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Prologue: Antioch 



April 3rd 378AD

Three scale-clad legions filed along the narrow, dusty gorge road. Mount Silpius and Mount Staurinus – each precipitous, burnt-gold and dotted with hardy shrubs – loomed over the path like watching titans, casting them in shade and sparing them from the heat of the fierce morning sun. The rumble of their boots and jostling armour echoed through the ravine as they went, every pair of eyes flicking anxiously to the steep, sun-bleached bluffs either side of them, every mind recalling the many tales of brigandage in these parts – legions crushed under falling rocks or showered with missiles and the corpses robbed of purses and armour. But on they went, eager to set eyes upon their destination: the mighty Iron Gate, eastern entrance to the imperial city of Antioch.

Emperor Valens rode at the head of the column, a light veil of sweat beading on his sun-darkened, age-lined features and his snow-white locks discoloured by golden dust thrown up from the ride. The path widened and the shade slipped away, the intense sun glowering down on them all once more. His cobalt eyes narrowed as they rounded a bend in the canyon, then he saw it at last: the fortified, shimmering limestone gateway up ahead. Its thick towers and iron-strapped gates stood like a mighty dam, blocking the route through this baked valley, while the sturdy curtain walls either side followed the rise of the mountains, claiming the high ground as part of the city. The men saw it too, and a murmur of excited voices sounded behind him.

A refrain of cornua on the gatehouse heralded his approach, the G-shaped horns glinting in the sun. He shuffled to sit straight in the saddle, his purple cloak falling back from the white steel shoulders of his scale jacket. This was it, he realised: after months of summoning his forces, the time to act was upon him.

He glanced back over his men. These were the last three regiments of his Praesental Army to be drawn from their posts around Roman Syria and gathered here at Antioch. All other available units had already congregated within the city’s walls or in the sprawling camp on the plains outside the northern walls; twenty seven thousand men all told. A vast flotilla of ships moored in the River Orontes waited to take them across the sea to their destination: the troubled Diocese of Thracia… and the Gothic War that raged there. Over the last few weeks he had witnessed the optimism and bravado of those already convened. They talked of the Gothic War as a minor trouble, a foregone glory. Yet not one of them bore Valens’ iron burden.

Every soul in the East lives or dies on your word. Every life rests in your hands.

He dipped his head a fraction, pinching the top of his nose between thumb and forefinger. Six thousand men would be left behind to garrison the desert forts and cities of the Persian frontier – just six legions to protect Rome’s most easterly territories against the Sassanid Empire. But the Sassanids were not his greatest fear. No, for while the Shahanshah and his armies made war much like the Romans, the Goths awaiting him across the sea were different. Savage, dogged, proud… fighting for their very existence. His mind raced over the flurry of correspondence that had come from Thracia in these last months: the mountain strongholds had fallen, the legions had been driven back into the cities… now some one hundred thousand Goths roamed Thracia under Iudex Fritigern’s command. The war to come would not be one of empires seeking glory. This would be a contest of survival. A feral game where precious life would be dashed in swathes.

Or, he reasoned, might there yet be parley?

Fritigern was a shrewd and at times ruthless leader, but one of the few Gothic noblemen who understood the meaning of nobility. An Arian Christian like Valens, Fritigern had sought treaty with the empire when he had first led his Goths across the Danubius and into Roman lands. His horde was to farm Roman lands and serve in the imperial legions, but that hope had crumbled in a mire of treachery and recklessness. Nearly two years of war had ensued, with the Goths seizing the Thracian countryside, penning the Roman citizens and the tattered remains of that land’s legions inside the major cities. The war had grown like a boil, and was now throbbing, ready to burst. It had to end, and like most wars, that likely meant one thing: a battle that would vanquish one side or the other. Yet he had received word, albeit indirectly, that the Gothic Iudex still yearned for treaty instead of battle. How much faith could he place in such anecdotal reports? Especially when he had despatched messengers to the Gothic Iudex in hope of instigating such talks himself – only for those couriers to seemingly vanish on their travels. Was parley a fanciful aspiration? Perhaps, he mused, but it would only be prudent to advance on Thracia armed with both regiments and rhetoric.

And if it comes to a clash of steel? he wondered, his shoulders tensing.

He thought then of his nephew, Gratian, Emperor of the West. He had sent numerous messages to Augusta Treverorum in faraway Gaul, beseeching Gratian to bring his armies to Thracia to aid the effort and to swing the balance of numbers. Gratian had once been an affable youth, but power and the struggle to hold onto it had changed him drastically and he had been cold towards Valens since rising to the Western throne. Still, reports indicated that the Western armies were mobilising in response to his pleas. Valens lifted his Chi-Rho necklace and kissed it in a gesture of hope. To have to plead with his nephew was an affront, but without the boy-emperor’s legions to supplement his own…

A clop-clop of hooves sounded, scattering Valens’ thoughts. He looked up to see two of his candidati range ahead of him with some urgency. These men – his ever-present, white-robed personal guards carrying spears and white shields etched with a gold Christian Chi-Rho – cantered to a spot in the road just ahead and dismounted. Valens slowed and stopped and the column halted likewise. He frowned as he watched the two guards: they stalked towards something on the roadside, kohl-stained eyes vigilant, levelling their spears and taking the stance of battle as if the sharp slope at the foot of Mount Staurinus was their foe. Valens eyed the pile of rocks there. He saw nothing of note. Then he blinked and gasped.

There, coated in the golden dust so as to almost blend in with the hillside was a man, without a thread to clothe him, sitting upright, his back supported by the sharp incline of the mountain. His gaze was fixed on Valens, staring, unblinking, a forlorn look in those gemstone-green eyes.

‘Who are you?’ one of the candidati who had approached him barked, looking over the rogue then quickly scanning the mountainside for any signs of ambush.

‘On your feet and speak, dog!’ the other candidatus pressed. The pair had been told to expect no civilian traffic on this road today.

Valens heeled his stallion into a cautious walk towards the scene, two more candidati hurrying to escort him. The stranger sitting at the roadside remained where he was, utterly motionless, heedless of the two candidati speartips now hovering under his chin, his piercing green eyes remaining fixed on Valens. He was a man in his thirties, Valens reckoned, though it was hard to tell, for as he drew closer, the countless welts, bruises and lacerations on the wretch’s skin became apparent. The fellow had been flayed without mercy. All over his face, his arms and legs and his torso were deep and recent gashes, the bloody wounds only hidden by a coating of the infernal dust.

‘ On your feet! ’ the candidati demanded once more, this time with a snarl.

Valens dismounted, raising a placatory hand to his guards before approaching the stranger then crouching adjacent. ‘Who did this to you?’ he asked, his voice dry and cracking. The man’s eyes told a sorry tale, such sadness they revealed.

A gust of warm wind swirled, casting more dust over the stranger. It was then that Valens saw how it coated the stranger’s staring eyeballs. The man did not blink or flinch. Only now, Valens realised he had been talking to a cold, dead corpse. His skin prickled with dread as he sensed the candidati – his most tenacious protectors – backing away, eyes widening as they looked at the corpse and then him. Behind him, he heard the three legions break into a concerned murmur. Words of prayer were spoken by many of them. He stood, feeling as naked as the dead man, devoid of his authority. He closed his eyes to compose himself, but was assailed in that darkness too: from somewhere deep in the recesses of memory, he heard something that had haunted him for years. A distant roar of rushing water. Then he saw it, coming from the blackness behind his eyelids: a colossal wall of foaming, lashing seawater, quickening towards him, eager to swallow him whole. It thundered closer and closer, towering higher and higher until he thought he could see nor hear nothing else. When its shadow fell over him, he grew blind with panic.

‘Come, Domine,’ one candidatus whispered in his ear, breaking the spell, routing the memory at once. He blinked his eyes open, seeing the sun-baked ravine and the worried faces of his ranks, hearing just their whispers and the croaking of insects. Cold sweat trickled down his ashen features. ‘We should not linger here,’ the candidatus pressed.

Valens saw how the guard shot anxious looks to the muttering column and the city walls, where the garrison soldiers on the gatehouse were straining to see what was happening.

‘We should hurry,’ the candidatus added, ‘lest the men begin to whisper of this as some grim portent for the expedition to Thracia.’

Valens nodded, then silently mounted his stallion and waved the column on towards the Iron Gate. As he rode, he looked to the gates, to the garrison, and let the cornua chorus sail around him, hoping it might lift his heart. But try as he might, he could not rid himself of that image of the corpse’s plaintive gaze… nor the dark memory of the onrushing, ravenous tide.







Part 1 



The Splintered Horde







Chapter 1 



Pavo felt the sun on his neck and the summer breeze swirling around his legs. He twisted round, eyes combing the horizon. The golden plains and shaded dells of Thracia surrounded him. Larks sang, cicadas chirruped and the grass shook where a breath of warm wind feathered through the stalks. Yet not another man in sight. Was this really Thracia? The land that had troubled the minds of every Roman for nearly two years? Where were the marauding Goths and their vicious allies? Where were the legions to stand against them?

‘ It’s over?’ he whispered, seeing the pale blue sky unblemished with smoke, the crops hale and untouched by plunder. ‘The war is over?’

A momentary elation surged through him. He inhaled the hot summer air and laughed aloud. The merriment echoed across the land and then died. The elation ebbed; what was joy when there was no other to share it with? So many had been lost in the war. Some – he thought of his beloved Felicia – were at peace now. Others were wandering in limbo. Neither dead nor alive. Lost, missing. ‘Gallus, Dexion, I know you are out there, somewhere,’ he whispered. The tribunus who had guided him like a father and the half-brother he had only so recently been reunited with had… vanished. ‘If the war is truly over then I will do all I can to find you.’

‘ It is not over,’ a weak voice spoke from just over his shoulder.

He swung round. A hunched old woman stared up at him, her thin, silvery hair framing a pale, puckered and ancient-looking face, her milky-white eyes at once seeing nothing and everything. He did not start or flinch, knowing he was safe in her presence, for it was she who had given him Father’s phalera all those years ago. Since then she had come to him only in dreams, fleetingly in moments like this.

‘ The war has yet to reach its blackest phase,’ she said sombrely.

‘ Then why am I here, what is this?’ Pavo asked, spreading his arms, looking all around him.

‘ It is as much as I can offer you,’ she said, then raised a trembling arm and extended a gnarled finger past Pavo’s shoulder, to the west.

He knew that there was nothing to be seen that way, but turned to look anyway. His breath and his heart stopped as he beheld what had appeared there: on the gentle western hillside was a farmhouse. A modest villa with whitewashed walls and red tiles on the roof. To one side was an abutting barn with a thatch-covered gable.

The door to the farmhouse lay open and by it sat a dog. A handsome, silver-pelted creature with wintry-blue eyes and not a pinch of spare fat on its body. Then he realised it was not a dog, but a wolf. The creature was guarding the farmhouse, he presumed. Inside, he saw a shape in the gloom, thrashing on the floor. His blood turned to ice: for as the shape writhed, he saw its twisted talons swiping out. Then came a weak, pained screech.

‘ An eagle… what does it mean?’ he asked.

The crone did not reply and he knew she was gone. But a breath of warm wind caressed his back, as if guiding him towards the farmhouse. He climbed uphill.

‘ Hello?’ he called out. No reply but another screech from the eagle. The wolf watched his approach, those blue eyes trained on his. ‘Easy, boy,’ he said, knowing that these creatures – if feral – could be deadly. But the wolf seemed welcoming – its ears pressed flat against its head and pointing downwards – and let him enter. He stepped into the farmhouse and beheld the hearth room within. The eagle lay on the centre of the floor. It was pure, striking white, and he saw that it had a broken wing. But it had ceased its thrashing – now exhausted. It was dying, he realised. He knelt by its side for a while until it breathed its last, the wings falling limp. ‘Sleep now,’ he whispered.

He made to stand, when a low growl stopped him. He looked up to see that the wolf had followed him inside. Its demeanour had changed: now its muzzle was wrinkled and its teeth bared, back legs coiled as if ready to spring. ‘Easy!’ he repeated. But he realised the wolf was not growling at him, but at something… behind him.

Swinging up and round, he saw that a tall shadowy form had crept up on him – like a giant draped in a night-black blanket, shapeless and menacing, wisps of dark smoke coiling from it. He staggered back from the figure. ‘You?’ he gasped, recognising the ethereal form. This shadow-man had been there all those years ago at the slave market, watching while Pavo had been sold into servitude as a boy. ‘Did you not hear me when last you infested my dreams? Show yourself or be gone!’

The shadow-man grew, as if riled by his words, then pushed Pavo back with dark, unseen hands. Pavo stumbled and fell to the flagstone floor. The shadow-man stalked forwards as if to strike him again, but the wolf pounced into the space between, snarling ferociously. The shadow-man swept out a silvery blade and struck the wolf, sending it sliding across the floor, howling, before pacing on to loom over Pavo.

The wisps of dark smoke emanating from this shapeless creature grew thicker and thicker, swiftly billowing and stinging his eyes. An instant later, the walls, floor and ceiling of the farmhouse around him erupted into a fiery orange cage of roaring flames. The heat seared him where he lay, helpless, as the shadow-man hefted his silvery blade to strike the life from him…

‘ No!’

‘ No! ’ he cried with all the breath in his lungs, arms held up to shield himself. He felt a whoosh of air then a thwack and a blunt pain in his knees and palms. The world, spinning around him, came to a halt and he realised where he was: Constantinople. More precisely, on all fours on the cool stone floor of the barracks where he had landed having fallen from his bunk, his blanket still tangled around his waist and his skin slick with sweat. He blinked and shook his head, panting, seeing the dull, pre-dawn light shining through the slit windows at the top of the sleeping quarters.

Groggily and somewhat irritably, two other figures in the four man bunk room stirred. Sura – his eyes puffy with sleep and his blonde locks tangled and matted – sat up, rummaged in the purse by his bed and tossed a coin to Quadratus, the hulking, fair-haired Gaulish centurion with the drooping moustache. ‘Told you,’ Quadratus grunted, catching the coin before rolling back over in his bed to face the wall and emitting a staccato volley of three farts as if to underline his assertion: ‘Right-as-usual.’

Pavo shot Sura a quizzical look.

‘I said you’d sleep quietly till the sun was fully up. Quadratus said you’d be roaring before then,’ Sura shrugged.

Pavo scrubbed at his short crop of dark hair and wiped at the film of sweat on his forehead, a droplet of it running down the bridge of his aquiline nose. ‘You were betting on my nightmares? Good to know you have my welfare at heart.’

Just then, the fourth figure in the room stirred. ‘Mithras, do you bastards do this to me on purpose?’ Centurion Zosimus croaked, sitting upright in his bunk. The senior centurion of the XI Claudia’s usually permanent scowl was exaggerated and his anvil jaw jutted in affront. ‘I was in the middle of the sweetest of dreams… back home in Adrianople with Lupia.’ He traced an outline of his wife as if she was astride him. ‘I was this close,’ he growled, holding up a thumb and forefinger, almost touching, then opened his hands as if to pluck two ripe pears from a tree, ‘this close to getting my hands on her ti-’

‘Here,’ Sura cut in, grudgingly throwing Zosimus a coin too.

Pavo frowned. ‘Oh, so you all had a wager on my personal distress?’

Zosimus’ snorted the contents of his nose down his throat then his face cracked into a mischievous smile as he flicked the coin up with his thumb and caught it. ‘Well I was for punching you in the balls – really hard – every time you woke us up before roll call, so think yourself lucky.’

‘Speaking of which,’ Quadratus glanced to the slit window, where the dawn light had grown brighter.

Zosimus’ face fell again. He swung his bull-like figure from his bunk, grabbed a buccina from a hook on the wall and tossed the bronze horn to Pavo. ‘Make yourself useful, eh?’

Having shaken off the last traces of sleep and now clad in a white tunic, thigh-length mail shirt, brown cloak, leather boots and an iron-finned intercisa helm, Centurion Numerius Vitellius Pavo of the XI Claudia Pia Fidelis, Second Cohort, First Century, strode from the barrack blocks and into the fresh April morning. He crossed the small parade ground then flitted up the steps and onto the parapet atop the squat, sturdy walls of this compound in the north of the city. He spotted the lone sentry at the corner, back turned. This man was the buccinator, the one who would sound morning roll-call. He took one step towards the fellow, but something stopped him: a will to savour the moment of calm before the legion was roused.

For a few breaths he allowed himself to enjoy the clement heat of the dawn sun on his skin and gazed over the marble pearl that was the imperial capital: gentle hills dotted with bright gardens and orchards, terracotta domes, gilded statues and temples, porphyry columns stretching for the sky, winding steps and broad avenues dappled with early-risers and traders heading to the many market squares. All this was bathed in gentle golden light, the last of the grey shade slowly receding to the melody of the dawn birdsong. A gentle chatter and the scent of fresh bread and baking fish drew his attentions to the north and the activity of the fishermen at the nearby Neorion Harbour, integrated into the city’s low sea walls. Beyond this wharf, a low, hoary bank of mist lingered over the waters of the Golden Horn, and the Sycae Watchtower on the far shore yawned into the sky. He unconsciously opened a hand as if offering it to an absent companion, recalling the previous spring when he and Felicia had watched just such a sunrise up here.

One day our children will look out on those waters, she had said as he held her in his embrace, the breath of her whispered words dancing across the skin of his neck like the breeze from a butterfly’s wing.

He smiled sadly and closed his hand. The grief had been acute for many months and although it was ebbing now, at times it was still cruel like an unexpected stroke of the lash. He took a deep breath, strode over to the buccinator and handed over the horn. The fellow saluted to Pavo then lifted the buccina and emptied his lungs into it. The horn keened across Constantinople. Like wild beasts calling out in reply, many more horns sounded from the other barracks dotted across the city.

As the cry of the horns died, the empty parade ground just below Pavo filled with a chorus of groans and shouts as the XI Claudia came to life, spilling from the serried barrack blocks, hastily buckling on armour. He watched them assemble, and as the first two centuries finished their preparations and hurried to take their place facing him, he stood a little taller and his stomach clenched just a little. It was something he had never considered before his promotion to centurion just months ago: that every action, every mannerism, every word would affect the men under his command. Here in the barracks, it maybe didn’t matter too much, but soon, he thought, his gaze lifting to the northwestern horizon, soon, it would be their lives in his hands.

The last few months had been desperate for the Claudia. The clash with Reiks Farnobius’ Goths at the Succi Pass – out in Thracia’s western reaches – had been fraught. Hundreds of men had fallen in the wintry wastes of that tight valley. Since returning from the clash to see out the winter in Constantinople, they had been tasked with building the legion up to full-strength before the end of May – in time to join Emperor Valens’ army when he arrived from Antioch. Just a few hundred of the legion had survived the Succi Pass, and so swathes of recruits and veterans had been conscripted to replenish the ranks. Now, the fifteen hundred men in this cramped barracks meant the Claudia was just a few centuries short of a full complement. Amongst the many new faces lining up before him, there were a few familiar ones: Cornix and Trupo, the lads just a few years younger than him who had quickly become veterans at the Succi Pass and now served as an example to the others in his Second Cohort. Cornix was a tall and rangy legionary with a talent for cooking that guaranteed his popularity with the rest of the ranks, and a livid Gothic longsword scar running from jaw to forehead that told of his mettle on the battlefield. Trupo – who had been overweight and timid when he joined the legion – was now whippet-like and eager and one of the fastest runners Pavo had ever seen. Over in the ranks of Zosimus’ First Cohort, he nodded almost imperceptibly at Rectus the lantern-jawed centurion and his wild-haired and rather manic optio, Libo, sporting one good eye and one wooden one with a silver iris and pupil painted on, oversized and askew. These two were also veterans of the Succi Pass and ring-leaders in any ribald activity in and around the barracks.

As morning roll-call demanded, every man forming up was dressed in mail armour and carried a swordbelt, spear and shield – painted ruby red and decorated with gold motifs. They were soon joined by Herenus the swarthy Cretan and his century of funditores – expert slingers who had served the legion well at the Succi Pass. Likewise, the century of sagittarii from that same campaign were lining up alongside them: these foot archers wore bronze conical helms with nose guards, mail vests and ruby cloaks.

Within moments, the parade ground was crammed full of legionaries – three almost replete cohorts. The barrack compound was only designed to house half that number, so he forgave the irregularity in some of the formations, seeing that the signiferi of each century held their unit banners high and stood in the correct position while the legion’s aquilifer stood at the front, holding the taller, grander legion standard aloft so the silver eagle and the ruby bull banner draped below it caught the early morning light.

Sura, his optio and second in command, climbed the steps to join him, soon followed by centurions Zosimus and Quadratus. Something unsaid made all four turn to the spot beside Centurion Zosimus. An empty place where normally Tribunus Gallus would be. Should be. And there was another space… space for the legion’s second in command. The Primus Pilus. Dexion.

The absence of Tribunus Gallus and Primus Pilus Dexion felt like an open wound on Pavo’s skin. Where are you?

The pair had raced to the west to summon a relief force to the Succi Pass. The relief force – a band of Sarmatian lancers – had arrived and helped turn the clash in Claudia’s favour, but Tribunus Gallus and Primus Pilus Dexion had not returned with them. All the Sarmatians knew was that the pair had continued west to take news of the Gothic War to Emperor Gratian and hasten his legions to Thracia.

May Mithras grant you wings, Pavo mouthed, and shield you on your way, he added – for he knew only too well Gallus’ dark rancour with the Western court.

‘I’d planned to put you through a bout of armatura today,’ Zosimus barked suddenly to the assembled cohorts. Pavo looked over the bunched-together men as they stiffened to attention at the prospect of sword, shield and javelin practice. ‘But as we’re all too aware, there’s barely enough room in here to bugger a goat. And some of us know this only too well,’ he said casting a scornful look at one gap-toothed legionary, who hung his head in shame.

Pavo cocked an eyebrow, recalling the panicked bleating of a goat that had woken him a few nights previously, then shook the distraction from his head. He glanced sideways at Zosimus, recalling the many chats he, Sura and Quadratus had shared with the senior centurion regarding the current predicament: the XI Claudia, like the few other remaining Thracian legions, were forbidden to pass beyond the city’s stocky land walls and had been ever since early March. It was on the first day of that month that Gothic warbands had been sighted on the hills outside the city. A cohort training on the flats nearby had been attacked by them in a swift raid. Hundreds of precious legionaries had been killed or maimed. So the Magister Officiorum – the man in charge of the city at Valens’ behest – had been forced to impose the curfew, denying the scant forces stationed here and their recruits the chance to properly train and ready themselves, penning them within the walls. ‘Like sheep,’ Pavo muttered.

‘No – goats,’ Sura whispered, misunderstanding. ‘He likes goats. ’

Pavo barely noticed the comment, his mind stuck on the problem. Constantinople’s broad streets and forums were no place for legionaries to train, especially when they were crammed full of refugees from the Thracian countryside, but it was clear these men needed a place to let off steam. Some, he could tell, were desperate to prove themselves. Others were painfully nervous and wanted to throw themselves into some form of training or combat to shed that pent-up anxiety. Too often over the last month, they had no option other than to pass their days in the cramped streets, taverns and brothels of the city. Pavo certainly had no issue with this in principle – indeed he had joined them for a drink or two some nights – but he knew it was no way to prepare for the arrival of Emperor Valens and the expected march out into Thracia that was to follow. Yes, the ranks were almost replete, but how many knew how to handle a spear? How many could march for eight hours without throwing up? Were there enough men within the cohorts who knew how to control their fear and stand their ground in the face of a Gothic army?

‘I tried to reserve the meadow down by the fish market near the Julian Harbour,’ Zosimus continued, ‘but the bastards of the V Macedonica got there first. Still, perhaps it’s for the best – place smells like a whore’s crotch!’

The ranks relaxed at this, a light chorus of laughter breaking out.

‘So fall out, grind your grain and cook your bread then tend to your kit. We’ll have another drill at noon. I’ll see what I can to for tomorrow,’ Zosimus concluded. As the men spilled back to their bunk blocks, Zosimus turned to confer with his fellow officers. Pavo could almost feel the weight on the big man’s shoulders, the Thracian’s eyes were bloodshot and he slumped a fraction when he knew the cohorts had dispersed. Zosimus had been offered the role as tribunus, yet had refused it, insisting that Gallus was still incumbent, if absent.

‘The sooner your brother and the Tribunus return, the better,’ Zosimus grumbled more in hope than expectation.

Pavo noticed Quadratus and Sura share a look of doubt at the prospect. That even these two were now giving up hope sent a stinging lance of anguish through his chest. ‘If Mithras wills it, then it shall be so,’ he avowed, then turned to watch the cohorts setting to work cleaning their armour, whetting swords and baking their morning bread. ‘Now, as for this curfew: it’s gone on long enough. It was put in place to protect the few legions stationed here until Emperor Valens arrives, but it’s becoming a danger in itself. Surely the grounds outside the wall can be utilised somehow?’

Zosimus shook his head. ‘Not to put too fine a point on it, but the Magister Officiorum is a brainless scrotum. He barely listened to me when I approached him yesterday. Said he had that morning looked out from the walls and seen the situation for himself. The curfew is to remain.’

‘He’s not even a bloody soldier,’ Quadratus scoffed. ‘Probably took the word of one of those turds in armour that patrol the walls.’

Pavo’s eyes narrowed in thought and he stroked his chin. ‘None of us have seen the land outside the city since the curfew was imposed. Maybe Sura and I should make a visit to the land walls… see for ourselves?’

‘Aye,’ Sura replied, ‘with my famed eyesight, I’d be able to see for miles.’

‘Perfect – the lunatic agrees,’ Quadratus scoffed. ‘Death knell for any plan.’

Zosimus seemed to be on the verge of pegging them back, before he relented. ‘Then go, but go as civilians and don’t step outside the gates. You’re not breaking curfew that way.’

An hour later, the mist on the waters had cleared and the sun had chased the dawn shadows from the city. Pavo and Sura had relinquished their iron garb and made their way towards the land walls, each now wearing linen trousers and white tunics decorated with purple, arrow-headed stripes on each breast – enough to mark them out as military albeit off-duty. The light garments offered some relief from the spring heat, but both men still sported a film of sweat on their brows. They headed through the busy alleys on the third hill: the city plan of broad avenues and triumphal ways faltered in this tight sprawl, where listing, red-brick insulae cast the tight lanes in shade. The unsparing echo of some gull-voiced woman berating her husband to ‘empty the latrine’ bucket sounded from one of the apartments in the upper floors.

They walked through the crowded markets in the valley between the third and fourth hills, following the route of the great aqueduct, passing in and out of the sunlight and shadow cast by its towering arches, then climbed a set of stone steps and came onto the broad northern way hemmed with raised pavements and porticoed walkways – one of the city’s arterial avenues. This road brought them to the city walls and a vast, fortified gatehouse. A cohort of comitatenses legionaries – the ‘turds in armour’ as Quadratus had so delicately put it – patrolled the battlements.

‘Arse-breath isn’t here today, it seems,’ Sura said, eyeing the men up there. Pavo looked but could not see amongst them the cock-sure centurion who had casually dismissed the Claudia when they had petitioned to aid the wall garrison in their duties a few weeks ago. Why would I want the help of mere limitanei? The chiselled officer had scoffed. Your lot are fodder for the Gothic archers – nothing more.

They browsed the stalls near the gatehouse, waiting until the section of wall to the right of the gatehouse had just one sentry strolling its length. Pavo motioned to Sura with a flick of his head and, wordlessly, the pair stalked towards a small postern gate and climbed the stairs inside. They came out upon the battlements and the lone sentry shot the pair a sidelong look and made as if to challenge them, as Pavo knew he would. Pavo met the sentry’s eyes with a steely glare – a look he had learned from Gallus, a look that told the sentry that he was dealing with an officer. ‘Sir,’ the sentry said at last, seeing the military decoration on their tunics before returning his gaze to the countryside.

Pavo let go of the breath he hadn’t realised he’d been holding, then he and Sura walked to the chest-high crenelations at the edge of the wall. At once a mild northerly breeze cut across them, ruffling Pavo’s short crop of hair and casting Sura’s locks across his face as they moved to rest their elbows on the parapet and look out across the land beyond the city. Their eyes searched from the turquoise, silk-like waters and sweeping shores of the Propontis in the south all the way to the rising green and gold hills to the north. The vast expanse of land was devoid of life. Adequate room for training, Pavo thought, until Sura nudged him with an elbow and pointed to a grey pall staining the otherwise clear sky beyond the hills. It was the smoke of pillage, both men knew, just a mile or two distant.

‘Seems that the rumours are true after all,’ Sura muttered in a tone of resignation.

Pavo ground his teeth. So it wasn’t just the imaginings of an overly-cautious Magister Officiorum that had spawned the curfew. ‘I never doubted the Goths were nearby,’ Pavo replied grimly, ‘I just didn’t think they were that close.’

He glanced to his left and right, along the length of the walls, part-cloaked in a hazy russet cloud of dust that rose from the city streets. Each of the towers sported a pair of ballistae bolt throwers, dart-shooting scorpions or a stone-throwing onager on their flat tops. Enough? he wondered.

He stood on his toes and craned his neck out over the parapet to look down upon the vicus: a sprawl of timber shacks, tents and makeshift markets that had grown immediately outside the city walls like barnacles clinging to the hull of a warship. With Thracia overrun by Goths, the rural folk had been driven from their farms, forced to seek shelter in whichever cities could accommodate them. The majority had fled to Adrianople, Perinthus and to here. The first few thousand were permitted entry without question, but when a few thousand became tens of thousands and then hundreds of thousands, the Magister Officiorum had been forced to close the gates. This had done little to stem the tide of refugees though, and so the vicus had swollen dramatically with countless families wandering to and fro forlornly in search of food or space within a shack. Pavo felt a stab of guilt as he saw a mother wrapped in a shawl, swaddling two babies and pleading with a passing bread vendor for a loaf. The babies were screaming and the woman was nearly skeletal, but the vendor’s armed bodyguard drove them back with a menacing look. The precious grain stores in the Roman-held cities of Thracia had been dwindling all winter thanks to the lost harvest of the previous autumn – claimed by the war and the fierce cold. Bread rations within the city had been halved in recent weeks. When famine inevitably hit it would crush the poor first. Suddenly, a small crust of bread tumbled across the dirt before the mother and she snatched it up, selflessly tearing it and feeding half each to her little ones. Pavo looked around to find the source of the bread scrap.

A cluster of off-duty comitatenses legionaries from the wall garrison were down there, drinking wine at a bench beside a makeshift tavern. They had a basket of bread between them and as they caroused and joked, crumbs and scraps flew by the wayside. They wore just their cloaks and tunics, but the one regaling them was dressed in a brown leather cuirass. His copper hair and fair-skinned features seemed to have been carved from fine, Greek marble, with an unfeasibly perfect cleft in the centre of his chin and sparkling silver eyes giving him the look of a celebrated war-hero.

‘Arse-breath,’ Sura muttered, recognising the comitatenses centurion. ‘Zosimus said we should stay within the walls…’

‘If Zosimus was here, would he?’ Pavo reasoned.

The pair turned and descended from the walls. They emerged from the postern gate again, then followed a trade cart taking water out through the main gate, stealing outside with it in the brief spell the gates were open. They passed under the gatehouse shadow, then turned right across the packed dirt tracks of the vicus, weaving through the grubby-faced crowds, filthy tents and creaking shacks. The scent of thick woodsmoke surrounded them, barking dogs followed them and a general hubbub of bartering voices, lowing cattle and clucking chickens came and went.

‘Slow down, if Arse-breath sees us he’ll make a scene.’ Sura hissed, struggling to catch up with Pavo.

‘If Arse-breath and his cronies can drink themselves silly out here, then I don’t see why we can’t bring the Claudia out onto those fields,’ Pavo said, gesturing to the patchy grass flats just beyond the vicus. ‘We’d still be under the protection of the walls,’ he added, looking over his shoulder and up at the artillery-topped towers – the ballistae poking out like raptors’ beaks. He stalked over to the bread-seller and paid for four loaves. It was rustic, but still warm and smelled delicious. He gave one to Sura, then caught up with the wandering mother and handed her two.

She gazed at him, a tear darting across her cheek. He bowed gently then moved on towards the crude tavern, sitting at a free bench there. ‘So let’s just spend a little time out here and see exactly how dangerous it is.’

‘Now we’re talking,’ Sura grinned as he sat astride the tavern bench, flicking a finger to catch the maid’s attention, then holding up two and mouthing wine. As soon as he had done so, he looked askance to the other bench as a chorus of laughter erupted at the climax of the handsome centurion’s latest yarn. The centurion paused before starting his next tale to shoot a cold stare at Sura, recognising him and Pavo. ‘Gah – here we go,’ Sura muttered.

‘Ignore him,’ Pavo said, tearing at the warm bread and chewing absently, eyeing the expanse of green beyond the vicus again, imagining what just a few sessions of training and marching there might do for the Claudia ranks. The land was empty except for a few brave trading wagons and a turma of thirty or so cloaked scout equites on the horizon, approaching the gate at a canter. ‘We can train here. But how do we convince the Magister Officiorum?’

‘By kissing his arse?’ Sura shrugged. ‘Or maybe by letting him kiss our arses? Seems the type.’

A clunk stirred them from their musings as two jugs of wine were placed between them. For just a fleeting moment, the sight of the maid’s delicate hand stirred a lost memory that stung Pavo’s heart. His eyes traced up her bare arms and over her delicate neck, part-veiled by coils of dark hair. She was pretty, with full lips and a sultry look. She looked nothing like Felicia, but there was something about her: it was something to do with the smile – a smile that set her eyes alight with that same bright, fiery beauty he had seen in Felicia. For a moment, he forgot where he was and why. But he noticed Sura grinning at him and looked away in shame.

‘It’s been a long time,’ Sura said softly as the maid walked away.

Pavo looked up, caught his friend’s eye, then turned away, fearing that the lump in his throat might spill over.

‘What, half a year?’ Sura added.

Six months and five days, Pavo thought.

‘She’d have been sure to tell you to move on, to do what men do. Mithras knows, she wasn’t shy about… ’ Sura started then thought better of continuing.

Pavo nodded, pretending to sweep a fly from his eye. He glanced at the maid again. She caught his eye again then looked away coquettishly, and he remembered just how long it had been since he had felt any sort of stirring. ‘She’d tell me to grow a pair,’ he replied with a chuckle, then shook his head and slapped a hand on the table. ‘Anyway, you’ve been doing enough rutting for two,’ he added with a grin.

‘Ah, true,’ Sura said, sitting back a little and cracking his knuckles. ‘Heartbreaker of Adrianople, they once called me. Stealing from bedroom to bedroom across the city, night after night. Some say the women of my home city still speak in awe about the length of my-’

‘Preposterous stories?’ Pavo said, deadpan.

Sura gasped in affront, then wagged a finger, seeing the glint in Pavo’s eye. ‘You’ll see. We’ll head to Adrianople one day soon. Then you’ll see… ’

Pavo grinned then took a swig of his wine. It was cool and tart and washed the bread down nicely.

Sura did likewise, sweeping a trace of foam from his lips then turning to the countryside once more. ‘Anyway, you’re right, we could have the lads out here training tomorrow if we can get this curfew cancelled, or at least relaxed.’

‘Take your legionaries out there – are you mad?’ a refined and booming voice cut the air between them like a sharpened axe, coming with a reek of stale drink.

Pavo and Sura swung round to see the comitatenses centurion grinning at them with one eyebrow arched – as if appraising a substandard jester. ‘Mad? No, but we might be if we have to spend another month inside those walls. You should know that soldiers billeted in cramped cities is a recipe for trouble.’

‘Trouble?’ the centurion snorted. ‘One of our lads tried to ride west the other day,’ he pointed in the rough direction of the Via Egnatia – the great road that began at the city’s southernmost gate. ‘Got just over that hill before a pack of Goths sprung from the gorse by the roadside. Showered him with arrows and it was only the shield on his back that saved him as he fled back here.’

While the centurion’s comrades gasped and cooed at the tale, Pavo chose to remain unmoved – or at least to give that impression, another of the tricks he had picked up from Tribunus Gallus. ‘I’ve heard much chatter about the dangers that lie in the hills. That’s why I’m here today, to see for myself.’

‘Ah, a brave one are you?’ the man chuckled then looked him and Sura up and down. ‘That’d be a rare thing for a limitaneus.’ His cronies hooted with laughter at this. ‘Anyway, I thought I told you before: my lads are posted to this section of the wall. Your lot aren’t welcome here, off duty or not. You lot are-’

Pavo shot to his feet, resting both hands on the table to lean in the centurion’s direction. ‘My lot are the XI Claudia. We were there in the north to face the Huns. We were there on the banks of the Danubius when the Goths flooded across the great river and into the empire. We were there in the bloody mire at Ad Salices. We stood at the Succi Pass in the dead of winter and held it in the face of five thousand Goths. Where were you?’ he said this with a steady tone, devoid of inflection. But by all the gods it felt good, like an itch scratched hard.

The centurion’s handsome face lengthened, his pluck evaporating. He dropped his gaze and searched the earth between them as he looked for his next words. ‘You were the ones who stood against Reiks Farnobius?’ he said, his eyes widening. ‘Aye… well… well your next drinks are on me,’ he added, quietly returning to his group who continued their own, now more muted, conversation.

Sura offered Pavo a hint of a grin as he sat once more. ‘You remind me of someone,’ he said. ‘Steel in every word, a gaze that’d put frost on a hot meal.’

Pavo looked up and to the hilly horizon again, thinking of the distant west.

‘Gah!’ Sura cursed himself. ‘I didn’t mean to remind you of them.’

‘Gallus and Dexion will be back,’ Pavo declared, his lips taut as he stabbed a finger to the surface of the bench. ‘Mithras knows where they are now, but they will be back… ’ He fell silent, noticing Sura’s eyes flicking between him and something beyond his shoulder. The refined voice sounded again, just behind him. ‘Erm… sir.’

Pavo turned to see that the centurion had shuffled over from his own bench, now as deferential as could be. ‘Yes?’

‘You were talking of Dexion? Hostus Vitellius Dexion?’

Pavo saw the look in the man’s eyes. There was no hint of mockery now, just a glimmer of watchfulness. Intrigue, recognition… fear? ‘I was. You know him?’

The man’s lips wriggled in discomfort as if not sure what to say next. ‘I know of him. Before I say any more, what is he to you?’ the centurion asked, appraising Pavo’s features.

‘He is my brother. He and my Tribunus rode west at the Succi Pass in order to… ’ Pavo’s words trailed off as the centurion’s eyes darted this way and that. ‘Something I said upsets you?’

‘Brethren, aye?’ the centurion said, suddenly guarded in his stance and tone, backing away.

‘And proud of it,’ Pavo scowled. ‘What of him?’

‘I shouldn’t have said anything,’ he muttered, refusing to meet Pavo’s eye.

But Pavo stood up. ‘Come on, say what you have to say; you’ve not been shy so far.’

‘Pavo,’ Sura cut in, his voice terse, clasping a hand to Pavo’s shoulder to pull him back.

Pavo cast off Sura’s hand. ‘No. This cur has something to say about my brother. Well, come on then, say it!’

‘Pavo!’ Sura cried, grabbing and this time swinging him round without decorum, pointing, then hissing: ‘ Look! ’

In a blur, his eyes swept across the vicus then locked onto the empty land immediately beyond. The turma of cantering horsemen were rumbling towards the gatehouse. Under their hoods and cloaks, he saw slivers of mail shirt, glinting in the sun. Scouts returning from reconnaissance. He was about to curse Sura for his interruption but then he sensed it too. Something wasn’t quite right. He eyed the shadows underneath their hoods. Nothing unusual in a rider shading his eyes from the sun. But why did each of them ride with one hand ever-so close to their sword hilt? And this drew Pavo’s eye to the weapons. Something definitely wasn’t right. He felt the muscles in his limbs tense – the soldier’s instinct.

‘The swords!’ Sura whispered, an accusatory finger pointing at the foremost rider’s blade – longer than a spatha. Each one had a distinctive hilt: bound in leather or engraved with odd markings. And the fraction of iron blade visible betrayed that unmistakeable silvery lustre of…

Pavo’s stomach dropped to his boots. Longswords. Gothic longswords.

Suddenly, the babble around the vicus was blown apart by the simultaneous screeching of thirty such blades being torn from scabbards and the whinnying of horses as the riders broke apart, shooting in every direction across the vicus, swords aloft. The hoods toppled back and the sunlight revealed the pale-skinned Goths – riders of the Greuthingi – their blonde locks tied in tight topknots, swishing in their wake. Clad in the plundered garb of Roman equites, they wheeled and raced around the ramshackle vicus, cutting down fleeing men, screaming women and terrified children. Tables were kicked over, shacks toppled, tents crumpled and bodies fell as steel rasped across flesh. Purses and what precious few valuables the vicus’ inhabitants had were snatched up.

A pack of seven raced for the tavern area. Pavo stumbled back, still in shock, as did Sura, the handsome centurion and his four men – all of them backing away and nearly falling over one of the benches, wine cups dropped in alarm. Pavo clasped his hand to his absent sword-belt and cursed then shot a glance up at the walls. Up there he heard the men on the parapet shouting in confusion, only just becoming aware of the disguised raid. The onrushing horsemen hefted their blades, the foremost of them screaming some foreign curse, his thick beard already dashed with blood as he came for Pavo.

‘Lift the bench!’ he bellowed. In a flurry of movement, the cluster of legionaries hoisted the aged timber bench like a broad shield and braced behind it, just as the lead rider’s sword struck down. The bench shuddered, the legionaries’ shoulders jarred and splinters flew across Pavo and the men with him. The rider wheeled away, those with him similarly swinging past to attack the makeshift shield. Another few blows and a kick from one horse and the bench shattered. Pavo threw the weight down and scooped up a stool, leaping at the rearmost Gothic rider of the group wheeling away. He brought the stool crashing onto the warrior’s back, unsaddling him and sending him hurtling to the ground where he remained in a screaming heap, clutching at a horrifically broken shoulder – a shard of white bone jutting from his skin. Pavo made to snatch up the man’s sword, but backed away as the rest of the riders swung back round towards the clutch of unprepared and now unshielded legionaries.

‘Get inside the walls!’ the comitatenses centurion cried hoarsely, catching a spatha belt thrown down by one sentry up on the walls and drawing the blade, pointing with his free hand to the gate which was swinging shut.

‘Never,’ Pavo snarled, then called up to the walls. ‘More swords!’ he yelled up at the wall tops, but up there he saw only bobbing heads and hands extended, still disorganised and pointing in confusion.

‘Do something!’ Sura thundered, looking to the parapet and then to the oncoming Goths in turn.

‘It’s too late, there’s nothing you can do. Get inside! ’ the centurion rasped, butting Pavo back with his fists then turning to ram his spatha up and into the belly of the first of the oncoming Gothic riders. The strike was true and hard, tearing up and under the mail shirt and ruining the Goth’s innards, which came forth in a dark-red torrent. The next rider ended the centurion’s fight with a casual blow, tearing his blade across the man’s chest and sending him spinning then crumpling like a dropped sail. The riders thundered on towards the remaining legionaries. Pavo and the rest backed off until they were just twenty paces or so from the base of the walls.

Pavo felt his heartbeat slow. The whole world around him slowed with it. He saw the twisted features of the horsemen who would kill him, saw the glinting tips of their spears and swords. His legs tensed as he readied to throw himself at the first rider. It would be the death of him, but the cur on the saddle would suffer too. He sensed Sura prepared likewise by his side. The pair unleashed an animal howl and tensed to leap… when a dark streak lanced down from overhead. The rider’s charge was abruptly ended as a ballista bolt tore through him like a finger of some wrathful god, piercing his skull and driving through his body and that of his horse, pinning the pair together and the blood-smeared iron tip coming to a rest in the earth, propping the shuddering animal and utterly dead rider there in a grotesque parody of life.

Pavo and Sura gawped up to see the ballistae on the tower nearest but one, cocked over to its limit, pointing along the run outside of the walls, the crew manning it cheering at their marksmanship. The other ballistae on the same tower loosed likewise.

Twang, whoosh!

This time the bolt came at a flatter angle, tearing one rider from his horse and sending him tumbling over and over, bowling another mount from its stride. The Gothic few slowed, eyes looking up in terror.

‘Retreat!’ the lead rider called in a jagged Gothic twang. He broke off from loading his horse with sacks of bronze goods found on the back of a hastily abandoned trader’s cart to heel his steed away from the vicus. The rest of his men sped away with him, leaving behind the few injured and dead comrades.

An instant later and the orchestrated stretching of bowstrings sounded. Panting, Pavo and Sura looked up to see a serried line of haphazardly mustered archers on the parapet – no more than twenty of them though, but enough to let the Goths know their precious moments of surprise were over. The arrows sailed overhead in pursuit of the fleeing riders, landing harmlessly in their wake.

Pavo watched, transfixed, as the retreating Goths shrank and became but a small dust cloud in the hilly northwest. Even when they were gone, his chest still rose and fell, his body still gripped by the tension of battle. The Magister Officiorum had been right: training the legion out here was simply not an option until the raiding bands of Goths could be driven back. He looked across the vicus, seeing terrified people rushing to and fro, many at the gates begging to be let inside, others on their knees and wailing over the slain. Then he saw the mother he had given bread to. She lay still, robes stained red, her babes wailing in the dirt by her side. He looked up at the parapet. The archers had now set down their bows to squabble and argue with the other few sentries up there about why they had been so slow to respond. If it hadn’t been for the vigilant ballista crews…

And that was just a tiny party of raiding Goths. What of the horde Fritigern might bring to bear on this city? He looked out over the empty pasture and hills and imagined it crowded with Gothic steel. All of a sudden, the two month wait for Emperor Valens and his Praesental Army felt like years.

From the corner of his eye, he saw the ashen faces of the comitatenses men around him who had lost their centurion and very nearly their own lives too. He stalked over to crouch on one knee by the bloodied form of the fallen officer. The man lay on his back and his pale, chiselled features were now tinged with blue. His breath came in weak rasps and his silvery irises were shrinking as his pupils dilated, but they traced Pavo’s face, as if realising something at last.

‘I can see it now…’ he whispered. ‘You are not brethren. You are truly his blood, his brother, aren’t you?’

Pavo leaned a little closer, confused.

‘I found this last week… on the corpse of a man,’ the centurion rasped, a trembling hand reaching inside his cuirass then weakly pressing something into Pavo’s palm. ‘A man… who was a comrade… of Dexion’s.’ The centurion grasped the collar of Pavo’s tunic and shook it feebly. ‘Do you understand?’ he said, his teeth stained with bubbling blood. ‘Brethren…’

A frisson of chill and warmth shot through Pavo. ‘What?’ he whispered almost soundlessly.

But the centurion’s next breath was rattling, his body relaxed and his lifeless eyes gazed skywards. Pavo stared through the man, those last words swirling but failing to fall into place in any way that made sense.

‘He saved us. Not such a bad fellow after all,’ Sura said as he crouched beside Pavo.

Pavo blinked, snapped from his trance. ‘Aye,’ he agreed. The man had died a hero’s death and he vowed to make sure that fact would not be lost. He let his gaze drift to the northwest once more, his thoughts skipping like a flat stone across the surface of a lake. Images of that foul dream, the stark reality of the Goths and then the one echoing question that had been haunting him for months:

Gallus, Dexion, where are you?

He looked warily into his palm. The centurion had given him a small square of yellowing, folded-up paper. Was this the answer? He stepped away from the others and unfolded it. It bore a striking emblem of a staring eye, and a single line of text.

Narco holds the truth…







Chapter 2 



A smoky haze surrounded Gallus in every direction, tendrils of grey that came and went like ethereal asps. He felt no burden of armour, no sting of battle-wounds. Indeed it was as if he was absent from his body and merely a coil of smoke himself. ‘Where am I?’ he whispered into the void.

Utter silence.

He peered into the wispy grey, realising that he was now drifting forward through it, towards something. But what? Up ahead, he saw two dimly-lit apertures emerge through the mist: through one he saw noonday sunlight upon a green meadow, heard the chatter of nature and almost tasted the sweet air; through the other, he saw a cavern uplit by an angry, red glow and heard the weak moans of tortured souls within. His question was answered. This was the path to one of two places: the paradise of Elysium, or the eternal torment of Tartarus.

As he drifted closer to the two gateways, he thought of all his deeds in life and wondered which fate he had earned. Shameful memories lashed him zealously, eager to answer, and he wondered if that alone was not worse than dwelling in Tartarus. An agonised howl from within the red gateway dispelled any such notion. And now, realising he was drifting towards that grim entrance, he gazed towards it, ready to accept his fate.

‘ Gallus?’ a soft voice spoke through the ether. It was enough to slow his progression to the netherworld. Two figures had appeared in the other gateway, standing on the edge of the meadow, gazing out into the mist. The two who meant everything to him. ‘Gallus, are you there?’ Olivia repeated. By her side and holding her hand was little Marcus, calling out again and again: ‘Father? Father?’ Their eyes were wide and their faces wrinkled with worry. They seemed unable to discern him in the drifting smoke, looking right through him at times.

‘ I’m here,’ he called to them, but his voice was feeble. ‘I’m here!’

But at last Olivia’s eyes brightened, she cupped a hand to her ear and her face widened in unbridled joy. She scooped up Marcus and pointed. ‘Father!’ Marcus yelped in delight.

His will to be with them edged him ever so slightly in the direction of the bright gateway to Elysium. But the pull from the fiery entrance to Tartarus grew stronger in response. Thus, he found himself shackled in this hazy limbo, midway between the two doors. Indeed, he heard a distant clanking of chains as he struggled. ‘But it is time?’ he pleaded into the ether to whichever gods watched over this strange realm, then to Olivia: ‘Surely my journey is over?’

Olivia’s smile faded. She answered by shaking her head, a tear escaping and darting down her cheek. ‘Your journey is not over yet, my beloved.’ She said, cradling and kissing Marcus’ head. As she said this Gallus heard the odd clanking of chains grow louder, felt himself being hauled back along the smoky path he had travelled. The two gateways began to shrink. His wife and boy fading behind the grey veil.

‘ No,’ he cried, trying to reach out to them. But his whole being jarred and that distant din of chains grew louder and louder.

‘ No! ’ he bellowed with every scrap of air in his lungs. The grey smoke was gone and all around him was utter blackness. Suddenly, he felt the weight of his body once more, pulling on the cold iron wrist cuffs that suspended him. His cry echoed, cold and lost, off unseen stone walls before fading to nothing. His head throbbed fiercely and acute thirst and hunger stabbed at him. He kicked out weakly with his legs, feeling no ground underfoot and hearing the heavy chains joining his ankles jangle. The motion sent white-hot talons of fire through every fibre of his being. Had Tartarus claimed him after all?

‘Lower him,’ a voice spoke. A familiar voice and one that brought reality rushing back to him. This was not Tartarus; this was worse. With a dull rattle of chains rapidly passing through rings, he dropped like a stone. His descent ended abruptly with a jarring impact as he crumpled onto some solid flagstoned surface and collapsed onto his back. Rough hands lifted him into a sitting position, propping him like that from behind. Then one of the hands reached round and burrowed at his eye in the blackness, prizing his swollen eyelids apart. He was too weak to react, his arms still numb. Suddenly, there was blinding light.

He tried to press his eyes shut again but the grubby fingers held them open. It seemed like an eternity before his eyes acclimatised and his surroundings became apparent. The blinding light ebbed and he realised it was no more than the dull glow of twilight from some tiny grating high above on the torture chamber ceiling, through which a fine mizzle of rain descended. The grey walls of this vaulted hall were dank and coated in slime and algae and the musty stink fought for supremacy with another, far fouler stench of decaying flesh. For a moment there was near-silence, with just the rhythmic drop-drop of water from a crack above the stone staircase that led up to the world above. He noticed the swaying chains attached to the ceiling from which he had been suspended by his wrists, then looked over his battered body: it was laced with cuts, pitted with scars and spoiled with dark bruises. He was a lean man normally, but now the skin was stretched across his ribs, and every inch of it was coated in a filth of sweat and grime. The loincloth he wore was no more than a rag, stained with blood and urine. He lifted a shaking hand to touch his gaunt features, his wrist shackles clanking and those chaining his ankles grating on the floor as he did so. He felt the swelling where his nose had been broken and the matted blood in the mess of a dark, silver-speckled beard that had grown during his imprisonment and the similar filth caked in his unkempt, overgrown grey-streaked locks.

A shuffling sound behind him reminded him he was not alone. He turned his head to see the warped features of the man with the grubby hands who was propping him up. The fellow had a mean eye and half a nose – teeth marks still evident where the rest had been bitten off leaving a dark, snout-like hole.

‘Eyes forward!’ the man grunted.

‘You’ve been told before; Lurco doesn’t like people staring at his deformity,’ the first voice spoke again from somewhere in the shadows at the side of the hall.

Gallus braced, his eyes darting. Now the drip-drop of water was accompanied by steady footsteps. A dark form moved into view before him, wearing a night-black cloak over a dark grey robe, with a fine spatha sporting a green-gemmed hilt hanging from his belt. This one’s face was expressionless, like a cold, impassive veil.

‘An affront to Lurco is an affront to me, you see. The emperor’s chosen Speculatores share a bond of trust,’ Dexion said. He did so without the relish of a torturer – the words were spoken in a steady, calm voice. Polite, almost. He crouched before Gallus, while Lurco took hold of the chains to hold them taut like a master in charge of a hound. ‘A bond of kin. Stronger than any such tie in your legion, Tribunus. Some call us Agentes in Rebus. We consider each within our number as brethren. We live to honour the Brotherhood.’

Gallus stared into Dexion’s tawny gold eyes – the pupils like bottomless pits of betrayal. Yet there was a hiatus in which he almost mistook the man for Pavo. Apart from the broader face, early age lines near his eyes and the short, chestnut hair, he looked so much like his younger brother… yet never had two siblings contrasted so wickedly. Once, not so long ago, Gallus had taken this man into the XI Claudia as his primus pilus, his second in command. Dexion had proved himself in every way, fighting alongside the men of the legion like a lion, sharing his brother’s courage and spirit. Or so it had seemed.

His heart grew cold as he recalled the grim moment, just after he and Dexion had arrived here at the city of Augusta Treverorum in the Western Province of Belgica Prima. They had been escorted to the palace court of the Western Emperor to pass on news of the Gothic War in Thracia. Gallus had been glad to do so, even putting on hold his ulterior motive: to seek out Emperor Gratian’s agents, the ones who had slain Olivia and Marcus. Little had he known that throughout the whole, fraught journey west, the man he sought had been right by his side. Dexion the primus pilus had entered Emperor Gratian’s throne room ostensibly to give word of the Gothic War. While Gallus waited outside, he had not seen the speculatores circling behind him, and barely felt the blow to the head they delivered. When Gallus had next come to, he was down here, in irons, faced with some grim apparition of his former second-in-command. Such treachery would have been insult enough, but the dark truths that Dexion had then revealed while Gallus hung in chains had been akin to having his heart torn out.

‘Brotherhood, honour? You killed my wife… and my boy,’ he said absently, staring through Dexion. ‘You slew Felicia, your brother’s woman.’

For just a moment, Gallus was sure the mention of Pavo brought a wrinkle to Dexion’s brow. It was one of the few flickers of emotion he had seen in the man’s face since his incarceration. ‘I do as I am bid,’ Dexion said. Something had crept into his voice that Gallus recognized as disquiet, or its close cousin. His unease faded almost instantly though as he donned that blank, soulless look once more, all expression draining from his features. ‘I kill as my master commands and I do not question it nor let it trouble me. Feelings are but weaknesses.’ He gazed into Gallus’ eyes. ‘Is that not the maxim of the soldier too: to kill and not to dwell upon it? To distrust emotion and keep an iron self-discipline? We are not so different, Tribunus.’

Gallus’ eyes pinned Dexion. The cur was genuinely interested in debating the matter. ‘Do you sleep well in the palace above?’ he said.

Dexion cocked his head to one side. ‘I have little trouble in sleeping. My deeds are the deeds of the Speculatores. I do not comprehend guilt – if that’s what you are alluding to. You should understand: I do all of this only to please my master and to honour my brethren.’

Gallus realised that this was probably the most earnest thing Dexion had ever told him. Behind those golden eyes lay madness. He realised that now. How could a sane man justify such deeds? ‘I was not questioning your conscience,’ he said, ‘I was merely doubting your wisdom.’

Dexion did not flinch, frown or even scoff, so Gallus pressed on: ‘Would a wise man choose to sleep in a place where, only floors below, his bitterest enemy lurked?’

Dexion cocked his head to one side, then lifted a section of Gallus’ ankle shackles as if to demonstrate. ‘You languish down here, trussed in wrought iron. My brethren guard these chambers and the palace grounds above are lined with Emperor Gratian’s loyal Heruli: one thousand legionary spears. A wise man can see that you are no threat. For three months you have dwelt in this gloom,’ he said, dropping the handful of chains. ‘Why should I fear you?’ he added calmly.

Gallus did not flinch, merely looking up at Dexion as the echo faded. ‘For my wife, for my boy. For Felicia. You will pay with your life,’ he said in a low burr.

Dexion held Gallus’ fierce look with that empty, unfeeling one of his own. There was just a faint twitch. One twitch that seemed to bring the left corner of his eye and the left side of his mouth closer. ‘Feelings crippled you, brought you to this place,’ Dexion replied, gazing through Gallus as if he was an irredeemable son. ‘Perhaps if you were younger and less resistant I could have helped you. I might have been able to teach you how to quash your emotions, how to forget about your slain family.’

Gallus felt a surge of vigour from somewhere deep within. Despite his numb and tortured body, he shot up with a start, the chains slipping through Lurco’s grip for a moment until they were hauled taut again when Gallus was inches from Dexion’s face, teeth gritted, nostrils flared. ‘Sleep with one eye open and a dagger in your hand, Speculator…’ he growled.

Dexion stood and calmly wiped away the blood-flecked spittle that landed on his lip. ‘Futile anger,’ he said quietly as Lurco yanked the chains, hauling Gallus back and forcing him onto his knees.

‘Shall I raise him to the ceiling again?’ Lurco asked.

‘No,’ Dexion called, turning to stride for the staircase, ‘take him to his cell. Let him languish alone with his thoughts. That will be torture enough for him.’

Lurco whistled and two more speculatores came running in to help unshackle Gallus. The half-nosed man grinned as he unbolted the chains. ‘And then tomorrow, we will do this all over again… ’

The pealing echo of the iron gate closing took an age to fade. The cells, a further floor down in this netherworld below the palace, enjoyed absolutely no daylight. Three recesses fronted by bars were dug into the wet, cold bedrock – one on each wall of the low-ceilinged space with the door leading up to the vaulted torture chamber on the fourth wall. A single sconce crackled and guttered feebly by the doorway and provided a weak bubble of orange light that allowed Gallus to make out bones in the cell opposite, while the other one appeared to be empty.

When the distant chatter of the speculatores who had brought him down here faded, there was almost total silence. He glanced around the cramped cell: a filthy bundle of rags in the corner for a bed, a wooden bowl filled with barley porridge lay beside it, untouched, along with a cup of brackish water and a waste bucket. Shackles on his wrists and a short length of chain fixed him to the wall – long enough only to allow him to sit down. The silence welled around him as he gazed at his lot, growing and growing into a deafening howl. In the darkest moments of the past there had always been a modicum of hope. In the northern Kingdom of Bosporus and at Ad Salices in Thracia he had his legion with him. Deep in the heart of Persia, incarcerated in the baking sun, he had the troubled centurion Carbo with him – a voice, and a source of support. Here, he was lost. Shackles, iron bars, thick rock, well-trained speculatores and several floors stood between him and daylight, let alone hope.

He glanced across the cell floor, seeing the semi-circle in the dirt that marked the extent his chains would allow him to move – just a few paces from the wall. Just beyond it lay a shard of flint. It looked no bigger than his thumbnail, but it was sharp, by the looks of it. After every torture session, he had struggled and strained to reach it, stretching his every sinew, his wrist shackles and short chains giving him no chance of reaching it with his hands and, when he stretched out his legs, his toes clawing infuriatingly just a half-foot shy. Today, he felt no urge to renew his efforts. Instead, he contemplated what he might use the piece for. To assault one of the guards then make some bullish attempt to tackle the other three posted in these chambers? Perhaps. Fanciful but perhaps. Then he touched one hand to his neck, feeling the blood there throbbing through his jugular. One thrust, and it could all end here, now. He could bring himself to the twin gateways once more, he could forge a path to Olivia and Marcus. But when he closed his eyes, he saw his wife shaking her head in protest, saw the faces of long-dead comrades making it clear he was unwelcome, saw the image of the precious few veterans of his beloved legion who would be relying on him to return to them. In any case the choice was not his to make: the flint shard was out of reach and that was not about to change.

Suddenly, the groan of creaking timber sounded, startling him. He glanced up at the stairwell doorway. Trogus, the mastiff-like guard with a jutting brow stood there, scowling at him. Gallus steeled himself: this one relished the chance to goad and insult. But then Trogus ushered a small figure in: a Hun slave girl. The light from the sconce danced across her face, revealing features Gallus still found somewhat fearsome. She was not without feminine grace, but her broad, flat and yellow-tinged skin could not help but remind him of her ferocious kinsmen.

With a grumble of rusting iron, the cell gate was rolled back and the Hun girl was shoved inside where she stumbled and fell, the water in the clay jug she carried spilling as the gate was locked once more and the guard watched over them. She was barely twenty, Gallus reckoned, mutely helping her to rise and kneel beside him. The girl nodded once in thanks, then gestured for Gallus to sit back, which he did. She was the only sliver of humanity in this Hades-like realm. He almost scoffed at the irony: after years of fighting for the empire, to find a crumb of solace in the presence of a Hun within the imperial dungeon.

She took a piece of clean cloth and soaked it, then dabbed it against the open wounds on his torso. She had been to tend to him three times before, just like this – usually after the torture had been most brutal. For a moment, he considered asking her to knock the flint piece towards him, but he could see that Trogus the guard was watching them vigilantly.

‘You know why they send you down here to tend to me, don’t you?’ he said instead, staving off the urge to wince at the stinging of the cleansing rag. ‘It is merely so I do not expire before they take their blades and whips to me again.’

The Hun girl looked up at him coltishly for just a heartbeat before looking away as if embarrassed at meeting his eye, her long, charcoal hair sliding across her face like a veil. She had spoken not a word to him in any of her visits. He could only wonder at what kind of life had seen her end up here.

‘Anyway, I wish I could thank you for your kindness,’ he said, wishing he had taken the time to learn the basics of the Hunnic tongue.

She looked up, this time over her shoulder. The guard there was readying to open the cell gates to usher her out again. She turned back to Gallus and whispered: ‘You can,’ before standing and leaving the cell.

Two simple, tiny words, spoken in stilted Latin, but two words spoken in good faith. A tiny droplet of light in this dark existence.

Trogus stepped in for a moment, noticed the flint piece on the floor and lifted it, smirking at Gallus. ‘You know this was no oversight?’ he said. ‘Lurco had it placed here, just beyond your reach – to test you… to madden you.’ He kicked a shower of dirt over Gallus’ face.

Gallus felt a fiery anger spread from within. For an instant, he lost control and lurched for the guard. Fear flashed in the man’s eyes for an instant as Gallus’ hands shot for his throat, before the chains yanked taut and wrested Gallus to a halt, the iron cuffs biting on his wrists.

With a throaty laugh, Trogus tossed the flint piece into the darkness of an adjacent cell, hooked a hand around the Hun girl’s arm and left.

Sleep with one eye open and a dagger in your hand, Speculator…

Dexion shook the words from his head as he emerged from the dungeons into the eastern end of Augusta Treverorum’s palace complex. He strode across the night-cloaked palace gardens and with every few footsteps, he heard the words again.

… one eye open and a dagger in your hand…

He swatted the threat away again. There was a moment of placid silence, then the persistent voice struck up again, changing tack, this time sounding mournful and anguished:

You killed my wife and my boy. You slew Felicia, your brother’s woman

They were Gallus’ words, but this wasn’t Gallus speaking. He had heard this voice before. In fact, in his youth, he had heard it often and back then, he had listened to it all the time. Conscience, the Speculatores had called it when they had taken him in. Throughout his years of adolescence, they had indoctrinated him in their ways: training him in combat, diplomacy, stealth and subterfuge. More, they had taught him how to master his own mind, how to suppress emotions, snuff out feelings. Feelings are weaknesses, the elder speculator had said often. Emotions are a bane. Master your conscience. Tether it and banish it. And so he had.

During his tutelage he had found and raised an abandoned mongrel pup – jet-black with a streak of white on its forehead. The dog was loyal, sleeping by his feet, running with him when he trained and barking to warn him of danger. The creature adored him and he it. Yet one day the elder and the other speculatores had come to his chamber. The elder placed a knife in his hand and gestured towards the dog, who looked on with interest, head cocked and tail wagging. Show me and your brethren just how far you have come, the elder had said. He recalled the surge of panic, fear and disbelief, the feverish urge to run, to call the dog with him and to escape such a foul proposition. Hot tears had stained his cheeks as he backed away towards the chamber window with the dog. The gardens were a short leap away and they could surely both outrun this coven of elders.

Those were the last tears he had ever shed and that was the last time his conscience nearly swayed him, for something had happened: all those years of tutelage steered him, like a fatherly arm around his shoulder. All thoughts of right and wrong vanished, he became numb, and he stepped forward, closing the shutters on the window. He saw the elder’s face light up, and he felt nothing when he knelt beside the dog. He heard the pained yelping as he thrust the blade into its breast, saw the trusting eyes and the light dying in them. The dog fell limp with a final whimper, its hot blood soaking him, and still he felt… nothing.

It was a revelation. Feelings had been his bane since boyhood. Day after day he had tormented himself, asking why: why had Father left them, why had Mother died? He had built a dank torture chamber within his own head – far more grim than the dungeons of Treverorum – in which he battered himself with every thought, hated his every action, blamed every bad turn on himself, saw every scowl or sour look from passers-by as a judgement on his unworthiness. Then that day, with his dead dog in his arms, his feelings died… and he was free. And so it had been ever since.

He inhaled the night air, wove through the network of flower beds and flitted up a broad set of marble stairs to the palace’s main entrance. Inside, he strode through galleries and corridors, before he came to the palace banquet hall. In the centre of the room, the evening feast was in full sway. The light from scented oil burners danced across the red and gold-veined ceiling and cast shadows over the tessellated floors and porphyry colonnade lining the edges of the room – such a contrast to the dark subterranean vaults. A lilting melody sailed around the cavernous chamber from the timpani and flute players on the rostrum in one corner. Gentle chatter ebbed and flowed in between the gurgling of pouring wine and clacking of cups and plates at the heart of the chamber. The feasting table was laden with bounty: mullet, eels, stuffed pheasant, bread soaked in red wine, countless cheeses, fat dates, hen’s eggs, milk and honey along with bright platters of fruit. Far too much food for the twenty or so dignitaries gathered here.

Emperor Gratian sat at the head of the table, laughing gently as some tale was shared amongst the guests: a tall, weathered and broad-jawed man in blue military robes and leather wrist cuffs with tidy grey hair and a close-cropped beard was recounting some story about Gratian’s dead father, Emperor Valentinian. Gratian, the delicate-featured young emperor – of just nineteen summers – fawned over the man’s tale, his clear, flawless skin and pure-blonde locks perfectly groomed and his purple silk robe draped on his slight frame without a crease, his pale-blue eyes fixed on the storyteller.

Dexion noticed then a pair of guards standing nearby in the arches of the colonnade – not brethren of the Speculatores, but chosen guardsmen for the throne room, dressed in dark red tunics with bright shields and tall spears, each sporting long, fair locks and one with a moustache. They were Lentienses – one of the tribes of the Alemannic Confederation east of the River Rhenus. Their kind hadn’t yet been formed into a legion like the fiery-haired Heruli who guarded the palace’s outer walls, but that might happen soon enough, he reckoned. They were fierce but supposedly loyal. Their job was to remain sentinel-like and try not to spoil the feast with their presence.

Dexion made to step from the shadows of the colonnade and enter the main area of the feasting hall but, like a hawk sighting movement, Gratian’s eyes switched to him, pinning him where he stood. With the faintest shake of the head, the emperor gave the order for him to remain where he was, watching on from afar.

Very well, thought Dexion, resting one shoulder on a green-veined marble column and listening in to the conversation. Now Gratian was regaling the diners with a tale of his own.

‘My father was a character, was he not? Valentinian the Great, they called him,’ Gratian said, pulling a face and drawing out the appellation.

A chorus of laughter erupted from the diners. The handsome, bearded general laughed at this too, albeit guardedly.

‘He once attempted to capture Macrianus, King of the Bucinobantes, in the dead of night. But he and his elite soldiers made such a racket on their approach to the king’s hill fort – distracted as they were stealing petty coins from the nearby homes of Macrianus’ tribesmen – that the king awoke and escaped. Valentinian the Great? I ask you, how do men stumble across such ill-fitting titles?’

The rest of the men at the table erupted again in well-rehearsed laughter. The bearded general did so to, but through a taut smile. Even from here, Dexion sensed the man’s discomfort.

A slave to feelings and emotions, Dexion thought, a fool.

‘Come now, Pelagius,’ Gratian raised his cup to the general, ‘you served my father well and with distinction. He spoke highly of you, you know. It is a great shame it has taken so long since his passing for us to meet like this.’

Pelagius bowed his head. ‘The shame is all mine, Domine. I have been engaged with the legions on the Rhenus for each and every day of the last two years. My life’s purpose is to protect you and your realm.’

Gratian smiled in a placatory fashion, and the angelic expression seemed to sweep the hint of tension from the room. A placid lull ensued – more clacking of cups and that soothing flute melody mixed with a series of gentle conversations. Dexion watched on, his eyes keen: the boy-emperor chewed his food as he listened to some courtier by his side, but his gaze flicked back to Pelagius every few heartbeats.

‘Do you know of the affronts my father had to suffer during his reign?’ Gratian said, ostensibly to his courtier, but loud enough to make it clear that every man at the table should listen. All other conversations instantly died. ‘He and my dear Uncle Valens grew up in Pannonia. The high-born of the old regions mocked them for this: Valentinian the Fool, they called him – for are not all Pannonians slow of wit?’

Pelagius did his best not to react.

‘And do they not still level such insults at Valens, even today?’

Dexion could see Pelagius’ jaw working vigorously, chewing a piece of meat. Anger, pride… like poison in your veins, he mused, recalling when he had once known such poxes.

Gratian continued: ‘I witnessed the distress this caused my father. That is why I ensured I was given a fine education. No man will ever call me a fool.’ The boy-emperor set aside his plate and his gaze now returned firmly to Pelagius. ‘For I have been sure to sweep the board of any who might trouble my reign. My brother, Flavius, was championed by some as a better candidate for the Western throne than I, yet where is he now? He lives as a recluse in Mediolanum where I put him. He oversees Italy and Africa for me and is grateful for my protection. Truth told, he was fortunate to keep his life.’ With a slight flick of Gratian’s hand, the music faded. The sounds of slurping and chewing ebbed with it, a steely silence descending on the hall. ‘For many of my opponents did not. Those who had been loyal to my father yet championed other men to succeed him enjoyed quick deaths. The more recalcitrant amongst them… did not. Take Comes Theodosius, Champion of the Iron Mountains, Hammer of the Alemanni and Pacifier of Britannia. He thought he could challenge my dynasty. Absurdly, he thought he was shrewd enough to do so without being implicated. So when I had him arrested and dragged from his villa in Mauritania, he seemed surprised.’ Gratian held up a hand, three fingers splayed. ‘Three blows, it took. Three blows with a bad axe, before his head came away from his shoulders.’

Pelagius shuffled in his seat, the air of might gone from him. His face was pale and drawn and his proud shoulders had rounded a little.

And now fear and regret creep in to weaken you further, Dexion mused, folding his arms, such emotions a mere echo in his memories.

‘Domine, I… ’ Pelagius said.

‘You were once loyal to my father, Pelagius. You used to meet with him every spring and autumn, as I understand it?’

Pelagius nodded. ‘I did, but back then there was time to-’

‘Yet you have been unable to spare a single moment in over two years to come and pay tribute to your new master?’ Gratian continued as if Pelagius had not spoken, then dipped his brow a fraction, his pale blue eyes burrowing into Pelagius and the angelic look utterly gone. The silence that followed almost crackled in the air as all eyes watched the confrontation.

Dexion saw streaks of sweat dart across Pelagius’ forehead now. ‘Domine. Te-tell me what I can do to m-make this right.’

Gratian glowered for a moment longer, then lifted his head up and smiled. ‘Do as your life’s purpose bids,’ he said, taking a ring from his finger and tossing it across the table. ‘Protect me. End the threat that I see in you.’

Every other diner at the table stared in horror at the ring as it settled before Pelagius. A small, glinting shard of silver like a fang jutted from it. Pelagius looked to the dagger-sharp point, then to all the watching faces – most horrified, but one or two barely masking smiles of triumph – then to Gratian in appeal. Gratian merely flicked his gaze beyond Pelagius to Dexion, watching from the shadows. Pelagius slowly turned to follow the emperor’s eyes and saw the speculator standing there. Dexion realised his dagger belt would be catching the torchlight. That would be enough.

Pelagius’ gawping features lengthened even more as he realised his fate was sealed. He took a few desperate breaths, then his throat bulged as he gulped, reaching out to pick up the ring. His hands trembled as he slid it on to his forefinger then as he raised his hand towards his neck. He pressed the fang to his jugular and his lips quivered as he tried to mouth some sort of prayer, while those sitting nearby shuffled away, knowing what was coming next.

‘Get on with it – before my wine grows warm,’ Gratian said flatly.

Pelagius nodded once then let out a juddering, weak sound, his arms shaking. With an animal groan, he tore the ring forward. There was a moment where nothing happened: Pelagius’ eyes bulged, looking round the ghoulish onlookers. A dark gout of blood spurted from the deep gash and sprayed across the table, staining the cloth, the food and the guests opposite. Pelagius gurgled and gasped, clutching at the wound in futility. More gouts spurted forth, the diners scrambling away as the general toppled from his chair and onto his knees, then pitched to the ground, thrashing as the blood became a pinkish foam. Moments later, Pelagius was still.

Silence. Then a solitary pair of hands clapping. A hard, slow clapping.

‘Obedient, after all,’ Gratian said as he applauded, then lifted a square of silk to dab some of the dead man’s blood from his robe. ‘But did he have to make such an unpleasant mess?’

It was several hours later, and the hall had been cleared of food, guests and Pelagius’ corpse. The bloody pool of the dead man’s blood had been mopped up and now Dexion was standing by the enthroned Gratian. The only other souls in the chamber were the two Lentienses guardsmen and a fat courtier.

‘Gallus hung from chains for hours today,’ Dexion reported in hushed tones. ‘Tomorrow, Lurco will take him to the precipice of death once more.’ Once, such words might have stung his lips as they emerged, set his skin aflame with shame. Now, he felt nothing. Nothing.

‘Good, good,’ Gratian said, his chin cradled on the V of his thumb and forefinger as he stared thoughtfully into the shadowy corners of the room. ‘But now, let us talk of the matter that won’t leave us alone,’ Gratian said, his voice suddenly booming. ‘This Gothic War in Thracia that my uncle pleads with me to attend with my armies. Where are we in our schedule?’

Dexion noticed the fat courtier frowning in concern, glancing from the emperor to the two Lentienses guardsmen, sure that each of them could hear the emperor’s words clearly. Indeed, the moustachioed guard wore the painfully obvious look of a man pretending he wasn’t listening.

‘Domine, perhaps we should retire to your tablinum to discuss such matters?’ the courtier said in a hushed voice.

Dexion could not help but chuckle. This simple fellow did not understand what was going on, and there was no point in trying to enlighten him: it would be like explaining colours to a blind man.

Gratian carried on, ignoring the advice. ‘As I understand it, my Praesental Army is already making good headway towards the upper reaches of the River Danubius. Merobaudes, my brave Master of Horse, leads those thirty thousand men through Raetia as we speak. God goes with him and will surely help chase the Goths out of Thracia. But very soon I too must set off in his wake, taking what remaining few legions I can spare from these lands. My dear Uncle Valens’ prayers will be answered. Thracia will be saved. Thracia must be saved… ’ he nodded thoughtfully.

The courtier’s face widened in alarm. This was not the sort of detail to be aired in front of nameless soldiers. The two Lentienses shuffled uncomfortably. ‘Domine,’ he said, gesturing to the two guards, ‘perhaps you should… ’

‘Hmm?’ Gratian said, seemingly confused. ‘Oh, yes. Hakon, Cenric – that will be all. Wait on me in the atrium.’

‘Domine!’ the pair of guards barked in unison before scuttling from the room.

The courtier waited until the towering door clicked shut before speaking again. ‘Forgive me, Domine, but those men are from the tribes. If they have loose tongues then-’

Gratian’s beheld the fat man. ‘Then we will have a crisis,’ he said flatly.

‘But yes, Domine,’ the courtier agreed hurriedly. ‘If Merobaudes is far away in Raetia and drawing ever further east with his army then-’

‘Merobaudes is where I ordered him to be!’ Gratian snapped, lurching forward on his throne, gripping the arm rests as if to throttle them and showering the shrinking courtier in spittle. ‘And the army he has the privilege of leading is not his… it is mine. ’

The shaking courtier seemed to be on the edge of collapse, cowering and having sunk to one knee.

Dexion stepped forward to intervene, looking down upon the courtier like a master to a dog. ‘All is in hand, and that is all you need to know.’

Two more weeks passed, and Gallus knew nothing other than long hours of agony in the torture chamber and patches of fitful rest in his cell. They were dark times, devoid of hope.

Lurco pressed a red-hot sickle into his flesh and the contact brought about a violent hiss. His back arched, the chains holding him upright by his wrists strained, his feet scraped at the floor and his cry filled the chamber. The stench was vile and the pain seemed only to grow when the glowing blade was removed. He shuddered, then slumped, his head lolling forward.

Lurco lifted a bucket, ready to douse him with cold water to waken him, but grunted in disappointment to find the vessel was empty, as were the others on the floor nearby. He cast an eye over the bent blades and tongs resting over the dulling embers of the brazier. ‘Pah,’ Lurco grumbled, then clapped his hands. ‘The fun is over for another day – throw him in his cell.’

Gallus felt only the dull sense of his arms being hooked over the shoulders of two unseen others, of his feet dragging as he was taken down the stairs, of the wrist shackles biting as they were clipped into place and the dull thump as he slid down the wall to slump on the cell floor. The clang of his cell gate slamming closed sounded distant – more so than usual. He felt no urge to do anything other than let oblivion take him. It was only when he heard the cell open once more and the gentle padding of footsteps approaching him that he gathered the strength to open his eyes and raise his head.

The Hun girl crouched by his side. She tended to his burns as best she could, but she had only water and rags to work with. Gallus winced, sitting up to rest his back on the cell wall. ‘Thank you,’

She nodded.

Gallus noticed the guard who had shown her in was different – not Trogus the mastiff-like one who enjoyed tormenting him but Kuno, a colossus of a man. Kuno was standing further back than Trogus normally did, watching them but possibly out of earshot. ‘How did you come to be here in the western court? You are far from home, are you not?’

The girl looked up and offered a nervous and brief half-smile. ‘This place is home now,’ she said in a tone of resignation.

‘But before this place, where was home?’

She stopped dabbing at a serrated burn welt and sighed, glancing over her shoulder to the stairwell. ‘I should not speak of it.’

‘He cannot hear you. Tell me, please. Take my mind from this dank pit.’

She soaked the rag in water again and as she wrung it, her eyes looked through Gallus. ‘The steppe is everything this place is not: the sky and the plain are all there is to see; Tengri the Sky God looks down from the blue above, while our horses roam unbounded on the pasturelands.’

Gallus saw a smile reappear on her lips. Her dark eyes sparkled and her pink tongue peeked between the small gap between her teeth as she cocked her head to one side, dreamily.

‘I can ride all day in any direction, knowing that I can make my bed or set up my tent in whichever patch of moss is the softest. In the summer, we ride close to the rivers and in winter we roam south, to stay clear of the chill. Under the sun, we hunt hare, goat, elk and fallow-deer. Under the moon, we eat and we praise Tengri for such blessings. Sour milk is our only drink, meat and curd our only food, hide tents our only palace.’

Gallus rested his head back against the cell wall, the girl’s words more soothing than any damp rag. He thought of the Huns he had faced – ferocious warrior hordes. Never had he seen this tranquil side of their society.

‘You do not believe me?’ she said, as if reading his thoughts.

‘No, it’s not that, it’s… ’ he started.

‘I have heard how your empire views my people: screaming warriors wearing wolfskins on their faces; bound, elongated skulls; a hunger for raw horse flesh, tenderised under the saddle,’ she paused and chuckled dryly. ‘You even call us Hunni – bastard offspring of the steppe spirits.’

Gallus felt his wounds all too keenly now, burning on his skin like the Hun girl’s words. ‘I can only imagine what your kinsmen might say of the empire, were you to return to them and tell them tales of your time here.’

She returned to bathing his wounds. ‘There is no chance of that happening, Roman.’

‘You are not a prisoner here though – you are a slave, I presume? Slaves can sometimes buy their freedom. Do you not yearn to be free?’

‘I do. As do you.’

Gallus frowned.

She eyed him gingerly. ‘I have tended to you more than you realise – sometimes when you were barely conscious. You speak even when you are not awake.’

‘What do you know?’ he said, guardedly.

‘Your name is Gal-lus,’ she said, struggling with the pronunciation. She gestured to herself. ‘And I am Evike.’

Gallus bowed a little towards her. ‘And I am sure I said more than my name, Evike.’

She avoided his gaze. ‘You talk much of the two you lost.’

‘Aye,’ Gallus said quietly.

‘I lost my family too, when the Roman slave traders cut them down and brought me here,’ Evike said. ‘Sometimes I wonder as to the nature of freedom. Is it to be on the steppe again with the sun on my skin and the wind in my hair… or is it to be with my family once more?’

Gallus’ skin prickled as she said this. He barely noticed her drawing something from under her robe until she placed the object in his hand. He looked down and saw a semispatha – a short version of the legionary sword – in a sheath, his beaten, bruised face and wintry blue eyes reflected and distorted further in the blade’s polished hilt. He shot a furtive look at the guard, but Evike had positioned her body to obscure the exchange.

‘There are too many guards in here. They will spot or find the blade before I have a chance to use it,’ he whispered. ‘I’d never be able to wield it before-’

She clasped one hand over the blade, wedging it safely in between the cell wall and the small of his back, out of sight, then placed a finger over his lips, leaning close. ‘Do with this as you will, Gal-lus. After all, freedom comes in many forms.’

He barely heard her leaving with Kuno, barely noticed the cell gate crash shut or the footsteps ebbing up the stairwell. When he was sure he was alone, he lifted the semispatha out from behind his back and regarded it. He recalled the twin gateways in the mist.

Freedom comes in many forms? Numbly, he drew the blade from its sheath, his heart pounding. With a zing, the blade was free. The fragment of paper wrapped around the blade tumbled onto his lap. Lost, he lifted the paper and unfurled it. As he read the shaky writing upon it, his eyes widened. It was a guard roster. Every day, four men stood guard between this lower chamber and the door to the world above. Every day apart from the first day of the new moon: then, just two men were on duty for that single day. And in this coming new moon, Trogus and Kuno would be the two… but Kuno’s name was crossed off. He regarded the blade again, then his chains, then the door to the stairwell.

Just one man?

Hakon raced through the dank, green woods, bounding along the old forest trails he recalled so vividly from his youth. Trilling bird noises and the drumming of woodpeckers echoed around him as he went, hopping across the stones dotting a musty bog, through drifting, cool mist and damp ferns. Since taking leave from Emperor Gratian’s court, he could think of only one thing: home. Now, in the last week of April, he was here at last.

The wagon from Treverorum had taken him to the ferry dock at the stone-walled fort of Argentoratum on the Rhenus two days ago, and he had crossed the river into these wilds. Immediately, the invisible shackles of hegemony – the bond by which his tribesmen stayed at peace with the empire – fell away. He recalled fireside tales of his youth – great yarns about long-dead warriors of their kin, in the days when the Alemannic tribes had been less meek. But now, with the information he had from the emperor’s court, perhaps the factions within the Lentienses who yearned for the glory of yore might be spurred into action, to rise again.

He cut through a veil of ferns and saw it, jutting from the rolling mist: the village of his childhood, a sprawl of thatched roofs and lazy columns of smoke, built around a jutting, steep-sided hill at the centre. The rocky slopes sported just one clear path up to the flat summit which was crowned with a wreath of timber palisade and towers. Rauberg – the Rugged Mountain – they called this hill. Up there he saw men in conical helms with spears and some in dark green leather armour – King Priarius’ best soldiers, keeping watch over this, the grandest of the Lentienses villages. He raced on through the mud tracks of the lower town, past low-walled, homes and pig and goat pens. A few mud-spattered villagers started as he ran past, some of them calling out after him, recognising him. But there was no room for delay. Up the winding path towards the acropolis he bounded, scree tumbling in his wake as he went. Only two crossed spears at the thick timber acropolis gates halted him.

One of the guards scratched his shaggy brown beard for a moment, then his eyes lit up in recognition. ‘Hakon?’

‘The emperor’s arse-scratcher has returned?’ the other said, hitching at the crotch of his thick, brown trousers and spitting into the mud.

Hakon gasped for breath, wagging a finger between the pair. ‘Let me in. I must speak to King Priarius.’

The two looked at one another. Clearly they were keen to make life difficult. Hakon sighed, then realised both of these men were amongst the many who oft talked of a return to the old ways.

‘Emperor Gratian and his army are set to head east. The Rhenus frontier will soon lie sparsely defended. I come to petition the king to act upon this rare opportunity.’ He looked each guard in the eye. ‘There is glory to be had, for those brave enough to seize it.’

The two guards’ eyes widened. Without a further word, they parted their spears and opened the acropolis gates.







Chapter 3 



It was the end of May when the populace of Constantinople woke to the news they had been anxiously awaiting: Emperor Valens and his fleet were to arrive in the city that day. By noon, virtually every soul within the walls had gathered near the fortified Julian Harbour on the city’s southern coastline. Bright flower petals drifted lazily through the hot summer breeze, the air was tinged with the aroma of cooking meats, baking fish and bread, and alive with a keen babble. Adults chattered, dogs barked and howled and children clambered up statues, pillars and even the walls of the fortified wharf itself to get a better look at the tiny approaching patch of colour out there on the hazy turquoise waters of the Propontis. Even the storks nesting atop trees and palace rooftops stood proud, looking south.

Pavo sat in the shade of a palm tree near the arched gallery that supported the Hippodrome’s curved southern end, looking downhill towards the harbour and the clamour there. He shielded his eyes from the bright midday sun and eyed the flotilla. Now the blur of colour was discernible as a number of galleys, purple, red and white square sails billowing gently in the sea breeze. He supped at his cup of goat broth and almost retched – it was thin and sour. Sura had bought four portions of the stuff from a dubious trader, claiming he’d tasted it and verified it as ‘rich and hearty with a fine balance of herbs.’

He set down his cup and wiped away the tears it had brought to his eyes. It took only a moment of tapping his foot restlessly for his hands to reach for his purse. He drew out the tattered square of paper and unfolded it, seeing in his mind’s eye the dying features of the centurion outside the walls as he did so.

I found this on the corpse of a man… a comrade of Dexion’s. Brethren…

It conjured that odd mix of ice and fire across his skin again. He eyed the faded leaf of paper once more, as if this thousandth review might shed some light on its meaning: that single, staring eye, and the one line of neatly-written text.

Narco holds the truth.

That was it. He smiled wryly and folded it up again. Who in Hades is Narco? He looked up and around, seeing the thousands of nameless faces nearby as some unsolvable puzzle. What kind of torment is this? He wondered what Dexion’s connection to this Narco was – perhaps a veteran from the I Italica – Dexion’s old legion?

‘Have you ever seen so many galleys? There must be hundreds of them,’ Zosimus cooed, gulping at his own broth then flinching.

Pavo looked up, tucking the paper away.

Quadratus supped at his soup and shuddered. ‘Thirty thousand fighting men when you add our lot to the mix,’ he muttered absently.

‘Thirty thousand men… and the one man who brings them to save us all,’ Pavo mused, eyeing the quinquereme – the ship with the tallest mast of the fleet. Valens’ flagship.

