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THE ROAD EAST

He had been riding east for eleven days when the first Hunnic outrider found him.

Not looking for him specifically — the outrider was doing the work of an advance unit moving through contested territory, the systematic sweep of the ground ahead of the main column that the Hunnic military operation ran at every scale. He found Siegfried the way outriders found things they were not looking for: by being thorough.

The outrider pulled up sixty feet away.

He was good. He registered what he was looking at — the gold skin, the grey roan, the nature of a man who had been on the road for eleven days without losing the particular alertness that the road ahead required. And he did not come closer. He held his horse at sixty feet and he assessed.

Siegfried let him assess.

The evaluation took thirty seconds. At the end of thirty seconds, the outrider turned his horse and rode back the way he had come, which was the east. Back toward the column. Back toward Attila.

He had assessed correctly. The gold-skinned man on the grey roan was not a threat to the column. The column was a threat to everything in its path, which was the Western world from the Danube to the Loire, and the gold-skinned man was riding toward it rather than away from it, which made him either a scout or a fool or something the outrider did not have a category for.

The outrider had been doing this work for ten years, and he was not a fool himself. He did not have a category for the gold-skinned man. He would report it and let the hierarchy decide.

Siegfried watched him go.

Then he turned the roan west and rode parallel to the column’s line of advance for the rest of the afternoon, reading the dust cloud, and the noise signature of a very large force moving at campaign pace. He had been reading the Hunnic advance for two years in the intelligence picture. He was reading it now from the ground.

The intelligence picture had been exact.

The ground was worse.

Not in scale — the intelligence picture had the scale right, two hundred thousand men at the column’s peak, the largest single military force in the Migration Period’s documented history. Worse in the texture of what that scale looked like as a lived fact rather than a number. The dust cloud was visible for fifteen miles. The noise — the hooves and the wheels and the human machinery of the largest army he had ever been adjacent to — carried for five miles in the still spring air. The land the column moved through was land that had been farmland and settlement and the organized human landscape of the Rhine country, and the column was moving through it the way a river moved through soft earth: not maliciously, not caring about what it displaced, simply following its own nature.

He thought about Irme at Weissbach.

He thought about the twelve people on the elder raven’s contact list who were in the path of this.

He turned the roan and rode west toward Aetius.

He had been planning this road for two years.

Not the route — the route was simple enough, the eastern road from the Rhine valley through the border country and toward Aetius’s massing coalition near the Marne. He had been planning the grain of it: the way he intended to arrive at the Catalaunian Plains engagement, which was the way he had arrived at every considerable thing since he had learned what right arrival looked like.

Not operationally prepared — he was always operationally prepared. That was the standard condition rather than the special preparation. Entirely in the sense of having done the thinking that it required before the task began, having arrived at the understanding of why he was doing this that would sustain him through the doing.

He was doing this for Irme.

Not Irme specifically. The people the name represented. The forty years of true maintenance at the Weissbach confluence without the shape. The hill spring headwoman attending to the old ground out of the human instinct for serious places without knowing what she was attending to. The twelve people on the elder raven’s contact list who had been building the human layer of the Western network since before the human layer had the network’s vocabulary.

The Hunnic advance would erase these people.

Not because Attila intended to erase them — Attila was not operating from erasure as a goal. Because the advance was the advance, and the advance did not distinguish between the settlements that had been carefully maintaining the old ground’s stamp for generations and those that had not. The advance moved through the territory, and the territory was terrain, and terrain was terrain.

He was not going to let the terrain be terrain.

The outrider had made his judgment and turned back toward the column, and Siegfried had watched him go with the acknowledgment of what was ahead.

He turned west toward Aetius.

Eleven days of riding were behind him.

What was ahead was what he had been preparing for.

He was ready for it.

The thing about riding east toward a decisive engagement was that it produced a sense of presence.

Not the anticipatory presence of someone building toward something — he had been in that tenor many times. A distinct character: the presence of someone who had done the reckoning and who was making the decision rather than approaching it.

He had done the tally before the road.

He had been doing it since the ring. He had already had the conversations with himself that the record required: the cost of what he was going to do, the cost of not doing it, the cost the road required him to pay. He had arrived at the answer before the road began.

He was doing the keeping that needed to be done.

Not for glory — he had been past glory since Iceland. Not for revenge — the feast had closed the count that revenge required. Not for Aetius, Rome, or the Frankish alliance.

For the twelve people on the elder raven’s contact list who were in the path of the column.

He rode with the full presence of someone whose measure was complete and whose direction was set.

The roan moved under him at the easy ground-covering pace that the roan had always used for consequential distances, not the sprint, not the plod, the middle pace that covered the most ground in the least cost to the horse.

The roan had been with him for eleven years.

The roan knew what this pace was for.

They rode east together toward the thing that needed doing.
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AETIUS

Flavius Aetius was sixty-one years old, had been fighting since he was seventeen, and had spent forty of those years in close proximity to Attila, specifically — as a hostage in the Hunnic camp, as a Roman political operative using Hunnic military power, as the Western Empire’s last competent general managing the contradiction of a man who had armed the force he was now fighting.

He was comfortable with contradiction.

