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   Foreword
 
    
 
   This is a work of fiction inspired by an historical event, the Gothic invasion of the Empire in 378 AD. I have kept some elements but much of it is pure invention. I say this to reassure my ancient history professor.
 
   There was no XII Legion, though there was indeed a II Herculia, posted at Troesmis.
 
   Valens rebuilt Constantine’s Bridge, but for my purposes I have left it broken.
 
   I have reversed Maximus and Lupicinus for largely arbitrary reasons, but the scholar of late Antiquity should know that this was deliberate, not a mistake.
 
    
 
   The most important deviation concerns Christianity. In Altearth, Constantine did indeed convert to Christianity, but he regarded his conversion as a private affair and never either favored the Church nor hindered the Roman religion. This is a huge change, of course, but for the larger history of Altearth I wanted to keep Christianity a purely local religion, confined to Palestine and parts of Syria. Thus, my characters invoke the gods, whereas by the late 4th century, most everyone in the real Empire would have been Christian.
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   CHAPTER ONE
 
   A Hill in Dacia
 
    
 
    
 
   Serapion led his horse away from the ridge top into a little grove of scrub oak where, he hoped, she would not catch the scent of the creatures. 
 
   “Easy, my great heart,” he said as he slipped to the ground. He stroked her neck and held his head close to hers, feeling her muscles quiver with nervousness. She was dangerously close to bolting.
 
   He felt the same way. Even the brief glimpse of what was in the valley had chilled him. As a scout for the XII Legion, his job was to observe and report, not to panic like some palace serving girl.
 
   He tied the mare to a sturdy branch, then crept back to the edge of the hill and laid down. Whatever was down there, he did not want to be seen.
 
   At the bottom of the valley flowed a wide, shallow river, its waters white with minerals and sediment washing down from distant mountains. Stunted trees ran along both sides, barely visible now, for the valley was covered by a flood of dark creatures that moved slowly downstream.
 
   Everywhere in the surging mass, individual shapes leaped suddenly into the air, then fell back again. The bounding shapes were like a herd of antelope on the run. Or, he thought with a shudder, locusts.
 
   They were far too big for locusts, but their hopping motion evoked those terrible insects. A childhood memory swept over him, of his village covered by clouds of whirring wings. His fists clenched and he blinked hard to push the memory away. These were not locusts.
 
   Whatever they were, they were unlike anything he’d ever seen or heard of. What they were, though, was not important. The only question for a Roman scout was their number.
 
   He scanned the scene below, trying to come up with an estimate. Thousands, that much was sure, but Captain Ennius would have him skinned if he returned with so vague a report. His keen eyes carved the valley into sections. Ten thousand, at least. Probably more. It was hard to tell because bands of them swirled away, scattering like black snowdrifts up the sides of the valley. Cold dread crawled into his belly as he realized those bands could also be up in the hills behind him. A whinny from his mare sent him scuttling backward.
 
   “Forty thousand,” he muttered as he untied the horse, “and the Captain will have to be content with that.”
 
   Forty thousand, he thought as he mounted, but forty thousand what?
 
   They had been too far away for him to see their features, but that hardly mattered. The barbarians in this land had no end of descriptions for them. A single glance at the valley was enough to know that the stories of the past winter were not mere rumors. There was no need to see if they truly had claws that could gut a man at a blow. The legends were real. He could now confirm that; the rest was details.
 
   He reined his horse, turning her back down the slope. Stillness covered the brown earth and filled the gray sky. He leaned forward.
 
   “Go,” he whispered. 
 
   The mare snorted as she sprang into a full gallop. Her hoof beats pounded, and he smelled fear on her. He let her run for a while. She was scared and he was scared, and a good gallop might steady the nerves of both.
 
   After a few minutes of this, he slowed her to a trot, a pace he knew she could maintain for hours. She was still flighty, and shied from time to time, as if scenting something on the wind, except there was no wind, only the cold, damp, motionless air. He rode south along the western slope, keeping the hills between himself and the valley. When he judged he'd put in enough distance, he turned west.
 
   The mare whinnied, dancing sideways. Serapion cast a quick look back. His breath caught. Dark, loping creatures were after him, a dozen or so, moving quickly. He didn't have to urge his horse; she broke at once into a gallop. 
 
   The creatures pursued like wolves, with a pack of three gaining on the left and another pack on the right, while the others ran directly behind. They matched his mare’s speed and he wondered if she could outrun them.
 
   His habits as scout stayed with him as he noted everything he could about them, even as his horse thundered beneath him and the air thundered in his ears.
 
   The beasts were the color of mud, mottled with dark greens and grays and deep crimson. They were smaller than a man, by a head or more, and were oddly shaped. Their legs were powerful, with thighs and hips almost like those of a bear. Their arms were long, and from time to time were used as if they were front legs. Their heads had a snout rather than a nose. Their eyes seemed to be small; it was hard to tell, at a full gallop. When one of them leaped, it covered twenty or thirty feet at a time. With every backward glance, they were suddenly closer.
 
   He leaned into his horse and let her run. He had no doubt the creatures intended to kill him; they were running him the way a wolf pack runs a stag. Only the brown mare and her great heart could save him now.
 
   He slipped into the horse's rhythm, letting her muscles take the lead, fitting his own motion to hers. The ground blurred beneath him. He did not try to guide her, did not even look where they were going, trusting the mare's instincts.
 
   The creatures uttered no cry, and that silent hunting was as unnerving as their speed. At least wolves howled. You could get a sense of where they were. These things were like ghosts. He cursed the barbarians and their grim tales. He cursed the gray, unmoving sky above and the hard brown earth beneath. He kept imagining the slash of claws just above his shoulders. Finally, he could bear it no longer. He looked left quickly.
 
   No creatures.
 
   He rode a little further, then dared a glance to the right.
 
   No creatures.
 
   He looked back, over his right shoulder, and saw them, but they were some distance back and fading.
 
   He knew his horse's strengths. She had run hard, but she had some distance left in her yet. He let her run at full gallop, agreeing with her that they should put all the ground they could between themselves and those bounding monstrosities.
 
   He looked back again.
 
   The creatures were far behind now—they were fast, but only for short distances. Something to remember for his report.
 
   He eased the mare's pace, backing off slowly but steadily. He wanted to ride far today, and she would need her reserves. Two carrots tonight. And half the remaining oats.
 
   After several minutes, he had slowed her to a traveling trot. Sweat slicked her coat; he would need to cool her down carefully. He checked the position of the sun, as best he could through the low clouds. Three hours of daylight, at least.
 
   He crested another rise. He couldn't see much through the pine trees covering the hilltop, but behind him the ground was clear and there was no sign of pursuit.
 
   On the westward slope they slowed even further, their progress impeded by underbrush and rowan trees. He chafed; the horse was having to work too hard to press through. He might have to rest her. The thought made his skin crawl.
 
   Toward the bottom the underbrush became still heavier and it took much longer than he had hoped to work his way through. Willow trees lined the bank of a small stream at the bottom, and he let the mare have a brief drink. 
 
   She snorted and balked as they moved across the stream, then they plunged into heavy underbrush that grew higher than his head. Thorns reached out, catching at his clothing.
 
   They zig-zagged back and forth through the scrub, not able to see any distance, hearing only the sound of their own passage. Every rustle or sigh became the sound of an approaching enemy. He knew this feeling of closing dread—he had made his way through enemy lines before, fearing every noise and movement not of his own making. This was worse, though, and the mare seemed to agree. Twice she refused to go along a clear path, dancing aside when he tried to urge her forward. He chose to let her have her way. Dark shapes kept appearing at the edge of his vision.
 
   The heavy growth gave way abruptly, and they were again climbing. He looked behind, but there was no sign of the creatures. He pulled up and sat for a moment, looking carefully in every direction, listening in every direction, even sniffing the air. Still no sign. The muscles in his shoulders, fist-tight, gradually eased. 
 
   “Hup, my heart,” he said, and the mare resumed at a walk. Three nights in the open, if we push hard, he thought, and then we'll be back. He wondered if Captain Ennius would believe him, or if anyone would. The Captain might not even pass the report on to the Old Man.
 
   He rode slowly, alert, his nerves still jagged as a shattered pot. He was about halfway up the big hill when his horse whinnied loudly and pulled up short. Coming over the crest to the north was a ragged line of creatures, many more than before. Hundreds more.
 
   For one instant horse and rider froze in place, staring at the dark line. Then one of the creatures jumped, and Serapion turned back down the hill.
 
   It was unjust, he thought. His brown mare could outrun them, she had proved that. But not at such close quarters. Not taken unaware. He leaned down, close to her neck, almost weeping for what was about to happen. “Run, great heart,” he whispered softly, knowing she needed no encouragement, knowing it would do no good. He said the words as a kind of apology. A farewell.
 
   The monsters were already on both sides, but Serapion looked only ahead. The horse ran and the ground flew below. The only sound he heard was a great thundering of hooves and breath. Her body strained, tearing at the hard earth. He leaned far forward, wanting to feel her run, to feel heart and flank, for that to be the last thing he felt.
 
   No one saw him die on the mile-long hills of Dacia. No one saw the dark shapes leap, nor heard the screams of horse and man. And no one knew the monsters ate the horse first.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
   The New General
 
    
 
   A cold rain had driven in from the southeast, making the dark afternoon even darker. Two guards stood at the western gate of a Roman military camp, cloaks pulled tight against the wind. Only their eyes showed between folds of brown cloth.
 
   “Who do you figure that is?” said one.
 
   “Don't know,” said the other as he peered through the gloom. A man was riding on a donkey that plodded down the track that passed for a road in this part of Dacia. “He don't look barbarian. Nor local neither.”
 
   “No,” agreed the first, “he don't.”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   The man drew closer and began to wave.
 
   “What's he want?”
 
   “Couldn’t say. Might be trouble, though. Swords ready.” The one pulled his sword from its scabbard, but the other merely rested his hand on the hilt.
 
   The figure was closer now. He was urging his donkey with threats and imprecations, but the animal ignored him and kept its own pace.
 
   They could hear him now, in fragments broken by the wind. “Is this the … Legion?”
 
   One guard looked at the other and shrugged. Is this the Legion? No, this is the imperial baths and we're a couple of senators. They let the man get closer.
 
   “Is … this … the … Legio … XII …,” the man was shouting into the wind, “… Heraclea?”
 
   One of the guards said, “It is,” and again they exchanged looks. They were a hundred miles north of the Great River. What the hell other Legion would they be?
 
   The donkey finally brought the man within conversation distance. He was enveloped in layers of cloaks, not one of them oiled. He was soaked through and shivering. The soldiers figured he deserved it.
 
   “P-please announce the arrival of L-L-Lucius J-Julianus Metellus, the new c-c-commander.”
 
   A third time the guards exchanged glances.
 
   “That be you, then, fellow?” said one. The other one snickered.
 
   “No, I am Avitus. I'll b-bring him.”
 
   “You do that.”
 
   The man turned his donkey around, which set off again at a dispirited walk, with the man urging and cursing the beast. After watching him for a few minutes as he disappeared into the gusting rain, the first guard waved a hand.
 
   “Eh,” he said. “Better tell the Old Man. Who knows, maybe it really is the new General.”
 
    
 
   Avitus was trying to wake up his master. The morning light coming through the commander’s tent had not done the job, nor had the noise from the soldiers outside. He had tried whispering in Julian’s ear and gently shaking the sleeping form, but he had not really expected either to work. Normally the next step would be shouting, followed by banging on metal, but these were not normal circumstances, and his master had to get up. He had a Legion to command.
 
   “Open your eyes,” Avitus said in a low voice. “I know you're awake; I've seen this trick too many times, but now isn't the time for tricks.” He shook the blanketed man again, harder.
 
   Nothing.
 
   Avitus knelt down and put his mouth close to Julian's ear.
 
   “Listen to me, you miserable whelp. You made me leave Constantinople and your family’s palace. You dragged me through foul weather and desolation to come here.  You made me ride a donkey. And now, right outside this tent, is a ferocious-looking officer demanding to see you. I am not going back out there alone, so get up or I'm going to haul you up and shove you outside half clothed.” He frowned. 
 
   “You are at least half-clothed, right?”
 
   Julian stirred at last. He turned over and, without opening his eyes, said, “Go away, Avi. Let the man stand there all day. He's probably good at it.”
 
   “Oh no, absolutely not. I am not the general, you are. That means you have to get up and do … general-y things.”
 
   “Generally, I don't do much, this time of day.”
 
   Exasperated, Avitus stood up and announced in a loud voice, “Let me help you with that, master. Then you'll be fully dressed.”
 
   Julian's eyes opened. They were a deep blue and more than a little bloodshot. He blinked. There were disadvantages to keeping oneself warm in bad weather by means of heavy drinking.
 
   Clearing his throat he said in an equally loud voice, “Thank you, slave, I can manage myself. Please advise the officer I'll be out directly.”
 
   “That was a low trick,” Avitus snarled, “now I’ll have to go back out there.”
 
   “Not low, Avi,” he said, “merely Roman.” He threw back the blanket and looked down at himself.  His clothes were rumpled and stained from travel.
 
   “Huh. Not half, but fully-dressed. Very handy.”
 
   He hunted up a cloak and wrapped it around himself against the cold. He looked around the tent. He had been too tired and too wet the night before to pay any attention to his surroundings; now that he had a look, he was not impressed: a cot, a chest (which was his own), a wooden table with nothing on it. From the evidence, the general of the XII Heraclea commanded men but did not command luxury. He ran one hand through his pale-colored hair, which merely re-arranged it into a new mess. This gesture having exhausted his repertoire of stalling, he turned to his slave and spoke in a loud, clear voice.
 
   “Show the man in, Avi. Don't keep the good soldier waiting.”
 
    
 
   The general’s tent was in two chambers—a small area, where Julian had slept, and the main tent. Avitus now went from the one into the other, with his master following. The main tent was equally austere: the table was larger, had two benches, and there was another chest, but nothing more.
 
   Avitus opened the tent and motioned, then stepped aside.
 
   A soldier entered, trying not to look irritated and not doing a very good job of it. He looked exactly how Julian expected him to look: grizzled, a weather-worn face, strong arms, a barrel for a chest, aging but not yet gone soft. Certainly a veteran of several campaigns, he was standard-issue army.
 
   Father, he thought, would have loved him on sight.
 
   “Marcus Salvius, First Tribune, reporting, sir.” 
 
   The man stood stiff as an oak, his uniform carefully neat. Julian had a vague memory of having met the fellow last night, but he’d been tired and it had been raining. Besides, he told himself, what did it really matter?
 
   “Thank you, Marcus Salvius, First Tribune. Do you know where a fellow might get breakfast around here?
 
   “Breakfast?”
 
   “Yes, food taken soon after rising in the morning? Surely you've heard of it.”
 
   The man did not exactly frown, but the not-frowning showed all over his face and his left eye twitched.
 
   “Yes, sir. At once, sir.” He turned without bending, stepped out through the tent flaps and spoke to someone outside. Julian managed to hear “yes now, damn you,” clearly enough.
 
   Marcus Salvius returned. “Food is on its way,” he said.
 
   Something in that sentence was a reproach, but Julian couldn't spot where. 
 
   “Fine,” he said, “why don't you sit down and we can share it.”
 
   The Tribune looked as delighted by this invitation as if he'd been asked to eat a rat. Julian didn't mind too much. The man was responsible for waking him up, and therefore surely deserved some sort of punishment.
 
   Arrangements for dining were as austere as the tent: plain plates and wooden spoons. He would not have been surprised to find drinking horns. He sighed without sighing. “Get on with it,” he told himself. “You knew this wasn’t going to be fun.”
 
   Once seated, Julian smiled sweetly. Then he said, “You've been camped here for how long?”
 
   “Several weeks,” the Tribune said. 
 
   Julian heard the disapproval in those words plainly enough. He wondered if news of his escapade in the City could have reached the Legion already.
 
   “We've been keeping an eye on the Thervingi,” Marcus said after a pause.
 
   “And how are you doing with your eye-keeping?”
 
   “Their town, Oppidum, is nearby, just to the east. King Fritigern is there. He has been expecting you.”
 
   An answer that was not an answer, and there was that tone again. Yes, he could have arrived sooner, but he had dragged his feet. He kept hoping there might be some reversal of fortune that would get him out of this ridiculous pretense of military command, and let him return to the City. 
 
   Returning was the key. He had all but fled, after the incident at Plotinus’ house. That fat fool was an important man, but he could not be so strong as to contend with Julian’s mother, surely. The Lady Helena still had the Emperor’s favor. But days had slid into weeks and, if anything, the clamor in the City had grown stronger. At Duros, his mother had written him: get across the Great River at once. Plotinus had men riding to arrest him. Once over the river, he was outside the limes, the borders of the Empire, and beyond Plotinus’ reach.
 
   Even after getting safely away, though, Julian had not hurried. He had spent his life avoiding the Army; he was not eager to command a Legion. Yes, he was late in taking up his post, but it wasn't the place of the First Tribune to venture an opinion on that subject, however obliquely. 
 
   He looked hard at Marcus, but those dark eyes revealed nothing about the man’s thoughts. Julian decided to let it pass. It was just possible he was being over-sensitive.
 
   “Ah, here is the food,” he said, welcoming the interruption. He made a show of letting Avitus, rather than the soldier who had brought the food, do the serving.
 
   Julian was sure the Tribune had his own concerns and his own agenda; he knew enough from listening to his father to know senior officers in a Legion tended to get a sense of ownership the longer they stayed in one place. Even now the man was probably trying to assess how much of an annoyance this young aristocrat was going to be.
 
   Julian decided to ignore Tribunes and their petty concerns, and pay attention to the food instead, which he was hungry enough to enjoy despite its shortcomings. He made a fuss over the olives and declared the bread excellent, which it wasn't. He drank sparingly of the wine, which was surprisingly good.
 
   A couple of times during the largely silent meal a soldier peeked into the tent. Marcus waved him away both times. After the second time, Julian had to ask.
 
   “I have the feeling I'm missing something. Is there something I'm missing, First Tribune?”
 
   Marcus managed to get some bread in his mouth before Julian could finish his question. He now chewed slowly. Julian waited. Marcus’ face showed that it had weathered many storms over the years, and could weather Julian’s glare.
 
   “No sir.” More chewing. “You cannot miss it.”
 
   “And why is that?”
 
   “Because it can't start without you, sir.”
 
   Julian took a new and firmer grip on his temper. 
 
   “What won't start without me,  First?”
 
   “The review of the troops sir. That must wait on the General.”
 
   Pieces he hadn't even known were pieces now fell into place.
 
   “Marcus Salvius,” he said, “are the troops assembled for review?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “For how long?”
 
   “Since sunrise, sir. That's protocol.”
 
   “The men have been standing out in this miserable cold since sunrise?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Soldier,” Julian said, deliberately not using his title, “don't do this again. If there's something I should know, tell me. Don't wait around taking bets on how long it will take me to notice. Very amusing for you, no doubt, but the men don't deserve it.”
 
   That got a reaction. The Tribune flushed and his eyes narrowed. If this had been a tavern back in the City, there might have been a table kicked over and a fight begun. Here, all that happened was a terse, “Yes, sir.”
 
   Julian stood up.
 
   “I tell you what, First. You send a messenger to King Fritigern. Announce my arrival and tell him that I wish to meet with him at once. Today. Choose one of your speedier messengers, yes? You do that, and then you and I can take a stroll around the camp. Does this sound agreeable, Marcus Salvius?” 
 
   The Tribune had stood when his commander did. He now said, “yes sir, at once sir,” and exited the tent with a surprising combination of dignity and speed.
 
   “That went well,” Avitus ventured. A sliver of a smile creased his dark face.
 
   Julian scowled at him. “Fetch me my cloak. The Army one. It appears it is time for me to go play General. And you come with me, little bird; I’m among the enemy here.”
 
    
 
   The two men emerged from the tent into a dismal light. The storm of the last three days had passed, leaving in its wake a gray sky and frozen ground covered with a thin blanket of snow. The air clung to everything, heavy and cold as granite; it felt damp, it even smelled damp. There had not been one day of blue sky since he had left Duros and the Great River; he felt as if the dregs of winter were following him up the Dacian marsh lands.  The only color besides gray or white was the red of Roman cloaks on the backs of the men, standing in ranks outside their tents, waiting. A silence hung over the camp, the kind that comes only when two thousand men are all quiet at once.  As they breathed, puffs of steam made white clouds about their heads. 
 
   He had seen his father do this more than once, but in truth he had little idea what “review the Legion” meant. Legions were not allowed inside Constantinople, and Julian rarely ventured outside the City, except to retreat to a country estate in summer. From the fragments of youthful memory, review seemed to consist of nothing more than walking and glaring, and occasionally speaking to one of the men about some shortcoming or other. But the last time he had seen this he was thirteen years old. His memory was hazy.
 
   “Lead the way, Marcus Salvius. You know your way around better than I do, today.” He added that last word without quite knowing why. He did not plan on being here long enough to learn his way around, today or tomorrow.
 
   The Tribune began walking along the via principalis, the main thoroughfare of every Roman military camp, which was lined with leather tents on either side. In front of the tents the soldiers stood at attention in their cohorts. Arms and armor, tents, campfires, men in rows, all spread out along the four streets that made up a Roman camp. Julian followed glumly, pulling his cloak tight around him.
 
   “First Cohort,” said Marcus Salvius, “full strength.”
 
   The men stood at attention, their red cloaks hanging heavy in the chill air. What was full strength? The First Cohort was always double strength, and limitanei Legions were larger than field Legions. Six hundred, then, perhaps more. The men were wearing battle dress, but he couldn't decide if it was formal or not; if it was formal it was awfully worn down. 
 
   He made a show of looking, without really knowing what he was looking at or for. He had not expected to attend to any sort of Army business at all. He came here only to negotiate a treaty, and this military command nonsense was merely an unpleasant prerequisite. Now that he was here, though, his natural egotism came to the fore. Whether he was at an inn, on the docks, at the Hippodrome, or attending some First Hill dinner party, he always cared to make an impression. His friends would have laughed to see Lucius Julianus Metellus trying to show a good face to a Roman Legion. He smiled at himself as the Tribune led him to the next cohort.
 
   The Second Tribune was a hawk-faced older man with close-cropped hair and a graying beard. Barrel-chested, he could have been Marcus’ older brother. He reported everything in order, same as the First. Julian complimented the officer and moved on. When you don't know what you're doing, his mother would say, do it with authority. His father would have said … then again, his father would not have said. Things had simply happened when the great General bestrode the earth. 
 
   The soldiers themselves were in good order, but Julian noticed their equipment was not of quality issue. He was not surprised. The best stuff went to the field armies anyway. The XII was making do with second-class supplies. There was also no siege equipment, as if no one expected this Legion to engage in any serious military operation. Well, who would the XII besiege out here in the wilds? He tried hard to make it feel unimportant, but he couldn’t help being irritated by the poor shape of the soldiers’ equipment. 
 
   “It looks to me, Marcus Salvius, that Rome never expected the XII to leave Noviodunum.”
 
   “Yet Rome keeps sending us out, sir.”
 
   “Rome sent me out as well, Marcus, so she clearly has not lost her sense of humor.”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Never mind. Is it necessary to visit each and every Cohort?” 
 
   “That is protocol,” Marcus said, clipping each word. “The command staff as well.”
 
   Julian sighed. He glanced back at Avitus, who was staying three steps behind. He rolled his eyes, and the slave grinned back.
 
   After two more Cohorts, they were now next to the escarpment that surrounded the camp, and beyond it was something that caught his eye.
 
   “Say, what’s up here?”
 
   Without waiting for a reply, Julian went bounding up. At the top were neatly spaced rows of sharpened stakes, angled outward toward any potential enemy. At the foot was the trench that had provided the material for the wall. Julian, though, was interested in none of this. Instead, he was looking at an isolated hill in the distance.  
 
   The Carpati Mountains stood to the west; dark, and fir-clad, with the white of snow showing on all the peaks. The mountains dropped away rather suddenly to the Siret river, but one treeless hill stood alone, rising a few hundred feet above the valley floor. While the Carpati were clothed in white, this hill was clothed in black, and was crowned with wooden wall, like a brown circlet. 
 
   “Is that their town?”
 
   “Yes, General,” said Marcus Salvius, who was still scrambling up the slope. “They call it Oppidum,” he added.
 
   “Hill fort—what a name for a town. Gods. It looks like it’s in mourning.”
 
   Marcus gained the top. “That’d be the Thervingi, sir. They live in tents, mainly, and every one of them made of black goat hair.”
 
   “They pile together a bunch of tents and call it a city?”
 
   “Not exactly, sir. They’re herders, so they move about. That’s why they live in tents. But see the wall at the crown? The town’s inside. That’s permanent, with buildings and the like, or so I’ve been told. General Neander, your predecessor, never brought any of us with him on negotiations.” He said this with a sidelong glance at Julian.
 
   “There must be hundreds of tents,” Julian said.
 
   “Likely. Last year there were more, maybe twice or three times as many. They spilled out across the flats. It’s one reason why we’re camped so far away, sir. We expected there to be more. Like last year and the year before.”
 
   “Well,” Julian said, “there’s no telling with barbarians, eh First?” 
 
   “As the General says.”
 
   Julian turned and went back down the embankment and they went on with the review. He hurried as much as he could without appearing to hurry. At each Cohort he was introduced to its Tribune, whose name he promptly forgot. When they arrived at the Fourth Cohort, he surveyed it with dismay.
 
   “Gods, First, couldn't you find any greener?”
 
   The Tribune looked at him steadily. “We have what Rome has given us,” he said, then added, a little defensively, “They're good lads.”
 
   The Fourth Cohort was mostly raw recruits, tirones; the few veterans were probably discipline problems. Most legions had a cohort that served as a catch-all.
 
   “I'm sure they are, First.” 
 
   Marcus made no reply to this. Julian could see the man was unhappy with him. No doubt he wasn’t following proper procedure. Well, First, Julian thought, you’d better get used to it. I don’t have time for your procedures and rituals, and I have even less time for men who are preoccupied by them.
 
   Inspired by such thinking, Julian returned to the center of the camp, where the general’s tent stood along with supply tents and the legion’s standard. The standard for this legion had the usual imperial eagle at the top, under which was a banner with the image of Hercules strangling a snake. A variety of discs hung from the crossarm of the standard.
 
   “The XII's banner has quite a string of victories,” Julian said, trying to make small talk as they approached. 
 
   “It is an old legion,” the Tribune said, “it goes back to Julius Caesar.”
 
   “I knew I'd heard of it. I think my father told me of it once. He was a general himself, my father, and never tired of telling Army stories.”
 
   “I served two years with your father, sir. He was a great man.”
 
   Julian glanced over at Marcus. That explained a few things. Out of habit whenever his father’s reputation was mentioned, Julian responded with sarcasm. 
 
   “I have the advantage of you, then,” he said, “I served sixteen years with him.”
 
   The Tribune blinked but showed no emotion. “You are therefore more fortunate than I,” he said. 
 
   Julian stopped, so Marcus stopped with him. A little breeze stirred the dry snow that had settled on the leather tents. 
 
   “It is easier to be a great man's soldier, Marcus Salvius, than to be a great man's son,” Julian said, looking the Tribune in the eye.
 
   “As the General says,” Marcus said, stone-faced.
 
   Julian debated pursuing the matter. All his life he had lived in his father’s shadow. He had spent most of his time trying to get out into the sun. 
 
   “Let's change the subject,” Julian said briskly. “Something more cheerful, like pestilence, or the virtues of Senators.”
 
   “Isn’t the one the result of the other,” Avitus asked brightly.
 
   The Tribune’s head snapped around.
 
   “My … adjutant … has an odd sense of humor,” Julian said. “I invite you to ignore him. I often do.”
 
   Avitus mouthed “adjutant?” but Julian merely grinned back at him.
 
   At the principium he met the command staff, which included various standard bearers, the Legion’s quartermaster, and a young man who was introduced before the others.
 
   “This” Marcus Salvius said, “is Gaius Herennius Actius Pulcher, captain of the cavalry.”
 
   Julian stood before a man with blond hair cut long, and a smile that was just safely short of a smirk. He had the easy stance of the cavalry officer. The voice of Julian’s father came unbidden into his memory: cavalry men think they’re better than everyone else, but don’t you believe it. Still, there was something in the man’s casual arrogance Julian found appealing.
 
   “Hello Gaius Ennius. I assume all is well with you and your cavalry.”
 
   “Salve, General sir. All is not well, I must admit.”
 
   This caught Julian off guard.
 
   “Not well? How?”
 
   “There are reports, sir, from my scouts.”
 
   The First Tribune frowned briefly at the Captain of the Cavalry, but said nothing.
 
   “Reports, you say. Tell me, what do the reports report?” Julian deliberately did not look at Marcus.
 
   “Sir, we have for some time been hearing strange stories from the north, about invaders. I have sent scouts and they return with these stories.”
 
   “We are familiar with the tales, back in the City,” Julian said. “But do you take them seriously? We’re among barbarians, after all. They do love their stories.”
 
   “Yes sir, but there’s more. Two of my scouts are missing. Two of my best.”
 
   Julian considered this for a moment. One missing was not odd, given the life of a scout, but two missing in the same place was another matter. Still, this was a side issue.
 
   “Strange reports?”
 
   “From the north, sir.”
 
   “Well, then, Captain,” Julian said, “we must by all means avoid the north, eh?” He ignored the quick frown that flitted over the Captain’s face.
 
   “As the General says.”
 
   “Besides, I’ll be meeting with the King soon and then we’ll all be headed home again. At the very least, you won’t lose any more scouts.”
 
   Ennius looked at Marcus in surprise.
 
   “You haven’t told him?”
 
   Another missing piece was about to drop into place, Julian thought. He didn’t much like the XII Heraclea so far. Its officers were too secretive.
 
   Marcus spoke briskly, as if giving a military report, looking at a spot somewhere over Julian’s shoulder.
 
   “The Festival of the New Grass, as the Thervingi call it. All the tribes gather here, worship their gods, make new laws, render justice, settle debts. The King will stay, but the rest will scatter for the summer, once it ends.”
 
   “Fascinating,” Julian said, not at all fascinated.
 
   “Today is the final day of the Festival, sir.”
 
   Julian cursed—a dockside curse, not becoming of a Roman noble. The men blanched in surprise.
 
   “Get me to the King, First. Today.”
 
   He sounded as severe as he could, but he knew it was his fault. That week spent gambling in the bathhouses at Duros was suddenly a bitter memory. Had he waited too long? The thought gnawed at his gut that because of his gambling, his foot-dragging, he might actually fail.
 
   “No,” he told himself. “I can’t fail. I’m good at getting people to agree with me. And these barbarians will be an easy mark.”
 
   The previous commander, Neander, had made wild claims to the Emperor but had failed to deliver even one warrior. Now it was Julian’s turn, and he would emerge from this brown land triumphant. It was not too late.
 
   It couldn’t be.
 
   He met more officers—the Legion’s standard-bearer, its aequilifer, who carried the eagle, the quartermaster, the chief of engineers, and so on. Every one of them had to give a report. It was all just noise to him. All he wanted was to get away from officers and reports, to get away from the Legion itself. 
 
   When a soldier arrived to say that a delegation from the barbarians had arrived, Julian was prepared to promote him on the spot.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
   We Are Take You
 
    
 
   A few minutes later, a group of six men approached. They were all sturdy sorts, armed with axes and clubs, and clothed in bulky furs of brown and gray. Each wore an exceedingly tall fur hat that seemed ready to pitch over at the least movement. They swaggered as they passed through the Roman camp, glaring at anyone who made eye contact with them. 
 
   “They seem friendly,” Avitus said.
 
   “Quiet, Avi.”
 
   One, whose hat was white ermine, spoke from behind an enormous black beard. “Hail Romans. King Fritigern greets at all with you.”
 
   Julian suppressed a smile at the poor grammar. They were barbarians, after all.
 
   “I am named Syragius. We are take you.”
 
   Julian looked at Avitus, who shrugged. They'd had grander greetings at dockside taverns.
 
   “You are take us where, exactly?” Julian said.
 
   The man pointed toward the town. “The Great Hall. The King of All Tribes sits there.”
 
   Julian pretended to consider. Marcus looked anxious, but Julian only winked at him.
 
   “Marcus Salvius, please assemble my tribunes, and bring the standard-bearer as well. I want to make a good impression.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” but Marcus did not move.
 
   “Is there something else?”
 
   “I … right now, sir?”
 
   “We don’t want to keep these fine gentlemen waiting, do we? Not after such a lovely invitation.”
 
   Marcus scowled without scowling. “No, sir,” he said, “at once, sir.”
 
   The hesitation was too much for Julian. He bade the delegation wait, then told Marcus to step into his tent. 
 
   “Is there a problem, First? Because you don’t seem happy and that would mean there’s a problem and I don’t want there to be a problem.” 
 
   Marcus hesitated. 
 
   “Speak up and speak quickly.”
 
   “Sir,” the tribune rumbled in his low voice, “we’ve never brought the other officers into negotiations. I don’t mean to question your decision, General, but …”
 
   “Noted. The fact that Neander did not bring along his officers is good reason for us to do just that, don’t you think? Don’t answer.” He turned to Avitus. 
 
   “Dress in our best, Avi, the play is about to begin. With luck and a bucket of wine, I’ll have this treaty in hand before sunrise. Be sure to put the phalerae on my breastplate. They’re my father’s medals but they won’t know that. All barbarians are impressed by gold. Oh, and that little pouch we brought with us.” 
 
   Then he turned back to the tribune.
 
    “I’ve never met this king, Marcus, but I know this much: barbarians judge a man in part by the men around him. If Neander was going up there alone, then to them he obviously wasn’t very important. I intend to be seen as important.”
 
   Marcus’ eyes widened, just slightly. “Yes, sir,” he said.
 
   “We’ll do this right, Marcus,” he assured him. “I’ll flatter the king and extol the virtues of Rome, which is to say I shall lie. We’ll get our agreement and the Emperor will get his warriors and all will be well. We’ll have food and drink, at the very least. Let us enjoy ourselves!”
 
   The First Tribune said “yes sir” and showed no signs of enjoying any of it.
 
   “Listen,” Julian went on, “you don't have to do anything except eat and drink and look Roman—you know, the Roman officer look: that stern, dour face, …” he peered at Marcus, “… oh wait, you're doing it already. Fine job! Now get everyone ready, quick as you can. Dismissed.”
 
   He was feeling in a better mood. He would meet with this barbarian king, settle the terms of the treaty, and head back to the City well-protected by his victories, and this dismal episode in his life would be over. He could scarcely wait. He chatted merrily with Avitus as he was dressed.
 
   Marcus did his job quickly and well. The staff kept the Therving delegation occupied by offering them wine, and they had downed only two bowls each when the Tribunes arrived. Along with them were four other soldiers, the Standard Bearer, Captain Ennius, and two others.  Julian looked them over and nodded.
 
   “My twelve lictors,” he said.
 
   No one responded.
 
   He turned to Avitus. “Well, I thought it was funny,” he said.              
 
   “Maybe it’s not the time for joking,” Avitus said.
 
   Julian knew perfectly well it wasn’t, but he frowned at his slave anyway, because he couldn’t frown at the soldiers.
 
   They set out toward the town, twelve Romans clad in scarlet and six Thervings clad in fur, and one Scythian slave in plain brown. They went at a brisk pace, for the air was still cold under masses of gray clouds. At least it was not snowing, Julian thought. He would take small victories until larger ones offered.
 
   No proper sort of road offered a way to the town, so they made their way across scrub grass, weaving around pools and tramping through half-frozen puddles. As they got closer, climbing the hill, they had to make their way among the black Thervingian tents. The tents bore clan signs woven in white—some in abstract shapes, while others showed animals or weapons.  The tents were grouped in circles, as few as four and as many as a dozen, sharing a common fire pit. People huddled around the fires or stood in small groups, not talking much, mostly just staring at the red-cloaked Romans marching past. Here and there someone called out, whether begging or shouting in anger, Julian couldn't tell. The words sounded harsh, but all the barbarian tongues sounded harsh, full of clacks and barks. Even more than in the camp, he felt he was in alien territory.
 
   As they emerged from the tangle of tents, the escort kept walking, but Julian stopped at a sight that aroused his curiosity. Eight men were piling wood around a heap of what looked like belongings—a dismantled tent, furs, ropes, even tools. They worked quickly and in silence, their breaths sending out clouds of steam as they moved about their business. One of their number was singing or chanting. From time to time he rapped a staff on the ground or poked it at the sky. The other Romans came up and stood watching the proceedings with their General. The escort doubled back. 
 
   “What’s going on?” asked Ennius. Julian glanced his way.
 
   “Not sure, Captain,” Julian said, “See that one fellow? I think he’s a priest of some sort. He’s been chanting and waving that stick around. Also, no one else is coming anywhere near. They’re all pretending they don’t see.”
 
   When Julian spoke, the priest stopped his chant and glared at the Romans. Julian grinned at him. There was something about the man’s behavior that grated on him. Another man spoke and the priest resumed his chant. Soon enough, the stacking was complete and two men took up a bucket and threw pitch over the pile. The priest turned and glared harder at the Romans, but Julian held his ground. All the men started to chant now, then the priest took up a torch and set the whole thing alight. Julian watched as the flames began to consume tent and possessions. Smoke billowed into the sky and still no one came near the place; only the chanting men, and the Romans with their escort, stood watching.
 
   Julian asked their guide what was the meaning of the ceremony.
 
   Syragius scratched at his forehead. “Rixen,” he said.
 
   “Rixen?”
 
   “I do not know a word,” the Therving said. “This family was … filth. Um, disease … no, … dirty …” he paused and spread his hands, “… rixen.”
 
   “Polluted?” Julian offered, “impure?”
 
   Syragius shrugged. “Filth.”
 
   “So everything is burned. And the family? Where are they?”
 
   “Exiled.”
 
   Julian nodded: that made sense. Rome knew the practice of exile. In fact, its use spoke well of these people. In many tribes, the unclean were simply killed.
 
   “Sorcery!” Syragius suddenly cried.
 
   “Did you find your word?”
 
   Syragius nodded, grinning inside his beard.
 
   “Rixen must mean sorcery,” Julian said to Marcus, a little unnecessarily. He turned to the guide. “So, a different matter than I had guessed. Sorcery is illegal in Rome as well.”
 
   “Rixen,” Syragius repeated, uncertainly. “A person?”
 
   “Ah, ‘sorcerer’ is the word you want.”
 
   “Sorcery-er.”
 
   “Close enough. The father? Or the mother?” Julian was curious to see if the famous barbarian equality toward women extended to crime and punishment.
 
   “No,” Syragius said, “was the boy.”
 
   “Boy? Do you mean their son?”
 
   “Yes, I mean.”
 
   “How old?”
 
   “How? Boy is young, not how old.”
 
   “How many years is the boy?”
 
   A shrug. “Ten, maybe.”
 
   “Are you telling me that the whole family was banished because of a mere child?” 
 
   Syragius nodded enthusiastically. Julian glared at the men around the fire. They were still chanting. From time to time the priest threw something into the fire that caused a flurry of sparks and the chant pitched up in tone. A few minutes later, the pile shifted and collapsed a bit, causing more sparks to fly outward and upward, sending the priest scuttling back to a safer distance.
 
   “I’ve seen enough,” Julian declared. Syragius nodded and headed along the road.
 
   “Sir,” Marcus said quietly after the barbarian had moved ahead, “how does a child of ten learn sorcery?”
 
   “I don’t know, First,” Julian said without turning around. “My guess is that he doesn’t, but let’s keep our judgments private for now, eh?”
 
   The Tribune nodded, but he looked back at the burning remains of a family’s possessions and his face was dark.
 
    
 
   They were already close to the town wall, which wasn’t much of one by Roman standards. Constantinople had walls thirty feet high, built wide enough for soldiers to pass in both directions from one tower to the next. The walls of Hadrianopolis were almost as grand, though not so tall. Even Duros had a stone wall. This barbarian so-called town could do no better than to stick tree trunks into the ground, pack them with dirt, and call it a wall.  One good fire would bring it down. At its tallest the town wall was no more than fifteen feet high, much of it closer to ten feet, and the gate had but one tower. At best, the wall might keep out wolves.
 
   “No parapets,” Julian said.
 
   “Excuse me, General?”
 
   “There are no parapets, First. Defenders can be placed only on the tower, and an enemy could scale these walls almost anywhere. That means the town is defended not so much by its wall as by its army. Sally out and kill the enemy, and hope you don't lose. No long sieges for the Thervingi.”
 
   Julian hoped this implied the Thervingi were the fearsome warriors Emperor Valens expected them to be, but he was skeptical.
 
   They passed through the gate and into the town proper. To their left, just inside, was a circle of chestnut trees around an inner circle of stones; not very big ones, nothing on the scale of other stone circles he'd heard of. These were simply nondescript, smooth rocks, each about the size of a sheep's head. He supposed it might be a shrine of some sort, though he could see no statue or totem. Maybe they conducted sacrifices there, he thought. Maybe human sacrifices – he couldn't resist a lurid touch on the scene, especially when the rest was so dreary.
 
   At least the town had buildings instead of tents. 
 
   “These people really like roofs,” Avitus said.
 
   “It’s for the snow, Avi,” Julian said.
 
   The buildings—they seemed rather large to be houses—were long, narrow structures with steeply-pitched roofs reaching nearly to the ground. The thatching was heavy, a foot thick, and the whole roof sat on big tree stumps spaced every ten feet or so. All were built into the hill, facing down the slope, so that their back end was dug into ground and the far end protruded out into empty air, supported by pillars. There were no proper streets anywhere, just spaces between buildings, and through them the party wound its way in and out. 
 
   The place was not as crowded as Julian had thought it would be, almost as if the city were for the privileged, and ordinary folk had to camp outside. The denizens appeared no better dressed though, wrapped in furs and regarding the Romans with open stares. They looked ragged, as if they had fallen on hard times.
 
   “These are the warriors Valens wants?” Ennius asked.
 
   “They are, Captain. The Emperor has met them before, you know.”
 
   Ennius chuckled. “Aye to that, General, and they likely haven’t forgotten.” 
 
   Eight years previously, the barbarians had refused to pay tribute to the Empire. Before marching off to fight the Persians, Emperor Valens had given the Thervings a lesson in civic responsibility. It was the sort of lessons barbarians seemed to need from time to time, ever since Julius Caesar was conquering them, four hundred years ago.
 
   Syragius steered them toward one building that stood at the apex of the hill.
 
   “That are the Great Halls. We are going all inside of us there.”
 
   The Romans looked at the building, which was larger than the others but was otherwise of the same construction. It was easily a hundred feet long. Its wood was unpainted and its entryway was a low, roofless porch.
 
   “The Great Hall of the King is not all that great, is it?” Avitus said quietly.
 
   “Hush, little bird, and keep your beak closed. It’s time to get Valens his army.”
 
   They followed Syragius and the other Thervings inside.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
   The King of All Tribes
 
    
 
   The Great Hall of the Thervings was narrow, dark, and filled with smoke—exactly as Julian pictured it. The smoke not only filled the air, it settled upon everything with a smell like a doused campfire. As his eyes adjusted, Julian could see servants here and there, carrying jars and baskets, arranging tables and benches, and squabbling with each other.  Further in, a fire burned in a large pit that served for both cooking and heat. A hole in the ceiling took away some of the smoke. 
 
   “The king was seen at you,” Syragius said, still grimly mangling his Latin. He pointed into the darkness and started forward. Julian gave Marcus an isn’t-this-fun grin, which his First Tribune returned by giving a passable impression of a stone statue.
 
   Julian followed his guide and worked his way toward the far end of the building, dodging servants who hurried about as if the visitors were invisible. He heard voices somewhere ahead, but could see nothing in the dim light. Past the fire pit, though, the smoke lessened and he saw torches lighting the interior. Here the tables gave way to piles of furs, arranged as if people might sit in them. It reminded him of a Roman dining hall, with furs in place of couches. More servants were here, scurrying with boards filled with bowls and tankards. 
 
   “They appear to be expecting a crowd,” Avitus said.
 
   “More than just an ambassador, I should think,” Julian said.
 
   In the center were mounds upon mounds of furs and in the midst of all this was the only chair to be seen. It appeared to be made of furs, for no bit of wood could be seen. Upon this sat a tall, thin man, sunk deep among the piles of brown and black, silver and white fur. His head showed, and one arm.
 
   Leaving his escort behind, Julian approached, holding his right hand at shoulder height, palm out.
 
   “Hail, Lord Fritigern, King of all the Thervingi!”
 
   A thin reed of a voice emerged from the furs.
 
   “Hail, Lucius Julianus Metellus, General of the Twelfth Legion.”
 
   At least he speaks decent Latin, Julian thought. 
 
   “Honored Guest,” the king said, “you are invited to feast at the king’s bench today, this last day of the New Grass. You and your servants may have the seats of honor.” He motioned toward a nearby pile of furs.
 
   Julian winced at the “servant” reference and carefully did not look at his tribunes. 
 
   “Thank you, lord king,” he said. He started forward, trying to figure out how to sit gracefully on fur piles. Avitus moved to sit as well, but Julian waved him off.
 
   “Sorry little bird,” he said softly. “I need your eyes and wits at this comedy. Serve and observe. And stay sober, eh?”
 
   Avitus made a face but nodded even as he did so. He had played this role before. 
 
   Julian turned back to Fritigern.
 
   “The Divine Valens, Emperor of Rome, sends you greetings, Lord King.”
 
   The king stared, unmoving. His face was long and narrow, with slitted eyes under heavy, white brows. Julian wasn’t sure the eyes were even open. 
 
   “He bids me bring to you a gift.” He held out his hand and Avitus placed the bag in it, then stepped back again. Julian opened it and produced an enormous ruby, holding it up in the dim light. He took a step forward, then forward more as the bony hand beckoned. This let him see the king more closely. The king of the Thervings was old—his gray hair showed no other color—and he reeked of liquor. Julian placed the ruby into the exposed hand. Yellowed fingernails curved around it. He stepped back and waited.
 
   The hand brought the ruby close to the face.
 
   “Not from here,” Fritigern said. “Egyptian, maybe. From Nubia, I think.”
 
   “Your majesty has a fine eye. Nubian it is,” Julian said.
 
   The hand with the ruby disappeared into the furs.
 
   “And who are these with you?”
 
   “Marcus Salvius, my First Tribune,” said Julian, indicating that Marcus should step forward. “Beside him is my captain of cavalry and the standard-bearer of the XII legion.”
 
   “And that one?” Fritigern said.
 
   “My personal servant, o king.” Julian hoped the old man wouldn’t ask for introductions to the rest of the men because he remembered none of their names.
 
   “You may sit at my table,” Fritigern said. 
 
   Julian saw piles of furs, but not one table. One of the king’s arms snaked out and gestured to a pile near the throne. Julian took a chance and eased himself into it and found he was supported well enough. Quickly, servants came and guided his tribunes to other seats, further away. He saw Ennius smiling and talking, but Marcus looked stiffly nervous.
 
   Then servants brought planks and placed them alongside; somehow they found something solid on which to rest them. He looked skeptically at his own plank table, nestled into its place at about the level of his stomach. If he leaned over into it, would it all come spilling into his lap? He made a tentative move and it held steady. A servant arrived and set a bowl of wine on the board. 
 
   “You are here to talk,” Fritigern said in a voice as thin as his face, “but first you must accept my hospitality. Eat and drink; there will be time for talk.”
 
   Not soon enough, Julian thought. He thanked the king and settled in. He knew barbarians set great store in the protocols surrounding feasting, so he would let the king make the first move. That would be more satisfactory, in fact. In betting games he always preferred to let the other fellow open, and the stakes in this game were high. Valens wanted his warriors, true enough, but Julian needed them. Only by gaining the Emperor’s favor could he return to the City and face his enemies. Failure would be catastrophic. He might have to go into exile himself, to avoid arrest. He imagined his own possessions burning in a pile with men chanting around them.
 
   He grimaced, then turned the grimace into a smile.
 
   Without any sort of flourish or introduction a group of ten men appeared from the far end of the hall, singing, though it was more like chanting. All ten were big, dressed as warriors, with hand axes. 
 
   They knelt before the king, then stood and launched into an energetic ballad about something or other in their native tongue. Julian could only guess it told the tale of some great battle. All he knew for sure was, the singers sang too loudly, very badly, went on much too long, and few in the hall were listening to them.
 
   At least there was wine. Servants brought drinking bowls filled with an excellent vintage, full-bodied yet refreshing. Julian soon saw that sipping at one’s bowl was far from the local custom. Men drained their bowls in a single gulp, so Julian followed suit. He managed to drink only two bowls by pretending to be caught up by the singers’ tale.
 
   When it was at last over, the king pitched some gold at them but otherwise the performance went unremarked. 
 
   Julian leaned toward Fritigern. “I thank you for the entertainment, lord King, so reminiscent of the harpers of Cyreneica. Perhaps we might find other points in common.”
 
   The old man nodded, which might mean anything, and spoke not a word. Julian tried a different angle.
 
   “Rixen,” he said. The king turned and regarded him with one eyebrow raised.
 
   “I heard the word today, when I watched one of your priests burn someone’s possessions.” He wanted to push the king a little, to break through the reserve. Or the alcohol; it was hard to tell.
 
   “Sorcery is forbidden among my people,” Fritigern said. “The penalty is death or exile.” He paused and teeth showed between his lips in what might have been a smile. “Few choose death.”
 
   “Sorcery is forbidden in Rome as well,” Julian said, “but tell me, how does a mere boy become a sorcerer?”
 
   “Who knows?” The furs around Fritgern’s shoulders moved slightly in what might have been a shrug. “He is rixen and so the People exile him. It is the law.”
 
   The ancient head retreated into the furs.
 
   Patience, Julian counseled himself, though the urgency of his need nagged at him. He needed the agreement tonight, and the king was already awash with wine. Half the time, when Julian glanced over, the old skunk seemed to be sleeping.
 
   Patience.
 
   The king belched loudly.
 
   Or maybe, Julian concluded, they’re just a bunch of barbarians.
 
   “Lord King,” Julian said. He spoke more loudly than he had intended; everyone turned to look at him.
 
   Fritigern gazed back at him with yellowed eyes.
 
   “Lord King,” Julian said again, more softly, “your entertainments are fascinating. Do they tell some tale?”
 
   The furs near Fritigern’s neck moved in what might have been a shrug.
 
   “Old stories, told many times. We remind ourselves of the victories and defeats of our ancestors. It is part of the celebration.”
 
   “We do somewhat the same,” Julian said, groping for any sort of opening for conversation. “Much of our reminding comes in books, but we also have performances, we call it theater.”
 
   The king replied by staring. Fritigern was either slippery clever or thick drunk. Whichever it was, he showed no sign of wanting to talk about ancient battles.
 
   Once again Julian told himself to be patient.
 
   He was starting to hope for food when a contingent of barbarians came striding up to the throne. He wondered what their performance would be.
 
   Forward came a bear of a man: massive black beard, a heavy brow, deep-set eyes, wrapped in layer upon layer of furs, as if he would wear upon his body the whole wealth of the clan. This fellow boomed out a greeting of some sort, and one of his bear-like followers—there were six of them—lumbered forward, carrying a small box. 
 
   The king said, “Bosomil, brother, please speak in Latin, in honor of our guest.”
 
   The man looked distinctly uncomfortable, but he adjusted, and spoke again, much more slowly.
 
   “A gift I give you, lord king, brother upon sword, to declare you are … brother … upon sword.” He frowned, aware that he had perhaps not said this quite gracefully.
 
   “A gift I give you, Clan Chief Bosomil, my sword brother. I accept brotherhood.”
 
   Fritigern’s education in Latin had clearly been superior. With this little exchange—Julian noted that neither man actually looked at the gifts—the new arrivals took their places, all seven sitting together. 
 
   “I drink to Clan Bosomil!” Fritigern suddenly shouted, and raised an odd-looking little cup. Julian realized there was one such cup sitting beside him as well, too small to be a wine bowl. Curious, he was about to sniff at it when everyone in the room gave a shout and downed their drink, so he quickly followed suit.
 
   He spent the next several seconds trying desperately to swallow. His mouth was on fire and his throat had closed up. Spitting was the obvious course, but that was out of the question. He forced it down. His stomach glowed as if he had swallowed a live coal. He glanced at Marcus Salvius and saw that he too was struggling, which made Julian feel a little better. Whatever that liquid was, it was certainly not wine.
 
   Another entourage now approached and Clan Chief Raginmar was announced. Again, gifts were exchanged and again there was a toast. A servant had replaced the cup with another, filled with another liquid. This one burned like hot metal; Julian was surprised that fire came in different flavors. By the seating of the third clan chief, he found that his tongue was going numb.
 
   The clan chiefs continued to arrive, each in the same way. By Clan Chief Six, Julian was starting to leave some of the liquor in the cup. There were limits to politeness. By the eighth, he was only pretending to drink, but even the liquid in his mouth, discreetly spat back, filled his head with powerful fumes. He was beginning to shift his thinking from negotiation to survival.
 
   But a ninth clan chief did not appear. The room, for some time filled with the loud voices of declarations and toasts now fell strangely, uneasily quiet, as if everyone were afraid to be the first to speak. The hall was less than half full. Men looked at one another. Men looked at their tables, their hands, the ceiling, anywhere but at the king. Julian looked, though, and saw Fritigern scowling fiercely. Something was wrong. Suddenly the king stood up. He was tall, thin to the point of frailty, yet his voice cut the air like a reed pipe.
 
   “Sigeric!”
 
   Silence. Every man in the room behaved as if they, like the Romans, had never heard the name.
 
   “Where is Sigeric?” the king said, more loudly. “Is he sick?” Fritigern looked around inquiringly, as if anxious for a friend. Every man who chanced to meet the king’s gaze looked down again at once.
 
   “Well,” he said generously, “perhaps so. But where is Beremund? Sick also? And Euric? Tulga? Thrasimund?” After each name, the king paused to wait for an answer, but no one spoke. 
 
   “What, all sick? Is it a plague? Damn all of you, answer me! Where are my clan chiefs?”
 
   The king’s voice rose to a shriek, then he sank back into his chair. 
 
   “Your clan chiefs are here, lord king,” one of the men ventured, “we are all here.”
 
   Fritigern threw a cup at him and did not miss. “Not enough,” he rasped.
 
   “I drink to those who are here,” Julian said, rising to his feet, instantly sorry he had done so. He weaved, then steadied himself. “Rome recognizes them as her friends.”
 
   Fritigern looked up and his thin lips curled. It was like seeing a corpse smile.
 
   “To friends,” Fritigern said, his voice hollow. Then, more strongly, “to the feast!”
 
   He gestured, and all the servants sprang into action. They came forward burdened with long boards piled high with food. The men in the hall now fell to eating with a kind of manic intensity, as if by eating they could banish the specter that hung over the hall. Julian ate along with them, gratefully. The food would ease the burning in his belly and clear his head; at least if he was eating he wasn’t drinking that foul brew. More importantly, eating gave him time to think. 
 
   Something had gone wrong with the king’s plans. Some, perhaps many, of the clan chiefs had not shown up. They clearly had been expected, so this had come as a rude surprise, and something of a humiliation, for the king. He’d been embarrassed, and in front of company.
 
   But the situation was more serious than that. This wasn’t just a dinner in honor of guests; this was a ritual celebration, something to do with fields and grass, probably marking the beginning of turning the flocks to pasture. A significant day, for such a people, and half the kingdom had pointedly chosen not to show up.  
 
   He looked over at the king. Fritigern was attacking his plate as if he were angry with it, stabbing with his knife, almost throwing food into his mouth, some of it landing in his beard. Every couple mouthfuls were followed by a drink. This, Julian decided, was a king who was losing his grip on power. What this might mean was another matter. Either he was someone not even worth talking to, or he was one with whom he needed to make an agreement quickly, before the king lost even more of his grip. Julian shook his head without moving. There was no choice to be made. He had to get the Emperor his warriors, but now he was wondering if the King had ever commanded fifty thousand. 
 
   The food kept coming, in ever-greater mounds. Several different liquors were brought, some wine and some unidentifiable. The feast went on and on. The clan chiefs toasted the king and his prowess in war. They toasted ancient kings and wished a curse upon … Julian couldn’t catch the word. Some ancient enemy, no doubt. Whoever it was, they were universally despised, for there ensued much spitting and bashing on tables.
 
   The clan chiefs were toasted, and their women, and their children. There were toasts for battles and feuds and deeds of arms, for houses and fortunes. One fellow rose, began a toast, and vomited mightily across the floor, which act was itself toasted with much cheering.
 
   Servants kept bringing liquor. Julian realized the king was trying to out-drink him. The knowledge fortified him a bit. He had engaged in many such contests in the lower stretches of Constantinople, most particularly at the Inn of the White Dog. He had won far more such contests than he had lost, but he had lost enough to know he might lose this one. Despite using every trick he knew, he was growing steadily more drunk. 
 
   The chiefs were drifting off, too. They began to forget what Latin they knew, and toasted in their native tongue. Gradually, the speeches became less clear; they meandered, trailed off as the speakers lost their thought partway through. 
 
   Steadily, men wore down. Heads began to loll. A quarter, then a half were asleep, and every so often another slurred toast was proffered, between which were long gaps of silence punctuated by snores and belches and groans.
 
   Marcus was asleep, still sitting upright, leaning against a great wooden post. Ennius had slid into his furs and was snoring grandly. Avitus, following instructions, looked alert enough.
 
   Julian remained awake only because of his need to get the treaty. He did not think he had ever been this drunk. He would have passed out long ago had the drink been wine, but this liquor had the curious quality of keeping him awake. He looked over at Fritigern. The old man was not merely still awake, but alert. Julian decided to try again, before he lost his ability to think altogether.
 
   “Lord King.”
 
   Fritigern turned and smiled at Julian. The smile was broad and open and downright sunny. Julian was appalled, aware that his own returning smile was most likely lopsided.
 
   The man held aloft the ruby Julian had given him. He inspected it in the dim light.
 
   “I think,” the king said, “that it is not Egyptian at all.”
 
   “Right again, o king,” Julian admitted. “The truth is, I have not the slightest idea of the origin of the stone. Nor is it a gift from the emperor. My father brought it back from one of his wars in Numidia, and I am pleased to give it to you on behalf of Valens.”
 
   “Hm,” said the king, continuing to stare at the gem, “Egyptian after all, I think. Maybe I like you, Lucius Julianus Metellus, General of the XII Legion.”
 
   Julian was baffled by this behavior, though he had to admit that he was easily baffled by this point. Even so, he knew how to rally. He took some deep breaths. This king was old and he might be drunk, but he was still sharp, and Julian respected that. He also recognized the king was at last ready to talk. It wasn’t exactly private, but many a man in the room was fast asleep. 
 
   Another deep breath. Clear the head.
 
   “If there is truth in wine, lord King, what shall we find in your native drink?”
 
   “Plain speech,” Fritigern said.
 
   “Well said. I will try to make my own both plain and true.”
 
   Fritigern raised an eyebrow. “An honest Roman? We might need to have another feast.”
 
   Julian’s stomach rolled. He wasn’t sure if he could stand another night of smoke and grease and hellish liquor.
 
   “You are a better commander than the one before,” Fritigern continued. “That one came early and left early. He ate little but drank much. He asked too many questions and gave only vague promises.”
 
   The king sat erect, leaning slightly toward Julian, who tried to do likewise but suspected he was leaning rather too far.
 
   “You came late,” Fritigern went on, “but you have stayed late. You eat well and drink better. You have asked no questions and made no promises. So let us now speak together as men.”
 
   Julian pretended to consider while he drew several deep breaths. He knew his approach; the trick was first to remember it and second to speak it.
 
   “Very well,” he said, “let us speak plainly about our treaty. What did Neander offer you?”
 
   “He was never clear. He offered only vague promises of security. He spoke of military service. He spoke of voting but he also spoke of taxes and Roman law. And something about being branded.”
 
   Julian winced at this. Many soldiers got a tattoo of their legion, but why would Neander mention that? And taxes? Why mention the most burdensome part of citizenship? 
 
   It was time to put money on the table.
 
   “King Fritigern, Rome offers citizenship for you and all your people.” He waved his arms expansively, then had to pause a few moments to recover his equilibrium. The king should have built a hall that did not spin so readily.
 
   “You will have live to land on,” he said grandly. 
 
   No, that wasn’t right.  
 
   “You will have land to live on. You, and all your goats.”
 
   He meant that to sound generous, but instead it made him giggle.
 
   “Seriously,” he added weakly.
 
   Fritigern’s smile was predatory. “How much land, Roman? Our flocks need wide pastures. Our horses need grasslands from horizon to horizon.”
 
   “And you’ll have it!” Julian said, feeling generous. “Thrace and Thessaly have miles of it. Pannonia does too. Or Hispania! Bit of a walk to get there, but it’s fine country for goats. Or sheep. That sort of thing. Horses too—oh, the Spaniards love their horses.”
 
   “And we would live by our own laws?”
 
   “Naturally.” Why not, Julian thought. It seemed reasonable. In this haze, everything seemed reasonable. When had it become hazy? Oh wait, it had always been smoky. It must be dark outside by now, but who could tell? The not-very-great Hall was as dark as a cavern. He struggled to get hold of his thoughts, which were scattering like fallen leaves.
 
   “Our own province, then?” the King said.
 
   “Eh? Yes, yes,” Julian said, a little annoyed at being interrupted. A small doubt nagged at him that he perhaps did not have the power to give away whole provinces to barbarians.
 
   “And what does Rome ask of the People in return?”
 
   The fog of alcohol lifted a bit at that question. He was supposed to be negotiating.
 
   “Only a small service.”
 
   One of the clan chiefs emitted a long, melodious belch. Fritigern waited him out. When he spoke, his voice was quiet, as if he did not want to be overheard.
 
   “What sort of service, and how small shall it be?”
 
   Julian did not miss the change in tone to wariness.
 
   “The Emperor Valens has heard of the great prowess of the clans, mighty in battle. If a number of your warriors served as auxiliaries, to defend Rome’s borders, then your people will be given citizenship and a place within the Empire. Perhaps Dacia itself may once again be made a Roman province. Or federated tribe. You, I mean, not Dacia. All the Thervingi.”
 
   He limped to a stop. Somewhat clumsily, he was trying to retract his earlier offer of Hispania. Curse this barbarian liquor, he thought.
 
   “How large a number?”
 
   This was the key. It was going to be a problem, he knew, but there was no way to dodge it, and he was not so sure of his dodging abilities at the moment anyway.
 
   “Fifty thousand,” he said, silently cursing Neander for ever telling Valens such a number was possible. Even counting women and children there were not fifty thousand here at Oppidum. Even counting the goats.
 
   Fritigern gazed at him, as expressionless as a lizard. Julian tried hard to return the gaze.
 
   “Yes,” the king said, “the People have that many. Let us agree to this treaty.”
 
   Julian blinked, then felt a warm glow of triumph. At least, he felt a warm glow. The king called for another toast and spoke for some time in Therving. Julian grimly took his cup in hand, ready for the next toast, but instead the audience—those who remained awake and aware—reacted strangely. They nodded. They chuckled. They spoke in low tones together and gave the Romans sidelong looks. Julian’s thoughts were running in circles around the word ‘what?’
 
   “The Getae of course do not have fifty thousand.” Fritigern’s voice was annoyingly clear and steady.
 
   Had Julian asked a question? He must have asked a question. He was grabbing at thoughts, desperate now, feeling that matters were slipping past him.
 
   “For so many warriors, you must speak to Grimbeard.”
 
   This brought toasts, but Julian was in ill humor now and he did not even pretend to drink. 
 
   “Who is Grimbeard?” he managed to ask.
 
   “Oh, a great king,” Fritigern said, his eyes hard but his mouth smiling. “A very great king. Lord of all the Greuthungs. Athanaric! A most important king, yes. Too important to attend the Festival of the Grass, it seems.” Here Fritigern spat. He was copied by his clan chiefs, several of whom made a bad job of it. “He has many warriors, including some of my own clan chiefs, may their horses sicken and die.  They think they will win glory in the Scouring and return to Oppidum to challenge me. Me!”
 
   Athanaric must have been one of the no-shows, Julian thought. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to follow a line of reasoning, any line. Had Fritigern tricked Neander from the beginning? Maybe he never could have delivered the warriors. Maybe this was all more about feuds between barbarian kings than it was about any treaty with Rome.
 
   No matter. Fritigern couldn’t deliver on his promises. Fine. Julian couldn’t deliver on his either!  He smiled. The king smiled back.
 
   “Talk to Grimbeard,” he said. “Athanaric himself has forty thousand Greuthung warriors, and my own men make another twenty. Thrasimund has five thousand Taifali—oh, the People have more than enough warriors. If you can persuade Athanaric Grimbeard to your treaty, the rest will follow. You may be certain of it.”
 
   Julian stared at the king. This was most unfair. He had trouble even following that many sentences; how could Fritigern, who had drunk far more, manage to construct and speak them? Julian made a mighty effort at clarity.
 
   “Yes,” he said.
 
   This pleased Fritigern. He shouted and new musicians appeared. And more drink. Later, there were acrobats and wrestlers. There was an even-later, but Julian had to rely on reports from Avitus for that phase of the evening.
 
    
 
   “There was singing.”
 
   “Singing?”
 
   “I'm afraid so. They tried to teach you their drinking songs and you tried to teach them marching songs.”
 
   “You don't say.”
 
   “I do say. You were all hideous, but you all congratulated each other grandly. I think you were a bit of a favorite, at least among the ones who had not passed out.”
 
   “Did I?”
 
   “Did you sing?”
 
   “Curse you, Avi, did I pass out?”
 
   “No, master. A lifetime of training has finally paid off. You didn't throw up either. I have to admit you held your own, though at the end you were leaning quite a bit. I wouldn’t have got you this far without help.”
 
   Only then was Julian aware of his surroundings.
 
   “Where is 'this far', where are my Tribunes, and who is this?”
 
   For Julian realized that another man was propping him up, under his right shoulder. He also realized that he had only just now opened his eyes. Had he been walking while unconscious? That would be a first.
 
   Nothing that his eyes were reporting was making much sense. It was dark, he was sure of that much. He thought someone was waving a torch at him, but the torch was white and he deduced after careful consideration that it was the moon looking at him from someplace or other.
 
   Probably up.
 
   “We are going back to camp, at your own insistence. Your Tribunes are passed out in the Great Hall, every one of them. The King gave his assurance they would be undisturbed until morning.”
 
   Julian paid little attention to Avitus’ report, for he was looking at the man on his right. The fellow was small and was certainly a Therving, but Julian also thought he could see through him, could see the ground right through his body. 
 
   He himself was perfectly clear-headed. In fact, he himself was perfectly clear. He now was seeing right through Avitus, right through his nameless friend, and right through himself. He thought he would continue to see through people in the future, as this seemed to be both natural and useful.
 
   “This man is a local,” Avitus said, “He offered to help. You were more than I could handle, getting you out of that town.”
 
   Julian looked at the clear fellow again. He couldn’t see the face; for it was wrapped in furs of some sort. He wondered what sort of fur it was.
 
   His head began spinning once more, which he thought was quite unfair, given his condition, and there was that white light again. Now it took on shape; not the shape of the moon but the shape of a woman.
 
   In an instant his perception of the light changed. He was indeed looking at a woman, a woman of extraordinary beauty, and it was she, not the moon, that was the source of the marvelous white light. She was standing on a hill, very far away. Everything was very far away, yet he could see each detail as in a miniature. She stood on a hill with her sword drawn and she was surrounded by danger. 
 
   Although tiny, she was magnificent. Her hair was golden. She wore a garment of white light that revealed every curve of her body while preserving her modesty. Julian decided he was in love with her, because not to fall in love at once with such beauty would be an insult. 
 
   “Go north.”
 
   A voice spoke clearly, from nowhere at all.
 
   “But my tent is to the west,” Julian said, “and I really, really want my tent.”
 
   “Go north. You must save her.”
 
   And he knew upon hearing those words that this unearthly beauty was in danger, that the danger lay to the north, and that only he could rescue her. This conviction lodged inside his heart like an arrow, and he grabbed at his chest as if wounded.
 
   He could see her even more clearly now: her white dress shone like the moon. A white cloak billowed; on it were woven complex patterns in green and gold. Her hair was worn loose, it streamed over her shoulders and down her breast, shimmering like water. The white of her clothing was so intense he couldn't see her face, yet he was struck by her beauty. In her right hand was a sword that also shone moon-white.
 
   Now she was fighting, against overwhelming odds. It was up to him to find her. Only he could save her. The thought came to him that she was not merely alone, but cast out.  
 
   “Go north.”
 
   He stumbled, and he found himself lying on cold, damp earth, staring at a white light. It didn’t have blonde hair, so he was fairly sure it was the moon and not the woman. Moments later, he was walking again. He found this interesting because he had just been lying on his back and he knew perfectly well he could not walk while on his back. And there was Avitus, helping him along, and the other fellow too. For a moment, Julian imagined they were all three staggering back from the Inn of the White Dog after a long night of gambling and drinking. But no matter how dark and threatening the back alleys of Constantinople, they were as nothing to this dreary moor fit only for snakes and wolves. 
 
   Ah, that was it! Wolves!
 
   “Right Avi?”
 
   “Right what?”
 
   “Wolf pelts.”
 
   “Sure. Wolf pelts. Steady now.” Avitus took a firmer hold on his master.
 
   Julian felt that Avitus should pay closer attention to details such as the costuming of barbarians, but the world swirled about him again and that light rose again before him. He decided that Avitus was being deliberately cranky and was probably drunk.
 
   He fell again.
 
   “Whoa,” said Avitus, “haste is good, but let's work together, eh?”
 
   The ground was cold. Julian looked up and saw only scrub grass and charcoal darkness. He looked around and saw only Avitus – the barbarian in the wolf pelts was gone. Julian got to one knee; Avitus helped him up.
 
   “Wheredhego?”
 
   “Eh?”
 
   “Where’s the man. Did he go away? Go back to Oppi … op … doppi … that town.”
 
   “Only a little further, master. That man left, refused to go near the camp and pretended not to understand. I’ll get you back to that horrible camp, in that horrible tent, on that horrible cot. Then we can ….”
 
   But that was too many sentences and Julian lost the thread. He concentrated on moving. Get to the camp. Sleep. A rough night, taken all together.
 
   A thought whispered through his brain: go north. He was too tired to pursue it.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
   Cobbel Cobbel
 
    
 
    
 
                 When Julian woke the next morning, he felt as if Death were pounding nails into his skull. 
 
                 “Avi,” he muttered, “where are we?”
 
                 “In Hell, master,” Avitus shouted back in a whisper. 
 
                 “I thought so. If anyone comes, Avi, kill them for me.”
 
   Julian started to turn over, but his head throbbed even more violently, so he remained lying on his side staring at the back of his eyelids. His entire body ached, distant sounds assaulted his ears, his tongue was stuck to the roof of his mouth, and something nearby smelled awful. Within this sensory assault, something sat unmoving. It was a sensation of need that made his immobility feel offensive, a kind of truculent madness. The need was sometimes on his heart, sometimes in his gut. It was formless but urgent, and it had a name.
 
                 North.
 
                 He wanted to be left alone, but the feeling prowled his insides. He could not remember why this word was so meaningful and he did not really want to know. He wanted only to crawl into a dark hole of peace and silence. He feared the soldiers outside would demand he rise from the dead.
 
                 But no one came. Gaius Ennius, Marcus Salvius, and the rest of the officers dragged themselves into camp over the course of the morning, but otherwise the camp was mostly silent for the day. One of the great strengths of a Roman legion is that it can function on routine, even in the absence of officers. On this day, the Legio XII Heraclea demonstrated its Roman qualities. Its officers slept and groaned, while its soldiers went about the Legion’s business.
 
                 By evening, a few of the officers were stirring. They ate sparingly, cursed softly, and asked after one another. Marcus Salvius made discreet inquiries about the General and was relieved to find he was both alive and not likely to come out until next morning. Much ill will was directed toward Thervingian liquor. 
 
                 Julian did manage to give out one command: the Legion was to go north. Marcus noted this order with surprise, but as surprise still made his head hurt, he decided not to think about it just yet.
 
    
 
   The next morning dawned as dim and dismal as the previous. Most of the officers had shaken off the effects of the Festival of the New Grass, though Rufus Panneus, Tribune of the Fourth Cohort, was still wretchedly ill. Widespread opinion agreed that Panneus had a poor constitution and was a brass-bound fool to have drunk so much. 
 
   As early as he dared, Marcus called on his General. He remembered the order from the day before, and knew it could not be executed right away. He wondered what sort of high-born fit the commander was likely to throw.
 
   Avitus showed him into the tent. Somewhat to his surprise, Marcus found Julian alert and studying a map. 
 
   “Good morning, Marcus Salvius.” Julian said. “You look perfectly awful.”
 
   Marcus accepted this without expression.
 
    “How go the preparations?”
 
   “We’re still preparing, sir.” Marcus stopped, frowned, then started again. He drew himself up. Of their own accord, his hands clasped behind his back, and his feet stepped apart, shoulder width. He spoke like a lawyer arguing his first case in court.
 
   “I have concerns, sir, about going further into Dacia.”
 
   “Concerns?”
 
   Marcus set his jaw.
 
   “Yes, sir, General, sir.”
 
   Julian looked back down at his map. “Go ahead. Speak plainly.”
 
   “There’s unrest in the north, sir. Captain Ennius spoke to you about this on your first day of command.” He hesitated a little. “Perhaps the General does not recall.”
 
   “I recall. Reports from the north. I said we should avoid going north.”
 
   “Yes sir. A good plan, sir, if I may say.”
 
   “Of course you may say. I just said you may.” Julian took a breath. “But,” he went on, “you have not yet said why.”
 
   “Yes, sir. Er, no, sir.” Marcus looked down at his feet then up again. “The XII isn’t worried about unrest, sir, but we don’t know its nature or its extent. We might be marching into a petty squabble or into the middle of a war.”
 
   “You don’t think it’s a squabble.”
 
   “The signs point to something more serious. We’ve lost two scouts. We saw refugees last year, but we’re seeing many more now. Then there’s this Scouring. I’ve never heard the term before, but whatever it is, it’s big enough to pull away King Athanaric and most of King Fritigern’s clan chiefs.  It’s all risk to the XII and no benefit that I can see.”
 
   Marcus stopped. His chin raised a bit and his lips clamped.
 
   “Is that all?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” emerged from the tight lips.
 
   “Thank you for that,” Julian said. “Let me reply to your case, point by point.” He faced Marcus with his own feet planted apart, hands clasped behind his back.
 
   “There are reports of unrest in the north. Refugees fleeing, scary rumors. All the more reason we need to go see what’s happening. The trouble itself may be distant from the Empire, but the refugees are pounding at our door. Did you know, they are so many now that they’re being housed in camps in Moesia? No, I can see you did not. The trouble may be distant, but its consequences are immediate. Rome needs to know the cause of the trouble. We cannot operate from rumor.”
 
   Julian paused, but Marcus said nothing. It was the commander’s turn, his posture said plainly enough. 
 
   “You have lost two scouts, and for this I am truly sorry, but it’s no more than normal risk while operating beyond the limes. Moreover, Valens still needs his warriors, and he will have them. If there truly is unrest in the north, then it’s an opportunity for us. The kings may welcome a safe refuge behind the Great River, the security of being a federated tribe under the protection of Rome. You see, I do agree with you that it sounds like trouble up north. But people rarely look for protection in times of peace. Therefore, we should go north with all due haste and invite the other leaders to follow their King of All Tribes into the welcoming arms of Rome.
 
   “Thus do I argue, Tribune. I don’t ask for your response; this isn’t a debate. I asked for your opinion and you gave it. Now I give you my decision, which is to repeat my order of the day.”
 
   Marcus frowned, ever so slightly, before saying “Yes, sir,” and marching stiffly away. 
 
   Julian rubbed at his eyes. A dull ache still lay at the back of his head and his stomach was sour. He had hidden behind the authority of his office, and he knew why. His arguments were good ones, better than Marcus’, but they weren’t the real reasons. His real reasons were not military ones. 
 
   Avitus brought in food and sat at the table, saying nothing. He pushed the maps out of the way, still saying nothing.
 
   Julian glowered at him. “You think I’m wrong?”
 
   Avitus shrugged and began eating.
 
   “My position is better, Avi. I have reasons, but Marcus has only worries.”
 
   “Mmph.”
 
   “You know I hate it when you won’t argue with me, little bird.”
 
   Avitus made a point of chewing.
 
   “North?” The slave did not look up from his food as he said this.
 
   “Yes, north. What, have you forgotten directions as well?”
 
   “South seems a happier choice.”
 
   Julian smiled. Now he had his argument.
 
   “I can’t go back yet, Avi. That miserable drunk up there on the hill doesn’t have fifty thousand warriors. He probably never did.”
 
   “Neander says he did, and Valens believes him.”
 
   “Exactly. Which is why I can’t go home yet. I need Valens’ protection against my enemies and I won’t get that if I come back with ten thousand instead of fifty thousand. Even an emperor can work out that sum.”              
 
   “How far north?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Julian said. “Call it a hunch, though I do have a reason if I have to provide one.”
 
   Avitus looked up from his food. “Which is?”
 
   Julian shook his head. He tried to be honest with Avitus when he could, not least because he was dishonest with most everyone else, himself included. He relied on his slave to be rational when he himself was not.
 
   Images of a hill, a sword, a woman in white, tumbled behind his eyes. He blinked them away.
 
   “Something calls to me.”
 
   The two were silent for a moment; Avitus because he was waiting for Julian, and Julian because he was searching for the words. In the silence, horns sounded meal time. He remembered other days, in his father’s quarters, listening to those same clear tones.
 
   “I can’t say what it is, Avi. Maybe it’s my luck calling, but there is something I need to do, and it’s somewhere up north. It scratches at my gut. Whatever it is, it’s urgent. I can’t explain it, but neither can I dismiss it.”
 
   Avitus took another bite of food.
 
   “Whatever it is, it will have to wait,” Julian said. “We’re not going anywhere until tomorrow.”
 
    
 
   That night he dreamed about the woman in white. She stood alone at the top of a hill and she was surrounded by shapes that leaped at her like wild dogs at a stag. In her hand was a shining sword that clove whatever it struck yet never lost its brilliant luster. She was brave and skilled and beautiful, but she was also outnumbered beyond all hope. He knew he had to go to her, to stand with her, even though he did not know where or how.
 
   Then he was no longer alone but stood at the head of a great army. Roman legions swept into the teeming horde and the grim work of war churned through his dream, more detailed and vivid than waking. This was everything he hated, everything he had spent his life avoiding, and now all these soldiers were following him into Death’s bloody jaws. His men fell by ranks and rows, cheering madly, and there was nothing he could do to stop it. The more he fought, the further away the woman on the hill seemed to be. He watched, despairing, as she vanished into darkness.
 
   Julian groaned, turned over, and slept.
 
    
 
   Next morning, the XII moved out. Even though Julian rose at what he considered to be an early hour—he could barely see the sun above the horizon, as he pointed out to Avitus—the Cohorts were already forming into a column of march. Men began tearing down the General’s tent moments after he exited it.
 
   The insistent voice inside him was quieter today, as if it knew Julian was at last moving in the right direction. He told himself he was still suffering the effects of the Feast, that north was the right direction in any case because he was going to negotiate with King Athanaric. Whatever this Scouring was, it would mean a gathering of clan chiefs. All the important men in one place, what he had expected to find in Oppidum. Julian smiled a tight smile and nodded to himself. Valens would get his warriors.
 
   The camp emptied quickly, leaving only a muddy rectangle, sitting like the stamp of Rome in the middle of an empty landscape. It looked too small ever to have held so many men. 
 
