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Praise for the Attila series

‘[A] rip-roaring account of the boyhood of Attila the Hun, a tale jam-packed with epic set pieces, bloody battles, a fair bit of history and the requisite lusty interludes . . . [a] gripping novel’

Daily Mail

‘William Napier has a genius for making the blood-dimmed chaos of ancient history into the very stuff of thrilling narrative’

Tom Holland, author of Rubicon and Persian Fire

‘He brings the fifth century back to horrible life and convincingly sets up the major players of the time for the turmoil that will have the world rocking on its axis . . .  Attila’s a winner’

Sunday Sport

‘William Napier’s rattling good yarn . . . Napier tells a great story, complete with smells and sounds, and lots of gore. The battle descriptions are particularly good . . . I couldn’t put it down’

Big Issue

‘The final novel in the brilliant Attila trilogy ... is packed full of action, battles, politics and great characters. Gripping from first to last’

Huddersfield Daily Examiner
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LIST OF PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS

Characters marked with an asterisk were real historical figures. The rest might have been.

Aëtius* - Gaius Flavius Aëtius, born 398 in the frontier town of Silestria, in modern-day Bulgaria. The son of Gaudentius, Master-General of Cavalry, and himself later Master-General of the Roman Army in the West

Aladar - Hun warrior, son of Chanat, one of Attila’s eight generals

Amalasuntha* - only daughter of King Theodoric of the Visigoths

Andronicus - captain of the Imperial Guard, Constantinople

Arapovian - Count Grigorius Khachadour Arapovian, an Armenian nobleman

Ariobarzanes - Lord of Azimuntium

Athenaïs* - married to the eastern Emperor Theodosius II, and re-named Eudoxia

Attila* - born 398, King of the Huns

Bela - Hun general

Cadoc - a Briton, son of Lucius

Candac - Hun general

Chanat - Hun general, father of Aladar

Checa* - first wife of Attila

Chrysaphius* - a Byzantine courtier

Csaba - Hun general

Dengizek* - eldest son of Attila

Ellak* - son of Attila

Enkhtuya - a Hun witch

Galla Placidia* - born 388, daughter of Emperor Theodosius the Great, sister of Emperor Honorius, mother of Emperor Valentinian III

Gamaliel - an aged, well-travelled medical man

Genseric* - King of the Vandals

Geukchu - Hun general

Honoria* - daughter of Galla Placidia, sister of Valentinian

Idilico - a Burgundian girl

Jormunreik - Visigothic wolf-lord

Juchi - Hun general

Knuckles - baptised Anastasius, a Rhineland legionary

Leo* - Bishop of Rome

Little Bird - a Hun shaman

Lucius - also Ciddwmtarth, a British leader of his people

Malchus - a captain of cavalry

Marcian* - eastern Emperor, 450-457, married to Pulcheria

Nemesianus - a wealthy man of Aquileia

Nicias - a Cretan alchemist

Noyan - Hun general

Odoacer* - a Gothic warlord

Orestes* - a Greek by birth, Attila’s lifelong companion

Priscus of Panium* - a humble scribe

Pulcheria* - sister of Theodosius II

Romulus Augustulus* - the last emperor

Sabinus - Legionary Legate of the VII at Viminacium

Sangiban* - King of the Alans

Tarasicodissa Rousoumbladeotes* - Isaurian chieftain, also known as Zeno

Tatullus - First Centurion of the VII at Viminacium

Themistius* - an orator

Theodoric* - King of the Visigoths, 419-451

Theodoric* - Visigothic prince, eldest son of King Theodoric

Theodosius* - eastern Emperor, 408-450

Torismond* - Visigothic prince, son of King Theodoric

Valamir - Visigothic wolf-lord

Valentinian* - western Emperor, 425-455

Vigilas* - a Byzantine courtier
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The Fury
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MARGUS FAIR

The southern banks of the Danube, AD 449

 

 

A morning in early summer. The great river meandering slowly through the rich Moesian plains and eastwards to the Euxine Sea. A patchwork of ploughland and meadow, and further away from the town, blossoming orchards and copses of ancient woodland. The smaller River Margus flowing down northwards from the hills to join the majestic Danube.

Darting over the surface of the water, the bright green metallic flash of damselflies, and columns of tiny waterflies rising and falling in the warming summer air. Willows along the banks of the river and alders beside the damp streambeds. Black poplars releasing their fluffy white seeds in clouds, landing and revolving and floating on downstream. Minnows flashing and darting in shoals, trout in among the brown boulders, beautiful grayling. Nodding kingcups reflected in the water, and the meadows all around scattered with the yellow of marsh marigold and yellow flag. No sound but the wind rustling the reeds, or the single peep of a duckling as it raced over the water back to its mother, beating its stubby little wings to no effect.

Riverine nature so peaceful and serene on this morning in early May, that for a brief moment you might think yourself back in Adam’s Eden, long before the Fall.

And then the shadow of a heron over the waters, cruising in silent and low, its cold and passionless yellow eyes swivelling downwards in search of prey.

Come closer to the little town of Margus with its ancient walls and its cathedral tower with its solitary iron bell, and you hear the sound of human bustle and chatter. There are naked children laughing and splashing in the shallows, brown and shiny as pebbles, mischievously opening the sallow-wood fish-traps and letting the fish swim free. There is laughter on the roads, and then in the meadows stretching up to the walls of the town itself, laid out in many colours and resounding with the languages of many different peoples - the great and celebrated Margus fair.

A vast, rowdy, polyglot encampment, teeming with energy, enterprise and greed. Open-sided canvas tents and pied awnings and stalls of carved and painted wood. People buying and selling with clacking tongues and a whole grammar of gestures and winks and hand signals. Buyers slowly producing worn leather purses from inside their robes, and sellers biting coins to test their worth - plenty of bronze coins around that have been washed with arsenic to make them pass for silver. Fur merchants from the far north, from beyond the Roman Empire, selling bearskin and marten, beaver and sable. Bright-eyed songbirds whistling in their osier cages. Everywhere the savour of smoking fish and roasting meat, and girls selling slugs of wine straight from the barrel in wooden cups. More elaborate inns and taverns under canvas. Pickpockets, of course, preying on the drunk and unwary, and women looking for husbands or at least money,  walking light-stepped and lazy-eyed, swaying their hips between the groups of men.

Further off, the warm ripe smell of livestock in wooden corrals. Cattle dealers and sheep sellers communicating in their secret language and occult numbers, with barely discernible nods and winks for deals. And the air everywhere filled with greetings and curses, jests and lewd remarks, the high piping cries of excited children, the cackle of geese, and a single screaming monkey in a cage. From the land of the Nubians, so the monkey-seller said, without any great conviction. The monkey reached out its paw and pulled the hair of unwary bystanders. And all this ripe human chaos under the supposed regulation of a handful of frontier troops from the towering legionary fortress of Viminacium, ten miles east.