He received Siegfried in his command tent at the camp above the Marne, in the manner of a commander who had been receiving unusual assets for forty years and who had developed the flat professional reckoning that such assets required. He looked at the gold skin. He studied the sword. He looked at the man in the chair across from him, the nature of someone who had been doing grave things under harsh conditions for a long time, whose body bore the marks of that history.

He said: “You’re the one the Hunnic border scouts have been reporting for two years.”

“Yes,” Siegfried said.

“The ghost,” Aetius said. Not mockingly — the flat descriptive term that intelligence reports used when they had a subject they couldn’t classify. “The golden man. The one who appears at border settlements and disappears before confirmation.”

“I wasn’t hiding,” Siegfried said. “I was working.”

“What work?”

“Building the intelligence picture you’re going to need for the next two weeks,” Siegfried said. He put the map on the table, not the official Roman survey, the actual map, the one that Erzsébet and Kriemhild had built over three months in the Hunnic court’s south wing and that had been updated every month since through the raven network. “The advance column’s composition. The right flank’s tactical disposition. The position of Attila’s personal command unit relative to the main force.”

Aetius examined the map.

He was sixty-one years old, and he had been doing this for forty years, and he knew what good intelligence looked like. What was on this map was the best intelligence he had received since the campaign began.

“Where did this come from?” he said.

“From inside,” Siegfried said.

Aetius looked at him. Not the surprise of someone who hadn’t expected this — the appraisal of someone who was updating a picture they had already been building. “You have sources inside the Hunnic court.”

“I have sources everywhere,” Siegfried said. “That’s what two years of building produces.”

“What do you want?”

“A position,” Siegfried said. “In the engagement. I don’t fight for Rome. I don’t fight for the Visigoths or the Franks or whatever coalition you’ve assembled. I fight for the people in the path of the column who will be erased if the column isn’t stopped.” He held Aetius’s gaze. “I need a position where I can do that work at the scale it requires.”

Aetius was quiet for a beat.

He regarded the map. He looked at the intelligence — the right flank’s disposition, Attila’s command position, the weakness in the Hunnic deployment that the map showed with the clarity of someone who had been inside the Hunnic court for months.

“The ridge above the right flank,” Aetius said.

“Yes,” Siegfried said. “The ridge gives me the engagement’s full picture. I can respond to what the engagement produces rather than committing to a sector.”

“I need someone who can hold the ridge if the right flank breaks.”

“I can hold the ridge,” Siegfried said. “Tell me what holding the ridge requires.”

Aetius told him.

It took forty minutes. The tactical briefing of a capable general who understood what he was looking at and was giving it the full intelligence of his forty years. Siegfried received it with the full notice he brought to things that mattered, asking four questions at the points where the briefing’s picture had gaps that the map’s intelligence could fill.

At the end of the forty minutes, Aetius stood and extended his hand.

“The ridge,” he said. “You hold it, or you die there.”

“I don’t die easily,” Siegfried said.

Aetius looked at him — the estimate completing, the picture settling. “No,” he said. “I don’t think you do.”

They shook hands.

Outside the command tent, the allied army was preparing for the battle that would determine what the Western world would become. Two hundred thousand men on the Hunnic side. A hundred and fifty thousand on the allied side. The largest engagement in the Migration Period’s history, six days hence.

Siegfried walked back to where the roan was stabled.

Folkmar was there.

Of course, Folkmar was there.

“The ridge,” Siegfried said.

“Yes,” Folkmar said. “I heard.” He considered the roan. “I’ll have her ready before dawn.”

That evening, Theodoric came to the command tent in the way he always came — without announcement, with the bearing of a man who had been conducting his own military operations for thirty years and who did not require the theater of formal entry. He sat. Aetius poured. They had been running this alliance for two years and had arrived at the economy of communication that sufficient shared work produced.

“The golden man,” Theodoric said.

“Yes.”

“My scouts have been reporting him for eighteen months. He appears at the crossing points. He watches the Hunnic formations.” Theodoric looked at Aetius. “He’s been building intelligence.”

“He gave me the right flank’s full tactical disposition,” Aetius said. “The position of Attila’s personal command unit. Three months of court access, updated monthly.”

Theodoric was quiet. He was sixty years old and had been fighting since before Aetius was born, and he processed information the way experienced soldiers did — without reaction, integrating what arrived into the picture already running.

“What does he want?”

“The ridge above the right flank.”

“The ridge gives him the full picture.”

“Yes.”

“What does he do with it?”

“What the engagement requires,” Aetius said. “His words.”

Theodoric fixed on the map. The ridge position was marked on it. From the ridge, a capable man with the right intelligence could see the engagement’s full geometry — could respond to what the battle produced rather than what it was anticipated to produce.

“Gold skin,” Theodoric said. “The border country stories.”

“He’s not a story,” Aetius said. “He’s a professional. Forty years and I’ve had three of them. Maybe four.” He looked at the ridge marker. “He flagged the gaps in his own intelligence. Unprompted.” He picked up his cup. “You don’t do that if you’re performing.”

Theodoric absorbed this. Outside the tent, the army was moving through its evening preparations — the particular manner of noise that a hundred and fifty thousand men produced when they were six days from the largest engagement of the age, and they knew it.

“The ridge,” Theodoric said.

“The ridge,” Aetius said. “If the right flank breaks, he holds it.”

“And if the right flank holds.”

