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Historical Introduction


The fifth century AD was one of the most momentous periods in history, a time of violent upheaval and war that marked the transition from the ancient to the early medieval world. Almost five hundred years after Augustus had become the first emperor, and eight hundred years after Rome first embarked on her wars of conquest, the Roman Empire was a waning star, no longer on the offensive but struggling against barbarian invasions that threatened to consume it. Already the unthinkable had happened: the city of Rome itself had been sacked by a marauding army of Goths in AD 408. Much had changed from the glory days of empire three centuries earlier. Rome was now Christian, with a new hierarchy of priests and bishops. The empire had been split in half, with two emperors and new capitals in Constantinople and Milan, both of them riven by dynastic feuds and infighting. The Roman army had changed almost beyond recognition; gone were the legionaries of old, replaced by men likely to have been of barbarian origin themselves. And yet there were still those among the Roman officer class who harked back to the days of old, men steeped in the traditions of the Caesars and the great generals of the Republic, men who believed that the ancient image of Rome could be thrust forward one last time to marshal the army against the forces of darkness that were bearing down upon her, so that if there were to be one final battle they would march forward, upholding the honour of those legionaries and generals of old.


For many, only death and destruction lay ahead. The bishop Augustine forsook earthly pleasures and looked only towards the promise of heaven, to the City of God. The monks of Arles believed that the biblical Apocalypse was upon them. And yet, for the first time in Roman history, we see writers of the day absorbed in what we might term ‘grand strategy’. Should Rome appease the barbarians, offering them concessions and land, or should she stand up to them militarily? This debate preoccupied all levels of society, involving even the lowliest soldier in a level of strategic thinking that had been rare among his legionary forbears. The main commentator on the years covered in this novel, Priscus of Panium, was himself a diplomat and much concerned with this issue. His work only survives in fragments, and he had little interest in military detail – my reconstruction of the great sieges and battles of this period required even more imagination than the second-century BC battles described in my previous novel, Total War Rome: Destroy Carthage. Nevertheless, just as the historian Polybius was an eyewitness to the destruction of Carthage in 146 BC, so Priscus himself went to the court of Attila the Hun and gives us an extraordinarily vivid picture of what he saw. It is from him that we learn of the myth that the Huns were born of Griffons, of their bloody funeral rituals, of the cult of the sword, of all the reasons Rome had so much to fear from this terrifying new enemy that brought the western empire to the precipice in the middle years of the fifth century AD.


A more detailed summary of this period and of the late Roman army can be found in the Author’s Note at the end of this novel, where there is also a note on the historical and archaeological sources.
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Glossary


Late-Roman terms used in this novel:


Caesars – Generic term for the early emperors, up to Hadrian


Centurion – A time-honoured rank for the senior non-commissioned officer (NCO) of a numerus (see below)


Comes – ‘Count’, the commanding officer of a limitanei (frontier) army


Comitatenses – ‘Companions’ a field army


Dux – ‘Duke’ the commanding officer of a comitatenses army


Foederati – Barbarian war bands allied to the Romans


Limitanei – A frontier army


Magister – General in overall command of the armies of a diocese or province


Magister Militum – Commander-in-chief


Numerus – Military unit varying in size from under a hundred to several hundred men


Optio – Rank similar to corporal


Sagittarii – Archers


Saxons – Generic for the north Germanic invaders of Britain


Tribune – The officer commanding a numerus




Characters


These are actual historical characters unless otherwise indicated.


Aetius – Commander-in-chief of the western Roman army


Anagastus – Roman general under Aetius, along with Aspar


Andag – Gothic henchman of Attila


Apsachos – Fictional Sarmatian archer in Flavius’ numerus


Ardaric – Commander of the Gepids, under Attila


Arturus – Semi-fictional British warrior monk


Aspar – Roman general under Aetius


Attila – King of the Huns


Bleda – Eldest son of Mundiuk


Cato – Fictional optio in Flavius’ numerus


Dionysius – fictional Scythian monk, teacher of Flavius (and grandfather of Dionysius Exiguus, to whom AD dating is usually attributed)


Erecan – Daughter of Attila


Eudoxia – Wife of the emperor Valentinian


Flavius – Fictional tribune, nephew of Aetius


Gaiseric – King of the Vandals


Gaudentius – Goth grandfather of Flavius and father of Aetius


Heraclius – Greek eunuch in the court of the emperor Valentinian


Macrobius – Fictional centurion, friend of Flavius


Marcian – Emperor in the East who succeeded Theodosius


Maximinus – Cavalry tribune in the eastern army


Maximus – Fictional soldier in Flavius’ numerus


Mundiuk – King of the Huns, father of Attila


Octr – Brother of Mundiuk and Rau


Optila – Hun bodyguard of Erecan, along with Thrastilla


Priscus – Scholar and emissary of Theodosius to Attila


Quintus – Fictional tribune, nephew of Flavius


Quodvultdeus – Bishop of Carthage


Radagaisus – fictional Visigoth commander under Thorismud (and grandson of Radagaisus who invaded Italy in 405)