‘What has taken him so long?’ a weathered fellow nearby snapped in response, hearing Pavo’s words. ‘The Goths have been roving these lands unpunished for months!’

Pavo thought of correcting him – armies could not be extracted from one front and brought to another in days or weeks – but he thought better of it, seeing an appetite for trouble in the man’s eyes. Though the cantankerous man was right about one thing: the Goths had utterly wrung any vestiges of Roman control from the lands beyond the walls of the major cities. Farmlands had been plundered and villages razed. More, the Gothic raid he and Sura had been caught up in outside the walls was just the first of many, with each one since becoming bolder as they ransacked the ramshackle strip of vicus out there, just paces from the gates of the imperial capital. The thin wall guard were all-too-often caught unawares and unprepared. It was the lowest ebb in living memory. All around him, the crowds were muttering, then grousing, and he could almost feel the air of joviality harden as their whispers adopted a steely edge.

‘I don’t know why we’re celebrating,’ one slurred. ‘Valens will doubtless only close down more of the temples or enforce the priests to preach his beloved Arian doctrine.’

‘He wouldn’t dare. He has much to answer for and any meddling with the true Christian faith will not help his cause.’

Pavo shot a sideways look at the red-faced pair saying these things. Under the hot sun and with heads full of wine, they were doubtless braver than they might normally be, but the sense of foreboding was rife.

Sura barged through the crowd and hurried over to join his comrades, cradling four small loaves of bread, throwing one to each of the officers then taking up his own portion of broth. ‘How’s the soup?’

Pavo, Zosimus and Quadratus looked round in unison. ‘Disgusting.’

‘Yep, next time we’ll let Cornix find us some decent grub,’ Quadratus added.

Crestfallen, Sura shrugged and took a sip of his, pretending he liked it but barely disguising a gag. When Quadratus tipped out his cup on the ground, a fat grey cat sauntered along to claim the meal, but only managed a single lick before recoiling and throwing up.

The murmur of the crowd grew as the flotilla came towards the harbour, and the voices of disquiet intensified. Indeed, when the first few triremes docked and the quinquereme followed, some men, having climbed to the tops of trees for a good view, began whistling shrilly. Almost as if to disguise this, the cluster of twelve horn-blowers atop each of the fortified harbour’s gate towers sounded a chorus of triumphant notes, as if heralding a god.

A short while later, the wide harbour gates swung open and the first of the Praesental regiments marched from the wharf: the thousand javelin throwers of the Lanciarii, distinguished by their bronze scale vests and golden sun shields. This legion was classed as one of the Auxilia Palatina – the palace legions, Valens’ elite infantry. They progressed into the city, ascending the gently rising avenue towards the Hippodrome. There was some cheering and some new handfuls of petals were thrown. But when a wall of some forty white-robed men bearing white, gold-etched shields and spears followed, the whistling struck up again.

Candidati, Pavo realised, Valens’ personal guards.

Pavo shared a look with Zosimus, Quadratus and Sura. ‘This is going to be… interesting,’ Zosimus muttered. Off duty, the group were without weapons, and Pavo knew only too well how volatile the city’s masses could be.

When Valens emerged, riding a chestnut stallion, he was dressed in white steel armour, a purple cloak edged with gold and he wore a wreath of leaves around his head. He sat proud on the saddle, head held high, jaw firm, his cobalt eyes gazing to some unseen point in the distance. He looked every inch the Emperor of the East. The reception the people of Constantinople gave him was barely befitting of a beggar.

An angry chorus of boos joined the whistling. Some brave onlookers even dared to throw crusts of bread, though these fell well short of Valens, riding at the centre of the broad avenue formed by the Lancearii. Almost in parody, the plump grey cat, as if utterly opposed to Valens’ regime, arched its back and ran at the foremost ranks, side-on, hissing, before darting away through the legs of the crowds. One bearded, bald and crazed-looking old man hurled abuse at Valens, then took leave of his senses and surged forward, trying to break through the wall of Lancearii. A zing of sword grating on scabbard and a flash of steel later and the man disappeared from view.

The procession continued as if the ill-feeling was not there. Valens headed up the hill towards Pavo and the Hippodrome, more of his celebrated Auxilia Palatina regiments following behind him carrying a panoply of bright banners. Some bore silver eagle standards, others carried Chi-Rho staffs, and a few marched under draco standards – menacing bronze dragon heads with savage and rapacious fang-filled mouths mounted on the end of poles. The heads made an eerie droning sound whenever there was the slightest breeze, and the vibrant-coloured cloth ‘tails’ attached to the backs of them lifted and danced too as if giving life to these mythical creatures. Pavo looked over them, spotting units he had only heard of: there were the Batavians, a famed Auxilium Palatinum division one thousand strong, each marching man bearing a striking white jagged plume on their golden helm and carrying a pale green shield sporting a fierce, spiked boss; and then came the Mattiarii, red-plumed infantrymen with wolf-shields who carried a stock of javelins like the Lancearii. They were followed by the Joviani in their pale blue cloaks and shields and the Herculiani in black and red, each wearing bronze scale vests. On and on the cream of the imperial infantry came in serried ranks. He saw a vexillatio of some two hundred bronze-helmed ballistarii, men carrying small manuballista crossbows over their shoulders, with the more conventional archers of the Sagittarii Gallicani and the emperor’s own Sagittarii Valentis regiment marching behind, some with noseguard helms and scale shirts, others with broad-brimmed felt hats and mail. A thousand dedicated marksmen, whose hail would be supplemented by that from the many legionaries who carried bows too. A unit of funditores, more than four hundred strong, marched with them: these men wore no armour nor helms, their slings the only sign that they were soldiers. More Auxilia Palatina legions came next: the Hiberi with their sky blue shields emblazoned with golden lions, then the Nervii and the Fortenses with their red and sapphire star shields and then the Cornuti, each man’s helm decorated with two white-feathers, one above each ear.

Next, with a chorus of clopping hooves, came the Scholae Palatinae divisions – the emperor’s crack cavalry. The Scutarii Pavo had seen before, having encountered vexillationes of them during the troubles so far. They wore helms with trailing horsetail plumes, scale vests and oiled black cloaks, and carried blood-red shields. Following closely were the Gentiles, cavalry armed and dressed like the Scutarii but with glittering, silvery shields. Next came the Promoti, not classed as Scholae but still esteemed horsemen with blue and white checked shields and haughty looks on their faces to match their reputations. Two thick wings of scout equites followed and finally came the Cataphracti horsemen, the native riders from the Persian frontier. Fully-garbed for the parade, these men wore iron on every part of their body: scale and plate iron vests, rings of iron on their limbs and even their tall, muscular steeds wore iron masks and coats. Most of them were dark-skinned and many sported black moustaches and beards. At Ad Salices, riders like these had been crucial to the Roman effort – would they prove to be once again in what was to come? On and on the fleet unloaded, scale-clad comitatenses legions marched from the wharf in tidy squares – less prestigious than the palace regiments but still the cream of the regional field armies. Each of these blocks of one thousand men wore the same armour: scale vests and fine, studded ridge-helms that part-shielded their faces with cheek and nose guards. A sea of mules and wagons came with them, bearing tents, weapons and rations.

It was as fine an army as had ever graced the city in Pavo’s lifetime. Despite the chorus of discontent, he felt a frisson of hope. The Goths had so far been faced with only patchwork Roman armies. He could only imagine what this force could achieve against Fritigern and his horde.

Suddenly, a trio of cornua blared through the air behind him. Pavo swung to look up at the curved, southern end of the Hippodrome, jutting from the first hill like the rounded prow of a huge warship. Up there on the edge of the arena walls outlined against the cornflower-blue sky, the three trumpeters blew again and another figure hoisted a purple and gold standard, planting it in some fixture so it caught the hot breeze and billowed there. This was the belon, the banner that was raised to summon all within Constantinople’s walls to the great racetrack when important news was to be disseminated. Indeed, Valens column was now veering towards the Hippodrome’s eastern side where the arena met with the imperial palace complex, and the emperor himself was preparing to enter the arena’s imperial gate and ascend the stairs that led to the kathisma – the imperial box.

‘Let’s hear what he has to say,’ Zosimus said through tight lips, his wary eyes scanning the crowd for trouble. ‘Any bother and we do what we can to help the lads on garrison duty, agreed?’ he added, nodding up to the pitiful few legionaries of the V Macedonica stationed around the high outer lip of the arena where the banners and flags were mounted.

‘Agreed,’ Pavo said in unison with Sura and Quadratus.

Zosimus led the way as the gathered crowd surged towards the Hippodrome, bypassing the sweating, screaming merchants in the southern arches and coming round to the western, public entrances. They entered the arena through an airless, dark, low tunnel that was a riot of echoes and clattering feet, then climbed a set of stone stairs before emerging once more into the bright sunlight on the arena’s western marble terracing. All around the stadium, nearly forty thousand others poured in, spilling out to take a seat, and as many again squeezed onto the racetrack to stand. Water boys milled amongst the crowd, their amphorae quickly being drained. There were also men handing out cushions and rugs for sitting on.

It was mid-afternoon by the time the crowd had settled, but the jugglers and dancers on the arena floor trying to entertain the onlookers had not served to quell the discontent – not even a fraction. Insults were thrown at the still-empty kathisma at the top of the eastern stand, in anticipation of Valens’ appearance there. When he did emerge into that shaded imperial box, the howls of derision grew fierce. Dutifully, Valens came to the edge of the box and out of the shade offered by its purple silk awning. He raised a hand and turned slowly, as if greeting each part of the crowd. A crescendo of mocking and insults were thrown back at him in response.

‘Do these people know he is here to fight for them?’ Sura whispered.

Pavo shook his head. ‘They want someone to blame for all that has happened since the Goths entered Thracia,’ he replied, looking over his shoulder and around the crowd, seeing faces puckered with hunger, etched with sadness and anger or scarred by steel.

‘It’s like a pack of wolves turning on their leader,’ Zosimus muttered, his eyes narrowed on the most vociferous protestors.

‘The sooner we’re out of this city and marching into Thracia as an army, the better,’ Quadratus remarked.

The cornua sang again, as if to drown out the bitter refrain from the crowd, and it worked to an extent as the voices fell away. Pavo, like every other in the arena, looked to Valens. He had been in the emperor’s presence before, and found Valens to be a stern figure: direct and sometimes abrupt. Oddly, he realised, he had never seen the emperor address the people like this – on such a huge scale. And as he watched Valens, he could see that the man was clearly struggling to begin, his lips moving as if to find his first words.

‘My people,’ he said at last. As if he had spat instead of spoken, the crowd erupted into a clamour of protest once more.

‘My people,’ Valens reiterated, this time nearly shouting to be heard, both arms raised as if to placate. ‘The last two years have been troubling for us all. The Goths crossed the River Danubius under a banner of truce – and they might have served us as a fine army of foederati had things played out as planned.’

‘ You brought them into our lands,’ one gruff onlooker screamed. ‘You brought this darkness upon us!’ The man turned and waved his arms up as if trying to fan the flames. ‘While Thracia tumbled into Fritigern’s hands, while my farm near Deultum was reduced to ash, this bow-legged fool was no doubt reclining in his palace in Antioch.’

A chorus of contrived, cutting laughter broke out in response to this.

‘Procopius would not have let this happen to the empire,’ another cried, referring to the usurping general who had nearly claimed Valens’ throne years ago.

‘God has judged the Arian heretic!’ a woman shrieked.

Even from across the arena, Pavo could see the torment on Valens’ face.

‘The Goths will be faced… and they will be beaten,’ the emperor exclaimed, punching a fist into his palm. ‘You have witnessed the armies I have summoned to make this happen, have you not?’

‘Then what are you still doing here? Get out there, win this war!’ someone roared from the southern curve

A bald, slight fellow agreed, bellowing: ‘Quite! Why so many delays? If you are afraid to fight then arm us and we will march out into Thracia and deal with Fritigern and his Goths ourselves!’

Zosimus chuckled mirthlessly at this. ‘I’d like to see you try, you sack of shit,’ he muttered. ‘I doubt you could even lift a spatha.’

Valens cleared his throat and continued, his knuckles white as he gripped the kathisma balustrade. ‘Raising and preparing an army for a conflict like this takes time, my people. Not a moment has been wasted since I first heard of the troubles in these lands, I can assure you. And in the meantime I have been sure to do what I could for the cities to which the refugees from the countryside have fled.’ He extended a hand, pointing out over the western edge of the Hippodrome. Many heads turned to look. There, in the gentle heat haze, the grey stone arches of the great aqueduct stood proudly between the hills. ‘I saw to it that we would not run short of water.’

‘And what of grain?’ A protestor howled. ‘If we’re still cooped up like this until autumn then starvation will kill us faster than Fritigern and his horde.’

‘The Goths will not hold Thracia come autumn,’ Valens insisted.

‘How can you be so sure? Spare us your empty words and march into the country at once. You are failing us with every moment that passes.’

A huge cheer broke out in support of this.

‘I… we… ’ Valens stuttered. His next words died in his throat and then his head lolled forward, his face turned pale and his eyes closed tight.

A gasp of derision escaped from thousands of mouths. ‘He cannot even control his own tongue!’ one guffawed.

‘Have you ever seen an emperor look so lost?’ Sura whispered to Pavo, his brow furrowed.

Pavo nodded absently, his eyes never leaving the lonely, purple-cloaked man in the imperial box. ‘Once.’

Sura blinked in surprise.

‘When I was a boy… and a slave,’ Pavo continued. ‘I was paddling in the shallows of the Propontis – collecting mussels for Senator Tarquitius. It was a perfect summer’s day; the sky was clear and the sea utterly still, like a sheet of turquoise silk. Emperor Valens was in the second year of his reign, and he chose that day to tour the new fortifications at the southern end of the city’s land wall with his courtiers. I saw him up there, gazing across his dominion. He walked tall and proud; this was before his troubles with the Goths and the anti-Arian Christians, you see. I watched him and wondered what it must be like to hold the empire in your palm – me, a slave, with cracked fingernails and callused fingers, ankle-deep in water searching for food for a rich and fat man. Then something happened. Even with such a distance between us, I could see his posture change suddenly – he grasped the wall parapet and craned his neck to look south, over my head. Around my feet, I felt the floor of the bay trembling, then the waters began to bubble and suddenly they were drawn away, leaving me ankle-deep in silt.’ The jeering crescendo shook the arena now. ‘I turned, fearing what I might see. And I was right to, for there, a few miles out there on the water, was a silvery, foaming wall of water.’

‘The day of the great tremor in Crete?’ Sura whispered.

Pavo nodded. Every man in the empire knew of the unsparing earth tremor that had shaken that island mercilessly and sent ruinous tidal surges thundering across the seas in every direction. ‘I don’t remember much about what happened next. I prized my feet from the silt and ran, slipping and sliding over blade-sharp stones. Fishermen and traders came with me, screaming, all of us barging through the narrow gate on the sea walls. I dropped to my hands and knees and scrambled through the forest of legs else I would not have made it inside. Uphill I ran, to the listing insulae on the slopes of the seventh hill. When I next glanced back, the wall of water was but a stadia from the shore. It had diminished, but only a little, and now it roared like a titan. When it crashed against the sea walls, I heard the sound of many screams outside suddenly cut short. Bricks and huge blocks of marble were tossed into the city or up into the sky like child’s wooden blocks, and sentries who thought they could take shelter by ducking behind the parapets were cast back into the streets like toys, dashed on the flagstones. The iron-strapped sea gate I had fled through just moments before was shredded into kindling as the water swatted it aside. The water surged uphill after me, flooding over the many people climbing the streets and steps lower down. Insulae down there crumpled in moments. I felt spray on my heels and turned, then scrambled back on all fours as it grasped out to take me. But it licked to within a pace of my toes… and then withdrew.’

‘The wards around the southern sea walls were ruined. Columns of dust and smoke rose from the piles of rubble that had once been homes and halls to stain the sky. Silvery-scaled fish in their thousands flipped and thrashed on the streets where they had been left by the wave – even fishing boats lay upturned on the avenues or on top of ruined buildings. The sea walls gaped with ragged edges and gaps like the teeth in a beggar’s mouth.’ Pavo looked to the beset Valens once more. ‘Then I saw him, still atop the southern-most tower of the land walls. The waves had battered the new construction, but failed to topple it. He was still fixed in that posture, eyes wide, mouth agape. His face was ashen as he took in what had just happened. I saw his courtiers’ lips flap, urging him for some order, some direction. And that same day, a messenger rode into the city to bring him word that his great rival, Procopius, had risen in revolt against his rule. A truly foul day, and one that some claim brought him close to abdication.’

Suddenly, a stone thwacked off of the edge of the kathisma, ending Pavo’s story and snapping Valens out of his spell of silence. A moment later, a half-rotten cabbage followed, bashing against a pillar at the side of the imperial box. Suddenly, the jeering faltered as some citizens railed against this. The air became thick with curses as the protestors began to quarrel amongst themselves. Pavo saw the thin dotting of V Macedonica sentries up on the arena lip backing away, knowing that their limited numbers could not possibly break up the restless thousands.

‘Right, forget what I said. Let’s get out of here – this is about to turn ugly,’ Zosimus growled.

As two candidati rushed to flank Valens and escort him safely from the box, punches were thrown in the row just behind Pavo. Then he heard a pained gurgle that instantly brought flashing memories of battle, he swung round to see one man, face clenched in agony, blood spurting from his lips as another rammed some concealed blade into his gut again and again.

‘The Blues and the Greens,’ Quadratus hissed, recognising a few of the faces of the aggressors. ‘Move!’

Pavo and his comrades hastened for the exit tunnel as scraps erupted all around them, knives and cudgels staining the marble terraces with blood.

The riot at the Hippodrome had threatened to spill into the city streets too, until Valens sent in his Cornuti. These feather-helmed infantrymen were ruthless, and had to cut down only a few of the weapon-bearing rioters before the crowd dispersed, their pluck suddenly gone. By nightfall, the city was at peace once more. A tense, awkward peace, but peace nonetheless. To ensure it, Valens had posted the regiments of his Praesental Army around the city’s wards. More, he had summoned the officers of all his legions to the great palace complex that sat astride the city’s first hill.

Pavo and the officers of the XI Claudia paced through a wide, vaulted corridor and out into the gardens of the Imperial Palace, dressed in their glaringly-white parade tunics and boots. Here, the air was pleasantly cool. The summer blooms were gently illuminated by the pale, waning moon and the speckling of stars in the inky night sky. Most of all it was quiet, with just the babbling of fountains and the lilting of flutes somewhere up ahead – a stark contrast to the madness that afternoon.

They rounded a wall of rhododendron bushes and came to a peristyle garden attached to the towering, domed Magnaura basilica. A troupe of painted and overly-enthusiastic male dancers leapt and spun on the grass before them, trailing sheets of spiralling silk in their wake, while attendants carried platters of pheasant, bowls of pistachios and jugs of spiced wine to and fro. Scented torches in the sconces attached to the marble pillars blended with the aroma of the blooms and orchard fruits. The flutes whistled in an increasing cadence, conjuring ever more exaggerated moves and cries of delight from the dancers.

Pavo arched an eyebrow at one who leapt past them with a terrifying smile-cum-grimace on his face, then looked over the cluster of gathered officers who were watching the show. On a marble plinth across from the small crowd, Emperor Valens sat on a gilded throne, his shoulders draped in the purple cloak and with a wreath on his head. Still, his shoulders were slumped, and he gazed past the entertainment as if it was not there. His sacrum consistorium of advisors – just three men – sat alongside him.

There was Traianus, the grey-haired, hook-nosed and sun-burnished Magister Militum – Master of the Army – who had coordinated as best he could the armies of Thracia since the outbreak of the Gothic wars. Traianus was a man with a patchy reputation. Some said he had only won battles or avoided defeat thanks to secondary forces arriving to save his skin, much as had happened at Ad Salices.

Then there was Saturninus, the slight and mild-mannered Magister Equitum – Master of Cavalry – with sleek, dark locks that hung to his shoulders. This one had tried his damnedest to hold the five Haemus Mountain passes during the winter just past. A deep-thinking and enigmatic leader – naturally cautious but not lacking in courage.

Lastly, there was Victor, also ranked as Magister Equitum, and the only one Pavo had not previously met. This man was a tall, whip-thin Sarmatian, probably in his thirties. He was a handsome fellow, with fair hair swept back without a parting. People spoke of Victor as a leader who loathed field battles and much preferred to assault enemy walls – something he had excelled at in Persia. This trio would be Valens’ key men when the Praesental Army and the remnant of the Thracian legions set out to tackle the Goths.

‘Mithras,’ Sura muttered by his side, ducking back from one leaping, tight-trousered dancer. ‘They’re practically thrusting it in my face!’

‘Don’t worry, it’ll be over soon,’ Quadratus butted in. ‘We’re here to talk, not to watch these prancing daisies,’ he said with a sagely look before ungraciously sinking his teeth into a pheasant leg acquired from a passing slave with a food tray. ‘Ooh, look – they have barley ale!’

Pavo saw the barrel from which cups of foaming drink was being dispensed – one of Valens’ highly-criticised tastes that had stayed with him since his upbringing in Pannonia.

‘Keep off the ale,’ Zosimus muttered after appraising Quadratus’ impromptu meal. ‘Meat and ale means farting.’

Quadratus’ head swung round, his face twisted in an accusatory scowl, meat juices dripping from his moustache and spotting on his clean tunic. ‘Eh?’ he muttered through a full mouth, then touched a hand to his belly. ‘That’s unfair; I’ve got a delicate constitu-’

‘You’re a filthy bastard,’ Zosimus cut him off. ‘Anyway, this nonsense is almost done,’ he flicked a finger towards the marble plinth. Valens had risen from his seat and was beckoning his consistorium towards the entrance of the Magnaura.

Inside the basilica was a grand planning room with cool marble floors, white-plastered walls painted with vivid images of griffins, goats, serpents and satyrs, capped with a domed ceiling. The centrepiece was a map table bearing a yellowing paper outline of the empire. Valens stood at one side of the table, the three men of his consistorium beside him. At the other side of the table, the forty or so tribuni of the Praesental legions that had arrived in the city that morning and those of the Thracian legions who had long awaited them looked on. In Tribunus’ Gallus’ absence, the four men of the XI Claudia filed into place. Valens had already begun his address to the men by the time Pavo found a spot that allowed him to see the map table.

‘Three times I have faced the Goths. Three times I should have seized victory. Three times I have been thwarted,’ Valens insisted with none of the meekness that had afflicted his speech at the Hippodrome earlier. ‘First, they fled from my forces. Next, they melted into the Carpates Mountains. Finally, Terra Mater herself mocked me, swelling the waters of the Danubius until the river broke its banks, flooding the northern hinterland and blocking my army’s path when I had the Gothic armies within my grasp. Never did they best me, yet still the people howl Valens the Failure! ’ he shot an accusatory finger out behind him towards the room’s western wall, as if to indict the populace of the city who had humiliated him in the arena.

The fire in the emperor’s voice heartened Pavo at first, but then he noticed how Valens’ words were loose, almost slurred. When a slave refilled the emperor’s empty wine cup, Pavo guessed it was not an entirely natural confidence.

‘And they dare to call me a heretic?’ Valens threw up his hands. ‘That Fritigern and his Goths follow Arius’ gospel makes me wonder if I have more in common with that fierce Iudex than with my own subjects. Last year I decreed that the Christian temples were open to all worshippers, Arian or otherwise, yet still they call me… the heretic. And my reward for lowering taxes across the diocese? Hurled, rotten food.’

The others in the room shuffled and looked around nervously. Traianus, Saturninus and Victor seemed well-versed in disguising any such reactions.

‘But to the business of the day,’ Valens sighed and rested his palms on the edge of the map table. ‘My network of forts along the Danubius is gone,’ he said with an iron tone, sweeping a finger along the lower stretches of the river. ‘The armies of Thracia are all but obliterated, I hear. The comitatenses legions of the Thracian field forces and the limitanei legions from the borders – broken?’

Pavo checked the instinctive urge to counter this. The XI Claudia and others were anything but broken. He thought of the ranks back in those cramped barracks. Give us our chance. Lead us out into Thracia and we’ll show you.

‘Respectfully, Domine, the armies of Thracia have been working hard in these last months,’ Traianus interjected.

Saturninus nodded in agreement. ‘The V Macedonica are ready to swell your forces and,’ the softly-spoken officer looked around the room and caught the eye of Pavo and his comrades, ‘the XI Claudia have worked hard to replenish their ranks too.’

Valens’ eyes brightened just a fraction at this. It was probably the first piece of good news he had heard in some time, Pavo realised. ‘Excellent,’ he said quietly, perhaps regretting his initial outburst. ‘For we will need every scrap of manpower we can muster. Already I have summoned the retired veterans who live within the city – they will form another regiment to complement us further – and ordered a swift conscription of the young men of these parts,’ he added, picking up wooden legionary pieces from an old pine box and placing them on the map, one by one, in and around Constantinople. Thirty two pieces all in, Pavo counted. ‘Now, my exploratores have been riding throughout Thracia since January. Those… those who have not been caught and cut down by the Goths… report that Fritigern’s forces are scattered,’ he said, inflecting the statement as a question and looking around his men.

‘Scattered? Well, the horde has been broken down and each piece widely distributed,’ Traianus reasoned, ‘carefully and strategically positioned.’

Saturninus stepped forward and dotted a finger around the map, as if evenly marking every tract of countryside across Thracia. ‘He has split his Thervingi spearmen into multiple, small and swift warbands – each roughly a thousand strong. He has done this for four reasons: to reduce the chances of starvation that might come if the horde remained clustered together; to deny us the opportunity to engage him in a decisive field battle; to shackle every inch of Thracia outwith the walled cities and towns – which he knows he cannot take by siege; and to reduce the chances of revolt within his forces – there have been rumours of tribal divisions within the ranks, but they have held together for over a year now. The warbands patrol the hills and plains like sharks in the ocean, seizing any wagons we try to send between our settlements. The smaller towns with poor defences or none at all have taken to paying them tributes of coin and precious metal to spare their lives and homes.’

‘How many spears can he gather, if he was to bring the horde together?’ Valens asked, his voice tight.

‘More than one hundred thousand have flocked to the Gothic Alliance. At least forty thousand of them are warriors,’ Traianus replied, almost guiltily. ‘Thirty thousand foot and ten thousand horse, by our best estimates.’

A chorus of murmuring broke out until Valens cast a fiery eye around the gathered men, silencing them. ‘While the warbands roam, the Iudex himself does have something of a base, does he not?’

‘Yes, Domine,’ Saturninus said, then reached over to pluck a figurine from the box. ‘If I may?’ He lifted a small wooden piece – this time depicting a bearded, long-haired warrior bearing spear and shield. He placed it on the map in the heart of Thracia, just south of the Haemus Mountains, inside a tight bend in the River Tonsus. ‘The imperial garrison at Kabyle fled their posts last year and the population were quick to follow – seeking refuge within Adrianople. Fritigern has taken that abandoned low-walled town as his own. He organises the movements of his many warbands from there.’

‘Could we take it back?’ Victor suggested. ‘Capture Fritigern… cut off the snake’s head, if you will. Those walls are surely not as tall as some of those I have toppled in Persia.’ His eyes almost glowed with anticipation as he spoke.

Saturninus hesitated, then shook his head. ‘Your reputation for felling and seizing walls is well-known, but Kabyle is no ordinary settlement. Three sides of the town are shielded by the bend in the River Tonsus, leaving just a short stretch of the walls open to a landward assault. More, the walls may be low but they are stout – many paces thick – and could withstand a storm of onager rocks for several weeks. Finally, the rocky acropolis at the heart of the town is nigh-on impregnable when well defended. The place is designed to withstand siege. If we were to engage him there, we would be snared in that place. His widespread warbands could then be summoned to fall upon our backs.’

Valens chapped on the table in frustration. ‘There must be something of theirs we can target.’

Saturninus sighed. ‘There are rumours of a secondary base – as well-stocked with grain and supplies as Kabyle, thus vital to the horde. All we know is it’s somewhere further north – somewhere in Moesia, but our scouts have failed to penetrate those lands.’

‘If we have no realistic target to attack, then what are we to do?’ an aged tribunus asked. ‘Where do we go from here?’

Valens fixed him with an icy look, then drew it across each and every person in the room. Pavo tried not to flinch when he came under its scrutiny, but he could almost feel the emperor’s frustration. ‘First, we will reclaim the peninsula under our very feet.’ He tapped Constantinople on the map, perched on the end of the thin outcrop of land jutting from southeastern Thracia, then drew his finger the short distance westwards to the neck of the outcrop, tapping his finger again at the southern coastal city of Perinthus then drawing a rough vertical line to the northern coast as if to define a border, sealing off the peninsula. ‘Starting tomorrow, I will have my cataphracti riders drive back the Goths in the immediate vicinity of the city. The army can then base itself outside the city walls. But my riders will forge on to reclaim this small region,’ he outlined the peninsula again as he said this, ‘it is narrow enough to be sure we will not be outflanked or attacked in our rear. As soon as it is done, the rest of the army will move away from Constantinople to base itself here,’ he tapped a finger on a landmark on the southern coastline of the peninsula, within the proposed region to be reclaimed. ‘My manor at Melanthias is… dear to me. More, it has ample grounds and fine pasture and there we can then plan our next move. Vitally, a legion from the field army of Egypt is stationed there – I had them shipped there over the winter.’

A murmur of enthusiasm broke out: at least a thousand more men to add to the army, Pavo realised.

‘Then, we strike out and sweep the Goths from the rest of Thracia?’ one brave legionary commander piped up: ‘If the majority of the Goths roam in small bands then we can march this army into the countryside and crush them one by one, like ants!’

Valens shook his head. ‘Unlike the peninsula, the rest of Thracia is broad, the hills and forests almost endless. How fast could an army of our size move compared to their small warbands? They would melt away before us like morning mist, reform behind us and gnash at our flanks and rear, fall upon our supply lines, exhausting us, drawing us to wherever might suit them. We would hold any land we reconquer only as long as the boots of our army stood upon it.’

‘Yet the longer we let them roam and plunder, the emptier our grain silos become and the more vacuous the imperial coffers grow,’ another protested.

‘The coffers are no business of yours,’ Valens snapped. ‘You are here to lead your legion and lead it well. Have you or any of your men gone unfed or unpaid?’

‘No, Domine,’ the man said humbly.

Valens took a moment to compose himself. ‘But your point is sound: we cannot allow the Goths to retain their current grip on the Thracian countryside. The outlying towns still held by imperial garrisons will soon face starvation if we do not deliver grain to them. The roaming warbands must be driven back and forced together. And only when Fritigern’s horde is united can we march against them with confidence that our flanks and rear are secure.’

The aged Tribunus donned a perplexed look, scratching his bald head. ‘So we must herd the Thervingi warbands together before we can safely march further into Thracia… but we cannot herd them together without marching out there in the first place?’

Valens smiled wryly. It was a smile that lifted only one side of his face. ‘That is a paradox that few men know how to solve. Thus, I have summoned… Bastianus,’ he said flatly.

Gasps and groans filled the planning room. Pavo looked round in confusion.

‘He’s a westerner,’ one objected.

‘He’s insane, ’ another added.

‘He’s an arsehole!’ a third concluded in a hushed tone then reddened as he realised his words had been more audible than intended.

‘Bastianus has fought roving barbarians in Egypt, Persia and Gaul. He knows well how to combat an elusive and distributed enemy,’ Valens barked, quieting the room. ‘More, until I summoned him a month ago, he was languishing in his villa in Latium in retirement. I have heard he is ill-suited to redundancy, like a drunk man is to plain water. Indeed, he wasted not a moment before accepting my request and is right now on his way east to join us. With his help, we can herd the Gothic warbands and force Fritigern’s hand.’

A bearded officer wore a troubled look. ‘Forgive me, Domine, but I doubt Bastianus will be our saviour. He is but one man. Perhaps he might succeed in driving Fritigern’s roaming warbands back to their master, but that simply presents us with another problem: Fritigern’s united horde numbers forty thousand men. We have only thirty thousand. Surely it is vital then that we hasten Emperor Gratian, who promises to bring with him his many legions and tip the balance of numbers? Surely he will be our saviour?’

A sharp, collective intake of breath sounded as all eyes switched to the man who had spoken. ‘Thank you, Tribunus,’ Valens said. Never had an expression of gratitude sounded so sour. ‘Emperor Gratian has indeed gathered his Praesental Army of the West, and reports indicate that right now he is marching east. Another thirty thousand men to complement the thirty thousand we have gathered here.’

‘Respectfully, Domine, we have heard rumours that he has been marching east for many months. Where exactly is he, and how long will it be before his armies reach Thracia?’ a young officer asked.

Valens smiled the driest of smiles. ‘How long, indeed. In the time it has taken to bring my own forces from Antioch, my nephew has… taken great time and care in his preparations.’

‘I meant no offence to your esteemed nephew, Domine,’ the young man added uncertainly.

Valens swept a hand through the air as if dismissing the need for apology. ‘They say that despite his short reign so far, despite still sporting the down of youth on his chin, he has already achieved more than me,’ he muttered, taking another swig of wine. ‘His subjects laud him as a military hero and an appointee of God.’

An awkward silence settled in the room as all watched Valens’ head bow again – just like it had at the Hippodrome. ‘He informs me he will be in Thracia by the next new moon,’ he said. ‘On the first day of July.’

One month, the crowd murmured brightly amongst themselves. Pavo looked to Sura, Zosimus and Quadratus.

‘So we must be prepared to meet him then. The city fabricae will be employed night and day to craft armour and weapons for any who need it. Each of you, ready your cohorts and sharpen your swords,’ he met every man’s eyes again. Pavo stood a little taller. ‘For soon, we march to war.’

A boisterous chorus of cheering broke out. With a confident nod, the emperor ended the meeting and the men of the gathering began to file outside. Last to leave, Pavo saw Zosimus and Quadratus clasp each other’s shoulders as if in preparation. Sura did the same to him. He made to return the gesture as he turned away from the map table, but halted, his eyes catching on the map.

There, a good days’ march along the Via Militaris – the ancient marching road that cut diagonally across Thracia – and beyond the small region Valens had proposed to reconquer, was a faded, black scrawl next to a dot.

Narco, it read.

Not a person… a place. A remote waystation by the looks of it – nothing else near it for miles.

He thought of the faded message, the staring eye: Narco holds the truth.

A chill passed over him. What lay out there? His mind spun in a hundred different directions until a candidatus coughed impatiently. He blinked, looking up and realising he had outstayed his welcome, then swung away to leave. From the corner of his eye, he noticed how Valens’ self-assured demeanour toppled like a dropped sail as soon as he thought the last pair of eyes had left him. Pavo pretended he hadn’t seen this and made his way towards the door with the others. He snatched one last glance back: Valens was wringing his hands, knuckles white, while talking to some portly fellow who had entered the room via an internal door. The Magister Epistularum, Pavo realised – Master of Letters and head of the imperial messenger system.

‘He has responded?’ Pavo heard Valens ask him like a hopeful child.

The man replied with a solemn shake of the head.

Valens’ took to rubbing his temples. ‘Then let God ride with the next messenger.’

‘No need, Domine,’ the portly one said. ‘For I have despatched Erasinus this time. God would only slow him down!’

Erasinus had once been a meek boy – the kind of lad who would apologise to another who had insulted him and be glad if that was the end of the matter; the type of boy who preferred to look at his own shoes instead of the eyes of his equals. Such diffidence was like a sponge for his wool-trading father’s cruel words:

You’re weak and scrawny. Why did the gods curse me with a runt like you? Why couldn’t you have been tall and strapping like your brothers?

Or, as he had oft wondered, perhaps it was his father’s thoughtless jibes that had bred his timid nature? Not a day of his boyhood passed when he did not wish he could shed his shyness, but it clung to him like a limpet, feeding on his low self-esteem. Most days were spent alone or in the company of his mare – a piebald carthorse with strong, thick fetlocks and wide nostrils. She could gallop for hours. She wasn’t fast, but he learned how to coax her with gentle jabs of his heels or knees, and by lying flat in the saddle, as if to blend in with her rough hide. He even found that whispering words of encouragement in her ear as they rode brought an extra burst of pace from her. Some days, as they wheeled and raced over the Rhodope foothills, he forgot his troubles. Never had he felt as free or light as during those precious moments, and the mare seemed to relish these rides too – living otherwise only to serve as a beast of burden.

He woke one morning in his sixteenth summer to find Father by the hearth, whetting a knife. ‘You’re trouble of one sort and then another, lad,’ he said without looking up. ‘Ruined that beast’s hooves with your senseless riding, you have.’

‘It’s not senseless, it helps me-’

‘It’s all about you, isn’t it, Father had cut him off. ‘Well perhaps you can tell me how I will tow the cart to market now?’

Erasinus had gazed numbly at the russet stains on Father’s jerkin. ‘What have you done?’

‘I’m not paying to keep a lame horse,’ Father scoffed as Erasinus walked numbly outside into the morning sunlight. Out there, flies buzzed over the dead mare, clouding around the ugly, crimson gash across her neck. That moment signalled the end of his poisonous relationship with the bastard who had sired him.

The very next day, he had gone along with his brothers to enlist in the legions. While his siblings had stood tall, saluted and been welcomed into the ranks, his shyness had devoured him: he had crumbled at the sound of the recruiting campidoctor’s chisel-voice, then slipped out of the queue and fled.

In the days that followed, he was sure that every eye that met his saw his inner shame. He had spent the next year wandering the streets of Constantinople as an inebriate – the wine a fine way to rid his mind of shyness and almost everything else – hope included. It was just by chance that one day he was almost trampled by a runaway stallion. The beast circled the Forum of the Ox, maddened, knocking over stalls and thundering through crowds. Erasinus’ intoxication had fallen away as the stallion came charging towards him again. While others parted in fright, he met the creature’s eye and stood his ground. He held out a hand, clicked his tongue and whistled. The stallion slowed. It came to a halt before him and he stroked its muzzle, seeing the fright in its eyes fading just a fraction. ‘Easy, boy,’ he whispered. When its owner appeared, sweating like a spit of meat, he noticed the man was clad in messenger’s robes and realised that the horse must have escaped from the imperial stables. A beast of the Cursus Publicus.

‘Thank you,’ the messenger had panted. ‘You are?’

‘Erasinus,’ he had replied, realising that something was missing. No shame, no shyness. His place in life had found him. ‘Erasinus the rider.’

Now a veteran of the Cursus Publicus, he had been entrusted with what was probably the most crucial message he had ever carried. One message, he thought. So vital. The Master of Letters had implored him to be fast. You’re not the first I have entrusted to do this. But you can be the first to succeed – the emperor will laud you as a hero! And he was almost there: beyond the northern hills lay Kabyle, Fritigern’s headquarters.

The warm night wind whipped through his mount’s mane and his long, curled locks. He felt the weight of the scroll in his satchel and grinned. An offer to make treaty instead of war, surely. The emperor had not said as much, but he knew it had to be. His two brothers were in the legions readying to march from Constantinople, and it killed him to think of their fate should it come to a clash of steel with the Gothic horde. A battle to end all others, surely. A battle that would rob him of his siblings. A battle this message might avert.

He raced through the wooded foothills, the only sounds were the hooting of owls and the crunching of bracken as he went. Then… something else? Creaking… and the sharp snap of an iron latch.

With a hum and then a wet thud, something whacked into his side, threw him from the saddle and sent him tumbling through the foliage. He rasped, clutching at the short bolt jutting from his ribs, feeling something hot and wet soak his hands in an instant. Blood and air hissed from his lungs. Up on the hillside, he saw something illuminated in the weak moonlight: a man in a black cloak, featureless apart from a faint glint of silver somewhere on his face, and the outline of a crossbow resting against his shoulder.

He clutched the message scroll, thinking of his brothers. Not one flicker of fear or meekness came to him as he judged the short stretch towards Kabyle. It could still be done. He struggled to his knees, whistling until his horse circled back towards him, its reigns dangling. He reached out. So close… until another bolt thumped into his chest. He met the darkness with his head held high.

The assassin wrenched the bolt from the rider’s neck, wiping it first on the grass then on a rag, before returning it to his quiver. He took the message from the corpse’s bag then struck a flint hook near one end of the scroll, holding it until it caught light.

Once it was reduced to ash, he spat on the ground and unfurled a map, then grunted in loathing at the long ride ahead of him: two and a half days at least, he reckoned it would take to get to his next destination. But a comrade had been careless in his handling of sensitive documents, and they would have to be dealt with like this one, he mused, glancing southeast then at the map to plot his route to the Narco waystation.







Chapter 4 



A ham-like fist cracked across Gallus’ cheek. White sparks flooded his vision and he slumped back against the cell wall. ‘How did you get it?’ Lurco snarled again as the jutting-browed Trogus rubbed his knuckles in preparation for another punch. The ring on the brute’s middle finger – silver with a staring eye motif – was coated in blood.

Gallus’ spinning head slowed long enough to allow him to focus on the semispatha blade Lurco held up in accusation. It was still encrusted with dirt from where Gallus had buried it in his cell. Nobody had noticed, until this morning – or what Gallus could only guess was morning, given the starvation of light down in these dungeons. Lurco had scuffed his heel on the slightly raised patch of dirt by Gallus’ side and frowned, then, to Gallus’ horror, had burrowed with his bare hands like vermin until finding the blade. One day, Gallus almost wept, one day from the change of the guard Evike had alerted him to.

‘I lost this over a month ago,’ Lurco’s eyes turned to slits. ‘You stole it, then kept it all this time but did not use it… why?’ He drew the blade from the sheath and twisted it this way and that so it caught the dull torchlight, eyeing the chewed edge with a momentary suspicion. Gallus had long since disposed of the paper fragment it once held, dissolving it in his briny water ration. All he had needed to do was to count the days to the new moon, to the day when just one guard would be posted in this cursed hole.

‘And if I say nothing, what will you do: torture me?’ Gallus scoffed, then winced at the pain in his battered ribs.

Lurco’s top lip twitched and the dark hole where his nose should have been widened in indignation. A moment later, his ire faded and he slid the short sword back in its sheath. ‘Oh, but you have not experienced the full range of my capabilities… not yet.’ With a chill laugh, he and his waddling henchman slammed the cell gate shut and left.

Gallus crumpled forward onto all fours. Emaciated and wracked with pain, he had harboured an ember of hope that he might find a way to break free of this dungeon. With just one sentry to beat and a short sword to arm himself with. But now… he gazed at the hole in the dirt where the blade had been… now he had to fall back on his backup plan. A good general thinks ahead, not just of tomorrow, but of the day after…

He moved over towards the hole and set about burrowing frantically, deeper than Lurco had. A good few hand widths further down his chapped and bloodied fingers struck upon something hard – the one possession he had somehow managed to keep hold of when they first dragged him down here and threw him in this cell. He plucked the wooden idol from the earth and wiped the filth from it, then beheld the image of Mithras being born from the rock.

And I come to you again, God of the Light.

It barely filled his palm. One end of it was lighter than the rest – having been hewn to a small, sharp point with the semispatha. In the hole lay the wood shavings… and four small, thick iron bolts, chewed around the edges.

Mithras, at last you can fulfil your part of our oath, he mouthed. One sentry, he repeated in his head. One sentry between me and the world above.

Between me and vengeance.

In the small mess antechamber to one side of the torture chamber, Lurco swayed back in his chair, feet on the table and a cup of wine in his hand. He patted the sheathed semispatha and chuckled. ‘By the gods, I will make you pay for that,’ he muttered, still incensed that Gallus had somehow bettered him by stealing the weapon. ‘But that can begin tomorrow,’ he mused. He swilled at the wine again, then, noticing the grid of weak evening light on the floor, he looked up at the iron ceiling grating and sighed in contentment. This part of the dungeon lay under the busy street just outside the palace grounds. He could hear clopping hooves and the mutterings of Treverorum’s populace up above. For a thrilling moment, he even caught sight of a woman walking by one edge of the grating, and leant forward to catch a glimpse under her robes. But she was gone in a flash, and a sense of sadness overcame him. For down here was both his kingdom and his prison. Nobody could tell him what to do within these vaults – only the emperor’s lot from the palace above, like Dexion, dared give him orders. Yet he could not step beyond the dungeon’s upper door – the thick, iron-studded entrance atop the stone staircase at the upper corner of this chamber. He gazed at the doorway. It had been twenty three years since he had last been above ground and felt sunlight directly on his face. He closed his eyes to recall the last summer’s day he had enjoyed: the playful barking of dogs and the aroma from the city bakery was still there in the halls of his memory, if a little faded from the passage of time. He smiled as he remembered the sense of wellbeing when he looked up at the pastel blue sky. Then he heard the mocking of the cart driver who had passed him. Get out of my way you ugly whoreson! Then another. Urgh, what have you done to your nose? He remembered spinning away from these two, only to hear the shrill shriek of a young woman as she clapped eyes upon his disfigurement and glimpsed the look on her face as she backed away from him. The memory crumbled, and a fiery mix of self-pity and fury overcame him. He gulped at the wine. It helped. It always did. Ever since that brawl in the inn, all those years ago. A few punches had been thrown before they had called a truce, and he had thought nothing more of it, but when his foes had pounced upon him outside in the darkness, they had shown not a speck of mercy as they sawed his nose off with a blunt knife, laughing as he cried out for help.

He downed the remainder of his wine and noticed that the light above had faded. It was night now. Tomorrow was the new moon – the first of June – a month that would take him into his twenty-fourth year as lord of the dungeon. He raised his empty cup in a lonely salute to himself. A shuffling from the staircase leading up and out of the chamber drew his attention. He twisted round to see Kuno, the towering, strapping sentry – a mountain of a man. ‘Where’re you going?’ he grunted, halting Kuno halfway up the stairs.

‘Leave, as well you know,’ Kuno shrugged.

Lurco gurned. Kuno had petitioned for a day away from his post and it had been granted. A day above. A day rutting with whores, no doubt. A day under the sun, in the fresh air of the world outside.

‘Your leave is cancelled,’ Lurco snapped.

‘What?’ Kuno gasped. ‘The emperor’s men gave me permission to-’

‘I revoke that permission,’ Lurco countered, jabbing a thumb into his chest, ‘as well you know I can. Now get back to your post.’

Gallus sat in the shadows of his cell. His head lolled back against the wall as if fatigue had overcome him, but his eyes were trained on the door, keen as a wolf’s. It was surely dawn by now? Then, footsteps. All his senses pricked up. This would be the sentry coming to take him up to the torture chamber. But there was more than one set of footsteps. A furrow appeared on his filthy brow. More than one sentry? The door to the cell chamber creaked open and in came Trogus, the mastiff-like sentry. Gallus eyed the doorway until the second form entered.

‘Move, bitch! ’ Trogus snarled, pushing Evike forward.

You’re not meant to be here, Gallus mouthed, catching her eye. She had not been to tend to him for over a week, and then as always it was at the end of the day – after Lurco had finished torturing him. The girl stumbled and staggered, crashing against the cell bars then righting herself. The guard fumbled out a set of keys and opened the cell gate. The girl entered and stooped before Gallus, setting down a cup of water and some filthy-looking bread.

‘Lurco wants you well fed before we start today,’ the guard grunted. ‘Says you passed out too quickly the last time and you’d need more energy this time round,’ the man finished with a chuckle.

The Hun girl, back turned on the sentry, looked up at Gallus as she handed him the cup. It is today, she mouthed. The new moon.

He flashed her the whites of his eyes in acknowledgement.

The blade? she mouthed, searching Gallus’ person for some clue as to where it might be.

He gave her the faintest shake of his head. She understood what it meant, if not how it had happened. He glanced almost imperceptibly to his right hand. It was clasped around something. She frowned as his gaze lifted to the open cell gate and Trogus, chewing on an apple core and barely paying attention.

Back away, he mouthed to the Hun girl.

She stood, gingerly, and stepped away.

‘What’re you doing? Get back to it,’ Trogus bawled, stabbing a finger to the dirt floor by Gallus’ side. ‘What were you told? Feed him, make sure he eats everything.’ The man sneered, pacing along the semi-circular threshold line in the dirt around Gallus. ‘The wretch needs every scrap of energy he can get,’ he chuckled, ‘because upstairs, Lurco has brands, blades, ropes and weights.’ He shook his head and sucked air through his teeth as he stopped to regard Gallus. ‘You’re going to feel pain today like never before.’ He kicked dirt at Gallus. ‘How does it feel, eh?’ he goaded, then flicked more dirt. ‘To be helpless, utterly helpless.’ He extended his neck almost across the line in the dirt, eyes wide with glee. ‘Imagine what it would feel like to strike me, then choke the air from my throat. It would be so sweet, wouldn’t it?’

Gallus did not move.

Trogus smiled with a glint in his eye. ‘I was there, you know, with Master Dexion, the night he slashed your wife’s throat and then your boy’s.’

The words were like a hot blade across Gallus’ soul. Like a sudden thunderstorm, he lunged up and forward, his left hand shooting out for Trogus’ neck, but halting, just a finger-width shy, the chains clanking taut.

‘Infuriating, isn’t it?’ Trogus smiled.

Silence.

Gallus dipped his head, casting his face in shade. ‘I once knew a man who lived on a hill,’ he said in a low voice.

‘What’s that? A story? Well, I do love a good story,’ Trogus cooed, cupping a hand to his ear.

‘He used to take bread to an old hermit who lived in the nearby dale. He’d leave it outside the hermit’s shack, wrapped in cloth. Every day, he’d return with a fresh loaf to find yesterday’s bread eaten and a few bronze coins left in recompense. He considered the hermit a friend, even though they had not met, face to face, for many years. One day he approached the shack to find the door open. Inside was bare apart from a bed. On it lay the hermit’s skeleton, and a note of gratitude from the brigand who had killed him and harvested the daily bread for many years.’

Trogus’ nose wrinkled. ‘And your point is?’

‘The point, Speculator,’ Gallus raised his head, the torchlight throwing his savage grimace into sharp relief, ‘is that, sometimes, all is not as it seems…’

His shoulders bulged, drawing the already taut chains even tighter. A thick clunk of iron sounded behind Gallus as the plate of metal securing the chains to the wall came free and toppled onto the floor, the chains falling slack.

A hiatus.

Trogus’ face fell.

Gallus’ eyes ignited and he hammered the sharpened Mithras idol in his right palm into Trogus’ jugular. The sentry staggered back and swung his spear round in fright. The leaf-shaped iron spearhead swept around wildly, scoring across the cell bars and the walls, sending a shower of sparks through the gloom. But that was the extent of his riposte. There was no screaming or struggling: Trogus merely dropped his spear, gurgled and clutched at the deep wound in his neck, sheets of dark blood pumping from the ruptured artery. Within a few rasps, the sentry greyed and crumpled in a heap. Panting, Gallus took the keys from Trogus’ belt and unlocked the shackles on his wrists, glancing round to the fallen anchor plate as he did so: before it was confiscated, Lurco’s semispatha had been a crude but effective tool for working the bolts free. Evike had saved his life after all by bringing the blade to him. Now, he could save hers and free her.

Panting, he waved towards the cell gate.

‘We must hurry,’ he said over his shoulder while keeping his eyes on the door to the stairwell, just in case. But there was no reply, just a weak whimper. Gallus swung round to see her, sliding down the rough cell wall, fingers knitted together over her stomach. Despite her desperate grip, blood blossomed out across her dirty robe.

‘ Evike! ’ Gallus gasped, running to her as she slumped to sitting, falling to his knees beside her. She lifted her hands from her stomach and Gallus saw the vicious, deep wound Trogus’ wildly swinging spear had torn across her abdomen. The blood was running black now. He saw her skin was pale already. Her eyes were filled with tears and her bottom lip trembled.

Gallus’ lips moved wordlessly. What comfort could he offer her? She would die and die because of him. Just like Olivia and Marcus, a merciless voice whispered in his head. Just like so many others.

Tartarus or Elysium, Gallus? Every death draws you closer to the fiery pit.

‘No!’ he croaked. He clasped his hands over the wound in a vain effort to staunch the haemorrhaging lifeblood, then looked this way and that, intent on finding something to use as a bandage. Finally, he tore a strip from the hem of her robe and began looping it around her waist to tie it tightly over the gash in her belly. But the cloth was fraying and disintegrating as he did this. ‘You’ll be free of this place, I’ll see to it. By noon today we’ll be up there, up above. We’ll both be free and-’

She clutched his shaking hands as they fumbled to make a knot. Her strength was surprising and it halted Gallus in his thoughts and actions. ‘Stop, Gal-lus.’

‘I…I can’t let you die. I can’t! ’

‘Yet you can’t save me,’ she replied, her words weak and her head lolling. Her grip on his hands faded too.

‘I couldn’t save them,’ he said. ‘I was supposed to protect them and I did not. I failed-’

‘The two you lost were taken from you, Gal-lus. You are a good man who does not deserve to carry the guilt that plagues you. Those who killed your loved ones should bear that burden.’

‘But you, this,’ he pressed the rag to her wound again, ‘this would not have happened were it not for me.’

‘This?’ she replied in a hoarse whisper, weakly raising her head and glancing down at her wound. ‘This is perhaps the only way I could escape this foul place. I am a Hun in a distant foreign land. I could never hope to escape and avoid recapture.’ Her head flopped back, her pupils began to dilate and a weak smile spread across her lips. ‘Now I feel the wind in my hair. It sighs through the tall grass around me… and the steppe stretches as far as the eye can see in every direction. My family awaits me. Tengri… lifts me with his wings. I am almost free.’ She gave his hand a weak squeeze. ‘Find your freedom… Gal-lus.’

With that, she exhaled and the tension in her body was gone. Gallus stared at her, eyes darting, unwilling to accept. A long silence ensued, before he set her hand down, then leaned over and gently kissed her forehead. Thank you, Evike, he mouthed, before pulling Trogus’ cloak off and draping it across her body. He returned to the sentry and drew the blade from the man’s sheath – a falcata, curved at the end. When he stepped out of his cell, the torchlight by the stairwell door uplit his face in a dancing orange. His ice-blue eyes were fixed on the stairs and his knuckles were white, clasped around the hilt of the falcata.

The single sentry was dead. Now he just had to deal with Lurco…

Lurco carried a clay pot with a spout on the end, swinging his keys on the end of his finger, humming a tune as he trotted down the stairs into the lower chambers. The wine from last night was still in his blood, topped up with another cup this morning. He cast an eye down to the bottom of the stairs. No, Gallus can wait, he thought, then turned to the doorway on the small landing halfway down. The wooden door creaked open to reveal another chamber hewn out of the bedrock, furnished with just one filthy cell. He strolled over to the bars and smacked his lips together in satisfaction as he eyed the figure sitting in a chair within, bathed in gloom. The stench was horrific.

‘And how are we today?’ Lurco cooed.

The figure reacted, but in an odd way, as if it had not heard nor seen Lurco, but somehow sensed his presence. It shuffled in discomfort. Lurco lifted the torch from the sconce in the wall and held it up to the cell bars, illuminating the seated figure, head bowed: a withered bag of bones dressed in an ancient and threadbare tunic. The figure’s thin skin was devoid of colour and a nest of thin, tousled white hair sprouted from the scalp.

‘Come, Cantaber, look me in the eye,’ Lurco purred like a parent coaxing a shy child.

The figure raised its head, trembling with the effort, revealing eyelids and mouth puckered and drawn tight with thick black thread. Lurco barely flinched at the man’s mutilated face – after all, it was he who had sewn Cantaber’s eyes and mouth shut, over twenty years ago, before chaining him to this chair. And there he had remained, bound, steeping in his own mess and fed only honeyed water through his nose using this spouted container. Lurco snorted in amusement, recalling when the old dog had been kept in a higher cell, and despite his bound eyes and mouth, had shown some signs of enjoying the muffled noises of the city that sometimes floated down to that chamber. Boiling water in the ears had robbed him of that pleasure, but Lurco had moved him down here as well, just to be sure.

When Lurco slid the bolt on the cell gate back, he did so sharply, to send a shudder through the dirt floor. Cantaber jolted in his chair. ‘You know I’m here, don’t you?’

A faint scuffing sounded outside the chamber, somewhere on the stairs, bringing Lurco swinging round with a start. ‘Kuno?’

Silence.

‘Bloody rats!’ he snorted, then turned back to Cantaber. ‘Anyway, I made a mistake with your boy. Your dog of a son who cut off my nose; I killed him way too quickly. I should have consigned him to these cells so he could share my isolation. You, however, have years left in you… years. ’ He stepped forward, grasping a tuft of Cantaber’s hair and wrenching his head back, tilting the spout of the pot to the man’s nostril. But he stopped. This time he heard no sound, but, like Cantaber, sensed something. Something behind him. He swung round and was seized by terror at the blue-eyed wolf-like creature lunging for him.

‘You, how?’ he croaked, just as a silvery, curved blade swiped through the air for his neck.

Gallus snarled as the hideous torturer leapt back spryly, avoiding the falcata-tip. The man snatched out a short sword and moved nimbly, circling with Gallus in a tense, baleful dance.

‘You’re only making things worse for yourself,’ Lurco spat, genuinely sounding as if he was trying to offer advice.

Gallus said nothing, his eyes fixed on Lurco’s neck. As he passed Cantaber, he lashed out backwards with the falcata, the blade breaking the chains on the wretch’s right wrist.

Lurco laughed from the pit of his stomach. ‘You think you can free that one? His muscles wasted away long ago – he is but bone and skin. He cannot stand, let alone walk!’

Gallus’ top lip tremored, betraying the wolfish snarl once more. It was enough to quieten Lurco and they continued to circle. Then, as Gallus moved past the open door to the cell, he saw a flash of delight in the man’s eyes – flicking beyond his shoulder. A thousand voices in his head screamed danger and he sensed a sudden presence behind him, but before he could react, a thick, sweating arm wrapped around his neck in a death grip, denying breath in or out, the other meaty hand simultaneously turning his wrist so he dropped the falcata. He thrashed with his elbows, but the unseen giant was resolute and he could not struggle free.

‘Ah, Kuno, your timing is impeccable,’ Lurco laughed. ‘I’ll see to it that you get your leave for this.’

A grunt and stinking breath from Kuno was all Gallus heard by way of reply. Fiery fury pounded through Gallus’ veins, but he could feel it ebbing along with the beat of his heart as the air in his lungs grew stale.

Lurco crept forward, picking up the falcata and coming nose-to-nose with Gallus. ‘Yes, his eyes are going. He’ll pass out in a moment. We’ll break his ankles before he wakes again.’ His bottom lip curled and he looked over his shoulder at Cantaber. ‘Perhaps we could even make him a nice chair?’

Gallus felt black curtains closing in on him, saw just Lurco’s vile face with the dark black hole for a nose and the wretch, Cantaber, beyond. He thought of Olivia and Marcus, of his precious brothers in the legion, and summoned the last flicker of strength to kick out at Lurco. His heel caught the torturer square in the belly, sending him flailing backwards across the cell, landing on Cantaber’s lap. As he went, he dropped the falcata, which Gallus shot out a hand to catch, then thrust it up and over his shoulder. It ground against flesh and tore through sinew, sending a gout of blood over Gallus neck. An instant later, Kuno’s death grip faded to nothing and the giant collapsed, blood fountaining from the cleft through his face. Panting, Gallus stepped over to Lurco, still winded and in Cantaber’s lap.

‘Oh you will pay for this,’ Lurco snarled. ‘You will pay dearly!’ He pressed a palm into the arm of Cantaber’s chair to rise, the short sword raised in the other hand. But Cantaber’s freed, corpse-like hand lashed up and round Lurco’s torso, pulling him back. Whatever strength the tortured wretch still had was seemingly enough to stop Lurco from rising. Gallus pounced on the moment, striding forward to swipe his blade out, cleaving Lurco’s hand and sword cleanly from the rest of his raised arm.

Lurco gawped for a moment at the stump, spouting blood, but only until Cantaber’s sinewy, trembling arm fumbled at Lurco’s belt, finding and drawing a knife, which he drew and plunged into Lurco’s windpipe. The torturer gagged and mouthed something, then slid to the ground like a sack of wet, rotten vegetables.

Panting, Gallus staggered over to Cantaber. ‘Thank you, old man,’ he said, clasping the prisoner’s free hand, but already it was limp. He felt for the man’s heartbeat, and caught only its last few pulses, before it beat no more. His awful ordeal was over.

Gallus backed away from the three bodies in the chamber, out onto the mid-level landing, then looked up the short stretch of stairs: there was the empty torture chamber… and the door to the world above.

The keys ground in the lock and the thick door inched open, a narrow shaft of morning sunlight blinding Gallus. For a moment, he could see nothing, hearing only the throbbing of blood in his ears and the rasp of his breath, as his eyes slowly acclimatised. He studied the sliver of the outside world he had revealed. Not a soul to be seen. He opened the door a fraction more then leant out a little to look both ways. No sentries? His soldier’s instinct instantly warned him to be wary.

He padded outside into the sweet, fresh air, pulling forward the hood of the blue robe he had found hanging on a hook by the table in the torture chamber, veiling his face in shade. He could see that he was somewhere in the western section of the palace grounds. A flagstoned path lay between him and some outer palace hall, and flourishing gardens lay to his left and right. Find Dexion and slay him! a voice in his mind rasped, drawing his eyes to the hall and the even grander structures further into the palace grounds. Flee, save yourself! a weak voice countered, trying to pull his gaze away to instead search for the palace walls and gates. ‘Never,’ he growled.

Just then, he heard a whinnying of horses from somewhere deeper in the grounds, then an urgent exchange of words. Suddenly, something moved in the corner of his eye. His head shot round: by a small wagon house, a bearded Herul legionary was hurriedly mustering a group of his comrades: eight of them – Romanised tribesmen with bushy beards and fiery locks – rushed to pull on their bronze helms and leather cuirasses, hoisting red and white ringed shields and spears before haring off into the palace grounds. Another pair of those same, gruff soldiers shot through the gardens to his right in the same direction. All had been summoned, it seemed.

What’s going on? he wondered again. What does it matter? I’m here for one thing only.

He noticed a door across the way – ajar – and caught the scent of roasting boar coming from the hall within. A culina, he guessed. And if it was the palace kitchen, then it would be connected to the rest of the manor, to Gratian’s offices… it might lead him to Dexion. He took a step towards the door, when a barking voice halted him in his tracks. ‘Stop!’

Gallus’ every muscle tensed. Under the cloak, he half-drew the falcata as he turned to face the palace worker running towards him. The man wore an odd smile on his face, and halted about ten strides away. ‘Your pay, Kuno,’ the man said, tossing a purse through the air. Gallus shot out a hand to catch it.

‘Don’t go spending it all on whores now,’ the fellow chuckled.

‘You know me – not a single coin will be wasted,’ Gallus replied. His voice was raspy and the inflection of nonchalance he had tried to lend to his words failed.

The sentry frowned, and Gallus was sure the man was scouring the hood and the shadowy veil that hid his face. But the man’s smile returned. ‘What’s with the sore throat – you’ve been at the whores already, haven’t you?’ he said, roaring with laughter at his own joke. ‘Anyway, enjoy your leave. You chose a fine day for it – seems like it’s going to be a busy one for the rest of us: a messenger’s just brought in some news and we’ve all been summoned,’ he said, turning then jogging off in the direction the Heruli had gone.

Gallus waited until the man was out of sight, then slipped into the nearby doorway and through the culina. There were only a few cooks there and most barely gave him a second glance. Deeper inside the palace complex, he came to a grand reception hall – a forest of porphyry columns, illuminated by shafts of brightly coloured light from the beautifully-stained leaded windows, and polished marble floors that seemed to amplify every careful footstep of the soft boots he had taken from Kuno. He edged round one column and saw Heruli legionaries posted everywhere: two at the foot of the grand marble staircase at the northern end of the hall and several more dotted around. Still, silent and watchful.

He trained his gaze on the narrow but tall doorway to the right of the staircase, where two more Heruli stood. That, he remembered all too well, was the entrance to the emperor’s throne room. It was the place where Dexion had shed his veil. He imagined what might be going on within that chamber right now: Dexion in discussion with Gratian? Just two Heruli stood between him and revenge. A madness settled upon him then. He felt his hand reach for the falcata hilt and his legs instinctively tensed as if ready to spring forward.

But the whinnying of a horse put paid to his ill-formed plan. He twisted to peer along the hall towards the southern end, where a huge, arched entrance led outside to a square. He saw the Heruli forming up out there – roughly a thousand of them. Before them was a slight man in a sleeveless tunic, soaked with sweat, on foot and fighting to control two agitated horses. A Cursus Publicus rider, Gallus realised, seeing the telltale bag of scrolls lashed behind the saddle. Whatever news this one had brought had stirred up all this activity. He leaned out a little more from behind the column to see if he could spot any clues as to what was going on, when a cluster of men climbed the few steps from outside and paced into the hall: a trio of Heruli guards, a pair of courtiers, another messenger rider and two unmistakeable figures. Two who had mocked Gallus in his nightmares throughout his months in the dungeons: Emperor Gratian… and Dexion. Gallus’ heart lurched and he ducked back behind the column so he could just see them and no more. Dexion was dressed all in black: black tunic and the flowing dark cloak. Black like your poisoned heart. And the pair were striding this way, across the hall and towards the throne room, and they would have to pass this very column. His blood raced and his fingers tightened around the falcata hilt once more.

‘It is a bleak situation, is it not?’ Gratian cooed.

Gallus, back pressed against the column, edged his head round and caught just a flash of the incongruous smirk on the Western Emperor’s face. They were but ten paces from this column. He could see Dexion’s unprotected neck. Just a little closer, cur…

The messenger by their side seemed exasperated at Gratian but fearful of expressing this too much. ‘The Lentienses have gathered their tribesmen from the innumerable villages across the Rhenus. They have crossed the river near the fort at Argentoratum. More than twenty thousand men rove unchecked across our lands and plunder our towns and stores throughout Germania Superior,’ the man said, repeating his original message and clearly not for the first time.

‘Yes, yes. But just what am I to do?’ Gratian mused, he and Dexion almost level with the column.

‘Our emperor’s army is already marching east to aid Thracia, you see,’ one fat courtier explained to the messenger, ‘and he too will be setting off to join them with further forces soon, very soon.’

Gallus felt the fire in his sword arm gutter suddenly. Despite Gratian’s vile agents and dungeons, Gallus had taken solace in the fact that this young man’s armies were set to march east, ally with Emperor Valens’ forces and the XI Claudia and, together, save Thracia.

The entourage swept past the column, Dexion coming within a blade’s length of Gallus’ hiding place… then sweeping past. The moment was gone.

‘But I can’t possibly march east when my own realm is rife with invaders, can I?’ Gratian continued. ‘No, we will tackle these treacherous ingrates who seek to plunder my lands first.’

Gallus’ eyes narrowed.

‘But, Domine,’ the courtier said, confused, ‘now that Merobaudes and his… er, your Praesental Army are already well on their way to the east, you have but a few thousand soldiers to call upon. To tackle over twenty thousand Lentienses with such-’

A single raised finger from Gratian silenced the man. ‘Merobaudes and the Praesental Army are stationed just south of Argentoratum, just a few days’ march away from the invasion.’

‘But… but that’s impossible. They set off from there and went east weeks ago?’ the courtier spluttered.

‘No, you heard that they had set off to the east weeks ago,’ Gratian smiled. ‘As did the Lentienses.’

The courtier’s next words seemed to be stolen from Gallus’ lips.

‘Then what of the East, what of Thracia? Did you not advise Valens that you would arrive in relief by the new moon of July? Even if you were to set off now it would be late in that month before we reached his realm.’

Gratian kept walking, clasping his hands behind his back. ‘Thracia and my dear Uncle Valens? He will simply have to wait… ’

Those last words – or more precisely the tone of them – turned Gallus’ blood as cold as a winter stream. Was Gratian under some illusion that the situation in Thracia was anything less than grave? Had this boy-emperor truly been playing a game: bating the tribes across the Rhenus and provoking them into an attack at a time when the Eastern Empire was on its knees? He peeled back, well out of sight, and slumped down against the porphyry column, wiping a palm across his sweating face, his eyes darting one way then another. Which way from here? he fretted. Never again might he get as close to Dexion as he just had. And he was marooned in the heart of Gratian’s palace grounds. Surely the bodies in the dungeon would be discovered soon, and a cry of alarm couldn’t be far away. Mithras guide me, what do I do now?

But it was the rest of the emperor’s exchange as he continued towards the throne room that provided the answer. ‘We should set off before noon,’ Gratian snapped at his entourage, ‘lest that covetous dog Merobaudes takes a notion of crushing the Lentienses invasion before I arrive and garnishing his own reputation with the victory.’

‘Then noon it shall be,’ Dexion replied. ‘The Heruli are mustered. Your riders and archers are being readied as we speak. A cohort of the VIII Augusta will meet us outside the city.’

Gratian seemed unimpressed. ‘Hmm, do we not have any more… expendable types? Soldiers who can screen our march?’

‘There is the auxiliary cohort you commissioned,’ Dexion offered. ‘They have been recruiting in the city’s southern slums for a month – beggars, travellers and rogues. They are not due to finish until the end of the summer, but if you wish, I could send a messenger down there to bring whatever number they have together to join us. They would make fine fodder should we meet any ambush.’

‘Very well,’ Gratian sighed in mild disgust.

As the throne room door slammed shut, Gallus’ thoughts tumbled. Argentoratum was south of Treverorum, right on the route back to Thracia. Surely, surely, Gratian would continue east once the Lentienses had been beaten back? He peered round the column again and stared at the throne room door, imagining Dexion within, knowing that fate might just give him another chance. He would be journeying back to the troubled east, it seemed, in the midst of his enemies.







Chapter 5 



A hot mid-morning summer sun baked Constantinople on the tenth day of June. Outside the thick band of stone protecting the landward side of the city, the countryside had been reclaimed. It had been a masterstroke by Valens and one which had quelled the unrest amongst many of the citizens. The emperor had sent his cataphracti riders out in alae five hundred strong. They had charged into the northern hills in which the nearest Gothic warbands had been lurking, scattering them like birds. Now the folds of green and gold outside the city were carpeted with the accoutrements of a grand camp: tents, regimental banners, timber towers and packed training fields stretched for miles as the Praesental Army made their final preparations for the march that would begin the reclaiming of Thracia. After so many months of preparation and planning, dawn tomorrow would herald the advance.

Pavo and Sura drained their cups of ale and munched the last pieces of roast goat from the spit they had shared as they walked amongst the bustle. They strode through the thin strip of land between the vicus running along the outside of the city wall and the camp’s edge. Pavo wiped sweat from his freshly cropped hair and shielded his eyes from the sunlight: so many faces, and most of them full of hope, or fixed in bitter determination. To his right, off-duty soldiers cackled and told tall tales as they supped ale and wine in the vicus, while on his right, the clack-clack of wooden swords and the thock-thock of arrows piercing wooden butts inside the camp told of an army eager to prove its worth. Pavo looked up to the city walls and saw, atop the nearest gatehouse, a figure flanked by two white-robed guards, watching over the proceedings. Emperor Valens, he realised. But not the hunched, defeated man from that day in the Hippodrome just over a week ago, nor the panicked man who had beheld the great tidal wave all those years ago. Today, he stood proud, shoulders broad in his white-steel armour. He had worked hard since the riot upon his arrival. Not only in reclaiming the lands outside the city, but also in slashing taxes to ease the hardship the city populace had endured in recent times. He had seen to it that shipments of grain were carefully escorted into the harbours from Egypt, Crete and Cyprus, appeasing fears of famine in the capital – temporarily at least. Getting the precious grain safely to the inland towns and cities that remained in imperial hands would be another challenge, however, but he had tasked his best men with organising a wagon convoy to address this. He had also repealed the long-standing edicts that favoured the Arian Christian temples within the city and promoting freedom of worship. And he had been as good as his word to the armies: re-enlisting the city’s veterans to form new regiments, and instigating a fresh drive of conscription to bring the younger men of Constantinople into the ranks to swell the campaign force further.

They wandered past a cluster of off-duty legionaries enjoying some wine in the shade.

‘When we reach the grounds of Melanthias… that’s where it begins!’ one merry soldier avowed, wagging a finger to his comrades like a sagely tutor. ‘Then, we are in the field – where a legionary should be!’ Most of the legionaries raised their cups and skins and basked them together with a gruff growl of concurrence.

Pavo had heard talk of Melanthias everywhere. Valens’ imperial manor – a few days’ march east of Constantinople – was to be the base of operations. He had only ever passed the fine, walled estate before, seeing old warhorses put out to stud and new steeds bred to replace them in the fine pasturelands there. Now, the common soldier would call those fields home – for a short time at least.

‘No,’ another soldier shook his head like a scholarly father, despite the wild look of inebriation in his eyes, ‘the new moon of July, when Gratian arrives at Melanthias and doubles the size of our army… then it begins!’ Another grunt of agreement and clacking of drinking vessels.

Pavo felt their hubris tug at his heart. He imagined Gallus and Dexion returning to these lands as part of Gratian’s army. Let it be so, he thought. Once again, he touched a hand to his purse and the leaf of paper in there. Narco holds the truth, he mouthed. What did he hope might be at that remote outpost? Most waystations were but isolated shacks, housing fresh horses for message relay and maybe a small tavern to allow riders to rest and eat. And this one, like all others had surely been abandoned since the Goths had seized control of the countryside.

They turned into the camp and set off through the sea of tents until they spotted the area demarcated with the familiar ruby banners of the XI Claudia. The cramped barracks in the city was their home no more. Pavo eyed the standards with pride. The legion’s bull emblem was depicted in many ways: rampant, charging or sometimes just head on.

‘Sir,’ a voice called out in salutation.

He looked up to see Rectus saluting as they approached. The lantern-jawed centurion and Libo, his optio, were standing watch with six legionaries from their century. They came to an area of well-trodden grass where a collection of skelf-like young men were standing in a line. Each looked nervously to the head of the queue where Zosimus held sway, seated before a small wooden table. Trupo, acting as aquilifer, stood next to the table in his mail shirt and helm, holding the legion’s eagle standard. Zosimus wore a felt cap on his head from which sweat darted over the backs and sides of his freshly shorn scalp and a fierce expression on his face that seemed contrived purely to terrorise the young men in the line. ‘Next!’ he bellowed.

‘Ah, recruits, at last?’ Sura remarked.

‘Just when we thought we had been left off the list,’ Pavo agreed, stopping to observe. Most of the recalled veterans had been assigned to the prestigious units of Valens’ Praesental Army or to the more senior comitatenses legions. It had looked like the emergency conscription of young men from within the city might bypass the Claudia too, with lines like this being directed to the other legions first. Today, however, it seemed like the Claudia were at last getting their turn, and there were enough lads in the queue to populate the last few undermanned centuries.

A weak-chinned young man shuffled up to the table, looked gingerly up at the motionless banner. Pavo could see the lump in his throat as he gulped.

‘Don’t look at the bloody banner,’ Zosimus roared, ‘look at me.’

The lad trembled and stammered some garbled response, pointing at himself and then back to the city.

Zosimus’ expression of ire faded and he nodded in a placatory manner as he listened. ‘Oh, I see, I see. Very well, that’s alright then. You’re a merchant’s boy and he’ll need you to help run the business.’ He cocked his ear towards the boy to hear more of his mumbling tale. ‘And you have very delicate skin? Yes, a spatha hilt would give you blisters,’ he said in an understanding, avuncular tone.

A moment of silence followed, then Zosimus shot up from his chair to stand to his full height, his bull-shoulders almost blocking out the sun and his anvil jaw jutting as his teeth ground. ‘If the Goths are not driven back,’ he said in a steady, low voice, ‘then the next time your father tries to take his wares outside of this city, him and his bloody business will be dust. Dust! ’ He shoved a leaf of paper across the table to the lad then jabbed a finger into it. ‘Now make your mark,’ he said, handing him a reed pen. ‘Unless it’ll give you blisters?’

The boy, wide eyed, took the pen with a quivering hand and marked the conscription paper hurriedly.

‘That way for your kit,’ Zosimus grunted, sending the boy scuttling towards a large tent.

The next lad moved up. This one was a short, stocky, confident type, barely seventeen, with his prematurely bald head clean-shaven. Zosimus pushed the paper out to him and proffered the reed pen. The boy waved a hand dismissively. ‘Sorry, not me.’

Zosimus’ eyebrows shot up in astonishment. ‘Are you deaf? I don’t give a camel’s balls about your family business, your feet not being marcher’s feet, or you being on a bloody promise next week. Sign!’ He stabbed his index finger at the paper.

The stocky lad did not even flinch, waving his hand again. ‘I told you, not me. Look at me, I’m five feet tall – too short for the legions.’

Zosimus’ lips bent into a thin smile. ‘Yes, you are a short-arse, but this is the Claudia. That law doesn’t apply to the limitanei anymore… you bloody idiot. Now, sign! ’

Yet still the lad was adamant but beginning to panic. He twisted back to some friend of his in the queue, who gestured hastily to his hand. The stocky lad gulped, then in a flash, pressed his right hand to the table, splayed his fingers, drew out a small knife and stabbed down into the root of his thumb, driving the blade down until the digit fell to the ground. His scream was shrill and drew every eye nearby.

Pavo groaned.

‘Ooft!’ Sura shuddered. ‘He’s going to regret that.’

Zosimus stood and waved placatory hands to everyone. ‘Nothing to see here, we’ve just got another murcus to deal with.’

Pavo winced as the stocky lad clutched at his thumbless hand, now coated in blood. The young man still clearly believed that by mutilating his sword hand he would be excused from conscription. Murci, as they had long been known, were indeed once excused in this way. Not anymore.

‘Sign,’ Zosimus said, matter-of-factly.

‘B… but my thumb?’ the lad gasped, all composure now utterly gone.

‘You can cut off your cock for all I care, won’t stop you from service. Sign, then over there to the special tent.’

The lad at last took the reed pen and signed as best he could with his left hand, then trudged, crestfallen, to an awning beside the supply tent, where a bunch of sour-faced lads holding similarly injured or mutilated hands stood. A centurion of the sagittarii paced around them, appraising his new archers with a menacing grin – they could still shoot a bow with no thumb on their draw hand.

Pavo sidled over to Zosimus. How’re we looking, sir – enough men from this lot to give us a full complement?’

Zosimus squinted up at him, a droplet of sweat dangling from the end of his nose. ‘There or thereabouts,’ he said, judging the twenty or so lads remaining in the recruitment column. ‘And they’ve got their rations,’ he added, tapping the table where a haircloth sack lay, drawn down to show an example of the provisions. There was a flask of olive oil for cooking, several strips of salt mutton, three cakes of hard tack dashed with a little salt to keep a marching man thirsty – just thirsty enough to remind them to drink – and a bag of wheat grain to make more hard tack or bread, a round of smoked cheese and a small skin of soured wine. This, each man would march with and could survive on for three or more days.

‘So we’re ready?’ Sura asked, looking to the western hills.

‘Time to end this at last,’ another voice added. They turned to see Quadratus wandering over to join them. The big Gaulish centurion’s blonde mane was slick with sweat and his tunic coated in dust from a battle drill with the Claudia’s Third Cohort. He was carrying a wooden sword, and slung this across his shoulder as he looked to the western horizon too.

Pavo met Sura’s eyes and his friend said exactly what he was thinking. ‘Still feels wrong – The Tribunus and the Primus Pilus not being here.’

‘Aye,’ the three replied in unison.

‘Whatever happens out there – they’ll be with us,’ Quadratus added.

‘Always,’ Pavo agreed.







Chapter 6 



Fritigern stood alone atop Kabyle’s acropolis battlements, resting one foot upon the low parapet. A warm, gentle wind sighed around him, rippling his blue cloak and lifting his long, tousled hair and beard – fiery red streaked with iron grey – as he carved slices from an apple and squinted at the bright noonday sun, enjoying the heat on his lined features. The pastel-blue sky was streaked with a few wispy white clouds. A vulture soared up there on the hot winds, scouring the grasslands for discarded prey. Round and round it banked and circled. He watched it for some time, wondering what it must be like to have no other concern than locating your next meal.

‘I’d trade you everything, everything I have, for your wings,’ he said with a wry smile.

His gaze fell from the skies and swept around the land: a carpet of green pasture and forest, basking in the noonday heat. The glistening blue vein of the River Tonsus tumbled across the land from the west, then wrapped like a protective arm around three sides of the lower town before flowing on to the south. The squat lower town walls enclosed a sprawl of houses, a market, a small basilica and an agora. And then there was this fine acropolis: a rugged hill dotted with black ferns and green shrubs, the well-walled summit housing a fine villa, an arms store, a small Christian shrine and a far more ancient relief of the Goddess Cybele carved into a shard of jutting bedrock. The Romans had built a fine settlement, but now the streets were thronged with the folk of the Gothic Alliance, and the walls manned by tall, fair warriors.

He gazed to the south. In this direction lay a jumbled range of low, green hills and a tight valley through which the Tonsus flowed on towards the flatlands around Adrianople. Out there lies our future, he mused, for what is there to the north? He twisted to look that way: the horizon there was rugged, with the Haemus Mountains jutting like hazy, silvery fangs in the undulating heat haze. Beyond the mountains and over the Danubius, his people’s ancient homeland had been ransacked by the Huns. Families and armies had been driven south, herded like cattle.

And how quickly some forget, he thought, lifting an apple slice to his lips and crunching through it forcefully as he looked down into the lower town to see the cluster of squat, yellow-skinned ‘allied’ riders who laughed and joked in their abrupt and jagged tongue, guzzling fermented mare’s milk and spitting. Yet the Huns had been the cause of this, all of this, he mused, seeing one of them mount his sturdy, small pony and ride it in circles to illustrate some tale to his fellows and some Goths too, who whooped with laughter. Before the Huns came, the Goths had a home in the lands north of the river. More, they had an understanding – albeit an at times fraught one – with the Roman Emperor. Now, they had nothing to call their own. Invaders, the Romans called them. A horde, others said – putting them on the same level as the Huns.

‘Iudex?’ a voice spoke beside him. Instantly, any ease that remained within him evaporated and his broad shoulders tensed. He cast a sidelong look at the pair who had approached him, unnoticed.

‘The Council of Reiks are pressing for another gathering,’ said Reiks Alatheus, tall and lithe with narrow features, long, straight, white hair and dark black eyebrows. He wore bleached linen robes – the garb of a simple man… yet never had Fritigern encountered such a serpentine mind. ‘They wish to discuss uniting the horde.’

‘You bring me yesterday’s news again today as if it were fresh?’ Fritigern said with a wry smile. ‘Why, you might be better served buying me one of those talking birds,’ he laughed, tossing away the remainder of his apple and gesturing down to the market in the lower town where the faint squawking of brilliant green, orange and blue parrots could be heard.

Alatheus’ offered not even a twitch of his thin lips in reply.

‘When the reiks call for a gathering, the Iudex must listen,’ said Reiks Saphrax, the short, hairless, slit-eyed man by Alatheus’ side. ‘After all, a Iudex exists only to serve the interests of the Council and the people who elected him.’

Fritigern eyed the two. Just as he had once led the Thervingi Goths before the Alliance had been formed, so too, this pair had led the Greuthingi. And every moment since the formation of the Alliance, the two had coveted Fritigern’s role as Iudex, master of the united tribes. They had been a bane ever since the crossing of the Danubius. Had they been mere leaders of a warband or two, he could well have had them dealt with. As a young reiks, he had disposed of many of his rivals with alacrity. One had been found in a barn in a brown puddle of dried blood, belly slit and innards gone. Another had gone fishing. When he did not come home that night, a search party went looking for him. They found his hounds howling by the riverbank, then saw him under the water where an iron weight tied to his ankles had secured him to the riverbed. His lifeless face was gawping and his arms were outstretched like reeds, moving with the current, fingertips just a hand’s-width below the surface. A third had simply vanished. Weeks went by and nobody saw sight nor sound of him. It was only when some boys found a skeleton in the woods – staked out by an ant’s nest with not a scrap of flesh on the bones – that the search was called off. But these two were different, for their Greuthingi followers were cavalrymen, fine ones at that and the only sizeable mounted force he could field – ten thousand strong.

‘What need is there for a gathering? The situation has not changed,’ Fritigern said evenly, sweeping a hand around the lower town and its well-garrisoned walls. ‘Here and in the sister camp in the north we maintain two strongholds and house good-sized armies. Four thousand spears and a thousand riders at each location guarding well-stocked grain silos.’ Next, he extended a hand to the east, the west and then the south. Dotted across the green, shimmering countryside were distant dust clouds. ‘Out there, the Thervingi warbands roam, gathering up forage, demanding tribute and extra grain from the few Roman cities whose gates remained barred to us. It is like this all the way to Deultum on the coast of the Pontus Euxinus, to Trimontium in the west and the suburbs of Constantinople far to the south – thirty warbands, all of whom continue to reap the fare required to keep our families’ bellies full. ’ And divided like this, have had no thoughts of indulging in tribal squabbles, he thought, recalling the momentous rift that had seen Reiks Farnobius and his followers break away from the horde the last time they marched united.

They both groaned in disgust.

‘That is enough for you?’ Alatheus said, his eyes pitying.

‘Timid leaders seldom inspire their subjects,’ Saphrax sneered.

Fritigern smiled thinly. The comment reminded him of a recurring dream. A dream of winter where he found himself wandering along a high, narrow mountain ledge between two spurs of rock. Every wayward footstep sent rocks tumbling into the crevasse. Gusts of chill wind threatened to cast him down there too. At first he had tried to scramble bravely along the path to reach the other side, only to stumble or slide on ice and plummet into the black void. On those nights he would wake, screaming. Only when he employed caution and care did he survive the walk and wake peacefully. ‘Reckless leaders seldom grow old.’

The pair shook their heads in tandem. They had rarely if ever agreed with anything he said. In fact, he was sure that if he pointed at the sky and claimed it was blue, they would doubtless scoff and insist it was red.

‘You cannot continue to ignore the reports,’ Alatheus sighed. ‘The imperial armies edge closer. Every passing week, day… hour.’

Fritigern laughed without mirth. ‘I know well that the imperial armies are on the move, and I know well they converge on this land. But they are still some way off.’

‘Then perhaps you can share your plans with your Council?’ Saphrax said with a triumphant grin, gesturing down to the paved acropolis floor.

Fritigern noticed movement down there, behind him. The Council of Reiks had come together, as if in defiance of his wishes. They stood in their fine robes, some in polished iron breastplates and others in leather armour crested with bright plumes. With them came many lesser men and mere tribesmen along with some of the Alani and Huns who had joined the horde. All looked up to the walls, looked to him in expectation. Suddenly, he felt a tight hand of doubt clasp his throat.

‘The Iudex has agreed to outline his strategy,’ Alatheus announced gleefully.

Fritigern sought somewhere devoid of demanding eyes, eventually finding it on the southern horizon and the sweltering air trapped in the Tonsus valley. How had it come to this? They had entered the empire in a truce. It had been agreed that his armies would serve as imperial regiments and enjoy Thracian soil as their own. Through it all, he had clung to this hope: first, when the truce was shattered and the bloody clash at Ad Salices claimed thousands of Roman and Gothic lives; even afterwards, when he and his armies had forged through the staunch mountain passes to claim the Thracian countryside as their own.

Truce, he thought again. Parley.

The possibility had haunted him. The truce could live again, could it not? He wondered just how far south Alwin, the messenger he had despatched secretly, had ridden by now. The man was on the lithest of mounts – selected from his own stable – and would surely be well on his way towards Constantinople by now. The letter was simple, offering talks – the starting point and possibly the salvation of his people.

Ride swiftly, man, he mouthed, before these hounds devour me.

He glanced around the gathered Council, knowing he had little hope of convincing them to wait for the messenger’s return.

‘Well?’ Saphrax purred.

Fritigern felt an angry heat spread over him, and was on the verge of spitting some caustic reply, when a commotion at the acropolis gates broke the tension.

‘Iudex!’ a voice called from over there. A murmur of confusion broke out as the gathered crowd turned to the voice. A rider – not Alwin, but a young Greuthingi horseman – staggered in through the gates. He was bathed in sweat and his face, his blonde topknot of hair and his brown tunic and trousers were coated in some dark red filth. Dried blood, Fritigern realised. The lad rummaged in a hemp sack then withdrew a grey mass, lifting it by matted, dark hair. The white, dried-out eyes of the severed head pinned him, and the gawping mouth seemed to scream at him. The clotted tendrils and sinew dangling from the hewn neck were quickly surrounded by a cloud of buzzing flies.