There was a girl there, a gentle, dreamy girl with a hare-shot lip, because a hare had walked across her mother’s path when she was pregnant with her. So they said. She carried a yoke of wooden pails and sold goat’s milk by the cupful, but she was not in truth a bold or assertive seller and she made little money. She too frequently gave cupfuls of milk away to hungry-eyed, plaintive children pestering her. When she returned at the day’s end, her mother would scold her for not having sold enough, accusing her of daydreaming her days away. And scold her even more for not having found a husband to take her off her poor old mother’s hands.

She disliked jostling crowds, and was drawn to the edge of the fair where the gaudy tents and stalls gave way to open meadows, and then the low line of the hills to the west, and the jut of Mons Aureus, the mountain of gold, with its fabulous mines. The vaults of Viminacium were full of gold, so they said. When it was transported down the great imperial trunk road to the emperor in  Constantinople, it went with an escort of a thousand men. And the emperor . . . the girl always imagined him as made of gold himself, seated on his high throne covered in gold leaf, like a statue, immobile, unapproachable. A living god.

Now she lingered shyly before an old woman’s canopy of grubby canvas supported on gnarled staves.

‘Come you in, girl, come you in. It’s a lover you’ll be wanting at your age!’

The old woman grinned and bobbed about among her strange wares, performing almost a little dance, her white hair in a tight bun, her ringed fingers fluttering. The old woman was no witch, no purveyor of instruments for cruelty, malice and revenge, but only a fortune-teller. A preacher had earlier that morning come out of the town to stand by her tent and preach on the text ‘Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live’, but the people only scowled at him and passed on, leaving the preacher impotent and the old woman alone and unlynched.

The girl hesitantly set down her pails and the old woman took her hand and drew her in. Within the shadows of the tent there were animals’ feet and tails, and strangely shaped stones like seashells, long dyed feathers of heron and bustard, tufts of multicoloured rags tied round sticks topped with small brass bells, leather pouches of herbs, bottles of dubious liquor. Then something else caught the girl’s eye, something very beautiful, which she took at first for a mirror. A little vanity such as rich ladies use to admire themselves when they are carried to dinner in their gilded litters, through the grand wide streets of great cities. Jewelled ladies with their white-chalked faces and forearms and little flattering mirrors.

The old fortune-teller knew at once what she wanted and bobbed over and retrieved it. It was a strange box made from hinged coloured glass, held together with silver  wires. It would be very costly and the girl had no money but for the few desultory coppers she had earned so far that morning. But the old woman brought the coloured glass box out into the sunshine anyway and passed it to her without mockery.

‘Look into it,’ she said. ‘Hold it up to the light. Some see the world as it is, though in many pretty colours. But some, who have the gift, see the world as it will be.’

The girl hesitated. She didn’t know that she believed in such things. Not really. Besides, who has the strength to see their own future? Especially a poor goat-girl with a scold of a mother and a hare-shot lip?

The woman nodded encouragingly. ‘Look, child. The future may yet be sweet, and you have the gift.’

Somewhere in the distance there was a boy crying out from the river, drawing up his boat. Yelling, screaming about something. Running towards the fair. It was all the excitement no doubt, nothing more.

So the girl held the little box of coloured glass up before her face and opened one of the delicate little hinges. It was the deep red glass that she held up to her eyes, and she looked through and shuddered. Because she saw the world as if covered in blood. The mountain of gold to the west was a mountain of blood. The screaming of the boy running up from the river grew louder, closer. She saw the straggling meadows leading away along the river bank, groups of people carrying their baskets, pushing their handbarrows, coming through the long grass towards the fair on this gentle summer day. And beyond that, the low line of hills still catching the morning sun, but all red, all clouded red. The future.

She felt the old woman tugging at her sleeve, heard her saying something, and was about to tear her eyes away from this ghastly vision, this world of a blood-red future, when a movement in the far distance caught her eye, and  instead of lowering the evil box she continued to stare through its red haze.

Rising up over the crest of the low hills to the west, she saw a line of horsemen. Banners in the breeze and spears against the sky.
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MARGUS FALLS

 

 

Never would the people - those few who survived, stumbling away through the blood-soaked grass to cry their story into horror-stricken ears - never would they forget that day, nor their first sight of the horsemen from the east.

They rode muscular little ponies with big, ungainly heads, brutish and monstrous, like the heads of bulls. Shaggy even at the fetlock, with deep chests and haunches betraying their massive strength and stamina. Hooves and manes were dyed blood-red with crushed insects or dried berries from last autumn, boiled up again in water and fat. The riders had long arms and barrel chests, short legs and narrow, slanting eyes of cunning and glittering cruelty. Some of them, disdaining to wear helmets as they rode down upon the near defenceless fair, seemed to have skulls deformed and domed by some evil practice in infancy. Others wore pointed Scythian caps of leather,  kalpaks, fringed with grey wolf ’s fur. Wolves falling on the stricken townspeople not in lean winter but in fat high summer, driven not by the stark necessity of hunger but by the love of destruction for its own sake.

Some had the sides of their heads scarred with burns  to kill the hair there, others were crudely shaven, and almost all had their cheeks and the sides of their heads cut and deep dyed with tattoos. The thin, sparse beards on their chins were further garlanded and beribboned, or twisted into little plaits, and in their ears they wore heavy hoops of gold. Some rode barefoot and some wore leather leggings, gripping the sides of their mounts so surely that they seemed one with their horses. They wore barbarian breeches but most rode naked to the waist but for jangling bone jerkins, their dark chests and backs tattooed with snakes and grotesque faces. Their wrists and sinewy arms were wrapped with iron bands, gold bracelets, cloths and strips of leather, and they wore beaded silver torcs and the teeth of wolves and jackals on thongs around their dirty muscular throats. They rode with their reins hung with the flensed skulls of slaughtered enemies, with human scalps or hanks of blood-dried hair.

Each warrior bristled with the tips and points of a multitude of weapons. Short stabbing spears, long steel knives, curved swords slung across squat, powerful backs, curved spiked hatchets, and, clutched in the right fist, the deadly recurved bow of the steppes, with a bunch of arrows clutched alongside. Arrows strung and shot and falling interminably onto the stricken fair.

The people turned and ran among the falling tents and the already blazing stalls, but there was no escape. Already a column of the murderous horde had ridden round and taken the hills to the south, and cut the people off from flight that way. To the north there was only the river. Some fugitives threw themselves in and tried to swim for it, and of these a few survived, carried downstream and crawling back onto the southern shore miles away like half-drowned animals to tell their tale.