Rau – Brother of Mundiuk and Octr


Sangibanus – King of the Alans of Orléans


Sempronius – Fictional soldier in Flavius’ numerus, a veteran of Britain


Theodoric – King of the Visigoths


Theodoric – Youngest son of King Theodoric, and brother of Thorismud


Theodosius – Roman emperor in the East


Thiudimer – Visigoth commander under Thorismud


Thorismud – Son of King Theodoric of the Visigoths


Thrastilla – Hun bodyguard of Erecan, along with Optila


Uago – Fictional senior fabri tribune in Rome


Valamer – Ostrogoth commander under Attila


Valentinian – Roman emperor in the West




When a certain cowherd beheld one heifer of his flock limping and could find no cause for this wound, he anxiously followed the trail of blood and at length came to a sword it had unwittingly trampled while nibbling the grass. He dug it up and took it straight to Attila. He rejoiced at this gift and, being ambitious, thought he had been appointed ruler of the whole world, and that through the Sword of Mars supremacy in all wars was assured to him.


JORDANES


(c. AD 550), XXXV, 83, quoting the fifth-century historian Priscus, an eyewitness to the court of Attila


They are lightly equipped for swift motion, and unexpected in action; they purposely divide suddenly into scattered bands and attack, rushing about in disorder here and there, dealing terrific slaughter . . . you would not hesitate to call them the most terrible of all warriors, because they fight from a distance with missiles . . . then they gallop over the intervening spaces and fight hand-to-hand with swords, regardless of their own lives, and while the enemy are guarding against wounds from the sword-thrusts, they throw strips of cloth plaited into nooses over their opponents and so entangle them that they fetter their limbs.


AMMIANUS MARCELLINUS


(c. AD 380), XXXI, 2, 8–9, on the Huns




PROLOGUE


The Great Hungarian Plain, AD 396


The two Roman prisoners lurched forward, their chains dragging through the wet snow on the slope leading up to the meadow. A harsh wind whipped across the plateau that surrounded the ravine, bringing a sharp bite of winter to those gathered for the ceremony. High above them eagles soared, flown free from the wrists of their masters, waiting for the flesh and gore that would be left for them when the ceremony was over. Around the edge of the meadow great bronze cauldrons sizzled over open fires, the steam from their contents rising to form a thin mist over the people. The rich aroma of cooking meat, of beef and mutton and venison, wafted down the ravine over the circular tents of the encampment, past the spring where the holy water began its journey to the great river two days’ ride to the west, at the place where the land of the hunters ended and the empire of Rome began.


The younger of the two prisoners stumbled forward and leaned against the other man, who shouldered him upright and spoke harsh words of command in a language unknown to most of those watching. They wore the ragged remains of what had once been Roman milites tunics, stained brown with rust where the chainmail had been, their feet unshod and bloody from days of marching shackled to each other. The older man, grizzled, gaunt, his white stubble broken by long-healed scars on his cheeks and chin, bore weals on his forearm where long ago he had cut the mark of his unit, ‘LEGII’. He stared defiantly ahead as his captors pushed him forward; it was the look of a soldier who had stared death in the face too often to be afraid of what he knew must lie ahead of them now.


A horn sounded, shrill and strident, setting off the eagles far above, their raucous cries echoing up and down the ravine. A wagon lumbered into view pulled by two bullocks and surrounded by horsemen, their lances held upright and their bows slung over their backs. They wore leather trousers and tunics, the fur turned inwards against the cold, and they sat on saddles cushioned by slabs of raw meat that oozed and trickled blood down the horses’ flanks; the meat protected the animals from saddle sores and provided tenderized food for the men on the long hunt into the steppe-land that would follow the ceremony. The horsemen also wore gleaming conical helmets over wide-rimmed hats of fur with earflaps that could be tied down against the bitter wind of the plateau; over their tunics lay elaborate armour made from small rectangular plates sewn together, acquired by exchanging rare pelts with traders from far-off Serikon, the land the Romans called Thina. From those traders too came the silk that the women in the gathering had wound around their heads, and also the fiery magic that the archers would launch into the sky to signal the end of the ceremony and the beginning of the great feast that would follow far into the night.


The lead rider cantered past the cauldrons through the throng of people, coming to a halt in front of a towering brushwood pyre, not yet lit, that rose to twice his height in the centre of the meadow. He pulled on his reins, the embossed gold leaf on the leather flashing as he did so, and turned around to face the approaching wagon, leaning forward and whispering to his horse as it whinnied and stomped, calming it. When the wagon had stopped he thrust his lance into the ground and took off his helmet, holding it by his side and staring impassively. His forehead was high and sloped from where he had been bound as an infant; his dark hair was tied tightly on top of his head, his long ponytail now falling loose where it had previously been coiled under the conical peak of his helmet. His skin was deeply weathered, and he had the narrow eyes and flat nose that were characteristic of his people; wisps of beard fell from the corners of his mouth. A livid scar ran diagonally across each cheek from temple to chin, long healed but mottled and purple in the frigid air.


He drew himself up on his saddle, his hands on his hips. ‘I am Mundiuk, your king,’ he said. His voice was harsh, grating, like the cries of the eagles, the words ending in the hard consonants of a language meant to be heard and understood above the howling of the wind. He pointed at the cart. ‘And today, if the signs are right, you will see your future king.’