Fritigern gazed down upon him sternly. Choose your words carefully lad, for a wretched one might end many thousands of lives.

All eyes were upon the young rider now and he seemed hesitant. Only after a furtive glance to Alatheus and Saphrax, his tribal leaders, did he continue. ‘A Roman horseman,’ the rider said, holding the head aloft. ‘Before he died, we made him talk. He confirmed what we expected: Emperor Valens has not only arrived in Constantinople from the east, but he has now left the city and is marching across Thracian soil as we speak.’

Fritigern’s eyes closed as a mixed refrain of panic and hubris erupted.

‘The eagles have gathered. Iudex, we must react!’

‘It is time – our warriors must be brought together!’

‘What of the western legions? Are they almost upon us too?’

The voices pierced Fritigern’s thoughts from every direction as he sought a strategy in the darkness behind his eyelids. To bring the horde back together would be to risk everything: The imperial forces would have just one target to seek out. It would offer a pitched battle – something the Romans excelled at. And as a single horde, famine would not be slow to seek them out either. But worst of all, the ambitious reiks’ within the Gothic ranks would prey upon ancient tribal rivalries and once more take to rallying and gathering support from the assembled horde – seeking to slice him from his role as Iudex… and no doubt his head from his shoulders too. He opened his eyes and found that he was staring at Alatheus and Saphrax. He turned from them and looked down over the assembled crowd, seeking some inspiring yet amiable words to quell his people’s discontent.

‘Look into the past,’ Saphrax said suddenly before Fritigern could speak, his voice booming. ‘Think of the tales we have been told around fires by our elders: tales of our ancestors’ great journey from the old lands of Scandza and Thule, hundreds of years ago. Back then, we were known as the bold ones as we strode forth into driving snow, hunted fierce animals and followed Allfather Wodin’s guiding hand. The Gepids, our cousins who made the journey with us, dithered and deliberated on every step of the journey. They reached the lands north of the Danubius long after we had got there to claim them as our own. We were kings of our own destiny then. That spirit has not faded, has it?’

A moment of silence, then a chorus of: never!

The unanimous cry bit into Fritigern’s pride like a gnashing wolf cub. Above, he heard the unmistakable shriek of that carefree vulture. Its shadow passed over him as if he was the carrion it sought.

‘So let us be the bold ones once more,’ Saphrax continued. ‘Let the splintered horde gather together once again. As a scattered group, we cannot hope to defeat Rome’s armies. As one, as forty thousand warriors, if we fall upon each emperor’s column before it can ready for battle… we cannot fail to crush them!’

An uproarious cry met this proclamation, sending a wave of dread across Fritigern’s skin. He shot a look to his loyal Thervingi spearmen along the acropolis’ battlements. Each of them read his look and rushed to his side and bashed the blades of their spears upon their circular shields. The din and the sight of these colossal fighters – each still wearing the ancient dark red leather armour of days past, the skin on their faces and arms laced with blue tattoos and their already considerable height added to by their jutting topknots – partially quietened the crowd.

‘Enough!’ Fritigern roared. It had been a long time since he had mustered such a cry, and it utterly silenced all. Even the babble from the lower town and the squawking parrots down there seemed to cease in shock. ‘If the horde gathers once more, we commit ourselves to one future and one alone: to face the imperial armies head to head.’ He jabbed a finger in Saphrax’s direction. ‘Some talk of times past? Well most will recall Ad Salices, and even our clashes with the empire’s legions in Valens’ early days as emperor. Neither side knew victory… but the gravediggers had bounteous employ.’ The silence was won with this last statement. Many faces – moments ago agape and eager, grew long. Heads were bowed and many nodded. ‘If we remain as a collection of smaller groups then we give the fine, serried ranks that march from Constantinople and from the West no flesh to gnash upon. For have you ever seen a field army of Rome move in formation? It waddles like a pregnant horse!’

This stoked a babble of wry laughter.

‘Dispersed, we can evade the imperial armies as long as we wish, and remain kings of the Thracian countryside. Should they choose to fall upon Kabyle’s walls or our camp in the north, then we gather and fall upon their backs. For we should only unite the warbands only when we have a clear advantage.’ He saw his kinsmen nodding in approval. They believed in him, still. He fished a Roman coin from his purse and tossed it down to the young Greuthingi rider. ‘As long as we stay abreast of the Roman movements, then we have the upper hand. This land can be ours… but only if we play this great game with cool heads. Now return to your duties and we will gather again soon.’ The congregated people shouted words of support and cheered him, before gradually melting away.

As the space atop the acropolis emptied, Alatheus and Saphrax remained nearby him on the walls. Fritigern noticed Saphrax’ nose twitch as if he had smelt something foul, Alatheus whispering something in his crony’s ear.

Curse you. Curse you both to the pits, Fritigern thought. As he turned away from the pair, his eyes swept past the discarded Roman head. He noticed something he had missed before: the face was delicate, effeminate, even. And young too – more boy than man. And was that some form of paint on his face too? Kohl around the eyes and lead on the cheeks?

‘There is something wrong, Iudex?’ Saphrax said.

Fritigern looked at the pair, a chill smile spreading across his face. ‘Where did the riders capture this Roman?’

Alatheus adopted a stony glower. ‘ Our riders risked their lives to bring you this important news, yet you question them?’

‘Can’t you just be thankful that there is one less Roman eques to deal with?’ Saphrax grunted.

An angry heat spread across Fritigern’s chest and face. ‘That one is no eques, he is a slave boy. A well-kept slave boy at that. He’s the type kept in urban villas and palaces. I decreed that we should control the countryside, keep the Romans penned within their cities, demand grain. If we cross paths with legionaries then fight them and fight them well, aye, but plundering towns and spilling civilian blood will only rile the legions to fight with fire in their blood. Where did the horsemen ride to? Where did they claim this slave’s head?’

Alatheus gazed past Fritigern’s shoulder as if to show how unruffled he was. ‘We sent our riders to a place where they could make themselves heard. A place where they would leave Emperor Valens in no doubt as to what the horde is capable of… of what our riders are capable of. Perhaps you should leave it at that, Iudex,’ he dipped his head, like a hawk sighting its prey, ‘if you wish to retain those capabilities.’

Fritigern’s shoulders trembled with rage. But the pair were right. The Greuthingi were indispensable – the cavalry hammer to his Thervingi infantry anvil.

The two offered a perfunctory bow.

‘Until the next gathering, Iudex,’ Alatheus said quietly before turning to leave. He and Saphrax wore a matching smirk as they left the acropolis and headed for the lower town.

Alwin the bald, blonde-bearded Gothic messenger halted his mount by a small tarn ringed with reeds and dismounted. His steed was lathered in sweat and foaming at the mouth, such haste had he demanded of the stallion under the hot sun. He stroked its silken red hide, the muscles taut underneath, the beast’s wide nostrils flaring in exertion, then led it to the water’s edge.

‘Drink, boy, you’ve earned it.’ He chuckled wryly, eyeing the southerly track past Mons Asticus that would take him towards the Roman capital. ‘You’ll need it for the rest of the ride too,’ he said, patting the haircloth bag on the saddle holding the message Fritigern had given him. ‘Any Roman tries to harm my wife and my girls, I’ll slice open his guts. But if we can keep our swords sheathed, ensure our families go unharmed and talk instead… that’ll do me,’ he muttered to himself, wiping sweat from his beard and moustache.

He crouched by the pool, cupping his hands in the mercifully cool water and scooping it to his lips. One mouthful after another, gradually slaking his thirst. When he was replete, the water settled again, becoming glass-like. He saw the reflection of sky, sun and wisps of white cloud overhead. There was his own reflection, his mount’s and… ‘What the?’ he swung round to face the extra figure looming behind him. He saw just the glint of a silvery tooth on the sneering face before the bronze-winged crossbow hovering under his nose spat forth an iron-tipped bolt that crunched through his face. He was dead before his haemorrhaging body splashed into the pool.







Chapter 7 



The rolling green and golden lands of Thracia’s southeastern peninsula were deserted. Pollen, dust motes and flies swarmed in the drowsy heat to the tune of buzzing bees and croaking cicadas. The Via Egnatia – the imperial highway that emerged from the eastern horizon between two gentle hills and ran all the way to the west – lay empty, the well-worn flagstones devoid of boots, hooves or cartwheels – as it had been for some time since the Goths had come.

Suddenly, as if fleeing a predator, a small cluster of exploratores burst from the east and hared along the highway, lying flat and hugging their mounts’ necks. These swift riders were the emperor’s eyes, trained to spot the slightest hint of danger from miles away. They were laden with minimal burden to aid their speed, clad in dark brown tunics overlaid with padded linen vests and simple felt caps.

Agilo the swarthy, green-eyed lead rider called out to them and at once the cluster broke apart, each rider sharply veering off from the road in different directions like the fingers of a hand suddenly splayed, their eyes scouring every dell and thicket, every rabbit hole and hummock. After a while, Agilo slowed then lifted his red foxskin cap and brushed the sweat from his forehead. He cast his eyes around the plain again: nothing. No raiders, bandits or potential ambush points. Emperor Valens’ cataphracti had done a fine job in driving the raiding Gothic bands back, away from Constantinople and out of the peninsula. Just fifty miles of lost land had been reclaimed, but it was an auspicious start.

‘Ride on,’ he called to his comrades, waving them ahead while he peeled away, circling back whence he had come. As he approached the twin hills in the east, he saw a tall pillar of red dust beyond, heard a fierce rumble like a faraway but rapidly approaching summer storm. The thunder intensified as he rode to meet it, taking on a sharp, rhythmic edge.

Crunch-crunch-crunch-crunch.

A band of blinding, silvery light spilled over the horizon, filling the breadth of the Via Egnatia at once, and Agilo shaded his eyes from the sight. He saw the sea of eagle and draco standards and vivid banners bobbing above the light, then made out the dense ranks clad in mail and scale that marched at the head of this broad column. The Scutarii and Gentiles cavalry led the way as a vanguard, glistening in the sun, cloaks and plumes fluttering in their wake. The ironclad Nervii and Hiberi palace regiments along with the XI Claudia and V Macedonica limitanei legions marched closely behind, two regiments abreast, serving as an armoured front. Behind them came the body of the column: the Fortenses, the Herculiani, the Joviani, the Lancearii, the Mattiarii, the Batavians and the Cornuti and many more – these regiments screened by outriders and spared the burden of armour. Soon, the bulk of the column had poured into view between the twin hills and wound towards Agilo like a great silver river.

‘Mithras! Is that not a sight to stir any man’s heart?’ he whispered into the languid air, unable to suppress a grin.

He caught sight of Emperor Valens’ purple standard, approaching amidst the moving masses.

‘Domine,’ he called out, ‘the road is clear!’

The explorator’s cry echoed across the front and was met with a mighty cheer from the XI Claudia and all around them.

‘Just an hour more and we’ll be at the emperor’s manor,’ Agilo added.

Thank you, Mithras, Pavo thought. Agilo’s regular shouts had served as a slow, steady heartbeat for the journey to Melanthias.

They had set off from Constantinople yesterday and every man moved with a spring in his step. But soon after the capital had fallen from view behind them, the unusually hot summer sun had begun to take its toll, the excited murmurs replaced by panting and coughing and the frequent guzzling of water. Today it was reaching that stage in the march where any soldier, veteran or recruit, began to feel his spear shaft grate on his palm and his shield strap chew into his left shoulder. Unfortunately for the Claudia, Pavo thought, marching near the front meant each of them was obliged to wear their heavy mail shirt, which did little to ease the discomfort. Worse, marching behind the two palace legions and the mounted vanguard guaranteed a constant stream of dust and unfortunate bodily aromas from those in front, he mused, his nose wrinkling as he caught a whiff of horse and long-unwashed crotch. Ride swiftly, explorator, he affirmed, seeing Agilo once again speed off over a grassy rise on the western horizon to re-join his scouting cadre, the sooner we get to Melanthias, the better.

But despite the gruelling nature of the trek, they had marched well, Pavo thought – even the rawest recruits. The three Claudia cohorts, nose to tail, had kept time with the emperor’s army to perfection: Zosimus heading the First Cohort, Pavo the second and Quadratus the third. A quick glance over his shoulder filled him with pride: ruby-red shields in tight formation, banners held high. He could not help but imagine Gallus’ reaction at seeing his beloved legion in full pomp after the recent devastations. Nor could he help but yearn for Dexion to be here also.

He thought again of that cursed piece of paper. Narco holds the truth. What truth? He had thought it over a thousand times. All it had offered was a recurring headache, an immovable mental image of that staring eye emblem on the paper. He snorted, knowing full well he’d take to thinking it over again tonight. Anything, anything that might help find Gallus and his brother. They will return. The legion will be complete, he mouthed.

A short while later, they came to a grassy rise. Pavo realised that something was missing: Agilo and his riders had not returned from beyond that incline to give their latest shout. He glanced to his side and saw Sura had marched forward to his position.

‘I’ve been counting,’ Sura said in a muted voice. ‘Almost exactly eighteen hundred paces between his every shout.’

‘What’re we at now?’ Pavo asked.

‘Two thousand,’ Sura replied darkly.

Almost as if in reply, a sharp rumble of hooves sounded and Agilo appeared, bursting over the brow of the rise with his fellow scouts to draw up before the Gentiles riders. But there was no joyous call. More, the scouts’ faces were creased in vexation, hands shooting out, pointing before they bolted back over the rise to take a closer look at whatever had alarmed them so.

‘Right, sharpen up,’ Zosimus growled, sensing the sudden air of menace.

Pavo’s hand tightened on his spear and his other arm moved, ready to swing his shield down from his shoulder if needed. His heartrate quickened.

Just then, a rider amongst the Gentiles blew into a buccina. Three blasts.

Enemy near, Pavo mouthed. ‘Form a broad front,’ he said aloud, waving to the standard bearers who swished their banners to affect the order.

‘We’re on,’ Quadratus grunted. The iron and ruby legion then jogged forward to take their place on the left of a now broader armoured front alongside the flanks – four abreast.

Pavo and Sura barged together, shoulder-to-shoulder with the others, shields clacking together to form a wall, betraying just baleful eyes, shark-finned helms and lethal spear points. They edged up the rise like this, mouths dry, until they reached the crest and the land beyond was revealed. Pavo gawped down onto the broad, green and gold flatland below, a breath of hot wind furrowing his hair.

There was no enemy army to be seen. To the left of the Via Egnatia was a long, narrow lagoon fringed with shingle, woods and tracts of meadow, its gentle, teal waters and the calm sounds of nature all around at odds with the thousands of panting, armed men on the hillside. Not a soul spoke. His thundering heart slowed and for a moment, all he could think of was kicking Agilo really hard in the groin. He and Sura shared a confused look, then both saw it at the same time. There, on the lagoon’s eastern shore, amidst a shimmering fig grove lay something broken: toppled stonework and jutting shards of timber. A glint of iron caught Pavo’s eye and for a moment, the battle angst returned, until he saw that it was merely the sun reflecting off of mangled, fallen iron gates. Now he realised he was looking upon a ruined perimeter wall, breached in three places, ladders still resting against the outside of other parts. Painted white, the dark stains of blood and smoke stood out starkly. Within the broken walls, part-masked by trees, a husk of a manor stood. The roof had caved in. Gentle wisps of grey smoke still rose from the gutted ruin.

‘Melanthias,’ Quadratus said stonily.

Pavo looked along the wall of shields lining the rise. Emperor Valens had ridden forward. Agilo was explaining something to him. The emperor nodded in silence, then his head bowed as he took in the news. Whatever the rider had told him had been crushing.

‘We thought it best to opt for caution, but you can stand down. It seems there is no danger,’ another explorator called out, riding his mount at a trot along the front. ‘The Goths who did this are gone.’

A short while later, the battle line reformed as a column, then proceeded in an awkward silence downhill and into the estate grounds, crunching along the shingle shore of the lagoon. Pavo saw that the fig trees had been stripped of their fruits, and the wide, flat meadows north of the estate bore the tell-tale divots of raiding hooves. As they approached the wrecked manor grounds, he saw the scarred walls up close. Weak smoke continued to rise from some sections where crossbeams still smouldered. A sentry’s corpse was doubled over a section of broken parapet, a Gothic spear wedged in the man’s back, his arms dangling and blood staining the wall where he was draped. Pavo recognised the emblem of a scarab and Hercules on the man’s fallen shield: the additional legion Valens had shipped in from Egypt. A legion slain to a man, he realised, now seeing the many other scale-clad corpses lying part-hidden in the grass or prone atop the ruined walls, buzzing flies and busy carrion birds marking out some of the cadavers. As he passed toppled sections of wall, he glimpsed the desolation inside: bloody, grey limbs poking from the collapsed section of the manor at the heart of the grounds, and a number of other bodies strewn around the gardens. The decapitated corpse of a slave boy lay, one arm outstretched towards the broken gates as if he had been moments from escaping his killers. As the column marched across to the pasture just east of this grim scene, Pavo watched Valens ride over to enter his razed home and walk his mount into the ruined grounds. Two candidati flanked him as always when he slipped from his saddle and stooped to one knee by a shattered, blackened sarcophagus in the centre of the gardens. Pavo saw the emperor’s head loll and his shoulders shudder.

‘They desecrated the grave of his only son,’ a voice said.

Pavo looked up to see Agilo the explorator had ridden close. ‘What kind of man plunders bones from the ground?’

‘Men did not do this,’ Agilo spat, then pointed to the hoof prints in the ground. ‘It was the Greuthingi riders, as savage as the Huns.’

The Batavians went about organising the collection and burial of the dead while the rest of the legions set to work marking out the perimeter of a camp by Melanthias’ grounds. When night had fallen, the legions cooked and ate around their fires in near-silence.

‘My father-in-law worked as a horse trainer in there,’ one of Quadratus’ lot grumbled.

‘My older brother was in the Egyptian legion,’ Trupo said, his face drawn.

‘The Greuthingi will pay,’ Zosimus said, spitting a scrap of tough mutton into the fire.

‘But they are riders – swift and lethal,’ Rectus mused. ‘They’ll be sly enough to keep the horizon between us and them.’

‘The Thervingi warbands too,’ Sura agreed. ‘They might move on foot, but they’re fast enough.’

‘Then how do we catch an invisible army?’ Cornix said.

Pavo stood, tossing the remnant of his thin stew into the earth. ‘We eat, we sleep, and we pray that Mithras brings us hope at dawn.’

When he retired to his bed, he fell into a fitful half-slumber. Images of Gallus, of Dexion came and went, and the same phrase repeated in his head, over and over.

Narco holds the truth.

Finally, exhaustion drew him into a deeper sleep…and a darker place.

The crone’s face was long and weary as once more she pointed Pavo to the farmhouse. It happened again as it had done so many times before: within moments he was inside, flames engulfing the walls, licking at Pavo from every direction as he scrambled back from the shadow-man. The wolf lay wounded by his side, howling weakly, the dead white eagle close by too. He drew back until he felt a wall of flames behind him and realised he could retreat no further.

‘ I have nothing to fear from you,’ he snarled at the shadow-man.

‘ Oh, but you do,’ the shadow man replied in a sibilant voice.

A spike of fiery trepidation lanced Pavo’s heart, but he fought against it. ‘You plague my dreams, you show me false scenes of death and destruction, yet you are powerless… you are nothing.’

‘ Nothing… or everything?’ the shadow man replied.

The figure’s hands rose up and looped around the edges of the hood, then drew it back and lowered it. Pavo gawped, seeing something he could not comprehend. A dark, heavy brow, an aquiline nose… was he looking upon himself?

He shot up to sitting with a gasp for air. ‘What the?’ he panted, shaking his head then palming at his eyes. The wicked dream slipped away and he sat up in his bed, seeing the dim orange of dawn outside the goatskin tent.

He looked across to the slumbering form of Sura on the far side. As a centurion, his days of sharing a contubernium tent with seven others were over; instead of a line of bodies belching, farting and snoring he now had a small wooden table, a crate of scrolls and a wax writing tablet to take notes for the daily reports. Beside this, his armour and weapons rested on a small wooden stool.

He stretched, rose and stretched again, throwing on his tunic and lifting his cup. Outside, few had risen, sweet woodsmoke permeated the air from the one or two morning campfires, and the dawn sun bathed the silk-like surface of the lagoon, the fields and orchards and the sea of tents in a soft light. Even the ruined manor looked slightly less cadaver-like. The grounds had been cleared of bodies, but the tumbled stone still bore the stains of slaughter. He hobbled over to the water barrel, scooped up a cupful and drank deeply, then issued a short prayer to Mithras that today would not be as bleak as yesterday. When he went to draw another cup, he stopped, seeing the surface of the water ripple sharply. The ground tremored, then he heard hooves, racing into the camp, right for his back.

He swung round, dropping his cup, just as a rider on a huge roan stallion slowed to a canter and stopped right before him, the white-bodied horse rearing up and whinnying as its brown fetlocks thrashed, hooves a hand’s-width from Pavo’s face. He staggered back, Sura stumbled from the tent, bleary-eyed, Quadratus and Zosimus lurched from their nearby tents, eyes barely open and Quadratus having neglected to put on a stitch of clothing.

‘Morning, ladies,’ the rider bellowed with a buccina-like cry through a tunnel of a mouth, sitting bolt upright on the saddle. ‘Did you miss your dawn roll call, or do I need to damn well give it for you?’

Pavo blinked the last scraps of sleep from his mind and beheld the rider: a man in his mid-forties, bald, with what hair he possessed shaved to nothing more than a ring of grey shadow above the ears. His right eye was bulging and painfully bloodshot and the other was masked by a frayed black leather eyepatch. His pox-scarred face was fixed in a lop-sided grimace, anchored that way by a row of yellowing bottom teeth. Was it a grimace, or was it an evil smile? Pavo wasn’t sure. The man wore a simple grey cloak over a dark red tunic and well-worn riding boots. A scout? Pavo wondered.

Just then, the roll call buccinae sounded all across the camp. The man shrugged. ‘Ah well, seems you beat me to it.’ He cast his bulging eye around the bewildered officers of the Claudia, hitched himself in the saddle then picked on Pavo. ‘I’ve ridden all the way from the West. I believe Emperor Valens has a job for me?’

‘Er,’ Pavo stammered, ‘the scout riders’ stables are at the south of the camp-’

‘Scout rider?’ the man said, leaning down a little from the saddle, his face screwing up even more as if inspecting an horrifically infected wound. ‘Balls to that. I didn’t ride all the way from my villa in Latium to be a bloody scout rider! ’ The notion that seemed to have irked him so greatly then suddenly tickled him, as he rocked back on the saddle and laughed uproariously. ‘Scout rider, now that would be quite something. Would take me back to my earliest years in the ranks…’

Pavo blinked. All the way from my villa in Latium. It stirred a memory, but not a clear one. He glanced past the man in search of an escort of any sort. None – surely someone of low importance then?

‘You’re wondering where my riders are?’ he said with another blast of that war horn voice. ‘Well five of them are dead – lying up in the Rhodope Mountain path where some bastard Goths ambushed us. The other three bolted for their lives, gutless fuc-’

The buccinae wailed once more for roll call, drowning out the end of his sentence, but only just.

‘So I rode the rest of the way alone,’ the agitated rider continued. ‘After I chased off the four who ambushed us,’ he clenched those yellow teeth together in a grin and pointed proudly at a freshly scabbed line on his face like a boy showing his mother something he had made. ‘Anyway, Emperor Valens?’

Pavo turned and pointed to the principia area at the heart of the camp, where the emperor planned, held court, slept and dined.

The fellow winked his thanks to Pavo, hitched himself again then nodded to the others curtly before heeling his horse into a walk, stopping only to glare askance at the naked Quadratus, pointing a finger at his genitals. ‘My, it appears to be a brisk dawn today.’

Quadratus’ face fell agape as the rider trotted off to the camp principia. Libo, just emerging from his contubernium tent, could not contain a snigger, and Quadratus’ reaction was immediate: ‘Latrines – two weeks,’ he growled, cupping his genitals protectively and storming back inside his tent.

By mid-morning, Emperor Valens had summoned his consistorium of Traianus, Victor and Saturninus, and gathered the chief officers from each legion: tribuni in the main, along with the senior centurions of the Claudia. These forty or so men stood in the principia’s planning tent in a circle around a table with the campaign map pinned out upon it. A tense debate was in full sway, and Pavo’s eyes switched one way then the other as the key men argued their cases.

‘This army cannot march headlong into the north as things stand,’ Valens insisted. ‘The march here was safe enough, but you have all witnessed the devastation of my manor. The lands north of this point will only be more treacherous, for they are still riddled with Fritigern’s roaming warbands. Were we to advance the column through such a swarm then we would be subject to ambush and outmanoeuvring. We don’t know where they are, and it would be folly to move blind through their midst.’

‘We should split the campaign army,’ Traianus pressed. ‘Give me fifteen thousand men and I will sweep southern Thracia of these Thervingi warbands, Domine. Have the other half march up the Via Pontica and sweep northern Thracia.’

Valens sighed in frustration. ‘You rely too heavily on tactics that have won clashes for you in the past. No two battles are the same. I have told you before, the army I have assembled here is precious. It has taken many months of planning to draw it together and I cannot risk splitting it in two. Should one half of my forces fall into some Gothic trap…’ he shook his head. ‘The only way we can be sure of besting Fritigern’s horde is if we can meet them as one force. While they roam like jackal packs, we must tread carefully.’

‘Then let us once again consider Kabyle?’ Victor asked, just as he had done back in Constantinople. ‘We know Fritigern is there with just a few thousand warriors. A swift march might take them by surprise, despite the stout defences there.’

‘Might?’ Valens shot back immediately. ‘I cannot risk this army on such a foggy premise. Chance is not a strategy. Were we to march that far north unscathed then encompass that stoutly-walled town, we would be asking for Fritigern’s widespread forces to converge and in turn encircle us. No, Kabyle is a bait I will not be biting on.’

‘What of this secondary base?’ Victor pressed. ‘Perhaps it can be reached with less risk. If so, you know I can bring its walls down for you, Domine.’

‘A man can only bring down a battlement if he knows where it is,’ Valens replied waspishly. ‘My exploratores have been relentless but unsuccessful in their efforts to penetrate northern Thracia. The location of the second Gothic camp remains a mystery.’

‘Then what are we to do?’ Saturninus interjected. ‘The legions were glad to march from Constantinople. But we are once again still. Indecision and inactivity will sap morale faster than the sight of the Gothic army. Respectfully, Domine, surely we cannot simply sit here idly until Gratian comes with his western armies to save u-’

‘Indeed we cannot,’ Valens snapped, cutting the slight general off, then dipping his head with a sigh. ‘We must loosen the Gothic grip on these lands, break the roving warbands in a way that does not risk everything.’

‘So the riddle remains: how can we break this… this splintered horde… if we cannot march out to face them?’ Traianus argued.

Valens chose not to respond. Instead, he turned to the tent flap. ‘Bastianus?’

All heads turned that way in confusion. In stepped a man. Pavo’s eyes widened: it was the crazed, bald fellow with the eyepatch who had ridden in at dawn. This was Bastianus, the famed general from the west, he realised, standing tall when the man’s manic stare met his. Traianus, Victor and Saturninus cast a sour eye at the newcomer, and a fair few grumbles sounded, along with a muttered curse from Quadratus, bristling by Pavo’s left.

‘Nothing wrong with the size of my cock and balls despite what that bugger says,’ the big Gaul groused. ‘Caelia at the brothel even nicknamed me Longinus. Said she could hardly walk after-’ An elbow in the ribs from Zosimus was enough to silence the disgruntled centurion.

Valens bristled at the noises of discontent. ‘Traianus remains my direct second in command as Magister Militum, Saturninus and Victor will guide my cavalry, each as a Magister Equitum. Today, Bastianus joins my consistorium as Magister Peditum, in charge of the infantry. More, he will solve the riddle of the splintered horde.’ He motioned to the map table and stepped away, offering the floor to Bastianus.

Bastianus’ yellow-toothed grin broadened as he swaggered up before the table. For a moment, he seemed nonplussed as to what was being asked of him, his bulging eye meeting every man and holding them in mild disdain, one hand going to his crotch and adjusting himself as if he was devoid of company. ‘ You’re here, eh? And you,’ he muttered to himself as if judging each fellow there with the one bulging eye. ‘Gods, not you… you smell of burnt horse.’ He lifted a wine jug and filled a deep cup to the brim, before guzzling the drink in one go. ‘Hmm, had better.’

Finally, prompted by Valens’ awkward clearing of the throat, he seemed to realise where he was again and turned his attentions to the map table. ‘Hah!’ he exclaimed, scowling in derision as he eyed the colouring and borders that showed Thracia as solid Roman territory. He drew a cane from his belt and dug it under the nearest pin holding it to the table’s surface. With a pop, the pin flew out of the wood, lodged in the ceiling of the tent and the corner of the map rolled up. He did the same with the next pin then the last two, then batted the rolled up map off the edge of the table. Finally, without ceremony, he booted the table over on its side and stood in its place.

‘Much better,’ he boomed, utterly unfazed by the many wide eyes. ‘Damned maps. I never was much of a fan of these carefully etched and polished things. Always out of date by the time they’ve been drawn. Now, step back,’ he said, waving his hands at the gathered officers as if he was shooing a clowder of cats. Pavo realised then that this man’s abrupt manner that morning had been nothing out of the ordinary. Recruit, officer and emperor were subject to his low toleration of everything, it seemed.

Bastianus crouched on his haunches, took his cane and poked a dot in the dirt of the tent floor by his right foot.

‘Here is where it all began: at my villa in Italy. The place where I’ve been sitting on my arse for the last three years. Drink and whores are fun for a few months, aye,’ he said, his bottom lip curling and his lone eye growing distant in recollection. Quadratus’ hostile stance eased a bit too, the big Gaul nodding in appreciation. ‘But after that, it all became stale, suffocating. No good, no good at all… a mind left to seed is quick to grow wild… become tangled in vines of dark thought,’ he said, tapping his temple, then laughing shrilly as if someone had whispered a joke in his ear. ‘And what use is talking to oneself – when you know the endings to all your own stories!’ He said then issued another burst of deafening, staccato laughter, regardless of the fact that nobody else made a sound.

‘He’s bloody insane,’ Zosimus whispered, then cast a look at Sura. ‘He might even take your crown.’

Sura opened his mouth to defend himself, unsure whether to be angry that his crown was about to be taken or because he had just been called insane. Bastianus continued before he could make his mind up.

‘So I was most grateful to be summoned to a place where I can display my talents,’ he offered a vague nod of deference to Valens, then drew a meandering line across the dirt in front of his feet to indicate his journey east, ‘and now I’m here… no thanks to my shitbag escort riders,’ the line stopped just to his left. ‘Thracia!’ he proclaimed, tapping another point in the dirt and drawing a rough outline of the diocese around it. ‘Thracia… land of the Goths! ’

A stunned silence prevailed, but nobody dared to counter the assertion.

‘So what in Hades does an army like this,’ Bastianus held out his arms as if to encompass the camp, ‘need me for? What can one man do to make thirty thousand stronger?’ He cast his bulging eye across them all then theatrically pulled his eyepatch proud of his face and let it snap back into place as if to punctuate the question. ‘The answer lies in organisation. Organisation and tactics that may not be familiar to – or favoured by – most of you.’

‘Domine,’ Traianus interrupted, ‘I implore you to reconsider my plan instead.’

Bastianus rocked back on his haunches, smiling thinly up at Traianus in a way that one does when in foul company. ‘Go on,’ he said. ‘Tell us how you would tackle countless small bands of roving Goths. You have fought such a war before, yes? Where the enemy roams at speed like jackal packs, strikes when you least expect it then melts away before you? Tell us, will you?’

Silence followed, spoilt only by Traianus’ teeth grating.

‘No? Then I will continue,’ Bastianus said, tapping his cane on the dirt map again. Pavo saw a sparkle in the man’s eye: maybe, just maybe, a sound mind lay behind that veil of lunacy.

‘I propose to play the Goths at their own game,’ he said, then grinned wickedly, ‘a game at which I am adept – ask the Persians, the Egyptians and the rebels in Gaul!’ He made several dots in the ground with the end of his cane, north of the spot he had earlier demarcated as ‘here’. ‘Fritigern knows we cannot force him into a pitched battle as long as his damned warbands remain dispersed. We know we cannot risk marching our entire army north while those warbands are at large – even when Emperor Gratian brings his armies to these lands to aid us it will be so.’

Traianus scoffed. ‘Which we already know. What other wisdom do you have to share: that a horse can outrun a man?’

Bastianus’ grin grew taut, the only sign that he had heard the gibe. ‘Give me not a half of the army, not even a quarter: I ask for just a selection of centuries from a few specialist legions. I’ll need slingers, javelin throwers, riders, archers…’ his good eye met with the Claudia four, ‘and one good, solid legion too – one whose men know this land well?’ he said, glancing to Valens, who nodded.

Pavo felt the tide of fate changing there and then.

‘Give me around two thousand men in total, and I can herd these hairy bastards, compel Fritigern to bring his horde together, drive him to face us on the field as one force.’ He made a large, solid circle in the centre of the patch of dirt, representing the Gothic horde reunified. ‘What say you?’

‘With respect, sir, how can a few thousand from this army hope to better thirty or more roving warbands?’ Zosimus asked.

Bastianus fixed him with that possessed stare. ‘By way of surreptitious artifice, my good man.’

Zosimus’ blank look was reply enough.

‘Damned dirty tricks!’ Bastianus clarified. ‘We will be swift as deer, silent like hawks, unseen like shadows in the night. We will move with no armour – just shields, helms and spears. The Goths will never have faced such an enemy in these lands. Now, I ask again, what say you?’

A murmur of discussion rippled around the principia. None wanted to be the first to voice approval. But the one man who mattered gave his: ‘Choose your men today, requisition what supplies you need from the wagon train this afternoon, and be ready to set out by dawn tomorrow,’ Valens said. ‘You have the remainder of June and early July to force Fritigern to bring his horde together. By the time you return,’ he paused as if he had smelt a foul odour, ‘my nephew will have arrived with his Western legions, the armies of East and West can march north and the war can be won.’

With that, Valens strode from the tent. The murmur of interest returned, each officer sharing their hopes and doubts. Pavo, Zosimus, Quadratus and Sura looked at one another blankly.

‘Did I just hear that right?’ Quadratus said at last. ‘Is that mad bastard taking charge of the Claudia in some-’

‘ Quadratus! ’ Pavo hissed through his teeth, seeing Bastianus approaching behind the big Gaul.

But Quadratus continued. ‘-in some half-baked foray into enemy territory?’

A hand slammed down on Quadratus’ shoulder as if in reply. ‘Ah, my new charges!’ Bastianus grinned at each of them. ‘Fancy a wander into the Goth-ridden north?’

Pavo felt that familiar tussle of ice and fire in his belly. More, his eyes caught on Bastianus’ dirt map and he thought of the paper in his purse, of the waystation at Narco… out there in the Gothic-occupied countryside.

He returned Bastianus’ grin with a slightly less maniacal one of his own.







Chapter 8 



A humid, damp mid-June air swirled around the forest trail as Gratian’s forces from Treverorum – three thousand strong – marched at haste, bathed in a mesh of watery sunshine and shade cast down from the canopy of sycamore and hornbeam. Deer and birds scattered in fright at the sight of the approaching iron column. First the Heruli legion crunched past, then a unit of archers and three turmae of equites. Sandwiched in between these riders and the scale-clad rearguard cohort of the VIII Augusta legion was Gratian’s retinue. Here, Dexion rode a white mare alongside the Western Emperor on a silver stallion. He had shed his black speculator robes and once again donned his military garb: a white-plumed helm, a baked black leather cuirass and the gem-hilted blade by his side.

‘The clearing north of Argentoratum lies just ahead, Domine, ’ Dexion said, flicking a finger to the oval of sunlight between the trees some half a mile ahead. ‘If our scouts’ observations were accurate, then our foe is headed there. And Merobaudes should have moved into position by now, waiting for your signal.’

Gratian’s expression was one of pure equanimity, but his reply was acerbic. ‘Waiting, yes, that would be best for him. He is a tempestuous one, and I hope for his sake he is not tempted to crush this Lentienses invasion and take the glory for himself.’ He examined his fingernails as if discussing the mundane. ‘For I’d have his guts drawn from his belly if he did. He thinks of himself as a kingmaker and potential emperor. He is nothing but my pet hound.’

Dexion imagined the big, gruff Frankish general taking the acclaim of the army and pictured his master’s displeasure. ‘All will play out as we have planned, Master,’ he said. He eyed the thinning of the trees ahead, and an idea formed. He glanced over the auxiliaries that Gratian had insisted on mustering in his haste. They were the dregs of the army. Pacified Franks, Quadi and Saxons marching alongside criminals and beggars scraped from the streets of the Gallic provinces who could find no place within the legions. They were denied the relative luxury of marching on the track and instead had to scuttle like animals through the undergrowth. Ostensibly, they would spot any signs of enemy activity or potential ambush early; in reality, they marched on the flank to absorb any such ambuscade – their lives worth little and their number easy to replace, unlike Gratian’s legions.

‘I suggest we send the more… easily replaceable troops up to the treeline first.’

Gratian considered the idea for a moment then nodded.

Dexion bowed curtly then heeled his mare away from the emperor’s side, off over the damp bracken to the right of the track and into the tangled roots and foliage of the woods. His nose wrinkled as he eyed – and smelt – the auxiliaries: some wore soft leather tunics and woollen trousers, with their wild hair and beards unkempt like the barbarians and vagrants they were, and only a few wore mail or helms or anything resembling Roman armour. They carried axes, clubs and spears. Their ‘march’ was more like the loping surge of a wandering rabble. They were the antithesis of the well-ordered legions.

‘Ahead,’ he barked at them. They looked up, their filthy, gurning faces uncomprehending. Dagr, the big, spike-haired auxiliary centurion shrugged.

‘ Scout the glade ahead! ’ Dexion roared, waving his hands towards the treeline as if to shoo them. ‘If the tribesmen are there, send a signal,’ he made a mock bird noise by cupping his hands to his lips. ‘Yes?’

‘Yes,’ Dagr replied gruffly and grudgingly. A moment later, a few grunts in the Frankish, Quadi and Saxon tongues relayed the order. As the group forged further forward, Dexion kicked his mare’s left flank in order to return to the column, but his horse refused to turn, rearing up instead with a panicked whinny.

‘Whoa!’ he yelled, struggling to control the beast. Only as it settled did he notice the auxiliary who had been in his mount’s way. This fellow wore a grubby, grey robe and a badly-crafted ridge helm with broad cheek-pieces, a nose-guard and a jutting brow that shaded his face.

‘I apologise, sir,’ the man muttered hoarsely, backing away.

A flare of anger stole through Dexion’s veins. His top lip curled and his hand rose to strike the wretch, but he stopped, closing his eyes tight and cursing himself for letting emotion break free of that dank prison within him. When he opened his eyes, he saw that the fellow had run off to join his band. ‘If the fool is as clumsy in battle he will die anyway,’ he muttered.

As he walked his mount back to Gratian’s side, an odd sensation passed over him: like he was being watched. He looked back to the auxiliaries, but saw just their vague forms, part-cloaked in shade or veiled by undergrowth.

Gallus cast a furtive look over his shoulder, just as Dexion turned his head to look back also. He was sure the speculator’s eyes met his, but it seemed that the shadows had saved him.

‘You’ll never know how close you were, you whoreson,’ he whispered, clutching his wrist – still stinging from the strike of the horse’s flailing hoof that had knocked the knife from his hand. An arm’s reach was as close as he had come in this last week of marching south from Treverorum, and he realised that he might never get so close again.

‘You, wolf-eyes!’ a voice startled him. He swung to see Dagr, the centurion with his hair limed into spikes, gesticulating at him. This man and the rest of the century had been thrown together hastily as Gratian had hurried his army to this place. It was only that haste that had allowed Gallus to steal from the palace grounds and slip into the ranks at the market square mustering. ‘You did not hear? Wide!’

Gallus took up his spear and battered shield – along with his helm, these were his only armaments – then hurried to fan out like the rest of the auxiliaries. As he ran, a wave of perspiration trickled down his back, the saltiness stinging his as yet unhealed torture wounds. His limbs still ached, covered in bruises that had grown black, and the burns on his skin still stung like fire. That Gratian’s army had left Treverorum before word could spread of his escape from the dungeon was a slim blessing.

‘Left,’ Dagr demanded, pointing to the leftmost spot in the rough line the auxiliaries had formed.

Gallus took up his place and crept towards the treeline. They emerged from the trees into the western edge of a broad circular clearing, carpeted with tall grass and stretching a good mile. The trees were like a wall around the space, apart from the southern edge, where steep, bare hills rose. They crouched, using the grass like a veil. A fine, warm mizzle drifted across his face and a rich scent of warm, damp earth and grass swam around him. He looked up to see the sky was an odd mixture of bulging, angry grey cloud and watery sunshine, breaking through in bright shafts that illuminated the rain and dotted the heavens with vivid halos and bands of colour. All was silent for a heartbeat. Then he heard the distant, muffled refrain of one man’s caterwauling cry, a moment of silence, then a wall of many thousands of ferocious, baritone replies. He felt the ground shudder with each repetition, the noise and the tremor growing too.

‘Lentienses,’ Dagr whispered, stretching his neck up to look over the tall grass, his eyes narrowing and his tongue darting out to dampen his lips.

Gallus followed his gaze, trained on the clearing’s northern treeline. There, emerging from the shadows, came a swarm of men. Hundreds poured into the clearing, then thousands. Within moments they covered the northern and western parts of the expansive glade entirely. He had not given much thought to the clash with this tribe, all his focus instead on Dexion. But he was here, and this battle had to be fought. Grudgingly, he accepted the swell of emotion that washed over him as he made a rough count of the enemy. Eighteen thousand – the bulk of the raiding horde – almost all of them infantry. Most were bare-chested and their hair was streaked bright red with some kind of dye. Gallus recognised the viciously barbed javelins they pumped aloft with every repetition of the fierce cry: the ango, dread of the legions. Many others wore leather straps on their chests with several small, curved francisca axes tied there: another lethal weapon. He pinpointed the source of the rallying cries: a man on horseback wearing a gilded helmet, an iron-plate vest and a bear pelt on his shoulders.

‘And that is their king, Rex Priarius,’ Dagr added, seeing Gallus eye the Lentienses leader. The lime-haired auxiliary centurion cupped his hands to his lips and turned to face into the woods, making a trilling bird-noise. A short while later, Gratian’s forces emerged from the trees by Gallus’ left. They crouched, just like the auxiliaries, remaining unseen. The fierce Heruli formed the Roman centre, six ranks deep and nearly two hundred men wide, with the equites remaining well-hidden in the trees to the right of the line and the archers along with the VIII Augusta cohort taking up the left. Gratian and Dexion stood behind the wall of Heruli, the mounted pair pointing across the field, eyes judging the tract of emptiness between the two forces, frequently turning to the southern hills.

You rely upon Merobaudes? What if he has chosen to be a disobedient hound? Gallus wondered, just as the grey clouds won the battle for the sky and the fine spray rain turned heavy, soaking him in moments. The Frankish general was supposed to be here. Without him, Gratian’s force would be no match for the vast Lentienses army should the barbarians spot the Roman force watching them. Without Merobaudes, the Western Emperor’s neck was at risk. He along with every other Roman present would surely be trampled and cut to pieces by the Lentienses… including Dexion. Gallus mind darted from one future to another. To die here and know Dexion had fallen too would be a fitting end. But should the Western Empire be thrown into turmoil with the loss of its emperor, what hope was there of a relief force to aid Valens and the XI Claudia in the east?

Mithras guide me! he mouthed, touching the hewn, bloodstained remains of the small wooden idol in his purse. One word hissed in his mind in reply.

Survive.

It hit him like a rock between the eyes. Had it come from the deity, or from deep down in the darkness inside? He was given no chance to consider this, as a Roman buccina sounded. His blood ran cold as he turned to see Gratian waving his hands as if lifting invisible weights. ‘Up, up!’ he cried out as if reinforcing the trumpet call. The Heruli rose obediently, as did the other units in the line. Their meagre cover had been cast to the wind by the boy-emperor.

You fool! Gallus mouthed, his blood running cold. At once, his eyes switched to the far side of the clearing. The Lentienses mass fell silent. Some eighteen thousand stunned faces turned and gawped at the tiny Roman force on the western edge of the woods. Then, as one, they erupted in a throaty howl and, a moment later, surged across the clearing.

Gallus looked along the puny Roman line. Fall back, he mouthed, willing Gratian to see sense. But Gratian simply watched the onrushing Lentienses with a languid eye, as if he was judging some dull palace entertainment. Likewise, Dexion showed no signs of alarm. The Heruli braced, presenting a line of spears, jutting from their wall of red and white ringed shields. The rightmost of them stood just a pace away from Gallus, and Gallus stepped towards the man so their shoulders brushed. At that moment, Gallus longed more than ever to have his beloved Claudia ranks cluster by his free shoulder. Instead, the auxiliary century formed a line there, Dagr the lime-haired colossus immediately beside him, adopting an inadequate defensive stance, holding his spear overhead as if readying to throw it.

‘No,’ Gallus growled, grabbing the man’s wrist. The giant’s eyes flared in indignation for a moment, but Gallus ignored him, digging his own spear butt into the ground for stability then stood one foot forward and the other at an angle, dug into the earth for purchase. ‘Brace!’ he called along the auxiliary line, rainwater now sheeting from the brow of his helm. The ferocity in his voice seemed to blow away the possibility of any riposte from Dagr – ostensibly his superior – who along with the rest of the century, followed suit, presenting a row of spear tips. Those with shields lifted them and held them as Gallus did also.

‘Wolf-eyes and now wolf’s bark?’ the giant centurion said, one eyebrow cocked.

‘Wolf’s corpse if we don’t stand together,’ Gallus snarled. ‘Ready!’ he screamed as the tide of Lentienses washed to within a hundred paces. Each and every one of them wore the gleeful look of warriors knowing they could not lose, mouths agape in their thunderous war cry. Many thousands of arms shot up, hoisting those ango javelins. The sight sent a cold wash through Gallus’ veins: he had seen what the Roman plumbatae could do to an enemy army, and this missile was every bit as deadly. ‘Shields, higher!’ he cried. From the corner of his eye, he noticed something. Dexion was looking in his direction, seeking out the feral voice in the auxiliary century. He dipped his head and tilted the brow of his helm down. But vitally, the men had abided his order and the shields rose, as did those of the Heruli who had seemingly heard Gallus’ cry and saw wisdom in it – a clutch of them in the rear ranks also throwing up a wall of shields around Gratian and Dexion. The Lentienses loosed their javelins with one guttural grunt, and then flew for the Roman line like a swarm of hornets. Gallus braced as one missile whacked against his shield boss, jarring his already tender shoulder, then another burst through his shield, the tip coming to a rest an inch to the right of his cheek. He heard the dull, wet thwack of many of the missiles punching into flesh, and felt a warm, wet spray of blood shower his face as it mixed with the teeming rain.

Damn, it felt good to be in battle once more, he thought, exalted and then ashamed. Tartarus or Elysium? a dark voice taunted him, as if chastising him for the momentary exhilaration.

He rid himself of the thought as the auxiliary to the right of Dagr sunk to his knees, his body palpitating as he tried to wrench the spear from his chest, gouts of blood lurching from his mouth with every pull as the barbs wrecked the inside of his chest cavity. Another lay a few strides back from the line, his face ruined by a direct strike from a well-aimed javelin. Many others – nearly a third of the century – were on their knees, roaring and clutching pierced or shattered limbs. On his left, the Heruli had fared better, with the ordered and complete shield wall peppered with javelins but only a few men having fallen.

And still the Lentienses came like demons, bounding to within fifty paces. Now they tore their francisca throwing axes from the leather straps on their chests and hurled them, one after another, low along the ground. They skipped and spun across the grass, throwing up dirt and debris as they came. Gallus threw his shield down to cover his legs, but one axe crunched into the top and reduced the timber edge to shreds, the impact diverted the axe, sending it spinning up and skating from the brow of his helm. Another bouncing axe tore past his calf and he ducked from another just in time. The auxiliaries nearby did not fare so well – one man stood gawping, a throwing axe having leapt up from a divot in the earth and embedded in his forehead. Now sheets of dark blood wept from the cleft, coating his face. One auxiliary staggered back, two axes embedded in his chest, and another man pivoted and howled in agony as an axe took away his leg below the shin, blood spurting from the stump. Forty or more had fallen, and a clutch of the Heruli and several of the Augusta legionaries had been struck down too.

Twenty paces, ten. The Roman line bristled, crying out as the Lentienses bounded over the last few strides then, like rabid dogs, leapt upon the imperial front. Rainwater and blood sprayed into the air as shield smashed against shield and sharpened steel sundered flesh. Gallus heard his own war cry as the incredible weight of the Lentienses drove the Roman line back. ‘The flanks!’ he bellowed as an enemy sword chopped down and shredded what was left of his shield – for the barbarians were swarming to the ends of the Roman line, knowing their huge numerical advantage meant they could easily envelop the imperial force. He threw up his spear to block a flurry of Lentienses sword thrusts, then swiped it round as if fighting off wild animals, the spear tip ripping one man’s belly open and then plunging through the underside of another’s jaw before resting somewhere inside his brain cavity. The dead man fell back, taking Gallus’ spear with him. Weaponless, he snatched up a fallen Lentienses shield and did all he could to resist as the auxiliary right crumpled under the pressure. A sword tore across his jaw, cutting his helm’s chinstrap. The next swinging flat of an enemy blade sent the helm toppling into the mud. The rain and bloodspray soaked his face and beard and he knew the next blow might be the last one.

He caught sight of Gratian watching his soldiers die, only now becoming agitated, backing away on his horse, eyes wide and fixed on the southern hills. Merobaudes isn’t coming. You’ve been betrayed, you bastard. You and your vile agent will die here…

Then, like the lament of a vengeful god, an orchestra of cornua wailed through the rainstorm. The sound filled the clearing and seemed to echo back and forth. Again and again they sounded. Confused, the Lentienses’ pressure ebbed. Their warriors backed away, shields raised, heads flicking one way and then the other in an effort to locate the source of the horns. As quickly as their battle cries had faded, a hubbub of snatched curses and panicked shouts replaced them. ‘ Romani! ’ one shrieked, his bulging eyes fixed on the southern hills and his rugged face at once paling.

Gallus turned to see the dark wash of shapes that poured over the hills. Two wings of fine equites, each a thousand strong, riding flat in their saddles with brown leather armour and sharpened lances levelled. The riders spilled down the hillsides and into the clearing, breaking into a charge straight for the Lentienses’ rear, fetlocks thrashing and throwing up rainwater and mud with every stride, coming right for where Gallus and the auxiliaries were about to capitulate. Leading them was a giant: tall, with strands of his long, brown hair lashed to his scarred, drawn face by the rain. He rode a mighty bay stallion, muscular and fast.

Merobaudes.

Gallus backed away, knowing what was about to happen. With a grim discord of crumpling bodies, dashing iron and tearing flesh, the two Roman cavalry wings ploughed into the barbarian mass. The largely unarmoured Lentienses warriors were cast up into the air like children’s toys, limbs flailing, sometimes attached to torsos by nothing more than a strip of skin or sinew. Blood puffed at the head of the cavalry charge as many of the Lentienses disappeared under the thrashing hooves, and Roman spears and swords lanced and hacked at any who dared to stand their ground. The seemingly unstoppable tide of Lentienses was rocked, but still they had a massive numerical advantage. With a cry from King Priarius, they turned away from Gratian’s small force at the western treeline and surged against the riders attacking their rear. But the Roman cavalry peeled back nimbly, breaking away before the Lentienses could ensnare them.

They galloped towards the eastern treeline, drawing the pursuing tribesmen into the centre of the plain before wheeling away to the southern hills again. The barbarians slowed, confused, then they broke out in a wail as the eastern treeline now came to life. A wall of glittering iron and legionary banners emerged from the shadows there – Gallus recognised the insignias of the Celtae and the Petulantes, two of the western auxilia palatina legions formed from allied Frankish tribes and now clad in iron like legionaries. A moment later, they were joined by eight more legions – a majestic wall of iron and bright shields. To a well-drilled series of orders and buccina tunes, they lifted javelins and bows and loosed as one. The glum sky almost darkened completely as the thick hail slashed out across the charged air of the clearing and battered into the Lentienses, tearing flesh, sending streaks of blood in every which direction, stealing the lives of many hundreds. The rest, stricken with terror, looked to the west and Gratian’s men, to the south and Merobaudes’ cavalry, readying to charge again from the hillsides. King Priarius’ eyes were wide with fear now, seeing his men were almost surrounded. Another trio of missile volleys dropped thousands more of his people to the reddened ground, screaming. Many began to cast down their spears and turn to run for the north whence they had come. The battle was over, the Lentienses’ spirit had been snatched away, but the cornua sounded on and on.

Suddenly, with a blast of the horns near Gallus, his beleaguered line of just a few thousand at the tree line were urged forward to help seal the victory. Gallus saw Dexion and a clutch of equites coming to hurry the auxiliary century out onto the plain. He realised then that he had lost his helm, and only just turned his back in time. He rushed out onto the flat ground, stopping only to pick up a shield from a fallen auxiliary.

‘Advance!’ Gratian screamed, his languid mask evaporating as he craned forward on his saddle, haranguing his armies into the fray from his position of safety behind them. ‘Slay every last man! Flood this plain with their blood!’

Gallus was faced with only the backs of fleeing, panicked tribesmen – bare backs mainly. He had no urge to plunge his spear into the flesh of a beaten enemy.

‘They flee, back to the Rhenus, back home,’ Dagr panted, slowing in his pursuit.

Gallus slowed with him. The pair caught their breaths, watching as a cluster of a few thousand of the tribesmen seemed set to make it back into the rugged woods at the north edge of the clearing. Arrows continued to rain on those to the rear, ending lives in swathes. The rain lashed harder and harder, and in every direction Gallus looked, he saw that the moments-ago pleasant glade was carpeted with bare-chested Lentienses, faces gawping in death cries or staring lifelessly to the skies. The earth underfoot was pure mire too, and his boots were ankle-deep in red-tinged water. Gratian had got what he demanded, it seemed. Just three small packs of Lentienses escaped – King Priarius fleeing with them – less than one in five of the eighteen thousand who had just a short while ago rushed confidently at Gratian’s men.

‘The battle is over, but their king lives on,’ Dagr mused, seeing the last of the Lentienses fading into the northern trees.

‘Perhaps that is no bad thing,’ Gallus panted. ‘His armies are in ruin. He will not risk marching against Rome again… besides, after what happened here, I reckon he will have enough to concern himself with – holding onto power within his own people for one thing.’

A splash of hooves sounded behind them. A burning sense of realisation crept over his skin as he heard Dexion’s voice. ‘Auxiliaries, gather up our dead.’ The hooves slowed to a walk, and Gallus knew the speculator was coming round and would in moments look him in the face. Like an obedient soldier, he dropped to a crouch and made as if to dig his hands in under the shoulders of the nearest fallen legionary. With a flick of his palm, he cast up a handful of blood-streaked mud, smearing it across his features. Dexion walked his mount past. ‘Good, good,’ the speculator said in contentment, peering down his nose and moving on.

Gallus risked a look up, exhaling in relief to see the back of Dexion. But then he noticed another pair of eyes upon him. Dagr was staring at him.

‘That is an odd custom,’ Dagr said, pointing at his own face, then pointing at Gallus’ blood and mud-smeared features.

Gallus tried to brush the comment off. ‘Wanted to make him think I killed more Lentienses than I did. Maybe I’ll get promoted?’

‘Hmmm,’ Dagr said, his eyes narrowing a fraction before he turned away to help with the dead nearby. Gallus sensed the man studying him every now and again with further furtive glances, but tried to block it out as they heaped body after body together – the Romans for burial and the countless Lentienses for burning.

It was nearing evening and still teeming with rain by the time the dead had been dealt with. The Army of the West now filled the clearing, thirty thousand strong. The glade was filled with their many tents and awnings, and they ate and listened while Gratian took to riding his silver stallion amongst their campfires. Dexion rode by his left side and Merobaudes, the giant Master of Horse rode, on his right wearing a shell of fine iron armour, his long dark, straggly hair soaked and hanging to his shoulders.

‘A fine victory was won today, my men,’ Gratian called out. Merobaudes seemed to flinch just a fraction at the use of my. ‘From this day forth, I will be known as Alemannicus Maximus, vanquisher of the Lentienses and their Alemannic allies.’ Again, Merobaudes seemed to bristle. ‘Now you must all be wondering: where next? Where will we take more glory?’

‘Aye!’ many cheered, more than a few ruddy-cheeked having overdosed on their wine ration.

Gallus, reacquainted with his helm, watched on from under the shaded brim, chewing on mouthful of hot mutton and carrot stew and a small loaf of bread. Take us east, you bastard! he thought. This army had made light work of the Lentienses. The Goths, he knew, would be a far tougher prospect, but with this force and Emperor Valens’ armies united, Thracia could be saved. Take us east at haste! His teeth ground and he lowered his bowl as he scowled at Dexion. And then… then I can prize out your heart.

‘Something wrong with your food?’ Dagr asked quietly, looking at Gallus then flicking his gaze at Dexion in suspicion.

Startled, Gallus shook his head and returned to eating, pretending to be as ravenous as the others in the auxiliary century.

‘The Lentienses were a parasite in the imperial flesh, burrowing into our territory, sacking and looting our lands, but their might is crippled,’ Gratian continued. ‘Yet the head of the parasite lives on,’ he stabbed out an arm and pointed to the northern woods, ‘scurrying back upriver then across the Rhenus to fester and grow again.’

Gallus looked up at the boy-emperor with a creeping sense of dread of what was to come next.

‘So we must crush the head, grind it into the dirt.’ Gratian punched a fist into his palm and grinned. ‘For only then can we be sure that our lands are safe. Thracia and the East will have to wait, for in the morning, we march into the woods to hunt proud Priarius and strike him down.’

The blood thundered in Gallus’ ears. All his thoughts turned to his loyal men and the armies of Thracia.







Chapter 9 



Colias the Goth raised a hand, bringing his warband of a thousand Thervingi spearmen to a halt under the cruel midday sun. These last weeks of June had been hotter than any this land had ever experienced. The parched central Thracian plain – some thirty miles east of Adrianople – which they had traversed that morning ended here. Which way now? A hot, weak breeze ruffled the scorched golden grass around his ankles and he licked his desert-dry lips and surveyed his options: the silvery Rhodope Mountains to the west, rugged green-gold hills to the north… or a narrow gorge, straight ahead. It was a shallow, tight corridor, with sheer bluffs of white rock on either side. The floor of the still and silent arroyo was studded with yellow broom, purple rhododendron bushes and huge, ancient-looking and moss-coated shards of fallen white rock. It seemed like a pleasant corridor, and perhaps they could even march in the thin strip of shade offered by the leftmost gorge wall. Vitally, it would lead him and his thousand spearmen to the banks of the River Hebrus before the end of the day. But still he peered at it with scepticism. He had learned to treat all things this way.

His head throbbed and his swollen tongue poked out and traced his desiccated lips again, as if trying to make up his mind for him. Grain was the precious resource Fritigern had compelled his warbands to seize from the Romans and stockpile, but today, it was all about water. He thought of the full water barrels they had possessed just yesterday – full enough to slake the thirsts of his warband for several days. Yesterday they had raced across this section of Thracia to which Fritigern had assigned them, and had intercepted and raided a reckless and somewhat hopeful Roman wagon train that had dared attempt a transport of cattle, wine and arrows between two of their walled settlements. Colias had never felt more in control as he ordered his men to take the food and weapons for themselves. The men had been eager to slay the Romans but he had let them flee. Let them go – more mouths for the Romans to feed, he had reasoned with his warriors. In truth, they were merely old men and boys and he had no wish to murder them. They had made camp, eaten hearty meals of fresh bread and goat stew followed by foraged berries and the wine… lots of the wine, knowing that there would be plentiful water with which to soothe their doubtless thick heads in the morning. When morning came they had awoken, furry-tongued and bleary eyed. Colias had heard an angry dispute at the water barrels as he approached with his cup. Men who had been closer than brothers the previous night with wine warming their blood, now stood nose-to-nose and snarling like rabid dogs. He shouted them down, the sharp tones doing nothing for his pounding head, then pushed past them to see what had happened. The barrels stood there, seemingly undamaged. But the patch of dry, baked earth upon which they had been set up was no longer dry or baked, but dark and damp. One of his men had knocked upon the barrel as if to demonstrate, the hollow echo confirming what had happened. The timbers are split, his man had confirmed, prodding with a knife at the base of the barrel where the wooden staves were parted and the water had flooded out. One badly riveted barrel he could forgive, but for all six to have shed their water overnight… now that was a cruel trick from Allfather Wodin himself… or someone else. He eyed the gorge ahead once again, then looked back over his shoulder to his warband. Nearly a thousand heads baking under their leather or iron helms, barely shading drawn faces, black-lines under their eyes and puckered lips. They clung to their spears for support more than anything else, and the chorus of rasping breaths told him all he needed to know. With water, he would have taken them north, across the hills and the open heath beyond at a more leisurely pace. But with without water, this gorge was the only viable route.

‘Forward,’ he croaked, waving a hand overhead, leading them down the gently sloping ground that led into the gorge with a crunch of boots on gravel and scree.

As often happened when he grew weary, his mind drifted back to his old life, when he had once served as a centurion in the empire’s legions. He and his fellow Goth, Suerdias, had garrisoned the city of Adrianople bravely. It had been their home back then, before the outbreak of war. Yet in the first days of conflict, the Roman populace had violently ousted the Gothic legionaries from the city walls. His teeth ground together as he recalled the vitriol of Adrianople’s citizens that day. They had hurled spears, rocks and buckets of waste at him and his men, killing several. Aye, well, I have spilled plenty of legionary blood since, he mused with a stubborn smirk that quickly dissolved into a troubled frown.

They marched on through the gorge, sighs of relief sounding when they entered the shade down there. Even the chatter in his mind fell silent for a while as the echo of boots took over. A modicum of peace. But when a small rock tumbled down the cliff-side, tossing up tiny puffs of dust as it went, his warrior’s instinct kicked in. He was sure – he just knew – something had moved up there on the gorge side. But there was nothing there. He raised a hand to halt his warband. The crunch of boots ceased almost instantly and the sudden silence grew deafening. His eyes swept around in distrust and his hand and a thousand others grappled spears and longsword hilts.

Then came a sound that almost totally disarmed him. The plonk of a cork and the thick, luscious glug-glug of water toppling from some vessel. A series of gasps sounded from his men as they looked all around to locate the source of the noise.

‘That’s it, get rid of it, all of it,’ a rowdy voice demanded. The words echoed through the gorge. ‘Every last damned drop.’

Colias looked this way and that before his eyes locked upon the three figures who emerged on top of the northern bluff. Romans, he mouthed. Instantly, he and his thousand spearmen’s weariness was cast off. They turned to face the northern gorge top, spears clacking as they were levelled to point up there at the trio. One – a bald, pox-scarred officer with an eyepatch and a wild, lop-sided smile-cum-grimace – mopped sweat from his brow with a rag. Two young legionaries stood by his side – one a dark, hawk-faced lad and the other blonde-haired and rosy-cheeked – emptying amphorae of sparkling water onto the ground up there.

‘Legionaries? How?’ he growled. These men had snuck up on his flank in silence. The legions did not creep up on his kind – they moved like herds of cows, all din and clamour. But this odd trio wore legionary tunics and belts but no clanking armour – nor a jot of iron to catch the sun and betray their position. How long had they been tracking his warband?

The bald, savage-looking one beamed down at him and spoke in a voice that pealed like a bell through the gorge. ‘But damn, it is hot, eh?’

‘Is it him?’ Bastianus whispered over his shoulder to Pavo.

Pavo nodded. ‘It is Colias of the Thervingi. Once Colias of Adrianople,’ he whispered back.

‘And you’re sure about him?’

Pavo’s eyes narrowed on the lead Goth down in the gorge. Colias and his kinsman, Suerdias, had once served in the garrison of Adrianople as centurions. But when the Gothic War broke out, the populace had turned upon the distinctly un-Roman pair and their legionaries, chasing them from the city, driving them to defect to Fritigern’s growing horde. ‘He was once loyal to the empire. As loyal as they come.’

Bastianus pursed his lips as if musing over this, then turned back to the Goth and his warband standing down in the gulch floor, gesturing towards the amphorae being drained by Pavo and Sura. ‘Water! We have too much of the bloody stuff, you see,’ he continued in a voice loud enough to be heard in faraway Persia. When he winked at Pavo and Sura, they took their cue. Sura dropped his vessel in exaggerated fashion, allowing it to shatter on a shard of grey rock. With a shivering reflection, the remaining contents soaked the stone and the earth and dribbled down the face of the bluff with a melodic trickle. ‘Ah, it slipped,’ he said sarcastically.

Pavo held up his amphora and drank deeply, letting the water spill over his face, soaking his linen tunic.

‘You,’ Colias snarled, his face bending into a bitter scowl. ‘ You took our water.’

‘No, we have our own. We did, however, test the integrity of your barrels,’ Bastianus said with a nonchalant snort and a quick hitch of his crotch. ‘You were sound asleep. Soft leather, you see,’ he said, lifting one leg to show off his boot, ‘all too silent.’

The Goth’s spear hand trembled. Pavo knew what was coming next. The war cry, the thousand spears would race back out of the gorge and come round onto this bluff to snare them. The man had almost lost his head to anger, he realised. Swiftly, he tossed down his amphorae and snatched up the rag of red cloth strapped to his belt and swished it overhead. The action stilled the Goth and his men for a moment, and then they were stilled utterly when a wall of bodies sprung up around the three taunting Romans in response to the signal: a line of seven legionary centuries dressed in tunics, wearing dark felt caps in place of helms and bearing ruby-red XI Claudia shields, Zosimus and Quadratus leading two of them.

Pavo hooked the cloth back on his belt and took up his spear and shield from Rectus, who brought them to him, then fell into place with Sura at the head of the centremost century. ‘Ready!’ he cried in unison with Zosimus and Quadratus, their voices almost matching Bastianus’ in volume. He watched the Goths’ eyes, knowing that this was the crucial moment: their eyes darted and they looked to one another. He imagined the thoughts in their heads: the Romans have the high ground but we have greater number.

Once more, Colias seemed ready to take that chance, but a shout from Zosimus across the corridor brought a rumble of boots from the top of the opposite gorge wall. The Goths’ faces fell as they turned to look up over their shoulders. Seven more centuries of Romans looked down on them from that side. A century of sagittarii – having dispensed of their armour – stood with their bows nocked and drawn. Herenus and his century of funditores flanked them on the left, slings loaded with shot, raised and spinning with a waspish rasp. A century of the emperor’s precious ballistarii stood on the right, their crossbows loaded and latched, their keen eyes trained along the shaft, targets sighted. Beside them stood a century of the Lancearii javelin throwers, wearing jerkins and boots, javelins raised and ready. Three more Claudia centuries completed the line there. Pavo heard the expulsion of breath down on the gorge floor. Finally, as if to end the matter, the heat haze at the far end of the canyon swirled as an ala of two hundred unarmoured equites carrying spears and bows emerged from the bend beyond, jostling into place at a canter, sealing off the Goths’ route that way. Agilo the explorator led this mounted force. Finally, a further three centuries of Claudia legionaries spilled down into the gorge behind Colias, clacking their shields together, two-high, to form a deep and solid, spear-tip punctuated wall, sealing off any hope of retreat. Now Pavo saw the Goths’ shoulders slump.

But Colias still had fire in his eyes. ‘Three more warbands roam just a few miles north. The outrageous din of your voice will have alerted them.’ he said, stabbing a finger at Bastianus. ‘You might have enough time to save your necks if you run.’

‘Ah,’ Bastianus chuckled, utterly unperturbed, before rearranging his crotch again. ‘Would that be the same three warbands we tracked and trapped?’ His face creased in a theatrical mocking smile. ‘Think about it. You haven’t heard from them for days, have you?’

Colias’ top lip trembled then curled back, revealing gritted teeth. ‘You stole into our camp last night. You could have slain us then, in our sleep, yet you did not. Why? Why do you revel in playing games with men’s lives? Come then, you’ve had your fun, now cut us down as you did the other warbands,’ he snarled, ‘but we will take many of you with us into the afterlife!’

‘Cut you down? By Mithras, we will if you make us,’ Bastianus retorted like an angry bear, drawing his spatha with a zing. ‘Or,’ he added, ‘you can throw down your spears, slake your thirsts, then walk away from this war.’

Colias snorted, taken aback.

‘The three other warbands chose that option. They laid down their weapons, and right now they are being marched to the south, escorted by three of my centuries. They’ll serve in the Greek islands and in the Peloponnese or be shipped to Africa.’

Colias snorted and bristled. ‘You expect us to embrace the offer of slavery?’

Bastianus shook his head. ‘You’ll be drafted into the legions. We need men… to protect other parts of the empire, to keep the peace and prevent other wars like this.’ The scarred general crouched on one knee now, as if trying to block out all others and talk only to Colias, his lone eye trained on the man like an eagle peering down from its eyrie. ‘We need men like you, Colias. Colias of Adrianople.’

Colias blinked at the use of his name and the reference to his old life. But the narrow eyes returned. ‘Why should I trust you? How do I know you would not simply take our weapons then cut our throats – just as the Roman curs tried to do that day in Adrianople when they turned upon me and my Gothic century?’

‘You’ve served us before. Things turned sour, aye,’ Bastianus mused. ‘But war tarnishes the most glittering of things, does it not?’

Colias noticed a fair few of the men with him shuffling in discomfort.

‘How many of those in your warband were part of the Adrianople garrison with you?’ Bastianus asked. ‘Men who knew peace and purpose within the empire before the war? Today, I’m offering you that once more: a home, a place, a purpose.’ His avuncular tone ended when he raised his spatha and appraised its gleaming, honed edge with a hard eye and added: ‘Make the right choice, Colias.’

Colias’ features were wrought with indecision. He looked round the noose of Roman soldiers once, twice and again. Finally, he sighed and threw his spear into the earth before him, where it stuck and quivered. ‘Our war is over,’ he called over his shoulder to his men.

Colias and his men were stripped of their weapons and marshalled by Agilo and his riders. The Goths’ doubt and distrust was slowly assuaged only when a few contubernia of Zosimus’ Claudia legionaries descended into the gorge, taking them water to drink.

Pavo finally let the tension in his shoulders ease. Over the last week, Bastianus had led this heterogeneous ensemble, not like an army marching to battle, but like bandits, criss-crossing lower Thracia, doubling back, keeping their route deliberately erratic. They scuttled through long grass, forded rivers, and slipped over hills like fast-moving asps. Agilo always rode ahead, scouting and pinpointing Gothic warbands, then signalling back to the column with a flash of sunlight from a bronze disc. Four thousand Thervingi had been disarmed so far. He eyed the damp dust by his feet at the edge of the bluff where he had emptied the amphora as a taunt. The day was theirs, and water had been spilled in place of blood. Could a war be won by such means? He knew the answer even before Bastianus sidled over, gazing down at the Goths in the gully.

The Magister Peditum spat into the dust and wiped the sweat from his brow. ‘I reckon we’ll need two centuries from your lot to escort them south – down to Perinthus where we sent the others.’

Pavo nodded. ‘I’ll organise it.’ He glanced over the small army of unarmoured Claudia legionaries, missile troops and horsemen. Another one hundred and sixty men to escort this lot on top of the centuries who had taken the other warbands south. The small army was growing swiftly smaller.

‘No, we can’t,’ Bastianus said.

‘Sir?’

‘You’re thinking we can’t carry on like this,’ Bastianus clarified. ‘And you’re right.’

Pavo looked all around the horizon. ‘There are many warbands still out there.’

Bastianus grunted in agreement. ‘Too many. Soon, we’ll have to get our swords wet.’

Just then, Agilo walked his horse up and along the edge of the bluff, having ridden from the gorge floor.

‘Give me good news, Agilo,’ Bastianus said.

Agilo shook his head. ‘Same as the others, sir. They don’t know.’

Bastianus’ gaze fell to the Goths being questioned down on the valley floor. His good eye narrowed like a man considering a dark course of action and he drummed his fingers on his sword hilt. ‘You’re sure?’ he said in a low, ominous burr.

‘I’m sure,’ Agilo said firmly.

Bastianus spat again. Pavo sighed. Each of the warbands they had captured had been questioned about the location of Fritigern’s secondary camp and the vital grain stockpile it reportedly held. Each of them had been equally vociferous in insisting they knew nothing. Fritigern has told only a select few of its whereabouts, one had sworn – even when a heated blade had been held near his eyes.

‘Then it is simple: the hunt continues,’ Bastianus mused.

The following day, the patchwork force – now reduced to just fifteen hundred men – finally broke from their pattern of moving across fields and hills and risked marching along the Via Militaris instead. This section of the road was in grievous disrepair – sections of flagstone buckled and jutting. All eyes combed the low, golden hills along the roadside in case of ambush. Pavo’s eyes were keener than most. By his reckoning if they stayed on the highway then they might come within sight of the Narco waystation sometime tomorrow. He squinted into the setting sun, seeing a flash of light there: it was Agilo galloping in from the north, a plume of dust billowing in his wake. The explorator went straight to Bastianus, divulging his findings from his latest foray ahead before dropping back to ride near the column’s rear.

Then he noticed that Quadratus, Zosimus and Sura were marching together. He jogged forward to draw level with the trio, who were already deep in conversation, muttering and making disguised gestures towards Bastianus.

The Magister Peditum was sitting bolt upright on the saddle, humming some tuneless ditty, laughing sporadically as he went as if in some jestful conversation with himself.

‘Pissed as a plague rat, surely,’ Zosimus reasoned.

‘Insane,’ Quadratus said instantly, summoning then spitting a lump of rubbery phlegm with a snort, then he added with a nod at Sura; ‘definitely worse than you.’ He turned to Pavo. ‘What do you make of him?’

‘Our new leader?’ Pavo offered. ‘Mad as a cut snake.’

‘He’s doing what he said he would though,’ Sura interjected. ‘That’s four warbands removed from the board, and several more herded further north in just over a week. How many men have we lost in that time?’

‘Three,’ Zosimus said with a grin. ‘That takes some doing.’

‘Aye,’ Pavo said, ‘you know I’d give anything to have Gallus and Dexion back and in charge of the legion. We all would. But this man is a shrewd one. He knows what he’s doing. Maybe he’s not so crazy after-’

‘Halt!’ Bastianus bellowed, raising a hand as if he had spotted an enemy up ahead. The manic general slipped carefully from the saddle of his roan and swung his head round to face his weary men. ‘Turn! Face the sides of the road!’ he screamed, spit flecks shooting from his mouth, the lone eye darting, his face stretched in alarm.

A murmur of angst broke out as the column at once dissolved into two parts, one half facing the northern edge of the road, the other facing south as if preparing for a sudden attack on both flanks. Pavo’s eyes swept over the countryside. No Goths, no movement at all out there in the mix of deep orange light and long, stretching shadows. He glanced to Bastianus and caught the briefest glimpse of mischief in the man’s eye.

‘Cocks out,’ Bastianus roared, ‘and… piiiiiiiisssss!’

A moment of stunned silence passed while Bastianus rummaged to lift up the front of his tunic. Then came the distinctive hiss and patter of liquid hitting dirt. A puff of steam rose and the Magister Peditum sighed in liberation. The men broke down in laughter and a chorus of muted but relieved curses.

‘A dash of danger – always helps me along, if you take my meaning,’ Bastianus boomed as he continued to soak the roadside, the rest of the column going about their business likewise. ‘Gets the old bladder bulging, eh?’ With a grunt and a shuffle, he was finished. He tucked himself away then took to striding down the centre of the road, between the two walls of urinating men. ‘We’ll camp here tonight,’ he mused, eyeing the plateau just off the road, ‘then tomorrow, we’ll leave the highway again and cut north through the plains.’

Pavo’s head switched round at this. Leaving the road meant they would not pass Narco after all. He tried to find some logical reason to put to Bastianus to change his mind, but the Magister Peditum continued before he could find one.

‘The town of Bizye, south of the Mons Asticus uplands, is still in imperial control. But its walls are in a state of disrepair and its garrison is weak. The Goths have bled the place almost dry,’ he continued, glancing to Agilo, who nodded his affirmation of this. ‘They’ve helped themselves to tribute: draining the grain silo and stripping the gold and bronze from the temples. The people there are gaunt and impoverished. That battered town has nothing left to give. And it seems that a warband is on its way there once more. When they reach Bizye and find no tribute to take, they will likely opt for slaughter.’

A series of muted grumbles sounded along the column.

‘ If they reach Bizye,’ Bastianus added with a dry smile.

Narco can wait, Pavo thought.

The plain just south of the hazy blue outline of the fertile Mons Asticus mountain range was a picture of serenity: a carpet of tall, golden grass basking in summer heat. The gentle, warm afternoon wind sighed through the high stalks, swaying them, but not enough to reveal the Second Cohort of the XI Claudia, knelt in silence there in a two-deep line.

Pavo felt the dry soil under his knee tremble. He stretched his neck a fraction and saw a pillar of dust rise from the cleft between the hills to the north. A savage cry from that direction heralded the arrival of a thick band of Thervingi spearmen. They swung into view and spilled from the cleft, jogging onto the plain. Pavo heard Cornix’ breathing grow short and fast as the enemy infantry quickened towards their hidden position.

‘That’s not one warband, that’s two!’ Cornix hissed as the enemy came to within a few hundred paces.

‘Perfect,’ Sura replied with a dry smile.

‘Shame it’s not three,’ Pavo added, then looked along the crouched line and saw Bastianus’ eye trained on the Goths, his lips itching to make the call.

‘Rise!’ the Magister Peditum cried at last. As one, the Second Cohort shot to their feet, instantly shoulder-to-shoulder, clacking their shields together and rattling their spears into place between the gaps. ‘ Haaaa! ’ Pavo cried in unison with Sura, their hubris rippling through the men either side of them and the second rank who roared likewise.

The Goths gawped, momentarily slowing, then erupted in an excited chatter as they saw the lone cohort before them – just four hundred and eighty men to their two thousand. Their shock fading, they bounded forward, drawing sparkling longswords as they went. ‘We are a wall!’ Pavo screamed just before the Goths crashed against them like a herd of maddened oxen with a rattle of iron upon iron. A maw of swords flashed out at him, clashing from his helm and the rim of his shield. Near-blinded, he thrust out his spear, tearing into unseen flesh but knowing that, alone, his cohort was doomed.

But they were not alone.

‘ Haaaaaa! ’ came the pealing cries. Two sets of voices. Two more cohorts. Zosimus and the First rose from the grass on the Goths’ right flank and Quadratus and the Third shot up on the enemy left. Like iron jaws, they fell upon the warbands’ flanks.

‘ Haaaaa! ’ the Lancearii, slingers, archers and ballistarii howled as they too rose from the grass to swarm around the Gothic rear like closing gates, loosing javelin after javelin, an endless hail of shot and arrows. Pavo lashed his spear up, battered his shield forward and felt a warm spray of blood lash across his skin from comrades by his side and foes alike. For a moment, the Goths seemed set to best the trap and he felt his cohort straining to hold its line. But hold it they did and, surrounded, the Gothic cries of zeal became the screams of dying men and their efforts now turned entirely to flight. They barged and kicked, clambered and scrambled clear of the Roman death grip, managing to surge through the missile infantry lines.

Only breaths after it had begun, it was over. Pavo staggered and fell to one knee as the press of battle before him faded, the Goths speeding back through the tall grass from whence they had come. The Lancearii, slingers and archers were ready to loose on their backs, just waiting for Bastianus’ order.

‘Let them go,’ Bastianus cried shrilly. ‘We need some of the hairy bastards to survive to tell the rest of the warbands that it’s a bad idea to linger in this part of the world.’

Pavo rose, using his sword like a staff. A carpet of blood and bodies lay before him, over seventy legionaries lay dead or groaning amongst the Goths. Seventy comrades gone in mere heartbeats. Bizye had been spared a visit from this warband, but it remained broken and bereft of food for its populace. So many more towns across Thracia teetered on such a precipice. He thought of the grain Emperor Valens had shipped in from Egypt and the islands: while it had relieved the threat of famine in Constantinople and the southern coastal cities, it had not been conveyed to places like Bizye for fear of attack in transport. Hunger, he realised, might be the death of many more Romans than any Gothic sword. Grain was fast becoming the currency of this treacherous war.

He saw Bastianus crouched by a patch of unbloodied dust, dotting the ground and plotting his next move. An idea formed in his mind, and he walked over to join the general.

‘Look,’ Hartwig said, slapping the back of his hand across his fellow-warrior’s chest. His finger shot out across the sun-baked prairie. Golden dust, tracts of short, green grass and… wagons!

‘Seventy, eighty of them, coming this way,’ Jarl, crouched by his side atop the dusty knoll, whispered like a man enchanted by the sight of unexpected gold. ‘An imperial caravan,’ he realised, eyes searching into the sweltering horizon: somewhere far to the south lay Perinthus, the imperial coastal city. Rumour had it that Egyptian grain had been shipped there. Now, it seemed the empire dared try to feed its inland cities with it. ‘They think they can ride across our soil,’ he said, jealously eyeing the wagons, each with an arched timber frame, covered with dust-stained white cloth. This convoy was headed for Adrianople, he guessed. Packed with grain. He cast a look over his shoulder at the thousand Thervingi spearmen concealed behind the knoll.

‘They’re coming this way,’ Hartwig whispered, stroking his sandy beard. ‘Just a few scout riders as an escort too,’ he pointed out the three unarmoured men with spears riding alongside the train.

‘And the plain is empty apart from the convoy. Just dust and air. No nooks, no high grass, no forests, no cliffs for that cursed wraith legion to conceal themselves in,’ Jarl added.

‘They haven’t been sighted since Mons Asticus,’ Hartwig said with a tremor of ire.

Jarl spat into the dirt. Hartwig’s brother had been killed by this elusive band of Romans on the plains of Mons Asticus three days ago. Many more warbands had been trapped, assaulted or driven north by them. ‘They will pay when next they take to the field. And if we take this grain, they and every other Roman will grow weak with hunger.’

‘Aye, and imagine if we were to bring such spoils before Iudex Fritigern?’ Hartwig mused.

‘I’ll be having a few loaves of fresh bread before we hand it over, I can tell you,’ Jarl grinned, rubbing his paunch. ‘And if the drivers are carrying coins…’

‘Then they’d most likely go missing in the confusion,’ Hartwig flashed a matching grin.

‘Do we spare them?’ Jarl said, pointing to the driver of the foremost wagon, a man wearing a wide-brimmed hat. ‘Fritigern was clear that we should. But…’

‘But he’s not here,’ Hartwig finished for him.

Jarl nodded in agreement then silently raised a hand overhead, scooping it forward. His thousand warriors rose and stole around the knoll-side, ready to waylay the caravan when it came into view. He and Hartwig scrambled down through the dust to join them just as the crunch and grind of cartwheels grew closer. There was a moment of stillness before the foremost wagons rolled around the knoll-side.

‘For the glory of the horde!’ Hartwig howled, swiping his spear through the air like a standard, waving the warband on. They flew across the short stretch of dusty ground towards the flank of the convoy, weapons raised, seeing the wide-eyed wagon-drivers gawp and shout in panic.

‘Take the foremost wagons!’ Jarl bellowed, seeing the drivers fumble with the reins. ‘Barge them onto their sides and-’ his words stuck in his throat, trapped there by shock, as the driver stood up and yanked at a rope: the white cloth enshrouding the body of the wagon dropped like a sail, revealing not a granule of wheat, but a bunch of some thirty ballistarii, crossbows loaded, eyes trained along the bolts. In the next heartbeat, Hartwig saw it all: the wagons all along the train shed their awnings, exposing packs of slingers, archers and ruby-shielded legionaries. The wraith-legion. With a thrum of crossbow levers, the ballistarii loosed. A bolt took Hartwig in the eye, casting him into blackness.

Jarl wailed, staggering back with the rest of his warriors, as the legionaries crammed aboard the wagon he had been about to clamber onto hurled their plumbatae. The weighted darts thumped into his men, wrecking chests and faces and one thwacked into his knee, lodging there. With a howl, he pitched onto his back, gazing into the sky, cradling the knee as blood pumped from the wound. The pain was indescribable, and he could barely comprehend what was going on around him: seeing just the packs of ruby warriors leaping from the wagons and falling upon his warband. Screams and a mizzle of blood floated in the air above him and when they faded, he was laughing giddily – maddened by the shock from his grievous wound. A cluster of faces appeared, staring down at him, outlined by the sky. A bald, eyepatch-wearing madman and a clutch of legionaries.

‘No grain for you Goth,’ the one with the eyepatch growled. ‘Though I suspect you’ve enjoyed your last meal anyway. The real grain caravan is behind this one, on its way to Adrianople, Bizye and Nike.’

Curse you, you dog-ugly Roman, Jarl tried to reply, but emitted some garbled, pained animal sound instead.

A legionary – hawk-faced and young – suggested something to the bald one, who nodded his assent.

‘Fritigern keeps two main camps. Kabyle and…’ the hawk-faced one asked.

Jarl felt his breathing grow shallow and began to see dark spots in the sky.

‘And?’ the legionary repeated. ‘Where is the secondary camp?’

Jarl laughed weakly, feeling his face and neck growing cold. ‘The place we house our grain surplus? You think Fritigern would tell a wretch like me?’

With a zing, a spatha was drawn and poked under Jarl’s chin. ‘Talk, Goth,’ a blonde-haired and moustachioed bull of a legionary insisted.

Jarl sought out some caustic riposte, but the black spots conquered the sky, the coldness claimed his body and death swept him away.

‘He’s dead?’ Bastianus said then spat into the earth. ‘Damned inconsiderate, if you ask me. Still, a fine plan, Centurion. The wagons drew them to us like flies to a corpse.’

The praise was lost on Pavo, who gazed into the dead Goth’s eyes, imagining the knowledge in there evaporating like mist. ‘And this second camp of theirs, we’re like the flies, chasing them to find out its location.’

Zosimus glowered at the body. ‘And as long as we can’t locate it, we can’t threaten it.’

‘Locate it?’ Agilo said then whistled. ‘Mithras knows I’ve tried. My riders have striven to scout further north but it’s crawling with Goths up there.’

‘And it’s our job to keep driving them up there too,’ Bastianus said, eyeing the surrounding lands with a mean eye. ‘Send the wagons back to Perinthus, bury the dead, then we should be on our way. Our job is not yet done.’

Soon, they were on their way again, marching through the remainder of the hot afternoon. Pavo fell into a trance of sorts as they went. He barely noticed when the crunch-crunch of boots on dust changed into a firmer clatter of hobnails and soles on flagstones. He blinked, seeing that they had re-joined the Via Militaris. It was like a splash of cold water to his face. He eyed the milestone at the side of the road and felt a shiver of realisation: they were again nearing the Narco waystation. He counted off the miles as they progressed, willing Bastianus to stay true to the highway this time.

Just as the sun was slipping behind the western hills, Bastianus called for them to halt and make camp in the lee of a gentle hillside. Pavo’s face creased in confusion. This was it, he realised: the site of Narco. But here or as far along the road as the fading light allowed him to see there was nothing – certainly no waystation. Had he miscounted the miles?

He unslung his light pack and stretched, surveying the patch of flat ground and the trickling stream nearby before helping the Claudia lads to mark out the camp perimeter. When he heard bleating behind him, he turned to the hill overlooking the site. A few sheep were munching on the grass up there, and an old shepherd stood alongside them, resting his weight on a crook. A rare sight, Pavo thought, for almost every country-dweller had fled to the cities. A young man – the shepherd’s boy, he guessed – came hurrying over with several skins of water and a bag of bread loaves. The boy made his way to Bastianus.

‘My father saw you coming and had me draw this water and bring bread for you. It is a joy to see the imperial standards in the countryside. It has been so long.’

‘You live out here?’ Bastianus said, impressed.

