on the couch, with her needlework lying on her lap. I went over and stroked a few blonde hairs back from her forehead and laid a cloak gently over her. Sylvia had finally dropped off to sleep, curled up in a pile of cloaks in the corner of the room.
 
   I listened for a minute and realized that it was very quiet. The shouting and screaming had stopped and there were no sounds of horses in the streets. I went to the door to listen but could hear nothing. With excitement, I wondered if the barbarians had left the city. Holding my breath, I put my hand to the knob on the door, slowly turning it. Immediately there was a clatter outside and the door was opened violently, almost pushing me to the ground. One of the guards looked in and grunted at me, then pulled the door closed with a bang. Infuriated, I beat on the door with my fists. 
 
   “ I need to talk to Alaric,” I shouted. “I need to talk to your chief, your leader. Do you understand me?” 
 
   There was no response and the door didn’t reopen. Slowly I slid to the ground, my back to the door, giving into tears of frustration. “I need to talk to someone,” I yelled, waking Aurelia and Sylvia who bolted from their sleep as though chased by demons. 
 
   Within an hour, my wish was granted. A gentle knock at the door was followed by the appearance of Alaric himself. I tried to hide my tear-stained face and swollen eyes by standing in the shadows. 
 
   “I must communicate with my brother, the Emperor,” I said before he had the chance to say anything.
 
   “Agreed,” said Alaric, and called out to the guards at the door. There was a long silence. Alaric did not seem uncomfortable, but merely gazed at the strip of sky visible through the opening, hands at his side. He turned suddenly to look at me. He was almost a foot taller than me, and his height combined with his erect posture and piercing blue eyes were quite intimidating. 
 
   “You should know,” he said, “that we plan to leave the city tomorrow.” 
 
   I looked at him, without understanding. “You’re leaving Rome?” 
 
   “We are leaving,” he said, “and that includes you and all our hostages. There’s no food left here. We’ll move south to seek shelter for the winter and food for everyone.” 
 
   “But you said you would return me for a ransom,” I protested.
 
   “I will, when the ransom is paid. Your brother will know where to find us, and we can settle accounts when he is ready. For now, you must prepare for the journey. Ah, here’s the parchment you’ll need to write your message.” 
 
   The young girl entered, bearing an armful of writing materials. She bowed and curtsied and turned to run from the room as soon as Sylvia had taken the things from her. 
 
   “Please inform your brother that I’ll be sending him a demand for your ransom and that you’ll then go home safe and unharmed,” said Alaric. “I assume you’ll have the ransom paid for your ladies?” 
 
   I nodded, and he turned to leave but added, “I’ll send in a messenger shortly to collect your letters. And be ready at first light in the morning. Try to eat and sleep tonight as the journey will be long and hard.” 
 
   “Leaving Rome,” I said when the door was closed again. “He must be mad. There will be Roman armies hounding him the minute he leaves the gates.” 
 
   Aurelia smiled for the first time in three days. “Obviously, he’s not as clever as he looks. We just have to be patient and wait for our release. Every Roman soldier within a hundred miles will be looking out for you, and will do all they can to free us and the other hostages. “
 
   I laid out the parchment and looked at the pen and ink for a moment.  “Or maybe not,” I said quietly. “There seems to be no sign of Roman resistance. We don’t know what has become of Marcus and his troops. If Honorius doesn’t send reinforcements quickly, it’s possible that we’ll remain captive for quite some time. Aurelia, do you think Honorius might abandon us and not send any soldiers?”
 
   Aurelia stood and came to me, putting her arms around my shoulders. “I think it’s possible. He did nothing to protect Rome from the siege and threat of attack and he may do nothing now. Our hopes must lie with Marcus to bring all the troops he can muster to secure the freedom of the hostages and to protect other cities from the Goth rampages.”
 
   “And my ransom? Will Honorius pay that, do you think?” I felt as though I already knew the answer. I saw it confirmed in Aurelia’s wide, blue eyes, which looked at me with compassion.
 
   “I think it’s possible that he won’t pay the ransom, but Marcus will negotiate with Alaric. You’ll be freed, I, I promise.”
 
   In spite of Aurelia’s assurances, I felt lost and vulnerable. My brother, one of my few surviving relatives, would not protect me. I would have to rely on my own resources and the love of my friends. I pushed the parchment away and put the pen back on the table. I wouldn’t write a letter begging Honorius to save me. He would know soon enough of my situation and how much the ransom would be. He could choose to help me or not. Standing, I smiled at my dearest friend. 
 
   “We’ll do this our own way,” I said.
 
   In spite of Alaric’s advice, I ate little and barely slept. The small hard bed was uncomfortable and every time I closed my eyes, I saw images from my past. My father held me in his arms and stroked my hair, telling me that I was the most precious thing in his life. Half-awake, I wept to think of all he had done to unite the Empire that was now being ripped apart. I thought of my beautiful, gentle mother and was glad she was not here to see this, and I remembered Serena spitting and cursing at me. All night, I tossed and turned, wishing for morning to come and dreading it at the same time. 
 
   As soon as dawn broke and a feeble light poked into the corners of the room, I dressed quickly and pulled my cloak tight against the chill of the morning. I woke Aurelia and Sylvia gently and, not long afterwards, the young girl crept in, still groggy with sleep, to give us a bread roll each and a jug of watery wine. Then she dug into a pocket in her tunic and gave us a handful of dried apricots. 
 
   “These are the last,” she said. “ The kitchens are bare. Those soldiers have eaten everything.” 
 
   I thanked her and asked if she would be coming with us. “ No,”  she said, “I have been released to go to my own people near the northern border. A party of us leaves today. I bid you goodbye, Nobilissima, and wish you well.” 
 
   Her words were interrupted by the arrival of four dour Goth soldiers who told the girl to leave at once. They grunted their instructions, and indicated that we should follow them. Gathering up our few belongings and bundling them inside the cloaks, we followed them out of the room. 
 
   I stopped at the door to take one last look at the small room that had been my prison. I was sure I would come to miss its comparative comfort and safety in the ordeal that lay ahead. 
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   The guards marched us quickly through the corridors of the villa towards the atrium. The house, once beautiful, was a pigsty. The elegant furnishings were gone, the marble floors soiled, mosaics wantonly destroyed. Blood was smeared on the walls and the woven hangings were torn or ripped away. When we reached the atrium, a foul smell filled the air, and I saw that the pool was clogged with floating debris and the bloated body of a dog. 
 
   The guards hurried us into the gardens, and I tried not to look as we passed several dead soldiers, one flung backwards across a manicured hedge, eyes wide and staring. When we came to the gates, another unit of ten or more Goth guards fell in line behind us. No one spoke and they set a brisk pace that left us almost running to keep up. Sylvia’s sandal came off and she bent to retrieve it, but a guard quickly pulled her to her feet and pushed her forward. I grasped her arm to support her as we marched away from the villa, and down towards the Circus Maximus. Not far away was the palace, its walls shining in the early morning light. From where I stood, it looked peaceful and serene.
 
   The air was hazy, the lingering smell of smoke still sharp and bitter. Pushed along by the soldiers, we reached the main road and stopped, prevented from crossing by a huge caravan of horses and riders, carts, carriages, coaches and open wagons, strung along the road into the far distance. The carts closest to us were piled high with furniture taken from the affluent villas on the hill, and with chests spilling gold plates and strings of gems. On one cart, beautifully embroidered cushions were piled on top of trunks bursting with coins and jewelry. A marble statue of some former Emperor was propped up between two chests, weighing down the cart so that the boards sagged in the middle. 
 
   Flanking the carts were dense throngs of people on foot. They seemed to be the families of the barbarian soldiers, strangely clad women, children and older men. Rome had long been a melting pot of nationalities but the sheer number of Goths in one place made me realize that Rome had truly been invaded for the first time in its history. Loathing welled in my stomach and I felt the bile rising in my throat. The scope of the damage and slaughter was hard to comprehend. 
 
    The guards watched the cavalcade of wagons passing for a few minutes, and then seemed to remember we were there. One of them prodded us back into motion and we walked along the crowded street until we reached another small group of Roman captives. Most of them stood still, not talking, just staring at the procession. But one woman was sobbing and calling out a name, repeating it over and over again. I recognized her as Justinia, wife of one of the senators, and made my way towards her. 
 
   “Oh, Nobilissima,” cried the woman. “They took my child. She let go of my hand for just a moment and those barbarians seized her. I haven’t seen her since last night.” 
 
   She began to wail again, inconsolable, and I drew her into my arms and tried to comfort her. 
 
   “Nobilissima.” A man’s voice attracted my attention and I released Justinia into the care of Aurelia and Sylvia. The man bowed his head. “I am distressed to see you here, Nobilissima,” he said. “It’s an outrage that the Goths would take you prisoner.”
 
   It was Septimus, one of the senators who had remained in Rome to assist Gardius.
 
   “It’s an outrage that they would take Rome, Septimus. I’m sorry you are also a captive but I’m glad to see a friend here. Have you heard anything of Marcus?” 
 
   He shook his head. “Nothing of our Magister. In fact, I haven’t even seen a Roman soldier since the attack. They must all be dead or gone by now.”
 
   I paused, trying to ignore my growing fears for Marcus’s safety.
 
   “And are we all the Romans who are being taken?” I asked and Septimus said that he knew there were several other groups of captives being held in different places. 
 
   “My brother and nephew were taken from their villa on the Esquiline Hill,” he said, “and are being held with a number of other families from that area.” 
 
   We moved a few steps away from the group. “Do we have any hope of escaping before they march us out of Rome?” I asked quietly.
 
   “Not a chance,” he replied. “There are tens of thousands of Goths and we have no weapons.”
 
   A disturbance in the crowd distracted him and I looked up to see a priest pushing his way towards me. I sighed. It was Alanus. The young man’s hair was unkempt and his robes were blackened with smoke and soot. 
 
   “Nobilissima, I am Alanus and you did me the honor of allowing me to conduct Mass for you recently.”
 
   Before I could speak, he continued. “Nobilissima, I have tried to convince the barbarians that I am a priest and cannot be held hostage but they choose to not understand me. Perhaps you could intercede on my behalf and ask them to let me go?”
 
   “I would be happy to speak on your behalf, Alanus, but as you can see, there is no one here to talk with. We must wait for Alaric or his brother to come. Meanwhile, perhaps you would like to assist some of those here who are frightened or hurt. That poor lady has lost her daughter.” 
 
   I pointed out Justinia, who was leaning on the arm of Aurelia, still crying uncontrollably. “I’m sure your prayers would offer some comfort,” I said.
 
   Alanus glanced at the woman, clearly unhappy with the task he had been given. “Please, Nobilissima, do what you can for me. I’m not fit enough to face the rigors of being a hostage, and I have work to do at the church that requires my urgent attention.”
 
   “Really, Alanus? I’d be very interested to know what it is that you could do in the church that would not be better done here, where there are people who need you. I’m sure the candles can go unlit on the altars for a while longer. As for being a hostage, I’m sure you are better able to face a little hunger and exercise than some of these poor citizens.” 
 
   I ran my eyes over his well-fed form as I spoke. He flushed and bowed, backing away from me and hurrying towards Justinia.
 
   “An unusual sort of priest,” commented Septimus. 
 
   “A very aggravating young man,” I agreed, turning towards the procession of carts, scanning the road in both directions for any sign of Alaric or Ataulf.
 
   I ran my hands through my hair, pulling its weight up from my neck, which was damp with perspiration. The sun was climbing steadily and, although its rays were muffled by the thick smoke that still hung in the air, the temperature was rising.
 
   More than an hour had passed since we were taken from the villa and nerves began to fray as the heat built up. The hostages grew more frantic, conjecturing on their chances of escape or of rescue, recounting stories of the night of the attack, and crying for other members of their families. I felt overwhelmingly tired and realized that I was also very hungry. It was almost noon when a guard yelled at us to be quiet. Alaric rode up on a powerful black horse, towering over us as we stepped away from the beast’s prancing feet. 
 
   “Nobilissima, I regret the delay,” he said. “Please follow these two guards and we’ll soon be ready to move out. Ladies and gentlemen, we will do all we can to make your journey comfortable. There will be horses for some of you. The rest will have to walk.” 
 
   As suddenly as he had come, he pulled his horse’s head around and rode away. 
 
   The two guards beckoned me to join them and I pushed Aurelia and Sylvia forward. One soldier hesitated on seeing three of us together but seemed to change his mind and carried on walking. Using a stick to push people aside, he carved a passage through the crowds and I saw the imperial carriage, its gold paint and purple trim looking garish and out of place in the midst of the chaos. One of the barbarians motioned to us to get into the carriage although no one helped us to do so. When Sylvia began to climb in, one of the men pulled her back. 
 
   “Not you, he said. “The carriage is for the ladies. You can walk with the rest or find a lift on a wagon if you are lucky. I’ve heard that there are men willing to give a lady a place on a cart in return for a favor.”
 
   Sylvia slapped the soldier hard across the face and he glared at her, bunching his fist as though he would strike her. 
 
   “She will ride with us,” I said, “and I’ll report you to your king if you dare to touch her again. There’s room in this carriage for another person. Bring that woman. She can ride with us.” 
 
   I pointed at Justinia and watched as the men escorted her to the carriage. I climbed in, slumped against the pillows and closed my eyes. Next to me, Aurelia clasped the bundle she had brought with her. Sylvia edged close to me, trembling so violently that the carriage shook. A Goth soldier slammed the door shut and, with a lurch, we moved forward, joining the procession as it made its way out of the city. 
 
   I pulled the curtain away from the window and looked out. Fires had wrecked many buildings, and those that were not destroyed were ransacked. The fountains were now full of discarded relics of the looting. The street was lined with the poor people of the city, who watched in disgust as the caravan passed them. They shouted and jeered at the Goths, shaking their fists and making obscene gestures, but the noise of the carriages, the horses’ hooves and thousands of men marching drowned out their cries. 
 
   I realized that we were heading south, towards the Appian gate, away from the worst of the smoke and destruction. My heart was heavy at the thought of leaving the majestic city. I felt as though I was abandoning a broken ship ready to sink under the waves. 
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
    
 
   All day, the massive procession made its way south, leaving Rome behind and heading into rough countryside. Some meager crops grew in the fields carved out of the hilly land, but I saw no livestock and very few people. 
 
   “It seems that all the pigs and sheep have already been killed and eaten,” said Aurelia. “Alaric will not find much to sustain his nation-army in these poor fields.” 
 
   I agreed. It was clear that the country folk had suffered the same deprivations as the city dwellers. These once prosperous farms were rundown or abandoned.
 
   In the distance, we saw small parties of barbarians riding away from the cavalcade, no doubt in search of food. Weary with hours of being jolted in the carriage, we grew quiet and I wondered when we would find food or water.
 
   Septimus rode alongside the carriage. His horse was old, her ribs showing through her chestnut coat, but he said he was glad to have her. Many of the hostages were on foot and had already fallen far to the back of the procession. 
 
   For several days, we journeyed, stopping at sunset and moving again at dawn. Twice a day, servants distributed meager rations of cheese and dark bread. Aurelia, Sylvia and I ate and slept in the carriage with Justinia, who wouldn’t eat. When she slept, she moaned or screamed. It seemed that most of the Goths bedded down on blankets on the ground and I wondered how the other Roman nobles were faring. Septimus, under the watchful eyes of the guards, rode back and forth, gathering what news and gossip he could. 
 
   “They say that Alaric wants to put many miles between us and Rome before stopping to make camp,” he said, on the third morning, when he arrived alongside the carriage. Around us, the cries and complaints of those hostages on foot had grown louder, and the soldiers shouted loudly with more menace in their voices. In the heat of the sun, the carriage became unbearable, stifling and airless. 
 
   “Are there still no signs of Roman troops?” I asked. 
 
   “Nothing so far. They are either planning an ambush ahead of us or are still riding to catch up from behind.” 
 
   Aurelia looked up. “Have you heard anything of Marcus?” 
 
   She had refused her portion of food yet again and I was worried about the grey tinge to her cheeks.
 
   Septimus shook his head. “I am sorry, my lady, but I’ve heard nothing. Not of our commander or of any troop movements. And, as far as I can tell, no ransom money has been received and no one released. I haven’t seen any messengers coming or going, but I’ll ride forward to see if I can find Alaric and I’ll do what I can to learn more.”
 
   Late the following day, we heard the horns that signaled the stop for the night. At last, it seemed that Alaric felt we were far enough away from Rome to make a camp. It took several hours for the people to put up makeshift tents in a series of large rolling fields, through which a small stream flowed. Through some organizational effort I could not see, great fires were started and pots pulled from the wagons, filled with water and set to boil.
 
   We waited in the carriage while the horses were unhitched and taken to the fields for water and grass. I was dazed with hunger and fatigue. My clothes stuck to my body and I knew I smelled of sweat and smoke. I dozed for a while, and woke at the sound of galloping horses. Looking out of the window, I saw scores of Goth soldiers riding past the carriage at great speed. The sound appeared to rouse Justinia too. She edged along the bench towards the door and looked out. 
 
   “I hate them,” she murmured. “They took my child. She’s dead, I am sure of it. My precious darling.”
 
   Without warning, she flung the door open and leapt out. Aurelia screamed and reached out her hand but it was too late. Justinia plunged to the ground under the hooves of the speeding horses. The soldiers kept riding, trampling her broken body into the dusty soil. 
 
   I slid to the floor of the carriage, my heart pounding so hard it hurt my chest and I could barely take a breath. “My God,” I whispered. Stunned, we waited in silence until the last of the riders had passed. 
 
   “Is there any hope?” asked Aurelia. “Should we look?”
 
   “No,” I said. “There’s no hope.”
 
   “I’ll go out,” said Sylvia and, without hesitating, she stepped down from the carriage. I watched as she bent over Justinia and, with great tenderness, wiped dust and blood from the lacerated face and whispered a few words. She sat back on her heels for a few moments and then climbed back into the carriage, curling herself into a corner of the bench and wrapping her cloak around her. 
 
   I reached up to stroke her hand, but a Goth soldier peered into the carriage. He was unshaven and filthy, and Aurelia let out a yelp of fear.
 
   “Come with me,” he said. 
 
   Unsure of what was happening, I opened the door and climbed out, careful to avoid stepping on Justinia’s body. I was relieved to see Aurelia following close behind me. The guard beckoned us to follow him and led the way through crowds of Goth women and children, who were intent on their chores and oblivious to the presence of Roman nobility. After a few minutes, the guard brought us to a tiny cottage, which appeared to be the residence of the farmer who had once tended the fields.
 
   We waited at the door of a small cramped living space where Alaric was giving orders to his men for the protection of the camp during the night. As the soldiers acknowledged their orders and left, he saw us and waved us into the room.
 
   “Nobilissima,” he said. “I regret the traveling conditions and hope that you have been as comfortable as possible.” 
 
   “The conditions are intolerable,” I retorted, “as you well know.” 
 
   “Yes, a carriage with cushions and shades against the heat of the sun must be most disagreeable,” he answered with a smile. 
 
   “I speak of the hundreds of other hostages, some of whom are being forced to march on foot with little to eat or drink. You should release us all and end this abuse. A noble lady called Justinia died just minutes ago. She killed herself, but you are her murderer, Alaric.”
 
   “And your commander is not also a murderer?” he asked. “How many have your Roman soldiers killed to enfold a country in the brutal embrace of the Empire?” 
 
   I took a deep breath. I felt drained, incapable of any emotion, even anger. The growling in my stomach made me nauseous. “Just let the hostages go, Alaric. You have enough gold and valuables from your vicious looting of our city to last you a lifetime. You don’t need the ransom money.”
 
   “Believe me,” he replied. “I would love to let all of you go, every last one of you. There’s not enough food for everyone. But I do need the money. I have plans to save my people, and the more I have to trade with, the better. Have you heard from your brother? Does he plan to pay your ransom soon?”
 
   I shook my head. “I have no idea. More importantly, we’ve heard nothing of Marcus, our Magister Militum. Do you have any news of him?”
 
   “Please sit and we can talk,” said Alaric, pointing to chairs grouped around a rough wooden table. “There’s cheese and bread here, and wine.” He hacked at the aged cheese with a dagger that seemed to have dried blood on it. I took a piece of bread but didn’t eat it.
 
   “My soldiers overran the garrison early in the attack,” said Alaric. “I know that many Romans there were injured or killed but I’m sure that if any harm had come to the Magister I would have heard of it.”
 
   Aurelia gave a small nod of acknowledgement and I swallowed hard, the lump in my throat making it hard for me to speak. 
 
   “You spoke of a plan,” I said after a long silence. “I can’t imagine what you intend to do with all these people. There’s no food. How can you sustain them?”
 
   Alaric chewed on a piece of bread before answering. “There’s no food here, it’s true, but we’ll soon have control of the grain supplies from Africa and then we’ll not only have food for my people but an excellent bargaining chip with which to negotiate with the Emperor for the territories I have asked for.” 
 
   “Africa?” I said in surprise. “Africa is a well-defended province that won’t easily give up its food supply to you. How can you expect to succeed?” 
 
   Alaric took a gulp of wine. “In Sicilia I have more troops waiting with arms that we have secured from previous engagements, and a flotilla of ships that will take us to the north coast of Africa. My men are ready to fight and the stakes are high. I am confident of our success there.”
 
   I played with a crumb of bread, rolling it between my fingers and looked up at him. His face was scarred from some previous skirmish and there was weariness in the way he held his head, but his clear blue eyes were sparkling like those of a young boy and held no sign of fear or defeat. He had survived years of battles, fighting alongside the great armies of Rome. 
 
   I had many questions for him, but was interrupted by the arrival of several soldiers. I noticed that they saluted Alaric politely and treated him with deference in spite of their rough dress and rude manners. They talked together in German.
 
   “Some of the ransoms have been paid,” Alaric explained when the men had left the room. “And we are making arrangements for those hostages to be accompanied back to Rome. This is good news for them and for us and I hope to be able to release you two ladies as well, very soon.”
 
   “You need more than ransom money, or even food, to look after your people,” said Aurelia, speaking for the first time. “You need a place to settle. You can’t continue this nomadic existence forever.” 
 
   “As you know, I’ve made demands for such a place,” he said bitterly. “If the Empire won’t grant me one, then I’ll take it for myself. Perhaps Africa will be to my liking.” 
 
   “Will you continue to negotiate with the Emperor for your settlement?” I asked. 
 
   Alaric laughed humorlessly. “Your brother won’t negotiate now that we’ve attacked Rome,” he said. “I knew I was taking an irrevocable step when we entered the gates, but I had no choice. I had been alternately ignored and insulted by the Emperor and his council to the point where it had become insupportable. And now, I fear, there is nothing to do but continue my battle against him. Unless you are able to persuade him to see my point of view?”
 
   “Honorius is not inclined to be persuaded,” I answered. “And I certainly can’t see why he will change his mind now that, as you say, you’ve sacked Rome.”
 
   Alaric looked pensive. “Commander Stilicho was a great man. Everything would have been different had he lived. His death was a tragedy for us all.”
 
   “He respected you,” I said. “He would have paid your settlement and assigned the lands of Aquitaine to you. Which is why Olympius had him killed.”
 
   I paused and could not help asking. “Is it true that Serena was working with you to enable you to take Rome?”
 
   My stomach lurched as I asked the question. Aurelia looked at me sharply and I was reminded of the bitter quarrel we’d had over Serena’s death warrant.
 
   “No,” said Alaric. “I haven’t spoken with her since Stilicho died. I knew that she supported the settlement plan but I was in no position to make contact with her.”
 
   I felt sick and couldn’t look at Aurelia. 
 
   “I see,” was all I managed to say. 
 
   I was saved from further contemplation by the arrival of a group of people. One was Attalus, the pretender to the throne. He looked embarrassed when he saw me and bowed so low that his hair swept the floor. 
 
   “Nobilissima,” he stammered. I was puzzled. I hadn’t heard what had become of him after that meeting in Alaric’s tent, but hardly expected him to be traveling with Alaric.
 
   “King Alaric has kindly taken me into his household,” Attalus explained. “I had nowhere else to go when, well, when I was no longer Emperor.”
 
   I found myself smiling. Being Emperor for a week must have been a heady experience. Reduced now to being a retainer to the Goth king was quite a fall from grace. 
 
   “Alaric is very kind,” I said.
 
   Alaric stood and presented the others. One was Ataulf, who had led us from the palace to the small room in Gardius’s villa. Holding his arm was a beautiful, fair-haired woman, dressed in a long blue linen tunic with an engraved gold pendant around her neck. Alaric took her hand and introduced her as his wife, Taiga. I didn’t catch the names of the various commanders and tribal chiefs who made up the rest of the party.
 
   Ataulf and Taiga sat next to Alaric and began to talk in low voices, while the other men gathered around the table and poured themselves goblets of wine. After a few minutes, Taiga looked over at me. “Will you stay and eat with us? There is not much food, but we’re doing the best we can and there’ll be fresh-baked bread tonight. Our men have the oven fired already.”
 
   “I think we should leave,” I began, but Aurelia interrupted me.
 
   “We’d be delighted to eat with you,” she said. 
 
   Aurelia leaned over and whispered to me. “I think it’s best to cultivate Alaric’s friendship and that of his wife,” she said. “We aren’t in a position to be rude and refuse their offer of a meal. You must watch out for yourself and stay close to Alaric and his family for safety. Even your father would have recommended such a course of action.”
 
   “Very well,” I agreed. She was right. 
 
   Talk at the table stopped, interrupted by the sound of horses’ hooves and an outburst of shouting and laughing. A short time later, seven or eight barbarian soldiers entered, led by a huge man with long fair hair left unbound. He wore a tunic made of animal skins stitched together, and the long trousers favored by the Goths. A number of gold bracelets encircled his arm. From his belt hung a sword in a jeweled scabbard that had certainly been stolen from a wealthy Roman, and an assortment of short knives. His face was crossed with several scars including one that ran from his eye to his chin, giving him a leering expression that only made him more terrifying to look at.
 
   He found a place at the table and laid a silver dagger down in front of him. His hands were huge, with dirt ingrained in the skin. A servant came in with a plate of bread and he leaned over and took a piece without waiting for anyone else.
 
   “Sigeric,” Alaric said. “Meet Aelia Galla Placidia, daughter of our late Emperor Theodosius.” 
 
   Sigeric glanced at me as he pulled the piece of bread apart with his teeth, and he grunted but did not stop chewing. The conversation round the table resumed and eventually Sigeric stopped pushing handfuls of food into his mouth and took a long gulp of wine. He belched loudly and turned his chair to look at me, gazing at me from head to toe as though I were a slave for sale at the market. 
 
   “Nice,” he said, nodding approvingly, and I hoped that would be the full extent of the conversation. 
 
   “Married?” he asked. I pretended I hadn’t heard him and moved to pick up my goblet of wine. To my horror, he grabbed my wrist and held it tightly. 
 
   “I asked if you are married,” he said again. There was a sudden silence at the table. 
 
   “No,” I replied. “Please let go of me.” 
 
   Ignoring my request, he squeezed my arm and continued his open appraisal of me. 
 
   “You’re a virgin then?” he asked. Horrified and shamed, I stared at him and jerked my wrist away, knocking over my cup of wine. For a moment, I watched, mesmerized, as the dark red liquid ran across the table and dripped over the side on to my gown. 
 
   Coming to my senses, I stood. “We’re leaving. Come on, Aurelia.” 
 
   “Don’t go,” said Sigeric. “It’s just a little wine. I can lick your clothes clean for you.” 
 
   “Enough,” said Ataulf, standing suddenly. “Sigeric, get out, unless you can behave in a more civilized way.” 
 
   Sigeric picked up the dagger from the table and held it in front of him, point upwards. It glinted in the candlelight. 
 
   “I’ll fight you for her,” he said. Ataulf pulled out a knife from his belt and held it up for all to see. Several soldiers appeared from the shadows behind him and drew their swords. 
 
   I took a deep breath. “Stop it, both of you.”
 
   Alaric put his hand out to touch his brother’s arm.
 
   “Put that away. There’ll be no fighting here. Sigeric, leave and make sure the men are told of our plans for tomorrow. Ataulf, sit down and stop snorting like a mad bull.” 
 
   Sigeric stood up, pushing his chair back so hard that it fell to the floor. He stared at Alaric. 
 
   “I’m sick of you protecting your brother-in-law,” he snarled. “I should kill you both and lead this army the way it’s supposed to be led. We should be turning back to fight the Romans, not running to the south and worrying about food.” 
 
   “Get out,” ordered Alaric again, holding up his hand to stop one of his guards from lunging at Sigeric. For a few seconds, there was silence before Sigeric threw one last furious glance at Ataulf and strode out of the room, followed by his henchmen. 
 
    “I am sorry for his behavior,” Alaric said. “Sit down, everyone.”
 
   “Who is he?” I asked. 
 
   “A problem,” said Ataulf. 
 
   Alaric interrupted. “He’s a general in our army and the chief of a tribe of men who are very loyal to him. He’s a good warrior and does more than his share of fighting on our behalf.”
 
   Taiga looked worried, her face pale. “He’s out of control. Every day, he spreads rumors and gossip through the camp. He’s bad for the morale of the men, and he’s dangerous.”
 
   Alaric stroked her cheek gently. “You worry too much,” he said. 
 
   As everyone sat down again, Alaric continued. “Sigeric and his men rode ahead today and have found some farms that still have a few crops growing, so we’re going to move on tomorrow after all.”
 
   “The people are exhausted,” I said. “They could do with a rest before marching again.”
 
   Alaric either didn’t hear me or pretended not to. He was soon deep in conversation with Ataulf and his generals and I felt a wave of fatigue sweep over me. When I stood to take my leave, Ataulf told two of his men to accompany me back to the carriage. I was grateful, nervous of another encounter with the hateful Sigeric.
 
   When we reached the carriage, Sylvia was awake and waiting for us. 
 
   “Did you eat dinner?” she asked. “I thought of you tucking into a feast fit for an Emperor. Was there roast pig, fish with sauce, and tiny grilled sardines?”
 
   “We had bread and cheese,” I said. “And if you talk about food any more, I’ll have to throw you out of the carriage.” 
 
   Together, we arranged the pillows and rugs to be as comfortable as possible and pulled the curtains across the windows. 
 
   It was hard to sleep with the constant noise of thousands of people talking, coughing and moving around outside. Even so, I managed to doze for a few hours, waking as the first rays of light showed grey in the east.
 
   An hour later, Septimus came by. “I heard that we’re moving on,” he said. “But several hundred hostages are to start heading back north under escort. Their ransoms are paid. That includes the lady you’re traveling with, if you would be good enough to tell her.”
 
   I was puzzled and then realized he was talking about Justinia. 
 
   “She’s dead,” I said.
 
   Septimus looked shocked. “I’m sorry to hear that. Not of disease, I hope? I would dread to think of her being so close to you?”
 
   I shook my head. “She died of grief.”
 
   Soon, the carriage lurched into motion again and we settled into the now familiar routine of the journey. When we arrived at the fields where Sigeric’s men had found the crops, a party of men and women were dispatched to pick everything. The procession moved on at a snail’s pace, along roads that were now little more than dusty tracks through a landscape that was brown and parched from lack of water.
 
   The days began to merge together, the road like a giant scroll gradually unrolling ahead of us. We were constantly hungry, thirsty and bone-tired from the jolting and rattling of the carriage. As we traveled further from Rome, I wrestled more and more with my emotions, feeling the distance from my beloved city as a tightening in my chest that almost stopped my breathing. But I kept up a pretense of cheerful optimism for the sake of Sylvia and Aurelia, and also for myself. I didn’t want to give into the dark thoughts that kept me awake at night.
 
   The procession slowed as it climbed a long winding road that bypassed the great city of Naples. The guards were more in evidence and groups of Goth soldiers on horses patrolled back and forth. It was obvious that they were expecting trouble of some kind and I prayed that the garrison in Naples would launch an attack. As I leaned out of the carriage to look for any sign of an assault, I saw the massive cone of Vesuvius looming over the beautiful bay. A thread of smoke rose into the blue sky, but it was impossible to imagine the devastation the volcano had unleashed on the citizens of Pompeii just a few hundred years earlier. 
 
   In the distance, the sea sparkled in the sunlight and I longed to run into the waves to get clean and feel free of the prison of the carriage. But the soldiers kept everyone moving along, always south towards Alaric’s destination. No attack ever came.
 
   One evening, as the sun was setting, Septimus rode up to the carriage. His horse was breathing hard, its mouth white with foam. 
 
   “Good news, ladies,” he called out. “I heard that Marcus is alive!”
 
   Aurelia began to cry. “Thank God,” she sobbed. “It was becoming harder every day to believe that he wasn’t dead.”
 
   I moved over to hug her, my own heart pounding with joy. The thought of losing Marcus had been unbearable. I’d tried hard not to think about him at all during the long days and nights since leaving Rome, preferring an absence of emotion to the pain of conjecturing about his fate.
 
   “I think he was badly injured, which is why we didn’t hear from him before,” added Septimus, obviously reluctant to give any bad news. 
 
   Aurelia looked up, swallowing back her tears. “Is he all right? How badly injured?”
 
   “A leg wound from a sword but it has healed well and he is safe. That’s what the messenger said.”
 
   Aurelia cried even more and Septimus directed his words to me. “Marcus has sent a letter saying he will pay the lady’s ransom money. Alaric told me to let her know that she is free to go. Another group of hostages will leave tomorrow and head north.”
 
   “This is the most wonderful news,” I said. “Thank you, Septimus.”
 
   He smiled and turned his horse back the way he had come.
 
   “Aurelia, please stop crying,” I said. “Marcus is alive and you will see him very soon. I can’t think of a greater joy.”
 
   “Placidia, I can’t leave you,”Aurelia answered. “Marcus will understand that I have to stay with you. When you leave, so will I, but not before.”
 
   I held her tightly, and tried to find the right words to convince her to leave, but to everything I said, Aurelia just replied. “I won’t leave you.”
 
   “I’ll have no choice but to have Alaric take you back under armed guard,” I said jokingly, but nothing would change Aurelia’s mind. Finally, I told her to get some rest and that we would talk about it again when she was calmer. I climbed down out of the carriage, walking at a gentle pace to keep up with the caravan. Goths milled around me, seeming not to know who I was, or not caring. I looked like one of them now, with my filthy clothes and tangled hair. I probably smelled as badly as they did too, but it was too hot for me to care much.
 
   From behind, I heard someone calling out to me and turned to see the priest Alanus hurrying forward to catch up. Reluctantly, I slowed down enough for him to reach me, and then picked up the pace again to stay level with the carriage. 
 
   “Nobilissima, I’m so happy to see you,” he panted, out of breath from his brief exertion. “Were you able to speak on my behalf to the Goth king? I am desperate to return to Rome.”
 
   “We all are,” I said tersely, stepping out a little faster. 
 
   “Yes, indeed,” he said, his head drooping. We walked in silence for a few minutes and then he spoke again. “I saw you talking with the Arian priest the other day. To be truthful, I was surprised that you would mix with someone not of the Christian faith.”
 
   I turned my head to look at him. “You speak of Paulinus? I met him briefly, yes. You are surprisingly well informed.”
 
   “I’ve been keeping my eye on him,” puffed Alanus. “I worry that he will try to convert the hostages to his way of thinking.”
 
   I laughed. “I would think that the hostages have more on their minds than religious debate, Alanus. Besides, you know perfectly well that Arians are Christians, just as we are. They have different beliefs on some fundamental issues, it’s true, but they worship the same God as we do.”
 
   “Nobilissima, I am well aware of the differences and I think the Bishop of Rome would be appalled to hear your words. You know that the differences between our faiths are irreconcilable.”
 
   “That attitude has been the cause of countless deaths,” I retorted. “A little more tolerance on both sides would be a better course. And our Bishop understands that, and is moving very slowly and carefully to bring more Romans into the Catholic fold.”
 
   “How can you defend the faith of the Goths?” he asked, “given what they have done to Rome?”
 
   “It is also the faith of many Roman aristocrats, Alanus, as you yourself pointed out. There are some very influential Arians in the Senate and in the highest ranks of the Army. They will not change their minds overnight.”
 
   “Then we shall have to differ. The orthodox church will prevail.”
 
   “I pray that you are right,” I said. “I just feel that patience is needed, especially now, when Rome is hardly in a position to impose its religion on the Goths or anyone else.”
 
   Alanus gave the closest thing to a snort that I had heard coming from a cleric, and sped up, striding several paces ahead of me until he tripped on the pot-holed road and fell to his knees.
 
   I choked back a laugh, and offered him my hand. “Come along, Alanus. We have more immediate concerns than the religious health of the Goth nation. Walk with me for a while and we’ll hope to see Alaric or his brother and see if we can’t persuade them to return you to the Bishop.”
 
   Apparently unaware of my mocking tone, Alanus took his place beside me, placing his feet carefully, high-stepping as though walking through puddles of water and smiling widely at everyone we passed. I took a breath and watched the sun sinking lower in the sky, streaking the horizon with pink and gold. Very soon, the soldiers would call a halt for the night and I would try to snatch a few hours of sleep before the endless journey resumed.
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
    
 
   Each day, I asked Aurelia if she regretted her decision not to return to Rome, but my friend only smiled and said that everything would work out in the end. She had written to Marcus to explain and had received a letter from him, applauding her courage and loyalty and freeing her of any guilt by assuring her that the chaos following the Goth attack required his attention day and night. He was regrouping his troops and reinforcing garrisons in the north. He urged Aurelia to stay safe and to look forward to their reunion, and promised that he was working on a ransom settlement for me.
 
   We had traveled far south of Naples when the procession of carts and carriages slowed. The road ahead climbed to a vertiginous height, following the spine of a ridge, with the sea on one side and a wide valley on the other. I kept my eyes on the open water, watching for any sign of Roman ships, but the cavalcade soon began a long descent into the valley, down steep slopes forested with spindly pines and ancient figs. A thick undergrowth of brambles and weeds supported rotting limbs that had fallen long ago, leaving behind pale scars on the tree trunks. 
 
   “I hate the countryside,” I said to Aurelia and Sylvia. “It’s so untidy.”
 
   Sylvia looked at me with a smile on her face. “No, it’s not.”
 
   “It is,” I insisted. “It’s unkempt and disorganized. I prefer cities with straight roads that are lined with buildings, or a marketplace ringed by temples and majestic edifices of government. That…” I waved my hand towards the forest. “I just don’t like it.”
 
   Sylvia shook her head, and Aurelia patted me on the knee. “Don’t take any notice of Sylvia. I know what you mean.”
 
   I wrapped my arms around myself. We were approaching the valley floor, and hills rose on both sides of us, casting deep shadows. I felt cut off from the rest of the world. 
 
   A persistent rushing sound caught my attention and I leaned out of the carriage to see what it might be. In the distance, a wide ribbon of silver glittered in what was left of the sunlight. A river, I realized, broad and fast enough to make so much noise. 
 
   Within minutes of the carriage coming to a stop, the Goths had begun to unload their cooking pots and blankets. Soon, smoke from cooking fires spiraled upwards, reminding me of how hungry I was. As dusk filled the valley, a horse rider galloped towards the carriage and I was surprised to see that it was Ataulf himself. He barely slowed to a halt to tell us that two guards were to escort us to a nearby house.
 
   “I’ll see you there,” he said, before cantering away.
 
   The guards arrived soon afterwards and took us to a large villa, nestled comfortably in the shade of a grove of chestnut trees. We passed through the atrium and into a spacious reception room well lit with candles. Taiga was there and clapped her hands together. 
 
   “I am so happy to see you all. I have a wonderful surprise for you. Come with me.”
 
   I glanced at Aurelia, who shrugged her shoulders but we obediently followed Taiga through a maze of corridors until we reached a bath house. The water in the tiled pool was clear and clean. 
 
   “See, we can bathe,” said Taiga in excitement. “ I found linens and oils too, over there, and several clean gowns, although they are not of the highest quality.”
 
   Sylvia rushed forward to collect the basket of luxuries from the corner of the room, and placed them by the side of the pool. 
 
   “Even Alaric will smell of roses this evening,” Taiga laughed and I couldn’t help but smile. 
 
   We shed our clothes and I could hardly bear to look at my skin, which was grey with an accumulation of dust and sweat. I sank under the water, feeling the precious liquid surround me, bathing me in warmth. After a while, Taiga climbed out of the pool and Sylvia rubbed scented oils into her body. She slipped into a clean, white tunic and pulled her gold pendant over her neck. Then she took a seat on a couch nearby and brushed her straight yellow hair, watching us luxuriate in the water. 
 
    “Your beauty surpasses even its reputation, Nobilissima,” she said. “Alaric admires your bravery, you know, almost as much as he despises your brother’s cowardice. Your father was a great soldier and a good ruler. He had the vision to see how our nations could be united and help each other.” 
 
   I felt too lazy to answer but managed an affirmative nod.
 
   “Alaric was devoted to your father and to Stilicho. It was very hard for him to mount an attack against the Empire.”
 
   “Really,” I said. 
 
   “Yes, but he was destined to enter Rome,” continued Taiga. She spoke liltingly, as though relating a story. “He heard a voice telling him that it was his destiny.” 
 
   “He heard a voice?” I echoed. 
 
   “A divine voice,” she confirmed, “urging him to take Rome. The voice said ‘Do not delay, you must penetrate the city.’ And so he listened and advanced.” 
 
   I was shocked, but said nothing.
 
   “His fate has led him here,” Taiga said, with a hint of sadness in her voice. “He will fight in Africa and take control of the grain supply. That will give him the power to negotiate with the Emperor, and we shall have the titles and lands that are due to us.”
 
   Knowing that anything I said would probably be unsympathetic, I remained silent but Sylvia was less diplomatic. “A divine voice indeed,” she whispered. “Whatever next?”
 
   After a while, Taiga began to look bored so, reluctantly, Aurelia and I climbed out of the water. Sylvia attended to both of us and helped us each choose a gown that was most likely to fit. 
 
   “I don’t care in the least what it looks like,” I said. “As long as it has no blood, wine or sweat on it and doesn’t smell of smoke.” 
 
   Taiga finished her hair and left, saying that she looked forward to seeing us again later. In spite of her strange announcement, it was hard not to like her. She had an ethereal quality that was very calming, in contrast to the strong, emphatic natures of the Goth men in her family.
 
   That night over dinner, Alaric and Ataulf talked only of the plans for the journey to Africa. The first stop was Sicilia, where Alaric already had arranged for boats and weapons to be ready. He intended to leave the women and children here in the valley, taking most the soldiers with him. He told us we were on the outskirts of a town called Cosentia. From there it was a day’s ride to the port of Regghium, where a contingent of Goth soldiers had already made camp, awaiting the arrival of the their king. Ships were ready for the sea voyage to Messina in Sicilia.
 
   Taiga was quiet, and kept her eyes on her husband. Occasionally, his hand strayed towards hers and clasped it for a few moments before returning to the serious business of eating. He and Ataulf counted ships and troops and I decided that the only way to stay awake was to engage Taiga in conversation.
 
   “How have you coped with the discomfort and hazards of so much travel and so much time in camps?” I asked, and Taiga shrugged. 
 
   “We are always together; my husband, my brother Ataulf and all my uncles, cousins and aunts. Everyone looks out for the others. And if we are hungry sometimes, well, that is how our life has been since the arrival of the barbarians from the East. We have had no choice but to move on, away from our homeland, in search of something new. Desperation breeds strength, I believe.”
 
   For that evening, at least, hunger was not a problem. There was roast meat, with bread and fruit and cheese. The wine was good and I felt completely renewed with food in my stomach. The candles burned low and the plates were taken empty from the table. The servants poured more wine.
 
   “At what time do you depart?” Taiga asked Alaric, her brow creased in a frown. 
 
   “Tomorrow at dawn,” he replied. “We will take two hundred men with us. As soon as we reach Sicilia, we’ll send for more men, for you and for Placidia and her ladies. You’ll like it there. It will be a good place to spend time until we return from our conquest of the grain fields across the sea.”
 
   “You will not be fighting stalks of wheat, husband, but fierce native peoples, a Roman garrison and maybe even the Vandals if the rumors of their movement south are to be believed. You will be gone for a long time.”
 
   “Peace, Taiga,” said Alaric in a soothing voice. “ Just look forward to the delights of Sicilia, where you will be joining me within a week at the most.”
 
    Taiga smiled, her frown gone. “Here’s to Sicilia then,” she said, as everyone raised a goblet. 
 
    “Nobilissima, rest assured that you will be well protected here. I will leave one of my most trusted captains with you.”
 
   “So, I cannot escape?” I said, trying to make a joke of it.
 
   “Escape is out of the question,” said Alaric. In truth, I reflected, I had not considered escaping until that moment. On the long journey south, it would have been impossible, with so many of Alaric’s troops protecting the caravan. And for now, I was so exhausted from the journey, the lack of sleep and poor food, that the prospect of staying in the villa, although still a prison, was a welcome one. 
 
   The comfortable bed and quietness of the room helped us all sleep through the night for the first time since leaving Rome. I awoke refreshed and ate an early breakfast with Aurelia and Sylvia. Outside, the weather had changed dramatically. The sunshine that had made our lives so hot and uncomfortable had given way to grey drizzle. We ate quickly and hurried to watch the preparations for Alaric’s departure. 
 
   When he and Ataulf left the villa, they wore heavy fur cloaks around their shoulders to keep out a chilly mist that obscured anything more than a few yards from the villa windows. I was relieved to see Sigeric leaving with them. The soldiers bid their wives and children goodbye and, when they had all disappeared into the mist, those men who had stayed behind helped to put up more shelters and dug pits for fires and for latrines. Within a few hours, the camp looked as though it had been there forever, nestled around the walls of the villa.
 
   The time passed very slowly. Taiga stayed in her room, and there was little to occupy us. I found a few books of poetry and philosophy in the villa’s small library and read for hours while, outside, the weather grew worse. Thunder rolled around the peaks above us, and brilliant flashes of lightning briefly illuminated the rough shelters of the camp, now dripping with the rain that grew heavier with every hour. Fierce gusts of wind rattled the shutters and whistled through cracks in the doors and windows. 
 
   Several days later, while Sylvia was preparing a small breakfast of bread and cheese we heard galloping horses on the paved road leading to the villa. 
 
   Jumping up, we rushed to the atrium, where Taiga was already pulling a cloak around her shoulders. She ran out into the rain, grabbing the reins of the first horseman. I could not hear their words above the sound of the wind but saw her go deathly white and crumple to the ground. Aurelia and I ran to her, and the rider leapt from his horse. Together, we carried Taiga inside and laid her on a couch, calling for servants to bring hot wine and covers to keep her warm. 
 
   “What happened?” I asked the soldier. His skin was grey and his eyes  were shadowed. 
 
   “A storm struck the fleet and sank many of the ships,” he said. “Some, though splintered and almost broken, were able to turn back and return to the harbor.” 
 
   “Alaric?” I questioned, darting a look at Taiga.
 
   “He’s safe, but injured,” he said. “Ataulf and Sigeric also survived. They are all coming back here and should arrive within a few hours. King Alaric is too frail to ride and the carriage goes slowly.”
 
   I had Aurelia keep watch over Taiga while Sylvia and I organized rooms for the men. We instructed the servants to make up beds with clean linens and secure the shutters so that they would shake less in the wind. It was late afternoon and almost dark under the boiling clouds when Ataulf and his men arrived on horseback. Ataulf was bleeding from cuts on his arms and face, and I sat with him while his wounds were washed and bound.
 
   “What happened?” I asked.
 
   “We were barely a league from the shore when the sky went black, the wind began to roar and the waves rose so high that they were great green walls bearing down on the ships and tearing them to pieces. Most of the vessels were lost within minutes. Ours was badly damaged but we were able to turn back to port. I’m not sure how we survived, but our ship crashed into the harbor wall and we were able to scramble off. I watched a few men float in on planks but most were drowned. Two other ships made it back but the crews suffered many losses.”
 
   Sweat beaded his forehead as he talked and the doctor told him to be quiet and asked me to leave them for a while. Distraught, I paced the atrium, waiting for Alaric’s carriage to arrive. A few soldiers sat on the ground, leaning against the walls, some clutching at hastily bandaged wounds. 
 
   “Have you seen your king? How did he seem to you?” I asked them. 
 
   “He saved quite a few of us with his quick thinking,” said one soldier. “I’ve lived through some of the bloodiest battles you can imagine, but nothing compared with this.”
 
   “Those sea monsters were dragging us down,” another murmured.
 
   “You’re crazy. There were no sea monsters,” said his friend.
 
   The man shrugged. “I know what I saw,” he said.
 
   “What sea monsters?” I asked but the others told the man to be quiet. 
 
   “He’s delirious,” one of them said. 
 
   “I saw them,” he insisted. “It means we weren’t supposed to be there. We’re not meant to travel across water. We’re land dwellers, always have been.”
 
   A carriage rolled into the courtyard beyond the atrium and I watched Alaric being carried in on a wooden stretcher. 
 
   “How is he?” I asked one of the attendants.
 
   “I don’t know,” he answered quietly. “It’s hard to say. He was in the water for a long time, trying to drag others out of the waves. The doctors say he has a fever.”
 
   Alaric was taken to Taiga’s room and the door was closed. For three days, I waited, the monotony broken only by visits from Ataulf. His wounds were healing well but his eyes showed his anguish over the fate of his king. And it continued to rain, a steady downpour that soaked the gardens and kept everyone captive inside the villa. 
 
   Preparing for bed late one evening, I heard a shrill scream from Alaric’s chamber. My heart was pounding as I ran down the corridor to comfort Taiga. The doctors allowed me to enter and  tears blinded me when I saw Taiga lying across her husband’s body, sobbing and screaming his name. It was Ataulf who gently pulled her away so that the attendants could prepare his body. 
 
   Soon the room filled with Taiga’s relatives and I slipped away, feeling like the outsider that I was. The night was long and I didn’t sleep. Aurelia kept me company and we talked in hushed voices about what Alaric’s death meant for the Goths, and for ourselves. It seemed clear that Ataulf would succeed his brother-in-law as sovereign and I wondered if we could hope that Ataulf would allow the remaining hostages to leave. We passed the night speculating about the future and were summoned at dawn to attend the funeral. 
 
   The service was held in a barn in the grounds of the villa. Alaric’s most senior men and close family gathered inside the barn, while the area outside was packed with people from the camp, come to bid their king goodbye. Aurelia and I were invited to stand with Taiga, who seemed helpless with grief. Ataulf held her upright while the Arian priest read prayers for Alaric’s soul and salvation. 
 
   The dead king lay on a makeshift bier in the center of the barn, dressed in a tunic, leggings and leather boots. A jeweled crown glittered on his pale brow. Hundreds of soldiers filed past to salute him while the priest intoned blessings over his body. I dimly recalled my father’s funeral in the great Basilica Ambrosiana in Milan, of the smell of incense and guttering candles, and of feeling cold, just as I did now. My cousin Serena had stood with me, stiff and upright at my side, and had pulled her hand away when I tried to hold it. 
 
   At a signal from the priest, Taiga made her way to the bier. With shaking hands, she took off the gold pendant that always hung around her neck and placed it on Alaric’s chest, coiling the long golden chain carefully. She kissed his forehead and whispered goodbye. One by one, soldiers stepped forward to place treasure on the bier: gold plates, ornate goblets, rings set with jewels and silver swords.
 
   After the bishop finished his final prayer, eight soldiers lifted the bier on to their shoulders and carried it past the silent crowds outside. The mourners, led by Taiga, followed slowly as the soldiers turned on to a rocky trail that led down into the valley. But, at a nod from Ataulf, a group of guards moved on to the path and blocked the way. 
 
   “Go back, Taiga,” Ataulf said. “All of you. Return to the villa while we bury our king.”
 
   Taiga obediently turned, but I walked towards him. 
 
   “Can we not accompany you?” I asked.
 
   “No.” His serious tone preempted any further questions. He must be planning some kind of Goth death rite that excluded women.
 
   Walking slowly back towards the house, Aurelia and I had to step to one side of the path to allow a large group of men pass. Most of them trudged forward with their heads down but one young boy at the back was looking around and he flashed a wide smile at me as he passed. I realized that these were not Goths and must be the local townspeople from Consentia. 
 
   “Where are you going?” I called to the boy, but a Goth guard pushed him forward and he made no answer. I watched his thin figure disappear around a bend in the path before we continued our path back to the villa. Taiga was already closeted in her room when I arrived and a large, red-faced woman waved me away.
 
   “You must leave her alone now,” said the woman. “I am going to give her something to help her sleep and she doesn’t need you disturbing her.”
 
   Still mystified by the Goth secrecy about the burial, I joined Aurelia and Sylvia back in our room. It was chilly and the light was grey and dim. Rain dripped from the eaves of the roof in a maddening pattern that made me want to scream. I picked up a book, read a few pages and put it back down. 
 
   Almost eight hours passed before we heard the sounds of men returning. 
 
   “I’m going to find Ataulf,” I told the others. “Wait here.”
 
   At the entry to the villa, I watched a number of soldiers marching back to the camp. They were all soaked from head to foot, and mud clung to their boots and clothes. To my confusion, many of them appeared to be spattered with blood. It was on their hands and tunics and smeared across their faces. Alarmed, I pulled back out of sight and waited until they had passed. I paced around the atrium until Ataulf arrived, tramping mud across the tiled floor. He pulled his cloak from his shoulders and sank on to a couch to take off his boots. He didn’t seem surprised to see me.
 
   “How is my sister?” he asked. 
 
   “Sleeping.” 
 
   “She loved him so much,” he said, and there was a tremble in his voice. “I pray to God that she will survive this.”
 
   He looked into my eyes for a few seconds. Then he bowed his head to hide his tears. Without thinking, I took a few steps, knelt in front of him and put my hands over his. 
 
   “I don’t understand what just happened,” I said. “Why couldn’t we attend the final laying of Alaric’s body in the grave? And why did it take so long?”
 
   “We buried him where no one can ever find him,” said Ataulf. He didn’t move his hands away from mine and I felt the pulse of his blood under my fingertips. 
 
   I waited, unable to speak. I wanted to ask more questions but something made me hesitate.
 
   “There’s a river close by, the Busentius they call it, and that’s where he is buried,” he continued. His voice was low, almost a whisper.
 
   “You buried Alaric in the water?” I asked, perplexed. 
 
   “No, we diverted the river while we dug a deep grave in its bed to make a resting place worthy of a king. Then we allowed the water to find its natural course again. We buried him with treasure that would attract the attentions of brigands and thieves but, with the river flowing over his grave, no one can defile his body or his resting place. Only a few of us know where he lies and the secret of his burial place dies with him.”
 
   “How can that be?” I said, a little louder than I intended and we both looked around to see if anyone had heard. “We saw scores of local men following you and they must have helped with the work on the river. They know where he is. Can you trust them all?”
 
   “There were more than a hundred of them,” said Ataulf. “We did what we had to do and we killed them.”
 
   I pulled my hands away from his and jumped to my feet.
 
   “Killed?” I repeated. 
 
   “To hide our secret, yes,” said Ataulf.
 
   I thought of the young boy who had smiled at me. The thought of that slender, fragile body staggering under the blows of the Goth swords made me feel sick. Exhausted from their day’s work and unarmed, the townspeople would have been no match for the Goth warriors. 
 
   I turned my back on Ataulf, not wanting him to see my tears.
 
   “Massacred,” I said. “How could you be so cruel? You are savages, nothing more.”
 
   “Whatever you say, Nobilissima,” said Ataulf. “But we had to protect our king.”
 
   “And you gave that order?” I asked. 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I turned back to face him. “Does that mean you are to be king of the Goths now?”
 
   He wiped his face with his hand, leaving it smeared with mud. “Alaric named me, but Sigeric will contend it.” 
 
   “The position is yours by right, if the king chose you,” I said. 
 
   “Yes, and I will defend Alaric’s decision with my sword if I need to,” said Ataulf. “But we must first hope for a night of repose and prayer.”
 
   Without a backward glance, he strode from the hall. I stared at the palms of my hands. I had touched him, felt the warmth of his skin against mine. And I had liked the feeling. But he was a barbarian and a murderer. On shaking legs, I found my way back to my room. 
 
   Aurelia jumped up when she saw me. “You’re so pale,” she exclaimed. “Come and sit down. What has happened?”
 
   I just shook my head. “It is grief, that’s all. I’ll be fine if I can sleep for a while.” 
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
    
 
   It was the following evening, with the sun starting its descent, when the rumble of hooves shook the villa. Any arrival was a welcome respite from the boredom, so Aurelia and I hurried to the entry to see who was there. The sight was enough to freeze my blood. Sigeric sat on a great, black horse, surrounded by a dozen soldiers. He bellowed Ataulf’s name several times, and turned to talk with with his men. Shrinking back out of sight behind a column, I listened to him shout for Ataulf again. 
 
   Ataulf emerged from his room and marched across the atrium towards the entry doors. To my surprise, he was dressed in his Roman uniform, and wearing his sword as though he had been waiting for a visitor. He stopped ten paces from where Sigeric waited, and watched while Sigeric jumped down from his horse. Sigeric’s men also dismounted and formed a semicircle behind him. They looked more like a gang of thugs and brigands than soldiers. Their faces were menacing and they stood with their feet apart, hands resting on the hilts of their swords. Like a pack of wolves, I thought.
 
   “I challenge you,” shouted Sigeric. “I denounce the word of Alaric and present myself as the true king of the Goths.”
 
   “Alaric chose me and I am king,” said Ataulf, keeping his voice low in contrast to the shrieks of his aggressor. 
 
   “You are not fit to be king, any more than he was,” sneered Sigeric. “I can do more for the Goth people than you two ever could. And my men will help me to take the crown because they have faith in my leadership.”
 
   Incensed, I walked out from behind the pillar and stood next to Ataulf. “You should not take the final words of your king in vain, Sigeric,” I said. “What you are doing will divide the Goths, not unite them, and that will lead to disaster for your nation.”
 
   “You’re just a woman. You know nothing of leadership,” Sigeric sneered. “Now step aside and let Ataulf speak. Or perhaps he prefers to have a woman speak on his behalf.”
 
   He laughed and his men snickered in unison. They shifted on their feet and tapped their swords, but grew still when a score of Ataulf’s men quietly appeared and took up their places behind him. 
 
   “I beg you to repeat your challenge, so my men can hear it,” said Ataulf. 
 
   Sigeric looked at the force arrayed before him. There was no doubt that he was outnumbered. 
 
   “You know what I think of you,” he snarled. Several of Ataulf’s men unsheathed their swords. I held my breath, unable to move out of the way, caught between the two groups of soldiers.
 
   “I invited you to repeat your challenge,” said Ataulf again. 
 
   Sigeric laughed. “Not today, Ataulf. But you’d better make some progress quickly. We can’t sit here scratching our behinds while autumn comes and our food runs out. If you’re not smarter than your brother-in-law, I’ll take that crown from your head, and maybe take your head with it. And then maybe I’ll just take you, your Nobleness. You’re pretty enough for a bit of fun.”
 
   He jerked his head towards his men and they mounted their horses, waited for him to take the lead and rode away towards the camp.
 
   “Ataulf,” I began, but he turned away.
 
   “I can fight my own battles, thank you, Nobilissima,” he said, already striding back towards his rooms. “It’s stupid to bait Sigeric. He’s dangerous enough already.”
 
   “I know, I’m sorry,” I said, hurrying to keep up with him. “Please can I talk to you? You can see that we are just in the way here. Will you let us go back to Rome? I don’t know what your plans are now… now that Alaric is dead. But things have changed. There’s no guarantee that the Emperor will agree to negotiate with you.”
 
   Ataulf stopped in mid-stride. “I have nothing to tell you yet, Nobilissima. But neither do I intend to let you go. You may be of some use to me still. So, if you’ll excuse me, I have a great deal to do.”
 
   I watched him until he disappeared out of sight and Aurelia took my arm and led me back to the room. 
 
   While Taiga continued to recover slowly, we stayed at the villa. The troops rode out every day to collect supplies wherever they could and Ataulf continued to spend hours in consultations with his men. One evening, he asked me to join him.
 
   “Nobilissima, I want to share my plans with you. I trust your judgment and hope you will advise me,” he said, as he poured wine into two cups and gave me one. I hid my surprise at his tone and his openness and told him I would be happy to help if I could.
 
   As I drank, I looked him over the rim of my cup. In his Roman robes, he had the look of a patrician. His speech was surprisingly elegant and I knew that he had read many of the great books of the Roman philosophers and poets, which he loved to quote. Like his brother-in-law, he had also spent many years in the service of the Roman army.
 
   “Is there any news from Ravenna?” I asked. 
 
   He shook his head. “Messengers come and go but Honorius commits to nothing.” He hesitated and then said, “I fear he has not paid your ransom and I doubt he will.”
 
   “I have accustomed myself to that thought, and don’t expect his assistance,” I said. “I think instead of other ways to free myself from this prison. Perhaps our objectives might be the same and we can help each other?”
 
   Ataulf stood and walked to the window. The shadows were lengthening across the fields and the sun was haloed in crimson.
 
   He spoke very quietly and I had to strain to hear his voice.
 
   “When this all started, I hated Rome and only wanted to obliterate her. I joined Alaric so that I could kill Romans. Rome deserved to perish, corrupt and flawed as she has become. It was an easy goal to dismantle the old Empire and build a new one, a great Gothic kingdom that will be as powerful and famous as the Roman one that preceded it.”
 
   “How so easy?” I said, stung into anger at his presumption. “You haven’t succeeded very much yet in taking it apart.”
 
   “We hardly have to,” retorted Ataulf. “Your Empire was crumbling around you long before we came here.” 
 
   I shook my head, but he waved a hand at the fields outside. “This farm survived because a wealthy nobleman retired here from Rome. Most of the country is not so blessed. Think of the destitution we rode through on the way here. Thin crops, broken fences. The Peninsula was once a place where even the peasants could live well, by laboring on their own land and producing the food and wine they needed to feed themselves and their families. The great poets spoke of the rural life with admiration. But then your noble families of Rome became greedy and bought these vast estates and ran them with slaves. All the produce was for the rich in Rome, leaving the peasants under-nourished and the land stripped of its goodness. The poor people in the cities did nothing to feed themselves, relying instead on the munificence of the state to give them bread every day. They ate the bread and watched the entertainments and gave up thinking about work.”
 
   "That’s a generalization,” I interrupted. “Many of the merchant class worked hard to make their lives better.”
 
   “Yes, I agree, but the culture of common good has dissipated. It’s everyone for himself. Recruitment into the Army has fallen, so Rome must rely on the tribal foederati to fight its battles. Romans have become lazy and complacent.”
 
   I stood up and paced along the room, angry at his criticism of my beloved Empire. 
 
   “And now you are king, is that still your objective?” I asked. “Will you continue to use violence to raze the Empire to its foundations, so that you can build a new one?” 
 
   “It’s more complicated than that,” he said. “To the Goths, Rome has everything we do not, from running water to legal institutions and a functioning army. We have none of that structure or those traditions. Most of us want to be Roman but the Emperor is refusing us that option. You, in your position, can’t imagine what it is like to be barred from your dream. It’s like being a small child looking in through the window of a room where a table is loaded with delicacies and sweetmeats. The children in the room, instead of enjoying what they have, are fighting over it, throwing food to the ground and refusing to share it with anyone else. Is it any wonder that we are angry at Rome? We see its goodness being wasted and ignored. We must take what we can for ourselves.”
 
   I looked at him for a long time, thinking of what he said.
 
    “What would you do, Placidia?” he said, addressing me by name for the first time.
 
   “Seriously?” I asked, thinking he was mocking me. 
 
   “Yes. If you had this army at your disposal and the means to fight the government, would you? Wouldn’t you try to build something new and better?”
 
   “But why do it by first destroying what already exists?” I asked. “I admit the foundation is damaged and needs repairing. But the Goth nation has no history of governing, laws, or civic responsibility. You can learn from Rome and from what she has built. Do not fight with Rome, but join her and then you can build something new, perhaps something that will live forever.” 
 
   To my surprise, he did not argue with me, but held out his hand to me. 
 
   “You’re an intelligent and courageous woman. And you’re beautiful, too. Together, we could achieve great things.”
 
   I turned away, my cheeks flaming. 
 
   “You forget that I’m still a hostage and I’m sure you would welcome the payment of my ransom, which I gather is very sizeable,” I said. 
 
   “I could make you my queen instead of my hostage,” he urged, still holding my hand tightly. 
 
   “No,” I said and pulled my hand away. 
 
   Without a word, he left the room. I was angry and confused. I wished I could start again, and say things differently. To my dismay, I realized how much I admired him. But how could he imagine a future for us as man and wife? I was a member of the imperial family and a hostage. He was an enemy who had brought destruction and suffering to the people of Rome, my own people. It was ridiculous that we were even friends. 
 
   Still flushed and bemused, I went to find Aurelia, and called for pens and parchment. 
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked curiously. 
 
   “I am going to write to Honorius. It is time to get away from here. He must pay the ransom and then I can return to Ravenna and resume my life.” 
 
   Aurelia looked shocked. “Are you sure you want to leave? You wouldn’t like Ravenna. With Honorius and those crooks and hangers-on who whisper in his ear.”
 
   “It’s true,” I sighed. “But I don’t belong here and I believe that Ataulf intends to continue fighting against Rome. With my knowledge of him and his army, I could be of help to the State in overcoming the Goths. Meanwhile, almost all of the other hostages have been released, their ransoms paid or forgiven. Can’t you see how pathetic it must look that my brother doesn’t want me back? And you want to go back to Marcus,” I reminded her. “My freedom from the Goths is vital for my future and yours.”
 
   Aurelia nodded silently and sat with me while I wrote the letter to Ravenna. Even as the messenger took it from me, I felt certain that I wouldn’t receive a favorable response. Clearly, the advisors to my brother preferred having me out of the way and he wouldn’t force the issue of my ransom payment. 
 
   The days dragged and no answer came. Ataulf contrived to avoid me completely. The servants told us that he was very busy with his council and that many messages were being sent to Rome and Ravenna. I was torn between wanting to be involved and dreading going near him again. His presumption that I would even consider becoming his wife made me angry whenever I thought of it. On the other hand, he had asked for my advice and I longed to give it. 
 
   Instead, I walked in the gardens that were already growing wild from neglect, my cloak wrapped tight against the grey mist. In this colorless world, I felt as thought I had fallen into a chasm between two cliffs. I was a princess with no palace and a hostage with no hope of ransom. My life in Rome was a dim memory. I tried to recall the feelings of excitement and urgency, the dinners and meetings with the senators and the clergy, the charitable works, the constant flow of news, and the planning. Then, I felt that I could make a difference, that my life had a point. Now, I was inert, useless to anyone. 
 
   As I toed the soil under a wilting shrub, I began to think of escape. I could return to Rome even without my brother’s assistance, and resume my life and duties there. It was the only way, too, to reunite Aurelia and Marcus, who deserved to be together. Aurelia’s stubbornness would be my incentive to leave. Immediately, my heart began to beat a little faster. It was time. 
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
    
 
   We needed help to escape, as there was no way we could outrun the Goth soldiers. We would have to steal away unseen and make our way to the port, where we could find a ship heading north to Ostia. I paced the garden paths, trying to think of the best way to get us out of the villa without being caught. Our guards had become lax in their duties since the death of Alaric, distracted, I thought, by the loss of their king and the uncertainty of their own destiny. 
 
   I looked around, peering over the walls of the garden. There was no one in sight, and the road that led to the town was deserted. We would need horses; to reach the port on foot would take too long. I took another turn around the garden and was startled by a figure emerging from the mist. It was Septimus. His tunic was showing the same signs of wear and dirt as my robe and he was in need of a haircut, but he was smiling.
 
   “Nobilissima. I’m glad to have found you. I want to tell you that my ransom was received today,” he said. “I’m free to go.” 
 
   “I’m so happy for you,” I said sincerely. “Will you return to Rome?” 
 
   He nodded. “There are commercial ships leaving daily and I have enough money to pay my passage. I’ll leave for the port this evening and board the first one available. My brother was able to arrange the ransom money.”
 
    I knew he had been concerned for his relatives and how they were faring in the plundered city. 
 
    “I’ll take news of your plight to the Senate and do all I can to obtain your release, Nobilissima. It pains me to leave you alone here.”
 
   “I won’t be a hostage for long,” I said. “I also intend to return to Rome soon. But I’ll need your help.”
 
   He looked surprised and glanced around to be certain that we were alone. 
 
   “I have to escape,” I continued. “It’s clear my ransom isn’t forthcoming and now the Goths are about to move again. If you will help me, I’ll repay you handsomely when we return to Rome. Come, walk with me for a while and I can tell you my idea.” 
 
   He fell into step with me, bending his head to hear me whisper.
 
   “Listen, Septimus. We need to buy passage on a boat heading north. When you reach the port, you can purchase three places for my ladies and myself on a vessel leaving in two days. That will give us time to get there. I have jewels that you can take to make the payment and you can leave a message with the harbormaster to tell us which vessel to board.”
 
   “But how will you reach the port?” Septimus asked. “You are under watch. And I’ve heard that it is a hard ride down these mountains to the coast. Nobilissima, I beg you to think again. Help will come from Rome soon. Be patient and wait here.” 
 
   I stopped walking and put my hand on his arm. “I have no choice. I would rather face death than live this life as a captive. I’m sure the Goths will soon start heading further south, and I can’t bear to put more distance between myself and Rome. It has to be done now.”
 
   Septimus didn’t reply immediately. He appeared lost in thought. Finally he spoke.
 
   “I know one of the stable boys well. He helped me care for my mare when she was sick with the colic. I can talk to him about preparing three horses for you. But why don’t you come with me tonight? We can ride together.”
 
   I shook my head. “I won’t do anything to jeopardize your departure, Septimus. You’re a free man but if we are caught, they won’t hesitate to take you captive again, or worse. I want you to go ahead of us. And you will be doing me a great service by finding passage for us in advance of our arrival. The less time we spend at the docks, where there are certain to be Goth soldiers, the better.”
 
   “Then I’ll wait for you at the port,” he replied. “The crews on these ships are rough brutes, and you wouldn’t be safe. I’ll find some men at the docks who can be paid to provide an armed escort for us. If you leave here tomorrow morning, you can reach the port before nightfall. I’ll find a safe place to stay for one night and we can embark at dawn the next day.”
 
   We walked the gravel paths in silence for a few moments, weighing the risks of the enterprise we were about to undertake. When we reached the gate that led to the road, Septimus turned to look at me. “You will be in danger until you reach the port. You must ride fast and stop for no one.”
 