He reined his horse aside, and the boys who were leading the bullocks coaxed them forward until the cart was within the circle of people. It had high wooden sides, its interior concealed from view. As the boys unhitched the bullocks and led them away, four men approached from behind; two held burning torches, another, the firewalker, was dressed in protective leather and carried a heavy bucket, and behind him came the shuffling figure of the shaman, his eyes white and unseeing, dragging the sun-bleached scapula bone of a bull. The firewalker went up to the pyre and tipped from the bucket a load of the heavy black tar that bubbled up from the ground in the ravine, walking around the bundles of brushwood until the bucket was empty and then returning to stand beside the shaman.


Behind them came Mundiuk’s personal guard: Alans, Saxons, Angles, renegades from the West, men who would be loyal to the highest bidder, whose fealty he had bought with the gold he had received from the emperor in Constantinople in payment for staying east of the great river. Employing mercenaries was something he had learned from the kings of the Goths, rulers he had courted before crushing them. Once he had become more than a chieftain, once he had become a king, he had learned to trust no one, not even his own brothers. The horsemen of the great plain, his Hun warriors, were the best fighters who had ever lived, but each one of them was a king in the making, used to ruling all that he could see across the steppe-lands stretching to the horizon. And mercenaries would fight to the death, not because of loyalty but because they knew that for a mercenary, surrendering meant certain execution.


The boys who had led the bullocks away had returned and now stood on either side of the cart. Mundiuk nodded, and they unlatched the wooden sides, letting them fall down. Inside, two women crouched in front of another lying on her back in the last stages of labour - Mundiuk’s queen. Her face was covered by a veil and she made no sound, but the veil sucked in and out with her breathing and her hands were clenched and white. The other women in the gathering began ululating, swaying to and fro, and the men began to sing in a deep-throated chant, rising in a slow crescendo. There was a movement on the cart, and then one of the women suddenly knelt up and stared at Mundiuk, pointing at the pyre. He put on his helmet and cantered his horse backwards. It was time.


He took a burning torch from one of the men and reined his horse around towards the pyre. In one swift movement he swung it over his head and released it, watching it crash and disintegrate in a shower of sparks. At first nothing seemed to happen, as if the pyre had absorbed the flame, but then an orange glow suffused the centre and lines of flame licked out along the splashes of tar, racing around the edge in a ring of fire. The flames leapt up the brushwood and reduced it in seconds to a smouldering mound, revealing an astonishing sight. In the centre, as though it had risen in the clutches of a god, was a gleaming sword, its long blade pointing up to the heavens, its gold-wrapped pommel held on a scorched stone pedestal carved in the shape of a human hand. It was the sacred sword of the Hun kings, brought here by the shaman for the ceremony of renewal, ready to be spirited away again and to await rediscovery just as it had done a generation before when Mundiuk himself had been the future king.


Mundiuk reined his horse around again, the gold trappings resplendent in the reflected flames. The women were still huddled down over the recumbent form in the cart, but in front of it one of the boys who had been standing on either side had stepped forward. By tradition, the task ahead would go to this boy, Bleda, the king’s eldest son, whose birth had not been accompanied by propitious signs, but who would be the sword-companion of the future king. Bleda stood uncertainly, his head still bound in coils of wool, his right eye drooping where Mundiuk’s sword had slipped on the boy’s tears while he was making the cuts on his cheeks borne by all Hun warriors. His arms and legs were swathed in damp cloths, and he looked fearfully at the fire. ‘Go,’ one of the other boys urged. He began to run forward, yelling in the cracked voice of an adolescent, and then leapt into the embers, his yell turning to shrieks of pain as he scrambled through the flickering pile to the sword. He slipped, and then grabbed the hilt, wrenching it off the pedestal and turning back, stumbling out of the embers towards Mundiuk. He was gasping, his eyes streaming and his hands scorched, but he had done it. A woman hurried out and tossed a bucket of water over him, leaving him sizzling and steaming. He held the sword by the blade and lifted the pommel up to Mundiuk, who took it by the hilt, raised it high and then bellowed, the sound echoing up and down the ravine. It was the Hun battle cry, a cry that brought terror to all who heard it: a cry of death.


Mundiuk touched the freshly whetted blade, drawing blood from his finger, and stared at the two Romans. One would live, and one would die. It had been the way of the ceremony for as long as his bloodline had ruled on the great plain. Bleda knew that it was his right to choose. The older Roman scowled at the boy, straining at his chains. Bleda stared back, and then raised his arm, pointing. Mundiuk needed to test the man’s mettle, just to be sure he was the right one. He took the club from his saddle that he used to dispatch game, cantered forward and swung it hard against the man’s mouth, hearing the crack of broken bone. The man staggered back, but then came upright, his lower jaw shattered. He spat out a mouthful of blood and broken teeth, and glared defiantly at the king. ‘Futuere, barbarian,’ he snarled.


