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Chapter One: Hostage to the Huns
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"I can’t believe it brother, that it was that easy to kill the Emperor of the Romans?" Optila bleated in an excited voice, as he leapt onto his horse. Thraustila grinned and carefully wrapped up the murder weapon in a length of calf leather, before almost vaulting onto his horse in a well-practiced manner.

"The mightier they are, the more arrogant they are!" He replied in a mundane tone.

Once Thraustila was comfortable on his saddle, he prodded his mount, and his brother followed suit. The great arches of the Flaminia Gate stood before them, only one gate was serviceable as the other had long been blocked up. The guards on duty waved them on through the single gate, halting any oncoming traffic. As they passed under the thickly walled arch, they saluted the party of guards who had kindly let them pass. The only advantage of wearing the white clothing of the Imperial bodyguard was that no one questioned you. A line of wagons was halted on the outside of the gate, the owners looked indignantly as the pair trotted past, a few comments were made about Barbarians wearing Imperial clothing and snide remarks in Latin about the lack of intelligence of the Goths. Thraustila laughed to himself, as he clearly heard the comments of the Roman citizens, whom he had spent the best part of a lifetime defending. What was more they couldn't tell a Goth from a Hun? Another thought crossed his mind, and he laughed out loud at it; if they had known both men were Huns, he bet they would have all shit themselves. At that point, they crossed an almost invisible line where the city stopped, and the countryside began. 

They were outside of Rome and riding along the Flaminia Road heading to the rendezvous in Split; with the still grieving widow and mother of Thraustila’s young wife Aurelia. They hadn't spoken much since the assassination earlier in the morning. 

"Brother, I am glad you called me to join you here in Italy?" Optila stated in a now cheerful tone, he paused taking in the view of the rolling countryside, dotted with the occasional large farmhouse. "In all my time in the East at the service of the Eastern Emperor, I have never seen a city like Rome!”

“What do you mean by that? You were in New Rome?” Thraustila replied, in an almost defensive tone.

“What I meant, was the condition of the city, it’s falling apart! It’s hard to imagine that this city founded great Empires!” Optila mused, more to himself than his brother. “Compared to the other cities of the East, Rome is falling apart and there is a lack of common people inside of it.”

“Yes, it is true, even Milan and Ravenna look better kept and have people living within. Ever since I visited here for the first time, the common people have continued to leave for the countryside and other towns. Only the slaves and rich remain!” Thraustila stated with a slight groan.

They both retreated into silence as they continued with their journey. Winter had not released the land from its grip, the fields which should have had the first signs of corn were only just going under the plough. This year there would be another famine thought Thraustila, glad that he was leaving battered Italy for the last time and heading East. 

By late afternoon they had reached the foothills of the still snow-capped Apennines Mountains, and the air had become colder. They would stop at the next Roman Post station, with their Imperial tokens they could claim a free meal, a fresh bed, and a change of mount. The Post station came into view, just as the first trace of sleet blew into their faces from the direction of the now cloud swathed mountains. The gateway was unguarded, and one part of the gate had been left open. They weren’t too alarmed by this, as it meant the guards might be out on patrol. The half open gate told any Imperial post rider that the station was still in use. Shut gates or both open was a warning that something was wrong and to keep going. They both could taste the wood laden smoke of a good fire as they dismounted and led their animals towards the gate. A young lad stepped out and offered to help them with their horses. He motioned casually with his right arm for them to follow, and he led them through the wooden gateway and into the actual stables. Several fresh horses were already tied up and feeding from troughs. Once the saddles and blankets had been removed the young lad agreed to take them and hang them to allow them to dry, as well as feeding and watering the horses.

Thraustila and Optila carried their saddlebags and bows and quivers out of the stable and in through the stout wooden door of the Station. The warmth and smell of stew greeted them as they stepped onto the interior stone floor. It was darker inside, and it took them both a moment to adjust their eyes to the dimness of the interior. A voice used to giving orders called out from deep within the building.

"Mind closing that door, it's hard enough to collect wood, without wasting its warmth on heating an open door!" 

Optila spotted the man standing by the fire and tapped Thraustila on the arm and nodded in the direction the man stood, while with his free hand, he reached for the hilt of his dagger. Thraustila looked in the direction and saw the shape of a heavy built man, whose face was now lit by the fire he had just begun poking, before adding more wood. 

The man spoke again. "Come from Rome, have you?"

Thraustila relaxed slightly, the voice wasn't threatening in any way, just questioning.

"Yes, we both left the city at dawn this morning and have been riding hard."

"On Imperial business, I guess by your dress? Imperial bodyguard of the Emperor, if I am not mistaken?" He replied, stepping back from the fire, and replacing the metal rod he had just used.

"Yes, we are heading to the Capital." Replied Thraustila, at the same time he motioned for Optila to relax his grip on the dagger.

"You’d be wanting a hot meal, wine and a fresh bed?" The man queried with a casual grunt. 

"Yes, we have Imperial tokens, and could do with fresh mounts. I see you have five in the stables?" Thraustila replied.

"I hope my grandson looked after you in the stables, he's a good lad. Doesn't say much since he saw his parents murdered by bandits." The man grunted with a strange sort of malaise as if it were such a normal thing to implant into a conversation. 

"Yes, he did an excellent job, sorry to hear about your misfortunes." 

"It’s the norm for us in the countryside. It's either bandits, Barbarians or unpaid soldiers taking what they want! They were just in the wrong place at the wrong time, God preserve us!" He said, coming over to them. "Here follow me, and I'll show you the small barracks where you can sleep and leave your kit. Don't worry, no one else is here. The guards have gone on patrol up to the next post station making sure the route is safe." 

They followed him through a doorway and into a small barrack room, dimly lit. The cots lined the walls, a small fire was lit at the far end, the upper windows had been shuttered against the winter. The beds were filled with straw and warm heavy military blankets were folded at the end of each cot.

"Take your choice, they’re all fresh. When you’re ready come back, and I'll fill bowls with stew, should be some bread about the kitchen. Military ration wine, okay?" He said, turning and heading back the way they had all just come.

"Thanks." Replied Thraustila, laying his kit down on the closest bunk. Next came his heavy cloak which he draped over the end of the top cot to allow it to dry in the warmth. Optila was busy sorting out his kit, he kept his dagger on his belt, Thraustila did likewise. As friendly as the man was, only family could be trusted in these times. They both entered the main room, it was brighter now, lamps had been lit, and their eyes had adjusted. A long table had been placed close to the fire; benches had been pulled up next to it. Resting on the table were four cups, a jug of water and one of wine sat next to four hot steaming bowls of stew with spoons already sunk into the deep brown mixture. Bread was broken up and lay on a wooden plate in the centre of the table. They both sat on one of the benches closest to the wall. They waited patiently for the man to return, it was impolite and a breach of tradition to eat before your host was seated.

The door opened, both men reached for their daggers, then relaxed. The man and his grandson stepped in, shaking fresh snow off their cloaks before rushing over to the fire to warm themselves. The man looked older now in the light of the fire. For his age he was still erect in his bearing, his skin looked more like tanned old leather, this was a man who had spent most of his life outside.

"It looks cold out there?" Enquired Thraustila.

"Yeah, the snow has come in, and it's as cold as Christmas now!" The old man replied.

"Please sit with us. It's impolite for us to dine without our host." Said Thraustila, almost but not exactly ordering the pair.

The old man led his grandson over to the table and they sat down. They all ate in silence, quickly the bowls were drained, and the bread consumed, along with the jug of wine. The young lad cleared the table and disappeared into the kitchen. The old man relaxed and wiped his face of the last droplets of wine. Thraustila caught sight of something he’d kind of expected to see on the old man's uncovered arm, a tattoo.

"You served in the army?" Asked Thraustila on a hunch.

"Thirty-five years, up and down Italy, Gaul and Spain!" He replied in a sudden burst of pride. Optila for the first time relaxed and Thraustila continued the conversation.

"Yes, we have been to the same places, my brother here though, served in the East!" 

"I recognised you both as Huns even with the uniforms on. I saw many of your kind, fighting on our side and the other. No one beats you on a horse and your bowman ship is the best!" He stated. Both Optila and Thraustila smiled, a compliment from an old soldier was always worth something. "I fought at Rimini under Boniface against the Patrician Aetius. That was the last great battle I was in. We won, but Boniface died of his wounds. And I was paid off and given this as a pension by the orders of the Empress. I first fought under the Empress’ grandfather in the mountains in the north and finished up, on this very road, north of here, thirty-five years later. A couple of wounds and a pension. Not bad for an ex-slave?" He said, his voice still full of pride as he pointed to scars on his hands and one on his left cheek.

"I fought at Rimini too, but with Aetius, we only had a small army compared to the one you were in, and we didn't have enough Huns! Or you wouldn't be here talking to us, now!" Laughed Thraustila.

"Yes, that was quite a battle, but, in the end a waste of time and men, as all civil wars are!" Replied the old soldier.

"Yes, I have never understood why you all claim to be civilised but fight each other like us Barbarians!" Interrupted Optila, shrugging his shoulders, following the movement with a laugh.

"And the civilised Roman pays for us Barbarians to kill Romans!" Laughed Thraustila.

"I agree, I spent half my service killing fellow Romans, when we should have been killing the invaders!" Shrugged the old soldier. Then he leaned over the table towards the pair and whispered in a conspiratorial tone. "Why did the Emperor kill Aetius? For the Empire it’s like cutting off your sword hand? Who is left to save us from the next invasion!"

"Jealousy, fear, maybe. Valentinian was always under the thumb of either his mother or some court official.” Thraustila muttered in an equally hushed tone. The old soldier stood up and went over to the fire, added a few more logs and gave it a good poke. The fire responded by sending a fresh blast of hot air into the room. He then went over to a cupboard and removed a glass bottle and three fine glasses and returned to the table. He placed the glasses before his two guests.

“The boy will be asleep soon. It’s early, and the snow won’t melt till mid-morning. Here, let’s talk and enjoy this. They distil it round here from the wine.” He poured the clear liquid into each of three glasses and placed a stopper back on the bottle. He returned to his seat and picked up the glass and had a good sniff of the contents. His face grinned, just before his nose recoiled from the strong scent of the liquid. “It’s been a long time since I have had proper guests and by that, I mean warriors like yourselves. Here drink this. It’ll clear your noses and warm your hearts!” 

He lifted his glass to his mouth and took a sip, followed by a sharp intake of breath. Both brothers followed suit and found the liquid forced a sharp intake of breath followed by a fiery trail down the back of their throats before entering the stomach and as expected, warming it.

“That had quite a kick!” Thraustila exclaimed as he licked his lips before taking another swig of the potent liquid.

“Yeah, it also cleans metal up as well.” The older soldier mused, with a slight mischievous grin on his face. He then stood up and removed the bottle from the table before walking to the other side of the room and hiding it away again. “Well, it’s good to share a drink with fellow warriors. Now I must retire to bed, as the drink will aid my sleep. At my age, a good sleep is a blessing not to be missed.” 

The old soldier then followed the same route as his grandson and disappeared from the main room. Optila drained the glass and took in a deep breath to cool his throat. Turning he looked at his brother with a smile and spoke.

“Brother, I haven’t tasted anything as strong as that in the East. I am sorry I was quiet for a time while he talked, I understand the Greek of the East, but not some of his Latin.”

“It took me a while to understand it, although I was told by Aetius that I spoke the common military form, but not that of the elite.” Replied Thraustila, a more thoughtful look on his face, following the effects of the drink.

“I think I’ll retire. What about your brother?”

“After that meal and drink? I need my bed as well. It’s been a long day, and we have many more in front of us.” Thraustila replied. They stood up, then took the glasses over to the entrance to the kitchen and left them on the first flat surface they saw. Returning to the room, they both moved the table back to where it had been taken from, judging by the grooves in the old stone floor. Then they went into the barrack room and lay on their beds, the fire in the rear of the room, still burning nicely, the lamps casting a dim flickering light into the shadows of the room. They both remained silent for a time.

“Brother, you have never told me how you became so involved with Aetius and affairs here in the West. I remember just, Aetius first coming to our father’s camp when I was small.” Optila stated.

“You really want to know, brother?” Replied Thraustila, sitting up and leaning back against the plastered white wall of the barrack.

“Why not? The old man said the road wouldn’t be clear till late morning, I’ll only relax once we’re on the ship heading East to the City.” He replied.

“Very well... let’s see... Aetius, or rather Patrician Flavius Aetius, Military Master of the West, first arrived in our father’s camp early one Spring morning along with the annual payment to us....

––––––––

[image: ]


Thraustila stood next to his father, Khan Rugila of the Avarik clan of the Hunnish nation. He was wearing his normal clothing of sheep skin jacket, hose, and his favourite felt hat. He looked happy that day, as we stood outside the central yurt. The convoy of ponies had already entered the compound and was escorted by our men. Rugila had been waiting all winter for the silver the Romans sent each year, in exchange for us not raiding across the great River and plundering the countryside. The men of the clan had been restless as well. Without a raid, they could not show their valour or display their hair trophies outside their yurts. Let alone sell slaves to neighbouring tribes or tell ‘tall’ stories of how they killed the bravest Roman or Goth while taking a sample of his hair. This last winter had been hard, the wind had blown from the East as never before and the ground even now was still cold. The sheep had been brought into the yurts at night to stop them dying from the cold. Now Rugila could pay his tribesmen in Roman silver coins. With that, they could travel in the later spring and buy the goods they needed from the local spineless settled Goths. Farmers, how could they live on the same ground for years!

Rugila turned to his son with a big grin on his face for the first time that spring.

“Well, boy, the Romans have finally sent their silver to us and a hostage. I expect another weak livered boy, who will have to stay with the women for fear he’ll catch a cold and die on us... like the last one!” 

“I can’t see the Roman?” Thraustila questioned in an excited tone, looking up and down the long line of ponies that had now halted in front of them. Rugila also now looked bemused as he stared up and down the convoy, only Goths were seated on the ponies. His own men had already dismounted and were rousing the tribe to come and view their payment.

“You’re right boy. I see no Roman among them. Looks like he died before he could reach us!” He bellowed landing a light blow on the back of his son, who remained upright, no matter how hard he was hit. Thraustila stepped forward and moved from the lead horse down the line patting the saddlebags. The curved edges he felt in the bags clearly told him they were filled with coins. Each animal carried two bags and there was a lot of them. Clearly the Romans had kept to their agreement this year, even if the hostage was missing. He moved to the next pony and tapped the bag again. It was solid with coins. There would be none missing. He once asked his father why he didn’t have one of the slaves who could count, check the amount? Rugila had just laughed at the idea that any coins would be missing. Who would dare steal from him? Not only would the thief be sliced up, but everyone who rode with the convoy and then their families would also meet the same fate. Rugila thought he had only heard of coins being stolen once. It had been when he was a child with his grandfather, when they first came down to the great River. All but one of the thieves and none of their families had been spared, he had his right hand cut off so he could live to spread the word of the fate of those who stole from the Khans of the Huns. But even then, he thought it was just a story his grandfather had told him.

Rugila reached the third pony and was just about to touch the saddlebag, when he noticed the rider’s footwear was different. He reached over and touched it. The rider remained still as he inspected the footwear. It looked like a Goth riding boot, but it was well-made, and the leather was softer to the touch. Rugila had seen workmanship like that before. He let the boot and attached leg drop back to the lower side of the pony. He looked up at the rider. Furthermore, he was astonished to see a pair of bright blue eyes looking back down on him. 

“You’re not a Roman!” He bellowed. One of the Goths rapidly dismounted and ran over to Rugila. The Goth prostrated himself in front of the Khan and spoke in Hunnish.

“My Khan, here is the Roman hostage as promised. He speaks my tongue but not yours, O Khan!” Rugila placed one of his felt boots on the man’s back and shouted at him.

“You lie you dog! He is a Goth like you. You have betrayed me and killed the hostage and replaced him with one of your own!” Rugila shouted. At the same time his sword flashed in the air as it neatly followed an upward arc, then fell swiftly downwards slicing into the back of the neck of the Goth now firmly held in place by his boot. A short sharp scream, a gush of blood and the man was dead. Rugila then wiped his sword clean on the man’s clothing and replaced his sword back into its scabbard which hung from a leather belt on his waist.