“Then he responds to what the engagement produces.” Aetius set down his cup. “Either way, we’re better positioned than we were this morning.”

Theodoric stood. He settled on the map for a pause longer, the ridge, the right flank’s disposition, the Hunnic command position that the gold-skinned man’s intelligence had located with a precision that Aetius’s own sources had not achieved in two years of trying.

“What’s his name?” Theodoric said.

“Siegfried,” Aetius said.

Theodoric nodded once, with the economy of a man who filed what mattered and discarded what didn’t. Then he left.
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VALDIS

She found him at the fire the evening before.

Valdis had always found him — had been finding him at fires and at river crossings and at the difficult moments that the practice produced for twenty years. She was thirty-eight now, and she had the bearing of someone who had been doing the right work in the right territory for twenty years and who carried that history in a way that was not pride but something simpler: the air of someone who had arrived at exactly where they were supposed to be.

She sat across the fire from him.

They had not been at the same fire since the feast grounds’ preparation — she had been in the border country through the winter and into the spring, doing what he did that the commission’s Eastern circuit required. The network was in good condition. The thin-place locations were maintained. The book’s method was correctly used by the people on the contact list.

She had done her part of what they did. It was running.

“Tomorrow,” she said.

“Yes,” he said.

“The Visigoth right flank,” she said. “I’ve been assigned to Theodoric’s cavalry.”

He looked at her.

“Yes,” she said. “I know. The Visigoth cavalry’s casualty rate in a full engagement is—”

“I know,” she said. Not defensive. The statement of someone who had done the sum and accepted the result. “The Visigoths are on the right flank. The right flank will be the site of the engagement. Theodoric needs the thing I can do — reading the Hunnic cavalry’s tactical pattern before it commits, giving him the thirty-second warning that lets him respond rather than react.”

“You can do that from the ridge.”

“No,” she said. “The ridge gives you the full picture. The ridge doesn’t give Theodoric the thirty-second warning. Those are other functions.” She held his gaze. “I’m the right person for the Visigoth cavalry role. You know this.”

He sat by the fire.

He knew this.

“The problem,” he said, “is that the right flank casualty rate in a full engagement is not compatible with the thirty-second warning purpose surviving the engagement.”

“Yes,” she said. “I know.” A pause. “I have been doing this work for twenty years. The ongoing thing. The border country, the settlements, the commission, and the network. I have been useful for twenty years.” She studied the fire. “Being useful tomorrow, at the scale tomorrow requires, is the right use of what I am.”

He sat with this.

He had been sitting with it since she had told him her assignment three days ago. He had run the scenarios. He had looked for the alternative assignment that gave the Visigoth cavalry the warning work without the casualty rate. He had not found it.

“After,” he said. “However it goes. Whatever you find after.”

“Yes,” she said. “I know.” She looked at him the way she always had — with the flat verdict, the genuine thing, the twenty years of adjacent real work between them. “You gave me the long work,” she said. “The real work. The thing that was worth doing. I have been doing it.”

“You found it yourself,” he said.

“You made the finding possible,” she said. “That’s the difference between a good leader and everything else.”

They sat by the fire for a while.

At the second hour, she said, “Tell me about the valley. What’s it like in autumn?”

He told her.

He told her about the birch line going gold and the water running clear and the tone of the forge’s warmth in the cold months and the way the elder raven sat on the overhang watching east with the patience that was not a virtue but a property.

She listened with her eyes closed and the fire between them and the night before the Catalaunian Plains around them.

At the third hour, she said goodnight.

He sat at the fire until dawn.

She had been in the border country for twenty years.

Not continuously — there were the campaigns, the court circuit, and the assignments that the five-formation’s part required. But the border country was where she had been going back to since the beginning, the territory that was hers in the relationship mode rather than the administrative mode.

She knew the border country the way she knew the people in it.

Not from the map — from the ground-level knowledge of someone who had been reading the settlement social structures and the human organizations of the border country’s communities for twenty years. She knew who the headwoman at Ortburg was, who had been headwoman before her, why the change had happened, and what it had meant for the settlement’s relationship with the commission.

She knew which settlements had the mark — the thin-place texture, the old ground’s character — and she knew which of those settlements’ people had been feeling it, and she knew which of those people would be the right contacts for the network’s human layer.

She had been building the network’s human layer before it had a name.

Not with the approach — she had not had it. With the instinct of someone who understood that the notable places needed weighty people in proximity to them and who had been moving the right people toward the right places through the mechanisms available to her: the administrative recommendations, the settlement support decisions, the particular way the commission’s resource allocation could encourage a capable person to stay in the border country rather than moving toward the administrative centers.

He had not understood this until three years after it had happened.

He had eventually understood that the border country’s human layer had Valdis’s shape — that the distribution of capable people in the right relationships with the right locations had been produced by twenty years of her quiet work.

She had never told him.

She had not needed to.

She had done this, and the running of it had run.

He sat across the fire from her on the night before the Plains and thought about twenty years of this.

He told her about the valley in autumn.

He told her everything she asked.
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THE CATALAUNIAN PLAINS  —  MORNING

The battle began at mid-afternoon on the twentieth of June, 451 AD, and the first thing he understood about it was the sound.

