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    To my son, James, and my daughter, Grace. They may not be "martial masters", but they are learning Taekwondo.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Take the sword, Mimming, shut up till now in its shining sheath, spoil of the Huns, spare it not, use it savagely to save our lives!"
—From the Waldere fragments
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The Empire Totters
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The prophet was old, filthy and half-mad. His robe was a ragged thing, stained with dust and wine and worse. His hair hung in greasy ropes. But his eyes – his eyes burned like live coals. He stumbled into the imperial court, past astonished guards, and dropped to his knees before the Emperor. Valentinian, soft-faced and spoon-fed, flinched as if the old man were diseased. The prophet, without any invitation to speak, raised his arms and chanted: “Twelve vultures circled overhead when Romulus marked out the city’s walls. One for every century Rome would rule. Now the twelfth has flown.

“In the east, beyond the Danube, a new city rises – built on bones of the dead – Attila’s capital. From there, he prepares to march to conquer – the world!

“Attila, the Scourge of God, the Devil in the flesh. He killed his own brother to seize the kingship of Hungvar – Fratricide to found an empire – like Romulus slaying Remus: an omen, plain as day! But will you heed it, O Mighty One?

“You should! Twelve centuries have been presaged by twelve winged warnings – and now begins the first century of ruin. They say the world will drown in war: the blood-dimmed tide is rising, and Attila – the Anti-Christ – is in the first wave – a tidal wave that will swamp Rome and the whole world, even to the ends of the earth.”

The chamber went still. The equites, questors, bureaucrats, senators and sycophants watched anxiously for the emperor’s reaction, with the aim of echoing it. But the emperor just stared in blank astonishment.

The prophet continued: “Rome, mother of the world, fell to the Visigoths years ago. The aqueducts were broken and water ceased to flow. So citizens drank water from the Tiber – a cause of plague! Farmland was laid waste and famine stalked the city. Those who survived the famine and the plague were tortured, raped or put to death, and all around the city lay dead bodies, bloody and naked, gnawed by rats and dogs...”

“So what?” muttered a senator. “Our capital is here in Ravenna.”

“Yes, safe behind impenetrable swamps and marshes but you should fight with men, not marshes!”

Valentinian bridled at the suggestion that he was a coward hiding in a backwater. “Take him away,” he said with a sneer. “He’s a madman! Of course we fight with men! We still have sixty-six legions – and the greatest general Rome has ever known – Flavius Aetius.”

The prophet spat.

“Legions? They’re legions in name only: dregs and scraps; foederati and barbarians under contract; outlaws; exiles – where is the citizen army of old – Romans who love their country and would give their lives for it? I’ll tell you – there are none – for who would fight for Rome now? Who would fight to defend decadent patricians, who wallow in the balnea, drink themselves stupid, gamble on gladiators and chase each other’s wives. Their god is not Jupiter, not Christ; it is gold! And who would they be fighting for? Romans? Who are they? Let me give you my peoples’ alphabet: Africani, Alamanni, Anglii, Armenians, Bithynians, Britanni, Cappadocians, Cherusci, Egyptians, Gauls, Graeci, Hispani, Illyrians, Judaeans, Macedonians, Pannonians, Phoenicians, Syrians and Thracians. Many of them hate each other; many of them hate us – do I have to remind you of Armenius, a Cherusci, who took Roman citizenship, but who was responsible for the massacre of three legions?”

“Rome was revenged,” growled the magister militum.

“And that diversity is our strength,” insisted a be-ringed bureaucrat.

“Perhaps it was, long ago,” said the prophet, “but now it undermines that sense of virtus civica – civic virtue, the willingness to act for the common good, even at personal cost...”

“We are working for the common good,” was the chorused reply from various equites, questors, bureaucrats, senators – and the sycophants added, “and the emperor most of all!”

“The emperor does nothing!” screamed the prophet, pointing an accusing finger at the gold-encrusted throne. “And what is the result? Rome is a bloated beast, too fat to see its own throat being cut.”