The unidentified rider slipped expertly down from the pony. Once standing on the ground, he slipped off the heavy cloth Goth cavalry jacket to reveal a Roman style tunic. He then removed his sheepskin hat, to reveal a head with short brown hair, and somewhat darker skin than a Goth had. The whole camp who had by now turned out to see the convoy, stood there in absolute silence. At the centre stood the Khan, his foot still resting on the corpse and a short distance from him, the Roman. The silence was broken by Rugila.

“Do we have anyone among the slaves who speaks the Roman tongue?” Before anyone could reply, the Roman bowed towards Rugila and spoke in perfect Goth.

“My Lord, I am Aetius, the Roman hostage.” Rugila turned to the Roman and just looked at him. One of the riders, rushed forward and prostrated himself before Rugila and spoke.

“My Khan. He said in the Goth tongue, that he is Aetius, the Roman hostage.” Rugila looked at Aetius, then down at the corpse then at the prostrated Goth.

“Why didn’t he say that... he would still be alive. Never mind, I will compensate his family for their loss!” Turning to Aetius he said in Hunnish. “Tell Aetius, he is welcome in my camp.” 

The Goth rapidly translated for Aetius but had trouble as his face was stuck in wild grass which blocked some of his speech and he had to repeat himself, till Aetius nodded in agreement. Rugila noticed the problem and told the man to get up and start unloading the convoy. Rugila turned to where Thraustila still stood and beckoned him over.

“Well, we have a different kind of hostage here my son.”

“Yes father, I too thought he was a Goth. He rode like one, dressed like one and makes that same noise with his mouth they do!” Replied Thraustila.

“Go back into our yurt and get that Goth slave who deals with them for me?” Rugila scoffed. Thraustila entered the yurt and in a few moments returned with the old Goth who advised his father on dealings with the Goths. He approached the Khan and bowed. Rugila turned to him and said. “Argh, good, tell the Roman he is welcome to my camp, and I like his boots!” 

Rugila then laughed. The old slave translated, and Aetius smiled. He then sat on the ground and pulled off his boots. Standing up he picked them up and walked towards Rugila. He bowed and reached out with his hands and offered the boots. Rugila smiled again and took the boots. He ran his hands along the outside and then felt inside. Next, he sat down and placed one of Aetius’s boots next to his foot. It was obvious that Aetius’s feet were a lot bigger than Rugila’s. Rugila looked up at Aetius and threw the boots back towards him and said.

“Thank the Roman for his kind offer, but he has big feet and so his boots would be useless for riding in.” Rugila stood up and walked over to Aetius. He walked around him looking him up and down. Then he returned to where he had previously stood and turned to his son and said. “He is not weak, like most Romans, he is used to riding, you can tell by his arse. He is also a soldier!”

“So, this is a Roman soldier. Are they all like this?” Thraustila questioned, staring at Aetius.

“Yes, never believe the stories you hear around the fire, till you have seen it for yourself. There aren’t many, mostly they use the Goths as soldiers. But I fought them. They wear armour and if you’re dismounted you don’t stand a chance. Only our speed and arrows stop them.” Replied Rugila, his mind travelling back a few years to the last encounter with armoured Roman cavalry. He’d been lucky that day, they had never fought Roman cavalry on a plain before. They charged at them, like they were used to doing with the Goths. The Goths who knew them of old, would turn and run heading for trees or any other obstacle they could use to slow the Huns down with. They expected the Romans to do the same. The Romans instead charged as well, our arrows killed many, but they closed the distance quickly. Before we could react, they had hit us and gone straight through us, cutting a path of dead Huns as they moved. We fled after that; we left many brothers behind for their spirits to eternally run on the plains with their forefathers. Yes, Rugila thought he had been lucky that day. The old slave spoke to him and returned him from his musing.

“My Lord, where shall we place Aetius the Roman?” 

Rugila thought about it. The normal Roman hostage wasn’t like this, a warrior like himself. They were weak and used to luxury and soft living. He normally placed them with the slaves where they couldn’t hurt themselves and where they would be warm and out of the way. No, this time it was different.

“Place him in my yurt, he can sleep next to you! Take him in and show him how to live in a yurt.”

Rugila waved at Aetius, who seemed to get the gist of what had been said, as both Rugila and the old slave had turned to look at him as they chatted. Aetius bowed to Rugila as he was led away to the yurt of the Khan. Thraustila looked at his father, a quizzed expression on his face and asked or rather stated to Rugila.

“Is that wise, he is an enemy and could kill us all while we sleep?” 

Rugila just laughed at the statement and patted his son on the back, this time it was a loving tap and led him over to the pile of silver filled saddle bags.

“No, I am not worried. He has been sent here by his Khan. He must obey the rules of hospitality. If not, his family will be killed by their Khan!” Rugila laughed again, as he prodded the saddle bags and felt their weight. Tonight, there would be much celebrating, akin to a victory meal, but lacking the tales of heroic deeds.

Aetius followed the old slave into the Khan’s yurt. The slave informed him that what Romans called tents, was in the Hunnish tongue, a yurt. He had passed many of these on entering the encampment and gathered that they were generally of a round shape with a sloping upward roof. The construction material seemed to be of felt, they were not that tall, and he wondered how the Huns managed to live in them. Even the Goths built log and turf longhouses to winter in. The slave moved the drape from the entrance and Aetius stepped inside, the warmth hit him first. Outside without his jacket he had felt the cold wind, but inside it was like summer in Italy, without the sun. The floor was made up of woven rugs, the framework of the yurt was clearly visible on the inside, worked branches of trees had been knotted together and together they formed a framework that reached up to the centre, where a hole was clearly visible. In the centre of the yurt was a fire and a cauldron which was supported by a tripod arrangement which rested over it. The smell of mutton cooking in the cauldron filled the tent. Around the fire were a few women who either were preparing food or working with fur or felt like material. At the far corner of the yurt was another entrance which was covered over. The slave gestured for Aetius to follow, and he was led over to the fire and to sit with the women. 

Once settled, one of the women stood up and went over to a chest resting next to the wall. She opened it and removed a silver plate and a goblet. Returning with them, she spooned some stew onto the plate and handed it to Aetius. Another woman passed a silver spoon to him and gestured for him to eat. The old slave remained standing the whole time and said nothing. Still, no one spoke inside the yurt. Aetius proceeded to consume the stew, which was mutton with a few vegetables. It was a heavy mix and quickly filled his empty stomach. Once he had emptied the plate, the woman reached over and took it from him and left the tent with it. Another now poured a creamy looking liquid into the goblet from a leather sack that hung from a support in the roof space. This was then offered to Aetius. He could smell the sourness of the liquid already, but being used to Barbarian ways, he accepted the drink without demur and took a sip. The remaining women had all now turned to watch him consume the liquid. It was hard for him to see their faces clearly, as they were covered with a bright silk like material. Aetius held back the compunction to spit out the sour liquid and forced himself to swallow it. He then drained the cup, hoping he could hold it down long enough, to excuse himself and leave the tent and do his toilet. A murmur erupted among the women as he handed the empty goblet to one of the out reaching hands. Aetius had the feeling that he had just passed some sort of test. A hand touched him on the shoulder, he was startled a little. Turning he saw it belonged to the old slave who now spoke to him and explained that he would sleep by the trunk every night. The slave would be next to him. The other entrance was the Khans own area and he was never to go inside. The women were his wives and again he should not touch them or talk to them, unless they spoke to him first. The Khan was very protective of his wives! Aetius got the message and stood up and bowed to the women, who nodded back at him, and he retired over to the sleeping area. The slave followed him and told him to make himself comfortable and be ready for the next day. The Khan and the tribe were going to celebrate the arrival of the Roman silver, and he should stay out of the way till they had accepted his presence.

~
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The Hun party started in the evening, definitely after sunset. As the coming and going inside the yurt eased, the last sight he had of the outdoors clearly showed a dark sky with stars, as the yurt’s doorway was closed with a heavy felt like material. The inside was in darkness as the fire had been allowed to go out. As his eyes adjusted, he could now clearly see stars through the hole in the ceiling and he realised he was on his own. The Huns outside became louder, lots of shouting, but no music or singing. He wondered how the Huns entertained themselves. His experience of being a hostage of the Goths had taught him that they enjoyed wine and a liquid substance golden in colour made from wheat among other things the autumn produced. There were many Goth names for it, but they commonly referred to it simply by the Latin word ‘to drink,’ bibere. This drink was only available after the harvest and was stored in wooden barrels, not clay jugs like wine. It would last till Christmas when any remaining bibere would then be consumed en mass. From outside he gradually began to hear one voice among many. When the voice was speaking everyone else was quiet, Aetius assumed this must be the Khan’s voice. After a long while, the shouting and even the Khans voice was replaced by laughter. Then a shrill sound accompanied by the sound of some kind of instrument being plucked. It went on for quite a while, finally it ended to a huge outpouring of excitement by the Huns. Then the party must have started properly as laughter and the sounds of men enjoying themselves with drink took over. Eventually sleep took control of Aetius and he fell into a deep slumber.

Aetius woke the next day to silence, broke only by the sound of snoring from inside the yurt. The wall felt warm, so Aetius assumed it was late morning as the sun, still low at this time of the year, would have needed sometime to heat the outside enough for the warmth to penetrate inside. He looked around, the old slave was close by asleep, no one else was in the yurt with them. The snoring hadn’t come from the slave, but he guessed from the Khan’s quarters. Aetius laid back on the fur lined bed and just listened. For the first time since he had left Milan, accompanying the silver coin, he heard the sound of birds. They sounded much like the ones he heard in the countryside as well as in Milan. Lying on his back he felt comfortable, the fur was as comfortable as any bed he’d slept in. 

This was the second time he had been sent as a hostage. His father Gaudentius, who was still a general, hadn’t been happy about it either. He could still recall the conversation he had with him. He had been summoned to the general’s office in the citadel of Milan. Aetius was always in a bind when dealing with his father, especially now as he was a candidate officer and was hoping for a prime posting to the Imperial Guard based in Ravenna. He loved his father, but he had always been an officer and affection wasn’t one of his strong points. For affection he had his mother Aurelia, who had spoiled him rotten, as he was the only child. He took after his mother, especially with the bright blue eyes. His father had the common brown eyes of the Romans. The bright blue eyes hinted that his mother’s family had once been Barbarian. He’d been teased a bit about his ancestry at first, but as he got older, he realised that pure Romans didn’t really exist. His tutor had taught him that a Roman was a freeman who was born within the boundaries of the city of Rome in the good old days. Then one of the Emperors the son of Septimius Severus, Aurelius Severus Antonius had granted the prize of Roman citizenship to all freemen. Thus, according to his tutor had diminished the Empire and the status of being a Roman, what prize had they to grant the provincial anymore? His father had added it had caused numerous problems in the army. Once only a Roman could join the legions of old, now anyone could. The provincial troops had joined up with the promise of being made a Roman at the end of their long service. Why would a provisional join up now? 

So, the legions had disappeared as a premier unit. Then came the years of civil wars and the arrival of the first large invasions of the Empire by many different branches of the Goths. His father related how when he fought with the Great Theodosius, most of the army had been Romans, but so many had been lost in the last civil war. Since then, only a small part was Roman, the rest was made up of Goths who were allied to us and mercenaries. Aetius’s father commanded the field army based at the old Capital of Milan. The majority of his forces were  Gothic light cavalrymen, the Romans were the heavy cavalrymen, and the mercenaries made up the foot soldiers. The army moved faster than before, but it had nowhere near the numbers of men that had been in the army during his father’s time serving under the Military Master of the West, Stilicho. Romans according to both his tutor and father no longer wished to serve in the army, there was little reward compared to owning a farm or even being a merchant! We, soldiers, Aetius considered that last thought and realised, that the soldiers considered themselves above the average Roman, why? Because they were the only ones willing to fight to preserve the Empire and allow the others to remain Roman.

He thought about his mother, she was thin now, her skin always light in colour, was ghostly now. When he went to the house to say goodbye, she looked much weaker than even a week before. They greeted each other, and she strangely asked if they could sit down in the atrium. One of her servants actually helped her to the bench. She explained to him, that she had a fever, probably from the cold of the winter. He joked it was probably all the visits to the Basilica of the martyrs she made to pray at the tomb of the saintly Ambrose, the late Bishop of the city. If she had the strength, she would have cuffed his ears. They had chatted a bit, and she deeply regretted that he had been ordered by the Praetorian Prefect to be a hostage again for another few years. She had been less fearful of the Goths, but the Huns, she was fearful he would never return. Aetius feared he would never see his mother again. Finally, after receiving her blessing, they had parted, and he had made his way to his father’s office. He didn’t bother to pack anything. Instead, he collected any Goth clothing he had scrounged from the garrison of the city. They had laughed at him, but he remembered how comfortable the Goth made coats, trousers and hats had been during the winters he had spent with them. His Roman clothing was fine for the warmth of Italy but was not suited to the cold of the lands across the great River. His father, the general greeted him and took him into his inner office, where they sat down together. The general poured two glasses of wine, took one for himself and handed the other to Aetius.

“Aetius, I had hoped to send you to Ravenna and complete your officer training there. But for some reason the Emperor has decided that my son, should again be a hostage and to the Huns of all the Barbarians!” He’d said in a downhearted tone.

“It’s my duty sir. If the Emperor has ordered it, then it must be done.” 

“Nothing is as simple as that my boy! As you rise in position you make enemies, willingly or not. If they can’t get to you directly, they find a way to hurt you! This is the work of one of my enemies within the court at Ravenna. I will find out who it is!” He’d said, none too quietly. 

Aetius was shocked by his father’s reaction; he had never seen his father in a mood like this at work. He sounded and acted more like a training centurion losing his patience with new recruits, than a general of many years’ experience. But then he dropped to a calmer turn. “Well, you’ll be one of the first soldiers to experience time with the Huns! God knows what these Barbarians are like when they aren’t slaughtering us! All I have heard is the wild stories, such as they never sleep and live all their lives on their horses. They are even supposed to give birth and die on them! I want you to make good use of your time with them. Learn all you can? What makes them so terrible to fight? You did well with Alaric King of the Goths. He liked you enough to even adopt you and demand you for a second time as a hostage. Thank God, that time the Emperor refused! We might never have got you back!”

“Yes Sir. I learnt a good deal from the Goths. How they fight... but we already knew that, having so many of them fight for us! But it was how the tribes work and how difficult it was for Alaric to keep them together and stop the infighting; now that had been interesting. They take blood feuds very seriously!” Aetius replied with a fascinated expression.

“Yes, we learnt a lot. But then Alaric died, and the Goths broke up, reformed, and broke up again, before splitting into different factions. Nevertheless at least they are our allies of sorts. God, I wish we were strong enough to wipe out these Barbarian invaders and return the Empire here to us Romans!” His father groaned in a more thoughtful voice. 

Aetius remained silent, he had seen this mood at home and had no wish to stir his father’s anger anymore. The general took another sip of wine and calmed down a little. He then reached under-the-table and lifted a parcel and then handed it to Aetius.

“Here boy, try these on. Your mother and me decided that these would make a good birthday present for you!” 

Aetius took the package; it was not too heavy. Cloth had been secured around something flexible. He removed the cloth and looked at the new cavalryman boots. They were almost beige in colour, soft on the outside and even softer on the inside. He quickly bent down and removed his felt footwear and tried on the boots. They fitted like a glove, and they were thicker and stronger than he expected.

“Like them? Good, I had a tanner pick me the best calf skin he had and then one of the best boot makers in Milan made them. They should keep your feet warm and dry even in snow!” 

Aetius now stood in the boots and looked down at them. His father and mother were experts at picking the best clothing.

“Thank you, father. I have already seen mother and said my goodbyes. She looks ill, worse than the last time she had a fever?” Aetius queried with a note of worry in his voice.