   I managed a smile. “We’ll be careful. Come to my rooms before you leave and I’ll give you enough jewels to procure the horses and the places on board a ship. Thank you, Septimus, from the bottom of my heart.”
 
   With a quick salute, Septimus melted away into the mist, and I hurried back to my room, where Aurelia and Sylvia watched in surprise as I dug into the pile of clothes to find the pouch of jewelry we had brought with us. 
 
   “We’re leaving,” I told them as I chose some stones and put them on one side. “Ataulf is very preoccupied, and he’s angry with me and ignoring us. This is a good time for an escape.”
 
   Aurelia just nodded as though she had been expecting this and listened quietly while I described the plan.
 
   When I’d finished, Sylvia was trembling. “I can’t come with you,” she said. “I am mortally afraid of the sea and I won’t go on a boat, not for anything.”
 
   “But you must, Sylvia. You can’t stay here. You have to come with us,” I insisted. Aurelia and I spent the next hour trying to persuade Sylvia to accompany us and finally I lost patience. “I command you to come with me. I won’t leave you here.” 
 
   Sylvia burst into tears. 
 
   “Sssh,” Aurelia told her. “We must do nothing to attract attention to ourselves. Be quiet, Sylvia. Please.”
 
   We all jumped when there was a light knock on the door. It was Septimus. He stepped inside the room, looking anxious.
 
   “I’m afraid I have bad news,” he said. “The stable boy can only give you two horses. He dare not release more for fear of being found out.”
 
   “That’s settled then,” said Sylvia. “I’ll stay here. I’ll be safe, Placidia. I’ve made friends among the Goth women and Taiga likes me. I’ll remain until you send for me. You can pay my ransom as you soon you get back and they’ll have to let me go.”
 
   “No, Sylvia,” I began, but Septimus held up his hand to attract my attention. “We must act quickly. If I don’t leave this evening, they’ll question my reasons for delaying. Tell me what you wish to do.”
 
   Reluctantly, I agreed that Aurelia and I would take the two horses. Hiding the jewels in a pouch, Septimus took his leave. “Until tomorrow evening, Nobilissima,” he said.
 
   We rose, groggy with lack of sleep, in the pale light of early dawn. While we dressed, Sylvia hid coins and jewels at the bottom of a leather bag and packed some food left from dinner the night before. I was having second thoughts about leaving my beloved companion behind but it was too late to change our plans and tears burned my eyes when I gave her a final embrace. 
 
   We waited until we heard the heavy tread of the night guard fading as he went in search of breakfast, and then Aurelia and I tiptoed through the silent hallways, carrying our bags and shoes until we reached the small side door that led to the gardens. A few birds sang to keep us company on our short traverse over the damp and soggy lawns to the stables on the other side. The young stable boy was waiting for us, already holding two horses tightly by their reins. They were saddled and ready to depart, their hooves wrapped in sackcloth to deaden the noise of their steps on the paved road that led from the villa. He looked nervous and was glad to hand over the reins.
 
   “Here, please take this money,” I said, pressing some coins into his hand. “And, remember, you know nothing. You were sleeping and did not see us take the horses. I don’t want you to be in trouble for your part in this.”
 
   Septimus had given us directions; we were to leave the paved main road after a mile or two and take a smaller trail that wound through the forest down to the coast. Although it would take longer, it was better than the risk of meeting a Goth patrol on the highway.
 
   We rode the horses at a walk, resisting the urge to gallop until we could take the cloths from their hooves. I found myself thinking about Ataulf and wondering what his fate would be. I felt guilty about running away without speaking to him one more time. And there was Taiga, alone in her room, grieving. Taking a breath, I tried to push the thoughts away. Why should I care about them, when they had no concern for me?  
 
   I was so immersed in my thoughts that it was Aurelia who saw the trail. She led the way off the main road and into the forest. The path was narrow, winding between the dripping trees, but it was soft underfoot.
 
   I stopped and slid down from the saddle to untie the cloths from the horses’ feet, my hands clumsy in the early morning chill. As I undid the last knot, I heard a rustle in the trees close by and my body tingled from head to toe with fear. Aurelia’s eyes met mine in alarm. Suddenly a rabbit ran across the path, scampering from one bush to another and causing the horses to start and roll their eyes. 
 
   Laughing with relief at the sight of the rabbit, we calmed the horses and mounted them again. But my nerves were still jangling and I dug my heels into my horse’s flanks, anxious to get further away from the camp. We ducked under low hanging branches and jumped over fallen trees that littered the path. I rode through a spider’s web glistening with drops of water and pulled the sticky threads from my face and hair. 
 
   It was hard to judge how long we’d been riding. There was no sun and I saw glimpses only of an iron-grey sky above the thick canopy of the forest. The branches protected us from the worst of the rain but we were soon drenched to the skin from the constant dripping and from brushing up against water-laden leaves. The woods were quiet. No birds sang. But the steady pounding of the hooves on the path filled my ears and I had no warning of what faced us when we rounded a bend in the path.  A band of men stood in the middle of the trail. We pulled up our horses to avoid running into them.
 
   “Bandits?” Aurelia asked quietly. 
 
   “I don’t know,” I answered. They were Goths, judging from their dress and hair, but I didn’t recognize any of them. Their horses were tied to a tree not far away. 
 
   “Who are you?” I said, wishing my voice sounded stronger. 
 
   They didn’t respond and, in the silence, I heard a saddle creak behind me. Seconds later, a noose dropped over my shoulders and was pulled tight. Struggling with the noose and mounting panic, I was pulled from my horse and fell, winded, to the ground. As I struggled to catch my breath, someone put a hand over my mouth. The fingers were huge and calloused. 
 
   “If you swear not to scream, I’ll take my hand away,” said a voice I recognized. I moved my head in assent, the blood singing in my ears and temples, my lungs desperate for air.
 
   “Well, Nobilissima,” said Sigeric, his face so close I could feel his breath on my cheek. “Trying to escape. That will make Ataulf very angry.” 
 
    He took his hand from my mouth and stood, pulling me up with him. Pinning my hands behind my back, he shoved me towards the group of men. Two of them had pulled Aurelia from her horse and held her by the arms. At a sign from Sigeric another soldier slapped the flanks of our two horses and I watched in despair as both galloped out of sight through the trees. 
 
   “Let’s think,” Sigeric said, playing to his audience of soldiers. “Placidia escapes and she can’t be found. She must have fallen into the hands of bandits and been robbed and killed. She’s never seen again.” 
 
   The soldiers grinned and whispered to each other.
 
   Sigeric dropped his voice and spoke to me. “Alone, unprotected, and no one knows where you are. You have been very foolish, Nobilissima.”
 
   “Leave us alone, “ I cried out, “or you’ll have the Emperor and the Senate to answer to.” 
 
   Sigeric laughed, a coarse, loud laugh that rang through the woods. The sound echoed and a flock of crows flew up from the trees in a black cloud, cawing angrily at the disturbance. One of Sigeric’s men quickly took a slingshot from his belt and aimed a stone at the birds. His missile found its target and a crow fell to the forest floor with a faint whisper of sound. 
 
   For a moment I closed my eyes in terror at the thought of death in this dismal wood. I felt the blood draining from my face and my knees began to tremble. 
 
   “You wouldn’t dare to harm me, “ I said, summoning every shred of strength into my voice. The crows settled back into their branches, dew dripped from the leaves of the trees, and the silence was heavy and threatening. 
 
   “You won’t live to tell any tales,” said Sigeric, first unstrapping his sword and then unbuckling his belt, handing them to the nearest soldier. He spoke to the men who held Aurelia. 
 
   “Get her out of sight away from the trail but don’t touch her,” he growled, his voice heavy with menace. “I want the double pleasure of these young ladies to myself today.”
 
   Aurelia’s knees buckled and she remained standing only because she was held so tightly by her captors. He turned to look at me again, his face a mask of lust and malice, and wrenched my arm behind my back so hard I thought he had broken it. Then he shoved me away from the road into the bushes. I started to scream and twisted around, trying to hit him. I kicked my booted heels at his shins but he seemed to feel no pain. Branches tore at my cheeks as he pushed me further into the rough undergrowth. Suddenly he stopped and threw me down to the ground, crouching over me like a wild animal.
 
   Looking up at that scarred and malign face, I stopped screaming and began to think about how to get away from him, even as he pressed his foul mouth against mine. He kept my arm pinned to the ground but his other hand moved over my body, and he tore at my gown, ripping it from my shoulder. He was fumbling under his tunic and then pushed himself up against me, using one knee to force my legs apart. I wanted to scream but couldn’t. Sheer terror overcame my instincts to fight back. All function had gone from my limbs and throat.
 
   He grinned as though recognizing my surrender but the awful smile froze when I pulled one hand free and aimed a blow to his nose. It wasn’t hard but it was enough to draw blood, and his eyes watered. He muttered something in German and raised his hand to hit me, but I struggled against him, sliding one leg free from his weight. I grabbed a handful of his hair and pulled viciously until he yelped in pain. Then he raised his fist and I braced for the impact, still wriggling to escape from under him. Sudden shouts erupted in the direction of the trail and a horn blared, the sound ripping through the mute forest. Sigeric rolled away from me and climbed to his feet. 
 
   “Get up,” he said. 
 
   I clambered to my knees. He grabbed hold of my arm, pulled me upright and began to push me back towards the trail. 
 
   I couldn’t make sense of what was happening. Was it Septimus who had ridden back to find us? My feet slipped on the wet leaves and Sigeric muttered at me. “Keep walking.”
 
   We emerged on to the trail just as a group of riders pulled their horses to a stop. 
 
   “Ataulf,” I cried, seeing him at the front on his familiar black mare. He jumped down from his horse and stood watching as Sigeric pushed me along the path towards him.
 
   Sigeric saluted. “I caught her and her friend trying to escape, my lord,” he said. “I was going to bring them back to the villa.”
 
   “Don’t believe him,” I said. “He was going to kill us.”
 
   Ataulf looked from Sigeric to me and back again. “Tell me what happened.” 
 
   “She ran away through the woods and I chased her down,” said Sigeric. 
 
   “His men have Aurelia,” I said. “Please find her quickly.”
 
   Ataulf gestured to his soldiers to dismount. They jumped down and pulled swords from their belts. As they waited for instructions, Sigeric whistled and his men slowly appeared from the trees, nudging Aurelia in front of them. She looked deathly pale but unharmed. 
 
   “Placidia, where are your horses?” asked Ataulf sharply.
 
   “Sigeric let them go.”
 
   Ataulf looked hard at Sigeric. “You are out on patrol without your sword?” he asked. For a moment, Sigeric’s face contorted as he struggled to come up with an explanation. “My belt was broken during the chase,” he said.
 
   Ataulf narrowed his eyes. “We’ll talk back at the villa,” he said. “Follow me there now. You,” he turned to one of his soldiers. “Take lady Aurelia with you.” 
 
   Without a word, he picked me up and placed me on the saddle of his own horse and then climbed up behind me. He reached forward to take the reins in his hands and, protected by his strong arms on each side of me, I felt the terror ebbing away, 
 
   But Sigeric still stood in the middle of the trail. “She deserves to be punished,” he said. “She was trying to escape.”
 
   “Later,” said Ataulf and turned his horse back towards the villa.
 
   We rode fast for several miles without speaking. I wanted to ask Ataulf how he found me but had to concentrate on keeping my seat on the front of the saddle. The jolting ride sent streaks of hot pain up my injured arm.
 
   Sigeric caught up with us and he rode up alongside, forcing Ataulf to slow his horse on the narrow trail.
 
   “I thought you should know, my lord, that I dealt with the man who was helping them to escape.”
 
   I jerked my head up in shock. “Septimus?” I asked. “What did you do with him?”
 
   Sigeric laughed. “Don’t you worry your pretty head. He didn’t suffer, much, although it did take some time to persuade him to tell me what you were planning. That little pouch of jewels he was carrying was a nice bonus for my men.”
 
   I felt sick. Septimus was dead because he tried to help me. 
 
   “We’ll talk later,” Ataulf repeated, spurring on his horse and letting Sigeric fall behind. I was numb, in despair at my failure to escape and overcome with grief for Septimus. I leaned back gently against Ataulf and we rode in silence. 
 
   When the villa came into view, he slowed the horse to a walk and I gathered my wits enough to ask him how he had found out where we were.
 
   “Your maid came to me, convinced that Sigeric was pursuing you. She said he came to your room early this morning, not long after you left. She followed him and watched him leave the villa with some of his soldiers. They questioned the groom and forced him to admit that you had taken horses to reach the port. Knowing of the danger you would be in if Sigeric found you, she came to me. She’s a very intelligent woman and you should thank her for quick thinking, Placidia.”
 
   “And she was right,” I said. “He was going to kill me, Ataulf. He said I would never be found and you would believe that we had been murdered by thieves.”
 
   At the entrance to the villa, Ataulf lifted me down from the horse, holding me for a moment before letting me go. He assigned me to the guard of four of his soldiers and walked away towards his own chambers. 
 
   I hesitated at the door to my room. We had left in such anticipation of freedom just a few hours before that it was hard to go back. But Sylvia heard me outside and threw the door open, bursting into tears and hugging  me tightly. 
 
   “Thank the gods you’re safe,” she said. “ But, you’re all scratched and bruised. Sit down and let me clean you up. Did Sigeric do this to you?” 
 
   Her voice rose in indignation when she saw the torn gown. “Oh, Placidia, my darling child, did that monster…” 
 
    She couldn’t finish the sentence and I shook my head, reliving the horror of those minutes in the forest. “No, no,” I said. “Ataulf came in time.”
 
   A few minutes later, Aurelia arrived. Her skin was white and waxy, damp with perspiration. I ran to her and we held each other, unable to speak. Sylvia brought us both cups of wine and I felt the warmth of it in my veins, melting the chill that had settled in my body.
 
   “Sylvia, you saved our lives by sending Ataulf. Thank you.”
 
   Sylvia smiled wanly. “You’re lucky that Ataulf was quick to follow you. I’ve never seen anyone so determined. He got those soldiers on their horses in no time. He gave that poor stable boy a hard going over too. But I dare say he’ll leave him be now that everyone is back and safe.”
 
   I took a gulp of the wine. “Not Septimus. Sigeric killed him.”
 
   Sylvia uttered a cry of disbelief and the three of us huddled together on the couch, crying for our lost friend and our renewed imprisonment.
 
    
 
   The afternoon was fading when a guard knocked at the door and told me that Ataulf wanted to see me. 
 
   When I reached his offices, he was alone. A few candles were lit against the encroaching darkness, one of them shedding light on a large map laid out on a table. Ataulf led me to a couch and invited me to sit but he remained standing. 
 
   “Ataulf, thank you again for rescuing us. If you hadn’t come when you did…” My words caught in my throat. 
 
   “Sigeric is clever,” said Ataulf. “He has his own network of informants scattered around the camp. Someone saw you and Septimus in the garden together yesterday and told Sigeric, who followed him to the port. He tortured him into revealing your plan and then killed him. This morning, all he had to do was ride fast to a point where he knew you would pass.”
 
   He poured wine into two goblets and gave me one.
 
   “I will have a guard accompany you at all times from now on,” he continued. 
 
   I opened my mouth to protest but he held up his hand to silence me. “It is not to prevent you escaping — you have little chance of that now — but to protect you from Sigeric. You must not underestimate him. You’re in grave danger from him and his men.”
 
   “Then why don’t you let me go?” I asked. “You could return me to Ravenna.”
 
   Ataulf turned away to look at the map on the table. 
 
   “I won’t let you go,” he said without looking at me.
 
   “Your precious ransom money is more important than my life?” I said. “I had thought more of you, Ataulf. But you’re no better than Sigeric.”
 
   “I don’t care about the ransom money,” he said. “Your brother seems disinclined to pay it anyway. No, Placidia you have become, what would you call it? A pawn. You are part of the negotiations between us and the Emperor.“
 
   “What negotiations?” I stood, fighting back an urge to strike him. “How dare you use me in this way? And what can you possibly be discussing with Honorius? He hates you as much as he hated Alaric. He ‘ll never negotiate with you.”
 
   “He needs me,” said Ataulf, running a finger along a line on the map. “There has been a new uprising in Gallia. The Franks and the Alanis have gathered to support Jovinus, who is planning to make himself Emperor of Gallia. They’re there in great numbers and there aren’t enough Roman battalions to combat them. Your friend Marcus is already on his way. I’ll take my soldiers and join him there.”
 
   I sat down, feeling stunned. “You’re going to fight for Rome?” 
 
   He didn’t answer and seemed intent on his map.
 
   “But what has any of this got to do with me?” I asked, still wrestling with the news. “Ataulf, please answer me. If you’re going to Gallia, then you can let me go. You don’t need me any more.”
 
   Still he was silent, not looking at me. I felt such a wave of anger welling up inside that it frightened me. To be treated like a piece of property by my own brother and this newly crowned king of the Goths was an insult I could hardly bear.
 
   “You’re more foolish than I even imagined,” I said finally. “Honorius didn’t pay your brother-in-law for his years of military services and yet you run at his bidding with no assurance of reward. You can’t trust him or Olympius, who manages his purse strings. They both despise you and your army. This seems like a sign of true desperation on your part, Ataulf.”
 
   He looked at me, his hard blue eyes softened by the candlelight. “I will do whatever is necessary to protect my people. The Emperor has promised me money, and land in Aquitaine. When the battles are over, we’ll go west to our new home where we can settle, plant crops and raise livestock. That was Alaric’s dream and I’ll make it come true for his sake.”
 
   I bit my lip, holding back the words I wanted to say. 
 
   “You may mock me,” he said. “But, following our conversation the other day, I have thought hard about what you said, and I believe that aligning myself with the Empire is the way to find my place in it and help my people prosper. There is no need for more bloodshed between the Goths and the Romans.”
 
   “You are a man of surprises, Ataulf,” I said, struggling to decide whether to admire him or pity him. I had no doubt that Honorius would betray him at the first possible opportunity.
 
   “That’s why we have we have to hold on to you, your friends and our few remaining hostages for a little longer,” he said as though reading my mind. “As long as we have you all, I believe that my people will be protected from any treachery by the Senate or the imperial court. Marcus will do all he can to ensure your safety, and your old friend, Senator Gardius, is back in control of the Senate. They won’t allow any harm to come to you and that means they must deal honestly with me.”
 
   “I admire you for what you are doing now,” I said after a long silence. “By joining with Rome, you unite two nations and both will be the stronger for the alliance.”
 
   “There is another alliance I would like to discuss,” he said. 
 
   “Nothing has changed,” I said. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
   He looked at me, his blue eyes searching my face then, without a word, he left the room, slamming the door behind him. I stood and went to the window, watching the sunlight fade and the violet dusk creep like fog among the vines. I shivered. His presence in the room had warmed me and his departure left me cold and lonely. 
 
   I turned at a knock on the door, hoping that he had come back. 
 
   It was Aurelia. “I wanted to make sure you were all right,” she said. “I passed Ataulf storming down the hallway like an angry bull. What happened?”
 
   She smiled when I told her of Ataulf’s proposal. 
 
   “I knew it,” she said, clapping her hands together. “You two are so perfect together.”
 
   “I turned him down,” I reminded her. “And he’s angry with me.”
 
   “Not for long. He’ll be back, you’ll see.” 
 
   “And when did you become such a great reader of men’s hearts?” I asked, laughing. “But let’s forget about Ataulf because I have some incredible news.”
 
   I led her to the couch and made her sit before telling her about our journey to Gallia. “We’ll meet up with Marcus there,” I said. 
 
   She burst into tears and I threw my arms around her. 
 
   “It’s almost impossible to believe,” she said, “that I’ll see him again. But, Placidia, what if things have changed? What if he doesn’t care for me any more, after I refused to go back even when he paid my ransom? And he’s been through so much. Things can’t be the same as they were.”
 
   “They’ll be better,” I assured her. “Come on, let’s eat supper, and then start our packing. Ataulf says we leave in two days.”
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
    
 
   Our journey north was very different from the rush south so many months earlier. We were now traveling with the recognition of the Emperor and the Senate, and Ataulf rode at the front of the caravan under the standard of Rome. When we passed through Naples, representatives of the Roman government came to wish him well on his mission in Gallia.
 
   My own position was ambiguous and most didn’t know what to make of it. I was a member of the imperial family, yet ignored by the Emperor. Occasionally, I met senators, governors and judiciaries but Ataulf made sure that I was never alone with any of them and I guessed none would compromise their position by conspiring to free me when Honorius himself had made no such move. 
 
   Whether for convenience or out of some deeper desire to avoid revisiting the scene of conflict, Ataulf routed our journey north along the coastal road, bypassing Rome completely. But our proximity to the city made me sad and anxious. My life seemed to be passing me by. I was achieving nothing, doing nothing for the good of the Empire. My days merged into a gray dullness, one after the other, and then I fell sick with a fever.
 
   My body trembled constantly and I felt terribly cold. Sylvia touched my cheek and said I was burning. My head was pounding and I couldn’t eat or drink. The carriage bounced along, causing shocks of pain to rack my body. On the third day, Sylvia sent a message to Ataulf, who rode back down the long caravan to see me. 
 
   “Not another ploy to escape, I hope,” he said with a rueful smile. 
 
   Sylvia scolded him. 
 
   “Can’t you see that Placidia is deathly ill,” she said. “She can’t travel like this. We must stop and give her time to rest.” 
 
   “Many of the men and women and children have been sick, and we can’t stop for everyone,” said Ataulf turning his horse around and riding away. 
 
   But within an hour, the horns signaled a stop and the thronging crowds drew off the road into grassy fields and proceeded to set up camp. Ataulf sent men to carry me on a stretcher into a nearby house. It was a simple farmhouse, but its solid walls and roof made it comfortable enough. It was a relief to be out of the cramped, jolting carriage. 
 
   It took me four more days to recover sufficiently to sit up and eat. I felt my head clearing and the shivers disappeared. Sylvia was making me drink some broth when Ataulf came to my room one afternoon. His look of concern gave way to smiles when he saw that I was well and eating. 
 
   “Thank God,” he said. “You’re better. We can’t afford a delay of another day.”
 
   “I appreciate your concern,” I laughed, light-headed with relief at feeling well again.
 
   “I’m also very glad that you are well and out of danger,” he said. “Perhaps you would care to join me for dinner this evening? Taiga also would welcome the opportunity of talking with you.” 
 
   I said yes and realized I was looking forward to it. Digging through the chest in the carriage, I found a clean gown and had Sylvia braid jewels into my hair. She found some rose oil at the bottom of a chest and put a few drops on my ears and in between my breasts. 
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked, stepping back out of her reach. “I am dining with Ataulf, not a suitor.” 
 
   Sylvia pursed her lips and adopted a serious look, which I always found quite comical. “You must know that Ataulf is in love with you,” she said.
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous,” I said sternly. “What on earth would make you say such a thing?”
 
   “The way he looks at you when he talks to you, for one thing. The fact that he’s already asked you to be his queen for another.”
 
   I looked at her, perplexed. “No one knows about that,” I protested.
 
   She laughed, continuing to brush my hair. “Everyone knows. You can’t live in a camp like this in close quarters and not hear every word of gossip, every rumor. One of the servants overheard your conversation that night and did not stint himself in sharing it with all and sundry.”
 
   Her words made me nauseous. It was bad enough to have quarreled with Ataulf over his imprudent offer, far worse that so many knew of it. I began to lose my enthusiasm for the evening ahead. It was with great nervousness that I joined the dinner table, sitting next to Ataulf as he asked me to. Taiga, still looking pale and thin, sat on his other side and a group of his military commanders filled the rest of the seats. I was glad to see that Sigeric wasn’t there.
 
   I looked at Ataulf as I had never done before. The conversation centered on his plans for Gallia, and his passion for his quest set a fire burning in my heart as well. When he passed me a special dish, I felt elated that he noticed me. When he fell into a long conversation with one of his men, I felt despair that he would never talk to me again. My cheeks felt flushed though I drank sparingly and I noticed that he glanced at me often. At the end of the meal, he stood to take his leave, but I stopped him. 
 
   “May we talk in private for a few minutes?” I asked him. I saw Taiga exchange looks with him. A wary expression passed over his face but then he smiled. 
 
   “Of course,” he replied. “Come with me to my room, and we can talk there.” He snapped his fingers at one of the servants. “Bring wine and extra lamps,” he said. He offered me his arm and led me from the table. When we reached his room and the servants had left, I stood looking at him, suddenly unsure of what I was doing. 
 
   “Was there something in particular you needed to talk about?” he asked, raising an eyebrow as I stood silently. “Please, sit, and be comfortable.”
 
   I took a deep breath and tried to unclench my hands, which were balled up at my sides. Hesitantly, I walked closer to him and stood on tiptoes. Reaching up, I kissed him on the lips, then quickly retreated, horrified at my own behavior. 
 
   He seemed transfixed, still as a statue with no expression on his face at all, and I cursed my impulsive nature. I had done it wrong. Groaning inwardly, I pondered how to get myself out of this mess and leave the room with some dignity intact. As I moved slightly to begin my escape, he put out his hand and pulled back towards him, returning the kiss with an enthusiasm that made my knees tremble. 
 
   “I love you, Placidia,” he said very softly. 
 
   “I love you too, Ataulf, “ I whispered. We kissed again and then he pulled back, holding me lightly in front of him. His eyes were shining and I could see my own face reflected there, joyful and radiant. 
 
   “Now, you should go,” he said, and his voice shook slightly. I smiled, knowing that he must feel as I did, an overwhelming desire to be together, a passion that could not be ignored for long. Better to leave quickly. I kissed him one more time. 
 
   I felt like a different person when I woke up the next day. The griefs and resentments of the past seemed washed away, all petty thoughts were purged and I felt more free and at peace than I had ever felt in my luxurious palaces in Ravenna and Rome. 
 
   However differently I felt, though, the routine was still the same. That morning, we left behind the relative comfort of the farmhouse and climbed back into our carriage. The huge caravan creaked into motion at dawn and the carriage jolted along slowly. We were approaching the Via Domitia and would soon begin the crossing into Gallia. 
 
   Several days later, Ataulf came to the carriage. “If it would please you, I have a horse you might like to ride and you could come to the front with me,” he said.
 
   “I’d be honored to ride with you,” I replied, in spite of Aurelia’s objections. 
 
   “You can’t ride a horse with him and his generals like a man, Placidia,” she said.
 
   “It isn’t proper and you’ll have the whole camp talking before long,” added Sylvia.
 
   That made me pause for a moment but I decided there was little to be concerned about. “In truth, not many people will know where I am and besides I don’t care. It would be so much more interesting to ride a horse than sit in this carriage.”
 
   “All the more space for Sylvia and me then,” Aurelia said with a smile. “Just come back often and let us know you’re all right.” 
 
   The following days were like a dream. I rode at the head of the column with Ataulf and his generals, who didn’t seem very surprised to see me there. One of them told me that Taiga had often ridden with them before Alaric had died. I thought that the Goth women lived freer lives than we Roman matrons were permitted to. 
 
   The weather was gentle and our crossing through the lower passes of the Alps was full of wonders as we rode through landscapes I had only read about in books. I marveled at the granite vistas spread before us as we climbed higher. It was hard to imagine that this region too was part of the Empire. However much the Franks and Burgundians wanted to take it from us, we would fight to keep it. 
 
   Finally, we descended from the mountains and came within sight of Nizza, where we were to meet with the Roman army. I spent the last few days traveling with Aurelia, who needed constant reassurance that Marcus would be glad to see her. On the shores of the Mare Nostrum, the massive Goth camp was constructed yet again. 
 
   “What are our plans?” I asked Ataulf the evening after we arrived there. 
 
   “We need to wait for instructions from Ravenna,” he said. “There are messengers on their way to us now, and Magister Gaius Marcus will arrive tomorrow. I know how very glad you’ll be to see him again.” He frowned and pulled at the hem of his cloak.
 
   “Placidia, you are about to be reunited with friends and colleagues from Rome. I fear that you’ll want to throw off everything that is Goth. I wouldn’t blame you if you did, but…” he paused. “You know how I feel about you.”
 
   I nodded, at an unusual loss for words, and my heart thumped against my ribs.
 
   “Will you marry me, Placidia?” he asked.
 
   I held out my arms and held him tight as he came to me. 
 
   “Oh, yes,” I whispered. 
 
   “We must write to Ravenna of our plans,” he said. “I want your brother’s consent to this marriage.”
 
   “We will invite him to the wedding,” I said with enthusiasm. “Just think, Ataulf, a marriage that will unite the Goths and the Romans forever. How could anyone disapprove of such a union?”
 
   Ataulf looked doubtful but I refused to let his concerns worry me. “Why would my brother prevent me from marrying you when he has been perfectly content to leave me as your hostage for this past year? He clearly has no need of me in Ravenna. I am sure he’ll give his permission. I need to write to him at once.”
 
   I also sent a letter to my dear old tutor, Tertius, telling him of my upcoming marriage and expressing my desire for him to attend. As I wrote. I smiled, enjoying the feeling of the pen on the page, and the pattern of the letters as I formed them. Marriage. Ataulf. These were not words I had ever expected to write and they seemed to possess some magical quality.
 
   The following day broke fair and clear and the sun warmed the tents, releasing the familiar scent of goat hide and wool. In the distance the Mare Nostrum sparkled beyond the buildings of the city of Nizza. The memory of the hazards and discomforts of the long journey north were already fading, and I waited with excitement to watch the joining of the Goth forces with the soldiers of Marcus’s own elite battalions.
 
   I ate well at breakfast but Aurelia nibbled on a piece of bread and pushed her plate away. Sylvia took it and finished the cheese and grapes that Aurelia left uneaten. Sylvia had done an excellent job of cleaning and mending a gown for each of us, and Aurelia wore a blue silk gown that matched her eyes. 
 
   “How will the day go, then?” asked Sylvia. “When will we see the Commander? I’m so excited I can hardly think straight!”
 
   I had barely time to answer before a guard appeared at the entrance to our tent, requesting permission to enter. Seconds later, Marcus appeared. He stayed close to the entry and saluted us all. I felt my heart constrict when I saw him. He was dressed in formal uniform, with knee height boots and an ornately tooled iron breastplate. There were strands of grey at his temples and a new scar along his cheek, white against his tanned skin. 
 
   I jumped to my feet. “Marcus! I am so happy to see you again. Come in, come in. Look, Aurelia is here too.” 
 
   As Marcus still hesitated, I ran to embrace him and then pulled him by the hand towards Aurelia. I stopped when I realized that he was limping badly. “Marcus, is your leg seriously hurt? I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…”
 
   “It’s all right,” he said. “It’s getting better every day.”
 
   I let go of his hand and led the way instead to the couch, where I motioned him to sit next to Aurelia, but he remained standing, looking awkward and aloof. This was not the Marcus I had known in Rome and I struggled to work out what to do next. Aurelia sat upright, her face tense. 
 
   “Well, how about some nice fruit?” said Sylvia, putting a tray of oranges and grapes on the small table near the couch. 
 
   Marcus turned to her. “It’s good to see you again, Sylvia. I hear you have done an outstanding job of caring for these two ladies, and hope that you didn’t suffer too much during that long journey.” 
 
   “No, no, I come from sturdy stock, Magister. It takes more than a long walk to do me any harm.”
 
   Marcus laughed and I glimpsed my old friend then, in the creases around his eyes and mouth.
 
   “Marcus, please sit down, and tell us all that has happened since that terrible night in Rome,” I said. I moved over so that he would have to sit next to Aurelia, which he did. But they only smiled at each other and did not touch. He kept his injured leg straight out in front of him, and I saw a wide, jagged scar that emerged from the top of his boot. 
 
   He seemed to relax a little as he recounted the details of the Goth attack, the serious injury to his leg from a sword, and the weeks of chaos that followed. He described how he had directed operations to secure the city from a hospital bed in the garrison and told us that more than half his men had been killed or injured in the first few hours of the attack. 
 
   “We had no resources to launch any kind of counterattack on the retreating Goths,” he said. “Hard as it was to make the decision, we had to keep all the remaining troops in Rome to keep the panicked citizens under control.” He glanced at Aurelia. “I wanted more than anything to come to rescue you all, but I lay in that bed for nearly six weeks, unable to walk, and could only pray that you were safe.”
 
   “And we are,” I said, mystified by Aurelia’s silence and Marcus’s lack of attention to her. But I told him about the journey south, Alaric’s death and Ataulf’s quiet accession as king. “There is a man, Sigeric, one of the chiefs in the Goth army. You will need to watch out for him, Marcus. He threatened to fight Ataulf for the crown. For now, he seems to be lying low but he’s not to be trusted.” 
 
   I said nothing of Sigeric’s assault or the attempted escape. It was easy to see that Marcus had enough on his mind without worrying further about the dangers Aurelia and I had faced that day. Several times, I tried to draw Aurelia into the conversation but my friend remained quiet, her eyes downcast. 
 
   “I must spend today with Ataulf and his generals, planning for our attack against the rebels,” Marcus said, climbing to his feet with some effort. “And there is someone I’d like you to meet. General Constantius. He’s on his way to northern Gallia from Ravenna and will stop here for a few days. He is acting as co-Magister with me, as I am no longer able to fight, as you can see. I’ll have someone come for you prior to his arrival.”
 
   Aurelia glanced up as he left the room and there were tears in her eyes. As soon as the tent’s flap was closed again, I hugged her. “What is wrong? I don’t understand. You didn’t speak to Marcus, didn’t look at him or smile at him.”
 
   “He didn’t do much smiling at Aurelia either,” commented Sylvia.
 
   “I know why,” I said. “He’s been injured. He doesn’t know if Aurelia will feel the same about him now that he is no longer able to lead his own troops into battle.”
 
   “That makes no sense,” said Sylvia. “What difference does that make?”
 
   “All the difference in the world to a man who has been a general since he was eighteen and our Magister for the last six years,” I said. “That’s who he is. That’s how he defines himself. He can’t imagine that we don’t see him differently too. Aurelia, I’m  sure he is in love with you but he won’t impose himself on you. You’ll have to show him that you care about him in spite of his disability.”
 
   Aurelia looked doubtful but refused to talk about it any more. A few hours later, a unit of guards arrived to accompany me to the praetorium, the generals’ tent. Marcus sat at a desk covered with documents, with Ataulf at his side. Ataulf winked at me when I entered and I felt a flush of warmth on my cheeks, hoping that no one would notice. 
 
   There was another officer in the tent, and Marcus introduced him. “General Constantius,” he said. 
 
   Constantius stood up and bowed his head towards me. Seven guards stood behind him and I wondered if they were there for his security or for his ego. I’d heard of him and his rapid rise through the ranks following the death of Stilicho; he’d fought and won many battles for Rome in the province of Gallia and had a reputation as a courageous warrior. 
 
   “It is an honor, Nobilissima,” he said. He was dark-haired and stocky,  a little shorter than Ataulf. He had brown eyes and his skin was tanned from the sun. He held his chin high as though looking down on everyone else in the room and appeared to be very serious and formal, something I was unused to after traveling with Goths for so long. 
 
   “Constantius has just come from Ravenna where he received personal instructions from the Emperor on how to conduct the operation against the Franks,” said Marcus, with a trace of humor in his voice.
 
   “And how is my brother?” I asked.
 
   “Very well,” Constantius replied. “Fatigued, of course, with the many duties he has to perform, but his Provost Olympius bears the greater burden in order to shelter his beloved Emperor from the more taxing responsibilities.”
 
   “I’m sure he does,” I said, thinking I detected a trace of irony in his voice. It had been some time since I’d thought of Olympius and now felt the familiar churning in my stomach. It was strange to be back within the circles of imperial Rome.
 
   “I’ve been impatient to meet you,” said Constantius. “I trust you are well and not suffering too much in your imprisonment?”
 
   “I’m very well, thank you. And although my brother leaves me as a hostage, I’m not a prisoner at all. I’m the honored guest of King Ataulf and his court.”
 
   Constantius looked irritated. “Not for much longer,” he said. “Emperor Honorius wants you back in Ravenna, and he has given me the authority to secure your release at whatever price the Goth king might demand.” 
 
   He looked directly at Ataulf as if throwing out a challenge. 
 
   “I’m not returning to Ravenna,” I said. “When I needed my brother’s help, he declined to give it. I won’t go back now on some whim of his.”
 
   Ataulf and Constantius began to speak at the same time and Marcus interrupted. “We’ll discuss this later and in private,” he said. 
 
   “Agreed,” said Ataulf, looking at me.
 
   “Well, let’s review your plan of attack,” snapped Constantius, “as that is what we are here to do.”
 
   The rest of the morning was spent in discussion of the military plans for the overthrow of the usurper. 
 
   “There are strongholds of rebels all along the coast from here to Narbo,” Constantius told us, pointing out the city on a map. “They are supporting the claims of Jovinus, who has set himself up as Emperor of Gallia. There is only one Emperor and that is Honorius in Ravenna. Our mission is to defeat the rebel army and return Gallia to the Empire.”
 
   He turned to Ataulf. “I’d like to check your armory, to make sure it’s adequate for the battles you are going to face. Will you take me to see it?”
 
   “My pleasure,” Ataulf replied with a grin. “Let’s all go.”
 
   We all took carriages across several wide fields to a large barn where Ataulf had stored his army’s weapons. From one end to the other lay piles of shields, swords, knives, bows and arrows. It was an impressive array and Constantius let out a long low whistle when he saw it. He picked up a sword and then a shield. 
 
   “These are of imperial manufacture,” he said with some surprise. 
 
   Ataulf nodded. “Of course, he said. “When Alaric was a commander in the Roman army, he was given free access to many imperial weapons factories and made sure that his men were well equipped. Of course, many of our men still use their own swords and they work just as well.”
 
   I thought that Constantius wasn’t too pleased at the wealth of weapons in Ataulf’s arsenal. After a few minutes, he saluted Ataulf and told Marcus he was finished for the day. “I have traveled hard and need to rest,” he said. “But I’d like to request the honor of having Placidia dine with me.”
 
   “We can all eat together,” said Ataulf. 
 
   “What I have to say concerns the Emperor,” replied Constantius. “And is for the Nobilissima to hear.”
 
   “Then I’ll accept the invitation,” I said before Ataulf could argue further. 
 
   Several hours later, I sat comfortably in the richly decorated tent that was Constantius’ home when he was traveling. Thick carpets from Byzantium covered the ground, and woven hangings hid the tent walls, giving the tent a sense of permanency.
 
   I had asked Sylvia to accompany me as chaperone, hoping that Marcus would seize the opportunity of Aurelia being alone to spend some time with her. Sylvia sat on a low wooden stool, nibbling at a plate of olives. 
 
   “The general certainly knows how to live,” she whispered to me while Constantius was occupied in instructing his staff regarding a certain wine that he wanted me to taste. He seemed very used to giving orders, I thought. His tone was short and peremptory and his servants bustled about in haste, bringing in an array of dishes. 
 
   “Branzino,” he said, pointing out a grilled fish on a large platter. “Delicious. You will like it. It’s rich though, so don’t have too much.”
 
   I suppressed a smile, wondering if he had forgotten that I had been raised in the palaces of Constantinople and Ravenna and was well acquainted with the fine selection of dishes laid out in front of me. 
 
   “You said you wanted to talk about the Emperor,” I reminded him after we’d eaten a course or two and waited for the staff to bring clean plates. 
 
   “He wants you back in Ravenna,” Constantius said. 
 
   “We’ve already had this conversation,” I replied. “I have no desire to return there and I plan to stay with the Goths.”
 
   “With Ataulf, you mean,” he growled. I didn’t bother to respond.
 
   “Your brother will be very angry if you don’t go back,” he said after a while, licking sauce from his fingers. 
 
   “My brother ignored me for nearly eighteen months. I can’t imagine that he has a sudden desire to see me after all this time.”
 
   “His silence was, how can I say, encouraged. It was not of his own making, Nobilissima. I saw him just ten days ago and he is concerned for your safety and wishes to have you at his side again. He assured me of this himself.”
 
   I kept my eyes on my plate. All the emotions of the last months suddenly threatened to overwhelm me, but I didn’t want Constantius see my distress. A single tear fell on to my plate, luminous against the green glass. My brother hadn’t lifted a finger to secure my release. I had come close to death and he had done nothing. I swallowed, feeling the last mouthful of food hard in my throat. 
 
   “Nobilissima?” Constantius said. I heard him put down his wine goblet. “Are you unwell?”
 
   Blinking, I raised my head and smiled at him. “Not at all. I’m sorry. I was distracted for a moment.”
 
   Aware of Sylvia at my shoulder, I waved her away. Constantius cocked his head and waited.
 
   “You said that Honorius was acting under the influence of another,” I said. “You can only mean Provost Olympius. He’s a truly evil man, but surely my brother should be able to resist him and make his own decisions? He is the Emperor after all.” 
 
   Constantius glanced at the guards near the entry to the tent, and then leaned forward over the table. His eyes were dark and intense. “Can I talk to you of something very delicate?” 
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “There are many in Ravenna and in Rome who feel as you do, Nobilissima. Your brother’s lack of judgment in keeping Olympius in such a position of power is of great concern.” He lowered his voice. “There are many who would be glad to see the back of the Provost. And then we will see if Honorius is fit to rule as an Emperor should.”
 
   I shook my head. “It will make no difference. Get rid of Olympius and another will rise to take his place. Like sewage floating to the surface of a stagnant pond.”
 
   Constantius threw his head back and laughed out loud and then just as suddenly stopped and leaned even closer over the table towards me. “But what if the person who takes Olympius’ place as Honorius’s favorite were someone trustworthy, competent and capable of ruling the Empire?”
 
   It was my turn to laugh, but not with any humor. “I can’t think of such a man.”
 
   “Not a man,” Constantius said. “A woman.”
 
   I stared at him in shock. 
 
   “You, Placidia. You can get close to Honorius in a way that no one else can. The Senate trusts you. Our Magister, Marcus, trusts you. Back in Ravenna, you can exert influence over your brother and help the Senate – and yes, the military – win Honorius’s approval for the many projects that have languished over the last few years. We need to pass laws and authorize expenditures on infrastructure and on defense. You could help that happen. We can still dig our way out of this quagmire we have fallen into. We shouldn’t need to rely on Goth foederati to fight our wars for us. We need to pay our own army and give our men decent weapons. Then we can overrun these rebels in Gallia and turn our attention to the barbarian incursions in Hispania and Africa.”
 
   I put down my knife carefully on the table. “I would be your pawn, nothing more.”
 
   He reached over the table and put his hand over mine. It was calloused and rough against my skin. “No, you wouldn’t. I would be at your side, helping you whenever I could. Many of my duties in the field can be delegated to others. We could do it together, Placidia.”
 
   I pulled my hand away. “No. I’m certainly not going to help you worm your way into Honorius’s favor. You can do that by yourself. You don’t need me.”
 
   He grasped my hand again. “I don’t want to do it by myself. I want you. Just think of what we could achieve together, with you as my wife.”
 
   I looked at him in astonishment. “Your wife?”
 
   “You don’t know me yet but you’ll see that I would make a good husband. I feel the strongest of affections for you, based on our short acquaintance. And many arranged marriages turn out very well.”
 
   “But I love Ataulf,” I blurted out, still overcome with amazement at his words. 
 
   Constantius smiled and shook his head. “Ataulf is handsome and has very congenial manners,” he said. “I can see why you would be attracted to him. But love? Surely not.” 
 
   I stood and took two steps back from the table. “You’re mad,” I said. “I don’t even know you.”
 
   “I’m a far better match for you than that barbarian who calls himself king of the Goths,” said Constantius, leaning back in his chair. “I don’t know how you can even consider abandoning the Empire to be with him. He was our enemy not so long ago, or have you forgotten that small fact?”
 
   “I’ve forgotten nothing. But the Goths are our friends now and if Ataulf and I marry, we’ll unite the Goth and Roman nations as one. We’ll live in peace with each other and form a solid front against the other barbarian tribes who threaten us. Rome can’t do it without their support.”
 
   He shook his head sadly. “I have to try to impress upon you the mistake you commit by considering marriage to the Goth, Nobilissima. And I deeply regret that you won’t consider my proposal more seriously.”
 
   “That’s not a proposal, it’s a business proposition. I see it exactly for what it is, Constantius. I’ll return to my tent now, if you could please have your men escort me there.”
 
   He stood and bowed stiffly, and then waved a hand at the guard, who stood aside to let Sylvia and me pass. The air outside the tent was clear and fresh. I took a deep breath and allowed the guards to walk us back to our tent.  The minute we were alone, Sylvia exploded in anger. 
 
   “I can’t believe he had the nerve to talk to you like that!” she exclaimed. “He flattered himself to think you would even consider marrying him.”
 
   I sat on a couch and unstrapped my sandals, flinging them into a corner.
 
   “Besides, he’s ugly,” continued Sylvia. 
 
   “He’s not ugly, exactly,” I countered. “Just not very attractive.”
 
   Sylvia began to laugh and I joined in, still feeling giddy with shock at the conversation with the general.
 
   “Are you going to share the joke?” asked Aurelia, coming into the tent, and Sylvia jumped in, describing the scene with Constantius.
 
   Aurelia sat next to me. “I’m not sure I see what’s funny,” she said. “From all that I’ve heard of the general, he’s not the kind of man who will give up as easily as he appears to have done. He’s exposed his ambition to you, Placidia, and his heart as well. I fear that he’ll find some way to intervene in your plans to marry Ataulf.”
 
   “Then we’ll marry at once, before Ataulf goes away on the campaign,” I said. “Once the marriage is made, there’s nothing my brother or Constantius can do.”
 
   “Is that a good idea?” Sylvia asked.
 
   “Yes,” I said, standing up to retrieve my sandals. “I’ll go to Ataulf immediately to tell him everything.”
 
   “No need for that,” commented Sylvia when we heard voices outside the entrance. “He’s here.”
 
   “We’ll leave you alone,” said Aurelia, grabbing Sylvia by the hand and leading her out. I straightened my gown and pinched my cheeks. Ataulf entered and strode towards me, taking my hand in his and leaning forward to kiss me. 
 
   “I heard what happened,” he said. “In the tent with Constantius.”
 
   I looked at him. “How could you have heard? Were you eavesdropping?”
 
   He looked affronted. “Me? Of course not. Someone else was, on my behalf. I don’t trust the man one bit and it appears that I was right. My first reaction was to run him through with my sword but Taiga said that this would be a bad time to be killing Roman generals.”
 
   “Taiga knows about this too?”I asked.
 
   “Yes, of course. She’s my sister. I had to ask her opinion on what I should do.”
 
   “Does anyone else know? Goodness, Ataulf, that meeting was supposed to be private.”
 
   “No one else,” he said. 
 
   “I would have told you everything,” I said. “You didn’t need to spy on me.”
 
   “I wasn’t spying on you. I was confirming my low opinion of Constantius.” He led me to the couch. “Come sit with me and tell me all the details. My informant told me only the gist of the matter.”
 
   “This is no time to be flippant,” I said. “Constantius will waste no time in convincing Honorius to forbid our marriage, I’m sure of it.”
 
   “Then we’ll be married immediately,” said Ataulf. “I still can’t believe that you’re willing to marry me. Let’s do it before you change your mind.”
 
   “I believe that our marriage will be a good thing for both the Romans and the Goths,” I began but stopped as Ataulf kissed me on the mouth. 
 
   “You talk too much,” he commented when he stopped kissing me to draw a breath. I felt the touch of his hands on my neck and my back and, without thinking, I pulled him closer, surprised by the hardness of his muscles under the smoothness of his skin. He undid a clasp on my gown, allowing the silky fabric to slide away, and I gasped as he bent to run his tongue over my exposed breast. Desire overcame my modesty and my fear, and I sank down on the couch, savoring the weight of his body on mine.
 
   The candles had died and the early pink light of dawn filled the room when I awoke. Ataulf lay beside me, naked and face down, and I wondered how he hadn’t fallen off the narrow couch during the night. 
 
   I nudged him awake. “You have to go,” I said.
 
   “That’s unfriendly, considering how nice I was to you last night,” he said, running his fingers across my thigh. I pushed him off the couch and grabbed my gown from the floor. 
 
   “Go,” I said. “We can meet later to plan our nuptials. I know a priest, Alanus, who can conduct the service for us. We’ll marry tomorrow, before you leave to fight.”
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
    
 
   The next day, Ataulf and I stood together in front of Alanus with just a few guests as witnesses to the marriage. The tent was hot, the glare of the sun barely muted by the goat hide walls. Flowers gathered by Aurelia and Sylvia for the occasion wilted in their pots and I felt perspiration trickling down my neck and back. Only Ataulf seemed impervious to the heat and showed no sign of nervousness about the step we were taking.
 
   In front of us, Alanus fussed with a goblet of wine he was about to bless. His face was white and slick, and I knew that it was more than the stifling heat that made him sweat. He had, at first, refused to conduct the wedding ceremony and then later apologized and declared it a great honor. It seemed that, although he was afraid of the Emperor’s reaction when he learned of the marriage, he was even more afraid of angering me. But, even now, I wondered if he planned to dawdle and delay forever as he murmured some prayer to himself.
 
   “Proceed,” I whispered to him. “It is time.”
 
   Alanus intoned more prayers, out loud this time, and everyone echoed “Amen.” Finally, he took my hand, placed it on Ataulf’s, and said, “It is done. You are man and wife.”
 
   With relief, everyone filed out and we made our way to the vast tent where dinner was to be served. The women were subdued, the men on edge with anticipation and excitement. Earlier in the afternoon, messengers had brought news that a great contingent of Frank soldiers was on the way south to Valentia to join forces with Jovinus and his rebel troops. There could be no delay; Ataulf planned to leave before dawn the next morning. 
 
   “We will hold a real wedding feast as soon as I return,” he told me. 
 
   I squeezed his hand and smiled. “I don’t care about ceremonies. We’re married, and that’s all that matters.”
 
   Just hours later, I shivered in the night air, watching Ataulf and his generals assemble at the front of the camp. Sigeric was there, surrounded by his despicable entourage. The hairs prickled on my arms when I saw him swaggering around, laughing at something one of his men said. He caught my eye and smiled, a bare-toothed, predatory grin that chilled my blood.
 
   Ataulf stood with Marcus, finalizing details for the campaign ahead. In his Roman uniform, my husband was serious and intent, transformed from the tender lover with whom I had shared the short night. His iron cuirass gleamed in the flickering torchlight and he grasped the hilt of his favorite sword. When he issued orders to his men, his voice was strong and firm. I pulled my cloak more tightly around me. I was used to the long absences of the men in my life as they fought on distant battlefields, but this was different. Ataulf was leaving so soon after our marriage that the prospect of his absence made me feel lonely and vulnerable. I was hundreds of miles from Rome or Ravenna, queen of a nation I had only barely come to know. How was I to learn to rule without Ataulf at my side? 
 
   My thoughts were interrupted by the soft footsteps of Aurelia, who took my hand without a word; together we watched the ongoing preparations of the men. A single star hung above us, its radiance fading as the first rays of the sun suffused the sky with the soft golden light that I had come to love since arriving in Nizza.
 
   And then the men were gone, with a clamor of shouts, hoof beats and jangling reins. Marcus and his aide stood alone, maps in hand, Marcus rapping his cane against his bad leg. We all watched until the final horseman had disappeared over the crest of a hill in the distance and then we turned towards the tents, prepared for the coming weeks of waiting.
 
   To my surprise, the days passed more quickly than I could have imagined. I threw myself into the duties of acting sovereign of the Goths with enthusiasm, learning more of the language and culture from Taiga each day. Together, with help from Sylvia and Aurelia, we reorganized the civilian part of the camp, set up a rudimentary hospital to care for the sick, and arranged for work parties to repair tents, cooking equipment and clothes. Each night, I retired to bed exhausted, but feeling that at last I was doing something useful. 
 
   Marcus continued to monitor the campaign from his tent, receiving messengers who brought updates on the fighting and sending briefs to Ataulf and his generals. Finally, the news came that Ataulf had captured the usurper, Jovinus, and had sent him under heavy guard for trial in Ravenna. Jovinus’s co-conspirator, Sarus, had been killed by Ataulf himself when he refused to surrender. 
 
   “Everyone else ran away after Jovinus was captured,” Marcus told us over dinner that evening. “The uprising is over.”
 
   “Does that mean Ataulf will be coming back soon?” I asked.
 
   Marcus worked a kink out of his neck and nodded. 
 
   “You don’t need to be on the battlefield to claim victory, you know,” I said softly. “Without your plans and strategic strikes, we could never have succeeded so quickly.”
 
   “That’s kind of you,” he said. “But the battle is what counts. Being there. Not this.” He tapped his leg.
 
   “You should be proud,” Aurelia said, standing at his shoulder and massaging his neck. 
 
   I raised my goblet of wine to him. “To your success, Marcus. And to Ataulf for a campaign well fought.”
 
   “We were lucky this time,” said Marcus. “But Honorius will lose control of his Empire for good if he does not take firmer action. There will be more uprisings against him if he’s so careless in the running of the government.” He sipped at his wine while he seemed to consider the shortcomings of his Emperor. “Constantius is in Ravenna,” he added. “He can deal with Jovinus when he gets there.” 
 
   I stiffened at the mention of Constantius’s name. I hadn’t seen him since the evening of his unwanted proposal. He had decamped early the following morning.
 
   “What in the name of the gods is that noise?” Marcus demanded, slamming his goblet down on the table. Outside, shouting accompanied the sound of horses’ hooves. “Go quickly,” he ordered one of the guards. “Find out who it is.”
 
   Within minutes, the guard had returned with a bedraggled messenger, who was wet through with sweat and wore the grime of several days’ travel on his face and clothes. 
 
   “News from Ravenna, Magister,” he said, holding out a folded and sealed parchment. 
 
   Marcus tore off the imperial seal and read through the message. “Hmm,” he grunted.
 
   “Hmm? Is that all you can say? What is it? What is the news?” demanded Aurelia.
 
   “Olympius is dead,” said Marcus with no emotion in his voice. 
 
   “Dead?” I echoed, trying to suppress a surge of joy that almost took my breath away.
 
   “Clubbed to death by unknown assassins apparently,” he responded, still looking at the document. “He left the palace to attend a meeting and was waylaid by a gang of men. They cut off his ears and then beat him. His body was recognizable only by the clothes he wore.”
 
   “The attackers were citizens?” I asked.
 
   Marcus nodded. “Yes, but they didn’t act alone, I’ll guarantee it. Someone higher up organized this.”
 
   I remembered the conversation I’d had with Constantius, suddenly sure that the general was behind the assassination. 
 
   “So now what?” I asked. 
 
   “We wait and see,” said Marcus. “Someone will take his place, perhaps not as Provost in name, but certainly as Honorius’s right hand man. Let us pray it is someone with the best interests of the Empire at heart.”
 
   Constantius. In spite of his unappealing character, his whole career had been spent in the defense of the Empire. He had risked his life numerous times in battles at its borders and beyond. He had recognized the malicious influence of the former Provost and – it appeared – was the first to dare to act on his feelings. 
 
   But, undoubtedly, he was ambitious and selfish, and by killing Olympius, he opened up immense possibilities for advancement at the court of the Emperor. I remembered his contempt for Ataulf and his unexpected marriage proposal. All I could hope for was that it would take time for him to achieve any real power within the imperial palace.
 
   “No one will mourn the death of Olympius,” Marcus was saying when I turned my attention back to him. 
 
   “Except for my brother,” I said.
 
   Several weeks later, Ataulf returned to the camp, triumphant and showered with flower petals from the exultant Goths. Marcus crowned him with a laurel wreath in a ceremony reminiscent of the great days of the Empire, when the soldier-emperors returned from their conquests. 
 
   As the notes of the final victory anthem died away, Marcus climbed to his feet and came to stand in front of us. “I have one last gift to offer you,” he said. “This arrived last night by messenger.” 
 
   He gave a parchment to Ataulf, who opened it, read it and, with a smile, gave it to me. It was a letter from my brother, thanking Ataulf for his services in overcoming the usurper, and granting him the deed to the land in Aquitaine long ago promised to Alaric by the Roman government. 
 
   I hugged Ataulf and then Marcus, hardly able to believe that my brother had finally fulfilled his promise. Ataulf was jubilant.
 
   As we made their way towards the dining tent, Aurelia and Sylvia caught up with me and Sylvia embraced me, with tears in her eyes. 
 
   “At last,” she said. “Olympius is dead. You are in love and married, and your husband has the land that was the due to him and a home for the Goth people. I can hardly speak for being so happy. Who would have thought things could’ve turned out so well?”
 
   “Yes,” said Aurelia, quietly. “It’s almost too good to be true.”
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
    
 
   For the next few weeks, I bathed in a golden pool of joy and excitement. I suspected that I was pregnant but waited to tell anyone, even Ataulf, until I was sure. The Goth women were full of stories of babies lost before the third month but I felt strong and well, confident of a happy outcome. Meanwhile, Ataulf and I made plans to move the Goths west to Aquitania, sending a group ahead to find the best locales for the massive camp and for planting the crops we intended to grow. Reports back were full of praise for the terrain, and soon advance units of men set off to begin building the encampment.
 
   Early one morning, with the chill in the air hinting at the autumn soon to come, I gazed out from a hillside above the camp towards the Mare Nostrum, which was lavender colored under the pastel sky. 
 
   “Placidia?” 
 
   I turned to see Aurelia and beckoned her over. “Look at this view. Isn’t it magnificent?” I asked.
 
   Aurelia nodded and I realized that she was crying. 
 
   “Tell me what’s wrong,” I said.
 
   “Marcus…” began Aurelia, her voice trembling. “Marcus has asked me to marry him.”
 
   “Thank God, at last!” I said. “So why are you crying? You love him and he adores you. At least that much has been evident these last months, although Sylvia and I were beginning to despair that he would ever ask you. This is wonderful news.”
 
   “It’s not,” said Aurelia. “He must return to Ravenna now that the campaign here is over. He’s asked me to go with him.”
 
   I was quiet, realizing with shock that I had assumed Marcus would always be with us. My own long absence from Ravenna had diluted its importance in my mind, but I knew Aurelia was right. He reported directly to the Emperor and worked closely with the Senate: his position demanded his presence in both Ravenna and Rome.
 
   “Then you must go,” I said. “Aurelia, this is your chance for happiness. There is no better man in the Empire than Marcus and he wants you to be with him.”
 
   “I can’t leave you,” began Aurelia.
 
   “This time you can,” I said. “God knows how much I needed you when we were hostages of the Goths but I’ll never forgive myself for the danger I put you in, and for keeping you away from Marcus. I can’t do that again. I have Ataulf now, and Sylvia will stay with me. Once we are settled in Aquitania, I will come to visit you, I promise. And perhaps Marcus can spare you for a month or two in the summers and you can come to us.”
 
   “How can you let me go, when my heart is breaking to leave you?” sobbed Aurelia.
 
   “Because I love you,” I said. “Now go to Marcus and tell him I give my fullest blessing for your marriage.”
 
   As Aurelia began to protest again, I held up my hand. “That’s an order, Aurelia.”
 
   My friend managed a faint smile and hurried away. I waited for a few minutes and began the descent to the camp, tears flowing down my cheeks. 
 
   Waving goodbye to Aurelia and Marcus two days later was unbearable. I remembered watching Ataulf leave on the campaign and how painful that had been. Somehow this felt even worse. Aurelia and I had shared much happiness, but also the worst of times together: the siege and the attack, the long march south, the assault by Sigeric and his men. The bond between us couldn’t be broken by distance but I would miss her terribly. I’d decided not to tell her about the baby, fearing that she would use that as an excuse to stay.
 
   Alanus had asked to go with them on the journey, convinced that the Bishop sorely needed him back in Rome. Feeling guilty about inflicting his company on my friends for such a long trip I had nonetheless agreed. I was happy enough to see the last of the irritating man.
 
   I watched the carriages disappear along the long road that ran alongside the seashore, heading back to the heart of the Empire. Hearing my deep sigh, Ataulf pulled me into his arms. 
 
   “Aquitania is beautiful, and temperate,” he reminded me. “Our people will have homes, and fields to till, for the first time in their lives. We’ll live there under the laws of Rome and follow its government and traditions. You and I will be happy there.”
 
   “You, me and our child,” I said, smiling as I watched the expression on his face change from incomprehension to delight. 
 
   “You’re with child?” he asked. “Already?”
 
   “I think it was our wedding night, or perhaps the night before,” I said. 
 
   “It’s wonderful news,” he said. “We’ll have lots of children, both sons and daughters, and they’ll be as beautiful and intelligent as you, and as strong and fearless as me.” 
 
   I laughed, and kissed him and led him back to our room, where we made love and fell asleep even though the sun was up. 
 
   I woke with a start, my skin damp with perspiration. My heart beat fast and I tried to push away the memory of my nightmare. I had been in a vast, open field where the sun beat down on dry, hard-baked earth. Two birds of prey circled overhead, and their loud cries ruptured the silence. In the shimmering heat, a figure appeared, dressed in white. It approached slowly and I wanted to run away but my feet seemed planted in the soil. As it came closer, I saw it was my cousin, Serena, her skin white as marble, even whiter than her gown, and her black hair wild and disheveled. Angry red scars circled her neck, and she tore at them with her fingernails, lacerating the flesh until it bled. 
 
   “Remember,” screamed the apparition. “Remember my curse on you. Your children will bring you nothing but misery. And you will suffer as I suffer, wandering in purgatory forever and ever.” 
 
   “What is it, sweetness?” asked Ataulf, waking up. “Are you sick?”
 
   “No, just a bad dream,” I said. “I’ll get up now and have the servants bring us some food.”
 
   Fortunately, I didn’t have much time to reflect on the dream and the reminder of my cousin’s curse because of our imminent departure. As they had done hundreds of times before, the Goth people packed up their belongings, loaded them on to carts and wagons and formed orderly lines for the journey to their new home. Groups of men came to the farmhouse with transport for my clothes and furniture, and soon the entire nation was once again on the move.
 
   I wondered what kind of reception we would receive from the Aquitani, originally a Celtic tribe, long since Romanized and under the authority of a Roman Prefect called Ingenuus. Their region was considered important by Rome as it lay along the route to Hispania, and the Aquitani had often been called on to defend the road against attacks by Suevis, Franks and other barbarian tribes. 
 
   I did not have to wait for long to meet Prefect Ingenuus, who invited Ataulf and myself to reside at his villa in Narbo while accommodations were built for us. He was a gracious and generous man, and I liked him at once. He told us that the land we’d been granted was badly neglected but was capable of bearing good crops with the right attention. He had studied various treatises, he said, on the subject of farming and would be happy to provide us with access to his library of documents. 
 
   But first he wanted to provide us with a wedding banquet worthy of a king and queen. He’d heard of our hasty ceremony in Nizza. So, on a hot day in the late summer, Ingenuus threw a magnificent party in his villa. Two gilded chairs were set in the middle of the largest hall and swagged with purple silk. The Goth chiefs filed past to pay homage to us, and presented extraordinary gifts: cups and plates of pure gold, a table inlaid with countless jewels; silks and diadems; gold coins, dishes and goblets. Although the guests gasped in awe at the array of riches, I shifted uncomfortably on my throne. Most of the gifts must have been ransacked from the houses of the aristocrats of Rome during the assault on the city. It was hard to see them given here as tribute and even harder to imagine using them in any way. Relieved to see the last of the chiefs placing a gold plate on the top of the pile, I turned to Ataulf to suggest we move on with the feast but he held up his hand and pointed to the doorway. 
 
   “There is more,” he whispered.
 
   A group of handsome young men, dressed in white silk robes, paraded into the hall carrying basins of jewels and coins. One by one, they placed the bowls at our feet and, when they were finished, they stood together in the center of the room and raised high, sweet voices in songs that I didn’t understand. Moved by the music, however, I held Ataulf’s hand and was grateful for the chance to celebrate our marriage. 
 
   The festivities lasted several days, and then we returned to the business of creating a new homeland for the Goth people. After one morning of reading, Ataulf dumped a pile of parchments at my feet. 
 
   “I have no patience for learning about crops and planting cycles. I’m a warrior, not a farmer.”
 
   “There are no battles to be fought here,” I replied, “except with the land. From what we’ve seen, it will take months to bring it under control. You must organize work parties to get started as quickly as possible before the winter sets in. Come with me and we’ll talk to Ingenuus. He has plenty of good advice for us.”
 
   In truth, I was concerned about the state of the land we had inherited. For many years, the fields had been left unplanted. Irrigation canals were blocked, the empty ditches full of dirt and weeds. The barns were almost bare and there wasn’t enough hay to feed the thousands of horses owned by the Goth army. 
 
   "It will take a year to bring these fields back to production," Ingenuus told us. “They need tilling and nutrients and we will need workers to mend the canals to bring water to them. But the Goths represent a huge workforce and it should not be hard to put things back in order."
 
   "A huge workforce that will need feeding for a year," said Ataulf. 
 
   Ingenuus nodded. "Yes, but that should not be a problem. I understand that you have more than enough wealth enough to buy all the grain and supplies you need from Rome?”
 
   “That’s true,” I said. “I can work with the stewards to order seed for the crops and enough grain and livestock to get us through the winter here. The men will need to start work at once to build shelters and fences for cattle and sheep.”
 
   “There are plenty of resources for you to draw on,” said Ingenuus with enthusiasm. “Our local craftsmen can make axes, shovels and rakes. I’d be happy to help make arrangements.”
 
   “Wonderful,” I exclaimed, buoyed by the Prefect’s support. I stood and stretched, aware of the tightness in my back now that the baby was growing. “With such fine weather, the ships can make good speed, and we should be able to rely on delivery of our supplies within a few weeks.”
 
    
 
   A month later, I sat in my room and Sylvia rearranged a few cushions to support my back more comfortably. I folded my hands protectively over my swelling abdomen and smiled in contentment. A gentle breeze coming through the window wafted the sweet fragrance of orange blossoms towards me. Knowing that I found the scent soothing, Sylvia had arranged to have pots of the citrus trees near all the doors and windows. 
 
   A letter from Aurelia lay on the couch, telling us that she and Marcus were in good health, and sending news of the Bishop and the senators in Rome. I felt a twinge of nostalgia for life at the center of the Empire, but it passed quickly. For now, I was happy to be in the country with my beloved husband and a baby soon to be born.
 
   “There’s a problem,” said Ataulf, striding into the room and throwing his cloak on to a stool. 
 
   “What is it?” I asked. 
 
   “The grain we ordered should have been here last week,” he said. “So I sent some scouts to the port at Narbo to find out what’s going on. They are reporting a massive gathering of Roman ships at the port. The locals say no merchant vessels have been allowed into the harbor for days. They’re all out at sea or have returned to where they started. It looks like a blockade. “
 
   “A blockade,” I echoed. “Against us?” 
 
   “So it would appear.”
 
   Ataulf paced around the room several times. “Bring some wine,” he ordered and a servant scuttled away. 
 
   “I have a group of men down at the port handing out bribes to find out more about who ordered the blockade.”
 
   “It must have been Honorius, surely?” I said, “But why? He agreed to give this land to us, so why would he change his mind now?”
 
   “I don’t know,” said Ataulf. “But I intend to find out.”
 
   He accepted a goblet of wine and drank it down. His face was tense, and his eyes narrowed. 
 
   “We don’t have enough supplies to get us through the winter,” I said. “Unless we can bring food in by road.”
 
   “I thought of that,” answered Ataulf. “I’ve sent agents out to check. Nothing can come in from the north because of the continued fighting in northern Gallia but, if the coast road is open, we can order supplies to be brought in that way.”
 
   Later that day, one of Ataulf’s stewards arrived. Several of the ships’ captains had been happy to accept the bribes and say who had given the orders and the money for the blockade. 
 
   “It was Constantius,” the steward told us. 
 
   “Constantius did this?” I asked. “With the Emperor’s approval or on his own?”
 
   “It’s not clear yet, Nobilissima,” replied the steward. “They were given orders that the ships should maintain the blockade all winter if necessary. And the coast roads are blocked, manned by Roman units.”
 
   I felt the blood drain from my cheeks. “We need those supplies if we are to survive here.”
 
   “There’s more, my lord,” said the steward, turning to Ataulf. He was trembling, terrified to be the bearer of such news. “General Constantius has sent a message promising to lift the blockade as soon as…” His voice trailed away.
 
   “Yes?” prompted Ataulf. 
 
   “As soon as Queen Placidia returns to Ravenna,” he said.
 
   “I can’t believe that he would do this,” I exploded. “This is a personal attack on me yet he punishes the Goths.”
 
   Ataulf threw his wine goblet against a wall in a rare show of temper.
 
   “You will not return to Ravenna, Placidia,” he said. “But I will, at the head of my army. We’ll march on the palace and take it by force. I’ll tear our settlement agreement into pieces and drop them into the lap of the Emperor. My men will take whatever food we need from the Roman cities we pass through. Constantius will soon wish he had acted more wisely, when we unleash the great Goth army against the Empire yet again.”
 
   “No,” I said. “You cannot declare war on Rome. Our people do not want war. They are tired of fighting. It goes against everything we have struggled for.”
 
   “So, what do we do?” asked Ataulf. “We sit here and wait while the children out there die of hunger?”
 
   “Not those children, nor the one I’m carrying,” I said, standing and pushing away Sylvia’s proffered hand. “We’re going to convince Constantius to lift this blockade.”
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
    
 
   “I must go to Ravenna and talk to my brother,” I said, standing near the window and feeling the last rays of sun warm against my back. 
 
   “Never,” said Ataulf. “I won’t allow you it. Don’t you see? If you go, they won’t let you come back.”
 
   “My brother wouldn’t hold me hostage!” I said and then grimaced at my choice of words. I hadn’t meant to remind Ataulf that he’d done that very thing. 
 
   “He would,” interrupted Sylvia. “How can you forget what he’s like?” 
 
   I glanced at Ingenuus, who sat on the edge of a couch, looking tired and uncomfortable. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I know we shouldn’t speak ill of the Emperor, but I do fear that he would find a way to keep you in Ravenna. He has the power to do that, and could make it look innocent enough.”
 
   “Exactly,” said Ataulf. He’d walked to and fro across the room a hundred times but now he stopped in front of me and took my hand. “That is not the solution.”
 
   “So then what? We fight? We can’t do that,” I said. “Our child is destined to become the first sovereign of a united Goth and Roman nation. We have to make it possible for that to happen.”
 
   “We can’t stay here,” Ataulf said, letting go of my hand and resuming his pacing around the room. “It’s not just our supplies that are being blocked but also the grain and wine that the rest of the province needs. We are endangering the good citizens of Narbo as well as ourselves by staying. If we leave, Constantius will lift the blockade and Ingenuus will receive the supplies his people need for the winter.”
 