Not the sound of men dying — that came later, mixed in with everything else until it had no separate character. The first sound was the contact itself: two formations of heavy cavalry hitting each other at the center of the plain, the impact traveling up through the limestone and into his feet and his chest before it reached his ears. It was like a millstone dropped onto a millstone, except the millstone was made of horses, men, and iron, and it was happening continuously at a scale that had no reference point in anything he had experienced in twenty-three years of fighting.

He was on the ridge. He had been on the ridge since dawn, watching the maneuvering that preceded the contact — the back-and-forth of very large bodies of men reading each other across a flat plain, each adjustment producing a counter-adjustment, the two forces circling the moment of actual contact the way two dogs circled before one of them committed. He had watched from the ridge with the changed blood’s enhanced vision and the elder raven at his shoulder and Folkmar at his right and Gram warm against his back.

At mid-afternoon, the moment arrived.

The center columns made contact, and the plain below the ridge became something he would spend years trying to accurately describe and never wholly succeed at. The sound was the first thing: the iron-on-iron of two thousand swords beginning it simultaneously, the screaming of horses that had been hit or were responding to the horses around them being hit, the human shouting of men in formation — the sergeants and junior officers doing the task that kept the formation from being a mob. Under all of it, the ground vibration, the plain itself communicating the weight of two hundred thousand men and their horses to the ridge through the stone.

He looked at the right flank.

The Visigoth cavalry was holding its position — the mass of it at the engagement’s right end, individual men indistinguishable at this distance, the formation reading as a single entity in controlled readiness. He could see where Valdis’s place was located within the formation’s shape and could read the warning-task position from the formation’s geometry. She was there.

He looked at the center.

The Hunnic columns were pressing the allied line, which was what they had come to do. The allied center was holding. The cost of holding was visible even from the ridge: the front-rank thinning as men were used and replaced from behind, the race between pressure and endurance that every infantry engagement came down to eventually.

He counted the duration by the sun.

First hour: the center holding, the flanks stable. He watched a Hunnic cavalry unit attempt the right flank’s outer edge and pull back. They were reading the right flank the same way he was reading the engagement. They would come back.

Second hour: the smoke.

Not fire — the dust that two hundred thousand men and their horses raised from a dry June plain, mixing with the sweat, and the blood and the smell that large-scale violent death produced in quantity: copper and salt and the deeper smell of opened bodies, the intestinal smell that no battle account he had ever read had accurately described because there was no adequate word for it, the smell of the interior of human beings spread across a summer field in the heat. It reached the ridge on the afternoon wind. He breathed it and let it settle into him as information rather than reaction.

Third hour: the right flank began to unravel.
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THE RIGHT FLANK

The Visigoth cavalry’s left edge lost its coherence first.

He saw it from the ridge as a change in the formation’s geometry — the loosening that happened when men at a formation’s edge began making individual decisions rather than formation decisions, the ten-foot gaps between riders becoming fifteen, then twenty, then the uneven spacing that communicated: the formation’s cohesion is failing here. The Hunnic cavalry had found it and was pressing into it.

He was moving before the formation completely broke.

The roan was already running — he had given her the signal at the moment he read the coherence loss, and she had responded with the power of a horse that understood that full extension was what full extension was for. The half-mile from the ridge to the right flank’s edge took four minutes. In those four minutes, the gap had opened to sixty feet, and fourteen Hunnic horsemen were moving through it, aimed at the Visigoth cavalry’s exposed rear, which was where Valdis’s duty was.

He went into the gap from the left.

The first man never saw him coming. The Hunnic cavalry’s formation was oriented toward the gap’s far end, all of them watching the objective, and he hit the formation’s leftmost rider from behind and to the side at the roan’s full speed, Gram going through the junction of neck and shoulder at the angle the approach geometry required. The man came off his horse, and the horse shied sideways into the next rider, and the next rider’s horse stumbled, and he was already past both of them, and into the formation’s body.

The second man he took across the face.

Not intentional — the man turned at the sound of the first impact and turned into Gram’s backswing, the blade opening him from jaw to brow, the sound it made not the clean iron-on-iron of a sword fight but the wet sound of something that was not iron. The man dropped forward onto his horse’s neck and slid.

He worked through the formation.

Not elegantly — the gap was sixty feet wide, and there were fourteen men in it, and he was one man on one horse, and the arithmetic of one against fourteen in a confined space had only one outcome if any of the fourteen had the presence of mind to coordinate. Two of them tried. The first came at him from the right with a cavalry sword, and he took the blow on Gram’s flat, and turned it and drove his knee into the man’s horse’s shoulder, and the horse went sideways, and the man’s sword arm was over-extended, and that was the opening. The second came from behind. He felt the blade hit the changed skin between his shoulder blades, not the leaf-spot, the changed skin, and the changed skin did what it did, the blade skidding off the surface with the sound of metal meeting something that was not flesh. The man’s wrist snapped from the impact. He turned the roan and took the man off his horse.

Eight minutes.

At the end of eight minutes, he pulled the roan up at the gap’s far end and looked back. The ground had the character it acquired when large amounts of blood from human bodies were left on it very quickly: dark, sticky-looking, even from horseback, the geometry of fallen horses, and fallen men in the particular disorder that close-quarters fighting produced. Two of the horses were still alive, moving in the constrained way of badly wounded horses. He noted this and moved on because the gap had closed and the formation needed what the gap provided.

He looked for Valdis.