‘We are the only ones in these hills not to have fled to the cities. I have been pleading with Father for some time to do so. My cousin lives in Bourdepa a few weeks’ trek to the west and he has a spare room we could have. But Father has lived here since he was a boy and he insists our shack is our home. He is adamant that the war will not drive us away. He nearly wept with joy when he saw your legionary banners approach,’ the lad smiled, then his face creased as he glanced back at his aged father on the hillside. ‘You will make these lands safe once more, won’t you?’ he asked.

Pavo saw the manic look in Bastianus’ eye fade – just as it had when he had connected with Colias at that crucial moment. ‘We’ll try. By the gods, we’ll try.’

The young man smiled and handed one of the skins to Bastianus.

The Magister Peditum gratefully accepted it and tipped most of it over his gleaming bald head. The mad look returned. ‘But damn, that is good.’ he spluttered in thanks, then called up to the old shepherd on the hillside, raising the water skin like a cup of wine. ‘May your sheep grow fat and your cock stay hard!’

Pavo saw the look of bemusement this conjured on the shepherd’s face, then wondered just how well the old fellow knew these lands. ‘Lived here since he was a boy?’ he muttered to himself. He climbed the hillside towards the shepherd. ‘Centurion Pavo,’ he introduced himself. ‘My commander, he is…’

‘Amusing,’ the old fellow finished for him.

Pavo chuckled. ‘He’s certainly that.’

‘I once served this legion you know,’ the old fellow said, pointing a knotted finger at the Claudia’s ruby bull banner. ‘Still have my armour – one of my few possessions. I served under all manner of tribuni. Bright and dim, bold and craven, prim and perverted. Lots of perverts,’ he added with a knowing eye.

‘He’s not our tribunus,’ Pavo said. ‘Tribunus Gallus is our true leader.’ When he saw the old man look around as if to locate the tribunus, he added: ‘he’s… absent. Lost somewhere on the western road. My brother Dexion is with him. We pray they will return to us, but it has been some time and we’ve heard nothing,’ he said with a sad smile, then drew the folded paper from his purse.

‘What have you got there?’ the old man said.

‘A forlorn hope,’ Pavo sighed. ‘I’m looking for a place near here. A place called Narco.’

‘The old waystation?’ the old man said, eyeing the paper with interest. ‘Then you’ll be disappointed.’

Pavo followed the old man’s finger as he pointed over to the side of the brook on the hill’s crest. The green grass here was spoiled by a rectangular patch of charred earth, outlined by blackened timber stumps – like bad teeth in a foul mouth open wide. He wandered over to it. ‘This is… was Narco?’ he muttered absently.

‘Until a few weeks ago, it was,’ the old fellow rested both hands and his chin on his crook and eyed the ruin with disdain. ‘Abandoned since the Goths broke through the mountains, mind you. But even before then it was best avoided: they used to sell vile ale and filthy food – only the imperial messengers were treated to the fresh stuff. And the donkey they kept here was mean too – bit my hand once when I tried to feed it.’

Pavo brushed a foot through the ash. ‘Why did the Goths burn it if it was deserted anyway?

The old man looked up at Pavo, one eyebrow arched. ‘The Goths did not burn it: A Roman did. I saw him: a rider of some sort with a crossbow. He came here and put a torch to the place.’

‘That makes even less sense.’ He unfolded the paper and held it up. Narco holds the truth. ‘Nothing survived the blaze?’

One side of the shepherd’s mouth flicked up subtly as he read it. ‘Come with me.’

The old man shuffled away, beckoning Pavo. Pavo switched his gaze from the shepherd to the camp works down at the foot of the hill, guiltily realising he was neglecting his duty in setting up the camp for the night.

‘Latrines!’ Bastianus howled. ‘We need volunteers to dig out a latrine pit.’

Mind made up, Pavo followed the old fellow, who led him into a poplar grove, telling him tales of his youth, chuckling cheerfully as he recalled them. A shack stood in a small dell in the middle. He invited Pavo in and put a pan of water on the fire. As the water boiled, he brought out an armful of scrolls, dumping them on the small table and inviting Pavo to sit.

‘The place was abandoned at haste when the mountain passes fell, and so all this was left behind,’ the shepherd said, pouring the now boiling water into two cups and dipping a small muslin bag of herbs and roots into each, colouring the water a dark green. ‘Private letters, military inventories, bills… threats!’ he laughed.

Pavo took a sip of the herbal brew – hot but deliciously sweet and earthy. He peeled open each scroll to glance at the contents. Dull and detailed.

‘I took these scrolls thinking they would be safer with me than in the empty waystation. Seems I was right – for nothing would have survived that blaze, nothing!’ the old man said, laughing again.

Pavo sighed as he scanned the bland texts, one after the other. ‘These could be of great use to a light sleeper,’ he joked.

‘ This one might be of great use to you, Centurion.’ The shepherd handed him one scroll.

Pavo looked up, noticing the man’s cheerful chuckling had stopped.

The shepherd wore a wry look on his weathered face. ‘Your brother’s name is Dexion, you said. You want to know the truth about him?’ the shepherd said. ‘Then this might well be what you were looking for.’

Pavo eyed the scroll, his mouth growing dry. He took it and unfurled it, an odd sense of foreboding coming over him. The staring eye emblem struck him first.

‘The eye – like your note,’ the old man said eagerly. ‘And… ’

Pavo combed over the text. It was nondescript – a vague message. But there was one line that smacked him between the eyes:

… Dexion has reached Treverorum. He will return in time to ensure the emperor’s victory…

‘What is this?’ Pavo gasped.

The old shepherd shrugged. ‘This paper was not kept in Narco’s storage room, but hidden in a locked box in the attic. Whatever it is, it was not meant to be seen by just any eyes… and then I dropped the box, breaking it, and, well, I let curiosity get the better of me. I read it, though it made no sense to me – but I knew it would mean something to you – what with that unforgettable eye and your brother’s name. So what does it mean – good news or bad?’

Pavo realised he was smiling. ‘It means… he made it. Dexion and Gallus made it to the West,’ he whispered. ‘And if they made it there then… then they’ll be coming back with Gratian’s army, surely.’ He shot to his feet, grasped the old man by the shoulders and embraced him. ‘Thank you,’ he said, making for the door, eager to tell his comrades. He halted in the doorway though, turning round, realising he should give the old man something in return. He patted his purse – coinless, then realised it was not money the fellow needed, but advice. He remembered the old crone’s words in the foul dream.

The war has yet to reach its blackest phase.

‘We will do all we can to rid this land of war,’ he said, ‘but you should listen to your boy. Go to Bourdepa and take shelter within its walls.’

The shepherd sipped his brew and smiled gently. ‘Perhaps,’ he said after a time, then smiled, ‘after all, who am I to disobey a centurion’s order?’ Then he waved a hand at the door. ‘Now go, share your news with your comrades,’ he said, chuckling.

Pavo gave him a warm nod then left, hurrying back out of the grove and over the hilltop towards the camp works. As he came back down the hillside to the camp by the Via Militaris, Bastianus’ war horn voice split the air. The trenches and tents were in place and the men were slaking their thirsts while Bastianus walked his nickering roan amongst them. ‘You served me well today, men. Fritigern will know of our exploits and of his vanquished warbands,’ he raised and shook one clenched fist, turning to meet every eye. ‘Most have fled lower Thracia, but still some remain! So let’s get the tents up, fill your bellies, slake your thirst and get to sleep.’ Bastianus’ neck stretched as he scanned the sea of faces. ‘And whoever the farter is, keep the noise down. I didn’t get a wink of sleep last night. Not-a-bloody-wink! ’

Quadratus didn’t seem to notice the many sets of scornful eyes that turned towards him, instead he just continued to chew upon a rather iffy-looking stick of salt mutton.

Pavo slowed down by Quadratus’ side, breathless, waving Zosimus and Sura to him as well. He unravelled the scroll and held it up so they could read it. All eyes combed the letter blankly for a moment.

Sura laughed and slapped Pavo’s back. ‘Thank you, Mithras,’ he grinned.

‘You have heard our prayers,’ Quadratus added, his face lighting up. ‘Now what – we wait?’

‘Maybe,’ Pavo mused. ‘Or we could finish the job we started here… chase the rest of the Goths from this land – clear a path for their return.’

Big Zosimus scooped his arms around the others and shook them, his face split with a beaming grin. ‘They’re coming back… they’re coming back! ’

A welcome breeze blew across the hot plains as Suerdias the Goth halted for a moment to eye the land ahead: open grassland for miles, just a cluster of foothills ahead smudging the flat southern horizon. He glanced to either side of him. Three clusters of tall, fair-haired Thervingi warriors were massed to his right and another three to his left. Six warbands. Almost six thousand men, clad in baked red leather armour and mail. A small army. Fritigern had insisted that the warbands should move alone, each group of one thousand distinct and swift. But the stinging attacks from this wraith legion – a legion that had seemingly been everywhere in southern Thracia at once – had been telling. Many warbands had fled north, abandoning the regions they had been tasked with holding. The five who remained in southeastern Thracia had flocked to his group, seeking direction. Some talked of withdrawing north together. Suerdias smiled at the notion, for there would be no such retreat.

This track would lead them down to the southern coast of Thracia, where the port towns of the empire had so far held out, stubbornly refusing to pay tribute. ‘Because they have only ever been threatened by a single warband… so far,’ he mused. ‘They will pay tribute… or they will burn,’ he whispered, then raised and scooped a hand overhead. ‘Forward!’

As they moved off again at a jog, he wondered where his old comrade, Colias, was right now. Rumour had it that he had meekly surrendered to this cursed wraith legion. ‘What happened to your famed courage, Brother?’ he said quietly, recalling the Roman citizens’ brutal attack on his and Colias’ century that day in Adrianople. ‘How could you forgive them?’ His face hardened. ‘I most certainly will not.’

His eyes sharpened on the foothills a mile away: the coast was still some way off, but maybe from up on those hummocks he and his men might sight the sparkling waters and the silver-walled cities that would be their prize. Perhaps the sight might stir their hearts and rid them of their doubts and thoughts of retreat? Perinthus, the port-city, would be their first target. With this much manpower the place could be stormed and taken. He imagined himself within the Roman halls there, draped in silk like a king, feasting on meat and wine while his warbands patrolled the walls and struck out at the other towns and cities nearby. He visualised the grain ships that might sit in the harbour there and wondered at what power he might gain by his custody of them. Perhaps Fritigern would finally pay him due respect and offer him a place on the Council?

A spearman slowed by his side. ‘Dust!’ he gasped.

Suerdias raised a hand to slow the six thousand. He followed the man’s outstretched, pointing finger. There, from the foothills on the horizon, a slender wisp of golden dust spiralled into the air. One edge of his mouth lifted. The wraith legion? I will enjoy this. ‘Spread out!’ he bawled. The six warbands were quick to widen their marching line into a broad, pincer-like line. The groups at each end moved ahead a little, knowing this manoeuvre well – it would be their job to race around the flanks and rear of this Roman band. ‘Forward,’ he hissed.

‘We move like lions,’ he bawled as they progressed, ‘our spears like claws.’ As he spoke, he saw the wisp of dust from the foothills thicken. His brow furrowed a little. ‘We have heard tales of this wraith legion taking our brothers captive. We will offer no such mercy.’ He sought more rousing words, but felt his throat tighten as the golden dust cloud grew so thick it became brown then almost black. ‘We… we…’ he stammered, his eyes staring as the dust cloud swiftly broadened, billowing out for a half mile or more – almost as wide as the foothills themselves. He slowed and his men slowed with him. As the thumping of their footsteps ebbed, they heard just the whispering breeze and some six thousand panting breaths. Then the ground shivered under them, and a dull, distant rumble sounded. Suddenly, a wall of men spilled up onto the tops of the nearest foothills in a halo of sunlight. Bright shields and iron speartips. Romans.

‘The wraith legion?’ the spearman by Suerdias’ side croaked.

But the wall of men grew broader and broader as more crested the hills. A front, half a mile wide. Suerdias’ eyes bulged. ‘No,’ he rasped in barely a whisper, realising just how many regiments must be coming behind this one for them to kick up that colossal, churning dust cloud, ‘that is no mere legion. That is the Army of the East.’

Wails of panic sounded all around him as the wall of legionaries marched solemnly down from the crest of the nearest foothill. Crunch-crunch-crunch. ‘Flee!’ one spearman cried. It was enough to shatter their collective courage and they turned and raced to the north. Suerdias fled with them, lamenting and cursing himself as he went.

‘Halt!’ Bastianus cried.

The Claudia ranks stopped dead.

‘They’re running,’ Sura whispered in disbelief, seeing the six warbands breaking back to the north.

‘It worked?’ Pavo gasped. He dug his spearbutt into the hilltop then looked each way along their front – just one rank deep, stretched out over half a mile. He then looked over his shoulder: on the floor of the shallow valley behind the line, Agilo and his equites were still charging back and forth along the valley floor, from one end of the legionary line to the other. Each rider had branches tied to their mounts’ tails, the dried wood and leaves trailing behind them and still throwing up the dense and broad screen of dust.

‘Enough!’ Bastianus roared down into the valley, then broke down in a coughing fit as the dust wafted over him, momentarily engulfing him. The riders slowed and the giant dust cloud faded.

‘It worked,’ Pavo affirmed, looking north again and seeing the warbands now fading into the horizon.

All along the line there was a moment of doubt, then they erupted in a chorus of cheering. Men sent prayers to their gods and others laughed and punched the air in delight.

Later that afternoon, Pavo sat with Bastianus, Zosimus, Quadratus, Sura and Rectus at a small fire near the foot of the Rhodope Mountains, the rest of the ensemble spread out near them around fires of their own. The deception to drive off six whole warbands had worked brilliantly, and Bastianus had allowed the men to celebrate. Watered wine had gradually become less watered, and the archers had hunted a few mountain goats which now cooked over spits. Pavo chewed at the meat – tough but rich and tasty – gulping at his wineskin, feeding the warm glow within. He could not control the smile that spread across his face as he thought of the Narco scroll again.

… Dexion has reached Treverorum. He will return in time to ensure the emperor’s victory…

But Bastianus’ sigh reigned in his thoughts. The Magister Peditum was still mulling over their mission, even after a hearty dose of wine. Pavo chewed the last of the meat from his bone and tossed it into the fire, then stoked at the coals with a twig and eyed the latest dirt map, by Bastianus’ feet. They had liberated the southern sector of Thracia from the Gothic warbands. But the stretch of lands to the north was vast, and still firmly in Gothic hands.

‘We’ve herded these damned warbands like sheep,’ Bastianus muttered to himself, pausing to saw at a joint of juicy mutton with his teeth, ‘but Fritigern will be content to keep them roaming further north. He needs a stiffer jolt,’ he pushed his palms towards one another in the air, as if compressing an invisible cushion, ‘to force him to bring the horde together. That was our brief and we must find a way to achieve it. Yet every time I draw my damned maps in the soil to devise a plan, it always comes back to… ’ he stopped and sighed.

‘To the secondary camp?’ Pavo guessed, sitting alongside the Magister Peditum.

Bastianus looked up, nodding, tapping a twig on the vast, unmarked tract of the map that marked out northern Thracia. ‘Aye, to that damned secondary camp. The one possession of Fritigern’s we might be able to get at.’

Pavo thought of the mountains, forests, plains and rivers in the north. Countless hidden valleys, abandoned Roman towns and defensible hills. He sighed and gazed into the fire. ‘There are many sites he might have chosen. I could mark the best of them for you – if only we had the time and means to scout each of them.’

Just then, the sound of hooves startled them. They turned from the fire to see Agilo riding in. The poor explorator had been denied the chance to savour the success of the morning – instead being despatched by Bastianus to scout the retreat of the six warbands.

‘Agilo?’ Pavo said, rising with the others, his gaze flicking to the north, at once fearing the six thousand Goths had regained their nerve and turned around to face the phantom Roman army they had ‘sighted’ that morning. But the land was deserted.

‘They’re gone – running like deer, headed to the plain around Kabyle as far as I could tell,’ Agilo said, panting, sliding from the saddle of his sweat-lathered mount.

Bastianus punched a fist into his palm in satisfaction and the others around the fire and those nearby shouted in delight.

‘But on my way back, I saw something else,’ Agilo added, stilling the chorus of celebration, ‘There is another party still in these parts. Not spearmen, but riders. The wing that attacked and razed Melanthias – two thousand strong. Swift, strong and well-armoured.’

Bastianus’ face bent into a sneer. ‘Greuthingi,’ he hissed through his yellow teeth, as if the word was poisoned. And that one word was enough to rile the gathered men. Not all Greuthingi were savage, Pavo thought, but those who rode in the Gothic Alliance – Alatheus and Saphrax’s men – were swiftly gaining such a reputation.

Agilo nodded. ‘Those very same bastards who cut the throats of women and children at the imperial manor. I crossed paths with a frightened merchant: it seems these riders struck Beroea two days ago, rushing the city gates while the wagon train of grain supplies tried to enter. They did to the people within what they did to the residents of Melanthias.’ A dark murmur rose from the men. ‘I watched them ride. They seem to be sweeping an area within a days’ ride from the River Hebrus. They must be moving along its banks.’

‘Fancy paying them a visit?’ Bastianus cut in, a dark smile spreading across his features. ‘For the slain of Melanthias, for the dead of Beroea. Let us send the riders scuttling north just as we did with the many warbands. It is time to twist the knife!’ He rotated his wrist sharply as he said this, conjuring a visceral cheer.

Three days passed. Pavo woke in the darkness to a chorus of whispers and a balmy night air. With a flurry of rustling, grumbling, whispering, spitting and coughing, he and the rest of the XI Claudia emerged from their tents – pitched in the floor of a sheltered vale. The midnight sky was veiled in roiling, angry clouds. Pavo and Sura gathered the Second Cohort with hushed orders, Zosimus and Quadratus doing likewise, and the single centuries of Lancearii, slingers, archers, crossbowmen and two hundred riders assembled next to them. They were almost as dark as the night itself, for every man wore a felt cap and dark cloak over their tunic, a shield strapped to their back – covered in brown hide to disguise its vivid colours. Every Claudia legionary was armed with his spatha and a spear.

Bastianus strode before them, his scarred face puffy from a lack of sleep and coated in a light sweat. It had been this way for the last three days, camped and resting during daylight hours, then when darkness fell and no enemy eyes could spot them or their dust cloud, they would rise, like nocturnal hunters. On the first night, Agilo had ridden west and sighted the Greuthingi cavalry camp on the Hebrus’ northern banks. On the second night, the legion had marched in darkness to come within two miles of the place. Tonight, it was time to strike.

No orders were given. Every man had been well-drilled as to what was to happen. Instead, Bastianus silently flicked a hand towards the western end of the valley. Pavo looked to Zosimus and Quadratus, offering them a firm nod. ‘Be seeing you two soon?’

‘If Mithras wills it,’ Zosimus said with a dry half-grin.

Agilo peeled away along the valley floor like a cat with Bastianus close behind. Pavo led his Second Cohort in their wake, leaving the rest of the legion and the various missile troops behind. They moved in near silence. When they emerged from the western end of the valley, they saw what looked like a huge, shadowy, winding serpent on the move, a quarter mile to the south: the dark, winding waters of the River Hebrus, tumbling endlessly eastwards. They made good time across the dry grassland to come to the river’s northern bank, then followed the course of the waterway, westwards and upriver along its grassy hinterland, just a gentle crunch-crunch betraying their presence in the darkness. Owls hooted as if awoken by their passage, and crickets chirped rhythmically, as if dictating the step of the march.

Pavo drew closer to Bastianus. ‘How far, sir?’ he whispered.

‘See that kink in the river up ahead?’ Bastianus replied, his lone eye trained there.

Pavo peered into the night, eyeing the S-shaped meander, a half-mile beyond. There was the faintest orange glow on the northern riverbank. Campfires. The glow spread across a fair chunk of the land there. Two thousand horsemen, he thought. Two thousand mounted spears.

Bastianus seemed to hear his thoughts. ‘Without their horses, they’ll be no match for us. We get inside the perimeter, scatter the horses then hammer the riders,’ he said. ‘Now drop back, pick six of your men, six you can trust,’ he added. ‘We’re going in first.’

Pavo nodded and fell back. His first thought was to find Sura. He peered through the darkness, knowing his optio would be at the back of the first century.

‘Sura, you’re with me.’

Pavo tapped Trupo and Cornix on the shoulder as he passed them, plus three others who were of the same calibre – Melus, Herma and Opis. ‘To the front,’ he whispered. The seven returned to Bastianus’ position just as the Magister Peditum brought the cohort to a halt before a fallen ash trunk a quarter mile from the glow up ahead. Now they could make out some detail: the Gothic camp was laid out in a huge semi-circle, the flat side hugging the water’s edge.

‘We’re ready,’ Pavo said. But Bastianus said nothing. Pavo noticed the troubled look in the man’s bulging, lone eye. ‘Sir?’

‘They’ve got a strong watch. Stronger than I thought,’ he muttered so only Pavo heard. ‘Look.’

Pavo peered into the darkness until his eyes allowed him to see what Bastianus had seen: a myriad of torches at the camp’s perimeter. The blur of orange told of a double or triple watch.

‘There’s no way they could have wind of our plans,’ Agilo cut in, seeing it too.

‘No,’ Bastianus said with a dry laugh and a glance to the night sky, ‘but they’ll have heard about us, no doubt. Vigilant bastards.’

‘We haven’t engaged yet. There’s still time to retreat,’ Agilo suggested.

‘Damn, no. The men’s morale would be dashed. Doubt is a dread beast that can crush an army… ’ his words trailed off and he looked up. As if a sadistic god was listening, the restless clouds above had parted, casting a shaft of bright moonlight down on the stretch of ground between the camp and the legionaries, the fringes of the light touching the ash trunk, illuminating Bastianus’ craggy and sweat-bathed face. ‘Down!’ he spat. At once, the cohort dropped to their knees and bellies in the grass, the fallen ash their only veil. Pavo, Agilo and Bastianus dropped to sit, backs to the trunk.

‘Cah!’ Bastianus groaned, palming at his face. ‘We’re pinned here!’

‘Not for long,’ Pavo suggested, looking up. ‘The clouds are restless.’ He thought of something then, something someone had told him. ‘Time is like a turning sword: in one breath its tip hovers at your belly, the next its hilt lands in your palm.’

‘Perhaps,’ Bastianus mused, casting a sour and impatient look at the moon. ‘But there are only so many hours of darkness to work with.’ He gestured to Agilo, who rose and crept to the end of the ash trunk, carefully edging his head round to peer out at the Gothic camp.

‘ Like a turning sword,’ Bastianus chuckled. ‘Where did that line come from? You’re too young for the sagely maxims.’

Pavo smiled wryly. ‘Tribunus Gallus. He had us hide in an eyrie for four days once, just waiting for the chance passage of a Hun scout who would have discovered the Claudia’s position had he got through. Miserable, it was. Freezing rain then snow. At one point I thought my balls had turned blue and fallen off.’ He arched one eyebrow. ‘We stopped the Hun scout though – skidded down from the eyrie and leapt on him as he rode through. Knocked him out with a punch that broke a knuckle… luckily I couldn’t feel my hands.’

Bastianus glanced sidelong at him. ‘Gallus, aye? I’ve heard your lot talking about him. The Iron Tribunus, they call him. What’s his story? Did he fall in battle?’

Pavo almost laughed dryly at the question. What’s his story? Now there was a tangled and slippery rope. ‘He and our primus pilus, Dexion… my brother, rode west last winter to take word to Emperor Gratian’s court. The Cursus Publicus was in a mess, you see, and somebody had to warn Gratian about the fall of the mountain passes and the Goths’ seizure of Thracia.’

Bastianus’ gaze, flicking up to the still fully-visible moon every so often, now fell to Pavo and stayed there. ‘This pair travelled… to Gratian’s court?’

‘They did,’ Pavo replied.

Bastianus’ brow knitted and his manic eye was masked in shade for a moment.

The silence that followed reminded Pavo of something. ‘That look on your face, I’ve seen it once before. Old Comes Geridus at the Succi Pass wore that same expression when I asked him about Gallus and Dexion’s chances of making it there and back.’ His eyes grew distant for a moment as he recalled the old man’s words. ‘Put your faith not in emperors, but in your gods and comrades,’ he said to me. The memory sent a shiver up his spine, despite the balmy night air.

‘Old Geridus?’ Bastianus chirped. ‘Now he was a wily bastard.’

‘You knew him?’

Bastianus flashed a pithy grin. ‘He and I endured years – too many years – close to the Western Court.’

‘So what did he mean by it?’

Another silence followed, then Bastianus sucked in a breath as if having resolved on a diplomatic answer. ‘One of the reasons I came east was to serve Valens – a leader who retains my respect. The West is becoming a tangled nest of spies and informants. The boy-emperor and his agents… how can I put it,’ his words trailed off as he shook his head and looked Pavo in the eye with that earnest glint which replaced the madness every now and then. ‘What are we and our comrades, but pawns of Gods and Emperors?’

The phrase seemed to usher the cold breath of watching shades over Pavo, and the pair beheld each other for a moment.

‘Sir!’ Agilo said suddenly, causing them both to start.

‘By the gods, man-’ Bastianus gasped, but when he saw the urgent look on Agilo’s face, his head shot up like a curious hare, poking just up over the fallen ash. Pavo and Sura peeked over too. The moonlight – a bane just moments ago – had now shifted away to shine on the Gothic camp, illuminating the many milling men, tents, torches and campfires. The watch was thick indeed – a sentry every ten paces on the curved landward edge of the camp. But Agilo was gesturing to the riverside edge of the camp – watched by just a few warriors, strolling to and fro along the water’s edge where the current lapped at a steep earthen banking. Pavo also noticed that the middle of this section of river was turbulent and choppy, with swirling whirlpools and foaming rapids, glittering like silver treasure in the moonlight.

‘They assume they will not be attacked from that side, that no enemy can cross the river,’ Pavo whispered.

‘Nobody but a fool would try,’ Sura added, a grin growing on his face. ‘But we can wade up the shallows on this side. And that banking will hide us if we stay low and quiet.’

‘Yes we can,’ Bastianus chuckled. ‘You see that copse?’ he pointed to a tangled cluster of beech trees on the section of the banking running alongside the camp, just a few paces from the pen of Gothic war horses. ‘That’s our bridgehead. We work our way through the shallows to it. From there, we can get to their horses and scatter them. Then… ’ he patted the buccina tied to his belt and nodded back to the waiting Second Cohort.

‘Let’s go,’ Sura whispered.

Bastianus shot a finger in the air. ‘Just one more thing.’ He rummaged at his belt and untied a small sack of something, then pulled out a clod of earthy matter, gestured to Sura and dropped it in his palm.

‘What the?’ Pavo recoiled. The stench hit them all at the same time. ‘Dung?’

‘Oh yes,’ Bastianus cackled, ‘the Gothic horses will get jittery if they smell men approaching, but they’ll relax if they smell that. And more to the point,’ he said, taking a handful for himself and wiping it over his face gleefully, lifting his eyepatch to smear some around the edges of the gnarled cavity underneath, ‘that damned fickle moonlight and the torches in there might be the death of us and our pale faces. Go on,’ he urged Sura to do likewise.

Sura looked around for support. Finding none, he muttered some curse about the dung smelling like Quadratus, then accepted the order as one might accept the lash of hail or the sting of a wasp, smearing it over his face too. Trupo, who had been chuckling quietly at Sura, then fell silent when Sura handed the dung to him. Sulking and dung-smeared, Trupo then handed it on and it came at last to Pavo, who held his breath and wiped the filth across his face.

‘That’s the spirit,’ Bastianus cackled.

Just then, the troubled sky cast cloud across the moon and stole its light entirely. Now the river, the camp and the ground leading up to it were veiled in night once more.

‘ The sword has turned,’ Bastianus grinned wryly at Pavo. ‘Are we ready?

‘Ready,’ the small group replied in unison.

Bastianus’ eye shrunk to a slit as he rose and climbed over the fallen tree trunk. Pavo, Agilo, Sura, Trupo, Cornix, Melus, Herma and Opis followed him, while the rest of the Second Cohort remained concealed behind the toppled tree.

Moments later, they crept into the shallows, wading forward quietly. Agilo and Bastianus led the way, with Pavo and Sura close behind and the others bringing up the rear. The water felt icy-cold on Pavo’s shins and thighs and in stark contrast to the balmy night air. The hiss of the rapids disguised the splashing as they moved, but the current in the shallows grew stronger the further they went and the sucking mud on the riverbed seemed determined to hamper their progress. When they drew up to the edge of the Gothic camp, they ducked to keep the earthy banking between them and the eyes of the riverside sentries and moved just a pace every few breaths. Pavo’s feet seemed to sink ever deeper into the mud with every step, the water growing deeper, coming up to his chest to make the going even more difficult. Indeed, the current was now pulling at his legs. One sudden surge nearly knocked his feet from under him and he snatched at a loose root in the banking just before the water could haul him from the bank and out into the deeper sections… out into full view. Then, as if to warn the Gothic guards, a dull clap of thunder pealed across the angry sky. The monstrous sound chilled Pavo even more than the water.

But he saw Bastianus and Agilo up ahead. They had made it to the beech copse and were crawling up the banking there, secreting themselves within the mesh of branches. He pressed on to join them, when an unwelcome sound pinned him. Footsteps then breathing, right above him. Glancing up, he saw a pair of bearded warriors on the edge of the banking, towering over him, gazing out over the river, oblivious to his presence only feet below. Just a few shoots of grass and ferns part-veiled him from them. The breath halted in his lungs and suddenly the muddy torrents swirling around his ankles felt like clawing hands, eager to prize him out from under his scant veil. From the corner of his eye, he saw Sura, Trupo, Cornix, Melus, Opis and Herma, backs pressed flat against the muddy incline to stay hidden. Pavo tried to edge away from the spot, when the swirling cloud parted to cast down a bony finger of moonlight, right upon him. He froze, swore silently then mouthed a prayer of thanks to Bastianus for the dung. Above, the two warriors began chatting and Pavo knew he was pinned here. As they talked, he caught fragments of their conversation. He knew enough of the Gothic tongue to piece it together.

‘…the Thervingi warbands who have fled back to Kabyle?’ he spat. ‘Water-for-guts! Yet they’ll doubtless be first in line to take the grain handouts – especially with their beloved Fritigern running that place. But we’ll get our share – by Wodin’s Sacred Grove we will,’ one said testily.

‘Maybe not from Kabyle. But we’ll ride to the river fort if we have to,’ another Goth agreed. ‘They say the silo there is overflowing with plundered grain. And it’s packed with other treasures. You see the helm and vest our leader parades in?’ Pavo saw them both turn to look back into the camp. ‘Roman armour. He found it in that very same place last winter when he helped set up the permanent camp there.’

‘But it is many days’ ride to the north. When next will we be riding that way?’

Pavo’s skin tingled. A second Gothic stronghold? A fort laden with vital grain and more? He realised they were talking about the elusive secondary Gothic camp. Many days ride to the north, by a river? He turned his head to hear more, eager to catch one word, one clue that would narrow it down just a fraction.

But suddenly the torrents strengthened, stealing his foothold on the riverbed, hauling him out into the deep water. Cold panic shot through him. He slung out a hand at another loose root protruding from the earth and grasped it firmly. The panic ebbed as the tendril held good… but only for a heartbeat: with a chorus of snapping and cracking, the root tore free of the banking. Out he was dragged, towards the rapids.

‘Oh shi-’ he hissed, then felt something heavy crash down upon his head. An instant later and he was under the surface, water shooting up his nose, bubbles, reeds, algae and murk all around him and the quarter-breath in his lungs demanding to be refreshed already. Panic set in and he thrashed instinctively for the surface. Only when two hands grasped at his biceps and shook him did he make sense of it all: Sura, a few inches away, gazed at him wide-eyed through the swirling water where he too was crouched, his head like Pavo’s just a foot under the surface, his left hand clasped around a cluster of eelgrass, anchoring the pair against the pull of the rapids. His friend pressed one finger to his lips before jabbing it upwards.

Pavo twisted his head towards the bank and froze. Looking up from his fish-eye view, he saw the rippling shapes of the two Goths, edging down a less-steep section of the banking to the waterline. He heard their dull, warbling voices vibrating through the water.

‘What was that noise?’ one asked, eyes combing the dark surface of the water.

‘Eels no doubt,’ the other replied. ‘Taste good if they’re cooked long enough.’

‘Go on,’ the first said, pointing at what must have been a swirl of bubbles above Pavo and Sura, ‘spear it. Or do you need me to rope it to a tree before you can kill it, like the Roman bitch from Beroea the other day?’

‘Eh?’ the second Goth snapped in reply. ‘I’ll show you,’ he growled then stomped out into the shallows, wading towards Pavo and Sura.

‘Bollocks,’ Sura warbled with an escaping air bubble as they saw the Goth’s booted legs coming towards them. The spear lanced into the water and split Sura and Pavo apart, but missed both, wedging between two rocks. Laughter sounded from the banks as the first Goth turned away to stroll off along the bank. ‘Lost your spear as well,’ he said as he went.

‘Balls to you,’ the shamed spearman snarled, turning to wade from the river also.

Pavo felt fire in his lungs now, as if they were set to burst. As soon as the two Goths were up the banking and back in their camp he could rise and… but the angry spearman halted, turned round and came back to the river again. ‘While I’m here,’ he grunted, then stuck a hand into his trousers, rummaged and pulled out an enormous appendage.

Horrified yet unable to move or react, Pavo and Sura watched as the Goth sighed and unleashed a jet of urine into the water where they hid. On and on the man’s bladder delivered. Mithras make it stop! Pavo screamed in his mind as the water grew a tad warmer. Black spots tinged the edges of his vision and he felt his limbs weaken as the air in his lungs grew foul. The Goth finally stopped urinating… for a heartbeat, before continuing, this time in a thicker, more voluminous flow and a relieved groan.

To Hades with this, Pavo thought, reaching down by his side where the man’s spear was embedded in the riverbed. He prized it from the rocks, then swung it up as he rose from the water.

The Goth’s expression of utter bliss melted into a look of gaping horror as he locked eyes with the dark, dirt-smeared legionary that shot out from the river. Then he emitted some silent howl – or perhaps one that only dogs could hear – as his own spear tip scythed off his manhood. With a thick splash, the fleshy mass disappeared into the murky water and shot off downstream. Quick as a lion, Sura shot up behind the man, clamping a hand over his mouth and wrapping an arm round his neck, choking him until he fell unconscious then letting his body drift off downriver.

‘We’re alive?’ Pavo gasped, the sweet air filling his lungs and charging his blood, sweeping away the black spots.

‘Just,’ Sura whispered, ushering him towards the beech thicket as a deafening clap of thunder spread across the roiling sky, now directly overhead. They waded out of the shallows and into the mesh of beech trees, finding Bastianus and Agilo crouched there.

‘I noticed an eel escaping downriver there,’ Bastianus commented with a stifled laugh.

Sura shrugged. ‘Aye, he was well-endowed, but not half as much as me. Back in Adrianople, they used to call me the serpent-’

A sharp jab in the ribs from Pavo’s elbow ended his ill-timed boast. ‘We’re in the heart of a Gothic camp?’

‘But damn, we are,’ Bastianus whispered as Trupo, Cornix, Melus, Opis and Herma waded up to the copse to join them. ‘Now let’s set about bothering a few horses… ’

Pavo stalked towards the trussed Gothic war horses. They shuffled and whinnied in fright every time the sky snarled with thunder. Good cover, he thought, better than dung. He part drew his spatha, keen to keep the gleaming blade hidden until it was needed. With a quick glance around to confirm that he was still unseen, he moved over to the nearest beast, smoothing its mane and stroking its muzzle. ‘I’m sorry, but it’s not going to be a peaceful night for you, nor me,’ he whispered. He unsheathed his sword and chopped through one tether, then another, working his way through the many steeds near him. He heard the muffled noise of tethers being cut in a similar fashion nearby and every so often rose to look over the beasts, seeing the Gothic sentries and those milling within the camp remained unaware. Cutting the beasts’ bonds was one thing, but scattering them all would be another. Slap their rumps, cut their hides – use your imagination! Bastianus had advised. We want a mass stampede.

He hoisted his spatha to cut once more when, from nowhere, a titanic longsword swung down and knocked the spatha from his grasp. ‘What the?’ he stammered, swinging round to see a bull of a warrior grinning at him.

‘What’s this?’ the scarred man cooed as the sky roared with bone-shaking fury. ‘A lone Roman?’ he said then lifted a leg and thrust his boot at Pavo’s gut, winding him and sending him sprawling before slashing out with the sword once, twice, thrice. Pavo dodged one way and then the other – devoid of armour and spry for it, just as Bastianus had intended. This seemed to confuse and anger the Goth, but only until Pavo tripped and toppled onto his back. He felt time slow as the giant hefted his blade up, two-handed, ready to strike. But he noticed something else: the muggy air that had been growing hotter and balmier all night suddenly took on an acute, foul stench like that of a tanner’s yard. More, the ether around the giant warrior seemed to crackle and spit. He and the Goths shared a moment of odd camaraderie – both bemused by the strangeness. Suddenly, a great white flash of light forked down from the sky, spearing into the giant and his raised longsword. For an instant, it looked as if the man was alight inside, a molten glow shining from his eyes, nose, mouth and ears. An instant later, and he flew backwards through the air as if kicked by an invisible and enormous steed. Pavo gawped as the man’s body crunched against a post at the edge of the timber pen, his skin blackened and his hair half-fused onto his blistered, bubbling and smoking face. His longsword had landed some way away, glowing dully where it had landed on top of one tent, which swiftly burst into flame.

All around him, panic erupted. The horses wrenched clear of their tethers without the need for his spatha. They reared and whinnied in terror, barging past him and near trampling him, before bolting through the camp in every direction, some even charging over tents and churning those asleep inside. Pained and panicked cries rang out and a thick waft of smoke hit Pavo as the tents neighbouring the burning one caught light too. He saw sentries darting around beyond the orange blaze, saw them shout and point in his direction, and realised it was now or never. He tore out his spatha and readied to fight. Where is Bastianus? his mind screamed. He has to give the signal!

A pair of hands slapped onto his shoulders, sending his heart into a frenzy.

‘I asked you to frighten the damned horses – but how in Hades did you conjure that? ’ Bastianus cackled, patting his back then taking up the buccina and blowing once, twice and again.

Pavo sought a reply, but a Gothic cry cut him off. ‘ Romans! ’

The sentries on the camp’s landward perimeter, the sea of heads poking from tents and the men around campfires all heard the cry loud and clear. Every pair of Gothic eyes turned to the tiny cluster of nine legionaries at the heart of their camp. There was a hiatus of disbelief then, like a noose snapping tight, they surged for the centre of the camp, dodging the rattled horses, leaping over burning tents, longswords drawn and spears raised, hair whipping behind them and faces bent in baleful snarls.

‘Together!’ Sura yelled as the nine contracted into a tight circle.

Pavo swung his spatha up just in time to hack away a thrown spear while the others hurried to tear their shields from their backs and swept them up in a protective wall. Herma and Melus hoisted their shields overhead to complete a mini- testudo.

The air was driven from Pavo’s lungs as the sheer weight of Gothic bodies crashed into the tiny shell of shields. He ducked and shifted as swords and spears rattled upon his shield. By his side, his saw Sura’s head shoot out of a gap in the testudo, just far enough to sink his forehead into the bridge of one Goth’s nose before retracting. A hot shower of blood coated Pavo as a Gothic spear plunged into Melus’ cheek and went clean through his face. As Melus fell, Pavo lanced his spatha out through the gap left behind and into the windpipe of the killer. One Goth dead, so many more clamouring to slay him. Suddenly, a pair of bloody, filthy hands wrapped over the top of his shield, and the knuckles turned instantly white as they tried to haul it away with seemingly limitless strength. Pavo felt a surge of panic like never before as the shield was prized from his grip. A wall of gleeful Goths saw the chink in the desperate defence and lunged for him.

‘For the Claudia!’ he roared, sure this was the end.

‘ For the Claudia! ’ the few others repeated as a fork of lightning lit up the sky and the mass of foes clamouring around them.

But another fierce cry erupted from the darkness beyond the boundaries of the camp like an echo, but one thousand times more brash.

‘ For the Claudia! ’ the First and Third Cohorts roared as they poured into the Gothic camp from the now undefended landward side – a wall of ruby red shields. Thunder boomed and Pavo saw Zosimus and Quadratus leading the charge, barging into the rear of the Gothic mass like bulls, their shields smashing faces and their spathas tearing through bodies. An instant later, a cry from the riverside added to the frenzy: For the Claudia! the Second Cohort cried as they raced from their hiding place downriver and surged into the camp too, charging in from its eastern end. They hammered into the flanks of the Greuthingi before the warriors could react. The sudden influx of legionaries instantly drew every Gothic sword away from Pavo and the beleaguered handful of men at the horse pen. The Roman reinforcements moved like cats, leaping into the fray, abandoning formation and fighting man-to-man as Bastianus had instructed them. They bounded, ducked and circled swiftly – freed from the burden of armour – and the Goths seemed thrown by this, many looking this way and that, wary of legionaries circling behind them, swinging clumsily to cover their flanks and rears.

A voice cried out from behind Pavo: ‘ down! ’

Herenus? Pavo recognised the Cretan twang, and he and the others instantly dropped to their haunches. From the blackness somewhere near the camp’s eastern edge, a waspish rasp sounded and a shower of silvery missiles – shot, arrows, bolts and javelins – sped through the air where Pavo had been standing a moment ago. The hail plummeted into the backs and flanks of the Greuthingi and they fell in swathes. Pavo twisted to see Herenus and his slingers emerge from the blackness, slings loaded and spinning again. The Lancearii flanked them, fresh javelins hoisted, and the sagittarii nocked fresh arrows as they advanced too. The ballistarii came with them, crossbows loaded and aimed, and it was they who began the second hail. One savage-looking warrior swung to tackle the emerging marksmen. His face remained in an animal snarl even after a crossbow bolt had punched through his forehead and burst out the back of his head, expelling a surge of brain matter and black blood as he wilted like a flower.

In the hiatus before the next volley, Herenus waved Pavo and the crouching cluster to their feet. ‘Go!’

‘Let’s finish this!’ Bastianus howled, rising and leading the few to join the ranks of the Second Cohort. Pavo, shieldless, threw a left hook at one Goth then drove his spatha into the man’s side, before hacking the sword hand from another who was about to strike Sura. He spun on his heel and swept a reverse cut across the throat of another as the lines dissolved into a chaotic melee to the backdrop of the burning, chaotic camp and the wrathful, lightning-streaked skies. Soon, as if drawn together by nature, he found himself side by side with Zosimus, Quadratus and Sura, shoulder-to-shoulder, their battle cries in harmony. It was only when he swept his spatha all around him and found no more foes that he realised it was over. He heard splashing as some of the Goths ran for the river, and the dull shouts of others fleeing into the night. All around him and the panting, sweat and blood-lashed legionaries was a carpet of Greuthingi dead intermingled with several hundred legionary bodies.

‘It’s over,’ Sura wheezed, clasping a hand to his shoulder. ‘It’s over… and we’re alive.’ Soldiers nearby wept, some laughed in disbelief, others prayed. Zosimus and Quadratus bashed their foreheads together then locked arms.

Bastianus climbed atop the heaped crates at the centre of the camp, kicking the lid from one. Gold and silver shone inside. Roman gold and silver – bounty raided from Beroea, Pavo realised. The Magister Peditum spread his arms out wide, his scarred, battered features uplit in orange from the burning tents. ‘And thus,’ he proclaimed with a genial smile so ill-suited to his demonic appearance, ‘southern Thracia is truly purged of Goths. Their spearmen fled before us and now their vile horsemen run in their wake!’

An almighty cheer exploded at this.

When he leapt down, he gathered Pavo and the other officers while the rest slaked their thirst with well-earned water and wine.

Agilo was first to speak. ‘Then we should make haste back to the emperor. If we march back to Melanthias in the morning, we can be there within a week.’

Still panting, Bastianus wiped the sweat from his bald scalp, readjusted his eyepatch then wagged a finger. ‘Why would I return when we are not finished? What we achieved here tonight gives Emperor Valens a chance to manoeuvre, to move his armies some way from Melanthias without fear of raiding attacks from the warbands, but only so far, for the warbands still roam like countless fangs, dispersed across the north. I promised Emperor Valens I would drive Fritigern to reunite the horde.’

‘Fritigern is shrewd,’ Agilo argued. ‘He won’t harness the horde again unless he has no other choice.’

‘We must find the secondary camp,’ Bastianus growled. ‘Find it and hit it hard.’

Agilo shrugged. ‘But damn, sir, my riders have tried – relentlessly – to forge north to locate it. It remains elusive, like mist.’

Pavo, listening, thought back to the silent approach through the waters to this camp, the half-conversation between the Goths that he had overheard. ‘No, not anymore,’ he said.

Bastianus and Agilo turned to him.

‘I overheard the sentries talking: this wing of riders know where the secondary camp is,’ Pavo said. All heads looked round the bodies on the ground. All dead, those that had fled now well scattered into the night. ‘Or rather, they knew…’

Bastianus looked bemused for a moment, then his face scrunched up like paper. ‘Oh for fu-’

A groan cut him off. A groan from a Gothic ‘corpse’.

Bastianus’ face lit up. He strode through the fallen and grabbed one prone rider by the plume of his helm, hoisting him up onto his knees. Their leader, Pavo guessed, going by the helm and fine mail shirt. The bearded man had taken a blow to the head and seemed dazed.

‘Well?’ Bastianus barked at the Goth. ‘Fritigern’s second camp – where is it?’

The Goth looked back blankly. ‘I know nothing. Fritigern has told only a few-’

Bastianus raked his knuckles across the man’s face, bursting his lips in a shower of blood. ‘One more chance, then you’ll wish you’d talked.’

The man’s eyes widened. ‘I don’t know.’ he pleaded.

Bastianus pinned him with a steely stare.

‘You must believe me!’ he insisted. ‘You must… must… ’ his words trailed off and his head lolled.

For a moment, Pavo almost felt pity for the rider, until he saw the man’s hand slide towards his sword belt. ‘He’s going for his-’ he started, but the Goth was quicker than the lightning, drawing a small knife and plunging it into his own neck. Sheets of blood spat forth and the warrior toppled forward.

‘Wonderful!’ Bastianus roared, booting a clump of bloody earth in anger. ‘After weeks of hunting, we find one Goth who knows where this damned camp is and then he does himself in.’

As the Magister Peditum went off on a tirade, Pavo’s gaze fell upon the plumed helm on the head of a dead Goth. It was an intercisa – a plundered Roman piece. He moved over and crouched before the corpse, a shiver dancing across the skin of his neck as he examined the small marking on the helmet’s cheekguard. ‘We don’t need the Goths to tell us. I know where it is,’ he gasped.

‘Pavo?’ Zosimus said with a bemused chuckle.

‘They said the camp was many days ride to the north, by a river,’ he replied, looking up. ‘They’re in the fort at Durostorum.’

‘Who, what?’ Bastianus said, head flicking between Zosimus and Pavo.

‘The Goths. Their second base in the north: it’s the fort at Durostorum,’ he repeated, gesturing to the marking on the helms, unique to the fabrica in the XI Claudia’s old, abandoned home.

Quadratus crouched to examine the marking too. ‘Mithras’ balls – he’s right!’

As dawn broke, the silver-toothed figure watched a messenger speeding from Bastianus’ lot across the burnt-gold grassy plain: a horseman tasked with taking word of their victories over the Goths back to Valens.

A lone horseman – will they never learn? he chuckled, cleaning his nails with the semispatha.

He lifted his loaded crossbow from his back, rising a little from the hummock at the edge of the plain, took aim and smiled, knowing that to squeeze the lever was to pluck the rider’s life. The confidence of a master marksman. But he let his finger relax and tucked the weapon away again on the strapping on his back.

‘Some messages favour my master’s designs, some do not,’ he mused.

Bastianus’ lot were doing well, and now, it seemed, they were just one step away from completing their mission – to prime Fritigern and his horde for battle.







Chapter 10 



Ropes and timbers creaked and shuddered as the thick line of imperial onagers were loaded with rocks the size of heads by busy legionaries, scuttling to and fro through the carpet of ferns and morning mist.

‘Loose!’ Merobaudes roared from horseback, sweeping his sword forward.

As one, the catapults bucked and hurled their burdens up towards the tip of the Rauberg – the Rugged Mountain. The sturdy, circular stone and timber walls of the Lentienses’ last stronghold bore the first six or seven strikes, but the next few shattered the sharpened stakes or struck dark cracks in the lower stone sections of the bulwark. One punched into the chest of a Lentienses warrior on the battlements up there, bursting through his green leather vest and ruining his chest, sending him shooting from the walkway and hammering into the side of the timber-walled great hall within the enclosure. Another rock zoomed up and took a warrior’s head clean off his shoulders, leaving the body standing, still holding a spear and hide-covered shield, blood spouting from the neck until the cadaver toppled out over the parapet and tumbled down the grey, fern-streaked hillside like a discarded child’s toy towards the noose-like Roman lines below.

Gallus stood in formation with what remained of his auxiliary unit, watching the sprays of dust, splintered wood and blood up on the acropolis as the siege engines endlessly spat this stony hail. Some said that only a few hundred Lentienses held out up there with King Priarius, having fled there from the forest battle at Argentoratum, but Emperor Gratian had shown not a flicker of hesitation in bringing his obscenely overpowered army to the tribe’s last refuge. Some thirty thousand men: legions, cavalry alae, palace regiments and barbarian allies stood in a thick ring around the base of the hill. He looked to his left, glaring at Dexion – cold, expressionless – and Gratian who watched the bombardment with hooded eyes, assured of victory. Beside them was the giant Frankish general, Merobaudes. The man looked like an escaped nightmare with his drawn, scarred features and thinning, black hair hanging to his collar. Gallus knew little of this man, other than that he was one of Gratian’s minions, and that was a black enough indicator.

The thunder of the onagers ceased only when Gratian raised a hand. At this, a few Lentienses heads peeked out from where they had been crouched behind their lofty parapet, confused at the unexpected hiatus. Gratian flicked his fingers, beckoning a gaunt fellow in courtier’s robes forward. The man wore a haughty look and peered down his blade of a nose. He bellowed in some jagged foreign tongue, addressing the hilltop. An interpres, Gallus realised, probably offering King Priarius the chance to surrender and no doubt enjoy the remainder of his days in the dungeons of Treverorum.

Suddenly, a bucking of timber sounded from up on the acropolis, and one of the rocks that had been fired up there came arcing back out over its walls, shot from some hidden Lentienses device. The rock sailed down, straight for Gratian, Dexion and Merobaudes.

Yes, Mithras guide the rock from which you were born, Gallus mouthed, his eyes wide. But the rock plummeted right onto the interpres, flattening him as if he was never there and showering all nearby in dirt and blood.

Gratian’s horse reared wildly and the young emperor’s nostrils flared in terror and humiliation. He yanked at the reins, only just bringing the beast under control. ‘I’m tired of watching this,’ he called out like the boy he was in a screeching-gull voice, thrusting a shaking finger at the hilltop stronghold. ‘Set them aflame!’ The emperor and Dexion turned to look in Gallus’ direction, Gratian gesturing to the ballista crews there. Gallus swung away and dipped his head.

‘You,’ a voice snapped in front of him. Gallus jolted and looked up to see the ballista commander angrily waving him over. Dagr and the rest of the auxiliaries were already busy helping the ballistae crews to load the twelve missile-throwers. He hurried over, then looked around for the usual iron bolts that these devices shot. Instead, he saw small, red-hot rocks the size of clenched fists being lifted with copper tongs onto the concave channel carved into the wooden spine of the contraption. Dagr stood at the left-hand winding lever of one ballista, and waved him over to operate the right-hand one. ‘Ready?’ the spike-haired centurion asked.

Gallus nodded, and the pair groaned and took the strain, turning the levers and tightening the ballista ropes until they creaked and would tighten no more.

‘Loose!’ Merobaudes barked, riding over to take charge of the ballistae crews.

Gallus stepped back as all twelve ballistae spat forth as one. These red-hot rocks sailed over the acropolis walls and punched through the great hall’s timbers, some landing on and sinking through the hall’s thatched roof. Moments later, dark smoke coiled up from the structure. Gallus noticed how all in the Roman encirclement watched, waiting for the first sign of flame. Realising he had an instant of invisibility, he turned his gaze back to Gratian and Dexion. His eyes focused on the throbbing of Dexion’s jugular. Every heartbeat is stolen from my wife and my boy, you wretch.

‘I once prized a jasper gemstone from an enemy chieftain’s helm and brought it to my wife,’ Dagr said in a low voice so only Gallus would hear. Gallus turned to him, a chill snaking up his spine. The man had caught him once more. ‘She stared at it for hours,’ Dagr continued. ‘No matter what we were doing, her eyes were drawn to it. It fair kept her quiet,’ he cocked one eyebrow and grinned wryly. ‘Blissful days.’

Gallus feigned a smile then turned back to the ballista and pretended to be helping load it again, aware of the colossal form of Merobaudes walking his horse around the artillery as if inspecting every move. Up on the acropolis, cheers rang out as the coils of smoke turned white and then dissipated – the fires had been quelled.

‘In her eyes I saw desire, love. But when you stare at the emperor and that one by his side, I see none of that,’ Dagr continued. ‘I see something darker than I have ever witnessed in a man’s eyes.’

The streak of unease grew icy. The fingers on Gallus’ sword-hand twitched as if urging him to be ready to draw his blade. ‘I march, I fight, I serve. I’m an auxiliary, just like you.’

Dagr stared at him, eyes searching, judging. Suddenly, his eyes widened, flashing over Gallus’ shoulder. ‘Then be ready to receive orders from an officer,’ he whispered quickly before ducking down to work the ballista again.

‘You, auxiliaries,’ an all-too familiar voice barked behind the pair. Dexion!

Gallus kept his head down, tilting his helm by the brow to shade his face a little more.

‘The emperor has called for the stronghold to be stormed. The Heruli will ascend the slopes to raise the imperial standard in good time, but first he wants to… clear a path.’

Gallus’ top lip wrinkled as he interpreted the statement. The auxiliaries were to be sacrificed – sent up the hill first in order to test the rigour of the Lentienses defences against an infantry assault.

‘Well… move! ’ Dexion urged Dagr. The big centurion’s face stiffened and he grudgingly waved the remnant forty of his century together. Gallus and Dagr stood on the right of what was to be the front line, backed by another few auxiliary centuries that had been marching with Merobaudes’ portion of the army.

Gallus looked up the slope, strewn with broken fragments of stone and timber from the wall and smashed bodies from the parapet. They were to march up the steep incline to the thick acropolis gates – high as three men and well-constructed. Either side of the gates were stone towers, bristling with the helms and speartips of crouched Lentienses guards who were already anticipating the frontal assault. How in Hades do men with swords and spears break through that? He mouthed, knowing that these few centuries of auxiliaries were inadequate. The hill was far too steep for a battering ram or war towers – if they had any. He glanced over the assembled assault force. ‘We have no ladders?’

Dagr shook his head. ‘We don’t need any, we have that.’

Gallus followed his outstretched finger and saw another cluster of auxiliaries rushing from the trees to join them. They carried overhead a timber pole – as long as the trunk of an adult pine, Gallus was sure. On the end was fitted a massive iron hand – so large it looked as if it had been stolen from a colossus – fingers together and bent at the knuckles in the shape of a beak. ‘What the?’

A wheeled timber frame came with it, and the fresh auxiliaries positioned this at the base of the hill, then lifted the iron hand end of the pole onto the crossbar of the frame, before feeding it on over, more and more men at the rear end holding on and acting as a counterweight with some tying iron weights to it. The immense beam jutted uphill further and further, its shadow looming over Gallus and Dagr as it reached up the precipitous slope. Gallus’ eyes widened like those of the Lentienses on the gate towers as the huge iron hand hovered over the gateway.

‘Tear it down!’ Merobaudes bellowed.

With a series of grunts and cries, some of the men balancing the other end of the beam let go and stepped back, and the iron hand up on the hilltop whooshed down, crunching into the timber gates, gouging several feet into them, the iron fingers looped over the tops.

‘Heave!’ Merobaudes snarled.

The Romans at the foot of the beam now took to heaving at it, as if to pull it back downhill. An ominous groaning grew into a thick crackle of snapping timbers as the curved fingers of the hand wrenched at the gates. With a sudden bang, they exploded outwards in a shower of splinters, the iron locking bar that had been holding them shut leaping into the air, mangled, before tumbling down the hillside with the remnant of the right hand gate, while the left hand gate swung back on its hinges and fell askew and useless against the outside of the walls. A moment of silence followed with Lentienses guards rising from their crouched positions on the walls and behind the gateway, gawping at the chasm where their mighty gate had been moments ago. Then the auxiliaries manning the pole pushed it fractionally forward again and swung it sharply to one side. The heel of the iron hand struck the rightmost gate tower with an almighty clang, and the tower – made of dry stone – listed, then crumbled like sand. The men atop it cried in terror as the stonework fell away under them. A rush of rocks and flailing men careened down the hillside and the men’s cries were abruptly cut off as the already-bloodstained slopes gained a darker hue.

‘Now… advance! ’ Merobaudes howled, swinging his sword overhead and pointing it up to the broken entrance. ‘And if you find their king, save him,’

Gallus shot the big Frank a look. Mercy?

But Merobaudes was not finished. With a twitch of his top lip, he added: ‘Save him for the emperor.’

Buccinae reinforced the order, and at once, the few auxiliary centuries crunched uphill.

‘We must ascend under our shields.’ Gallus urged Dagr. ‘Our strength is in our unity.’

Dagr then barked it as his own order along the line. ‘We climb the slope with our shields overhead.’

Gallus swung his shield up like a vast roof tile, clacking it into place with Dagr’s. He felt the loose earth crumble under his stride, his breath coming and going faster and faster. Suddenly, his shield arm jarred as something heavy thwacked off of it. Rocks, he realised, seeing the hand-sized boulders bouncing between the few gaps in the shield roof. Then a sharp thwack and the tip of an ango javelin poked through the shield. He glanced along the ascending line, seeing most of Dagr’s lot and those behind bearing the wrath of the Lentienses’ storm well. Only a few sunk down on their knees, perforated with arrows and javelins or skulls staved in by rocks. ‘That’s it, we’re almost there. Stay together, keep your spears close like the fangs of a lion,’ he cried, forgetting his place as a faceless ranker. He shot Dagr a look, uncertain what the man’s reaction might be.

‘You are no auxiliary,’ Dagr spat with the manic glint of battle-lust in his eyes, his fingers flexing on his spear. ‘I worked that out some time ago,’ he added, staggering as a rock thumped from his shield. His eyes grew steely and his lips thin: ‘Tell me, who are you?’

Gallus gave him a steely look. ‘If we live to see the end of this battle, perhaps I’ll tell you.’ He glanced up to see the lip of the acropolis gateway just a few feet away. A thick band of Lentienses warriors had gathered there, forming a nest of spears in lieu of their gate. ‘Now, on my word… shields, forward! ’ he screamed. With a guttural cry, the auxiliary line dropped their shields to face frontwards, then surged against the Lentienses defenders. Gallus swatted one man’s spear out of the way then thrust his boot into the foe’s shield, sending the man toppling backwards and buckling the Lentienses line. The momentary gap was there: a chance to break their defence.

With a savage cry, Gallus leapt into the breach.

Dexion watched as the auxiliaries bayed and thrashed up on the acropolis. The screams were serrated and desperate: men fighting for their lives or striving to snatch this brief chance of glory to possibly better their future years. Yet they were little more than fodder for the Lentienses spears – to allow Gratian’s Heruli to then march up there and claim the final victory with minimal losses. A dull, quiet voice sounded inside Dexion’s head, like a distant, tolling bell. How can you watch, knowing they are almost certain to die? See what you have become, it pleaded. He smirked and shook his head, locking the weak voice of conscience away again.

‘The auxiliaries are proving to be stronger than we anticipated. The town will soon be ours,’ Merobaudes said, ranging over beside him, looking past Dexion and bowing fractionally towards Gratian. Dexion smirked: no honorific and a tone laced with vinegar… this cur was so sure of himself.

‘And the Lentienses will be no more,’ Gratian said with an amused snort. ‘But a pox on them if they capitulate too soon, for then I will have to turn my thoughts to that infernal trouble in the East.’

The voice within Dexion’s head tried again. Think of your brother , it beseeched him. A quarrel struck up within him. But damn, those cursed feelings he had long ago mastered were in a recalcitrant mood today.

‘Domine,’ a breathless voice interrupted his thoughts. He turned to see that a scout rider had appeared from the trees, his black mare slick with lather from a seemingly hasty ride. The rider ranged past Dexion, dismounted before Gratian and bowed. ‘Domine,’ he repeated, ‘I bring word from Treverorum.’

Gratian did not bother to look down at the man, his attentions fixed on the struggle at the broken gateway up on the hill. Every now and again he clapped or laughed as heads were cleaved or bounced down the hill, detached from their bodies. ‘Tell my courtiers, I will deal with it later,’ he said absently.

‘But Domine, it concerns your palace…’ he lowered his voice and looked around as if uncertain of how much he could say. Gratian looked down now with an irritated look. Dexion leaned a little closer too. ‘Something happened on that day you left the city. We only found them after you departed.’

‘Found what?’ Gratian shrugged.

‘The dungeon,’ the rider said, his face whitening. ‘They’re dead… all of them.’

Gratian’s face bent in bemusement. ‘The prisoners? Curse Lurco and his enthusiasm. He’ll pay for this…’

The rider gulped, and Dexion realised the emperor had misunderstood. ‘No, Domine, Lurco is dead. His men are dead, slain. The prisoners are dead too.’

An army of invisible ants rushed up Dexion’s back. ‘Slain?’

The rider turned to him and nodded.

‘And the prisoners too?’

Another nod.

‘ All of them?’

The rider gulped again. ‘As far as we could tell.’

Dexion’s skin crept with the memory of one particular prisoner’s words:

Sleep with one eye open and a dagger in your hand, Speculator…

He slipped from his mount and grabbed the man’s collar, hauling him nose-to-nose. Dread, fear and anger had broken from their leash and fought like hounds in his belly. ‘Did you find the bodies of every prisoner?’

The rider’s face was streaked with runnels of sweat. ‘All of them. All o-of them b-but one.’

Dexion did not hear or listen to the rest of the man’s stammering response. He did not need to. He threw the rider down.

‘What has happened?’ he heard Gratian screech. Up on the acropolis, the din of iron and roars of dying men had grown deafening. But one name hissed in Dexion’s mind above it all, as if whispered by a demon.

Gallus.

His heart thundered and rogue emotions ran rampant through his veins. The slaughter had happened on the morning they marched from Treverorum. What if… he thought, then realised he knew the answer. You’re here, aren’t you? Where are you? he mouthed. He turned his head, eyes sweeping the woods, then combing the ranks of the encircling Romans. So many dark, baleful faces in those ranks. So many who had cast reproachful looks at him on this march. More than thirty thousand souls.

Where are you!

His mind turned to his brethren scattered through the ranks, fellow speculatores who answered to him. These men would have to help him find the cur. Four men. One with the onager crews, one with the Heruli and… his gaze swept up to the acropolis… two up there with the auxiliaries.

The fighting just inside the stronghold gateway descended into a swirl of man-to-man combat. A sword clanged against Gallus’ shield: a tribesman with legs, arms and torso clad in thick leather armour. He ducked another swipe then struck his spear down into the man’s unprotected ankle. The foe fell in paroxysms of pain, blood and dirt spraying up as he thrashed. Gallus looked this way and that, ready to pick out his next opponent, seeing Dagr and the other auxiliaries locked in battle all around him.

Gallus had been sure to keep one eye on the big centurion at all times – the man seemed too perceptive for a mere auxiliary officer. Suddenly, a whoosh overhead brought all eyes momentarily up, as another of the red-hot ballistae stones from the Roman lines at the base of the hill plunged into the great hall in the centre of the acropolis. Gallus could see now that the thatching had been soaked so as to protect it from such attacks. But when another three glowing stones punched into the collection of huts surrounding it, the thatched roofs of these smaller dwellings caught light. Gallus blocked, hacked and parried as the Lentienses guards fought like animals, but as the crackling fires grew and grew, orange flame licking out like serpents tongues and thick, black smoke stinging their eyes, they seemed to lose their confidence. First, a few shouted frantic orders, butted their shields out to throw off opponents, then ran back towards the great hall, then a handful more followed.

‘They’re drawing back. They’re retreating to the hall,’ Dagr cried.

‘Don’t let them regroup! Finish this as soon as we can,’ Gallus yelled, waving the auxiliaries on to surround the remainder of the Lentienses, blocking them from the great hall. This swift surge was enough. A moment later, the tribesmen threw down their spears, calling out for mercy. ‘Gather up their blades then guard them!’ Gallus snarled to the rearmost auxiliary century, only now reaching the lip of the acropolis and pouring into the walled plateau. Despite his lack of rank, the century and their centurion did not hesitate to obey. Just then, for a fleeting moment, he caught sight of Dagr. Those eyes, riddled with suspicion. But he didn’t have time to think about it as he heard a howl of defiance from the great hall’s three frontal entrances. He swung to see the few remaining Lentienses clustering inside the main door and at two smaller side doors, their spears jutting from these openings like bristling porcupines. One look at their eyes, tear-streaked and bulging, and he knew they were not for surrendering. Grimly, he swept a hand forward. ‘Take the hall!’

The majority of the auxiliaries surged for the main, central doorway. He saw Dagr peeling towards the right door with one cluster of auxiliaries, and so he went left with another handful, rushing forward with a thunder of boots, the whooshing of hot-stones overhead and the defiant cry of the tribesmen.

Gallus skidded to a halt as the nest of spears at the left doorway suddenly braced, jabbing out. He ducked out of the way of one then hacked the tip from another. The auxiliaries with him followed suit, refusing to engage the spears head-on, but snatching opportunities to behead the lances. Soon, the porcupine was all but blunted. Gallus hoisted his shield and rushed the cluster of Lentienses. His weight against theirs did little, and he seemed set to slide off and stagger back, until the crunching weight of ten or more auxiliaries joined him. The Lentienses plugging the doorway were barged back. Some scrambled up and away, others became entangled in combat and the gloom inside the doorway was soon a sprawl of thrashing men and flashing steel. Gallus grabbed a dropped spatha and left them to it, stealing on inside, knowing that the fighting would end only when King Priarius was captured. The torchlit corridor ahead seemed to lead to the main chamber of the hall, and he prowled along it, spatha raised, eyes combing the shadows, the din of the melee fading behind him as he went. He jolted when, to his right, a frantic crunching of straw sounded from the ceiling and a shower of thatching fell like rain in the corridor. He looked up and saw a sliver of light where the thatched roof had been struck with another hot stone. This time the thatching caught light despite its dampness, and the dull, ominous grumble of fire spread overhead, illuminating parts of the interior in a menacing orange.

He came to the end of the corridor and saw the vast throne room before him. The sight was striking: an ancient, gnarled and knotted pedunculate oak rose at the rear of the hall like a spine, and the timber structure and pitched roof had been built around and were supported by it, branches stretched out like beams across the rear wall and the trunk rose on through the ceiling. At the base of the tree was an ancient timber throne on a stepped plinth. A weary figure sat upon this chair, sporting a tightly-curled auburn beard and sleek, collar-length hair, streaked with grey. He wore thick animal furs on his shoulders. Priarius? Gallus realised, barely recognising the man, who looked a lot older and greyer than he had on the battlefield at Argentoratum a fortnight ago.

Gallus stepped into the hall, eyes darting to locate the king’s guards.

‘There are no more,’ the man said wearily. ‘All my guards are fighting their last at the doors.’

Gallus halted at the man’s words, sure it was a gambit. But he saw that indeed there were no others in the hall: just animal hides, shields and crossed spears mounted on the walls. The commotion of the dull, echoing fights at the doors came and went in waves, then the ceiling groaned and sagged, a shower of thatching fell, ablaze, drifting down onto the packed-dirt floor between Gallus and the king. The upper branches of the oak too had caught light as the flames licked inside. Gallus stepped forward cautiously, one eye on the ceiling and one on the king, embers drifting down all around them.

‘My people will slip from history today,’ Priarius said, his eyes fixed on the floor before him. ‘And all because I listened to the harping voices of my eager and overly-brave Council. I did not want for war with your empire. I did not seek to bring Emperor Gratian’s forces to my home like this, to crush everything I hold dear under his boot.’ The man’s eyes drew up jadedly to Gallus, every line on his craggy face thrown into sharp relief by the fiery faggots of thatching floating around him. ‘I presume you come to take me as a prize with which to honour Gratian? Then come, seize me or take my head. I am no warrior, just a foolish king who has consigned his people to the dust.’

Gallus approached the plinth. ‘I owe Gratian not a libra of honour. It seems the cur knows little of such a virtue in any case.’

This seemed to stoke a last mite of curiosity from Priarius. ‘Yet you come to my hall with your sword in hand?’

‘I do only what I must,’ Gallus replied, stepping up the plinth stairs. ‘Your village would have fallen today, regardless of my presence. I aim to bring about the end of the fighting as soon as possible. Only then can I see that Gratian upholds his word and marches this army to Thracia. Only then can I find opportunity to sink this blade into the ribs of the demon he rides with… the one who took from me all I had… my wife, my boy… my future.’

Gallus halted, standing before the king, Priarius and he sharing a moment of affinity, grey ash now settling on the shoulders and faces of both men.

‘Tell me, Roman, what is Gratian’s will: to have my head or to take me alive?’

‘He wants you alive,’ Gallus replied flatly.

Priarius’ eyes searched Gallus’. ‘And what fate is darker: death or Gratian’s prisons?’

Gallus’ mind raced with all that had gone on in the dungeons.

‘Your silence is answer enough,’ Priarius said. He inhaled deeply and nodded once. ‘Spare me the darkness.’

Gallus dipped his head once in understanding. He fixed his gaze on the trunk of the giant oak, then wrapped one arm around the back of the king’s head, pulling it into his chest, before thrusting his spatha into the man’s breastbone. Priarius tensed and then sighed. Gallus rested the corpse back against the throne and stepped away.

Tartarus or Elysium? The dark voice whispered in his mind as he stared at the blood on his hands and his tunic. With every life you take, you hasten towards perdition. He gazed through the bloodstains, barely hearing the dull clash of the struggle at the doors echoing through the corridors leading to the great hall. Then something crystal clear and oh-so close split the air, right behind him.

‘Emperor Gratian will be most displeased,’ the voice said.

Gallus swung on his heel to see a gaunt auxiliary – one of Merobaudes’ lot – had crept up on him. A fellow with a stark black beard that seemed to start just below his grey eyes. He felt a sharp jab in his abdomen and looked down to see the tip of the man’s curved sword point resting there. When he looked up again, slowly, his blood chilled.

Those soulless eyes had gazed upon him before, he realised, in his first days in the dungeons. This man was a speculator. The cur had watched on by Dexion’s side as Gallus had endured Lurco’s torture.

‘One move,’ Grey-eyes purred, then circled slowly, tracing his sword point roughly over Gallus’ tunic, taking the spatha to hold it in his other hand. ‘How did you do it? Nobody has escaped from those dungeons. Nobody.’

Gallus said nothing as the flaming clusters of straw fell all around them.

‘Now I have a dilemma much like yours with the dead king,’ he pointed with the spatha towards Priarius’ corpse. ‘Do I slay you, cut your belly open and let you watch as your gut ropes spill onto the floor… or do I take you alive, to Master Dexion, back to Augusta Treverorum? We could dig deeper into the ground, build darker, fouler dungeons below the existing one. Perhaps we could brick up the cell to ensure you never again escape?’

The man’s breath reeked of pungent meat, and Gallus sensed lust in his words.

‘Make your choice, Speculator, but make it a good one. For years I have been cleaning from my blade the blood of whoresons who made the wrong choice.’

The man’s face bent into a scowl. ‘Very well, time to get a little air in and around your belly,’ and he hissed through his teeth and tensed his twin swords.

‘Where is your shield, dog?’ a familiar voice said, halting him. Gallus and Grey-eyes looked to the main doorway to the great hall. There stood Dagr, wounded and blood spilling from his lips. He hoisted his spear and hurled it across the room. The tip crashed into Grey-eyes’ throat, just above the collar of his leather vest, throwing him back and pinning him to the trunk of the giant oak. Gallus looked to the dead speculator and then to Dagr. ‘You saved me?’ he spluttered.

Dagr fell to one knee, wincing. Gallus hurried down from the plinth and over to his side, crouching by him.

‘Aye, well, he was one of them, wasn’t he?’ Dagr half-spoke, half-rasped, his breath wet with blood. Gallus saw the grievous battle-wound near his armpit now, part-concealed by the arm of his tunic.

‘You knew he was a speculator?’ Gallus said.

‘Not until now. Not until I heard what he said.’

‘But you don’t know who I am. You know nothing about me,’ Gallus replied.

Dagr looked up, his face greying, and clasped a hand to Gallus’ shoulder. ‘At first, I wondered if you were one of them. But not for long. I know a good man when I meet one. I heard your words to the king. I know what drives you on. I c…can only respect you for that. Now be sure to do what you told P…Priarius you were going to… to do.’

Gallus frowned.

‘Save Th…Thracia and sl… slay the dark one… Dexion?’ Dagr said, a weak smile playing on his blue lips. With that, he slumped. Gallus caught him and laid him on the floor, but with a death rattle, Dagr was gone.

Outside, the clash of battle faded and was replaced by Roman cheering. Gallus took one last look around the great hall, the corpses and the eerie, encroaching light of the fire from overhead, then made for the side door. He would have to melt back into the ranks, and Dexion would surely be suspicious at having lost one of his brethren.







Chapter 11 



A lone bireme cut through the foaming waters of the Pontus Euxinus, heading north. Pavo, standing at the landward side, gripped the ship’s edge, holding himself steady against the buck and sway of the choppy waters. Seasickness always seemed to be worse in the mornings. He tried fixing his gaze on points on the coast, which helped a little. However, when they passed one blackened ruin of what had been a Roman fort, then the abandoned and well-pillaged coastal town, he decided to turn his attentions elsewhere. The north of Thracia was a land of shades, it seemed, scarred with the markings of war and infested with Gothic invaders. And it was right into the depths of this realm they were headed. Part of him yearned to see Durostorum again, wanting to believe that it would be as it had once been: a Roman town with the XI Claudia fort adjacent; a peaceful border settlement; Felicia’s home. The cold, scarred soldier’s skin enveloped him then: his memories of Durostorum were fond, but memories and no more. The town was overrun with Goths, the fort too… and Felicia was dead. Bitterness lanced through him as he wondered again which cur within the Gothic hordes had cut her down. ‘The truth is I’ll never know,’ he whispered. ‘I can never avenge her,’ he added, sliding down to sit, back resting against the galley’s edge.

But to the old fort they would go, and it would be the last – and hopefully decisive – act of their mission, for it was early July. Bastianus had used the month given to him by Valens and it was almost time to return to Melanthias… to return in time for Emperor Gratian’s arrival from the West. In time for Dexion and Gallus’ arrival, he mouthed, lifted from his gloom by the thought. The scroll from Narco had been ruined whilst wading up the River Hebrus, but the message upon it would never fade until it came to pass.

… Dexion has reached Treverorum. He will return in time to ensure the emperor’s victory…

He smiled, then looked aft towards the circle of soldiers sitting on deck playing dice, eating and bantering. Just this one vessel and its ten fighting men – he, Bastianus, Agilo the explorator, Zosimus, Quadratus, Sura, Trupo, Cornix, Libo and Rectus – were the chosen ones. The few who would wander into the jaws of the Goths’ secondary base camp.

This small group had ridden at haste from the ruins of the Greuthingi camp on the Hebrus, coming to a small hidden rural jetty south of Gothic-occupied Deultum three days ago. Bastianus had withheld the fact that they would be travelling to Durostorum by boat, and Pavo – expecting to travel the rest of the way on horseback, perhaps along the Via Pontica – had beheld the waiting ship like a cat might eye a bath. Three days – so far – of eating, throwing up over the side, enduring the roaring laughter of Zosimus, Quadratus and Sura, eating again, throwing up again, being mocked mercilessly again, then not bothering to eat much at all after that. He groaned, ran his fingers though his freshly-cropped hair and tried to appreciate the fresh sea air. He heard Bastianus and Agilo chatting, and turned to see that they had strolled to the prow to gaze ahead.

‘It’ll be like cracking a walnut,’ Agilo mused, his red foxskin cap in his hands.

‘There is a town and a fort,’ Bastianus replied, ‘they’ll be bedded into both, I imagine.’

Pavo rose and approached the pair. ‘Durostorum’s walls are perfunctory, no more. The fort is the real stronghold.’ Bastianus and Agilo turned to him, intrigued.

‘We can talk all day about our plans, Agilo, but this man and the Claudia lads know what they’re talking about,’ Bastianus grinned. ‘You have plans of the fort layout?’

Pavo shook his head, then tapped his temple. ‘Only up here. But that should be enough. I can tell you of its approaches, its walls, towers, barracks, stores… and cells. I can assure you that it will not fall to an assault,’ he flicked his head back towards the eight soldiers on board, ‘certainly not to a small force like this.’

‘We’re not going to break the walls, Centurion,’ Bastianus said, ‘we’re going to slip inside them.’

Agilo pulled a quizzical look. ‘And then? Surely if Fritigern is using the place as a stronghold, he will have a stout garrison there?’

‘He will, no doubt,’ Bastianus agreed. ‘But we won’t be taking them all on. No, we do just enough to show Fritigern that we can penetrate even his main camps. Every man has a breaking point. We have to find his,’ he punched a fist into his palm, ‘to force him to reunite his damned horde.’

Moonlight bathed the Danubius’ hinterland, but only keen eyes would have spotted the lone bireme moving slowly upriver under power of oars, hugging the southern banking. The gentle lapping of oars ceased as the ship moored behind a slight twist in the river, shielding it from the sight of any onlookers to the south. Ten soldiers in dark garb slipped from the ship’s side and splashed through the eelgrass and shallows, before scuttling from the waterside and up a grassy hump where they settled onto their bellies to behold the sight before them: the plain of Durostorum.

A strip of poorly tended wheat crop stood between them and the grey, lichen-coated northern walls of the XI Claudia fort – the old place resembling a slumbering, stony titan. The town of Durostorum itself lay just west of the fort. The town sported ghostly orange bubbles of light on its walls. Pavo noticed though that the fort had been spared a keener watch than the town – while the torchlight on the town walls was still, the sentries on the fort battlements were marching back and forth vigilantly scanning the land outwith.

‘Seems you were right, Centurion,’ Bastianus said, lying prone on his belly. ‘The fort’s the place they guard most keenly. That’s where the grain is.’

Pavo nodded, his eyes combing this grey-walled bulwark and the town. So many memories flooded back to him. He cast a quick glance along the line of men, meeting the glassy eyes of Zosimus, Quadratus and Sura, the only men remaining from the days when this had been the Claudia’s home. None of them said a word. No words were needed.

‘I’ve counted the sentries’ routine,’ Agilo whispered, ‘We have a gap of maybe forty heartbeats when the northern wall is unwatched.’

Pavo watched as, indeed, the two Gothic sentries pacing that wall walked towards each other, met in the middle, shared a moment of muted chat, then walked back towards their respective corner towers, leaving the midsection unwatched for that short spell before they turned to face one another again. Each was clad in a baked red leather vest and iron helm and carried a spear.

‘Then it’s on your call, explorator,’ Bastianus said.

Agilo nodded then watched the sentries, his lips moving as he counted silently, one hand raised, a finger extended and ready to be dropped.

Bastianus looked to each of the officers along the line. ‘Ready?’

‘Yes, sir,’ they hissed in reply.

‘Right,’ Bastianus said, ‘one last thing, we need to disguise our faces again.’

Sura was first to react, unclipping a haircloth sack from his belt and smearing his face in pungent horse dung. It was clearly fresh, with wisps of steam still rising from it. All near him recoiled. ‘I got this from Agilo’s horse,’ he said, jabbing a thumb over his shoulder towards the hidden bireme as he worked the last of the dung in around his nose and eyes then through his blonde hair. ‘There… done!’ he whispered with a smug look on his filthy face.

‘What in the name of the gods is wrong with you?’ Bastianus gasped, gawping at Sura, then scooping up a handful of earth to blacken his own features. ‘Horse shit when you’re sneaking up on horses. Otherwise, earth.’

Libo and Rectus struggled to stifle laughter as they wiped dirt on their faces. Trupo and Cornix too. ‘Smelliest whoreson in Adrianople?’ Quadratus quipped, flicking his head towards Sura.

‘You’re one to talk,’ Sura said sourly, steam still rising from his face.

‘Go!’ Agilo hissed, ending the squabble and chopping his raised finger down.

At once, the ten were up and flooding across the stretch of ground between the hillock and the fort’s northern wall, ploughing through the wheat stalks. They kept low, hugged the darkest shadows, moving like spirits, making not a sound apart from the crackling of breaking crop stalks.

Thirty seven, thirty eight, Pavo counted as he scuttled, his eyes flicking between the shadowy blind spot at the foot of the northern wall, still some twenty strides ahead, and the parapet high above. The two Goths striding up there were almost at the corner towers and about to turn back to face one another, and they would surely see anything moving down here. Thirty nine, forty, forty one, he mouthed, panic welling in his breast as he saw the leftmost Goth turn on his heel, his gaze coming round and out across the countryside.

‘Down!’ Agilo hissed. At once, the twelve dropped to the ground amongst the wheat stalks. Pavo lay on his belly, propped up on his elbows, clinging on to the breath in his lungs, sure the Goth was about to spot them, imagining the still-quivering wheat stalks acting like waving hands, desperate to attract attention. His heart pounded in his chest and he even wondered if the sentry might hear it. The Goth stopped for a moment, and Pavo was sure the man’s eyes were upon him. Fear threatened to throttle him then, until Bastianus’ pledge to the small group came back to him.

We will be swift as deer, silent like hawks, unseen like shadows in the night.

The Goth saw nothing, and carried on, marching towards the centre section of the wall. They lay there for so long Pavo felt his arms tingle and grow numb. At last, the pair met and turned away again, and Agilo’s sibilant order sounded. ‘Go!’

They rose, scuttled on out of the stalks and into the blind spot, backs pressed to the fort’s northern wall. Here, the muffled sound of chatter, skirling pipes and gruff laughter sounded from within. Many voices… a strong garrison indeed. Pavo saw Bastianus’ silent signal to Quadratus, who unhooked a loop of rope from his shoulder, took the iron grappling hook tied at one end – painted black – then spun and tossed the barb up. A faint chink of iron grinding on stone sounded, and all of them froze. From up above, they heard nothing. Then – the muted banter of the two Goths as they drew together. It lasted a few heartbeats and faded again.

Now Bastianus gestured frantically to Pavo and Sura. ‘ Climb! ’

Pavo steeled his nerves and took hold of the rope, looped it around his waist then planted one boot against the stonework of the wall. He let his arms take his weight and hoisted himself up, gingerly seeking out the next foothold. Moments later, he was halfway up, and Sura was just below him.

‘How in Hades did we end up with this part of the plan?’ he hissed, glancing down at the dung-smeared features of his friend.

‘I might have… er… ’ Sura started, ‘told him that I was… a decent climber back in my Adrianople days.’

‘A decent climber?’ Pavo whispered suspiciously. Sura rarely – if ever – stooped to describing himself as merely ‘decent’ at anything.

‘Well,’ Sura added sheepishly, ‘I actually said I was known as the Mountain Man of Thracia, that I taught people how to climb. That I had taught you.’

Pavo shot him a fierce glower, then realised he was almost at the parapet. He heard the Goths meet and then part again, just feet above him. Now Sura scaled up to his side. ‘Ready?’

‘Ready.’

The pair hoisted themselves up and over, onto the battlements into a crouch. The myriad of voices, laughter and clacking cups from within the fort grew sharp and all-too-close, but they couldn’t afford to pay the many Goths down there a scrap of attention, for they only had a few moments of invisibility while the two sentries were strolling away from this midpoint of the walkway. With a silent hand gesture, Pavo went for the one on the left and Sura for the one on the right.

Pavo crept until he was but paces behind the man, then launched himself, wrapping a hand around the Goth’s mouth and his other arm around the man’s neck, compressing it with all his strength. The man struggled mutely, dropping his spear – Pavo stuck out a leg to help dampen any noise as it clattered onto the battlement. The Goth was strong like a bull, and Pavo feared he didn’t have the strength to hold him, but like a stiff wind dropping, the sentry suddenly fell limp, passing out. He turned to see the other sentry in a heap, Sura rubbing his forearm where he had smashed down on the back of the man’s neck. They looked at one another, nodded, and each dragged the sentry they had felled into the corner towers nearest. Pavo sat his sentry against a wall then plucked the helm from the man’s head and untied the leather cuirass, donning both and taking up the spear. A moment later, he emerged back onto the walkway, strolling towards the midpoint as if nothing had happened, Sura strolling towards him likewise, also donned in salvaged Gothic garb.

As he walked, he shot furtive looks around the fort’s interior, taking in every detail of the place. The layout was as it always had been, but the signs of neglect were hard to miss: all round the inside of the fort walls stood the barrack blocks. The whitewashed walls were flaking and stained and the timber shutters were rotting. Many Gothic warriors were clustered in the porches, eating, drinking, laughing and playing games as the legionaries had once done. By the fort’s southern gate, the Goths had erected a makeshift, lean-to timber stable, where a clutch of thirty or so powerful warhorses munched on fodder. Further in, the sand-floored training ground was thick with weeds, and a large group of Goths stood there around a spit of meat, cooking over a small fire to the rasping tune of the pipes. The fabrica – a tall, square building – glowed with the light of fires within. It was from this workshop the Greuthingi raiders they had ambushed at the River Hebrus had obtained their Roman helms. Beside it was the horreum: this towering grain silo was listing, neglected and its timbers were split, revealing the faint yellow of the Goths’ ample grain supplies within. More Goths milled around near the praetorium – once the home of Gallus and the Claudia leaders before him. The roof of this stocky, simple villa was sagging and badly in need of repair. In the heart of the fort, the red-roofed principia building glowed with the light of an open fire in the courtyard just inside its entrance, and every few moments roaring laughter spilled from there. This place had once been the fort stronghold, the chambers to the rear of the inner courtyard housing the legionary pay chests, the eagle standard and smaller unit banners and the weapon stores. The six alert and brawny Gothic spearmen posted around the entrance to the principia suggested it housed something equally valuable to the Goths. Pavo’s thoughts spun as he recalled Bastianus’ brief:

Put a snake in his bed. Steal his bread and his coins.

He scanned the other three parapets to be sure none of the sentries there had any suspicions, then leant over the wall and whistled. In reply, two more black-painted grappling hooks leapt up and dug into the edge of the battlements. Cornix and Trupo climbed up first, whipping bows off of their backs as soon as they were on their feet. Bastianus and Zosimus came next, then Quadratus and the others. They swiftly moved into the stairwell of the northeastern tower, and Pavo pointed out the grain silo and the well-guarded principia.

‘Perfect!’ Bastianus said, his face gleeful. ‘Now, you two keep patrolling,’ he waved Pavo out of the stairwell onto the battlements where Sura still walked, ‘and be ready for my signal. You’ll know it when it comes,’ he added with a manic smile.

Pavo did as he was instructed, he and Sura continuing to walk the battlements. From the corner of his eye, he noticed the group stealing along the eastern walltop, silently felling the sentries there and Zosimus and Quadratus taking their place. A moment later and the rest of the group carried on and did the same on the southern walkway. There, a small spark of orange glowed briefly, then with a dull twang, two fiery streaks sped silently up into the air, arcing down and thudding into the timber grain silo near that wall. Not one Goth noticed, but a moment later, the desiccated and splintered timbers erupted in an angry conflagration and panic broke out.

‘That’ll be the signal then,’ Pavo whispered as the silo lit up the night sky like a god’s torch.

Shouting and jagged curses filled the air as hundreds of Goths poured from the barrack blocks, flooding towards the blaze in confusion, some snatching up water buckets and fighting the flames. But the blaze had taken hold firmly, and their efforts failed to stem its growth. Now more and more warriors flooded to the scene, two carrying water troughs from the makeshift timber stable. Pavo noticed how those guarding the principia looked on, eager to help but refusing to shift from their posts – until one man in a fine mail coat rushed from within, followed by a clutch of servants. He barked at two of the sentries who went with him as he strode towards the blaze. Just four men remained guarding the principia. Pavo froze in his patrol. It was time. He made for the stairs in the northeastern tower, beckoning Sura with him.

