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Prologue
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Death crawled
across the land.

The wind
roared, blasting snow across the sickle moon. Two Roman cavalry
scouts shivered and clutched their woollen cloaks tight around
their necks as they urged their weary mounts to plod on through the
white drifts.

‘Gods below, I
can’t feel my f-fingers,’ said one scout through chattering teeth,
his beard stiff with ice.

The second,
the tip of his nose blue, nodded briskly. ‘We’re surely finished
with this patrol anyway – everything’s quiet out here.’

Both shot
darting looks around the land. There were few signs of life, let
alone trouble. In the distance hung a dull orange glow – torchlight
from the nearest of the six Gothic settlements that studded this
imperial territory.

‘Imagine what
it’s like there,’ said the first scout. ‘Dry beds, roaring fires,
meat roasting on spits, beer…’

‘And Goths,’
the second snorted. ‘No thanks. They don’t take kindly to the likes
of us wandering into their villages. Our job is to patrol the lands
around these six Haims and watch for bother.’

‘True,’
muttered the first. ‘Maybe we’re not going in there, but we
do need to get out of this blizzard.’ He twisted in his
saddle. ‘Commander Peregrinus,’ he called back to the officer
riding in their wake, ‘permission to turn around. If we set south
now, we might make it back to the imperial waystation before the
worst of the night sets in.’

The officer,
wreathed in cloak and hood, swaying in the saddle, did not respond.
For a moment, the scout wondered if the man had died of the cold
during the trek and they had failed to notice. He screwed up his
eyes to try to see if the fellow was even breathing.

Suddenly, the
officer’s fingers flexed on his reins, and two gentle coils of
white vapour emerged from the shadows of the hood. The scout
shivered, and this time it had nothing to do with the cold.
‘Commander Peregrinus?’ he called again, more timidly this
time.

The officer’s
attentions remained elsewhere, the hooded head sweeping slowly
across the wintry wastes.

‘Pah, he’s not
even listening,’ the second rider muttered under his breath:
‘What’s someone of his station doing out on a shit scouting mission
with runts like us anyway?’

‘He arrived
from the capital, and flashed a few impressive-looking seals. Not
our scout squadron’s place to question him, apparently,’ shrugged
the first, before blowing into his hands. ‘I’ll try again.’ He
cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted this time:
‘Commander Peregrinus, permission to turn ba-’

Peregrinus
held up a hand to cut him off. ‘Just a little further,’ the officer
replied in a low burr, gesturing towards a stand of snow-heavy
larches.
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Peregrinus
walked his grey mare towards the treeline, clumps of snow flicking
up under the beast’s hooves. The woods mercifully shielded the
small party from the wrath of the storm. He eyed the nearest larch
trunks furtively, noticing a runic marking on the bark of one. The
two scouts had wandered right past it. ‘Halt here, I need a
moment,’ he said. Sliding from the saddle and plunging into the
shin-deep snow, he stalked into the trees.

The two scout
riders automatically dismounted too, each going for their sword
hilts, eyes watchful as they made to follow him, suspecting that
the officer had spotted signs of trouble.

Peregrinus’
faceless hood tilted a little and he spread his palms. ‘I need a
moment… alone.’

The two riders
looked vacant for an instant, then relaxed. ‘Ah, very good, sir,’
said one. The pair turned their backs to give him privacy.

Peregrinus
paced on into the larch woods, where the roar of the winds grew
muffled. The forest floor here was dry and snow-free, the bracken
and twigs snapping under his boots. He passed another rune marking.
Then a third.

The sound of a
straining bowstring, behind, told him he need look no further.
‘That sounds like an almighty draw,’ he said, halting. ‘Are you
expecting trouble?’

‘Turn around,
Roman,’ a jagged voice hissed, ‘slowly.’

Peregrinus did
as asked, turning as the young hunter stepped from the undergrowth,
bow taut and trained on him. Warlike and cold, this is what the
Goths of the Haims had once been like: wolves, not sheep,
Peregrinus thought. The young man was bare-chested, legs clad in
dark green lozenge-patterned trousers. He wore his hair in a
spouting topknot, and his moustache hung in two braids either side
of his grim line of a mouth. His bare torso was riddled with tribal
tattoos, and one striking marking, near the heart, of a prancing
stag.

The hunter
eyed the shadows of Peregrinus’ hood, ill at ease. ‘You… you
are him, yes? You are Peregrinus?’

One edge of
Peregrinus’ mouth bent upwards slightly. ‘Yes, I am he.’

‘Why did you
bring armed guards?’ the hunter snarled, glancing through the trees
at the pair of Roman riders near the stand’s edge.

‘They are
scouts. They think I came into the trees to empty my bladder. They
don’t even know you are here,’ said Peregrinus, waving gently
downwards with a pacifying hand. ‘You are safe.’

The hunter
sneered, and relaxed his bow, but only a fraction. ‘I risked my
life to cross over the river and come here. Tell me it was not for
nothing.’

‘Oh, I can do
better than that,’ said Peregrinus, reaching inside his cloak and
producing a small wooden case, proffering it.

The young Goth
opened the case and stared at the markings upon the wax slab
within. ‘By Wodin…’

‘Aye,’ said
Peregrinus, ‘now take that back across the river and to your lord
in the north. Tell him that it is time to bring his multitudes
south, to the empire’s edge.’

The hunter
tucked the tablet case into the waist of his trousers and backed
away, strapping his bow across his back. ‘May Wodin shine upon you,
friend. The Silver Stag will be coming, soon.’

As Peregrinus
watched him go, he toyed with the small bronze lion’s fang charm
hanging around his neck. He thought back over what he had been
asked to do: bring chaos down upon the Eastern Empire…

The faintest
beam of starlight betrayed the edge of his lips within the hood,
curving into a faint smile like a hunter’s bow.

‘Let it
begin,’ he said in a gentle whisper.

 




Part I


Chapter 1

June 386 AD

Southern Thracia
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Pavo closed
his eyes as he walked. It was hypnotic: the gentle stroke of golden
grass stalks brushing on his scarred shins; the rumble of hobnailed
boots marching in lockstep behind him; the smell of oiled armour
and leather; the heat of the summer sun on his neck, tempered by a
welcome lick of breeze. This was the soldier’s life. This was
living in the truest sense.

So why did it
feel all wrong?

‘There it
is, Tribunus Pavo,’ a martial voice barked.

He peeled his
eyes open. One of the soldiers was using an eagle standard to
indicate ahead, to the point where the plain of golden grass met
the blue dome of sky. There on the horizon rose a wonder: a two
storey manse of veined and spotted marble, the roofs fluttering
with purple imperial flags. A tower rose from the heart of the
building, stretching another two storeys again. Apart from a pretty
garden and a stable compound, there was nothing else around it or
nearby. No sign of life either. It was as if a god had planted the
manor and the estate there in this vast open plain. ‘Who built this
thing?’ he muttered to himself.

‘Why… you
did, sir,’ replied the standard-bearer. ‘You created this.’

‘What?’
Pavo muttered quietly. He did not even notice if the soldier
replied, because a slight movement atop that distant tower caught
his eye. It wasn’t just the fluttering flags… there was someone up
there. A lone figure on that high roof. Watching.

He took a few
steps ahead of the others, squinting in an attempt to identify the
figure. ‘Who is that?’ he said, the question directed over his
shoulder, towards the standard-bearer.

Silence.

He sensed
without even turning that the standard-bearer was not there
anymore. And that the entire legion was gone. The air turned cold
now, a grey pall of cloud crawling across the sky, blotting out the
sun. More, he sensed a new presence behind him where the legion had
been.

Pavo turned to
the withered old crone standing there. Her milky eyes appraised him
as if she were not blind. She smiled sadly, extending a bony finger
towards his sword belt. ‘Easier to split the sky, than part a
soldier from his blade.’

He glanced
down at the sheathed weapon, and at his armoured body. Now he
understood why this all felt so wrong. ‘I’m not a soldier… not
anymore,’ he whispered to himself.

‘Yet here
you are,’ said the crone, her haggard old face rising, looking past
Pavo’s shoulder and to the high tower of the manor. ‘And well you
know who that is up there.’

Pavo shook his
head. ‘I will never forget the times in which you guided me. But
those days are past. I do not care who is on that tower. And I tell
you,’ he said with a firm edge to his voice, ‘I am not a soldier
anymore.’ He drew his spatha, holding it loosely by the pommel,
blade dangling towards the soil, ready to let it drop – in the way
a man might discard a crust of bread. A strange moment passed.

The crone
tilted her head a little. ‘What are you waiting for?’

Determined to
show her, Pavo slackened his grip to let go of his sword. At the
very same moment, a crackle of movement sounded behind him… from
the direction of the manor, coming rapidly for his back.

Struck with
fright, he swivelled that way, catching and flicking his sword up
to brandish it in defence.

With a gasp,
the running legionary halted, staring at Pavo, a hand’s width
between their faces.

Feeling warmth
spreading over his hand, Pavo looked slowly down to see that the
legionary had run onto his sword – the blade embedded in his guts
to the hilt, blood soaking Pavo to the wrist. A legionary? No, a
child in armour – a Roman child, his chin hairless, his face soft
and the weak noises coming from his lips boyish.

‘No!’ Pavo
uttered in shock, his eyes darting over the boy’s face.

He wrapped his
free arm around the lad’s back, lowering him, trying to hold the
blade steady so it would do no further damage. But it was lodged
deep, the blood pumping from the wound now black rather than
red.

‘Medicus?’
Pavo cried as if the absent legion were still here. ‘Someone,
help!’

‘My
mother…’ the lad spluttered red, ‘my mother is waiting for me. Can…
can I go home?’

Pavo shook
with horror as he watched the light leave the boy’s eyes.






With an
almighty intake of breath, he escaped from the dream, lunged from
his bed… then instantly crumpled, his right leg buckling under him
and an animal cry of pain spilling from his lungs as he slammed
onto a cold stone floor.

‘Pavo?’
someone cried from somewhere in the darkness. ‘Pavo!’

He gasped to
regain control of his speeding heart. Every second breath was
stolen away by the fires burning in his old battle wounds.

‘Pavo!’ With
the sound of flints and a few sparks, an oil lamp blossomed into
life, a pale bubble of light revealing the dusky face of his wife,
Izodora – her beauty marred by fright – and the bedroom of their
farmhouse. Her shock faded and she sighed.

‘Oh, Pavo…’
She came round the bed and sank to one knee beside him, wrapping
one arm around his shoulders and planting the other hand on his
chest. ‘Breathe,’ she said, then began to help him to his feet.

‘I can do it
myself,’ he snapped.

She drew back,
hurt.

Without her
support, the fires raged in the old thigh wound, and he had to bite
his lip to keep back a moan of pain as he rose, before he finally
flopped back onto the bed. ‘I’m sorry, I… It was just a dream. Just
a dream.’

She hushed
him, drawing the blanket over him, then smoothed a hand through his
cheek-length dark locks, the lamp light betraying the flashes of
silver near the hairline. As his breathing began to settle, he
heard the sounds of night outside – crickets and a lone owl. Utter
serenity. The horrors of the dream seemed safely distant now.

Suddenly, a
shrill cry erupted from the corner of the room. Pavo and Izodora
jolted with fright… then groaned in unison when the woken toddler
there shrieked again and again in his cot.

‘My fault,’
Pavo muttered sheepishly.

When he made
to rise to go to their son, she gently pushed him onto his back
again, then approached the cot herself, lifting the child. The lad,
nearly three, had Izodora’s piercing blue eyes and darker eastern
skin, and just hints of Pavo’s aquiline features. As a bar of pale,
pinkish light shone weakly through the gap in the shutters, she
began bouncing the boy in her arms and his tears became
giggles.

Pavo watched
them for an eternity, drinking in the sight like a desert traveller
might behold his last skin of water. They were everything to
him.

A cockerel
crowed, breaking the spell. He slid his legs awkwardly to sit on
the edge of the bed. When Izodora shot him a reproachful look, he
held out open palms of innocence. ‘I’m just going to graze the
goats and tend to the wheat. I’m capable of that, at least.’

‘Take the mule
– I don’t want you bearing any weight.’

‘Of
course.’

He rose, and
shuffled rather than walked – barely able to lift his right leg –
over to a cupboard. He ran the pads of his fingers over the piled
garments inside, selecting a rough tunic for his day’s farming
work. As for footwear? He glanced over at the tattered old farm
boots near the main door. They had begun to fall apart months ago
and he had yet to buy or make a new pair. So, he plucked a pair of
sandals from the bottom of the cupboard – not ideal for farming,
but they would have to do for now.

Putting the
tunic on felt like wrestling with snakes; the simple act of raising
his left arm sent waves of fire down the long pink scar that ran
from shoulder to belly. Bending over to fasten his sandals was
equally as delightful, causing his right thigh to blaze with pain.
But soon it was done.

He noticed
that Izodora had moved into the hearth room, and was
stirring wheat, salt and water in a pot over the low flames, while
keeping Marcus amused with a lilting song. As he watched them, he
felt something soften in his chest, a lump in his throat. I
would die for you both, he spoke inwardly, fond tears gathering
in each eye. This was love; the feeling he had blocked from his
heart for so long, having loved before and lost it all in the most
brutal fashion. Izodora’s head swung round, catching him off-guard
like that.

‘I won’t be
long,’ he said, instantly straightening and blinking the emotion
away. ‘I’ll bring cream in from the barn and honey from the hives
to mix with our porridge.’

‘You will be
an hour and no more. After that, I will work the fields for the
rest of the day.’

To Pavo, these
words felt like thrown stones. Yet it was the truth. He had known
thirty summers, and – thanks to his injuries – he felt every single
one of them. He could not manage more than a little light farm work
each day. Once, it had been so different. He looked at the old
wooden chest in the corner of the hearth room. It always seemed to
draw his attentions, as if a voice was whispering from within. A
thousand voices, speaking of a lost past. Then one voice that
almost crippled him: My mother is waiting for me…

For a moment,
his left eye began to twitch, and his right hand shook like a leaf.
He wrenched his gaze away from the chest... then stepped outside
into the morning light.

Dawn was
soaring now, throwing pink and violet ribbons across the golden
fields and green hills, sparkling on the clear waters of the River
Tonsus – a bend of which wrapped around and defined one edge of the
estate. Singing goldfinches lined the branches of the flowering ash
tree near the door, and the air smelt of grass, wheat and gentle
warmth. The drove of pigs squealed in excitement as he passed, and
Pavo did his best to placate them by tipping a sack of cabbages and
carrots into their sty. Chickens clucked and warbled in their coop,
and so he tossed them a handful of grain from a sack tied to a
post.

He came to the
goat pen and swung the gate open. The small herd bleated and
skipped, their bells tinkling as he led them to the nearby grazing
meadow. As they set to work munching away on the grass, he sat on a
felled hazel trunk and took it all in, cicadas trilling and bees
humming all around him in the growing heat. This was it – the
serenity that he had for so long thought impossible. His days were
quiet, the evenings – dreams apart – peaceful. It was why they had
chosen this place, buying it outright with his military pension.
Utter calmness lay in every direction. Not another farm or village
in sight. Indeed, it was an hour’s ride to the nearest Roman town.
The Via Militaris – the Eastern Empire’s arterial marching
road – was a good day’s trek to the north, and the closest of the
six Gothic Haims lay another three days distant in that same
direction.

He plucked a
grass stalk and began knotting it into a loop. It was odd how slack
his senses had become since he had left the legions. For years he
had the eyes of a fox and the ears of a bat – essential in the cut
and thrust world of warfare in unfamiliar lands. Here? Here there
was nothing to be wary of.

Unconsciously,
he pinched the folded skin and fat of his belly, and sighed. It
wasn’t just his senses that had gone to seed since he had left the
eagles. Every day, Izodora and he would prepare a hearty evening
meal – spiced sausages and baked mullet hooked from the Tonsus were
his favourites – accompanied by fresh pillowy loaves and a cup of
strong, red wine. A bowl of blackberries and cream was the usual
way to round it all off. It was a far cry from the days of hardtack
biscuit and brackish water. He had never thought he would miss the
daily slog of marching and digging camp, but at least, he mused, it
had kept him trim.

A braying
sound nearby reminded him of his next job. Rising, he took a
handful of hay from a bucket and fed the mule, then hooked four
water bags onto its back. Finally, he untethered the beast and led
it across the small estate towards the wheat meadow. The river
meandered past the lower edge of the field, irrigating the crop
there. In contrast, the raised part at the far end was always dry
and in need of attention. One day, he mused as he unloaded the
first water bag and began manually sprinkling the dry area, he
would get round to levelling the field and digging irrigation
ditches to cover the whole meadow.

For a moment,
the feelings of peace and serenity slid a little bit. So much work
in this farm – not just the animals and the wheat but the small
vineyard too. That had all been the golden plan… but not with him
in this state. He slid his tunic hem up a fraction and scowled at
the whorl-shaped scar on his thigh, the evil brother of that fiery
old sword lesion running from shoulder to belly.

One passing
postal rider had seemed bemused that he and Izodora had not
purchased slaves to do the work. The truth was that neither had
wanted to own slaves – both having been subjected to and sickened
by the very principle in their respective childhoods. Nor indeed
did either want to hire farm labourers, for that would rob the
place of its blissful isolation. Thus, Izodora had taken most of
the work on her shoulders. To Pavo, it just didn’t feel… right. And
then there was that old wooden chest in the hearth room. Why, when
he had spent his years in the army craving this peaceful rural
life, did that chest – or more specifically its contents – continue
to whisper to him? Why did things feel wrong, out of place…
unfinished? The sun slipped clear of the horizon and the cicadas
rose in song, as if demanding to know.

‘Nothing is
ever perfect,’ he answered his own question as he brushed through
the wheat stalks, splashes of water pleasantly cold on his toes. ‘A
man should always be grateful for those things that make him happy,
and tolerant of the things that do not.’

The still air
rose then in the gentlest of breezes. It tickled oddly on the back
of his neck – an echo of those old primal senses. He twisted to
look to the far edge of the wheat field: bare and sun-washed,
golden wheat meeting deep blue sky. It was the strangest feeling –
as if he had expected to see somebody there.

His right
thigh began to quiver, and he sighed, well-used to this bodily
signal of surrender. His pitiful contribution to the day’s farm
labour was over. He collected a pot of honey and a small copper urn
of cream from the cold pit in the storehouse, then trudged back to
the farmhouse, tiring further with each step.

Izodora and
Marcus were seated at the hearth room table, the fresh porridge
steaming in its pot and waiting to be eaten. As Pavo set down the
honey and cream, he noticed the rings of weariness under his wife’s
eyes. Equally, Marcus seemed particularly irritable, smashing away
the piled wooden blocks Izodora was trying to amuse him with.
Guilty, knowing that his chaotic dreams had interrupted his wife’s
sleep yet again, he stepped over to the hearth, and picked up a
small ox-hide container resting on the mantelpiece.

Noticing this,
Izodora’s expression changed. It was as if she had been woken from
a trance.

Pavo opened
the box and produced from it a toy wooden soldier. He planted it
before Marcus, who became instantly mesmerised. Cooing and
laughing, he took and began ‘marching’ the soldier up and down the
table.

‘I always
thought we were forbidden from touching that box?’ Izodora
said.

‘If you
thought that, I apologise,’ replied Pavo. ‘It is a toy, after all –
not an idol.’

‘Gallus meant
a lot to you, didn’t he?’

Pavo almost
blushed. For a moment he felt like a whip-thin recruit walking into
the legionary fort at Durostorum, an equally ill-prepared Sura by
his side, all those years ago – before the Goths came, before the
great wars and far-flung adventures. Gallus had seemed like a
monster at first, mean and icy-cold. Only after years of serving
under him, of seeing the things Gallus had seen too much of, did he
begin to understand. In the end, Pavo realised, he had become a man
under Gallus’ tutelage. ‘Everything,’ he replied quietly.

So much so
that they had named Marcus after Gallus’ son, to whom the toy
soldier had once belonged.

Izodora
planted a warm hand on his, breaking the sombre spell. ‘Eat,’ she
said, shoving a bowl in front of him.

He mixed thick
honey and pale-yellow cream into the porridge. The warmth and silky
sweetness of the first spoonful was Elysian. It unexpectedly
conjured an old memory of Quadratus – a veteran in his early times
with the Claudia – making porridge from turnips and rye, and
claiming that this questionable mixture was ‘a food of the Gods’.
The big man had already possessed a reputation for extreme wind,
but that night, the farting had been… legendary.

‘What’s that
strange thing on your face?’ Izodora asked between mouthfuls of
porridge.

‘Hmm?’

‘You’re
smiling,’ she grinned cheekily. She took her last spoonful then
rose, handing over Marcus. ‘I’ll be back at noon. We’ll have bread
and cheese… and a lie down?’ she suggested.

Pavo, spoon
hovering at his mouth, cocked an eyebrow. ‘A lie down?’

‘As in sleep,’
she corrected his wandering thoughts. ‘I feel an hour short, for
some reason.’

‘Ah,’ said
Pavo, hearing the sarcasm in her voice and remembering their early
and sudden rise this morning. ‘Aye, sleep then.’

She left, and
suddenly – apart from Marcus cooing with the toy soldier – the
house felt utterly still. What to do now? His damned leg and
shoulder meant he was no use with his body. Yet his mind was
whirring. He glanced over at the shelves, laden with scrolls. The
works of storytellers, historians, geographers, philosophers. All
read, many times over. How long had it been since he handed the
letter to the postal rider headed for Constantinople – a month? Yet
no sign of him returning with a new batch of scrolls from the
capital’s library.

He tipped a
little more cream into his porridge. Shafts of sunlight slid across
the room as he stirred the mixture and ate absently, watching
Marcus. The lad seemed captivated by the detail of the toy
soldier’s armour. Something struck him then: his son would grow up
knowing him only as Pavo the farmer.

‘Pavo,’
Izodora snapped, right behind him.

Pavo jolted
with fright, twisting to the doorway where she had appeared.
‘Excellent creeping-up skills, my love,’ he said testily, his
wounds flaring from the sudden movement.

She didn’t
even notice his irritation. Her face was lined with suspicion, half
in the shadow of the doorway and half in the brightness of day. And
her deep blue eyes were fixed on something outside. ‘There’s
someone here.’

Pavo felt that
feral tingle again. ‘Here? Who?’

She flicked
her head, beckoning him.

With a stiff
groan, he rose and joined her at the threshold.

Someone
was here. A stranger, standing at that dry, raised end of
the wheat field.

At this
distance it was just a shape of a person. Still as stone… staring
at the farmhouse. His eyes darted around, anticipating danger. Had
this stranger come from the north… the territory given over to the
Gothic Haims? Or the Roman south?

‘Go inside,’
he said quietly.

‘Please,’
Izodora scoffed, shooting a look at Pavo’s still-trembling right
leg. ‘If this person is a threat, then it is you who should be
going inside. I am more than capable of standing up to some lone
brigand or nuisance.’

Indignance
rose up through Pavo like a tongue of fire. ‘This is for me to
do.’

‘For you? You
can barely walk.’

‘He needs to
see that a man guards this place. He needs to see me.’

Izodora’s face
turned wolf-like, and she flung a finger in the direction of the
stranger. ‘He needs…’ she paused, her face sagging, ‘he…he’s gone,’
she said, the wind falling from her argument.

Sure enough,
the end of the wheat field was once again bare – a golden stripe of
stalks combing the pure blue summer sky.
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The next day
was blisteringly hot. Pavo neglected his usual early morning
duties, instead picking other ones that allowed him to patrol the
edges of the small estate. Armed with a hoe, he limped around the
boundaries, every now and then stopping and absently breaking up
clumped soil, all the while watching the countryside nearby. Empty,
in every direction. There were never unexpected passers-by here.
Yes, the odd boat sometimes idled downstream on the Tonsus, but
never anyone on foot.

Last night had
been sleepless, with many checks on the door to be sure it was
locked, many trips to the windows to look through the shutters for
signs of movement outside, every rustle of grass sending spikes of
alarm through him. The mystery of the stranger had grown like an
itch.

After a full
three hours of tilling and pacing, Izodora called on him to come in
and rest. ‘I’ll come in soon – I just have this last bit of rocky
earth to break up,’ he lied. He felt certain that the stranger
would come again, and did not want her out in the grounds if that
happened. On and on he limped around the boundary, until his right
leg began to quiver under him. He felt his head swimming as he
tried to ignore it. Yet the sun was climbing towards its zenith. So
hot…

 His right leg gave way under him, the knee
hitting the ground with a thud. Moaning, he used the hoe to stand.
Hobbling back inside the farmhouse, Izodora shot him and his
bleeding knee a withering look. ‘You’ll be fit for nothing
tomorrow.’

He caught her
arm as she moved to leave and carry on the work. ‘The outer fields
are all tended to – wheat, grapes, vegetables. Everything. You only
need go to the barn and feed the animals.’

‘You could
have just asked me to stay away from the edges of the estate,’ she
said. ‘And I will.’

‘If you see
that stranger…’

‘I will
scream!’ she said, planting her hands theatrically at the sides of
her face. ‘And I will await my saviour!’

Now Pavo shot
her a withering look. Smiles broke both of their defences. They
kissed and she left. Pavo sat at the hearth room table. Marcus was
once again besotted with his new toy. ‘Papa, funny clothes,’ he
said, tracing a finger over the toy’s torso – finely carved to make
it look like the soldier was wearing iron scale.

‘It is
armour.’ He clacked two spoons together, creating a metallic ring.
‘All soldiers wear armour.’

‘Why?’

‘So that they
do not get hurt.’

‘Hurt? Who
wants to hurt soldier?’

Pavo smiled
sadly. Once, he might have answered the enemies outwith
Rome. Until life in the legions had taught him that enemies
lurked everywhere. ‘Bad people,’ he replied.

‘What if bad
person wants to hurt you, Papa?’ Marcus said, looking rather
fretfully at Pavo’s attire of grubby tunic and sandals. ‘You have
no armour.’

‘Not
anymore.’

‘But mama said
you were a soldier.’

‘I used to be
a legionary,’ Pavo smiled. ‘Armour or not, I know how to deal with
bad people.’

Marcus’ face
changed, his eyes moving to a spot behind Pavo, at the door. ‘Is
the person standing behind you bad?’

Pavo laughed,
sensing movement at his back. ‘Ah. Your mother is trying to scare
me agai-’ the word died on his tongue as he saw, through the window
ahead, Izodora out by the barn.

Time seemed to
melt as he pivoted round on the bench, pain flaring in his thigh
and shoulder wounds. His eyes almost burst at the sight of the man
standing there: a cadaver-face shadowed by the brim of a dark felt
cap; a black cloak hiding iron ringmail; the hilt of a sword poking
from the mouth of a white baldric; A dagger in the belt...

Danger!

With a flurry
of limbs, he tried to rise, to shoot up like a screen between the
stranger and Marcus. Instead, his right leg gave way and he
crumpled, hitting his head on the stone floor and knocking the
bench over too. Dazed, he heard Marcus crying, saw the stranger
lift the boy.

‘No,’ Pavo
croaked. ‘No!’

‘Shhh,’ the
stranger hushed Marcus, cradling him and letting him play with the
tassels of his black cloak until he fell calm. The intruder set the
lad down again on the bench, then stepped over to Pavo and offered
him a hand to rise. Pavo held the stranger’s blue-eyed gaze, and at
the same time measured the distance to the man’s sheathed dagger.
Clasping the other’s hand, he began to stand, then swiped and stole
the dagger, instantly turning it upon the stranger.

‘Your name, or
death,’ he hissed, the blade’s edge at the man’s throat.

The man smiled
in a way that made him look as if he had just tasted vinegar. ‘Used
to be a legionary, eh? No… you were much more than that.’

‘Your next
words will be your name, or they will be your last,’ Pavo growled,
pressing the dagger blade tight to the man’s neck.

‘Frugilo,’ he
answered quietly.

‘Give me your
sword,’ Pavo hissed.

Carefully,
Frugilo unclipped and set the sword in its white baldric down on
the table.

Pavo glanced
at the baldric, then did a double-take. Something about that
pristine sword holder… something out of place. He pushed the weapon
to the far end of the table, then gestured for the man to sit,
while he remained standing and kept the dagger tip on the
intruder’s neck.

‘I only came
to deliver these,’ Frugilo said, sliding a leather bag from his
shoulder and onto the table.

Pavo stared at
the scrolls poking from the top. His defences crumbled. ‘You… you
are a postal rider? By the hairs of Mithras’ ballsack – why didn’t
you just say that?’

‘I saw the
door was ajar, I came in… I didn’t think to announce myself.’

Pavo cocked
his head a little to one side, keeping the dagger at the man’s
throat. ‘What about yesterday, when you were watching from the edge
of our estate?’

Frugilo pulled
a face as if Pavo had just spoken backwards. ‘Yesterday?’

Pavo
scrutinised the man’s eyes for sincerity. ‘You appear to know me…
or at least who I used to be. Unusual for a postal rider who hasn’t
stopped here before.’

Frugilo
chuckled, a sound like a body being dragged across gravel. ‘Every
rider in the Cursus Publicus knows the turn off to this
farm. Pavo, once the Tribunus of the XI Claudia, lives there. Hero
of the Gothic War. The one who slew Gratian, the Tyrant Emperor of
the West.’

Pavo felt his
suspicions ebbing. He noticed how the man’s lips were cracked and
dry. Indeed, his sandals and cloak were caked in the dust of the
road. Finally, he withdrew the dagger, pulled over a jug of cold
berry juice and poured a cup. ‘Drink.’

Frugilo took
the offered cup and Pavo sat carefully opposite. He watched as the
grim-faced man smacked his lips together. ‘Can’t beat a cold drink
– especially when it’s free,’ he cackled, then glugged on the juice
as if it were ambrosia. His haggard face sagged in relief as he
drained the lot and planted the empty cup down. ‘I read the
commentarii of what happened in the West,’ he continued.
‘The writer says that when you fought Emperor Gratian, it was too
much for you. Yes, you defeated him and killed him, but the
struggle took you to the gates of death… then you realised you were
scared, and came back.’

Pavo’s mind
flashed with that nightmarish month of semi-consciousness when his
wounds had been fresh, with only potions of mandrake and henbane to
distract him from the pain. ‘No. Death was scared of me and locked
the gates.’

Craggy dimples
appeared in Frugilo’s cheeks as he smiled. ‘Nice line.’

Pavo raised
his top lip like a dog on the edge of anger and satisfaction. In
truth, during that month after facing Gratian, he had been
terrified – not of death, but of never seeing Izodora and Marcus
again.

Frugilo began
spooning porridge into a bowl. ‘You don’t mind if I help myself, do
you?’ he said, immediately shovelling a huge spoonful of the stuff
between his lips.

‘Not at all,’
said Pavo coldly.

‘Saves me a
few coins, this does,’ Frugilo said through an open mouth of
semi-masticated food. ‘Mmm… there’s no better flavour than
free.’

Pavo watched
in amazement as the man blazed through the bowl without stopping
for breath, then proceeded to fill and thunder through a second
bowlful. He noticed something else too: behind that grim corpse
look, there was something about the man’s face that almost tickled
a memory. It was the faintest of instincts – like whistling into a
deep well and hearing only a whisper of an echo.

‘Have we… have
we met before?’

Frugilo
ignored him, licking the bowl clean. Finally, he sat back,
interlinked his fingers and cracked his knuckles, emitting a heavy
sigh and looking around the room. ‘You really have created a cocoon
of sorts here, eh?’

‘And I’ve
earned it. So has my wife. We fought hard for the Gothic peace, and
now it is here.’ He cupped a hand to one ear. ‘Do you hear that?
Aye, nothing. Pure quiet.’

Frugilo
rumbled with a low laugh. ‘The empire is never quiet. Emperor
Theodosius is doing his best to see to that. Have you heard? He
made his one-year-old boy, Honorius, consul. There were protests in
Constantinople. An insult to tradition, people said.’

‘It is hardly
a surprise,’ Pavo said with a wry snort. ‘His eldest, Arcadius, is
already co-Augustus at the age of nine. May the boy mature into a
wise man… but, by Mithras, right now he is a spoiled little
shit.’


‘Dynasty-making, his critics cry,’ Frugilo agreed. ‘At least the
protests in the capital were peaceful. Elsewhere across the East
there have been riots: about the infant consul, the soaring taxes,
and the endless religious edicts. He’s only gone and banned the
ancient cult of the Great Mother Goddess, Kybele. All the shrines
have been closed, the priests exiled. Next our emperor will be
telling us that we can’t wipe our arses within one hundred strides
of a church. If you’re not Orthodox Christian, beware.’

Pavo thought
back to the days when he had witnessed Theodosius’ earliest
religious decrees. They had been swingeing, and it seemed they were
only getting more and more severe. The Emperor of the East was, and
always had been, a creature of fire and ice – prone to the most
unexpected twists of mood.

‘And he
surrounds himself with Goths and eunuchs these days,’ Frugilo
continued. ‘There are some who say that he needs… a different
calibre of advisor by his side.’

Pavo eyed the
man again, differently. ‘For a postal rider, you seem
overly-concerned about the emperor’s inner circle.’

‘You know I’m
not a postal rider,’ Frugilo grinned. ‘The way you’re sitting –
like a cat, ready to spring.’

A lethal
silence stretched. Pavo felt his heart pick up to a gallop.

‘You can
relax. Yes, I’m not a postal rider, but nor am I a killer.’

Pavo sighed,
trying to appear relaxed. ‘Who sent you? Why are you here?’

Ignoring the
questions, Frugilo wagged a finger towards the old pair of tattered
farm boots by the door. ‘Them boots… done with them are you?’

Pavo recoiled
at the apparent non-sequitur. ‘They’re ruined.’

‘So you won’t
mind if I…’ Frugilo started, reaching down for them.

Pavo, bemused,
shrugged. ‘Consider them yours.’

Frugilo kicked
off his sandals and wriggled his toes into the tatty old things.
‘You can’t beat free boots,’ he said, admiring them as if they were
an emperor’s purple buskins. ‘A perfect fit too.’

‘I’m so
pleased for you. Now… who sent you?’

Frugilo was up
and on his feet, trying his new boots out. He linked his hands
behind his back, strolling over to the window to gaze outside. ‘The
situation in the West is deteriorating,’ he said, again swatting
Pavo’s question aside. ‘Reports indicate that the Dark Eagle is
plotting.’

Pavo frowned
in bemusement, then laughed. ‘His name is Maximus. Magnus Maximus.’
His mind flashed with memories of those brutal days in Gaul when he
had aided Maximus during the war to topple the wretched Emperor
Gratian from the Western throne. ‘And plotting? About what?’

‘To make the
West wholly his,’ Frugilo answered.

‘What?’ Pavo
recoiled. ‘No. Valentinian governs Italy and Africa, and Maximus
Gaul, Hispania and Britannia. They are co-emperors of the West.
Theodosius established that power-sharing division and Maximus bent
on one knee before him, pledging to respect it.’

‘You
must have heard the rumours?’ said Frugilo.

Pavo folded
his arms. ‘Enlighten me.’

‘Twice in the
last year, Maximus has sent invitations for his young counterpart
to leave the seat of Mediolanum and travel north to live instead at
his court in Gaul. Requests, in effect, for Valentinian to
relinquish his co-stewardship of the West and to extinguish the
government in Italia. Maximus seeks to break his oath with Emperor
Theodosius. Tensions run high.’

Pavo chewed
over this for a time. Gratian had allegedly done the same,
pressuring Valentinian to abdicate. It was probably those old tales
being recycled, he concluded. ‘Gossip,’ he scoffed. ‘How many
mouths and ears have those rumours passed across by now? I’d sooner
trust an Abderan pirate.’

‘And,’ Frugilo
continued as if Pavo had not spoken, ‘it appears that Maximus has
begun an initiative to swell his armies. New legions are being
raised. Tribes are being invited across the River Rhenus to be
trained and armed in the Roman way. The Dark Eagle is preparing for
something.’

Pavo looked at
Frugilo askance. ‘You’re reading too much into it.’

Frugilo
shrugged. ‘Time will tell. Anyway, the West is but one concern. At
the other end of our world, the peace talks with Persia rumble on
still. Until they are concluded, the King of Kings remains a
mighty threat to our Syrian provinces.’

Persia.
The mere mention of that blistering eastern land conjured the
remembered sound of a sandstorm through Pavo’s thoughts. Visions
scudded across his mind’s eye, of the desert roads, the dunes, the
heat, the strangeness. ‘Mighty, yes. A threat? I don’t think so. I
was there during the first year of the talks. The Persians have no
interest in a war with Rome. They are obstructive only because they
want to wring the most lucrative terms from us.’

Frugilo
smirked. ‘Mere gossip in the west, and a simple matter of terms in
the east. I admire your optimism.’ He stared due north now. ‘But we
must also consider the situation with the Goths.’

Pavo’s ears
pricked up. ‘Trouble in the Haims?’

‘Not trouble
as such… but something’s not right. The emperor has sensed it in
his council gatherings. The six Gothic Reiks who attend seem
to be ill at ease. There is some tribal dispute going on amongst
them. Damned if they’ll discuss it openly though.’

Pavo licked
his dry lips. One thing had smouldered on in his thoughts since his
retirement, no matter how deeply he had tried to bury it: the murky
and violent sect within Gothic society – the ones known as the
Vesi, or “the worthy” as the term meant. Some thought the sect
extinguished, but the things he and the Claudia legionaries had
seen during his final days of service suggested they had merely
withdrawn into the shadows, waiting, watching…

He laughed
breezily and swished a hand through the air. ‘The Goths are
constantly restive. One needs to get to know them in order to
understand that this is just their way.’

Frugilo curled
his bottom lip over his top, exacerbating his cadaver look. ‘No…
there’s more to it. There have been sightings on the far banks of
the Danubius. Of tribesmen, scouting.’

‘Goths on the
northern banks?’ Pavo said. It made no sense. The Gothic
peoples had been brought over into Roman lands en-masse
nearly ten years ago, ostensibly to be settled. A horrendous series
of bungled decisions by the Roman commanders of the time then
turned the whole situation on its head and triggered the Gothic
War. Yet peace reigned now, and the Goths had been granted imperial
land in the shape of the six great Haims settlements in
upper Thracia. ‘Why would any of them want to return to the north?
The Huns rampage on that side of the river.’

‘It’s not
settled Goths from the Haims returning north… it’s a new
group, descending from the north,’ Frugilo said quietly. ‘A
lost tribe, looking for a way across the river and into the empire,
we can only guess.’

Pavo felt a
strange heat creeping up his back and over his shoulders. ‘The
emperor will have sent reinforcement legions to the river forts, I
trust?’

Frugilo merely
smiled. ‘Ah, the many legions of the East,’ he said with a mocking
tune.

‘There
are legions here in Thracia. Do not cite troop scarcity to
me.’

‘There is one
legion already at the river, investigating,’ Frugilo said, turning
away again. He spoke no more for a moment, then added: ‘The
Claudia.’

Pavo’s mouth
turned dry, his skin creeping again. ‘The Claudia are up there…
alone? That is madness.’

‘Relax. They
are led by the famous Wolf of the North.’

‘The what?’
Pavo spluttered.

‘A chiselled
hero, they say. Hair gold as the sun, eyes blue as the sea, strong
and mighty as-’

‘Sura,’ Pavo
sagged and laughed dryly. ‘You mean Sura? You realise that he gave
himself that nickname, don’t you? And I’d wager that he spread that
description of himself too.’

‘Well it
stuck,’ Frugilo said. ‘Tribunus Sura and your old charges are up
there now and trying to get to the bottom of these sightings.’ He
smiled. ‘As you say, maybe it’s nothing.’ The smile broadened.
‘Maybe.’

Pavo sighed.
‘You have given me three pieces of gossip – the West, Persia and
the Goths – each hooked like a fly on the end of a fishing line. So
I will ask you one last time.’ He bashed the hilt of the dagger
against the table, causing the crockery to shudder and startling
Marcus. ‘Who sent you and what are you after?’

Frugilo
adopted a deadly serious expression. ‘You said it yourself: you
know Magnus Maximus and the fragile balance of power in the Western
Empire; you understand the Persian situation in the east; and most
of all, you better than any other Roman know the Goths and their
northlands. I have been sent from the emperor’s court, Pavo…
because the empire needs you back.’

Pavo stared at
Frugilo. His gaze dropped to the wooden chest in the corner, left
eye twitching wildly. His heart thundered, and the words that had
haunted his dreams for three years pounded through his mind.

My mother is
waiting for me. Can… can I go home?
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Izodora
brushed the mule’s coat one last time. Satisfied, she wiped dirt
from her cheek and patted the beast’s rump, sending it trotting
away to the feeding trough. The sun was high. Time to retreat to
the shade of the farmhouse. She ambled towards the door, an urn of
milk in one hand and a sack of milled wheat in the other.

She halted in
her tracks, stunned by the short, clipped outburst that exploded
from inside the house.

The words
sounded very much like ‘fur cough’, though she was sure she had
misheard.

A heartbeat
later, the farmhouse door swung open and out swaggered a tall,
corpse-like man in a black cloak. The stranger from yesterday, she
knew immediately.

He shot her a
frigid smile, doffed his felt cap and gave her a quarter bow as he
sauntered off towards the edge of the estate.

She dropped
the milk urn, all manner of thoughts erupting in her mind as she
sprinted towards the house. ‘Pavo… Marcus?’

‘Don’t worry,’
said Pavo firmly, stepping out from the threshold with Marcus in
his arms – both unharmed. His face was set like steel as he watched
the stranger go. ‘He won’t be back.’


Chapter 2

July 386 AD

North of the River Danubius
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The misty
swamp reeked like a sewer. The slick waters lapped and bubbled
around the chests of the wading Claudian legionaries, seeping
inside their ringmail, soaking their tunics, filling their boots,
staining their crimson and golden shields. Worse, a mist of flies
buzzed around and bit at them. Just then, the swamp gurgled and
released a belch of gas. All in the party groaned at the rotten
stench.

Centurion
Betto, who also doubled as the legion’s aquilifer, used the
butt of the regimental standard to test the way ahead, both the
silver eagle atop the staff and the ruby bull banner hanging from
the crossbar plastered with slime and mud. He gazed at the weak
reflection of his delicate features and the sickle moon in the
swamp, then up at the night sky. ‘Easy is the descent to the Gates
of Hades,’ he whispered, ‘but to escape to the upper air is indeed
a toil.’

‘Pack it in,’
grumbled Centurion Pulcher, close behind, his oily and pox-pitted
face scrunching up like a walnut. ‘The last thing we need now is
you and your fancy quotes.’

‘Seldom are
the times when a man cannot benefit from the wisdom of Virgil,’
Betto replied calmly, ‘especially in such graveolent surrounds as
these.’

 ‘Graveolent?’ Pulcher pulled a face. ‘What does
that even mean? I’ll give you a bit of the bloody wisdom of
my foot in a mome-argh!’ He ducked down from the low branch
upon which he had just whacked his head, clutching the spot where a
runnel of blood dribbled from his greasy curls of black hair. He
glared at Betto then his comrades then all around the swamp. ‘Of
all the missions we have been sent on… this, surely, is the
shittest one yet.’

Centurion
Darik, tall, swarthy and chiselled, smiled that perfect ivory smile
of his. ‘Shitter than the time we had to raid that brothel?’

Libo, the
one-eyed Primus Pilus, second in command of the legion,
tilted his head one way and then another, his wooden eye staring
madly askew as always. ‘The smell in that brothel was probably
worse than this swamp.’

‘At least the
sights were better,’ said the young legionary, Durio, with a
chuckle.

‘Eh?’ His
marching partner, Indus, cocked an eyebrow. ‘That chap and the
camel in the side room? Each to their own, I suppose.’

Durio quickly
reddened. ‘No! The women, I meant.’

But Indus
wasn’t listening. ‘You used to like camels, didn’t you, Sir?’ he
asked Centurion Darik.

Darik shot him
a foul look. ‘I used to be a desert camel guardsman. There is a big
difference.’

Indus
shrugged. ‘Not really, you and the brothel chap both liked riding
camels.’

Darik’s head
snapped round, mouth peeling open to berate Indus, who quickly
raised both hands to pacify: ‘I jest, sir. I know you were a
Persian camel warrior.’

This only
stoked Darik to new levels of anger. ‘A Persian? How many
times? I’m not a Persian, I’m a Maratocupreni.’

Completely
misreading the moment, another young voice piped up from further
back. ‘I heard camels drink through their cocks. Is it true,
sir?’

Reaching
unprecedented levels of ire, Darik’s mouth flapped like a fish out
of water.

Now the
red-cloaked officer leading the whole grim procession swished round
in the water to face his charges. ‘Enough,’ hissed Tribunus Sura.
‘We’re drawing close to the fort. Any noise will carry across the
water’s surface and they’ll know we’re coming. Not a sound from
here on in, understood?’

Sura twisted
forwards again, peering through the mist. For all the world he
wanted to turn back and answer the ridiculous question with an
equally apocryphal answer: yes, camels drink through their cocks
and shit through their ears. But that was not the way anymore.
Commanding a legion meant commanding respect. The days when he had
been in the ranks, and even those when he had been second in
command to Pavo, had allowed for japes and waggish mischief. Not so
now. It was a heavy burden to know that the lives of the few
hundred legionaries here were in his hands.

Since Pavo’s
medical discharge from the legion three years ago, Sura’s and his
paths had crossed only twice. Ironically, it was during this time
apart and while serving as Pavo’s successor that Sura had come to
understand better than ever his oldest friend’s taciturn and
brooding ways.

A swamp bird
sped across their route, its wings rapping on the water’s surface.
Sura jolted, then spotted a huge mound ahead, standing proud of the
water. Pitched on top of the mound was a stone fort – an ancient
thing, the huge masonry blocks damp and veined green with algae. He
threw up a hand. All halted.

‘Argedava,’
whispered Libo, edging up to Sura’s side, his good eye narrowing
and the false one bulging.

‘That’s not
Roman,’ muttered Pulcher.

‘Or Gothic,’
added Darik.

‘It’s Dacian,’
Sura confirmed. ‘It was here before this land was conquered by the
empire, and has stood like this, abandoned, in all the years since
our legions withdrew.’

‘An eternal
echo from the lungs of Decebalus, the last King of Dacia,’ Betto
said, enunciating every syllable perfectly.

Sura eyed the
place, annoyed by the crawling mist that obscured full view of it.
This new tribe of Goths that had been spotted roaming on the
northern banks of the Danubius had always behaved in the same
manner: coming to the northern berm of the river, hunkering down
and noting the Roman positions on the southern banks, then peeling
back in this direction. On the evening previous, they had done the
same again. Yet this time, none of them had been aware that the
Claudians had rowed across the river earlier that day, and were
bellied down in the brush nearby. So this time when the Goths
peeled north, Sura and his men had shadowed them. All throughout
the day they had followed the trail. In the early evening, Sura had
spotted torchlight, leading this way. It was as he had suspected –
these mysterious new Goths were using Argedava as their base. A
base for what? Invasion?

And there were
things far more deadly than Goths out here, he knew. The Huns had
been suspiciously quiet in these parts over the last few summers.
The thought of those roving, merciless hordes caused him to shiver,
the swamp water suddenly feeling like ice. Huns dominating the
north, these new mysterious Goths, and the restless, so-called
‘settled’ Goths in the Haims of Roman Thracia. What a
dangerous balance. The legions – few as they were – were the thin
grout holding the mottled mosaic of the East together.

‘That’s our
way in,’ Libo whispered, planting a hand on Sura’s shoulder and
pointing towards a stone culvert at the base of the mound, the iron
grating within long-ago rusted away.

Sura shot a
look towards where the fort battlements should have been, but there
was only a ceiling of fog. ‘Perfect. That fog will cover us all the
way. Pulcher, Libo – with me. Darik, you stay here with the rest of
the legion. Wait here until you see us signal from within the
fort.’

‘Signal? What
kind of signal, sir?’

Sura eyed the
fort sourly. ‘It’ll be a flash of light from the battlements… or my
severed head splashing down into this swamp.’
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Inside the
culvert, the freezing waters were nearly at the ceiling, and so
Sura, Libo and Pulcher had to take their fin-topped
intercisa helmets off and wade, necks bent awkwardly just to
breathe. Every so often the ripples on the surface would wash into
their mouths, triggering bouts of gagging and coughing.

‘Smells
shittier than shit in here,’ Pulcher moaned, his focale
scarf floating up around his face.

‘Shh,’ Sura
hissed, straightening up as the culvert ceiling vanished. ‘we’re
in.’

Pulcher and
Libo stood tall too, climbing a small set of steps, out of the
water channel and into a darkened chamber of sorts.

‘Can’t see a
thing,’ said Libo.

Sparks flew as
Pulcher struck his flint hooks together, lighting a candle from his
pack. The subtle light revealed that they were in…

‘A latrine,’
said Sura. ‘An ancient Dacian latrine.’

Pulcher picked
some morsel of waste from his teeth and sighed. ‘We’ve just waded
through – and drank at least a congius of – centuries-old
toilet water? Outstanding.’

‘Here’s the
door,’ said Libo, feeling his way around its frame to find the old
copper handle, then planting an ear against the surface. ‘No sound
from beyond.’ He dropped to one knee to peer through the keyhole.
‘I… I can’t see a thing,’ he said. ‘Nothing but blackness.’

‘Try the other
eye?’ Sura sighed.

‘Ah,’ Libo
said, blushing as he shifted to look through the keyhole with his
real eye instead of the wooden one. ‘Sometimes I forget.’ A moment
passed. ‘I can see the fort interior. Nobody in there. Nothing
moving.’

‘Hands on
sword, just in case it’s a trap,’ said Sura, then nodded to Libo.
‘Open the door.’

Libo nodded
back, rising and twisting sharply on the handle. All three padded
swiftly and silently out into the fort’s interior. It was a dank,
gloomy place – open to the skies. The only other rooms here were
the turret houses. The wooden stumps of what must have been a
Dacian warlord’s quarters stood in the centre of the space.

‘No Goths,’
Pulcher surmised, steam rising from his slowly drying clothes.

‘Very
perceptive,’ Libo snorted.

They checked
inside the turrets, all empty.

Sura sighed.
‘Those Gothic scouts were headed this way. I saw it, you saw it.’
He sighed again, then tossed his helmet to the ground with a
hollow, metallic clatter. ‘Bring the men in. We camp here
tonight.’

‘Do we have
to?’ Libo moaned.

‘It’s that or
float in the swamp till dawn,’ Sura replied, then took the candle
from Pulcher. ‘I’ll signal them in.’

He climbed up
the stone steps to the wall parapet and leaned out over its edge.
The mist had thinned and he could just make out Centurion Darik and
the rest down in the swamp, the leaping bulls and golden Mithraic
stars on their red and gold shields just visible through their
coating of mud. But… they were moving. Coming towards the
culvert.

‘I told them
to wait for my fucking signal!’ Sura raged. He noticed that they
were slipping and falling, agitated in their haste.

‘Sir,’ Pulcher
croaked, arriving beside him. ‘I don’t think they had the luxury of
waiting…’

Sura opened
his mouth to question the big centurion, when his eye caught sight
of the horror emerging from the northern mists at the same
time.

They were like
faded spirits at first, their torches shining damply in the murk.
Only as they drew closer did they take shape. Goths, rumbling on
horseback, glittering with armour – tribal leathers and bronze
cuirasses buffed to a sheen. An endless screen of them, descending
from the woods in the north, their torchlight stretching from
horizon to horizon. They splashed into the swamp, their powerful
war horses wading across confidently. Behind them bobbed countless
more torches carried by Gothic footsoldiers, their spears, bows,
quivers, tribal knots of hair all jostling. And banners, ghostly
white standards bearing the image of a proud stag. Somewhere in the
mist, riding high on the back of a huge battle horse swayed a man,
broad and crowned in a helm of antlers. Sura’s skin crawled. How
could it be? He had heard Gothic elders regaling their young with
tales of the Silver Stag, but had dismissed them as nothing more
than fables.

‘We were told
the Gothic scouts might be part of a lost tribe,’ Libo said, choked
with disbelief. ‘This is no tribe, not even a confederation of
tribes…’

Sura’s heart
thundered, as he was whisked back to the memories of those dark
days when the many Gothic tribes of Fritigern had arrived at the
river, demanding entry into the Roman Empire. The numbers here were
comparable.

‘…this is a
disaster,’ Pulcher finished for Libo.

For a moment,
Sura felt as if he was on a wildly swaying ship, his head swimming,
heart pounding, the potential consequences of what he was seeing
making him punch-drunk. And right here, now, the rest of his
Claudians down in the swamp might be the first to fall to this new
force. ‘Get inside, faster,’ he hissed down at the last few of
Darik’s men who were still funnelling into the culvert. This fort
was their only hope, he realised. Maybe the Goths would ignore and
forge on past the half-ruined place.

‘Sir,’ Libo
said, his voice a croak, ‘they’re veering this way.’

The blood
crashed in Sura’s ears as he saw a group of Gothic foreriders
cantering up out of the swamp and round to the fort’s main gates,
while the rest converged on the place from all sides.

They were
trapped, Sura realised. Nowhere to run. No way could his few
hundred men resist this movement. At that moment he wanted nothing
more than to have his old comrade, Pavo, here by his side.


Chapter 3
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A summer gale
whined around Augusta Treverorum, the capital of the Western
Empire. The winds threw darkening waves of grey across the
afternoon sky. The faintest rumble of faraway thunder sounded. In
the upper floors of the imperial palace, Maximus stood at a stone
window arch, his eyes – like inky pools – drinking in the sight of
the storm.

‘In these
moments before the sky bursts, I adore how the air changes,’ he
said quietly, directing his words to the shadowy corner of the
private study behind him. ‘It suddenly feels heavy, pregnant.’ His
flat-boned face and thin lips twitched in the beginnings of a
smile.

Yet no reply
came from the shadowy corner.

A thorn of
lightning struck down from the canopy of clouds into the green
hinterland. Shortly after, the rising drum of heavy rain swept
across the countryside and hit the city, sending civilians running
for cover, turning the alleys to mud, and coating the grey defences
in a dark patina. Maximus inhaled the scent of the damp stone and
mortar.

The wind
puffed inside momentarily, lifting proud the black quills of his
feather cloak and unsettling his immaculately combed-forward short
black hair, spots of rain landing on his prominent nose and
chin.


‘Domine,’ a voice barked, someone entering the room behind
him with a clatter and the martial stamp of one foot. ‘The party
from Hispania has arrived.’

Maximus turned
to see a golden-shielded Victores legionary at the study door,
staring into the distance, face set like concrete. The man was
ardently trying to look anywhere but at the room’s shadowy corner.
Maximus strode past the soldier, on down the corridor and then
flitted down the grand marble steps to the palace atrium.

The visitor –
Bishop Priscillian of Abulensis – glided towards him like a spirit,
the hem of his pale, soaked robes trailing on the atrium’s tiled
floor, his hair slick with rainwater too. His personal guards
followed with an iron clank.

‘Domine,’
Priscillian spoke first, lifting the simple wooden Chi-Rho
symbol hanging from a cord around his neck and kissing it. ‘God
made my journey here swift. The discomfort of the way was but his
means of reminding me that I am alive. Yet the reason for your
summons remains a mystery.’

‘There is no
mystery,’ said Maximus, spreading his arms in welcome. ‘This palace
was once the seat of Constantine the Great. He brought to us the
Word of God. A Word that spread across our empire like wind-blown
seed.’ The gale outside rose and the rain hammered against the
palace walls. He clapped his hands, and a slave appeared with
warmed towels for the bishop and his men.

‘Come, come.’
Maximus beckoned Priscillian and his retinue up the stairwell,
leading them on a tour of the first floor, past the busts of the
western emperors who had followed the reign of Constantine. ‘It
took time for the seed to germinate and to grow. And like all
crops, some were strong, some weak. Some healthy, some ridden with
blight.’ He cast a hand towards the deliberately chipped-off face
of the bust that had once been the likeness of Julian the
Apostate.

‘Indeed,’ said
Priscillian, confidently, patting his hair dry. ‘More, the wisdom
does not reach some men until they are older. How many years is it
now since you were baptised, Domine? Only three summers ago, wasn’t
it? Just after you overthrew Gratian. A lifetime of crooning to the
pagan gods then – suddenly – you saw the light?’ He handed his
towel to the following slave. ‘It’s almost as if… as if you wanted
to flatter your Eastern counterpart, Emperor Theodosius.’

Maximus smiled
tightly, eyeing the bishop sideways. Such confidence – something
rife in those who rose to the upper tiers of the Christian Church
these days. ‘It matters not how you find your way to Orthodoxy,
only that you do,’ he answered gently.

‘The Word
sprouts in many different – and equally worthy – ways,’ Priscillian
replied with a sour edge. ‘Orthodoxy is not the only way to
God.’

‘And there you
have it,’ Maximus said as he led them up a further flight of stairs
and back to the private study.

‘Hmm?’
Priscillian’s forehead creased in confusion.

‘You wanted to
know why you had been summoned here.’ He guided the bishop and his
six brutes into the room.

Priscillian
glanced around the office, bemused. His gaze drifted past a suit of
silver armour by the window, a fine oak bureau, on past the shadowy
corner – then snapped back to that gloom. His confidence almost
palpably fell from him. He cupped a hand to his mouth. ‘Father in
Heaven…’

There, seated
in the corner, was the embalmed corpse of Emperor Gratian, the
mouth fixed in an unsettlingly placid smirk, the false eyes
piercing, the skin black and broken in patches. One arm ended in a
stump near the wrist.

‘What horror
is this?’ the bishop croaked. Iron rustled as Priscillian’s guards
touched their hands to their swords and to the hafts of the axes
strapped across their backs, eyes suddenly alert.

‘Orthodoxy, as
you say, is not the only way,’ Maximus explained. ‘Indeed, my
predecessor here was fanatically Orthodox. Some months after he
died, I returned to the spot where he was killed. His body was
still hanging there from the bridge where the legionary, Pavo, left
him. Torn at by animals, yes, but largely preserved by the
frosts.’

‘Why?’
Priscillian said, choking with disgust. ‘For his piety, he at the
very least deserves burial.’

‘Piety?’
Maximus strode past the bishop’s highly-agitated guards and to the
bureau, lifting the oak panel lid and producing a small glass case.
In it was Gratian’s missing hand, desiccated, the fingers
half-clenched like claws, the nails yellow and overgrown. On one
finger was a ring, with a silver fang jutting from it. Maximus
planted the case down on the desk’s surface. ‘He used to present
his political enemies with this ring, command them to put it on
their finger and to slice open their throat arteries with the fang.
No trial, no mercy. Does that sound like piety to you?’

Priscillian
scoffed and swiped a palm through the air. ‘I’ll be returning to
Abulensis at once,’ he thundered, swooshing his pale robes as he
turned on the spot. But the doorway was blocked. In swayed a pair
of holy men in robes like his. Old men, their faces bright and
eager. ‘Hydatius, Ithacius?’ he said, stunned. ‘You came all the
way from Hispania too?’

Ithacius, the
Bishop of Merida, smiled triumphantly. Bishop Hydatius of Aquae
Flaviae gave him a look that dripped with anticipation.

‘They came to
adjudicate in the trial,’ Maximus explained.

Priscillian
looked to each man in the room, lost. ‘The trial?’

‘Your
trial, Bishop Priscillian. For your crimes against God,’ Maximus
explained.

‘Crimes
against…’ Priscillian’s lips flapped in outrage. ‘How dare
you!’

‘Be grateful
that I am just, and offer you this trial,’ Maximus replied.
‘Orthodoxy is not the only way, you said. Indeed, it seems that you
have been plotting your own alternative ways to reach God.
Asceticism, you call it?’


‘Heresy,’ Ithacius hissed, then began pacing before
Priscillian.

Hydatius
raised and pointed a shaking finger. ‘Practicing maleficium…
sorcery!’

‘Praying
naked, studying obscene doctrines,’ Ithacius went on, ‘sleeping
with sluts!’

Priscillian
shook with indignation. ‘I never once denied that my way to God
differed from Orthodoxy. But these accusations are comical.’

‘Can you prove
they are false?’ Ithacius cooed.

‘Of course I
cannot, do not be so preposterous!’ said Priscillian, reddening
with outrage now. ‘No more than I can prove to you that a blackbird
flew past my wagon yesterday on the way here.’

‘Then the
trial is complete,’ said Ithacius, stepping back.

Priscillian
scoffed. ‘Guards. Take me from this place,’ he snapped.

The instant
the six armed ones took a step forward, the corridor outside filled
with clattering footsteps. In filed a score of golden Victores
legionaries. Maximus’ palace guards spilled around the visiting
delegation, levelling their spears at chest height.

‘Take the
hired muscle out into the countryside and kill them in the woods,’
said Maximus.

The room
erupted for a moment, as the brutes put up a struggle, but only a
brief one. A dozen Victores bound them and marshalled them away to
their deaths. Those legionaries still in the room forced
Priscillian to his knees before Maximus.

‘Sorcery is a
capital offence, as you know,’ said Maximus, taking the sword from
his suit of armour and offering it, hilt first.

Priscillian
turned white as ash, shaking with nothing but fear now. ‘Gratian
offered his victims no trial and the fang ring. You give a sham
hearing and a blade. You are no better than him.’

Maximus sank
to his haunches, planting the sword pommel on the floor and
wrapping Priscillian’s trembling hands around it. Next, he
positioned the tip near Priscillian’s breastbone. ‘There you go.
All you have to do is lean forward. The blade is sharp, you won’t
feel much.’ He stood, stepping back.

Priscillian
was weeping now.

‘Give him
until the light fades,’ Maximus said to the two golden legionaries
standing over the bishop. ‘If he hasn’t done it by then, give him a
helping hand.’

With that,
Maximus swept from the room.

‘You are the
one who will be judged for this, Maximus,’ Priscillian wailed in
his wake. ‘You! Valentinian, the true heir to the Western
throne, will bring God’s judgement upon you.’
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The rains
continued to batter the city, causing the cavernous throne hall to
rumble like the insides of a drum. Maximus swept in, seeing that
his council was already gathered there. They stood in an arc around
the steps to his imperial throne, the fire in the hearth casting
them in an orange uplight.

Three amongst
them were key: his younger and irritatingly handsome brother and
master of the infantry, Marcellinus; the cavalry master Dragathius
– known as the Bull of Britannia – towering like a battle standard,
his long grey hair a ragged pennant; and Victor, his
thirty-year-old son and nominated heir, tidily bearded and
prematurely balding.

Maximus eyed
his son with pride. People often criticised him for such clear
dynastic planning. Hereditary succession was not the Roman way,
they said. Yet was that not exactly what Theodosius was doing in
the East with his ridiculous toddler consul and boy-Augustus?

He stepped up
onto the dais and sank onto the throne. The bishop’s threat still
smarted. The fledgling lord of Italia and Africa, Valentinian,
remained a stone in his boot. Not only because he commanded those
two vast and vital Western dioceses, but because his continuing to
do so trumpeted the superiority of Theodosius, the man who had put
the young fellow on such a pedestal. Even people in this very city
spoke of Valentinian as “Caesar of the West”, some even as
“Co-Augustus”. He rubbed angrily at the arms of the throne. ‘Did
Diocletian, one hundred years ago, not formalise the principle that
an emperor must be both a capable military commander and able to
lead their armies in person?’

Silence, a few
awkward looks, then: ‘He did, Father,’ Victor confirmed.

‘And is
Valentinian either of these things?’

‘No, my lord,’
said Marcellinus.

‘Exactly. He
is barely out of boyhood!’ Maximus snapped. ‘He only took the
toga virilis last summer.’

Dragathius
stepped forward. ‘Things are fragile in his realm, Domine. His and
his mother’s Arian ways, and their troop of Gothic guardsmen, do
not please the people of Italia. More, plenty of his subjects see
the balance of power for what it truly is: you are the
Augustus of the West, after all, and he is but a jumped-up
governor, puppeteered by his mother.’

Maximus made a
claw with one hand and curled it into a fist. ‘It has been three
years, Dragathius. Three years since I overthrew Gratian and took
this throne – a throne that should bring with it the West
entire, not just a portion of it. Three years that I have been
biding my time. Tell me…should I do it? Should I make my move?’

Dragathius’
face twisted at one side in something like a smile. ‘Your armies
are certainly strong enough to do so, Domine. I have brought many
Germanic bands to your recruiting grounds. Our armies begin to
swell. Valentinian’s are unprepared.’

Maximus nodded
away to himself, thinking.

The last
gloomy vestiges of day faded, and from the palace building
adjacent, a howl of protest sounded, followed by a ragged scream of
distress… then silence. Maximus wondered how he might dispose of
the bishop’s body. Throw it to the dogs, hang it from the city
walls? For all anyone cared he could flay it and wear the skin as a
suit, he mused with an inner chuckle, for it would be in the name
of Orthodoxy. Anything done in that vein of the Christian faith
bought him immense amounts of respect and support from the bishops
and like-minded Roman aristocrats. It allowed him license to do
anything. Almost anything. Except march upon Valentinian and
sweep him from the board.

For if he was
to make that move then Theodosius, the laughably pious and
gallingly powerful Emperor of the East, would come for him – with
all the veteran legions of that realm, and with the multitudes of
recently-settled Goths of the six Haims.

Thus, he had
no option but to bide his time in this uncomfortable
equilibrium.

There was but
one hope of changing the balance, of wrecking Theodosius’ position
of strength.

‘Tell me,’ he
rumbled. ‘Tell me of… Peregrinus.’

Dragathius’
eyes grew hooded. ‘He has done as you asked, Majesty. The Silver
Stag right now moves south, towards the River Danubius. Chaos, you
asked for. Chaos… you will have.’

Maximus
smiled, thinking of the Silver Stag – a legendary Gothic warlord
feared for his battlefield rampages, in which he would tear men
asunder with his sword and the sharpened antlers on his helm.
Shadows and light from the hearth danced across his face. ‘Chaos in
the East. And, perhaps, a window of opportunity here in the
West…’
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A cool wind
prowled across the heights of the Alpes, moaning as it passed
through the groove of the Poeninus Pass – one of the few arterial
routes allowing passage over the mountains from Gaul to Italia and
vice versa. Hemmed on both sides by towering slopes of rock, and
overlooked by soaring, snow-coated peaks, the pass was a lonely
place, and the crumbling grey wall erected across the route
generations ago by long-dead builders now had the look of a
dilapidated tombstone.

A vital young
man walked along the crumbling walltop, alone, the sunlight
glinting on his white circlet and the golden gorgon head on the
centre of his leather cuirass. The wind sent his dark brown curls
beating on his chiselled face as he gingerly side-stepped across
collapsed sections, his dark eyes wide and trained on the death
plummet below. The ruination of this place was far greater than
even the most pessimistic of his advisors had claimed. He reached
the turret house at one end of the wall, stepping into the shelter
within, the weatherbeaten floorboards creaking under his weight.
The floor was strewn with the rotted remains of the clothing and
supplies. ‘Must have been left here by the last garrison,’ he
muttered to himself. He took from his belt a small knife, and
carved his name in the stone.

Valentinian,
Protector of Rome.

A crow cawed
from above. He looked up, sighing at the sight of the caved-in
roof, and the eagle soaring in the vault of blue high, high above
the snow-peaked mountains. ‘May God see it that this grim old place
is not needed.’

Just then, a
cry sounded. ‘Argh! By All the Gods!’

Valentinian’s
heart leapt. He rushed from the turret and back onto the windswept
walltop. The shout had come from the turret at the other end of the
wall.

‘It is the
worst of all horrors!’ the voice cried again.

Valentinian’s
blood turned to fire. ‘Bauto? Old Sword? I am coming,’ he cried,
this time sprinting the length of the wall and leaping like an
acrobat across the death gaps. He skidded inside that dilapidated
tower, sword part-drawn.

A short,
stocky and bald man in leather armour was there – alone, holding a
hand over his fork-bearded mouth. ‘No need for swords, Domine,’
said Bauto shakily, gesturing to a door he had apparently just
opened.

Valentinian
glanced into the old storeroom, and at the enormous spider dangling
just inside. He tried to disguise his amusement as he closed the
storeroom door again, shutting the eight-legged monster away. ‘It
sounded like you were being assailed by a band of Frankish
raiders.’

‘Would’ve been
less unpleasant,’ Bauto muttered, the colour returning to his
face.

Valentinian
stepped back out onto the wall top and Bauto followed. The young
warden of Italia planted his hands on the crumbled parapet and
gazed northwards. Out there near the horizon stretched the green
hills and plains of Gaul.

‘The situation
is worse than we imagined, Domine,’ Bauto admitted. ‘The Alpes are
supposed to be the natural rampart that shields Italia. Yet the
forts and bulwarks at every pass lie in ruin like this.’

‘That was my
brother’s doing, Old Sword. Gratian wanted no barriers between me
and him.’

‘He is gone
now, Domine,’ said Bauto.

‘Yet the
danger is not.’ Valentinian’s eyes grew glassy. ‘Once, before you
were my guardian, there was another. Merobaudes was his name. He
walked through fire to save me, and I mean that: he actually
walked through flames to rescue me from my burning childhood home.
He saved my skin many times afterwards. And Gratian’s reckoning
would not have come about had Merobaudes not been there for me, to
turn matters in my favour.’

‘You speak to
me as if I am a stranger, Domine. I – like every soul in the empire
– know of mighty Merobaudes. A heroic life, a tragic end.’

Valentinian
turned to him, his look grey. ‘Maximus murdered him.’

Bauto looked
up and around, along the lonely pass. It was deserted apart from
the small group of their escort party, a good mile from here on the
pass floor. One of them held Valentinian’s purple draco standard –
the hollow dragon head moaning gently in the breeze. ‘There was no
clarity on how he died, Domine. We must be careful of what we say –
even when we are alone, like this.’

‘He fell from
a roof, Bauto, that’s what they claim,’ a female voice snapped
across the wall top.

Valentinian
and Bauto almost jumped from their skins as Justina, Valentinian’s
mother and regent, came across to join them, holding her flapping
robes up from the pooled water and deadly gaps here and there.

‘Mother, you
should be with the escort party,’ Valentinian hissed.

She wasn’t
interested. ‘They say he fell from the gatehouse roof of Augusta
Treverorum? Horseshit! It was Maximus’ doing. In the three years
since, he has been sharpening his swords, filling his armies with
chaplains who call him God’s chosen one, bribing Germans to
conscript in his armies.’ She cast her hand to the south, whence
they had come. ‘He has been sowing seeds of sedition all through
Italia and Africa. His Arcani spies spread lies that our
Arian beliefs make us heretics, and that his Nicene Orthodoxy makes
him almost divine. In our very home at Mediolanum that
sycophantic mutt, Bishop Ambrosius, is poised like a viper, just
waiting to rouse the populace against us once more.’

Bauto gritted
his teeth, remembering the shambolic episode at Easter last year,
when Ambrosius and an Orthodox mob had stormed and captured the
Portian Basilica so that Justina and Valentinian could not use the
great hall to celebrate the occasion. At one point, it had seemed
destined to end in drawn swords. ‘The hearts and minds of the
people are almost impossible to control, my lady,’ he said.

‘So we should
simply let Maximus’ spies, agents and sympathisers continue to
spread lies and sow discontent?’

‘By all means
we should guard against this,’ Bauto replied. ‘Yet let it not
distract us from that which we can firmly control.’ He
pushed at a worn crenel, the mortar puffing away easily and the
brick toppling into the chasm below. It seemed like an age passed
before the sound of it clattering onto the pass floor echoed
through the Poeninus gorge. ‘We must demolish this ruin, then
rebuild it anew – stronger than ever before. The routes through the
mountains are our gates, and those gates must be firmly closed to
Maximus.’

‘Then at least
we agree on something,’ Justina muttered.

‘Bring the
troops, and the idle citizens, I say,’ said Bauto. ‘If they are
busy here then they will have less time to circulate idle gossip.
Once we have returned to Mediolanum, we can despatch the first
teams here.’

‘No,’
Valentinian countered. ‘We stay here. We and the escort men shall
lay the first bricks. I will be an emperor who lives by his word,
and protects his people with his own sweat and toil.’

High above,
the cry of the soaring eagle echoed across the skies.
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Bleating and
laughter echoed around the farm as Marcus frolicked with a goat in
the meadow’s long grass. Nearby, Izodora sat cross-legged, chewing
on strawberries, in turn doting on her boy then resting her weight
on her palms and tilting her head back and gazing up into the
perfect morning sky.

Pavo, lazily
carving a piece of wood with a knife, could not take his eyes from
her, and the way her light peplos robe hung from her,
exposing her bare shoulders to the sun, and how her face was a
picture of contentment. When they had met in the Persian desert,
she had been a warrior, leader of the Maratocupreni riders along
with her brother, Darik. Even encased in metal and leather, and
even with that flinty scowl she always wore in those times, she had
looked smooth and perfect to his eye. Those days seemed so far away
now, and her beauty only grew with every new dawn.

He peeled off
another shaving of wood and wondered if ever he might find the
happiness she had. Still his nights were fraught, and frustration
plagued his days. Oh, to be able to run as he had once before. To
even lift a heavy load without assistance.

He had sworn
to overcome his injuries, even vowing to do so in his wedding oath
to Izodora. The thought conjured an explosion of bright and
wonderful memories of their joining day, right here on the farm.
The vision of her in her long, yellow joining gown was mesmerising,
her curves like gentle waves, her kohl-shaded eyes like traps that
he would gladly fall into.

Libo, who had
ascended to the rank of Pater within the Claudia legion’s
Mithraic cult, had presided over the ceremony. He had even gone as
far as to comb his usual porcupine-like mess of hair, and managed
not to scratch or poke around in his ears throughout the entire
ceremony. All the old guard from the legion had been present. Sura
had actually sobbed. Pulcher, the big gruff bear, had fainted with
the emotion of it all. Through it all, Darik, cradling baby Marcus,
lovingly sang an ancient desert song of his and Izodora’s past.

When a goat
kid was brought to the wedding altar for ritual slaughter, Pavo had
kissed the animal’s head, made a gesture of passing one finger
across its throat, then slapped its rump to send it bounding on
back to its mother. Izodora had then carried a torch into the
farmhouse for the ceremonial lighting of the hearth. Finally, she
and Pavo had brought out the sacred honey cake and placed it on the
long table by the River Tonsus, this centrepiece surrounded by
loaves, baked fish, berries, urns of wine, cheeses and more. The
feasting became singing and the singing became dancing. It had been
a day he never wanted to end. Everything about it had been light
and love, the essence of Mithras.

Lost in this
reverie, a sudden flash of movement caught him by surprise.

‘Izodora?’ he
gasped as his wife leapt to her feet in one graceful movement,
snatching a hoe resting by the fence at the meadow’s edge. She held
the farming tool level, her body poised – a warrior once more.

‘You were told
once. Only a fool would ignore a warning from my husband or me,’
she snarled.

Pavo stiffly
got to his feet, using the fence as support, then twisted to see
the subject of her wrath. ‘Frugilo?’

The
cadaver-faced man was back. He stood, one elbow on the fencepost, a
sprig of thyme in his mouth, scratching under the rim of his felt
cap with the fingers of his other hand. ‘Got to admit, I can see
why you like this place so much,’ he mused, looking around lazily.
Nearby, the chickens in the coop erupted in a fit of clucking,
agitated by the sudden heated exchange.

A wagon stood
at the top of a nearby hill. How had he drawn so close without
being spotted or heard? ‘What part of my final two words to you on
your previous visit did you not understand?’ said Pavo. ‘Was it
off? Or was it fu-’

‘Forgive me,’
another cut in. Small, slight and with a cat-like grace, Saturninus
emerged from Frugilo’s wagon. ‘I should have come the first time
instead of sending Frugilo.’

Pavo gawped at
the man. With his delicate, almost feminine features, shyly hiding
behind greying curtains of collar-length hair, Saturninus was
impossible to rage at. Instead, Pavo could only think of the brave,
noble things this man had done during the Gothic War. Indeed, it
had been he who had struck peace terms with the tribal nobles back
at that blood-stained clifftop near Dionysopolis. Back then, he had
been a battle commander. Now, he was a statesman – one of the few
Romans left by Emperor Theodosius’ side.

‘Well both of
you can turn right around,’ Izodora seethed.

Pavo looked to
her. ‘I will see them off. Tend to the chickens.’

‘If they’re
not gone by the time I’m done…’

‘Trust me,’
Pavo said, gently wrapping a hand around her wrist and coaxing her
to set down the hoe.

‘I trust
you with my life. Them? I wouldn’t bet a snake’s life on
their lies.’

She left, and
Pavo turned to the two visitors. Frugilo – again silent as a wraith
– had drifted back up the hill to stand by the wagon, where he
gazed out to the north. Saturninus remained before him.

‘The wounds –
they remain tender?’ the statesman asked.

Pavo rubbed at
his left shoulder. ‘This throbs in the cold.’ He patted his right
thigh. ‘This burns in the heat. A perfect system of torment,’ he
smirked wryly.

Marcus,
playing in the grass, gurgled behind him.

‘Your boy,’
Saturninus smiled, leaning to one side to admire the lad. It was a
true smile. ‘I always wanted a boy.’ A slight notch of distress
appeared between his eyebrows. Pain inside, Pavo knew. Saturninus
and his wife had prayed for children of their own for years, to no
avail. ‘The last time I saw Izodora was when she had just found out
that she had fallen pregnant. Now, a new life has emerged. Isn’t it
wonderful?’

‘It truly,
truly is,’ said Pavo, the words spilling from his heart. Yet it
made him think: how many years of age difference were there between
his son and that other lad… in that dark place, so long ago.

My mother is
waiting for me. Can… can I go home?

His left eye
twitched, and he felt a surging tremor passing through his right
hand as if there were lightning in his veins. He gripped it with
his left hand to disguise it.

‘Pavo, what’s
wrong?’

He shook his
head, the moment passing. ‘Why are you here?’ he spoke firmly, on
his guard again. ‘Why did you send Frugilo that time before?’

Saturninus
nodded coyly. ‘I apologize for his bluntness.’

‘And his love
of a free meal,’ Pavo added. ‘He ate two massive bowls of porridge,
simply because they were free. Took my stinking old boots as
well.’

Saturninus
smiled. ‘Aye, some say he’s so mean that he wrote himself into his
own will.’

Pavo glanced
up at the wagon and Frugilo, who was now hitching and scratching
himself. ‘He looks like he’s crawled from his own grave, but
there’s something else. He reminds me of someone. The maddening
thing is I can’t quite work out who.’

Saturninus
cocked his head to one side. ‘You know, I sometimes have that same
feeling. Yet I can’t put my finger on it, I really can’t.’

‘Where does he
hail from?’

Saturninus
blew air through his lips. ‘The Gates of Hades, some say. When the
emperor recruited him, he was a campidoctor, drilling
recruits. Indeed, he is a fanatical trainer.

Pavo cocked
his head a little to one side. ‘Hold on. The emperor
recruited him?’

Saturninus
nodded. ‘See that white baldric of his?’

Pavo could
just make it out, hanging at Frugilo’s side. ‘It caught my eye
before. It’s not a normal sword case.’

‘That’s
because it was given to him by Emperor Theodosius, from his
personal suit of armour. An indoctrination gift.’

‘Wait a
moment. You’re telling me that he is a…’

‘Aye, a
Protector – a member of the emperor’s household guard.’

Pavo’s head
swam as he regarded Frugilo afresh. He had encountered the
Protectores Domestici only rarely. Some called the
twelve-strong unit “the Emperor’s Shields”, but that was something
of a euphemism – for the Protectores were far more than mere
bodyguards. Yes, they stood watch around Theodosius, but they also
roved far and wide, acting as the emperor’s eyes and ears too. They
each wore a single piece of the emperor’s white battle armour.

‘Stilicho is
Commander of the Protectores these days. He too is bemused by
Frugilo’s manner and means.’

Pavo’s eyes
switched back to Saturninus. ‘Stilicho?’ He thought again of the
Persian sojourn on which he had met Izodora. Stilicho had led that
expedition, and in him Pavo had found a stout ally – and a rare,
good soul. ‘Gods, I have not spoken to or seen him in several
years.’

‘He asks about
you often, in between his endless journeys to Ctesiphon to parley
with the Persians,’ Saturninus said. ‘He wanted to visit here too,
but thought that it would be wrong to disturb your peace after all
you had been through.’ He dipped his head a little like a boy who
had done wrong. ‘I only wish I had half of his courage.’

‘You? You are
braver than some of the biggest, snarling brutes I have ever
faced.’

‘At the same
time, it was I who gave you your missio causaria, I who
dismissed you from the legions due to your wounds. I who
waved away your protests, who convinced you to accept that your
days of serving the army were past. What kind of man could do all
that… then come here and faithfully argue the opposite?’

Pavo withdrew
a fraction. ‘Yet here you are.’

Saturninus
looked away, clearly embarrassed. ‘When I sent Frugilo, the
situation was murky. I felt that there was some room for you to
reject his advances and for life to carry on for you as it is. At
least then the emperor couldn’t blame me for not trying.’

‘The
emperor?’

Saturninus
looked up again. ‘He has asked for you in person, Pavo.’

Pavo felt a
heat rising through him. The seclusion of this farm felt suddenly
vulnerable, now that the most powerful pair of eyes in the East was
upon it.

‘You see, the
situation in the north has now turned truly dark,’ Saturninus
continued. ‘The far banks of the River Danubius are lined with
Goths.’

Pavo’s
thoughts wound back to the day Frugilo had first come here. ‘This…
this “lost tribe”?’

Saturninus
shook his head slowly, his eyes narrowing. ‘Not a tribe, Pavo… a
horde. Over forty thousand warriors have arrived at the far banks.
An explorator sped into Constantinople two days ago. The man
had ridden, breakneck, all the way from the river fortress at
Sexaginta Prista to bring the news to the capital. He described it
as the coming of Fritigern all over again. This horde marches under
the command of Odotheus…’

‘Odotheus?’
Pavo’s eyes shifted, his mind working, thoughts tumbling back
through the past. He had heard the name, once before. A name? No,
it was a legend, surely? A shadowy warlord who roamed the northern
extremes of the old Gothic lands and who went by the moniker… ‘the
Silver Stag?’

Saturninus
nodded. ‘There has yet been no parley, and it is not clear whether
they mean to cross or not. Yet why else would they have come to the
river in such multitudes?’

Pavo inhaled
tersely, leaning back. ‘There are – thank Mithras – no bridges left
on the river… but do these Goths have ships?’

‘Fortunately
not yet, though they are in the process of building rafts and
barges. However, it seems that one impatient small group – a rogue
warband – might have found a way across already. A good few miles
upriver from the main body of Odotheus’ lot, the imperial river
watch spotted some disturbance – crows scattering, dust rising.
They scrambled the garrison to the scene, and found a pair of
half-rotted old navis lusoria transport cogs freshly dragged
up onto the near banks. There were no signs of the passengers, but
the ground was pocked with fresh hoof and boot prints, leading due
south, into Thracia.’

Pavo gazed to
the north, suddenly feeling cold. ‘They’re loose, somewhere in this
country?’

Saturninus
pinched the bridge of his slender nose. ‘I’m afraid so. The river
garrison could not track them down, and had to return to their
posts – by the emperor’s command. Theodosius is right now marching
north, leading his best legions to the river to blockade any
attempt at crossing by the rest of the horde.’

Pavo stared
through Saturninus, a sickness rising within him. ‘If these Goths
spill across the river …’ He shook his head sharply. ‘No. You talk
of conflict that has not happened as if it is a certainty.’

Saturninus
sighed deeply. ‘The emperor’s army is in the field. The conflict
has already begun.’

Something
tolled in Pavo’s mind then, something Frugilo had said on that
previous visit. ‘The Claudia. They were scouting across on the far
side of the river. What, what happened to-’ he halted, spotting the
wrinkle of pain on Saturninus’ face.