Singled out from among the wailing masses was the half-century of bewildered soldiers from Viminacium. The  first were cut down where they stood, whirling on the spot in a spray of blood, unable to believe that this little light guard duty at a summer fair had suddenly turned into massacre, and this bright sunshine day to nightmare.

The captain of the guard, a centurion named Pamphilus, registered the numbers of the barbarian horde and immediately bellowed orders to a couple of his riders to head east, straight to Viminacium to call the full legion to arms. As an added precaution he despatched another squadron, an eight-man contubernium, to requisition a boat and make for Viminacium by river, just in case his riders were cut down on the road. Though he doubted very much that barbarians would have the foresight for such things.

But how had they got across the river? What had happened to the Danube lookouts? And the signalling stations that stretched all the way along the imperial frontier from the Euxine to the mouth of the Rhine? How could this have happened without warning? Where was the intelligence? Why hadn’t the exploratores reported back in advance? Raiding parties like this didn’t erupt out of nowhere.

None of it made any sense. All he could do now was drag his men back to the town bridge and form ranks. It was a hard decision.

His optio stared at him.

Pamphilus shook his head. ‘It’s not a general massacre. Most of them will be taken as slaves.’

‘A nice fate.’

‘Button your lip, Optio. We fall back to the town if we can. Otherwise we hold this damn bridge till the legion arrives.’

Whoever this horde might be, however many in number, he still had full confidence in the VII Legion, Claudia Pia Fidelis. ‘Six times brave, six times faithful’  was the legion’s motto. Stationed here for four long centuries on this far northern border, looking out over the Danube and into the wastes of Scythia. Waiting for the barbarians. And meanwhile building the imposing fortress of Viminacium, with wide roads south, east and west, and six miles of fine aqueduct. Good builders like all Roman soldiers, shovel in hand more than sword. The VII wasn’t the force it had been, true enough. None of the legions was. Numbers were down, the best drawn back to the field army based at Marcianopolis, the remainder derided nowadays as no more than an ‘hereditary peasant militia’. Some militia. Holding some fortress.

Still fifteen hundred of them, all told, though half of them would be out at their farms or in their workshops at any one time. Who could blame them? There wasn’t much to do back in the fort but drill and wait, under the stern eyes of the legionary legate. Otherwise they drank, they diced, gambling with the meagre pay too rarely received on time. But a legion was still a legion, or a rump of it, with a legion’s proud memories. And the legate of the VIIth, that big-bellied Gallus Sabinus, was no fool.

Pamphilus set up his men in ranks across the narrow bridge.

‘Barbarians out of the wilderness like these, opportunist raiders, they may be fast but they’ve got no staying power, and no siegecraft.’ Pamphilus was talking to his optio again, knowing he was only trying to reassure himself. ‘And no horse will ever charge a line of pikemen four ranks deep.

‘We hold them here for as long as possible. Fall back on the town if and when we can. They can’t outflank us on this bridge. And we wait for the legion and the cataphracts. We want as many heavy cavalry as possible. See how those naked devils take to being cut up by a line of charging lancers in full armour. Plus mounted archers. And then the good old mincing machine of the infantry.  I don’t care how many of them there are, numbers are nothing. Till then, we hold out. It’s no great problem.’

You could see the milling, murderous horde for what they were: common criminals, taking easy pickings from a thinly defended frontier town, before their flight back over the river and into the wastes of Scythia. Terrifying they might look at first sight, but that was all this was: a terror raid. The odd killing, more slave-taking. But they would melt away soon enough when the VIIth came marching down the road.

Pamphilus wondered briefly who this latest horde might be. Gepids? Sarmatians? Alans? All plains curs in breeches.  Ex Scythia semper aliquid novi. He smiled grimly to himself. Some tatterdemalion column of looters and plunderers, eaters of raw meat, some vainglorious gang of slavers, rapists and arsonists who fancied themselves great warriors. Rome had encountered such before. Filling the vacuum left by the retreating Huns, he presumed, after the Western Emperor sent out that order to the VIIth for a punitive expedition over the river. Not in His Divine Majesty’s jurisdiction, of course, but the prefect of Pannonia agreed to his request. Ill-advisedly, in Pamphilus’ humble opinion; but it wasn’t for a junior centurion like him to decide on foreign policy, thank the Crucified Christ.

So a couple of cavalry alae from Viminacium had been ferried over by the Danube Fleet and descended on some outlying Hun encampment. Orders were to take prisoners for ingenious execution later, in a vivid and educational tableau or playlet staged back in the arena in Constantinople or Ravenna, featuring stern-eyed and remorseless legionaries slaughtering chained and submissive barbarians, their necks obediently bowed to the Roman blades. A playlet complete with real deaths. People liked that sort of thing: it reassured them in these edgy days.

But the half-naked savages in the encampment had  erupted from their tents and attacked the cavalrymen. On foot, barely armed and taken by surprise, they had still put up quite a fight. Clearly not the force they had once been back in old Uldin’s day, when they’d fought as auxiliaries for the great Stilicho. But a fierce remnant of a people all the same. They’d dragged a couple of cavalrymen from their horses and broken their necks with their bare hands, stabbed a couple more. After that the cavalry commander had given the general order of execution. And two days later the rest of the Hun people, so imperial spies reported, upped sticks, folded tents, burned the newly built wooden palace of their king to the ground, and slouched away north and east into the unknown wastes of Scythia, suitably chastened and humiliated.

A messy business, but the price of freedom.

The two troopers from Margus reined in their furious gallop on the hot and dusty road.

The dust slowly cleared, and there ahead of them were the barbarians. Sitting their squat horses in a neat column, six abreast, as orderly as a legion. Arrows strung lightly to their bows. At their head sat a round-faced man on a grubby little pony.

‘Viminacium?’ he asked. And shook his head, smiling, his gold earrings dancing. ‘Alas. Not today.’

The arrow-strings hummed.

The eight-man squadron found the lightest boat they could, a skiff with a tattered sail. They dragged it down to the foreshore, waded out and then set to rowing furiously with the current. They hadn’t gone more than half a mile when their coxwain stopped his bellowing and fell silent. The rowers looked up, saw his expression and stopped rowing. The boat drifted a little and they looked round, blinking the sweat from their eyes.

Being towed into the far bank by a small rowing-boat was one of the hefty barges of the Danube Fleet. From Viminacium. Hanging over the sides where they had been slain were the bodies of the marines, stuck with arrows.

Beyond that, almost incomprehensible at first sight, were countless more barges and flat-bottomed horse-transporters, captured from God knew where, crossing and re-crossing, bringing innumerable men and horses across from the north. A little further down on the southern bank, the black and smoking remains of a wooden observation tower.