   “Leave?” asked Ingenuus. “But where can you go?”
 
   “Hispania,” said Ataulf. He paused by the window and took a deep breath. “We can go to Hispania, where there is land that no one in Ravenna cares about. They wouldn’t bother to come after us there. And if we don’t like it when we get there, we can move on to northern Africa.”
 
   I shook my head in disbelief. “Hispania is in disarray. The Franks and the Vandals are running amok there. It’s madness, Ataulf.”
 
   “I agree,” said Ingenuus, getting to his feet. “I cannot wish that fate on you.”
 
   A long silence fell, disturbed finally by a timid servant who scurried in to light candles to fend off the encroaching darkness. 
 
   “We can’t fight, we can’t stay and we can’t leave,” said Ataulf when the servant had gone. 
 
   “I’ll write to Constantius,” I said. “I’ll offer to meet him in Rome to talk with him as long as he lifts the blockade immediately. In Rome, I’ll have the support of Marcus and the senators. He wouldn’t dare to harm or imprison me there. We’ll talk and then I’ll leave. Even if he reinstates the blockade, we’ll have bought time enough to receive sufficient supplies for one winter. Then we can work out what to do next.”
 
   Ingenuus looked at Ataulf, who shook his head. 
 
   “It might work, Ataulf,” I said. “If I lead Constantius to think that I am considering a return to Ravenna, he’ll come to Rome to meet with me, I’m sure of it.”
 
   “I don’t like it,” said Ingenuus. “I’ve met Constantius on several occasions and find him to be a ruthless and ambitious man. He won’t take kindly to being lied to, Nobilissima. Even if your friends can keep you safe, he’ll find a way to avenge himself on the Goths and…”
 
   “And on Narbo as well,” I said, finishing his sentence for him. 
 
   “That’s it then,” said Ataulf, calling a servant to bring his cloak. “We must leave for Hispania. I’ll talk to my generals and plan for our departure. We’ll take the Via Domitia as far as Declana, and then join the Via Augusta to reach Barcino. Following the coastline will give us the best possible chance of good weather for the journey. Ingenuus, do you have a map that will provide us with distances?” 
 
   “I do,” replied Ingenuus. “Come with me and we’ll find it together.” 
 
   He bowed to me and followed Ataulf from the room. 
 
   I shivered and ordered the shutters to be closed. Sylvia rushed to my side and wrapped a stola around my shoulders. “Come and sit please,” she begged. “You look exhausted and you mustn’t forget that you have a baby to care for. I’ll call for some food.”
 
   Obediently, I sat. Fierce waves of emotion battered me but I felt numb, as though I had stood for too long in freezing water. 
 
   Sylvia rubbed my hands. “You’re cold,” I said. 
 
   We watched the servants bring in trays of food. I was always hungry now that I was carrying a child but the sight of food made my stomach turn. 
 
   “Will it be as dangerous in Hispania as you said?” asked Sylvia after a while. 
 
   I shook my head, anxious to reassure her. “No,” I said. “The Vandals are moving south to Africa. We probably won’t see any of them at all.” 
 
   Sylvia nabbed another piece of the meat pie that she liked so much, appearing satisfied with the answer. I broke a piece of bread into crumbs, pushing them one at a time into my mouth. The thought of Hispania filled me with dread but I had no idea why.
 
    
 
   One week later, I sat with Ingenuus and Ataulf. Taiga had joined us, which was unusual. I was worried about her. She had always been thin but now her face was gaunt, the skin pulled tight over her high cheekbones. Her blues eyes glittered as though she had a fever. She sat next to her brother and listened while he described the imminent journey. 
 
   “Where is Barcino?” she asked, stumbling over the name. 
 
   “Right on the coast,” said Ataulf. “You’ll like it there, Taiga. There will be plenty of space for our people to spread out and build homes. We can grow olives there, and grapes for wine.”
 
   “And oranges,” I said. “I love oranges.”
 
   Taiga smiled at me. “Yes, I’ve seen you eating them by the dozen. You’re looking even more beautiful than ever. Being pregnant suits you.”
 
   I felt sad for Taiga. She and Alaric hadn’t had any children and she seemed so alone. A child would have given her someone else to care for and think about each day. And now this. Yet another displacement, after everyone had been so excited about the prospect of settling. I glanced at Ingenuus. His lined face looked old and worn and his kind eyes were darkened by lack of sleep. The blockade was already affecting his city and the price of bread had risen sharply as grain supplies began to dwindle. I knew that Ataulf was right about leaving. We had no choice. 
 
   A scratching noise at the window made me jump but Ataulf smiled and squeezed my hand. “It’s just the wind,” he said. “See, there is the branch of a tree scraping at the glass.”
 
   A minute later the sound was drowned out by the clatter of boots on the stone path outside, and then two guards opened the doors and announced the arrival of several of Ataulf’s generals. 
 
   “My lord,” said one of them, approaching and bowing to everyone at the table. “We’ve returned from Narbo, where there are reports of Roman troops massing on the road to Hispania. It appears they plan to block it so that we cannot pass.”
 
   I gasped as Ataulf stabbed his dagger deep into the wooden surface of the table and jumped to his feet. “Constantius goes too far,” he said. “So we will fight back. Prepare the units. We’ll march at dawn and dispatch these Roman cowards. I won’t be treated in this way.”
 
   “Ataulf, please may we talk alone?” I asked. He hesitated and I nodded my head in the direction of the courtyard that adjoined the tablinum where we sat. I didn’t want to contradict my husband in front of his men. 
 
   “Give me two minutes,” he told his generals. “Ingenuus will call for wine to be brought for you.”
 
   The minute we were out of earshot, I seized his arm. “Ataulf, we cannot fight the Romans. We agreed on this before and the situation remains the same. We are the symbols of the united Roman and Goth nations. If we fight, we lose everything. The two sides will be at war again and your people will not be safe anywhere.”
 
   “But he goads me beyond my endurance, Placida. If we run from him now, he’ll come after us.”
 
   “No,” I insisted. “He has no interest and no resources to send an army into Hispania. We leave Aquitania in peace and when we are settled in Hispania we will begin a campaign of diplomacy to convince Honorius of Constantius’s perfidy. I’ll have Marcus on my side, and the Bishop and Senate will support me. We’ll get what we want by negotiating, not by fighting.”
 
   “Spoken as a woman,” growled Ataulf. “My generals won’t take kindly to running away.”
 
   “They will do as you tell them,” I said. 
 
   “And how do you propose we get to Hispania with the road blocked?”
 
   “Through the Pyrenees.”
 
   Half an hour later, Ingenuus echoed the words. “Through the Pyrenees?” he asked incredulously. “It’s almost November. The mountains are impassable in the winter. How will you survive?”
 
   “Our people are hardy and resilient,” said Ataulf. “We are from the north, don’t forget. We can cope with ice and snow. But we’ll make a start immediately and hope to get through the pass before the worst of the weather comes in. We’ll go in convoys. I’ll go first with Placidia, Taiga, and a unit of soldiers. The generals’ wives will travel with bodyguards. If the weather is good enough for us to travel, it is good enough for thieves and assassins to be at large as well.”
 
   Despite Ataulf’s warning, I felt my heart lift a little. I despised Constantius for what he was doing, and hated Honorius for allowing him to do it. Hispania offered freedom, a safe haven from the crawling tentacles of power that emanated from Ravenna. 
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
    
 
   With the strength and pragmatism that always impressed me, the Goths were prepared to move out at dawn three days later. The sky was overcast and the air fragile with an icy chill when I said my goodbyes to Ingenuus. I hoped that that I would see him again. His kindness and generosity had touched my heart.
 
   The long column of carts and carriages creaked along the roads that led to the foothills of the Pyrenees. The people were quiet, their dreams of settling in these gentle hills shattered, but they marched with energy, aware of the need to move fast. Sylvia and I shared a carriage with Taiga and passed the time by sewing swaddling clothes and tiny slippers for the baby. Ataulf seemed cheerful enough, cajoling his commanders into moving faster, and riding up and down the column to encourage his people. 
 
   After several days of hard travel, the peaks of the Pyrenees loomed high above us. Ataulf and his generals conferred over the maps and found the pass that would take us through the lowest point in the mountain range. Ataulf had warned me that once we took the road that led to the pass, we would have several weeks of arduous travel ahead of us. The pass was at a high elevation, a challenge for the people on foot and for the heavy carts that held their possessions. I was nervous, knowing that my mobility was hampered by my pregnancy. I would ride in the carriage for most of the journey but the roads at the highest altitude were barely more than goat paths and it was likely that I would have to walk part of the way. 
 
   My anxiety increased when the weather took a turn for the worse. The large fluffy white clouds that dotted the blue sky began to bunch together , passing in front of the pale sun and casting long shadows over the crowds of people below. Over the course of the day, the clouds merged to form an iron-grey veil that obscured the high mountain peaks.
 
   “What do we do?” I asked Ataulf when he rode up to see me in the late afternoon.
 
   “We have no choice but to keep going,” he said, keeping one eye on the clouds. “We’ll halt soon to camp for the night but there is no shelter here and no source of food.”
 
   The horns soon sounded the signal to stop and the men lit some fires and rolled out blankets. Sylvia arranged pillows and covers in the carriage so that I would be able to lie down and sleep later, after a simple dinner of bread, cheese and olives.
 
   I leaned out of the carriage window to watch the sun setting over the hills in the distance. To my surprise, I saw a group of men descending the mountain road, driving a herd of sheep in front of them. Pulling a cloak around my shoulders, I climbed down to meet them. Seconds later, Ataulf rode up and we waited together until the shepherds were in shouting distance. They were elderly, with sunburned faces, and hair the color of the rain clouds, but they were moving with surprising speed for old men, using their sticks to urge their flocks along. 
 
   “Bad weather up there,” called one. “Never seen it come in like this before. We had snow on the pastures four days ago so we’re coming down early this year.” 
 
   “Will it clear, do you think?” asked Ataulf.
 
   The men looked at each other, shaking their heads solemnly. “No, not likely,” replied one. “The wind is bitter cold. You’re not thinking of going up there, are you?”
 
   “Through the pass,” said Ataulf, nodding his head in the direction  of where it should be. It was impossible to see it. The clouds were descending, and a chill rain started to fall, soaking us all.
 
   One of the men shivered and pulled a wineskin from the leather satchel he carried over one shoulder. He offered it to Ataulf, who refused with a shake of his head. Taking a long swig, the shepherd said they had better be going. “We have to get these sheep into the barns for the winter. Don’t go up there, my friend. There could be blizzards.”
 
   Ataulf stared into the distance. His horse tossed its head and pawed the ground as though eager to be moving again.
 
   He turned to look along the length of the caravan that straggled behind us, almost hidden behind the curtain of rain, and then ordered a unit of men to ride ahead and bring back reports on the weather and the state of the road.
 
   “Go get some rest, Placidia. I will wait for my scouts to return and then we’ll decide what to do.”
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
    
 
   The news was not good. There was snow at just a few thousand feet, the scouts said, and the roads were slick with ice. I knew how reluctantly Ataulf made the decision to set up camp in the foothills and wait out the winter. But it was a wise choice. We’d all heard the stories of travelers found frozen to death in those inhospitable mountains. 
 
   The weather deteriorated quickly in the following days. Rain turned to sleet and black clouds obscured the mountains. Ataulf sent units of men down the treacherous path from the camp to the closest town, where they heard news that Constantius had lifted the blockade and food was beginning to flow into the region again. The Goth quartermasters made hazardous journeys to the ports to buy supplies and stockpile enough food for several months of confinement in the bleak countryside. Then, suddenly, the weather turned so cold that the camp was enveloped in ice. Snow began to fall, and Ataulf imposed rationing, to make sure that we did not run out of food before the weather changed. 
 
   I was in a tent that was comfortable and warm, and I lay on a bed covered with furs while Sylvia and Taiga slept on couches nearby. The lamps gave off a reassuring glow and the brazier in the corner circulated enough heat to fend off the bitter drafts of cold air that swept in every time the entry flap was opened. 
 
   I found it hard to sleep. The baby moved constantly, kicking me awake when I began to doze, but I loved the feeling of those tiny fists and heels, a constant reminder of the new life inside me. I folded my hands over my belly and, for the hundredth time that week, did the calculations in my head. We had been camping in the mountains for more than six weeks now, which meant the baby would come sometime in the next month. I was scared when I thought about the birth and terrified to imagine a newborn infant emerging into the icy world that would be its home for several more months. Taiga’s attendants smiled when I expressed my fears. 
 
   “Babies are born in the snow all the time. It makes them hardy and healthy,” they told me. Each day, they brought gifts of warm clothing and lambswool blankets for the child, trying to reassure me that it would be safe. 
 
   Taiga had brought a midwife to meet me. She was popular among the Goth women and she met with Sylvia’s approval, so I was glad of her services. But I missed Aurelia and wished my closest friend could have been there with me for the birth. 
 
   Shifting to get comfortable, I listened to the wind. The flags on the tents of the generals flapped incessantly, a booming counterpoint to the shrill notes of the wind that sang through the goat-hide walls and plucked at the ropes that held the tents to the ground. I sighed and Sylvia shifted on her cot. Rousing herself, she hurried to me. 
 
   “Are you feeling well? You look even paler than usual. Should I call the midwife?”
 
   “I hope it will be soon,” I said. “I’ve had enough of this waiting.”
 
   “There, there,” murmured Sylvia and ran her hand over my belly. 
 
   “It’s dropped, “ she announced. 
 
   “What?” I asked in alarm. 
 
   “It’s all right. That’s normal. It means that you’re close to delivering. We should prepare. It could be any day now.” 
 
   The night that my pains started was one of the worst we had endured. A blizzard raged outside, the wind whistled around the tent and it was hard to keep the lamps alight in the constant drafts. Snow drifted up against the sides of the tents and the temperature dropped lower as the night wore on. A small contingent of Goth women came to help, keeping the lamps full of oil, the brazier lit and ensuring that water boiled in the great pots over the fires in the kitchen quarters. One of them brought snow in a bowl and made compresses to keep my forehead cool. The midwife arrived with a birthing chair, and a basket of oils and herbs, which she calmly laid out on a table. She told Sylvia to sit with me and hold my hand through the contractions. 
 
   For a while, the midwife let me lie on the bed, but when the pain became so bad that I could hardly catch my breath, she helped me to move to the birthing chair. The wood was cold and stark after the soft comfort of my mattress and cushions but I grasped the arms of the chair, digging my nails into the wood when the contractions reached their peak. 
 
   The wind screamed in sympathy and I prayed. Prayed for a healthy child, for my own survival, and for it to be over quickly. The women moved around me, intent on their tasks and I was dimly aware of Sylvia talking to me and Taiga singing softly. At the point when I was beginning to think I could bear it no longer, the midwife smiled and squeezed my hand. “Almost there,” she said. “The baby’s head is crowning. Soon it will be over.”
 
   Just after midnight, the baby was born. 
 
   “It’s a boy,” Sylvia said. 
 
   “A boy,” I said in wonder. The midwife held the infant upside down by his ankles and he yelled loudly. Quickly, she cradled him in her arms and counted his fingers and toes, peered into his eyes and pressed gently on his abdomen. Then she wrapped him in a large square of clean linen and began cleaning his tiny face with warm water. 
 
   Sylvia helped me back to my bed and wiped my skin with cloths soaked in olive oil. My pain and exhaustion had dissolved, already forgotten, replaced by pure joy. 
 
   “Is he well?” I asked. 
 
   “Yes, he’s healthy,” the midwife assured me. 
 
   “Let me hold him,” I begged. 
 
   “ Not yet, not yet,” said Sylvia. “I need to clean you up and bring you a new shift. Then you can have him.” 
 
   The baby’s shouts of indignation at being delivered into this hostile, chilly world brought Ataulf to the flaps of the tent. 
 
   “Can I come in?” he called. 
 
   “Not yet, my lord,” replied Sylvia. “Just a few minutes.”
 
   The women cleaned the floor, and swabbed down the birthing chair. They set bowls of herbs around the tent and a sweet aroma filled the air. 
 
   Finally, the midwife put the clean, swaddled baby into my arms. His aquamarine eyes were open and his tiny hand closed around one of my fingers. 
 
   “Hold him for a while and then he must go to the nutrix,” she said. 
 
   She hurried the women out of the tent and told Ataulf he could come in. He rushed to the bed and leaned over to kiss me. “Thank God,” he said. “You are safe. Is the baby well?”
 
   “It’s a boy, and he’s perfect.” 
 
   Ataulf stroked the infant’s cheek with his finger. “What shall we call him?”
 
   “Theodosius,” I said. “One day he will be a great Emperor like his grandfather.”
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 22
 
    
 
    
 
   Theodosius enchanted everyone who saw him. He was a good baby, easily comforted and quick to smile. I tried not to worry about him as the winter deepened; the constant bone-numbing cold was a serious threat to us all. Snow blanketed the camp, making movement between the tents slow or impossible. The cooks struggled to keep fires lit to heat water and make food. Rations were low and tempers ran high. 
 
   One evening, I held the sleeping Theodosius on my lap and watched Ataulf poring over lists of supplies. Even on strict rationing, food was running out. Hundreds of people had already died of sicknesses brought on by too much cold and too little food. Ataulf’s face was lined with worry and my heart ached for him. There was nothing I could do to help but wait, like everyone else, for the winter to pass.
 
   The guards announced a visitor and I shivered when I saw it was Sigeric. Like any bully, he had a couple of companions shuffling behind him.
 
   Ataulf looked up him wearily. “Sigeric.”
 
   Sigeric approached the table where Ataulf sat and leaned towards him. At once, four of Ataulf’s guards pulled their swords and moved closer to their king. Ataulf held up his hand. “Say what is on your mind, Sigeric, and then leave. I have a great deal to do.”
 
   “To do?” asked Sigeric. “There is nothing to do. We sit in our tents playing games and waiting. All we’ve done since you took the crown is wait. We’re like a bunch of women, told to go there, come here. Wait. Wait some more. At least when Alaric was in charge, we were fighting battles. We’ve had enough sitting around.”
 
   “You’re missing the point, Sigeric. We fought battles alongside the Romans in Gallia and won our right to be recognized as a sovereign nation. We’re on our way to exercise that right. Your time to fight will come soon enough.  This is just a breathing space.”
 
   “Me and the others are thinking that maybe we’ll go back north. There’s good money for mercenaries up there.”
 
   I held my breath. Please God, let him leave. To have Sigeric out of our lives would be more than I dared hope for.
 
   “I would miss your services,” said Ataulf carefully. “You have fought bravely for the Goths for many years. But I understand that your desires may no longer be the same as those of the Goth nation. We want to settle and live peacefully. If you decide to leave, you would go with my blessing.”
 
   “I don’t want your blessing. I’ll go or stay as I decide,” said Sigeric, clearly not happy with Ataulf’s response. “But you shouldn’t forget that you need us. You have to get thousands of people off this godforsaken mountain. There are thieves out there who will come out like birds in the spring once the weather clears. And then there are the Vandals, nasty brutes. You need us, Ataulf. Make no mistake.”
 
   “I said would miss your services,” replied Ataulf. His voice was low and steady but I saw how he clutched the edge of the table as though restraining himself from hitting out at Sigeric. “It is your decision whether you go or stay. If you stay, then you will follow my orders and wait peacefully until the winter is over. The moment we are able to leave, we will. Then you will see your fair share of action once again.”
 
   “So be it,” grunted Sigeric before turning and walking out of the tent with his two companions scurrying after him.
 
   “I hate that man,” I said. “Can’t you order him to leave? If you can do without him, then why put up with him any longer?”
 
   “The truth is that I can’t do without him. Not yet. He is a good fighter and his men will do anything for him. If he were to leave there would be many others who would follow. Perhaps once we are settled in Barcino, we can come to some arrangement that’ll encourage him to go away.”
 
   “That day can’t come soon enough for me,” I said, stroking the downy hair on Theodosius’s head. I waited for a few seconds for the anger and fear to dissipate, then smiled at my husband. He carried such a huge burden.
 
   It was another four long weeks before the first signs of spring came. A stiff breeze dispersed the clouds and patches of blue sky appeared over the granite grey peaks above us. The snow melted, sending hundreds of rivulets of water streaming through the camp. Everyone began to complain about the mud, which soon caked boots and sandals and clogged the hems of tunics and cloaks. 
 
   “It’s time to move,” said Ataulf one morning when he and I ate a small breakfast together. “The scouts came back last night. As we hoped, we are only a couple of days’ journey to the pass at Perthus. The road is clear enough of snow that we can get the carts and carriages through.”
 
   “Thanks be to God,” I said. “I can’t wait to be moving again.”
 
   “It won’t be easy,” he warned me. “The scouts say that to get to the pass, we must cross a saddleback with sheer drop-offs on each side. It will be dangerous and we’ll have to move carefully.”
 
   “Anything will be better than being trapped in this tent,” I said, jumping to my feet. “I’m going to pack and I’ll be ready to leave the minute you give the word.” 
 
   I had to be patient, however, as it took several days to dismantle the camp and load the wagons and carts. Finally, the great caravan began to move, but progress was slow. The road wound steeply uphill through the rocky terrain. In parts it was narrow and crumbling at the edges where streams of melting snow had washed the rocks away. I became accustomed to the heart-stopping sound of stones falling from above and prayed constantly that none would hit the carriage where Theodosius slept on Sylvia’s lap. 
 
   On the first day of the ascent a dozen carts lost wheels on the tough and unforgiving trail and the cavalcade halted while repairs were made. The nights were the hardest. There was nowhere to camp, and the people stretched out on the ground or slept sitting upright, their backs against boulders. Large stones were used to wedge the wheels of the carts and carriages in place so that they wouldn’t slide backwards. Even so, I found it hard to sleep, nervous about the constant rockfalls from above and the howls of wolves in the distance. 
 
   By the afternoon of the third day, the saddleback was in sight and it took my breath away. The road ran like a narrow ribbon strung across the ridge, with drops of several hundred feet on each side. From where I stood, it didn’t seem possible that the road was wide enough to accommodate the carriages, but Ataulf assured me that we would travel across with room to spare. 
 
   I watched while the first unit of horsemen cantered across the ridge and then gathered on the other side to await the wagons. Ataulf had lined up the horse-drawn vehicles to make the crossing in single file. Our coach was third in line and I stood by the door to watch the first of the wagons traverse the saddleback. With relief, I saw them reach the other side and pull over to a grassy area on the wide plateau. Around me, the Goths cheered and applauded, no doubt feeling better about their own crossing still to come. At a whistle from my driver, I climbed back into the carriage and felt it jolt into motion. 
 
   Sylvia still held the sleeping baby, and Taiga sat next to her, stroking his hair. I glanced out of the window and quickly averted my eyes. From where I sat, the ground fell away precipitously and I glimpsed the tops of trees in the valley below. 
 
   “Don’t look,” I advised Taiga who had turned her head towards the window. “The view will make you dizzy.”
 
   Taiga nodded and then screamed as the carriage lurched to one side. For a terrifying moment, I thought it would tip over, but after several gut-wrenching shifts back and forth, it seemed to right itself. Taiga had turned white and Sylvia was biting her lip, grasping the baby tightly. 
 
   “It’s all right…” I began, but a shout from the driver brought my heart to my throat. Seconds later, the carriage tilted again, canting over until, with a shriek of splitting wood, it fell. The impact threw us against the carriage side and then the carriage was dragged along the ground by the whinnying horses. I heard a scream from outside and then Theodosius began to cry. Gravel and dirt flew in through the open window and the din of wood scraping against the road was deafening. 
 
   We slowed and then came to a stop and I heard a commotion of hoof beats and men shouting. 
 
   “Is the baby safe?” I asked Sylvia who lay beside me with Theodosius clasped to her chest. Sylvia lifted him a few inches and he laughed, as though she was playing a game with him. 
 
   “He’s not hurt.” Sylvia’s voice shook.
 
   “Thank God,” I said. “Are you all right, Sylvia?”
 
   “I’m fine. ” 
 
   There were scrabbling noises outside and seconds later, the door, which was now above our heads, was pulled open. Daylight flooded into the carriage, and then a face appeared in the opening. It was the driver. 
 
   “Nobilissima, is anyone injured? Can you stand so we can help you out?”
 
   I managed to pull myself into a sitting position and wriggled away to give Sylvia room to move. “Let me send Theodosius up first,” I said. Sylvia passed the baby to me and I reached up to place him in the strong hands of the driver. 
 
   “Don’t you dare drop him,” I warned. The driver lifted the child clear of the carriage and I heard exclamations of relief from our rescuers outside. The driver reappeared seconds later. 
 
   “Will you permit me to pull you up, Nobilissima?”
 
   “Yes, but please take Sylvia first,” I replied and put a hand under Sylvia’s elbow to help push her up. Sylvia groaned when she put weight on her foot. 
 
   “What is it?” I asked.
 
   “My ankle, but it’s nothing to worry about.”
 
   “Be careful,” I said to the driver. “Sylvia is hurt.”
 
   He grunted and pulled Sylvia up through the opening. I moved over to help Taiga, who seemed to be wedged under the bench that Sylvia and I had been sitting on earlier. She lay with her back to me, her head out of sight under the woven hanging that covered the seat. 
 
   “Come on, Taiga,” I said. “Can you get out from under there?”
 
   There was no answer and I crawled closer. 
 
   “Taiga?” I said and then again more loudly. “Taiga!” 
 
   I reached over and pulled up the cloth. There was a puddle of blood around Taiga’s head, and her blonde hair was dark with it. I let out a scream.
 
   “What is it, Nobilissima?” asked the driver. “Will you stand so that I can get you out?”
 
   “It’s Taiga,” I said. My heart pounded and I felt sick. “She’s injured badly and you’ll need some help to lift her.”
 
   “Then I’ll get you out first to make some room for myself and another helper,” he said. “Quickly now, if you please.”
 
   I reached out and touched Taiga’s pale cheek. “You’ll be all right,” I whispered. 
 
   Scrambling to my feet, I allowed the man to put both hands under my arms and pull me clear of the carriage. A group of men stood close by to help me down to the ground, where a woman was already attending to Sylvia’s ankle and another held Theodosius. I took the baby and looked around, trying to understand what had happened. 
 
   The carriage lay just inches from the edge of the precipice, and there was no sign of the horses that had pulled it. The axle was shattered into pieces. I shuddered and crouched down next to Sylvia.
 
   “Does it hurt much?” I asked.
 
   “Hardly at all,” said Sylvia bravely. She looked towards the carriage. “Where’s Taiga?”
 
   “She was hurt. It looks as though she banged her head. The men are bringing her out now.”
 
   We watched in silence while a group of men carried Taiga from the overturned carriage and laid her gently on the ground. One of the women tore strips of cloth from her dress and wrapped them around Taiga’s head but the blood seeped through immediately. The sounds of galloping hooves caught my attention and I watched Ataulf pull his horse to a halt and jump down. In a couple of strides he covered the space between us and caught me in his arms. 
 
   “They told me your carriage had turned over. Thank God you and the baby are safe.” 
 
   “Taiga is hurt,” I said.
 
   He turned around and the women attending Taiga moved out of his way. He knelt beside her and stroked her face. Her eyes were closed and her skin was white. Only the slightest movement of her chest gave any sign that she still lived.
 
   “Call for the doctors,” he said.
 
   “They are on their way, my lord,” said one. 
 
   I gave Theodosius back to Sylvia, and went to speak to the women who still hovered near Ataulf and Taiga. 
 
   “Leave them,” I commanded. Obediently, the women moved away, and I turned away too. I was very close to the edge of the precipice, but it no longer scared me. In the valley below, thick forests stretched to the horizon, their vivid green foliage fading to grey in the hazy distance. The sky was blue but crowded with soft white clouds that barely moved in the still air. There was nothing to remind me of death, no violent storm as there had been on the day Taiga’s husband had died. My heart clenched when I thought of how desperately Taiga had grieved for Alaric. 
 
   I turned to see a thin, dark man arrive, carrying a satchel. Stumbling on the gravel road, he hurried to Ataulf and began to unwind the makeshift bandage from Taiga’s head. Unable to watch, I turned again to the view in front of me and blotted out all thought. I counted the clouds until I heard movements behind me. The doctor was standing up, wiping his hands on his tunic and Taiga’s limp body looked tiny and fragile on the rocky ground. 
 
   Ataulf climbed to his feet and gestured to two of the women to take his place at Taiga’s side. Then he went back towards the overturned carriage. 
 
   “What happened here?” he shouted at the people who had gathered around. “Where’s the driver of the carriage? He’ll die for this.”
 
   “My lord.” A soldier took a step forward. “I was here. A wheel came loose, and the driver did all he could to avert the accident. The horses panicked and bolted when the carriage started tilting over. They were running close to the edge of the road and the driver managed to hold them straight at first.”
 
   He stopped. I saw that he was trembling under the gaze of his king. Ataulf’s eyes burned with anger. 
 
   “Continue,” said Ataulf.
 
   “When the carriage tipped over, the driver managed to jump free. I ran to help him and together we were able to cut the ties that held the horses to the carriage. The poor beasts kept going, but the carriage slowed and stopped. I swear, my lord, that the driver prevented those horses from taking the carriage over the edge of the precipice.”
 
   Ataulf nodded. “Then my thanks to you both. But why did the wheel come off? That carriage is constantly inspected.” He looked at me and beckoned me to join him. “I suspect that someone tampered with the axle,” he said. 
 
   “Sigeric,” I said. “Who else would do such a thing?” 
 
   A shrill cry from one of the women interrupted us and Ataulf swung round to look at her. She was holding Taiga in her arms, and weeping. “She’s dead, she’s dead.”
 
   I saw the pain in my husband’s eyes, but he stood upright and gave orders. 
 
   “We’ll bury my sister on the plateau,” he said. “And then we’ll get off this accursed mountain as quickly as we can.” 
 
   He stopped, his eyes welling with tears but he blinked them away. “Continue with the crossing,” he told his general. “We need everyone on this side of the pass before nightfall. And send me six of your men to move Taiga and prepare a place for her.”
 
   I walked back to Sylvia and took the baby. He opened his eyes and smiled when he saw me, and the thought of how close he had come to injury or death almost stopped my heart. I tickled him under his chin and he chortled, blissfully unaware of the tragedy that had befallen his family. 
 
   It was only an hour later that we gathered to say goodbye to Taiga. Ataulf had chosen a spot in the shelter of an overhanging rock and he placed Taiga’s body there. It was wrapped from head to toe in strips of white linen. After the Arian priest had recited a prayer, Ataulf placed a smooth round stone over Taiga’s heart. I set a stone above her head, and then, one by one, Sylvia and all of Taiga’s attendants placed rocks in a circle around her. We moved aside to allow Ataulf’s men to bring larger boulders to cover her completely. I shuddered to think of the weight of those cold, granite rocks on that fragile body, though I knew that Taiga felt nothing and that she would be protected from wild animals and the weather by the cairn we had built over her. 
 
   Weeping, I walked away from the tomb. Another death to lay at the feet of my brother and Constantius. I would make sure my brother learned of it. But first we had to make the descent into the valley and regain some form of civilized life. I had no vision of what that could mean. 
 
   Despite my grief for Taiga and my anxiety about our future, the journey down the mountains was easy. The weather remained fair and each day brought a hint of spring. Birds sang and I sometimes caught sight of goats with newly born kids perched on ledges watching the caravan pass by. Small drifts of snow still remained in the shelter of the massive rocks that dotted the flat ground and the peaks above us were white and often surrounded by thick cloud, but the sun held some warmth and the air was crisp and bright. 
 
   Ataulf never rode more than a few hundred yards from my carriage now. He blamed himself for what had happened, convinced that he would have been able to prevent the carriage from overturning if he had been closer. He watched over Theodosius like a mother hen, constantly reminding Sylvia to change the baby’s linens or checking that the nutrix was suckling the baby on a regular schedule.
 
   He told me he’d talked with Sigeric after Taiga’s funeral but Sigeric denied any wrongdoing. He remained with the caravan and Ataulf took no action against him.
 
   After a week of constant travel, Ataulf called a halt. He said we would rest for a few days before riding to Barcino to give the advance party time to meet with the governor of the city and establish whether the Goths would be welcomed as guests or repelled as invaders. 
 
   We camped in a high pasture where the grass was green and dotted with tiny white flowers. A stream, fed by melting snow from above, provided abundant water for cooking and washing. The men caught rabbits, goats and boar, and the fires burned all day and all night to cook the food and dry out clothes and tents after months of snow and rain. 
 
   I often sat with Ataulf, bouncing Theodosius on my knees, enjoying the feeling of the sun on my skin and the fragrance of the grass. 
 
   “I almost wish we could stay here,” I said one morning. “I like it. It’s empty. There are no enemies, no Romans, and we can roast goat for dinner every night. Theodosius can learn to walk in these meadows and then he can chase the rabbits.”
 
   Ataulf laughed. “I like it too. But Barcino is our destination and our destiny. Ingenuus showed me maps and records of the place. The city is on the sea, with a good harbor. There are mountains behind it, which makes it easier to defend. The foothills will provide good land for crops and vines, and there’s an aqueduct bringing water to the city. The walls are intact, and there are law courts, a cathedral and a palace.”
 
   “And it is far from Ravenna, which is a great advantage,” I said, smiling, caught up in my husband’s enthusiasm.
 
   He kissed me. “It will be our home forever. We’ll make it our own.”
 
   Theodosius squealed, quick as always to want his father’s attention. 
 
   “And we’ll make brothers and sisters for you,” Ataulf told him. 
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 23
 
    
 
    
 
   After enjoying our brief respite in the sunny foothills, we moved on towards Barcino. With each mile we covered, I grew more concerned. I was sure we would encounter the hostile Vandals and dreaded seeing Ataulf riding into battle once again. But my fears were allayed by the arrival of the governor of the Barcino province at the camp one morning. He was accompanied by several attendants and escorted to the royal tent. 
 
   He made it clear that they would welcome the Goths into the city on the understanding that Ataulf’s troops would provide a permanent defense force against any future raids by the Vandals or any other roving barbarian tribe.
 
   “There are very few of us left,” he explained. “We’ve sustained several assaults and many of those citizens who survived have moved away to smaller towns that are less attractive to the Vandals. But Barcino is worth saving and we’ve fought hard to protect it as much as possible. Now, the gates of the city are open and ready to receive you.”
 
   Ataulf and I expressed sincere thanks to the governor, then Ataulf picked up Theodosius and held him high in the air. “You’ll soon be home, young man,” he said. “There’s a city waiting for you.” 
 
   In great excitement, we descended the gentle green slopes to the walls of the city. Beside us, the sea sparkled in the sunlight.
 
   “How funny to see the sea from the west instead of from the east,” said Sylvia. “We’ve come such a long way.”
 
   Our entry into Barcino was quiet and subdued. The citizens watched from the sides of the road in silence. I understood their reticence. The Vandal sieges, starvation and continuous hostilities had decimated their population while Rome did nothing to help them. They had been left to fend for themselves against the barbarian waves that washed over their land. It wasn’t hard to appreciate their distrust of anyone new.
 
   The governor escorted us to a large, well-built mansion in the center of town. “This is the best house in the city,” he told us. “It needs repairs but it can made into accommodations worthy of a king and his queen.”
 
   I agreed. The villa was spacious, with more rooms that I could count on the first walk through. Its architecture was different from anything I had seen before, with larger rooms and wider windows than those of the great houses in Rome. The walls were plainer too, with little of the fresco painting that gave Roman rooms vibrancy and color. But many of the chambers had balconies overlooking the extensive walled gardens, with the sea beyond, and I thought that the views were beautiful. Although most of the furniture was dilapidated or missing completely, a few fine pieces of dark wood survived and the governor assured me that local carpenters would soon be able to provide me with all the furnishings I wanted. 
 
   He was especially proud of the stable block and showed Ataulf around, enthusing about the size of the stalls and the availability of running water. Ataulf admired the structure and layout of the building and said that he would keep his favorite horses there as soon as a few holes in the roof could be repaired.
 
   I also liked the feeling of the city, although it had clearly suffered a great deal from the conflicts of the past years. Many of the buildings were damaged and the port lay idle, with only a few rustic fishing boats moored in its shallow waters. But the city’s garum factory was still producing small quantities of the popular fish sauce and the governor was confident that it could be restored to its former production capacity with a little work. 
 
   The governor had told me that the city’s cathedral was worth a visit and I went there one morning, accompanied by Sylvia and a few ladies of the court. The city was compact within its tall walls and we walked through the narrow straight streets escorted by armed guards, as the mood of the public was still unsure. Along the way, dozens of small children ran alongside holding out their hands for coins or food. 
 
   “The children are so dirty,” exclaimed one of the ladies.
 
    “And thin too,” I said. “These children aren’t being fed properly. We must do something about it.”
 
   Sylvia knelt to talk with a little girl with a mop of dark hair. She slipped her a coin and the girl ran off, whooping with joy. 
 
   We continued on to the cathedral, which had been built about a hundred years previously. It was small but beautiful, a little gem at the center of the city. The outside walls were of plain white plaster but the inside was decorated with delicate carved stone of a light grey color that was soothing and restful. I knelt to pray in front of the altar, to give thanks for our safe arrival. 
 
   Retracing our steps to the palace, I was surprised to see that a large crowd had appeared, lining the streets to watch us pass. The people were quiet and curious but some waved in response to my smiles.
 
   I was bursting with ideas by the time we returned to the villa. 
 
   “The people are very suspicious of us,” I explained to Ataulf. “We must get them involved with the governing of the city and reassure them that we are not here as oppressors or dictators. We should reestablish the administrative and judicial systems that Rome had created here to win their support and revive the city.”
 
   Ataulf nodded in agreement and smiled as I went on without pausing for breath.  “And the children need special help. If we could promise a daily ration of milk and bread for all the children, we could help them grow healthier.”
 
   “Whatever you want to do,” he said. “I want this to be a city that you are proud and happy to live in and rule over. "
 
   “Good,” I said, kissing him on the cheek. “And what have you been doing?”
 
   “Ah, boring stuff, compared to you,” he said. “But I’m pleased with my progress. I’ve assigned the entire first auxiliary unit to repairing the walls and watchtowers. You should’ve heard them complaining. So I told them they can build their own garrison when everything else is done, and they were all happy with that. Mostly, they’ll use it to play dice and drink wine but that will keep the peace.”
 
   Over the following weeks, the Goths threw themselves into their tasks and it seemed that the locals were warming to us. The city regained some of the shine it had boasted during the time of Augustus, and the port bustled with fishing boats.
 
   I was happier than I’d thought possible. Ravenna seemed so far away, Constantius and his cruel blockade a distant memory. I loved to watch the sun set over the mountains to the west of the city while I sang lullabies to Theodosius. We celebrated his first birthday with a public holiday for the citizens and free food and wine. He had begun to walk a month before, tottering about on his chubby legs, to the delight of everyone in the court. Even the most important meetings could be interrupted by his noisy arrival, calling for his father in his tiny, high-pitched voice. His energy seemed inexhaustible, with nurses always on call to supervise his every move. 
 
   It was Sylvia who first noticed the signs of a fever on him, as she brushed his hair early one morning before getting him dressed. She called to me to come quickly, and we felt his skin. It was burning hot and his hair fell lank and damp against his forehead. Sylvia shouted for a nurse to bring cold water and cloths at once, while I pulled the child on to my lap and murmured to him, trying to quell the panic I felt on seeing his green eyes looking so dull and glazed.
 
   He nestled against me, grasping one of my fingers in his soft hand. “Love Mamma,” he said quietly, causing tears to spill down my cheeks into his dark blonde hair. I held him tightly and prayed as I had never done before. 
 
   Doctors arrived, looking so serious and determined that I felt sick with anxiety.  One recommended bloodletting, while the other suggested willow bark to reduce the fever. Both agreed on using cold water to cool the child’s skin. 
 
   "I'd already thought of that," muttered Sylvia.
 
   “Send for his father,” I instructed one of the guards. 
 
   Ataulf had been away for a day or two on the other side of the city, checking on the reinforcements of the outer walls. I knew that he preferred sleeping rough in the garrison rather than in the soft beds of the villa and I never minded his short absences. But now I needed him to be here with our son and me. 
 
   The day wore on and, after hours of treatments, Theodosius was still feverish, sometimes lying limp and still, sometimes whimpering and fidgeting. When Sylvia tried to give him water to drink he spewed it back up. Ataulf arrived in the late afternoon. Quietly removing his belt and sword, he knelt in front of me and stroked Theodosius’s forehead. 
 
   “He’ll be all right,” he told me. His face seemed to be chiseled out of stone, devoid of expression, but I saw the fear in his eyes.
 
   The doctors stood outside the room, talking quietly while the daylight faded and the room darkened. I allowed the servants to light just one candle, and I kept the shutters open to allow air to circulate. Ataulf and Sylvia sat with me while I rocked Theodosius in my arms.  One of the doctors begged me to allow someone else to hold the child so that I could rest, but I refused. Letting go of that precious little hand was more than I could bear.
 
   “The hours in the early morning are usually the worst,” explained one doctor. “The body is at its most vulnerable at that time.  If he can get through the night, we can be optimistic of a good outcome.”
 
   In spite of my best resolutions, I must have dozed for a while because the sun was rising when I opened my eyes. Frantically, I checked my son, holding my hand to his forehead. It was still hot, but cooler, I was sure, than it had been the night before. I watched his tiny chest rise and fall until I was sure he was breathing normally, and allowed myself to hope that the worst was over. Beside me, Ataulf stirred and then sat upright. 
 
   “How is he?” he whispered.
 
   “Better, I think. Call the doctors. They will want to see him.”
 
   The men hurried in, examined Theodosius and then moved away to confer in whispers.
 
   “Well?” Ataulf demanded. “Is he out of danger?”
 
   The men looked at each other and one of them shuffled his sandaled feet on the tile floor. 
 
   “It’s hard to say, my lord,” said the older of the two. “His symptoms have not changed significantly. The fever is still high.”
 
   “He feels cooler to me,” I argued, wanting to convince them it was true. The doctors glanced at each other and said nothing.
 
   “But he got through the night. The worst is over. That is what you told me.” I could hear my voice rising and took a deep breath to calm myself.
 
   Theodosius stirred in his sleep and then coughed. It was a horrible sound, as though his body was full of fluid. Something inside me seemed to break and I began to cry, burying my face in my child’s hair. I was aware of Ataulf’s arms around me and we sat like that for a long time.
 
   “What do we do?” I asked the doctors. 
 
   “If you’ll give us permission, Your Highness, we can proceed with a more intense treatment,” said the older man. “We need to put the child in a bed and cover him with blankets, close the shutters and burn the fever out of him.”
 
   “And more bleeding,” recommended the other. “I think we should continue with that in conjunction with the warming.”
 
   I looked at Ataulf, who nodded his head.
 
   “Very well,” I said. 
 
   Handing the baby to the doctors, I climbed to my feet, feeling dizzy and stiff after sitting for so long. In silence, I watched them prepare the room and pile covers over the bed. 
 
   Neither Ataulf nor I ate or drank all day. We sat by the bed, watching Theodosius. At times, I thought he looked better, but then his violent coughing reminded my how fiercely his little body was fighting the unknown malady. I had run out of prayers. All I could do was hold his hand and wait.
 
   The light in the room was fading once again when Theodosius began to struggle to breathe. Each breath was so labored that I felt the weight of them in my own chest. As suddenly as it had come, his fever seemed to die. His skin, so hot just minutes before, became chill and clammy to the touch. His eyes widened but he didn’t seem to see us or our anxious, scared faces just inches from his own.
 
   Just after midnight, he gave up the fight and took his last breath. I caught him up in my arms, almost shaking him to make him wake up but I knew that it was too late. Ataulf cried his name once and began to stride around the room. He kicked the legs of the bed on which his son had died and shoved a couch out of the way. A multitude of guards rushed into the room, swords at the ready to deal with the disturbance. They fell silent when they saw the boy’s body in my arms and fell back, closing the doors behind them.
 
   A week later, Ataulf and I laid our precious child in a coffin made of solid silver. An Arian priest led prayers that I barely heard and later I remembered little of the procession from the house to the cathedral. Huge crowds, already inured to loss and death, turned out to salute the young son of their king. In a fog of grief and pain, I sat through the service and watched four of Ataulf’s most trusted commanders carry the tiny coffin to the burial site under the floor of the church. 
 
   Later, passing through the church doors, I caught sight of a woman dressed in white. Her long dark hair hung loose and her lips were red against her pale skin. She reminded me of my cousin Serena on the day of her execution and, at once, those words came back to me. The awful words my cousin had shouted before being led to the executioner’s platform. “Great sorrow will come to anyone who loves or trusts you. I curse you and your offspring. I curse you!” 
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 24
 
    
 
    
 
   A dark cloud obscured everything. I could not eat or sleep, and prayer brought no consolation. Every day, I knelt by my bed and thought of my infant son lying cold and alone in his silver coffin. I prayed for help in surviving the grief that pressed on my shoulders like a solid mass of iron. But I prayed into a void, knowing that God was punishing me for being happy and selfish and that my prayers to Him would go unanswered. 
 
   Sylvia was angry when I talked of God’s punishment. 
 
   “You always tell me that your God is merciful,” she said. “You’ve done nothing wrong and a good deal of things right. It’s just a cruel twist of fate that seems incomprehensible to us. Your baby caught a fever and died. You did nothing to deserve this.” 
 
   But her words couldn’t penetrate the black shroud that was suffocating me. There seemed to be no hope of ever feeling better. When I saw an infant in another woman’s arms I felt dizzy and faint. I knew that Ataulf had told the servants to keep their children close so that I would not see them skipping through the hallways. The days passed and stretched into weeks. All the dreams I had nurtured for my golden child had shattered, leaving only crystalline barbs that tore at my heart. 
 
   Ataulf was busy and I didn’t understand how he could continue with his duties, hold his audiences and attend his meetings. If he felt as I did, he could not breathe, much less think or talk or plan. It seemed so unfair. Yet, gradually, with the constant encouragement of Sylvia, I began to feel the sharp pain receding. 
 
   “A distraction is a good thing, Placidia,” Sylvia said, sitting on the edge of my bed one morning. “You shouldn’t take on too much, but your presence at the court would be helpful to your husband. He’s working so hard to build the government and is negotiating with the Vandal chiefs to leave Barcino in peace. He would be grateful for your assistance, I know.”
 
   I held Sylvia’s hand, recognizing for the first time the burden of grief she carried as well. She had cared for Theodosius as her own and she had cried every day since his death. I knew too that I had been shutting out Ataulf and felt sorry for it. His despair was no less than mine, although he showed it differently. 
 
   Sighing, I agreed and put on the gown that Sylvia gave me. In the mirror I saw pale skin gone sallow, shadowed eyes and lifeless features. It didn’t matter. If my baby could not stare into my eyes or touch my cheeks with his chubby fingers, I didn’t care. Taking several deep breaths, I made my way to the audience chamber.
 
   “My dearest.” Ataulf almost managed to hide his surprise at seeing me there and hurried across the room to take my hand. The people in the room bowed and curtsied, looking at me with curiosity and I tried hard to smile at them although I felt light-headed and distracted. Ataulf led me to a couch and helped me sit. 
 
   “I’d like you to meet Felix, my new general,” said Ataulf. 
 
   Felix saluted me. He was an imposing man, tall, barrel-chested and heavily muscled. I was immediately inclined to dismiss him as a career soldier. But his graying hair sprang out in wild curls and blue eyes twinkled in his sunburnt face. He reminded me of my old tutor, Tertius, back in Ravenna and I smiled at him.
 
    “Felix has been giving us a report on our expeditions to locate minerals and metals,” Ataulf said. “This region was once given imperial approval to mint coins, so we know that there are metal deposits to be found. If we are successful, we can create our own coinage to give us a degree of independence from Rome.” 
 
   I nodded, barely listening, but I paid attention when Felix mentioned the name of Sigeric.
 
   “The general and his unit were seen riding far out of the area assigned to them,” he told Ataulf. “So I had a few of my men follow them but we lost track of them near a Vandal encampment. Three days later, Sigeric returned here with no reports on any metal findings and not much of an explanation of where he had been spending his time.”
 
   Ataulf, looking serious, asked Felix if he had any more information. “We’re watching him closely,” he replied. “And we’ve doubled the watch on the city walls and added more guards to your own personal escort.”
 
   Alarm displaced my apathy. “General Felix, is my husband in danger?” 
 
   “Not at all, Your Highness,” he replied. “The added security’s a sensible measure to take, given the lack of information about Sigeric’s possible dealings with the Vandals, nothing more.”
 
   “Well, find out all you can and please keep me informed,” I said, surprised to hear a hint of my former strength in my voice. Felix bowed his head in acknowledgement. 
 
   After another hour of reports on various aspects of the city’s economy and infrastructure, the meeting came to a close. With a wave of his hand, Ataulf dismissed everyone and they slowly filed out. Then he came at once to me and held me tightly.
 
   “Placidia,” he said. “I know the pain you are feeling. I hope you know I feel it too. But I cannot pray on my knees for hours or lock myself into a darkened room. That would drive me mad. It’s better that I continue to attend to my duties – God knows that there are many of them. But I love you deeply and I want you to feel better. We’ll never forget our beautiful son, I promise.”
 
   I stroked his cheek with my finger and let him hold me for the first time since our loss. I was surprised to feel soothed by his words, and comforted by his arms. I felt, or imagined I did, a slight lifting of the weight that had crushed me so pitilessly. Gently, I kissed him.
 
   Returning to my rooms, I told Sylvia that I wanted to go to the cathedral. “I need to be near my son for a while,” I said.
 
   “It will be good for you to go out in the sunshine,” said Sylvia, “and for the people of the city to see you.”
 
   Sylvia summoned some of the women and a contingent of Ataulf’s most trusted guards to accompany us. The sight of the armed unit emerging from the palace brought many citizens on to the streets. Some cheered and waved as we passed. An old woman stood at the edge of the road near the steps of the cathedral.
 
   “Have another baby, Your Highness,” she called. “There’s nothing that will help you more.” 
 
   I thought of her words as I knelt in the dark, cool church and felt a flicker of anticipation. No child could ever replace my beloved Theodosius but I knew that holding an infant in my arms again would take away some of the pain. There was still a chance for me to have a son who could unite the Goths and the Romans in the way Ataulf and I had dreamed of. 
 
   I decided to talk to Ataulf about it when we dined that evening. I knew he would be content. All he wanted was for me to be happy. We were both young and could start afresh. 
 
   Standing, I stared for a while at the crucifix on the altar, hoping for some sign that my wish would be granted. The candles guttered in a draught and I shivered, feeling disheartened. Perhaps I couldn’t have another child. I knew many who had been unable to conceive after their firstborn. One of the candles flickered and died, its bright warmth suddenly usurped by a dark shadow that made me shiver again more violently.
 
   Sylvia noticed and took my arm. “Come,” she said. “This is enough for one day. You must rest when we return to the palace.”
 
   “I prayed, Sylvia, for God to grant us another child. Another son to carry our dream forward. But I feel so cold and I could not hear God talking to me. I fear that I may never have more children.”
 
   Sylvia squeezed my arm. “Have no doubts,” I said. “ You are young and another baby will soon come. Then you and Ataulf can be the family you want to be.”
 
   “A family,” I echoed. “I would like that so much.”
 
   I emerged into the sunlit plaza outside the church. The ladies followed, rustling and cooing like a flock of doves, delighted to be free of their rooms for a few hours. I turned to see some of them lifting their faces to the sunshine and smiling at each other. The palace had been a sorrowful and despondent place for too long. 
 
   When we reached my rooms, I told the ladies to open the shutters and let the light flow in. They chattered happily, skipping ahead to do as I ordered. Watching them, I forgot the dark feelings I’d had in the cathedral and resolved to concentrate on finding ways to stay busy. 
 
   As I’d expected, Ataulf was more than anxious to have another child, and promised that he wouldn’t leave the palace to sleep in the garrison any longer. As though newly married, we spent as much time together as our duties allowed and passed the nights making love and falling asleep at dawn. I felt his love percolate into my bones, chasing away the cold frailty I had felt for the last few months. His gentleness suffused my skin, bringing back the bloom to my cheeks and his passion reignited my own excitement for life. I saw again the azure hues of the sea and the sky, and the iridescence of the surf on the beaches. Grapes tasted sweet on my tongue and I inhaled the perfume of the flowering vines that climbed the walls. 
 
   “I feel as though I have come back from death myself,” I told him one night as we lay on the ivory linen sheets. He tightened his arms around my and shivered. 
 
   “I can’t bear to think of you dying,” he said. “Promise me that you will stay with my forever. Don’t leave me.”
 
   I smiled and kissed his chin and then his throat and chest. “Don’t be silly. I’ll never leave you,” I said, brushing my lips across his navel.
 
   I took up my tasks at court again, working on the programs I had begun the year before, and in my free time, decided to finish a project I had started during the long winter in the mountains. I had arranged for a scribe to write down stories related by Ataulf, some of his commanders and of their wives. They were written in a looped, elegant hand, on ivory vellum; accounts of life on the plains of Germania, touching stories of beloved elders, anecdotes about the hardships of daily life in the camps, and colorful tales of heroes and battles, losses and victories. I had overseen the writing, editing the stories to flow smoothly and I was pleased with the narrative. Now, I found a young man with artistic skills and hired him to illustrate the pages. I began to look forward to the mornings in a room designated as a library, where we read the text and talked about images that would best represent each story. The artist was adept with color and I loved to watch him grinding the pigments and mixing the shades until they were exactly right. 
 
   Finally, the volume was completed and I entrusted it to a leather worker in the city, who bound it as a codex with a tooled leather cover, inscribed with Ataulf’s initials. Ataulf was at a loss for words when I gave it him before dinner one evening. He read a page or two and swallowed hard, the emotion bringing tears to his eyes. The Goth tradition was oral. From laws to folk tales, everything was passed down from one generation to another by word of mouth. Ataulf was working hard to change that, but his focus was on the law and civil administration, not stories and memoirs. He emulated the Roman way of writing and notarizing decrees, rulings and edicts, and his scribe followed him wherever he went. The library was now home to scores of documents. The codex, however, was completely different and his pleasure in it thrilled me. 
 
   Encouraged by his enthusiasm, I resolved to produce bound volumes of other narratives and of Goth poetry and songs, and spent hours researching suitable subjects. Late one morning, I stood near a window dictating notes to my scribe. His pen scratched quietly and the parchment gave off tiny motes of dust that floated in the sunlight. 
 
   Thinking about the words and listening to the rasp of his pen, I barely heard the shouts at first. They seemed distant and I was distracted. The noise grew louder and my assistant stopped writing, looking at me in enquiry. I began to tremble when I heard the sound of running feet in the corridor leading to the library. The doors flew open and Sylvia burst into the room. She ran to me and threw her arms around me, and then pulled back and stared around the room as though looking for something she had lost. 
 
   “What is it?” I begged. My knees shook so badly that I moved to the desk and grabbed the edge of it for support. Sylvia just shook her head and began to cry. As I struggled to work out what this meant, I caught sight of Felix marching along the hall towards us. He paused at the open door and entered slowly. A few yards away, he saluted. I shrank away from him, keeping the desk between us.
 
   “Your Highness, would you please come with me,” he said, his voice expressionless. 
 
   I didn’t answer or move. My feet felt planted to the floor. 
 
   Felix shifted on his feet, looking uncertain about his next move. “Your Highness, I must ask you to come with me,” he said again.
 
   Sylvia took hold of my hand, took a deep breath and stopped crying. 
 
   “We should go,” she whispered.
 
   “No.” I was sure that something terrible would happen if I went with them. I wanted to shut out their intrusion and stay in the sunny library with my books. But, already, fear and dread had drained the room of light and warmth. 
 
   Sylvia pulled me by the arm towards the door. Felix swung around to lead the way, we followed and I was aware that other soldiers had fallen in behind us. I couldn’t tell whether they were to protect me or to stop me from turning back. The tiled floors seemed to undulate beneath my feet and I was grateful for Sylvia’s support. With no conception of where we were going, I was still surprised to see Felix turn out of the building and into the grounds. Outside, the sky was blue and cloudless, the sun high overhead. Heat rose from the stone paths and the air was full of the scent of thyme. I felt dizzy but Sylvia kept guiding me forward. We reached the back of the stables and followed the walls towards the entry. As we rounded the building, I saw a crowd of people assembled at the doorway. Soldiers, gardeners and some of the servants stood in silence. Felix slowed down and waited for me to catch up. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said. “Are the horses sick? What is happening?”
 
   Felix began to speak but then clamped his mouth closed and asked me to follow him inside. The crowd parted to give us room and we entered the stable, where the air was thick with the scent of hay and manure. It was cool and shaded, almost dark after the glare outside. We walked past the stalls, watched by curious horses. Ahead was another crowd of people, all soldiers, facing the back of the building. My heart felt as though it would explode from my chest, it was pounding so violently.
 
   One of the soldiers turned when he heard us approach, detached himself from the group and came towards us. I recognized him as a tribune in Ataulf’s unit of personal guards. His features were immobile, lips pressed together. 
 
   “Your Highness,” he said finally. “Please come this way.” 
 
   We walked through the group of soldiers and on the floor beyond them I saw a body, lying in a puddle of dark blood. As though wading through water I followed the tribune, who walked around the corpse and kept going. Following him, I paused to look at the dead man, but it was no one I recognized. He was lying face up, his mouth contorted in a terrible grimace and his eyes open. A sword protruded from the fatal wound in his chest. 
 
   Bewildered, I turned to Felix. “Who is it?”
 
   Felix didn’t answer and his eyes flickered towards the back wall of the building a few yards ahead where bales of hay were piled high against the walls. A small group of soldiers stood in a semicircle as though protecting someone in the center. At a curt word from the tribune, they moved aside. 
 
   I saw him partially hidden in the shadows. Ataulf, my Ataulf, on the ground and bathed in blood. I pushed Sylvia away and ran to him. Kneeling, I stroked his face, which was warm. His eyes were closed and he looked as though he could be sleeping, apart from the halo of blood that encircled him and quickly drenched my clothes. A deep gash in his throat still dribbled blood. 
 
   I looked up at the tribune. “Do something,” I screamed at him. 
 
   He shook his head. “He’s dead, Your Highness. I’m sorry.”
 
   I threw myself over Ataulf’s body, and put a hand softly over the fatal wound. I wanted to lie there forever and never move again but eventually Sylvia touched my arm and said I had to get up. 
 
   “They have to move him,” she said. 
 
   “No,” I replied. “Just leave us alone.”
 
   Someone pulled me away and helped me to my feet. My knees buckled and I fainted.
 
   When I woke up, I saw Sylvia and two men standing by the side of my bed. Sylvia’s eyes were red and swollen and she knotted a corner of her tunic through her fingers.
 
    One of the men gave me a foul-tasting potion to drink. 
 
   “This will help you sleep some more,” he said soothingly. 
 
   I fought against the drowsiness that seeped into me but slept again. This was no restful slumber. I dreamed of Ataulf and Theodosius, seeing them together in the distance, but was never able to reach them however hard I tried. 
 
   When I awoke again, it was dark and the lamps were lit. Sylvia made me drink some broth and asked if I was well enough to talk to Felix and the tribune. I felt numb but nodded my agreement. My mind cleared slowly and I began to remember every haunting detail of the terrible discovery in the stables. 
 
   The two soldiers arrived. The blue twinkle in Felix’s eyes had died and the tribune looked as pale as death. They stood a few feet away from the couch where I lay propped up against cushions. Both murmured their condolences but the words dissipated in the air, useless to comfort me.
 
   “The murderer was an official in the office of Sarus, the Goth chief  Ataulf killed in Arles,” Felix said. “The murderer had planned his revenge since then and followed us here and found his way into employment in the stables. There he seems to have waited for an opportunity to be alone with the king.”
 
   “But Ataulf’s guards were always with him,” I said.
 
   The men looked at each other. Felix continued. “Sometimes Ataulf liked to brush his horse himself and most of the guards waited outside the stables. But there were always two men with him. This morning, they were distracted by an incident with a sick horse and were called over to help. It seems that, as soon as Ataulf was unattended, the murderer fell upon him with a dagger. Ataulf tried to defend himself and thrust his sword into the traitor’s chest, but it was too late. The assassin’s blow was fatal.” His voice broke as he finished and there was a long silence. 
 
   “Whose horse was sick?” I asked.
 
   “Sigeric’s,” replied the tribune. 
 
   “There is no evidence that he is implicated,’ said Felix. “Possibly it was a coincidence.”
 
   I doubted it but was too exhausted to argue right then.
 
   The tribune spoke again. “I was outside the stables. When we heard the clatter of metal falling to the floor, we ran inside and found the king bleeding on the ground. He was able to say a few words.” He paused. “Your Highness, the desire for revenge runs deep in the Goth heart, but not in the heart of our king. He did not tell me to avenge his death. He said only this. ‘Keep the peace among the generals. Maintain order, and restore Placidia to her home in Ravenna. She will be safest there.’”
 
   My breath seemed to stop. I had hoped that Ataulf did not know that he had been fatally wounded. To think that he survived the blow for those agonizing minutes and knew he was dying was more than I could bear. I cried out in anguish and the doctor standing quietly by my couch asked the soldiers to leave. Although I tried to refuse, the doctor gave me some more of the potion that made me sleep. 
 
   Dreaming, breathing, but not really alive. 
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 25
 
    
 
    
 
   I attended Ataulf’s funeral with an eerie sense of detachment, as though floating above the congregation, watching the priests intoning their liturgies before the hundreds of warriors kneeling in prayer. The cathedral was full, as was the great plaza in front of the church. Sunshine fell through the stained glass windows, throwing slabs of bright colors on the marble floor. The choir sang, while young boys in white robes swung heavy gold incensors to and fro, sending tendrils of smoke high into the vaulted arches of the ceiling. Ataulf lay on a bier in front of the altar, dressed in his Roman army uniform, with his sword and dagger crossed on his chest. I wanted to reach out and touch him. I wanted to scream at him for leaving me alone. But I did nothing. I didn’t even pray. 
 
   When the service was over, I stood. Silence fell over the congregation and no one moved while I walked the long, lonely aisle to the great front doors, away from my husband. The bishop who had so recently buried my baby could find no words of solace for me on the day of my husband’s funeral. 
 
   Returning to the palace, I had never felt so solitary. With my husband and child gone, I felt that my life might as well be over too. I could envisage nothing worse than living alone. Restless, I paced my rooms, clutching the book I had given Ataulf. My solitude was short-lived, however, as the guards soon announced the arrival of Felix and several of Ataulf’s senior advisors. 
 
    “We are sorry to impose on you so soon after your husband’s death,” said Felix. “But there are matters of some urgency that we have to discuss, with your permission.”
 
   I nodded my assent.
 
   “I want to assure you that Ataulf’s requests will be fulfilled,” he said. “But we’ll need your guidance on dealing with the Emperor and your return to Ravenna.”
 
   Ravenna. It seemed like a distant, unreal place. I could not think about it now. Instead, I asked him who was to be the next king.
 
   “Wallia,” Felix said. “It was always intended that Wallia would succeed him.”
 
   I nodded. I’d met Wallia, Ataulf’s cousin, many times. He was a great warrior with a good heart. 
 
   “He’s negotiating with the Vandals near Taraco and we have sent a unit to inform him of Ataulf’s death. He should be here within the week. During that time, Your Highness, it is our hope that, although Ataulf wanted you to return to Ravenna, you will remain as our queen and ruler.”
 
   I couldn’t hide my surprise and Felix nodded. “It’s a little unorthodox, we know. But we need someone in a position of authority at once. There are many who would try to seize that opportunity for themselves. An empty throne is a dangerous option. As soon as Wallia is here and crowned, I will personally head the escort that will take you to Ravenna.”
 
   I hesitated. I wondered what Ataulf would have wanted me to do. Retreat at once to the safety of Ravenna, or stay to keep things under control until Wallia arrived? But Ataulf was no longer there to advise me and I would have to make my own decision. 
 
   “I will do as you ask,” I said. 
 
   The men thanked me and waited for me to dismiss them. Instead, I asked them to sit down and told a servant to bring wine. 
 
   “I want to know what happened in the stable,” I said. “Have you spoken with Sigeric?”
 
   Felix leaned forward in his chair. “We have, Your Highness. He insists that he had no idea that his horse was sick or was even in the stables at the time. We don’t have any evidence linking him to the murder. The assassin has been identified as a loyal follower of Sarus and his motive appears to have been revenge for Ataulf’s killing Sarus in Gallia last year. As far as we can see, the killer is dead and no one else was involved.”
 
   I sipped my wine, feeling anger wash over me, warming my skin and constricting my breathing. 
 
   “Our security was inadequate to protect our king,” I said. “How could a lone killer get so close to him? What of the two guards who were supposed to stay with him at all times? Have they been interviewed?”
 
   Felix glanced at the captain before answering. “They’re dead, Your Highness.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Sigeric killed them himself, in a fury that they’d left the king alone.”
 
   My head ached. Talking about Ataulf’s death was exhausting and I felt nauseous. Sylvia must have noticed my sudden pallor because she moved to my side and looked pointedly at the general. 
 
   The men took the hint, stood and saluted, saying they would return the following day with news of Wallia. Sylvia ordered me back to the couch, talking incessantly about how susceptible people were to illness after experiencing a tragedy. She seemed brittle, ready to crack like a ceramic pot, and I knew that she was holding back a great tide of emotion. 
 
   “Can you bring me a pen and parchment?” I asked. “I must write to Aurelia and Marcus and let them know what has happened.”
 
   Sylvia brought what I needed with trembling hands, and then delivered the letter to the guards who promised to take it straight to the messengers. That evening, she refused to leave me and rolled out a mattress on the floor next to the bed. 
 
   “We’ll leave the lamps lit,” I said. 
 
   I went to sleep without the aid of the doctor’s medicine, falling into a heavy, dreamless sleep from which I woke suddenly, disturbed by an unexpected noise. Startled, I lay peering into the darkness, my heart pounding, and then sat up in bed. Sylvia had heard something too. She quickly lit several lamps, and then came to sit on the bed next to me, gripping my arm tightly.
 
   The sounds became more distinct; boots trampling the floor, a shout of alarm from one of guards, the rising sounds of an argument. Above the clamor, I heard a voice I recognized but, before I could react, the door was flung open, and Sigeric stood there, filling the frame with his massive bulk. His scarred face was lit like a mask by the torch he was carrying. Other soldiers crowded into the room, standing to each side of him, their swords drawn. 
 
   “Your Highness, I find you alone at last, without Ataulf to ride to your rescue. Get up and come with me.”
 
   “Guards,” I shouted. “Guards!”
 
   “You can shout all you like, but they’re dead.” Sigeric strode towards the bed, and I jumped out, pulling Sylvia close to me. 
 
   “When I say so, you must run for help,” I whispered, feeling Sylvia shaking at my side. 
 
   Sigeric stopped on the far side of the bed and I felt an overwhelming revulsion for the huge, ugly brute, who had crossed my husband at every opportunity. 
 
   I remembered his menacing face and his hands on my body in those silent woods years ago. This time, there was no Ataulf to save me, but I wouldn’t succumb to Sigeric. 
 
   “You can come with me, or we can do it here,” he said. “It wouldn’t bother me to take you in the bed you shared with your husband but it’s your choice.”
 
   I screamed at him, snatched up a small oil lamp from the table next to me and flung it at him. It missed but fell to the ground and oil spilled out across the woven carpet on the floor, followed by a tiny tongue of fire. He stamped it out with his boot and sneered at me. 
 
   “I don’t think you should make this more difficult than it needs to be,” he said and then shouted at his guards to leave the room. 
 
   “You go too,” he told Sylvia. “Your mistress and I want to be alone.”
 
   At my nod, Sylvia took a few steps as though following his instructions and then grabbed at a large, floor-standing candelabra, tipping it toward the bed. Flames immediately sprang along the silk coverlet and ignited the curtains that hung along the wall next to the bed.
 
   For a few seconds, Sigeric stared at the fire, giving us enough time to run to the door and into the hallway. Sigeric’s bellow of anger rang out right behind us, and his guards, who had reached the end of the corridor, turned to run back to him.
 
   I pushed Sylvia through a small door on the right of the hallway and into a servants’ passageway that led to the kitchens. I closed the door but it had no lock. It would only be a matter of seconds before Sigeric and the guards caught up with us. Spurred on by our terror, we dashed along the dark, narrow hall, making no sound in our bare feet. Behind us, the soldiers blundered along, their swords clattering against the walls in the confined space. 
 
   In the darkness, I collided with the door to the kitchen, and then pushed it partially open and we both slid through. The kitchen was a jumble of dark shapes under a pale wash of moonlight. I ran across the tiled floor, around a broad wooden table, and opened a door that I hoped led into one of the main corridors of the villa. 
 
   Several lamps were lit in the hall and I hesitated. In the light, we could not hide from Sigeric and his men. Better perhaps to stay in the kitchen and hide. It was hard to think clearly. The sound of the men behind us in the kitchen made me realize that I had no choice but to go forward. Sprinting across the wide expanse of marble, I chose a corridor and continued to run. Where were my guards? Where was Felix? The emptiness was terrifying. 
 
   Hearing the pounding of feet behind us, I turned to see Sigeric now at the front of his pack of men. Leading Sylvia, I turned a corner and we ran towards a wide column and hid in the dark space behind it. I held my breath as he plunged past us, sniffing like a wild animal scenting its prey. 
 
   Suddenly, he stopped, turned slowly and grinned. He’d found us. Sylvia stifled a sob.
 
   He walked back towards the wide hall that was ringed with columns and faced the one behind which we were hiding. I pulled back out of sight. I heard his men follow him, and a metallic din as they all drew their swords.
 
   Then silence as they waited for Sigeric to give an order. 
 
   But a volley of shouts echoed through the hallway and I heard my name being called. I recognized Felix’ voice. “Halt, Sigeric. My men have you surrounded.”
 
   “Drop your arms,” Sigeric shouted back. “I have declared myself King of the Goths and you will obey me now.”
 
   “Never,” said Felix. “Wallia is our rightful sovereign and we will fight for him to the death.”
 
   “Then prepare to die,” said Sigeric to the roars of approval from his men.
 
   I dared to peek out from behind the column and watched in horror as the two groups of soldiers advanced on each other. Felix stood firmly at the head of his unit of royal guards. 
 