She was at the formation’s inner edge, still mounted, still in the warning job. She saw him across a hundred feet of the engagement’s chaos — him covered in what eight minutes of gap work produced, the gold skin dark with blood from mid-chest to knee, Gram needing cleaning before he used it again, the roan’s side heaving. She looked at him the way she always had, the flat, genuine sizing-up, altogether present.

She nodded.

He nodded back.

Then the Hunnic cavalry reformed and came at the right flank again, and he turned the roan, and went back to work.

The fifth hour was the worst.

The Hunnic cavalry had learned from the first gap closure. The second attempt was three coordinated probes in altered locations simultaneously. He was one man on one horse. Three probes meant three gaps. He went to the largest first and closed it and rode hard for the second and closed most of it, and the third had been running for forty seconds by the time he reached it and was deeper than the first two.

Forty seconds of a sixty-foot gap being used by Hunnic cavalry at full extension into the rear of a cavalry formation.

The ground inside had the face of a place where something very bad had been happening to human beings at speed. He rode through it and did not allow himself to process what he was riding through beyond what the tactical situation required.

He would process it later.

He always processed it later.

At the sixth hour, the engagement’s center broke toward the outcome Aetius had been building for. The Hunnic center’s pressure eased. He pulled the roan up and let her breathe. She had been at full extension for three hours. He put his hand on her neck.

She turned her head and looked at him with the flat horse eye.

“Good,” he said. To her. To the plain. To the allied center that was advancing into the space the Hunnic center was vacating. “Good.”

He went back to his position.
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AFTERWARD

She died at the sixth hour.

Not in the gap closure. That had held. At the sixth hour, the Hunnic cavalry attempted the flanking maneuver that the engagement’s overall shift had opened: a fast outer sweep around the Visigoth right, the move that turned the flank rather than breaking through it. Theodoric had the thirty-second warning. He had time to begin the counter-maneuver.

The beginning was not completed.

The Hunnic cavalry’s outer sweep was running at full extension, and it hit the Visigoth counter-maneuver at the moment when the counter-maneuver was in transition — neither in the original formation nor in the responding one, the most vulnerable state a cavalry formation could be in.

The impact was what the impact was.

He heard it from fifty yards.

He was fighting the men who were trying to prevent the counter-maneuver from completing, the Hunnic force’s secondary push that was coordinated with the outer sweep. He was forty yards from Valdis’s position. He was not going to be thirty yards from Valdis’s position in time.

He knew this.

He finished what he was doing and went to her anyway.

She was on the ground when he reached her. Not the immediate violence of the impact — she had been unhorsed, which was survivable, and had taken a secondary wound from the Hunnic cavalry’s pass, which was not. The wound was in the location that wounds in that location were always in, below the armor’s lower edge, where the form that could not be carried into cavalry work left the vulnerability that cavalry work always produced.

He had been in this location once before.

He knelt beside her.

She looked at him the way she always had. Not fear — she had assessed the wound herself, had the presence of someone who had done the tally and knew the result.

“The ridge,” she said. Not asking where he had been. Stating his charge. He had been doing his use.

“Yes,” he said.

“The flank held.”

“Yes. Aetius has the center. The engagement is going in the right direction.”

“Good.” She examined the sky above the Catalaunian Plains — the sky of a June evening in Gaul, the long light, the particular shape of summer light at this latitude. “Tell me the elder raven is still on the east wall.”

“The elder raven is still on the east wall,” he said. “He will be on the east wall when neither of us can remember what the east wall looked like.”

She almost smiled.

“The network,” she said.

“Running,” he said. “All of it. Everything you helped build.”

“Good,” she said again. The word had the look of someone completing a score. “That’s enough.”

She was quiet for a breath.

Then: “Twenty years was the right amount of time.”

“Yes,” he said.

She died at the sixth hour of the Catalaunian Plains on the twentieth of June, 451 AD, with the engagement going the right direction and the network running and Siegfried’s hand on her shoulder and the long Gallic summer light overhead.

He stayed with her for a long time.

Around him, the battle was becoming what battles became in their aftermath: the human work of finding out what had survived. The Hunnic advance had been stopped. Not destroyed — Attila would retreat with most of his force intact, would winter on the Danube, and would plan the next advance. The Western world had been given time. Not saved. Time.

He had bought the time he came to buy.

The cost was real.

He stayed with Valdis until the light failed.

He found the Visigoth cavalry’s medical station at the engagement’s inner edge, beyond the third hour’s break point.

The station had the bearing of field medicine — the organized urgency of people working efficiently in conditions not designed for the road they were on. He had been at field medicine before, had received it twice, and had provided the border country equivalent of it in the settlements where it was required.

He was not there for field medicine.

He had carried Valdis to the station, not because she was too injured to be left where she had fallen, but because she was beyond that. Because leaving a marked person in the open field of a genuine engagement was not the way he honored them.

He brought her to the station.

The surgeon was a Roman, one of Aetius’s military physicians, with the texture of someone who had been doing this work for twenty years and who had learned to work without sentiment in the conditions the practice produced. He looked at Valdis, then at Siegfried, then at the wound, and his analysis took three seconds.

He said nothing.

He had been doing this for twenty years. He knew what three seconds communicated.

Siegfried thanked him.