The horde of a thousand or two at Margus: that was just a bridgehead. This was no hit and run terror raid. This was a full-scale invasion.

In terror the eight men tried to turn the skiff round, still being carried forward on the strong current of the Danube. But in their scrabbling panic they were deaf to their coxwain’s orders to coordinate their strokes, portside forwards, starboard back. From downriver, rowing strongly upstream, another boat was coming towards them, long and lean, and dimly they were aware of more of the tattooed warriors appearing on the bank to their right, looming up through the reeds, startling little water-fowl into flight. The soldiers thrashed and beat the bright sunlit water so violently that they never heard the bowstrings hum, and their terror ceased only when the fine iron arrowheads hit home.

In the meadows to the west, Margus fair was collapsing into burning chaos, the people harried and driven before the yowling, tattooed horse-warriors. On the single town bridge, little wider than a haywain, stood Pamphilus and his thirty men. Like Horatius of old, as the schoolboy ballad told it: three of them, then two, then just Horatius himself, keeping the bridge single-handed against the  entire army of Lars Porsena. As if. War stories for school-boys.

Behind them, the trembling town of Margus. The frontier had already been redrawn.

Slowly the barbarians started pressing the people back up against the bridge. Now and again they jabbed with their spears, treating the trapped and terrified populace like cattle.

Pamphilus watched grimly.

‘Sir,’ said his optio.

He tightened his grip on his spear.

‘Sir,’ repeated the optio. ‘Behind us, sir.’

Pamphilus glanced back and cried out.

The barbarians had already broken down the gates and were in the town. Margus was ablaze. Behind its walls, the red-tiled rooftops were smoking, and flames licked up round the narrow tower of St Peter and St Paul. The iron bell would already be glowing red. Pamphilus thought he could hear distant screams.

They must have moved like lightning. How had they crossed the river? Apart from the town bridge, there was no crossing until miles upstream. Was it possible that this howling horde of barbarians was in fact highly organised? That behind this film of blood and chaos, there was some keen, all-commanding mind at work?

Idiot barbarians, though. The keen-eyed watchmen on the walls of Viminacium would have seen the smoke, and already be sending out riders to ascertain the cause. An idle Margus housewife not minding her hearthfire, a street of wooden houses going up in flames? Or something worse? Then one of his riders or one of the refugees would get through, and the legion would be called to arms.

It was good to know that reinforcements were on their way. Meanwhile, they must try to hold their position and survive. Surrounded.

‘Two rear ranks - about face!’

Then on the far ridge of the hills, a mile distant or more, he thought he saw him: the barbarian leader. A group of men gathered closely around him, but that was the king. He held a sword above his head and moved it in precise strokes downwards, left and right and before him. And on the plain before him, his horse-warriors wheeled to order, as disciplined as columns of imperial cavalry. More so. More agile. They wheeled as a flock of starlings wheels in the sky, as one body.

Now gradually they were closing in, herding rather than killing, crushing the people back against the bridge.

Pamphilus cursed.

He would have fought like Horatius on this bridge, along with his men, against these contemptible horsemen. His blood was up now. Too many of those he had been sent to guard had fallen already. They had watched the savages riding through the fair, whipping and lassoing, destroying and burning, picking off selected victims for sport and target practice. Usually men of fighting age, fools who came at them with pitchfork or stake. But sometimes they had cut down anyone in their path, fleeing girls, infants, and those nursing infants. Those broad-cheeked faces expressionless, those yellow eyes unmoved.

But how could Pamphilus and his men fight back, with this human tide around them? That of course was the plan of this warlord, this king.

He looked again and the warlord had galloped down from the ridge and in among the press of his warriors. Soon the trapped legionaries could see him approaching with his little band of captains, and then reining in. Pamphilus observed him across the heads of the trapped and huddled people, through the haze of drifting smoke. The stony face of the barbarian warlord. Iron-grey hair bound up in a topknot, blue weals on his face, a gold  torc round his strong, grimy neck. Dusty leather breeches, deerskin boots. Nothing fancy. Naked to the waist but for spiralling tattoos, quiver and bow and scabbard across his back. No great king, then. Still fighting in the line with his fellow warriors. Beside him, a man with lighter skin, very close-shaven or bald, blue-eyed. Very still, assured and silent.

A hush fell over the people.

Glittering yellow eyes fixed on him.

‘Your name?’ called the warlord.

He gave it.

‘From Viminacium?’

Pamphilus nodded.

The warlord stroked his wispy beard. ‘It was forces from Viminacium that executed my people. You would call it a punitive expedition.’ He spoke faultless Latin, with perfect, rather aristocratic pronunciation.

Pamphilus’ head whirled and he glanced sideways at his optio. These were the Huns. Not vanished after that bloody foray at all, as the intelligence had said, but making only a feigned, a Parthian retreat. The cunning devils. For the first time Pamphilus sensed that they were here not for a bit of light raiding and enslaving after all, but for some more memorable act of vengeance. He steeled himself against fear, stemmed his rising panic, gripped the spearshaft tighter in his sweating hand and put from his mind as best he could all rumours of barbarian tortures. Crucifixion, excoriation, impalement . . .

Beside him his optio was shaking. His men were backing into each other. Behind them, the burning town was beginning to roar under the noonday sun. Where was the VIIth, O Jupiter, Mithras, Christ? They must have seen the fires by now. If they could just hold out for a while longer, the first of the cavalry might yet arrive. He prayed for them to come soon.

The warlord was speaking again, his voice low and harsh and grating as old steel. Pamphilus shook his head at what he heard, so the warlord repeated it. ‘Either we kill all these people before you,’ he said, ‘or we kill you.’

He shouted back, ‘The price your people pay then will be terrible.’

The warlord grinned, a horrible, wolfish grin, and his men raised their swords.

‘They will make good slaves!’ blurted out his optio.

‘And you will make good corpses.’

One of the savages struck down his first victim, an old man stumbling before him, penned in by the people around him, eyes staring in blank terror.

‘Let them go!’ bellowed Pamphilus.

Their discipline was instant. Their leader gave the nod, and the encircling horsemen pulled up their bristling weapons. Every ugly little pony took several neat steps backwards on command.

The huddled people remained frozen like prey for a moment. Then the warlord said something more in his low voice, and the people, dazed and stumbling, turned and fled away south into the waiting hills.

The warlord looked back at Pamphilus.

The centurion lowered his spear, couched it under his right arm and set the butt against one of bridge planks. Leaned his weight against it.

‘Well, men,’ he said. ‘Sell yourselves dear.’

The town burned on all through the late summer afternoon and on into evening. No help came. Through the blood-red sunset, the slaughter went on. This was the beginning of vengeance, the beginning of sorrows.

Here a Kutrigur warrior rides down another victim, using a trident for a spear, jabbing it into the back of a fleeing girl.