   When the men engaged and the hall was filled with the sound of fighting, I led Sylvia away, back to the kitchen. As I searched for a hiding place, a candle appeared, trembling and flickering in the darkness. Quickly, I crouched down between several large clay pots, pulling Sylvia down with me. 
 
   “Who’s there?” a voice whispered. 
 
   “It’s one of the cooks,” Sylvia said. 
 
   I stood and announced us and the cook waved the candle closer so that he could see my face. “Your Highness” he said, his voice shaking as badly as the candle he held. 
 
   “We need to get out of here and find a safe hiding place,” I said.
 
   The cook nodded. “There are back stairs we can take.” He held the candle higher so that we could see our way out. While I tiptoed down the stairs, I thought of the night of the attack on Rome when Ataulf had led us out of the palace. The stairs led down to a small vestibule and then out into the herb gardens. Aromatic plants gave off sweet scents as we brushed against them in the darkness. 
 
   “Here,” said the cook, his voice still trembling. “I know the way to the soldiers’ quarters from here. Follow me.”
 
   He blew out the candle and we hurried in silence under the moonlight. Emerging through a gap in a tall willow hedge, I saw lights ahead and figures running towards us. There was no time to judge if they were friend or enemy but with relief, I saw that they were royal guards and I recognized the young tribune who led them.
 
   “Your Highness.” The tribune saluted. “Please come this way.” He led us quickly to the guards’ quarters and ensured that the door of room was secured behind us. My heart slowed and I was able to ask him what was happening.
 
   “Sigeric’s men are fighting throughout the city,” he replied. “He’s attempting to seize the throne before Wallia can get here. We’re resisting, but he had this planned out and some of my men have already turned to his side. It’s hard to know whom to trust.”
 
   “You mean the men who fought for my husband are now betraying us?” I was appalled.
 
   He nodded. “The death of a ruler is always a fragile moment, Your Highness. Soldiers will gravitate to the most powerful leader and will find plenty of justification for their behavior.”
 
   “But Sigeric is a lawless thug who will do nothing to protect the interests of the Goths. He wants to be king only for his own gratification and to satisfy his greed.”
 
   “There are a few Roman emperors who could be accused of the same,” said the soldier. He flushed. “I’m sorry, Your Highness. I don’t refer to your family but to emperors of the past. The problem is that Sigeric has been a very successful military leader. Many Goth soldiers look up to him and want him to lead them into battles against the Vandals and Suevis, perhaps even Romans. They prefer warfare to settling and farming.”
 
   “So what are our chances? How many men remain loyal to us and will wait for Wallia to come?”
 
   “I don’t know, to be honest. My unit was wiped out in the first attack. I don’t even know where Sigeric is.”
 
   “He’s in the palace, fighting against General Felix and his men.”
 
   “Then I must go assist,” he said. “I will leave you here with four of my men. The room is barricaded and you’ll be safe until I return.”
 
   Watching his figure disappear into the darkness, I thought of Ataulf. All that we had fought for and worked for was unraveling before my eyes. I wished I had a sword and could fight. 
 
   “You must go to Ravenna,” Sylvia said. “Ataulf was right. You should have left at once. Let’s pray it is not too late.” 
 
   “I won’t leave the Goths under that brute Sigeric,” I answered. “We have to stay until Wallia is crowned.”
 
   Sylvia shook her head and pulled a blanket closer around us, while the night dragged by. 
 
   In the cold dawn light, the tribune returned, nursing a wound on his forearm. He bolted the door behind him. 
 
   “Sigeric has taken over the palace,” he said. “Until Wallia gets here with his troops, there’s nothing we can do. I don’t have enough men to overcome him. He insists that we all attend him in the central atrium in one hour.”
 
   “Placidia can’t go there,” cried Sylvia. “Sigeric has tried to kill her, and worse.”
 
   “We have no choice, Your Highness,” said the young man, his voice flat and toneless. “If we don’t go, he’ll send his soldiers here and I only have half a unit of men left to defend this place.”
 
   “What happened to Felix?” I asked, hardly daring to listen to the answer.
 
   He shrugged. “I don’t know. Someone said he ran away.”
 
   “No!” I argued. “He wouldn’t desert us. He loved my husband.”
 
   The tribune just shook his head. He looked exhausted.
 
   An hour later, we left the relative safety of the barracks and joined throngs of soldiers, servants and staff, who made space to allow me to pass. Some bowed or saluted, but many averted their eyes as though embarrassed to see me there. 
 
   In the spacious atrium, someone had set the great bejeweled and carved chair on which Ataulf used to sit for ceremonies. Decorated with pearls that glistened, milky in the pale sunlight, it was draped with a red cape. I was relieved to see several members of my household staff among the crowd. At least some of them were safe. I watched with rising nausea as Sigeric approached, heavily guarded by armed men. He strode across to the chair and sat down heavily, looking more used to sitting on a horse than a piece of furniture. 
 
   “Get on with it,” he ordered abruptly, and several dignitaries stepped forward. 
 
   One of them held a gold crown, which he placed on Sigeric’s head. He began to speak, but Sigeric growled at him. “Keep it short.”
 
   Clearly unnerved, the man gave a quick blessing and pronounced him King of the Goths. 
 
   The noise was deafening. Cheers and applause, hisses and jeers rose into the air in a deafening cacophony. Sigeric’s men drew their swords and made a protective ring around their leader. Gradually, the noise died down and Sigeric stood up to speak. His uniform was spattered with blood.
 
   “I thank you for our support,” he said. “I am now your king, and I am ready to lead our armies into war against Rome. It’s time to take what we want by force.”
 
    A great cheer went up again, as the soldiers yelled their support and banged their daggers against their shields. 
 
   “But first we have a few items of business to take care of,” he said, waving his hand for silence. The crowd grew still and the tribune touched my arm. 
 
   “Let’s go,” he whispered, pulling me back behind a wide column. “We need to get you out of here immediately. He has more support than I realized. I have men I trust who will take you as far as Narbo. From there, I hope you can make your way back to Ravenna.”
 
   “Very well,” I said. With so few remaining troops, there was little I could do. Perhaps if I left the city, I would be able to contact Wallia and arrange a counterattack against Sigeric. 
 
   “It will be a long and strenuous trip, Your Highness. You’ll have to ride on horseback as we cannot risk the slowness of a carriage. I’ll go now and secure horses for you. Stay with these two men and make your way to the sea gate, which is rarely used. We can take the back roads from there out of the city.”
 
   “God go with you,” I said. We watched him disappear into the shadows, and then followed the two escorts from the atrium, through empty passages inside the palace and then along narrow paths that led through the palace grounds. Soon, we reached the gate. Set in the great stone walls that surrounded the palace, it had once allowed access from the sea. Now the sluice was empty and it was clear that it hadn’t been used for a long time. Beyond the gate, I saw several of the tribune’s men, pacing and watching. 
 
   “Come, Your Highness,” called one of them pushing open the heavy, rusted gate. It shrieked on its hinges. 
 
   Sylvia and I hurried through the gate and stood with the men, watching anxiously for signs of the tribune and the horses he was bringing.
 
   A sound from beyond the wall set my nerves on fire. Within seconds, six or seven of Sigeric’s men hurled themselves through the gate and confronted my four guards. There was a brief struggle before the guards were overcome, backed up against the wall with daggers at their throats. I felt all the strength in my body dissolving. In Rome, on the night of the attack, I’d drawn on the power of my father’s legacy, and my faith in the Empire, to believe that I could survive. Now, I felt abandoned, alone in a foreign country with no king, no law, nothing to protect me other than a few brave guards who had lost their leader. It was still hard to believe that Felix had left us.
 
   I felt calloused skin against my cheek and opened my eyes to see Sigeric. His gold crown sat askew on his filthy blonde hair and his breath stank of cheap wine.
 
   “Yet again, my lady, I find you trying to escape from me. I try not to take it personally but you wound me deeply. I’ll have to punish you.”
 
   Without a word, he pulled his sword from its scabbard and thrust it through the throat of one of the royal guards. 
 
   “No!” I cried. “These men are innocent and acted only on my command. I order you not to harm them.”
 
    Sigeric made a show of examining the blood on his sword, which he then wiped on his tunic. 
 
   “You forget I am the king now and I don’t take orders from you, a dead king’s wife and a queen of nowhere.”
 
    He raised his sword and his brutes quickly stabbed the other guards, leaving a growing pool of blood on the pathway. Sylvia looked at me in terror. We were alone and had yet again provoked the fury of this vicious beast. 
 
   “The good news for you is that I don’t desire your flesh any more,” he said, sliding the flat blade of his knife across my neck. “You are too much trouble. But you’ll still suffer horribly, lady, before you die, and wish you had run whimpering back to your idiot brother a long time ago.”
 
   Sigeric ordered his men to tie my hands behind my back with their leather belts. The buckles cut into my wrists and chafed my skin. 
 
   “A few hours in the sun will do you good, woman.”
 
   He turned to his men. “Guard her carefully and don’t fall for any tricks. I’ll be back in a while after I deal with the tribune and anyone else who was planning to help our Roman princess.” 
 
    He squeezed his bulk through the narrow gate, stepping over a body. He was laughing as he walked and I thought he must be mad. The hours wore on and flies gathered on the congealing blood that covered the bodies and the path. Sylvia buckled at the knees and she bent over with her forehead on the ground but a guard kicked at her and told her to stand up. 
 
   I began to protest but my lips were dry and my throat raw. I felt light headed and the sweet odor of death nauseated me. My mind was a blank. I could think of nothing and, although I tried to pray, I couldn’t remember any words.
 
   At last Sigeric came back and ordered the men to take me to the plaza in front of the palace. 
 
   “Leave the bodies,” he said. “The crows and vultures will be happy today.” 
 
   “These men deserve a Christian burial,” I said, my voice cracking in my parched throat. 
 
   Sigeric ignored me. 
 
   Sylvia and I were pulled and pushed by his men back through the corridors along which we had escaped that morning. Sigeric strode ahead and soon disappeared from view.
 
   Approaching the open doors at the front of the palace, I heard the sound of horns and the humming noise that emanates from a large crowd.
 
   Emerging from the palace into the large square that fronted it, the glare of the sun was blinding. When my eyes focused again, I saw that a huge multitude of citizens had gathered on the far side of the square, and down each side of the road that led out of it. Held back by a line of soldiers, the crowd stood many rows deep. A few children sat on their fathers’ shoulders. I was reminded of the masses that used to gather outside the great arena in Rome during the gladiator fights. I swallowed hard, terrified to imagine what was going to happen next.
 
   To my surprise, however, the guards pushed us towards the crowd. Relieved that we were to be part of the audience, I gave Sylvia an encouraging smile and grasped her hand.
 
   At the sound of a blast from the trumpets, a procession of horses and riders appeared from the stables on the other side of the palace. Senior members of the Goth army wheeled and turned their steeds in the square as hundreds more riders cantered in to join them. The horses stepped perilously close to the edges of the crowd, causing shouts of alarms and screams from the children, and I watched anxiously while the riders continued to show off their horsemanship. When it seemed that the space could not hold another horse, a long trumpet call announced the arrival of Sigeric in an ornately decorated chariot. The riders and horses miraculously fell into straight lines behind the chariot, and another trumpet signaled the start of a procession. I waited for Sigeric’s chariot to move away, relieved that he was leaving. 
 
   Seconds later, however, an excited murmur rose from the crowd and my heart seemed to stop when I saw him walking towards me. 
 
   “We’re going for a walk,” he said. “ Well, you are at least.” 
 
   The guards pushed me forward, released my hands but then quickly retied them in front of me and secured them to a rope that dangled from the back of the chariot.
 
   Sigeric jumped up into the driver’s seat and signaled for the advance. Four guards walked on each side of me with their spears pointing upwards and swords drawn. Behind me were lines of men on horseback.
 
   We were walking into the sun and I could barely see anything through the glare. The rope tugged mercilessly at my wrists, forcing me to keep up with the chariot so that I wouldn’t be pulled to the ground and dragged. My bare feet kept catching the hem of my nightgown. Twice, I tripped and fell and rough hands pulled me back up. 
 
   Dimly I heard the people calling out from the sides of the streets. “Let her go.” “Are you crazy? Untie her!” But anyone who protested was beaten with the butt end of a spear by the guards that accompanied the carriage.
 
   The procession passed through the massive iron gates in the city wall, and turned on to the great road long ago built by Roman engineers to connect Hispania to Gallia.
 
   For hours, we marched around the walls of the city, passing near the camps that Ataulf had hoped would be temporary until real dwellings could be built. Children ran to point and shout when they saw the procession go by, and the people gaped at the spectacle. 
 
   Hard-eyed, close-mouthed soldiers stood to attention and I glimpsed a group of monks, standing with their faces hidden under rough woolen cloaks, and their hands held together in prayer. 
 
   My wrists were raw and bleeding, and my arms felt as though they were being wrenched from my body. The dust kicked up by the horses in front flew into my nose and eyes. Flies buzzed irritatingly around my mouth and other insects bit and stung but I couldn’t beat them off or wipe my face. Every step was torture as my bare feet swelled and bled.
 
   Although I feared I would not survive this ordeal, I kept walking, refusing to die on that horrible dusty road, and left to rot in a ditch in oblivion. Under the layers of pain and thirst that pressed on me, I kept thinking of Ataulf. I wouldn’t die at the hands of the brute who had murdered my husband.
 
   It was dusk by the time Sigeric gave the signal to return to the palace. We re-entered the gates, still watched by the crowds, whose shouts of anger at Sigeric swelled into a great plume of noise that echoed along the streets. Several groups of men tried to run to me to help, but they were all stabbed to death by the guards.
 
   When we stopped in front of the palace entry, Sigeric told his men to untie me and Sylvia rushed forward to support me. I was in such pain and so exhausted that I no longer felt any fear. I knew I needed to drink water and tend to my feet, but more than anything I wanted to lie down and sleep. 
 
   Sigeric’s voice cut through my trance. “You survived,” he said, standing in front of me. “Pity. I’ll have to come up with some further humiliations for you. Luckily for you, I’m too busy to think about that now, but I will. For the time being, you’ll be a prisoner and the guards have instructions to kill you if you try to escape.”
 
   He turned away but then swung back to look at me. “Oh, and I thought you should know that I am having the library burned to the ground. Written edicts and books are not the Goth way. I’ll make whatever laws I want and I’ll change them when I feel like it. I don’t need anything on record.”
 
   My heart was breaking at the thought of the brutal destruction of all that Ataulf had created but I wouldn’t give Sigeric the pleasure of seeing my distress. I lifted my head and looked at him until, with a final twisted grin, he strode away. His soldiers prodded us along shadowy hallways and down flights of stairs until we reached the basement of the palace, where another soldier swung open a door made of iron bars and gestured to us to enter. When we were inside, he slammed the gate shut with a crash that echoed along the dark corridors.
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 26
 
    
 
    
 
   The room was small, the windowless walls made of bare blocks of stone. A few barrels were stacked against one wall, and some hooks hung from rafters in the ceiling. Cobwebs hung across the room like gossamer curtains. It was a food larder that had obviously been abandoned for some time. There was nowhere to sit and no bedding but I lay on the floor, grateful for the coolness of the stone against my back. Sylvia knelt next to me and tentatively touched my feet. She shook her head in concern. 
 
   “We need water and linens,” she said. 
 
   Getting up, she went to the bars and shook them, yelling at the guards to come back. One of them appeared. 
 
   “Less noise, woman,” he said, but he listened when Sylvia gave him a list of items she needed and he returned quickly with several baskets of supplies. Sylvia went to work, giving me a beaker of water to drink before cleaning my bleeding feet and wrists with oil and wrapping them in strips of linen. 
 
   The guard had brought several blankets and Sylvia used them as a makeshift bed on the floor. I found bread and fruit in one of the baskets and together we devoured everything he had provided. I began to feel stronger but, even as the physical discomforts receded, my emotions threatened to overwhelm me. The horrors of the day were too much to contemplate and I didn’t dare to think about my future or how finite it might be. It seemed that all the soldiers who had remained loyal to Ataulf had been killed and it was likely that no one outside the palace even knew whether I was alive or dead. 
 
   “So we’re at the mercy of Sigeric,” I said finally. 
 
   Sylvia nodded. “Not a good place to be,” she replied. 
 
   “But Wallia is on his way. He’ll fight his way into the city and take back the throne,” I said with sudden conviction. 
 
   “And most of the citizens will support him,” said Sylvia. “I stood in that crowd all day and heard them talk. They’re angry about what Sigeric did to you, and they mourn Ataulf. Nobody likes Sigeric. Even his own soldiers seem to either hate or fear him.”
 
   “Then there is hope,” I said. I took another swallow of the clear, cold water. “For now, we need to sleep. We must stay strong and be prepared to escape at any moment.”
 
   Sylvia smiled before taking the empty cup from me and putting it back in a basket. “Ataulf would be proud of you,” she said. 
 
   In spite of the hard floor, I slept well that night and woke to the sounds of a guard opening the door to push more baskets of food into the room. 
 
   “Wait!” I called and climbed to my feet. Pain shot through my legs and I stumbled. The guard hesitated but came into the room, placing the baskets on the floor.
 
   “I’m sorry about what the general did to you,” he said.
 
   “You mean the king,” I said, leaning against a wall to take some of the weight off my feet.
 
   The soldier flushed. “Wallia is going to be king,” he whispered, and my heart leapt.
 
   “What is your name,” I asked.
 
   “Maldras.”
 
   “Will you support Wallia when he comes?” I asked, keeping my voice low.
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Will you help us to escape?” I asked and wished I could take the words back when I saw him flinch. He took a step back towards the door. “I can’t do that,” he said. “Sigeric would kill me.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked you,” I said. “But I am glad to hear that you will support Wallia. Are there others like you who can be counted on to fight when the time comes?”
 
   He shook his head. “I don’t know. The men in the palace are Sigeric’s closest allies. They’ll defend him to the death. They were all against King Ataulf right from day one. Him being so pro-Roman and everything.”
 
   “I see,” I said. 
 
   He hesitated and then leaned forward slightly. “I can bring you news,” he offered. “I’ll let you know when Wallia comes. I’ll help you if I can, I promise.”
 
   I nodded, trying not to feel too disheartened even though it was likely that Wallia would take several more days to reach the city. Who knew what Sigeric would decide to do in that time? I watched as Maldras secured the door and listened to the sound of his boots receding. 
 
   As soon as it was quiet, I went to the door and examined it. Several heavy padlocks held the door closed. The hinges were solid and unbreakable, tangible evidence of Hispania’s famed ironwork. 
 
   The day passed without incident and I hoped Maldras would soon return with more food and some information about Wallia’s progress, but he never came. The candles in the sconces in the corridor outside were burning low and the encroaching darkness felt sinister and threatening. Sylvia slept for a while, talking in her sleep and pushing away imaginary adversaries. 
 
   When the last candle went out, my heart sank. There had been no noise all day, no evidence that anyone was still in the palace. What if Maldras had been reassigned or killed? Even the arrival of some of Sigeric’s men would have been welcome reassurance that I had not been abandoned in the underground prison and forgotten.
 
   It must have been the dead of night when I heard a sound somewhere along the corridor and saw a faint flicker of red light. Someone was approaching with a torch. I jumped up and stumbled across the floor to the iron bars, watching the light coming closer and praying that it was Maldras, not Sigeric. 
 
   “Sylvia,” I whispered and I heard her stir and gradually come awake.
 
   Whoever was carrying the torch turned the corner at the end of the corridor, and I saw the light growing stronger. The face of the bearer was draped in shadows. With my heart pounding, I gripped the bars of the door, waiting.
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 27
 
    
 
    
 
   “Your Highness,” the figure whispered. I didn’t recognize the voice but at least it wasn’t Sigeric. 
 
   “Here,” I responded, in the same low tone.
 
   “Thank God,” the man replied and this time I knew who it was. Felix. He was holding a heavy iron ring with many keys on it. 
 
   “How did you know where we were?” I asked him while he worked, trying one key after another.
 
   “Your new friend, Maldras, told me,” he replied. “Now, we have to move very quickly. Sigeric’s men are on full alert as Wallia is within miles of the city. I want to get you both into the town before he arrives. Not that there’s anywhere safe to hide, to be honest, but the palace is certain to be a battleground, so we need you away from here at least.”
 
   He glanced down at my bandaged feet. “You can tell me later what happened to you but we need to find you some clothes and sandals. You’re not going to be able to move very fast in bare feet.”
 
   “I’ll move as fast as you need me to.”
 
   He looked dubious but carried on trying keys. Finally, he found the one that opened the locks, pushed the gate open, and walked in. “I could carry you, Your Highness?”
 
   “No,” I replied. “I can walk well enough.” In truth, my feet felt as though shards of glass were embedded in them, but I couldn’t bear the indignity of being carried like a sack of grain.
 
   Felix grunted. “Very well, but tell me if you change your mind.” He paused, a look of distress on his face. “I’m sorry I couldn’t come sooner,” he said. “I’ll explain everything later.”
 
   We followed him out of the cell. He moved very quietly for a man of his size and we soon reached the bottom of the stairs that led back up to the ground floor of the palace.
 
   “Where are all the guards?” I whispered.
 
   He glanced up the stairs. “In the plaza, getting ready to ride out to confront Wallia. But Sigeric is sure to leave an auxiliary unit behind to defend the palace, so we will have to make our way out carefully. I have a small group of men waiting for us and they will look after you.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   Felix smiled, his eyes crinkling with evident pleasure in his plan. “I have another unit of men hiding very close to here. And,” he paused, “at least a hundred of Sigeric’s men who have turned against him and will fight with us to put Wallia on the throne.”
 
   “That’s good news. But aren’t you still outnumbered? How many men is Wallia bringing?”
 
   Felix’s smile faded. “Enough, I hope. Enough.”
 
   He held the torch up a little higher and scanned the staircase. “Right. I’ll go first. Follow me and do everything I tell you.”
 
   I tried to ignore the pain in my feet when we climbed the stairs behind Felix. Between the discomfort and the fear of coming across Sigeric or any of his men, the ascent seemed interminable. I thought of Sisyphus pushing his boulder up a steep hill and felt his despair. I had no idea where we were going or what would happen once we got there. I wasn’t sure I even cared. To leave Barcino, where my husband and child were buried, was unimaginable, but there was nothing here for me any more. My footsteps slowed while I struggled with my bleak thoughts. 
 
   “Your Highness?” Felix had paused and turned around. “We need to make good time.”
 
   I waved him on and planted one foot on the next stair tread, wincing at the impact even through the layers of bandage. Sylvia put a hand under my elbow and helped me along, darting worried looks at me.
 
   Finally, we reached the landing at the top of the stairs and Felix scanned the passageways for any sign of activity. All was quiet and dark. “I think this corridor will take us to the southern exit,” he said turning left. “Stay close.”
 
   We had moved a hundred yards down the passageway when we caught sight of torchlight ahead. At once, someone yelled. “Identify yourselves.”
 
   I half turned to run but Felix put his hand on my arm to stop me, then he stepped behind me and pushed me in the small of the back. Too surprised to react, I staggered forward, almost losing my balance. The light from the other torch came closer and I saw that four of Sigeric’s men blocked the passageway. 
 
   “What are you doing with these women?” one of them asked.
 
   “Taking them to Sigeric’s quarters like he told me to,” replied Felix. He held the torch high, keeping his face hidden in shadow.
 
   The men grinned and one of them spat on the floor near my feet. “Our king has all the luck, right? You’re too skinny for my taste though.” He leered at Sylvia. “A bit old, but at least you’ve got some meat on your bones.” He reached out a hand to touch Sylvia’s breast.
 
   Felix growled, a guttural noise that stopped the man in his tracks. “Sigeric wants them both, so hands off. And stand aside, I’ve got to do this and still report back for duty in the plaza. Haven’t got all night.”
 
   The men laughed and cleared the way for us to pass. I held my breath until I heard their voices fade into the distance.
 
   “Good job, Felix,” I whispered. 
 
   “Lucky for us that they’d been drinking and weren’t thinking straight. We need all the luck we can get tonight.”
 
    The passageway stopped at a narrow door and Felix pushed it open slowly, peering out to see where we were. “Good,” he said, extinguishing the torch and throwing it to one side. “Enough of a moon to see by and just a short run to the cathedral.”
 
   Felix’s version of a short run seemed like a long time to me, limping after him as fast as I could through narrow alleyways that led into the center of the city. The roads were remarkably quiet, and all the houses dark, with their shutters closed. 
 
   “Curfew,” he whispered. 
 
   Finally, the alley opened on to a wide street that I recognized. To the right, it led back to the plaza in front of the palace. To the left, it went to the cathedral. I had walked that road many times to visit the tomb of my beloved Theodosius, and then to attend Ataulf’s funeral. 
 
   A motion in the shadows of the cathedral caught my eye. Felix drew his sword. “Name yourself,” he called.
 
   “It’s me, Maximus,” came the reply. 
 
   “Good man,” said Felix, and we hurried forward. At the door stood Maximus and three other men whom I knew by sight. They had been members of Ataulf’s personal guard. Felix saluted me good-bye. “You’ll be safe with these men,” he said. “Once the battle is won, I’ll come for you.”
 
   He kissed my hand and strode away, disappearing into darkness. Sylvia and I followed the soldiers into the cathedral and watched them bolt and bar the huge wooden doors before taking up positions with swords drawn. Their helmets and cuirasses gleamed in the candlelight. Only four men, but I felt safe. It was because it was a church, I thought. No other building with four guards could withstand Sigeric’s army if he decided to attack. 
 
   A rustling noise made me turn and I was relieved to see that it was Bishop Speratus, hurrying towards us in a black robe that swept the stone floor. 
 
    “Your Highness. I would never have thought to see you in such dire circumstances.” He paused and dabbed at his eyes. “Forgive me. Such unhappy times. Will you please allow us to tend to your injuries and give you refreshment? I called in my own doctor. He’s very trustworthy. After hearing about the march around the walls, I surmised that you would need some treatment.” 
 
   I barely heard him. I was listening to a different voice: that of my son, calling to me and laughing as he always had. Drawn towards it, I began to walk down the aisle towards the crypt where he was buried, his father next to him.
 
   “I’m coming, Theodosius,” I called. 
 
   I wasn’t sure how the Bishop and Sylvia suddenly appeared in front of me, blocking my passage. Sylvia reached out and took my hand. “Placidia, perhaps you should eat and rest first?” she suggested. “The… the emotion of visiting the tombs might be too much for you right now. At least, let the Bishop’s doctor tend to your wounds and have a cup of wine. Then we will visit Theodosius and Ataulf together.”
 
   “Very well,” I said, allowing myself to be led forwards. I felt faint and had the same eerie feeling of floating above my body that I had experienced at Ataulf’s funeral. 
 
   “I fear an infection,” I heard Bishop Speratus murmur to the doctor who waited for us in the small office where I had signed the documents for my son’s funeral. I didn’t remember if I had signed Ataulf’s. The room began to spin and the doctor helped me to lie back on a couch in a corner. I felt him unwrapping the linens that Sylvia had put on my feet and heard Speratus gasp.
 
   Sylvia held a cup to my lips. I took a swallow of the sweet red wine, and then passed out.
 
   When I came to, I heard Sylvia crying and the Bishop praying out loud. I kept my eyes closed and thought that this is what it must be like to be dead. Friends grieving and clerics sending up prayers to God. I hadn’t wanted to die out on the road being dragged after Sigeric’s chariot, but here in this room, safe, and close to my son and my husband, it was easy to imagine slipping away. Then I could stay with them forever in Barcino, in this church. I would never be separated from them. 
 
   Was wanting to die a sin, I wondered. It wasn’t as though I would take my own life. All I had to do was nothing. Not struggle against the despair that pressed on me, not open my eyes and take the food and medicines that undoubtedly awaited me. Just lie there, still and silent as the corpse I longed to become. The faces of Theodosius and Ataulf floated above me, smiling.
 
   I sighed. The faces disappeared and I opened my eyes. There was still so much for me to do. Dying wasn’t an option. 
 
   “Thank God,” breathed the Bishop, and Sylvia jumped to her feet. The doctor handed her a cup and she held it to my lips. 
 
   “It’s bitter,” the doctor warned. “But it will heal the infection quickly. It is remarkable, Your Highness, that your wounds are doing as well as they are. Sylvia did a good job of cleaning them.”
 
   “Thank you for your help, doctor,” I replied, sitting up and drinking the medicine, which was foul. “What hour is it?”
 
   “Almost dawn,” answered the Bishop to my surprise. I had been asleep for longer than I thought. 
 
   “Is there any news?”
 
   “We don’t know anything.”
 
   “I hope Wallia…” Sylvia began, but shouting and the thud of boots on stone stopped her, Seconds later, Maximus, the young tribune, appeared at the door. “I’m sorry but you must come with us. Wallia’s men have broken through the gate, and the battle is moving towards the center of the city. We need you to be in a safer place in case…”
 
   “In case Sigeric wins?” I said. 
 
   “Dear God,” breathed Speratus. 
 
   The doctor slipped a pair of sandals on to my feet. They were of rough leather and too big for me, but I was grateful for his thoughtfulness. The bishop gave me a red cloak to wear over my nightdress and I stood up. The pain had faded considerably and I nodded to Maximus that I was ready. 
 
   “Is there a lower level?” he asked.
 
   “The crypt,” said the Bishop. “Follow me.”
 
   A thundering sound echoed around the cathedral and the party stopped in its tracks. “They’re ramming the front doors,” said the tribune. “We have no time to lose.”
 
   Speratus rushed us down the curving staircase that led to the crypt. We waited while he fumbled with the keys to the gilded gates that secured the space.
 
   “Why are they attacking the cathedral?” I asked.
 
   The captain shrugged. “I’m not even sure who’s out there. It could be civilians trying to find a place of safety or Sigeric’s men intent on finding you or the Bishop.”
 
   “Why Bishop Speratus?” 
 
   “Because he’s an agent of Rome. Sigeric has sworn to kill all who represent Rome. In his kingdom, only Goths will hold power. Those of us who supported Ataulf are Romans in his mind. He’s talked about purifying the Goth nation and eradicating all who hold to Roman customs or thinking.”
 
   “He’s mad,” commented Speratus, pushing open the gates, “but madness hasn’t stopped men from being kings before.” 
 
   I walked in first, and went directly to the tomb of my husband. It was a stone slab in the floor, marked only with his name. On the wall above it hung a relief showing him on horseback with his sword raised. It had been intended as part of a frieze for the palace but I had taken it instead to serve as a memorial for him until a more elaborate tomb could be prepared. I ran my hand over the carvings. It wasn’t how I remembered him. My memories were of our quiet times together, sharing dreams for our new Roman-Goth nation, and for our son. The stone was cold to the touch, and I leaned my forehead against it, savoring the chill against my skin, which was still sunburned and hot. My fingers traced the curves of the muscles in Ataulf’s raised arm and followed the sharp blade of his favorite sword, the one with the hilt shaped like an eagle’s head. I remembered his strength and courage, his stubborn refusal to give in, however dangerous the obstacles he faced.
 
   “I have to leave you here,” said Maximus. “I must stay with my men.”
 
   I turned to look at him. His face was pale with tension, and he had dark circles under his eyes. 
 
   “We’re coming with you,” I said.
 
   “No,” objected the doctor. “You need to rest, Your Highness. And you will be safer here.”
 
   “I’ve had enough of hiding. Of being scared of Sigeric. If he wins this battle, no one will be safe from him anywhere. We must do all we can to stop that from happening.”
 
   “But…” Speratus began to speak. A thin film of sweat glistened on his face and his eyes were large with fear. I sympathized with him but I was determined. One way or another, my own fate, and his, would be determined by the outcome of the battle raging above us. I couldn’t fight in it but I wouldn’t hide.
 
   I held my hand against the stone for a second or two longer, and turned to look at the small sarcophagus that lay next to Ataulf’s tomb. Inside the stone enclosure lay the tiny silver casket that held my infant son. Blinking away hot tears, I leaned over and kissed the stone. “I’ll be back,” I whispered. “I promise.”
 
   I followed the captain out of the crypt and through the nave towards the entrance. Morning light poured in through the windows of the clerestory that ran the length of the nave, painting the interior with hues of pink and gold. Every few seconds, the huge doors shook, but they held firm. Suddenly, a rock burst through one of the windows of the clerestory and broken glass rained down on us. At once, Maximus rushed us all forward towards the font. He glanced up. “No windows above us here,” he said, then he ran towards the other three men and they leaned forward to speak together. 
 
   A second rock crashed to the stone floor amid a cascade of glass, followed quickly by another. Through the broken windows came the clamor of battle: the clatter of sword on shield and the sharp clang of blade against blade, the blaring horns, shouting, and the occasional scream of the mortally wounded. 
 
   “We can’t go out there,” said Maximus. “We must wait for the fighting in the plaza to be over.”
 
   For an hour, Sylvia and I crouched together near the font. The Bishop knelt nearby, and the doctor had joined the soldiers at the door. The battering at the doors continued and occasionally an iron bar was dislodged and fell to the ground. Each time, the soldiers lifted it back into place. The doors held.
 
   I judged that it was near the sixth hour when the battering ram stopped. Warm air drifted in through the shattered windows and shards of glass on the floor glinted in the bright light that filled the nave of the church. The sudden absence of noise at the doors was as startling as the onset of it had been. Then I realized that the din of fighting had stopped too. Getting to my feet, I joined the soldiers who were having a whispered but heated conversation.
 
   “What do you think?” I asked.
 
   Maximus glanced at the men beside him. “We have to find out, one way or the other.”
 
   “Then we should open the doors,” I said. 
 
   “I need your permission to do that, Your Highness.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   He and another soldier lifted an iron bar from its socket and set it on the ground.
 
   “What are you doing?” demanded Speratus, rushing towards us.
 
   “Opening the doors,” said Maximus. “We need to know if Wallia has been victorious.”
 
   “And if he hasn’t? If that silence signifies the death of the brave Wallia’s troops, what then?”
 
   Maximus glanced at me and I answered on his behalf. “Bishop, whatever awaits us out there is already decided. Our only option is go find out what it is.”
 
   The soldiers removed the last of the iron bars and unlocked the doors. Maximus pulled open one door a few inches and peered out. “My God,” he murmured.
 
   “What? What is it?” demanded Speratus.
 
   “Hard to tell. See for yourself.”
 
   He pulled the door further open and I stepped forward to look out. The small square in front of the church was littered with bodies. I thought there must be a hundred or more of them. A soldier lay face down on the top step, one hand outstretched and almost touching the door. His other arm had been cut off at the shoulder and blood pooled around him, glistening purple in the bright sunlight. 
 
   “Is he one of ours?” I whispered, awed at the vision of so much death. 
 
   Maximus shook his head. “It’s impossible to know. This is civil war, nothing I’ve ever experienced before. Goths fighting Goths. Stupid.” He kicked at the body and I put my hand on his arm to calm him.
 
   “It seems we must venture further out to find out what has happened,” I said, taking a determined step or two outside. After the coolness of the church, the heat was like a blow to my body. 
 
   “Come, Sylvia. Follow me.”
 
   I walked down the steps away from the church, listening to the Bishop beseech me to return, Sylvia and the four soldiers at my heels. I stepped over bodies and walked around them until I reached the center of the small square, where suddenly, I felt marooned as though by water. Blood lay thick on the ground and already my sandals and the hem of the red cloak were wet with it. 
 
   Voices from an adjacent street put the soldiers on full alert. They moved closer to me and drew their swords when a dozen or more citizens appeared at the edge of the square, cheering and waving their arms. As I stared at them, trying to decipher what they were shouting, I heard horses galloping towards us, their hooves ringing against the cobblestones. Maximus and his men tensed. 
 
   Five horsemen burst out of the mouth of an alleyway and wheeled to a halt to survey the carnage in front of them. The leader picked his way slowly through the bodies, sword drawn and then rammed it back into its sheath as he came closer.
 
   “Your Highness?” he called.
 
   Maximus shifted his weight on his feet. “Do you know who that is?”
 
   I shook my head. 
 
   “I am Portius, tribune in the army of Wallia. He sent me to find you. The battle is won.” He held out a seal for me to look at. I glanced at Maximus. I had no idea whether the seal was genuine or not but I wanted to believe that Wallia had taken the city. 
 
   “We’ll come with you,” I said.
 
   Maximus and his men grouped themselves around me. “Allow Her Highness to ride because she’s injured,” he said and Portius, nodded, jumping to the ground and assisting me to mount his horse. With Sylvia, Speratus and the guards following, we rode out of the blood-soaked square, through street filling with citizens who ventured from their houses as news of Wallia’s victory spread.
 
    
 
   Several hours later, bathed and dressed in a clean robe with soft sandals on my feet, I sat on a couch opposite Wallia. He was a stocky, thickset man with broad shoulders and wavy blonde hair, somewhat older than my husband had been. Behind him stood Felix, with one arm bound in bandages. He looked tired but jubilant. 
 
   “Your husband was a great leader and we have lost him at a crucial point in our history,” Wallia said. 
 
   I reached forward and touched his hand. “You must take up his crown and his cause,” I answered. “The army and the people support you.” 
 
   “The crown of a kingdom that may yet be lost,” he said. “We all dreamed of Aquitaine but that was taken from us.”
 
   “The fault of that contemptible Constantius,” I said. “Wallia, I intend to return to Ravenna. It is what Ataulf wanted and there I can do more good than I can here. I’ll do everything possible to broker a deal between you and Honorius. I believe that I can convince him.”
 
   I stood. “I’ll leave tomorrow,” I told him. “Felix will accompany me.”
 
   Wallia nodded, then stood and bowed to me. “The people love you, Your Highness, and want you to stay. But you’re right that you can achieve more by returning to the imperial court. You have the fate of the Visigoth nation in your hands, and the support of every man, woman and child. God speed and keep you safe.”
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 28
 
    
 
    
 
   We traveled the Via Augusta during daylight hours, stopping at night to rest the horses and allow Felix and our bodyguards to catch a few hours of sleep. The men pitched tents and lit cooking fires with impressive speed and efficiency. It reminded me of the long journey towards Sicilia and made me realize how much I missed Aurelia. I had written to her before leaving and planned to visit her in Rome before continuing on to Ravenna.
 
   The first few days passed without incident and we made good time. Felix preferred riding his horse but occasionally joined Sylvia and me in the carriage, where he filled in the details of the days that had passed after Ataulf’s murder. Sigeric had quickly drawn up a list of the generals most likely to support Wallia and had ordered them killed. Felix was at the top of the list and so he had gone into hiding while plotting with Wallia on the best way to take the city. 
 
   “I felt badly about disappearing,” he told me. “But I knew more than anyone else about Sigeric’s military placements, the numbers of soldiers, and who we could count on to take our side. I had to help Wallia but I abandoned you to the dreadful mercies of Sigeric.”
 
   I patted his hand with affection. “And you rescued us,” I reminded him. “You did more than anyone could have expected. I’ll miss you when we leave Narbo.”
 
   We planned to spend a couple of days resting at the villa of my old friend, Ingenuus, and then we would part ways, Felix to return to Barcino while Sylvia and I rode on with the bodyguards to Ravenna.
 
   We made good progress. The road was busy with horsemen and people on foot, some pushing carts of produce or driving small herds of sheep ahead of them. Some of them watched with curiosity as the carriage and its escort of bodyguards passed by but there was no sign of any hostility towards us. We were traveling through gentle terrain with wide vistas of the sea shimmering below. One afternoon, I told the driver to stop for a while so that I could gather some of rosemary and lavender that grew in fragrant profusion alongside the road. 
 
   After we had collected what we wanted, I paused to look out over the sea. It was the same water that lapped at the walls of Barcino, where Ataulf and Theodosius lay. How could I leave them behind? What was I thinking of, to run away from the place where we had so happily lived together? I felt as though I was betraying them. In a panic, I turned to Sylvia. “We have to go back. I can’t leave my family behind. Tell Felix, please.”
 
   “But,” began Sylvia.
 
   “Don’t argue. Please do as I say. Why did I even think of returning to Ravenna? I must have been out of my mind with grief. My place is with the Goths now and Wallia would welcome me back, I know. I can help him to continue Ataulf’s plans for settling the people.”
 
   “The Goths won’t stay in Hispania for long.” It was Felix, who had walked up behind us. “And I will not take you back to Barcino.”
 
   He sniffed the air. “Can you smell that smoke? That is from the fires of the Sueves up on the plains. They are moving south, just as the Alanis and the Franks are. And they’re all fighting for land and control. There will be many battles here before this country can be settled again."
 
   “Then the Goths are in danger?” I asked.
 
   He shrugged. “Yes, but no more than we were before we left Germania. No more than we would have been had we made it to North Africa. No more, maybe, than we would be in Aquitania. We are just one of many tribes fighting for space. Rome’s power is diminishing in these areas, leaving a hole, empty of law or order, and so there must be periods of upheaval until the void is filled.”
 
   “You seem very accepting of your fate,” I said.
 
   “It’s just a fact of life, Your Highness. And it’s the reason why you must leave Hispania and continue to Ravenna.”
 
   “I’m not sure that’s what I want to do after all,” I said.
 
   Felix put out his arms and pulled me into a quick embrace, crushing my  lavender against his bronze cuirass. I breathed in the scent, remembering how it grew too in the gardens of Ravenna. 
 
   He released me and took a step back, looking sheepishly at the broken stems of the herbs. “I’m sorry, Your Highness. You remind me of my own daughter, who would be your age now. She would never listen to me and always thought she knew best.” His eyes were sad and he answered the question that I was about to ask. “She’s dead. Killed by Frankish bandits. But that’s no matter now. What does matter is for you to remember you have a place to fill, and that place is back in the heart of the Empire. Ravenna is where you can do some good. Remember your promise to Wallia to have Aquitania returned to the Goths? You should do that and more besides. The Empire is going to face more serious threats than even the Goths. It’s no good pretending that it’s not happening, as your brother is prone to do. You have suffered and survived more than he ever can. With that experience, your education and wisdom, you’ll be able to do what is needed.”
 
   It was the longest speech I had ever heard from Felix and rather than answer with more words, I simply put my arms around him and kissed him on the cheek. I doubted that I would ever achieve what Felix thought I could, but I would at least try. His confidence in me touched my heart. 
 
   “Thank you,” I said. “Then let’s make haste to continue our journey.”
 
   Our arrival into Narbo was quiet and unheralded, which was the way I wanted it. When we passed through the gates of the city, in spite of my promise to Felix, I felt a burden of sadness weighing me down. With evening falling, I gathered a coverlet around me and leaned my head against the wall of the carriage. I’d never thought I would return here without Ataulf; the place where we had celebrated the success of our hard-won negotiation with Honorius now seemed dark and dull, empty of any promise or hope. 
 
   The carriage rattled up the driveway to Ingenuus’ villa and I roused myself. I remembered the old Prefect with affection and determined to show him my gratitude for once again welcoming me into his home. Descending from the carriage, I followed Felix into the atrium. The house glowed with candles and lamps, and the passageways were noisy with the bustle of servants and guards. I suppressed a small sigh of frustration. I’d hoped for a quiet dinner with Ingenuus and the chance to retire early, but it seemed that he had planned a more elaborate evening.
 
   A covey of maids gathered around us in the atrium and led Sylvia and me to a suite of rooms, different from the one in which I had stayed with Ataulf. I was grateful to Ingenuus for his consideration. Sylvia muttered under her breath while the women unpacked my traveling chest and laid out a gown for me to wear for dinner. One of them brought a glass bowl of scented water and some clean linens, while another unpinned my hair and began to brush it out.
 
   “That’s my job,” Sylvia grumbled. 
 
   “Hush, Sylvia, and relax,” I said. “They know that you must be tired and you should welcome their help. You must change your dress and sandals too and then we’ll join the others.”
 
   When we reached the triclinium, we found Ingenuus and Felix there drinking wine. 
 
   Ingenuus smiled when he saw us. “Your Highness, I’m so very happy to see you again and also heartbroken that our reunion should be under such circumstances. However, I have a surprise for you.” He raised his hand as though to stop my arguing. “I know that you’re tired and want to rest but I assure you that this will be a happy surprise.”
 
   “I don’t care for surprises,” I said, keeping my tone light in order not to offend the elderly Prefect.
 
   “I just need you to be patient for a few minutes and then you’ll see.”
 
   Succumbing to Ingenuus’s good humor, I accepted a cup of wine and took a seat on the couch next to Felix. A few minutes passed before I heard the sounds of voices and footsteps outside. A guard swung open the door and two people entered. Aurelia and Marcus. 
 
   The emotion I felt at seeing them again stopped my words in my throat and I enfolded Aurelia in a tight embrace, feeling my friend’s tears on my cheek. Then I turned to Marcus, and he held me for a minute. “We have missed you, Placidia,” he said. 
 
   “Sit, sit, all of you,” Ingenuus said. “Commander Marcus, you and your wife must be exhausted after your journey. Please make yourselves comfortable.” He snapped his fingers at the servants to bring more wine.
 
   I sat next to Aurelia. “I’m so happy to see you,” I managed to say, finally, “but how do you come to be here? It was only a few days ago that I sent a letter telling you of my departure from Hispania.”
 
   “We heard the reports of Ataulf’s death and planned to come to you in Barcino,” said Aurelia. “Our intention was to break our journey here at the kind invitation of Ingenuus, and we were already in Nizza when we received news that you were on your way.”
 
   She grasped my hands in hers. “I can’t tell you how anxious I was to arrive here. We rode all last night and all day today.”
 
   “Yes, and my whole body is complaining about it,” smiled Marcus. 
 
   For several hours, we talked about what had happened since Aurelia and Marcus had left for Rome. To me, it seemed like a lifetime ago, and yet now that I was with my friends again, it was as though we had never been apart. Aurelia’s eyes filled with tears when I told them about the death of my son, and Marcus’s flashed with anger when Felix described Sigeric’s brutal treatment of me. 
 
   “How is my brother doing?” I asked.
 
   “Better, since the death of Olympius,” Marcus responded. “He is mercurial and eccentric in his behavior but the worst is over, in my view.”
 
   “Thanks to Marcus,” Aurelia told me. “He’s spent a lot of time in Ravenna and has become a close advisor to the Emperor,” she explained. “His quiet counsel has calmed Honorius’s worst excesses.”
 
   I smiled at Marcus. “I’m delighted to hear it. So what has become of Constantius? I thought that he was vying to replace Olympius?”
 
   “As co-Magister, he’s spending most of his time in places that need military oversight,” said Marcus. “He hasn’t spent much in Ravenna.”
 
   “That was a job well done,” commented Felix. “Constantius is a great general but his personal ambition is such that he would be a dangerous man if allowed too much power in the imperial palace.”
 
   Marcus nodded. “That’s the problem exactly. In fact,” he paused and took a sip of wine. “I intend to resign, and allow Constantius to  be the sole Magister Militum.”
 
   “No!” I gasped. “Marcus, you can’t!”
 
   “It’s my leg,” said Marcus, pounding his fist on his thigh as though furious with it. “It’s never mended fully and, although I can ride well enough, I can’t ride and fight. Which is something of a prerequisite for a general…” he smiled ruefully. 
 
   “You can still command,” I argued. “And you do it better than anyone.”
 
   “There is another reason,” said Marcus glancing at Aurelia. “Aurelia wants to move to Ravenna now that you are going home. If I remain as Magister we would have to spend a considerable amount of time apart…”
 
   “Quite a dilemma, you see, my dearest Placidia,” said Aurelia. “But the most important thing for now is that you are safe and that we’ll be together.”
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 29
 
    
 
    
 
   It was mid-morning several weeks later when we reached the long causeway that led to Ravenna. The paved road was flanked on both sides by stretches of marsh and open water, making the city easily defensible against attack. I got down from the carriage I was sharing with Sylvia and Aurelia, and breathed in the air that smelled of brine and of decaying vegetation. The water near the road was choked with tangled sedge and clumps of reeds, and tiny brown fish darted between them. Several water birds floated lazily on the surface, their black feathers glistening with drops of water that was rainbow colored in the bright sun.
 
   Marcus dismounted and approached the sentries who blocked the causeway a few yards further up. I watched as the soldiers jumped to attention when they recognized their supreme commander. Seconds later, they waved the carriage through and I followed behind. The journey from Gallia had been a blur of motion and fatigue, as we’d all decided to give up long rest stops in favor of reaching Ravenna more quickly. For me, the anticipation of seeing my home again was mingled with anxiety about my welcome at the palace. Although Marcus was convinced that Honorius had changed, I found it hard to forget his cruel refusal to pay my ransom at the time of the Goth invasion, or his weakness in allowing Constantius to mount the blockade at the ports in Gallia. 
 
   Aurelia had advised me to be wary of speaking too openly about my time with the Goths, but I needed no reminders that my brother, and almost everyone in his court, held no great love for my adopted people and would be very suspicious of my alliance with them. 
 
   I sighed as I kicked at a pebble on the road and watched it skip into the water, sending ripples out in slow-moving circles. The causeway seemed like a safe place to be, a neutral piece of land between my past life and the one I now had to face. I slowed further and looked out over the water to the south. A bird of prey was circling above and I saw it suddenly drop from the sky, skim the surface and then rise, a fish flashing silver in its beak. 
 
   Aware then that Marcus was riding back towards me, I sped up a little. 
 
   “You should catch up and get into the carriage now,” he said, holding his horse’s reins tight to keep its dancing feet from getting too close to me. “It’s not appropriate for you to walk into the city.”
 
   “I doubt anyone will notice,” I said, but I walked a little faster, and Marcus trotted his horse alongside me. 
 
   The walls of the city appeared in the distance, gleaming in the sunlight, and I was able to make out the colorful banners that flew from the towers. My heart pounded faster and I was glad to reach the carriage and settle on the bench between Aurelia and Sylvia. Within a few minutes, however, the carriage stopped and in the sudden silence, we heard horses approaching. Aurelia leaned out to look and reported that several senior military officials were talking with Marcus. I felt the blood pulsing in my temples. What if Honorius had decided to bar my entry into the city? In spite of all the anxiety I’d felt about returning, I felt a sudden and urgent desire to see the city again. 
 
   Marcus rode towards us and talked quietly with Aurelia. He smiled and nodded and my heartbeat slowed. 
 
   “Your brother has ordered a holiday for the citizens to celebrate your return,” said Aurelia. “They are out in the streets waiting for you.”
 
   “Oh Lord,” exclaimed Sylvia. “Let me see what I have here.” She dug into a small chest at her feet and produced a comb, a small glass vial, and a silk bag that contained some of my jewels. 
 
   “Tell the driver to go slowly. I need a few minutes,” she called out to Marcus.
 
   With the deftness that comes from years of practice, she combed and pinned my hair, dabbed color on my eyes and lips and helped me put on earrings, an emeralds-studded choker and gold bracelets to match. Using the palms of her hands, she smoothed out the creases in my gown and then patted me with perfume. 
 
   “There,” she said, sitting back on the bench and admiring her handiwork. “Good enough for any triumphal parade.”
 
   I laughed, my spirits lifted both by Sylvia’s enthusiasm and the thought that my brother had planned a welcome for me. When we stopped briefly at the main gate to the city, I took a deep breath. It had been more than five years since I left Ravenna on what should have been a visit to Rome of just a few months. 
 
   Once inside the gates, the carriage filled with the din of the crowds. People lined the streets, calling my name. I changed places with Aurelia so that I could wave at them from the window and smiled my thanks for their warm welcome. We wound through the roads towards the forum, where the crowds were dense and noisy, and then made our way towards the palace, where several hundred soldiers formed straight lines in front of the entrance. They wore the red tunics and elaborately embossed breastplates of Honorius’s imperial guard. Their helmets, polished to a high sheen, sported red plumes and they carried oval shields emblazoned with images of cockerels. 
 
   Sylvia giggled then clamped her hand over her mouth. “Why do they have chickens on their shields?” she whispered. 
 
   “Hush, Sylvia,” warned Aurelia. “It’s dangerous to mock the Emperor.”
 
   The carriage came to a halt and Marcus dismounted from his horse. The soldiers didn’t move or blink. Their commander was Honorius and they reported only to him. A blast of trumpets signaled the Emperor’s arrival, and two soldiers marched forward to open the carriage door and help me out. 
 
   The palace was so familiar to me that I wanted to run inside, throw myself down on the wide couch in my sleeping chamber and kick off my shoes, yet I sensed a change in the place that made me uneasy. The formality of the guards was intimidating and none of the household staff had come to the doors to welcome me. Nervously, I waited, aware of the sun’s heat on my shoulders. The minutes passed and I was considering climbing back into the shelter of the carriage when another peal of trumpets broke the silence. 
 
   My brother appeared at the entryway, followed by a large group of men in togas. He stopped and beckoned me to go to him. I walked slowly up the colonnaded path and stopped to bow my head as a sign of respect. He looked no different than when I had last seen him except that his robes were more ornately decorated with gems and gold thread. He wore a gold crown encrusted with rubies and his brown hair curled over his ears. Only a few years older than I was, he still looked like a young boy and his face was smooth and unlined. There was a long pause before he spoke.
 
   “Come closer, sister,” he commanded.
 
   I obediently took a few steps towards him and he held out his arms. If he expected me to rush into them in grateful joy, I was about to disappoint him. But, aware of many eyes on me, I smiled and gave him a brief embrace. 
 
   “Let me look at you,” he said, holding me at arm’s length. “I see your beauty has increased and your bearing is still regal. The time with the barbarians didn’t damage you too much then. We’ll need to arrange a new wardrobe for you as I see you have not kept up with the fashions of the times.”
 
   “Honorius, I don’t care…” I began but he cut me off in mid-sentence with a wave of his hand. I stared at him in astonishment. After such an absence and all I had been through, he cared only how I looked?
 
   “Did you like the welcome you received in the city?” he asked. “I’ve planned a great dinner and entertainment for this evening in your honor. No one will ever say that Honorius does not love his sister and respect her above all others. Come now, I have assigned some ladies to attend you and they will take you to your rooms. Later you must visit my apartments and I will show you my newest hobby.”
 
   He looked past me towards Marcus. “Magister, please come with me.”
 
   With a snap of his fingers, he turned back into the palace, accompanied by Marcus. His group of followers hurried after him. Several women waited until he had gone and then dipped their heads to me. 
 
    
 
   Several hours later, I had bathed and dressed and sat with Aurelia in my old suite of rooms. Nothing there had changed and I felt comforted by their familiarity. The windows were open to views of the sea and sky, a perfect mural of azure, sapphire and turquoise. Aurelia was looking at me quizzically. 
 
   “Well, how are you feeling?” she asked.
 
   I grimaced. “Confused. Happy to be somewhere I can think of as home. Sad to be so far from Hispania. Feeling safe for the first time in years but nervous about being back at the hub of power. I’d forgotten what it was like to have so many people thronging around the Emperor. They all looked so intense and severe.”
 
   Aurelia nodded thoughtfully. “We’ll get used to it, I expect.”
 
   “I will,” interjected Sylvia. “Men running about being serious are easier to live with than what we had to go through in the Goth court. I spent most of my time being scared, and with good reason.”
 
   I sighed. “Life was certainly more fragile with the Goths. Think how many loved ones we lost in such a short time. Alaric, Taiga, Ataulf and Theodosius. A whole family gone.”
 
   I fingered the gold pendant that Ataulf had given me on our wedding day. Aurelia noticed and stood up. “Come on, you need to prepare for your visit to Honorius. I’ll walk with you and we will try to remember where everything is. The palace is so much bigger than I remembered, and I’m going to be lost all the time.”
 
   I stood and we began the long walk to the other side of the palace. We noted statues and frescoes, stopped briefly to look inside the audience chamber and passed the banquet hall, where preparations for the feast were in evidence as scores of servants hurried to and fro with plates and goblets. 
 
   I knew every nook and cranny of the palace. We had moved from Milan when I was very young and I’d spent many happy hours here exploring the buildings and gardens with Honorius. Our older brother, Arcadius, refused to join in our childish games, as he called them, preferring to spend his time in the library or the chapel. I sighed, remembering how aloof he had been. 
 
   At the door to Honorius’s apartments, the guards stood at rigid attention. “Please announce me,” I said. The head guard gave a barely perceptible nod and opened the door to speak to a man on the inside. A few minutes later, I heard a chamberlain’s voice. “Nobilissima, Aelia Galla Placidia,” he called.
 
   A murmur of voices followed and then the guard addressed me.
 
   “The Emperor will see you now, Nobilissima. Please enter.” 
 
   They called me Nobilissima; the title I had always treasured as a gift from my father sounded strange to me now. But I was no longer Queen of the Goths and that title held no importance in the court of the Roman Emperor. I walked into the room and heard the doors slam shut behind me. I looked around Honorius’ personal day chamber, a vast hall with long windows along one side that opened to a balcony. It was a mirror image of my own apartments on the other side of the palace, but here the walls were painted with shades of yellow and decorated with frescoes of birds. No, I realized, not birds, but chickens. The same as the ones on the shields. Intrigued, I approached my brother, who sprawled on a couch at the far end of the golden room. He was holding a small creature in his arms. Around him stood his advisors and councilors, looking like a flock of seagulls in their white togas.
 
   “Sit,” he instructed, patting the couch next to him. I took a seat and turned so that I could see him properly. He was looking at me with his soft brown eyes, which I had thought so gentle and thoughtful when I was younger. His hair curled in tendrils around his cheeks and gave him an almost cherubic air. 
 
   “This is my newest friend,” he said, thrusting something into my hands. It was a small speckled chicken, its feathers the same golden color as the room. Immediately it pecked my finger with its sharp beak and I tossed it back towards my brother, stifling an impulse to wring its neck. 
 
   “Charming,” I said. “You seem to have many of them.” At our feet, more chickens pecked at crumbs strewn on the floor. I tucked my feet away under the couch, hoping to avoid their beaks.
 
   “This one is called Roma,” said Honorius, stroking the feathers of the little bird in his hands. “She is my favorite. But they are all special to me. I take all of them for walks in the gardens in the evenings when the air is cooler. They don’t like the heat.”
 
   “I see,” I said, wondering when his passion for chickens had superseded his love of horses. “Well, they are very pretty.”
 
   “Smart too,” said Honorius. He leaned forward and whispered. “Smarter than a lot of those men who think they are so brilliant.” He nodded his head in the direction of the seagulls and I stifled a laugh. Abruptly, he sat up straight and shouted at the servants. “Can’t you see that my sister is here and is in need of food and wine? At once.”
 
   “There is no hurry,” I protested. “I am happy to sit and talk. I have so much to tell you about what has happened since I last saw you.”
 
   I paused while servants set down goblets and poured some of the sweet wine from Sicilia that Honorius preferred. They placed platters of cheese, eggs and tiny fried fish on small tables within reach and I realized that I was hungry. I ate a few of the fish and dipped my fingers in a bowl of lemon-scented water to clean them. 
 
   “I’m glad to see you still know how to eat properly,” said Honorius. “I imagine that eating with the Goths was not such an elegant experience.”
 
   I remembered the first time I had met Sigeric and the way he had mauled the meat on his plate, jabbing at it with a knife and spewing fragments of food when he talked. I shivered, remembering him, but I rebuked my brother. 
 
   “Honorius, you make incorrect assumptions. The Goth king and his family were every bit as fastidious as we are. And, as we are speaking of the Goths, I want to talk with you about the land in Aquitania. I’m sure you know about the blockade and how that forced us to travel to Hispania. I think…”
 
   “Enough,” said Honorius, holding up a hand to silence me. “I will not be lectured to and I don’t want to hear about the Goths. It is unconscionable that you ran off with them and refused to obey my orders to return. I could have had you tried and sentenced for treason for what you did.”
 
   I jumped to my feet, sending my wine goblet spinning across the tiled floor. “You refused to pay my ransom!” My fury made my voice shake and I took a breath to calm down. I didn’t want to lose control in front of my brother. “Honorius,” I continued more quietly. “You abandoned me to the Goths and put me in great danger. It was only later that you demanded I return, and by then it was too late. I had made a new life.”
 
   I stopped, trembling with emotion. A new life that had been so short and so brutally cut off. 
 
   “I changed my mind when I was afraid that you would have some brat with Ataulf and come back to challenge me for the throne,” Honorius said, picking up a chicken and stroking it. “It’s just as well the infant died.”
 
   “I loved my son,” I replied. “It was never my intention to use him against you. I can’t believe you would think that of me.”
 
   “Oh, I think the worst of everyone,” he replied humorlessly. “That much I have learned.”
 
   Aware that the room had become very quiet, I glanced around at the men gathered there and they all looked away, pretending to be busy. I felt sick. That Honorius would wish my son dead and express no sympathy for my loss shocked me deeply. My inclination was to run from the room and never see him again but I knew that was the worst possible thing I could do. To appear weak in front of him would provoke only his disdain and more cruelty. I had to stop trembling and be strong. If I planned to stay in Ravenna, I had to learn how to handle my brother, and the sooner the better.
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 30
 
    
 
    
 
   I kept to my own apartments for a few days, anxious not to see Honorius. I felt so angry whenever I thought of what he had said about my son, and I knew that keeping my distance for a while was the only way to avoid another hostile confrontation. 
 
   The sameness of the days was broken by the announced arrival of Pope Innocent from Rome. He traveled with a huge convoy of guards, priests and servants, and the palace in Ravenna hummed with activity as rooms were made ready. I was delighted to have the opportunity of meeting him again. I had visited him in Rome many times during my stay there. He was an energetic and enthusiastic man, full of ideas for consolidating the power of the Church, but with a gentle side that softened his sometimes over-zealous approach to religion. During the siege of Rome, he had relaxed the rules regarding the worship of pagan gods, giving many desperate citizens a welcome refuge from the rigors of their days. Now, though, he was adamant that the pagans convert to Christianity and was funding several far-reaching campaigns to achieve his goals. 
 
   I was equally happy to hear that Senator Gardius would be traveling with Innocent. I had not seen him since the night of the Goth attack on Rome although I had heard that he and his family had survived and were in good health. Gardius was leading many of the restoration projects in Rome, dredging what money he could from the city’s paltry coffers to fund repairs and rebuilding. I was excited to see my old friend again and looked forward to hearing news of his wife and daughters.
 
   I prepared for their arrival by collecting together all the Goth settlement documents that I, with the help of Tertius and Aurelia, had found in the library, including the agreement that Honorius had signed giving land in Aquitania to the Goths. This would be the perfect opportunity to present my case on behalf of Wallia. I knew that Gardius would support my cause and that he had the influence needed to win the approval of other senators. Pope Innocent, I wasn’t so sure of. He was unhappy with the continued adherence of the Goth leaders to Arianism and that might be enough to lose his support. On the other hand, he was a fair and just man and had been highly critical of Honorius for his handling of the Goth negotiations in the months leading up to the siege.
 
   On the evening of their arrival, Honorius planned a huge feast and musical entertainment. He sent a messenger to let me know that he wanted me to sit with him for the evening and, with mixed feelings, I dressed and put on the coronet that my father had given me. It was delicate, a thin twist of solid gold, decorated with rubies and amethysts, and I wore gold earrings, a necklace and bracelets studded with rubies that matched my red gown. 
 
   “You look wonderful,” said Sylvia when she had finished putting the final touches to my hair. “The men from Rome will not believe their eyes. You have grown up so much since they last saw you.”
 
   “I was just a girl when I arrived in Rome,” I said. “And now I have been married and widowed, and had a child and lost him. Who knows what they will see.”
 
   In spite of my anxiety about being in the company of my brother again, I found him to be gracious and polite, if a little withdrawn. The musicians played softly and the guests milled in the vast banqueting hall, admiring the furnishings and decorations. As in most of the other public rooms, Honorius had engaged artists to decorate one wall with images of his chickens. This one was a large-scale mosaic, featuring a single brown hen inside an elaborate border of brightly colored ribbons. I could only imagine what the men from Rome would be thinking. 
 
   The Pope entered to a flurry of bowed heads and bended knees but Honorius remained seated on his throne at the head of the main table. He acknowledged Innocent by holding out his hand to be kissed. I was the first to be presented to Innocent and was to be seated next to him for the dinner that would come later. He was a tall, thin man with a prominent nose and dark, bushy eyebrows that did nothing to hide the twinkle in his eyes. He wore heavy red robes and a solid gold crucifix around his neck.
 
    He greeted me with warm affection, taking my hand in his and holding it while we talked. “I am delighted to see you again, Nobilissima. It seems a long time ago that we were working together in Rome. I have prayed for you daily since that terrible night.” He sighed. “I have also felt guilt every day that I was safely here in Ravenna at the time of the attack.”
 
   “We should all be grateful that you were far away from danger, Holiness,” I replied and a murmur of assent went up from the crowd. Promising to talk with me at length over dinner, Innocent began his rounds and I went to find Senator Gardius. I led him into a corner of the room where it was a little quieter and, checking that Honorius was not in earshot, I told him about Wallia and my promise to have Aquitania returned to him. Gardius flicked his eyes around the room before answering.
 
   “Your brother is an obstinate man. You’ll  have a battle on your hands to convince him, I fear. But I can bring some pressure to bear. Most of the Senate will support this. We always did. I’ll have a petition drawn up and have them all sign it. At some point, the Emperor will need the Senate’s support on some project or expenditure and then we can negotiate – delicately, of course.”
 
   “I am grateful, Gardius. What do you think Pope Innocent will say? Will he support me in this?”
 
   Gardius shook his head from side to side, sending his grey curls flying. “That’s a hard question. Innocent is honorable and would like to see our promises fulfilled but you know his views on Arianism. And to be honest, Honorius is not particularly in awe of the Pope and might not be swayed by his opinion. Before you approach him, let me see what I can do.”
 
   I looked up to see Honorius staring in my direction. I smiled at him and moved away from Gardius. “I need to talk with the other guests,” I said and he nodded his understanding.
 
   There were many familiar faces among the visitors from Rome and I greeted them all, although I quickly tired of retelling the story of being taken hostage and my time with the Goths. With my brother so close, I decided not to use the opportunity to openly enlist support for the Goth cause but I tried to emphasize the best of my experience with them. Aurelia joined me and I was glad to have my friend at my side.
 
   Aurelia first noticed the priest in the crowd pressing forward to talk to me. She gave my hand a little squeeze and whispered. “Look to the left, towards the back.”
 
   It was Alanus, the young priest who had also been taken hostage and had journeyed with us as far as Gallia. I’d heard that, after traveling with Aurelia and Marcus back to Rome, he had quickly found a place at the Lateran Palace, working directly for the Pope.
 
   I decided not to risk meeting his eyes and turned slightly away. Our relationship had been fraught with disagreement, from the first encounter when he had lectured Sylvia on the dangers of paganism, to his cowardly self-interest during the forced march with the Goths. Engaging in conversation with one of the senators from Rome, I hoped Alanus would tire of waiting and go away.
 
   That was not to be, however. The crowd parted to allow Pope Innocent through with Alanus in his wake. “Nobilissima,” said Innocent. “I believe you know Alanus? He has been of great assistance to me for the last year. A most promising young man.”
 
   Alanus looked much as he had the last time I had seen him, slightly overweight with pink cheeks and mournful brown eyes. The tattered grey tunics he had been wearing in the Goth camp had been replaced by elegantly cut woolen robes, embroidered with gold thread. His brown hair was long and carefully groomed. He looked like one of the plump cats that lived in the kitchens, well-fed and self-satisfied.
 
   “Nobilissima.” Alanus bowed. “It is a great pleasure to meet you again. We all heard the news of the terrible cruelty you suffered at the hands of the Goths and I extend my sympathies.”
 
   I hid my annoyance with a smile, aware of the courtiers watching us. “Not at the hands of the Goths, Alanus. Only of one man and his followers. The Goths, as you must surely know, were my family and friends and treated me with great respect.”
 
   He pulled a face as if choosing to disbelieve me. Fighting the impulse to reprimand him, I looked at Innocent, waiting for him to explain why Alanus was there.
 
   “We have some good news for you, Placidia,” said the Pope.
 
   I stared at him, wondering what it could be. “Alanus has requested to be assigned permanently to the palace here in Ravenna,” said Innocent. “Now that you are back in residence, I felt that you would welcome an old friend as your spiritual advisor. And Alanus has a great many ideas on expanding our influence in the city. You told me that you are interested in constructing a new church and he is most enthusiastic about the opportunity of working with you on such a wonderful project.”
 
   He beamed, and waited for my response. I bit back the words that sprang to my lips and paused before replying. “That is most considerate of both of you but I wouldn’t want to drag Alanus away from Rome where so much work is being done.”
 
   “I assure you,” interrupted Alanus. “I come here most willingly. I find the prospect of working for the imperial family most exciting. And there is so much we could accomplish together. And lady Aurelia is here too, and we are good friends, are we not?”
 
   Aurelia nodded but her look of astonishment made me smile. 
 
   “That’s settled then,” said Innocent. “Please excuse me, as I have many more people still to meet.”
 
   He took his leave, accompanied by his entourage and Alanus. 
 
   “I have to talk to Innocent in private,” I said. “I’m sure he thinks he is being kind but I must persuade him to take Alanus back to Rome with him.”
 
   “Alanus was most insistent on staying. He clearly loves the idea of being close to the throne,” said Aurelia. 
 
   “Yes, there are plenty of ambitious young men who would do anything to have access to the Emperor and the court,” I sighed. “But I thought such worldly considerations wouldn’t be important to a priest.”
 
   Aurelia laughed. “I know you don’t believe that, Placidia. Look at how the Pope lives in luxury and security. It’s the next best thing to being Emperor.”
 
    The rest of the evening passed without incident. The food was excellent and, in the presence of the Pope, the guests behaved with decorum. Honorius retired early, claiming fatigue. He had barely managed to conceal his look of boredom during the dinner and no one seemed surprised when he left. I was relieved to see him go. He hadn’t passed any words with me in private. 
 
   Not long after he had left the room, Innocent leaned close to me and kept his voice low. “I assume you have something to say to me regarding the Goths and their settlement?”
 
   I looked at him in surprise. “I do,” I said. “I have found all the documents relating to the agreement, including the one signed by Honorius. Would you like to see them?”
 
   Innocent shook his head. “I will take your word that the agreement exists,” he said. “It seems that the real obstacle is convincing your brother to acknowledge it, yes?”
 
   “It’s his duty to acknowledge it,” I said, a little more loudly than I intended. “He must do what is right and follow through on the promises we made. I know Wallia, and I’m confident that he will align the Goths with Rome and fight the Vandals and other nations to further our best interests. He’ll be a strong ally if we give him what he needs to keep his people happy, fed, and with roofs over their heads.”
 
   “Wallia is presumably an Arian as his predecessors were?”
 