‘I did not
wish to bring this news to you, but they did not return to the
checkpoint at the Sexaginta Prista river wharf. It seems that
they,’ he paused, his worry notch deepening, ‘were lost to the
Goths.’

Pavo heard a
distant ringing in his ears. ‘They can’t. They can’t be gone?’ he
heard himself say as if speaking from a distance.

He saw
Saturninus lips move in apology, heard none of it. When his hearing
returned, Saturninus was explaining what had happened. ‘They were
over there when the Silver Stag descended to the far banks. They
were in his way. They wouldn’t have stood a chance.’

Pavo felt
numb, lost.

‘Our lives are
very different, Pavo,’ he said, his eyes wet, ‘but we both know the
pain of loss all too well. Let their loss not be in vain. We must
do all we can to repel this horde. If they cross the river, it will
turn our delicate peace with the Goths already settled on imperial
soil upon its head. For many of them would likely join the Silver
Stag. They would rise up and spread across Thracia like
wildfire…’

Pavo rolled
his eyes again towards the north, where the six Gothic Haims
settlements were, then to Marcus, still gaily skipping around with
the goat. The perceived serenity of the farm seemed to be crumbling
away like dry hard tack.

‘The emperor
bids you to his side, Pavo.’

Pavo felt his
stomach churning. He batted one fist firmly on the fence post.
‘No.’

‘Pavo, the
emperor cannot be denied.’

He batted the
fence again. ‘I fought and served before. I gave everything. It all
turned to shit. I lost almost everyone that meant anything to me.’
In that instant he saw the faces of the fallen, and – with a savage
twist of pain – he now saw the last of the Claudia lads amongst
them. His oldest friend, Sura… gone.

He squeezed
his eyes shut tight to block out the immense waves of sorrow, to
once again find the old military callus, known as “the soldiers’
skin”, and draw it around him. He gestured to Marcus and Izodora
‘All I have left is them. My father was a legionary, and I grew up
an orphan. I will not bring the same heartache on my boy.’

Saturninus
took a time before responding – a marker of his intelligence.
‘Pavo… you fear for your boy as any father should. You try to
shield him from war. Yet if this horde attacks, and if the settled
Goths rise in revolt, no shield will save him. The only hope for
him, for Izodora, for all the families of this land, is that we act
now to stop this threat from becoming a catastrophe.’

Pavo stared at
the statesman for an age, his mind a mess, his skin cold and his
limbs shaking.

The impasse
was broken only when Izodora stamped over from the barns and to the
spot beside Pavo. She thrust two full skins of wine and a loaf at
Saturninus. ‘For your journey home,’ she hissed.
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Seven days
later, at sunset, Pavo stood on the hill where the wagon had been,
the hot evening wind combing through his hair. He gazed into the
burnt amber sky, its light doubled in the surface of the Tonsus,
and thought over it all again. Saturninus and Frugilo were long
gone, but the former’s words still rang fresh in his ears.

If this horde
attacks, and if the Goths rise in revolt, no shield will save
them…

He regarded
the northern horizons carefully, seeing only stillness and calm.
Every sweep quietened Saturninus’ warning, and eased his worries
little by little. He sighed and plucked a sprig of thyme, chewing
on it the way the grim-faced Frugilo had been. It was strangely
calming. One of the goats, grazing nearby, nuzzled at his hand. He
chuckled despite himself, petting the beast’s head.

The Gothic
trouble at the river was simply that – trouble at the river,
not here. The great waterway was some six days fast march
north of here, and the waters were fierce. This Silver Stag and his
Goths – be they mighty warriors or even expert swimmers – could not
simply cross those dark, powerful currents. More, the emperor would
reach the Roman banks to block the way across before they could
finish building their boats.

And then it
all hit him again. Sura.

His head
flopped down, and a deep, hollow sigh toppled from his lips,
turning into a sob. ‘May Mithras walk with you in the afterlife,
Brother.’

Somewhere deep
within, he saw the face of that boy legionary from his nightmare
again. Yet this time the lad’s death rattle was different, the
bloodied teeth parting to hiss: It should have been you…

His left eye
twitched, and his hand quivered. It was true. Had it not been for
the wounds that had led to his military discharge, it would have
been he leading the Claudia on that fateful final mission.

Sounds of
splashing and laughter rose behind him – Izodora and Marcus bathing
in the shallows of the Tonsus at the farm’s edge. He turned to
watch them, mother and boy even more beautiful in the gentle
deep-amber glow of the setting sun, the water droplets glinting
like jewels.

‘I will live
with my guilt, and I will be a father and a husband, as I promised
you both,’ he whispered as he watched them. He eyed his arms and
legs – coated with dust from the day. A soak in the river seemed
quite appealing. He strolled down from the hill, past the clucking
and lowing animals, and into the farmhouse. He opened the trunk by
the bed and lifted out a fresh towel, slinging it over his
shoulder, then picked up a jug of berry juice and walked back
outside. He cupped his hands to his mouth, calling over to the
bathing pair: ‘Watch out, here comes the river monster!’

They didn’t
hear for some reason. Both seemed to be fixated on something else:
the hill on the farm’s northern edge, where he had been standing a
short while ago.

Something
passed across Pavo’s soul at that moment. A cold hand of warning.
He stared at the hill, and the dusk sky above it. Specks of dirt
and debris were spitting into the air from behind that rise, along
with a billowing cloud of dust. He felt it then, in the soil. The
shiver of pounding hooves. A whinny. A gruff shout. A snap of
leathers. A clank of steel. All his old military instincts rose
from their graves within him like screaming wraiths, curdling his
blood.

The charging
horsemen exploded into view, cresting the hill. Goths. Some thirty
riders in dark red leathers, cheeks striped with tribal paint, long
golden hair gathered in topknots and billowing tails. The rogue
warband Saturninus had spoken of, Pavo knew instantly. The ones who
had broken from Odotheus’ horde and crossed the river in the rotted
old ships.

They circled
up there for just a heartbeat – long enough to drink in the sight
of the farm estate in the way a fat man might ogle an untouched
feast table. Their leader grinned like a shark, his long beard
swishing with the weight of the tribal talismans knotted in it.
There was a stigma on the man’s neck – a red blaze of colour… a
winding body and tail. He swept his longsword around his head in
circles, bringing the blade round to point… at Izodora and Marcus.
With a high-pitched war howl, he and his cavalry streamed down from
the hill and towards the river shallows in a blaze of colour and
noise.

All senses
left Pavo. The towel dropped to the dirt, the jug of berry juice
too – exploding in a shower of red. Deaf, numb, he felt himself
moving in a way he had not moved in years, wind rushing in his
ears, feet pounding, arms pumping. His heart almost burst with the
effort as he tried to reach them first, but even in his prime he
could not have done so before the galloping Gothic raiders did. And
he was but one man, unarmed. His legs gave way and he crashed to
the dirt, a stone’s throw shy of the river. Unable to reach them.
They were doomed. These were his darkest fears, unleashed.

Lying there,
one hand outstretched towards them, his throat tore within as he
bellowed like a dying animal. He saw steel flashing as the lead
Goth drew back his sword, ready to slash down at mother and child,
saw Izodora’s mouth wide in a scream as she grabbed and shielded
Marcus. The leader’s sword swished down.

And then a
forearm-long plumbata dart whizzed through the air and
punched right through the man’s cheek. As the iron tip burst from
the back of the Goth’s skull, his eyes grew wide as plates and he
suddenly fell slack in the saddle like a puppet whose strings had
been cut. A dead weight, he flopped off his horse and splashed into
the river shallows.

The other
Goths drew up in surprise at this, pulling on their reins, heads
switching this way and that, hearing something. The rumble of more
hooves from behind the hill, Pavo realised. A thrum of
arrows sounded from that direction, and a dozen shafts leapt up
over the rise and rained down on the Gothic riders, knocking four
from their mounts and injuring another three.

Pavo, in a
nightmarish daze, stared at the crest of the hill. A silver eagle
rose there, soaring above a crossbar, from which hung a frayed,
mud-spattered red banner of a raging bull. Centurion Betto, on
horseback, wore the most animal look on his usually gentle face as
he charged into full view, standard in hand. Spreading out
alongside him like wings came two dozen more mounted Claudians,
shining in ringmail and fin-crested helms. Sura forged to the front
of this skein, tossing away the bow he had been working and tearing
his spatha from his scabbard.

His red cloak
– previously Pavo’s – flailed in his wake and he screamed like a
vengeful dragon. ‘Claudia… attack!’

They swept
down the hill like hawks and sped into the shallows, slamming into
the halted Goths in a blur of steel and blood. Animal cries split
the air and Goths spun and fell. Horses reared and threw their
riders. Pavo could put no sense or shape to it until – in just a
few heartbeats – it was over.

Now his senses
began to return to him: the thunder of his heart, the violent
shaking in his limbs, the raw sickness in his belly. The Claudian
riders sagged in their saddles, panting, steam rising from their
mounts’ flanks and from the corpses of the torn open Goths. He
stared wildly through this like a man looking into the dense
penetralia of a forest. Finally, he saw them: Izodora and Marcus,
in the shallows, kneeling in that protective embrace, weeping,
ringed by Sura, Pulcher, Libo and Izodora’s brother, Darik. They
had saved the pair when he could not. They had been the shield that
he was supposed to be. And then the golden, sweet truth – the only
thing that mattered – hit him in full.

They were
alive.
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The farm was
transformed that night into a small soldier camp. Sura and his
advance party of two dozen mounted legionaries were soon joined by
the few hundred other Claudians who had been quick-marching some
way behind. They were duty-bound to return north to the River
Danubius tomorrow, but for that evening, they made camp around the
edges of the farm.

Under the
star-speckled sky, they set aside their armour and weapons, then
gathered to eat around a fire prepared by Izodora. Pavo gave them
all spicy sausages from the storehouse. They glugged gratefully on
farm wine as they waited for the meat to cook, the sizzle and aroma
mouth-watering.

Izodora sat in
silence on a log bench, her eyes closed, her arms locked around
Marcus. Pavo, still giddy with shock and utter relief, wrapped a
second woollen blanket around the pair, kissing both on the
head.

‘Papa,’ Marcus
croaked, exhausted by all the horrible things he had seen. Izodora
remained silent. It was a state Pavo knew well – after combat, the
coming to terms with the things one had seen. Izodora had no doubt
been in the middle of bloodier battles than the sunset skirmish,
but none had ever involved her precious boy.

‘I love you,’
he whispered to her. ‘You are my sun, my moon.’

Darik walked
over and sat at Izodora’s other side, wrapping an arm around his
sister and saying something soft and poetic sounding in their
native language. Even after a frantic sortie in the wild north, he
still looked like a sculpture – tall and handsome with his long,
raven-black hair clubbed at the back of his neck.

He and Pavo
shared a look over the top of Izodora’s head. Pavo could see the
same giddy relief in the other’s eyes. Reaching over, he planted a
hand over Darik’s and squeezed firmly. ‘Only the Gods can express
how good it is to see you, old friend. I owe those same Gods
everything for spiriting you to our rescue. But how… how can it be
that you are here? I was told you had all fallen, north of the
river?’

‘That matters
not. We came, and they are safe now,’ said the desert warrior. ‘Go,
speak with the men. They each miss you terribly.

Pavo
hesitated. To let go of Izodora and Marcus after what had just
happened? He had never felt as useless as in those moments when he
had been scrabbling in the dust, unable to reach them or protect
them from the raiders.

Darik began
singing a soft desert song – a private lullaby for Izodora and
Marcus – and rocking them gently from side to side. The sound
radiated a sense of love, safety and peace, calming Pavo too. The
danger was over.

So, for the
first time since the attack, Pavo left his wife and child’s side,
rising from the log bench to stroll around the fire, its warmth
soothing his shock-cold skin. The Claudians – to a man – lifted
their cups of wine to him in reverence as he passed.

‘Good to see
you, sir,’ said one.

When Pavo
turned to see who it was, time seemed to stand still. When he had
been bleeding out after his fight with Gratian, Verax had stayed by
his side the whole time, staunching the blood loss, dressing the
wounds every few hours. The young medicus had granted him a second
life, at the same time sparing baby Marcus the hardship of growing
up without a father and Izodora from becoming a widow.

Verax frowned.
‘Are you well, sir?’

‘You don’t
have to call me sir anymore,’ Pavo said.

‘Oh, I know…’
Verax said with a sincere half nod, then stroked his trident beard,
‘…sir.’

Pavo smiled
and moved on. Many of the troopers he knew, and he replied to these
ones by name. A handful were new though – with the bright, unlined
and innocent faces of boys. It hurt to think of how many had come
into the Claudian ranks like that, and had never reached their
twentieth summer.

Betto was
sitting on a pile of sacks, the legion standard planted in the
ground beside him and the banner floating gently in the waves of
heat from the fire. As usual, he had a scroll unfurled on his lap,
and was lilting his way through the verses of The Odyssey.
His audience – a score of legionaries – were listening, rapt, like
students.

He came to
Sura. His oldest friend was sitting, slowly whetting his spatha,
even though the blade was clearly sharp enough. The two had not
shared as much as a word yet. They did not need to – even after so
long apart. Their souls had long ago been joined in the fires of
battle; it was a friendship that had transcended the need for
conversation. But there was one question that needed
answering.

‘Saturninus
was here seven days ago… told me you were dead.’

Sura stared
into the fire, the logs crackling and snapping. ‘I thought we were
done for. I truly did.’ He pointed to the distant field where they
had buried the Gothic raiders. ‘Those men, they are but a speck, a
grain of sand, compared to what we saw up there.’

‘The Silver
Stag?’ Pavo said.

‘And his
horde.’

‘So the myths
we heard for years were in fact the truth.’

‘Aye, he and
his forces are all too real. If we had been out in the open up
there, they would have had us. But we were inside the old Dacian
stronghold at Argedava when we saw them coming. They entered the
fort and so we had to hide – all of us – in a bloody latrine
culvert. For two hours.’

‘Three,’
Pulcher corrected him, sitting nearby with a haunted look on his
big oily face.

‘Well, it
worked. They didn’t know we were there. They left the fort and
continued south towards the riverbanks,’ Sura went on. ‘That left
us behind their lines. We tracked them. We didn’t know exactly what
we were going to do. What could we do against that
multitude? But then we spotted this band who broke away upriver, so
we followed them.’ He nodded again towards the grave field. ‘They
took one of a pair of old half-waterlogged boats and crossed the
river. We hung back then crossed on the other. We tracked them
south for days. I could see they were headed in this general
direction, but I prayed to Mithras they would not end up here.’ He
dipped his head a fraction, his blonde curls only partly disguising
the look of anguish on his face. ‘Pavo, in this age when we are
mocked for venerating the old gods, one must wonder… had we been a
moment slower…’

‘You were not.
The God of the Light was with you.’

They sat
together in silence, supping their wine, each glad of the other’s
presence.

Pavo chewed
his bottom lip for a time, not wanting to bring up his next
thought. Yet he had to. ‘When we were burying the Goths. Did you
see the red marking on the leader’s neck?’

‘The stigma,
aye,’ Sura replied. ‘It wasn’t the mark of the Silver Stag. It was…
something else.’

‘Let’s call it
what it is, old friend. ‘The red serpent. The mark of the
Vesi.’

Sura sighed.
‘I tried to tell myself it was not.’

‘Do you think
the rest of the Silver Stag’s horde are Vesi too?’

Sura shrugged.
‘For what it’s worth, of the masses who passed us up at the ruined
fort, no others we saw had such markings. Most bore the pale stag
emblem of their leader.’

Pavo nodded
slowly, willing it to be that the horde was not riddled with the
Vesi. He gazed through the sparks rising above the fire, and off to
the north. ‘Saturninus said the emperor was moving to block any
major crossing, He will have reached the river frontier by
now?’

‘Aye. From
what I’ve heard he took with him the very finest of the Eastern
Army: the cavalry schools and the palace legions.’

Pavo arched an
eyebrow. The scholae palatinae riders and the elite
auxilia palatina legions were usually reserved for only the
trickiest of situations.

‘And…’ Sura
paused for a moment, ‘two of the six Haims armies have been
called up as well.’

Pavo gave Sura
a look.

Both men knew
what this meant: a test of fire for the peace deal – the first time
the settled Goths of the Haims have ever been mustered in
anger. And it was no regular mustering: they had been summoned in
order to stand against and repel fellow Goths. Their tribal
kin.

‘Which two
Haims?’ asked Pavo, his eyes narrowing.

‘The men of
Kabyle, under Reiks Faustius…’ said Sura.

Pavo relaxed a
little. Of all the settled Gothic
leaders, Faustius was the most ardent supporter of the peace deal.
Indeed it was he who had been Saturninus’ counterpart at the peace
talks, representing the six tribes.

‘…and the
warriors of Oescus, under Reiks Garamond.’

Pavo went
tight lipped for a moment.

‘Aye, that’s
what I thought too,’ Sura said. ‘The last time you and I were at
Oescus with the legion… the things we witnessed.’

Pavo
remembered it all too well: the strange goings-on there that had
led to Reiks Garamond’s rise to command of that Haim, and
the one word he had heard hissed during the chaotic change of
power:

Vesi!

The Vesi were
like a whisper, moving amongst this horde of the Silver Stag, and
within the settled Haims alike, it seemed. Pavo met his
friend’s eye. ‘Watch yourself up there, when you return. All it
takes is one spark of sedition amongst the Haims, and this
crisis could become a catastrophe.’

They gazed
into the flames for a time, and Pavo’s thoughts drifted to
something that Frugilo had mentioned on that day of his first
visit. ‘Out in the Western Empire. They say Magnus Maximus is
building his armies. Why?’

Sura stared to
the hazy western horizons. ‘The Dark Eagle?’

‘Aye, the name
seems to have stuck.’

Sura shrugged.
‘He is a riddle. I don’t like what I’m hearing, but I suspect…
well, hope, that he’s just getting his cock out and waving
it around to demonstrate how powerful he is. A show and no more. I
was there that day, when he travelled to Constantinople to meet
Emperor Theodosius following Gratian’s downfall. It was made
abundantly clear that Maximus was to govern the Upper West and no
more. The Lower West was to remain in the hands of young
Valentinian.’

‘It must,’
Pavo agreed instantly. ‘And Valentinian must inherit the Western
throne entire when Maximus eventually passes. Valentinian is the
West’s best hope for the future. Maximus is the West’s best hope
right now. They must work together.’

Sura nodded to
that. ‘May Mithras see that they do.’

They clacked
cups together and drank in silence.

He eyed his
friend sideways, realising something wasn’t quite right: Sura had
been sitting here for a good hour, and not one word of nonsense had
escaped his lips – no tales about the time he had wrestled a bear,
climbed an impossible mountain to steal an eagle’s egg made of pure
gold, or had fended off the amorous advances of a consul’s
wife.

‘They tell me
you go by the moniker “The Wolf of the North” these days?’

Sura blinked,
as if the words had taken him by surprise. He set down his wine cup
and took out a dagger, then began tracing the sharp edge with a
fingertip. ‘There is only so long that a man can walk in the wild,
surrounded by danger,’ he said in a gravelly drawl with a
smouldering and far-off look in his eyes, ‘before wildness and
danger become him.’

Libo
approached, handing them a plate of cooked sausages. ‘He chose the
name himself.’

‘Thought so,’
Pavo said, taking a sausage and biting into it, the meat succulent
and rich with spiced oils.

Sura sighed,
tucking his dagger away. ‘I’m not suited to this,’ he muttered,
smoothing the folds of his red cloak. ‘You, you were like walking
steel when you wore this thing. I never realised how much you
changed, you know. When we both joined the Claudia, you were a goat
like me. But you toughened. You became so much like… like
Gallus.’

Pavo felt a
pulse of sadness in his heart. ‘It was a shell, Sura. Just as it
was for Gallus. An iron shell to hide the pain within. Like the
“soldier’s skin”, only harder, thicker.’

Sura smiled
unconvincingly with one edge of his mouth. ‘Hmm. Humour was my
shield when I was a ranker and even as an officer under you.
Remember the night we painted an enormous cock and balls on
Zosimus’ tent? Now, I can’t act out in the same way. Any respect
the troops have for me would vanish. So I’ve tried to be stern and
serious – that’s where the Wolf of the North came from. But it all
feels like… like holding in an enormous fart. I crave the days
where I felt free.’

Pavo picked up
a twig and began to draw in the dirt before them. ‘It’s all in your
mind. Developing a shell doesn’t mean you have to lose yourself in
the process. There are many ways to lead. As for respect, let me
tell you about the day I left the barracks for the last time. Libo
spoke to me just before I stepped from the gates. He told me it was
the worst day he had ever known…’

Sura frowned,
perplexed.

‘… and the
best,’ Pavo planted a hand on his friend’s shoulder, ‘because he
had just heard that you were to be my successor. Everything
feels right again, he said. I would walk through fire for
that man.’

Sura’s face
changed, then he turned away and stealthily rubbed at the corners
of his eyes. ‘Bastard smoke,’ he muttered.

With divine
timing, Betto – who had now moved on to the musings of Marcus
Aurelius – extolled to his audience. ‘Waste no more time arguing
about what a good man is. Be one.’

Pavo nudged
Sura with an elbow and handed him the twig.

Sura glanced
down to see what Pavo had drawn: a preposterously inflamed penis,
just waiting for the finishing touch. Sura’s defences melted. He
took the twig from Pavo and added a pair of ridiculously small
testicles, complete with three curly hairs on each, then stabbed
the twig into the ground like a triumphant general in the moment of
victory.

With that he
stood, clasping his hands behind his back and puffing out his chest
before striding around the fire. ‘Fill your bellies, lads. Get
another cup of wine in you, but best we get our heads down soon.
We’ve got a long march – at full step – ahead of us tomorrow and
for the next few days if we’re to return to the river and join the
emperor there.’

‘Sir,’ they
rumbled in unison.

‘Oh, and any
soldier who ever utters “The Wolf of the North” again gets ten days
straight latrine duty.’ He cast a playful smile across his charges.
‘It was a shit nickname.’
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The cockerel
crowed, saluting the dawn. Instead of the usual gentle pastoral
sounds of calm, a very different chorus broke out around the farm:
of groans, burping, farting and scratching as nearly three hundred
men rose, stretched and packed away their tents, while making and
eating a swift and light breakfast of millet porridge washed down
with fresh milk.

Up on the hill
stood Sura, draped in mail and his red cloak, holding his helm
underarm. Pavo wandered up there to meet him, stiffer and sorer
than usual thanks to his frantic dash during yesterday’s
attack.

‘I envy you,
Brother,’ said Sura. ‘I envy that you have found this.’

‘You will find
it too – the right place, the right person.’

Sura smiled.
‘I might have the second part. Julia’s her name. She lives on the
third hill in Constantinople. I noticed her watching our drills
every day. One afternoon I spotted her drinking wine near the
market in the Forum of the Bull, and offered to buy her another.’
His smile broadened and he nodded away to himself. ‘That’s a few
months now we’ve been meeting. It’s like nothing I’ve experienced
before. If we sort out this mess with the Goths, I think… I think I
might ask for her hand.’

Pavo felt a
gladness rising within. ‘About time, old friend,’ he laughed.
‘About time.’

‘I see what
you’ve built here and it makes me realise what life could be.
Sometimes I long for you to be back with us in the legion, but one
look around here and I know that nothing could ever tear you away
from it all. Nor should it.’

The smile
faded from Pavo’s face. ‘When Saturninus was here, it wasn’t merely
for a visit.’

‘Oh?’ Sura
said, voice laden with suspicion.

‘He asked me –
on the emperor’s behalf – to come to the conflict at the
river.’

‘Asked? And
you told him to travel a long distance and make frantic love to
himself, I trust?’

‘I did. So did
Izodora.’

‘Good. You
more than anyone else know that the things seen and done in war
take their toll. I miss you terribly, old friend, but I don’t ever
want to see you near battle again.’

Pavo’s left
eye flickered a little, and his hand trembled. He could only nod in
reply.

‘Promise me,
aye?’

Pavo avoided
Sura’s searching stare for a few moments, and then the sounds of
shushing iron rose as the legionaries donned their armour and took
up their packs, coming together in their marching blocks. The sight
was a sore one for Pavo – eliciting countless memories of his old
life.

‘So this is
it?’ he said.

‘Until the
Fates bring the Claudia past here again.’

Pavo extended
a hand. Sura looked at it as if it was one of Libo’s old socks,
then shook his head, laughing, and clasped Pavo in a comrade’s
embrace. Pavo hugged him back tightly, laughing too, his eyes wet
with tears.
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Four days
passed. Four more days of that tranquil farm life. Pavo and Izodora
brought Marcus into their bed and the trio slept as one, doting on
one another, slumbering late in the mornings. On the fifth day,
however, Pavo rose early – before the cockerel had even crowed. He
slipped out of bed, padding across the cold stone floor and
throwing on his tunic.

Barefoot, he
paced outside, across the indigo light of pre-dawn, his breath
puffing a little in the cool air… one matter buzzing through his
head like a trapped fly. He walked for some time, and soon heard
the sound of wheels crunching. A wagon appeared through the
pearlescent shimmer of the rising dawn, winding its way along the
track that diverged from the Via Militaris. The wagon halted. The
door peeled open, and Saturninus stepped out, an apprehensive look
on his face. ‘I came as soon as I received your message,’ the
statesman said.

Pavo stared
around the land, sighing as he realised the weight of what he was
about to say. ‘I will serve him,’ he said flatly.

Saturninus
looked shocked, then relieved. ‘What changed?’

‘The single
swipe of a Gothic sword: one that nearly robbed me of
everything.’

Saturninus
turned pale. ‘What… what happened?’

Pavo took a
long time before he answered. When he did, the words fell from him
like stones. He told Saturninus everything: about the Gothic
raiding party, about the Claudians, all of it.

‘Had Sura and
my old comrades even stumbled or rested for but a moment, the
Gothic sword would have swung down for my wife and lad. Yet my
comrades did not rest, did not tarry. They stopped at
nothing. So if I can do anything – even the smallest thing – to
steer the Gothic crisis at the river away from disaster, then I
must.’

‘Pavo, you
have no idea how important this could be for-’

‘There are
conditions,’ Pavo cut in. ‘Firstly: My wife and boy need protection
while I am gone. They cannot stay behind on this farm – not after
what happened here. Nor would I dream of taking them with me to the
centre of a conflict.’

‘Then have
them come to Constantinople,’ Saturninus replied instantly.
‘Izodora once resided on my estate on the third hill – she and
Marcus can do so again. There is even an unoccupied villa in the
gardens. They will be safe there, under the protection of my
bodyguards and the many protective rings of the capital.’

Pavo chewed on
this for a moment, then nodded. ‘Secondly: once peace and stability
have been restored, then I will be free to leave the emperor’s
service, yes?’

Saturninus’
worry notch darkened. ‘I… I think that can be arranged.’

‘Thirdly: I
cannot fight. I am broken. When the Goths came, I could not even
run to my loved ones to shield them with my body. The emperor must
know my limitations.’

Saturninus
eyed the thick welt of scar tissue peeking from the shoulder of
Pavo’s tunic. ‘The emperor wants you for your mind, not for your
muscle,’ he said. ‘Then again… going by reports coming from the
river, the situation there is fractious. There have been quarrels
and even skirmishes between the legions and our Gothic Haims
allies. It would be best if you could at least defend
yourself.’

Pavo sighed in
dismay. ‘I am scrawny where once I was strong, my belly is flaccid
and my lungs weak.’

Saturninus
looked him up and down once more, stroking his narrow chin in
thought. ‘I have an idea,’ he said, and called inside the
wagon.

Out stepped
Frugilo, thumbs hooked into his belt, his corpse-like face beaming
with that vinegar smile. ‘Yes?’

‘Stay here.
Work with Pavo over the next moon. Then accompany him north to the
emperor’s side.’

‘Well, well…
someone’s changed his mind,’ Frugilo chuckled, then reached out and
patted Pavo’s stomach. ‘This’ll be a challenge. When was the last
time you bore the weight of armour?’

‘Him?’ Pavo
said, speaking past Frugilo’s shoulder, addressing Saturninus.
‘You’re dumping him on me?’

Saturninus was
already stepping back into the wagon. As the driver brought the
vehicle round and pulled away, Saturninus leaned from the window
and called back. ‘Just be sure to eat some porridge in the mornings
before he wolfs the lot.’
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Izodora woke,
feeling strange. Something was missing. Marcus was nestled beside
her… but not Pavo. She heard something then. A scraping and
unfamiliar muttering outside the bedroom. Given all that had
happened recently, she felt a fire of fright pass through her.
Slipping from the bed, she crept over to the bedroom door, picking
up a broom and holding it like a battle staff. She swept the door
open, ready to lunge at the intruders.

Instead, she
fell slack. The broom clattered to the floor.

The brute,
Frugilo, was sitting at the hearth room table, munching through a
massive loaf of bread. That meant nothing compared with the sight
of her husband: Pavo was standing in the corner, over the old
wooden chest – open – holding his old legionary scabbard and
helm.

‘No…’ Izodora
said, her voice soft like a young girl’s.

‘Papa?’ said a
sleepy Marcus, waddling in from the bedroom.

Pavo beheld
them both with a wetness in his eyes… and buckled on his military
belt.

 




Part II


Chapter 5

October 386 AD

Thracia
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Rain slashed
down across the moor, the grey light of the afternoon betraying a
lone figure hobbling along the base of a crumbling earth scarp. His
movement was laboured, uncontrolled, wild. His veins raged like
rivers of fire, his lungs burned like hot stones… and his wounds
flared as if they were fresh.

Pavo flailed
on across the marshy ground, oily, muddy water spraying up the
insides of his tunic. His next stride saw his foot land in some
deep pothole and the whole leg vanished down it. He fell into the
boggy mess, thrashing. When he tried to find purchase with the
other foot, it sank into the bog too. The water rose up to his
chin. He thrashed his arms again, trying to swim free… but the mud
sucked him down. He gargled and spat, the filthy sludge stealing
into his gasping mouth. The last thing he saw was a second figure
crouching at the brink of the scarp, looking down on all this like
a crow… before the muddy water closed over his face like funereal
curtains.

Blackness,
drowning.

Then something
splashed down onto the murk just above his submerged head. He
grabbed for it. A pole, by the feel of it. Holding onto it for all
he was worth, he felt the pole dragging him. Just when his lungs
were about to burst, the all-surrounding water sloughed from him
and he burst clear of the surface.

Frugilo,
hauling on the other end of the staff, dragged it until Pavo was
clear of the bog, then flopped onto his backside, panting, his face
and black cloak shining with rain. ‘You’ll have to do better than
that. You flailed into that bog like a blind man,’ he said with a
gruff laugh, then wagged a finger. ‘Always expect the
unexpected.’

Pavo retched,
throwing up mud and bile. It was horribly reminiscent of his early
days training as a legionary recruit. ‘I told you… I can’t run.
Not… like I used to. I didn’t even see the bloody bog there: my
eyes were half shut from the pain,’ he croaked, swiping long,
mud-caked locks of hair from his eyes with one filthy hand. ‘And –
for Mithras’ sake – couldn’t we have started on a flat, even
field?’

Frugilo
shrugged and looked up at the surly sky. ‘Most of the flatter
parts’ll be even boggier at the moment, I’d have thought. Anyway,
let’s try again.’ He rose, then set off on a run himself. ‘Come on,
keep up.’

Pavo lumbered
after him, staring murderously. Of Frugilo’s murky past, Saturninus
had mentioned only that he had been a legionary drill master.
More like a bloody torturer, he moaned inwardly.

‘In battle,’
Frugilo puffed, ‘when you spot a hole in a shield wall, what do you
do?’

‘What?’ Pavo
shouted over the drumming of the rain. ‘You call reinforcements
through the ranks to shore up the hole, to strengthen the weak
spot.’

‘Exactly. The
wounds you bear are not insignificant, but neither are they
insurmountable. It’s all about creating a framework of muscle and
strength around the weak areas – running will help.’

‘And falling
down boggy holes, that will help too, I suppose?’

‘No,’ Frugilo
mused, ‘though it fair gave me a laugh. Now come on – up here.’ The
man led him up a gentle slope, then slowed before the brink of a
natural trench, where one of the many streams that criss-crossed
these parts ran. The trench was maybe four strides wide and the
drop into the stream about the height of a man. ‘Over you go then,’
Frugilo sniffed nonchalantly, rainwater dangling from the end of
his nose.

‘I told you. I
can’t jump. Three years ago, easy. Now? I just can’t.’ He pointed
to his right thigh and the arrow wound whorl, burning like crazy.
‘If I try to launch myself over this leg will buckle.’

Frugilo
smirked and tapped one temple. ‘It just requires a bit of
retraining up here. You need to jump with your left foot instead of
the right, that’s all. Then cushion the landing with both feet,
spread the impact.’

Pavo glared at
the man. ‘You’ve never lived with a wound like this, have you?’

Frugilo’s face
changed a little then – the maddening look of superiority faded a
little, and once again Pavo saw that fleeting glimpse of something…
something else in his features. ‘Hmm, wounds come in many guises,’
the man said. An odd silence followed, before he shook his head and
filled his lungs, the smug look returning. He looked at Pavo then
the jump, then Pavo again. ‘Come on then. We don’t have all day.
Oh, actually… we do. So – get ready. A short run up’ll do
it. Set off on your left foot and jump with it too.’

‘Fine.’ Pavo
puffed air through his clenched teeth and slicked his soaking hair
back, then steadied himself. Naturally, he wanted to set off on a
run-up with his right leg. It had always been his strongest. So
when he planted his left foot to the front, it all felt wrong – as
if he was wearing another man’s shoes.

‘That’s it –
go!’

With a burst
of pride more than anything else, Pavo broke forward. He measured
his steps as the brink neared. Part of him wanted to fail just to
prove Frugilo wrong, but so much more of him wanted to be capable
of what he once had been. Enough speed, he realised,
hearing the wind beat past his ears, feeling his stride lengthen in
a way it had not for so long. Aaand…

He planted his
left foot on the brink and pushed up and forwards with everything,
letting out a mighty cry as he did so. Memories of past heroism
flashed through his mind. The soft soil at the brink – not privy to
these memories – crumbled away like cake, and Pavo fell into the
stream like a stone.

Freezing,
drowning, blackness. Again.

Saved by
Frugilo. Again.

This time he
was wheezing with laughter as he fished Pavo to safety.

‘You bastard.
You knew that would happen,’ Pavo roared.

‘Always expect
the unexpected,’ Frugilo said with a pious look. ‘And always
remem-’ Pavo threw a handful of mud into his open, preaching mouth.
In a fit of choking and bulging eyes, Frugilo fell to his knees and
spat out the filth, then shot Pavo a wretched look.

‘Always expect
the unexpected,’ said Pavo, breezing past the crestfallen
trainer.

As the day
wore on, the rains grew heavier, and Frugilo had Pavo bear a sawn
log across his shoulders, carrying it on the run. ‘Mooove!’
he brayed in Pavo’s ear, simultaneously grabbing a hold of his
fleshy midriff. ‘Let’s work off some of this laaard,’ he
growled, then playfully whipped the staff across the backs of his
thighs, ‘and get a bit more muscle back here where it used to be.
Now move, faster! If you’re to be any use up at the river, you’ll
need to put your back into it.’

Lightning
scored the sky as they went, and Pavo secretly hoped a bolt might
strike Frugilo and put an end to the never-ending slog. Alas, it
was his own fatigue that saw to that. His right shoulder felt numb,
and the left one was ablaze – the long wound there biting to the
bone. Breath coming in a high-pitched whine, he let the log drop to
the boggy ground and fell to his knees, vomiting furiously.

‘Good,
goood,’ Frugilo purred, patting his staff against his palm.
‘Tomorrow, we’ll run twice as far. Now, the light’s fading. Time
for some well-earned rest.’

‘Thank the
Gods,’ Pavo panted.

A roll of old
hide splashed down in front of him. ‘Thank them after you’ve put
the tent up.’
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An hour later,
Frugilo’s tent stood like an apologetic blister in the centre of
the storm-battered plain. He and Pavo sat cross-legged inside, the
rain blasting down on the goatskin like arrows, and with just a
small oil lamp for warmth and light.

Pavo chewed on
the hardtack biscuit the trainer had given him. It tasted like
sawdust. He eyed the tent hide with some concern, spotting leaks
everywhere – including one that appeared to be dribbling onto his
bedding roll.

‘Where did you
purchase this thing?’

‘A market in
Crete,’ Frugilo said, holding his drinking skin out of the tent
flap to collect rainwater.

‘I meant more…
where in time? The reign of Nero or earlier?’

‘Very funny.
It’s not that old.’

Pavo picked at
one of the many crudely-darned areas.

Frugilo
frowned. ‘Nothing wrong with a bit of patching. Waste not, want
not, I say.’

‘Of course,’
Pavo chuckled despite himself, gazing into the lamp’s weak glow. He
smoothed at his aching muscles. Although he was sore all over and
his head was pounding, deep, deep down, he felt that sparkle of
exhilaration that comes only after a hard march or a frantic
skirmish. Yes, he had been slow and awkward today, but at least he
was standing up to the shuffling, doubtful creature he had become
on the farm. This all turned his thoughts back to the last moments
there. Guilt stabbed at him like one thousand pins.

It had been
almost too painful to do. He had explained to Izodora why he had to
help the emperor with the new Gothic crisis. You said that you
trust me with your life. Well now I do this for your life.

Izodora had
wept. Marcus had seen this and he had began bawling too. Their
tears had become his. When the wagon had arrived to escort the pair
and the animals from the estate and to Constantinople, they had
been disconsolate. He had been struck dumb at that point, until
words finally came from his heart. Cry, protest, hate me if you
must… rather that than the sight of you both within the swing of a
Gothic blade again.

Their absence
for these last few days, after three years right by his side, was
agony. A hole in his heart.

‘They’ll be on
Saturninus’ estate by now,’ Frugilo said quietly. ‘Safe and
warm.’

Pavo looked
up. The trainer’s tone had surprised him. Low, gentle words. For
the first time he actually looked upon the brute as a person. ‘You
have family too?’

‘No,’ he said,
the word and his tone closing that door. He handed Pavo the
drinking skin and rubbed at his stubbled chin. ‘Carrying the log,
that wasn’t the best idea. But you do need to get used to bearing
weight again. Those thighs of yours need to work hard.’

‘Your
parents?’ Pavo tried again, ignoring the attempted change of
subject. ‘Where did they hail from?’

Silence.

‘Come on.
Everybody has a past.’

Frugilo held
his gaze for a few moments. Suddenly, his cheeks puffed out, giving
him the look of Zephyrus the Wind God, and he blew the lamp out.
With a grunt and a snort, he flopped back onto his bedding, and
began snoring almost instantly.

Pavo laughed
privately at the man’s rudeness. He then took a moment before
retiring himself, parting the tentflap a little to look out at the
spent rainclouds dancing across a pink moon. What, he wondered, had
he gotten himself into?
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He woke the
next day to the stink of Frugilo’s feet, and a sound akin to bones
crunching. Jolting bolt upright, his head snapped round to see
Frugilo, sitting in the tentflap in the early light. He was gazing
outside, eating a raw onion as if it were an apple. The very idea
made Pavo’s stomach turn.

Frugilo cast a
half-look back towards Pavo and chuckled grimly to himself.
‘There’s one for you too,’ he said, lobbing a second onion over his
shoulder like a man tossing a ball for a dog. ‘Better for your
waistline than all that creamy porridge you’ve gotten used to.’

Pavo
instinctively caught the thing, eyed it with disdain and made to
complain. Then he noticed Frugilo, smirking, just waiting
for the protest. So instead he braced himself, took a good slug of
water from the skin hanging by his bedding, then bit into the
onion.

It was awful.
Worse than awful. Like eating fire.

Retching,
tears streaming down his face, he cast the onion aside. ‘Not
hungry,’ he croaked.

Now Frugilo’s
smirk widened. ‘Even better for that waistline.’

Muttering,
Pavo shambled outside.

At least it
was dry, the sun-split clouds scudding across the heavens white and
unthreatening. A cool wind whipped across the grasslands, whinnying
like playing horses. He sucked in a deep, full breath. ‘What’s the
plan for today?’ he muttered in Frugilo’s direction.

‘Squats,’
Frugilo said, poking the remaining core of his onion into his mouth
and munching noisily.

‘Doesn’t sound
too bad,’ Pavo mused, thinking of the short rounds of fitness
training he had been used to in his legionary days. Squats had been
a regular exercise. Twenty repetitions per day – enough to keep the
lower body strong. ‘Let’s get on with it.’

A short while
later, Frugilo swaggered around Pavo in wide circles, his staff
held behind his back, his eyes appraising every repetition as Pavo
dropped from standing to his haunches, then stood tall again.

‘Fifty two,’
the trainer said in a way that implied that there absolutely had to
be a fifty three – and likely many more.

‘Fifty two,’
Pavo wheezed as he dropped then forced himself up from the squat,
his mind flashing with distress. The first ten squats had been
fine. The last ten felt like fire in his legs. Now the muscles
roared in protest. His lungs heaved desperately to suck in enough
air to make this bearable. ‘Come on… enough,’ he wheezed.

On Frugilo
counted. ‘Fifty three…’

Pavo panted as
he dropped into the latest squat: ‘Fifty thr…’ Suddenly, the fire
in his muscles stopped. He could no longer feel his legs. It was an
odd moment – like the way one feels when they rise too suddenly
from bed.

He came too,
on his back, thanks to Frugilo poking at his ribs with the staff.
‘Come on. Up,’ he said, not a trace of sympathy in his voice.

Pavo rolled
onto his side and sat up, groggy and with the taste of vomit in the
back of his throat. ‘No more,’ he groaned.

‘More,’
Frugilo corrected him, uncorking and upending a skin of icy-cold
stream water over Pavo’s head.

The shock
jolted him to his feet with a gasp.

‘There we go,’
Frugilo purred. ‘Now… one…’

Pavo glared at
the man. At the same time, he realised the numbness and fire had
receded from his legs. All of a sudden he wanted to defy Frugilo by
denying him the opportunity to gloat. Bracing, sucking in a lungful
of air, he dropped into a squat, clasping his hands together just
under his chin for balance. ‘One,’ he snapped back as he pushed up
to standing again.

He suffered
three rounds of squatting that day. Come evening, Frugilo made him
sit in the freezing stream for an hour. ‘The cold will reduce the
swelling in your muscles and joints later. And it’ll mean you’re
good to do some more work tomorrow.’


‘W-w-wonderful,’ Pavo replied through chattering teeth.

Five more days
of squatting and running followed, and on the sixth day, Frugilo
had Pavo don his old armour for the run. The extra weight –
something he had years ago borne daily without even thinking about
– now seemed impossibly hefty, and uncomfortable too. The mail
seemed to hang like anchors from him, making every stride shorter
and less steady. Come the night, however, there was a golden
moment: the act of taking off the armour, knowing the hard work for
the day was done, and the mind-bending sensation of sudden
weightlessness that came with it. Without the ringmail on it felt
as if his arms were floating skywards, and as if his chest was
swelling like a lion’s with every breath. He felt a foot taller
too. Best of all, those nights he slept like a stone.

When they were
over a month into the regime, Frugilo had Pavo try a day’s
full-step marching in his kit, and with a pack of rocks slung over
his good shoulder, where the legionary marching kit would normally
be. At first it felt as though he was going to topple backwards,
but he remembered the old technique – of leaning forward a little,
onto the balls of the feet, to find his balance.

The morning
was cool and he was grateful for it, as he was soon leaking sweat
everywhere. But he noticed something else: his legs felt so
different. They were not groaning in complaint – not even the one
with the whorl wound. His stride felt so stable and powerful.
Compared to the previous moon, it was as if he had someone else’s
legs. He had noticed it at nights too – that his quadriceps had
become bulkier and well-defined, so much so that the whorl scar
looked smaller, less important. The limp had become almost
undetectable. The morning previous he had even returned to that
brook on the hillock, and jumped the gap with relative ease. The
squats, he thought grudgingly, had been transformative. More, the
fat that had accumulated around his belly during his time on the
farm was almost gone.

They trekked
all the way to Adrianople. Pavo eyed the looming grey walls of the
Thracian metropolis. A city of many memories, he thought, hearing
echoes of his dreams in the voices of the lost.

Yet these days
the gates lay open, and in and out moved a contraflow of both Roman
citizens, and Gothic traders coming down from the Haims to
exchange their wheat, amber and hides for wine and farming
implements.

The pair
entered, pipes whistling and tavern chatter echoing as they passed
through a street lined with hawkers, the air rife with the smell of
dung and stale wine.

‘Here,’
Frugilo said, drawing over to a clothing stall. ‘You’ll need a good
cloak – it’ll be winter by the time we get up to the emperor’s
camp. And winter up at the river isn’t for the faint-hearted. As
well you know.’

Pavo smoothed
a hand through the cloaks. Rough, thick wool and smoother, finer
garments. He found one – white as the moon – that felt comfortable
to the touch but heavy too and already treated to repel rain. He
then selected two pairs of thick woollen socks, and finally a good
pair of leather boots. ‘I’ll take these boots too,’ he said to the
stallholder, then flashed a look in Frugilo’s direction. ‘I swear I
already had a pair, but they seem to have gone missing.’

Frugilo –
wearing Pavo’s old boots and completely oblivious to the comment –
stood there smiling haughtily.

The trek back
to their camping site was hard, yet once again the moment of
dropping all that weight and tucking into a meal of cheese, bread
and wine – bought from the Adrianople market – felt truly
celestial.

Both men
crumpled into their bedding, replete and exhausted.

Pavo smiled
wearily as he drifted off into what he hoped would be another night
of pure, unbroken sleep.
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The heat felt
golden on the back of his neck – like the warm palm of a loved one
stroking him. Wagtails chittered as they played in the blue expanse
overhead, and the smell of freshly gathered wheat lent a richness
to the air, loading every breath with memories of past harvests.
The grass underfoot was soft and spongy, making the march a
pleasant one.

‘Glad to
have you back with us, sir,’ said the legionary by his side, the
crunch of his boots and the many others in their wake hypnotically
rhythmic.

Pavo
half-smiled. ‘My return will be a short one. And I am not here to
fight. My job is to advise, that is all.’

‘Really?’
said the legionary. ‘I heard you were quite the expert at
battle?’

A small pebble
disrupted Pavo’s stride. ‘I survived, if that’s what you mean.’

‘To survive
as many battles as you have, you must have killed many
opponents.’

Pavo avoided
the inquisitive legionary’s gaze, staring off instead into the
distance. The sun now seemed to be stinging on his neck. An
uncomfortable patina of sweat gathered there. ‘I have never
considered it in terms of numbers.’

‘Oh, but
you have, and you still do,’ the legionary replied.

Pavo halted
and swung to him, angered by the soldier’s disrespectful tone.

He was gone.
So too the legion crunching in his wake.

It was the
crone who had spoken that last line, and her face was hanging in a
woeful way.

‘I do not
mock you,’ she said. ‘You cannot forget, and that is nothing to be
ashamed of. It is a marker of the man you are.’

Pavo sighed,
looking down over himself: the marching boots, the armour and the
sword hanging from his belt. ‘You said before that I would return
to the edges of battle. You were right.’

‘It has to
be that way, Pavo. It simply has to be.’


‘Why?’

‘Because
of… him,’ she said, lifting her bony old arm and pointing in the
direction he had been marching.

He felt an
intense shiver on his back, as if he was being watched. Turning, he
realised he was.

Moments ago,
the way ahead had been clear, the horizon empty. Now, that strange
manor stood a spear’s throw ahead. Up on the marble turret stood
that lone figure, looking down at him, silent and brooding.

‘You
created this place, Pavo. And you know who stands up there. You
know what it means, and you know what you must do.’

‘I don’t,’
he spluttered, ‘I don’t understand. Not at all.’

‘You do.
You are simply too afraid to admit it to yourself.’

From nowhere
arose a panting – like a great hound rushing towards him. Struck
through with fright he saw the attacker coming for him from the
edges of his vision. In a flash, he drew his sword.

Crunch!

Wetness,
warmth, blood.

The boy’s face
was a finger’s-width from his own. His youthful skin was stretched
tight, pale with shock, his eyes searching Pavo’s for meaning. Pavo
stared at the boy, unable to look anywhere else – particularly at
the red-stained tip of his blade jutting from the boy’s back.

‘My mother
is waiting for me. Can… can I go home?’ the boy asked, trying to
smile, before the light left his eyes.

‘No!’ Pavo
roared. ‘Not again… not again!’






His eyes flared
open to see the corpse-face of Frugilo looming over him, the
trainer’s hands on his shoulders, shaking him to. ‘Pavo!’ he
hissed.

Pavo shoved
him away and sat up, frantically wringing his hands through his
hair.

‘Gods below!’
Frugilo said, agog. ‘I thought you were having a fit.’

‘Just a
dream,’ Pavo said. One eye twitched, and he steadied his shaking
right hand with his left as he tried to tell himself once more:
‘Just… a dream.’

‘Hmm,’ Frugilo
said, eyes narrowing. ‘Well, now it’s time for the nightmare.’ He
took and upended Pavo’s leather bag, the cold steel armour inside
thumping down beside his bedding. ‘Up, dressed, out,’ he
demanded.

‘Eh?’ Pavo
croaked, then sighed, knowing that complaining was futile.

Rising, he
stumbled around under the tent’s low ceiling, tugging on his
sandals and tunic. He stepped out into the dawn to slide on his
ringmail, shivering as he did so. It was still autumn, but the
grass shone silver in the morning light, and crunched lightly
underfoot – the first herald of the coming winter. The wind was
cold and stiff too, casting a flotilla of grey clouds across the
sky and blowing his long locks across his face. Frugilo drained
half a skinful of water, belched violently, then tossed the rest to
Pavo. ‘Drink now, we’ll eat later.’

‘Can you
function without your morning onion?’ Pavo said, the words oozing
sarcasm.

Frugilo
ignored this, taking his sword out of his white scabbard and
swishing it expertly in the air, leaping cat-like from one position
to the other.

‘What am I
supposed to do here?’ Pavo muttered.

Frugilo then
tossed something.

Pavo caught it
then realised what it was: his own sword, sheathed. He eyed the
weapon as if it were a snake. He had not once brandished the thing
during the training.

‘It’s a
spatha. Remember? You hold it by the blunt end,’ Frugilo mocked.
‘It’s time to sharpen up your fighting skills.’

‘I… I can’t,’
Pavo started.

Frugilo stared
at him plainly. ‘Then why are we even here?’

Pavo took a
moment. There was a certain comfort and familiarity in the feel of
the bone pommel in his palm. But the last time he had brandished a
blade…

My… my mother
is waiting for me. Can I go home?

Pavo closed
his eyes tight. A few fiery droplets of moisture gathered there,
but – like city gates – his eyelids held back the rest. Slowly, he
slid the long weapon from its leather scabbard and eyed the silvery
blade.

‘Well?’ said
Frugilo. ‘Are you waiting for it to speak to you?’

Pavo shot him
a dark look, before trying a few test cuts. It had been so long, he
realised, yet his sword arm was still good. It was the shield arm
that bore the debilitating wound. As if he had thought aloud and
Frugilo had heard, the campidoctor dragged a shield from his own
bag and slid it across the grass towards Pavo. ‘You’ll need this, I
reckon.’

Pavo stared at
the tattered brown leather thing. ‘I can’t hold a shield. That’s
why I was discharged. That and the limp.’

‘Nonsense,
pick it up.’

Pavo stared at
Frugilo. ‘I have to hurt myself to prove it to you? Very well.’ He
stooped and took the shield by the rope handle. The left shoulder
screamed in complaint at the weight and he had to use his good hand
to help manoeuvre it up and into place so the top edge was at chin
height. Yet as soon as he took his good hand away, his left
shoulder began to tremble furiously. ‘Look, you can see how
unsuitable this is,’ he said, looking up and sweeping his hair from
his eyes… just in time to see Frugilo lunging at him.

Pavo sucked in
a breath of fright and tried to dodge the trainer’s sword strike.
The blade whacked against the shield, and the impact sent a
white-hot pain through Pavo’s bones. He screamed, the shield
falling away, and sank to his knees, shuddering in agony.

Frugilo
slowed, scratching under the rim of his felt cap, a guilty look on
his face. ‘Ah, I see. I thought Saturninus was exaggerating about
the shoulder thing. Evidently not.’ He chewed on his bottom lip in
thought for a moment, then helped Pavo to his feet. ‘Alright then,
forget the shield for now. Sword to sword instead. Ready?’

Pavo, still
befuddled with nightmares, sleep and pain, replied: ‘No.’

‘Excellent!’
Frugilo said, leaping in to strike again.

Pavo
instinctively threw up his spatha to block, and again and again.
His hair swished over his face, blinding him, and the clash of
swords rang deafeningly in his ears.

Clang,
clash, clatter. The sounds of mock combat echoed across the
lonely Thracian plain as the sun rose. Frugilo was inexhaustible,
yet Pavo – even after years away – was still expert at this side
of

combat.

This time it
was Frugilo who finally called a halt to the bout, puffing for
breath. ‘Very good, very good,’ he conceded. ‘Yet all it would take
from me is one cut towards your unprotected left and you’d be all
blood and bones.’

Pavo, heaving
for breath too, stabbed his spatha into the earth. ‘That’s what
I’ve been trying to tell you. That’s why I can’t fight. I can’t
hold a shield. You’ve got me marching and running. Yes, my legs
are stronger… but I can’t fight.’

Frugilo began
setting up a small pile of kindling, lit it and began preparing a
pot of wheat porridge. ‘No,’ he said as he worked. ‘You can’t fight
like you used to.’

Pavo dropped
to crossed legs by the fire, stirring the thickening porridge and
adding a little honey from the farm. ‘Is there any other way?’

‘There’s
always another way.’ Frugilo tasted the porridge and smirked. ‘Have
you heard of the porpax?’

Pavo frowned.
‘Was that something you once caught in a brothel?’

Frugilo
chuckled darkly. ‘Not quite. I’ll rig one up for you and you’ll
understand.’

They ate in
silence, the porridge hearty and filling.

Frugilo licked
his bowl clean then eyed Pavo up and down. ‘Aye, it’s been a good
month. You’re getting there: less flabby, a bit of muscle coming
through. However, that mop of hair,’ he sucked air through his
teeth, gaze narrowing, ‘nah, that won’t do – keeps getting in your
eyes.’

Pavo shrugged,
dismissing the comment. ‘Perhaps next time we trek to one of the
cities I’ll have it cut shorter then.’

‘There won’t
be a next time: we need to be setting off for the north to join the
emperor and the army at the river.’ He looked up and around the sky
‘Tomorrow. We’ll set off tomorrow.’

‘The hair will
have to stay until this is all done.’

Frugilo
drummed his fingers on his lips. ‘Why wait? We have the means right
here.’ He pulled a skinning knife from his belt, and stalked
towards Pavo with a savage grin.

Pavo backed
away. ‘What? Eh? No – absolutely not!’


Chapter 6

November 386 AD

Northern Thracia
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Winter fell
like a stone, throwing a series of blizzards across Thracia. Pavo
and Frugilo padded through a long valley, deeply-lined with snow.
The storm raged on overhead in the grey and angry sky, but here in
the lee of the valley, all was still and quiet enough that they
could hear their crunching footsteps and the hiss of the sled of
possessions they towed.

Pavo shone in
his ridge helm and polished ringmail, his white cloak reflecting
the low light in the same way that the lying snow did. Frugilo
watched the way ahead with a hard look in his eyes, his black cloak
floating in his wake, his felt cap crusted with ice.

For eight days
they had been trekking north like this, spending each night in
these rapidly deteriorating conditions in Frugilo’s “tent”. Pavo
realised he had walked further in those eight days than he had in
the last three years. There was no doubt about it: he was leaner
and tougher for Frugilo’s daily torment. Still, though, he remained
unconvinced about the whole matter of the porpax. He shot a look
over his shoulder at the sled, and the large, disc-shaped leather
bag there amongst other things. This, Frugilo had insisted, would
allow Pavo to fight with sword and shield again, apparently. After
spending their final day on the plain crafting the thing, they
hadn’t had time to actually try it out yet, and that didn’t bode
well.

He tugged his
cloak a little tighter around the collar of his ringmail to keep
out the chill, but he could do nothing about his feet – numb
through despite the protection of his new boots and two pairs of
woollen socks. His scalp – shorn to bristles – felt every breath of
cold that crept in under the linen batting and leather padding of
his helmet. He thought of that day when Frugilo had wrestled him to
the ground and practically scalped him.

‘You could
have just let me tie my hair in a tail,’ he muttered, his breath
puffing in the air.

‘Where’s the
fun in that?’ Frugilo chortled.

The stillness
changed then as the two stepped out of the valley end. Beyond the
shelter of its two high sides, winter raged, hitting them with an
icy slap. ‘Mithras’ b-b-balls,’ Pavo chattered, the cold stealing
the air from his throat.

‘This is it:
the Danubius frontier – the empire’s northern edge,’ Frugilo
shouted to be heard over the gale.

The blizzard
screamed, bending the tall pines, battering the land ahead and
masking the dark belt of the river in a shroud of speeding white
pellets. Through the whiteout, Pavo could see only as far as the
river’s near, southern banks, lined with a colossal camp. The
encampment was enclosed in a snow rampart, atop which stood
clusters of legionary sentries wearing many layers of wool, but
still looking utterly dejected.

Approaching
from the high southern ground afforded the pair a good view of the
camp’s interior: A sea of goatskin tents and larger commanders’
marquees, pricked with imperial insignias, rapping crazily in the
storm. A few dark-cloaked attendants and messengers lumbered to and
fro between tents, hunched against the glacial wind.

Pavo spotted
the huge imperial pavilion near the centre, the sides of purple
cloth, streaked with snow. The emperor’s sentries patrolled around
this with an iron glister. Nearby was a smaller pavilion where the
officials and visitors usually stayed.

Frugilo
pointed at that smaller tent. ‘That’s most probably where you, as
the emperor’s guest, will be spending tonight,’ he grumbled.

Pavo’s ears
pricked up. This was not a damp, leaky ranker’s tent. This was
spacious accommodation, appointed with good, warm beds. His spirits
rose. The thought of having a watertight shelter and bedding that
hadn’t been damp for over a month seemed like bliss.

Just as he
began to fantasise, the blizzard rose in a crescendo, and – with a
pinging of tent pegs, a swirl of suddenly-loose ropes and a few
shouts of alarm – the guest tent was ripped up and away by the
winds. A trio of the shocked occupants were laid bare in their
cots, hair and bedding flapping, suddenly exposed to the storm. ‘Oh
for…’ Pavo muttered.

Beside him,
Frugilo chuckled sadistically. ‘Ah well, maybe not.’

As the last of
the light faded, they reached the camp’s southern gate: an opening
in the snow rampart with a pair of timber towers rising either
side. The sentries on the tower platform – sporting icicles of
mucus on the ends of their noses – were swift to bring bows and
plumbata darts to bear on the approaching duo.

‘Easy, easy,’
Frugilo said, quickly shifting his cloak to show his white
Protectores scabbard. The guard commander’s face dropped, then he
bade them inside.

The sights,
sounds and smells within catapulted Pavo back three years: the
blocks of grubby legion tents sheltering many ruddy and scarred
faces and dully glowing armour; the constant chatter, gruff
laughter and crackle of their cooking fires; the aroma of cooking
pork and boiling stews, the stink of dung.

There were
less familiar sights too: two vast rings of tribal tents.
The Gothic Haims of Kabyle and Oescus, just as Sura had
said. As he passed these parts, he saw the tribesmen sitting
huddled around their wagons and fires. Tall, pale and fair, they
were so different to the Roman legionaries. Some wore their old
dark red leathers, though others now wore Roman style ringmail
armour, but usually along with some tribal garb such as bright
lozenge-patterned trousers or a chequered cloak. Reiks Garamond,
the snub-nosed Chieftain of the Oescus army, stood by one of the
fires, toasting some of his younger charges in a jagged
address.

They were
allies, Pavo thought, yet it all felt so strange. These were the
warriors he had battled across the six years of the Gothic War.
Peace terms had allowed them to settle in Thracia, and after such
dogged warfare any kind of peace was a golden thing. Yet he could
not help but partly understand the complaints he heard in the
months following the agreement. The emperors of old would never
have allowed barbarians to settle near their old homelands – they’d
have shipped them over to Africa or Britannia to serve there,
one veteran legionary had said. They don’t even pay taxes!
Exclaimed another. They do what they like, keep all their
harvests to themselves… and in return for the Roman soil they have
been granted, all they are obliged to do is to bear arms when the
emperor asks them to. Again, he contemplated that this was the
first time they had been held to that oath since the peace had been
struck.

They had been
summoned because Emperor Theodosius had not the legions to deal
with this horde of the Silver Stag. Indeed, Pavo could see how few
legions were actually here: apart from the four elite palace
regiments – distinct for the bright plumes they sported on their
helms – and the esteemed Scutarii cavalry school, there were just
two regular comitatenses field legions here. One was the X
Gemina, at full strength going by a rough count of several hundred
tents arrayed in blocks around their gold and green lion standard.
The IV Flavia Felix was the other one, but they had far fewer tents
and were probably only half-strength.

And then he
spotted the old ruby bull banner of the Claudia, dancing wildly in
the wind, the silver eagle atop the staff caked with snow. Here,
there were only thirty one tents – an almost apologetic number. The
Claudia – like all limitanei border legions – had always
been sneered at by the more glittering and highly-regarded field
troops. Some of the most arrogant ones even blamed the Claudia and
the other border legions for the Gothic War.

You are
limitanei, you say? a pig-nosed commander had scoffed in Pavo’s
face in a tavern one evening, then laughed, looking around his fat,
high-ranking friends sitting with him. Do limitanei even exist
anymore? You failed to guard the borders. The Goths are settled in
our lands now because your lot failed to keep them out. You are
obsolete, nothing! Pulcher had settled the debate by landing a
haymaker on the commander’s jaw, sending the man spiralling across
the table. Libo had then belted several shades of shit out of the
first who dared to intervene, and Sura had halted the others with a
mere look. The memory made Pavo smile wryly.

Regardless,
the limitanei were and always had been the poor relations in the
army. Where the field troops wore gleaming iron scale, the border
defenders wore only dull ringmail – and some wore no armour at all.
Where the field legions received generous donatives of gold from
the emperor, the border troops were lucky if they were granted
extra bread.

Yet when Pavo
set eyes upon the campfire-silhouetted shapes of the Claudians, he
saw only brothers. Men he would die for and who would die for him.
He veered automatically towards their pitch.

Frugilo hooked
him by the sleeve. ‘Nope. This way. The emperor called for you and
it is him you will speak to before anybody else.’

They came to
the imperial compound. The occupants of the guest tent were now
frantically trying to tame and tie it down, yet it was still
flapping high in the air and beating like a sail. One of the men –
completely naked from his rude awakening – leapt up to grab one of
the loose, flailing ropes. He caught it, only for the wind to roar
and lift the tent sheet higher, taking the man with it. Frugilo and
Pavo halted for a moment as the stark-naked man was pulled through
the air towards them at speed – legs wide apart, his tackle
flapping at their face height. Both ducked and the man’s scream
faded as he passed over their heads.

‘Good
reflexes,’ Frugilo winked as he and Pavo stood. ‘The squats helped,
it seems.’

‘I just didn’t
particularly fancy another man’s crotch in my face,’ Pavo
countered.

Frugilo
rumbled with laughter. ‘I’ll stow this sled and help them get this
mess under control. You go on to the emperor’s tent.’

‘Me… alone?’
Pavo stammered.

‘Need me to
hold your hand?’

Pavo scowled
and turned his back on the man, then stalked on, alone, towards the
huge imperial pavilion. Here, a troop of regular sentries stood
watch.

And a few
others, anything but regular. Protectores, Pavo realised,
spotting that each of them wore a single piece of white armour like
Frugilo – a segment gifted to them by the emperor from his prized
battle gear. The Protectores were not standing guard like the
regular sentries. These men were instead individuals, trained to
roam and listen… to detect anything out of the ordinary.

A soft-skinned
one in a white-painted breastplate eyed Pavo as he approached.
Without even a word of challenge, the fellow slid a gleaming spatha
from under his cloak and had the tip at Pavo’s throat in a blink.
Pavo froze. The man’s soft hands told of a life of privilege. The
emperor’s household guards often were from affluent backgrounds.
Yet his eyes were flinty and cruel. ‘A stranger approaching the
emperor’s tent?’ the man said. ‘Tell me why I should not part your
head from your body here and now.’

Without a
sound, another sword arrived gently at the man’s neck from behind.
‘Welcoming as always, Lucius?’

The man’s
flinty eyes rolled to the blade holder and his face changed then.
‘Frugilo. You’re back?’

Frugilo
lowered his blade and stepped round between Pavo and the hard-eyed
Lucius. ‘This is the ex-Claudian,’ he said, jabbing a thumb at
Pavo. ‘So you might want to refrain from killing him before the
emperor has the chance to speak with him.’

Lucius
regarded Pavo once more. ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Yes, the cripple?’ He
snorted gently in derision. ‘It will be a sad time indeed if we
must look to a broken old border legion commander to solve this
crisis with those brutes across the river. They say you can’t even
hold a shield these days?’

Pavo thought
of the final few things Frugilo had shown him, glancing at the
large disc-shaped object in the sled. ‘Try me,’ he said with a
confidence he did not feel.

A tense moment
passed. Finally, Lucius the Protector smiled thinly, then lowered
his sword tip at last. He bade them to pass with a flick of the
head, towards the purple flap of the emperor’s tent.

Inside, the
storm fell away, the thick heavy hides like stone walls. It was as
if that single step had transported them hundreds of miles, back to
Constantinople and into the inner halls of the palace. The air was
delightfully warm. Persian rugs carpeted the floor in a riot of
colours. Sweet acacia wood burned gently in sconces. Ceremonial
shields studded every second pole at the tent’s sides. At every
other pole stood a bronze armoured soldier, equipped with a tall
spear and a blood-red shield. Twelve such men, with shaved scalps,
their right wrists inked with Christian Chi-Rho stigmas. These were
the Inquisitors, Theodosius’ zealous bodyguards and religious
enforcers, tasked with spreading the emperor’s faith and
intimidating the many “blind” pagans of the empire. By the central
pole rested a huge portrait of the emperor and his wife, the frame
bright with purple and gold tassels. Beside it was a table,
festooned with untouched fare: apples, roast pork, beetroot and
jugs of wine.

Pavo felt
compelled to walk lightly, sensing tension. At the back end of the
tent, in a bubble of torchlight, was the white-robed Emperor
Theodosius, seated upon his campaign throne mounted on a small
wooden deck, his jewel-studded diadem sparkling. He had seen men
cower and scrape before the Emperor of the East – usually visitors
to his court. They would prostrate themselves at the door of the
Chalke Hall in Constantinople, and wriggle like worms to the base
of his throne to kiss his purple buskins.

Surrounding
Theodosius was a pack of figures. This was the sacrum
consistorium – the sacred council. All were leaning in as if
waiting for their sovereign’s answer to a question just asked. Many
of them Pavo did not recognise.

‘Most of the
old guard are gone,’ Frugilo whispered in Pavo’s ear. ‘Retired,
dead or “disappeared”. It’s all Goths and eunuchs now.’

Indeed there
were several tall, pale and long-haired men of Gothic stock. There
were also several Roman types dressed in lavish silks and slippers
too. One in a green, gold-fringed cloak seemed to have asked
whatever unanswered question still hung in the air. His skin was
deathly-pale, his lips slack, and his black hair was scraped back
and hung to his shoulders like a long, greasy waterfall.

‘Vespillo the
eunuch,’ Frugilo said. ‘He has no balls but… Gods, does he have
balls.’

Pavo – only
just beginning to warm up, now felt a new and different chill at
the way the eunuch seemed to be in control of whatever conversation
was underway.

‘Domine,’
Vespillo appealed again in a falsetto tone. ‘I implore you. Take
leave. Take rest. Your council is here in full. We can
manage this matter.’

The goat-faced
Bishop Gregory bleated in agreement: ‘Come the morning, perhaps,
when you have rested, you can review our recommendations.’

‘Wise words, Domine,’ said another. Pavo squinted
in the low sconce light, seeing the long, pink scar running
diagonally across this man’s bald pate. It was as good as a
signature. General Arbogastes – of Frankish stock – had led troops
for Gratian in the Battle of Remorum Vale. Pavo and he had even
clashed swords on that horrible day. Like several of Gratian’s most
talented officials, he now served Theodosius and the East. So
closely did he stick to Theodosius’ side, some had even dubbed him
“The Emperor’s Spear”. Arbogastes sighed, then finished: ‘Grief is
a beast that cannot be tamed by distraction.’

Grief?
Pavo mouthed the word, confused. He noticed now what was odd about
Theodosius. His robes were rumpled. His wide almond eyes were dull,
listless – like fruits squeezed of their juices and colour. They
were affixed upon the portrait.

Just as Pavo
and Frugilo were about to step into the circle of lamplight near
the throne, a pair of hands pressed on their shoulders. ‘I wouldn’t
go any closer yet,’ an accented voice spoke.

Pavo turned
his head to see Faustius, Reiks of Kabyle. This Goth was as
Roman-looking as could be, dressed in a close-fitting tunic
striped with long purple arrows at each
shoulder, his hair cropped short in the Roman way.

‘Something has happened?’ Frugilo whispered.

‘The emperor has been bereaved,’ Faustius replied,
dipping his head a little as a sign of respect. ‘Aelia Flaccilla is
dead.’

A small sigh slid from Pavo’s lips. He had only met her
once before. A calm, caring, genuine woman.

‘Since she passed, he has been throwing himself into the
matters of this crisis,’ Faustius explained. ‘I knew he was merely
burying his feelings. Tonight, it seems, he can dig no
deeper.’

Finally, Theodosius responded to his ring of advisors.
It was little more than a weak swish of the hand. He then rose, and
vanished to the veiled area at the rear of the grand tent to retire
for the night.

Now his council began to talk again – a rapid squabble
of competing voices.

Pavo spotted
another whom he recognised: Promotus – the Magister Militum per
Thracias – General of the Thracian field army… which basically
amounted to no more than the three scant regular legions outside.
With a face like a winter’s apple and a dark slash of a unibrow, he
looked permanently enraged. He was not a tall man, and seemed angry
for his lack of height. More, he was one of those people with the
grating habit of breathing through his mouth. He and the eunuch,
Vespillo, were like crows cawing at one another.

‘We have the
fleet here,’ Promotus argued, swishing a finger, the leather
pteruges on his shoulder armour flapping, rocking on the balls of
his feet to increase his height. ‘We could fall upon the camped
horde across the river whenever we want. Why should we wait like
this? It will only allow more of Odotheus’ lot to emerge from the
woods and join him on the far banks.’

‘You stomp
around in that shell of iron,’ said Vespillo with a shrill hiss,
‘yet you do not understand the subtleties of this situation.’

‘I’ll show you
the subtleties of my boot, you cockless wonder, and then-’

‘We have
guests…’ Arbogastes interrupted, regarding Pavo – a glint of
recognition in his eyes.

Pavo glanced
to Frugilo, hoping for a formal introduction, only to see that
Frugilo had already scuttled away to the food table where he was
pouring himself a cup of heated, soured wine. Free, of course.

‘Tribunus…
Pavo?’ Promotus said, squinting as if looking into the
sun.

‘Not a
tribunus. Not anymore,’ Pavo said.

‘No,’ Vespillo
said, his eyes growing hooded, his head tilting a fraction. ‘He is
not here to fight. He is here to teach us how we should deal with
this Gothic crisis. Isn’t that right?’ The words dripped with
derision.

Pavo let a
moment pass before replying. ‘I’m here to do as the emperor asks.
If that leads to a peaceful resolution here, then I will be happy
with that.’

Reiks Faustius
stepped up beside Pavo. ‘Perhaps we should show our guest to the
riverside, so he can assess the situation for himself.’

Arbogastes
shrugged. Promotus yawned. Bishop Gregory’s nose wrinkled. Vespillo
eyed the tent flap and the biting gale just visible beyond with
little enthusiasm. ‘Very well.’
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With a chorus
of moaning and chattering teeth, the imperial council padded
through the knee-deep snow, down the gentle slope to the riverbank.
On the way, Pavo noticed that the men trying to tame the flyaway
guest tent had succeeded, and were now hammering it into place with
pegs. A warm, dry bed tonight seemed likely once more, he thought,
his hopes rising. But sleep would have to wait for now.

They passed
through the river ‘gate’ in the rampart and walked on to where the
snow stopped abruptly like a small cliff, and the dark, restless
waters of the Danubius churned and gurgled beyond. Chunks of ice
moved in the currents, along with branches and other debris brought
down by the storm. Pavo – barely having thawed out in the imperial
tent – now felt colder than ever, battered by the full force of the
gale. He couldn’t even see the far banks through the screen of the
blizzard.

He lifted a
numb hand to shield his face from the pellets of snow and peered
left and right: he could at least see the setup along these Roman
banks. An array of imperial ships was moored at one end of the
camp: liburnians, biremes and triremes – the merged remnants of the
Classis Pontica and the Classis Moesica – along with
a huge hexareme flagship, no doubt brought here from
Constantinople. General Promotus was right, he realised. There was
enough space on this cobbled-together fleet to ship the army in
this camp across the river.

And then the
gale midriver dropped for a moment… and the far banks were
revealed. Pavo almost gasped.

Hugging that
northern hinterland stretched a mighty tent sea, plugging every gap
between the trees over there. It was a most awkward encampment,
dense and badly-sheltered… but colossal.

Amidst it all,
Goths wandered to and fro, heads bowed against the wind, their long
hair, furs and leathers flapping. Mothers nursed screaming babes
and herdsmen whipped recalcitrant goats and sheep. Gothic warriors
stood in groups at the water’s edge, faces blue with the cold,
staring across the river, their ragged stag banners beating
horizontally in the winds. The numbers talked of had not been
exaggerated, Pavo realised. There were many more of those fighters
than he could count, and countless more within the tents, surely.
The truth was stark: the Gothic camp dwarfed the Roman one. Moored
along the water’s edge were hundreds of skiffs – crude and
recently-crafted boats, but sturdy enough to bring those warriors
across the waters.

‘You see it
too, don’t you,’ bleated Bishop Gregory, his tuft beard speckled
with snow as the blizzard picked up again.

Pavo was about
to agree, assuming the bishop had come to the same conclusions as
him.

‘God wills us
to cross, and to put steel to the throats of these miscreants.’

Pavo afforded
him the barest of sideways looks.

‘We have
better ships, finer arms,’ General Promotus agreed with the
bishop.

‘Yes, we
could put across the water,’ Pavo said, ‘but to do so would
be madness.’

General
Promotus spasmed with indignation. ‘What? For you maybe. We are not
all broken, retired cowards, you know.’

Pavo let the
venomous words fly away in the gale. He had long ago learned to
ignore the jibes and shouts of those who could not employ reason.
He swept a finger along the far banks. ‘The landing sites over
there are few and treacherous for one thing – and moreso in these
conditions.’

Reiks Faustius
nodded slowly, regarding things for himself. Vespillo seemed to be
taking things in too, though Pavo had the most uncomfortable
feeling that the eunuch was in fact furtively watching him.

‘The veteran
is right,’ General Arbogastes mused. ‘You might get a small skiff
over there safely. Anything bigger…’

‘And,’ Pavo
gestured to the trees on the far side, ‘those forests would make it
a bloody and wasteful fight. Hardly any room to swing a sword.’

‘Well then,
Pavo,’ Promotus spat his name like a piece of gristle, ‘now
that you’ve told us what we can’t do, what do you
recommend?’

Just then, the
Gothic warriors on the far banks parted. A group emerged into view,
coming to the water’s edge like a reflection of Pavo and the Roman
council. Five men in visored helms, dark red armour and embroidered
cloaks. Gothic Royal Guards, Pavo realised. They stood like shields
around one towering man – tall and lean as a poplar, wearing a
helmet bristling with jagged antlers. Odotheus, he knew instantly.
He had the poise and gravitas of a leader. More, he wore a bear fur
on his slender shoulders, and carried a silver spear.

Odotheus
extended his arms high and wide, as if ordering the storm to drop.
Remarkably, it did fall quiet. ‘Romans, hear us,’ he boomed, his
voice echoing as if he were inside a cave. ‘Allow us to cross the
mother river, to set foot onto your soil swiftly and peacefully. Do
not repeat the mistakes of the past, when Fritigern and his many
tribes were first denied entry, then mistreated when finally you
permitted them. Make this swift and golden!’

No reply was
forthcoming from the many freezing Romans.

‘You do not
understand what it is like,’ he continued, his voice dropping into
a warmer, more pleading timbre. ‘Across here the Hun riders have
become innumerable. They butcher and pillage no matter where we try
to find refuge. These northlands can be our home no longer.’

Again, nobody
on the Roman side replied.

‘Generations
ago, did your Great King, Constantine, not strike a deal with our
kin – to pay a tribute of gold to us in return for our service in
your armies? And only four summers ago, did you, Emperor
Theodosius,’ his head cranked left then right, scouring the Roman
banks in vain for sight of his imperial counterpart, ‘not authorise
the very peace deal that sees six Gothic tribes settled upon your
lands? Is that not why you called us here too? So that we might be
the seventh?’

Pavo’s eyes
narrowed, and he noticed that Odotheus was holding something – a
small piece of wood – high as if to prove his point. ‘What is
that?’ he asked those standing with him.

‘He claims,’
muttered General Arbogastes with a dry edge of sarcasm, ‘that it is
a marking in wax, by the emperor’s hand, inviting him into imperial
territory.’

Pavo shot a
look back at the purple tent. ‘And the emperor-’

‘-certainly
wrote nothing of the sort,’ Arbogastes finished. ‘The emperor is
forlorn, and has been acting strangely for some time… but he would
remember inviting a horde into his empire.’

‘Then who gave
Odotheus that thing?’

‘We don’t
know,’ said Reiks Faustius. ‘We’d need to see it up close, for a
start. It might just be a piece of blank wood – a ruse.’

‘You extended
your arms to us in invite,’ Odotheus went on, ‘and we have come to
accept the embrace. Why, why do you make us wait here on these
freezing banks?’

Pavo’s whole
understanding of this crisis changed at that point. Odotheus had
been described to him as some foaming warlord, bent on invading the
empire. On the contrary, this fellow was in fact a well-spoken and
intelligent man – skilled at rhetoric. More, he spoke only of peace
and cooperation. However, like a thorn slashing across his
thoughts, memories came to him of the warband that had stolen
across the waters and raided all the way to the farm. Were they
rogues, or were they a glimpse of Odotheus’ true intentions?

‘Well, Pavo?’
General Promotus goaded him. ‘Let’s hear your golden plan. Do we
attack, or do we invite them across?’

Pavo twisted,
looking past Promotus – disinterested in the hothead – and the
others. He had the feeling that there was only one person whom he
should be speaking to. He turned from the river and paced back up
the slope, towards the emperor’s tent.

‘Well?’
Promotus snarled after him. ‘W… wait, where are you going? Get back
here.’

‘The emperor
asked not to be disturbed,’ Arbogastes protested, jogging to catch
up with Pavo. When he reached out to grab Pavo’s shoulder, Frugilo
– silent until now – stepped in the way. ‘The emperor called on
Pavo specifically, and tasked me with bringing him here.’ As a
series of curt words were shared between the pair, Pavo slid inside
the imperial tent once more.

Only the
Inquisitors were inside, two of them standing before the veiled
area where the emperor had retired to. When Pavo approached, they
jolted to attention, crossing their spears before the veil.

‘The emperor
wanted my advice. I come to offer it.’

The rightmost
Inquisitor glowered down at him. ‘The emperor only listens to God’s
will. Do you claim to speak the word of our Lord? Do you?’

The second one
sneered at him. ‘Say yes, say it is true. Speak heresy.’

Pavo knew well
the lengths this small corps would go to in order to root out
impiety. Tales of high-ranking pagan priests meeting untimely ends
or going missing in the night. One had been found in pieces, inside
the bellies of dogs.

‘Let him
enter,’ a weary voice spoke from behind the bedchamber flap.

The
Inquisitors sighed in dismay, parting their spears.

Pavo entered
the small space and let the veil close behind him.

Emperor
Theodosius was sitting on the edge of his bed in a plain
nightshirt, that forlorn look in his eyes as he stared into the
flame of a guttering candle. He clearly hadn’t even tried to
sleep.

‘You summoned
me, Domine,’ said Pavo. ‘It seems only correct that we should
speak.’

Theodosius did
not respond for an age. ‘There was a time when I called for your
head.’

Pavo kept his
face emotionless. There had been much that had gone on in the past
where he had directly disobeyed the emperor, even worked against
him – but always, always for the right reasons.

‘They said you
had retired to a farm south of the military road. A wife and a boy,
I hear?’

Pavo took a
moment before responding, the thought of them and the distance
between he and they painful. ‘The farm lies empty now. Goths – the
band that broke across the river – came raiding across my
estate.’

Theodosius’
eyes softened with pity as they rolled round to meet Pavo’s.

‘The home is
abandoned, but my loved ones are safely behind Constantinople’s
walls. That is why I am here, Domine. This situation is grim. Those
raiders were a warning of what might come to be if we get this
wrong.’ Like the last time, when Fritigern came, he added
inwardly.

Theodosius
nodded slowly. ‘I have listened to my advisors prattle and hoot
about the consequences for days on end. We might lose everything,
they say. Well,’ he sighed, his shoulders slumping and his head
dipping, ‘I have little left to lose.’

Pavo noticed
that the portrait of the emperor and his late wife was now in here,
resting opposite the bed. He felt wretched for momentarily
forgetting the news Reiks Faustius had only so recently imparted.
‘My condolences, Domine. I did not expect or want to hear such
desolate news as this.’

The emperor
flapped his hands weakly. ‘News, condolences. It is all a passing
thing for others. For me, it is everything. She was
everything. With her by my side, I was the master of the Roman
world. Now that she is gone, I am the king…’ his voice twisted with
anguish, ‘… of ashes.’

Pavo frowned.
‘You remain the Emperor of the East, Domine. Arguably the most
powerful man alive. That has not changed.’

Theodosius
planted a hand over his heart, as if there was great pain in there.
‘No, but I have. Victory over these Goths will inspire
celebration across my lands. Feasting, singing, joy. Yet I will
still be left with nothing but emptiness within.’

Pavo began to
realise why the emperor’s council had been so eager to sweep him
away to his bedchamber. If anything, the Theodosius of old had been
volatile – one moment languid and deep-thinking, the next brash and
decisive. A creature of ice and fire, people used to say of him.
Now it seemed like that fire was quenched and the ice melted.

‘Emptiness?
What about your boys? Arcadius and Honorius – are they not the
embodiment of what you and your wife were?’ Pavo said. ‘It is
incumbent upon you to see this crisis through so that they will go
unharmed, so they might carry yours and their mother’s legacy on
through the ages. If we can resolve this matter with Odotheus, then
you will have every right to know joy, to sing and to feast, in the
name of your wife, for the future of your sons.’

Theodosius
attempted something of a weak smile. ‘I had forgotten why I called
upon you. Now, I think I remember. Wise words, spoken at the right
time.’ He sat up straight and sucked in a deep breath.

Pavo gave a
slight bow. In truth, he had edited his words carefully, seeking to
encourage the emperor while keeping private his real thoughts about
the spoiled Arcadius and infant Honorius.

‘You will have
seen the situation for yourself by now,’ Theodosius said. ‘What do
you make of it?’

‘There are at
least as many Goths over there as there were back when Fritigern
came,’ said Pavo. ‘However… the mood of the gathered horde across
the water is not what I expected. Odotheus sounds… hopeful. He has
seen and no doubt heard of the Haims settlements here in
northern Thracia in which his Gothic cousins now live, enjoying
good farming and grazing lands, access to the imperial trade routes
and with the legions for once as allies instead of enemies. The
Silver Stag speaks of peace, of cooperation.’