Valentinian had found the man amusing at first, but, bit by bit, his anger had risen, and now he responded with a flash of temper: “It’s your throat that shall be cut. Guards! Seize him!”

Steel flashed. The old man didn’t resist. He simply laughed, a laugh that turned into a cough as he choked blood and slumped to the floor.
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Sword of Tengri
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They say it was gifted by the gods themselves. One dusky evening on the steppes, as storm clouds gathered over the horizon like the wings of a vulture, a shepherd stumbled upon a sword half-buried in the earth. He brought it to the khan’s tent, and when Attila took it in hand, the storm broke. Thunder cracked like war-drums, and the wind shrieked through the grasslands as if the sky itself bowed before him. The sword was long, straight and narrow, in a style called “Urepos” its hilt wrapped in serpent-skin, its blade etched with a script that might have been Pahlavi, though none of the great man’s scribes could read it. The shamans whispered it was the Sword of Tengri, a sign that the Sky Father had chosen Attila to rule all beneath the heavens. From that night on, no chieftain dared oppose him – nor did the empire’s enemies sleep soundly at night.
****
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THE SEASONS TURNED, but his resolve never cooled. One spring morning, beneath a sky as grey and restless as a river in flood, he rose from his furs and ordered the horns blown. Another campaign. Another land to burn. This time it was the Franks. Their king, Gibicho, was powerful, though not powerful enough to withstand Attila.

Rumours were heard that a hostile host was crossing the Danube, destroying everything that stood in its way, its warriors outnumbering the stars in the sky and the sands of the sea. And so King Gibicho consulted his council, asking his advisers how he should act. They advised that their army could not match Attila’s, and that he should make a treaty and pay him tribute, sending the hostages he had demanded.

Since Gibicho’s son, Gunther, was still a child they sent Hagen to the Hunnish king. His lineage was noble; the last of the Nibelungs, and was therefore acceptable in place of Gunther. So the ambassadors went with the tribute and Hagen, sued for peace and secured the treaty.

Hagen had accepted his king’s doom unwillingly, but dutifully, especially when he was assured that he would be treated like any other young nobleman of the Hunnish court and not as a prisoner.

But when Hagen first laid eyes on Attila, seated beneath the wolf-pelt canopy with the Sword of Tengri resting beside him, a shudder passed through him like a ghost walking over his grave. He did not flinch – Nibelung blood does not flinch – but his heart turned hard as iron. This was no mere warlord. This was fate in a human shape; a fate that would descend on the world like Ragnarok.

Hagen bowed, spoke his well-rehearsed words with cold grace, and sealed the treaty. But deep in his chest the old songs stirred – the ones his forebears whispered of cursed Rheingold, dragon-fire, and a river red with kin-blood. He knew, even then, that he would return to this court, not as envoy but as brother-in-arms... or executioner. For the Nibelung fate is a wheel, and Attila would be the hand that set it turning.
****
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ATTILA TURNED HIS EYES west, toward Burgundia, where old King Hereric still ruled – a careful man with too few warriors and too much to lose. Hereric had a daughter, Hildegund, and the bards called her beautiful, which for once wasn’t an exaggeration. Her eyes were pale blue, like the sky after a storm, and full of thought – deep-set eyes that missed nothing, yet judged no one. She didn’t shout or command, but men listened when she spoke. Even the guards at the gate, rough-handed men who’d broken bones and buried friends, would straighten when she passed and soften their scowls. She had long hair the colour of wheat in the sun, worn unbound more often than not, and hands that had never held a weapon, but could mend torn silk or soothe a fevered brow. There was no arrogance in her – only a quiet dignity. Her laughter was rare, but when it came, it warmed a man like a hearth fire. Men fell in love with her easily, though most never dared speak of it. She was her father’s pride, the jewel of his old age, and the soul of his court. If Hereric had had sons, they would have gone to war for her. Instead, he had one daughter – and now he was preparing to send her to Attila, the barbarian of the Steppes, as an offering.

She did not weep
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