“No, your mother has a slight fever, I have one of the military doctors going to see her today. They will make up some herbs, and she’ll be well again. Don’t look so concerned. Trust me, I am not only your general, but your father too!” The general stood up and led Aetius out of the office down to the courtyard. The silver convoy for the Huns was in the process of assembling itself. The general took Aetius over to the commander of the guard unit and introduced him as not only the hostage, but a candidate officer as well. He didn’t need to say that Aetius was also his son. The commander was impressed, and was no fool, he would make sure Aetius reached the River Danube alive. Aetius mounted his horse and turned to look down at his father. It was then that he realised how old his father was. His once dark brown hair was now tinged with grey, and his brown beard also had silver streaks to it. The face was worn and looked sad even under his normal stern appearance. He didn’t stand as erect as Aetius remembered, there was a slight bow to his posture. Aetius wondered if he would ever see either of his parents alive again.

The old general saluted him, Aetius returned the salute, then turned to face the gateway and moved off ahead of the convoy. He decided not to look back, even with all his training and strict upbringing he still felt tears develop around his eyes. He didn’t want his father or anyone else to see a grown man cry. Furthermore, he waited for the convoy outside the New gate. Likewise, he dismounted and stood on the edge of the road and looked up at the walls of the city. The gateway had two towers on either side, constructed of the usual brickwork which with the layer of mortar gave it a uniform appearance and matched the design of the walls they joined. The towers had slated roofs and guards stood on watch on their ramparts. The ditch was of a reasonable depth and offered enough of an obstacle to deter any attacker without the assistance of engineers.

The convoy came into view as it was led out of the New gate by the cavalry detachment. There were at least forty pack animals laden with saddlebags holding the silver tribute. Aetius already knew that it presented at least half of the city’s collected taxes. He knew this because his father had continually complained out loud that the city and the region could have better used the money to rebuild. The army needed the remaining amount to allow it to purchase better equipment and even pay for more soldiers. The Prefect was also of a like mind and both of them had been deeply disturbed when the orders arrived from Ravenna denoting that Milan would have to pay the tribute to the Huns and supply a hostage this year. Last year half the revenues had been sent to Ravenna for whatever purpose they wanted it for, leaving the city and region short once again! He joined the commander at the head of the long convoy and settled into the gentle pace of the convoy, which was directed by the need to conserve the strength of their pack animals. They would be unable to replace any that died, and the loads would have to be shared among the remaining animals so slowing them down. On the bright side the weather was good, and the sky was clear, and the road was in a good condition. The Post stations ahead had been prewarned of their approach and should by now have stocked up with enough supplies for the convoy.

~
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They followed the Claudian Augusta road system up to the city of Augsburg in Raetia. Aetius knew that the region had only recently recovered from Barbarian incursions and the land was almost barren of people, while Augsburg itself was overwhelmed with those missing people! From there they had joined the Aurelian road and headed for the great River Danube which marked the general frontier of the Roman world with that of the Barbarians. Again, the land was empty of people, old burnt farms marked the region, the charcoal colours of the buildings clearly visible in the snow. The convoy had grown as a large detachment of Roman commanded Goth cavalry accompanied them towards the distant city of Linz. By the time they had reached Linz, most of the snow had gone, and the going had been easier. At Linz, Aetius and the silver had crossed the River, not before leaving behind their Roman guards and the Roman Empire. 

They had entered the unknown world of the Barbarians. 

Once ashore, they were met by a mix of Goth riders who had been sent by the Huns to escort them to their distant camp. The pack animals were changed for the ponies the Huns preferred and Aetius was given a pony as well. Instead of a Roman saddle, he was given a Hunnish one. It was heavy, made mostly of wood, with a low back and a slighter higher front and a central strap to secure it around the chest of the pony. The underneath was padded with wool to protect the back of the pony. It looked uncomfortable. One of the Goths secured it to the pony for him, after admiring his boots. At first, he felt like he was going to slide off, and tucked in his legs in an effort to sit more comfortably, but this did nothing except make him feel even more unsteady. After a while, he noticed how the Goths sat on their ponies. He realised that they sat more up right, and they let their legs dangle almost straight down. As the Goths were tall, their feet seemed to just touch the tops of the grasses as they rode through them. He copied the stance and found it was much more comfortable. As he was shorter than the Goths his feet missed the tops of the grass, and his boots stayed much drier. When he had been with the Goths under Alaric, they had used horses with saddles similar to the standard Roman type, with four horns. Two at the front to attach the reins too during a charge when both hands were needed for weapons and control was done using the knees, with extra attachments to keep the saddle stable on the higher horse. Now he sat on this saddle and wondered how the Huns fought so well from it?

It took two weeks of steady trekking to reach the Khan’s camp. The land had changed first from the River valley with the occasional Goth village, with its dominating long house, to wooded slopes and low hills that gradually led on to mountains. Then into what seemed like an endless forest, till they emerged onto a wide open plain. As the forest drifted into the distance the vast expanse of the plains opened up. There were trees in clumps, small hills, and rivers. Only a few villages. But the plain seemed to stretch out and finally meet the sky at some distant location. The wind had bitten them as it blew from the East, it was still cold, as was the ground at night. He had no clear idea where he was?

~
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A hand shook him hard. Aetius forgot his memories, and then the voice of the old slave told him to dress quickly then follow him. He did so and was led over to the fireplace. The old slave explained that his first duty on waking was to ensure the fire was lit. Aetius explained that he had nothing on him with which to strike a spark with. The old slave laughed and directed him to follow him out of the yurt. Once outside Aetius was led to a stockpile of dung, some chopped wood and under a small lean-to rested clumps of dried grasses. This, he was informed was the Khan’s personal supply of fuel for his Yurt. Each yurt kept its own supply of fuel. For fire, he was to take a light from the communal fire. Another job that Aetius was given was collecting dung from the ponies and sheep. The old slave took him on a long walk out to where the sheep were pastured. Dogs were also with them and kept them from wandering. He was shown how to collect up the dung and take it and lay it out carefully, so the sun would begin to dry it. The ponies were all corralled at this time of year and the dung was gathered and placed outside the corral to dry. 

Next, he was shown where to do his toilet. It must be well away from the encampment as well as being downwind of it. The slave emphasised that it was vital to make sure he buried his shit when he was finished. The Huns, he was informed always buried their shit. Aetius enquired why would they bother, especially if they were on the move? The old slave laughed for quite a time. Aetius was then informed that the Huns buried their shit so tracking of them would be even harder! But as others didn’t; it made tracking Romans for example so much easier, all they had to do was smell the air for Roman shit! It had never occurred to Aetius to bury his shit when on patrol. At home, they had a toilet and drains in the towns and cities to move their shit into the River. Even farms had toilets above pits. The Goths used pits in their villages, and these were emptied and placed regularly on the fields. But the Huns were completely unique, as he was learning. Well, the upside of moving animal shit thought Aetius was that it was less disgusting than human! He remembered well his first weeks at the large village of Alaric’s he had stayed at when he had been first sent as a hostage, and his role as shit cleaner, along with the slaves. The Goths had found this highly amusing; having a well-dressed Roman lad empty their shit for them on their fields! 

Lastly and most importantly the old slave took him to the stream that ran close to the Khan’s encampment. First, he was shown three markers. The first was up stream of the others, the old slave informed him that he could drink water from the right of this marker and fill jugs etc... but never, repeat never wash here. If he was seen to do this, any Hun could kill him! It was a tribal tradition water always was drunk from up stream. Aetius understood this, as every Roman camp drew its water from upstream and shitting was done downstream. Even Milan followed this principle, the waste was dumped at the lower sections of the River. But one never drunk from the River downstream. The second marker was where he could wash, and he was told to do so after he had used the toilet, the Huns like to keep clean. Moreover, he was to eat only using his right hand, even when given a spoon. His left was for cleaning himself with. Aetius was a little surprised at the many customs the Huns had for such mundane tasks but realised if he were to survive here, he would have to adapt and learn quick. Lastly the third marker was the area that the animals drank from. It was easy to see this as the ground was already churned up by the movement of animals to and from the site. But no shit was visible. 

Aetius asked if it had already been collected and was told it had and was drying ready for use on fires. The old slave left, and Aetius walked back to the corral and collected the dung. He noticed other slaves arrived during the day and also collected dung. They didn’t talk and avoided eye contact with him. Before the sun set, the old slave returned and brought him back to the Khan’s yurt. Inside the fire was blazing and the heat was good after the cold of the day. He was told to remove his jacket and boots. Then he was told to eat, and a large bowl of stew was given to him. Once he had emptied the plate, it was taken and refilled, till he indicated he was full. Then the old slave pointed to the sleeping area. For Aetius, the day was done. For the next month it was the same routine.

~
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Then one morning the routine changed, Aetius was awoken as usual but this time he was told to hand all his clothes over. They were then given to a slave he had never seen before. The fire had already been lit and the yurt was still warm, sitting naked and feeling exposed; he at least didn’t feel cold. The old slave left him and went into the Khan’s quarters. After what seemed like eternity the old slave returned, this time accompanied by the Khan and his wives. Aetius bowed down from his current sitting position. The old slave told him to stand up and not cover himself. The Khan and his wives moved over to his location, and they looked him over. There was much chatter between the wives and the Khan, followed by loud bouts of laughter. Then the group turned around as abruptly as they arrived and returned to their quarters. Aetius felt a little humiliated by the experience, it reminded him of the slave markets. Except this time, he was the prised exhibit! The old slave reappeared and came over to him, a big grin on his face.

“Well done, Aetius, the Khan’s wives wondered if Romans were like men and had the correct equipment. They were fascinated by the hair on your body. Hun men don’t have body hair like that!”

“Oh, that’s all. Well, that’s good. What about my clothes?” asked Aetius.

“It’s being washed for you. The Khan has instructed that you wear men’s clothing from now on!” Replied the old slave, almost haughtily. 

Aetius was left in the yurt while the old slave went out and collected the clothing. He returned shortly and showed Aetius how to wear the clothing. They wore no undergarment, just a light shirt of a fine material, trousers made of a heavier woven fabric and comfortable felt boots. He was also given a jacket made of hide. 

Once Aetius was dressed the old slave directed him outside. There a Hunnish warrior was waiting for him. He was a short as the Khan and wore the same clothing as Aetius, his head was shaved apart from a small length of hair hanging from the rear of his head. The hair was tied up much like the tail of horse. He smiled and showed his teeth, he seemed jovial. The old slave spoke to him, the Hun nodded in agreement. Then the old slave turned to Aetius and spoke.

“Aetius, this is Alp. He will show you how to use a bow, as well as the Hun sword. He speaks no Goth. So, you will have to watch very carefully and learn the words for everything you do. Every day he will meet you here outside the Khan’s yurt. You will follow his instructions, and he will bring you back here at dusk. Do you understand?”

“Yes, but why?” Asked Aetius.

“The Khan has been pleased by your work so far. You have not complained; you have worked all day. You are not lazy like some hostages. He wants to see how much a Roman can learn. You have done well, Aetius.” Replied the old slave, who then turned away and walked back into the yurt as Aetius followed Alp. Nothing was said. They walked past the corral of the ponies and out onto the plain. Alp pointed to a tree trunk that had been clearly cut and altered in shape. From his left side he withdrew his bow from his quiver and with his left hand deftly picked an arrow in the same movement. By the time the bow had risen to the firing position the arrow was already loaded, and the string pulled back. Then the arrow flew straight with a hiss as the feathers kissed the air, and with a smack it hit the tree. Almost before he could turn his head back to Alp another arrow was just about to hit the tree. Alp repeated these actions four more times, and the arrows landed in close proximity to each other. Aetius reckoned the distance was at least two hundred Roman feet. He hadn’t seen shooting like this, fast, smooth, and accurate. Romans used a bow which looked similar to the Hunnish one, but not as fast, but accurate enough. Aetius also noted how little pull there was on the string by Alp, yet it flew smoothly. Alp moved over to Aetius and handed him his bow. Aetius went to take it, but Alp slapped his hands with the bow. Instead, he pointed to where exactly Aetius should grip the bow with his right hand first. Aetius took the bow into his right hand and held it low. Alp then passed an arrow; Aetius again gripped it incorrectly. Alp caught him with the arrow across the face, the feathers stung. 

It took him quite a while and a very sore face before he got used to only touching the arrow with his middle fingers and thumb of his left hand. Aetius found this very difficult as he normally used his left for holding the bow and his right for the arrow. Once his grips were correct, Alp then directed his left hand to rest the arrow on the side of the bow and to bring the bow upwards slowly. He was forced to repeat this action continually until Alp was sure he had the movement right. Then Alp pointed to the ground and sat, Aetius followed suit but kept the bow in his hand and the arrow in the other. Alp smiled at this, then gestured for the bow to be given to him. Once he had the bow he sat in front of Aetius and showed the movement he wanted Aetius to repeat. The bow was raised upwards, and the string pulled back in the same movement. Aetius thought this was just plain common sense and could little understand why Alp made such a fuss of this action. That was until he tried it the first time. The string hardly moved as he attempted to swing the bow upwards while at the same time attempting to pull the string back. Alp laughed at this and gestured that the string was very hard to move. He laughed again and gestured for Aetius to stand and try again. 

This time with the bow pointing downwards before he began the movement, he found that he was naturally able to move the string a bit. Alp grinned again, took the bow, and slowly showed Aetius the trick. It was then that Aetius noted that Alp held the bow with slightly bent arms and straightened them as he raised the bow at the same time pulling only slightly on the string. Aetius realised that he was putting too much effort into pulling the string back a good distance and that it didn’t need to move that far, and the arm action assisted in the move. For a small bow it required quite a bit of strength to move the string, but the bow hardly showed any movement as the string was placed under tension. For the rest of the day, with breaks for water, Aetius just practised raising the bow and placing it under tension. Gradually the movement became a fraction easier, but his arms ached by the time dusk arrived. Alp took the bow and carefully removed the string by resting the tip of the bottom curve on the ground and slipping the string out of the top. The bow straightened out and its back curve was gone, replaced by a slight curve over the front. Alp then re-strung it using a similar movement, before returning the bow to its holder dangling from a leather strap on his left side. 

They returned to the yurt, Aetius was glad to enter and quickly found it was hard to hold even the bowl of food let alone raise the spoon. The women laughed and encouraged him to eat, the old slave sat next him and laughed to. It took Aetius at least ten days to master the movement, the first three days were excruciatingly painful as his arm muscles and back muscles ached from the continuous effort. Then on the fourth or fifth day his muscles accepted the practice.

Once Alp was satisfied, he allowed Aetius to fire his first arrow at the tree. It failed to travel the distance. Alp laughed and gestured that he needed to pull the string just a little more. Also, to aim the bow pointing slightly upwards, pointing nearer the tip of the tree than the centre. With another couple of days practice Aetius was able to reach the tree. Next Alp moved them about half the distance to the tree. He then with his knife cut out a target in the rough shape of a head and attached it to the tree. He directed Aetius to start aiming for the shape on the tree. He carefully corrected Aetius’s aim each time he fired till he was on target. He watched carefully and then cut a notch on either side of the bow, slightly higher than where Aetius was gripping it. Alp gestured for him to use the notches to aim at the target. 

After a day Aetius was able to hit the general area of the target with nearly all of his shots. Once Alp was happy with his shooting at the target at about one hundred paces, he took him back to their original position and they started the routine again. Alp again notched the bow in a different place and Aetius’s accuracy increased. Once the accuracy was up to Alp’s standard, he brought with him an extra bow case with a large supply of arrows. He handed Aetius his bow and the one Aetius had been using he replaced it with the spare. He then showed Aetius how the Huns shot and loaded at speed. It was similar to how Aetius expected, the movement was swift and accurate and very fast. When Aetius made his first effort he again was clipped with the shaft of an arrow. Aetius was amiss at what he had done wrong and shrugged his shoulders at Alp. Alp pointed to his own eyes and then proceeded to slowly load and raise his bow. Aetius didn’t see it the first few times. But Alp kept pointing to his eyes after each exercise. Then Aetius understood, he had been looking at the bow and arrows checking his movement as he raised the bow. Aetius nodded to Alp, who beamed and repeated the operation but didn’t bother pointing to his eyes. Instead, he continuously watched the target, and the movement was done without him checking it was correct first. 