He found a place at the station’s eastern edge where he could sit with Valdis and let the remaining time be what it was, rather than be managed.

Twenty years.

He thought for about twenty years.

He thought about the five-formation and the border country and the way she had found the settlements’ social texture from the inside, from the light of care that the border country produced in people who had been paying the right regard for long enough.

He thought about the fire at the Catalaunian Plains the night before, and her asking him to tell her about the valley in autumn, and the hue of a person who wanted to carry something beautiful with them into what they were going toward.

He had told her.

He hoped she had carried it.

He sat with her, and the engagement’s aftermath moved around them, and the long Gallic summer light came down at the angle of the sixth hour, and the world continued to be the world.

At the seventh hour, he rose.

He went to find Folkmar.

The road east was ahead.
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THE RETREAT

He watched Attila’s retreat from the high ground north of the engagement.

Not with satisfaction — he was past satisfaction in the simple form. With the focus of someone who was reading the next phase of the situation, the way the retreat’s character communicated what Attila was going to do next.

What the retreat communicated: organized. Not broken — organized, the retreat of a force that had been stopped rather than defeated, that had its full command pattern intact, that was pulling back to regroup rather than fragmenting in the collapse that a genuinely defeated army produced. Attila was retreating in good order toward the Danube. He would be on the Danube before autumn. He would be in the Eastern territory through the winter.

And in 453, if the intelligence picture held, there would be a wedding.

The network had been carrying intelligence for six months. Attila was seeking a new wife from the Germanic territories — a political move, the move of a man who understood that his Western advance had been blocked and who was repositioning. The wedding would be the kind of hard event that people used as cover for deep meetings.

He would be at the wedding.

Not in two years — what he did between now and 453 was what they did; he would need to maintain the position in the Eastern territory that the 453 meeting would require. He had Erzsébet’s network. He had the raven relay. He had the capabilities that two years of work in the east had built.

He had Gram.

He put the sword away.

Folkmar was at his position — had been at his position throughout the engagement, maintaining the ridge, keeping the horses, doing the ongoing work the engagement’s support end required. He had the roan and the spare and the packs and the expression of someone who had been watching a heavy thing happen and was waiting for the next instruction.

“Two years,” Siegfried said.

“Yes,” Folkmar said. “I know.”

“The Danube. The Eastern territory. The wedding.”

“Yes.” Folkmar looked at him steadily. “I’ll be there.”

“Yes,” Siegfried said. “I know you will.”

He mounted the roan.

He looked at the plain below — the landscape of what had happened, the two armies’ aftermath, the human cost of the day spread across the summer ground. He held this the way he held everything major: all the way present, not managed, let the weight be the weight.

Then he rode east.

The Hunnic withdrawal was the most disciplined thing he had seen on the Catalaunian Plains.

More disciplined than the allied advance, which had the note of a force that had been fighting hard for six hours and that was following the momentum of success rather than executing a plan. More disciplined than the Visigoth cavalry’s recovery after the outer sweep, which had been good but which had the weight of a recovery, the reformed coherence rather than the maintained coherence.

Attila’s withdrawal maintained coherence.

The force moved to form a campaign army that understood it had encountered a harder stop than expected and was rearranging itself for the next phase of a longer campaign rather than retreating from a defeat. The difference was visible in the formation’s geometry, the way the rearguard maintained its spacing, and the pace that communicated: we are choosing this speed; it is not being imposed on us.

He watched from the high ground north of the engagement’s far end.

He had fought for six hours, and the physical form of six hours of the Plains work was present in his body: the ribs from the exchange with Attila’s cavalry formation, a cut on the left forearm from the gap-closure’s eighth man, the deep fatigue that the full exertion of the changed blood’s enhancement produced in its aftermath. Not incapacitating — the changed blood’s recovery ran faster than an ordinary man’s recovery. But present.

He let the body do its work.

He watched the withdrawal and read the intelligence picture it communicated.

Attila would winter on the Danube. The Western Alliance’s design — Aetius’s coalition, the alliance terms, the commission’s administrative order — had produced a force capable of stopping the advance. The stopping was real. The stopping was not permanent: a man who had built the largest army the Migration Period had produced was not stopped by a single engagement.

The permanent stopping required the wedding camp.

He had two years to do the work the Eastern border country required: the maintenance, the circuit, the relay chain, the fourteen people on the contact list’s eastern edge who had been doing the long work without the pattern and who now had it.

Two years was sufficient.

He descended from the high ground.

Folkmar was waiting.

He watched until the Hunnic withdrawal was past the first ridge.

Past the first ridge, the withdrawal was committed — the force was in the terrain separating the battlefield from the next defensible position, and changing direction from the withdrawal would have required reversing a large formation in difficult terrain, something competent commanders did not impose on their forces unless the alternative was worse.

Attila was a competent commander.

The withdrawal was committed.

He descended from the high ground and rode through the battlefield’s eastern edge toward the position where Folkmar was waiting. The battlefield’s eastern edge was the Hunnic force’s last contact area — the ground where the allied advance’s farthest elements had engaged the Hunnic rearguard in the withdrawal’s beginning phase.

The ground had the spirit that engaged ground always had: the disturbance of landscape that had been terrain in the military sense, and that was now becoming terrain in the geographic sense again, the violence’s aftermath expressing itself in the way that violence’s aftermath always did in the geography where it had occurred.