   Marcus reported that the Legion was ready. Julian nodded approval, the horns were sounded, and the march began. One wing of cavalry was ahead, as was the legion’s standard-bearer. Then came Julian, with Avitus riding alongside, then each cohort, from First to Fourth, followed by the supplies, which in turn were covered by the other wing of cavalry. It felt good to be moving, to be going somewhere, to be among this well-disciplined group of men all set to a common task. It cheered him, despite the weather.
 
   He rode a chestnut stallion, a temperamental beast with a powerful neck, handed to him by a cavalry trooper who appeared to find something amusing about it. The animal kept trying to charge ahead, and Julian spent some time teaching it which of the two of them was in charge. After several vigorous arguments, he managed to get the horse to settle down enough to ease back to the First Cohort without embarrassing himself.
 
   He wanted to have a conversation with his First Tribune, to get behind that stony mask the man wore. He knew there must be more to Marcus than a grim face and a knowledge of army regulations.
 
    “Salve, Marcus Salvius,” Julian called out as he drew near. Marcus marched easily, in rhythm with his men. A brown cloak as big as a blanket wrapped around his shoulders. Bits of Roman red peeked out between.
 
   “Salve, General Metellus,” the First Tribune replied without looking up.
 
   “Wouldn’t you prefer a horse?” Julian asked, to be asking something.
 
   “I prefer to march with my men, sir. Horses are for troopers, sir.” He paused, then added, “and Generals.”
 
   Julian chose not to pursue that any further. If the First wanted to wear down his own feet rather than a horse’s, that was his business.
 
   “What do you think of Rome's new ally?” he asked.
 
   “I wouldn’t presume to judge, General,” said Marcus. 
 
   This was no fun at all. Julian decided to prompt the Tribune a bit.
 
   “I will. Fritigern is dilatory, duplicitous, and dangerous,” he said. “He probably never could have delivered fifty thousand warriors, and Neander’s a fool twice over: first for believing it and then for reporting it. I'll be surprised if the king can deliver his own household. What do you say, First?”
 
   He watched as Marcus tried to decide how much to say, how far to trust his new general.
 
   “I say I agree with you about the king, sir.”
 
    The First Tribune, Julian thought to himself, had a curious way of making every sentence sound like the end of a conversation. 
 
   He gave up and eased further back along the line of march. He cursed the weather, just for form, argued with his horse again, and settled in for the day. The men of the First Cohort started up a marching song and the rest of the legion soon joined in. The rhythm of the song aligned with the rhythm of marching feet; even Julian’s horse fell into step.
 
   Late that afternoon the Legion camped. Scouts arrived and reported, but Julian paid little attention. He and Avitus stood about, a little awkward and unsure what to do with themselves while the General’s tent was being erected. It was sinking in to him how long this could all take.
 
   “We could be at this game for weeks, Avi.”
 
   “Agreed,” said Avitus. “And then think of this: take too long, and Emperor Valens will be back from his war in Asia. And do you know what he will ask?”
 
   “What,” Julian said, without interest.
 
   “He'll ask: where are my barbarians, Varus?”
 
   “Oh, very funny.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Little bird, I have no intention of getting lost in a forest, but I can't answer for the fate of impertinent slaves.”
 
    
 
   Even before camp was established, officers began bringing him reports. He listened to them wearily and remembered none of them. It was drab, mechanical. Not, he reflected, any fun at all. At least he ate well.
 
   He went to bed early that night, worn out, surprised at how tired he was. Tomorrow would be better, he told himself. Tomorrow the landscape, the allies, the malaise—none of it would eat away at him as it had done today.
 
   He fell asleep, and dreams swept into his tent from the north. He stood in the midst of a dark sea under a sun that gave no light. Dark waves swept toward him without ever breaking. The waves became something with claws, and he woke up sweating and chilled. He stared around the light-less tent, as if those dark waves were just outside, then he lay down once more and slept.
 
   Then he dreamed the whole thing again.
 
    
 
   Winter clung to the land as if it knew its remaining days were few. Clouds hung low in the sky, sullen and threatening, but at least the rain had stopped. Horses stamped and steamed in the chill air, while the men went about their tasks with Roman efficiency.
 
   Julian watched two thousand men pull up their stakes, load their gear, and form themselves into cohorts and columns, leaving behind another Roman rectangle: fossa and viae. The scene fascinated him. It occurred to him that he had grown up in a disorderly world. Constantinople had seemed to him a model of order, because it was a dance whose every step he knew. This legion, though, had the simplicity and elegance of a machine. In a dance, each move is a flourish, but here each move was a necessity. As the trumpets sounded and the soldiers began to move out, Julian looked back at the empty camp, as he had the day before. He pictured these camps stretching out along their line of march like the footprints of some enormous giant. He imagined similar trails across Dacia, across Asia and Africa and Europa, all around Our Sea: rectangular footprints marking the stride of Rome. He felt he was a part of something bigger than himself. Then, being Julian, he dismissed the thought with a grin. 
 
   He refused to become sentimental.
 
   His dreams continued to worry at him, though, because now they wouldn’t stay in bed. They kept reappearing at odd moments, without warning. One moment he’d be riding along and at the corner of his eye he’d see the shadow of teeming shapes, or a bright sword flash, or a woman in white standing alone in a dark forest. He’d turn, and the scene would be gone. Each time, it was like waking from an intense but half-remembered dream, leaving his emotions roiling. It felt as if the world around him were continuing in its ordinary way, but he alone could see sinister forces moving behind the façade. The sensation was obviously nonsense, and yet it refused to go away. He wondered if that horrible liquor at the feast hadn’t poisoned his mind somehow.
 
   He didn’t want to broach the subject directly, but that evening in camp he asked Avitus.
 
   “Did we meet a woman, back in Oppidum?”
 
   “Alas, no,” Avitus replied. “I believe there were females present, but we met none.”
 
   Julian pondered. Avitus pondered the pondering and suspected something was troubling his master.
 
   “Why?” he asked.
 
   “I keep thinking that I did. A beautiful woman, all in white.”
 
   “I’m quite sure I would remember that.”
 
   “Then why do I remember it?”
 
   “Wishful thinking?”
 
   “Damn you, Avi, it troubles me.”
 
   “And you trouble me, Master, but I do not wish damnation upon you.”
 
   Julian shot him a sour look.
 
   “Oh wait,” Avitus said, “maybe you saw her after the feast.”
 
   “Why do you say that?”
 
   “Well, you said all manner of strange things, on the walk–on the stagger—back to camp.”
 
   “Like what?” Julian felt a pull against his insides.
 
   “Babbling, mostly. You made quite a fuss over somebody in wolf pelts. And you seemed to think someone was in trouble and you had to go help. At the time, I presumed you meant it was you who were in trouble.”
 
   Julian said nothing to this. The tug at his insides was stronger, a feeling of urgency that made him squirm in his seat.
 
   “Are you all right?”
 
   Avitus was looking at him, concern furrowing his brow. Julian tried to grin.
 
   “Sure. Just trying to … remember.” He tried the smile again, but judging from Avitus’ face, he didn’t pull it off. “Damn barbarian swill,” he said earnestly.
 
   “Vere,” Avitus agreed.
 
   They both decided, without saying anything more, to leave it there. Presently, Julian pleaded he was tired. Later, as he lay in bed, sleepless, he stared at the roof of the tent visualizing a woman who wore white and wielded a shining sword. She was real; he had no doubt of it. She was real and her trouble was real, and he needed to find her and help her. This was undeniable. And was undeniably crazy. He knew that, but the feeling would not go away. Peril loomed, and all he could say for sure was that he needed to go into it. He fell asleep still staring at the tent.
 
    
 
   The days were starting to take on a shape: a quick meal, then into the saddle. Especially in the mornings, the men sometimes broke into marching songs. These were either boastful or obscene or both, and in some of the tunes Julian thought he heard echoes of the drinking songs he’d learned at the Inn of the White Dog, his favorite haunt back in Constantinople. The easy comradeship among the men was attractive to him, like the easy conversation among groups at the White Dog. He could see himself part of that. Not the Army, of course. Army was all endless reports and protocol and foolish rules. Bawdy songs, though, were something worthwhile.  He found himself humming along and ignored the curious looks from Avitus. 
 
   As they marched, the hills grew steadily nearer to the east. At first they were brown, bare of habitation or vegetation. Later, they sprouted scrub oak and rowan, then pine trees began to appear, cloaking the hills with green. The hills grew in height and crowded more closely together, forming a wall against the vast mysteries of the eastern steppes.
 
   He began taking a tour of the encampment each evening. By the end of the day he was heartily sick of reports and requests, so he walked the camp. He wrapped himself in a plain cloak and for the most part managed to pass unrecognized in the darkness. If anyone approached, he feigned conversation with Avitus.
 
   By this means, he was able to listen in on camp gossip, at least in fragments. He couldn’t linger in any one place too long, lest he be discovered. If the men knew their General was eavesdropping, they would no longer speak so freely. He wanted to know more about this Legion. He felt he had climbed aboard some strange beast, which he must ride to some distant land, and felt he should know more about this beast.
 
   For the most part, camp talk was camp talk: the food was lousy, and there wasn’t enough of it. The weather was lousy, and there was too much of it. The soldiers were chronically short of money, which did not prevent them from gambling whenever the chance offered, and their officers were alternately fools or tyrants. 
 
   Every once in a while, through the thicket of complaints and ribbing and bad jokes, emerged slivers of insight. He heard how deeply the men loathed General Neander, because his own foolishness had made the Legion seem a fool, and they resented this. Julian worried that he himself might turn out to be thought a fool, then was surprised at himself for worrying. When they spoke of Marcus Salvius, he heard great respect mingled with a careful affection. They rarely called him by name: he was simply the Old Man. Julian was a little envious.
 
   The men had no regard for the locals, Dacians or Thervings, but they spoke uneasily in vague terms about something terrible lurking in the wild lands, some sort of monster that tore men apart. They laughed at the stories, but the laughter was nervous and thin, and the subject soon changed. This made him think of the dark shapes in his dreams. Were the gods sending him visions? It was an absurd thought for Julian, who was certain the gods were nothing more than legends.
 
   Most troubling was, the men complained about going north. What was the new General about, anyway? This whole expedition was just to save some spoiled brat’s ass in the courts. It’s all because the Emperor had been away so long. If Valens were here, things would shape up quick, by damn. This talk, aimed squarely at him, he could not shrug off.
 
   The men were on edge, skittish as colts in a thunderstorm. They needed someone to steady them, and he supposed he was the one who ought to do it, but how? He tried to think of some parallel or precedent on which he could draw, but his life in the City seemed remote to him now, as if it had happened to someone else. Certainly nothing from his first thirty years had prepared him for heartening soldiers in the face of unknown danger. Mostly it had prepared him for mocking them.
 
   He scowled as he walked. He had not come for this. He had no ambition except to get back to Constantinople, and no greater goal than to get Valens his damned warriors. This business of keeping up morale ought to be a job for Marcus Salvius. Or someone. Anyone but Lucius Julianus Metellus.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
   Gambling With the Fourth
 
    
 
    
 
   The third night of the march, after endless reports followed by a brief meal, Julian began pacing the tent. He worried around the small space, moving in quick strides from one end to the other, picking up things at random and setting them down again. He went into his private chamber, then back out, then back in again.  Avitus knew this mood well. 
 
   “Avi, where’s my cloak?” Julian called.
 
   “It’s a very small tent, Master.”
 
   A moment later, Julian said, “I found it.”
 
   He emerged into the main tent, a gray cloak wrapped around him.
 
   “I’m going out.”
 
   “Did you find an inn?” Avitus pretended to look hopeful, and picked up his own brown cloak.
 
   “I’m bored.”
 
   “The news devastates me.”
 
   “Worse than bored, I’m anxious. I can’t just sit here. I’m sick of reports and reviews, sick of army protocol, and I can’t sleep.”
 
   He crossed to the tent flaps and pushed one open. “So I am going out. Bring a wine sack.”
 
   Avitus drew his cloak tight against the cold night air and followed his master along the via.
 
   “You are likely to get into trouble.”
 
   “I’m likely to knock you on the head.”
 
   “You are bored and anxious, by your own words. That means you are looking for trouble. You are a talented man, Master. You often get what you look for.”
 
   “You know I don’t like it when you are right, Avi.”
 
   “I know. I shall try to be wrong more often.”
 
   Julian went from one campfire to another, exactly as he would from one inn to the next back in Constantinople. Back in the City, though, the patrons did not leap to their feet and call him “sir” with a panicky edge to their voice.
 
   He tried to talk with them, but they retreated behind their officers, who retreated behind protocol. One fellow in the Fifth Cohort was returning from the latrine when he encountered his General. The poor man called loudly for a centurion then stood without speaking, despite all Julian could do.
 
   “What did you expect,” Avitus said as they left the soldier and his dumbfounded officer, “we’re not walking the docks here. There are lines.”
 
   “I don’t like lines,” Julian grumbled.
 
   “You are not required to like them, but you are expected to observe them.”
 
   Julian kept going. They went along the via principalis, then around the perimeter and back the length of the secundus. This was not the harbor district, Julian thought, but there was something reminiscent in the isolated light from the fires, the easy cant of men’s voices in the night, the smell of leather and canvas and horses. No place in the City was so orderly and symmetrical as this, though. The castra was like an orchard of tents, an island of Roman order in the wilds of Dacia.
 
   A sudden outburst of voices caught his attention. It was a distinctive mix of cursing and laughter he recognized at once. He altered course.
 
   “Someone’s got a game up, Avi.”
 
   Julian stood at the edge of the campfire for the Fourth Cohort, listening to the men. The night air was cold and his breath made little clouds in front of his face, but the faces of the men were red, perhaps with heat and perhaps with wine. Their voices were loud; they'd finished eating not long before and were engaged in the usual camp gossip about this soldier and that officer and how there was no decent grub to be had.
 
   He waited a few minutes more, shushing Avitus, who stood behind and was getting antsy with the cold, then stepped forward into the light.
 
   “Good evening gents,” he said amiably.
 
   A couple of men looked up casually, then with muttered curses leaped to their feet. The other men looked to see the reason for this strange behavior then likewise jumped to their feet.
 
   “General sir! We … we … “
 
   Julian smiled and motioned to wave away their confusion. “No need for all that,” he said. “I've just stopped in to ask a favor of you all.”
 
   After a moment of stunned silence, one of the men spoke. “Certainly, sir,” he said, trying to keep his voice under control. “The Fourth Cohort will gladly meet any request, sir. General, sir.”
 
   The man’s hair was iron gray and his beard was much the same. His face was creased with age and weather and battle. This man should be retired, Julian thought. I wonder what keeps him under arms. And in the Fourth, no less.
 
   “Are you the tribune for this outfit?”
 
   “I am, sir. Rufus Panneus, General, sir, Tribune of the Fourth Cohort, sir.”
 
   “Well, Rufus Panneus, first off you need to leave out a few sirs. I’ve had more than my fill for the day. Call me General and that will be enough, all right?”
 
   “Yes, si..., yes General.”
 
   “Fine. D'you mind if I sit down?”
 
   “Fetch a stool there!” the man called out.
 
   “No need. I'll sit with the men here. Got a game up, boys?”
 
   Eight men, who had been dicing, stared silently, expressionless. A game? What was a “game”?
 
   “Oh please,” Julian said. “Look. I've been listening to reports from officers for hours. If I have to hear one more report I'm going to start chewing my sandals.” This brought a suppressed chuckle from somewhere. “So I slipped out. Me and my adjutant here. We've brought our own wine, and all we ask is to have a friendly game or two so we can wash the sound of reports from our ears.”
 
   Still no takers, though the men were looking around at each other now. Generals, after all, did not gamble with lowly Fourthers.
 
   “I've been over to the Second Cohort,” Julian said, “but everyone there's already asleep.” More chuckles. “I've been to the First Cohort, but, well, they're the ones making most of the reports. So honestly, boys. Won't you let your poor General unwind a bit?”
 
   One of the soldiers finally had the courage to speak. “General, sir … er, General … I mean …”
 
   “It's all right, soldier, just go straight to the point.”
 
   “Yes, well, you see, we don't play for real high stakes, you know, and ….”
 
   “Oh never mind about that,” Julian interrupted, “I've played in all kinds of venues and I know how to match my purse to the game. Don’t worry, you won’t lose your country villa tonight.”
 
   More looks were exchanged, then with a kind of resignation, one said “Sure, General, we'd be pleased to have you.”
 
   “Fine, then,” Julian said. “What've we got going?”
 
   The game was familiar. Not the kind played in the palaces on the First and Second Hills, but very much the same as played on the docks of the Heraklion. These boys called it Mia, but down in the wharf district it was Liar's Dice. Julian slipped into the game like slipping into a pair of worn sandals. He padded around a while, enjoying the feel, not trying to get anywhere in particular. The night air was cold and damp, but the fire was hot, the wine was strong, and the tumble of dice had a way of warming a fellow.
 
   They watched the way he played, and he saw them watching. Though the money stakes were trivial for him, he knew they would not want him to lose intentionally, so he actually had to be on top of his game. They had sharp eyes and knew a few tricks. He had to watch all the faces closely, both for suspicion from those who won too easily, and for desperation from those who lost too heavily. Despite his best efforts, one fellow went broke and had to drop out. He knew better than to offer to stake him. He made a show of studying faces. He carefully scratched his nose when he was bluffing, then changed the tell when two of the men caught on. 
 
   It wasn't too long before the natural dynamics of gambling loosened tongues. They asked him about the king and about the mission. He asked them about their families and their gear, about their battle experience and how long they’d been with the XII. Their answers were guarded at first, but after some had won a few rounds, they opened up. Still, when the question came, it caught Julian by surprise.
 
   “Did you really burn down Plotinus' house?”
 
   “Jupiter's balls, Strados!” Rufus Panneus cried. “Beg pardon, General.”
 
   Julian took time to consider, then shook the dice and said, “Plotinus' house did burn down. Tragically, Plotinus was not at home.” He said “fifty-four” and passed the dice.
 
   This brought a couple of chuckles from the darkness of the audience. Only six men were still dicing at this point, but much of the cohort had crowded around to watch.
 
   “But it wasn't intentional, despite all the rumors. No, it was much worse than that.”
 
   The next man smiled and said sixty-two. Julian continued, not seeming to pay much attention to faces or numbers called. “It was an accident. I merely tried to throw a good scare into a pompous, fatuous, officious dog's tail of a Senator.”
 
   “They say you dressed up.”
 
   “That I did, soldier. Myself and three associates, including the good Avitus here.” The slave was standing on the other side of the campfire. He acknowledged the looks with a brief nod.
 
   “We have, ah, friends among the theater community. Earlier in the evening Plotinus had been telling mad tales about monstrous creatures coming out of the wilds—from Dacia, as a matter of fact. When others spoke more reasonably, he became insistent to the point of rudeness. So, after the unpleasantness, my friends whipped up costumes—quite good ones, I assure you—and proceeded to pay a visit to the portly Plotinus.
 
   “All went perfectly. We managed to put the entire household in an uproar, with highly satisfying screaming from the women. Unfortunately, one of the slaves upset a night lamp, the fire caught bedding ablaze, and the next thing you know, it was arson.”
 
   Julian shook his head. “Alarms sounded and people came rushing in from every direction. For a while it looked like we would be trapped there, but despite the crowds I contrived to elude them.”
 
   He smiled to see Avitus scowl at this.
 
   “Of course, Plotinus immediately assumed I was to blame,” Julian went on, “and I became the target of a legal action that was certain to end badly—arson at night, you know. Happily, this posting offered itself.”
 
   “You mean you took command of the XII to get out of the City?”
 
   “Not quite.” He grinned. “Oh don't look so disappointed. I'm here to get Emperor Bandy-Legs his warriors and get all you poor wretches back to civilization as soon as I can manage it.”
 
   The use of the Emperor’s nickname brought more laughter.
 
   “Don't tell me you actually like to camp in a frozen swamp?”
 
   The men admitted that no, they didn't much like it.
 
   “Well then. I present myself as your savior. And you, fellow, are lying.” 
 
   A burly soldier, who looked like he was fresh from the fields in Thessaly, grinned. “Mia,” he said, and presented the cup. The dice showed two aces. Julian managed to look pained.
 
   “The pot's yours, soldier, and may you spread some of your luck around the circle.”
 
   “But truly, sir, folks ought not make light of the stories,” said a voice from the audience. Julian spotted him across the flames of the campfire. He was hardly more than a boy.
 
   “Eh?” Julian said, as he put down another bet, “and why not?” He hoped he sounded casual, but something rolled over in his gut and a voice whispered north in a dark alley of his brain.
 
   The game slowed. Men looked at one another. Finally, the same youth spoke again.
 
   “Well, sir, I ain't sayin' it's true but I ain't sayin' it ain't, if you take my meaning.”
 
   “I can take the meaning well enough, but I'm not sure where you want it carried.”
 
   The soldier retorted with a blank look.
 
   “A joke, soldier. Ha ha?”
 
   “They're real,” another man blurted out. “Least, that is, it's hard to think they ain't. Lots of people say they seen 'em.”
 
   “They’ve seen ‘em, you say, but what are ‘em?”
 
   “Well, sir, there’s a good deal of disagreement as to that. Some say they’re this and some say they’re that, and the reports are so different a fellow doesn’t know what to believe. About the only thing they all agree on is the name. ‘Cobbels,’ sir, though that may not be quite how the locals pronounce it.”
 
   “Hoy, Brentus, that’s not it. It’s more like ‘chobelines’.”
 
   “Ey, nor that neither,” said a third, and with that the men dissolved into a general discussion of phonetics and barbarian tongues. They finally returned to the point by agreeing to use a proper Latin word instead.  
 
   Monsters.
 
   “Truly now,” Julian said. “Monsters? Fangs and slathering jowls and such? Centaurs?”
 
   “Oh well,” Brentus said, laughing with embarrassment, “I don't know about no centaurs, but we've seen signs, right enough.”
 
   “Signs?”
 
   Some of the men exchanged looks. Julian nodded encouragement. The gambling had stopped altogether. Another man ventured to speak.
 
   “Claw marks, sir.”
 
   “What do you make of them claw marks, then, eh Postumus?” This from a skinny fellow, who sat on Julian’s left.
 
   “Bear.” Postumus said, hesitantly.
 
   Several of the men laughed.
 
   “Get many bear attacks there in Tarentum, do you, Postumus?”
 
   “Could only be bear,” he said, thrusting out his jaw.
 
   “No bear I've ever seen, and I've seen more'n two.”
 
   “Well,” Postumus insisted, “maybe a bear of a kind you ain't seen, then. We're pretty far from the limes brothers, and I suppose there's any number of creatures around here none of us have ever seen.”
 
   “Or,” said a soldier, “it's exactly what the locals say it is.”
 
   “Or that,” agreed another, “cobbel cobbel.”
 
   This brought forth a few chuckles and others echoed the word.
 
   “Anyways,” said a third, “whatever made those marks, I'd wish not to meet it.”
 
   “Vere to that, brother, and may wishing make it so.”
 
   Julian held the dice cup in his hand but did nothing with it. Fourthers or not, these men weren't fools. If they saw something, they saw something.
 
   “Where did you see these marks?”
 
   “In a village, a day east of Oppidum and two north. We was foraging for the engineers and saw the marks.”
 
   “Aye,” said another, “we was both there, and it weren’t only the marks that was so strange. What about the animals?”
 
   The other man nodded. “That were something I ain’t never seen as like. All the animals in the village had been gutted—cats, dogs, goats, pigs, horses, oxen, cattle, all of them. Every one of them with their throats slashed or their bellies torn open.”
 
   “Or both.”
 
   “Aye, or both. Black stains everywhere from the blood. And the horses, sir, well they was the worst. They’d been eaten. Chewed on, like as with wolves, on’y worser.”
 
   “And sir, there's another thing.”
 
   “Still more?”
 
   “Well, sir, it's the people themselves. You can see it in their eyes. They're scared, they are. And they're running, ain't they? Before we left winter quarters, they were crossing the Ister, hundreds a week.”
 
   Julian thought about this. It was true that more and more barbarians were seeking entry into the Empire, whole clans at a time. Coming through Moesia, Julian had heard many complain about the refugees, who were becoming a problem. They ate too much, had too little money and no sense of private property. And they carried with them stories of something stirring in the endless hills and forests beyond the Great River.
 
   “Well, boys, be that as it may, we're here now and I've dice in my cup and money in my purse. Who's up for another round?”
 
    
 
   An hour later, Julian pretended to be out of money and the men called it a night.
 
   “The morale of the men is troublesome, Avi.” Julian said as they walked back to the General’s tent. 
 
   “The whole business is trouble, Master.”
 
   He looked over. He hadn’t expected such a sour note so quickly. Usually Avitus sparred with him a bit.
 
   “Why so gloomy, little bird?”
 
   “How much time can you spare?” Avitus said.
 
   “Give me the main points.” They reached the command tent, nodded to the guards, who cautiously nodded back, and went inside. Avitus held up one finger, counting his points.
 
   “You don't want to be here,” he held up a second finger. “They,” he waved toward the tent door, “don't want you here.” A third finger.  “You don't know what you're doing. The barbarians don't care what they're doing.” He ran out of fingers and waved his hand in disgust. “The weather stinks, the country stinks, and I stink.
 
   “And somewhere,” he pressed on when Julian seemed about to interrupt, “somewhere out there, is something that scares the piss out of the locals, and you are marching headlong into it.”
 
   Avitus shrugged.
 
   “You're right, Master. I'm too damned gloomy.”
 
    
 
   The next day, Julian was still thinking about what the men of the Fourth had told him. He was at the rear of the column, about to speak to Rufus Panneus when the entire Legion came to a halt.
 
   “Why have we stopped?”
 
   Avitus shrugged. “I’m not the General,” he said. “Maybe if we were up front… .”
 
   “Damn you, Avi,” Julian said. “I won’t be scolded.”
 
   “Generals never are.”
 
   Julian was too irritated to respond. Instead, he kicked at his horse, which took off at such a pace, he had to fight to bring it back under control. By the time he did, he saw the problem.
 
   People.
 
   People were the cause of a great many problems, he reflected sourly. Almost as many as horses.
 
   These people were locals. Not Thervingians, by the look of them. He saw no evidence of furs or tall hats. These were dressed in brown woolen shifts, men and women alike, with simple rope belts. Dacians, he guessed. They looked poor and dirty and tired … and something else he could not quite identify. They lined the road, jabbering at him, but fell back as he advanced, and he soon reached the head of the column. There he saw the cause of the delay.
 
   An ox cart was stuck in the road. Around it had gathered several Roman soldiers and ten or so of the locals. All were gesturing and shouting, each in their own language. The cart was sunk up to its axle in a large hole. The ox was lowing, its eyes wild, lurching into the traces without effect.
 
   One of the soldiers noticed Julian’s approach. As if by magic, the other soldiers looked up and withdrew a few steps, leaving the locals to continue shouting at the ox and each other.
 
   Marcus Salvius was there. Julian dismounted and went over to him.
 
   “I see the cart is stuck, First, but why is the Legion stuck? Can’t we simply go around?”
 
   “We started to, General,” Marcus said, “but some of them ran out to us and seemed to be pleading. I can’t be sure; I don’t speak the language and they don’t appear to speak Latin. I thought I should wait for the commander to decide what to do.”
 
   Julian was sure that was a reproach for not being where he was supposed to be.
 
   “What do they want?”
 
   “Can’t say. Help with the cart, I suppose, but they started yelling when we did that.”
 
   Julian felt frustration building. Did a Legion have only one brain?
 
   “I’m sure there is someone in the XII who can speak their language. Please find him, Marcus, and bring him forward.”
 
   “Yes, sir. We’ll find a translator,” Marcus said. But he did not leave. Instead, he spoke to one of his men, who hurried off. 
 
   Julian looked around. More locals were gathering. 
 
   They were all dressed in a similar fashion, in brown tunics that hung just below the knee. On their heads they wore dome-shaped hats with a narrow brim. Their skin was only a shade lighter than their tunics. Each wore a gray cloak a little longer than the tunic, made of some sort of animal skin. Leggings of a similar sort covered their lower legs, and their shoes were laced up over the leggings. 
 
   Anxiety, that was it. They were anxious, fretful.
 
   “Where is their village” asked one of the troopers.
 
   “Looks like they’ve brought it with them,” said Julian.
 
   It appeared to be so. The villagers were about four hundred in number, young and old, man and woman and child. They had brought their animals as well: goats, pigs, geese, chickens, dogs. Their possessions burdened a ragged collection of carts, two pulled by oxen, the rest by humans, and one by a dog nearly as large as a pony. Julian counted five milk cows, one ancient bull, harrows, plows, axes, scythes, and a dozen other implements. It was very nearly an entire village, minus the buildings.
 
   And minus the crops, he reflected. Planting season was just arriving. They should be planting the seeds they were now eating. Even war did not cause peasants to do more than hide in the forest until the armies had passed. What could make these people leave at so crucial a time of year?
 
   “Does any one of you speak Latin?” Julian asked the men. 
 
   They said nothing, only stared.
 
   The soldier returned with a young man in tow.
 
   “Here’s a lad, General. Tenna’s his name.” 
 
   “You speak their language, soldier?”
 
   “I can make it out, sir. My people don’t come from up country, you understand, sir. Sorry, sir.”
 
   “Never mind. Just find out who is their head man.”
 
   Tenna said something to the older men and they turned their attention to Julian.
 
   “This one, sir.”
 
   “Tell him we’ll help him get the cart moving.”
 
   Tenna spoke to the elder. That began an exchange that included Tenna pantomiming how he would push the cart.
 
   “Sorry, sir. He speaks a sort of Dacian, but strangely. We hardly understand each other.”
 
   “Did he understand about the cart?”
 
   “Yes sir.” He paused. “I think so, sir.”
 
   “Marcus,” Julian said without turning, “get that cart off the road.”
 
   “Aye, sir.” The Tribune put several soldiers to the task. The mud was so deep they were soon in up to their knees.
 
   To Tenna, Julian said, “what does the man want from us? Why did he block the Legion?”
 
   Tenna thought for a moment, then spoke slowly to the elder. The old man likewise spoke slowly in return.
 
   “Huh,” Tenna said, “he says he wants us to protect them.”
 
   Julian made a show of looking around the empty landscape.
 
   “From what?”
 
   Tenna spoke again. The man broke into a rapid babble accompanied by wild gestures across the river, toward the eastern hills. The other Dacians joined in, all talking at once and pointing eastward. Except some pointed north as well.
 
   Julian waved an arm. “Quiet!”
 
   The noise subsided.
 
   “Explain to the gentleman,” Julian said patiently, “that he has nothing to worry about, but we cannot stay here to protect them. We are headed north.”
 
   Tenna passed this along, which provoked another round of babbling and gesticulation. The babbling resolved itself into a single word.
 
   “Cobbel.”
 
   They said it again, looking impatient.
 
   “I’m sorry, sir,” Tenna said, “it’s not a word I know.”
 
   “That’s all right, soldier,” Julian said. “Probably their word for a rival tribe, or some such.”
 
   “Yes sir,” the man said, uncertainly, “as the General says.”
 
   At this point, the ox gave a loud moan and the cart hauled up out of the hole. The soldiers scrambled out, muddy to the waist.
 
   “All right,” Julian said. “Let’s get the Legion moving again.”
 
   Tenna stared at him, eyes wide.
 
   “Do you have a question, soldier?”
 
   The man gulped. “The General wants me to give the order to march?”
 
   “Oh hell and damn,” Julian said. Army protocol. He looked around. “Where’s my First Tribune? Or my Second? Or anybody the hell else who can give an order?”
 
   “The trumpeters are over there, sir,” the translator said, not meeting his General’s eye.
 
   “Tell them to sound out. March. Double columns, same as before.”
 
   “Y-y-yes, sir.”
 
   The young soldier hurried away. Julian watched as he delivered the message. The youth argued with the trumpeters for a while, then gestured back toward Julian, who nodded. A moment later, the horns sounded March, and Tenna returned.
 
   Before leaving, Julian had to ask one more question. He posed it via Tenna.
 
   “Where will you go?” he asked the Dacians.
 
   They said they were going to Rome, to the Empire. When he asked if they knew the way, they pointed south. Julian shook his head. They wouldn’t be let across. If they managed to pay the fees, they would be rounded up, for they were not Roman citizens. He told them as much.
 
   They stared at him impassively. It did not matter. They were determined. We cannot stay here, they said, and they repeated that funny word. Cobbel. Why the hell, Julian wondered in deep irritation, couldn’t the rest of the world learn Latin? 
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
   Trees and Fog
 
    
 
    
 
   Julian woke up early. The dreams had come again, but they were more confusing than ever, dark images that left him discontented, yearning for some sort of action.
 
   He dressed quickly, told Avitus to see to breakfast, and left the tent. The air was still, and knee-high fog lay thick on the cold ground. The sun sat orange on the eastern hills. The camp was beginning to stir, mostly cooks and quartermasters, always the first up. He hurried, without really knowing why, along the via secunda toward the eastern gate. East, rather than north, also without really knowing why. Whatever had been pulling him northward now had swung to the east.
 
   Through the gate he saw a stream, a tributary of the Siret, spilling down from a small valley. It burbled as if glad to be freed at last of the tall, brown hills. He gazed at it and at the valley from which it issued, and it was like staring into a well. He put his hand out to support himself, for he thought he might be falling. The porta guards watched their General, wondering but not speaking. After a time, Julian nodded to them.
 
   “East,” he said, to no one in particular, then he strode quickly away.
 
   “What do you suppose that was all about,” said one guard to the other.
 
   The other only shook his head.
 
    
 
   No one challenged his orders, but there were a good many questioning looks. Avitus, of course, had to say something.
 
   “East now?” he said as they waited for their mounts to be readied.
 
   “Toward the sun and a new dawn,” Julian replied. He wanted it to sound jaunty, but it merely sounded pretentious, even to himself.
 
   “Did those Dacians give you some new information?”
 
   “Avitus, we’re going east. I’ve given the command. That’s enough for these fine soldiers, let it be enough for you as well.”
 
   Avitus noted the tightness around Julian’s eyes and did not to pursue it further. 
 
   The Legion left the river an hour later. Julian consulted Marcus and Ennius on their line of march. As usual, Marcus Salvius did not answer directly.
 
   “Normally, General, I’d say we march straight east. We’d strike the Pyretus River sooner that way.”
 
   “True,” Ennius chimed in, “but these hills …”
 
   “Vere, these hills,” Marcus said. “We go up and down these a few times and it will take us twice as long.” He pointed to the hill to their left. “This one’s bare and the horses would be slipping on loose rock. But the next one might be forest. Better footing, but slower going, if you see what I mean.”
 
   Julian did. The valley floor was narrow, just wide enough to march in a single column, and overrun in places with willow and rowan trees. It was obvious even to Julian that this was a poor route for the Legion, but he was determined to press forward.
 
   “We’ll stay in the valley, then,” he said, pretending to consider all the factors. “We’re likely to find a pass ahead, soon enough.”
 
   There was no reason to think this, but both his officers nodded in agreement. 
 
   The weather was cooperative at first, with overcast but rainless skies, and no wind. They made good time, despite the terrain. 
 
   The XII marched on through the deep hills. Men cast glances at their commander, wondering if he was lost, if he had been too proud to ask for a guide. Others said there was no one to ask, for no one lived in this empty land.
 
   All agreed they were too far north, that the General had overshot and was now cutting east in blind hope of stumbling across any sign of the Thervings. The men watched their officers, to see if they were worried, but the Tribunes took their lead from the First, and his face was as stern and silent as the earth.
 
   No one sang a marching song, all that gray day. The soldiers worked their way over rocky ground and tough underbrush, and spoke in low tones. At day’s end, the engineers could find no level ground for a proper camp, so the Legion spent the night clinging to the side of one of the interminable brown hills. In the General’s tent, Julian slept well, without dreams.
 
    
 
   The next morning, fog covered the valley, not clearing off until midday. It seemed to dampen sounds and spirits alike. The red cloaks were all packed away, replaced with gray wool, so the Legion became gray forms in a gray formlessness. When blue sky began to appear in the afternoon, it was ringed by thin clouds on every horizon, as if besieged.
 
   Two more days passed. The fog came and went and came back again. The men remained subdued. They worried to each other about the lack of game, about the heavy morning fog, and about their General who did not seem to know where he was going. Julian felt rather than heard the unrest, but could think of nothing to alleviate it.
 
   Next morning, the third day, it was almost clear. The clouds were still there, but the sun was a pale yellow disc coming over the high hills. After the midday meal, Julian started forward to ride with the cavalry. He was beginning to think his luck was with him again. Luck had saved him from many a sharp scrape among the taverns and alleys of Constantinople. And when it hadn’t, he knew how to fight his way through. If necessary, he would do so again, he told himself.
 
   Before he could reach the First Wing, Marcus Salvius hailed him.
 
   “I don’t care for this sky,” the First Tribune said. “Too little wind. If we get one of those damned winter fogs, we’ll never find our way out of here.”
 
   “It’s April, Marcus,” Julian said. 
 
   “Spring fog, then,” Marcus said. 
 
   Julian shrugged. “I cannot summon fog, nor can I banish it. If it comes, then it comes.”
 
   He considered a moment, then added, “we’ll keep the foragers in today, and no scouts. There’s no chance to stray anyway, in these hills.” He smiled, trying to pretend to mock his own decision, but the First Tribune did not react except to say, tersely, “Yes sir.”
 
   Julian urged his horse forward. Marching with Marcus was too much like work.
 
   “Salve, Captain Ennius,” he called as soon as he neared the head of the cavalry wing.
 
   “Salve, General.” Ennius looked skyward. “They say we may get fog later.”
 
   Julian shrugged. “Perhaps.”
 
   “It’s not a small thing,” Ennius said. “In these valleys, a heavy fog would make it impossible to go on.”
 
   Julian glanced at Ennius. Was this a sly jab at his decision to come into these hills? But the Captain’s face showed no sign of irony. 
 
   “We’d have to go over the hills, up and down, up and down, instead of winding our way around them. Harder on the men, but we’d still make it,” Julian said.
 
   “Fog in these lands can come in minutes, and last for days.”
 
   “In the City,” Julian said, “the weather never stays the same for days. Some breeze comes from a new quarter and shifts the air around.”
 
   “No monsters in Constantinople?” 
 
   “Not outside the Senate, anyway,” 
 
   Ennius burst out laughing.
 
   “That’s one reason why I like you, Captain,” Julian said. “You’re the only officer I’ve met who can take a joke.”
 
   “And you are the only General I’ve met who can make one.”
 
   “The Empire is such that if I don’t laugh, I have to weep.”
 
   Julian thought this was both clever and dramatic, and he was disappointed when the Captain failed to respond. He turned to look at Ennius, who had not replied; rather, he was leaning forward, a hand to one ear.
 
   “What?” Julian said. “What is it?”
 
   Ennius waved the other hand at Julian, motioning to silence.
 
   He reined up and sat still. Julian did likewise. 
 
   The rest of the cavalry soon caught them up. With a hand signal, the Captain brought them all to a halt. Then Julian heard hoof beats.
 
   The valley bent sharply northward here, and the view forward was obscured by the flank of a hill covered with red oak. Through this burst six men on horseback. They looked Thervingian, for their ponies were small and shaggy, and the men wore furs. All were hatless. They rode hard, looking back frequently.
 
   When they saw the Roman cavalry before them, the men did not pull up. Instead, they swerved to the right, partway up the hill. As they passed, they shouted, and one waved an arm, pointing behind him. Then they were gone.
 
   “Well, that was interes ….” Julian began, but another Therving came into view. He was flailing at his horse, which weaved and stumbled as if spent. Even as the Romans watched, the gray pony gave a peculiar, wheezing cry and went down hard, throwing the man to the ground.
 
   Ennius cursed. Signaling to his men, he hurried over to the fallen horse and dismounted. The man, a few feet away, got to his feet groaning. Julian dismounted as well. He noted a score of cavalry went further up the valley, spread out in formation. He could just see the Legion halt a hundred yards in the other direction. He thought, uncomfortably, that he ought to have issued a command or something. The Legion was reacting without him.
 
   The fallen rider approached. He was scratched up a bit, but seemed otherwise unharmed. He babbled at Julian.
 
   “Latin, friend,” Julian said, backing up a step; the man appeared unarmed, but one never knew. The cavalrymen brought their horses nearer.
 
   The man stopped and blinked stupidly, then he seemed to get his bearings.
 
   “We must leave,” he said. “Run.” He pointed eastward, then said a final word.
 
   “Cobbel.”
 
   Julian shook his head.
 
   He looked just beyond where the man was standing. The pony was still on the ground, trembling violently. A trooper knelt down. A blade flashed in the wan sunlight, and the trembling ceased.
 
   Before the Therving could speak again, Captain Ennius came striding up.
 
   “You wretch,” he snarled, “you’ve killed your horse.”
 
   The man raised his hands as if to ward off a blow. His Latin failed him, and he began babbling again. Ennius looked at him with contempt.
 
   “Friend,” Julian said, “cobbel cobbel?”
 
   The man stopped babbling. He nodded and pointed east again.
 
   “King Athanaric, is he fighting the cobbel cobbel?”
 
   The man stood mute. Tears sprang from his eyes, then he uttered an awful cry.
 
   “The king is dead,” he said between sobs.
 
   Julian groaned inwardly. To come all this way only to find a dead king.
 
   “You are sure of this?” he asked.
 
   The man nodded, his face pale. “All are dead.”
 
   “What do you mean, all?”
 
   The shuddering started again.
 
   “The king and all his chiefs. King Thuric. King Sigeric. All the warriors. All families. All herds.” He looked suddenly into Julian’s eyes and he spoke slowly. “All are dead.”
 
   “Show me.”
 
   The man’s eyes rolled like those of a frightened animal.
 
   “Run,” he said. “Run.” Again he lapsed into his own tongue, the words heavy with lamentation.
 
   Julian put his hand on the man’s shoulder. This was terrible luck for his own plans, but he felt sympathy for the man. Julian had lost an opportunity; this man had lost his entire people.
 
   “You must show me. I am a Roman General.” 
 
   “No, no, no.”
 
   Julian took him by the other shoulder.
 
   “You are with my Legion now. We will protect you.”
 
   The man gave a quick laugh that teetered at the edge of hysteria.
 
   Julian shook the man, hard. “Show me,” he commanded. “Show me and I’ll protect you. Fail me and I’ll leave you here for the cobbelensi.”
 
   He wasn’t sure quite how to say the word, but the man understood. He gasped.
 
   “What is your name,” Julian said, keeping his voice sharp.
 
   “Hontsa.”
 
   “Hontsa. Show me the battleground. I have to see it with my own eyes.”
 
   Hontsa nodded but seemed unable to speak. He kept looking at his dead horse.
 
   “Which way?” Julian asked.
 
   Hontsa pointed up the hill.
 
   Marcus now arrived, followed closely by Avitus. Both men began to protest almost at once. Julian chose the easier battle first.
 
   “Avi, I’m just going on ahead a bit. You stay here and keep an eye on my Legion.”
 
   “No, I’m going with you.”
 
   “No, you are staying.”
 
   Avitus stuck out his lower lip. “Your Lady Mother told me to go with you, not with a bunch of centurions.”
 
   “This is not a debate, Avi. You stay. I’ll be back soon.”
 
   “I have to go with you.” He pleaded rather than insisted.
 
   “You cannot. I won’t be gone long. Stay here; I don’t want to have to look after you.”
 
   Avitus looked hurt
 
   “I’m sorry,” Julian said quickly, “I just want to keep you safe. I didn’t mean … .”
 
   “Lucius Julianus didn’t,” Avitus replied. He hung his head and his voice went flat. “But General Metellus did.”
 
   Avitus gave way to Marcus without further protest, and that bothered Julian even more than his unfortunate words. It was as if by moving away some gap was opening between them, one he wasn’t sure he could close again.
 
   Marcus blustered.
 
   “This is a breach of protocol. The General must remain with the Legion. Let the scouts scout.” 
 
   His face was animated, his skin flushed red at the cheekbones.
 
   “It’s not a scouting expedition,” Julian said. “I know what’s there, or I’ve a good idea anyway. I’m going to assess the strength of the enemy.”
 
   Marcus would not back down.
 
   “We don’t even know it’s an enemy.”
 
   “You saw the others fleeing. You’ve seen soldiers flee after a losing a battle, Marcus. You know this fellow is not lying.”
 
   “Very well,” Marcus said. So far from backing down, he took a step forward. “Then let the Legion advance with you. If there are so many of this enemy, maybe it’s not safe.”
 
   Julian considered his First Tribune. The two other Tribunes, Aetos Makris and Gnaeus Sextus just beyond, listened intently. This was not the time to argue, he decided. He raised his voice so the others could hear.
 
   “First, have the Legion form a defensive position. I won’t have you being surprised. I am taking a detachment of cavalry to investigate forward. Await my return.” He paused a beat. “You have my orders.”
 
   He left Marcus no room to maneuver and the man knew it. He watched his First bite back a retort, then draw himself up.
 
   “Yes sir, General, sir.” He came down hard on each ‘sir’.
 
   Before Marcus could turn away, Julian said quick and low, “I don’t like it either, First. I’m taking a gamble here. I need you to support me.”
 
   Marcus Salvius glanced at him sharply. “This is no palace amusement,” he said in a fierce whisper. “You are gambling with my men.”
 
   Julian winced. Whose men? He was going to have to work out his difficulties with his First Tribune, and soon. But first he needed to see this battlefield. He raised his voice again.
 
   “You choose the men, Captain Ennius. We set out in five minutes.”
 
   “Aye, General.”
 
    
 
   Ennius selected a squadron, two score of men accustomed to a reconnaissance in force. They all shared a lean look, grimly disinterested yet alert and ready. Veterans.
 
   They crossed a low hill that barely dipped before climbing steeply through a pine forest. The squadron filtered through it, working their way around trees and boulders. The air hung still and cold; the sky was a clear, pale blue.
 
   The barbarian kept trying to go back. He would walk along for a time, seemingly cowed, but would suddenly balk, and they had to urge him onward. Other times, he would turn right around, his head low, muttering to himself. He never tried to run; rather, he simply veered off like a stray sheep. At last, Julian stuck him on his own horse, where Hontsa kept up a continuous whisper filled with incomprehensible pleading.
 
   Ennius put riders on the flanks, but let Julian take the lead. They rode at a steady pace, up one hill and down another. Hontsa advised against riding in the valleys.
 
   “Not safe,” he said with a mad giggle, “also, the fogs come.”
 
   At the top of the next hill, Julian saw what he meant. A wall of pale gray was moving down from the north. He urged his horse to more speed. 
 
   Hontsa’s whimpering edged toward a wail. Julian told him roughly to shut up, and the man returned to his moaning. Ennius drew his riders in closer.
 
   Near the top of a ridge between two tall hills, Hontsa began rocking from side to side. Then he threw himself off and would go no further.
 
   “There,” he whispered, pointing upward. He repeated the word, but said no more.
 
   “Dismount,” Julian said. He said it as a command, but he found his horse, like the barbarian, refused to go further in any case. He tied it to a sapling and started up.
 
   The ridge top was thirty yards further. The ground was covered with new heather and gorse bushes, providing a bit of protection so long as he did not stand. At the top, he pushed through a tangle of brush, and looked over.
 
   Before him spread a wide river valley, between high hills. The river itself was dark with bodies and blood, and a stink sat heavy on the air like rotted flowers in a closed room. A rustling, thudding sound rose with the stink, as of herds grazing. The scene refused to resolve itself into anything comprehensible. Carnage blanketed the valley floor.
 
   Below, nearer the ridge, he could make out details. He saw hundreds of black tents standing in irregular circles, a few campfires still burning. Scattered like leaves among them lay dead things: dogs, horses, goats, humans.
 
   Moving through this landscape were endless thousands of dark shapes that reminded Julian one moment of bears but another moment of apes. Every so often, one of the bodies moved, and in a flash three or four dark shapes leaped upon it, then it did not move again. And everywhere, the creatures made sport of the fallen. They slashed at the bodies and threw pieces into the air. They snatched up parts and bounded away. These scenes repeated endlessly, fading away into the advancing fog.
 
   A commotion sounded behind Julian but he could not tear his gaze away. He heard Hontsa’s voice saying, “all dead, all dead.”
 
   Something thudded heavily next to him. Ennius and another trooper had Hontsa pinned to the ground.
 
   “Tell the General what he is seeing.”
 
   “All dead,” Hontsa moaned. He lay on his stomach and buried his face in the dirt, refusing to look.
 
   “Tell me, friend,” Julian said, trying to keep the anguish out of his voice.
 
   “Can’t you see?”
 
   “How many? How many Thervings have died?”
 
   “All.” It was a long wail of a word.
 
   “Numbers, damn you,” Ennius snarled. His voice was ragged.
 
   Hontsa moaned into the dirt. Ennius grabbed him by the hair.
 
   “Wait,” Julian said, taking hold of Ennius’ wrist. The Captain drew back a little.
 
   “Fifty thousand?” Julian said. He frowned at himself for picking that number.
 
   “More.”
 
   “Sixty thousand?”
 
   “I don’t know, I swear by my ancestors,” Hontsa said fervently but softly. “Women, children, old men. Even the herds.”
 
   “What are those things?” asked Ennius.
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Julian answered for Hontsa. “I want to know why there are so many.”
 
   Hontsa raised his head at this. “The cobelins are never so many, unless there comes a Gniva.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   The man repeated the word. “When the Gniva comes, all the other packs follow, until they are more than the stones in the earth. More than numbers can say. Then it is a Horde.”
 
   He shuddered as he said the word and began to moan again, softly, his face lowered.
 
   Julian looked out across the valley, trying to see if he might spot anything that might be a Gniva. All he saw was devastation, a whole people crushed out, with dark maggots gnawing at the remains. Something in the vista reminded him of his nightmares, and his stomach clenched. The foul smell crawled up the ridge and into his nose.
 
   “General, sir.”
 
   Ennius’ voice sounded at his ear.
 
   “We’d best be going. That fog’s coming up fast.”
 
    
 
   They mounted their horses once more and began riding back to the Legion. Hontsa was moaning again and now no one could quiet him. Julian made him walk, on the theory the effort of keeping up would take away his breath for moaning. After a while, it seemed to work. The barbarian fell slowly behind and had to trot repeatedly to catch up. None of the troopers were inclined to wait for him.
 
   “How many of those things do you think there were?” Julian asked of Ennius.
 
   “A hundred thousand, certe,” Ennius said. His voice was strained. “I saw an army of fifty thousand once, in Anatolia, and that didn’t half cover a smaller valley. It could be two hundred thousand.”
 
   “Alexander faced a quarter million Persians at Gaugamela,” Julian said. “Arrian tells us they stretched for miles, and that was in close formation.”
 
   “More than numbers can speak,” Ennius repeated Hontsa’s words. “Maybe the barbarian’s guess is as good as any.”
 
   They lapsed into silence. Behind him, Julian could hear the troopers whispering to one another, their low voices muffled by fear. He did not blame them.
 
   The thought of getting the Emperor his fifty thousand warriors was now no more than a poor joke. In the back of his mind, Julian realized his chance of getting protection from Emperor Valens was gone forever. But all that was back in the City. In the face of what he had just seen, his own troubles seemed remote, even trivial. He knew they were not. Plotinus would prosecute him regardless of larger dangers. But it did not, could not matter. These were invaders, whether man or beast or creature of legend. Whatever they were, they had slain an entire people. And, they were sure to descend upon the Empire. 
 
   Invaders always did.
 
    
 
   The fog was waiting for them in the next valley. It flowed between the brown hills like milk, burying stone and tree. They stopped at its edge.
 
   “Down and then up,” Julian said, and Ennius agreed. “We won’t be able to tell direction once we’re in there, but we’ll be able to tell down and up.”
 
   “The Legion should be in the next valley beyond,” Ennius said. “And Marcus will have some men on the far side awaiting us, I’m sure of that.”
 
   “We’ll have to chance getting lost,” Julian said. “I have to get the Legion out of here, fast.”
 
   “Vere,” Ennius said as he stroked his horse’s neck. It was snorting and stamping uneasily. “No telling where those creatures might be.”
 
   Julian added to himself that he must get the Legion not just away, but back to the Empire. Few would believe him, back in the comforts of Constantinople. He would need the testimony of veterans to back him up. He might have to write to the Emperor at Antioch and persuade him to return with his legions.
 
   They plunged into the fog. One of the troopers snatched up Hontsa, to keep from losing him. Within mere seconds, Julian was all but blind. The stallion picked its way across the sloping ground as if walking through snakes. Every step was uncertain and much, much too slow. Julian heard sounds all around him—leather creaking, the snorting of horses, the cursing of men—but could see nothing beyond swirling gray that flowed past him like a stream.
 
   The ground leveled, then canted upward. Julian urged his horse forward, promising him just a little further, and just a little further. He felt badly for lying to his horse, then scorned himself for that. Any other time and place, it would have been funny, but not now, not in this place.
 
   The First Wing emerged from the fog in scattered groups. Even so short a distance had separated the veteran troopers. The men re-formed hastily, mocking each other at having lost formation so quickly. They gathered at the top of the hill.
 
   The fog had risen during their traverse. The cavalry now stood on an island in a sea of white smoke.
 
   “We can’t sit up here and wait,” Julian said. “Nor am I willing to risk the noise of shouting.” He pointed as he spoke, “there’s west, and I think I see another hill just there, which means down there is our Legion, unless I’ve miscounted my hills.”
 
   Nearby, Hontsa began a piteous wail.
 
   “One moment, General,” Ennius said, “I’m just going to slit that fellow’s throat, then I’ll be right back.”
 
   “Not yet,” Julian said, “he’ll quiet down once we start moving again.”
 
   “Then, by all the gods, let us start moving again.”
 
   They passed back into forest—pine trees with beech scattered among them. Once in the fog all sounds muted again; Julian could not shake the impression he was riding through a vast tomb. Even the horses seemed to sense it, and moved with their heads down at a reluctant pace.
 
   At least there was almost no underbrush. They traveled unimpeded among the  trees. Julian peered into the mist but couldn’t distinguish between shadows and phantoms, horses or trees, until almost upon them. Hearing was as bad as seeing. With not a stir of wind, there should have been no sound other than the tread of horses and the creak of leather, but every so often would come a snap or thump, causing him to glance suddenly in this direction or that. He could not decide from where the sounds came, not with everything muffled by mist, but the sounds always seemed close. He pulled off his helmet, to hear better, and found it was slick with moisture. He wiped it with his cloak, but the cloak was also wet. Everything, even the air itself, was pressing in upon him.
 
   A movement to his left caught his eye. He started a bit, then saw it was Captain Ennius. Julian turned in the saddle to speak to him and as he did so, something hit him in the back, hard. The blow knocked his helmet from his grasp, and he went flying. He saw trees and what might have been a horse rotate through his field of vision. Then the ground struck him, and for a few moments he could see only bright spots and hear only a loud ringing in his ears.
 
   He lay still for a moment, face down, trying to decide what had just happened. His first thought was that his horse had thrown him, but then he remembered being hit. Had he been shot by an arrow?
 
   The ringing in his ears subsided and merged with the unmistakable sounds of battle: men crying out to one another, horses shrieking, a horn sounding. He rolled over, got to one knee, and stood up, looking around.
 
   He could see only a few strides in any direction. He saw shapes dashing about, but the shapes were confusing. To his right he could see a man on a horse, but what was that other shape? A bear? Were they being attacked by bears? No, he was just remembering camp stories. He shook his head, trying to order his thoughts. He took a few uncertain steps in one direction, veered to the right, then back to the left. Sounds seemed to be coming from several places at once, but he couldn’t sort them out.
 
   A horse bolted by without a rider. He took a few steps more and saw a man lying on the ground, unmoving. He went over to him and saw the man’s head was twisted horribly and his throat was laid open, red and steaming. Then he saw a shape go flying past in the fog about five feet off the ground, and that didn’t make any sense at all.
 
   In one part of his mind he thought he should be giving orders, taking command, but the notion seemed absurd. This was chaos. There was no sort of order to give and no one to give it to. Even so, he felt a powerful urge to do something. Men around him were fighting; he should be in the fight.
 
   He continued in the same direction. A trooper approached him, sword in hand. His eyes were wild and his mouth was working but no sound came out. He turned and ran off into the fog.
 
   Only then did Julian realize his own sword was still in its scabbard. He cursed, pulled it out, and took stock of himself for the first time. His horse was gone, and his shield with it. The sword in his hand felt nearly useless. He waved it about vaguely. Having armed himself, only now did he begin to be afraid. A moment earlier he had felt as if he were watching some weird theater performance, but now that he held a sword, he could not only fight, it was conceivable he could also die. 
 
   A man was ahead of him. Julian took a step, then something landed in front of him, not five feet away. It was facing away from him—it must have jumped directly over his head. He could see it plainly enough, at least from the back, but what he saw was utterly unfamiliar. He saw one long arm swing, saw a shield go up to take the blow, and realized that whatever it was, it was attacking one of the troopers. He did not see what it was, or who the trooper was, all he saw was the arm swing and the shield block. Without conscious thought, he ran forward and plunged his sword into the back of the attacker.
 
   It felt like stabbing a tree. The blow jolted through his arm and shoulder, and he nearly lost his grip on the hilt. He yanked hard, pulled out the sword, and stabbed again, but the attacker spun as he did so. The blade glanced off, even as an arm caught him across his own arm. This time the sword was knocked out of his hand and fell to the ground.
 
   He now had a look at the attacker. It was not a man but some sort of beast. He saw clearly a long face, almost wolf-like but with close-set eyes and two rows of teeth jutting from the lower jaw. The small eyes glittered, then rolled up and the creature fell to the ground. Behind it a trooper pulled his blade from its back. The man was spattered with blood and he shouted, “pick up your sword!” and then ran off. There was a bitter, foul smell in the air.
 
   Julian looked around, and saw his sword lying a few feet away on the ground. He snatched it up, grateful that he’d not lost it in the fog. All around him he saw incredible shapes. Some turned out to be trees, some turned out to be men or horses. And some turned out to be creatures. They were everywhere and nowhere, leaping in great bounds, coming up out of the fog and falling back into it. Some shouts and a scream sounded nearby, to his right, so he ran in that direction, desperately hoping that something would soon start making sense. Two creatures bounded across his path but were gone before he could reach them. What were these things? Lions? Apes? Harpies? Nothing he was seeing matched anything he knew. The barbarian word floated through his brain: cobbel, cobbel.
 
   Another ran past him, bounding like a rabbit, using its hind legs. It looked at him and took a step. It was followed closely by a rider on horseback who rode it down and cut its arm off with a single blow. It twisted and leaped in agony, then fell, twitching and gushing blood. The rider was a woman. This meant something, but he did not have time to wonder about it. In the next moment another creature came through the fog, leaping as high as the woman’s head. In a flash she swung her sword and split the beast in two. Blood spurted everywhere, drenching rider and horse. She wheeled and was lost again in the fog.
 
   He was angry. He wanted to kill something but nothing would hold still long enough. His men were dying all around him. It was intolerable that he should be standing here, untouched. He started moving again.
 
   He caught glimpses of unbelievable things. He saw a creature leap upon the shoulders of a legionary and rip his head off. An instant later, the beast was itself consumed in fire, even before the soldier’s body had crumpled to the ground. Elsewhere, he saw a javelin fly through the air and become three javelins before disappearing into the fog again. He saw a barbarian dressed in sable, turning slowly, arms outstretched, oblivious to everything, with the fog seeming to gather around her in heavy coils. He saw so many unbelievable things that he stopped disbelieving.  
 
   He stopped thinking about any of it. None of it mattered. Attack the enemy. The thought steadied him.
 
   After running a little way, he saw a familiar figure. The fog was lessening, and he saw Captain Ennius fighting three of the creatures. A fourth lay dead on the ground, along with two troopers. Glad to be able to fight at last, Julian charged. He stabbed the nearest one in the neck. He held onto his sword as the beast whirled violently, flinging him into the air. Another creature swung at him. It hit him on the back with what felt like an entire wall, but he managed to wrench the sword from the neck of the first beast as he fell. He hit the ground and rolled, then scrambled to his feet again. He heard a shout from Ennius, part battle cry and part cry of pain. Julian looked and saw the Captain back on his heels as two creatures clawed at him.
 
   Julian charged again and plunged his sword into the side of one of them. He was close enough to see Ennius covered with blood. The two men locked eyes for a moment, then Ennius went down under flailing arms and talons. Julian snarled, and leaped, driving one beast to the ground, slashing at it. It writhed madly and one of its claws dug into Julian’s thigh. He rolled free and got up ready to attack, but his attacker was already dead.
 
   The other creature stood over Ennius, who was lying face down across a fallen log, not moving. Julian shouted and the creature turned and looked at him over its shoulder. It raised an arm and he saw long talons, dripping blood. It opened its mouth and a purplish tongue slid out, lizard-like, over a double row of sharp teeth. It bent its legs slightly. Julian grasped his sword. It leaped.
 
   Julian saw the blow come toward him. His vision narrowed to the single arm swinging at him. He saw red blood streaking the clawed hand. He felt the talons tear at him.
 
   With eerie precision he saw his own skin open under the talons, exposing the flesh which was pale and bloodless. He saw the white of bone. For a single instant he had the image of a plow cutting a furrow in the earth. 
 
   Then his left arm, rising too late, struck the creature’s arm, deflecting it away. In all these few instants he had felt no pain, but when his arm struck, he felt fire burn across his chest. He staggered. He brought his sword forward and stabbed savagely, pulled back, stabbed again.
 
   The creature fell forward, into him.
 
   Pain enveloped Julian. Every wound screamed at him, robbing him of strength. The dying creature bore him down. When he hit the ground it felt like a hammer had struck him. A jolt ran down his spine. He tried to move, but a second hammer now struck from above, and he was pinned beneath bodies. He opened his mouth, but a vile liquid choked him. The monster above him was bleeding onto his face. His arm was trapped. His legs would not move. 
 
   He couldn’t get any sort of leverage. His right arm felt numb and his head was swirling. The blood of the creature smelled like burning metal. He heard long, shrill screams, whether of horse or human he could not tell. Then came trumpets sounding, and men’s voices shouting. 
 
   It was the Legion. Thoughts swirled like the fog: Marcus was bringing the Legion to the rescue. But who were the others? Were they survivors of the battle? How could one javelin become three? How could a woman cut a creature in half? And what was a woman doing here in the first place? He was bleeding. The weight of bodies nearly crushed the breath from him. He needed to get up. Give orders. It was important. But the bleeding was important, too.
 
   Gradually he realized that he heard voices, but no longer did he hear fighting. 
 
   Then he heard “Here! Over here!” and someone shouted “The Captain’s hurt!”
 
   He heard men all around, but the weight of the dead monsters still pressed down upon him. He tried to move again, but something like lightning shot through his shoulder. He groaned.
 
   “There’s someone alive under there,” a voice said. “You tend to the Captain. You and you, help me pull these things away.”
 
   The weight was worse as the bodies pulled at him, then suddenly the weight was gone and Julian saw trees and sky, and the faces of Roman soldiers.
 
   “It’s the General!”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
   Healers
 
    
 
   Marcus Salvius toiled through the fog with the rest of the Legion, panting hard. Sounds of fighting came down the hill, but the fog made it impossible for him to be sure of the direction. Stay in formation, he told himself, reciting one of the most fundamental lessons a soldier learns. Trumpets somewhere sounded a charge. From off to the left? He put his head down and kept moving.
 
   When he looked up again, he was at the battlefield. The fog was much less here, and there were no more sounds of fighting. He pulled up and called halt. He looked around, blinking as if he had just walked into sunlight from a dark room.
 
   The hillside was less steep here, and the trees less thick. The ground was torn up, the way a battlefield always is, with the brush trampled and the earth gouged. He saw Roman wounded and dead; his experienced eye took note of the injuries—long, slashing wounds not made by any sword. The Legion looked like it had been torn at by some mad beast.
 
   Among the Romans were strangers, Thervings by the look of them. Not many, only two here and three over there, one tending to a fallen comrade. He had little time to wonder about them, for another sight grabbed his attention—strange bodies, unlike anything he had ever seen, lying dead.
 
   The animals—they could not be men—were marked by bizarre wounds. One had all its hide burned away and stank of cooked flesh. Another had been sliced in two as if by a giant butcher. A third was twisted, its head swiveled almost completely around. Over a fourth stood a man, a barbarian in skins and furs, pulling long arrows from the body. Marcus noted that; the Thervings had been allies in the fight.
 
   Some Romans were gathering the casualties. Other soldiers hurried across the battlefield intent on some errand. A few already had their shovels out to set up a camp. Many merely stood and stared. With a start, Marcus realized he was one of them. 
 
   Two soldiers approached him, both looking pale. Their faces triggered something inside of him and he returned to action. He shook his head like a bull does, then spoke sharply.
 
   “Soldier, take ten men to the edge of this clearing, over that way, the way we came. Hai, Lucius Plautus!” he called.
 
   “Marcus Salvius! Have you seen the General?”
 
   “No, nor Ennius. I need you to take your Second. Secure the uphill flank.”
 
   “Aye to that, First. Here’s hoping there’s no more of these beasts.”
 
   “Vere,” Marcus said.
 
   He spotted a shield, propped up against a tree as if left there intentionally. It belonged to the Third Cohort and had its bearer’s name inscribed in one corner. Nearby lay a body on stained ground. It lacked a head. The neck ended in a mangle of bone and innards. He had known this man.
 
   “First Tribune?”
 
   Another soldier was at his side. Marcus roused himself. 
 
   “Post sentries, Anacletus. Tell the Second to see to it. I want a vallum up as quick as you can. Pass the word I need to hear from each of my tribunes. Go!” They weren’t his tribunes, he knew that. They belonged to General Metellus. But where was he?
 
   The soldier darted away, already calling out. As he ran, he shied away from something on the ground. Marcus walked over to it and for the first time truly looked at the dead creatures.
 
   His brain performed contortions as it tried to make sense of what he saw. Pig? Lizard? Bear? Nothing fit.
 
   He bent to take a closer look. The thing had arms and legs, but also a thick tail about three feet long. Its legs were bulky and powerful, like the hind legs of a bear; the thing could walk upright. Its arms were longer than a bear’s, human-like, except that the fingers on its hands ended in heavy, talon-like nails, which curved like those of a bird of prey. 
 
   Its long, flat head had a snout, above which sat small, close-set eyes; he thought of a wolf, but thought too of a lizard. He pried open the mouth with a stick. Inside were two rows of small, sharp teeth. They reminded him of the pike common in the River Ister.
 
   It had hide rather than skin. He ran his hand across the skull, then along one arm. The flesh was cold to the touch, slick like snake skin, with almost no fat beneath, only corded rows of muscles.
 
   This was no animal. It was a monster.
 
   He seized on the word. But this monster had attacked Romans, and it could be killed, so he chose another word.
 
   Enemy.
 
   “Sir, we found the Captain.”
 
   Marcus turned. It was a new recruit, unknown to him. He rarely knew all the Fourths. This one had big, round eyes, and was still in his first beard. 
 
   “Alive?”
 
   The youth nodded. “But he’s hurt, sir.”
 
   “Take me there. Hai, Vatia Symmachus!” he called out as he spotted another man. “Put the Third on our south flank!”
 
   The other nodded and started calling out orders. It would be enough. The soldiers might not know what to make of the fight or of the enemy, but they knew how to set up a fortified position.
 
   “Let’s go.”
 
   He followed the soldier to the north side of the clearing. Along the way he saw more bodies: four more Romans and several more monsters. 
 
   Enemy, he corrected himself. They are the enemy.
 
   He soon arrived at a knot of men standing near a fallen log; Captain Ennius lay on the ground, unmoving. His armor was torn and dark with blood. 
 
   “He won’t wake up, First,” one of the soldiers said, his voice sounding puzzled and child-like.
 
   Marcus knelt down to examine the cavalry captain more closely. A number of gashes on Ennius’ chest and forearms oozed blood. His helmet lay nearby, badly dented.
 
   “Over here,” a voice called. Marcus looked in that direction. Four men were near a pile of enemy corpses, pulling at them.
 
   “It’s the General!”
 
   Marcus hurried over. At the bottom lay Julian. His eyes were open and he was moaning.
 
   “The General killed all them cobbels,” one of the men said, gesturing at the bodies. “He saved the Captain.” 
 
   “Took them on single-handed,” said another. “And with no shield.”
 
   “Fetch the surgeon,” Marcus said to no one and everyone. “Whatever he’s doing, bring him here at once.”
 
   He fixed his eye on two of the soldiers.
 
   “We can’t leave the General lying in the middle of these creatures,” he said. He glanced around, then pointed. “Carry him—carefully!—to that tree over there. Fetch water. And if you come across that slave of his, bring the man to him.”
 
   The other soldiers darted away as if glad to be gone. Not long after, Pheidon arrived.
 
   The young surgeon glanced at Julian, then at Ennius.
 
   “Which,” he said.
 
   “Both,” Marcus growled. 
 
   The surgeon shrugged and went to examine Ennius. Marcus suppressed the urge to lash out at the man. All surgeons were like this, he reminded himself. Their patients were simply problems to be solved, as quickly as possible.
 
   A soldier came running up, took in the scene, and pulled up short. He took a step, took it back again, raised a hand but did not speak. Marcus finally noticed him.
 
   “Well?”
 
   “Salve, First Tribune,” the man said, still out of breath. “Rufus Panneus, Tribune of the Fourth, sends his regards.”
 
   “I know the Tribunes’ names, soldier.” Marcus barely glanced at him. He was preoccupied with the surgeon, who was carefully but swiftly removing Ennius’ shredded armor. Marcus grimaced at the sight.
 
   “Sorry, First. Rufus Panneus requests orders. With apologies, he has not heard from the commander.”
 
   The man stopped as other soldiers looked meaningfully toward the tree where Julian was being propped up.
 
   “Is he …?”
 
   “The General lives,” Marcus said. “Tell Rufus to secure the damned field then report to the Second. I’ll be along once, …” he looked at Ennius, and faltered. “Once … I …” He waved one hand helplessly.
 
   The soldier nodded smartly. “Yes, sir. Right away, sir.”
 
   Marcus was uncomfortably aware everyone was looking at him while making a show of not looking at him. 
 
   “Surgeon, how is he?” he said, not troubling to keep the concern from his voice.
 
   Pheidon looked up. His eyes told the story. 
 
   “I find a dozen wounds,” Pheidon said, “and I have yet to turn him over. The Captain will not live.”
 
   Marcus nodded once.
 
   “Do what you can.” 
 
   He turned away, but found himself facing soldiers. He looked down, but had nowhere to hide his tears.
 
   “Perhaps we can help.”
 
   He looked up to see a group of barbarians approaching, with a woman at their head.
 
   She wore deerskin leggings and shirt, with a brown robe over them. A belted sash crossed her front and the hilt of a sword showed just above her shoulder. She had long black hair which she wore in double braids. Her eyes were sea green. Her face was strong in the brow and jaw, softened a little by full lips. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, even more beautiful than the grand ladies of the Court. 
 
   Pheidon rose as the barbarians drew near. He stood over Ennius, one hand out as if to stop them. “Who are you?”
 
   “Are you the Roman General?” she asked.
 
   “No,” Marcus said, quickly, motioning for Pheidon to be quiet. “The General is over there.”
 
   She frowned a little, then nodded. “And this one?”
 
   “He is Gaius Herennius Actius Pulcher, Captain of the Cavalry.” He didn’t know why he bothered giving the title. “My name is Marcus Salvius, First Tribune of the Legio XII Heraclea. That,” he pointed, “is Lucius Julianus Metellus, General of the Legion.”
 
   Inglena blinked. She looked very confused.
 
   “What is your name?” Marcus asked.
 
   “Inglena,” she said.
 
   A young man just behind her scowled at this, and spoke up.
 
   “Princess Inglena,” he said, jutting out his jaw as if daring Marcus to say otherwise.
 
   The woman made a small wave of her hand. “Inglena is my name,” she said, “that is enough.”
 
   “Inglena,” Marcus repeated. “Call me Marcus.”
 
   She nodded. “Fetch Peraxis,” she said to one of her men. A lean, hard-eyed man took off at a run. 
 
   “Peraxis is a healer,” she explained to Marcus. “I do not know if your people can do …” she seemed to grope for a right word, “… occulto? Cantator?”
 
   “Sorcery!” Pheidon said, shocked.
 
   “Peraxis can help when herbs and bandages are not enough,” she said.
 
   “And what will your man do,” Pheidon said, “pray to the gods?”
 
   “No,” Inglena said, “the gods do not heal men.”
 
   The surgeon harrumphed then looked to Marcus.
 
   “Can you save him?” Marcus asked the surgeon.
 
   “No one can save him,” Pheidon said emphatically. “His wounds are fatal.”
 
   Marcus winced. “Then tend to the General. Inglena, if your man can help Ennius, I’ll be grateful.”
 
   Pheidon started to protest, but merely bowed his head when he saw the determined look on Marcus’ face. He gathered his bags and pouches, then stomped away with a final contemptuous glare at the newcomers.
 
   Marcus turned to Inglena.
 
   “Who are you people?”
 
   Before she could answer, a barbarian dressed in a brown robe, and a fine fur hat, approached. Inglena spoke quietly to him.
 
   “Yennsa?” she said.
 
   The man only shook his head. The woman’s lips tightened but she said nothing further. The man knelt beside Ennius and placed his hands, already bloody, on the Captain’s chest.
 
   “Is that your surgeon?” Marcus asked.
 
   “Healer. His name is Peraxis.”
 
   “What is he doing?” 
 
   “What he can,” Inglena said.
 
   Marcus spent long moments watching Peraxis work, but the healer only crouched, moving his hands slowly over Ennius’ wounds. The other soldiers, standing nearby, moved a few steps away, whispering to one another. Marcus ignored them. If it works, it works.
 
   “What can I do?” Marcus asked at last.
 
   “Are you a healer?” she asked.
 
   He shook his head. 
 
   “Then you can only wait.”
 
   He looked at her and nodded.
 
   “Marcus,” she said, “I need to speak with your general.”
 
   “As do I,” Marcus said, “but first I need to tend to the Legion.” 
 
   “May I go to him?”
 
   Marcus shrugged. “You can try. Pheidon may not let you anywhere near him, but there he is, by that tree.”
 
   He watched the barbarian healer tend to Ennius for a long minute, and whispered a prayer to Vejovis for a quick healing.
 
   “Soldier,” he called to one of the men, “send greetings to Aetos Makris. Tell him I’ll meet with him in the clearing over there. At his earliest convenience.”
 
   He turned away from his fallen friend. The first steps were harder than he imagined they could be. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
   Rixen
 
    
 
    
 
   Inglena left Peraxis to his work. Her other warriors she sent away with tasks, but Stavanos trailed after her. She worried about the healer, for he was already weakened from tending their own wounded fighters, but saving this Ennius might be worth it, if it meant winning the favor of the Romans. In rapid succession she thought of the Horde, of King Athanaric and the slaughter on the Pyretus River, then of her own people. So much depended on this next conversation!
 
   Resolute, she turned away from the cavalry officer, went around the six dead creatures—had the Roman General truly killed all of them? Romans were famous warriors, but to kill so many was truly impressive. She looked at him carefully as she approached.
 
   He was sitting down, leaning against a pine tree. A red cloak lay next to him, along with his breastplate and tunic. He was naked to the waist. She saw wounds in several places, each covered with a bandage. 
 
   A small man in a gray robe squatted next to the General, talking to him, attending to one of the bandages. Her Latin was not enough to catch the rapid-fire words between them, but the small man’s tone was scolding. 
 
   The surgeon Pheidon stood nearby. He saw Inglena approach and announced loudly he had other patients who needed attention, with the General’s permission. He glared at her, but she ignored him. She was interested in commanders, not surgeons.
 
   The General stood up to greet her. She could see pain in his face, but he uttered no groan. 
 
   He was staring at her. She was accustomed to the stares of men, but this was different. He looked at her face, for one thing. Moreover, his eyes showed curiosity rather than lust.
 
   “Do you have a white dress?” he said.
 
   This question surprised her so much, she could not find her voice at first. She glanced down, pretending shyness as she tried to make sense of it.
 
   “In the vision,” he said, “you wore white. And you had blond hair. If the gods are going to send me visions, the least they can do is get the details right.”
 
   She did not understand what he was talking about. Her poor command of Latin was making her nervous. She could think of nothing better than to answer literally.
 
   “I have a white dress,” she said, looking up again to meet his gaze. “But such a dress is not for battle.”
 
   His eyes were a deep blue, the color of an evening sky. They were friendly enough, but they held a sparkle that hinted at mischief.
 
   “And the hair?”
 
   His eyes had distracted her.
 
   “My hair?”
 
   “Does it turn black for battle?”
 
   “No,” she said slowly, still unsure what this man meant, “this is the color, always.” 
 
   He smiled, then grimaced.
 
   “Should we sit?” she said.
 
   “No, I’m fine.” He swatted away the gray-robe man, who was continuing to minister to the General. “Avitus, leave off!”
 
   The one called Avitus looked hurt, but stepped back.
 
   She took a breath. This was not going as she had planned.
 
   “I hope you are not too badly injured,” she said.
 
   “There is no such thing as well injured, I should think.” He was still inspecting her closely. “You keep appearing in my dreams.”
 
   She finally understood, but blond hair? She shot a dark look at Stavanos, who merely shrugged.
 
   “I Sent a message,” she said, now that she understood.
 
   “A strange sort of message. A bit vague on specifics.”
 
   He criticized the Sending? Did Romans know about such things? 
 
   “We have never Sent so far, or to someone not of the People.”
 
   Julian said nothing to this.
 
   “This is why,” she continued, not sure if he had understood, “we had to use Timo. Stavanos needed someone to be close to you.” She waved a hand in his direction.
 
   The General looked puzzled for a moment, then responded. “Aha. The wolf pelt man. You see, Avitus, he was important after all. Plus, he was real.”
 
   “You have attained a new level of subtlety in your understanding, Master,” the small man said. Inglena frowned slightly. The word ‘master’ implied master of a slave, but no slave would ever speak that way to his master. Then again, the word ‘master’ could also mean an important man in a town, but that didn’t make any sense. The Latin tongue was such a muddle.
 
   She was at a loss how to go further. She—or rather, Stavanos with Timo’s help—had Sent a message. What more was there to say?
 
   “I apologize. I have not introduced myself,” the General said.
 
   “The First Marcus told me your name. Loojis Choolian … Metal … Hercal …” she stumbled to a halt. “I am sorry, it was many names long.”
 
   He laughed. The laugh quickly became a groan of pain, but the first part was full and pleasant. She wished she had known him before he was injured.
 
   “You may call me Julian,” he said.
 
   “I am Inglena.”
 
   “Princess Inglena,” Stavanos put in. 
 
   She turned a cold smile to the boy. “Stavanos, please wait upon Peraxis. Fetch him anything he needs. And make sure he drinks some water.”
 
   Stavanos began to protest, but she held him with her eye. He nodded. “Yes, Princess,” he said, then left trying to pretend he had not been dismissed.
 
   “Princess, then,” Julian said. He looked thoughtful. “There’s more to your story, I think,” he said.
 
   “My story?” she asked. 
 
   “I received a vision,” he said, “while seriously, deeply drunk.” He rubbed his head. “It was no proper sort of message, it was only images.”
 
   “It was a Sending,” she explained.
 
   “That doesn’t mean anything to me,” he said.
 
   She revised her opinion of what Romans knew of the rixen. 
 
   “A Sending goes from the thoughts of one to the thoughts of another, without speech.”
 
   She was aware the other Romans were regarding her with … skepticism? Fear? The little man, the one called Avitus—that was suspicion in his eyes. But she could not read the General’s eyes. She did not like that. She usually could read a man easily.
 
   “It does not matter what word we use,” Julian said. “In the vision, I saw a woman in white surrounded by a mob of black creatures who threatened to overwhelm her. She stood alone, armed with a white sword. And she had golden hair, not that I quibble—your true hair is quite lovely.”
 
   That smirking smile, a little boy smile. Almost as distracting as the blue eyes.
 