Alp’s movements had been so quick that Aetius had failed to notice that his eyes never left the target. Aetius now understood why Alp had spent so much time just making him practice the movement. The next time he watched the target only, and completely failed to load the arrow, he had tried to do it at normal speed. Alp grinned and repeated the process this time slowly and gestured to Aetius to copy. Again, it took a few days to completely master it. Then it suddenly happened. He looked at the target, pulled the bow out of the holder with one hand, while the other grabbed an arrow and in one smooth movement it was loaded with the string back far enough ready to fire, before he had even clearly sighted the target. Then he let loose the arrow and it flew straight into the target.

Alp standing next to him, let out a large hoot and grabbed hold of Aetius and gave him a huge hug. He then released him, for such a shorter man he was incredibly powerful and Aetius for a moment thought Alp might have cracked one of his ribs, such was the power of his hug! Then it was back to practice, once he had mastered the movement his body accepted it as a natural action, just like walking. He was able to empty his bow holder of its arrows and then move on to the additional quiver he had been given by Alp, in the time it took him to breathe he fired an arrow. That evening they headed back, Alp seemed in a really good mood, he kept grinning and gesturing and slapping Aetius on the back in a very friendly way. Instead of leaving him at the entrance he followed Aetius inside and shouted something.

The old slave stood up and came over and more importantly the Khan came out of his quarters. They all bowed to the Khan as he approached them. The Khan spoke to Alp and the chatting became quite lively, and then more back slapping between the pair of them. Alp turned and slapped Aetius again on the shoulder grinning and said something to the old slave. The old slave nodded and then said to Aetius.

“Alp says you have earned the right to that bow; it is yours now. Tomorrow, he will teach you how to ride. He looks forward to seeing how many times you fall off!” 

Alp laughed again and stepped out of the tent. The Khan looked at both of them, then to the old slave and said.

“Tell him, he has done well. Alp is a hard warrior and task master. He is very pleased and looks forward to not only teaching him to ride, but to shoot from the horse. If he can master that, then I will take him hunting!” 

The Khan laughed and turned not waiting or seeming to want a reply before returning to his quarters.

“Well, Aetius, you have done well. Your days training will be shorter, as you will practice with your bow each evening. Then I will teach you the Hun tongue. That is the Khan’s wish and command!” The old slave proclaimed, his voice sounded proud, as if Aetius was family to him. 

~
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Aetius spent the rest of the spring learning how to ride the Hun way and most importantly how to shoot the bow while riding and hitting the target. Then one bright morning the routine changed, no training instead everyone began packing. It took two days to fully load up the contents of each yurt. The yurt itself was easily broken down by the women, part of the frame acted as a sledge. Aetius did as he was bid, which was mostly just packing bags and loading them onto the ponies. The first to leave was the Khan with half of his men. They rode northwards taking nothing but their spare ponies. Next the women and slaves which included Aetius, some rode which he assumed were the Hun women and those like him who were walking must be slaves. The sheep were herded behind them, the dogs keeping the herds tight. Lastly the remaining men formed a protective screen around this extended group. Each evening, the yurt was unloaded and assembled, and food cooked. Early next morning the camp was packed and was moving once again. 

They walked all day at a steady gentle pace, the sheep needed to keep some fat on them. It took a full month for the Huns to reach their summer pasture on the wide open plain. The Khan had chosen the spot most carefully, a good-sized stream was on one side, and it looked strong enough to keep flowing all through the long hot summer days. The ponies were freed and allowed to wander. The sheep were herded into small groups but were not corralled at night. The camp was assembled over a day and the baggage was unpacked once the yurts were assembled. Fresh meat in the form of deer was brought to the women in the early afternoon. For a few days Aetius saw nothing of the Khan or Alp, instead the nameless old slave concentrated on teaching him the Hun tongue. It was not easy and was nothing remotely like Goth.
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Chapter Two: The Hunt
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Then he was woken by Alp, not the old slave and Aetius understood that he needed to dress and bring with him the bow. He dressed quickly and followed Alp outside, a group of Huns whom he had never seen before were already mounted. Several dogs sat patiently by the riders who sat calmly and showed no sign of irritation at having to wait. Two ponies were brought over for Alp and Aetius, they mounted. Aetius looked around expecting to have to chase after the others. But, no, they were still waiting, another rider came into view, Aetius vaguely recognised him as the young man of similar age to himself who had been with the Khan when he first arrived. The young man rode confidently around the group and stopped next to Alp. They had an animated conversation and Alp gestured several times towards Aetius. A few of the group laughed several times as they listened to the talk, Aetius could just about recognise the words for pony, bow, arrow, and his own name, which the Huns had trouble pronouncing. Then the young man moved close to Aetius, leaned over to him, and said in the Hun tongue that his name was ‘Thraustila.’ Then Thraustila spoke again to him, all that Aetius could recognise was the word for Khan, as to the rest he had no idea. 

Aetius nodded and smiled. Thraustila shouted something and gently using his knees against the pony, he ordered it to move, and it calmly moved off, quickly picking up the pace, everyone else quickly fell in behind. The dogs, now excited, yelped and ran to keep up with Thraustila. They moved as a group at a fair pace, Aetius quickly gathered that they were on some kind of hunt, but for what he had no idea. They rode for some time, till they reached a tree line, Thraustila slowed the pace as they entered the treeline using a path of sorts. The trees were tall, like the ones Aetius had travelled through on the latter part of his odyssey. 

The light quickly changed from the clear sunlight of the plain to patches of shadow intermixed with half-light and the occasional gap of bright sunshine when they moved through a clearing. Aetius kept an eye on Alp, who was clearly just following Thraustila’s lead. Then one of the dogs picked up a scent and its bark changed, the other dogs quickly joined it and barked their agreement on the scent. Thraustila already had his bow in his hands as he followed the lead dog. Everyone else quickly followed suit, as did Aetius. The dogs disappeared from sight, but Thraustila must have been aware of the path as he led the group into the scrub and between trees. Aetius still couldn’t see what it was they were chasing, but kept the bow ready to use, while keeping the reins in the same hand as the arrow’s shaft. 

There was a shout up ahead and the men began letting loose with their arrows. Aetius scanned ahead and caught sight of a deer, darting through the scrub, before he could fire it was gone. He prodded his pony, and he gave chase, he quickly caught sight of the deer again, just as he was about to fire, an arrow struck the hind quarters of the deer and brought it crashing to the ground. Aetius looked and saw Alp was on his left and rapidly dismounting and heading for the thrashing deer. He quickly caught it by the neck and swiftly cut its throat. The others were still hunting, Aetius looked around but couldn’t see any of the dogs or the rest of the group. He dismounted and went over to Alp. They both worked quickly and dragged the fresh kill over to Alp’s pony; Alp passed him some heavy twine and Aetius bound the fore legs and then the hind legs together. Together they placed it behind the saddle. Alp mounted, and Aetius returned to his pony and trotted after Alp. Alp seemed to know where the rest of the group were, they quickly found them, with several kills already bound. Thraustila looked over at Aetius and he must have noticed the lack of a kill. He gestured for Aetius to follow him, Thraustila whistled, and the dogs ran over to him and began circling hunting for a scent. 

Quite suddenly they had one and Thraustila was off after the dogs and Aetius was quickly following him. They charged through more scrub, till they both stopped as the dogs were particularly interested in one patch of the scrub. The dogs were alert and pounding the ground and growling at that thicket. Thraustila was still mounted but had his bow aimed at the thicket. He gestured without looking for Aetius to circle round to the side of the thicket. Aetius had the feeling, based on past experience that it might be a pig of some kind in the thicket. He longed for a spear, rather than the bow. He remained mounted, there was no way he was going into the thicket after whatever was in there!

The dogs continued to prowl, Thraustila waited patiently, hardly moving, his mount steady. Aetius had his bow up ready pointed into what he thought might be the likely escape route for the creature. Thraustila whistled a long sharp tune, the dogs dived into the thicket growling savagely. A dark shape moved and then crashed out of the thicket heading directly for Aetius. Aetius reacted and fired arrow after arrow into the creature till it dropped by his pony’s front legs. The sweat trickled down his face and stung his eyes. Aetius looked down, it was a boar, the tusks confirmed it. He counted four arrows deeply imbedded in the creature’s head and shoulders. He sat there slightly shocked, but not by the appearance of the dead boar, but by the power of the bow and the speed even he had managed in extremes. Thraustila walked over to the pig, and he too counted the arrows and measured how deep they had gone in. Aetius dismounted and joined him, they both surveyed the boar, it was young and judging by the feel of the flank had been eating well in the spring. Thraustila gestured that Aetius had done well and patted him on the back. Then he walked back over to his pony and walked it back over. With a mixture of gestures and role play, Thraustila showed that the pig was too big for one pony, and they would have to tie it between them and bring it back that way to the others. It took quite a bit of effort, as the pig really had been eating well! But they managed to hook it up between them. Then just like Alp had, Thraustila took them straight back to where the others waited with their kills mounted and ready. 

The group took one look at the pair and a great cheer erupted, Thraustila seemed to be getting all the praise, then he pointed to Aetius, and he must have explained it was he who had killed the pig. They moved over to Aetius, and each patted him heartily on the back. Alp was last, and he had the biggest grin of them all. They began the slow journey back to the camp, Aetius realised that with the Huns there was no need to worry about getting lost. They just naturally knew where they were, which way they had travelled and the way home.

As they rode into camp, the other men and women came out to watch the progress, the pig created a great stir as it was brought through the encampment and up to the Khan’s yurt. The hunting party dismounted and laid out the hunt’s result. The Khan appeared out of his tent, he walked over to the display, looked briefly over the deer, then made a direct path to the boar. He knelt by it and counted the arrows in its body, then he stood up and went over to his son. He gave Thraustila a great hug then they had a short discussion, with lots of pointing at the boar and then Aetius. Rugila grinned and together with Thraustila they approached Aetius, the old slave appeared out of the tent and rushed over to the group. Rugila stood in front of Aetius, who bowed, the Khan spoke, and the slave translated.

“Aetius, you have done well, my son says you killed the boar and never once flinched as it charged you. Is that correct?”

“Yes, my Khan. I killed the boar, but only because Thraustila with his dogs and hunting instinct led me to the boar’s lair.” Replied Aetius through the old slave. 

The Khan seemed pleased and gripped Aetius by the shoulders and spoke again.

“We will hunt this winter, the three of us. But I’ll kill the biggest animal you ever saw. But tonight, we will feast on boar, and you will sit with me and my family. You have done well and learnt the power of our bow.” 

With that he turned and gripped Thraustila by the arm and the pair went into the Khan’s tent. The women came forward and with the aid of slaves removed the food to the preparation area. The old slave nodded to Aetius for him to follow him and to bring his pony. They walked over to the River and allowed the pony to drink from the correct area. The old slave ensured that no one else was around before he spoke.

“Aetius, you have done well. You were very lucky in killing a boar on your first hunt. It is considered by the Huns to be the sign of a strong warrior, killing a boar. But on your first hunt. They believe that their ancestor spirits are talking to them through your actions. You must understand the Huns are not like us Christians and they believe that the earth, sky, and the moon are all gods and that their ancestors spirits live with them. Rugila is especially pleased as he recognised that you were distinct when he first saw you. You are a good omen for him. That is why you have been invited to feast with him and his family tonight.”

“Is there anything I should not do, when I am with them. Apart from the women?” Enquired Aetius.

“Always be honest with them. At heart they are simple people. Trust is everything for them. They dislike you Romans because they believe you have no honour. You also did well in telling Rugila that his son helped you in the hunt. Again, being honest and sharing triumphs is what the Huns prize. The tribe is like a big family. The Khan is like their father and they, his children. While he feeds, waters, and protects them he stays their father. Lose one too many battles and a new Khan is elected. As they believe that the ancestors no longer favour him.”

“Thank you for your kindness.”

“It’s not only kindness I do this for. But for my own life, any failure by you, and I will carry the blame. As a hostage Rugila can’t punish you except in cases of murder or rape. You mess up and I suffer. You do well, and I have a better life.” Stated the old man, a grin of sorts on his face.

Aetius attended the dinner and was surprised by the relaxed atmosphere of the meal. The men sat together, even the Khan sat with the group on the carpeted floor, the old slave behind Aetius to translate. The women sat in the same row as the slave in an outer circle. The men were served first by the slaves and then the women. But it was the same cuts of cooked pork, nothing different. With the Goths the men had been served the best meat and the women and children the poorer cuts. The meal was served on a mixture of Roman silver and gold plates and bowls; and what looked like from the different script and images of hunting, almost certainly Persian. Aetius was interested in those unusual plates, but he couldn’t exactly push the food onto the floor just to look at them! In no society would this be acceptable. Wine was served, a good strong red and then the white liquid, which Aetius learnt was fermented mares’ milk. It was a long meal, as once the pork was finished, they moved onto mutton. Aetius was full by the end of the pork and just had to force down the mutton. Once the Khan had finished eating and drinking, the meal was over. 

The slaves cleared away the empty as well as the half empty bowls and plates. Bowls of water were passed round, and each man washed his face and hands. The women also had similar bowls passed to them. More wine was served, the Khan chatted with his guests and mostly his son. He also addressed some of the women by name and Aetius learnt that he had currently three wives but was always open to a fourth or possible fifth! Thraustila was the eldest of his second and most favourite wife, but he wasn’t the heir. This was Budi, who was the son of his first wife, he was staying with his maternal uncle Bela who was a leader of a large grouping of Huns somewhere to the East. During the meal Aetius learnt that Rugila was Khan of one of many tribes which made up the Huns. Bela had formed a small grouping of Hun tribes above the Great River into a ‘loose kingdom’ for want of a better word. It was hinted that Bela had ambitions to become a Great Khan, but he lacked the support of all the tribes and was seen to be too weak to conquer enough of them. But Rugila had hedged his bets, hence why his heir resided with Bela. 

In the meantime, Rugila was free to act as he wanted, and he could fight wars with other tribes. Occasionally when a Great Khan was made, his power allowed him to take control of all the Huns and he was the only one who could mediate settlements between warring tribes. He could also declare war and demand all the tribes send their men to serve under his banner. The Huns also had a system of hostage, each Khan sent his heir to the encampment of the Great Khan and paid yearly tribute in the form of silver and gold. So, Aetius learnt that the Roman tribute had become vital to the Khans like Rugila, not only did he keep his men in order with regular payments but would be even more vital if a Great Khan should appear as he would have to split his income with him. For the Romans this would mean an increase in tribute demands! If, the payment stopped then the Huns would have to attack the Empire and extract payment. 

They also controlled vassal Goth tribes on the north bank of the Great River. These supplied men on demand as well as supplies for the winter. The more he heard the more Aetius realised that the Huns were similar in a way to the Romans. They like the Romans extracted taxes to pay for their Kingdom and drew men for battle when required from their Barbarian allies! Yet, the Romans were the more civilised as they had cities, a written language, Christianity, and a sense of who they were and what they had done for the world, that is civilised it. Aetius was in turn questioned and explained through the interpreter how the Empire was organised. Rugila and the fellow Huns understood in a way how the Emperor worked and that he tended to stay in one place. But they could not understand Christianity, they had no place for it and its ideas of good and evil. They already had their gods, and their ancestors held a very special place. They could not understand the need to bury the dead underground and out of the sun and the sky. Aetius was slightly confused by aspects of what they believed. They had no priests or laws for belief, it was very alien to him. When the Khan had enough, the chat was over. They left his inner sanctum, Aetius and the old slave silently headed to their sleeping area.

~
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The next morning and until they packed up to head back to the winter’s quarters, Aetius was allowed to practice riding and shooting on his own, with the infrequent visits of Alp to check on his progress. Most of the time was spent with the old slave learning the Hun tongue. He began to make great strides with his ability to hold a simple chat and understand what was being said inside the tent by the women. Most illuminating! He wondered if the same conversations were held by Roman women about their men.

By the time the Huns returned to their winter camp, Aetius was able to understand the common commands of battle, a good number of nouns as well as verbs. He could just hold a short conversation with a Hun, but with each practice he improved, and his confidence grew. The encampment looked different from when they had left it. The bare patches had been covered by grasses, even the pony corrals had regrown. The mounds of dung they had left behind had turned a light brown in the heat and were completely dry. They had a good source of fuel for the winter. The stream was flowing well, as rain had travelled south with them from the summer pasture. Aetius was becoming used to living with the Huns, life was relatively simple compared to how a Roman lived. He was also a lot freer, there were no physical walls surrounding him.