She stumbles and falls, sinks to her knees, finally dropping the yoke of wooden pails she has carried all the long day, even in the midst of the slaughter. She reaches back to her wound before she slumps and dies. The goat’s milk runs across the hard ground, mingling with her blood. The warrior wrenches his cantering mount round almost on its hind hooves and whacks its rump with the flat of his crude and bloodied trident and grins through the orange firelight and yowls and rides on.

His fellow warriors yowl and grin, too, milling murderously among their last sacrificial victims. Men like wolves, but wolves who love chaos and firelight. Wolves in winter come in from the cold and the snow-bound steppes and from the edges of the great northern forests when the dewdrops harden into glassy unforgiving ice on the resinous needles of the firs. They come hungrily eyeing the well-fed towns and the comfortable firesides with their fathomless yellow eyes, creeping westwards across the wind-frozen plains towards the warm evening glow in the west. They slink down darkened streets, past lamplit taverns and houses where the plump merchants and bankers and well-paid bureaucrats of the empire sit at their ample dinners, joking and feasting and sipping their good Moselle wines shipped down to the Danube to these Eastern provinces of Moesia and Thrace. None knowing that the wolves are coming - indeed, are already come, a tide of grey fur sweeping across the steppes. Yellow eyes gleaming, white teeth ready for the kill.

These wolf-men have come in high summer, but their white teeth gleam in the darkness just the same. They throw back their shaggy heads and laugh to the sky, giving thanks, their copper-banded arms raised to their gods of wind and storm and sky: to Astur the Eagle, and Savash the Lord of War, and the Lady Itugen, each of them a different face of the Maker of the Universe, who loves battle  and rides with them and shall remain with them always. They grin in the firelight and their yellow eyes flash with delight as the town goes up in flames, and the helpless people flee before them and fall like mown feathergrass on the steppes, and the loot piles up in one corner of the stricken and burning town as fast as the corpses pile up in another. The church bells still clang in unholy panic, but it is the alien warriors who are ringing them now, in jest and victory. The priests have long since been stripped and slain, amid wailing people and howling dogs and the screams of abandoned children.

So Margus falls.

Afterwards, drunk on wine, they rode out, still rejoicing, past the black charcoal remnants of the once colourful Margus fair and back to the grasslands. They are no townsmen, and the ruins of booths and buildings are already haunted by the ghosts of those they have slain. They retreat to their tents and wagons in the meadows.

Among the many bodies lie an old woman and a girl. The girl with the hare-shot lip, lying still among her pails. She had seen the future truly, as the old woman had said. Truly she had the gift.
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THE VII

 

 

Viminacium: at the confluence of the Danube and the Mlava, headquarters of the VII Claudia Pia Fidelis, raised by Julius Caesar himself back in 58 BC to knock hell out of the Gauls and then do the same to their cousins over in Britain as well. An ancient legion with more than five hundred years of memories, stationed here on the Moesian Danube since Trajan’s day. Four long centuries since the crucifixion of Christ.

Gallus Sabinus, legionary legate, veteran of frontier battles and frontier boredom, with a bald bull-head, rolls of fat at the back of his neck and an impressive, solid mound of a belly, but muscles in his arms still strong enough to lift a hundredweight sandbag above his head without noticeable effort. At his rickety ink-stained wooden desk, going through the quartermaster’s monthly returns by the light of a sputtering oil-lamp. Only three times more he’d be doing this bureaucratic donkey-work. Only three more months, and then he’d be off to his Thracian vineyard, complete with neat little villa and courtyard, a fountain and everything, even a bit of mosaic floor, albeit a fairly crap one by some local shyster, featuring a dolphin which looked to him more like an overweight eel. But  his Domitilla was very proud of it, out there sweeping it clean every morning at the crack of dawn. The woman he hardly knew, his wife, Domitilla: sharp of tongue, broad of behind, frosty of expression, but serviceable enough, all things considered.

He leaned forwards and his desk wobbled. One day they’d get round to giving it four equal legs.

He’d miss his men. They weren’t so bad, for a motley scrag-end of limitanei: frontier wolves. Dalmatians, Illyrians, Thracians, Teutons, a right gaggle of mongrel geese. But Sabinus looked after his own. No political appointee from a senatorial family, who disdained such Spartan frontier postings anyway nowadays, Sabinus was a soldier to the backbone and proud of the traditions of the VII. The mobile field army might be the glory boys nowadays, the generals’ gilded darlings, an élite force ready to march and fight wherever barbarian incursion threatened. But the frontier wolves were quartered out here permanently, doggedly training and arming and waiting for the day. Reduced in numbers, both rations and armour thinner than before, but still proud to call themselves a legion, with their eagle standard, plus the bull ensign common to all the Caesarian legions. Waiting for the barbarians to come.

In his years here Sabinus had done his best. He couldn’t do squat about their pay, but he’d drilled and trained them and instituted field exercises they’d grumblingly enjoyed. Both weapons and wall artillery were well up to scratch. As for the walls themselves, he just hoped they’d hold. Especially the Porta Praetoria, with its ominous ground-to-battlements crack in the left tower. One day, the prefect would stir himself off his fat arse enough to do a complete rebuild, or maybe far-off Constantinople would realise that the old fort was in need of a lick of paint or two.

Till then, three more months . . .

He looked up. ‘Well?’

The optio stood hesitantly in the gloom. ‘Margus is still burning, sir.’

Sabinus laid down his pen, sat back and pointed at his own eyes. ‘What are these, Optio?’

‘Eyes, sir.’

‘Correct. And with them I can see that Margus is still burning, in the same way I can see that you are still a useless twat. By “Well” I meant “What news?” Why is it still burning?’

‘We don’t . . . that is, the riders haven’t returned, sir.’

‘When did they ride out?’

‘About the ninth hour.’

‘What traffic on the road?’

The optio glanced nervously towards the open door.

‘Reports - unconfirmed reports - of incursion, sir. Over the river. Barbarian horsemen, so an old fellow says who crawled out of the river covered in duckweed. Said he’d floated down on driftwood from Margus itself. Babbling and half-mad.’

Sabinus kept his expressionless gaze on the hapless  optio. ‘So . . . you’ve ordered the full legion to arms, for safety’s sake?’

‘I will, sir.’

‘Forget it. I will.’ His chair crashed backwards as he stood up. ‘And put yourself on fucking latrine duty.’

The legionary fortress of Viminacium stood square behind thick stone walls thirty feet high, battlemented and bastioned, with twin towers at each gate, north, south, east and west. From the flanks of the fortress ran a much lesser wall, flung out wide and embracing the many acres of the proud town with its churches and chapels, wide streets, richly decorated villas, splendid basilica and porticoed  marketplaces and, beyond the walls, its own ten-thousand-seat hippodrome. People came from miles around to see the spectacles there. But now, thought Sabinus with a grim smile, another altogether more real kind of spectacle would drive them many more miles away.