He read it with the flat watch of someone who had been in this pitch of ground before and who understood what it communicated: the engagement was done, the events of the engagement were complete, the ground would carry the record of the events in the way that ground carried the records of great events.

Not a thin place.

Engaged ground was not a thin place in the foundation-category sense. The engagement’s significance was human significance — the convergence of large human forces in a geography — rather than the old ground’s intrinsic significance.

He had been thinking about this distinction since the Plains’ first day.

The ridge had carried both: the intrinsic temper of a location used for the same human role across multiple engagements, and the human significance feel of the current engagement’s weight.

The battlefield had only a human significance feel.

Human significance, by nature, faded.

The intrinsic grain persisted.

He filed these under things to send to Erzsébet when the road west gave him time.

He found Folkmar.

They rode east together.

The east was the beginning of the two years before the wedding camp.

He had time.

He used it.
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THE ROAD EAST  —  AUTUMN

The road east in autumn was different from any other season.

He had been on this road in spring — the 451 approach to the Plains, the stamp of the campaign’s momentum, the world moving toward the engagement. He was on it now, in autumn, the campaign resolved, the momentum changed: not toward something but through it, the tone of someone who has been in a meaningful thing and is now in its aftermath, processing what it was and what it cost.

Valdis was in the process.

Not as a wound — though it was that, the location in him where her death lived alongside Kriemhild’s death and Regin’s cold forge and the other substantial losses that had accumulated over thirty years. As a fact, she had been the first of the five original riders to fall. The five of them had ridden together since before the court years. Now they were four.

He thought about what four looked like.

Folkmar was at his right. The elder raven was somewhere in the autumn sky above them. The roan was under him, thirteen years old now, steady, and experienced, and slightly slower than she had been at ten.

Three, technically.

The others had gone to their own territories and their own functions — the network’s maintenance and the commission’s Eastern circuit. This was what the post-Plains world required. They were part of the network’s human layer rather than the five-riders formation. The five-riders formation had always been a temporary thing, he understood now: the gathering of the people the wolf-years had produced, held together by the pressure of the Worms years and the feast years and the Plains year, dispersing as the pressure resolved into something that didn’t require the formation to maintain it.

He was alone with Folkmar in the way of someone who had been in many formations and had arrived at the two-person formation as the permanent one.

He was glad of it.

Not performing gladness. The genuine thing. Folkmar was the right person for the right-hand position. Had always been the right person. The twenty-three years of the right-hand position had produced the relationship that the two of them had: the complete mutual understanding that did not require narration, the knowledge of each other that came from having been at every real fire together for twenty-three years.

They rode east.

The road passed through the border country with the cast the border country had always carried — the territory that knew him, that had been attended to, that had the elder raven’s contact list running through it like a quiet current. He stopped at the settlements he had not stopped at since before the Plains. The headwomen and headmen were glad to see him, not the perfunctory gladness of people welcoming a true person, but the genuine gladness of people who had been told that the Plains engagement had gone the right way and were receiving confirmation of that.

He was the confirmation.

He was also the person who had come to make sure the maintenance work was running, and the documentation was current, and the design’s protections were doing what the frame’s protections were designed to do.

The settlements were well.

The network was running.

He rode deeper east.

In the first days after the Plains, he found himself thinking about Valdis constantly.

Not grief in the acute form — the acute form had been at the sixth hour on the Plains, the forty minutes with her at the end. The constant thinking was separate: the ongoing presence of someone in your awareness whose recent absence has not yet settled into the accommodation that permanent absence eventually produced.

She was present in the wrong way.

She was present in the way of someone who was supposed to be at the fire and was not.

He rode east with Folkmar and the elder raven and the roan, the four-formation that had been the five-formation when Valdis was in her right flank position. The space where the five-formation’s fifth position would have been was not empty — there was no fifth position in a four-formation. But he felt the absence the way you felt the absence of a word you knew and could not currently access: the space where the matter should be, present as the shape of the absence.

He talked about her with Folkmar on the fourth evening.

Not the Plains — the other version, the version he had not had space to tell at the sixth hour because the sixth hour had been what it was. The version of twenty years of adjacent work.

She had been better than he at the work of reading human terrain.

Not the physical terrain — he could read physical terrain with the changed blood’s enhancement in a way that no ordinary person could match. The human terrain: the settlement’s social arrangement, the headwoman’s decision-making process, and the particular way a community organized itself around what it valued. Valdis had read all of this faster and more accurately than he had.

She had been the five-formation’s human landscape intelligence.

He had been the intelligence on the physical landscape.

Together, they were able to work in situations that neither could have worked in alone.

“She was the best of us at reading people,” he said.

“Yes,” Folkmar said. “I know.”

“The border country knew her. The settlements trusted her.”

“She earned it,” Folkmar said. “She was in the border country for twenty years. She earned every piece of it.”

They rode in silence for a while.

“She would have loved the steppe,” he said.

“Yes,” Folkmar said. “She would have.”

He held this.

The steppe would have the tenor she was good at reading — the human landscape of a place that had been navigating between powers for a very long time. She would have been exceptional in the steppe.

The steppe would not have her.

Twenty years was the right amount of time.

He rode east.
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ILDICO’S MESSAGE

The message came through a woman named Ildico in the autumn of 452.