‘Hold on,’ Quadratus grunted from the end of the adjacent walkway.

Pavo swung to the big man, who tossed something to him – a pole of some sort, wrapped in cloth – then slunk back into the stairwell. Pavo realised what it was, grinned, strapped it to his back then hurried off down the stairs to the fort floor.

Despite the chaos of shouting and dancing flame and shadows, the four Goths guarding the principia entrance remained steadfast, feet rooted by the arched entrance.

‘How in Hades do we get past them?’ Sura spat, crouching with Pavo just a few strides away behind a hay bale lying on its side.

Pavo scanned the nearest side wall of the principia: the windows were narrow and barred, and the stonework was smooth and surely hard to climb. When a waft of smoke from the blazing grain silo drifted past them, he cocked an eyebrow, looking from it to the stack of more hay bales – three high – near the sentries. He noticed the torch guttering on the wall of the nearest barrack block, and stole over to pluck it from its sconce. He held the flame a hand’s-width from the bale they were hiding behind, then looked at Sura. ‘Ready?’

‘And they say I’m the insane one,’ Sura hissed.

Pavo touched the flame to the hay bale. It went up with a whoosh. He and Sura booted at it, sending it bouncing across the front of the principia. They ducked behind a parked wagon to watch as the four guards gawped, eyes following the flaming mass as it crashed into the heaped bales, instantly lighting them too with another fierce whoosh, and toppling them.

‘Wodin’s balls!’ one cried. Two of them leapt out of the way of one falling bale, another staggered back, his cloak catching light, and the last danced back, fighting with the third bale, jabbing it with his spear to bring it to a halt, blinking and retching from the smoke.

‘Now!’ Pavo hissed, seeing the four were distracted. He and Sura stole inside the principia, tucking into the shadows of the porticoed courtyard within before the guards returned to their positions, still coughing and spitting, snarling at one another: ‘Where did that come from?’ one spat.

From inside, Pavo edged his head out of the shadows to see the four men had once again adopted their sentinel-like stances at the entrance, backs turned and unaware of the breach. He looked around the courtyard, seeing the cooking fire in the centre – scraps of half-eaten meat and hastily discarded wine skins still lay around it where the men in charge of this fort had moments ago been enjoying a feast. The pair motioned in unison towards the doorway at the rear of the courtyard – the principia’s inner sanctum. They padded into the grey, gloomy tribunal hall. Pavo glanced to the pulpit on his right – where once Gallus and a long time ago, Nerva, had addressed the men of the legion. Ahead of them on the far side of the hall, three doorways beckoned. The room on the left side was the weapon store, while the one on the right served as an officium, for the legion’s clerks to work. But the central door led to the chamber they both knew and knew well – the sacellum, the regimental shrine. A single torch glowed in there, guttering and casting a deep red light. The pair stepped inside. Gone were the eagle standards. Gone were the rich ruby-red drapes that had once hung here. The altar at the back wall lay shattered – the ultimate insult from the Gothic conquerors. But there before the altar sat a small chest, etched with Gothic markings.

Pavo and Sura crouched before it and prized the lid open. Their faces were uplit with an amber light: beautifully worked golden torcs, silver diadems, gem-encrusted goblets and more – not plundered Roman items but age-old Gothic treasures by the look of it. ‘Mithras!’ Pavo whispered. ‘Bastianus wants us to unsettle the Goths? Let’s see how they feel about losing their gold.’

‘I’m with you. But how do we get it out of here?’ Sura cooed, his eyes shooting from the treasure then over his shoulder: the doors, the courtyard and the guards at the arched entrance.

Pavo considered the weighty chest. There was no way they could heave this out of the principia let alone the fort without the Goths spotting them and their departing treasure. He noticed a neat pile of small haircloth sacks in the corner, and an embryo of an idea began to form.

But before it could take shape, barking, angry voices sounded outside: the Gothic leader by the sounds of it. Faraway one moment then much closer the next – at the principia entrance. Coming this way and fast. Sura shot Pavo a look of terror. They were trapped. Stone walls, ceiling and floor. No way out bar the direction of the swiftly approaching voices.

Pavo’s eyes swept around the chamber again and again, backing towards the rear wall, his hand instinctively going for his sword – the only option, surely. When his heel clipped the edge of a flagstone that sat slightly proud of the floor he almost lost his footing and was about to curse the slab. Then he realised why it was that way. He clasped a hand to the cloth-wrapped pole Quadratus had given him. His eyes narrowed and flicked to the nearing voices.

‘Pavo?’ Sura whispered, spatha half-drawn, ready to go down with a fight.

‘Sheathe your sword,’ Pavo said.

When the flames were finally dowsed, Reiks Ortwin strode to and fro before the smoking, ruined silo, his nostrils flaring at the choking stench and in acute rage. He stopped to scoop up a handful of the burnt grain, weighing it then tossing it down with a snarl. Those negligent fools with their roasting spits at the edge of the old Roman training area had caused this, he was sure. A few of his men were already busy sifting through the mess, picking up meagre handfuls of unscorched grain and filling sacks with it.

‘Leave it – it is ruined. What is not burnt is now soaked,’ he snarled.

He swung away from the scene and strode back towards the principia, his head swimming with nagging voices. Fritigern had stressed to him the importance of the Durostorum camp: it, along with the main one at Kabyle, was a pillar supporting their hold over Thracia. That was why he had been entrusted with the grain that was supposed to see almost half of the entire Gothic horde through the summer and the following winter. Yet it was gone. All gone.

He barged past the four spearmen guarding the principia entrance and set eyes upon his half-eaten meal by the fire in the courtyard within. His belly still rumbled yet never had he felt less hungry. Wine, he thought, wine will soothe the pain. As he stooped to pick up his discarded wineskin, he smiled, imagining how he could pin the blame on those careless fools cooking near the wagons. Perhaps a grand execution would help divert the scorn from him? Yes, he mused, uncorking the skin and gulping heavily from it, I can have them roasted alive, perhaps. Mid-drink, something caught his eye – something within the chambers to the rear of the principia. He frowned, turning to the dull red glow coming from the Roman shrine room. He had taken great delight in striking a hammer upon the altar in there when they had first occupied the fort. It had felt wondrous, and it had raised a raucous cheer from his men. Never had he felt more powerful than when standing before that broken monument. But what was this thing in there that had caught his eye: something tall and motionless, something that didn’t look right – not at all. He edged towards the room, welcoming the instant presence of two flanking guards who had also spotted the oddity. They stalked towards the shrine room until they saw exactly what it was: in the spot before the broken altar where his treasure trunk was supposed to be, a legionary standard stood proud, wedged into the cracks between the flagstones. A silver eagle, wings spread, glinted from the top of the staff and a ruby-red bull banner hung from the standard’s crossbar, the raging animal triumphant.

No, he mouthed, staring at the banner, willing it not to be. The gold Fritigern had entrusted to him was gone. This, he could not pin on lax sentries. This, and no doubt the fired grain had been the work of legionaries.

‘ Guards! ’ he thundered.

Pavo and Sura were crouched in utter darkness when they heard the thunderous cry and then the clatter of boots running to and fro before eventually fading.

‘They’ve bought it,’ Sura whispered.

‘Maybe,’ Pavo replied. Gingerly, he rose from his crouch, feeling his shoulders push against the cold flagstone above them. With a grunt, he rose a little more, and the slab on the sacellum floor rose just a fraction. A sliver of dull red light split the darkness and they peered out from their hiding place in the sunken half-chamber where once the legionary pay chests had been kept. The principia was deserted. He could see all the way from here, through the tribunal hall and the courtyard to the arched entrance. ‘The guards have left their posts too,’ he whispered.

With great care, he and Sura stood up, lifting the slab on their shoulders, then carefully placing it down. The Claudia standard lay on the floor nearby, the wooden shaft broken after the raging Gothic Reiks had snapped it across his knee while they hid, just a few feet under him. Pavo carefully worked the silver eagle from the top of one half of the pole and detached and rolled up the ruby pennant.

Next, they hove the treasure trunk from the pit too – but this time it was far lighter, for they also lifted out a bunch of six haircloth sacks filled with the Gothic spoils. They strapped three treasure sacks each to their backs: the burden was considerable, but years of marching in full legionary garb with kit and tent poles saw them right. Sweeping their cloaks over the sacks to hide them, they each put on their Gothic helms once again, shared a look of trepidation, then strode for the courtyard and the arched entrance. Beyond, Goths were rushing here and there.

‘We’ve got to look purposeful,’ Sura muttered. ‘No dithering, no nervous glances,’ he said with a slight wheeze under the burden of the treasure sacks.

‘We just head straight for the stables,’ Pavo agreed.

They paced out of the principia and the scene around the fort floor was even more chaotic than when the fires had been blazing. The reiks in charge of the place was clutching at his fair locks, wrenching at them, swinging this way and that. ‘Legionaries have infiltrated the fort. They’ve made off with the ancestral treasures!’ he yelped, all composure having deserted him. All around him, his bodyguards jostled, trying to get a straight order from their leader. Up on the walls, sentries had flooded around the walkway, peering out into the night in search of fleeing Roman thieves. For an instant, Pavo felt a pang of dread for his comrades, but a glance around the battlements confirmed that Bastianus and the others had escaped.

‘Find them!’ Reiks Ortwin cried, shaking with panic, flapping a hand to the fort’s southern gate. ‘Get riders out there!’

‘Be quick,’ Pavo hissed, hurrying towards the stables. The hand in charge there barely gave them a second glance, merely offering them the reins of the first two mounts. The pair climbed onto the saddles, the gates opened, and they rode into the plain of Durostorum. As they wheeled round to the left, towards the wheat field and the moored trireme, the sound of many more clopping hooves sounded behind them.

‘You!’

Pavo and Sura shared a breathless glance, before twisting to look back. Six Gothic scout riders stared back at them. Pavo was sure his heart was about to leap from his mouth.

‘Search northeast,’ one of the riders snapped, flicking a finger towards the wheat field, ‘we’ll ride south.’

Pavo nodded in assent before the six rode away.

He and Sura heeled their stolen mounts into a gallop through the wild crop field. As they pulled away from the Gothic-occupied fort, he felt elation rise in his breast. They sped on towards the bireme’s hidden mooring and spotted Bastianus and the others, lying flat and hidden on the hillock, urging them on, mouthing cries of delight, eyes and teeth sparkling in the moonlight. This ragged band had done it: cast a spear firmly between Fritigern’s feet. The fate of Thracia was tilting once more back into Roman hands. The Gothic War could be won. He thought of Gratian’s army marching from the west. Maybe, just maybe, Gallus and Dexion were marching with them, ready to spearhead the push for victory.

‘Ya!’ Pavo cried.

Fritigern gazed down upon the cowering Reiks Ortwin from his raised seat in the open ground of the Kabyle acropolis. The man lacked many of the qualities of the other reiks’ of his Council, but he had foolishly assumed that putting him in charge of the Durostorum camp – many miles from the nearest Roman force – would give him little means with which to make a mess of things. But that was exactly what the trembling cur had done. And now the gathered circle of his Council would pick over the corpse of the Durostorum disaster, sharpen the bones and stick them into their Iudex’s flesh.

‘The legions seem to have found a new way of fighting,’ Alatheus said, deciding he had held his silence long enough, striding from the circle and turning slowly to meet the eyes of each man at the gathering. ‘They have run our warbands out of southern Thracia and now,’ he gestured towards the kneeling Ortwin, head bowed, ‘they have outmanoeuvred us, fallen upon our rear and torn the hamstrings of our northern base.’

Fritigern wrung his hands together. Many spoke of the tall grain silos in the Durostorum fort as a surplus. Only those gathered before him knew the truth – without that grain his people would suffer famine this winter. Perhaps, if it was rationed carefully, it might ‘We cannot, must not delay,’ Saphrax bellowed, cutting across Fritigern’s thoughts. He strode out into the circle like Alatheus, chopping his hand into his palm with each word. ‘To delay would be to starve. We do not even have the gold to buy replacement grain now.’ At this, Ortwin visibly slumped even further.

‘And my riders’ patience has grown thin,’ Alatheus pressed, his eyes boring into Fritigern. ‘Any more delays…’

Here it comes, thought Fritigern, that immutable threat.

‘…and I cannot guarantee that the cavalry will remain within the Alliance. Already, groups gather at the stables and talk of what fortune they might find were they to ride alone. Perhaps to the west, perhaps across the sea.’

Fritigern eyed the pair, imagining the unending pleasure he would have in staving in each of their skulls with a blunt object. But for once, he found no words to fend off their argument. There was no option left, the grip on Thracia was slipping. And the messages he had sent to Valens? They had been ignored, it seemed. The Emperor of the East preferred war to parley.

His warbands were already converging on Kabyle – camping all across the central Thracian plain like returning prodigal sons. His only tack now was to once again assume direct control of these groups, to harness the beast, to steer the enormous roaming band of spears, bows and swords. He imagined the united horde and saw in his head a gnashing dog, on a leash one moment and then attacking him the next.

Then what? He thought. War with Valens?

He sought reason desperately. Was there hope still that the two great leaders might talk on some sun-scorched battlefield, that swords might remain sheathed? It was the most slender of hopes, and one that could only be tested by bringing both armies nose to nose. He stood, seeing the retorts and counter-arguments waiting on the lips of Alatheus and Saphrax, but this time, they would not be needed.

‘Send messengers to all the Thervingi warbands on the plain and those still roaming further afield. Take word to the Greuthingi riders out there too. The horde is to gather here. Have them form a great camp on the grounds southwest of the city.’

Alatheus and Saphrax’s faces lit up in glee. A thunderous roar filled the acropolis.

‘Have them train and hone their weapons,’ Fritigern cried, struggling to be heard over the chorus of excitement. ‘But once gathered here at Kabyle, no man shall advance towards the Romans until I give the order. Do you understand? Do you understand? ’ he cried. Only those closest to him heard.

Never in his entire reign as Iudex of the Gothic Alliance had he felt such a lack of control.

Valens eyed the letter again, the lamplight in the tent dancing in his eyes.

The warbands of central Thracia have been vanquished, herded like cattle to the north. More, we have both ascertained the location of and infiltrated Fritigern’s secondary stronghold: his stout watch at Durostorum could not deter my forces as we found a way inside those walls. The place was a crucial possession: holding grain and tribal treasures. Now, the grain supply has been ruined and we have recovered more plundered Roman coin than we can even carry – were it not for the trireme we would have had to bury it across the countryside. This, Domine, is a moment to savour. My success outshines even the glorious campaigns I enjoyed in the west. Feats such as this can inspire the legions at Melanthias and…

His cheek twitched at the wording and he slumped in his chair, choosing not to read the rest.

‘Something is wrong, Domine? ’ Traianus said.

Valens checked himself and donned a mask of equanimity as best he could. He had been the one to summon Bastianus, despite protestations from Traianus and others, after all.

‘Bastianus’ successes are surely joyous news?’ Victor said.

Valens wondered if the Sarmatian-born officer had deliberately inflected the term Bastianus’ successes. A subtle rebuke for calling the westerner to Thracia?

‘Domine?’ Saturninus added. ‘Shall we advise the legions that we are at last ready to march? Everything is poised as we might hope: Fritigern’s horde has congregated, our legions here are eager and, crucially, Emperor Gratian will be here within days now, surely? With his numbers to supplement ours we will be strong enough to face the horde and end this war.’

Valens felt the air in the tent thicken, the invisible iron burden pressing on his shoulders. The Gothic horde was clustered at Kabyle. The legions were indeed eager and restless here at Melanthias. Every day they spoke of Bastianus’ reported victories and of Gratian’s approach with a vast army of reinforcements. The latter issue drew his gaze, askance, at the other letter that had come in this morning, folded on the small table by his side.

Curse you, nephew, he mouthed. Curse you, boy!

‘Domine?’ Saturninus repeated, gesturing to this second letter. ‘It is as you say, is it not: Emperor Gratian is but days away?’

Valens’ throat drained of moisture. He was never a good liar, and that lie had been momentous. ‘Hmm, yes… yes,’ he said, disguising his discomfort by taking a long gulp of unwatered wine. ‘His original estimate of the first day of July was a little ambitious. He is late already!’ he said with an uneasy and uncharacteristic chuckle. ‘But he will be here… very soon.’

The men of the consistorium seemed not to notice his discomfort.

‘Then we should arrange to rendezvous with him – somewhere closer to Fritigern and his horde. Give the word and I can have the army ready to move out within days,’ Traianus pressed.

‘The men are eager to leave this place behind, Domine,’ Victor added.

‘Everything is in place: the Goths are ripe to be tackled,’ Saturninus agreed.

Valens nodded faintly, looked to the two letters once more, then lamented the absence of another. Three messengers he had despatched to Fritigern. Three times he had received no form of reply. Did the Gothic Iudex truly favour a bloody clash instead of talks? It seemed that now he could only answer that question by coming face to face with the legendary leader.

Valens met the gaze of his men, knowing his next words might just be the greatest risk he had ever taken. He heard a faint hissing in his ears. It grew and grew to become a rush of water, conjuring memories of the violent tidal surge. He saw images of the towering, lashing, silvery wall of water, felt his skin grow cold. Before the memory could paralyse him as it had done so often before, he beat a fist against the arm of the chair, dispelling it, then beheld his Council.

‘Mobilise the legions. It seems fate wills us to march. The Ides of July are but days away. By then, we will leave this place and march into the heart of Thracia.’

‘What route shall we take, Domine?’ Traianus asked.

Valens looked up. An odd silence fell, as if the gods old and new were listening. A bead of sweat darted down his forehead.

‘Northwest. To Adrianople.’







Part 2 



The Crimson Fields of Adrianople







Chapter 12 



Emperor Gratian’s flotilla moved downriver, the Danubius’ potent, churning currents hauling the fleet of thirty ships at a good pace. Three triremes led the way, with the imperial flagship – a mighty hexareme with six banks of oars that towered high above the waterline, shading the vessels nearby from the watery July sun – came next, followed by a collection of triremes, biremes shielding lighter liburnians and lusoriae carrying the supplies, horses and fodder. The steady sound of lapping oars and the rhythmic boom-boom of the hortatores ’ drums echoed in the hot summer air and gave the fleet a truly imperious aura.

Aboard one shabby lusoria near the rear of the fleet, Gallus sat on a pile of grain sacks, carving into a piece of salted meat with his dagger, lifting slices to his lips and chewing absently, his gaunt, bearded face shaded by the wide brim of a battered old archer’s hat – he had taken to wearing this whenever his helm and armour were stowed. All the time, his eyes were fixed upon the hexareme up ahead: Emperor Gratian sat aft of that grand vessel, dining on goose and wine, surrounded by his Heruli. No more delays, he thought, the river will speed us to Thracia… his eyes narrowed when the black-robed figure of Dexion approached the emperor… and hasten you to your end, Speculator.

It had taken days for the Western Army to finally move on from the ruins of Rauberg. One of Gratian’s men had ‘bravely’ hacked the head from King Priarius’ corpse and brought it to him. The boy-emperor had insisted on a day of rest at the site of the Lentienses’ broken home, then another of feasting and games, watching without remorse as the surviving Lentienses who had surrendered in good faith were executed before him. Those days had been tense, with Gallus barely daring to blink let alone try to sleep, ever aware of Dexion’s presence. The speculator had begun acting strangely after the battle at Rauberg, those tawny-gold eyes nearly catching his on more than one occasion. The man had been all over the ranks, asking questions, meddling in units he had no business with. One of his brethren had died on the floor of King Priarius’ hall, but surely that alone was not enough to explain Dexion’s heightened watchfulness. No, the speculator had surely gotten word of what had happened at the dungeons of Treverorum. That camp on the site of the Lentienses’ ruined home – little more than an open grave – became a foul place. Day and night he watched the shadows that crept around the place, knowing that any one might be Dexion himself or another of his minions – how many agents did he have planted within the ranks? Sleep was not an option, and so he found his nightmares stealing into his thoughts even in daylight: images of the twin gateways of Elysium and Tartarus – his family calling to him from the former but his spirit being dragged towards the latter, where the moaning of the dead heralded his arrival. Every sound and sudden movement had him jolting, hand constantly shooting towards his swordbelt.

And so it was a relief when the Emperor of the West finally ordered his army to break up that grim camp and at last begin the journey east, but more so when they had come to the upper Danubius. There, Gratian had ordered the army to divide: Merobaudes led the bulk of the Western army on foot along the river’s southern banks, while Gratian’s Heruli, the Celtae and a few divisions of archers boarded the fleet waiting at the fortified river-port of Lauriacum. It was clearly a move designed to show Merobaudes his place: wading through the thickets and suffering saddle sores and blisters whilst his superior dined on the majestic Hexareme. To Gallus’ relief, it also meant that during each day on the water, he was isolated from all but the men on this rickety vessel.

He looked up, the shade from the brow of his hat peeling away as he squinted into the sun. It was not yet midday. We could reach Aquincum by nightfall, he mused, eyeing the passing beech trees on either riverbank and judging the fleet’s rate of progress. Under oar, another four days would see us sail past the city of Sirmium, then three further days would bring us to Bononia. He imagined the town sited on a sharp bend on the Danubius in northern Thracia and visualised the rapid march into lower Thracia that would see them united with Valens’ army. Seven days after that and the armies will unite, he averred, seeing the ruby-red banner of the XI Claudia in his mind’s eye. The image sent a surge of vigour through him. ‘By the last week of July, Thracia might be saved,’ he said, the words escaping his lips as a dull mutter. But something snagged in his thoughts: The last week of July? Much later than planned – and the delay had been entirely of Gratian’s choosing.

‘What’re you thinking, sir?’

Gallus looked up, seeing the sturdy, curly-haired auxiliary, Sorio, gathering up a length of rope before him. This one was the optio of the century – until recently Dagr’s second in command. ‘Just thinking about what lies ahead,’ he replied. ‘And don’t call me sir. You’re the officer here. I’m a man of the ranks and no more.’

Sorio stacked the looped rope by the mast and shrugged. ‘When the emperor sent us up the slopes of the Rauberg, we were not meant to survive… but we did.’

‘Dagr was a good leader, aye. I barely knew him, but I miss him anyway,’ Gallus replied.

Sorio laughed, wiping sweat from his brow. ‘Dagr was a decent leader. You are a fine one. You are the only reason I’m still alive.’

Gallus sensed upon him the gaze of others working on the decks. Their eyes confirmed Sorio’s words.

The man looked downriver with Gallus. ‘It seems the plan is to sail to Bononia then await Merobaudes and his lot there,’ he mused. ‘While we’re waiting I imagine we’ll be tasked with replacing depleted ranks and officers. I won’t be asking to take Dagr’s place. I’ll be putting you forward for that… sir.’

A rumble of agreement sounded from the other auxiliaries. Smiles formed on gap-toothed mouths, grubby faces and unshaven jaws.

To Gallus, the well-meant acclamation felt like a blazing torch being shone upon him. Men on adjacent galleys turned to see the source of their merriment. He stood, pulling the hat’s brow down, stepping over to the optio and speaking in a low burr: ‘Sorio, if you have any respect for me, do not take this any further. Take the post of centurion if and when it is offered to you.’

‘Ha!’ Sorio replied. ‘Not a chance. I-’

Gallus grabbed his bicep. ‘ Listen to me,’ he growled.

‘Sir?’ Sorio said with a tremor, his eyes widening with fear. A fair few on the boat seemed to have noticed the sudden turn of mood. But before the situation could spin out of control, a series of cries and a wail of cornua split the air from the hexareme. From beyond a bend in the river, unseen horns sounded a triumphal paean in reply. A deafening hiss sounded as the oars were squared. The boat groaned as it slowed, a fine spray soaking Gallus as he grabbed the mast to balance. ‘We’re stopping? Why?’ he growled, striding along the deck to the prow, eyes scouring the foremost vessels for some clue. Up ahead, beyond the flotilla, he saw a break of the northern bank where a tributary river poured into the Danubius.

‘The River Granus,’ Sorio whispered, looking with him at the tributary.

‘Then that’s Commercium,’ Gallus replied, pointing to the outline of a small unwalled town on the southern banks opposite. It was a sprawl of ramshackle insulae and wooden shacks, fronted by a crumbling timber wharf. ‘Why in Hades would we want to halt here?’ he added. He had never been to the place, but had heard many tales of the grim frontier trading-town. Thinly-garrisoned, it was said to be a haven for thieves, barbarians and rogues. The question was answered by a warbling address from a man in a silk gown, standing aft of the hexareme.

‘Oarsmen, rest your limbs. Soldiers, set down your burdens. In honour of our great emperor, the fleet will suspend its movements for the day here.’

‘It is barely midday,’ Gallus hissed under his breath. ‘A half day of sailing is to be squandered?’ Worse, this meant the forces onboard each ship would be thrust together for the entire afternoon and evening. Avoiding Dexion’s gaze amongst thirty thousand men in a marching column had been hard work. Doing so amid the few thousand who would pour from these ships and into the town’s tight lanes and cramped squares was another challenge entirely.

The orator on the hexareme extended a hand towards Commercium, pointing to the one solid looking structure within the town – a tall, fortified tower near the wharf – only a few years old by the look of it. ‘And we will remember the efforts of our emperor’s father, for it was Valentinian who saw this mighty watchtower erected during his reign. Some say he even carried the bricks on his own, noble back.’

‘And I mixed the mortar with my cock,’ Sorio scoffed.

Gallus noticed a few furtive eyes on neighbouring vessels and cast Sorio a sidelong look. ‘Be careful with the tongue, optio. You never know who’s listening.’

Gallus sat in the shade at the corner of the tavern, noting every movement within the low-ceilinged, smoky enclosure. The place was filthy – so much so that the small patches of wall that were not soot and dirt-stained looked positively untidy. Cups clacked as wine and ale sloshed over the sides and the auxiliaries caroused with the locals – themselves a motley bunch of pox-scarred and mean-eyed individuals. There were a few women, sitting on men’s knees, shrieking with laughter and gulping ale as if trying to drown in the stuff. One well-inebriated woman sat unashamedly bare-breasted on a haggard fellow’s knee: there were grubby handprints on her white flesh where several in the drunken rabble had tried to charm her with a quick grope. One man was on all-fours in the corner, stuck in what seemed like an eternal cycle of dry-retching, before finally ejecting a bellyful of steaming bile.

One of the auxiliaries slammed a cup of foaming ale down before him, giving him a respectful if drunken salute. Gallus tipped his head in gratitude, waited until the soldier was gone then handed the cup to one of the locals who gleefully accepted. The auxiliaries were in no mood to shirk the chance to numb their brains, however. They sang, arm in arm, regaling each other with their heroics at Rauberg and reciting the victory cries. Watching this group, he could not help but think of the veterans of the Claudia. They had been through a hundred Raubergs and worse – much worse. Brothers and sons, he thought. Those men were all he had since his family had been struck from this life. Struck from this life by that bastard of a speculator. His fists clenched and his teeth ground.

Dexion.

‘It’ll be a quiet voyage tomorrow, sir,’ Sorio slurred, flopping down on the bench next to him, his cheeks ruddy.

Gallus arched an eyebrow. ‘The hortator’s drums will be sounding in every man’s head, whether we are under oars or not,’ he replied dryly.

‘It takes a certain sort of man to refuse the oblivion of wine and ale,’ Sorio sipped on his drink and sighed contentedly. ‘Dagr wondered who you really were,’ he said, smacking his lips together. ‘I did too. We all did. Some reckoned you were a mercenary of sorts – maybe a brigand – who knew how to organise fighting men.’

‘Hmm,’ Gallus replied, pretending to be disinterested but willing the well-meaning soldier to leave him be or pass out from inebriation.

‘But now,’ Sorio continued, ‘now I know who you are.’

Gallus noticed the slur in the man’s voice was gone, and saw that the cup he carried contained neither wine nor ale, but water.

‘You know what gave it away?’ Sorio grinned. ‘When you refused to take my acclaim and insisted I become centurion before you.’ He said, his eyes growing hooded. ‘That tells me you are a man who values the shadows.’

Gallus said nothing, his blood growing cold.

‘And who could blame you, given all you have been through?’ Sorio said.

Gallus pinned Sorio with his cold blue eyes. ‘Say your piece, Optio.’

‘Master Dexion told me to be watchful. He said there may be a man in the army – an officer perhaps in disguise. It is you, isn’t it, Tribunus Gallus?’

‘You are a speculator?’ Gallus scoffed. ‘But you are as clumsy as a pregnant cow. What covert agent announces himself to his target?’

Sorio smiled. ‘An ambitious one, perhaps?’

Gallus felt a sharp prod just under his ribcage. He glanced down to see that Sorio had pressed a short dagger – hidden under a fold of cloak – against his side. Gallus offered him a tight-lipped reply: ‘You think you stand a chance of taking me to him? Do you know what I did to Lurco and his pigs in the dungeon? And that grey-eyed fool who tried to capture me on the crest of the Rauberg, in King Priarius’ hall – tell me, how is he these days?’

A sparkle appeared in Sorio’s eyes, as if Gallus’ challenge had excited the man more. The speculator pressed the dagger in until it split Gallus’ tunic and pricked his skin. Hot blood trickled down his waist underneath his tunic. ‘I’ve thought about how I might get you to Master Dexion,’ Sorio mused. ‘I agree I won’t be able to – too many dark streets between here and his tent in the camp further along the riverside. I thought about sharing my suspicions with him before I came here tonight,’ he glanced to the tavern doorway.

Gallus’ heart missed several beats as he tried to train his peripheral vision on the entrance. Nobody was there save the drunks slumped nearby.

‘But then I knew what would happen: he would arrest you here and take the acclaim from Gratian. I would be forgotten. Brethren, they call us… but there is always a place for sibling rivalry, is there not?’ he said with a grin. ‘So here’s what I propose. I will leave now. You will follow shortly after. There is a nook just behind this place – black as night. We’ll go in there and I’ll open your neck. It’ll be quick, I promise you – no pain,’ he said with wide, earnest eyes. ‘I’ll see to it that you get a decent burial… I’ll even pay for a stone to mark your grave. I’ll say there was a struggle and I had no option but to kill you. I’ll get praise for doing so, along with a reward and maybe a rise in station too. A fine plan, don’t you think?’ he said this as he dug the knife in a little deeper, grinding through cartilage. ‘Come on, don’t make me rip your guts out in this place – you don’t deserve to die in a hole like this.’

Gallus winced, feeling the cold steel explore the space under his ribs. Another inch and it would surely pierce an organ. He nodded.

Suddenly, Sorio was a drunken auxiliary again. ‘Tomorrow!’ he slurred as he swung away and stood, waving a hand to the auxiliaries, who mockingly booed his early retirement and then cheered him out of the door.

Gallus waited for a short while, gazing into Sorio’s abandoned cup of water. He saw in the surface the drawn, bearded and ascetic scowl of the man he had become. A man running with his enemies, deluded with ambitions of justice. Justice, he mused, seeing Olivia and Marcus, calling on him: justice will not bring them back. They cannot return to me. I can only go to them. He thought of the moment in the dungeons when the torturer had taken him to the cusp of death. The twin gateways. If I am strong enough, then perhaps I can forge a path to Elysium? He thought of Sorio’s offer. Tonight, now, I can go to them…

He stood and left, barely hearing the chorus of well-wishers.

Outside, the air was hot and fetid with the stench of other nearby taverns mixing with long-lying dung and waste at the sides of the paved alley. An over-painted whore tried to barter with him, but stopped and stepped back in fright when she saw the expression on his face. He walked on until he saw the nook.

‘There we are,’ Sorio whispered behind him, a hand wrapping round his neck, holding the blade to his throat and drawing him deeper into the shadows. Gallus did not resist, simply gazing into the blackness.

‘So, where shall it be: your throat, your heart… your eye?’ he said walking round in front of Gallus, carefully moving the dagger tip, pointing to each location in turn like a butcher. ‘Though I did say I would make it quick… and it has to look like a struggle,’ he mused. ‘But once you’re dead, I can have horses trample your corpse to make it look like an accident,’ he said, pointing with the dagger to the street where the distant noise of clopping market horses sounded.

Gallus felt not an ounce of fear at the man’s gleeful words. In truth, he barely comprehended them, for his mind was elsewhere, wandering, seeking out the image of the twin gateways in the mist again, desperate to see the faces of his family in the entrance to paradise. For a moment, he almost craved the cold steel of the dagger in his neck. Almost. Then he saw them. Olivia with little Marcus by her side. Just as had happened in the dungeon, here, too, she shook her head, backing away from the gateway, which closed over like an eye. Olivia? he mouthed as the vision crumbled.

It is not yet time, her sweet, sweet voice sounded, distant and fading.

‘Yes, the neck,’ Sorio decided. ‘It is always a fine thing to watch a man try to cry out as his lifeblood gushes from his throat and mouth.’

Gallus gazed into the space where the vision had been. In its place he saw the stocky agent’s eyes glinting in the darkness, the man’s arm tensing and felt the cold steel of the blade piercing the skin of his throat.

In a blur, Gallus’ hand shot out, clamping onto Sorio’s wrist. He grabbed the man’s bicep with his other hand, then swung his knee up and into the elbow. A dull crack saw Sorio stumble back, wailing, the dagger falling from his dangling, shattered arm. Gallus caught the blade as it fell, then strode towards him.

Sorio’s eyes flashed with fear. ‘Stop, I can help you. I can get you what you wan- gggaaaahhhhh! ’ he ended with a pained grunt as Gallus brought the dagger flashing up and into his gut. The blade delved deep. Blood lunged up from Sorio’s belly and burst from his lips and nostrils. Gallus wrenched the blade to one side then tore it free, Sorio clutched at the wound with his good hand, only to feel the blue-grey, asp-like coil of steaming intestines spill between his fingers, slipping over his legs and plummeting down onto the filth underfoot, ripping away the flesh of his abdomen with it. Now his trembling hand felt around the cavity where his belly had once been, lips trembling in shock.

Gallus, panting through clenched teeth, grabbed Sorio by the hair then leaned in to whisper in the speculator’s ear. ‘Rabid dogs will chew on your corpse tonight. Nobody will grieve for you tomorrow. No stone will mark your grave as you walk alone in the eternal fires. But rejoice, for soon you will be joined by your master.’

As he turned away, a thick, wet thud sounded behind him as Sorio fell to his knees then toppled forward onto his face. He strode from the nook without looking back, seeing the glinting eyes of the rats and hounds in the darkness already scenting the meal that would last them all night. He strode at haste for the camp near the wharf, his mind ablaze with what had just happened. When Sorio’s body was found – and even if it wasn’t and people assumed he had deserted – Dexion would know the truth. The noose was tightening.

Come on then you godless bastard.







Chapter 13 



A weary band of just over a thousand men snaked along a farm track flanked on either side by bright sunflower fields. Bastianus, leading them, swiped a hand through the mid-July morning air, sweat lashing from his gleaming, bald head. ‘Melanthias is but hours away. Come on, full step,’ he cried.

The column broke into a swift march, despite their weary legs and few hours of rest.

‘One more burst,’ Pavo encouraged the Second Cohort. It had been a gruelling trek since the ten who had infiltrated Durostorum had docked the trireme at the rural jetty south of Deultum and reunited with the rest of Bastianus’ small taskforce. All around him, he saw filthy and drawn faces, eyes reddened from lack of sleep but trained on the south, eager to sight the imperial camp.

‘Hmmm, you’re all too damned quiet. How’s about another marching song, aye?’ Bastianus added.

Pavo smiled: it was a welcome distraction for most – though Agilo’s head fell at the prospect – and he saw a few devious eyes, recalling words to no doubt foul verses. But it was Bastianus who stole in before them.

‘It iiiiiisssss…’ he trilled, sitting bolt upright on the saddle, straightening his eyepatch then placing one hand on his chest, the other extended as if singing to an audience.

‘…longer than the grand old River Tiber,’

Longer than the grand old River Tiber, the column repeated.

‘Harder than Alpes mountain roooock,’ Bastianus continued.

Harder than Alpes mountain rock,

‘Thicker than the trunk of a juniperrrrrrr,’

Thicker than the trunk of a juniper,

‘That’s what the ladies say about my cooooock!’ he finished, clasping his genitals and hitching them robustly.

The men of the column half-repeated this line and half roared with laughter.

They marched like this – in short bursts of speed to the tune of increasingly vulgar songs – each of them imagining what awaited them back at Melanthias: food, rest and, crucially, hope. The Eastern Army and – by all reckoning – Gratian’s Western Army too would be united and readying for the decisive march north to retake Thracia and face the Goths. Pavo thought again of the scroll from Narco.

… Dexion has reached Treverorum. He will return in time to ensure the emperor’s victory…

Suddenly he felt the weariness of the march evaporate and his heart soared.

By the first hour after noon, they came over a fold of land and erupted in a hoarse, vibrant cheer at the sight before them: the teal waters of the Melanthias lagoon sparkled like a bed of jewels, casting a shimmering light across the great camp by its eastern shore, walled with a tall earth ditch and a palisade studded with timber towers. Amongst the sea of tents and men within, the countless banners of every legion fluttered in a welcome sea breeze from the Propontis, the sea like a silky veil of iridescent blue on the southern horizon.

Pavo noticed how the stone walls and northern wings of the emperor’s ruined manor had been rebuilt and now resembled an inner citadel of sorts within the camp. More, a vast training and parade field had been established, just outside the camp’s eastern perimeter. It seemed that they had returned just in time to see the entire Eastern Army on display: some thirty thousand legionaries, palace regiments and cavalry arrayed in serried ranks with a broad front yet a seemingly endless depth too, plumes jutting proudly into the air, speartips vertical and glinting. The distant, howling voice of some campidoctor pealed through the air, and the blocks of steely soldiers quickly adopted a combat stance, a din of iron and clacking shields echoing across the lagoon. Another order and they transformed back into their parade stance. The campidoctor’s next order was futile, for when the watchtower sentries at the great camp’s northern perimeter cried out, heralding Bastianus’ approaching force, every head turned to look that way. A crescendo of chanting broke out, thirty thousand fists, swords and spears were pumped skywards in greeting. A pair of exploratores galloped over to escort them in, both saluting the Magister Peditum vigorously.

‘Magister Peditum,’ one said breathlessly. ‘Is it true? The warbands have fled to Kabyle?’

When the other rider questioned him excitedly too, Bastianus held up a hand. ‘All in good time,’ he said with a chuckle, then twisted on his saddle to address his force. ‘You see that, lads?’ Bastianus said through a yellow-toothed grin, sitting bolt upright on his saddle, pointing to the sea of wagons by the camp’s northern gate, laden with provisions: the Eastern Army was set to break camp and march imminently. ‘They’re ready to go – just waiting for us!’

He rode to and fro before the head of the column, meeting the eye of every archer, slinger, horseman and Claudia legionary in his cobbled-together, heterogeneous force. ‘When we enter the camp, our time as a unit will be over – each of you will go back to your parent regiments and your old commanders. But damn, I can assure you it’s been a pleasure berating you for this past month. I for one cannot wait to harangue you once again when the army as a whole marches from this place.’

Pavo laughed with the others, cheering and mock-jeering the haggard general. His heart was swollen with pride. The air was thick with enthusiasm and impending triumph. The army was ready to march, Thracia could be saved. But, like a billowing sail suddenly falling limp, his moment of rapture fell away as he scanned the camp once more. The Eastern Army was a fine spectacle, but now he could see clearly that it was alone: where was Emperor Gratian and his legions?

Exhausted, Pavo and the Claudia men had set up their tents under the noon sun, then ate ravenously – devouring sweet, fatty lamb joints and draining skins of watered wine. They were granted leave from the ongoing preparations for the imminent march, and he and the others gratefully collapsed in their tents, the hot afternoon air swirling around him and taking only heartbeats to seduce him into a deep, unbroken and blessedly dreamless sleep.

When he woke, he realised he hadn’t stirred or moved once and felt a tremendous sense of wellbeing at the long-overdue rest. He wondered: was that pleasant slumber the first he had enjoyed, free of the dreams of the shadow-man in weeks… months even? Thick-headed, he sat up and looked around, scratching his scalp. It was pitch black outside, and he heard the muted mutters of soldiers enjoying their evening meals. He looked down and realised that – apart from kicking off his boots – he had neglected to undress, still clad in his filthy marching tunic. Sura’s rhythmic snoring from the far side of the tent came and went, as if coaxing him back to sleep, and he was about to lie down again, when he noticed the tent flap moving. He palmed his eyes, sure he was imagining it. Then the flap was swept back, and a black outline of a man – a shadow-man – gazed down at him. Panic seized his breast momentarily, until the figure spoke.

‘Centurion,’ the figure said solemnly, ‘come with me.’

‘Agilo,’ Pavo said, sighing in relief as a pale finger of moonlight from outside illuminated the explorator’s features and foxskin cap. He rose, stretched and pulled on his boots then followed the swarthy scout. The likeable man clearly had not enjoyed the opportunity to rest like the others – still bearing dark-ringed and bloodshot eyes.

‘I’ve been in debriefing with the emperor all afternoon,’ he explained, leading Pavo through the vast camp towards the centre. ‘Now it’s your turn.’

‘Me?’ Pavo frowned. ‘Why?’

Agilo gave him a tired half-smile. ‘The emperor is troubled. He shooed his consistorium from the tent earlier – called them a brood of clucking hens – and demanded an audience of straight-talking men. He asked for Gallus of the Claudia at first, until I reminded him he was… absent. So he asked for one of the senior officers instead.’

‘Zosimus, surely, he is the highest ranking officer in the legion,’ Pavo said. ‘Master of the First Cohort – Primus Pilus in all but title.’

Agilo gave him a sly look with a weary smile. ‘Zosimus? I didn’t get a chance to ask him. I stuck my head inside his tent and he didn’t even open his eyes: just told me in no uncertain terms he would store his boots within the lower half of my person if I didn’t leave him be.’

‘Then Quadratus?’ Pavo argued.

Agilo’s face wrinkled in some horrific half-memory. ‘By all the gods, no. I had to sleep near that man and his noxious gases when we were out in the field, remember? I’d rather stick my head in a week-old latrine pit than poke it into his tent in the middle of the night.’

‘Understandable,’ Pavo shrugged.

‘Now I’m afraid I must hurry you,’ Agilo said, straightening his red fur cap, ‘for my time is short. The emperor has already tasked me with my next mission: to ride north and scout the area around Kabyle and monitor the gathering of Fritigern’s horde. The life of an explorator: horse sweat, saddle sores and very little sleep,’ he smiled wearily.

They walked on, and Pavo felt his stomach knotting as they drew nearer to the principia area. The imperial tent was more like a manor of linen and silk, with a spacious stretch of pasture for the emperor’s mounts and an outdoor dining area under a canopy of olive trees. Posted like palisade stakes around this were the white-robed candidati, some still bearing the dark smears of kohl under their eyes and scented, waxed, long hair that they had adopted from their time on the Persian frontier, all clutching their gold-threaded spears and white shields etched with golden Chi-Rhos. Pavo halted instinctively when he came to within a few paces of the two with crossed spears by the tent entrance.

‘Centurion Pavo speaks for the XI Claudia,’ Agilo said.

The pair retracted their spears then Agilo gestured for Pavo to enter, alone.

Inside, a pleasant, sweet scent hung in the air – no trace of the dubious body odours or stale wine aromas normally found inside a soldier’s tent. Likewise, there was none of the robust chatter, clatter and laughter – heavy silence reigned. The tent was cavernous and in near-darkness, with just a single bubble of orange candlelight guttering deep within, outlining the draped sheets of silk that divided the interior into rooms of sorts. Pavo stepped towards the room with the orange light, sweeping a sheet of hanging, near-transparent linen to one side to enter. In this room, he noticed the candlelight was joined by a row of tiny orange embers, glowing on the end of cones of incense on a wooden bench. A lone figure sat before the bench, on a timber chair. A figure that could have been mistaken for just an ordinary man had Pavo not come across him in this surround. Valens wore no trappings of his position: the purple cloak, the white-steel armour and the wreath were absent, a simple rough-woollen tunic and soldier’s boots worn in their place. He was somewhat slumped, his legs stretched out before him. Two wine jugs and a cup rested on a small table by Valens’ side and on the floor by his feet lay two discarded leaves of paper – letters, Pavo guessed, going by the broken wax seal on each. The candle sparked and crackled as Pavo stood there, unsure if the emperor was even aware of his presence.

‘Domine?’ he said at last.

Valens did not look up, merely gesturing to the spare wooden chair in the shadows by Pavo’s side. Next to it was another small, round table decked with a loaf, a silver platter of grapes, cheese and a gilded cup of water. Despite the hasty and delicious meal of lamb that afternoon, his appetite was still not satiated and the fare looked tempting, but he guessed that now was not the time to cram his mouth with bread. He sat though, and saw the deep crags and furrowed lines upon Valens’ face. Time seemed to have clambered across the emperor’s features in the short spell since he had returned from the Persian frontier.

‘You summoned me, Domine?’ Pavo ventured with a bow.

‘I did,’ Valens said, his voice low as if it had been some time since he had last spoken. ‘I wanted to ask you about your ventures in the north.’

It struck Pavo as an odd request. ‘Certainly, Domine. Though I fear I will just be repeating that which Agilo has already detailed. And I presume Bastianus too – he would have led the debriefing?’

Valens’ eyes snapped up onto Pavo. ‘Ah, Bastianus,’ he said with a barely-disguised scoff. ‘Tell me: is he as good as they say he is… as he himself proclaims to be?’

Pavo cocked his head to one side. ‘Better,’ he said instantly. ‘He knew how to counter the raiding warbands, as you knew he would.’ A wry grin touched his lips then. ‘I wish he had been in Thracia two years ago – he might have handled things more wisely than some others who were in charge at the time.’ His mind flashed with images of the Count Lupicinus – the feckless dog whose actions had in part triggered the Gothic War. Pavo noticed the emperor’s fists clenching and unclenching as he digested this. He shuffled a little to sit a little more upright, wondering if the emperor’s annoyance was because of his manner or words.

‘Do you know why I called you here tonight?’ Valens asked.

‘As you said: to hear what happened in the north,’ Pavo replied.

Valens shook his head with a glint in his eyes. ‘Because I know the calibre of your legion. And now I realise that I know you, Centurion. I remember the scrawny recruit you were when you came to my palace, torn and battered.’

Pavo’s mind raced back to that time: the mission to Bosporus had gone horribly wrong with the Claudia pinned there by a Hun army. Only he, Sura and a handful of others had escaped from that faraway land and back to Constantinople to alert Valens to their plight. ‘I will never forget those events, Domine. Those times and the ones which followed have been the making of me.’

‘You, you and your legion… are unique,’ Valens continued. ‘Selfless and dogged. I wanted to hear what happened in the north… but not from the lips of men who might seek to use the outcome to further their own ends.’ He waved a finger as he spoke, and Pavo realised that the wine was part-fuelling the exaggerated gestures and stark words. ‘I summoned Bastianus from the west to aid me… yet I suspect that he came here to outshine me.’

Pavo saw the emperor’s face flush in anger. ‘Domine… you trusted Bastianus when you summoned him to Thracia. Why do you now doubt him?’

Valens sighed and threw his hands up before letting them collapse on the arms of his chair again. ‘Who could possibly doubt a victorious general?’ he chuckled, pouring himself more wine. ‘He has done everything he claimed he would and more. I heard the acclaim to which he returned to the camp – far more heartfelt than any applause I have enjoyed in recent times… not that there has been much of that.’ Valens sat forward again, picking one of the leaves of paper and tracing a finger over a fold. Pavo noticed the eagle emblem on the broken wax seal and recognised the paper as Bastianus’ message detailing the victories over the Goths – sent ahead of their return to the camp earlier that day. He wondered what overblown language the charismatic general had used in the letter. The man had certainly rubbed some soldiers up the wrong way when first they had set out to tackle the Goths, and he wondered if the same had happened here. But how to convince an emperor of that? It was then that he recalled that moment, crouched in the mud flats by the River Hebrus, covered in filth and ready to storm the Greuthingi camp. ‘You wonder what motivates Bastianus, Domine? Well, he told me when we were out there.’

Valens looked up, the veil of inebriation fading. ‘Go on.’

‘He is weary of the West: a tangle of spies and informants, as he put it. He came to serve you in an effort to rediscover the virtues of serving a leader he could respect. Bastianus won fine victories in the north. But you were the one to identify and summon him. In any case, it matters not who is lauded for driving the Goths together at Kabyle. When we returned here this afternoon, the men camped close to my legion spoke excitedly not of you or Bastianus, but of the chance to end this terrible war.’ A silence followed, then Pavo added: ‘But to answer your question: Bastianus is your man, Domine. If you truly value me and my legion as you claim to, then my word should be enough to set your mind at rest.’

Valens sat back, slumping again, his eyes appraising Pavo – as if looking for some telltale twitch or nervous shuffle. It lasted an eternity before the emperor sat forward, palmed at his eyes and laughed dryly. ‘Silence the voices in my head,’ he said, ‘lest they drive me to suspect my own reflection.’ He swept his hands around the tent. ‘It is easy for a man to drown in his own thoughts, especially when he is surrounded by the trappings of an emperor. You probably think me a fool? A man with infinite riches and mighty armies, bested by his own imagination, so unable to deal with the weight of his station that he must ask a man of the ranks for reassurance?’

Pavo shook his head. ‘Respectfully, Domine… you are a man. Even the best of men suffer self-doubt. And, Mithras knows, you have been given stiffer tests than most.’

Valens’ brow furrowed.

Pavo shuffled in discomfort. ‘I… I remember the tidal wave that once struck Constantinople.’

Valens blinked. ‘You remember that? I mean, all who dwell in the City surely do, yet you must have been but a boy?’

‘I was young, aye. But I was there, on the Propontis shore just outside the sea gate nearest the land walls. I saw you on the corner tower when the wave struck. What man wouldn’t have doubted himself, his gods, even, at such a sight?’

Valens fell silent, smiling sadly, his gaze growing distant. The candle spat and crackled for some time and neither man spoke. ‘I saw the mess left behind by the wave: the city’s southern wards were desolate: broken galleys lay in the streets, bodies crushed under them, ruined houses all around. I tried to steel myself to it all, but I heard the words being whispered: the wave was an omen, a curse upon the runt-brother of the Western Emperor; Valentinian’s puppet in the East; the illiterate, heretical fool from Pannonia. They sparked rumours that I was to abdicate, and spread them gleefully.’

‘But you did not,’ Pavo said. ‘And now, over a decade later you rule the East, still.’

Valens arched an eyebrow. ‘Yet the whispers have never let me be. Omens have plagued my reign. In Persia, we were to raid the Shahanshah’s spice caravan. At camp one morning a sunbird pecked at my food; before I could even react, it flew away, only to drop from the sky, stone-dead. Poison, we assumed, but then I had already eaten most of my meal and suffered no illness. My army marched with great unease for the rest of that mission. Then, when I returned to the capital, I ordered the old marble walls of Chalcedon to be taken down and brought across the Hellespont to form a new bathhouse in Constantinople. I was briefly lauded for such investment… only to find etched upon one brick an ancient prophecy, telling of an emperor who would build a mighty aqueduct and then suffer a ruinous invasion of barbarians.’ His eyes grew misty as he recalled part of the verse:

‘ A mighty horde in shining armour and helm,

A warlike race from a distant northern realm,

Shall cross the Danubius’ swift silver water,

Teeth bared in fury, swords red with slaughter.

Thracian hearts should quake and pray,

For the invaders will bring night to end their day. ’

‘Does it sound familiar?’ the emperor asked.

Pavo gulped. Six lines that described the last few years faultlessly.

Valens chuckled without mirth. ‘I was soon accused of cursing the empire with my building programme and the baths were shunned by the people. And there have been many more such incidents over the years. Just a few months ago, I came across a mysterious corpse on the road into Antioch, a dead man who looked very much alive,’ he pinched and shook thumb and forefinger as if exasperated that this was not the case. ‘And you might imagine my army’s reaction when I mistook him for a living, breathing man and tried to talk with him.’ He fell silent, his eyes glazing over. ‘There is a pressing, dark voice that every man endures within his own mind. A voice that insists you are wrong, unworthy and irredeemable in your every effort. Now a strong man can chasten such a voice within the confines of his own skull and appear unaffected to those with whom he subsists. But these bleak signs that have littered my reign… they have been loud, widespread heralds of ill-portent that have led every soul in this empire to doubt me. How can I convince myself they are wrong? Do you know some of the things that have occurred under my rule, Centurion? Things I have explicitly mandated?’

Pavo’s thoughts combed back over his time in the legions. He recalled the night in the Syrian Desert, spent with the remnant few of the Maratocupreni tribe. Izodora, their leader, had told him of Valens’ brutal campaign to wipe out the tribe after some of them had taken to brigandage on the empire’s desert trade routes. Hundreds of the Maratocupreni had been slain and some were burnt alive. ‘I have heard stories. Some apocryphal. Some that I believe entirely.’

Valens studied Pavo for a moment. ‘I envy you, Centurion,’ he said. ‘You have the gruesome honour of looking your foe in the eye before you plunge your blade into his chest. I doubt it gives you pleasure of any sort, but at least you know that it was him or you. Sitting on the imperial throne, I enjoy no such luxury. A single gesture of the hand can begin a war, condemn countless thousands to their deaths or to starvation and a life of terror. I often wonder how the men who have worn the purple before me kept their minds.’ His eyes drifted to the second leaf of paper, still on the floor by his feet. ‘Some, I think, might be driven to dark places… ’ He stooped to pick up the letter, then handed it to Pavo.

Pavo took it, recognising the seal. ‘Emperor Gratian?’

Valens nodded.

Pavo’s eyes darted over the text. He had heard chatter that afternoon of Gratian’s army being just a few days away from Melanthias, but the words before his eyes said nothing of the sort.

‘You are the first to have read this after me. And you will not speak of it to another soul,’ Valens said softly, then added darkly: ‘after all, you know full well what I am capable of.’

Pavo took the meaning and took it well. He turned his attentions to the letter. His eyes widened as he read, and Valens summarised: ‘My nephew boasts of victory over the Lentienses and their Alemannic allies. He talks of pursuing them doggedly across the Rhenus and grinding their villages into the mud. He tells me how his armies now call him Alemannicus Maximus. Yet nowhere… nowhere, ’ Valens hissed, ‘does he offer a hint of apology at his lateness. Those men out there live in expectation and hope that Gratian’s army will come and together we will bring the Goths to heel. Indeed, I shared those same hopes and expectations. The first day of July he would be here, I told them. Yet here we are at the month’s Ides and all he deigns to tell me is of his adventures far, far to the west.’

Pavo’s eyes narrowed, scanning the letter, trying to discern exactly when Gratian might arrive. When Gallus and Dexion might arrive. ‘But he is coming?’

Valens snorted. ‘Seemingly.’ He took the letter back, crumpled it in his fist and shook it. ‘He now assures me he will be here – perhaps by the end of the month, once he has sufficiently rested at the city of Sirmium following a… ’ Valens unfurled the paper and scanned it swiftly, ‘…fierce fever caused by the chill river spray.’ He looked up. ‘He is clearly in no mood to break a sweat. His tone speaks volumes. My nephew is a troubled boy, you see. My brother had a dark side, and I fear his boy has not only inherited every last scrap of it, but nurtured it too. He was seduced by the promise of power when he was barely out of his crib, then tortured by the prospect that it might be snatched away as he grew into boyhood. He is like a blade that has been quenched with icy water then tempered with white flame. Lethal, ruthless. He has certainly been blunt in dealing with his rivals and opponents in the West. Some say he sees me as his greatest rival. I didn’t want to believe it. Until… this,’ he shook the crumpled paper and tossed it to the ground.

‘You don’t think he will come to support you?’

‘I can only pray that he does, as much as I resent his ways, as much as I read of his successes with a jealous eye,’ Valens chuckled bitterly. ‘For without his legions, Fritigern’s army dwarfs the forces we have here. As it stands, you, Bastianus and the others have risked your necks for the past month, herding the Gothic horde together… for nothing. For I cannot, will not, risk the Army of the East alone against Fritigern’s vast body of Thervingi spearmen and those vicious Greuthingi cavalry.’

The cool hand of a wraith passed over Pavo’s skin. What if the Eastern Army truly did wait for a phantom host of reinforcements? Where were Gallus and Dexion if not on their way east? ‘Yet we are to march into the heart of Thracia, regardless?’ he asked.

Valens stared past Pavo’s shoulder to the edge of the tent, as if seeing through it. ‘We will march imminently… but only to position the army, not to engage. We will move west to Perinthus, then we’ll follow the Via Militaris to the supply fort at Nike. It has been well stocked with the remainder of the Egyptian grain and there we will pick up fresh provender, then proceed to Adrianople. There, we will be within striking distance of Fritigern and his horde, but as long as we remain under the protection of that great city’s walls, he will not be able to attack us. I’ll tell my legions that we will rendezvous with the Western Army there. They need to believe. I will tell them what they need to hear for now. I can only pray that my nephew does not let ambition rule his thinking. He might yet come.’

‘Then let my prayers join yours, Domine,’ Pavo said. Gallus and Dexion now seemed more lost than ever.

When eventually the emperor dismissed Pavo, he saluted and left. Walking back through the camp, he saw Thracia as a vast board, the armies there like carved pieces. He saw a dark hand hovering over the board, ready to pluck and move the pieces to its liking. The hand of Emperor Gratian? It seemed absurd: would one Roman Emperor truly toy with the fate of his peer?

As he stumbled back to the XI Claudia tents, seeing his brothers eating and bantering together, he remembered his chat with Bastianus on the Hebrus’ banks that dark night of the thunderstorm. The Magister Peditum’s words came to him and sent chill, winter fingers across his skin:

What are we, but pawns of our Gods and Emperors?







Chapter 14 



On the Ides of July, Gratian’s flotilla docked at Bononia – a grey-walled port-town in the Diocese of Dacia, nestled upon a steep bank that commanded the passage of ships along the Danubius. This place was one of the few that had held out against the Gothic invasion as a tiny island of Roman control – but that was more to do with its peripheral location than its defences or garrison. The Western Emperor’s three-thousand strong vanguard column spilled from the fleet and across the stone wharf. The town’s thin garrison – mainly citizens carrying what weapons they had fashioned themselves – hailed the boy-emperor and his force as saviours, women rushing to bring Gratian and his courtiers baskets of fruit, others throwing handfuls of petals before him as he rode through the streets. In amongst that storm of vivid crimson blooms, Gallus watched Dexion by the emperor’s side. One of us must die, he had avowed, over and over.

Before the morning was out, they departed Bononia and made for the south. Gallus marched with his rearguard century of auxiliaries along the wide dirt track. It gave him fleeting moments of respite to know that he was just a handful of miles from the border of Thracia, the land of the XI Claudia. The damp climes of the west seemed like a distant memory compared to these open, rolling plains, baking under a fierce sun. A weak, distant voice in his head tried to tell him you’re home, yet a dark, prominent hiss drowned it out every time with: watch your back.

Since the disappearance of Sorio at the hovel-town of Commercium, much time had been spent on the river. On the galleys, Gallus only had to concern himself with those on his vessel. It was on the nights when they docked that he had to have his wits about him: remaining awake, sitting opposite the entrance to his tent, sword in hand, desperate for dawn and the chance to be aboard the flotilla and on their way again. But when Gratian declared that he was ill – stricken by a chill from the river, apparently – and needed time to recuperate, the fleet had docked at Sirmium and remained there for days – ample time for the Speculatores to investigate. Gallus had watched as Dexion mixed with the various units. Questions had been asked about his missing agent. Some heads shook in denial or confusion, others nodded and fingers were pointed this way and that. Dexion had then come, inevitably, to question the auxiliary century. Gallus' blood had run cold as he slipped from sight, pretending to help mend a wagon wheel. He knew that most of his fellow-auxiliaries were well aware of Dexion’s power. A single word, nod or even a sly movement of the eyes would be enough for any of them to betray Gallus… yet not one of them did.

We have no loyalty to Sorio, one of the men – a fellow by the name of Carus who had been promoted to replace Dagr as centurion – had said to him later. If he was one of them, then he was never one of us. We’ll see you right. And so far they had, he thought, inhaling the hot, dry air.

Soon, he thought, looking once again at the column of a few thousand men snaking across the countryside before him, soon we will rendezvous with Emperor Valens. Then I can dispense with my veil. You will be outed for what you are.

They poured over a fold of land and saw before them a broad, sun swept, green-gold plain. Far to the south was the ethereal blue outline of the Haemus Mountains, but much closer on their right was a wall of high, rocky hills, hemming and overlooking the plain. On the lower slopes of these hills, about a mile ahead, was a rather rundown-looking stone fortress. Ancient but most certainly imperial. Gallus’ mind ran over the many maps of Dacia he had studied. ‘The Fort of Mars,’ he whispered, recalling the name of the place.

‘It houses a god?’ Carus cooed, marching by his side.

‘It houses nothing, by the look of it,’ Gallus replied.

The fort was ideally situated, shielded by the mountain wall on its western side and with a good seventy foot elevation on those lower slopes from which to observe any passage across the plain. Doubtless there were plentiful streams trickling down from the mountains to supply the place with water. But there were no imperial flags nor the telltale glint of armour upon the walls or broad gate towers. Indeed, the timber gates lay open too. Abandoned, like so much else in this land. As the column snaked along the dirt path and across the plain, the western mountains seemed to rise up, dominating the azure sky with their rugged peaks. The empty Fort of Mars seemed to gaze down at their right flank, the two windows on the towers like the empty eye-sockets of a skull, watching their every step, the open gate like a hungry maw.

Gallus wasn’t sure if it was the stern heat that lent an odd air to the place, but something… something kept drawing his attentions back to the fort. He heard the marching din fade and the cicada song take its place – a trilling refrain that grew and grew more and more piercing, like a warning shriek.

Suddenly, he saw something within the blackness of the fort’s gate. A trick of the heat haze or… movement? He raised a hand, slowing his auxiliaries. They obeyed, but the units ahead merely cast disdainful or confused glances back at the odd actions of their rearguard. When a faint flash of sunlight on steel glimmered from the gateway, Gallus realised with horror what was about to happen. He imagined the marching column as a giant, lumbering beast, and the force within the shadows of the fort like a colossal spear, about to be hurled at its flank.

No sooner had the realisation hit him than a caterwauling cry poured from the fort and across the plain as if an army of shades was coming for them. The column stuttered to a halt, gawping as a stream of cavalry spewed from the fort gateways. Alani, Gallus mouthed. Northern riders with blonde, flowing locks charging on tall, muscular mounts. They wore gleaming torcs on their necks and bronze scale vests, riding with no reins and instead clutching thick, lengthy lances with both hands. Some to the rear lifted nocked bows, sighting their targets as they thundered downhill towards the mid-section and head of the Roman column. There were a thousand of them, at least.

‘Ambush!’ Gallus cried as if to shock the gawping column into action – a thousand riders with the advantage of surprise could well rout a column of just a few thousand infantry.

The cry was repeated up and down the convoy, but it was woefully late. The Heruli and the Celtae turned to face the chargers just as the first storm of Alani arrows thwacked down. Men fell, screaming. The lancers then smashed into the barely-formed Heruli, driving with enough force to break into the heart of the column, tipping supply wagons there and ripping men apart with their lances as they went. The Roman archers, thinking they were shielded on the eastern side of the column, bore the brunt of it next – the Alani lancers breaking through and cutting them down like wheat before many had even had a chance to loose a single shaft. The lancers wheeled round and streamed back through the already-rent column like a hot needle, weaving through the panicked Romans, while the Alani horse archers circled nearby, showering with arrows those sections of the column that tried to reform some semblance of order.

Blood pumped in Gallus’ ears like a war drum as he beheld the destruction taking place just ahead of him. The only section the Alani had left untouched was the rearguard: Gallus’ auxiliaries and the three scout equites there deemed to be of little threat. A few hundred paces ahead, he saw the lancers wave and wheel round towards the front of the column… towards Gratian. Towards Dexion.

His eyes locked upon the speculator. Dexion’s white mare reared up as the Alani raced between him and Emperor Gratian. The boy-emperor’s face was ashen, his eyes wide with true terror as enemy steel lanced and jabbed at his Heruli guards, who fought back in a frenzy but not enough to turn back the Alani surge. The clash was balanced on a spear point: the ambush on the cusp of breaking the column utterly if the Roman force could not hit back.

‘Sir?’ the auxiliaries with Gallus pleaded. ‘What do we do?’

Let them die, the dark voice whispered. Gallus’ lips peeled back from his teeth, a savage half-grin, half-grimace.

But, with a hiss like a hot coal tossed in meltwater, another voice countered: If Gratian dies, the Western army will withdraw. Emperor Valens will be alone and outnumbered against Fritigern’s Goths, the steady voice countered. He saw in his mind’s eye big Zosimus and Quadratus, Pavo and Sura, standing together under the Claudia banner. The feral rictus faded from his face. ‘Rider, give me your horse,’ he said in a low growl, beckoning the nearest scout eques to him. The rider dismounted, handing the reins of his dappled gelding to Gallus, who was on the saddle in a flash. He drew his spatha. ‘Auxiliaries,’ he snarled, heeling the mount into a canter around them, before sweeping his blade forward, ‘with me!’

Carus and the rest of the century shot looks to one another, then hoisted their spears and shields and followed as Gallus rode up the column. The world before him shook as he lay low in the saddle. Alani arrows hummed past him, one pinging from the cheekguard of his helm, another stinging the blade of his spatha. The Alani lancers were sweeping back round like a fast-moving asp in order to gather momentum, ready to punch through the flank of the column-head once more: several hundred of them, stained in Roman blood, breaking through the latest hastily-formed and inadequate Heruli shield wall and streaming ever closer to Gratian – it was little wonder they paid no attention to the clutch of auxiliaries racing to the scene. Gallus saw a slight break in the stream of riders, a few strides of space. He hauled the shield from his back and hurled it down into the gap so it rolled along on its edge. An Alani horse’s legs barged into the rolling shield. Its thrashing fetlocks shredded the timber piece but the impact frightened the beast, sending it stumbling. It crashed onto its side, crushing the left leg of its rider and sliding into the Roman column, hooves thrashing. The Celtae and Heruli staggered back – one poor fellow was caught by a flailing hoof and his jaw kicked clean off; his tongue lolled down over his chest, thick runnels of blood spilling down his front and his eyes looking around for help, before he collapsed. More, the thrashing Alani mount kicked out and felled the two horses immediately behind it, who crashed into heaps themselves. In moments, enemy horses were drawing up short, throwing their riders, or rearing up, their fluid, weaving charge broken. But Gallus saw that the foremost riders – unaffected by the chaos of the thrown shield – ploughed on through the column, oblivious to the fate of their comrades and driving into the Heruli surrounding Gratian. These fierce legionaries fell in droves, run through with Alani lances as the horsemen came to within two ranks of the Western Emperor.

‘Put your shoulder to your shields!’ Gallus bellowed, leading his auxiliaries in the enemy horsemen’s’ wake, into the fissure in the column’s flank. In there, he saw Dexion leading the Celtae in an attempt to counter charge, but he had rallied too few men to achieve this. A handful of the Alani riders simply turned, jabbing their lances out to drive the counter attack back. The Celtae legionaries held their own, but one lance ripped past Dexion’s black breastplate, scoring his shoulder, sending a spurt of blood through the air and breaking the strap on his leather armour, which fell, dangling by the buckle on the other shoulder. Dexion’s white mare backed away, whinnying in panic, and the speculator dropped his sword.

A battle raged in Gallus’ heart, every bit as fierce as the one before him. Dexion, the murderer of Olivia and Marcus, was defenceless. In the fog of battle, who would know which blade had struck down whom? He hoisted his sword, ready to throw it, ready to burst the cur’s unshielded black heart. But a screeching cry split the air and halted him. He turned to the source: Gratian bore a red scratch across his cheek, blood dripping from the arrow which had screamed past, inches from his eye. The Alani driving at him had just one thin ring of Heruli to cut down and the Western Emperor was theirs.

Gallus saw the Claudia standard in his mind’s eye once again. He swung his raised sword round and waved it towards the rear of the riders driving at Gratian. ‘At them,’ he screamed, ‘spear their mounts’ bellies… ’ he gritted his teeth, bracing for the next poisonous words, ‘save your emperor!’

With a visceral cry, the auxiliaries surged onto the rear of the Alani cavalry and Dexion’s Celtae joined them. Spears jabbed up and out, flesh was torn open and the wet splatter and stench of spilled horse guts was soon rife. Gallus drove his gelding into the fray, cutting through the tightly packed Alani riders, slicing the hand from one and hacking down through the thigh of another, only narrowly avoiding the lance of one foe. ‘Break, you bastards, break!’ he snarled as a hot, stinking spray of gristle and blood slapped across his bearded jaw. At last he saw the riders’ faces change: the hubris of their ambush and expectation of victory and the prize of the western emperor’s head dissipated and was replaced by a twisted realisation that the tide had turned. The Alani broke from the Roman column with not a grain of the grace and confidence with which they had engaged it, men hung from their horses’ necks, armour torn, lances broken or lost, skin and blonde hair stained now with their own blood. They scattered in every direction – barely three hundred left of the thousand who had ambushed the Roman column.

The din and fervour of battle drained in a few breaths, and Gallus suddenly found himself at the heart of a circle of Romans. Mounted, he could not have been any more prominent. Before him on his right was the panting, shocked Emperor Gratian, mounted and surrounded by corpses, steam rising from the cooling bodies and flies buzzing around them already. On his left was Dexion, cupping a hand to his shoulder wound, flexing the arm. Just a scratch, it seemed. Gallus dipped his head, making to slip from his mount and fade back into the obscurity of the auxiliary century.

As he dismounted, some of the men began cheering the victory, but they fell silent when Gratian had one of his Heruli batter spear against shield in demand for quiet. ‘Where are the forward scouts? The ones I sent out this morning?’ Gratian said, only just disguising the boyish tremor in his voice. Nobody replied. Eyes looked everywhere but at the emperor. Gallus cast a glance up the lower slopes of the mountains to the fort. Your scouts – or their corpses at least – are no doubt in there.

‘Find them, bring them to me. I will have the veins picked from their skin for this,’ Gratian yelped.

As Gallus waded back through the crowd, he heard muted cheering and the thud of backs being slapped. His auxiliaries, he realised, were taking the acclaim of the Heruli, the Celtae, and the rest. The lowest rung of the emperor’s force had saved the day.

‘Those scouts were nearly the death of me,’ Gratian continued, his voice growing tighter and more high-pitched. ‘And my famous Heruli – where was your supposed bravery today?’

Gallus cast a half-look back over his shoulder, seeing the eighty or more slain Heruli around the feet of the emperor’s horse. They had fought their all and many had given their lives into the bargain, only to be shamed by their master’s words. He turned away again, dipping his head, when the emperor’s next words stilled him and turned his blood to ice.

‘You, auxiliary centurion,’ Gratian called out, a contrived edge of affability in his tone. ‘Your men saved me. Thanks be to God that I was not wasteful with your lives at Rauberg!’ he said, lifting and kissing a Chi-Rho amulet on his neck chain.

The absurdity of that comment washed over Gallus, for he knew what was coming next.

‘Come, stand before me,’ Gratian insisted.

Gallus remained, back turned, staring into the ether before him.

‘Did you take a blow to the head, soldier?’ Dexion snorted. ‘Your emperor has bid you before him.’

‘Do as he says,’ a nearby Herul whispered, half in fear of Gallus’ fate, half in threat.

Gallus closed his eyes. I’m sorry, he mouthed to Olivia and Marcus, there in the blackness behind his eyelids. Vengeance has slipped from my grasp, but at least Thracia will be saved. He turned, head still dipped, then walked back towards Gratian and Dexion, before looking up. The blazing sunlight bathed his battered, bearded face, and he looked Gratian in the eye before bowing reluctantly. Gratian stared at him, uncomprehending at first.

‘You?’ Gratian said, his eyes swelling, his mouth wide, lips trembling in an odd mix of astonishment and glee, the Chi-Rho amulet falling from his palm to swing by his breast.

From the corner of his eye, Gallus sensed Dexion suddenly sitting upright on his saddle like a hound on the scent. ‘Put him in chains,’ Dexion said, eyeing Gallus with that cold, soulless look. ‘Put him in chains. Thick, heavy chains.’

I’m sorry, Gallus mouthed again.

By nightfall the following day, a speckling of stars and a waning moon cast the Fort of Mars and the towering mountain slopes in a ghostly grey. Owls hooted and crickets chirped as Emperor Gratian’s Heruli stood guard on the decrepit fort’s battlements. Within the fort grounds, Gratian sat upon a plinth, supping a cup of wine and peering at an Alani warrior staked out before him on the fort floor. Steam still rose from the angry red patch of skin on the man’s chest, which rose and fell rapidly, while the man’s eyes hung on the water boiling in a cauldron over a fire nearby.

With a dull clink, the cauldron was lifted by a pair of Heruli and carried over to the steppe warrior. The man gasped for mercy in his own tongue, then in Latin and then in a garbled half-tongue that dissolved into a tortured wail as the cauldron was tipped over him with a savage hiss. This time, the boiling liquid was ruinous, and strips of skin and flesh slid from his chest revealing dark holes and ribs in places, while that skin which remained bubbled and blistered like that of a pig roasting on a spit.

Inside the half-ruined stable at the fort’s western wall, Gallus heard the man’s screams until they died to nothing – unconsciousness the only mercy the warrior would be granted until they threw cold water over him again to bring him to. He looked around the stable, his fingers absently ruffling the hay-covered floor, the shackles on his ankles clinking as his hand brushed against them.

One by one Gratian had ordered the captured Alani to be dragged outside. The wretch being tortured now was the last of them. He was to be next to die. He gazed into infinity, numb.

It took a shout from the walls to stir him. He looked to the stable doorway, past the Herul standing guard there. There was activity on the parapet, above the gatehouse in particular. He touched a hand to the hay floor. The ground tremored, horns blared somewhere outside the fort. An approaching army?

‘Ah, Merobaudes and the main infantry column have arrived,’ a voice said calmly.

Gallus started as a dark figure entered the doorway. Dexion. He sat a little taller, for a moment forgetting his predicament. ‘Merobaudes?’ If the rest of the Western Praesental Army was here, then Valens’ army could be reinforced. Thracia could be saved. He would not live past tonight, but his brothers in the Claudia might.

Dexion seemed to hear Gallus’ thoughts. ‘You seem buoyed by this?’

‘The Western Army is here, just a handful of miles from the edge of Thracia. The Goths can be vanquished. Is that not the purpose of the journey east?’ Gallus said.

Dexion sighed and examined his fingernails. ‘When a hunting cat sees a jackal and a hyena fighting, bloodied and weakening with every passing moment, it knows to lie in wait. To let the fight end. After all, then it will need to tackle only one creature – and an exhausted one at that.’ He looked up from his nails to Gallus. ‘You think that the Western Army means deliverance – salvation for this land, for my half-brother and the oafs of your legion?’ he said, pacing before Gallus. ‘Well, that is partly true. Emperor Gratian has marched his armies here to save this land… but he has no intention of using them to prop up the reign of his feckless uncle. We will wait here until,’ he tilted his head one way and then the other as if picking the right words, ‘until events have played out as we anticipate. I have comrades littered throughout Valens’ ranks to help facilitate this, you see. Brethren march in his every regiment. We have been planning this for a long time. Valens might think he chooses his path through this conflict but he does not: every move, every stretch of road he has marched and every turn he has taken so far has been down to us.’

Gallus felt the blood drain from his face. Gratian’s dilatory journey east had demonstrated his tepid regard for his uncle; but Western agents in the Eastern ranks plotting against Valens? That cast a far graver light on affairs. ‘This is no time to play games with the empire’s future. Do not underestimate the power of the Goths.’

‘Oh, no. On the contrary, we are relying upon their strength. Valens will have to face them soon, without my master’s support. When he does, he will fail.’ Dexion said as if explaining simple arithmetic to a boy.

A cold stone fell into Gallus’ gut. ‘If Valens faces the Goths alone and outnumbered… they will all die… Pavo will die.’

Dexion’s face grew taut for just a moment, as if Gallus’ words had registered like a pebble being tossed into his tranquil pool of self-belief. ‘But my master will be pleased. That… that is what matters,’ he said, his voice tightening.

Gallus’ eyes darted across the hay floor of the stable and he shook his head. ‘But your designs will crumble, Speculator. Valens will not engage the horde if he knows he is outnumbered. You will have a stalemate. An awkward and embarrassing stalemate, with every mouth in the empire whispering about Gratian and his army lingering here when they should be on the road to central Thracia to rendezvous with the Army of the East.’

‘Valens will not engage the horde if he believes he is outnumbered? Very true,’ Dexion replied, arching an eyebrow. ‘But beliefs can be manipulated. My brethren are adept at doing just that.’

Gallus’ eyes narrowed as he tried to read Dexion’s meaning.

‘Tomorrow, after your execution, I will be despatched to Emperor Valens’ camp,’ the speculator continued. ‘I will see to it that he marches to war… and your precious legion will march with him.’

‘To their doom?’ Gallus said, then thumped his head back against the stable wall, sure he was hearing the chatterings of a madman. But the assured, glacial glint in Dexion’s golden eyes told him that it was all too true. ‘You will let this happen? You will let Pavo die, let thousands of legionaries perish, let hundreds of thousands of Roman citizens fall under the Gothic yoke?’

Dexion placed a hand across his chest, fingers splayed. ‘ I will be there too. I will be leading the Claudia when the emperor marches to face Fritigern.’ He said this with such conviction, then shrugged. ‘But I’ll be there just long enough… long enough to do what must be done.’

‘To do what must be done?’ Gallus repeated in disbelief, the vagueness of the statement filling him with dread. He saw again that earnest sparkle in Dexion’s eyes. Such conviction, such deep-seated belief that he was doing the right thing. ‘To what end? To set up a chance – just a chance, mind – for Gratian to harvest the Eastern throne? The boy-emperor is insane. Surely you can see this?’

Dexion barely flinched. ‘Yet still he is my master. I was born to obey my master and honour my brethren.’ The speculator crouched before him and met his gaze. ‘You loathe me for what I am, for what I do, yet you are not so different from me. You are paid to kill as your generals demand.’

Gallus laughed without a grain of mirth. ‘You slay women, children and old men. I do none of these things.’

Dexion’s gaze grew distant. ‘Because you are not strong enough. You are a slave to your feelings and emotions. Remember, I’ve seen you thrash in torment as you try to sleep.’

‘Feelings, emotions?’ Gallus said, his eyes narrowing and his head moving towards Dexion’s. ‘Like those your brother felt for you – most probably still does?’

‘You insist on mentioning my half-brother, why?’ Dexion scoffed, refusing to meet Gallus’ eye. ‘If he feels anything for me… then he is weak too.’

‘When Pavo first heard of your existence, he wept. He thought he was alone in the barracks that night, but I saw him. Were it my place I would have tried to comfort him… then I realised I did not need to, for they were tears of unbridled joy. The lad has been given little in this world, and finding you was the greatest gift. He loves you, Dexion.’

For a moment, Dexion was silent. The empty, soulless look in his eyes faded. Faint lines appeared across his forehead and the eyes darted a little. ‘Love?’ he said. ‘Love is the greatest weakness. It pulls and tangles a man’s thoughts. When I was a boy, I thought I loved my Father. He abandoned us. I thought I loved my Mother, she died in my arms. Why would I want to endure the torment of love again?’

‘Pavo saw his father die, and his mother was lost giving birth to him,’ Gallus replied, ‘yet still he chose to love and trust you.’

‘Then he is a fool,’ Dexion said with an unconvincing chuckle, dipping his head as if to hide his face. ‘And I have made my choice.’

Gallus saw the veins in Dexion’s neck throbbing – almost within arm’s reach – and imagined lunging, pressing his thumbs into the cur’s airway and choking the life from him. But now he realised something – all this time, he had been seeking two things: revenge for Olivia and Marcus, and salvation for his brothers in the Claudia and their fellow regiments. Every twist in his road east seemed to snatch away or dangle before him just one of those two possibilities at a time. Perhaps it was fate that he could have only one? ‘Dexion,’ he said gently. ‘A man is defined by his choices, and no man is ever finished making them until his heart ceases to beat. Before the Alani ambush, I would have given everything to see you slain, yet when they sprang upon us, I chose to save you. You can still choose to save Pavo… and the Army of the East.’

Dexion looked up. Those cold, lifeless eyes were red-rimmed now, the tawny-gold irises glassy. His face bent in a tortured smile and moisture hovered on the lower lid of one eye. ‘You truly think I can make things right with my brother?’

‘You can at least make some form of amends,’ Gallus said. ‘Break this foul bond with your so-called brethren. Take a horse tonight and ride for Emperor Valens, tell him everything.’

For just a moment, Dexion’s eyes lit up. It was an innocent look of hope, but it lasted only moments. ‘I… I cut his woman’s throat,’ he stammered, a look of disgust dropping over his face. ‘I’ve killed… so many… so much blood on my hands.’

‘Then wash some of it away,’ Gallus pressed. ‘Ride, tonight… now!’

But Dexion had fallen silent. The wrinkled, tortured look had vanished from his face and the cold veil had returned. His eyes were once more a deep pit of inky emptiness. ‘I cut his woman’s throat, as my master wished,’ he said in a toneless drawl.

‘Dexion,’ Gallus tried to meet his eye.

‘You will die at dawn… as my master wishes,’ Dexion said, rising from his haunches, his eyes failing to meet Gallus.

Gallus’ heart fell into his boots. He hated himself for even having tried – for having considered bartering. ‘Then nothing has changed, Speculator. You will pay for what you have done. To me, to Pavo…’

‘Dawn is but hours away,’ the speculator cut him off, then swung round and stalked off. Gallus remained, staring at the spot where the speculator had been. His heart pounded against his ribs and his last sliver of hope disappeared. With his death, Olivia and Marcus would go unavenged, and now it seemed that Emperor Valens and his Eastern Praesental Army would be abandoned to face Fritigern’s Goths alone – with Gratian’s army perched here in Dacia awaiting Valens’ defeat before they would act.

Someone had to take word to Emperor Valens and the Claudia. There had to be a way.

His senses leaving him, he wrenched at his shackles but they were thick and well-made and mocked his efforts with their steadfastness. Those who had helped him get this far – Evike and Dagr – were long dead. He wondered if Carus and the auxiliaries might free him. Gratian’s men would cut you down if you even looked towards this stable, he realised. Through the open doorway of the stables, he saw the Heruli on the walls. He saw Merobaudes, the towering, drawn general, striding past, a handful of his Petulantes accompanying him, and he felt that constant rumble in the ground – no doubt the rest of Merobaudes’ lot setting up camp outside the fort. His head lolled. I am alone, surrounded by enemies.

The air grew thick with woodsmoke and the tang of spiced meat and rich broths. The noise of laughter, chatter and clacking cups came and went. How many of those regiments out there knew of the dark game their emperor was playing? Well into the night, he heard the muffled homilies of Gratian from somewhere up on the walls, addressing those within and outside. The boy-emperor praised them for reaching the soil of Dacia and beseeched them to be ready to march southeast into Thracia and to Emperor Valens’ aid upon his command. The Western Army cheered their approval at this, ignorant of Gratian’s true designs. Gallus hung his head where he sat, and the noises outside faded to nothing as the army retired to their tents.

He fished the small, blunt, wooden idol of Mithras from his purse and turned it over in his hand. The dark stain of Trogus’ blood from the dungeons of Treverorum was still visible. ‘What purpose is there in my journey?’ he asked the deity as a shard of silvery moonlight stretched in across the floor from the door, illuminating the idol. ‘I have travelled across the empire and back, only to fail. Is this a cruel jest because I spurned our oath?’ He recalled the stormy words he had cast at the altar in the Mithraeum in Constantinople before setting off on the journey that ended with his incarceration. ‘I do not ask for fame or glory, gold nor station. I do not even ask for my life, for I would gladly give it to at least right one of these great wrongs. My wife and boy are gone and I cannot bring them back. I can only hope to join them in the world beyond the Styx. But the men of the eastern armies stand in the jaws of death, not yet there but surely soon if they wander blindly ahead to face Fritigern’s Goths alone. You are the light, Mithras, the protector in battle… how can a god of such repute stand idly by while his devoted legions’ lives are at stake? Give me hope, Mithras, give me just a crumb of hope.’ He gazed at the idol until the silence threatened to deafen him. Eventually, his face fell and he closed his fingers over the idol.

Looking through the open doorway, he saw a section of sky outside, still dark but tinged with deep-blue near the east. There could only be another hour at best before sunrise, he realised. Dexion’s words rang in his thoughts. You will die at dawn.

‘Then let it be done.’

As he said this, he heard crunching footsteps approaching.

It is time? Gallus guessed, wondering how swift his death would be. He almost snorted in dry mirth at the notion that it would be anything other than slow and excruciating.

The footsteps grew closer. He heard the Heruli outside mutter something to the approaching figure. ‘Sir?’ one voice said. ‘Go back to your quarters, I’ll deal with this,’ another, baritone voice replied curtly. A moment later, a shadow filled the doorway. This time it was far broader and taller than Dexion’s.

Gallus looked up, recognising the straggly, long hair and the bulging leather and iron strapped shoulders. Merobaudes stalked towards him, crouched, and eyed him. This close, Gallus saw every scar and welt from some fire-wound on the Frankish Magister Equitum’s tired, sombre face.

‘You are Gallus?’ he said with a sneer. ‘The one who is to die?’

‘Are not all men fated to die one day?’ Gallus said flatly, seeing the misty twin gateways in his mind’s eye.

Merobaudes snorted dryly. ‘Aye, but not in the manner you will. There is a spit outside and a pile of kindling under it. You are to roast like a pig.’

‘Then get it over with,’ Gallus insisted. ‘I’ve already had Gratian’s agent in here, talking about my impending death. In truth, I’m bored of waiting.’

Merobaudes chuckled a little. ‘Ah, the bluff and bluster of an officer. You once led a legion of these lands, aye?’

Gallus gave the colossal general an appraising look. ‘The XI Claudia. The Pride of Thracia.’

‘Then you would have enjoyed my Emperor’s twin homily tonight. From the walls, he spoke of marching south to meet with Valens’ army.’

‘I heard his homily,’ Gallus cut in, ‘and I know it is nothing but horseshit. The agent I spoke of told me of Gratian’s true designs. Rather loose-lipped, I thought. But I suppose he has that luxury when talking to a man who has hours to live…’ he looked outside, seeing the faintest of golden glows above the fort walls – campfires or the first light of dawn?

Merobaudes grinned. It was a grin that could have been that of a predator readying to feast. He unlocked Gallus’ shackles, clamped a hand around his forearm and hoisted him to his feet. ‘It’s time.’

Gallus shuffled outside first, casting an eye around the fort interior. Sentries walked the walls, unaware of the goings-on down at the stable. The slight glow in the sky was indeed campfires on the plain outside, he realised – not dawn yet. The fort floor was dotted with slaves and attendants sleeping on the ground and the tents of Merobaudes’ Petulantes were pitched at the north end. He spotted the spit and the pile of kindling, then, seeing there was nobody waiting there, he cast a mean eye at the praetorium – the least ramshackle of the structures within the stronghold with dim orange lamplight flickering within. Gratian and Dexion surely dwelled inside. ‘I expect we will have to wait upon my audience?’

‘Move,’ Merobaudes jabbed the dagger into Gallus back, urging him forwards.

He stumbled towards the firewood and spit and then… on past it. ‘Where-’

‘Not a word,’ Merobaudes hissed.

Gallus noticed the big Frank’s eyes watching the sentries on the walls. Finally, they came to a hand-pulled cart, resting beside the fort cistern. On it were two barrels. ‘The cistern is dry, so we need water,’ he said, patting one barrel, a quiet echo confirming it was empty. ‘My men are taking these outside to fill them.’

Gallus’ eyes widened as the Frankish general quietly lifted the lid from the barrel and gestured for him to climb inside. ‘Get in, and don’t move until the cart stops.’

Gallus hesitated, sure this was some cruel ploy.

‘You would rather wait for dawn and the spit?’ Merobaudes asked.

‘Not particularly,’ Gallus replied. ‘But why are you helping me?’