   “Yes, but they are good Christians, Your Holiness. They pray, they go to church and they believe in God. Over time, I believe that they can be brought to see the true faith and to accept Jesus as the Son of God. We must first demonstrate that we are also good Christians and that we keep our promises.”
 
   “I agree,” said the Pope, leaning back in his chair and placing both hands on the table. “I always supported their claims, as you know, and my feeling is that we’ll convert them only by bringing them into the fold. If we alienate them by denying them the land and rights we promised, then we’ll lose them, both as allies and believers. You should talk with Honorius while I’m still in Ravenna so that I can add my opinion if it is required.”
 
   I patted his hand. “Thank you,” I said. 
 
   It took two days to be granted an audience with Honorius. When I arrived, he was seated on his throne, surrounded by his courtiers. Gardius was there and gave me an encouraging smile when I entered. 
 
   “Sit here,” said Honorius, pointing to a stool at his feet. Obediently, I sat, facing him, aware of his advantage in sitting higher than I was. 
 
   “Well?” he asked. 
 
   I held up the pile of documents that I had collected from the library and a functionary rushed forward to take them from me. He riffled through them as though checking that nothing dangerous lurked there and then put them in Honorius’s outstretched hand.
 
   “I can guess what these are,” said Honorius. “What makes you think I will change my mind now?”
 
   “We discussed this before. You need to do what’s right. Gardius and the Senate believe this and so does the Pope. Wallia will be your ally forever, and God knows we need all the allies we can get to fend off the constant attacks at the edges of the Empire.”
 
   “I hardly need a lecture on our military situation from you, Placidia,” he said. He stared at something behind my head for a long while, and I fidgeted on the stool but said nothing. Everyone in the room was silent. With deliberation, he leaned forward with both hands planted on his knees. 
 
   “I have a proposition for you, sister,” he said. My heart fluttered. Nothing good could come of a deal with Honorius.
 
   “I’ll sign the deed to the land of Aquitania and I’ll release the gold that was promised to the Goths,” he said and paused to look around the room. A few senators nodded their approval and several courtiers clapped their hands. 
 
   “Ah, a popular decision, I would guess,” he said. “Good, I like to do things that are well received. But I think my generosity should be rewarded, don’t you?”
 
   Everyone dropped their gaze to the floor or raised their eyes to the ceiling as though studying the astrological signs painted up there. The silence was palpable and broken only by the drone of an insect somewhere in the room. 
 
   He leaned further forward and cupped my chin in his hand. “What do you think? Should I not be shown some gratitude?”
 
   “Yes, brother,” I replied, although my stomach churned. 
 
   “Excellent,” he said. “Then we have a deal. Your precious Goths get what we want, and you’ll marry someone I choose for you.”
 
   “I won’t do that, Honorius,” I said quietly. “It’s not fair for you to make that demand.” 
 
   But, even as I spoke, I knew I could not win this battle. Parents made matches for their daughters all the time and Honorius, as both Emperor and my older brother, would be expected to assume that role. I was of an age where I could refuse but Honorius had the ultimate bargaining chip in his hand. If I agreed, I could win the deal for the Goths with no further campaigning. 
 
   He removed his hand from my face and leaned back. “Your choice, Placidia,” he said. 
 
   “Who is it that you wish me to marry?” I asked. 
 
   He laughed. “Surely, you must know that? Someone who admires you greatly. He comes from an aristocratic family and holds a position of considerable power. I wouldn’t choose anyone less qualified for my beloved sister.”
 
   I stared at him, unable to form any words. 
 
   “I believe that he’s already asked you to marry him,” continued Honorius.
 
   “Constantius,” I whispered. “No, Honorius. I can’t. He’s the man who ordered the blockade and forced the Goths to flee to Hispania.”
 
   “He acted only on my orders,” said Honorius and stood up. “You don’t have to decide now. Leave me and come when you are ready. That is all.”
 
   He gestured to his guards to escort me from the room. Gardius followed and caught up with me in the hallway.
 
   “Can I be of assistance? You don’t need to consent to an unwanted marriage, you know. Together, we can win the battle for the Goths. It will take a little longer, that is all.”
 
   “Thank you, Gardius. I need time to consider this and will talk with you soon. When do you intend to return to Rome?”
 
   “I’ll leave with the Pope within a day or two,” he said. ‘I have much to do there and cannot linger much longer. Innocent’s tours of the churches and monasteries is complete and he too is eager to get back to Rome.”
 
   “Then I’ll tell you before you leave of my intentions,” I said. “For now, I need some quiet time to think.”
 
   Back in my apartments, Sylvia and Aurelia were waiting. “How did it go?” asked Sylvia. “Did he agree?”
 
   Aurelia held up her hand. “Sshh, Sylvia. Let her tell us what happened.”
 
   I told them about Honorius’s proposal. 
 
   “Ridiculous!” cried Sylvia. “Constantius is a horrible man. You can’t marry him.”
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 31
 
    
 
    
 
   “I need some fresh air,” I said. “Let’s walk in the gardens.”
 
   Once outside, Aurelia took my hand and led me to a quiet bench in a small arbor covered with vines. Next to the bench was a pretty fountain that spouted water through the mouth of a bronze fish into a basin shaped like an oyster shell. The sound of the water was comforting.
 
   “Placidia, we could go back to Rome,” suggested Aurelia. “If you are away from Honorius, he can’t harm you. You have your own finances and your own household and don’t need to depend on him. He can’t force you to marry.”
 
   “Maybe not, but then I throw away the chance of ever securing this deal for the Goths.”
 
   “I’m sure that will come about without such a sacrifice,” said Aurelia. “You have powerful friends who will see it through to conclusion. It’ll take longer, perhaps, but it must happen eventually.”
 
   I stared pensively at the fountain. “I would be out of Honorius’ grasp, it’s true, but to leave my home and my work here would be hard. Besides, what about you? You like Ravenna. And so does Marcus.”
 
   Aurelia held her hand under the flowing water. “That can’t be an obstacle to doing what is right for you.”
 
   We sat in silence for a few minutes, watching the leaves drift from the trees and land soundlessly on the tiled patio. I thought about moving to Rome. I liked the city well enough and would be able to work with the Pope on his projects there. Gardius and his family would welcome me, as would many of the friends I’d made during my year-long stay there. Yet something didn’t feel right. I wanted to exercise my duties as a member of the imperial family. If I cut myself off from Honorius completely, my influence would be diminished, probably quite drastically. 
 
   “Placidia, why are you smiling? Is there some private joke I don’t understand?” asked Sylvia.
 
   I felt my cheeks flush with embarrassment. How to confess something that I had just realized about myself? But I had to be honest with my friends.
 
   “I don’t want to leave the court,” I said. “I like being part of the imperial family. I want to keep my position, and to use it. For good, of course…” I stumbled over the words, still struggling to comprehend the fact that going to Rome felt like running away, abdicating my responsibilities. 
 
   “Placidia, you’re confessing that you have ambitions!” Aurelia exclaimed in mock horror. 
 
   “Well, I do,” I agreed. “I hadn’t realized how strongly I felt about it until now. There is so much I can achieve if I can just find my place here.” 
 
   “You’d get more done than Honorius can,” said Sylvia. “You’re a lot smarter than he is.”
 
   We all laughed and fell silent again, pondering the issue. 
 
   “Of course, you could marry Constantius,” Aurelia said after a while and then clapped her hand to her mouth. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to say that out loud.”
 
   “Don’t be daft,” said Sylvia. “She hates him.”
 
   “I meant,” said Aurelia, “that you have to face the fact that you won’t marry for love again. I don’t know if what you had with Ataulf could happen twice in one lifetime. But you must consider marriage. There are many advantages.” She stopped. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Marriage is one thing, but I realize that marrying Constantius is quite another.”
 
   I stood and walked to the edge of the patio, which was bordered on one side with a rose garden. The fragrance was sweet and strong and I reached out to stroke the petals on a peach-colored rose, feeling their velvety softness. 
 
   “He was the one that created all the trouble for Ataulf,” insisted Sylvia, her voice shrill with accusation. 
 
   “Yes,” I said. “He was our enemy. And in that case, how could he believe that I’d want to marry him? He must know that my brother is forcing the issue.”
 
   “He doesn’t need to believe it,” said Aurelia. “He will choose to believe that you were infatuated with Ataulf and have now come to your senses and realized the importance of your position. Or that is what he will tell his friends. His own intentions are transparent enough. If it is to be a marriage of convenience, he can hardly demand your love.” 
 
   I plucked petals from the bloom and watched them float gently to the ground.
 
   “I know how hard it sounds,” said Aurelia, “but if you stay in Ravenna, you can use your position to do great good for the Empire and for the Goths. And you have the experience of having lived outside of Ravenna and Rome. Most of the Emperor’s advisors have no idea what is happening out there in Gallia and Hispania. Marcus tries to tell them, but they don’t want to hear it.”
 
   “Things are far more precarious that anyone understands and a firmer hand is needed than Honorius can provide,” I agreed, and went back to sit with Aurelia. “When I was married to Ataulf, it was easy to believe in a new life and I ignored my feelings of duty to my country. Now my chance of happiness is over and I think it’s my destiny to stay here and do what my father knew I was capable of. It isn’t perhaps the life I would have chosen, but it’s right.”
 
   “Oh Placidia, you deserve better,” said Sylvia, kneeling down in front of me and stroking my hand. 
 
   “No, I don’t. I was born into the imperial family and have no right to put my own desires first. When I was selfish and thinking only of myself, I was happy. But Ataulf and my baby were taken from me, as Serena had predicted.” 
 
   I fought to fight off the melancholy that suddenly enveloped me like cold, dank fog. 
 
   “Put Serena out of your mind.” Aurelia’s voice was firm. “Her words were the ravings of a lunatic.”
 
   “She cursed me and told me I would never find happiness and that all who love me will die or come to hate me.”
 
   “She was stark raving mad,” said Sylvia. “Aurelia is right. You should never think of her again.”
 
   I looked at my friends, then straightened my shoulders and stood. “When will Constantius next be in Ravenna, I wonder?”
 
   “I don’t know, but I can find out,” said Aurelia. “I’ll send a message to Marcus.” 
 
   “Well, we should find a way to fill the time,” I said. “Let’s go visit Tertius. He probably has some information on Constantius among all his papers and I can learn more about this potential husband of mine.”
 
   Tertius was where he always was, at his desk, behind a teetering pile of ancient scrolls that seemed fated to fall. He stood and wiped his hands on his tunic as we entered. “Placidia, ladies, how lovely to see you. What can I do for you?”
 
   I hesitated and Aurelia spoke. “We were interested in seeing any documents or information about Magister Constantius.”
 
   Tertius cocked his head, his eyes black and twinkling like a bird’s. “I wouldn’t have thought you were interested in military matters,” he said, “but come with me and I’ll show you what I have.” He wandered off and we followed behind.
 
   “Ah,” he said. “This is new. Just came in.” 
 
   He picked up a gold medallion, looked at it and placed it with the rest of his huge collection, neatly arranged on narrow wooden shelves along one wall. “I’ve also acquired some fascinating examples from the early Augustan era,” he said, heading towards an alcove on the right of the room. 
 
   “Constantius?” I reminded him. 
 
   “Oh yes, Constantius. Let me see. Here is one, commemorating his latest victories in northern Gallia. The quality is excellent as Honorius himself commissioned it.” 
 
   He gave it to me. A portrait of Constantius was in relief on one side, while the other held inscriptions extolling his courage and virtue. The face of Constantius was harsh and severe. I knew the engravers were often kind in their interpretations, but even so, they rarely hid obvious flaws, taking pride in their ability to produce good likenesses. 
 
   “So, why the interest in this particular General?” asked Tertius, fixing his birdlike gaze on us.
 
   “I am considering marrying him,” I replied.
 
   “I see.” Tertius took the medallion from me, wiped it carefully with the hem of his sleeve and placed it back on the shelf. “That seems like a most admirable plan,” he said.
 
   “’Admirable,’” I repeated. “That is not the word I would have expected to hear you say.” 
 
   Tertius nodded. “It would be good for the Empire. Constantius has gained a huge amount of support amongst the people and the army. His successes in Gallia are well known and his reputation is unmatched in the West. Honorius trusts him, which means that he in a position to influence decisions – and you would be in a position to influence him.”
 
   We stared in silence at him. “I don’t know that I want your whole-hearted approval,” I said finally. “I think I was hoping for some outrage or at least an element of doubt that would help me back out of my decision.” 
 
   He smiled and shrugged. “You didn’t ask for my opinion, but I gave it freely anyway because I think it’s a good idea.”
 
   I picked up the medallion again and stared at the image, trying to recall the details of my meeting with Constantius in Nizza. I remembered only his supercilious attitude, his lack of respect for his Goth peers and for Ataulf. And the embarrassing and awkward proposal he had made to me, and his fury when I refused.
 
   “Is there anything else you would like to know?” asked Tertius, waving a hand at a set of shelves on the other side of the room. “Appointments, titles, lands granted, honors, triumphs, debts. I have it all.”
 
   The machinery of the State administration was well oiled and churned out masses of such information, keeping an army of scribes and notaries happily employed. 
 
   I sighed. “We have plenty of time. We may as well learn what we can.”
 
   I crossed the room to the shelves and pulled down a document underneath a label showing the name of Flavius Constantius. Opening it, I read out a list of engagements undertaken by Constantius, including dates, numbers of infantry, numbers of cavalry, horses, lists of camp equipment and lines of figures showing expenditure on food, supplies and horse feed. It was dull reading. 
 
   For several hours, we looked through the documents and learned about Constantius’ military prowess. There were testimonials from some of his men, praising his bravery and charismatic leadership. The list of his victories against the Burgundians, Sueves, Vandals and Goths throughout Gallia and the northern territories was prodigious. 
 
   Finally, we took leave of Tertius, and Aurelia went to her rooms to write a note to Marcus. I decided I wanted to pray for guidance so Sylvia went with me and we talked about Constantius while we walked to the chapel. It had been built when Honorius moved the court to Ravenna eight years earlier, added on to a wing of the palace and completed in haste. Its small size and simplicity pleased me. I liked the brick barreled ceiling and white plaster walls, broken only by three windows of clear glass. The floor was made of slabs of creamy limestone. 
 
   When we arrived, Sylvia stopped dead at the entryway. “Well, look at this!” she said, moving aside to let me see. The altar was covered with a magnificent red cloth, embroidered with gold and hung with tassels that each held a single glowing ruby. The candlesticks had been meticulously cleaned to a sparkling gold that reflected the light, and the simple cup and plate that held the sacraments after they were blessed had been replaced with a heavy gold platter and goblet, also inset with jewels. 
 
   “I suspect that Alanus has been busy in here,” I commented, kneeling on a new hassock, woven in gold and red. I wasn’t sure that I approved of the increasing tendency of the ecclesiastics to indulge in the same level of luxury as their civil counterparts. Every church was being redone with rich decorations, marble altars, and intricately carved pulpits. The bishops’ palaces were equally opulent and even the vestments of the ecclesiastics had become more sumptuous, their accoutrements more splendid. I decided to ask the Bishop of Ravenna his opinion of these developments when I next saw him.
 
   Sylvia knelt down on a padded cushion, grumbling as she did it. We prayed silently for a while and when I opened my eyes, I saw that Sylvia was staring vacantly at the candles. She jumped when I spoke to her. “What were you thinking about?”
 
   Sylvia got to her feet. “Well,” she hesitated. “I went to the market yesterday to buy fabric, and there were some people protesting about a temple being pulled down. A lot of folks are very superstitious, well, I am too, I suppose, and we don’t think it’s right to take apart a place of worship.”
 
   “But Sylvia, it’s a place of worship for gods that we no longer have faith in,” I said. 
 
   Sylvia sighed and put her head on one side as she thought about it. “I feel better about the old temples when they get turned into churches,” she said. “At least then they are still congregated places.”
 
   “Consecrated,” I corrected her.
 
   “Well, anyway,” she continued, her voice rising as she warmed to her theme. “It’s wrong to take away what people have believed in for hundreds of years. Things felt more certain when you could pray to the deities your parents and grandparents had prayed to. This new faith is harder for me. The talk of hell scares me and it’s confusing too, all that stuff about redemption.”
 
   A movement at the door stopped me and I turned to see Alanus entering the chapel. “Nobilissima, good day,” he said. “I am so pleased to see you here. I couldn’t help overhearing something of what was said and would be happy to offer my help in any way I can.”
 
   I stood up, and brushed the creases from my gown. Sylvia had a panicked look on her face.
 
   “Thank you, Alanus, but there is nothing that requires your assistance. Sylvia and I were merely having a philosophical discussion.”
 
   Alanus frowned. “Really? I must have misheard.”
 
   “Then you shouldn’t eavesdrop,” I said. “If you’ll excuse us, we must return to my rooms now.”
 
   Maybe it was my imagination or maybe Alanus intended to block our exit by remaining in the doorway. I took Sylvia by the arm and walked towards him. 
 
   “It is my duty to counsel those who don’t understand the dangers of clinging to the pagan gods,” he said. “I’ve been in the city this very morning, talking with the officials about the protests. It’s the Church’s view that the protesters be punished for openly criticizing the loss of a pagan temple.”
 
   Sylvia moved closer to me, stepping on the hem of my gown in her attempt to hide herself from Alanus.
 
   “The Church?” I asked. “And exactly what does that mean? Is ‘the Church’ a specific person, or collection of people? Whose view are you referring to? God help us once we start acting on the word of a faceless institution.”
 
   Alanus flushed and his eyes flickered from Sylvia to me and back. I pressed on. “Tell me, Alanus. Whose view are you expressing? The Pope’s? The Bishop’s? Your own? Or do you all believe in punishing the protesters? And what does that punishment constitute? Vagueness of terms, Alanus, often reflects vagueness of thought. And that, believe me, is dangerous in those who wield any power over others.”
 
   Alanus’s face turned from pink to crimson. He stepped back, leaving the doorway open and I took the opportunity to walk past him, pulling Sylvia along. 
 
   “Good day, Alanus,” I called over my shoulder and strode away towards my rooms. When Sylvia and I were behind closed doors and the servants had been sent away, I made Sylvia sit and pulled up a stool opposite her. 
 
   “You have to listen to me. Pope Innocent is a good man but he has very strong views on religious deviance, as he calls it. The Bishop of Ravenna is far more moderate and I think it’s safe to say that the protesters will not be punished in any way. But now Alanus is here, things could change. He brings with him misconceptions and prejudices that won’t be easily eradicated.”
 
   Sylvia nodded, biting her lip to hold back tears.
 
   “You cannot associate with the protesters. And you can’t go to the temple on the Via Paulinus.”
 
   Sylvia’s eyes widened and her hand flew to her mouth. “How did you know?”
 
   “I’ve always known. But you have to stop. It’s dangerous for you and it puts me in a difficult position.”
 
   I knew that there were several old boarded-up temples in Ravenna, as there were in Rome, where pagans gathered to hold services in secret. I wasn’t exaggerating when I said it was dangerous. In the past two weeks alone, there had been several killings and numerous beatings as mobs of Christians, mostly young men, set on pagans coming away from the illegal services. Even though the Bishop decried the violence, it seemed to be escalating. 
 
   Sylvia started to cry, tears dripping down her cheeks. 
 
   “You can keep the statuette of your Lar, but keep it in your linen chest and out of sight. Does that make you feel better?”
 
   I had seen the small bronze statue of a female holding a bowl of fruit, a representation of one of Sylvia’s household gods. Sylvia had kept it with her throughout the siege and our travels with the Goths, even sleeping with it under her pillow, although it must have been uncomfortable.
 
   Sylvia nodded and wiped her eyes. “Thank you,” she said. “And I promise I’ll do better. I’ll try.”
 
   I sent her off to find the candle servant for the room before she began crying again.
 
   Later that day, I told Aurelia that I intended to agree to Honorius’s plan and requested an appointment with my brother. He sent a messenger back immediately, asking me to come to his rooms. 
 
   “Good,” I said. “If there’d been any delay, I might’ve had time to change my mind. I’ll need you with me for moral support.”
 
   Honorius chose to meet us in his less formal salon, rather than in the audience room. He smiled at Aurelia, and sent away all but his personal guard and two servants. The chickens were also allowed to stay.
 
   He waited until wine had been poured and then leaned forward slightly towards me. I saw his impatience and decided to keep him waiting a little longer.
 
   “The weather is lovely today,” I commented. “Aurelia and I were out in the gardens earlier and there’s a hint of autumn in the air, but the temperature is perfect. Neither too hot nor too cold.”
 
   Honorius glanced at a window as if to verify my words and then nodded. “Yes, perfect,” he agreed.
 
   “Did you enjoy the Pope’s visit?” I asked. “I was very happy to see him again, and Gardius too of course. Were you able to spend much time with him? His projects in Rome are going very well.”
 
   Honorius took a big swallow of his wine. “Not really. I was busy while they were here. That’s good, then, that things are going well. Good.”
 
   I let the silence draw out. Aurelia sat as still as a statue as if fearing to disturb even the air that separated us. Honorius took another gulp of wine and put the goblet down. “Sister, do you have anything in particular you wish to tell me? Or is this merely a social visit?”
 
   “I am always glad of the opportunity to see you,” I said. I paused, but I’d teased my brother for long enough. “Yes, I came to talk to you about your… suggestion regarding the Goths.”
 
   He looked confused. 
 
   “Your promise to finalize the settlement to them as long as I marry Constantius,” I finished.
 
   “The marriage,” he said. He smiled and his face relaxed. “So the answer is yes?”
 
   “As long as I have your word that the Goths will receive their land and their money.”
 
   “Very well, very well,” he said in a peevish tone. “You wed Constantius and I’ll sign the papers releasing the land and the money.”
 
   “The wedding will take place after the papers are signed and delivered to Wallia,” I said. Honorius had already signed the documents once and then refused to honor them. I wouldn’t trust him a second time.
 
   “Yes,” he snapped. “But if you play any games with me, sister, and the wedding doesn’t happen for any reason whatsoever, I will banish you from Ravenna and strip you of your imperial rights. Is that clear?”
 
   “It’s clear.”
 
   He leaned back on the couch and smiled widely. “Wonderful. Then we should recall Magister Constantius to Ravenna and begin planning the celebrations.”
 
   “And I will have the notaries bring the documents to you later this evening,” I said. I stood and held out my hand. “Shake hands with me, Honorius.”
 
   Reluctantly, he reached out and grasped my hand in his. He held it for a few seconds, and then withdrew as though my touch had burned his skin. 
 
   “He didn’t enjoy that interview one bit,” commented Aurelia, as we walked away from his rooms. “He seemed genuinely confused and he certainly didn’t like you telling him how this is going to proceed. I don’t think he realizes how much power you had as queen of the Goths. He thinks you’re still a young girl that he can manipulate.”
 
   “My brother has a great deal to learn about me,” I said. “And I doubt he will like any of it very much.”
 
   That evening, Honorius assembled a large group to witness his signature, yet again, on the deeds to the land of Aquitania. I sat next to him while he scrawled his flowery script across the page and a notary countersigned the document and affixed a seal to it. Honorius stared at the document for a few seconds and then pushed it away. “It’s done,” he said. The courtiers and senators in the room applauded and someone called for wine. 
 
   “The document will be carried to Wallia under guard,” he said to me. “And copies will be sent to the Senate. So now it’s your turn to keep to the bargain and make arrangements for your marriage. I’ve already dispatched a messenger to bring Constantius to Ravenna. He should be here within a week. Now give me a kiss and say thank you for signing the deed.”
 
   I gave him a peck on his cheek and then stood, excusing myself from the party. If Honorius thought I was rushing to my rooms to start planning my wedding, so be it. In fact, I spent the remainder of the evening writing letters to Wallia, Felix and Gardius, telling them that the settlement was complete. Just before midnight, I summoned my messengers and gave them the letters. I wished I could be with Wallia when he received the news.
 
   When they’d left the room, I felt overwhelmingly sad. Since arriving in Ravenna, all of my time had been spent working on this settlement for the Goths. It had been my last connection to Ataulf and my life with him. Now I had only my future with Constantius to look forward to. Unable to stem the tears, I knelt by my bed and cried, feeling the loss of my beloved husband as though it had happened only yesterday. 
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 32
 
    
 
    
 
   On the day of Constantius’ arrival in Ravenna, Sylvia helped me to dress for the first formal audience. I wore a gold silk gown and the ruby necklace and earrings that my father had given me. Sylvia pinned up my hair and when I looked at myself in a mirror, I was pleased. I looked regal and composed. 
 
   Gathering in the audience chamber, we waited for Constantius to enter. The room was full of people, and too warm so I instructed the servants to open the balcony doors to let air in. Marcus was there, standing next to Honorius, who was on his throne, holding one of the chickens. I couldn’t help wondering whether a hen had ever dared to lay an egg on the Emperor’s lap and was still smiling at the image when Constantius entered. 
 
   He strode into the room with six soldiers at his heels. He wore a red cloak over a gleaming cuirass embossed with a battle scene, with heavy shoulder guards that highlighted his broad chest, and he carried a helmet with a red plume, which he handed to one of his men before kneeling in front of Honorius. They exchanged some words that I couldn’t hear and then Constantius stood and turned to face those gathered in the room. 
 
   At a nod from Honorius, I stepped forward and held out my hand to the general. He caught it in his own, and I noticed the color of his suntanned skin in contrast to the whiteness of my own. I also realized that his hand trembled slightly, an unexpected sign of nerves. For a few seconds, we stared at each other and then I gently pulled my hand away. The room was quiet and I heard only the thud of my own heart. 
 
   Seeing Constantius brought back a flood of memories of the camp in Nizza; the dinner and his strange proposal; watching Ataulf ride off into battle. It seemed so long ago, but Constantius was just as I remembered him. He had a distinctive face, dominated by a prominent chin and a less than straight nose that must have been broken at some time in the past. He smiled at me, a warm smile that creased the corners of his eyes, which surprised me. I wondered if he was genuinely happy to see me, or just pleased to be at court and the center of attention.
 
   “Welcome to Ravenna,” I said, to break the silence that made the air in the room feel heavy. “I trust your journey was not too onerous.”
 
   “Thank you, Nobilissima,” he replied. “The travel was eased by my happy anticipation of seeing you again.”
 
   There was a murmur of approval from the crowd and I felt my cheeks flush. 
 
   Honorius clapped his hands once and the chicken squawked in alarm. “Bring in the food and wine,” he ordered the servants. 
 
   I sighed in relief as the silence was broken and everyone began to talk at once. Several senators pressed forward to greet Constantius and I was able to move away to rejoin Aurelia. 
 
   “Well, he’s not hideous,” whispered my friend. 
 
   “No,” I agreed. “But his warm and sunny demeanor is very different from the sour disposition I saw in Nizza. He’s playing to the crowd and to Honorius.”
 
   We watched for a while as Constantius talked with the courtiers and advisors. I was surprised by how at ease he seemed. Then Honorius called for silence and gestured to Constantius to approach. Again, they spoke a few words in private, and Honorius looked over at me. His expression was smug, as though he’d won a bet. Clearing his throat, he stood and spoke to the audience. “As you know, Flavius Constantius is an admired and much-decorated general, second only to our esteemed former Magister Militum, Marcus.”
 
   A flutter went through the room, and many bowed their heads towards Marcus in recognition of the Emperor’s praise. 
 
   “Constantius has asked for the hand of my sister in marriage and I’m happy to grant him that honor. Placidia, please step forward.”
 
   I did, with my stomach churning. I’d thought that the betrothal would come later, after Constantius and I had some time to talk together. Clearly, my brother was taking no risks that I would change my mind. 
 
   A courtier presented Honorius with a silk pillow on which rested two gold rings, each bearing the interwoven initials ‘C’ and ‘P’. I held my breath as Constantius took one ring from the pillow and slid it on my finger. The metal felt cold against my skin. Without thinking, I fingered the gold pendant that Ataulf had given me, and Constantius frowned as if he recognized the significance of it. Honorius narrowed his eyes at me and I realized I was supposed to give Constantius the other ring. With a trembling hand, I picked it up and managed to push it on to his finger. It was a tight fit.
 
   The audience clapped and servants scurried through the room, refilling goblets with wine. Honorius raised his and everyone fell silent again. 
 
   “‘If you would marry wisely, marry your equal,’” he said, quoting Ovid. He paused, looking at me. “This is a betrothal of equals in ambition, and should suit you both well enough.” 
 
   I held my breath, praying that my brother would say no more, and exhaled only when Marcus held up his glass. “Every happiness to you both,” he said. People cheered and the moment passed. I glanced at Constantius, but his face gave away nothing of his thoughts. I supposed I should say something to him but was saved from having to do so by a group of courtiers eager to congratulate us both. Honorius looked as though he was bored of the proceedings already.
 
   Excusing myself, I made my way out of the throng and rejoined Aurelia, who smiled and kissed me on the cheek. “I should add my congratulations,” she said drily. “But I’m sure you don’t want them.”
 
   “It seems so unreal,” I replied. “As though I’m watching someone else. I feel nothing, no emotion at all, good or bad. What does that mean?”
 
   Aurelia took my hand. “It means that this is all happening a little too fast. I was astonished that Honorius had gone to the trouble of having rings made for you both. He’s obviously determined to make sure you go through with this.”
 
   “It’s an outrage,” said Sylvia, joining us. “I didn’t like that Constantius before and I like him even less now.”
 
   “Really, Sylvia, keep your voice down,” said Aurelia. 
 
   “I’m afraid you’re going to have to get used to him as you’ll be seeing a lot more of him now,” I said. “We all are.”
 
   “You ladies look as though you’re attending a funeral, not a betrothal,” came a voice in a low undertone. I jumped but smiled when I saw that it was Marcus. 
 
   “A little levity might be a good idea, as the Emperor is looking in this direction,” he added.
 
   Aurelia slipped her arm through his. “See, we are all smiling now that you are here with us. I noticed that you and your general have exchanged only a few words together. What do you think of him, really?”
 
   Marcus shrugged his shoulders. “He’s an outstanding leader and has shown great courage on the field. I admire him, but I don’t particularly like him. He’s a product of the times, I think. A lifelong military man who has accumulated unwarranted influence because the Emperor no longer leads the army. This conjunction of military and political power seems to me to be a volatile mix.”
 
   “You’ve had both,” argued Aurelia. 
 
   “Yes, but Marcus always used his political power sparingly,” I said. “Like Stilicho before him, he’s never abused the position of authority he holds.”
 
   “I have faith that you’ll be able to keep Constantius under control,” Marcus told me. “And I’ll continue to keep an eye on him, trust me.”
 
   “He’s coming over,” said Sylvia, as Constantius made his way towards us. I thought I saw a hint of suspicion in his eyes. 
 
   “Placidia is fortunate to have such friends as you, Magister, and your lovely wife, of course.” He bowed his head slightly to Aurelia. “I hope I will earn the privilege of your friendship also.”
 
   “Of course you will,” said Aurelia graciously. 
 
   After a long pause, Marcus and Constantius both began to talk at the same time, and then stopped. “We should let Placidia and Constantius have some time alone,” said Aurelia finally. “There must be much to discuss and many plans to make.”
 
   Constantius looked uncomfortable. “Oh, we’ll have plenty of time to talk later on,” he said. “For now, we should enjoy the celebration that the Emperor is kind enough to hold for us.”
 
   I agreed, relieved not to be alone with him just yet. Alone with him. What had made me believe that I could go through with this? I could hardly imagine having a private conversation with him, much less anything more intimate. Feeling my neck flush at the thought, I put my hand to my throat. 
 
   “It’s so warm here, don’t you think?” I said. “Aurelia, let’s go stand near the windows for a few minutes to cool down.” 
 
   Marcus raised an eyebrow, but, good friend that he was, put a hand on Constantius’s shoulder. “Excellent tactics in the latest campaign against the Burgundians,” he said. 
 
   I made a grateful escape, but knew that I was only delaying the inevitable. Very soon, I would have to confront the reality of life with this man I hardly knew.
 
    
 
   Several days later, Aurelia decided that I needed distraction and suggested that we renovate the apartments where Constantius and I would reside after the wedding. The date had been set for three months later, close to the holy day of Christmas. 
 
   At first, I refused, but Aurelia insisted and I relented. Together, we commissioned a local painter to decorate the walls and ceilings with frescos, and ordered swathes of silk to dress the windows. Outside, a grand portico ran the length of one side of the suite, leading down a flight of steps to a garden that inclined its face to the sun. Hedges and vines sheltered the gardens from the eyes of other palace inhabitants and gave the space a small, personal feel that the larger, elegantly landscaped gardens of the palace lacked. Aurelia loved water features and chose pretty fountains to be placed where the sparkling water caught the sunlight, and the soft splashing provided a soothing backdrop. Great golden carp frolicked in the ponds, while frogs and water birds made homes in the many small waterways that crossed the gardens. 
 
   To my relief, Constantius had left Ravenna the day after the engagement to rejoin his forces in southern Gallia. In his long absence, there were days when I almost forgot that I was betrothed to him. The trees changed color and darkness came earlier each evening. Rain soaked the gardens and the fountains overflowed, turning the ground below into mud. Now that the Goth agreement was settled, I needed to find other ways to stay busy, and began attending the audiences presided over by Honorius. He rarely exchanged any words with me of a personal nature, but increasingly asked for my advice on official matters. What I didn’t know, I quickly learned, spending many hours in the library with Tertius. Although Tertius claimed to prefer poetry to judicial mandates, he was very knowledgeable on a broad range of topics, from taxes to law, and we soon slipped back into the familiar and comfortable roles of teacher and student. 
 
   Absorbed in learning, and participating more and more in the business of the court, I found time passing quickly and, all too soon, Constantius was due back in Ravenna. The staff, already occupied with preparing for the Christmas festivities, hurried through the hallways cleaning the statues and torch holders. Wagons arrived each day with food, olive oil and wine; enough, it seemed to feed all of Rome’s armies. 
 
   Bishop Ursus of Ravenna requested an audience with me to discuss the marriage service, and arrived on a cold, frosty morning, stamping the ice from his boots. Sylvia had the servants bring him hot wine as he settled into the pillowy depths of a couch in my office. He was short in stature, but rotund in girth. His red robes were cinched with a gold belt that must have cost a small fortune, given how long it needed to be. But he had a kind and generous spirit, and I liked him. His door was always open to the poorest parishioners, and he had the knack of exacting money from wealthy donors, which he used to fund a small hospital in the city and to provide bread and oil to those in need. 
 
   While he sipped his wine, Alanus arrived. I tried to hide my irritation. I’d grown accustomed to having him at the palace, but preferred to see him at a distance. He took his position as palace priest very seriously, holding services every morning for the staff, and a later, separate service for the courtiers. I’d heard that he toured the corridors constantly looking for souls in need of redemption. Still, that was his job and I knew that many of the palace staff liked him and trusted him with their confessions. 
 
   “Good morning!” said Alanus. “How wonderful to be here with you, planning such a joyous event. So different from the suffering of the travels with the Goths.” He shuddered. “Yet, suffering should be regarded as the catalyst for moral growth. Only by suffering as Christ our savior did, can we truly attain the goals that God has set for us.”
 
   I held up a hand to stop him but he continued. “You experienced pain and misery in your exile and imprisonment. Yet, as Augustine tells us, pain in itself is not evil. It can refine and ennoble character. Even, of course, if that character is already of the most noble kind as yours is, Nobilissima.”
 
   I glanced at Ursus, but he appeared to be dozing over his wine so I would get no help from him. “Thank you, Alanus. You persist in believing that I was unhappy with the Goths but the opposite is true. I experienced great joy with the Goths, and with their king.”
 
   “Joy that you will find again in this happy marriage to General Constantius,” Alanus said, folding his hands together and beaming at me. 
 
   His obtuseness amazed me. Every courtier who had been in the room when Honorius had made his deal with me knew that this was an arranged marriage. That Alanus believed I was happy at the prospect was beyond belief. 
 
   Fortunately, Ursus started awake and rubbed his hands together. “So, let’s discuss the wedding ceremony. We’ll have it at the cathedral of course.”
 
   “Yes,” I agreed. “But the guests will be small in number. I want to keep this as private as possible.”
 
   “But this is such an opportunity for the people to see you, Nobilissima,” objected Alanus. 
 
   “That’s my decision,” I answered. “Constantius’s family will come, as well as a few of his chosen generals. I’d like to keep the ceremony brief.”
 
   Alanus opened his mouth to speak, but Ursus held up a hand. “As you wish, Nobilissima. I thought that as we are approaching the Christmas festival, we would decorate the church with white flowers and altar cloths. They can then remain for the holy day services a few days later.”
 
   “I think the Nobilissima’s wedding warrants flowers and linens in any color she wishes,” said Alanus. “And they hardly have to do double duty for two events.”
 
   “I like white and I like the idea of using them for the holy day,” I said. 
 
   “Good,” said Ursus, draining the rest of his wine. “I’ll conduct the service and Alanus will assist me. Rest assured that we’ll do all we can to make this day just as you want it.” He paused. “It is customary to list as one of the benefits of marriage the begetting of children. Do you have any objections?”
 
   I felt the blood drain from my head. No child could ever replace Theodosius. But to enter into marriage, even one such as this, was to make a commitment to raising a family. 
 
   “I…” I hesitated and Alanus jumped in.
 
   “I wonder if I might speak honestly?” he asked.
 
   Looking at Ursus with a raised eyebrow, I said drily, “I would think that the clergy would always speak honestly?”
 
   “Indeed, Nobilissima,” Alanus said, his face flushing with confusion. “I meant, perhaps, bluntly. I hope that you’ll decide to start a family as soon as possible. There are so many benefits to accrue from the production of children, and I’d hope that there is no reason for you to…” he faltered. “Not have children.”
 
   I stared at the priest with astonishment. 
 
   “There was only one child with Ataulf,” he said, plunging on. “And I know that childlessness is an affliction for many women. The lady Aurelia, for example.” 
 
   My blood felt like ice. “How would you know of such a thing?” 
 
   I knew that Aurelia was sad that she would never have children, but she rarely spoke of it and never asked for sympathy. 
 
   The priest shrugged. “People talk,” he said, “and it is my job to listen.”
 
   “You’d do better not to listen to palace gossip,” I replied. “So are we finished here?”
 
   Bishop Ursus heaved his bulk from the couch and bent his head over  my hand. “I’ll ensure all is as you require, Nobilissima.”
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 33
 
    
 
    
 
   Constantius returned to the palace the day before the wedding, went directly to his room, and spent the evening dining with Marcus and a group of senior military friends. I was relieved. Anxiety had left my stomach in knots and I wanted to be alone with Aurelia and Sylvia. 
 
   I slept badly and woke when it was still dark outside. My dreams had been of Ataulf and Theodosius and I felt again a terrible sense of guilt that I was betraying them. I sat in my bed while a servant lit the lamps, and Sylvia, still groggy with sleep, roused herself and ordered food to be brought to the chamber. While we waited, the first cold light of dawn crept into the room, killing the warmth of the candle glow. The wind keened at the windows, like a child crying. Shivering, I pulled on a cloak and made a half-hearted attempt to eat while the servants lit the braziers.
 
   “Let’s go to the baths,” suggested Sylvia. ‘You won’t have time later on, and the caldarium will be warmer than here.”
 
   I agreed and, accompanied by a group of servants, we entered the palace’s elegant bath house. Several women helped me to disrobe while one pinned up my hair. Another wrapped a linen sheet around me and slid linen slippers on to my feet. 
 
   “Lavender or white lily today, ma’am?” one of the women asked Sylvia. The bath servants never addressed me directly.
 
   “Lily,” said Sylvia. With a nod, the servant hurried away to retrieve jars of lily-scented oil and cream, which she arranged on a table nearby. 
 
   “Come in with me, Sylvia,” I urged. “I don’t like being in the water alone.”
 
   Together, we entered the caldarium and I felt the chill melting from my bones. After a quick soak in the hot water, we sat on benches in the steamy room, while the women rubbed my skin with oil and wiped it clean with scented cloths.
 
   “Remember our time with the Goths,” I said to Sylvia, “when you did everything for me: dressing, bathing, brushing and pinning up my hair? Did you mind?”
 
   “Mind?” exclaimed Sylvia. “I loved it. Better than this, where everyone has a task and there’s hell to pay if you do something you’re not supposed to, even by accident.”
 
   “Yes, I’m not fond of the formality. You’ve seen that I’ve now been assigned a servant whose only job is to tell me what the weather is doing?  And I have two clock servants. At least they always agree on what the time is.”
 
   Sylvia laughed and we stood up to make our way to the frigidarium. “I hate this part,” said Sylvia, dipping just one toe in the cold pool. “Maybe I’ll skip it today.”
 
   “Not me,” I said drily. “The cold water is good for tightening the skin and I may as well look my best for this afternoon.” 
 
   It took the rest of the morning to prepare for the wedding ceremony. Servants were waiting in my rooms to attend to my makeup and hair, while another anointed me with perfume. Sylvia insisted on helping me dress, however, and shooed the others from the room before slipping the cream silk gown over my shoulders and securing it with matching emerald pins that brought out the color of my eyes. I put on an ornate emerald necklace and silk shoes embellished with emeralds. Sylvia stood and looked, my head on one side. 
 
   “Not bad,” she said. “You look beautiful.”
 
   Aurelia was shown in, stunning in a blue linen gown that highlighted her glowing golden hair and blue eyes. She caught my hands in her own and kissed me on the cheek. “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Well enough, I suppose. None of that excited fluttering I felt when I married Ataulf. This is different, more like going to an official occasion for someone else.”
 
   Aurelia squeezed my hand tightly. “I’ll be standing right behind you.” She paused. “I don’t think you should wear that gold pendant. Just the emerald necklace.”
 
   I touched the pendant. “I never take it off.”
 
   “For today, I think you should. It’s likely that Constantius knows it was a gift from Ataulf. It’d be better not to flaunt it on your wedding day. And then Constantius will be traveling again and you can wear it whenever you want to.”
 
   I nodded and Sylvia gently unclasped it from my neck and placed it in my jewelry box.
 
   I looked around the room with sadness. While I was at the ceremony, the servants would move all of my personal items to my new rooms, the ones I would share with Constantius. I would miss this place, which had been mine since I was a young girl. I stood at the door and silently said goodbye to the walls with their flowery frescos and to the dolphin mosaic on the floor. 
 
   We made the short journey by carriage to the Cathedral. The weather had worsened and rain drove against the windows like fistfuls of gravel. The sky was black, lit only by occasional bolts of lightning. Exiting the carriage, I was surrounded by a score of servants holding capes and parasols to protect me from the rain but the wind seemed to want to tear my gown from my body. Then, entering through the narthex, I felt the peace and silence of the church, sheltering me from the angry elements. A thousand candles had been lit, filling the space with warm effulgence and the sweet smell of wax. Although the invitation list had been limited, the church was packed to capacity, full of nobles, dignitaries, clergymen and military leaders. Honorius sat on a red velvet covered throne at the front, and stood when I entered. Constantius stood at his side, resplendent in his military uniform. The contrast of their scarlet robes with the white linens and flowers was striking. 
 
   Ursus led the congregation in a prayer and began the wedding service, abiding by my wishes to keep the ceremony as short as possible. Nonetheless, I found my mind wandering as he intoned more prayers, and I remembered my marriage to Ataulf in the blazing sunshine of Nizza. My skin tingled when I thought of the heat of the day, and of the anticipation I had felt for my wedding night. I glanced at Constantius, who stared straight ahead, expressionless. It was hard to tell whether he was listening intently to Ursus’s words or pondering the next military campaign on the Danube. I suspected the latter. 
 
   “You may present the rings,” said Ursus, bringing me back to the moment. Although we had exchanged betrothal rings, we would also give each other marriage rings, as a sign of our high status. I had designed one for Constantius in heavy gold with a single large ruby. When I saw the ring he had made for me, I was surprised. It was a delicate twisted plait of gold with three small sparkling emeralds that caught the candlelight. It was pretty and not too ostentatious. I liked it and smiled my appreciation at him.
 
   The service ended and everyone waited for Honorius to leave the church first. When I reached the front door, I saw that the storm had worsened. Roiling black clouds made it seem that night had come early, and the rain ran off the cobbles in dark sheets. Sheltered again by my servants, I was still wet and cold by the time I reached the carriage, and Sylvia insisted that we stop in one of the anterooms to re-pin my hair and change my shoes.
 
   Finally, we went to the audience chamber where the celebration party was to be held. The atmosphere was festive and far less formal than the night of the betrothal party. Gifts were stacked high on marble tables along one side of the room, and the room bustled with servants. The feast would begin in a few hours, giving the guests plenty of time to imbibe large quantities of wine and snack on tiny plates of olives, dried fish, honeyed dormice and smooth white cheese from Naples. I was led to a throne next to my brother’s, with Constantius on my other side. We greeted hundreds of guests until I felt my voice would fade completely. Honorius was in an expansive mood, laughing and even making jokes. He reached out and patted my hand from time to time. 
 
   The hours passed and everyone moved to the tables for the banquet. This time I was seated next to my husband with Aurelia at my side. I picked at a few of my favorite dishes but didn’t eat much. The burden of what came next sat heavily on my shoulders, and I found myself glancing nervously at Constantius. He seemed happy, eating and drinking with abandon, talking and laughing with Marcus and his generals. 
 
   Honorius finally made a sign that he wished to leave and the servants began to clear a way to the door for him. He stood, a little unsteadily, and raised his goblet. “A toast to my sister and to General Constantius,” he called. “May they enjoy every happiness.”
 
   As the guests raised their goblets in response, Constantius stood. “I have some news I would like to share with you all,” he said. His voice was firm and he stood upright. It was hard to believe he had spent the evening drinking. 
 
   “I take my new duties as both husband and consort to the Nobilissima Galla Placidia very seriously,” he said after thanking everyone for coming. “To that end, I have just informed the Emperor that I will resign my position as General and Magister. I will instead be spending all my time here in Ravenna, to be with my wife and to assist her in her many duties and responsibilities. Of course, I will continue to advise his Imperial Highness on military matters.”
 
   The room rang with the sound of enthusiastic applause. I sat stunned. It had never occurred to me that Constantius would not be leaving again soon to resume his field duties. 
 
   “Smile,” Aurelia murmured. 
 
   “I can’t believe he would give up his command to stay here,” I said, still dazed.
 
   “To be at the feet of the Emperor day in, day out?” Aurelia said. “But maybe I am being too cynical. Perhaps he is besotted with you and can’t bear the thought of being away from you.”
 
   I smiled at my friend. “Unlikely,” I said.
 
   I kept the smile fixed on my lips as Constantius held his hand out to me. “Come, my wife. It’s time for us to retire.”
 
   Someone whistled loudly and a few men shouted out. I tried to ignore the obscenities and stood up, taking Constantius by the arm. With a pounding heart, I accompanied him from the hall.
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 34
 
    
 
    
 
   Two days after the wedding, I sat in Aurelia’s room with her and Sylvia. 
 
   “That’s as much as I’m going to tell you,” I said. All morning, my friends had been pestering me for the details of my wedding night. So far, I had told them only that it had gone well enough.
 
   “But that’s no information at all,” protested Sylvia. 
 
   I watched while a servant peeled an orange for me. “To be honest, it was quick. We were tired after the banquet. Constantius was…” I paused while I thought of the right word. “Business-like.”
 
   “Ugh,” Sylvia rolled her eyes and Aurelia laughed. “It could get better,” she said.
 
   “It did last night.”
 
   “What?” Sylvia looked shocked.
 
   “Well, it was better. We dined alone together as you know, and that helped me relax a little in his company. Then later was easier. I’d say it was more about lust than passion but at least it wasn’t boring.”
 
   “Nothing wrong with a little lust,” exclaimed Sylvia, and her eyes twinkled. 
 
   “It’s nice to feel wanted,” I agreed.
 
   I thought back over the last couple of days with mixed feelings. Constantius was trying hard, I knew, to build a relationship between us. He was courteous and attentive, but it felt a little contrived. Our conversation was about politics or the court and never about anything personal. I’d tried to draw him out on the subject of his resignation from the army, but he said it was the right decision to stay closer to me and wouldn’t elaborate. 
 
   It was that fiction, more than anything, that stopped me from opening up to him. It was impossible for him to hide his ambition. The expression on his face when he was in the presence of Honorius was enough to show me what he was thinking. By staying at court, he could be at the Emperor’s side constantly and Honorius liked him, of that there was no doubt. For now, however, both my husband and I were officially taking a holiday from our duties. We hadn’t attended any of the audiences or official meetings of the last two days. And I was bored. I was supposed to be strolling the gardens with my new husband, but the weather had continued to be stormy since the day of the wedding, and Constantius had no capacity for small talk. After a day trapped in our suite together, we had both found excuses to escape. I went to Aurelia’s room and my husband went hunting. 
 
   “Thank goodness he has hobbies,” I said, describing how he had rushed from the room with enthusiasm when I’d suggested he go riding. 
 
   “I think you’re being very brave about this,” said Aurelia. 
 
   “Not brave, just resigned,” I said. “But I intend to stay very busy.”
 
   I began to attend the daily audiences again and sat next to Honorius while issues were debated and lawyers presented their cases. I came to realize how little power remained in Rome. For the senators to have any say, they had to be at the court of the Emperor, and even then their voices were often barely heard above the mass of lawyers, financiers, tax men, city administrators, and military procurement officials. Hundreds of scribes worked in the audience chamber, taking notes on everything that was said. And hundreds more servants scurried around, lighting candles, adjusting the shades on the windows, and bringing refreshments for the Emperor.
 
   On my first morning back, I sat with Marcus and Honorius while an administrator made the case for increasing the budget for military deployments on the Rhine. He cited many instances of new waves of barbarian forces pressing down from the north. Marcus agreed with him and together we persuaded Honorius to make the money available. While the scribe recorded the agreement, Honorius looked at me. “Where’s your husband?”
 
   “Out riding,” I replied and Honorius grinned.
 
   “So you’re taking the opportunity to maneuver your way into affairs of the State while he’s out playing?”
 
   “I am not maneuvering anything,” I replied. “I have been of help to you in the past and hope to be again. Whether my husband is interested in the law or governing of the Empire, I don’t know. But I am.”
 
   In truth, I guessed that Constantius would be furious when he found out that I had started attending the meetings again without telling him. The understanding had been that I would spend time with Aurelia and Sylvia. 
 
   “Well, then, sister,” said Honorius. “Listen to this and make the judgment yourself.”
 
   I listened while a representative from the Pope’s office in Rome complained that there were still large numbers of pagan priests in North Africa who refused to recognize the authority of the Orthodox Church and disobeyed the Imperial edicts regarding the abolition of paganism. When he had finished, Honorius looked at me. 
 
   “I believe we should issue an edict commanding pagan officials to leave their places of worship in the cities,” I said. “If they wish to return to their villages and practice their religions quietly, they may do that. All buildings formerly devoted to paganism will be given to the church. Idols or any other items demonstrating pagan religion should be destroyed.”
 
   Honorius looked at me. “Good. I like that. But we have to set a date by which this must be done.” He waved a hand and a scribe rushed forward with a calendar and held it up for him to see. 
 
   “The Kalends of April seems to be a good time. What do you think?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Your Imperial Highness, and Nobilissima,” said the Pope’s representative. “There must be some punishment for these heretics. They are disobeying the law.”
 
   “There will be no punishment if they comply with the order,” I said, feeling more confident. “They’ll only be punished if they refuse to obey by the date set down.”
 
   “And what should that punishment be, sister?” asked Honorius.
 
   I thought about it. “Penalties to be paid to the church,” I replied.
 
   “That won’t work,” said the official. “These men, whether Chiliarchs or Centarii, don’t have enough personal wealth to pay large fines. They should be executed.”
 
   I took a sharp breath. Capital punishment was common for a wide range of offenses but since I had signed the warrant for my cousin Serena’s execution, I had spent sleepless nights wondering if that had been the right solution. 
 
   “Killing in the name of the Church is not something Christ would have wanted,” I said.
 
   “Placidia,” said Honorius. “You have provided a thoughtful and appropriate response to the problem. To be a true leader, you have to mete out the required punishments. You can’t be squeamish about it.”
 
   Surprised by both his praise and by his interest in teaching me, I nodded, and turned to face the official. “Execution will be the sentence for anyone not complying with this edict,” I told him.
 
   The man bowed his head. “Thank you, Nobilissima. I will convey the news to the Pope.”
 
   While scribes recorded the new law, more people lined up to present their cases. Honorius allowed me to respond to each one, offering guidance only when I needed it. For the rest of the time, he seemed content to watch the proceedings through half-closed eyes. 
 
   Walking back to my rooms at the end of day, I was both exhilarated and exhausted and could hardly wait to tell Aurelia about my major foray into the business of running the Empire. 
 
   “I am confused,” confessed Aurelia, when we sat together later. “Why would Honorius suddenly show interest in sharing this with you?”
 
   “I thought about that all day,” I said. 
 
   “Well, he’s always been lazy,” said Sylvia, looking up from her sewing.
 
   Aurelia glanced at the servants. I knew that she was always nervous when Sylvia expressed her true views about the Emperor. 
 
   “He was lazy as a child and he still is,” continued Sylvia, biting off a thread. “It wouldn’t surprise me to see him handing off more and more to you. Good thing too. You’ll do a better job.”
 
   This time Aurelia coughed and changed the subject. “What are you working on?”
 
   Sylvia held up a swathe of fine red wool, which she was trimming with gold buttons. “It’s going to be a cloak for Placidia to keep the chill off when she’s sitting in that audience chamber. It’s freezing in there.”
 
   I leaned over and gave Sylvia a hug to thank her. It was true. The chamber was cavernous, with high, arched ceilings and multiple doors. Even when filled with crowds of people, the temperature rarely rose to a comfortable level. 
 
   At that moment, the door swung open and Constantius entered. He stopped when he saw that I had company. His hair was wet from the rain, and his boots trailed mud on the floor as he walked in. A servant ran behind him with rags in hand to clean up. 
 
   “My apologies,” he said. “I can come back later.”
 
   “No, I should leave anyway,” said Aurelia, standing up. Sylvia gathered up her sewing and told me she would be back to help me dress for dinner. 
 
   The door closed behind them and Constantius sat down on a stool and waited for his servant to pull off his boots. “I heard you spent the day working,” he said. His tone was casual but he wasn’t smiling. 
 
   “Yes. I learned a lot.”
 
   “I thought we were both taking time off for a few days?”
 
   “I know. I was bored.”
 
   “Bored? After three days of being married? That won’t look good.”
 
   “Look good to whom? I don’t care what anyone thinks. Besides, you were out hunting and I was sitting here doing nothing.”
 
   Constantius sat while the servant slid soft leather sandals on to his feet, then he walked over to join me on the couch. “What do you imagine people think when they see you working and I’m out riding?” he asked.
 
   “No one would think anything,” I answered. “Everyone knows how much you’ve given to the Empire. Your dedication is unparalleled. If you take a couple of days off, who is going to mind?”
 
   He was quiet, his mouth set in a firm line of disapproval and his eyes narrowed. Suddenly, he leaned forward and touched the gold pendant that hung around my neck. “You have to stop wearing this,” he said. “I know that Ataulf gave it to you.”
 
   I didn’t answer because I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t lie about it and nor could I defend my continued attachment to it. But to take it off felt like a momentous gesture, a final parting from Ataulf that I couldn’t bear.
 
   Constantius looked into my eyes and I saw his face flush with anger. Seconds later, he pulled hard on the pendant and the chain broke, spilling into his hand like golden blood. I felt my eyes fill with tears and I turned my head away. Constantius threw the pendant to the floor and put his hand on my cheek, forcing me to look at him. 
 
   “It’s over,” he said. “Ataulf is dead. You’re mine now.”
 
   Pushing his hand away, I jumped to my feet. “I don’t belong to you. I don’t belong to anyone. I married you because my brother told me to.”
 
   I was shaking as though I were standing outside in falling snow. Constantius stood and I flinched, half expecting him to strike me. But he remained still, looking at me. “I know everyone believes I married you to improve my position and that is true. But you are a beautiful, intelligent and compassionate woman and it’s hard not to fall in love with you.”
 
   I shook my head, fighting off his words. I didn’t want him to love me. A marriage of convenience was one thing. An emotional attachment was something I wasn’t ready for. 
 
   “I understand,” he said. “Maybe, with time, you’ll feel differently. I will see you at dinner.’ 
 
   He left my room and I stood for a long time, feeling cold and alone.
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 35
 
    
 
    
 
   For several months, as the long winter wore on, the days assumed a steady rhythm that helped me shake off the depression that had gripped me after the confrontation with Constantius. We both avoided talking about the evening when he had broken the pendant. I’d picked it up and hidden it deep under clothing in a chest. I wouldn’t wear it again but I knew it was there and that comforted me.
 
   Honorius relied more and more on the two of us to conduct the business of the court. He was always in attendance, sometimes content to watch or doze in his throne, sometimes irritable and quarrelsome, arguing with a decision or tearing up a document for no apparent reason. Constantius accompanied me to the audience chamber each day and we managed to work well together, cooperating on solving problems and usually agreeing on decisions. 
 
   One morning, I woke up early, feeling nauseous and ran to lean over the glass bowl that I used for washing my hands. Bile burned my throat and I knew what I had suspected for some weeks: I was pregnant. As I wiped my mouth with a linen cloth and rang the bell for a servant, Constantius appeared, looking groggy with sleep. His eyes widened when he saw me and he smiled. 
 
   “Is it what I think?” he asked. “A child?”
 
   I nodded, and he caught hold of me, squeezing me in a tight embrace. 
 
   “I can’t breathe,” I said, pushing him away. “I’m going to lie down for a few minutes.”
 
   My coldness didn’t seem to discourage him in the least and he followed me back to the bed, talking about the baby.
 
   “It’s too early to be sure of anything,” I warned him but his wide smile stayed in place, and I let him adjust the covers to make me comfortable and said nothing when he shouted at the servants to hurry up with breakfast. 
 
   After eating, I felt better and soon it was time to go to the audience chamber. We walked together through the long, cold corridors. Outside, white frost coated the lawns and flowerbeds, creating marble statues of dormant rose bushes and bare-branched trees. I paused to look, but Constantius hurried me along so that we wouldn’t be late.
 
   As soon as the guards pushed open the doors to the chamber, I knew that something was wrong. The room was bustling with people as usual but there was a buzz of excited voices that was unusual. Honorius was on his throne already, but there were no chickens in sight. A group of senior administrators stood beside the throne.
 
   “Come in and approach,” said Honorius. Blossoms of red flushed his pale cheeks and his eyes glittered. I wondered if he were sick but knew that if he felt unwell he wouldn’t have risen from his bed. He was prone to hypochondria, a strange condition first described by the Greeks. He often imagined that he was ill, despite firm assurances by his physicians that nothing was wrong. Many of his doctors had been sent away from court for not showing the right amount of concern for some illusory ailment. 
 
   “Come, come,” he said again, waving us forward. Constantius took my hand in his. It was hard to guess what Honorius was up to and any change from his normal behavior was cause for concern. 
 
   Honorius gestured to one of the men standing next to the throne and the official opened a parchment and began to read from it. I heard the words but they made no sense at first. It was only when I glanced at Constantius and saw the look of joy on his face that I realized what Honorius had done. He had given Constantius the title of Consul. It was an immense honor, placing Constantius second only to the Emperor himself in power and authority. Everyone began to applaud and Constantius let go of my hand and knelt in front of Honorius to express his thanks. 
 
   I felt numb, excluded from the power base now shared by my brother and my husband. I looked up and saw Marcus watching me. He pushed one corner of his mouth upward, a signal to me to remember to smile. I wondered what he thought of Constantius’s sudden elevation but his face gave away nothing and he politely applauded with everyone else.
 
   Honorius ordered a banquet in celebration and sent the entire staff into a paroxysm of feverish activity. Normal business was suspended for the day and Honorius suggested that I leave him alone with Constantius so that they could discuss his new role in the governing of the Empire. I tried to catch Constantius’s eye to encourage him to ask if I could stay, but he seemed oblivious. With no choice but to obey Honorius, I left the chamber. Marcus caught up with me in the hallway and offered to walk me back to my rooms. 
 
   “It’s not as bad as it seems,” he said consolingly. “You are now both the sister of the Emperor and the wife of the most important commoner in the Empire. All that power will rub off on you too. Everyone knows how much you participate in the decision-making. There is little now that you can’t achieve as long as you have Constantius on your side.”
 
   “But what if I don’t?” I asked. “Constantius can do more or less as he likes now. If he decides he doesn’t need my help, then what? I’m a wife and that is all. He married me to get close to the throne and now he’s achieved that goal, far more quickly than anyone could imagine.”
 
   Marcus drew me to a marble bench nestled between two massive Greek statues of Aphrodite and Athena. How odd, I thought, that images of the old Greek gods were considered acceptable even as the Emperor and Pope did all they could to obliterate any evidence of their Roman counterparts.
 
   It was chilly and I drew my cloak closer around my shoulders. My stomach hurt and I hoped I wouldn’t be sick again.
 
   “Honorius has had this honor in mind for some time,” said Marcus. “Constantius is a hero and almost everyone admires him. But undoubtedly, there would have been someone to dispute his abilities and make it hard for Honorius to push through his appointment as Consul – just because it is such a vital and coveted post. But once he became your husband, no one would dare to object, mostly out of respect for you, Placidia.” 
 
   “But why Constantius?”
 
   Marcus gave a dry laugh. “Let’s be glad it’s not another Olympius,” he said, and I shivered at the memory of him.
 
   “Constantius has good values,” continued Marcus. “He’s trustworthy and truthful, and a good leader, but in my opinion, he’s a better warrior than statesman. He’ll need your help and you must make yourself indispensable to him.”
 
   He looked at me and lifted my chin with his hand. “It’ll be easy for you to do. You already know so much more than he does, and you have a way with people that he lacks. He can talk eloquently of troop deployments and munitions. He banters with his men and they adore him. But haven’t you noticed how stilted his conversation is at court? It’s not his domain and it is yours. He’ll only succeed if he has your help and I’d take a wager that he knows it.”
 
   I smiled into Marcus’s brown eyes, feeling, as I always did, warmed and comforted by him. 
 
   “You’re looking a little pale,” he said. “It’s freezing out here. Let’s get you back to your rooms.” 
 
   “Thank you, Marcus. You know how much I appreciate you.”
 
   He left me at my doors and gave me a kiss on the cheek. “You’ll be fine,” he said.
 
   Not long after settling on my favorite couch, I heard a knock at the door. It was Aurelia. 
 
   “Marcus told me about Constantius!” she exclaimed. She stopped in mid step. “You’re very pale. Are you all right?”
 
   “I think I’m pregnant.”
 
   Aurelia rushed to my side and took my hand in hers. “Is that good? Are you happy?”
 
   “I don’t know. I think it’s right for us to have children together, but I’m scared. I lost a child once and I know there’s no certainty. Nothing is sure, especially not the life of a baby.”
 
   “Hush, you mustn’t think that way. You’ll have a healthy child, I’m sure of it.”
 
   “And will it come to hate me, as Serena predicted?”
 
   “No. And I expect to be made godmother, so I’ll be there all the time to help you. Oh, I am so happy for you.”
 
   I hugged my friend, seeing the tears in her eyes and understanding what it must feel like to be unable to bear children.
 
   Aurelia sat back and wiped her eyes. “Now tell me more about Constantius being made Consul.”
 
   I related what had happened in the audience chamber and told Aurelia about my talk with Marcus. “At first, I admit, I was jealous, and upset to see such a hasty rise in status for my husband. But what Marcus said makes sense. I must find ways to be included and to be useful.”
 
   “For you, that’s not hard,” said Aurelia. “But now back to the baby. How are we going to make sure that you rest as much as you need to?”
 
   I laughed. “When I was expecting Theodosius, we traveled from Nizza to Narbo and then up into Pyrenees. I didn’t get much rest, and both baby and I were fine. No, I intend to stay in motion as much as possible. And if the weather would just improve a little, we can begin taking long walks in the gardens again.”
 
   We were interrupted by a hammering on the door that made my heart jump. But it was just a guard asking permission to send in a messenger. The man held out a letter to me and stood in silence waiting for a reply.
 
   “It’s from the Bishop,” I told Aurelia, as I broke the seal and opened the document. I read it through once and, confused, read it again. 
 
   “You’re frowning. What does it say?” asked Aurelia.
 
   He says that it has been brought to his attention that one of my close personal staff is engaged in pagan worship, and that he requests me to take immediate steps to send her away.”
 
   “Sylvia,” breathed Aurelia. “But how could he know?” 
 
    “Someone told him, and I know who it is.” I gestured to the guard. “Send for the priest Alanus. Bring him here at once.”
 
    I told the messenger that I needed some time to reply to the Bishop and would send my own messenger when I was ready. He nodded stiffly and backed out of the room, head bowed.
 
    Aurelia read the letter while I paced the edges of the room. Minutes later, Alanus was shown in. He wore his usual supercilious expression. “Nobilissima, it is a pleasure to see you. How may I be of assistance?”
 
    I took the letter from Aurelia and gave it to him. When he looked up, his eyes were wary. “I’m not sure what this has to do with me,” he said.
 
    “Alanus, who inside the palace would be looking out for any signs of paganism but you? Who else would have access to the Bishop?”
 
    He shifted his weight on his feet and pursed his lips.
 
    “I expect an answer, Alanus.”
 
    “It’s my duty to do what I did,” he said. 
 
    “To spy on me and my staff?”
 
   “To uphold the tenets of the orthodox church and ensure that the law is being obeyed.”
 
   “To run telling stories to the Bishop with no proof?”
 
   “I do have proof,” he protested. “I saw the person in question coming out of the old temple on Via Rimini. It has been boarded up but they find ways to break in and use it.”
 
   “Did you talk with that person?”
 
   “No, I went directly to Ursus.”
 
   “Even knowing who it was, you didn’t come to me first?”
 
   He stiffened. “I did my duty,” he repeated.
 
   “You have put Ursus in the difficult position of having to ask me to let go of a member of my personal staff. Not just a member of staff, but a friend, who has been with me since I was a baby.”
 
   “The Bishop also has to do his duty,” said Alanus.
 
   “You may leave now,” I said.
 
   He didn’t move, and his eyes were fixed on my face. “Are you angry with me, Nobilissima?”
 
   “This goes far beyond anger. Now please leave.”
 
   I turned and walked away from him, aware that he still hadn’t moved. Sitting down next to Aurelia, I motioned to a guard to escort him from the room. The soldier took the priest by the arm and marched him to the door. 
 
   Aurelia’s face was leached of all color. “My God, what are you going to do?”
 
   “I’m not letting Sylvia go.”
 
   “But how can you argue with the Bishop? He’ll almost certainly go to Honorius if you do. And under the circumstances, Constantius may take a stand too. He has to, in his new position.”
 
   “There’s no way I’ll let Sylvia go. She’s been like a sister to me. Oh, I’m so angry with her for ignoring all my warnings, but I have to find a way to help her.” I stood and walked around the room, staring at the tiles on the floor.
 
   “Bring Sylvia here,” I ordered the guard, who saluted and shouted an order to another guard further along the hallway. 
 
   It was a while before Sylvia arrived, out of breath and her cheeks pink from exertion. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I thought you were still in the audience chamber. I was down in the kitchens.”
 
   “Sit down.”
 
   Sylvia sat heavily on the couch next to Aurelia. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Do you remember our conversation about religion? And the dangers of pursuing your pagan beliefs except in the utmost secrecy? “
 
    Sylvia nodded, her eyes already filled with tears. 
 
   “You were seen leaving the pagan temple. Sylvia, how could you do this to me? This has gone all the way to the Bishop and he is expecting me to turn you out of the palace.”
 
   Sylvia started to sob, and Aurelia patted her hand.
 
   “I’ve done all I can to protect you,” I said, pacing the floor in front of her. “I allowed you to keep your household god statue in your chest. But I never imagined that you would be stupid enough to attend a service at a temple again. Really, Sylvia, you’ve betrayed my trust and put me in an impossible position.”
 
   I tapped one foot on the floor. I was truly furious with Sylvia for her behavior but I was also scared. I didn’t know how to protect her. She had broken the law. Just days ago, I had talked about execution as the punishment for heretic priests. Here, my own beloved Sylvia was openly flouting the law of the land and the Church. 
 
   “It’s my fault,” I continued. “I should have taken away your statue and forbidden you to think of your pagan gods ever again.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, Placidia, really I am. I only went that one last time to tell the others I wasn’t coming back any more. I can change. I promise.”
 
   “It’s too late,” I snapped. 
 
   I sat down next to the others on the couch, the silence broken only by Sylvia’s sniffing. 
 
   I thought for a long time, and then stood up. “I have an idea. It might work, but whatever happens, Sylvia, this is the last chance. You will not leave the palace without asking my permission first and you will go to services at the chapel with the other staff every morning without fail. Do you understand?”
 
   Sylvia nodded. 
 
   “Good, now you two must leave me in peace to write to the Bishop. And pray to God that we succeed because I don’t know how I’ll manage without Sylvia here during my pregnancy.”
 
   “You’re expecting?” Sylvia exclaimed. “Oh my, that is such good news.” She rushed to give me a hug, then pulled back. “I’m so sorry for the problems I’ve caused you. I’ll do anything in the world to undo them and to stay with you.”
 
   “I know. But there’s yet more news. Constantius has been made Consul and there will be a banquet tonight in his honor. You can spend the afternoon deciding what I should wear this evening.”
 
   This time, Sylvia was speechless and allowed Aurelia to take her by the arm and lead her from the room. I called for ink and parchment and sat at my desk to begin my proposal to Ursus.
 
    
 
   Three days later, the Bishop arrived at the palace. I met him alone in my office, first offering him refreshments to revive him on yet another cold and damp day. 
 
   “I received your letter,” he said, sipping his wine and contemplating a plate of fragrant rosemary and olive bread, still steaming from the oven. I said nothing. I wanted to see where he was leaning first. 
 
   “Your proposal could be considered a bribe, of sorts.”
 
   “I prefer to think of it as a negotiation,” I replied. “And the outcome would be good for both of us, and for Ravenna too.”
 
   He nodded, picking up a cube of bread and popping it into his mouth.“The Pope might not be happy, however,” he said, with his mouth full.
 
   I knew that the Pope could be an obstacle. I had a great deal of influence with him but on this matter, our friendly relationship may not be of help. 
 
   “A lot depends on how far Alanus will go to plead his case,” I said. “And that is where you come in, Ursus. You can keep him in Ravenna, or you can send him to somewhere like Mediolanum. Whatever happens, I want him out of the palace immediately. And we don’t want him back in Rome where he can whine to the Pope and make trouble.”
 