‘You believe
him?’

One edge of
Pavo’s mouth twitched wryly. ‘I want to. He is certainly a
charismatic and convincing leader, well-trained in speaking. Very
wily with his words. Perhaps… perhaps too wily. But that
does not necessarily mean that he intends to deceive us.’

‘Even though
he waves some false document, claiming it to be my invitation to
him and his people? An invitation I know I did not
write!’

Pavo’s mind
reeled back to the early years of his military career under Gallus’
command. ‘One of my old mentors once taught me a valuable lesson,
something that has stayed with me ever since: after you have
evaluated a situation, put yourself in your opponent’s boots. What
might he be thinking? Does that change any of your
assumptions?’

‘And does
it?’

‘If the wax
tablet is false, then Odotheus must surely know he cannot convince
you otherwise.’

‘So you
do think Odotheus is lying?’

‘No,’ Pavo
paused, effectively, ‘I think he genuinely believes that tablet is
what he says it is. I think someone must have lied to him
about its origin.’

Theodosius
gestured towards his jewelled diadem, resting on a chair by the
bed. ‘If it were you wearing that infernal thing, what would you
do?’

‘Nothing.’

The emperor
arched one eyebrow.

‘I would wait.
Sleep. Nothing will happen tonight, nor should it. Come tomorrow,
send me across the river in one of our ships. I will talk with this
Odotheus, and I will gauge him more accurately, face to face
instead of across a river with a snowstorm raging between us. I can
set eyes upon and verify this wooden tablet he proclaims is a
personal invitation from you. I can find out exactly who gave him
the thing.’

‘That is
exactly why I called upon you, Pavo. Few understand the Goths as
you do.’ Theodosius sighed and rubbed at his face. ‘But first, as
you suggest, sleep,’ he muttered. ‘Tomorrow, talks. Go, take rest
yourself – you have earned it. There is a spot in the guest tent
for you.’

Pavo saluted,
then turned to leave.

‘One more
thing,’ Theodosius called.

Pavo twisted
round. The emperor had risen and was lifting something from the
chest near his bed. He presented Pavo with a set of steel greaves –
the metal was painted white, just like Frugilo’s baldric. ‘Numerius
Vitellius Pavo, I grant you the title of Protector
Domesticus. You will serve me. Like the few others with this
sacred role, you too should bear a piece of my old armour. It once
screened me from harm, and now that duty is yours. You, Pavo, are
my shield.’

A long silence
passed as Pavo stared at the fine armour.

Theodosius’
face changed, his expression hardening, his lips parting. ‘Is there
a prob-’

‘It would be
an honour to serve you, Domine,’ Pavo replied at last, ‘and to
protect you, our empire and all within it. My family included. All
that said, I must ask you this: when it is done – when calm is
restored – you must accept these greaves back, and release me from
your service. Will you make this oath with me, Domine?’

Theodosius
planted the greaves in Pavo’s hands. ‘Unless madness takes me, it
shall be so.’
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In the murk of
the snow-strewn night, nobody – not the regular sentries, not the
Inquisitors nor even the Protectores pacing near the emperor’s tent
– saw the cloaked one peel away from the edge of the purple
pavilion.

Peregrinus had
heard the discussion between the emperor and the limping veteran,
Pavo. The mooted visit across to Odotheus’ camp could not be
allowed to happen. He considered for a moment how easy it would be
to kill Pavo in his sleep tonight. But Theodosius would simply send
another. Another who would find out too much.

He had, as
tasked, brought chaos to the empire’s edge. Now it just had to be
unleashed…

If it was to
happen, then it had to happen tonight.


Chapter 7

November 386 AD

The River Danubius
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One more
thing, Pavo thought. One more thing before a long, deep
sleep in that dry, warm guest tent. He simply had to see his old
Claudian comrades.

He traipsed
through the biting cold until he reached their encampment. He had
been hoping to be welcomed by the sight of a bubbling pot of stew
and a sea of friendly faces. Instead, he heard moaning, and was
confronted by the sight of Durio, being held down by his comrade,
Indus, along with the help of Centurion Betto and Centurion
Pulcher, while Verax the medicus was trying to pour the contents of
a small cup onto Durio’s face.

‘Keep him
still, for Mithras’ sake,’ hissed Verax– thwarted time and again in
his efforts. Finally, he succeeded.

‘Mgoo,
warooo!’ Durio howled as the thick paste slopped over his eyes,
nose and mouth.

‘Oh shut up,
will you?’ Verax tutted as he smeared the unctuous liquid into
Durio’s skin.

‘What in Hades
is this?’ asked Pavo, bemused.

All looked up.
Durio who rolled away and retched and spat, wiping the stuff from
his face.

‘Sir?’ Pulcher
said first, face bright with a smile.

‘Sir!’ Betto
beamed in delight, throwing up a hand in salute.

Verax gestured
to the now empty cup. ‘Sir! A few moments earlier and you could
have helped us apply this castorian skin paste to young Durio’s
face.’

‘Skin paste?’
Durio wailed, still spitting. ‘It’s oil from a bloody beaver’s anal
sac!’

Indus
shrugged. ‘Well you were the one who went a bit crazy in the
vicus brothel. Face itching like fire, you said. Verax says
this paste’ll help, and he knows what he’s talking about.’

A red-cloaked
figure emerged from the legion commander’s tent.

Pavo and he
met eyes.

‘I wish I
could say I was surprised,’ said Sura, a strange mix of emotions on
his face. ‘Back at the farm, when I begged you to stay away from
all this... I knew you were being evasive. I knew you’d come. I
could see it in your eyes.’

Pavo stepped
over to him. ‘I had to. Those Goths who raided the farm. I… I could
not rest for thinking what might have been.’

Sura planted a
hand on Pavo’s shoulder. ‘Izodora and Marcus?’ he said, guiding
Pavo towards the fire.

‘They are safe
– back in Saturninus’ estate in the capital.’ Pavo said, warming
his hands above the flames. He looked across the speeding snow in
the direction of the river and the Gothic masses on the far side.
The wind dropped momentarily, and an odd guttural song sailed
across the night air from the far banks.

‘You’ll get
used to it,’ said Sura. ‘It is the bards of Odotheus, calling to
the men of the Haims here in our camp. Singing old tribal
songs, telling tales of past victories against the empire.’

Pavo chewed on
his bottom lip as he tried to discern the singing and shouting ones
across the river, to no avail. Were these bards firebrands, acting
on their own initiative… or men carefully chosen and told what to
sing by the Silver Stag himself – sirens looking to unravel the
allegiance between the Haims and the imperial legions? His
gaze rolled to the area next to the Claudian encampment, where the
tents of Reiks Garamond and Reiks Faustius were arrayed – their
combined forces amounting to nearly half of the manpower here on
the Roman banks. Faustius seemed utterly devoted to working with
the empire in the name of the peace treaty. Garamond, whom he had
met only once before, he was not so certain of.

‘And how have
the Haims warriors reacted?’

‘It has been
tense,’ Sura sighed. ‘They have been quarrelling amongst
themselves, mostly. Fortunately, Faustius and Garamond have stamped
out any rowdiness.’ He looked Pavo up and down. ‘Anyway, you are
here. Have you gone before the emperor yet?’

Pavo brought
the white greaves from within his cloak by way of an answer.

Sura’s eyes
grew wide as plates. ‘You… you are a Protector? One of the twelve?
Gods, how you demean yourself by treading here in the frozen mud of
a limitanei camp,’ he said with a chuckle.

‘Better here
than in that purple pavilion with the emperor’s council,’ Pavo
muttered. ‘Almost all of the ones we used to know – Modares,
Bacurius, Richomeres – are gone. Those with him now are bombastic
and… dishonest. I can feel it. Worst of all, he chose
them.’

‘Aye. Promotus
the angry ape; Vespillo the slippery eunuch; Gregory, the pious and
prattling; Arbogastes the bald arse licker. And Reiks Faustius?
He’s probably the truest of the Gothic chieftains – but he has too
much bend of the emperor’s ear for my liking.’

‘Sir?’ another
voice cut between them, the words lilting and soft. Darik stepped
from his tent and approached Pavo. ‘My sister, my nephew…’

‘They are
safe, Darik,’ Pavo calmed him. ‘In the capital and living in
comfort.’

Darik sagged
in relief. ‘Thank the God of the Sands. I did not wish to see you
back here in the army, sir, for your own sake. However, that
farmhouse of yours. It was beautiful, but… open.’

Pulcher joined
them then. ‘What’s the plan then? I don’t know what’s more
maddening – the thought of having to do battle with those brutes
across the river, or the waiting.’

Pavo knew he
was not supposed to share his conversation with the emperor, but
the three gathered here were the Claudia’s senior officers – he
trusted them like brothers. That was when he noticed that the
fourth one was missing.

From the
middle distance, somewhere in the driving snow, a yelp sounded.

All
jolted.

Pulcher’s face
creased as he grimaced into the blizzard. ‘Was that a guard
dog?’

Another yelp,
then a cry of pain.

Pavo and Sura
looked at one another. ‘No… that was Libo.’

The group
loped towards the commotion. They came to the track of slush and
mud between the Claudian area and the tents of Reiks Garamond. A
ring of Goths stood pumping their fists and jeering, some of them
glugging on barley beer and clearly not their first of the evening.
In the centre of the ring, an absolute beast of a warrior was
circling with Libo, the Claudian Primus Pilus.

Both were
stripped to the waist, fists raised. Libo – never the prettiest of
men – looked as if he had witnessed a cattle stampede from
underneath. One cheek was swollen and blue, his good eye closing
over, and blood ran from a burst lip. Almost blind from the
swelling, Libo lashed out with wild swipes and jabs. The giant Goth
dodged these easily, his tail of scraped-back brown hair swooshing
with his every movement. He was laughing too. Then, with a ham-like
fist, he landed a right hook on Libo’s jaw. The Claudian’s head
snapped left, a gloop of blood and a few teeth flew from his mouth,
and he pitched onto his back.

Pavo, seeing
all this in a blur as he drew close, knew well that the tribal
warriors enjoyed brawling. He knew too that Libo liked a good
dust-up – indeed the day he had first encountered the man in a
Dacian tavern was during a scuffle in which Libo had bitten off his
opponent’s testicles. But when he saw the giant kneel beside Libo
with a murderous look and pull out a dagger, he felt a fiery fright
rush through him.

He had no
weapons or armour, bar the pair of greaves he was carrying, yet he
surged towards the scene as fast as his hard-won leg muscles would
carry him. Yet he could not keep up with the Claudians, who surged
ahead. Sura thundered in and booted the giant Goth in the chest,
sending him toppling off the downed Libo. The ring of onlookers
were startled for a moment, then they snarled and lunged towards
Sura. That was when Pulcher came barrelling in, headbutting one
Goth and bursting the man’s nose then hammering a fist into the
face of a second. Darik swept in next, leaping, bringing a knee
into the chin of another Goth, and Durio, Verax, Indus and Betto
grappled with the others. With a series of snarls and curses, the
two brawling parties threw each other off. The time for fists was
over as, with glints of steel and a series of rasping sounds, Roman
spathas and Gothic longswords were ripped from sheaths, the blades
held level, the bearers ready to fight for real.

Pavo saw
disaster right here before them, saw the hard-earned peace
teetering on the brink of destruction right here and right now. All
it would take was one death, and a whole new Gothic War might be
kindled. ‘Halt!’ he cried. To his amazement, all did. Frozen like
ice statues.

Then he
realised that another voice had called out at the same time. All
were looking to this one: a man, pacing confidently towards the
scene – an officer. But no ordinary officer. Clad in Roman armour,
a pale blue cloak and a golden torc awarded to him for his services
to the empire, but crowned with a lime-spiked topknot of golden
hair, he was the peace deal incarnate. A Goth who had embraced
Roman life and was roaring his way up the ladder of power. A dark
crow, perching on the man’s shoulder, cawed.

‘Eriulf?’ Pavo
whispered. Another chapter of his past had just walked into his
life again. How many years had it been since Pavo and the Claudians
had led Eriulf and his Gothic tribe through the threat of the Huns
and into the safety of the empire? And here he was now, Tribunus of
the Thervingi – one of the most esteemed palace legions.

Pavo?
Eriulf mouthed. The man blinked away the distraction and roared to
the others: ‘Sheathe your blades.’

The Gothic
tribesmen fumbled and shook like nervous hounds as they did so. The
Claudians complied likewise.

‘Have you lost
your minds?’ Eriulf raged at both parties. His crow cawed again.
‘Did you both not march here for the same reason?’

‘We did, but
then they drew steel on our primus pilus,’ Pulcher complained as he
and Darik dragged the unconscious Libo back from the no-man’s land
slush path.

‘He came to
our part of the camp looking to trade bread for beer,’ countered
the giant Goth said. ‘He gave me stale bread.’

‘It is all we
have,’ Centurion Betto reasoned. ‘The ovens will not light in this
gale and so we cannot cook fresh loaves until it calms.’

‘It was a
misunderstanding,’ said Sura, his voice like a lintel being dragged
across a paved road. ‘And it won’t happen again,’ he
finished, casting a gimlet stare at the giant who had drawn the
first blade on the downed Libo.

The giant gave
a sneer and a reluctant: ‘Aye, it is done.’

‘Good. Now
back to your tents,’ Eriulf demanded. Again, both the Goths and the
Claudians did so, Sura giving Pavo a furtive nod before he led his
men back to their encampment. It was a measure of the esteem in
which Eriulf was held by both parties. As Tribunus of the Thervingi
legion, he was one of the empire’s top commanders. His past as a
Gothic Reiks meant the Goths revered him too.

With the
quarrelling parties gone, Pavo found himself opposite Eriulf on the
slush track. Eriulf’s fox-like and handsome face changed then –
from broiling anger to relief, then gladness as he eyed Pavo up and
down. He smiled in a way that made him look boyish, his short
blonde beard splaying out and his bright teeth shining. ‘Brother,’
he said, the whisper carried to Pavo’s ears on the blizzard.

The two
stepped towards one another, Eriulf setting his crow to flight,
then – as if it had not been years since last they had met – each
planted his hands on the shoulders of the other, and they gently
rested their foreheads together.

‘Brother,’
Pavo repeated. The affectionate term was, alas, seldom used between
Roman and Goth. He stared into Eriulf’s eyes, and could still see
the sadness in there. Indeed it was a sadness within him too. Years
prior to wedding Izodora, he had loved another: Runa, Eriulf’s
sister. In their short time together, Pavo had even allowed himself
to imagine a future with her. A future that had all been ripped
away in one bloody moment. Runa had been slain during her attempt
to assassinate Emperor Theodosius. It had later come to light that
she had been the leader of that shadowy Gothic sect, the Vesi.

Parting, they
looked around them, seeing spots of Libo’s blood staining the
slush.

‘Your timing
was impeccable,’ said Pavo. ‘Tell me, honestly, is this the first
instance?’

Eriulf sighed.
‘There has been squabbling more than anything else. About rations,
about petty things like who gets the best camping ground. There was
one mass punch-up on the first night here: a group of Faustius’ lot
heard Orthodox prayer coming from the compound of the X Gemina
legion. They, preferring the Arian doctrine, and being cold and
grumpy, decided to wade in and kick up chaos. Tonight is the first
time I’ve seen blades drawn, however.’

‘Are there any
ringleaders?’

Eriulf
frowned. ‘No, but all of them are capable of starting something. Do
you have any suspicions?’

Pavo knew he
had to say these next words. ‘My friend, I fear that… that the Vesi
are still active.’

Eriulf’s lips
twitched in amusement, as if Pavo had just declared that he was
half-fish.

‘During the
summer, the breakaway warband from Odotheus’ lot struck near my
farm. They were defeated… but their leader wore a marking on his
neck. The red serpent.’

‘Hmm, the ways
of the northern ones have diverged significantly from the ways of
us settled peoples. I would not read too much into it,’ Eriulf
mused. He looked up into the floating snow and whistled. His crow
spiralled back down and landed on his shoulder.

Pavo shook his
head slowly. ‘Were it only that alone. Unfortunately, I fear the
cult lives on amongst the Goths of the Haims also.’

Eriulf cocked
his head to one side.

‘Before I left
the legions, before I faced Gratian, we were up in these parts. It
was the early days of the Haims then, and things were still
settling into place. We witnessed some dark goings-on,’ he looked
to his side, towards the tents of Reiks Garamond, where the humbled
giant and his comrades were consoling themselves with cups of beer.
‘It was at the river fort of Oescus.’

‘Garamond’s
settlement?’ Eriulf said. ‘You think there are Vesi amongst his
followers?’

‘They
whispered of such… and of a Vesi Master.’

Eriulf seemed
frozen with bemusement, then he laughed again. ‘You have been gone
from things for too long. My kin are settled and happy with the
peace. The Vesi cult died out years ago. Most of the old Reiks have
been replaced by their heirs or have – like me – moved into the
Roman command structure. The real troublemakers are gone.’

‘I hope so, I
truly do,’ Pavo said. He then gazed northwards and into the
whiteout screening the river. ‘Tell me, this Odotheus: is he
trustworthy?’

Eriulf stared
out there with him. ‘Back in the days before we came to peace with
the empire, we had an old saying about trust: if you have to ask
another, you already know the answer.’
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As Eriulf
paced back to the Thervingi legion’s encampment, he was still
smiling fondly after his meeting with Pavo. He acknowledged salutes
from his legionaries standing guard, their pale blue shields
emblazoned with a haunting, staring face flanked by two golden
wolves. The sentries were fair haired like Eriulf, and one still
sported the faded old stigmas of the tribe.

‘Sir,’ Bagulf,
the legion’s praepositus saluted then fell in beside him as
he crossed the camp, the man’s knotted chin beard swinging as he
went. ‘Rations have been distributed, the watch rota has been
updated,’ he muttered as he scanned a wax tablet and marked a
little notch beside each of the nightly checks.

Men sitting in
their tent-groups of eight raised cups, called out and saluted as
the pair made their way towards the centre of the Thervingi pitch.
When the two reached a stretch with nobody in earshot, Bagulf’s
tone changed, his learned Roman accent fading, and the old, jagged
tribal inflection rising like an adder from the grass.

‘The men grow
impatient, Master.’

Eriulf’s ears
pricked up, and his smile faded. Not “Sir”, but “Master”.

Master…

It had been
Emperor Theodosius’ idea to raise this palace legion from the
settled Goths. The Thervingi were garrisoned in the palace of
Constantinople no less, and regularly stood guard at the emperor’s
court room in the Great Chalke Hall. It was Theodosius’ way of
gently trying to integrate the starkly-different worlds of the
Haims and the imperial cities. For the secret core of the
legion, it had meant something entirely different – bringing them a
huge step closer to their cause.

Blood and
honour to the Vesi. Death to the Romans…

That was the
mantra by which the Vesi lived. And Eriulf was their leader – the
master of which Pavo had heard the Goths at Oescus speaking.
Theodosius had invited a serpent into his court.

‘This is the
first time we have been out in the field with the emperor,’ Bagulf
went on. ‘More, there are two Haims armies here also.’

Eriulf nodded
discreetly. In each Haim there were powerful individuals and
segments of the population loyal to the Vesi sect. Dormant,
waiting…

‘All of the
men present are ready, Master. All you need do is give the word…
and the red serpent will rise…’

Eriulf halted.
The chafing winds and stinging snow danced around him. His lips
parted, and then he shook his head. ‘This is not the moment,
Bagulf.’

The
praepositus’ nose wrinkled. ‘Are you sure, Master? Some of the men
talk of independent action, of-’

‘I will strike
the head from any man who acts without my permission,’ Eriulf
hissed. ‘To rise now would be to destroy the scaffolds of power and
influence we have worked so hard to build.’

‘But
Master-’

‘Do you
understand?’ Eriulf seethed.

Bagulf shrank.
‘Of course. I will stress your orders to the men.’

Eriulf nodded
hastily, then swung away from the man, striding for his tent.

To slay the
Emperor of the Romans and to bring their empire crashing down had
been his sister Runa’s reason for living – and for dying. He had
sworn to her spirit that he would carry that flame on in her
name.

Yet the burden
was tearing him apart.

Death to the
Romans? Pavo was a Roman. So too were many with whom he had
naturally become close and true friends. By all accounts there were
days when he found himself speaking the Roman tongue by default,
and found his mind wandering towards Roman delicacies and pastimes.
And what made a man a Roman? Almost none of those whom he called by
that term had actually been born in Rome. The Claudia legion were a
perfect example of that: islanders, northerners, Illyrians… and
Darik, that big, handsome Persian. A mongrel legion of outcasts and
misfits. But what a spirit they shared! He almost began to smile
again when he recalled the days when the Claudians had lived with
his tribe in the north for a time, before leading them safely into
the empire. There was no Roman or Goth in those days, just people
trying to survive. They had feasted, drank, danced, cajoled and
encouraged one another. Race and origin meant nothing then. So why
should it be different now?

You forget,
Brother, whispered the spirit of his sister, Runa, in his mind.
You forget the things done to our people in the name of
Rome.

He whipped
back the flap of his tent and stomped inside, casting down his
swordbelt and unclipping his pale blue cloak, letting the damp
garment crumple to the ground. He placed his crow in a cage – one
of dozens stacked together, each housing a differently-coloured
bird.

He slumped
onto a stool and began rubbing at his temples, eyes shut tight.
‘Sister, things are not the way they were. The Romans have made
good on their promises. Hundreds of thousands of us are settled and
safe in the six Haims. We have been given good arable soil
to cultivate.’

Think of
the days before we crossed the river, before we sold our
honour and became sheep, settled on Roman lands. Do you not see
what you have become? They tell us we cannot have a king, that we
must be grateful for these six patches of dirt in the north of one
diocese, that we must bow and scrape to their emperor. That we must
rush to his defence when he rings his little bell.

‘Is that not
better than the days of old? The years of terror when the Huns
came? That morning when we had to bury our young nephews who had
been brutalised by them?’

You swore over
my corpse that you would carry the red serpent banner after me, and
raise it in my name. You swore!

‘When the time
is right,’ Eriulf snapped. ‘You died because of your haste! As it
is we have not the numbers to overpower the Romans – the war was
proof of that. We spent nearly seven years hacking each other to
pieces with no victor. That is why, for now, we must endure this
peace.’

Ah,
patience, is it? Runa laughed. Your favourite dogma. Or is
it… sympathy? Are you softened to the Roman way? Have you chosen to
delay interminably… because you have no intention of raising the
Vesi banner?

Eriulf could
not answer. He snatched a drinking skin hanging from the tentpole
and plucked the stopper free, then upended it and drank half of the
wine within in one long, untasting draught.

The crows
cawed madly behind him.
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In the lee of a
few snow-heavy pines, Odotheus sat in the warm glow of a fire, upon
which goat kids roasted on spits and around which barley beer was
passed. There was an air of joviality – though most of that was due
to the strength of the beer. All it took was one look beyond this
bubble of warmth to see the countless sorry tents of his people,
shaded in the darkness of night, crested with snow.

Nearby, young
chieftains and champions gossiped. He heard their ideas: that he
should throw off caution and force the emperor’s hand. A young man
with a wild beard and a flat nose let loose a tribal howl then,
conjuring a chorus from his fellow warriors. The agitators near the
edge of the river who had climbed trees to chant old songs in the
direction of the Roman camp heard this and rose to new
crescendos.

Odotheus
laughed to himself. Let the youth shout and prance. He will
learn the hard way, as I did, that the path to wisdom does not
begin with aggression.

He had the
means to match the Romans, that was for sure. More spears and bows
than they could muster. More, he reckoned that many of the allied
Goths over in the Roman camp could at any moment elect to side with
him. So many things stacked in his favour, apart from the damned
river. Yes, the boats were complete, but they were rudimentary. The
Danubius’ cold, dark and broad currents could not be crossed in
anger. Only with welcoming arms at the southern side could they
hope to set foot on Roman soil.

He reached
down into a leather sack and lifted out the wooden tablet case.
Opening it, he gazed at the markings. He was well-educated, and
knew the Roman script. An invite to bring his people to the river.
And a promise, a promise that they would be admitted across and
into the empire. Indeed, the wax was marked with the emperor’s
seal.

After nearly
ten years of hiding in the northern hills, cut off from the world
by the roving Huns, the message had been like a gift from the Gods.
Odotheus glanced across the fire at Timo, the young hunter with the
braided moustache. Timo had gained a reputation for roving far and
wide, becoming adept at avoiding the Huns in the north and
travelling to distant hunting grounds. Then last winter he had
crossed the river, alone, and brought back the tablet. Odotheus had
awarded Timo a torc of pure silver. ‘You will never bring home a
finer catch,’ he had told the hunter that day, ‘for with this, you
might just have guaranteed safety and plenty for us and our
descendants.’

Branches
snapped near the fire. Odotheus looked up, seeing a small party
approaching. Two of his visor-helmed royal guardsmen, a few chosen
archers too. With them walked a hooded man...

He sat up
straight, suddenly attentive.

The man was
guided to Odotheus’ spot at the fire, and he dropped to one knee in
deference.

‘He crossed
the river on a small Roman skiff, my lord,’ said one of the
archers.

Odotheus
stared at the shadows within the hood.

‘You?’ said
Timo, rising from the opposite side of the fire, agog.

Odotheus
glanced at the young hunter then the kneeling stranger, confused.
‘You know this man?’

‘It is
Peregrinus,’ Timo said, pointing at the small bronze lion’s fang
swinging from the man’s necklace.

Odotheus’ mind
whirled. He held out the wax tablet case. ‘You… you carried
this from your emperor and gave it to Timo?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then why…
why does Theodosius tarry and deliberate? We came here as he
asked us to. Why does he not invite us to cross?’

Peregrinus’
hood creased a little as he bowed a fraction more. ‘That is why he
sends me tonight, Lord Odotheus. Theodosius, Emperor of the Romans,
extends both his apologies to you for his deliberations. He meant
merely to demonstrate to his troops his control over the situation
by making you wait. That wait is over, for now he sends you his
summons. He throws his arms open wide to you. Come, come to your
boats.’


Chapter 8

November 386 AD

The River Danubius
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Pavo,
dog-tired, finally made his way towards the guest tent, near the
emperor’s pavilion. The thing was now firmly pegged down and a
welcoming glow of brazier light shone from within. His head began
to swim once again with thoughts of the warm, dry soft bedding in
there. Plenty of space – not like a legionary contubernium
tent, cramped and rife with the stench of mixed farts. Best of all
– for the first time in over a month, he wouldn’t have to suffer
the evil stench of a certain drillmaster’s feet.

A shadow
lunged from between two tents, towards Pavo.

‘Mithras!’
Pavo uttered, staggering away, before recognising who it was:
Frugilo. ‘You startled me.’ He looked along the dark row between
the tents from which he had emerged. ‘What are you doing?’

He tapped his
nose. ‘A Protector is much more than a mere sentry. His job is also
to roam, to observe, to listen.’ His expression changed then when
he saw the greaves Pavo carried. ‘Ah, so now you know that you will
be joining us. A twelfth Emperor’s Shield?’

‘You knew all
along, I presume?’

Frugilo winked
and flashed a cage of teeth. ‘I was asked to get you in shape, and
now it’s down to me to show you the ropes – before our commander,
Stilicho, returns from his Persian talks. The role is not like
anything you will have experienced before. You have much to
learn.’

‘Tomorrow,
aye? Right now, I need to sleep.’ He jabbed a thumb towards the
guest tent. ‘I’m to stay in there toni-’ his last word was drowned
out as the wind roared and ripped the whole thing up again. Once
more, the semi-naked officials who had been sleeping within began
running to and fro, shouting, wailing and leaping as they tried to
catch the flailing ropes.

‘You were
saying?’ Frugilo said triumphantly.

‘Tomorrow,’
Pavo sighed.

‘Tomorrow,’
Frugilo smiled and vanished back into the gaps between the rows of
tents.

With a second
sigh of resignation, Pavo wheeled round and made his way back
towards the Claudia camp. Pulcher had mentioned something about
having a free space in there. he had also mentioned having trouble
with his guts all day… so a pleasant sleep was most certainly off
the cards.

A few Claudian
legionaries were up and on sentry duty. They quietly saluted him as
he entered the space. He crawled into Pulcher’s tent, finding that
the ‘free space’ was little more than a narrow strip of ground
between the two rows of four sleeping men, and Pulcher himself was
alternating between saw-like snores and melodic, almost tuneful
farts. Too tired to seek an alternative, he lay down. Using his
good arm as a very unsatisfactory pillow, he pulled his cloak over
himself as a blanket.

Despite his
fatigue, sleep did not come. Everything he had seen and heard here
reminded him of how delicate and fragile the system of empire was.
Troubles, tensions and weaknesses everywhere. Mind spinning, body
sore and cold, he was sure that sleep would not come. Then, a
deeper breath, a hint of warmth taking hold, a settling of his
thoughts. Peace…






The peace did
not last.

The dream came
in flashes: the summer meadows, Pavo marching with a legion, and
then that solitary manor. Up there on the tower, the lone watcher
stood.

The
legionaries beside Pavo melted away and in their place the crone
walked, beseeching him: ‘You created this place, Pavo. And you know
who stands up there. You know what it means, and you know what you
must do.’

‘None of
this makes sense,’ he replied, defiant. ‘This manor means nothing.’
Yet when he tried to stop walking towards it, he could not. He felt
like a salmon on a hook, drawn by the watcher’s glare, pulled
towards the lonely manor. Suddenly, from nowhere…
footsteps.

The young boy
legionary came bounding towards him, his face set in terror.

Pavo felt a
hundred icy pins prick his skin. He tried to throw up a hand to
halt the lad and tried to shout words to that effect. Instead, he
brought out his spatha and let loose a feral ‘Yaaa!’ as he rammed
the blade between the boy’s ribs.

Shaking,
horrified, Pavo glanced over what he had done. As a pair, they sank
to the ground.

‘My mother
is waiting for me. Can… can I go home?’ the boy asked weakly,
before sagging with a death rattle.

‘No… no!’
Pavo roared, falling back from the still-warm corpse of the Roman
child.






He lurched
awake, sitting upright, one eye twitching and his sword hand
trembling. All around him, men snored, and the stench… the stench
was almost solid. This, allied with the nightmares, put him
thoroughly off any attempt to return to slumber.

Groaning, he
crawled out of the tent. Stepping into the cold depths of night
again was highly unpleasant, but at least out here he could breathe
and know that his thoughts were his own – not those wretched ones
conjured by the sleeping mind.

Shivering and
hugging his cloak tight, he walked through the drifts of white,
clutching the precious greaves underarm. The thick snow was falling
gently now, the wind having died away. A few sentries yawned here
and there, and the usual sounds of muffled gurgling and scratching
rose from the many tents. He came to the snow rampart running
alongside the river, and crunched up to its crest, standing before
the pickets there. He tilted his neck back and stared up into the
sky, seeing a few patches of starlit blackness between the heavy
snow clouds. He wondered then if Izodora and little Marcus were
awake and watching these same stars from the balconies of
Saturninus’ villa. Marcus was uncontrollable whenever it snowed.
When a heavy fall landed the year before at the farm, the lad would
not sleep and would not leave the windowsill. As soon as morning
broke, he rushed outside to frolic and roll through the untouched
white fields, laughing and squealing, until he exhausted himself…
and his parents. For all the world, Pavo wished he could right now
be with them. He closed his eyes, trying to focus on why he was
here and what it all meant.

Splash.

It was the
most innocuous noise – akin to a fish-eating bird plunging into the
waters in search of a catch. A normal sound in the summer. But in
these months and at this hour… when the river was bobbing with a
flotsam of ice chunks?

He peeled his
eyes open and stared, blinked, and stared again, through the
silently falling snow: movement on the river. What was it? Yet he
saw it only for a moment, before a gust of wind screened it all in
white. Stricken with unease, he burst into a limping run to the
nearest sentry tower and hurried up the timber steps.

‘Sir?’ said
the confused sentry pair up there in unison, backs turned on the
river while they held their hands over the heat of a brazier.

Pavo, ignoring
them, pressed against the tower platform’s wooden palisade and
leaned out, eyes screwing up as he tried to see more. The winds
calmed again, and now he saw it clearly.

One of the
sentries – with sharper eyes – saw it too. ‘By the Gods,’ he said,
dropping his drinking skin.

‘Is that…’
croaked the other.

Pavo stared at
the sight: hundreds upon hundreds of boats. Gothic boats. Moving in
a broad front across the river, like a row of fangs, coming to
gnash on these southern banks.

‘The horde
attacks!’ another sentry on a nearby tower howled. In a heartbeat,
the cry was repeated hundreds of times all up and down the Roman
camp, and a breath later, the air was filled with the clatter and
commotion of tens of thousands of men erupting from sleep and
scrambling for weapons. Horns blared, whistles blew, torches roared
to life.

Pavo stared as
the vast front of approaching crafts reached midriver. Not ships of
war, he realised, but those hastily-crafted cogs, rafts and
flat-keeled tubs, all jam-packed with Goths. He saw mighty old
Odotheus on one, his stag-horn helmet eerie in the weak starlight,
the bear fur on his shoulders dusted with snow, his royal guard
troop aboard with him.

This was a
disaster, he realised. He had read the situation all wrong. The
Gothic horde leader had always intended to hurt the empire and to
spring an attack like this. His advice to the emperor had been
utterly wrong – General Promotus had been right all along in
calling for a Roman strike.

Head swimming,
he backed away from the watchtower edge, stumbled down the first
flight of timber steps, thinking of what he must do: take up arms
and get to the emperor’s side. For that was his job now: to protect
Theodosius from these bloodthirsty killers…

He halted
halfway down the tower stairs, hearing something that changed it
all. On board one of the rafts, a baby screamed. Pavo turned to
look out at the approaching flotilla once more. In the torchlight
cast by the suddenly awakened Roman camp, the true nature of the
Gothic naval movement was revealed.

Mothers
huddled in groups, carrying babies and young children. Infirm old
couples stood with the aid of sticks, their legs unsteady on the
makeshift vessels. Some rafts had corrals in which sheep and goats
cowered. There were many bands of warriors too, but beside some
were their parents, wives and young, all looking with wide eyes
through the falling snow towards the Romans.

‘This is no
attack,’ Pavo said in barely a whisper. Sensing the hurried to and
fro of men behind him all across the Roman camp, hearing the clank
of weapons being readied, he repeated it in an officer’s roar:
‘They come in peace. Stand down!’

His voice
echoed across the heads of the two field legions and of the Claudia
– all of whom were in a state of semi-preparedness, tugging on
boots, pulling on tunics and helping each other buckle on armour.
They heard, and they hesitated.

‘They come in
peace, look,’ he shouted again, gesturing towards the foremost
rafts of mothers and young. Odotheus, as terrifying as he looked,
brandished not his silver spear but a staff. The Gothic warriors
too had no weapons to hand. Sura and Darik, faces pale with the
anticipation of battle, were barely able to believe it. Libo, face
still bruised and bloated like a stamped upon pear, tossed his
helmet down, and began to laugh giddily.

The Gothic
flotilla neared the Roman shallows, and began throwing out ropes
towards mooring posts there. The mothers now pointed to the banks,
reassuring their frightened children with kisses and warm words. In
that moment, Pavo felt the claws of terror that sink into the skin
in the moments before battle – the hand that wrings the moisture
from one’s mouth and squeezes the bladder and the belly –
retract.

And then the
night burst with a flourish of flame.

Blazing bolts
and arrows exploded from a spot on the Roman banks, and soared
across the skies. Pavo looked up, following their path, all the
coldness and horror returning… as the fiery barrage plunged down
upon the Gothic crafts. Their screams rose as horrifically as the
flames. The boat of mothers and children was engulfed in a roaring
beard of flame. The elders toppled from their raft as it
overbalanced. An entire ship of warriors went up like a giant
torch. Animals brayed in panic as they slid into the currents.

Pavo felt the
blood drain from his body. His head swung to the source of the
fiery barrage, some way upriver on the Roman banks. There stood the
squadrons of artillery – ballistae, onagers and scorpions –
that had launched the devastating volley.

‘Attack!’ came
a cry from that area. Like a school of great river monsters, the
Roman fleet lurched from its moorings, oars whirling, water
lashing, towards the devastation. Perched like a hero on the prow
of the giant hexareme flagship was General Promotus, his golden
cape fluttering behind him, his puce face fixed with a smouldering,
heroic expression.

‘It is as I
suspected – the Goths come to storm our camp in the depths of
night! Attack!’ Promotus howled again with a swish of one
arm, bringing the river fleet sharply downriver under power of
current and oar: scores of galleys, packed with armed and
fully-readied palace troops.

How, Pavo
thought, how could they have been armed and ready to launch so
suddenly – before even the rest of the legions had managed to reach
the riverside snow ramparts?

These boats
sliced along the river like knives towards the flank of the Gothic
crossing. The hexareme rammed through one of the largest Gothic
rafts, halving it as if it were tallow, and sending the hundreds of
warriors and civilians on board into the deathly-cold currents.
Arms flailed, Gothic voices shrieked for help, fire and snow rained
down. The rest of the imperial galleys spread out like vultures
descending upon a scene of death, spearing at drowning Goths.

The tribal
crafts that had dodged the firestorm were not to be spared. Palace
legionaries threw corvus poles down from their decks, the
barbed ends piercing and gripping the decks of the Gothic boats and
holding them there. With quivering plumes and flailing capes the
palace elites then spilled over the rails and swamped onto the
pinned crafts. Swords flashed in the pale light, blood sprayed and
death screams rang out.

Now the Gothic
warriors reacted, tearing free their sheathed swords, nocking
arrows to bows and bringing spears and slings to bear. Suddenly,
the air was alive with whizzing arrows and slingstones and tribal
roars as the warbands swarmed back against their attackers, gaining
control of the corvus hooks and using them to storm the Roman
decks. Now legionaries howled in death. Sounds of pain and anger
and hatred shook the river country.

Pavo felt
himself stumbling down the rest of the watchtower steps and into
the snow, lost.

‘Pavo, what in
Hades is this?’ Sura cried from where he and the Claudians
stood.

Before he
could conjure any sort of answer that made sense, Frugilo arrived
like a spirit, towing the sled of possessions they had brought with
them. ‘We must get to the emperor’s side. A Gothic boat has landed
at the banks near his tent.’ He ripped open one leather bag and
pulled a ringmail shirt over Pavo’s head, then thrust his helm and
scabbard into his hands.

Pavo dropped
to one knee to fasten on his white greaves. When he stood, Frugilo
fumbled with that large leather bag that had been on their sled,
and presented from it a shield. Pavo eyed the thing – dark purple,
emblazoned with a silver Mithraic sun – as if it were poisonous.
His left shoulder flared with pain just to look at it. This was the
‘porpax’ – the thing that Frugilo insisted would allow him to bear
weight on that bad shoulder again.

‘Come on, come
on: just as I showed you.’ He gestured to the iron ‘sleeve’ fixed
to the inside of the shield, padded with wool. It was an adaptation
of an ancient device that the Greeks had long ago used to make man
and shield one.

Frugilo took
the weight of the shield while Pavo slid his bad arm into the
porpax sleeve, his fingers feeling their way along to the open end
where the traditional rope handle was. Frugilo then took the
strapping hanging from the shoulder end of the porpax and buckled
it together around Pavo’s torso. Pavo swayed for a moment… but then
found his balance. There was little pain in his bad shoulder. The
weight of the armour was taxing, but the burden of it all –
particularly the shield – was spread evenly across his upper
body.

‘Now,
come!’ Frugilo bawled.

Pavo scooped
on his fin-topped helm, no time to fasten the straps, and followed
the campidoctor in a loping run. He halted only long enough to
glance back towards Sura and the Claudians, and wheel an arm
overhead, beckoning them too. Yet the swirling snow and thickening
smoke obscured his signal.

‘We’re on our
own. Move!’ Frugilo demanded.

The pair
pounded on towards the imperial compound. There, they staggered to
a halt: the other ten Protectores were at the riverside,
agonisingly close to the emperor’s pavilion but tangled in combat
and unable to reach it. Worse, the purple dyed hides of the
pavilion were ablaze – having caught light thanks to embers blown
from the river battle. The whole entrance side of the tent was a
wall of red and orange, crackling and raging. Beyond the screen of
flames, Pavo saw the tall, long-haired silhouettes of tribesmen
within the tent, locked in battle with the emperor’s Inquisitors.
The twelve holy guards were now just four, and they were
outnumbered, and being driven back towards that small veiled area
of Theodosius’ bedchamber.

A breath of
dense, black smoke puffed from the burning edge of the tent,
driving Pavo and Frugilo back, coughing and blinking.

‘Round here,’
Pavo gasped, hurrying round to the good half of the pavilion. Here,
he drew his spatha – in anger for the first time in more than three
years – and swished it down in a series of chops, slicing through
the purple leather, carving open a new way inside. He and Frugilo
looked at one another, then leapt in. The Inquisitors were now just
two. Four Goths turned to confront Pavo and Frugilo with
nightmarish snarls, their faces stained with smoke and sweat and
spotted with Roman blood.

Pavo thought
of what he had seen on the river, and understood the rage of these
men. But now, he knew, was not the time for mediation. The broadest
of the Goths flew for him. Pavo threw up his spatha in a block – an
instinctive reaction – and the longsword crashed against it,
sending sparks flying between the pair. The shock of the impact
rattled through Pavo’s body as if he had been hit by a bull.
Another Goth, small and spry, scurried around Pavo, trying to
strike at his back. Pavo only just whirled round on the heel of his
good leg to block with his sword too.

‘Use your
shield!’ Frugilo wailed from nearby, himself locked in a dance of
combat with the other two Goths.

He understood
the logic, yet three years of crippling pain had retrained his
mind, told him never to put the left arm under strain. Now he had
no choice – for the broad Goth brought his longsword round on that
side in a chop aimed at his neck, and Pavo was caught flat-footed.
More, the spry one was rushing towards his other flank. He braced
and raised the shield arm, his face twisting in a grimace.

Clang!
the broad Goth’s sword whacked against the shield boss, which
reverberated like a warning bell, it and the porpax absorbing the
impact. The stocky foe flailed backwards, repulsed by the stoutness
of the shield. Free from attack on that side, Pavo then flicked his
spatha up and caught it overhand, driving it down into the shoulder
of the spry one. The man fell limp, sinking to his knees. Pavo
twisted the blade and began to slide it free, bringing a hiss of
air and a jet of dark blood that soaked his face and spattered over
his white cloak and greaves. The taste and the smell of it was like
walking into an old nightmare. And then the sword became stuck.

Worse, the
stocky Goth was on his feet again, and barrelling towards Pavo.
Pavo let go of his stuck spatha handle, then snatched a ceremonial
spear from its place on one of the tent poles and hurled it hard.
The tip hammered into the Goth’s chest and threw him onto his back
once more, this time for good. He wrenched his spatha free properly
then swung round to help Frugilo. But no need. Diagonal stripes of
enemy blood painted Frugilo’s face as he sliced the head from the
last of the pair he had been fighting. The head bounced across the
tent, coming to a rest near the struggle by the emperor’s
bedchamber.

Pavo gawped –
for there now was Theodosius, in his nightshirt and purple buskins,
brandishing a sword and a spear alongside the last two of his
Inquisitors, fighting the last few Goths. He had never seen the
emperor in combat. He was deft in his movement, dodging an enemy
axe swing then slicing open the attacker’s belly. The Goth gurgled
in shock and pain, clutching at his intestines as they spilled
free.

Another
Inquisitor fell, spasming, an axe embedded in the vertex of his
skull. Now it was down to three Goths surrounding the Eastern
Emperor and his last guard.

Pavo lurched
forward. One Goth swung to face him, but Pavo sank onto his good
knee, ducking the man’s spear thrust, then sweeping his spatha
across the man’s legs. The Goth fell, roaring in pain.

‘Yes, yes…
goood,’ Frugilo roared like a bear, then launched himself
into the remaining pair, stabbing one in the chest and shouldering
the other to the ground. The struggle there was brief, and ended
with a stark snap as Frugilo wrapped an arm around and broke
the last Goth’s neck.

Feeling the
thunder of combat pounding in his veins, Pavo felt the left side of
his face and his sword hand twitching as he beheld the horrors
around him. Embers rained down, settling on the bodies of the
slain, faces warped with death. Outside the muffled noises of
battle rose to new heights, the dull glow of flaring fires shining
through the last parts of the tent that were not ablaze themselves.
Through it all he saw the face of that dying boy.

My mother is
waiting for me…

‘Pavo,’
Frugilo shouted. It sounded distant at first. ‘Pavo!’ he repeated,
shaking him, bringing him to his senses again.

He and Frugilo
turned to Emperor Theodosius and his last Inquisitor. The emperor’s
chest was heaving, his nightshirt patched with sweat and gore from
the fight. He beheld Frugilo and Pavo with a madness in his eyes.
‘What is this?’ he cried, addressing the heavens as if God might
answer. ‘The Silver Stag talked of peace and then tries to strike
me down in my bed?’ His eyes rolled down again and pinned Pavo.
‘You! You said we should wait,’ Theodosius raged – that creature of
fire emerging from his icy shell. ‘You assured me it was the right
thing to do.’

Pavo replied
calmly: ‘It was the right thing to do, so why did you ignore
me? Why did our fleet launch an attack tonight?’

‘Forget about
our fleet,’ the emperor stretched his arms wide, palms
upturned, ‘why did the Gothic horde set across the river and storm
our camp?’

Pavo shook his
head once, gently. ‘No. They came across the river in peace.’

‘I saw it too,
Majesty,’ Frugilo added. ‘They brought their herds and
families.’

‘What?’
Theodosius snapped.

‘They must
have believed they had been granted the right to cross,’ said Pavo.
‘Why would Odotheus put his people in such danger otherwise?’

Theodosius’
face twisted as if he had just bitten into a piece of rotten fruit.
‘Permission for the Goths to cross? Permission for our fleet to
launch an attack? None of this was put to me. None of
it!’

‘You didn’t
put our boats on standby?’ A winter chill crept through Pavo, from
his toes to his scalp. Something was badly out of place here. It
felt as if the legions and the horde were both dangling from the
same hook. An almighty roar of a vessel sinking into the river
sounded from outside, along with an explosion of screams – the
noise jarring Pavo from his thoughts. He looked to the emperor. ‘I
don’t know how this all came about, Domine, but I know that only
you can stop it. Only you.’

Theodosius
simply gazed around him, that empty, distant look in his eyes
again.

‘Step outside,
Domine,’ Frugilo agreed. ‘Show yourself, call to your legions.
Order them to disengage. Show the Goths it was a mistake.’

Theodosius was
now staring at the portrait of himself and his late wife. The
fabric tassels at the edges were alight.

‘Domine?’ Pavo
appealed.

Just then a
burning tentpole crashed down between him and the emperor. The last
Inquisitor threw his cloak over Theodosius to shield him from the
flare of flames, then guided him towards the back entrance of the
tent.

Likewise,
Frugilo dragged Pavo back outside in the opposite direction. They
stumbled out into the sharp sounds of battle and the stench of
smoke just as the tent collapsed behind them. Eyes stinging, Pavo
twisted to look backwards. ‘Did the emperor get out?’

‘I can’t see a
bloody thing,’ Frugilo croaked. In the fire-warped air, the snow
had turned into drilling rain. This at least partly-tamed the
flames in the camp and prevented them from spreading.

‘We need the
emperor to put a stop to this.’

‘The emperor
is bewildered,’ Frugilo spluttered.

Pavo squinted
towards the river: the waterway was now a huge and ramshackle
platform of Gothic crafts pinioned on the prows of Roman galleys,
and imperial ships snared by ropes thrown from the Gothic barges,
the tangled crafts pitching and twisting, out of control on the
currents. Both Gothic and Roman ships were alight, the angry
colours dazzling in the surface of the Danubius. The whole sorry
mess rocked and bucked in the swell of the river, swords hammering
together, men screaming and falling over the rails. Legionaries
lined the riverbanks with a wall of spears and shields to rebuff
any further Gothic attempts to make land and storm into the Roman
camp.

Yet something
was missing. Two things, actually – two entire legions.
‘Where are the Claudia… and the Gemina?’ he croaked.

‘And the
warriors of the Haims,’ Frugilo added.

‘Pavo!’ a
voice cried from nearby.

‘Sura?’ Pavo
called back. He saw them then – the ruby-shielded Claudians. Now it
was they waving to him.

‘Hurry,’ Sura
shouted. ‘Things are about to go sharply south.’

He and Frugilo
hurried over.

Sura eyed
Frugilo up and down, spotted his white baldric and gave him a nod
of respect. ‘Look,’ he said, pointing into the camp with his
spear.

There, the X
Gemina legion were amassed, backs to the river, presenting a shield
wall inland. Facing them, the warbands of Garamond and Faustius
raged and fumed, remonstrating with the legion. ‘The Haims
troops saw what happened on the river.’

Pavo spotted
Reiks Faustius standing on a wagon within the lines of his army,
appealing for calm from his own warriors and from Garamond’s men
too. But the appeals were being drowned out.

‘Murderers!’
one tribal soldier brayed.

‘You attacked
unarmed people!’ screamed another.

‘If they rush
the Gemina,’ said Libo, ‘then they’ll sweep across our backs at the
riverside. The fleet, the emperor – everything – will be
crushed.’

Pavo saw the
foremost of Reiks Garamond’s warriors jostling and spitting, some
gesturing as if to toss their spears at the Gemina shield wall. It
was like a great roof, about to cave in. If it did, then the
nightmare would begin here: the Goths of the Haims would
join the Silver Stag and his horde. United, they would crush
the Roman force here then rampage together through Thracia. Could
even the walls of Constantinople protect Izodora and Marcus?

Smoke. Blood.
Screaming.

The Gates of
Hades were open.

The nightmare
was about to be unleashed.
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One Roman
liburnian was pinned near the Gothic banks, locked there by the jam
of enemy rafts and skiffs around it. The pale-blue shielded
Thervingi palace troops fought fiercely at the boat’s rails to fend
off the enraged northerners clambering up the vessel’s sides,
howling, their blood high.

‘Drive them
back!’ Eriulf screamed, shoving with his shield to push one of
Odotheus’ warriors away. The man fell, gawping, hitting the water
in a white explosion of foam then vanishing into the cold inky
currents.

He stared at
the spot, for a moment sure that the man would resurface. He did
not. Another Gothic cousin, drowned, dead.

‘Master,’
Bagulf hissed. ‘This isn’t right. These are our own people.’

‘Get back to
your post,’ Eriulf snarled, shoving him away towards the spot at
the ship’s side which he had left undefended.

Bagulf was
unremitting, striding back to Eriulf. ‘You can turn this, Master.
Look around you,’ he screamed. ‘This is a clarion call from
Allfather Wodin himself. Look – the Haims are on the brink
of revolting against the Romans. This is the time for the Vesi
to-’

Eriulf clamped
a hand over Bagulf’s mouth. ‘Shut up, you fool!’ he hissed, eyes
darting. The din of battle was ear-splitting but Bagulf’s voice had
carried, loud as a horn. Had anyone heard him shouting the name of
the sect? He looked this way and that. All along the river, boats
lay entangled, smoke and snow scudding across the frenzy of battle,
Goths falling, Romans pitching over too. Surely none had heard? Yet
he felt something – in the way one knows they are not alone in a
dark room. Someone was staring right at him and Bagulf. From the
Roman banks. Eriulf’s head switched round, eyes pinning the spot.
But… there was nobody there. Had his instincts betrayed him?

Confused,
unsettled, he shoved Bagulf a second time. ‘Get back to your post!’
he screamed, then swung round to defend against the next of the
climbing attackers. As he parried one away, he snatched a look at
the Roman banks and the jostling mass of the Haims troops
and the regular legions there. They were – as Bagulf claimed – on
the edge of drawing blades on one another. If they did then it
mattered not whether the Vesi banner was raised or not. The Romans
would be obliterated here, tonight.

Deep in his
soul, he heard his sister, Runa, laughing in triumph. Yet he felt
none of her joy. Not a jot.
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Surrounded by
the Claudians, Pavo thought of the dazed Emperor Theodosius. Absent
in body and mind. One word from him could stop this before it
unravelled completely… but where was he? If Theodosius would not
put an end to this then who could?

His eyes
flicked to the mighty Roman hexareme flagship, midriver.

The sides of
the giant craft were crawling with Goths trying to scale its hull
like city walls, and the Nervii legionaries guarded the rails as if
they were city parapets, spearing down at the climbing attackers.
The timbers shone with blood. His gaze halted on the crowing
commander perched at the prow, ‘General Promotus is the one who
called for the attack. He can call it off. One blow from his
buccina horn and it will stop.’ He shuffled forward, up onto
the snow rampart. ‘Promotus!’ he cried.

‘Promotus!’
Sura joined in.

‘General!’
Libo roared too.

The wall of
noise from the river battle was too great.

‘We’ve got to
get out there to him,’ said Pavo, eyes sweeping the banks for a
free boat: there was nothing – nothing but a waterlogged and half
burnt Gothic skiff that had lodged in the reeds. It would have to
do. ‘This thing’ll hold a dozen of us, come on,’ he said.
Instantly, he, Sura, Darik, Libo and Pulcher splashed into the
shallows and surrounded the thing’s sides to help him drag it from
the reeds. Frugilo, Betto, Durio and Indus then waded out into the
waist-deep sections to pull on the prow, then all nine clambered
aboard, taking up whatever they had to use as paddles, Pavo at the
prow using an old plank as an oar. Water lapped at ankle height
inside the boat – but it was still buoyant. ‘That’s it, keep left,
fight the currents,’ he encouraged them.

Battle raged
on the interlocked vessels all around them. An arrow zinged off of
Pavo’s helm, and slingstones whooshed unseen through the night.
‘Shields high,’ Darik growled. All who were not rowing did as
commanded, and the skiff sprouted a roof of ruby and gold
screens.

‘Halfway
there,’ Frugilo panted as he scooped his oar through the water.
‘Paddle faster.’

‘Who are you
to give orders?’ Durio snapped.

‘He’s a
Protector, you fucking idiot,’ Libo hissed at the younger
legionary.

‘Shit.
Apologies,’ Durio dropped his head, seemingly cowed… but only for a
moment. He looked up again, a quizzical expression on his face. ‘I
hear that you Protectores paint your arses white, to go with your
armour. Is that correct?’

‘I’ll paint
your arse red raw in a minute with my boot, if you don’t shut up!’
Pulcher snarled.

Frugilo
laughed at all this gruffly.

‘My crotch,’
Indus moaned to Sura from the rear of the skiff, ‘my crotch is
wet.’

‘Ha,’ Pulcher
called back, ‘pissed yourself again, have y-’ the big man’s words
caught in his throat and he looked down. ‘Oh fuck, so is mine.’

Pavo too felt
deathly cold waters seeping up past his thighs.

‘This thing’s
going down,’ Sura cried.

‘Bail out!’
Durio wailed.

‘No,’ Pavo
said, ‘jump in there and you’re dead.’ He scanned the fire-lit
surface of the river, picking out the mangle of flotsam and half
broken, bobbing and entangled pieces of timber strewn between here
and the hexareme. The nearest piece of useful wreckage was a
capsized liburnian.

‘Paddle,
fast,’ Pavo shouted.

With a frenzy
of splashing and milling arms, the skiff edged forward… and
downward. The prow was only just above the surface when, with a
gentle thunk, it bumped into the sleek whale-back hull of
the upturned liburnian. The Claudians gladly clambered up the slick
planks, clinging there like limpets. Frugilo was the last to leave
the skiff before it vanished into the inky currents of the river.
‘Up, come on,’ Pavo urged them onto the keel. They traversed its
length like high rope walkers, hands extended to the sides. He
halted at the far end, presented with a large stretch of water
between him and a blazing barge – the final stepping stone to reach
Promotus’ hexareme. Too far to jump, too deadly to swim.

Sura almost
ran into the back of him. ‘Oh, balls,’ he summarised, staring at
the gap of roiling dark currents likewise.

‘Remember that
story you once told me?’ Pavo said. ‘The Frog of Adrianople, people
called you… when you once leapt from one side of a river to the
other in a single bound?’

‘Yes. That was
bullshit.’

‘Well then
we’re screwed.’

‘No, look,’
Darik rasped, pointing at a ragged shard of timber – the remains of
a deck – slipping downriver speedily, towards the gap. ‘Give me a
rope.’

With a frenzy
of cursing and fumbling, a rope was tossed to him. Expertly, he
whirled and cast it out, snagging the broken piece of deck right in
the middle of the gap. A stepping stone.

‘Go, go go!’
Sura cried.

Frugilo hopped
down onto the deck shard first. The thing tilted crazily and water
washed across its surface, but the Protector was light on his feet,
hopping another two strides then leaping and landing on the blazing
barge. He found a piece of rope on there and secured the deck shard
from that side too. One by one, they crossed like this, Pavo going
last and feeling his recently-won muscles straining like never
before to balance on the treacherous shard. Sura thrust out a hand
to help him up onto the barge.

Breathing
hard, he stared along the length of the barge, and the blaze at the
midsection. It was the mast and spar that were alight, dripping
fire, and the decks below roared orange too. Through the tiniest
chest-height gap in between, the far end of the barge was visible
beyond, the nose touching General Promotus’ embattled hexareme.

‘Aye, we’re
going to have to do this the hard way too,’ Frugilo growled,
staring at the wall of flames with him.

‘Our clothes
are soaked,’ Pavo said, gathering up the folds of his dripping,
bloodstained white cloak, ‘wrap them tightly around your head and
neck and run.’

‘I’ve missed
this,’ said Sura, chuckling with a maniacal look on his face as he
organised the wet folds of his red cloak. He turned to his charges.
‘Well, you heard him. Ready?’

With a roar,
they streamed along the barge, following Pavo. Pavo led with his
left foot – still such an unfamiliar feeling, and tried to measure
his strides as he approached the blaze. The wall of heat hit him
like a slap, stole the breath from his lungs, and stung his eyes,
momentarily blinding him. Now he had to rely on instinct alone –
memories of the days on the muddy fields with Frugilo coursing
through his mind.

‘That’s it.
Set off on your left foot and jump with it too,’ called Frugilo
from close behind. ‘Now!’

Pavo planted
the left foot down and thrust upwards, right foot kicking out,
simultaneously tucking his head down towards his chest to make
himself as small as possible. He felt the deadly lick and roar of
the fire on his soaking skin… and then he was through, landing
well. Steam and smoke puffed from him as he blinked and could see
again. He swung to see Frugilo hurdling through the blazing gap,
then Sura.

In the frantic
moments as the rest of the men hurdled through in the same fashion,
Pavo heard something. A ragged cry. A man’s voice. Blinking, eyes
stinging with smoke, he looked this way and that until he finally
saw the source: Odotheus, bloodied, chest heaving, standing on his
raft a short way away.

‘Why?
Why?’ the chieftain called again and again. ‘You said we
could cross? Where are you, Peregrinus?


Peregrinus? The name struck Pavo for its oddness: a Roman
name but not one he knew.

‘Where are
you, Peregrin-argh!’ The Silver Stag’s body shuddered,
lanced through the breastbone by a Roman spear thrown from
somewhere in the night. His legs buckled and he toppled into the
waters.

Pavo stared at
the spot for a moment, before, in a tumble of limbs, Darik burst
through the blaze behind him. That was everyone safely through.

‘Move!’ Sura
and Frugilo cried in unison.

They loped on
towards the barge’s prow, still lodged against the hexareme’s side.
The hexareme’s rails, above, were still writhing with fighting
Nervii legionaries and attacking Goths. With a shriek, a corpulent
Goth whacked down on the barge deck, a jagged star of blood
erupting beneath him. The Nervii legionary who had shoved the
tribesman away from the hexareme’s rail peered down at the barge
and spotted the Roman nine. ‘Claudian reinforcements!’ he yelled.
Moments later, a rope spiralled down onto the barge. One by one,
the Claudians – well trained in this kind of manoeuvre – quickly
took hold of the rope and walked up the ship’s side. Frugilo and
Pavo were last to leave the barge. The Protector looked Pavo up and
down. ‘Nah, you’re not getting up there with only one good arm. He
then tied the end of the rope around Pavo as if he was trussing a
hog.

‘You wait till
I’m up there,’ he said, then climbed up the rope and onto the
hexareme decks.

Pavo sighed,
awaiting the indignity to come. Sure enough, the rope jolted tight
as Frugilo and Pulcher hauled him up. He landed on the deck, rolled
over and slashed the rope away, then struggled to his feet. Darik,
Pulcher, Betto, Indus and Durio were with the Nervii at the boat’s
edges, fighting off the assailing Goths. Sura and Libo were at the
prow, appealing to Promotus. But a screen of Nervii legionaries was
blocking them with a barrier of shields.

‘General,’
Pavo shouted, approaching.

The Nervii
troopers snarled and one barged Pavo back with his shield.

‘You
arsehole,’ Frugilo roared. ‘Do you know the punishment for striking
one of the emperor’s Protectores?’

The Nervii
responsible began to laugh mockingly, then spotted the white
greaves Pavo wore. His face slackened like a flag on a windless
day, his shield dropping too. ‘I… I didn’t…’

Pavo didn’t
wait to hear the stammered apology. He barged past and right up to
General Promotus. The man was standing, one foot planted on the
prow of the flagship, an elbow resting on his knee – like a
spectator gazing down at a chariot race from high in the circus
stands. His ruddy face was uplit with the countless blazes on the
boats and on the banks. ‘Sir, end this – now!’

Promotus waved
a dismissive hand, as if Pavo had spoiled some beautiful
symphony.

‘General
Promotus,’ Pavo snarled now, pulling his spatha from its sheath and
brandishing it against the commander’s neck. Now, Promotus’
attentions were his.

The general
looked along the length of the sword, at Pavo. ‘You? What are you
doing here? How did you get out onto my ship?’

‘No,’ Pavo
replied with a volcanic timbre. ‘How the fuck did you get
out here with the fleet and the emperor’s palace legions – only
moments after the Goths put across the river?’

‘Because
someone had to,’ Promotus snapped. ‘The Goths were about to storm
our banks!’

‘The emperor
did not sanction the fleet’s launch,’ Pavo thundered back. ‘And the
Goths – clearly – were not coming to attack us.’

‘Look around
you, cripple. They are on us like wolves!’

‘They are
fighting for their lives – because you attacked them and their
families.’ Pavo glanced over to the southern banks, back to the
flaring trouble between the field legions and the Haims
Goths in the Roman camp. A scream rang out from there, the clatter
of shields sounded. It was all about to plunge into utter disaster.
‘Now blow that horn. Signal for the palace legions to disengage
before this becomes the darkest day the empire has ever known. Do
it now, you idiot!’

‘Idiot?’
Promotus rasped. ‘How dare you! I have commanded a brigade of
horses on the Persian frontier. I have piloted a fleet of Roman
galleys across the Mare Internum, I have-’

Whack!

Pavo’s fist
slammed into Promotus’ puce-coloured face. The general’s head
snapped backwards and a slug of saliva flew into the air, before he
fell like a robe dropped from the shoulders of a wanton whore, and
clanged his head on an iron ring on the way down for good measure.
Pavo dipped to tear the signal horn from Promotus’ belt, then
stared at the thing – flattened under the idiot general’s fleshy
backside. Regardless, he held it to his lips and blew with all the
air in his lungs… only for a vole-like squeak to emerge – a sound
that travelled no further than the edges of this flagship.

‘Fuck!’ Sura
croaked.

‘Find another
horn,’ Pulcher raged.

‘There is no
other one on this boat. It’s too late,’ Libo said, his voice
breaking up.

Pavo looked in
every direction for a source of hope. There was nothing, nothing
but a crescendo of fire, battle and death. The Gothic peace was
about to come crashing to an end… and all Thracia was about to fall
into chaos again…

And then the
horns pealed. It was a golden sound, the trumpeted notes sailing
across the river, pushing apart the darkness. The trumpets sang in
their scores, over and over and over.

Pavo’s eyes
locked onto the source: there, in the shallows by the Roman camp,
stood Theodosius. Waist deep in the waters and soaked to his
night-shirted chest, he blew on his buccina horn again. With him
was Reiks Faustius and the handful of other Protectores guards. A
few body servants too – all blowing hard into the horns.

Blood-soaked
palace legionaries and Odotheus’ smoke-stained Goths, leaderless
and locked in mortal struggle upon the many pinioned boats, stunned
by the sounds and recognising their meaning, slowed in their
fighting.

‘Back,’ roared
a legionary centurion.

‘Disengage,’
called another. Whole blocks of legionaries backstepped from
combat, peeling away from the Gothic boats and filtering back onto
their own. The first of the corvus pinions was heaved back, the
interlocked vessels beginning to break loose.

‘This was not
my doing,’ Theodosius called across the waters to the raft on which
Odotheus’ surviving visor-helmed elites stood guard around their
leader’s body. Around them lay dozens of dead kin and legionaries
too. One of the elites held Odotheus’ war horn and the dead
chieftain’s spear.

Within the
Roman camp, the enraged Haims Goths saw all this, stunned by
this vision of the emperor, pleading in the waters like a beggar.
Their anger began to ease. Distraught as they were, they pulled
back from the Gemina shield wall.

Still,
Odotheus’ top men had not responded yet. The one with the war horn
stared at Theodosius for a time. At that moment, he had the option
to wave the remaining Gothic boats forward, to flood against the
withdrawing Roman ships for swift revenge. He raised the war horn…
then tossed it aside, and swept the spear around his head and
towards the northern banks from whence they had come. ‘Pull back!’
he bellowed bitterly. ‘It seems that we will find no home on Roman
soils. Pull back to the north.’

With much
grunting, heaving and swearing, the Gothic ships peeled away too.
Fires sizzled into blackened nothingness, and the blizzard took
hold once more.

Pavo stared
around the death-stained stretch of river, dumbfounded.
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Eriulf stood
on the spar of the Roman liburnian, urging his bruised and injured
Thervingi palace legionaries towards the gangplank and back onto
the Roman banks. Their pale-blue livery was stained red, their
breastplates dented and broken. He gazed across the currents, thick
with bobbing corpses. He spotted the tall, soaked emperor in his
smoke and bloodstained nightshirt, wading in from the shallows with
a trumpet in his hand, saw the haunted-looking Pavo, out there on
the prow of the Hexareme, heard the wailing and lamenting of the
Gothic mothers as they fished their dead sons and husbands from the
waters at the far banks. It was nightmarish. It had all exploded
out of nothing.

His troops had
fought hard, following General Promotus’ rash orders as if they
were loyal Roman legionaries, just as he had implored them to. One
of his men wheezed, injured and bleeding. He realised who it was –
the praepositus.

‘Bagulf,’
Eriulf gasped, leaping down from the spar and onto the deck to
support the man.

Bagulf held up
a shaking hand – shining wet with blood. ‘This blood is not mine,
Master. I slew our cousins out there tonight. With Roman steel for
the Roman cause. Do you know how that makes me feel? Do you think I
will ever forget the dying light in the eyes of the men I
killed?’

‘I killed
too,’ said Eriulf, guiding the praepositus to one side, away from
nearby ears. ‘It was all we could do, once Odotheus’ soldiers
armed.’

‘No, there was
another way, Master. The way of the worthy, the Wodin-chosen… the
Vesi. All it would have taken was the call from you to the Vesi
within our legion and in the Haims… and right now these
banks might have been a tomb for the Romans and their emperor.’

‘Or it could
have ruined everything,’ Eriulf snapped back.

Bagulf did not
shrink this time as he had done earlier that night. This time he
stood a little taller. ‘As I said before, Master… some of the men’s
patience wears thinner than ever.’

‘That is why I
am the Vesi master,’ replied Eriulf. ‘Because I do not act
impulsively.’

‘But you
will act? The red serpent banner will rise?’

Eriulf said
nothing for a moment, watching as the Hexareme banked nearby and
the Claudians wearily disembarked. He felt a flush of gladness to
see that they carried no dead. All had survived.

‘Blood and
honour to the Vesi…’ Bagulf whispered, then fixed Eriulf with a
steely look.

A testing
look.

‘…death to the
Romans,’ Eriulf finished eventually.


Chapter 9

June 387 AD

Constantinople
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Summer was in
full cry. The sun sparkled on the eastern capital’s gilded domes
and painted columns. The waters surrounding the peninsula city on
three sides gleamed like a jewel tray. The dog-hot streets were
crammed as always with a river of civilians, merchants, mules, oxen
and wagons. The southern edge of the metropolis echoed with the
rattle of hammers and rasp of saws as high scaffolds were erected
around what was to be the new Harbour of Theodosius. The greatest
commotion was on the First Hill, where a shrill voice sailed from
the high arched windows of the Chalke Hall.

‘I ask you
again,’ demanded Vespillo the eunuch, sliding to and fro on the
centre of the marbled floor like a cobra, his green, gold-hemmed
cloak swishing in his wake. He wagged a finger. ‘And this time I
advise you not to insult the emperor – the representative of God
here on Earth – with another garbled series of excuses.’ He stopped
before Promotus, almost nose to nose, and stared into the shamed
general’s eyes, his slack lips drooping in distaste. ‘Why
did you launch an attack on the Goths without the emperor’s
sanction?’

Promotus’
knuckles were white, gripping his polished helm underarm. Normally
bombastic, he could not hold the eunuch’s glare.

Hundreds
watched on, rapt. The emperor’s two sons and heirs – the
ten-year-old Arcadius and the infant, Honorius, both draped in
purple – looked down from the imperial gallery, fanning themselves
as they watched Promotus squirm. The remaining Inquisitors lined
the throne dais behind the emperor. Saturninus and the consuls
stood to one side of the imperial chair, Bishop Gregory and his
flock of brown-robed clergy on the other. The military men –
General Arbogastes, Reiks Faustius and Tribunus Eriulf – stood on
the dais steps. Almost every spectator beheld Promotus with a look
of contempt. Even the great kraken and the flock of satyrs painted
on the vaulted ceiling looked down on the general as if he were a
piece of dirt.

Pavo, standing
with Frugilo and the other Protectores on a low step to one side of
the throne, shuffled a little in discomfort. He had never enjoyed
watching people being humiliated. Yet at the same time it was hard
to sympathise with Promotus. At first, during the debates in the
emperor’s tent, the man had come across as just another bumptious
and egotistical fool. But then what he had done that night – to
launch a cold-blooded assault on the Gothic boats – was
unforgivable. So much death and destruction for no good reason. The
man had spent the midwinter in a field hospital – comatose after
his “unfortunate” fall and head knock on the hexareme – only to
awaken to these charges of treason.

Promotus’
unibrow bent down at the outer ends, giving him the look of an
apologetic puppy. ‘I can tell you only what I know,’ he appealed.
‘After the council dispersed that night, I retired to my tent. I
was awoken shortly afterwards, and alerted to news of an imminent
Gothic naval assault.’

Pavo’s ears
pricked up. Promotus knew in advance? That was why the fleet
had launched within a blink of the first glimpse of the Gothic
crossing.

‘So, I did
what I thought was right. By placing the palace troops and the
fleet on standby, I thought I might at once smash the enemy
and protect the emperor.’

Vespillo’s
face wrinkled in disgust. ‘Thanks to you, the emperor,’ he said
with a sibilant hiss, ‘came within a sword’s slice of
death.’

‘Thanks be to
his new Protector that he was saved,’ interrupted Saturninus.

Vespillo –
angry at the interruption – shot a hooded look up at the statesman,
then turned his glare towards Pavo. ‘Perhaps, though I think we in
fact owe gratitude to the Goddess Fortuna. I understand that, at
the time of the attack, this new guardsman was off cavorting with
his old legionary comrades instead of guarding the emperor’s tent
as he should have been.’

Pavo felt the
man’s words hit him like a slap. ‘I was on a riverside watchtower,
trying frantically to call off our attack when I saw that the Goths
presented no danger.’

Saturninus
covered his face with a hand and cringed.

‘What are you
doing?’ Frugilo whispered through his teeth by Pavo’s side.

Vespillo put
on a staged look of shock. ‘My… is it now acceptable for a
Protector to flap his tongue in court? What next – will the
Thervingi soldiers lining the hall’s edges entertain us with some
rhetoric? Or perhaps the palace slaves might offer their opinion on
the Gothic situation?’

Pavo felt his
neck burn with the twin brands of outrage and embarrassment.

‘The Gothic
situation has eased,’ Theodosius cut in from the throne, his diadem
gleaming in the shafts of sunlight, his voice deep and resonant.
‘The remnants of the Silver Stag’s horde have dispersed back into
the northern wilds. The Goths of the two Haims present that
night as our allies have accepted that our fleet’s unprovoked
attack on Odotheus’ people was a mistake. All is well. Pavo played
a large part in making that so. He is not on trial
here.’

Vespillo bowed
obsequiously to the purple-robed incumbent of the throne.
‘Apologies, My Lord.’ He then “smiled” at Pavo, his eyes like
slits. ‘So, let us return to the matter in hand.’ He swished back
round to behold Promotus. By now the fidgeting general seemed to
have shrunk. ‘You claim you were doing what was right, General
Promotus. Yet still you cannot answer the most obvious of
questions: who woke you and alerted you to the Gothic attack?’

Promotus
seemed to crumple even further at this. ‘I… I don’t know,’ he said,
defeated.

Vespillo’s
cheeks rose in a derisive half-smile. ‘You don’t know?’ He
chuckled. ‘You sent the emperor’s fleet and Praesental Army into a
dangerous night river operation – without his permission – against
a largely unknown opponent, based on the word of… a nobody?’

‘Not a
nobody.’ Promotus sighed deeply and held his empty palms wide. ‘In
my career, I have learned to listen to advice and then measure it
against its effectiveness. My first commander looked like a
chiselled god. The kind of man you think of when you hear the word
“hero”. His first piece of advice was to dispense with the padding
scarves in our helmets while we marched – he said it looked untidy
and ill-fitting of a legionary escort. I ended the day with a head
like a stamped-upon cabbage. Thus, I chose to ignore all but his
direct orders from that day on. On the other hand, when I was
posted to Egypt, a scrawny, toothless local rascal suggested I
should take my legion not along the desert highway as the prefect
insisted, but through a series of wadis, for he said the dry season
that year was fierce, and the wadis were the only hope of finding
water along the way. Right enough, we dug in the low bends of the
wadis and we struck water. Had we gone the desert route, we would
have ended up dead of thirst.’

Vespillo
yawned. ‘Who alerted you to the Gothic crossing? Answer the
question.’

Promotus’ nose
wrinkled. ‘I was trying to. I don’t know who the fellow was – but
he had come to me three times before in recent years. Always in the
hood and cloak, always at night, in the shadows. Each time he
helped me immensely. His warnings allowed me to capture the pirate
fleet near Rhodos, to break the tax-hoarding ring in Antioch and to
pin and defeat the troublesome brigands in the Pontic Mountains.
But he… he…’ Promotus parted his hands again, ‘he is the smoke on
the horizon, the wind in the woods. I’d recognise him only for the
weave of his garment and the bronze lion’s fang he wears on a
length of twine around his neck, and-’

‘A necklace?’
Vespillo scoffed. ‘Hold every gate in the empire, put every sentry
on high alert – for the man who nearly caused disaster in the north
is at large. Beware the man with the bronze lion’s fang!’ He rubbed
his belly and threw contrived laughter around the onlookers – many
of whom joined in out of habit. ‘Unless you have anything more
useful to offer, that is? A name, perhaps?’

Promotus, face
dark with humiliation, sighed. ‘He goes by a single name. That is
all I know. ‘Peregrinus.’

The name
echoed around the hall.

‘Peregrinus?’
Vespillo said, rolling the word round on his tongue. The eunuch
then let loose a lone bark of a laugh. ‘You halfwit. Do you know
what the name means?’

Promotus’ face
scrunched up, his lips parting a few times.

‘It means
“stranger”!’ Vespillo explained with a falsetto flourish, casting a
hand around the hall as if throwing petals. ‘You were fed three
lines of sound advice and you snuffled them up like a boar… then
walked straight into the snare of the fourth.’ More laughter
rippled from some of the onlookers in the gallery. ‘He told you the
Goths were attacking when they were not, you fool. He used you like
a catamite!’

Pavo liked few
people in this hall, but at that moment he actively detested the
eunuch. And still, the as-yet unasked question burned like a brand:
why did this Peregrinus the Stranger – if he was even real
and not just Promotus’ clumsy fabrication – do what he did? Why not
go to the emperor directly?

‘My lord,’
Vespillo called to Emperor Theodosius. ‘For such outrageous
stupidity, I can only recommend that General Promotus is stripped
of his rank, title and property, and cast beyond the Roman borders
to live out his days like the animal he is.’

A few calls of
support rose. A few scoffs of disbelief too.

Pavo knew how
the emperor’s judgement would fall even before Theodosius answered.
There were precious few experienced commanders in the Eastern army
as it was. To permanently exile one would be unnecessarily
damaging.

‘General
Promotus, I believe you acted with fair intent. However, your
actions were rash and ill thought-through, based upon the word of
this “Peregrinus the Stranger”, who holds no authority in my court.
You will take leave of your station. Take ferry to Bithynia and to
your country manor there. See out the summer in that place and
reflect upon your mistakes. Only when you understand them, may you
return to my court.’

Promotus
clicked his heels together and bowed. ‘May God oversee my
redemption, and make my return to your side swift, Domine.’

With a rapid
scutter of boots, he was gone.

Theodosius let
loose a deep sigh. ‘The matter, dark and unfortunate as it was, is
done,’ he declared to the audience. ‘Disaster was averted. Hundreds
of legionaries died, but it could have been far, far worse.’ He
smoothed at the arms of the imperial chair. ‘And not all that went
on was grim. Two of the six Haims armies have now completed
their first call to arms, and although it was fractious, they did
this and returned to their settlements with the peace treaty still
intact. That, we must be thankful for.’

‘Thanks be to
God, and to his representative on Earth, the wise Theodosius,’
Bishop Gregory wailed. The group of clergymen with him repeated the
words in a low chant – a practice that had taken hold in the
Western Empire and was spreading to these parts too.

‘And,’ the
emperor continued, ‘at long last, the talks with Persia have
reached a conclusion. Peace has been confirmed.’

Pavo’s ears
pricked up – this was a complete surprise. He and Saturninus shared
looks.

The emperor
made a gesture towards the edge of the hall opposite his
throne.

At that
moment, the doors of the hall blew open. In a broad stripe of
golden sunshine and to a chorus of surprise then a rapture of
acclaim, in came Stilicho, Commander of the Protectores. Dressed in
military red and crowned with a bright white helm – the finest
piece of the emperor’s armour – he radiated confidence. He prized
the helm from his head and his brown-bearded face split with a
broad smile, his eyes meeting everyone in the room, and sweeping
across his charges, the Protectores.

Close beside
Stilicho walked Reiks Alaric, the youngest of the six Haims
chieftains, who had accompanied him in this last round of Persian
talks. Alaric looked different, Pavo noticed. He was not handsome,
but his face had always been favourably-shaped by youth. His
once-pale skin was burnished brown by the Persian sun. His lower
eyelids were smeared black with kohl, and knotted in his twin
golden braids were trinkets and talismans from the Fire Temples of
those distant lands. He was a man now: his bare arms, sprouting
from the shoulders of his bronze rune-marked cuirass, were bulging
and lined with veins, and his chin was thick with a short blonde
tuft beard. Alaric was a true product of the Gothic War, having
spent his boyhood in the throes of it all.

After some
time, the applause faded and Stilicho was allowed to speak. ‘We
arrived home this morning,’ he said. ‘We had to enter the Neorion
harbour with our banners hidden lest we give away this
surprise!’

Laughter
bounced around the hall.

Stilicho
spotted Pavo in with the Protectores then, and it was as if he had
seen a ghost. A strange looked passed over his face, before he
continued. ‘The talks were hard, but throughout, I knew it was not
a matter of what we could gain, but only that they must be
concluded with accord. And accord is what we have! For this to
happen, four-fifths of Armenia – that mountainous bulwark land –
had to be ceded to the Shahanshah.’

The mood
lessened a little at this, whispers scurrying around the hall.

‘However, that
means only that the King of Kings has taken it upon himself to
defend the lion’s share of that country against the Hun threat that
has grown to the north of the Caspian Gates.’

A few rumbles
of agreement arose now. ‘Aye! Aye!’

‘Peace in the
realm,’ Bishop Gregory declared, opening his arms wide. ‘We are
truly the chosen children of God.’ His clergy droned the same words
a moment later.

And then
Emperor Theodosius said: ‘For the rest of the moon, there will be
games. And tonight,’ he proclaimed, ‘there will be a feast!’

The attendees
exploded with joy at this. A runner boy scampered off into the city
to spread the word.

Theodosius
rose from his throne and spread his arms wide ‘Court is over for
today. Let us now disperse and toast the golden news.’

As the court
dissolved in a babble of excited chatter and discussion, Theodosius
retreated through the small door near his throne, into a corridor
that led back to his living quarters deep within the imperial
palace complex.

As Pavo moved
down from the steps by the throne, Stilicho cut through the crowds
like the prow of a warship to intercept him. He looked Pavo up and
down, spotting the white greaves. ‘I have a fresh face in my ranks?
A new Emperor’s Shield?’ he said with a fond look.

‘More old than
new these days, sir,’ said Pavo.

Stilicho
laughed. ‘The farm was too dull for you?’

‘Some of
Odotheus’ Goths thought so, and decided to liven things up by
raiding it.’

Stilicho’s
face dropped.

‘All is well.
My wife and lad are safe here in the city,’ Pavo quickly added.

Stilicho’s
face slackened in relief. He looked Pavo up and down. ‘Your
wounds?’

‘Frugilo
helped me find ways to cope with my wounds and build strength
around the weak areas.’

Stilicho cast
a look across at Frugilo, helping himself to some nuts left in a
bowl near the emperor’s throne – stuffing a handful in his mouth
then filling his purse with more. ‘Ah, then you will be used to his
odd ways?’

‘I have
learned how to tolerate him,’ Pavo answered. ‘So too the Claudia
lads have become used to him sauntering in and out of their
barracks. From which demon’s lair did you recruit him?’

Stilicho
looked blank. ‘Ah, he was in the Protectores before I was assigned
to the command.’ He laughed politely. ‘It is odd. I know something
about every one of my charges – the names of their children, their
pets, their favourite pastimes. You understand the value of this,
having been a Tribunus.’

Pavo nodded.
It was vital for a commander to know his men – their hopes, their
fears, the things that mattered to them.

‘But Frugilo…
I can’t say I know the first thing about him, apart from his
supreme skill and guile… and his love of free things.’

‘Nothing at
all?’

Stilicho held
his empty palms out. ‘Maybe some of the others know him better than
I do. A few of them have been in our unit for many years.’

Pavo eyed
Lucius and some of the other hard-faced Protectores. ‘Perhaps I’ll
ask them,’ he said with little enthusiasm.

‘As for the
trouble at the Danubius,’ Stilicho said. ‘I heard every word of the
account when we were waiting in the guardhouse outside. It sounded,
complicated…’

‘It was a
mess. What do you make of this “Peregrinus the Stranger”?’

Stilicho ran
fingers though his dark brown curls, shaking his head slowly.
‘Someone who could have been close enough to Promotus on the night
to give him the false advice. It’s no easy thing to get inside a
general’s tent.’ He sighed and lowered his voice. ‘My first
instinct is that this “stranger” is a story Promotus cobbled
together under scrutiny – an excuse for his reckless actions.’

Pavo began
nodding. ‘It seems as likely an explanation as anything…’ his words
tapered away, and his thoughts suddenly hooked something from his
jumble of memories. ‘No. No, that can’t be right.’

Stilicho
cocked an eyebrow. ‘Go on.’