Merobaudes bristled a little at this. ‘Why? Because the whelp on the Western throne needs to be kept in check. If Valens is defeated at the hands of the Goths and Gratian steps in to save the East and seize it as his own, then the boy will become all but invincible. That doesn’t suit me. Not at all,’ he said, a dark look spreading across his haggard face.

‘Then rally the legions loyal to you,’ Gallus whispered, gesturing towards the outside of the fort, where the many thousands Merobaudes had led here on foot were camped. ‘Take them to fight by Valens’ side.’

Merobaudes smiled. It was a wintry smile that failed to echo in his pale eyes. ‘Neither does that suit me, you see. Not for what I have planned. I will spare Valens just one man – you. Take word to him. Be sure he knows Gratian is not coming in support… and tell him to be wary… for the boy-emperor will not stop at merely withholding reinforcements.’

Gallus thought of Dexion’s vague words just a short while ago.

I have comrades littered throughout Valens’ ranks… and I’ll be there just long enough… long enough to do what must be done.

‘Now go, and waste not a moment,’ Merobaudes said.

Gallus nodded, looked all around him, then climbed into the barrel before crouching and replacing the lid. For a moment, nothing happened, and he wondered if this was some dramatic trick and that the barrel would then be tossed onto the fire. At last, he heard muted orders being given and a pair of footsteps trudging over and hoisting the cart level, ready to move.

What followed was a jarring ride as the cart set off. He heard muffled dialogue between the cart-pullers and the sentries, then the gentle groan of the fort gates opening, then a long, constant rumble as the cart made its way through the camp. He risked lifting the lid just a fraction, and saw that two of Merobaudes iron-vested Celtae were pulling the cart. All around him were legionary tents set up across a camp that dominated the plain, with just a few early risers stretching and yawning. Up ahead, he saw the southern edge of the camp: a basic earth rampart with a pair of timber watchtowers flanking the thin path that led out into the plain. Dawn finally arrived just as the cart reached the stream outside the camp. The vehicle stopped by an ash thicket, and the two men pulling it opened Gallus’ barrel and helped him out. Not saying a word, they showed him to a grey gelding snorting and pawing the ground, tied within the trees. Hanging from the saddle was a small haircloth sack of rations and two water skins. He swung up and astride the beast, turning to thank the pair who had helped him escape, but already they were scuttling away, heads down, to collect water upstream.

He heeled the mount into a walk from the trees, realising that any time now, Dexion and Gratian would be rising, expecting to see him burn. Defiant and hastened by this, he kicked the beast into a canter then a gallop, away from the camp. The wind furrowed his long, untended locks and beard and honed his every sense. Every breath, every heartbeat from here on was vital. He had to find Emperor Valens, had to find the Claudia. Somehow, from somewhere, he had this chance.

It was only now he realised he had been clutching something in his hand all throughout the escape. Lying flat in the saddle, he uncoiled his fingers to see the bloodstained, hewn idol there.

‘Thank you, Mithras,’ he whispered as he sped for the south.

A thick crack of knuckles across the Herul legionary’s already bloated face knocked a shower of blood and spit from the man’s lips. The man who had been on sentry duty atop the gates groaned, his head lolling and his body sagging against the stable post to which he was tied. Scaevola the burly speculator stepped back, wiping the blood from his fists. His mean eyes were tinged with yellow like his skin and his scummy teeth.

Dexion stepped forward to stand before the bound Herul now. ‘You must have seen something, ’ he demanded. The bound Herul groaned, a gloop of red-streaked saliva dangling from his lips and dribbling onto the stable floor.

Dexion swung away and paced before the bound man, going over the rapid unravelling of events since dawn. He had come here to bring Gallus to the prepared spit. Instead, he had found just a pile of shackles where Gallus should have been. A frantic and thorough search of the fort had ensued as dawn broke… but no sign of Gallus. Nobody could have passed outside the fort’s walls – a double watch had been in place at all sections. He swung back to the beaten sentry, looking for clues.

‘Shall I encourage him a little more, sir?’ Scaevola said, cracking the knuckles on his fist.

Dexion was about to nod his assent, when the Herul’s lips moved. He raised a finger to still his eager colleague, then stepped a little closer to the battered Herul.

‘Nobody came or went,’ the Herul croaked, ‘just the water cart.’

Dexion stepped back. A spark of realisation flared in his mind, then burst into an inferno of understanding. He barged past Scaevola, rushed outside and hurried up the stone stairs leading to the fort’s eastern battlements. Up there, the dawn sun was blinding, and the vast sea of tents and waking soldiers outside like an army of stretching shadows. He shielded his eyes and scoured them. Where are you, you dog? He mouthed, until his gaze snagged on the camp’s southern gate. Beyond the gate, he saw a faint set of cart tracks, leading to the stream. His eyes bulged.

He’s outside.

He swung to face down into the fort, his fiery glare darting. Someone in here had aided Gallus’ escape. A cold, ruthless desire to find out overcame him, until another thought trampled over it: every one of his words to the tribunus last night stung at him like a swarm of vengeful hornets as he imagined Gallus reaching Emperor Valens. He knows everything.

His stomach plummeted into his boots. It was a sense of chaos, a lack of control, fear… stark, serrated feelings – running amok, trampling over the battered gates of the prison he had built deep within. He had failed his master, failed his brethren. His heart pounded on his ribs and a film of sweat broke from his pores, a droplet shooting down his forehead. His breath grew short and his hands shook.

‘Sir, is something wrong?’ A Herul on the walls nearby asked.

Dexion barely heard the man’s words. Instead, he flitted back down the steps into the fort and entered the praetorium. Inside, Gratian’s screeching laughter filled the stony hearth room, flecks of pheasant meat spraying in the air as he chewed on this between bouts of hilarity. A pair of naked slave women knelt on the floor before his raised timber chair, hands tied behind their backs, obediently dipping their heads and eating the scraps of meat he threw to them. By his chair rested a gleaming two-headed axe. The laughter stopped when Dexion halted before the throne.

‘Domine,’ Dexion said with an unfamiliar tremor in his voice, dipping to one knee and bowing his head. When he looked up, he saw a suspicious glint in Gratian’s eye, the erstwhile mirth gone from his face.

‘You seem to be missing something?’ Gratian said, smoothing his purple cloak and looking to either side of Dexion. ‘Or rather, someone. And I cannot smell smoke, nor burning flesh.’

The words were like hot pins in Dexion’s skin. ‘Forgive me, Domine. Something… unexpected has occurred.’

Gratian shuffled forward in his throne, intrigued. ‘My, I may be wrong, but I am almost certain that I have never seen sweat on the brow of my most skilled agent. I assume you bring me bad news?’

Dexion’s throat grew dry. He recalled the only other time a speculator had failed their master and not been killed in the process of the task they had botched. The man was denounced from the brethren, the loyalty was withdrawn and the man – previously confident and unflappable – was cut loose by his comrades. Lost, he had thrown himself from a tower that very same day. Those who had seen him do it said he had been clawing at his face, maddened, as if under attack by a colony of invisible bats. Biting, relentless, feelings. ‘Tribunus Gallus has escaped.’

Gratian’s face grew pinched. ‘Again? The man is a blight!’ He laughed in incredulity. ‘A bane!’ He knitted his fingers and cracked his knuckles. ‘He has found a way out of his shackles? Then where is he hiding? This fort is hardly a maze.’

Dexion’s heart felt heavy as lead. He looked around the room as if it might offer answers. He barely noticed Merobaudes, standing vigil just behind Gratian’s throne. ‘He has escaped the fort, Domine,’ he sighed, ‘and slipped from the camp too – via the southern gate.’

Gratian tossed his scrap of pheasant cartilage across the room angrily and the two slave girls scurried from its path and cowered in the corner. ‘One man,’ he growled, standing to pace on his plinth, wagging his index finger, ‘ one man has slipped past thirty thousand?’ The anger faded and he snorted in bemusement. ‘He has fled south? Then he is obviously eager to join my dear Uncle Valens… eager to face the Goths… eager to die.’ He held his hands out to either side. ‘Perhaps we should let him?’

Dexion struggled to hold the emperor’s questioning glare. ‘Domine, were he to reach Emperor Valens’ camp, it would be… ’ he felt his words falter, ‘disastrous.’

Gratian said nothing, but the way the boy-emperor stilled and the way his expression turned gull-like, eyes piercing, mouth downturned, confirmed his understanding of what had happened.

‘He knows, Domine,’ Dexion said in barely a whisper. ‘He knows.’

Silence. Fierce, burning silence.

Dexion dipped his head in shame where he knelt. Shame, loathing, all those long-buried feelings now rapped around him gleefully, stinging, screeching. He saw Dexion toy with the fang-ring on his finger – the one that Pelagius had been forced to use back in Treverorum to open his own throat. Fear pounced upon him like a lion from a cage. ‘Give me a horse, Master. He is most likely on foot so I can ride him down. I can right this wrong.’ He sensed behind him the approach of previously unseen Heruli guards from the shadows at the sides of the praetorium, heard the faint grinding of swords being part-drawn from scabbards. Was it to end here, in shame and abandonment, spurned by his master and his brethren?

But the footsteps halted. He looked up, seeing that Gratian’s raised finger had stopped them. ‘You have had your chance to bring him before our executioners, and you failed,’ the boy-emperor said. ‘But your fellow agent, Scaevola, is fresh and eager,’ Gratian mused, sitting on one arm of his throne, taking hold of the axe haft resting there and twirling it – the blade grinding on the flagstones as he did so. He clapped his hands, sending one of the Heruli scurrying outside. A moment later the man returned with the mean-eyed, foul-toothed speculator from the stable, knuckles still bloodied. Gratian tossed this man the axe. ‘Ride south. Find Gallus. Be sure he does not reach Emperor Valens… and when you return to me, be sure to bring with you Gallus’ head.’

With a bow, Scaevola backed out of the hall. Moments later, the clop of a horse galloping from the fort gates sounded.

Dexion felt everything, everything he had suppressed over the years. At that moment he longed to weep for the slain pup, that first of so many victims. In there, something else came to the surface: a gnawing, bleak sense of wrong: he thought of the night he slew Gallus’ family and the day he killed Pavo’s woman. Guilt, he realised, and it was overwhelming. Cold sweat spidered from every pore and his stomach grew twisted like a sack of snakes. Unconsciously, he extended his neck in an offer to the Heruli posted just behind him.

But no death blow came.

‘Unfortunately, I still need you. You are integral to the final stages of our plan,’ Gratian said, slumping back onto his throne. ‘So you are to ride at haste for Emperor Valens and his army.’

Dexion looked up, shaking, his face pale, eyes bloodshot.

Gratian clicked his fingers. A scribe hurried over to his side with a reed pen, a pot of ink and a leaf of paper on a timber writing board. ‘I received word from my relay riders this morning of his plans: he is to leave his camp at Melanthias and march along the coast road to Perinthus. Soon, he will veer north and inland to seek out Fritigern.’ He stabbed a finger at Dexion. ‘You will take word to him to confirm our current location. Tell him I am planning to march to his aid at haste and will rendezvous with him at Adrianople. We will likely be there by the start of August, maybe even waiting upon him when he arrives there.’ As he said this, then scribe began writing furiously.

A slave boy hiding in the shadows stepped forward, gulped and spoke gingerly: ‘Shall I summon your generals, Domine?’

Gratian beheld the scrawny boy for a moment. ‘Whatever for?’

The boy trembled. ‘To… to prepare for the march.’

Gratian smiled. ‘We’re going nowhere, boy.’ The slave backed away, confused, then Gratian glowered down at Dexion again. ‘I seldom offer failed agents a second chance. Do not disappoint me this time.’

Dexion looked up, daring to meet his master’s eye. He felt the whirl of emotions withdrawing like an ebb tide, the mocking voices growing silent. Blessed, sweet, nothing was returning. ‘But… but if he believes you are coming, then surely he might well wait for you – safe under the shelter of Adrianople’s walls?’

A dark smile played on Gratian’s lips. ‘Indeed. Sometimes a dog needs a kick before it will chase a rabbit.’ He flicked a finger at the scribe, who started scribbling again. ‘Tell him that he should leave his reckless nature to one side and await the guile and wisdom of his nephew. Track the Goths, but do not be so foolish as to engage them. That should raise his hackles. If he needs more of a kick, then do what you must to ensure he marches to face the Goths.’ He chuckled knowingly, then snatched the leaf of paper from the scribe, rolled it up then tipped a candle upon it and pressed his ring into the molten wax to mark it with his seal before handing it to Dexion. ‘Take the relay horses and you should reach him within days. Comes Richomeres will ride with you – he knows nothing of our true intentions, and Valens trusts him.’

‘Yes, Domine,’ he said. A moment of silence passed, and he realised his audience with the emperor was over. It was time to return to the eastern ranks, to his brother. He had imprisoned his emotions once more, but he would have to don a mask around the eastern ranks – to smile, laugh and frown with them – and the notion curdled in his belly. Only until my master’s orders have been completed, he thought. He stood, bowed once more and turned to leave.

‘And be sure that all goes to plan,’ Gratian added suddenly, halting Dexion in his tracks, ‘else I will have you staked out and let rats dine upon your guts whilst you still breathe.’







Chapter 15 



Roman horns wailed and the countryside trembled as Emperor Valens’ army marched west along the Via Egnatia – the first stretch of the route to Adrianople. The road ran along the edge of a stretch of coastal cliffs on their left, beyond which the calm azure waters of the Propontis sparkled in the noonday sun, speckled with fishing boats, and a gentle, salty sea breeze brought some respite from the fierce heat. To their right, the inland hills and plains of lower Thracia shimmered in the midday mirage. The cawing of seabirds and the buzz of insects fought with the thunder of boots and hooves for supremacy. It had been this way for three days since the Army of the East had at last left Melanthias behind.

Pavo, at the head of his Second Cohort, eyed the way ahead, seeing the great grey stripe of the road fork into two separate highways. This was where the Via Militaris began in earnest: the right-hand route leading off inland to the northwest into the beating heart of Thracia. By the left side of the fork, the coastal cliffs ended and the land sloped down towards a natural harbour, around which a walled city clung, sun-bleached and alive with tiny figures on its streets. A steady stream of trade cogs came and went across the waters. The aroma of the fish markets and baking bread swirled in the coastal air.

‘Perinthus,’ he mused. This was one of the few well-walled cities that had survived the Gothic invasion like an island in the swell of the roving warbands. As the column slipped fully into view of the city, Pavo heard another sound over the boots and sounds of nature: a raucous cheering, the throngs of ant-like people down inside the walls twisting and pointing up at the cliffside road, waving, hailing the legions. Horns sounded from the walls and the sentries there punched their spears aloft. It sent a frisson of hubris and hope through Pavo. The people believed once more.

‘This is probably the first time they’ve seen an imperial army this size for years,’ Pavo said, turning to Sura.

‘Funny,’ Sura shook his head, ‘Never stopped here. Always marched right on past.’

‘Not this time though,’ Rectus agreed, sniffing the air, basking in the breeze. ‘We’re stopping here for the night, so I hope they’ve got a fair ration of wine in.’

‘Not too much, mind,’ Zosimus countered. Nearly every head within earshot swung round with a quizzical look. Zosimus rarely spoke of wine in anything but loving terms. The big Thracian grinned. ‘Because we want clear heads for a nice early start tomorrow. On to Nike… then Adrianople. Sweet, sweet Adrianople. I haven’t been home in over a year. Haven’t seen my wife and my little girl since last spring.’ He chuckled as if recalling some precious memory of them, then turned to Sura. ‘What about you, Unofficial King of Adrianople? At last you can show us around your old stamping ground. You have someone waiting for you? A few hundred women, I’ll bet,’ he said with a wink to the others.

Sura, never one to shy away from such preposterous notions, seemed to shrink a little. ‘Ach, you know. We’ll see when we get there.’

Pavo considered mocking him, but noticed a slight look of dejection on his friend’s face. An instant later, the buccinators at the head of the column sounded a series of notes, drawing the marching legions off the road and downhill towards the flat ground outside Perinthus that would serve as the legionary camp that night.

Zosimus gasped as the march slowed into a walk and the foremost legions spilled downhill toward the city. ‘Maybe just a little wine,’ he reasoned hoarsely, ‘to wash this infernal dust from my throat.’

‘It’ll only grow hotter when we move away from the coast tomorrow,’ Pavo mused, squinting up at the sun.

‘I’ll make sure all the lads are ready – full water skins or they’ll get a thorough bollocking,’ Sura agreed.

Just then, all heads turned to some commotion around the emperor’s escort, with the candidati suddenly bracing, facing something coming from the north down the Via Militaris, and a few barking challenges being issued. An approaching force? He wondered, walking on his toes and craning his neck to see, but the jostling shapes and dust obscured any detail. For a moment, his soldier’s instinct had his hand rising, ready to motion to the Claudia’s signifer to wave the banner in alarm, but when the candidati relaxed and he heard a cheer erupt from the emperor’s men, he sighed in relief.

‘What’s that all about?’ Sura mused.

Pavo shook his head, equally confused. ‘A messenger of some sort? Relay riders by the looks of it,’ he guessed, seeing the cluster of horses with the new arrivals.

‘Word from the West!’ one legionary nearby said, repeating the phrase that was spreading back down the column.

The words hit Pavo like a stone between the eyes. Now he craned and jostled to see the newcomers.

‘A couple of messengers from Gratian,’ another legionary explained, seeing his angst. ‘The Western Army are on their way,’ he added with a grin.

Pavo’s head spun as the column proceeded down towards the harbour city. By the time the three cohorts of the XI Claudia reached the flat ground outside Perinthus, men from the vanguard had already marked out the limits of camp ramparts. The gates of Perinthus had been opened and already, wagon-loads of water barrels and skins were being ferried out and distributed to the men.

Pavo gratefully took the skin offered to him. But when a hand slapped on his shoulder, he jolted in alarm. ‘Sir?’ he said, seeing it was Zosimus. The big Thracian said nothing. His eyes were fixed on something: two figures, handing their mounts over to a stable attendant then walking towards the Claudia cohorts. Pavo realised it was this pair who had just ridden in from the north and stirred great cheer in the emperor and his closest regiments.

‘By the God of the Light…’ Quadratus whispered.

‘Have I been in the sun too long?’ Sura added, his water skin falling and slapping to the ground, his face agape as he beheld the approaching pair.

Pavo squinted, seeing the two approaching: both tall and armoured, the rightmost with a white horsehair plume and a black, baked leather cuirass. His lips moved, but no sound emerged.

Dexion? Gallus?

Then they came close enough to discern. Dexion grinned warmly and Pavo saw his lips move – the sound drowned out by the din of the column and the ramparts being dug, but the word all-too-clear.

Brother.

By his side was… Pavo frowned… Comes Richomeres?

The mottled western general – present at the Battle of Ad Salices – stopped to speak with the Tribunus of the Lancearii. But Dexion strode straight for Pavo.

‘Brother!’ he repeated.

Dexion clasped a forearm to his, clutching it firmly and shaking it whilst clapping his other hand to Pavo’s shoulder. Then the pair embraced.

‘By all the gods, Brother, I thought you were dead,’ Pavo uttered, the words visceral and breathless in relief.

Dexion withdrew, gripping him by his biceps and beholding him as if starved of the sight. ‘Never, brother. Never. One thing no man can deny of me is my ability to survive.’ He shook Pavo like a prize. ‘Father was a survivor, and you are too… and so am I,’ he grinned.

‘Primus Pilus!’ Zosimus gasped, throwing a hand up in salute. Quadratus and Sura followed suit, as did Pavo. Every Claudia legionary within earshot – each well-versed in the legend of the missing Iron Tribunus and his second in command – did so too.

Pavo shook his head, a thousand thoughts demanding to be aired. What had happened on the journey west to Gratian’s court? Why was he only returning now? Where was the Western Emperor? But like a hot lance rising from his lungs, the most pertinent question spilled out first.

‘Where is Tribunus Gallus?’

Zosimus, Quadratus and Sura hung by Pavo’s side, their wide and expectant eyes asking the same question.

Dexion’s face darkened and he sighed. ‘The journey west was fraught, Pavo. We faced Quadi raiders that should have wiped out every one of our small party. That I made it alone is a wonder.’

Pavo’s eyes darted, recalling the group of ten that had raced west from Geridus’ fort at the Succi Pass: Gallus, Dexion and eight equites. ‘No,’ he whispered. By his side, Zosimus threw down his fresh water skin with all his strength. The skin exploded as the big Thracian wheeled away in anger. From the corner of his eye, he saw Sura backing away, shaking his head. Quadratus was the only one who seemed to hold on to some form of hope that he had misheard. Dexion extinguished that with his next words.

‘He gave his life to ensure I could make it all the way to Emperor Gratian’s court.’ Dexion shook his head, his brow creasing as he recalled some painful memory. ‘He said that all that mattered was that one of us reached the West. He… he said that if only one of us could make it, he’d rather it was me.’

Pavo gazed through his brother, his mind awash with memories of the Iron Tribunus. The stark, stern, emotionless colossus that had led the Claudia through everything. The man Pavo had discovered underneath that steely carapace. He and maybe only he knew that Gallus’ need to go west was driven by the need to alert Gratian… but also by the urge to reap revenge for the dark times in his past. At the last, had the Iron Tribunus chosen the former over the latter?

Dexion continued before he could mull this over thoroughly. ‘The Quadi shot down all of our riders then rode Gallus and me down – had us cornered in a gully. One of us could have clambered upon the other’s shoulders to climb free, but that would have left the other at the mercy of the Quadi. He gave me no choice in the few moments we had to decide.’ Dexion pinched the top of his nose with thumb and forefinger. ‘I climbed from the gully… I hated him for making me do it. I hated him for saving me,’ he laughed bitterly. ‘What sense does that make?’

‘Did… did you see him fall?’ Quadratus asked, raking his fingers through his blonde locks.

Dexion nodded faintly. ‘I tried to help him. From above the gully I threw my sword down at the Quadi pack as they rushed for Gallus. The blade struck their leader and took him down,’ he laughed bitterly again, ‘plunged into his breastbone – the blade shattered as it burst through the bastard’s back. After that, there was nothing I could do. They took the tribunus down with a flurry of axes.’ He shook his head again, as if at war with himself. ‘I should have done something.’

Quadratus fell oddly silent.

Pavo felt nothing. The joy at Dexion’s return and the news of Gallus’ death blending into a horrible, meaningless void. He fought off the shackles of grief, knowing his brother was wracked with guilt. ‘You went west. You sent a relief force to the Succi Pass just when we were at our lowest ebb there. You alerted Emperor Gratian to the perilous state of these lands.’ Now Pavo gripped his brother by the biceps, shaking him. ‘You did everything you could.’

Dexion nodded, reluctantly accepting this modicum of comfort. ‘Emperor Gratian and the western army are on the march through the northwestern hills – through the Succi Pass that you so staunchly held. The army here and his are to rendezvous at Adrianople by the first week of August. After that,’ his lips grew taut, ‘Fritigern and his horde had best be ready. They will pay dearly for the storm they have conjured.’

Pavo touched Dexion’s arm again. ‘They will, brother, they will.’ He looked around behind him, seeing the red-faced, furious Zosimus snarling at the first and third Claudia cohorts – the big man’s anger was his only way to mask his grief – and Sura absently waving the Second Cohort towards their camping area, his face pale and lost. He looked back to his brother. ‘But put those thoughts from your mind. Tonight, let us talk as brothers. Tomorrow, this column will march on towards Adrianople, and you will lead us.’

As Pavo and his brother turned away, looking to help set up the Claudia tents, he noticed again that Quadratus remained where he stood, watching Dexion in steely silence.

The very next day, Dexion took charge of the XI Claudia, barking them onwards as the column veered away from the coast and headed north along the Via Militaris. Just as the men of the Claudia had predicted, the temperature soared as they moved inland – noticeably hotter than just weeks ago when they had trod these plains with Bastianus. Now, it was a dry, burning heat that crackled on the skin and stole the moisture from the mouth.

Pavo swept a sheet of perspiration from his brow. ‘That sun is merciless. It was hot enough in June. But this? I’ve never known a summer like it.’ He tugged at his sweat-soaked tunic. ‘Mithras be with us when we draw closer to the horde and have to don our mail shirts.’

‘Aye,’ Quadratus agreed, squinting and snorting something up from his throat and spitting the rubbery, glistening mass into the cracked ground as if to quench it. ‘I feel like I’m on a bloody spit. Almost as bad as the Persian desert.’

‘One cotyla of water every hour,’ Zosimus shouted over his shoulder to the marching ranks, motioning to his lips as if drinking. ‘If you fall sick from thirst, you’ll have me to deal with.’

When they stopped to rest, refill their water skins from a meagre stream and eat a midday meal of bacon fat and bread under the scant shade of makeshift awnings, Pavo sat with Sura, Zosimus and Quadratus. Dexion sat with them to eat, and Quadratus – usually one for telling ribald tales as he ate – was uncharacteristically mute as he munched.

Dexion did not stay with them for long. As soon as he had finished eating, he washed his face in the stream then stood, walking amongst the Claudia men as they ate and drank, regaling them with stories of the legendary Iron Tribunus’ bravery in the western woods.

‘He stood his ground against those bastards,’ Dexion enthused. ‘If he hadn’t… I wouldn’t have made it through those forests. I’d never have made it to the Western Emperor’s court. We might never have been able to march to face Fritigern like this.’

Pavo watched him, letting his brother’s words conjure images of the fallen tribunus. Gallus had been a titan, the one man who had held the legion together. Silent, cold, steely, standing firm in the eye of the storm. Most would remember him as this and nothing more, but Pavo’s memories came round to those few times when the tribunus had spoken to him from the heart. A tortured man, beset with grief for his lost family. A man who showed when it mattered that he cared for his legionaries not just as comrades, but as kin. His throat thickened. He looked up at Dexion again, still mid-tale, and pondered what the fates held in store. For a moment, he wondered if Dexion’s return was a blessing or a curse: for if a clash with the Gothic horde awaited, might he lose his brother too?

‘You’d think he had known Gallus as long as the rest of us,’ Quadratus said under his breath.

Pavo looked round to see the big Gaul, his meal unfinished, his eyes on Dexion. At first, Pavo felt a needle of hurt that his hulking comrade and good friend should speak ill of his brother. Something about his expression must have alerted Quadratus to his inner feelings. The Gaulish centurion quickly added: ‘I… I just mean, we have many tales we could share as well.’

‘And we should. The men will need every bit of encouragement we can give them the closer we draw to the horde,’ Pavo agreed.

They marched on through the searing afternoon. That night, after eating a meal of bread and cheese washed down with watered wine, he and Dexion sat together near the edge of the camp under an inky sky scattered with a silvery sand of stars. They talked of Father, mostly, of their shared hopes that he was right now walking in Elysium, watching his sons. Pavo told Dexion of the dream that had plagued him.

‘The crone is there and then she is gone. It is her presence that makes me sure that this is not just some nonsense nightmare. Before I know it, the farmhouse is ablaze and I am on the floor next to a dead, pure-white eagle and an injured wolf. That’s when it seems most real… that’s when the shadow-man’s blade seems certain to split my head. It is the same dark figure that was there, at the slave market, when I was a boy – or at least in my dreams of that place. It taunts me, strikes down the brave wolf. It seems to know something and is on the cusp of telling me – then I awake. That is the greatest taunt.’ He made a circle of dots in the dirt with his finger. ‘Some say dreams are a way for the mind to solve the riddles of the day. Something you already know… or know just pieces about,’ he traced a circle around the dots, ‘but cannot bring together.’ He snorted drily. ‘Or perhaps it is for the best that I wake – sometimes it is better not to know.’

Dexion chuckled. ‘Dreams and nightmares serve only to confuse and torment. I do not dream.’

Pavo looked at his brother askance. ‘Everyone dreams.’

‘I trained myself to stifle my dreams. I choose not to suffer them. There, emotions run unchecked, fears grow talons and fangs, hopes inflate and tease you that they might be real.’

Pavo nodded, seeing his brother’s brow furrow just a fraction. ‘You will have to teach me your method one day?’

‘I could teach you,’ Dexion replied quickly. ‘I could teach you everything I know.’

Pavo tilted his head to one side momentarily, bemused at the speed of the offer. ‘When the legions have faced the horde, when this war is over… I’d like nothing better, Brother,’ he agreed. The sparkle in Dexion’s eyes showed just how much this meant.

They chatted on, and eventually Pavo remembered the scroll from the Narco waystation. He automatically reached for his purse then remembered how it had become soaked and ruined while wading in the Hebrus. ‘Ach!’ he cursed.

Dexion arched an eyebrow.

‘There was something I forgot to tell you,’ Pavo said. ‘A centurion of the wall guard back in Constantinople – a bit of an arse but a good soldier – was struck down in one of the Gothic raids. Before he died he muttered something, saying he knew you and one of your comrades.’

Dexion curled his bottom lip, nodding.

‘Brethren, he called you.’

Dexion looked past Pavo’s shoulder as if distracted, taking a measured sip from the watered wineskin.

‘Anyway, he gave me some message about a waystation. A place called Narco.’

Dexion chuckled, eyes meeting Pavo’s then looking past him in turn. ‘Narco?’

‘I found a scroll there – a scroll that mentioned you. It said you had reached the Western court and would be returning east.’ Pavo continued. ‘…to ensure the emperor’s victory… It fair lifted our hearts when we read it.’

Dexion smiled.

‘Odd thing though. Both the message and the scroll had this insignia on them.’ Pavo traced the staring eye symbol in the dirt with his finger. ‘Do you know what it means?’

Dexion stared long and hard at it, his brow creasing before he shook his head. ‘An imperial logo of some sort?’

Pavo shrugged. ‘Perhaps – not one I’ve ever seen before though.’

‘And the scroll?’ Dexion asked.

Pavo held up his empty palms. ‘I had it, then Zosimus took a look at it and-’

‘Where is it now?’ Dexion cut in sharply, smiling and blinking rapidly as if something was caught in his eye.

‘Ruined,’ Pavo said, sensing tension in his brother’s gaze.

Dexion laughed and his shoulders sagged a little. ‘Ah well, the mystery remains and we must march to war,’ he said, combing a hand over the dirt drawing so it was no more.

Pavo cocked his head to one side. ‘And yet some say Valens seeks peace with Fritigern. Do you think such a thing can truly come to be… given all that has happened in the last few years? So many scars, so many affronts. So many dead.’

Dexion smiled sadly. ‘Both leaders are vainglorious and often rash. I suspect that the poison we call emotion will have its day, Brother. Battle is a certainty.’

Pavo glanced at his brother from the side of his eye. It was an odd thing to say, given the emotional chats they had enjoyed in these last days. But the moment was soon forgotten, the pair chatting long into the night.

When the army set off again the next morning, it was a quiet, watchful procession as they edged ever northwards. Messengers came and went at the head of the column, bringing Valens updates. The Goths were massed somewhere beyond the horizon, but Fritigern would soon hear of the Roman advance.

The horde would not be still for long.







Chapter 16 



Starlight and torches illuminated Kabyle’s acropolis and the Council gathered there.

‘Bononia?’ Fritigern repeated, shuffling in his timber throne atop a stone plinth. The two warriors before him stretched the hide map of Thracia a little more, as if it might reveal extra tracts of land to the east and west.

‘Gratian and his army are at Bononia. Distant Bononia,’ Alatheus clarified, motioning to a point just off the top left of the map. A rumble of hushed chatter broke out across the acropolis, the Council of Reiks sure they had misheard. ‘Our scouts saw it with their own eyes. The weak Roman garrison there was preparing to receive a flotilla of some sort. And the scouts also heard word of a landward approach along the Danubius’ southern hinterland too. Gratian comes, but he will pose no threat to us – not for weeks.’

Fritigern’s weary mind turned this revelation over and over. Rumour had been rife that Gratian’s army was but days west of Kabyle, approaching like a sibling claw to that of Valens’ army that marched from the south, but this changed everything. Even making good time, an imperial column and its baggage train would take weeks to traverse the road from Bononia to central Thracia. The crackling torches and the night-chorus of the crickets grew deafening as he tried to understand why the Western Emperor was still so far away.

‘Meanwhile, Valens and his army approach Adrianople. A lone army, in effect,’ Saphrax added.

The babble grew and grew, then one man shouted: ‘No match for the horde!’

Fritigern looked at the man who had spoken: the night sky behind the fellow was uplit in orange from theinnumerable torches in the lower town and the great camp that filled the plain southwest of the city. The last of the warbands from the furthest corners of Thracia had arrived just today. The horde was reunited. Nearly thirty thousand Thervingi spearmen and archers, ten thousand Greuthingi riders and countless families, wagons and cattle were crammed around Kabyle, every one of them waiting for his word.

A chorus of agreement greeted this. ‘We should take the southerly track at once – to intercept the Eastern Army on the march!’ another cried.

‘Aye!’ Many voices agreed.

Fritigern raised a hand. ‘It is too late for that.’ A chorus of sighs and scoffs sounded in reply. He raised his voice to be heard over them. ‘Valens is already close to Adrianople and will reach its sheltering walls within days. We will not catch him and his legions on the road.’

Alatheus leaned forward a little, looking up at him in incredulity. ‘Are you suggesting we stay here? Still?’

Saphrax swept a hand out, gesturing to the silos down in the lower town. ‘The people already see the dwindling grain. Many now know the store at Durostorum was destroyed, know we cannot sit out the cold season here. Men have been fighting over it, hording what they can.’

‘Factions have been emerging amongst the tribes,’ Alatheus added. ‘There is only one way to quell their unrest and replenish the stores. Battle, conquest.’ He held up a shaking fist. ‘The horde is gathered and awaits the order to move out. Crush Valens’ army and all Thracia is yours. Even Constantinople will pay tribute or fall.’

‘You have little choice,’ Saphrax insisted.

‘You must do as we suggest,’ Alatheus added quickly.

Fritigern heard their voices and the growing clamour from the Council. The noise scrambled through his thoughts like a colony of ants until he thought his head might burst. ‘I will not lead the horde from this place to throw them at Adrianople’s defences, do you understand?’ he snapped, banging a fist on the edge of his throne then shooting a finger at Alatheus and Saphrax. ‘You and your restless tongues will not twist my hand. I will never needlessly risk the lives of the people gathered here… certainly not on the word of a pair of Greuthingi asps like you!’

A horrified hush fell upon the Council.

Alatheus’ nose wrinkled and his lips grew thin, revealing clenched teeth. ‘Ah, so the mask of the pious Iudex slips… the man who considers himself to be our King… the one who worships the same weak God as Emperor Valens… the man who dishonours Wodin.’

‘Still your poison tongues and retire to your seats,’ Fritigern snarled, knowing he could not retract what he had said.

‘I will not sit on this sham of a Council as long as you sit at its head,’ Alatheus growled in reply, then swung on his heel and strode for the acropolis gates.

Saphrax remained for a moment to add: ‘You will regret this, you Thervingi mongrel.’

The Roman crouched by the banks of the Tonsus, filling his water skin then sipping at the chill liquid. He ran his tongue over the sparkling, silver tooth in his upper jaw, thought over his briefing from Master Dexion and sighed. ‘Seven messengers lie dead across this countryside.’ He patted the bronze-winged crossbow on his back. ‘Four tasked by Emperor Valens to take word to Iudex Fritigern, and three from Fritigern to Valens. Seven unanswered letters. Yet still Valens craves treaty,’ he said. ‘And Fritigern too?’

The Gothic pair before him were almost shadows in the light of the waning moon.

Alatheus was about to reply when his horse – tethered nearby – snorted and pawed at the ground. He cast a quick look over his shoulder. Kabyle was a good quarter-mile away: the town and the stretch of plain southwest of the walls glowed like a sea of molten lava – torches innumerable.

‘You have not been followed,’ the Roman said. ‘I know… for I watched your every step along the groove of my crossbow.’

Alatheus cast the Roman a sour look. ‘Treaty? It would seem so. Fritigern will not admit it to the council but that is his aim.’

‘Even when presented with the knowledge that Gratian’s army is still far from these lands, still he insists on keeping the horde penned at this dust-bowl of a town,’ Saphrax added.

The Roman nodded. ‘Then he is wasting a gilt-edged opportunity, for as I explained to you, Emperor Gratian will march no further than Bononia and will certainly play no part in aiding Valens.’

‘I still don’t understand why,’ Alatheus said, his eyes like slits. ‘Why would one Roman Emperor betray another?’

The Roman gawped at the question, then roared with laughter.

Alatheus and Saphrax looked around them in fear that the hilarity might be overheard.

The Roman held out his hands, palms upturned. ‘Two Gothic Reiks – in collusion with an imperial agent to undermine their Iudex – ask why Roman Emperors might seek to betray one another?’

Alatheus and Saphrax shared a disgruntled look. ‘But what if this is merely a ploy to lure us to battle?’ Alatheus said, his lips thin. ‘What if the horde marches to face Valens and finds Gratian’s army not quite as idle as this one claims, but instead hurrying to fall upon our backs?’

The Roman sighed. ‘Your scouts witnessed the preparations at Bononia. Think: how long would it take an army – mules and all – to march from there to here? Even if I was lying like a snake, even if Gratian changed his mind, his legions will not make it to this land to aid the Eastern Army… as long as the horde is swift in forcing a confrontation with Valens.’

Alatheus and Saphrax shared another look, this time their eyes were hooded and eager.

‘That is the key – swiftness to battle,’ Saphrax purred.

‘But Fritigern’s rationale for staying put remains valid,’ Alatheus reasoned, his face wrinkling as if he had detected a bad smell. ‘The horde can only hope to engage and defeat Emperor Valens and his army if they are in the field. If the Eastern Emperor is cowering within some stoutly-walled fort or city with his armies bristling on the battlements, we lose our advantage. And our scouts in the south report that he is headed for Adrianople – no doubt to bed in there.’

Saphrax snorted in disgust. ‘While Valens cowers in Adrianople and Fritigern trembles in Kabyle, we will have no battle. Our moment, our chance of glory will be lost.’

‘Then you need bait,’ the Roman said.

Alatheus and Saphrax stared at him blankly.

With a sigh, he continued: ‘Two bears live in two caves, each with a meagre shard of honeycomb to chew upon. A fresh deer carcass hangs from a tree in a glade between, yet neither bear moves for fear of losing their cave or what fare they possess. If one should move to claim it then the other might well react. But how do we get one of these slothful creatures to move in the first place?’

Alatheus and Saphrax’s eyes grew hooded. ‘Take away their honey.’

The Roman smiled, his silver tooth glinting again. ‘That is a fine place to start.’

Fritigern suffered a restless night, entangled in his light blanket, drenched with sweat. First, he dreamt of that precarious, windswept, wintry mountain ledge once again. This time, even small, careful steps sent him plummeting into the dark, icy crevasse. Three times he woke from this. Next, he dreamt of urgent voices all around him. He spun this way and that, but could see nothing, nobody, just an endless twilight across a dark, featureless land. The dream altered and the voices became clear: screeching, maddened animal calls, right behind him. He swung round and froze at the sight: a skeleton army, bone-white, had appeared from nothing, filling the land. Endless ranks marched towards him, glaring, grinning skulls, fleshless arms aloft, clutching longswords. Crunch-crunch-crunch. They spilled around him, screeching, bony hands outstretched as if to throttle him. He tried to scream but could not. Yet they did not slay him. Instead they hoisted him onto their shoulders like a prize, carrying him as their march continued, swords high. He struggled and thrashed, but their fleshless grip on his wrists and ankles held him tight, sweeping him on into the twilight infinity, towards some dark, unseen destination.

He woke with a pounding head and stumbled out of his quarters in Kabyle’s acropolis. The early-August sun was already in the sky and he cursed himself for sleeping past dawn; the blinding light exaggerated his headache, and the thick pall of dust hanging over the town instantly clung to his skin and his tongue. He set about boiling a pan of water over the open fire, hoping a herbal brew might straighten him out, but he only got as far as lifting the pan before a set of footsteps and agitated voices at the acropolis gates caught his attention. A bare-chested guard ran over to him, his face wrinkled in foreboding.

‘They’re gone,’ the man said.

Fritigern gave him a searching look. ‘Humour me, man. I have endured a night of torment and-’

‘The Greuthingi are gone,’ the guard clarified. ‘There was some scuffle during the night. Fighting between the Greuthingi riders and your Thervingi spearmen. A few were killed and a handful more hurt. There was much commotion after that – horsemen leaving the camp. We thought only small contingents of the Greuthingi had ridden out, perhaps to lick their wounds or to camp further away. But when dawn came, the Greuthingi stables were empty, their tents gone. The Huns and the Alani too.’

Fritigern’s heart at once soared and fell into his boots. ‘Gone?’ he croaked, hurrying up the steps of the acropolis walls. He gazed down to the southwest, where the gathered Thervingi warbands and the Greuthingi cavalry had been camped. The warbands remained, but the vast tract of well-trampled meadow where the riders had been was empty. Just the skeletal outlines of tents and doused campfires remained. He could see the warriors and families clustering around the space and heard the low hum of their confused chatter. ‘Alatheus and Saphrax?’ he asked the guard, who had followed him up there.

‘Gone too.’

He looked at the guard, seeing the sharp anguish in those eyes. ‘There is something else?’

The guard nodded. ‘We didn’t realise straight away. We have kept the news from the others.’

Fritigern grabbed him by the shoulders. ‘What, man. What?’

‘The Greuthingi rode off with the remainder of our grain – heaped upon their wagons.’

Fritigern’s heart fell entirely to his boots now, like a black stone. He absently looked down to the silo where the remaining grain had been kept. He saw how a thick ring of Thervingi stood guard around it – thicker than usual.

‘So none of the people can get close enough to see inside – to see that it is empty,’ the guard explained. ‘They left not a single sack.’

Fritigern’s eyes darted in every direction as a maelstrom of thoughts beset him. The cavalry were gone. The grain was gone too – the stores here as well as that at Durostorum – yet some ninety thousand mouths remained. They possessed only what grain each family had and… he swung round to look at the small royal grain house on the acropolis. Enough to feed the horde for how long? Weeks? Maybe. Suddenly, he was transported to the ledge on that wintry mountain pass, teetering over the dark void.

‘The people: are they troubled by the Greuthingi’s departure?’ he asked numbly.

‘Some are confused, perhaps, though many are just pleased to be rid of them and the foul foreign riders who camp with them. Indeed, they believe this means they now have more grain to share around.’

He moistened his lips. ‘Good. And it must stay that way. Not a soul is to hear about the empty silo, aye?’

The guard nodded briskly. ‘Only the fifty guarding it know. I swear with my life no other will find out.’

‘Now, how readied are my warbands?’ he said numbly.

‘Iudex?’ the guard said, confused.

‘How prepared are they to march?’

The guard blinked and shrugged. ‘They have been ready to do so ever since they gathered here. The people too – most live in their wagons as if they are tents, knowing that things might change at any time. The horde is ready to move, Iudex.’

‘Then move it must.’

The guard’s eyes widened. ‘To where?’

Fritigern gazed southeast. ‘To the closest place we can find grain. Nike, the Roman waystation, holds enough to supply and resupply an imperial army. It is our only hope.’

The guard’s eyes darted. ‘But that would take us past Adrianople, Iudex, dangerously close to Valens and his army. Without our cavalry we-’

Fritigern’s raised hand cut him off. ‘Spread the word across the town and the camp outside. We set off today.’ He closed his eyes and heard the guard’s footsteps fading, then heard the first shouts of elation as the news spread.

‘To war!’ they cried.

He barely noticed more guards rushing around him. One draped a blue woollen cloak over his shoulders and another placed his carved, plumed battle helm on his head. He took his longsword from one, holding it up to check the edge was still keen, then took his spear and shield from another. When he closed his eyes, the skeleton army of his nightmare waited on him in the blackness there, marching towards him with a crunch-crunch-crunch, ready to sweep him up on their bony shoulders. Realisation settled upon him: the future was no longer his to guide.

A gentle hand on his shoulder stirred him from his trance. He opened his eyes and saw a bald, gaunt man beside him. One of his priests – Arian, like Valens.

‘Is there anything I can do for you, Iudex?’ he said, his voice frail.

Fritigern sensed the fraying threads of one last hope dangling before him.

Agilo gawped down from the rocky cliff across the river from Kabyle. First, a low hum shook the warm, early afternoon air, growing into a rhapsodic crescendo of feral cries.

‘ To war! ’

Spears and swords were thrust aloft like a silvery wave, all across the town and the camp hugging its western walls. Next, war horns blared and the ground shuddered as the horde rumbled into life, wagons lumbering forward, oxen lowing, goats bleating, dogs barking and warbands marching, singing and chanting. An immense cloud of dust rose, almost filling the plain. They very slowly spilled from the town like a pride of lions finished with a carcass, leaving a stony skeleton, churned earth, bare pasture and buzzing flies. They moved south along the Tonsus valley on both banks – two rivers of steel flanking the churning waterway.

South. Towards Adrianople.

Agilo backed away from the cliff’s edge, his red foxskin cap clasped in his hands, his eyes wide. Emperor Valens had tasked him with scouting Fritigern’s forces for signs of movement. Here, now, there was absolutely no doubt the horde was on the move.

‘My horse,’ he stammered, clicking his fingers behind him and grasping at thin air.

‘Sir?’ Hosidius, replied. The freckle-faced and scrawny junior explorator waited just a few paces back from the cliff’s edge.

‘It’s happening: they’re on the move,’ Agilo hissed. ‘The Goths are marching south!’ He made to scramble towards the pair’s horses but something made him halt. There was something about the Gothic movements, something was… missing? He returned to the cliff’s edge and crouched, beckoning young Hosidius up beside him. The pair observed the Gothic exodus.

‘What’s wrong, sir?’ Hosidius whispered.

‘Something isn’t right,’ Agilo replied, eyeing the horde as it filed into the river valley. He mouthed what he could see in their number: w agons, oxen, Thervingi spearmen and chosen archers…

‘They’re all infantry. Not a single cavalryman amongst them – barring a few scouts,’ Hosidius said, then gasped: ‘The Greuthingi aren’t with them!’

‘Not with them, nor anywhere nearby,’ Agilo agreed. ‘Nor are the Huns… or the Alani,’ he added, squinting to take in as much detail as possible. ‘They were here yesterday,’ he said, looking to the patch of ground west of the town where the cavalry had been camped the previous day. ‘Ten thousand riders can’t just vanish?’

Hosidius reflected Agilo’s troubled look. ‘I’ve heard many rumours of strife within the horde. Could it be that their alliance has finally crumbled?’

Agilo considered such a possibility. Emperor Valens’ army could face Fritigern’s infantry at no disadvantage in numbers. Indeed, the Roman cavalry – the mighty Scholae Palatinae – would surely turn the tables in imperial favour. ‘Let us pray that it has. Lad, pray to your god, to mine, to the Arians and the Nicenes,’ he enthused, clutching Hosidius by the shoulders. He turned back, surveying the scene again.

‘Sir, should we not make haste back to Emperor Valens?’ Hosidius asked. ‘The sooner he knows of this, the more advantage he can draw from it.’

Agilo shook his head, perching on the cliff’s edge. ‘Hold on, I just feel that there is more to see here. We can spare an hour.’

‘Sir,’ Hosidius pressed, ‘I think we should be going now.’

Agilo ignored the boy’s persistence, his eyes searching like an eagle’s as he tucked his foxskin cap back on. He noticed the faint markings in the dust northwest of Kabyle – cavalry tracks. The departure route of the Greuthingi, most probably. He noticed with a keen eye how the trail led northwest for a while, then bent into the hills. ‘Just where are you headed?’ he muttered to himself.

‘Sir, I must insist… ’ Hosidius whined.

Agilo waved a quietening hand. ‘Lad, come up here, tell me I am not losing my mind.’

Hosidius moved up beside him, kneeling on one knee.

‘See the horse trail?’ Agilo clasped a hand to the lad’s shoulder ‘Does it look to you as if-’ A dull blow to his back barged him forwards and ended his words. It was as if the gods had torn the ground away from under him. One moment he was perched on the cliff’s edge, the next, he was lurching over it. He hung in the air for a heartbeat, seeing the cracked, rocky earth far, far below, his stomach clenching in anticipation of the plummet that would dash him on that ground. Animal instinct kicked in and he lashed out with his arms, clawing for the cliff’s edge. One palm thwacked into the stony edge and his fingers gripped with every modicum of strength he could muster, his other arm and his legs flailing.

‘Hosidius, help, take my hand!’ he gasped.

Nothing. The Goths who had sneaked up and shoved him must have slain the lad too. He felt his fingertips burning, trembling as his grip slipped.

Suddenly, a hand shot out and clasped his wrist.

‘Hosidius – by the Gods I thought you had been killed,’ he panted as the young rider held him firmly. ‘Pull me up,’ he said.

‘I’m sorry sir,’ Hosidius said with an apologetic smile, the sunlight glinting on his silver tooth as he snatched Agilo’s foxskin cap and took it for himself. ‘Had you left when I asked I wouldn’t have had to do this, but you stayed too long – saw too much. Now, I would kill you cleanly with my crossbow and bury you too, but I don’t have the time. I have to hurry to take the news to Emperor Valens.’ He shrugged apologetically: ‘Well, a version of the news anyway, as Master Dexion asked of me.’

Hosidius retracted his hand and the lifesaving grip was gone. Agilo fell like a stone, seeing the boy-rider shrink up there, feeling the rush of wind, knowing his riding days were over.







Chapter 17 



Under a bright, waxing moon, Gallus sped down the scree-strewn hillside, clutching the grey gelding’s sweat-lathered neck, the wind of the ride roaring in his ears. The gelding rasped as it went, and Gallus knew the creature had run its last for now. As it galloped onto the flat ground at the foot of the hill, he sat up, tugging on its reins. ‘Easy,’ he said in a soothing voice, drawing it to a gradual halt.

A deathly silence descended then, interrupted only by the occasional croaking cricket. A sigh escaped his lips: the relentless thudding of chasing hooves that had dogged him all the way from the Fort of Mars was absent. He slid from the saddle and led the horse towards the bole of a spreading oak. It was an ancient tree, and offered a canopy of unspoiled blackness that would disguise them from watching eyes. He tethered the mount to a branch, stroked its muzzle then uncorked his last water skin, pouring half into the wooden bowl that he had found within the haircloth sack and setting it on the ground for the beast to gulp at. He swigged at the rest himself, pacing back and forth around the tree, looking in every direction.

Where are you, you bastard? Have I shaken you off at last?

The cool, silent night offered no answers.

This stretch of land was no place for a rider to be, and his pursuer would know that well. The mean-eyed speculator, Scaevola, who had been trailing him ever since he had escaped from the Fort of Mars a fortnight ago had been unremitting. No matter how swiftly Gallus rode, he could never bring the horizon between himself and Scaevola. More, the agent had drawn close – too close – more than once, each time just long enough to herd Gallus away from the imperial highway. The Via Militaris would take him directly to Adrianople, where Emperor Valens and his army were supposed to be heading, but the speculator had driven him into these cursed hills, where his mount struggled to traverse the long stretches of rockfall or steep valleys. Some days it was all he could do to circle back in an attempt to shake off his shadow, but to no avail. With this cur in dogged pursuit, he would never make it back to Emperor Valens and the XI Claudia.

He took a piece of smoked fish from the sack and chewed on it absently – irked at his hunger but knowing he had to eat something to stay alert. He took a handful of barley from the sack too and held it for the gelding to eat from his palm, all the while his eyes were combing the dark land. Suddenly, they locked onto faint, white wisps of smoke, just over the brow of the next hill. Instantly, he dropped into a crouch. Checking the horse was well tethered, he stalked from the shadow of the oak and crept across the moonlit land and up the hill. The hilltop was thickly forested in younger oaks, but he saw, through the woods, a glade. A small campfire crackled within this clearing, and a single horse was nearby: a black mare. Scaevola! Gallus realised at once. His eyes dropped to the slumbering form by the fire. The cur tires at long last!

He stole through the trees, cat-soft on his feet, instinctively reaching for his absent swordbelt then whispering a curse that Merobaudes had given him no weapon.

A faint, muffled snort sounded from behind him, down under the old spreading oak. Gallus swung round, but saw nothing in the blackness there. The gelding was no doubt skittish at being left alone so suddenly.

He turned back to the glade, emerging into the clearing and edging towards the campfire. I can take his horse and speed away from him at last. I can lead my gelding too and relay the beasts. But another, darker voice added: You have to kill him. He’s one of them.

He halted, looking down on the sleeping form, wrapped in a black cloak and hood.

He picked up a fist-sized rock and beheld the sleeping agent. Just a man, he thought, helpless and heedless of the killer standing over him. He saw the two doors in the darkness. Tartarus or Elysium?

‘Not another step,’ a cold voice split the night air, bringing with it a pungent waft of stale breath.

Gallus froze, hearing the faint zing of a blade being drawn from its sheath and then feeling it between his shoulder blades.

‘I expected better from you,’ Scaevola said, reaching a leg round to kick the hooded cloak – stuffed with blankets – away from the fire. ‘Like a moth to a candle, you were. I watched you sneak up on me. I stole down in your wake and cut your horse’s throat, just to be sure you wouldn’t get away this time.’

Gallus thought of the stifled snort he had heard. The poor creature had deserved better. He fell to his knees before the fire, dropping the rock, and bowed his head.

‘I knew I would be the one to break you,’ Scaevola chuckled behind him, positioning the blade over the nape of his neck.

‘Do as you will, Speculator,’ Gallus spat.

‘As you wish,’ Scaevola purred.

Gallus heard the intake of breath behind him as, for a trice, the tip of the blade lifted for the death blow. Like striking asps, he shot his hands into the fire, snatching up handfuls of the searing coals and glowing ash, then scooped them up over his shoulder and into Scaevola’s face, before rolling clear.

Scaevola’s screams were shrill and sickening, but the agent was stunned for the briefest of moments. Within a heartbeat, he was lurching for Gallus, face furiously red and bubbling where the coals had struck, his sword lifted for a death strike. Gallus leapt clear of the sword tip as it drove into the dirt floor of the glade, then bounded over to the speculator’s horse. He sprang for the saddle, but a small javelin beat him to it, whizzing into the horse’s chest. The beast reared in agony, hooves flailing.

‘You’re not getting away on my horse, dog,’ the speculator growled.

Gallus staggered back, seeing Scaevola stalking forward again.

‘On horseback, on foot, I will not stop until I have this blade between your ribs,’ he grinned, then lunged.

Gallus spun clear of the strike, then stumbled to the treeline. A moment later he found himself loping through the woods, hearing the armed speculator just paces behind him, feeling Scaevola’s blade hack and slice through his wake.

He burst clear of the woods and tumbled down the hillside, before righting himself and breaking into a feverish run. The wind of the chase struck up again. He ran and ran, Scaevola in close pursuit. His legs became heavy and his lungs grew fiery. Every fibre of his body willed him to stop. Every beat of his heart willed him on.

On, until I see the standards of my emperor and the sweet, red banner of my legion.







Chapter 18 



Crunch-crunch-crunch.

The Army of the East marched ever northwards. It was a slow, steady march that had lasted two weeks, no faster than the thick train of ox and mule-drawn wagons shielded in the centre of the procession allowed. More, it was a cautious advance: every night a steep and sturdy earth embankment and timber wall was erected with a double watch; every morning they rose at dawn, eating a light breakfast of hard tack biscuit and wheat porridge before setting off again.

Each passing day seemed hotter and dryer than the last, and most days their water skins were hanging flat by mid-afternoon. By the seventh day of August, Pavo lifted his head, sweat dripping from his face and pattering onto his tunic. He was sure there was not a drop of moisture left in him bar the bead of perspiration dangling from his nose. The heat haze licked and rippled all around them. ‘Empty, golden, burning infinity,’ he mused, spitting the dust from his lips. Apart from the blue outline of the hills to the north, the land was largely featureless. The lush pasture of lower Thracia was but a memory, with green meadows and brown earth now replaced by golden dust and shrubs. Just scant, wispy clouds offered passing moments of semi-shade.

They had enjoyed a stop by the stoutly-walled supply station of Nike the previous night, and this had offered them the respite of fresh, cool water and bread baked in the ovens there. The interior of the fort was heaped with grain sacks – a precious commodity, enough to fuel the army and the Roman-held cities of Thracia for a month at least.

Now, any mouths not too dry to talk spoke of one thing: their next destination.

Adrianople.

Every pair of eyes scoured the countryside, looking northwest, knowing the great city was but a handful of miles away, but also flicking to the north, knowing that Kabyle lay beyond the hills and that the Goths lurked there.

By mid-afternoon, they came to a broad, baked plain carpeted in golden grass. It was interrupted only by the glittering blue intersection of the lower River Tonsus, running north to south, and the River Hebrus, west to east. Nestled on the northern banks of the confluence was an imperious city, ringed with a silvery curtain wall of immense limestone blocks, studded with high towers. Within, marble facades and lofty insulae jutted high enough to watch the column’s approach.

A paean of horns sounded from the majestic city walls, and the column’s trumpeters replied in kind, like the meeting of two colossal creatures across the plain.

Adrianople, Pavo mouthed in admiration. By his side, he noticed Zosimus behold the city with a warm smile. And then there was Sura, wearing that odd look of trepidation. Quadratus wore a troubled look also, but Pavo saw him clutching a hand to his belly and realised this was probably down to a digestive issue. Then there was Dexion: his brother wore the most placid of looks. So serene – like a man unburdened with the ponderings of a soldier in the days before battle: no fear, no doubt… nothing?

‘Now the heat might be playing tricks with my eyes,’ Trupo said, scattering his thoughts. The young legionary was eyeing the grounds around Adrianople – bare apart from a scabby vicus near the gates, ‘but I can’t see any signs of Emperor Gratian and the Western Army.’

‘He’ll get here,’ Dexion replied before Pavo could, ‘when the time is right.’ He then signalled to the aquilifer, who hoisted the Claudia eagle standard high, ushering a croaky chorus of cheering.

Pavo swept his gaze around the sweltering plains and hills to the north. On this soil, the war ends. The ambiguity of his own thought brought a cold grip of doubt to his guts. He thought of the foul dream. The burning farmhouse, the dying white eagle, the brave wolf and the shadow-man. He looked off to the side of the column to rid himself of the images, only for his eyes to fall on something: a lone figure standing in the brush. The crone stared back at him. His gaze met with her milky, sightless eyes.

The war has yet to reach its blackest phase, she mouthed, just as she had in the dream.

A stark chill assailed him as the heat haze rippled and she was gone.

By late afternoon, the immense Roman camp outside Adrianople’s northern wall was almost complete, with soldiers working in the deep orange light to finish the ditch as the blistering sun slipped towards the horizon and a dark band gradually spread over the eastern sky.

Pavo stooped to heave another load of desert-dry earth from his digging basket over his shoulder, throwing it up onto the scarp. His fingernails were packed with dirt, his mouth and throat were coated in dust and his shoulders ached.

‘That’s it, lads,’ Dexion shouted along the ditch, ‘another hundred paces of digging and we’re done. Stew, wine and sleep tonight!’

A rumble of approval sounded from the Claudia legionaries and the many others working on the ditch nearby. Pavo knew it would take his brother some time to truly win the hearts of Zosimus and Quadratus… and probably Sura too, but the newer recruits had showed him instant respect and seemed buoyed to have a single man at the helm of their unit.

‘Stew, wine and sleep?’ Zosimus cooed. ‘Not for me. I’ll be spending the night with my lovely Lupia and little Rufina.’

Pavo chuckled: rarely had he seen such a contented look on the big man’s face.

‘What about you lot?’ Zosimus added quickly, realising all eyes were upon him and adopting his usual scowl. ‘You’ll be going into the city tonight as well I imagine,’ he jabbed a thumb towards Sura, ‘with this one? He’ll no doubt show you the forum they named after him. And the tavern where he drank a team of gladiators under the table, eh… eh?’

For once, Sura did not bite back. Pavo watched as his friend kept on digging, pretending not to have heard. He and Zosimus shared a quizzical look. Must be tired? Pavo mouthed, sure there was more to it.

‘Maybe save it for tomorrow then, eh? And I might join you,’ the big Thracian suggested before wandering off towards the latrines.

They dug on until the last section of the rectangular ditch was excavated. A cornua wailed and the many legionaries at work in the ditch climbed out to stand outwith the camp perimeter. Another blast of the horn brought a shuddering crack of timber from the direction of the setting sun. Pavo looked on as men there hacked with axes at a sturdy timber dam blocking a narrow sluice that connected the River Tonsus to the camp ditch which ran all the way round the perimeter to join with the banks of the Hebrus. The timbers bucked and gave way, unleashing a foaming wall of water that swept around the ditch, filling it, converting it into a moat and ensuring that no Gothic army could steal or force their way into the camp. The smell of damp soil was a rare thing after so many days of marching through arid, dusty countryside. The tall timber towers and palisade walls atop the inner scarp mound added the secondary layer of defence, with timber walkways allowing access across the moat and into the camp interior via a northern gate and an eastern gate.

Pavo noticed that Quadratus, resting his weight on a pick-axe, seemed withdrawn just like Sura. The big Gaul had been like this since Perinthus, ever since Dexion had returned.

‘Tomorrow,’ he said to the Gaul, ‘we’ll visit the taverns in the city, aye? Just as Zosimus suggested. We’ll drink to Gallus’ memory. The veterans who knew him should have their chance to wish his spirit well.’

‘Eh?’ the big Gaul said, turning to Pavo, his face caked in dirt. ‘Gallus? Aye, he deserves that at least.’

‘I can’t believe he’s gone either,’ Pavo added quietly.

‘Hmm,’ Quadratus replied as if politely keeping his qualms to himself. Pavo noticed the big man’s eyes were every so often turning towards Dexion. It was an appraising look, the one a man might use to judge a dark glade that might house either ripe fruit or bandits.

‘He’s somewhat skipped over us in the ranks and in the cohorts, eh?’ Pavo reasoned, taking a guess at the big Gaul’s troubles.

Quadratus turned to him again, looking a little grumpy at the further interruption to his thoughts. ‘Hmm? Well, I suppose. But he was Primus Pilus – Gallus’ appointment. I’ve no quibble with his rank.’

‘Then what’s wrong? I’ve known you since my first days in the legion. Happy as a boar in shit when you’re marching or drinking. You’re not the type to be sullen like this.’

Quadratus adopted a weak smile like a mask, stood up straight, cradling his bundle of pick-axe, hammer and earth basket, cricked his neck and laughed guardedly. ‘Ach, you’re right. A good sleep tonight then ale, meat and a couple of whores in the city tomorrow’ll sort me out. Though I imagine turd-for-brains there will have them all after him,’ Quadratus nodded towards Sura.

Again, Sura did not take the bait.

Pavo chuckled and was about to speak to his friend, but was interrupted by a thunder of hooves. He looked round and saw a lone explorator emerging from the darkening northern horizon and riding in at haste: a young man with a glinting, silver tooth, a splash of freckles across his face and a crossbow strapped to his back. He yelped out a password to the sentries on the camp’s gate towers, then clattered across the timber bridge and inside the camp to hare towards the emperor’s nearly constructed principia area.

‘One of Agilo’s lot?’ Zosimus asked Dexion.

‘It seems so,’ Dexion said, swinging to his veterans.

‘Word of Gratian’s army?’ Rectus suggested.

‘No, wrong direction. Something’s going on with the Goths,’ Cornix replied.

‘What in Hades is happening out there?’ Sura sighed.

As the horns sounded to bring the legionaries inside the camp for the night, Pavo and Sura remained for a moment, gazing to the north. Dark, silent and empty.

Valens, seated, twisted a cherry stalk between thumb and forefinger, his lips pursed and his eyes narrowed in judgement. A hot, dry breeze swirled in every so often, laced with dust from the camp works outside, rippling the riding cloak of the tall, freckle-faced explorator standing before him.

‘The Gothic horde has left Kabyle, Domine,’ Hosidius repeated. ‘They move towards us only as fast as the fat cattle and lumbering wagons they bring, but by tomorrow they will reach the southern stretches of the Tonsus valley and spill into the plains, north of this city.’

‘They would not dare approach my camp here,’ Valens muttered, thinking of the stout defensive moat, ditch and palisades, all overlooked by Adrianople’s towering, grey walls and artillery mounted platforms. He imagined the lie of central Thracia like a great board. His army was but one piece near the southerly end. He saw the lumbering horde like a stain, sweeping southwards. Where are you headed, Fritigern? he mused.

‘I would bargain that he seeks to skirt northeast around Adrianople and seize Nike,’ Hosidius said as if reading Valens’ thoughts.

And I cannot stop him, Valens realised immediately. To march from Adrianople in an effort to intercept the horde would be to strip himself of the defences offered by Adrianople and to pitch himself against a host of greater number. Unless…

‘Tell me again what you saw, rider,’ he asked calmly. The young explorator had explained twice already, but Valens still couldn’t quite accept the news.

The young man’s eyes grew distant, as if picturing the scene. ‘The horde travels south, but without the Greuthingi riders. The Alliance has shattered, it seems, just as we hoped it might. Fritigern marches with just spearmen and archers, totalling no more than thirty thousand. Agilo and I rode at great speed as soon as we were sure of this. Too great, unfortunately, for Agilo,’ he said, his face lengthening, ‘for my mentor’s horse stumbled as we rode along the edge of a ravine. He and the beast stood no chance.’ He took a moment to compose himself. ‘But he would be proud to know that I hastened on to bring this news to you: the horde marches without its cavalry.’

There it was again, Valens thought, that flash of hope: without the support of the Greuthingi riders, Fritigern’s horde was no longer an invincible beast. He rested his chin on steepled fingers, trying to remain calm. He saw the young rider look at him expectantly, anticipating some order to prepare to march out and meet the Goths. He smiled at the youthful exuberance, then waved a hand in dismissal. ‘That will be all.’

‘Domine,’ the young one said through tight lips, then left.

Valens turned to his attendant. ‘Bring in the wolves,’ he said with a wry grin.

Many hours passed as the debate in the planning tent raged one way and the other, well into the night. Soon it would be dawn, Valens realised. His tunic was still damp with sweat from the day despite the cool night air, and his eyes felt dry and itchy from a lack of sleep. A decision had to be reached and soon. He beat a fist against the map table to quell the bickering voices.

‘Each of you, say your piece in turn. Then, I will make my decision,’ he said, meeting the equally bloodshot eyes of his consistorium.

‘The horde is already at the southern stretches of the Tonsus valley,’ Bastianus said first, casting a spray of spittle across the map of Thracia, hastily hitching himself then reaching over to tap the area just north of Adrianople. ‘They no doubt turn towards Nike as we speak,’ the gnarled, bald and puce-faced general added, one finger tracing an arc a short way east of Adrianople towards the fortified supply station.

‘Then it is simple: ignore Nike, let it fall,’ Victor, the whip-thin Magister Equitum interrupted in a measured, even tone. Valens sensed the circular argument coming round once again. He eyed Victor: the officer had the poise and calm of an all-knowing parent, but Valens knew only too well that the man had been wrong before – sometimes to the cost of many thousands of legionary lives.

‘Cah!’ Bastianus uttered throwing both hands up in the air in exasperation, his lone eye almost popping from his head. ‘Simple? It would be damned well disastrous! The horde moves without its cavalry. We can face them, match them spear for spear.’

‘But if we wait,’ Victor countered, ‘then Emperor Gratian and his western army will arrive. Do this and we will have two spears for every one of Fritigern’s. Surely a rational general would favour those odds?’

‘As the letter I brought to you stated, Domine, your nephew will be here soon,’ Richomeres spoke up in support.

Valens looked up like a hawk sighting prey, pinning Victor and Richomeres. ‘Soon?’ he said bitterly. ‘You expect me to base a decision on so fine an estimate as… soon? ’ He glowered at his gathered men: ‘Gratian first advised that he would arrive in early July. I heard nothing for weeks until I received a scrap of paper boasting of his victories over barbarians in the west, with a mere footnote informing that he would not reach Thracia until the end of July. The new moon of August came and still my army waited, alone,’ he stabbed a finger at Richomeres, ‘and then you brought word to me. You counselled that Gratian would be here – at this very city – in the first days of August. Yet it is the eighth day of that moon and not one of my scouts has even sighted them. Not one! ’ he hammered a fist into the table, sending a cup spinning. In Valens’ mind, the barbed lines from Gratian’s letter replayed over and over.

Await my arrival. I will bring with me guile and wisdom. Track the Goths, but do not be so rash and foolish as to engage them without me.

Richomeres blanched and seemed lost for words. Victor took a moment to clear his throat before replying. ‘Given the last correspondence from your nephew, I would estimate that he and his legions are now at or are approaching the Succi Pass. It might take him a week or more to arrive here but waiting is the correct thing to do. Gratian’s army is the key.’

Valens could not refute the logic, but resented the implication. His nephew would no doubt be sure to take the title Gothicus Maximus were he to arrive and be the saviour. He worked hard to stow those selfish, nagging thoughts.

Saturninus was next to speak, and his reasoning answered Valens’ question. ‘When… if Gratian’s army and ours unite, our numbers might be fearsome, but so too would be the hunger in our bellies were we to sacrifice Nike and its supplies. We have provender enough here to feed the thirty thousand gathered for another fortnight, but sixty thousand? At half-rations, we would have a week within which to operate and to bring the horde to heel via treaty or on the edge of the sword.’ The quietly-spoken Magister Equitum gazed down on the map and eyed the distance between Adrianople and Nike, some fifteen miles east, back along the Via Militaris. ‘Perhaps we should not have based ourselves here and instead set up a moated camp around Nike,’ he mused. ‘Is it too late to consider moving the army back there? If we do so at haste we can secure it before Fritigern and the horde can fall upon it.’

‘Folly!’ Traianus scoffed, swiping a hand through the air, his hooked nose flaring in disgust. ‘To react so drastically smacks of panic, and tell me, what more appetising a target could we present to the horde than the flanks of our entire army, hurrying back along the military road on a whim? Were they to catch us on the march and fall upon us from whatever countryside they traverse, or even at Nike if we were too slow in constructing a well-fortified camp there, it would be a disaster.’

Valens saw all too clearly in his mind’s eye the scenario playing out just as Traianus had described. His judgement was swinging in agreement.

‘Respectfully, Domine,’ Traianus said, lowering his voice, ‘once before I tried to sway you, albeit on non-secular matters: when your persecution of the Nicene churches began to stoke unrest amongst the people. You ignored me then, and the disquiet of the Nicenes has plagued you ever since. I urge you to heed me on this military matter.’

Valens felt his top lip tremble in ire. That some still referred only to his removal of troublesome Nicene senators – and failed to mention his expulsion of a particularly devious Arian Bishop by the name of Evagrius – as persecutions was a vile slur. He looked Traianus in the eye and hissed: ‘And you have never been wrong in military matters? What of the dire stalemate at Ad Salices? You were in command of the armies there, were you not? Do not lecture me about poor decisions.’

Traianus’ nose wrinkled and he recoiled, clearly catching some fiery response behind his lips.

Valens dropped and shook his head again. Traianus was flawed. They all were. Yet none of them bore the burden of making the final decision, the one upon which the fate of thirty thousand soldiers and many hundreds of thousands more souls all across Thracia, rested. A faint sound crept from the recesses of his mind.

Hiss.

Water, coming for him. It grew from a hiss to a growl… then a thundering roar. He saw the foaming, silvery tide, surging towards him. His eyes grew wide and cold beads of sweat broke across his face.

‘We should wait, Domine,’ Victor reiterated, snapping him from the grim trance. ‘Let Gratian join us and then we can be safe in the knowledge of victory. Let us not march under the dog-day heat – and it is particularly fierce this year.’

‘Ha!’ Bastianus scoffed. ‘A Sarmatian urging caution? Which god is playing this cruel trick upon my ears?’ He pounded a fist into the map table. ‘Seize the initiative, Domine. You have adequate forces to take this war into your own hands. March forth and confront Fritigern!’

‘We might never have a better chance, Domine. Fritigern’s horde without the Greuthingi riders are like a scorpion without its sting,’ Saturninus agreed. ‘Whether we move back to Nike or march to engage Fritigern, action of some sort would be best.’

Victor leaned a little closer to Valens. ‘Opt for safety, Domine. Stay here.’

‘Stay and let Fritigern pluck Nike and its grain stores from our grasp and seize control of the route between us and Constantinople? Stay and invite starvation? Never – march!’ Bastianus pleaded.

The cacophony of yelling struck up again, deafening this time.

Valens gazed through the forest of flailing, gesticulating arms and roaring mouths. The crashing silvery tide strived to freeze him as it had done so many times before, but he fought it and fixed his eyes on the map: poring over the short stretch of land between Fritigern’s current position, somewhere in the valley that would lead him onto the plains around Adrianople, and the Gothic Iudex’s likely target of Nike.

Stay or march? He thought, surveying the map for features upon the terrain. Ignominy or glory?

He realised that there was no real choice. To remain here would be to cement the opinion of the hostile public: that he was weak and indecisive. To wait upon Gratian, his young nephew, would be to admit as much. And if Gratian’s absence continued, it might even break this campaign and condemn the army and the cities to famine. He had faced the Goths before in his reign, outmanoeuvred them, driven them back when they invaded and commanded the obedience of their leaders. ‘And so it will be again,’ he muttered.

The yelling continued.

‘And so it will be… again! ’ he cried over the others.

Instantly, the tent fell silent. He met the eyes of each man, then spoke in a low, steady voice: ‘It is dawn. Spend the coming day resting and having your men prepare themselves. Come dawn tomorrow, the Eastern Army will march from this city and face Fritigern.

After they left, Valens slumped in his chair. Palming at his eyes and rubbing his temples. He enjoyed a moment of peace in the blackness behind his closed eyes until that rushing wall of water came for him in the darkness and jolted him upright. Outside he could hear the blare of buccinae for morning roll call along with cries of the news spreading.

‘Tomorrow, we go to war!’ the cry went, in many different accents.

He looked across his spacious tent to the wooden stand holding his white steel armour, the polished helm with the magnificent purple plume and his jewel-hilted sword and white, Chi-Rho shield. His war-shell would be worn tomorrow. He wondered then what Fritigern was doing at this very moment. Rallying his forces? Whetting his sword? Eager… or perhaps regretful?

He was so tired and absorbed in his thoughts, that he almost did not notice the three figures slipping into his tent. Two white-robed candidati and another figure in the middle.

‘Domine,’ one candidatus said gently.

Valens turned to them with a start. ‘I am finished with talks,’ he scowled and swept a hand through the air. ‘I need to find a few hours of sleep before I lose my mind and-’ his words halted in his throat as he saw the man the candidati escorted: a gaunt, pale man with a shaved head. A Goth, but not a warrior… a priest. The fellow wore a brown, ankle-length robe that bore a crude but striking embroidered Chi-Rho on the breast.

‘He came in at first light, Domine. He brings word from Fritigern and asks to speak with you urgently.’

Valens gestured silently to the chair opposite him, pouring two cups of water and pushing one before the man when he sat. ‘I have sought parley with Fritigern for months. Why only now does he respond?’

The priest cocked his head to one side and smiled faintly.

‘Something amuses you?’ Valens snapped.

‘Iudex Fritigern said much the same before he despatched me. He has lost several riders attempting to contact you.’ His voice was weak and creaky like an old wagon wheel

Valens’ brow furrowed. Suspicion swirled in his belly like an eel. ‘That is unfortunate. But now is not the time to ruminate over what has been. My legions clamour for war – you must have heard them on your way in. So waste not a heartbeat more. Speak.’

The priest nodded dutifully. ‘Iudex Fritigern understands that his armies and yours seem set to meet. He wonders if, perhaps, our shared faith might yet steer us from a clash of swords?’

Valens’ eyes darted over the priest’s, then he whispered: ‘As God will testify, priest, that is what I have sought with every despatch to your leader. But it is too late, my armies prepare to march into the field tomorrow.’

The priest leant a little closer, whispering also. ‘Iudex Fritigern also finds himself carried south when he would ideally prefer to have remained in Kabyle.’

‘He is headed for Nike, is he not? He is in need of grain?’

The priest gave a guarded nod as a response.

‘And that is why my army must march, for I cannot allow him to have it,’ Valens said flatly. ‘It belongs to the thirty thousand men in this camp and the souls of the few imperial towns and cities who have resisted your plundering and raids. There is no other source that can be drawn upon nearby.’

‘Likewise, Fritigern finds himself saddled upon a colossal, boisterous creature – a creature with ninety thousand hungry mouths. You must understand that he has no choice but to seize Nike. And the people, they clamour for a victory against the armies of the empire that they have long been told marches to vanquish them.’

‘Then it is too late,’ Valens said flatly.

The priest tilted his head to one side in reluctant agreement. ‘Too late to draw up some treaty in private like this, perhaps. But not too late altogether.’

Valens leaned in a little closer. ‘How so?’

‘Fritigern pleads with you this: bring your armies before his – the horde is brave enough when talking of fighting the empire’s legions, but many have yet to behold those iron ranks across a battlefield. He beseeches you to bring your army into the field and parade your regiments before his forces – to strike fear into them. Only then, he believes, might his people see sense in parley. He will talk with you once our armies come face to face like this. An agreement can be reached and a public declaration can be made – one that the horde will abide by.’

Valens’ mouth turned up at one edge. ‘Will they indeed? Tell me then – what terms might Fritigern propose were this to happen?’

The priest seemed unruffled by Valens’ scepticism. ‘My Iudex wants only a portion of Thracia upon which he can settle his people… and your recognition of him as sole and undisputed leader of the Gothic tribes. Give him this, and he could become your ally – the horde your army.’ He tapped a finger on the table. ‘An Arian army… bar those who still cling to Wodin and the old gods.’

Valens’ thoughts writhed like a bag of worms. The notion was at once a truly enticing elixir… and a cup of bubbling poison. So many voices. So much doubt. Then the doubt held sway: just how much stock could he place in the word of a lowly priest?

‘As allies, the grain at Nike could be shared until more was brought in from afar,’ the priest pressed him. ‘It was supposed to be this way when first we crossed the Danubius and still it can be so.’

Valens nodded very slowly. ‘Ride back to your Iudex, Priest, and may God speed your return.’

The priest stood. ‘And what is your answer, Imperator?’

Valens stood with him. ‘You can assure him of this much at least: the legions will march tomorrow and I will bring them before your horde. What happens after that rests upon the will of God.’







Chapter 19 



The men of the legions worked all morning like ants to polish their armour, sharpen their weapons and mend their kit. A great cheer rose up when word of the Greuthingi desertion broke out, and men redoubled their efforts, chattering nervously about the chances of victory. At midday, Valens decreed that they should take leave from their duties for the afternoon. So, Adrianople’s streets were almost instantly flooded as swathes of legionaries poured into the city, eager to spend their purses and wet their dry throats.

Shorn of their armour and kit and wearing just their faded legionary tunics, Pavo, Sura, Zosimus, Quadratus, Libo, Rectus, Trupo and Cornix strolled through Adrianople’s market district. The broad street was lined with silver birch trees and packed with stalls and bright silk awnings as merchants howled to the passing mobs. Yapping dogs, chirruping birds and raucous laughter seemed to spill all around them. The legionaries stopped at one vendor to buy small wooden bowls of wild onion stew, then carried on, munching on the hearty, rich meal.

Pavo looked over his cadre. There were wide grins, sparkling eyes winking at passing women and outbreaks of banter and filthy jokes. Big Zosimus ambled with the air of a man who had spent a night in paradise, his eyes hooded as if still reliving the previous evening spent with his wife and daughter. Never had he seen the men so buoyant. And what a time for their hearts to soar: on the eve before they were to march into the field and face the Goths. He wondered then if it was the realisation that for some, this day might well be the last, which summoned such elation. It irked him that Dexion was not here with them. His brother had cited some business he had to attend to, but Pavo wondered if it was some attempt to distance himself from the troops in imitation of Gallus.

A massive, terrifyingly loud, watery belch sounded just behind him. For a moment, it stilled the babble of the throng. Even the birdsong and barking dogs ceased. Pavo swung round to find the culprit.

‘Right,’ Quadratus said, wiping his lips with the back of his hand, squinting up at the sun, his face lobster-red and running with sweat from the heat of the day compounded with the hot meal. ‘I’m roasting. Utterly roasting. I need a cold ale or the like. Take us to one of your drinking haunts, Sura.’

Sura, mid-mouthful of stew, froze. ‘Eh, oh… aye,’ he said with that odd air of trepidation. It only lasted a moment though as he brightened up suddenly, tossing his half-finished stew into a rubbish crate and standing tall, beckoning the others. ‘This way.’

They turned a corner to head down a street hemmed on one side by the city fabrica. Kilns glowed and a hot wind wafted from within the arms factory, carrying with it the acrid stink of freshly smelted, cast and wrought iron. The tink-tink of smith’s hammers was incessant as they worked on helms, armour vests, spearheads, spatha blades, plumbata tips and weights.

‘So this place,’ Sura said, turning to walk backwards in front of the group, pointing the index fingers of both hands like arrows to the huge, smoke-blackened building, ‘was my idea.’ He blew air through his teeth to make a whizzing sound as if having loosed the two ‘arrows’, then tapped a finger to his temple. ‘Think, I told them. We rely on Constantinople for armour and weapons. But what happens if Constantinople falls, or if the road is blockaded? I left them with that and as you can see, they took my advice.’

Pavo nodded, eyebrows raised, deciding not to point out the marble plaque on the wall that commemorated the construction of the arms factory over a century ago.

‘Can you smell something,’ Rectus said, scratching his lantern jaw and theatrically sniffing the air. ‘Prime horseshi-’

Pavo jabbed him with an elbow and cast a semi-reproachful smile at Libo, Trupo and Cornix.

Sura swung round to face front again, waving a hand to beckon them on towards another square dotted with lemon trees with a gurgling, tall fountain sporting a blue-green, algae-coated statue of Poseidon at its centre, spewing water from three fish heads into a sparkling pool. ‘Sanitation, I told them next,’ he said, running a finger over the edge of the fountain as if inspecting it for cleanliness, then sucking air through his teeth as if disappointed by his findings. ‘Well, they built the fountain at least… ’

Pavo chuckled and clasped his hands to his friend’s shoulders twisting him to point him across the flagstoned square towards an ancient-looking tavern. Above the ale-stirring pole fixed to the wall beside the door was a timber plank bearing a stuffed bear’s head. ‘ The Brown Bear. That’s the place you’re always telling us about, right? The one your stories always revolve around? Let’s go inside and you can bag us a free drink or two.’

Sura suddenly fell quiet. ‘Eh, nah, let’s… let’s head on into the southern ward – there’s a good run of taverns near the Hebrus Gate.’

‘Don’t be silly, this is the epicentre of all your,’ Pavo halted from saying nonsense, and instead said: ‘fascinating tales.’

‘Come on!’ the rest cajoled.

‘Relax,’ Pavo whispered in his friend’s ear, ‘no need to be the showman – let’s just have a good drink or two.’

With a series of playful shoves, they had Sura moving towards the tavern. Inside it was mercifully cool and dark, and the air was laced with the aroma of some spicy soup bubbling in a pot over a fire at the far end. Pavo blinked to take in the ancient-looking stone interior of low arches. The tables and benches were packed with carousers, singing, cackling and heckling one another. One fellow sat, staring into space with a sanguine smile, gazing through the brickwork in front of him, his head lolling slightly.

‘I’ll have whatever he’s having,’ Libo said, his tongue lashing out over his foul teeth in anticipation.

‘Make that two,’ Rectus agreed, his bottom lip curling in agreement.

‘Three,’ Cornix added

‘Four,’ Trupo agreed.

Quadratus and Zosimus looked at one another. ‘Just get a bloody barrel of the stuff,’ the big Thracian said with a grin.

Just then, the dazed fellow toppled back like a statue and crashed onto the floor, which raised a sarcastic cheer from all around him.

‘A small barrel,’ Quadratus reasoned.

They reached the bar and jostled to catch the attention of the maids serving behind it. After approximately three heartbeats of waiting, Sura said: ‘Look, this place is a bit busy, eh? Let’s leave it and come back another ti-.’

‘We’ll have one of the wine barrels,’ Rectus said confidently, shouting over Sura, the locals and others from the legionary camp crammed there, ‘and eight cups.’

A moment later and the eight were in a circle, lifting their drinks to their lips in unison.

Pavo saw each of them hesitate, and knew exactly what they were thinking. He raised his cup: ‘Come tomorrow, let Mithras walk with us, and Tribunus Gallus too.’

Zosimus grinned in appreciation, then raised his cup with a glint in his eye. ‘May the God of the Light and the Iron Tribunus march together, draped in the ruby bull.’

Quadratus grinned. ‘Tomorrow. Under the silver eagle. The living and the fallen. All of us, as one.’

A solemn silence hung over the group.

‘But today,’ Libo said, ending the poignant moment, ‘let Bacchus lead us on a merry dance!’

The eight roared appreciatively then took a deep gulp.

Pavo was the first to retch, spraying the potent mouthful through the air in a fine mizzle.

‘Mithras!’ Cornix wailed, spitting his back into his cup, his face and the lengthy scar wrinkling.

‘It’s a bit… strong,’ Libo said, his false wooden eye shifting up slightly in its socket as if to express its discontent. ‘But hey-ho, I’ve paid for it,’ he added with a grin, taking another gulp.

‘It’s definitely a sipper,’ Trupo agreed in a raspy voice, blinking and shaking his head, then testing his theory with a few small sips and a look befitting a man who had just sucked a lemon.

Pavo drank carefully, each drop burning as it coursed down his throat. Despite this, they bantered and drank one cup, then two then three, and soon the heady and viciously-tart wine was swirling behind his eyes and in his blood.

‘Right,’ he rasped, ‘so let’s see a bit more of this place.’

‘Agreed,’ Trupo said, eyeing the sturdy stonework and clasping a hand on Sura’s shoulder. ‘Where’s the bit where you punched a wrestler through the wall?’

‘And what about the silver plaque,’ Zosimus cooed, looking around, ‘the one commemorating your patronage of this place?’

Sura’s lips flapped but no sound emerged. Another voice filled the momentary void – a booming voice that at once dominated the tavern.

‘The governor’s wife and I have… an arrangement,’ the voice said, speaking confidently from amidst a circle of onlookers. When the Claudia lads all looked in that direction, Sura’s face fell. Pavo frowned and pushed through the crowd, as did the others. He took another swig of wine and peered into the gathering. ‘She keeps the governor happy… and I certainly keep her smiling,’ the voice said, conjuring a chorus of drunken laughter. Pavo caught sight of the speaker and had to blink a few times to be sure his eyes were not deceiving him. There, sitting in the centre of the crowd with one foot on the chair and an arm draped lazily over the raised knee like a sculptor’s model, was a burly fellow in soft leather boots and an armless green silk tunic, richly embroidered with silver thread, boldly advertising his means. He had a mop of blonde hair, hanging around his broad face, framing a square jaw and glittering green eyes. The man was the living image of Sura, only slightly older and brawnier and – if possible – even cockier. In fact, Pavo realised, the man was the image of Sura as he probably wished to be. Reclined around him were three women, each painted more gaudily than the last, their eyes tracing the contours of the speaker’s body and their giggles cloying. The man flexed one arm, the muscles bulging, and enjoyed the cooing from the crowd.

‘The javelin-throwing tournament comes around in but a few days. Have you all got your bets in place?’

A chorus of agreement sounded.

‘Good, good. I won’t let you down. After all, I never do. Nine years as champion,’ he mused idly, again flexing his arms, letting a few feel his biceps. ‘You can rely on the Unofficial King of Adrianople,’ he grinned, mesmerising the women amongst the onlookers.

Unofficial King of Adrianople? Pavo mouthed, the wine now swimming through his veins. He had heard that ridiculous title used by only one other before. He then turned from the crowd, seeing the same look of confusion on the faces of the others – all except Sura, who looked somewhat traumatised. ‘Sura, is this your-’

‘Ah, brother!’ the brawny one called out, cutting Pavo off. The crowd parted as the man stood and strode forward, arms extended.

‘Oh, bollocks,’ Sura muttered under his breath. Only Pavo heard it. ‘It’s been a long time, Romulus,’ he said, forcing a smile and accepting the man’s embrace.

‘I heard the Claudia legion was part of the great army outside the walls.’ The fellow – a good half-foot taller than Sura – scooped an arm around Sura’s shoulders, ushering him into the centre of the gathering. ‘How goes it with those water-carrying limitanei?’

The crowd erupted in laughter. Sura’s pained smile faded and his cheeks flushed red.