   “That is like a Sending,” she said, “but also unlike. Did you not understand the message?”
 
   “I wasn’t understanding much, at the time. In fact, I wasn’t standing at all, under or otherwise.”
 
   That statement baffled her.
 
   “But the next day I awoke with a singular urge to go north.”
 
   “You what?” the gray-robe man interjected.
 
   “North, Avitus. Opposite of south. We really need to work on your directions.”
 
   “You took an entire legion into the wilderness based on a drunken dream?” The little man was outraged. The other soldiers shifted their feet and looked uneasy.
 
   “That’s unfair, little bird.”
 
   Bird? These Romans had so many names! 
 
   The General continued. “I was impelled, or more correctly, I was compelled. And with good reason, it appears.”
 
   He looked back at Inglena.
 
   “You are the one who risked my Legion,” he said. “Plus, you gave me nightmares. I rather think I should be told why.”
 
   Her stomach clenched. She felt like she was crossing a stream, jumping from rock to rock, each one of them tipping as she stepped.
 
   “I am truly sorry,” she said, “we had never tried at so great a distance.”
 
   “You might have simply sent a note.”
 
   “No. A messenger could not get through, and even then, would you have responded?” Her eyes narrowed. “No, you would have gone straight to King Athanaric. The Horde would have found you and you would now be as dead as Grimbeard.”
 
   “Why did you pick me?”
 
   “You are the General. A prince among the Romans.”
 
   The slave in the gray robe laughed harshly.
 
   “We had heard you were coming, but you were late. We almost gave up.” She stopped herself, for she was about to admit how badly she wanted the alliance. It would not do to look too needy.
 
   It was a risk to be so blunt, but it was all going wrong anyway. He blamed her for tricking him. He could hardly like her less—why else would he mock her so?
 
   To her surprise, he smiled.
 
   Avitus picked up a heavy robe of fox and rabbit and placed it around Julian. It broke the moment and saved her from finding some sort of reply.
 
   “Thank you, Avi,” Julian said. “I free you.”
 
   “Perhaps next week, Master,” the servant said, “when we are less busy.”
 
   The other continued arranging the robe, pulling it close with gentle care. She did not understand the exchange; it appeared to be a kind of joke between them. 
 
   Julian visibly relaxed.
 
   “This is so much better. It’s extraordinary how uncomfortable a wound can be when one is cold.”
 
   Before the robe enveloped him, she caught a glimpse of blood already soaking through the bandages. 
 
   “Could we help?” Inglena asked, hoping to take control of the conversation again.
 
   “I doubt it. The wise doctor says I’ll heal up, given time.”
 
   “We do not have time to give,” Inglena said. “The goblins will come again, soon. They will cover everything, from river to mountain.”
 
   Goblins … cobbelins … ghobellensi, Julian thought, silently trying out the sound of the word. Aloud, he said, “A Horde.”
 
   She blinked in surprise.
 
   “You know of this?”
 
   “I saw the valley, not long before we were attacked. A Therving warrior showed me and explained, at least a little.”
 
   She wondered who would be mad enough to go to the edge of a Horde.
 
   “Then you know why we Sent to you,” she said. If he had seen, he would understand.
 
   “How did you expect to find me in these empty hills?”
 
   “We meant to meet you on the river, once you were away from the Sacred City.”
 
   “You mean Oppidum?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “We were told the Horde was moving north, toward King Athanaric. I had to warn him.”
 
   She shuddered, remembering the awful message, the ride through night and day, only to arrive too late.
 
   “But why not just come to me and ask? Rome gives a fair hearing, or at least I do.”
 
   His odd, ironic chuckle confused her, but she ignored it. The matter was too close now. She wasn’t directing the talk, it was dragging her along. She felt uneasy. She had planned carefully, but she had not planned on this man.
 
   “I could not,” she said, searching for a way to deflect.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because I am rixen.” 
 
   He did not look appalled or disgusted. Instead, he looked thoughtful.
 
   “Sorcerer,” she said. Maybe Latin would help.
 
   “Yes, yes, I remember. At Oppidum there were men, and a priest. They burned a tent. Rixen is the word they used.”
 
   He spoke the words as if they didn’t matter. She wondered if he truly understood them.
 
   “For a mere child,” he went on. “An entire family sent into exile because of a mere child. Sorcery!” he snorted in contempt.
 
   “We are all rixen,” she said. “We have all been exiled.”
 
   She struggled to keep her heart from breaking. Most of the time, she was simply Inglena, a woman who killed goblins. Sometimes, when others turned to her, she was Princess Inglena, and she had to lead because no one else would. Only rarely, in dark hours, alone, was she reminded she was before all else a king’s daughter, exiled for daring to use magic in the Great Hall itself. She was rixen. She was an exile.
 
   This Roman General appeared undisturbed by it. He noted the information and pressed on.
 
   “All of you are magicians?”
 
   “All these are. At our camps are family, exiled with us.”
 
   “How many?”
 
   She pursed her lips. “Two hundred or so, in the main camp. As many again in the smaller ones. No one knows how many others, living alone.” She did not try to keep the bitterness from her voice.
 
   “I suppose it’s too much to hope for fifty thousand.”
 
   Was he being serious? Or was he mocking her again?
 
   “Not that many,” she said.
 
   “But more of the rixen can do … whatever it was I saw?”
 
   “Sorcery, in your tongue.”
 
   He frowned slightly. “I wonder. I never believed in sorcerers—all a bunch of charlatans. As a Roman noble, I know a thing or two about charlatans.”
 
   He must have seen the look on her face, because he waved a hand, which caused another grimace. “Never mind. What I saw today was real enough, though I don’t know what to make of it yet. What else can you do?”
 
   “Else?” She was having trouble following this man, whose words ran here and there, like a fox through the forest.
 
   “Can you … I don’t know … turn Avi here into a lion? No, wait, better make that a cat. I’m in no shape to fight lions.”
 
   “No,” she replied. “It is different from each of us.”
 
   “One of your other men, then?”
 
   “No, none.”
 
   Julian turned to the slave. “You’re safe for now, Avi.”
 
   “From her sorcery, perhaps,” the slave replied. “Never from your foolishness.”
 
   Julian looked nothing more than interested, but Inglena saw the look on other faces—the two guards who stood unmoving, and the dark-eyed servant. She had thought many times about this moment, how she would explain the history of her people and their tragic generations. Always her imaginary Roman had many questions. Always she had brilliant answers. 
 
   But before she could speak, Julian gestured to someone behind her.
 
   “Salve, Marcus Salvius. How fares my Legion?”
 
   Inglena turned to see the First Tribune striding toward them. 
 
   “Sir, the enemy is dead or driven off. I have given orders to build a vallum. I … your pardon, sir. I gave the orders; we didn’t know where you were.”
 
   “That’s all right, Marcus, good thinking. Let’s have the bill.” 
 
   “Twenty-three dead, sir, mainly from the cavalry but also from three of the cohorts. Twice that injured, with ten hurt bad enough they shouldn’t be moved.”
 
   “I want the names of the dead. Name and cohort. Where they’re from. My family will remember them.”
 
   Inglena wondered at this. She had an image of a Roman villa—she was not clear on the details—with great tombs erected in the memory of fallen soldiers.
 
   “You’ve secured the castra?” Julian asked.
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   Inglena was having difficulty keeping up, especially with all the military jargon. She listened as much to the tone as to the words.
 
   “Any word on Captain Ennius?”
 
   “The barbarian, or, um,” he glanced at Inglena, “doctor?” He shook his head. “Whatever he is, he’s with the Captain, who lives but has not awakened. He is badly torn up.”
 
   “That’s better news than it might have been.”
 
   “The troopers say you saved him, General.”
 
   Julian frowned at this. “Nonsense. If I had saved him, he’d be walking around now.”
 
   “It’s what they say,” Marcus insisted.
 
   “Pay no attention. It’s just soldier talk. Ennius lives; that is enough. Do we still have a cavalry wing?”
 
   “Losses were heaviest there, sir, but the worst is the horses. Most of them bolted or have been killed. We have only a few mounted in the First Wing. The troopers say they’ve never seen anything like it.”
 
   “There are a number of things we’ve never seen the like of,” Julian said. “Even Ennius was unhorsed, so I don’t feel so bad about losing mine. He was a wretched animal, but he did not deserve …. I hope he got away.”
 
   The slave tugged at Julian’s arm.
 
   “Please, Master, will you not rest? The doctor ….”
 
   “Fusses. Don’t you worry about me, little bird. I have no intention of dying anywhere but in a woman’s arms.”
 
   He grinned at Inglena as he said this. She could not help but blush, he was so direct. What a strange man. Arrogant one moment, humble the next. Moreover, he was humble where he had reason for pride, and was arrogant when there was call for tact. But he was the one Rome had sent, so he was the one to be her ally, if her people were to be saved. She rather wished it had been Marcus whom Rome had sent. He was kinder.
 
   “Princess,” Julian said, “I really do need to rest, if only to end Avi’s fussing. We should speak later about what to do from here. You must tell me about this enemy of ours. I really ought to know who I’ve come to rescue.”
 
    
 
   Inglena sat near a campfire that was just coming hot enough for cooking. She was tired and hungry, as she always was after a battle. Her sword lay next to her, scabbarded and wrapped, the hilt showing like a sliver of ice.
 
   Stavanos was busy with the food, though she knew this was only so he could be near her. Every service he did was like a claim laid upon her. Every kindness felt unkind. 
 
   She couldn’t afford having him panting after her, now that the Romans were here. She had to make them take her people with them, and for that she needed to keep all her options available. She had been pursued by enough men, both before and after the exile, to know how to be pursued. If using herself as lure would save her people, then so be it, and she could not allow Stavanos to get in the way.
 
   But who was she to lure? She had met two leaders today, exact opposites. One was called commander but behaved like a fool. The other behaved like a commander, but had not the title. The General was the one to flatter, obviously. Also obviously, he liked to be flattered, though he did not like being tricked. Julian seemed too much like a child—a clever, pretty and fascinating boy. She was sure he had many girls back in his home, but she doubted he loved any of them. 
 
   The other one, she thought she could like. He was built like a warrior, with broad shoulders and a strong face. He was not handsome in the usual way, but his eyes were kind even under the black eyebrows. He was older, but she saw in him a true leader. He cared about his men above all else, and she sympathized with that. If he chose to protect her, she could rely on him utterly. She could not say the same for the General. 
 
   “Some bread, Inglena, and a bit of rabbit. I warmed it in the fire.” Stavanos stood near, holding out a bowl.
 
   The look on his face, too young and too eager, made the food taste bitter before she took the first bite. Soon, she thought, I shall have to be cruel.
 
   As she ate, she allowed herself to think about the disaster. King Athanaric dead, along with all his people. Other kings as well. A Horde on the march, a thing that had not happened in generations. The only king left to the People was Fritigern, her own uncle, a man who even in his prime was never more than cunning. Never a strong leader. A fox, not a wolf.
 
   Worse, he was the only king left who could overturn the old laws, end the exile, return the rixen to the People. And he was the very king who had banished her in the first place.
 
   Leuva had always said they should run. Up into the mountains, or through the Iron Gates and into the Western Empire, where goblins would never go. For Leuva, and those who followed her, exile was a fact of life, part of the very existence of the People, not something to be overturned. Even now, after a string of victories, Inglena had won over little more than half the rixen to her cause. Leuva had, after all, been an exile for years before Inglena had come along.
 
   Her own plan was still the best, even so. She argued with herself because she knew she would have to argue with the others. Fritigern more than any of the other kings would seek a safe harbor, and Rome was the safest in the world. If the price of Roman protection was to accept the rixen, the old fox would be the one to pay it. It was up to her to convince these Romans that her own people were also worth the price. Marcus the Tribune might speak for her, but would this General? Would he even survive? She had a brief, unworthy thought that if the General should die, things might be easier.
 
   “Princess?”
 
   It was Stavanos again.
 
   “I am sorry to interrupt,” he said. His head bobbed once, an odd half-motion he had adopted. Something short of a bow, but only just.
 
   “What is it?” She knew he adored her, perhaps loved her, but she could not help feeling annoyed by it, and she seemed unable to keep from showing it. The more he put up with it, the more he irritated her.
 
   “Were you going to say what message to send to camp?”
 
   And that was the worst of it. The boy was sincere, dedicated, conscientious. And right. If he had been rude or stupid, it would be so much easier to be angry with him.
 
   “You are right, Stavanos. I was thinking of other things.”
 
   “Of course, Princess.”
 
   She sighed.
 
   “You must do a Sending. Tell Mila, she seems to hear you best. This is the message: it is time. I have found the Romans. Leuva must bring all our people at once to the Four Trees and wait there. Bring everyone.”
 
   He raised an eyebrow.
 
   “What? She will come.”
 
   “But will she wait?”
 
   “At the Four Trees?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   Inglena did not reply at once. She had seen a confrontation coming ever since she declared her intention of allying with the Romans. This was not how she wanted that confrontation to take place, but the Horde changed everything.
 
   “She will wait,” Inglena said, with more confidence than she felt. “Even if she runs, it will be to the mountains, and at Four Trees is a good crossing. She will wait there if only to tell me again that I am wrong.”
 
   Stavanos smiled, and that was another problem. He had a most pleasing smile.
 
   “Go on. Send the message. Leuva and I are not enemies yet. We will have to wait here tonight, but the others should start as soon as they can.”
 
   Stavanos nodded, his round face serious. He was so young and so earnestly brave, she felt sorry for him. It was the most she could feel.
 
   There, she told herself, you have done what is needed. Rest.
 
   She took her own advice, lay down, and fell asleep at once.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
   All Are Needed
 
    
 
    
 
   Julian was already awake when the first trumpets of the day sounded. He sat up in his cot and looked at himself in the almost-total darkness, exploring his wounds. The cuts had not bled, but the skin felt tight. A score of bruises covered his upper body, bad enough that it hurt even to raise his arms. His armor had protected him from worse. The trumpets called just as he stood up.
 
   A moment later, Avitus opened the curtain that separated the two rooms of the tent.
 
   “You’re up,” he said.
 
   “Don’t sound so astonished,” Julian said. “It wasn’t punctuality, it was pain.”
 
   “Serves you right for playing the hero,” Avitus said. His voice was scolding, but he was especially careful as he dressed his master.
 
   Julian declined anything but water and some bread, saying he wanted to get going. When the two men went outside, they found the Legion was already forming ranks.
 
   “D’you suppose they’d leave without us, Avi?”
 
   “No, but they might pack us like supplies onto the wagons. That tribune doesn’t care for laggards.”
 
   Julian took his place near the standard.
 
   “Salve, General,” the man holding it said.
 
   “Salve,” Julian replied. He peered. “You are … Ulpian? Uros?”
 
   “Ursinus, sir. Ursinus Desidenius.”
 
   He was a big man with a heavy black beard and great paws for hands, much scarred. That makes it easy, Julian thought. A bear, carrying a standard.
 
   “Ursinus,” he said aloud, though not quite to the man. “Ursinus the Standard-Bearer.”
 
   “Er, yes sir,” Ursinus said uncertainly. “That’s me.”
 
   Trumpets sounded again, and after a moment Julian recalled his role. “Oh!” he said, “March!”
 
   The order was repeated up and down the line, though without the interjection, and the Legion moved out.
 
    
 
   “Salve, General.”
 
   “Good morning, First.”
 
   “You intend to walk?”
 
   “I do,” Julian said, “and before you say more, I do remember our earlier talk. Generals ride, you said. I regret to admit, my previous horse bolted and has likely provided some ghobellensi a toothsome supper. Given the shortage of horses for our cavalry, I have decided not to waste a horse on myself.”
 
   Before Marcus could respond to this, Inglena approached and spoke.
 
   “We have a horse. It belonged to Peikar.”
 
   Julian could tell by the tone what that meant.
 
   “There, sir,” Marcus said, “a horse.”
 
   Julian had no answer for that. He hurt too much to be witty.
 
   Inglena sent one of her men, who returned soon after Second Call had sounded. He was leading a small horse, not much larger than a pony, who ambled behind with an odd, rolling gait.
 
   “He’s wide in the hocks,” Inglena said apologetically, “but he’s steady in battle and can walk from sunrise to sundown.”
 
   Julian eyed the dun-colored animal with the bowed legs and smiled. He glanced sidelong at Marcus.
 
   “He’s perfect,” he said. “I shall call him Bandylegs.”
 
   Julian had the pleasure of hearing his First Tribune actually gasp.
 
   “Sir, I … ah ….”
 
   “No more protesting, Marcus. I need a mount, as you have said. Third Call is about to sound.” He climbed aboard Bandylegs easily, despite his wounds. His sandals were no more than a foot off the ground. “It is settled.”
 
   Before the XII was beyond the next hill, everyone in the Legion knew their General had named his horse after the Emperor Valens, who had famously bowed legs to go with his enormous paunch of a belly. It was a soldier’s sort of joke, though not one any of them would have been likely to risk. It was fine for the General to do so, though, and the men told each other the story with zest and a note of pride.
 
   Avitus had a mount as well, a brown, rather dejected-looking beast. The Scythian promptly named it Horse from Hell.
 
   “It’s not a horse,” Julian pointed out, “it’s a donkey.”
 
   “Yes,” Avitus agreed, “but let me dream.”
 
    
 
   The Legion moved out, down and away from the battlefield, marked now only by a thin twist of smoke that rose from the pyre where the Romans had burned their dead. Their new Thervingian guides led the Romans by different paths through shouldering hills, under a wan gray sky. The men as they marched glanced nervously at the pine forests or wide thickets of scrub oak and hawthorn trees and red-barked dogwood, looking for any untoward movement. Their imaginations made grotesque shapes out of boulders, guttural cries out of the cawing of rooks, and gave movement to shadows, but in fact the hills were silent and empty. The only sound was the rumble of foot and hoof, the regular beat of Roman boots syncopated now by the irregular tramp of the rixen.
 
   The Romans tried to see if magicians looked any different from regular folk, but the light of the cold day soon dispelled the most foolish of the rumors. There were no half-man, half-goats. No purplish smoke emanated from any Therving’s hands. None of them walked a foot above the solid earth. Some soldiers, though, persisted.
 
   “They’re disguised, you nit-brain. Ya don’ think they’d walk about in they’s true form! You wait. One of them starts to cast a spell, then you’ll see their true shape.
 
   “Don’t stare at them,” said another. “They can bewitch you with the evil eye.”
 
   And so on. A few suggested that the barbarians might be all right, since they helped our boys, during the fight and after as well, but the consensus was that this had been for their own ends, which were mysterious, that they weren’t to be trusted, that sorcery was a bad business and everyone knows it. The further consensus was that the General had let those people tag along because he was smitten by that woman. She was a beauty, certe, but someone sensible—like Marcus Salvius, for instance—would never have let her within ten miles of our boys if he could help it. And here, too, they hinted sorcery might be at work.
 
    
 
   The Thervingian princess, Inglena, accompanied Julian. She rode a fine roan stallion, easily four hands taller than Bandylegs. 
 
   She is very pretty, Julian thought. Naive, a bit too earnest, and not nearly so beautiful as the woman from his vision, but he forgave that. The little, quick smiles she sent his way were clearly intended as flirting, but she was not very good at it. She intrigued him, though, and he was eager to learn more about what had happened.
 
   “I said yesterday you owed me an explanation, about your people, those creatures, that sword.”
 
   “Yes,” she said, then seemed unsure as to what to say next, so he helped.
 
   “Tell me about that sword of yours.”
 
   “It was my father's.” 
 
   Again she lapsed into silence. Julian resisted the urge to sigh. It was hard enough to concentrate with his horse’s odd gait rolling him from side to side without having to lead this barbarian girl through a conversation.
 
   “Did he make it?”
 
   “I do not know,” she said. He was afraid she would stop again, but she kept going after a moment. “He never talked to me about it, and then he died. It became mine when he was killed by the goblins.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” He said the words, but they felt weak and trite. She seemed not to hear them.
 
   “It is not a magic sword. In your hands, it would be only a sword. Any other sword in my hands is just a sword. But this,” she reached over her shoulder to touch the hilt, “when it is in my hands ….” She shrugged. “You saw.”
 
   “Indeed I did. I don't understand it, but I saw it.” 
 
   She shrugged. Julian cast about for words. Here was this extraordinary thing, utterly inexplicable. How was he to make sense of it? He was, he supposed, asking her to explain something that for her was as ordinary as a tree stump.
 
   “Very well, tell me about the enemy,” he said, not knowing what else to say about the sword. “What are they?”
 
   “Goblins,” she said.
 
   “Gobelins,” he said, trying the word. She gave a small smile. “Where do they come from? What are they?”
 
   “What they are? Goblins,” she said. “Where they come from is easier to say. A very long time ago, the People lived in their homeland, on the shores of the Sea of Jand.”
 
   “I do not know that Sea,” Julian said.
 
   Her lips thinned a bit. “I do not know how to tell you.” She pointed. “East. Far to the east.”
 
   “Good enough,” he said. “Many strange things come out of the East.”
 
   “We lived there since the gods made the world. But one day, a man crossed over the Sea, when the water was low from drought. He crossed from island to island, and there he was captured by goblins.”
 
   She was not looking at Julian as she spoke but looked ahead, her eyes distant. She was reciting legend. The morning sun put diamonds in her black hair.
 
   “Goblins have no voice, but they do speak, in motions and by clicking their claws. Somehow they made the man understand they would spare his life if he showed them the way across the Sea.” She looked over at Julian. “Goblins cannot swim and they fear water.”
 
   “Good to know. Let’s hope we get across the Siret quickly, then.”
 
   “They find ways to cross rivers,” she said. “But the Sea of Jand protected the People. Until the first rixen brought the goblins.” She sighed. “At least, that is how the legend goes. This man was the first rixen and he brought the goblins. In later years, other rixen appeared, and whenever they appeared, so did the goblins. Then King Gramond decreed Exile and all the rixen were driven away. And so we have been, ever since.”
 
   “Do you believe this story?” Julian asked.
 
   “No,” she said, and he saw a glint of fire flash in her eyes. “I do not know how the goblins found us, but I do know my people would not call the goblins. We fight them.”
 
   “And this Horde?”
 
   Her face paled at the word.
 
   “It comes only once in a long time, no one knows why. Long enough that there are always those who try to stop it, but no one has ever stopped a Horde. There have been battles, but we always lose, and then the People have to run. If we run far enough and fast enough, the Horde disappears by itself, when the Gniva dies.”
 
   “The Horde holds together only by this Gniva?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then we only need to kill him!”
 
   She gave a short, bitter laugh. “He is surrounded by thousands of goblins, and by hobs as well, who can hurl fire, or so the legend says. No one can kill the Gniva; no one has ever come close.”
 
   Julian chose not to argue with her, but he filed away the information. Anyone can be killed, he thought, there is always a way.
 
   “Yet, you fight them,” he said aloud.
 
   “We do.”
 
   “Why, if it is hopeless?”
 
   She did not answer right away. They continued at walking pace. Julian wished the men would take up a song, but the Legion marched in silence through the long morning shadows. A hawk in the distance stooped and dove behind a line of bare-limbed chestnut trees.
 
   “I fight for redemption,” Inglena said at last.
 
   Julian waited.
 
   “I fight to show we are the defenders of the People, not their enemy. If we fight well enough, I hope the kings will end the Exile.”
 
   “But you said this Horde cannot be defeated.”
 
   She sighed. “It is so. And the kings are all dead, except for Fritigern.”
 
   “You want me to speak to the king on your behalf, don’t you?”
 
   “How could you know?”
 
   He shrugged. “It’s obvious enough. You contacted me looking for an ally. Well, you have one. You don’t need to persuade me, Princess. I have a feeling we shall both need all the help we can get.”
 
   Now she looked dumbfounded. “I do not know what to say.”
 
   “Say yes. It’s one of our easier words.”
 
   She rode in silence for a little while, seeming to struggle with something. Finally she spoke.
 
   “I must tell you something, General Metellus.”
 
   “I’m listening.”
 
   “It may be not all of the rixen will want to be your ally.”
 
   “That would be a shame,” he said, “for all are needed.”
 
   “Some believe we should go into the mountains, go west again, as we have always done. That this is the only way the People can survive, by keeping to the old customs. Leuva believes this, and she has many who would follow her.”
 
   “Doesn’t one of those old customs keep you in exile?”
 
   She looked away and said, “Yes.”
 
   The one word was enough. He saw a rift within the rixen: those who would adhere to the old ways even though it meant exile, and those who wanted to end their exile even at the cost of tradition. Julian was a Roman. He felt in his bones the importance of customs—mores—as strongly as anyone. He felt a surge of sympathy for this young woman, hardly more than a girl, daring to stand against the traditions of her people. He knew a few things about the cost of doing that. He smiled at her, a genuine, unplanned smile. Perhaps he would be able to rescue her after all.
 
   Inglena turned her roan aside, saying she needed to check with her people. Julian said he needed to do the same and eased Bandylegs back toward the First Cohort. He watched Inglena ride away, her deerskin-clad form in perfect harmony with the horse she rode. Avitus shot him an arch look.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Nothing, Master,” Avitus said, but his grin said more.
 
   When Julian reached Marcus Salvius, the Tribune was scowling. As usual, Julian thought.
 
   “They wander all over sir,” Marcus complained, meaning the rixen. “They drop behind or go ahead. Once some even went to the left flank. Said they were checking. Checking on what, I’d like to know!”
 
   “They are new to this, Marcus. They don’t even know they’re auxiliaries yet, much less how to behave properly.”
 
   Marcus managed to stomp as he marched. 
 
   “We should be patient with them. They are going to be valuable to us, in the next battle.”
 
   The Tribune glanced up inquiringly.
 
   “Yes,” Julian said, “I do think so. Many more battles, if not on this march, then later, when the ghobellensi arrive at the Empire’s borders. We are too rich a prize to pass up.”
 
   “As the General says,” Marcus said, “but these people have no discipline. You said yourself many thousands were killed.”
 
   “Not the same. These are rixen. They have … abilities,” he said, unable to bring himself to call it magic, “unlike any you have ever seen. We can make good use of them, if we can puzzle out how.”
 
   He waved one hand vaguely. 
 
   “Even so, sir,” Marcus said, “it’s poor practice. It makes the men nervous.”
 
   Something in his tone caught Julian’s attention.
 
   “Nervous? Do they complain? Worry?”
 
   “Worry, sir. They do not complain, yet.”
 
   “Very well, First. Noted. If they do complain, you must let me know.”
 
   Julian lapsed into silence. He knew some of the officers disapproved of him. Bringing along barbarians was tolerable, but bringing along mysterious ones who appeared out of the forest from nowhere wielding strange powers, that was probably pushing things a bit. He had as yet given the men little reason to trust his judgment.
 
   Rumors about the barbarians would have run through the Legion almost at once. By now, all the men would have heard the stories, from eyewitnesses or embellished by re-telling. The word would have been spoken: sorcery.
 
   Sorcery had been a crime in Rome for centuries, even before Caesar Augustus. Few were charged with it; it was a handy accusation to lay at the feet of foreigners, especially those practicing secret religious rituals. The legality was not the issue here, so far from any Roman court of law; the issue was the taint of the foreign, the threat of unknown power, now brought into the Legion by this new General. 
 
   This, Julian realized, was a matter that would not fade away by itself.
 
   The day slid by quickly. The Romans stopped only for short rests, with cold food at midday, and the Legion made good time. It was not quite a forced march, but everyone seemed eager to cover ground, and the pace was fast enough that by day’s end Julian’s bandages were stained dark and he hurt all over. In the command tent that night, Avitus fussed.
 
   “You will split open like a melon, if you keep on like this,” he said as he changed the dressing on the largest wound, a long but shallow rake that went right across Julian’s back.
 
   Julian hushed him. Marcus’ words about the temper of the men continued to bother him, but he could not think what to do about it. How could he reassure his men when he barely knew what to do himself? 
 
   “Avi, can I quit? I don’t want to play General anymore.”
 
   Avitus recognized the pained humor and responded in kind. “Would it be more fun,” he asked, “to spend your days in court with Plotinus and his croaking crows?”
 
   “Hmph,” Julian said. 
 
   Avitus finished with the last bandage, and Julian stood carefully upright. 
 
   “I think Mother was so angry with me, she sent you along to ensure I’d be miserable every day.”
 
   “It was me she was angry with, Master,” Avitus said. “If we live, I shall report to her that I had not a moment of happiness.”
 
   “We will return alive,” Julian said, his voice now grave. “We have to return, if only to warn.”
 
   The sudden change in tone caught Avitus off guard. He grabbed up a heavy robe.
 
   “Here, it’s cold,” he said roughly. “Now get some rest and let those wounds heal. At least you’re not still having those awful dreams!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
   A Lion in the Sky
 
    
 
   Marcus knew he should be paying more attention to the castra. Properly speaking, the General should have ordered an inspection, but Julian had been hurt worse than anyone realized. After the day’s march, his wounds were catching up to him and the surgeon had ordered him to his tent.
 
   Marcus had to give the young man credit. He had been attacked by surprise, unhorsed, yet had fought an enemy out of some barbarian nightmare and had not only given a good account of himself, he had saved Ennius’ life. Perhaps, Marcus admitted grudgingly, there was some steel in him after all.
 
   But he still ought to have ordered a review.
 
   “Not that you’re doing any better,” he said aloud, then was startled to hear a reply.
 
   “Sorry sir! I dozed off. Trooper Manlius, sir. First Wing.”
 
   In the darkness he saw a soldier in light armor.
 
   “What? First Wing? You fought yesterday.”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “Why are you on watch?”
 
   “My turn, sir. The Captain says we don’t slack just because of a little dust up.”
 
   Marcus grimaced. Ennius had nearly died and he called it a little dust up?
 
   “Never mind, trooper. I meant no criticism of you. But stay sharp now, you hear? You wouldn’t want Captain Ennius to catch you napping.”
 
   “Yes sir! That is, no sir!”
 
   Marcus moved on. He knew perfectly well that Ennius was asleep in his tent, as exhausted as the General, but he could not have guards nodding off. Especially not now.
 
   He went down the outside embankment and scrambled over the fosse. The soft murmur of the camp faded behind the earthworks. A sliver of moon hung low in the east, barely visible. The light from Venus on the western horizon, plus Jupiter in the south gave almost as much light. His eye traced the arc of the Milky Way, high overhead.
 
   He heard movement. He stopped, hand on hilt. A quick scan and he saw a single shape moving toward him. There was a soft sigh at his hip as steel slid from leather.
 
   “Peace, Marcus Salvius, I am not a goblin.”
 
   A woman’s voice. A moment later, he saw the barbarian princess step forward into the glow of starlight.
 
   His heart jumped. She seemed to shimmer, her black hair glittering. With her sword hilt showing at her left shoulder, she looked like a warrior goddess stepping out of a barbarian legend.
 
   She held her arms forward, palms out.
 
   “I am not a threat,” she said.
 
   Not a threat, he thought. Why would she say that? Then he was aware he still held his sword before him. He put it away, fumbling as he did so. He fumbled for words as well.
 
   “Can’t be too careful,” he muttered.
 
   “Goblins sleep at night,” she said.
 
   He finally got his sword sheathed. Now he tried to find something to do with his hands.
 
   “You are out as well,” he said. He did not mean that to sound accusatory, but she only laughed a little.
 
   “I am careful,” she said, “like you.”
 
   “I always walk the perimeter before I sleep, any time the Legion is in the field. Do they sleep the whole night? The goblins I mean. If they heard us talking, wouldn’t they wake up?”
 
   Military matters were a kind of refuge, a safe place to talk. A substitute for stammering like a boy.
 
   “They go to sleep at sundown, wake at sunrise. They can be awakened, though. I would not shout. But they are not near.”
 
   He was staring at her. His heart still galloped. He knew this feeling well enough, though it was twenty years and more since he last felt it. He had long thought he was past this sort of thing.
 
   “How can you be sure?” Again his words were abrupt to the edge of rudeness.
 
   “I cannot be sure. It is one reason why I walk, being careful.”
 
   “But your people are camped over there, on the hillside.” He berated himself. Why do I keep trying to argue with her?
 
   “True. I have finished my walk. But I wanted to see this fort of yours. What is its name?”
 
   “Castra.”
 
   “Hm. I saw as you were building it. Your men work fast.”
 
   “We have had much practice.”
 
   She gestured toward the vallum.
 
   “It is not tall enough,” she said. “They would jump over.”
 
   “They would be impaled on the spikes,” he said.
 
   “Over ….” She shook her head. Braids of silvered black glittered. “Was that the wrong word?”
 
   She raised one hand as an imaginary wall, then jumped it with the other.
 
   “Over?”
 
   “That’s the right word, but ….” Marcus positioned himself at the edge of the fosse and executed a little hop. “From here?”
 
   “They run.” She backed up and trotted forward to stand next to him, then hopped. She took another look at the vallum. “Yes,” she said, “from here, I think. Nearly. Closely.”
 
   “Barely,” he said. “They could barely make the jump.”
 
   “That is the word. Barely.”
 
   “But the vallum is only part of the defense,” Marcus said. “It isn’t there to stop the enemy.”
 
   “No?”
 
   She looked again at the embankment, studying it.
 
   “No. It’s intended to slow an enemy long enough for the Legion to form up. The only real defense of a Legion is the men themselves.”
 
   “Ah,” she said. “I think I understand.” She looked down into the fosse.
 
   “You fill the ditch with branches?”
 
   “With whatever is handy. To slow the attacker.”
 
   “Yes. You make the ditch wider.” She pointed. “Then the goblins do not jump over.”
 
   She stepped off five strides.
 
   “This much.”
 
   That was no small amount of digging. It could add an hour or more each time they built a castra.
 
   “I will mention it to the General.”
 
   She nodded. She looked down at the ground. Marcus did not know what to say next, but he did not want her to go away.
 
   She looked up, into the night sky. “Clear,” she said. “It is good after so much of clouds.”
 
   He looked up as well, still groping for something to say other than good night. “It is good to see the Lion again.”
 
   “Lion?”
 
   He pointed. “There. See? Just rising.”
 
   She squinted. “Lions do not fly.”
 
   He laughed aloud then immediately regretted it.
 
   “I’m sorry. I wasn’t laughing at you.”
 
   She pretended to look around. “There is no one else.”
 
   He laughed again, more gently.
 
   “True enough. I laughed because you thought I meant a living beast. I meant the constellation.”
 
   “I do not know this word.” She sounded embarrassed.
 
   “Please, I didn’t mean to ….” He reached out a hand, but she was a step too far away to touch. “It’s not a common word. No reason you should know it. Let me explain.”
 
   She glanced at his outstretched hand.
 
   “I am glad to learn new words,” she said. 
 
   He was surprised at how relieved he felt, at how badly he did not want to offend her.
 
   “Good,” he said. “Constellation. It means a pattern of stars. Those stars there, that is the Lion.”
 
   “Where is the head?”
 
   He stepped closer to her, both of them facing east.
 
   “Look where I point. You see the brightest star, there?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That is Regulus.”
 
   “We call it Grelitar.”
 
   “Regulus,” he repeated. “Now see how a line of stars runs there, and another rises and curves? That’s the Lion’s head. Where the two meet, that’s the Heart of the Lion.”
 
   “Ah!” she said, and he was pleased she saw it so quickly.
 
   “The Sickle.”
 
   “A sickle?”
 
   “Yes. The curve, that is the sickle, and there is the handle. Not,” she said solemnly, “a lion.”
 
   Marcus thought a lion was far more elegant.
 
   “We have a word for your con … consta ….”
 
   “Constellation.”
 
   “That. It means … oh … sky shapes, I suppose.”
 
   He was not going to say a thing about barbarian languages.
 
   “You see there?” She pointed north. “That is Cup and Handle. Do you see?”
 
   “The Great Bear,” he said.
 
   “Another animal!”
 
   She pointed again. “And that is the Guide Star. We use it to find north at night.”
 
   “Polaris.”
 
   She laughed, a sound like water over smooth stones. He smiled at her and their faces were nearly touching. He felt as if he stood at the very edge of the world, breathing the air of the gods. If they stepped off together, they would surely fly.
 
   “Are all your sky shapes animals?”
 
   “Not all. Another is the Lyre.”
 
   “Where? A liar?” 
 
   “It has not yet risen. And it’s Lyre. Like a harp.”
 
   She smiled in the starlight and her hand touched his arm.
 
   They spent nearly an hour looking at the sky, comparing patterns, puzzling and laughing. They shared their theories concerning the stars that wandered, the phases of the moon, why some stars changed in brightness.
 
   Undetected by either of them, their own people came looking for them, Romans from one side, Thervings from the other. On both sides men heard voices and investigated. They approached silently, wondered at what they saw, then went away again.
 
   Happily undisturbed, the tribune and the princess gazed together at the night sky as the moon slid across the river of stars.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
   They's Theirs
 
    
 
   Morning fog covered the countryside for two more days as the Legion marched southwestward, out of the hills. Rixen guides led them, following the valleys and saving them the labor of climbing up and down the long hills. The men hated it. They kept seeing monsters in the fog.
 
   Despite the shapes and phantoms, though, no goblins leaped out from the mists to tear men open. The barbarian magicians formed a company that marched on the Legion’s right flank while Roman cavalry covered the left and rear. The gray mist lay heavy on their cloaks and on their spirits, and no one struck up a marching song. Men and horses alike trudged with heads down, as if they were shouldering their way into a heavy wind.
 
   Julian rode Bandylegs along the length of the column twice each morning and twice each afternoon. He heard from the tribunes, but he listened to the men as well. He didn’t like what he was hearing.
 
   “They’re even more skittish now,” he said to Avitus on the second day, “and I can’t blame them, not after what they’ve seen.”
 
   “Or what they’re imagining they’re seeing,” Avitus said, keeping his voice low. “Only a few saw those creatures alive and even fewer actually fought one. The rest are seeing rumors and shadows.”
 
   “Which is always worse,” Julian agreed. “I will take that over having to face those monsters again in the flesh, though.”
 
   “Aye to that,” Avitus said, imitating the soldiers’ idiom.
 
   “But that’s not my first worry.”
 
   “No?”
 
   “No, but it will wait until tonight. I don’t want to be overheard gossiping about the men.”
 
   They were near the head of the column. Julian took a moment to check in with Marcus Salvius, who reported all was well, which had been his report that morning and the day before. Briefly, Julian wondered what it would take for Marcus to have a complaint. Goblin attack, probably.
 
   That evening, once his tent was set up, Julian took up the morning’s conversation again.
 
   “My first worry is the barbarians, or rather how my men are reacting to them.”
 
   “Your men? When did they go from ‘the men’ to your men?”
 
   “Don’t distract me. They don’t trust the rixen.”
 
   Julian removed his cloak and handed it to Avitus.
 
   “That’s hardly surprising,” Avitus said. “Sorcery is against the law. These are barbarians, who are never trustworthy. There are monsters abroad in the land and impossible deeds. Did you expect these soldiers to accept it all without comment?”
 
   “I’m surprised to hear you defend them,” Julian said.
 
   “No less than I,” the slave said cheerfully, “but perhaps it’s because I’m as frightened as they are.” Avitus folded the cloak and put it away.
 
   “Perhaps. What about the rixen worries you?”
 
   “I didn’t say I was worried. I just don’t know what to make of it. I didn’t see any of it, you may remember.”
 
   “Don’t scold, Avi.” Julian began unlacing his boots. “Most of the men have not seen magic with their own eyes, either. They are reacting to report and rumor.”
 
   “True,” Avitus agreed. “And that’s never good.”
 
   “I heard Gaius Crispus rail about how sorcery is against the law of men and gods alike.”
 
   “You remembered his name? I’m impressed.”
 
   “Can you at least pretend this is serious?”
 
   Avitus hung his head. “Sorry.”
 
   Julian handed his boots to Avitus and stood up. “In another cohort, a man said he didn’t believe any of it. No such thing as magic, he declared. Others claimed some god in disguise intervened on our behalf.”
 
   Avitus snorted.
 
   “Agreed.” Julian looked under the table. “Where are my sandals, Avi?”
 
   “Where you left them, I should think.”
 
   Julian ignored him. He opened his storage chest and began to rummage in it. “Still another, a cavalryman who was there, said he knew it was magic but that it was barbarian magic and he didn’t approve. Will keep his eye on them, he said. You see what I mean? Plenty of ideas, precious little sense. Damn it Avi, where are my sandals?”
 
   Wordlessly, Avitus pointed to a corner of the tent. Julian retrieved the shoes, sat, and put them on. 
 
   “You hid them,” he sulked.
 
   “Yes, master. I raced back to the tent ahead of you, because I have nothing better to do with my time than to hide shoes.”
 
   Julian could not help grinning. “Would that we all had nothing better to do.”
 
   A soldier poked his head inside the tent. “Sir, First Tribune wants to speak with you.”
 
   “Send him in.”
 
   Marcus Salvius entered, standing just inside. Not for the first time, Julian reflected how the man seemed to fill the doorway whenever he entered.
 
   “Sir, I need to speak with you.”
 
   “Go ahead, Marcus,” Julian said. 
 
   “Sir, it is a matter of some importance.”
 
   Julian sighed audibly.
 
   “All right, Marcus, you have my attention. What is this matter of some importance?” He did not bother trying to sound sincere.
 
   “It concerns the barbarians, General.”
 
   The stiff posture and formal tone were warning enough. Julian knew perfectly well the topic.
 
   “The men are uneasy about our allies?”
 
   Marcus met his look. “Yes,” he said.
 
   “And?”
 
   “There’s trouble coming, sir. With the barbarians.” He stiffened almost to attention. “The sorcerers, sir.”
 
   “I’m hearing the same, Marcus.”
 
   “They don’t know what to make of it, sir. Who are these people to us? Why do they travel with us?”
 
   “Because,” Julian said with a sly smile, “their commander is in love with their barbarian princess?”
 
   Marcus’ lips tightened. His eyes looked just past Julian’s shoulder. “Some say this. Some say she has bewitched you with a spell.”
 
   “Vere?” Julian chuckled. “I hadn’t heard that one. She’s bewitching enough on her own, don’t you think?”
 
   Julian was surprised to see a quick blush appear on Marcus’ dark face. It went away at once, but it was unmistakable. Julian refrained from commenting.
 
   “Nevertheless,” he continued, “there appears to be some uncertainty about our allies, and I won’t have it. Summon the officers. It’s time to be clear about this. It’ll give the men a chance to air their concerns.”
 
   “We don’t all have concerns, sir.”
 
   “No, I don’t suppose so. But all can have their say. Fetch them here, and be quick. I’m hungry.”
 
    
 
   Four tribunes, the cavalry captain and the legion’s standard bearer stood very nearly shoulder to shoulder, packed like fish in a basket. Julian had posted Avitus outside with orders to interrupt if it looked like others were listening. The fact that they had been summoned by the General was news that had probably made it around camp even before the last tribune wedged his way into the tent.
 
   Julian himself stood at the opening to his private chamber, to maximize the space in the main tent. He noted that, without seeming to, the tribunes had sorted themselves into cohort order, two and two. “I am sorry there are no benches, but then again we are not senators.”
 
   This caused a low chuckle, a little forced.
 
   “Good. We are here because this is a private meeting. You will not discuss this meeting with any of the men.” He did not pause for their assent.
 
   “The XII is in a tight spot, men. We are outnumbered by something like a thousand to one, or maybe it’s ten thousand. Poor odds, in any case.
 
   “I know that some of you don’t much like that I’ve brought civilians along with us. I can think of some reasons why, and I can think of some counter-arguments, and I’ll listen to them, but first you will listen to me.
 
   “Today there was an incident between a soldier in the Third Cohort and one of the auxiliaries. Rixen, is what they call themselves. You may as well get used to the word.
 
   “This incident created ill-will between us. It was bad enough that I had to go to their leader and apologize for my soldier’s behavior.”
 
   He paused to look at each man in turn.
 
   “Do not make me do that again. I will listen to your misgivings and your protestations, but you will not force me to apologize for the Legion. So, I would say the floor is open, but the floor seems to be pretty full. If you have something to say, now is the time to speak up.”
 
   Julian spread his hands, palms out, in invitation.
 
   Silence ensued. Men glanced furtively at one another. The looks were plain, even in the back. Concerns? Whatever does the General mean? We are all happy, obedient officers!
 
   Marcus glanced over his shoulder at the others, then started to speak.
 
   “Not you, First. I want to hear from the others.”
 
   Marcus settled back in his place. He looked distinctly uncomfortable.
 
   A voice came from further back. 
 
   “What was that? Step forward so I can hear you better.”
 
   He knew exactly who had spoken, but he wasn’t going to let the men hide behind the shoulders. There was some shuffling and squeezing, then Gaius Crispus stepped out. He was a small, compact man with Egyptian eyes. Tribune of the Third Cohort. He faced Julian with all the confidence of the justified.
 
   “Ventus, he was minding his own business, sir. Beg pardon, but you’ve heard all this once, when I reported it.”
 
   “I heard it when the whole thing blew up and I sent for you, yes. But I want everyone to hear the same version. So, proceed.”
 
   Crispus nodded, but his head did not come back quite to eye level again. He spoke downward, at Julian’s feet.
 
   “So these barbarians …”
 
   “Rixen.”
 
   “Yes, sir, rixen. They wander all over the place, and some of them wander right into the column, into the middle of the Third. Ventus, he was minding his own business when this happens, and he tells them to get off. Likely, they didn’t understand a proper language, so there was some pushing and some words said on both sides, but pretty soon they start to move off again.
 
   “That’s when it happened. One of them makes a sign with his hands—I can’t do it proper sir—and then he points right at Ventus. Now, maybe that’s the evil eye and maybe that’s something else, but one thing it ain’t is friendly. So, Ventus, who had already been shoved once or twice, and who was close, goes after the fellow. That’s how the fight started and it seemed fair to me. When the … rixen? … said I should discipline my own soldier, well I got more than a little angry myself. Where do they get off telling me how to run my outfit, that’s what I thought and that’s what I said. I refused, as you know. And you backed me up, sir.”
 
   Only with that last sentence did Crispus fully raise his head again. Julian nodded in acknowledgment.
 
   “I did, Third. But I still had to go apologize to Inglena on your behalf. You will ensure that neither Ventus nor anyone else under your command puts me in that position again. Understood?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Now, tell me, Gaius Crispus, what is your own objection to these people? Is it because they are not soldiers?”
 
   “It’s not just that they’re civilians, General. They’re sorcerers, and that’s against the law. It’s a capital crime.” 
 
   He folded his arms across his chest.
 
   Julian took his time in answering. 
 
   “That is our law, true enough,” he said finally. “Were we in Rome, you could send for a questor and have them all arrested.”
 
   “That’s not what I meant,” Crispus said. His head went up, a little defiant.
 
   “Of course you didn’t,” Julian said. “We aren’t within the limes, are we? Being outside the limits of the Empire means we are outside Roman law, doesn’t it?”
 
   “That’s not the point,” Crispus said angrily. Then, remembering his place, added, “General, sir.”
 
   “No? What is the point, then, Third?”
 
   Crispus unfolded his arms. “I mean, it’s just wrong, is all. Against morals. We have them with us, it’s like we approve, but we ought not approve, because it’s wrong, isn’t it?”
 
   “Wrong?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “So, we should send them away?
 
   Crispus nodded enthusiastically. “Yes sir. At once.”
 
   “Did you see Captain Ennius when he was injured?”
 
   The Tribune blinked.
 
   “No, sir. I had other duties.”
 
   “You saw other injured men, though, didn’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “They were healed by these sorcerers, too. Would you have them die, for the sake of your moral code?”
 
   Crispus frowned and his lips tightened. Julian held his eyes until the man looked down.
 
   “No, sir. I don’t wish death for any of my comrades.”
 
   “It’s still wrong, though, isn’t it.”
 
   Crispus nodded.
 
   “I don’t disagree, Tribune. But this isn’t the place to sort it out, and we aren’t the people to do the sorting. I ask … no, I require only this: tolerate them for now. Help me get my Legion to safety. After that, if you wish, we can study the law codes together.”
 
   Aulus Libo Tanax moved to speak. His head nearly scraped the tent ceiling. He folded his arms, unfolded them, and finally took refuge in standing at attention.
 
   “Speak, Second, but for the love of Mars don’t stand so straight. You look like a talking tree.”
 
   A couple of the men could not suppress laughter. Tanax tried to scowl at them while showing respect to his commanding officer at the same time. 
 
   “Y’see, suh, it’s like this.”
 
   “Good. I was afraid it was like something else. Damn it, Tanax, just say what you have to say.”
 
   “The rixen keep showin’ up, suh.”
 
   “Yes they do, Second. The more the better.”
 
   Tanax shifted his weight from one foot to the other, then back again.
 
   “Well, suh, they ain’t exactly auxilia,” he said, using the formal term for non-Roman units attached to a Legion.  “They’s civilians.” He made a sour face.
 
   “You saw how they fight.”
 
   “I saw sumpin’ but I’m damned if I know what it was.”
 
   “Whatever it was, did it kill the cobbel cobbel?” He deliberately used the soldiers’ term.
 
   “Aye, that,” Tanax said, grinning like a wolf.
 
   “Thus as before: the more the better.”
 
   Tanax shook his head slowly. “Ain’t all of ‘em can do that.” 
 
   “Vere, Second. Ain’t all of ‘em can. You make a valid point.”
 
   Tanax nodded, smiling.
 
   “Now tell me, in your cohort, was anyone wounded?”
 
   “Nah suh, not a one. Two is hurt bad in the Fourth, though. I seen ‘em go down. Nasty wounds, suh.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that,” Julian said, knowing quite well which cohorts had taken casualties. He stood quietly for a moment, hand to chin as if deep in thought.
 
   “And can they fight?”
 
   “Aw no, suh. They’s can scarce stand to piss. Suh.”
 
   “Shall we leave them behind?”
 
   The Second’s mouth dropped open. Julian let him grope for words, then saw understanding arrive. The mouth closed.
 
   “I take your meaning suh. No suh, I ain’t leavin’ none of ours behind, not for them monsters. But them others, they ain’t ours, don’t you see. They’s theirs.”
 
   “They are auxilia, Second, and part of the Legion. As such, they are under my authority.” He paused a beat. “Same as you.”
 
   Tanax became perceptibly smaller.
 
   “Aye, suh,” was all he said. 
 
   “Right,” Julian said, addressing the audience, “I’ve listened to your concerns, now you will listen to me. These people are called rixen. They are our allies and you will treat them as such. Another incident like today and I’ll bring formal charges. … If we ever get out of here.”
 
   His eyes swept the room.
 
   “And if we do get out of here, it’s going to have to be with their help. So don’t tell me about Roman law. We don’t even know what these rixen do. Maybe their gods operate through them. Maybe it’s trickery. Or something we don’t even have a name for. Before you start calling it sorcery, be sure you can afford your lawyer. Because I’ll be defending them.”
 
   He gestured widely.
 
   “Open your eyes, men. Show these people courtesy; after all, they helped us two days ago. They are our allies and we need every one of them. Dismissed.”
 
   Julian watched his officers depart, walking parade stiff. He hoped they had been persuaded, but he doubted it. 
 
   “They don’t like it,” Avitus observed.
 
   “No they don’t. But they obey, and that will have to do for now.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
   Encounter on the Siret
 
    
 
    
 
   The Legion emerged from the hills later that day. Julian rode Bandylegs alongside Ennius. The captain was at last strong enough to ride in command. He was obviously in pain, but bore it well.
 
   They rode in silence, which contented Julian. The sky was at last clear, and the chill of the morning had given way to the first real warmth of the year. Beneath Bandylegs’ hooves, the grass was new and brilliant green under the yellow sun. The chestnut and sycamore branches were still bare and dark, with tightly folded buds. 
 
   High against the blue sky, a hawk rode the air currents, looking for any mice that might dare to dart among the crocuses. The steady rattle of a woodpecker echoed against the hillside, cutting through the easy rumble of the Legion.
 
   The events of that morning were reassuring as well as troubling. The blind prejudice of his officers bothered him, but he had exerted his command and they had obeyed. Maybe he had even persuaded some. Even one would be a victory. In any case, he felt he had done a “general-y” thing. 
 
   Recalling the word made him smile.
 
   “There’s the river, General.”
 
   He rounded a tumble of boulders and there it was, the River Siret with its white waters, about two miles ahead. Inglena’s scouts had brought the Legion out of the hills in only two days. 
 
   He surveyed the terrain, savoring the moment. A full legion was at his back. He was in command. It felt good, knowing these things. Was this the army life his father had loved?
 
   Then his skeptical instincts intruded. His legion was only a border guard, ill-equipped. Before him lay a tiny village and a river about to spill over its banks. Behind him, somewhere, uncounted monsters overran the land. He could hope for better.
 
   “What’s he pointing at?” Ennius said.
 
   Julian broke off his reverie. A Therving scout was gesturing upriver.
 
   “I can’t tell,” Julian said, “but let’s assume the worst.”
 
   The shoulder of a hill blocked their view, so both men urged their horses forward to join the scout. He gestured again and babbled in his native tongue. A distant blob of black shapes stood out against the pale landscape.
 
   “Cobbel,” he said. “Cobbel, cobbel.”
 
   “Ghobellensi,” Julian said, then adjusted. “Goblins.”
 
   “Cac,” Ennius said. 
 
   “How far do you make it?”
 
   “Ten miles,” Ennius said after a moment.
 
   “How many?”
 
   “Two thousand, at most. Hard to tell.”
 
   “If it’s at most, it’s too many,” Julian said. “Get Marcus Salvius up here, and the rixen princess.”
 
   Ennius wheeled Hush and charged away, calling out orders as he went. Julian calmed Bandylegs and considered. A force a tenth this size had cut up the First Wing. How much damage would two thousand do? The other had been a surprise attack, he reminded himself, in the fog and against horse. This time would be different.
 
   His heart wavered as he realized he had no idea how to conduct a set battle. He was going to have to ask for help without looking helpless. One thing he knew, at least: he would hold the cavalry in reserve. The horses spooked too easily.
 
   Inglena and Ennius came hurrying. Inglena spoke directly to her scout in a quick exchange. Marcus Salvius arrived a couple minutes later, on foot as ever, with his signifer at his side and Avitus following on his donkey. They all looked northward, where a dark mass was now readily visible.
 
   “They don’t march in columns,” Marcus said. His face was as unreadable as granite.
 
   “They do not march at all,” Inglena said. “They are a swarm.”
 
   “Bees?” Marcus said.
 
   “This is a swarm sent,” Inglena said.
 
   “The Gniva sends them?” Julian said.
 
   She shrugged. “All we have are legends, and legends say all kinds of things. The Gniva does this, no he doesn’t, a Horde is like that, no it isn’t … there are a thousand stories and perhaps none of them are true. But I can tell you this much: every pack or swarm or Horde, has its leader. Kill the leader and the rest disperse until a new leader emerges. I have seen this in our own fighting. It is one legend that is true.”
 
   “We have less than an hour, General,” Marcus said. “We would need most of that time to deploy. Your orders?”
 
   Julian’s stomach clenched. What should he say? A fight was certain, and it was on his shoulders to set the order of battle.
 
   “I intend to meet the enemy on the field below,” he said. “Before I give my orders, do any of you wish to speak?”
 
   He was stalling, but it was a way to get advice without looking like he needed it. He looked at each of them in turn, no one had anything to say.
 
   “What formation, General?” Marcus said.
 
   Julian’s mouth went dry and his brain stopped short. He tried to think, casting about for anything his father might have told him, any clue from his childhood, but there was nothing. It was just like his father to abandon him now.
 
   Marcus must have seen him struggling, for he continued as if nothing was wrong.
 
   “It looks like level ground. We can put the river on our flank and use the cavalry to cover the other.”
 
   They were only a few words, but they were enough to bring a fragment of memory out of a distant past.
 
   “First formation, Marcus. But reverse the order. I want the First Cohort on the open flank.”
 
   Marcus said, “Yes, sir,” with a snap to his voice. He gave a nod of approval so slight only Julian saw it. Avitus stood nearby, his mouth open. Julian gave him a “I don’t know where that came from” smile.
 
   The others appeared not to notice. Inglena spoke.
 
   “And my people?”
 
   Julian, who had begun to think better of himself, faltered again.
 
   “Civilians to the rear,” Ennius said promptly. Julian wondered if both men were covering for him. Inglena shot so angry a look at the Captain, it was nearly audible.
 
   “We are Thervings,” she said, “not civilians.”
 
   “Some of you are warriors,” Julian said quickly, “but others are not. Would you pit children against ghobellensi?”
 
   “Of course not,” she said.
 
   “Then send your people to that village. They won’t be any safer there, but they won’t be under my feet.”
 
   “And my warriors?”
 
   “In reserve.” 
 
   She began to protest but he cut her off. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Princess, but I don’t know what you rixeni do, and you don’t know how we fight. We can’t risk getting in each other’s way.”
 
   “You want us to stand and watch?” She was outraged.
 
   “You don’t know how we fight. But reserve means you’ll be called upon when needed.”
 
   “But we know the goblins,” she said forcefully. She wasn’t going to give up easily. “We have fought them. You have not.”
 
   “We are Romans,” he said, “We have fought a hundred different enemies. This,” he gestured northward, “is merely one more.”
 
   Neither statement was quite true. At least some of the XII had fought the creatures, though there were those in the Legion who had yet to fight anyone at all.
 
   “General, we lose the hour,” Ennius said quietly. Julian nodded.
 
   “Princess, put your people behind our lines, near the river. You will have a chance to fight, I promise, but it must be at my command.”
 
   He did not wait for a reply.
 
   “Give the order, First Tribune,” he said.
 
   Marcus spoke in low tones to the signifer. Ennius kicked his horse into a quick trot, and within moments the entire Legion was in motion. Inglena gave Julian an angry look and also rode away. For the moment, Julian and Avitus were alone. Avitus looked up from his despised donkey.
 
   “You remembered a bit of your education,” he said dryly.
 
   “I surprised myself. I was sure I had forgotten all that old man had taught me.”
 
   Avitus smiled.
 
   “What?”
 
   Avitus did not reply. Instead, he looked upriver, where a mass swirled toward them, dark as floodwater.
 
   “We have to fight them, I suppose,” he said.
 
   “I suppose,” Julian said, giving a stage-worthy sigh.
 
   “Let me stay by you, master. I couldn’t bear to be anywhere else. I’d only make a nuisance of myself.”
 
   “Don’t threaten, little bird. I’m likely to be rather busy.”
 
   “Your mother would insist.”
 
   “Most especially don’t threaten me with Mother. We are a very long way from the palace on the Second Hill.”
 
   “Hmph,” Avitus said. “But we are in service of the First Hill.”
 
   “Right now, we’re in service of the XII, and therefore of me. Rome must watch after herself.”
 
   The thump of hooves made him turn to see Ennius approaching with his troopers, accompanied by Inglena and five of her warriors. Behind them, the Legion marched, standards bobbing. Julian leaned over to Avitus.
 
   “Stay with me, Avi. We stick together from now on.”
 
   A look of relief came and went on the Scythian’s face. “Try not to get killed, then. I don’t care to be chewed up by … what do you call them?”
 
   “Goblins.”
 
   “Yes. Them.”
 
    
 
   The Legion passed through the defile between the crowding hills, and onto the wide valley of the Siret. The hamlet to the south was a brown clump of huts on stilts, their rough walls drawn up like skirts. When the weather got warm, the floods would come, and maybe the frail platforms would hold, and maybe they would not. Julian wondered at the kind of people who chose to live here, to be swept away, only to build again. He glanced northward. A different flood was coming now, and the hamlet’s only defense was the Legion. He glanced at Ennius, whose smile looked more brave than sincere.
 
   The Legion uncoiled onto the stony ground. The cohorts re-arranged themselves, and the Fourth went ahead until it reached the river, followed by the Third, Second and First in a line. Within just a few minutes, the Legion had created a chessboard consisting of four units in the front with gaps between, three behind them, and a third line of three behind those. It was a standard Roman formation designed for maximum flexibility. Ennius positioned the cavalry on the flank, the lead horses at a level with the Fourth Cohort. Julian took a position between them. With him were Avitus, the Standard-Bearer Ursinus, and the trumpeters.
 
   Inglena brought her people to the river, behind the Third. They had given Julian black looks as they rode by, but they passed silently and took up their position. She had detailed twenty or so horsemen to lead the civilians back toward the hamlet, about a mile to the south. 
 
   Her eyes swept the rolling landscape. There was Bedrich, who could set a goblin on fire, but could manage only one at a time. Ferus, straight ahead, could guide an arrow or spear unerringly to its target, but again only one at a time. Two Therving archers stood bravely at his side. Off to the right stood Pekar, who could control the wind, but he was agonizingly slow, and could never predict its strength. Mila, Tibor, Bojik, and the others, all were limited in one way or another. In the hills and forests, against isolated bands, her rixen were deadly. She had mastered the art of concealment, of setting traps, and her people had an instinct for attacking at just the right moment. But this standing about in the wide open, this was like dousing the night’s campfire with wolves around. 
 
    
 
   Julian watched as the goblins advanced. They were close enough that he could hear their feet and see individuals within the mass. They moved in no sort of order. They bounded forward in groups of three or four, darting ahead or even to the side, only to be swallowed again by the swarm. The creatures made no attempt to flank or maneuver, but advanced in a chaotic roil of leaping shapes coming straight at the Legion. A swarm, Julian thought, was exactly the right word.
 
   They were a thousand yards away when the Roman horns began to sound—bright shrills in quick succession, followed by a long, metallic thunder as the soldiers set shield and lance, and the archers brought forth their arrows. The lines drew tighter and straighter. On his other side, horses stamped and neighed.
 
   Five hundred yards. A sharp voice came from the Second Wing as a trooper brought his mount back under hand. A Thervingian rider came up, breathless—Princess Inglena sent him, Honored Sir, to carry your message to attack. He wasn’t much more than a child, and he eagerly awaited the word. Julian remembered to thank him before putting him aside. The Legion’s Standard-Bearer gave him a bleak look.
 
   “Patience, Ursinus Desidenius,” Julian said. “Rome will teach these rabid dogs a lesson today.” He forced a smile he did not feel, and Ursinus returned it in kind. The words weren’t very good, Julian reflected. He was glad he didn’t have to make a battle speech.
 
   At two hundred yards, a new sound began. Julian knew it at once, though he had never heard it. The Romans began a low note, deep in the belly. A crash of spears on shields and the first line advanced. The second line added their voices and the low note pitched upward as they also advanced. The third line joined and the whole Legion moved forward. The horns joined in, low and loud. Drums matched the deliberate tramp of feet. A chill ran through him. This never-heard sound of the Roman war chant stirred him, as if his blood remembered it. For a moment the chant connected him to the legions of Septimius Severus, of Marcus Aurelius and Tiberius and Augustus, of Caesar and Marius and Scipio, in an unbroken line, a bolt of lightning from the past. Bandylegs danced and he snapped back to the present. He fought back the urge to charge, steadied himself, and steadied his horse.
 
   “Don’t they shout or anything?” Avitus asked.
 
   Only then did he notice the silence from the other side. A steady rumble rolled forward from the swarming creatures as their heavy feet hammered the earth. Accompanying the rumble was a clattering sound, like hail on cobblestones, which he took as the clicking of their talons. But they uttered no cries. They advanced as silent as insects.
 
   The war chant rose steadily in pitch and volume. The drums increased in tempo as the first cohorts broke into their charge, lances ready. The creatures closed to fifty yards, then twenty. The bull was about to attack the bees.
 
   Then, some of the creatures at the front leaped. They jumped as high as a man’s head, covering twenty feet in a single jump. Some went even higher and farther. The move caught the soldiers unprepared. They had no time to raise shield or lance. Goblins crashed into the line feet first, the heavy talons stabbing into heads and gouging shoulders. Screams tore the air.
 
   More goblins leaped. Some hit a man, wounding or killing him, then bounced forward deeper into the ranks, crashing to the ground and taking soldiers with them. Meanwhile, the bulk of the swarm stayed on the ground. These charged directly into the Roman lines, heedless of the lances and paying a price for it. They slashed with their forelegs and bit with their long mouths, but the Romans were on familiar ground there. Shield and armor protected, while lance and sword bit back.
 
   The Roman charge soon staggered to a stop. The goblins leaped seemingly at random. Some jumped from so far back, they were landing on their own kind. The goblin attack was mindless, and inexorable.
 
   Goblins were leaping deep into the ranks of the Third and Fourth Cohorts, creating confusion and panic. Gaps began to appear in the lines. The rear lines closed ranks. A few of them were already in the fighting.
 
   Julian felt helpless, but also strangely detached. He was watching flesh rend, bones break, men die. He knew what they were feeling—he was only two days from it himself. At the same time, the attackers were so grotesquely alien, he could not make the scene before him mean anything. It was too unlike anything he knew. 
 
   The First and Second were doing better, especially the Second. The Fourth behind them was as yet untouched. He tried to see why these Cohorts were faring better. He made his eyes not see men fall, not see the blood fly, but to see the Cohort as a whole, as a single being with its own defense and counter-thrust. He thought he could see something, a clue.
 
   “General, please, send for the rixen. We can fight!”
 
   The interruption banished the moment. He glanced at the young man on the long-haired pony.
 
   “Not yet,” Julian said. “I can’t put your sorcerers among my troops, and you can’t get onto the field alone.”
 
   “We’ll cut a path for them,” Ennius said. 
 
   Everyone looked to Julian. He glanced around, but all choices were his alone now. He felt something shift inside him. Sounds became muffled; motion seemed suspended. Everything turned crystalline.
 
   “Captain,” Julian said into the stillness, “take both wings and escort our allies into the fight. Once they are delivered, pull back to your position. I still want my cavalry in reserve.”
 
   Ennius looked at him steadily.
 
   “Yes sir, General,” he said, and was already turning his horse. The crisp acknowledgment felt exactly right. He turned to the Therving.
 
   “Go,” he said. “Tell the Princess to come at once. Tell her she must go with the cavalry until the Captain turns her loose. Repeat that.”
 
   The messenger did so. Julian sent him off, and the world returned, with its sounds and smells and sensations. He looked across the battlefield. Near the river, the front lines were in shambles. The Fourth was supporting, but that flank was turning into a slaughterhouse. At the right flank, the Second and First maintained their line, but were taking losses steadily. The Legion might win this fight, but the cost was already high.
 
   “This is madness,” Avitus said.
 
   It wasn’t the right word. Julian nearly said, “No, this is war,” but that was so trite he swallowed it. This was necessary, unavoidable, terrible, frightening, catastrophic. Words fell all around, but none hit the target, so he said nothing at all.
 
   He watched as the Thervings came thundering by, about a hundred of them. They looked absurd. Some were armed, some were not. None wore armor. Some were riding double. They looked so ordinary, like peasants on a wolf hunt. He half-expected to see a flail or a smith’s hammer.
 
   They are all going to die, he thought. Aloud he said, “I hope they do some good.” 
 
   Ennius scooped them up smoothly, strung them into a column, and set out. It was done quickly, in a minute or so, but Julian only wondered how many soldiers died in that minute. 
 
   The sense of abstraction was still on him. The dying of men was a detail in the greater story, and he hated the feeling. What he saw was two contending forces, one scarlet, one brown; discipline versus chaos. Where they met was a vortex of motion too complex to follow, but viewed broadly they surged one way and the other, two curtains billowing in an uncertain wind. He thought he was seeing a pattern, but it was dim, at the edge of understanding. He studied the field, concentrating, searching for a secret he felt sure was hidden there.
 
   He concentrated so hard, he almost missed what the rixen did.
 
    
 
   Inglena knew at once she should not have listened to the others. They all urged an attack. Her gut told her they were wrong, but how could she say that? They would think her a coward. Worse, they would think her under the sway of the Romans. So she said yes and hoped for no. When the word came, she swallowed hard and put on her warrior’s face.
 
   The Roman cavalry was incredibly brave. They had faced the monsters once and now had to face them again, had to drive into them. Their horses shied and even bolted, but their riders were steady in the face of the slashing chaos. Fortunately, the goblins were more focused on the foot soldiers, and the cavalry was attacked only incidentally. They delivered her well into the left flank of the goblins, then fought their way free. She hoped they did not pay too high a price.
 
   Then the work began.
 
   Her white sword rose and fell like a reaper’s scythe. The rixen disappeared into the morass, and only gradually could their effect be seen. They pierced the side of the swarm like a thorn, Inglena riding on one flank. The goblins recoiled for a moment, then responded. This led to death among the sorcerers, but it relieved some of the pressure on the Legion. The cavalry returned to their positions, bloodied but intact. The Roman horns sounded again, and once again the Legion pressed the attack.
 
   Inglena soon found herself fighting nearly isolated, but this did not concern her. She and her rixen were accustomed to working in small groups or even alone. Fighting goblins required flexibility. On her right, the young man Benis was throwing small whirlwinds, sending goblins tumbling, sometimes with enough force to kill them.
 
   To her left, though, she saw something that made her cry out. Kalene was a young sorcerer—too young to be out here, Inglena thought suddenly. But it was already too late. Kalene lay on the ground, broken, motionless. A man strode toward the girl. Goblins raced all around him, but they did not approach, going around him as if avoiding a boulder. His right hand was glowing. He held it up as if holding a torch, but it was the hand itself that was the color of hot embers. The man moved at a deliberate pace, seemingly indifferent to the danger all around him. 
 
   Zeleny. He was the girl’s father. Without even thinking about it, Inglena moved away. A goblin leaped at her and she killed it in a single stroke.
 
   Zeleny stopped and knelt.  The man lifted Kalene and cradled her in his left arm. He held her for a single long moment. Then his back arched and he drove his glowing fist into the ground. It did more than just strike, it drove into the earth, up to the elbow. 
 
   A roar blasted the air, and the ground began to shake. Inglena’s horse screamed and bucked.  Men cried out and many were cast down. Where the goblins swarmed, gouts of dirt and stone shot skyward, hurling bodies in every direction. The ground tilted one way then the other, then fell. Chasms opened and hundreds of goblins vanished. Waves ran across the river like frightened animals.
 
   The roar continued, then culminated in a thunderclap that made her ears ring. Silence fell the next instant.
 
   The earthquake had barely touched the Legion. Many had been knocked down, but now were scrambling back to their feet. The goblin swarm was all but gone. In its place was a huge patch of ground torn up, as if a herd of giant bison had pawed through it. The chasms had snapped shut, crushing bodies. Here and there, an arm or a leg or a torso stuck out like hideous gravestones in a mad necropolis. Across the battlefield, no more than a hundred goblins survived, and these were mostly stunned. They wandered, disoriented, no longer fighting unless directly attacked.
 
   Inglena killed the one goblin that was near her, then looked around. Some of her people had survived. Some were dead, surely. She knew Zeleny could make the earth tremble, but never did he have this kind of power. 
 
   The Roman cavalry pursued, riding gingerly through the churned up field, but they hunted down the few goblins who survived. As the horns sounded and the cohorts re-formed, she rode quickly from one to another of her people, gathering them to herself. The aftermath of battle was settling on her quickly and she had to force herself to stay and do the grim arithmetic.
 
    
 
   For his part, Julian was likewise stunned until a sudden thought made him cry out and look all around.
 
   “Avitus!”
 
   “Here, master,” came the reply, “terrified, but unhurt.”
 
   Avitus was ten feet behind, still on his donkey.
 
   “The beast was too stupid to run.” His voice was strained and his dark face was pale. “That was an earthquake from the gods, wasn’t it?”
 
   Julian almost shuddered at knowing Avitus was all right.
 
   “I don’t think that was from the gods,” he said.
 
   “The sorcerers? I think I’d rather have the gods. It’s too frightening to think these barbarians can shake the earth.”
 
   “Wondrous, Avi, but not frightening. They’re a weapon, a force, the same way the Legion is. But did you see that one fellow? It was early in the fight. He made it rain?”
 
   “I did see. Rain around himself.”
 
   “Right. About fifty feet around him, a gentle rain and nothing more. Then he ran off the field.”
 
   “I didn’t see that.”
 
   “I think he was trying for more.”
 
   “I should hope so!” 
 
   “Yes, but he couldn’t manage it.” Julian frowned a little, then shrugged. “I shall ask Inglena about this. Maybe not all the rixen are blade wielders and earth shakers.”
 
   A rider careened to a stop in front. 
 
   “Compliments of Captain Ennius, sir.”
 
   “Yes, trooper?”
 
   “We got all them shits.”
 
   Julian could not keep a smile from his face. “An eloquent report, trooper. Are you quoting the Captain?”
 
   The man’s face fell. “Er, no sir, not at all. I got a bit excited, you see.” He looked down at his hands holding the reins of his horse. “Sorry.”
 
   “I’ll overlook it this time. Next time, do try to give your commander a bit more information. Off you go, and tell your Captain well done.”
 
   The cavalryman snapped to attention. “Yes, sir,” he clipped, then rode off as if pursued.
 
   Julian suddenly felt at loose ends. There was suddenly nothing to do. What is a General’s task after a battle, he wondered. One thing was sure: he needed to find another way to fight these creatures. There had been too many losses.
 
   “Avi, find Ursinus, give the order to set camp near the village. And Avi.”
 
   “Yes, master?”
 
   “I want a list of the dead. Name and cohort.”
 
   Avitus gave him a long look, then nodded. “Yes, master.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
   Allies
 
    
 
   That evening the first Dacians arrived. They were from the village by the river and had witnessed the battle. They besought the great Roman General to take them under his protective hand. He referred the delegation of elders to Inglena and thought no more about it. 
 
   The next day came reports of Therving warriors, stragglers from the debacle on the Pyretus River, or else just strays from the countryside. None came to the Roman General and he thought no more of them either. He had other matters on his mind.
 
   He visited the wounded. He viewed the dead and witnessed their funeral pyre—he would not leave bodies behind for the monsters to dig up. Afterward, he walked the battlefield, despite the stench and the entreaties of Avitus. Julian paced off sections, measuring and thinking. When Avitus asked why, Julian would only say he was working and needed silence. After hours of this, he finally returned to camp, where he summoned Inglena, Marcus Salvius, and Captain Ennius to a conference.
 
    
 
   “Won’t you sit, please?” Julian said as he occupied the only bench in the tent.
 
   Marcus offered the one chair to Inglena, who accepted it with a small smile. Ennius grabbed a stool and grinned. Marcus sat on the other stool. Avitus stood beside the table.
 
   “First, my congratulations to all on a battle well fought.” Neither officer caught his gaze. “We will do better next time. Before we get to that, I have a question for the Princess.”
 
   “About the ground shaking,” she said with a nod.
 
   “Ah, well, that too, but this question is about rain.”
 
   All three looked at him with puzzled expressions.
 
   “It didn’t rain, sir,” Ennius said.
 
   “Oh, but it did, though only on a few heads. And quite gently.”
 
   “You speak of Pekar,” Inglena said.
 
   “If he brought down a pleasant drizzle then retired from the fight, then Pekar is whom I mean.”
 
   “He is a good fighter,” she said, folding her arms over her chest.
 
   “Don’t be defensive. I presumed he could fight or else he’d have been with the civilians. What happened to him?”
 
   Inglena bit at her lower lip.
 
   “He is not a coward.”
 
   “Of course not,” Marcus said, “no one here thinks that.”
 
   She sighed. “Sometimes,” she spoke slowly, “we have trouble. A thing we could do yesterday, we cannot do today.”
 
   “Or the other way round,” Julian said, “like your earthquake man.”
 
   “Yes, like him.” She uncrossed her arms and spoke more freely. “Our magic sometimes works, sometimes not.”
 
   “Oh, gods and under-gods,” Ennius said beneath his breath.
 
   “And sometimes what happens is new. We are always learning.”
 
   Julian considered this a moment. He spoke to his two officers. “It appears, gentlemen, we have a weapon, but it doesn’t always work.”
 
   “Or works too well,” Ennius said, his pale face darkening.
 
   “I am sorry for the men you lost,” Inglena said.
 
   “It happens,” Marcus said. He leaned forward. “In the confusion of battle.”
 
   “Not from earthquakes,” Ennius said. His face flushed red.
 
   “The magic brought victory,” Julian said, “and victories are not won without price.”
 
   Ennius glowered. “We cannot afford too many more victories. Sir.” He turned to Marcus. “I am sorry, brother. I know you lost men as well.”
 
   Marcus waved it away.
 
   “We have lost too many,” Julian agreed, “and I have something to say on that score, but first I need to hear more from the Princess. If the Captain will oblige.”
 
   Ennius rocked back on his stool. “Of course, sir. Sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be. Be honest, but show respect. We’ll leave apologies for city life.”
 
   Ennius gave a curt nod.
 
   “Now, then,” Julian said, turning to Inglena, “my officers are right. Your magicians are a bow that sometimes works but sometimes shoots a broken arrow.”
 
   “Sometimes lightning bolts,” Inglena said, and she set her jaw.
 
   Julian chuckled. “Indeed. But we don’t know which or when.”
 
   Her jaw unclenched. “No.”
 
   “How do you fight like this?”
 
   “Not as you do,” she said. “We catch them by surprise, most times. We attack from this side or that, from above, from hiding. Goblins do not understand stealth.”
 
   “And your broken arrows?”
 
   “General?”
 
   “What happens when magic fails?”
 
   “That one goes to safety. The rest fight.”
 
   “Like Pekar?”
 
   “Yes, like him.”
 
   “Very well,” Julian said. “Gentlemen, I have thought on this since the battle and I have a proposal. Do you agree we shall likely have to fight these things again?”
 
   Both men nodded.
 
   “You agree also that we cannot continue to sustain this loss, so here is my proposal. Rather, here are my orders.”
 
   He stood and went to the table. Ennius and Marcus stood as well. Julian picked up a bag that leaned against one leg of the table, opened it, and dumped the contents onto the table.
 
   “Sticks?” Ennius said to no one in particular.
 
   A pile of twigs lay on the table now, along with three small stones. Ignoring Ennius, Julian set about arranging them into a square pattern, five across, five down. He placed the stones at the sides.
 
   “This is us,” Julian said. “Come closer, Inglena, this concerns you as well.”
 
   “It’s first formation,” Marcus said.
 
   “Exactly so, Tribune,” Julian said. “Traditional Roman formation, with cavalry here,” he indicated one stone, then the other, “and our new allies here.” He looked up at them. “And what happened during the fight? I shall demonstrate.”
 
   He picked up the largest of the three stones. He moved it in hops across the table. “The enemy advances,” he said, then lifted the stone up. “The enemy strikes.” 
 
   With that he struck downward, sending twigs flying, breaking a few.
 
   “Right over our heads, didn’t they? We never imagined they might do such a thing, though we ought to have guessed they might. That was my fault. I’d seen them.”
 
   “As had I,” Ennius said softly.
 
   “I’m the commander,” Julian said. “No matter. The formation is a poor choice against goblins. So are the other formations, for they all depend on us packing men together in bulk. We are going to employ a different approach.”
 
   He took a moment to rearrange the twigs into three long rows with a wide space between the second and third. One stone sat in front of the lines, one on the left side, while the third was again in his hand.
 
   “Here are the rixen, out front of our lines.”
 
   “Skirmishers,” Ennius said.
 
   “Just so. They will do their sorcery and it will be effective or it won’t. As the goblins get close, the rixen must withdrawn to the right flank, where they will continue to fight. Keep any goblins from getting around us.”
 
   Inglena nodded. “We fight this way. Not in … what was the word?”
 
   “Formation.”
 
   “That. We do not fight as Romans.”
 
   Julian indicated the table again.
 
   “The goblins attack.” His hand leaped. “But these two ranks have shields up—first rank lowered, second rank covering above.”
 
   “Like a testudo,” Marcus said.
 
   “What is …?” Inglena asked.
 
   “Testudo. Tortoise. We make a shell with our shields.”
 
   Inglena smiled. “A turtle.”
 
   “Tortoise,” Marcus sniffed. “A turtle’s shell is soft.”
 