He found a tall young decurion.

‘What’s happening in the town?’

‘People moving out already, heading for the hills.’

As he’d thought. ‘Any asking for refuge here?’

The decurion shook his head.

They both knew what that meant. The people had already judged. They were finished. He smiled again to himself. Like hell they were.

The legate’s bull roar sounded across the darkening fort from where he stood on the tower of the west gate, followed by a distant sound of stirring and then a steady crescendo of slamming doors, footsteps, the slap of leather soles on worn stone stairs, clanging weaponry, voices, heavy weights dragging, winches creaking.

His orders ricocheted around the fortress walls like missiles.

‘Tubernator, sound the recall! Every last soldier still working out in the fields, get him in. Ditto from the farmhouses. Families to the barracks. Muster rolls to be counted. Every other century on the walls! Cavalry alae  armed and ready at the south gate. Artillery units on the towers. Four machines to each bastion, two for frontal bombardment, two for enfilading fire, standard set-up, do I have to tell you? All gates double-rammed! And I hope you got those holding-braces repaired on the Praetorian Gate like I ordered, Decurion!

‘Yes, sir!’

‘We’re expecting a night attack?’

‘We’re expecting the devil himself, like good soldiers  should. I want wall artillery fully supplied. Pedites, move your arses! This isn’t a visit from your dear old granny we’ll be getting. Back-up supplies of all missiles up to the walls. First, fourth and seventh centuries at the south gate with the cavalry. Ditch the dice and move it, you lard-arsed layabouts! No sleep till dawn, if then. You’ve got work to do at last! Smiths, get those furnaces fired up if they’re not already. Medics, confirm your supplies to me. Quartermasters, every man on the walls supplied with water and hardtack. And see to it all roof thatch is thoroughly doused. All water butts full to the brim, though I assume for your sake they already are. Primus Pilus, report to me on the west gate. No walking, no talking. ’

‘Concentrate wall troops to the west, sir?’

‘If they’ve already taken Margus they won’t be so stupid. Space troops all round.’

Sabinus marched off down the stone steps to the lower guardroom, where he found everything in a state of wordless, impressive bustle. Except for one poor greenhorn of a boot who’d stacked up a pile of slingballs in such a poor pyramid that they collapsed the moment Sabinus walked past them. So he gave him a good belting and told him to do it again.

‘Even the Egyptians can build pyramids, boy!’ he roared in the quaking novice’s ear. ‘And they fuck their own sisters and worship cats!’

The legate took his place again on the left tower of the west gate along with his useless optio and they gazed out into the setting sun. It was too bright, too red. Just over the horizon, a mere two hours by quick march, Margus was still burning. The leaping flames mingling with the sun’s holocaust.

‘Some incursion, sir,’ said his optio.

The south gate stood open below and families of the farmer-frontiersmen streamed in: women, infants in arms, elderly parents, children running about, wide-eyed, looking more excited than scared. Into the safe brawny arms of the mighty legionary fort. God protect them.

Tatullus appeared silently on the tower. Legionary  primus pilus - first spear - his senior centurion. Thank Christ for him at least. Well into his fifth decade but not an ounce of fat on him, his legs taut with sinew and muscle, his arms folded tight across his broad chest. His hard, weather-beaten face and bony nose accentuated by the plain, close-fitting helmet he wore ready for battle, the long, sinister noseguard protecting his deep-set, unblinking eyes, a chainmail aventail to save his neck. A soldier of quality to find in a neglected frontier fort in these ignominious days.

Behind Tatullus stood two more soldiers, one of them dripping copiously.

‘Who the hell are you?’ growled Sabinus, rounding on him.

‘He’s a deserter,’ said Tatullus coldly.

‘I wasn’t asking you, Centurion.’

Damp though this one was - sodden through, in fact - he didn’t tremble.

‘Anastasius, sir,’ said the soldier, his voice so deep and hoarse it sounded like he gargled with gravel. ‘But it’s never suited me, so I been told. Caestus, most people call me. Knuckles.’

Knuckles. Sabinus turned and inspected him more closely. The name suited him better than Anastasius, that was for sure. He still had his caestus, his studded bullhide strap round his meaty forearm. His knuckles were black with hairs, and not that far off the ground. Mind you, had he stood up straight he would have been six feet tall or more. A good recruit for the Legio I Italica in that respect,  at least. Though Sabinus doubted Knuckles had quite the right family connections to get into that socially exclusive legion. And he’d frighten the cavalry horses, for another thing. Cause a bloody stampede.

His huge rounded shoulders, one slightly lower than the other, made him look almost like a hunchback but still as powerful as a dray horse. Hands as big as spades. A human mole, Sabinus thought, he could dig a tunnel into the bare earth with those hands. Huge splayed feet, knock knees, a sagging belly, a fifty-four-gallon barrel chest, a muscular tree stump of a neck as broad as his head, a great bony nose, multiply broken, mouth battered about and askew as well, a heavy brow sprouting bushy black eyebrows, but his eyes oddly wide and sincere, although one eyelid sagged over the eye from an old swordcut. Coarse black hair in an inelegant pudding-basin style, and no single square inch of his bare skin free of a scar.

Sabinus liked what he saw. This was what he called a proper soldier. Ugly as hell and almost as long enduring.

‘And you deserted? From Margus?’

‘No, sir. Not deserted. Just on business. But I got caught up at Margus. On unforeseen secondment, you might say.’

Sabinus scowled. ‘You’re wasting my time, soldier. Give it me straight.’

Knuckles straightened a little. ‘Sir. Legionary of the XIVth at Carnuntum. Coming downriver with shipment of wine. A private enterprise.’

‘Customs-dodging. Profiteering.’

Knuckles hurried on. ‘Boat sank at night. Got ashore at Margus. Centurion there, Pamphilus, promptly co-opted me into his guard.’

‘So what happened?’

‘We got wiped out two days later is what happened.  Which is to say, this morning. All of ’em except me. They’re Huns, the centurion said.’

Sabinus brooded. What a mess. If you’re going to drive off a barbarian tribe, make sure you do it with a good hard sword-thrust, not a pinprick. Else they’ll be back. Gadfly to a horse’s arse. He blew out air. What a bloody mess.

‘Go on, soldier.’

‘Well, the centurion, he sent out riders back here for reinforcements but . . . the Huns got to them before they got to you.’

‘Evidently. And then?’

‘Total bloody slaughter.’

‘Numbers?’

‘Couldn’t say. Not that many, it didn’t look like, but organised.’

‘Organised?’