Romulus turned Sura with him as if displaying his brother like a prop. ‘Well he’s got to be of use for something, hasn’t he? I remember when he had a go at javelin-throwing. Thought he could match me…’ he stopped, contriving to contain his own forced laughter, ‘but he could barely throw the bloody thing in a straight line. They laughed him off the training field!’

Clouds of spittle flecked the fuggy air as all looking on roared in amusement.

‘And then there was the fire-walking contest,’ Romulus slapped a hand on his thigh and nodded to Sura as if his brother should be enjoying this. ‘I walked the fire pit without flinching, then this one tried it too,’ he poked a finger roughly in Sura’s belly, ‘fell in agony after a few steps. Had to spend the next month with his feet in bandages!’

The shrieking laughter that met this seemed set to crack the stonework in the walls.

‘Follows me like a shadow, he does! Falling in love with women I have had my fill of – not that they give him more than a glance. Though he would tell you differently, wouldn’t you, brother?’ Romulus guffawed, then scrubbed his fist on Sura’s scalp overly roughly. ‘Oh, if only your manhood was as long as your lying tongue!’

On and on Romulus went, debunking many of Sura’s wild claims. Sura’s face became drawn and utterly defeated. Pavo noticed that the Claudia lads had chuckled at first. Now, none of them were even smiling.

A low growl like an angered mastiff sounded beside Pavo. He glanced to his side to see Zosimus, fists balled, gimlet stare upon Romulus. ‘Sir,’ Pavo said, ‘allow me.’

‘Now come, sit with me,’ Romulus hauled Sura by the arm as if to place him before the chair for further ridicule. Pavo shot out a hand, catching Sura’s shoulder.

Romulus swung round with a frown that only increased his smouldering, handsome looks. ‘What’s this, one of your water-carrying friends? Unhand him, I’m not finished with him yet,’ he said with an anticipatory chuckle.

Pavo felt something snap within. It might have been the fiery wine, but at that moment he recalled everything that made the legion what it was. Brothers who would stand for one another anywhere, no matter what. He imagined exactly what Gallus might do, then stepped into the centre of the crowd, right up to Romulus so they were nose-to-nose – give or take the height difference and the man’s far-broader shoulders. ‘Finished? Yes, I think you are,’ Pavo half-whispered, half-growled. His nose wrinkled at the pungent perfume and powder the man wore on his skin.

Romulus smirked and snorted, looking over Pavo to garner support from the crowd, who now merely tittered nervously. ‘Dirty, brainless army mules have no place in here,’ he said, stiffening and standing even taller.

Pavo saw Romulus’ jugular pulse and tremor. Had anyone ever challenged him like this, or had they all taken one glance at his Herculean physique and assumed defeat without even trying? ‘Dirty, stinking army mules surround this city in their thousands,’ he growled. ‘They came here to stand against a horde of far dirtier, far more stinking and far less forgiving Goths. Did you know that? Thirty thousand hairy bastards encased in armour and laden with sharpened blades are coming down the Tonsus valley right now. We will face them so the families within these walls don’t have to… to ensure that you can continue to visit your perfumist.’

The tittering had stopped. Pavo was unsure if the crowd could hear the words of his low drawl, but he knew they understood its tone. ‘Do you know what it is like to face a stranger in battle? There is no fawning, no chatter, no reasoning. There is just his sword and your sword. Your flesh and his. It is frantic, savage, fraught. If you are lucky enough to drive your blade up and under his ribs, ruining his heart and spilling his innards over your arm, you find the weapon sticks there, lodged in the spine usually. So as you try to wrench it free you have no option but to watch… as the light leaves his eyes. When we march, death marches with us.’

Romulus’ throat bulged as his Adam’s Apple shot up and down in an audible gulp. The watching crowd now took to whispering, hands cupped over their mouths. Pavo let his top lip arch at one side, flashing his clenched teeth. The effect was like the kick of a mule: Romulus staggered back in fright then collapsed into his seat, his composure vanquished.

A series of muted gasps sounded.

‘Optio?’ Pavo said to Sura, gesturing towards the tavern door.

‘Centurion,’ Sura replied, stalking away from his beaten brother without as much as a glance back.

They turned to leave, Zosimus and Quadratus slapping a hand each on Sura’s shoulders in a tacit gesture of support. The crowds parted before them like grass in a breeze.

As the eight made their way out of the tavern, Libo leaned over the bar, one finger raised, his single eye bulging and bloodshot. ‘Six skins of that filthy wine to go.’

The barmaid shot him the look of a scornful mother.

‘Er, please.’

The eight drank themselves merry for the rest of the afternoon, cheering Sura’s renewed vigour and fresh batch of tales. Every man savoured the last few hours of light, occasionally glancing to the sun as if measuring how much time remained in the day… contemplating tomorrow. At dusk, Pavo and Sura headed in one direction while Libo, Rectus, Trupo and Cornix wandered to some other drinking venue, arguing about whether they should combine their purses for a bulk-discount at the brothel.

But for Zosimus, there was only one destination: home. He tore the last morsel of lamb from the bone, thoroughly savouring every mouthful of the lovingly-prepared meal. The dimly-lit room in his modest home near the centre of Adrianople was warm and quiet, enough to bring on drowsiness. His belly was full, his thirst slaked with water and the giddiness of the wine was leaving him too. He gazed at his wife, Lupia, by his side at the table – she was slight and barely chest high to him. Her brown curls, touched with grey at the temples, framed her delicate features perfectly. She smiled and a few age lines at the sides of her eyes only increased her beauty. He reached over, squeezed her thigh and mouthed I love you.

An awkward cough from the other side of the table stirred him from his reverie. Zosimus turned to see Quadratus sitting there, his plate empty too but his demeanour somewhat less relaxed – mainly because Zosimus’ six year old daughter, Rufina, was sitting on his knee, pulling at the ends of his drooping moustache.

‘Aye, it’s real, it doesn’t come off,’ he said in a mix of playfulness and irritation.

‘But why is it yellow?’ Rufina asked, her face wrinkled in annoyance.

‘Eh? Because it bloody,’ Quadratus spluttered, ‘because it just is!’

Zosimus disguised a laugh, stood and spared Quadratus from his discomfort by lifting Rufina under the arms. She giggled wildly as he swung her round and kissed her cheek.

‘Can I give this to Uncle Quada… Quarat… Quadu,’ she said, holding out a small, wooden toy pony with a mane of real horsehair.

Zosimus looked at Quadratus, who replied with a soldierly shrug. ‘I think that’s a yes. Uncle Quadratus will look after the pony for you, won’t he,’ he said a little louder, directing the question at his friend as he held Rufina close enough to place the tiny toy in Quadratus’ ham-like palm. Quadratus eyed it askance, then noticed how finely carved it was. It almost looked like a war horse – in a certain light.

‘What do you say?’ Rufina said in an officious tone, her little head held upright and her nose in the air.

‘Eh? Er, thank you,’ Quadratus replied sheepishly.

‘You are most welcome,’ she said with an imperious look that suggested the toy pony had better not come to any harm.

Zosimus stifled a laugh. ‘Now, it’s time for you to rest your pretty head, little one.’

She stopped giggling. ‘Will you still be here tomorrow?’

Zosimus’ fond grin faded and he looked beyond her shoulder to Lupia and to Quadratus, who wore a matching look. Shortly after dawn he and every other soldier would be gone from this place.

‘I… I’ll be here when you wake, my dear,’ he said, directing the words to his wife and daughter equally.

The smile faded from Lupia’s face and for a moment she looked every one of her years. ‘I’ll put her to bed,’ she said, taking the girl and heading for one of the two bedrooms in the house. Before she left, she eyed Zosimus’ dust-streaked skin and tunic and added, her tone throaty: ‘and be sure to bathe before you come to bed.’

Zosimus sighed, staring into the other room, hearing Lupia reassuring Rufina. A swishing of water broke his trance: Quadratus was lifting and swirling his water cup, eyeing it with disdain. ‘Sounds like you’re on a promise tonight,’ Quadratus mused. ‘But only if you wash your arse first.’

Zosimus laughed, lifted two wine skins from the kitchen workbench and gestured to the door. ‘Shall we?’

A short while later, the pair slumped into the steamy caldarium of the market bathhouse, sitting on a shelf at the pool’s edge that brought the hot water up to their chests. Zosimus’ shaved, stubbly head glistened with sweat while Quadratus’ blonde mane was slicked back, soaked like his moustache. At this time of night the bathhouse was deserted, with just a few slaves scuttling to and fro to tend to the place, cleaning up the strigil room adjacent, tidying away the stone pieces from the board games in there. Ancient and worn statues of Fortuna gazed down on them from niches on the wall, and the gold-painted ceiling was flaking and scarred with graffiti, but the clouds of vapour and the soothing sounds of water lapping on the poolside brought them both great calm. The pair raised their wine skins and glugged heartily on the contents. The surface of the pool before them was like silk, until Quadratus shuffled a little and suddenly, an underwater growl was accompanied by a flurry of bubbles.

‘In the name of… ’ Zosimus gasped, holding his breath. ‘One of these days you’re going to fart out your insides!’

‘Eh?’

‘Like Arius the Presbyter. Swaggering along the streets of Constantinople one day like he owned the place. Then, bang! Everything inside just fell out of him – right there on the street,’ Zosimus said and held Quadratus with a reproachful look.

‘Ach, he probably needed to work on his technique,’ Quadratus chuckled, unperturbed. ‘Anyway, it’s a compliment for such a hearty meal. Mind you,’ he mused, eyeing his wine skin appreciatively, his eyelids heavy with inebriation and tiredness, ‘I thought you were going to make me drink water all night?’

Zosimus chuckled. ‘Nah. I just wanted to have a clear head, so I could enjoy every moment with them. In case, you know… ’

‘I know,’ Quadratus said quickly.

Zosimus’ thoughts darkened as he imagined Rufina and Lupia, alone. Who would care for them? Who would ensure they received his pension? He took a gulp more wine. ‘Thirty thousand Goths,’ he said blowing air through his teeth. ‘But we’ve been through worse, my friend… much worse. We are the Claudia, after all.’ He fell silent and gazed into the water’s surface. ‘But I tell you, I wish Gallus was still with us. The Iron Tribunus was a sight to behold on the eve of battle: stilled the nerves of even the most callow recruit.’

‘Mithras knows I miss him too,’ Quadratus agreed.

‘But at least we have his chosen man to lead us,’ Zosimus mused. ‘Dexion is a hard bastard too. Given time, he might come to be just as formidable as Gallus was.’

‘Quadratus fell silent, his lips twitching as if chewing on some tough morsel of meat.

‘Quadratus?’ Zosimus said warily, shuffling away a little in case another eruption of bubbles and a foul stench was on the way. ‘What is it?’

Quadratus set his wine skin down at the pool side. Never a good sign. ‘I’ve held my tongue until now because I know how much trouble it might stir up.’

‘Eh? What’re you on about?’

Quadratus sighed deeply. ‘Pavo is one of the few veterans left. There’s you, me, Sura and him. That’s it,’ he said, a brief look of disbelief crossing over his face. ‘All the others are gone: hundreds over the last five years, some of them men I thought could not die: Brutus, Avitus, Felix and now Gallus.’

‘Pavo’s a survivor,’ Zosimus agreed. ‘What of it?’

‘That’s why I’ve held my tongue, because I know how much it means to him, having Dexion back and leading us.’

Zosimus’ eyes narrowed. ‘It means a lot to us all. As I said: Dexion was Gallus’ chosen man.’

Quadratus shook his head and gave Zosimus a dark look. ‘I’m not sure he’s worthy.’

Zosimus recoiled. ‘What? He and Gallus fought their way through Quadi-infested lands. They stood together and gave all they had to reach Gratian. Gallus gave his life. You heard what happened when the Quadi cornered him in that gully,’ he shrugged.

Quadratus shrugged. ‘I heard a story about what happened.’

Zosimus frowned, bemused, resting one arm on the poolside and turning to face his friend. ‘Gallus helped Dexion climb free of the gully just before the Quadi got him. It’s hardly far-fetched, is it? Where is this coming from?’

‘I would have bought that,’ Quadratus said, smoothing his moustache, his eyes gazing over the water’s surface as he recollected Dexion’s account of what had happened. ‘But usually I find that when someone is lying, it shows when they try to elaborate things too much – try too hard to convince you. They forget, you see – they let the web of detail trip them up.’

Zosimus’ frown deepened. ‘Such as?’

‘Such as when he told us he had thrown his sword down into the gully at the lead Quadi rushing for Gallus.’

Zosimus’ bottom lip curled in thought. ‘And killed the bastard,’ he said with a satisfied grunt.

‘And?’ Quadratus prompted.

‘And… the blade shattered,’ Zosimus said, with an eyebrow arched in respect.

Quadratus pinned him with his gaze, the inebriation shaken off now. ‘Then you tell me why our primus pilus right now carries with him the same spatha that he bore when he and Gallus left for the west.’

Zosimus’ brow knitted in a momentary confusion. His thoughts spun. Dexion, the finely-armoured primus pilus with the white horsehair plume, the baked black leather cuirass and the well-forged blade. The blade with… ‘the green-gemmed hilt,’ he whispered.

The sibilant words crept around the bathhouse chambers. Zosimus thought of Dexion’s garb since his return. Everything was still there. The armour, the plumed helm… and the unmistakable spatha with the hilt decoration.

‘He could have had a new blade fitted to the hilt?’ Zosimus muttered weakly, knowing the argument was flawed.

‘He could never have recovered the hilt, from back down in a gully packed with Quadi,’ Quadratus averred.

Zosimus shook his head. ‘Why lie about that? He could have left that part out and nobody would have questioned him.’

‘Because he’s got something to hide,’ Quadratus said flatly.

Zosimus’ eyes widened. ‘You don’t think he… ran and left Gallus?’

Quadratus sighed. ‘I don’t know. But something happened on that journey he doesn’t want us to find out about.’

Zosimus thumbed the neck of his wine skin, now utterly disinterested in the drink. ‘So what do we do? We can’t let this fester. If he’s going to lead this legion against the Goths, then I need to know he’s fit to do so – fit to take over from Gallus. We need to talk with him,’ Zosimus said, rising from the water.

‘No,’ Quadratus said, rising too. ‘I’ll talk to him. You should go home and spend tonight with Lupia and little Rufina. After all, it might be the last… ’ his words trailed off, the rest of the sentence implied.

Zosimus considered protesting, then realised his big friend was right. The pair stepped from the pool, picked up their towels and dried themselves. ‘Talk to him. Find out what happened. But please, don’t lose your temper,’ he said, thinking of Quadratus’ legendary fits of rage in times past.

‘I’ll sort this out. Now go home,’ Quadratus grinned wryly, slipping on his tunic and boots, lifting Rufina’s wooden pony toy in one hand then clasping his colossal forearm to Zosimus’ equally trunk-like wrist. ‘Kiss Lupia for me,’ he added, then tossed up and caught the toy pony, ‘and tell Rufina this little fellow is being treated like an emperor’s stallion.’

‘Tomorrow, Brother.’

‘Tomorrow.’

The pair shared a lasting grin then parted.

Pavo and Sura sat by the hearth of a small ground-floor home in the insulae of Adrianople’s western wards. The room was smoke-blackened and the furnishings were basic: just a table in one corner next to the door with some clothes piled on top of it, along with the two chairs they sat on by the fire, and a hay-bed on the opposite wall upon which an old man, Sura’s grandfather, slept. Pavo took a pull of his wine skin – now well-watered – and shook his head.

‘All that time I was prattling on about my father, about Dexion…’ he said. ‘You should have told me what it was like here.’

Sura looked up, his eyes bloodshot from the wine, and held his hands out, ‘I told you plenty about my exploits here.’

‘I mean real stuff,’ Pavo smiled.

Sura sucked on his wine skin then wagged a finger. ‘Look, Romulus – prick that he is – only mentioned the more exaggerated stuff. Most of my stories are true. Straight as Apollo’s arrow.’ He winked and cut a flattened palm through the air as if to illustrate.

Pavo arched one eyebrow. ‘Well one thing’s certainly true: Romulus is a prick.’

Sura snorted and grinned. ‘A massive, hairy prick with a ribbon on.’ He sighed and leaned back on his chair. ‘I envy you, you know. You have a brother worthy of the description. Dexion’s a good man. If anyone was to lead the Claudia after Gallus – Mithras watch over him in the afterlife – it had to be him.’

Pavo gazed into the low flames of the fire, thumbing at the mouth of the wine skin. ‘Quadratus isn’t sure about him. The big man didn’t say as much but I can tell when he’s not right.’

Sura waved a dismissive hand. ‘Quadratus’ll come round: he once refused to speak to me for a week after I accidentally dropped his cup into the latrine pit. On the eighth day, we got hideously drunk and it was forgotten. At least, I hope it was… I did notice an odd smell from my cup after that,’ he said with a frown. ‘Ach, give me an angry Quadratus over a preening Romulus any day. Family, eh?’

‘Remember you have this one,’ Pavo eyed the old man in the bed. He had barely stirred since they had come here, waking only enough to moan a little. Sura had rushed to his side to wipe his brow with a dampened rag.

Sura nodded, looking at the old fellow fondly. ‘He’s a good man. Was a good man. Brought Romulus and me up after my parents were killed.’ He tapped a finger to his temple and wore a sad smile. ‘But his mind has left him.’

As if woken by the talk, the old man’s head jerked up, eyes wide and bright. ‘Eh?’ he croaked. ‘What’s that?’ Then he noticed Sura and smiled warmly. ‘Sura, you’re back!’ the old man said, sitting up with some difficulty. ‘And not a scar on you,’ he added looking Sura over. ‘A hero,’ he proffered with a glint in his eye – almost a perfect inversion of Romulus’ bullying words.

Pavo wondered if Sura had exaggerated the old fellow’s troubles, until the man looked at him. ‘Romulus, you’re looking well too. If a bit… different,’ he said, cocking his head to one side. Gradually, a fog seemed to descend over his eyes and he looked this way and that. ‘Tell me, when does my son get home with your mother? I have some wondrous news to tell them.’

Pavo saw Sura’s shoulders slump. ‘They… they will be home soon. Perhaps you should sleep and I will wake you when they arrive?’ he suggested.

But the old man didn’t seem to hear. Instead, he drew his arms in as if suddenly cold. He began quivering and glancing at the blankets gathered around his waist. ‘The rats!’ he cried, kicking out with his legs. ‘They’re biting me. Get them out, get them out! ’ he howled in distress, brushing at the invisible rodents. Without hesitation, Sura stood up, stepped past Pavo to face the bed and helped brush the imaginary creatures away until his grandfather’s cries stopped. The old man sighed and clasped Sura’s shoulder. ‘Thank you, boy. You remind me of my grandson, Sura, you know. He’s a hero in the legions.’

Sura clasped his hand over his grandfather’s and nodded, then laid the old man down, tucking his blankets back in to keep him warm and kissing his head. In moments, the old fellow was asleep again.

‘Romulus doesn’t like to waste coins on looking after him,’ Sura said, his voice thick with emotion, back still turned to Pavo. ‘That’s why I send my legionary purse home every year: keeps up the rent on this place and pays for a carer in the long stretches that I’m away.’ He sat back down, skilfully swiping a teardrop from his eye.

‘He has you,’ Pavo said gently, holding up his wine skin, ‘and you have him… and your comrades. Always.’

‘To the Claudia,’ Sura said quietly, lifting his wineskin.

‘To the Claudia,’ Pavo repeated in little more than a whisper, bumping his skin against Sura’s then both men taking a long pull on the wine.

‘Apologies, sir,’ Quadratus said, stepping into the darkened tent. Dexion sat cross-legged by an oil lamp, bare-footed, dressed in a light tunic and cleaning his sword with a rag and a little olive oil.

That bloody sword, Quadratus thought.

‘Centurion?’ Dexion said, looking up with a friendly smile. ‘The camp is under curfew, is it not?’ he said, looking beyond the tent flap to the pitch black night outside.

Quadratus nodded. ‘It’s silent out there. Every man is getting a full night’s sleep before tomorrow. I wouldn’t have disturbed you but I felt that there was something I had to clear up, before the army marches out at dawn.’

‘Oh?’ Dexion said, gesturing for Quadratus to sit on a small wooden stool, then reaching over to the low table to pour a cup of watered wine for each of them.

Quadratus declined the offer of a drink with a wave of his hand. ‘I’ll be quick.’

Dexion laid his sword down and leaned forward, ears keen.

Quadratus suddenly felt foolish for his suspicions now he was face to face with Pavo’s brother. Pavo was as good-hearted and true as any man he had served with, and this one was of the same blood. He considered for a moment apologising, saying there had been some mistake then leaving, but a murky image of Gallus in the shadow of his memories kept him resolute. He turned the small wooden pony toy over in his hands, trying to think of the right words.

‘When you were on the western road, with Tribunus Gallus,’ he said.

‘Yes,’ Dexion nodded.

Quadratus noticed how he clasped his hands as he said this. ‘When Gallus fell… ’

Dexion’s eyes narrowed just a fraction.

‘I… we who served with him for a long time feel somewhat cheated that he did not fall while alongside us in the ranks. That we did not get to stand around his pyre. It is like grieving for a loved one yet,’ he shook his head and held his hands out to either side, ‘yet not really believing they are dead.’ He realised his own profound words perfectly explained the way he had been feeling since the news of Gallus’ death. The realisation instantly soothed him. He set the wooden pony down on the table and took the watered wine after all, sipping it then sighing.

‘I understand,’ Dexion said. ‘In my time with the I Italica, I considered the men I led as friends. Some of them like cousins. A select few like brothers.’

Quadratus had never spoken to Dexion like this since the man had been seconded into the Claudia, and it was the first time he had felt a true affinity.

‘When the Italica ranks were crippled at Ad Salices, I grieved for those who had fallen in the fray. But afterwards, when the remainder of them were whisked away all over Thracia in emergency vexillationes to garrison towns and cities, it was an odd thing. I was left as an officer without a legion. The men who had been transferred from my control were gone, as good as dead to me. It was an odd, hollow grief I experienced then.’

‘Aye, that’s exactly how it feels. Not being there with Gallus at the end, it makes me feel like something isn’t right, like there must be some sort of mistake.’ He inadvertently flicked a finger towards the gem-hilted blade as he said this.

Dexion folded his arms now.

Quadratus sighed. There was no going back, he had said too much already. ‘Sir, when you told us how he died, you said you did all you could.’

‘I did,’ Dexion sighed.

‘Said you tossed your blade down into the gully, into the chest of a Quadi where it shattered.’ Quadratus pointed at the sword again. ‘Only, it seems to be in pretty good shape to me.’

Dexion stared at Quadratus. An excruciating silence ensued. The air around Quadratus felt alive and crackling, like those moments before the thunderstorm in the night raid by the River Hebrus.

Finally, Dexion’s head fell to his chest. He nodded weakly. ‘My veil has fallen.’

Quadratus frowned, all his senses honed. ‘Tell me what really happened,’ he said flatly.

Dexion looked up, a sad and distant expression on his face. ‘Gallus helped me climb from the gully – let me clamber up over his shoulders. Then the Quadi fell upon him.’ He paused as if not wanting to go on. ‘I stood and watched, dumbstruck, frozen, as they cut him down. When he fell, I ran. I ran like a frightened deer through woods and bogs. I only stopped when exhaustion bettered me. I thought I might sleep for a week, yet I did not get one moment of slumber. All I could think about was my inaction at the top of the gully. There were rocks all around me that I might have hove down at the onrushing Quadi, but I did nothing. My sword remained in its scabbard when I could have thrown it as I claimed I had. I might have gained Gallus a heartbeat in order to scramble out of the gully too.’ He held up his hands than slapped them, palms-down onto his crossed knees. ‘So there you have it, Centurion. I failed to act when there was a sliver of hope to save Gallus.’ He shook his head bitterly. ‘Who am I trying to deceive – there was no hope of saving him. But it would have been right to try. Instead, I froze.’

Quadratus rubbed at his temples, the weight of his dark thoughts for the last day or so lifting. ‘I’ve been there, sir. We’ve all been there,’ he said, recalling times in his early years in the ranks when battle had been raging all around him, whetted steel whizzing past him, yet his legs were rooted in the soil, his mind detached, lost in terror. It happened less and less as he gained experience, but there were still those dire moments when fear surged to the fore.

‘I spoke with Gallus on the western road,’ Dexion continued. ‘I spoke with him a lot. I know how much you men meant to him and I did not want to sully his memory with my tale of weakness and fear. So I told you things as I wanted them to have happened.’

Quadratus swirled his watered wine. ‘Courage comes in many forms, sir. It takes a brave man to admit he feels fear.’

Dexion lifted his gem-hilted blade and turned it over in the lamplight, inspecting it for cleanliness. ‘Go back to your tent, Centurion. Sleep and sleep well. You and the ranks can be certain of one thing: tomorrow, this blade will shatter, or I will fall with it in my hand. For Gallus.’

‘For Gallus,’ Quadratus said then stood and saluted. ‘Until tomorrow, sir.’

He slipped from the tent and walked through the mild night, past the neat rows of XI Claudia tents. The concerto of snoring almost shook the ground under him. And they moan about my farting? he mused. He reached his tent at the head of the Third Cohort area and made to enter. Something then made him think of Zosimus, in the city with his wife and girl. He was both insanely jealous and deeply happy for his big friend. Suddenly, he realised he was missing something.

‘The pony!’ he hissed, patting his purse and holding out his empty hands. ‘Ach!’ he moaned, striding back towards Dexion’s tent. As he approached, he tried to think of some quip that would ease this second interruption to the primus pilus’ attempts to retire for the night. Put your cock away before it turns grey! he considered then dismissed the line. But when he looked ahead, he noticed a shadowy figure entering Dexion’s tent. ‘I’ll have to join the queue. Poor bastard’ll never get any sleep at this rate,’ Quadratus chuckled to himself.

As he approached the tent and lifted the tent flap, he heard a muffled conversation already going on in there. Dexion stopped mid-sentence. He and the young, freckle-faced explorator with the silver tooth turned to gawp at Quadratus at the tent flap. Quadratus held up a hand in apology. ‘Excuse the interruption, sir, I forgot this,’ he said, reaching over to pick up the wooden pony from the low table. Zosimus’ daughter entrusted it to me, you see,’ he smiled at both of them. ‘Woe betide any man who makes that little girl angry.’

The pair smiled tightly and he turned to leave. But something halted him in his tracks. Had his eyes been playing tricks on him? Was his mind overly weary after the long day of drinking and eating? He swung back round and gazed at the young explorator’s hand. In it was clasped a red foxskin cap.

‘Centurion?’ Dexion said testily.

‘That… that’s Agilo’s,’ he said, then looked up at the freckled scout with a scowl.

The young explorator’s nostrils flared and his lips played with some form of an answer.

‘You said Agilo stumbled into a gulch on the ride back here?’ Quadratus continued before he could speak. ‘So how did you get th-’

In a flash, the young scout swept out his semispatha and slashed for Quadratus’ chest.

Soldier’s instinct took hold and Quadratus leapt clear of the blade, rolling to the side, further into the tent before hurrying to right himself. But the young lad was cat-like, sweeping a leg round to knock Quadratus from his feet and onto his back before leaping to sit astride his chest. He and the scout rider strained to gain control of the semispatha, the blade trembling in the ether between them. ‘Sir, help!’ Quadratus, prone, gasped to Dexion, somewhere behind him. But no help was forthcoming, so Quadratus summoned every grain of strength into his oak-like arms, honed in years of battle and in all of those arm-wrestling sessions with Zosimus. He forced himself to sit up, the blade gradually edging up and towards the young lad’s throat, the reflected candlelight throwing his expression of growing panic into sharp relief. ‘You chose the wrong legionary to pick a fight with, you little shit,’ Quadratus growled, as the blade’s edge came within touching distance of the rider’s skin.

But a sudden cold streak passed through his back, barging him forward, throwing the young scout off and sending the semispatha clattering to the tent floor. Looking down in disbelief, Quadratus saw the blade of Dexion’s fine sword bursting through his chest. Blood erupted from the wound, then the sword was withdrawn roughly. Quadratus fell back like a stone, panting wetly, blood bubbling from his lips, tasting the coppery wash in his mouth. ‘You… you bastard,’ he whispered, seeing Dexion stalking round to look down on him, wiping his blade clean.

Dexion’s tawny gold eyes were unblinking and all emotion had drained from his face. ‘And you, legionary, chose the wrong time to start asking questions,’ he said. ‘I must be present in the column that marches into the field tomorrow. Nothing can be allowed to stand in my way.’

As Quadratus’ life ebbed, he reached out to clasp his hand over the fallen pony toy, then thought of his comrades and prayed they would unveil this demon.

‘God of the Light, protect my brothers… ’ he whispered at the last.







Chapter 20 



The crone looked wearier then ever as she despatched Pavo up the hill towards the farmhouse.

‘ Do not look so sad,’ he said to her, knowing she would say nothing in reply. ‘I understand, you cannot tell me the secret of this dream. You need me to find out for myself – to truly comprehend it. This time, I will, I promise you.’ He turned away to ascend the hill.

‘ That is why I feel so wretched,’ she said mournfully.

He halted, his flesh creeping, but he did not turn round.

This time he stopped at the farmhouse door to stroke the wolf between the ears. ‘Stay vigilant, boy,’ he whispered, then stepped inside. He edged around the pure-white eagle with the broken wing as it slumped and remained motionless. His eyes combed the hearth room, jaw stiff as if goading the shadow-man to appear. When he did, it was with a crescendo of fire and noise. At once, Pavo was cast onto the floor. A heartbeat later, the wolf lay sundered by his side and the black figure hovered over him, blade extended.

‘ You can slay me every night,’ he challenged the dark one.

The shadow-man tilted its silhouetted head to one side, intrigued.

‘ But it is a fool’s game, shade,’ Pavo laughed bitterly, ‘for when I wake, the dream is gone and you are nothing.’

The dark figure barely moved. Then, ever so slowly, it leant forward, stooping just a little and cocking the dark, shadowy head to one side of his as if to whisper in his ear. He refused to flinch, ignoring his crashing heart, the searing flames and the sweat shooting across his skin. He watched sidelong as the black figure’s head came to within inches of his face.

‘ Yet when you sleep next, the nightmares will come to you again, and again… and again. Perhaps you should learn… to master your dreams?’

Pavo’s skin crept as if assailed by an army of ants. The familiar words were assured, confident. He twisted his head a little to look the black figure straight on. The fire flared behind him and for the briefest of moments, the shadow-man’s face was illuminated in the blaze.

‘ No!’ he cried. ‘Dex-’

Hands gripped his shoulders and shook him violently, dispersing the dream. He was in his tent once more, sitting bolt upright in his bed. He gawped at the face in the gloom before him.

‘Dexion?’ he panted in little more than a whisper, blinking, seeing his brother crouched by his bed. For the briefest of moments, the nightmare and this waking reality seemed blurred, confused. Had one tainted the other, or were both true in their own right? What am I thinking? He mouthed, then palmed at his eyes and groaned. There was no trace of dawn’s orange glow outside their tent. His fuzzy mind was addled with traces of the wine from last night and his mouth felt like the inside of a marching boot.

‘Brother?’ Dexion said, his face bent in concern. ‘I heard your cries. I thought you were in trouble.’

Pavo glanced across the tent to Sura, snoring violently and heedless of it all. He remembered the taverns last night and that fiery wine. ‘Bloody wine,’ he muttered, shook his head and reassured Dexion. ‘They say I’m something of a shouter in my sleep. Seems like it’s worse when I drink pickled goats’ piss.’ He shuffled free of his brother’s steadying hands and stood, running his hands through his short hair. ‘It is not yet dawn – did I wake you from your sleep?’

Dexion’s expression darkened. ‘No, I was awake already. I rose early to prepare as best I could for the march into the field today. I planned to wake and gather my officers,’ he gestured towards Pavo and Sura then waved a hand towards one edge of the tent, beyond which the rest of the Claudia lads were camped. ‘But Centurion Zosimus is absent.’

‘Ah, he’s with his wife,’ Pavo said quickly, before gulping hungrily on the water skin near his bed and casting a handful of the stuff over his face and scalp.

‘Of course,’ he said, clicking his fingers. ‘I gave him permission to stay with her for the night. But Quadratus is absent too – he should have been back in his tent hours ago.’

Pavo’s bottom lip curled. Quadratus had headed to Zosimus’ home for a quiet meal with his big friend’s family. Now when those two got together – no matter what the circumstances – there was more chance of raining frogs than of them having a quiet meal then retiring for the evening. Quadratus had a reputation for drinking himself into a stupor; indeed, Pavo had once had to guide and support the big Gaul back to the barracks after one such night – and it was like carrying an ox on his back until he flopped the big centurion onto his bed. His reward, of course, was a foul eruption of ale-fuelled farts. But as much as the Gaul liked to drink himself silly, he never, never let it jeopardise his duties. Hungover or otherwise, the big man had never missed a roll call. And today was surely the most momentous of roll calls, Pavo thought with a faint shiver.

‘Perhaps he’s opted to stay at Zosimus’ place?’ Pavo offered. ‘Unforeseen circumstances or the like.’ When he saw Dexion was unconvinced, he added; ‘You know he’d rather pass a caltrop than desert his post, don’t you?’

Dexion nodded. ‘I do, only too well. That’s what worries me.’

Pavo looked to the tent flap, seeing the first shafts of dawn’s golden light. ‘Come on, let’s rouse the men, eat and begin our preparations. Quadratus and Zosimus will appear, you’ll see.’

The Roman horns blared over Adrianople as the sun rose on the ninth day of August. Cornua sang from the city’s stone turrets and the military buccinae keened from within the camp abutting the metropolis’ northern walls. Men crawled from their tents, stretching, scratching, queuing for the latrines and chattering in muted tones. Slaves and helpers from the city swept to and from the northern gates to hurry around the camp outside, bringing baskets of supplies and fodder for the men and their mounts. Soon, grey tendrils of smoke coiled from countless newly-kindled campfires.

A short while after eating a breakfast of toasted bread and cheese, Pavo and Sura returned to their tent to don their legionary kit. Given the expected proximity of the Gothic horde, the entire army was to march north in full armour, Valens had decreed. It had been some time since Pavo had worn the full legionary garb and so the weighty mail vest lent a sense of security and solidity as he slid it on and buckled his swordbelt around his waist. The iron vest would soon chafe but the white focale scarf around his neck would ease the rubbing there. Next, he tied another generous length of the linen cloth around his forehead – this batting would ease the abrasion from his helmet and help hold it in place. He pulled on his boots and swept on his cloak, then hoisted his shield, replete with three plumbatae darts clipped into place inside, and looped the carrier rope over his left shoulder. He tied a water skin and light ration sack to his free shoulder, then took up his lancea – a light javelin – and the heavy, lengthy legionary spear. Lastly, he lifted his shark-finned intercisa helmet – pausing for a moment when he saw his warped reflection, his mind thrown back to the dream – then slid it on and tied it at the chinstrap.

‘Ready?’ he said to Sura, equally resplendent.

‘Ask me tonight, when we’re drinking to victory,’ Sura grinned.

They made their way around the Claudia’s Second cohort, seeing that their six centuries of men were well – in kit and enjoying an extra portion of breakfast. They spotted the usual crowd around the camp fire of Cornix, the tall, rangy legionary with a talent for cooking. ‘Cornix,’ Sura called. Cornix and forty or more wide-eyed, grubby and well-appetised faces turned to him, each clutching bowls in anticipation. Sura nodded to the pan, in which sixteen large meaty spheres were sizzling in oil and sprinkled herbs. ‘You got those goats’ balls I sent you, eh?’

Suddenly, the forty around the fire lost their eagerness, a few groaning in disgust. ‘It’s spicy sausage-meat, you idiots!’ Cornix scorned them.

‘It is,’ Pavo reassured them with a chuckle, then looked up at the burgeoning sun, now splaying long, deep-golden fingers across the land. Already he could see the sky was cloudless and that today was sure to be another blistering one. ‘Eat your fill, and be sure to drink plenty too – you will need it.’

‘Yes, sir,’ they replied, saluting and grinning, the eagerness back in place.

They came to Trupo, whetting his spatha and encouraging the century sitting cross-legged before him to do the same.

‘Sharp enough, Trupo?’ Pavo asked as he passed.

‘Sharper than that, sir,’ Trupo grinned. ‘Could tear even the toughest Goth a new arsehole.’

Near the men honing their swords, the fifth century were busy cleaning their armour, dabbing at it with oil-soaked rags. ‘That’s the stuff,’ Pavo encouraged them. ‘The sight of gleaming ranks and sharpened blades can sometimes be enough to turn an enemy’s guts to water.’

A gruff roar of agreement erupted, then the men returned to their business, joking and bantering.

‘They’re in fine spirits,’ Sura said, looking back over his shoulder as they passed the last few centuries of the Second Cohort.

‘Aye, they’re as ready as they can be. Gallus would have been so proud to see them as they are now,’ he thought, turning his eye from the Second Cohort to Zosimus’ First Cohort: the big Thracian hadn’t arrived in camp yet, but Rectus and Libo, the firebrand centurion and optio pairing within Zosimus’ unit, were standing in for the big man with aplomb. They had the men standing in blocks, one per century, and the lantern-jawed Rectus bawled and barked them from that formation to a single line and then into a square, while the one-eyed, wild-haired Libo stalked around them like a preying cat, leaping upon any who stood a little out of line and berating them with torrents of abuse that had the victim shuddering in fright and those nearby stifling laughter.

‘ Get-back-in-bloody-line! ’ Libo screamed at one legionary who was a little slow into position when Rectus called for a double line.

When he had first enlisted, Pavo often feared what would happen when the grizzly, seemingly-invincible veterans fell: would the armies crumble without their edge and experience? It was only in these last months that he realised that those fears were unfounded. The cycle was brutal but prevalent: veterans sought to survive long enough to infuse novice recruits with discipline and pride, beseech them to find courage within and confidence to believe that they could be the new invincibles. Now here he was, one of the few that the rest of the legion looked up to. Thank you, Gallus, he mouthed into the ether, the words tinged with sadness. More, the next wave of leaders – Trupo, Cornix, Libo and Rectus – were already emerging in his wake.

But when they came to the Claudia’s Third Cohort, things were different. A flatness hung over this group of six centuries. They stood in six blocks, centurions inspecting their positions and kit, but there was not the same air of enthusiasm and vigour: Quadratus was still nowhere to be seen and none within the cohort had stepped up like Libo and Rectus. Through the swirling fire smoke, he caught sight of a bull-shouldered giant coming towards the Claudia area. Quadratus? he hoped. Instead, the curtain of smoke parted and Zosimus appeared, already clad in his tunic, boots, mail shirt, cloak and helm. He wore a sour look like a man that had been forced to swallow salt. No doubt he and Quadratus had carried on drinking Adrianople’s fire wine – or some equally foul concoction – after they parted from the larger group yesterday.

Pavo and Sura intercepted the big man before he reached the ranks. ‘Sir,’ Pavo saluted. ‘How’s the head?’

‘Still attached,’ Zosimus replied, flashing a tight smile that only interrupted his dour expression for but an instant.

Sura scoured the path Zosimus had taken from Adrianople’s northern gate, through the sea of tents and preparing legions to get to this point.

‘Something wrong?’ Zosimus grunted, eyeing Sura with disdain.

‘Where’s Quadratus, sir?’ Sura asked.

‘Eh? Still in his tent by the looks of it,’ Zosimus said, peering over at the leaderless Third Cohort with a frown. ‘The big, lazy, farting bastard.’

Pavo shook his head. ‘No, sir.’

Zosimus now scowled like an angry bear. ‘Then why are you bloody-well asking me, if you know so much?’

‘We thought he might have stayed with you… he didn’t come back to the camp last night,’ Sura said.

‘No, he came back. He definitely did. He said he was going to speak wi-’ Zosimus’ eyes narrowed and he fell silent.

‘Sir?’ Pavo said, sensing Zosimus’ disquiet.

Zosimus snorted up a ball of phlegm, covered one nostril with a finger then blew the contents of his nose onto the ground from the other. ‘Leave it to me. I’ll put one of the other centurions in charge of the Third Cohort for now.’

‘But where is-’ Pavo started.

‘I said leave it with me,’ Zosimus cut him off, stomping away over to Quadratus’ centuries. As he went, Pavo noticed the big Thracian’s eyes every so often shoot to Dexion, who was wandering, inspecting the centuries.

‘Pavo?’ Sura said, sensing his friend’s distress.

Pavo shook his head. ‘It’s been an odd morning. That bloody fire-wine has a lot to answer for.’

The buccinae keened once more and this time Pavo and every man within the camp knew what it meant. Footsteps rushed up beside the pair. ‘Bring the cohorts together, we’re moving out,’ Dexion panted.

First, six swift and unarmoured exploratores spat forth from the camp’s northern gate like a spray of snake venom, galloping over the timber walkway across the moat, then fanning out to the north and east.

Next, like a great, iron serpent uncoiling, the Army of the East poured from the camp and onto the plains of Adrianople. The early morning sun sparkled upon them, already searing-hot and having vanquished every last modicum of dawn shadow from the land. The Scholae Palatinae cavalry emerged onto the plains first like the fanged head of the snake: a cavalry vanguard of the Scutarii and the Gentiles. Behind them came the serried ranks of infantry who would form the body of the marching snake. The Auxilia Palatina legions led the way: the Cornuti, the Hiberi, the Nervii, the Fortenses, the Herculiani and the Joviani marched in thousand-strong blocks, each resplendent in their distinctive garb, eagle banners and draco standards jostling. Next marched Emperor Valens, glistening in his white-steel armour and crowned in his purple-plumed battle helm, sitting astride his chestnut stallion. He was ringed by the white-robed candidati. More Auxilia Palatina regiments followed behind: the Batavians, the Lancearii and Mattiarii. Behind these brigades marched the numerous comitatenses legions – thousand-strong blocks of scale-clad veterans. Next came two cohorts of foot archers – the Sagittarii Gallicani and the Sagittarii Valentis – a cohort of ballistarii crossbowmen and a cohort of funditores bearing slings and several bags of shot. At the rear of the vast infantry segment came the straggling limitanei legions, the XI Claudia and the V Macedonica. Their garb was dull and their finned and largely-plumeless helms less finely decorated in comparison to the fine legions ahead of them, but they kept perfect time and their commanders’ shouts were not to be outdone by any other more ornamented officers ahead.

The swishing tail of the marching asp was completed with a strong rearguard of cavalry: the Equites Promoti and the Cataphracti, donning what iron garb they could without overdoing it given the expected hot day ahead. Three alae of regular equites riders and bow and quiver-wielding equites sagittarii came behind them, some ranging wide to screen and scout the column’s rear. The huge procession, some thirty thousand strong, marched along a dirt-track that led northeast across the plain and into the countryside. The din of men marching in full armour spread across the land in every direction.

Near the front of the XI Claudia ranks, Pavo shot a final glance over his shoulder to Adrianople. The camp had been left in place, complete with a garrison of a comitatenses legion and a cohort of foot archers. All tents had been left in place too, along with Valens’ imperial treasury – guarded zealously by a century of the Hiberi. It was a confident gesture, suggesting the emperor fully expected to return to the camp, victorious, by nightfall. All around him he heard men of different regiments whispering: some talked eagerly of the Goths and their absent cavalry, others muttered about the lack of the Western Army they had been promised in support. ‘Gratian will rendezvous with us before we make battle,’ one said hopefully.

Pavo looked at the empty western horizon on the column’s left flank and thought of Emperor Valens’ fears about his nephew. Then he heard Bastianus’ words echo in his mind. What are we and our comrades, but pawns of Gods and Emperors? He moved closer to Dexion and spoke quietly: ‘You have been to the court in Treverorum, you have met Gratian. Do you think there is any hope?’

Dexion smiled. ‘There is always hope, Brother. But one must be confident in oneself. I feel assured that, Gratian or no Gratian, things will work out… as planned.’







Chapter 21 



The breath rasped in Scaevola’s throat as he ran like a hyena scenting open bowels, his mean eyes trained on the brow of a dusty hillock just ahead. Gallus had slipped over there just moments ago. He flexed his grip on his semispatha, his nostrils flaring as if he had scented his prey and his lips curled back from his scummy teeth. The angry red welts on his face from the fire embers, still raw, stung like a swarm of wasps. His quarry would pay for inflicting those wounds.

He bounded over the brow and tensed his legs to sprint down the other side, sure he could catch up and leap upon the back of the cur, but he saw just desiccated, green-gold countryside, devoid of life. He slowed for a moment, confused. Then, like a flash, something lunged for him from the gorse bushes, something feral, eyes alive with hate. The heel of a hand cracked against his jaw and sent his head twisting back. Vertebrae ground and sinews stretched and tore. An other-worldly pain shot down his spine as he fell on his back, half-blinded and disorientated.

‘What the-’ he started, but a head-sized rock came crashing down upon his face and with a wet crunch, his skull crumpled.

Gallus staggered back from Scaevola’s twitching body. The gruesome puddle of grey and red matter that had exploded from under the rock was growing, trickling off in a hundred different directions. He spat on the dusty ground, his breath coming and going in wheezes, his face bending into a snarl in between lungfuls.

‘If time was my friend, I would have made it a lot slower, believe me,’ he growled.

He stooped to take up the speculator’s knife and small ration pack. He took one look to the north, back over the hill’s brow, to be sure there were no others, then trudged down the southern hillside to a small brook – one of the few in this baked tract of land – and crouched by its side, drinking deeply to slake his burning thirst. Swiftly and silently, he ate the dead agent’s rations of salted mutton and bread, then drank again, sure he would drain the brook dry. He only stopped when he caught sight of himself in the surface: haggard, gaunter than ever, with his grey-black hair and beard long and straggly. Without finesse, he drew the dead agent’s knife, soaked his jaw and scalp then scraped the beard off and cut away his lengthy locks. What next? He mouthed into the ether, slicking back his shortened hair with a handful of water. With the knife, he traced out in the dirt the rough route he had taken since escaping the Fort of Mars, squinted up at the early-morning sky and tried as best he could to work out where he was and just how long he had taken to get here. He had criss-crossed over the Via Militaris three times, but was it twice south to north or twice north to south? His mind began taunting him with memories of both possibilities until he tossed the knife away in anger. What hope was there, he reckoned, for one man – on foot, without provision and with little idea of where he was – to find Emperor Valens let alone save the eastern ranks from disaster? He looked in the direction he could best discern as southeast and clutched the Mithras idol, bringing it from his purse and thumbing it. ‘You did not aid me all this way simply for it to end here.’

Silence. His head lolled.

It was a simple sound that stirred him: clopping hooves.

He blinked and peered into the fierce sunlight, seeing a few shapes in the east, approaching across a golden stretch of plain, melting away and returning with every flicker of the heat haze. Memories of his many months of torture and then this brutal journey east gripped him. He thought of Lurco, Trogus, Kuno, Dexion, Sorio and Scaevola, the bastard he had just slain. In an instant he was up, crouched, snatching up the discarded knife once more, ready to fight.

An old man emerged from the sweltering mirage, walking with the aid of a crook. With him came a young fellow – his son going by their similar features – towing a hand-cart. The rumble of hooves came from the small herd of sheep and three horses they led. The old shepherd waved an arm in greeting. Gallus’ alarm ebbed and he tucked the knife away, hailing the old fellow in return.

‘By the gods I thought I was having a bad run of it,’ the old man remarked as they came to him. ‘We’ve been trailing along like this in the dust for weeks since we abandoned our shack,’ he jabbed a thumb over his shoulder in the direction whence he had come. ‘My home since I was a lad. My boy here has finally convinced me to travel to Bourdepa. A cage of stone walls and repugnant cityfolk, if you ask me, but there you go. Anyway, to look at you soothes my distress just a little. I’ve never seen a man look so haggard or defeated.’ He motioned to his son, and the boy handed Gallus a water skin from the hand cart.

Gallus took it, realising he was still thirsty, and drank deeply once more. ‘Thank you, old man. But I’m not defeated, not if you can tell me where in Thracia I am.’

The shepherd arched an eyebrow. ‘You must be the only soul on this soil who does not know where he is.’

Gallus squinted at the old fellow, confused, then looked up into the sky, following the shepherd’s pointing finger. For a moment, he saw nothing, sun-blinded. Then, he saw the tall, faint golden stain hanging in the sky. It was not a cloud, but a pillar, rising from somewhere beyond the horizon.

‘The Goths descended from the north yesterday. Now Emperor Valens has marched from Adrianople to face them,’ the boy said.

Gallus thought of Dexion’s words in the Fort of Mars. I’ll be there long enough… long enough to do what must be done.

His heart struck against his ribs: the dust cloud was but a short ride away. He looked to the horses. ‘Old man, will you do something for me? Give me a horse. I must – must – reach Emperor Valens before he engages with the horde.’ Fumbling, he drew out his meagre belongings. ‘I’ll give you all I have and I’ll be sure to see you receive proper payment afterwards.’

‘That’s a lot to ask of a man you’ve just met,’ the old fellow said, eyeing Gallus sideways. ‘Who are you?’

He looked the farmer in the eye. ‘Manius Atius Gallus, Tribunus of the XI Claudia Pia Fidelis.’

The boy gasped. The farmer’s fear vanished and he laughed hoarsely.

‘Bring him a horse, lad,’ he said, then turned to eye the dust plume, stroking his chin. ‘And if he’s heading in that direction, then you’d best bring him my old gear too.’

The boy brought a chunky parcel from the hand cart and handed it to Gallus. The weight and the distinctive clink of iron identified it even before he had opened it. ‘You were a legionary once?’ Gallus asked.

‘I served under the ruby red banner,’ he said, saluting as best he could. ‘I fought for the Claudia for twenty five years.’

Gallus slipped on the mail shirt then buckled on the swordbelt and spatha the boy handed him too, then drew a musty-smelling red cloak round his shoulders. Only a helm was missing, but that aside, the weighty kit and the scent of oiled steel brought a sense of long-lost comfort. It had been some time, he thought, after all. ‘You made it to honourable discharge? I thought every man who served in these parts concluded their service on the end of a Gothic sword!’

The old fellow erupted in laughter again. ‘Aye, it sometimes felt like that in my day too. Men fell all too often, but some of us made it. The lads who march in your legion these days looked strong too.’

‘You saw the Claudia?’

‘I did – I spoke with a young lad, Centurion Pavo. It was he who mentioned you.’

‘Pavo? He is well?’ Gallus said, his spirits lifting.

‘Well enough – he’ll be all the better if you return though.’

Gallus’ eyes darted back to the dust pillar. He imagined Pavo and his veterans marching there. Then he imagined Dexion at the head of the Claudia. He barely felt the boy push an ancient-looking ruby red shield onto his arm. He took the reins of the white gelding the boy handed him and vaulted onto the saddle. ‘Thank you farmer,’ he said, then corrected himself, ‘thank you, legionary.’

The old fellow nodded and smiled wryly.

Gallus coaxed the mount into a canter, then a breakneck gallop. The wind brought a welcome relief from the fierce heat of the morning, ruffling his hair as he lay flat, eyes trained on the pillar of dust.







Chapter 22 



It was an hour before noon, and the imperial army marched northeast, sweltering in a ferocious heat that lent the legions an argentine lustre. The land either side of the column was a patchwork of vast golden crop fields and endless parched, dusty plains dotted with patches of grass, shrubs and streaked with shallow, dried-up ravines. The flat ground was interrupted by the occasional rise, atop some of which were fig orchards offering patches of leafy and tempting shade. The air was dotted with flies, pollen and dust motes, swirling against the deep azure sky, and the horizon was a white-hot mirage where sky met scorched earth.

Pavo stared at the heels of the man in front as he advanced. Dipping his head like this afforded him a visor of shade. He was well-versed in marching and marching hard, but this was a cauldron of a day: the dog days, as they called the hottest spells in August, when Sirius rose with the sun each morning, when the sea boiled, when the wine turned sour and hounds grew mad. Days that most men spent in shade or in the frigidarium at the baths. Sweat coated his face and had soaked the linen padding around his neck and inside his helm, and drenched his tunic. They had marched for ten miles, but it felt like twice that. The burning hot-metal of his mail shirt seared against his skin whenever it made contact, and he was sure that if they stopped for a moment he could remove his helm and bake bread in it. The intensity of the heat even seemed to be besting the invisible army of cicadas: their usual shrill song more like a chorus of croaking. He ran his tongue – dry as sand – across his lips – even dryer. The hearty breakfast and lashings of chilled water they had enjoyed that morning seemed like weeks ago, and he found his thoughts always returning to the water skin on his back – but it hung nearly flat with only a few mouthfuls remaining and it had to be used wisely. He looked up, his eyes narrowing to slits as the white-heat of the sun swept across his face. Through the cloud of dust he saw the column snaking on ahead. Beyond, the wall of shimmering heat offered no sign of the Gothic horde. He noticed Sura, by his side, was distinctly pale and drawn-looking, and from behind him, he heard the wheezing, desperate breaths of some of the younger lads. To them, this surely felt like the edge of death.

‘Keep time, keep your thoughts focused,’ he croaked. ‘Soon we will stop, drink and rest. It’s just like all the training marches – every one of you made it through them.’

‘Yes, sir,’ came a hoarse and gasping series of replies.

‘This is not bloody normal,’ Sura rasped, drawing a little closer so only Pavo could hear. ‘The gods decide to throw the hottest day of the year upon us the moment we march into the field in full kit?’ He shook his head, scowling as they passed another desiccated stream-bed. ‘The gods are bastards,’ he added, then shrunk a little and looked up as if doubting the wisdom of his curse.

Pavo swept away the sweat dangling from the end of his nose and tried to concentrate. His befuddled mind had still not managed to fathom the odd behaviour of Zosimus. The big man, his face still fixed in a scowl, seemed to have inherited Quadratus’ sudden distaste for Dexion. His brother marched at the head of the Claudia with the aquilifer, and Zosimus was just a few strides to Pavo’s right, so he shuffled over as they marched, trying to formulate the right question that would coax the big Thracian to explain without angering him.

‘Sir,’ Pavo asked.

‘Centurion,’ Zosimus replied.

‘Something isn’t right,’ Pavo said.

Zosimus stifled a gasp. ‘Too right. The Claudia are marching to war and the senior centurion of the Third Cohort is missing.’ The big man wiped a hand across his mouth as if snatching away the rest of what he wanted to say.

Pavo saw that furtive and steely glance again, Zosimus’ eyes coldly regarding Dexion for just a moment. ‘Sir, tell me, what is this?’

‘Back to your position, Centurion, we can’t waste breath on a march like this,’ Zosimus snapped.

‘Zosimus,’ Pavo said again, this time quietly. The big man seemed momentarily disarmed by the personal address. ‘Quadratus is like an elder brother to me, and I know he means even more to you. I’m trying not to think too much about what has happened to him. There’s not a chance he would desert.’

‘Not a chance,’ Zosimus agreed swiftly, his lips pursing in resolution.

‘But if he hasn’t deserted then what-’ there it was again, the steely glance at Dexion.

Pavo pounced on this. ‘What does Dexion have to do with it?’

Zosimus flinched. He tried his best to pretend he had been staring hard at the countryside ahead instead, but when Pavo continued to gaze at him awaiting a response, he sighed. ‘Pavo, last night, Quadratus told me something, and you’re not going to like it,’ he whispered.

Pavo briefly forgot about the arduous march, his ears lifting.

‘It was about Gallus and Dexion, on their journey west and the tale of how the tribunus fell… ’

Pavo’s skin crawled, part of him dreading what he was about to hear and part sure he had to know. But the big man fell silent as Dexion dropped back.

‘Seems there’s some commotion up front,’ Dexion said, prodding a finger to the left side of the dirt track up ahead. All heads seemed to be turning to the latest dried-up stream bed there. A chorus of gentle cheering sounded, passing back through the column towards them. Pavo frowned then craned his neck until he saw it too: this stream bed was not dry at all – a shallow, sparkling blue vein of water babbled through it, cool and wet.

‘Mithras, thank you,’ Libo said, close behind, detaching his nearly-empty water skin from his belt in anticipation.

‘Give the order to halt,’ Rectus said through gritted teeth, looking ahead, wondering why the horns hadn’t sounded to let the men take advantage of the stream. The horns did sound, but it was a short, shrill blast to keep moving.

‘What?’ Sura gasped, licking his dry lips as they ploughed on along the side of the stream, leaving the water untouched.

Pavo shared their ire and confusion, but only until he noticed on the dusty ground nearby the indents of many thousands of boots and wagon wheels. The Goths have recently been past this stream? Through the swirling heat haze up ahead, he saw that a small party of six Nervii had broken off from the column and were standing in the stream’s ankle-deep waters, their red-starred shields strapped to their backs.

‘Hold on, if they’re getting their fill, then why aren’t we?’ Trupo complained.

Pavo eyed the Nervii, seeing that they were not stooping to fill water skins, but standing around a dark shape in the water. At once, his senses were pummelled by the stench of open bowels, and the sight of red-brown streaks in the blue stream.

‘Mithras, I take it back,’ Libo said, cupping a hand over his nose and mouth, the others doing likewise.

Pavo now realised what the shape in the water was: a grey-haired explorator, stripped of his clothes and staked to the streamside. The Goths had been through here indeed, they had torn open the Roman scout’s belly by the water’s edge, letting his guts – swiftly putrefying in the ardent heat – seep into the brook. Tendrils of bloody entrails danced in the stream’s gentle current, and the Nervii stood around the decaying corpse, shaking their heads.

‘The Goths are near,’ Pavo said absently, an odd chill passing over him, briefly penetrating the heat as he surveyed the scorched plain ahead, carpeted in broken, golden wheat stalks. ‘They’ve filled their water barrels from this stream then polluted it.’

‘Near? By all the gods, they are,’ Zosimus replied flatly, his eyes fixed on the horizon.

There, the heat haze rippled and a broad, high and golden ridge slipped into view a few miles ahead, dominating the northern horizon and framed in the pastel-blue summer sky. Atop the ridge sat a wall of Gothic wagons, drawn up end-to-end in several small, tight, abutting circles like squat watchtowers fortifying the lip of the high ground and protecting what looked like a plateau behind. The countryside ahead of the Roman lines gradually sloped up towards this ridge.

A buccina blared to give the order to halt. The Roman army ground to a halt and every pair of eyes was fixed on the ridge. A trio of distant Gothic war horns moaned from somewhere upon the ridge then, silently, like a molten silvery ore, figures emerged from the wagon stockade – hundreds of them, then thousands. Soon, Fritigern’s infantry was arrayed almost in its entirety, nearly thirty thousand warriors in a dense line before their wagons, looking down on the silent and stunned Roman column of the same number.

The sun was now high overhead and the cicadas screamed like a bloodthirsty audience, urging the two great armies to engage.

Pavo was sure nothing on this realm could tear his gaze from the Gothic army. Then he realised there was something else, in the corner of his eye: flickering and fading in the heat haze, off to his left upon a small hillside, was a farmhouse. A simple, white-walled, red-roofed home with an abutting barn. It was the house of the shadow-man from his nightmares.

Valens wiped the sweat from his upper lip and regarded the wall of men and steel commanding the ridge ahead. Fritigern had planned this well. Behind those wagons, they would have water barrels, food, shade and all the other provisions needed to endure the blazing heat. He saw his vanguard of cavalry shuffling in anticipation, part-maddened by the sun and some over-eager to draw closer to the ridge. The infantry too were ill at ease, many murmuring and pointing, shrugging shoulders and shaking heads, for the Roman force had only this open, baking golden plain to claim as theirs, devoid of water or shade and crackling under the midday sun. He looked back over the tail of the column, seeing that it stretched off for a good few miles. The sea of faces behind him brought back memories of the crowd at the Hippodrome: the expectation, the demand for action. For a moment, the silvery ranks resembled the great wall of water coming for Constantinople, and the shrill cicada song became the thunderous roar. Panic crept up from his stomach, spreading over his chest, tendrils snaking into his mind. He snatched a wide-eyed glance at the western horizon and he wondered, one last time, whether his nephew might yet arrive at this burning land – might save him from the onrushing tide. Then, as if he had suddenly entered the eye of a storm, the panic vanished and an eerie sense of calm descended upon him.

You’re alone, he realised. Today, history will be made. Your name will echo through the ages. In what light, only your actions will determine.

He sighed then, fondly recalling the last time he had experienced life without such pressures, playing with little Galates in the palace gardens before the boy had been claimed by death. It had been a fiercely hot day then, too, with the lad skipping from bush to bush, sure he was so swift and silent that his father could not spot him. ‘You’ll never catch me!’ the boy had giggled. For a moment his lips played with a faint, fond smile.

‘Domine?’ the guttural voice of Traianus shattered the memory, wrenching him back to the searing plain. ‘What are we to do?’

Valens beheld his Magister Militum and let a silence pass. At last, he said: ‘We shall prepare for all eventualities. Bring the men into a broad battle line as we advance,’ he said, tracing a finger up the long slope towards the Gothic-held ridge, his mind going over the words of Fritigern’s envoy once again.

Bring your army before his – parade your regiments in front of his forces to strike fear into them. He will parley with you once our armies come face to face like this.

Now Saturninus, Victor and Bastianus – his bald pate bright red and gleaming and his appearance generally resembling a half-cooked crab – had ridden forward. The consistorium was together.

‘Draw us close enough to let the Goths see the banners and blades of all my legions,’ Valens demanded before any of them could speak.

Traianus’ eyes grew slit-like. ‘Close enough that they might loose their bows?’ he said, twisting round to survey the ridge. ‘I’d wager they have a dense bank of chosen archers up there.’

‘Closer,’ he affirmed. ‘Within javelin range.’

‘You plan a frontal attack?’ Victor said, the siege champion’s eyes narrowing in doubt as they always did when the prospect of a straight field battle loomed. ‘They have the high ground and they match us in number. Once we engage our front with theirs, we will not be able to withdraw.’

‘They are strong warriors, but still they lack the cohesion of the legions,’ Bastianus countered.

‘Today, I would wager they are stronger than usual,’ Saturninus advised. ‘They are well-fed and watered, no doubt. Our men are not. If we draw our lines too close then the men will have to remain dressed in their helms and metal vests. Our strength will ebb while the Goths enjoy their water and the shade of their wagon wall.’

Valens smiled tightly. ‘Yet we are here. Our options are limited. To stay where we are gains us no advantage and only exaggerates our thirst and fatigue. To march back is simply not an option and would invite the Goths to fall upon our rear. We do as I say: form a battle line then draw the men forward. But we will not attack.’ He held a finger in the air, rigid, to assert this point. That each of these famed generals looked to the digit and listened intently gave him great encouragement. ‘That is paramount. We hold the line and let the Goths see just what could fall upon their wagon stockade. And then… we see if Iudex Fritigern has anything to say.’

‘You put a lot of faith in Fritigern, Domine,’ Bastianus said with a wry look on his face.

Valens eyed his Magister Peditum. Bastianus had been the loudest advocate for engaging with the Gothic horde, yet he now showed signs of doubt. ‘You have suspicions?’

Bastianus grinned. ‘Always. I live by the rule: think not of what you can see, but what you cannot.’ He pointed to his bulging eye and then his eyepatch as he said this. His face grew even craggier as his good eye narrowed, scouring the sweltering ridge and silent, ominous wall of wagons and the thick band of warriors waiting before them. ‘I say advance, but do so with the utmost care. And I would advise you to establish a reserve.’

Valens nodded. He noticed a small copse by the foot of the slope. Far enough away from the Gothic lines to station a small reserve who could rest in a modicum of shade, but close enough for them to be called upon if needed. He turned to Victor, Richomeres and Saturninus. ‘Take the Batavians and one other legion from the field regiments. Perhaps a cohort of archers too. Wait by that thicket. Do not move from there unless you hear my signal: four blasts on the horn.’

The three generals looked at one another, then gave their assent.

Valens then looked to Bastianus and Traianus. ‘For the rest of us? Onwards, and let us stay vigilant.’

The buccinae cried and the column came to life again, spreading out into a staggered line like a sidewinding adder. The Scutarii and Gentiles of the cavalry vanguard began the ascent of the slope at a walk, drifting out to the right with the intention of anchoring that end of the line. The infantry rumbled forward at a jog, flattening out and gradually forming the centre, but the sheer number of men and the length of the marching column meant this would take some time. Equally, the distant rearguard cavalry cantering forward to form the Roman left had much ground to cover to get into position.

Every hair on Pavo’s neck stood on end as he waved his cohort uphill amidst Zosimus and Dexion’s cries. ‘This is it,’ he said over the thunderous rumble of fast-marching boots crunching through golden grass stalks, seeing the Goths up on the ridge bristle in anticipation. ‘Everything that has happened since we joined the legion has been building towards this.’

Sura and he shared a knowing look, both offering a silent prayer to the many comrades fallen in the intervening years, then he raised his voice and continued.

‘Everything you have practiced for. Every droplet of sweat, every blow on the training fields, every moment of marching and manoeuvres and drills. You are no longer recruits. You are the XI Claudia… do you know what it means to stand under the ruby bull of this legion?’ He saw from the corner of his eye Zosimus’ haggard but fond grin of appreciation. ‘It means honour, brotherhood, courage that would shame a lion and a pithy heart that will not be ruptured by blade nor arrow. Onwards. Our swords and spears are to be still until the emperor commands otherwise, but let us climb this hill, this pleasant Thracian hill, look the Goths in the eye… and tell them it belongs to us. To us! ’

A gruff roar of assent sounded from the cohort and the rest of the Claudia. ‘To us!’

The vanguard cavalry and the auxilia palatina legions who had been further ahead in the column were now well up the slope. Indeed the riders slowed and halted at close javelin range – just forty paces or so – from the Gothic front, as Valens had commanded. This ceded a little height to the Gothic position, and the riders cast eager and nervous eyes over their left shoulders, willing their staggered and still climbing line of allies to hurry.

As he led the Claudia closer to the forming line at the top of the slope, Pavo’s throat seemed to grow dryer and dryer. He wasn’t sure if it was the old soldier’s curse of parched mouth and bursting bladder creeping up on him, or if the air was merely growing dryer and hotter as they climbed. Squinting, he saw clearly the thick wall of Goths before their wagon fortress. A dense and seemingly endless band of Thervingi spearmen, with a bank of chosen archers just behind, some standing on the wagon-tops. They were clad in plundered Roman mail and helms or wearing their traditional tall conical helms and baked red leather armour. Some chose to go bare-chested and bare-headed, their blonde locks scooped into jutting, plume-like topknots. As he drew closer, he heard the cicada song fade and a jagged and polyglot chorus of insults take its place. To a man, the Goths’ faces were baleful, arms pumping in the air, fingers pointing and spit flying. The halted Roman cavalry right and the Auxilia Palatina legions now joining them were hurling abuse back with equal venom. Valens and the candidati reached the Roman line and took their place, slotting onto the left flank of the nearest unit. Pavo could see the emperor waving frantically, his horn-blowers and banner-wielders reinforcing the order to avoid engagement. Yet the cavalry right and the Scutarii riders in particular seemed to be restless.

Sura nudged him and nodded up towards the Tribunus of the Scutarii, an Iberian fellow named Bacurius. ‘That arsehole better watch what he’s doing.’

Pavo looked and saw Bacurius kicking his mount so it reared up time and again. He hoisted a javelin and shook it as if threatening to throw it into the Gothic lines. This orchestrated a crescendo of jeering and snarling from the Goths, some of whom opened up their bodies and invited the Scutarii leader to throw and test his aim. A volley of spit leapt through the air and spattered Bacurius, who then drew his spatha, pointed the blade at the aggressor like an accusing finger and unleashed a filthy torrent of abuse. Pavo would have laughed had the situation not been so parlous: the majority of the Scutarii had been on the Persian frontier for a number of years and this was almost certainly Bacurius’ first confrontation in the Gothic War. ‘He thinks he has a crow to pull with the Goths?’ he said, unconsciously speeding up to cover the few hundred paces remaining of the climb.

The Auxilia Palatina legions of the Hiberi, the Nervii, the Cornuti and the Fortenses were now in place near the top of the ridge slope and joined in the jeering and insults. ‘Our line isn’t even half-formed yet,’ Pavo growled, seeing those crack infantry regiments now stepping forward in places as if threatening to surge onwards and attack. Each time they would pull back though, content to goad the Goths, who also mock-charged in reply.

It seemed that the goings-on would go no further than bluster, when a loud clang sounded from the right. All heads in the Gothic and Roman forces turned in that direction, nearly sixty thousand breaths held. A stone had bounced off one Roman helm. Pavo saw that it was a Gothic child who had ducked under the legs of the wall of warriors to emerge in the short stretch of no-man’s land and hurl it. It was a weak throw and a small pebble that would probably not have hurt had it struck the Roman on the face, but it had the power to escalate the tension, and just a moment later, many more such petty missiles were being tossed to and fro. Stones, buckets of waste and chunks of dry firewood were tossed at the forming Roman line. The Romans threw these back, stooping to gather up rocks and debris to hurl at the Goths also. Then the unmistakeable zing of iron striking iron stilled the babble of insults. A Goth staggered back into the wall of his comrades, clutching his iron conical helm, dazed. The Roman javelin that had been loosed had deflected from the helm and now quivered angrily in the side of a Gothic wagon. A Gothic arrow hummed through the air in reply, causing a file of Hiberi legionaries to duck.

Pavo, Sura, Zosimus and Dexion led the Claudia to their place left-centre of the nearly-formed Roman line – now almost as broad as the dense bank of Goths opposite – and came to a halt. The climb was over at last. The Goths immediately across from them hurled a chorus of swearing at the Claudia. ‘It’s the bull-shaggers!’ one cried out. Pavo said nothing, simply glowering at the fellow. And a moment later, his head and all others in the legion peered along to the right, where the hostilities were spiralling.

‘Roman dogs, are you thirsty?’ One Goth cried, waddling forward from his lines, uncorking and guzzling on a water skin then emitting an exaggerated gasp of satisfaction. Pavo felt a fierce thirst at the sight of the sparkling liquid pattering into the dust – and felt a sudden empathy for Colias the Goth whom he had subjected to just such a taunt. The dull nausea that came after too long without water was building, and he could sense it from the others around him too. Bacurius and his lot were incensed by this, and seemed like dogs on ever-more strained leashes. The Goth then pulled down the front of his linen trousers, pulled out his tackle and urinated heavily. ‘Then you can drink my piss!’ The Gothic lines erupted in a mocking laughter, cheering their comrade. The brave Goth seemed set to fertilise the entire ridge top with his never-ending stream, until a rock was hurled from the Roman lines that thumped into the man’s groin. His howl was like that of a wounded hound as he recoiled and staggered back into his lines.

‘Enough, enough! ’ Valens cried along the Roman line towards the impetuous right. ‘If one more missile is loosed, I will have the hand of the man who threw it!’ It was a hoarse and desperate cry.

‘The emperor still hopes for talks?’ Sura said, his voice tight with tension.

‘Not just him,’ Pavo replied. ‘Look!’

The Gothic lines parted and a bald, gaunt Gothic man emerged. He wore just a simple brown robe adorned with an embroidered Chi-Rho, and carried no weapons or indication of rank. ‘A priest?’ Pavo guessed. The jeering quietened again as the man walked towards Valens position in the lines.

The Roman centre parted likewise and allowed the priest through. Emperor Valens dismounted and Pavo saw a canopy of candidati shields rise as if to offer the pair shade.

‘I don’t like this,’ Pavo muttered so only Sura would hear. ‘The heat, the terrain, the thirty thousand Gothic blades a handful of paces away?’ Then he saw, at either end of the long ridge on the Gothic flanks, groups of warriors hurrying to and fro, carrying something from within the wagon stockade and piling it there. ‘And what in Hades are they doing?’

Fritigern, dressed in his battle helm and scale armour, watched on from a small timber platform within the ring of wagons, his sapphire cloak and golden plume hanging limp in the oppressive heat. From here, he could see over the vehicles. On the lip of the ridge stood the thick band of Gothic infantry, facing downhill, then there was the stripe of burnt-gold no-man’s land and a little way down the slope stood the shimmering belt of legions facing his horde. A pair of fang-filled jaws – each over a half-mile long – waiting to gnash together. He saw how the two forces surged and jostled like chained hounds, saw spit flecking the air and heard all manner of vile insults being cast. He could almost smell blood in the air. But there was one last hope: he watched as the priest made his way through the Gothic ranks, across the middle ground and then into the Roman ranks, disappearing within that steely, shimmering mass.

‘They have accepted him?’ his bare-chested bodyguard asked, standing at the foot of the platform.

Fritigern nodded. He watched as the candidati raised their shields overhead. Talks were about to begin. Talks… peace, he mused. He thumbed the hilt of his sword, his heart torn. And if they reject your terms? he argued with himself. You will have to be swift, swifter than the Romans – the first to give the order to attack.

No, he chided himself, wait, be patient. He twisted round and looked over the mass of tents and families of his people, crammed here on the flat ground atop this ridge. He saw elderly men and women mending, crafting and cooking, their faces white and their eyes wide, always looking to the wagon wall, knowing what had arrived out there to confront their sons and husbands in the Gothic ranks. He saw boys play-fighting with wooden swords, dogs leaping and running with them. They were excited about what was going on beyond the wagon wall. They talked of killing the iron eagles of the empire and laughed as they knocked each other down. They did not know the horrors of battle. But today might change everything. He turned back to the opposing battle lines outside the wagon wall, his gaze tracing the serried ranks. So many lives, so much sharpened steel and… his eyes shrunk to slits… ‘Guard; what in all of God and Wodin’s realm is that?’

The guard hurried up onto the platform, looking out at the drawn up battle lines with him.

‘There,’ Fritigern said, pointing to the scurrying group of Goths at the right end of the battle lines. They were each carrying something, dropping it in a pile and scuttling off again. In the shimmering haze, he couldn’t see exactly what it was.

‘Wood, faggots and dry grass, Iudex?’ the guard suggested, shielding his eyes from the sun. The man then clasped a hand to Fritigern’s shoulder and pointed his attentions to the opposite end of the battle lines, on the Gothic left. There, a second clutch of warriors were piling dried grass and wood on another pile – even larger.

Fritigern felt cold, invisible fingers stroke his back.

‘Guard, why do my men build pyres?’

Under the canopy of shields and the patch of blessed shade this offered, Valens, Traianus and Bastianus eyed the gaunt, bald Gothic priest who had turned up at the Adrianople camp the previous dawn. A candidatus handed both men a skin of water. The priest waved it away.

‘I fear you and your men need it more than I,’ he said with an earnest smile that assuaged Valens’ initial suspicion that this was a gibe.

Valens gestured for the skin to be passed out along the ranks, where others amongst the legions were guzzling what little water they had left. He gave the priest an appraising look, recalling their brief chat yesterday. The notion that the horde might be struck dumb with fear at the sight of the legions now seemed laughable. Indeed, a foul tirade echoed overhead, coming from one Goth atop a wagon, enthusiastically demonstrating a sexual act. But while the horde remained defiant, this was the closest he and Fritigern had come to discussions since this brutal war had begun. Would he stay true to his word and propose terms?

‘What do you have to say, Priest?

The priest licked his colourless lips and began: ‘Iudex Fritigern is honoured to be in the presence of the Emperor of the East. That you have brought such a vast force before him is testament to the esteem you hold him in. He wishes for that mutual respect to continue, and to seek out a path that will allow both armies to end today as allies, not enemies.’

The man was trying to play his part, Valens realised – that creaky wheel voice doing its best to make sure all nearby heard.

‘What does he want?’ Valens said flatly.

The priest held out both hands, palms upturned. ‘What can you offer?’

Thracian land, service within the legions, Valens thought. But the words stuck somewhere in his throat as he sensed scornful looks from his generals. He even saw Traianus’ top lip wrinkle in disgust. He imagined what this one and Bastianus might think were they to hear their leader offering precious land to a low-born priest. He licked his lips and made eyes at the priest, hoping the Goth would understand.

‘Bring Iudex Fritigern to me. Tell him we will talk and we will talk frankly. In all that has gone on in the conflict between our two peoples, not once have we stood face to face. But I cannot… will not, vow or make oath with a man of low station.’

‘I understand,’ the priest said, bowing respectfully. ‘But just as I would not expect you to come back with me to talk with Fritigern within our wagon wall for fear of harm, I know that my lord will not come here.’

‘Perhaps a meeting on the open ground between our lines?’ Traianus suggested.

The priest smiled tightly, glancing up at the Goth atop the wagon, now berating the legions whilst miming some physically impossible sexual deed. ‘I… would fear the more hot-headed in both of our forces might strike down both you and Iudex Fritigern.’

Valens cocked his head to one side. ‘A sound concern.’

The priest touched a finger to his lower lip in thought. ‘But maybe Fritigern would come here if you were to send a high-ranking man inside our wagon stockade as a guarantee.’

Valens gave it a moment of thought then nodded. He turned and dragged the finger across the line of generals. Bastianus stood tall, flashing the man a beaming, yellow-toothed smile, quickly rearranging his eyepatch then his crotch as if to look his best. For a moment, Valens considered the possibility, but knew the blusterous officer might spark some sort of incident were he to enter the Gothic camp. He swept his finger across the collection of other tribuni – men who had served with him in the Persian strife and had long boasted of their guile and bravery. One barely disguised a gulp, but did his best to imitate Bastianus’ stance, broadening his slight shoulders as best he could. Another failed to meet the emperor’s gaze and the one next to him was already shaking his head, looking for some form of excuse.

‘Send me,’ Comes Richomeres said, stepping forward with his plumed helm underarm. His eyes were defiant and his knobbly features set hard and glistening with runnels of sweat. ‘It will spare those with water for guts from having to squirm their way out of it,’ he said with an icy glance down his nose at the silent ones.

Valens raised his eyebrows as if putting the offer to the priest. ‘Comes Richomeres is one of the principal generals of the West, and increasingly his efforts have become vital here in the East too. If he returns to your wagon defences with you, can I trust that Iudex Fritigern will then come here?’

The priest seemed relieved at the prospect, and Valens sensed the weak hope of treaty growing once more. ‘It will be so,’ the old fellow bowed, before he and Richomeres walked from the shield canopy and cut through the Roman lines to make their way across the no-man’s land.

As they went and the shield canopy dissolved, and Valens noticed that vultures were now gathering overhead – as if knowing something he did not. He readied to rouse his still-agitated battle line with some well-practiced homily that might keep them eager but obedient. But he halted, scenting something new in the hot, dry air: sweet woodsmoke. He frowned, seeing torch-bearing Goths approaching two huge piles of dried grass and wood at either end of their lines.

The thickening cloud of vultures took to screeching, demanding that blood be spilled. Pavo shouted as if to drown them out, he and Sura repeating Zosimus and Dexion’s words of encouragement to the Claudia ranks. Looking right and left along the now fully-formed Roman line, he saw an unending wall of shields emblazoned with wolves, lions, demi-gods, and the dark, angry bull of the Claudia, spears jutting forward like spines. Peering out over this stout wall was a forest of iron helms and glaring eyes.

‘Keep your shields up and spears ready. No man sits down or removes his helm,’ he barked over his shoulder. The orders came easily, as these were exactly the things he wanted to do. His shield now felt like an anvil, the rope loop over his left shoulder pushing the mail there into his skin and collarbone and his helm seemed to be roasting his brain, but with the lines so close, it would be folly to abandon formation or stance. They had enjoyed the small mercy of having an opportunity to drink the remainder of their water skins, but those few mouthfuls were warm and brackish and all too little and just moments later, the bone-dry texture had returned to many Roman mouths.

He glanced along to his right, seeing Zosimus there with Dexion. The big man cast the Gothic line foul looks. Every so often, Pavo noticed, the Thracian then glanced sidelong at Dexion with just as much animosity.

Mithras let this be no more than some petty squabble.

Just then, Dexion looked left, across the Roman lines. Pavo was sure it was to look for him, but instead, his brother gave a half-nod to some unseen other, beyond Pavo. Pavo turned to see who it might be, but could discern nothing amongst the sea of helms and spears.

‘The talks are finished?’ Sura cooed, nudging Pavo, scattering his thoughts and tipping his head towards the dissolving canopy of candidati shields.

Pavo looked over that way. ‘No, not quite,’ he replied, watching Richomeres and the old Gothic envoy making their way across the no-man’s land, up the short stretch of slope towards the Gothic lines. ‘Another round is to come, it seems.’

‘ More talks? We need to act or stand down,’ Sura groaned. ‘The lads are perishing in this heat. It’s only their thirst that’s disguising their hunger. We need shade or wat-’

His friend’s words stopped abruptly as an odd noise sounded behind Pavo, above the Roman ranks: an ethereal, trilling call like elegiac birdsong.

‘What the?’ he heard Cornix say behind him. All eyes looked up and around. Pavo caught sight of the thin shaft up there, leaping from the Roman lines, arcing round then plummeting safely behind the rearmost legionaries.

‘A whistling shot?’ Sura guessed, squinting over in the general direction of the archer cohorts behind the Claudia.

‘A signal shot,’ Trupo suggested, his brow bending in confusion.

But Pavo barely heard the discussion. Instead, his attentions were drawn back to the wood piles flanking the Gothic lines. Men now touched torches to these and in moments, they were ablaze. Thick, grey woodsmoke spiralled up from both piles and turned into dark grey pillars in moments. The billowing plumes met overhead the Gothic lines, forming a towering curtain of warping, stained air. Tendrils and puffs of the smoke also descended the slope, and the men all along the Roman lines coughed and hacked, blinking at the stinging air that snatched the last vestiges of moisture from their throats.

Sura retched and strained to keep his eyes open and upon the Gothic lines. ‘Mithras, the heat!’

‘What in Hades is this?’ Zosimus growled away to Pavo’s right, swiping a hand through the air before him.

Similar cries and curses rang all around Pavo. Only one man in the ranks seemed unperturbed by this odd turn of events. Dexion.

Pavo watched as his brother stood, unflinching, the grey smoke wafting around him. The rightmost Gothic bonfire blazed in the background, and for a moment, his brother was like a shadow set against the blaze.

Richomeres was but paces from the Gothic lines, the woodsmoke swirling around him. The priest with him was slow, walking with a slight limp. Behind him, he heard the jagged Iberian cries of Bacurius, the Scutarii commander on the Roman right. The man had fire in his blood and mud in his skull, Richomeres thought.

‘Come fight me then, Goth,’ Bacurius screamed at one wagon-top warrior who had been goading him, ‘I will take your head from your shoulders!’

Richomeres swung to face back towards the Roman lines and shot a finger at Bacurius. ‘You’ve been told already, you fool! The emperor will decide if and when it comes to battle.’

Bacurius and his mount suddenly slumped, seething. A chorus of laughter from the Goths did little to ease his embarrassment. Richomeres gave him a gimlet stare and prayed it would be enough to cow the man.

‘Men like him are the bane of a general’s plans,’ he muttered to himself as he turned back to continue towards the Gothic line.

‘Iudex Fritigern has more than a few such,’ the priest said with a weak laugh. ‘A bane and a blessing, he calls them-’ his words ended abruptly as the ground shook somewhere behind them as if a Titan were running up to assail them. Both turned back in the direction of the Roman cavalry right.

‘Come on then, you dogs!’ Bacurius howled, his steed breaking into a sudden charge. The rest of the Scutarii were just as eager, pouring across the no-man’s land with their leader. The Gentiles, spurred on by the same eagerness or maybe just confusion at the Scutarii’s sudden advance, charged too.

Richomeres gawped. ‘No!’

A volley of javelins were hurled from the Scutarii riders, punching into the Gothic left, then they levelled their lances or drew their swords and drove into the thick ranks of surprised spearmen. Gothic soldiers fell in huge numbers and Bacurius ploughed into their midst, hacking at all around him like a god of war. Suddenly, the stunned Roman infantry centre erupted in a cry of support that drowned out the frenzied buccina blasts intended to reign back the impetuous cavalry. Like the instinctive bristling of a creature preparing to fight, the Roman infantry lines clattered as the front ranks braced. The Gothic lines did likewise. The jeering and insults of before were replaced by a guttural, baritone roar and the rapping of blades against the rims of shields.

Richomeres felt the priest wriggle loose of his supporting arm.

‘Go!’ the priest cried, his gaunt face stretched in panic, waving Richomeres back to the Roman lines. ‘The chance to talk has been stolen from us. Run for your life! ’

Pavo’s heart crashed against his ribs like a war drum. It had happened like a sudden strike of lightning: one moment there had been just crackling tension, foul heat, blinding smoke and jeering… then as if cast forward like the flash from a flint hook, the cavalry right had plunged into the Gothic left. Now the Gothic war horns wailed and the Roman buccinae cried in reply. A low, guttural chorus of thousands of voices from the wall of Goths seemed to shake the land. As the roar rose in a crescendo of ferocity and tone, building to a shrieking apogee, Pavo lowered his shield, knowing what was about to happen. He saw the Gothic centre, faces bent in rage, spears and longswords raised, poised. The war horns wailed again. Suddenly, the ground shuddered and the spearmen of the horde swept downhill at a frightening pace.

No time for plumbatae or javelins, Pavo realised. ‘Brace!’ he roared then levelled his spear and saw many on the front ranks were slow to do likewise. He trained his spear on the howling, long-legged Goth coming for him and readied himself, knowing this would be a jarring impact.

What felt like a herd of demons crashed into the Roman line with a thunderclap of shield against shield. Sharp cries and retching sounded as Roman and Goth alike were run through and disembowelled on the ends of each other’s blades. Pavo felt his spear burst through the long-limbed Goth’s ribs but the mortally wounded man stumbled on along the shaft, driven by the weight of the thousands more behind him. The spear snapped and the corpse flailed and was forced up and over the Roman shield wall. Pavo thought the Goths coming right after the dead man might overwhelm and trample him, but the Roman ranks behind him stood fast: their weight and determination absorbed the Gothic onslaught but at an awful price, he realised, seeing so many comrades falling, cleaved or run through.

‘Push back!’ he yelled hoarsely, Sura screaming with him. He hoisted his shield and thrust it at face height, feeling noses and jaws shatter on the iron boss, smashing the teeth from one fighter who seemed set to plunge his longsword into Sura’s momentarily unprotected shoulder. Then, when one savagely-grinning warrior tried to tear the shield from his grasp, he leapt and thrust his head forward, bringing the sharpened fin of his intercisa helm into the foe’s face. The tip pierced flesh and bone right between the man’s eyes, scything deep into the matter within. The warrior’s grin remained despite the grievous wound that swiftly pumped black blood over his face. No sooner had he fallen than another three clamoured to barge Pavo to the ground. Sura struck one on the forearm, snapping the bone and sending the attacker staggering back, howling, clutching the flailing and useless limb. Pavo tore his spatha from his scabbard and struck another across the neck, ripping out the man’s jugular, before sidestepping the charge of a third, letting the man’s momentum carry him inside the Roman shield wall then stabbing down into the warrior’s flank as he flailed past. With a clack, he closed shields with Sura again, then looked to his optio and to Trupo on his other side. ‘Still good?’ he snarled.

‘Still good,’ Trupo replied, barely flinching as a Gothic sword chopped the crown off of a helmetless legionary nearby.

‘Still good,’ Sura growled in reply, running the Goth responsible through.

A shower of arrows leapt from Gothic and Roman lines alike, bouncing off steel helms and punching into flesh all around Pavo. A flurry of longswords chopped down, splinters flying from shields and blades buckling such was the ferocity of the attack. Pavo saw, over the thrashing sea of arms, helmets and weapons, Valens and his candidati amidst the fray: battle had been foisted upon him in the end but the emperor leapt and parried, swinging his shield to block one blade then another like any one of his legionaries, his purple plume swishing. Not far from the emperor he caught sight of Fritigern: the broad-shouldered warlord and his bodyguards had charged from within the wagon stockade to surge into the fray like common soldiers too, and were now locked in battle with the Hiberi legion. Further along to the Roman right he saw Bacurius, his Scutarii riders and the Gentiles chargers with them, still driving the Gothic left back onto their wagon wall. The leftmost wagons shuddered and one toppled, catching light from the blaze of faggots, grass and wood there.

‘The right is almost ours!’ A dry-throated voice cried.

This brought a ferocious cheer from the legions, and Pavo felt the tide turn. The Gothic infantry had lost the momentum of their short charge downhill into the Roman lines and now the Claudia and the other legions were pushing them back, forging uphill to the lip of the ridge step by precious step.