Not directly — the network had not been built for direct contact between a Germanic noblewoman in the Hunnic court and a gold-skinned wanderer in the Eastern border country. The message came through four relays: the contact at the settlement nearest to the Hunnic court’s eastern estate, through the raven to the border network’s senior contact, through the senior contact’s human courier to the settlement where the elder raven found Siegfried.

Four relays. Twelve days.

The message had lost some of its texture in the relay chain but had retained its core, which was the core of a message composed by someone who understood it had to survive relay degradation and who therefore put the essential thing at the beginning: I am Ildico. I am to be married. I do not want to marry this man. I am told there is a person in the Eastern territory who builds things that last. I need something that will last.

He read this at a fire in the border country.

He read it twice.

The aspect of the message was the cast of someone who had been told the network existed without being told what it was, who was reaching toward it with the desperation of someone who had identified that what the network could do was the only thing that could do what she needed done.

He sent it back through the relay chain. Tell Ildico that I know the territory she is in. Tell her that the man she is to marry knows me. Tell her to give me three weeks and a question.

The reply took nine days.

It came back through the same relay chain, composed with the same care by someone who understood that compression was necessary and that the essential thing had to survive it: Three weeks. The question: what does a woman do when the man she is bound to has an army and her people do not, and the binding is permanent?

He sat with this for a long time.

He thought about what he knew about Ildico. The intelligence picture had been building since the wedding negotiations had begun. Germanic origin, possibly Ostrogothic, sold into the alliance by a family that needed Attila’s protection and could not afford to refuse the price he was willing to pay. She was perhaps twenty. She had not been consulted.

He thought about Kriemhild.

Not the calculation, the other thing: the manner of a woman who had been placed in the position of an asset by the people who were supposed to protect her and who had spent twenty years building toward something else. The two situations were not identical. The parallel was real.

He sent back: Tell Ildico that the answer to her question is: she builds something that lasts longer than the binding. I will come to the camp before the wedding. She should arrange to be in the east gardens at the second hour after midnight six weeks before the ceremony.

He gave the elder raven the message.

He began preparing for the camp.

The message had taken twelve days and four relay hands to reach him.

He thought about the twelve days.

Somewhere in the Hunnic court’s eastern estate, a woman named Ildico had made the decision to reach beyond her circumstances toward something she had been told existed but had not been given direct access to. She had found the settlement contact through whatever means she had available — he did not know the mechanism; the relay chain was designed to protect the source’s path from him as much as from others. She had found the contact and had asked the contact to ask the relay to find him.

The asking had reached him in twelve days.

He thought about what twelve days meant to a woman in her position. Twelve days in which the decision could be unmade. Twelve days in which she could convince herself that reaching was foolish, was dangerous, was the kind of action that her circumstances did not have room for.

She had not reversed the decision.

She was still reaching when the relay delivered her message.

He sat with this — the courage of the decision, the air of someone who had decided that the circumstances did not have the last word about what she could do.

He had known people with this character before.

He had known one person with it, squarely and completely, at the level that changed everything she touched.

He was not comparing Ildico to Kriemhild. He was recognizing the tone as the essence it was — the register of a person who understood that circumstances were conditions, not conclusions, and who acted from that understanding even when the acting was difficult.

He was going to help her.

Not because of the intelligence she offered — though it was real and useful, and he needed it. Because she had reached correctly, and a correct reaching deserved a sound response.

He sent back the meeting’s terms.

He began the preparations.

He was three weeks from the camp, and the camp was where the running of it, which had been building for two years, would reach its conclusion.

He thought about what proper reaching looked like at the destination.

He thought about what he owed the people who reached correctly toward the network.

He owed them the meeting. He owed them the book. He owed them the full account, in the form they needed and within the time they had.

He would give them this.

He thought about what the meeting required.

Not the tactical requirements — those were clear from the camp observation, the guard rotation analysis, and the twelve-day wait that had confirmed the camp’s security architecture. The tactical requirements were handled.

The human requirements.

Ildico had reached through the relay chain with a request: the book and a contact. The book documented the practice. The contact was the relay chain’s human infrastructure. Both were its gifts to those who reached for them correctly.

She had reached correctly.

The meeting was to confirm the reach.

He thought about what it meant to confirm that he had reached correctly.

He had confirmed those reachings for three years — Irme at Weissbach, Arpad at the Plains aftermath, Maks in the country of the long-long-east, the elder in the country of silence, the Grandmother River’s elder, Nara, and the horse lords. Each confirmation was in the form required by the person and situation.

Ildico’s confirmation required two things that the others did not.

First: the book’s chapter on the hoard-curse and its effects on the people bound to a hoard-cursed ruler. She needed the vocabulary for what she was living inside.

Second: the active intelligence that she had offered in exchange. Not because the exchange was transactional — the task did not withhold the book from people who reached correctly. Because she had identified the working intelligence as the fact she had, the element she could give. Accepting the exchange honored her capability.

She had not come to the network as a supplicant.

She had come as someone with something to offer.

He would receive what she offered.

He gave Folkmar the instructions for the pre-meeting preparation and rode toward the camp in the Tarnkappe.

The east gardens at the second hour.

Ildico was going to be there before him.

He was certain of this.

She had been preparing for this meeting longer than he had.
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