   Ursus nodded. “True. My inclination is to keep him here. He’s an ambitious young man and will not take well to being shipped off to a backwater like Mediolanum. If I keep him close and ensure that he’s given stewardship of one of the churches, I think we can keep him happy enough.”
 
   He paused to eat some more of the bread.
 
   “So, to your proposal. You know that I must act on all reports of heresy within the diocese of Ravenna, and that includes the palace. I can’t ignore this complaint just because the woman involved is one of your household staff.”
 
    “She’s not just one of the staff, Ursus. I can’t let her go and I won’t even consider it.”
 
   “Then we have a problem.”
 
   “Let’s put the problem on one side for a moment and talk about my proposal to build a church in the city. I’ve been thinking about it and have some ideas on the design. I even know what I would like to call it. I will fund all of it, from clearing the site to the final decoration. It can be a joint project, with your name on it, if you like.”
 
   Ursus smiled. “You know it’s a goal of mine to build more churches in the city. I’d like to see your ideas. Your choice of location is excellent. You know the Longidiana family? The shipping people? They’ve offered to fund a new church but they want it out in Classis near the port because that’s where their residence is. I’ll let them do it but I’m far more interested in building within the city limits.”
 
   I went to my desk and gathered up some rough sketches, and laid them out for him to see. “I want to work with Gaius Lucullus,” I said. “He’s the most skilled architect in the city.” 
 
   Together we went over my ideas and finally Ursus leaned back in his chair. “You know my weak spot,” he said with a look of amusement on his face. “It appears that your proposal has met with my approval. You build the church. I will smooth things over with the Pope regarding your maid, and Alanus will be relocated.”
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief as I bid the Bishop goodbye. For now, Sylvia was safe and Alanus would be out of the way. Almost as importantly, I could embark on my new endeavor, to build the church of Santa Croce. The work would be a welcome distraction from the discomforts of my pregnancy.
 
    
 
   As I’d hoped, the months passed quickly. Between my work on the church design, and my responsibilities at court, I remained busy until a few days before my baby was due. 
 
    On the day of the birth, I lay in comfort in a large bed, with several women assisting me. It was very different from the first time, when little Theodosius had come into the world in a drafty tent in the midst of a snowstorm. The memory of my son burned like a physical pain in my chest and I had to take deep breaths to recover. 
 
   When a nurse placed my screaming daughter in my arms, I looked at the little red face with a mixture of love and terror. To lose another child would be unbearable. Constantius, however, had no such fears. Once he was allowed into the room, he took the baby from me and nestled her against his chest, beaming with pride and happiness. He kissed me tenderly on the cheek and then patted me on the shoulder and told me how well I had done. I felt like one of his soldiers being congratulated on unseating a charging cavalryman. Even so, I smiled to see his joy in his baby daughter. 
 
   We called her Honoria, hoping that would please the Emperor, and I engaged an army of women to take care of her. I commanded them to predict and fulfill my daughter’s every need, praying that a surfeit of attention would protect her from accident or illness. 
 
   Honoria, as she grew, was headstrong and temperamental. She was a beautiful child, with dark curls and large gray-green eyes. Her skin was so white it almost looked transparent. She loved to play at dressing up and would spend hours in my room, pulling pallas and robes from the chests to wrap herself up and parade around, demanding attention and applause.
 
   My second child, one year later, was a boy. There were celebrations in the palace and the townspeople hung banners from every balcony and tower in Ravenna. He was named Valentinian after my grandfather and the Pope himself came to perform his baptism. 
 
   As he grew into a toddler, he was often sullen and petulant, though sometimes charming. He would flash a smile that disarmed an angry nurse or bow graciously to a visiting dignitary, winning the smiles and compliments that he loved. He was at his best when he spent time with his uncle Honorius. He followed him everywhere, calling him Uncle Horius and maintaining a steady stream of sweet baby chatter. Uncle Horius taught him how to feed the chickens and the waterfowl that nested on the beautiful lakes in the grounds of the palace. He showed him how to fish, although that was simple enough in the well-stocked fishponds, and how to play dice and win coins at games. The two of them were inseparable. 
 
   Valentinian’s other favorite playmate was Sylvia’s little girl, Claudia, who made a surprise appearance into the world just eight months after Sylvia married one of the chamberlains. She was a sweet-tempered and fair-haired cherub of a child who treated Valentinian like a younger brother. She was protective and careful, fussing over him if he scratched a knee or had a splinter. Valentinian preferred her company to that of his sister, who resented him from the day he was born. When they had to be in the same room, they fought. Honoria called him names and he kicked or pinched her in return. 
 
   I knew that my children were difficult. I doted on Valentinian in particular and struggled to find ways to communicate with Honoria. As time went on, Constantius seemed disappointed in them both and avoided their company. He dedicated his days to working and preferred to spend the evenings with his military friends. He and I still worked well together and had settled into a comfortable, though unexciting, routine. He showed polite interest in my church-building activities, but never volunteered to go with me to visit the construction site, which I loved to do. Our conversations centered on Honorius, who was becoming increasingly difficult to deal with. He was distracted and lackadaisical, never concentrating for long on one subject. Often, I thought I’d scream in frustration as we waited for him while he gossiped with the courtiers or walked his chickens in the gardens. He was appallingly rude to visiting dignitaries and sometimes changed a law we’d passed only a few days previously. 
 
   Late one evening when I received a summons to Honorius’s apartments. I was worried. Honorius never conducted business in the evenings and the two of us spent little time together unless it was at an official dinner. While I waited for a servant to bring my sandals, Constantius arrived. He had been dining with Marcus and some of his generals. 
 
   “Honorius says he wants to see us both immediately,” he said. “I can’t imagine what he wants that can be urgent enough to interrupt dinner.”
 
   We walked together to Honorius’s apartments and I took Constantius by the hand as we entered, grateful for the comforting squeeze he gave me as the guards saluted and closed the doors behind us. 
 
   Honorius was alone in the room and had dismissed all of his servants. My stomach clenched with anxiety; my brother hated to be alone. He sprawled on a couch, and a dozen hens pecked at food he had put down on the floor. He had a goblet of wine in one hand and I wondered if he was drunk.
 
   “Good evening sister and Constantius, “ he said as soon as we were seated. “I’m sorry to spoil your dinner but I must tell you something important.”
 
   He paused while a hen flew up on to his leg and perched there. “Isn’t she lovely?” he asked but didn’t wait for a reply.
 
   “As you know,” he continued, “I have huge responsibilities as Emperor. The Empire is in constant need of attention and we need new laws and new policies every day. While I devote all the time I possibly can to my duties, I find that they are too onerous for one man to bear.”
 
   I held my breath, my mind running over the possible meaning of what Honorius was saying. I glanced at Constantius, whose face showed no reaction at all. Honorius shooed the bird off his leg and sat upright. 
 
   “I have decided to make Constantius co-Emperor with myself,” he announced. He leaned forward and stared at me.
 
   “That is what you want, is it not, sister?”
 
   I didn’t reply but bent down on one knee in front of him. Constantius followed suit. 
 
   “Your Imperial Highness, I humbly accept this great honor,” he said. “I will do all in my power to assist you.”
 
   Honorius waved a hand to silence him. “ Of course you will. Otherwise I would not be appointing you.” He took a swallow of wine and looked at me. 
 
   “You shall be Augusta. We both need your brains to keep things straight.”
 
   While I struggled to digest this news, Honorius stood up. “I think we should go to Rome at once to have this declared in front of the Senate. I hate the place personally but we need only stay for a few days. I’ll have the arrangements made. That’s it. You can leave now and call for my servants on your way out.”
 
   Excused from his presence, we hurried from the room and along the corridors until we were out of earshot. Constantius stopped walking and turned to me. 
 
   “What do you think?” he asked. “Am I really co-Emperor?”
 
   I hesitated, trying to sort out my thoughts. 
 
   “I don’t know,” I said finally. “There were no witnesses and Honorius had been drinking. He could forget it all by tomorrow and no one would ever take our word that he’d ever said such a thing. I think it’s too early to celebrate.”
 
   Constantius nodded his agreement but his eyes shone. “Just imagine, “ he said. “To be Augustus. I never dreamed it could happen.”
 
   “I did,” I said, leading the way back to our apartments. 
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 36
 
    
 
    
 
   The following morning, Valentinian came to our bed, crying. “Honoria stole my spinning top,” he whined. “Make her give it back to me.”
 
   Constantius sat up and frowned at his son. “Stop crying, Valentinian,” he commanded. “Boys don’t cry over lost toys, for God’s sake!”
 
   I got out of bed and bent to hug my son. “I’ll get it back for you,” I whispered and led him to the door of the bedroom. A nanny stood outside, looking frightened. “I’m sorry, Nobilissima. I tried to stop him running in but…”
 
   “Take him for now. I’ll be out soon,” I said. I had slept badly, torn between wanting to believe what Honorius had said, and knowing that it was unlikely that he meant it. He loved wielding power and I couldn’t imagine him diluting his position by appointing a co-Emperor. It didn’t make much sense and in the dawn light, seemed almost impossible.
 
   I pulled on a robe and sat on the edge of the bed. 
 
   “The children are turning into brats,” Constantius growled. “They run circles around the nannies and fight all the time. I can’t stand to listen to the constant whining.”
 
   “Maybe you should spend more time with them,” I suggested tartly. “They might benefit from your influence.”
 
   A heavy silence fell between us. I knew we were both on edge and afraid to bring up the meeting with Honorius. I guessed that Constantius had slept as badly as I had, and that he had spent hours imagining himself in the role of Emperor, just as I had.
 
   “We should go to the audience chamber as usual,” I suggested. 
 
   “Not yet,” he said. “I can’t face the disappointment if we walk in and Honorius says nothing.”
 
   I leaned over and patted his arm. “It’s better to find out now,” I said. “I can’t stand the uncertainty any longer.”
 
   A knock on the door made me jump. “Come,” I called.
 
   A messenger edged into the room, his eyes on the floor. He held a silver platter in front of him, on which rested a folded document bearing Honorius’s seal. I took it with a trembling hand and dismissed the messenger.
 
   I gave it to Constantius. “You open it.”
 
   He stared at the parchment for a few seconds and then tore it open. I watched his eyes move across the script. 
 
   “What does it say?” I asked, impatiently. I was tempted to seize the letter and read it for myself.
 
   He looked up me and I knew from his expression. 
 
   “You can call me Augustus from now on,” he said with a broad smile. 
 
   I leaned over to embrace him. “Bravo, husband,” I said.
 
   “Brava, Augusta,” he whispered back to me.
 
   Honorius later sent word that we were to leave for Rome within the week. I asked Aurelia to accompany me, and Sylvia offered to stay behind to help watch the children. Marcus remained as the most senior official in the palace while the Emperor and his new co-Emperor traveled. 
 
   “Someone has to watch the ship while you’re all celebrating,” Marcus said while Aurelia supervised the servants who were packing clothes into a chest. 
 
   “What do you think of this move of Honorius?” I asked.
 
   “I think it’s interesting that he recognizes his loss of influence,” said Marcus, watching Aurelia refold a gown that one of the girls had just done. “He knows that Constantius is popular and has general support from both the military and the Senate. The esteem in which he is held will reflect well upon the office of the Emperor and should restore some of the luster to the crown.”
 
   “Sylvia’s opinion is that Honorius is lazy and doesn’t want to work so hard,” said Aurelia. 
 
   Marcus smiled. “There’s some truth in that, but we’ve had lazy Emperors before, and he could have continued as things were, with Constantius and Placidia doing most of the work while he kept all the power. No, I have to say that I think he’s made an intelligent decision.”
 
   “You probably shouldn’t sound so surprised,” I said and everyone laughed.
 
   Aurelia embraced her husband warmly. “I wish you were coming too,” she said. “But I’ll return as soon as the ceremony is over. Look after that leg and no running around after the maids while I’m gone.” 
 
   Marcus’s eyes twinkled. “Not even one?” he teased.
 
   The Emperor and his entourage led the procession of carriages and horses that left Ravenna along streets lined with cheering citizens. Aurelia and I traveled together, and Constantius chose to ride his favorite horse. I hadn’t left Ravenna since my escape from Hispania and I enjoyed watching the countryside roll by. Piles of old snow lingered at the edges of the roads, and the trees were still bare. Occasionally, I saw brave clumps of primroses pushing up through the wet soil, a cheerful portent of spring. We crossed through the Apennines, which split the peninsula down the middle like a huge bumpy backbone. At altitude, I could see nothing through the dense, cold mist, but the weather cleared as we came down from the hills and Rome was spread out before me in the distance. 
 
   Aurelia and I didn’t speak when we entered through the Salarian Gate. There was nothing to indicate that this was the place where the Goths had begun the sack of Rome, but the memories of that night were strong; the smoke, the roar of the fires, the debris and the smell of death. By contrast, the city now glistened in the sunlight and proudly displayed clean roads, restored buildings and swathes of green grass in public parks.
 
   I noticed that many of the new buildings were churches. One was still under construction and we stopped to admire brickwork that rose in high columns, ready to be clad with shining marble and creamy limestone. Below, in the foundations, I saw the old ruins of an ancient temple of Mithras. And so we obliterate one religion and hide it from sight, I thought. I wondered if Christianity would share the same fate one day.
 
   We were to stay in the old palace on the Palatine Hill, our former residence. It had been cleaned and cared for since its assault by the Goths, but retained the slightly shabby aspect that I’d found so endearing. Covering the terrace where we had first seen the fires on the night of the attack were overgrown vines that hung down in long unkempt strands. There were still chunks of marble missing from the balustrades that bordered the terrace. I shivered to think of the violence we had witnessed from there and ached to remember that this was where I had first met Ataulf. 
 
   Aurelia looked uncomfortable as we walked through the corridors to our rooms. All of the damaged statues had been removed, and the torn and burned wall hangings had been taken down. There was no blood on the floor and the walls had been scrubbed clean. But it was all too easy to remember the dreadful sights we had seen that night. We hurried along, the slap of our sandals on the floor echoing in the empty hallways.
 
   Once we had settled into our rooms, we took goblets of wine out to the terrace. Beyond the hills, the sun was setting in a blaze of red, just as it had on the last evening we had spent in Rome. 
 
   “I still dream of that night, you know,” I said. “I dream of Alaric and Ataulf both covered in blood, with swords in their hands. It’s as though they are there by my bed and I can reach out and touch them.”
 
   I gazed over the balustrade. “I wonder how my life would be if they had lived. If Alaric hadn’t died, Ataulf would probably also still be alive. I can’t stop thinking that. I wish I could go back and change things.”
 
   “But if you could, what would you change?” asked Aurelia. “Would you stop the attack by the Goths so that Rome would have been saved? If you did, then you would never have met Ataulf.”
 
   I turned to look at my friend. “You’re right. We can’t reverse just one thing. That one change would affect so many other events. But I can’t help wondering, what was the point? Why did God give me that time with the Goths if it wasn’t going to last? What good did it do?”
 
   “It made you who you are now. It helped to bring you to this moment. You learned so much. You and Ataulf ruled the Goth nation and that experience prepared you to be a ruler again.” 
 
   We both leaned on the balustrade to watch the last few rays of the sun threading their rosy way through the graying sky. 
 
   “I’m sorry for what you’ve lost,” said Aurelia after a while. “But you have to think about the future now. You’ve worked so hard for this honor and recognition and you deserve it. Now you should enjoy it.”
 
   “I know. And I will. We have so much to do. Just look at what Rome has achieved since the siege and the attack.” I waved my hand across the city spread out in front of us, where hundreds of torchlights flickered in the growing darkness. “They rebuilt what was damaged and restored daily life to what it had been before. We can do this throughout the rest of the Empire, I’m sure of it. North Africa still flourishes under Governor Boniface and the eastern regions of Gallia can be strengthened and reinvigorated. With our new power, we’ll be able to move quickly and get more done. Just think, Aurelia, to be able to see the Empire again as it was in the time of Augustus. Another golden age!”
 
   I squeezed my friend’s arm lightly. “Admit that you share some of my optimism.”
 
   Aurelia laughed. “All right. I agree. With you at the helm, we can change everything.”
 
    
 
   The ceremony was held the following morning in the restored Basilica Aemilia and was attended by a host of noblemen and dignitaries. Governors and prefects stood next to generals and admirals, all straining for a glimpse of the new co-Emperor and his Empress. The bright gold, red and white colors of their robes, uniforms and togas dazzled the eye, eclipsing even the brilliance of the Basilica’s frescoed walls and mosaic floors. Candle smoke drifted up into the vaulted ceiling, muting the pale sunlight that shone though the high windows. The air was still, heavy with the scent of candles, and I felt warm in my new gown of pale gold silk, embroidered with purple thread and encrusted with emeralds and pearls. 
 
   Accustomed to ceremonial grandeur, I was still surprised to find myself so moved by the proceedings, and so nervous. The palms of my hands were damp, and I felt knots in my stomach. My skin prickled with goosebumps when the officials wrapped a purple robe around my shoulders and placed a golden crown on my head. I turned my head to watch as Constantius was crowned. His head was held high and still, and his hands gripped the arms of the throne tightly. Obviously, he was as nervous as I was. Honorius, fortunately, appeared to be enjoying himself. He sat straight, but with a smile on his face. Our father would have been so proud, I thought, to see his son and his daughter sitting side by side on thrones, sharing power. It’s what he would have wanted. 
 
   After a full day and night of celebrations and feasting, Honorius announced that he was ready to leave Rome. I guessed that he was anxious to immure himself inside the protective battlements of Ravenna as soon as possible. Constantius was to ride with him, while Aurelia and I arranged to stay for an extra day so that I could meet with the Pope and spend some time with our old friend, Senator Gardius. Both were delighted with my new status. As friends, they were happy for me personally, but I knew that my increased position of power was also something that they hoped to benefit from in the coming years. I didn’t blame them. Everyone aspired to greater influence, or to be connected to someone with greater influence. It was the way that Rome had always worked.
 
   “Here,” Aurelia said, when we were settled in the carriage on the morning of our return. “I bought some trinkets for us to take home to the children.”
 
   “I hope they behaved themselves properly,” I said, already preoccupied with thoughts of my new responsibilities. 
 
   “I doubt it,” said Aurelia. “They don’t when you are there, even less when you are not.”
 
   “Are they that bad?” I asked, even though I knew the answer. 
 
   Aurelia grimaced, then nodded. We both laughed. 
 
   “But seriously, Aurelia, I don’t know what to do with them. I remember when Honoria was born that I was terrified of losing her, but we’ve never had a close bond. She’s pushed me away since she was a baby, and she’s mean to Valentinian. I don’t understand her at all.”
 
   “It’s hard for me to say this,” replied Aurelia, “but Valentinian is spoiled. You defend him every time there is a quarrel, and you give him everything he wants. And if you don’t do it yourself, you make sure the nannies do. No one has ever said ‘no’ to him. Ever. He has no idea of right and wrong. And Honoria’s difficult, I agree, but she needs your attention.”
 
   “I gave her attention when she was little,” I objected.
 
   “No,” said Aurelia. “You made sure that you didn’t become attached to her by keeping your distance. And she’s old enough to understand that. She craves your love.”
 
   I was angry; I didn’t like to be criticized. I stared out of the window at the streets, lined with people waving goodbye to me. When I turned back, Aurelia was looking crestfallen. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m not a mother and I’m no expert on children. I want you to be happy and I always thought that having children would bring joy.”
 
   “Oh, Aurelia. I’m so selfish. I’m sorry. I will try to spend more time with them. And Constantius should too. Valentinian needs a father’s firm hand. Goodness knows what ideas Honorius puts in that child’s head.”
 
    
 
   Aurelia was right about the children’s behavior. They were both irritable and complaining from the minute we arrived back at the palace. Aurelia gave them the little toys she had picked out for them, a small catapult for Valentinian and wooden dolls for Honoria and Claudia. 
 
   Honoria screamed. “Valentinian’s present is better than mine. I always get the worst things.” 
 
   Valentinian threw his catapult at her in disgust and howled as it broke into pieces on the tiles. 
 
   I could not hide my exasperation. Forgetting my good intentions, I left Sylvia and the nannies to deal with the screaming children, and retreated to my rooms to find Constantius. I began to talk to him about spending time with Valentinian but he looked bored and quickly changed the subject to a list of legal matters he had made that needed urgent attention. Soon we were both engaged in making plans for how to address them. 
 
   Life in the palace took on a new energy and urgency. We worked long hours but I enjoyed every minute. For several months, things went well. Constantius, Honorius and I agreed on most issues, from the appointment of prefects and governors to the allocation of funds. Honorius often left us to manage the day’s business alone. When he made an appearance, the courtiers appeared to be more relaxed in his presence; there were fewer gaggles of men in corners, complaining or gossiping. 
 
   Whenever I had a spare hour, I went to watch the progress of my church. The foundation had been laid and the bricklayers were busy constructing the walls. They had put boards across the substructure for easier access and I loved to tread my way carefully across them, measuring the size of the floor. The space seemed so much bigger in reality than I had been able to imagine when looking at the architect’s drawings. 
 
   Returning from one of my visits there, I found Aurelia waiting for me at the entry. Her face was pale. “You’d better come quickly,” I said. “Honorius is acting very strangely.”
 
   We hurried to the audience chamber. Constantius was there, standing with a group of delegates from eastern Gallia. They were talking quietly and some of them glanced at Honorius from time to time. The Emperor slouched on his throne, his face pale and perspiring. Servants offered him wine but he ordered them away. 
 
   I joined Constantius. “What’s happening?” I whispered.
 
   “The Emperor is unwell,” said Constantius, loudly enough for everyone close by to hear. “We’ll delay our meeting until later. For now, we have to persuade His Imperial Highness to rest. As you all know, he insists on carrying out his duties even when he’s sick, such is his devotion to the Empire. Isn’t that right, Augusta?”
 
   I nodded although it wasn’t true. I followed Constantius towards Honorius’ throne. At once, my brother straightened up and pointed at us. 
 
   “You plot behind my back,” he shouted. “Don’t think I don’t know what’s going on. I have my spies everywhere and they know what you are up to. I won’t be ignored a moment longer. I’ll undo whatever decrees you’ve published and make you look like fools.”
 
   Constantius flushed red and his eyes were flashing lightning but he said nothing. 
 
   “My dear brother,” I said quietly. “You can’t believe what you say. You know that we have only your interest and the interests of the Empire at heart. I would do nothing to harm you or undermine you in any way. Together, we’re achieving great things, and your advisors mislead you if they say we are not doing these things in your name.” 
 
   My brother’s face was like a little boy’s again, confused and upset. Abruptly he stood up, waving his arms wildly. 
 
   “Get out, get out all of you. I’ve had enough of this.” 
 
   Bemused, the entire assembly left the chamber and waited in the hallway outside. When I followed, I could see that Constantius was furious and hoped he wouldn’t say anything to fuel the fire. Already, the courtiers and the visiting delegates were gathered in groups, whispering to each other. I approached one of the groups, hoping to calm them down, but was interrupted by a guard who came out of the chamber and called for me. 
 
   I strode back into the chamber with my head high, knowing all eyes were on me. Honorius sat with his elbows on his knees and his head resting in his hands. He looked tired and dispirited. All the anger of a few minutes ago had dissolved. I went to him and knelt at his feet. 
 
   “What’s wrong, Honorius?”
 
   When he didn’t reply, I repeated what I had said before, assuring him that Constantius and I would never do anything to cross him. 
 
   With tears in his eyes, he looked up at me. “Do you swear?” he asked. He sounded like his little nephew, plaintive and unsure.
 
    “I swear,” I answered. 
 
   “I couldn’t bear it if you betrayed me.” He held out a hand to me. 
 
   I stood and wiped the tears from his cheek with my fingers. “I will never betray you.”
 
   He smiled, sat up, and straightened his robes. “Let’s go back to work then.”
 
   By the time everyone was back in the chamber, he was looking composed and it was hard to imagine that he had thrown a tantrum such a short time ago. The rest of the meeting was conducted cordially and calmly and I breathed more easily as the day went on.
 
   But such events began to happen more frequently, as Honorius veered between apparent indifference and paranoid fury towards Constantius and me. Sometimes he chided us for asking him too many questions and sometimes cursed us for superseding his authority. Each time, I found myself acting as the main mediator. It was exhausting. The chamber buzzed with gossip, and I could see that factions were forming, both for and against my brother. Constantius despised the idle chatter, and was discouraged by the constant uncertainty that each day brought. He began to make excuses to miss meetings and I was often the only one in the audience chamber. I didn’t mind; in fact, I relished the opportunity to act alone. But I was concerned. 
 
   I confided my worries to Aurelia and Sylvia one evening. Aurelia had a new companion, a grey cat. He was a lovely creature from the East, with smooth hair and blue eyes. Aurelia called him Apollo and he loved to lie on her lap, purring loudly. His tail twitched angrily whenever my children were around, but he liked Sylvia’s little girl and allowed her to stroke and feed him small cubes of fish, contentedly licking her chubby little fingers. Looking at my friends, I felt guilty that I found so little time to spend with them.
 
   Aurelia waited until the servants had finished lighting all the candles before speaking. “How was Honorius today?”
 
   “Better today, but every day is different.” 
 
   I paused before continuing. “I’m frightened, Aurelia, both of Honorius and for him too. He’s so mercurial; there’s no knowing what he will do next. Meanwhile, the court’s in disarray. Everyone’s nervous, unsure of whom he’ll target. You know that he’s discharged more than a hundred courtiers this month already? He flies into a rage if he thinks someone is looking at him strangely – which they are all are – and orders them out of the palace. It’s causing a panic.”
 
   “Do the doctors have an opinion?”
 
   “Hundreds of opinions,” I said drily. “But nothing useful. They are treating him with valerian and lemon balm for anxiety, but I see no sign of improvement.”
 
   Aurelia frowned, and stroked Apollo. He opened his sapphire eyes briefly and blinked at me before curling up and falling asleep again. Sylvia was sewing a gown for Claudia. She looked tired and I felt another pang of guilt. 
 
   “Are you not well, Sylvia?” I asked. Sylvia still served as my personal maid but we never seemed to have time to talk together any more. I was always in a rush, and a multitude of servants accompanied us wherever we went.
 
   Aurelia shot me a look and then patted Sylvia on the hand. “I think you should tell her,” she said.
 
   Sylvia put her sewing to one side. “My marriage is over,” she said. “He is a nice enough man, but he prefers to spend his evenings with the other chamberlains playing dice. And I prefer to sit with Aurelia and Apollo doing my sewing.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said. “I had no idea. Is there anything I can do to help?”
 
   Sylvia shook her head. “It’s all right. We get along, ignoring each other mostly. I have Claudia and that’s the most important thing.” 
 
   We sat in silence for a few minutes and I mulled over what Sylvia had told me. I felt sad for her, understanding what she felt about a marriage without passion or love. 
 
   “Do you hear bells ringing?” asked Aurelia suddenly, looking at the windows.
 
   We all listened and I heard a faint tolling in the far distance. 
 
   “Find out what that is,” I instructed a servant. It was too late in the evening for any bells to be rung to signal the opening of the baths or the market, and we were too far from the port to hear the harbor bells. 
 
   I led the way out on to the balcony, where the sound was more distinct; a steady beat over the lapping of the surf on the beach beyond the palace wall. 
 
   “It sounds as though it’s coming from the city,” Aurelia said. I felt my heart thud when I heard shouts coming from the same direction. 
 
   “Is Ravenna being attacked?” asked Sylvia. “I should go to Claudia.”
 
   “Go,” I agreed. “Make sure that the children are in bed and that they stay there.”
 
   “It’s impossible,” said Aurelia. “No one can attack Ravenna, except by sea, and we’d have heard a full alert if there were vessels approaching.” 
 
   Her voice sounded confident but she peered into the darkness as if expecting to see Vandal ships bearing down on the beaches.
 
   A chamberlain rushed out to the balcony and waited for permission to speak. 
 
   “Well?” I asked.
 
   “It’s a purge, Augusta. Bands of Christians are swarming through the city, looking for pagans and Arians.” He stopped and wiped his brow.
 
   “Looking for them in temples?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, Augusta, but also in their homes.”
 
   “And then what?” asked Aurelia.
 
   “If they go willingly, they are dragged to the jail,” he replied. “And if not, they are beaten.”
 
   “Bring my cloak,” I commanded, “and order the carriage to be brought to the front entrance at once. Aurelia, you can come with me if you want, or stay here.”
 
   Aurelia gestured to one of the servants to fetch her cloak and shoes. “Where are we going?” she asked. 
 
   “To see Ursus. We can’t have violence instigated in the name of the Church. I don’t know what he’s thinking to not have put a stop to this already.”
 
   The carriage clattered through noisy streets, crowded with people who wandered with weapons fully visible in the torchlight. A unit of guards ran alongside the carriage with their swords drawn. I watched in horror when a group of young men dragged an elderly man from the doorway of his house and beat him to the ground, kicking at him and raining blows on his head. Worse still, a monk in his brown robes stood by, nodding his head in satisfaction.
 
   We reached the Bishop’s Residence and a guard ran ahead to announce me. Soon, we were standing in an anteroom facing Ursus. He wore only a tunic and sandals and was perspiring heavily.
 
   “What in the name of God are you thinking?” I demanded. “You should have called out the guard at the first hint of trouble. This isn’t just the ill will of a few young men. There are clerics out there too.” 
 
   “They have a permit, Augusta,” he said. His voice was so low, it was hard to hear him. 
 
   “A permit?”
 
   “A writ, authorizing them to arrest non-orthodox Christians,” he said.
 
   “That’s impossible,” I said. “Who requested the writ and who issued it?”
 
   “Alanus obtained the permit,” said Ursus, looking tired and drawn. “He’s been ranting on for months now about the state of the city, about it being overrun with non-Christians. He says it’s the center of Hell itself. I’ve been meaning to talk to you about him but…” He raised his hands in the air. “We’re all so busy.”
 
   “A writ like that requires an imperial signature,” I objected, and then stopped when Ursus nodded his head. 
 
   “Honorius signed it,” he said. “Alanus went to him privately and obtained his approval. I only found out this evening when Alanus showed me the document.” 
 
   “You were supposed to keep him away from the palace and out of the way,” I stormed, furious at both Alanus and Ursus. “How could he have managed to get a private audience with Honorius without my knowing?”
 
   Ursus shrugged. 
 
   “We’ll deal with him later,” I said. “For now, we have to stop the violence. Bring me parchment and pen and I’ll sign an order. Call the tribune of the guard here at once.”
 
   Within minutes I’d given the tribune a signed writ declaring the persecution illegal. 
 
   “Round up everyone, take away their weapons, and put them in jail or whatever you have to do,” I ordered. 
 
   “And Ursus, you find Alanus and get him out of Ravenna. I don’t care where he goes but he needs to leave immediately. I’ll file an official complaint with the Pope.”
 
   Ursus raised his hand to object, but I ignored him. “In fact, on second thoughts, I want him sent to North Africa. He can clean up down there to his heart’s content. Make it happen, because if I see him I’ll throw him in jail for subversion, illegal protest and assault.”
 
   Ursus sank on to a stool that stood against a wall and held his hand to his chest. 
 
   “No excuses,” I warned. 
 
   Without waiting for a response, I swept out of the chamber and into my carriage, with Aurelia hurrying to keep up. It was a struggle to keep my anger under control. That Alanus had gone directly to Honorius was bad enough. That Honorius had signed the writ without conferring with Constantius or myself was unbelievable. I wondered what else my brother had signed that he hadn’t bothered to tell me about. 
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 37
 
    
 
    
 
   When we reached my apartments, Sylvia was there, looking nervous. “The children are fine,” she said quickly, “but Constantius is not well. The doctors came to look for you and asked that you go to his room at once.” 
 
   My first reaction was one of frustration. I needed to talk with Constantius about what had happened that evening and what I’d learned about Honorius. It wasn’t a good time for my husband to be sick. Quickly removing my cloak, I crossed the hallway to his private room. A guard opened the door for me and I entered. A few lamps were lit, casting deep shadows in the purple-draped room. A single lamp illuminated a group of bearded men huddled around the bed, where Constantius lay propped up on pillows. His face was pale.
 
   “Is that you, Placidia?” he called. I stepped forward and the doctors fell back to give me space. 
 
   “I heard you are unwell,” I said, trying to keep my voice soft.
 
   “It’s a big fuss about nothing,” he said. “I ate some bad oysters earlier today, that’s all. I’ve survived countless battles and numerous injuries and I have no intention of staying in bed because of some old seafood.” He paused and took a breath that rasped in his chest. “I heard that there was a problem in the city this evening.”
 
   “I’ve dealt with it,” I said, still aware of my racing pulse. “In fact, I need to talk with you about something that I discovered.”
 
   One of the doctors coughed and I stopped. 
 
   “His Imperial Highness should rest, Augusta,” he said, while the others fidgeted and looked uneasy. “And we have a few examinations we would like to perform, with your permission.”
 
   “No, no examinations,” said Constantius. “Tell them, Placidia. I just need a good night’s sleep and I’ll be fine in the morning.” 
 
   The doctors all turned to look at me with enquiring looks on their faces. In their dark robes, they reminded me of blackbirds. I was tempted to shoo them away but Constantius’s skin was gray and I thought it was more than a touch of food poisoning. “You may conduct your tests as quickly as possible,” I said. “And then I’ll return to sit with my husband for the night.”
 
   I left the room, feeling taut and uneasy and wishing I could have shared my news about Alanus with my husband. I knew he would be as furious as I’d been, and that he’d find a way to confront Honorius over the secret writ. Aurelia was waiting for me in my room and looked worried when I told her about Constantius. 
 
   “He has been looking a little unwell of late,” she said. 
 
   “I hadn’t noticed,” I admitted. 
 
   “But I’m sure it’s just what he says it is,” Aurelia tried to assure me. “A bad oyster can unman even the strongest of warriors. The doctors know how to deal with that.”
 
   I nodded, unable to shake off the tension that tightened my shoulders and made my stomach queasy. 
 
   An hour later, I grew impatient of waiting for the doctors to complete their tests and went back to Constantius’ room. In the crepuscular light, I saw that he was still sitting up but his eyes were closed. I moved into the glow of the lamp and took his hand. It was cold and clammy. 
 
   “Well?” I asked the doctors. “What do your tests tell you?”
 
   They looked at each other uncertainly. “We believe that His Imperial Highness has an affliction of the heart,” one of them said. His voice shook. “His heart beat is irregular and he appears to be having some trouble with his breathing.”
 
   “Then do what you must to correct it,” I said. 
 
   The men nodded and began to move around the room, fiddling with jars and bottles of herbs. 
 
   “You can make him better, can’t you?” I said, but no one answered. 
 
   I kept hold of Constantius’s hand and talked to him quietly. “I don’t know if you can hear me, but it’s going to be all right. The doctors here are the finest. You just need to rest and tomorrow you’ll be better.”
 
   He didn’t respond and I kept talking. “I haven’t been the most loving wife to you. We both know that. But I respect you and we have made a good partnership together, don’t you think?” I squeezed his hand. “We have much still to do. More than you know even. Honorius does things behind our backs and we need to keep better watch on him. But never mind that now. We can deal with him together in a day or two. I’ve sent Alanus away so he can do no more harm and I’ll tell you the whole story when you feel better.”
 
   The doctors had stopped making any pretense of fussing over their medications and stood quietly in the darkness. 
 
   “Keep working,” I said sharply to them and watched until I was sure they had resumed their tasks.
 
   “So, husband, you must rest and get better quickly. I have ideas for us both to spend more time together and with the children too. They would love to see more of you, and you can teach Valentinian how to ride a horse. He’s old enough for that now.”
 
   Constantius stirred and opened his eyes. He looked at me and spoke in a low, halting voice. “I’ve always loved you, Placidia. I’ve done a bad job of showing it, and hope you can forgive me for it.” 
 
   His eyes closed and he sighed deeply as though a wave of long-held regrets had overcome him.
 
   I gripped his hand tightly. “Constantius.”
 
   A doctor approached the bed and with a shaking hand felt Constantius’s forehead, and then held a mirror under his nose to watch his breath condense on the glass. There was no sign of expelled air. In a panic, I leaned over him. “Constantius, wake up.”
 
   “Do something!” I commanded. The doctor put his hand on Constantius’s chest and felt for a pulse in his wrist. After an excruciating wait, he shook his head. “There is nothing to be done, Augusta.”
 
   The other doctors stood motionless and silent. The stillness in the room was intense, broken only by the sound of a candle guttering in its holder. Dazed with disbelief, I fought back the sobs that stopped up my throat. It couldn’t happen again. I’d lost one husband and had made peace with myself about marrying a second time. To be widowed again and so soon seemed impossible. 
 
   After a few minutes, one of the doctors gently pulled me away from the bed. 
 
   “Please take this,” he said, holding out a vial of liquid. “It will help you to sleep and rest the mind.”
 
   I drank the bitter potion and allowed myself be led back to my room where Aurelia waited for me. She settled me into bed, while Sylvia ordered milk with honey. 
 
   “It’s not fair,” I began, but my eyes wouldn’t stay open and my tongue felt swollen. 
 
   I woke up early to find Sylvia sleeping beside me, holding my hand. I lay still for a few minutes, trying to comprehend what had happened. It was like a bad dream. I imagined that at any minute Constantius would walk in and laugh at me for letting a nightmare get the better of me. But the door remained closed and there was no sound from the hallways. I realized that the servants would be waiting for instructions, afraid to follow their usual routines until I told them what to do. I sat up in bed and saw Sylvia stirring beside me. There would be a funeral, of course. It made my head ache to think of how many people would want to come. And I had to talk to the children. They would take it badly, but not as badly as Honorius. I wondered if anyone had told him yet. 
 
   With a sense of dread for what the day would bring, I swung my feet to the floor. The marble was cold and I shivered. Sylvia woke up and jumped out of bed, searching for a robe and for slippers. 
 
   “Here you are,” she said, helping me to put them on. “I’m sorry. I don’t even know what to say.” Tears rolled down her cheeks.
 
   “I didn’t think you cared for Constantius that much,” I said.
 
   “I’m not crying for him. I’m crying for you. Sit there and don’t move. I’m going to ring the bell for breakfast and I want a doctor to come take a look at you.”
 
   “No doctors,” I said firmly. “But call for my scribe. I have to send messages to the Pope and to Ursus and probably a thousand other people. I need Marcus back here too. Can you have Aurelia come in to help me?”
 
   Sylvia eyed me. “You should be resting, not worrying about talking to people. Word will get out soon enough.”
 
   I sighed. “I know.”
 
   “Eat first and then I’ll bring the scribe in,” offered Sylvia. “What about the children? Shall I fetch them?”
 
   “Yes, they should hear it from me before some servant blurts it out in front of them.”
 
   Sylvia opened the door and issued instructions to a group of servants who were waiting outside. 
 
   Within minutes the room began to fill up with servers bearing food. The children wandered in, looking sleepy and grumpy about being woken early. I patted the bed. “Come and sit here with me,” I told them. 
 
   “I’m hungry,” whined Honoria, but Valentinian climbed up on the bed and turned his face up to mine. “What is it, mama? We never see you in the mornings. Are we going on a trip?”
 
   “No, sweetheart,” I said. It was going to be hard to say the words out loud. “Your father was taken ill. He…” I stopped and stared into Valentinian’s brown eyes. “He’s dead. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Dead?” Honoria howled. She broke into tears and flung herself to the floor. 
 
   Valentinian looked confused. “You mean he’s not here any more? I’m not going to see him again?”
 
   I shook my head and pulled Valentinian tight against me. His little body quivered and I felt his tears soaking into my robe. 
 
   Sylvia came over and picked the boy up. “Come on. You need to eat and then we’re going to play outside before the rain comes.” 
 
   “All right,” he said and blew a kiss to me. His grief seemed forgotten already.
 
   It took two women to retrieve the screaming Honoria from the floor and carry her from the room. They passed Aurelia, who was on her way in. 
 
   “I’m so sorry,” she said. She looked pale and had dark circles under her eyes. I guessed that she hadn’t slept well. 
 
   “I’m going to need your help,” I said. “There’s so much to organize.”
 
   By evening time, we’d sent urgent couriers to call Marcus back to Ravenna and had arranged the funeral. Ursus came to receive instructions for the service. Following my outburst the night before, he initially seemed a little wary of me but soon returned to his usual kindly self. 
 
   “It’s only been five years since we arranged your wedding, Augusta. I’m distressed to be here to discuss your husband’s funeral. You have my sincerest condolences.”
 
   Five years, I thought. The time had flown by. My husband and I’d been raised to the highest possible rank in the Empire and had two children. And now it was over. I’d never loved Constantius but his loss hurt me more than I’d ever imagined. Life without him felt unsure, like a cold, unlit road stretching in front me. 
 
   After the funeral, I returned to my duties, glad of the distraction. Honorius was cantankerous and sullen. 
 
   “It isn’t the same without Constantius,” he complained a week after the funeral. “He should have taken better care of his health. I made him co-Emperor for life and it is most inconvenient to be without him so soon.”
 
   “I’m sure he didn’t die just to make you unhappy,” I replied, appalled by my brother’s selfishness. 
 
   “Well, it does make me unhappy,” he retorted. “And now I have to be here all the time to be sure you are doing things properly.”
 
   But soon he began to miss the daily audiences and spent more time with Valentinian playing dice and feeding the chickens. The two of them walked the hens each day through the corridors of the palace. Valentinian thought this was very entertaining, but I heard the scornful laughter of the courtiers and blushed in embarrassment for my brother. 
 
   Left to work alone, I was glad that I had little time to dwell on my new state of widowhood.
 
   “You’re working too hard, Placidia,” Aurelia lectured me as we sat together in my rooms one evening. “You have to be careful and not make yourself ill. There are rumors that Constantius died from the stress of the work he undertook.” 
 
   I smiled grimly. “If anything, poor Constantius died of boredom,” I said. “He hated the administrative and civil tasks that keep the government running. He had a great intellect but he was too impatient and wanted quick resolutions. Administration doesn’t work that way. The key to resolution is in the detail and in taking the time to convince people of your ideas.”
 
   I stopped and looked at my friend. “Aurelia, I do believe you yawned just now.”
 
   Aurelia blushed. “I’m sorry. I know how important this all is, but it is difficult to get excited about it.”
 
   I laughed. “But I do find it exciting. It’s interesting, a puzzle to solve. I read the law books that Tertius has in the library, and I listen to what the senators and bishops have to say. And Honorius needs more me than ever, now that Constantius is gone and I have to admit I enjoy it. Being so needed.”
 
   After a short silence, Aurelia ventured a question.
 
   “What about Constantius? Do you miss him at all?”
 
   I picked up Apollo, who’d taken a liking to me. He sat on my lap purring loudly and I ran my fingers through his silky fur before replying. “I didn’t love him as I should have, Aurelia. He knew that. I came to respect him finally and we made a good partnership. I miss him as one would miss a colleague, rather than a husband. I have you and Sylvia and Marcus of course, and you three are the dearest people in the world to me. But sometimes, I’m sad that I don’t live like other women. It seems it wasn’t my destiny to marry and love a husband and run a household as my mother did.”
 
   “It’s a cruel fate indeed that would have you widowed twice, Placidia. Only a strong woman could survive such a blow.”
 
   I thought before I answered. I’d spent many hours since Constantius’s death praying to God and receiving no answers. It didn’t seem natural to me to be alone. I’d never been happier than when I had been with Ataulf and I had derived comfort from Constantius’s presence. Yet I couldn’t imagine either falling in love or marrying for a third time. 
 
   “I believe that God is punishing me for something,” I said. “Or perhaps Serena’s curse was real.”
 
   “You don’t believe in curses,” said Aurelia. “And if God has a hand in this, I am sure it is because He has something greater in mind for you.” 
 
   “I don’t know what that could be. But I have my health, my children and you. I’ll manage, and I’m sure something will turn up to keep life interesting.” 
 
   ‘I wish you wouldn’t say that,” said Aurelia. “Whenever you make a prediction about the future, it comes to pass. I think we should be content with boring and mundane for a while.” 
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   Summer faded into autumn and winter came early, full of rain and strong winds. The children, unable to run in the gardens, complained about being indoors all the time. Marcus was away again, and I spent as much time as I could with Aurelia and Sylvia. Their company helped to assuage my regrets for the loss of Constantius and life assumed a comforting, if dull, routine. Honorius was rarely seen in the audience chamber, and I preferred it that way, with less chance of confrontation between us. 
 
   It was early March when news came of the death of Pope Innocent. I was saddened; I’d admired him deeply and I called Ursus in to talk about the Pope’s successor. Ursus arrived promptly and settled himself, eagerly accepting a glass of his favorite wine. The day was pleasant; the first hint of spring sunshine fell on the richly colored rugs on the floor and the red cloth on the table, bringing them vividly to life against the muted ivory of the floor and walls. I gave Ursus a few minutes to relax before beginning. 
 
   “I’m sure you’re as distressed as I am by the passing of a great Pope,” I said. “What’s important now is that a worthy successor is appointed. I want to add my opinion and make sure it’s heard.”
 
   Ursus shifted in his chair and put his wine down on the table next to him. “I wasn’t aware that the imperial court had any say in the election of a Pope?” 
 
   I gave him my most innocent smile. “Dear Ursus, it seems only fair that we interfere in religious matters if the bishops meddle with secular ones, don’t you think?” 
 
   Ursus and I had debated the role of the Church in matters of State many times. Although we agreed on many things, this was one topic that always led to friction. The issue that currently irked me the most was the increased tendency for ecclesiastics to represent a citizen in a court of law. The senators had long ago appointed defenders to do this job, but they were overworked and cases could drag on for months or years. If a nobleman had access to an educated bishop who could clearly argue his case, he would take that alternative. And there were plenty of bishops who were eager to offer their services, happy to augment their earnings from the church. 
 
   “I’d hardly call it meddling,” he argued. 
 
   “But you know I disagree,” I said. “I feel that representing a civilian in court detracts from the image of a bishop as a man of spiritual leadership.”
 
   Ursus sighed and picked up his glass of wine, draining it in one gulp. He seemed resigned to my request. 
 
   “I see no reason why you shouldn’t make your choice known,” he said. 
 
   “Thank you,” I said and I gestured to a servant to top up the bishop’s glass again, but a guard announced the arrival of Marcus and I gently excused Ursus, promising to invite him for dinner within the week.
 
   Marcus strode in and I jumped up to greet him. He had been away for several months. The death of Constantius meant that all the responsibilities  of the Magister Militum once again rested on his shoulders. He was looking older, with some wrinkles around his eyes and a few gray hairs at his temple. But to me, he was the same young hero who had watched over me after the death of my father. 
 
   “Does Aurelia know that you’re back?” I asked while a servant removed his boots for him.
 
   “Not yet. There’s something important I want to talk to you about.”
 
   “Is there a problem?”
 
   “Yes, Gallia is a huge problem. Our defenses are failing against Frankish invasions. We need to send more troops, but that would weaken us somewhere else. We can’t afford to take any forces away from the Danube. I assume you’ve heard stories of the Huns gathering up there? The numbers grow bigger every time we get a report, and they are forcing more and more Germanic tribes to flee west and south.”
 
   In spite of the sunlight, I shivered. Everyone had heard tales of the Huns; their savagery was already the stuff of legend. They dressed in animal skins, ate their food uncooked, and killed their enemies with arrows and spears, not swords.
 
   “That reminds me,” Marcus continued. “You met Aetius, son of Gaudentius, didn’t you? He was also taken hostage during the attack on Rome.”
 
   I thought back and then remembered. Alaric had liked him and let him train with the Goth soldiers. “Yes, an attractive young man but with a sullen demeanor. What became of him?”
 
   “After the Goths freed him, he established quite a reputation as a warrior, and went north to fight with a band of mercenaries, but was captured by the Huns. He’s still with them.”
 
   I was surprised. “I thought they tore their victims to pieces at the first opportunity?”
 
   “Not quite,” said Marcus with a smile. “They keep hostages when they think they can be of some use in negotiations. Aetius been in touch with me several times, offering the services of the Huns as mercenaries.”
 
   “No,” I said. “I can’t imagine us ever being desperate enough to need that kind of assistance. Still, I feel badly for Aetius. His father was a great man. Can we secure his release by paying for it?”
 
   Marcus nodded. “I’ll look into it further and let you know. But I get the impression he’s quite happy with them.” 
 
   He stretched his injured leg out in front of him. “Back to the reason why I am here. I think it’s time for me to retire. My leg is getting worse, not better. We need someone younger and more mobile than I can be.”
 
   “No,” I said, wrenching my thoughts back from the Huns and Aetius. I knew that Marcus needed to retire at some point, but hoped for another year or two. “There is no one capable of replacing you, Marcus. This is the time when we need experience and expertise, not someone new and unproven. I’m sorry about your leg but we can get around that. You can delegate some of the fieldwork to your best generals and you can focus on strategic planning.”
 
   Marcus grinned. “I had a feeling you would say that. But to be a good Magister Militum, I have to be out in the field. I have to be fighting, for God’s sake. Not skulking in the palace with bits of parchment and a few good ideas.”
 
   “I can’t imagine anyone less likely to skulk than you, Marcus. Let’s talk about this again in a few months. For now, do as I suggest and send others out to do garrison reviews. You can work wonders from here. And now you should go to Aurelia. She misses you when you’re away.”
 
   “All the more reason for me to retire,” he pointed out.
 
   “She’ll also understand how much we all need you to stay on as Magister.” I felt guilty as I spoke. In truth, Aurelia would probably welcome Marcus’s retirement. She worried about him constantly. 
 
   Marcus stood and I watched him walk to the door. It was easy to see that he favored his injured leg even though he tried to hide any sign of a limp. It pained me to see it but I was sure I’d done the right thing in stopping him from resigning. I’d seen what happened to Constantius when he gave up his horse and his weapons. Marcus would wither as well, if he retired too soon. And what I’d said was true. There was no one capable of replacing him. 
 
   The new Pope, Zosimus, was elected two weeks later and I invited him to Ravenna. I’d lent my support for his election but I was disappointed when I met him. He was dark, thin and his hooded eyes gave away little of his thoughts or feelings. His tone was acerbic and he didn’t have his predecessor’s sense of humor. He wore a simple red wool robe, with a large wooden cross on a bronze chain and waved away the rich fare offered by the palace kitchens. He shared many of my views, however, and we managed well enough as we discussed the problems facing both State and Church. Ursus joined us, looking splendid in a gold-embroidered red robe with a creamy pallium around his neck, and beaming with joy at having a private audience with both the Pope and the Empress. 
 
   After a long day of dry discussions, I was ready for a change and offered to take the Pope to visit my new church. Seeing it always lifted my spirits. I still went regularly to check on its progress, marveling at the fearless stonemasons and bricklayers who worked high inside the cupola and outside on the domed roof. Often I watched the marble craftsmen, who labored under clouds of dust thrown up by their sharp chisels. It was magical to see how they carved perfect, glossy columns out of huge blocks of unpolished stone. I admired the mosaic workers most of all, mesmerized by their painstaking work in placing the tesserae, the tiny, brightly colored cubes of glass and stone, into the wet mortar. 
 
   With great pride, I led Zosimus and Ursus on a tour of the building. It was very close to being finished, with only the windows and the entry door still to be installed. Inside, the walls and ceiling were stunning, covered with mosaics in brilliant blues, deep rosy reds, sunny yellows and pure whites. Interspersed among them were stones of sparkling gold. These were my favorite. I had watched as the craftsmen carefully applied gold leaf to each piece of glass and then burnished it to a luminous radiance. 
 
   The Pope was clearly impressed. He nodded his head in appreciation of the overall plan of the building, and complimented me on the decoration. “But be sure to keep the altar simple,” he advised me. “I dislike overly ornate altars.”
 
   I promised that I would and his lips curled in what I could interpret as a smile. It was a good time, I thought, to make a request. I’d been thinking of it for a long time, but had not thought it fair to Constantius while he was alive. 
 
   My request was to move the coffin and remains of my son, Theodosius, from his resting place in Barcino to St. Peter’s in Rome. I still thought of him every day and remembered every tiny wrinkle in his pudgy arms, the startling blueness of his eyes and his downy blonde hair. I would never go back to Barcino, but I could visit his tomb whenever business took me to Rome. I felt guilty for taking Theodosius from his resting place next to his father, but knew that no one would ever agree to having Ataulf’s body buried in Rome.
 
   The Pope, to my relief, said he’d be delighted to lend his assistance. 
 
   “I will conduct the interment service myself, Augusta,” he said, his face grave with sympathy. “As soon as his coffin arrives in Rome, we will arrange for you to come for the service. It will be good for you to be reunited with your baby.” 
 
   My resulting happiness was short-lived. The following evening, I attended a dinner given in honor of emissaries from North Africa. Honorius was there, looking better than he had for some time. He wore a robe of heavy purple silk, embroidered with gold and embellished with hundreds of rubies. His crown was also set with rubies, as were his gold sandals. He appeared relaxed and congenial, and chatted with some of the guests. Aurelia and Marcus stayed close to me and I was grateful for their company. I missed Constantius most as my escort at these official dinners. Walking into the banquet hall alone still saddened me. 
 
   After the food had been taken away, the guests retired to couches arranged around the room, and a poet, a favorite of Honorius’s, recited poetry for what seemed to be a very long time. When he’d finished, I was joined by one of the dignitaries from North Africa, who wanted to tell me about the state of the grain harvest. We were talking quietly, when Honorius got up from his throne and came towards us. 
 
   “You!” he said, pointing at the visitor. “I can see you making advances to my sister.”
 
   The poor man jumped to his feet. “I was doing no such thing, Your Imperial Highness,” he said. He looked terrified. 
 
   “I disagree,” said Honorius, more loudly this time. “See how close you sit and the look on your face. It’s disgusting that you cannot hide your lust for her.”
 
   I saw Marcus motion to two guards who moved closer to the Emperor, while Marcus himself moved discreetly closer to where the accused dignitary sat. I stood up, feeling my cheeks burning.
 
   “Honorius, you need to rest,” I said quietly. “Please go with Marcus and I’ll apologize to our visitor for the misunderstanding.”
 
   “No,” he shouted. “You, sister, are a whore. No sooner is your husband dead but you are looking about for someone to take to your bed. Goth, Roman, North African. It doesn’t matter to you. You have no shame.”
 
   I slapped him on the cheek, very hard, and heard the clatter of arms as his private guards came to attention. Touching the Emperor without his approval was forbidden. An act of violence, even from his own sister, was punishable by death. Everyone in the room seemed to be holding their breath. 
 
   “You have taken leave of your senses,” I said quietly. “You should retire. Your chamberlains are here and will help you to your room.”
 
   His shoulders slumped and his face went slack. As though sleep walking, he followed his servants from the room. There was a long silence and then I apologized to everyone and asked our guests to continue to enjoy the evening.
 
   “My brother has been under a great deal of pressure of late, as you can imagine,” I said, smiling brightly. 
 
   The entourage smiled back, picked up their wine goblets and the room buzzed with conversation again. I sat down next to my guest and told him I was sorry, but he was too distressed to be able to continue our conversation and quickly excused himself. My hands trembled and I felt sick when I recalled my brother’s words. He had accused me of duplicity in matters of State before, but had never attacked me personally. The fact that there was no truth in what he said was of little consolation. I knew the palace gossips would gobble up every word and spread it far and wide. 
 
   Marcus and Aurelia came to sit with me. It was better to stay and seem unconcerned than to leave and invite further speculation, so we managed a forced conversation until it was appropriate for me to depart. I walked to the doors on trembling legs, grateful for the warm, comforting hand of Aurelia’s in my own. 
 
   Back in my rooms, we found that Sylvia had already heard about the incident, proof, I thought bitterly, that rumors spread faster than spilled wine. 
 
   “My God, what was Honorius thinking?” said Aurelia, and she picked up her embroidery as she always did when she was upset. “He’s unpredictable but that was the worst I’ve ever seen him. He behaves towards you in a way that I don’t understand, and yet he is also so dependent on you.”
 
   “I fear that he’s ill,” I replied. “He seems to have no control over himself at times.” 
 
   I bent to stroke Apollo, who wound his silky way around my ankles.
 
   “We should put him out of his misery,” Sylvia muttered darkly, as she folded clothes and linens. “Going around, saying things like that. It’s disgusting.” 
 
   She picked up a silver hairbrush and began to brush my hair.
 
   “You can’t take it to heart, Placidia,” continued Aurelia. “Everyone knows his accusations are false and no one will pay attention.”
 
   I shook my head. People would listen and some would believe because they wanted to. Bad behavior on the part of their rulers was so much more interesting than dedication and hard work.
 
   “Don’t pull my hair so, Sylvia,” I complained. 
 
   “Well, if you would sit still and not pitch about so much,” retorted Sylvia. Our bickering was interrupted by a loud exclamation from Aurelia, who had pricked a finger with her needle. She dropped a spool of bright red thread and I watched as it bounced off the couch and trailed a carmine line along the marble floor. 
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 39
 
    
 
    
 
   Several nights later, I prepared for bed while Sylvia extinguished some of the lamps and closed the shutters. We had spent a pleasant evening with Aurelia, enjoying the peace and privacy of our own company away from Honorius and the courtiers. 
 
   Sylvia plumped a pillow. 
 
   “I’ll get you some hot milk and honey,” she said. 
 
   “Thank you Sylvia,” I murmured as I slid under the crimson silk coverlet and pulled it up close around me. I was already sleepy, tired from the long day I had spent working in my offices.
 
   Sylvia paused when she reached the door, her head cocked to listen. I heard a sound too, of footsteps and voices outside. 
 
   “Aurelia probably forgot something,” Sylvia said. “I’ll go see what she needs.”
 
   I lay back on the pillow and waited contentedly for Sylvia to come back. Suddenly, I heard shouting, then a scream and a crash as the door was pushed open violently. I jumped out of bed when Honorius strode into the room. Behind him, I saw that a guard was holding Sylvia by the arm. He slammed the door shut and I was alone in the room with the Emperor.
 
   “You choose not to dine with me, sister?” he said, pointing a finger accusingly at me. “Our guests were offended by your absence.”
 
   “And I am offended by your presence, Honorius, so please leave now.” I stepped back instinctively as he pressed forward. 
 
   “You will not slight me in public again,” he hissed. 
 
   “I was tired and had no energy to bear your insults this evening. Now please go. I’ll see you tomorrow to assist you in your tasks.”
 
   “Your help isn’t needed any more. I can manage quite well on my own.”
 
   “You made me Augusta, and you can’t take that away,” I said, struggling to keep my voice calm. 
 
   He stepped closer to me, his eyes searching my face then he reached out and stroked my hair. “You’re so beautiful,” he said.
 
   Disgusted, I tried to push him away. “Leave me alone.”  
 
   “Don’t tell me what to do,” he said and pushed me hard so that I fell back on the bed, clutching at the cover to stop myself from tumbling off. Then he bent over me, so close that I could smell the wine on his breath. His face was ugly, twisted with anger and hate. 
 
   “You have to understand who is master here,” he said softly and knelt on one of my legs to stop me from moving as I writhed away from him. Pain shot from my ankle to my thigh and I tried to scream but my voice seemed to stick in my throat. It was like having a nightmare, but I was awake and trembling with fear. He threw himself on top of me and I struggled to escape, beating his shoulders and back with my fists and trying to slide out from under him. He slapped my cheek and then ripped open my thin silk nightgown.
 
   “I love you, Placidia,” he murmured.
 
   Feeling sick to my stomach, I summoned all my strength to push him away from me. With a cry, he fell off the bed and I jumped to my feet and ran for the door, finding my voice at last and screaming loudly for help. The guard who had come with Honorius was no longer in sight, and neither was Sylvia. 
 
   From the end of the hallway, four of my guards came running, swords drawn. They ran past me into the room, and stopped suddenly when they saw the Emperor lying on the floor. He’d curled up into a ball and whimpered like a dog. One of the soldiers raised his sword and I saw the disgust on his face. He looked at me inquiringly and, for a fleeting moment, I considered the possibility of ridding myself of Honorius forever. If I commanded the soldier to do it; he would kill the Emperor, even knowing that it would cost him his own life. 
 
   “Thank you, tribune,” I said, gathering my composure. “I’ll deal with this. But why weren’t you on guard at the doors?”
 
   “The Emperor told us to stand down. We didn’t think not to obey him. I’m truly sorry, Augusta.”
 
   “Very well. Now go, wait outside and come at once if I call you. One of you must find Sylvia. The Emperor’s guard took her away. And you never leave your posts again, ever. Even on the command of the Emperor.”
 
   The soldier saluted smartly, darting a final glance of regret at the prone figure on the floor. 
 
   Clasping my torn nightgown around me, I went back towards the bed, fighting the shivers that ran down my body. I pushed at Honorius with my foot, hoping that I was hurting him.
 
   “Leave, Honorius, immediately. And never come near these rooms again. Get up, now, get up.” 
 
   Slowly he rolled over and stood. His face was red and streaked with tears and his clothes were disheveled. I walked to the window and kept my back to him. 
 
   “Leave, Honorius. My guards will let you pass. But go quickly.”
 
   I heard rustling sounds as he smoothed out his robe. He sniffed a few times. When he spoke his voice was quiet, but his words were threatening.
 
   “This isn’t over,” he said. “You’d be wise to submit to my requests. You and your precious children need my protection.”
 
   I listened as he crossed the room and closed the doors behind him. As soon as he was gone, I felt my knees give way, and sank to the floor. Minutes later, the door opened and Aurelia hurried in. Her cheeks were flushed with anger and her lips pursed tightly together. Without a word, she lifted the torn nightgown from my body, and wrapped me in a fresh one. Sylvia stood behind her, crying.
 
   “I’m sorry, Placidia,” she sobbed. “I tried to get away but that guard was so strong. I should’ve stayed to protect you.”
 
   “Sylvia, it wasn’t your fault. Ask for some wine for us all, but have the servant bring it to the door. I don’t want anyone else in here just yet.”
 
   Sylvia nodded and hurried out. Soon she returned with a tray bearing goblets of wine, and a bottle of lavender-scented lotion, which she massaged into my temples and wrists, and an arnica potion to apply to my cheeks. “That will keep the bruising down,” I said. 
 
   We drank the wine and prepared for bed. “We will both stay with you here until morning,” said Aurelia, in that tone that brooked no argument. 
 
   Sleep was hard to find. The lamps flickered, and the walls danced with towering black shadows. Outside, a night owl hooted mournfully. I felt like a child again, scared of the dark and the nighttime creatures that lurked outside. When I dozed, I dreamed of Ataulf and woke with tears on my cheeks when I thought of his arms around me and his gentle lips on my skin.
 
   I rose at dawn to find Aurelia and Sylvia already awake.
 
   “What we need is a hot bath,” I said, and we made our way quickly to the bathhouse. 
 
   Usually, the warm water soothed me but the realization that Honorius might be going mad created in me a growing sense of panic. Splashing my face vigorously with water, I tried to focus on a solution. I could go to the senators and convince them that Honorius had threatened me. My guards and Sylvia were witnesses. But the senators had weighty matters on their minds and a tiff between brother and sister, even one that reeked of perversion and immorality, was not their immediate concern. No one could convict Honorius of any crime, and no one would care to try. Emperors over the years had done far, far worse and stayed in power. There wasn’t any help to be had in that direction. 
 
   “I don’t know what to do, Aurelia,” I said. “Honorius is becoming more unstable by the day. I fear that he’s sick in his mind. I don’t know how to protect myself from him.”
 
   “We’ll tell Marcus what happened and ask for his advice,” she said. “It’s possible that he can make Honorius see how dishonorable his behavior is.” 
 
   I felt my face grow hot with embarrassment. “I can’t bear to reveal what happened last night to anyone.” 
 
   “I think it’ll be revealed, Placidia,” said Aurelia ruefully. “Your guards are good men, but they saw what happened. There were servants in the halls who saw Honorius leaving your rooms. He wasn’t discreet about his intentions.” 
 
   Sylvia piped up, with anger in her voice. “It’s true what Aurelia says. Even this morning I overheard the servants talking while they brought in breakfast. No one ever says anything to me directly of course but you know how gossip spreads around here, like oil from a broken flask. It runs further and faster than you could imagine.”
 
   “Very well. Let’s talk with Marcus today. I’ll avoid Honorius until we can decide on the best course of action. And, Sylvia, let it be known that I will not tolerate gossip in the palace.” 
 
   Sylvia rolled her eyes, knowing as well as I did that it was a futile mission.
 
   Marcus reacted with fury when Aurelia and I told him of what had transpired. He paced around his office, slapping at his injured leg with his stick for several minutes. Finally, he took a seat and a gulp of his wine. “Not good,” he said. “Not good at all.”
 
   “We know that, Marcus. That’s why we came to you,” said Aurelia. 
 
   “There’s no easy solution. I could talk to him but I think we all know it will achieve little. We could try to get medical evidence that he is not fit to rule but that will take some time and the cooperation of his doctors. For now, Placidia, you must increase the number of guards at your doors. Tell them that they mustn’t allow him to enter your rooms, even at the risk of their lives.”
 
   I nodded. “And I’ll stay away from him. If I’m never alone with him, there’s no harm he can do to me.”
 
   For the next few days, I avoided the audience chamber, and worked in the library with Tertius, reviewing papers and signing edicts. When I returned to my rooms one afternoon, a large wooden box awaited me. I opened it to find a stunning ruby necklace nestling on a bed of silk. The rubies were cut into ovals and surrounded by perfect white pearls. I was used to receiving gifts from people who wished to thank me for my help or from supplicants hoping to receive my assistance. Whoever had sent this obviously wanted to attract my attention; the craftsmanship on the necklace was superb. I picked it up and held it against my neck, feeling the warmth of the gold on my skin. Putting it down carefully, I searched through the silk for a note and my heart sank when I read it. 
 
    
 
   “Dear Placidia, I am sincerely sorry for what took place the other night. I was drunk and gave no thought to what I was doing. If you wear this, then I will know that you have forgiven me. H.”
 
    
 
   I sent a messenger to fetch Aurelia, and paced the room while I waited. When Aurelia arrived, I showed her the necklace and the note. “What do you think?” I asked. “Can I trust him? Do you think he’s really sorry?”
 
   Aurelia picked up the necklace and looked at it for a while before answering. “I wish I could assure you that he is, but it’s impossible to be sure. He’s charming one minute and raging the next. This could be a sincere apology but I doubt it.”
 
   I nodded. In my heart I knew I couldn’t trust Honorius. I hadn’t seen him since the night that he attacked me and didn’t want to, but I couldn’t continue my work without being in his company for some period of time. Part of me wanted to believe in that apology and the chance it would give me to forgive him. Then we could continue to rule together as we had before. But I knew it was unlikely that this was more than an empty gesture. Even if he was remorseful now, who knew what the next day would bring. I determined to send the necklace back to him without a response.
 
    
 
   The following morning, Bishop Ursus arrived early at the palace and requested an interview with me. I welcomed him in my sitting room and we chatted about parish matters for a few minutes. Ursus seemed uneasy and played with the gold cross on the chain around his neck. 
 
   “So what is it that brings you here so early?” I asked him. 
 
   His face reddened and he cleared his throat several times before answering. “In my position, I hear things. People talk about their sins in church in hope of receiving absolution from God.”
 
   He stopped and coughed. I called for some wine to be brought for him. “So what is it that you’ve heard?” I prompted him.
 
   “Something that pains me deeply,” he answered. “Since it concerns you, Augusta.”
 
   I sat back in my chair, surprised at his words. “Me?”
 
   He nodded and took a swallow of wine. “There’s a woman whose husband is a member of the court here in the palace. She says that… oh dear, I’m finding this very hard to say.”
 
   “Spit it out at once, Ursus,” I said.
 
   “This woman is deeply religious and she comes to pray for you, Augusta. I found her in a state of great distress yesterday evening and when I tried to console her, she cried out that your soul is in peril.”
 
   I felt cold. “My soul? What would she know of my soul? How dare she say such a thing?”
 
   “Incest is a sin against God, as we all know.”
 
   I stood up, although the movement made me feel faint. “Are you accusing me of incest? With Honorius?”
 
   An expression of fear passed across his face. “Augusta, it is understandable that you don’t wish to talk about this but you can confide in me. I can pardon you if you truly repent.”
 
   Speechless, I sat down again. Words refused to come and I felt my stomach heaving. I knew I shouldn’t be angry with him for telling me what he’d heard, but I hated him for saying it.
 
   “You don’t believe this rumor, do you?” I asked. “That’s all it is. A rumor. This woman you speak of has no right to repeat mindless gossip and it’s not her place to pray for me. Tell me, Ursus, that you don’t believe me capable of such a sin.”
 
   Ursus squirmed in his chair. “I tell you only what I’ve heard,” he said. “I’m sorry, Augusta, deeply sorry. But it’s better that you know what people are saying.”
 
   He stopped talking and went pale when I stared at him. “I’m sorry,” he said again. “I believe you. Of course I do. But I fear for you that such frightful rumors are being spread. Why would anyone say such things about you?”
 
   I hesitated. I couldn’t tell him about the night that Honorius had assaulted me. It was dangerous to criticize the Emperor in front of anyone, even an ally like Ursus. 
 
   I stood up. “Thank you for coming, and for your honesty,” I said. “I’ll do what I can to stop these malicious and unfounded rumors.”
 
   As soon as Ursus had gone, I called for Sylvia and told her what had happened. 
 
   “You have to listen and let me know who is saying what about me. This is spiraling out of control. I can avoid Honorius and my guards will keep me safe from another attack, but I can’t live with these accusations…” My words caught in my throat and I felt nauseous again. 
 
   Sylvia wrapped her arms around me. “Don’t you worry, Placidia. We’ll find a way to sort this out. Give me some time and I’ll find out who is doing the talking. Then you can deal with them.”
 
   “I wish it would be that easy,” I replied. “But do what you can. And please arrange to have that returned to Honorius.” I pointed to the box containing the ruby necklace. “I can’t bear to have it in the room a minute longer.”
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 40
 
    
 
    
 
   I kept to my rooms for a few days, working as much as I could, but finding myself distracted. I kept the children close by and told Valentinian that his uncle was too busy to spend time with him. He pouted and said Uncle Horius always wanted to see him, which I knew was true. But I refused to give in, and so Valentinian spent his days sulking in corners or tormenting his sister.
 
   I sent the children away with the nannies when Sylvia arrived one afternoon with two kitchen servants in tow. They were both women of middle age, dressed in brown tunics, with hands reddened from years of washing pots and dishes.
 