On the morning of the first proper day of the winter camp, Aetius woke and found the old Slave still asleep; it was unusual for him to be still asleep when Aetius woke. He was concerned and went outside to fetch some fresh water from the stream. On his return the old slave still hadn’t stirred. Aetius reached down and gently touched his arm to wake him. He felt the coldness instantly, the arm was slightly stiff, he looked closely at the face, and it had a greyness to it. In the light of the yurt even the old slave’s lips had a different colour. Aetius knew the old slave had died sometime during the night. Now he had to tell someone what had happened, and he couldn’t remember the word for dead or death. He looked around the inside of the yurt. It was empty, he placed a rug over the old slave’s face. He couldn’t remember if he was a ‘real’ Christian, he didn’t think so. So, he didn’t bother making a sign of the cross over him or crossing his arms over his chest. He went outside and wandered around the camp looking for either Alp or Thraustila. It took him some time, but he found Alp, tending to his ponies in one of the corrals. 

In a mixture of what words he could remember and gestures, he asked Alp to come back to the Khan’s yurt with him. Alp followed him and they both entered the Khan’s yurt, the women were working on the fire and paid little attention to them, apart from acknowledging their presence. Aetius pulled back the rug, Alp nodded, now he understood and turned and explained what had happened to the women. There was some chatter, then one of them, it looked like the Khan’s favourite wife went into his quarters. A few moments later the Khan appeared, he spoke to Alp, then to Aetius in a simple form of Hun. Aetius understood and moved away from the body; the Khan knelt down by the old slave. Touched his forehead and then repeated the gesture to the body and mumbled some kind of incantation. He then wrapped the body up in the bedding and told Alp and Aetius to take the body outside. The old slave hardly weighed anything, and it took little effort to take him outside and lay before the yurt. The Khan came out with his wives following, he spoke to Alp and Alp left the group and disappeared into the encampment. The Khan turned to Aetius and said carefully.

“Aetius, although he was a slave, he was a good advisor to me. He worked hard, was honest. Now we send him to his ancestors.” Aetius nodded in agreement. All he understood about the Hun way of death had come from the slave and he understood that they didn’t bury their dead like the Romans. After a while, several Hun warriors approached the Khan, looked at the body and spoke to the Khan. Then they remained, the small group grew larger, till Alp reappeared. He told Aetius to help him lift the body and a few other Huns assisted. They carried the body on their shoulders well outside of the camp, to the West of it. There were several mounds here, Aetius hadn’t been here before. As they approached the mounds, Aetius noticed the number of bone fragments scattered around the base of the mounds. They approached a smaller mound and Aetius was directed to lay the body down in front of it. Alp then asked him to help remove the clothing, which he did. Once the old slave was naked, with assistance they laid the body on top of the small mound. The clothes were collected up by a few slaves who Aetius hadn’t noticed. 

The Khan walked over to the mound and looked over the body, checking to see something, that Aetius was unaware of. Then he bowed and looked up to the sky and then to the ground. That was it, he turned and begun the walk back to the camp. Aetius followed on, bemused by what he had just witnessed. A good Roman master would have at least buried the respected slave and had a priest, or a monk come and say a few prayers over the deceased. Aetius wondered if this was how slaves were treated and the Hun dead another way. Alp must have noticed Aetius lagging behind the group as it returned to the camp. He dropped back and patted Aetius on the shoulder and spoke in simple Hun to him.

“He is dead. We laid him out for the sky and earth to reclaim. The animals will eat him and return him back to the earth, and his spirit will then join the sky.” Aetius considered this and compiled a question for Alp, and he hoped he could understand him.

“Alp are Huns buried this way?”

“Yes, we leave the world as we came into it, with nothing!” Alp replied slowly.

“You do not bother that animals eat you when dead?” Enquired Aetius.

“No, we eat them to live, so they eat us to live. It is the way it has always been. Don’t you give your dead to the earth and sky?” Asked Alp.

“No, not exactly. We bury our dead in the ground or in caves!” Aetius stated, not knowing the correct words for describing an elaborate Roman funeral rite.

“But animals will still dig you up and eat you?”

“No, we place the dead deep in the ground or under stone.” Replied Aetius.

“Very strange you Romans, some Goths just burn the dead. A waste of good fuel!” Muttered Alp in reply. He moved off and left Aetius to continue the journey back to the camp on his own. Aetius realised that he was lucky, the old slave had taught him just enough so that he could just about talk to the Huns. Though he would be more alone than before, and the dark winter nights were coming in, at least the presence of the old slave had been company of sorts, even if he never said a lot.

~
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Gradually Aetius adjusted and found speaking to the Huns easier than he expected. He noted that they had picked up words from the Goths and used them in a similar way. He continued with his training, Alp attended more often than not, and he found he was able to hold short conversations with him. One morning Aetius was awoken by someone shaking him, for a moment he thought it was the old slave, but quickly dismissed this. He rolled over and saw the Khan’s son, Thraustila was doing the shaking. Aetius smiled and wished him good morning, Thraustila looked a bit confused, before he realised that Aetius was just trying to make conversation. In slow Hun Thraustila said.

“You must rise. Today the Khan hunts and he wants you to attend!”

“I’ll dress and join you outside.” Replied Aetius, now scurrying around on the floor picking up his clothing and dressing as quickly as he could. Once dressed he pulled on the heavy coat he had been given and went outside. A small hunting party had assembled, Alp was present as was Thraustila, and they stood next to their ponies. Alp signalled for Aetius to rush over to him, and he passed him a set of reins to a pony standing next to his. Aetius just managed to grab the reins as the Khan strolled out of his tent. He wore nothing special; the same type of clothing Aetius had first seen him wearing. The difference was that on his right arm sat a large bird of prey, its eyes covered by a small hood. Aetius had seen hawks trained as hunters, but never anything this big. The bird was well-behaved, its head twisted from side to side as it listened to its surroundings. As the Khan came closer, Aetius realised that the bird must be an eagle of sorts. It had a white head, light coloured plumage, and further dashes of white close to the tail. Rugila and the eagle seemed matched somehow. A slave approached Rugila and was carefully passed the bird, Rugila climbed onto his pony and then reached down, and the eagle was transferred back on to his right arm. Everyone else mounted up and the Khan led the way out of the encampment. Aetius leaned across to Alp and said.

“How does the Khan control such a bird?”

“Only some of us have the gift of training and using these birds. The Khan is one of them. You never seen a bird hunt till you watched this one.” Replied Alp. 

The hunting party headed East and for the rest of the morning they gently trotted across the grass land. On top of a small rise, the Khan halted the hunting party, everyone formed up in a line besides the Khan and looked down into the area below. A small lake fed by a broad stream was clearly visible as well as part of a forest that ended on the far bank of the lake. Apart from that, the sky was clear, the air cold and no sign of any game from their location. They all sat in silence, waiting as the Khan gradually removed the hood from the bird. The bird moved around on his well-padded arm, as it looked like it was orientating itself with the surroundings. Then it was up into the air with a whooping sound as its large wings bit into the air as the bird went aloft above them. Alp tapped Aetius on the arm and said.

“Watch, the bird is scanning the area in front of us for prey. It will move towards the lake in a lazy fashion. Then it will act. When the bird dives watch for the Khan. When he moves follow him.” 

Aetius nodded in agreement; this hunt was less dangerous than his last. But he was more excited as he had never seen a trained hunting bird this big in action. The Khan began to move forward, and the party followed, they headed gently towards the lake. The Khan’s head was raised, and he watched his bird, as he gently trotted down the slight slope, Aetius found it hard to watch where he was going, while trying to watch the bird high up above the lake. Then the Khan bolted forward, Aetius briefly looked up and couldn’t see the bird. He followed on behind the group as they rushed after the Khan. The Khan came to a halt and leapt off his pony and ran over to a moving bush. By the time Aetius caught up, the Khan was by the bush and making strange noises. His eagle trotted out to him, and he gave it a chunk of what looked like dark leather. Then he stroked it as it sat on his arm. Thraustila had dismounted and was beside his father and then leant into the bush and removed a fair-sized duck. 

He quickly twisted its neck to ensure it was dead, then bound the legs and hung it from his saddle. The Khan then raised his arm, and the eagle was once again aloof. The Khan returned to his horse, his face a wide grin of pleasure. They all again followed the same routine; this time Aetius saw the bird dive towards the lake and was close enough to see the duck beginning to climb upwards over the surface of the lake. The eagle took the duck from above, it was strong enough to climb without touching the surface of the lake and flew to the nearest patch of dry ground, landed, and waited for the Khan and his reward. The hunting continued till they had a duck for each man present including Aetius. Then they began the journey back towards the direction of the encampment. As they crossed another set of low hills. The Khan halted the group and released the bird, this time there was no lake, but a small wood. The Khan must have seen something, the eagle ascended and hovered above the wood. It wasn’t there for long before it dived, and they were all after it again. This time it had caught a rabbit, Alp turned to Aetius and commented that the Khan had an eye like his pet and the sense of a great hunter. The journey back took longer as the Khan sent the eagle off several times. But the light wasn’t good, and the bird only brought back one further rabbit and a pigeon. Everyone, including the Khan, seemed very pleased by the hunt. 

On arrival in the encampment the birds and rabbit were handed over to the women. Alp told Aetius that they would eat outside tonight, there would be a full moon, and it had been an auspicious hunt. The Huns had certain nights that were sacred to them and a full moon in the autumn was one of them. Aetius didn’t bother changing out of his clothing. Instead, he went over to the stream and had some fresh water to drink, then moved down the stream and washed himself. The air was cold as it blew across his wet body. He felt slightly cold, he warmed quickly as his clothes hadn’t been in the air long enough to chill and still retained some of their warmth. He walked back to the camp; the dark had come in, and he could see a large fire had been constructed outside the enclosure. Likewise, he assumed this would be the place and walked towards it. It was a large affair, one central fire was burning well, with men standing around it, throwing occasional lumps of dung onto it. Smaller fires were scattered around, these were attended by women, he couldn’t tell in the firelight if they were Hun women or slaves. 

This was a large gathering of the tribe tonight; he hadn’t seen this many of them together before. It was quite daunting being the only Roman among so many. He made his way past the many smaller fires; each was surrounded by a small family group and meat was being cooked carefully over the open fires. The light of the fires blinded him to those faces not caught in the light. He had no idea which was the group he should join. He decided that if he reached the central main fire, he might spot a familiar face there. At the fire, the men weren’t eating but instead drinking from leather bags. Aetius guessed it was the fermented mares’ milk again. He would give it a miss if he could, he gently wondered around the circumference of the fire. Still, he hadn’t seen a face he knew, and he didn’t know how long he meandered around the fire; he began to wonder if it was better that he returned to the yurt. Just then a hand grabbed for him out of the shadow and a familiar voice and face loomed into his.

“Aetius, the Khan is wondering, are you praying to your gods. You have been walking around the fire for some time and have walked past us and never said anything?”

“Thraustila, good to see you. No, I was lost, to be honest. I couldn’t see anyone and had no idea where to go?” 

Thraustila tugged him by the arm and led him over to one of the many small fires and gestured for him to sit next to him. In the light he saw the Khan’s face, still happy from the hunt. Two of his wives were beside him, while the youngest looked after the meat cooking next to the fire. The Khan lifted the small leather sack to his mouth and had a good drink. He then passed it to his left, one of the wives took a good drink too. She passed it to Alp; Aetius hadn’t seen him in the half light. Tonight, he was different, his head had been shaved clean, and in place of the hair were strange markings. He took a deep swig of the milk and passed it around. It finally reached Aetius, and he knew he had no choice but to take a good drink, which he did. It bit the back of his throat; this one had an extra aftertaste to it and still packed a punch. He passed it to Thraustila who took a good drink as well. Then the younger wife walked around the group handing out lumps of cooked meat, each had a small skewer of twig inserted into it. Aetius realised that this was to hold the meat with, and to stop the fingers becoming coated in fat and juice. The meat was good, and he recognised it as duck. It was richer than the ones in Milan but had less meat on it. He enjoyed the taste, the duck at home was meaty but lacked the richness of the wild one. 

The evening meal continued till the rising of the full moon and the sky was clear as a winter nights when a heavy frost is setting down. This time the air was cool and fresh, a light breeze moved across the grass. Everything stopped once the moon was clearly visible above the horizon. It coated the diners in a silvery light, that was cold unlike the light of the sun. Silence gripped the camp; food was put down as was drink. The Huns all gazed at the moon, then as one they stood up. Rugila led the chanting, and the others followed. It was like a Christian hymn in the intensity of the mood it produced. This continued for some time, then Rugila stopped chanting and bowed down to the moon, he repeated these actions three times and then the remaining Huns followed suit. No words were spoken, Alp came over to the fire and stood there coated in the light of the fire and the moon. Aetius could now clearly see that his upper body was coated in drawings of slightly different shades. The light wasn’t strong enough to clearly see the colours, one of the older women came over to him and gave him a cup to drink. He solemnly drank it. By the grimace his face made, Aetius guessed that it had a bitter taste. Rugila and company moved closer to the fire and formed an oval, with Alp in one focus and the campfire in the other. Still nothing was said. Then Alp laid down, and several men came over and bound his arms and legs. 

Aetius was concerned that Alp was about to become a human sacrifice to the moon, and prove the Roman rumours correct about the true Barbarian nature of the Huns. 

Alp began to moan loudly and thrash about. The old woman came back over to him and gently poured some more of the mixture into his mouth, even though he was thrashing around violently. She must have been used to doing this, Alp now began to howl like a dog. The thrashing about abruptly calmed, and instead he muttered something, then screamed a penetrating shriek and then howled once again. This was repeated numerously. Then he became still, Rugila and Thraustila approached him and sat beside him, saying nothing. Then Alp began talking in some form of Hun that Aetius didn’t quite understand. But the large group seemed to have caught the gest. A lot of murmuring spread through the audience as Alp continued a sort of drunk like speech to all close to him.

Aetius, after patiently waiting for a while, moved closer to the front of the audience. Now he could hear the audience, as they repeated some of the thing’s Alp had said. All Aetius could understand, was two phrases that were repeated around him.

“Something from the East, like a crow it will arrive and pick their bones clean. But one from the south comes as an eagle that will halt the crow and force it to flee.” 

Aetius was mystified by the comments and stood there with the audience wondering what it was all about. Then Rugila drew his dagger and Aetius thought that Alp was about to join his ancestors! Instead, he cut the bonds on Alp and together with his son they helped the older man to his feet and took him over to their small fire. Aetius moved back to join them; the strange scene ended as quickly as it had begun. The meal was resumed, fresh meat was put over the fire and fresh mare’s milk was passed around. This was accompanied by wine still in their amphorae, the slaves poured generous helpings into bowls and handed them to anyone who requested wine. Aetius was glad to finally have a drink of wine; the mare’s milk was a Hunnish drink that had no Roman equal. Then the Khan spoke to Aetius.

“Roman, you have never seen anything like this?”

“No, my Khan, I can honestly say I have never seen anything like that before.” Replied Aetius, Rugila smiled and then replied.

“You see, Alp here!” 

Rugila leaned over and gave Alp a great bear like hug, which Alp returned, even though it smeared the painting on Alp’s chest and back. “He is a favourite of the Moon. On occasions such as tonight, when the moon is full. She speaks only to Alp and tells him of the future.”

“What did she say to Alp, my Khan?”

“That is difficult to know just yet. Alp will explain. He has visions and speaks to her. Then he tells us what it means.”

“Does it happen, as the Moon says?” Aetius asked, a slight hint of disbelief had crept into his thinking. He had never actually seen a pagan ritual like this, but he remembered hearing about it from his mother. She had recounted that when she was young, they had on special occasions, such as on births, deaths, and marriages, had their fortunes interpreted by pagan priests. That was when it was legal to do that. He had questioned his mother because she was a good Christian, about why she had seen a pagan priest? She explained that before they knew of Christ, these were the people who sought answers from the gods. That had been many years before she was born or even her grandfather had been born. Somehow it brought them comfort and of course the message was always good. They never received bad news, only that it was going to be good. Aurelia, Aetius’s mother then had laughed and said that what they said was so wide-ranging that it wasn’t very specific. It was about as good as looking at the evening sky and predicting what the next week’s weather was going to be like. They had done it because it was slightly naughty and exciting and cheered one up. She had never taken it seriously and since it was now banned, she hadn’t missed it.