‘Amidst all
the fighting, all the chaos, I saw Odotheus on his raft moments
before he died. He was crying out, angered. “Where are you?” he
kept repeating. “You told us it was safe to cross”. And every so
often, he would call out a name…’ his eyes met Stilicho’s.
‘Peregrinus.’

Stilicho’s
face paled. ‘Then Peregrinus is real? He told the Goths it
was safe to cross in peace, then panicked Promotus into attacking
them?’

‘Or maybe
Promotus is Peregrinus?’ Pavo said, reappraising the
disgraced general in a new and much darker light. He shook his head
– it was a fanciful conclusion. ‘There is no way to prove it.’

‘All we know
is that,’ Stilicho paused, his face growing lined with concern,
‘that one man caused it all.’

‘Beware the
man with the bronze lion’s fang,’ Pavo muttered, echoing Vespillo’s
proclamation from moments ago.

He and
Stilicho looked furtively around the hall, at the many cliques. So
much ambition, so many old, unsettled grudges.
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The capital
glowed orange in the night, with shrieks of hilarity and joy
sailing from every avenue. Timpani rumbled, lutes twanged and
singers crooned. Themistius the orator stood on a plinth at the
Forum of Constantine, reciting the heroics of the emperor – “wading
into the river to slay the worst of the Silver Stag’s men, then
offering safe retreat to the rest”, apparently.

Trays heaped
with roasted meats and trays, baked apples and glistening olives
were passed around and wine was quaffed as all toasted the victory
in the north and the peace with the Persians in the east.
“Harmony”, Themistius extolled – harmony on the two most troubling
frontiers.

Up on a quiet,
darkened villa on the city’s third hill, Eriulf sat out on the
terrace, whetting his spear with slow, deliberate strokes. His
crows watched from their bank of cages, their heads tilting,
tracking his hand movements. In the rivers of festivities all
around the base of the hill, the people sang of peace. Yet within
Eriulf, war raged.

In his mind’s
eye he could see nothing but the horrors from the river: the
burning mother and child on the raft, swaddled together in fiery
death; the old man and his dog who somehow swam to the Roman banks
only to be butchered in the reeds by the men of the Nervii legion;
and the ones who had died on the swords of his own palace
legionaries. He remembered the bodyguard of Odotheus with whom he
had tangled, the raw rasp of his sword plunging up and into the
man’s belly, the look on the man’s face, contorting as blood pulsed
from his lips. Gothic kin. Killed by his own hand… in service of
the great power that he had sworn to destroy.

He began to
whet the spear angrily, sending showers of sparks into the
darkness. Faster, faster…

Then the sound
of a boy’s playful laughter sailed across from another spot on the
third hill. He stopped whetting, looking that way. There stood the
villa of Saturninus, the advisor and one-time general and consul of
the empire. From here he could just make out the tiny shapes on the
balcony, lit in the gentle glow of an oil lamp. Izodora lay on a
cushioned bench, while Pavo sat beside her, with Marcus on his
knee, wriggling as his father tickled him. It was a scene of love,
and it tore Eriulf in two.

That Pavo
might also have been killed in the incident at the river, that he
might tonight have been watching a widow and her boy weeping, was
almost too much to bear. Indeed, in those icy, grey days after the
battle, he had witnessed the solemn funerals of the many Roman dead
– the pyres the only grim source of heat and light along the
riverbanks.

And it puzzled
him still: on that night of fighting, Pavo and the Claudians had
fought like the very bulls on their ruby red standard, not to slay
the Goths of Odotheus, but to stop the mindless butchery.
Neither he nor any other Roman in the Chalke Hall had been able to
explain how it had all arisen.

‘Pawns,’
Eriulf sighed. ‘We are all but pawns.’

His thoughts
drifted, a vision of Runa arising in his mind’s-eye. Grey,
unsmiling. ‘Do you ever wonder, Sister,’ he said quietly, ‘if what
we seek is truly right? I saw enough blood spilled at the river,
and that was without the Vesi even getting involved.’

Blood is
the price that Wodin demands, Runa whispered in his heart. Her
nose wrinkled then, her eyes turning baleful. Your hesitancy is
your weakness.

Eriulf sighed
and dipped his head.

Be strong,
Brother, Runa impelled him.

He blinked
hard, as if swallowing some bitter drink. ‘I will try, Sister.’

‘Runa speaks
the truth,’ said another.

Eriulf leapt
to his feet, bringing his spear to bear. ‘Alaric?’ he gasped,
relaxing. The crows had not even stirred.

Alaric swayed
across the room, swirling a cup of wine. ‘You need to listen to
her, always,’ he said.

Eriulf sat
once more, regarding the tanned young champion. He moved with added
swagger and confidence – the way in which veterans held themselves.
The summer in Persia had made a man of him, it seemed. ‘Stilicho
has taught you much, I hear?’

Alaric moved
to the balcony, back turned. He sipped on his wine. ‘He has. About
imperial policy, about their ways of war. These secrets will be the
undoing of the Romans.’

Eriulf glanced
past him and to the sight of Pavo and his family again. In his
heart, he knew he could not do what his sister and this young
firebrand – and Bagulf and all the other influential Vesi – were
becoming increasingly impatient for him to do. ‘When the time is
right,’ he said quietly. He wondered if it might simply require
time – time for Alaric and the others to soften to the Roman peace
as he had. Time for the fires of past injustices to die. ‘For now,
you should continue to harvest this Roman wisdom.’

‘Delay,
Master?’ Alaric rumbled.

‘Those who run
too fast soon stumble,’ Alaric replied gently.

A silence
passed.

‘In the days
before the peace, before we crossed into the empire… we of the Vesi
had a way,’ said Alaric. ‘A tradition. For selecting our Roman
targets. For honouring our champions. For choosing… our
leader.’

Eriulf looked
up, staring at Alaric’s still-turned back. ‘Stilicho has yet to
teach you the art of subtlety, I see.’

Alaric nodded
for a time, sipping his wine again. ‘There are many eyes upon you,
Master. Many voices amongst our cadre asking when… when…
when? Do you know how many of them I have had to placate
since my return to the city today?’

Eriulf said
nothing.

‘And what of
her?’ Alaric added in a low whisper. ‘How many years have passed
since Runa was killed? For how many more must her murder go
unavenged?’

Alaric turned
to him and the two locked glares. The crows cawed, as if sensing
the strain in the air.

‘If you are
challenging me, Alaric,’ said Eriulf, ‘then do so with your sword,
not your words.’

Another tense
silence stretched.

‘Our Master,
you remain,’ Alaric said, breezing past Eriulf without looking at
him, planting his empty cup down as he swept out of the villa. ‘But
we will not wait forever…’
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The echo and
clatter of the festivities on the streets washed this way and that
like waves. Music and the thundering of hooves from the night races
at the hippodrome erupted every now and then, carried by a great
swell of cheering from the spectators.

Peregrinus
perched on the parapet of a vine-clad turret that rose from the
imperial palace ward – like a crow on a high crag. His cloak
rippled in the hot night breeze as he took it all in. The Romans,
dancing as if they had won. The angry young braid-haired warrior
striding from the villa of Eriulf, and Eriulf too – Master of the
Vesi – sitting slumped near the open shutters of the hearth room
with his crows. The man’s fascination with those birds was
perplexing, but not so much as the conundrum which Peregrinus now
faced.

He stroked the
lion fang amulet on his necklace and thought back over that with
which he had been tasked. Bring chaos down upon the Eastern
Empire, Magnus Maximus had demanded. Wreck Theodosius’
armies and state so I may secure the West entire without his
interference. Then, when I march upon the East, you will be
rewarded handsomely… for I will need a subordinate to rule that
side of the world in my name.

He had been
so, so close to success that night on the Danubius, he thought,
closing his eyes and remembering it all. The Goths of Odotheus had
come to the river in good faith, and the Romans had seemed set to
engage in talks of some sort. Yet he had managed to scupper the
harmony and bring both parties to battle on the foaming waters.
Even better, at the sight of the Roman attack on the unarmed
tribesmen, the Haims Goths had been brought to the edge of
revolt. The Vesi amongst them had been riled to the brink of
revealing themselves. Utter chaos rising like milk in an overheated
pan…

Yet Eriulf had
somehow kept the lid on the Vesi rage – albeit inadvertently
revealing himself as Vesi Master to Peregrinus’ watchful eye in the
process during the blazing row with the Praepositus, Bagulf,
midriver. Then Emperor Theodosius and Pavo the guardsman had thrown
cold water on the river battle. It had all died away to nothing,
with Odotheus’ lot fading back into the north, the Eastern army and
state remaining intact. Thus, Maximus would not now march to war or
reward him.

The throne of
Theodosius, Peregrinus mused. Quite the prize. Slipped through his
grasp. Gone.

Or was it?

He drummed his
fingers against his lips, paring back the many layers of this great
game, stripping away the details of his failed efforts at this
river. He found this approach helpful, to clear away the
distractions and identify the one thing that truly mattered.
Every lock has but one key.

War, he
realised. That was the key, the nub of it all. For a throne to
become available, it must first be vacated. For a throne to be
vacated, an emperor and his regime had to die. Thus, there had to
be… war.

He brought out
a wax tablet and began to write.

 



Chapter 10

June 387 AD

Constantinople
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The silence of
night gave way to the soft song of dawn: bells tolling gently,
gulls crying out at sea, and the calm brush of the warm morning
breeze through the palm fronds.

As the long
pink fingers of daybreak began to crawl across the villa’s
bedchamber floor, Pavo sighed in contentment, suspended in the
sweet honey-drop moments between sleep and waking, the warmth and
softness of Izodora anchoring him where he lay. He slid an arm
around her waist and nuzzled into the nape of her neck. Marcus,
sleepy-eyed, shuffled across from his bed in the recess and – as
had become ritual – slid into the adults’ bed, backing against his
mother. It was bliss. He wished at that moment he could paint the
scene and trap it for all eternity, to seal him and his beloved
ones in this state of warm comfort for all time.

‘You will
speak with Theodosius today?’ Izodora said sleepily.

Pavo cracked
open one eye. It was time, time for him to walk away from his short
stint as a Protector – as the emperor had promised he could once
the Gothic situation had been resolved. He had already made the
arrangements for the rest of the summer: he, Izodora and Marcus
would buy a wagon and lead their small herd back to the farmhouse.
This year’s crop would be ruined, but that didn’t matter, for the
purse he had been given by the emperor would cover things. ‘I
will,’ he said, then nuzzled back into his wife.

Just as he
began to close his eyes again, they snagged on his dusty suit of
armour in the corner. The white greaves and the dark purple and
silver porpax shield had served him well. But now it was time to
don farming gear once more. This time stronger and fitter, and safe
in the knowledge that the Gothic problem had been dealt with. His
eyelids began to feel heavy once again. Another hour of slumber? He
had earned it, that was for certain.

‘Make way!’ a
voice pealed across the rising hum of the city. The rattle of
hooves followed, battering along the flagstones. Pavo’s eyes slid
open again. He knew the capital like the handle of his sword: the
rider out there was coming from the direction of the land walls…
through the Golden Gate?

The sense of
sleepy ease drained from him. He rose, padding across the
sun-warmed floor tiles to the window and squinting to peer down to
the main way – the broad ceremonial avenue that ran the length of
the capital from the land defences to the peninsular tip like an
artery. The early crowds were parting like water before the
horseman. He rode almost flat in the saddle, his dark cape and the
white feathers sprouting from his staff thrashing in his wake. Dogs
barked in excitement; masses began to gather.

With a
metallic whine, the bronze gates of the imperial palace region
swung open, permitting the rider in to the rising slopes of the
first hill. Up, up he went, all the way to the emperor’s Chalke
Hall.

‘What’s going
on?’ Izodora groaned, rolling over in bed.

‘Nothing, just
overly-noisy messengers, as usual,’ said Pavo. Yet as he pulled on
a tunic and his boots, he felt a tension within him. ‘Stay, sleep,’
he said, lifting the white greaves and putting them in a leather
bag. ‘I will go to speak with the emperor now.’

Izodora,
watching this, smiled and closed her eyes, and Marcus sighed at her
side.

Pavo buckled
his belt and flitted out into the gardens – the muggy air swirling
around him. Constantinople’s many wards sweltered in the early heat
all around this high point on the third hill. Memories of his youth
in this city arose: not the grim times, just the good ones. Fishing
with Father, dancing with the other children during festival days,
and the mornings when Father would take him to the small and very
ancient Shrine of Ceres to give an offering of wheat to the Grain
Goddess.

He closed his
eyes, remembering the smell of incense inside, and the gentle echo
of the young priest’s voice. Gabinus was his name; a kind and
thoughtful man. He always had a small basket of strawberries –
Pavo’s favourite – in for their visit. He opened his eyes again,
scanning the jumbled skyline of the city until he picked out the
humble dome of that shrine. Gabinus was an old man now, relying on
his two younger brothers – not particularly gentle or kind – to
help him run and watch the temple these days. So many other older
landmarks in the city had changed too – renovated beyond
recognition or demolished, gone completely to make way for
something newer and grander. Time, he mused, was like the great
brush of a dissatisfied artist, constantly painting over the
past.

It was then
that Pavo noticed a certain absence up here on these villa grounds.
He looked across to the spot under the shade of a palm cluster
where normally Saturninus took breakfast, typically drinking a
herbal brew along with a bowl of honey and yoghurt. This morning,
the man was nowhere to be seen.

‘Master
Saturninus woke early,’ said a gardener, noticing Pavo’s confusion.
‘He went to the emperor’s hall. There was forewarning of some big
news.’

Pavo
remembered the sounds of the horse messenger, and now felt a sharp
twist in his belly. He thanked the gardener, then left the estate.
Pacing down to the main way, he saw that crowds were congregating
near the gates of the walled first hill, drawn there by the urgency
of the rider. The palace cohorts patrolling the low walls around
the palatial grounds called for these crowds to disperse, but none
were having it. People were barging around Pavo for a better view,
the area becoming clogged.

‘Pavo.’

He swung to
see Sura, jogging from the small barrack house near the Forum of
the Bull where the Claudia were now billeted. He was dressed in
just a loincloth and boots. ‘Did you see the pole that horseman
carried?’

‘Aye, the
white feathers of a messenger.’

‘Of a
Western messenger,’ Libo corrected him, arriving in Sura’s
wake. He too was wearing just loincloth and boots, and absolutely
reeked of dung.

Pavo looked
them both up and down. ‘What have you two been doing?’

‘Best not to
ask, sir,’ Pulcher answered, arriving in exactly the same state,
then picking something from his teeth and examining it with mild
disgust: a very curly hair… certainly not one of his own.

‘A morale
building exercise,’ offered Betto, the words dripping with disdain
and he too reeking of animal manure. ‘Apparently.’

Myriad images
of what had gone on with the Claudians swirled in Pavo’s mind –
none of them pleasant.

‘Pavo!’ a
voice called from the palace hill walls.

He swung to
see Saturninus up there, beckoning madly.

‘He is a
Protector. Let him through, let him through,’ the statesman
demanded of the wall guards as Pavo made his way to the gates.

He slipped
inside the imperial palace ward, a few cheeky civilians trying to
push in too before the guards brandished their spears to persuade
them against it.

The commotion
faded behind Pavo and Saturninus as they paced up the winding path,
through the beautiful flushes of hyacinth and hanging vines,
towards the Chalke Hall. ‘Why does my stomach twist in knots?’

Saturninus’
face was wrought with worry. All he could do was shake his
head.

As they
entered the royal hall, the blaring voices within were equally
stretched with tension.

‘How many more
liberties do we allow him to take before we respond?’ Stilicho
remonstrated, clutching his white helmet underarm. ‘Act now,
Domine, before the situation boils over. Before he invades.’

‘He will
not invade,’ Theodosius boomed, slapping a palm on one arm
of the throne.

‘He?’ Pavo
said quietly, so only Saturninus would hear.

Saturninus’
face twisted again in worry. ‘Maximus.’

Pavo almost
laughed. ‘What?’ He recalled the rumours from Frugilo – about the
dark ambitions of Magnus Maximus, bound by Theodosius to share
control of the Western Empire with the young Valentinian, the man
who was destined to take full control there when the time was
right. Yet nothing had come of those rumours. Indeed, Maximus had
been in peaceful control of the northern half of the Western Empire
now for almost four years.

Stilicho
turned to the rider with the white-feathered staff, and asked him
to explain again the severity of the situation.

‘Our Caesar,
Valentinian, and his Magister Militum, Bauto, are bolstering the
Alpes Mountain passes as best they can,’ the rider said. ‘They
thought they had done enough to dissuade Maximus… until they saw
him bring his newly-raised armies to the meadows in southern Gaul,
the very border between my Caesar’s territory and his. I saw it
myself: a parade of steel, stretching from horizon to horizon. The
Dark Eagle rode at the fore, proud and menacing.’

There was an
awful silence then, before Theodosius tried to break the air of
threat with a forced laugh. ‘A parade? Is that all? Maximus will
not invade Italia, and will not try to oust Valentinian from his
seat of power there. You said that Valentinian’s chief diplomat,
Domninus the Syrian, is readying to travel north to meet with
Maximus and ease the tensions?’

The rider
nodded.

‘And Maximus
has already agreed to this meeting?’

Another
nod.

‘Does that
sound like a man on the cusp of invading?’ Theodosius opened his
palms. Nobody answered. ‘Domninus is skilled. Under his watch the
talks, I expect, will be deliberately slow. Winter will arrive, and
the snows will come, making the Alpes heights impassable, even were
they not bristling with Valentinian and Bauto’s nearly-complete
defences.’

‘Snow?’
Stilicho replied, incredulous. ‘Majesty, the snows will come, but
so too will they melt.’

Theodosius
barely reacted, other than to raise one finger from the throne arm,
and for one edge of his lips to rise ever so slightly. ‘Yes, but
that will buy time – the rest of this summer, autumn and winter –
for Valentinian’s agents to undermine any schemes Maximus might
have in mind.’

A few voices –
mostly the more junior of the attendees – murmured in
confusion.

‘That’s right.
The young Caesar of the West has secretly and cleverly manoeuvred
some of his best spies into Maximus’ court at Treverorum. If, come
spring, Maximus makes any move upon Italia, they will be quick to,’
his face hardened, ‘clip his wings.’

Pavo heard the
ongoing debate but did not take in any of it. The fact that
Maximus, the man that he had helped to topple Gratian and win the
West, was being talked of as a threat, as an enemy, sounded like
poison in his ears.

The sound of
clapping hands snapped him from his ruminations. The emperor had
dismissed his court. Pavo was about to filter out of the hall with
the rest of the Protectores, when he remembered why he had come
here and what he had promised Izodora.

He turned to
the throne. Theodosius took a while to realise he was there – so
much so that Pavo felt like a pup trying to get its master’s
attention.

‘Yes?’

Pavo presented
the white greaves from the leather bag. ‘Domine, it has been an
honour to wear these prized pieces of your imperial armour and to
serve as your shield. However, now that the Gothic crisis is over,
I wish to return them to you. And I ask you to grant me my leave
from your service.’

Theodosius
beheld him for a time. ‘I appointed you to my guard unit for the
duration of the troubles. As you have just heard, the troubles are
not over, they have merely shifted. Keep the greaves, and be sure
to report for duty on your next shift.’

Pavo felt the
glare of the shaven-headed Inquisitors arrayed behind the emperor’s
throne. He saw also the flickers of fire in Theodosius’s eyes.
‘Until the Syrian treats with Maximus?’ he said.

Theodosius’s
head barely moved in what could only be described as the most
disguised of nods. ‘Until the Western situation is settled.’

Pavo saluted,
quarter-bowed, and left.

As he went, he
noticed that Lucius the Protector had hung back to see what Pavo
was doing. ‘Nobody retires from the Protectores,’ he said with a
smirk as Pavo passed.
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Izodora set out
the table beside the tadpole pond with fresh loaves, mashed olives,
pots of yoghurt and honey. She wore her sparest robe – one that
showed her curves – and dotted sweet myrrh and lavender oil on her
neck and arms. She also looked out Marcus’ one good tunic and the
new, soft leather slippers she had bought for him at the tanner’s
market. It was to be the day when their family was to become a
family again. The day when the danger receded. The day when they
could confidently look once more to the future. Yet she felt
something inside her – a tight knot of worry. Perhaps it was the
mood in the city – tense, fractious. It is nothing, she told
herself.

Pavo appeared,
trudging up the third hill and coming through the gates of
Saturninus’ estate. The way he walked – head down, steps heavy –
gave it away, even before she saw that he still carried those
damned greaves.
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Bauto scowled
at the heavens – still throwing down freezing rain in sheets upon
him and the embassy. His forked beard hung in soaked straggles. His
horse’s hooves splashed and squelched in the heath, and the beast’s
breath emerged like puffs of steam.

Beside him
rode a doddering old man, with a stork’s neck, a beak of a nose,
and a visible palsy in his hands. There was something uncomfortably
symbolic about Domninus the diplomat’s rapidly-progressing
infirmity. In better days he had used his negotiating skills all
across the Roman Empire and beyond with great success. Now, to
throw him at such a daunting adversary as the Dark Eagle seemed…
somewhat desperate.

‘Gods, sir…
are my eyes deceiving me?’ said one of the First Alpinorum
legionaries escorting them. The other eleven of the dozen craned
their necks and shielded their eyes to see ahead likewise.

Bauto peered
into the grey horizon and saw it too: the ghostly outline of a
city. Augusta Treverorum, the mighty capital of the north. As they
drew closer, they could see its grey stone towers and walls, dank
and ominous. The closest gateway loomed like a skull, the
portcullis a fanged mouth, the archer windows on each floor of its
turrets like many eye sockets. The bridge leading to that gateway
extended across the River Mosa like an outstretched tongue. Either
side of the city, huge military camps dominated the rain-soaked
expanses. Tents stretching as far as the eye could see.

Bauto knew
this was no illusion – he had witnessed this colossal force during
Maximus’ impromptu and deeply-concerning parade across the meadows
before the mountains. The trumpets, the fluttering ribbons and
standards, the glare of newly-forged steel. The wedges of cavalry,
the blocks of legions, the untidy masses of Germans in Roman gear.
He and young Valentinian had watched it all from the as-yet
uncompleted defences at the Poeninus Pass. Valentinian – struck
with terror – had called his nearest Italian garrisons to that
mountain rampart in a hurried clatter. Yet Maximus and his colossal
force had simply turned north and marched away whence they had
come. It had been a show of power, Bauto knew – nothing committal,
nothing illegal… just a stark warning of what he was capable of.
Another attempt to persuade Valentinian to surrender his Italian
throne.

Bauto stroked
his forked beard in thought, then ranged alongside Domninus the
ambassador. ‘When we speak with Maximus, be sure to look for the
hidden truth within his answers. He is well known for the twin
meanings of his words.’

‘I have dealt
with the darkest scum on God’s earth, General,’ Domninus replied,
his old voice shaky. ‘I long ago learned that it is wise to doubt
until trust is earned.’

As they walked
their mounts onto the Mosa bridge, the double portcullis at the far
end rose, the two gratings clanking and moaning. Despite decades of
battle experience, Bauto felt the need to touch his sword pommel,
under his cloak, for reassurance. This all felt like a classic
lure. He imagined hired German axemen waiting just within the gate,
ready to spring out and hack the party to pieces.

Yet once
inside, the reception blew away his fears: as the bluster of the
rain eased, a team of hands rushed out from the gateway’s stable
and helped them to dismount. A flurry of others surrounded them – a
body servant carrying towels and a heated robe for each of them,
another offering them warmed wine. A third guided them onwards to
Maximus’ palace quarter, and brought them to his imperial hall
where a feast had been laid out and a welcoming fire roared in the
huge stone hearth.

Maximus stood
by the blaze, broad and dark in his black feather cloak, one hand
behind his turned back, the other nursing a cup of wine. Present
also were the northern ruler’s team of clerks and officials, seated
at a long table and ready to note down the discussions ahead.

Bauto, nearly
dry and warming up, began to relax. His visions of crazed axemen
now seemed silly. The only soldiers in the room were Maximus’
commanders: his brother Marcellinus, Dragathius the Bull of
Britannia, and the lesser commanders Quintinus and Nannenius.
Interestingly, Bauto noticed, his son Victor had a seat at the
table too… and he was dressed in purple.

‘Welcome!’
Maximus said, spinning on his heel from the fire to face them. His
face was bright and his tone merry. A few cups of wine had been
imbibed, apparently. Maybe not a bad thing, Bauto mused.

Domninus
bowed, and presented a small oak box to Maximus. ‘A gift for you
from Valentinian. From one emperor to another,’ he added
smartly.

Maximus eyed
the box and opened it, smiling. ‘Very nice,’ he said, lifting out
an Egyptian pectoral. ‘However, it should be my son who receives
this. For he, as you might have noticed, is co-Augustus of this
realm. He and I will share power for now. One day, he will inherit
what is mine.’

Bauto’s eyes
narrowed at this. He was old enough to remember the times when
emperors had been selected for their worthiness, not for their
bloodline. More, the unspoken expectation was that Valentinian
would assume control of the whole Western realm when Maximus’ time
was over. This, again, was the Dark Eagle’s way – oblique threats,
delivered with a charming smile. To tackle the matter head-on would
be a mistake, he knew. Fortunately, Domninus saw it that way too,
and did not directly challenge Maximus’ dynastic innuendos.

‘Come, sit,
eat,’ Maximus guided them to the feast table, laden with cooked
game and pots of broth and wine.

Bauto –
stomach hollow – gladly tucked in, a leg of roast goose becoming a
bone in moments, his belly grumbling in gratitude for the hot, rich
food. The chat was meandering and light as they ate, and Maximus
prompted his key men to tell the guests about the regions they each
presided over.

Thus,
Marcellinus told of the goings-on in Hispania: rebels, religious
turmoil, and lots of gold, apparently, from a newly-discovered
mine.

Purple-cloaked
Victor talked in an affected way – clearly mimicking generals of
far more experience – about his expert handling of the Rhenus
frontier. ‘The best way to deal with barbarians,’ he chuckled,
swirling his wine cup, ‘is to set them upon one another.’ A few
sycophants buckled with laughter at this tired old concept as if it
was the greatest joke ever told. ‘Don’t tell the shaggy German
fiends camped outside the city I said that,’ he said with a
conspiratorial whisper and a wink.

Quintinus and
Nannenius, the two minor commanders, could only recount the more
prosaic matters they had been involved in – namely escorting cattle
herds up and down the Rhenus hinterland, all in the shadow of
Victor’s heroic undertakings at that border. ‘We cannot claim to
have battled the Frankish tribes across the river,’ Quintinus
smiled, ‘but some days, after dealing with one thousand
recalcitrant cows stuck in a bog, the chance would seem like a fine
thing.’

A round of
gentle laughter rippled around the table.

Bauto caught
Quintinus’ eye. It was the briefest of looks. Might they get a
chance to speak in private, later, he wondered?

A few more
anecdotes were shared, and Domninus added his contribution about
affairs in Valentinian’s domain, telling of the matters in Italia
and Africa. ‘Religious strife plagues the streets of our cities. An
Orthodox mob tried to pull down the old Shrine of Venus in
Mediolanum. Lady Justina ordered her Gothic bodyguards to the scene
to stop the destruction, only for the pagan multitudes to arrive
and attack both!’

‘Ha,’ Maximus
rocked back in his seat, eyes smiling. ‘Things would be so much
easier, were Lady Justina and young Valentinian to embrace,’ he
tapped the table with a finger, ‘and enforce, Orthodoxy, as
I do here in these lands. We have no such riots or unrest.’

Bauto
disguised a smirk behind a second goose leg. Religious trouble was
just as much of a problem here, he was sure – it was just more
skilfully covered up by Maximus, the master politician.

Domninus
sighed. ‘It is a complex matter, Majesty. The eastern Alpine region
is a troubled land. Incursions from the wild north are becoming
commonplace. Thus, we need recruits from all backgrounds in order
to garrison that area. Were we to oppress the beliefs of one lot,
it would make them less invested in the empire which they would
have to defend. As a result, it would make them lesser troops.’

‘Ah, taming an
army – like grasping a wolf by the ears!’ Maximus chuckled. ‘And
that is why we are here, isn’t it? Valentinian asked for these
talks because he was concerned about my recent military parade. He
felt it was too close to his lands? I understand – it was brash of
me, proud and conceited. I was merely trying to forge a fellowship
amongst my newly-raised legions and Germanic auxiliaries. For I too
understand the difficulties in making an army.’ He smiled, gazing
into his drink. ‘You know why I had them skirt the mountains? It
was to show them the endeavour of my southern brother. They had
heard of the titanic efforts there in building new, stout defences
and of Valentinian himself lifting bricks with his common soldiers.
I wanted to show them that. Unbreakable walls, they say he is
building across the passes. And they are right. No war machine
could topple those bastions once they are complete. I challenged my
men to aspire to such greatness. I do not know if it inspired all
of them, but I noticed plenty of them in the days to come walking
taller, training harder.’ He sighed and nodded humbly. ‘I respect
that Valentinian might have appreciated advance warning of the
parade,’ he stretched his arms wide, ‘but are we not brothers?
Should we not trust each other in full?’ he raised his cup. ‘To
Valentinian!’

‘To
Valentinian!’ Maximus’ cadre echoed.

Bauto felt a
sense of relief trickling through his veins. The whole charade had
seemed menacing, but things always seemed different when seen from
another’s point of view. He munched on through his goose leg. As
the chatter continued, he realised that there was one at the table
who had not spoken: Dragathius, the Bull of Britannia. The cavalry
master’s silence was conspicuous. It was a silence that begged
breaking. Yet Domninus was too engrossed with his soup to ask the
question. Thus, Bauto did it for him: ‘And how are things on the
northern isle of Britannia?’

Dragathius’
long grey hair parted as he looked up from his food. His humourless
expression creased with something almost like a smile. ‘The island
is what it always should have been – a backwater. There were always
too many troops there. The two great cavalry wings of the
Sarmaturum and the Dalmaturum left, crossing the channel with the
island’s main legions four years ago, and we see no need to send
them back there. The provincial governor, Celer, has auxiliaries
and good forts with which to run that land.’

‘What of the
pirate raids along the east coast?’ Bauto ventured. ‘They are
becoming intense, I hear?’

Dragathius
scowled at him as if he had just pointed out a boil on his nose.
‘What about them? Celer has not called for help.’

‘And if he
does?’

‘If he does,’
Maximus answered, ‘then we would send him legions in support.’ He
pushed his plate away and leaned back in his chair. ‘In fact, that
is my duty. I am warden of the West. Where there is danger, I will
be there.’

Bauto’s ears
pricked up. He quickly saw where this was leading.

‘Be that
Britannia, Hispania, here in Gaul… or in Italia.’ Maximus stood
now, and began pacing slowly around the table. Simultaneously, the
tap-tap of his clerks’ styluses on wax and the scratch of metal
pens on papyrus arose. ‘You talk of barbarian incursions in the
eastern alpine region? I understand your concerns. So permit me the
honour of providing you with soldiers. Ten legions, I offer you,’
he said, holding up both hands, fingers splayed. ‘Ten replete
legions to lead back through the mountains and into Italia. My
imperial brother Valentinian could then use them as he sees fit:
perhaps he could send them to the troubled lands.’

Bauto felt a
heat creeping up the back of his neck. He shot a glance once more
at Quintinus. Both understood the machinations here.

‘Or he might
choose to station them in the cities – to keep peace between the
Orthodox, the Arian and the Pagan.’ He threw his hands out in
carefree fashion. ‘Do with them what he will. They are his.’

Domninus
looked up from his soup. His gormless old face was a mix of
emotions, surprise being the foremost. ‘Majesty, that is… a most
generous offer.

‘I’m not sure
that this is-’ Bauto tried to interrupt, but Domninus held up a
hand to silence him.

‘Let us
continue to dine, Majesty,’ the diplomat went on. ‘And then, after
a night’s rest, perhaps we can draw up the plans tomorrow?’

Maximus
clasped his hands together, head dipped forward a little, a smile
affixed on his face for a time. ‘An excellent idea,’ he said at
last.

Bauto sank
back in his seat, relieved that Domninus had skilfully avoided
giving a firm answer here and now, and all without causing offence.
That was why Domninus was a diplomat and he was a general, he
chuckled inwardly.
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Darkness and
silence fell over the capital of Gaul. One of the bedchamber doors
on the palace’s upper floors slid open ever so gently, so as not to
make a noise. Bauto shivered as he glanced one way then the other
down the corridor. No guards.

He slipped out
and padded on his bare feet towards the palace’s eastern wing. The
passageway seemed deathly-cold in these depths of night, with the
sconces burning low and giving off only the barest breaths of heat.
Reaching the corridor’s end, he stepped out onto an open terrace
and into the spitting rain. A full moon hung over the city, making
the many pools and puddles of rain around the streets glow like
lamps.

‘Quintinus?’
he whispered.

Silence.

‘Quintinus,’
he hissed now. Every moment out here meant danger. Danger of being
caught.

He saw it in a
puddle: the reflection of a figure, rising up behind him. Bauto
swung on his heel and grabbed for his sword hilt. ‘Gods,
Quintinus,’ he gasped, relaxing.

Quintinus held
up a hand in apology.

Valentinian
and he had selected this fellow and Nannenius, and tasked both with
earning their way into Maximus’ favour. The pair, ostensibly loyal
to Maximus, were in fact young Valentinian’s eyes and ears here in
the north.

The
sandy-haired commander looked sullen. ‘We dare not stay out here
for long, lest we are caught, so let’s make this swift. You and I
both understand Maximus’ intentions.’

‘Aye, these
“gift legions”,’ Bauto agreed. ‘A ploy to station a body of his own
soldiers in Italia. To gain a foothold in the peninsula. It cannot
be allowed. This is a clear herald of the invasion he has long
craved. Yet for four years he has harboured such ideas without
acting on them. Why now?’

Quintinus
sighed. ‘Something has changed, only recently. Two moons past, a
rider came in the dead of night. An Arcanus.’

Bauto sucked
in air through his nostrils. This meant trouble. The Arcani were
Maximus’ disciples, experts at spreading disinformation to confuse
and misdirect the enemy. Even better at opening throats. Nothing
could be proved, but he knew they had been responsible for the
disappearance of several of the Dark Eagle’s opponents.

‘He came from
the East, going by the markings on the bags he carried – picked up
from a Thracian waystation I’d wager. He brought Maximus a message,
something that seemed to stir up his plans, bringing urgency to his
recruitment, and the quick gathering and parading of his
troops.’

‘What was the
message?’

Quintinus
shrugged. ‘A tablet, in a cedar wood case. That is all I briefly
saw of it as it was passed to him. It is stored, like all of his
grimmest things, in his study on the palace’s upper floors. I have
tried to get in there, but the Dark Eagle spends his days in there,
and most nights too.’

Bauto sighed.
‘Then let us focus on the matters that are clear: the ten legions
he offers Valentinian – what do we do?’

‘Ambassador
Domninus must reject the proposal,’ Quintinus said instantly.

‘I spoke with
him privately after the feast. He is minded to accept.’

Quintinus’
face twisted in dismay. ‘Why?’

‘He thinks
those legions should be accepted, so as to appease Maximus, but
also to weaken him. Ten legions, gone from his command. He says
Valentinian could easily choose to despatch them to Africa, or
break them up along the borders, or shower them with a donative and
make them truly his own legions.’

‘That is a
dangerous game to play. The ten legions Maximus offers will have
been chosen for their fealty.’

‘I agree.
Alas, it is the ambassador’s decision to make,’ Bauto grumbled.
‘Valentinian must be forewarned of this. Yet I have no messengers
here whom I can trust to take word to him.’

‘The news will
be sent tomorrow,’ Quintinus said confidently. ‘Nannenius and I are
due to ride to the River Rhenus in support of Victor in his efforts
there against the Franks. At the first opportunity after we set off
from this city, I will dispatch one of my cavalrymen south. With a
change of horse at each waystation, Valentinian will know within
days of what is coming. Ample time to plan and prepare.’

‘To make sure
the wall is finished and the troops gathered and alert,’ Bauto
agreed. ‘May your man ride with the wings of Pegasus.’

The pair
clasped forearms, and parted.

Bauto moved on
the balls of his feet, back towards his chambers, his mind whirring
with it all. He was dog-tired, but realised he was almost certainly
going to spend the night awake and staring at the ceiling.

So it was:
three hours later he lay on his back, agitated. Finally, just as
the silvery threads of sleep began to spiral through his mind, the
sound of bats rapping across the sky stirred him again.

Annoyed, he
threw off his blanket and hobbled clumsily to the window, prizing
the shutter open and blinking wearily at the moon. With a deep
sigh, he considered doing his old stretching routine to pass the
time – a series of twists and bends that had helped keep his body
supple for a man his age. Just as he was about to begin, he noticed
something on the balcony protruding from the floor below his
bedchamber window.

Maximus!

He was sipping
a drink, gazing out over his city, lost in thought.

Bauto was
about to turn away, back to his bed, when he remembered something
Quintinus had said. The tablet is stored in his study on the
palace’s upper floors. I have tried to get in, but the Dark Eagle
spends his days in there, and most nights too.’

Bauto felt a
thrill of fear and possibility. The stairs and the corridors on the
upper floors were well-patrolled. But…

The air felt
colder than ever as he stepped back towards the window. Carefully,
he leaned out, and twisted his head to look upwards. The window
above was – as he understood it – the study.

He felt a
youthful thrill rise through him as he rubbed his palms on his
nightshirt to dry them of moisture. Barefoot, he stepped up on the
windowsill and stretched a hand across the adjacent stonework,
feeling the rough texture of the masonry and…

A
handhold!

Planting a
foot against the palace wall and lodging his hand in the gap, he
thrust upwards, feeling for another hold. Finding it, he spidered
on up the stonework. The years fell away from him in those moments
– moments that reminded him of his youthful exploits, climbing the
coastal cliffs in Campania to impress his late wife. The chill
night air beat at his skin, and his heart thundered with the effort
until, finally, he planted a hand on the sill above. He levered
himself in, landing with a soft sound on the floorboards.

The chamber
was a well of shadow, lit only by the thinnest shaft of moonlight
through the lone window. A sniff and sigh sounded from the other
side of the door. The guards, he realised. His life would depend on
his silence. So, with great care, he began to explore the
study.

But it was so
damned dark.

All he could
see was an oil lamp, glinting in the moonlight. Yet he dared not
light the thing. Instead, he felt his way around the room.

There were
stacked scrolls on a table and maps pinned to the walls, the
materials dry to the touch.

A tablet, in a
cedar wood case…

A stag’s head
mounted on the wall. The metallic smoothness of a sconce. Then…

…the cold,
waxy shape of a human face. Lips, bent in a grim smile. Eyes, dry
and artificial. The clouds outside shifted, and a full moonbeam
passed across the smirking corpse of Emperor Gratian. Bauto flailed
back from the thing, clamping a hand over his mouth to block a yelp
of fright. In backing away, he bumped a stand, and a glass case
rocked, ready to fall. He caught it just in time, and felt his
blood turn to ice as he beheld the withered hand of Gratian
within.

Closing his
eyes, he planted the thing back where it had been, and tried to
recover his composure. His heart pounded as he searched on in the
darkness, dreading what other horrors he might set his fingers
upon. And how long would the Dark Eagle be gone from the room? At
that moment, he clamped his hands on a small square of wood. He
lifted it and felt brass hinges… a tablet case. Holding it to his
nostrils he detected a sweet scent: cedar.

He prized the
thing open and held it up to the moonlight. His eyes bulged like a
child’s at the first sight of snow… then his face sagged,
crestfallen. ‘Encoded,’ he whispered, gaze dancing over the
etchings and the unusual seal marking at the bottom. His mind began
to churn. He knew ciphers from his own messages exchanged with
Quintinus and Nannenius. Yet this script was new to him. That seal
marking though, that really was odd…

Footsteps,
padding outside.

Bauto’s blood
crashed in his ears as he fumbled the case shut and put it back
where he had found it.

Maximus’ voice
sounded, praising his sentries.

Bauto picked
his way frantically across the study.

The key
clunked in the lock.

Bauto vaulted
from the window.

The door swung
open.

Bauto grabbed
onto a handhold outside, and pressed himself to the cold, damp
stonework.

He could sense
the Dark Eagle above, at the sill, gazing out over his city. After
a time, he knew that Maximus was gone, and so he picked his way
back down to his own bedchamber.

As he landed
on the floorboards, he bent double to recover. His mind raced like
a pack of hounds. Something in that coded message had changed
everything, spurring Maximus to make the move he had for so long
been planning. But what were those coded words?

The only thing
he knew for certain was that Quintinus’ rider would need to be
speedy tomorrow.
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Dawn came in a
grey pall, the rain unending. Within the palace, Quintinus dressed
and buckled on his riding belt, feeling a sickness in his stomach.
His breakfast of bread and bacon felt like it was sitting in his
throat. It was the same most mornings in which he awoke in the
court of the Dark Eagle. He had seen the man’s ways: a smiling,
warm and ebullient character on the outside, with a core of black
ambition. A man who kept in his study the corpse of his predecessor
like a trophy. Thus, sorties out into the wild like the one he was
to undertake today felt like something of an escape. They were to
head the short way east to the Rhenus frontier and there, meet two
legions stationed at the river. Next, they were to strike across
the waterway in a punitive attack on the Frankish groups who had
raided the opposite way last year.

Throwing his
thick riding cloak around his shoulders and cupping his helm
underarm, he left his quarters and walked to the western gate
compound – a grey and dank walled square that controlled access to
the gate itself. The space was rife with the smell of dung, damp
hay from the stables, and the drip-drip of rainwater.
Animals stood, shivering and grunting, steam rising from their
backs. His turma of thirty lightly-armoured equites
were busy fastening saddles and checking bridles, breaths puffing
in the cool air.

‘Sir,’ one of
his men – brushing down a chestnut horse – greeted him. The rest of
the thirty echoed this low, respectful salute.

Quintinus gave
them a stern nod, then looked to the giant western gate. Through
the grating of the double portcullis and at the far end of the Mosa
bridge, he spotted the rest of the mission party already waiting:
Victor, riding up and down in a flamboyant display before his five
hundred strong wing of elite Gentiles riders. The sickness rose
again – for Victor was every bit Maximus’ son.

‘Here come our
scout riders,’ Victor cried, pointing his sword towards the gate,
in Quintinus’ direction. ‘Last out as usual!’ His wing of horsemen
roared with laughter.

‘Stay calm,
endure his antics,’ said Nannenius quietly, emerging from the
stable area. ‘Soon it will be over.’

‘Did you
arrange it?’ Quintinus replied, being careful not to look at
Nannenius as he spoke for fear of being watched.

‘I spoke with
Victor earlier this morning, advised him on our marching
formation,’ whispered Nannenius, buckling on his leather riding
jacket and tightening a strap on his grey stallion’s bridle. He
nodded towards the thirty equites preparing likewise. ‘He took my
advice. Our turma is to form the rearguard. Thus, we will go
unwatched.’

‘Excellent,’
said Quintinus. ‘Remember, we wait until we’re out of sight of the
city before we send a rider away.’

‘And he will
reach our young Caesar within days,’ Nannenius vowed.

‘God grows
impatient,’ Victor called to them from out there, heeling his horse
and causing it to rear up. ‘Come, come – we have Franks to
slay!’

Quintinus’
teeth ground together like rocks. ‘Riders, mount,’ he called to his
turma.

They moved at
a walk, and as they came to the looming western gateway, chains
groaned and whined as the inner portcullis was raised. Just before
they entered the shadows of the gate tunnel, he noticed movement up
on the gatehouse roof: Magnus Maximus, stepping over to its edge to
watch their departure, the feathers of his black cloak flaring in
the cold wind. ‘Ride swift and be watchful,’ he called down to the
party.

Quintinus
masked his inner feelings, and threw up an arm in salute. ‘Yes,
Domine!’
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Maximus, dark
hair shining wet, watched the thirty horsemen filter into the
innards of the gate. He had always liked Quintinus – for his sober
way and straight talking. Nannenius too – a lesser man but cut from
similar cloth.

‘Raise the
outer portcullis,’ barked a centurion to his subordinates, who were
standing over the mechanism of wheels and ropes up here on the
roof.

‘No,’ Maximus
said quietly.

The centurion
swung his eyes to the Western Emperor. ‘My lord?’

‘Leave the
outer portcullis as it is. Drop the inner one.’

‘But…’ the
centurion started, then his eyes widened.

Maximus
affixed him with an equanimous look.






[image: ]






Inside the gate
tunnel, the thirty riders waited impatiently for the outer
portcullis to rise, their horses pawing and snorting.

What’s taking
them so long?’ Nannenius muttered.

‘Keep calm,’
Quintinus said under his breath. ‘In moments we will be in the
countryside and-’

Clang!

His and
Nannenius’ horses jumped in shock. The others of the turma bucked
and whinnied too. Men yelled in fright. All looked back at the
portcullis that had slammed down at their rear. Then there was
silence. Just the moan of the wind through the closed gratings
before and behind them.

‘What’s going
on, sir?’ an eques rider asked.

Nannenius,
impatient, slid from his saddle and slammed the palm of one hand
against the outer grating. ‘Come on! Get this thing open.’

A thick
clunk sounded from above.

‘What was
that?’ Nannenius hissed, looking to the ceiling.

Quintinus too
looked upwards at the low ceiling of this gate tunnel – composed of
a series of wooden boards, dotted with small black holes. Dust
puffed from the holes, and then, with a low stony rumble, steel
points began to emerge like downward-pointing fangs. ‘God of the
light, no,’ he croaked, shaking.

At that same
moment, his horse reared violently, blood spraying from its front
hooves. Quintinus grabbed for the reins but missed and fell from
his mount. He landed on the ground and stared, horrified, at the
lethally sharp spike that had caused the injury, rising from the
floor. Many more such spikes were rising up all around him, a
reflection of those pressing down from the ceiling. He wriggled
clear of another floor spike and tried to stand, then ducked,
realising death was coming from that direction too.

He had heard
rumours of the mechanisms that the Dark Eagle had designed and
commissioned in his major cities, but had not believed them. Until
now. This was the lupus – the wolf’s jaws – one of the worst
ways to die.

Screams,
whinnies and chaos exploded in the small space as horses danced in
pain and riders fell – most skewered onto the spikes, torn open. He
saw Nannenius sputter and spasm as a floor spike emerged from his
breastbone like a pin piercing cloth, legs kicking in futility,
blood pulsing from his mouth as he was lifted from his feet. His
riders cried for mercy, their pleas peppered with the sounds of
steel puncturing flesh and the hiss of arterial spray, the hot,
stinking blood soaking one side of Quintinus’ face.

He saw one
eques pinned through the leg by a floor spike, meaning he could not
duck down. ‘Help me, sir,’ he cried, glancing at Quintinus and then
up at the ceiling spike that was descending towards his head. ‘Help
m-’ with a vile crunch, the spike pierced the top of the man’s
skull and continued its inexorable descent. The rider’s left eye
flopped out, and his face ruptured, releasing a sheet of blood and
a slurry of brain matter.

Blind with
panic, Quintinus dropped to the floor and bellied towards the outer
portcullis, madness telling him that he could somehow prize the
colossal thing up. His efforts were, of course, futile.

‘Help me!’ he
screamed towards Victor, at the far end of the Mosa bridge.

Victor
watched, amused.

The ceiling
spikes were about to gnash into his back. Only moments to find a
way out. So, he wriggled as best he could to face the other
direction, then wormed back between the floor spikes and through
the stinking mess of his men’s bowels and blood towards the inner
portcullis. He clutched the bars of the inner grating, shaking them
like a prisoner, then thrust one hand through a grating gap.
‘Please!’

At that
moment, Maximus descended the stairs from the gatehouse roof, into
the stable square. He sank to his haunches on the safe side of the
lupus trap, beside Quintinus’ outstretched hand, and sighed. ‘I
always liked you, Quintinus. But that was your job, wasn’t it?
Valentinian was clever in placing you so close to me.’

‘Please, I’ll
tell you everything. Just stop the jaws.’ He rasped, feeling the
ceiling tips prod gently all along his back and the rear of his
neck and head. I don’t want to die. Not like this!’

Maximus
smiled, raindrops hanging from the end of his thin nose. ‘I would
never have known you were a spy… were it not for the illuminating
message I received recently.’

‘The Arcanus
rider that came to you in the night with the tablet? Who sent him?
Who… who betrayed me?’

Maximus
smiled. ‘You don’t need to know.’

‘No,’ Quintus
roared, feeling an intense pressure at a dozen points all along his
prone body. Inexorable. Unstoppable. ‘Nooo-ah-no-ah-’

Crack!

 



Chapter 12

November 387 AD

Gaul
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The Alpes
Mountains shone like white flame in the late autumn sun, a beacon
for the southwards-winding column of steel-clad legionaries. For
nearly thirty days they had been on the move.

Swaying on his
mount near the front, General Bauto clutched his belly, troubled by
the bad porridge he had eaten the night before. He glanced over his
shoulder, across the ten marching legions –rival soldiers –
that he was leading back towards the Alpes border. It felt like he
– Magister Militum of Italia – was bringing home the plague.

He broke foul
wind, and this helped ease his mood a little, especially because
the filthy smell sped straight into the faces of the Primani and
Secundani ranks – two of Maximus’ best legions – marching
immediately behind him. They in particular had been muttering and
making thinly-veiled jibes towards him all the way so far on this
journey.

It had been an
odd departure from Augusta Treverorum. He and Ambassador Domninus
had been ready to go to the western gate – the way they had arrived
and the most obvious way to leave the city when heading across the
river with the intention of a return journey south. But Maximus’
legionary commanders had insisted that they instead exit through
the eastern gate. A circuitous and tedious route. Once outside,
Bauto had noticed a cloud of crows circling near the city’s western
side, and a stink in the air. A butcher’s market selling whole
hogs, the Primani Tribunus had explained, then patted Bauto’s belly
and roared with laughter: ‘Looks like you’ve eaten a few of them in
your time.’

On the great
column marched. At last, they came to the mountains, and followed
the yawning chasm of the Poeninus Pass that rose gently uphill
between two peaks. Bauto called to Ambassador Domninus and the
mocking Primani Tribunus. ‘I’ll ride ahead, scout the pass.’

Domninus,
half-deaf, did not hear.

‘Very well,’
the Tribunus replied flatly.

So, spurring
his mount into a canter, he broke ahead of the marching line, and
wound his way gradually up into the heights. The track turned white
underhoof and the wind became bitter, cutting through his cloak and
armour like a knife. He wondered how Valentinian would have
responded to the message carried by Quintinus’ rider: the new
Poeninus’ Pass wall would be complete and bristling with troops,
that was for certain. The twenty legions of Italia would be here by
now. Perhaps they could escort these “gift” legions south and to a
fleet that would despatch them to the deepest, driest edge of
Africa? He felt no anxiety, such was the esteem in which he held
young Valentinian. However the young Caesar had chosen, he would
have chosen wisely.

He counted the
bends and the craggy landmarks in the steep, uphill track. Nearly
there, he thought, rounding one tight turn. And then he nearly fell
from his horse with surprise: a group of thirty men were working
there by the trackside, quarrying stone from the mountain. The song
of chisels and hammers echoed around the pass as they toiled,
hewing and moving huge stone blocks into piles.

‘That’s it.
Now load them onto the wagons,’ bawled their foreman, who then
swung round to the sound of Bauto’s horse. ‘Old Sword?’

Bauto nearly
fell from his mount again, realising who the “foreman” actually
was. ‘Caesar?’

Valentinian’s
handsome young face widened with a smile. ‘You’re back? How did it
go?’

Bauto
dismounted. ‘Caesar, you should not be out here,’ he said, glancing
past his emperor and up the track – the wall and its defences still
obscured by the sides of the weaving pass.

‘I know: there
are mountain bandits, bears, wolves. Fear not: they heard I was
here, and so they fled,’ Valentinian smiled. ‘Come, we are taking
these quarried blocks back up to the wall now.’

Bauto walked
his horse alongside Valentinian’s, the small wagon fleet in tow and
moving slowly under burden. ‘I trust you are ready, Caesar?’ he
asked, watching as the sides of the pass shifted, gradually
revealing one edge of the mountain wall.

Silence.

‘Caesar?’

Valentinian
was regarding him strangely. ‘Ready for what?’

Bauto felt a
rising sense of apprehension. ‘The ten legions, Majesty,’ he said.
‘That is one matter, anyway. There is another: regarding Maximus.
He received a message in the dead of night, some three moons ago. A
message with the oddest-looking seal.’ He described the marking to
the young leader as best he could. ‘Whatever was in the message
compelled him to send these legions. I fear that this is only the
start of his plans. The day when we left his city, he watched us
from the walls. I swear I saw fire in his eyes. I think this is the
moment, Domine, the moment we have been fearing.’

‘Bauto, what
are you talking about? What are these ten legions you speak
of?’

Now the pass
opened up, revealing in full the great new mountain wall… and the
huge, unfinished tract of the battlements. Not only that, but there
remained just that one legion – the First Alpinorum – watching over
the works. Bauto’s jaw fell open. ‘Gods, no…’

‘Old
Sword?’

The sound of
boots and clanking iron echoed behind them. Valentinian twisted,
first glancing back, then wheeling his horse round to stare, at the
ten blocks of unfamiliar legionaries trooping up the pass,
Ambassador Domninus at their head. ‘What is this?’

‘Caesar… tell
me, please tell me you received Quintinus’ message?’

Valentinian
gave him the blankest of looks. ‘Old Sword, are we being
invaded?’

The Primani
Tribunus saluted as he led his legion past them, all ten regiments
snaking up towards the wall gates. ‘Caesar!’ many called, saluting
likewise.

‘If I pinch
myself hard enough will I wake from this?’ Valentinian said, his
young face looking suddenly old and furrowed. ‘I ask again: what is
this?’

Bauto spread
his palms. ‘This is Maximus’ gift. I tried to send word to you – so
you might hasten the wall works and have a strong force here to
receive and deal with them.’

The ten
legions halted obediently before the wall gates. Silence reigned
bar the groaning mountain winds. ‘What are my options here, Old
Sword?’ Valentinian said calmly.

‘Unfortunately
there is only one, Majesty. Were we to bar them out here, with
night drawing in, they would suffer and some would perish from
exposure. Maximus would use even one such death as a cause for
war.’

‘I see. Thus,
I must permit my enemy’s army entry into my lands.’

Bauto’s grim
look was answer enough. ‘We’ll have them camp inside the lee of the
wall tonight. As soon as we are through the gate, I’ll light the
beacons. There are four legions stationed near Taurinorum that can
be here within a few days. And sixteen auxiliary cohorts and a
cavalry regiment garrisoned by Segusium.’

Valentinian,
turning a shade of grey, nodded ever so slightly, heeling his horse
on alongside the unwanted gift legions and giving the signal for
the wall gates to be opened.
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The soldiers
of Maximus passed through the gates without incident and made camp
on the Italian side of the barricade. The sunlight began to fade
and new snow clouds crawled across the sky.

As the first
flakes spiralled down, Bauto climbed the stone steps up to the wall
parapet. Here, the wind howled through the draco standard of
Valentinian – mounted in a bracket near the wall’s centre, above
the gate and near the unfinished section of parapet. The purple
ribbons danced behind the bronze dragon head like a thrashing
tail.

He halted in
the lee of one turret, casting his eye down over the ten uninvited
legions who had eased their way through this mighty defence. They
were huddled by their fires, cooking and bantering as all legions
did. Domninus, the stork-necked ambassador was down there by one
fire, warming his hands. He and the Primani Tribunus had seemingly
made good friends. The I Alpinorum troops were even swapping wine
and stories with their northern counterparts. The new snow began
sweeping horizontally across the high defences now. Stay
calm he told himself. Despite the conditions, the riders would
reach Taurinorum and Segusium overnight. The reinforcement armies
would be here within two days.

‘General,’ a
centurion of the First Alpinorum commander called over. ‘How are we
going to find space to house all those legions?’

Weary already
at the question, he turned to answer. ‘The ten legions are settled
already. Their tents are up. It’s cramped, but they’re here. Trust
me, they won’t be staying long and-’

‘No, General,
not those legions… the rest.’

Bauto’s face
slackened in confusion. He noticed that this fellow was looking not
at the gift legions, but over the parapet, northwards to Gaul, his
long hair beating backwards in the strengthening snowstorm.

Confused,
Bauto bowed his head a little and stepped out to the man’s
position. He saw nothing but grey and driving white pellets. Then…
the nothingness darkened. Shapes, emerging from the blizzard…
becoming real.

The Golden
Victores, the II Britannica, the Sarmaturum and the Dalmaturum
cavalry schools. Legion upon legion followed – the Army of
Hispania, German bands in Roman armour. Scores upon scores of them,
flooding up the mountain valley like a river of steel. There, in
the centre, swayed the eagle war banner of Magnus Maximus, the
northern emperor feather-cloaked and dark against the speeding
snow, draped in silver scale and helm and mounted upon his black
battle horse. This time, Bauto knew, it was no parade.

Bauto beheld
the immense force coming for the wall. At first, he felt a sense of
confidence, for no army could break through this wall – even
without parapet and turret along its entire length – and certainly
not an army like this, with countless men but absolutely no
artillery. That confidence was followed by a plunging moment of
despair, as he realised they would need not a single catapult to
breach this bulwark. When Dragathius blew a single, playful note
into a trumpet, he realised that was all it would take.

He heard it
then: the gentle shush of swords being drawn down in the
campfire area behind him. He twisted, his flesh creeping, to see
the Primani and Secundani visitors, reading the trumpet signal,
tossing away their plates and pots, shooting to their feet and
surging like wolf packs into the lone First Alpinorum troops.
Swords plunged between unarmoured shoulders, heads were hacked
into, throats sliced. Domninus was pushed onto the fire by which he
was taking warmth. His screams were terrible.

The Primani
raced to unlock and throw open the gates of the wall.

Bauto, by this
point, was speeding down to ground level, rushing to aid the few
hundred Alpinorum men who had survived the butchery. As Bauto leapt
down from the last flight of steps onto the snow at ground level,
they clustered around him. ‘Be ready!’ he cried, pulling his blade
free. ‘Fight until the last, else the gateway to Italia will fly
wide open to the Dark Eagle!’

Even as he
said this, he knew – seeing Maximus, his brother Marcellinus, his
son Victor, and his General Dragathius pour in through the gates –
they were already in the jaws of defeat and death.

With a roar
that shook the pass, the twin jaws of the Dark Eagle’s army fell
upon the small defensive band. Arms milled, blades scraped,
skittered and cut deep into flesh. Jets of red stained the snow as
men fell, maimed and screaming. A sword struck across Bauto’s face
and chest, tearing a grievous wound. He spun, screaming, then
hacked at the legs of the cavalryman who had dealt the blow,
sending the man from the saddle with a piercing cry, one leg
dangling by a sinew. In the rider’s place came a pack of the
Primani legionaries and their Tribunus, set on finishing the
job.

Hoofbeats…

Bauto blinked,
seeing Valentinian coming galloping towards him, face almost
enclosed within his golden helm, spear trained on Bauto’s
attackers.

‘No,’ Bauto
yelled. ‘Get back, Domine!’

Deaf to this,
on Valentinian charged, breaking out in a roar that cut through the
rush of the blizzard.

‘No!’
Bauto screamed, turning to hurl his shield into the path of
Valentinian’s horse. This sent the beast into a skid then it reared
up in fright.

‘Ride for your
life, Domine… ride!’ Bauto cried, pointing to the small path
at one end of the wall.

It was the
last thing he ever did, as the Primani Tribunus rammed a spear
between his shoulders, turning the snow red.



Part III
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January 388 AD

Thessalonica
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The turquoise
waters of the Mare Aegaeum sparkled in the low winter sun. A
flotilla of seven imperial galleys sliced south, leaving trails of
white in their wake. A lone figure stood near the prow of Emperor
Theodosius’ purple-sailed trireme, head bowed.

Pavo traced
the well-worn rail, the cold sea wind gently buffeting his hair –
now grown in to a mid-length, dark crop, flashed with silver at the
hairline. His mind churned like a thundercloud. The look in
Izodora’s eyes when she had seen him return from that gathering,
still carrying the white greaves – it had almost killed him. You
promised me it was over…

Yet his duty –
Emperor Theodosius had explained – was not over… it had simply
changed. Yes, the threat to the East from the Goths had been
calmed. However, something far darker had arisen in place of those
troubles.

He chapped the
rail, still unable to believe what he had now heard. ‘Not until
I’ve seen it with my own eyes.’

It had all
erupted in the last few days. Panicked communications. Hurried
preparations. This fleet had been pulled together at haste during
the night. Pavo had been summoned in the last hours of darkness
onto the boats. And now they had arrived at their destination…

‘Drop sail!’ a
crewman bawled from the spar. With a mighty roar, the purple sail
toppled, and like a centipede waking, many oars stretched out and
began lapping at the waters, guiding the ship towards shore.

Pavo cast his
eyes over the hinterland: a huge bay city that hugged the coast
like an amphitheatre. This was Thessalonica – the second metropolis
of the East. The triumphal arch, the domed rotunda, and the
white-marble odeum towered above all else, shining in the
winter brightness. There was a palace ward festooned with orchards,
a grand racing circus and an aqueduct, picking its way across the
packed wards of the city carrying on its back water from the wooded
slopes of nearby Mount Cissus.

The seven
ships glided into the harbour area. The waters here were like
glass, and schools of tiny silver mackerel darted to and fro
beneath and around the vessels anchored along the wharfside. As the
imperial flotilla bumped up to its mooring, Pavo cast his eyes
around the dock area. He noticed one ship amongst the others
already tethered there: a weary-looking vessel with a faded purple
sail, furled untidily, a golden draco embroidered upon it.

It can’t
be, he told himself.

Bishop Gregory
– Theodosius’ chief advisor on this visit – shuffled down the
gangplank first. The rest of the emperor’s sacred council were tied
up elsewhere: Reiks Faustius was still trying to smooth things over
out in the northern Haims; General Promotus remained in
exile; and Saturninus the statesman had been left in charge at
Constantinople with General Arbogastes and Commander Stilicho to
aid him, and Frugilo to guard him. The only one absent without a
reasonable excuse was that unpleasant fellow, Vespillo the eunuch,
who had somehow wriggled out of this visit – claiming he had some
private family business in the capital that needed his
attentions.

‘When the
emperor moves, you move with him,’ said a voice – dripping with
disrespect. It was Lucius, that soft-skinned Protector in the white
breastplate, whom Pavo had first encountered at the Danubius camp.
He was pointing towards Theodosius, now edging down the gangplank,
and the small train of chosen Protectores screening him. ‘That is
the duty of an Emperor’s Shield, after all. That is why Commander
Stilicho selected me and these fellow Protectores to escort the
emperor here. For some reason he also chose you. A crippled
failure.’

Pavo pushed
away from the ship’s rail. He didn’t bother challenging the man.
Lucius had been almost steaming with jealousy when the emperor had
personally commended Pavo’s part in the battle of the ships at the
Danubius. His problem, not mine, he mused.

It all made
him realise that he was actually missing Frugilo – even his
malodorous feet, his incredible parsimony, and his constant
sarcasm. Yes, he was growing fond of the odd man, though he’d
swallow glowing coals rather than tell him so.

He thought of
the man’s grim, corpse face, chewing noisily on a raw onion, and
actually found himself smiling. And there it was again, that
fleeting, passing flash of recognition. It was as if somewhere
before, in the long-gone years of earlier life, he and the man had
already met. It made him think of something Stilicho had said.
Maybe some of the others know him better than I do. A few of
them have been in our unit for many years.

He caught up
with Lucius, and the pair walked behind the emperor, ‘You’d have
preferred it if Frugilo was here instead of me?’

‘Hmm? I can’t
say I care for him more than I do for you. At least he’s a worthy
Protector though.’

‘What did he
do to earn his white baldric?’

‘What?’ Lucius
snapped, scowling. ‘I can’t remember. Something to do with bringing
the emperor a vital message from the West.’

‘He was a spy
in the West?’

Lucius swatted
at a fly on his neck and sighed in irritation. ‘No, he came
from the West. Four years back. Now shut up and keep your eyes open
for trouble.’

Pavo turned
this over in his mind. Yes, there had been something,
well-disguised, in Frugilo’s voice – an accent. The hard edge of a
Latin tongue speaking Greek.

Crowds
thronged the way, hemmed to the street’s sides by the city
garrison. From the rooftops, trumpet players blasted a triumphant
tune in time with the emperors’ step, and women on the balconies
tossed down petals before him. Yet there was a strain in the air, a
look of worry on most faces. A look that reminded Pavo of the
supposed reason for this hasty visit.

He felt the
tension in him grow and grow with every step. It can’t be… it
simply can’t be.

They ascended
the sloping streets to come to the palace region – a network of
halls and shrines interlinked by a maze of gardens and gurgling
fountains. They arrived at a terrace of brilliant white Parian
marble, with a long, blue pool running along its centre. Sculpted
fish were fixed at the pool’s corners, spouting fresh water from
their mouths, and schools of real, gold and amber fish darted
amongst the polished rocks and weeds growing within. A table was
set up near the pool.

Pavo blinked a
few times, recognising the two seated figures there. A
slightly-stooped, grey-haired woman in a fine white stola
and a luxurious silver fur, and a tall, broad young man wearing an
ivory circlet and a brown leather cuirass decorated with a golden
gorgon head.

Justina and
her son, Valentinian, Caesar of the West.

The last time
he had met them she had been smooth and dark, he a mere boy. Had it
been that long?

Yes, a
voice answered within him. He hadn’t been in their presence since
the moments after the Battle of Remorum Vale in the heart of Gaul,
when both Valentinian and Pavo had been caked in gore, exhausted,
eyes wet with tears of victory, the West liberated from Gratian’s
tyrannical grip.

Their presence
here meant all of that had been undone.

Yet still he
refused to believe it.

There had to
be another explanation.

With the royal
pair were just a handful of advisors in senatorial robes and a
quartet of older palace guards in tarnished armour, weary from a
speedy eastwards voyage. One held Valentinian’s purple draco
standard. It too was tatty and dull, just like the sail of the ship
in the harbour bearing that same emblem.

He watched as
the pair rose then dipped in respect before Theodosius. Justina
spotted Pavo then, and greeted him with a look. He discreetly
nodded in reply, seeing in her eyes great distress – a burning need
to speak. Yet she was long schooled in the ways of imperial
politics and knew to bide her time. Valentinian too shuffled in a
way that made it look like he was holding his breath. His dark eyes
were intense, shaded under his brown curls of hair. His lips began
to twitch with anger.

‘Young
Caesar,’ Theodosius quarter-bowed to Valentinian, then took and
kissed Justina’s hand. ‘Lady Justina, it is a delight to have your
company once again, … and a deep regret over the circumstances
under which it has come about.’

‘He used my
ambassadorial approach to his advantage,’ Valentinian interrupted,
the captive breath loose at last. ‘Maximus took my offer of peace
and shaped it into a knife.’

Pavo’s eyes
slid shut, his hopes that he had been wrong evaporating. His worst
fears, he realised, were now real.

Valentinian
spread his hands as if trying to impart the size of his troubles.
‘He… he-’

Justina
planted a hand over her son’s chest, calming him. ‘The emperor
knows of his injustices,’ she said. ‘And he will do what is
required to make things right. That is why we are here,’ she turned
and gave Theodosius a coquettish look that made her advancing years
drop away, ‘and that is why you are here… isn’t it?’

Theodosius
took a moment before responding: ‘From what I have heard, and from
the manner in which you have had to flee to my lands like this,
there can be no doubt that Maximus has broken the oath he made to
me: an oath of non-aggression towards you,’ he smiled bitterly.
‘How did it begin?’

‘Quintinus and
Nannenius,’ said Valentinian. ‘They were murdered – ground to paste
in the jaws of a lupus.’

Bishop Gregory
groaned at this, clearly recognising the names and understanding
the weight of this development. But the other guards and advisors
in Theodosius’ retinue shared looks, confused. ‘They… they were
agents of the Western Caesar,’ Theodosius explained calmly to these
ones, then looked back to Valentinian. ‘I had restricted
knowledge of their true loyalties to those within my sacred
council.’ He gestured towards the bishop.

Valentinian
slumped a little in apology. ‘Forgive me for my loose words.’

‘Sadly, it
doesn’t matter now,’ sighed Theodosius. ‘Go on.’

Valentinian
straightened up. ‘Next, Maximus slew Bauto, my great general and
one of my only friends. He tricked his way into the mountains and
through the new Alpine walls that we were building – defences that
should have remained in place for one thousand years to the
empire’s benefit. He flooded into Italia with his armies. All the
major cities – Ravenna, Mediolanum, Rome itself – are now his. He
had my mother’s Gothic guard regiment executed. He has seized the
fleets too. Thus, the armies – too afraid of the consequences of
resisting his superior numbers, and thinking me dead – turned to
him. Worse, he has already sent legions to Africa to make that land
his own.’

‘Africa?’
Bishop Gregory croaked. ‘The bread-basket of the empire entire?’ A
few others muttered in shock too.

Pavo listened,
feeling waves of a marrow-deep chill pass through him. Yet part of
him still could not accept these revelations. Maximus had started a
civil war in the West?

The man he had
helped raise to power?

You created
this, Pavo…

He tightened
his grip on his spear, his knuckles turning white.

A painfully
tense silence reigned over the group for a time. Theodosius stared
into space for an age, before speaking at last. ‘Grim news. Grim
indeed. There is much discussion to be had. But let us not converse
on empty stomachs.’ He took his place at the table, gesturing for
his advisors to do the same, then clapped his hands.

Food was
brought out: rich-smelling game and pots of spiced vegetables.
Golden, glistening honey cakes and fresh flatbreads that made the
mouth water. Pavo, like the other Protectores, took his place
standing guard at the edges of the dining area. Closer to the
Eastern dignitaries, he could not help but overhear the muted and
private discussions between Theodosius and his advisors.

‘The answer
lies before you, Domine,’ muttered Bishop Gregory. ‘You have here a
boy and an old woman, begging for your help against a seasoned
general who has smartly and soundly won the Western crown, and who
has tens of thousands of legionaries backing him. More, although he
has seized Africa – are the grain ships from those parts not still
arriving in our ports?’

A grey-faced
advisor agreed: ‘Maximus is undeniably stronger. More, he was born
in Hispania, like you. Best of all, he is stoutly Orthodox. Would
it not be wiser to agree terms? With you and him as the twin eagles
of East and West, we could rid the empire of the Arian and pagan
heretics,’ his voice fell to a whisper, ‘including the
Goths.’

Pavo’s top lip
wrinkled in disgust. Have you learned nothing, you fool? No, of
course, for you were not there during the war. You do not
understand how precious our peace with the Goths is.

Gregory leaned
closer, so only Theodosius would hear, but Pavo could read his
lips. ‘Endorse Maximus as the Emperor of the West. As for the
mother and boy here…’ he flicked his eyes towards the scabbard of
Lucius, the nearest Protector, ‘… just give the word.’

Pavo’s stomach
turned. He knew – after so many years being twisted through the
cogs of empire – that a single word was all it would take. Worse,
Theodosius did not even flinch at the suggestion. He simply chewed
on a grape and gently blinked to indicate he had understood and was
considering the proposal. He seemed to be considering it for a very
long time. His eyes slid up to regard Justina and Valentinian more
than once. Both were busy eating and talking with their own small
band of advisors, unaware of what was being proposed.

Heart
thumping, Pavo knew he had to intervene. But – as he now understood
– it was not the place of a Protector to speak at these
conferences. An interruption then, perhaps? He let his spear slide
from his grip. It clattered on the ground, startling all. Bishop
Gregory tutted and others scoffed. Lucius the Protector too sneered
at this “indiscretion”. The distraction had – mercifully – broken
the dark train of thought that Theodosius had seemed to be
considering. He clapped his hands for the plates to be taken away.
‘Now, let us talk. What Western assets remain in your control?’

‘As I said,
the fleets are gone, the armies too,’ Valentinian answered. ‘The
senatorial families were quick to side with Maximus also once they
heard of his march into Italia. Even that weasel, Bishop Ambrosius,
who caused us so much religious trouble, threw himself at Maximus’
feet as if the Dark Eagle had rescued him from a dungeon.’

‘All that
means little,’ Justina said. ‘Those Western commanders and
aristocrats would be just as swift to change their loyalties were
they to see my son return. They have been turned once. The sight of
my son and your armies will turn them again.’

Pavo’s head
began to swim. Your armies? The legions of the East marching
to fight those of the West? His hand began to tremble and his eye
twitched. No…

Justina traced
a finger along her collarbone as she added: ‘Just as I will gladly…
turn, for you.’

The innuendo
raised a few eyebrows. She was clearly aware of Theodosius’
weakness for her.

‘Do not listen
to her seductions, Majesty,’ Gregory muttered in the emperor’s ear.
‘She is old and barren. What use would she be in giving you more
heirs?’

After letting
the alternative meaning dance in Theodosius’ mind for a time,
Justina explained in full: ‘Back us with your military might.
Renounce Maximus, and we will turn away from the Arian gospel… and
convert to Orthodoxy.’

A few gasps
sounded around the table, and Bishop Gregory’s mouth fell open
rather stupidly in shock. Even those in the Western delegation
seemed taken aback. This was clearly a measure she had kept to
herself until now. It was quite something, Pavo thought, in this
age where men were more willing to die for their faith than even
consider changing it. It perfectly neutralised the plots that
Bishop Gregory had whispered in Theodosius’ ear.

‘Support us –
for am I not the widow of the last strong Western Emperor,
Valentinian the Great? Is my son not his son and rightful heir?’
she continued. ‘And ask yourself: can you truly tolerate a tyrant
in charge of Italia – the strategic heartland of the West, the key
to control of the western waters and the granaries of Africa?’

‘Back us, my
lord,’ added Valentinian, ‘because you know it is the right thing
to do. Just as it was right that you demanded Maximus should pledge
never to encroach on my part of the Western Empire. Maximus gave
you that pledge, then spat upon it. Can you ever trust a man who
has betrayed you so?’

Theodosius
seemed to be falling under a new spell – a nobler one than that
conjured by Gregory. Justina could see this too, and so she called
behind her. ‘Galla, come forth.’

Pavo frowned,
glancing over at the empty steps there, leading down to a hedgerow
maze on a lower terrace. A young lady emerged from the mouth of the
labyrinth. She was almost nimbate, the sun glowing behind her. She
wore diaphanous robes that betrayed the sleek curves of her body.
As she walked up the broad steps onto the white terrace, the
reflected light from the gentle ripples of the pool danced across
her face – youthful, lean and beatific. She was the image of
Justina, but touched by Juventas, the Goddess of Youth.

Many Eastern
eyes around the table – beholding Justina’s daughter for the first
time – grew wide as plates. Bishop Gregory averted his gaze and
muttered a prayer. The grey-faced advisor by his side dabbed at his
lips with a rag, realising a line of drool had escaped one corner
of his mouth. For Theodosius, the spell was complete – his eyes
were lost somewhere in the vision of Galla.

‘I offer you
the hand of my daughter,’ Justina concluded. ‘She would bring you
more issue of good stock. More, your marriage would tie the Eastern
and Western thrones together – as they were always meant to be. Two
thrones occupied by the selected and rightful occupants, not by
greedy, ambitious generals looking for wealth and fame.’ She leaned
forward. ‘And do you, Domine, not deserve the hand of a loving wife
once more, after all you have been through?’

Theodosius’
lips parted and a gentle sound emerged. It might have been the
beginnings of a reply, or a muted sob. A tear escaped the corner of
one eye and rolled down his cheek.

‘All we ask is
that you support us with your legions,’ Justina underlined once
more.

‘Domine,’ let
us think about this,’ Gregory hissed. ‘We should not be hasty in
this matter.’

And Pavo, for
all he knew Valentinian’s cause was just, could not help but agree
with the bishop. Every time he blinked, he saw in the momentary
blackness the Roman boy pierced on the end of his sword. Were the
East and West to go to war, how many thousands of Romans might die
like that?

The emperor
rose from his chair, walked around the table and stood before
Galla. He towered over her, yet somehow he also had the appearance
of a boy staring up at a magnificent statue. ‘God speaks to men in
many ways. Today, He has struck me in the heart with a golden
arrow.’

He took
Galla’s hand and kissed it.

‘So may we
count on your support, Majesty?’ Justina pressed.

Pavo’s heart
pounded.

Theodosius did
not break eye contact with her daughter, and spoke like a drunk
man: ‘Will I give you my legions? No. Civil war within the
Western Empire is bleak enough. But Maximus has not cast a single
spear at my Eastern realm. Thus, nor will I draw steel upon the
West. Military intervention would only deepen the crisis. This is
not a task for the army. Instead, I will prepare a delegation of
the highest calibre, and draw up a set of embargoes that will wring
the ambition from him. Trust me. I will see that Maximus is
punished and returned to his original dominion, and that
Valentinian’s authority is re-established.’

With that,
Theodosius quarter-bowed to a volcanic Justina, then led Galla away
on a walk through the gardens.

The air around
the table grew flinty with tension and caged anger, like in the
moments before a thunderstorm.

Pavo wanted to
believe Theodosius’ plan could work, yet his dreams had already
shown him it could not.
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Tenax the wall
sentry trudged up to his usual spot by Cabula’s northwestern corner
turret and gazed out across the frost-encrusted countryside. This,
the Diocese of Pannonia, was a land of contrasts. All around the
fort and as far east as the eye could see lay pan-flat meadows
under an azure dome of sky. Only a mile or so to the west, a
dominant, snow-topped rampart of mountains reared: the Julian Alpes
– the border between these Eastern imperial holdings and the vast
expanse of the Western Empire.

Shivering, he
fished in his purse for the small chunk of ginger root he kept in
there, bit a piece off and chewed. The fiery sweetness was
invigorating, and he found a little piece like this each day kept
him warmer than mitts or woollen socks.

He planted one
foot on the parapet and sighed, smoothing at his dark moustache.
Guard duty in this last year had become positively dull. That was
certainly not a bad thing. The last pack of tribes to have breached
the gap between the Danubius and the Rhenus had stormed all the way
to these very walls. The scrapes and gouges of their spears and
sling stones were still visible on the parapet edge. It had been a
terrible day, with the people of the surrounding vicus flooding
into this old fortress for protection.

Many were
butchered, hacked down as they ran. Those who made it inside had
wailed and begged their gods for help. Tenax and the rest of the
small auxiliary garrison had taken to the battlements. All day and
all night, they had desperately fended off waves of barbarian
assaults. That initial defence proved successful, but over
ninety-three soldiers had died in the effort. Two of his oldest
comrades had been dragged from the walls and down the enemy ladders
to be beheaded out in the fields – deliberately within full view of
the defenders. More, the barbarians withdrew only until they were
safe from missile attack from the walls, and waited there until
tribal reinforcements arrived. They launched a renewed assault the
following dawn. Tenax had been certain that he would die that
day.

Salvation had
come from the mountains. With a thunderous drum of boots, a serried
block of glittering legionaries had emerged. The First Alpinorum, a
Western legion, came spilling over the imperial border into these
Eastern lands. They had plunged fearlessly into the tribal
attackers, locking them in combat. At precisely the same moment,
the young Caesar, Valentinian, and his wily General, Bauto, had
burst over the nearest foothills, leading a wing of cavalry. The
rumbling divisions between the empires of East and West meant
nothing to the young champion – who considered the inhabitants of
both as one and the same thing: Romans.

Capped in a
golden helm, the Gorgon head on his breastplate shimmering in the
sun, Valentinian and his riders had lain low in the saddle as they
powered towards the rear of the combat-entangled barbarians, then
slammed into their backs, spearing down enough in that one strike
to send the rest scampering north, back towards the river gap, back
towards the wild north. That night the Western relief army had
feasted and drank with the Easterners of Cabula, Romans one and
all.

Since then, it
had been nothing but quiet, easy days. So when word had drifted in
from the West that Valentinian had voluntarily abdicated his rule
of Italia and Africa, Tenax had been both saddened and bemused. Why
would Valentinian give up his rightful lands? As far as Tenax and
the rest of his auxiliary comrades were concerned, the young Caesar
was still a hero in these Pannonian lands – selfless and wise. It
had to be a false rumour, or a misunderstanding, he still hoped.
Just like those equally apocryphal whispers that had crept from the
heart of the East – of Emperor Theodosius himself fighting against
Goths in the river shallows in his nightclothes. The very thought
made him laugh!

‘Who are you?’
a flinty voice echoed up from the fortress interior, behind him.
‘How the fuck did you get in?’

Tenax blinked,
then strolled to the inner edge of the turret to look down.

A man had
entered the fort through the hatch in the northern gates,
apparently unchallenged until met by the auxiliary centurion in the
centre of the drill square. Bad news for the lax gate sentries, he
thought. Half rations if they were lucky, a flogging if word
reached the garrison tribunus. Fortunate then that the tribunus had
this morning ridden to a mountain village – right on the imperial
border – for a meeting with some local aristocrat who dwelled
there.

The incomer
was probably a local Pannonian simpleton, Tenax guessed. No, he
realised, noticing the fellow’s soft leather boots and the sheen of
his pale overcloak. His short, prematurely balding hair and beard
were finely groomed too.

‘Don’t you
want to hear my offer?’ the newcomer appealed, setting down a sack
before the centurion. A few groups of auxiliaries emerged from the
rows of brick barrack houses now, intrigued like Tenax. In various
states of dress and armament, they slurped at porridge, cleaned
their fingernails with knives and polished their kit as they beheld
the newcomer. One even came from the latrine, still absently
scrubbing at his bottom with a sponge.

The centurion
looked the visitor up and down. ‘You’re not from here, are you?’ he
said, adopting a mocking tone. ‘Else you’d know that one rule
applies: no merchants in my bloody fort. We let one in, then
another ten will come along. Before you know it, there’ll be
another stinking vicus springing up around the walls, and the
tribunus doesn’t want that – the stonework out there is still
stained in places with the blood of the last lot who set up stalls
and tents there. The barbarians came and butchered them. You want
that again, do you?’

‘Of course
not. I want exactly the opposite. No blood need be spilled.’

The
centurion’s face scrunched up. ‘Eh?’

The newcomer
simply spread his palms in innocence. ‘Just lay down your arms,
open the gates, and the matter is finished.

The centurion
looked around the gathered auxiliaries, hooked his thumbs in his
belt, threw back his head and roared with laughter. All the others
joined in.

‘Go on, fuck
off!’ The centurion roared.

So, the man
turned on his heel and trudged back to the one open hatch on the
gate, head dipped, his humiliation complete.

‘Don’t let the
hatch hit you on the arse on your way out!’ the centurion heckled
him as he went.

Tenax spotted
something odd, and flitted down the wall stairs. ‘Hold on, he’s
left his sack behind,’ he said, jogging out onto the drill square
and over to the grubby bag. He lifted it. It was heavy.

The centurion
was barely paying any attention. ‘Who are you anyway?’ he shouted
after the visitor.

‘Victor,’ the
fellow called back over his shoulder.

‘Well, Victor,
thanks for the free stuff,’ he chuckled, snatching the sack from
Tenax.

‘Oh, it was
always intended for you anyway,’ Victor threw back as he strode out
through the hatch and sauntered out onto the western pastures. His
voice echoed through the gate tunnel in a way that made it sound
ghostly and sonorous.

The centurion
scowled, confused. He opened the sack and recoiled, dropping it.
The severed head of the absent tribunus rolled out across the fort
floor, the face locked in a ghastly death grimace. Flies swarmed
around the trailing tendrils and veins of the severed neck.

The centurion
spluttered through the hand covering his mouth and nose, staring at
the head then shooting a murderous look through the gate hatch.
‘Seize him! Don’t let him get away!’

Most of the
garrison – some barefoot and only a few armed – burst off in
pursuit of the departing man. They pushed open the fortress gates
and flooded out after him, shouting angrily.