   “Augusta,” Sylvia said formally. “These ladies have something they want to tell you.” 
 
   The women stood still, gazing at me. Sylvia nudged one of them hard with her elbow and the woman hung her head. 
 
   “You may speak,” I said.
 
   “I can’t say it,” she said. “You do it.” She poked at the taller woman standing next to her. The second woman nodded and began to speak. Her accent was strong, and I guessed she was from the rural south. 
 
   “Sylvia said we had to tell you, Augusta. There are stories going round the servants’ quarters and I would ignore them ‘cept that I know the girl in question and so I know they’re true. She’s a wicked girl, always has been, though it’s not her fault that she was chosen for this task, I suppose.”
 
   Bursting with impatience, I asked her gently to go on.
 
   “Well, this girl, her name is Trellia, she’s been seeing the Emperor most nights.” 
 
   “And most days,” interjected the other. 
 
   “She wears one of your dresses, you know, one of those that you had put out for being taken apart and re-used, and she changed her name to Placidia. She says the Emperor told her she had to.”
 
   “It’s outrageous,” exclaimed Sylvia. “I can’t believe it.”
 
   “Hush,” I said. “Let her continue.”
 
   The women looked at each other. “It is true, Augusta,” the shorter one said. “I swear on my life. We’d never make up something like this nor nothing that would hurt you. Sylvia heard us talking about it this morning and said we had to come to you. This Trellia flaunts her relationship with the Emperor, sweeping about the kitchens in that fancy dress and telling people to call her Augusta. She says the Emperor doesn’t really …” she broke off, her face suffused with red and looked at Sylvia for help. 
 
   But Sylvia was implacable. “Keep going,” she ordered. 
 
   The woman hesitated, wringing her hands together before speaking again.
 
   “Trellia says that the Emperor doesn’t perform but that he likes to kiss and cuddle and makes her hold him all night so that he can sleep.” 
 
   “How many people know of this girl’s association with the Emperor?” I asked. The women looked at each other, shoulders raised in a shrug. “Everyone in the kitchens knows because that’s where Trellia does all her showing off. But she’d never dare to say a word in front of anyone else, like the gentlemen or the guards. She’s a little slut but she’s not stupid. If anyone in authority heard about it, she’d be in big trouble, wouldn’t she? I mean, taking your dress and pretending to be you?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes, she would. So you don’t think many people know about this… this behavior on the part of the Emperor?”
 
   Sylvia interrupted. “Augusta, you know that my former husband is a chamberlain. I asked him what he thought of this story, because he knows the guards and the other chamberlains. He reckons that some of the guards must know as they let the girl into the Emperor’s rooms but that a lot of people believe that it is you in there. They hear the Emperor calling your name.”
 
   “And a lot of talking and giggling,” added one of the woman. 
 
   “Thank you both,” I said politely to the two women. “ Go back to your quarters and Sylvia will make sure that you are rewarded for your cooperation. Sylvia, please bring Aurelia and Marcus here as soon as you can.”
 
   I waited for them to close the doors behind them. Stunned at what I had heard, I sat at the desk that used to be my father’s, running my fingers along its smooth surface, searching out the long groove that he had made with a knife when he heard of my mother’s death. 
 
   The story the women had told seemed incredible, beyond belief, but I sensed they were telling the truth. They had no reason to lie. My skin crawled at the thought of what Honorius was doing. 
 
   Aurelia arrived first, and I told her what the women had said. 
 
   She pressed her hand to her mouth. “It’s odious,” she breathed. 
 
   Marcus burst in a few minutes later and sat heavily on a couch. 
 
   “Sylvia told me.” He took a deep breath. “It is clear that many people believe that the woman in the Emperor’s room is you,” he continued. “Even if the servants know the truth they will not betray one of their own to their lords and ladies. We need to find out how widespread this misconception is among the courtiers and senators.” 
 
   “But what can I do?” I asked. “If Ursus has heard the rumors even in the Bishop’s residence, then it’s certain that everyone in the palace has too.”
 
   “We’ll get to the bottom of it,” said Marcus reassuringly. “If necessary, we’ll force Honorius into issuing a general statement of the truth. The girl can be hung for impersonating you and I’ll make sure that happens if it helps to clear your name.”
 
   “We should challenge Honorius first,” I said. “The two women can be brought in as witnesses and the girl will have to speak the truth if called on in front of the senators and lawyers.”
 
   Marcus stood. “Let’s go. There’s no time like the present.”
 
   Honorius’s guards kept us waiting, but finally admitted us all to his chambers. The Emperor sat, surrounded by all of his advisors, who huddled around the throne as though warming themselves at a fire. 
 
   He dismissed them all when Marcus requested a private audience, and sat motionless when Marcus relayed the story told by the washerwomen.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re accusing me of,” Honorius responded. “If I wish to have relations with some wench from the servants’ quarters, that is hardly your concern. And I can’t be blamed for not remembering her name or for calling her any little nickname I wish.” 
 
   “Our concern is that this woman is dressing as herself as the Augusta Galla Placidia,” Marcus said. “She calls herself Placidia. Impersonating the Augusta carries the death penalty, as you well know, Your Imperial Highness.”
 
   Honorius jumped up from his throne. “Are you threatening me? Threatening the girl? You leave her out of this or you’ll be sorry. I’ll have you stripped of your titles and powers and you’ll be out patrolling the Rhine again. Do I make myself understood?” 
 
   Marcus started to argue but I pulled him back by the arm. “No, Marcus, leave it. There’s no point. Let’s go.”
 
   We left the room and I thanked Marcus for his efforts. “I need to clear my head,” I said. “I’ll walk in the gardens for a while, but let’s eat dinner together this evening and decide what our next action should be.”
 
   In truth, I knew there was no action to be taken. Honorius held ultimate power and he could change Marcus’s life with a single command. I couldn’t let my friends suffer on my behalf. 
 
   Walking the tiled path to the center of the garden, I breathed in the scent of the lilies that filled the flowerbeds. When I reached the shell-shaped fountain in the middle, I scooped up a handful of water and dabbed my cheeks to cool them. Then I closed my eyes and turned my face up to the sun. 
 
   A rustling sound sent the blood pounding in my ears and I opened my eyes to see Honorius. He appeared through a narrow opening in a clipped hedge and stood watching me.
 
   “Placidia,” he said, moving closer. “I wanted to talk to you alone. You have to understand that my little dalliance with that servant is nothing. I don’t care one bit for her. It’s just a way to pass the time while I wait.”
 
   “Wait?” I asked, breathing fast. I eyed the hedges, looking for a place to run.
 
   “For you to realize how much I need you,” he said moving a little closer. I stepped backward into a bush that scratched my neck and shoulders. 
 
   “You don’t need me, Honorius. You can have your servant in your bed. All I ask is that you don’t call her by my name.” 
 
   He closed the distance between us, put his hand out and touched my cheek. “Why not, when that is what I want?” he said softly. “Dear Placidia. How sweet it is to say your name to you, not that stupid girl.” 
 
   I pushed his hand away. “That’s enough, Honorius.” 
 
   I turned to walk away but he grabbed my arm. 
 
   “Guard!” I shouted, suddenly terrified. 
 
   “Don’t shout,” he said. “I’ll leave you now but if you continue to resist me, I’ll make your friends and family sorry that they know you. I’ll drive them all away so that you have only me to turn to for company.” 
 
   I shook his hand off my arm, and ran back into the palace. Guards at the doors looked at me in surprise but I pushed past them and hurried to my rooms. I knew what I had to do. 
 
   I sent for Aurelia and Sylvia and as soon as they arrived, out of breath, I told them of my decision.
 
   “There’s no choice, Aurelia, I can’t stay here. Honorius is either mad or ill, but either way, he is dangerous to me, the children, and to all of you. I can’t stand to be near him and have decided to leave Ravenna.” 
 
   Aurelia’s face was ashen and she sat down heavily on the couch nearest to me, leaning forward with her head in her hands. 
 
   “I’ve been considering this option for a while,” I continued. “We’ll go to Constantinople. My nephew and his court will welcome us and protect us. This is a desperate measure, I realize that, but I can’t take any more from Honorius.” 
 
   My nephew, Theodosius II, had been ruler of the Eastern Roman Empire since he was eight years old, following the death of my oldest brother, Arcadius. It was well known that he relied heavily on his older sister, Pulcheria, who had been regent until he was sixteen and, together, they ran an austere and deeply religious court. Both of them had expressed their disapproval of Honorius on several occasions, partly because they felt that he wasn’t doing all he could to secure the Western borders against incursions by the barbarians, and partly because they were outraged by stories of his lack of discipline. It was this that made me confident they would welcome me in Constantinople. There was no love lost between them and Honorius. 
 
   “What about Marcus?” asked Aurelia.
 
   “I’ll come with you.” It was Marcus, striding into the room and bringing a rush of air with him. “I can’t serve the Emperor as Magister Militum any longer. I’ll resign my duties here.”
 
   “To give up your position, Marcus! Are you sure?” asked Aurelia, looking at him. I patted the couch to invite him to sit next to me. He limped over and sat down, holding his cane with both hands in front of him.
 
   “Honorius will find a way to take it from me soon enough,” he replied. “Besides,” he smiled. “I’ve been wanting to retire for some time now.”
 
   "Why Constantinople?" asked Sylvia. "Why not Rome?"
 
   "Too much risk of political conflict." Marcus answered for me. "To have the Augusta so close to the Senate and Pope in Rome would be dangerous to Honorius and he wouldn't let it rest there.”
 
   There was a long silence and then Aurelia spoke again.
 
   “What of Tertius and the rest of the household?” she asked.
 
   My throat constricted at the thought of leaving my old tutor. “Poor Tertius. He is too frail for such a journey.” 
 
   Aurelia was reassuring. “He’ll be happy here with his books,” she said. “You’ve left him and come back to him before. He’ll be happier waiting here for you.”
 
   No one spoke. Our return wasn’t guaranteed. Indeed, I imagined that my self-imposed exile to Constantinople could last a very long time. 
 
   “We’ll bring fifty or so of the household staff,” I said, moving my thoughts away from my parting from Tertius. “I’ll make arrangements to pay everyone else for one year or until they find other employment. Aurelia, you can help me draw up the list of who should come and I’ll send a courier today to my niece and nephew to let them know of our plans.”
 
   Sylvia threw herself on to the couch. “Constantinople. Lord, that is a long way from here.” Her voice trembled. 
 
   “We’ve lived in foreign courts and foreign countries before,” I said, attempting to reassure everyone. “And under far worse circumstances. Constantinople is a civilized and elegant city, much like Rome before the Goth invasion.”
 
   “You were born there,” Sylvia said. “It will be like going home for you.”
 
   “You don’t have to come,’ I snapped at her, and felt guilty the minute the words were out of my mouth. “I’m sorry, Sylvia. I want you to come, of course, but I understand if you prefer to stay here.”
 
   Sylvia began to cry and Marcus held up his hand for silence. 
 
   “I’ll talk with the Longidiana family,” he said. “They know all of the ship captains and can find us safe passage to Constantinople. I’ll also tell the tribune of the guard to arrange for an escort to the port. How quickly do you want to leave?”
 
   “As soon as possible,” I replied. M
 
   Marcus nodded. “I’ll increase the size of your bodyguard to ensure that Honorius can’t reach you once he hears of this. And I’ll resign my position immediately and recommend my replacement. I’ll say only that I am resigning because of my health.”
 
   Aurelia gazed at her husband with an expression of concern, and my doubts intensified. I was running away, and forcing all those I loved to run with me. I hated feeling so weak and powerless. Marcus looked at me, as though reading my thoughts, then stood up and took my hands in his. 
 
   “Don’t torment yourself, Placidia. Your options are limited. It is impossible to live under constant threat from the Emperor, and surrounded by calumny. I would never agree to raise arms against him and will do nothing that would risk civil war. That, above all else, must be avoided. To save yourself and ensure the stability of the Empire, your decision is the right one.”
 
   “Honorius is hardly capable of ruling,” I argued. “Who knows what will happen if we are not here to maintain the balance.”
 
   “Time will decide,” he responded. “His advisors will maintain some level of control, and who is to say that he won’t be more temperate once you are gone? Your absence could be the remedy for his ills.”
 
   I nodded, my mind still whirling. But I appreciated Marcus’s support of my decision and began to assign tasks for each of us. Focusing on practicalities calmed my nerves. 
 
   Keeping such an undertaking a secret was impossible, as I learned over the next few days. The palace was alight with the scandal and Marcus reported that there had been disturbances on the streets of Ravenna as outraged citizens argued with each other on the truth of the rumors. Honorius sent messengers to my rooms several times a day demanding to see me but each time I sent them away without an answer. Most members of my household came to me asking to be included in the party that would move to Constantinople, and I was heartened to see how many remained loyal to me. 
 
   I called Ursus in to say goodbye to him and asked for his prayers. The bishop’s face was flushed with emotion, his cheeks wet with tears, and I realized how much I’d miss him and our constant debates. I arranged to send the contents of my wine cellar to him, knowing that he would put them to good use. 
 
   Sylvia’s husband didn’t even argue when she told him she was leaving and that she’d take Claudia with her. She volunteered to oversee the packing of the children’s clothes and toys, which was all done quietly when the children were playing elsewhere. I’d decided not to tell them until the last minute, knowing that Valentinian in particular would refuse to leave. I’d succeeded in stopping him from seeing his uncle but he still asked every day if he could go to him. I would be glad to get the boy away, safe from Honorius’s influence.
 
   Within a week, we were ready and the ship had been prepared. There was no time to wait for a response from my nephew, Theodosius. We would arrive in Constantinople and throw ourselves on his mercy. 
 
   The tribune of the guard had horses and carriages ready for the journey to the port, and a unit of loyal soldiers to accompany us. I went to see Tertius, fearful that this might be our last meeting. He was old now, his head bowed and his limbs thin as sticks. His eyes, though, were as bright and full of life as ever. 
 
   “Don’t worry about me,” he said. “I have my books and projects to keep me busy and I’ll  make sure the library is kept immaculate for you. I’ll miss you but I’ll be busy and I’m sure you’ll come back soon, with the support of Constantinople.” 
 
   Wishing I could believe his words, I kissed him on the cheek and left the library before my tears could upset him. I found Aurelia in the hallway looking distraught. 
 
   “I can’t find Apollo anywhere,” she said. “He must have gone out when the maids were packing. I can’t leave him behind.” 
 
   We enlisted the help of several servants but when it was time to depart, Apollo was still missing. 
 
   “Tertius will look after him when he comes back inside,” I tried to console Aurelia. The missing cat made me uneasy but there was no time to think about it. We had to be ready to leave.
 
   We rode out at dawn, when Honorius was still sleeping. Although I’d tried to keep our departure day a secret, many of the household staff gathered at the gates to bid us goodbye and they cried when the carriage rolled past. My heart ached to leave them behind and I looked away, keeping my gaze on the sleeping forms of Valentinian and Honoria. Neither of them would appreciate the confinement of the ship for so long and I prayed for a calm sea and fast sailing.
 
   When the carriages arrived at the long road that led to the port in Classis, I saw several units of soldiers ahead. Alarmed, I thought that Honorius had sent them, but relaxed when I saw Marcus ride ahead to talk to them. Once the carriages had passed through, they swung into position, blocking the road in case of pursuit by Honorius’s guard. 
 
   Soon, the carriage wheels bounced over the cobbled entry into the port, and the children stirred. The air smelled of brine and was noisy with the shouts of the port crews and the creaking of the wooden ships at anchor. Eager to see the vessel we were to sail on, I stepped out of the carriage on to the dock. Even at this early hour, the harbor was bustling with people, pushing barrows filled with crates and chests from ship to shore, or curling heavy ropes into neat circles on the ground. 
 
   I caught sight of Marcus at the base of a ramp that led up to the deck of a three-masted merchant ship with painted sides and furled sails. A dozen men clambered around on the rigging, checking knots and shouting to each other. Beyond the ship, the sun rose, cleansing the dark sky with pink and yellow tongues, warming the air and sprinkling the water with diamonds that shone in the light. 
 
   At the end of the dock, a lone seagull sat on a post, watching me. With a sudden screech, it opened its wings and flew high into the air, disappearing over the open water towards the East. I watched it go, envious of its freedom and its speed, and prayed that it was a good omen for our safe journey to Constantinople.
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 41
 
    
 
    
 
   I heard movement behind me and turned to see Sylvia and Aurelia lifting the children down from the carriage. Honoria ran to grab my hand. “Where are we, mama? I want to go back to bed.” 
 
   “We’re going on a journey, all of us together. It’ll be exciting.”
 
   Honoria pouted and then began to cry, refusing to stop in spite of my pleas. She calmed down when Marcus came over to us to introduce Longidiana, who bowed deeply to me and welcomed us all.
 
   “This ship wasn’t built to carry passengers of your standing, Augusta,” he said.  “But we’ve done all that we can  to ensure a comfortable journey and you have one of the best captains in the fleet to guide you. He is my cousin and he will get you to Constantinople safely.”
 
   I thanked him for his help and he took his leave, pausing to give sweets to the children first. 
 
   “We’ll let the men finish loading the chests and boxes and then we ‘ll board,” Marcus said. “I’ll go supervise. It’ll only be a few minutes.”
 
   I watched the procession of men carrying our belongings up the ramp and wondered yet again if I was doing the right thing. I’d thought that my travels were over, the years of moving from one place to another with everything I owned packed in a couple of trunks. I’d found my passion in Ravenna, ruling, governing and making decisions, and Constantinople would offer me none of that. 
 
   I held Honoria’s hand tightly, and tried to dispel the dark thoughts that filled my head. Honoria started crying loudly, her wails adding to a sense of growing unease that made my heart beat fast and my hands perspire. I was glad when it was time to board and it was too late to change my mind. I led the way, and Sylvia carried Valentinian, who was now awake and looking around with wide eyes. Claudia walked beside them, looking nervous.
 
   The tribune of the guard showed us to our quarters, leading us down a set of steep steps into the hold of the boat. Ducking under low beams, we made our way to an area that had been curtained off for privacy. Inside were four narrow bunks and a small table. Sylvia and I put the children on one of the bunks and Valentinian began to bounce up and down. 
 
   “Stop it,” Honoria told him, sitting rigidly on the bed with her arms wrapped around her. “It’s so small,” she said. “And I’m cold. I want to go back to the palace.”
 
   Sylvia pulled a blanket from the bed and wrapped it around the girl’s shoulders. “We’ll have you warm and cozy in no time,” she said. “You and Claudia will share this bunk and keep each other company.”
 
   “I don’t want to share with Claudia,” said Honoria. “Mama, tell her that I won’t.”
 
   “Then you have to share with Valentinian,” I said, my thoughts on the rest of the staff. Most of them would be sleeping on mattresses on the wooden floor. The ship rocked from side to side and I put my hand out to steady myself on the table, wondering what it would be like at sea if the ship could move so much at anchor in the harbor. 
 
   I caught Claudia looking at me and managed a smile. 
 
   “This will be an adventure,” I said. “We’ll see flying fish and maybe dolphins too.”
 
   Claudia smiled back. “I’d love to see those.”
 
   “Will there be whales, Mama?” Valentinian asked, still bouncing.
 
   “Perhaps,” I replied. “But only if you children are very good, and do everything that Sylvia tells you. I’m going to talk with the others but will be back soon.”
 
   I pushed the curtain aside and did a tour of the cramped area, talking to each of the staff to make sure they had a mattress and blankets. My chosen attendants, Olivia and Letitia, were looking dubiously at the space assigned to them, but they were quick to assure me that they’d be comfortable. Aurelia had decided to stay with me, while Marcus camped with two chamberlains and a group of my guards. 
 
   The men all jumped up and stood at attention at my approach, their heads bent to avoid hitting the low ceiling formed by the deck above us. I told them to stand down. 
 
   “There’s no space here for formalities,” I said.
 
   The men settled back on their mattress rolls. 
 
   “Are you going to be all right here?” I asked Marcus.
 
   “Of course. This is luxurious compared to some of the garrisons I’ve stayed in,” he replied, and everyone laughed. 
 
   A sailor came down the steps and warned us that the ship was about to depart. 
 
   “Secure your belongings,” he shouted.
 
   Minutes later, I heard the beat of drums and the cries of the crew as the ship made her way out of the harbor. A bell clanged when we emerged into the open water and I felt the movement of the vessel change as it met the choppy waves head on. I went back to the children to find them still arguing over their sleeping spaces and, looking to distract them, asked Sylvia to make arrangements for a late breakfast for us all. Soon, the comforting clink of dishes filled the air and the children settled down to eat a small meal of bread and fruit. I sat with them, but couldn’t eat. My stomach felt queasy and I hoped I wouldn’t suffer from seasickness. Already, the air in the enclosed space felt close and stale, tinged with the pungent smell of the pitch that coated the beams and decking. It would be far worse after days of sailing. 
 
   I thought about Honorius and the palace. The courtiers would be dressing and primping, and the clerics, lawyers and financiers would soon be lining up at the palace doors to attend meetings and wait for an audience with the imperial representatives. I wondered if Honorius would cancel the proceedings for the day, or if no one would miss me and life would continue as usual there.
 
   Several days passed, almost indistinguishable from the nights in the caliginous shadows of the hold. Lamps burned at all hours and the constant shifting of the passengers congregated so closely together made it hard to sleep. The galley crew laid earthenware tiles at one end of the hold and lit charcoal fires over which they roasted meat and grilled bread. The meals they produced were welcome, but the air grew steadily thick with fumes that burned the throat and nostrils of everyone there. 
 
   Marcus and the guards spent most of their time up on deck and I envied them their freedom. The ladies were expected to stay down below, out of sight of the crew, but Aurelia found an excuse to go up and visit Marcus one morning, carrying up his cane in case he should need it.
 
   She came back to the cabin with her hair blown and her cloak carrying the smell of sea air. She looked worried and I pulled her to one side. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked in a low tone. 
 
   “I fear a storm is coming in,” she whispered. “The sky is dark and the wind is growing stronger by the minute.”
 
   “I want to see,” I said. “I can’t stand being down here any longer.”
 
   I followed Aurelia up the narrow steps and out on to the deck. Straightening up to my full height for the first time in days, I stretched my neck and arms and inhaled the fresh air. But Aurelia was right. It seemed that a storm was coming our way. The sky was leaden and the wind blew the sea into a restless vortex of foam and spray. 
 
   “It looks bad, don’t you think?” asked Aurelia.
 
   I felt unease settling in my stomach like bad food but I decided to be optimistic. 
 
   “We have one of the best captains on the Adriatic," I said, "and we'll trust his judgment and his skill.”
 
   “We should go back down,” Aurelia said, clinging to the railing. But I shook my head. “Let’s stay for a while. Just look at those clouds!” 
 
   Gradually, every shred of light in the morning sky dissolved, leaving only a strip of livid silver where it touched the sea. The waves grew higher, throwing up spray that drenched us from head to toe, but still I remained, fascinated by the boiling mass of black and purple clouds. The wind strengthened and the masts shuddered in the gusts. It was hard to think with all the noise, far less speak.
 
   The captain strode past with two crewmen close behind. When he saw us, he bellowed at us to get down and secure ourselves with ropes to the beams underneath. The wind distorted his words, but we could tell from his frantic gestures what he wanted us to do.
 
   Soaked through, we clambered back down and told the others the grim news. With shaking hands, we all fastened ropes around each other, fumbling with knots. Marcus and the guards appeared soon afterwards and helped secure the children, who were in such a lather of excitement and fear that they were crying and laughing at the same time. The boat heaved to one side, and a thunderclap cracked overhead, followed by an answering explosion from the ship. 
 
   “One of the masts has snapped,” muttered Marcus. 
 
   We heard terrible screams from the decks above and a screech of timbers. Seawater streamed in through the boards over our heads, and I realized that it was lapping around my ankles. Within seconds, it was at knee height and some of the ladies were starting to panic, crying aloud.
 
   Marcus shouted above the cacophony of wind and waves. “We must go up on the deck or we will drown.” 
 
   With fingers numb with cold and clumsy with fear, we all untied the ropes that now threatened our lives. Aurelia held Honoria, I took Valentinian, and we scrambled up the stairway to the opening above. Marcus stayed below to help the women, who screamed as the water rose to their waists and their heavy cloaks hampered their escape. 
 
   Just as I emerged on to the deck, the ship lurched to one side and I scrabbled for a handhold to stop myself from falling. Looking around for a safe place to stand, I saw that the central mast had snapped in two, leaving jagged fingers of wood pointing accusingly at the sky. The top half of the mast rolled to and fro over the deck, pushed by the force of the waves that pounded at the sides of the ship. Giving it a wide berth, I led the others towards the bow of the ship, hoping to find shelter. The deck sloped away at a steep angle, making it hard for us to keep our footing, and, skidding across the sodden boards, we seemed certain to slide to the edge and fall into the sea. 
 
   Frantically, I looked around for shelter and noticed a stack of barrels still held firm by their ropes to one of the smaller masts. With Valentinian wailing at my side, I crept my way towards them, shouting to Aurelia and Sylvia to follow me. A gust of wind pushed us sideways towards the black water that waited like a huge, open mouth to swallow us up. I wondered what it would be like to drown, and tried to push the thought away. If I died, Valentinian would too, and I wasn’t going to let that happen. Throwing myself forward, I grabbed the rim of one of the barrels. Wedging myself among them, I turned and held out my hand to Aurelia, pulling her to safety. Sylvia followed, and we huddled together with the children between us. Valentinian was still crying, but the two little girls were pale and quiet, their eyes wide with fear. 
 
   “I want to go home, mama,” whispered Honoria.
 
   It was eerily dark, and the rain obscured my view, but I kept my eyes on the entry to the hold, watching for others to come up. Several figures climbed out and made their way along the handrail towards the back of the ship. Minutes later, two more emerged, and immediately began to slip down the tilted deck. As they came closer, I recognized Olivia and Letitia. With horror, I saw Olivia’s feet go out from under her, her arms flailing until she grabbed Letitia’s cloak. They both fell, and slid along the treacherous boards. I heard their screams, but the sound of their tumble into the abyss was snatched away by the furious wind. Shocked and trembling, I crouched lower among the barrels. Aurelia was crying, and I knew she was waiting for Marcus to appear. 
 
   With each roll of the ship, I prayed to Saint John, begging him to save us from the storm. “I will build a great church to honor your name,” I said out loud. “If not for me, please do this for my children, who are innocent of any wrongdoing.” 
 
   Finally, I gave up my prayers and pressed closer to Aurelia and Sylvia, and we pulled our soaking wet cloaks around ourselves and the children in a futile attempt to get warm. Waves crashed over our heads in great swells of foam-flecked green, like monsters seeking out prey. I feared we would all get sucked out to sea, but the ropes securing the barrels held firm.
 
   The storm raged on for the rest of the day and all the long night, its constant roar punctuated by screams and the crack of splintered timber. Finally, a faint thread of pink appeared on the horizon and I began to hope that the storm might end. The wind died down, and the waves subsided a little but the battered ship was still listing heavily to one side. The growing daylight revealed the true horror of what had befallen us. The broken mast had rolled across the deck, trailing ropes and sails, entangling men who lay groaning in pain from their injuries. Several were still, pinned to the deck by wooden struts. The railings along one side of the ship had broken away, exposing a vertiginous drop to the water below. 
 
   The captain of the ship made his way across the deck, slashing at the ropes that held his crew prisoner, and barking commands to those who could still stand. Some of them came to help, lifting the children clear before helping us to our feet. My limbs were numb from the cold and wet, and from being in one position all night. We picked our way with care across the debris-strewn deck towards the hold, holding the children close so that they wouldn’t see the bodies. 
 
   The captain stopped us at the stairway.
 
   “We need time to work the pumps and drain the water,” he said. “And there are some poor souls down there who didn’t get out in time. Give my men a while and we’ll do everything we can to make you comfortable.”
 
   His jaw worked as though he wanted to say more, but he turned on his heel and strode away still shouting orders at his exhausted crew. I clutched Aurelia’s hand and could think of no words to say. Anything I said would be meaningless until we knew if Marcus was alive. 
 
   I saw a group of women coming from the back of the ship and called to them to join me quickly. “Have you seen any others?” I asked. “Do you know where Marcus is?”
 
   They looked at me blankly, dazed with shock. I asked again. “Where’s Marcus?”
 
   One of them shook her head. “I don’t know. He was helping to free us from the ropes and pushed us up the ladder to the deck. But he was still down there with the rest of the soldiers when we left.”
 
   “Oh God,” murmured Aurelia. “Please let him be safe.”
 
   A few more of the household staff appeared and I began a mental count of how many might be missing.  
 
   “Stay here,’ I said. Letting go of Valentinian’s hand, I went to the top of the stairway and started to climb down. 
 
   “What are you doing?” asked Sylvia. “The captain said to wait here.”
 
   I didn’t answer.
 
   The smell was the first thing that hit me. A foul mix of seawater and blood that made me gag. I hesitated for a second before going further then, holding my breath, I stepped down into the hold. There was still a foot of water slopping around, on which floated an array of clothes and pans. 
 
   A young sailor looked at me in surprise and saluted. “I’m sorry,” he said, bucket in hand. “It’s still a mess.”
 
   “Are any of my men here?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, Augusta, the ones that were injured were taken over there.” He pointed towards the curtained area with the beds. “And the others…” he paused. “The ones that didn’t make it are at the back.” He nodded in the direction of the stern but I could see nothing in the gloom. 
 
   “We’ll have to take them up later,” he said. “You know, to put them in the sea.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said, walked towards the curtain, past other sailors who were intent on cleaning, and gently pushed through into the cramped sleeping space. All of the bunks were occupied and I scanned them quickly, recognizing three of the guards and one chamberlain. Marcus wasn’t there. I went out and looked around. Did I dare go examine the bodies at the back? I felt sick but started wading in that direction, hitting my feet on objects under the murky water. The young sailor saw me coming back and stopped what he was doing. “Can I help, Augusta?”
 
   “I’m looking for Marcus, have you seen him?”
 
   “Oh, aye, he’s in the storage area.” 
 
   I followed his eyes as he looked towards a small wooden cabin built into one side of the hold.
 
   “But I’d not go in there if I were you,” he added.
 
   I headed straight towards the cabin.
 
   “Augusta!” the boy called out, but I ignored him.
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 42
 
    
 
    
 
   I stopped at the closed door and listened. There were voices inside, very low and muted and I couldn’t hear what was being said. I put my hand on the knob and hesitated for a second. I’d never knocked on a door in my life but felt that under the circumstances, I should seek permission to enter. Finally, though, I just pushed the door open and went in. The space was small and cramped, enclosed by wooden walls and the low beams of the deck above, and lit by two flickering lamps. On a board across two trestles lay Marcus. Two other men were there, one stripped to the waist, and holding a knife, the other in a sailor’s uniform that was spattered in blood. They both looked at me in surprise, and then the older one nodded and continued to work. He pushed the point of the knife into Marcus’s thigh while the sailor held Marcus down by the shoulders. Marcus groaned and I tasted bile in my throat. I closed the door behind me and went to Marcus, taking his hand in mine. 
 
   “It’s me,” I said. “Aurelia is well.”
 
   I felt him squeeze my hand very softly and I stayed silent while the doctor worked. He removed something from Marcus’s leg and looked at intently before throwing it in a bucket under the table. Then he took a handful of linen rags and held them hard against the wound. They were quickly soaked with blood and fluid and he replaced them with fresh ones several times before using used a needle and a length of catgut to close up the gash. I gripped Marcus’s hand as his body shuddered with pain and the young sailor took a flask from his pocket and held it to Marcus’s lips. 
 
   “Strong wine,” he said to me. “It’ll help him sleep.”
 
   “What happened to him?” I asked the doctor, who was wiping his hands on a fresh piece of fabric.
 
   “He had an old injury. Looked like a sword cut?” He pulled on a tunic, and tightened a belt around it.
 
   “Yes.” I nodded.
 
   “Something hit him or he bumped into it with enough force to reopen the wound. I cleaned out a large splinter of wood and a lot of pus and fluid and now we have to monitor him for infection. Seawater isn’t good for open injuries. And God knows what else is floating in it down here.”
 
   I swallowed and glanced down at the black water sloshing around my ankles. “Thank you for looking after him,” I said.
 
   “It’s my job,” he said brusquely. “I’ve got other patients to look after. Will you stay here?”
 
   I nodded and told the young sailor to go up and bring Aurelia at once. Minutes later, my friend appeared, looking pale and tense. 
 
   “He’s going to be all right,” I assured her and told her what the doctor had said. 
 
   When Aurelia bent over him and laid her head on his shoulder, I left them alone and, back in the hold, I watched the clean-up work for a few minutes. The water level was falling and the ship seemed to be slowly returning to level. The sailors had gathered the soaking mattresses and blankets into a large pile that already emanated a musty smell. I found myself staring at it, while thoughts of Marcus and those who had died whirled around in my head. Taking a deep breath, I made my way back to the steps and climbed on to the deck. The captain was close by and came over to me at once. 
 
   “Augusta, I’m glad to see you’re not hurt. I’ve not seen a storm like that one in many years.” He paused and looked out at the sea, now calm and sparkling in the sunlight. “Do you know yet how many of your party are lost?”
 
   I shook my head. “I’ve seen five men injured down below and I know there are several deaths. We must arrange a ceremony for them.”
 
   “Yes, the sooner we get the bodies off the ship the better,” he replied. 
 
   So practical, I thought, just corpses to be disposed of. He didn’t know them as I did, my loyal household staff, who had volunteered to make this perilous journey with me. 
 
   “I want rites read and respect shown,” I said. 
 
   “We always treat our dead with respect, Augusta, and I’m sorry if I offended you. I lost my first mate and a few other good men last night. I’ll mourn them when we reach land. For now, we have to concentrate on ensuring the safety of those who remain and plan how to finish the journey with the main sail down.”
 
   His face reflected his anxiety, with deep creases around his eyes and a vertical line furrowed his forehead. His blue-green eyes were the color of the sea but they had no light in them. 
 
    
 
   Over the next day and night, Marcus continued to fight for his life. Aurelia and I visited him every day, urging him to drink broth and keep his strength up until we could reach dry land. After several days, he was able to speak and I allowed myself to believe that he would survive.
 
   “Marcus, how can I thank you for what you did? But for you, many more would certainly be dead.” I took his hand as I spoke and shuddered to feel how cold it was.
 
   He smiled weakly and answered in a whisper, his throat hoarse from the salt water that he had swallowed. “I couldn’t save them all. The water came up so fast that we weren’t able to reach the steps. I found a few air spaces along the top bunks in one of the cabins and dragged some of the ladies there. They were the lucky ones.”
 
   “What happened to your leg?”
 
   “Something was thrown against it, one of the clothes chests I think. Everything that wasn’t tied down was tossed around in the water and it was too dark to see anything. I think many of the injuries were caused that way.”
 
   I looked at Aurelia, realizing how lucky we were to have escaped injury or drowning. The odds had been very much against us. 
 
   Two more of the ladies-in-waiting died the following day. The doctor said they had breathed in too much water. I found I no tears left. I had cried all night, tortured by the thought of the disaster I had brought down on the ship in my bid to escape from Ravenna. I was no longer sure that I’d done the right thing to leave. I’d thought it best for my children and for the household. Never had I envisaged a greater peril than lay in the palace in Ravenna, but a different danger had swept down from the skies and claimed its victims. 
 
   The weather changed suddenly a few days later and we were blessed with warm days that allowed us to dry out clothes and covers so that the rest of the journey was less miserable. Progress was wretchedly slow with the main sail down, but the crew did everything possible to make up time. Eventually, we heard the long-awaited cry from the crow’s nest that land lay ahead. Wearily, we climbed to the decks to watch as the coastline came into clear view and eventually saw the towers and spires of Constantinople shining in the sun under blue skies. 
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 43
 
    
 
    
 
   Everyone stood on to the small deck to watch the ship make her way into the Imperial Harbor. The sun shone and I felt the heat of it on my limbs. I remembered Constantinople’s clarity of light from my childhood and lifted my face to the sky.
 
   A crowd gathered on the dock, pointing and waving at the damaged vessel, but I saw no sign of a welcoming party from the palace. I realized that they’d have no way of knowing the arrival date of the ship and I would have to dispatch messengers as soon as I disembarked. The most important thing was to move the injured and sick to safety as quickly as possible. 
 
   I felt the ship bump up against the straw bales that hung along the sides of the stone-built dock. It bumped again and, within seconds, the crew had dropped the plank. My pulse quickened at the sound of the wood hitting solid ground. I could hardly wait to get off the ship.
 
   The captain issued quiet orders, and the sailors dispersed to their various tasks. Two of them ran down to the dock and talked to some officials there. Sailors appeared from below, carrying the sick on makeshift stretchers. Marcus was first, with Aurelia at his side, holding his hand. 
 
   “I have requested transportation, Augusta,” the captain said to me. “And sent a messenger to the palace to let them know you are here. You should wait on board. I don’t want you down there in the port. How many of your guards are fit enough to accompany you to the palace?”
 
   “Six or seven,” I replied. “That will be enough. It’s a very short distance from here to the palace entry.”
 
   He nodded and asked to be excused to continue his work. Sylvia joined me at the rail, with the three children in tow. “Thank God,” she said, looking down at the dock. “I’ll never get on a ship again in my life.”
 
   “Nor me,” said Honoria. “It was horrible. I hated it.”
 
   “Just look at the state of you,” Sylvia said, rubbing dirt from Honoria’s cheek. “And you too, young man, so no laughing at your sister.” She sighed. “We’re all a mess. We can’t meet the Emperor and Empress looking like this.”
 
   “We have no choice, Sylvia, and I doubt they’ll care,” I said. “I’m sure they ‘ll just be glad to see that we are safe.” 
 
   My confidence waned a little when I saw several carriages pull up below to disgorge a group of sumptuously dressed dignitaries. They wore the floor-length robes that were common in the East, with heavy gold chains around their necks. Although the reputation of Theodosius’s court was of sobriety and decorum, it seemed that austerity did not extend to the dress and decoration of its members. 
 
   I patted at the considerable number of wrinkles in my gown and prepared to go down to meet them. My guards gathered around me and I walked with difficulty down the wooden ramp. My legs felt shaky and my feet seemed unused to the feel of solid ground, but I did my best to hold my head high. 
 
   A tall man stepped forward to greet me and explained that he would be responsible for escorting me to the palace. He offered his condolences for the tragedy that had befallen the ship and assured me that the wounded and sick would be taken to comfortable rooms in the palace and attended by doctors immediately. Although his words were warm and comforting, his eyes were cold and I couldn’t help feeling that he regarded my arrival as something of an inconvenience. He kept his distance and wore a faint expression of distaste, and I realized, with some amusement, that I probably smelled badly. When I suggested that they allow me some time to clean up before visiting my nephew he seemed relieved, and told me that fresh clothes would be found for everyone while we bathed. 
 
   Thanks to his impressive efficiency, Sylvia, the children and I were soon ensconced in a carriage and on the way to the palace. We passed through beautifully ornamented bronze gates set in massive defensive walls that were still under construction. Once within the grounds of the palace, the carriage wound through glorious flower gardens and past splashing fountains. The palace itself rose up majestically in front of us. Begun by Constantine, it had been considerably enlarged by my brother Arcadius during his reign. Not really a single palace, but a great complex enclosing several palaces within its high walls, it towered over the Marmara Sea on its south side and over the Bosphorus to the east. Its size dwarfed the residence in Ravenna, and still I could see vast empty areas marked here and there with stakes to indicate further building work. 
 
   When we reached the main palace doors, we were taken to a suite of rooms that were luxuriously decorated with rich fabrics and thick woolen rugs. Honoria threw herself on a couch and cried when Sylvia told her to move but she followed reluctantly when servants carrying baskets of linens escorted us all to the bath house. The children were excited and their voices echoed among the vaulted ceilings while the attendants scraped away the dirt of the long voyage. When they were finished, we found clean clothes waiting for us. I was given a simple tunic of creamy linen that was a little too big for me, but I reveled in its clean new smell and stroked the smooth, soft fabric. I found my jewelry box and chose emerald earrings and a matching necklace. 
 
   Finally, it was time to meet Theodosius and Pulcheria. I wished that Aurelia and Marcus were at my side, but made my way alone to the throne room, with four of my guards in attendance. When I entered, I found a vast hall that was sparsely furnished with couches arranged along the walls. At the far end were two golden thrones, occupied by my niece and nephew and surrounded by statesmen with solemn expressions. I was struck at once by how much my nephew looked like his father. He was tall and thin, with a long nose and dark eyes. Pulcheria, eight years his senior, shared the same characteristics, but where he smiled, she frowned. She looked as grim and severe as her image on the medallions in Tertius’ collection. 
 
   “My dear Aunt.” Theodosius held out his arms to embrace me. The title of aunt made me sound old, I thought, yet I was only a year older than Pulcheria. 
 
   “Welcome to Constantinople. We were horrified to hear about your terrible voyage and the loss of some of your household staff. We’re providing doctors and supplies for the sick and injured. We trust that you and the children are well?”
 
   “Yes, thank you,” I replied and before I could say any more, Pulcheria spoke in a high, thin voice that matched her cold manner. “I hope that your accommodations here are comfortable. You must stay, of course, until renovations on your own palace are finished. I’ve given the foremen instructions to have their men work extra hours to complete the improvements. The palace has been empty for so many years, as you know.”
 
   “Thank you both,” I said. “You are most kind. I’ll try not to presume on your generosity for too long.”
 
   My father had bequeathed to me the palace in which I had grown up, but I had never expected to visit it after moving to Milan at the age of eight. I had many happy memories of the palace, and of my mother, but it was a curious feeling to be moving back into my childhood home. I wondered if it would be a comfortable place to settle if I could see no way to return to Ravenna. 
 
   Pulcheria gave a little cough to attract my attention. Theodosius introduced me to his group of advisors, who bowed but did not speak. I had heard the protocol of the court was far stricter than that of Ravenna, and the courtiers rarely spoke unless commanded by the Emperor. 
 
   It seemed that no one was inclined to ask any questions about my hasty departure from Ravenna or to raise the question of what I would do now that I was here. Our short and stilted conversation about the summer weather was interrupted by the chime of a bell. Pulcheria looked relieved. “Ah, it is time for us to go to Church,” she said. “I hope that you will join us in future but for today, I’m sure you need to rest.” 
 
   She turned to one of her advisors. “Please ensure that the Nobilissima has everything she needs.” She gave me a thin smile and turned to move away.
 
   “Niece,” I said. “I am Augusta of the Western Empire and that is the title I prefer to use.”
 
   Pulcheria frowned. “You aren’t Augusta here,” she replied. “You can’t be Empress of the West now that you are no longer residing there or carrying out your duties. I’d have thought that was obvious. Nobilissima will be satisfactory for your status and title while you are in Constantinople.”
 
   I opened my mouth to object but Pulcheria continued. “Theodosius and I are agreed on this.”
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 44
 
    
 
    
 
   It was not the right time to argue, so I excused myself and hurried back to the apartments. I was anxious to see how Marcus was doing and I found Aurelia sitting outside his room, her face pale and her eyes ringed with dark smudges. She smiled when she saw me, however, and her voice was brighter than it had been since the night of the storm. 
 
   “The doctors are in there, changing the dressing, and they’ve given Marcus something to make him sleep,” she said. “He says he feels a little better now that he’s not subject to the constant motion of the ship and he’s doing well with the medicinal potions that take away some of the pain in his leg. I think he’ll recover, Placidia.” 
 
   I hugged, hoping that my gesture would tell her what I couldn’t find the words to say, how much I loved her and Marcus and how guilty I felt at bringing this grief upon them.
 
   “How was the audience with your niece and nephew?” Aurelia asked.
 
   I grimaced a little, enough to make Aurelia laugh. “We have to hope that my palace is ready soon,” I said. “Pulcheria doesn’t want us here for too long. I don’t think she likes me much, and I’m sure she thinks we’ll be too disruptive to her routines and procedures.”
 
   “And she hasn't even met the children yet. Then she’d know what disruptive really means,” said Aurelia. 
 
   “I doubt she’ll expect to see them. She runs the court like a monastery, apparently, with strict observance of the liturgy of hours. No one is allowed to speak during meal times and she and her ladies-in-waiting have taken an oath of chastity.”
 
   “Chastity? Good heavens,” exclaimed Aurelia. “And can you imagine our household not talking through dinner? It is a wonder anyone ever manages to eat with all the talking that goes on. At least, that’s the way it was in Ravenna.” Her face fell a little. 
 
   “We’ll recreate our court here, Aurelia, with our own customs and traditions. It’ll be fine, you’ll see. For now, we have to pray for the swift recovery of Marcus and the others. I’m going to visit the ladies now. Do you want to come?”
 
   Aurelia tucked her arm in mine and we went to see those who were well enough to have visitors, offering encouragement and hopes for a speedy return to health. 
 
   Leaving Aurelia to sit with Marcus, I returned to my rooms to find the children crying. Sylvia was with them, standing with her hands on her hips, glaring at Valentinian. 
 
   “You will drink the milk,” she was saying, “or you’ll stand in that corner for the rest of the day.” 
 
   Seeing me, Valentinian howled loudly, pointing at Sylvia. “She’s the meanest woman in the whole world, mama. I don’t want to drink any milk.” 
 
   Honoria joined in, sobbing theatrically. 
 
   “Be good now,” I said, “and maybe Aunt Aurelia will visit you later. Sylvia, they could go without their milk today. The journey has thrown us all off our routines.” 
 
   Honoria beamed. “No milk, no milk.” She and her brother danced around the room, taunting Sylvia, who shot poisonous looks at them but said nothing. I’d have to find companions and tutors for them as soon as we were settled in our own residence. Even their disobedience and defiance seemed charming today, however, thankful as I was for their safe passage through the storm. 
 
   Once the children were calmer and were playing quietly, I called for a carriage. I wanted to visit the small church of St. Peter and St. Paul to give thanks for surviving the storm. The horse pulled the carriage at a leisurely pace along the wide, tree-lined roads of the city. Warm sunlight poured in through the windows. The sea voyage seemed like a distant nightmare, but I knew that for Marcus and others, the horror would linger for as long as they struggled with their injuries. 
 
   I noticed we were on the road that bordered the eastern side of the great Hippodrome. Although there was no racing event today, the gates were open and through them I caught glimpses of the vast arena within. The track encircled a smooth grassy area. Along its center ran a line of tall columns and obelisks, raised by various Emperors to make their mark in this popular place of entertainment. On a sudden whim, I asked the driver to enter and drive as close as he could to an obelisk at the far end of the arena. This great Egyptian pillar had stood for fifteen hundred years in Alexandria before Emperor Constantine had brought it here to the city that he had made the capital of the Roman Empire. 
 
   Getting out of the carriage and walking towards it, I wondered at the feat of moving it, undamaged, across the Mare Nostrum. Fifty years after Constantine had brought it here, my father had moved it on to a carved marble base that made the obelisk the tallest in the arena. 
 
   The top of the pedestal towered over my head as I circled around it. On one side was a stone relief, showing images of my parents, my two brothers, and myself as a small child. I reached up to run my hand over the smooth outlines of the figures of my mother and father and felt a lump forming in my throat. The presentation was formal, my parents dressed in imperial robes and crowns, looking out as though at the sculptor. The image captured my mother’s serene beauty perfectly and I felt her presence there in a way that I’d never been able to in Ravenna. 
 
   I’d been only five when my mother died while giving birth to a stillborn son. My eyes ached with unshed tears and I leaned my forehead against the cool marble for a moment, then resumed my exploration of the frieze, amused at the stylized image of myself, solemn and unsmiling, as though concentrating on balancing my tiny coronet on my unbound curls. 
 
   With a last tender caress of my mother’s face, I went back to the carriage. We rejoined the road that ran alongside the arena and went south towards the water, where the little church nestled up against part of the great wall that defended the city from attacks by sea. 
 
   The church was designed in the form of a Greek cross and splendidly adorned with colorful mosaic images of Christ and his apostles. Its beauty inspired me to think of designs for the church that I had vowed to build in thanks for our deliverance from the storm. There was no one else inside and, undisturbed, I said my prayers, and remained kneeling for some time, enjoying the silence. 
 
   Pulcheria had left several messages for me when I returned to my rooms, the latest requesting my immediate presence. I was escorted to her rooms and kept waiting for several minutes before being admitted. Finally, I was allowed to enter and found my niece sitting at a desk, dictating to her scribe. At least ten women were in attendance, each occupied with reading or sewing. The shutters were open but the golden sunlight did little to soften the severity of the room. There were no rugs or curtains, no soft pillows on the wooden benches that served as couches and Pulcheria’s desk was little more than a slab of dark wood on sturdy, utilitarian legs. 
 
   Pulcheria continued her dictation and I suppressed my impatience. I wasn’t used to be kept waiting. When the clock servant announced the hour, the scribe began to gather up his instruments and bowed his way backward away from the desk. Pulcheria looked up and gestured to me to take a seat opposite her. 
 
   “How are you settling in, Aunt?” she asked, and went on without waiting for a reply. “I’ve been talking with the foreman in charge of renovations and he indicates that the main apartments in your palace will be ready within a matter of days. There are more than enough rooms to accommodate you and your entourage, and the other apartments can then be completed before the rest of your household arrives. Have you sent for them yet?”
 
   “No,” I replied. “But I will when I know I can accommodate them.”
 
   “Good. I can arrange for my decorators and furniture makers to meet with you at your convenience. Just let my head chamberlain, Valens, know when that will be.”
 
   I glanced around the dreary room and decided I would find my own artisans and craftsmen, but I nodded and murmured my thanks. 
 
   Pulcheria studied a list in front of her. “Clothes, “ she said. “Again, I am more than happy to send my dressmakers to you. Let Valens know and he will arrange it. Also tutors for the children.”
 
   She tapped the list with her finger. “Guards. I heard that your Comes Domesticorum was injured. Is he going to recover enough to command your bodyguard or will you be looking for someone else? Sometimes it’s better to replace the wounded. They’re never quite as fast on their feet as they need to be. If you don’t want to terminate him yourself, I can have Valens talk with him.”
 
   I stiffened at the suggestion. Flavius Glabio had been commander of my bodyguard since my move to Ravenna and I thought of him as a trusted friend. His wounds were not serious and I was sure he would be able to return to his duties soon. I also sensed an indirect jibe at Marcus in Pulcheria’s words and stood up, pushing my chair back. The feet made a screeching sound on the marble floor and everyone glanced up at me. 
 
   Pulcheria looked concerned. “Are you well?” she asked. 
 
   I would be if you weren’t interfering in my business, I thought, but I managed a smile. “Yes, I’m sorry. It’s a little warm in here and I need some air.”
 
   “Of course,” Pulcheria replied. “We’ll finish this later. I’ll expect you at Mass at the sixth hour. You may join us for dinner if you care to.”
 
   I beat a hasty retreat. Moving into my own palace had just become my highest priority. 
 
   Marcus continued to improve and was soon able to stand up and take a few steps at a time with Aurelia in constant attendance. Whenever I could escape from overseeing the decoration of the palace, I joined them on their short walks. I could tell how well Marcus was by how much he grumbled. The more he complained, the better he was feeling. 
 
   “I can’t just sit in bed all day doing nothing,” he said, while we slowly traversed the rose garden one morning. 
 
   “There’ll be plenty to do when you are better,” I said.
 
   “I am better. The doctors say I have to rest but they don’t know what they’re talking about. Besides, I don’t use my leg to think and work. So you just let me know what you need me for.”
 
   “I will,” I promised, although I did not really have an answer. For the first time since I was a child, I had nothing specific to do and I felt the loss of my power more keenly than I’d thought possible. Theodosius and Pulcheria would not have me meddling in Eastern affairs and I was completely divorced from all political activity in the West. For now, my plan was to spend more time working with the ecclesiastics to ensure the continuing adoption of the orthodox Christian faith throughout the Empire. I was confident that I’d find other causes to work for when I had more time.
 
   For the present at least, there was plenty to keep me occupied with the final renovations on the palace and interviewing tutors for Honoria and Valentinian. The children seemed to have settled quickly into their new home, and were calm and well-behaved. Only Valentinian complained occasionally, saying that he missed his Uncle Horius. He knew nothing of the circumstances under which we had left Ravenna and so I placated him with promises that he would see his uncle again one day.
 
   I received several letters from Tertius with updates on the household in Ravenna and news on how everyone was faring. 
 
   “Can you believe that Honorius has forbidden anyone to ever mention my name in his presence again?” I asked Marcus and Aurelia, handing them the latest letter.
 
   Marcus perused the letter and gave it back. “And it sounds to me as though Tertius is delicately hinting that it is time to move the household from Ravenna to Constantinople. Your faithful supporters cannot feel comfortable in the court there.”
 
   “The renovation work is proceeding well, so it’s a good time to arrange for the move,” I agreed. “And look, Aurelia, Apollo has been keeping Tertius company in the library, although Tertius has threatened to evict him if he continues to use the desk as a scratching post. We’ll make sure that Apollo comes with the others.”
 
   “I hope he’ll be safe on the sea voyage,” Aurelia said. “After what happened to us…”
 
   “He’ll be fine, as will everyone,” said Marcus firmly. “Placidia, you let us know what we can do to help. It’ll be good to have everyone here.”
 
   Several days later, I received word that my apartments were ready. The move was accomplished quickly and I breathed more easily once there was some space between me and my nephew and niece. My palace was far smaller than theirs but I liked its light and airy rooms with their high, vaulted ceilings. From almost every window was a view of the gardens and, on the eastern side, wide vistas of the Bosphorus. 
 
   It was soothing to walk the tiled floors of my childhood, breathe the same air, and smell the familiar scent of the lilacs. As I’d remembered the frieze on the base of the obelisk, so I began to recall other places and events from my childhood years. Some memories were indistinct, like clouds floating against a blue sky, changing shape before I could fully decipher them. I remembered my father, so tall and proud, picking me up and swinging me high above the ground. My memories of my mother were full of softness and silk, warmth and perfume. 
 
   One morning, as I explored the rooms near my new apartments, I found myself staring distractedly at a fresco of two white doves drinking water from a blue bowl. Many of the walls in the palace were adorned with paintings and I could not imagine why that particular image had caught my attention. Then I remembered that, on the day my mother had died, I’d spent the entire day hiding behind the columns in this corridor. I was avoiding my nanny, who would have made me go back to my rooms. While I waited, I’d memorized every tiny detail of the painting and held imaginary conversations with the two pretty birds, symbols of hope and peace. Only after the sun had set and the shadows in the corridor were beginning to scare me, did someone find me to tell me that my mother and baby brother were dead. 
 
   I traced the shape of the cobalt bowl with my finger, remembering that day. In spite of the tragedy that had unfolded here, I was glad to be back, honoring my parents’ memory. After all the travels and time spent in Ravenna, Rome and in Hispania, I felt I had truly come home.
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 45
 
    
 
    
 
   Increasingly optimistic for my future in Constantinople, I planned a sailing date for the household and dictated letters to my staff in Ravenna to advise them of the arrangements. Through correspondence with Tertius, he assured me that Honorius had never spoken a cross word to him and that he felt secure in Ravenna. 
 
   “I have enjoyed Apollo’s company,” he wrote, “but his claws and my delicate documents don’t mix well. He will be happy to see Aurelia again.”
 
   No one slept for the few days before the ships were due in port. We were all too excited about seeing old friends and familiar faces. When they arrived, we found that Apollo had been transported in a specially built cage that had kept him safe but made him angry. For several days, he yowled and spat at everyone except Aurelia, but gradually came round to his new home, and was soon walking the corridors with his tail twitching and head held high. I welcomed back my staff with an elaborate feast and, over the coming weeks, the household settled into familiar routines. The refurbished palace was more than spacious enough to accommodate everyone in great comfort.
 
   Summer arrived, borne on a wave of heat that kept the gardeners busy irrigating the lawns and watering parched flowers. The children played in the fountains to stay cool and I spent long hours with my scribe, writing recommendations for the expansion of orthodox Christianity in the Empire. Pulcheria seemed content that I had found something productive to work on, and made introductions to the Bishop of Constantinople and several influential priests. I exchanged many letters with Boniface, Governor of North Africa, on the subject, and learned that my former palace priest, Alanus, was doing an excellent job of implementing my legislation in that region. 
 
   “It just goes to show that everyone has an opportunity to excel, given the right circumstances,” I said to Sylvia, while penning a letter of congratulations to Alanus on his success. 
 
   Sylvia raised my eyebrows in surprise. “That man caused no end of trouble in Ravenna, just in case you’ve forgotten.”
 
   “I couldn’t forget it,” I replied. “But he’s in a place now where his dedication…”
 
   “Fanaticism,” interrupted Sylvia.
 
   “His energy and enthusiasm for his task can be properly directed,” I finished.
 
   “I’m glad it’s all directed at someone else,” said Sylvia. “The memory of him still gives me the shivers.”
 
   “I know it does but I envy him the ability to perform something so well.”
 
   Sylvia put down her sewing. “Are you missing Ravenna?” she asked.
 
   I shook my head. “No, I’m not. I admit, though, that I’m struggling to find things to do.”
 
   “You’re doing plenty. Look at all the work you’re doing on this religious stuff.” She gave a quick shudder and that made me laugh.  
 
   “I’m so happy to have your total support on that, dear Sylvia.”
 
   I managed to stay very busy, in fact, and attended all the functions to which I was invited. These were mostly official dinners and a weekly church service for the Emperor that was held in the city’s new cathedral. I felt I was doing well at walking a fine line between seeing too much of my niece and nephew, and staying close to the core of power they represented.
 
   As the summer wore on and the hot afternoons made it harder to work at my desk, I spent the time instead in the shade of a flowery arbor in the garden, watching the children play and talking with Aurelia and Sylvia. 
 
   “No letters this week?” asked Aurelia, who enjoyed hearing news of Ravenna in the regular missives from Tertius and occasional letters from Bishop Ursus and Senator Gardius.
 
   “No, and I’m worried about Tertius,” I admitted. “It is most unlike him to miss the messenger service. I hope he’s not ill.”
 
   “Maybe the service has been disrupted,” said Sylvia, fanning herself. “I haven’t seen any messengers at all this week.” 
 
   In spite of her elevated position in the palace, Sylvia still liked to spend time in the kitchens, the best source of gossip, where the couriers were always offered food and drink by kitchen staff eager to hear the latest news from the city and beyond. 
 
   “That’s odd,” I said, uneasy at the thought of no news coming into the palace. “We need to find out more.”
 
   Everyone nodded in agreement, and the conversation melted away under the intense heat. 
 
   The following morning, I had a meeting scheduled with the bishop at his offices in the center of the city and Aurelia offered to go with me. Riding out through the main gate of the palace complex, the carriage had to slow to pass through a large crowd gathered there. I told the driver to stop.  
 
   “Ask them what they’re doing,” I instructed my lictor. 
 
   He jumped down from the carriage and quickly reappeared to report that everyone was looking at the latest proclamation issued by Theodosius. It was customary for the Emperor to post proclamations throughout the city so that the general populace could read them. They usually pertained to new taxes or laws, or announced victories in distant battles.
 
   “I think you should take a look, Nobilissima,” he said. 
 
   “Get out here? With all these people?” I asked. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. What did it say?”
 
   His eyes darted towards the crowd and back again and a sheen of perspiration glowed on his forehead.  
 
   “I need you to tell me right now what is going on,” I said. 
 
   Aurelia looked nervous; the lictor was behaving very strangely. 
 
   He straightened his shoulders. “Theodosius has proclaimed himself Emperor of the Western Empire.”
 
   “That’s impossible,” I said.
 
   He stared at a space above my head, clearly not willing to contradict me. 
 
   “Get in,” I said. “Tell the driver to take us to the Emperor at once.”
 
   I tapped my foot impatiently on the floor while the driver maneuvered the carriage through the crowd and turned the horses back towards the palace. This made no sense. Honorius wouldn’t give up his crown to his nephew. There had been no news of discussions between the two of them, no reports of a battle. 
 
   I slammed my hand down on the seat. Of course! There’d been no news at all for nearly ten days. The lack of correspondence from Rome and Ravenna was no coincidence. Whatever was going on, I’d been kept in the dark deliberately and I was sure that Theodosius had prevented the delivery of letters to my palace. 
 
   By the time we arrived at the entrance to the main palace, I was furious.  
 
   “Where is the Emperor?” I asked the guards at the door. 
 
   “In the throne chamber, Nobilissima, but he is holding is a private audience today.” 
 
   “Not anymore,” I said, pushing past them and hurrying along the hallway with Aurelia and the bodyguard in pursuit. More guards stood at the tall double doors of the chamber, but stepped aside at my command. I entered to find Pulcheria and Theodosius on their thrones. The crowd of advisors around them parted to let me pass. 
 
   “What are you doing, Theodosius?” I demanded. 
 
   Pulcheria stood. “Aunt, we are glad you are here. Please take a seat.”
 
   “No, thank you. I want to know what’s going on. Theodosius has proclaimed himself Emperor of the West. Are you planning a war against Ravenna?”
 
   “Sit please,” said Pulcheria again. “We have news you need to hear.”
 
   I remained standing and waited. Pulcheria glanced at her brother and nodded. 
 
   “Aunt,” he said. “Honorius is dead.”
 
   I felt the blood drain from my head and felt dizzy. Someone guided me to a chair and helped me to sit. “Dead?”
 
   “He died of a disease of the lungs, according to his doctors. I can see that you are upset and I’m sorry.”
 
   The fog in my brain began to clear. Honorius was dead and Theodosius had seized the Western throne. He had not conferred with me or discussed Valentinian’s claim to the crown. Anger burned through me and I felt my cheeks flush with heat. 
 
   “Yes, I’m upset,” I said, aware of how loud my voice sounded in the silent chamber. “I’m outraged that you would proclaim yourself Emperor of the West without talking to me. How dare you overthrow the mandate of your grandfather, who divided rule of the Empire into East and West?”
 
   “You forget yourself, Aunt,” said Pulcheria with ice in her voice. “These are affairs of state in which you have no say. And you won’t speak to the Emperor in that tone.”
 
   “It won’t work,” I said, ignoring her. “No one can successfully govern the West from Constantinople. My father experienced that for himself and made a wise choice to divide rule between two Emperors. You will fail.”
 
   The advisors murmured to each other, and Theodosius’s guards twitched their fingers over the hilts of their swords. It was madness to confront the Emperor in such a way but I couldn’t stop. Too much was at stake. “My son has a legitimate claim to the throne,” I said.
 
   “He’s eight years old,” said Theodosius.
 
   “I can be his Regent,” I replied, and everyone fell silent. 
 
   A thin smile appeared on Pulcheria’s face and her dark eyes glittered. “So, Aunt, you harbor great ambitions. And yet you left Ravenna so willingly. Straying far from the throne is never a good idea.”
 
   Theodosius stood. “Enough. Aunt, if you wish to cooperate with us, we’d welcome your assistance, as your experience in the West can be of value to us. But if you choose to question my authority, the consequences will be severe. As for my ability to rule in the West, Flavius Castinus has agreed to represent me in Ravenna. As you know, he was a favorite of your brother’s and should be well accepted at the court. I have every confidence that this will work.”
 
   Castinus had been appointed Magister Militum after Marcus had resigned. He was a powerful and popular figure and would have the total support of the army. Theodosius had done well to choose him as his agent, but I still believed that the Senate and the people of Ravenna would be unhappy with the Emperor’s action.
 
   I turned and walked away through the crowd. The courtiers’ faces expressed disbelief or horror at the way I had spoken to their Emperor but I didn’t care. Theodosius was despicable, grabbing for power that wasn’t his. I hated him at that moment, and I hated Honorius. Even in death, my brother turned my life upside down, reaching from his grave to torment me one more time. If I were still in Ravenna, I would have claimed the throne for Valentinian and could have been sure of success. But now I was far away and had been outmaneuvered by my nephew. 
 
   I found Aurelia waiting in the hallway outside the audience chamber. 
 
   “What has happened?” my friend asked. “You look as though you’ve seen a ghost.”
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 46
 
    
 
    
 
   “You’re going to wear a hole in the carpet,” Marcus remarked.
 
   I stopped pacing and looked at him. We’d been waiting for the past half hour for the meeting to start. Aurelia sat quietly, threading her handkerchief through her fingers. 
 
   “I wish you’d sit down,” suggested Marcus and I did, drumming my fingers on the arms of my chair. 
 
   “Johannes is just a civil servant,” I said for the hundredth time. News had arrived several days earlier that Johannes, previously Honorius’s chief secretary, had seized the throne. As I’d predicted, Theodosius’s attempt to rule the Western Empire had failed. There had been riots in the city and dissension among the advisors and senators. As the situation deteriorated, Theodosius’s representative, Castinus, had lent his willing support to Johannes in a move to save his own skin.  
 
    Since the news had been received, Theodosius and Pulcheria had held a series of meetings with their Supreme Council and there’d been flurries of correspondence, with couriers arriving at all times of the day and night. Theodosius hadn’t invited me to any of his meetings until this morning. 
 
   But I hadn’t sat quietly by. I’d begun my own campaign to put forward Valentinian as Emperor, writing letters to my friends in Ravenna and in Rome, and to Boniface in Africa. My old friend, General Felix, had promised to bring the Goth army from Gallia to support me if it came to military action.  
 
   A bell rang somewhere in the city, marking the hour. “They’ll be here in a few minutes,” Marcus said. “Are we all ready?”
 
   I jumped up. Aurelia stood. The doors opened and Theodosius and Pulcheria entered, followed by their retinue of ministers and advisors.
 
   Theodosius opened the meeting without mincing words. “We will not accept Johannes as Emperor of the Western Empire,” he said. “The throne belongs to the house of Theodosius the Great, my grandfather, and it is an affront to his memory that an administrative functionary usurps it. Our duty today is to prepare our appeal to the Senate to reverse his appointment.”
 
   “Will Johannes resist?” asked one of the ministers, looking at the floor and not at the Emperor.
 
   “Undoubtedly,” said Theodosius. “He has the backing of General Aetius, who brings with him an army of Huns.”
 
   The room resonated with gasps of shock and indignant murmurs. “Huns?”
 
   “Aetius is backing Johannes?” I asked in disbelief. This was the first I’d heard of it. The courtiers muttered to each other, and Marcus quickly explained. 
 
   “Aetius was a hostage of the Huns for several years and finally befriended his captors,” he said. “The imperial court encouraged his friendship with the Huns as it was an effective way of reducing any risk that they would attack the Empire. Aetius has used them before in fighting against rebels in Gallia.” 
 
   “Yes, and we believe that he would now use that army against us if we confront Johannes,” said Theodosius. “So we must plan for military action in addition to a diplomatic envoy.”
 
   “War,” murmured Marcus, just loud enough for me to hear. 
 
   “Let us hope it doesn’t come to that,” I said.
 
   I knew what he was thinking. Anything that hinted of civil war was anathema to him. His great mentor and predecessor, Stilicho, had died rather than risk factional fighting within the Empire. 
 
   Marcus nodded his agreement, and looked at Theodosius. 
 
   “Your Imperial Highness,” he said. “I understand your desire to displace Johannes, but who do you intend to put in his place? Castinus has already failed to hold that position secure for you.”
 
   “As I said, the throne belongs to the house of Theodosius the Great. Therefore, we have decided to support the claim of Valentinian.”
 
   I heard the words but could hardly believe them. This was what I had hoped for, and what Theodosius had so adamantly refused a few months previously. 
 
   “Nephew, I’m delighted to hear that,” I said.
 
   He looked at me with his dark, expressionless eyes and no hint of emotion on his face.
 
   “It’s the only solution,” he said. “Valentinian is the logical choice and we’ll do all we can to support him.”
 
   “With myself as his Regent,” I said.
 
   Theodosius nodded. “Yes, with you as Regent until he reaches the age of sixteen.” 
 
   I wanted to throw my arms in the air and hug everyone in the room, but Pulcheria was staring at me with her lips pursed in a thin, pale line, and I opted to stay calm.
 
   “My preference is to win the crown by presenting our complaints and appeals to Johannes and the Senate,” I said. “I have no desire to fight Johannes if we can avoid it.”
 
   Theodosius inclined his head in agreement. “That is our wish also. We’ll send four ministers to the court in Ravenna to present our complaints to Johannes,” he said, pointing to the men he had chosen. 
 
   “Nevertheless, we’ll meet again soon to begin our plans for a military campaign, in case it should be required,” added Theodosius.
 
   Anxious to be alone with my friends, I requested permission to leave, and the three of us returned to my rooms. Accompanied by several of Theodosius’s guards, we said nothing during the long walk back. My mind whirled with jumbled thoughts. My dream of ruling the Western Empire was within my grasp but I feared that overthrowing Johannes would not be easy. 
 
   As soon as the doors to my rooms closed behind us, Aurelia hugged me. “I can’t believe it,” she said. “They are going to support you and Valentinian. You’re going to be Empress.”
 
   “We have a lot to do to get to that point,” said Marcus, and took a seat on a couch near a window. He drummed his fingers on the head of his cane. “We have to hope that the diplomatic envoy can find a way to convince Johannes to stand down. Otherwise, we may have to face a bloody battle. Aetius and his Huns will be formidable opponents.”
 
   “We’ll have the support of Theodosius’s army,” I said. I told a servant to bring some wine, and sat down opposite Marcus. “The armies would be well matched, don’t you think?”
 
   “Yes, maybe. But that’s not the problem. It’s fighting that is the problem. For years, Rome was torn apart by military coups, one after the other. I’d do anything I could to avoid going to war to win the throne, even for you, Placidia.”
 
   I leaned forward towards him. “I understand, Marcus. I do. But I’m not going to give up the crown and walk away. You know that.”
 
   He nodded. “I know.”
 
   Aurelia took a seat next to her husband. “Theodosius is not going to accept Johannes as Emperor,” she said. “So unless Johannes steps down, there’ll be a war, regardless of what any of us want.” 
 
   “We must hope that Johannes realizes that he can’t rule without the support of the East,” I said. “And that he’ll do the sensible thing.”
 
   “He never struck me as the belligerent type,” said Marcus. “In fact, I thought of him as being rather quiet and flexible. It surprised me that he rose as high as he did in Honorius’s court.” 
 
   He took a drink of his wine and ran his finger around the rim of the goblet. In the ensuing silence, I heard the children laughing and shouting in the gardens outside the window and stood up to look out at them. 
 
   “I’ll miss this place,” I said. 
 
   “So will I,” said Aurelia in a slightly shaky voice and I turned to see my friend’s eyes welling with tears. “We’ve been happy here. It’ll be difficult to leave," she continued.
 