Alp looked around him, took a good swig of wine, then stood up. The diners once again became a quiet audience and waited for Alp to speak. He looked around at them, then down to Rugila and bowed. In a steady tone he spoke.

“The moon has told me many things this night. Some may happen soon; some may happen later. She thanked us for our continued devotion to her on these nights. First, the winter will be mild this year. Spring will come early, and many warriors will be born in the spring and early summer. Our herds will also prosper. She is pleased with our Khan Rugila, and this is her sign of a blessing. But she warned me of something. The vision was difficult to see at times and she sent it to me many times. A warrior, who acts like a crow will come from the East. He will sit and watch us with the eyes of a crow, waiting in the trees for a meal to die close by. He will then pick our flesh till only our bones remain. This was the first part of the mystery she gave me. It will come to pass, and we may not live to see its end.” Alp paused, reached down for his bowl. He waited patiently for a slave to rush over and fill it. He then gently sipped it, once it was empty, he put it down, cleared his throat and spat into the fire, which sizzled for a moment. Aetius could clearly hear the spittle cook on the fire, so quiet had it become while Alp was talking. 

“The last part of the vision... an eagle from the south flies over our camp. It watches everything, then it sees the crow perched in a tree. It swoops down and chases the crow away. The eagle flies away and the crow returns and feasts on our bones. The crow flies towards the setting sun, and high in the sky is the eagle. The crow circles looking for food, the eagle hovers above the crow, waiting. Then it swoops down and strikes the crow, gripping it in its talons before releasing it. The crow flies away, till it finds a new tree. It sits there, then it falls from the tree... that was the second part of my vision... My Khan.”

Alp sat back down, everyone began to discuss in detail the meaning of the crow and eagle. Aetius sat and listened; the crow was of great interest to the Huns. They knew it meant death and not a good death, crows appeared after a battle or the death of sheep or horses. They cleared the remains of the dead but didn’t kill. But they flew in groups, never did they see one on its own. It seemed to disturb them, the idea of one crow watching them, waiting for them to die. They would have rather it had been a vision of the wolves, that was the animal they recognised as a kindred spirit. It hunted in groups and looked after its young. A vision involving wolves, normally meant a victory for them. But the crow, was new, no one, not even Alp had heard of a vision of a crow.

Then it came to a discussion concerning the eagle, Thraustila at that point injected into the general conversation, that his father was the only one who had an eagle. The other men had hawks and other smaller hunting birds. Alp then suggested that the Eagle could well be the Khan. That he would, as in the vision see off the crow and then eventually defeat the crow. This clarification quickly did the rounds of the audience, the earlier mood of general anguish was replaced with a positive view of the visions. The Khan would protect his people from the evil of the crow and kill it. Aetius stayed quiet during the conversation, he understood most of what was said, but as an outsider he kept his comments to himself. It amazed him that the ramblings of a drunk, even Alp could cause so much anguish and happiness. In Milan, a drunk spouting on was left to talk to his drink, till he either went home or passed out. There were too many drunks in any bar for anyone to take any notice of them. But more importantly for Aetius, it was a pagan thing, that he was attending. It wrangled with his Christian upbringing; One God was all that was needed. He’d sent his only Son down and he had spoken to all, and his words were written down and pondered on. Romans had no need of these pagan things. He realised just how lucky Rome was in having cast off these mysteries and other pagan ways. If one vision could cause so much confusion, it was no wonder that Constantine Magnus had brought Christ to the Empire. 

But... a part of him had enjoyed the spectacle, he had felt guilty about it, but he’d never seen anything like it. It had fascinated him and repelled him at the same time. At least there had been no animal sacrifices, let alone human! When he was with the Goths, they had never allowed him to see anything like this! He had only heard rumours; the Goths were some kind of Christians. They believed as far as he could understand the same things. But Rome regarded them as being the wrong kind of Christian beliefs! In one way he was glad he was trained as a soldier. Belief needed to be straight forward and easy to understand, so one could prepare oneself for the next life. The Goths as far as he understood, still had diviners with them. They were like the augurs of old and saw a flock of birds as pertaining to some future event. This was similar to what his mother had spoken about. The Goths though made sure he or the other Romans saw nothing of them.

With the general agreement over the visions, the party resumed and continued till the moon began setting. The party goers, that is those who were still awake, gradually began to curl up on the ground and as the fires faded, went to sleep.

~
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The winter as the Moon had predicted was a mild one. It snowed, but not as heavy as the first year Aetius had been with them. During this winter Aetius and Thraustila had become friends. They had hunted many times during that period, catching only a few deer. Aetius’s grasp of the Hun tongue improved with the aid of Thraustila, who continually corrected his words till he got the correct term every time. Each morning Aetius would rise and go and collect dung and add it to the fresh piles. They were now using the dung he had collected the year before. He also had been given several ponies and after dung time, he spent the morning looking after them, watering, feeding, brushing them. Hunting happened in the afternoon, and they rarely travelled far from the encampment, normally to the edge of the nearest forest. Thraustila knew every watering spot and likely trail for the deer, even in snow he could find the trails. But the deer preferred to stay as much as possible deep within the forest. The Khan organised weekly big hunts into the forest to draw the deer out into the plain. These were more successful, but the Huns were careful not to hunt in the same place twice or kill all the herd. They took as much as needed till the next hunt. The local Goths were the main source of food in the winter, and weekly wagons appeared in the encampment carrying food stuffs. With less snow, the weekly arrivals were unhindered, last year, unbeknown to Aetius they had gone for two months without resupply. 

The Huns preferred to hunt, but they enjoyed the preserved meats and cheeses the Goths brought them. Thraustila mentioned that some of the older tribesmen were becoming concerned that the longer they lived like this, the sooner they would turn into farmers. He joked and said the old were always complaining about the young, and the young did likewise. Aetius had worried that following the death of the old slave he would be isolated but that hadn’t happened. In fact, he was drawn closer to Thraustila and to the Khan. They treated him well and he was regularly at their table of sorts. The longer Aetius stayed with them, the more he felt he had a foot in two camps. He was at home in Milan with his family and the army, but he also now felt at home with the Huns. The Huns were no longer alien to him.

One spring morning, Aetius was summoned back to the encampment from tending his ponies. The camp seemed excited about something, and he made his way to the Khan’s tent, before he could enter, he was met by Thraustila who was clothed in full battle gear. It was then that Aetius noticed that the other men were also fully clothed for battle. But there were no ponies with them, Thraustila instructed Aetius to kit himself in his best clothes and try not to look too much like one of us! Aetius dressed quickly, putting on his Roman and Goth clothing he had first worn, they had been stored in a small trunk, along with his normal clothing. The clothing felt loose now, a quick tap on his belly confirmed that his time here had hardened him up. Outside he found Alp who was dressed in full armour, Aetius hadn’t thought the Huns wore armour, but Alp was wearing a corselet of flexible lamellar armour and what looked like Roman cavalry greaves. Others too, wore a mix of armour, nothing too heavy, one man even had an old-style centurion helmet on, minus the plumes, Alp smiled as he stood next to him.

“Alp, you wear armour today?”

“Today, we welcome a young prince from the tribe of Buda. We show our battle trophies! Each of us killed the man who wore the armour! Other tribes cut the hair off the defeated and display them. I heard once that a tribe collected the heads of their enemies and coated them in silver and used them as drinking cups! Good idea young Roman!” Replied Alp, a broad grin covered his face as he laughed at Aetius’s expression. Then he was pointing to a small number of riders on ponies entering the inner area of the encampment. “Aetius, you need to say nothing. Just listen. Be a Roman... for a change?”

Aetius stood quietly with the other warriors and watched the small group of riders as they came to a halt in front of the Khan’s yurt. They didn’t dismount, just sat there, and waited. The flap of the yurt opened and out stepped Khan Rugila, in his full battle gear. He wore like the others a mix of armour. Aetius recognised a Roman corselet, Gothic armoured sleeves, and a most unusual helmet. Aetius thought it might be Persian or of a type of the Alans wore. It was a mix of metals, cloth, leather and topped with feathers. It looked totally impractical to wear into battle. Rugila walked up to the lead pony, gave the animal a stroke, then looked up at the rider. The rider wore the standard heavy fur coat, long fur boots, trousers and the wide felt hat. He was about the normal size for a Hun, he was developing a beard. He had several scars on his face and the rider looked down at Rugila and grinned in recognition, Rugila spoke first.

“You have grown, Atilla since the last time I saw you? How is my brother in arms, your father Buda?” Rugila took a step back to allow Atilla to dismount and stand in front of him. As he dismounted, he shouted.

“Khan Rugila, my father Khan Buda and my brother Bleda send their greeting to you.” Atilla, moved to Rugila with both arms outstretched, as did Rugila, they both hugged. Then Rugila led Atilla into his yurt. Aetius saw Thraustila standing nearby, he wore the standard battle clothing of the Huns, but his face looked strained. He didn’t return the glance from Aetius, instead he moved over to the remaining Huns still mounted and spoke to them and directed them to water and food for the mounts. It was as they pulled away, that Aetius realised that each man held the reins of a further four ponies. Alp turned to Aetius and told him to go for a long walk and return just as the light dimmed. There would be a feast tonight and he would be attending, though he would not sit with the Khan, but on his own. The Khan needed to show, that his Roman hostage was doing well. Aetius did as he was bid and took a long stroll this time out past where they had left the old slave to the birds. He saw a few more had gone to join their ancestors. He kept his distance from the area and instead found an open patch of scrub among the tall grass. 

He strolled through the open grassland till he reached a large clump of trees, too small to be some wood. Entering he found that it was dark and cool within the clump. Standing there all alone he looked up at the trees. They were tall and heavily leaved, then he saw a small track leading into the heart of the trees. He followed it out of interest till he came to a bright and open clearing. From the outside the clump of trees had appeared small and not at all as dense as he since discovered. In the sunlight he could clearly see a small mound with several stones lying around. He walked over to the mound and climbed the slight incline till he reached the stones. It was obviously a pagan shrine of some sorts. Normally this wouldn’t have interested him, but with little to do till the evening he decided out of curiosity to investigate. 

Crouching he looked over a few of the cut stones and was very surprised to find them inscribed in Latin. Running his fingers over the letters as he read them, abruptly in his mind he was back inside the Empire, as he read, he learnt what it was he was looking at. The temple had been dedicated to the Imperator Caesar Nerva Trajan, the son of the divine Nerva. It had been set up by one of his legion’s, the X Gemini. It went on to relate that they had been victorious in the region subduing the Barbarians and here they wished to mark their success under the leadership of the Emperor. Aetius now had a good idea that he was somewhere in what had once been the old province of Dacia. It felt strange being amongst Roman ruins, he had mixed feelings. On the one hand, it stated just how mightier they had once been, as the power of Rome had even stretched to here, yet it was pagan and just as distant to him as the Huns were. Once this had been Roman and now it was under Hun rule, it was pagan then and it still was. He doubted that the current Emperor’s troops would set up a shrine to the Emperor over a conquest of Barbarian lands. All his life and most of his father’s, the army had been battling the Barbarians in an effort to stop the loss of land to them. They hadn’t conquered any new land to his knowledge. 

It was sobering to have found the shrine and to realise just how long it had taken to reach the camp of Rugila from the current frontier and that this had once been Roman land. Without finding this temple he wouldn’t have known this had been Roman land once. He determined that on returning to the Empire he would dedicate his life to keep what was left Roman, no matter what the cost. With that in mind he followed the path out of the trees and back onto the grassland. The sun was already dipping towards the West and so he made his way back towards the camp. In all his travels with the Huns he had never once seen any sign of buildings let alone towns. The Huns had no siege machine he had seen or heard off, so it can’t have been them who had destroyed any signs of this having been an old Roman province. It told Aetius that the Huns weren’t interested in destroying the Romans, but instead bleeding them of silver, gold, and pepper. They were in the eyes of the Romans pure mercenaries and bandits, which made them different to the Goths who wanted Roman land and desperately wanted to be Roman. 

For as long as he could remember and from what his father and friends had said, the Goths who served the Empire wanted nothing more than to be Romans and retire and live a life like a Roman. His time with them had taught him how much they craved this recognition, Alaric had been very proud of his Roman titles and position. He lashed out at the Empire when he was not respected as a Roman. But that was the problem, as much as they wanted to be Roman, they would not accept the ideals that citizenship represented. The highest being loyalty to the Emperor and obedience to him, instead they clung to their Barbarian tribal system and demanded land from the Empire that they could control themselves. The Empire had been so weak that it had continually granted them this, and it failed to enforce them to obey laws and pay taxes; let alone respect Romans already living on the land. Instead, they became the enemy within! This was further compounded by the ever-greater demands for their military forces to support the Empire. Some had laid the blame with Stilicho, a member of one of the  Gothic tribes, he had allowed his own people to settle inside the Empire and then fought his tribal enemies, principally Alaric using the Empire’s forces. Yet for all his fighting he had never fully defeated Alaric and here lay the rub; could one expect one Barbarian to finish off, for Rome, another Barbarian? Yet his men were loyal to him, Roman and Barbarian, in other ways his policies were sound. Then he made the mistake of forgetting he was but a Barbarian and married into the Imperial family. That led to his rapid downfall, even Aetius’s father and fellow generals had been pleased when the Emperor had finally realised the danger and put an end to him. The last thing the Empire needed was a Barbarian on the throne! 

Yes, the Huns were a major threat to the Empire and would cause a lot of major damage if they raided, but they didn’t stay. If paid regularly they were happy to keep the ‘peace.’ Whilst the Goths roamed inside the Empire laying waste to it, with what amounted to impunity!

He made his way back to the Khan’s tent and found no one within. Coming out he looked around and realised the encampment looked rather empty. He smelt it rather than heard the feast, the smell of cooking meat travelled on the breeze from the direction of last autumn’s moon festival. He made his way to the site, the whole of the tribe had assembled men and women, slaves ran around ensuring the fires were kept burning and meat and wine were flowing to the diners. One of the Khan’s slaves saw him and went to him and brought him to a small empty space covered with a rug. Aetius sat and was soon brought food and wine. Those around him ignored him, he sat quietly and eating and drinking. The evening continued as the darkness crept around the outskirts of the party. He felt a slight nip in the air, but the fires kept the night cold at bay. Then Alp came over to him and sat with him and then quietly said.

“Atilla wishes to see you. Remember what I said and be a Roman!” Alp got up and Aetius followed at a distance. They came up to where the Khan and Attila were seated. Aetius was staggered, they were actually sitting around a low table! The meal was being served on gold and silver plate. All the drinks were served in a similar manner; Atilla sat next to the Khan, he looked no different to any other Hun Aetius had met. That changed when Attila looked up at him as he was presented at the table, his dark brown eyes flashed as they looked Aetius up and down. His face changed slightly from what had been a relaxed posture, to one that had stiffened. Even his nose had twitched like he had smelt something unpleasant close by. Then he spoke in poor Latin to Aetius.

“So Roman you have stayed here with Rugila. You look well for your time here. Most Romans look sick! But you... you are different.” He turned to his host Rugila and had a long conversation with him. Aetius was left standing, but he was close enough to understand that he was the topic of conversation. Rugila called over one of the slaves and ordered him to go back to his tent and pick up a bow. Aetius was intrigued by the line of conversation, Atilla looked back up at Aetius and spoke again.

“So Roman, you have learnt some of our ways. The Khan here says you can use our bow almost like one of us. This I find hard to believe! We will see how good you are!” Atilla stood up and Rugila joined him. The slave returned with the bow. “Here Roman take the bow. Now we need a target to test you... slave start running!” 

The slave looked around, a path materialised in front of the slave, as the rest of the party was stirred by the challenge that was being set. The slave bolted as fast as he could along the path.

“Knock him down Roman!” Ordered Atilla. Aetius turned to track the slave, while loading an arrow, he took a breath, held it, and let fly with the arrow. The slave dropped no more than one hundred paces from where he had started. An arrow deeply rooted in his back, Aetius rested the bow and turned to face Atilla and Rugila who was smiling.