Mundiuk stared back at him. He knew what that curse meant. But it was good. These were not like the snivelling eunuch emissaries from Constantinople who had been the only captives they could find for Bleda’s birth ceremony, men who had made the mistake of travelling to Mundiuk without gold, who had begged for mercy in their high-pitched voices and who had soiled themselves in front of his queen. When he had seen them face death like that, as cowards, he had known that the signs would not be right, that the gods would not will Bleda to be the next king. But this time it was different. These two were soldiers. They had been captured three weeks before in a raid on a fort on the great river, the river the Romans called Danubius; they had fought like lions but had been lassoed and shackled in their own chains, those they had used to enslave others. Mundiuk’s brothers Octr and Rau, who had led the raid, had taunted them about the legendary marching ability of the Romans, but still they had marched on. Mundiuk had seen the scars on the older man’s arm, the mark of the legion. Only the toughest would do that to themselves. Octr and Rau had done well. His blood would bring Mundiuk’s son into the souls and minds of the greatest enemy his people had ever faced. The other would serve the future king as a slave, and teach him all the tricks of their warriors, their swordsmanship and tactics – he would teach him how to fight like them and how to think like their generals.


He nodded, and the men who formed his bodyguard kicked the two prisoners forward onto their knees. The blood welled up in the older man’s mouth, but still he stayed upright, staring ahead. He growled to the other in the language of the Romans, words that Mundiuk understood: ‘Remember our comrades, brother. Remember those who have gone before. They wait for us on the other side.’


The young soldier was shaking, his face ashen and his eyes bloodshot, the look of a youth who had begun to realize the unimaginable; he was not to know that he might be spared. In his shackled hands he held something, grasping it so tight that his knuckles had gone white. He raised his arms up towards the fire, working the object up between his fingers until it was visible, a crude wooden cross that looked as if he had made it himself. He held it silhouetted against the flames and began mouthing incantations, the words of the brown-robed priests who had once long ago made the journey to the people of the plain to show them the bleeding god of the cross, a god who seemed to them to be one of weakness and capitulation, a god whom they despised.


Mundiuk saw the cross and became enraged. He changed his mind; the other would be spared. He bellowed, held up the great sword and leapt off his horse, pushing Bleda aside and striding towards the young soldier. In one sweep he cut off both of his hands, sending the cross cartwheeling into the fire. He threw the sword up into the air, grasped the hilt as it came down blade-first and drove it straight through the man’s neck and torso into the ground, pinning it there. The soldier belched blood, his open eyes glazed, and then he slumped over, his wrists spurting red and his head lolling forward. Mundiuk bellowed again, pounding his fists on his chest, and his men bellowed back. He put his foot on the man’s shoulder and pulled out the sword, wiping the blood from it on his cheeks, licking the flat of the blade. He picked up the Roman by the hair and decapitated him, hurling the head into the fire, and then thrust his blade into the centre of the torso, ripped out the heart and holding it high, squeezing it until all of the blood had gushed down his arm and over his tunic, letting the final drops trickle into his mouth before throwing it back down on the body.


He had remembered the words of the shaman. To kill the victims once was not enough. For the sacrifice to work you must kill them many times over, again and again, until the gods were satisfied, banging down their tankards in the heavens with each blow, their spilled beer mingling with the gore of the victims.


Behind him men threw more bundles of wood on the fire and the firewalker placed the bull’s scapula in the embers. Mundiuk held the sword high, its blade shining with blood, and turned towards the cart. The men roared in anticipation and the women began to chant. One of the women in the cart turned and held up the baby, a boy, and the noise increased to a crescendo. Mundiuk scooped him up in his left hand and held him aloft. He stared into the eyes, slits of darkness that seemed to bore through him, reflecting the fire. The omen was good. The baby had not yet cried. He must bleed before he cries.


He raised the sword until the tip brushed one cheek, streaking the baby with the soldier’s blood. Mundiuk remembered the words he had been taught. The blood of the enemy will mingle with the blood of the king. Only then will you know your enemy, and know how to defeat him. You will become one with him. He pressed the blade in, cutting through the boy’s cheek to the jawbone, and did the same on the other side, watching the droplets of blood cascade off the blade into the air, hearing the chants turn to ululations, seeing the flames rise up above the pyre. The baby still had not uttered a sound.


He looked to the sky. The cries of the eagles had increased to a crescendo, shrieking and rasping, drowning out the crackling of the fire. The smell and heat of the entrails had excited them. Far above he could see the ripples of cloud streaming to the west, like an unstoppable river torrent. One of the eagles, the largest, had separated itself from the rest and was swooping down in ever-decreasing circles, the rush of its wings sounding louder each time it swept over the meadow. Mundiuk quickly stepped back, and his men pressed against the people to make space. Suddenly the bird tucked its wings and dropped down into the circle, aiming straight for the bloody torso and the Roman’s heart. With its prize in its talons it flapped its huge wings again, lifting the heart from the body, dragging a ribbon of entrails along with it as it rose and flew off to the east, to the distant eyrie in the mountains where it would gorge on its share of the feast.


Mundiuk breathed in deeply, savouring the coppery smell of fresh blood. The omens had been good. The sword had spoken. He handed the baby back to the woman below. He himself had seen the carvings of eagles in the cliff above the Iron Gates, near the ruined bridge and the fort on the river where they had captured the Romans. The eagles had once been sacred to the Romans, their image carried aloft on standards above the soldiers in the carvings; but it was said that after the Romans had failed to take the lands beyond the Danube the eagles had flown away in disgust, returning east to their ancestral eyries, seething with dishonour and betrayal. The soldiers in the forts on the river now followed the god of the cross, a god not of war but of peace, a god whom Mundiuk could only regard with contempt. And now the eagles had found new masters, horsemen who would one day sweep all before them in their drive to bring the eagles their revenge, led by a king who would tear the heart out of Rome itself.