The centurion
glared at Tenax – still rooted to the spot and staring at the head.
‘I said after him!’

But Tenax’s
mind was whirling, as the pieces fell into place. ‘Victor…’ he
muttered, staring at the departing fellow – still swaggering lazily
despite the rabble of angry troopers speeding towards his back.
‘Oh, Gods… it’s Victor!’

‘What are you
on about? Get out there and-’

At that
moment, Victor spun on his heel to face the angry mob, cast his
arms wide and high to throw off his overcloak and reveal the purple
imperial robes underneath. Smiling, he drew a horn from his belt
and blew a note that sailed high into the air.

The pursuing
auxiliaries slowed, bemused.

The mountains
behind Victor seemed to shiver. Birds scattered from the heights.
Strange thunderclap noises shot out from the crags. Like liquid
steel, an imperial army poured over the crest of the nearest
foothills. An impossibly wide wall of elite cavalry, the
caparisoned horses snorting and puffing, the riders baleful. Legion
upon legion too – banners and emblems of dragons, boars, eagles and
wolves bobbing like ships’ masts on the sea of silver. There were
heavily armed Germanic riders, archer regiments, artillery
squadrons, engineers … this was the core of the Western Empire
gathered as one. Yet they came not in a heroic ride to the rescue
as Valentinian once had. No, they moved slowly, menacingly.

Square in the
centre of the giant military host, on a huge black stallion, rode
Magnus Maximus, his black feather cloak fluttering. He led a second
riderless horse, which his son Victor calmly mounted.

This vast
Roman army ambled across the invisible border between West and
East… then spread out to surround the walls of Cabula Fortress.
Tenax and the centurion stepped out of the open gate to where their
now pathetically small band of auxiliaries had halted.

Maximus heeled
his stallion forward, his left hand holding the reins and his right
hand resting on his hip. He eyed the garrison.

‘D-Domine?’
the centurion croaked.

Maximus issued
the thinnest smile. ‘More respectful than your tribunus, at least,’
he said quietly.

‘I don’t
understand what’s happening here, Domine,’ he went on, his eyes
darting around the ring of death surrounding them. ‘Is there
trouble? War? Has Emperor Theodosius called you into his
realm?’

‘Yes, war is
coming,’ answered Maximus. ‘And that is why I need to commandeer
this fortress.’

The centurion
sighed. ‘Then… then it is yours, Domine,’ he said, standing aside,
presenting the open gate.

‘I know,’ said
Maximus. ‘I only wish you had said so when my son asked you to
surrender the place.’

‘We did not
know who he was,’ Tenax blurted out.

‘And if he
had, would you? No. Until you saw my army, you no doubt spat on my
name. I know the loyalties of the Pannonian garrisons. I also need
obedience for what is coming – complete obedience.’ Calmly,
he guided his horse past the garrison as if they did not exist.

‘You will have
it, Domine,’ the centurion croaked after him. ‘You can trust us,
you can-’

A zing
of iron sliding out of the mouth of a sheath sounded from Maximus’
ranks. Then dozens more.

Tenax and the
centurion whirled round to see the bone-chilling sight of
Dragathius – the Bull of Britannia – and a knot of heavy horsemen
ambling towards them, faces set like stone, swords held level.

‘Domine!’ the
centurion called after Maximus, glancing from him to Dragathius and
back again. ‘Domine!’

With a jerk of
the reins and a bloodthirsty smirk, Dragathius burst forward, he
and his riders falling upon the garrison of Cabula like wolves.

Tenax screamed
as a sword ripped down across his face and chest. He tasted blood,
felt fire in his flesh. All around him was bloody madness. Was this
death? Was it over?

In the midst
of it all he saw one of Dragathius’ riders, back turned as he
speared the centurion through the neck. Heart thumping, Tenax leapt
and shouldered the rider from the saddle, landing upon it belly
first. Somehow he grabbed the reins and stabbed his fingers into
the horse’s flank. The beast whinnied and broke into a gallop,
bursting clear of the slaughter, Tenax hanging across its back like
saddlebags, bleeding heavily.


Chapter 15
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Months passed,
spring came, and the best ambassadors in the East gathered at
Thessalonica. The group put their minds to organising the promised
delegation that was to travel west. They squabbled about what
measures would force Maximus to withdraw from Italia: blocking
Western ships’ access to the Eastern ports; cutting vital trade
exports to the West; calling on the powerful bishops of the West to
denounce Maximus as a heretic. They argued through every daylight
hour and every so often one would come stomping out of the palace
and buzz to and fro with a batch of scrolls, vexed and tense as
they tried to find the emperor to show them these latest
proposals.

Yet Theodosius
proved evasive. With every passing moment since meeting Galla, he
had plunged deeper and deeper into a romantic stupefaction. Day
after day, he and she walked the gardens of Thessalonica, his hands
busy shaping his words as he told her everything about his past,
she learning from him and teaching him of how things had really
been in the West. Every so often Theodosius would sink to his knees
before her and hug her waist, weeping. Other times he would break
into song and begin prancing like a boy before her. Her laughter,
pealing across the gardens, became a common sound.

Pavo, on the
other hand, had never known boredom like it. Stuck here as long as
the emperor remained in the city, his lot was somewhat mundane: the
nights were neverending, spent standing watch outside the imperial
bedchambers, or lying awake in the palace guard house, listening to
the grunting and scratching of Lucius and the other Protectores,
all the while thinking of Izodora and Marcus. By day he had to
stand in some discreet spot in the gardens – near enough the
amorous pair that he might be able to rush to their aid should
danger arise, but not so near that he might spoil their affair.

Today, at the
centre of a huge lawn, the couple dined upon a reed mat under a
canopy. For Pavo, this meant standing at the lawn’s edge,
unprotected from the sun, his body warm and sticky. At least, he
mused, for this duty he was required to wear only light robes and
the white greaves, and to carry a spear – his heavy cloak, armour
and the porpax shield Frugilo had crafted for him lay unused in his
leather bag in the guard house. Things were not so comfortable for
the watchmen down on the sea walls, clad in steel and lugging their
shields as they patrolled up and down the battlements, mopping at
their sweaty necks with rags. Poor bastards, he thought.

The soft
crunch of gravel stirred him. Someone close behind. Someone
creeping up.

Pavo swung
around, automatically tilting his spear head towards the sound.
There, at the hovering sharp end of the lance, stood young
Valentinian, the deposed heir to the West. It was the first time
they had been face to face like this during his stay in
Thessalonica. He lowered his spear. ‘Caesar, I apologise.’

‘You have
nothing to apologise for, Tribunus,’ said Valentinian. ‘I shouldn’t
have sneaked up on you.’

‘And I
shouldn’t have let you sneak up on me, Caesar,’ Pavo replied. He
noticed that Valentinian had shed the armour and circlet that he
had been wearing that first day when Galla had been offered to the
emperor. To anyone unaware, he might have looked like a palace
worker. It was something Pavo had always liked about the young man
– there were no affectations, no supreme sense of self. All he
cared about was the betterment of the Roman world.

Valentinian
smiled sadly. ‘You need not call me Caesar. For now, I am precisely
the king of nothing.’

‘For now,’
Pavo said, glancing up to the palace windows, seeing the delegates
remonstrating with one another in there. He wanted to believe in
them. He really did. It then struck him how Valentinian had
addressed him, a moment ago. ‘And you need not call me Tribunus. I
am no longer a legionary commander.’

Valentinian
smiled. ‘I know. I remember all that happened to you, and the
injuries you suffered. It is just an old habit. You see, throughout
the torture my half-brother Gratian put me through, I had only one
hope that did not crumble like all the others. One hope.
You. The Claudia Tribunus. And I was not wrong: you were the one
who ended Gratian’s tyranny.’

‘Hope?’ Pavo
said, feeling an unexpected lump in his throat. ‘The battle against
him that day at Remorum Vale was but the last stretch of a long
road. At many points before that, I was on my knees. I was done.
I’ll never forget that it was you and your mother who made me
believe that I could keep going. You were my source of hope.
You convinced me I could unpick Gratian’s meddling with the Goths
and bring about peace. Without that, the campaign to depose your
half-brother would never have happened.’

Valentinian’s
face sagged. ‘Yet it feels like it was all for nothing. We opened a
door, Pavo. We destroyed one tyrant and let in another.’

Pavo
straightened, sucking in a deep breath through his nostrils. The
dream flashed through his mind.

You know
who stands up on that tower, the crone whispered in the
chambers of his mind.

She had been
right. It was Maximus. In truth, just as the crone had insisted, a
part of him had doubted Maximus all along, even if he could not
bring himself to accept those doubts. He took a deep breath and
chased away the spiralling thoughts. ‘It only confirms what I have
always known and what many think: that you are the only worthy heir
to the Western throne.’

‘Worthiness
guarantees nothing,’ Valentinian said. ‘In fact, it seems that
greed is the mortar that lines the steps to the throne. Maximus was
cunning in his quick seizure of the West, but not one twist of it
was noble. He lied, murdered, tortured and bullied at every turn.
He struck my mountain walls like a rain of stones. If I had even a
few days of forewarning, I could have sent word to Rome and been
ready to put up a fight. Instead I was chased to the sea like a
rogue. The old senatorial families of the capital – thinking I was
finished – bowed to Maximus. If only I could have roused them and
they in turn the Italian legions, I might still be there now,
resisting, fighting back. Instead here I am, a beggar in a foreign
land.’ He looked to the palace window, where one delegate had
another by the throat as the latest argument spilled out of
control. ‘I know you think as I do, Pavo. More men in fancy robes
will not outwit Maximus. Domninus the Syrian tried and failed.’

Pavo sighed.
What to say? He thought over Valentinian’s words, looking for some
plausible new ray of hope with which to encourage the young Caesar.
There was nothing. Nothing at all. But something did stand out for
other reasons. ‘You speak of forewarning. Something puzzles me in
that respect. Quintinus and Nannenius were your men, were they not?
Planted in Maximus’ court as spies.’

Valentinian
nodded.

‘They must
have sensed that it was his intention to invade Italia?’ Pavo
spread his palms. ‘Could they not have alerted you?’

‘We always
knew Maximus would attack one day. Their job was to watch for the
signs of mobilisation. Indeed, they spotted them and they tried to
get word to me,’ Valentinian sighed. ‘Yet they were killed in the
jaws of the lupus before they could. They had been exposed, you
see.’

Pavo leaned
closer. ‘Exposed, how?’

Valentinian
chewed on his lower lip, shaking his head slowly. ‘While my
general, Bauto, was in Gaul with Domninus the Syrian, he spoke with
Quintinus. Quintinus told him about a recent visitor to Maximus’
court – an Arcanus agent who had ridden in with a message tablet.
The contents of the message apparently had a great effect on
Maximus. It was a turning point. He became secretive, excluding
Quintinus and Nannenius from his councils. Both began to fear what
this change might mean.’

Pavo’s eyes
darted. ‘Who sent the message?’

‘That’s the
oddest thing. It came from here in the East, Quintinus was
sure.’

Pavo’s ears
pricked up. From the East?

‘And, when,
during Bauto’s stay at Treverorum, Maximus announced he was to send
a raft of his legions into Italia to help “protect” me, it became
clear that he was finally making his move to seize my lands. So
Bauto and my two agents made plans: the very next day, Quintinus
and Nannenius were to despatch a rider to me with details of
Maximus’ intentions. Instead, it seems, the pair and their cavalry
wing did not make it out of Treverorum’s gates.’

Pavo stroked
his chin in thought. ‘This message that the Arcanus brought in
caused it all? Stoked Maximus to invade and revealed your two
agents? What was in the message? Who sent it?’

‘Bauto tried
to find out. He crept into Maximus’ study and found the tablet, but
it was encoded.’

As Valentinian
spoke, Pavo couldn’t shake what the young Caesar had said a moment
ago from his thoughts: It came from here in the East.

‘He could
describe to me only the small stamp on the wax at the foot of the
message.’

Pavo’s eyes
narrowed. ‘A seal?’

‘Yes, but not
of the kind we know. It was a fang, Bauto said. A tooth.’

The air around
Pavo seemed to swirl. Here in the East…

‘An animal
tooth of some sort, a-’

‘A lion’s
fang?’ Pavo said hoarsely. He gazed into Valentinian’s eyes,
willing the young Caesar to say one word: No.

‘Yes.’
Valentinian’s brow grew lined. ‘How did you know?’

Pavo took a
moment to compose himself. ‘It is the mark of Peregrinus,’ he said
in little more than a whisper.

‘Pardon?’

‘You said the
message was delivered from these parts. The lion’s fang is the mark
of a traitor here in the East. We know him only as Peregrinus the
Stranger. He orchestrated our near-disaster with the Goths up at
the river frontier. If that marking is his then… he’s been working
with Maximus all along.’

Valentinian
paled. ‘An Easterner? An Easterner provoked Maximus to finally
launch his attack on me? Who in the East could have known about my
two agents?’

Pavo’s mind
whirled. Who indeed? For a moment it seemed like a cruel joke: who
among the millions of this vast land? His shoulders began to sag in
despair, and then he remembered something.

Something that
Theodosius had revealed on the first day here, at that meeting by
the pool: only the emperor’s sacred council had known about
Quintinus and Nannenius. Only them.

One of them
had betrayed the pair.

One of them
was Peregrinus.

The cold
fingers of apprehension brushed his neck. He now looked furtively
around the gardens, past the laughing and joking Theodosius and
Galla, to the balcony overlooking the lawn. Up there stood Bishop
Gregory, peering down on them like a gull. He was one of the
emperor’s sacred council. You? His mind began to spin with
the faces of the others in Theodosius’ inner circle. Faces
friendly, smiling, cold, sneering… ambitious.

‘Pavo!’
another voice hissed.

Pavo jolted,
swinging to see Lucius the Protector hurrying across the lawn. The
canopy was being taken down and the emperor and Galla were gone. A
spike of panic rose through him. ‘Where is the emperor…’

‘There,’ said
Valentinian, pointing to the balcony. Theodosius and Galla emerged
up there beside Bishop Gregory, safe yet looking agitated about
something. Lady Justina was there too, as well as some of the
officials from the delegation party, one carrying an armful of
scrolls detailing their latest plans. Lucius and the other
Protectores were hurrying to secure the area.

Pavo and
Valentinian sped across the lawn and up the stairwell to join them.
When they emerged onto the balcony, Pavo’s eyes immediately locked
onto a man standing there: a soldier, his face striped horizontally
with a thick moustache, and vertically with a weeping and recent
sword wound. His skin was pale, almost grey, and his boots and
clothes were caked with dust and spots of encrusted blood. He was
shaking and panting, clearly just having arrived at the city. ‘We
stood no chance, Domine. None at all. Cabula Castrum has fallen. My
garrison was slaughtered. Magnus Maximus now commands the fort and
all the surrounding regions.’

Pavo’s ears
pricked up. He had only heard of the fortress, but knew well its
position. ‘Cabula Castrum… but that’s in-’

‘Pannonia,’
Valentinian finished for him, his face pale.


Pannonia? The word rang in Pavo’s head. His heart began to
pound and his blood ran cold. ‘Maximus has invaded the East?’

None of the
pale-faced, shocked group responded. The question needed no
answer.

This, on top
of the revelation from moments ago about the traitor, sent Pavo’s
mind into a whirling frenzy.

‘Thank you,
Tenax,’ said Theodosius to the wounded soldier. The emperor then
turned away to the balustrade, smoothing at his face with both
hands, as if he had just awoken from an unwelcome dream.

‘My Lord, what
does this mean?’ Galla asked him, worried.

‘It can mean
only one thing,’ Justina answered in Theodosius’ stead, with a low
growl.

Theodosius
turned back to the gathering, breathing unsteadily. He snatched the
scrolls the official held. ‘Send the delegates home.’ Fire flashed
in his eyes and he tore the scrolls apart. ‘Maximus has cast his
spear into my soil. Thus, I have no option. The full and ferocious
might of God’s armies must now be unleashed upon him.’

The words rang
in Pavo’s ears like a great warning bell. While others on the
balcony grunted and shouted in support of the emperor’s
announcement, he remained silent, his mind’s eye showing him the
boy soldier dying on the end of his sword.

My mother is
waiting for me. Can… can I go home?

His hand
juddered, and his eye twitched. The future was now clear:
destruction; war. Roman against Roman.

You created
this, Pavo…

‘Bishop
Gregory,’ the emperor said. ‘Take ship at once back to
Constantinople and spread the word: the forces of the East are to
assemble there. Pavo, you escort the bishop’ he added, snapping
Pavo from his trance. ‘As soon as I am wed, I will join you at the
capital and lead the army forth.’

Finally,
Theodosius punched a fist into his palm. ‘The Dark Eagle must
fall.’
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Pavo stood on
the edge of Saturninus’ villa gardens, sweltering in the heat. As
he fumbled to fasten the bow-shaped fibula brooch on his
white cloak, he eyed the huge smudge of kicked-up dust out beyond
the land walls. There, during the month since his return from
Thessalonica, a sprawling military camp had arisen, running like a
crooked smile along the length of the city’s western edge. From his
vantage point, he could just see the tips of some of the tens of
thousands of tents out there. Every road was clogged with wagons
and trains of soldiers converging on the capital. They came by ship
from Egypt and Syria, overland from Greece and Thracia and by ferry
across the Bosphorus strait from the Anatolian provinces. General
Promotus returned from his exile in Bithynia, bringing two legions
with him.

Things were
even more claustrophobic here within the city. Almost every day,
sounds of trouble broke out above one ward or another: Theodosius –
still absent in Thessalonica as he prepared to wed Galla and seal
his pact with the deposed Valentinian and his mother, Justina – had
authorised a fierce hike in taxes in order to fund this war with
the West, triggering angry protests. They always started the same
way: chanting and beating drums and shrill whistles… and it always
ended the same way too – with the urban guards being scrambled to
drive off the protestors. Blood had been spilled on more than one
occasion.

There was
another source of trouble too: the fanatical Christian groups had
been roused by the emperor’s latest anti-pagan edicts. They roamed
the city, climbing up age-old statuary columns and placing acanthus
wreaths – the symbol of Christian immortality – on the heads of the
old gods, or scraping the Chi-Rho on the venerated walls of the
pagan temples.

Sometimes
symbolic intimidation was not enough: on certain days, the
Christian agitators congregated around the Shrine of Diana and at
the Mithraeum, waiting to harass anyone who dared try to enter
these “heretical” old temples, spitting, shouting and sometimes
using their fists and feet.

Pagan gangs
had retaliated at the end of the last moon, storming the Hagia
Eirene, stripping it of its Christian fineries and leaving the
altar daubed with the ancient image of Jupiter’s eagle.

With every day
that passed, Pavo thought as he looked over it all, the crammed
capital was beginning to resemble a pan of milk coming rapidly to
the boil. He felt beads of sweat trickle from his scalp and roll
down his neck, blotting on the collar of his cloak. And
still, the damned brooch failed to fasten.

A pair of
dusky-skinned hands reached around from behind and clipped it into
place, perfectly. He turned to Izodora and wrapped his arms around
her waist. ‘They say I’m a veteran, a shield of the emperor… yet
when I’m with you, I am but a lovestruck fool.’ Their lips met. Yet
Pavo could tell that she was reticent. He pulled back, confused.
‘Izodora?’

‘They say
Theodosius and Galla wed, two days past,’ she muttered.

Pavo glanced
southwards, to the sea. ‘Which means he will be preparing to set
sail back here…’

‘To lead the
army,’ she finished for him, smiling sourly. ‘Which means…’ she
choked off a sob, glaring out towards the army camp then shaking
her head as she eyed his greaves and swordbelt. ‘You will soon be
away to war. War…’ she snarled. ‘Everything here reeks of
war! This was not the life we had planned, Pavo.’

Pavo planted
his hands on her shoulders, trying to reassure her. ‘I take part in
this war so we might return to that life. And I will be here for
some time yet. The campaign will not set off immediately.’

‘Marcus asked
if you would take him fishing today,’ she replied. ‘The way your
father used to do with you.’

Pavo smoothed
the folds of his cloak, his heart crumpling with guilt. ‘I… I
can’t. I’ve been assigned to stand guard during the meeting of the
sacred council today.’

‘Sacred
council? More sacred than the bond between father and son?’

‘Never. But it
is by the emperor’s orders. I must be there,’ Pavo said. ‘They are
to discuss campaign strategy.’ His lips parted a little to say
more, but he did not. He had not yet shared with anyone the theory
that he had pieced together after that chat with Valentinian in
Thessalonica. Peregrinus the Stranger – a member of Theodosius’
sacred council? Truly?

‘Oi,’ a voice
called from the edge of the gardens. ‘We’re on.’

Izodora
sighed, her eyes rolling to the sight of Frugilo, standing there,
crunching through a massive raw onion. ‘Again, he appears at
the edge of our home and takes you away from me.’

‘He is
harmless,’ Pavo said.

‘Really? How
much do you actually know about him?’


Nothing, Pavo answered inwardly. Since his return from
Thessalonica, he and his fellow Protector had played a few games of
knucklebones. Every time Pavo had tried to engage in conversation
any deeper than how salty the sea wind was resulted in a sharp
change of subject, or Frugilo’s sudden need to go and urinate or
attend to some other mundane task. He shook his head, looking to
make light of Izodora’s mistrust: ‘I know he likes onions, and free
porridge.’

Frugilo’s grim
face brightened, eyes looking from the couple to the kitchen of
their small annex home. ‘What was that about free porridge?’

‘I will be
back soon, tell Marcus I will play with him then,’ Pavo said,
parting from his wife and striding towards the estate’s iron gates,
beckoning Frugilo with him.

‘She doesn’t
like me, eh?’ Frugilo said.

‘She doesn’t
know you,’ Pavo answered.

‘And you do,
do you?’ Frugilo muttered under his breath – a surly, cold
remark.

Pavo shot the
man a sideways look. Had he intended for Pavo to hear that?

The iron gates
to the palace region swung open to allow them entry, and the pair
climbed the paved road up towards the Chalke Hall. Two Thervingi
legionaries stood watch at the entrance, as always. They bumped the
hafts of their spears on the ground and saluted the two Protectores
as they swept inside.

The grand hall
seemed like an odd place to be while the emperor was not present.
Their footsteps echoed and followed them – such a lonely place.
They bypassed Theodosius’ vacant throne – lit by shafts of amber
sunlight, speckled with floating dust motes – and took the stone
stairs up to the offices above.

‘Pavo!’ a
familiar voice called out as they climbed.

He looked up
to see Eriulf, descending. The Thervingi commander looked bright
and vital, his skin and golden hair glowing. A dark crow was
perched on his shoulder. Automatically, the pair stopped on the
same step and clasped forearms, the bird flaring her wings. ‘I
heard you were back.’

‘You missed
nothing in Thessalonica – other than the emperor acting like a
love-sick puppy.’

Eriulf
laughed. ‘And here, you missed little… apart from the gathering of
a massive army and the seething riots.’

Pavo
half-smiled, glancing over one shoulder to the tall narrow window,
through which he could see the third hill, and could almost pick
out the gardens in which Izodora and Marcus would right now be
playing.

‘Do not worry,
Brother,’ Eriulf assured him. ‘Soon we soldiers will all be gone
from this place, and the tensions in the city will ease again. They
will be safe.’

‘Aye, gone… to
war,’ said Pavo, his mind drifting to a dark place – a place where
a boy was dying. My mother is waiting for me. Can I go
home?

He felt his
hand shaking and tucked it under the opposite armpit to disguise
it. He noticed Frugilo’s furtive glance. Had the grim-faced
Protector noticed this, he wondered?

‘Anyway, we’d
better hurry up,’ Frugilo grumped, craning his neck to peer up to
the top of the stairs. ‘I can hear voices – we’re late.’

Eriulf glanced
up there then back at Pavo. ‘Ah, then I should let you go. Low
commanders like me are not invited.’

‘Ha, my part
is to stand at the sides and hold a spear,’ Pavo replied.

‘Until we meet
again, Brother,’ Eriulf grinned, then swung away to hurry off down
the stairs, his topknot bouncing and juddering, his pale blue cloak
floating behind him.

Pavo and
Frugilo climbed to the upper floor. The tall doors lay open, and
indeed they were late – for the core of the emperor’s sacred
council had assembled already. They stood around a map table,
bathed in golden light from the huge windows.

Pavo thought
again of his chat with Valentinian in Thessalonica. A coded message
sent to Maximus had betrayed the young Caesar’s two agents,
Quintinus and Nannenius, and spurred the Dark Eagle to invade
Italia. A message marked with the lion’s fang seal of Peregrinus
the Stranger. One of you? he mused as he regarded the
council.

There were
seven present: Saturninus the statesman; Commander Stilicho; the
generals, Promotus and Arbogastes; Reiks Faustius; the corpulent,
green-cloaked eunuch Vespillo, and the godly Bishop Gregory.

His mind began
to rake over the few solid islands of fact in this murky swamp of a
mystery: Peregrinus had been present that night at the Danubius,
arranging for Odotheus to cross the waters in peace and for the
Romans to misguidedly attack them, mid-river. Peregrinus was also
someone privy to the discussions of the emperor’s council, for he
had known the identities of Quintinus and Nannenius.

Of the seven
present today, he could rule out two – Saturninus and Stilicho –
for they had not been present at the Danubius incident. That left
five: Promotus, Vespillo, Faustius, Arbogastes and Gregory. One of
them had to be Peregrinus, surely?

Approaching
the doors, Pavo appraised each of them. It seemed odd how Vespillo
was standing alone fanning himself, while the others were in
discussion. The eunuch’s eyes were alert, darting, taking
everything in. Was the mind behind those eyes busy plotting? And
what of Promotus: was he as much of an idiot as Pavo had presumed,
or was that all an act? Bishop Gregory stood quietly in the corner,
his face a picture of equanimity. Such power the man held, given
Theodosius’ surging piety. Then there was General Arbogastes, the
“Emperor’s Spear”; such a chequered past, this one had, yet these
days he was earnest and fiercely protective of the emperor. And
what of Faustius, the Goth who had helped conclude the Roman-Gothic
peace? Had that been an elaborate means of wriggling his way into
the Roman emperor’s inner circle – so he might then wreak havoc
from within? The answer – and the culprit – was in this room.
Surely?

When he and
Frugilo stepped over the threshold, Saturninus looked up and
coughed. ‘Ah, now that our guardsmen are here… finally…’

Pavo
reddened.

‘… we may
begin.’

Frugilo,
reading his cue, deftly pulled the doors shut. ‘You stand by the
window. I’ll keep guard here,’ he muttered to Pavo. As Pavo took
his place in a shaft of streaming sunlight, the council members
began to debate the approach for the invasion of the West.

In Theodosius’
absence, it fell to Saturninus to lead the session. He unfurled a
large, yellowed papyrus map of the empire’s two halves, and pinned
it at its corners with obsidian satyr weights. ‘This is the arena
of war, and these,’ he paused as he laid out a few dozen small
painted lead figurines of soldiers and horses, ‘are Maximus’
forces.’ He planted them carefully across the Diocese of Pannonia.
‘He is right now consolidating his conquests in this region.’

‘And these are
our forces,’ he said, bringing out a second lot of figurines –
soldiers, horses and galleys, and placing them near Constantinople.
‘The emperor has entrusted us to identify the smartest way to
approach and engage Maximus. I invite each of you to propose your
ideas. Then we will decide on the strongest.’

General
Promotus – walking as he did on the balls of his feet to exaggerate
his height – went first, picking up a cane. ‘The legions and
cavalry should move west along the Via Militaris,’ he declared.
Like a swordsman, he sliced the tip of the cane, shifting the
infantry pieces at Constantinople along the famous highway. ‘The
road is lined with waystations and good camping fields. Best of
all, it leads right up to the land where Maximus lurks.’

‘Rather
obvious, is it not?’ muttered Arbogastes.

Promotus shot
him a look – a mix of anger and confusion.

Arbogastes
picked up every single one of the pieces Promotus had only just
manoeuvred into place and put them back where they had been.

‘How dare
you?’ Promotus spluttered, aghast.

‘Your plan
would bring us to the one good route through the Julian Alpes.
Don’t you think he will expect this? Those mountains will be
bristling with defences. It would be like walking into a corridor
of knives. We need to approach more obliquely.’ Arbogastes now took
up the naval pieces and put them down on the River Danubius, near
the spot where Odotheus had been repelled, then gently guided them
upstream with a hand like a child pushing toy boats. ‘We must
instead take ship. The soldiers will stay fresh, and the
river will allow us to bypass the worst of the Julian Alpes and
make land a short and swift march from Maximus’ major bases in
northern Italia and southern Gaul.’

Promotus
scoffed with contrived laughter. ‘You don’t think he will have
blocked the river too? Has that exceedingly bald head of yours seen
too much sun?’ He looked around him, clutching his belly as if his
own joke was the funniest ever told. ‘Emperor’s Spear? Emperor’s
latrine stick, I’d say!’ he buckled over the table, enacting
painfully contrived paroxysms of hilarity, knocking over some of
the lead pieces in the process.

Arbogastes
tried to right the pieces and Promotus tried to stop him. Within
moments, the two were arguing over the figurines like children, he
wagging his cane threateningly and Arbogastes jabbing accusing
fingers in riposte.

Saturninus
pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes like a man
suffering a ferocious headache. ‘Perhaps… perhaps a third opinion
can break this impasse?’ he turned to the trio who had not yet
spoken.

Faustius, chin
jutting and short hair combed in an impeccable Roman style, planted
one hand on the map, the gold imperial bracelet on his wrist and
the purple folds of his sleeve equally screaming of his loyalty to
the Eastern throne.

Trying too
hard? Pavo wondered.

‘The Via
Militaris,’ Faustius said, carefully modulating his words to sound
Roman as could be, ‘I am familiar with. So too are the warbands of
my Haim. I could guarantee our safety all the way,’ he
traced a finger along the highway to Pannonia, where East bordered
West, then tapped there and shook his head, ‘up to here. After
that, is another world. It doesn’t matter how we journey on after
that, I say, only that we do so guided by someone who has marched
against the West before.’ With a curt nod, he stepped back from the
table. Many tense glances were exchanged.

Bishop Gregory
shuffled forth. ‘I have ventured West before, to commune with
Bishop Ambrosius at Mediolanum. However, as you can see from my
attire, I have never held a sword let alone marched to war. My
journey was in peace, without need to outmanoeuvre or worry about
logistics.’ With that, he stepped back, washing his hands of the
matter. Yet his eyes remained very much bright and alert, Pavo
noticed, like a cat waiting in the long grass.

Now Vespillo
took his turn. He began to drift around the table in that way of
his – feet hidden by the trailing folds of his green garments. ‘I
too am no military man,’ he said with a childlike innocence, ‘but I
understand the dilemma: by river or by road? I am not the one to
answer that. What I would stress is the importance of
choosing a plan today, and confirming it. Hesitation could be the
biggest mistake. How much more of Pannonia will Maximus chew away
if we tarry here in talks?’

Pavo watched
the eunuch carefully. Good, clean, well-meant words… on the
surface. But was the eunuch desperate for a plan to be agreed so
that Maximus might be thwarted… or informed?

Commander
Stilicho was the last to speak. He ruffled the short curls of his
beard, his face pinched in thought as he studied the map. ‘I must
be honest. I have spent each of the last four summers locked in
talks with the King of Kings. With so much time in Persia, matters
here in the empire feel almost foreign to me. And as for Pannonia
and the West? I know only the names of cities and provinces there.
Reiks Faustius is correct: our route must be chosen by someone who
has infiltrated that land before.’ He sighed and looked around the
room. His eyes snagged on the gap between Vespillo and Arbogastes…
where Pavo stood.

‘What say
you?’

Pavo felt a
surge of unease – not unlike that felt when one is undressed and
hears an urgent knock at the door.

‘Him?’ General
Promotus snorted. ‘He’s nothing but a glorified sentry and-’

‘Silence,’
Stilicho snapped. Promotus’ top lip wriggled in the way of a war
dog angered. ‘Let Pavo speak. He was the Tribunus of the Claudia –
the lone Eastern legion that marched west to join the fight against
Gratian. He led them there, through all manner of hazards.’

‘And fought
well when he arrived there, I must grudgingly admit,’ said
Arbogastes with a grey look.

Saturninus
nodded in agreement. ‘He is the only man in this room to have made
that journey. His thoughts are vital.’

Pavo felt
every pair of eyes upon him. Taking a deep breath, he stepped
towards the map table, his stride feeling clumsy under scrutiny.
When he halted at the table’s side all he could think about was how
his mouth felt dry and how his palms were sweating. Fear of failure
and of looking stupid danced in his belly. It reached up his throat
and tried to pull his tongue and muddle his thoughts. Promotus,
noticing his hesitation, began to smirk. Vespillo yawned and looked
out of the window as if Pavo had been standing there silently for
an hour instead of a few heartbeats. It felt for that long moment
like he would have to mutely decline and step back to his guard
post. This isn’t about me, Pavo said inwardly, this is
about so much more. He thought of Izodora and Marcus. This
is for them.

That one
thought was all it took to banish his nerves. It was like sliding a
saddle onto a wild horse and becoming its rider, its master.

‘May I have
the cane,’ he said confidently, extending a hand towards
Promotus.

Promotus,
startled, uttered a few syllables of dissatisfaction, then
grudgingly handed the cane over.

Pavo beheld
the map table for a time. His eyes were constantly drawn to the
lead pieces and the many famous cities. It was distracting,
limiting, even. So instead, he closed his eyes and tried to
visualise the situation, seeing the terrain of the empire as a
great game board. It was a technique he had learned from Gallus –
when he and the old Claudian Tribunus had played latrunculi
in the taverns of Constantinople. See past the counters and
their positions. Look instead at the space between, Gallus had
said, shifting a few counters in a way that totally transformed the
situation. The answer usually lies in the gaps.

And indeed it
did. He saw the strategy they had to adopt so clearly that it
almost spilled from his lips. He caught the words before they
reached his tongue, remembering… that Peregrinus the Stranger was
most likely right here in this room. Maximus’ ears, right here and
listening.

He looked at
the map again, his mind whirring. What to do?

If he were to
expose this Peregrinus, it would not happen here and now. However,
he mused, the truth might out… afterwards.

When he
eventually looked up again, he made sure to meet the eyes of
everyone around the table. ‘Any single approach will end in
failure. Maximus has the defender’s advantage. He knows we have no
option but to come for and confront him, and so he will be
bolstering the main routes.’ He tapped the cane near the end of the
Via Militaris and a nearby point on the Upper Danubius ‘Here,
whether we come by road, or along the river by ship, we will be met
with his fiercest troops, and here lies the greatest risk of
defeat.’

‘Defeat,’
muttered Reiks Faustius. ‘He tells us how to ensure defeat.’

Pavo rolled
his eyes round to the Goth. And what about you? he mused
inwardly. ‘As I am sure you know, Reiks, to find a path to victory,
one must first identify and avoid all possible ways of
failure.’

General
Arbogastes smiled thinly and chapped the table. ‘Then be on with
it.’

Pavo took a
deep breath. This was the moment, he realised. ‘To defeat Maximus,
we need not one, but two prongs of attack. We send the first right
at Maximus, in just the way he will be expecting.’ He used the cane
to sweep a large number of the infantry and cavalry units
northwest, up the Via Militaris to that dangerous gap through the
Julian Alpes. ‘And another, along an oft-neglected route.’ He
returned the tip of the cane to Constantinople, and this time moved
a smaller set of infantry figurines almost due west, along the much
older Via Egnatia, passing south of the Julian Alpes then veering
sharply north, up the coast road of the Via Flavia, arriving
further west than the first prong.

‘If the main
expedition engages Maximus’ forces here at the alpine gap, then the
secondary force can pour up the coast road and round upon his
defenders’ backs. Anvil,’ he held a palm open, then punched the
other fist into it, ‘and hammer.’

All shared
looks. A silence passed. No protest.

‘Emperor
Theodosius is due back here imminently,’ Pavo continued. ‘If he is
– as we would expect – to lead the main expedition, then perhaps
Valentinian could lead this second strike.’

Saturninus
smiled gently, appraising the suggestion. ‘Excellent. The Egyptian
legions are being shipped here and will arrive soon. Perhaps they
could be put under Valentinian’s command?’

‘Perhaps,’
Stilicho mused, smoothing one lock of his beard. ‘Though we have
not yet addressed the greatest problem: Maximus still outnumbers us
massively. He has under his command enough men to overwhelm both
halves of our forces, be they deployed as pincers or
otherwise.’

‘Quite,’
agreed Saturninus. ‘We’ll need rafts of new first-class cavalry and
heavy infantry, and to support this we’ll need new supply stations
set up along the military road – the existing waystations alone
will not be enough.’

‘The
waystation preparation can be done,’ mused Stilicho. ‘But it would
take at least a year to raise the troops we would need to swell the
armies to match those of Maximus.’

‘Or it might
take just one word,’ offered Reiks Faustius, his eyes drifting
across the map, to the land above Constantinople. ‘We could
despatch riders to the north of Thracia, raise the Gothic
Haims – mine and the other five.’

All fell quiet
at the idea.

Pavo could not
help but think of what had gone on at the Danubius. The legions’
unwarranted attack on Odotheus’ Goths, the screaming, burning and
death… and the brink to which the two Haims present had been
pushed by the sight of such butchery. He appraised Faustius
differently. Was there, behind that genial face, a plotting mind?
Had he hatched the disaster at the river in an attempt to stir his
people? Was this another plot? Is it you? he thought.

Saturninus
broke the tense silence. ‘Raising the Goths or not will be the
emperor’s choice. His fleet is due to set sail from Thessalonica
imminently. Once it does, the voyage here will take him perhaps
seven days. When he arrives, I will ask him to decide on the matter
urgently. But as for the campaign route… the emperor granted me the
authority to finalise our strategy. And that,’ he said, smiling
gently in Pavo’s direction, ‘I would say, is now done. It goes
without saying, of course, that this information is strictly
confidential. It is to be shared with nobody but the emperor.’

‘The emperor,’
the council droned in unison, then began to disperse.

Pavo stepped
over beside Frugilo, holding one of the twin doors open for the
members to leave.

‘Planning the
whole bloody campaign, eh?’ Frugilo muttered under his breath after
the last of them had drifted from earshot. ‘You were supposed to
just stand mute and hold a bloody spear!’


Chapter 17
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Pavo and
Frugilo bumped shoulders and turned and twisted to make headway
through the babbling throngs outside the palace region. Here, the
tight streets and lanes were hot as a cauldron, seething with
sweating faces.

Frugilo cocked
his ear towards Pavo’s suggestion: ‘A tavern, you say?’ his
eyebrows leapt up, and he rubbed his hands together. ‘Now you’re
talking!'

‘Somewhere
near here,’ Pavo said, shouting to be heard over the noise. A
chicken burst from its coop and madly flapped up over the heads of
the crowds, Pavo ducking as its wings brushed his face. The
creature’s liberation and brief burst of flight were rudely ended
when the stallholder grabbed the thing by its scrawny feet, brought
it down upon a board and chopped off its head. A spray of chicken
blood stained the air and the bird was rapidly plucked, gutted and
spitted. ‘Maybe not too near here,’ Pavo mused. He looked
around. ‘So long as it has a good view.’

‘I know just
the place,’ Frugilo said, beckoning Pavo up the gentle slope of the
city’s second hill, overlooking the Forum of Constantine. ‘Here,’
he said, veering into a decrepit-looking establishment. Pavo slowed
on the threshold, appraising the place: the cool shade of the
awning around the tavern edges looked glorious… but the place stank
of vomit. More, a man with no teeth sat in the corner arguing with
his own shadow. However, he reasoned – casting a look over his
shoulder and back down the hill – the place gave a perfect outlook
over the palace district on the adjacent first hill. Even better,
he could see the gates to the palace region clearly.

They sat on a
bench at a long, battered old table, the surface etched in every
spot with raging penises or comically large breasts, along with
slogans such as “Murcus three-balls was here”, and “Murcus &
Fronto’s Mum forever.” Pavo had grown up in the seventh hill slums,
and that run-down ward had made him. For that reason, he prided
himself in never looking down on anyone or anything. But this
place…

He wondered
why Frugilo had chosen this particular establishment, and he
quickly found out. The grim-faced man waved to the barmaid. ‘Two
follis rings over here, please.’

Soon she came
over with two cups and a small copper bucket of what Pavo could
only describe as alcoholic swill – that smelt of vomit.

Frugilo
scooped the two cups through the stuff, planted one before Pavo and
took one great untasting gulp from the other. ‘Aah, lovely,’ he
smacked his lips together, teeth stained dark red with the stuff.
‘That’s the best thing about a follis ring. Only one follis per
cup. Can’t beat that,’ he said, smiling at Pavo when the barmaid
held out a palm for payment.

Pavo took a
moment to understand. ‘Ah, yes of course… my treat,’ he said,
fishing in his purse and producing two bronze follis coins for the
maid.

‘Good lad,’
Frugilo rumbled, then returned to gulping from his cup. ‘Lovely,
lovely.’

Pavo swirled
his cup, the surface oily and the smell growing ghastlier. ‘Hmm,
yes… lovely.’ Thirst got the better of him, however, and he took a
nearby water jug and mixed one part slops to three parts water.
Fortunately, the water was cold enough to mask the taste. ‘Why do
they call it a “follis ring” anyway? How do they make it?’

Frugilo waved
a dismissive hand. ‘Ah, it’s an old technique, very complex.’

Pavo nodded
absently. All the while he kept his eyes on the palace gates.
Closed, watched over by a quartet of Eriulf’s Thervingi. Right now
there was someone within that walled district who would surely be
absolutely bursting to send the details just discussed in the
strategy room straight to Magnus Maximus. The five suspect members
of the emperor’s council were in residence within the palace. If
any of them were to leave for whatever reason, they would have to
come through those gates. The traitor would betray himself, and
soon, Pavo knew.

He glanced
furtively at Frugilo. Since his return here, he had more than once
considered sharing his theory with the fellow. He eyed his fellow
Protector sideways once more, weighing up the idea again.
No, he thought. There was still something troubling about
the man. Izodora’s misgivings about him were fitting. After two
years of serving in the same unit, he knew almost nothing about
him. Slightly emboldened by the wine, he leaned a little closer to
his drinking partner.

‘You said you
don’t have family, didn’t you? Back on the plains when you were
training me.’

Frugilo’s cup
halted at his lips. For a moment only – but a telling one. He then
threw back another mouthful of his follis ring and unleashed a gasp
of pleasure. ‘Gods, I feel parched enough to drink an ocean of this
stuff,’ he said, pretending he hadn’t heard the question.

Pavo tried
again. ‘Was that why you came to these parts? No ties back
home?’

‘Hmm?’ Frugilo
pretended to be squinting off into the distance, looking at
activity up on a nearby balcony – a crazy-looking hag clipping her
toenails.

‘Lucius
mentioned that you grew up in the Western Empire.’

‘Lucius?’ he
laughed. ‘Has that dog been talking about me again?’

‘Which part of
the West was it?’

Frugilo
shrugged, drinking another glug of wine. ‘Italia. Long time ago
though.’

‘No family
back there at all?’

‘None,’ he
said like a man locking a door and hurling the key out into the
middle of a deep lake.

It was like
getting a turnip to sing, Pavo realised. He wondered if he was just
misreading the fellow. There had been many legionaries with whom he
had served who had been reluctant to speak of anything personal. Of
the things they had experienced in battle…. His thoughts halted
there for a moment. His left eye twitched and his hand trembled, as
he saw in his mind’s eye the thing he did not want to see.

Can I go
home?

As Pavo moved
his trembling hand under the table and out of sight, he was sure
that Frugilo was watching him from the corner of his eye. With his
steady hand, he took a slug of his follis ring wine – perhaps they
would soften the tremors, numb the memories.

At that very
moment, he caught sight of the toothless man who had been arguing
with his own shadow leaving the tavern, and was then treated to a
demonstration of the “complex technique” the barmaid was using to
make the follis ring beverage. First, she used an old rag to wipe
up the swill of spilled drink, spittle flecks and sweat droplets
from the toothless man’s table. Then, she wrung out the cloth into
a copper bucket. The dark, filthy liquid rattled into the container
as she cleaned this and five more tables, before she plopped the
bucket on the bar next to the other follis ring buckets.

‘Wring,’ Pavo
croaked, horrified, shoving his cup away. ‘It’s a follis
wring.’

‘Hmm?’ Frugilo
said, bemused. ‘I told you that when we came in.’

‘No, I mean
it’s wring, not ring, it’s…

Just then,
movement caught his eye. From the walled palace area. All his
senses sharpened. There, drifting along the pathway within, towards
the iron gates, came the green-cloaked eunuch, Vespillo. He seemed
like he was set to call on the Thervingi guards there to open the
gates so he could leave the palace region. But he did not. He
slowed, before the gate watchmen even noticed his approach, his
head switching this way and that quickly. He hovered there for a
time before, like a shadow fading, he turned and vanished back into
the palace complex.

Pavo sat a
little taller. That was a man who was wary of his surroundings. A
man who had something to hide. He eyed Frugilo again: maybe he
didn’t want to talk about his past, but he could surely discuss the
present. ‘What do you make of the eunuch?’

‘Vespillo?’
Frugilo said, wiping slop-wine from his top lip with the back of
one hand, then rumbling with a low laugh. ‘He does most of the
emperor’s thinking for him these days.’

‘Quite,’ Pavo
said, returning his eyes to the palace gates. ‘It surprised me that
he didn’t travel to Thessalonica. He was busy here, they say.
Family business, apparently?’

Frugilo
frowned. ‘Well, his parents are dead, he has no siblings and,’ he
made a scissoring motion with two fingers and a chit-chit
noise, ‘he has no offspring, so I doubt it.’

Pavo’s heart
beat a little harder. The pieces of the puzzle were coming
together. He feigned a yawn, trying not to give anything away.

‘He was busy
enough during that time, though,’ Frugilo continued. ‘Over what
matter, I don’t know. Buzzing around the offices in the palace, he
was. Messengers coming and going hourly.’

Pavo’s ears
pricked up again. ‘Where to, from?’

Frugilo
shrugged and drank more. ‘Mithras knows. My job was to stand there
and hold a spear.’ He shook his head with another low laugh. ‘He’s
tireless in his work, vigorous in his study of law and politics,
attentive to the emperor’s every need. There’s something about him
though, something he’s hiding.’ He shrugged, gazing into his drink
for a time, as if he was finished speaking. Until his eyes rolled
up to meet Pavo’s. ‘But then, we all wear masks,’ he smiled coldly,
‘… don’t we?’

Pavo felt a
chill hand pass through him then. Again he feigned nonchalance,
laughing breezily and looking absently across the tavern. At the
same time he began to inwardly plan how he might investigate
Vespillo’s affairs. If he was to accuse the eunuch with no proof,
there would only be one winner.

A waft of
smoke blew in from the street then – carrying the sweet and earthy
scent of thyme and rosemary. Gentle bells tinkled and the low chant
of some procession echoed along the way. Christians, Pavo realised.
They shuffled past, carrying cypress and olive branches, and the
one at the front – barely twenty, Pavo guessed – had clipped away
the hair on his crown, leaving just a ring of hair around the back,
sides and front.

Frugilo pulled
a face at this. ‘That look’ll never catch on.’

Pavo noticed a
few of them had the tell-tale bulges of clubs or swords under their
robes.

‘The sooner
this war begins, the sooner this place will calm down,’ Frugilo
grumbled, noticing it too.

It was a
horrible notion, Pavo thought, that war was the only answer. Yet it
was. Again his left eye twitched, as if a small butterfly was
trapped under the lower lid. And his hand shook. He began to see it
all again.

My mother
is waiting for me. Can I go home? pleaded the dying boy. As the
lad’s corpse sank from view, he saw the manor, the tower… the
watcher.

Maximus.

You created
this, Pavo, the crone whispered in his soul.

…and then a
noise swept it all away. The sound of iron hinges groaning.

Pavo’s eyes
snapped back to the palace gates. There, a pale-skinned messenger
boy in a pristine white tunic strode out and headed on down the
main way. He was carrying a tubular leather container. A scroll
case? The thing Vespillo had been thinking about smuggling out a
short while ago? A message bound for Maximus?

‘Right, your
round,’ Frugilo said, slamming his empty cup on the table.

‘Eh? I paid
for the last-’ Pavo started, but his words faded as he tried to
keep sight of the messenger boy. He rose from his seat. ‘Anyway, I…
I’d best be off.’

Frugilo’s face
twisted in horror, looking at his empty cup, then at Pavo, as if he
was about to challenge him to a duel.

‘You have the
rest of mine,’ Pavo added quickly, shoving his cup towards the
other, ‘so you’re not out of purse.’

‘Gladly,’
Frugilo said, his jaw opening like a pelican’s beak as he tipped
the lot in in one go then belched. ‘Off back to that pretty wife
and handsome young lad of yours?’ said Frugilo.

‘Aye, though I
have a few other things to attend to first.’

As he left the
tavern, the noises of a brawl arose – from the direction in which
the Christian procession had been headed: shouting, smashing. Then
the sound of pounding feet. A dozen urban guards rushed past the
tavern on their way to the scene.

‘Pavo,’
Frugilo shouted after him.

Pavo twisted
to look back. ‘Yes?’

The Protector
wore an odd look on his corpse face. A smile? A smirk? ‘Be careful
out there,’ he rumbled.
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Walking briskly
downhill, Pavo turned onto the main way. This, the grand ceremonial
avenue and widest street in the capital, was absolutely rammed with
people. He passed dancers, musicians, hucksters, drunks, merchants
holding aloft cages containing hooting peacocks, and mystics from
the distant east who tried to mark his forehead with a spot of
coloured powder. It was all rather confusing to his wine-softened
mind. Where was the messenger boy? His eyes scanned back and forth
as he went… then he saw the lad – made distinct by that bright
tunic. He dipped his head a little and followed, staying close but
not too close.

Along the way
he saw the source of that latest disturbance he and Frugilo had
heard from the tavern: the Shrine of Ceres.

The temple’s
delicate marble pillars were fire-blackened and its roof wreathed
in smoke. The flames had been doused by the urban watch, but the
building was wrecked. By the door, a body lay in a pool of his own
blood, stone dead. It was old Gabinus the priest, Pavo realised;
the fellow who had long ago welcomed him and fed him strawberries.
A tiny piece of his heart turned to ashes and fell away at that
moment.

The urban
guards at the scene were detaining the Christian group he had seen
earlier. The one with the shaved crown was clutching a bloody short
sword and was – clear as day – the culprit. Yet the guards, after
discussing something for a time, simply waved the shaved one and
his party away. Any act carried out by a Christian against a pagan,
no matter how violent, was apparently acceptable. This shift in
state policy had been creeping but inexorable over the last decade.
Emperor Theodosius seemed to be putting doctrinal purity above
civic harmony.

With a sad
sigh, he walked on, shadowing the messenger boy all the way to the
land walls. The lad showed some token of passage to the Lancearii
elites guarding the Golden Gate, and passed on outside. Pavo waited
a few moments before approaching. The Lancearii, recognising his
white greaves, let him through without challenge.

As he walked
out into the crescent-shaped sea of army tents outside the city, he
blinked and coughed. The air was thick with dust and woodsmoke and
reeked of roasting meat and latrines. The low moan of Christian
military chaplains echoed in the air, mixing oddly with the more
spirited songs from old pagan regiments. Sacrificial smoke rose
here and there and lyres twanged. The lanes and clearings between
the tents were crammed with legionaries coming and going or
standing around. One group were passing the time by playing
knucklebones, and another had set up an amateur gladiatorial area
within their area, where troopers play-fought with exotic weapons.
Hawkers wandered around trying to sell the troops giraffe skins,
ostrich feathers, lucky beads and amulets at extortionate prices
and prostitutes went from tent to tent, finding no shortage of
business.

But no sign of
the messenger boy.

Cursing
inwardly, he spotted the Claudia area – typically near the latrine
pits – and made his way over there. They had been moved – or rather
ejected – from their billet in the city so a more illustrious
legion from Syria could be housed there.

He spotted
Libo, crouching by a cooking fire, adding flour to thicken a
pleasant-smelling stew. ‘Libo,’ he called in greeting.

‘Sir!’ Libo
said, grinning, his good eye wildly askew as he rose from his spot
by the fire.

‘How goes
it?’

Libo frowned.
‘Haven’t you heard the news?’

Pavo narrowed
one eye.

‘The Claudia
have hereby been promoted. The camp prefect stomped over here a few
days ago and announced that we were no longer limitanei. We are
now,’ he paused, extending his neck and affecting a genteel accent,
‘pseudocomitatenses – a fully-fledged field legion… for the
duration of the campaign anyway.’

‘After decades
of marching through fire, the emperor has decided to reward the
Claudians,’ Pavo remarked.

‘Well,’ Libo
shrugged. ‘Darik asked what the promotion actually meant – new
armour? Better rations? More pay? No, the clerk grinned,
it means you get to do the most dangerous stuff.’

‘Ah,’ said
Pavo.

‘Pavo?’ Sura
said, ducking out of his tent. ‘You deigned to venture out into
shit-and-tent city?’

‘Things aren’t
too clever back in there either,’ Pavo said, jabbing a thumb over
his shoulder. He looked around the rest of the Claudian tents –
empty. ‘Where are the rest of the lads?’

‘Pulcher and
Darik have them all out on a drill,’ Sura flicked his head towards
the low ranges west of the camp. Up there, tiny, glinting figures
of armoured men moved like ants up and down the slopes. The Claudia
and several other legionary cohorts, he surmised, going by the
number of them.

‘Training by
day, then tonight, it’s our turn for some leave back inside the
city,’ Sura said.

‘We’ve been
given an hour to visit at the Mithraeum,’ Libo said. ‘To give our
offerings before… you know,’ he patted his scabbard, ‘what is to
come.’

Pavo thought
of the dank old altar in the cellar under the smithy near the
Neorion Harbour. For years the Claudia lads had gathered there to
pay homage to the God of Love, Light and War. But after what he had
seen today at the Shrine of Ceres… ‘Maybe give that a miss tonight.
Put up an altar inside one of the tents here instead.’ When Sura
and Libo looked at him quizzically, he said: ‘Trust me.’

Libo shrugged,
stirring the stew. ‘A tent altar it is. What brings you out here
anyway, sir?’

Pavo gazed
around the haze of the camp. ‘I… I wondered if any of you had seen
anything strange going on out here?’

Libo curled
his bottom lip and pointed a short distance with his cooking spoon.
‘Yup. Last night one of the X Gemina lads over there lay on his
back, bent his legs over his head and tried to suck his own-’

‘Anyone
strange,’ Pavo cut him off. ‘Messengers, specifically.’

‘Hundreds of
them, every day,’ said Sura. ‘The runner boys come from the city,
take their messages to the stable, and the horsemen there thunder
off, taking scrolls far and wide.’

Pavo raised a
hand to shield his eyes from the sun and scrutinised the stable
area. A clutch of officials and guards were right now thoroughly
examining a scroll that was about to be despatched, and more were
searching the rider and his bags. Any sort of coded message bearing
anything but an imperial seal marking would be seized. It was the
same at the city docks. No, if the traitor was smart – and he had
proven that he was – then he would find another way to pass
information through.

And where
was that pale-skinned messenger boy?

He scanned the
edges of the camp as far as his eyes and the kicked-up dust would
allow him to. He imagined the lad handing a scroll to a rider at
some unwatched point on the camp perimeter, and the horseman
bolting away at great speed, due west.

Yet as the
dust thinned here and there he could see that every point of the
camp’s edge was well-patrolled, and the gates especially so. Then
his gaze snagged on a flash of white cloth nearby. There was the
messenger lad, handing the leather case to a soldier sitting with
his tentmates. The soldier unplugged the end of the case, and
tipped out… a flute. He began to play a lively medley, and his
comrades skipped and sang along. Pavo sagged.

Sura walked
over behind him and rested an elbow on his shoulder, gazing over
the camp with him. ‘I know that look. Why are you really out
here?’

‘Treachery,’
Pavo said quietly, letting vent his theories at last. ‘Remember the
whole case of Peregrinus the Stranger?’

‘Promotus’
excuse for his bungled attack on the Goths at the river?’

‘No, not an
excuse,’ Pavo said. ‘Peregrinus was and is very real. And, it seems
that he is working for Maximus.’

Sura’s face
slid down a little.

‘More, I think
it’s someone in the emperor’s council.’

‘Ah,’ Sura
said, suddenly weighing a little more on Pavo’s shoulder.
‘Wonderful.’

‘That lad had
a flute, but there will be another, and soon, who tries to smuggle
out all our secrets, all our plans…’ He thought again of one
suspect’s odd behaviour recently – the lies about family affairs,
the lurking near the palace gates. ‘The more I think about it, the
more I feel that Vespillo is behind it.’

‘The cockless
wonder? Can’t say I’d be surprised. He’s a rat in the shape of a
man.’

Pavo nodded
away, his suspicions warping and bending with every breath.

‘One thing’s
for sure: you can’t possibly watch every exit from the city
yourself,’ Sura reasoned. ‘Brief the gate watchmen – let them do
their job.’

‘Maybe,’ Pavo
said. At that moment, the sun dipped into the western horizon,
casting the land in long stripes of molten amber and shadow, making
Constantinople’s land walls shine like a sheet of gold. In the
early evening light, the Claudia troops jogged back from the hills
and into the camp, sweating and panting.

Darik and
Betto saluted Pavo.

‘Sir!’ many
others called to him.

Pulcher,
stowing away his armour and wiping his sweaty neck and armpits with
a filthy rag, swaggered over. ‘Libo says the Mithraeum visit is
off?’

Sura
nodded.

‘Ah well, at
least we have a night’s leave next week – the last before the
emperor returns. We’re going to the tavern to drink until we’re
blind.’ He clicked his fingers and pointed at Pavo. ‘Sir, you
should come with us.’

Pavo felt the
urge to decline – wanting to do nothing other than watch the
comings and goings in the city and find the traitor. But in seven
days? That would be plenty of time to watch Vespillo, to uncover
the truth, he thought with a surge of confidence. ‘Aye,
perhaps.’

‘No perhaps
about it,’ Sura said as if he was giving an order. ‘And bring
Frugilo. If only so we can marvel at his tightfistedness.’

‘Until then,’
Pavo smiled, patting Sura’s shoulder.

‘Until then,
Brother.’

As Pavo
trudged back through the Golden Gates, he met the eyes of the most
senior of the guards, recognising the fellow.

‘You stand
guard here most nights, yes?’

‘Every night
for the last month,’ the man replied with a stoic smile.

‘And have you
seen anything odd in that time?’

‘No, not
really.’ He clicked his fingers. ‘Oh, there was that ruckus last
night, when one soldier out there put his back out while trying to
suck his own-’

Pavo held up a
hand, nodding, needing to hear no more. ‘Just do something for me:
take note and name of any messengers that pass through here,
yes?’

‘But the
guards at the camp gateways are logging those kind of things-’

‘Your name is
Decius, yes?’ Pavo interrupted. ‘Do this, and I will be sure to
mention your efforts to the emperor.’

The man seemed
suddenly quite encouraged. ‘Yes, sir,’ he said, saluting.

Pavo entered
the city again, his head swimming with theories as he made his way
home.

It was only
when darkness began to fall that he realised that he had failed
entirely to fulfil his promise to return home after the council
meeting and play with Marcus. He sighed as he walked up towards the
villa, ridden with guilt. War had not even begun in earnest, and
already it was making him a lesser man.
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Peregrinus
watched Pavo trudge back into the city and up the third hill. From
his vantage point he could even see the veteran enter his modest
homestead on the edge of the estate of Saturninus. There, his
pretty wife and young son greeted him. Yet she seemed angry and
Pavo seemed vexed, distracted. He was a canny one, Peregrinus
thought. Watchful and fastidious – just like the guards at the city
and camp perimeter.

If the details
discussed today were to reach Maximus, then he would have to find a
smarter way to get them out of the capital…


Chapter 18
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One week
later, near dusk, Pavo sat on the edge of a fountain at the Forum
of the Ox, the water babbling behind him, chattering crowds passing
to and fro all around. He had not had time to return home to change
since the end of his palace guard shift, and so still wore his
Protectores tunic and the white greaves.

His mind felt
like a giant knot, growing tighter over these last seven days. He
had been snappy with Izodora, impatient with Marcus, and even
negligent in his guard duties. All because the riddle of Peregrinus
had deepened and darkened – galloping away from him
maddeningly.

It had started
on that day after he had followed the messenger boy with the flute.
Standing watch at the Chalke Hall, he had saluted the coming and
going of the council. Promotus, Arbogastes, Gregory and Faustius
clattered around the place, arguing and hectoring, sending slaves
and helpers scurrying this way and that. Oddly though… no sign of
the one man who mattered, Vespillo.

Nobody had
mentioned anything until the second day, when Promotus had started
to ask “where is the fat bastard anyway?”. At first there was
little fuss. By the third day, the mood had grown tense. A palace
attendant used the spare key to open the eunuch’s quarters. The
room lay tidy but unoccupied, the bed made and uncreased,
Vespillo’s belongings stacked along shelves and in chests. Pavo and
Frugilo had been sent to ask around about the missing eunuch, but
every villa, eatery and workshop in which they enquired led to
nothing. It was as if Vespillo had vanished from the capital. All
the while, Pavo could imagine him on horseback, pelting westwards –
having somehow slipped through the city cordon with the full
details for the campaign – straight to Maximus’ court.

He wrung his
fingers through his hair, head pounding, the fragments of it all
clinging to his mind like barnacles to a boat.

Just then, a
racket of terrible singing and joking echoed from the western end
of the forum. Pavo looked up to see the Claudia lads tumbling into
view, already in high spirits. The big send-off tavern night had
arrived. There were several other raucous soldier parties
swaggering to and fro likewise, drinking enough wine to float a
ship on these last few evenings before the emperor’s return… before
war. Some legionaries called these nights “the last toast to
Bacchus”. There was to be no maudlin talk, no fretting, no
ruminating over the dangers to come. Just wine. And lots of it.
Izodora had practically threatened him with a knife to go and to
think of something other than his traitor theories for a few
hours.

‘Ha!’ called
Darik – his long hair slicked in a perfect sheen and his beard
clipped immaculately. ‘My sister let you escape, then?’

Pavo smiled,
rising. Dozens more friendly and jestful greetings were thrown his
way.

‘Where’s the
tight-arse?’ Libo asked.

‘Frugilo? Ah,
he turned the invite down,’ Pavo said.

‘Right, time
to go blind,’ Pulcher said, rubbing his hands together and
grinning. ‘Tavern, here we come.’

‘Where did you
have in mind?’ Pavo said. ‘I know a lovely, quiet place down by the
harbour where-’

‘Nah, nah.
It’s already been decided. We’re going to this place up by the
second hill. Somewhere that’ll make our purses last longer.’

‘The second
hill, you say?’ Pavo replied.

‘Aye. Trust
me,’ Pulcher said.

As they swept
along in a group, the city began blinking to life with myriad
torches, sconces and lamps, and the cries of prayer mixed with the
hoot and cackle of the drinking dens.

Pavo
recognised the route they were taking. ‘Hang on, this looks like
the way to…’

Sure enough,
they came to the same horrible place Frugilo had taken him to. ‘Oh
for fuck’s sake not this shitho-’

A number of
hands barged him in the back, pushing him across the threshold.

Moments later,
Pavo found himself staring dejectedly at a new cup of oily, filthy
“Follis wring” slops. He held his breath, and drank it in one. As
soon as he tried to make his excuses to leave, another cup was
thrust into his hand. Soon, the throaty rattle of voices and
camaraderie ramped up to new levels.

Pulcher was in
full flow with a tale about his long-gone days as a recruit: ‘So
the drill master said: I don’t care if you’re left-handed!
Legionaries hold a sword in their right hand and a shield in
their left – else a fighting front would be a mess. So you’ll just
have to learn to hold your sword in your right. And I say to him:
but sir, I’m useless with my right hand. So, he leans in all
conspiratorially like, pats me on my shoulder and winks: I was the
same, lad – a left-hander like you. You know what fixed things for
me? I trained my right hand by using it to work the old pink
sword,’ Pulcher made a ring with his fingers and thumb and jerked
it up and down vigorously, ‘three times a night for at least a
month. So, hop to it – back to your tent!’

His merry
audience of Claudians and others gawped, then exploded with
laughter.

‘That’s what
he said, honestly!’ Pulcher insisted, roaring too.

‘And it’s
stood you in good stead ever since,’ Libo cried hoarsely, ‘I give
you Pulcher: the empire’s champion masturbator!’

The roof
nearly lifted off the tavern, as men buckled with laughter,
pounding the tables with their fists and guzzling wine.

Within what
felt like moments, Pavo was on his fifth cup, and everything was
beginning to feel decidedly hazy. His blood felt warm, his body
light, his mind blessedly quiet. He had even stopped thinking about
the mystery of Vespillo, and found himself swaying in time to a
lute player’s song.

‘That’s more
like it,’ Sura grinned, mouth stained red with the wine, patting
him on the shoulder.

‘Sura, I
haven’t drunk like this in years. If I return to Izodora in this
state tonight…’

‘Aye,’ said
Sura, eyeing his cup. ‘Julia will not be best pleased with me if I
go staggering back to her reeking of this glorious swill.’

‘Then stay out
all night, don’t go back until the morning!’ Durio slurred, then
roared with laughter at his magnificent logic.

Pavo heard
himself laughing hoarsely, and realised it had been so long – too
long – since he had enjoyed a release like this. Flutes began to
whistle and timpani drums rumbled, and a dance began. There was no
shape or order to it, just drunken revellers throwing themselves
around. Indus – in an attempt to impress a group of young women –
performed a handstand, then began walking back and forth on his
hands, his tunic hem flapping, bulging loincloth on show. He seemed
supremely confident that the women were suitably ‘tantalised’ by
this… until he hand-walked past a bench and one gnarled drinker
there reached out and tore off Indus’ loincloth. The loincloth
unravelled, and the large carrot stuffed within spun away onto the
floor, leaving Indus’ bare and rather grubby nether regions on
show. ‘Take a look, ladies. Not much to see, eh?’ the drinker
cackled.

In one corner,
Centurion Betto, eyes bleary with wine, stood on a table, reciting
the diaries of Marcus Aurelius – word perfect apart from when he
began referring to the author as “Arcus Maurelius”. Verax the
medicus was busy in a debate with one of his junior staff about
whether the foul slop wine might in fact be stronger and more
effective for cleansing wounds than acetum. A dare began to do the
rounds then – for both to drink a cup of acetum, neat.

Pavo sighed
happily, gazing out to the streets – streaks of shadow and
torchlight, with groups bustling to and fro. Fortunately, no pagan
rioters or Christian temple smashers. He was about to turn back to
the shenanigans, when something caught his eye out there. The swish
of a cloak. Coming from the palace region. He blinked. The wearer
walked with the hood raised. He blinked hard again, staring at the
flowing garment: green, the hem embroidered in gold. Only one
person owned a garment like that. The man who had been missing for
days.

‘Vespillo,’ he
whispered.

What was the
eunuch doing out in the deadliest hour of night, alone?

Suddenly
feeling sober, Pavo slid from the bench and edged out of the
tavern.
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The noises of
clacking cups and hooting laughter faded behind him, and the fresh
night air slapped him, bringing his blurry vision together a
little. The street was still busy even at this hour; so many faces
and bodies blocking his view. He weaved between lumbering wagons
and dodged the revolting contents of a piss pot thrown from an
upper window. All the time he kept the fluttering golden hem of the
cloak within view.


Vespillo! he growled inwardly.

Right from the
off, the man had reeked of dishonesty. Now here he was – armed with
details of the grand strategy for the forthcoming campaign against
the West, looking to spirit the information right into Maximus’
hands. But how? Pavo wondered, thinking of the strict controls at
all of the city’s boundaries.

The eunuch
moved through the night like an asp. Pavo followed him around the
base of the second hill. The streets grew quiet here, almost
deserted.

Like a flash,
he was gone, cutting sharply around a corner.

Pavo
approached the corner then stopped in his tracks, scouring the way
ahead: a wide open, flagstoned space, centred around the
Milion monument from which all distance measurements in the
empire began. Deserted. No sign of Vespillo.

It was
impossible, Pavo thought, for the eunuch to have sprinted across
this space and out of sight at its far end. Impossible.

His bladder
now helpfully began to bulge with all the wine. Chewing his lip to
focus, he waited and waited for some sign of movement.

Then… the
barest scrape of a sandal.

Pavo’s head
turned slowly towards the direction the noise had come from. A low
pale-stone wall only a dozen paces from where he was. Behind that
wall was a small sunken precinct and the locked door of the
Basilica Cistern.

A dead
end.

Vespillo could
not escape now.

Cat-soft on
his feet, he edged over to the wall, pressing his back to it,
listening. But there were no more noises. Leaning gingerly around
the edge to look around and down into the precinct, he saw little
in that well of shadows apart from the small nook recessed in which
was the locked cistern door. Vespillo had to be hiding in that
nook, he realised. Why? Did he know he was being followed?

Pavo slid
round the wall’s end, cursing his lack of weapons – all he had by
way of soldier gear were the greaves. He kept his back pressed to
the other side as he edged down the few steps into the precinct,
drawing closer to the door nook. His bladder now screamed for
attention and his mouth felt dry as a boot. His heart pounded and
he adjusted his stride to put his weight on his good left leg for
purchase, expecting the hidden Vespillo to spring out at him any
moment.

The nook was
empty. The iron-strapped door stared at him mockingly. He looked
around the dead end.

How could a
man just vanish?

Until he heard
a creak, it didn’t even occur to him that the eunuch might have
gone through that door – for it was kept locked at all times, lest
the vital underground water supply be tainted accidentally or by a
saboteur. The realisation struck Pavo like a hammer: Vespillo, as a
member of the emperor’s sacred council, was one of the very few
with access to the key.

The creak
sounded again, and the door moved ever so slightly in the gentlest
night breeze. Pavo felt icy fingers of fear trace the back of his
neck. He reached for the ring handle and carefully – still wary of
Vespillo waiting on the other side – drew it open.

Nothing,
again. Just darkness, and the smell of damp and the echoey
plink-plonk of dripping water within. His eyes adjusted
enough to make out the grey shape of stone stairs leading down into
the huge underground vault, and the faintest wink of starlight from
the night sky above the door caught some ripple in the black
surface of the water down there.

Pavo knew it
would be folly to go any further, blind like this. So, he felt for
his purse, and brought out his flint hooks. Tearing a strip from
the hem of his tunic, he struck the hooks together. The sparks
kindled the threads on the rag, and a moment later, a dim globe of
yellow light illuminated the stairs and the nearest section of a
stone walkway at the bottom.

Still, no sign
of Vespillo.

He descended
onto the stone walkway – a grey finger stretching into the darkness
ahead. The inky cistern water rippled at its either edge. He eyed
the way forward, then padded gingerly along. The weak light from
the burning rag revealed the forest of wet and shiny, algae-coated
columns that bore the weight of the cistern’s stone ceiling. The
shadows of the columns moved as he walked, playing tricks with his
mind. Every time the rhythm of the dripping water changed – ever so
slightly – he froze. The chamber was vast, and he could hear the
echo of his own breaths and slight scrapes of his boot soles.

Right by his
ankles, a splash sounded in the water. Cold wetness sprayed him. He
leapt back from the walkway edge in fright, almost dropping the
burning rag. A ghostly-white fish flicked its tail at the surface
again and sped away back into the black depths. Pavo cursed the
creature, and took a deep breath before carrying on.

The burning
rag began to sting his fingers now, so he moved them to hold it by
a pinch – but the light was dimming, the bubble of yellow
shrinking. He glanced back whence he had come – the stairs leading
down here were gone, swallowed up by the surrounding blackness.
Ahead, there was nothing, nobody in sight, just the walkway
stretching on into darkness. Then he spotted something… a second
walkway cutting across this one a dozen steps or so ahead.
Gradually, the rag light began to dim, and then the last flames
seared his skin. He dropped the embers with a gasp.

In the
blackness, he fumbled to tear another strip from his tunic. As he
worked, he heard a new noise: beyond the plink-plonk of
dripping, he could hear a gentle rushing sound – where the waters
that coursed along the Aqueduct of Valens bled into this storage
vault. Calm, soothing, reassuring.

And another
noise, almost masked by the water.


Whispering?

A shiver raced
up his back as he peered ahead, the flint hooks and unlit rag still
in his hands. His ears told him that the sound was coming not from
ahead, but off to his left, somewhere along the second walkway.

Whispering,
definitely. Voices, deep in discussion.

Feeling his
way ahead, he came to the crossroads of the two walkways, trying to
discern something, anything, of the conversation.

He leaned
closer, closer, then heard something that turned his blood to
ice.

An
unmistakable slice of steel.

A snatched
yelp, then an almighty splash!

Suddenly,
footsteps, charging from the direction of the splash, thundering
this way.

Pavo’s body
tensed up like stone. His lungs and heart almost burst from his
chest as he tried to light the rag to see. No sooner had it caught
light than he had to drop it to the walkway in order to defend
himself. He thrust out his hands in an attempt to tackle whoever
this was – Vespillo or the other he had been conspiring with down
here.

The runner hit
him like a runaway horse, barging him in the ribs, sending him
staggering. He flailed backwards to the walkway edge and pitched
into the water.

The coldness
shocked him more than the barge to his ribs. Bubbles raged around
him, and his ears throbbed with watery deafness. He realised then
that he had not swam in years. He thrashed his arms, but the
injured, scarred shoulder could not move like the other one, and so
this only pushed him to one side instead of propelling him upwards.
He kicked with his legs, but still the weak light from the walkway
dimmed as he sank further. The white greaves, he realised… they
were pulling him down like anchors!

Panicked, he
reached down to find the greave straps. Doing this in the dark,
underwater, and with multiple cups of wine in his system made this
somewhat trickier than usual. With a dull clunk, he felt his
soles touch the stone-lined floor of the cistern. The murk here was
nightmarish, lit only by the pathetic light of the dropped, burning
rag on the walkway up above. Schools of those ghost fish breezed
past him, eyes and mouths gaping. The base of one column – a green,
upturned Medusa head – glared pitilessly at him. On he fumbled in
an effort to untie the greaves. In moments, his breath was stale
and burning in his lungs. He kicked wildly to send one greave free,
but the strap of the other was tied on with what seemed like the
Gordian Knot.


‘Fuuuuck!’ he screamed, releasing a vomit of bubbles into
the depths.

And at that
same moment, a shadow passed over him.

He looked
upwards and his marrow almost turned to slush: there, sinking
towards him, spreadeagled, twitching weakly, came the body of a
corpulent man. Something was blossoming from his neck as he sank.
Their eyes met.

Pavo’s heart
almost stopped. Vespillo?

The eunuch’s
long greasy hair floated all around him like sea grass and his
mouth was aghast, but not as wide as the gash across his throat –
ripped by that sound of slicing steel, moments ago. Clouds of blood
billowed from the gaping wound, staining the water around him. The
last light of life left the man’s eyes at that moment, the pupils
dilating.

Pavo swished
with his arms to move clear, so the weighty body would not descend
on top of him, pin him, and seal his fate. As he did so, strands of
Vespillo’s hair ripped away in his fingers, and something stronger
snapped away too, just as he edged clear of the sinking corpse.

The eunuch’s
body sank and settled on the cistern floor.

Pavo inhaled
in fright, sucking in a lungful of water. He felt his limbs
spasming, and realised he was staring at a reflection of his own
imminent death.

Blackness
closed in.

The ghostly
fish around him suddenly darted away into the darkness, and an
instant later, a storm of bubbles exploded beside him, then
another. He felt hands grabbing at him. At last, the
all-surrounding water fell away with a roar of splashing and
shouting and he thudded heavily onto something cold, hard and dry.
The walkway.

‘Mithras’
hairy arse, he’s heavy,’ Frugilo groaned, ‘I thought I had trained
most of the extra lard off of him. Seems I must have missed a
bit.’

‘Get him on
his back,’ Sura panted.

Head swimming,
Pavo saw the outlines of the two, uplit by a burning torch. He
jolted when Sura began pumping both palms against his breastbone.
Head pounding and on the edge of consciousness, lungs full of water
and belly full of wine, it felt like the world’s worst hangover
multiplied tenfold. First, a jet of water exploded from his mouth
and soaked Sura. He sat bolt upright, gasping to fill his emptied
lungs with fresh air. Two breaths, he managed, before the wine and
the day’s food came out in a chunky, dark red torrent, all over
Frugilo’s face.

Shivering,
panting, Pavo held up a shaking hand in apology.

Frugilo looked
nonplussed, simply giving Sura a look as he wrung water and vomit
from his felt cap. ‘Think you got the better end of that deal.’

Sura flopped
back to sit on the walkway. ‘I knew you were still churning over
things. When I saw you had gone from the tavern…’

‘Aye, thank
the Gods he bumped into me too,’ added Frugilo, ‘no way one man
could have hauled you out of the water.’

‘What in Hades
were you doing down here?’ Sura continued. ‘How did you even get
in? Nobody but the top men have keys to this place.’

‘Vespillo,’
Pavo panted.

Frugilo
switched his head around like a hound picking up a scent. ‘Lord
no-balls? He’s in here?’

Pavo shook his
head, pointing to the water, wheezing. ‘No. Down there. Dead.’

‘You killed
him? Then… the traitor is dead?’ Sura said.

‘Hold on…
traitor?’ Frugilo shot looks at each of them.

A million
words warred to reach Pavo’s tongue, but then he uncurled his
clenched fist and saw the thing there that would say them all: the
thing that had snapped from Vespillo’s person when Pavo had been
thrashing to get out of the way of the sinking body. He held up and
shook the necklace at Frugilo. On it was a bronze lion’s tooth. The
charm of Peregrinus.

‘The Goths at
the river,’ he panted, ‘the bastard who outed Valentinian’s spies
to Maximus. It was the same man behind it all. And now he is
dead.’

Frugilo sucked
in air as if he had just seen his own ghost. ‘Vespillo was
Peregrinus? I asked you if you were hiding something. I didn’t
realise it was quite this big.’

‘What was he
doing down here?’ Sura whispered.

‘Trying to
pass more information to Maximus,’ Pavo said, rising shakily.

‘Here? How?’
Frugilo said. ‘This place is a dead end.’

Pavo’s mind
whirled as he stared ahead along the walkway towards its far end.
‘No,’ he realised, eyes darting. ‘Only one door, but more than one
way in or out.’

He grabbed the
burning torch that Frugilo and Sura had brought, then loped on down
the walkway. There, at the far end of the giant cistern, water
spilled in through a small opening in the side wall with that
constant hiss. Beyond stretched the great grey arm of the Valens
Aqueduct – the vaulted water-carrying channel that ran high above
the capital’s streets and out over the city walls, beyond the
military camp and all its checks and vetting stations outside and
far into the countryside. Through the blur of night and fading,
Pavo saw a lone figure scurrying along the aqueduct top, staying
low. The figure was wearing strange leathers. The likes of which he
had seen only once before. ‘The garb of the Arcani,’ he whispered
to himself. ‘Maximus’ agents.’ It confirmed everything.

Sura, running
to catch up with Pavo, realised what had happened and bounded
towards the opening, readying to squirm through. ‘Quick, we can
still catch him.’

‘No, Sura,’
Pavo grabbed his friend by the shoulder, halting him. ‘Wait.’

‘Are you mad?’
Sura hissed, straining to be free of Pavo’s grip.

‘Let him go,’
Pavo assured him. ‘Let him go.’

‘Why?’ said
Frugilo, hurrying to join them. ‘You said it yourself – that
bastard will take horse and ride straight to the Dark Eagle.’

‘Trust me,’
Pavo insisted.
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A secret door
on a vine-clad wall opened onto the palace rooftop. Emperor
Theodosius led Galla out by the hand, onto the rooftop garden,
guiding her through the balmy night air to the marble balustrade
lining the sides.

The view from
up here was sublime. The sky shone with stars. The moon hung in the
sky like a disc of molten wax, its reflection on the glass-like
waters of the Golden Horn perfect. The chirping of crickets echoed
across the palace region, sharp against the muffled babble from the
streets.

‘It is…
beautiful,’ Galla whispered as she gazed across the starlit
capital. The moonlight glinted softly on the lapis lazuli pendant
hanging around her neck, and on the pearls and emeralds of
Theodosius’ diadem.

Theodosius
stepped behind her, wrapping one arm around her waist in a loving
embrace. With the other, he pointed, directing her gaze to the
landmarks: the Hippodrome, the towering column of Constantine, the
soaring domes of the Hagia Eirene. On and on, he spoke softly to
her as she drank in the magnificent skyline.

‘It is truly
as they said,’ she sighed in wonder, ‘it is the City of God.’

‘And He has
granted it to us, just as He sent you to me,’ he whispered to her,
turning her to face him and bringing his mouth towards hers.

‘God chose you
to be the saviour of my homeland,’ she replied, placing a hand on
his chest to halt him. ‘Yes?’

Theodosius’
head bobbed in a lovesick nod. ‘I will free the West, or I will die
trying.’

She softened
her hand. Now their lips met in a passionate, breathless kiss.

Both froze
when they heard something unexpected: the dull ripple of a blade
being unsheathed.

Theodosius
broke from the clinch, stepping before Galla like a shield, staring
at the black-toothed man on the rooftop with them. He stank of wine
and wore filthy rags, and his long dagger was sharp… and hovering
close.

‘Give me the
crown,’ a second thug snarled from behind, planting another sharp
point against the emperor’s spine.

Theodosius
calmly took the diadem and handed it to the man in front of him.
‘It is a fool’s treasure. I would not wish its weight upon any
man’s head. And to steal it is a greater folly still; the moment
you present it for sale you will be arrested and executed.’

The man tucked
it into a sack, then ripped the lapis stone from Galla’s neck. When
she made to scream, the first thug held the blade to her neck. ‘Now
we’re going to have to make good our escape from here. Can’t have
you squealing the moment we turn our backs, can we?’ He looked at
the emperor. ‘Nor you.’

Theodosius
felt the second thug’s blade point press more firmly against his
spine.

The first one
gave a discreet flick of the head. ‘Do it.’

A heartbeat
changed everything.

Through the
night, a silver bolt flew. It pierced the hand of the first thug,
making a ruin of his fingers and sending the dagger flying away
from Galla’s neck. The man backed away and fled towards the
rooftop’s far edge. Then a sword whirled from the blackness and
lodged deep between the second thug’s shoulders. With a wet sigh,
the man sank to his knees then collapsed onto his face beside the
shocked Theodosius’ feet.

Footsteps
rattled, and two men came in the wake of the flying weapons. One,
with a cadaver-like face, ripped his sword free of the fallen thug,
then rolled the man over just to make sure he was dead. The other
one bolted in pursuit of the fleeing, bloody-handed thug. Panicked,
the thug sprang from the roof’s lip in an effort to jump to the
balcony opposite. A valiant effort… only a stride short.

He fell like a
stone for three storeys and burst like an over-ripe plum on the
flagstones down there.

Theodosius,
breathing hard with shock, regarded the two who had saved him and
Galla: one was cleaning and tucking his bloodied sword back into a
white baldric and the other wore white greaves.

‘Frugilo…
Pavo,’ he croaked.
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Pavo turned
away from the roof’s edge and the splattered man down there, then
cast a grey look at the other dead thug. ‘The brothers of Gabinus,’
he said flatly.

‘Citizens? Of
my capital?’ Theodosius spluttered. ‘Why would they attack me?
Why?’

‘Their father
was recently murdered by the Christian zealots, Domine,’ Pavo said.
‘Their temple was burnt to a black shell.’

Theodosius’
eyes scanned Pavo’s as if he was still waiting for an answer.

‘The men who
did it were not punished, and Gabinus’ sons were left with
nothing.’