“Good, a Roman who can kill without hesitation!” Atilla turned to Rugila, whose smile had vanished as fast as it had appeared. “You have trained him well. A pity I am not here longer, I would like to see him ride and shoot like we do. But I have to return to my father in the morning and report how his fellow brother Khan is doing.” 

Atilla returned to his seating area and signalled for more food and drink to be brought to him. The slaves moved very cautiously around him, Rugila nodded at Alp and returned to sitting and eating with Atilla. Alp turned and went over to Aetius and nodded for him to follow. They both departed the main table and Aetius was led back over to his previous place. This time Alp sat down with him. He summoned slaves to bring fresh wine and hot meat to them. Once he had taken a mouthful of meat off what remained of a roasted chicken and washed it down with wine, he looked across to Aetius and smiled and said quietly.

“Good, you didn’t hesitate when you shot the slave. Atilla, is a nasty piece of work. He wanted to mortify the Khan in front of his people. He expected you to falter at shooting a slave... but you didn’t. It showed Atilla that Rugila hasn’t gone soft with all the Roman gold and silver he is paid now.”

“I realised that Atilla was testing me. I saw something in his face when he first saw me. But I didn’t realise it was the Khan who was being tested!”

“Yes, the Khan has become proud of you, and he wanted to show Atilla how much you have learnt from us. You have done us proud tonight. But don’t go back to the Khan’s yurt tonight. Atilla will be there. Instead stay out here and enjoy the food and wine till morning. I’ll come and get you.” Alp stood up and walked away into the midst of the party. Aetius did as he was bid and remained in place for the rest of the night.

~
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The following morning Aetius was woken by Alp and together they made their way over a great number of slumbering bodies. It had been a great party, and the results were plain to see. Aetius thought that the moon festival had been a major party for the tribe, but the next morning had been nothing like this. The Huns resembled a Roman army the morning after it had returned from patrol and had been let loose in the taverns. Alp was silent as they made their way over to the Khan’s yurt. The main flap was open, and the women of the household were coming and going. At the entrance, Alp beckoned Aetius to wait as he went inside, Aetius realised his head was aching from the party and he felt very hungry and thirsty. One of the wives of the Khan, the youngest came out and gave him a jug to drink from. He thanked her and took a deep draught. His tongue was the first to taste the salty bitterness of the milk substance. He continued to drink it and forced the last drop down into his stomach. He handed back the jug and the young wife smiled and beckoned him to follow her inside the yurt. The substance sat well in Aetius’s stomach, and he quickly lost the need for a drink, or a meal and his head felt better. 

The inside of the yurt had been altered since he was last inside it. The centre had lost the fireplace and was now covered in rugs. Rugila and Alp sat together with Thraustila, on the Khan’s other side sat his wives. They all seemed very happy with themselves, and Aetius relaxed, he now knew that Atilla had gone. The Khan looked over at Aetius and beckoned him to stand in the centre of the tent. Aetius stood there, still dressed in his half Roman half Goth clothing.

“Well Roman, you have pleased me... you have done me a service and honoured my yurt by your presence.” Rugila paused and looked around at his close family and they nodded their agreement at what he was going to say next. “I never thought a Roman, could cope with our way of life. We are an honourable people and regard the family as the centre of all things here on the great plains. I will adopt you into my family, you will become my third son.... You honoured me by your service last night and showed the son of Buda that he is an ignorant milker of goats. He and his father think they are the only ones who still maintain our ways. You showed that even a Roman can be taught our ways.”

Rugila stood up and stepped over to Aetius and embraced him in a bear hug, that almost squeezed the air from Aetius’s lungs. 

“From now on you sit with me, ride with me and my sons, who are now your brothers!”

Aetius was lost for words as well as breath for a moment. That explained the smiles he saw on entering the yurt.

“My Khan, you do me a very great honour. But I have done nothing to deserve this honour?” Aetius replied, embarrassed by the whole incident. It crossed his mind that his father would be very indignant over the whole thing, his mother would laugh and not be ashamed by this adoption. 

“Alp, who is my half-brother, and so now your uncle has already explained Attila to you. But Attila is a problem for all of us. He and his father like the silver and gold you Roman’s supply, but they want more... they have seen the Palaces and cities you have made and like them. They think we should build Palaces to show how powerful and equal we are to any Roman. Yet claim to be truest to our ways, while the rest of us are turning into farmers!” 

Alp stood up and moved to embrace Aetius, he was followed by Thraustila, who greeted him as brother as he too hugged him. The only son not present, but in the encampment was Optila, he was still too young to be in attendance. Instead, he was with the other young boys of the tribe being trained to be a warrior. Alp grinned and asked.

“Well young Roman, what would your Emperor say about this, eh?”

“I have no idea. But the Imperial court regularly has client tribal leaders send their sons to be taught Roman ways. But I haven’t heard of the Emperor adopting any...  he has no son, so adopting any would cause chaos in the court and Empire as a whole.” Replied Aetius, it occurred to him as he spoke that the Western Empire would sooner or later face a crisis when the current Emperor Honorius died.

“Why has he not adopted a son? Your Emperor is not wise, having an heir is a duty of a leader. No heir and he can expect to be replaced by a fertile man with sons, eh Alp!” Said Rugila, finishing with a loud laugh. The wives also laughed as did Thraustila, even Alp grinned.

“My Khan you are right. To be a leader, one must not only be the bravest and successful leader but fertile and produce sons! Otherwise, there is no point to be a warrior and leader. Who will sing your praises when you have gone to the Eastern horizons to ride with the ancestors!” Replied Alp.

Rugila signalled for all to sit, Aetius sat where he had stood. One of the wives got up and returned with a clay bottle and gave it to Rugila. He removed the stopper and took a large draught. He coughed after he swallowed it and passed the bottle on to Alp. He had the same reaction, then to Thraustila and finally to Aetius. All had a similar reaction and Aetius gave the bottle back to the wife.

“Ah, we were given this firewater by one of the peoples we conquered. They live in the forests to the north. It gets so cold there that you need this to breathe life back into your body!” Rugila grunted as Aetius felt his headache return quickly after the fire had left his mouth and moved instead to fill his belly. The same wife returned with cold meats, and she passed it around. They went well with the firewater. The mood inside the yurt remained light-hearted and for the first time since he had arrived as their hostage, Aetius actually felt safe. Rugila clapped his hands several times and his wives stood up and walked back into the Khan’s area behind the inner flap. What followed was a lot of female giggling. Rugila smiled wisely as did Alp, even Thraustila seemed to be in on the joke, but they kept Aetius out of it. Aetius sat and wondered what was going on beyond the veil, as a guest even though he was now part of the family he didn’t dare ask what was happening. 

Anyway, it was women and more importantly the Khan’s wives, and he knew better than to ask what was going on. In his short life one thing his father had taught him, was never to enquire what women were up to, especially when in a group with laughing and giggling. He said it was better not to know. Then an eerie silence descended on the inner sanctum and the wives returned to their seats. As they did, they grinned knowingly at Aetius and once they were settled the Khan clapped his hands once. The veil was lifted, and a young woman emerged dressed in fine cloth; her hair was dark, and her skin was the complexion of the Hunnish people, her eyes were brown. She wore little jewellery, and she gracefully made her way past the Khan and his family and patted over to where Aetius sat. She walked around him, twisting gently as she showed her side and her back to him, a pleasant smile on her face. Then she stood in front of him, her hands reached up and undid the clasps holding her clothing. It slipped gracefully to the floor, revealing her naked body, her skin was lighter than that of her face, she was well proportioned, with little fat on her, and she turned a full circle in front of Aetius. 

Aetius sat there, his mouth agog, as the dress had slipped down, he had wanted to look the other way. But he was a man and what man could resist looking at a naked woman standing before him? Especially one who seemed unconcerned by standing naked in front of not only him, but the Khan and his family. She smiled again at Aetius and collected her clothing and walked calmly back into the inner sanctum. The wives quickly broke into a discussion, Aetius could barely make it out, but they seemed to be discussing the breeding potential of the woman. Another woman appeared; this time her skin was darker than he had seen before. Her skin tone reminded Aetius of soldiers who came from the Eastern Empire, she followed the same ritual, and she was even more beautiful when she stripped than the first had been. Another two women appeared one after the other, they were Hun and were also as beautiful as the first. But Aetius had to admit the second one was by far the most beautiful he had seen. 

Their nakedness reminded Aetius of the collection of statues his father had in the inner garden of their house in Milan, except he knew they were of the old Roman pagan goddesses. He had once asked his father why he had the statues? He had replied that they were going to be destroyed under the orders of the Bishop, and he thought that they were too beautiful to be lost. Later he had asked his mother if she wasn’t concerned by the naked statues in the garden. She said no, they were statues not living women and they were also graceful. He further queried his mother, and she had said that when guests came, they were covered up so not to upset anyone. The Bishop had deemed that their nakedness was an affront to the Mother of God. But both his parents thought the Bishop was being a trifle too anti-Roman, in that these statues were part of their Roman inheritance, they were once pagan; but no one worshipped them anymore, instead they were objects of wonder and craftsmanship and should be looked at in that light. Aetius hadn’t minded looking at them as art, they were still beautiful woman, but up and till now, he hadn’t seen a woman naked before, now he had four, one after another. Even being in the army for as short a time as he had, he had managed as an officer and son of a general to avoid the brothels of Milan. Mostly because he couldn’t stand the shame his mother would have felt if she had heard about it. Furthermore, his father being his commanding officer, he had felt it wiser to steer clear of anything that could possibly bring shame on the family. 

The last of the women left the parade and the wives continued chatting, Aetius was still a little shocked by the whole episode, on the one hand he had thoroughly enjoyed it, but on the other he wondered what it was all in aid of. Finally, the Khan spoke, after his wives had a deep conversation with him, Alp and Thraustila sat there, their faces covered in wide grins. 

“Well, my son, which will you choose to be your first wife? They were all fine young women, and my wives tell me they all had wide hips, which makes them most suitable for giving you many sons!”

Aetius was lost for words. He knew he could easily marry one here and bring her home, then quietly get rid of her. His parents would understand that in the extremes he had been forced to marry a pagan Barbarian, but he remembered that family was everything to the tribe, and he had just been adopted into the family. If he said no, would it risk a conflict or worse? Then he remembered that his father and mother had once mentioned that he was betrothed to the daughter of the senior general Carpilio. What was her name, ah yes, Gudrid! He hadn’t met her, but his parents had decided years ago that this match would align the two-military houses. She was younger than he was, and he’d basically forgotten about the whole episode, till now. Aetius cleared his throat and stood up in front of his new family and decided to tell almost the truth.

“My Khan, my father. I am at a loss for words. How can I thank you enough for offering me a wife!” Rugila interpreted him.

“I didn’t choose you a wife, my boy. That’s not how it is done. The women you saw chose you and my wives decided on the selection of those they thought were most suitable for you!” He laughed as did Alp and Thraustila. The wives looked at Aetius bemused by his fussing.

“Well, I liked the last one, she was young and firm and has the potential to make you good healthy half Roman and all Hun sons!” Roared Rugila.

“My Khan, the choice is already made for me, my father has already decided who my wife should be!” Aetius said in the calmest voice he could muster. Rugila turned to his wives and had a brief chat with them. Then he turned to Aetius and spoke again.

“My wives say, what is the problem, the more wives you have the more sons you can have. Two is always better than one!”

“My Khan, father. The Romans only allow a marriage to one woman at a time. We also have a tradition of families deciding who marries who. The law of Rome also requires that we marry into the same class as ourselves. I mean no disrespect to you or the women.” 

Rugila mumbled something and Aetius continued. “My father decided that I should marry the daughter of a senior general, Carpilio. It would mean a strong alliance between our families as well as being seen to respect the traditions of Rome. Moreover, I must marry a Christian like me and have the Church of Christ recognise the marriage, or my children will not be allowed to inherit my titles or even my citizenship!”

“Ummh, I see, a family matter then... yes, you must respect your father’s choice. Shame they were excellent specimens, if I were younger, I might add to my wives, especially the last one!” Replied Rugila, the senior and closest of his wives to him poked him hard in the ribs, and he laughed even more. “Well, my son, since you’re not having a proper wife, it seems the proper time to tell you, that your time with us is over. When the silver comes you will return with them, and then you can marry your Roman wife.” 

“My Khan.” Said Alp, pausing his face deep in thought. “The name of the bride’s father sounds familiar to me?”

“All Roman names sound the same to me Alp!” Replied the Khan.

“That’s it, that is no Roman name, but a Goth. Didn’t we once beat a band of Goths led by a leader with the same name? A good number of summers ago, when we first came to this area.” Mused Alp. 

“Ummh, a  Gothic leader, sure it wasn’t one of those Vandals, Carpilio, yes now you mention it, it has the ring of truth. He was a tall man, white hair tied up like a woman’s, lots of hair on his face. I am sure he was a Vandal. Well, they all look the same to me! Well son, is this man a Vandal or a Goth?”

“My father-in-law to be, he is a Roman general, yes, he once was a Scythian, but that is as much as I know. He and my father served together.” Replied Aetius.

“A Scythian, what is that? I have never heard of any people called that?” Replied Rugila.

“A Scythian is a traditional name for any non-Roman who is skilled in using a horse.” Replied Aetius, being careful not to offend.

“Argh, so we are Scythians then, young Roman!” said Alp. 

“No, we have a group name for you. Once the Alans were referred to as Scythians, until we learnt more about them. So, it is with you, my Khan.” Said Aetius.

“Well, is this Scythian, a tall man as I described?” Enquired Rugila, intrigued by the direction the conversation was taking.

“Actually, he is very much like your description, except his hair is short and grey, what’s left of it that is.” Replied Aetius.

“Well, he was a brave warrior, he paid tribute to us after being defeated. So, he became a Roman. Do many Scythians become Romans?” Asked Alp.

“Yes, they start as auxilia, but many go on to become Roman!”

“That is the difference between us and the Scythians. We know who we are!” Laughed Rugila, as did Alp.

“Now we will eat and drink, even if you aren’t getting married today!” Rugila grunted between laughs. Aetius relaxed; he had managed to steer a path through what he considered to be very difficult waters. The earlier discussion was forgotten, and a small wedding feast was celebrated minus the bride. 

~   
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The next morning Aetius awoke early and took himself off to the stream to wash. Once he was finished, the sun was only now clearly visible in the eastern horizon, did it occur to him how easy it was for him to move around the area in the dark? With that thought in his mind he decided to make a diversion from his normal route back to the yurt. He went over to where the old slave had been left out for nature to reclaim. There was now nothing left of him, even the bones were gone. Aetius stood as close as where he thought they had left him and said a short prayer to God, he asked that Christ might look kindly on the old man. Then he crossed himself and headed back to the camp. As he walked, he had a feeling he wouldn’t be back here for a long time. The thought made him sad, as he had come to enjoy the way the Huns lived, but his civilised mind still yearned for the Empire and normality. 

As he reached the Khan’s yurt, he heard the sound of many ponies approaching, he could even feel the earth echo to the number of hooves. He hadn’t managed to learn how the Hun’s could listen to the ground and estimate how many ponies were approaching. Alp even boasted that when he was younger, and his ears were fresh, he could hunt just by listening to the ground. Aetius when he first arrived would have doubted it, but after his time here, he wasn’t sure. 

The lead rider came gently into the camp and made his way to the Khan’s yurt. They were early this year, and he remembered that the winter had been over sooner than the previous years. The convoy was about the same size as the one he had arrived at. The escorts looked the same, but as they were wrapped up it was hard to tell individuals apart. 

Thraustila and Alp were already outside the yurt by the time he reached them. They greeted him warmly, but there was a tinge of sadness in both their faces. The Khan must have received word a few days before that the convoy was on its way, which would explain last night. The leader dismounted and waited for the Khan to leave his yurt. The rest of the tribe, who were in the camp, had already begun to make their way over to inspect the convoy. The rest of the convoy dismounted and began to unload the ponies of their heavy burden of silver and pepper. Rugila took his time to come out of the yurt and by the time he had, the saddlebags were already unloaded and ready for his personal inspection. He walked over to the leader of the convoy, and they had a short conversation. This was followed by the man opening up each bag and emptying the contents of smaller bags onto the ground. Rugila opened the silver bags and looked over the coins, cups, and plate that had been sent. The pepper, he just opened one bag and dipped his finger into the contents and then licked his finger. A slight shiver rocked Rugila, then he smiled and tied the bag. He looked around him till his gaze settled on Aetius. He signalled for him to come over, Aetius went over as he had been bidden.