There was a commotion by the fire, and Mundiuk turned to watch the shaman and the firewalker use a stick to pull the scapula out of the embers. They doused it with a bucket of water, making it hiss and crackle. The shaman knelt down beside it, muttering to himself, and the other man guided his hand to the flat of the shoulder blade, its surface scorched and covered with fine cracks. For a few minutes the shaman traced his fingers over the bone, reading it as only he knew how, muttering, occasionally raising his sightless eyes towards the heat of the fire, then looking down again. After a final pause he struggled to his feet, helped by the firewalker. He took his staff and hobbled towards Mundiuk, the whites of his eyes flickering red with the fire. Mundiuk laid the flat of the sword across his shoulder, feeling the wet slick of blood against his neck. ‘Well, old man?’


The shaman raised his hand. ‘You must take the sword and bury it in the pastureland above the great lake, below the eyries of the eagles. If when the boy has come of age a shepherd brings a bull before him with a bleeding leg, then the boy will know that the sword has risen and is awaiting him where the bull was injured. If when he finds it the blade is burnished and shiny, the edges sharp as if freshly whetted, then the sword is yearning for blood, and he will know his destiny.’


Another eagle swooped down from on high, crying raucously, taking a morsel held up for it by the shaman and flapping heavily off to the west, bringing in its wake a gust of cold air that drew the flames flickering towards the king. Soon the rest would be following, swooping down to rip away morsels. Mundiuk went to his horse, grasped its mane with his free hand and leapt on, still holding the sword. One of the women passed the baby back to him, swaddled now, its face cleaned of blood. He held the sword behind him with one hand and the baby in the air with the other, so that all could see. Every muscle in his body was tensed, and he felt the battle lust surge through him. He stared again into the eyes of his son, and at the raw wounds on his cheeks. ‘You will learn the ways of our people,’ he said. ‘You will learn the way of the bow, of the sword and the lasso, of the horse. You will learn the language and ways of our enemy, not to converse with him but to learn his tactics and his ways in war, to know how to destroy him. Your army will travel faster than the news of its coming. Only when the rivers run red with the blood of Hun warriors and their lifeblood is extinguished will your conquests cease.’


The shaman limped up to the horse, his arms stretched out in front of him; then, finding the reins, he held them and raised his sightless eyes towards the rider. ‘What will you name him?’


Mundiuk stared at the sword, the sword that bore an ancient name in their language, a name that few had ever dared speak, and then stared at the boy again.


You will bear the name of the one who scarred you. You will become one with him.


You will not just be a leader in war.


You will be the god of war.


He raised the boy high, and bellowed out the name.


‘Attila.’




PART ONE


[image: image]


CARTHAGE, NORTH AFRICA


AD 439
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1


A dog howled, a strange, unearthly sound that pierced the still air of the morning and echoed down the barren valley between the desert and the sea. The man on the parapet stood up, his cloak wrapped around him against the cold, thankful for his sheepskin boots and the woollen trousers and tunic that he wore under his chainmail, and listened hard. Sound travelled far across the treeless African hills, but this was close, no more than an hour’s march away. He glanced at the men trying to sleep in the trench behind him, restless, uneasy, as if the dog were entering their dreams, and for a moment he wondered whether he too were in a kind of netherworld, his senses numbed by cold and lack of sleep. But then the howling began again, not just one dog but several, an eerie crescendo that rose and wavered like a gust of wind, and then died away again. This time he knew it was real. He felt a sudden chill down his spine, not of cold but of something else, and quickly clapped his hands together and stamped his feet. He knew that many of the men would be awake now, their bleary eyes watching him, the night sentries spaced down the line looking to him for orders. He must keep his nerve. He must not show his fear.


‘Pass the word along. The cities of Africa Proconsularis to the west have fallen. Bishop Augustine is dead. The army of the Vandals is coming.’


The soldier who had brought the message paused to catch his breath, his face pinched with cold and his eyes bloodshot and exhausted beneath the rim of his helmet. Flavius stopped clapping his hands and stared at him, his mind struggling to take the news in, and then nodded, watching as the man stumbled over the forms of men still sleeping in the trench towards the next sentry, repeating his message in a hoarse whisper. The western cities have fallen. Flavius clapped his hands again, trying to control his shivering. The daylight hours were tolerably warm, but the African night in early spring was still bitterly cold, keeping him awake for the brief time he had allowed himself to lie down and try to get some sleep. He climbed the rough earthen side of the parapet they had piled up the evening before and stared out to the west. Hippo Regius had been the last bastion on the African shore before Carthage, the ancient city whose western walls loomed out of the mist less than a mile behind him. For almost six hundred years Carthage had been in Roman hands, the centre of the wealthiest province in the western empire. And now even Bishop Augustine had forsaken them. Eight years ago, when the Vandals had taken his bishopric of Hippo Regius and made it their stronghold, there had been rumours that he had starved to death during the siege, but his fate had never been confirmed; now they knew it was true, that he had finally abandoned his earthly city for the City of God, the only place where he could find protection against the coming onslaught.