‘Push!’ Pavo yelled over the iron rhapsody of battle. ‘We need every one of you!’

He cut down two Gothic spearmen in front of him. One snarling foe came at him in a fervour, and Pavo swept his spatha up nimbly to chop into the warrior’s neck. Lifeblood spurted into the smoky, stifling haze all around him and the red mire of the slope grew slicker and a coppery-stink filled the air. The pale cloth tops on the wagons were now streaked with smoke, dust and glistening, fresh blood. Another five or six ranks of Goths stood between him and the stockade. Between him and claiming the ridge. Between him and victory?

Now he felt it too – that flash of hope. The end of the war was here for the taking. At that moment he could think only of the loved ones lost to him in the years of conflict… and the few remaining, standing here with him. Zosimus, Sura… Dexion.

Hoisting his shield to block the ferocious counterattack of one Goth, he snatched a glance to the right, along the Roman line. He saw big Zosimus there, streaked with blood, dust and smoke, his helm plastered with clotted blood and strips of skin. He fought like a bull, like a vision of the Claudia’s legionary emblem, smashing his shield, fist and forearm into Goths between strokes of his spatha. By his side… was nobody, just the legionaries of the Claudia’s First Cohort.

Dexion? Pavo mouthed. He noticed the men of Zosimus’ cohort had struck up some lamenting cry. Something had happened. ‘Take my place,’ he cried to Cornix, then dropped back from the front line. He then forged across the second ranks to draw closer to Zosimus.

‘He’s gone,’ one of Zosimus’ men howled as he passed, his face tear-streaked and twisted in rage.

Pavo’s heart fell into his boots as he realised they were lamenting the loss of the legion’s leader. No. No!

He only had a heartbeat to dwell on this before the Gothic infantry line surged back against the Roman advance. A shoulder bashed into his jaw and sent him staggering, and a longsword clanged from the brow of his helm. He righted himself, thrust his spatha out to score his attacker’s neck, then looked round to find Zosimus again. The big man held a tall Goth by the windpipe and snarled like a hound as he choked the life from the foe, while fending off spears and longswords with his shield. One Goth tried to hack through Zosimus’ arm, and Pavo shot up his spatha just in time to block the blow then thrust out a boot to kick the attacker back before barging into line, shoulder-to-shoulder with the big man, repairing the rupture in the Roman shield wall.

‘Well timed,’ Zosimus rasped, his face a mask of red.

‘Sir, did I hear rightly?’ Pavo gasped. ‘Dexion: is he… ’

Zosimus lashed out with his sword then shot him a sideways, wild-bull look, the whites of his eyes stark against his blood-coated everything else. ‘He’s gone.’

Pavo felt those words like a dull blow underneath his armour. It knocked the breath from him, kicked the fight from his heart. For a fleeting moment, he cared little for anything else. He barely noticed his shield slipping lower and lower… until Zosimus clasped his shield arm and hoisted it up again. ‘Gone – fled,’ Zosimus flicked his head backwards, down the slope.

Pavo was sure he had misheard. ‘Where did he fall?’

Zosimus tightened his grip on Pavo’s shield arm and the pair braced against another Gothic surge. ‘He didn’t fall. He ran. He left us, abandoned us.’

Pavo snatched a glance over his shoulder, but saw only the compressed, snarling bank of legionaries behind them, pressing forward again as the momentum swung back in the Romans’ favour. ‘No,’ he whispered.

Suddenly, a red-haired warrior barged through the shield wall, between Zosimus and him, bringing his sword down for Zosimus’ neck. Pavo saw that the big centurion – blocking the spear thrust of another – could not defend himself. He leapt up and tried to block the red-haired one’s strike, but could only divert it. The blade missed Zosimus’ neck and instead raked down his shoulder and shield arm, slicing through his chain mail and into his flesh. With the roar of an abruptly wakened bear, Zosimus’ shield fell and he staggered back. Instantly, Rectus ran the red-haired one through while Pavo, Libo and the others on the front line closed their shields over the gap.

‘Move aside!’ Zosimus snarled, pushing to re-join the front.

Pavo saw the big man’s arm was wet with blood and hanging limp. ‘Not a chance, sir. You can’t hold a shield, you’ve got to fall back, have a medicus see to you,’ he cried over his shoulder.

Zosimus’ face puckered in apoplexy. ‘Fall back? You bloody well fall back, I’m not going anywh-’ he stopped with a grunt as a Gothic arrow punched into his already torn shoulder. ‘Bastards!’ he screamed as he fell to one knee and clutched the shaft. ‘You have the First Cohort now too,’ he rasped at Pavo. ‘Keep them tight, keep them together,’ he said, dropping back as the Roman line forged on towards the lip of the ridge. ‘Bring them back in one piece or I’ll kick your arse.’

‘I’ll lead them as you would, sir,’ Pavo cried, then chopped his spatha forward like a banner. ‘Did you hear that?’ he cried along the Claudia front. ‘For Zosimus, for the Claudia… for the Empire!’

Zosimus’ breath came and went in rasps, his strength sapping as the blood poured from his torn shoulder and arm. The rear ranks of the Roman infantry spilled past his kneeling form and suddenly he was alone, surrounded by the bodies of the fallen. He looked up, seeing that the right was almost claimed by Bacurius and his lot. And the wall of legionaries in the Roman centre were pressing against the Gothic lines and almost at the lip of the ridge and the wagons. A wall of soldiers, a wall of noise… and that infernal wall of grey smoke.

He looked downhill, past the carpet of dead, littered with arrows and bent blades. There at the foot of the slope, the handful of medici watched on, their mules and crates nearby. He rose, his vision swimming, and hobbled downhill towards them, the din of the fray lessening only slightly as he drew away from it. ‘Come on you big bastard, it’s not fatal. A bandage and maybe a gulp of wine and back into the fray!’ he chuckled weakly to himself, ignoring the coldness spreading over his fingertips and toes. He loped over to the nearest medicus, who wordlessly peeled Zosimus’ tunic down from the wounded shoulder. The slight, curly-haired man’s eyes widened and he gulped. Nervous at being so close to the battle, Zosimus told himself, kneeling on one knee to let the man treat the wound with a clean rag doused with acetum.

‘My comrade, Quadratus, he’s not here, you see,’ he said. Just speaking was an effort. ‘The big arsehole usually has my flank and me his. When I catch up with him, I’m going to boot his ba-’

‘Sir,’ the medicus had stopped dabbing at the wound, ‘perhaps you should lie down and-’

Zosimus silenced him with a hard stare. ‘Bandage it,’ he snarled.

The medicus licked his lips and followed the order, tying on a length of white linen tightly. Zosimus’ vision was spotting over now. He hoped the wound wouldn’t stop him from lifting little Rufina tonight, after the battle was won, or from making love to Lupia for that matter. Aye, don’t want to lose too much blood! He allowed himself a moment of weakness, looking south, back in the direction of Adrianople, his home. For a moment, he saw in the dancing heat haze visions of his wife and daughter by the hearth, waiting for him. Then he noticed something else, something real: a lone figure out there, running. The white-plumed helm, the black armour. Dexion.

With a grunt, he shoved the medicus away, stood tall and clambered onto one of the mules, cupping his half-bandaged arm under the armpit of the other.

‘Sir,’ one of the healers protested.

But Zosimus was off, heeling the undersized and somewhat panicked beast into a trot. His head was swimming now and he could think of little other than resting – but only after he had arrested the coward who had deserted the Claudia. The noise of the battle fell away as he rode Dexion down with ease, then slid from the back of the mule.

‘The battle’s… that… way,’ Zosimus slurred, the blood having soaked through his bandage, pattering on the parched ground. The cicada song was shrill and uncomfortable, and he realised he was swaying.

Dexion backed away from him, hands raised in supplication. ‘You don’t understand,’ he said.

‘Don’t understand what?’ Zosimus spat. ‘That my comrade, Centurion Quadratus, goes missing in the hours after he told me he was going to confront you,’ he stabbed a finger at Dexion’s gem-hilted blade, ‘about that.’ He stepped towards Dexion. ‘I’ve known big Quadratus for years, and it took a lot for me to doubt his theory. But you know what – I did… because I wanted to. I wanted to believe you were everything Gallus thought you were when he made you his primus pilus.’ He stopped, his vision black for a few heartbeats. He wiped at his eyes and this brought the blinding sunlight back. ‘But then you run from battle. There is no way I can convince myself that you’re anything other than a coward… at best.’

Dexion’s tawny-gold eyes darted north to the battle, then covetously to the south.

‘Don’t even… think about it,’ Zosimus said, flexing his good hand on his spatha hilt. But even those fingers were now growing numb.

Dexion nodded and held his hands a little higher. ‘Quadratus came to me last night. He accused me of things I can barely bring myself to repeat. He was angry. He… tried to attack me. Yet he was drunk and I was swift, I dodged the dagger he thrust at me and battered him on the back of the head. I meant to knock him out but I must have hit him too hard. Now I knew the effect this would have had on the men on a morning such as this, so I kept it quiet – had a few men from the city garrison deal with his body.’

Zosimus’ heart clenched. ‘You killed… him? You killed my… friend, my comrade, my brother.’ He slowly drew his spatha and Dexion backed away as he brought the gleaming blade up to hover between them. ‘And Gallus?’

Dexion shook his head. ‘I’ll explain, as I tried to with Quadratus,’ he tapped his gem-hilted sword. ‘This, this was all a big mistake.’

‘I’ll be having that,’ Zosimus snarled, clumsily hooking the sword’s handle with his own blade, drawing it from Dexion’s scabbard then tossing it into the dirt nearby. The effort all but sapped his draining strength. ‘And you’ll be answering… for all… you’ve done,’ he wheezed through tight, cold lips. He heard his words as if spoken by another, and now more than ever longed to sink to his knees or lie down and rest, close his eyes.

‘I’ll answer every question you have,’ Dexion said, hands still raised.

Zosimus noticed how he kept glancing back to the battle and saw his tongue dart out again and again. He looked too, and saw that the vast, Roman line was in the ascendency once more. Victory is near? he wondered. ‘Why… were you running?’ he asked. ‘I’ve seen you… stand and fight against far blacker… odds than this.’

There it was again, the tongue darting out, the eyes hanging on the battle line. No, not the battle line, Zosimus realised, the wall of smoke. A stark chill sped across Zosimus’ already cooling and paling skin as he gazed at the billowing stain above the battle. ‘It was you who gave the nod for that signal arrow. The arrow the Goths heard. The arrow that caused them to light those fires?’ Suddenly he felt terrible fear for the Roman lines and for all in these lands. Lupia, Rufina, he mouthed. ‘What… have you done?’ he snarled, turning back to Dexion. ‘What have you-’

He fell silent, seeing that the black-garbed primus pilus had stepped over and was now nose-to-nose with him, noticing that the man’s hands were no longer raised, feeling the dull sensation of something raking inside his breast. He staggered back, bemused by the dagger hilt embedded in his chest.

‘As always,’ Dexion whispered, peering down his nose as Zosimus fell to his knees, ‘I have done my master’s bidding. Without feeling, and without fail.’

Zosimus, the bull of the XI Claudia, collapsed to the ground, his final thoughts with his brothers on the ridge and his beloved in Adrianople.

Gallus sped through the scorched, dry valley, his eyes combing the horizon, ever-fixed on the dust cloud that always seemed to be just another valley ahead. He heard nothing, nothing but the drum of his mount’s hooves, his heart and the rush of hot air past his ears. This was the last of the hills – it had to be, he prayed, for he had forded the Tonsus River the best part of an hour ago and the flat lands around Adrianople must surely be close. The horse sped up the slope and then halted as Gallus yanked on the reins, transfixed by the green-gold plains stretching out before him. At once he spotted the silver city of Adrianople, glimmering on the horizon far to the south, but his gaze hung on the metropolis for just an instant, his attention being torn northwards, to the dust cloud he had been using like a beacon. But it had changed: now it was a coiling, grey wall of smoke, spilling into the sky just a mile to the north of his position and part-masking the blistering sun. He followed the tendrils down to their source: two orange blazes on either end of a broad, flat-topped ridge, edged with Gothic wagons. The southern slopes of this ridge glistened like running water in the sunlight. He squinted, seeing the flashes of coloured banners there, hearing the faint sounds that confirmed it all: the war horns, the guttural screams of dying men and the pained whinnying of horses. Thousands upon thousands of men clashing iron. The Gothic Horde and the Army of the East were entangled like great warring stags.

‘By the gods, no,’ he whispered into the ether. Instinctively, he heeled the horse into a gallop once more, heedless of the froth at her mouth or lathered sweat on her skin. The beast did not resist, riding down the hill and then pelting across the sweltering plains towards the beset ridge. ‘It is too late,’ he realised as he sped towards the conflict, seeing the battle for what it was: two evenly-matched walls of infantry, the Goths holding the lip of the ridge and the legions of the East striving uphill against them, the two sides stealing then conceding a few paces of ground as they shoved against one another. The right wing of Roman cavalry seemed to be on the verge of breaking the Gothic left, but the left wing of Roman riders were not faring so well. What can I do? What use is my news about Gratian when battle has already commenced?

Stand with them, a voice answered in his head. At once he understood the meaning. The Claudia were somewhere within that seething mass of flesh, blood and iron on the ridge slope. Protect them, the voice said again, and instantly, he knew that with Dexion amongst them, guiding them, their fate was bleak.

‘If the Goths do not cut you down, you bas-’ he fell silent, all his thoughts crumbling away as he saw something else to the north: a vast herd of riders, pouring south from the Tonsus valley like a plague towards the rear of the ridge, the wall of smoke veiling the dust plume of their approach. Gallus felt a cold, heavy stone settle in his stomach as he realised what was about to happen. ‘Mithras, no.’

Stand with them, the voice repeated.

‘Get your shoulders behind your shields and push!’ Pavo screamed along the Claudia front.

‘Give them not a pace – not a pace! ’ Sura yelled, pressed to Pavo’s left shoulder.

Yet the Goths cried out too, pushing back even harder and soon, legionary boots were slipping in the mire of blood-soaked dust, ceding pace after pace of ground. Rasping, half-choruses of defiance sounded from the exhausted, thirsty and baking Roman ranks, half-blinded by the stinging smoke. Pavo gave every scrap of strength in his rapidly numbing limbs to hold the Goths back, but it was not enough and the legionary front cracked. Pavo fell to one knee while his Claudia comrades were driven back either side of him.

Suddenly, he found himself isolated, two Goths lunging for him on either side. His heart slowed to a fierce crash. He raised his spatha towards the Goth on the right, hoisting his shield to protect his back from the other one as best he could. He saw his foe’s eyes sparkle, spit flying from the snarling mouth. In his mind’s eye, he saw the faces of the many lost he was surely about to join.

Stand with me now, he mouthed, Bracing as the rightmost foe leapt for him.

But the man did not make it. Either side of Pavo, the silvery legionary wall surged forward once more with a visceral cheer, reclaiming the lost ground. The two coming for Pavo were run through on legionary spears, and the sheer hubris of this counter charge sent the other Goths staggering back in fright.

All Pavo could hear from the reinvigorated Claudia forging uphill past him was the same cry, echoing: ‘ He’s here! ’

‘What?’ Pavo gasped, seeing Cornix rush past nearby.

Cornix’s face was fixed in a manic grin. ‘By the gods – it’s him. He has cheated Hades!’ he called over his shoulder.

‘What? Who?’ Pavo shouted as they drove the Goths back, but the fighting drowned out any reply.

A hand slapped on his shoulder. ‘Pavo, look,’ Sura said, hauling him back from the thick of the fighting for a moment, then pointing down the slope. What he saw was like a burst of cool wind. There, racing up through the rear ranks, rode a gaunt, wolf-like horseman with winter-blue eyes and grey-streaked hair, his face set in an animal snarl and his sword held high by a long, sinewy arm.

Pavo gawped, uncomprehending. Gallus.

As he locked eyes with the approaching, mail-shirted apparition, he heard the cries from the ranks of the Claudia and their limitanei brothers, the V Macedonica, all of whom surged forward in renewed belief.

‘It is Gallus of the Claudia!’

‘The Iron Tribunus has crossed the Styx and vanquished the Ferryman. He has returned to take us to victory!’

‘Sura, how can this be? Are we… dead?’ Pavo gasped, absently patting his torso as if expecting to find a mortal wound there.

‘One day, friend, but not yet,’ Sura replied, hugging him with one arm.

Gallus forged through the ranks to the pair, then slid from the saddle. Pavo saw the mesh of scars and the faint, fading bruises dappling the tribunus’ face. He looked many years older than when he had left the legion just the previous winter. ‘Sir?’

‘Pavo?’ Gallus said, seemingly racked with the same measure of disbelief. Then, noticing Pavo’s new rank, added: ‘Centurion Pavo?’

Decorum cast aside, the pair locked forearms.

Pavo felt a blanketing warmth, an odd sense of comfort and wellbeing despite the chaos of battle only feet away. It was something he had felt only once before: when reunited with Father in the Persian realm. ‘We, I thought you were dead. The Quadi struck you down? How is this possible? I never thought I would set eyes upon you again, sir.’

‘Nor I you,’ Gallus replied, clasping a firm hand to Pavo’s shoulder. He looked to the Claudia’s silver eagle standard with the ruby bull banner draped from its crossbar, ‘nor that blessed emblem.’ His eyes shot this way and that along the swelling, bucking line of battle, just a few paces uphill. ‘The story is long and tangled. Where are the others?’

Pavo shook his head. ‘Quadratus disappeared, Zosimus has fallen back injured and Dexion… he… he fled. ’ The words stuck in Pavo’s throat like a lump of gristle.

‘That is no surprise,’ Gallus growled.

‘Sir?’ Pavo said.

‘We have no time to talk. The army must disengage and withdraw,’ he seized the banner from the bemused aquilifer and raised it, swiping it backwards fiercely again and again. Standing tall, Gallus’ eyes were trained on the emperor’s swishing purple plume, where he was aiding the effort of the Nervii and the Fortenses regiments further right along the Roman lines. The lone Claudia banner did little to catch the eye of the emperor or the many legions locked in battle. ‘Withdraw!’ Gallus cried. A few heads turned, hearing the call.

‘Why, sir?’ Sura cried. ‘We’re making good ground now, and we might just seize this ridge if we-’

‘Prompt the buccinators, sound the horns,’ Gallus snapped, cutting him off. ‘The army must draw back or… ’

Pavo did not hear the rest of Gallus’ words. Instead, he felt his eyes drawn to the extreme Roman right, where Bacurius and his riders were on the cusp of claiming victory on that flank. The grey wall of smoke swirled and churned by the right end of the wagon stockade as if the hand of a god had stirred it. At the same time, the ground underfoot shuddered like an earth tremor, and Pavo could only liken it to that moment he had stood in the shallows of the Propontis, as a boy, when the great wave came rushing for Constantinople. The frenzy of battle seemed to halt for that briefest of moments, many thousands of eyes, Roman and Gothic, twisting to the swirling smoke.

As if blown open by the breath of a god, the smoke veil parted and a single Gothic rider leapt through, his mount at full stride, his spear raised and his screaming face part-masked by a gold-plumed helm with a bronze visor that shielded and circled his eyes. Within a heartbeat, a hundred more were bounding through the smoke wall with him, each in fine armour jackets or wielding lengthy spears and well-honed swords. They came in a wedge, tight and swift, and the wedge grew wider and wider as more and more of them poured through the smoke and onto the ridge’s southern slopes, spilling around the rear of Bacurius and his cavalry.

‘Greuthingi,’ Pavo gasped – the word being repeated all around him in lament. The absent cavalry of the Goths had returned, thousands upon thousands strong, their approach veiled by the wall of smoke. And with them came pockets of Huns – braided hair thrashing in their wake, deadly bows stretched taut – and Alani lancers too, clad in bronze scale vests.

They swung round upon the Roman right flank, crashing against the Scutarii and the Gentiles before Bacurius had time to react. The Greuthingi wedge plunged through those riders like the iron beak of a war galley ramming into the weak side-timbers of another. Roman horsemen were barged from their saddles, bowled to the ground or torn on the end of Gothic lances. Man and mount disappeared from view as the tide of Gothic riders simply charged over them, spearing, swiping.

Pavo saw Bacurius rear up on his mount. The cavalry commander swung up his blade to fend off the nearest Gothic rider, only for a Gothic blade to lop his hand off at the wrist. Blood leapt from the stump and his shrill scream rang out louder than any other for that moment. An instant later, he was cut off and surrounded as a flurry of downward Gothic sword thrusts tore into his trunk before he slid from the saddle and into the mire. His horse bolted south through the fray and then, once clear, off down the lower slopes of the ridge. It was swiftly joined by those of the Scutarii and Gentiles who could break away too. They fled in smatterings of a few men. One listed in the saddle, his helmetless head bloodied and half cleaved with grey matter bulging from the terrible wound. In his wake another rode at speed, cradling his steaming, part-spilled intestines in one arm in disbelief.

A wail rose up from the legionary line. ‘So much for the Scholae Palatinae… cowards! ’ one panicked voice yelled at the fleeing remnants of the cavalry right. Any other such shouts were drowned out as the head of the Greuthingi wedge thundered on into the flanks of the Roman infantry, plunging first into the Hiberi legion who were still locked in battle with the Gothic spearmen. The Hiberi stood no chance – with their right sides unshielded they were cut apart like tender meat, Gothic lances plunging into Roman chests and tearing out throats with ease. A Hiberi shield flew into the air, half-broken, the image of the golden lion on it streaked with red. Whilst the sharp head of the Greuthingi wedge did this, the huge and broad rear spilled round the back of the Roman line like a scorpion’s tail, charging along its length, tearing across the unprotected backs of the legions. It was as if a giant had lifted some titanic root from the earth under the feet of the rearmost ranks and wrenched it from the soil: men were cast up, helms, limbs and blood flying into the air. The back ranks of the Nervii were cut to pieces before they could turn and form some sort of rear-facing defence. The Fortenses too were stripped of their rearmost rank in a trice and then the Greuthingi riders came to the Joviani who barely managed to turn enough men, shields and spears round to absorb the impact of the oblique charge.

Gallus, Pavo and Sura stood, transfixed and momentarily frozen by these approaching horrors, before crying in unison. ‘Rear ranks, turn, protect our rear, form a shield wall!’ The three barged through to the centre of the Claudia’s rearguard. A pair of hands slid a black-plumed helm onto Gallus’ head.

‘But damn, it has been too long,’ he said, his chest swelling and his shoulders rising. ‘Claudia… brace! ’ he bellowed as the Greuthingi cavalry stormed along the Roman rear towards them.

Pavo steadied himself, Gallus pressed against his left shoulder and Sura on his right, with Trupo, Cornix, Libo, Rectus either side of the trio, shields interlocked and spears turned to face the riders. ‘Hurry, get into place,’ he urged the men either side of the readied core. ‘For the legion,’ he snarled, seeing a silver-visored Goth coming for him, low in the saddle and now soaked with blood, lance confidently trained. The ground shook as if the world was breaking apart under Pavo’s feet. ‘ For the empire! ’

The Greuthingi lances struck the leftmost men in the Claudia rearguard first. Too many legionaries there were not ready and were ruined by the Gothic lances, sucked under hooves, tossed back in streaks of blood or up into the air. But when the lancers came to the centre, their spears rattled dully along the wall of Claudia shields like a toll of approaching thunder. The lead rider’s gaze met Pavo’s. Pavo showed him nothing but shield, spear, helm and wrathful eyes.

The lance punched against his shield and sent him staggering onto his back. The sky darkened as the rider and mount bounded over him. A hoof thwacked on his shield – the only thing that protected him from being trampled. The rider wreaked havoc within the massed Claudia ranks, the horse kicking and biting, the rider hacking and slashing, until Libo and Rectus leapt upon him, pulling him from the saddle so Trupo and Cornix could despatch him with a swift stab of their spathas into the point where neck meets collarbone – a grave wound.

Gallus and Sura hauled Pavo to his feet just as more Greuthingi riders spilled into the midst of the legion and the rest poured round the remainder of the Roman rear to encircle the imperial army. At that moment, the order of battle crumbled. Legions were bent out of shape and sundered inside the Gothic noose – a deadly loop of thrashing mounts, shields and spears. Swords swung, lances plunged and blood spattered Pavo from every side as he fought bands of enemy riders and spearmen who surged inside the noose to steal their share of the slaughter. It was a chaos that only existed at the edge of death. Snarling faces, final cries, singing steel and the stink of bloodspray in every direction. Somehow, his numb, spent sword arm rose time and again, bringing the blade up to save his neck. On and on the fighting went; the only respite came when the Goths forging in amongst the legions withdrew to the noose, which then tightened, driving the imperial regiments closer together, so close they could barely breathe. With a twang of many thousands of bowstrings, a rain of arrows battered down upon the compressed legions, punching into flesh. It was all Pavo could do to draw breath in the crush, let alone move his arms to bring his shield to bear. Dead men moved past him still upright, their corpses carried by the press of their still living comrades, arrows jutting from their necks, eyes and cheeks. When they had emptied their quivers, the Goths cried out and many surged inside the noose again. A pack of spearmen came bounding for Pavo. Dazed, he realised his shield was now mauled as if it had been attacked by a bear, and his sword was bent near the tip, but still, the core of the Claudia were with him, back-to-back, unrelenting. Gallus and Sura were by his side, as always. He raised his near-ruined weapon and readied himself.

Over the savage song of battle, he heard Gallus roar aloud.

‘Mithras, stand with us. You owe me this much at least!’

By the fourth hour after noon, the baked ridge was wet with streams of blood as the Goths devoured the empire’s legions, their appetite for slaughter unsatiated. Near the centre of his encircled forces, Valens’ head switched in every direction: to the orange-streaked sky above, stained with smoke and now thick with vultures, and to the crumbling regiments all around him. Through the forest of iron and men, he saw the tattered remnants of the Roman cavalry left bolting from the field, the Cataphracti and the Promotii were bloodied and beaten just like that fool Bacurius and his Scutarii right. Now the legions were trapped and alone. Already, nearly half of his forces had fallen. His eyes widened, his skin grew cold and that dark, distant memory of the great tidal surge began to rise. The din of iron and screaming men lessened and grew faint. Instead, he heard the crash of water: it was a distant hiss, but growing, beginning to compete with the clamour of battle all around him.

God, why have you deserted me? he mouthed. Then he looked back to the western horizon, devoid of movement. No Western Army. No Gratian. Just the sun, slowly dipping to meet the land. Is this truly the victory you sought, absent nephew? The crashing wall of water was growing louder and louder, its silvery mass flickering across his mind’s eye.

Just then the candidati ringing him were breached. Bastianus barged his way through, his blood-spattered bald head a shade of puce and his wild, bulging eye more tormented than ever, sweat lashing from him. Spittle flew as he bawled something at Valens over and over, lost under the roar of the great wall of water. Valens gazed back at the man, equally lost, until the Magister Peditum broke protocol and grabbed him by the shoulders. Suddenly, the clamour of battle returned to him sharp and clear, as if he had just risen from a pool.

‘The reserves! Bring up the reserves, Domine.’

‘We must call upon the reserves,’ Traianus gasped, barging through the press to interrupt.

For an instant, Bastianus and Traianus looked at each other askance, each quite disgusted with themselves for being in agreement with the other.

Valens glanced beyond the Gothic cavalry and on downhill. By the small copse at the foot of the slope, his reserves waited: the spike-shielded Batavian legion, a comitatenses legion from the east and a few hundred archers, led by Victor, Richomeres and Saturninus on horseback. Just a few thousand soldiers. ‘Signal them,’ he cried.

The Roman horns keened. Four short, shrill blasts.

Valens, Traianus and Bastianus watched with stretched necks and captive breaths as they saw the pool of shimmering iron down there mix and swirl. Yes, Valens mouthed, punching a fist into his palm as he saw the Gothic cavalry twist in their saddles, suddenly wary of the threat from behind. But when the reserve force began to move, he saw to his horror part of it moving not up the slope, but away from it.

‘The Batavians!’ he gasped, seeing them march stubbornly from the field, despite Victor, Richomeres and Saturninus, riding alongside them, berating them to turn around, pointing to the battle on the ridge slope. And the comitatenses and archers, upon seeing this, lost their nerve – they too turning and hurrying south, leaving the battle behind.

‘Traitors… traitors! ’ Valens snarled. The Batavian regiment had long been cold to his reign. Obedient, but cold, particularly as they rejected Valens’ Arian faith. ‘Nicene dogs! ’

Traianus’ top lip curled in disgust at this – the general a Nicene too. Valens swung to him and lashed out a chastening, pointed finger. ‘Not now, Magister Militum… not now!’

‘Damn them,’ Bastianus said, a cloud of spittle flecking the air and his yellow teeth bared like an angered hound’s. Suddenly, his neck stretched and he cast a volley of abuse after the fleeing reserves. ‘I’ll cut off your balls and cook them in front of you, you spineless fuc-’

His words were cut off by four Gothic horns wailing. Spirited by the sight of the imperial reserve in flight, the maw of riders and infantry now bit down with renewed gusto upon the Roman mass. They tore at the edges of the battered legions, hauling them down, coming ever closer to the Roman centre. Riders broke forward, bounding over legionary heads, swords and spears jabbed out like fingers, pointing at Valens as the ultimate prize.

Once more, the racket of slaughter faded and Valens heard just the ominous rumble of the great tidal wave. When he closed his eyes, he saw it not in the distance and approaching, but towering over him like a titanic, silver demon.

Shattered legions broke from the ridge when they could, shooting off down the slope and fleeing to the south. Those still trapped in the ring of Goths fought on.

Pavo stumbled and half-fell back through the tumult, his mail vest torn and hanging on one shoulder. Just a handful of paces away, he saw the imperial purple banner and the cluster of Gothic horsemen hacking and slicing their way through the fray towards it.

‘Protect the emperor,’ Gallus roared, seeing it too.

Pavo, Gallus, Sura and the core of a few hundred from the Claudia who had managed to stay together barged their way across the grim tangle of gawping corpses and spluttering wounded. They reached the emperor’s retinue and the ring of fierce-looking candidati there. Just these forty men of the emperor’s bodyguard and the two legions of the Lancearii and Mattiarii javelin-throwers remained relatively unscathed – all braced and ready to face the horsemen fighting to reach the emperor.

‘Domine,’ Gallus panted, seeing Valens with Bastianus and Traianus amidst the candidati circle. Traianus saw him and Pavo together and waved them through. Emperor Valens was now smoke-stained and sweat and blood streaked and carrying a filthy spatha like a common soldier. Under the mask of gore, his face was white as milk, and Pavo saw how his eyes gazed into infinity, lost.

Their appearance before him seemed to break the spell. Valens blinked, eyeing Pavo, then seeing Gallus and the fragment of the XI Claudia just behind. His eyes settled on Gallus.

‘You?’ Valens gasped.

Gallus nodded curtly. ‘Domine. I hurried to this place from Treverorum to bring you dark news, but I fear you know it only too well by now.’

Valens laughed loud and long. ‘That my nephew plots my disgrace and covets my throne? Well the time is nearly here!’ he snarled and thrust out a hand at the wing of Greuthingi coming for him, now just a handful of paces away from breaking through the fray and reaching the javelin legions. ‘The Reiks of the Gothic horsemen will have my head, it seems.’

The Matiarii and the Lancearii now hoisted their javelins, ready to throw. Pavo noticed two of the approaching Greuthingi riders – far enough back to be safe from the defiant embers of the legions – one tall and with long, white hair and the other squat, slit-eyed and bald. Alatheus and Saphrax, he realised. They were eager, throttling the air with clenched fists, urging their riders to be the ones who seized victory.

Bastianus strode forward, past the Claudia men. He stopped for a moment, his lone eye on Gallus, then flicking to Pavo and back again. ‘It’s you, isn’t it?’ he laughed feverishly, ducking a stray Gothic arrow. ‘I heard the ranks chanting your name: Gallus of the Claudia. By the gods you have a fine set of lads in your legion. By the gods you do!’ he said, clasping a firm forearm to Gallus’.

‘It is what drove me all the way here, all the way back from the West,’ Gallus replied.

‘You made it out of that snakepit?’ Bastianus grinned, then glanced over the beleaguered Claudia ranks: ‘and into this delightful predicament. Do something for me, Tribunus: you and your legion – stay where you are and shield the emperor,’ he yelled, then paced forward to stand with the Mattiarii and Lancearii.

‘Where are you going?’ Pavo called after him.

Bastianus looked back with an ebullient grin. ‘Into the fray, Centurion. Lest I survive today and end up back at my dull villa in Latium!’ he said then emitted a shrill, staccato laugh, lifting his eyepatch and letting it snap back into place, before he swung away and loped towards the band of enemy horsemen about to break into the Roman centre. ‘At them!’ Bastianus cried, his bulging eye seemingly set to leap from his head as he waved the javelin-throwers with him. ‘Come on, faster,’ he howled, breaking into a sprint just as the Gothic horsemen barged clear of the melee and onto the short stretch of ridge separating them. Just when it seemed he would rush under their hooves, he halted just fifteen paces before the charging Gothic horsemen, throwing up a hand as if loosing an imaginary javelin. ‘ Loose! ’ he yelled. As one, the two thousand javelins of the Mattiarii and the Lancearii leapt forward, hammering into Gothic horses and punching through riders. Hundreds pitched back and dropped to the ground, thrashing, kicking, a fine mizzle of blood puffing in the spots where they had been.

The volley was utterly lethal, and Pavo wondered for just a moment if the fiery general had saved them, only to see the rest of the riders charge on through the red mizzle and over their fallen comrades, lances levelled and trained on the javelin regiments. Some of the Lancearii and Mattiarii looked over their shoulders, stepping back, doubtless eager to be anywhere but in the riders’ path, but Bastianus stilled them with a cry that tolled above the din of battle, his face bent in a crazed grin: ‘Where are you going, you damned dogs? Is this not the moment a soldier craves?’ he bawled, tearing out his spatha then unleashing a feral scream at the Gothic horsemen as they poured around him.

The scream was long-lasting, and Pavo saw a fair few riders go down before it was silenced. The Gothic riders then ploughed into the javelin regiments. Sour and rasping death-cries sounded as these two legions fought with all they had to hold off the cavalry. The candidati and the remaining Claudia legionaries formed a defensive ring around Emperor Valens, shrinking, knowing they had only moments. But a cry from behind brought all eyes round: a swarm of Gothic infantry was now hacking at the Claudia circle from that direction. Iudex Fritigern was there, broad as an ox, his longsword sweeping to and fro. The Claudia ranks fought back with venom, but the Gothic spearmen were relentless, carving a path into the inner sanctum where Emperor Valens and his candidati waited. Pavo, Gallus and Sura barged their way through to the emperor, bringing comrades with them. They came to the small space within the defensive ring just as Fritigern broke through opposite. Traianus leapt for the Gothic Iudex immediately, but as fast as a leaping cat, Fritigern’s bare-chested brute of a bodyguard lanced him through the chest. Traianus fell, seething, blood bubbling from his clenched teeth. The circle of Claudia legionaries at once scrambled to screen their emperor, with Pavo, Gallus, Sura, Cornix, Trupo, Rectus and Libo forming a line before him, swords raised, eyes burning. The warriors with Fritigern hoisted their spears, set to launch into them, when a single word stilled them.

‘Stop,’ Fritigern said, raising his hands to his own men, then turning to pin Valens with his stare. ‘Domine,’ he panted, offering a curt bow of the head.

‘Iudex,’ Valens replied, wheezing, returning the gesture.

‘This,’ he waved a hand around the chaos that surrounded them: smoke, screaming men, spraying blood and clashing steel, ‘was not my design. I never wanted our armies to clash today. The arrival of my cavalry is as much a surprise to me as I am sure it is to you.’

Valens chuckled bitterly. ‘And yet it has worked out so favourably for you. Now unleash your jackals upon me. End this.’

‘Favourably?’ Fritigern laughed through taut lips, then nodded to the thrashing mass of horsemen and Roman javelin-throwers locked in combat just a short stretch away amidst the smoke behind the breached defensive circle. ‘The two who lead the Greuthingi riders will steal their way into legend for the events of today. They stole and fled with the grain that might have kept my armies in Kabyle. Then they turned up just when it seemed your legions and your Scutarii might break my spearmen against my wagons. They will have the glory and they will be sure to use it to depose me.’

‘I would offer you my sympathies,’ Valens replied, his top lip trembling, ‘but what need for sympathy has a man with a heart of rock?’

Fritigern seemed lost for words of reply.

‘Your men shattered my boy’s tomb,’ Valens hissed.

Fritigern’s eyes closed in despair for a moment. ‘It was the riders,’ he said sombrely, looking past Valens’ shoulder at the fighting Greuthingi. ‘On the orders of the same two bastards who lead them. Orders designed to contradict those I gave. I instructed the horde to slay soldiers, not citizens… and certainly not to break graves.’

Valens’ ire lessened. The pair shared a moment of affinity in this cage of smoke and steel. ‘But then surely you should take my head, Iudex. Prove to your people that you in fact won this day,’ he said, his voice thick with emotion. ‘Diminish the repute of your challengers.’

But Fritigern shook his head. ‘To what end? To have another Roman Emperor take your place and swear to avenge the Gothic stain on imperial history? No, best there be an emperor who knows the truth of my words,’ he raised a hand, laced with battle-grime, and pointed a finger towards Valens’ right.

Pavo looked that way with all the others. A jagged, smoke-walled corridor lay open, between the heaped dead and the many pockets of fighting. The way led south, back down the slope. Crucially, the now-black smoke had momentarily veiled them from Alatheus and Saphrax and the horsemen coming for them.

‘Be swift, Domine. I offer you this chance but once.’

Pavo saw many of the battered and well-depleted legions flooding down the ridge slope now, their shadows long in the orange light of the evening sun. Some were being pursued by bands of Greuthingi, but others were unfollowed.

Valens gazed at Fritigern. ‘Some said salvation would come from my nephew, Emperor of the West. Others claimed it would be my legions who would save me. Yet it is you, my foe, who offers me this chance? I will not forget this moment, Iudex,’ Valens replied, then nodded to his candidati. The surviving handful, their usually pristine white robes smeared in dirt and grime, barked to form a tight screen and lead the emperor from the fray. They moved like cats, scuttling through the clouds of smoke, speeding across the empty corridor of battle mire and then halting the emperor with swiftly raised hands whenever a wing of riders came close. Gallus barked the fragment of Claudia men into following their trail. They stumbled from the thick of battle and down onto the lower slope of the ridge. The bloody mess underfoot replaced by desert-dry golden grass and dust, the smoke thinning, and the thud of their footsteps audible again as the clamour of battle faded behind them.

Pavo’s heart was still crashing against his ribs, knowing this was anything but finished. He scoured the largely featureless southern horizon for some idea of where they might flee to, then shot a look over his shoulder, seeing amongst the few pockets of trapped legionaries still fighting, Gothic riders pumping captured legionary standards in the air, roaring in victory. The entire ridge-top resembled a burst sore, stinking, weeping with blood and littered with broken flesh and flecks of steel. The Army of the East had been utterly broken up there, but the emperor remained alive. Was there still hope, he wondered?

As if to answer his question, a stray arrow leapt from the smoke clouds up there and cut through the air, right for him. He froze, only for the shaft to hum past him and thwack into something else with a wet thud. He swung his head round to see the arrow quivering in Emperor Valens’ back, just beside the gap in his armour near his armpit. The face of the candidatus with him was bent in horror. ‘The emperor has been injured!’ he roared.

At once, the Claudia and the few surviving candidati hurried to the scene. Valens was on one knee, clutching at the tip of the arrow which had burst though just below his collarbone. His face was pale and etched with pain, eyes like slits, lips trembling.

‘Get him up and away from here,’ Gallus demanded, his head switching from the southern horizon back to the battle-scarred ridge, where now the smoke was clearing and the Gothic victory cries were ringing out in full. ‘If the Goths see us clustered like this…’

Pavo scooped an arm around Emperor Valens’ waist, all thoughts of decorum lost on him. Gallus did likewise, supporting the emperor’s wounded side. Valens winced and cried out as he tried to move. The small group around him looked urgently to Gallus for direction.

‘We need to find shelter,’ he growled.

Rectus limped to the fore, wincing, one hand cupped around a tear on the back of his leg. Having once served as a medicus, he quickly pulled the sleeve of the emperor’s purple-embroidered white tunic to one side to examine the wound. His grave expression said it all. ‘He can’t move too far.’

Sura looked off to the south where some of the soldiers who had fled earlier were still visible, shrinking into the horizon. ‘Then the southern track to Adrianople isn’t an option. There’s nowhere to hide.’

‘We have to get him out of sight, and fast!’ the candidati with the emperor pleaded.

Pavo looked in every direction: the Goth-infested ridge to the north, the plains to the south and the low hills to the east and west – all devoid of some feature they might hide within. Then he turned to the southwest, his skin creeping as he set eyes on the small, insignificant farmhouse there. The dream echoed through his mind. But there was nothing there: no wolf on guard at the door, no pained cries of a dying white eagle within.

‘Sir,’ he said, turning to Gallus. For a moment, he fell silent, his next words trapped in his throat as he beheld the gaunt tribunus, his wintry blue eyes watchful like the wolf from the dream. And Valens, white-haired and clad in white steel, clutching his ruined arm.

‘Centurion?’ Gallus said urgently.

Pavo gulped, knowing that to hesitate here would be fatal. ‘That farmhouse… it’s our only option.’

Gallus nodded, his lips taut. ‘Then we take him there,’ he said, gesturing to Pavo, Sura and the nearest candidatus. ‘The rest of you,’ he signalled to the hundred and forty or so remaining Claudia legionaries and the other candidati, ‘Head south at haste. Let the Governor of Adrianople know where we are and have a relief force mustered and sent to us at once. We will try to wait out the aftermath in that farmhouse.’

Rectus hesitated for a moment, a solemn look in his eyes as he beheld the slumping emperor, the pitiful farmhouse, and the triumphant horde. ‘Aye, sir.’







Chapter 23 



The five hobbled over to the sparse grass of the farmhouse hillside, Pavo and Gallus looping an arm each around Valens’ shoulders, taking most of his weight as the emperor stumbled and staggered. His head lolled, his breath rasped wetly and he seemed to grow heavier with every stride. When Valens winced, Pavo tore away and threw aside a strip of the Emperor’s purple and gold edged cloak that had snagged on the jutting arrow. They started to climb the hill, this side of the slope in shade thanks to the now half-set sun beyond the brow.

Pavo heard his own breath come and go with that of the others, each man utterly exhausted, their thirst unslaked and their bellies neglected since that morning. From the corner of his eye, he saw the distant ruby-red blotch on the darkening southern horizon that marked Libo, Rectus and the others they led in their flight back to Adrianople.

Move swiftly, brothers.

But he, Sura, Gallus, Valens and the single candidatus were alone, with the entire Gothic horde milling just a half mile behind them. If Alatheus and Saphrax got their way then there would be Gothic riders searching the land soon, no doubt. An emperor’s head was to be had, after all. A look over his shoulder to the north confirmed it: parties of riders and spearmen were now cantering out in all directions from the battle ridge, many of them now no doubt clad in the plunder of Roman armour from the many thousands of legionaries lying dead up there.

This tacit warning was enough to hasten them on until the farmhouse came into view at the top of the hill. The sight took Pavo’s breath away: sanctuary, respite, hope… yet why, why had it been the place of his dark dreams? It was just a simple farmer’s home: whitewashed walls, a red-tiled roof and an abutting thatched barn. The main door lay slightly ajar and there was no sign of life. Of course it’s deserted, he scolded himself, every such home across Thracia has long been abandoned.

But as they came to the top of the hill, the nimbus of the deep-red setting sun seemed to frame the place in a fiery light, as if it was ablaze. The sight sent a shiver across Pavo’s skin as he helped carry Valens to the main door.

‘Sura?’ he panted, flicking his head towards the doorway.

‘Eh? Oh, yes,’ Sura said, creeping up to the door first, nudging it open and stalking inside with his spatha half-drawn. Utter silence followed, then a somewhat girlish shriek sounded followed by an unearthly animal howl. A calico cat with a face like thunder bolted from the door then Sura returned to the doorway and ushered them inside. ‘It, er, caught me by surprise… just as my boot caught its arse a minute later.’

They filed inside, squinting into the dusk sunlight streaming in from the window opposite. The whitewashed interior was devoid of furniture apart from a chair lying on its side and some scattered bowls by a blackened hearth on the left wall. Beside the hearth was a narrow timber stairway leading up to an attic or sleeping area of some sort, and in the space underneath the stairs was a sturdy-looking timber door – probably leading down to a storage cellar. At the top of the right-hand wall was a ladder leading to a small, open hatch which led into what looked like a hay loft in the abutting barn.

The candidatus righted the toppled chair and Pavo and Gallus eased Emperor Valens onto it. Instantly, he slumped, and the shaft of red sunlight that spread across his face barely masked just how pale he was. Gallus helped Pavo to unbuckle the emperor’s white-steel armour, which fell to the flagstoned floor with a crash like a speared rider toppling from the saddle. The pair unfastened the emperor’s swordbelt and then their own, resting them by the foot of the narrow staircase, then crouched before their emperor. ‘Do we have food? Water? Bandages? Anything at all?’ Gallus asked.

The candidatus fished around in his belt and handed over a haircloth wrap. Pavo untied this and spread it out. A chunk of hardtack, a sliver of cheese and a strip of salted mutton was all it held. Sura lifted a small bucket from the shade of one corner and put it down beside the meagre fare. ‘Water?’ he said, eyeing the discoloured liquid in the bucket askance. ‘It’ll have to do,’ Gallus affirmed, scooping his intercisa helm from his head and placing it down, then tearing a strip from the hem of his tunic and soaking it with water, before tearing Valens’ robe and peeling it away from the injured shoulder to dab at the arrow wound.

Pavo met Gallus’ eye briefly: the blood was washing from the wound and had already soaked Valens to his knees. Both men had seen injuries like this in the legion. Both knew what it meant. Neither voiced their thoughts.

‘Watch the approach,’ Gallus said to the candidatus, who was wringing his hands anxiously, looking on. The bodyguard moved over to crouch by the window and keep abreast of the Gothic riders outside. ‘They’re fanning out, riding in sweeping arcs,’ he said.

‘Search parties,’ Gallus muttered, his eyes scouring the stone floor of the farmhouse in thought.

‘They’ll come here soon enough,’ Pavo said. ‘We need to find a place to hide.’

Gallus looked all around the bare hearth room, his eyes coming to the hay loft, the cellar door and the staircase to the attic. ‘Sura, reconnoitre the rest of this place.’

Sura nodded, hurrying over to the cellar door. With a few heaves, the thick door was open, and he stalked into the blackness beyond, his hand on his spatha hilt.

Gallus and Pavo turned back to the emperor. His eyes were open now, his face was pitifully wan – almost as pale as his white hair – and runnels of sweat gathered and dripped from the end of his nose and chin.

‘Ah, you two,’ he said with a feeble smile. ‘The Iron Tribunus of the XI Claudia and his young firebrand centurion.’ He chuckled weakly and wetly. His words trailed off with a wet cough, his face creased in pain and he clutched Pavo’s forearm. ‘When we talked, Centurion, back in my tent at Melanthias… it was the first time in years I have spoken like that with someone who had nothing to gain by bending my thoughts, swaying my decisions. Perhaps I should have listened to my soldiers more often?’

Pavo thought again of his fraught early days in the legion, of the time he had stood before the emperor during the desperate events of the Bosporus mission. A mere recruit then, he had begged for the ear of the man at the zenith of the East, and had been granted his wish. Valens had taken his word and sent reinforcements to that wild, northern kingdom, saving the Claudia legionaries trapped there at the last. ‘You listened well enough, Domine.’

‘Yet they won’t write such in any chronicle,’ he panted, his voice growing weaker and his eyelids closing. ‘I’ve led the Army of the East to disaster. I have broken my realm. In light of this, no man will dare to speak of what little good I have done, or tried to do.’

‘Then shame on them,’ Gallus said flatly. ‘Shame on them for their ignorance.’

Valens turned to Gallus.

‘I have seen enough in my years to know that no emperor is blameless,’ Gallus said. ‘All have black deeds to their name, sour events to stain their reign, ignominious results on the battlefield. But a distinction must be made between those who strive to do what is right, regardless of the outcome, and those who do what they wish, heedless of those they harm.’

‘Kind words for a dying man,’ Valens croaked.

‘I do not pander to anyone, Domine,’ Gallus replied flatly. ‘Your brother, Valentinian, was a bastard.’

Valens’ eyes lit up for an instant. For a moment, Pavo feared Gallus had spoken out of turn. But the emperor acquiesced with a weak nod of the head. ‘I loved him… yet he was a man even more ruthless than I.’

Gallus’ teeth ground. ‘His agents took my family from me. A foul, wasteful spurning of life. Your nephew, Gratian, seems drunk with power already, despite his youthful years. He had no intention of coming to stand with you in battle. His goal was merely to dangle the possibility before you and to madden you and your armies into action, then step in as the saviour and claim the East for himself. I know this because I rode like a demon to reach his court and hasten him to the East, only to be thrown in his dungeons where I languished for many months at his torturers’ mercy.’

Pavo’s eyes widened. ‘Sir?’ he gasped, only now noticing the wicked weals of scar peeking from the collar of the tribunus’ mail shirt and noticing the profile of his nose – clearly broken in recent months.

Gallus gave him a slight shake of the head – enough to still the flurry of questions that came to mind.

Valens nodded feebly. ‘The greatest… pity is that I believe you entirely, Tribunus,’ he wheezed.

Gallus shook his head. ‘The greatest pity is that I did not arrive back here soon enough to warn you and confirm your fears, Domine.’

Valens laughed weakly. ‘Even if you had, Tribunus, I would still have had to march to face Fritigern. My soldiers were already restless and I could not forsake the precious grain at Nike. It makes me wonder why man questions fate – is he ever truly its master?’ He groaned and his head lolled towards Pavo. ‘You… you remember that accursed wave that nearly… killed me? Feels as if… it’s coming for me now. I can see the lashing waters. There’s… there’s someone in… there,’ he lifted a trembling hand, a faint look of recognition appearing on his deathly features as he looked between and behind Gallus and Pavo. The pair looked round and saw nothing there.

‘G… Ga… Galates?’ Valens said weakly, his eyes glazing over, his pupils dilating. A moment later, he slumped back on the chair, his outstretched arm fell limp and swung by his side and his eyelids drooped. A rattling breath escaped his lips, his head slumped forward, and he was still.

Emperor Valens was dead.

Pavo stared at the emperor’s body in silence, seeing the white eagle from his dream.

‘Galates?’ Gallus said. ‘Galates was his-’

‘His late son,’ Pavo finished for him, recalling the grave at Melanthias, desecrated by the Greuthingi.

‘His loved ones were waiting for him?’ Gallus muttered to himself. Pavo looked to see the tribunus’ face, etched with an odd mixture of trouble and hope.

Just then, the candidati keeping watch by the window saw what had happened, turned to the dead emperor, fell to his knees and struck up a low, heartfelt Christian lament, tears staining his cheeks.

Pavo saw Gallus’ lips twitch as if eager to order the man back to his watch, but the tribunus hesitated, allowing the man a moment with his god. But Pavo could not control the words on his tongue. ‘Sir,’ he said, his mind numb with the barrage of questions. ‘What is this torture in Gratian’s dungeons you spoke of? What happened to you? Dexion said you fell at the hands of the Quadi on the road to the West.’

Gallus’ jaw tensed and he stood, moving away from Valens’ body, failing to meet Pavo’s eye.

Pavo’s questions bubbled and spat and an angry heat spread over his chest as he thought of the missing Zosimus and Quadratus and their odd, tight-lipped behaviour around Dexion. ‘Sir, tell me what happened!’ he pressed, rising to follow Gallus as he stalked over to look from the window. ‘Sir,’ he said, calmly this time. ‘Zosimus, Quadratus and Sura are my brothers. Each of us look to you for guidance. You are the father of the legion. I need you to tell me what happened.’

Gallus met his eye at last. ‘Lad, now is not the time. Perhaps when we’re away from this place and-’ his words ended abruptly, his lips receding over clenched teeth as he glared past Pavo’s shoulder like a growling wolf.

Pavo swung round. There, descending the narrow stairs from the attic, was Dexion, his black breastplate stained in blood from the battle, his white-plumed helm dangling from one hand and his black cloak flowing behind him. ‘Brother!’ Pavo cried.

‘No!’ Gallus growled, throwing an arm across Pavo’s chest to stop him.

‘What the?’ Pavo gasped, but fell silent when Dexion stepped down into the hearth room and another figure stepped out behind him: the young, silver-toothed, freckle-faced explorator, Hosidius, bringing from behind Dexion’s back a loaded, crossbow with bronze-plated limbs. He swept the weapon up and round, as if to show he could loose it at any man in the room, spreading his feet evenly and winking behind the bolt groove.

‘Dexion, beware,’ Pavo cried, seeing his brother still had his back turned to the weapon.

But Dexion did not flinch. Instead, he merely raised a hand and extended a finger. This action seemed to quell Hosidius’ eagerness just a fraction.

Pavo’s mind swirled this way and that with confusion. Dexion and this killer were together? More, he saw how Dexion and Gallus were locked in a stare that seemed to crackle and spark across the room. Then he noticed how Hosidius had positioned himself before the swordbelts, resting at the foot of the staircase, and saw from the corner of his eye the hand of the startled candidatus – the only armed man amongst those surprised by Dexion and Hosidius’ arrival – edging towards his sheathed spatha. The candidatus had drawn the blade merely a finger’s-width when Hosidius swung the crossbow to meet the threat. A thick twang sounded, the bolt was loosed, taking the candidatus in the breastbone. His upper body jolted backwards while his legs swung out before him and he was dead before he hit the ground.

As the mizzle of blood settled and mixed with dust motes in the room, Pavo gazed at the dead candidatus, then met Gallus’ eyes. Together, the pair looked at Hosidius and lurched for him, knowing the silver-toothed marksman’s powerful bow was cumbersome to reload. But, within a blink, Hosidius tossed down the spent weapon and drew a second one from his back, already loaded, halting Gallus and Pavo after only a step.

Pavo backed away again. ‘What is this? Will someone tell me what is going on? Dexion?’

Dexion shrugged then gestured with an open hand to Gallus. ‘You may as well tell him, given the limited time you have left.’

Pavo frowned at his half-brother’s tone and odd words, and felt a cold sense of trepidation as Dexion stepped forward, out of a red shaft of sunset and into the shade, his features at once shadow-like. Memories of the dark dream shuddered across his mind.

Gallus let out a deep sigh, then said in a low, baritone voice: ‘I’m sorry, lad.’ His eyes never left Dexion as he spoke: ‘This one might well share your blood… or maybe that’s another one of his foul lies.’

Pavo’s eyes narrowed, flicking from Gallus to Dexion. The pain and anger in the tribunus’ face contrasted sharply with the tranquil look on Dexion’s.

‘He is no man of the legions,’ Gallus said. ‘He is a speculator – one of Gratian’s own. One of those who orchestrated the savage twist in the battle today.’

Pavo scowled. ‘Never.’

But Dexion did not contest this. ‘It was as the scroll you found said. I returned from the West in time to ensure the emperor’s victory. My emperor’s victory.’

‘Dexion?’ Pavo whispered, shaking his head.

‘It was his hand that took the life of my wife and my boy,’ Gallus continued. ‘It was his hand that took… Felicia.’

Pavo backed away from both Dexion and Gallus. ‘Enough… enough!’ But when he saw the placid look remain on Dexion’s face he felt his blood run like ice. ‘Brother?’

‘I did my master’s bidding,’ he replied, lifting something from his purse and fixing it onto his finger: a ring with an emblem of the staring eye just like that from the scroll. ‘The two oafs as well – Zosimus and Quadratus – they fell in the doing of my duty. I obey my orders, I am spared the burden of feelings.’

Pavo shook his head, stepping back once again. His heart pounded on his ribs and his breath grew short. ‘Why are you saying this?’

‘Perhaps I owe you the truth, Brother,’ Dexion replied. ‘I know how much Felicia’s death hurt you, but she had to die. Nobody could find out about me… lest the events of today might never have come to pass. Valens might have lived or, worse – won the battle. My master would not have been pleased had it been so.’

Pavo heard such conviction in the black, twisted words. ‘You killed her? You killed Felicia?’

Silence. That cool, unflustered look remained on Dexion’s face.

A heavy, cold stone settled in Pavo’s belly. ‘She was to be my wife. She and I were to have children, a home, a future,’ he said, his voice thick with emotion. ‘You killed Zosimus and Quadratus? You slew my tribunus’ family? And today, you have brought death upon the East… thousands upon thousands lie dead back on that ridge. What… what are you?’

Dexion stepped towards him, hands outstretched as if in greeting while Hosidius kept Gallus pinned within the sights of the crossbow. ‘I’m your brother, Pavo. I’m your blood. Father’s blood runs in my veins as it does in yours.’

Pavo gulped, wanting to hear only those words and forget those that had gone just moments before.

‘Don’t listen to him, Pavo,’ Gallus hissed. ‘Whatever he was when your Father sired him is gone, lost – rotting within the belly of a dark, cold demon.’

Dexion’s top lip twitched as he heard this, and with a single, raised finger, the crossbow spat again, the shaft punching through Gallus’ mail shirt and into his ribs. The Iron Tribunus staggered back against the wall.

‘No!’ Pavo cried, making to run over to Gallus.

‘I wouldn’t do that if I were you,’ Dexion said calmly, placing a hand on his sword hilt and stepping over to block Pavo.

Pavo halted, breathless. To his left, Hosidius pointed his crossbow to the floor, braced a foot to the stirrup and – with a ‘click’ – reloaded it with a fresh shaft, before bringing it to bear again, winking behind it, trained on Pavo.

Pavo could not tear his eyes from Gallus, seeing the tribunus slump down the wall, clutching at the shaft in his torso, lifting his hands away to see they were covered in black blood. Images of the injured wolf from the black dream crackled just behind his eyes.

‘His fate is sealed, as it long ago should have been,’ Dexion said. ‘It was my mistake for letting him get this close to saving his emperor and his precious legion.’

Pavo turned to face Dexion, seeing the shadow and light pass over him again as he approached. ‘Mithras, tell me this is another of my foul dreams. Brother, tell me this also.’

‘Like the nightmares you told me of? Of the man watching you as you were sold at the slave market?’ Dexion said. ‘I watched you for some time, you know.’

Pavo’s lip trembled. ‘It was… you?’

Dexion nodded. ‘How did it feel that day, to know that you were utterly abandoned and at the mercy of fate? I remember how it felt when I was a boy of few years and I had to listen to my mother weeping. Father abandoned her and me, choosing you and your mother instead. She wept for him – wept like a weak fool. I chose a different path. I chose not to feel. I chose the brethren.’

Brethren. The sibilant word crept over Pavo’s skin.

‘I chose the eternal brotherhood of the Speculatores. They will never abandon me and they have unshackled me from my feelings.’ He wagged a finger at Pavo. ‘I once thought I hated you for what you had and I did not: Father’s love. Now I realise it was a mistake – I was weak to let feelings guide me. I do not hate you. No, I see hope for you, Pavo: you do not have to die today. Perhaps you could serve my master as I do; brothers, working side by side? We spoke of this on the march, remember? I said I could teach you to quash your dreams, spurn your nightmares, master your feelings. I could teach you to forget, to embrace the numbness. All the pain and anger would be gone,’ he clenched a fist in conviction, ‘ gone. No more anger, no more fear, no more guilt. Does that not sound like a brighter future? Join me, Brother…’

Pavo looked across his brother’s face – so like his own – and into those tawny-gold eyes, intent on finding some sign that this was all a mistake. When a reply came, it came straight from his heart. ‘Never,’ he said flatly.

Dexion’s placid look faltered, his cheek twitching.

‘Never,’ Pavo repeated. ‘You offer me the chance to spurn my nightmares? Brother, you are my darkest nightmare.’ A hot tear shot down his cheek as he said this. ‘Slay me and my comrades, but we will die with warm blood in our hearts. I will never become what you are… a walking shade… dead inside.’

Dexion’s top lip flickered now, the tranquil look crumbling. ‘Then it is simple. You will die.’

He raised a hand and Hosidius’ finger squeezed on the crossbow trigger. In the same moment, the cellar door swung open, Sura lunged from within, batting the crossbow up just as the shaft was loosed. The bolt shot up to the top of the room, zinging as it ricocheted from the stonework, sending a shower of sparks arcing up across the ceiling and into the hatch leading to the hay loft.

A brief hiatus followed, Pavo and Dexion glaring at one another.

With a screech, Dexion drew his gem-hilt spatha. For a moment, he gazed at the blade, his face wrinkling as if some long lost part of him was crying out for him to stop. But the soulless, empty look returned to his eyes. ‘As my master commands.’

At once, Dexion lunged for him, the sword thrust aimed straight for his heart. Pavo threw himself to one side just as the sword blade streaked through the air where he had been, cleaving the ladders to the hay loft. He landed on his side on the floor then kicked out at Dexion’s legs, his heel jarring on Dexion’s shin and sending him staggering backwards. Meanwhile, Sura grappled with Hosidius, punching, kicking and butting at one another as they rolled across the floor. Puffs of grey and then black smoke spewed from the hay loft and an orange glow appeared and quickly grew violent, fierce crackling coming with it. In a trice, the flames were licking out across the ceiling of the hearth room. By the gods, no, he mouthed, seeing the dark dream forming around him.

A determined grunt brought his attentions back to the flying mass that was Dexion coming for him, a knife in one hand and the gem-hilted spatha in the other. He rolled away then snatched up a section of the ruined ladders like a shield. Dexion’s sword shattered the makeshift barricade then sliced past Pavo’s wrist.

A cry from nearby saw Sura roll away from Hosidius, a dagger jutting from his shoulder before the freckle-faced one pounced on him again. Dexion leapt into Pavo’s path before he could intervene. Savage tongues of flame now lashed down the walls of the hearth room and fiery embers from the ceiling plummeted down between them.

He circled Pavo like a lion in the arena. Pavo, still weaponless, turned to face him as he moved, shooting glances at Gallus. The tribunus was still slumped against the wall, his chest rising and falling in short, weak breaths, his eyes closed and his hands clasped over the crossbow bolt wedged deep in his ribs.

Pavo saw Dexion’s right leg bend as if to lunge and made to dodge right, when a joist of fiery timber crashed down by his side, halting him, showering him with stinging sparks. He could only stagger back against the wall as Dexion’s spatha came chopping down, straight for his neck. The honed edge would sink in as far as his spine. Everything flashed before him: as a child, paddling in the Propontis; With Father; Father gone; as a slave in Tarquitius’ villa in Constantinople; Then… freedom… the legion… his brothers. He steeled himself to die like a soldier as so many others had that day.

But a hand shot up between the chopping blade and him, clamping around Dexion’s wrist.

Pavo blinked, sure the inferno was playing tricks with his eyes. But, like a shade rising, Gallus stood, hands clutching Dexion’s forearms, his greying features drawn and weary. He rose and rose to his full height, towering over Dexion, his gaunt face lacking a crumb of pity. Dexion’s assured look faded and faltered when he tried and failed to shake free of Gallus’ grip. Gallus glowered down upon him, squeezing his wrists until the blades tumbled from the speculator’s hands.

Suddenly, the ceiling groaned and roared, and a huge section above the nearby the stairs caved in, sending a wall of fierce heat, stinging smoke and sparks across them. A crack of stone sounded and the farmhouse seemed to list to one side with an ominous moan. The main spar holding up the central; section of the roof above Gallus and Dexion creaked and splintered, barely visible through the ceiling of flames.

‘Sir,’ Pavo rasped to Gallus, stepping back, snatching up Dexion’s dropped sword and swiping the smoke away from his eyes. ‘Get back. The roof’s about to collapse!’

Dexion suddenly lurched forward in Gallus’ grasp, thrusting his brow up at the tribunus’ nose. Gallus merely leaned back to avoid the blow and Dexion snarled, still ensnared in Gallus’ firm grip. ‘When I first awoke in the dungeons of Treverorum, you told me calmly how you had killed my family. You recounted each of your murders without feeling,’ Gallus said, his voice steady, but wet with blood in his lungs. He glanced up at the now sagging inferno of a roof then swivelled Dexion round to wrap an arm around his neck and pulled it tight until his lean but muscled bicep bulged, the veins throbbing through the skin. ‘You have fought all your life to free yourself from emotions and feelings. Well, Speculator, let me free you from your feelings… forever.’ Dexion’s hubris was gone, his eyes bulging, his mouth open, hands clawing at Gallus’ forearm, mouthing words that could not escape his constricted throat, his face growing an angry shade of purple and his lips turning blue.

‘Sir – the roof!’ Pavo cried. But when Gallus met his eye, he saw the greyness of the Iron Tribunus’ skin, the black blood still pouring from the crossbow bolt in his ribs. A thick lump formed in his throat as he realised no man could save the father of the XI Claudia. When he saw in Gallus’ free hand the hewn, worn wooden idol of Mithras, he knew the tribunus understood this too.

‘My time is over, Pavo,’ he said, unflustered by Dexion’s flapping arms and panicked kicks. ‘Yours is not. Get out, save yourself.’ His pupils were beginning to dilate. ‘This land needs men like you, and there are so few left. And I,’ he said, looking into the ether, a moment of doubt crossing his face, ‘I… if Mithras wills it… have someone to meet.’

Dexion’s eyes were bulging now, gaping at the groaning section of ceiling above him. The speculator mouthed Pavo’s name twice. Pavo paid no attention to him. Instead, he backed away, eyes on Gallus alone as a single, hot tear shot across his face. ‘I’ll never forget you, sir,’ he whispered. ‘Never.’

‘Nor I you, lad. Nor I you,’ Gallus replied with a valedictory nod, and the rarest of things: a gentle smile.

It was the last Pavo ever saw of him. The centre of the ceiling caved in with the roar like that of a legion rushing into battle, and the middle of the hearth room was buried under a fiery mass of timbers, tiles and soot.

Pavo stumbled back, biting his lip as more tears shot across his cheeks.

‘Into eternity, hail and farewell,’ he whispered, fighting the urge to sob, his eyes fixed on the spot where Gallus had been standing. For a time he was lost, trapped in the eye of the nightmare.

It was only the stinging smoke and the sounds of struggle that snapped him from his trance. He staggered back towards the hearth, finding Sura and Hosidius choking the life from one another. Without a moment’s deliberation, Pavo picked up a fallen crossbow bolt and hammered it into the foe’s temple. The freckle-faced agent’s grin collapsed and he fell limp instantly. Pavo kicked the corpse away then looped an arm around the retching, soot-covered Sura and helped him to his feet.

‘Pavo, what… what happened?’ Sura gasped.

‘On your feet, Optio,’ he said, his eyes widening as he looked around the surrounding wall of flames, caging them within the blaze, fiery talons closing in on them from every direction. ‘At the last, it has come down to just us…’

They gazed defiantly at the fiery prison, at the sagging section of roof above the corner they had been backed into. Beyond the wall of flame, they saw the blazing shutters.

‘There’s not a chance we can make that,’ Sura said.

‘Not a chance,’ Pavo agreed.

Glowing embers and blazing chunks of wood rained down around them, and the ceiling groaned, moments from giving out entirely.

Each sucked in a breath and roared in unison.

‘For the Claudia!’

Fritigern shielded his eyes with a hand and squinted into the last rays of sunlight and the brilliant orange blaze as he cantered up the hillside.

‘They are inside, Iudex! They are inside!’ the horseman by his side exclaimed, holding up and shaking a strip of purple and gold edged, blood-streaked cloth he had found on the slope. ‘The Emperor of the Romans is in that blaze – I’m sure of it!’

Fritigern raised a hand, silencing the man, then slowed his mount to a walk as he climbed towards the burning farmhouse. With him was this fellow and two others of his own scout cavalry. Many other riding parties had been sent out in other directions to claim such a prize – Alatheus and Saphrax’s Greuthingi had ridden with the greatest speed, urged by their lords to be the ones to claim Valens’ head. Their clamour to find, sever and hoist a man’s head left an acrid taste in his mouth. It was that grim token they sought in order to claim that victory had been won today by the Greuthingi and to then surely challenge him as Iudex of the Gothic Alliance.

‘We must bring his body from the flames,’ the eager rider pleaded, sliding from his saddle and taking Fritigern’s reins as they reached the hilltop. The intense, dry heat from the fire – a good thirty paces away – prickled on his skin, made the hairs on his arms shrivel and seemed to fold and stir the dusk air before him. The blaze roared as each timber beam collapsed with a thick crack, sending up plumes of flame. ‘Send me in,’ the rider pressed. ‘I will find him and bring him or his body out. We can be the ones to ride back into our camp tonight with the emperor’s head. Then nobody will be able to dispute your authority.’

Fritigern felt a tiredness overcome him at that moment. He beheld the roaring inferno and the black skeleton of the farmhouse in its midst, then looked down at the rider as a Father might glower upon an inadequate son. Far behind the dismounted man, the battle ridge loomed in the northern horizon. A dim blue blanket of twilight was graciously creeping up the southern slopes, veiling the stain of bodies, the buzzing flies and the legions of carrion hawks feasting upon the dead. They would have to move the wagons from the top of the ridge come the morning, before disease set in. It was a numb, dispiriting thought.

‘Iudex,’ one of the other riders pressed. ‘You have won a great victory today, yet you do not don a look of triumph?’

Fritigern didn’t even turn to the man, his eyes combing the countryside instead. This day had begun with the hope of finding a place for his people within the empire. It had ended with countless deaths and the certainty that the Romans would never forget, never forgive.

‘I beg you, give us direction,’ the dismounted one begged, turning from Fritigern to the farmhouse, straining like a dog on a leash to be allowed to plunge into the fiery mass and claim Emperor Valens’ body. ‘Iudex!’ he said, suddenly standing taller, eyes wide, nose in the air like a hunting hound, one finger shooting out to point into the wall of flames and billowing black smoke. ‘I see movement. Someone is in there!’

Fritigern gazed into the wall of flames. Within the chaos of orange, he saw fleeting blackness where the flames parted or swayed. For a moment, he too thought he saw something move. Something, someone. Then, over the roaring blaze he was sure he heard a hoarse cry. A cry of the legions. It was there and not there, maybe a trick of the inferno, before a colossal crunch of collapsing timber drowned it out.

‘Not a soul lives in there,’ Fritigern said flatly, then heeled his mount back around to walk it back down the hill.

‘But Iudex. The Emperor? If he burns in there then we can still get his body at least.’

Fritigern shot the man a gimlet stare. ‘Tell me, rider: would you follow a leader who dragged his enemy’s corpse from the pyre? Would it make you proud to serve such a man?’

The rider shrunk and said nothing.

‘The Roman Emperor is dead and will soon be but ashes. Let our power-hungry Greuthingi cousins tire themselves tonight in search of their elusive prize,’ he said with a desert-dry glance across the hills, the tops now cloaked in twilight, seeing Alatheus and Saphrax’s men still wheeling and galloping, calling out to one another desperately.

As he and his three horsemen descended the hill, the blaze calmed behind them. The roaring flames became a steady, crackling fire, fading as they drew away. Then, an odd feeling passed over him: he was sure he was being watched. Calmly, he drew in his reins and looked back over his shoulder, uphill.

The three riders stopped with him. ‘Iudex, what is it?’ one horseman said, looking up to the empty hilltop with a frown.

Fritigern turned back to them, a wry smile on his face, then waved them on towards the ridge and the wagon stockade. ‘To camp, riders.’

Gallus found himself in an eternal darkness. A void. Nothing. Where were the twin gateways?

Then grey wisps of smoke coiled around him like hungry asps, shackling him, drawing him through the abyss, faster and faster. Was this the road to Tartarus? His punishment for all his years of dealing death on the battlefields? But suddenly, as if sensing danger, the smoky asps released him and scattered. He slowed and was still again… but he was not alone.

There was something in the void. Something coming for him. One of many foes he had bested, now coming for vengeance, he wondered? He searched around the foggy ether. Nothing.

‘ What is this?’ he said into the darkness. ‘Who’s there?’

As the silence intensified, he felt something he had long ago shunned creep across him: fear. The presence was drawing closer… ever closer. When he knew the unseen aura was almost upon him, he braced, as if for battle.

Suddenly, a warmth touched him and he felt something at last: a hand… a warm hand clasping his, fingers interlacing. Then another, tiny pair of hands clasped there too.

‘ Daddy?’ Marcus said, vanquishing fear forever.

‘ Come with us, my dear,’ Olivia whispered sweetly in his ear, ‘your journey is over.’







Epilogue 



Gratian looked out from the walls of the Fort of Mars, an early autumn breeze rippling his purple cloak and his blonde locks. His vast army had formed a semi-permanent fortified camp outside the walls of the fortress and life here had been pleasant enough for the last few months. Sweeping hills and forests stretched off to the south, melting into the blue-grey outline of the distant Haemus Mountains. It was from there that his messenger had come. Dexion, one of his finest agents, was dead, as was the young Hosidius. It would save him the trouble of offing those two along with every other man who had been privy to the dalliance with the Greuthingi. But that news was just an insignificant distraction.

‘Dear Uncle Valens led his armies to battle and lost. Two in every three men of the Eastern Army lie cold and still, mere fodder for the carrion crows, and Valens lies somewhere amongst them,’ he whispered to himself. ‘Such a waste,’ he added with a sparkle in his eyes that defied his sombre expression. ‘The Gothic War rages on, they hold Thracia. Now it falls to me to vanquish them properly,’ he said, practicing for the session with his chronicler later today. ‘To me, as senior emperor of all Rome’s dominions. East and West.’

He looked down to where his western legions were being marshalled and drilled by a campidoctor. Watching over them was Merobaudes, the tall, dark, drawn and scarred general – stubborn and ambitious in equal measure – whom he had surely brought to heel at last. You’ll enjoy power only that I see fit to give you, my dog. He caught sight of the mass of silvery riders and blocks of fresh legionaries marching in from the north. The Pannonian Army, and at their head, Theodosius, whom Gratian had summoned here just a few weeks ago. The man was perfect to lead this additional force in the effort to crush the Goths and retake Thracia in his name: a good soldier but meek, humble and grateful for his political station – indeed, after Gratian had ordered the slipshod decapitation of the man’s father, Theodosius had responded by merely retreating from military and political life so as not to cause any affront to the emperor or risk his own neck.

‘The pieces are falling into place,’ he said contentedly to himself.

‘Like bones into a grave,’ a croaky voice replied, right beside him.

Startled, Gratian swung to the wispy, white-haired form by his side, looking out from the fort with him. A shrivelled old hag, he realised, seeing her puckered features and milky, sightless eyes. Only now he noticed that all of the wall guard were absent.

‘You do not need guards to protect you from an old woman, surely, mighty Gratian?’ she said.

‘Who are you?’ he demanded, vowing silently to have the sentries who let her in flogged to the bone.

‘A weary traveller. That is all.’ She chuckled feebly. ‘Yet my journey is far from over.’

‘A traveller, eh?’ he said, relaxing a little. ‘If you’ve travelled these lands then you’ll have heard much of the recent news?’

‘Ah, yes. I am in the company of the conqueror-to-be, Emperor Gratian, am I not?’

Gratian bridled at her sarcastic tone. ‘Be wary, hag. I could end your journey here if I wished.’

‘Oh I know, I know. I’ve watched just what you have done in the past. Equally, I’ve seen what is to come.’

A chill breeze passed over Gratian then, and he gathered his cloak around himself. It was as if her words had brought the sudden draught. She turned her milky eyes upon him, her expression utterly sober.

‘You know of my future?’ he snorted. ‘Then perhaps I should hire you to regale me with it so I can enjoy hearing of my many years of glory to come.’ He laughed at this, quickly falling silent when he saw the crone’s features knitting like one who does not know how to break bad news. His mind raced. ‘I will have glory, you cannot convince me otherwise.’

‘Very well,’ she said flatly.

His eyes narrowed and the chill breeze came again. ‘And I will have many years of it… yes?’

As she hesitated, mulling over her reply, Gratian noticed something from the corner of his eye: Merobaudes on the parade ground, looking up at him, his hooded eyes steely, his lips taut. Then, he turned to look at the head of the incoming Pannonian army. For just a fleeting moment, he caught sight of Theodosius’ burning glower, fixed upon him, before the general looked away.

‘Oh yes,’ the crone said at last, tilting her head to one side as if trying to judge a scant portion of food optimistically, ‘you will have… years.’

It was a bleak, grey, early September morning when Fritigern and his Gothic horde marched upon Constantinople. His armies, now swollen to fifty thousand strong, poured from the hills and rumbled towards the narrow tip of the peninsula upon which the great city was perched. They spread out to form a dense line across the narrowing land like an ironclad, spiny garrotte, pulling tighter as they rumbled closer and closer to the imperial capital. When they drew to within a mile of the land walls, he gave the order to halt. Silence reigned as he eyed the thick, sturdy walls and towers, the formidable gatehouses and the array of flags and helms and spears on the battlements. At last, he cast his head back and laughed aloud into the air. It was a booming, baritone laugh that pealed all the way across the capital of the Eastern Roman Empire.

‘Why do you laugh, Iudex? ’ Alatheus said through clenched teeth, the appellation clearly sticking in the Greuthingi Reiks’ throat.

‘Because it has never been clearer than it is now,’ he said, turning to Alatheus and Saphrax, by his side. ‘This city will not fall, not to any army of men and horses.’

Saphrax shuffled in his saddle in indignation. ‘I say our riders can take that section,’ he spat, shooting a hand towards the stretch of walls where the defences dipped a little, following the depression of the Lycus valley.

‘And as we agreed, I will not stop you from trying,’ Fritigern said flatly.

Alatheus and Saphrax looked to one another, then signalled to the huge pack of Greuthingi with them. Six thousand of these horsemen broke forward from the noose, carrying with them ladders and weapons. As they came to within a quarter mile of the walls, they broke into a gallop, blonde locks thrashing in their wake as they howled their war cries. ‘Those battlements are the weakest part and our men will storm the battlements there and form a bridgehead!’ Alatheus enthused as he watched.

‘The weakest part? One loose scale plate on a vest is no weakness when it is attacked with a wooden staff,’ Fritigern replied. ‘Did you not learn this when we tried to besiege Adrianople?’

‘You grow jealous at the prospect of our horsemen being the ones to seize the city,’ Alatheus said, a chill smile spreading across his face.

Fritigern gazed straight ahead. ‘I grow tired of watching men die needlessly.’

Just then, a chorus of thick twangs sounded from the distant walls. All heads in the Gothic line rose, armour rippling, to see the pack of riders suddenly riven by the great bolts spat from the devices on the Roman towers, men and horses sent tumbling backwards like toys. An instant later and a cloud of arrows shot from the bows of many hundreds of sagitarii clustered on the battlements and plunged into the pack of riders, felling many more. But the foremost riders reached the base of the walls and the ladders were hurried forward.

‘They’re almost there,’ Alatheus purred, caring little for the fallen and coveting the impending storming of the walls.

‘Are they,’ Fritigern asked without inflection.

As if in reply, the gates nearest the beset section of walls swung open. From within, a tight wedge of iron-encased cavalry burst out. Cataphracti from the Persian front, men and horses masked and bound in steel. They wheeled round and charged along the outside of the walls, racing straight for the flank of the Greuthingi. The Gothic horsemen, now halted and midway through hoisting their ladders and shielding themselves from the sagittarii hail, stood no chance. The cataphracti ploughed through them, throwing them back like water droplets scattered by a boot landing in a puddle. The war cries were replaced by screams as they were slaughtered and in heartbeats, the brave assault turned into a massed retreat, riders bolting with arrows in their backs, men who had lost their horses fleeing on foot, panicked and riderless mounts charging in all directions.

‘Why do they resist? We have broken these lands,’ Saphrax snarled. ‘We have broken their empire!’

Fritigern noticed a lone cataphractus charging after the fleeing Goths while the rest had returned inside Constantinople via the gate. This iron rider caught up with one Greuthingi, cupped an arm around the man’s waist and hauled him onto his own saddle, kicking and thrashing like a trapped deer. A refrain of confusion broke out as the eastern rider charged on towards the Gothic ranks. The horseman came to a halt just a hundred paces from the Gothic line. Not a single chosen archer raised his bow, such was their confusion at this one’s bravery. The cataphractus hauled back the chin of the captured Gothic rider, then drew out a dagger and tore it across the man’s neck, bringing forth sheets of dark blood. Next, like a man slaking his thirst, he tore off his iron mask to reveal his dark skinned face, then dipped his head to press his lips to the wound and suck upon the haemorrhaging blood, before letting the limp corpse slide to the ground then sitting tall again, his face stained red. He raised his sword high in the sky and let loose a blood-curdling shriek that pierced the armour of every watching Goth. As he turned and rode back towards Constantinople at a canter, the line of iron legionaries atop Constantinople’s walls erupted in a sonorous, reverberating cry of defiance that seemed to be amplified by the hills outside the city and shook every soul in the Gothic line. Standards, still torn and stained from the battle at the ridge outside Adrianople, were pumped in the air.

‘The empire is not broken,’ Fritigern said, eyeing Alatheus and Saphrax, ‘the war is far from over.’

A month later, a wagon drew to a halt by the side of a scree-strewn valley below the craggy heights of the Rhodope Mountains in southern Thracia. The driver snapped: ‘Out, out, out! ’

A stream of twelve young men poured from the back of the wagon, before the two equites escorting the vehicle barked them into a rough line. ‘Recruits, march!’ one bellowed, leading them along the dirt track through the valley.

Durio, a fiery-haired, rangy seventeen year-old recruit from Perinthus, gawped as he walked at the back of the line, taking in the towering mountains ahead, coated in russet, green and gold forest and the highest of them capped in snow – dazzling like a white flame. Dead leaves swirled around his feet in the cool autumnal breeze as he walked. He drew his rough hemp robe a little tighter, every tale of what had happened in these lands coming back to him. In the city he had been protected by the walls and the garrison, but out here it was different. Thracia’s countryside – plains, hills and mountains – was no longer Roman land occupied by the Goths. It was the land of the Goths. ‘And a land of shades,’ he muttered to himself, fear rising in his belly.

‘Relax,’ the dark-skinned young recruit next to him said. ‘Indus,’ he introduced himself with an assured smile. ‘From Rhodes. No Goth will get close to us before we reach this fort.’ He twirled a hand in the air, winking, tongue poking out as he made the action of a slinger loosing a shot. ‘Could take out a sheep’s eye from half a mile away,’ he said confidently, patting the sling hanging from his belt.

Durio nodded, not at all convinced, especially when a handful of dust and scree toppled down the valleyside nearby and turned his blood briefly to ice. This fort had better be nearby, he prayed. Emperor Gratian had put his commander, Theodosius, in charge of the effort to recover Thracia. Theodosius had based himself at the Greek port city of Thessalonica and put into action a plan that would see the scant remaining imperial forces of these parts attempt to claw back vital scraps of land – coastal regions that would allow them to dock reinforcement fleets or routes that would link East and West for further provisions and forces. One part of that plan had seen a fort established on the lower slopes of these mountains, a fort that would shield the southern coast of Thracia and allow Roman galleys to move along it safely. A fort that desperately needed new recruits.

As they approached the end of the valley he saw it, perched on a promontory the shape of a spear-head, standing proud of the valley, four times the height of a man. The timber fort had been thrown up hastily and sported just palisade walls – giving the promontory the look of a crocodile’s lower jaw – lined with a walkway and watchtowers. As they marched up the rugged incline towards the fort, the wooden gates swung open.

Indus pointed to the banners erected either side of the gate. ‘Ah, the ruby bull,’ he said in the tone of a veteran. ‘You know what they used to call the man who led this legion?’

Durio combed through his memories as they entered, seeing the few centuries of legionaries hard at work bolstering the fort, training and some of them digging a well and a cistern. Then it came to him: ‘The Iron Tribunus of the XI Claudia.’

Indus nodded all-knowingly and a little smugly too. ‘Tall and gaunt. Voice like a bear, eyes like ice. When we were waiting for the wagon, I spoke to one of the men who once served under him. When you saw the ruby cloak and the black plume – you’d get your head down, get to work and just hope he wouldn’t pick on you! ’ he chuckled. ‘At least we don’t have to worry about him,’ he added with a shrug.

Durio paid little attention to his new friend, his gaze switching instead between the contubernium in the process of erecting wooden barrack blocks, and the one-eyed, wild-haired officer barking at them like a maddened dog. ‘Bloody idiot. Hold that beam steady or I’ll nail your balls to the century’s banner!’

‘You heard Centurion Libo,’ another agreed – a lantern-jawed, sturdy type, walking with a limp and aided by a cane. ‘I don’t want to spend my evening sewing up your torn ball sack.’ This one turned to the incoming line of recruits and his face brightened. ‘Ah, fresh victims,’ he grinned, offering a mock bow. ‘Rectus, the legion’s medicus,’ he said, tapping his scarred leg, ‘no more fighting for me. Let’s hope it’s a while before you have to visit my tent, eh?’

Durio gulped, and saw Indus’ throat bulge too.

‘Now head over to the west side of the fort – you’ll be serving with Centurion Trupo or Centurion Cornix,’ Rectus waved them on. ‘They’ll be back from patrol soon.’

‘Wish you’d stayed in Rhodes blinding sheep?’ Durio muttered through a dry mouth to Indus.

‘Eh? Ha, no chance,’ he said with an equally croaky voice.

When the recruits came to a row of tents and a parade ground, one of the equites leading them raised a hand. ‘Halt!’ With a series of bumps, trodden-on heels and croaking curses, Durio, Indus and the rest of the recruits stuttered to a standstill. The other horseman rode over to the fort’s western wall and called up to the wooden walkway. ‘The new recruits have arrived, Tribunus.’

Durio frowned, seeing that there was just one man up there on the parapet, back turned, gazing west pensively, hands clasped behind his back. An officer. A tall, lean officer, wearing a ruby cloak and a plumed intercisa helm. A black plume. His dry throat turned to sand as he thought of the legendary Iron Tribunus.

Indus squinted. ‘How can it be?’ he whispered as a breeze picked up, ruffling the silent officer’s plume.

‘A land of shades,’ Durio replied through dry lips.

Suddenly, a hand slapped on their shoulders. ‘Right, just a dozen of you, eh?’ a voice said.

The dozen swung to see a blonde-haired soldier with keen green eyes and a devilish smile. His rounded, boyish features were masked under a touch of stubble which part-disguised a burn on his neck. Durio noted that he wore just a dusty mail shirt over a tunic and boots that had very recently been marched in. A legionary, just as he was about to become, he guessed.

‘Aye, twelve of us,’ Indus butted in, chest puffed out. ‘I’m thinking you’ll want to put me in charge of sling practice. Best slinger in all of-’

A raised hand from the blonde soldier cut him off. ‘Spare me the horseshit. I know every line,’ he said, the impish smile growing. He pointed to the southern end of the fort where it abutted the mountainside. A group of slingers were engaged in a practice session here, their shot clacking off the granite slope which had targets painted upon it. ‘Centurion Herenus is a Cretan and a bloody good leader of the slingers. If you’re lucky I’ll let you serve as a target butt tomorrow.’

Every one of the twelve apart from Indus sniggered at this. Indus, however, bridled. ‘You? And who are you to order me about like-’

‘That’s Primus Pilus Sura your speaking to, recruit,’ a stony voice boomed over the heads of the dozen, freezing Indus mid-sentence. All swung back to the fort’s western wall. The tall officer up there had turned to gaze down upon them. Durio was transfixed by the sight of him. His hawk-like, dark and scarred features were steelier than a blade and his presence stilled the breath in their lungs. For a moment, there was just the sound of the officer’s ruby cloak rippling in the breeze.

‘And that there,’ Sura said gently behind Durio and Indus, ‘is Tribunus Pavo.’

The pair saw how the tribunus eyed each of them in turn, his cold expression unflinching. Durio wondered if this man and the few others in the fort had fought at and survived Adrianople. How many stories lay behind those scars and those deep, dark eyes? Then the tribunus’ gaze came to and rested upon him. Durio gulped once more, praying the officer’s gaze would move on. But the steely glare pinned him for what felt like an eternity. Then, for a moment, he thought he saw the most unexpected of things: the merest hint of a smile almost playing on those taut lips. Almost.

‘Now get into line! ’ Sura bawled, sending the fear of the gods through him.
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