   Marcus shrugged. “It’s probably just as well we're going. Placidia and Pulcheria will be hard pushed to maintain this pretense of family unity for very long. One of them would end up killing the other sooner or later.” 
 
   Aurelia laughed and I smiled at Marcus, grateful to him for lightening the mood. 
 
   “Still,” he said. “I too will miss Constantinople. I’d grown accustomed to the prospect of retirement here.”
 
   Aurelia grasped his hand and held it tightly. I felt my chest tighten. Yet again, I was displacing my friends and family, and cracking open the fragile shell of comfort and security that we had worked so hard to create since leaving Ravenna. 
 
   “Perhaps this is wrong,” I said. 
 
   “What is?” asked Aurelia. 
 
   “Trying to go back. We… no, not we... I made the choice to come here. I uprooted all of you and made you move hundreds of miles from home. What right do I have to make everyone do that again? We’re safe here and our life is good. The staff have settled and the children seem happy. Perhaps we should stay and be grateful for what we have.”
 
   Aurelia was looking at me as though I had sprouted a second head. “Placidia, what are you thinking? You can’t take our silly whining seriously. Of course we’ll all go back to Ravenna. I can’t think of anything better to do with our lives at this point than to help put Valentinian on the throne where he belongs.”
 
   “I should never have run away from Ravenna in the first place,” I said. “I’ve put us in a terrible position.”
 
   “Not so,” said Marcus, pushing himself to his feet with his cane. “Honorius has put us in this position. All he had to do was name Valentinian and there would be no conflict. But he feared giving you that much power, Placidia. He was always so threatened by you.”
 
   “Well,” I said. “It appears that he’s had the final say by staying silent on the subject of his successor. Now we must face the consequences.”
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 47
 
    
 
    
 
   For several weeks, we waited impatiently for news from the diplomats who had been sent to Ravenna. Finally, late one afternoon, a courier galloped in with the message we had been dreading. Johannes had initially refused to meet with the envoys, making them wait outside the palace for more than a week before agreeing to see them. When he finally admitted them, he gave them just a few minutes of his time, long enough to make it clear that he intended to remain Emperor at all costs. Military action, he said, did not scare him. He had the Roman army at his command, and full support from Aetius and the Huns. 
 
   Summoned to the throne room, I thought that Theodosius looked shaken. His face was pale and his forehead gleamed with perspiration, in spite of the arrival of cooler autumn weather. Pulcheria, however, was incensed and for once, I felt a connection with my niece.  
 
   “His behavior is offensive to us all,” Pulcheria said. “It’s time to prepare for war and to make plans for Placidia’s return to Ravenna.”
 
   Theodosius sent orders for the imperial advisors to gather at once and as soon as the messengers had left the chamber, I spoke.
 
   “Nephew, I think it is time to make public your recognition of my position and that of my son. My title of Augusta should be reinstated. And Valentinian should be named Augustus, as is usual for heirs to the throne.”
 
   Theodosius didn’t answer but he stood up and paced to the door and back. I’d seen him do this before when he was giving thought to some serious matter. Finally he came to a standstill in front of me. 
 
   “I agree that you should be given the title of Augusta again. Then there can be no doubt in the minds of Johannes and his followers of my support for you. For Valentinian, however, I would confer the title of Caesar…”
 
   “He is the next Emperor,” I interrupted. “He should be known as Valentinian Augustus.”
 
   “Caesar will indicate his status well enough,” snapped Theodosius.
 
   “I don’t agree,” I replied. 
 
   Pulcheria held up her hand for silence. “You must consider this, Aunt,” she said. “In the event that the battle is lost and you do not regain the throne, your only option will be to return to Constantinople.”
 
   “And you don’t want my son walking around here with the title of Augustus,” I said, seeing where this was leading. 
 
   Pulcheria gave a pinched smile. “I’m glad to see you understand our view on this. It would be very… difficult.”
 
   Yes, I thought, particularly as Valentinian grew older and perhaps jealous of his cousin’s position of power. I could see why it would make Theodosius uncomfortable and, in truth, I agreed with him. Valentinian would be Emperor when the time was right. For now he was too young to care about a title. The most important thing was that we overthrow Johannes and establish ourselves back in Ravenna. But I was slightly shocked that my nephew was even contemplating the idea of defeat. It made me wonder if I was underestimating the forces ranged against me.
 
   “Good.” Theodosius clapped his hands together. “We are agreed.”
 
   As if to make up for the disagreement over the title, Pulcheria asked me to sit by her side for the meeting. While the audience chamber filled, she gave me a gold solidus. “See how Johannes attempts to consolidate his position,” she said drily. “The envoy sent this back with the messengers.”
 
   I took the coin. On the front was an image of Johannes with his bowl-shaped haircut and beard. Very few men in Ravenna wore beards; Honorius hadn’t liked them, yet he had tolerated it in his secretary. I flipped the coin over. On the back, Johannes stood upright, holding a standard in one hand and a statue of a winged Victory in the other. The small initials “RV” near the edge of the coin showed that it had been minted in Ravenna. I turned it over in my hands several times and gave it back to Pulcheria. It was hard to imagine this interloper living in the imperial apartments, like a pernicious weed in a garden of beautiful roses. 
 
   Silence fell as a horn blared and everyone turned towards Theodosius. 
 
   “Our first order of business is to formalize our appointment of Placidia as Empress and to reinstate her title of Augusta,” he said. “Her son, Valentinian, will from now on be named Valentinian Caesar.”
 
   Everyone in the chamber applauded, and I gave a small nod of thanks. 
 
   “Secondly, we are here to make preparations for war against the usurper. Ardabur, our most able Commander, is stationed in Thessalonica and will sail with an invasion force to Italia’s eastern coast. And his son, General Aspar, will lead his cavalry units overland, south through the Alps. We will force Johannes to separate his units into two armies, and that will give us the advantage. Victory will be ours.”
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 48
 
    
 
    
 
   The sea voyage to Italia was fast and uneventful, if uncomfortable. The memory of the black water invading the doomed vessel on our last voyage still haunted us all and I slept very little. Honoria cried incessantly and Valentinian wouldn’t leave his bunk. At the port he’d screamed and refused to board the ship and I couldn’t help noticing the raised eyebrows of the statesmen who had come to see us off. A war was being launched to save the throne for this child, and he was balking at the first step. I’d picked him up and carried him up the gangplank myself, while he kicked and beat his fists on my back. Little Claudia had tried to distract him by making faces at him, but nothing would halt his tantrums.
 
   I’d decided to travel with only Aurelia, Marcus and Sylvia and a unit of bodyguards. The rest of the household staff were to stay in Constantinople until the outcome of the confrontation with Johannes was known. Our ship was due to land within a few days at a port a day’s ride north of Ravenna. We were sailing a day or two behind the fleet of Ardabur, and would join him there once he had set up camp.
 
   Despite our worries, the voyage passed smoothly enough and soon we were in the western Adriatic. But there, vestiges of a storm prowled overhead as our ship neared land. Black clouds scudded past and heavy rain soaked anyone who ventured up on to the deck. With great relief, I heard the shouts of the crew that land was in sight.
 
   Pulling our cloaks around us, we disembarked and huddled together on the stone dock. No one was there to meet us, and Marcus went to find the harbormaster. He returned some minutes later accompanied by a rotund, red-cheeked man who worked in the harbormaster’s office. His face was somber and Marcus looked worried. “This is Basso,” he said. “And he has bad news.” He nodded at the man, giving him permission to speak.
 
   “Augusta, it is an honor,” began Basso. “Three days ago, there was a big storm off the coast here and General Ardabur’s fleet was blown off course. Several of his ships were lost.”
 
   “Lost?” asked Aurelia. “With the men on board?” She crossed herself. “Deus misereatur,” she said.
 
   Basso nodded. “May He have mercy indeed. So many were drowned.”
 
   “And Ardabur?” I asked, with fear roiling my stomach. 
 
   Basso looked down at his booted feet. No one wanted to give bad news to a member of the imperial family. “His ship and two others survived but were forced to land at Ravenna. We’ve been told that they were all taken prisoner by Johannes’s forces.”
 
   I looked at Marcus. “Now what do we do?”
 
   “For now, we will stay here and send for news both of Ardabur and of Aspar and his forces. Basso, we’ll need help in finding accommodation and in hiring couriers. Can we count on you?”
 
   Basso nodded vigorously, clearly happy to be able to help after bringing such terrible news. “Please, come to my office so you are out of the rain. I’ll need just a little time to make all the arrangements.”
 
   Before the sixth hour had tolled on the harbor bell, our group was escorted to a stately villa on the edge of the town. It was the home of the Prefect of the province, and he was delighted to offer us lodging and the use of his secretary and servants. Over dinner that evening, he made his feelings about Johannes quite clear and said he would be willing to do anything to assist me. 
 
   “Johannes has the support of Castinus, and therefore of the army,” he told us. “There has been little resistance from the general populace, and the Senate is divided. Several senators have resigned. I believe that many who have stayed on remain only in hope that you will succeed in regaining the crown, Augusta. There are a few, of course, who bend like reeds in the wind and pledge themselves to whomever is in power.”
 
   He did all he could to make us comfortable but time passed slowly, the long days punctuated only by sporadic news. All attempts to negotiate Ardabur’s release had been met with blunt refusals, but a letter from him indicated that he was being treated well by Johannes, presumably in an attempt to ingratiate himself with Theodosius in Constantinople. Meanwhile, Aetius was traveling south with the Huns to join Castinus and his Roman army in preparation for battle with Aspar and his troops. 
 
   There were times when I felt I couldn’t bear the inaction any longer. Every day that Johannes sat on my throne was an insult that infuriated me. To be so close to Ravenna yet not able to return home was painful. I filled the time by corresponding with the senators who would support me and to the Bishops of Rome and Ravenna. I wrote letters to many of my former advisors and issued gifts of lands and titles to those who would most likely be in a position to help my cause.
 
   Finally, we received news that Aspar had arrived in northern Italia and had taken the town of Aquileia in a surprise attack. Castinus and his army had mobilized and were heading north towards him from Ravenna. 
 
   “We must be there for the battle,” I said as soon as the courier had left. “We have at least a day’s advantage over Castinus. We can reach Aquileia before he does if we leave immediately.”
 
   Marcus tried to dissuade me but I was adamant. 
 
   “We’ve come this far,” I said. “We can’t sit here in the countryside waiting for brave Aspar to fight on our behalf. We must be there to offer our support.”
 
   “You were planning to go, but without us, weren’t you?” Aurelia said to Marcus, who looked guilty. “We won’t slow you down and we can be ready to leave within the hour.”
 
   Filled with both dread and excitement, I hugged the children and said goodbye to Sylvia. 
 
   “Will I be the new ruler when you come back, mama?” asked Valentinian. “Will Marcus get rid of the bad man who is pretending to be Emperor?”
 
   I told him yes, although it was impossible to guess what would happen in the coming days. All I could do was pray for success. I gave my son a last embrace and told him to be good and to look after his sister and Claudia. 
 
   The Prefect provided us with a light carriage that could move fast, and a small contingent of soldiers for protection. By mid-morning, we were traveling north, on roads that were little more than country trails of hard-packed earth, mostly used by farmers. But we made good progress, through countryside dotted by occasional villages where the residents came out to stare. We stopped once to change horses and reached Aquileia by early evening. There, we were escorted to the camp on the outskirts of the town. 
 
   At the gates of the camp, I got down from the carriage. The smell of the goatskin tents and of burning wood in the heating braziers instantly brought back vivid memories of my travels with the Goths. I felt at home in the familiar surroundings and strode between the rows of tents, each one precisely the same distance from the next. Our escort stopped in front of  the praetorium, the commander’s tent, over which flew the purple and white standard of the Eastern cavalry. There we waited for the guards to announce us. I looked towards the sun, which was setting over a dense forest beyond the camp.  As I watched, the golden globe was snared in a tangle of dark branches and held captive until its light faded. I shivered in the sudden chill of the evening and tugged my cloak closer around me. 
 
   The guards pulled back the flap of the tent to allow us to enter. Inside, several soldiers were leaning over a small folding table, which held a lamp and a map. The glow of the lamp illuminated colorful rugs and wool hangings and a few wooden stools and two chairs with seats of leather were arranged around the table. When the guard announced me, the soldiers looked up and stood to attention, and one of them came forward to kneel in front of me. 
 
   “Augusta, I’m Aspar. It is an honor to have you here,” he said.
 
   “Please stand,” I replied. I introduced Marcus and Aurelia, and Aspar saluted them both.  “It’s a privilege to meet you, sir,” he said to Marcus. “Your reputation precedes you. My men will be excited to hear that you’re in the camp.”  
 
   “I hope I can be of some assistance,” replied Marcus, and Aspar gestured towards the table. “We can review the area maps and talk about the disposition of my units together,” he said. “But first, you must have some refreshments.” 
 
   As if by magic, servants appeared with goblets of wine and trays of cheese and figs.
 
   Aspar was younger than I had imagined, but he was tall and well built, with heavily muscled arms. In spite of his youth, he exuded authority. His men seemed to hang on his words and he appeared to be completely at ease in his surroundings. He waited until everyone had a goblet of wine in their hand and announced a toast. “To Valentinian, our future Emperor.”
 
   I was gratified by the enthusiasm of the soldiers, who shouted Valentinian’s name and downed their wine in one swallow. 
 
   Aspar finished his wine. “Augusta, we will find accommodations for you in the town. There is one inn of good repute and I can send my men to make arrangements for you there.”
 
   “No, thank you,” I replied. “I am used to camp living and will be more than comfortable out here.”
 
   Aspar bowed his head. “As you wish, Augusta.” He gave instructions for a tent to be prepared for Aurelia and myself, but he looked a little perplexed. Aurelia glanced at me and her eyes were dancing with amusement. My behavior often surprised people who didn’t know me well. 
 
   Two soldiers left to make the arrangements for my tent. Minutes later, a shout from outside and movement at the flap of the tent caught everyone’s attention and Aspar pulled a dagger from his belt with a barely perceptible twist of his wrist. A man entered and it was only when he walked into the circle of light cast by the lamps that I realized who it was.
 
   “Felix!”
 
   “Augusta,” he replied, bowing his head. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”
 
   “You’d better have the guards announce you next time or you will be dinner for the crows,” Marcus said to him, putting a knife back in his belt. 
 
   Felix clapped a hand on Marcus’s shoulder. Even a gentle tap from Felix could wind a man, and Marcus flinched under the impact. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” Marcus asked, after introducing him to Aspar. 
 
   Felix sat down on a small stool that quivered under his weight. “I was fighting in Glanum,” he said. “Nothing more than a little skirmish. We won of course. Then we heard news that General Aspar here was on his way to fight for Her Imperial Highness and I decided to come to offer our services. I’ve got a unit of five hundred men with me and thought we might be of some use.” 
 
   “I’m happy to see you again,” I said. “I have so much to ask you, about the Goths and how everyone is doing. But that can wait for some private time later. For now, thank you for being here.”
 
   “Yes,” said Aspar. “We are grateful for your offer of assistance. After dinner, you, Marcus and I can go over our plans. My tribune will help you settle your men first.”
 
   “Let’s do it quickly then,” said Felix. “Dinner will be welcome. I’m as thin as a pole.”
 
   Marcus laughed. “If you’re thin, I’d hate to see a fat man.”
 
   The following morning, I woke before the sun had risen. I had slept, but my rest had been disturbed by nightmares. I’d dreamed of knives and pools of blood and of men screaming in pain. And then Serena had appeared, pointing at me and shrieking that their deaths were my fault.  I rationalized that seeing Felix again had brought back buried memories of the night he had rescued me from the cell in Barcino and I hoped my dreams did not bode ill for the battle to come.
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 49
 
    
 
    
 
   The sun was inching its way up over the horizon when Aurelia and I made our way to Aspar’s tent. The camp was bustling with activity and we had to step aside several times to allow columns of armored soldiers to pass. The men marched quickly, their eyes straight ahead, and their shields and swords gleaming in the nascent light. 
 
   Marcus was already with Aspar, moving lead counters around on a map while Felix looked on, munching on a piece of bread. 
 
   Aurelia settled herself on a stool and watched, her chin on her hand. “Castinus and his troops are here,” Marcus said, moving a disc to a large open area on the chart. I went to peer over his shoulder. 
 
   “How do you know they are there?” I asked.
 
   “We have patrols out in every direction,” he replied. “They bring back information on enemy locations, numbers and movements. They’re our ears and eyes. Without them, we’d be operating in the dark.”
 
   “That seems very close,” I said, pointing at the counter that signified Castinus’s army.
 
   Aspar nodded. “Less than two miles from here. They’ve taken up position on a high plain beyond the forest to the west. It’s a good place to be, easy to defend.”
 
   “And what does that disc mean?” I asked, pointing to another.
 
   “Aetius and his Huns. They are ten miles away, maybe less by now. They’ll move up to join Castinus, unless we can cut them off.” 
 
   Aspar paused to take a document from a messenger who had just arrived, dusty and sweating. He read it and passed it to Marcus.
 
   “It’s time,” said Aspar. “I’ll give the order to move out.”
 
   He saluted Marcus and strode from the tent. I felt my stomach churning. The battle for the crown was about to start and I wished I could do something more than observe.
 
   “Can we come with you?” I asked.
 
   “Absolutely not,” said Marcus.
 
   “Let me rephrase it. We’re coming with you. We’ll stay out of the way. I can’t sit here waiting and not knowing what’s happening.”
 
   Thirty minutes later, Aurelia and I were perched on hard stools in the corner of the command tent. The front was open, with a view to the vast plain where Marcus said the battle would be fought. At each corner of the tent were three guards, who stood at motionless attention with their swords drawn. Behind us were several medical tents with doctors and supplies at the ready. Another shelter covered barrels of water. 
 
   Nearby, a hundred or more horses were tethered to a rope strung between two posts. They munched the hay in front of them and nickered gently to each other. I found the sounds and the familiar smell of them soothing. A young tribune coming towards the tent stopped to stroke the muzzle of a brown mare, and whispered to her.
 
   He saluted us and waited for instructions from Marcus. He had sparkling blue eyes that seemed to smile even as he talked about plans for evacuating the wounded once the battle started. With another smart salute, he was gone.
 
   Marcus turned to us. “If I tell you to leave, you must do so without arguing,” he said. “In the event that our army is defeated, Castinus’s men won’t hesitate to attack these tents and massacre everyone here, including the guards. I’ve seen it happen, down to the last water boy and cook’s assistant. Do you promise? You each take a horse and ride back to the town without looking back.”
 
   Aurelia and I both agreed and Marcus resumed his position at his table. I’d never seen him so serious. He frowned at the map in front of him and glanced out at the plain and back again. Aspar and Felix had already armored up and ridden out to lead their armies. I’d felt the beat of their horses’ hooves like an echo in my chest as my heart pounded with anticipation. Red and gold standards snapped in the breeze and trumpets sounded signals to give instructions for the troops to move into position. 
 
   “Look!” Aurelia grabbed my arm. A family of deer had wandered out of the forest on the far side of the plain and now stood close to the center, nibbling the short grass. The largest of them stood still, watching for predators, his head adorned by magnificent antlers. 
 
   A roll of thunder from the east sent the deer bounding back to the shelter of the forest and just seconds later, horses appeared in the distance. At first they were little more than a dark smudge on the horizon and gradually, they came into focus, wave after wave of cavalry and foot soldiers streaming towards the empty plain. 
 
   “It’s Castinus,” said Marcus. “The battle will start soon.” 
 
   I watched as Johannes’ commander led his infantry on to the south side of the field, where they lined up in perfect rows, flanked on both sides by his equites. To the north, Aspar’s troops appeared, and the two armies faced each other across the wide, open space between them. For a few minutes, everything was still and quiet and I could hear the silence hissing in my ears. Then a burst of sound from a trumpet tore through the air and both armies shouted their battle cries. The cavalry charged and the beat of a thousand hooves made the ground vibrate under my feet. The infantry on both sides moved forward towards each other and engaged in the middle of the field. The ring of swords hitting shields filled the air. 
 
   The command tent sprang to life. Messengers ran in and out, bringing reports and relaying commands from Marcus. He was in his rightful element, I thought, and felt humbled to be in his presence. Suddenly, he seemed taller, his shoulders broader. All his years of experience as Magister Militum shone through in his calm demeanor. He spoke to the messengers in quiet tones that I could hardly hear while my own pulse was racing. 
 
   The day wore on, and the weather closed in, with black masses of cloud that rolled across the sky but released no rain. Thunder grumbled constantly, echoing around the distant hills, and an occasional bolt of lightning lit up the battlefield. 
 
   Battles were not orderly or tidy, I realized. The plain was clogged with groups of foot soldiers engaged in hand to hand combat, swords raised high, smashing against shields. Horses reared while their riders wielded heavy blades against men on the ground. Flights of arrows shot through the air like black ribbons. I was far enough from the action that the sounds of the fighting were soft and muted. A bird sang in a tree nearby, making the scene in front of me feel unreal and dreamlike. 
 
   Not long after noon, a messenger ran in and gave a note to Marcus. At once, Marcus hurried outside the shelter and stared towards the west. Aurelia and I joined him. “What is it?” I asked.
 
   He pointed. “There. Aetius and the Hun federales.” 
 
   I felt my legs tremble when I saw the Hun army for the first time, a monstrous, black wave that rolled forward relentlessly. 
 
   “There are so many of them,” said Aurelia. 
 
   Transfixed by the sight, Aurelia and I stayed where we were, even when the first drops of rain began to fall. Within minutes we were soaked through but I couldn’t move. The Huns were all on horseback and they rode fast, bent low over their horses’ necks and yelling unintelligibly as they galloped closer to the battlefield. At the forefront was their young commander, Aetius. Although I strained my eyes, he was too far away for me to see him clearly. He brought them to a halt at the edge of the field and they waited. For a while, I thought that perhaps they would not engage but then I watched in horror as the horde spilled on to the battlefield, and then split into several groups, each one slashing its way through Aspar’s troops with axes and spears.
 
   One unit was able to get close to Aspar and I wanted to shout a warning even though I knew no one could hear me. Aspar’s men were already rallying around him. Facing outward, they slashed at their attackers with their swords, refusing to allow the Huns access to their commander. One by one, the Huns were cut down, and Aspar, seeing an opening, kicked his heels into his horse’s flanks, and raised his sword high in the air. He raced across the field and I realized he was heading towards Aetius. Confronted by more Huns, he wheeled his horse out of harm’s way and lashed out with his sword, felled two of the attackers and, changing direction, he rode again towards Aetius. Ten or more Hun soldiers blocked his way, and he landed a powerful blow on the arm of one. Even from where I stood, I saw blood spurting from the wound before the soldier slumped to the ground. Then Aspar sliced though neck of another defender, and his horse trampled the head that rolled under its hooves. 
 
   Aurelia turned away, covering her eyes with her hands. I put an arm around her shoulders and felt her tremble. When I looked back at the field, Aspar was riding away, pursued by several Hun soldiers. The blood pounded in my ears and I prayed no harm would come to him. I caught sight of Felix, unmistakable in his massive cuirass and helmet, and looked in vain for a glimpse of the young, blue-eyed tribune we had seen earlier in the day. The field was littered with wounded and dead, many of whom were trampled by horses where they lay. Anger rose like bile in my throat and I wanted to run screaming at the attackers and fell them one by one. 
 
   So much death in the name of a usurper. 
 
   Suddenly exhausted, I went back into the shelter of the tent with Aurelia and we sat on a hard wooden bench. Our cloaks and hair dripped rainwater on to the sandy earth, forming a dark circle around us. Rain pattered on the tent roof. It was a sound I’d always associated with Ataulf and my journey with the Goths, one that I’d found comforting. Now, it depressed me. I untied the ribbons that held my cloak around my neck. They were cold and clammy, and felt like dead fingers against my throat. From where I sat, I saw only a grey curtain of rain. At least it obscured my view of the battlefield. I wasn’t squeamish; I had seen so much spilled blood during my time with the Goths and I’d faced terrible violence. But this battle unnerved me, perhaps because it was being fought for me. I could have stayed in Constantinople and not pressed the claim for Valentinian. Now, all these brave men were dying because I wanted to put my son on the throne. 
 
   “It’s not true, you know,” said Aurelia, leaning over and closing my hand over mine.
 
   “What isn’t?”
 
   “That this is your fault,” replied Aurelia. “I can see it in your eyes. You’re taking responsibility for this battle, but you shouldn’t. If your father could speak to you, he’d tell you that you are doing the right thing. The minute Honorius died without naming a successor, there was a gaping void. Theodosius tried to fill it and failed. And Johannes is merely an opportunist who grabbed the throne, cheered on by others who stand to gain by supporting him. The deaths from this battle should be on his conscience, not yours. I don’t expect you to be happy about what’s happening out there, but please don’t feel guilty.”
 
   I straightened my shoulders. “Thank you, Aurelia,” I said, surprised as I often had been over the years, by my friend’s ability to see into my soul.
 
   I glanced at Marcus, who was sitting at his table, resting his leg, and talking with the messengers. 
 
   “What do you think, Marcus?” I asked. “Are we winning or losing?”
 
   “Things are going better than we expected,” he said. “Aetius and Castinus have never fought together before, and have no joint plan of action. The Huns are fighting their own battle, leaving Castinus and his men isolated and vulnerable. Come, I’ll show you.” He led the way out of the shelter, oblivious to the rain, and pointed to the field. 
 
   “See, Felix is taking advantage of their lack of cohesion and is closing in around Castinus and his forces. He’s pushing them back towards the forest, where he already has men ready and waiting. They’ll attack Castinus from behind.”
 
   “That doesn’t seem fair,” said Aurelia and Marcus laughed but without humor. “Nothing about this battle is fair. Neither Johannes sending Roman forces against us or Aetius bringing Huns here to support him. We do what we must, Aurelia.”
 
   “That’s just what I was telling Placidia,” she said. “So you’re feeling optimistic?”
 
   Marcus shook his head. “I never predict the outcome because, sometimes, a random event changes everything. The Huns are a formidable force. They may not appear as organized as a Roman unit but they fight without fear and they are more agile on their horses than most Roman cavalrymen. Young Aetius is a good commander and is giving Aspar a hard time. We have several hours of daylight left and a lot will happen before nightfall.”
 
   Wound tight with anxiety, I went back to my seat in the tent and watched as wounded men were carried past us to the medical tents. Young grooms led out fresh horses, and brushed and fed the few valiant creatures that had survived their time on the battlefield. 
 
   An hour later, a messenger arrived and Marcus jumped to his feet and hurried out of the tent. Aurelia and I followed. The rain had stopped but the ground underfoot was slick and muddy and I wondered what it must be like down on the battlefield with thousands of boots and hooves churning up the wet turf. When I looked at the field, it appeared that the battle had stopped. In the center a few soldiers fought, the metallic clang of their swords carrying on the still air. In the distance near the forest, I could see another group of soldiers but they were standing still, looking at something on the ground. The Huns, together with their leader, Aetius, seemed to have disappeared. 
 
   Shocked, I looked at Marcus. “What’s happening?”
 
   “You remember I told you that a single event can change the outcome of any battle? That’s what happened here. One of Felix’s men brought down Castinus with a catapult shot. That’s Castinus lying on the ground. He fell from his horse and we think he’s dead. His troops are confused and demoralized and have stopped fighting back. Some of them have left the field.”
 
   “Where did the Huns go?”
 
   “We’re not sure yet. We should get a report from the patrols soon. Ah, here comes some news.”
 
   I turned to see four of Aspar’s men approaching. They were dragging along another soldier, a short man with long dark hair, who struggled against the ropes that bound his arms and feet. His face was broad and flat, and he had a livid scar that ran from his forehead to his chin across an empty eye socket, a shocking mark of prior violence. 
 
   The soldiers brought him to within a few yards and stopped, holding him even tighter. 
 
   “A Hun prisoner, sir,” said one of them. “Commander Aspar said you wanted more information on the Hun movements. I can translate.”
 
   The Hun’s face creased into a sneer and he spat on the ground in front of us. He was one of the ugliest men I’d ever seen, and he seemed ready to explode with fury. Marcus asked some questions and the soldier repeated them to the prisoner in a strange and indecipherable language. The Hun answered none of them. Instead, he grinned; a maniacal rictus that chilled my blood. He reminded me of Sigeric and, for a moment, my head was filled with memories of that dark time. Taking a deep breath, I pushed them away and kept my eyes on the man in front of me. 
 
   Marcus repeated the questions and this time, the soldier held a knife at the Hun’s throat. Still the Hun wouldn’t respond and the soldier pressed the knifepoint until it drew blood. The grin disappeared and the prisoner stopped struggling. He talked only briefly but it seemed to be enough to satisfy the soldier, who took the knife away and wiped the blade on the man’s tunic.
 
   “He says the Hun soldiers began to leave after they saw Castinus fall. They’re heading home and Commander Aetius is with them.”
 
   “Thank you. Take him away,” said Marcus. The soldiers saluted and dragged the prisoner away with them. He turned his head and screamed something unintelligible. 
 
   “I don’t really understand,” said Aurelia, once the man’s shouts had faded into the distance. “From what I’ve heard of them, the Huns are scared of nothing and fight to the bitter end. And they usually win. So why did they give up because Commander Castinus was killed?” 
 
   “They were fighting this battle as mercenaries for Aetius, don’t forget,” replied Marcus. “They had no objective other than to fight for money. Once they saw Castinus’ troops deserting, they had no incentive to stay. Let’s go congratulate Aspar and Felix.”
 
   “Won’t you go after them?” asked Aurelia.
 
   “The Huns? No. We’ll let them go. I doubt we’ll get any more trouble from them now or in the future.”
 
   Despite the good news, I shivered.
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 50
 
    
 
    
 
   We celebrated our victory that night, but I was unsettled and disinclined to eat much of the food that had been prepared. I listened to the men talking about the events of the day and picked at the roasted goose on my plate. We’d won a battle, it was true, but there were more to be fought before I could take back the throne from the usurper, and I was impatient to move on. 
 
   The conversation turned to Johannes and I gave up all pretense of eating to listen more closely. Aspar was as anxious as I was, it seemed, to get to Ravenna. I knew he wanted to secure the release of his father as well as to complete his mission of deposing Johannes. 
 
   “Speed is our best weapon,” he was saying. “Johannes will soon know that he’s lost this battle and that his commander Castinus is dead. The less time he has to prepare for our attack, the better.”
 
   “But Ravenna’s already prepared and very well protected,” I said, and all the men turned to look at me. “The city’s at the end of a mile long causeway through the marshes and access along it is impossible. Johannes will be able to send wave after wave of soldiers to defend it.”
 
   “Placidia’s right.” Marcus gestured to a servant to bring more wine. “Ravenna has the reputation of being impregnable, which is the main reason why Honorius decided to move the imperial court there. The Goths could take Rome, but not Ravenna.”
 
   “Nothing’s totally defensible,” said Felix. He paused to lick grease from his fingers. “There has to be another way in.”
 
   Marcus was shaking his head. He knew as well as I did that we faced a formidable challenge. Ravenna was surrounded by high walls on all sides and was unassailable by sea. The causeway was the only point of access. 
 
   “My father has been able to send coded information in his letters,” said Aspar, lowering his voice and leaning in over the table. “He has details on the numbers of imperial soldiers stationed in Ravenna, and the whereabouts of the closest auxiliary units. With that information, I am sure we can come up with a plan for breaking through the defenses on the causeway.”
 
   The three commanders began to debate possible strategies and I felt a sudden rush of fatigue. I rinsed my fingers in a small glass bowl of orange-scented water and stood up. Four servants stepped towards me to assist, offering me linens to wipe my hands dry and my cloak for the walk back to my tent. The men stood and I gestured at them to sit down again.
 
   “Would you rather stay with Marcus?” I asked Aurelia, who shook her head. 
 
   “He’ll be up all night. Isn’t that right, my dearest?” 
 
   Marcus nodded and accepted a goodnight kiss from her. Then she linked arms with me and we followed our guards out into the night. It was chilly and the moon was high in the sky, lighting the path back to our tent. On the way, we passed groups of soldiers huddled over the braziers that burned brightly in the darkness. 
 
   “How strange to think we’ll be riding towards Ravenna soon,” I said. “When we left for Constantinople, I thought I’d never see it again. I’m homesick for it, I must confess, now that we are so close.”
 
   Aurelia nodded. “I am too, although I know we have many obstacles to overcome before we will see the palace again. When will we start our journey?”
 
   “We’ll find out more tomorrow,” I said. 
 
   But we were scarcely settled into our tent when a messenger arrived and gave me a note from Aspar, saying that we would be leaving Aquileia the following morning. 
 
    
 
   Our carriage kept pace with the columns of infantry that marched briskly in spite of the large pack each man carried. The equites followed behind, keeping their horses at a steady walk, and the wagons carrying supplies brought up the rear. Again, I was reminded of my travels with the Goths. The noise and the smells were the same: the rumble of wheels, the click of hooves on the cobblestone roads and the warm velvety scent of the horses mingling with the sweat of men. 
 
   We traveled all day and stopped at night. Within minutes of the bugle call for a halt, the men were at work erecting the camp. They put up tents, dug latrines, and set up fire pits for cooking. I’d heard many complaints in recent years that the Roman army had grown lazy and lax, but these men from the East, as well as Felix’s Goth unit, were proud and disciplined. I was glad to have them on my side. 
 
   Two days later, we stopped to make camp on the banks of the great river Po, a few miles from the causeway that led to Ravenna. While the preparations for supper were being made, Aurelia and I went for a walk, happy to see the familiar countryside again. Lit by the rosy glow of the setting sun, grain fields stretched away on the south side of the river, and the tips of the millet undulated softly in a gentle breeze. A white heron flew overhead and landed close by, looking at us warily while the air ruffled its snowy feathers. 
 
   Beyond the fields to the east were the labyrinthine marshes that surrounded Ravenna. Shallow, weed-choked lagoons corralled a multitude of small islands, and the entire area was intersected by deep-sea channels, which could be treacherous to unwary travelers. The sea tides that washed through the lagoons kept the water clean and the air pure for most of the year, but there were days when thick fogs descended and the islands were lost in the miasma. 
 
   I’d heard the tales of monsters, half human, half fish, that snared men in nets to drag them down to the muddy depths. I didn’t fear the lagoon creatures, but I knew the water could be deadly. The only safe way was along the causeway and I still had no idea how Marcus and Aspar intended to break through its impenetrable defense. Ravenna felt as far away as it had when I was in the East.
 
   Later that evening, we assembled in the praetorium, Aspar’s tent, to discuss the strategy for the attack. The patrols had come back with confirmation of what everyone had expected; in addition to the usual checkpoints, there were new fortifications all along the length of the causeway, and they were heavily defended by Johannes’s troops. 
 
   “I still say we send in one infantry unit after another,” said Felix. “Wear down the defenses until we clear the way for the cavalry to go through. The brute force approach always works well, in my opinion.”
 
   “No,” said Aspar. “We’d lose too many men and our forces would be weakened too much to be able to breach the city walls. Our only hope is to find our way through the marshes. We must wait until our patrols bring more information. But we have to make a move before Johannes can bring in infantry units from the garrisons in Mediolanum and Rome. We need to conserve all our fighting capacity for the attack on the city.”
 
   The following morning, resigned to a day of inaction, I sat with Aurelia and watched messengers come and go. In the middle of the afternoon, several soldiers escorted an elderly man into the praetorium. He had long grey hair and skin tanned from years of outdoor living. His simple brown tunic and leather boots were well worn, and he carried with him a faint odor of sheep’s wool. His gnarled fingers grasped a carved crook.
 
   “This shepherd says he can show us how to reach the city without going along the causeway,” said one of the soldiers. 
 
   Marcus gestured for him to come forward and the man did as he was told. 
 
   “Why would you give us this information?” Marcus asked. 
 
   The man grinned, revealing toothless gums. “’Cause I heard that Placida Augusta is on her way to fight the usurper and I want to help her, God bless her.”
 
   I stood up and came forward so that he could see me. “I thank you for your assistance,” I said. 
 
   The man dipped his head and then looked up, his pale blue eyes looking into mine.
 
   “It’s God’s will,” he replied.
 
   I was surprised by his apparent ease in my presence. Peasants usually fell to their knees and wouldn’t dare to speak to me. But there was something unusual about this man. He seemed so calm and serene and I wondered if it was his work that gave him those qualities. Tending sheep in distant fields, far from civilization, must require a high level of self-sufficiency. I murmured to Marcus to offer him money but the man heard me and shook his head.
 
   “I don’t want money for my services,” he said. “It’s my duty to share with you my knowledge of the area. Tell me when you wish to depart and I will take you to Ravenna, to an entrance in the wall that won’t be heavily guarded because no one expects us to know it is there.”
 
   “How do we know this isn’t a trap?” demanded Aspar. 
 
   The man shrugged. “You can’t know anything for certain. You must have faith. But I’ll say again that my intentions are honorable and I wish only to help the Augusta return to her rightful place.”
 
   “But how can we get an army through the marshes?” asked Aspar, his young face creased with doubt. “Everyone says it’s impossible.”
 
   “I will show you,” the shepherd replied. “And we should go soon as the Ides approaches quickly.”
 
   “And what has the date to do with it?” asked Aspar. “Is this some local superstition?”
 
   The old man chuckled before answering. “No, my lord, but it is the day when the high tides turn and flow to the furthest point inland. Once the waterways are at full depth, the journey becomes impossible.”
 
   Aspar and Marcus conferred in low whispers and then Aspar told the shepherd to return to the praetorium at dawn the following day. He offered him lodging and food, which the man declined, and he said he would be back at sun up.
 
   “Crazy old bird,” remarked Aspar. “That’s probably the last we’ll see of him.”
 
   But the next day, the shepherd returned and waited patiently while Aspar prepared his men for the assault on Ravenna. I knew it would be pointless to ask if I could accompany them. Marcus remained behind as well and I saw his frustration that his damaged leg that would not allow him to participate in the attack. 
 
   I stood outside to watch the columns of men disappear through the gate of the camp. Minutes later, a flock of crows flew high into the air with raucous cries and circled overhead before flying away. The silence that followed was profound. The early morning light was soft and muted, the same grey-green color as the lichen clinging to the trees that lined the river. I stood for a long time, gazing at the empty sky, which slowly brightened from grey to a gentle wash of blue. 
 
   Gradually, I became aware of other sounds; the men preparing breakfast for those who stayed behind, and the gentle lap of water on the riverbank. I went back into the tent and settled in for a long and anxious wait. 
 
   I refused food all day and my head ached. I tried to read but couldn’t concentrate and I ended up staring at the hypnotic movement of Aurelia’s needle, as she embroidered a pillow cover. In the afternoon, Marcus left to make plans with the cavalry tribune. The only way to give the horses access to Ravenna was along the causeway and so the equites waited as impatiently as I did for a call to advance. 
 
   Darkness fell and still there was no news. Servants brought dinner but we sent it away barely touched. There was no thought of retiring to sleep and I ordered more lamps to be lit. Marcus came back, looking tired. 
 
   “What’s happening?” I asked.
 
   He shook his head as he leaned back in his chair and stretched his legs out in front of him.  “I don’t know,” he said.
 
   “What does that mean?” asked Aurelia. “Has the entire army disappeared into the marshes never to be seen again? Have the soldiers drowned?”
 
   “It’s possible,” said Marcus. “Anything is possible.”
 
   I stood up and walked to the front of the tent and back again. “It’s so quiet. I can’t bear not knowing what’s going on.”
 
   The flames on the lamps ebbed as the oil burned away, and their warm glow was replaced with the grey light of dawn leaking in through the edges of the tent walls. Aurelia asked a servant to bring her a blanket and wrapped it around her shoulders. I didn’t feel the cold. My anxiety felt like a fire consuming me. 
 
   “Listen! Can you hear something?” Aurelia asked, standing up. Her blanket slid to the floor and pooled around her feet. 
 
   I went to the entrance, and the guards pulled back the flap so that I could walk outside. The sounds came from the direction of the gate, and I saw figures moving in the dim light. A guard’s voice cried halt and was answered with more shouting. Marcus joined me and we peered through the gloom to see two soldiers approaching. Their faces were dusty and one was streaked with blood, but they were smiling. 
 
   “My lord, we took the city,” one of them cried when he saw Marcus. “Aspar is within the walls and there is some fighting, but most of Johannes’ men have surrendered. We came back along the causeway, which is now being held by Felix and his men. Aspar said you should come as quickly as possible.”
 
   “Did all the men survive the journey across the marshes?” I asked.
 
   “Yes,” he replied. “The angel showed us the way.”
 
   “The angel?”
 
   “The angel disguised as a shepherd. No mortal man could have known how to find the paths that he did. We didn’t even get our feet wet.”
 
   While I pondered the meaning of his words, Marcus leapt into action. 
 
   “Is the causeway clear for the cavalry to ride to the city?” he asked.
 
   The soldier answered in the affirmative and Marcus called for the tribune to come at once to receive instructions. 
 
   “You should wait here until it’s completely safe,” he told me, but I was already walking back into the tent to tell Aurelia to prepare to ride. 
 
   “Bring us horses,” I said to one of the guards, who saluted and hurried away. 
 
   “This isn’t a good idea, Placidia,” objected Marcus. “Just be patient for a few hours and I’ll send for you as soon as I’ve seen for myself what is happening in the city. We can arrange a carriage to bring you then.”
 
   Seeing the look on my face, he threw his hands in the air and sighed. “Very well. You’ll ride behind the equites, and with guards at your back. Please be careful. I’ll see you there.”
 
   Soldiers appeared with horses and held them still while Aurelia and I mounted. 
 
   “Just like old times,” commented Aurelia, as she arranged her gown so that it wouldn’t get in the way. “But the last time we did this we were running away, and this time we are going home.”
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 51
 
    
 
    
 
   My legs trembled and I took a deep breath to calm my excitement. My horse danced a few steps and I patted his neck soothingly. We waited for the cavalry riders to pass and fell in behind them, following them along a rough trail that led from the camp and along the edge of a vineyard. Ahead, I saw the reeds and flowering rush of the marshes and knew that the causeway would soon come into view.
 
   The trail reached the cobbled road that ran towards the east and suddenly the air was full of the clatter of hooves on stone. The road took us to the entry to the causeway, marked by a checkpoint manned by soldiers from Felix’s unit. We passed through and began the ride towards the city along the wide stone road that rose several meters above the surrounding marshes. On either side, the water, glistening in the rising sun, was flecked with white lilies and scarlet lotus flowers. Here and there, mounds of mossy earth rose from the water, tiny islands rich with yellow and purple blooms and fringed with cord grass. The scene was pretty, but perilous to men weighed down with swords and shields, and I wondered again at how Aspar’s men had made their way through.
 
   The causeway was long and we were almost at the midway point when the procession slowed and I saw the horses ahead breaking out of formation and weaving from one side of the road to another. I realized that they were avoiding the bodies of dead soldiers that littered the grey roadway, their white and gold and red uniforms as bright as the blossoms that dotted the water. Most of them were Johannes’ men, and they lay with their weapons useless at their sides. 
 
   I averted my eyes from the corpses and looked straight ahead to where the high walls of the city towered over the causeway. Already I could see that the gates were open and the area in front of them was swarming with Aspar’s troops. As if sensing that their destination was near, the horses trotted a little faster and soon we were passing through the gates. I glanced up at the carved archway, which bore an inscription praising Johannes Augustus. That would be erased very quickly if the day went according to plan.
 
   Inside the gate, work had already begun to clear the entry courtyard and ramparts of the dead. Bodies were piled up against the walls and a mound of swords and shields rose eight feet into the air. Several buildings within view had been damaged during the battle and chunks of stone and marble were strewn across the ground. A black shroud of smoke hung over the streets and scratched at my throat. 
 
   Everyone came to a halt while the tribune conferred with some soldiers who were moving the dead. After a while, the equites began to move forward, dispersing along several streets that ran to the city center, and my bodyguards rode into place, forming a tight circle around us.
 
   “What are we waiting for?” I asked their commander.
 
   “Instructions from higher up, Augusta,” he answered. “General Aspar said we have to keep you safe until he’s sure the palace is cleared of all of the usurper’s men.”
 
   “I have no intention of waiting here,” I replied. “Take me to the palace at once.”
 
   The soldier opened his mouth to speak and then seemed to think better of it. At his command, the group advanced at a trot. We rode through deserted streets that were surprisingly tranquil. The citizens remained in the shelter of their houses, and there was little sign of fighting in the center of the city. Still, I felt my heart beating fast and my mouth was dry. To be home again under such circumstances was exhilarating and also terrifying. Any illusions I’d had that I was in control of my own fate had been shattered. I couldn’t have predicted Honorius’s early death or the sequence of events that had unfolded since then, bringing me to this moment. 
 
   I glimpsed movement in the shadows of the portico at the front of the palace and then saw Marcus walking out into the sunlight. He came towards me, using his stick to minimize his limp. When he reached me, he held out his hand to help me down from the horse.
 
   “I might’ve known you wouldn’t wait,” he commented quietly. 
 
   “What’s happening?” I asked, running my hands down my gown to smooth it. My legs ached from the ride. 
 
   “Have we captured the palace? Johannes?”
 
   He nodded. “We owe much to Ardabur for his part in this. He used his time as a prisoner well, and drew many of Johannes’ men to his side. Our troops were able to overcome the palace guard, and they have taken Johannes prisoner.”
 
   “I want to see him,” I said. 
 
   Marcus nodded. “Come with me.”
 
   Aurelia joined us and we walked through the heavy bronze doors of the palace. Inside, the hallways were thronging with soldiers, but there was little evidence of conflict. The statues that lined the great entry hall stood in place on their fluted marble pedestals, the mosaic floors gleamed under military boots, and the sun glinted on the gold-leaf trim around the frescos on the walls. 
 
   A familiar voice boomed over the cacophony of noise and Felix waved an arm to attract my attention. He pushed his way through the mob and reached me, making a deep bow and then winking as he straightened up. 
 
   I smiled. “It’s good to see you, Felix. Come with us. We’re going to see Johannes.”
 
   “Good,” he replied. “I can’t wait to give the thieving wretch a piece of my mind.”
 
   Marcus led the way and we soon left the crowded entry behind, moving at a brisk pace through long corridors. My heart fluttered in my chest when we passed the audience chamber and I remembered the joy and pain of sharing sovereignty with my brother. I wondered if he was looking down at me now with anger or envy. I doubted that he would feel any happiness in my return. 
 
   “We’re going to make one quick detour,” Marcus said. “General Ardabur would like to meet you.” 
 
   We entered a suite of rooms that I remembered being assigned to Johannes when he was Honorius’s chief notary. Guards announced us and the general came out to greet us. He was tall and broad-shouldered, and moved with the energy of a far younger man. His gray hair and the wrinkles around his eyes were misleading, I thought, and I wondered if Johannes realized how much he had underestimated his captive. Ardabur bowed and waited for me to speak first.
 
   “I understand we have much to thank you for,” I said. “Marcus tells me that you persuaded many of Johannes’s troops to defect to our cause.”
 
   “My objective was to remove Johannes from office,” he replied, “and when our ships foundered and many of my own troops were lost, I feared that I would fail in my mission. But Johannes, who seemed to think I no longer posed any threat to him, gave me a surprising amount of freedom. I used my privileges and time to recruit men who would fight on your behalf and there were many who were more than happy to do so.”
 
   “You’ll be well rewarded,” I said. “I thank you again and wish you every happiness in reuniting with your brave son, Aspar. We’ll talk in the coming days before you depart again for Constantinople.”
 
   Ardabur bowed again and Marcus led us away, further from the private apartments, along narrow halls and down staircases into an area of the palace where I’d never been before. I knew there were cells on a lower level used for holding anyone in the palace suspected of a crime or misdemeanor. I had sent several courtiers there myself. The offenders were usually transported to the city’s courthouse for trial, although a few had died down there in accidents or suicides before being moved.
 
   We rounded a corner and Marcus banged on a short, thick door with a small grill. A face appeared and then disappeared and I heard bolts sliding back. We entered a small windowless room lit by torches. Lengths of iron chain, whips and ropes hung from hooks pounded into the stone walls, and four guards stood at attention near a table holding a few dice and cups. 
 
   “We want to see the prisoner,” Marcus said. 
 
   One of the soldiers pulled a key from his belt and went to an iron door set in the farthest wall. With a screech, the door swung inward on its hinges and the soldier stepped in with his sword drawn. We followed him inside.
 
   Johannes sat at a rough table, perched and looking uncomfortable on a simple wooden stool. He didn’t stand when I entered and the soldier poked at him with the tip of his sword until he got to his feet. He was barely as tall as me, and gaunt, with a pointed nose, thin lips and a short beard that was threaded with gray. 
 
   In the chill of the stone room, he wore his scarlet cloak wrapped tightly around him. On his chest, a thick gold chain held a medallion emblazoned with his image and the words “Johannes Augustus.” 
 
   “We’ll sit,” said Marcus and the soldiers quickly brought three more stools and took up positions near the door. Felix remained standing, towering over the table, and Johannes glanced at him nervously.
 
   “Johannes,” I said as soon as we were seated opposite him. “You know that your armies have been defeated and your commander Castinus killed. Aetius and his Huns have retreated towards the Alps. There’s no hope that you can remain as Emperor without an army to support you.”
 
   “I was rightfully appointed and ratified by the Senate,” said Johannes, with surprising conviction. “You may have defeated my army in your illegal and unwarranted attack, but you can’t make me resign as Emperor.”
 
   I felt my cheeks flush with warmth and was surprised by the anger I felt towards this man. Felix placed a large hand on his thin, scarlet-clad shoulder and Johannes seemed to slump under the weight of it, but when he spoke again, his voice was still strong.
 
   “Nobilissima,” he said. “Your son’s claim to the throne is based on a tradition of hereditary succession which is no longer legal. Any challenge to my appointment is based on purely hypothetical arguments of family inheritance.”
 
   “My son is not hypothetical,” I snapped. “His claim to the throne is as strong as yours and he will have a group of trained and knowledgeable advisors to support him. Your knowledge of the running of the Empire seems to me be rather more insubstantial.”
 
   “The Emperor Honorius showed no great skill in ruling,” replied Johannes with an alarming disregard for his personal safety. Felix muttered and leaned heavily on his shoulder again. 
 
   I shrugged. “We agree on that point. However, the office brings great responsibilities and much can be achieved in the hands of one properly trained to exercise its powers.” 
 
   “The little boy has that training?” asked Johannes, his voice heavy with sarcasm.
 
   I stood. “I’ve heard enough,” I said. “Your appointment to the crown is challenged and your dismissal will be approved by the Senate and the military tomorrow. You may agree to step down and retire with a pension and a promise of safety. If you persist in refusing, you must know that you’ll die.”
 
   I heard Aurelia gasp and she darted a quick glance at me. 
 
   “The punishment should be exile,” she said in a shaky voice. 
 
   I felt cold. The room was icy, but this chill came from within. I wanted Johannes to die and the realization scared me. Many years ago, I had felt this way about my cousin and had signed her death warrant. I sent up a quick prayer, asking God for forgiveness.
 
   “Drastic measures are often required to defend the Empire,” said Marcus, filling the silence. “But I’d prefer to see you live, Johannes.”
 
   Johannes didn’t look at him. He fingered his gold medallion and stared past Marcus.
 
   Marcus drew a breath before continuing.
 
   “Whether or not your claim was valid in the first place, you have no way to keep the throne now that it’s been challenged and your army defeated. If you try to remain as Emperor, you’ll l never be safe. If not Placidia, then someone else will come forward and claim your crown when they see how weak your position is. Even Aetius could come back with his Huns and fight against you instead of for you next time.”
 
   Johannes shifted his position slightly and looked at Marcus with a sardonic smile. “I won’t be threatened,” he said.
 
   “You’ll never sleep through the night again or enjoy food and drink without someone tasting it for you first,” he said. “You’ll check your carriage wheels for loose bolts, your saddle for cut straps. Every crowd could hide a killer with a dagger. You won’t know a moment’s peace of mind.”
 
   “That is true of anyone who is Emperor,” Johannes answered. “Or Empress. It’s a dangerous place to be.”
 
   Marcus stood up abruptly. “I have warned you. There is nothing more I can do. “
 
   Still, Johannes did not respond. I stood and followed Marcus to the door. ‘You have until dawn tomorrow to resign Johannes,” I said. 
 
    
 
   The following morning, I was roused from sleep by a commotion in the hall outside. For a minute, I was confused, unsure of where I was. I glanced around the room and realized I was back in my old suite, in the room where I had lived following my marriage to Constantius. Rising from the bed, I pulled a robe around my shoulders and went into the anteroom. 
 
   “Find out what’s happening,” I told the servant standing by the door. 
 
   The servant went out and seconds later, reappeared with Marcus and Aurelia close behind. They hurried in and closed the door. Aurelia was still in her bedroom sandals and a light tunic. I told the servant to give her a cloak, and to open the shutters so that the light could come in. 
 
   “Early this morning,” began Marcus, “Johannes wrote a letter to the Senate demanding that they support him and refusing to step down. He used some choice language about Valentinian and…” he hesitated.
 
   “About me,” I finished. 
 
   He nodded. “He sealed the letter and asked for it to be delivered in confidence but the soldiers took it to Ardabur, who brought it to me.” He paused, and looked around for a place to sit. “So, now, you have to make a choice, Placidia. You can send him into exile or have him executed. He won’t resign.”
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 52
 
    
 
    
 
   I went to the window and looked out. Below, the lawns were green and servants hurried to and fro with baskets of linens, armfuls of freshly cut herbs and buckets of water. The day that was starting was for most an ordinary day, like any other. For me, it was the beginning of a new life as Empress and Regent. For Johannes, the end of life as Emperor and of life itself. 
 
   I turned to face Marcus and Aurelia. “We will make an example of Johannes and show the world that usurpers won’t be tolerated. He stole the crown and will be punished accordingly. His right hand will be cut off and then he will be beheaded.”
 
   “Placidia, perhaps you could show him mercy?” Aurelia said.
 
   For the first time in my memory, Marcus was angry with his wife.
 
   “Mercy?” he said. “Usurpers deserve no mercy. His single act of selfish opportunism has unleashed chaos and uncertainty and has caused the death of many hundreds of good soldiers, both Roman and Eastern. If every man felt he deserved to be Emperor and acted upon it, there would be no order in the world. We’ve seen it happen before. Soldiers and citizens alike have changed allegiances, some of them several times; they don’t know who to obey or which rules to follow. The Senate has divided and, in the process, lost what little power it had left. How can we demand integrity from our soldiers and lawmakers if there is none in the man who rules the Empire? No, Aurelia, there can be no mercy for anyone who would be prepared to damage the Empire for his own gain.”
 
   Aurelia’s face was ashen. She bent her head and I saw tears fall on to her tunic, leaving tiny dark stains on the fabric. I wanted to go to her and comfort her but this was not the time. I’d do that later. For now, I had to act. To give the command that would send Johannes to his death, to retrieve the throne and to start the process of restoring order to the Empire. 
 
   “Bring me a scribe,” I ordered one of the servants. 
 
   When the man appeared, with a box of parchment and writing tools, I dictated my orders and then signed them. I gave the document to Marcus and asked him to make sure it was enacted at once. Then I wrote a letter to Sylvia, telling her to come to Ravenna with the children. I felt a surge of tenderness towards my son, and thought of him entering the city as Emperor. He was too young yet to fully understand the honor or the responsibility but I would train him well in his duties and obligations. 
 
   Early in the afternoon, Johannes was brought from his cell to the plaza in front of the palace, where a huge crowd had gathered. His ankles were fettered with iron and his scarlet robe and gold medallion had been removed. In a simple tunic, he looked like any older citizen and my resolve faltered for a second. His gray hair was uncombed and his eyes were rheumy with tears. His thin shoulders were bent as though under a great burden, and his arms, unbound, hung limply at his sides. The sardonic combatant I had talked with yesterday seemed to have wilted overnight into an insubstantial shadow of himself. 
 
   The crowd roared and brought me back to my senses. From my throne on the steps of the palace, I lifted my hand. There was silence as the soldiers marched Johannes towards the executioner, who waited in the sunshine, one foot resting on a scarred wooden block. He reminded me of a gladiator and maybe he had been one in previous years. Honorius had banned gladiator fights, to the disappointment of the citizenry. The man’s muscled chest was bare, and he wore knee length boots and burnished arm protectors. A plumed helmet and a visor concealed most of his face. In his hand was a gleaming sword, a long spatha made of bright steel. 
 
   Johannes looked over at me. There was no expression at all on his face and no clue as to his thoughts. But then he straightened his shoulders and continued his walk towards his wooden block. 
 
   The executioner made him kneel down and stretch his right arm across the block. He removed a leather strip from around his waist and strapped it around Johannes’s upper arm, pulling it tight and tying it in a knot. The color drained from Johannes’s face. Then the executioner took two steps back and raised the sword with both hands high above his head. I heard the whistle of the blade as it swept downwards and took off Johannes’s hand. Blood poured across the wooden surface and dripped down the sides on to the white marble pavement beneath. The mob cheered, drowning out a single howl of pain from their former Emperor. 
 
   Three soldiers went to pick Johannes up from where he kneeled, staring in shock at his severed hand. They pushed him roughly on to the back of a donkey and tied him with ropes so that he could not fall off or dismount. One soldier bound his injury with a bandage, which quickly bloomed red with blood. Johannes grasped the donkey’s mane with his good hand and his other arm dangled uselessly. 
 
   A soldier led the animal and its rider on several laps of the square to the shouts and jeers of the crowd. The sun rose higher and I closed my eyes against the glare. I remembered when Sigeric had tied me to the back of his carriage and forced me to walk all day in bare feet and broiling sunshine. There, the crowds had been quiet and subdued, and a few had even lost their lives in attempts to free me. No one today seemed ready to rescue Johannes. However much he had been accepted as Emperor during his short tenure, no one had stepped forward to protest his deposal and death sentence. 
 
   Shouting and laughter erupted from the onlookers, and I opened my eyes to see that Johannes had slipped to one side, his feet pedaling in the air to regain his balance. 
 
   “Enough,” I said to the tribune standing behind my throne. “End this.”
 
   “Yes, Augusta,” he replied and shouted a command to his men. The donkey came to a halt and several soldiers cut the ropes and pulled Johannes back to the ground. He stumbled when he tried to walk, and was half-dragged back to the executioner’s block. There, he was made to kneel down with his head resting on the bloodstained wood. The executioner raised his sword and brought it down hard on Johannes’ neck, slicing through skin and bone and hitting the block underneath with a muted thud. 
 
   I stood at once and made my way into the welcome coolness and shade of the palace. I was glad that Valentinian had not yet arrived and had not witnessed the death of the usurper. My son had plenty of time to learn the harsher realities of being a ruler and I had no doubt that there would be many brutal and agonizing decisions to be made in the coming years. 
 
   Later that day, I stood at the window in my room and watched as a single spear, holding Johannes’ head, was raised and secured to the top of the palace wall at the main gate. The citizens roared approval and the clamor of their voices swelled and receded like waves on a rocky beach. 
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Chapter 53
 
    
 
    
 
   Two weeks after the death of Johannes, we arrived in Rome for the coronation. The city was decked out in all its finery for the acclamation of its new Emperor and Empress Regent. The buildings gleamed and garlands of flowers, laurel wreaths and imperial banners depicting the great golden eagle decorated every balcony and windowsill. 
 
   Aurelia helped me to prepare for the ceremony and I was glad of her company. For several days after Johannes’ execution, she had been quiet and withdrawn, bringing back painful memories of the rift we had endured when Serena had been put to death. But then she’d apologized and said that she’d come to understand the sense of my decision. This day of triumph would have meant little if she were not there to share it with me. 
 
   Johannes’ death hadn’t affected me; I felt nothing for him and knew he would not come back to haunt my dreams as Serena still did. Yet even Serena had been wrong, I thought, in her terrible predictions for my future. She could not have foreseen this day when my son and I would be crowned and I would assume the ultimate power in the Western Empire. 
 
   The past weeks had been too busy, in any case, to dwell much on the death of the usurper. I had waited impatiently for the arrival of Sylvia and the children, and had reappointed many of my former household staff. Tertius had ventured out from his library for a happy and tearful reunion. 
 
   Just two days earlier, the rest of the staff had arrived back from Constantinople, bringing Apollo with them. At first he had refused to go to Aurelia, remaining curled in his crate on a table and staring at her with his blue unblinking eyes. Finally he had jumped lightly down to the floor, and strolled towards her, then rubbed his head against her legs, and purred loudly as she picked him up and fondled his ears. 
 
   On the morning of the ceremony, we rode in the imperial carriage down through the Forum Romanum to the Basilica of Maxentius, the only building large enough to hold all the dignitaries who had been invited. Outside, a vast unit of my elite soldiers wore dazzling uniforms and carried spears and shields burnished to a glossy radiance. The building was swathed in banners of red and gold and a path of rose petals led the way from the carriage to the entry doors. 
 
   Valentinian and I walked side by side, eyes straight ahead. I’d coached him carefully, to be sure that nothing would disrupt the solemnity and pageantry of the occasion. Honoria followed behind us, walking between Aurelia and Marcus. She’d been very difficult for the past few days, bored and resentful of all the attention being paid to her brother. It was hard to be the oldest child and passed over because of being a girl. But I worried about her wild and impetuous nature and hoped she would soon settle down and apply herself to her studies.
 
   Once inside, we saw the colossal white marble statue of Constantine and Valentinian’s gaze drifted upwards. I touched a finger to his arm to remind him to keep his eyes on the two thrones placed in the center of the Basilica. 
 
   Gentle music wafted up to the vaulted arches of the ceiling as a hundred musicians played lyres and citharas below. Senators, comites and prefects prostrated themselves as we passed them, forming a carpet of brilliant white togas, striped with red, yellow and purple. 
 
   Emperor Theodosius had planned to come from Constantinople to crown Valentinian but had fallen ill. His chief minister, Helion, had come in his stead and would officiate. He stood next to the thrones, dressed in a blue robe, embroidered with gold rosettes and wearing jewelry that was as magnificent as my own. I took my seat and two servants rushed forward to arrange the hem of my golden gown so that it fell in perfect folds.
 
   Valentinian’s feet dangled above the floor and his little body was dwarfed by the great back and arms of his throne. A lock of dark brown hair had fallen across his forehead and he pushed it away with a sigh. Even before the service began, I saw the boredom in his face and leaned towards him, reminding him to sit up straight and look interested. He sighed again and glared at me. There was much of Honorius in him, both in his looks and personality. That hardly bode well for the Empire, but I comforted myself with the thought that he would have no influence or real power for many years. Time enough to mould him into a better person and ruler than his uncle had been.
 
   My thoughts wandered during the speeches. It was only a few years ago that I had come to Rome with Constantius to be crowned Augusta as his wife. I had lost that title once and was determined not to do so again. The memory of the way Honorius had treated me brought a flush of anger to my cheeks, and I pushed the thought away. This was a day for celebrating, not dwelling on the unhappiness of the past. 
 
   “Augusta.” 
 
   It was Helion, poised in front of me with a diadem raised in the air. I bent my head slightly so that he could put it in place, and heard shouts of “Augusta” from the audience. Helion moved to Valentinian and placed a golden crown on his head and he waved as I had taught him, to a roar of “Imperator” from the crowds.
 
    
 
   The ceremony began a week of meetings and banquets for the dignitaries who had come to Rome from all the provinces of the Empire. Each evening, I stayed up late to read about the visitors and to make notes on potential alliances and partnerships. Aurelia sat with me and helped me with my notes, while Sylvia laid out gowns, sorted jewelry and sandals, and prepared perfumes for us both. She chattered about the servants who came with the nobles and always had some gossip to share. 
 
   Valentinian was excused from the meetings. He found them tedious and preferred to stay in his rooms, playing games with Claudia, while Honoria complained loudly that no one took any notice of her. 
 
   On the last morning of the audiences, the chamber was as crowded as ever. Aurelia gave some documents to me. 
 
   “A particularly exciting collection today,” she whispered. Only the most junior or insignificant visitors remained on the schedule. 
 
   “We will welcome them, nonetheless, and make them feel important,” I said. 
 
   Aurelia nodded. “Of course,” she agreed, and gestured to the chamberlain to bring in the first visitor.
 
   The doors to the chamber opened and four guards accompanied a tall, fair-haired man into the room. He was wearing the uniform of a general and his bearing was remarkably erect and graceful. His features were even and handsome, his eyes dark, and he wore a good-humored smile, like that of a youth who knows that he will be made welcome by a group of admiring maidens. 
 
   Prevented from approaching too closely by my bodyguards, he bowed deeply in front of me. A hum of voices filled the room and with a jolt of shock, I recognized him. It was Aetius. His name had not been on my visitor list.
 
   “Aetius,” I said, after a long pause in which the crowd fell silent. “ I am surprised to see you here today.” 
 
   Someone shouted ‘traitor’ and everyone began talking at once.
 
   I raised my hand. “Silence,” I said. “Aetius has shown either great courage or excessive imprudence in coming here. We should listen to what he has to say.”
 
   Aetius moved closer to the table where I sat with several senior senators, and saluted us all. His movements were precise yet fluid, as though choreographed, and I found myself mesmerized by him. It appeared that the rest of the court was as well. The room had become so still and quiet that it seemed no one was even drawing breath.
 
   “I’ve come to explain my part in the recent events involving Johannes, if you will allow me to.”
 
   “Explain?” I asked with ice in my voice. “I hardly imagine we need much explanation for something so obvious.” 
 
   He bowed his head slightly but his eyes still flashed when he raised his face to mine again. 
 
   “To explain and also to apologize,” he said. He paused and I nodded for him to continue. 
 
   He turned to face the dignitaries who sat on benches facing him. He had a handsome profile, and I noticed how his blonde hair curled against his neck. 
 
   “I’ll be brief and I appreciate your patience.” 
 
   He turned back to face me.
 
   “Your Imperial Highness, it’s been many years since we first met, as hostages of the Goths,” he said. “Since that time, our paths have diverged greatly. After King Ataulf freed me, I worked for a while in the court in Ravenna, in the offices of Johannes, who was then the chief notary. However, the work did not suit me and I went back into military service. Shortly afterwards, I was captured by the Huns.”
 
   “Yes, yes, we know all this,” shouted one senator. “But how does that explain your despicable behavior in bringing the Huns against the Roman army?”
 
   Aetius nodded politely in the direction of the senator. “Sir, I was in Rome tending to my sick father when I heard about the departure of her Imperial Highness for Constantinople. I’d hoped one day to cross paths with her again. When the Emperor Honorius died shortly afterwards, and there was no sign of an obvious successor, I had an idea. It was a selfish one, I admit freely, but it had merit too. I’d raise the next Emperor to the throne, earn his gratitude and be in a position to give the Huns the titles and lands they demanded as a reward for not attacking Italia– something that they constantly threaten to do.”
 
   The room erupted in shouts. I gestured for Aetius to continue. Soon everyone fell silent, enthralled by the story and the sound of his voice. 
 
   “I met up with Johannes again. We talked about likely contenders for the throne, in the absence of her Imperial Highness. He thought perhaps I would put my name forward but I convinced him that his would be the better claim.”
 
   “The rest, you know.” he said bowing his head. “When Johannes heard of the counter claim from Constantinople in favor of Valentinian, he was furious and determined to fight. I offered him the assistance of the Huns and brought them to defend him against the forces of Aspar and Felix.
 
   “What can I say? The Huns were fighting just for the money that Johannes paid them. The other side was fighting for the Augusta and her son and they fought bravely and they won. I’m deeply sorry for my actions. I haven’t slept since that time, grappling with my conscience and my regrets. I couldn’t rest until I could make my sincerest apologies and beg for forgiveness.”
 
   No one moved or spoke. I took a deep breath and thought quickly. I could condemn Aetius to exile or to death for his actions. In an instant, I knew what I would do, but I would make him wait. He deserved to suffer for a while. 
 
   “I congratulate you, Aetius,” I said. “Your boldness in coming here has served you well. Your story has been heard by all and you’ve apologized most handsomely. But now you must await my decision on what is to become of you.” 
 
   The crowd groaned, impatient for a resolution. I held up my hand. “For now, we must attend to our other visitors and we’re late in meeting them. Tribune, please have Aetius escorted to safe quarters.”
 
   Aetius executed another perfect salute and marched from the room with his head held high. The restless crowd shuffled and fidgeted through the meetings with the remaining unfortunate delegates who had no idea of the act they were following. Finally, the meeting closed and the courtiers swarmed out of the room, undoubtedly anxious to compare their views on Aetius and his surprising reappearance. 
 
   I leaned back in my throne, fanning myself as the room emptied. Aurelia and Marcus stayed behind.
 
   “Well, what did you think of that charade?” I asked them.
 
   “He’s very handsome,” said Aurelia.
 
   Marcus raised an eyebrow at her and turned back to me. “What did you think?” 
 
   “I am inclined to forgive him. He could be very helpful to us, with his military skill and his control over the Huns. He’s popular enough, goodness knows, and some of the senators still seem to like him. We’ll have to keep a close eye on him but, now that Castinus is dead, we could make him Magister.” 
 
   “I think it’s a good idea,” agreed Marcus. “He’s built a reputation as a talented commander and the Huns will fight on behalf of the Empire for as long as he leads them.”
 
   “He has to promise to keep his Huns in the north though. There is absolutely no possibility of their ever stepping on Imperial soil again. If he doesn’t agree, then there’s no deal.”
 
   “I can convince him of that. I’ll talk to him and then you can hold a formal audience with him to discuss his title and remunerations.”
 
   “Good. Thank you. Now both of you should rest and relax. Enjoy Rome. We’ve a great deal to accomplish but nothing that can’t wait for a day or two.”
 
   Aurelia linked her arm through her husband’s. “That’s the invitation I’ve been waiting for,” she said. “I’m going to eat and sleep and enjoy the gardens.” 
 
   Marcus stood slowly, massaging his leg. “You’ve made an excellent start, Placidia.”
 
   “Thank you, Marcus.” 
 
   I watched them leave the room and then I took the diadem from my head and looked at it. Its sparkling prettiness belied its weight. It was heavy in my hands and I felt the burden of it suddenly, the burden of protecting the Empire from the Huns and from all the other northern tribes who would try to tear it down. 
 
   But there would be time enough to worry about those things. I ran my finger over the blue sapphires and white pearls. Their colors reminded me of the fresco in the palace in Constantinople, of two white doves drinking from a blue bowl; the doves of hope and peace that would accompany me on my journey as Empress. 
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
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