Above him the sky was reddening, streaked with the sunlight that was just appearing over the horny-tipped mountain to the east of Carthage. The air still smelled like the night, damp, humic, on one side suffused with the tang of the sea, on the other side with the gritty reek of the desert. Polybius more than five hundred years before had written of the taste in the air before Carthage, a taste like blood, and Flavius thought he could sense it now, an acrid coppery odour that seemed to rise with the dust above the hills. They were wedged between the two worlds, between the sea and the desert, defending a narrow corridor in which would soon flow a torrent of death, as if the floodwaters of a great river were building up in the hills and ravines to the west, about to come rushing down upon them, unassailable, impossible to resist.


He picked up his sword, buckled it on under his cloak and then raised his helmet, seeing where the gold leaf of a tribune’s rank that he had ordered in the workshop in Milan had already become dislodged and soiled, even before he had seen any action. He stooped over, spat on it and began rubbing it with a corner of his cloak, and then looked around as someone came up from the direction of the cooking fire behind the ridge. ‘You don’t want to do that, Flavius Aetius,’ the man said, speaking Latin with the rough accent of the Danube frontier. ‘Unless, that is, you want to make yourself conspicuous for the first barbarian spear-thrust.’


‘The men should see my rank and know who to follow,’ Flavius replied, trying to sound stern.


The other man snorted. ‘In this man’s army, everyone leads from the front,’ he said. ‘It’s not like the army of your revered ancestors of the time of Scipio and Caesar, full of feathered helmets and polished breastplates like those you see in the sculptures in the forum of Rome. In this man’s army, if a tribune wants the respect of his men, he leads primus inter pares – first among many. That way, if he gets killed his unit doesn’t falter, as those around him fill the gap and another takes his place. And if you want to show your men who to respect, you should smear that gold leaf with dirt and sweat from digging the trenches and then with sticky gore from the bowels of your enemies. I bet they didn’t teach you that in the schola militarum in Rome. Think about it, and then get some food. I’m going to inspect the men’s weapons.’


Flavius looked thoughtfully at his helmet, and then at the other man as he left. Macrobius Vipsanius was heavily muscled, shorter than the usual Illyrian, the almond shape of his eyes betraying some distant lineage from beyond the Scythian steppes. As a centurion he seemed as Roman as they came, yet in his blood he was a barbarian. Flavius himself was hardly much different, being descended on his mother’s side from the ancient gens Julia, but on his father’s side from a Goth warlord. Many of the soldiers were like that now, a result of integration and intermarriage, of appeasement and land settlement inside the frontiers, of the need to recruit more and more barbarian warriors to keep the Roman army up to strength. Barbarian chieftains such as Flavius’ grandfather had admired the Roman martial tradition and sent their sons to military school in Milan and Rome, but there was always something that set those men apart, some kind of edge, something that Flavius had seen in his father and uncle and hoped he had himself. It was a restlessness that had driven other barbarians who had not sent their sons to Rome, who had not admired her ways, to burn and ravage their way across the empire, to do what some thought impossible and make the sea voyage across the Pillars of Hercules from Spain to Africa, transforming and adapting like some great shape-shifting beast, to begin their relentless march along the African shore towards Carthage. And everyone knew that the march of the Vandals was merely a portent of things to come, that for every tribe that Rome appeased, for every warrior band integrated, there was another more belligerent force lurking behind in the forests and on the steppes; and that behind them was a power like nothing ever seen before, a warrior army bent solely on destruction that threatened to eclipse Rome not by settlement and treaty, but by fire and the sword.


Flavius had first met Macrobius only three weeks before when he had disembarked at Carthage with the other new tribunes and been put in charge of the reconnaissance numerus of the city garrison, his first field command. Half of the officer candidates who had gone through the schola militarum in Rome with him had been veterans like Macrobius, men who had risen from the ranks and been recommended by the comes of their frontier force or the dux of their field army. The military council of the emperor had deliberately sited the schola in the old city not just to remind the cadets of the past glories of the empire, but to keep them away from the imperial courts at Ravenna and Milan where the privileged younger cadets like Flavius might draw on patronage to ease their way through the training programme and gain favours. Macrobius himself would have scorned the schola and been wasted in it. He was a born centurion, superb at making a fighting unit out of the eighty-odd men of a frontier numerus but preferring to leave the life-and-death decisions to a tribune he respected. He relished his ancient rank – one derived from the fact that his parent unit was the famous Twentieth Legion Valeria Victrix, once the pride of the Roman garrison in Britannia, but with the withdrawal from that province thirty years before, now reduced to a unit of the African frontier army. His soldiers joked that he was the last centurion of ancient Rome. Given the likely outcome of today’s events, they might well be proved right.


In the weeks before Flavius had arrived, Macrobius had been given the task of scratching together the reconnaissance unit from among the frontier troops of the desert who had come streaming into Carthage with the threat from the west, their forts abandoned and the frontier contracted to the defensive perimeter they were now occupying within sight of the walls of Carthage itself. The numbers in the city garrison were desperate: fewer than a thousand men of the depleted Twentieth Legion along with the equivalent of three numeri of frontier limitanei, a little under three hundred additional men all told. Even within the city the garrison was stretched hopelessly thin, with large sectors of the city wall manned only by sentries, scarcely enough to alert the garrison commander of an approaching enemy let alone mount any kind of serious response. With no hope of further reinforcements, the defence of Carthage was now a matter of upholding Roman prestige and honour, of fighting to the death, and of suicidal bravery and doing enough against the odds to ensure that history did not remember the end of Roman North Africa as an ignominious rout and a massacre.