“My son, this is Olaf, he is a Goth, but from the northern lands by the sea. He will personally take you back to the Roman land. He will guard you with his life. You can trust him... go and collect your clothing from the yurt, be quick Olaf wants to head back as soon as he can!” 

Aetius bowed and rushed over to the yurt, entered, and began packing what little clothing he had into two sacks that could be easily carried by a pony. By now the tribe had already gathered and Alp and Thraustila were handing out the silver bags to the heads of the families. The pepper would be kept by the Khan and used for special bargains with other Huns and for cooking and preparing meat for the next winter.

The Khan signalled to Aetius to wait by the yurt doorway. Once Alp and Thraustila had completed the giving away of the gifts they walked over to Aetius and then Rugila joined them. Olaf had already taken his pony out of the camp to water and feed it. The four men stood together, in silence for a few minutes, then Rugila spoke. “My son the Roman. Take this.” 

He produced a gold token from inside his jacket and handed it to Aetius. Aetius looked at it, it had some inscriptions on one face and the image of a fire breathing creature. It also had a rectangular hole in its middle. He had never seen a coin or medal like this.

“This is a special token. If you need to find us. Come to the frontier and look for the traders, men like Olaf and show them the token. They will either bring you to me or find someone who can. They will not betray you. Furthermore, they know the cost of not respecting me. Likewise, they also earn a reward for their services!” Rugila finished with a laugh. Alp then hugged Aetius warmly in a tight embrace. Thraustila followed suit and whispered to Aetius.

“You are my brother. When you need us, we will aid you!” 

Aetius murmured his thanks. Olaf had returned, and he brought three further ponies with him. Aetius recognised them as the ponies he had been allowed to use during his stay here.

“These are your ponies now, my son. They will carry you home to your family and your Roman bride!” Bellowed Rugila, Alp and Thraustila all patted Aetius frantically on the back following Rugila’s comment. Aetius had the wind knocked out of him by his Hunnish family. From then, it was silence among them. Aetius carried his packs over to the spare pony, loaded them. He turned once and looked at his adoptive family and smiled, no one, not even his mother would believe this. He mounted his pony, looked again once more, waved and they waved back. Olaf took the lead and Aetius followed him out of the camp.
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Part Two
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Chapter One: Aetius Returns
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Thraustila heard rather than felt the fast beat of pony hooves approaching the encampment. The weather had only begun to improve and the last of the snow had left the plains. Frost still lingered on the bushes leaving a silvery trace on the tops of the yurts. His breath still showed when he breathed out the cold spring air. The two riders and their spare ponies eased their pace as they entered the encampment, the guards had already allowed them access. By the time Thraustila made his way to his father’s yurt the two riders were already dismounting, now accompanied by a section of the guards. Judging by the condition of the ponies the two riders had travelled a long way. Thraustila thought he recognised the taller rider who was clothed in the  Gothic manner as Olaf, as he had already removed his headgear, and his mane of blond hair was clearly visible. The second rider was shorter, but of normal height, he was dressed in a similar manner but looked more worn out, judging by his stance, his shoulders were more drooped than Olaf and he hadn’t bothered yet to remove his headgear. Intrigued by the sudden appearance by Olaf and the mystery rider, Thraustila hurried over to them. The guards had formed a semi-circle around the two riders, while they awaited orders.

“Thraustila!” Shouted the unknown rider; Thraustila was taken aback, the voice was not of one his people or a that of a Goth, but he spoke in Hun. The rider removed his headgear after speaking and turned to fully face Thraustila. Then it became clear to him who the rider was and why his voice was different.

“My brother!” Shouted Thraustila and he rushed over and embraced the man. The shouting had alerted the Khan’s yurt, Alp and the Khan emerged into the bright early spring light, both still looking a bit sleepy as they gradually made their way over to the riders and Thraustila.

“My father and uncle!” Said the rider.

Alp and the Khan grinned as they recognised the face of Aetius. Thraustila dismissed Olaf and he walked away taking the ponies for watering and feeding. He had done his duty and could expect to be rewarded for his actions in bringing Aetius safely back to the Khan’s encampment. Aetius shook the dirt off himself, spat out any remaining dirt from his mouth and gave a broad smile.

“So Roman, you are back! This time you want to see us?” Queried Rugila as he came over and hugged Aetius warmly.

“My father, I bring bad news and good news.” Replied Aetius, as he returned the hug.

“So, young Roman, you have returned! Had enough of your civilised ways?” Alp teased, as he moved into hug Aetius. The guards had already dispersed back to their assigned stations.

“Come into my yurt, my son, and we can talk in peace.” Said Rugila as he looked over Aetius and also smelt the air around him. Then added. “But before you enter my yurt, you need a wash and a change of clothes! How many days have you been riding?” 

“Three weeks at least, there was snow near the great River, and it slowed our journey!” Aetius replied, opening his jacket, and smelling himself and concluding that he was ripe and in need of exactly what the Khan suggested. 

Aetius bowed to the Khan and his adopted family and made his way along the old route to the stream. There he stripped and climbed into the still freezing water and washed as best as he could. After recovering from the shock, he kept splashing himself in the stream’s water as it kept the chill of the air off his skin. Then he rushed out of the water into the biting cold, picked up his clothes and ran back to camp. For the first time since he had left the encampment, he felt the roughness of the ground as he ran over it. Since he was last here, his feet had gotten use to the support offered by several thick layers of leather from his boots. He slowed his pace as his feet now felt every hard stone and rough shards of grass. But he moved fast enough to keep from freezing, and at least he felt invigorated by the warmth gained from trotting versus the chill over his naked flesh. 

A slave came rushing towards him with a bundle, Aetius was stopped by the slave who gave him the bundle of furs to put on and a pair of boots. Once clothed Aetius walked back to the encampment. He felt clean and fresh and warm, no one stopped him as he entered the encampment and made his way towards the Khan’s tent and entered. The warmth hit him as soon as he was past the flaps. The need for the furs was now superfluous. One of the household slaves directed him over to the area he had once slept in and pointed to some lighter clothing that he should change into. Another slave brought over a flagon of a hot steaming liquid. Aetius dressed quickly, and took a sip of the liquid, it was hot and strong and burned, while at the same time it was warming but had little taste. He quickly finished the flagon and felt the true power of the drink. He sat down, and felt his head become heavy as a wave of heat travelled through him, and he finally felt truly tired from the journey.

The smell of cooking woke Aetius from his slumber, the slaves were busy around the hearth cooking and stirring a large pot over the open fire. He sat up and the furs that he had first worn into the yurt slipped off. One of the slaves stood up and went into the Khan’s area. A few moments later he returned and beckoned Aetius to follow him into the Khan’s area. He slipped through the light material of the veil. Inside the Khan, Alp and Thraustila sat around a small fire, eating from small pots. Rugila looked up, smiled and beckoned Aetius to join them. As soon as he sat down the same slave returned and handed him a pot of stew, as well as a Roman silver spoon. Aetius carefully balanced the heavy spoon in his fingers and marvelled at the simple design, with what he thought looked like one of the apostle’s likeness making up the handle of the spoon. With that dealt with, he quickly spooned down the hot stew. The others sat in silence while he ate. After the third bowl, Rugila asked him.

“You have missed our food; you eat like you haven’t seen food for a season?” 

Aetius finished his mouthful, licked the spoon, then ran his tongue around the edge of the bowl collecting up the last remnants of the hearty juice. He knew he was being slightly rude in the Roman context, but here with his other family, eating well and showing appreciation of the food, was an accepted custom.

“Yes, my Khan, father, I have missed the food, and this rabbit tasted, well, excellent!” He replied, Alp looked at him and said.

“You have grown Roman; I see you have a coloured beard now and your hair is shorter than when we last saw you. You have also put on flesh, but your face shows the sun. I see no scars there!”

“Did you marry your Roman bride?” Thraustila queried. 

“Yes, to all, the sun in Gaul is even harsher than in the summer camp. Each year by the end of the campaign season, I was brown, from the neck up, my hair like the colour of dry grass, as was my beard. I have a son now.” Replied Aetius.

“That is good my son, but you need many sons!” Laughed Rugila, his face now turned serious, as did Alp and even Thraustila’s took on the air of enquiry as the pleasantries were over. 

Aetius noted the change in tone of Rugila’s voice and the expressions of the others and knew that the time to discuss his reason for arriving in the camp unannounced was upon him. He put down the bowl, collected his thoughts and said.

“My Khan, the reason I have come to you in person, is that I, I mean we, need your help!” 

The other three looked directly at him, encouraging him to continue, Aetius did. “I need as many riders as you can supply? Because I have a war to fight with the Eastern Emperor.”  
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Chapter Two: Revolt
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Rugila looked first at Alp then Thraustila, and finally back to Aetius. They all looked intrigued by Aetius’s statement and then Rugila spoke first. 

“Well, you have grown since we last saw you... now you come to us asking for men to fight for your leader, against fellow Romans? This is indeed serious, eh Alp?”

“Yes, my Khan, we have been sitting still too long, waiting for another war between the Romans and their enemies... for us, it is even better when they fight each other, more rich pickings for us!” Roared Alp, almost leaping to his feet with excitement over the prospect of war and booty.

“Calm yourself Alp. We haven’t heard the terms, and I am interested in why all this has come about. For years, the Romans have paid us to stay outside, and now they want us to cross the frontier and fight their brothers!” Stated Rugila in a calm tone.

“My Khan, the terms are the normal silver tribute and double if your men fight for us, and we are victorious!” Aetius stated, becoming enthused by the excitement of the family group, sitting round the small fire in the inner sanctum of the Khan’s yurt. Silence coated them for a few hushed moments, as the Khan considered the offer. He turned to Alp and whispered, Thraustila also bent towards his uncle and father and joined in the discreet chatter.

“My Roman son, the terms for joining aren’t good enough. We risk all, on the chance of being paid. But we can sit here and do nothing and still be paid. I think we will sit here and wait for your enemies to come with better terms.” Said Rugila, a slight grin crossing his face, Alp and Thraustila now had the appearances of foxes that had caught a strong scent of rabbits. Aetius’s face hardly changed as he began talking again.

“I am allowed to offer one and one half the normal tribute in silver and double on success. My Khan!” 

Rugila nodded, and again the three men resumed their haggling, it didn’t take long for a reply.

“We need double the year payment and triple bonus on victory, as well as any loot we collect?” Aetius sat quietly as he calculated the cost of the bargain he was drawing up. He had only a small amount of the annual payment with him. The rest had already been used up paying the field army of Italy its back wages, as well as sending credit to the army of Gaul to ensure their loyalty. Already the amount he had been allocated by the new Caesar John, had been exceeded. Rugila of course was correct, he could sit and wait for Eastern Emperor Theodosius II’s officials to reach him and pay whatever he demanded. They in the West couldn’t match the wealth of the East, too many payments to the Goths had seen to that. Aetius had hoped his adoption by the Khan would have brought with it some favours, such as a lesser demand for silver. But Rugila had a whole tribe to think about, first. Aetius decided to offer more and hope to God they won and could find the silver after the conflict with the East was dealt with.

“My Khan, you are right, I offer double the annual payment for the next five years if you support us now. And a double bonus payment on victory and all the loot your men can carry home, but no slaves!” Said Aetius, Alp looked a bit disappointed with the offer, but the Khan smiled.

“I accept your offer. It will take six days to call the men in. But you have not brought this year’s payment with you?”

“No, my Khan, the urgency of my mission was too great to wait for the silver convoy to be ready. It will be leaving shortly and when I return the rest will be sent on to you!” Replied Aetius, knowing full well that the second convoy might never leave. 

“There is one more thing.” Said Rugila.

Aetius looked at the Khan and wondered if he had been rumbled, he doubted they knew of the situation in Ravenna. When he had reached the frontier, the Count of the fortress of Vienna was unaware that the Eastern army had been assembled during the winter and would be heading West, around now, as the snows cleared. He had guessed the purpose of the mission Aetius was on and had helped him find Olaf in the town. The only news he needed to be had been contained in the fourth packhorse Aetius had brought with him from the Capital, the wages for his men in silver coin! Aetius was also certain that no one from the East had yet reached, Rugila’s camp, even though it was closer to the Eastern frontier than the West’s. 

“My son here, Thraustila will lead my men, and they will be under your direct command. They will take orders from no other Roman but you. We know you and trust you. You will not betray my men!” Rugila announced.

Alp nodded in agreement and Thraustila looked like he was ready to burst with joy. Aetius could not let out the sigh of relief that had just overcome him. Instead, he bowed to the Khan, before replying, it gave him a moment to recover and ensure his face would not betray him.

“I agree my Khan. It will be a pleasure to ride again with my brother. This time we can hunt men, eh my brother?” 

“Yes, my brother, I have missed you. This time you will see how we fight and kill your enemies!” Replied Thraustila in a voice filled with enthusiasm. They all stood up and embraced, sealing the deal. Rugila motioned for them to sit again.

“Well now the business is settled, and you have less than seven days before you leave. We have time to talk over the fire, and you, my Roman son, can tell us not only all that has happened to you since you left us, many winters ago, but also, of your once great Empire?” Aetius looked at his Hun family and wondered where to begin.

“My father can we have a drink and some food as we will be here a long time...” 

Alp grinned and called out for the slaves to attend and bring food and wine. It must have been waiting for them, for no sooner had Alp summoned the slaves, then they were returning with plates of hot meat and wine. All four tucked into the food and wine. Aetius waited till Rugila was relaxed before he decided to tell his tale.

“... I returned to the Empire at the crossing of the great River at the fortress of Vienna. A message was waiting for me from my father. He summoned me to Milan at once, it took several days to reach Milan. My father greeted me in our home and gave me the sad news that my mother had passed a year before. I was bitter with my father, but more with the Emperor for sending me to you and so stopping me from seeing my mother before she died. It took me a while to adjust to life back inside the Empire. The first thing I did was have a bath! My father, uncle, and brother, you must visit a bath house. We Romans can spend a whole day in the building. We go first to the steam room and sweat the dirt out of our skins, then we have an attendant oil our skin, then scrape the dirt away. Furthermore, we finish off with a warm dip followed by a cold dip to seal the skin and wake us up from the heat slumber. Likewise, we then socialise, like we are doing here, meet family or friends and discuss the world. It wasn’t till I was in the bathhouse did I realise how much I had become like you, my father. At first, it was strange, wearing light clothes, sleeping in a bedroom on a bed. My father gave me a month to recover before he gave me my orders from the Emperor. The Emperor had rewarded me for, as the dispatch said ‘enduring the unendurable as a hostage of the Barbarians’ and I was made a junior officer in the cavalry. I had hoped to be sent to the Capital and to the elite guard cavalry based there. But instead, I was assigned to the field army of Gaul based at the Capital of Arles. My father had arranged for me to be placed on the staff of the senior General of Gaul, Castinus, an old comrade of his. So, in the early summer I bid my father goodbye and headed for Arles. My wife to be Gudrid, was already living in the city, as her father had retired there after finishing his military service. So, my father had used his influence to ensure I was based where my wife to be lived already.” 

Rugila interrupted Aetius with a question.

“You use Roman terms that have no meaning to us? Why would the senior General have a personal family of men, and why would you be joining him?”

“I am sorry to confuse; staff means the leaders of the soldiers and cavalrymen who are commanded by Castinus. Gaul is a rich green land, to the West of the other great River which runs through the lands of the Franks and Burgundians, it leads to the northern cold sea. Retirement I suppose, means he was too old to fight. Or rather, an important man, earns enough money in his lifetime, that he can afford to stop working and see out his old age in comfort!” Replied Aetius after careful consideration of what he had already said. From now on, he would be careful to explain Roman terms, as these were indeed alien to the Khan and his family. He realised how much of a Roman he was, he’d forgotten much about his time here with his other family.
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