Theodosius
looked momentarily stupid, like one who has just realised he has
been following his own footprints in the sand. His expression
suddenly hardened. ‘They will want for nothing now.’ His face
changed with a twist of anger. ‘And where were you? A moment longer
and we would both be dead.’

‘We were
standing watch outside your chambers, Domine,’ Frugilo answered,
‘as we were tasked when you disembarked from your ship earlier this
evening. If you are to go off down the secret passageways, you must
tell us. Pavo heard the scraping of feet from above, and we
realised there was someone up here.’

Theodosius
paced to and fro, angered and shocked. ‘Take my wife back to our
chambers,’ he snapped.

Frugilo gently
nodded and guided Galla away.

The emperor
began muttering to himself, then froze, realising he was not alone
again.

‘Now, may we
speak, Majesty?’ said Pavo.

Theodosius
issued a ragged sigh. ‘I have been back in the city for less than a
day and you have petitioned me three times since for a private
audience. My time is vital. What is so important?’

‘Someone has
been plotting against you, trying to set you up to lose the coming
war with the West. A traitor amongst your inner circle. None other
than the stranger, “Peregrinus”, who so nearly brought disaster in
the north.’

Theodosius’
demeanour changed. He breathed in through his nostrils, like a man
readying for an unwelcome task. ‘I know.’

Pavo leant
back a fraction.

‘I have known
that someone was working against me since the day of General
Promotus’ trial. I have my best man working to expose the traitor.
That is why Vespillo did not come to Thessalonica with me. He has
been investigating every detail in the matter and I mean to catch
up with him as soon as-’

‘Vespillo
was Peregrinus,’ Pavo said plainly.

Theodosius
looked at him as if he was a spirit. ‘You dare to accuse my closest
advisor? Do you understand the gravity of such a claim? I have
known Vespillo for decades. He even came to my…’

Pavo handed
Theodosius the snapped lion’s fang necklace.

Theodosius’
lips moved, words deserting him as he examined the charm.

‘I tracked him
into the cistern,’ Pavo explained. ‘I witnessed him meeting with an
Arcanus down there.’

Theodosius’
face screwed up in disbelief. ‘A Western agent?’

Pavo nodded.
‘Sharing information.’

Theodosius
planted a hand on the rooftop edge for balance. ‘Where is Vespillo
now?’

‘Dead,’ Pavo
said.

Theodosius
cupped a hand over his mouth. ‘He… he was one of my oldest
friends.’

‘The Arcanus
must have taken the information then slashed open the eunuch’s
throat. My guess would be that Maximus ordered this. Vespillo,
under the guise of “Peregrinus”, had delivered to him all that he
needed, and so he wanted to clean up his tracks.’

Theodosius
gazed over his city, shaking visibly. ‘The Arcanus escaped?’

‘Yes.’

‘With the
information that Vespillo had passed to him? And this was
after the strategy meeting that Saturninus chaired?’

‘It was.’

The moon shone
in Theodosius’ huge eyes. ‘Then Maximus has the upper hand already.
He will by now know our every move.’

Pavo shook his
head. ‘Not so, Domine.’


Chapter 20

June 388 AD

Constantinople
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The grey haze
of pre-dawn always made the capital’s streets seem quieter, safer.
They were largely empty too at this time, and the air fresher. Pavo
walked down from the third hill, a leather bag slung across his
good shoulder. He came to the Forum of the Bull. It was empty too,
apart from a few yawning bakers starting to set up their bread
stalls… and a blonde-haired figure sitting at the stone latrunculi
board beside the worn old bronze Fountain of Poseidon.

‘Usual rules?’
said Pavo, sitting at the opposite side of the board.

‘Aye,’ Sura
replied, shoving a cup of water over to Pavo’s side of the game
table.

‘And no
cheating?’ Pavo added with an arch look.

Sura grinned.
‘Would I ever?’

The two
quietly moved the polished stones across the board, chuckling and
baiting one another as the game ebbed to and fro. It ended with a
snap of Sura’s fingers and a victorious ‘Ha!’

The pair leant
back, sipping their water.

‘Well, that’s
the last distraction over,’ Sura said, his triumph fading.

The first pale
pink rays of dawn began to search through the streets, painting
stripes across the forum. Officers’ shouts rose here and there, and
through the gaps at the sides of the forum, both saw soldiers and
officials shuttling to and fro, urban guards preparing the main
way. The freshness began to fade, the heat of day creeping up
gradually. And what a momentous day lay ahead, Pavo thought.

Sura gazed
over towards the valley of the second hill. ‘Julia will be waking
soon. She said she will come to the camp outside the wall, later,
to see me off.’

‘I asked the
same of Izodora.’ Pavo said, aching with guilt as he glanced up to
the villa on the heights of the third hill, where Izodora and
Marcus would still be sleeping too. What words would be an adequate
farewell to them? ‘I couldn’t bear to say goodbye at the threshold
of our home. It would be too much.’

‘I just want
this to be over,’ Sura agreed. ‘To be back here with those who
matter.’

‘May Mithras
make it so.’

‘The God of
the Light will be with us,’ said Sura, then shot a furtive look
around them. ‘But will that be enough? That night in the cistern,
why… why did we let that Arcanus slip away? He had a good
head start but I swear we could have caught him. Maximus by now
most likely knows everything – when we’re setting off, the supply
points, the routes.’

‘Come with
me,’ Pavo said, rising from the game table.

He guided Sura
across the forum and down a sequence of side streets that led
towards the city’s southern edge. He beckoned his friend up onto
the sea walls, overlooking the sparkling peacock waters of the
Propontis. As they walked these battlements, a wave burst against
the foot of the walls and briny spray hit them, cooling and fresh.
Gulls wheeled overhead. They passed many sentries they knew,
exchanging greetings.

Finally, they
reached a heavily-scaffolded area of the defences – a web of poles
and platforms curtaining the area that would soon become
Theodosius’ grand new harbour. ‘Through here,’ Pavo guided Sura
into a tunnel of wooden planks that led through the works.

They emerged
at the tunnel’s far end, where a natural inlet – screened off from
the city – was being excavated to suit the complex harbour design.
One stone wharf had already been completed. There, two dozen
triremes were being constructed. Sailors were busy polishing and
sanding the timbers, sewing sails and bending steam-treated wood.
Walking slowly amongst them and offering advice and encouragement
were Valentinian and Justina.

‘Ships?’ Sura
said. ‘Why do we need ships? The Western Caesar is marching along
the Via Egnatia with the Egyptian legions, you said, then up the
Pannonian coast along the Via Flavia,’ he held both hands flat and
brought the tips of his fingers together. ‘Converging with us lot
in Theodosius’ main column, pincering Maximus.’

Pavo shook his
head slowly. ‘That is the strategy I proposed to the sacred
council: plausible… but false. For I knew by then that one of them
was likely Peregrinus, listening, primed to transmit the details to
Maximus at the first opportunity.’

Sura tilted
his head back a little, chuckling dryly. ‘You sly toad. That night
in the cistern, you allowed the Arcanus to escape with the
information. Sham information!’

‘I wanted to
expose Peregrinus, that was the main thing. The false strategy was
a precaution should he outsmart me – Gods know, he had us all
walking in circles for months.’

Sura planted
his hands on the wooden balustrade overlooking the harbour works
and gazed over it all. ‘So… the ships?’

Pavo looked
around to be sure there was nobody within earshot, and dropped his
voice to a whisper. ‘This was the strategy that first leapt out at
me that day when I looked at the map with the council. The one I
kept to myself. I put it to the emperor that night on his return
from Thessalonica, after the two thugs tried to rob him. He,
Valentinian, Justina, I and soon you are the only souls alive who
know of this plan in full.’

Sura stepped
closer, moving an ear close to Pavo’s lips.

‘We will march
up the military way with Theodosius, that part of the strategy
remains the same.’ He wagged a finger towards the boats. ‘The
second pincer is what has changed: Valentinian and his mother will
lead this fleet round the Greek peninsula, to Epirus. There they
will stop and resupply. Then they will strike across the Ionian
Sea, around the heel and toe of Italia. Finally, they will come… to
Rome.’

The word fell
like a tombstone, just as it had when he had suggested it to
Theodosius. At that moment and again now, he felt the eyes of
history – of Gods and heroes – upon him.

Sura rolled
his head back for a moment, blinking. ‘Rome? You once called me a
lunatic – that time I said we should steal an elephant from the
Persian army, remember? Now you’re telling me you’ve organised an
assault on Rome?’

Pavo nodded
confidently. ‘For all that the city stands for, and for what it
will mean to Maximus. Were he to lose the historic capital, the old
senatorial families there would quickly return their loyalties to
Valentinian. The Italian legions too. The young Caesar has assured
me of this. With Rome, we can block central and southern Italia,
and the seas either side. Think about it – Maximus would have no
grain supplies from Africa with which to feed the colossal force he
has raised. More – just like the false strategy – it would raise a
second allied force at his rear… only one far mightier than the few
Egyptian legions that the traitor’s message will tell him about.
Maximus will be blind-sided – with half of his army waiting to
block the non-existent approach of Valentinian’s forces up the
Pannonian coastal road.’

The two stood
together, the sea wind beating at their hair, digesting what lay
ahead.

‘Rome,’ Sura
said with a wry look. ‘Never been there, probably never will go.
Makes you wonder, eh? All this time, through all the wars and
missions we’ve been on, and never once have we set foot in the city
that spawned it all. And here, now, we plot its overthrow.’

‘Fuck Rome,’
said Pavo.

Sura looked at
him sideways. ‘Don’t mince your words, old friend.’

Pavo’s face
remained stony. ‘Fuck Rome and its fat aristocrats and magnates.
All that matters to me is my family, right here in Thracia.
They are my empire.’

Sura said
nothing, simply resting a hand on Pavo’s shoulder. The sound of
shipwrights and chattering workers drifted over the two for a time
as they watched a mast being hauled upright on one of the new
vessels. Neither Pavo nor Sura noticed the young man approaching
them until he spoke.

‘Pavo,’ said
Valentinian.

‘Caesar,’ Pavo
dipped his head in respect.

‘I hear the
land army is set to move out today?’

‘Aye,’ said
Pavo.

‘Then this
fleet will launch a few weeks later,’ said Valentinian. A playful
smirk rose at one end of his mouth, enhancing his boyish
handsomeness. ‘They say that if a man wants to learn how to pray,
he should go to sea.’

Pavo and Sura
both chuckled. ‘May Poseidon keep the swell even for you.’

A silence
lasted, all three looking at one another.

‘So, the next
time we meet…’ Valentinian started. A great, unspoken ‘if’ hovered
in the air above them like the Sword of Damocles.

‘Will be in
victory,’ Pavo finished for him.

As soon as he
had spoken, a paean of trumpets sounded from the imperial palace
hill. The chorus was known to all: a ceremonial song heralding the
emperor’s imminent departure from the palace and along the main
way, en-route to war. The sound of cheering arose – and angry
shouting too. Soon, the slow, ordered rattle of many hobnailed
boots rose like a drumbeat, as the city-billeted legions peeled
from their garrisons to join the emperor’s procession.

Valentinian
seemed apprehensive. ‘I… I can’t help but think of all the dark
things that have brought us to this moment.’

‘That is why
you do this,’ said Pavo. ‘Me also. To bury the past… to let it
go.’

The young man
seemed to brighten, as if the words had knocked weights from his
broad shoulders.

‘Farewell,
Pavo.’

‘Farewell,
Caesar.’
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Pavo and Sura
hurried to the military area outside the land walls. The sun was
climbing, beating down on the army as the effort to strike the
great camp began. They passed through throngs of hectoring
officers, bantering troops, officials picking their way around,
making counts on wax tablets, lowing oxen, braying mules and
nickering warhorses. Tents sank and wagons were loaded with
provender, water skins and casks. Parents, wives and children were
here too, saying farewell to their loved ones. Pavo and Sura’s
necks stretched as they sought out the ones dear to them.

No sign.

Was it too
much for them also, he wondered, his heart aching?

They came to
the Claudian area, where the troops were busy packing up their
tents and preparing their marching gear.

‘Sir!’ many
called out to Sura, and to Pavo also.

Sura instantly
strode a little taller, walking around his charges, offering
encouragement and issuing instructions.

Pavo noticed
that the young legionary, Durio, and his friend Indus were still on
their haunches around a cooking fire, hastily trying to prepare
bread for the march ahead. ‘Add a little salt,’ he advised. ‘It’ll
keep you thirsty on the march, and that’ll keep you drinking.
Nothing worse than a day’s march where you feel strong and don’t
touch your drinking skin…’

‘…then come
evening in the camp, you feel like an elephant is standing on your
brain.’ Libo, nearby, agreed.

Pavo pulled at
the collar of his linen tunic. The sun wasn’t even close to its
high point yet and the red cloth was dark with sweat already around
his chest and the small of his back. He took a small pot from his
leather bag, and prized off the lid. Scraping his fingertips across
the surface of the sweet-smelling jasmine paste inside, he then
wiped it across his neck, face and forearms. It was delightfully
cool on his skin. He tossed the pot to Durio. ‘And put a little of
this on the exposed parts of your body, or you’ll be cooked like a
crab before we’re even out of Thracia.’

He and a few
others heard the rising swell of cheering – and jeering – from
within the city walls. Growing closer, closer…

Pavo noticed
Verax the medicus, kneeling as he packed his supplies. His head was
bowed, and he had a rather grumpy look on his face.

‘Something
troubling you, Verax?’

The medicus
looked up. ‘Ah, sir! Troubling me? Hmm,’ he scruffed at his trident
beard. ‘Apart from the heat, the flies, the impending march
downwind of Pulcher's sweaty arse?’ He laughed, but it was a tense
laugh. ‘I suppose there is. But it's likely nothing.’

Pavo nodded.
‘Very well. But you know you can share anything with me, yes? You
saved me from the gates of death, remember. I owe you my ears and
my advice at the very, very least.’

Verax tilted
his head a little in respect. ‘Thank you, sir.’

Pavo stepped
away.

‘It's just an
odd thing I heard, anyway.’

Pavo turned on
his heel. ‘What is?’

‘When I was
picking up these bandages and pastes from the city
valetudinarium yesterday, I saw many of those who studied
with me back in my days as a trainee. Some are with the legions
now, some with the city garrisons. Natox was there – probably my
closest friend from those days. He did alright for himself – he’s
the palace physician now. We talked about old times. You know, this
and that. Then he said something strange.’

Pavo leant
closer.

‘He was the
one to clean and prepare Vespillo's body – after it had been fished
out of the cistern. A right mess, he said. The eunuch was in a
state of poor health at the time of his demise. Hadn't eaten for
days. Severely dehydrated too, well,’ he shrugged, ‘before he ended
up in the drink, that is. And there were strange markings on his
skin as well.’

‘Stigmas?’
Pavo guessed, thinking of the legionary tattoos and the Christian
markings he had seen some of the aristocratic types sporting.

‘No, no.
Bruises, worn skin. All around his wrists.’

Pavo's eyes
narrowed. ‘There was some sort of struggle in those moments before
Vespillo's throat had been cut. Perhaps that explains it.’

Verax tilted
his head to one side, the same edge of his mouth rising slightly.
‘Aye, perhaps.’

Pavo was just
trying to make sense of the conversation, when a glimmer of light
shone on the city walls.

A troop of
sixteen men strode out onto the roof of the Golden Gate, the air up
there like a mirage in the June heat, the sunlight sparkling on the
G-shaped brass cornua horns each carried on one shoulder.
They halted in a line and in perfect time like soldiers facing
inspection, then each unslung and brought their instrument to their
lips. As one, they blew a triumphant, stirring series of notes that
echoed out over the vast military camp.

Bishop Gregory
emerged up there, and shambled up and down before the trumpeters,
shouting in between each blast: ‘Rise, legions of God. The day has
arrived. It is time to make war against the wretched Maximus!’ he
crooned to the masses of soldiery as if they weren’t already in the
process of rising. ‘Rise!’ Another blast of the horns. Gregory
wailed on: ‘God will watch over us. With His power and His
protection, we will crush the tyrant!’

‘Is “He” any
good with a spatha?’ Sura muttered wryly.

Pulcher
smirked at this. ‘I trust “He” will take his turn at slopping out
the latrines too?’

With a final,
exultant, blast from the cornua players, the Golden Gate flew open.
Emperor Theodosius emerged from the city with a swell of cheering
from the crowds lining the main way. Astride a chestnut mare, he
wore a silver helm, a purple cape and golden armour on the chest of
which shone a Chi-Rho emblem. Striding either side of him went the
six most senior Protectores – Stilicho, Frugilo and Lucius included
– and the dozen Inquisitors. Bishop Gregory and his straggle of
Christian clergy waddled down from the Golden Gate roof and out
like geese to join the procession.

Next emerged
the emperor’s Praesental Army– all glittering steel and bobbing
Christian labarum standards. These were the cream of the
Eastern fighting forces who had enjoyed the honour of quartering
within the city as opposed to out here in the filthy camp. All four
palace legions – the Lancearii, the Hiberi, the Nervii and Eriulf’s
Thervingi – marched in step, the bright plumes of each legion
shuddering, giving them the look of an army of peacocks. Next, with
a clip-clop of hooves, came the Scutarii – the two
thousand-strong school of cavalry elites, the horses’ flanks
shining in the heat and the scale-draped riders glittering.

‘Brace
yourself, here they come,’ Sura said.

‘Aye, some
sight,’ Pavo said, watching as the emperor’s parade moved to and
halted on the military road, before calling for the camped legions
to take up their respective places in the marching order.

‘No, I meant
them,’ Sura smiled, strode past Pavo and fell into an embrace with
the tall, curvaceous and raven-haired Julia. Sura and she started
passionately kissing, conjuring a round of whistles and applause
from Pulcher and the lads. She looped a twine around his neck; upon
it hung a small copper cat charm. Sura looked like he was about to
burst into tears, and so he kissed her again. The wives and
children of the other Claudians arrived too with a chorus of
sobbing and sweet words.

Pavo saw them
then: Izodora, leading Marcus by the hand. His heart almost melted.
The lad was walking confidently these days – no longer a toddler.
He seemed engrossed by the strange sights, sounds and smells all
around him. Pavo dropped to one knee to scoop him up, kissing his
head and swinging him from side to side. Izodora watched with a
glassy look in her eyes. Pavo’s throat bulged with a lump as he
looked up at her. What was there to say?

Marcus broke
the silence. ‘When will you come back, Papa?’

Pavo stroked
the lad’s mop of fine brown curls, looking at Izodora. Both knew
the answer to that was neither straight nor in any way
guaranteed.

‘When you call
out to me, I will come,’ Pavo answered. He knew it was neither a
fair nor rational answer. He set Marcus down, and the lad turned
this way and that, entranced by the sight of a palace cavalryman
cantering past, their blue and gold ribbons floating in their wake.
Izodora stepped over to Pavo and rested her forehead against his.
‘This war. Let it be done, then let that be an end to it.’

‘My oath with
the emperor ends when Maximus has been deposed.’

One side of
her mouth rose in the beginnings of a most sour smile. ‘He said you
would be released from duty after the Gothic crisis at the
river.’

‘One crisis
bleeds into another. It is the way of these times.’

She turned
from him, but he caught sight of the teardrop that had escaped one
eye. ‘Izodora, don’t…’

She cut him
off: ‘I have dreamt terrible things in these last nights.’

He moved round
so they were facing again, and planted a finger on her lips. ‘Leave
the wretched nightmares to me,’ he said with a sad half-smile. ‘I
go west to make our world safe once more. Remember this, and that I
am not in the legions for this campaign – I will not be in the
front lines, should it come to battle.’

It was
Izodora’s turn to smile unconvincingly. ‘Should it come to
battle?’

‘Papa?’ Marcus
said, tugging on the hem of his tunic. Both looked down to see the
lad holding his hand up, offering something. Pavo took it. It was
the toy wooden soldier, once the possession of Gallus’ son. ‘You
should have this, because he looks like you.’

The gesture
almost took his legs away from under him. Sucking in a breath to
choke back the deep sob that tried to escape his lips, he swooped
to pick the lad up again, holding him close with one arm, and using
the other to pull Izodora to him. He kissed both over and over,
tasting the brine of his tears and theirs as he did so, before
finally planting his lips on Izodora’s. The three were one at that
moment, and Pavo wondered if he did not open his eyes or part from
the kiss, if they might escape time and fate.

Military
buccinae pealed across the dissolving camp, breaking the spell.
‘Come on, come on!’ a nearby commander hurried his troops in their
preparations.

Marcus slid
down to stand on his own. Izodora peeled from his embrace. Their
hands remained linked as she stepped away before their fingertips
brushed and they parted at last.

Darik –
lurking discreetly nearby – now stepped over to hug his sister
tightly, whispering to her in their old desert tongue then amusing
Marcus with a giraffe trinket he had bought from the camp traders.
Pavo turned away from them. It felt like tearing off a limb.

He sank beside
his leather bag, and drew his greaves from within, buckling them
on. Next, Pulcher and Betto helped him into a ringmail shirt. He
buckled on his sword belt, slung on his white cloak, took up his
spear and planted his fin-topped helm on his head. Finally, he
hoisted the leather bag, now just containing his porpax shield,
over his good shoulder.

The horns
pealed again, the shouts growing urgent for the families to
disperse and for the column to form up. The first of the scale-clad
comitatenses field legions shuffled into place behind the palace
troops, their eagles glinting and banners floating in the weak,
warm breeze. Next it would be the turn of the Claudia and the few
other less esteemed legions to take their place near the rear. And,
Pavo realised, it was time for him to join the Protectores.

He cast a
final look over the Claudians. ‘March well, stay alert. May Mithras
guide us to a swift and bloodless victory.’

The
legionaries silently raised their spears high – a fond tribute to
their old commander. ‘Mithras be with you too, old friend,’ said
Sura.

Turning away,
Pavo strode towards the head of the forming column – a jungle of
plumes and shining, jewelled helmets. He spotted the distinctive
white of the Protectores, near the emperor. All eleven others were
present. Frugilo included, wearing his flowing black cloak,
polished ringmail, white baldric… and that filthy old felt cap.

‘Ah, here at
last,’ he grumbled as Pavo slotted into place, the twelfth and
final “Emperor’s Shield”. ‘I wondered if you had decided to go for
the mother of all shits.’ He threw a look at Pavo’s leather bag,
spotting an edge of the porpax shield peeking from within: the
Mithraic star now golden and the background deep red. His face
wrinkled. ‘What’ve you done to that thing?’

‘Repainted
it,’ Pavo said.

‘Claudian
colours,’ Frugilo realised.

‘Aye. Any time
I’ve gone to war, it’s been under those colours. Doesn’t seem like
the best time to change that.’

‘Red or
purple… doesn’t matter,’ Frugilo muttered, staring off into the
distance. ‘No colour of paint will stop a well-aimed axe.’

Pavo glared at
him. What kind of words were those, on the brink of marching to
war?

Time passed
as, gradually, the column of over twelve thousand men took shape,
leaving a well-rutted, golden crescent of earth around
Constantinople’s land walls where the camp had been.

Pavo glanced
up at the midday sun, which glared back down at him through the
haze of dust. He could feel it piercing through the jasmine paste
and heating the metal and leather of his armour. The sweat was now
rolling down his back in constant rivulets.

‘It’ll be dark
by the time we set off,’ Frugilo grumbled, peeling off his cap and
mopping his scalp for the hundredth time. ‘What are we bloody well
waiting for?’

‘Them,’
said Pavo.

He guided
Frugilo’s attentions to the north. There was something in the air
there. First, the heat haze rippled, in the way the surface of a
calm pond changes when a handful of shingle is tossed into it.
Next, a new and entirely different chorus of horns sounded –
deeper, almost discordant, and rising to a shrill keen. Finally,
the north spewed forth a broad and long train of armoured men.

‘Goths,’
Frugilo drawled. ‘The emperor decided to call them up after
all?’

‘He had no
choice,’ said Pavo. ‘We need the manpower.’ He squinted to identify
the squadron of horsemen at the fore. Reiks Faustius led them,
dressed in white and gold imperial armour, holding aloft a hand of
greeting. His few hundred cavalrymen were – in contrast – more
tribal in appearance, most clothed in leathers and furs, their
powerful mounts caparisoned in bronze and black leather straps.
Behind marched a long train of several thousand Gothic spearmen and
chosen archers – a train of bobbing topknots and ancestral totems
mounted on poles.

Frugilo
squinted to examine the mass approaching. ‘How many?’

‘Four of the
six Haims,’ answered Pavo. ‘Reiks Faustius, Garamond,
Sigibert and Alaric. They’ll almost double our numbers. They say
Maximus has built up his forces to over thirty-thousand strong?
Well, this will give us nearly forty thousand.’

Yet as the
mass of men neared, he saw no other groups following in their wake.
Faustius’ army was alone, he realised. Six thousand or so men; a
quarter of what was expected. Naturally, he looked to Stilicho.
‘This is it? We need more,’ he said quietly.

‘All is in
hand,’ said the Protectores commander. ‘The three other
Haims had some issues in their mustering. They are delayed,
that is all. They will take the north road and rendezvous with us
in Dacia. Together, we will march on into Pannonia.’

Pavo felt a
deep discomfort – as he always did when plans were wrenched and
twisted beyond his control. It was something he had learned to
acknowledge and to let the feeling pass. It was a fool who thought
he could carefully plan a war and its every turn. By its very
nature, war was a game of change, a writhing beast.

‘But your
point is sound, Pavo,’ Stilicho added. ‘We do need even more
men still.’ A great crunch of sand and shale sounded from the
south. ‘And here they are.’

Pavo – like
most others in the forming column – twisted to look. There, two
score transport liburnians ground onto the shore of the Propontis.
Gangplanks were thrown down, and a multitude of armoured infantry
and riders began to disembark, winding towards the waiting imperial
column.

Not Romans,
not Goths.

‘Iberians,’
Pavo said, recognising the swarm of darker skinned, bronze-clad
spear infantry. They wore shaggy tufts on their helms, and on their
shoulders.

A vast wing of
pale-skinned horsemen cantered down from another boat. ‘Alani,’
said Frugilo. They sported flowing fair hair and copper rings
dangling from their ears.

‘Aye,’ said
Stilicho. ‘They were our auxiliaries out in the Armenian mountains.
Now that the Persians have taken on the burden of policing most of
that land, these fighters have been freed up – and so I had them
and the others shipped across the Pontus Euxinus to join us.’

Pavo tried to
estimate the size of the reinforcements. Another seven thousand
troopers, all told, he guessed. Now the myths and rumours of
Maximus and his colossal army did not seem so daunting. This could
be done, he told himself – the West could be liberated. ‘Hold on,’
he said, spotting another swarm of riders – darker, different,
streaming down from the boats too. ‘Is that…’

‘Oh fuck,’
Frugilo uttered.

‘Huns?’ Pavo
finished, almost choking with surprise. His eyes swept across this
band – seven hundred strong – of stocky, goatskin-clad horsemen.
Wan and strangely-featured, with tribal scars on their faces, the
Huns had a few times served the empire as mercenary bands like
this. But, by far and away, Pavo’s experience of these lethal
horsemen was very different. More often than not, when the Huns
showed up, devastation quickly followed.

‘I encountered
them in the Persian court, where they were serving the King of
Kings as a personal guard unit. He granted them to me. They are
loyal,’ Stilicho insisted, ‘and powerful. They fly like raptors!
Maximus will have no answer for them on the battlefield.’

‘The numbers
do indeed begin to tilt,’ said Lucius the Protector, nearby, his
eyes narrowly regarding the influx of outland auxiliaries as they
joined the huge Roman column.

The
zing of a sword being ripped from its sheath rang out. All
twisted to see Emperor Theodosius, blade aloft. ‘The time has
come,’ he said, chopping his sword down and pointing it towards the
horizon. ‘To the West, to topple the tyrant, Maximus. For God! For
the Empire!’

Bishop Gregory
and his monks and clerics repeated these words, and all across the
long column of the Eastern army, the chaplains echoed this. The
pagans amongst the ranks cried out more personal oaths: ‘For
Mithras! May Mars walk with us.’ These shouts drew dirty looks from
the Christians. Equally, when Reiks Faustius’ Goths began drumming
their spears on their shields in a mighty tribal barritus,
pagan and Christian eyes allied to turn sourly upon them. The Huns,
Alani and Iberians simply competed to shout and hoot louder than
all others. Despite the tensions, the zeal all began to mix into
one great sonorous roar, the trumpets blared again… and the huge
silvery snake of armed men moved out, as the East marched to make
war with the West.
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Peregrinus
moved off with the column. It had been a wonderful start to the
day, just as it had been a perfect month since he had thrown Pavo
the Protector off the scent that night in the cistern.

But the
unexpected arrival of these Huns, Alani and Iberians had spoiled
his mood. The words of the other Protector, Lucius, rang over and
over in his mind:

The numbers do
indeed begin to tilt…

This would not
do, he mused. Not at all…



Part IV

 



Chapter 21

June 388 AD

The Via Militaris
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With a clatter
of armour, the Eastern Army moved like a spear along the sun-washed
Via Militaris, with the Huns and Alani screening one flank, and the
Iberians on the other.

Every few days
they passed major cities – Adrianople, Philippopolis, Sardica.
These were special moments. Petals rained from the walls and
triumphant paeans sailed from the rooftops as the people cheered
the legions’ journey to war. Unlike at the capital, there was
little discontent about taxes or religion in these parts – instead,
the people were solely concerned about the threat of Maximus. News
of his crimes in the West had spread, and the tales had somewhat
grown wings and horns. Some said he had beheaded every child in
Mediolanum. Others claimed he had burned down the Basilica of Paul
the Apostle and the ancient Temple of Jupiter Capitolinus in
Rome – offending pagan and Christian alike. Some of those who had
spent too much time in the sun even claimed Maximus himself had
sprouted wings and horns.

On the
thirteenth day they passed the market city of Naissus. Civilians
flooded out to cheer them on, to offer the soldiers fresh water,
wine and bread, and all manner of other services.

Pavo, blowing
droplets of sweat from the end of his nose, could not quite believe
what he was hearing when a prostitute, keeping up with Frugilo’s
marching step, offered the man something that sounded like a
torture method. Frugilo seemed interested though, and set about
haggling. When he had worn her down to forty percent of the
original fee and still persisted in trying to get more of a
discount, she gave up and dropped away from the column,
crestfallen.

Tight as a
bull’s arse in fly season, Pavo chuckled inwardly. It was good
to see him more like himself again. He had seemed so irritable and
cold this last while.

The march
became dogged as that day wore on, the sun burning like a brand on
their necks, the road intolerably dusty. When at last the horns
blew to bring the day’s trek to an end, the troops exhaled in one
great, exhausted sigh of relief.

The ground by
the northern side of the marching road was good and flat, and the
vanguard had already marked out the perimeter of the night’s
marching camp with ropes and pegs. Pavo fell out, appraising the
campaign army as he unbuckled his armour. These moments – on the
road to combat – were always strange. A tension lurked in the air;
ghosts of what was to come drifting amongst the living. Many of the
legionaries dealt with this in the time-honoured way – by breaking
into their wine rations and warming their blood.

Pavo was too
thirsty for wine. Taking a water skin from one of the wagons, he
thumbed the stopper out and drank half in one draught, then poured
a splash on his face and neck. As he blinked the water from his
eyes, he spotted a familiar face. Eriulf, striding towards his
command tent. The pair hadn’t had a chance to speak since that day
on the stairs just before the strategy meeting.

‘Eriulf,’ he
called to him. ‘Eriulf!’

But the man
seemed deaf, or in a trance, as he vanished inside his tent.
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The cages of
crows inside cawed and flared their wings as Eriulf unbuckled his
armour and set aside his cloak and weapons. Sitting by a candle lit
earlier by a slave, he looked around, breathing slowly, then blew
it out.

The darkness
was soothing. When he closed his eyes, it became complete. For
years, he had spent entire evenings like this. For the dark opened
the window to his soul, and to the past.

Deep in the
realm of the mind’s eye, he saw Runa, cavorting through the woods
back in the north, her skin smooth with youth and her childish
laughter echoing as she went. As he ran after her, he could even
smell the pine-scent and the woodsmoke, hear the buzz of the tribal
pipers. The Feast of Wodin was always a special time – something
crackled in the air throughout those days. He slowed, looking up
through the lacelike canopy of branches.

‘Can you
feel it, Runa… the magic… the greatness?’

When she did
not reply, he looked ahead: she was gone. Sadness crept around him
like a shroud, suffocating the precious memory, blotting out the
colours of the trees and the sky, dampening the sounds and
withdrawing the smells.

‘Runa?’ he
called down the forest trail, forlorn. ‘Please come back to me. I
need you. I need you to understand how I feel. Things are changing.
I cannot do the thing I swore to you I would. I cannot-’

In one
blinding sheet of light, he was ripped back to reality: the tent,
the stink of sumpter mules and soldier latrines, the chatter and
clatter of thousands outwith this bubble of goatskin. Bagulf the
praepositus stood in the open tent flap with a dark crow on his
wrist. A shiver danced up Eriulf’s back as he saw the look on the
man’s face – furtive, edgy. This was Vesi business.

‘It flew in
moments ago, Master,’ Bagulf said, stroking the crow’s wing. ‘From
the north, beyond the lake.’

‘Then the
three Haims are on the move,’ Eriulf said, recognising the
crow’s colouring as he placed it in an empty cage.

‘Aye, Master.
They are moving towards the rendezvous as planned. All that remains
to be decided is what happens when they get there.’ He eyed the
ground outside the tentflap to make sure nobody was lurking out
there, then dropped his voice to a whisper. ‘We could send word
back – tell them to make haste to the rendezvous and prepare a
mighty ambush there. The Huns are restive. I think they would side
with us if we were to speak with them. The Alani too. Your
Thervingi legion, and many of Faustius’ men also,’ he stopped to
chuckle. ‘Faustius is so blind that he does not even realise how
few of his followers respect the peace as he does. This could be
it, Master: the moment we have been waiting for – with the emperor
and his army out here, a full day’s march from the nearest city.
Let me send back a blood crow.’ He gestured to the cages and to a
rust-coloured bird in particular. ‘Let it begin.’

Eriulf did not
answer for an age. Instead, he thought again of the lost past in
the wilds. In particular those final days, when the Claudians had
lived with them for a spell, then helped bring them safely into
imperial lands. Did it make him a fool, he wondered, to both hate
the empire and to love it also? Particularly the small, scruffy
band of legionaries who had put their lives in danger to save his
kin? He looked to the tentflap, seeing Libo and Durio out there
laughing and joking at their campfire. Pavo too, standing watch
near the emperor’s tent with that odd corpse-faced man,
Frugilo.

You know
what to do, Brother… Runa whispered.

‘No!’ he
snapped, a tear falling from his eye.

‘Master?’

‘Leave me,
Bagulf.’

‘But Master,
the crow.’

‘I said leave
me! There will be no crow, no signal, no attack. The Haims
will come and they will serve the emperor on this campaign.’

The crows
flared and squawked in distress at their keeper’s fiery words.

‘Master, this
is not our way. We live to see the Romans fall and-’

‘There will be
no attack!’ Eriulf shouted him down. ‘Do you understand?’

Bagulf looked
disgusted.

‘I said… do
you understand?’

‘Yes… master.’
Bagulf backed out of the tent, bowing slightly, barely disguising a
sneer of contempt.
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Peregrinus
smiled. He had always benefited from keen senses, particularly his
acute hearing. Ever since that night at the river battle when he
had realised that Eriulf was the Vesi Master, he had studied the
Gothic officer furtively and often. Gradually, he had picked up the
tribal meaning of the coloured messenger crows. A red-feathered
‘blood crow’ would bring the Haims smashing down upon the
Roman column? How very interesting. That the Vesi Master – the man
supposedly at the head of this staunchly anti-Roman sect – would
not allow it was more interesting still.

He watched and
waited until the hours of darkness. When, finally, Eriulf emerged
and trudged towards the latrines, Peregrinus crept over and entered
the tent, admiring the array of crows. His fingertips brushed
against the thin bars of the red one’s cage. With a mere movement
of a finger, he could open the cage… and bring disaster. His hand
hovered there for a time.

If the three
Gothic Haims on their way here attacked, they would
certainly damage the campaign force… but there was no guarantee
that they would win. Yet they almost certainly would
guarantee that the campaign was abandoned and that Theodosius would
retreat back to Constantinople to lick his wounds and repair the
damage. That would not do, not at all. He had promised the Dark
Eagle a great war, after all.

‘No, not you,’
he cooed to the creature at last, his hand moving to the next
cage.
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Eriulf tramped
back to his tent, his head full of conflict, his heart heavy. By
choosing to spare his Roman friends, he was betraying his Gothic
people, his sister. If he were to appease his kith and kin, then
men like Pavo and the Claudians would perish. It was a poisoned
choice.

He swept the
tentflap aside and entered. Inside, his crows cawed in angst.

‘Quieten
down,’ he sighed in their direction. He had trained them as
messengers, but in truth he was rather fond of them. He looked at
the red bird that Bagulf had compelled him to set loose. The
conflict within rose to new heights. It was only after a time that
he noticed the cage adjacent was empty. His brow furrowed: the cage
door was unlocked too. ‘White wing?’ he called, looking around the
tent. ‘White wing?’

The other
crows cawed in distress, as if trying to tell their master what had
happened.
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Days slipped
past in a blur, and the ritual of it all grew hypnotic: Rising at
dawn to strike camp; onto the Via Militaris with the rattle of
boots and hooves and bursts of doggerel verse over the hours of
daylight; then the weary construction of another camp as night fell
once again.

One sunset, at
the end of the nineteenth day on the march, Pavo scooped off his
helm and unbuckled his dusty armour, stowing it by the Protectores’
tent. The hot sweat gluing his tunic to his skin mercifully
evaporated in the early evening breeze. He walked to the water
barrels and dunked his head into the gloriously cold water, streams
of bubbles shooting across his face. He drank a bellyful of it then
filled his drinking skin, looking around the camp as he did so. For
the last six nights, he had been on active sentry duty, standing
guard beside the emperor’s tent for a three hour shift. Tonight, he
was off-duty. What to do?

He looked
across to the Protectores’ tent – inside sat Lucius, filing his
nails, and the two other off-duty guards in there ate in silence,
ignoring one another. There was little in the way of camaraderie
amongst the twelve Protectores. The “Emperor’s Shields” were
competitive and cold, rarely engaging in conversation – very much
the antithesis of the legion spirit he was used to. He glanced over
to the Claudian area, seeing the dusk silhouettes of the lads
preparing their evening meals. As much as he wanted to, he felt it
would be wrong to join them. He had experienced retired commanders
lurking around their old duties before – it was rarely helpful to
the unit.

Thus, he sat
by himself and kindled a small cooking fire, the owl-light fading
to black around him. Every wave of laughter and chatter from the
Claudian and other legionary areas made him ache for the days of
the past. As the night air grew cool, he realised how very alone he
felt. So, he began to rub his hands in front of the fire, thinking
of home. It only made him feel sadder to imagine the farmhouse
lying empty. And when he tried to think of Izodora and Marcus in
Constantinople, he felt like bawling aloud.

As if to
remind him of his lack of companionship, Pulcher’s voice boomed in
song from over by the Claudian tents:

We shine and
clatter like soldier kings,

With the wind
of Mithras under our wings…

And then all
of the legion joined him for a night-shaking chorus:

‘…for we
are the watchmen of Thraaa-cia!’

Pavo smiled
and sighed at the same time. It was going to be a long night.

‘Get your
chops around that,’ said Frugilo, arriving from nowhere, tossing
him a hunk of bread and spreading out a cloth to reveal a round of
cheese.

As Frugilo
plonked himself down beside the small fire, Pavo felt both bemused,
and inwardly grateful for the company. They munched together, then
shared a skin of soured soldier wine. Frugilo grumbled on for some
time about the Protectores rota for the next few days’ march.
‘Three shifts…three bloody shifts I’ve got, while Lucius gets
one!’

Pavo sighed.
‘Aye, it seems that the emperor has his favourites.’

Frugilo
scratched behind one ear. ‘What was all the commotion today? Around
noon, I had dropped back to pass a message to one of the cavalry
officers. I heard some hubbub up front but I was too far away to
see.’

Pavo’s lips
played with a smirk. ‘You know the emperor likes to pick different
advance scouts each day? Well one of Reiks Faustius’ Goths
volunteered today, and set off on his horse, off over the horizon.
He obviously misjudged quite how far he had pulled ahead, for when
the army rounded the base of a hill, we were treated to the sight
of the fellow, squatting by the roadside, mid-shit. He tried to
stand and pull his breeches up in a hurry, only to get them in a
tangle, and needed the help of one of the baggage handlers to
untangle himself. The uproar you heard was the sound of several
hundred other Goths, and Romans, pissing themselves at the scout’s
expense.’

Frugilo roared
with laughter.

The pair
swapped other stories for a time as they finished off their
food.

Replete and
drowsy, they listened to the Iberians singing at their campfire.
Their strange brogue was soothing to the ear. Pavo felt his eyelids
begin to droop, when a sudden sound of clashing swords echoed
across their heads.

It was merely
two Huns engaging in some horseplay, yet the noise sent a bolt of
instinct through Pavo, causing his eye to twitch, and his hand to
tremor – a tremor that lasted. Realising Frugilo had noticed, he
tried to disguise the spasms by rubbing his eyes and flexing his
fingers.

Frugilo eyed
him sideways. ‘Don’t do that. You’ve nothing to hide.’

Pavo felt
momentarily ashamed, as the grim visions from his dreams passed
through his mind. ‘Aye. I do.’

‘Tell me about
it.’

Pavo smiled
tightly, in a way that made his eyes look desperately sad, and took
a glug of wine. He said not a thing.

‘And you
accuse me of being secretive?’ Frugilo said with a snort.

There was a
silence.

‘Very well,
have it your way,’ Frugilo muttered, going back to his bread.

Pavo thought
of the words he might use were he to ever share his nightmares with
another. Of course, he never would. Those horrors were his alone.
Made by him. His to suffer. He closed his eyes. And then he felt
the strangest sensation: in the blackness, he saw the crone,
reaching out towards him. She brushed her old fingers gently up the
front of his neck. It caused him to breathe a deep, full and
cleansing breath. As he exhaled, he found words toppling from his
lips.

‘In my sleep,
I see the ones who have fallen. So many, too many. Men who died
fighting alongside me is one thing, and the sight of them tears me
apart. But the others… the ones I killed…’ he could not carry on
for some time, his voice cracking. ‘At Remorum Vale, when we
toppled Gratian… I must have killed dozens of men. There was one,
a…’ again he halted, his throat blocking.

Frugilo
remained quietly by his side, waiting for him to continue.

‘…a boy,’ Pavo
said in a strained whisper, finally forcing the words past the lump
in his throat. ‘I was wet with blood, my mind aflame with a desire
to hack my way to Gratian. I turned from one opponent to the next
and… and killed him. He could only have been fourteen summers. The
look on his face. He wasn’t even rushing to attack me… he was
running away, weaponless, his nerve gone. His last words: that his
mother was waiting for him. Finally, he asked me – his killer – if
he could go home.’

Frugilo gently
toyed with a stalk of grass, a grey look on his face.

Pavo shook his
head, gazing into the flames. ‘The moment happened and passed like
a bolt of lightning. I remembered nothing of it in the aftermath of
the battle, or for months after that.’ He smiled the saddest of
smiles. ‘Or maybe I simply couldn’t face it and buried it instead,
like forcing a stopper into a skin of rotten wine. It was in my
dreams that the memory resurfaced. And ever since, I… I’ve never
been able to forget it. I never will. He will never be able to go
home. He will never again see his mother nor she him.’ He took a
few breaths to steady himself.

Still, Frugilo
sat patiently by his side.

‘You are the
first to hear of this. I have not told my wife, not even Sura.
Nobody. The shame and the guilt burns inside me.’

Frugilo nodded
away for a time, gazing around the camp, then stoked the fire with
a twig. ‘Nah,’ he said, as if concluding some inner debate. ‘Leave
the guilt to the others.’

‘The others?’
Pavo said, his voice scratchy.

‘Guilt belongs
to the ones who put you and that boy in a field with swords then
blew the horns of battle and stood back to watch from a safe
distance. You see, there are different types of people in this
world. Some – like you – must kill because they are given no
choice. Others choose to kill.’

Pavo’s eyes
grew distant. It was one of the few times he had heard Frugilo
speak in this way. The words seemed to soothe the horrible, searing
memories – like water thrown onto a hot street. ‘Thank you. Thank
you for listening,’ he said quietly.

Frugilo
remained impassive. ‘Hmm,’ was all he said, his icy shell
returning.

Pavo took out
the wooden toy soldier and smoothed at it with the pad of his
thumb.

He noticed
Frugilo was watching him. Or, more specifically, looking at the
toy.

‘It belongs to
Marcus,’ he explained. ‘He gave me it as a luck charm before we set
off.’

‘Aye, I
remember it from that day at the farm when I first came,’ Frugilo
said.

Pavo noticed
the peculiar look on Frugilo’s face as he regarded the toy’s almost
worn-smooth detail. An intense look. Almost… a madness. ‘It has
been through a few hands,’ he said to break the odd silence.

‘Hmm,’ said
Frugilo again, shifting his gaze to the fire.

Pavo wished
for nothing more at that moment than to be able to see the
Protector’s well-guarded thoughts. ‘What kind of toys did you have
when you were young?’

Frugilo
scruffed at his stubble and, for a moment, Pavo actually thought he
was about to be forthcoming. Instead, he replied with a complete
non-sequitur: ‘I can smell those Huns from here,’ he said, his nose
wrinkling as he looked to the camp’s northern palisade.

As had become
custom on this campaign, the foreign auxiliaries were strewn
outside that edge of the camp, their songs and pipes strange in the
night air.

‘You don’t
trust them?’

‘Not at all,’
Frugilo grumbled, ‘Not at all.’ Abruptly, he rose and took his
leave.

Pavo only
realised a moment later how skilfully evasive he had been about his
personal history, again. ‘Like a bloody eel in a jar of oil,’ he
muttered.

He wanted to
laugh the matter off. And to think only of the thing the man had
said about his dreams – those words had been like a tonic. But
there remained something unsettling about Frugilo. The guardedness.
The clipped and cold things he sometimes muttered under his breath.
The strange look in his eyes moments ago as he had beheld the
soldier toy.

There could be
no doubt that he had grown attached to the fellow in their two
years’ service in the Protectores. Regardless, it was a
relationship of distance, and one that stirred in Pavo a growing
sense of unease.
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Some way north
of the Via Militaris, the three great Gothic Haims moved
across the land like the prongs of a silver trident through the
light mist of dawn. Eighteen thousand warriors: heavy cavalry,
axemen, spearmen and chosen archers, all roving towards the
rendezvous point with the Roman force. Alaric swayed on his silver
steed at the fore of the central prong, chewing on an apple.
Despite being the youngest of the three leaders, he had risen to
the highest esteem. Sigibert and Garamond had challenged his
authority at the outset, but he had stared Sigibert down and used
his skills of rhetoric – recently honed during his time with the
Roman, Stilicho – to persuade Garamond that supporting his
leadership of the combined force was the correct choice.

‘A crow!’ one
of his men cried.

Alaric spat
out an apple pip and tossed the fruit core to the ground for his
horse to eat. When he stretched out one arm and whistled, the crow
swooped down and landed on his wrist. A pale crow. One of Master
Eriulf’s birds.

The masses of
warriors rumbling along with him slowed. Reiks Garamond and
Sigibert, riding at the head of their flanking troops, slowed too.
They all knew what this meant.

Alaric stared
at the crow for a time. Not what he had expected. ‘Master Eriulf
has spoken,’ he burred.


Chapter 22

Late July 388 AD

Dacia
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Seventeen more
days passed. Seventeen days of intensifying heat, drier, dustier
roads and gradually less digestible rations – hard-tack softened in
water being a particularly loathed staple. Here, on the western
edge of the rural Diocese of Dacia there were no cities.
Settlements of any sort were few – the area having never been
properly repopulated since the Gothic War had spilled across the
region. What towns there were looked distinctly tired – walled in
rough tufa and travertine, not a block of marble to be seen.

All talk was
of the rendezvous point, somewhere within this day’s march, where
the three Gothic Haims armies would join them. Eighteen
thousand more spears to supplement the twenty four thousand already
here. It would be the greatest army ever assembled, soldiers
claimed.

Yet they
arrived at the meeting point – a vast flat plain of golden grass –
and saw no sign of any other force.

‘They’re
late?’ Commander Stilicho asked Reiks Faustius.

Faustius’ brow
was lined with confusion as he scanned the horizons again and again
– featureless apart from a dense bank of woods in the north. ‘I… I
don’t understand it. They were setting off from northern Thracia at
the same time as we left Constantinople. If anything, their route
here should have been quicker.’

With a flare
of his nostrils, Stilicho heeled his horse away and entered
discussions with Emperor Theodosius. A few moments later, the
trumpets blared – a call for the army to fall out and make
camp.

‘We remain
here until the Haims arrive,’ Stilicho announced.

For nine days,
the sun pounded down on them. The horizons remained bare. Waiting,
that cruel mother that saps soldiers’ morale, began to take its
toll. Men began to whisper about the drain on the precious water
rations – for this plain had but a few vein-like streams, not
nearly enough to replenish the vast amounts the army needed to
drink each day. Others talked about the danger of lingering here
too long, given the lateness in the campaigning season and their
already considerable distance from the Eastern heartlands. Were
they to delay for much longer, there would be a risk of being
caught in the field should autumn and winter come early.

Pavo trekked
across the vast camp, towards the emperor’s pavilion. Lucius,
standing guard there, made to salute him then – realising it was a
mere equal who approached – held the gesture back.

‘Very mature,
Lucius,’ Pavo sighed, giving the man a salute anyway and stepping
towards the tent flap.

Lucius halted
him by one shoulder and snapped: ‘What business have you got in
there with the emperor anyway, eh?’

‘Discussing
your horrendous breath,’ Pavo said, shaking free of his grasp and
stepping inside.

As usual, the
inquisitors stood like angry bald eagles around the tent’s edges.
Fortunately, they knew Pavo had a right to enter, and did not
challenge him. Pavo’s attentions shifted to the veiled area at the
rear of the marquee. ‘Domine,’ he called softly, approaching.

‘You may
enter.’

He slid the
veil aside and carefully made sure to replace the screen behind
him. Emperor Theodosius sat in there, alone. His face was pinched
and tight as if he had not slept for days, his eyes bagged and
red-veined. ‘You are late. I was unsure if you were coming
today.’

‘Trouble with
the water rations,’ Pavo apologised. ‘A fight broke out, that’s
all. Me and a few others were nearest, so we sorted things
out.’

Theodosius
sighed and dragged a small wooden case from under his bedding,
unlocking it. He lifted out a painted map of the Roman world. ‘This
delay continues to worry me.’

‘Me also,’
said Pavo, eyeing the faint chalk markings on the map, one line
showing their progress – until this pause – up the Via Militaris,
and the other a great loop showing Valentinian’s expected voyage to
Rome. Only he and Theodosius knew of this, the true route of the
secondary force. As far as the emperor’s high generals or advisors
were aware, Valentinian was right now in the Diocese of Macedonia,
marching along the Via Egnatia.

‘We have no
means of contacting the young Caesar,’ Theodosius said. ‘I see
danger. Danger that his fleet might reach Rome too soon –
long before we reach Maximus’ land front.’ He tapped the mountain
region in Pannonia where reports indicated the Dark Eagle’s forces
were amassed. ‘If this happens, Maximus might well have time to see
off the naval landing and return his full attentions to our
approach. Pincers tend to work only when they are coordinated.’

Pavo nodded
slowly. ‘Do not forget: we deliberately had Valentinian wait back
at Constantinople for a few weeks after our departure to give our
land force some leeway in the event of supply problems. There is a
window of time in which it is safe for us to wait here.’

‘For how much
longer, before we risk the pincers falling out of step?’

Pavo chewed on
his bottom lip, appraising the two routes and again going over the
journey estimates he had made. ‘Three more days,’ he said,
disappointed at the conclusion. Such a narrow window of time.

‘Then we wait.
The Goths, damn them, had better arrive before then.’

Pavo thought
of the lightly armed and speedy horsemen whom the emperor had
despatched northwards in search of the three missing Gothic armies.
‘The exploratores riders have seen nothing?’

Theodosius
looked up. ‘Nothing at all.’

Quietly, he
rolled up the map and replaced it in the chest, then secreted the
chest under his bedding once more. ‘That will be all for
today.’
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Peregrinus
took the ladle hanging from the edge of a water barrel, scooped and
sipped at the tepid liquid. So many empty barrels and skins now.
Things were becoming desperate. Morale was drying up faster than
the supplies. He cast looks around the camp, seeing men sitting,
heads hanging. Others trudged wearily to and fro – being drilled by
their commanders in a vain effort to keep their spirits up. And
then there was Pavo…

He watched as
the Protector emerged once again from the purple pavilion. Every
day, this one – a mere junior amongst the other white-armoured
twelve – visited Theodosius in there. What was he, some sort of
catamite?

No, he mused:
there was something afoot. Something valuable. Something inside
that tent. He sipped from the ladle again, eyes furtively
appraising the tent, mind working.
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Pavo sighed as
he wandered back to the Protectores’ area, thinking over the latest
daily meeting. He had come to dread them. Each time, the emperor
seemed more drawn and demented by what was going on. Yesterday, he
had started ranting that the campaign should be turned northeast
and directed instead at the missing Haims. It had taken
hours for Pavo to first calm him then convince him that was not the
way.

His nose
wrinkled as he smelt something: smoke. Not woodsmoke; this was
acrid, stinking.

‘Fire!’ a
voice cried out.

Pavo swung to
the sound, and saw the supply wagons – ablaze!

Mules brayed
and screamed, handlers ran to and fro, trying desperately to pull
wheat sacks from the rapidly-spreading inferno. Soldiers – knowing
how disastrous this could be – rushed to the scene, tossing down
spears, cups and half-eaten meals to help salvage as many of the
precious grain sacks as possible.

Theodosius
emerged from the pavilion, blinking, pale. His Inquisitors moved
with him in a protective ring. ‘What is this?' the emperor
croaked.

Pavo grabbed
the water skin from his belt and threw it at the blaze, then aided
an Inquisitor in hefting a water trough to the scene and tossing
the contents on the fire too. Sura, Pulcher and Libo arrived too,
dragging grain sacks clear and stamping out the flames from their
edges. Men coughed, shouted, screamed, and dark smoke billowed,
blinding them in their efforts.
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Peregrinus,
already prepared to weather the inferno he had ignited – with a wet
cloth over his nose and mouth – stole through the smoke and into
the deserted purple pavilion. The sounds of panic outside now
sounded muffled, and the air was clean in here. He moved to the
veiled area at the rear. The space in there was surprisingly bare –
just a bed and a plain wooden table. Nothing of note, except… his
eyes locked onto the dull glimmer of brass under the bed. He
dropped to his haunches and pulled out the wooden case under there,
the brass hinges glinting as he opened it.

His eyes
widened as he beheld the map within. The regions, the figurines.
The faint lines drawn. One up the Via Militaris, the other…

‘Across the
sea?’

His eyes
darted. Now he understood. Pavo was a clever one, indeed. ‘Not
clever enough,’ he smiled.
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The last of the
water hissed onto the blackened heaps of wheat sacks and charred
wagons. Pavo stared at the mess. Nearly one quarter of the supplies
had been ruined, and what little water they had left had been used
to douse the blaze. Dozens of mules had perished in the flames too.
Men stood around, dejected, sweat droplets painting clean lines on
their smoke-blackened faces. Theodosius looked like a man staring
at his own grave, sweating from his efforts to tame the fire, his
royal clothes filthy and clinging to him. The hot breeze whistled
around them all.

‘This isn’t
good,’ Sura muttered, standing nearby.

‘Never one for
understatement, were you?’ Pavo said quietly.

‘Not the
wagons, I mean. Them.’

Pavo realised
Sura was not looking at the fire ruins, but at the northern edge of
the camp, where the Huns and the Alani were picketed.

‘Something’s
not right there,’ said Sura. ‘They’re agitated.’

Pavo squinted
into the late afternoon light to see for himself: indeed, the
horsemen seemed unsettled. The Alani wore steely looks and a few
were bickering amongst themselves. The Huns were more vocal, a few
shoving matches breaking out. One part-drew his sword and snarled –
the angry sound carrying and plenty of Roman heads glancing
nervously to their foreign allies. ‘Has anyone spoken to them?’

‘How many in
this camp speak the Alani or Hun tongues?’ answered Sura.

‘Fluently?
Only one: Stilicho,’ Pavo said. The pair turned this way and that:
no sign of the Protectores Commander.

More guttural
shouts came from the Huns and the Alani. Pavo sensed danger.
Imminent danger. They were closest to the disturbance. No time to
find another to deal with it. Taking a deep breath, he strode over
to the scene, Sura beside him.

The Huns swung
to face them, faces twisting angrily. Pavo’s mind raced back
through the very few Hun words he knew. One, he knew particularly
well. ‘Asuudal?’ he said – the steppe riders’ word for
“trouble”.

The man’s face
slackened, surprised at hearing a word of his own tongue coming
from Roman lips. ‘Khoid… khoid!’ the man snapped back.

Pavo felt his
heart pounding. What had they walked into? ‘I don’t
understand.’

‘Kheree!’ the
man rasped, linking his thumbs and waving his fingers like
wings.

Pavo racked
his brains for the meaning of the word.


‘Kheree!’ the man snarled again.

Feet pounded
over. Stilicho arrived by Pavo and Sura’s sides. His face was
twisted, one ear cocked to the Hun’s exclamations. ‘North… birds,’
he muttered.

All three
looked to the near north. Above the dense forest there, bursts of
black birds shot up from the trees – here and there in small
explosions, each bringing a noise like a round of applause.

‘Something in
the woods has disturbed them,’ Sura uttered. ‘Something coming this
way…’

Pavo watched
as more birds scattered. ‘Why would anyone approach from the north…
unless…’

‘To arrive
upon us unseen,’ Sura said.

All three went
for their swords. Pavo sucked in a breath, ready to shout the
alarm.

And then a
lone rider cantered from the treeline. A single, unarmoured man.
The Huns and Alani now fell silent, confused.

‘A Goth,’
Stilicho said quietly. ‘A rider of the Haims.’

Many others in
the camp saw this now too. A buzz of murmurs and whispers grew,
becoming excited. ‘They’re here. The armies of the Haims are
here!’

But there were
no more. Just this one rider.

All stared at
the horseman as he swayed in through the north gate, saluting, and
made his way to the smoke-streaked Emperor Theodosius.

‘Reiks Alaric,
Garamond and Sigibert send their greetings, Majesty,’ the man said,
deigning to bow slightly from horseback. ‘And their apologies.
Matters in their respective settlements mean they cannot join you
on this campaign.’

The hot breeze
whistled as Theodosius stared at the rider, agog.
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‘Who do they
think they are?’ Theodosius ranted, pacing to and fro inside the
pavilion. His robes were still streaked with soot from the fire.
‘Is the word “oath” just a sound to them?’

Reiks Faustius
sat on a stool in the corner, head in his hands. ‘Domine, there
must be a mistake.’

‘A mistake?
Yes there is: my trust in your kin is the mistake! They have
been given imperial lands to farm, and I have asked nothing from
them in return – no taxes, no wheat, nothing – nothing but their
spears. When I call upon the Haims, they muster. That was
the peace deal, was it not? Well, I called upon them… and they did
not come!’

Faustius’ head
lolled even lower, at a loss.

Theodosius
slumped onto the throne. ‘Eighteen thousand men, absent. Our
advantage in numbers is gone.’ He slapped the arms of the chair.
‘Gone!’ He rolled his eyes heavenwards and shook both fists. ‘And
the burnt wheat? Was this Your message, Greatness? To deny me
soldiers and burn my food on the same day?’

It took a few
moments for Pavo to realise that the emperor thought he was
speaking directly to God.

General
Promotus was for once silent. Arbogastes stood by the tent’s centre
pole, gazing into space. Commander Stilicho looked numb, lost.
Tribunus Eriulf seemed vexed, confused. Bishop Gregory seemed
pompous and defiant for some reason.

‘Well?’
Theodosius snapped, eyes boring into each of them. ‘What now? They
say Maximus has fully fortified his Pannonian annexations. They say
a wall of spears awaits us ahead.’

Pavo, standing
watch at the tent flap with Frugilo, felt the tension in the air
thicken like a stench.

‘We cannot
proceed, Domine,’ Eriulf ventured, stroking his jaw. ‘Not now.
Surely, we must call off the campaign and return to Thracia?’

Bishop Gregory
beheld the Thervingi commander as if he were a child. ‘Turn back?
Did you not see the multitudes who sang and hailed us as we passed
through the major cities? Did you not witness the great departure
ceremony that day when we set off from Constantinople? We told them
we were going west, to crush the tyrant. How can we return home
now? What would we tell them? That we lost our nerve without the
Goths? We have lost the advantage of numbers, yes. But that is not
cause to admit defeat. Think of the shame! The people would be in
uproar, were we to return home with our blades barely used, having
not even set eyes upon the Dark Eagle.’

‘Quite, and we
are but days away from occupied Pannonia, where he is bedded in,’
Promotus piped up.

‘And there is
some small consolation in all that has happened today,’ General
Arbogastes added calmly. ‘The quantity of wheat destroyed was less
than that we had brought with us to distribute as rations amongst
the three absent Haims. In effect their failure to join us
has solved the grain problem. And, to a lesser extent, the water
issue.’

‘We can
practically smell the Dark Eagle from here,’ Promotus
continued, hubris rising. ‘If we were to retreat now it would be as
good as a victory for him.’

Stilicho
rocked back where he sat with a deep sigh. ‘It is not about Maximus
anymore,’ he reasoned. ‘It is about what might be going on at our
backs.’

Pavo’s ears
pricked up.

‘If there has
been an uprising in the Haims, we have no choice but to turn
back to Thracia,’ Stilicho went on. ‘We can’t have rebels roaming
that land – the heart of the Eastern Empire and the capital itself
lie at risk.’

Pavo’s chest
tightened. Since leaving Izodora and Marcus in Constantinople, he
had missed them sharply… but he had never feared they might be in
danger there.

‘The
Haims are not in rebellion,’ Faustius snapped. ‘That
messenger spoke of trouble in the settlements, at no point
did he mention sedition. The six tribes are committed to the peace.
Turn back to Thracia if you will… but do not tar my entire Gothic
kin with false accusations of treachery. They remain loyal. I swear
to you.’

Pavo clung to
this. Let it be so.

Theodosius
pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. ‘Tell me. Tell
me honestly. If we proceed westwards, can we win?’

The question
was put to all in the tent, but nobody dared be the first to
volunteer an answer. Until Arbogastes did. ‘Good generalship
outweighs numbers, always.’

Now others
rumbled in agreement: Promotus, Gregory, Stilicho, Faustius and a
number of others.

‘Aye.’

‘It can still
be done, Majesty.’

‘God sends you
this trial as a test of strength. Show Him your mettle.’

Theodosius
nodded away to himself for a time. But the nod turned into a
sideways shaking, and he began wringing his hands, as if his doubts
were fighting back.

‘Domine, it is
not the place of a Protector to speak,’ Pavo said, his voice
sounding feeble, so parched was his throat. ‘But if I may?’

Theodosius
looked blanky at him. Then cocked his head a little to one side.
‘Speak.’

‘It is worth
remembering that the force camped here is only one of the twin
horns which will snare Maximus. The second, under Valentinian’s
command,’ he said, adding no more detail to keep the secret between
them, ‘remains hale and on course. Were we to withdraw, it would
greatly endanger the Western Caesar, leaving him in occupied
territory without our support. Thus, we have no choice but to
proceed.’

‘Yes… yes.’
Theodosius began nodding again, pacing to and fro. He took out his
Chi-Rho necklace and kissed it. ‘We must place our trust in God,’
he then met Pavo’s eyes, ‘and our strategy.’
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White-walled
Siscia reared like a frozen tidal wave, looming over the ford of
the River Savus. Sited on a small island in the confluence of the
Savus and two tributaries, the imperial city was a famous gatehouse
of sorts – a barrier in the captured Pannonian countryside,
guarding the approaches to northern Italia.

Thousands upon
thousands of bare-backed men buzzed at every spot on the narrow
strip of ground between the island’s banks and the foot of the
city’s moat-encircled walls. Hammers chimed and saws rasped over
the constant white churn of the rapids. Logs were towed by mules
and ferried downriver on rafts. Foremen shouted and masons guided
their apprentices.

Maximus sat on
a veranda jutting from the upper floors of Siscia’s imperial mint –
a fine vantage point from which to survey the works. The mint had
been sequestered and turned over to his blacksmiths, who had used
the apparatus within to turn out stacks of new armaments.

The core of
his army – the six crack legions and the two great cavalry schools
of the Dalmaturum and the Sarmaturum – was here, glistering in
fresh iron shells. He had stationed his brother, Marcellinus, along
with the six veteran legions of Hispania and the newly-raised
Frankish legions, on the Via Flavia – on the other side of the
Julian Alpes, several days’ march south of this place. There, they
would block that coastal road and obliterate the secondary approach
of Valentinian.

He thought of
Peregrinus, the one who had shuttled the vital information all the
way from Constantinople, and given him the chance to destroy both
his young Western rival and the Eastern Emperor in one campaign.
And the fool actually believed that he would be rewarded for his
efforts with the Eastern throne? He chuckled at the idea. No, the
East would be Victor’s. Father and son would rule the empire’s two
halves.

Everything was
falling into place perfectly.

He sipped on
his cup of herbal brew and sighed in contentment, then turned his
attentions to the meek fellow standing before him.

‘So what were
you planning to do?’ he said.

Proximus the
legionary fidgeted and scratched, frequently glancing over his
shoulder at the tall, silent figure of Dragathius, looming a few
paces behind him. ‘I swear, Domine – I meant only to send the gift
back to Gaul, to my family in the village.’

‘The
gift?’ Maximus laughed, eyeing the dusty head-sized lump of
scrap silver on the trestle table before him. Proximus had
apparently found it in the cellar of the mint. ‘It was neither
yours to gift nor theirs to receive.’

‘It was
nobody’s. Nobody even knew it was there.’

Maximus
nodded, sipping his tea again. ‘You stole it because you thought
you could get away with it. What kind of man does that make you?
Would your fellow legionaries want you beside them when the
easterners arrive here and try to cross the river?’

‘Domine, I
took the silver only because this year’s pay has been deferred,’
the legionary started, then realised the hole he was digging for
himself, ‘an understandable measure – given your need to channel
those funds into the raising of new units, to… to protect us from
the greedy armies of Theodosius.’

Maximus
laughed and clapped his hands. ‘Enough, enough. I am happy for you
to have the silver. More, I want you to take leave of your
duty.’

The man’s face
bent in confusion. ‘D-Domine? You mean I can go home to my
family?’

Maximus smiled
and sipped his brew.

‘Domine?’
Proximus croaked.

‘Take off your
armour,’ a voice burred at Proximus’ shoulder.

The legionary
jolted, then glanced back to see the giant Dragathius, standing
right behind him now. Sensing menace in the air, he looked to
Maximus once more. ‘Can’t we forget about all this, Domine? I would
gladly donate the silver to you and to the war effort. Equally, I
would rather stay and fight for you, my lord.’

‘I said take
off your armour,’ Dragathius rumbled. ‘It was not a request.’

Proximus let
slip a gentle whimper. Trembling like a fawn, he clumsily unbuckled
his scale vest. Dragathius – without waiting for a request to help
– wrenched the jacket up and off of the man. ‘Boots and tunic
too.’

‘I… I will
need to wear something if I am to fight for you, Domine,’ he
laughed hysterically, then bit his shaking lip.

Maximus
drained his tea then set the cup aside. ‘The war effort does not
need you, Legionary. Indeed, this fortress-city probably needs less
than half of the forces I have here. The site was chosen for its
impenetrability.’ He smoothed at his hair, brushing it forwards
with his palms into a perfect row of short dark curls on his
forehead. ‘You see, the place has a long history. For nearly one
hundred years, these walls have stood unmolested. In that time,
they have repelled several enemies of the empire.’ He reached up
and tugged on a rope, then let it slide through his hands. A short
plank bridge began to lower and stretch out from the mint’s
veranda, the far end tapping down gently on the walkway of the
adjacent curtain wall. He stepped out onto the thin plank, the
feathers of his black cloak standing on end in the high breeze, and
beckoned.

Dragathius
nudged Proximus between the shoulder blades, compelling him to
follow. He did so, shaking and almost losing his balance as he
edged across the death drop.

Maximus
stepped off the plank and over to the parapet, the pale stonework
spotted with dark lichen, the works and the tumbling ford visible
through the crenel gap. The trembling Proximus joined him.

‘An early
bishop once preached here,’ Maximus shouted to be heard over the
roar of the river, far below. ‘He was a heretic, his teachings wild
and far from the Orthodox truth. He brought no end of woe to
Emperor Diocletian.’ He patted the crenel gap. ‘They say he was
brought to this very spot. They tied a millstone around his neck,
and tossed him into the rapids.’

Proximus
gulped again, hard. ‘One can only imagine an end like that,
Domine.’

‘No, you can
do better,’ Maximus smiled, then stepped back.

The legionary
turned to see where he was going, only for Dragathius to step into
view again, carrying the gnarled lump of silver. ‘Hold this,’ the
towering cavalry commander said, dropping it. Proximus caught it,
lest the considerable weight land on his feet. Why was there a
length of rope tied around it? With a blank expression, Dragathius
then dropped the other, looped end of the rope over the legionary’s
head and yanked it tight around his neck.

‘What…
what-’

Dragathius
kneed Proximus in the stomach. He and the silver mass in his hands
pitched through the crenel with a broken scream that seemed to last
for an age. Finally, a heavy splash sounded and the legionary –
anchored by the silver – sank straight to the riverbed. The rattle
and hum of work down there slowed for a moment, before it resumed
once more.

Maximus was
about to step back from the parapet, when he spotted a team of
horsemen, splashing across the ford. They had to slow in the
deepest part, the water pounding and foaming around the horses’
chests. They were wearing the colours of the small scout cohort he
had despatched to watch the roads for Theodosius’ approach. Once
across the ford, they trotted onto the river island then rattled
onto the drawbridge spanning the city moat.

‘And so it
begins,’ Dragathius smiled.

‘Yes, yes it
does.’ Maximus felt a thrill of power as he flitted down the steps
of the nearest turret to meet the riders as they entered through
Siscia’s Eagle Gate.

‘Domine,’ the
lead scout bowed.

As the man
drew off his helm, Maximus spotted his leather garb. This was no
mere scout report. ‘What have you for me… Arcanus?’

The Arcani
agent bowed again to Maximus. ‘We have located the advance of the
Eastern army – they are but twelve days’ march away, maybe
thirteen. A man was with their advance scouts, and he rode clear of
the others, came right by the watch turret in which we were housed.
My men were about to shoot upon him when he signalled to us – he
knew we were there. A hooded man, radiating menace.’

Maximus’ eyes
widened. ‘Peregrinus…’

The Arcanus
produced a scroll. ‘He claimed he had vital information for you. It
is encoded, but he insisted you would be able to read it.’

Maximus took
the scroll, glancing at the wax seal. A blank splodge of blue wax.
No lion’s fang marking? Instantly he began to suspect the contents
and the sender. But the coded letter opened with an explanation –
of how the seal had been lost. It went on to describe how he had
been working hard to strip away the Eastern army’s every
advantage.

‘The
Haims,’ Maximus said with a smile in his voice. ‘Theodosius
has but one of the mighty Gothic Haims with him.’

Dragathius
stared at his emperor, perplexed for a moment. ‘And still he
marches?’ the giant then threw his head back with a roar of
laughter. ‘My cavalry schools will tear them apart!’

Maximus’ smile
seemed to grow and grow… until he read on to the final part.

Theodosius
means to deceive you…

His face
gradually fell as he read more, then his lips began to quiver and
tighten around his teeth. ‘Dragathius,’ he rumbled.

The giant
general’s laughter tapered away as he sensed the change in
mood.

‘How fast can
your horsemen ride?’


Chapter 23

July 388 AD

The Tyrrhenian Sea
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Fog crawled
across the still ocean like ghostly hands, muting the cries of the
cormorants and petrels. A vast, dark shape drifted through the fog
bank. The hexareme glided under power of oar, its decks damp from
the mist and its sail-less masts skeletal.

Valentinian
paced slowly near the prow, cupping his golden helm underarm, the
fingers of his other hand tracing the golden gorgon head on his
cuirass. He gazed ahead, imagining the coastline of Latium
somewhere there beyond the fog. And inland, the mighty shadow of
Rome.

He took a
series of deep breaths, clenching and unclenching his fists to
steady his trembling hands.

‘It is not
wrong to feel fear,’ Justina said, approaching. Her robes were damp
and clinging to her skin. ‘In fact it is only right. You are about
to change the world, my son – to make right again what has been
rotten and corrupt for so long.’

‘I am not
afraid of the prospect of battle, Mother,’ he replied. He cast a
look back across the hexareme’s decks. The soldiers of the Egyptian
legions were already stiff and serried in their blocked ranks, none
moreso than the tribunus holding the purple Draco standard. On the
other ships in the flotilla too, more cohorts bristled, also
watching the fog for signs of the Italian coast. ‘I am afraid of
what might happen if we succeed. Of what I might become – of what
the imperial throne might turn me into.’

‘Oh, my boy.
That is why it must be you who next wears the Western crown,’
Justina replied. ‘Maximus and too many of those who came before
have been blind to their own shortcomings: ruling with the iron
glove, whipping up fear and using it as a weapon.’

‘They said my
father was wrathful and cruel.’

Justina’s eyes
turned glassy. ‘He was. Emperor Valentinian “the Great”, they
called him – and still do. I knew him for what he actually was:
violent, boorish and irritable. That is why I made my life about
you – about teaching you to be everything he was not: caring,
perceptive, fiercely protective of justice.’

‘Perhaps you
have gone too far?’ He smiled wryly. ‘Yes, I have fought battles
and won, I have run down brigands and pirates, I have made life
safer for the people of Italia and Africa. Yet still they see me as
a soft court boy who has inherited everything and earned
nothing.’

‘Old
prejudices will be quick to fade when the people of Rome watch you
climb the Palatine Hill in your golden helm. That is why you lead
this mission. Were these legions to turn up with any other general,
the people of Rome would consider it an invasion. Not so with you.
You were and remain their rightful statesman and their leader. It
can only be you.’

Valentinian
slid the helm on, fastening the strap. He looked again over the
soldiery that was his to command. Two replete field legions and a
team of marines. Five thousand swords all told. Could so few men
really capture the ancient heart of the empire?

The fact that
the plan had come from the mind of Pavo made him sure it could
work. Pavo, the man he had looked up to for years – constantly
fighting to protect others, always striving for that very quality
his mother so revered: justice. He wondered where Pavo and the
eastern campaign column were right now, knowing that they were
relying on him to do his job and he them. Only if both pincers
pierced and defeated Maximus could the West be won. May your
Gods be with you, Pavo, he mouthed into the mist.

‘I think I can
see land, Domine,’ said one of the Egyptian legionary commanders,
squinting through the fog off the ship’s left side. ‘The harbour at
Ostia?’

With a
slithering sound, a bare-chested marine slid down a wet piece of
rigging to thump onto the deck beside them. ‘It can’t be,’ said
this one. ‘The port of Rome is still a few hours sailing away, and
it’s in the other direction.’

The Egyptian
commander leaned over the ship’s rail, his face scrunched up for a
better view into the fog. He pointed. ‘Then what is that?’

Valentinian
saw it too: a darkness amongst the grey.

With a slash
of silver, an arrow sang out of that murk and hammered into the
Egyptian’s eye. The man’s head snapped back violently, a pulse of
blood and eye matter leaping up and pattering down over the faces
of his legionary charges. The man turned to face his ranks, jaw
hanging open, the arrow still quivering, then he pitched against
the ship’s rail and vanished overboard – a heavy splash
sounding moments later.

The entire
crew and legionary consignment aboard stared agog at the spot where
he had been standing, stunned.

But not
Valentinian. Specked with the dead man’s blood, he peered at the
darkness from which the arrow had come. A hiss of water rose, and
then he saw it: war boats, slicing right for the fleet’s left
flank. A huge ship led them, and at the prow stood…

‘Dragathius?’
Valentinian gasped.

The Bull of
Britannia’s long silver hair beat behind him like a pennant, his
face set in a menacing rictus behind his just-loosed bow.

‘How can it
be,’ Valentinian stammered, ‘how can he have known…’

The enemy
decks were bristling with ironclad men in distinctive colours. The
riders of Dragathius’ famed twin cavalry schools, dismounted and
equipped for naval combat. A dozen other war galleys fanned out
either side of the lead ship, packed with more dismounted riders
and archers too.

‘Mother, get
back, get below decks,’ Valentinian croaked.

At the same
time, Dragathius barked some command and his ranks of archers took
aim and loosed upon Valentinian’s flotilla. The arrows fell like a
sudden and sweeping rain, dense and lethal. First, the marines
still up on the rigging fell, riddled with shafts, slamming down
onto the decks. Next, the shafts peppered down onto the Egyptian
ranks midship. Still shocked by the death of their commander, they
were caught cold. Finally, the arrow hail rattled closer to
Valentinian and the unarmoured Justina. He turned and leapt upon
his mother, shielding her with his body. Shafts battered and
clattered from his armoured back and head and caught in his kilt of
toughened leather strips. ‘Stay still, Mother, I will shield you,’
he said.

Justina said
nothing.

Valentinian
peeled back, horrified, staring at the arrow stuck in her throat.
Blood bubbled and spurted from the wound and she fell limp in his
arms. ‘No. No… no!’

He fell away
from her, head spinning. He thought of all Maximus had taken from
him – his old guardian Merobaudes, then his new shield and good
friend Bauto. Next the Dark Eagle had stolen his realm. And now he
had sent this wretched general to slay his mother.

He rose with a
fire in his veins, lifting Justina’s body and shoving her into the
arms of a pair of nearby legionaries. ‘Take her below deck!’ he
bellowed with a ferocity he had never before heard from his own
lips.

As the arrow
storm eased, he swung back to face the onslaught of Dragathius. The
enemy ships were still coming like knives – the bronze-capped prows
speeding ever closer to the flanks of his flotilla. Those ramming
tips would shred his boats, he knew. They had to turn the fleet
face-on to the attack – urgently. ‘Bring us round!’ he cried.

Nothing
happened. He twisted to see the flagship’s navarchus lying
dead, hanging backwards over the tiller arm, an arrow stalk
quivering from his chest. The rest of the fleet were all drilled to
follow the flagship’s movements, and so remained dumbly with their
flanks facing the enemy boats.

Valentinian
loped down the decks, a fresh arrow storm rattling down around him,
pinging from his metal shell, keeping the Egyptian soldiers pinned.
He reached the stern and slid the dead admiral’s body away, then
wrenched the tiller arm around. The flagship’s timbers moaned and
creaked and – with a roaring churn of water, the ship slid round
like a shark to face Dragathius’ approach. Like a skein of geese,
the rest of the eastern fleet fell into line, matching the
attacker’s formation.

Dragathius’
evil face dropped like a flag, seeing the ramming opportunity
vanishing. ‘Prepare to board,’ the giant Briton howled instead. Now
the enemy fleet shipped their oars, each boat bending towards an
eastern craft as if rapidly coming in to dock. The two Hexareme
flagships came slicing towards one another. Dragathius’ troopers
clamoured at one side of their boat, ready to shed blood.
Valentinian’s Egyptian legionaries swarmed to line their rail,
bristling likewise. ‘Be ready. Remember why we are here,’
Valentinian bawled, joining his men at the ship’s edge. ‘For
justice, for peace!’

With a mighty
crunch, the two boats grazed along one another’s sides. They
rocked and juddered, a shower of splinters and barnacles bursting
from the opposing hulls, then both ships came to a halt. A huge
roar erupted as the forces aboard each leapt at one another,
surging to take the other’s decks.

Valentinian
found himself directly opposite the towering Dragathius.

‘Time to die,
boy…’ the Briton cackled, stepping up onto the rail.

Valentinian
tore his sword from its scabbard and held it level in one bloodied
hand. He set one foot behind him for balance, and remembered
everything his old mentors had taught him, everything Pavo stood
for. ‘For Mother,’ he whispered, ‘for justice.’

Dragathius’
eyes bulged as he leapt for him, sword raised. ‘Haaa!’


Chapter 24

14th August 388 AD

The River Savus
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Starlings
whirled in the pure blue sky, intrigued by the two men scouting
westwards across the foothills of the Julian Alpes. Hiking up the
latest slope, Pavo and Sura eyed the heat shimmer at the summit.
Even in just light tunics and boots, the midday air felt
punishingly hot. But as they climbed, it began to smell clean,
laced with the scent of fresh water. After another few steps, they
began to hear the dull roar of a waterway beyond. Parched, having
been on reduced water rations for several days, the sounds should
have been joyful, but both men knew all too well which river it
was… and what lay in store for them there.

Every so
often, Pavo regarded his oldest friend from the corner of his eye.
When the emperor had asked for volunteers to lead this advance
scouting party, he and Sura had been amongst the first to step
forward. It was a strange thing – not bravado, more a sense of
wanting to know the worst as soon as possible. There was nothing
quite as excruciating as marching along in the main body of an
army, trooping directly towards a danger you knew very little about
and would not get to see until the moment you were expected to
fight to the death against it. Scouting like this meant being in
the know – being armed with knowledge as well as steel. More
importantly, it meant the chance to spend a few hours with his
truest comrade by his side.

‘This reminds
me of old times,’ he said. ‘On the road with the Claudians. How
many miles must we have marched together? All over the Roman world,
we’ve been. Some incredible journeys.’

‘Aye, hard
times and great times in equal measure,’ Sura sighed fondly.
‘Remember that quick march to Scupi,’ he said fondly, ‘when
Quadratus farted and followed through?’

Pavo almost
buckled with laughter at the horrifically inappropriate choice of
memory – of all the ones he could have voiced!

‘He claimed it
was the heat,’ Sura said, shoulders jostling with amusement.
‘Nothing at all to do with the eighteen cups of Gothic barley beer
he had necked the night before, or the barrel-load of beans he had
munched in between those and the next six cups.’ He sighed. ‘I miss
the big man. I miss them all.’

‘Quadratus,
Zosimus… Gallus,’ Pavo said.

‘Felix, Opis,
Rectus, Herma…’ Sura added.

The names
toppled out one by one like salutes. Finally, both men fell silent,
drifting on a river of memories, each privately contemplating the
degree of loss they had endured in their time in the army.

‘Where does it
end for a legionary,’ Pavo said quietly, ‘if not on the tip of an
enemy spear?’

‘In victory,
in triumph… in retirement.’

‘Retirement?
Tried that,’ Pavo replied with a glib half-smile.

‘And you’ll
try it again,’ said Sura jabbing a thumb over his shoulder. ‘We
have the might of the Eastern Empire back there. Valentinian will
by now have landed at and retaken Rome. The rest of Italia will be
quick to back him. We’ve been through a lot, Pavo, and we’re still
here. This is just one more battle.’

The crest of
the hill was closer now, the grass stalks swaying in the hot
breeze, the sound of the river beyond growing angry.

‘Just one more
battle,’ Pavo repeated.

‘Then home.
You to Izodora and the lad. Me to Julia.’

Pavo saw his
friend fidgeting with the small cat charm Julia had given him. His
fingers were white and shaking.

‘I asked her
to marry me,’ Sura went on.

‘Aye?’ Pavo
replied, dumbfounded.

Sura shrugged.
‘She told me to shut up and keep my mind on the march.’