Flavius put these thoughts from his mind and focused on his men. Unlike the volunteer legionaries of the past, they were almost all conscripts, with the exception of the Illyrians from the Danube, who represented the nearest that Rome still had to a professional cadre motivated by a martial tradition. Yet Macrobius had shown him that even the least promising no-hoper could be knocked into some kind of shape, that there was always some strength to be found somewhere. The greatest strength of this army of Christian Rome lay in the compact size of its units, for they were less complex to manage than the old legions and better suited to dispersed deployment and small engagements. Flavius had paid the soldiers a bonus in gold solidi out of his own pocket, always a good start for a new commander, and with Macrobius to guide him, he had tried to build up their esprit de corps, telling them of the old generals and wars, of Scipio Africanus and the Roman capture of Carthage; he had told them that there was no reason why they should not be as good as the soldiers of the Caesars, and that even then it had been the frontier auxiliaries, like the modern limitanei, who had done the brunt of the soldiering.


In the three weeks before their forward deployment to this ridge Flavius had joined with the men as a common soldier while Macrobius had trained them, relentlessly marching them in the African sun, leading them on practice reconnaissance missions miles into the wasteland to the south of Carthage; they had used Numidian guides to teach them how to find water and a semblance of warmth at night, something Flavius himself had signally failed to do over the past few hours. He remembered all the training, all of the exercises, and slapped his hands together again for warmth, looking along the crest of the ridge where they were dug in. Beyond the dip it was cut through by the road to Carthage, the route an attacker would have to take from the west. Half of his men were dug in on one side and half on the other, and behind them he could just make out the shallow ravine with the water hole and the cooking fire, the wispy smoke from breakfast preparations curling above the rise. The smaller the unit the easier it was to keep an eye on the men, he thought wryly to himself, and the easier they were to feed; there was something to be said for the size of his command.


He watched as Macrobius worked his way towards him beside the trench, running his finger along the men’s sword blades, licking his finger when it drew blood, leaving the blade unsheathed to be sharpened when it did not. Despite Flavius’ inexperience, he knew that Macrobius respected him for volunteering for the forward unit when none of the other officers in the garrison would do so, and in turn Flavius respected Macrobius for seeming to care nothing that Flavius’ uncle Aetius was magister militum of the western Roman empire, second in power only to the emperor Valentinian himself. Out here, on the front line, old-fashioned patronage and family connections were of no consequence, and all that mattered was whether a soldier had the courage to stand his ground and fight to the death for the man beside him. Flavius had begun to understand that nurturing this quality among his men was more important than all of the tactics and strategy he had learned in the schola militarum in Rome, and that his success as the leader of a small unit like this in the little time he had would depend on listening to Macrobius and heeding his advice.


Macrobius returned to him, wiping his hand on his jerkin and blowing his nose into the dirt with his fingers. ‘If this was a training exercise, I’d crucify them,’ he grumbled. ‘More than half of their swords had spots of rust on the blades. If the edge is dull, they may as well use the flat of the blade for all the good it will do them.’


‘All of the remaining oil had to be used for cooking last night, and without a good oiling the blades rust in hours,’ Flavius said. ‘Where’s the farrier?’


‘With the optio at the fire. He’s setting up the grinding stone now. I’ll see that the men sharpen their blades when they go for breakfast.’


Flavius jerked his head towards the southern end of the parapet, where he could see the messenger returning. ‘Have you heard the news?’


Macrobius nodded grimly. ‘A straggler first brought it in about an hour ago, while you were asleep. They’ve been coming in from the west over the past few hours, mostly Numidian slaves who can barely string two words of Latin together and are too shocked and exhausted to tell us much. We need to find someone with authority who can give us good intelligence.’


Flavius put on his helmet, stepped up to the highest point of the parapet and stared over the ridge. Refugees had been trickling in from the west ever since the numerus had deployed to this place, survivors of the towns and cities that had fallen to the Vandal army all the way from the Pillars of Hercules. Macrobius came up beside him, his grey stubble glinting in the dawn light and his Pannonian felt cap compressed in the shape of his helmet, solidified from years of wearing it beneath. Together they scanned the horizon to the west, the folds and valleys still obscured by the early-morning shadows. Macrobius squinted and pointed. ‘Over there, about two miles away, to the south-west. Coming from that direction marks them out from the other refugees, as anyone wanting to evade capture would have swung south from the western cities and made their way east towards us along the edge of the desert – harsh terrain where they’d be less likely to be pursued. They might be escaped citizens rather than spared slaves like those Numidians. Three, maybe four people, and two animals.’


Flavius followed his gaze, seeing nothing. ‘Your eyesight is better than mine, centurion.’


‘I’ve served for twenty-two years in the limitanei frontier army, ten of them out here in Africa on the edge of the great desert. You get good at spotting distant smudges in the dust.’