   “The goblins hit the shields, or they jump right on over. Either way, what they don’t do is crash into the midst of our men. They crash between.” He placed the stone between the second and third ranks. “Then it’s spear-and-sword work. Cut ‘em down.”
 
   Marcus grinned, white teeth showing in the black beard. “This is good. The men already know the drill for the testudo. It’s a different formation, but the idea is the same. They’ll learn it quick.”
 
   “It’s old-fashioned, I know,” Julian said. “The formation of the old Greeks, in a way.”
 
   “What about the cavalry,” Ennius asked.
 
   “Hold the left. I’ll try to keep the left flank well away from the fighting.”
 
   “What? Why?” 
 
   “Don’t sound so aggrieved. I keep the cavalry because you’ll be needed. Goblins have no formations, no lines to break, not even a flank to turn. You saw them. But once their attack is disrupted, I intend not to let them flee. No survivors, Captain.”
 
   Ennius nodded and flashed a hungry grin.
 
   “Inglena, your people can fight however they wish, but they must learn a thing. A bugle call.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “When they hear four short, one long, repeated, they must pull back to the right flank. Can they learn that?”
 
   “Yes, General. We are not children.”
 
   “No, I did not suppose you were. But in battle one’s hearing is sometimes … faulty.”
 
   “They will learn.”
 
   “I can give a day for drill in the new formation.”
 
   “The Julian Formation?” Ennius said, smiling.
 
   “Don’t be foolish,” Julian said. “Give it a number, like the rest. And a field signal. One day to learn. This will give the wounded another day to get stronger, but then we must leave.”
 
   “I cannot. More rixen are coming.”
 
   “You said yourself we can’t rely on their magic. Why should I wait for more warriors on whom I can’t rely?”
 
   “Please, I must wait for Leuva. Most of my people are with her. I called her here. To leave now would be shameful.”
 
   “To stay risks another battle,” Julian said.
 
   “I cannot leave without her.”
 
   “And I will not stay beyond another day.” He looked steadily into her eyes. “You have a decision to make, Princess Inglena.”
 
    
 
   Inglena walked the circuit of her camp as the last colors of day faded into darkness. Her people had spent it with the Romans, learning Julian’s new battle formation. That went well enough, but as yet there was no sign of Leuva. The Romans would leave tomorrow at sunrise. She stamped as she walked, as if she would crush her worries.
 
   She was angry at Julian because he was harassing her about leaving. She was angry at Leuva for being late. The old woman should have been here by now, with the rest of the Exiled. More than once she had wondered if Leuva would choose to take the Exiled and flee, rather than risk fighting a Horde. And more than once she had reassured herself: she is my mentor, she loves me, she would not abandon me.
 
   She was angry, too, at the Dacians, her uninvited allies. For two days they kept showing up, always in small groups. The Romans would not house them, for they built their fortresses only large enough to hold themselves. So the Dacians, farmers and shepherds mostly, were simply lying about, clustering around family campfires. Already some were begging food. 
 
   Most of all, she was angry at herself—angry because she had believed too much in the Romans, too much even in her own people. She would be better off alone.
 
   She stumbled over that thought, for even as she thought it, the image of the Roman Tribune came into her mind. Marcus Salvius. The good Roman, as she thought of him. In contrast with General Metellus, the irritating Roman.
 
   And now she was angry again, that she should be thinking of men and romance at so critical a moment. That it should even occur to her, when it stemmed from a few looks, a few words, and a moment under the stars. She forced her thoughts immediate matters, deciding she would do something about these wretched Dacians. Get them organized into a single camp.
 
   The rixen arrived not long after. She did not wait to gather a welcome party, but went straight to her own horse, riding him bareback at a canter, her black hair flowing like a raven’s wing behind her. The rixen—her people!—approached from the northeast under a clear sky, a caravan of small carts flanked by riders on both side. Her heart stirred as she rode. These were all the camps, or she hoped it was so; she had never seen them all in one place. There are hundreds of us, she thought, even a thousand. My own legion.
 
   She spied Leuva, riding out front, her gray hair matching the color of her horse. She rode perfectly erect, bouncing a little. The journey must have been hard on her old bones.
 
   “Leuva!” Inglena called as she neared, waving a hand high, “you made it! What took you so long?” Ninny, she scolded herself, the first thing you say is a reproach?
 
   Leuva’s horse shied a little at Inglena’s reckless approach, but Inglena wheeled and fell quickly into step.
 
   “Inglena,” the old woman said, “I see you found your Roman.”
 
   “I did. They are not so many as I’d hoped, but they fight well. We fought twice already, once in the hills and once here. No goblins survived.” She was proud of that.
 
   “Hmph,” was Leuva’s only comment. Inglena ignored the disapproving tone.
 
   “Is this truly everyone? It stirs my heart to see we are so many.”
 
   “We are all who came,” Leuva said. “Not everyone chooses to follow your path. I waited as long as I could.”
 
   “It was almost too long,” Inglena said, still in high spirits. “The Romans leave at dawn.”
 
   “Had we not arrived, would you have gone with them?” Leuva asked this quietly, but her sidelong look glinted like mica in the setting sun.
 
   “Of course not!” She looked at the old woman, hurt by the question. “Though it would be foolish to sit here alone, don’t you think?”
 
   “Foolish to have come here in the first place, if you ask me,” Leuva said. “Which you didn’t.”
 
   “If you felt that way, why did you even come?”
 
   “I could not stay. Goblins are overrunning the hills, now that the Tribes have been scattered.”
 
   Inglena blanched. She knew this must be the case, but Leuva’s words brought up memories of long rides through pine and hemlock, or beneath the spatulate shadows of chestnut trees. Hunting goblins, to be sure, but one pack at a time. She imagined those same glades, the ground ripped by heavy claws, stained black with the blood of her people. No more tribes. It was unthinkable, like imagining no more stars. Leuva spoke again.
 
   “I would not stay, because of what you are doing. I hoped to persuade you, even now. You are my favorite grief, girl.”
 
   Inglena refused to smile. She used to like the phrase, liked thinking of herself as a rebel, but liking even better to be Leuva’s favorite. Leuva watched her in silence for a moment, then spoke again.
 
   “Do you still plan to follow the foreigners?”
 
   “You know I do. Oh, Leuva, can we not argue, just for a while? All the Exiled are gathered. Let us be happy for that!”
 
   Leuva nodded, but no more than that. Inglena kicked at her horse to tell that wretched General her people had come.
 
    
 
   Julian eased himself onto the bench and leaned back. The heavy, perpetually wet leather of the tent sagged, but held. 
 
   “I’m tired, Avi,” he said, “and I’m tired of being tired.”
 
   Avitus looked him over briefly. “Perhaps we can rest at that barbarian town,” he said. Here, at least cover up. I got you one of those enormous furs the Thervings use.”
 
   Julian all but disappeared under a huge blanket. Avitus arranged it with care. He was about to ask about food when the tent opened. A guard looked in.
 
   “Your pardon, General.”
 
   The pile of furs groaned. The soldier hesitated. Avitus tried to wave him away. The soldier merely looked even more unsure.
 
   “What?” Avitus snapped.
 
   “Another band of Thervings arrived. A big one. There’s a fellow says he’s their chief, or maybe it was king. Name of Thrasimund or some such.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “And that other one’s on her way, that witch-queen.”
 
   “Her name is Inglena,” the furs muttered.
 
   “The General is … busy,” Avitus said, scowling as fiercely as he knew how. The soldier seemed to think it was funny.
 
   “No, Avi,” Julian said, sitting up. His face emerged from the blanket. “The General is weary, not busy. Not at all the same thing.” He looked at the guard. “Tell the Princess,” he emphasized the word, “we can talk on the march tomorrow. Right now, everyone is to eat and then sleep. My orders.”
 
   “Aye, sir,” the soldier said, then he retreated.
 
   “These barbarians keep showing up, Avi,” Julian said when the soldier had gone.
 
   “That’s good, is it not? More swords?”
 
   “More people to manage, and my authority over them is, hmm, tenuous. Dacians, Therving warriors, exiled magicians, Roman soldiers, what makes you think they will all fight side by side?”
 
   Avitus handed Julian a plate of cold meat and a cup of warm wine. “Those monsters come charging over the plains again, I would fight alongside thieves and murderers. I’d even stand shoulder to shoulder with Alemanni.”
 
   Julian chuckled, then said, “Even so, it isn’t going to go smoothly and it’s all going to be my problem to solve.” He sighed dramatically. He managed to swallow two mouthfuls of food before he fell fast asleep among the skins of bear and wolf.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
   Water Magic
 
    
 
                 The young man stood alone upon a wide, flat rock that jutted out into a large pond. Willow trees circled round, spreading their green skirts over the jumble of rocks and reeds, shielding the pond from the tents beyond. The sound of goats complaining of hunger came through the trees, mingling with the bright, busy sound of robins, but the young man did not hear them. He was concentrating.
 
                 He wore the plain gray shift of a Thervingian commoner. It hung straight down over his lean frame, its hem darkened at the bottom, for the boy was standing with his feet in the cool water. His sandals lay on the shore nearby, next to the fishing spear. 
 
                 The boy stretched his arms out over the pond, his hands making small, sinuous motions. His brown eyes shone and his lips curled in a small smile as he worked.
 
                 Six feet beyond the tips of his fingers the pond’s green waters rose into a pillar that shimmered in the late morning sun. The pillar was quickly taking on a shape: a head, a body, arms and legs. 
 
                 The boy’s hands moved gently, caressing the air. As they moved, the body slimmed, becoming feminine in form. The head acquired a mouth and eyes, cheekbones glimmered, and watery hair flowed over graceful shoulders. Sunlight fractured into rainbows that chased along her arms and down her back. The boy added details until she became a particular girl. His lips whispered her name.
 
                 Alavia.
 
                 His hands moved and the water-girl bent one leg, so she stood upon one slim foot. She raised up on her toes gracefully, and gazed at him with emerald eyes. The girl smiled.
 
                 “Remmich!”
 
                 A man’s voice called, demanding and harsh. The glimmering form collapsed in a quiet splash. The boy scrambled back to the shore. He had just enough time to snatch up the fishing spear when his father came crashing through the underbrush.
 
                 The man strode forward, his bearded face warring between anger and worry. 
 
                 “What are you doing out here?
 
                 “Just … um … fishing.” He waved the spear as evidence.
 
                 The father knew his son well, and disbelief showed plainly on his face.
 
                 Tibor, for this was the father’s name, glanced at the dry spear.
 
                 “Catch anything?” 
 
                 “No. I was just … thinking … about things.” Remmich waved vaguely at the trees then hung his head. 
 
                 Tibor looked carefully at his son. He worried because Remmich had been going off by himself more and more often. He thought of his wife, how she had behaved toward the end. Surely the boy is not one, too, he thought. The gods would not be so cruel. He pushed the worry away, choosing to believe something else.
              “Thinking about that girl again?” He forced a laugh and clapped his son on the shoulder. He avoided his eyes, for the boy had his mother’s eyes and the memory was still too painful, even after eight years.
 
                 Remmich couldn’t meet his father’s eyes, either. He knew he should not be playing with the water. He knew what others would call it, what would happen then. The priests would come, the council would say the words. Then the burning of the tent. Exile. His heart nearly cracked to imagine being away from Alavia forever. But the water sang in his blood and he had to follow it. He knew he was a disappointment to his father; worse, he was also a danger to the clan. 
 
                 Still, the water sang, and his mouth would not form words.
 
                 “Never mind,” Tibor said. “Come along home. Something is happening.”
 
                 A grim note in his father’s voice made Remmich look up again, but Tibor was already walking away.
 
                 “And put on your shoes!”
 
                 Remmich shivered; he was always cold after he shaped water. He put on his sandals quickly and hurried after his father. They emerged together from the willows and underbrush and there he saw not only the homes of his own family, but the tents of strangers.
 
                 The camp lay two hundred yards distant, beyond a small meadow covered now with the clan’s goats. Herders looked at the man and boy with little curiosity, for everyone’s attention was focused on the newcomers.
 
                 The camp stood with the rear of the black tents facing outward, like a herd of horses circled against a storm. Beyond the circle should have been the flat lands of the river valley, the green of spring grass appearing in clusters amid the gray stones, brown mud, and islands of melting snow. 
 
                 This was now obscured by horses and tents and red-cloaked strangers. Remmich stared, then looked wonderingly at his father.
 
                 Tibor explained as he hurried forward. About the goblin Horde and the catastrophe on the Pyretus. About how they might gain refuge with the Romans. And about an even greater wonder.
 
                 “There are rixen here, son,” Tibor said, his voice low as if whispering an obscenity. “The White Warrior herself, or so they say.”
 
                 “Here? Exiles among the People?” It was too absurd to consider.
 
                 “It’s true. So you see,” Tibor said, stopping abruptly to lean close to his son, “you see why you must be so very careful.”
 
                 Remmich gulped. Did his father suspect? “I was only fishing,” he said, offering an excuse where none was asked. 
 
                 “Remmy.” A girl’s voice called out to him and his heart pirouetted within his chest. He turned and saw her.
 
                 She was slender and graceful, as beautiful as a sunrise. When she walked it was like dancing. When she spoke it was like singing. Her eyes were more green, her hair more golden, her hands more graceful, than any living creature he had ever seen. That she existed was extraordinary. That she might speak to him was a gift. That she actually liked him elevated him to walk among the gods.
 
                 He smiled and waved. She hurried over and joined them.
 
                 “Have you heard?” she said.
 
                 Remmich nodded. “Romans,” he said.
 
                 “King Athanaric is dead,” she said, her tone solemn. At fifteen, she well understood the gravity of a royal death. “And King Thuric, our own king! They are calling it the Death of Tribes.”
 
                 He repeated the phrase. It sounded like the tolling of iron bells in his head.
 
                 “How did it happen?” he asked, though his father had already told him.
 
                 “A Horde,” she whispered, as if saying the word out loud might summon the thing. 
 
                 “It is true,” Tibor said, then he stopped.
 
                 They had crossed through the camp and had reached the other side. As they left the circle of tents, they entered almost into another world.
 
                 Before them, a Roman military camp was being constructed. Red-cloaked soldiers moved with speed and precision, digging a trench, pounding in wicked-looking spikes they all seemed to carry. The orderliness was alien, even brutal to view.
 
                 To the left, not too far away, Therving tents were going up and the contrast could not have been greater. There, the men wore gray furs. They moved independently, almost chaotically, shouting at one another. Children ran under foot and horses mingled with the men at random. Even so, the tents went up as quickly as did the Roman fortification.
 
                 On the right was a smaller scene. Fewer Thervings, fewer tents. It could have been just another clan, camping for the night, but for a single word.
 
                 A Therving standing nearby nodded to Tibor. He pointed at the cluster of tents and people.
 
                 “Rixen,” he said.
 
                 Alavia leaned close to Remmich. He felt her shudder. He took her hand, marveling, even at that moment, at its softness.
 
                 “Are we to go with the Romans, then?” Remmich asked his father, who nodded.
 
                 “The clan council has decided. Took them only a few minutes, what with the Horde on its way. They say outrunners have been seen not a day distant.”
 
                 Tibor sighed. He looked from the camp of Exiles to the Romans to the Thervingians. He shook his head.
 
                 “So be it.” He turned to Alavia.
 
                 “You’d best get back to your family, girl. There’s work for all of us now. The Romans have given us only one day to get ready.” He gave Alavia a stern look. “Run along now.”
 
                 Alavia said, “Yes, sir,” gave Remmich’s hand a quick squeeze, and ran off. She glanced over her shoulder once. Remmich thought of a golden bird, glancing back as it swept low over the ground.
 
    
 
                 The next hours were a whirl of activity for everyone, but for Remmich the whirl was almost a tornado. He had to get his work done, because he had to show Alavia his gift. Before they left. He could speak to the waters of the pond, but who knew what would happen elsewhere? 
 
                 By late afternoon the next day, he was able to steal an hour. Alavia had been sent to gather berries, the first of the season. Better yet, when he asked to accompany her, because he wanted to show her a surprise, she said yes with a smile that made him feel as if he might tip over. They set out at once, before the light should fail.
 
                 Remmich was too happy for mere walking. He glided over the spring grass, stealing joyful glances at Alavia as she floated beside him. Somewhere, he supposed, real feet were touching solid ground, but here, where only they two existed, floating had to be the proper mode of travel. 
 
    Behind his eagerness lay the marvelous news about the decree of amnesty granted to all rixen. There was to be no more shame in what he could do, no more threat of exile. No more secrets.
 
   “Where are we going, Remmy?” Alavia asked. Her voice was light and her eyes alight with anticipation.
 
   “Just ahead. Down to where the stream empties into that little lake.”
 
   “You don’t have to bring me all the way out here just to steal a kiss,” she said, ducking her head but still letting him see her smile.
 
   He squeezed her hand.
 
   “Careful now. It’s steep here.”
 
   The two scrambled down a short slope. At the bottom was a tumble of rocks that ended where the stream widened into a large pond. The water here was still and clear, reflecting the afternoon sun in long, golden ribbons. Remmich helped Alavia onto a rock near the water. He took off his shoes.
 
   “What are you doing?” 
 
   “Just going to cool my feet,” he said. He smiled to himself, but he was also a little worried. Alavia loved surprises, but sometimes his surprises upset her. Then again, she had kissed him once, and that had forgiven all his missteps. He hoped.
 
   Remmich took her hand in his and looked at her.
 
   “I want you to close your eyes. I have a surprise. I hope you’ll like it.” His voice caught on those last words and he had to start again. He’d been rehearsing this all morning.
 
   “Please close your eyes and don’t open them again until I say.”
 
   She laughed. She had to force it a little.
 
   “All right,” she said, but she did not close her eyes.
 
   “No peeking.”
 
   “All right, silly,” she said. She couldn’t keep out a note of impatience. This had better not be something stupid.
 
   “Promise you won’t peek.”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   She rolled her eyes, but then she closed them.
 
   Remmich felt the water through his feet. As quietly as he could, he slid down into the stream until the languid waters rose over his knees. The water song filled him and he joined his heart to it. His hands began to move.
 
   Working quickly, fearing she would steal a glance after all, and ruin it, Remmich pulled the water upward, shaping it. His hands ran up and down, creating the form of a young man with shimmering hair and eyes of glass. Sunlight suffused the avatar with flecks of gold. 
 
   “All right,” he said, “you can look.” 
 
   Alavia opened her eyes to see before her a young man formed entirely of water and light. For several long moments she stared, for he was beautiful. Crystalline hair streamed over broad shoulders and down a wide chest. The sun lit him from within and he glowed golden. Muscles rippled down his arms and legs and across his flat stomach, showing power while suggesting grace. 
 
   The form leaned toward her and it was as if a god had bent down. Diamonds sparkled in his eyes. The sound of flowing water whispered of secret ecstasies.
 
   He kissed her.
 
   The sudden cold on her lips brought her crashing back to reality. She smelled water and sedge and fish. She swung her arm in revulsion, shearing off the face. For a single breath, a faceless head of glass stared at her. She screamed and scrambled away. 
 
   The liquid boy, now merely water, slid formless back into the pond.
 
   “Alavia, wait!” Remmich cried out. A cruel hand gripped his heart.
 
   The girl only screamed again. She clawed her way up the slope like a mouse fleeing an owl. Remmich went after her, but by the time he reached the top she was already sprinting through the trees. He started after her, but his feet felt like bricks and his legs despaired to run.
 
   Fool, he told himself, idiot … Rixen. He called himself the name, saying it out loud. 
 
   Rixen. 
 
   He would be hearing that again. Alavia would run back to her people, say what she had seen, say the word, then the whole clan would come after him, regardless of the amnesty. And they would come after Father.
 
   “Oh gods,” he whispered, then he called out loudly, “Stop, Alavia. Please wait!”
 
   He sprinted toward the black tents. He saw a man turn toward him, and wave. Remmich eyed him and ran on. Others glanced his way, showing little interest.
 
   He slowed to a walk. Could it be? No, it was impossible. The horror on Alavia’s face was burned into his eyes as if he had stared at the sun. These faces, still kind or indifferent, simply had not yet heard. Stay calm, he told himself, don’t act as if something’s wrong.
 
   The Therving encampment was ordered by tribes and clans: Getae here, Greuthungs there, the Taifali, his own tribe, straight ahead. There he would find the Ox Clan, the clan of his father. There too, the Clan of the Five Rivers. Alavia’s clan.
 
   He could see the sign on the black tents, five white rivers joining together, looking like a long, thin hand with five fingers. He wondered which five rivers they were, a strange, stray notion. That’s me, he thought. A strange, stray boy.
 
   “Where’re you going, Remmich?”
 
   He knew the voice. Bedrich. Alavia’s older brother.
 
   She told, she told, he wailed to himself.
 
   “Hey, boy, we’re talking to you,” another voice called. Harsh, disgusted and yet gloating in the disgust.
 
   “Going home,” Remmich said, not looking up. Then he ran into a chest.
 
   “No you’re not.” A hand shoved him and he stumbled backward. “You have no home, rixen.”
 
   He looked up as he caught his balance. Before him stood Bedrich and two others, blocking the way between two black tents.
 
   “I … I …” he couldn’t make his tongue work.
 
   “Filth.”
 
   An older voice. Remmich went cold. That voice belonged to Franek, Alavia’s father. Remmich glanced from one side to the other. He was almost surrounded by men of the Five Rivers.
 
   “There has been amnesty …” he began.
 
   “The White Warrior can’t protect you here. Her words are dust. I spit on her, and her Roman dogs.”
 
   There was a sound to his left, then a voice.
 
   “You will want to temper your words there, fellow.”
 
   Remmich raised his head, and turned to see the scarlet of Roman cloaks. A stocky man with a close-cropped black beard stood with a dozen or so soldiers at his back, his hand near his sword, casually, as if it had stopped there by chance. The man glanced from Remmich to Franek, then back again.
 
   “You’d best run along home, son.”
 
   Remmich took a partial step, but Franek and his sons barred the way forward. 
 
   The Roman gave a slight nod and the soldiers eased sideways until they flanked the men of the Five Rivers.
 
   “I am Marcus Salvius, Tribune of the First Cohort. The amnesty for magicians and sorcerers is proclaimed by Lucius Julianus Metellus, General of the XII Legion.”
 
   He said this in a casual way, but his hand still rested on the small pommel of his sword. The scabbard angled forward. The Roman stepped directly in front of Franek, bringing his face close. The man’s eyes widened.
 
   “The decree,” Marcus Salvius said in a low tone that gained a sharp edge to it, “is confirmed by the Princess Inglena. You will be careful not to slander her again.”
 
   Franek’s eyes rolled in his head, rage and fear competing. Froth foamed his lips, but he neither moved nor spoke. Without turning, the Roman repeated his command to Remmich.
 
   “Run along home, son. Now.”
 
   At the word, Remmich took a step forward. The Five Rivers men moved aside and he bolted, running as hard as he could between tents. A hundred thoughts had boiled through his mind as the men confronted each other—thoughts of Alavia, Father, the song of the water, the appearance of the Roman soldiers, memories of his mother, hope and fear—but now they coalesced into a single resolution.
 
   He slowed his pace so he would not attract attention. He found the Taifali camp, the Ox Clan fires, his own tent. Father was gone, and he went inside.
 
   His heart pounded furiously as he gathered his few possessions. Only one course of action lay open to him, awful and final. Nothing must interfere. He refused to allow himself to think, only to act. There was no point in thinking now. Everything was settled the moment Alavia had screamed.
 
   He left his father’s tent and looked about him. No one paid any attention. He left the fires of the Ox Clan and was unheeded. He left the Taifali camp,  and did not look back.
 
   The words of the White Warrior are dust. He knew this was true, knew it deep in his gut. Inglena could not wave her magic sword and do away with ten generations of prejudice. To stay would mean shame upon his family, a fate worse than Exile. He had lost Alavia. He could not also dishonor his father. If Exile was no longer permitted, then he would impose it upon himself. Somehow he would atone for what he had done.
 
   Looking only forward, he slipped through the willow trees. Without his being aware of it, his feet took him toward the river.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
   Broken
 
    
 
    
 
   Five days after the battle, the Legion reached Oppidum. Julian had pushed them hard, even though Dacians and Thervings kept joining the march. He told them they must find a way to keep up or be left behind. Most found a way to keep up, though some straggled into camp each day hours late.
 
   He now was climbing the wide hill of Oppidum. With him was a delegation consisting of himself, Marcus Salvius, Avitus, and Ursinus to carry the standard and make it official. He brought ten soldiers along, just in case.
 
   The Romans were joined by Inglena, along with the chief Thrasimund and Stavanos, who seemed never to be left behind. With Thrasimund were a dozen warriors. Inglena wore freshly-cleaned deerskin with beaded patterns sewn along the arms and around the neck. Her black hair was cleaned, combed and braided, tied with silver ribbons. Seated erect on her white horse, with her sword on her back, Julian thought she looked every inch a queen. 
 
   Let’s hope, Julian thought, “that appearance counts for something with the old fox.”
 
   Julian planned to persuade King Fritigern to go with the Legion, or at least to go south on his own road, and bring all his people into the Empire. Thrasimund had said the King would not listen.
 
   “He will go west, Roman. He follows the old wisdom: nothing can stand against a Horde. Run or die, and the King will do anything to preserve his own life.”
 
   Inglena had agreed with Thrasimund, but said she intended to try to change the King’s mind.
 
   “He is my uncle, so I must try if only for that. But there is another thing, more important. Many will follow the King. If they do, they will die. The goblins will hunt them down, and they will all die. I have to make him see that.”
 
   Julian had asked, “What about the other woman? The older one. You said she was a leader of some sort.”
 
   “She refuses to come,” Inglena said. “She is rixen.”
 
   Julian cocked his head. “So are you.”
 
   “Leuva holds to the old ways. Exiled is exiled. She will not come.”
 
   “A pity. Well, as it is, then. Fritigern’s the matter of the moment. But I’ll say it again, to you and all your people. The Legion goes on tomorrow. We are ahead of your monsters, and I intend to stay ahead until we are safe behind the protection of the Ister.”
 
   So they had assembled and now walked in a rough column (the Thervings will never learn a line of march, Julian thought), Romans first, then Inglena and Stavanos, followed by Thrasimund and his warriors. Julian wondered if the princess realized he was trying to hide her a bit, by keeping her in the center. If she did, she had not objected.
 
   Oppidum looked even more forlorn than it had when Julian had first seen it. The lonely hill was no longer covered with black tents, but now was dotted with scores of carts drawn by every manner of animal, including a few by men. Every cart was piled high with belongings.
 
   “They won’t move fast loaded down like that,” Marcus said.
 
   “True enough, First,” he said, “but the Legion is similarly laden, isn’t it?”
 
   Marcus grumbled into his beard.
 
   “We’ve kept ahead of them so far, Marcus. And I have no intention of dawdling.” 
 
   The Thervings of Oppidum appeared to be of the same mind, for many of the carts were already in motion. Other people were still packing, while some had yet to dismantle their tents. All was chaotic, and it made progress slow. 
 
   They were only halfway up the hill when a commotion ahead caused them to halt. Men were shouting, then with marvelous rapidity, several tents came down and were cleared away. In the space just opened stood King Fritigern with an escort of twenty armed men. To Julian they appeared determined, but also a little frightened. Uncertain. He might need that, if things went badly.
 
   “Hail, King Fritigern,” Julian called, one hand raised in salute.
 
   “Hail Lucius Julianus Metellus,” the King replied. 
 
   “I mourn the loss of so many of your people,” Julian said. For an instant a memory flashed of a valley filled with death. 
 
   “Were you there? Did you see?” The King’s voice was little more than a hoarse whisper.
 
   Julian couldn’t find a way to answer. The vision of carnage took away his voice. He spread his hands helplessly, and the King nodded.
 
   Neither spoke for a long moment, then Julian took a deep breath and found his voice.
 
   “But I can help this much,” he said. “I’m told your people are fleeing. Come with me instead. Come to Rome.”
 
   A light flickered within the hooded eye.
 
   “Rome?” Fritigern cackled a dry laugh. “What does Rome want with a broken people? Does Valens grant citizenship in exchange for dead warriors?” 
 
   “I cannot promise that,” Julian said, “but I can promise this: there is no hope outside of Rome. Your only safety lies across the River Ister, within the Empire.”
 
   “Hah! You have lived so long in the Empire you think it is the whole world. But more dreadful things lie to the East, Roman, more than you have seen. More than you can imagine! 
 
   “No, I shall go into the mountains, into empty lands where the Horde cannot feed.”
 
   “The Horde will pursue you.”
 
   Fritigern grinned unpleasantly. With his narrow face and his shaggy hair, he looked more fox-like than ever. “Perhaps,” he said, “the Horde will pursue you.”
 
   “I will get across the Ister River.”
 
   “You only hope. The Horde is closer than you think. Already, outrunners are on the west side of the Siret River, and below Oppidum.”
 
   “We will drive through them. And once we reach the Ister, we—and all who come with us,” Julian raised his voice, “will find safety.”
 
   Fritigern snorted. “The Great River will not stop the Horde. Your own emperor built bridges across that river.” He cackled, and raised an arm in a grand motion, like an orator making a point.
 
   Julian laughed. “Lord King, your information is out of date. Emperor Trajan did indeed build a mighty bridge, to bring his armies to chastise the Dacians. But that was long ago, the bridge was not maintained, and it collapsed.”
 
   Fritigern’s grin fled, replaced by a sly look. “Constantine also built a bridge.”
 
   “He did,” Julian said. He made a sad face. “Alas, ice from a bad winter broke the central span. The goblins cannot cross there, or anywhere else for that matter.”
 
   The sly look fled after the grin, leaving only frustration and anger. 
 
   “Hear me, Lord King,” Julian said, pressing his advantage, “the Horde is your problem. The goblins will hunt your people as they always have. Come with us into the Empire. Rome will shield you. Soon, Valens the Emperor of the East will return, bringing vast armies. Gratian, the Emperor of the West, who is his nephew and so bound by blood, will be done with his war with the Alemanni, and he too will bring vast armies. Two great hammers will swing. They will crush the Horde forever. Only Rome has the strength for this. Come to Rome, o Lord King.”
 
   Fritigern hunched his shoulders and lowered his head, looking at Julian under hooded eyes. His fingers twitched. His mouth worked as if it chewed words, then he spat them out.
 
   “The goblins will not follow us into the west. They will go south. They are drawn by wealth and easy kills. They will find a way across the Great River, destroy your armies, and invade your lands. The Roman Empire is rich and fat, and they will feed upon it and Rome’s corpse will stink for generations!”
 
   Julian felt a movement at his side. No, he thought frantically, not yet!
 
   Inglena stepped out from the screen of her Thervings.
 
   “You!”
 
   The King pointed a shaking finger at Inglena.
 
   “Stand easy but stand ready, boys,” Julian said quietly. He could feel Inglena move just behind his left shoulder. He was intensely aware of the sword at his hip.
 
   “You …,” Fritigern repeated, “… rixen!” 
 
   The word transformed the scene. At once the King’s men advanced to his side. 
 
   Fritigern trembled. “Stand away, Roman. This is not your concern.”
 
   “Princess Inglena is under my protection.”
 
   “Princess? Hah!” He spit the words. “She is no princess, she is rixen.”
 
   “Uncle, …” Inglena began, but Fritigern cut her off.
 
   “She is not my niece. I do not speak to her. She is Exiled.”
 
   The armed men stepped forward. As one, the Romans drew their swords and set their shields. The precision of the movement took the barbarians aback. They hesitated. 
 
   Julian had drawn his sword with the others, but he held his point down. He now traced a line in the dirt, a wide circle around himself and around Inglena. He sheathed the sword and faced the king.
 
   “Ursinus, stand close.”
 
   The big man planted the standard. 
 
   “This,” he gestured at the ground, “is Rome. I am a Roman citizen and a General. If you attack me, you have attacked Rome.”
 
   He paused. Fritigern reddened. 
 
   “This is the Princess Inglena,” Julian said, taking her hand. “She is under my protection. If you attack her, you have attacked Rome.
 
   “My Legion will slaughter you, down to your dogs. If you run, her magicians will burn you to the ground. You will not touch her. She is under my protection, and I am Rome.”
 
   Julian had time to draw four careful breaths before the King replied.
 
   “The witch is gone to Rome,” he said. “She does not exist.” He motioned to his men. “We have other things to do.”
 
   “You will not grant amnesty?”
 
   “Never.”
 
   “Your people are nearly destroyed,” Julian said. “You need every fighter you can get, and I tell you these people know how to fight the goblins.”
 
   “I do not need warriors, General, I need horses and wagons and oxen … and time.”
 
   “Then they can help you to flee.”
 
   Fritigern screeched in frustration. “You are Roman. Go to Rome! We have no wish to live in your house. These,” he waved at Inglena, “are the cause of all our troubles. The goblins are their doing, they have brought them. They have summoned the Horde. They live … look!” he pointed a trembling finger, “… they live while the Tribes have died. And now you have brought them here, to the sacred city.” He spat towards Inglena. “Filth! Witch!”
 
   The King lapsed into a frothing babble. In the next moment, Fritigern turned and ran, his great robes flying, his men following. Julian looked at Inglena.
 
   “I am sorry,” he said, appalled by the deep sadness he saw in her eyes. “Your hopes are dashed.”
 
   “I always feared it would be this way,” she said. “I did not hope.”
 
   Julian motioned to Marcus. “Back to camp, First. There’s nothing here.” The Roman soldiers and the Therving warriors did not turn their back on the King until they were well down the hill.
 
    
 
   When they reached the rixen camp, Leuva was waiting for them. Behind her stood a hundred or more rixen along with their families.
 
   “What’s this about?” Julian asked.
 
   “The other thing I feared,” Inglena said. “You tried to get Fritigern to follow us; now Leuva will try to get me to follow the King.”
 
   “Do you want some help?”
 
   “No. This concerns the People, not Romans. You go. In the morning, the rixen will follow you, even if we are only one.”
 
   Julian nodded. “Let’s go, Marcus. Get a full night’s rest. It is likely to be our last one.”
 
   The Romans left, marching in formation, even when it was so few. Inglena shook her head in bemusement. She turned to Thrasimund.
 
   “You should go, too, and Stavanos as well. This is mine to handle.”
 
   Stavanos began to protest but she cut him off with a gesture and a look.
 
   Thrasimund said, “I thought we were one people now.”
 
   “That is my hope,” Inglena said. “Right now, though, we are a broken people. Let me try to mend one crack, at least.”
 
   “As you wish,” Thrasimund said. He paused, then added, “I may have to start calling you Queen Inglena. You show more strength than I remember, and the People need a Queen.”
 
   He strode away with the rolling gait of one who spends his days on horseback. He is everything a chief should be, Inglena thought. Strong, courageous, generous, true. And handsome, she added, although he does not move me. He is a chieftain, but no more.
 
   “How is your uncle?”
 
   Leuva’s harsh voice cut through the air. Inglena turned to her. Leuva had evidently tired of waiting and had moved forward. She stopped, Inglena noticed, on a small rise that put her above Inglena and above the crowd which gathered around them.
 
   Clever old panther, Inglena thought, and wondered at herself. There had been a time when she thought Leuva was the finest leader she had ever met. Now, she was just a cunning adversary.
 
   She is ready for battle, Inglena thought, as much as if she had drawn a sword.
 
   “He is broken,” Inglena said, and the words tasted sour in her mouth. “He wants only to run away.”
 
   “That is not what I heard,” Leuva said, then she raised her voice a bit, “I heard the King leads the People into the mountains.”
 
   Those are her people, Inglena realized with a start. She’s speaking to them. Why are there so many? She took a breath to calm her heart, which kept wanting to race. She had to persuade more than just Leuva here.
 
   “Fritigern,” she refused to use the title, “is a drunkard. He is old and afraid. He’s not leading anyone, he’s just running away.” Then another breath, and she too raised her voice.
 
   “But I can lead,” she said. “I am leading us to Rome, to a new life. To the only hope remaining to us. And I offer an end to Exile!”
 
   Some murmurs ran through the crowd.
 
   Leuva brushed her hair out of her eyes and glared at Inglena.
 
   “You believe these things you say.” It was more incredulity than a question.
 
   “With all my heart,” Inglena said, though a worm of doubt turned at the center.
 
   “That is what makes you so dangerous.” Leuva nodded in agreement with herself. Inglena felt the other woman’s judgment as a weight upon her brow.
 
   “You reject the good old ways and replace them with your own desires, as if you were a new god bringing new laws. You do this because you are nobly born, and because you are arrogant. Your father let you believe you were special.”
 
   “Do not mention my father the king,” Inglena said, her voice suddenly brittle. Leuva responded with an indifferent shrug.
 
   “So,” she said, “you were a princess born, but you do not behave as one. Does a queen lead her people to ruin? Does the mother slay her own children? You lead them into danger rather than away from it, and give them into the hands of strangers.”
 
   Leuva’s voice grew angry as she spoke. She stabbed at the air with a bony finger.
 
   “For generations,” she said, “the elders of tribes have had the same counsel. Kings and priests have faced the goblin Horde. Those who stood and fought, died. Those who came away and sought new lands, lived. They are our ancestors, the custodians of our law. Athanaric was the most recent who learned this truth.
 
   “Then along comes Inglena, Queen of Unknown Roads.” Her voice was stern, an elder admonishing a foolish child. “The old customs are not enough for her, no. She must go on new paths, and all must follow her over the cliff. But I say this: you are an arrogant girl. 
 
   “The old ways are the right ways, and I intend to follow them. We are rixen!” She all but shouted the word. “Exiled. That is the judgment of the Tribes. It is not for the daughter of a dead king to rewrite the law.”
 
   Inglena retreated before the jabbing finger. She fought currents of shame and anger that swept through her. She took a ragged breath.
 
   “The Tribes are gone,” she said, struggling to steady her voice. “The old customs were for the Tribes, and the Tribes lie dead. The People have lost their kings.”
 
   “Fritigern…” Leuva began, but Inglena cut her off.
 
   “Fritigern is a useless old man! He would throw his own children to the Horde, if he thought he could use them to save himself. He is not leading people to safety, he is running in panic, looking for a hole. There is no safety in the mountains, Leuva, there is only death.”
 
   “Prideful!” Leuva shrieked. “You are no prophet. You are only a prideful girl too stubborn to suppose you might be wrong, and too much in love to see beyond your own lust.”
 
   Inglena grabbed at her sword. Leuva’s eyes went wide. She threw up an arm and cringed. With an effort, Inglena took her hand away again.
 
   “I will not threaten you, Leuva. I want you to come with me. Let us be friends as we once were, and let us be allies together with the Romans.”
 
   Leuva lowered her arm but stepped back and spit on the ground.
 
   “Those men? They pretend friendship, but you do not see when you turn your back. They laugh at you, lost princess. They sneer at your deerskin clothes, your barbarian tongue, and they fear your magic.
 
   “Magic is forbidden in Rome. It is against their laws. Mark me, Inglena, they will not permit sorcery. Romans love their law more than they love the deerskin princess.”
 
   She stepped away, speaking now to the crowd.
 
   “The Horde comes. You cannot fight it. Your people will lie gutted and torn under the wide sky, as dead as Grimbeard. The Romans will abandon you, they will drive you away with lance and sword.
 
   “This prideful girl will not give up her lover. I offer to all the rixen the chance to walk in the old ways. A chance to go to the West, follow King Fritigern—our only true ruler. I offer a chance to live!”
 
   She gestured as grandly as any Greek actor.
 
   “Go to your doom, prideful girl. Go with your Roman lover. Go across the Great River, if you can. Go all the way to the City of Constantine, it will not matter. The Horde pursues the richest prize. You will all die.”
 
   Inglena strode up the hillock and stood next to Leuva, who scowled at her. Inglena was taller than the old woman.
 
   “Leuva offers you a chance at life,” Inglena said, her voice strong. “It is a small chance, but take it if you will. I offer you better.” She let that hang in the air while she turned slowly to take in the whole crowd.
 
   Her chance is the chance to live in Exile, to be shunned by the People and hunted by the goblins. Why would you want that when you can have better?
 
   “Come with me. I offer you no worse a chance at life, and I offer something else besides.
 
   “Freedom!”
 
   She raised her arms and a shout from the crowd answered. She could feel Leuva’s glare, but she would not look at her.
 
   “I have declared an end to Exile, and Chief Thrasimund supports me in this. Follow me and live as one People again.”
 
   A voice called out, “Follow you to where?”
 
   “To Rome. Into the Empire, our only refuge. I have seen these Romans fight. I have fought beside them. With their legions and our warriors, the goblins will be crushed forever.”
 
   She drew out her sword. It shone piercing white, gilded by the afternoon sun. Leuva shrank away from it.
 
   “I swear by my father’s sword, I will make it so. I am Princess Inglena. I have sworn it.”
 
   A hundred voices responded. Among them, one shrilled, “Queen Inglena, Queen Inglena.”
 
   Stavanos. Crazy boy. But the crowd took up the chant.
 
   “Queen Inglena!”
 
   Leuva hissed at her, “Foolish girl,” then slunk away. Some from among the crowd followed her. Inglena wanted to chase her down, spit in her eye, tell her she was the fool, but the chanting held her. Lifted her up.
 
   “Queen Inglena!”
 
   The chant reverberated in her heart.
 
    
 
   Inglena sat alone on a bare tree trunk that had been left along the rocky flats by a flooded river years ago. It was bare of limbs, its bark gone, leaving only the trunk smoothed and weathered. 
 
   She had come here directly from the confrontation with Leuva. The cheers had buoyed her, but she had lost Leuva. Her mentor. To lose just that one was a pain in her heart.
 
   The sun was gone. The moon shone well up in the east, three quarters full. Its light settled into her black hair, netting it in silver. Her white sword was at her side. Her right hand touched it now and again, as if for reassurance. She did not hear the First Tribune until he was only a few steps away. She sighed. The confrontation with Leuva had left her as bare and limbless as the tree.
 
   She spoke without turning around. “Greetings, Marcus Salvius.”
 
   “Salve, Princess Inglena.” His deep voice rumbled like a great bear. His footsteps stopped. She turned.
 
   “What are you looking at?” she asked. “Why do you smile so?” 
 
   “Your pardon,” Marcus said. “I was looking at you.”
 
   She wanted to be angry that he should flirt with her. Was it not obvious she wanted to be alone? But when she looked at him, all she saw was his strong, honest face.
 
   “I will go away, if you wish,” he said.
 
   “No,” she said, so quickly she surprised herself. “I don’t mind.”
 
   That is what she said. What she wanted to say was, “Please stay.” The big Roman quieted her thoughts simply by being near.
 
   She gestured for him to sit, and his quick smile, only a little shy, warmed her. He sat next to her, smelling of leather and wool and male. Her worries did not fly away, but they retreated to dark corners.
 
   Neither spoke for a time. She continued to lean against the tree limb, away from him. Her left hand lay still in her lap while her right continued to toy idly with her sword. Her head bowed slightly. Marcus sat with his arms at his sides, hands resting on the weathered trunk. Moonlight pooled at his feet.
 
   “I hated being a princess.”
 
   She spoke quietly, almost to herself.
 
   “From my earliest memories, being princess only meant things I could not do. Or else things I must do. I longed to do what I wanted, which was mostly things I was not allowed.” She wanted to tell him how that felt, to be trapped not by the world but by your birth. The words eluded her.
 
   “When I inherited the sword, after my father’s death, it was days before I would touch it. Not because I was afraid.”
 
   She waved her left hand dismissively.
 
   “It was because I loved it so. I spent days by myself, imagining all the things I would do with it. I didn’t know its power yet, but its real power was the hope it gave me. Somewhere inside, I knew when I picked up the sword and it was only just a sword, and I was still just a girl, all the dreams would die. The sword would be heavy and I would be awkward and I would still be trapped.
 
   “So I kept dreaming. People left me alone, supposing I was mourning. When anyone came around I made sure to cry.”
 
   She laughed a little. Her hand fluttered.
 
   Marcus was as still as the tree. Her hand settled to her side, landing like a butterfly atop his.
 
   “But make-believe grows old, even when you are twelve, and one day I unwrapped the sword and picked it up and, oh Marcus it was light. So light! I couldn’t believe it; I thought I had grown strong.
 
   “I wrapped it again and sneaked away, into the woods. When I was sure I was alone, I took it out again, and it was still light. I swung it and sliced through tall grass. My heart pounded. I tried it on hawthorn branches and then on a limb—it was a young birch tree as thick as my arm. The sword passed through it like the grass.”
 
   Her hand squeezed his.
 
   “It was pure joy. I’ll never forget that day. It was like the world itself had opened. Like I was new born. Pure joy”
 
   She sighed.
 
   “I will tell you something now. It is a thing I could never say to my own people. I could not tell Julian. It’s not a secret, exactly, but … well….”
 
   She shifted her weight, sat upright. Her hand came off his and joined the right in her lap. She sat erect, head level, as if making a formal statement.
 
   “When the day came and the Council of Kings exiled me, I was glad. Glad! Do you believe it?”
 
   She turned slightly as if expecting an answer, but she kept on.
 
   “It sounds shameful to say it, but when I was sent away, they freed me from my prison. Oh, I was heartbroken to be called rixen, to be reviled. But I was glad to be free to make my own way. That very day, walking through those woods,” she pointed across the valley, “I decided what I would do. I would gather all the Exiled and make war upon the goblins. Together we would destroy our ancient enemy and be reconciled with our tribes.
 
   “But the Horde has broken the tribes. The People are almost destroyed, and the only surviving king is a mad drunkard.”
 
   Anger at Fritigern mixed with her anger at Leuva and she choked. Then she spoke again.
 
   “I know my choices,” she said, and her voice was steady. “They’re mine alone to make. It is what I always said I wanted, but now that I have it, it only makes me sad.”
 
   She turned toward him. Moonlight carved soft shadows on her face. 
 
   “Julian gave me good Roman advice and told me what I should do. Thrasimund gave me good Thervingian advice and told me what I should do. Leuva did the same.
 
   “But you, Marcus, you just listen. Thank you for that. It is more valuable to me than all the rest.”
 
   She leaned against him. Her hands found his. When she slid her arms around his wide shoulders, it felt as if she embraced the whole world.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
   Put to the Test
 
    
 
   The XII Legion crossed the Siret River soon after daybreak the next morning. Julian sent the soldiers forward, but he himself stayed on the far bank with Captain Ennius to see the rest across. Bandylegs stood patiently, but Ennius had to keep a tight rein on his horse, who was agitated. It had read its master’s mood.
 
   “Look at them,” the cavalry captain said. “Look at the gap!”
 
   Scores of Therving riders approached, led by Thrasimund, his blond hair shining. There was indeed a gap between the last Roman cohort and the lead Thervingian rider.
 
   “No military sense at all,” Ennius complained. “I could fit an entire legion in here. Whoa now, easy.”
 
   The horse kept trying to turn.
 
   Thrasimund splashed across the Siret. The river’s waters ran deeper every day as the mountain snows melted. Water splashed high on his fur boots. It would not be long before the river was too high to cross. Not soon enough, Julian thought.
 
   Thrasimund gave a fair imitation of a Roman salute as he passed. Once across, his men broke into a gallop and spread out in ragged clumps with no hint of a line.
 
   “Look at them,” Ennius said again. “No discipline at all.”
 
   “They’re good warriors, Captain. You’ve seen them.”
 
   “Good enough,” Ennius allowed, “so long as they stay out of the way of proper cavalry.”
 
   Julian grimaced but did not let Ennius see it. Somehow all the mounted soldiers would need to work together. How that was to happen was more than Julian could figure at the moment.
 
   Then came the civilians, a forlorn and disorderly passage that took much too long. Ennius said nothing about this. Disorder among civilians was only to be expected. As the last of them crossed, Inglena and her rixen arrived. Julian sighed.
 
   They were fewer.
 
   Inglena joined him to see the last stragglers across. She looked tired.
 
   “Good morning, Princess,” he said. She managed a pale smile. Julian pointed to Oppidum. “Fritigern is leaving, too, I see.”
 
   “Yes,” she said. “Too many go with him.”
 
   “Will they fire the town?”
 
   She looked at him with a puzzled expression.
 
   “Will they set fire to it? To deny the plunder?”
 
   “No. They leave all for the goblins. It will slow them down.”
 
   “All?”
 
   She made a face. “Some cannot travel. They are too sick. Too old.”
 
   “Gods, he leaves them?”
 
   “Many will kill themselves.” She took a ragged breath. “They leave the animals, too.”
 
   “The king is a cold-hearted man.”
 
   Inglena continued to stare at the line of carts trailing away to the west. “Too many are with him,” she said.
 
   “And Leuva as well?”
 
   “Yes.” Inglena’s shoulders sagged. “I could not persuade her.”
 
   “You did all you could,” Julian said.
 
   “It was not enough. If this is all I can do, then perhaps someone else should lead. Someone who can do more.”
 
   Julian looked at her in alarm. “You can think such things, Princess, but you must never say them aloud. Your people need you to be strong, regardless of what you can or cannot do.”
 
   “My people? There goes half my people right now, into the mountains.”
 
   Julian found he had no reply to such bitterness. He glanced at Ennius, who only shook his head.
 
   “Do you think such things, General of the Legion?”
 
   “Me? Of course not.” He smiled for her benefit. “I never doubt.”
 
   “You do not cheer me.”
 
   “Very well. Perhaps I can make you too tired to be discouraged. We are six days from Mother River, or so my First Tribune assures me.” He glanced up at the gray clouds moving toward them. “Maybe seven. We have to move faster than goblins, so no more talk. Captain, you will guard our flank. We’ll keep the civilians between the Legion and the river. Inglena, your folk must guard the rear. Do try to keep up.”
 
   She was not looking at him, but she nodded. He let her be. 
 
    
 
   Julian set a fast pace the first day out. He would have kept to it, but that night Inglena did not arrive until after dark. When he asked why, she said she was gathering up the stragglers.
 
   “I will not leave them,” she said, and he could not persuade her otherwise. The next day, the Legion moved a half step slower.
 
   Goblin packs began to appear. Not many, at first, but enough to be a danger to anyone who strayed too far from the cover of archers and cavalry.
 
   They traveled more slowly, too, because of the rain. It began before dawn on that second day, a fierce downpour accompanied by great crashes of thunder without lightning. More than either weather or goblins, though, two incidents caused Julian to worry about their march.
 
   The first was a complaint from Thrasimund. The big Therving came to Julian just as the day’s march began. 
 
   “General, I have a complaint of honor.” He rode erect, jaw thrust forward, rain streaming over him in rivers. He took no notice. Julian had Avitus get out an oilskin, but Thrasimund refused it. Julian frowned. He was not in the mood for barbarian nonsense.
 
   “Speak,” he said.
 
   “You give honor to your own horse warriors, but none to my own. This causes a loss of respect for me.”
 
   Julian wiped water from his face. “What, exactly, is your complaint?”
 
   “Your men fight the goblins. Mine do not, for no goblins come to the front. We wish to fight also.”
 
   “Ah. Thrasimund, you are right. Your Thervings may ride flank tomorrow. Ennius will ride in the van. He will be glad of the chance.”
 
   “Glad?”
 
   “These little skirmishes are well enough,” Julian said, “but if there is to be a real battle it will come from the front, don’t you think?”
 
   Thrasimund considered this. Julian considered that wet fur has a remarkable smell.
 
   “Or even from behind,” Julian added. “It is a gamble. Ennius will want an equal chance on each front. Thank you, chief, for the idea.” He smiled pleasantly at the Therving.
 
   “I would like equal chance,” the chief said slowly.
 
   “Excellent. Today you are in the van, but tomorrow you will ride flank, then the rear, then back to the front. Agreed?”
 
   “Agreed,” Thrasimund said, even more slowly.
 
   “I must see to the Legion,” Julian said. “Good hunting.”
 
   He rode away, Avitus at his side.
 
   “Nicely handled,” Avitus said, “though the chief looked like you’d pulled a card trick on him.”
 
   “Gah. I have no patience for barbarian honor. If they are going to be jealous, there will likely be trouble down the road. They all need a dressing down.”
 
   “They are not your men.”
 
   “They should be. They need to be.”
 
   The second incident came later that same day. Julian called a meeting to go over tactics, at his tent after the evening meal. He summoned Marcus and Ennius, along with Inglena and Thrasimund. He knew some trouble was brewing by the way Thrasimund and Inglena positioned themselves on opposite sides of the tent. Julian went briskly through business, including the sending of both Therving and Roman scouts. It made him nervous that they had yet to spot the Horde. Ennius reported the loss of a forager. Julian had Avitus add the name to the list. Then there was no more business, and still the chief glared at the princess.
 
   Barbarians, Julian thought. As bad as senators.
 
   “I know I shall regret this, but does anyone have other matters to discuss?”
 
   Everyone looked from Inglena to Thrasimund and back again.
 
   Inglena raised her left arm and pointed at Thrasimund. She looked so much like an attorney making an accusation in court, Julian had to cover his mouth to hide the smile that crept there.
 
   “His Thervings slander us,” she declared.
 
   Thrasimund replied stoically. “This is untrue.”
 
   Julian lowered his hand. The smile had left.
 
   “They say my rixen are calling the goblins.”
 
   “It is untrue,” Thrasimund repeated.
 
   “I have heard it myself!” Inglena stamped her foot. Her left arm swung down like a sword stroke, hand clenched.
 
   “Those,” Thrasimund said calmly, “are not my men.”
 
   Avitus snickered. Julian glared at him. “Wine,” he commanded. He let the moment smolder until all had cups. He invited no one to sit. His mind raced, but his words came in measured steps.
 
   “Chief Thrasimund, these are indeed your men.”
 
   The barbarian’s eyebrows went up. “They are from the western clans, those who say this. Fritigern’s people. Not mine.”
 
   “You did not make that distinction this morning.”
 
   Thrasimund tugged at his braided beard.
 
   “Did not all the warriors ride together?”
 
   The chief scowled. “They did,” he muttered.
 
   “Then they are your men.”
 
   Thrasimund started to speak but Julian spoke first.
 
   “We must stop this sort of thing, all of us,” he said. “The Horde does not choose between Roman and Therving. To them, we are all prey.”
 
   He looked to Thrasimund and held his eye. “Do you believe this magicians summon demons from the earth?” 
 
   Thrasimund returned the look. “I do not. It is a false belief.”
 
   “So. You cannot make your men believe other than they do. I don’t really care. But I do care what they say. Handle this however you think best, but let there be no more slander, not even in whispers. Am I clear?”
 
   Thrasimund did not blink. “I will make it so,” he said.
 
   Julian nodded, then turned to Inglena. She looked far too smug, he thought.
 
   “As for you, Princess, I am disappointed.”
 
   The smug look faded.
 
   “Did you hear your words? Your rixen? His Thervings? You speak to me of the People, how you wish to lead them, all together, all tribes, an end to exile. Yet, the first time you get angry, you speak of yours and his. What sort of queen speaks so?”
 
   Her head snapped up at that. He knew he had struck close to the bone. He struck harder.
 
   “Yes, I’ve heard what Leuva said to you. I have heard people call you Queen. You may not throw this title over lightly.
 
   “Thrasimund can’t be king, not without calling forth a dozen rivals. But you can be a queen, if you will school yourself to it. These squabbles are quarrels not between peoples but among one people. If you will make it so.”
 
   He used Thrasimund’s words deliberately. Inglena winced at them.
 
   “Some of my …,” she caught herself, “… of the rixen are angry. I will speak to them.”
 
   Julian nodded. “We must learn to work together,” he said. “Only that way will we live. It is easy to learn to die. All we need do is pick at old scabs to earn new scars.”
 
   He looked them over. “That’s all for tonight. Sleep well. Tomorrow will be harder.”
 
    
 
   The next day was harder. The rain turned the ground sodden. Carts got stuck and too much time was spent getting them free. Goblins continued to harass the column, and falling behind was fatal. The people were tired, but worse was that the animals were wearing down. Julian spent the day in a dark mood, trying to decide how long they could keep carrying everyone without risking everything. Scouts went out in the morning. Three did not return.
 
   Around noon on the fourth day, the three scouts came back. They had seen the Horde, and it was across the Siret River. Large swarms were to the east and at least one was west of the river, but the main body was little more than a day away. Julian ordered them to keep the news to themselves, but when he ordered everyone to pick up the pace, the news seemed to filter of its own accord. Today, there were no stragglers.
 
   An hour later, scouts from the south reported goblins ahead as well. Ennius brought the news, speaking in low, easy tones as if in casual conversation. 
 
   “A thousand, General, maybe a few more. Not so many that we are doomed, but more than the cavalry can sweep aside.”
 
   Julian had to agree. “We are going to have to punch through,” he said. “Come with me. We have to talk to the others.”
 
   It took few words, for the plan had already been worked out. The Legion would deploy in the Julian Formation, using the Siret River to cover the right flank, the combined cavalry forces on the left. Julian put Inglena with Thrasimund. She objected, but he pointed out that as she was mounted, she would be most effective in riding down the goblins as they ran away. The rixen would act as skirmishers out front. They were to do as much damage as they could manage, then retreat behind the lines, where they would help protect the civilians. They barely had time to deploy before the goblins could be seen approaching. 
 
    
 
   Inglena watched the goblins swarm toward the rixen. She could not help thinking of them as her rixen, and she longed to be with them. Instead, she sat still stop her gray stallion, leaning forward as if she could will events to happen. 
 
   She spotted Ferus, standing next to three Roman archers. Already these were letting fly, the goblins were that close, Ferus with his oddly bird-like movements. The goblins were so many, the arrows could hardly miss.
 
   Over there was Bojik, his hands shaping the wind. Nothing seemed to happen, but a swathe of goblins suddenly tumbled backward. At once he began moving back toward the Roman lines. Bojik’s magic was usually effective, but he was far too slow. He would not have a second chance.
 
   A flash of lighting told her Pekar was at work. Quicker than Bojik, but Pekar could strike only one goblin at a time. He, too, soon was moving back. Others were out there, as well, but her hopes lay with Zeleny. Make ground swallow them all, she urged from her heart.
 
   She could see him, in the distance, near the river, doing his strange, slow dance. She thought she saw his hand glow; definitely saw it go to the ground. She braced herself. 
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   The goblins continued to swarm forward. Zeleny stood again, so small he looked like a child. Her gut spoke, he is too far, but her heart would not listen. All the others were pulling back now, passing through the Roman lines. Zeleny was not running; he was dancing.
 
   A ragged shout roared from Inglena’s throat. The gray was at a gallop before the shout was ended. The white sword leaped into her hand as she leaned to the charge. She heard only wind and hoof and, somehow, the sound of her own heart breaking. Zeleny was still deep within his dance when the goblins reached him. He disappeared amid claws. She reached him seconds later, seconds too late.
 
   She lay about her. She was so far lost in rage, every movement gained precision. No stroke missed its target, and every stroke dealt death. Goblins fell as if struck by a hundred arrows. She buried Zeleny under a mound of goblin corpses.
 
   And then they were gone. The swarm swept past her, bounding toward the Legion. She gasped for breath, turning in every direction, wanting to kill more. Her head whirled as blood pounded in her ears. What was happening? What should she do, now she had gone off on her own?
 
    
 
   Marcus Salvius stood in the first position of the First Cohort, and it was good. This was where he belonged. His shield was solid on his arm, its base planted firmly on the ground. His sword felt good in his hand. Mennius held his own shield above Marcus—the revised tortoise Julian had devised—so Marcus’ view of the field was through a small gap between the shields, and even that would soon close.
 
   It was enough, though, for him to see the goblins approach, and to see the rixen work their magic. He hoped the earthquake man would not cause the earth to swallow him as well, but between earth and claws was not much of a choice. The ground never shook, though. The magicians filtered back through the lines, the goblins came closer. For a brief moment he thought he saw Inglena riding, black hair flying, but the rain hid the shape before he could make it out. Inglena was on the flank, with Thrasimund, he told himself. 
 
   The goblins were close enough now to make out individuals. Some leaped. A few slipped on the wet ground. Good. Be trampled. 
 
   Then Marcus saw a particular goblin. This was how it often went. The enemy was a shapeless mass, then it was charging men, then it narrowed to that one man, the one who was not merely attacking the XII but was attacking you. This goblin had one eye and it was trained on him. Marcus took a breath, re-set his grip on the shield, dug his feet into the rock and mud.
 
   “Shields!” Marcus bellowed, and the entire Legion rattled with the sound. He looked to his left. There stood Albinus Volscis, a stocky veteran with an iron gray beard and a long sword he’d got from a German.
 
   “Good fortune,” Marcus said to him.
 
   “You kill half, Marcus, and I’ll kill the other half.”
 
   “Done.”
 
   It was an old joke between the two men, repeated now out of habit and a soldier’s superstition in the face of death.
 
   A rumble reached his ears that was not thunder. The goblins were at fifty yards, their long faces leaning forward, their arms swinging outward. At thirty, he could see water glisten on their claws. At ten, the leading packs began to jump.
 
   His vision narrowed and all sound muted. He was aware of his grip on shield and sword. He sensed a shield above his head, held close. His breathing was deep and steady. His eyes picked out one particular goblin, with a missing eye, and he knew that was the first one. Rain pattered against his right arm, which felt naked as a newborn.
 
   The one-eyed goblin leaped.
 
   He heard it hit. Mennius, behind him, grunted under the impact. Another sounded close by, and another, and then a goblin crashed directly into him. He heard it clawing at his shield and saw the body between the shields. Marcus stabbed forward, pulled back. The goblin staggered. Marcus struck again, quick as an adder. The goblin either fell or retreated. It mattered little, for another struck almost immediately. Marcus stabbed again, the blade moving smoothly, out, in, coming back dripping foul-smelling blood.
 
   The battle became that surreal landscape where the world falls away except for a patch of death directly before his eyes. Time lost meaning in an unending present. He held the shield, stabbed and stabbed again, and nothing else existed until someone clapped him twice on the back of the neck. The signal. From behind him he heard voices in unison count. On five, Marcus pulled his shield in tight and scooted back. Above him, Mennius stepped forward, slamming the base of his shield to the ground. There was a blur of legs and boots, and then Marcus was up. He turned and there was the killing ground, the open space between the second rank and the third. Between, goblins lay dead.
 
   He was breathing hard, but judged himself uninjured. He glanced left. Centurion Orosius nodded back. A goblin landed not far away. It tumbled then got up facing Orosius. Marcus raised his shield, readied his sword, then the goblin pitched forward, a spear in its back.
 
   He spent five minutes in the third line, guarding men’s backs. Goblins landed often, but none attacked him. The second rank worked hard, killing with spears. Three times a goblin managed to bound forward, plowing into the second rank, and there was sword work. He saw one soldier fall. Then the signal again. Marcus turned as Mennius scooted through. He raised his shield over his head and angled it forward to protect the man crouched in front. A goblin smashed into his shield, almost driving him to his knees, but he held. The thunder of battle drowned out everything.
 
    
 
   Julian paced. The rain had finally stopped, but the ground was slick with mud, causing him to slip now and again.
 
   “Where are they?” he asked. “They should be here by now.”
 
   Marcus Salvius looked at Avitus, who shrugged and said, “Still riding down the last of the goblins, I expect.” He knew his master knew this. He tossed a wet rag to the First Tribune, who was picking off pieces of gore from his shield.
 
   “You’re sure you saw her?”
 
   Marcus nodded. “I’m sure. I saw her as the goblins began to scatter. Gray horse, white sword. Hard to mistake that. She was riding with Thrasimund.”
 
   Julian did not appear comforted. He continued to pace, looking ready to pounce on most anyone for most anything.
 
   “The Legion is formed up?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Marcus said crisply. “The civilians, too.” 
 
   Avitus chose not to point out Julian had already asked this.
 
   “Jupiter’s eyes, I’ll march without them if they don’t get here soon.” He glared around as if daring anyone to contradict him. Avitus caught his eye. He smirked. Julian frowned and shook his head, but a smile flitted across his face for an instant. He stopped pacing and drew a breath.
 
   “Can’t very well march without a cavalry screen, can we, First?”
 
   “No, sir, not very well.”
 
   As if on cue, Ennius, Thrasimund and Inglena appeared, riding side by side. Blood decorated the three of them.
 
   “Salve, General,” Ennius called. He was smiling broadly.
 
   “We have killed them all,” Thrasimund said, reining in his horse. He, too, was smiling. Both men looked happy, like they were returning from an especially good party.
 
   “Losses?”
 
   “Four dead,” Ennius reported. “Plenty of wounds, but only four dead.”
 
   “Give their names to Avitus. Your own men?” Julian asked of Thrasimund.
 
   “Six fell. Eight mauled. The packs run, but they fight when caught.”
 
   “It is so,” Ennius agreed. “Damned dangerous work.”
 
   “It is my hope we won’t have more to do,” Julian said.
 
   “Aye to that, General,” Ennius said. He dismounted and said four names to Avitus, who wrote them down. Julian sent Thrasimund to cover the flank and Ennius to ride in the van.
 
   “And the rixen,” he asked of Inglena. “Any losses?”
 
   Her lips pressed tight then, in a low voice, she said, “Zeleny.”
 
   “What? The earthquake man? How?”
 
   “Sometimes, the magic does not work. I have said this.”
 
   She looked at Julian, reproach plain on her face “He was too far forward. I could not reach him in time, from where I was put. Next time, I will be at their side. Chief Thrasimund does not need me.”
 
   “I am sorry,” Julian said. He searched for more words, but could not find them. He looked away.
 
   “Marcus, get the Legion moving. We will march as long as there is daylight.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   After Marcus left, Julian had Avitus give him the new names. He then began to recite, even as Julian climbed onto Bandylegs. Quietly, Inglena asked what the Roman General was doing.
 
   “He remembers the name of every man under his command who has died,” Avitus said. “We are up to a hundred twelve.”
 
   “So many. How can he know all these names?”
 
   “He repeats them, as you see,” Avitus said. “Name and cohort. I keep a list.” He showed her the rolls of parchment, which he kept checking as Julian recited.
 
   “Why?” asked Inglena.
 
   “So he does not forget.”
 
   “Yes, but why does he want to remember?”
 
   “Because he is Julian. Now, if you will excuse me.” Avitus swung up onto his donkey and followed after Julian. “You missed one, master. Anaket Pharses, Second Cohort. Died on the march, day before yesterday.”
 
   “Anaket Pharses, Second Cohort,” Julian repeated, then went on with the list. When he reached the end, he began again.
 
   Always twice through, Avitus reflected. Because he is Julian.
 
    
 
   The following day, the fifth since leaving Oppidum, Julian was riding the column when he noticed a chorus of cheers coming from the Second Cohort. The cheering was almost regular: a shout, several seconds, another shout. 
 
   He rode nearer and saw archers working in teams along the way. The ranks would part and three archers stepped forward as the column kept moving. They set, aimed and fired. The ranks opened and the three archers stepped back and fell in with the march. Meanwhile, further forward, a new set of three stepped out and let fly. Each team in this way fell behind the cohort as they shot, but caught up again as others shot. It was completely unorthodox and they couldn't keep it up for very long—each threesome had to trot to move back up the line again—but it seemed to be working, judging from the cheers.
 
   Only as he drew close did he see that another man was involved, a Therving. He was marching near Aulus Libo Tanax, the Second Tribune, along the outside rank. As each group of archers let fly they were immediately adjacent to this Thervingian, who seemed to waggle one arm as they shot. This was followed a few moments later by a ragged cheer from the cohort.
 
   Julian rode close enough to call out. “Having good luck, boys?”
 
   A murmur of suppressed laughter ran through the men, along with comments like “a fellow could say that,” and “to a way of thinkin',” and so on. He didn't have time to figure out the joke, for someone cried “Got one, Ferus!” and another cheer went up. “Got the bastard, Ferus!” said someone, and one of the archers snarled “I shot the damned arrow, you know.”
 
   “Second Tribune,” Julian called out.
 
   “Here sah!” Tanax was only a few feet away.
 
   “Please tell me what we are doing here.”
 
   “Shootin' garblins, sah.” The easy-going Calabrian accent might be mistaken for insubordination, but Julian knew that wasn't the case.
 
   “I can see that Tanax, and well done. Having some luck too, I see.”
 
   “Aye that, sah.”
 
   Julian said nothing for a moment. The men all seemed to think they had a great, fun secret. Abruptly, he decided to let them keep their secret for the time being. Whatever it was, it was killing goblins.
 
   “Keep at it then, Second. Start a tally and let's have a report this evening.”
 
   The Calabrian peered up at his commander, calculating.
 
   “Yessah, tally it is.”
 
   “We got sixteen, Second!” someone yelled from further back.
 
   “Seems as we got sixteen, sah.” The Second Tribune grinned. 
 
    
 
   That evening, Julian went to the tents of the Second Cohort. By now the men had grown accustomed to seeing their general strolling around the camp in the hour of sundown, making small talk and sharing a cup—sometimes a wine cup, sometimes a dice cup. So the soldiers of the Second were a little surprised when Julian declined offers of both.
 
   “Aulus Libo, is this Ferus fellow at your mess?”
 
   “Sorry sah, didn’t mean ta break rules.”
 
   “I’m not sure we have any rules for this, Tribune. I saw him with your cohort this afternoon. Why is he here?”
 
   The black-haired Calabrian grinned, showing a line of perfectly white teeth.
 
   “You see, sah, it's like this and be prepared to be amazed. Picture us on the march before this noon, and the boys here havin' the occasional conversation with th'enemy yes? When up comes this fella with his long hair and his strange talk.
 
   “Get on with you, is what I told him, exactly that. The Legion don't want strangers nor even these folk takin' th'air while the XII is on the march. There's sense in that, General, yes?”
 
   Julian allowed there was sense in that.
 
   “Yes, well, but this fella starts jabbering at me. O’ course, we don't know what the windy fella's saying, and the Second Tribune is thinking how to get rid of the batty barbarian when one of our boys yells 'Pack!' and it's big ol' Radulph there an' he's pointin', an' next you know the archers are settin' nocks.
 
   “Now here's what you might call the interestin’ part, sah, an' no mistake. Ferus commences to make some signs I understand: he says watch and sure I'll watch, so I do, an' Ophiucus lets fly an' Ferus is wagglin' his arm an' down goes a garblin an' that barbarian turns to me lookin' all proud of his own self. I'm just about to scold the fella for wastin' my time when he motions to watch again an' again with the crazy arm and down goes another garblin. Then another. Pretty soon I order all the archers to stand down except for Ophiucus on account of because he's right next to me at the time. Ferus here works his sorcery and every time ol' windy waves his arm, Ophiucus brings down a beastie. And every time he don't, he don't. All the boys see it an' so as did the Third and some of the First besides. 
 
   “Did I call it sorcery? That I did, nor is there a better word for it. Soldier’s honor, sah, I don’t care neither. Ferus helps us kill garblins, and he’s a right good sort of companion besides, and the Second is damned glad to have him. So we ast him to supper, sah, as a way of thankin' him. He's been teachin' me some of their gibberish, sah: gob-leans.” He grinned, and so did Ferus.
 
   Julian took all this in, but as he listened he was also watching the men around the fire. They were talking and laughing and plying the Thervingian with wine and meat. It was, in short, a normal camp scene.
 
   “Well done, Tribune. You've made an ally for the Legion. You'd best get back to him.”
 
   “Yes sah. Can we keep him, sah?”
 
   Julian smiled. “Sure. Keep him, if he'll stay.”
 
   Tanax looked at the man, laughing and drinking. “I do believe he do,” he said. “Thank you, sah.”
 
   Julian only nodded and walked away, thinking there might be hope after all. Respect between Thrasimund and Ennius, and now comradeship among the troops. The XII might turn out to be the strangest legion Rome had ever produced. If it survived.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
   Canal
 
    
 
   On the sixth day since Oppidum, the Legion arrived at the head of an enormous lake. The ground at its fringes was sodden, with small streams winding their way through marsh land, so they had to camp two miles away in order to find dry ground. 
 
   The fast pace Julian set had kept the Horde about a day behind, but the price was high. The carts and animals alike were wearing out, fevers were beginning to break out among the civilians, and food supplies were running low. The ground was devolving into swamp and there was precious little time for dead ends.
 
   A local shepherd was found, who spoke a little Latin. He was a small, sturdy man with white hair. His shepherd’s crook had an iron hook at the end. A brilliant green cloak hung from his shoulders. The wrinkles piled so deep on his face they hid all expression, whether of joy or sorrow, making him look placid and implacable.
 
   Julian gave the man bread and salt, and a cup of wine, for he had an important question to ask. He waited impatiently, observing the rustic courtesies. Captain Ennius, who had found the man, stood nearby, along with Avitus. The rest of the Legion was busy building a camp out of mud.
 
   “How big is the lake?” Julian asked.
 
   “Yes, big,” he spread his arms as far as they would go.
 
   “No, I mean in miles. How wide in miles?”
 
   The man thought for a few moments, touching his fingers rapidly with the tip of his thumb. “Thousands,” he said at last.
 
   “Thousands,” Julian said.
 
   The farmer nodded.
 
   “Do you mean hundreds?”
 
   “Yes. Those, too.”
 
   “The man is simple,” Ennius said impatiently. He motioned to a trooper. “Get him out of here. He’s wasting our time.”
 
   “Wait,” Julian said. He took the man by the arm. “We walk,” he said.
 
   The man looked at him, uncertain, but he followed. “We walk?”
 
   “We keep walking,” Julian said. “We are going to walk along the lake, this way. All the way to the Great River.”
 
   The man pulled up short. “I cannot be gone from my animals so long.”
 
   “How long” Julian asked. “How many days to walk that way, to the river?”
 
   There was no thumb-counting this time. “Ten days,” he said promptly. 
 
   Julian turned him around and began walking in the opposite direction. “And this way?”
 
   “Five, most times,” the man said. “Six now.”
 
   “Why six?”
 
   The farmer pointed at the ground. He walked in place, splashing in a puddle.
 
   “Mud is deep that way,” he said. “You get stuck, as may be.”
 
   “Oxen? Horses?”
 
   “Sure. Certain sure they are stuck.”
 
   “Thank you,” Julian said. He turned to Avitus. “Get this man a silver coin,” he said, then he turned back to the man.
 
   “You should come with us. Danger is coming.”
 
   The man glanced past Julian’s shoulder.
 
   “I do not see it.”
 
   “It is coming, nevertheless. Terrible creatures.”
 
   “I have heard.” The man shrugged. “It may be they do not come this way but go another way.”
 
   “They will come,” Julian said, as forcefully as he could. He did not like to think of this simple shepherd standing alone as the Horde swept down upon him. “They are most assuredly coming.”
 
   “I will go inside my home and bar the door.”
 
   “They will tear down your door and tear down your home. They are many, and very strong.”
 
   “I will run away.”
 
   “They are fast.”
 
   “I will go into the lake, as may be. Hide in the rushes and they do not see me.”
 
   Julian was uncomfortably aware that his men were watching this exchange. 
 
   “It will be safer for you to come with us.”
 
   “I do not leave my flocks.” The man folded his arms and planted his feet, then raised his chin and thrust out his jaw.
 
   “You will die with your flocks,” Julian said, frustrated into being cruel.
 
   “As may be,” the man said resolutely. “There is no better place to die.”
 
   Julian threw his hands up. “Very well! Avi, give him the damned coin. Let’s save the ones who don’t want to die.”
 
   He stormed back to the encampment, where soldiers were busy setting up the General’s tent. Avitus went with him and Ennius followed close behind. Julian pulled up abruptly.
 
   “Captain, please tell my Tribunes to assemble here at their earliest convenience. And Princess Inglena as well. I’ve decided.”
 
   “Decided what?” Avitus asked.
 
   Julian did not answer directly. “Avi, I’ll need a clean cloak and my helmet. I need to look the part.”
 
   Within a quarter hour, all had gathered. Julian wasted no time with preambles. He sketched a quick map showing the lake and the Siret River. He made an X to show the Legion, at the top end of the lake. Nearby, he drew ragged lines to show the location of the Horde.
 
   “We will go between the lake and the river,” he said.
 
   None of the Tribunes spoke, but they eyed each other uneasily.
 
   “Why not go around?” Ennius asked.  
 
   “Too far. This is faster by days.” Julian pointed to the narrow strip of land. 
 
   “Not much room to maneuver,” Marcus said. The other men nodded at that.
 
   “The goblins also cannot flank us,” Julian replied.
 
   “Won’t that ground be swampy, even worse than we’ve seen?”
 
   “True,” Inglena said, “but goblin feet will sink deep in the mud.”
 
   “So will oxen feet. And carts,” Ennius replied.
 
   “True,” Julian said, “which is why we cannot bring them.”
 
   They all looked at him. Most were puzzled or disbelieving, but Inglena nodded.
 
   “Pardon me, General,” said Marcus, “but that means leaving behind food and supplies, doesn’t it? We still need to eat for six days.”
 
   “We don’t leave all of it. If we make mules of everyone, we can carry enough food for five days. That will get us close. We can go hungry for a day, if it means not letting the goblins feast on us.”
 
   “What about the sick and injured?” Marcus asked
 
   “I know. That’s difficult. They must do the best they can. I have kept everyone with us so far, haven’t I? But now, everyone must run, or they die.”
 
   Each person had someone who they knew could not make it, but each nodded.
 
   “Most importantly, we abandon the livestock,” Julian pressed on. “Drive them off, to the east, as much as possible.”
 
   “Why?” Marcus asked.
 
   “Bait. I expect the goblins to feed, which will delay them at least somewhat. My hope is that the Gniva will think we went around the east side of the lake and will waste time pursuing in that direction. The livestock will buy us hours, maybe even a day or two, and we’re going to need every hour we can get. When we arrive at the Ister, we’ll need those hours to get everyone across.”
 
   Ennius spoke, his voice brittle. “What about the horses?”
 
   “The horses, too, Captain. They’ll sink in the bogs, same as cattle. Once past the lake, we can’t go any faster than our slowest anyway, so scouts need only be on foot. We need to offer the Horde as much bait as possible.”
 
   Ennius started to speak, but Julian cut him off.
 
   “It will be hard on some of the men, I know, but it is necessary.” He paused. “And it’s an order.”
 
   “I don’t know if my warriors will do this,” Inglena said. “Even the common folk, to leave their herds is no small thing.”
 
   “They are not under my command,” Julian said, “but I would give them this choice: come with the Legion on foot, or stay with their herds. There is no third way.
 
   He went on, addressing them all. “We are out of options, out of room, and out of time. We still have our wits, and I still have my luck. We have to be willing to lose some in order to save the rest. This is the last throw of the dice.
 
   “It is late, but we will do this much: unload the carts. Make sure every man, woman and child carries five days of food. No wine—we will drink river water. If there is time, slaughter some pigs and cook them, but we’ll have no cook fires until we’re safely home.
 
   “We will turn all the animals loose and burn the carts. The fire will keep them from following. Any questions?”
 
   No one spoke, save for a single nightingale voicing its mournful opinion. One by one the officers left. Inglena was the last to go. She looked at Julian a long moment, as if she wanted to say something, then shook her head and walked away.
 
   “I think you have frightened them,” Avitus said after she had gone.
 
   “Good,” Julian said. “Someone besides me ought to be frightened.”
 
   They made a fence of wagons, carts and possessions, everything that could be left behind. On one side of the fence stood people—soldiers, farmers, families. On the other side, in nervous clumps, stood oxen, cattle, goats. And the horses.
 
   Julian had said his own farewell to Bandylegs. The sturdy pony had been uneasy. Julian stroked the animal’s forehead and patted his neck, telling the horse to be calm, that all was well. As he did this, he was keenly aware of others, saying their own farewells, watching him closely, so he kept his own as brief as he could. Even so, he could not help but lean in, at the last moment, to whisper in the horse’s ear.
 
   “When you see them, run, and you’ll be safe.”
 
   All the way back across the muddy field, over the line of wagons, he felt himself the lowest of liars.
 
   They left an arc of fire behind them. An hour before sunset black smoke still obscured the northern horizon, causing the swallows to veer away from their hunting grounds. The tramp of the Legion sounded dismal now. Gone was the lowing of cattle, the cranky bleat of goats, the soothing neigh of the horses. Everyone—whether Roman, Therving or Dacian—knew they had committed a grim crime, however necessary. 
 