‘Good advice,’
Pavo said. ‘But when you do wed, I will be there. And throughout
what is to come here, I will be with you too.’

‘And me for
you. Always,’ Sura said.

They sank to
their bellies as they reached the hill’s crest, the hot wind
combing through their hair, and set eyes upon the terrain on the
other side. Pavo felt the blood drain from his face. Sura let slip
an involuntary gasp.

Near the foot
of this hill, the green waters of the River Savus sliced across the
land, splitting around a large, leaf-shaped island… which the Dark
Eagle had turned into a nest of steel.

Dominating the
centre of the island stood the white-walled city of Siscia,
impossibly tall, shining like a shield. Maximus’ eagle banner and
those of his Western legions fluttered all along the parapets. The
city was ringed by a moat.

The only
realistic way to reach the island was via a ford – a long, narrow,
foaming stretch of white water and boiling currents. Where the ford
met the island banks, a great earthwork had been erected to block
any attempt at crossing. Not like the man-high ridges that normally
surrounded a marching camp. This was a colossal rampart – as tall
as a city wall, the earth packed around a sturdy scaffold of logs.
The slope was strewn with deadly caltrops. A wooden parapet ran the
length of its crest too. Dense ranks of Western troops posted along
that walkway sparkled in the sunlight.

Pavo’s
thoughts turned immediately to the Eastern wagon train. Was there
any artillery stowed on there? That, surely, was the way to tackle
this defensive nest. But just as quickly, he realised that even if
the Eastern army had any such weaponry, it would be of little use:
the breadth of the river meant that the rampart was safely out of
range of any devices they might set up on these near banks. The
only way to take the island would be to wade out across the
ford.

He appraised
the defences time and again, and every time his confidence ebbed.
This was why Siscia was here, he realised, feeling like a fool – it
was a bulkhead, a door of steel that could not be kicked down, and
the ford was no more than a lure for naïve attackers. And that was
exactly why Maximus had chosen to bed in here and await Theodosius.
His doubts began to gnaw at his marrow.

‘It’s not all
bad,’ said Sura. ‘Going by the number of banners on show, I’d say
the false strategy worked.’ His lips moved and his eyed darted as
he made a count of the Western legions again. ‘This is only half of
his army. The rest…’

‘Are far to
the south, on the other side of this range,’ Pavo finished for him,
glancing to his left where the mountains reared, ‘blocking the
coastal road.’

‘Waiting to
repel an army of ghosts,’ Sura added. ‘Thanks to you. You’ve
given us a chance at least.’

Pavo eyed the
forces of Maximus again. Maybe fifteen thousand were stationed here
in and around Siscia. The earth shivered then. He looked over his
shoulder, his eyes drawn to the far end of the twisting valley that
wound through these foothills. The Eastern army rolled into view
there, only a mile away. Just over twenty four thousand men. A
numerical advantage for the first time he could remember. But
enough to break the incredible island defences?

He then
noticed a lone figure riding awkwardly on a mule, coming from the
approaching column and towards their scouting position. ‘Frugilo,’
Pavo said quietly, recognising his dark garb.

‘Ah, I thought
I could smell raw onions,’ Sura rumbled.

Frugilo had
been tasked with carrying reports to and fro between the forward
scouts and the main campaign column. Even from up here, Pavo could
see the surly, distant look on the man’s face. He had always been
an odd fellow, Pavo thought, but he had most definitely grown
colder and more withdrawn during this last stretch of the
march.

That morning,
before setting off on this scouting mission, Pavo had stabbed his
freshly-polished sword into the earth and knelt, taking out Marcus’
soldier toy to whisper a prayer for his loved ones. He had spotted
movement then – something changing in the surface of his sword. The
reflection of someone behind him. Frugilo, he had realised,
watching him intently from a distance, unaware that his reflection
had betrayed him. The look in the man’s eyes had been unsettling to
say the least.

The veteran
Protector dismounted at the foot of the hill and clambered up
towards them, puffing and panting.

‘How’s it
looking?’ he grunted, then saw the formidable defences of Magnus
Maximus for himself.

Pavo waited
for the man’s reaction. Frugilo said nothing. Nothing audible
anyway. Yet as his narrowed eyes appraised the enemy
fortifications, his lips began to move, ever so slightly. Pavo
tried to lip-read, and his mind started playing tricks. He seemed
to be saying something that made no sense, no sense at all:

Here I am,
Brother. It is time, at last…
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Horns pealed
across the skies as the two Roman armies readied for battle – the
legions of Theodosius arrayed along the Siscia’s eastern banks, the
army of Magnus Maximus bedded in on the west atop the island
defences. Two dense stripes of silver, bronze and fluttering
colourful banners, with the ford thundering across the space
between them. Where the spray kicked into the air, iridescent
shapes appeared in the bright afternoon sunlight – like water
nymphs trying to show the two armies that they were one and the
same people, that this made no sense.

Pavo stood,
dead centre of the long Eastern lines on the shingle banks, seeing
this madness for what it was. Romans set to slaughter Romans.

You created
this...

The burning
shame and guilt arose within him once more, along with memories of
the boy he had killed at Remorum Vale. How many more such young men
would die today on the end of his sword? His hand began to tremble
and his eye fluttered.

Some must kill
because they are given no choice. Others choose to kill.

The words
washed through him again like cool water. Frugilo’s words –
possibly the only kind thing the troubling man had ever said to
him. Kind words and true as well. It was Maximus who had caused
this. Maximus had chosen to make war. His tremors eased.

Every piece of
armour he owned was affixed firmly to his body: helm, cuirass, the
white greaves and the porpax shield – the golden Mithraic sun
emblazoned upon it glittering in the sunlight. Then there was the
weight of his spear, sword and dagger. It felt as if he was
carrying two heavy men on his back.

His eyes
drifted to the left end of the Roman front. There stood Sura and
the Claudians. For all the world, he wanted to be with them. Yes,
the left end of a battle line was always considered to be unlucky
and dangerous – indeed that was why they, “mere”
pseudocomitatenses, had been put there. But never before had he
faced battle without his old comrades by his side. ‘I must fight
this one, alone,’ he muttered to himself.

‘You’re not
alone,’ said a voice immediately to his right.

Pavo blinked,
and turned to see Frugilo stepping into place beside him, his usual
felt cap replaced by a tightly-strapped on battle helmet. The
rippling waters cast wriggling lines of reflected light across his
face.

‘I’ve got your
flank,’ he added.

Maybe it was
the light or the spray, but Pavo saw something in Frugilo’s face
then – something that couldn’t possibly be. He blinked a few times,
and the illusion vanished. ‘I’m losing my mind,’ he whispered,
shaking his head.

‘Hmm?’ said
Frugilo.

Pavo took a
moment to find the words. ‘You’re the most secretive, odd fellow
I’ve ever encountered, Frugilo – and there have been some
really odd people in my life. I know absolutely nothing
about you… so why does it feel like I’ve known you for years and
years?’

‘Because
you’re mad?’ Frugilo shrugged.

‘Tell me,’
Pavo said. ‘Just tell me something about yourself. One
thing.’

Frugilo
shuffled a little then, his gaze dropping to the shallows a few
strides ahead. ‘Very well. I believe…’ a long silence stretched. ‘I
believe in people getting what they deserve.’

The answer
turned Pavo cold. ‘What is that supposed to mean?’

Frugilo did
not look at him, his jaw working, teeth grinding.

‘Here comes
the emperor,’ hissed Commander Stilicho. ‘Make way.’

The twelve
Protectores parted into two groups of six, Pavo stepping left with
one half, him and Frugilo temporarily separated. The man’s peculiar
words echoed around in his head. There was some sort of dark
undercurrent flowing through Frugilo. Something altogether
unsettling.

‘You’d better
not leave me unprotected, what with that lame leg of yours,’ a new
voice muttered. ‘Keep that shield up.’

Pavo turned to
see that Lucius was at his left shoulder. He looked the man up and
down. ‘After we’re done here – after the battle is won – you and I
should go for a footrace. Then we’ll see who’s lame.’

Lucius
sneered, but could not stop it from developing into a reluctant and
unexpectedly warm smile. ‘Aye, you’re on. We will live through
this, and we will win,’ he said. Pavo could feel him shaking with
nerves.

Out rode
Theodosius, into the ford shallows until the waters splashed around
his chestnut steed’s ankles. He was careful to go no further in for
fear of coming within range of the immense wall of marksmen waiting
on the earth rampart at the ford’s far end. His purple cape
fluttered in the river breeze and his mare’s hooves splashed as he
walked the beast carefully up and down the Eastern front.

This was it,
Pavo realised, recognising that old spectre – the brink of battle.
He felt all the usual pulses of pre-battle dread in his heart and
in his belly – the desperate need to empty his bladder and bowels
coupled with an intense thirst. Focus! He snarled within. He
had scolded innumerable cadets for their wandering attentions at
moments just like this. Focus, or this river will be your
grave!

‘My legions,’
Theodosius began. As he spoke, the sun reflected from his armour.
The Chi-Rho emblem blazoned on the chest threw a golden light on
his face. This brought Bishop Gregory and his school of monks and
priests out in a low chant. Chaplains and Christian legionaries
joined in.

‘Across that
river, stands the man who took the West for himself. And does not
every crook crave his next theft? Gaul, Hispania and Britannia were
not enough for him, so he marched into Italia, wresting it from
Valentinian, the true successor to the long-troubled Western
throne. Italia also was not enough so he sent his legions across
the sea to commandeer Africa too. Africa did not sate his greed,
and so here he is in Pannonia,’ he stabbed a finger earthwards,
‘caught right in the act of trying to steal this country, this
Eastern country. From me! From you! Need I say aloud
what will happen if we do not stop him? Need I? The East
will never be safe while this, this,’ he swivelled in the saddle
and stabbed a finger above and beyond the earthwork, up at Siscia’s
battlements, ‘carrion hawk of a man remains at large.’

Pavo’s skin
crawled as he spotted the dark, feather-cloaked figure high on
Siscia’s walls.

Roused by the
speech, the rest of the Eastern legions began bumping their spear
hafts on the shingle at the riverside, drumming their swords
against their shields, cheering their leader and jeering in the
direction of Siscia. A throaty tribal barritus arose too from
Faustius’ warbands and the Gothic stock amongst the Thervingi
palace legion. The effect – a chorus of Christian, tribal and pagan
sounds, of very old and new tangling and vibrating in the air – was
haunting.

Theodosius
whirled a hand around above his head like a slinger loosing a
stone. ‘Attaaack! For God, for the empire!’

Nearly twenty
thousand voices exploded all around Pavo. Horns keened and whistles
shrieked. As one, he and the Eastern army moved into the ford
waters, adopting a necessarily narrow front. The palace legions
folded into place in front of Pavo and the Protectores, who
likewise joined together again to move like a screen before the
emperor. Pavo realised Frugilo was beside him again. He noticed the
man was mouthing something, over and over.

I have him,
Brother, right here. Right here by my side. And my blade is
sharp…

Unnerved, Pavo
tried to keep his mind on the dangers ahead. The waters filled his
boots and soaked his legs, shockingly cold against the sweltering
heat of the sun.

‘You alright?’
Frugilo grunted.

‘I’m ready,’
Pavo replied. ‘Ready for anything.’

‘Hmm,’ said
Frugilo, his top lip flickering menacingly.

The spray and
the bravado of the war chants compelled the Eastern army on to
almost halfway across. Their footing was good – the men picking
their way to the waist-deep section, midriver. The Scutarii cavalry
elites and the Huns and the Alani walked their mounts confidently
through the churn near the ford’s edges. The defenders on the earth
rampart had done not a thing to slow them. For a moment it seemed
like the sheer spirit of the army might propel them right onto the
island banks and up the rampart.

Until the Dark
Eagle’s hand shot up… and chopped down again.

The banks of
archers on the rampart cocked their bows. With a reverberating
thrum, the clear summer sky turned black, as a storm of
arrows flew.

‘Shields!’
Stilicho cried in unison with hundreds of other commanders.

With a twist
of the torso, Pavo raised his porpax screen, joining to the shields
of the other Protectores like a slate in a roof, the emperor
protected within. Inside that shell, the rattle of metal striking
metal and wood was deafening. Outwith, screams pierced the air from
every direction. Heavy splashes sounded and the white water around
Pavo’s waist began to turn red.

‘Shields down,
push on!’ General Arbogastes brayed.

Pavo did as
ordered, seeing a few men floating in the waters, pricked with
arrows. Even one soldier dead was too many, but the strike had been
relatively well-weathered.

The foremost
legions dipped their helmeted heads against a potential second
volley and drove onwards. They broke out into a renewed battle
roar, wading beyond the midsection of the ford, sensing a
breakthrough. And then a cluster of the ones on the front ranks
slipped or pitched over, screaming. Yet the enemy had not yet
launched a second arrow strike. Pavo scanned the faltering front.
‘What’s going on?’

With his next
step, he understood why: he set his booted foot down not on smooth
riverbed, but on something sharp. He pulled his weight from the
stride just in time, and peered into the waters to see black,
jagged ridges that would have pierced his boot sole and foot.
Maximus had pounded and smashed up the basalt bedrock here, turning
it treacherous.

Men all around
were crumpling in the waters, blood blossoming up around them from
their lacerated feet, and Roman and Hun horses reared and whinnied,
blood spraying from their wounded hooves. The dense front of their
assault – already at a laboured pace in the river currents, now
slowed to almost nothing.

Pavo felt new
danger, saw Maximus raise his hand again and whirl it above his
head, once.

This triggered
a flurry of movement up on the earthwork: the archers there moved
aside, and like giant iron eagles, a dozen ballistae were moved to
the fore, their iron beaks poking through the palisade’s crenel
gaps. He heard ropes groaning, ratchets clanking. A sudden silence…
a click… a whoosh… and then devastation.

The Iberian
allies took the brunt of it: sparks flew as the volley of bolts
ripped through their ranks, piercing armour in the way that a pin
would pass through cloth, smashing man after man. Shouting,
wailing, blood. Pavo stared at the carnage, cold to his marrow at
the sight of the ripped-open bodies and the wafting stink of torn
bowels. He had faced enemy artillery like this only once before,
and the lesson he had learned then came rushing back to him. ‘Keep
moving forward! Pick your way over these crags,’ he called to the
regiments in disarray. ‘We have perhaps thirty heartbeats of
respite before those things can be loaded and loosed again. Push
forward and we might make it to the other side before-’

His words
faded as he saw something: the ballistae were shrinking from view –
being dragged back from the parapet. Why? The answer rolled into
view: stone-throwing onagers, already loaded and wound tight,
rumbling into the spots the ballistae had been moments ago.
‘Mithras, no!’

All of the
onagers bucked and spat forth in unison. The storm of rocks came
pounding down upon the men stuck at midriver. The X Gemina suffered
the worst of it. One onager stone blew apart the tribunus’ head in
a mist of pink matter and white bone shards, then crashed through
the legs of a dozen behind him as if they were sticks. Another
bowled through a century, killing and breaking men.

The screams
were horrendous, and the spray above the river, wafting every so
often onto Pavo’s face, now turned evil – red, stinking and coppery
to the taste. A catapult stone took Lucius the Protector square in
the guts; he burst like a sack of offal, showering all with his
innards. Theodosius’ mare reared in fright at the noise this made,
almost throwing the emperor. Pavo and Frugilo instantly stepped
over to cover the gap Lucius had left behind, another Protector
grabbing the reins of the emperor’s horse to calm the beast.

A rock hurtled
through the air, obliterating a Flavia Felix legionary ahead,
ripping one arm from an Inquisitor and steaming on, straight for
the Protectores.

Bang!

The thing
hammered against the edge of Pavo’s porpax and Frugilo’s shield.
The pair were blasted apart, thrown in different directions like
toys. Pavo landed in the currents, rolling through shallow water,
the basalt rock ripping his calf. He roared in agony. With a moan,
he rose onto all fours. Soaking, dazed, he stood, seeing the cut
was not deep, but the rock strike had destroyed one purple-painted
edge of his shield. If the strike had been central, there would
have been little of him left. He saw Frugilo, some distance away,
groggily getting back to his feet.

Before Pavo
had even had the chance to rise, a fresh storm of arrows whistled
down all around him. On his knees and sheltering behind his shield,
he saw the onagers being pulled back and the reloaded and ready
ballistae swinging rapidly into place again – like pieces on
latrunculi board being moved by the invisible hand of a god.

‘Domine, we
cannot withstand another strike like this,’ Stilicho pleaded with
Theodosius nearby, he and just a few other guards left around the
eastern emperor now.

Reiks
Faustius, one foot mired in some pit under the waters, swished his
sword and shield at the incoming arrows like a man under attack
from a swarm of hornets.

‘Domine, the
riverbed here is nigh-on impassable,’ bellowed Promotus near the
left.

‘We must draw
back,’ General Arbogastes cried from the right end of the
stuttering advance. ‘Camp for the night on the banks and replan for
tomorrow.’

But
Theodosius’ face was set in a demented rictus, eyes fixed on the
dark figure of Maximus up on Siscia’s walls. ‘God will see us
through,’ he growled.

An arrow
hummed past the emperor’s ear, nicking the lobe and spotting his
armour red. A few finger’s widths to one side and the Eastern
Empire would have been in the hands of the spoiled eleven-year-old,
Arcadius.

‘Sing!’
Theodosius roared, twisting to look over his shoulder and waving
his hands upwards, his river-soaked hair plastered across his
face.

Taking their
cue, Bishop Gregory and his clergy – watching from the safety of
the eastern banks – rose to new volumes of chanting. Some wailed
and raised their hands to the sky.

When the enemy
sent the next ballista storm across the ford, one bolt hit the
water, flat, and leapt up again, given an extra hundred strides of
range by this. It flew all the way to the opposite banks and
punched into the clergymen, tearing through their robes with ease
and turning their plainsong to screams. At this, Bishop Gregory
flailed away into the foothills.

The next
volley halted entire regiments behind their shields, most men now
sinking to their knees in the waters to endure the constant
barrage. The Hiberi and the Nervii had no choice but to abandon
their attempts at making headway across the ford to fall back and
around the emperor in the mid-section of the rapids. A bolt skimmed
the shoulder of Theodosius’ war steed, sending the beast rearing in
new panic. Wails of dismay rose all around as the troops saw their
emperor, unhorsed, plunging into the freezing waters.

Pavo and the
other Protectores hurried to help him from the waters and to his
feet. Enraged and drenched, Theodosius cast a look up at Maximus on
Siscia’s walls, then roared: ‘Withdraw!’

‘Withdraw!’
Arbogastes roared.

‘Retreat!’
cried General Promotus.

Horns wailed
as, finally, the legions began to backstep across the ford.

‘Thank
Mithras,’ Pavo whispered. No sooner had the words left his lips
than something moved at the corner of one eye. Something huge.

He twisted to
look downriver. There, two Western quinqueremes bearing blood red
sails emblazoned with black eagles glided gently into view. Their
sides were crammed with ballistae and smaller scorpions. Pavo knew
before he turned to look upriver that he would find the same there
– another two giant ships, rolling towards the ford from that
side.

The ships
glided up to the end of the ford where Gregory’s slaughtered monks
lay, and let their keels grind onto the shingle there, the two
flotillas meeting and halting there like giant gates closing,
blocking that end of the ford too, barring the retreat, pinning the
Eastern army midriver.

Panic erupted
as the Eastern soldiery realised they had walked into the jaws of a
deadly trap.

‘Rush them,’
cried the Scutarii cavalry commander to his riders. ‘We can force
our way through and back onto those banks!’. With a swish of his
sword, he led the horsemen in a surge towards the ships… and then
with a bucking of timbers and ropes that sounded like summer
thunder, the artillery at the rails of those four boats loosed as
one. The officer’s horse was torn from under him, and he vanished
into the swell in a foam of red. A whole host of horsemen went down
in the same way. The rest reined in their steeds, eyes wide with
terror.

Another blast
of horns and now General Arbogastes began waving the legions back
to the ford’s midpoint, calling off the retreat. The Eastern Army
now pressed into a great disordered mass there, trapped on the
treacherous, uneven basalt and with missiles raining upon them from
either bank.

Pavo, coming
under a hail of arrows, staggered to take shelter behind a large,
fin-shaped piece of basalt that jutted from the waters. Bolts and
stones whacked and pinged off of the black rock as he crouched
behind it. He edged around it, trying to put the rock between him
and whichever direction the latest rain of missiles was coming
from. Through all the chaos he saw flailing, shuddering forms of
dying comrades.

Splashing
sounded, then a shoulder bashed against Pavo’s.

‘This is a
fucking nightmare!’ Sura rasped, his face striped diagonally with
blood. The small pocket of Claudia legionaries with him all bore
the same frenetic looks as they hunkered down behind the scant
shelter of the basalt fin.

Betto clutched
the eagle standard firmly, while Verax the medicus frantically
tried to bandage a vicious-looking tear to his bicep. ‘We haven’t
even laid a sword on them yet and our flanks have collapsed.’

‘How long have
we been out here?’ Pulcher raged, glancing up at the sun. ‘An hour
at least – taking an almighty kicking.’

‘Get used to
it. We’re trapped,’ Libo snarled.

‘First the
emperor wouldn’t withdraw, now he can’t,’ Pavo panted, seeing
Theodosius fighting off the many helping and pleading hands of his
solders as he tried to mount his mare and take the reins once more.
‘God, save us!’ the emperor screamed. The legionaries around him
switched their shields this way and that in terror, confused.

‘And he’s gone
fucking mad,’ Pulcher spat. ‘Or madder.’

Pavo winced as
Verax moved over to bandage his torn calf. An onager rock burst
against the tip of the basalt fin, showering them all with grit and
dust. His eyes drifted along the earthwork in despair. How were
Maximus’ men bringing the artillery to bear so swiftly, one salvo
rapidly following another?

‘We’re going
to die on this bloody ford!’ Libo howled.

Now Pavo
noticed the number of bodies, ripped open and floating downstream,
staining the river dark red. Suddenly, an idea was born. ‘Yes, yes
we are.’

‘Pavo?’ Sura
said, aghast.

Pavo met the
eyes of the five most senior of his old comrades: Sura, Libo;
Pulcher; Darik, and Betto. ‘You five. You are here because of my
actions. You followed me when I asked you to help topple Gratian
and put that bastard, Maximus, in his place.’ He stabbed a finger
in the direction of Siscia’s walls as he said this. ‘And now I must
ask you to trust me to put right that mistake.’

The group
beheld one another. Pulcher was the first to respond with a
nonchalant shrug. ‘No need for a speech. All you have to do is
ask.’

‘What’s the
plan?’ Sura asked.

‘Like I said:
I want you to die,’ Pavo answered.
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The Claudians
stared at him blankly, horrified.

‘Or at least
pretend that you are dead,’ Pavo explained. He nodded
downriver, to the churn of floating bodies. ‘Armour off. You’ll
need only your swords and these,’ he patted his shield.

‘Ha!’ Sura
chuckled gruffly, his eyes glinting with understanding. ‘Do as he
says.’

Pavo unclipped
his white greaves and wedged them and his helm in a crack on the
basalt fin. Sura patted the shoulder of Durio – the next most
senior after the group Pavo had chosen. ‘You have command of the
men. Keep them here, keep your heads down and your shields up.’

Betto gave the
Claudia standard to Indus, Durio’s tentmate. ‘Guard this with your
life. It is not mere wood, metal and cloth. It is the spirit of our
legion.’

Pavo crouched
near the edge of the basalt rock, watching the skies again. Arrows,
bolts, more arrows, then… a moment of respite. ‘Now!’

The band of
six broke towards the ford’s edge, where the tumbling white waters
settled into the deeper, calmer downstream current. Bolts, stones
and arrows whirred past them from both ford ends. One dart shaft
skated across the back of Pavo’s helm. He exaggerated a trip and a
stumble, clutching his neck and crying out as if injured, then
pitched out over the ford’s edge into the deeper waters, landing
prone on his shield with an almighty splash. He held his
breath as the shield cut under water for a time, then – buoyant as
the timbers were – it rose back to the surface, carrying him
downstream. He let his body slacken, his limbs trailing in the
water as if he were a corpse.

He kept one
eye closed and cracked the other open ever so slightly – seeing his
comrades floating like him, amongst others truly dead. The assault
on the trapped Eastern army continued unabated as he and his five
slipped on downstream, ignored as slain men.

When the
current carried them around a dog leg in the river, the wild din of
battle dropped to a muffled echo. Once they were a good few hundred
paces further downstream, Pavo dared lift his head. The island’s
banks here were clear. He paddled towards the water’s edge, then
clawed at the reeds there and hauled himself onto land, spitting
and gasping, quickly turning to grab Darik’s hand and pull him to
the banks, then helping Pulcher, who rose and shook water from
himself like a dog. They in turn helped the others.

‘Come with
me,’ Pavo circled a hand, then moved off along the banks, leading
them back upstream through reeds and brush, towards the knee of the
dog leg in the river. Here, he halted. This area was thick with
gorse and hazel trees. Peering through the foliage, he could see
the ford and the army trapped at its mid-point. Even better, he
could see the earthen rampart: from here it was visible in
profile.

He turned to
the others and hunkered down. They crouched likewise. ‘Maximus has
done everything to block a frontal attack on the ford, but has
neglected to guard against an attack along these island banks,’ he
explained. ‘You see that near end of the rampart?’

Libo’s good
eye narrowed. ‘No pickets.’

‘Exactly.
Undefended. Vulnerable to a strike from our position.’

Betto blew air
through his lips as he regarded the gleaming ranks of enemy
legionaries lining the earthwork. ‘I have read of some heroic
warriors in my time, sir. The legendary feats of Ajax and Hektor at
Troy, the valour of Coriolanus. But we are six barely-armoured men.
Even if we can steal up onto that parapet, Maximus has at least a
thousand soldiers there, and plenty more in Siscia ready to rapidly
reinforce them.’

‘We don’t need
to fight and defeat them all,’ Pavo explained. ‘All we need do is
disrupt them – stop the continuous hail of missiles raining down on
our army. All our legions need is a window of respite, and they can
break forward and storm that earthwork.’ He pointed at the two
ballistae on the near end of the rampart. ‘See how those bolt
throwers and catapults are mounted on wagons? That is how the enemy
are managing to bring their artillery to bear so rapidly and keep
up the constant barrage.’

‘While the
ballistae shoot, the onagers are withdrawn and reloaded, and vice
versa,’ Sura rumbled.

‘A strength,’
Pavo continued, ‘but also a weakness. The wagons mean those weapons
can be turned in any direction. If we can take those nearest
few…’

His comrades’
faces bent in devious grins. ‘I’m liking the sound of this,’
Pulcher said with a wicked glint in his eye.

Then,
voices.

Alarmed, Pavo
held his breath.

‘A patrol,’
Darik hissed, spotting the group of ten golden-armoured Victores
legionaries ambling from the direction of the rampart. ‘They’re
coming this way. Seems Maximus didn’t entirely neglect to watch
this approach.’

All hands went
for their swords. Pavo felt a swell of panic, seeing that the ten
were coming right for the gorse – the hiding spot. Even if his
small group could match and beat these ten – a questionable outcome
in itself – the sounds of combat here would draw many
reinforcements to the spot, and the opportunity would be lost. The
ten crunched closer, closer, one swigging from a water skin as he
went, eyes watchful.

‘Stay down,
stay quiet, I have a plan to distract them,’ Sura whispered, then
took up his shield by its rim. ‘Back in my younger days in
Adrianople,’ he explained, ‘they had a discus-throwing contest. It
wasn’t really a contest – because I was famed for being able to
toss a plate to the horizon. Hercules of Adrianople, they called
me,’ He measured up, readying to toss his shield like a giant
discus. ‘Of course, that particular day I was a bit hungover, and I
mis-threw… bloody thing went askew and whacked straight into the
city prefect’s bollocks. I asked for a retake but-’

‘Sura,’
Pavo growled. ‘Just bloody throw the thing!’

Sura blinked,
remembering the urgency of the situation. With a sharp twist of his
upper body, he swivelled on one heel and hurled his shield into the
river, as far downstream as he could manage. It landed with an
almighty splash, then bobbed and spun, speeding along on the
currents.

With some
shocked utterance and the splat of a dropped drinking skin, the ten
Victores sentries bundled straight past the gorse hiding spot and
on down the riverbanks, spears levelled, head swishing as they
scrutinised the river, trying to pinpoint the cause of the splash.
At the same time, Pavo and Sura silently guided their small band
around the rear of the gorse thicket, slipping out of view from the
ten and edging on upstream.

‘It’s just a
shield,’ the leader of the ten laughed as he hooked it from the
water with his spear. ‘A Claudian shield. Eastern border legion
scum.’

‘Dead scum
now,’ another said with a smirk, appraising the river’s currents
and the bodies floating out there. ‘Must have been an injured one
going under that made the noise.’

‘Outsmarted by
corpses,’ Darik whispered, grinning.

‘We don’t have
long before they patrol back this way. Come, stay low, be swift,’
Pavo said to the band as he broke into a low run. ‘With me.’

As they
scuttled towards the earth rampart’s unguarded end, the crash and
clamour from the ford rose into sharp clarity once more. The scene
out there at midriver was horrid – with the cluster of palace
legions around the emperor weathering the endless missile offensive
heavily, able to bear the arrows, but powerless to resist the
neverending onslaught of ballista bolts and onager stones. Bodies
slid away from the protective cluster, broken, ripped, more bobbing
away downstream in their scores.

Pavo set his
sights on the earth rampart’s near end. Two wagon-mounted artillery
devices – a ballista and an onager – were closest. The three-man
crews of each were oblivious to the Claudian approach – too busy
launching bolt after rock in a bloody frenzy, each shooting then
wheeling their wagon backwards to let the other take the fore and
launch.

‘Burst some
more heads,’ bellowed the red-bearded artillery commander. ‘Emperor
Maximus has promised a pouch of silver for every man who destroys
at least ten of those Eastern dogs!’

Pavo drew his
sword, gripped his shield and glanced at his group. All knew what
had to be done. ‘Go!’ They flooded up the end of the rampart like
wolves.

The men on the
withdrawn ballista wagon, backs turned as they loaded and wound up
the device, had no chance. Libo whacked one across the back of the
head with the flat of his sword, knocking him out cold. When the
second turned in shock, Pulcher landed a bull-like headbutt on the
bridge of the man’s nose, putting him on his back, snoring noisily,
blood bubbling from his flattened face. Sura used his shield to
bowl the third over the wagon’s edge, the man pitching over the
wooden parapet then tumbling head over heels down the earth slope,
where he was pierced through by one of the many caltrops before he
could scream in alarm.

Darik then
took command of the loaded ballista, while Betto, Pulcher and Libo
hauled the wagon, striving to point it not at the ford but along
the earth battlement. It was painfully slow, and before they were
finished, the team manning the onager right next to it swung round,
realising what was happening.

Pavo leapt for
the first of them, blocking a sword strike with his porpax shield
then sweeping his own blade round to lop off the man’s arm. Sura
ran the second through the belly. The red-bearded commander,
shocked, opened his mouth to raise the alarm… just as Darik pulled
the ballista holding peg free. The giant bolt surged from its
flight groove, pierced through the man’s sternum, and sent him –
with a crestfallen expression – hurtling backwards along the length
of the battlements, ripping through and bowling over scores of
legionaries.

‘Again!’ Pavo
roared as Sura and he got to grips with the captured onager on the
second wagon, turning the handle to dramatically lower its
trajectory. Sura pulled the giant catapult’s peg free and, with a
buck and a whine, the rock flew from the cup, pounding down upon
the next nearest pair of enemy artillery wagons, shredding them,
then blasting apart the next few too. Again and once more, the two
captured wagons loosed, and the lateral and unexpected strike made
utter ruin of the defenders on the battlements, casting earth and
men into the air. Western legionaries and archers spun and spasmed,
ripped apart and flailing. Many threw themselves down the rampart’s
landward slope and fled for Siscia. At last, the arrows, bolts and
stones raining from the earthwork and down onto the ford stuttered
to a halt.

A chance. A
precious chance!

Suddenly, a
rumble of boots on timber sounded, from the direction of Siscia.
Pavo swung to see the fresh, full legion bowling out from Siscia’s
Eagle Gate and across the wooden moat bridge, racing to reinforce
the compromised earthworks. ‘Signal the army, we have but
moments!’

Libo plucked a
horn from his belt and blew three hard notes followed by a rapid
series of short blasts – the rally cry of the Eastern legions. A
few men in the beset regiments out in the rapids dared lower their
shield to see where the noise had come from. One spotted Betto,
without his legionary banner, raising and shaking his Claudian
shield. ‘The rampart has been taken – look!’

The cry was
repeated as more and more realised. A huge swell of voices rose,
hoarse, enraged. The legions of the East swarmed across the ford
and stormed up the earthen slopes, blades bared, eyes red with
fury. The Roman and Hun cavalry led the charge. They vaulted over
the pickets and onto the rampart all along its length, the Roman
riders spearing away the last of the defenders there, the Huns
expertly shooting or hurling lassos over the fleeing. Then the
Alani came and swept away a wave of resistance. The palace and
field legions and the Goths of Reiks Faustius swarmed over next,
hurling a dense shower of plumbatae darts that pierced dozens of
the most resilient enemy soldiers.

When the rest
of the Claudians scrambled up from the ford and vaulted over the
timber picket, Indus brained one enemy soldier with a swipe of the
eagle standard then swung to and fro, shaking with battle fever,
searching for his next opponent. There was none.

‘Look, they’re
beaten and they know it!’ cried Durio, at his side.

Indeed,
Maximus’ reinforcement legion – seeing the huge number of Eastern
troops now dominating the earthwork – had turned tail and were
retreating with the last of the parapet defenders, pouring back
towards Siscia, funnelling across the wooden moat bridge and into
the Eagle Gate.

General
Promotus flailed in pursuit, sword raised to make sure everyone saw
his heroics. ‘After them – take the cit-’

The sound of a
giant chain rumbled and clanked, cutting off the wild rally cry,
and the wooden moat bridge began to rise. A drawbridge, Pavo
realised. It rose and clunked into place against the gatehouse,
sealing the city, the sound final, like a lid being set in place
upon a sarcophagus.

Men looked
around, seeking direction. Pavo stood with Sura, staring at the
moat and the city defences.

The many
Western legionaries who had escaped the fall of the earth rampart
appeared up on the city’s battlements, jeering down at the halted,
exhausted Eastern force.

Pavo once
again picked out the black shape that was Maximus, up there. He
seemed unmoved by what had gone on, and still radiated confidence.
Surely misplaced, given the reverse he had just suffered, and now
that he was effectively besieged on this island?

‘You cannot
take or pass Siscia,’ the Dark Eagle called down to them. ‘Equally,
you cannot withdraw, for my boats still command the far bank.’ With
a dramatic flourish, he cast one hand over the heads of the Eastern
ranks and behind them. ‘And… look!’ he gaily cried.

Pavo felt a
crawling sensation on his neck, as if a swarm of ants were upon
him. Slowly, he twisted to look behind him. The setting sun had
thrown a purple haze across the bloody river, the light sparkling
on the churning currents and the corpses clogged in the reeds. His
gaze drifted past the galleys blocking the far end of the ford, and
on, up the rocky slopes of the Julian Alpes.

The brim of
one height was crawling – like his neck. Thousands more soldiers,
their armour glittering in the dying light, pouring over a high
pass, streaming downhill. They were several miles distant, but
there was no doubt: they were coming this way.

‘As you can
see, my brother and his legions are not far away on the Via
Flavia,’ Maximus bellowed. ‘I called for him many days ago, you see
– as soon as I found out that there was no point in blocking that
coastal road.’

Pavo felt a
coldness shoot through him.

‘That’s right.
I know all about Valentinian’s foolish attempt to sail upon Rome.
And now he is dead, you fools – I sent Dragathius and my best ships
to intercept him.’

Theodosius,
mud and blood-spattered, squelched up to the crest of the earth
bank and shook his fists in the direction of Siscia. ‘Maximus, you
godless cur!’

Stilicho
hauled him back, just in case there was a keen enough marksman on
Siscia’s walls.

‘How?’
Theodosius croaked. ‘How could he have known…’

Now Maximus
stepped up onto the parapet’s edge and bawled triumphantly towards
the Eastern army. ‘Thank you, Peregrinus! For handing me the boy
Caesar’s head on a plate, and for diverting the Goths of the
Haims.’

The words hit
Theodosius like stones, sending him staggering backwards.
‘What?’

‘The traitor
lives?’ Stilicho croaked. ‘He was behind the non-arrival of
the Goths?’

General
Arbogastes’ eyes darted. ‘Peregrinus?’ he snarled, whirling to
scream across his own ranks. ‘Peregrinus!’

The Eastern
ranks stared at their emperor and his generals, shaken, confused.
The only reply was the boundless song of the wind and the
river.

Pavo felt
hollow to his core. Peregrinus was alive? Memories of the
cistern came flooding back. How could it be? He had followed the
green-cloaked Vespillo into the cistern. The eunuch had irrefutably
breathed his last down there, and the Arcanus had fled.

He felt his
mind coming loose, sanity slipping away.

Then the thing
Verax had said about the odd markings on the eunuch’s wrists rose
like spikes in his thoughts.

And finally,
the truth hit him like a bolt of lightning.

There was
another.

A third person
down there that night in the blackness. Someone wearing the
eunuch’s cloak.

The
real Peregrinus.

Vespillo had
been missing for days before the cistern incident. Not because he
had been plotting… because he had been taken captive. And the wrist
markings – might they have been rope-burns? Had the eunuch been
kept down there in the damp cistern vaults, wrists tied, by the
true traitor?

The true
traitor, who had been marching with them all this time. Undermining
this campaign at every opportunity. Who?

The river song
rose around him like an army of hissing snakes.

Nothing felt
real anymore.

‘Forget
Peregrinus,’ Maximus preached on. ‘I’d concentrate more on my
brother’s approach if I were you. I’d say he and his legions will
reach the riverside by dawn. You thought you were going to snare me
in your pincers? Well now it is you who will soon find yourself in
a very uncomfortable position – like a rotten olive in a
press.’ He extended both arms high. ‘For now… congratulations!
Enjoy the spoils of your efforts today. You have won… a mighty bank
of dirt!’

All along
Siscia’s battlements, his forces roared with laughter.


Chapter 25

14th August 388 AD

Siscia
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Flies droned
around the corpses clogged in the shallows and the stiff odour of
death hung in the air. The Army of the East – filthy, weary and
cramped on their hard-won rampart – waited for their emperor’s
orders, the threats of Maximus ringing in their ears, anguished by
the sight of his brother, Marcellinus, pouring down the Julian
Alpes with a fresh army in tow. Twelve whole banners – meaning at
least twelve thousand men. The numerical advantage had not just
been erased but turned on its head. As dusk became night,
Marcellinus did not slow to make camp. Instead, their torches
blinked to life and the great train of soldiery marched on through
the hours of darkness. Closer, closer, just like dawn.

With a flurry
of shouts and angry voices, Theodosius’ imperial pavilion was
raised near the river island’s edges, sheltered from view of Siscia
by the captured earth rampart. The river spray soaked the purple,
mud-stained fabric, and the whole thing sagged rather ominously
thanks to the poor pitching ground.

Pavo wheezed
still from the effort of combat, mind whirring with the revelation
that the traitor was very much alive and still amongst them.

He saw
Commander Stilicho stepping up onto a crate. ‘Protectores, come
together,’ he called, waving them towards the pavilion.

One by one,
the men in their pieces of white armour emerged from the crowds.
Pavo joined them. Only eight of them had survived the day, Pavo
realised, including himself, and... ‘Frugilo?’ he said, spotting
the corpse-faced fellow, and realising he hadn’t seen him since
mid-battle. He felt at once glad that the man had survived, and
guarded too – thinking of his ever-stranger behaviour during this
campaign.

‘Impressive
work today,’ Frugilo said in that low rumble of his. ‘I thought the
ford would be a mass grave by now.’ He rocked slightly with a
macabre chuckle, and swished into the tent, following Stilicho. The
rest of the Protectores did likewise.

Inside, dozens
squabbled around Emperor Theodosius, who sat on a simple stool with
his head in his hands. Pavo took his place near one of the tent
poles, standing tall like the other Protectores.

‘Maximus has
furnished Siscia to resist a long siege,’ said Reiks Faustius. ‘One
we cannot afford. This campaign had to be sharp and decisive. He
can hold out in there for months if needs be.’

Promotus drew
his sword from the earth and shook it in the direction of the
island city. ‘We need to rush that damned drawbridge next time it’s
down.’

‘We would be
blown apart before we even set foot upon it,’ said Stilicho. ‘If
you think the heap of earth we just captured was laden with
artillery and bowmen, that place will make you think again.’

‘Then we need
siege engines, war towers,’ Reiks Faustius suggested.

‘It’d take
weeks to fell trees and chop wood,’ sighed Commander Stilicho. ‘We
have but the handful of hours left of this night before the Dark
Eagle’s brother arrives.’

On and on the
debate raged.

Pavo heard the
words echo and bounce around the tent like arrows, none penetrating
his mind. For that was elsewhere – mired in the mystery that none
had so far spoken of.

Peregrinus.
Alive. Active.

It had not
been Vespillo as he had thought. He looked across the emperor’s top
men: Bishop Gregory, General Promotus, Arbogastes and Reiks
Faustius. Only those four remained of the original suspects. Only
they had been in the right places at the right times, at the river
during the clash with the Silver Stag massacre and at the
council meeting where they had agreed upon the campaign
strategy.

Or had there
been others? Had he missed the presence of a legionary tribunus or
some official? Even someone who might have overheard the things
this Peregrinus had known? No, he was sure, it had to have been one
of the four. Apart from him and Frugilo, there were no others who
had been at both events.

His mind fell
silent. For just a flash of a moment, he began to see all that had
happened since his return to the empire’s service in a different
way. It cannot be… he thought.

His eyes slid
to the left. A few paces away, Frugilo stood like him, face plain,
eyes burning into some point in the distance.

You?

His mind
exploded into life again, racing like an out-of-control chariot
team. He remembered the wintry night at the Danubius, and how
Frugilo had been lurking amongst the tents, roaming, alone. Doing
what? And at the strategy meeting, Frugilo had been there. Silent,
watching, listening. Privy to everything that Peregrinus the
Stranger apparently knew. He had almost certainly been present in
the same capacity when Theodosius had shared the identities of
Valentinian’s spies, Quintinus and Nannenius, with his council. He
had been unaccounted for that night at the cistern… until he
miraculously turned up moments after Pavo had been bowled into the
water. More, as a Protector, he had access to the emperor’s
campaign tent – might he have overheard the daily talks with
Theodosius about Valentinian’s true route of attack? Might he have
even found the emperor’s map?

Izodora’s
misgivings echoed though his mind: How much do you actually know
about him?


Nothing, thought Pavo, other than that he is a westerner…
a westerner with a cloudy past…

Once more,
thoughts of how strangely Frugilo had been acting in the approach
to this battle – the cold things muttered under his breath, the
meanness in his eyes.

His heart
pounded.

‘Whatever we
do, we must first root out this spy Maximus has planted in our
midst,’ insisted a cavalry commander. ‘Lest he sabotage us
again.’

This hooked
Pavo from his well of muddled thoughts, dragging him back to the
here and now.

‘There is no
time,’ Emperor Theodosius wailed. ‘No time for inquests and
trials. We have but hours on this hill of soil before we will be
set upon by the Dark Eagle’s twin jaws!’

‘Our only
option is to retreat, surely’ suggested the Tribunus of the Nervii
legion. ‘We must try to force our way back across the ford and
through those banked ships before dawn.’

Promotus
snorted in derision. ‘Making all this – the many hundreds who died
in that ford today – mean nothing?’

‘And even if
we did manage to force our way past the ships,’ argued Arbogastes,
‘how far would we get before Maximus’ brother came speeding down
from the mountains to fall upon us anyway?’

‘Retreat does
not have to be by the way in which we came,’ mused Tribunus Eriulf.
‘Perhaps we can escape this trap by forcing our way past
Siscia and over the bridge to the river’s far banks? Before dawn
and the Dark Eagle’s brother arrive?’

Stilicho shook
his head slowly. ‘An innovative idea… but the city dominates this
small island and guards access to the bridge on the far side. If we
were to attempt to skirt around the walls in our multitudes –
during the darkness of night – they would simply rain missiles and
pour burning oil and hot sand on our heads. It would be
catastrophic.’

Eriulf’s
shoulders slumped. ‘We can’t get in, can’t go round, can’t
retreat…’ he held out his hands then slumped a little further.

Theodosius
finally looked up – his face drawn and haggard. ‘Retreat, retreat,
retreat! I will not hear of it! We cannot retreat safely. We
will not retreat. Our only option is clear. We need
to capture Siscia. We need to take Siscia and this island, and
before dawn. But how? How?’ He looked to each of his
generals, mouth and eyes wide. None had an answer. He looked past
them to the legionary commanders. They all remained silent.

Finally, the
emperor looked to the outer ring of men in the tent, his gaze
dragging across each of the battered, bloodied Protectores. Pavo
felt the man’s glare scrape across him like glowing copper rods.
For all the world he wanted to have an answer. Yet his mind was a
mess, ruined by the dark thoughts about the identity of Peregrinus
the Stranger. He parted his lips to speak, to offer the emperor
something, then closed them again, his head dipping forward in
despair.

Just then, a
sound floated down from the mountains: the clarion call of the
legions of Hispania and the Frankish regiments led by Marcellinus,
the Dark Eagle’s brother. So close that individual shouts could now
be heard, echoing down the slopes like the first thrown spears.
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Under the
moonless night sky, thousands of men sat around the captured earth
rampart on the island’s edge. Some tended to wounds and gently
dabbed at cuts. The less fortunate cried out as surgeons sawed at
their mutilated limbs. A low doggerel song rose and fell
sporadically in a vain attempt to drown out the grim sounds.

The Claudians
sat up on the crest of the rampart. With a grubby bandage around
his head, Darik for once looked less than perfect. All the others
were the same – caked in dirt and blood. All heads regularly
glanced to the eastern banks, the banked ships, and the Julian
Alpes looming above. The many torches of the enemy reinforcements
bobbed inexorably lower, closer. Hearing the grumble of cartwheels,
they turned their attentions in the opposite direction – Siscia –
to watch the latest train of Maximus’ supply wagons rolling in from
the west. The convoy crossed the river via a wide timber bridge to
arrive on that far side of the island then followed the small track
hugging Siscia’s moat, finally arriving at the Eagle Gate on this
near side of the city. The drawbridge descended to allow the
vehicles entry, then groaned shut again, sealing the place once
more. This was the second such convoy to have arrived since
dusk.

Libo, sitting
on the edge of a broken wagon, picked at his teeth with a splinter
of wood. ‘The bastard’s taking no chances. Stocking up in case we
hold out for a while.’

Darik lowered
his voice lest the younger legionaries hear: ‘A while? If we make
it to mid-morning, I’ll buy you a ship-load of wine.’

‘I’ve been in
some tight spots before,’ said Sura. ‘Not sure it’s ever been
this tight. But don’t lose heart,’ he nodded towards the
emperor’s pavilion. ‘Let’s wait and see what the big noises in
there come up with.’

‘Hope… is the
dream of the waking man,’ Betto said gently.

‘You and your
bloody quotes,’ Pulcher growled with a playful smile.

At that
moment, the officers and generals emerged from the tent, the
conference over. Pavo trudged over towards the Claudians. Many
heads rose a little in anticipation, watching as he dumped his
leather bag of armour – recovered from the basalt rock mid-ford –
down and sat beside it, taking out a piece and doing his best to
wipe it clean with a rag.

‘What’s the
plan, sir?’ asked Indus.

Pavo took a
moment before looking at him, his expression weary and forlorn. ‘We
wait here. We face the twin jaws of Maximus and his brother.’

Men whispered
in shock. Even the veterans of the Claudia looked ashen.

‘The emperor
wants to storm Siscia, but nobody can see a way to do that in just
a few hours. Thus, he wants us to bed in here and fight for our
lives at dawn.’ A few men began grousing and whispering anxiously.
‘That’s the emperor’s decision,’ Pavo said, raising his voice just
a little. ‘So when it once again comes to swords, we must be ready,
aye?’

‘Aye,’ Sura
answered eventually. A flurry of quiet voices echoed this.






A tense time
passed with few men speaking. Pavo returned to cleaning his armour.
A clump of dried mud apparently glued to the underside of one of
his greaves seemed determined to thwart him. And one thought clung
to his mind like a poisoned vine…

Every so often
he looked up to locate Frugilo. The man was strolling near the edge
of the rampart closest to Siscia, hands clasped behind his
back.

His mind sped
over it all time and again. Was Frugilo Peregrinus, the man who had
wrecked the East and brought them to this, the brink of disaster.
How could he prove anything? And to what end – for they were all
fated to die on this hill regardless. Worst of all, it hurt him
like the loss of a comrade to think that Frugilo had misled him all
this time. Those well-chosen words he had offered that night at
camp: Some must kill because they are given no choice. Others
choose to kill… had they been intended as advice and as a
comfort, as Pavo had taken them... or as a confession?

A short while
later, Sura approached and handed him a bowl of millet porridge. It
was warm, creamy and filling, and he finished it in moments. It
reminded him of home. This war was supposed to be the key that
would unlock widespread peace and allow him to be released from his
duties and return to his loved ones. Right now, it seemed certain
that Izodora and Marcus would instead be receiving a visit from the
legionary funeral officials. The thought almost crushed him. And
Valentinian, the young Caesar for whom he had made this march… was
dead. His face scrunched up a little as grief tried to find a way
out, but he bit it back, swallowed hard, and took a deep, sorrowful
breath.

A squelch of
damp boots sounded nearby: Commander Stilicho, coming up to the
breast of the earthen mound. He acknowledged Pavo then crouched to
one knee nearby to observe Siscia. Every so often he too sighed in
anguish at the obstinately perfect defences.

Pavo returned
to cleaning his armour. The dried mud was still stubbornly clinging
to the underside of the greave. He growled, going at it vigorously.
It did not move. ‘Very well,’ he snapped, tossing the greave down.
It landed white side up. At least he couldn’t see the cursed mud
now.

His eyes
rolled back towards Siscia, the drawbridge, and the latest convoy
of wagons, as the last of them rolled inside and the chains rattled
again to raise the drawbridge once more. Far to the west, he
spotted the next convoy rolling towards the river, pale in the
starlight. He glanced at the greave again. Still the mud was
invisible.

The moment was
like the clicking of a long-stuck lock. ‘Sir,’ Pavo said to
Stilicho. ‘I have an idea.’
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Peregrinus
watched as Stilicho and the guardsman, Pavo, remained locked in a
hushed conversation. He was up to something, again. More prominent
in his thoughts were the tense discussions he had a short time ago
witnessed in the imperial tent.

We can’t
get in, can’t go round, can’t retreat, Tribunus Eriulf had
said. Peregrinus smiled. So ironic, that the Master of the Vesi
should seemingly care so passionately about the endeavours of the
Romans he was apparently oathbound to destroy.

He looked over
the beleaguered Eastern force, and felt a grudging morsel of
respect for them. They had fought valiantly to win a foothold on
this river island. His thoughts came back to Pavo… now that was
some daring he and his old legionary comrades had performed to
secure the victory. Some victory, Peregrinus mused with a
low chuckle, for it had left them in a truly precarious position.
Dawn was but hours away.

Morning would
bring the almightiest of battles, he realised. The Easterners would
be crushed, surely? Yes, almost certainly. But only almost. To his
surprise, he could not confidently predict that they would
lose.

It made him
think of the delicate balance here. The jaws, closing in. The time,
slipping away. The prize – a throne… riding on things all going as
they should.

It made him
think of the time in his youth in the West, when he had wagered all
of his purse of silver rings on a wrestling competition. Vrax, the
flat-faced giant had beaten every single man he had faced, reigning
as champion for five whole years. Peregrinus had watched the man
pummel musclebound youths and shrewder, older fighters alike. When
Vrax stepped into the arena, victory was a certainty. So Peregrinus
had tipped his hard-earned coins into the bookmaker’s cupped hands…
and then he had watched the champion stumble into the ring looking
tired and dehydrated, before succumbing to a simple defeat. Vrax
ate bad meat yesterday. He’s been on the latrine all night and this
morning too, said another spectator standing alongside him.
Peregrinus, feeling hollowed out, had turned to look at the fellow
– the owner of the inn at which Vrax regularly ate. Just shows
you, eh? The innkeeper said, smiling. There’s no such thing
as certainty. With that, the innkeeper had swaggered over to
collect his winnings from the bookmaker.

‘No such thing
as certainty,’ Peregrinus mused, stroking his chin. He looked to
the night sky again. ‘Not long till dawn… not long at all.’
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The moonless
night lingered over Siscia, with little noise apart from the rumble
of horses and clatter of wagon wheels rattling across the wooden
bridge linking the western banks to that side of the river
island.

‘Come on,’
Buca cracked the whip above the wagon horses. ‘It’s been the
longest day I can remember. My arse is red raw sitting on this
plank.’

Nasica, yawned
beside him, waking from a light slumber. ‘Too much buggering, I’d
say.’

Buca shot him
a dirty look. ‘You’re driving this thing back to Mediolanum
tomorrow.’

Nasica
chuckled. ‘You think we’re getting back home tomorrow?’ he gestured
to the scene ahead: a thousand torches glowed on Siscia’s walls.
‘Nah, we’re here for the long haul,’ he said as they rounded the
city’s southern edge and brought the wagon round towards the Eagle
Gate. ‘Once he has defeated the Easterners, Emperor Maximus plans
to push his army on to take the rest of Pannonia. Dacia and Thracia
are next, they say. We’ll be needed to keep them supplied.’

Buca was
crestfallen. ‘But… but I was on a promise from Livia.’ He said,
absently rubbing his crotch with one hand and jabbing the thumb of
the other over his shoulder in the vague direction of distant
Mediolanum. ‘She had borrowed the oil and that contraption from her
friend and everything.’

Nasica wheezed
with mirth. ‘I’m sure she’ll find another man to try the
contraption out with. Maybe they’ll watch themselves at it in that
blue mirror in your bedroom?’

‘What did you
say?’ Buca growled. At the same time, the wagon’s front-right wheel
hit a rock. The vehicle bucked and rolled to a halt. ‘Agh… look
what you made me do.’

‘Calm down,’
chuckled Nasica. I’m sure she’ll not be up to any of that business
while you’re away…’

Buca grumbled
and swished a hand, letting the matter go.

‘…it’s not as
if there’s anyone new left in Mediolanum for her to fuck anyway,
and-’

‘Right!’ Buca
roared, launching himself on his wagon companion. ‘You little shit.
I’ll rip your balls off for that!’

Voices rose in
complaint from the wagons halted behind them. ‘What’s the hold up?
Move! We’ve been on the road all day!’

Buca shoved
Nasica, hard. ‘We’ll settle this later,’ he murmured, then jumped
down onto the track. The wheel was fine. The rock had been a small
one, and he kicked it to the side of the track.

One of the
horses nickered and pawed at the ground a little. ‘What’s wrong
girl?’ he frowned, looking around her hooves. Nothing there now.
‘Bloody rodents,’ he guessed, then climbed back aboard the
wagon.
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While the two
drivers argued, Pavo slid from his hiding spot in the bushes, edged
down onto the track as quietly as he could then rolled under the
halted wagon. The rock had done enough to stop the vehicle. Now for
the tricky bit. He reached up and looped his shield over a pole
running the length of the wagon’s undercarriage. The well-weathered
porpax sleeve served as a perfect means of purchase. Straining, he
lifted his legs up too, looping them into place to hang from the
vehicle’s underside – just like that lump of stubborn mud on the
greave that had given him the idea. A moment later, and Sura rolled
under too. Pavo looked back, seeing his friend clambering into
place nearer the back of the pole.

‘Here we go,’
Sura whispered.

From above,
the whip lashed and the wagon jolted. The two on the driver’s bench
continued to bicker away. Pavo bent at the neck to peer the length
of his body and see ahead as best he could. The walls of Siscia
and… the drawbridge, descending again.

‘Stay quiet,’
he whispered, looking back towards Sura. ‘We’re almost there.’

As he said
this, he froze. Beyond Sura and the rear of this wagon’s underside,
he caught a glimpse of the following vehicle. It was the same as
this one, with two drivers on the bench and provisions heaped on
its back. But… was there… something hanging underneath that vehicle
too? No, it couldn’t be. He blinked a few times to clear his eyes,
but by then the bend in the track meant he couldn’t see the
following wagon at all.

Their own
vehicle juddered as it rattled across the timbers of the
drawbridge, coming under the shadowy mandible of the Eagle
Gate.

Pavo held his
breath as they slowed to a halt there. He heard the flat tones of
the gate guards as they challenged the two drivers. He watched as
the boots of one sentry paced along by the side of the vehicle,
slowly, deliberately. A whoosh of canvas sounded from the rear of
the wagon. ‘Aye, one hundred sacks of wheat and ten of dried meat,’
the sentry confirmed. ‘Just like their tablet claims.’ He was
walking away again when a commander halted him in his tracks.
‘Check underneath, see they’re not smuggling anything.’

Pavo shot a
look back at Sura, both turning white with alarm.

The sentry
stepped back alongside the wagon, and his knees bent as he began to
crouch. One hand rested on the ground as he dipped lower… then:

‘Hold on,’
Buca the wagon driver suddenly spluttered. ‘How did you know we
have a blue mirror in our bedroom, Nasica? You’ve been
fucking Livia, haven’t you? You ratbag!’

A few stammers
in reply were muted by the thwack of a heavy punch. At once,
the crouching sentry stood up again, he and all the other pairs of
feet nearby rushing to the front of the vehicle to part the
fighting men. Shouting became barked demands for order from the
gate commander: ‘Get this wagon into the warehouse before I have
you both flogged!’

Pavo puffed in
relief as the wagon jolted and rolled inside Siscia, the others
following behind.

The wagon
convoy jostled on the rutted flagstones, then rolled under a roofed
area where the wagon crews’ voices echoed around. The air in here
was musty and stale, the place dimly lit by a few torches. A
warehouse, Pavo guessed. The wagon rose as the driving pair
alighted, then shook and dipped again as warehouse workers hopped
on board and off, unloading the supplies. Pavo’s arms and hips
quivered with fatigue as he held on to the pole underneath for what
felt like an age. Finally, the workers dispersed, the torchlight
was extinguished and there was darkness and silence. He let go and
landed on his back on the warehouse floor with a thud.

Sura slapped
down too, wheezing. The pair lay there for a moment, rubbing their
shoulders and thighs, groaning. Pavo rolled onto his belly and
wormed his way out from under the vehicle.

All was still.
The warehouse was a jumble of crates, heaped sacks and racks of
tools and weapons and the row of parked wagons. One end of the
building lay open to the night, facing the inner side of the Eagle
Gate. Silvery pairs of Western legionaries strode past every so
often, combing the pomerium – the street that ran along the
base of the walls and the gatehouse. Sura bellied out next to him
and both looked up, seeing the starry night sky and the silhouettes
of the dense watch on Siscia’s eastern battlements. Hundreds of
legionaries paced to and fro on that high walkway. The artillery
stations up there were manned, the weapons trained in the direction
of the dirt rampart and the ford, ready to unleash death upon
Theodosius’ battered forces from one side when the reinforcement
legions of Marcellinus arrived and began driving at them from the
other.

The slightest
sound startled Pavo then. A scrape. He shot an accusing look at
Sura. For fuck’s sake be quiet! he mouthed.

Sura scowled
and held out open palms of innocence. Pavo’s senses heightened
then. He realised the noise hadn’t come from Sura’s direction, but
from somewhere else. Somewhere behind the two. Here, inside the
warehouse. His skin crawled as he regarded the deep shadows behind
and around them. Maybe they were not alone? With a yowl, a black
and white cat came scampering out from the warehouse depths,
skidding around a corner to bolt on down the street.

‘Pavo,’ Sura
hissed in the barest of noises. He was pointing to the sky. The
slightest change of colour up there – from inky black to dark blue
– meant one thing: dawn was coming. Not a moment to lose.

The pair
scuttled to the warehouse’s open side, each pressing their back to
one of the wooden posts supporting the roof on that side. Both
looked directly across the street, at the small dark arched doorway
beside the sealed Eagle Gate.

‘That’s it,’
Sura hissed, ‘the winch room.’

Pavo nodded
rapidly, waving a hand down for silence.

Both knew the
pattern of heavily fortified imperial cities well. Inside there
would be the chains that controlled the drawbridge. He stared at
the gate and the walls, his mind’s eye seeing through them,
thinking of the earth rampart outside… and the arrayed Eastern
soldiery ready and waiting just behind it. Stilicho had been
uncertain about this ploy. Yet in the absence of all other ideas
and the precious few hours they had in which to do
something, he had agreed to put it to the emperor.
Theodosius had approved the plan, but not before giving Pavo a look
that clearly indicated that if it was to go wrong then he would be
the scapegoat – the fool that would be blamed for the failure of
the campaign.

Just as he was
about to risk stepping out from the hiding spot, low voices rose
from the end of the street. A pair of ground patrol sentries was
coming. He stepped back, hugging the shadows, watching them. They
were muttering in conversation as they went, halting only for a
moment beside the winch room doorway.

‘All quiet?’
one ground patrol man called into the room.

‘Aye. Bored,’
replied a voice from inside.

The patrol
pair laughed and moved on again, drawing towards Pavo and Sura’s
hiding spot.

Pavo pressed
himself to the post and held his breath, until they had passed. He
then began to count, inwardly, watching the end of the street from
where the patrol had appeared. One, two, three, four… five.
Another patrol pair rounded that corner, combing the street again.
Like the previous pairing, these two also called into the small
dark doorway before carrying on past Pavo and Sura.

The pair
watched as the latest sentry patrol turned the corner and walked
out of view.

Ready?
Both mouthed in unison, knowing they only had a count of five to
move before the next sentries appeared. Ready! Both mouthed
again, then rushed across the street and bundled into the winch
house.

Inside, two
Western legionaries were busy playing knucklebones. They looked up,
grumpy and weary, as if expecting comrades had come to relieve them
of their duty. Their faces fell. Pavo saw at that moment that thing
he had been trying to put from his mind: they were two young
Romans. They were not Maximus, yet they were bound to him and to do
his bidding.

‘I’m sorry,’
he rasped, then brought his sword hilt crashing down on the side of
one’s face, knocking him out cold. When the other rose in shock and
went for his weapon – an axe – Sura dealt him a right hook that
sent the soldier spinning backwards and crashing against the wall.
He slumped there, unconscious.

‘Right, let’s
do this,’ Pavo said, breathing hard.

‘Er, Pavo…’
Sura said.

Pavo looked
up. Sura was wearing “that” face – the one he always donned when
one of his preposterous stories had been debunked. ‘Where is the
winch?’

Pavo scowled.
‘What do you mean where is the…’ his words tapered away as
he looked around the small guard room. There was no winch, no
chains. ‘What the…’

Sura strode
towards a stout, iron-strapped door to the rear of the small room,
shoving at it. Locked tight. He pressed his faced to the small
grating near head height and peered in. ‘In there,’ he rumbled.
‘The winch is in there.’

Pavo strode
over and looked through the grating for himself. There it was: the
winch. Around it was wound a huge iron chain that stretched up to a
hole in the ceiling, no doubt leading to some other set of cogs and
wheels that adjoined the chain to the drawbridge’s raised end. His
mind reeled and his eyes dropped to the lock in the door. ‘Keys…
where are the keys?’

‘One of these
two must have them,’ Sura said, instantly dropping to his haunches
by one and searching the man’s belt and pouch. ‘Nothing.’

Pavo was
approaching the second, when the man stirred, his eyes swelling in
fright. The first thing he did was to snatch something from around
his neck and toss it across the flagstones.

Pavo and
Sura’s heads turned, watching the keys skip and skate across the
guard house floor… then disappear through the gap at the bottom of
the locked winch room door.

‘Fuck!’ they
uttered in unison.

They stared at
the guard, who then promptly passed out again.

Pavo rose and
approached the winch room door, pressing and shoving at it. It
might as well have been made of stone. Sura tried reaching in
through the gap at the door’s base with his fingers to retrieve the
keys, but again to no avail. Pavo stepped back, wringing his
fingers through his hair, hearing the muttering of the next sentry
pairing coming along the street.

He stepped
into the threshold, back pressed against the stonework: the
sentries were a stone’s throw away and closing. They would cry out
in alarm, and all of the Dark Eagle’s legionaries here in Siscia
would be upon them. The campaign would end in disaster.
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Peregrinus
climbed up the ladder, through the open hatch in the ceiling. He
stepped out and across the warehouse roof, careful to stay in the
shadows and watchful of obstacles that might trip him. A loose
piece of stone on the warehouse floor had almost betrayed him
moments ago when he had detached himself from the underside of the
second wagon. The damned cat had thankfully covered for him.

He came to the
catapult installation – one of many mounted on the roofs of the
city’s buildings. A shrewd inner line of defence should the outer
walls be overrun – an unlikely event, as things stood. Unlikely,
but certainly not impossible. This device like the others lay
unmanned right now, and that was just perfect.

He heard the
muted whispers below of Pavo and Sura, and smiled thinly. Their
plan was desperate. If it succeeded, then Siscia would fall and the
Dark Eagle’s position of strength would be reversed.

He carefully
loaded a stone into the device, then turned the torsion handle just
a few times. This would not need much power, not at such close
range. He then hunkered down beside the thing, waiting,
watching…

There! Like
rats in the night, Pavo and Sura bolted across the street. They
vanished into the winch house. He turned his ear to the doorway
there, hearing the muffled sounds of a struggle. Then, silence…

No sound of
breaking chains. The Eagle gate drawbridge remained up and
sealed.

He watched the
doorway like a carrion hawk.

Pavo appeared
there, leaning out, looking anxiously down the street, spotting the
next approaching patrol.

Peregrinus
grinned, moving one hand towards the catapult… and pulling the hook
free from the end of the restraining rope.
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Pavo snatched
another look down the street. The guards were but thirty strides
away. Yet he felt the strangest chill. He was being watched.
Someone else had spotted him already, he was sure. He swept his
gaze across the rest of the city’s dark interior, then jerked back
to one spot directly opposite, on the warehouse roof. Was that…

Whoosh!

He jolted in
pure instinct as something hurtled past him, skirting his face by a
mere finger’s-width. Sucking in a breath of shock, he whirled on
his heel to see the giant projectile miss Sura by the merest of
margins too… before it slammed into the back of the guard room.

Shaking, ears
ringing, eyes stinging from the dust thrown up by the strike, he
saw Sura, opposite. His friend’s eyes were wide with shock.
Deafened, he could only lip-read what Sura said: What just
happened?

Devoid of
answers, Pavo risked a look back up at the roof. Nobody there now,
just the quivering, spent catapult.

‘Pavo,’ he
heard Sura hissing, his hearing returning. ‘Pavo!’

He turned to
look at his friend once again, and then at the thing Sura was
staring at: the broken space where the locked door had been, and
the sight laid bare beyond: the winch.

‘Mithras’
arse, what was that racket?’ a voice muttered from some way down
the street. ‘The winch house? Quick, let’s go check.’

Pavo and Sura
looked at one another for but a heartbeat, then both, eyes like
plates, turned their attentions upon the winch. Sura lunged towards
it as if to grapple with it, hands searching the space either side.
‘Where’s the crank handle?’ He raked his hands backwards through
his hair, transfixed on the bolts where the handle would normally
be attached. ‘They keep it somewhere else. Of course they do.’ He
looked to Pavo. ‘Without the handle, we’re finished.’

Pavo’s mind
whirred. His head snapped round to the axe lying beside one of the
unconscious guards. ‘Brute force, then?’ he said, pointing towards
the weapon.

‘Do it,’ Sura
nodded hurriedly.

Pavo rushed to
the spot where the axe lay then tried and – inexplicably – failed
to pick it up three times before managing it successfully on the
fourth attempt.

The patter of
guard footsteps grew close, their starlit shadows bouncing and
stretching in the room’s doorway.

‘Fuckfuckfuck!
Hurry,’ Sura gasped.

Pavo took one
step back, then ran at the winch, bringing the axe overhead and
swooshing it down upon the chain.

Clang!

Sparks
flew.

The chain
split with a sound like a tolling bell. The stonework of the room
shivered and Pavo and Sura both clutched their ears. With a fierce
whir, the winch cogwheel started spinning and became a blur
as the chain shot rapidly upwards, the severed end lashing like a
serpent’s tail as it vanished up through the ceiling hole.
Somewhere outside, an almighty whoosh of something falling from a
great height sounded, and then a great crash of timbers
hammering against earth.

A strange
moment of silence ensued. Stunned shouts then began to break out
from the battlements above. ‘The drawbridge is down! Who gave the
order?’

Pavo and Sura
dared to edge outside the winch house. The patrol soldiers who had
been coming for them were halted in the street, gawping at the
mighty Eagle Gate – laid open, the drawbridge lowered – and with
the chain shattered it would be staying that way for a short time
at least.

A rumble rose
from outside the city, coming from the direction of the earth
rampart…

The patrol
pair now spotted Pavo and Sura, and realised what had happened. The
nearest’s face twisted into a murderous scowl. ‘Eastern saboteurs
in the city! Kill them!’ Seven more enemy troops spilled from a
barrack block nearby, and the combined nine rushed for the two
infiltrators.

Pavo and Sura
pressed together, shoulder to shoulder, holding up all they had –
just a sword and a shield each – with exhausted arms.

Meanwhile, the
rumble outside now grew deafening, nearer…

‘Die!’
the lead patrolman screamed, leaping for them.

At that
moment, a dense wing of elite Scutarii riders surged in through the
Eagle Gate. The patrol troops coming for Pavo and Sura vanished
under their hooves in a blur of crimson. Pavo and Sura pressed
their backs to the stonework of the walls to get out of the path of
the charge. The Huns then thundered in next with a chorus of
eerie-sounding cries: Whoop! Whoa! Then came the
blonde-maned Alani, lances glimmering in the low light. Together,
these elite Eastern and allied horsemen flooded into Siscia’s
streets and alleys.

Behind the
riders came another din: of many boots rattling on the drawbridge
timbers. Moments later the Lancearii and the Flavia Felix legions
surged inside too, with a deafening war cry. They fanned out, each
storming a gate turret, and then more and more Eastern legions
spilled in – the Hiberi, the Nervii, the X Gemina, Eriulf’s
Thervingi. Next came the Goths of Reiks Faustius, who leapt upon
the Western troops like wolves, spears flashing and axes milling.
On and on the army of Theodosius spilled inside in a rage.

Up above, the
Western defenders on the city walls – caught cold and panicking –
hurled down frantic volleys of javelins and a few of the stone and
bolt throwers up there managed to loose. But within moments, the
Lancearii and Flavia Felix had won the gate turret stairwells, and
forced their way out onto the battlements. Screams erupted from up
there as Maximus’ legionaries fell, wounded, plunging down to burst
on the street. The last of the night air over Siscia rang as swords
clashed, sparks flew and death shouts and battle oaths echoed up
and down the streets and lanes.

Just then, the
Primani legion – one of Maximus’ finest – burst from an alley,
surged into the flank of the flooding Eastern soldiers, hacking
many down. A group of them led by a tall blue-plumed officer
spotted Pavo and Sura and charged for them.

Pavo and Sura
raised their blades, each swiping to parry away the assault. Pavo
shoved one back with his shield, then brought the bottom edge of it
down, hard, to break the ankle of another, before sliding his sword
between the ribs of a third. But there were too many. The
blue-plumed officer hacked on and on, murderously, slashing Pavo’s
cheek and nearly tearing his throat.

Then came a
familiar cry: ‘Claudia… attack!’ roared Libo, leading the
ruby-shielded legion into the city. He, Pulcher and Darik bounded
at the head of the legion. Betto, holding the ruby bull banner
level like a giant lance, burst forth and slammed the eagle tip
into the Primani officer’s face, sending a shower of blood and
teeth everywhere, knocking his blue-plumed helm off. The rest of
the Claudians swarmed over the others. In moments, the Primani were
on the retreat.

‘You did it,’
Pulcher said with a hysterical laugh, handing Pavo’s ridge helmet
to him. ‘You only bloody did it!’

‘Aye,’ Pavo
said as he buckled on his helm. Yet he still felt somewhat like a
man who had cheated death. Once more, he glanced up at the spot on
the warehouse roof where the catapult stood.

‘Man the
walls, repair the gate bridge,’ howled one of the Eastern officers.
The orders were echoed, and around one quarter of the invading
forces now broke away to consolidate their hold on this part of the
city’s defences. These walls and the earth rampart would now safely
rebuff any dawn approach of Marcellinus.

Meanwhile, the
rest of the campaign army forged on through the city, driving
towards its western end in an effort to bring it all under Eastern
control and to seize Maximus the tyrant.

Pavo and Sura
fell into place with the Claudians, joining the press through the
city.

‘Sura, that
catapult strike,’ Pavo said as they moved.

‘Aye. By
rights we should both be dead. Did you see where it came from?’

‘The warehouse
roof.’

‘A guard?’
said Sura. ‘Isn’t it more common just to raise the alarm?’

‘I don’t think
it was a guard. I think… I think it was someone from our own
camp.’

‘What? In
here? Impossible. We were a two-man mission.’

Pavo shook his
head. ‘I think we were followed in by another. Someone was hanging
from the base of the wagon behind us. ‘That was the scraping noise
we heard in the warehouse. The same person who nearly took my head
off and finished us before we could lower the gates.’

‘Who in our
camp would do tha…’ Sura’s face visibly paled, even in the low
light. ‘Peregrinus?’

Pavo felt sick
to his core. ‘It had to have been him.’

Just then, a
squadron of Secundani legionaries spilled out from an alley mouth
in an attempt to block the Eastern advance through the city. Pavo
threw up his sword to parry the attack of one. Sparks flew, before
he reversed his blade into the man’s belly. Blood sprayed through
the night, and the attempted resistance was wiped out. The
Easterners moved on like wildfire, seizing ward after ward. The
Western forces, unprepared for this, began to capitulate.

That was when
Pavo spotted the dark, feather-cloaked silhouette speeding along
the city battlements, outrunning the capitulation, headed for the
western gates.

Emperor
Theodosius, riding alongside Commander Stilicho, saw it too. The
emperor jolted tall in his saddle, pointing. ‘Bring me Maximus,’ he
roared. ‘Bring me the Dark Eagle!’

This brought
his Eastern legions out in a chaotic new crescendo of battle cries.
The tide was unstoppable. A moment later and Western horns pealed
in their dozens.

‘The city has
fallen. Retreat!’ their commanders wailed. ‘Withdraw!’

A shaft of
starlight appeared at the city’s western end as the narrow postern
gates there parted. A silvery mass flooded out through them –
Maximus’ best legions, spilling across the western timber bridge,
escaping the river island. With them was Maximus himself, mounted,
his cape shivering in a flurry of feathers.

General
Arbogastes appeared now, riding to the fore, saddled on a giant
white gelding, face streaked with blood. ‘Forwaaard,’ he
blared. ‘Don’t let them escape!’

When the
Claudians reached those western gates, A detachment of Maximus’ men
had formed a screen, blocking the gateway and fighting to protect
the Dark Eagle’s retreat across the bridge. Pavo and the Claudians
could not get near the front lines. But Pavo could see swords
milling and blood spurting as the Western soldiers resisted the
Eastern press. Brave, loyal legionaries, he thought, willing to
stand and fight until they heard Maximus call to have them fall
back too and join the retreat.

Instead
Maximus, now safe on the far side of the river, gave some hand
signal to his engineers. With a groan of ropes and a thwack of
axes, the timbers of the western bridge wavered and collapsed into
the angry white rapids of the Savus.

Realising they
had been forsaken, the defenders who had screened his retreat
wailed and cried out. ‘He cut the bridge. He has abandoned us. He
has left us to die!’

A moment later
and they began throwing down their weapons and begging for
mercy.

The Eastern
legions, lost in a fury of revenge for the brutality they had
endured at the ford earlier in the day, were deaf to this and
showed no mercy. Heads were cleaved, pleas for clemency were met
with sword edges and men who tossed down their weapons in
submission were slain regardless. Pavo saw all this in horror,
neither he nor any of the Claudians joining in the frenzy.

‘Stop,’ he
cried. Memories of the dream roared through his mind, flashed
before his eyes. The needlessly slain boy legionary. The crone’s
sad old face.

‘Stop!’ he
cried again, pushing his way through the ranks and wrestling a
soldier away from a cowering, surrendered man.

‘The battle is
over,’ Sura snarled.

It took
Commander Stilicho to bring the slaughter to a halt. ‘Enough,’ he
roared, riding through to the scene, kicking men away from their
cringing opponents. ‘Enough!’

Gradually,
realisation dawned that Maximus was gone, and these men were but
frightened, abandoned soldiers. With much gasping for breath and
many wails and groans from the wounded, the killing ended. The
captured Western troops knelt, and the Flavia Felix and X Gemina
legions held them like that, at spearpoint.

Meanwhile, the
commanders of the Eastern Army moved out through the western gates
and to the shredded edge of the cut bridge.

Emperor
Theodosius guided his bloodied mare to the brink, flanked by his
two generals, Arbogastes and Promotus. They stared across the river
to its western side. There, Maximus and his remnant army were
fading into the north, the black eagle banner shrinking with
distance. Reiks Faustius arrived to watch this also. Bishop Gregory
joined them too, babbling in prayer.

Pavo arrived
with Stilicho to witness it too.

‘Twice in one
day, your designs have saved us,’ Stilicho said quietly to
Pavo.

But Pavo
barely noticed the words of praise. His mind was still pounding
with memories of the catapult blast that had nearly killed him.
Nearly. He prized off his helm, and raked fingers through his hair
– matted to his scalp – as if still in disbelief that the catapult
stone had not turned his head into red mist. ‘Just… only just.’

‘Pavo? Is
something wrong?’ Stilicho said, eyes narrowing.

Deaf to
Stilicho’s question, Pavo looked around.

Where was
Frugilo?

He moved to
the nearest turret and fought through his exhaustion to climb the
stairs. Up at the top he cast his eyes across the city – glowing a
shade of dark red in the first glimpses of dawn. So many faces,
bloodied and pale, so many corpses too.

But no
Frugilo. There had been no sign of him as the army had stormed the
city. That could only mean one thing. He had been elsewhere
tonight.

Beyond the
city in the dawn’s direction, Marcellinus and his forces had
arrived at the ford. But seeing that the city had fallen – and to a
chorus of howls and jeers from the Easterners now fully in command
of the river island – they slowly began to peel away. They moved
north, upriver – the same direction as Maximus and his force.

Siscia had
been taken, but two sizeable armies had escaped.

The Dark Eagle
remained at large.

And so did
Peregrinus.

‘The war was
not over yet, eh?’ said a familiar voice.

Pavo turned to
see Frugilo, having appeared from nowhere to stand beside him on
the parapets, but not looking at him. His eyes were watching it
all, his face expressionless.


Chapter 26

20th August 388 AD

The Plains of Poetovio
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The golden
plain was a picture of pastoral tranquillity. The Julian Alpes
lined the south, with long, low ridges tapering from the range and
onto the flats like splayed fingers. In the distant north the city
of Poetovio shimmered in the sun. Peace and silence reigned.

Suddenly, the
earth began to quiver.

A thunder of
hooves and boots.

Sweeping
north-westwards around the Alpes foothills came an army, some nine
thousand strong, riding under a black eagle banner.

Maximus moved
at its head, mounted on a dark stallion, ringed by his Moorish
bodyguards, and with elite Armatura and Gentiles riders moving as
thousand-strong flanking screens. In their wake marched four crack
legions. Two lesser legions had been sacrificed so he could escape
Siscia. Not ideal, he mused, but merely a dent in his overall
military strength.

‘General
Marcellinus has arrived at the rendezvous already, Majesty,’ said
the commander of the Gentiles, riding alongside him, extending a
finger to point ahead.

Maximus looked
that way, through the warping heat haze. Around two miles to the
northwest, a lake glimmered. Around the shores stood many hundreds
of goatskin tents, with the banners of the legions of Hispania
standing tall, billowing gently in the hot breeze. The Frankish
standards too. Twelve thousand more men. A fine army, unspoiled and
eager.

‘Ah, Brother,
you were always a faster rider than I,’ Maximus said, buoyed by the
sight.

His troops saw
the array of allied troops too and began to murmur confidently.

‘It is better
than that, Domine,’ said the Gentiles commander, rising in the
saddle, shading his eyes so he could see further ahead. ‘There is
also movement on the horizon, due west.’

Maximus
clenched a fist and swung it through the air in triumph.
‘Dragathius!’ he laughed through a cage of teeth.

‘The Bull of
Britannia has returned,’ the soldiers whispered in awe.

Maximus
watched the distant smudge of movement as it rumbled towards the
lake. He had sent word to the giant cavalry commander – urging him
to return from Rome at speed and to come to the rendezvous. This
would give him another four thousand riders. When the three forces
joined and combined, he would be at the head of twenty five
thousand spears. Just in time to wheel them around and swallow up
Theodosius and the pursuing Easterners. They had followed him here
like fish chasing a sparkling lure. His rival had no option: too
proud to back down and with too much of his eastern people’s taxes
sunk into the campaign to return home with anything but
victory.

‘And so it
will happen here,’ Maximus said, his eyes gazing across the golden
grass. He had never intended to lose Siscia, but he had planned for
the eventuality carefully. This plain, he knew, would make a
perfect killing ground.

As he surveyed
it all again, the heat haze did that thing it so often did in this
dog-hot month, and newly revealed something on the golden expanse –
something closer than the lake or the mountains: a small estate of
green gardens and a marble manor. The look of the place – out in
the middle of nowhere – made him smile with bemusement. So quiet,
so calm. And what a magnificent tower rising from the manor’s
centre.

He tugged on
his reins a little as the army passed, letting his eyes linger on
the manor. His bones ached from the six days of rapid marching and
riding, and he could not help but think about the luxury and soft
beds inside. ‘When it is done, I will requisition that place.’

‘It belongs to
one of the senatorial families, Domine,’ said the Gentiles
commander. ‘The Anicii. They sank much of their wealth into the
land and the construction of the estate.’

‘I will
requisition the place,’ Maximus repeated, ‘and I will have a tomb
built for Theodosius in those gardens. A fine tomb, certainly, but
one that leaves no passer by unaware of how much of a fool he was.
He thinks that taking Siscia – one of my thousand cities – makes
him a hero?’

The Gentiles
commander shuffled in discomfort.

‘Something to
say?’ Maximus asked.

‘It… it was
actually some low soldier who wrecked the earth rampart defences
and who sabotaged the drawbridge,’ said the horse commander.

Maximus eyed
the fellow sideways. ‘You say that as if it was the same man who
did both.’

‘It was,
Domine.’ The man replied. ‘A trooper who was present at both events
says he saw who did it. He swears blind it was the one who came to
these lands before to…’ he stopped and shook his head, laughing
quietly to himself.

‘Go on.’

‘It is
ridiculous, Domine. He says it was the same Eastern soldier who
killed Gratian.’

Maximus’
confidence – like a shell of steel until now – developed the very
slightest of cracks.

He drew on the
reins once again. The army slowed a little with him. ‘By noon we
will be at the lake,’ he called to his men, ‘and we will meet our
other forces there. My brother is there already. Dragathius nears.
When united we will be three mighty talons – we will have greater
numbers, and we are well-fed and supplied. Victory, then, becomes a
certainty.’

The men
rumbled in unison.

‘Their legions
will be cut down; their emperor will kneel before me and lose his
head. His campaign war treasures will be mine… and each of you will
have your share.’

Greedy,
anticipatory cries exploded now.

‘Domine,’ An
Armatura horseman shouted. ‘What is that?’