A half-asleep-sounding voice grumbled from among the recumbent forms lying behind them in the trench, most of them now awake, ‘Join the limitanei, they said. See the frontiers of the empire, they said. Eat boar and venison every day, take your choice of local women and select a hundred iugera of prime land as a retirement present. Never have to raise your spear in anger. Meet fascinating barbarian tribesmen.’


‘Too right,’ another growled. ‘Fascinating, that is, in the few moments you get to see them in a blur of warpaint and screaming as they hurtle out of the forest towards you. Then, if you’re lucky enough to survive, you get shipped to the other side of the empire to this place and told to dig a trench and wait for the same thing to happen again.’


‘And meanwhile, the comitatenses field army are skulking in the towns and around the emperor, growing fat and rich at our expense.’


Macrobius cocked an eye at Flavius. ‘Have you heard that one before?’


‘About the comitatenses? It’s all I ever hear,’ Flavius said.


‘The comitatenses say the same thing about the limitanei. Each one thinks the other is second-rate. If it isn’t a grumble about that, it’d be something else. It’s the same with soldiers the world over. Gripe, gripe, gripe.’ He turned to the men, speaking more loudly. ‘And looking at you lot, I might just agree with the comitatenses.’


‘And we never get paid,’ the first man added, blearily getting up.


‘We haven’t been paid since my father’s day,’ the other one complained. ‘If it wasn’t for the bounties given by the emperors or the odd generous-minded commander wanting us actually to fight for them, we’d be no better off than slaves.’


‘You’ll get yours, Maximus Cunobelinus,’ Flavius said. ‘I was true to my word and gave you each a bonus of five solidi when you passed inspection as a unit, and you or your families will get five more when this is over. That’s equal to two years’ pay. I sent instructions to the chief accountant of my uncle Aetius in Milan to receive entreaties from any woman or child whose name accords with the list that I sent him two weeks ago from Carthage. Your families will be well looked after.’


‘What about yours, tribune? Who gets your bounty?’


Flavius cleared his throat. They knew perfectly well that he received no pay, that his income came from the wealth of his family. ‘A tenth of my gold goes to the Basilica of St Peter in Rome, for the glory of God.’


The soldier blew his nose messily on the ground. ‘The Church has too much money, in my opinion. Jesus was a poor man like us, and he had no need of priests with fancy vestments or towering marble basilicas. We’re the true soldiers of Christ, not the priests.’


The other man, a Sarmatian archer named Apsachos, grunted and got up. ‘Anyway, gold solidi are of no use out here. I don’t see a market anywhere in this godforsaken desert to buy food. And I’m starving.’


Macrobius dropped down into the trench and stood in front of the two soldiers. ‘Well, then you’re in luck. The cooking fire smells ready to me. As you’re the first to get up, I’m detailing you and the rest of your section for first call at breakfast. There’s a haunch of venison and a bowl of broth for each of you. Take your swords and get them sharpened. When you’re done, come back here and I’ll detail off the next section. And remember, if I see any of you pissing or shitting anywhere except in the latrine trench you know what your next job will be.’


The two soldiers jumped out of the trench followed by the dozen or so other men who had been slumbering nearby, all wide awake at the mention of food. Macrobius made his way up the trench to the optio of the next section. The waft of boiled and roasted meat had made Flavius salivate; he suddenly realized how famished he was. One advantage of being in a forward reconnaissance unit was that his command included a detachment of sagittarii like the Sarmatian Apsachos – archers were as useful for foraging as they were in battle. The previous evening in a wooded oasis they had cornered and shot three of the European deer that had been stocked there centuries before when the Romans had first taken over those lands after the Punic Wars, making them into a vast hunting preserve. Flavius had thrilled to the chase, forgetting the coming onslaught, his exuberance taking him back to his boyhood years when he learnt to hunt with his father and uncles in the forests of central Gaul. The deer would provide a hearty breakfast for all sixty of the men ranged along the hilltop, and the cook had made a hot drink from the broth.


Flavius tried to ignore the rumbling in his stomach and the knowledge that hot food would help against the cold. Primus inter pares or not, one thing he would not do was to go ahead of his men to the cooking fire. Despite their griping and ribald humour, these were some of the toughest men left in the African garrison, and they all knew that this meal was likely to be their last. If he were to lead them to their deaths in battle, he would at least have the satisfaction of knowing that he had fulfilled his responsibility as a commander and provided for their families and their stomachs.


He swallowed hard and looked ahead. The men not yet at breakfast were already standing to along the parapet, silent, swords loosened in their scabbards and spears ready, the archers holding their bows unslung, all of them staring at the horizon as Flavius was, looking for the first hints of what was to come. He saw one man make the sign of Christ, and he glanced back at the huge wooden cross that had been erected outside the walls of Carthage, standing there like the cross of the crucifixion that was still said to tower over the rock of Calvary in Jerusalem. The Carthage cross had been made from charred timbers found outside the walls from buildings destroyed when Scipio took the city, and it seemed to stand there now as a symbol of past glory, as a talisman against the coming evil. And yet the cross was behind them, invisible when they turned to face the enemy, as if Christ himself were fearful of straying too far forward into the jaws of hell, as if the thin line of soldiers had been thrust into a hinterland where even the power of the Lord would be swept aside by the violence of war.
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