   A night’s sleep helped, and the next day dawned cloudless, the sun going quickly from sunrise orange to brilliant yellow. They made better time without the baggage, even the cavalry troopers had to admit that much. Even so, scarcely anyone did not at some point glance back to the north, looking for any sign of a dark, ragged line fouling the horizon.
 
    
 
   Remmich had run out of food. These past days the land steadily turned into marshes that grew only wet grasses. He had nothing to use to make a trap. When he waded into the clear water of the Siret River, all fishes fled from him. He tried throwing stones at birds, but after a while their angry cries had begun to sound more like laughter. 
 
   All the while, he worked his way down the east side of the Siret, keeping the scarlet cloaks in view. He stayed across the river because it was safer there. If anyone noticed the boy, they would hardly try to come after him. 
 
   All the while, too, he worked on his idea. At first it was little more than a vague urge, but hunger had somehow sharpened his sensibilities and he was beginning to dream grandly. From the moment he left home he knew he would return, but he could only return as a hero. He would have to do something so wonderful, so extraordinary, that his father, his clan, his tribe, and most of all Alavia, would not only forgive him but welcome him. 
 
   In his daydreams, he fought the Gniva face to face. He destroyed the goblin army single-handedly. Over and over again he personally saved Alavia from terrible dangers, and her father bent his knee to him, begging forgiveness. When he granted it, Alavia threw herself into his arms. 
 
   Then the dream ended and he could only weep. All he could command was water. What was he going to do, fashion a spear of water? Was he going to rain the goblins to death? Besides, he could only somewhat control water, for every water was different—each had its own song. At most he could call up that song, respond to it, and so work with it. Goblins only fought on land anyway, so how was he even to use his power? It was useless. He mocked himself when this black mood descended, naming himself the Lord of Puddles.
 
   So he passed a day and then another day in mere fancies while his stomach grew emptier and angrier. On the third morning he saw goblins. Not across the river but on his own side, scores of them, well to the north but heading south. He looked again at the Legion with its lion skin standard, its scarlet cloaks and delicious campfires, and he decided to take a chance on the Romans, for he was sure he could not go to his own people. He was rixen.
 
   He stepped into the icy waters of the Siret, plunging his hands deep, feeling its bright song. The currents swept him away and for a brief moment he felt an urgent pull that spoke of wide rivers and a distant sea. He shivered, reached deeper into the water, and the feeling disappeared. The water bore him like a bird on the wind. 
 
   He came ashore and drove the water from his clothes, but he was still cold. And hungry. He walked boldly up to the first soldier he met. 
 
   “Please sir,” he said, “some food?” 
 
   He said it in his native tongue, the only language he knew. But he held his hands out, palms up, then rubbed his belly and made a face, then held out his hands again—a language understood by all.
 
   The centurion said something, then motioned. Remmich followed.
 
   They found a soldier who could speak a little Thervingian. His name was Memmius. Remmich could communicate with him, as long as the topic was basic, but the man did manage to make certain things clear.
 
   He was here on sufferance. Remmich led the Romans to believe he was an orphan which, he told himself, was nearly true. 
 
   He could stay, but he must not get in the way. If goblins came—the man pronounced it ghobellensi—he must go to the Thervings, or somewhere. He must not bother anyone nor beg.
 
   The youth agreed to everything.
 
    
 
   Three days they marched between the lake and the river. Each day the two drew closer together until, on the fourth day, people began to wonder if the lake and the river would merge. We would be trapped, they told one another in quick, anxious tones. The Roman soldiers  worried their General’s luck might be running out.
 
   They had seen no sign of habitation since the old shepherd. The land, where there was any land at all, had become increasingly desolate. On the west, the Siret River surged against the low bank, its steady mutter subsiding as the hours passed and it spread more widely across the flat Dacian plain. Normally sluggish and meandering, the Siret was being hurried by the melting snow from the Carpati Mountains, shoved along like an old man in a crowd. The meanders had disappeared in the spring flood, leaving a wide western sea now limned gold in the sunset.
 
   On the east sat the lake. Reeds as tall as a man forested the shore so densely it was impossible to tell where land ended and water began. Beyond the reed thickets lay an expanse of water that stretched to the horizon. Herons flew low over the brown water in sweeps of gray and white, while clouds of swallows wheeled in and out. Hundreds of low islands, visibly mainly as clumps of rushes and cattails, painted splashes of green amid the brown. From them, as the sun lowered, came the voice of millions of frogs. Fleets of ducks navigated between, seeking a port for the night. 
 
   Underneath it all lay the sullen lake, unmoving as a stone. The waters of the northlands, if they were lucky, found their way to the Siret or the Pyretus southward to the River Ister and so to the Euxine Sea. Those that were unlucky ended here, in stillness and defeat, trapped by the reedy walls and held fast by muck centuries deep.
 
   The Legion slogged its way between these two waters until it reached a wide depression that cut across its path from lake to river. It was choked with bracken and stunted willows, and on the far side engineers staked out that day’s encampment. The River Ister, the Empire, safety, lay a day or less to the south. Scouts reported the Horde roamed mere hours to the north.
 
    
 
   Julian came over a low rise, a kind of embankment. Beyond, the Roman camp was already started. 
 
   Quick work, he thought. All to the good. Marcus spotted him and came over. 
 
   “Ave, General,” Marcus called out.
 
   “Greetings, First Tribune. I see you’ve wasted no time.”
 
   “Certe,” Marcus said, looking pleased with himself. “This is an old river bed, so we’ve got our embankment ready-made. Less work for the boys, this night.”
 
   Julian scanned left and right. He could see the channel plainly: a ditch about eighty or a hundred feet across and six or seven feet deep. At some time, the River Siret had emptied into the big lake, or perhaps it had been the other way round. Long dried up, now.
 
   “But that’s not the good news?”
 
   Marcus showed an almost boyish enthusiasm. It would be fine, Julian thought, to get a bit of good news.
 
   “It’s the River Ister, sir. The scouts say it’s no more than a few hours south, and no sign of goblins. The Captain has four more sent east, around the end of the lake, but they aren’t back yet.”
 
   Julian said nothing.
 
   “Four hours, sir. Maybe less. We were thinking maybe we make a run for it.” He said it as a question, a little uncertainly because the General seemed not to share his enthusiasm.
 
   Julian looked southward, as if he might see the Great River from here.
 
   “It’s too far, First,” he said softly, almost murmuring the words. “We wouldn’t reach the river until dark. After dark—we have only two hours of light left. We don’t know how far back the goblins are, and I’m not going to risk men to find out.”
 
   Julian scowled, but it wasn’t the news that bothered him, it was something else. Something as yet unclear.
 
   “We stay here, Marcus. We slap the enemy on the nose and when he recoils, we run for it.” He looked around again and came to a decision. “Here is where we hit him, Marcus. Tomorrow we can move the civilians south, but every able-bodied man will stand here and fight.” 
 
   He climbed back up the little embankment. From there he could see both lake and river. Marcus followed. Clouds covered the sky, but the clouds to the east were black, highlighted in dark orange and red.
 
   “Storm,” he said.
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “How far do you make it, First, from lake to river?”
 
   Marcus looked, first west, then east. He scratched his head.
 
   “Two hundred strides, sir, maybe a little more.”
 
   “We’ll never find a better front, provided the creatures aren’t going around the long way, which I doubt they are. They’re as direct as locusts. Give my compliments to the engineers, First.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Marcus said, his voice still holding a note of disappointment.
 
   “It was a happy thought, Marcus,” Julian said, as he began walking eastward along the embankment, “but it would never have worked. No boats will cross the Ister in the dark, and the ghobellensi are right behind us. They’d have us trapped against the river.”
 
   Julian was walking quickly now, and Marcus had to hurry to keep pace.
 
   “We can use the embankment for high ground. We can’t be flanked, and we’ll have enough men to cover from river to lake.”
 
   They reached the end. The embankment sloped down a foot or two to the lake, which was here much as it had been for the last fifteen miles. Its shoreline was thick with reeds that stretched a hundred feet or more into the lake. Beyond that was the wide expanse of water, miles across.
 
   Julian stared at it, scowling again. It was as good a plan as could be managed under the circumstances, but he didn’t like it.
 
   He turned around and strode back along the embankment toward the river. The Siret made its way toward the Ister, not very deep, but deep enough in its main channel to drown any goblin that tried to cross, and far too wide to jump. He gazed across its breadth. He realized his jaw was clenched and forced himself to release it.
 
   He turned abruptly and strode the entire length again, looking in all directions as if searching for something. Marcus was looking, too, placing the cohorts as they walked, calculating reserves and assignments and logistics. If they were going to stand and fight here then so be it. Marcus would make sure the Legion would run up a fine butcher’s bill.
 
   They were on the third pass when Julian stopped abruptly. “Marcus, about how far do you figure these beasts can jump?”
 
   Marcus had been deep in his own calculations and had nearly run into his General.
 
   “How far, sir?”
 
   “Yes, I’m pretty sure that’s what I said.”
 
   The Tribune did not take offense. 
 
   “Hard to say. Fifty feet. Maybe more.”
 
   “Certainly more,” Julian said. “Some of them, anyway. Sixty feet. Even seventy. Would you say as much as seventy, Marcus Salvius?”
 
   “Seventy. Could be a few could jump so far, sir.”
 
   “How about a hundred?”
 
   “A hundred feet, sir? No, I’ve not seen nor heard of that, General.”
 
   “Nor I,” Julian said. He stopped and pointed south. “And how far would you say it is to the opposite bank?”
 
   Marcus nodded, smiling a little.
 
   “A hundred feet, sir. Not an inch less.”
 
   “Marcus, we’re going to dig this channel out. Work in shifts, starting on the south side. I want it ten feet deep, starting there,” he pointed, “then moving toward the north bank. Have the engineers work on breaking through to the river and to the lake.
 
   “We’re going to flood the channel, Marcus. The creatures will have to go all the way around the lake to get at us, and by that time we’ll have everyone across the Ister.”
 
   Marcus grinned.
 
   “Off you go, then,” Julian said, and he allowed himself a small smile. Now it was a good plan.
 
   He went in search of Inglena. If this was going to work, they were going to need everyone to pitch in.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
   The Song of the Lake
 
    
 
    
 
   At either end of the canal, engineers constructed wooden dams to hold back the waters until the work was done. Or the Horde arrived. The engineers complained about the poor materials, the lack of men, the shortness of time, but engineers always complained. Marcus drove them relentlessly until they began to complain about him, too.
 
   For her part, Inglena tasked her own people just as severely. Every able-bodied adult she sent into the ditch, overriding all objections that hauling dirt was for slaves. Those too old, too feeble, or too young she did not spare. These she set to work hauling handcarts and packs further south, to clear the way for a retreat. Others prepared food for the workers. The order of the day originated with her, but Julian adopted it for the Legion as well: if you are not sleeping, you’re working.
 
   The work began in the late afternoon and continued into the night, by torchlight. The soldiers had shovels, so they did most of the digging, while Thervings carried the muck to the southern embankment. The men were exhausted, but Marcus set them working in shifts so some could get at least a few hours sleep. 
 
   Only once did Marcus and Inglena have a moment together. They had not stopped toiling since the work began, and the night was far gone. They found each other by accident, emerging through the dark, heads down with weariness, almost stumbling into one another. Both were filthy with mud. Marcus had left his armor in his tent and wore only a worker’s shift, soaked through. They looked at each other for a long moment.
 
   “You look terrible,” Inglena said.
 
   “You look tired,” Marcus said. “Where are you going?”
 
   She paused, then gave a weak smile. “I forgot. And you?”
 
   “Me too,” he lied.
 
   Inglena opened her arms and Marcus stepped forward into them. She eased him to the ground. They leaned against each other on the damp, trodden earth next to the embankment. Holding her felt as good as being held. His aches began to melt away. His exhaustion slipped into a delicious tiredness. Her head rested on his shoulder as she muttered, “just for a moment.” Her voice was like a soft lapping of waves at the edge of consciousness. They fell asleep at the same instant.
 
   A little while later, Ennius found them. He had come looking for the First Tribune, but stopped short when he saw the two. He wrapped his cavalry cloak around them both and appointed himself their guardian. He patrolled the vicinity, waving off anyone who came near. When the sky to the east turned gray, he took back his cloak, moved a few yards away, behind a tent, and called out orders in a loud voice. Inglena came past first, looking hurried and bleary. Marcus followed a minute later.
 
   “Oh!” he said. “Salve, Captain. I was …” Marcus fumbled, still too foggy to think up a decent lie.
 
   “Salve, First. I was just looking for you. The engineers have the river-side dam in place and would like you to inspect it.”
 
   Marcus nodded curtly, tried to look grim, and fell in behind Ennius. Climbing the embankment in file, neither man could help smiling, each for his own reasons.
 
    
 
   Goblin outrunners began arriving in the late morning.  Julian set a screen of infantry on the north side, accompanied by three rixen. Memmius was among them, and so was Remmich.
 
   “You get out of here, kid.”
 
   “I stay,” Remmich said. He planted his feet firmly, to show he would not be moved. The centurion loomed over him.
 
   “You go. This is work for Roman soldiers. No one else.” He put his hand on his sword menacingly.
 
   A tuneless song pulled deep in Remmich’s stomach. He told himself he was not afraid of this soldier, nor of the goblins he saw drawing closer by the minute. His feet began to move before he told them to.
 
   “All right. I’ll go. I’ll find some other way to fight.”
 
   “You do that. Get.” Memmius turned and trotted to catch up with his cohort.
 
   Remmich turned away. As he turned, the feeling inside him pulled harder, toward the lake. Feeling more than thinking, he took off his sandals, climbed down the low embankment, and slipped into the reeds.
 
    
 
   Two cohorts fought one band after another for nearly two hours, leaving the sodden ground to the north littered with bodies. But each band was larger than the last, and the intervals between became shorter, and still the lake-side dam was not complete. The ground on that side was too unstable, and every support driven into the mud eventually slid and fell.
 
   Julian gave the order to retreat when the main Horde was in sight. He sent most of his soldiers back across the dry canal, with orders to get everyone out, keeping the Third Cohort on the north side to cover them, for outrunners were attacking almost continually. A dark line moved toward them steadily, like flood waters. Only when the canal was clear did he pull the Third back. He himself waited until all had left.
 
   He scrambled down into the empty canal. Even at ten feet deep, the ground here was spongy and much torn-up from feet and shovels. Julian could almost feel the goblins charging. Every step he took might plunge into some mud hole. He would be stuck. He would die in a ditch. The phrase pulsed in his brain with every stride.
 
   After long seconds, he scrambled up the other side, and turned to look. No more outrunners; now, the Horde itself was charging forward, a dark mass stretching from water to water, figures rising into the air as if launched by catapults. Julian sent the man on to join his Cohort.
 
   “Open the river gate,” Julian shouted. Ursinus took up the call and trumpets soon repeated it. “Take your positions!”
 
   This last order caused much of the Legion to move back, away from the embankment. A single line of defenders stood on top, but the rest—Thervings, Dacians and Romans—began their trek south. Julian put Marcus Salvius in charge of them, along with Inglena to handle the barbarians. The clan chief Thrasimund remained with Julian, along with his personal guard.
 
   The dam was little more than a wall with a single panel that could be drawn back. As soon as the ropes tightened, the panel slid aside and water came rushing in. A few moments later, a loud crack sounded and the entire wall gave way. Water from the river swept down the length of the canal, snarling and hissing like some liquid animal.
 
   The Horde had arrived. Encountering the water, many pulled up short, but some plunged into the roiling waters, which were not yet deep enough to drown in. Goblins surged forward, trying to jump through water already hip or chest deep. A handful managed to reach the embankment. Some fell back. Those that clawed their way to the top were killed with Roman efficiency. The canal filled in moments.
 
   Goblins now tried to leap across, but the canal was too wide. After a dozen had tried only to die, the humans on the south side began to cheer. Julian put a stop to that.
 
   “Quiet, boys,” he said. “If we start cheering, our people might slow down, thinking they’re safe.”
 
   “But aren’t they?” Thrasimund asked. “The goblins cannot cross the water.”
 
   Julian started to reply, but Ursinus said, “What’s going on over there?”
 
   The goblins were drawing back from the canal, pushing each other, and an opening in their midst formed. From there emerged a small band of goblins unlike any Julian had ever seen. They were taller than the others, nearly as tall as humans, and they were a different color. Instead of mud brown and dirty orange, these were dark gray with streaks of red on their chests and flanks. Their muzzles were much shorter, making their heads more human-like. And they had no tails.
 
   Ten in all, Julian counted, plus one.
 
   The eleventh, in the center of the group, was taller yet. Its coloring was scarlet with charcoal markings, almost the reverse of the others. Its hide bore numerous scars. Julian did not need to hear Thrasimund utter the word to know the creature at once.
 
   The Gniva.
 
   The others were its bodyguard. Could animals have bodyguards? The implication chilled him.
 
   All the other goblins had fallen back as the Gniva came to the edge of the canal. It surveyed the situation as deliberately as any Roman General. Julian imagined—or was it imagination only?—the Gniva taking note of the goblin bodies floating. Its head swung right then left, as if measuring the canal’s length, then up as it measured the width. This brought its gaze to Julian.
 
   The Gniva stared at Julian. There could be no doubt, Julian thought, the thing knows I am the commander, its enemy. It is measuring me as well.
 
   After a long moment, the Gniva turned away. Its bodyguard closed around it and the Horde closed around them. A furious clacking arose, then the entire Horde surged as if a wind passed through it.
 
   Humans on the other bank muttered and shifted their feet and checked their weapons.
 
   “Hobs,” Thrasimund said. Fear edged his voice. “The Gniva and his hobs, just like in the legends.”
 
   Before Julian could ask for an explanation someone shouted, “Here they come!”
 
   That wind became a wave. The goblins, drawn back a few yards in the Gniva’s wake, now closed and rushed forward. At the canal’s edge they did not stop but hurled themselves forty feet and more, crashing into the water, far short of the southern shore. Where before they charged by twos and threes, now they came on by the score and the hundred. Along the entire front they leaped, fell, and drowned. The length of the canal was churned into froth by hundreds of flailing limbs. It took only a moment to realize what was happening.
 
   “They’re filling the canal with their own dead!” Thrasimund cried.
 
   “Ordered to do it,” Julian said to himself, and that fact was more dreadful still. He shouted, “Retreat! Everyone off!”
 
   He himself did not move, again waiting to make sure his orders were being obeyed. Avitus stayed as well. “You too, little bird,” Julian said, but Avitus merely shook his head. His eyes were very big. In the canal, death churned.
 
   It took only moments to clear the embankment, but goblins were already bounding across a layer of bodies further into the canal before jumping. Julian started to descend, then looked back once more, wanting to see the Gniva, his true enemy, one final time, but all he saw was a madness of goblins.
 
   “What’s that?” Avitus said, pointing toward the lake.
 
   Julian’s first thought was that another goblin army was advancing over the lake itself. Then he heard a deep, steady rumble.
 
   “Run, Avi,” he cried, scrambling down the embankment, “Run!”              
 
    
 
   The song of the lake was stronger than ever, here in the water. It drowned all thoughts in Remmich’s mind, save for one.
 
   Time to be the hero.
 
   It made no sense to Remmich, to stand and fight. Goblins won by sheer numbers. One could not out-fox them, for they did not know how to be tricked. All the legends were clear on that point. If the Legion stayed, the Thervings would stay, and everyone, including Alavia, would die.
 
   He moved through reeds taller than himself, a thick forest of slender brown poles. Each time he put his foot down, it was like stepping into a warm bath. He relished in the sensation of mud enveloping him up to his ankles. The water promised to fulfill his dream of doing something grand. It sang to his heart and he heard his own blood reply saying, together. Together they could do it. He needed the lake’s waters, but the lake needed him as well. The lake would be freed of mud and reeds, to join the river and run to the sea. Not Roman swords nor Thervingian spears would turn back the Horde. He would do it. The lake would do it.
 
   He moved steadily, feeling his way. The water rose to his knees and the sounds of men fell away. He pushed the heavy reeds aside. He smiled. He was walking toward greatness. 
 
   As the water reached his thighs, the heavy forest of reeds thinned and he entered an open space. When the water had covered his hips, he stopped and turned. Beyond the reeds he saw the goblins as they arrived, saw them leap and fall and die. The shouts of men reached him, but they were muted. Away to the left, his own people were retreating, hurrying toward the Great River. Somewhere among them was his family. Somewhere among them, Alavia.
 
   Slowly he put his hands into the water. At once, the song of the lake grew louder, drowning all other sounds. He closed his eyes. His long hair hung in damp strands along his cheeks. He could feel the lake to its uttermost limits, the way one feels the depth of a forest or the distance of an echo. The size of it almost overwhelmed him; he had never felt a water of such breadth. All around him water spouts leaped ten, even twenty feet in the air, writhing like snakes. 
 
   He embraced the miles of water, a vast power that had once known its own strength but that now drowsed upon mud and died amid reeds. He sighed and raised his hands from the water, and the columns of water collapsed back into the lake. 
 
   The water of this wide, nameless lake was turgid and dark, filled with the sludge of a million decaying plants that sagged downward until the water became mud lying in darkness and suffocation—a water of forgotten grudges. He felt all of it. It suited his mood.
 
   The lake was a different kind of song. Rivulets, rain, puddles, lakes, each was its own type and each type had manifestations. Lakes were powerful but quiet, like a bear asleep, dangerous to disturb. 
 
   He didn’t care. He plunged his hands deep, up to the elbow, and dug his toes into the mud. “Wake up, old devil,” he said without words, “let go of your reeds and mud, and come to me.”
 
   The lake stirred. It was miles across, and Remmich could not reach to the far shores. Instead, he dug deep, scooping the lake up by its roots, pulling it from its foundations. In places only the sturgeon and pike ever saw, a wave began to form.
 
   He reached across the lake, into the water, calling to it, feeling it stir begin to move, slowly at first, like a big cat stirring from sleep. 
 
   Remmich opened his eyes. The shoreline was covered with goblins. 
 
   They were leaping over each other. Their bodies had so filled the channel that others were beginning to reach the other side by bounding off the corpses, though many were still falling in and drowning. But the drowned ones filled the channel even more. In mere minutes they would be so many that the People would never be able to escape. Alavia would never escape. 
 
   His fear flowed into the water, and he felt it surge in response. It rushed forward, gathering itself to itself, every gathering awakening it further. He heard a steady roar, steadily increasing. Hurry, he urged; run, speed, fly, and the water ran, sped, flew.
 
   He felt air on his hands. He glanced down and saw that they were no longer were in water. The lake was receding, drawing all its strength into a single wave.
 
   “To me!” he cried aloud. “Hurry!” And he hurled his thoughts at the shoreline with all his strength.
 
   The lake hurried. Fully awake now, it rushed more swiftly than a mountain river, faster than a storm. It roared toward the shore, gathering to a single point. 
 
   The song in his blood became the song of the lake. He himself was rushing, gathering the sleeping waters. He himself was taller than the trees and he looked down upon the Thervingians as they scrambled south, the goblins as they surged and leapt. No Lord of Puddles now, he was Lord of the Lake. All its waters were within him. Only in the final instant as the wave curled and cast him in shadow, did he think he had perhaps gone too far.
 
   The wave reared thirty feet high. Fish writhed within it, whole trees hung suspended, and when it fell it struck like a god’s hammer. A mile-wide swathe of land was wiped bare of goblins. It blackened the Siret River with mud and reeds, whose waters suddenly ran sideways.
 
   Remmich was somewhere in those waters. The lake took no notice; it knew only that the summoning had stopped. Remmich was in and of the water, even as water broke his bones and filled his lungs and closed his eyes. 
 
   No one had seen him enter the lake. Some had seen the great wave and wondered if it was the work of rixen. Only one among them suspected the truth.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY
 
   Ad Tykonos
 
    
 
                 Julian took up his pen and tried to concentrate.
 
   Lucius Julianus Metellus, General of the Legio XII Heraclea, to Tykonos of Pergamum, greetings. 
 
   May this letter find you well and your business prosperous. You will be astonished to learn I have ventured among the wild Barbarians and yet live. I am still in command of a Legion and, wondrous to say, am pleased to be so.
 
   I sit now in the commander’s quarters above Noviodunum, a town that squats like a mussel in the mud at the edge of the Great River. It is a dreary place of rotting wood, leaning buildings, river folk in rags, and the whole stinks of damp. The vast swamps of the Mouths stretch from here to the Euxine Sea, and half the town is Scythian. From the bluff on which the fort sits I can see their long, flat boats, bringing fish and birds to market.
 
   But I rarely look there. Instead, I gaze for hours across the river, looking for any sign of goblins. Note the word, for you will hear it often.
 
   You will by now have encountered stories of my adventures in Dacia, for rumor travels faster than feet, as they say. No matter what you have heard, my friend, the truth is worse. A peril descends upon the Empire unlike anything that has come before. 
 
    
 
   Julian stopped. How was he to explain about goblins? He did his best to describe their appearance and behavior, managing to say something of rixen and sorcery as well, but the attempt sounded like a poor re-telling of a child’s fable. That business at the end, the enormous wave sweeping in as if from the sea, was the strangest of all. He put the pen down in frustration.
 
   It did not help that he could hear Avitus in the outer room, talking vigorously with someone who was protesting even more vigorously. Probably about the boats. At first, when he had stood on the moldy docks of Noviodunum and declared that no one was allowed on the river without his express permission, the locals were appropriately cowed. They grumbled, but they obeyed. By that same evening, he was beset with petitions. This was a river town, and it lived and died by its fishermen and ferrymen. He told them monsters would come and steal their boats and kill their families, but already today three boats had somehow snuck away for a day’s fishing. Julian had each vessel hulled upon its return, and the looks from the townspeople grew sullen and furtive.
 
   He shook his head, trying to focus his thoughts. He had a hundred other duties waiting outside his door, but he needed to get this letter off to Tykonos. He decided to give up trying to explain about the goblins.
 
    
 
   As yet, though, that danger lies on the other side of the Great River. 
 
   I have not written to my mother. I fear my enemies lie in wait around our palace, hoping for just such a communication. I do not, however, worry they will find their way into your unsavory district. Even their servants are too good for the Inn of the White Dog, so I know this letter travels on safe roads.
 
   I ask, therefore, that you go to Lady Helena and tell her I am well. Do not pretend surprise, friend. I have long known you send reports to my mother regarding my deeds and misdeeds. I harbor no ill-feeling on the matter, and now your subterfuge will serve my needs. Ask how she is faring, how the family fares. Ask, most especially, after politics—that is her strength. Does Plotinus still hound after my neck? Has she been able to communicate with the Emperor regarding my case? For, if at all possible, I long to return to the City and put my affairs to rights. I will not claim I am reformed, but I confess I am changed. 
 
   My military duties are all but over. Once we catch sight again of the goblins, we will follow and block any attempt at a crossing, holding them until the Emperor should return. This is easier done than you might think, for these beasts cannot swim. I can therefore, provided my legal issues are resolved, return to Constantinople and begin my new life. I am even considering public office.
 
    
 
   The voices from the other room began again, even louder this time. Julian stopped and looked up, scowling. One voice belonged to Avitus, pitched a full tone higher as it did when he was angry. The other voice was not familiar.
 
   Avi will handle it, he told himself. Had better handle it. He returned to the letter.
 
    
 
   Tell me all that is happening, friend. Most especially, tell me what you hear of Valens, for my future may depend on your news.
 
    
 
   But the voices rose quickly to shouts and it was no use. He threw down the pen, crossed to the open door, and stormed through, bellowing.
 
   “For the love of all gods, Avi, what’s going on?”
 
   The words were out before he even bothered looking. When he did, he saw Avitus attempting to block a darkly florid man who was trying to edge around him. Julian’s bellow had no effect on either of them.
 
   The dark man was short and wide, like a tree stump. His dark hair was cut very short, as was his beard. His eyes were large, round, and as shiny as mica. When he saw Julian he began waving his arms wildly, without ceasing to dodge back and forth.
 
   “Hai! Hai!” he called in a shrill voice, “Your lordship! Hai!”
 
   With his red face and waving arms, he looked like some Dionysian reveler. Julian swallowed a smile.
 
   “Who is this, Avi?” was all he got out before the intruder answered.
 
   “Minucius Albera, your lordship, the Decurion of Noviodunum. We met some weeks ago, you will recall.”
 
   Julian caught at a thread of memory. Chief civilian authority, an officious, fretful man not at all sure how to handle the obnoxiously drunk Roman who had all but destroyed a waterfront tavern, except he’d had enough sense not to jail a General.
 
   “Minucius Albera, greeting,” Julian said with an amiability he did not feel. “Avi, would you stop dancing about and allow me to greet the Decurion properly?”
 
   Avitus stopped, glared venomously at Julian, then stepped aside, managing to execute a sarcastic bow. 
 
   “What is your business, sir?” Julian asked. “It sounds urgent. Loudly urgent.”
 
   The Decurion did not blink at the insinuation. He stepped forward, affected not to notice Julian’s outstretched hand, and began to pace in short, choppy strides, looking at the floor as he spoke.
 
   “I come to lodge a protest, a most serious matter, yes. A matter that requires—demands!—action. Immediate action. Your lordship is aware of what I speak, without doubt.”
 
   He did not stop pacing but peered at Julian in an unpleasant, unctuous manner from under heavy black eyebrows. 
 
   “There is a great deal of doubt,” Julian said. He stepped further into the room to cut off the man’s pacing. If the Decurion was going to rage and rant, he would have to do it to his face, not to the floor. “I don’t know what you are talking about.”
 
   Albera gaped in honest surprise. He sputtered, pointed, then managed to speak. “Why, them, your lordship. Those renegade barbarians. Thieves and liars, man, woman and child—the children are the worst of them, I do say it. They rampage! You must put a stop to it!”
 
   He folded his arms, jutted what little chin he had, and thrust out his chest. He looked like a mole trying to strut.
 
   His appearance was comic, but his words hit Julian on every exposed nerve. His fingers twitched.
 
   “Minucius Albera,” Julian said, his voice sweet, do not call me ‘your lordship.’ I am a General of the Empire and presume no higher title.”
 
   This caught the Decurion off guard with its seeming humility, leaving him unprepared for what quickly followed.
 
   “Because I am in command of a Legion, you will not tell me what I must do.” The volume of his voice increased. “Ever. Not in front of my men, nor yet in front of yours, and most especially not in my own house.
 
   “As to the Thervingi, they are allies of the Empire, and so of the Divine Valens, here at his particular invitation. If you have a personal complaint to lodge, leave it with my scribe.”
 
   He stared hard, not letting the other man look away. He kept the Decurion’s gaze for a long moment, then said, “That is all. You are dismissed.”
 
   He turned, but had not reached the door when the thin voice grated, “No sir, that is not all. This is no personal petition, sir. These people are renegades. They raid our farms and herds. They practice sorcery upon our citizens. An order has come from the Governor!”
 
   Julian whirled upon him, eyes sharp as knives. He came back to stand over the Decurion, inches from him.
 
   “The Thervingi have not raided—keep quiet while I’m talking! Had they raided, smoke would fill the sky and your farms would lie in ashes. Bring to me anyone fool enough to claim sorcery and I’ll personally prove him a liar. There have been squabbles over a few stray goats. That is all.”
 
   He paused. The statement about the Governor finally struck him.
 
   “What order?”
 
   Albera blinked, silenced by Julian’s looming presence.
 
   “From the Governor?”
 
   “Yes!” The Decurion raised a declamatory hand. “The order is for all barbarians to report to special camps, where their status will be determined by examiners. There are too many who have crossed without permission. They threaten public safety. Any who commit crimes are to be arrested at once—at once—by the nearest public authority.”
 
   Reciting phrases from an official document had returned him some of his courage. He sniffed and puffed himself up a little. His eyes glittered like glass.
 
   Julian frowned at him and the man shrank again.
 
   “Who gave this order?”
 
   “The Governor. Of Moesia. Gaius Semplius Honorius,” Albera said in formal style, still trying for importance. His face fell when Julian laughed aloud.
 
   “Cousin Maximus? Governor now, is he, and of Moesia? Ain’t that a gold leaf for the family?”
 
   “It is a most serious order, your lord … General.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t doubt that,” Julian said, still chuckling. “My cousin once had a sense of humor, but he mislaid it long ago.” His face became stern. “But that changes nothing. You came in here telling me what I must do. Now I tell you what you must do.
 
   “Go home. Never return here again. If a citizen has a complaint, let him lodge it with the Legion’s scribe, right and proper. If anyone tries to turn it into something larger, they will deal with me, and that’s the end of it.” He glared. “Now get out, before I get angry.”
 
   The Decurion backed away, but he had one more stone to throw.
 
   “I shall write to the Governor,” he said, and took three more quick steps away.
 
   “Do so! Maximus can read, or will have someone read it to him, more likely. You’d best send along plenty for bribes, though. He’s not called Maximus for his size!”
 
   He waved an arm. At the signal, Avitus resumed his role of door warden and hustled the Decurion out.
 
   “No more visitors, Avi,” Julian said.
 
   Avitus nodded at the door. “He’ll complain to Maximus.”
 
   “Let him.” The business was done in Julian’s mind. He was anxious to return to his letter.
 
   “Your cousin will delight to make trouble for you.”
 
   “Let him. These are Valens’ warriors, Avi. Maximus can’t run in that race. Now, let me return to my business, for all mercy.”
 
   “No visitors will come in,” Avitus said, “but I can’t keep them from shouting, nor you from coming out.”
 
   But Julian had already returned to his desk. He rubbed both temples, then took up his pen once more.
 
    
 
   The Emperor sent me to fetch fifty thousand barbarian warriors to defend our northern frontier. I return with a fraction of that number, yet I do believe I have with me the better part. Many of them are exiles from their own people—therein lies a tale better suited to wine cups than to paper. When Rumor tells of sorcery, do not mock. 
 
   I beg you to reply in all haste. Is the Emperor returning? Does he bring his legions? His veterans? Has he arrived already? Is he aware of the Horde (for thus is it called by the Thervingi)? You see how anxious I am. All I hear are rumors, which claim everything and say nothing. I turn to you, Tykonos of the Docks, the Honest Broker, for reliable information.
 
   Strange days are upon us. Monsters sweep out of the North, magicians fight alongside centurions, and Lucius Julianus commands a Legion. Strange to relate, he does so honorably and does not altogether hate the task. I scarcely know how it happened, but I find I care deeply about the men under my command. I even care about the honor and reputation of the Legion itself. I wonder, is this what so drew my father to a life in the military?
 
   Fear not. I am in no danger of becoming a patriot. As soon as I can, I shall be overjoyed to return to the City and its unending vices. I fought only because I had to and, now safe behind Mother River, I hope never to fight again. 
 
   You will be pleased to know Avitus is well, though he is utterly miserable. He has learned to ride a donkey, which skill he promises to exhibit on the docks for all to see.
 
   I wish you good health and better business. Raise a cup for me, and I’ll drain a mug for you.
 
                               L. Julianus Metellus
 
                               Amicus
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
   Tribune on the Hill
 
    
 
   Inglena stormed out of the Therving camp with her head down, fists clenched, muttering as she went. She did not look where she was going. She did not care. White clouds floated singly in the blue sky, huge and slow-moving. Her sandals trod on brilliantly green grass that covered the wide bluff on which stood the Therving camp, the rixen camp, and the Roman fort. The late April sun was warm when it showed, but when one of the big clouds crossed its face the air turned chill. Wrens were busy in the low trees and a red-orange fox regarded her from a hillock. It twitched a magnificent tail,  then disappeared.
 
   She scarcely noticed. She turned Chief Thrasimund’s words over and over in her mind, worrying at them, fuming at them.
 
   He had complained to her mightily, stalking in great strides to and fro outside his meager tent, too small to hold much more than himself. They had had to leave so much behind.
 
   He complained about the enforced idleness, sitting for a week now at the edge of the Great River because the Roman General wanted to see the Horde. Madness! Who, he said, would want to wait to view goblins, as if they were a herd of antelope to admire?
 
   He complained about the local population. They were sullen, sly, full of lies and malice. These were her precious Romans. They let their herds wander and then complained when his own Thervings took them as strays. He demanded to know, what were they to do? Were they to live without horses or goats? 
 
   None of this had irked her, for she shared some of the same sentiments. It was hard. They had suffered so much, lost so much; sooner or later a people needed to stop losing and start regaining. But it was Thrasimund’s next words that had driven her away in a fury.
 
   “We should leave,” he had said. 
 
   “Where would you go?”
 
   He had named places, places she’d never heard of—Thessaly, Campania, Burgundy.
 
   “We cannot,” she told him. “If we leave without permission, we will be called invaders. The Emperor will give us a new home.”
 
   “Permission! When does the People need permission simply to live? No one gives land. Does Rome think it owns the whole world?”
 
   “Except for the parts overrun by goblins, do you know of any that does not belong to Rome?” She wanted to plead with him to stay, but she was too angry to say it. He would not, she told herself, be swayed by words.
 
   “Bring your people with us, Inglena,” Thrasimund said. Let us go together.”
 
   The words were more than she could bear. She turned heel and left. 
 
   Your people. The phrase ate at her. Even now, after all that had happened, they were not united. They were still Thervings and rixen. The People and the Exiled.
 
   She kicked at a stone, wishing it was Thrasimund. It tumbled away, down the slope toward the river.
 
   Her steps took her beneath the walls of the Roman fort. Its fine stone seemed emblematic to her of all her problems. Romans here, Thervings there, with a wall between. 
 
   She knew it was not fair, not really even true. They camped outside because there was no room inside the fort for much more than the Legion itself, but she was not in a mood to be fair. Her people had sacrificed too much to get here; friends had died so others could get here. They should have more to show for it. Yet, after all the struggles, the rixen were still kept apart, and it all rested on her shoulders. She had chosen to cast her lot with the Romans, but still their counsel was to wait. Wait for the Emperor. And wait some more. Was their Valens truly a divinity? With a name like Pot-Belly?
 
   The fort stood atop a wide bluff. The sight of the Great River finally took her out of herself. She had never seen such wide water except in a lake. Julian had told her there were even greater waters near the capitol. She never knew when he was being serious.
 
   She stopped at the edge of the steep drop and looked around. Below her sat the town of Noviodunum, busy with carts and boats, dirtier and busier than ever Oppidum had been, even at feast. Across the river lay Lower Dacia, the land dotted with brown lakes fringed in green, and laced with streams. Somewhere out there was the lake that had risen and saved them. Automatically she scanned the horizon for goblins, but no dark Horde marred the scene. Six days, and still no sign. Perhaps they had all perished in that terrifying wave. Even if just the Gniva were to die, it would be enough.
 
   A hawk cried. She looked to find it, but saw a figure instead: Marcus Salvius. He was some distance away, but she recognized his form at once: bare arms, broad shoulders and chest, powerful legs, strong face, and that fine, red cloak that billowed with each stir of the wind. He was like a hawk himself, she thought, a predator considering his world.
 
   She walked in his direction, craving his company, expecting something without really knowing what. Her soft boots made no sound as she came to stand a few feet behind him, silent. His black hair sparkled with slender threads of silver. 
 
   “Marcus Salvius, what are you doing all alone out here?” 
 
   He startled and turned. 
 
   “Salve, Inglena,” he said. He nodded toward the river. “Looking for goblins.”
 
   He had responded to the wrong part of the question. She wanted him to notice they were alone.
 
   “Oh,” she said, trying to keep disappointment out of her voice. “They should be here by now, shouldn’t they?”
 
   “The watch reported no sign, but I had to see for myself.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And nothing.” He shrugged. A smile appeared within his black beard. “And what are you doing out here?”
 
   He was supposed to open up to her, not the other way round. “I just wanted to walk,” she said.
 
   “Ah,” he said, and the smile faltered. “Alone?”
 
   She looked at him directly. His brown eyes were dark and warm. “I would be glad of company,” she said.
 
   Now came the full smile, white teeth showing. She loved that, not least because it was rare. She wished he would smile like that more often. 
 
   “You can help me watch for goblins. I keep thinking they should have been here by now.”
 
   “They will come,” she said, “we do not need to look for them. There is enough to do on this side of the river.”
 
   “That’s true,” Marcus said, nodding, but he kept his eye on the horizon. “Supplies, rest, healing. Need to buy horses for the cavalry. There’s enough work for ten quartermasters!”
 
   He sounded pleased. Happy to return to the familiar work of a legion, while she faced only problems that scoffed at solutions.
 
   “The townspeople do not care for us,” she said.
 
   “I’ve noticed. So has General Metellus. If any laws are broken, be sure to tell us. We won’t stand for any nonsense.”
 
   Roman generosity. His use of “we” felt like a wall between them. Romans here, Thervings there. And rixen still separate from both. His solicitude was another separation. Why could he not say, “Let us punish the wicked together?”
 
   “Only,” Marcus went on after a moment, “your people really must stop stealing livestock. They’re in the Empire now. Rome has strict laws about theft.”
 
   “And we do not?” She whirled on him. “We are Thervings. We are not without law!”
 
   Marcus took a step back, turning at last away from the wide, flat lands across the river. That she had to become angry in order to get his attention only worsened her temper.
 
   “I did not say you had no laws. But your people gather up every goat, sheep and horse not actually under the hand of another. You would not deny that, would you?”
 
   She would, but she could not. It was no more than what she had just chided Thrasimund about. She scowled, and spoke through compressed lips.
 
   “Do not try to turn the People into Romans,” she said.
 
   “Inglena, I …” he began, then trailed off. He raised a hand toward her, then let it fall helplessly. “Come,” he said, proffering his hand again, “let us start over. It is a lovely day. There are no goblins to be seen. Tell me what has angered you, and I will listen.”
 
   She looked at his hand without taking it. She did not want to be mollified; she wanted to lash out. But not at Marcus.
 
   “Thrasimund is going to leave,” she said in a flat voice.
 
   “And go where?”
 
   Was he deliberately not understanding? She spoke quickly, before another surge of anger could overtake her.
 
   “He’s going to leave camp. He speaks of going to Thessaly.” It was the only name she could remember.
 
   “Gods above and below!” Marcus spun away, turned back. “He can’t do that. He’d be declared an outlaw. Him and all his people. Already some are saying his warriors are a danger, that they should go back to Dacia until Emperor Valens returns.”
 
   Inglena tilted her chin up. “Are we prisoners, then?”
 
   “No! Of course not. But you are guests, for now. A guest does not roam at will through the home of his host.”
 
   “Among the People, a guest is treated with honor, with an open hand and an open tent.” She hated that she was continuing to speak of separate peoples, of them and us. 
 
   Marcus’ jaw tightened and his lips disappeared behind his beard. He nodded once.
 
   “That is unfair,” he said.
 
   She turned away from him, gazing across the river to the dour, empty land beyond. She felt just as dour. She was furious with Thrasimund for his arrogance, and now she was defending him. Why was she so helpless in this?
 
   She knew the answer, though. She feared to confront Thrasimund because she might lose—her authority, the tribes—everything. The People might follow him instead of her. Marcus had to know that.
 
   “I can see you are angry, Inglena, but I cannot see why.”
 
   Evidently not, she thought bitterly.
 
   “Thrasimund is no fool,” Marcus went on. “He is anxious. He worries about his people.”
 
   My people!
 
   “But we have been across the Great River for less than a week. Not even enough time for a letter to reach Constantinople. Give Lucius Julianus a chance, and he will put all to right. He’ll find a home for you, or he’ll make one himself. I’m sure of it.
 
   “I had my doubts about him at first, I admit it. He was not promising material.” Marcus gave a low chuckle. “But he has risen to the challenge. His father would be … Inglena?”
 
   He stopped. He moved to Inglena’s side. His eyes followed her gaze.
 
   To the northwest, on the horizon, a dark line had appeared.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
   Goblinfire
 
    
 
   Julian reached the edge of the bluff out of breath. The sun hung low and big on the western horizon, throwing long shadows across the poppy-covered bluff, and scattering diamonds along the river’s back. Marcus Salvius and Inglena stood near the edge where the bluff dropped steeply away to the river. They stood close together, hands clasped. Julian barely took time to greet them.
 
   “Where is it?” he asked as he came next to them.
 
   “There,” Marcus said, pointing. “Just to the left of the willow trees.”
 
   Goblins darkened the farther shore. Among them now stood a taller one, with red hide that stood out against the black and brown.
 
   “I see the Gniva,” Julian said. “What’s that next to it?”
 
   Flanking the Gniva were smaller creatures with pale skin. Shorter than goblins, they stood on hind legs. 
 
   Avitus came panting up, followed by Thrasimund and several of his warriors. Behind them, more figures approached. Word had spread rapidly. People were fanning out all along the banks to glimpse the dreaded monsters. Avitus positioned himself next to Julian.
 
   “No one knows,” Marcus said.
 
   Heavy footsteps marked the approach of Thrasimund. “I do,” he said as he came up and stood near Inglena. “So does she.”
 
   “Inglena?” Marcus put a hand on her arm, as if to protect her.
 
   “We cannot know,” she said. She looked over to Julian. “He is only guessing.”
 
   “They are hobs,” Thrasimund declared firmly.
 
   “Hobs?”
 
   “We cannot know,” Inglena said again, but her voice trembled slightly.
 
   “We will find out soon enough,” Thrasimund said.
 
   “What are they talking about,” Avitus asked. “Would one of you explain, as a courtesy to ignorant Romans?”
 
   Thrasimund scowled at Avitus but spoke to Julian.
 
   “Hobs are the servants of the Gniva,” he said, then paused, looking at the river. “Or, at least, they are the chief warriors of the Horde.” 
 
   “No one has ever seen them, not even our grandfathers’ grandfathers,” Inglena said.
 
   “The legends are clear enough.”
 
   “Not ours,” Inglena said.
 
   “Taifali legends are older,” Thrasimund said. “Yours is a younger clan.”
 
   Inglena’s head came up at that, but she mastered her anger. “Pale creatures in the service of the Gniva. ‘See! They strike down the People with sweeping swords. All the champions are laid low.’”
 
   “We have the same words,” Thrasimund said, “but ours say further. ‘The pale hob strikes through breath and sight. It has an impure power. It is bred with rixen.’”
 
   “A lie!” Inglena struck Thrasimund across the face. He winced and stepped back, then nodded and spoke without anger.
 
   “I say the words.” He rubbed at his cheek. “I do not say I believe them.”
 
   “It would explain the pale skin and smaller size,” Avitus said.
 
   “Don’t try to help, Avi,” Julian said. “It isn’t helping.”
 
   “Why,” asked Marcus, “would legends say goblins mate with humans?”
 
   “With rixen,” Inglena said, hissing the word. “It is one more lie to make us worthy of hate.”
 
   “It also explains why hobs can do magic,” Thrasimund said. He raised a hand as if to ward off a blow. “But it is an unlikely explanation.”
 
   “What sort of magic?” Marcus put his arm around Inglena, pulling her close against his side.
 
   “It is hard to say,” Thrasimund answered instead. “The words I remember don’t make much sense, only the lines about long arms and terrible swords.”
 
   “Black swords,” Inglena said softly.
 
   “Yes, that’s right. ‘The hob stretches out his long arm and see! The black blade falls in the midst of our armies’.”
 
   “I don’t know about legends,” Marcus said, “but I know those creatures cannot wield a blade, not with those claws. What do you say, General?”
 
   “Yes,” Avitus said, “you’re being awfully quiet.”
 
   Julian continued to stare across the river.
 
   “Master?”
 
   In a low voice, Julian said, “It studies me.”
 
   Avitus gave a derisive snort.
 
   “What do you mean, sir?” Marcus said, rather carefully.
 
   “The big one. It knows I’m the commander. It studied the river, and now it studies me.”
 
   “Nonsense,” Avitus said. “At this distance, how can you know that? You can’t even see its eyes.”
 
   “It stands there. Hasn’t moved. Never turns its head. Just like it did back at the lake. Same stance, and I saw its eyes then. I tell you, it’s studying me.”
 
   “These are beasts, not men,” Marcus said uneasily. “You said so yourself. You convinced me of that, remember?”
 
   “I do,” Julian said. “I still hold that goblins are only beasts. But the Gniva? It calculates. It plans.”
 
   “Do you think it is intelligent?” Avitus asked.
 
   “Of course it’s intelligent,” Julian replied brusquely. “My horse is intelligent. Even some senators are intelligent. That’s not the issue.”
 
   “I meant, …”
 
   “I know what you meant. Are they men? Do they think like us? I don’t believe so. But just because they don’t think like us, doesn’t mean they aren’t clever. A wolf is clever. That’s what bothers me about that scarlet-skinned monster over there.”
 
   “What if they can mate with humans after all?” Avitus said. “It could have inherited human intelligence.”
 
   “That’s disgusting,” Inglena said.
 
   “It’s leaving,” Julian announced.
 
   Everyone fell silent and looked. The Gniva had turned away and disappeared behind the trees. The hobs remained, forming into a circle. A curious sound floated across the river.
 
   The smooth water and still evening air brought the noise near. Julian cocked his head. “Is that drums?”
 
   “I don’t think so,” Marcus said. “Doesn’t have the same resonance.”
 
   “It sounds like slapping,” Thrasimund struck his own thigh with his fist. Then he stamped. “And this?”
 
   “A little,” Marcus allowed.
 
   Thrasimund was chanting again. “’Now they strike their skins with open hands, and now they stomp with their clawed feet into the earth’s flesh.’” He struck his fist against his chest.
 
   “You people have grim songs,” Avitus said.
 
   “I want to listen,” Julian said, and the others were quiet.
 
   The line about stamping was true enough. He could see them jump about, like Dionysian revelers. The rhythm was inconstant, but neither was it random. He picked up a pattern, only to lose it again: four beats repeated four times, but then it was five beats, or was it three and two? It kept shifting. He wondered how they all managed to keep together.
 
   And now it was spreading. Goblins gathered on all sides, falling into the weird rhythms, amplifying the sounds until slap and thud became crack and boom, as if the gods were using a storm for music.
 
   “I hate the sound!” Inglena cried. Marcus murmured something comforting, but Julian felt the agitation as well. Was this a kind of goblin magic?
 
   It was affecting others, too. Hundreds of Romans had gathered along the river, along with locals and a few Thervings. Cries of dismay and fear burst out here and there along the banks. A few moments later, a war song rose from the cries and was quickly taken up.
 
   Julian’s mind roiled. His men were chanting in response to beasts across the river, a primal reply that made no sense but whose need was urgent.
 
   The unrelenting drumming only grew louder. Thousands of goblins must be at it now. His brain recoiled from it like a trapped animal. 
 
   He opened his mouth and sang, shouting the war song’s words, striking his own chest with each repetition of “Roma!” His blood pounded in his ears. The song intoxicated him. He was barely aware of Marcus nearby, shouting the same song.
 
   Across the river, silence fell like a hammer. Ten thousand goblins all stopped at once. On the Roman side, the war song trailed away. The sun had hidden itself, and the sky hung at the edge of stars.
 
   From the pale hobs, something orange and black vaulted into the sky. 
 
   It twisted as it climbed, as tall as a barn, as thick as a man. It pulsed, colors within it boiling like a cauldron. It arced outward, over the river. A roaring, bubbling sound came from it. Julian thought madly that the goblins had conjured a dragon.
 
   People all along the shore cried out and pulled away, but the thing did not reach even so far as the middle of the river before it fell with a tremendous crash and hiss. Steam rose where it fell.
 
   Across the river, the goblins leaped and struck the ground together, sending a deep boom into the evening, again and again.
 
   Then they were silent, and the hobs faded into the Horde.
 
   Julian realized his own heart still boomed. His mouth was open, panting like a dog.
 
   “Great Jove and all the gods save us from the wrath of the goblins.” Avitus said, his voice shaking.
 
   “Steady, Avi,” Julian said brusquely. He pulled Avitus to his feet. “If the gods were going to save us, they’d have done it by now. We are Romans. We save ourselves.” He looked to the others.
 
   Marcus and Inglena were holding onto each other as if they stood in a high wind. Thrasimund was saying something, in strong words but in his own tongue, to his warriors, who looked terrified. He could not blame them. He took three breaths to steady his heart.
 
   “Inglena,” he said, in what he hoped was a clear, firm voice, “you told me they sleep at night.”
 
   Inglena looked up from Marcus’ shoulder. She took a step away and gathered herself before speaking.
 
   “It is not yet dark,” she replied. “Besides, they will awaken if attacked or roused.” She glanced across the river, winced, and looked back. “I think they are roused.”
 
   A smiled flashed across Julian’s face, only for an instant, but he let it remain inside. She was steady. Thrasimund was still scolding his men.
 
   “Do your legends tell of this?” Julian asked. He waved a hand toward the river. Plums of steam rose where the fire had fallen.
 
   She shook her head. “Never.”
 
   “Thrasimund!” Julian raised his voice. The Therving chief turned around to face him. “How about you?”
 
   “General?”
 
   “I said, do your legends have anything to say about fiery snakes?”
 
   “No.” Thrasimund shuddered visibly. “No, they do not.”
 
   “Black swords,” Julian said to no one in particular. He gazed at the far bank for a time. It was getting dark, but there appeared to be no more movement from the Horde. He could not shake the memory of the Gniva standing on the shore. If that had been a human leader, he would swear this was like a warning shot, intended to strike fear. But this was not a human, and that struck an even deeper fear.
 
   “I’m going back,” Julian said. “Marcus Salvius, you will go with me. We will speak to the men.”
 
   “What will we tell them, sir?”
 
   Julian winced at the shakiness in the Tribune’s voice.
 
   “First, that the goblins are still on that side of the river.”
 
   “If they cross?” This, from Thrasimund.
 
   “We are Romans. We have faced war by fire before. We know what to do. And, before you speak, we will show our friends and allies what to do also.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Marcus said, and his voice was steadier. “It will be well for our men to hear that.”
 
   “All they have is numbers. We have the army.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Marcus said. He did not say more, but Julian’s heart supplied the next line.
 
   And now they have fire.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
   On the Move
 
    
 
   The goblins moved upstream the next day. Julian sent scouts to track them. When the Horde moved further up river the following day, Julian ordered the Legion out of camp.
 
   “We are going to move with the goblins,” he told Marcus. “I am not letting those monsters out of my sight.”
 
   The Horde did not move in any sensible way. One day it spread for miles along the river bank, and some in the Legion said it might be dissolving. Another day, it was a dark mass that stayed in one place. Sometimes the goblins departed at first light, other times it did not move until mid-afternoon. Once it disappeared altogether for an entire day, then reappeared the next. More than once, Julian saw the Gniva standing on a bank or hillock, surrounded by hobs. On those evenings, goblinfire scarred the sky.
 
   Thrasimund trailed behind at first, black tents and campfires always about two miles away. Julian and he exchanged messengers daily, but still the Taifali chief kept his distance.
 
   Inglena fretted.
 
   “He is too prideful,” she said.
 
   “Pride is necessary in a leader,” Julian replied. “I believe he is offended that he has brought his people to Rome, but Rome has not welcomed him.”
 
   “He should try exile,” she said, bitterly.
 
   “If he marches at my side, he as much as says to his people that their treatment is just.”
 
   “That is true,” Inglena said. “I see that much. But all of us have fought together. Why can’t we be at peace together as well?”
 
   “It takes time to forge steel.”
 
   “Again that is true. And sometimes the steel breaks.”
 
   “You mean Leuva.”
 
   Inglena did not answer.
 
   “Patience. We are not broken yet.”
 
    
 
   After a week, and only fifty miles, Julian’s patience was grinding down. 
 
   “Following this Horde is dull work, Avi,” he said to the Scythian, as they sat in camp on the eighth day.  “Move, then sit. Stand to arms, then sit again.”
 
   “I will gladly take dull over battle,” Avitus replied. He was cleaning up after the evening meal.
 
   “ I suppose I should be grateful we have not added more names to the list of dead.” Julian drained the last of his cup and stood. “I’m headed down to the river to have a look. I wish I knew what was going on in the capital, at least!”
 
   “Ah! I almost forgot,” Avitus said. He rummaged in the travel chest, then stood up with a parchment in his hand. “From Tykonos.”
 
   Julian snatched it from his hand. “Not ‘almost’—you did forget. How long have you had this?”
 
   “Only since we ended the march today. A rider came. You were deep in talks with Marcus Salvius. I put it away so as not to lose it.”
 
   Julian scowled but let it go. The news was not so very old that he should be angry. He sat at his table and spread the parchment out. Avitus opened the tent flaps, but lit a lantern as well.
 
    
 
   From Nikas Tykonos to Lucius Julianus Metellus, greetings. If you are well, I am well. 
 
   Your letter was most welcome. We have heard all manner of astonishing stories about a certain General Metellus and the XII Legion. Can they truly mean Lucius Julianus, who drinks my wine, brawls in my taverns, and plays dice till dawn? Of all the tales, none are stranger than the intimation of change at which your letter hints. Julian reformed? Julian made serious? I had to drink for a day and a night to recover myself.
 
   I never doubted your ability, my friend, only your desire. You appear to have found that. If Rome has gained a new General, I pray I have not lost my best customer or my dear friend. But enough of that. Your letter tasked me with certain duties, which I have endeavored to fulfill.
 
   Your mother, the Lady Helena, is well. She worries about you, though she is enough of a Roman lady not to show it. Truly, the wild tales that run through the streets, some of which must surely reach her ears, are enough to make a Stoic shudder. So far from wailing or fretting, she sets herself to defend your honor at every turn.
 
   She advises you not to return to the City, for it is not yet safe. Plotinus sharpens his knives. Your mother has thwarted him in the courts, so deftly that he dare not appear there for fear of being laughed at, but he finds other venues. Even now he plots with others in the provinces. I do not know the details, but a trap is being set for you. You are safest in your own legion. They will not dare to touch you there. Instead, they lie in wait, hoping you will step away.
 
   Despite all this, be cheered, for Valens is on his way to the capital. He has defeated the Persians at last, arranged matters in the new province, and comes to the City soon. He brings with him five legions of veterans. There will be nine days of celebrations, three triumphs, and the veterans are to be retired. I plan to make a great deal of money.
 
   Once the Divine Pot-Belly has returned, and you produce your barbarian warriors, all will be well. Fifty thousand or fewer, they must be quite a sight. Best to keep them up there at the border, I should think, as there are nasty rumors of their depredations. All lies, I am sure, for you would never allow such a thing.
 
   The City is dizzy with rumors, from mad monsters to weird sorcery. I hear the most extraordinary things about you. The extraordinary has appeared in Constantinople as well. I have myself witnessed some things that I can neither explain nor comprehend. It is useless to try to describe it; I can only hope to show you. A man has shown up at the Inn who is either a true magician or the cleverest trickster I have seen. 
 
   I pray you will be able to return to us soon, but be careful, my friend. Treacherous waters lie all around, and not only from your monsters.
 
   May you out-live your enemies and out-drink your friends.
 
    
 
   N. Tykonos
 
   Amicus aeternus
 
    
 
   Julian smiled, despite the warnings. “It is good to hear from him,” Julian said. “Here, you read it as well, little bird. We are brothers at the board, right?”
 
   “I should hope so, as many times as I’ve dragged you home.”
 
   “Hush and read.”
 
   While Avitus read the letter, Julian reflected on the warnings. As usual, Tykonos let the most important messages go unsaid. Valens is coming back, though, he thought. No matter the interference from Plotinus, that much at least is good news.
 
    
 
    
 
   It took three weeks to go from Noviodunum to Troesmis, a journey that should have taken only a few days. Julian was sure the Gniva was looking for ways to cross, for goblins kept wading or jumping into the river until a dozen or a score of them had drowned. Then they would try again an hour or two later. Each time, the Gniva could be seen, watching.
 
   Troesmis was much like any other river town, rather more prosperous than most because it lay at a crossing. The river spread wide here. A large island lay in the middle, rather closer to the right bank where the town stood, than to the side where the Horde clustered. The unfortunate village on the other side was ruined within the first hour, but since then the goblins milled about aimlessly, the way they had on earlier stops.
 
   The island was large enough that trees grew on it, and it raised its head above even the highest floods. Julian stood with his First Tribune, looking as they did each day at the monsters across the way.
 
   “Tell me what you see, Marcus.”
 
   “I see the Great River, General.” Marcus cocked an eye at Julian. “What do you want me to see?”
 
   “A ford. Here in late summer it is possible to cross Mother River, if the sandbars are right.”
 
   “Yes, sir. The XII is a border legion. We know all the crossings.”
 
   “Right. And if you wanted to get the Legion across, without boats, where would you try?”
 
   “Right here.” He looked askance at Julian. “Is this a trick question?”
 
   “Not at all. From Digetia to Oescus, this is the best crossing. And look, the goblins do not even try.”
 
   “Lucky for us.”
 
   “Better than luck, it’s ignorance. Luck is fickle. Luck can change, but ignorance abides! These creatures don’t know how to cross a river, not in any military sense.”
 
   “I suppose not.”
 
   “Cheer up, First! This is good news. It means Mother River may turn them back after all.”
 
   “As the General says,” Marcus said. After a few moments, he added, “but they are still there.”
 
   “Marcus,” Julian said without rancor, “you would make rain out of sunshine.”
 
   “How long do we shadow these creatures?” Marcus asked.
 
   “As long as need be,” Julian answered. “Why?”
 
   “Because exactly that. The further we travel, the more we spread out. Goblins trail behind or cast ahead, and we must send men out to keep them in sight.”
 
   “I know this, First. Eventually we will spread too thin, and be too weak to stop any successful crossing.”
 
   “Just so.”
 
   “But there is help at Duros. The XXIII is stationed there.”
 
   “It is,” Marcus said.
 
   “You sound somewhat less than encouraging,” Julian said. “There they go again.”
 
   Across the river, goblins were wading out into the water. One managed to get a good fifty feet away from shore before drowning.
 
   “I wish they’d all just charge in and let Mother River swallow them.”
 
   “Wish and pray, Marcus, but I swear that Gniva is controlling them somehow. Ordering them. Something.”
 
   “The XXIII is commanded by Gnaeus Lupicinus,” Marcus said.
 
   The tone of voice caught Julian’s attention. “Is he that bad?”
 
   “He is … unstable,” Marcus said, after obviously searching for the right word.
 
   Julian raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Always looking for glory,” Marcus explained, “which is hard to come by on river patrol.” He made a wry face. “But he’s prone to fits of temper. He’s been in the limitanei too long, by his own judgment.”
 
   “You know the man?”
 
   “Better than I would wish.”
 
   “I’ll handle him when the time comes,” Julian said, putting confidence into his voice. “The XXIII is still a legion. More men to add to the watch. Even if it’s only to watch goblins drown.”
 
    
 
   On the thirty-third day, the XII reached Duros. Julian set camp a mile down river as a courtesy, and sent word to the town’s fortress: to Gnaeus Lupicinus, Commander of the XXIII Vulpex, greetings and an invitation to discuss, over dinner, Rome’s new enemy, called ‘goblin’ in the Therving tongue. 
 
   The messenger was gone two full hours. He returned looking both baffled and uncomfortable. Julian met with him outside the tent, which was stifling. Avitus brought water for them both.
 
   “Sir, I tried to deliver your message, sir, truly I did. That’s why it took me so long. Sir.” He was a young man, with clear eyes and a thin, blond beard.
 
   “Stand easy, soldier,” Julian said, “just report.”
 
   “I went to the fort, sir, as instructed. But,” he shifted feet, scratched at his head then snatched his hand away again. “… er … please don’t be mad, sir ….”
 
   “I’ll be mad if you stretch this out any longer,” Julian said. He scowled fiercely, but inside he smiled at the youth’s discomfort.
 
   The soldier straightened.
 
   “I could not deliver your message, sir, because General Lupicinus is gone, sir, and the legion with him.”
 
   “Gone? Where to?” Julian had a sudden, sinking feeling. “Not over the river, I hope!”
 
   “No sir. I asked some locals. They said the XXIII left over a month ago to deal with … they called it ‘the barbarian problem’ sir.” He leaned forward slightly. “I think they mean the Thervingi, sir.”
 
   Julian suppressed an oath. He thanked and dismissed the soldier, who left as if escaping.
 
   “What’s it mean, master?” asked Avitus.
 
   “Trouble,” Julian said. “In the face of the enemy, we brew up our own trouble. It’s a Roman specialty, little bird.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
   You Cannot Have Them
 
    
 
   A river ran into the Ister River across from the town of Duros. Its waters were still spread wide from the spring floods and this seemed to stop the Horde for the time being. Julian encamped the Legion outside the town.
 
   For five days the two forces sat on either side of the river. Each day Julian and others went to the river’s edge and each day found the Gniva staring across at them, its crimson head easy to see as it towered over the others. Each day Julian was sure it was looking directly at him. No goblins hurled themselves into the Ister; they simply gathered along the shore, all of them staring across the water.
 
   On the sixth day, they were gone.
 
   Julian waited a day. When no goblin appeared, he sent the scouts. They went in groups, Therving and Roman together, one group in the morning, another in the afternoon. When they began to return, they brought uncertain news. The goblins had left the Ister, going up the tributary many miles. Were they going to the mountains, in pursuit of Fritigern? Or were they merely finding a crossing, to return once more to the Ister?
 
   “I rather like the river,” Julian said as he stood on the rocky bank, “now that it’s not lined with goblins on its further shore.”
 
   The countryside was overrun with color. Willows stroked the river banks with slender green fingers under a blue sky dotted with white clouds. The last hints of winter’s cold were gone, even in the black of deep night. Toward sunset the air came alive with gnats in low, swirling clouds while a chorus of frogs sang hello to the night.
 
   He and Inglena were walking with Thrasimund to their camps. Julian looked across the Ister, whose waters sparkled in sheets of sunset gold. It was just light enough to see the goblins as a line of dark on the far shore.
 
   “I wish I understood them,” he continued, once they were at the top. “The goblins, I mean. Our scouts report them in every direction. Has the Horde dispersed?”
 
   Inglena joined him, peering as if she might suddenly see for a thousand miles. 
 
   “I do not think that,” she said. “Only if the Gniva dies does the Horde scatter, and there is no one to kill it.”
 
   “There’s me, if I could get to it,” Julian said.
 
   “Or myself, or any one of us,” Inglena said, “but we cannot get to it.”
 
   “Well,” Julian said, walking again, “first we must find it.”
 
   “I agree. Your scouts or ours, the Gniva will be found.”
 
   Thrasimund left them, to consult with his chiefs. Ahead lay the Roman castrum with its earthen wall topped with spikes. Nearby, the rixen camp, now formed in the Roman style. They had no wall of earth, but they arranged their tents in a square with avenues, the perimeter protected by a field of spikes. Only a space of fifty yards separated the Roman from the magicians. Julian now halted in the space between.
 
   “Thanks for your help, Inglena.” He glanced back in the direction of the Therving camp, still arranged by clan in their tent circles. They had begun rebuilding their herds; a few hundred goats, tended in common. They had even begun training new dogs.
 
   “I have not asked you how it goes between the Tribes and the Exiled. You still camp separately.”
 
   “Yes,” she said. “Thrasimund was wise. I had pushed too hard to end Exile completely. Now, we leave it up to family and clan to accept the Exiled. A few have. Not many, but enough to give me hope.”
 
   She looked toward her camp. “One day, the only tent there will be my own.”
 
   “And then?”
 
   She did not answer right away. A soldier hailed them.
 
   “General,” he called, “there you are.”
 
   “Truly, here I am.”
 
   Julian’s humor no longer flustered his staff. The man did not miss a beat.
 
   “A delegation awaits you at the principium. From the XXIII, sir.”
 
   “Who is in this delegation?”
 
   “General Gnaeus Lupicinus himself, along with his standard-bearer and a quaestor. They did not give their names.” The soldier wiped his brow. The evening was warm.
 
   “Tell the General that I …” he glanced at Inglena, “that Princess Inglena and I will be along presently. Offer them food and cool wine; keep them comfortable.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” the soldier said, and left at a trot. 
 
   “The XXIII is the legion that has been taking Dacian and Thervingian refugees to camps,” Inglena said.
 
   “You have a right to sound bitter,” Julian said, “but I want you to hear what he says. I doubt it will be pleasant, but I beg you to hold your temper.”
 
   “Hold … my temper?” She was puzzled.
 
   “Don’t show anger,” he explained, “even if you feel it. The XXIII is operating within Roman law, a thing so complex even Romans don’t fully understand it. A wrong step here could endanger all your people. So, please, let me do the talking.”
 
   She studied his face a moment, then nodded. “I will go,” she said. “I will not show anger. But I will remember the words.”
 
   “Good enough. One more thing. Go put on your deerskin battle garb, and your white robe, the one with all the embroidery.”
 
   Her face became defensive. “And my sword?”
 
   “Oh, by all means the sword. I want you to look every inch the barbarian princess.” He grinned.
 
   “I do not understand Romans, or Roman law, or Roman Generals,” she said, “but I understand men well enough.” She strode away to her tent.
 
    
 
   A table was set up beneath the Legion’s standards. Three men stood up from it as Julian and Inglena approached. He saw their look of apprehension and allowed a small grin to visit his face. She had produced the intended effect.
 
   For, Inglena looked formidable. Her deerskin leathers showed a pale, sandy color beneath a cloak of white muslin. The cloak was edged with green and yellow thread embroidered into elaborate patterns five inches high at the hem, showing tribal signs. More patterns decorated the cuffs of her sleeves, and a ribbon of green wrapped around her throat. She had wound her hair into two tight braids that ran over her shoulders. Her white sword, slung bare-bladed over her back, gleamed. She had brought Stavanos and Petlaf with her, both in battle garb.
 
   None of the four broke stride as they neared the table, until their visitors took a half-step back. Only then did Julian break out a full smile of greeting.
 
   “Salve, Gnaeus Lupicinus!” he called in a hearty voice that said he could not have been happier to see the commander of the XXIII. Julian clasped the other by the shoulders. Lupicinus took another half-step back. He was still recovering as Julian swept forward, leaving the other General face-to-face with Inglena.
 
   “I have the privilege to present Inglena, Princess of the Thervingian People.”
 
   Lupicinus opened his mouth to speak, but Inglena smiled radiantly and he made no sound.
 
   “And two of her brave warriors, Stavanos of the Clan of the Gray Horse, and Thrasimund, chief of the Taifali.”
 
   Silence ensued. Julian looked the General of the XXIII over. Lupicinus was a slender, fit man of perhaps forty years, with a narrow nose and glaring eyes. It was a wolf’s face. Julian knew a little of the man’s history—knew he was low-born, ambitious, more clever than wise, greedy, with the kind of vanity that comes from inferiority. He was just the sort of man Maximus would use for unpleasant work.
 
   The General’s standard-bearer, having decided the silence was embarrassing, spoke up.
 
   “I present Gnaeus Lupicinus, General of the Legio XXIII Vulpex, and representative of Maximus, Governor of Moesia, in all affairs relating to the barbarians.
 
   “Indeed?” Julian said. “Now, that’s impressive. Is that all barbarians, or just the ones on this side of the river? Because I’ve got quite a collection of them over on that side.”
 
   Lupicinus scratched one hand with the other and opened his mouth again.
 
   “Have you eaten?” Julian said.
 
   “I am here,” Lupicinus said heavily, “on provincial business.”
 
   “Isn’t that fine? I don’t doubt it, don’t doubt it at all. And a happy coincidence it is, for I am here on imperial business.” He emphasized the word heavily.
 
   “Hmph! Your business is over there,” Lupicnus nodded toward the Ister. “You appear to have neglected it.” He turned to share a triumphant smile with his standard-bearer.
 
   “Oh, I’m right were I am supposed to be,” Julian said. “I have an appointment with the Emperor. But come, sit. Let us at least share bread and salt.” He gestured an invitation. 
 
   Lupicinus sat, then almost got up again when Inglena sat next to Julian. She carefully laid her sword on the table before her. 
 
   “Why does she join us?” His wolf eyes glowered.
 
   “I believe the conversation concerns her and her people.”
 
   “So it does. Let her mind her place, for this is Roman business. I can state it simply enough: all barbarians are to report to the camps near Marcianopolis. They will be kept there until the Divine Valens, in consultation with the Senate and People of Rome, determines their fate.”
 
   Julian suppressed a sigh. He knew this was the reason for the visit, though he had hoped otherwise. The rumors were true. All the refugees were to be taken captive.
 
   “I suppose this is for their own safety,” he said.
 
   “Of course. And for the safety of our citizens, and to preserve public order. The barbarians are violent and many are thieves.”
 
   Inglena laid one hand on her sword but did not speak.
 
   “Here now,” Lupicinus yelped, drawing back. His standard-bearer also put hand to sword.
 
   “No,” Julian said, “not here, not now. Tell me, has the XXIII been involved in guarding the camps?”
 
   “We have not,” Lupicinus replied, relaxing slightly. “Our task has been to round up some of the more … reluctant … groups.”
 
   “Like stray cattle,” Julian said dryly.
 
   “If you like. Some tribes,” he carefully did not look at Inglena, “have thrown off the protective mantle of Rome. Now, at the first scent of danger, they flee, barging into our homes, stealing our livestock, and crying for help all the while. We owe them nothing, but the Emperor has taken pity.”
 
   “Pity!” Julian cried as he slapped the table with his open palm, “you take their weapons and their jewels …”
 
   “To keep the peace,” Lupicinus interjected, “and as recompense for expenses.”
 
   “Then,” Julian said over the top of him, “when they are stripped bare, you force them to sell themselves into slavery in exchange for food for their children. Is that imperial pity? Will Valens approve of stupidity and greed?”
 
   Julian had half-risen as he spoke. Lupicinus now stood, and stepped away from the table.
 
   “Your insults prove the rumors. You have brought these barbarians to further your own illegal actions. But Maximus and Plotinus see through your schemes. By imperial order, the barbarians in your company must report …” He faltered. “Why are you smiling?”
 
   Lupicinus stumbled to a stop, for Julian was not merely smiling, he was grinning and nodding. He had thought of something.
 
   “Save your puffed-up pronouncements, General. There are no illegal refugees here.”
 
   “There are thousands,” Lupicinus exclaimed. “Whole camps! Her!” He pointed, a little tentatively, at Inglena.
 
   “You are mistaken. These,” Julian’s arms swept wide, “are my clientelae.”
 
   Lupicinus brayed a laugh. He looked at his men, at Inglena, at Julian, then laughed again.
 
   “Your clients? No one has had clientelae for centuries.” he said. He squinted at Julian. “You are not serious.”
 
   “I am.” Julian stood erect, eying the other levelly.
 
   Lupicinus snorted, but even in that sound Julian heard the uncertainty. “It won’t work,” the man said. He looked at his quaestor, as if that man would provide an answer. “It’s absurd!” His lip pulled back from his teeth as he growled. “It’s illegal.”
 
   “It may be absurd,” Julian said, “but it is certainly legal. Just because the custom is old does not make it illegal.”
 
   “There isn’t enough land for them. You would ruin your family.” His voice now questioned as much as stated.
 
   “Nevertheless, they are my clients and so do not fall under your jurisdiction.”
 
   Lupicinus made a guttural sound.
 
   “You won’t get away with this.”
 
   “That is my problem.”
 
   Lupicinus turned left, then right, as if looking for solid ground for his feet. He stepped further away. “I’ll be back,” he said. “I will not be alone.”
 
   “Neither is this your problem, Lupicinus. Don’t make it yours by coming back.”
 
   Lupicinus hissed, then stormed away, stomping as if he were crushing bugs at each step.
 
   Inglena stood and picked up her sword. Julian suddenly felt weary and hot, and discovered he was panting.
 
   “I do not understand what just happened,” Inglena said.
 
   “Our illustrious General has just made you a member of the family,” Avitus said, his voice colored by amusement and amazement. “All of you.”
 
   “How can that be?”
 
   As Lupicinus passed out of view, Julian found his voice again.
 
   “A client, in Roman law, is someone under the hand of a Roman citizen. As such, the client has all the legal protections of his patron.”
 
   “A slave?” Stavanos said, his tone full of nettles.
 
   “Not a slave,” Avitus said quickly, “a protected dependent. In the Republic, the client would vote for his patron in elections.” He paused. “But, there are no elections now.”
 
   “Then what?”
 
   “It is an old practice,” Julian said, “all but unused for centuries. But Romans never throw out old laws, we just add new ones. This leads to confusion sometimes, but it provides employment for generations of lawyers. And, once in a while, can come in quite handy.” He could not keep the glee he felt from his voice.
 
   “He spoke of land,” Petlaf said.
 
   “He is supposed to provide you all with farms,” Avitus explained.
 
   “Indeed. A difficulty, but we’ll find a solution, eventually.”
 
   “All?” Inglena looked wonderingly at Julian. “You have so much?”
 
   “Not really,” Julian said. “As I said, it’s a difficulty. Sometimes you make a bet just to see what the other fellow will do.”
 
   Inglena whispered Hispania.
 
   “Eh? What?” 
 
   “Nothing, Julian,” she said. She looked in the direction of Lupicinus, who was rapidly disappearing beyond the horizon of tents.
 
   “What do you think he will do?” she asked.
 
   “I have no idea,” Julian said, “except that it will likely not be to our benefit.” 
 
   He scowled. “The XXIII should be watching the damned river.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
   Fist and the Flying Tree
 
    
 
   Fist laughed out loud when he saw the flying tree because he had never seen a tree fly and he liked how it looked, all green and brown up in the big, blue sky. He was not hungry yet, and a tree floating through the air was the most interesting thing he’d seen in days.
 
   So he followed it.
 
   He lumbered after it, struggling because he tended to lose his balance when he went fast. At first it was hard to watch for the roots-and-rocks that always tried to tangle his feet, but the tree floated along slowly enough, so he was able to keep up.
 
   The morning was clear and the sun warmed him on one side and that made him happy. 
 
   “Tree!” he shouted. “Sky!”
 
   Then he stumbled, which made him say “hooo!” and then he paid more attention to the rocks-and-roots.
 
   Fist did not reckon time, but when the sun was warm on the top of his head, he began to get tired, so he sat down.
 
   The tree got tired too, because it floated down to the ground, disappearing behind a low rise. He wondered if the tree was hungry, like he was, and then he wondered what flying trees ate, and then he wondered if it might eat him.
 
   This was an unusual amount of wondering for Fist. He got up again and moved off to see what the tree was eating and if it might share. He was not afraid. He was afraid of very few things: wolves left him alone and boars ran the other way. Bears were scary, but he never challenged a bear and always left the mamas and babies alone. He was afraid of the Bad Bad, though, ever since they had wrecked the village and killed the people. The Bad Bad were why he was here, in the far away, why he was alone, and why he didn't get to eat so much any more.
 
   He walked and walked and thought about food and then he saw the tree and there were people nearby.
 
   The tree lay on the ground like a huge green wasp, but it was not eating. Nearby were three people, two sitting, one lying down. He counted them, using the fingers of his good hand: unu, diu, tairu.
 
   Hunger paced in his stomach. When the light breeze shifted and brought the smell of cooking meat, he lurched forward. One of the people would be nice, he hoped, and would share.
 
   “Leuva, look there!” one of them called out as he leaped to his feet.
 
   A second person, an old woman, cursed and jumped up as well, but the third remained on the ground. He appeared to be sleeping.
 
   “What is it? Is it a bear?” said the one called Sennec.
 
   Fist looked behind him then looked back at the people. He was glad there was no bear. 
 
   “Can’t be,” said the woman, “it’s waving.” 
 
   Fist waved and grinned and lumbered toward them calling out “Hi hi! Share, share!”
 
   “Greater gods, look at him. He's in rags.”
 
   “Looks like a wild man of the forest.”
 
   “I think he's just lost, Leuva. And what's wrong with his hand?”
 
   “How big he is! Stay sharp.” The woman draw out a long knife and held it at her side.
 
   Fist came to a halt a few feet away, still waving and looking around for the food. The woman had gray hair in a long braid, and brown skin drawn tight over sharp bones. Her thin mouth curved downward and her eyes were small and bright. Fist looked away from them.
 