All heads
swished to two of those finger-like ridges tapering from the Julian
Alpes, just ahead and to their left. Between the ridges, a
reflected light glowed, dancing and shimmering on the slopes. A
dense bank of legionaries came thundering into view along that
valley, armour shimmering, eagles and Christian banners held high.
The Army of the East.

Maximus’ mouth
opened and closed again, lost for words.

‘They’ve
gotten ahead of us,’ the Gentiles commander croaked. ‘They must
have found a track through the foothills.’

Maximus
watched as the legions of the East flooded out into the mid-section
of the plain like a great arm stretching in an attempt to bar their
way to the lake. His neck began to burn and his cheeks flushed.

‘They’re
trying to block our way,’ roared the silver-saddled Armatura
commander.

‘We have to
get to the lake first.’ Maximus finally cried. ‘Move… move! And
blow the horns, alert my brother.’

The plain
shook once again as Maximus’ force broke into a dash towards the
lake and their horns keened. A heartbeat later horns pealed in
reply from Marcellinus’ lake camp, and the troops there scrambled
to their feet, grabbing their weapons. He quickly realised the
Eastern legions – even coming at a run – would be too slow. They
would fail to block him from joining his brother and Dragathius…
‘and then they will be stuck here in the middle of the plain,’ he
said with a venomous growl.

And so it
seemed… until the Eastern legions parted. Through the broad
corridor at their centre burst a dense bank of horsemen, riding at
full-pelt.

Maximus jolted
at the sight: Theodosius, galloping at the head of his Scutarii
palace riders, flanked by a wing of equites and a wing of Gothic
horsemen on one side, and by Huns and Alani on the other. All
flying like a spear towards his army’s left flank.

‘Faster!’
Maximus screamed. With a storm of shouts and jangling armour and
whinnying, the Western cavalry tried to spur their horses on, to
race clear of the flanking strike. Yet he realised the attackers
were too swift, that the ambush had been sprung perfectly. There
was only one option now. ‘Come round!’ he snarled. ‘Meet their
charge!’

The dense wing
of horsemen wheeled to the left in an attempt to charge the ambush
head-on.

The distance
between the two forces vanished. One mile, five hundred strides,
one hundred…

Only now did
he notice the small shower of guard riders speeding like pilotfish
near Theodosius. Men wearing pieces of white-painted steel. His
eyes snagged on one, near the fore, white cloak flailing in his
wake, white greaves on his legs.

‘Pavo?’ he
gasped. ‘Pavo!’ he snarled, ripping his sword free.
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The wind
screamed in Pavo’s ears as he lay flat in the saddle, a lance in
the hand of his good arm, the porpax shield hugging the other. This
was it, their one chance to crush Maximus. With just less than four
thousand horse, they had to pin the Dark Eagle here long enough to
allow the Eastern legions to catch up, and then bring him to
surrender, or death, all before the close-by and onrushing army of
Marcellinus could come to his relief.

‘Death to the
East!’ cried Maximus’ men, hoisting their black eagle banners.

‘For God! For
Mithras! For the empire!’ roared the riders of the East.

In those last
moments before the sides met, Pavo looked left, at the rider by his
side. Frugilo, face set against the wind, eyes like slits. Is it
you? he screamed again, inwardly.

Apparently
sensing Pavo’s gaze upon him, Frugilo’s top lip bent. ‘Eyes front!’
the Protector snarled.

He was right,
Pavo realised. There would be a time for recriminations, for truth.
Right now there was only the steel and thunder of battle, and if he
was to live, then he had to give all of his attentions to this
moment.

Maximus’
Gentiles riders raised lances and shields. Pavo braced his body,
gripped his lance and trained it on the foremost man, charging for
him head on, snarling.

With an
almighty clatter, the two armies smashed together. Pavo’s
lance grazed that of his opponent and the contact sent him swinging
wildly to one side of the saddle. He grabbed the leather horn at
the saddle front at the last moment to keep himself from
falling.

All around him
a calamitous din of clashing weapons and screaming horses exploded
as the Eastern cavalry ploughed deep into Maximus’ ranks and vice
versa. He used his shield to barge and unhorse three enemy riders
before lancing a fourth through the neck. The man’s blood burst
back over him in a stinking cloud. His horse slowed to a canter,
then a stagger, the impact of the charge spent. The Eastern cavalry
were now halted and entangled amidst Maximus’ army. Pavo sensed
deathly danger all around him. No Frugilo, just a lone Scutarii
rider on one flank for protection.

What followed
was a chaos of milling arms and blinding sunlight, a miasma of
bloodspray and the most terrible sounds. A spear whooshed past
Pavo’s face, and he ducked a sword swipe then blocked an axe thrown
towards the Scutarii man. He swung the porpax shield round to
deflect blow after blow – the thing becoming a shredded mess around
every part of its edges. Then, with a whump, the Scutarii
rider beside him suffered a vicious hack across the small of the
back in a gap between his armour: the man swayed for a moment,
before his upper body bent forwards and – with the sound of ripping
meat, his torso partially separated from his waist, and flopped to
hang from the side of his horse like a discarded garment.

A fresh flurry
of swords hacked down at Pavo from all sides. No allies nearby. No
chance to bear his sword in response. In a single flash he saw
Commander Stilicho beset like this too, and the emperor also. His
heart began to pound uncontrollably.

It all changed
with a deafening roar. The Eastern legions reached the fray, and
fell upon the Western army. Their impact sent the whole tangle of
battle staggering. Pavo fought off the man in front of him, elbowed
the one behind in the face. Freed from the jaws of death, he then
hurled his spear at Stilicho’s main attacker. The lance caught the
enemy rider in the ribs, and sank deep through a small gap in his
scale armour. The man jolted, his breath blowing out in a bloody
spume, then he sagged in his saddle and dropped to the ground.
Stilicho shot Pavo a thankful look, then drove at the other
attackers, Eriulf and huge bands of the Thervingi palace
legionaries now clustering around him in support.

Groups of the
Westerners began to break away in panic. Others mounted fierce
counter-charges, even though the balance was tipping against them.
Most were shooting looks to the billowing plumes of dust just a
mile away and closing – the legions of Marcellinus, coming at
full-pelt with the intent of tipping the scales again.

As Pavo batted
away another attacker, he saw something through the chaos. There,
saddled on a powerful black stallion near the edges of the fight,
was Magnus Maximus. The Dark Eagle’s head switched to and fro in
panic – towards his approaching brother and the reinforcements,
then at the obvious and growing advantage of the Eastern army right
here and now. When a spear hissed past him, he turned and galloped
away from the battle, speeding to the north with a band of his
Moors encircling him.

Pavo squinted
into the distance, seeing where Maximus was headed. A marble manor,
standing alone on the flat plains. From the top rose a marble
turret. A shudder of recognition pulsed through him.

You created
this, Pavo…

‘Pavo!’ A
Protector called across the fray. ‘With me!’ the man roared as he
galloped past, following Maximus’ trail.

Another four
Protectores pelted on in pursuit of the Dark Eagle.

As Pavo
spurred his steed into a gallop in their wake towards the manor, he
felt the Gods watching on.

You created
this, Pavo… the crone whispered in his heart. And now you
must destroy it.

And then he
sensed another, riding by his side.

Frugilo.

‘It’s all been
building towards this moment, eh?’ the Protector growled with an
odd look on his face, then spurred his horse on. ‘Ya!’
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They rode at
great speed but – horses near exhaustion – could not catch the Dark
Eagle before he and his band reached the manor. The structure cast
a long shadow across the summer plain, like a tongue extended to
swallow them up.

As they
neared, Pavo noticed something in the fine gardens: a woman lying
in a pool of her own blood, her neck freshly slashed open. The
owner or the owner’s wife, he realised. Nearby he saw a smaller
bloodied heap. A child. He twisted from the sight, horrified, then
turned his glare on the manor with renewed hatred. Yet the Dark
Eagle was nowhere to be seen. Maximus’ Moorish bodyguards had
blocked the building’s main entrance in a small shield line, and
bowmen had taken up positions at the upper floor windows.

Slowing his
horse to a trot, he dragged his spatha from his scabbard and slid
from the saddle. As soon as his stronger left foot hit the ground,
an arrow whistled through the air at him. He dipped and threw up
his shield to deflect the shaft. Instead, the shield juddered and a
bulky iron tip burst through, halting just before his eye. Not an
arrow, a dart! A hand’s-width closer to the shield’s centre and it
would have pierced shield and the iron porpax sleeve and smashed
his arm.

He snatched a
glance again at the “bowmen” in the windows and saw them now for
what they really were: each levelled some odd-looking chunky weapon
at shoulder height – a horizontal bow with a long stalk resting on
one shoulder. He had seen these things only once before. Hand-held
dart-throwing devices known as arcuballistae. The one who
had shot at him was winking behind his weapon, ready to loose
again.

One Protector
saw this danger and launched a javelin expertly, taking the
arcuballistarius marksman in the chest before he could shoot. With
a gurgle, the man pitched from the upper floor window and crunched
onto the stone edge of a fountain. Three more such darts whined
from the windows. One pierced the chest of a Protector, who dropped
with a weak sigh. Another sped towards Frugilo, who leapt behind a
hedgerow for cover.

‘At them!’
cried another Protector, leading three white-armoured men in a
charge for the main door. Pavo joined the rush, putting his
shoulder behind his porpax and speeding at the Moorish blockade.
When their shields battered against the enemy shields, his whole
body jarred. The Moorish blockade buckled. They staggered and
flailed backwards inside the villa’s bright atrium, Pavo and the
Protectores spilling inside too, carried by their momentum. The
other Protectores threw themselves into combat, taking on a Moor
each, punching, kicking, slashing and rolling across the pretty
floors of Parian marble. The largest of the Moors – a good head
higher than and broader than Pavo, approached him, an axe in each
hand, a row of gold teeth sparkling in an evil grin.

Pavo gulped as
the man stalked towards him, axes whirling. He struck out with his
spatha, only for the blade to clang back from the milling axe
blades in a spray of sparks. He felt his heel hit a wall, and
realised he was trapped. He threw up the porpax just as the axes
came down, raining blow after blow. What was left of the mighty
shield – the device that had allowed him to serve as a fighting man
again and that had saved him several times too – came apart, the
panels of leather and iron-strapped wood disintegrating like wet
kindling, leaving him with just the iron sleeve. The axes came down
for this, and Pavo knew it would not bear the strike.

Like a
speeding shadow, Frugilo hurtled inside and threw himself at the
giant’s side. One axe went flying, both men went bowling into the
atrium pool and, in a fit of gasping, splashing and roaring, began
to struggle for control of the second axe. The giant Moor –
unsurprisingly – was winning. He pinned Frugilo on his back and
hoisted the axe, ready to bring it down on Frugilo’s head.

The Moor
halted then, for the briefest of moments. ‘You?’ he panted, eyes
darting over Frugilo’s face. ‘You!’

Pavo heard
this, and his heart turned over: how could one of the Dark Eagle’s
guards know Frugilo? The answer was plain, and made his heart turn
over again. Frugilo was Peregrinus. He knew what he had to
do.

He lurched
over to the poolside and lashed out with his spatha… lopping the
Moor’s arm off at the elbow. The giant cried out in shock. Frugilo
used the moment to throw the enemy off them roll on top of him and
drive his sword through the man’s chest.

Pavo’s and
Frugilo’s eyes met.

‘Who are you?’
Pavo demanded, knowing he had to hear the truth from Frugilo’s
lips. ‘That Moor knew you, how?’

Frugilo
smirked with one edge of his mouth. ‘Perceptive, aren’t you?’

Pavo bristled,
raising his sword as if expecting Frugilo to attack. But he did not
– instead he turned to face the sound of pounding feet: four more
Moors, onrushing.

In a blur of
movement, the other two surviving Protectores rushed over to
Frugilo’s side, readying to face the Moors. When Pavo tried to
stand with them, the nearest Protector shoved him away. ‘You go,
find Maximus.’

Pavo hesitated
just long enough to see the two parties clash. The tussle sent one
Moor flailing, knocking over a smouldering sconce. The embers
scattered across the floor and lit a long green drape which roared
as it became a flaming ribbon. Frugilo booted another Moor back
against the drape. The foe caught light and thrashed, the flames
catching on everything he touched.

Frugilo then
twisted to see Pavo, still there, locked in two minds. ‘Are you
deaf? Go!’ the corpse-faced man snarled.

Shaken to his
senses, Pavo looked all across the lower floor and grounds. The
place was deserted apart from the few fighting men and the bodies
of murdered slaves. His eyes rolled to the wide marble staircase.
Cold hands crawled up his back. The dart shooters at the upper
windows had all been killed, but there was still someone up there…
he could feel it.

Padding
sideways up the steps, he flexed the fingers on the handle of his
spatha, his eyes combing the landing at the top frantically over
and over again. The empty space there beckoned.

Halfway up, he
halted, his ears pricking up: footsteps, rushing from somewhere up
there, towards that top step.

Suddenly, a
wide-eyed, screaming old man flew into view, lolloping wildly.
Spotting the man’s silk robes, Pavo instantly realised this was
just the owner of the manor – and behind the man was Maximus,
driving him like that, one hand on the man’s scruff and the other
holding his belt. At the top of the stairs, he let the owner go.
The fellow plunged down the stairs, arms outstretched as if to grab
Pavo. Pavo tried to catch the man but failed, and the poor fellow
tumbled down and snapped his neck on the bottom step.

Maximus
laughed and backed away into the upper floor, vanishing from view
again.

Smoke began
spiralling up from the blaze at ground level, first grey, then dark
and noxious, almost herding Pavo into the higher floor. He began
coughing, and wrapped the hem of his white cloak around his nose
and mouth.

Sunlight still
prevailed in the wide upper corridor, shining in through a grand
stained-glass window at the far end and dazzling on the polished
floor. But… no Maximus. As he crept edgily along the corridor, his
senses sharpened and he realised how many side rooms there
were.

‘Ha!’ a voice
rasped, right behind him from one of those chambers he had already
passed.

He swivelled
to see Maximus coming at him, sword swinging, teeth clenched in a
battle rictus, his black feather cloak rippling. Pavo leant back
and the Western Emperor’s sword sailed through the air he had a
heartbeat ago occupied. He stepped away, brandishing his spatha in
fear of a follow-up strike. He noticed as well the deadly
arcuballista strapped across the Dark Eagle’s back.

‘You should
not have come back to these parts, Pavo,’ Maximus snarled, stalking
around him. ‘You have walked into your own tomb.’

Horns blared
then, and reflected light flashed at the corner of Pavo’s eye.
Through the coloured glass of the arched window, he saw Marcellinus
and his legions now slamming into the great battle outside. What
had been an Eastern avalanche now rocked back in the opposite
direction. The manor shook as wave after wave of screaming and
clashing steel sailed out from the epicentre. Pavo saw the Claudian
banner amidst it all. His brothers, in the jaws of death.

‘I’d give it
an hour,’ said Maximus lazily. ‘Once the first of your brave
regiments begins to buckle, the rest will quickly collapse too. Any
who hold out for longer will be promptly cut down by Dragathius,’
he said, flicking a finger towards the growing blur of movement
emerging from the western horizon.

Pavo levelled
his spatha. ‘I believed in you. You were supposed to be the
saviour… the one who could see greatness in Valentinian. The one
who would free him, free the West.’

Maximus’
nostrils flared over a thin-lipped smile. ‘That I persuaded you is
testament to my strength. You were too busy hating Gratian to spot
my motivations. Have you learned from that mistake? Right now, you
come to slay me... but is your master, Theodosius, any better?’

Pavo’s eyes
darted briefly. Memories of Theodosius’ ways – the ice and the fire
within, the God-fearing madness – flitted across his thoughts. He
shook his head to clear his mind.

Maximus
shimmied as if to strike, then laughed, settling back into that
circling pattern. ‘For the West to be strong, there can only be one
emperor. I am that man. You know I am. Thus, Valentinian had to
die. It is the way of the purple.’ He smoothed at the imperial robe
under his feather cloak. ‘And purple hides blood well.’

‘You sound
just like Gratian,’ said Pavo. ‘Gloating about murder… and of a
young man who is many times over the person you are. You were
always set on expanding your territory, weren’t you?’

‘Perhaps. But
your beloved Valentinian and Theodosius cannot whine about that.
For it was they who were set to strike me first. I know all about
the joint invasion they were hatching.’

‘What?’ Pavo
pulled a face. ‘Valentinian was never interested in
conquest. And Theodosius has a mountain of troubles to deal
with in the East. He had no desire to march his armies here. There
were never any plans to invade your realm. Had you stayed in Gaul
and ruled wisely, you would have been master of that land until age
stole your final breath.’

Maximus
smirked. ‘Do not play the fool, Pavo. It does not suit you.
Valentinian and Theodosius have long been plotting to attack
me.’

Pavo scowled,
thoroughly bemused. ‘Lies! You have not a shred of proof!’

‘Oh, but I
do,’ Maximus said. ‘Peregrinus told me everything of their plot: it
would begin with the false embassy of Domninus the Syrian, he
claimed. And who arrived not long after… but Domninus? He also
revealed to me the spies Valentinian had secreted in my court,
Quintinus and Nannenius. They were the foreriders of the invasion.
Waiting like cobras to strike. Thus… I struck first.’

‘Who is he?’
Pavo said. ‘Who is Peregrinus?’

Maximus’ nose
wrinkled. ‘I… I have never been in his presence. He is a shadow. A
spirit. And anyway, I would certainly not reveal him to
you.’

Pavo cocked
his head a little to one side. ‘It was… it was you who bid him to
stir battle in the north with the Goths of Odotheus, wasn’t
it?’

Maximus’
steely smirk was answer enough.

Pavo’s eyes
narrowed. ‘What… exactly did you promise him in return?’

‘A golden
chair in a fine hall in Constantinople,’ Maximus smiled.

Pavo slowed a
little in their circling impasse. ‘You promised him – this…
shadow – the Eastern throne?’ he whispered, the words
tasting like poison as they slipped from his lips. The tesserae of
the mystery were now taking shape in his mind, forming a very real
and disturbing image. ‘But he failed to trigger a Gothic revolt,
and so the throne was not vacated.’ A stark shiver raced up his
spine. ‘So he then stoked your smouldering designs on Valentinian’s
territory, told you false tales of his and Theodosius’ plot against
you, all so you would raise the standard of war first. To bring
about a great conflict that would clear the throne.’

‘You say this
as if it was all a trick,’ Maximus snapped. ‘I was not
deceived. War was always an inevitability. Victory has long
been my destiny. Peregrinus simply found a different way to bring
me here, to the brink of that destiny.’

Pavo’s mind
spun. Something didn’t make sense. ‘Why did he track me into Siscia
that night?’

Maximus cocked
his head a little to one side.

‘Why let me
get all the way to the winch room before trying to eliminate me
with a catapult strike? Why not just betray me at the gates on the
way in? Why go to the bother of hanging from the underside of a
wagon and sneaking in behind us at all? From his place in our camp
he could simply have signalled your gate watch to alert them that I
was under the lead wagon.’

Maximus’s face
wrinkled as if a bad smell had passed between them. ‘What are you
talking about?’

Pavo frowned.
‘That night when we infiltrated Siscia, Peregrinus followed us in
from our camp.’

Maximus’ face
was blank – almost boyishly so.

Pavo recoiled.
‘You didn’t know, did you?’ He saw the moment all over again: the
winch room door, locked fast – the moment when the Eastern campaign
was about to die. The catapult had hurled that rock that had nearly
killed him. Nearly. But it hadn’t. Instead, it had smashed
open the…

A shiver like
he had never felt before raced up his back.

‘He wasn’t
aiming at us… he was aiming at the locked winch door. He
wanted us to take the city… wanted the campaign to turn
against you.’

‘What are you
bleating about?’ Maximus snapped.

‘It was
Peregrinus who betrayed Siscia’s gate.’ He looked Maximus up and
down, almost pityingly. ‘You have been manipulated by your own
agent. Like a puppet.’

Maximus looked
momentarily confused – as if he had seen his own pyre. It lasted
only an instant: he bristled, nostrils flaring, teeth bared. ‘What
nonsense is this?’

But Pavo was
lost in the moment of revelation now, and carried on: ‘The Eastern
Empire was deceived time after time, and then finally the Western
Empire was. All by the same man: Peregrinus the Stranger.’

Pavo and
Maximus slowed then, both suddenly losing confidence in what was
real and what shadowy game they were both tangled in. Pavo shot a
look behind him, at the wall of flames rising up the stairs.
Frugilo was down there somewhere. Was he Peregrinus the Stranger?
Frugilo, the fellow he had grown to, in an odd way, love. Yet was
that not the greatest form of manipulation?

‘A fine tale,’
Maximus scoffed, snapping out of his own moment of hesitancy and
reaffirming his grip on his sword. ‘Regardless, what has happened
has happened, and here we are. I was always going to make the West
my own, when the time was right. Things have happened sooner, that
is all.’

Pavo’s nose
wrinkled. ‘You might have been fed false information by Peregrinus…
but still, you always had a choice. You chose this: war, fire,
death!’

‘I chose the
path to power. Today’s victory will soon confirm me as Emperor of
the West – and perhaps the East too. Your emperor appears to be in
some trouble out there.’

Pavo glanced
to the window, seeing Theodosius and his palace legions surrounded,
swords milling, blood spraying. The Claudian banner was bobbing in
the heart of it all. Carrion crows were circling in dense banks,
sensing the imminent capitulation of the Eastern legions. Dark
coils of smoke began to crawl along the corridor, blocking out the
view momentarily, stinging Pavo’s eyes.

In that
moment, Maximus lunged. His sword tip sliced Pavo’s bare shield
arm, a deep cut. Pavo roared out and struck back in anger – a wild
blow that Maximus easily avoided. Maximus lunged again and Pavo
blocked, yet he could feel the strength in his opponent – who had
suffered no real exertion in the battle yet today. Pavo feinted
left then went for Maximus’ right. The Dark Eagle read the move and
jerked clear.

The pair
circled more quickly now. A breath of fire roared along the
corridor, lighting the gold-fringed drapes that lined the passage.
Flames curled down the walls around Pavo. The heat was searing to
the skin.

‘The fire
crawls up behind you, Pavo. You will have to fight me, or burn.’
Maximus stepped back into the cleaner, cooler air near the arched
window at the corridor’s end. ‘Come, fight me, die on my sword and
become part of my legend.’ He gestured over his shoulder at the
window and down to the gardens around the manor. ‘I will have a
smaller tomb made for you beside that of Theodosius. I will call it
the garden of fools.’

‘Your
legend?’ Pavo half-laughed, half-coughed. ‘You ran from
Siscia. You ran from the battle out there. How long will your
troops – numerous as they may be – stand with you?’

‘As long as I
give them silver,’ Maximus grinned, showing two rows of perfect
white teeth. ‘Victory brings plenty of that. Today, they will be
rewarded well.’

Pavo halted
where he stood, staring through the window, a strange thrill rising
through him. ‘Will they?’ he said.

Maximus’ face
darkened in confusion.

Pavo lifted
his sword a little higher – this time to point through the
window.

Maximus’ brow
creased, seeing the look in Pavo’s eyes. He risked a quick glance
over his shoulder.

Pavo watched
his entire demeanour change. The great force approaching from the
western ranges was clearly visible now, not just a flickering tide
of silver. Different horns blew. Many, many trumpets. Legionary
standards fluttered and this new mass raced towards the ongoing
battle. At their head rode a gleaming golden warrior holding aloft
a purple draco standard that swam through the sweltering summer
air. Valentinian and the Egyptian legions… along with the garrison
of Rome, a vast array of other Italian legions and auxiliary wings.
At least ten thousand fresh soldiers, hurtling towards the
fray.

‘How…
how,’ Maximus said, the words sliding from his mouth like
vomit.

‘Looks like
The Bull of Britannia met his match at sea,’ Pavo said in a
gravelly drawl.

The
reinforcements swarmed into the battle, and changed the whole shape
of things. Valentinian and his horse guard cut through it all like
the prow of a mighty ship, breaking the strongest legions of
Maximus. ‘One emperor of the West,’ he echoed the Dark Eagle’s
statement back at him.

Maximus turned
to face Pavo, his composure gone, his lips trembling in anger.
‘Enough talk – time to die!’

He danced
confidently towards Pavo, feinting and ghost-stepping, sending Pavo
staggering. He raised his sword and hammered it down once, twice,
thrice. Pavo sank to one knee, knowing he had nothing left. All he
could do was parry. Then Maximus cut for his neck. Pavo’s heart
pounded. No time to dodge. Death beckoned.

Behind Pavo,
the flames swirled, and Frugilo burst through the wall of fire,
throwing himself between Pavo and the Dark Eagle’s sword. The blade
sliced through the shoulder of the Protector’s leather vest and
deep into his chest. Frugilo sighed, sinking to one knee.

‘No!’ Pavo
cried, recognising instantly that the wound was grave.

Maximus tried
– and failed – to pull his sword free. Pavo rose and booted him
hard in the midriff, sending him staggering along the corridor
towards the window. In the moment’s respite, he fell to his knees
by Frugilo’s side in an effort to support him. There was no doubt:
the wound was mortal. Pavo almost choked as he spoke, but the
question had to be asked. ‘Tell me you’re not him? Tell me you’re
not Peregrinus?’

Frugilo
smiled, blood reddening his teeth. ‘I almost wondered for a… time
if it was… you.’

Pavo’s head
swirled. ‘Then please, tell me: who are you? Who are you
really?’

Before Frugilo
could answer, Maximus, swordless, tried to approach and make a grab
for his weapon again.

Pavo shot to
his feet, boiling with rage.

Maximus eyed
Pavo – blade in hand, the wall of flames behind him – then glanced
over his shoulder to the window and the battlefield out there –
where his forces were being overrun – then looked down to the
gardens, where his black stallion was picketed.

He took two
steps towards Pavo, bringing the arcuballista from his back and
holding it level. ‘Get out of my way!’ he snarled, eyeing the blaze
to look for a way through to the stairs. His eyes flared with
fright when the wall of fire behind Pavo bulged and crawled ever
closer towards the dead end of this corridor.

‘Aye, shoot me
then,’ Pavo drawled. ‘That will let you past me… but the flames
will consume you.’

‘I have only
one dart,’ Maximus said, flashing a smile. ‘And so it seems that
the Gods shine on you today, Pavo. But only until we meet
again.’

He turned on
his heel and loosed the lone dart at the arched window. The thick
glass exploded in a riot of noise and coloured shards. Maximus ran
towards the jagged opening and leapt through, falling down to the
ground outside. With a whinny, a snap of a whip and the sudden
rapid patter of hooves, the Dark Eagle raced – alone – due west,
skirting the battle that was about to be lost and speeding for the
horizon.

Pavo stared
after him, then – hearing a croak behind him, turned to see that
Frugilo was on his back now. He crouched, taking Frugilo underarm
and dragging him away from the encroaching wall of fire and towards
the broken window, painting a dark stripe of blood on the polished
floor.

‘What are… you
doing, you… arsehole?’ Frugilo said in a wet whisper.

‘I can get you
out. I can lift you and-’

‘-and… drop me
two storeys? Great… plan. I’m done for. You… go.’

‘I can save
you.’ He groaned and tried to hoist the Protector up, but the
weight was too much.

‘I’m a bit of
a fat bastard… eh? Must have been all that… free porridge I ate… at
your farm.’ He grabbed Pavo’s forearm and squeezed with what little
strength he had left. ‘Set me down.’

‘I’m not
leaving you,’ Pavo said dropping to his knees and supporting
Frugilo’s head on his thighs as the fire crawled closer. ‘I can
save you!’

Frugilo
clasped his hand and looked at him in a way that made his
corpse-face boyish. ‘You already did.’

Pavo’s eyes
darted across the dying man’s face in confusion.

‘Mithras
knows… in these last two years you have given me purpose again. A
reason to live.’ His gaze grew distant and he sighed once more, the
breath rattling with blood.

Pavo felt his
throat thickening with sorrow. Yet still, he was confused, and
there remained that great unanswered question. ‘Please, please tell
me. Who are you really? Who were you before you came to the
East?’

‘Aye, the
game’s up. I’m not Peregrinus, but I’m not… Frugilo either. Frugilo
was our old… farm hound.’ He rumbled in a laugh that turned into a
grimace of pain.

‘We? Then you
do have family?’

‘Used to. A
brother. A kind, gentle man. He lived for… his wife and his boy.
And then they were killed, by Gratian. He was a broken man… from
then on, a shell of iron. Travelled… to Thracia and became a
legionary commander. Died on the battlefield at Adrianople. Think
you… might have known him.’

Pavo looked
into his blue eyes then, and saw what he had always seen but simply
could not believe. The fleeting familiarity, the flintiness in that
gaze. It could not be true. Not until Frugilo’s words made it
so.

‘I am Vibius
Atius Amator. Brother of Manius Atius…’

‘Gallus,’ Pavo
finished for him. Gallus. He closed his eyes and the
approaching fire roared like a caged spirit bursting loose.

‘That wooden
soldier toy,’ Frugilo hissed weakly, ‘used to belong to Gallus’ lad
– my nephew. That first day… I arrived at your farm and saw your
boy playing with it, and when I realised you had named him Marcus
too… I nearly wept with happiness.’

As he spoke, a
lone tear wriggled from the corner of one eye and painted a stripe
on his cheek.

‘That’s why I
came to the East, joined the Protectores… asked to be the one to
approach you on your farm. It was for you, Pavo, and for
your lad and wife.’ He clutched Pavo’s forearm even more tightly.
‘You see, Gallus… he had told me about you. You meant a lot to him.
Said he saw… a lot of himself in you. Worried about you too. Saw…
that you were… heading down the same road as him.’

His breathing
was becoming a mere whisper.

‘And then I
saw what was going on in the days after Gratian was toppled –
that’s why the Moor guard recognised me, because… I was snooping
around in Maximus’ early reign. I recognised the rise of a new…
tyrant in place of the old. I knew you would be drawn into the
matter. I… I had to be here, to see you right.’

Pavo felt his
world turn under his feet, sensed the ghost of Gallus there with
them. The flames roared.

‘Now get… out
of here. Get after Maximus!’

Pavo nodded,
tears blurring his vision. ‘But… but Peregrinus? I have to find him
too. I was certain he was a member of the emperor’s council.’

‘No,’ Frugilo
said weakly, coughing, ‘I thought… so too. I even shadowed them
all. I saw nothing… from any of them.’

‘Then who
could it be?’

Frugilo was
shivering now, his face greying. ‘The only thing I… am certain of
is that we’ve been deceived on… a level we can barely…
comprehend.’

Pavo’s mind
began to spin like a tornado.

Frugilo
clutched weakly at his shoulder. ‘Forget about Peregrinus, whoever
he is. Don’t… lose yourself as my brother did, chasing ghosts. The
one real and true threat just leapt out of that window. Find him
and bring this war to an end.’ With shaking hands, he pulled his
white baldric from his shoulder and pressed it to Pavo’s chest.
‘Yours now… completely free as well,’ he said, managing something
of a weak smile with bloodstained teeth. ‘Go. End this, Pavo. Find
Maximus and end this.’

The flames
roared to within arm’s reach and his eyes began to grow
distant.

‘Then… back to
that pretty wife and boy of yours. Give your lad his soldier toy
back… give him his father back. Live the life Gallus… should
have had. Please… Pavo. Live, while times are good. Gods know… they
do not last.’

His body
slackened and his death rattle echoed around the end of the fiery
corridor.

Pavo sagged,
weeping. Frugilo’s body slid to the floor.

Standing,
numb, he stepped up onto the windowsill, and stepped off. The
ground rushed up to meet him. The shock of landing was nothing
compared to the pain in his heart.

All across the
nearby plains, the roar of battle turned into rising cheers of
victory, as the Eastern legions and the reinforcements of
Valentinian pumped their battle standards in the air.


Chapter 27
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The waters of
the Mare Adriaticum and its coastal lagoon glittered like a
jewel tray in the early evening light. A short way inland stood
Aquileia. Famous, long-walled Aquileia. Bigger by far than Siscia.
Built nearly five centuries ago to protect the heartland of Italia
from invasion by the northeastern routes. Inside the defences rose
an imperious array of domes and spires – the great palace, the
baths and the grand amphitheatre. Nearly one hundred thousand
people called this city their home.

‘And they’ll
fight to the death to protect it,’ Maximus panted in the saddle of
his stallion, galloping towards Aquileia’s western approaches. The
citizens would be called to arms. They would stand on those mighty
walls along with the seven reserve legions he had left stationed
here. The cobbled remains of Theodosius’ army would chase him here,
and meet their doom.

He pounded to
the stone bridge that spanned the River Natiso and brought him to
the gates, his black mount’s hooves battering on the flagstones.
The wall guards – a cohort of the Secundani legion – stared at
their galloping emperor, confused.

He slowed as
he came through the Natiso Gate. ‘Seal the city. Rouse the legions.
Man the battlements,’ he demanded of the troops standing by the
gatehouse.

‘Domine?’ one
said, eyeing Maximus’ smoke-stained skin, ruffled, greasy hair and
the dishevelled feather cloak.

‘Where is the
army? What happened?’ asked another.

Maximus shot
them a steely look. ‘Do not make me repeat myself.’

His tone was
enough to spur both men into action. With a series of shouts, the
gates groaned on their hinges, and a handful of messenger boys
sprinted to the various legionary billets dotted around the vast
city.

When the gates
clunked shut behind Maximus, he slowed at last, reining his horse
in to a walk through the metropolis, towards its heart. The flags
mounted high on poles above the circus at the city’s coastal end
fluttered majestically in the wind, and the sight breathed a sense
of renewed belief into him. This war had cost him more than he had
anticipated. Theodosius was supposed to founder at the Siscia ford.
Then he was supposed to be defeated on the field near Poetovio. But
this stout and famous bulwark of a city – the hub of all roads from
Italia and the main routes north to Gaul – would be the end of his
Eastern nemesis. In the empire entire, only Constantinople,
Treverorum, Antioch and Carthage had defences as strong as this
place. More, once he called his son, Victor, down from Treverorum
with his five legions and the reserve German cavalry, Theodosius
would once again find himself on the wrong side of the numbers. His
luck could not last.

The roused
garrison troops jogged past him in century-strong trains,
double-taking at the sight of their emperor riding alone, looking
decidedly shabby. As he passed through the market, where the stalls
were heaped with amphorae of olive oil and hunks of gleaming amber,
merchants’ cries faded as they too noticed the ragged state of
their glorious emperor. They looked at his sweating, foaming horse
and at the space around and behind him, where normally a squadron
of bodyguards would be walking.

Riding into
the imperial palace grounds to a few more bemused salutes, he
clopped his horse right in through the palace door and across the
tessellated floors. The throne room echoed with the horse’s
exhausted whinny as he slid from the saddle and snatched a drink of
watered wine from a slave too stunned to hand it to him.

Here stood
some of his reserve troops. There were two Victores legionaries,
posted to guard the throne. A quartet of Moors – a detachment from
the main Moorish cavalry wing – sat in a guard room nearby too:
dark, bearded and draped in heavy leathers. His sense of security
rose further.

‘Bring me my
scribe,’ he clapped his hands once.

‘Yes,
Majesty,’ the slave scuttled off.

‘I want fresh
armour, a new sword,’ he said. ‘And a helm – a bright helm. A
golden one.’ As he said this, his eyes rolled to the nearest
Victores legionary’s headwear, gilt and gleaming. ‘Give me
yours.’

The legionary
glanced at his guard comrade, then slid the helm off and handed it
to Maximus. ‘Domine… where is the army?’

‘Here. It is
right here. The seven legions billeted in the old town have been
called to the walls,’ Maximus said, climbing the few steps of the
throne dais. He slumped down upon the imperial chair and wagged a
finger northwards. ‘My son will soon arrive here too with his
legions.’

‘But the
forces you took to Siscia, and those of General Marcellinus
stationed on the coast road… and the rest of our Victores’
comrades. Where are they?’

Maximus’ eyes
grew distant, and his mind drifted to those moments as he had
galloped from the plains of Poetovio. He heard again the forlorn
cry of his brother, locked in the fray. ‘Maximus? Brother? Come
back, help us!’ The slightest twinge of an old, long-buried
feeling began to snake out from under the rock that was his heart.
Guilt.

He thought of
Pavo, the things he had said.

You had a
choice. You chose this: war, fire, death!

It rang
starkly true now. But was this really his war? Had the
agent, Peregrinus, manipulated him and everyone else in this whole
affair as Pavo had claimed?

The Victores
legionary spoke again, ripping him from his thoughts: ‘My brother,
Rullus, was part of the Siscia contingent – an optio with
the Primani.’

Maximus
flashed a lop-sided and dismissive smile. ‘They are right now
falling back, and will arrive soon,’ he lied.

The Victores
legionary sighed. ‘So you… they were defeated?’

Maximus’ head
swivelled round like a hawk’s to pin the soldier. ‘A tactical
withdrawal. This war with the East was always about layers of
defence; weakening them and luring them onto ever-more deadly
killing grounds.’ He tapped a finger on the throne arm. ‘This place
is the ultimate bastion upon which they will break.’

‘Domine,’ said
the other Victores man, ‘We heard rumours from the south. They say
that… that Rome has fallen.’

‘They say
Valentinian has retaken all Italia south of the Tiber.’

Maximus shot
looks at each man as they spoke, his anger rising.

Shouts echoed
in from the direction of the city walls. ‘A rider approaches.’

Maximus’ eyes
grew hooded. Theodosius’ forward scouts, already?

Sounds rang
out: the gate hatch groaning open then clattering shut again, then
the clop of hooves coming through the city, growing louder.

Maxmus sat
proud on the throne. ‘What is this? I said nobody was to be
permitted entry to the city?’

The clopping
hooves now echoed in the palace atrium.

The two
Victores legionaries stood to attention, spears falling level, eyes
suspicious and trained on the throne hall doors. The four Moors
rose from the guard room, drawing their broad swords and fanning
out before the throne like a protective screen.

The hooves
halted outside. With a slap of feet and a bout of laboured
breathing, a lone man staggered in. A battered looking wretch
wearing a soldier’s tunic and boots, and ragged scraps of
amber-painted Primani armour.

‘Scava?’ the
Victores guard said, recognising the man. ‘Where is my
brother?’

The ragged man
collapsed to his knees, weeping. ‘Rullus? Dead. All of them…
dead.’

The Victores
man’s face pinched in horror, eyes shut tight. ‘What…
happened?’

Scava shook
with weakness as he raised his head, face twisted in hatred, and
extended one finger towards the throne.

Maximus’ blood
ran cold.

‘He abandoned
us at Siscia. He cut the bridge and left us there. Thousands of us,
forsaken like plague sheep.’

‘Nonsense.
Take him away!’ Maximus roared, batting both arms of the
throne.

The Moors
stalked over to the man, but then the two Victores whirled their
spears round to check the quartet. ‘Easy… let’s hear Scava
out.’

‘He left us at
the mercy of the Eastern legions,’ Scava went on, ‘while he pelted
away to safety with the cavalry and the bulk of the army. Hundreds
of us died before the legions of the East accepted our surrender. I
escaped to bring word ba-’

‘You are a
spy, you mean!’ Maximus cut him off. ‘Execute him!’

But now the
Moors looked confused. ‘He says most of the army and the cavalry
escaped Siscia with you, Domine. Were our Moorish brothers with you
too? Where are they?’

The Victores
pair glared at Maximus now. ‘You abandoned them too, didn’t
you?’

Maximus felt
suddenly far less secure. ‘Of course not! My brother is leading
them back here in an ordered withdrawal.’

‘You chose to
retreat ahead of the others, alone,’ said the Moor in a low drawl,
‘without bringing even a single one of our kin to protect you? You
expect us to believe that?’ He, his Moorish comrades, the two
Victores legionaries and the sweating, grubby Scava now united to
face the throne dais, faces like granite.

Maximus
suddenly felt keenly aware of his lack of weaponry. So he fell back
upon the oldest source of loyalty known to the empire – the one
thing that simplified everything – and unclipped the purse from his
belt. ‘This is ten times the donative any other soldier will
receive from this war effort,’ he said, tossing thick golden coins
at each man, expecting them to greedily drop to their knees to pick
up the riches. Yet there were no outstretched hands. The coins
clunked against the chests of the stony six and bounced and rolled
away across the throne room floor.

The brother of
the dead Rullus stooped slowly to pick up one, examining the image
of Maximus upon it. ‘Fine gold. But no amount of this could ever
bring my brother back.’ He tossed the coin aside.

The six
ascended the throne stairs.
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The setting
sun blazed deep orange in the horizon behind Aquileia, casting a
light of molten gold at the approaching Eastern army. They came
with a din of clanking iron and rumbling hooves, moving in a great,
broad front. Yet they were anything but golden. The horsemen were
bandaged and stained with dirt and soot, their horses wearing torn
caparisons. The legions were equally tarnished and depleted, the
banners ripped and filthy. Pavo walked using his spear like a
crutch, his bicep wrapped in a bloodstained bandage, the porpax
gone, the white greaves dented and chipped and darkened with
dirt.

He looked
along the huge front, seeing the weary faces of the many thousands
standing there in the reddening light, and the many gaps where the
fallen should have been. The space right by his side, where
normally Frugilo would stand, felt like a chasm.

Stilicho stood
nearest Pavo, bruised and bloodied like a common soldier, His white
helm dented and scraped. Of the Protectores, only he, Pavo and one
other had survived the campaign.

Nearby,
Valentinian rode with a face like granite – the young leader had
lost his mother in this desperate struggle, yet here he was, ready
to fight on in her name. There was Eriulf too and his sky-blue
corps of Thervingi palace troops, faces grubby and hard. Further
along the line, Sura and the veterans of the Claudia stood with a
much-reduced contingent of men under the ruby bull banner, the
survivors’ eyes glassy.

One last
battle, Brothers, and then it is done. He reached inside his
purse and felt the small wooden soldier toy. One last fight, and
then I will be with you again. Memories of the hundreds of
battles past ripped through his mind. How many times before had he
prayed for each to be the last? Every single time, the prayers had
gone unanswered.

When they were
three hundred strides shy of the city, Emperor Theodosius’ banner
rose and a lone trumpet sang to give the order to halt. Without a
command being spoken – for the siege plan had been made on the way
here – three score wagons, heaped with timbers, rolled ahead of the
halted lines. Teams of engineers began unloading the wood and
hammering together what would be an awesome array of giant
catapults. Aquileia was to be pounded to dust by these stone
throwers. Pavo looked to the city’s walls, seeing the glinting
defenders there… but also the huddled groups of civilians, levied
to the defences and watching in horror at what was about to be
unleashed upon them.

He closed his
eyes, and wished for it to be over.

The whine of
great hinges rang out.

His eyes
peeled slowly open.

Out through
Aquileia’s Natiso Gate a man stumbled – pushed by a small group of
soldiers. He righted himself and tried to run back inside time and
again, but each time the soldiers blocked his way with the shafts
of their spears and shoved him on towards the siege line. A common
thief? Pavo wondered. Then he saw who it really was.

Maximus was
brought to the front and centre of the Eastern line, a few paces
before the mounted pair of Emperor Theodosius and Valentinian, a
handful of strides from Pavo. The pair of Victores legionaries and
the small band of Moors who had brought him ripped the black
feather cloak from his shoulders, then one seized him by the collar
of his purple imperial robes and tore them off too, before forcing
him to his knees. Another tossed his silver diadem onto the
ground.

‘Domine,
Caesar,’ the Western trooper said solemnly, dipping to one knee
before Theodosius and then Valentinian. ‘We bring you the tyrant.
Aquileia and her armies are yours.’

The kneeling
Maximus looked up and around, his confidence gone. ‘So it is over…’
His head lolled forward in acceptance. ‘What is to be my fate?’

Theodosius
calmly dismounted from his chestnut mare.

‘I will accept
exile at any corner of the world,’ Maximus went on. ‘As for my son
and my brother, I ask only that you spare them too.’

‘Your brother
died in a pool of his own vomit and intestines back on the plains
of Poetovio,’ a commander said flatly from further along the battle
front. ‘He might have survived if you had stayed to fight alongside
him as a true brother would.’

Maximus’
features paled then. His eyes drifted along the wall of stony
faces. His gaze met Pavo’s.

For all the
man had done – the deceit, the murders, the torture – Pavo could
not help but feel the tiniest spark of pity for him. Any man who
could not empathise with loss was no man at all. But there could
only be one end in store for this one.

Theodosius
drew his sword. Maximus’ face drained completely of blood. ‘No…
wait. I am of noble blood. Wait… wai-’

The strike was
clean. Maximus’ head whirled once in the air and thudded side-on
into the dust, his eyes still darting and his lips moving
soundlessly for a few more breaths. The body sagged where it
knelt.

‘So ends the
rein of the Dark Eagle,’ Pavo whispered, issuing a silent prayer to
Mithras that this was the last of the killing. When he closed his
eyes, he saw the crone. Her old face sagged as she nodded once,
raised her bony hand and bade him farewell, before shuffling off
into the hinterland of his soul.

When Pavo
opened his eyes again, Theodosius was cleaning his sword. He
sheathed the blade then peered south at the golden sheet of the
Mare Adriaticum, then north, towards the white-veined Alpes.

Valentinian
stepped down from the saddle too, and stood alongside. At that
moment, the pair looked coruscant in the sunset. For the first time
in his life, Pavo felt a sense that the empire was balanced, that
things were in their right place. Were these two the twin eagles
that the empire had been craving for so long? Masters of East and
West?

‘Flavius
Valentinian,’ Theodosius said, his voice strong so all in the front
lines might hear, ‘the West has long been in the hands of rogues
and tyrants. Not since your father reigned have these lands known
justice and virtue.’

Pavo realised
he was watching history being made, as Theodosius stooped to pick
up Maximus’ diadem, turned back to Valentinian then…. stepped past
him, tucking the diadem away in his saddlebags.

‘Thus, I will
now serve as sole ruler of the empire entire.’

A low murmur
broke out along the Eastern lines. Pavo’s heart skipped a beat.
This wasn’t right.

Theodosius
went on: ‘In times to come, you will take up your father’s
mantle. But for now, you must continue to learn. Yet without your
dear mother to advise you, you will need the guiding hand of
another – an aide seasoned in strategy and politics.’ He beckoned
to someone in his retinue. ‘Come forth, great one. As a reward for
your outstanding devotion, you will be both sole Magister Militum
of the Western Empire, and Valentinian’s guardian. His steering
hand as once his mother was.’

Pavo twisted
to see the Arbogastes, “The Emperor’s Spear”, stepping out. The
Frank dipped his bald, scarred head in reverence. Pavo glanced
along the line to the men of the Claudia, and saw the looks on
their faces, saw their lips moving in shock. The nearer legions
were no different.

‘What the fuck
is this?’ a Hiberi legionary growled under his breath.

‘We fought to
put Valentinian on the throne!’ muttered another.

Stilicho
hissed along the line to silence them. ‘The emperor has
spoken.’

Valentinian –
stained in the blood of the battles he had so recently fought and
won, eyes prematurely lined by the loss of his mother – looked
utterly crestfallen. Yet at the same time he seemed aware that it
would be imprudent to challenge the stronger emperor at this moment
– and this was only more proof of his suitability to rule. Had Lady
Justina still been alive, Pavo knew, there would have been no such
silence.

A crunch of
gristle sounded. All eyes turned to see that General Promotus had
taken a spear and planted it in the neck stump of Maximus’ head. He
hoisted the spear and the head high in the dying light, the
lifeless face grey and slack.

‘The tyrant is
dead!’ a soldier roared.

The troops
exploded in an earth-shaking, triumphal cry.

‘The remains
of Maximus will be taken on a tour of the Western provinces,’
Emperor Theodosius declared. ‘All shall set eyes upon the fate of
those who seek to steal power.’ The chorus of victory surged to new
heights.

Pavo stared up
at the head, the bloody tendrils gleaming horribly in the last
vestiges of sunlight. The first decree of Theodosius in the moments
after his enemy’s death had been troubling, this second was
horrific. What was to follow?

The words of
Maximus echoed through his mind:

You come to
slay me... but is your master, Theodosius, any better?
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Their bed was a
cocoon, the room warmed by the late afternoon light. Lying there,
he felt warmth and comfort like he had never known. Izodora, back
turned to him, stretched slightly in her sleep, her skin gloriously
soft on his. He kissed the nape of her neck again and again. She
sighed, reaching back with a hand to brush her fingers through his
hair.

‘I never want
this moment to end,’ he whispered.

‘It need never
end,’ she replied. ‘It is done. The war has been won. Your service
to the emperor is over.’

‘And now I
serve you, Domina,’ he said with a licentious grin.

They rolled to
face one another, lips coming together… when a boy’s scream sounded
from outside.

Izodora shoved
Pavo away and sat bolt upright. ‘Marcus?’

In a flurry,
she and Pavo darted outside in their sleepwear, into the villa
gardens.

Marcus was
sitting by the pond with Saturninus and Stilicho. A blue and yellow
frog leapt on the water-spotted ground between them, and with its
every spring, Marcus screamed again – a sound of wonder and
delight.

‘Apologies,’
Saturninus said with a blush. ‘We did not mean to wake you. God
knows you have earned your rest, Pavo, and you his return,
Izodora.’

Stilicho
smiled broadly and waved the parental pair away. ‘Take your leave,
both of you – we can deal with this young rascal for now.’

‘Thank you,
friend,’ Pavo smiled. Stilicho had fought heroically throughout the
campaign, and had been honoured yet again by the emperor. Like
Pavo, his time with the Protectores was over, for Theodosius had
promoted him to the post of Magister Militum – one of the East’s
high generals, filling in the position recently vacated by
Arbogastes.

Izodora led
him by the hand back towards the villa doors, but Pavo
hesitated.

‘I… I just
need a moment,’ he said.

She read him
like a scroll, noticing the twitch in his left eye, and – with a
squeeze of the hand – let him go.

He wandered
away from the sounds of play at the pond, and sat on a sandstone
bench, ringed by beds of sweet, golden Chrysanthemums. He gazed out
over the pink, autumnal haze that hung over the Eastern capital,
then let his head flop forward, the fading sun beating on his bare
neck.

Bringing the
wooden soldier from his purse, he began toying with it. He had not
yet given it back to Marcus. Returning the toy to his son was the
thing that he had envisioned during the war’s darkest turns – the
moment that would irrefutably confirm its victorious and just end.
That was why he had kept the toy: there remained a sense within him
of something missing, something wrong with the war just gone.

They had won
the lands of the West, yet still Valentinian had been denied
the right to rule there. When – if he was not considered old enough
now – would the rightful heir take the diadem? And to install just
one general, Arbogastes – “The Emperor’s Spear” or not – there to
oversee those many and sprawling provinces and far-flung armies,
felt remiss.

Other
goings-on since that moment at Aquileia had left Pavo confused –
about what he had been fighting for, or more specifically,
whom he had been fighting for. During that month following
Maximus’ death, the Eastern army remained camped around Aquileia.
In that time, he had witnessed Theodosius’ troubling and
contradictory decisions.

There had been
some unarguably proper decrees: from his own purse, the emperor had
paid recompense to the Anicii family for the destruction of their
manor at Poetovio, and to the civilians of Siscia whose homes had
been damaged; he had allowed the rest of Maximus’ council to retire
peacefully from their posts, promoting his own men to their places;
he had even arranged a generous stipend for the aged mother and
young daughters of Maximus.

Yet these wise
and compassionate choices had been overshadowed by other, monstrous
ones. First, the emperor had sent General Arbogastes north to
Treverorum to treat with Maximus’ son, Victor. The ‘discussions’
with Victor had apparently been rapid, involving Victor’s scream
and the hiss of Arbogastes’ sword.

Next,
Theodosius’ navy had set out to find Dragathius. The Bull of
Britannia had been hiding out near the islands since his defeat at
sea. Tracked down and surrounded by Theodosius’ boats, he had been
treated to the sight of the Eastern Emperor holding the spear, now
adorned with the heads of both Maximus and Victor. In no doubt that
his head was to join theirs, the Bull of Britannia had reportedly
picked up a lead ingot, stood on his ship’s rail, leapt into the
waters and drowned himself. Theodosius had watched it all,
unmoved.

Pavo shivered
at the thought of such a hopeless demise. From nowhere, he saw
something else in his mind’s eye: the ghost of Maximus – handsome,
charming, smiling.

Is your
master, Theodosius, any better? the ghost of Maximus said, then
threw his head back with a burst of laughter, before receding into
the void forever.

For the first
time in his life, Pavo realised he was beginning to doubt the very
empire he had for so many years fought to protect. There was one
last hope that had to be cherished and protected jealously: that
Valentinian would have his day. He alone could restore dignity and
justice. He alone was the empire’s last great hope.

As he thumbed
at the wooden soldier, he noticed a faint tremor in his hands. It
still came every now and then along with a twitch of the eye, but
gone were the burning and shame-filled memories and dreams of the
poor boy who had died on his sword. It had been that way ever since
that night in the marching camp when Frugilo had, in his inimitably
brusque way, eased his sense of blame.

Some – like
you – must kill because they are given no choice. Others choose to
kill.

He thought of
the eccentric old warrior, and tried hard to envision his spirit
somewhere in the beyond – with Gallus and his family. Past this
cruel world of greed and violence.

Closing his
eyes tight, he tried to focus on the gentle surroundings: the
flowers, the hum of the bees, and the gentle merchant patois
sailing up from the market near the foot of the third hill. Trade
ships glided peacefully in and out of the many harbours, while the
battle galleys lay docked and unused since the war’s end. Equally,
the legions had been returned to their home provinces. It was a
vision of peace and calm.

‘An illusion,’
he whispered quietly.

The Claudia –
always a stub of a legion – numbered just over one hundred men, and
had been reduced back to their old limitanei status. From here he
could see them down in the barrack compound by the Forum of the
Bull, Darik standing on the corner turret like a majestic dark
lion, Libo slouching and asleep in a hammock like an unwashed goat
– while Betto ran a book with Indus and Durio on who could ping the
most grains of barley at him without waking him up. Rumour had it
that they were going to be moved back up to the north Thracian
countryside to patrol near the Gothic Haims as they had once
before. Big Pulcher had met that news with a grin and a full-voiced
“thank fuck for that.”

The big
centurion’s bravado masked the unease felt by all: the truth was
the Haims system in those parts was close to unravelling.
Only Reiks Faustius’ followers seemed to be fully respecting the
peace deal with the empire. The Goths who had not answered the
emperor’s campaign call had subsequently grown uncommunicative –
ignoring summons and failing to attend the agreed monthly council
summits here at Constantinople. Then, just two days past, when Pavo
had resigned from the Protectores, a Roman scout brought in news:
that a band of Goths had been sighted in the north. They were
riding not under the colours and emblems of any of the six
Haims, but under a blood red banner, emblazoned with a
serpent.

I followed
them and listened in from the edges of their camp. They called
themselves the Vesi, the scout had said, the Vesi Goths.
They talked of a new leader who had arisen… a king.

Pavo had left
the emperor’s courtroom with ice in his veins. He had not told
anyone. To speak of it would be to make the whole thing real. The
Vesi, not just active but rampant… and with a king? This could mean
disaster – for him, for his family, for the Eastern Roman
world.

Yet people did
not want to talk of such things. Instead, all one could hear in the
streets was proud chatter about how the victory over the West was a
triumphant conclusion to the mightiest game ever seen. Pavo
couldn't help but feel that the “victory” had been no such thing,
and that a far vaster, darker game – kindled by Peregrinus – was
only just unfolding. The Stranger had stirred up great chaos, first
with the Goths, then by bringing the two halves of the empire
smashing together like clay cups. He had aided the West and then –
at the most critical moment – the East. He now thoroughly doubted
his every theory about who Peregrinus was. A member of the sacred
council? A shadowy operative? Perhaps someone who had been killed
during the final battles with Maximus? Certainly, it seemed now
that he had vanished like smoke. Whoever he was, he certainly had
not gained the throne he apparently desired.

A thought
crossed his mind then, like a stone becoming lodged in a cog wheel.
He entertained the thought for a moment longer than was
comfortable… before he pushed it away.

The bench
shook a little as Sura thumped down beside him. He said nothing.
These days, after more than a decade of comradeship, they could sit
in silence for hours and enjoy it.

‘I did it,’ he
said at last.

Pavo turned to
him, cocking an eyebrow. He looked petrified – as if he had just
signed up to wrestle the Hydra.

He gulped like
a man about to dive deep underwater. ‘Asked Julia to marry me
again, this time properly... and this time she said yes.’

Pavo felt a
sudden flush of joy. ‘Ha!’ he rocked backwards, then wrapped an arm
around his friend’s shoulders. ‘You’ll need a wine-bearer.’

‘Aye, that’ll
be you,’ he said, nodding and rising, moving over to the balustrade
at the garden’s high edge, gazing into the sun and out to sea. ‘And
I’ll need to pick some of those reprobates too.’ He gestured down
to the barrack area, where Indus’ latest barley grain pinged
against Libo’s good eye. The primus pilus woke with a strangled
yowl and fell in a tangle as he tried to leap out of his hammock.
Pulcher, Darik and Betto howled with laughter as Indus ran for his
life.

‘Did I hear
correctly?’ said Izodora, walking with Marcus, hand in hand. ‘The
untameable Sura, famed seducer of Adrianople, has deigned to take a
wife?’

Sura gulped
and nodded.

She smiled and
hoisted Marcus up into her arms. ‘Soon you will have a few of
these, yes?’

Now Sura began
wringing his hands. ‘I… er… I suppose.’

Saturninus and
Stilicho joined them too, hearing the conversation. ‘Three, at
least,’ said Saturninus with an uncharacteristically ludic smile.
Stilicho scoffed at this. ‘In the first few years, maybe. Six or
seven overall though. It’d only be right.’

A bead of
sweat burst from Sura’s forehead and his eyes darted maniacally.
‘Erm, I… we… we haven’t discussed.., er…’

‘Relax,’
Izodora said, kissing him on the cheek. ‘One step at a time.’

A low round of
fond laughter rose from the group. Together, they gazed out over
sunset-washed Constantinople, the warm breeze combing through their
hair.

Pavo sighed,
enjoying the moment. The worries about the Vesi, the West, the
mystery of Peregrinus… they were not for now. He noticed the
legionaries on watch around the imperial palace region – wearing
pale blue livery. The Thervingi, Eriulf’s legion, he realised. He
scanned the gardens and terraces and finally spotted Eriulf himself
alone up on a turret – gazing to the horizon like them, his spiked
topknot making him look tall as a tree. Yes, with good men like
him, the crises of empire could be dealt with in time. But he
noticed something then: the look on Eriulf’s face. It was wrought,
lined. And his lips were moving. Speaking to someone… even though
he was alone.

Old friend,
what worries you?

Clopping
hooves rattled out from the main way, drawing Pavo’s attentions:
another imperial messenger, coming in from the countryside. The
man’s speed screamed of one thing: trouble. His heart began
to thunder and his right hand and left eye twitched again.

‘Brother?’
whispered Sura, noticing. ‘You look like you have seen your own
shade.’

Pavo took a
deep breath and half-smiled, settling his tremors. ‘Tonight, you, I
and the Claudians… we should go to the taverns, aye? Now that we
have something to celebrate.’

‘Ah, now
you’re talking,’ Sura said with a grin: ‘I knew there had to be an
upside to all this marriage business.’

Pavo laughed
and imagined, beside him, the shade of Frugilo – the craggy old
veteran, brother of Gallus, staring off into the distance with the
others. Live, while times are good. Gods know, they do not
last.
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The hazy autumnal air over Augusta Treverorum shook as
Christian chaplains sang and crowds cheered. Drums rumbled and
cornua keened in triumph. Petals and sweet smoke floated through
the air. The many thousands of eyes watched the purple robed young
man’s procession towards the palace. It had all the air of an
emperor’s adventus. Yet the young man was
not an emperor, merely the warden of the West under the rule of
Emperor Theodosius and his Magister Militum, Arbogastes.

Inside the palace, the clamour of the crowds fell away
into a strange, muffled echo. It smelled odd in here too – of
another man’s life, thought Valentinian. And this is how it had
been. First, it had served as the home of his wicked brother,
Gratian. Then of the tyrant, Maximus. But both were gone. He cast a
look to the grand stairs leading to the upper floors. Up there was
the Dark Eagle’s study. He had heard the rumours that Gratian’s
body was still stuffed and mounted inside, but had no desire to see
such a thing. So, it had been his first order as warden of the West
that his brother should be buried with full Christian rites. So too
the now desiccated heads of Maximus and his son, Victor.
Bury the past, let it
go, he mouthed, remembering Pavo’s
words.

He walked on into the adjoining grand basilica, a
cavern of polished marble with the Western throne at its end. He
climbed the marble steps towards the Western chair of power and,
for the first time in his young life, sat upon it. It was cold and
uncomfortable. He could not help but remember that the last person
to have sat here was Victor, Maximus’ son. An unpleasant fellow,
but a victim too – beheaded on this very seat just when he thought
he was about to engage in talks.

The golden Victores legionaries posted around the
hall’s edge each stamped one foot, punched their spears high and
called out in unison: ‘Domine!’

The throaty cry bounced around the hall impressively,
settling after an age.

Valentinian beheld them: they were once Maximus’
elites, now they were his. It was the way of the empire: armies
would commit atrocities one day then serve those they had injured
the next. He drummed his fingers on the armrest. It was the way of the empire, he
vowed, but not anymore. Things would change. He might only be a
glorified governor, under the rule of Theodosius, but that did not
mean he was powerless.

This would be the dawn of an age of justice, of truth.
He thought of the good souls who had fought like lions to make this
moment happen: Mother, Bauto, Merobaudes… Pavo.

Pavo, the last of those still alive. The sense of loss
made him desperately sad.

A padding of soft leather boots sounded by the throne’s
edge.

‘The parade went well, Domine,’ said the steel-clad
General Arbogastes, dipping his head a little in respect – showing
the angry scar on his polished pate. ‘The people are
jubilant.’

‘All parades go well, Arbogastes,’ Valentinian
half-smiled. ‘It is on the hard times that I will be judged. We
have much planning to do. Much to rectify. Checks and balances to
put in place. The West and the East must never again strike steel
against one another. It is incumbent upon us to guide and teach
this to the people of the West.’

Arbogastes sighed. ‘It was a senseless war, but for the
ousting of the tyrant.’

Both stared out of the high, sectioned windows of the
hall for a time, letting the joyous sounds from outside wash over
them.

‘If I may venture,
Domine,’ Arbogastes spoke again.

Valentinian looked to him, nodding.

‘I… I realise only too well that I once served your
brother when he was emperor. And sometimes the things I did were to
your detriment, but…’

‘This is a new age, Arbogastes. I will not begin my new
role under a cloud of reprisals. In any case, you are my high
general and my regent. What sense would there be in me punishing
you?’

Arbogastes smiled. ‘Thank you, Majesty. Know this: I
was appointed your regent because of the utter devotion I showed
Theodosius when I served him. That is what I bring to
you.’

A short silence passed.

‘When would you like to begin on matters?’ Arbogastes
said. ‘Perhaps we should let the winter pass, let matters settle,
and reappraise come spring?’

‘Tomorrow,’ Valentinian said. ‘We begin tomorrow.
Justice has been made to wait for too long already.’ With that, he
stood, stepped down from the throne dais and departed the
hall.
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Arbogastes watched the young man go, impressed. He had
always thought Valentinian capable of great things, and the
brightness in him was truly beginning to shine. He looked around
the Victores troopers. ‘The emperor has retired for the night,’ he
said to them. ‘There’s no need for you to be here. Fall
out.’

This they did, with a
rumble of boots.

Alone in the hall, he trod around the Western throne,
for a time.

When he was sure there was nobody nearby, he sat upon
it, and stroked one arm of the chair. With the other hand, he
traced two fingers absently back and forth along his collarbone. He
still was not used to the bareness there, where the bronze lion’s
fang had once hung.

Try as he might, he had been unable to bring ruin upon
the East or to topple Theodosius and his regime. In any case, he
had begun to suspect that Maximus would not uphold his end of the
bargain and grant him control of the East. Thus, with one catapult
stone that night in Siscia, he had turned everything upon the Dark
Eagle and ensured that the Western throne would be vacated instead.
And careful words in Theodosius’ trusting ears in those final
stages of the campaign had ensured that he – the Emperor’s Spear –
would be granted this new, prestigious post.

He smoothed his hands over both arms of the throne, his
ambitions soaring. What a web he had spun to get this close to the
chair of power. Now, all that stood in the way of his ambition was
a boy – a boy under his control.

Valentinian was right, he mused with a placid
smile.

It was, indeed, the dawn of a new age.
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Author’s Note






The winter of 386/387 AD proved to be a challenging one
for the Eastern Roman Empire. The Gothic
War had ended four years prior, thanks to a peace deal that granted
the Goths Roman lands on which to settle and farm, in return for
their military service. This delicate system was only just
beginning to bear fruit. So, the
last thing Emperor Theodosius needed was for a huge host of
erstwhile unknown Goths to descend from the north and appear at the
River Danube, demanding entry to the empire. Such a new immigration so soon could have wrecked the whole
framework of cooperation.

The early Byzantine century historian, Zosimus, is our
main source for what followed. The new Gothic arrivals, under
their king or high chieftain, Odotheus (or as Zosimus names him,
Aedotheus), arrived at the river's northern banks in their
multitudes. The Roman legions, under the command of General
Promotus, were hastily arrayed along the southern banks. The Goths
then proceeded to petition the Romans for permission to cross onto
the river's southern banks and onto Roman soil, with the clear
threat of invasion if this was refused.

The Roman response finally came one moonless night. Taking
advantage of the poor visibility, General Promotus secretly sent
Gothic-speaking agents across the river to bribe Odotheus’
noblemen, asking them to convince their chieftain of a false
situation: that the Roman watch was lax this night and that he
should seize this opportunity to try to force his way across
immediately. Yes, it would mean defeat and death for their leader,
Odotheus, the agents argued. But the noblemen were also assured
that, after the action, the empire would recognise them as the new
leaders of the tribes.

The nobles accepted the bribe and approached Odotheus. He
took the bait, rallying his people and, in the dead of night, in
almost complete darkness, setting across the river in a huge
flotilla of crafts. The late 4th century AD poet, Claudian,
describes their fleet as ‘three thousand vessels strong’. They must
have felt invincible.

When they reached midriver, everything changed. General
Promotus, lying in wait, sprung his trap. A fleet of Roman galleys,
three tiers deep and twenty stadia wide, came speeding out to
assault them. As Zosimus describes it:

 


Promotus here made such havoc that the river was filled with
dead bodies, and the number which fell on the shore was almost too
great to be counted. This produced an immense slaughter, greater
than had ever occurred in any former naval action
– Zosimus, Historia Nova.

 


Emperor Theodosius, who appears not to have been fully aware
of Promotus’ designs, quickly saw how one-sided this slaughter was,
and – realising that it might alienate both these new Goths and
trigger revolt in those settled in his lands – apparently waded
into the river shallows and called his ships and troops
back.

Fraught as the whole incident had been, it was nonetheless a
victory for the Eastern Empire. And there was more good news to
come: the long-debated specifics
of the Roman-Persian division of Armenia was finally agreed, ending
the air of uncertainty on that eastern flank. Harmony in the East,
stability in the north… so what of the West, only recently ridden
of its previous Emperor, Gratian?

Magnus Maximus, Gratian's overthrower, was an enigmatic
character – popular, devious, pious and ambitious in equal measure.
Following Gratian's death, he quickly arranged to be baptised, a
move that greatly increased his standing with the Orthodox majority
in Rome’s growing echelons of Christian power (which included
Emperor Theodosius himself).

Religious gestures of this sort were hardly uncommon
amongst Rome’s politically ambitious. But at the same time, he made
the rather unique and macabre decision to keep Gratian’s body
unburied, and carried out the notorious and entirely unjustified
execution of Bishop Priscillian – moves that were quite revealing
of his dark side. And there was the unavoidable truth that his
overthrow of Gratian in 383 AD had been an illegal coup.

Theodosius initially accepted Maximus as Gratian’s
successor, though it was only ever a pragmatic and necessary
tolerance, given the difficult times in the East (in this period
before the troubles with the Goths and the Persians had been
settled). A permanent and growing tension reigned, with Theodosius
weathering accusations of weakness for his inaction against the
usurper. Yet the alternative – heading straight to war against the
new, well-supported Western supremo – would be catastrophic.
Instead, he opted to bind Maximus to an oath that he would satisfy
himself with the governorship of Gaul, Hispania and Britannia,
leaving Italia and Africa to the young Valentinian II.

Maximus took this oath, but it was not long before he
began pressuring Valentinian to leave his court in Mediolanum and
join him in his Gaulish capital, Augusta Treverorum. “A father and
son” relationship, is how he proposed it… but the intent was clear.
When Valentinian persistently refused this underhand grab for
power, Maximus set about swelling his already strong Western
armies, raising numerous new regiments and inviting Germanic tribes
into his ranks too.

Valentinian recognised the growing threat, and, in late
387 AD, he dispatched Domninus the Syrian ambassador to Maximus’
capital. Maximus apparently charmed the diplomat out of his
wits:

 


Maximus conferred on him so great
honours, and so many presents, that Domninus supposed that
Valentinian would never again have so good a friend. To such a
degree did Maximus succeed in deluding Domninus, that he sent back
with the Syrian part of his own army, to the assistance of young
Caesar against the Barbarians – Zosimus,
Historia Nova.

 


Zosimus’ accounts of what followed are vague. He seems
to suggest Maximus followed the diplomat back through the Alpes and
tricked his way through the garrisons there, then penetrated deep
into Italia, before seizing Africa too.

Why did Maximus pick this moment to finally invade
Valentinian’s lands? Possibly because he realised that, were he to
wait any longer, the East – having repelled the threat of Odotheus
and stabilised its Persian frontier – might soon be in a position
to intervene militarily in Western affairs.

Fleeing the chaos, Valentinian and his mother, Justina,
sailed to Thessalonica to plead for help from Emperor Theodosius.
Yet Theodosius at this time was a much-changed character from the
vital man who had ascended the Eastern throne, recently-bereaved
and seemingly in a spiral of pious guilt and paranoia. He had
become entangled in his support for violent Christian activism, and
his new and punishing taxation policies had stirred great unrest
and bloody protests all across the East.

Still, with his legions freed from the Persian and
Gothic problems, and with his pride no doubt still bruised from his
previous inability to militarily challenge Maximus, he must have
been tempted to agree to Justina and Valentinian’s appeals.
Apparently, however, it was in fact the mere sight of Valentinian's
sister, Galla, that made his mind up. The great Edward Gibbon
describes the moment they first met:

 


The charms of the princess Galla most
powerfully pleaded the cause of her brother Valentinian. The heart
of Theodosius was softened by the tears of beauty; his affections
were insensibly engaged by the graces of youth and innocence
– Edward Gibbon, The History of
the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire.

 


First, Theodosius sent stern demands for Maximus to
relinquish his conquests. Next, he mustered the armies of the East,
including a portion of the settled Haims Goths, along
with troops of Hun, Alani and Iberian foederati… and marched to war
with the West.

Nobody truly wanted this. The last comparable civil
clash had been Emperor Constantius' suppression of a Gallic usurper
thirty years prior, an expedition that had exhausted the empire
militarily and financially for many years afterwards. But Maximus’
aggression and territorial expansion meant war was
unavoidable.

Maximus established an advance army at Siscia (modern
Sisak), a city strongly fortified by the River Savus, blocking
Theodosius' landward line of advance towards Italy. His main
general Andragathius (or Dragathius as I call him) was stationed
with strong forces on the approaches to the Julian Alps, while his
brother Marcellinus controlled another army in nearby
Noricum.

Theodosius set out to face Maximus down in these
regions. As I have portrayed it, the Eastern Emperor and the main
body of the army set off along the Via Militaris, while Valentinian
and Justina led a smaller band of legions by sea, to Rome. Worthy
of note is that Valentinian first landed in Sicily, defeating
Maximus’ troops there, before going on to the ancient capital. And
there was, in fact, also a third prong of attack, with a contingent
of soldiers sailing from Egypt to liberate the vital, grain-rich
Diocese of Africa.

Along the way with the main Eastern force, Theodosius
learned that some of the Gothic troops he had mustered by the terms
of the peace deal had been bribed by Maximus. It is not clear
whether they attacked the legions, sabotaged the march or simply
deserted. All we know for sure is that he was denied the services
of these tribal warriors.

Also, it seems that Valentinian’s secretive naval
expedition was betrayed very late in the day. Dragathius, on
Maximus’ orders, led a fleet into the Adriatic to intercept it, but
failed to do so. Thus, Rome was taken swiftly and bloodlessly by
the return of the young Caesar.

Meanwhile, the two main forces of East and West finally
met in a violent battle at Siscia. Theodosius’ cavalry and legions
powered across the River Savus’ ford while Maximus’ defences rained
all manner of projectiles at them. The fighting was fierce,
spanning two days and the night in between. Maximus called his
brother, Marcellinus, to his aid, but he arrived too late. Thus,
Siscia fell to the Easterners and Maximus withdrew. As Gibbon
says:

 


After the fatigue of a long march, in the
heat of summer, Theodosius and his army spurred their foaming
horses into the waters of the Savus, swam the river in the presence
of the enemy, and charged the troops who guarded the high ground on
the opposite side – Edward Gibbon,
The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire.

 


Theodosius pursued for several days until East and West
clashed again on the plains near the city of Poetovio. This here
this time Maximus was reinforced by the army of
his brother. Yet it was not enough:

 


The enemy… fought with the desperation of
gladiators. They did not yield an inch, but stood their ground and
fell. Finally, Theodosius prevailed – Edward Gibbon,
The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire.

 


I describe Valentinian arriving here to seal the
victory. This is fictitious, although he certainly did play his
part in the overall victory by seizing Rome as intended, and
cutting away Maximus’ support in Italia.

After suffering the reverse on the plains of Poetovio,
Maximus retreated to Aquileia, perhaps expecting to withstand a
final siege. However, the quick succession of defeats had
irreparably damaged the loyalty of his troops. When Theodosius’
advance guard arrived at the city, Maximus was handed over to them.
On 28th
August 388 AD he was beheaded.

The head was taken on a tour of the provinces. His son,
Victor, was slain by Theodosius’ high general, Arbogastes.
Dragathius, still hiding out at sea having failed to halt
Valentinian, heard of his master's demise and threw himself into
the deep.

Yet Theodosius was magnanimous as well as ruthless,
looking after the family of Maximus and paying recompense to those
westerners whose lands and properties had been damaged during the
war. He then went on to declare himself as sole Emperor of East and
West, keeping Valentinian as an emperor in waiting, and installing
Arbogastes as the sole Western Magister Militum. This in particular
– handing the military might of the West to one man – was a bold
move, and one that would ultimately prove imprudent.

My twist on this grand sweep of events – with
Arbogastes masquerading as “Peregrinus the Stranger”, the driving
force behind the arrival of Odotheus and Maximus’ invasion and all
the subterfuge that followed – is, like Peregrinus, fictional.
Arbogastes, however, was very much part of that thread of history,
and it was he who benefited hugely from it all.

Few others did. This civil war left the empire in
financial and military disrepair. More, the unhealthy dynastic
system introduced by Theodosius now took root across the empire
entire, with his ill-suited and far too young sons destined to one
day rule in his stead. This, I believe, was the turning point for
the fortunes of the Roman Empire – the seed that would grow into a
strangling weed and bring about the collapse. But that is for
another day…

Thank you for reading Pavo’s latest story. You may or
may not know how difficult it was for me to return to the writing
desk to pen this tale, but I hope you enjoyed the adventure. More,
I hope and trust you will return for the final book in the
series!

 


Yours
faithfully,

Gordon
Doherty

www.gordondoherty.co.uk






P.S. If you
enjoyed the story, please spread the word. My books live or die by
word of mouth, so tell your friends or – even better – leave a
short review online. Anything you can do in this vein would be very
much appreciated.
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Empires
of Bronze: Son of Ishtar, by Gordon Doherty
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Four sons. One throne.
A world on the precipice.

1315 B.C. the world is
forged in bronze, and ruled by four mighty empires. Tensions soar
between Egypt, Assyria, the Mycenaeans and the Hittites, and war
seems inevitable.

When Prince Hattu is
born, it should be a rare joyous moment for all the Hittite people.
But the Goddess Ishtar comes to King Mursili in a dream, warning
that the boy is no blessing, telling of a bleak future where he
will stain Mursili’s throne with blood and bring devastation upon
the world. Thus, Hattu must fight against the goddess’ words and
prove to his kith and kin that he is worthy. Yet with his every
action, the shadow of Ishtar’s prophecy darkens…






Strategos: Born in the
Borderlands, by Gordon Doherty
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When the falcon has
flown, the mountain lion will charge from the east, and all
Byzantium will quake. Only one man can save the empire . . . the
Haga!

1046 AD. The Byzantine
Empire teeters on the brink of all-out war with the Seljuk
Sultanate. In the borderlands of Eastern Anatolia, a land riven
with bloodshed and doubt, young Apion's life is shattered in one
swift and brutal Seljuk night raid. Only the benevolence of Mansur,
a Seljuk farmer, offers him a second chance of happiness.

Yet a hunger for
revenge burns in Apion's soul, and he is drawn down a dark path
that leads him right into the heart of a conflict that will echo
through the ages.






Rise of Emperors: Sons of Rome,
by Gordon Doherty & Simon Turney
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Four Emperors.
Two Friends. One Destiny.

As twilight
descends on the 3rd century AD, the Roman Empire is but a shadow of
its former self. Decades of usurping emperors, splinter kingdoms
and savage wars have left the people beleaguered, the armies weary
and the future uncertain. And into this chaos Emperor Diocletian
steps, reforming the succession to allow for not one emperor to
rule the world, but four.

Meanwhile, two
boys share a chance meeting in the great city of Treverorum as
Diocletian's dream is announced to the imperial court. Throughout
the years that follow, they share heartbreak and glory as that
dream sours and the empire endures an era of tyranny and dread.
Their lives are inextricably linked, their destinies
ever-converging as they rise through Rome's savage stations, to the
zenith of empire. For Constantine and Maxentius, the purple robes
beckon...


Glossary

Adventus; The
celebration that accompanies a new Roman Emperor’s formal entry
into his capital city.

Aquilifer;
Senior standard bearer of a Roman legion and carrier of the
legionary eagle.

Arcanus (pl.
Arcani); A secretive school of imperial agents that originated
in Roman Britannia.

Arcuballista;
An early version of the crossbow.

Auxilium Palatinum
(pl. Auxilia Palatina); These elite infantry regiments (or
palace legions) of the late Roman Empire served as the emperor’s
core guard in his Praesental Army.

Ballista (pl.
Ballistae); Roman bolt-throwing artillery that was primarily
employed as an anti-personnel weapon on the battlefield.

Barritus; A
tribal war cry that originated in the tribes outwith the Roman
world. The Late Roman army adopted this cry, possibly as a result
of the increasing number of tribal recruits in their ranks.

Buccina (pl.
Buccinae); The ancestor of the trumpet and the trombone, this
instrument was used for the announcement of night watches and for
various other purposes in the legionary camp.

Campidoctor; A
Roman drill-sergeant.

Chi-Rho; One of
the earliest forms of Christogram, and was used by the early
Christian Roman Empire. It is formed by superimposing the first two
letters in the Greek spelling of the word Christ, chi = ch
and rho = r, in such a way to produce the following monogram;

[image: ]

Comes;
Commander of a field army of comitatenses legions.

Comitatensis (pl.
comitatenses); The comitatenses were the Roman field armies. A
‘floating’ central reserve of legions, ready to move swiftly to
tackle border breaches.

Commentarii;
After action reports, outline accounts of operations.

Congius; Roman
measure of liquid, roughly equivalent to six pints.

Contubernium; A Roman tent party of eight soldiers.

Corvus; Long
wooden beam with a shark hook or spike at one end, fitted on Roman
galleys. Used to snare an enemy ship and keep it pinned so the
imperial soldiers could board. Literally means ‘crow’ in
Latin.

Diocese; An
administrative and geographical division of the later Roman Empire.
Each Diocese was subdivided into a collection of
provinces.

Dominus (voc. Domine); A respectful honourific indicating
sovereignty.

Draco; A type
of legionary standard that became popular in the era of our story.
It comprised a bronze dragon head that would groan when wind passed
through it and a flowing cloth tail that would ripple in the breeze
as if alive.

Eques (pl.
Equites); Roman light cavalry, used for scouting ahead and
screening the flanks of a marching legionary column.

Fibula; A Roman
brooch for fastening garments.

Haim (pl.
Haims); A Gothic region or settlement.

Hexareme; A
Roman galley with six decks.

Intercisa; Iron
helmet constructed of two halves with a distinctive fin-like ridge
joining them together and large cheek guards offering good
protection to the face.

Labarum; A
Christian legionary standard.

Latrunculi;
Strategic board game, with similarities to draughts or chess.

Liburnian; A
small, swift and nimble galley with just a single bank of oars.

Limitaneus (pl.
Limitanei); The limitanei were the empire’s frontier soldiers,
light infantry spearmen who served in the legions posted along the
borders.

Magister
Militum; Roman ‘Master of the Army’.

Maleficium;
Sorcery or witchcraft.

Medicus;
Medical officer attached to a legion, the most senior of which
would hold the title Medicus Ordinarius.

Missio
Causaria; Official and honourable discharge from the Roman
legions due to wounds or disability suffered during combat.

Mithras; A
pagan deity particularly loved by the legions – probably something
to do with the belief that Mithras was born with a sword in his
hand. He is thought to have evolved from the Persian Mithra, the
God of Light and Wisdom.

Navarchus; A
Roman admiral or fleet commander.

Navis Lusoria;
Small river patrol vessel.

Peplos; A long
dress worn by women.

Plumbata (pl.
Plumbatae); A lead-weighted throwing dart carried by Roman
legionaries, approximately half a metre in length.

Pomerium; The
outermost road in a Roman city, running just inside its walls. The
word originated from the sacred boundary of the city of Rome.

Porpax; An
enhanced gripping mechanism on the inside of a shield.

Praepositus; An
ad-hoc command position within the Roman army.

Primus Pilus;
The chief centurion of a legion. So called, because his own century
would line up in the first file (primus) of the first cohort
(pilus – a term harking back to the manipular legions).

Protectores
Domestici; The emperor’s household guard.

Reiks; In
Gothic society, a reiks was a tribal leader or warlord. Whenever
the Gothic tribes came together to fight as a united people, a
‘council’ of reiks would elect one man to serve as their
Iudex, overall leader of the alliance.

Sacrum
Consistorium; The Roman Emperor’s ‘Sacred Council’ or inner
circle of advisers.

Schola Palatinum
(pl. Scholae Palatinae); The elite cavalry regiments of the
later Roman Empire. Typically, these crack riders would serve in
the Emperor’s Praesental Army.

Shahanshah; The
Persian King of Kings.

Spatha; The
Roman straight sword, up to one metre long and favoured by the late
imperial infantry and cavalry.

Stola; A
woman’s garment, and equivalent to the toga.

Timpani; Also
known as kettledrums, these instruments consist of skin stretched
over a copper bowl.

Toga Virilis;
The “toga of manhood" was a plain white toga, representing adult
male citizenship and its attendant rights, freedoms and
responsibilities.

Tribunus (pl.
Tribuni); The senior officer of a legion. In the late
4th century AD, a tribunus was usually in charge
of one or more legions of limitanei or
comitatenses.

Trireme; A war
galley with three banks of oars.

Turma (pl.
turmae); The smallest unit of Roman cavalry, numbering thirty
riders.

Valetudinarium;
A medical building in a Roman camp or fort.

Vicus; The
jumble of merchant stalls, taverns and houses that spring up around
a legionary fort.[image: ]
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