‘Organised,’ repeated Knuckles doggedly.

Sabinus rasped his stubble. He turned and bellowed a fresh couple of orders to his men. Then he asked, ‘And you?’

‘Well, sir, we was on the bridge, trapped and about to get wiped out frontways and backways, if you take my meaning, and we’d already lost formation and the arrows was piling in so to be honest I thought, Stuff this, and decided to take my chances overboard, but then I thought I might as well try and take one of those blue buggers with me.’

‘Blue?’

‘Tattoos. Black and blue all over. They do it with a needle and soot, apparently. Horrible. No self-respect sir, those fuckin’ barbarians. So, anyhow, I figured I could drown him and I might even get his horse up and off the other bank and away. So up I jumped and got the bugger in a neck-lock and pushed and hung on and we crashed off the side of the bridge and down into the river, the  savage still sittin’ on his horse and me sittin’ on him. And by happy chance, and with the blessings of Jupiter, Lord of all Creation and whatnot, I managed to get a hold of his reins floating around in the mucky water and wrap ’em round his neck. What a rumpus, him still fighting and struggling - a real wild one he was, and no spring chicken, neither. But then there was this great pier of the bridge loomin’ at me out of the water. We was still down there with the fish and I was longin’ to get a good lungful, but business had yet to be concluded, so to speak. I had a good grip on his head with his own reins, throttlin’ ’im - the horse was long gone by this time, upped and swum for it, the brute. So I started a good swing with his head - he was in need of a lungful by this time, too, I reckoned, and not at his finest as a fighting man, it’s safe to say, so I swung ’im and yet . . . I don’t know if you’ve ever tried to swing a man’s head round under water, sir?’

Sabinus had not.

‘But it moves awfully slow, ’cos of all the water, so I banged and banged and banged him into that bloody great oak pier I don’t know how many times until finally after many a hefty bang he stopped hangin’ onto me and I let him go and he sank back very gentle like, and I presume went on down to the bottom to be a dinnertime treat for the fishes. I didn’t hang around to see, to be honest, as I was very nearly drowned myself by this time, so I made for the sunlight and got my lungful after all. Back on the bridge it was a massacre so I let myself be carried downriver and on down here, and if that counts as desertion, well . . .’

‘It does,’ said Tatullus.

‘The rest of the guard were all killed?’ said Sabinus.

‘All of ’em. The officer’s head, sir, Pamphilus, stuck on the bridgepost at the end as I swam off. And he wasn’t a bad sort.’

‘Then you came downriver?’

‘Yes, sir, by way of a horse.’

‘Don’t bullshit me, man.’

‘Which is to say a dead horse, sir. Dead some three days or more, I reckon, and givin’ off a perfectly horrible smell, though to be honest with you, sir, I’ve known worse in an eight-man mess tent on campaign. Or there was that tavern we used to frequent in Carnuntum, sir, with a lady upstairs, getting on in years though very accommodating in her way—’

‘Less detail, soldier, more pace.’

‘Well, so I hung on to this dead horse, its back legs all slimy and bits slidin’ off in me hands, and its belly all bloated and givin’ off gas like you wouldn’t believe, must have been dead a few days, as I say, and not just killed in the scrap, but it made a good enough float, like an army-issue bladder, and so I came floating on downriver to the fort, sir. Because I thought it was time I got myself behind some decent walls. You know those Huns.’

Sabinus brooded for a moment. Then he told his optio  to get the man a cup of wine.

Tatullus started. ‘Sir . . .’

The legate turned on him. ‘Have a care, Centurion. I’m no spoilt young puppy from some rich senatorial family in Ravenna or Rome. And I don’t need you to question my orders.’

Tatullus’ thin lips were clenched almost to invisibility. After a moment’s pause he said again, very low and soft, ‘Sir.’

Knuckles held up a huge paw.

‘No, sir, anyway, thanking you kindly. No wine for me. Never since that incident in Carnuntum with the fishmonger’s daughter, and my unfortunate accident.’

Sabinus raised his eyebrows. ‘Frontier intelligence never reported that particular incident.’

‘I’m relieved to hear it, sir. An unedifying business altogether. But I’m sworn right off the wine now until the joyous hereafter.’

‘Very well.’ Sabinus looked away and rested his hand on the low walls of the tower. ‘You may be a better storyteller than a soldier, I don’t know. But from now on, you’re in my close guard.’

‘How much is that worth a month, then?’

‘Enough for a water-drinker.’ Then Sabinus turned his attention to the other man, keeping silent at the back, and summoned him forward.

A magnificent fellow, olive-skinned, tall and lean, his erect bearing emphasising his height. An easterner, surely. A long-sword in a damascene scabbard at his side, his fine black moustache immaculately oiled and combed around his mouth, his face smooth, his nose hawklike, his whole bearing supremely aristocratic.

‘And you are?’

‘Count Grigorius Khachadour Arapovian,’ replied the newcomer.

Behind him, Knuckles snorted.

‘Shut it, soldier,’ growled Sabinus. He regarded the newcomer again. ‘Armenian?’

‘Armenia was the land of my birth and sixty generations of my forefathers since the days of Adam. But now I have no country. She has auctioned off her soul to the highest bidder. Now I fight only for Christ, my Lord.’

‘Jesus,’ breathed Sabinus.

‘The same,’ said the Armenian gravely.

‘Right,’ said Sabinus, ‘you’re on the roll. We need every man we can get. For now you’re paired with him on supply, on the south wall. Get to it.’

Arapovian did not glance back at Knuckles, but said simply, ‘I will not keep company with that belching ox. He sickens my senses.’

‘You know each other?’ Sabinus guffawed. ‘Let me guess, you smuggled wine together? You were business partners?’

‘The sons of Arapovian have not soiled their hands with trade in sixty generations,’ said the Armenian crisply. ‘This oaf was merely giving me transport. I had known him for but half a night before we separated again. Yet long enough to wish we might never meet further.’

‘What’s the problem?’

The Armenian curled his thin lips. ‘He is an ape.’

Sabinus glanced at Knuckles. ‘You flatter him.’

Arapovian did not smile. He looked genuinely pained.

But Sabinus was grinning broadly now. ‘That’s it. You’re a pair. Now get to it.’

Slowly, with injured dignity, Arapovian turned and made his way back down the steps. Knuckles lumbered after him.

‘That was no deserter,’ Sabinus said over his shoulder to Tatullus. ‘You know what real desertion looks like. That was retreat.’

The centurion remained steely. ‘No order of retreat was given.’

‘Because there was nowhere to retreat to. Just like now.’
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Knuckles and the Armenian lugged hundred-pound rocks up the narrow steps to the top of the south gate-tower. The latter stopped at the top when they set down their load and wiped the sweat from his long arched eyebrows. He gazed out towards the hills, ghostly under the rising summer moon.