   The man had red, wavy hair. He was much younger, rangy. He wore leather vest with birds sewn into it with black beads. Fist liked birds. 
 
   The third man lay next to the tree. He looked over, but did not get up. A long staff lay next to him. Fist stood, rocking from one foot to the other, not sure what to do next.  He had never been around strangers.
 
   “Hi hi,” he said, a little out of breath.
 
   “Hello,” Sennec said. “What's your name?”
 
   He blinked, and made a face.
 
   “Sennec,” the man pointed at himself.
 
   “Fist!” said Fist. He pointed carefully at his own chest with his right hand. He held the other in the air, showing the scarred and deformed club that had never quite become a hand.
 
   “Hi hi,” he repeated, then looked longingly at the campfire. He licked his lips, making a smacking sound.
 
   “It figures,” said Leuva, looking to the man. “He’s hungry.”
 
   “Share share!” Fist said and gave a joyous smile, showing a random scattering of teeth.
 
   The gray-haired woman’s mouth drew even further down.
 
   “We can spare it,” Sennec said, “we’re nearly there.” 
 
   Fist collapsed on the ground with a tremendous thump and waited for food to appear, smiling whenever anyone looked at him. After a hushed conversation between the man and the woman, they gave him a loaf of bread, which he devoured at once. They gave him a whole rabbit. Leuva and Sennec ate with him, eyeing him cautiously. Only when all the food was gone did Fist stop eating. Then he said his best words, very carefully.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “You're welcome, Fist,” Sennec said, smiling at him. Fist grinned back.
 
   “We are Thervings,” Sennec said. “We've come from the Siret River. Where are you from?”
 
   Fist raised his heavy eyebrows and shook his head.
 
   “Where is home?”
 
   Fist looked all around, as if home might have been dropped somewhere nearby. Finally he shrugged.
 
   “Near here? Or far away?”
 
   “Far,” he said, looking at the ground. “Far far away. All gone. Far.”
 
   “Are you lost?”
 
   He rubbed his head with his good hand. He wasn't lost, he just wasn't home. Home was all gone, far away.
 
   “Lost,” he said, and the feeling came and sat on his heart. “Lost lost.”
 
   He looked at Sennec and the others, and their flying tree, then rubbed his stomach.
 
   “Friends,” he said.
 
   “Sure,” Sennec said, “friends.” He smiled and all the lines on his face curved upward.
 
   “Sennec,” whispered Leuva, “what are you doing?”
 
   “What else would you do?” he said mildly, still smiling. “Drive him away?”
 
   Leuva’s eyes were hard. Fist knew that look. Almost he got up to leave, but Sennec’s smile offset Leuva’s frown, and there was the tree over there. He wanted to see it fly again.
 
   Fist grinned broadly, the only way he knew. “Friends,” he declared, and for the first time in ever-so-long, both his belly and his heart were full.
 
   The other man still lay on the ground. He had taken the bit of bread Leuva brought to him.
 
   “Teias,” she said. “Can you make it?”
 
   The man slowly got to his feet, propping himself up with the staff. He stood bent over, leaning on the staff. His beard was wolf gray and wrinkles cobwebbed his face. His hair, the same color as his beard, was a wild tangle with fir needles and twigs in it. His leather shirt was stained. He looked at Leuva with steady, dark eyes.
 
   “Yes,” he said, but his body dragged at every movement.
 
   He raised the walking stick over his head, as if lifting a great weight. As he did so, the enormous fir rose into the air with a vast rustle.
 
   Fist jumped to his feet and cheered.
 
   “Tree!”
 
    A tiny smile curled inside Teias’ beard.
 
   “Someone likes my trick,” he said, to no one in particular.
 
   They set out with Sennec and Leuva in front, like scouts. Then came Teias, holding his stick above his head, with Fist off to one side. The tree rode high above, covering them all with its shadow.
 
   They walked for an hour with little conversation. Once, Fist was so overcome by the flying tree he shouted aloud, but that was all. Eventually, his mind slowly worked its way around to a question.
 
   “Where?”
 
   No one replied. The afternoon, heavy with heat, wore on them and all were wrapped in their own thoughts. So Fist went to Teias, gingerly and with many glances up at the massive tree over his head. He tugged at Teias’ arm.
 
   “Where?”
 
   “River,” Teias said through clenched teeth. Leuva glanced back.
 
   “Fist, don’t bother Teias. He has to concentrate on the tree.”
 
   Fist wondered how Teias was going to manage to get up to the tree to do whatever ‘concentrate’ was. But since Leuva had spoken to him, he focused on her instead. He hurried forward and drew level with her and Sennec.
 
   “Where?” he asked for a third time.
 
   “To the river,” Leuva said curtly.
 
   “Oh.” Fist had seen many rivers, so this didn’t help much. He knew the tone, though. It meant he should be quiet.
 
   He looked back at Teias, who trudged slowly but steadily. The man switched the stick from his left to his right hand, which gave Fist an idea. He looked around, spotted what he wanted, and fetched it back. Proudly he held his own stick high in the air.
 
   “Help.”
 
   Sennec glanced at Leuva and smiled. 
 
   “That won’t …” Leuva began, but Sennec cut her off.
 
   “Thank you, Fist,” she said.
 
   Sennec shook his head and ran his fingers through his dark red hair.
 
   “Why river?” Fist asked.
 
   Leuva’s eyebrows raised slightly. 
 
   “There is a bridge at the river.”
 
   Fist nodded. He knew what a bridge was. 
 
   “But it is broken. We’re going to put this tree across the gap, and then the goblins will cross over the bridge and leave our lands.”
 
   “Bad Bad.”
 
   “Yes,” Leuva said, “very bad. We want them to go away.”
 
   Fist thought so hard about this, he lowered his stick, trailing it alongside him.
 
   “Bad Bad kill my village,” he said.
 
   “That’s why we fix the bridge. The goblins will go over and then they won’t hurt our villages any more.” Fist thought her voice sounded like an animal growling.
 
   He didn’t say anything for a while. The sun was warm on his back and hands, but it was not as comforting now.
 
   “No villages over there,” he said.
 
   Sennec snorted but did not reply.
 
   “There are villages there, yes. And cities.”
 
   Fist did not know what a city was. He supposed it was a kind of person, like a smith.
 
   “The people on the other side of the river are called Romans,” Leuva said. “They have armies that can fight the goblins.”
 
   “Armies?”
 
   Sennec and Leuva looked pale. The old woman spoke, her voice cold and bitter.
 
   “All our armies are dead.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   He scratched at the dirt with his stick as he walked.
 
   “Ro Mans,” Fist said. “Ro Mans kill goblins.” He was unsure if it was a question.
 
   “Romans,” Sennec said gently. “We hope so. The Romans have conquered the whole world.”
 
   “Oh.” Fist looked around as if he expected to see Romans standing among the trees.
 
   “They’ll win, Fist,” Leuva said, “but the Romans can’t fight the goblins unless the goblins can cross the Great River. That’s why we are bringing the tree.”
 
   “Tree flies,” he said somberly.
 
   “Yes, the tree flies. We will fly it all the way to the broken bridge and lay it down over the gap.”
 
   “Unless the gap is bigger now,” Sennec muttered.
 
   “Hush,” Leuva said, “and the goblins will cross over. The People will be safe, and the Romans will kill all the goblins.”
 
   “Oh,” Fist said a third time. Then he nodded. “Good.” 
 
   Leuva looked at Fist. She did not scowl, but he did not like the look.
 
   “He could help us, this one,” she said. She was looking at Fist, but she was not speaking to him.
 
   “How?” Sennec asked.
 
   “He could kill a few, if needed.”
 
   “Him? He wouldn’t hurt a bunny.”
 
   “Bunny,” Fist said.
 
   “Any creature will defend itself,” Leuva said firmly. Her eyes glittered. “We are friends, aren’t we, Fist?”
 
   “Friends!”
 
   She looked to Sennec, who shook his head, his long hair swinging across his troubled eyes. “You would use anyone, Leuva. Even the helpless.”
 
   “I would,” she said, “if it would save the People.”
 
    
 
   They reached the River Ister near sundown. Sennec, in the lead, halted at the top of a low hill, dropping to his knees. Leuva dropped beside him, then waved for the others to stop. Teias lowered his walking stick and the tree settled to the ground with a long sigh of branches. Fist got on hands and knees and crawled until he was alongside Sennec, who held one finger to his lips, then pointed.
 
   Fist looked in the direction. The River Ister lay like a golden ribbon stretching from right to left, as far as he could see. From the hilltop, a low ridge ran down to the river with a small stream to the right. The ridge ended at a white arch heavy with shadows in the slanting light. Beyond the rise, little more than a dark line, stood a bridge. He saw all this only briefly, before movement caught his eye. Dark shapes.
 
   He started up, but Sennec grabbed him by the arm tightly, so he lay down again.
 
   “They’ll see you if you stand up.”
 
   Fist tried to lie down harder. “Bad Bad,” he said into the dirt.
 
   The three of them scooted backward down the hill. They sat in a hollow a few feet from where Teias lay.
 
   “We can try in the night,” Sennec said. 
 
   “We can’t try in the night,” Leuva said. “Look at him.” 
 
   Sennec looked at Teias, lying in the shadow of the tree. Fist looked, too, but he didn’t know what they meant.
 
   “He’ll rest. We need to try in the night, when the goblins are sleeping.”
 
   “There’s no moon,” Leuva countered. “He can barely walk. If he stumbles, the tree comes crashing down and the goblins will hear.”
 
   “Ohhh,” Fist said.
 
   “It’s only a little further,” Sennec said. “A mile or a little more. Less than an hour.”
 
   “It’s no good. We’re done for today. That’s all.”
 
   Sennec started to protest further but gave it up. He knew that tone of voice.
 
   “You’re as stubborn as your brother,” he said. 
 
   “We go away” Fist said.
 
   “No, Fist,” Sennec said. “Not until morning. For now, food and sleep.”
 
   Fist nodded. “Food and sleep.”
 
   “There must be hundreds of them, Maybe thousands.” Leuva’s voice was steady, assessing. 
 
   “And more are coming,” Sennec said.
 
   All four of them were at the edge of the hill, peering over, shading their eyes against the morning sun. Fist kept his forehead against the dirt, not wanting to see.
 
   “So, now what?” Sennec said, after a pause.
 
   “We go on.”
 
   They all looked at Teias, who had not spoken yet this morning.
 
   “How?”
 
   “I don’t know how, I only know we do. I carry the tree. You figure out the rest.”
 
   “Huh,” Sennec said. “How about I carry the tree and you figure out how to get past goblins.”
 
   “Bad Bad.”
 
   Leuva was looking over the edge of the rise again. 
 
   “Teias, do you think you can carry the tree to the bridge without resting?”
 
   Teias raised himself onto his elbows and looked. No one spoke for a long minute.
 
   “Yes,” he said at last.
 
   Leuva looked at him, alarmed by the weakness in his voice.
 
   “Yes,” he said again, stronger. He sighed and his voice weakened again. “But it has to be today.”
 
   “Sneaking is out of the question, then.” 
 
   “Maybe not,” Leuva said. “We can’t slip right by them, but what if they weren’t so close? What if someone drew them away?”
 
   Sennec nearly stood in reaction. “Oh no, no you don’t! This was a clever idea, if a little insane, but I’m not going to have you sacrificing yourself for it!”
 
   “Who said anything about sacrifice? I don’t want to get torn apart by those monsters. I’m talking about causing a distraction, something to pull them up toward the hills, away from the bridge. There’s a shallow valley there,” she pointed to the right, “and we’ll pull them over that way. Teias would have to carry the tree low, but he should be able to stay out of sight until right at the bridge.”
 
   “You are crazy. He’ll still be seen, and then he’ll be on the bridge with nowhere to run.”
 
   “Not run,” Teias said. He had propped himself up and was fully engaged in the conversation now. “Not run, but hide.”
 
   Leuva smiled grimly.
 
   “I see the supports for the bridge. Once I place the tree, I can go under. The goblins aren’t likely to try to get there, and if they do, most will simply fall. They don’t climb so well with those claws.”
 
   Sennec still wasn’t having any of it. “They’ll jump down on those piers. Then they can leap up at you.”
 
   “Not high enough.”
 
   “You sure of that?”
 
   “That’s why he’s bringing Fist,” Leuva said.
 
   Fist raised his head from the ground. His eyes were big. “Carry tree?”
 
   “No,” she said, smiling, “my brother has to carry the tree.”
 
   “It flies,” he said.
 
   “Yes. But the goblins will come, even hiding under the bridge. If they get under there with you, I need you to fight them.”
 
   “Bad Bad.” Fist’s voice trembled.
 
   “You can fight them, Fist. You don’t have to kill them, just knock them off. They can’t hold on very well. Knock them off and they’ll fall into the water and be gone.”
 
   “Bad Bad gone.”
 
   She took hold of Fist’s left hand and looked into his big, sad eyes.
 
   “I need you to do this, Fist. Teias can’t do it alone and we can’t go with you. I’m counting on you to protect my brother. Can you do that for me?”
 
   His eyes got even bigger.
 
   “Help?”
 
   “Yes. I want very much for you to help.”
 
   He nodded gravely. “Help.” 
 
   Leuva drew Fist further down the hill and had him sit up, to look him in the eye.
 
   “I need you to promise me something.”
 
   “Yes.” Fist nodded.
 
   “You don’t know what it is yet.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She sighed.
 
   “Listen to me, Fist. The goblins will be coming.”
 
   “Bad Bad.”
 
   “Enough of that,” she said impatiently, “you must listen to me.”
 
   Fist folded his club hand into his good hand and placed them both in his lap.
 
   “Teias will go down along the stream,” she gestured, “down low, so the goblins don’t see the tree.”
 
   He carefully did not say Bad Bad.
 
   “Sennec and I will go the other way, up toward the trees, so I need you to go with Teias.”
 
   “Not you?”
 
   “No, Fist. You go with Teias. Now here’s where you need to listen carefully. You stay with Teias. No matter what, you don’t leave him. He’ll go down the stream, then onto the bridge, then under the bridge, and you must stay with him all the time.” She placed her hands on his. “Do you understand?”
 
   “Stay with Teias,” he said without understanding.
 
   “Promise me.”
 
   He understood that. He nodded. “I promise.”
 
   She gave a shuddering sigh. “Say it again.”
 
   “I promise.” His eyes were wide, but steady.
 
   “Teias is my brother. He’s the only family I have left. You must say it again, so I believe it. Promise.”
 
   “I promise,” Fist said, his voice quivering. He felt like crying but he didn’t know why. “Stay with Teias.”
 
   “Even if the goblins come.”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   “Because,” her voice got cold, “they will come.”
 
   Fist didn’t know what to say. He reached out and hugged her, patting her back with his clubbed hand.
 
   The four returned to the stream bed. They ate some hard bread, speaking little. Then Teias raised the tree, keeping it low, and set out down the hill. Fist followed, casting quick glances back at Sennec and Leuva, who watched them go. Then Fist glanced again and the two were gone.
 
   “Promise,” he whispered.
 
    
 
   The sun rose higher, warming the ground. Teias kept the tree only a few feet above his own head. He had to scold Fist, who was so delighted at having the tree fly so near, he kept trying to jump up to touch it. 
 
   “Just walk quietly, Fist, please.”
 
   Chastened, Fist put his hands to his side.
 
   “I be quiet.”
 
   It took nearly an hour to reach the river. The ground was uneven and while Teias didn’t stop to rest, he had to slow frequently to pick his way over stones at first and then through stands of reeds. Fist proved useful here, going ahead first and trampling a path.
 
   The stream cut a deep ravine before spilling into the River Ister. Teias put the tree down here. He sagged to his knees, panting. Fist scrambled up the embankment, to peer carefully over the edge as he had seen Leuva and Sennec do.
 
   He saw many goblins. They were a dark, milling carpet on the land.
 
   “They run away.”
 
   “What?” Teias called up in a whisper. Fist looked down at him.
 
   “They run away,” he said loudly.
 
   Teias groaned, then clawed his way up the steep bank. He needed only a few seconds.
 
   “That’s it. She’s done it! Gods protect her.”
 
   Teias slid down and grabbed his walking stick. 
 
   “Come, Fist. Time to go.”
 
   The great fir rose into the air.
 
   Fist looked again at the goblins, now obviously surging toward a dark line of trees to the north.
 
   “Bad Bad,” he said fearfully. Then, as he turned away, he whispered to himself.
 
   “Promise.”
 
   There followed a dash to the bridge that was somewhere between a sprint and a stumble. Teias charged forward, wavered, ran for a full minute, then stumbled and nearly fell, had to stop. Sweat poured from his forehead and soaked his back. The walking stick trembled in his grasp.
 
   The way was open, though, and the flying tree flew, and a few minutes later they reached the crumbling marble arch that marked the beginning of the mile-long bridge.
 
   Teias risked a glance over his shoulder. The tree wobbled but held as he took in the sight. 
 
   Goblins. Hundreds of them. More than had been there earlier, and they were all charging the bridge.
 
   “Follow me, Fist,” he shouted. “This is it. Last effort!”
 
   He stumbled, caught himself, and tried to run. He could manage no more than an shuffling trot.
 
   Fist started to follow. He ran several strides onto the bridge, but slowed and then stopped altogether. He had entered on the upstream side of the bridge, near the edge. He was now staring over the side at the waters that surged far below. A strange urge to jump over the side took hold of him.
 
   “Fist!”
 
   Fist shook his head, muttering “no, no” over and over. His good hand clenched and unclenched. He turned back to see the advancing goblins, then turned to the river, then to Teias. He was turning in circles.
 
   Teias continued to stumble forward, unable to speak, much less shout. He was past the first pier now, crossing the huge arch. Ahead was the second stone pier; just beyond that, Constantine’s Bridge ended in a broken tangle, taken up again at the third pier after a wide gap. 
 
   Fist stopped rotating and stood looking across the bridge. The tree was tilting now, the trunk end sagging only about ten feet from the surface of the bridge. 
 
   He lunged forward, like a horse in its traces, and fell onto the roadway. The tree jumped forward a few more feet then slammed down crosswise, one end hanging several feet over the side.
 
   Fist ran to Teias’ side and knelt down.
 
   “Get up,” he urged. He waved his clubbed hand behind him. “Bad Bad coming.”
 
   Teias groaned and said something. Fist had to lean down to hear.
 
   “I can’t. I can’t take another step. I can’t even get up.”
 
   Fist looked back. Goblins swarmed onto the bridge. 
 
   Promise, promise, he repeated to himself.
 
   Fist slipped his good hand under Teias and lifted. The staff was still in the man’s hands. 
 
   “I carry you,” Fist said, “you carry tree.”
 
   Hesitantly, Teias raised the stick over his head. The tree stirred, rustled, then rose.
 
   Fist carried Teias the last fifty feet. Whether deliberately or from exhaustion, Teias dropped the fir. The great trunk hit the roadway with a shuddering thump. Up ahead, the other end also struck the bridge, bounced twice, then held.
 
   Teias looked at Fist.
 
   “Hide.” He could manage no more than a whisper. “Under the bridge.”
 
   Fist shook his head. “I’m afraid,” he said, and tears started in his eyes. But Teias slumped again and did not speak.
 
   Fist looked back. Goblins were so close, he could see their color, as well as their shape. They were leaping ten yards at a time, coming fast.
 
   “Bad Bad,” he wailed, but no one came to help him and he couldn’t run.
 
   Hide. Hide. Protect my brother. He carried Teias to the side of the bridge. He looked over, at the long drop into rushing waters, and wailed again and closed his eyes. The sound of goblin feet on the roadway pressed upon him like a collapsing wall. 
 
   Protect my brother. He clung to the words even as he clung to the side of the bridge. He tucked the inert body under his left arm and used his good hand to swing over.
 
   Supporting cross beams stuck out from the sides, and one of these gave purchase to his feet, though it left him perched high in the air. He crouched and felt with one foot for the topmost arch. When he found it, he eased carefully leftward. The sound of approaching goblins grew louder. He edged further along the arch. The weight of Teias tugged him outward into empty space, but he slid his hand along the edge of the roadway. At last he was far enough along the descending arch to duck under.
 
   Even as he did so, a goblin came hurtling past. It crashed into the water below and disappeared.
 
   Fist shouted in surprised fear. They will fall, his friends had told him.
 
   But then he saw a taloned hand swinging at him. Hide under the bridge. Under. He moved further down the arch until he reached a second cross beam. His heart was pounding furiously, not only with fear but with effort. To leave the arch and get onto the cross beam, he had to release his grip above, to grab onto a new handhold. He looked down. He saw water swirling in bright shimmers. The sun was still low enough, the shadow of the bridge was cast upstream from him. He wanted to hide in that shadow.
 
   He took a breath even as a goblin leaped down. One hand grabbed and held for a moment. He could see its mouth open to reveal its double row of teeth, then it swung, lost its grip, and fell away. For an instant, Fist felt himself to be falling, too. The whole bridge seemed to rush past him. With a whimper he shifted his weight, reached, and caught himself. He was on the cross beam. He wasn’t falling. He was under the bridge.
 
   With a small bit of confidence, he moved crosswise under the great bridge. Above him, thousands of clawed feet thudded. The massive timbers shook. Fist couldn’t cover his ears, but he began to chant, “hide, hide, under under, hide hide” to drown out the noise.
 
   He found a spot where cross beams and supports intersected. It wasn’t quite a platform, but it was enough to set Teias down. His right arm ached terribly. He looked at the man and tried to tell if he still lived. He wasn’t sure how to tell, but he knew Teias did not answer and did not open his eyes. He knew dead people did that, though sometimes dead people’s eyes were open and wouldn’t close. He pushed that memory away as soon as it appeared.
 
   Weakness swept over him and his legs trembled. He sat down, on a beam just wide enough for his rear, and leaned against a crossing beam. He began a chant: Hide hide. Under under. Hide hide.
 
   The pounding above got louder until he could feel the bridge itself vibrate. Fist thought all the goblins in the world were up there. Every so often he saw bits of the tree fall into the water. Every so often, too, he saw a goblin fall into the water. He said “hah” each time that happened.
 
   A goblin managed to get onto the scaffolding. Fist looked at Teias and then all around wildly, but he was alone. He started shouting at it, waving his clubbed hand, but it came on, not jumping but sliding its feet along the beam. When it was close enough, it leaped. 
 
   Fist closed his eyes and swung. His fist caught the creature on its outstretched arm, spinning the beast around. It crashed into him, caromed off, and fell to its death below. A wave of something fiery swept through Fist and he screamed and screamed at the fallen goblin. Then he cried for a whole minute.
 
   He tried to wake up Teias, to tell him. When the man remained motionless, Fist sat down again, whispering hide hide, and listening to the pounding of clawed goblin feet four yards above his head.
 
   The thundering went on all day, an unending roar, as steady as a waterfall. Fist grew afraid, grew angry, grew tired, then started over again. His body hurt and his stomach was empty. In the afternoon he was hot and so was happy to see the sun go down. Then he began to get cold and he wished the sun would come back.
 
   Teias was cold, too. Fist took off his own shirt and tried to wrap him up, but he himself got too cold and took the shirt back.
 
   “Sorry. Cold.” With great care he propped Teias up against a stone support, then sat next to him. He took Teias’ hands into his own and nuzzled his big head against the man’s shoulder. “Cold,” he said again. 
 
   He fell asleep.
 
    
 
   He woke up once, dreaming he was falling. He spasmed, trying to reach out in all directions like a man falling from a cliff, but only bashed his hand against a support. He gasped for air and tried to settle his heart.
 
   It was very dark and very quiet.
 
   That made him stop. He looked up and listened, but heard nothing except the whisper of water far below. 
 
   “Bad Bad gone,” he said to himself, but changed his mind. Once before he thought they had all gone because he heard no more noise from the village, but they were only sleeping. He pictured the bridge covered with sleeping goblins and sighed. He checked on Teias, who even colder. The touch made him sad. He gave Teias his shirt again, draping it over his shoulders, then he wrapped the man with his own arms. 
 
   Still troubled by dark images and the river’s muttering, Fist fell asleep once more.
 
    
 
   When he awoke again he saw the sun and felt its warmth. And he heard a voice.
 
   “Fist, Teias, wake up.”
 
   It was Sennec.
 
   Fist ached all over. He looked down, got terribly dizzy and closed his eyes. Teias was a cold, hard lump beside him.
 
   Sennec called out again. This time, Fist answered.
 
   “Help.”
 
   “Fist, are you all right? Where’s Teias?”
 
   Fist did not know which question to answer.
 
   “Fist, where is Teias?”
 
   “Here,” Fist said.
 
   “Wake him up.”
 
   “He won’t wake up.”
 
   Sennec said something Fist could not hear. Teias was very cold, but so was Fist. He tried to take his shirt back, but Teias was all stiff and would not move. Fist shoved him and Teias toppled over. For two long seconds Teias fell through a lattice of sunlight, then he hit the water and disappeared in a shadowed splash.
 
   “Fist?” Sennec called.
 
   “Teias fell,” Fist said. “He fell down.”
 
   For a long time Sennec was saying things and pacing along the edge of the river. At last he quieted, then called out again.
 
   “Fist, you have to come down. More goblins will come. We have to get away.”
 
   Fist whispered bad bad. Aloud he said, “I don’t know how.”
 
   “Follow the struts. Keep coming toward me and you’ll be fine.”
 
   It took nearly an hour. Fist kept balking, afraid to work his way around a support beam, afraid let go of one grip to take another, or simply afraid. He did not like how his stomach felt or how his heart felt, and he kept seeing Teias, crumpled, falling into the river. But Sennec called out encouragement, telling him about his king named Fritigern, who lived in the mountains and would protect him. Fist whispered bad bad to himself, and somehow he kept going.
 
   Only when he had dropped the final two feet onto solid ground and had scrambled away from the soft mud of the river’s edge, did Fist remember. He asked about Leuva.
 
   “Dead,” Sennec said. “The goblins came to us. Her sounds worked. We tried to hide, but they found her.” He started to say something more, but shook his head. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   Neither did Fist.
 
   “Listen, Fist,” Sennec said. “It’s just the two of us. We need to go.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   Sennec pointed north. “There,” he said. “Into the mountains, where the goblins do not go.”
 
   “Good,” Fist said. 
 
   “Good,” Sennec said.
 
   The two climbed out of the river valley. Behind them, Constantine’s Bridge stood under the July sun. Across its back lay an enormous fir tree, half-stripped of its branches, its bark scarred by countless claws.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
   The Elevation of Lupicinus
 
    
 
   Another set of scouts reported in the morning bringing the same grim news: they had lost sight of the Horde. 
 
   For over a week scouts had kept Julian apprised of the Horde’s movement. It had moved away from the Ister then, finding a ford in the tributary, had turned west again, spreading out across the land. Scouts had to choose to follow this swarm or that. The swarm split and split again until the scouts realized they were only following a random pack. The Horde was somewhere well up river, but where exactly it was, no one knew.
 
   The morning’s scouts had barely finished with their apologies when Marcus Salvius entered. His eyebrows pulled low over his eyes, his big beard jutted forward at the jaw, his head was lowered as if he were about to charge. He looked like a black cloud about to burst.
 
   “The XXIII approaches, General.”
 
   Julian stood. “The whole legion or just Lupicinus again?”
 
   “They are drawn up in formation, sir. Word is they’ve come for the rixen.”
 
   Julian nodded. “Right. Put our boys in the way, First. No, wait. Put them at the side. I don’t want Inglena to think she needs protecting.” 
 
   Marcus looked doubtful. “It’s the full legion, sir.”
 
   “So it is. And we’ll take them in flank, if need be.”
 
   Marcus saluted and hastened out.
 
   “Time to suit up, Avi,” Julian said to his slave, who poked his head inside once Marcus left. “We may have a bit of business today.”
 
    
 
   Two Roman legions faced each other under a pale blue sky. Red cloaks stirred in a passing breeze. 
 
   The Legio XII Heraclea stood to the side of the rixen camp. The rixen themselves were gathered closely together, with Inglena and a handful of followers out front. The rixen wore linen or washed wool. Their leader wore deerskin battle garb. 
 
   By her side stood Julian. With him were his standard-bearer, Ursinus, and Avitus. On her other side, the leader of the Therving warriors, who for once stood rather than rode. 
 
   Opposed to them was the Legio XXIII Vulpex, commanded by General Gnaeus Lupicinus. He, too, stood forward a little, flanked by the Legion’s First Cohort. The soldiers kept glancing at the rixen, at the Thervings, and at the XII.
 
   Lupicinus approached until he was only a few feet away. He spoke, his voice shrilling as he tried to make himself heard by all.
 
   “General Metellus, why do you bring your soldiers?”
 
   Julian raised a hand in greeting. “And a good day to you as well, Gnaeus Lupicinus. I bring my men to ensure order.”
 
   “The XXIII can do that, I thank you. Stand aside, General. I want no violence.”
 
   Julian took a moment to survey the XXIII. The men were armed and armored, hands on hilts, shields up, helmets on.
 
   “It does not look that way from here. You look ready for battle.”
 
   “Only if they resist,” Lupicinus said. “There have been problems with other refugees.”
 
   “I do not doubt that. But these people are under my protection, as I explained before.”
 
   “You did not explain anything,” Lupicinus said, “you made a poor gamble, that’s all.”
 
   Under his breath, Avitus said, “uh oh.”
 
   “I made the Thervingi my dependents,” Julian said. “That was a stratagem, not a gamble. Do you fare well with the dice, Lupicinus?”
 
   Julian concocted a smile. He knew of Lupicinus’ gambling debts.
 
   “But you failed,” Lupicinus pressed on, ignoring the taunt. “The Governor recognized your clientelae. As your clients, they are protected.”
 
   He paused for effect. Too late, Julian realized where the other man was headed.
 
   “But as your clients, they are now bound by Roman law, and sorcery is illegal. I am here to arrest that woman,” he pointed a finger at Inglena, “and all her witches.”
 
   Inglena and Thrasimund drew swords at the same moment. Swords rattled among the legions as well, but Julian heard Marcus call out “Easy now. Wait.”
 
   Thrasimund said evenly, “Remove your finger from her face, or I shall remove it from your hand.”
 
   Lupicinus turned to Julian and said, “See? They would shed blood over trifles.”
 
   But he lowered his hand.
 
   “Not everyone here is a sorcerer,” Julian said. 
 
   “I intend to take them all. Those not guilty will be released to the detention camps.”
 
   “Never!” Thrasimund shouted. He waved his sword at the XXIII.
 
   “Lupicinus,” Julian said quickly, “you came here looking for a fight. You hope some warrior will give you reason to capture them all.”
 
   “I only serve justice,” Lupicinus sneered.
 
   “And I only serve Rome,” Julian said.
 
   “Hah. Is that why you burned down the house of Plotinus in the night? Is that why you have fled the enemies of the Empire, rather than fight them?”
 
   “Dog!” Julian shouted, his temper flaring like a fire in his blood, “are you Plotinus’ bitch now? Do you fuck the nobles and birth their lies?”
 
   Lupicinus’ dark face turned darker. Spittle flew from his mouth as he spoke.
 
   “Better than fucking witches,” he snarled. “Your emperor ordered you to bring warriors, and you bring him … this.” He waved a hand in contempt. “You dishonor your father.”
 
   Julian lunged forward. He heard swords ringing as they came out of Roman sheaths. He stopped himself inches from Lupicinus.
 
   “You dishonor the army, little wolf,” he said. He was past fury now, and had settled into a cool rage. 
 
   “Do you defy imperial orders?”
 
   “Those orders came from Maximus, not from Valens, who is smart enough not to give responsibility to fools.”
 
   From behind him, Julian heard Inglena’s voice, bright and cool. 
 
   “I will speak now.”
 
   Julian backed away. She put a hand on his arm and spoke to him softly. “Please do not concern yourself.” She looked to her side. “Thrasimund, let your warriors stand easy.”
 
   “He will take you by force,” Julian said.
 
   “No.” 
 
   “People will die.”
 
   “Not my people. Or yours, if you will trust me.”
 
   Julian frowned. “You cannot fight them, not another legion.”
 
   “Not the whole legion, I think.”
 
   “What’s that mean? Inglena, I don’t want to pit Roman against Roman, but I cannot let that dog’s ass take you away.”
 
   “He will not. Trust me. Right now, you have broken no laws. Thrasimund has broken no laws. We are the only illegal ones. Trust me. We have been outlaws before. We know what to do.”
 
   Julian knew that to fight would be madness. Worse, it would be a sentence of death. More than the logic, though, something in her tone persuaded him. He stepped away and motioned to Marcus Salvius to stand down.
 
   “All right,” he said aloud. “But the XII will stay close. As observers.”
 
   “Observe all you want,” Lupicinus said, stepping back. The triumph in his voice was plain. “And I will observe at your trial once you return to the capital. Meanwhile, stay out of my way. Tribune, follow me!”
 
   Julian choked back a retort. He spoke quietly to Ursinus. “Tell Marcus to move in echelon along the flank. Ask Chief Thrasimund to do the same. At least we can be in position, if need be.”
 
   Ursinus nodded.
 
   Lupicinus moved, followed by the XXIII’s First Cohort. The men moved tentatively, but they followed. Inglena rejoined her people, and was now in the company of several rixen, with more behind her. At her side was a woman Julian did not recognize. She had bright red hair and stood with her hands rigidly at her sides.
 
   Lupicinus drew near.
 
   “He plans to put his own hands on the Princess,” Avitus muttered.
 
   “He may be sorry about that,” Julian whispered back.
 
   “If he touches her, she’ll whittle his hands down to stumps.”
 
   “She could,” Julian agreed, “but I certainly hope she does not.”
 
   “I hope she does.”
 
   When Lupicinus was about ten feet away, he declaimed in a loud voice, “I arrest you by the laws of Rome and in the name of the Divine V…” but he choked on the Emperor’s name. Even has he began speaking, the red-haired woman began raising her arms in front of her, palms up. As she did so, Lupicinus’ feet began treading air. Somewhere between “laws of Rome” and “Divine Valens” he noticed.
 
   And shrieked.
 
   “Sorcery! You see? Help! What?” 
 
   His legs began to churn wildly, then his arms started up a counterpoint that gained urgency as he gained height.
 
   “Put me down!”
 
   Julian had to look away, to keep from laughing. He turned again, though, when the shrieking lapsed into incomprehensible wailing. He looked up.
 
   Lupicinus was thirty feet above the ground, with his feet pointed to the sky.
 
   The woman began to walk. As she moved, so did Lupicinus. As she drew near the soldiers of the First Cohort, they shuffled aside, making a path for her.
 
   “Look at their faces,” Julian said.
 
   “They’re terrified,” Avitus said.
 
   “As well they should be.”
 
   Other rixen went with the woman, a dozen or so. They did nothing; it was enough that they looked as though they could. 
 
   When she reached the XXIII’s standard, the woman moved her hands, and Lupicinus was feet-down again. She turned her palms downward, and he slowly lowered to the ground. As his feet touched, he staggered, fell, got back up again. The woman spoke.
 
   “I did not drop you this time,” she said, so all could hear. “Maybe next time I am not so strong. Do not come back to test me.”
 
   Lupicinus began cursing, the same three words over and over, but he did not make a move toward her as she walked away. He shouted for the XXIII to attack, but the other rixen stepped forward. Lupicinus stopped shouting. His men were so close to panic, even he could see it.
 
   Lupicinus pointed at Julian, his hand shaking. “This is your doing,” he said.
 
   “Mine?” Julian placed his hand on his chest in earnest innocence. “I have done nothing.” He looked around as if to appeal to the crowd. “Did you see me do anything?”
 
   “I don’t believe you for a moment. You were behind it. What is your role here?”
 
   “My role? I am a true son of Rome.”
 
   Lupicinus clawed at his own neck as if some insect had attacked him. “This isn’t over,” he shouted, then he all but ran away, disappearing into the protection of his troops, berating them as cowards as he went.
 
   “And you, little wolf, are a true son of a bitch,” Julian muttered. He walked over to Inglena.
 
   “Princess, did you have this planned all along?”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “It was damned risky,” he said, trying hard to be serious.
 
   “It was a gamble.” She said it stone-faced, and that was too much. Julian broke into laughter.
 
   “This isn’t funny,” Avitus said, angrily. “That is to say, it was very funny, but what happens next? Lupicinus will go running the Maximus.”
 
   “Which won’t matter,” Julian said, regaining control.
 
   “And they’ll both go to Valens.”
 
   “Oh no they won’t. They would both look like fools, and Cousin Maximus is at least smart enough not to do that. Not with the Emperor.”
 
   “Well,” Avitus said, “you have stomped the snake for now.” He looked in the direction of the departing XXIII. “But I worry he has some venom left in him.”
 
    
 
   “General, you should see this.”
 
   Julian got up at once. The look on the First Tribune's face told him it was something serious. Outside the tent, two horses were waiting.
 
   He followed Marcus out of the camp, toward the river. They rode about a mile west, to a knoll that overlooked the Ister. As they rode, Julian wondered what could have his First Tribune so worried. Something to do with the Horde, certainly. Had they returned? Were they trying some new sort of crossing? He pictured rafts with monsters clinging to one another in the middle, or a fleet of boats that he had somehow overlooked, rowed by human slaves.
 
   They climbed the little rise and Marcus motioned toward the river. The sun was well up by now, in a wide sky empty of clouds. Today would be another hot one. The Great River was its usual shade of muddy green. All seemed normal except for a dark mass in the center channel. He looked more closely.
 
   It was an enormous tree. A fir hung up on a sand bar, with many branches hacked away. This was strange enough. Stranger still were small dark shapes in the water, some of them tangled in the branches.
 
   “Goblins?”
 
   “Hundreds of them. We started seeing bodies at daybreak. Didn't think much of it; we see a corpse or two every day, sometimes several at a time. We figure it's them trying to cross, yes? But today they kept coming.”
 
   Something in the man's voice made Julian glance over. Marcus was staring upstream. His angular face was highlighted in the morning sun, showing wrinkles and gray beard. Julian looked away. He didn't want to think of his First as old, or even as tired.
 
   “They just kept coming,” Marcus repeated. “And then that big damned tree. Where in seven hells did that come from? No tree like that grows near the river.”
 
   “Maybe the creatures saw it—drifted down from the Iron Gates or Rhaetia, maybe—and tried to cross on it.” Julian knew that was wrong as soon as he had said it.
 
   “No sir, we considered that. A tree that size couldn't drift hundreds of miles, and anyway there's too many bodies. Big as it is, it couldn't hold so many. We counted two hundred or more, and they're still coming.”
 
   “Every one we see is one less to fight,” Julian said. He swatted at the cloud of flies that had gathered.
 
   Marcus glanced over but said nothing.
 
   “I know. Two hundred less than a quarter million.” He stared out at the river again, at the massive tree already sliding beyond the hillock. The water to the east sparkled cheerfully as it bore its cargo of corpses to the Mouths, where they'd likely rot away among the reeds. He wondered if goblin corpses were poisonous to fish or fowl.
 
   “I don't know what to make of this, Marcus.”
 
   “Nor do I, General. But I knew you would want to see this with your own eyes.”
 
   Julian frowned. Too many mysteries, too many things he did not understand. 
 
   “Rider,” Marcus said.
 
   Julian looked. The summer had baked the land hard, so that only a faint wisp of dust trailed up from behind the horse. A single man, riding hard. Julian frowned: bad news gallops.
 
   The rider was Captain Ennius himself, an omen more evil still. He rode up to them and reined in hard.
 
   “The monsters are over the river,” he gasped. “A week ago.”
 
   Julian glanced at the river, upstream. 
 
   “How?” Marcus asked.
 
   “There are different stories. I’ve heard they found boats and made humans bring them over. Or that they used magic. Or …,” he hesitated, “the sorcerers helped them.”
 
   Julian gave him a sharp look.
 
   “Not I, sir. Locals. Peasants.” 
 
   “What about the XXIII?” Julian asked.
 
   Ennius spat.“He’s been too busy shepherding barbarian refugees and selling them in the slave markets until it was too late. He turned his shields and ran. Sucidava has fallen.”
 
   “Gods,” Marcus whispered.
 
   “The Emperor has summoned all troops, including the XII. We're to march at once for Hadrianopolis.”
 
   Julian nodded. “Ready the legion. Leave the wagons; this will be another hard march. I'll tell the Thervingi. We leave after the midday.”
 
   Before he followed them, Julian glanced once more at the fir tree in the water. Mother River was supposed to keep the goblins out forever. It had held exactly two months. He saw black dots floating in the low water. Whatever had happened upstream didn't matter now. The monsters were across.
 
   “Go,” he said to his horse, and dug heels into her flanks. “Run.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
   Roses and Kings
 
    
 
   The Legion left the River Ister the next day. The trumpets alarmed the flamingos, and the sky was sheeted over with scarlet and white and pink as the soldiers moved out. Shrieks and honks filled the air, sounding like geese with no sense of melody.
 
   Riders went out from the Legion at first light, Therving as well as Roman. Some followed Mother River while some turned inland, all save one heading westward, looking for the Horde. 
 
   “We cannot let them get between us and Constantinople,” Julian said. 
 
   A lone rider cut south, racing ahead of the Legion, with orders to find out if Valens was on the march yet and, if so, to where. The Legion followed, working its way up the River Iatrus toward the Haemus Mountains.
 
   “They won’t keep the goblins out,” Julian said, meaning the mountains, “but perhaps they will slow the Horde a little, and perhaps a little will be enough.”
 
   “The mountains will slow us as well,” Marcus said.
 
   “Ever the optimist, eh, First?” Julian grinned. “You’re right, but we travel as one, whereas the narrow passes to the west will disperse the goblins. Their own numbers work against them, at least for a while.”
 
   Julian imposed a furious pace, threatening to leave behind anyone who could not keep up or who strayed. In the event, no one strayed, and everyone kept up.
 
   After a day on the river’s flood plain, the road—a fine, Roman road, well maintained—canted sharply upward. Beech replaced willow, then ash and fir replaced beech. The road wound over the backs of bare hills, then dove into heavy forest to reappear still higher up. The forested stretches were welcome, as the days were hot and getting hotter. Two days of steady climbing, broken only by precipitous slopes into dark ravines, brought the XII to the Shipka Pass.
 
   There Julian paused beside a small, emerald-colored lake to look back northward. The Ister River was a blue line drawn across a green landscape. 
 
   “It’s strange,” he said to Avitus, “but I feel almost as if I was born out there, beyond the Great River. I am not the same man who crossed the Ister a few months ago.”
 
   Avitus regarded his master.
 
   “Does that mean you are not the man who owns me?”
 
   Julian grinned briefly. “If I am not, then you must be free.”
 
   “Then you must be the same man. You are still Lucius Julianus Metellus, General of the Legio XII Heraclea. You still have the Legion; ergo, you still have me.”
 
   “You are too unpleasant to be got rid of by sophistry, I suppose. But look, a scout returns.”
 
   In full haste the man came, urging his horse up the steep slope of the summit. 
 
   “Salve, General,” he called as he drew near. Without waiting for a reply, he gave his news in a breathless tumble. “Horde sighted, sir. I got as far as Securisca—a little more than halfway to Oescus—when I spotted them. Thousands, General.”
 
   “Headed south?”
 
   “Hard to say. Headed every which way, as they do, if you know what I mean. But I saw some at the feet of the Haemus Mountains, right enough. Didn’t stay long; I had my orders.”
 
    
 
   After that, Julian drove them even harder, staying on the march until a mere hour before sunset. Over the next few days, they made their way by forced marches out of the mountains, descending into a rich valley bedecked with roses. Huge fields of red and white and every shade in between, the air thick with their wine scent. Even the road itself was lined with rose bushes as tall as a horse, cascading over walls and climbing elegant trestles. It was hard to think, looking at the valley with its unwalled villas, its happy, burbling river, and its blanket of red and white, that there could be anything like goblins anywhere in the world. 
 
   Between the Legion and the town proper was a low, wide hill. All over its top stood a series of structures irregularly spaced. Inglena asked about them.
 
   “Those are the tombs of the Ordysae kings,” Julian explained, “Assuming this is the Rose Valley, which I rather think it is, and if I remember my Herodotus, which I rather think I do.”
 
   “Careful, Princess,” Avitus called, “he’s showing off for you. It’s a form of flirting, for him.”
 
   “Don’t be vulgar, little bird,” Julian retorted.
 
   Inglena laughed. “I don’t mind,” she said lightly. “This is such a pretty place, I would like to hear more about it. I did not think you Romans had kings.”
 
   “We do not,” Julian said. “These were Ordysian kings, also known as the Kings of Thrace. The tombs you can see were looted long ago, but legend says there are many more beneath the ground, including King Terys himself.”
 
   “Such strange tombs, they are,” Inglena said, “at least to me.”
 
   “They are strange to most people,” Julian said.
 
   The tombs were like rounded pyramids, conical, not unlike a beehive. Constructed of mud bricks, they rose twenty feet high. Whatever entrance had once existed was long since walled up, but looters had carved their own openings. Each tomb was dusty brown with faint patches of discoloration as the only sign they had once been brightly painted.
 
   “The Odrysae were great hunters—better hunters than kings, by most reports. They were a constant grievance to the Macedonians until King Philip the Argive broke them and then Alexander the Great tamed them.”
 
   “I have heard of him!” exclaimed Inglena, “only we call him Eskandor. He is said to have killed a Gniva with his bare hands.”
 
   Julian smiled. “The legends about Alexander are the only thing greater than the man himself.”
 
   Inglena looked back as they passed the hill of tombs. “He ended the Kings of Thrace?”
 
   “Oh no. They, like the rest of the world, survived your Eskandor. No, it was Rome that ended the Odryssians, just as we ended so many other kingdoms. Julius Caesar did that. Or maybe it was Crassus.”
 
   Inglena looked at Julian blankly. He frowned slightly.
 
   “Gaius Julius Caesar?” he asked, incredulous, trying not to sound insulting.
 
   “Choolius. The name is like yours. Is he an ancestor?”
 
   Avitus burst into laughter and Julian could not help but join him.
 
   “You could not name a more unlikely ancestor, Princess,” Avitus said, then he broke into snorts of more laughter.
 
   “Well and good,” Inglena said, a little irritated. “At least this is a pretty valley and a pretty town.” She kicked at her horse. “I shall go look, and forget about your Choolius.”
 
   Avitus and Julian exchanged glances. Then Avitus said, “Hail, Caesar,” and they both broke into guffaws once more.
 
    
 
   The day after they left the valley, word at last came about Valens. At camp that evening, a rider came bearing a letter from Tykonos. Julian read it in his tent after supper.
 
   To Julian, in haste
 
   Valens is headed your way with five legions.
 
   The triumphs went as planned, but before the Emperor dismissed his legions, he gave them games. Rumors of your barbarians and monsters had flooded the City, putting everyone on edge, despite the festivities. The boil burst at the final races at the Hippodrome.
 
   It was said Valens did not want to attend, fearing the mob might disrupt the games. He has a sense for the temper of the crowds, and he was right. Mutterings, shouts, even some chants erupted. Save the City, o Divine Valens, they called out. Crush the invader—I was not sure if they meant your goblins or the barbarians.
 
   Then it happened. Some fool got hold of a goblin head and displayed it before the crowd. They went mad. With one voice they called upon Valens to save the Empire. Valens had the man executed, but it was too late. The people all but rioted until he agreed to go.
 
   Julian looked up, frowning. Avitus looked at him with obvious curiosity, but Julian shook his head. How did anyone get hold of a goblin corpse? His scouts had lost contact with the Horde, and now this. He returned to the letter.
 
   He leaves tomorrow for Hadrianopolis. Your Lady Mother urges you to go there as well. If you are seen springing to the Emperor’s side, all other grievances will fade. As ever, Lady Helena speaks sense.
 
   She also says to tell you this. Valens’ nephew Gratian, Augustus of the West, has pacified the Germans. He has twenty-eight legions at his disposal and has offered to help. Valens dreads that help, convinced that his nephew intends to unseat him and replace him with his own man, that he will use this as an excuse to intervene. Valens fears his nephew more than he fears your goblins.
 
   Julian handed the letter to Avitus.
 
   “Bring Marcus and Ennius, Inglena and Thrasimund,” he said, after Avitus had finished reading the letter. ““We must hurry even faster.” He stood up. “But I do wish Tykonos would stop calling them ‘my’ goblins.”
 
   Julian shared his news as soon as the three arrived. The Emperor was coming, with his veterans, about forty thousand in all.
 
   “So few!” Thrasimund said.
 
   “They are veterans,” Marcus said, “the very best of Rome.” 
 
   When Thrasimund looked doubtful, Ennius chimed in. “They beat the Persians,” he said, but this changed the Chief’s expression not at all. 
 
   “Still so few,” he repeated.
 
   “There are more legions in Germania,” Marcus said. “Gratian will add more, if Valens will wait.”
 
   “How many?”
 
   “Many. He has twenty-eight legions. If he brings only half, it will still mean as much as a hundred thousand.”
 
   “Will Valens wait?”
 
   “I’m sure he will,” Marcus said. “It’s the only sensible thing to do.”
 
   But Julian was not so sure.
 
   “He doesn’t know this enemy, Marcus. He’s fresh from victory; he’ll expect another. But more than that, Gratian is his nephew. He’s younger, has more men, and he’s immensely popular. Valens fears him. He won’t want to deliver this battle to a man he considers a rival.”
 
   Thrasimund nodded. “I see the problem, but will not his chiefs advise him to wait?”
 
   “Some will. But will he listen? That’s why I’m going on ahead. I’m sure he’s already made up his mind, but there will still be a war council. The assembly point is Hadrianopolis. I need to be there.
 
   “And I need you, Marcus, to keep the Legion moving. You cannot let the goblins get ahead of us. Don’t let anything slow you down. Not anything.”
 
   “I understand, General.”
 
   “If I succeed, we will have time to stand down and recover. But if Valens won’t listen, the XII must be in the battle.”
 
   Julian stood and clasped Marcus by the shoulder. “I’m counting on you, Marcus Salvius. I put my Legion into your hands.”
 
   Marcus regarded Julian for a long moment.
 
   “Lucius Julianus, when you first came to the XII, I thought you were an arrogant fool.”
 
   “I was!”
 
   “But I have watched you become one of the finest commanders I have known.” The name of Julian’s father hung unspoken in the air between them. “I will not lose your Legion, General.”
 
   “I know you won’t, First.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
   In the Vermilion Tent
 
    
 
   Outside the city of Hadrianopolis, the castra of Emperor Valens was so large it made a city in itself. Six legions camped there, surrounded by breastworks and palisades. Gates stood on each of the four sides, each flanked by watch towers. The Tunca River flowed beneath a wooden arch into the camp, where it split into a network of little canals before being gathered again and fed through another arch into its original bed.
 
   Standards were planted everywhere so that the men moved through a forest in whose branches stood wolves, boars, lions, and eagles, festooned with gold and silver emblems. Pennants of every color hung limp in the still air, ready to unfurl at the first charge.
 
   Twenty-six thousand soldiers labored and slept, ate and gambled inside the walls of Valens’ castra. Outside its walls clustered merchants and thieves, hirelings and servants, many from Hadrianopolis but many from villages and distant towns, all eager to make coin feeding at the imperial trough.
 
   Through this city of tents, Julian walked quickly in long strides without slowing, followed closely by Avitus. The slave knew this swift pace, and he worried.
 
   “Do you really think Valens will want to see you?” he asked. He was half-trotting to keep up.
 
   “Of course!” Julian replied. His eyes were bright with determination. “I bring him his warriors.”
 
   “Not fifty thousand.”
 
   “I can hardly be blamed for that, Avi. They were slaughtered before I ever got to them.”
 
   Avitus refrained from pointing out that Julian had also been weeks late to his assignment. 
 
   “But the ones I bring are veterans,” Julian continued, dodging a donkey cart barely under the control of its young driver. “They have actually fought goblins—no small thing, that. Plus, I have brought magicians. Magicians, Avi! Who knows what they can do?”
 
   We certainly don’t, Avitus thought, not even from one minute to the next. But he did not say this.
 
   “Moreover, I bring a full legion, Romans who have fought the monsters. And I bring tactics. New tactics for a new enemy. I tell you, what I bring is exactly what the Emperor wants. And needs!”
 
   Objections rose like bubbles. Avitus let each one pop, unvoiced. When Julian was like this, confident and eager, he was at his most persuasive. His master could charm gold from a miser and virtue from a matron. This time, he would need to charm a pardon from the Emperor.
 
    
 
   They passed without challenge through the front gate of the castra, for that gate was intended only to keep out the civilians. At the imperial principium, though, they encountered a second wall, this one of simple canvas stretched between poles encircling the imperial pavilion. The guards there argued with Julian, until he identified himself as the commander of the XII. Then they stood aside.
 
   “Did you see that look?” Avitus asked when they had passed through. “Like we have some kind of disease.”
 
   “Or like condemned men,” Julian said, his tone light. “Never mind. Valens will receive me.”
 
   Avitus could not help responding. “Receive, yes, but will he let you go again?”
 
   The imperial tent was larger than anything he had seen. The Metelli sometimes erected canopies with such a span, but those only provided shade for a summer outing. This was a veritable domicile, complete with windows.
 
   Windows!
 
   “It’s grand,” Julian said, “but it’s not Valens’ tent. Somewhere nearby you will find an ordinary tent where the Divinity sleeps on the ground like any soldier.”
 
   “Vere?”
 
   “Truth. Valens was never a court emperor. He’s a campaigner, and likes to remind himself of the fact.”
 
   Avitus contemplated this, then said, “If I were Emperor, I would sleep on a bed stuffed with feathers.”
 
   “No doubt you also would never go to war.”
 
   “Of course not! War should be fled from, not gone to.”
 
   “This is not the place for your Scythian philosophy,” Julian said. “Let us see who we have at this party.”
 
   They stepped forward almost together, Avitus remembering at the last moment to let his master precede him. 
 
   Inside the grand tent was a crowd—Avitus scanned the room and counted at least twenty. Some were clearly generals, to judge by the fine medallions down their chests, while even the less grand were still obviously men of rank. Despite the large number of men, the tent had space for half again as many. All were bathed in a reddish light that filtered through the vermilion walls of the pavilion. Despite the open windows and doorways, the air was hot, thick with the smell of leather and sweat.
 
   “Mark the men Avitus,” Julian said, “I’ll want your opinions, afterward.”
 
   Avitus nodded.
 
   “You see that fat man over there? The one who looks like a merchant stuffed into a uniform? That’s Equitius, some sort of distant imperial cousin. Actually used to be a merchant. Tykonos says the man skims shamelessly, but he keeps the army fed. He’ll follow Valens in all things. I don’t know who the others are. Can’t see them all from here.”
 
   Equitius was standing among a small group of men, six or seven, near the back side of the pavilion. A second, smaller group, stood nearer. Julian nodded toward them.
 
   “I know one there as well. The big fellow, youngest in the group. That’s Potentius. His father was Ursicinus, who fought alongside my father. He’s a sensible sort.”
 
   “Who’s he talking to?” asked Avitus.
 
   “Don’t know, but that one fellow’s obviously a German, and the curly-headed one with the blue cape? Could be Victor. I’ve heard of him; never met him.”
 
   “That one in the red sash is notable,” Avitus said.
 
   A squat, bulky man stood next to Potentius, the two speaking in wide gestures that forced the others to step back. The big man wore a wide sash around his ample belly, dyed a brilliant red.
 
   “Most of the men here are the Emperor’s veterans,” Julian said. “I’m guessing the others are from Gratian.”
 
   The men spoke easily with one another, recalling past exploits and talking eagerly of their return to Constantinople.
 
   “They are too confident,” Avitus said to Julian.
 
   “They’ve had three years of victory. They have brought the Persian to heel. They have reason to be confident.”
 
   “And they have no idea what they are going to face.”
 
   “Lucius Julianus,” a sharp voice said, cutting through the low chatter. “There you are. I was told you were in attendance.”
 
   Avitus felt Julian go tense.
 
   “Gnaeus Lupicinus, greetings and health to you.”
 
   Avitus turned after a decent delay to see the commander of the XXIII come forward and clasp Julian’s hand.
 
   Lupicinus’ uniform was spotless. Its metal glinted, its leather gleamed. He was flanked by two officers whose medals were tastefully fewer and smaller. One officer bore the General’s baton, the other his helmet. It was altogether brash and showy, just as Avitus remembered him.
 
   “But where is your staff?” Lupicinus said. His voice could be heard across the tent.
 
   Julian indicated Avitus with a tilt of his head.
 
   Lupicinus whinnied a laugh. “A slave? You bring a Greek slave into the imperial tent?”
 
   “Scythian,” Avitus muttered, his face lowered so Lupicinus could not see.
 
   Lupicinus feigned sympathetic understanding.
 
   “Oh, but you have suffered such heavy losses in your long retreat. I quite understand. Such a shame.”
 
   “One suffers losses when one actually fights,” Julian said. Avitus marveled that his master spoke so evenly. 
 
   Further exchange was cut short by the arrival of the Emperor.
 
   There was a stir, the volume of voices dropped, and all eyes turned to the far end of the tent. Two soldiers stepped through and pulled aside the flaps. Through the opening stepped a short, dark man, bow-legged, with a round belly that stuck out as if he had swallowed a kettle. The figure would have been laughable except for one thing: he wore a cloak dyed with Tyrian purple. His face was stern, with lines of worry and anger rather than age or mirth. His skin was dark, though whether naturally or from the Eastern sun, Avitus could not tell. Add to that the cast in his left eye, and the Divine Valens looked like some character out of a Roman comedy.
 
   By his side was a younger, taller man with a narrow face and big ears.
 
   “Caesar Decius,” Julian whispered. “I didn’t know Valens had brought his son.”
 
   The Emperor crossed to the table in the middle of the room.
 
   “Colleagues,” he said, “let us begin.” At least his voice was not comical; it held the brusque note of command.
 
   The men now sorted themselves out. A dozen arrayed themselves around the long table, while the rest stood two or three paces behind, attentive. When Julian stepped to the table as well, Avitus took his place appropriately. He glanced to his left, then right, to assess his peers. All wore military dress and not one was a slave. He drew himself up and looked only to Julian.
 
   “Our scouts report the enemy is assembled nine miles from this spot,” Valens said, pointing to the ground as if he had measured the distance himself. “They outnumber us, but only by a little. Fifty thousand. Given their nature, I’d say the odds are in our favor. What say you, Victor?”
 
   “We stand ready, lord.”
 
   “Lord, how did so many get across the Ister and past our river legions?” exclaimed Equitius. His round, fat face was streaked with sweat.
 
   “That is unknown,” said a red-headed man in the uniform of a cavalry officer. 
 
   “I heard they came over on flying trees,” said Sebastianus. Others laughed but Valens did not.
 
   “Or they swam,” said Victor.
 
   “No, they cannot swim,” Sebastianus replied.
 
   Avitus shot a quick glance at Julian, but his master kept his lips tight.
 
   “Toss one in yourself, did you?”
 
   “I might tie one on to you, Victor, just to see.”
 
   More laughter. The foolish banter appalled Avitus. Why weren’t they more serious?
 
   “My reports say the barbarians aided them.”
 
   This came from Lupicinus. The comment turned heads.
 
   “The Thervingi?” said the man in the red sash
 
   “Who can say, Bakur?”
 
   “It is possible. I have heard the same rumor.” Caesar Decius spoke for the first time, bringing the banter to a quick stop.
 
   “How they crossed isn’t important. They’re here now.” This, from Equitius.
 
   “They are indeed,” said Lupicinus. “I mention this only because it calls into doubt the loyalty of the Metellus barbarians.”
 
   All heads turned to Julian.
 
   “You did not know,” Lupicinus asked, innocently. “The most noble Lucius Julianus has taken the whole horde of them as his clients.”
 
   “Gnaeus Lupicinus knows why I did this. It was to keep him from packing them all off to be sold into slavery.”
 
   “At the governor’s request!”
 
   “To your mutual profit!”
 
   The German broke in. “Augustus Valens, may I speak?” 
 
   Valens waved a hand. “General Ricimer.” Valens did not sound pleased. “Say what you have to say.”
 
   “I represent Gratian, Augustus of the West. He begs you to wait. In collegial fidelity he promises sixteen legions. He is nearly done with the Alemanni; indeed, he likely has already put to flame their meager cities and is even now marching to the Iron Gates.”
 
   An angry murmur ran around the table.
 
   “Not that he would go further!” Ricimer said quickly. “He would never cross the border between West and East without your permission.”
 
   “Out of collegial fidelity,” Valens said.
 
   “Out of respect for the law,” Ricimer said.
 
   “Does my esteemed co-emperor,” Valens sneered the words, “think I need help with this rabble?”
 
   The man started to protest, but Valens cut him off.
 
   “No he does not. He knows his barbarian rabble, better than most. He’s spent his career, brief as it is, trudging through swamps to frighten off painted savages. And what have I done?”
 
   Valens’ voice rose in pitch. He looked upward and raised his hands.
 
   “I call on Mars as witness. I have brought low the Persians, whom Gordion could not defeat. Valerian could not defeat. I did this. 
 
   “I have, moreover, defeated the Dacians, the same people who now flee the invader. These are my veterans,” his hand swept expansively, “covered in laurels.
 
   “Gratian does not want to help; he wants to pilfer. He is a boy, longing to be a man, so he follows his uncle to the whorehouse.
 
   “I tell you, he will not have this delicacy. It is mine alone. I’ll give my boys a fourth triumph. I swear it. These invaders send farmers and goat herders scurrying. It’s time they met Roman arms!”
 
   Loud cheers greeted this declamation. Ricimer could only hang his head. Avitus looked uneasily at Julian. He seemed to be waiting calmly, but Avitus knew his master well. He saw the clenched fist and the twitch in the jaw. Julian was not calm; he was contained.
 
   As the cheers died away, somewhat forced, Avitus thought, Julian’s voice broke in. His words were measured, but around his eyes were tiny, tight lines, and he stared hard at the Emperor.
 
   “Lord Valens,” he said, “since your strategy is for war, may I advise on tactics?”
 
   This brought instant silence into the room. No one quite gasped, but eyes were nearly as wide as mouths. Except for Lupicinus’. His face wore a narrow grin.
 
   “Speak, General Metellus iunior.”
 
   Avitus quailed inside. Bad enough that Julian had had no chance to present his case. He was now forced to open with his final card. And Valens had to jab at him with a needless insult.
 
   “I am the younger, it is true,” Julian said. He could not ignore the jab. “And for the sake of my father’s service with you, I ask a fair hearing.”
 
   That graceful reply set Valens back. He appeared to reconsider whatever he had been going to say and answered with a command to speak.
 
   “You said the invaders—they are called goblins, sire—have chased out only local folk, but this is incorrect. They have met with Roman arms before.”
 
   “And vanquished them,” Lupicinus blurted. Valens scowled him quiet.
 
   “Not so. I have fought them and I have beaten them. My auxiliaries have a long history of war with the goblins. We know of tactics that can succeed.”
 
   “I know a few tactics myself, Lucius Julianus.”
 
   “They won’t work, sire.”
 
   This time there were audible gasps. Those standing closest to Julian began to edge away, discreetly but perceptibly.
 
   “We have had a certain success in the past,” Valens observed.
 
   “Not with goblins. Our traditional tactics were developed to fight men, but these are not men.”
 
   “So I have heard. I have even seen a corpse.”
 
   This brought surprised whispering.
 
   “One of my scouts brought it just this morning. Badly decomposed, but gruesome enough even so. Gentlemen, what the younger Metellus says is true. These invaders are not men. They have snouts for faces, and claws for hands.” He peered around the room. “They have tails.”
 
   The whispering grew louder.
 
   “Are we to fight animals then? That’s no sort of job for an army,” Potentius said.
 
   “Silence. We’re not on a hunting expedition. These things, these … ghobellensi … have burned our cities and killed our citizens. They are here and we must destroy them. We can let the philosophers sort out the rest afterward.”
 
   The few chuckles sounded reassured. They were back on familiar ground. There would be a battle. Valens would lead them. The rest was details.
 
   “If we attack in a frontal assault, we will suffer heavy losses.”
 
   Julian spoke again, his voice determined, but was that a note of pleading?
 
   “There is another way.”
 
   “Speak,” Valens said but he was plainly losing patience.
 
   “A pincer movement. Draw the enemy into our center, then strike from both flanks. This enemy is not an army. It cannot be broken as an army can.”
 
   Snorts of skepticism.
 
   “But it can be scattered, if we kill the Gniva.”
 
   “Gniva?” Valens stumbled on the word.
 
   “Their leader.”
 
   “You say a pincer. Shall I take the left or the right?” 
 
   Julian ignored the sarcasm. “Neither. You and your best must take the center. Put the XII on the left and the Thervingi on the right.”
 
   “Oh, but this is absurd,” Lupicinus said. He waved his arm as if dismissing a bad singer at a banquet.
 
   “The XII has experience.”
 
   “And these barbarians? I’ve heard the stories, that they are in secret league with the invaders.” Lupicinus would not give it up.
 
   “Wherever they go, the ghobellensi follow!” Caesar Decius said.
 
   “No, no, just the opposite, Commander. The rixen have pursued the goblins and fight them constantly.” Julian started to explain, but Lupicinus interrupted.
 
   “What a comedy this is, with your ghobellensi and rixeni and Gnivas,” he said, drawling the final syllable. “What ridiculous words your barbarians have.
 
   “Do you know, o lord Emperor, that they have sorcerers? Yes! The Thervingi exile such foulness when they find it, as is only proper, but this commander of the Fleeing Legion would harbor them. He protects them from legal prosecution.”
 
   Julian’s whole head twitched. His fists balled tight. Avitus held his breath.
 
   “I think,” Julian said, his voice tight as reins, “I shall give you another flying lesson.”
 
   “You threaten me?” Lupicinus looked around the room, his eyes wild with triumph. “You all heard him!?
 
   “Lupicinus…”
 
   “But this is to be expected, from one who himself has fled the City to escape prosecution from arson!”
 
   Julianus uttered a feral snarl. His hand went to his sword, but Avitus quickly grabbed his arm.
 
   “Enough!”
 
   Valens’ command came out in a battlefield roar.
 
   “Enough of this. You quarrel like women in the market. Lucius Julianus, you do not honor your father’s memory. You behave like a child and I’d be a fool to take advice from a child. The XII will be held in reserve.”
 
   Julian started to speak.
 
   “That’s an end! Not another word or I’ll turn you out.”
 
   Avitus caught the look of triumph on the face of Lupicinus and had to turn away. He clamped shut his mouth and clenched his fists. He wanted to weep for his Master’s humiliation, and even more for the death he now believed awaited them all, every man in the vermilion tent. The war council turned to tactics, leaving Julian to fume in silence.
 
    
 
   Julian and Avitus arrived at the Legion well after dark, guided by the glow of campfires on the hillside near the forest. He was expected, and all his Tribunes were waiting at the principium. 
 
   “Now then,” Julian began. He affected a light tone, calling them ‘noble sirs’ and ‘my esteemed colleagues’ as if they were in the Senate. They chuckled, dutifully, but Avitus could tell they were nervous. Julian joked ironically—a technique he was in the habit of using when he wished to cover up some unpleasantness.
 
   He told them a lively version of his meeting with the Emperor, a version accurate in many small details. He spoke of the brilliance of the setting, the nobility of the officers, the fine food. Soldiers never tire of descriptions of food. He related the Emperor’s determination to attack the next day.
 
   “I did my best to dissuade him, you may be assured of that. But Emperor Pot-Belly is looking for a fight and won’t be denied. You understand.”
 
   They all pretended they did.
 
   “So I offered my other plan to him.”
 
   “The pincer attack?” asked Marcus.
 
   “The very same. We’ll be on the right.”
 
   A murmur of approval. The boys were as eager as the Emperor for a battle.
 
   There followed a long conversation regarding tactics. 
 
   Inglena and Thrasimund both attended, and the particulars were reviewed once more. Julian told them it was a long chance. Much depended on how well Valens’ forces could stand against a new enemy. Still more depended on being able to cut a path to the Gniva. A score of concerns were raised and a dozen adjustments made, until at last all were satisfied—if not with the plan itself, at least that there was no more to be said about it.
 
   Julian dismissed his war council and went into his tent. Avitus followed him in. He waited, head cocked, eyebrow raised, as Julian removed his own boots. After a couple of minutes, Julian cocked his head in imitation.
 
   “Avi, I hope you don’t plan on holding that ridiculous pose all night.”
 
   Avitus snorted.
 
   “I told no falsehood.”
 
   “You deceived them.”
 
   “I did what I needed to do.”
 
   “Did you? Or are you simply avoiding a terrible truth? These men have followed you from battle to battle. They believe you. They believe in you. Why do you not believe in them?”
 
   “Oh, mercy. Save your histrionics. You’ll need them, as I believe I shall sell you to actors.”
 
   “You can’t sell me, you freed me.”
 
   “Egyptian actors.”
 
   “There’s no call for insults, and anyway you are trying to change the subject. How can you lie to those men? To Marcus?”
 
   “I told them we have the right flank.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And nothing. It’s the truth.”
 
   “It is some of the truth.”
 
   “It’s enough of it,” Julian said. “Peace, Avi. I am weary.” Julian’s shoulders sagged and he let out a ragged sigh. “I failed, Avi. Again. Valens wouldn’t listen.”
 
   “That was not your fault. The Emperor is more worried about Gratian than about goblins,” Avitus said. “Few fears run so deep as that of an old man of a young rival.”
 
   “Vere,” Julian said. “All I can do now is use the XII and its auxiliaries as best I can. I’m not going to tell them we are supposed to watch the fight from the seats when we need to be in the arena.”
 
   Avitus glared at his master.
 
   “I did not lie.” Julian’s chin jutted out.
 
   “Then the word itself has no meaning.”
 
   “It was,” Julian hesitated, “a necessary fiction.”
 
   “If it pleases the master to call it that.” Avitus said with exaggerated subservience. “Whatever its name, they deserve better.”
 
   “Men deserve many things they do not get,” Julian said. He sighed again. “Gods but I’m hungry. You’d think I’d be too weary to eat, but my belly has been complaining for hours.” 
 
   Avitus produced bread and a jug.
 
   Julian downed a quarter loaf and drained two cups before he would speak again. Avitus waited him out, still standing, arms folded.
 
   “Come now, little bird, don’t be angry with me.”
 
   “I’m not angry.”
 
   “You do a splendid imitation. Perhaps I’ll sell you to Roman actors after all.”
 
   “Nothing has changed.”
 
   “You are right. Nothing has.”
 
   Avitus remained stubborn. Julian drained his cup, then threw it. Avitus dodged it easily.
 
   “By all the gods and all their cousins, you really shall make me angry! This is a madman’s plan, I admit it. Will it be any better if my men know it’s mad? Will they gain courage to know the odds? Will they fight harder if they know the pincer has but one arm?
 
   “Damn you, Avi, this is no time to judge. We take this plan not because it is the best, or even a good plan.” 
 
   He looked away and his voice dropped to a hoarse whisper.
 
   “It is the only plan.”
 
   The arms stayed folded.
 
   “You would want to know,” Avitus said. “Men deserve to be felled by a sword, not by a lie.”
 
   The cup being already on the floor, Julian threw the bread, which bounced off Avitus’ shoulder.
 
   “A curse on your piety,” he snarled, then stormed into his private chamber.
 
   Avitus silently and carefully put away the food and the table, then laid out Julian’s armor. That done, he lay down on his mat, placed his arms over his chest, and stared into the darkness.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
   Not Enough Goblins
 
    
 
   Quintus Murena hurried back to his place in the lines: the First Cohort of the XV Legion, right at the center of Valens’ army. He had an open, round face, sparkling light brown eyes, and a wrestler’s quickness. He had proven himself in the Eastern campaign and now marched in the second rank, behind the most experienced men. He was just coming back from relieving himself. It still embarrassed him that he had to empty his bowels before every battle.
 
   His cohort, like the rest of the XV, had arrived at the battle site hot, tired, and ready for lunch. The army had left Hadrianopolis late. There had been a mix-up with the quartermasters, who were sure a morning meal was to be served. They brought in all the designated merchants and cooks from town. The tribunes descended and chased them all off, but by the time everyone was done getting out of everyone’s way, the sun was over an hour above the horizon. Emperor Valens had left at sunrise, forcing the legions to catch up. Even so, it was midday before they got their first look at the enemy, and the sun was reaching a broiling heat.
 
   “First says stand to, and await orders,” said Theophractus, as Quintus got into position. The small, dark man had been at Quintus’ left for three campaigns in Persia, and another in Germania before that. 
 
   “No food?” Quintus asked. 
 
   “Nope,” Theophractus replied, “seems we gotta beat them ones out there to earn a meal.” He gestured.
 
   Quintus looked at ‘them ones out there’. It was a hellish sight. The goblins looked like a vast flock of blackbirds in constant motion, stirring the dry earth, sending dust into the still air where it hung in a brown cloud that dulled the sky. His stomach rolled threateningly. 
 
   “Cac, but there’s a lot of ‘em,” Theophractus said.
 
   “Good,” Berian rumbled from in front. “Means there’ll be some left over for you kids, once I’ve done with them.”
 
   “Yah, I heard you can’t lift your sword but twice a day,” Theophractus said.
 
   “The bigger the sword, the more work it is,” Berian replied. There was no anger in either man’s tone. They were just passing the time.
 
   Quintus let the banter go on without him. He was studying the enemy—monsters, the men called them, but the official word was to be ‘enemy’. Whatever they were called, Theophractus was right. There was indeed a lot of them. He tried to think why Valens delayed. What was the Emperor planning? Maybe some sort of flanking maneuver. He looked left and right, assessing the ground, though there was little enough to assess. 
 
   The army stood in the middle of a wide, treeless valley. To the left was the IV and the IX, then a low ridge. He could see formations on its slopes. That would be the XXIII, he told himself. And, looking right beyond the XIV and the III, is the XII. By now, every soldier in the whole army had heard about the confrontation between the two Generals Metellus and Lupicinus. Quintus grimaced. Gods protect him from ever becoming a General!
 
   He looked down at his shield and helmet, lying on the ground at his feet. At the signal, he could have both on in less than a minute. That would come soon, he hoped, for the heat of the day built relentlessly. The ground was torn up by thousands of feet until it had turned into a fine powder. A stream had run through the wide valley in spring, but here in high summer it lay empty, all gray stones and hardpan. Little puffs of dust rose about the men’s feet whenever they moved, falling straight back down again in the stillness.
 
   Behind the lines, he could just see a splash of color on a low hill. There stood the standards of the Divine Valens, white and crimson and green, spears and helmets glinting like tiny suns. Runners and horsemen came and went constantly. 
 
   Time crawled under the yellow sun.
 
   “We don’t do something soon,” Theophractus said, “I’m going to blow one of those damned bugles myself.”
 
   At least the goblins should charge, Quintus thought. It wasn’t natural, this standing around. Maybe that was how those creatures did the business, but it was not at all like old Bandy-Legs. What was he waiting for?
 
    
 
   Gnaeus Lupicinus, commanding the XXIII Legion, paced back and forth in the shade of the only tree in sight. The sun glared through the thick haze onto the low hills, the brown grass, and the XXIII Legion. Its standard hung limp in the heavy air. The General wiped sweat from his neck and frowned. He took his helmet off because his brain was baking, then put it on again because he wanted to look ready for battle. He strained his ears, listening for trumpets, a war chant, horses. Anything at all beyond the creak of leather as his men shifted miserably in the heat.
 
   The ridge was bare save for some scrub oak and a scattering of red poppies. Away to the east a low dust cloud hung over all, obscuring his view of the rest of the army. Somewhere in front were the goblins. A Horde, they were called. He had listened to the arguments over whether they were man or beast, but he did not care. For him, they were opportunity—an opportunity he was close to losing. The heat made him itch, but it was the frustration made the itching unbearable. 
 
   His Legion was up here rather than down there, and it was all the fault of Lucius Julianus. That privileged brat had deliberately provoked him in front of the Emperor last night, causing Valens to relegate him to the periphery. Lupicinus seethed at the injustice, which only made him hotter, which only made him angrier. Metellus had failed with his mission in Dacia, had fled before the enemy, allowed the enemy to cross the Ister, and defied direct orders from a provincial governor. Valens would have executed any other man, but this man was named Metellus, so all he received was a reprimand and a posting on the flank.
 
   “The same as I!” he muttered. A soldier glanced warily in his commander’s direction, then relaxed when it did not look like Lupicinus was speaking to him. 
 
   Lupicinus took his helmet off again and scratched at his neck; this heat made his skin crawl. To deploy the XXIII on the same footing as the XII could only be an insult. It was all Valens’ fault, really. He scratched at his neck again. He was sure must be the heat.
 
   “Send a message!”
 
   Several aides and centurions came to attention, unsure who he meant.
 
   “To the Divine Valens, Commander of the Army of the East.”
 
   That was not its name, but Lupicinus liked the sound of it. Three aides were now scrambling for tablet and stylus, while a fourth tried to memorize the message where he stood.
 
   “Request permission to move bulk of XXIII to valley floor, thus closing a dangerous gap between self and the IV.”
 
   He was sure Valens was unaware of the gap, a military blunder. Or was it a deliberate insult? Was the IV in fact the true left flank, and the XXIII irrelevant? Expendable? He scratched furiously at the back of his left hand, inspecting it for signs of mites.
 
   “Will keep cavalry on ridge as lookouts. Signed, Gn. Lupicinus, commanding et cetera.”
 
   He turned on his aides. One was still writing.
 
   “Go!” he shouted, then stalked into his tent.
 
   The aides looked at one another a moment, then all four left at a run.
 
   Lupicinus came back outside. He had thought of something else. He did not need permission for every tiny decision. He was a General!
 
   “Tribune, why is my legion's ass sitting on a mountain top?”
 
   The tribune looked all around for anyone else at all before saying, “Excuse me, sir?” 
 
   “Did I fail to speak your native language, soldier?”
 
   “Er, no sir.”
 
   Lupicinus sighed deeply. “I was inquiring why the XXIII should be so far removed from the fighting.”
 
   The man hesitated. Surely anything he might say would only get him into deeper water. He tread carefully. “I understood, sir, that our orders require it. Sir.”
 
   “No, tribune, you did not understand.” Lupicinus briefly wondered what the man's name was. “You mis-understood. Would you understand that the Divine Valens wishes the XXIII to hold the left flank of empty space? Naturally not. You are far too good an officer to suppose that. Therefore, your juniors have blundered, obviously. Please go correct them and adjust our disposition.”
 
   The tribune—whose name was Helvetius though no one knew why, since he was Illyrian—weighed his options carefully, as any panicked soldier does when given ambiguous instructions. He could risk the General’s wrath by asking where to place the men, or he could leave and try to guess. The original orders were plain enough: the XXIII was to occupy and hold the western ridge. This likely meant the XXIII would see little or no action today which was fine with the Illyrian named Helvetius.
 
   “Right away sir,” he said, telling himself, when given an order, go do it, or at least go. Do your thinking when safely away from the General. As he left, Lupicinus called after him, “You will keep cavalry on the ridge, of course. We don't want the entire legion down here in the valley, eh?”
 
   “No sir!” Helvetius said with genuine enthusiasm. This side of the ridge, then! Thank the gods for that statement. The tribune hurried on his way, content that whatever madness might occur, he himself had followed orders. 
 
   Lupicinus decided he would not have been so hard on him, if it had not been so abominably hot. Was Persia this hot? Something moved like a beetle down one cheek. He slapped at it, but it was only sweat.
 
   Perhaps we could put the standard on top of the ridge, he thought. If Emperor Potbelly should look in our direction he'll see the standard right where he expects it. He nodded with satisfaction and sent a runner after the centurion with the additional instructions.
 
   “Guard!” he called out, “ready my horse. I shall inspect our right flank and perhaps have a look at the IV.”
 
   There had better not be too much of a gap, he thought. Maybe I could shift a few troops over, if the gap is too large.
 
   He scratched at his forearm and cursed the heat.
 
    
 
   The XII stood and sweated right along with the other legions, its soldiers longing for food and shade, hoping that eventually battle might deliver both.
 
   Julian was still putting on his armor. He was rummaging through a chest, throwing things onto the ground. Neither he nor his slave were in the best of moods.
 
   “Avi, where are my damned boots?”
 
   “They’d be on your damned feet if you took a moment to look for them,” Avitus snarled without looking up.
 
   Julian stopped unloading the chest. “This is no time to be peevish, Avi. What’s wrong with you?” 
 
   “You mean besides getting ready to die?” Avitus still pretended to be busy.
 
   “Yes, besides that.”
 
   Avitus stood and turned around. 
 
   “I’ll tell you what’s wrong with me, master. You are.” He took a ragged breath and blinked hard. “I’m supposed to be watching you, but you keep going out into the most …” He groped for a word, “… impossible situations.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean what my words say! You’ve explained to me that the army is outnumbered and badly led. You and I already know what we face. It’s … impossible!”
 
   “Yet, here we are,” Julian said.
 
   “Yes, here we are,” Avitus said.
 
   “I would gladly be somewhere else, but the goblins do seem to keep following me. You know I never wished you to be involved in a war.”
 
   “I know that! Don’t you think I know that? But it doesn’t make things any easier, does it? I was supposed to protect you, keep you safe, but now ….” He trailed off.
 
   Julian, alarmed by the display, tried to make light of the words.
 
   “Come, Avitus. You protect me? We’ve been in enough scrapes for you to know I can take care of myself.”
 
   “Can you?” Avitus’ voice rose in volume and pitch. Julian took a half step back. 
 
   “What … of course I can. The brawls at the White Dog, getting jumped last winter by those thugs. And don’t forget my brilliant escape from Plotinus’ house. I swear I don’t understand you.” He was trying not to get angry, but he was also trying to get dressed.
 
   Avitus rubbed at his eyes in a fury. His face turned a deep crimson. “Plotinus? I could tell you a thing or two about that one. As for the scrape in that alley, …”
 
   At that moment, shouts sounded outside. The two men stood across from each other. Julian spoke first.
 
   “Avitus,” he said, “my friend….”
 
   “Oh no! Not friend! You don’t get to do that now. You are the General, and this is your legion. You are no one’s friend today….” His voice caught. “Don’t you understand, Julian? You have to be General Metellus now. Only that.”
 
   Julian stared silently. He could almost see the wall going up between them. He had done or said something wrong, but there was no time left to figure it out. His eyes hardened.
 
   “Right.” He picked up his helmet. “Right as ever, little bird.” 
 
   Avitus’ mouth tightened. Then he bowed his head slightly.
 
   “Yes, master,” he said. “I’ll do my part, as I’ve sworn to do.”
 
   Julian turned away. Avitus’ outburst had come on top of the fight with Lupicinus, the failure to get Valens to listen to him, and the perpetual worry over the squabbles among the barbarians. Deep anger threatened to boil up within, but he pushed it back down again. Avitus for later. Lupicinus for later. Inglena for later. He longed for action, just to quell the turmoil. He strode out into the heat and dust.
 
   The XII itself was arrayed in Julian’s formation—lines separated by wide spaces, with the rixen flanked to the right with the Thervings beyond, and Ennius’ cavalry to the rear. It was a formation that would have met with the disapproval of any Roman commander. In his mind, Julian pictured the officers of the III looking over and wondering what in the world General Metellus was up to. He did not care. The formation would work, as all the other poor buggers were about to learn.
 
   Last of all, he looked up. The air itself seemed to burn in a pale sky discolored by yellow dust. The haze was so thick, the sun shone orange. Though there was no breeze, the haze was spreading. He could feel it in his eyes and nose.
 
   Valens, Julian thought, had better do something soon, or the entire army would cook in its own armor.
 
   Nearby stood a granite boulder that served as the only point of observation.  It was about ten feet high, broad enough to hold two men. He motioned one of the men down and scrambled up himself. The stone was warm to the touch.
 
   The other man on the rock was a Pergamene who claimed his family was descended from Cyrus of Lydia. Julian hoped Ithialtes, who was a talker, would have sense enough to stay quiet.
 
   He could see no sign of an attack. The goblins milled about in the nest that passed for their camp, as they had since dawn. All the morning packs had burst out of that crowd and charged at the Romans, racing away again just out of bow shot. Some came too close and arrows found marks, and the monsters had simply left the fallen where they lay, dead and injured alike. 
 
   This was familiar to Julian; he had seen it before. He even understood the caution by Valens. If the enemy gives you anything, including time, you take it. Something about the scene bothered him, though, something unrelated to the delay. He had felt it when he did his first survey soon after sunrise, and it had tugged at him ever since. He couldn't pin it down long enough to identify it, so it simmered at the back of his mind. It was one of the reasons why he had climbed up for another look.
 
   The imperial lines were wrong—he already knew that. The legions were arranged in a standard echelon formation often used against superior numbers. It was very likely used by Valens in his Persian campaigns. But these were not Persians.
 
   He studied the goblins for a long time, feeling a bit like an egg cooking on a rock. Why didn't they attack? They should have attacked while the legions were still assembling. It made no sense, but little these creatures did made sense, whether you thought of them as human or as beast. But it wasn't their behavior that bothered him, either; it was something else.
 
   He squinted, shading his eyes, surveying the whole of the goblin camp.
 
   “Soldier, how many of the enemy do you make?”
 
   Ilthiates looked sidelong at his General.
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “It's not a test, Ilthiates, don't worry. Just tell me your best estimate: how many of those devils are there?”
 
   The Pergamene studied the field carefully. He said nothing for a long time, started to speak, then studied some more. Because he was idle, Julian could feel the heat building up inside his armor, like water seeping into a sinking boat. He drank from his wineskin and reminded himself to remind the men to drink as well.
 
   “A hundred thousand, sir,” Ilthiates announced confidently. Then he faltered, “or perhaps less.”
 
   “No, a hundred thousand will do. It's about what I make, too. And Ilthiates, how many did we estimate were at the Great River?”
 
   Ilthiates’ eyes grew large. “Twice that, sir.”
 
   That was it. That's what had been troubling him.
 
   “Agreed,” Julian said aloud. Then, more to himself than to anyone, he added, “so where are the rest of them?”
 
    
 
   Inglena sat atop a dappled gray stallion, looking toward the hills to the east. The horse was a new mount, chosen when her beloved bay came up lame crossing the mountains. She sighed. Into battle on an untried horse. She hadn’t even given him a name yet. 
 
   A few miles away, in the deep hemlock and pine forests of the Haemus Mountains, the rest of the Thervings were camped. Children, old men and those with no magic, the flocks. It would be worse, she thought, to be one of them. To only sit and wait, wondering if death was coming for them. If she were there, she knew she would startle at every sound, scream at the rustle of a leaf. Even if she were one of them, a tribeswoman with no battle skill, she would not stay there. She would come down to the Roman camp to die among the warriors.
 
   Inglena turned the gray around and rode back along the line of her troops—the Therving warriors first. They had arranged themselves by tribe, or what was left of the tribes—Five Rivers, the Taifali, Greuthungs (few of these, survivor’s of Grimbeard’s Doom), and the Sons of Jand. Thrasimund was with these last, sitting erect on his big roan, dressed in supple leather, his blond hair bound in black string. He nodded as she passed but did not speak. The warriors on their horses sat grim and silent, or spoke to each other in low voices. 
 
   Between the Thervings and the Roman lines stood the rixen. No Roman would recognize it as a formation at all, seeing only scattered clumps or even individuals standing alone, some wielding staffs or swords or bows, while others held nothing at all. With their brown shifts and their wolfskin cloaks, they looked more like civilian stragglers than any sort of military force. Each was positioned so as not to interfere with the magic of any other individual or group, and their separation from the cavalry was deliberate as well. There were no wielders of fire or sound close enough to spook the horses. 
 
   The gray ducked his head and whinnied, and she stroked his neck to calm him. The horse deserved a name, she thought, if it was about to die. But Stavanos was there and he spoke before she could think of anything.
 
   “Our people are ready, Queen Inglena,” he said. His voice piped with excitement. “I have reports from all the chiefs.”
 
   She nodded but did not reply. 
 
   “Why do we not attack?” Stavanos demanded. “This is ridiculous. The Horde is right there.” He pointed, as if she could not see the goblins for herself. 
 
   The dark shape of the Horde stretched across the valley, filling it like some dark water. Her heart shuddered within her. How could they defeat so many? For a moment, her courage fell away and she was one person facing a thousand deaths and everything she had done was folly. She had led her people to their destruction! She ought to have followed King Fritigern. Always the People had fled before a Horde, and always the People had survived.
 
   Leuva’s arguments swirled in her head, cackling with vindication. Inglena’s hands fell away from the reins and she felt her throat tighten. Her right hand fell against the hilt of her sword. Its cool, hard touch steadied her. She pulled the sword from its sheath almost without thinking and clutched it to her, then swung it violently. Her horse danced sideways and she took up the reins in her left hand. Strength returned, and resolve with it. As for courage … she would have to find that as best she could.
 
   The enemy is before us, she told herself. It doesn’t matter how we got here because there is nowhere else to go. The People are shattered. One remnant hides in the hills, if it survives at all, and the other stands here. With the Romans. 
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” she repeated aloud to no one but the horse. A smile came to her lips, empty of mirth. “I was doomed from the day I was exiled.”
 
   Bugles sounded in the distance. Movement rippled along the Roman lines, and the Therving cavalry let out a battle cry. From the dark mass of the Horde, bands of goblins streamed forward. They moved unnaturally fast. Like spiders, she thought. She would stomp on a few. Her hand closed on the hilt of her sword. 
 
   From the Roman lines came the sound of bugles again, their notes rising and falling like the call of some strange animal. Metal glittered, and ten thousand Romans moved forward as one, then ten thousand more. The arm of Rome stretched out to strike the goblin Horde.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY
 
   Hills of Dead
 
    
 
   Quintus Murena stood at his post in the XV Legion under the unrelenting sun. He had stood so for nearly an hour, and the signal had not come.
 
   “Mithra’s horns but it’s hot. Do you have any wine left?”
 
   The question came from Theophractus.
 
   “Take what’s left, brother,” Quintus said.
 
   “You sure?”
 
   Quintus shrugged. From in front, Berian growled, “we wait any longer, they’ll be bringing us supper.”
 
   When the trumpets sounded Advance, a few moments later, the men of the XV let out a ragged cheer. Anything was preferable to roasting in one’s own armor. 
 
   Quintus cheered along with them. It was damned late to be starting a battle and his stomach was complaining. Still, an enemy with no discipline and no weapons was not likely to hold out against legions for long. His stomach hoped for a swift victory.
 
   He snatched up his helmet. The metal was almost too hot to touch, but he jammed it over his head and secured it anyway, cursing as he did so. He picked up his shield, fitting his arm through it. At a shout, the XV drew swords. More shouts from the officers, then the trumpets sounded again.
 
   Cinna, with his deep baritone, started the war chant. The rest of the First Cohort took it up and soon the whole legion, and then the entire army joined in. The ascending roar was like a wave rising from the ocean’s depths, rushing toward an enemy shore.
 
   The goblins seemed to notice. The swirling mass began to spin outward, moving toward the legions. The thousand yards separating them became five hundred, then two hundred. Quintus swallowed in a dry mouth. The creatures looked like fiends from some mad Oriental tale. They swirled at the Romans as if driven by storm winds—never in a solid line, as relentless as winter rain. 
 
   The goblins were resolving into individual creatures now. Thousands of them, closing fast. The ground under their feet vibrated with a continuous thunder. Quintus strode steadily, in close step with the ranks. His sword was ready, eyes locked on the enemy, and his ears heard only the bugles, sounding and re-sounding.
 
   The first goblin leaped completely over him. So did a second. The sudden stench of goblin blood told him the enemy was suffering its first losses. Berian took the brunt of the attack, but now and again a claw or head appeared in front or, unnervingly, above him, and he stabbed at it. The dust roiled up from the ground and soon he was fighting in a kind of brown fog. A trumpet sounded the signal to switch; Berian stepped away, and Quintus became the front. A goblin slammed hard into his shield, bouncing away again before he could strike. Another clawed at him, and he caught a brief glimpse of tiny eyes and a long mouth. Then the sword took care of that one. After that, time blurred. He became a spoke in the Legion’s wheel of death, and there was only sword and shield and muscle.
 
   After some time, a heavy hand took his shoulder: it was time to rotate out. He stepped to the side then, in a quick motion, fell back a rank. Another move and he was in the third rank, and then the fourth. Only then did he realize he was tired. He gave a grim little smile. Roman discipline protected you even when you didn’t know you needed it.
 
    
 
   The gray proved itself steady in battle. Inglena more than once had to ride out to protect a rixen whose magic had faltered, and the horse responded well every time, allowing her to reach the fighter before the enemy did. So far, no casualties and few injuries. If the whole battle went this way, she would give a feast of thanks to the war gods.
 
   Stavanos rode with her. She did not want him here. She did not want to have to worry about anyone but herself, but could not force him to stay behind without humiliating him. The fact annoyed her, and she made a point of not waiting for him when she charged. But he always kept up, and he fought well. 
 
   Shouts to her right caught her attention. She squinted through the haze and saw a large band of goblins charging. Only Merip, and Ferus with his two archers were out that way. 
 
   Her heart lurched. They were too distant. She could not reach them in time. Even so, she dug her heels into the horse’s sides and the gray leaped forward. Its hooves thundered against the ground, but she would be too late. She had almost decided to turn back, when a mass of riders emerged from the haze.
 
   A hundred Thervings struck the goblin band from the side, their right wing curling around behind. At their head, Thrasimund rode down the lead goblin with his lance. With astonishing speed he wheeled, retrieved the lance, and struck another goblin. After that, it was sword work.
 
   Inglena arrived not far behind. She killed several goblins. One of the two archers went down. She got Ferus behind her, but stopped when she saw Merip.
 
   The woman was running, trying to escape. She was waving her right arm in a peculiar motion that Inglena recognized—she was trying to summon one of her flaming javelins, but nothing was happening. Four goblins pursued her.
 
   She shouted Merip’s name. She pulled her sword and charged, not thinking about armies or tactics, but only about the young woman running for her life. Inglena kicked wildly at her horse. The gray shot forward. Too late, too late. The goblins crashed into Merip, driving her to the ground. In an instant, blood flew.
 
   Inglena charged among them moments later. Four times the white sword fell, and all four goblins died. The gray whinnied wildly and it took all she could do to bring it back under control. She looked down.
 
   She did not dismount to recover her fallen magician. The red ruin on the ground was no longer Merip, but only a bloody mess, a butcher’s site. Inglena turned to look at the Horde, mostly lost in the dust, daring more goblins to come out. Hoping they would. When none did, she started back, but did not put away her sword.
 
   Sometimes, the magic does not work. She had said those words to Julian. In the forests of Dacia, when one failed, the magician hid with the others covered. But here in these Roman battles, there was nowhere to hide.
 
   She glanced behind her in time to see Thrasimund dip his lance in a salute.
 
   Merip. She groaned aloud.
 
   “My queen, are you hurt?” asked Stavanos, as he rode up.
 
   She looked into his anxious young face.
 
   “No, Stavanos,” she said, “nothing that will not heal.”
 
    
 
   Lupicinus scratched one hand with the other, at an itch that would not go away. Now that his command post was at the foot of the ridge, he could no longer see the battle. No trees stood in his way, but the terrible dust cloud obscured everything, reddening the sun, and all he could make out were indistinct shapes. From the ridge top, he could have seen everything. If Valens had bothered to reply, he would already be at the front. 
 
   He could hear the fighting, though. It came out from the brown dust as a steady din, like a storm in the desert, punctuated by the shouts of men, the shriek of horses, and the quick cries of trumpets. The sounds called out to him, mocking.
 
   “Centurion!”
 
   He looked around him as if his men were trying to hide from him. He spoke to the first man who had the misfortune to be looking at him.
 
   “Where is the messenger?”
 
   “Sir, he has not returned, General, sir.”
 
   Why did Valens not reply? The answer was obvious: he was snubbing him. Insufferable. It has to be personal, Lupicinus thought, though he would not say this aloud.
 
   Of course it was personal. An insult, really. That arrogant little bandy-legged man had strode into Europa like Nero entering a theater. He was come to rescue everything and everyone. The provincial troops counted for nothing with Emperor Potbelly! Valens would get all the credit for today. Again.
 
   He stoked his anger and fed it with fretting. Valens' temper was legendary and frightful, so no hint of dissatisfaction could be let out. He raged endlessly inside and could vent none of it, lest someone hear it and report him. He paced violently, weaving his way between little piles of arms and supplies, dumped here because he couldn’t be bothered to say where they were to go.
 
   A crescendo in the fighting tugged at him. He could feel his chance slipping away, like his own blood draining from his body.
 
   Valens needed him. The battle was not going well; he was sure of it. He scratched and cursed. The messenger would return—any moment now!—with orders to advance. The XXIII would strike the enemy lines in the flank, rolling him up with great slaughter.
 
   When the imperial orders came, Lupicinus thought, the XXIII would already be in position, quicker than anyone thought possible. His foresight in the heat of battle would become legendary.
 
   He scratched at his forearm again. Had he been bitten by some insect? His skin was raw around the wrist.
 
   Soon, he thought. Any moment now. 
 
   An orderly approached.
 
   “Your messenger has returned, sir.”
 
   Lupicinus’ heart gave a little jump.
 
   “Well, report!” Lupicinus shouted, sounding more shrill than he'd intended. A young soldier appeared from behind the orderly.
 
   “Emperor Valens’ compliments, sir.”
 
   “Yes, yes.”
 
   “The Divine Valens thanks the General—meaning you, sir,” the boy said, reciting the message in a high voice. “The General is to hold position and to report any movement by the enemy. If the enemy comes to the left flank, the XXIII is to hold at all costs. In the name of Rome and the Divine Valens.”
 
   The youth shifted uncomfortably, took a breath and looked at his own feet.
 
   “The Emperor says further, sir. He asks the General to send no more messengers. He says,” the boy gulped, “that he is very busy.”
 
   Lupicinus was unable to speak, knowing that any sound he might make would open a torrent of rage and abuse. He clamped his jaws tight and kept his fingers spread wide, so they did not curl into fists. A thousand ants crawled upon his skin.
 
    
 
   Julian rode behind the lines, accompanied by Captain Ennius and the Roman cavalry. He pulled up near where the men of the III fought next to the XII. Both legions dealt death in equal measure, the III was taking far worse in damage. The close formation of their lines meant injury or death with every goblin leap.
 
   Goblin bodies piled along a wide front, covering a space of twenty yards or more. These lay as if a great wave had broken against a Roman shore, with hills of dead several feet deep, shoals between, and a few stretches of bare ground. Among them lay red-cloaked Roman soldiers as well. Beyond this broken wave was open space over which packs of monsters roved, charging toward the Romans but breaking off again, as they had done earlier. 
 
   Avitus, who had not left Julian’s side since morning, pointed and said, “What’s that?”
 
   A band of goblins separated itself from the Horde, stopping about two hundred yards away. From them now came a weird drumming sound. 
 
   “Hobs,” Julian muttered.
 
   As if in answer, something black and red flung up and outward from the goblin band. It whirled through the air, making a liquid, evil sound, looking like a ten-foot snake hurled by a giant. But this snake glowed orange, and it trailed dark smoke. 
 
   “Shields up!” Julian yelled. The goblinfire swept toward them like a dark viper, hissing as it came. Ribbons of black smoke trailed from each writhing tendril. Most of the tendrils arced toward the III Legion.
 
   The goblinfire crashed full onto the front lines, driving many to the ground. Even where the troops kept their feet, the fire sat upon their shields and burned. It heated metal quickly and soon came sounds of shouting and then screaming in pain. Shields caught fire and men tried to cast them aside, but the shields cracked and disintegrated, and burning oily stuff dripped through onto human flesh. Black smoke carried the stench of charred flesh into the air and infernos raged among the legions. Men pulled away from twitching bodies that only moments before had been comrades.
 
   The not-drumming continued to sound. Julian called out slingers and archers to help the III. They took terrible chances to get as close as possible, and paid a terrible price. But they killed goblins, so he kept sending them. He saw that the III was sending its own archers as well.
 
   More arcs of red-black rose up, and this time the Roman lines twisted and broke as men tried to get away. Even as scores shrieked in agony, officers were realizing that there were only three sources of this madness, and so they ordered a full out assault. It was a desperate measure, for they could not keep a solid Roman line, but the gamble paid off. The goblins would not break off their weird dance to defend, and Roman swords did heavy work for a time. After several minutes of pure slaughter the stamping broke up and the goblins fled. Where the legions advanced they overran the goblins and killed the hob at its center. No one had time to inspect it, though, for the goblin Horde attacked again. The Roman lines re-formed, the goblin tide crested again, and the killing went on. 
 
    
 
   Julian wiped the sweat from his face. He looked at the decimated III Legion, at his own XII, and at the Horde, barely visible as a dark mass through the dusty haze. He knew the XII could withstand the goblin attacks, especially if they could keep the hobs out of effective range. He turned to Ennius. The cavalry captain managed somehow to be the only one who did not look miserably hot.
 
   “Captain,” Julian said, “we need to launch an attack.”
 
   “Finally!” Ennius said. “Begging your pardon, General, but just give the word. My boys want some of the day’s work.”
 
   “They’ll have that and more,” Julian said. “We’re going to kill the Gniva.”
 
   “Master!” Avitus cried out.
 
   “Not now, Avi,” Julian said impatiently, without turning his attention from Ennius. “We’ll take our cavalry around the right flank of the Legion and pick up the Thervings there. The Legion will stand its ground and the magicians will continue to guard the flank. This attack depends on speed.”
 
   He turned to his staff. “Ursinus,” he said to the big man, “take a position with the First Cohort. Give my instructions to Marcus Salvius. I’ll be looking for our standard when I come back.”
 
   “Aye, sir,” Ursinus said with a firm salute, but his eyes were huge.
 
   “Come, Captain,” Julian said, trying to sound as confident as he could. “We drive for the center; we’ll drive a lance through the heart of these monsters.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 
   How Romans Die
 
    
 
   Lupicinus ordered his men a hundred paces further, closer to glory. He did not yet dare to move them close enough to be noticed by Valens, but he sidled like a child in a hallway creeping toward a room of adults.
 
   The red and white fox standard of the XXIII still stood at the top of the ridge, though now it rose over a mere handful of men. Lupicinus paid them no attention. His mind bent only toward the sound of battle. For this reason, he quite missed it when the fox-skin standard wavered, then disappeared.
 
   A runner approached minutes later, gasping, calling out even as he ran.
 
   “General, sir! The First Tribune …” he gulped for air, “… cobbel cobbel … sir!”
 
   Lupicinus smiled. Any enemy contact would provide the pretext he needed to commit the Legion. But what was the idiot pointing at?
 
   “What?” Lupicinus said sternly. “The creatures? Where?” He turned in a full circle, unable to comprehend where to look.
 
   “The ridge,” the runner said, pointing with wild jabs.
 
   He turned to look back up the ridge, to see dark shapes along its top. He recalled Valens’ orders. His blood suddenly felt weak in his veins.
 
   “Flank turn, Tribune,” he ordered, ignoring the fact that there were no tribunes present. “We're getting back up that ridge.”
 
   The man took off at a run, shouting, “First! First Tribune!” It took less than a minute and Lupicinus could hear trumpets sound and see his legion begin to execute its maneuver. Good thing he'd kept the men in ranks all this time! He wiped sweat from his brow and felt another drop run down his spine, trailing ants.
 
   But the monsters were already descending. The legion had barely started up the hill. They would have to fight at a disadvantage, but that could not be helped now. The ridge was already black with the monsters. They flowed down it like a river.
 
   How could there be so many? Had they somehow broken from the main battle to come after him? They were halfway down the slope now, covering it entirely with still more behind. Worse, they were extending well beyond his left flank. How could Valens expect him to fight all these alone, with a single legion?
 
   The answer came to him: he didn't. The Emperor was deliberately sacrificing the XXIII, throwing the legion into the maw of the enemy so Valens could execute some brilliant maneuver and become again the shining hero. Lupicinus slapped awkwardly but furiously at his back. What to do now? Retreat, surely. Or shift positions to join with the IV and together throw back these dogs. He tried to feel resolve form within himself, but could only feel something cold twist in his belly.
 
   Men were running past him, men who should have been in the ranks. It took him several moments to understand what was happening. The legion was dissolving before his very eyes. The creatures now covered most of the ridge in black patches. They were like locusts, bounding and leaping everywhere, chewing away at his XXIII as if it were a field of ripe grain. Here and there units stood their ground and killed with Roman efficiency. Let a single opening appear, though, and that unit was quickly torn apart.
 
   Lupicinus was immobilized by the sight. It offended him, like watching an obscenity. It was infuriating. Nothing should be so indecent as to shred an entire legion as if it were paper. He wanted to yell at someone, punish them, inflict his sweaty, crawling skin upon them. But there was no one. He stood alone, sword in hand, mad with heat and terror.
 
   Then came an interval of peace. Not long; just long enough to realize all was lost. Overwhelmed by overwhelming numbers—he savored the phrase a moment. One more brave Roman commander spent in defense of his country. He readied his sword, for he could see the monsters leaping toward him. Creature's from a harpy's nightmare. He had just enough time to be glad the itching had stopped, when a goblin struck him from the side, and snapped his neck. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Quintus Murena had been fighting all day. Fighting his whole life, it felt like. Since the world began. He took on his shield one more blow in an infinity of blows, killed one more monster in a world filled with them. The universe had compressed into a simple rhythm: shield, stab, shield, stab. He had long since progressed beyond exhaustion. He had become the blood brother of Sisyphus, endlessly pushing the stone of death.
 
   For this was assuredly Hell. He could tell all the philosophers the news: Hell was not cold, not an everlasting darkness. Hell was hot, and red-orange. The heat was a fist pressed against his brow, filled with dust that plugged the nose, caked the mouth, then crawled down the throat to suffocate the lungs. Death would be a relief, but death had arrived long ago and was now only harvesting. Quintus awaited his turn.
 
   He killed another monster and then another. At every blow he was sure the sword would fall from the hand he could no longer feel. He could bear any and all of it, he thought, if only the heat would relent.
 
   Someone grabbed him by the shoulder. A voice spoke at his ear.
 
   “Step back, brother. Let another have his turn.”
 
   The words made no sense, but years of training helped his body remember their meaning, and his limbs obeyed. He rotated out of the front line, then back, then back again. The sound of desperate battle reached him: grunts, moans, curses. When it goes on long enough, a battle becomes fought in monosyllables.
 
   The sounds now seemed to come from every side. The dust that hung in the air had become a burning fog. The sun sat at the edge of the world, red as blood, the eye of a devil god. He himself was covered with a layer of sweat and blood that had mixed with the powdery dust to make a mask of his own face. He had become a demon in a world of monsters.
 
   His eyes burned. Every blink was painful. Grit rattled his teeth. It had found its way inside his armor and under his linens. Every movement dragged his skin over gravel.
 
   A hand pulled him back yet further, and he began to be aware of his surroundings. In a rush, his soldier’s sensibilities returned and he knew what he was seeing. Men running, other men standing, some wailing like children
 
   Defeat.
 
   “Quintus!”
 
   A demon appeared through the crimson fog and called him by name. He stared at it.
 
   “Quintus Murena. Brother!”
 
   “Proclus?” The demon transformed into Martinus Proclus Avenus. “Is that you?”
 
   “Of course it is. Come! We have a job to do.”
 
   “Job.” Quintus was having trouble emerging from Hell.
 
   “The army is surrounded. Whole mess of those beasts got behind us. We’re going to cut a path through for the Emperor.”
 
   “Cut a path?”
 
   “Gods, Quintus, grab hold of yourself, will you? You’re in the damned imperial guard, unless you want to stand here and die!”
 
    
 
    
 
   A red sun hung low in a red sky. The air itself was orange and filled with grit, making every breath a labor. Everywhere, the screams of panic mingled with the sounds of dying. Julian saw only disaster, heard only his own voice accusing him of failure. It sounded much like his father’s voice.
 
   The attack on the Gniva had failed, had barely got started before it broke under black-orange fire snaking out of the sky. Captain Ennius had led the charge in an attempt to open a line of retreat, but he had vanished.  Goblins were all around now, behind and in front. 
 
   He blinked gritty sweat from his eyes—rubbing them only made it worse—and tried to make himself think. He was left with his command guard, a dozen men, plus Avitus. Ursinus still held the Legion’s standard, but the imagifer had disappeared during the last attack. The buglers sounded Retreat as best they could, but their lungs were dust-coated and they coughed spasmodically in the middle of notes.
 
   Julian barely had time to turn before goblins were on them again. He slashed as best he could, but Avitus kept coming in so close it was hard to maneuver.
 
   “Get off, Avi!” he shouted, pulling away. A goblin struck his horse shrieked in pain, then broke into a furious gallop. Julian had his sword in one hand and had dropped the rein to flail at Avitus. All he could do was grab hold of the mane and try to keep from falling. For a time, all he could see was ground and horse neck.
 
   Then, abruptly, the horse stopped. Julian snatched up the reins and looked around. Avitus was close by, but everyone else was gone, even the goblins. He sat, gasping and coughing. Bodies were everywhere, a few still moving. He turned his horse in a slow circle. Through the haze he could see the fighting on all sides, but the chance of battle had, for a moment, created this little island of devastated calm.
 
   Then he saw the Gniva.
 
   He could not mistake that crimson hide, the tall form. It was surrounded by goblins, but no hobs were in sight. He spoke to Avitus without taking his eyes off the Gniva.
 
   “Avi, get out of here. Find the Legion.”
 
   “Master, no.” Julian heard him draw closer. “Come away now,” Avitus said, as if speaking to a child.
 
   “Do as I say. No time to argue.” Julian gathered himself. A hundred goblins, no more. Bad odds, but behind him the odds were worse. 
 
   “Please,” Avitus said, putting a hand on his arm. “I can protect you. Just wait a moment.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous,” Julian snatched his arm away. There was no time. Anger welled, mixed with desperation. “Go, or follow,” he snarled, “but do shut up and let go.”
 
   He jammed his heels into his horse, who responded with a fury. They charged toward the Gniva and its bodyguard. All is lost, all is lost, a voice repeated in his head, and he embraced it. 
 
   The horse beneath him felt as strong as a thunderbolt. A wonderful clarity descended as he rode. He saw each of the goblins individually. In an instant he had identified the best angle of attack, knew exactly what strength was left in his horse, knew precisely how he would kill the monster. He could even see the Gniva spot him, turn toward him, though he was a hundred yards away.
 
   Other goblins saw him as well, and they turned, as if extensions of the Gniva. Julian had forgotten about Avitus, the Legion, the battle itself. Only this charge mattered. He knew for a certainty he would crash into the goblins. His charge would hurtle him through. His horse would fall, but he would leap free, land on his feet, dodge beneath the black claws, drive his sword into the belly and up, into the heart. He saw all this with perfect clarity, as a single movement, in the space between heartbeats.
 
   The Gniva turned away, and Julian’s clear vision wavered like a mirage. His horse took three more strides before he was hit from the side by two goblins, one at the hindquarter, the other at the forelocks. Rider and horse crashed at full speed to the ground.
 
   Julian was thrown free as his horse tumbled heavily, his neck broken. Julian scrambled to his feet and found his sword was gone. The Gniva and its bodyguard was still far away. Another pack of goblins had struck from the side, charging past him, though three halted to tear at the horse. Outraged and helpless, Julian ran at them, shouting, even as other goblins went tearing past. One, almost casually, reached out as it ran. A single talon jabbed into Julian’s back, knocking him to the ground.
 
   He hit hard, rolling. Something landed on him and he cursed with pain. He remembered bodies falling on him far away on a hill in Dacia. Then voices.
 
   “Master.”
 
   It was Avitus.
 
   “Julian. Not a sound. Do not move.”
 
   Julian felt Avitus take his left hand and grip it tightly. His voice was at his ear, whispering.
 
   “Whatever you do, do not let go.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Roman bugles sounded Retreat, but Inglena could see no avenue for a retreat. The goblins were moving behind the XII. The Roman Army was crumbling around her, and soon the calamity would reach her rixen.
 
   She turned to Stavanos. 
 
   “You must find Thrasimund. Tell him to retreat to our camp. I will bring the rixen.” To herself she added, after I find Marcus.
 
   “Yes, my Queen,” he said, and turned away to the right.
 
   She let the gray advance at a trot, waiting for the right moment, preserving her horse’s wind. Somewhere ahead, Marcus would be slashing at goblins, taking their blows with his shield. Somewhere ahead, he would be alive.
 
   She was close to the front of her people. There was Petipor, with his fists of air, and Zura, hardly more than a child, tumbling goblins into one another before they could attack.
 
   No goblinfire scarred the red sky now. She called out to any rixen she saw to retreat, then urged the gray into a gallop. Her white sword came into her hand almost of its own volition. 
 
   Ahead she could see shapes. Roman shapes. As she got closer, she recognized the banner of the First Cohort and yes, there he was. Marcus, just as she had pictured him, and just as hard-pressed. Her throat too raw for a battle cry, she charged silently into the goblin mass.
 
   The fight was brief. Whether because of a decision or because of pure chance, the goblins left off after her initial charge had killed a dozen of them, and she was able to return to the front line of the First Cohort.
 
   Marcus Salvius stood before her. Blood and dust had mixed to form a deep red paste that covered much of his body. His beard and hair were stiff with it. His armor hung in tatters, his shield was gone, and all was caked in the red mud. His voice grated when he spoke, sounding like stones grinding. Only his eyes showed any life.
 
   “Princess,” he said, “it’s time to go. Make your way into the hills. The Legion will guard your retreat.”
 
   “Where is the General?” Her own voice sounded dry and empty. Marcus sagged.
 
   “I had hoped you knew.”
 
   The sun was an ember dying in the western hills. The valley below had sunk into shadow, a wide sarcophagus covered over by a dusty lid. Shapes darker than shadow moved at the edge of sight.
 
   Inglena spoke to Marcus Salvius as they withdrew from the field. “The Horde will not sleep tonight. Neither can we. We must get as far away as we can.”
 
   “What about them?” Marcus nodded down the slope where two rixen were kneeling. They seemed to be talking to the ground.
 
   “They will follow,” she said. “They are making a wall.”
 
   She turned to a rider. “Any word from King Thrasimund?”
 
   “No,” he said. “They say he is fallen.”
 
   The word sank like iron into her stomach. Fallen. Julian, Thrasimund, Merip. Fallen was too small a word for what had happened. She turned away from the valley. 
 
   “My queen,” the rider said, “when we get to the camps, what then? What are we to do?”
 
   “Constantinople,” she said firmly. “We will go to the City.” Marcus nodded in agreement.
 
    
 
    
 
   The day turned steadily darker as more and more dust rose into the air. The sky was a dirty brown, lit by a red-orange sun. The ground was a darker brown. No trace of grass or plant remained. In places, so much blood was spilled a kind of black mud formed and men died merely because they had slipped. 
 
   When the goblins had begun attacking from behind as well as in front, the legions formed themselves into defensive squares, but the enemy was everywhere, and soon the legions lost touch with each other in the noise and dust, and each square became isolated and surrounded.
 
   The soldiers slashed and cut as long as they could, but they were hungry and thirsty, and six hours of combat was beginning to take a worse toll than the enemy. The heart had gone out of them. They fought now not to win the battle, nor even to save their own lives, but simply to delay their deaths.
 
   The goblins drove in upon them. The officers could not see through the heavy dust. Many of the buglers had fallen, and what few calls were made were lost amid the screams. The goblins leaped and clawed their way into the cohorts, like a butcher cutting into meat. 
 
   With every backward step the Romans became more tightly pressed together. Men shrank back from the slashing enemy that could no longer be fought. They became angry even at their own comrades, for getting in the way, for shoving, for tripping. Shields became entangled and useless. At the end, men found themselves pressed so tightly they could not even raise a sword but could only stand, wild-eyed and cursing, waiting their turn. Hundreds died standing up, helpless, heads slashed open.
 
   The sun, red as Roman blood, slid behind the western hills. The slaughter went on.
 
    
 
    
 
   The night was filled with terrible sounds, and the Divine Valens crouched in a bush.
 
   “The way is clear,” a voice called softly. “It's a peasant hut, empty.”
 
   Valens stood. Quintus Murena pretended not to see his emperor emerge from hiding.
 
   “Food?”
 
   “Yes, a little. Enough for us, at least.”
 
   “Lead.”
 
   Quintus led. He was keenly aware that he was only an ordinary soldier, that he and Proclus were now the only remaining Imperial Guard because all the rest were dead or fled. The phrase rattled around in his mind: dead or fled, dead or fled. All the rest are dead or fled. He shook his head slightly. Better than weeping, he supposed. Or screaming. He'd seen plenty of both in the last couple of hours.
 
   It took only a few minutes to reach the isolated hut, through beech trees and underbrush, but every step raked at his nerves. Even now, hours after nightfall, the monsters were careening around the valley, butchering anyone they found. Screams shredded the air now and again; never a cry for help, for that only called the monsters to you. Quintus had seen more throats torn open this day than he could begin to think about, and he knew that bloody fate could leap upon him from the moonless black at every step.
 
   It made a fellow jumpy.
 
   Proclus hissed somewhere ahead and Quintus stopped. Waited for ten breaths, then came ahead. Goblins did not lay ambushes. If they were near, they attacked.
 
   The two guards led the Emperor into the hut. It was even blacker inside. A shielded lantern was opened to let out a single ray of light—enough that they could see to eat: hard bread, cold soup, very bad wine.
 
   They did not speak, of course. The enemy might be near, for one thing, but there was nothing to be said. Nothing worth the effort, and anyway they were all tired clear to the insides of their bones.
 
   Quintus thought he would fall asleep the moment he sat down, but all he could do was chew and stare. He was exhausted, and his muscles complained, but his brain would not stop spinning in circles. He kept telling himself to sleep, that Proclus took first shift, but he merely repeated the words like a crazy man, and stared into the darkness. The Emperor seemed possessed by the same demon. He could see the man sitting on the only bench, his hands working absently, mouth moving, uttering no sound.
 
   “Where did they come from?” Proclus said. His voice was so heavy and small, it sounded as if it came from under a boot.
 
   “A second army,” Valens said softly. “No one guessed. They came around the ridge, the one that bastard Lupicinus was supposed to watch.”
 
   “What does it matter?” Quintus said bitterly, and no one had an answer. All three men had run out of words.
 
   Slowly the black night passed, fading into gray.
 
   The hut had a window, hardly more than the width of two hands. Proclus was peering through it. Quintus saw the man tense. A moment more and he motioned. Both men drew their swords. Even the Emperor stood. Fine, Quintus thought, here we go then.
 
   Something struck the door, then the wall beside the door. Then several somethings. Then many. The door crashed inward in a tumble—it was only a peasant's door, after all, and not meant to keep out much more than the cold. Quintus and Proclus cut down one, two, and then three goblins in quick succession. Through the opening they could see shapes beyond.
 
   Fine.
 
   “Soldier, sound the horn,” Valens said. Proclus shot him a bleak look.
 
   “We've no horn,” Quintus said, not bothering to be properly respectful. He set himself: more were coming.
 
   At the same moment, a shape came crashing through the roof, legs churning. Valens killed it with a single thrust. And abruptly all three were very busy as the creatures launched an assault from every direction. The doorway piled with dead. More came through the crumbling roof, sending thatch down in showers. The place reeked of death and dripped with death and was stuffed deep with death.
 
   And then it stopped.
 
   The three Romans still stood, each drenched in gore, panting, wild-eyed. There was no fear in their eyes; likewise there was no hope, only tiredness, and muscles that refused to stop quivering.
 
   A sound began.
 
   A curious sort of drumming: slap, slap, thump, in patterns that kept shifting—a stamping of feet, a slapping of hands against flesh. Slap, slap, thump, slap.
 
   When men are afraid they are about to die, they do not look at each other. They cast their eyes downward, or they inspect their weapons, or simply close their eyes. They don't want to see another man's eyes lest their own fear be confirmed, as if fear could be caught, like a spell from an evil eye. When, however, men know they are about to die, they seek out each other's faces. It is an awful look: a bleak certainty that admits neither fear nor hope, but only shows a simple human yearning to look upon another human face a final time.
 
   Quintus looked at his emperor. Valens would not know about this drumming. He hadn't been close enough to hear it, when it sounded out there on the battlefield. He couldn't know what was coming.
 
   Quintus glanced at Proclus, who was now his final friend. He could see that he knew the sound, too. Neither spoke; both decided.
 
   They raised their swords and started forward even as a hideous liquid, spitting sound writhed through the air towards them. Quintus leaped for the door. Proclus covered his face with his arms. Both men died.
 
   And the Divine Valens was bathed in a fire that consumed him where he stood. It cascaded in multiple torrents of black and lurid red, made an inferno of the peasant's hut, made it roar as if in pain, until there was nothing left. Only a stench and a misshapen pile that was still  smoking when the sun finally rose from behind the hills.
 
   It was going to be another hot day.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 
   The Dog of War
 
    
 
   Her name was Petra and she was twelve years old. She had no idea of her real age, but she wanted to be more than both-hands-old and when she asked Ratta how much was more than both hands, he had said ‘twelve’ so that’s how old she was. Petra was her real name because it was her only name and it’s what everyone called her, so that was her name. She had no parents. Someone must have fed her when she was very small—less than one hand old—but all she could remember was living in the streets, sleeping in dark corners of dark alleys.
 
   Petra stood atop the eastern walls of Hadrianopolis and watched the army leave. She chewed on her bread, freshly baked and freshly stolen, and looked for the Divine Valens. She was sure she would be able to see him, since he was a god incarnate, and she imagined him shining among the troops like a golden sun. She gazed upon the legions, but saw no living divinity. The men were much smaller than her imagination had made them out to be, and she hoped the enemy was just as small. The army itself was like a living thing. The individual legions moving out were like muscles rippling upon a body of red and white and gold, and the legions on the march were like a single, powerful arm reaching out to strike down the danger from the north. Her heart stirred and fluttered at the sight.
 
   She wanted to cheer and cry out, but she restrained herself by taking another bite of bread, for she dared not draw attention. She had no business being on the wall; that was for sentries and soldiers. This particular section, though, no one came near, for the wall here was crumbling and the footing was treacherous. For adults. Younger children lacked the strength needed to climb certain parts while adults were too heavy. One boy who had tried had fallen to his death. Only a Petra could fit into the crevice, work her way up, and perch on the narrow, hidden ledge formed by a block on the verge of falling. It was her refuge from the grim streets below, a precious place, to be used only on special occasions.
 
   She stood for nearly an hour, watching the Emperor’s legions form up and march away. She loved the standards, so grim and brave—eagles and wolves and lions—and the long banners in brilliant colors. She was disappointed that there was no wind because she wanted to see them wave in it, like they did in the stories.
 
   As the last soldiers of the last legion disappeared into the thickening dust, Petra decided that the Emperor must have left before she arrived, probably before dawn. He would be the bravest of all and therefore would go first. After the victory would be a triumph, or so she’d heard, and then everyone, even the poorest, would be able to see the Divine Valens. She had heard it said that triumphs were only held in the capital, but she hoped that was not true. Not for the first time, Petra wished her mother had abandoned her in Constantinople instead of Hadrianopolis.
 
   She sighed and pushed her black, curly hair away from her forehead. It was always falling down across her face, which was annoying. She used to have a ribbon she had found to tie it back but it had frayed last spring and come apart in her hands. She scrambled down the wall quick and nimble, and put aside thoughts of emperors and armies, turning her mind instead to begging coins and stealing food. It was late that afternoon, while engaged in the latter occupation, that she met Bucephalus, which is what saved her life.
 
    
 
   It was near sunset the same day, outside the City Gate and it was near sunset. Petra wasn’t worried that the gate would close, because the City Gate never closed. That way was the road to Constantinople, after all, and traffic on that road was known to travel even by moonlight. Besides, it was stuck open and nobody had repaired it.
 
   Etta the fishwife brought her rotting fish here, the ones that had not sold for three days, to throw them into the little stream that fed into the River Hebrus. This evening she had four whole fish that were mostly on the edible side of spoiled, and Petra had managed to grab two before they floated away. It was odd, she thought, that there were no cats around. There were always cats around Etta the fishwife.
 
   Then she saw why. A few yards away was the biggest dog she had ever seen. He was nearly as tall as she was, with massive jaws and big sagging jowls and an ugly spiked collar. No one would come near the animal, though a group of boys dared each other to throw a rock at it. She shrieked at them and ran to the dog, throwing her arms around him as if to protect him. Without thinking she tossed down the fish and the dog promptly gobbled them up.
 
   One of the boys cocked his arm as if to throw.
 
   “You throw that rock and I’ll set my dog on you,” Petra said in the most challenging voice she could manage.
 
   “That ain’t your dog, Petra,” the boy shouted, but he was considering the situation. Then he threw the rock, so he could say he had, but wildly so that the fierce little girl would not set her dog on him, and they all turned and ran without waiting to see if it hit. It went wide, and Petra chose not to respond.
 
   “Don’t worry, boy, I’ll take care of you.” And just like that, with the suddenness of youth, Petra adopted the dog, and the dog adopted her. She looked at him with large, gray eyes. He looked back with huge, deep-set, brown eyes and licked her hands because they tasted of fish but she called the licks kisses. Her entire forearm would fit in his mouth.
 
   “Are you still hungry?” she said, knowing well what real hunger meant. “You come with me, then. We’ll get us some more food.”
 
   She got up and began walking; the dog followed. The guards at the gate stepped carefully away, but no one was brave enough to challenge her.
 
   “Little girl, you be careful. That’s a war dog from one of the legions. He don’t eat you, his master will want him back.”
 
   “He’s my dog now,” she informed the guard. “His name is Bucephalus.” She chose the name in that very moment. She remembered a story she’d heard more than once, about a young king who had tamed a black stallion no one could ride. She loved the story, and in her own dreams she herself was the young princess who tamed the black horse. This dog was black, and so his name was Bucephalus.
 
   She walked through the darkening streets and noted how people scrambled out of her way. This was a new feeling for her. People either ignored her or tried to chase her. This was better.
 
   She went to Remus the baker. He was just closing up when he saw Petra and her new friend.
 
   “Cac!” he cried, and scrambled back inside his shop.
 
   “Remus, please!” Petra called, her face pressed against the wooden door. “I’ll take any old bread. I’m very hungry. But I need something for my dog too.”
 
   “Go away. Take that beast away!”
 
   Petra’s stomach rumbled. An idea came to her.
 
   “Be kind, Remus,” she called. “We are very hungry, and if we do not eat tonight, we’ll just have to come back in the morning and hope your customers will share.”
 
   There was silence inside, followed by banging mingled with curses. They were very colorful curses. Then the door opened just wide enough for a hand to put out a sack.
 
   “Now go away and don’t come back! If you bother my trade I’ll call the town guard and have you both beaten. I swear it!”
 
   The dog gave forth a low growl and the door slammed shut.
 
   “Look, Bucephalus,” she said as she peered into the bag, “something for both of us!”
 
   She took the dog to her Best Secret Place. The town had expanded greatly in the years of Constantine and Constantius, and its old water supply had been completely revamped, and some of the old cisterns had been abandoned. One of the aqueducts had collapsed, leaving a series of caves, accessible only to the small and desperate. Petra had learned the value of having a secret haven from a world that could hurt her with casual indifference. She had several Secret Places, including the one on the wall, but this was the Best Secret Place because two shafts let in light and air, while another shaft went down to some remnant of an old cistern. That was her toilet and garbage. It could be awfully cold sometimes in this Place, but cold was just part of life. Early this very summer she’d spent a week down here when the boys in Chickpea’s gang started making some ugly remarks to her and threatening her with things she did not understand. She stayed away from that part of town now.
 
   “But maybe I don’t got to be scared so much no more, eh doggie?”
 
   The Roman war dog looked at the little girl and cocked his head. Petra scratched him on the chest and kept scratching him as she told him the story of his name. Soon, the dog lay down and went to sleep. The girl curled up beside him, feeling the heat of his great body, and she too fell asleep. And in that Best Secret Place, for that one tranquil hour, no two creatures on earth knew a more perfect contentment.
 
   The first goblins began arriving as the sun was clearing the eastern horizon. Outside the town walls, in the makeshift shops that rimmed the castra of the legions, the bakers and butchers and fishmongers looked up and wondered. The soldiers who had been left to guard the encampment gazed northward and northeast, squinting against the sun and asking each other what was that approaching. By the time they had their answer, it was too late. 
 
   The town guard, standing atop the town walls, saw the awful truth sooner, and they shouted down to close the gates. Men tried to obey, but were confronted with a mass of people all crowding into an opening now hopelessly too small. The goblins got closer and the people became desperate and, driven by panic, jammed themselves even more hopelessly, trampling one another, climbing over one another, until the gates were piled high with bodies and screams echoed through the arch. The guards watched in horror as the first outrunners struck, slashing and tearing. They saw blood spouting in all directions, drenching the screams in scarlet. They saw the horizon darken as the main body of the Horde approached and knew that they could count the number of their remaining breaths.
 
    
 
    
 
   The dog woke up first. The sounds he heard told him something bad was near. He growled softly, and Petra dreamed of thunder. The dream broke off and she awoke to see the dog sitting, looking upward. He stopped growling but did not stop looking up.
 
   “What is it, boy?” She listened hard to the still, cold air.
 
   A scream came rattling down the air shaft, like a stone down a well, followed by a cascade of noises. Petra didn’t need to understand the sounds as they flooded in; she had lived on the streets long enough to know they meant danger.
 
   “Stay quiet, boy,” she whispered. “They won’t find us if we stay quiet.” 
 
   Quiet. Stay. Bucephalus knew these words. This was part of his training. He was quiet. He stayed. 
 
   He guarded.
 
   Above them the August sun rose over a slaughter twelve miles long. At one end lay the Army of the East, dismembered, with a few thousand goblins still chewing at the remains, watched by crows. From the battlefield stretched a trail of death a mile wide, dotted with clumps of human and animal remains, a few smoldering farmsteads (including one that housed the charred body of an emperor), and the goblin Horde, pouring like a torrent toward Hadrianopolis. The leading edge of that torrent was even now washing up against the walls, finding breaks and openings, streaming into the streets, into the buildings, into the rooms where people cowered. The feasting was unlike anything the creatures had ever experienced, and with every kill the Gniva’s hold over the packs grew, for it was he who had led them to this plenty.
 
   The people of Hadrianopolis died quickly, for the most part. They were not soldiers, they were not organized, they had no leader. They were sheep, bleating and pleading as they fell into red ruin. Here and there some barricaded themselves and fought. Here and there, some hid.
 
   Bucephalus listened to the carnage go on and on. 
 
   No matter who or what does the work, it takes time to kill ninety thousand people. It cannot be done in a day, not even by a Horde, and even goblins eventually grow sated and tired. Silence descended with the fall of night, and Petra wondered if the world above had turned into a nightmare. 
 
   “Maybe they’ve gone,” she said to Bucephalus, though she didn’t know who ‘they’ might be. Although she was afraid, she began thinking about going up, because her stomach was thinking about going up.
 
   “You’re bigger than I am, so I bet you’re even more hungry. Are you hungry, boy?”
 
   The dog’s thick, docked tail thumped on the stone.
 
   “Okay. I’m going to go up and have a look. You stay here.”
 
   She began climbing the twisting route that led to the surface. There were many passages and caves along the way, and some of them ended in very bad places, so you had to know the right path. It was one more reason why this Secret Place was the Best. Bucephalus followed close behind.
 
   “No, dog. You stay. If it’s safe, I’ll bring you some food.” She motioned him to stay and he stood still.
 
   She turned and continued to scramble over blocks and stones. The dog followed close behind.
 
   “No! Bad dog!” She shook her finger, which was about the size of one of his teeth. “It might be dangerous up there. You sit. You stay.” She stamped her foot to show she was serious.
 
   He sat, a little precariously, on a broken column.
 
   Again she ascended and again he followed. She gave up and even smiled a little. They were friends, and it was hard to stay mad at a friend.
 
   They reached a sub-floor. Up a set of stairs, unseen in the lightless space, was the ground floor and outside. Bucephalus sat and waited for the next move. Petra listened and heard nothing. The dog listened and heard the breathing of strangers. His nose detected a strange scent that reminded him of the smells of the armorer’s shop but also of an anthill. Over everything was the familiar reek of blood.
 
   Petra moved up the stairs. There are few animals louder than a twelve-year-old girl, but likewise few are quieter when she wishes to be quiet. Just now, she wished to be very quiet indeed, for she knew that someone was depending on her.
 
   At the stop of the stair, she saw her first goblin.
 
   It was just a silhouette, framed through a window, erect but motionless. She looked around, her head just at floor level, and spotted two more. She did not see the claws, but she knew these beings were the cause of all the screaming. Her heart beat wildly and her breath came in short gasps. A warm, huge head pressed against the back of her legs and her breath quieted.
 
   She eased back down the stairs and returned to the Best Secret Place. Her stomach complained, but she paid it no mind. She had been hungry before. She was only worried about the dog.
 
   “We have to go the other way,” she told the dog. Her tone was serious. There was another way out, but it was a dangerous leap for the dog and the passage was narrow. More than once the dog slipped and nearly fell, but she held on to the big collar and pulled with all her small strength. Finally they squeezed through an opening in a collapsed wall. The sun was not yet up but the sky was beginning to pale in the east.
 
   She could see a fire burning in the distance, but she saw no monsters.
 
   There was no telling where food might be found. In one direction was the City Gate and outside and escape. In the other direction, though, were shops and markets and food. Her stomach made the obvious choice.
 
   “Come on, doggie. Follow me.”
 
   She tried not to see what her eyes showed her. Corpses littered the street, some whole, most not. The ground was mottled in a dark, ugly red. Some of the bodies weren’t human. Despite her resolve, her eyes strayed to look at the dead goblins, filling her mind with images of long claws, more frightening than a butcher’s blade. She saw the awful fangs, stained with blood; she saw the long insect-like head; she saw the eyes, open in death. She began to cry.
 
   She kept walking as she cried, though. When you are poor and small and alone, you learn to keep walking, no matter what. Those are the only ones who survive. The ones who stop are the ones who die. Her tears blinded her somewhat, so that she saw only blurred shapes now, which was a kindness of a sort. But it kept her from seeing that the fire was spreading, and that she was walking into it.
 
   Bucephalus’ furry head nuzzled her arm. She kept walking, not knowing what else to do, until she felt a careful tug, just enough to stop her. The dog whined.
 
   Her vision cleared, and all she could see was flames, with the street hardly more than an alley between fires. She was suddenly aware of heat. She looked around and every building was going up in flames. Her skin felt like it would crack apart. There seemed nowhere to go and it was hard to breathe.
 
   Bucephalus tugged at her again. She put one hand on his broad back. He took a couple steps and she followed. He took more steps and she followed again. He increased the pace, making sure she was alongside. He led her back up the street, but the fire was spreading fast. He started to trot, an easy pace for him but running at a good clip for the girl. She didn’t try to slow, though; she was sure he was leading her to safety. She gave up any thought of trying to find her own way and just followed the dog. He would lead her out. He would save her. The feeling of utter trust almost overwhelmed her.
 
   Bucephalus retraced his steps hurriedly, for the fire was close. Even as he trotted, he stayed alert. Danger was everywhere and the girl seemed not to know it. He knew enemies were ahead, but he had no choice. Beyond the enemy was an opening and beyond that was open ground. He eased his gait somewhat, preparing.
 
   She sensed the change. “What is it, boy?” Her wits were returning, little by little. Her hand on the dog’s wide back seemed to help. When she felt his hackles rise under her hand,  something cold ran down her back.
 
   He stopped and she stopped. Ahead was the City Gate, the one that led to Constantinople. It was clogged by a tangle of wagons and carts and dead oxen and horses and humans. In front were two goblins, eating some portion of a horse.
 
   The goblins heard them, or smelled them. One turned from the carcass and regarded them without moving. She heard and felt Bucephalus’  low growl, and her heart sank. She knew what he was going to do, and knew she could not prevent it. She started to tell him to stay, but at that moment he sprang forward. He covered the intervening distance with surprising speed and caught the goblin as it was crouching to spring. He leaped and his massive jaws closed on the goblin’s forearm, and his bulk slammed the creature back into the wreckage, taking down the other goblin. For a moment, all Petra could see was a tangle of limbs flailing. Bucephalus snarled, something crunched, and the limbs stopped moving. He stood over the goblin, his mouth red with blood.
 
   Petra shrieked. A fierce joy took hold of her as she raced forward and threw herself upon her hero. She ignored the stench, paid no mind to the gore, not even to the goblin blood on her own face where she had kissed the dog. She kicked the monster that had brought so much terror and had tried to hurt her friend.
 
   Heat and smoke brought her to her senses.
 
   “We gotta go,” she told Bucephalus, and looked around. The fire was almost to the walls. She turned and studied the carnage blocking the gate.
 
   “Only one way to go, boy. Up and over. I’ll help you.”
 
   Her heart surged at this. He had helped her, had saved her life. If she could help him, even a little, why that was the finest thing a person could do. She wondered why deeds such as this never made it into the stories.
 
   Dog and girl scrambled onto the wreckage. Twice the dog got stuck and she had to help him get free. Only after they had scrambled down the further side did she think to look around her. No goblins were near, though she could see shapes in the far distance that were numerous and moving strangely. 
 
   “Come on, Bucephalus. We gotta find a new home.”
 
   Behind them, the city of Hadrianopolis burned to ash.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
 
   All Are Dead
 
    
 
   Inglena rode into the camp of Therving non-combatants, followed closely by a knot of Therving warriors and a handful of rixen. This had been her final trip back to the battlefield; this time, she had found no survivors. Three trips in all. In the first had come most of those who could ride, plus Marcus Salvius, who was so badly wounded she had taken him straight to his tent and put a healer with him. In the second she had rounded up mainly those who were on foot. 
 
   She dismounted, giving her horse to a Therving girl. “Walk him,” she told the girl, “then a little water, then wipe him down.”
 
   The girl bobbed her head. “Yes, my queen,” she said. “Did we win the battle?” Her eyes showed little hope.
 
   “Go along now,” Inglena said. “Tend to my horse first. There will be time for news later.”
 
   Thrasimund dismounted as well and pulled off his helmet. His blond hair tumbled out in sweat-filled strands over his shoulders.
 
   “Many are hurt,” he said, “but our losses could have been much worse. We were fortunate we were not on the other side of the valley.”
 
   “Yes,” Inglena replied. She swayed and Thrasimund took her arm to steady her. She fought against the fatigue crashing down upon her. She looked out across the camp.
 
   No fires were lit, but the moon revealed tents and horses, and a few human figures that moved like shadows. Somewhere on the other side were the Romans, those few who had survived the battle. She turned. Here were her rixen and their families, a few faces illumined by magical light. Voices were hushed, the way people speak in a graveyard, but now and then shrieks of pain cut the night.
 
   Thrasimund spoke. “Your rixen saved many, Princess,” he said. She could hear the reluctance in his voice, “especially with that wall of trees.”
 
   “Yes,” she said again. Words eluded her. She could almost feel her mind curl up for sleep.
 
   But Thrasimund appeared to have more to say. He stepped to face her and drew himself up a little.
 
   “Fortune was with us, but we have tempted her too often. Now is the time to gather our people and leave. Go into the mountains.”
 
   “Go? We can’t go anywhere,” Inglena said. “We cannot stumble around in the dark.” She could not understand why he was talking. Nor why her left leg had begun to tremble.
 
   “We are still whole,” Thrasimund said. He ran a hand through his hair. It was spattered with blood. “The Romans are finished. Their Emperor is dead, or so it is said. Their armies are smashed. This is their death of tribes, Inglena, don’t you see? Let us do the one thing that has always preserved the People.” He raised his hand and pointed a finger in her face. “We must flee. Fritigern was right, as was Leuva.”
 
   The wagging finger got her attention, but the final word brought her fully aware, as if cold water had been dumped over her head. She turned away from Thrasimund, took two steps, then turned back. Her voice was clear and strong.
 
   “Where will you run?” she asked. “You think to run is to live, but that is not the lesson of our ancestors. To run means to be hunted. The goblins always find us.”
 
   Thrasimund lowered his hand.
 
   “The Romans have lost a battle,” Inglena continued, “but Rome is huge. We have no more armies, but Rome does. Another Emperor, with another army, is on the way. The goblins have no more armies—the Horde is all they have. And the Romans will keep throwing armies at it until it is destroyed.”
 
   “If you flee, Chief Thrasimund,” she spoke the word ironically, for a warm anger was growing inside her, “one day you will reach the end of the world, to the waters of the Great Ocean. What will you tell your people then? That you chose to die like a hunted deer?”
 
   He opened his mouth to reply but she cut him off. She stepped forward, bringing her face close to his.
 
   “I choose to lead my people against their enemy, not away from it. Athanaric and Sigeric died a king’s death. Fritigern has run into the mountains. He will die like a bear in a tree. We all die, Thrasimund. What sort of death do you choose?”
 
   She glared, breathing hard. Thrasimund took a step backward. She saw a fire rise in his eyes but it died away. He lowered his head slightly.
 
   “All choices are bad,” he said, more to the ground than to her. “All roads lead to death. I will follow you, Inglena, whichever road you choose.”
 
   She stood before him, eyes wide, panting. She was not looking at him, though.
 
   “I heard Stavanos fell,” she said at last.
 
   “Yes,” Thrasimund said, gently.
 
   She had run out of words, out of feelings, out of ideas. She wanted to fall down and keep falling, forever.
 
   “Princess?” said a new voice. 
 
   She turned. It was a Roman soldier, his left arm in a sling.
 
   “First Tribune Marcus Salvius is awake, my lady. He asks for you.”
 
   She found him leaning against a tree, talking to soldiers around him. Her heart smiled to see him upright, for they had carried him unconscious from the battlefield.
 
   Not that he was unhurt. His chest plate and shirt were both off, and bandages covered nearly every inch of bare flesh. Her mind leaped across the months to another Roman, badly wounded, leaning against a tree, and for a single breath she saw Julian in place of Marcus.
 
   But his was black hair, and a black beard, and a broader chest and stronger arms. Her heart skidded away for a moment. She scowled at herself.
 
   Then Marcus spotted her and smiled, wincing as he did so, and her heart danced away again. She ignored it.
 
   “Inglena,” he called out. Then, to the men, “Go. Don’t bother me, unless it’s to bring word of General Metellus.”
 
   The men scattered.
 
   “Marcus,” Inglena said as she approached, “you should be lying down.”
 
   “I’m sitting. That will have to be enough. Are you hurt?”
 
   “No. Only a few scratches.”
 
   He eyed a large bandage on her left arm, just below where her deerskin sleeve ended in tatters. Most of the bandage was stained.
 
   “It looks worse than it is,” she said as she half-hid it behind her. “Nothing, really.”
 
   She sat next to him and put her arm around him. 
 
   “I didn’t know how badly you were hurt.”
 
   “Hmph,” he said. “You sent your healers. I’m already mending.” He picked up a plate from the ground.
 
   “Have you eaten? You should eat.”
 
   She took an apricot from the plate. It was overripe and terribly sweet, but her stomach rumbled in gratitude. 
 
   “And drink,” he said, offering a cup.
 
   “I am glad to see you are alive,” Inglena said.
 
   “As am I,” he said. “But how did I get here?”
 
   “What do you remember?”
 
   His eyes lost focus. “I remember the fighting. Goblins everywhere. The fires. But we were holding our own. The General’s plan, it was working. Oh gods, he should have seen!
 
   “We tried to keep formation, Julian’s formation. But there were too many. They pressed on us and pushed us back. I was hit and hit again. Menutius went down, his throat torn out. I killed that one, anyway. Then I fell. I remember that. I remember looking up and seeing goblins, then they were gone and you were there. Were you there?”
 
   “Yes. I found you.”
 
   “You shouldn’t have done that. Too dangerous.”
 
   “Not too dangerous,” she said, “because we are here.”
 
   He managed a small smile. “Thank you. But now tell me the rest. The parts I did not see.”
 
   She did so. She told him how her own people kept the goblins from completing the encirclement, though at great cost. Then the horns sounded retreat and her people got as many Romans out as they could manage. “I know I left some still alive on the battlefield, Marcus. For that I am truly sorry.”
 
   “I know. It is always hard to leave a soldier, but if you had stayed, we would have all died. You saved more than just me; you saved the Legion.”
 
   He looked up at her intently.
 
   “How many survived?”
 
   “I cannot say. It has been too difficult to try to count them.”
 
   He was silent for a long time, then said, softly, “Ennius is dead.”
 
   “I was told that.”
 
   “I saw it. I saw him charge, saw him fall.”
 
   “I am sorry,” she said. “He died a soldier.”
 
   “He died a cavalryman.”
 
   He fell silent and Inglena let him. Stavanos. Ennius. And Julian? 
 
   “Everyone wants to know what’s next,” Inglena said. “Do we wait for Julian? Where does the army re-form?”
 
   “Inglena,” he said slowly, “there is no army. We are crushed.”
 
   Her brow furrowed and her eyes narrowed.
 
   “Crushed? But we live. We took losses, but we survived, fought our way out. It was as Julian said it would be.”
 
   “Julian is dead.” He said the three words in hammer falls.
 
   “It is a rumor,” she said quickly, signing away evil with her right hand. “No one has found him.”
 
   “And why do you think that is?” he said, letting the grief make his words bitter.
 
   “I don’t…”
 
   “They eat the dead.” He was remorseless, cold as a grave. “Julian is dead. If he lived, he would be here. It was his plan. He would be here. If he was badly injured, they would kill him, then they would tear out his guts and leave him.”
 
   Every sentence was a door slammed.
 
   “The army itself was surrounded and destroyed. Your people have fought these monsters for generations. Do the goblins win tactical victories? Remember the slaughter on the Pyretus.”
 
   His voice caught.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said.
 
   She put her hand on his arm and said, “I’m sorry too. Do you think there are no more survivors? No hope?”
 
   “There is always hope, but we have to balance hope against risk. We cannot stay or the goblins will find us.”
 
   “Another day? We have wounded…”
 
   “Not even a day,” he said. He shook his head and shuddered. “Some will find us, along the way.”
 
   “Where do we go?”
 
   Soft red and pink lightened the eastern sky. The sun would rise soon.
 
   He looked at her, then past her, seeming to see his surroundings for the first time. The Therving camp was busy, nearly full. Horses, not many, were tethered near the wide circle of black tents. He smelled cook fires.
 
   Nearer were the brown tents of the Romans, in their careful lines. Too few soldiers moved among them, many casting glances in his direction. The closest made no secret they were trying to listen. He spoke clearly, his voice strong.
 
   “To the City.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
 
   Two Bodies
 
    
 
   Julian awoke to find a goblin staring at him. Its long, narrow snout was less than ten feet away, pointed directly at him. It was so close he could see a scar that ran along the left side of its face. It was rocking forward and backward slowly, as if contemplating. Its talons clicked softly.
 
   His heart leaped into frantic pounding. He stretched his fingers as he tried to find his sword without actually moving. The slight effort brought all his pains forward as if they were actors stepping out on a stage. He clamped his lips tight to keep from crying out.
 
   The creature turned and moved away after a moment, dragging one leg, blood oozing from the thigh.
 
   Good, Julian thought. Bleed and die.
 
   Words were at his ear, soft as a shroud. He started, which brought pain from every direction. He turned his head slowly until he could see Avitus next to him.
 
   His slave held one finger to his lips.
 
   “No sound. Do not move. We are safe.”
 
   Safe? Julian thought. A hysterical laugh nearly escaped, but fear and pain kept it in his throat.
 
   The terrible crimson of the afternoon was deepening toward violet off to his right. To his left, past Avitus, the weak light was turning black.
 
   Some goblins were already motionless, but others still moved about. They appeared languid. Sated. One stopped to feed on a corpse. Rage flared in his chest. He started to move, but Avitus gripped his arm and a sudden weakness washed through him. He sank back, muscles releasing. He realized he was propped up, leaning against something.
 
   His horse. 
 
   His heart clenched.
 
   Then the smells struck him—a fetid heaviness on the air that made him want to wretch. Smells of rotted meat, blood, shit, the musty scent of horse, and over all a smell like burning metal. Hades must surely smell better, he thought. He was going to think something else, but either it got dark or he closed his eyes and stopped thinking.
 
    
 
   The sun set in a cloud of red dust, behind the line of hills where Lupicinus had died a few hours earlier. The sky was a deep crimson, edged with purple, as if heaven itself had been bruised this day. No moon rose and the dust obliterated the stars, and the whole world became as black as a cavern, except away to the west a gout of red or green flame sometimes shone forth, like torches in hell.
 
   “Time to move,” Avitus voice whispered, “but be quiet.”
 
   The voice woke him. Avitus spoke in a tone of command. It was the same tone he used when guiding Julian back from a night of drink and debauch, getting him firmly back home. But it seemed absurd now, for now Julian was in command of a legion.
 
   The Legion!
 
   Full awareness now crashed upon him. The attack had failed. Ennius was dead. The battle was lost. Was the Legion itself also lost?
 
    He opened his eyes, then blinked because it was still dark. All around him was silence—no groans of the dying, no thud or clack of monsters, no swirl and flutter of crows or vultures. He could see no stars in the sky; only the moon, hanging like a bloody sickle.
 
   He felt Avitus’ face near his own.
 
   “Master, it is time to leave. Two things: make no sound, and do not let go of me.”
 
   The first made good sense, surrounded as they were by monsters, but the second made none at all. Avitus’ fingers dug into his flesh, so he nodded in agreement if not in understanding.
 
   “Up now.”
 
   Julian hauled himself to his feet. His arm ached, his legs ached, and something like a line of fire ran across his back. He thought he might be wounded. As he rose, he put a hand on the horse for support. He lingered a moment, reluctant to leave the horse, knowing what was in store for the animal.
 
   He must have broken contact with Avitus, for he suddenly felt the Scythian grab his arm.
 
   “Never let go!”
 
   The words hissed in his face, angry as a snake.
 
   “What…” Julian began, but Avitus did not let him finish.
 
   “Ssh. Stop. Wait.” His words were suddenly unsteady. Alarmed, Julian took Avitus’ hand in his own.
 
   “Avi…”
 
   “Wait.”
 
   Julian waited. He heard rustling noises, as if the goblins were turning over in their sleep. After a long minute, he felt the grip on his arm ease. Avitus’ ragged breathing grew more even. The goblins quieted.
 
   Something had just happened, Julian knew, though he had no idea what it was. Something important. Something he would ask about, later, when his head cleared. 
 
   Avitus led Julian past goblins and corpses. Twice goblins walked right by them, taking no notice. Julian half expected to see the ghostly form of some god shielding them from sight. Or, he thought, we are dead and Avitus is leading me to Hades. 
 
   The ground gradually rose under their feet as they walked. They worked their way easterly and south, if he was judging correctly. The vast dust cloud raised by the battle still hung; the stars remained hidden. The crescent moon inched its way through the blackness, blood red. It was like walking in a cavern.
 
   Somewhere, was the Therving camp. Miles away maybe, but it was definitely up hill.
 
   Sometime in the second hour, they came to a wall—not of stone but of branches. It loomed darker than darkness, smelled of pine, and stretched away beyond the few feet they could see. The only goblins near were all dead.
 
   “What is this? Where are we?” Julian asked.
 
   At his words, Avitus let go his grip and slumped to the ground.
 
   “I can’t go any further,” he said, his voice weak. Julian, alarmed by the sudden release after so long, crouched beside him. The man was trembling.
 
   “Avi, it’s all right. We can stay here.”
 
   Avitus did not reply. He was breathing hard, as if he had been running.
 
   Julian sat beside him, cradling him, one arm around his shoulders, ignoring his own pain. He stared into the darkness. A forest stood before him, but it was an impossibility. He knew, roughly, where they were—on the low hills that ran southward. These hills held farmsteads, not forests. Yet there stood the trees.
 
   Ridiculous, unbelievable trees. Slender pine trees, their branches growing together so thickly a bat could not weave between them. The smell of pine was so strong it masked even the stench of the battlefield. No such forest grew anywhere in Thrace, he was sure of it.
 
   Avitus was falling asleep. Julian could feel him relax and slump down. The night air was still warm from the day’s heat, so there was no need to cover him. Julian lay down beside him. His body throbbed with aches, but a deeper hurt cut into him.
 
   He had lost his Legion. Lost his comrades. Lost the battle. Perhaps he had even lost Rome. The thought of those monsters in the streets of Constantinople, rampaging through homes, tore at him more painfully than any of his wounds.
 
   He pushed the images aside, only to confront the questions that had been lurking. How had he survived? Why had the goblins not seen him? Why had Avitus collapsed even though he seemed to be unhurt? And where had this forest come from? Even as he supposed magic was the answer to every question, it was no sort of answer at all.
 
   He stared up into darkness. He could feel fatigue overtaking him. His mind gradually gave up its writhing and he could do no more than lie on his back, watching the red moon crawl across the blank sky.
 
    
 
   Morning dawned as red as the moon.
 
   Julian awoke to see Avitus standing up, looking eastward. Julian got to his own feet with a groan. The pain across his back was a bright fire. 
 
   His head was spinning, so it took a moment to realize something was different.
 
   “Where is the forest?” he said. “There was one here last night.”
 
   Avitus nodded.
 
   “A forest ought not do that, pop in and pop out again. It’s not proper.” 
 
   “It’s not proper,” Avitus said, “it’s magic.”
 
   “Of course it is. But why? And who did it? Oh!” Understanding struck him. “This forest could stop anything.”
 
   “Even goblins,” Avitus said.
 
   “Even goblins. And the only reason to make such a wall would be if there was someone to save.”
 
   “The Legion.”
 
   “Let us hope so, Avi.” Julian could not bring himself to say their names, but the faces of Marcus and Inglena flashed vividly before him. If the Legion—if they—had survived, then there was something yet to hope for. 
 
   He looked around in all directions. To the east, the rising sun was just cresting the mountains, throwing long shadows. To the north and west, devastation. The earth was mottled with bodies, as if the skin of the earth were stricken by a pox. All plants had been trampled and all animals slain. South and east lay Hadrianopolis, the next victim of the Horde. Further to the south stood Constantinople, unaware of her pending fate.
 
   “Avitus,” Julian said, “we need to talk.”
 
   “Yes, master,” Avitus said, “we do, but first let us find the Legion.”
 
   Julian nodded. It made sense. He was heartened that it made sense because it meant he was at least able to think that clearly.
 
   “Do we still need to hold hands?” he asked. He meant it to sound sarcastic but the words came out innocent.
 
   Avitus took a long look in all directions. “No,” he said finally, “I’m not sure where the goblins have gone, but all I see are dead bodies.”
 
   Julian looked in turn and saw the same. “Damn us all,” he said softly, “the Gniva has taken them to Hadrianopolis.”
 
   Avitus shot him a wan look. Julian’s lips tightened.
 
   “The city will not stand against them,” he said.
 
   They both looked to the southwest, searching for signs of anything at all. 
 
   “We should go,” Avitus said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   It took them most of the morning to locate the camp. The way was not difficult. The underbrush was thin and the hills not especially steep. But Julian stumbled repeatedly, and they had to stop to rest multiple times. When they finally reached the rendezvous camp, on the back side of a ridge, Julian sank to his knees.
 
   “Too late,” he said.
 
   There was no mistaking the scene. Tents had been struck. Wagons were abandoned, their contents emptied. All the horses were gone. There was no sign of fighting.
 
   “They left us?” Avitus wondered.
 
   “We took too long.”
 
   “They were supposed to wait.”
 
   “I’m sure they did. But how long should they wait? A month? A week? A day, an hour? We never talked over that point.” Julian shook his head. “Stupid of me.”
 
   “You had other things on your mind.”
 
   “It was part of the battle plan, Avi. It should have been the only thing on my mind.”
 
   “Don’t get angry,” Avitus said, holding up a hand.
 
   “I’m not angry with you. I’m angry with me. I’m angry with those damned creatures.”
 
   Avitus held his hand out. “Let me help you stand,” he said. “We should look for food.”
 
   There wasn’t much, but they managed to locate some hard bread in one place, a partly-full wine sack in another. 
 
   “Things dropped or forgotten,” Avitus said. “Thank Fortune for accidents.”
 
   “And thank men for the rest. Look.”
 
   He pointed to a pole that had been planted in the ground. It had a short crossbar, from which was suspended a Roman helmet. Julian went over to it.
 
   “It’s a cohort standard,” he said, “but the banner’s gone. I wonder…” He lifted the helmet off, looked inside, and pulled out a small piece of vellum. He read the writing he found there.
 
   “Constantinople. M. Salvius.”
 
   He looked at Avitus, who was startled to see tears in his master’s eyes.
 
   “He lives, Avi. The Legion lives.” He took a ragged breath and wiped at his face. “There is hope.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
 
   Favored by the Gods
 
    
 
   They remained at the empty camp that night. Julian wanted to leave immediately. Avitus argued with him, then relented. When Julian could not make it more than a hundred yards without staggering, he agreed to rest and leave in the morning. The two arose with the sun and set out, moving at a steady walk.
 
   They traveled along the western flanks of the hills, moving in and out of stands of chestnut and oak. Avitus worried they might be seen, but the mountains to their left were too rugged to travel concealed among the heavy pine. On the right lay scattered farms and easy paths, with the Via Hadriana in the distance. Lines of dust rose from that direction. Outrunners. So he and Julian kept to the trees, sometimes hurrying across open meadows of grass and hornbeam, trudging under the pale blue sky in which wheeled a few hawks hunting mice. Avitus could not help feeling sympathy with the mice.
 
   The heat of the afternoon sapped both men’s strength, and Julian finally agreed to stop in a stand of cherry trees watered by a little stream. The trees provided heavy green shade. Julian drank watered wine, ate a piece of hard bread, and eagerly devoured a handful of cherries Avitus found. The two spoke little. For his part, Avitus could barely resist simply lying down to sleep. Fatigue pulled at his bones.
 
   He sat leaning against the rough bark of the cherry tree, while Julian sat on a flat rock near the stream. Julian kept staring at him. Avitus waited him out.
 
   “You were not injured, little bird,” Julian said at last.
 
   “Bumps and scrapes,” Avitus said.
 
   “We lost our horses.” Julian’s eyes went unfocused. “I remember that much. You were at my side.” He frowned. “In my way; I remember shaking you off. Then something … no, that’s all.”
 
   Avitus opened his mouth to speak, shook his head, and said nothing.
 
   “Then I woke up. I remember that well enough,” Julian said. “We were surrounded by monsters. How is it you were not hurt?”
 
   “It was because they could not see me,” Avitus said.
 
   “What do you mean? How?”
 
   Avitus took a breath. “Because I made it so. Then I made it so for you as well.”
 
   Julian shifted on the stony ground. 
 
   “You remember the night of the battle?” Avitus asked. “After the fighting?”
 
   A shadow passed across Julian’s face. He drew a ragged breath and said, “Yes.”
 
   Avitus gave Julian a moment to grieve yet again for the dead. He was going to press on, but Julian spoke first, his head lowered.
 
   “The goblin looked right at me and did not see me. Did not see us.”
 
   “Yes. Then we walked across the battlefield, past thousands of them.”
 
   “They were sleeping,” Julian said. 
 
   “Not all.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “They never saw us. I had my hand on your arm, do you remember? I told you not to let go.”
 
   “I remember.” Julian picked up a pebble and tossed it into the stream. “Avi … invisible?”
 
   Avitus nodded.
 
   “How?”
 
   “I can’t describe it. I have to think about it; it doesn’t just happen.”
 
   “How long?”
 
   “I can manage an hour or two, if I have to. I get tired, after.” He shrugged.
 
   “No, I mean, how long have you been able to do this?”
 