‘That I, Grigorius Khachadour Arapovian, the son of Grigorius Nubar Arapovian, the son of Grigorius Ardzruni Arapovian, should be found carrying rocks like a convict. Teamed with a boor who does not even know who his father was.’

But insulting Knuckles was like insulting a stone statue. ‘True enough,’ he rumbled, wiping his face dry in his own armpit. ‘But I know that my mother was a whore. The daughter of a whore, descended from a long line of the most highly regarded Rhenish whores for sixty generations.’ He belched and grinned.

Arapovian did not smile.

Sabinus paced the twilit battlements of the fort, staring out uneasily into the thickening dusk. Just over the horizon Margus burned on, flames rising and smoke spiralling,  the molten orange firelight in a murderous melding with the last glow of the setting sun. In that orange light, the severed heads of his own men, of that good centurion Pamphilus, decorating the wooden posts on the old town bridge.

Damn them.

Different reports, and he’d have despatched his two heavily-armoured cavalry alae, his fearsome cataphracts, to slice through the enemy, save the town and hang the barbarians’ corpses from its walls. But he sensed otherwise this time. It had been a nasty business, the trans-Danube expedition by that self-same cavalry, though orders were orders, and peace might have come of it. But it hadn’t. That clumsy, ill-advised needling of a once-powerful, still troublesome tribe had only brought the Huns back on the crimson path of vengeance.

It wasn’t the numbers that unsettled him, it was the planning. ‘Organised’, that hulking Rhineland brute Knuckles had reported, and Sabinus trusted his judgement. Margus had been assaulted and sacked with great stealth, with judgement and control. Now the enemy held back, not riding on, howling, towards the next town full of vainglory. They were awaiting the right moment, planning. But planning was supposed to be for Romans, not barbarians.

‘So,’ he resumed. ‘Nothing from the hill-stations? Nothing from the signal posts upriver? Nothing from  intelligence?’

Tatullus stood with his legs set apart on the platform roof like a bronze statue, gazing out over the darkening plain. ‘Nothing, sir.’

From Margus itself, still nothing. From the imperial trunk road south to Naissus, nothing. From the east by river, pushing up through the dark gorge of the Iron Gates from Ratiaria, headquarters of the Danube Fleet,  nothing. And now not even the watch on the hill-stations responding. With Margus burning like a village bonfire at Saturnalia.

To have skirted south unseen and taken each and every station and watchtower in advance, without setting off a single alarm signal - that would have taken intelligence. Organisation.

‘Tell you what, Centurion. I get the unpleasant feeling we’re cut off.’

Tatullus nodded expressionlessly.

Sabinus wished he could stop talking. But something blackly ominous in the air tonight made him talk, even with so unsympathetic a confidant as his iron centurion.

‘Of course, no barbarian horde is ever going to take a legionary fortress. But if we’re going to go down fighting and not come up again - if - it would be good to know that someone would exact a decent revenge in our name. What do you reckon?’

‘I wish I knew, sir.’

Both knew what that meant. Some chance.

The Eastern generals corrupt and squabbling, the field army at Marcianopolis, under that impetuous Easterner Aspar, too little tried and tested - certainly never against an enemy like the Huns. Emperor Theodosius in his gilded chambers at Constantinople, practising his calligraphy.

Tatullus said, ‘It’d be good to have some reinforcements from the west.’

Both knew what that meant, too.

Master-General Aëtius. Mistrusted by both emperors equally. The empire’s last best hope.

Another refugee arrived, a rat-faced little man with his hair plastered across his narrow skull, and water still squelching from his sodden leather sandals. He wore the dull brown uniform of the exploratores. A scout.

‘Why is everyone so bloody wet around here?’ demanded Sabinus.

‘Sir,’ gasped the half-drowned man, ‘river was the only refuge from the barbarians. Scythians.’

‘Huns.’

The little man stared up at the legate. ‘Is it?’ He didn’t look much consoled. ‘Well, their horses don’t take kindly to water. Not used to it off the plains, I reckon.’

Sabinus made a mental note. ‘Anything else?’

‘Numbers, sir.’

‘I’ve heard a thousand. At Margus.’

The man looked pained. ‘No, sir, afraid not. That was only a detachment.’ He wiped the water still dripping from his nose. ‘Maybe even a distraction. More were coming across downriver all the time.’

‘Without being seen?’

‘All observation posts knocked out, sir. Rest of my watch all put to the sword. They know what they’re doing.’

He was beginning to realise that. ‘So: numbers?’

‘In total?’ The man took a deep breath. ‘In a valley up in the hills to the south, saw them myself . . . ten thousand?’

Sabinus felt Tatullus beside him stir.

‘But other reports say that they’re only one grouping, as it were, sir. One legion, you might say. As many again in . . . other valleys.’

‘Tens of thousands?’

‘It could be, sir.’

‘But only a third, a quarter of them fighting men.’ Sabinus mused. ‘Always a damn-fool way to move around, with your women and children along for the spectacle.’ He looked at Tatullus. ‘We could try and get through to Singidunum, to—’

The scout dared to interrupt. ‘No, sir. Not this time, not this lot. They’re all males. No families, no women and children, just warriors.’

Sabinus stared at him as the worsening news sank in. ‘Shit.’ He held the back of his hand up to his mouth, then dropped it again. An unseemly gesture.

So their flight north was a feint, after the punitive expedition. It was only to hide their women and children away, somewhere north or east, out in that endless wilderness.

‘We could try tracking them, use special forces, the  superventores. Bring them in, hold them for ransom, exchange, treaty.’

But Tatullus was already shaking his head.

No, Sabinus couldn’t see any such trans-Danube operations going ahead, either. Not now. And did he have the men, anyway? No. He did not have the bloody men.

‘Cunning bastards,’ breathed Tatullus. ‘They’ve learned a lot.’

There was a long silence, then Sabinus said to the scout, ‘Go and get some dry kit on.’

Tatullus called after him, ‘And a weapon.’

Sabinus set his clenched fists on the wall. ‘Trying to drive them off the Trans-Pannonian plain with a pinprick. With my cavalry. Damn that fool in Ravenna. Him and his magic.’

‘Sir?’

‘The Emperor Valentinian. And right now I’d tell him so to his sickly face, and damn the consequences. Sacrificing cockerels under the full moon. Punitive expeditions. He thinks we’re still living back in Trajan’s reign. Today’s barbarians are . . .’

‘Organised.’

Sabinus stared out grimly and said nothing.

‘So now we have to face some tens of thousands of Huns. But they know nothing of siegecraft.’

‘True. Though they’re smart enough to use only enough warriors for each job. Any more than a
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