   Avitus did not answer right away. Now he came to it, he realized this was the real reason he had been reluctant to speak.
 
   “I’m not sure. Since last year, maybe longer.”
 
   “You don’t know? Don’t you do something? Say magic words? Wave your arms?”
 
   “It happened … I don’t know. At first, I thought merely that I had hidden. Then, at the White Dog, someone looked right at me—I was experimenting, thinking I’d learned a trick—and I realized he couldn’t see me at all.”
 
   Julian shook his head slightly, his lips tight. “A year,” he said.
 
   The secret was part way out now, and there was no use trying to conceal the rest.
 
   “I told the Lady Helena.”
 
   “Hmph.”
 
   “She’s the one who told me to keep it secret. To use my ability to help keep you safe.”
 
   “Naturally.” Julian did not try to hide a bitter tone.
 
   “That was my job!” Avitus protested. “It’s what I’m supposed to do.”
 
   “I had supposed you were my friend.”
 
   Avitus blanched at that. “I am,” he said, leaning forward, hands extended like a supplicant. “But I also belong to the family.”
 
   “One comes before the other, seemingly.”
 
   Avitus rocked back. His heart was going out of him.
 
   “I am truly sorry.”
 
   Julian smiled, but Avitus knew that smile. An ungenerous smile.
 
   “Plotinus,” Julian said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That’s how we escaped. His men went right past us, at the gates.”
 
   “Yes.” Avitus reeled inside, could manage only the barest response, like a fighter covering up under an advancing foe.
 
   “You had your hand on my arm.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You said not to let go.”
 
   Avitus nodded. “There was no time … I couldn’t let you be arrested!” His voice pleaded, but his eyes looked away.
 
   That laugh again, cold as iron.
 
   “Not the only time, I’m thinking.”
 
   “No,” Avitus whispered.
 
   “All this time,” Julian said, “I thought it was me. Julian the Clever, who can get out of every scrape!” He threw another pebble, far. “Is Tykonos in on this comedy, too?”
 
   Avitus looked up. “No. Never!”
 
   “My dear mother’s secret, then.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And yours. What a fool I’ve been. Julian the Fortunate, favored by the gods!”
 
   Avitus wanted to say that wasn’t true, that Julian had many times outwitted and outfought his opponents. That he was by far the smartest man he knew. None of those words came.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” he said.
 
   Julian stood. “Quiet for a while,” he said. “Leave me be.” He took a few steps away.
 
   “Master ….”
 
   Julian gestured impatiently. “I won’t go far,” he growled.
 
   Avitus stayed silent and listened to the wailing of his heart.
 
   Julian did not go far. He stood apart, under the cherry trees, and Avitus did not dare to disturb him. When he returned, he said, “Let’s go,” and picked up his pack.
 
   Avitus tried to apologize again, but Julian waved it away.
 
   “You did what you thought best,” he said as they set out. The sun was low in the west. “I am not angry with you. I’m angry with myself.”
 
   Avitus tried to puzzle that out on his own, for Julian was obviously wrapped in his own thoughts, walking in long strides. His master had blamed himself for too many things—for the long retreat, for the Legion’s many losses, for his failure at Oppidum, for his failure with Valens, even for the Horde getting across the Great River. Now he was taking this onto his shoulders, too.
 
   Avitus adjusted the heavy pack. This would not do. He did not need a Julian full of self-doubt. He needed his master to be confident, even arrogant. That was the Julian who really had escaped from many a tight spot. That was the Julian who knew how to fight on the docks and the back alleys, who dared to gamble with the highest stakes, who never flinched. Because the road was only going to get rockier.
 
    
 
   Julian moved more slowly after the cherry grove, as if he were carrying a new burden. The sun bore down cruelly and both men sweat under its heat, but Julian looked pale instead of flushed. There was little enough to eat that night, but Julian ate only a portion of it. Avitus fretted helplessly. He tried to see to Julian’s hurts, but his master swatted him away. Soon after, Julian fell asleep.
 
   Groaning woke Avitus. The Scythian turned over and groaned himself. He had never kept up his invisibility as long as he had back on the battlefield, and the effort had cost him. Weariness sat on his chest like a stone. He opened an eye and saw the sky was beginning to lighten in pre-dawn. He tried to go back to sleep but Julian kept making noise. Muttering, he sat up. 
 
   Avitus had wadded up an officer’s cape as a makeshift pillow. In the half-light he saw Julian’s head had lolled off it and was at an uncomfortable angle. He moved Julian’s head then snatched his hand back with a gasp.
 
   Julian’s flesh was hot. Avitus leaned closer. His master’s breath was rapid, shallow, like a sick dog. 
 
   “Water,” Avitus muttered, “and food.” The bleeding had finally stopped, but infection was now an enemy. He stood.
 
   “No travel today, master,” he said quietly.
 
   Julian groaned, then spoke without opening his eyes. “Can’t stop. Get … river. Ghobellensi … can’t swim.” The wheezing giggle that followed alarmed Avitus.
 
   “I have to go, master. You must stay.” He fought back a wave of despair. “I’ll be back. You stay here. Say it back to me.”
 
   Julian whispered. “You come back. I stay.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Tired, Avi.”
 
   “I know.” He turned away, ignoring the tears that started in his eyes. “I’m going to find food.”
 
   He walked away quickly, trying to persuade himself he was not making a mistake.
 
   “A farm,” he told himself. “You’re no woodland forager. Find a farm.”
 
   He scanned the countryside, just beginning to appear as the eastern sky blushed red. Westward lay the broad plains of Thrace. Farms would be there, but there also were goblins. South, then.
 
    
 
   He was back before mid-day. He had found a farm in the next valley. No people were there, but he found food, water, wine, and best of all, a donkey. He loaded the beast with bread, dried meats, water bags, wine skins, fruits, and some vegetables with which he bribed the donkey into returning at a good clip. The fear that Julian would awaken and wander away haunted him, but once he reached the stand of trees, he saw that Julian had scarcely moved.
 
   Avitus hobbled the donkey, unloaded his treasures, and tended to his master. He produced a cloth, dampened it with water, wiped away the sweat from Julian’s face and neck. He talked as he did so, as much to keep despair at bay as to say anything meaningful. At intervals he tried, with little success, to get his master to eat or at least to drink. He settled for squeezing drops from the rag onto Julian’s lips.
 
   Cleaning the wounds took more than an hour. He carefully peeled away armor and clothes, revealing a number of lesser wounds on chest and arms. He quickly went through the cloths. All were blood-stained by the time he rolled Julian over to tend to his back. There he found the culprit—a long gash that ran from shoulder to hip, not deep but the flesh was swollen and inflamed. When he touched the wound, Julian flinched and cried out. It took Avitus most of an hour to get the thing properly cleaned. He made better progress once Julian passed out.
 
   At the end of the ordeal, Avitus indulged in meat and wine accompanied by hard cheese and an apricot. He gave a generous helping of grain to the donkey, along with part of an apple. The beast seemed grateful. At least he stayed quiet.
 
   The fever held Julian for another full day. The first night, he was restless and raving. He cried out for his soldiers, for a drink, for Avitus, for Inglena. Once he called for his father, then broke into a long string of curses.
 
   Avitus got little sleep.
 
   The next day was an unbroken misery of worry and tending and more worry. When he was not inspecting and cleaning wounds, he was trying to keep Julian cool. There was nothing to be done about the heat, but he kept urging his master to drink water. The rest of the time, he watched for goblins.
 
   He saw outrunners twice—dark bands moving like herd animals in the valley, but they did not come near. In the distance, in the direction of Hadrianopolis, the sky was still tinged rust red.
 
   The second night, Julian quieted and Avitus slept.
 
    
 
   The sun awakened him. Feeling direct rays on his face, he instantly knew the hour was late. His eyes opened and he scrambled to his feet, disoriented, looking around wildly.
 
   “Morning, little bird.”
 
   There sat Julian, leaning against a tree. His face was still pale as washed linen, but his eyes were clear and his voice strong.
 
   “Do we have anything to eat?” Julian asked. “I may starve.”
 
   They ate. Julian wanted to get going.
 
   “We have to get to the City,” he said, “before the Horde does. But after he ate some more, and drank some watered wine, he fell asleep again. 
 
   Avitus took the time to get everything packed, and loaded onto the donkey. Julian woke again in the early afternoon.
 
   “Your color is better,” Avitus said, seeing Julian’s eyes open.
 
   “I hurt all over.” Julian adjusted himself, yelped in pain, but got carefully to his feet. “I think my hair hurts.”
 
   Avitus let a quick smile visit his lips. “I have the donkey ready,” he said.
 
   “Donkey?” Julian looked around and spotted the animal. “Well done, Avi. What’s its name?”
 
   “I did not name her,” Avitus replied.
 
   “No?”
 
   “We’ve not had good fortune with our named animals.”
 
   Julian winced at that.
 
   “Sorry,” Avitus said.
 
   “Don’t be,” Julian said. “If not naming her keeps the beast alive, then all to the good.”
 
   They set out. Julian was sometimes coherent, but for much of the day he did little more than wander. Something would catch his eye and he would declare it was Marcus, or Inglena, or the Legion’s standard, and veer in that direction. Avitus would grab the donkey by the lead, and Julian would follow meekly.
 
   Goblins were strangely absent. In one of his more lucid moments, Julian supposed that Hadrianopolis had drawn the entire Horde to itself.
 
   “They loot, Avi,” Julian said. They had halted under the canopy of a tall elm tree, seated on dry stubble of grass next to the enormous tree trunk. The day was well gone; the air lay heavy with old, dry smells. Julian continued after a moment.
 
   “Animals don’t loot.”
 
   “They feast, though,” Julian said. He lay on his stomach. “Wild dogs will gather at a corpse.”
 
   Avitus winced at the words. “True, but then the goblins would still be at the battlefield, devouring corpses.”
 
   “Maybe they are.”
 
   “I hope so,” Avitus said. “That is, I don’t hope … but it would slow them.” He stumbled to a stop, overwhelmed by memories of the battlefield.
 
   Julian did not answer. He was climbing laboriously to his feet.
 
   “Perhaps they are doing both,” Avitus said. “The gods know there are enough of them.”
 
   Julian was drifting away again. He stood, squinting into the far distance.
 
   “Is that the Gniva?” He took a step. “I saw a flash of red.”
 
   “We need to get to the City, do you remember, master?” Avitus stood up as well. “We should find a place before nightfall.”
 
   “There. I saw it again! Did you see it?” Julian’s eyes were too bright.
 
   “I was looking the other way,” Avitus said. He sighed. “Let’s go, then. Our way lies south in any event.”
 
   They passed from the elm’s shade into the golden heat of the August sun.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
 
   A Thousand Wounds
 
    
 
   Inglena walked alongside Thrasimund. No warriors rode now. The hundred or so horses that still lived were used to carry supplies or to bear the wounded. So, the Therving warriors walked, most of them leading their own war horse as it bore packs or pulled carts.
 
   Rixen walked among them. Few struck up a friendly conversation, but all Thervings ate together and camped together. Battle had not killed all prejudice, but it had ended Exile for good. The People were united. What remained of them.
 
   As they had for the past several days, since the battle, the three leaders ate the mid-day meal together. By nightfall, everyone was too tired even to think, so they consulted at mid-day. Today, Marcus arrived with a change in plans.
 
   “We have to move down to the Via Hadriana,” he announced, “the main road.”
 
   Thrasimund looked up, his mouth still full, his question smothered by bread.
 
   Marcus nodded in reply. “Risky, I know, but we gamble no matter what.” He was keenly aware he spoke in the same way Julian would have. He winced slightly; every memory of Julian or Ennius stabbed at him like a knife. He glanced at Inglena.
 
   “The Horde,” she said.
 
   “Scattered,” Marcus said. “Your scouts report the same as mine. The goblins are looting the countryside, not marching. At most, we would face outrunners.”
 
   No one mentioned that they might just as likely face the Gniva and the hobs.
 
   “All the reports come from behind,” Thrasimund said slowly.
 
   “Exactly!” Marcus said, seizing on any positive note. “Hadrianopolis held them up for two days, at least, maybe longer.”
 
   Inglena and Thrasimund both nodded. They had all seen the smoke that rose high. It hung even now in the still air, an ugly smudge above the horizon to the north.
 
   “We are ahead of them now,” Marcus continued, “but not for long if we stay up here. We can’t make enough speed on these goat trails.”
 
   “We are safer up here,” Thrasimund said, “where we can pull back among the trees.”
 
   “I do not think so,” Inglena said. Her eyes were clouded, but her voice was clear. “Every day, we risk being found. Our true hope is to get to the Roman city with its walls.”
 
   “Before the Horde does,” Marcus added.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Thrasimund sighed. “I know you are right. I wish there was another way, but every choice is an evil one.”
 
   “Not evil, Chief. Every choice is a gamble. We will win this one, because we must.”
 
   He stood. The others joined him and together they looked out across the spreading plains of Thrace.
 
   “More farms down there,” Thrasimund said, as if trying to find reasons to like the plan. “More to eat.”
 
   “And we’ll make better time. A paved road for our carts, smooth ground for our feet. We’ll stay ahead of the goblins, reach Constantinople ahead of them. They’ll never take the City.”
 
   Any reply Thrasimund or Inglena might have given was choked down by misgivings. The Great River was supposed to stop the Horde. The Imperial army was supposed to stop the Horde.
 
    
 
   The Legion worked its way out of the uplands, where there were only pine forests and shepherd huts, down to the Via Hadriana, the main road from Hadrianopolis to Constantinople. This country was rich in farmland, watered by the spring run-off from the mountains and by summer storms that rolled in from the Euxine Sea. The land was a patchwork of green and gold, orchards and wheat fields, meadows and dry grass. Through this ran the Via Hadriana, arrow straight, wide enough for two carts, with graveled paths on either side—a Roman Road, brutally simple. A military road.
 
   All were cheered by the easy going, though all watched the horizon for dust clouds that might signal goblins. That day they marched until dusk. 
 
   Marcus could not sleep that night. Scouts reported goblins closer than he had expected. Alone in his small tent he went over his arguments time and again. Each time he reached the same conclusion, and each time he was not comforted.
 
   He left his tent, left the confines of the make-shift castra, and tried to walk off his worries. He paced across a fallow field under the night sky, a sky finally free of the terrible red dust of Hadrianopolis. And there she was, as if he had called to her. Black hair in the black night, highlights like fallen stars. She saw him and smiled, moon-bright. He went to her and she took his hand.
 
   “You should be asleep,” she said, still smiling.
 
   “I’m glad I’m with you,” he said. Her skin was cool and smooth, but her touch was steady as oak.
 
   “Too many worries,” she said.
 
   “Old ones and new ones. Scouts report outrunner bands less than a day away.”
 
   “Mine report the same.” She squeezed his hand. “Raiding villages … it may slow them down.”
 
   “We’re slowed too, even with the road. The horses are tired. People fall sick. The carts break down.” Why, he wondered, do I seem determined to say the worst?
 
   “We bleed from a thousand wounds,” Inglena said. “But tomorrow we go on, yes?”
 
   He sighed. “Yes.” 
 
   She put her arms around him. He lay his head on her shoulder.
 
   “Have I made a mistake?” he whispered.
 
   “You chose,” she said, “as you must do. That is what it means to lead. Julian told me this.”
 
   He pulled back to look at her. A half moon let down pale light that landed like a butterfly on her face.
 
   “When I look at you,” he said, “all my doubts vanish. When you speak, I hear the strength of the earth itself.”
 
   She laughed merrily and gathered him in again. She whispered, her lips at his ear.
 
   “My Roman is a poet.”
 
    
 
   The next day, the carts did not break, the horses ate well, and the men of the Legion sang marching songs.
 
   Even better, a group of thirty soldiers found them. A few stragglers had joined the Legion over the previous days, no more than a dozen. The new arrivals were from Hadrianopolis, from the Imperial camp, left there for one reason or another. Their arrival brought some hope there might be others. They would be found more readily, down here on the road.
 
   At mid-day, scouts reported goblins, but they were still a day away. Marcus dared to hope for a while, until that night when Inglena said her men had seen packs even closer.
 
   “It is a race now,” Marcus said.
 
   “We will heal and go faster,” she said. “We will win the race.”
 
   “A thousand wounds,” he said.
 
   “We will heal them all.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   The next day, the carts did not break, the horses ate well, and the men of the Legion sang their marching songs a little louder. But the scouts reported goblins in greater numbers, ever closer.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
 
   Beneath the Willow
 
    
 
   The heat bore down on Avitus unrelenting, so hot it almost hurt to have anything touch him. At night it withdrew a little, like a wolf from a campfire, but it returned as the sun cleared the eastern horizon, seeping out from the ground itself as if heat had become part of the landscape. Human beings do not belong here, he thought as he and Julian trudged under the scalded sky, this can only be home to lizards and dark spiders. 
 
   Despite his gloom, the evidence of habitation was everywhere—farms, all abandoned, flocks wandering without shepherds, now and then a villa atop a hill, and the empty Roman road which they followed at a distance, but dared not walk. They kept it in sight, but stayed among trees as much as possible. The road ran from Hadrianopolis to Constantinople, paved with stone, turning only when necessary and only just enough—a road for war. It had been built with packed and cleared paths on either side, wide enough for a legion to march in column, wide enough for its supply wagons.
 
   But there ought to have been people. Shepherds should be attending the flocks, retrieving strays with the aid of quick dogs. Farmers should be in their fields, ready with scythe and rake, dark faces darker yet under the shadow of wide-brimmed hats. The road should bustle with dog carts and wagons carrying the wealth of the towns into the countryside, and carrying the bounty of the farms back to the city. This would all be laid out in a score of colors—yellow hats and yellow hay, brown carts and brown dogs, green trees, white and gray smocks trimmed with green or blue or yellow; there would even be the occasional red cloak—but there was none of these. Only black moved in the distance, dark masses of goblins pouring across the landscape in swirls and pools and streams, like some kind of black milk thrown over the countryside.
 
   Late in the day, they came to a small valley. Poplar trees stood in an untidy row ending at a huge weeping willow and a low, stone building. The westering sun lit up the whole valley in brilliant colors. 
 
   “A farm?” Avitus wondered.
 
   “Maybe there will be food,” Julian replied. 
 
   He was stronger, day by day. The fever did not return, and the wounds, as ugly as some were, showed no sign of infection.
 
   “And water,” Avitus said, running his tongue over dry lips. “Or wine.”
 
   “Wine would be good.”
 
   “I’ll be happy with a little quiet, without goblins,” Avitus said, but when Julian shuddered in response, he said no more. 
 
   Avitus pulled at the donkey’s lead and they descended into the valley. A shoulder of one hill blocked their view for a time. A jay’s harsh call sounded from somewhere below. The trail they were following wound lazily downward and the hill shielded them from the sun low in the west, giving a little relief from the heat. The scent of dust became tinged with something else. Smoke, maybe. A hare stared at them from just outside its burrow. Its ears twitched and it disappeared in a blink. A dog, somewhere close ahead, let loose with a flurry of quick, angry barks, then screams mingled with snarls. The donkey jerked away in fear.
 
   The path wound past an immense boulder that hid the farmhouse which lay just beyond, down a final slope. The main house was surrounded by a low adobe fence pierced by a simple gate flanked by twin statues of Demeter. Just outside the gate was a large dog, a young girl, and a goblin. The dog was attacking the goblin, or trying to. Every time it charged, the monster swung a long arm, claws curved. It had connected at least once, for the dog was bleeding from a front shoulder. The girl joined the attack.
 
   “Cac,” Julian muttered as he broke into a run.
 
   “Wait!” Avitus cried as Julian darted past him. “You’re not strong enough! I can’t make you invisible, damn it!”
 
   Julian paid no heed but kept running, trying to outrun his pain. As he neared the goblin, he pulled his sword as he ran. Julian sprinted, but the girl was quick. She leaped. 
 
   The goblin was quicker. It slashed at her, one long arm sweeping around. It caught her full in the body. She caromed to one side, hitting the ground hard, crying out as she fell. The attack gave the dog an opening. It lunged and caught the goblin by one leg.
 
   Julian closed the remaining few yards and ran his sword into the goblin’s flank, stabbing upward. The beast crumpled. The dog savaged it then, realizing its enemy was dead, drew back. Still snarling, it placed itself between Julian and the fallen girl. Its eyes rolled, showing white at the edges. Its mouth was covered in saliva and blood, which dripped from yellow teeth.
 
   “Don’t hurt him! Don’t hurt him!” the girl screamed. Julian looked at her. She tried to get up, yelped, fell back, then cried out again, “He won’t hurt you! Good dog! Here, Bucephalus!”
 
   The dog edged toward the girl. Julian stood, sword in hand, above the goblin, panting hard. The pain was starting to catch up with him. Avitus came running up.
 
   “Are you hurt, girl?” Julian asked.
 
   “Oh, Bucephalus, you brave dog,” the girl said. Then she looked to Julian. “He’s hurt, can’t you see?”
 
   “Listen to me,” Julian said firmly, “Are you hurt?”
 
   “Yes, I’m hurt. It hit me.”
 
   “I mean, can you stand? Can you run?”
 
   “Yes.” The girl got to her feet carefully, looking all around. “Why?”
 
   “Was there just this one? Are there others?”
 
   “No, just this one. He was in the house.” She frowned. “Why are you just standing there? My dog’s hurt.” She sounded more petulant than angry.
 
   “There are others,” Julian said. “Goblins don’t travel alone.” He looked around quickly. He took in the bare hillside, the farm, the tall poplar trees, the big willow standing over the little stream.
 
   “Come on,” he said, “we have to hide.”
 
   “But …”
 
   “Not now. There are more. They will kill us if they find us. Hide now.”
 
   He motioned, not willing to put a hand on her with the dog nearby. 
 
   He led them to the willow tree. It was over thirty feet tall, with an enormous drapery of weeping branches that trailed right down to the ground. Julian put an arm in and parted the leaves like a curtain.
 
   “Why not the house?” Avitus asked as he went inside.
 
   “First place they’ll go,” Julian said. “I’m chancing they won’t think to look inside a tree.” He paused and looked at Avitus. “Where’s the donkey?”
 
   “Damn thing wouldn’t run.”
 
   Avitus knelt and waved the girl inside. The dog refused until its owner called.
 
   “Here, Bucephalus. Good dog.”
 
   It obeyed, and Julian followed after.
 
   The willow made a canopy over them, the leaves so thick only a diffused green light shone through. The air inside was still and hot. The stream made a liquid whisper around the willow’s roots. The ground was damp and soft.
 
   Julian weaved suddenly and knelt. He pretended to have done it intentionally and spoke to the girl.
 
   “What’s your name?” he whispered.
 
   “Petra,” she replied, also in a whisper.
 
   “Hello, Petra. My name is Julian and that’s Avi.”
 
   “This is Bucephalus.” She stroked the dog’s broad head. “He’s hurt.”
 
   “We’ll help, but first you must listen. Goblins are coming. If we are completely silent, and very lucky, the goblins won’t find us. Do you think you can be silent until they are gone?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Bucephalus must be quiet, too. No growling.”
 
   “No growling,” she told the dog. Then to Julian she said, “We have hidden from the claw monsters before.”
 
   Julian’s eyebrow went up and he glanced at Avitus, who shrugged. Julian swayed. Avitus frowned, expecting to see his master topple over at any moment.
 
   “All right,” Julian said. “From now on, until I say, make no sound at all.”
 
   “Wait,” Petra said. She knelt beside the dog and whispered at its ear, then stood again and nodded.
 
   They waited. The dog was panting, so Petra brought water to him in handfuls. She also washed the blood from his jowls. Julian used a bit of cloth to clean the wound, which was not deep. He was still at this when he heard the thump and scrape that marked the peculiar gait of the monsters. He put one hand on Petra’s shoulder, but she had already frozen in place, her arm around the dog’s neck.
 
   The sounds grew louder. Julian tried to guess at their number, but could only conclude there were several. Merely standing was too nerve-wracking, so he tried to guess where they were, to keep them in front of him. Thuds and scrapes marked them as still outside the house. Soon, though, the goblins went in. There followed a racket as they moved through the rooms. Julian glanced at Avitus. Both men had swords at the ready.
 
   The sounds inside came back outside. A shape appeared at the leafy curtain. Julian looked worriedly at the dog. He could see its hackles rise, but it remained silent.
 
   The setting sun shone down the little valley, silhouetting the goblin. It stood in profile, outlined so clearly he could see its tongue slither out from its mouth. That same bright sunlight was, he knew, shining brilliantly on the willow’s leaves, making of them a shimmering wall.
 
   Heartbeats trudged by. The air was so thick it was more fit to drink than to breathe. At any moment the dog might move, the girl might cry out, the goblin burst through. Julian felt as if he stood on the edge of a knife balanced at the edge of a cliff.
 
   The goblin moved away. A moment later, thuds resounded from all around. For an instant, Julian’s brain screamed, but in the next breath he heard the sounds recede. The goblins were leaving. 
 
   When they were barely audible, Petra looked up at him. He put one finger to his lips. He waited until the sounds had faded into silence, then waited some more. Then he peered between the leaves.
 
   “All right,” he said at last. “They’re gone.”
 
   The four emerged from the willow’s canopy into the long, golden slant of the sun. Julian could see no movement anywhere, no telltale cloud of dust. “Come on,” he said, “there may be food inside.”
 
   The farmhouse was a single-level home, much like thousands of others across Thrace and Moesia. This family was wealthier than most, with tile rather than thatch for a roof, a simple portico over the entrance, an arch supported by columns at the front gate. The fine wooden door stood open, hanging askew with deep gouges on its surface.
 
   Petra did not move. Her eyes were still wide, her fists clenched at her sides. Small shudders ran through her. Avitus knelt beside her.
 
   “You hungry?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Food inside, maybe.” 
 
   After a moment, she gasped, like a swimmer coming up for air. Bucephalus leaned into her.
 
   “Food?” she said.
 
   “Sure,” Julian said. “If not, we have some. If we can find the donkey.”
 
   She moved at last, in small steps. She looked up at Julian. Her hands unclenched.
 
   They eyed one another as they ate, though. The girl looked suspicious, which Avitus thought showed good judgment. She was small and rather thin, but something about her spoke of toughness and endurance. He did wonder about that dog.
 
   “Are you a soldier?” she asked, eying Julian.
 
   Julian shifted uncomfortably, as if he were sitting on something sharp. 
 
   “I used to be,” he said. He poked at the fire, watching orange sparks drift upward.
 
   She cocked her head. “What happened?”
 
   He placed another stick onto the flames. “I lost my army.”
 
   “Oh,” she said, “that’s too bad.” She reached over and scratched the dog behind one ear. “That’s what happened to Bucephalus, too. He lost his army.”
 
   “He’s a war dog?” Avitus asked.
 
   “Uh huh.” Then, after a moment, she added.  “I saw an army, once.”
 
   Julian said nothing. The dance and crackle of the fire was soothing. It helped quiet the roar of thoughts that churned inside him, but the girl’s voice cut across it.
 
   “It was back home.” She raised her head to explain. “In Hadrianopolis. Before.”
 
   She did not have to explain before what.
 
   Avitus put two small logs on the fire, which now burned a warm yellow, and rocked back on his heels. He looked at her, so small, like a bit of flotsam washed up on the brown shore of the dog.
 
   “You saw the Imperial army?” 
 
   “Uh-huh. You never seen so many soldiers. And horses. And spears and banners and helmets and tents and oh, it was grand, it was.”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   “What? It’s true!”
 
   “I don’t doubt you,” Julian said quickly. “I was there, too.”
 
   “You were?”
 
   “Yes. I was one of those soldiers.”
 
   “Oooh. Maybe I saw you.”
 
   “Maybe. I left early.”
 
   “Not me. I stayed up on the wall—we ain’t s’posed to be there, but I got a secret place.” Her chin tilted up a little.
 
   “I bet you do.” A smile crept onto Julian’s face, then vanished quickly, as if startled to be there.
 
   Petra’s lower lip thrust out. “I do so. I got four, and one so secret nobody knows it, ‘cept for Bucephalus.” She patted the dog on his back. His big head rose, surveyed the room once, then eased back down again.
 
   “I watched until the whole army marched away,” she continued. “It took a long time. I was going to wait till they came back, only they didn’t come back. Only the monsters came back.”
 
   “They’re called goblins,” Julian said.
 
   “Goblins.” Petra said the word as if tasting it. Her nose wrinkled. “I don’t like that word.”
 
   Avitus said, “You were there when the goblins came?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “How did you escape?”
 
   “I left,” she said with a shrug. “Bucephalus helped. He killed two of them. The city was on fire.”
 
   “Then what?”
 
   She looked at Avitus with the disdain of youth. “I kept going, ‘course. Then I met you two. Say, is he all right?” She nodded in Julian’s direction.
 
   “He’s sad,” Avitus said.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Many of his friends have died.”
 
   “Oh,” Petra said. “Mine too, I guess, only I don’t have many.”
 
   “Where were you going, before we found you?”
 
   She brightened visibly. “Constantinople.”
 
   “That’s a good plan,” Avitus said.
 
   “I’m going to find my mother.”
 
   “She’s in Constantinople?” Avitus asked. “Not in Hadrianopolis?”
 
   “Ain’t nobody in Hadrianopolis no more, I s’pose. But my mama went to Constantinople with a man. He’s a soldier—but not in the army,” she added hastily, as she realized the implication of that. “He’s in the City Guard or something. I bet.”
 
   “Is he your father?” Avitus asked gently.
 
   “I don’t think so. It was a long time ago.”
 
   Julian exchanged glances with Avitus.
 
   “Anyway, I’ll find out soon, I bet.”
 
   Julian moved closer. The fire was strong and no longer needed tending. It threw light in wide shimmers across the room. He faced Petra, who was now sitting up.
 
   “We are going that way ourselves,” he said.
 
   Avitus glared his displeasure.
 
   “To Constantinople?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How far way is it? I’ve been walking for days.”
 
   “More days,” Julian said. “I’m not really sure where we are, but I’m guessing about halfway between Hadrianopolis and the City. So, still a long way to go, and no idea where the goblins are.”
 
   Petra shivered. She put one hand on the dog, who sighed deeply.
 
   “That’s a bit blunt, don’t you think?” Avitus said.
 
   “This is no time to be delicate,” Julian said. “Besides,” he nodded at Petra, “she’s tough. Anyone can see that.”
 
   Her head lifted a little at the praise.
 
   “You bet,” she said, “and Bucephalus is strong.”
 
   “And you are both brave,” Julian went on, “but there are many goblins. We have to get to the City before they do, or the gates will be closed.”
 
   “I can climb walls.”
 
   “Not these walls. These are not broken down. And they are so high, even goblins cannot jump over them.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “Sure as sure. I’ve seen the walls, and I’ve seen goblins jump.”
 
   “Good.” Her face hardened. “That’s good.” 
 
   Avitus had had enough. He leaned over to Julian and whispered, though not very quietly. “We can’t bring her.”
 
   “Petra,” Julian said, “go fill your water bag. You’ll need it for the journey.”
 
   “I already … oh,” she said. “Come on, Bucephalus. The old people want to talk about us.” She managed to emphasize both “old” and “people” equally. The dog followed.
 
   “We can’t bring her!” Avitus repeated without waiting for her to get beyond hearing.
 
   “I know,” Julian said.
 
   Avitus recognized the tactic. “Then why tell her where we are going?”
 
   Julian leaned against the wall of the hut.
 
   “We need to find the donkey,” he said. “I’m not strong enough to carry much.” 
 
   “I don’t much like the idea of wandering the hills looking for it,” Avitus said.
 
   “Nor do I. Like as not, the goblins have found it by now anyway.”
 
   “Bucephalus can carry a pack. He’s strong.” Petra was in the doorway.
 
   “You were told to get water,” Avitus scolded.
 
   “I already got water.” She tilted her chin up at him.
 
   “Disrespectful girl,” Avitus said.
 
   “We can go then?”
 
   “We can’t,” Avitus declared, as firmly as he could. To Julian he said, “She is only a child. Think where we are going!”
 
   “I cannot leave her, Avi. Not her, not anyone. Not again.” He faced Avitus squarely, his features in shadow. “You say, think where we are going. I say, think where we are.”
 
   “She should go into the mountains, get to a safe place.”
 
   “There are no safe places,” Julian said. “There are only places to stand and fight.”
 
   Petra yawned.
 
   “It’s late,” Julian said. “We should sleep. We need to be away from here by sunrise.”
 
   Petra nodded, then settled into her dog. Julian waited, watching until her breathing slowed.
 
   “Would that I could drop off so fast,” he said after only a couple of minutes.
 
   Avitus barely glanced at the girl and her dog.
 
   “You need to eat,” he said to Julian. “Meat.”
 
   “I know,” Julian said, his voice suddenly weak. “I will. But this girl, she’s important.”
 
   “She’s just a stray orphan.”
 
   “She’s a little fragment of Rome, Avi. Like the farms we’ve seen, like the army, like this farm. I am tired, Avi, but even more I am tired of retreating. I’m tired of giving up pieces of Rome to these beasts.
 
   “So, no more. I’m not losing anyone else, not even another donkey.” He chuckled at that, but it sounded distressingly like a wheeze.
 
   “That’s enough, master,” Avitus said. “Lie down. Sleep.”
 
   Julian laid down, but he was still restless.
 
   “Avi, I’ve got a notion.”
 
   “Sleep, master.”
 
   “I need to talk to you about it.”
 
   “Not now.”
 
   “It’s …” His voice grew thicker. “… Crazy idea … a gamble ….”
 
   “Quiet.” Avitus put his hand to Julian’s forehead. The fever had not returned, but his master’s skin was clammy.
 
   “Concerns you, too.”
 
   “I know, Julian,” Avitus said. “I know.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
 
   The Villa of Rullianus
 
    
 
   The company of four left at sunrise. Avitus gave them some bread and apricots. They walked along at a good pace, which encouraged him. His master tried to shoulder one of the packs, but soon had to give that up. The one shoulder hurt him too much, and the weight on the other merely aggravated the wound. Petra took the pack and, with a little work, managed to strap it to the dog.
 
   They stopped to rest many times. Each time, Julian stood for long minutes staring westward at the dark shapes moving in the distance. Sometimes the shapes were so far away, only their dust cloud showed. Those were the better times. When the goblins themselves could be seen, the girl shrank away and hid her head in the dog’s heavy flesh. At these times, Julian declined to rest, pushing everyone to keep moving.
 
   Avitus took the heaviest pack and told himself he was glad to do it, though by the end of the day he was tired and sore, and had to force himself to build a fire and prepare food. He was a little surprised to find himself grateful for Petra’s help as she ran off to fetch water and firewood. Julian slept poorly that night, crying out more than once, waking everyone.
 
   Petra tried more than once to get Julian to talk to her, but for all her chirps and smiles, he did little more than nod or grunt in response. At last she gave up and turned her attention to Avitus.
 
   “I don’t think he likes me,” she said. The four of them walked in their usual formation, with Avitus ahead, Julian behind, and the girl and dog flitting between. 
 
   “He does not dislike you,” Avitus said. He did not want to have to reassure this stray girl.
 
   Petra cooped up a stone as she walked. Bucephalus snuffed at it then ignored it in approval.
 
   “It’s because I’m an orphan,” she said, a few minutes later.
 
   “What is?” Avitus had been thinking about their supplies and whether he might venture down to a farm alone. He wished she would stop talking.
 
   “He’s a nobleman,” she said, glancing over her shoulder. “I’m not.”
 
   Avitus looked at her grimy face, her tangle of black hair, her ragged clothes, and laughed. “No you are not,” he agreed.
 
   Petra threw her rock into the ground and stamped her foot without breaking stride. “Don’t laugh at me!” She clenched both fists. Bucephalus growled swinging his head toward Avitus.
 
   “Better not laugh at her, little bird,” Julian said from behind. “The dog doesn’t like it.”
 
   “I wasn’t,” Avitus replied, keeping a wary eye on the dog.
 
   Petra jutted out her lower lip and said to him, “Were so.” She patted Bucephalus on his wide head and said, “Good dog.” The stub of his tail wagged twice.
 
   “Listen, girl,” Avitus began.
 
   “My name is Petra.”
 
   “Listen, Petra,” he continued heavily, “if my master did not like you, he would not have brought you along. He can be quite heartless about such things.”
 
   This was not strictly true, but he wanted the girl to show more gratitude. And less dog.
 
   “And,” he went on, “no nobleman in all the Empire is less concerned with nobility. He judges people not by their ancestors but by their words and actions. You, Miss Petra, would do well to mind yours.”
 
   “Hmph!” Petra said, and up went that chin.
 
   She did such a fine imitation of an offended lady, Avitus had to smile.
 
   “Give him more time,” he said kindly. “He has been through much, lost much, and has much still to do.”
 
   Petra thought about this for several strides, then nodded. “I can help,” she said. “So can Bucephalus.”
 
   “I begin to see that you can,” Avitus said. “May I call on you at need?”
 
   She frowned a little.
 
   “That is, will you help if I ask?”
 
   “Oh,” she said. “Yes. Bucephalus and me both. We can help lots.”
 
    
 
   They soon ran out of food. Petra complained, often and loudly, that her stomach hurt. Goblins appeared twice. Both times, Avitus insisted everyone gather close, making them invisible. Petra accepted this without much comment, except to repeat, once the danger had passed, that she was hungry.
 
   Only the dog prospered. Each day around sunset, he would trot off, to return some time later with a blood-smeared mouth and a wagging tail.
 
   “Can’t you get him to bring us a rabbit?” Avitus asked, peevishly.
 
   “Or a cow?” Julian added.
 
   Petra spoke earnestly to the dog, who listened carefully, and curled up to sleep.
 
   “We must find food tomorrow,” Avitus said to no one in particular. He repeated it, in case the gods were listening.
 
   “The bounty of the Empire,” Julian said, head down, speaking to his empty hands. “Perhaps tomorrow I should go hunt with Bucephalus. He seems to be the most successful of us.”
 
   They sank into silence, too hungry and discouraged to talk. They dragged like anchors through the night.
 
   The next morning was worse. Real pain twisted at Avitus’ gut. He began considering how he might kill Bucephalus. The efforts of yesterday drained him. 
 
   “Onward,” Julian said. 
 
   They spotted a villa later that morning, well to the south but clearly visible atop an out-thrust arm of the mountains. By mid-day details could be seen, as could a road that wound up from the lowlands. Avitus could, by squinting, make out an olive grove, some fields that had been harvested, and a low wall running around the compound of buildings that comprised the villa itself. Farmland spread down the gentle slopes.
 
   “We’ll find food there for sure,” he said to Petra. He found himself talking to the girl rather often now.
 
   “For certain sure!” she agreed. “Food for my dog, too.”
 
   “Without a doubt.” He looked back at Julian. “Perhaps we can rest there for the night?”
 
   Julian looked up. “What? Oh. Rest. Perhaps.”
 
   That passed for a complete sentence, these days. 
 
    
 
   Julian stopped them at the entrance.
 
   “Stay here,” he told them. “I have been to this place. If the owner is at home, he will trust me.”
 
   Avitus leaned against the wall. “Dio Rullianus Pictor,” he said.
 
   “That’s right,” Julian said. “This is good news. Constantinople is not far now. A day, maybe two. Stay here; I won’t be long.”
 
   Avitus sat against the wall. “I hope they have all fled,” he said.
 
   Julian nodded, then went through the gateway.
 
   The main house lay ahead, at the end of a long, graveled walkway. On the left was a small house where the villa foreman lived with his little family. Julian remembered him as a neat, prim man who was aware of his special position in the estate. On the right were stables, always full of fine horses. He took a moment to look—no horses remained.
 
   Avitus watched Julian go toward the house. He started to follow, stopped himself, and forced himself to be content with trying to watch every inch of the villa for movement. Goblins don’t lie in ambush, he told himself, but his eyes still darted this way and that.
 
   Julian had just reached the doorway beneath the portico when the dog left.
 
   “Bucephalus!” Petra hissed, but the dog ignored her. He trotted briskly toward the long, low building on the right.
 
   “Cursed dog,” Avitus muttered.
 
   Petra threw a baleful look at him, then ran after the dog.
 
   “Twice cursed child!” 
 
   Again he started forward and again he restrained himself. At least one of them should follow Julian’s instructions. He waited. His eyes flickered around the villa, and now his ears strained for any sound of scream or struggle. It annoyed him mightily that all he heard was the coo of a pair of doves.
 
    
 
   Petra returned first, the dog just behind her. He carried four sacks slung over his back like saddlebags, while the girl carried two more, along with a wide smile.
 
   “Food!” she sang out as she neared, “lots of it!”
 
   She unloaded the dog and spread the sacks, emptying contents at random, crying out “Lemons!” or “Meat!” as she did so, proud as any barbarian displaying her plunder.
 
   Avitus snatched up an apple and bit into it. The sweet juices and tart flesh exploded in his mouth. He felt his stomach roll in anticipation.
 
   For a time, neither of them spoke, never letting their mouths go empty, smiling sunnily at each other. Bucephalus snuffed up the scraps. They did not notice Julian until he was almost upon them.
 
   He walked unsteadily, barely glancing at the food. “We need to get going, Avi, before they notice the fire.”
 
   “What fire?” Avitus asked as he scrambled to his feet. “Julian?”
 
   His master turned toward the mountains and kept walking. Avitus waved one hand, which held a piece of bread. “You should eat!” He waved again. “What fire?”
 
   Julian gave no sign he heard. He stumbled, but kept his feet.
 
   Avitus cursed, looked toward the villa again, and there was the fire. Black billows spread outward from the main house, thinning up toward the sky. He cursed again.
 
   “Petra, gather up all the food and follow quick as you can.” Without waiting to hear her reply, he ran after Julian. Makes good speed for a dying man, Avitus thought. Aloud he muttered, “Cac, cac, cac, cac,” as he ran.
 
   It took only moments to catch up. Julian was at the corner of the villa wall, one hand on the masonry. 
 
   “Julian,” Avitus said, putting a hand on his shoulder, “what is wrong? What happened?”
 
   “Goblins’ll see the smoke,” Julian said. His head hung low and his voice was weak.
 
   “They’ll see, but they won’t come. They’ve never come after our campfires.” He tried to ease Julian to the ground. “Besides, you aren’t going to get very far. We have food, Julian. All we can carry.” Julian slid downward, back to the wall. “There,” Avitus said. “ Rest. Get strong. Then we’ll go on.”
 
   Julian looked up at him and Avitus’ heart recoiled. When had that face gone from thin to gaunt?
 
   “I have a plan, little bird.”
 
   “You always do, master.”
 
   “You won’t like it.”
 
   “I never do, master. But later, all right?”
 
    
 
   By evening, they had eaten twice and had managed to get a few miles up country, away from the villa. A heavy rainstorm tromped in from the southeast, drenching everyone. 
 
   They were deep among cedars by nightfall. Julian found a shallow cave where they huddled against the rain that showed no sign of easing. They struck no fire, but only sat with full, somewhat queasy bellies, ready for sleep. Avitus was drifting off when Julian began to speak.
 
   “I knew that place,” he said. His voice was quiet, but it was clear and firm. “I thought I recognized it, but I knew when I saw the owl on the portico, sitting atop a capital R made of oak branches. It belongs to a friend of my family. I visited there a few times during harvest, at just this time of year.”
 
   Avitus had been gradually easing his way down a tree trunk toward a prone position; he levered himself back to sitting.
 
   “I can still see the family, always a great tumble of children, an army of servants, tables filled with food, all presided over by Rullianus and his wife, both gracious and interesting. He was a civil servant of some kind or other.”
 
   Petra was listening as well. Avitus wondered what she thought of Julian’s rambling.
 
   “The place was just as I remembered it. I knew where to look, what I would find.” Julian paused, a hitch in his breath. “What I thought I would find.”
 
   The coolness in Julian’s voice bothered Avitus. Something bad had happened. Julian was in pain, but he was masking it. That rarely worked out well.
 
   “So. There was the owl. There was the portico, with its jolly frescoes of country life, its blue and white tiles. The entry, wide enough for whole families to greet inside its walls.”
 
   He chuckled, dry and choppy.
 
   “Not that family, though. Eleven children! I remember my father asking him why he had eleven children. ‘Because we did not want twelve!’ Rullianus had replied. I don’t think my father laughed, but I thought it funny.”
 
   The light was fading fast, but Avitus could see Julian was not speaking directly to him, nor to anyone, but was leaned back against a tree, looking upward, speaking to the heavens.
 
   “The air was cooler inside. We usually visited in August or September, and we children would flee to the marbled floors of the interior porticoes. And there it was still: the garden always in flower, the lemon trees, the laurel and bay. At the center was a fountain they had lined with jade so it appeared to be green water.
 
   “To the left, Rullianus’ fine library, private rooms above. Dining hall across. I went there, not sure why. Maybe it was the silence. The villa was ever a busy place, but now it was silent except for a steady buzz.”
 
   Julian fell silent, as if listening to that sound.
 
   “So. I went into the dining hall.” He drew a deep, ragged breath. “That’s when I smelled it, and I knew. I have learned what a dead body smells like. I have not learned much since I became a General, but I have learned that much.”
 
   Julian passed a hand over his face, rubbing at his eyes. “Petra, girl,” he said without looking, “pass me a skin of water, would you? I feel smoke in my throat.”
 
   Julian took a long drink, sat for a moment, and drank again.
 
   “So,” he said, “but I keep saying that, don’t I? I feel as if my mind keeps wandering away into the forest and I have to keep dragging it back. Or perhaps it’s my heart.”
 
   He sighed.
 
   “I knew they were dead, but I was not prepared for what I found. Goblins did not come to the villa. I found the family in the kitchen—a big place, for such a villa—and bodies lay everywhere. Rullianus. Messalla. Three of their children. Little ones, who were perhaps grandchildren. Some of the servants. He likely gave the servants the choice to stay or go; that would be like him.”
 
   “Julian,” Avitus said, “you don’t have to say….”
 
   “Yes I do, Avi. Rullianus deserves that.” Now he looked directly at him. Avitus wished he hadn’t.
 
   “He knew what was coming. Maybe he’d seen some of it. Surely he saw the outrunner bands. Had heard about the army … ah, gods!” Julian clutched at his stomach, but when Avitus moved to help, he waved him away. He thought of the desperation Rullianus must have felt, to kill his entire family. 
 
   “It comes over me suddenly, that’s all. Like a sword to the belly.” Julian straightened. “Their cuts were to the throat.” He looked at Petra. “These are harsh words for a little girl,” he said.
 
   “They’re just words,” Petra said. “I saw. Back home.”
 
   Julian nodded. “So. The buzzing was the flies, you see. Clouds of them. That’s what brought me around. I was just standing there. Weeping, I think. Not really sure. But suddenly the black clouds coming up from those poor bodies made me think of goblins finding them, of what would happen, and I couldn’t just leave it.
 
   “I keep retreating, Avi. I keep losing. I keep giving up pieces of Rome, but that was the last. I found oil and struck a fire and there is one piece of Rome the Horde cannot have.
 
   “And that’s the last. I’m not giving up anything more. You,” he took in Avitus, Petra and Bucephalus with a gesture, “you are all I have left, and they can’t have you.”
 
   His voice was as cool and stiff as iron. “I have a plan,” he said. To Petra he said, “Avi and I will talk alone now.”
 
   The girl nodded, yawning. “We’ll stay here.”
 
   Julian took Avitus out of earshot. He stopped and looked at the Scythian steadily. “I have a plan,” he said.
 
   “Yes. You said that before.”
 
   “It’s a good plan.”
 
   “I’m sure it is,” Avitus said.
 
   “But I need your help.”
 
   Avitus glanced over. The look in his eyes nearly broke his heart. “You have always had my aid.”
 
   Julian pushed his heart over a cliff. “I need you to make me invisible, Avi. Go with me, into the goblin camp. Bring me right up to the Gniva, and I will kill him dead.”
 
   Avitus nodded. His lips pressed tight together, but his gaze was steady. “I know.”
 
   “You will make me invisible, and so get me close to the Gniva.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You may not be able to keep hold of me once I get near it.”
 
   “No.”
 
   Julian walked away for a moment, his mind churning. He turned and came back to Avitus, putting his face close.
 
   “There is no hope,” he said, quietly.
 
   “There is hope, master. Hope we can do the deed. Then we turn hope over to others.”
 
   “There’s still the matter of the girl and her dog. I can’t just abandon them, but neither can we bring them into the battle.” He paused. “I may have an idea about that, but I’m not sure I like it.”
 
   Julian trailed off, then yawned widely.
 
   “We should sleep, master.”
 
   “Agreed,” Julian said. “I’m half dead, but I should let the other half sleep, anyway.”
 
   In the darkness, a small smile crept onto Avitus’ face and settled there like a butterfly.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
 
   To the City
 
    
 
   The Legion reached Constantinople the next day. Scouts had been reporting goblin packs roaming all over the countryside since dawn, so Marcus had everyone at the quick march. The ground was still soggy from yesterday’s storm, which promised to slow the Horde down, at least a little. 
 
   By noon they were coming to outlying communities—farmhouses, shops, even a few taverns. The rolling countryside obscured the City itself from view, but Marcus knew they had to be close. Refugees were everywhere, hurrying in all directions, cutting across the road, everyone getting in everyone’s way. More than once Marcus had to threaten force to get carts off the road and out of the way. It pained him to see the animals, the little children, serious and frightened. Some of these would die today.
 
   They passed between through a shallow valley and at last saw the City. Its huge walls shone white, for large stretches were faced with marble, especially at the gates. Three miles long, thirty to forty feet high, these were the biggest walls ever built. Cries of amazement came from the Thervingians. 
 
   “It is as grand as Julian said it was,” Inglena said to Marcus. “Is the whole city inside such walls?”
 
   “Not like the ones you see. Look to the right, do you see the water?”
 
   Blue water shimmered in the distance.
 
   “These walls run right down to the water there,” Marcus said, “to the Sea of Marmara. The Thessalonika Gate is there. Much of the wealth of the City comes through that gate.”
 
   “Ah,” she said. 
 
   “The City is guarded mainly by the sea,” Marcus went on. “The Sea of Marmara on one side, the Golden Horn on the other.” He added hastily, “called that for the wealth that comes into the docks there. This road,” Marcus indicated the Via Hadriana, “goes to the Charisius Gate. Runs right into the heart of the City. There are other gates.” He named them, but her eyes were glassing over.
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” he said. “We just need to get inside.”
 
   Less than a quarter mile further, a goblin band appeared on the road just ahead of them, sending people flying in every direction. A scout reported more bands were to the west.
 
   Inglena wheeled her horse and approached Marcus. Thrasimund was close behind.
 
   “We’ll take some warriors and clear the road,” she said, even as she signaled for riders. 
 
   “I’ll get our people inside,” Marcus said. “Listen for the trumpet call. One long blast, repeated. When you hear it, follow the sound to the gate.
 
   He shouted the order to the bugler to sound charge. 
 
   “To the City!” he cried.
 
   They charged. Low buildings were now on both sides of the road, though set back some distance, for it was forbidden to build next to a military road. 
 
   The goblin band numbered at least a hundred—two dozen packs running down their victims on the main road, chasing them into side roads and even into buildings. The refugees were a thousand or more, so some got away through nothing more than pure luck. Even as he ran, he saw one young couple standing hand in hand, mouths open, eyes wide, as three goblin packs raced past them. Inglena’s horsemen swept by, cutting down the goblins, and still the couple stood, frozen.
 
   “Run, you fools!” Marcus shouted at them. “Run for the gates!”
 
   His words finally moved them. He ran past, then heard the man call, “the gates are closed!”
 
   He nearly stumbled at the words. Closed? Impossible!
 
   The road sloped down the Fifth Hill toward the Charisius Gate, the main entry point from Hadrianopolis. On the west side of the road, in the open area below the walls, a fierce fight had developed between the Thervings and the goblins. Equine screams joined the sound of human screams.
 
   The Gate was just ahead. From the corner of his eye Marcus saw two goblin packs charging from his left. He shouted and gestured, and the Legion formed up to deal with them. 
 
   “Wait here, Ursinus,” Marcus said. “Hold the standard high so our people can see it. I’ll see about the gate.”
 
   He ran into the entryway. As with all the wall gates, this one sat beneath a tall tower. The gate doors were set on the inside, so any enemy would have to pass through a twenty-foot tunnel protected by arrow slits and murder holes. The doors themselves were of huge oak beams that had been treated against fire, bolted together with wide iron bands and studded with iron bolts.
 
   And they were indeed closed.
 
   Marcus would have pounded on them in a fury, but he could not get within ten feet, for a crowd was already there, shrieking, pounding, kicking. He turned away, thinking furiously. He had to get inside. Try another gate? He had a mad notion of somehow scaling the walls. His mind was turning in circles.
 
   Then, miraculously, the gates swung. The small crowd shoved their way inside even before the doors were fully open.
 
   Inside, several City Guards were being restrained by a mob of citizens. An enormously fat man in green robes stepped out from among them, gesturing.
 
   “Get your people inside,” he said, “I cannot hold this gate open for long.”
 
   Marcus waved acknowledgment, raced back outside. 
 
   “Sound the call,” he told the bugler. He looked anxiously for Inglena and Thrasimund. There were the rixen. Therving civilians streamed through the defensive perimeter set by the Romans. Goblins were on both sides, but many of the packs preferred the easier prey of fleeing locals. More goblins would come, though. 
 
   Marcus gave orders to hold for the Thervings. The bugler’s call sounded again and again, a long, wavering note that sounded like the call of an ox. The Therving civilians raced between the lines, joined by a handful of locals who seized the opportunity. Marcus was relieved to see the dazed young couple among them.
 
    After the fifth sounding, the left flank opened and Thrasimund led his surviving warriors through the lines, then the Legion itself fell back in a fighting retreat. Marcus was among the last to get inside, close-pressed by goblins. 
 
   He heard a man shout. “Get inside now, we’ll close the gate!” 
 
   He glanced back and saw it was the big man in the green robes, gesturing furiously.
 
   Marcus shouted, “Wait!” He looked again and there she was, with a hundred or more goblins between her and the gate. 
 
   “Again, bugler. Twice, then get inside.”
 
   The bugler sounded his horn two times. He looked at Marcus, lifted his chin, and sounded it a third time. Then he ran.
 
   The goblins were charging the gate. Charging at him. He pulled his sword and set himself. The metallic stink of the monsters flowed over him. 
 
   They were not quite close enough to begin their leaping when Inglena burst through, slashing away right and left. Therving warriors and rixen followed close behind, knocking goblins away, though not without losses.
 
   Marcus gasped, then gestured frantically at the gate. Inglena wheeled at his side, waving her people on. As the last of them went through, Marcus and Inglena followed. They went through the entryway; Inglena dismounted and ran to Marcus’ side, her sword ready and gleaming.
 
   Even as they did so, archers stepped forward, loosing a heavy volley. 
 
   Besides the arrows, defenders at the tunnel were jabbing spears through murder holes, and were also firing arrows. The goblins in the tunnel quickly died, and the defenders in the tower kept others from getting through.
 
   The fat man yelled orders throughout. He directed some to drag away bodies, then got the doors swung shut again. The huge tree trunk bolt slid home, and the gate was secure. Marcus stood bent over, with his hand on his knees, winded. He looked up and saw green robes. 
 
   “The other gates?”
 
   “All closed, by order of the City Prefect. These fools,” he waved a hand in the direction of the Guards, “interpreted the order rather too strictly. Are you hurt?”
 
   “I am not, and I thank you for it,” Marcus said. He stood erect. “Marcus Salvius of the Legio XII Heraclea.”
 
   The man’s eyes sat recessed between heavy brows and rounded cheeks. “Indeed?” he said. “This is extraordinary good fortune. My name is Tykonos, once of Trebizond but lately of the White Dog Inn. I flatter myself to presume our mutual friend has mentioned me. Where is Julian?”
 
   His grip was strong, and although he was sweating with the heat, he was not winded. His round face and full lips seemed to be on the edge of laughter, but his light brown eyes were reserved, calculating. His green robes were of fine silk, and gems sparkled from several rings on his fingers. Behind him crowded a dozen or more men, poorly-dressed but well-armed. They were not City Guard. They certainly were not soldiers. But they were toughs. They carried clubs openly and carelessly. An innkeeper with a gang. Interesting company you kept, Julian. Marcus’ lips compressed and his jaw tightened.
 
   “Master Tykonos,” he began.
 
   “Please,” Tykonos said. His left hand fluttered; blue gems glittered. “Let us be informal, new friends by way of our acquaintance with Julian.”
 
   “Master Tykonos, General Metellus fell at Hadrianopolis.”
 
   Tykonos paled. His eyes searched Marcus’ as if looking for some refutation. “It cannot be true,” he whispered.
 
   Something crashed hard against the gates, followed by another and another.
 
   “It is true,” Marcus said. “Our standard-bearer saw him vanish into the center of the Horde.”
 
   “Then no one saw him die?”
 
   Another crash at the gate.
 
   “Innkeeper,” Marcus said harshly, “he is gone. No one saw the emperor die either, but that doesn’t make him any less dead. Now, fetch the City Prefect to me. I’ll be checking each of the gates, so he’ll have to find me.”
 
   He turned away without a glance, never doubting his order would be obeyed. He turned to Inglena.
 
   “Where did you go?” he all but yelled. “I said clear the road, not ride off cross country!” 
 
   Inglena looked at him sharply. “We were protecting our people,” she said. “Same as you.”
 
   He had not even realized he was angry until he heard his own voice. “Sorry,” he said. “I was afraid I had lost you.”
 
   “And when I saw you standing there, I thought I’d lost you.” Now she was angry. 
 
   “The gate would have closed,” Marcus said. “You would have been trapped.”
 
   “We would have gone to another gate.”
 
   “All the gates are closed.”
 
   Her eyes widened. “Oh,” she said. Then, after a moment, “Thank you.”
 
   “I’m just glad you made it,” Marcus said. “Now we have to see to the defense.”
 
   He quickly gave orders, sending a cohort to man the gates westward, taking another east and leaving one in place. The rest he ordered to stand down, as they would be needed soon enough.
 
   “What about me?” Inglena asked.
 
   “Go with the others and find a place to camp.  We need food, water, room for the tents, and space for a hospital. Bring Ursinus, he can help with the details and the standard will lend authority.”
 
   “And you?”
 
   “I’ll see to the gates, then I’m getting up on the wall. I need to see how high these monsters can jump.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FORTY
 
   The Tower of Saturn
 
    
 
   Marcus returned to the Tower of Saturn after checking the eastward gates. He found them secured, but only lightly held. Their commanders were glad to have the help of a legion’s cohort, even undermanned. 
 
   When they learned the XII had been at Hadrianopolis, they wanted to know every detail. They had heard a thousand rumors and asked after each of them. He answered a few: yes, the Emperor Valens was dead; no, the barbarians did not conjure up monsters; yes, they could perform sorcery. He had to cut them off or they’d have him there past sunset.
 
   He returned two hours later to the Tower of Saturn, the tower that protected the Gate of Charisius. Each of the City’s five gates were ensconced beneath a strong tower that was fully twenty yards square, with room on top for a catapult and a score of archers. It rose another twenty feet above the top of the walls, with a clear line of fire along the wall’s length. Secondary fortifications stood at intervals between the main towers. Constantine’s engineers had designed the defenses to withstand attacks from armies and barbarians. They had not thought to design against monsters.
 
   He climbed the stone stairs up the tower. As hot as the day was outside, the heat inside was unbearable, as the stones served as a sort of oven. Below, men bathed in sweat as they stood atop the ceiling of the entry, shooting arrows down through murder holes.
 
   When he reached the top, the hot, humid air felt refreshing and cool. Marcus stepped down onto the wall and looked around, assessing.
 
   Civilians crowded the stairs, carrying laden sacks up and empty ones down. At the top, a soldier was trying to direct the traffic, for everyone had to pass through the narrow door. He spotted Marcus.
 
   “Salve, Tribune,” the soldier called out loudly to Marcus. Over his shoulder, even louder, “Hoy, Arrian! Officer on the wall!”
 
   The soldier returned to his directing, as civilians were starting to pile up and block the door. Marcus stepped out onto the wall and scanned its length. Ten feet wide, the wall easily accommodated soldiers, supplies, and weapons—even a few platforms built to hold a catapult. But there were no catapults, not enough soldiers and too few supplies. Instead, the wall was crowded with civilians, some of whom were carrying rocks or spears which they piled up at intervals. Far more of them were standing at the crenelation, pointing outward and talking in excited tones.
 
   He saw a total of five archers, none of whom appeared to have enough arrows. Perhaps half of them had spears. The whole gave an impression of a poorly run frontier garrison.
 
   “Salve,” a voice called. It belonged to a ruddy-faced man with light brown hair tied back, German style. 
 
   “You in charge here?” Marcus asked.
 
   “I am until the next man wants the job. Name’s Arrian Silvianus.” He reached his hand out in greeting.
 
   “Marcus Salvius.”
 
   “Oh, cac.” He lowered his hand, trying to come to a stop and attention at the same time. “Sorry, Commander.”
 
   Marcus waved it off. “No harm.” 
 
   “Commander? Are you the commander? General Metellus?” This, from a piping voice that belonged to a young man with far too many rings on his fingers and pox marks on his face.
 
   “I’m not General Metellus,” Marcus said. 
 
   The scarred face fell. “Oh dear. He should be here. Or some General or other. Bring some order to all this.” He waved one hand around in the air. “It’s disgraceful, don’t you think? Of course you do. All this riff-raff.”
 
   “I agree,” Marcus said. His lips were tight against his teeth. “Let’s start with you.”
 
   “Yes. What?” The aristocrat’s face went through gyrations of comprehension followed by indignation. “Oh! Mind your place, sir!”
 
   “This is my place and I’m minding it. This is my command and you are on my wall. Now, get off it. Soldier!” He gestured to one of the merlon-leaners. The man deigned to stand upright in response.
 
   “Get this fellow off my wall. Then report back to me. I have an assignment for you.”
 
   “It’s the Commander of the XII, you dog! Look sharp!” Arrian all but grabbed the aristocrat by his collar.
 
   “Well this is disgraceful,” the man said, wrapping himself in outrage. “I shall tell the authorities of this!”
 
   “You do that,” Marcus said, as the soldier escorted the man away. “In fact, you should tell the City Prefect.”
 
   “Sorry about that, sir,” Arrian said. “You see the problem. Every one of them thinks he has some sort of Imperial decree that says he’s allowed up here.”
 
   “We’ll run them all off,” Marcus said. He cocked his head. “I don’t remember you. What’s your legion?”
 
   “The XV. Only survivor, as far as I know. We took it hard.”
 
   “We’ll give some back then, right?”
 
   “Vere.” He flashed a broken-toothed grin.
 
   Marcus looked over the battlement at the goblins. 
 
    They ran into and out of buildings, sometimes appearing at a window or on a roof. Once in a while, a scream from somewhere below served notice that goblins had found another victim. 
 
   As Marcus watched, two packs ran into the entryway, but none came out again. He nodded with satisfaction. The men down there were doing their job.
 
   Other soldiers had gathered at adjacent crenels, also watching.
 
   “Why don’t they do nothin’?” a soldier asked.
 
   “They are doing something. They are hunting,” Marcus said.
 
   “I mean, there must be hundreds of them.”
 
   “Thousands,” said another.
 
   “Oh aye then, thousands. Whyn’t they attack, all together like?”
 
   Marcus leaned farther out. He could just manage to see straight down at the base, where two packs were scrabbling at the marble facing.
 
   “They are waiting,” he said.
 
   “Waiting for what?”
 
   Another soldier, this one from the XII, answered. “They’re waiting for the Gniva.”
 
   From further down the wall, Marcus saw Inglena approaching. She waved and he waved back, then felt self-conscious and lowered his hand, then was angry with himself for that.
 
   “I’m sorry I’m so late,” she said, hurrying up. “It took longer than I expected to get my people settled.”
 
   “Is all well?” he asked, feeling the formality in his voice.
 
   “Yes,” she said. “I put healers in a building nearby, but there are no soldiers at all. There are many—citizens, do you call them?—oh, civilians. The ones who do not fight. But they are on the wall, some with swords or spears. I believe they wish to help but mostly they get in the way and refuse to listen to my warriors. They treat us like children, Marcus, they really do.”
 
   “I’ll post a few soldiers,” Marcus said. “I can spare only a few.” He gestured along the length of the wall. “As you see. There is too much wall and too few soldiers. We may have to depend on civilians to fill the gaps.”
 
   Marcus glanced left and then right. He watched the people hauling baskets of heavy stones intended for hurling down on the enemy. There were, he noted, as many bricks and cobblestones as there were actual rocks. The City was tearing itself apart in its own defense.
 
   Inglena leaned out from the wall. Marcus did not have to. He could hear packs attacking the wall, slashing at it with their claws then running off again. Like the wall itself was a beast and might attack in turn.
 
   One of the younger soldiers looked over the side. “Hell, Commander, they think they gonna claw their way in?”
 
   Through the nervous laughter, Marcus said harshly, “You have any reason to think they can’t?”
 
   “Well, no sir, but I mean … That is, they’ll have to do a powerful lot of digging, eh?”
 
   Marcus didn’t answer. He started back toward the Saturn Tower. As he walked, he saw between the merlons larger and larger bodies of goblins swarming. The Horde was arriving. 
 
    
 
   At the Tower, a soldier leaned against the doorway. He was a hard-looking man, missing one ear and several teeth. The soldier nodded as Marcus approached, but did not come to attention.
 
   “Commander, there’s two someones to see you down below. One says he’s the City Prefect. He had a whole list of titles but that’s the one I remember. The other’s a fellow says he’s a friend of General Metellus. I wouldn’t know about that. Called himself Tykonos of somewhere or other.”
 
   “Soldier,” Marcus said. His eyebrows were low over his eyes. “What is your legion?”
 
   “The XIV,” he said. “Third Cohort.”
 
   “That was a good legion,” Marcus said, “with a good general.”
 
   “Sextus Ursicinus,” the man said.
 
   “Then honor the XIV by showing me the same respect you showed General Ursicinus. You’re in the XII now, and I’m your commander.”
 
   Suddenly abashed, the man drew himself up. “Sorry, sir,” he said. “I meant no disrespect. I … things have not been according to rule since the battle.”
 
   “Rules do not disappear just because there are no officers around,” Marcus said.
 
   The soldier took a half step back. “Aye sir. Do you have a message for the Prefect?”
 
   “Tell them to come up. They should see this.” He gestured outward from the wall. “And bring water. It’s damned hot up here.”
 
   “Yes sir,” the man of the XIV said, “at once.”
 
   After he had gone, Marcus said to Inglena, “Any other day, I would have busted him down to last rank, and fined him for good measure.”
 
   The Prefect arrived first, trailed by an aging and worried-looking assistant. Marcus greeted them with what he hoped was a friendly aspect, despite not feeling at all friendly. To the lack of supplies and soldiers he now had to add a lack of discipline. 
 
   The Prefect was young for the job, with brown hair in careful curls; probably somebody’s beloved son or nephew, Marcus supposed. The notion irked him. Prefecture was supposed to be a reward for a long career of distinguished service, not a plum for the privileged.
 
   “Welcome,” Marcus said, more amiably than he felt. “Thank you for coming. I thought you should see this.” He gestured outward.
 
   Goblins scrabbled at the wall, making the Prefect look behind him, then all around with a wild look in his eye.
 
   “Be easy,” Marcus said, “they can’t jump this high.” He could not keep himself from adding, “Yet.”
 
   The Prefect did not look reassured. He stood with his back against the tower wall. His eyes flitted anxiously between Inglena and Marcus. Another loud rattle from beyond the wall made him start. He dabbed at his brow. Marcus decided the youth needed to be led a bit.
 
   “I wanted to talk with you, but first you should take a good look at the enemy.” He placed a comradely hand on the Prefect’s shoulder and guided him to the wall’s edge. He had to push, but did it discreetly. He was fairly sure no one but himself heard the Prefect’s squeak when he looked out.
 
   More goblins than ever were there, and more were coming. Goblins hurled themselves against the whole length of the wall, clawing at it, falling back, jumping again, like a storm-whipped sea. The Prefect kept flinching. At last Marcus released him and the man stumbled backward.
 
   “Apologies, sir,” Marcus said quickly, “clumsy of me.”
 
   The Prefect retreated to the tower wall. He looked at Marcus with wide eyes, like a captured animal.
 
   “I wanted to know, sir, if I might take command of the City Guard, in consultation with you, of course. It would be best if the defense was under one hand.”
 
   The Prefect continued to stare.
 
   The aged assistant, who had accompanied the Prefect, whispered in his ear.
 
   “Yes,” the young man said to Marcus. “That is sensible. All the City has is yours, if you can save it.”
 
   Marcus took hold of his temper. “Thank you,” he said, through clenched teeth. Politics.
 
   A crash from below, and the Prefect flinched again.
 
   “I don’t want to keep you,” Marcus said, his jaw still tight. “I’m sure you have many duties.”
 
   The City Prefect looked surprised, then relieved. “I do. A great many. I should go. I really should.”
 
   Marcus did not trust himself to say more until after the Prefect and his aide had left.
 
   “We won’t be seeing that one again,” Marcus said.
 
   “He was afraid,” Inglena said.
 
   “It is a natural reaction,” Tykonos said, “but commanders are not permitted to have natural reactions.”
 
   Marcus still glowered.
 
   “I have something more for you, Commander,” Tykonos said. “Something in the nature of direct help.”
 
   “What?” His mind was still on the Prefect. Oh well, he thought, trying to calm himself, it means I can command the Guard without interference. That’s worth something.
 
   “You will want to see for yourself. Can you spare a moment?”
 
   “I cannot spare much of anything, right now,” Marcus said.
 
   “Not even for more fighters?”
 
   That got Marcus’ attention. “Lead on, but don’t take too long.”
 
   They entered the heat of the Tower and descended the stairs. To emerge outside was a relief.
 
   Marcus looked up and down the street, but did not see anything obvious. He looked at Inglena, who shrugged.
 
   “It is this way,” Tykonos said. “We’ll be quick as we can.”
 
   Marcus’ mouth twitched. “Be quicker,” he said. His mind was still on the gates and how to reinforce them.
 
   They followed Tykonos around a corner, then down a street and into a courtyard. There were gathered about two dozen people of various stations and ages. Most of them wore the tunics of the working class, two wore beggars’ rags, but one woman was dressed in fine, white linen. She stood apart, looking uncomfortable at finding herself among the rabble.
 
   As Tykonos approached, a young woman, hardly more than a girl, stepped forward. She had bright red hair, masses of freckles, and pale skin. She wore a faded blue shift and aged sandals. In her hand was an earthenware jug. She looked anxiously at the innkeeper.
 
   “Here they are, Celie,” he said to her. He reached out to pat her pale arm. “Do not be afraid. Do as we rehearsed, hey?”
 
   The girl nodded mutely and stepped back. She set the jug down. The others in the courtyard moved back. The girl stared at the jug. A long moment passed, then another. The girl broke off her staring and looked at Tykonos, giving a little exasperated sigh.
 
   “Tykonos,” Marcus said, impatiently. He kept thinking of the gates. Wagons were no good. He had to keep the goblins from ever getting to the gates in the first place.
 
   The merchant held up a hand. To the girl he said, “Take a breath, dear girl. You’ve done this before. I believe in you.”
 
   She looked back to the jug and resumed her staring. Marcus was about to dismiss the whole thing when he noticed the jug was gone.
 
   He blinked, his attention now fully in the moment. There had been no sound. No one had moved. But the jug that had been there before him now was not.
 
   “Where did it go?” he asked.
 
   “She does not know.”
 
   “Can she bring it back?” Inglena asked, excitement in her voice.
 
   “No. It is gone.”
 
   The significance began to sink in. “Can she do that with … bigger things?”
 
   “We do not know. We have been afraid to try.”
 
   Inglena gestured at the others. “Can they all do this?”
 
   “Only she,” Tykonos said, “but they all can do something.”
 
   “Gods above us,” Inglena said wonderingly. “Romans are magicians.”
 
   “Just these few,” Tykonos said, “though there may be more. Sorcery is a crime in Rome, so some are probably hiding their abilities.”
 
   “Rixen,” Inglena said. Bitterness edged the word.
 
   “Not if I can help it,” Marcus said forcefully. “These people will not go into exile.”
 
   “Hah!” Tykonos said, “and where would they go, with monsters all around us?”
 
   “Are they willing to fight?”
 
   “Yes, yes!” Several of the people now spoke up, and all were nodding assent. The redheaded girl spoke, adding, “Although I do not know how.”
 
   Marcus tried to show her a kindly face. “That is where we can help you.” He looked over. “Inglena, can you find a use for these people?”
 
   “I’m sure I can.” She said she would work with them at the Thessalonika Gate, where her people were posted. Marcus watched them go.
 
   “Julian mentioned a letter you wrote, saying something odd was happening. I would never have guessed this.”
 
   “It is a surprise to us all,” Tykonos said.
 
   “How long?”
 
   “Only these past few weeks.”
 
   “The world is changing, Master Tykonos.”
 
   “Indeed it is.”
 
   Marcus glanced around. “I have to get back to the wall,” he said. “Find some way to block the gates.”
 
   “And I to the docks. Farewell, First Tribune,” Tykonos said. He cocked his head. “What about sand?”
 
   “Sand?”
 
   “Fill the passages. You could pour it through the murder holes.”
 
   Marcus nodded. “It’s a notion,” he said. “It would block our own people. No way to mount an attack.”
 
   “You would go back out?” Tykonos was clearly incredulous.
 
   “I will do whatever is needed,” Marcus said. He paused, then added, “I’ll keep your idea in mind.”
 
   “I can see why Julian placed such faith in you,” Tykonos said. 
 
   As the fat man glided away, Marcus scratched at his beard. Julian had placed faith in him? The pain of loss jabbed at him again. He left the courtyard and strode toward the Gate of Charisius and a thousand  problems.
 
    
 
   The attacks ended only with darkness. The night came down hard and moonless. The stars twinkled in the heavy summer air.
 
   They'd seen this before, the men of the XII, but never so dramatically. In the space of a half hour, the attack went from thousands of goblins clawing at the walls to none at all. The creatures were not sleeping yet. They could still be seen milling about in their seemingly aimless, insect-like fashion, but they now paid no attention to Constantinople or its fortifications, and still less to the soldiers. The ground below could not be seen, for it was covered in goblin corpses, two and three deep in places.
 
   Men sat or laid down at their positions. Citizens brought food and water in plenty, but very little in the way of weapons. The men ate. Marcus sent citizens up to the walls to replace the soldiers. The men needed good sleep, but he was unwilling to leave the walls completely bare. Through the night, shopkeepers and laborers peered out from the walls, fearful.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
 
   They Wash Away
 
    
 
   Julian knew where he was now. He led Avitus and Petra higher into the hills, where they camped among pine trees, near one of the many streams that fed eventually into the cisterns of Constantinople. The following morning, he delayed departure, telling Avitus he had to tend to something. This was true, but it was also true that Avitus was visibly tiring, and Julian wanted to give him an hour or two of extra rest.
 
   Ever since leaving the villa of Rullianus, they had encountered goblins repeatedly. Petra quickly learned to put her hand on Avitus, with her other on Bucephalus, while Julian took hold on the other side.  This seemed to work, for the most part, but once Avitus’ magic appeared to fail. At least, a pack of goblins looked directly at them, changed course, and came bounding up a wide slope. On a second try, Avitus succeeded, and they were able to stand in a thicket of hornbeam while the goblins searched futilely. Then, later that same day, Petra lost her grip when she tripped and fell. This caused Avitus to lose concentration and all four of them scampered into a shed to avoid being seen.
 
   It would be no good, Julian decided, to push Avitus to the point where he could no longer make Julian invisible. Avitus was necessary for his plan to work.
 
   So, too, was Petra. While Avitus rested, complaining that he was ready to push on, Julian sat down with the girl and her dog.
 
   “Listen to me, Petra. I need you to do something very important.”
 
   Petra nodded. Her dark eyes did not stray from his.
 
   “I need you to deliver a message. Take it to the City Prefect—he’s the most important man in the City, now…” Now Valens is dead. 
 
   “Sure, I can take him a message,” Petra said, “but why can’t you?”
 
   “Because I have something else to do.” He saw Avitus sit up and start to speak, but he waved him to silence.
 
   “You won’t come with me?” Petra asked. She petted anxiously at Bucephalus.
 
   “I can’t,” Julian said. “I have something else to do.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m going to kill the Gniva.” She looked puzzled, so he added, “The king of the goblins.”
 
   Her hand stopped its motion. The dog whined uncertainly. “Oh,” she said. She thought a moment, then said, “How do I find him?”
 
   Julian frowned slightly, then chased it off with a forced smile. 
 
   “I expect the gates will all be closed,” he said, “so you are going to have to go around?”
 
   “Around?”
 
   “To the docks.”
 
   Her face scrunched as she sorted through that, then her eyes widened. “You mean in a boat?”
 
   “Yes, that’s what I mean.”
 
   “But I never been in a boat,” Petra said, her voice nearly matching the dog’s whine.
 
   “I’ll show you what to do when we get there,” Julian said.
 
   Avitus snorted loudly.
 
   “Not now, Avi.”
 
   “It’s not like there will be a later,” Avitus said. “You’re going to send this girl off on her own?”
 
   Petra’s head tilted up. “I got Bucephalus,” she declared. “I won’t be alone.”
 
   “Say now,” Julian said quickly, “I don’t think you should bring the dog.”
 
   “He’s my friend,” Petra said. 
 
   “Of course he is. But he doesn’t know how to behave in a boat.”
 
   “Me neither,” the girl said. “But he has to come with me. I won’t leave him.”
 
   It was worth a try, Julian thought. He smiled at her. “Very well, then. Bucephalus can go, too.”
 
   “Hmph,” was her only reply.
 
   “Julian,” Avitus said, “why are you doing this? It’s dangerous.”
 
   “Yes it is,” Julian replied. He knew Avitus would be the one harder to persuade. “But everything is dangerous, now. Even doing nothing is dangerous. There is only one path here. You get me close to the Gniva, I kill him, and you hide us both away.”
 
   Avitus nodded but said nothing.
 
   “That takes care of the goblins and us, but not the City. If the defenders know the Gniva is about to fall, that may keep them from doing anything foolish. I worry they will abandon the City, or else try some desperate attack. Disaster, either way. They will either see the Gniva fall, see the Horde disperse, or … they won’t.”
 
   “It’s still mad,” Avitus said. “This poor girl, on her own…”
 
   “I said I ain’t alone,” Petra said, springing to her feet. Bucephalus lumbered up to stand beside her. She put her fists on her hips. “We got out of Hadrianopolis by ourselves. We went days by ourselves and nobody made us invisible nor nothing. I ain’t no poor girl.” 
 
   She glared defiance at anyone who might disagree.
 
   “Avitus,” Julian said, “I know the risk. Do you think I’d ask if there were any other way? If she comes with us, she will surely die. And it will take even more of your remaining strength to protect four instead of two. Can’t you understand that?”
 
   Petra stamped her foot. “You just want to get me out of the way! You don’t even care if I take a message.”
 
   “That’s not true,” Julian said quickly. He shot a see what you’ve done glare at Avitus. “This message, this one message, could save thousands of lives. Could save the whole city, the capital of the Empire.”
 
   Petra’s lips pouted, but her eyes accepted.
 
   “Are you ready to learn the message?”
 
   She nodded, still pouting.
 
   “Good. When you reach the docks, you are to ask for the City Prefect. Tell anyone you meet that you have a message from me—say my full name.”
 
   She did so.
 
   “When they take you to the City Prefect, you are not to be nervous or scared.”
 
   “Of course not,” she said. Her lips now tightened into resolve.
 
   “You are to say this: Hold the City until sundown tomorrow. Lucius Julianus Metellus will kill the Gniva tomorrow.”
 
   He looked hard at her. “Repeat.”
 
   She repeated the message.
 
   “How will they know the Gniva has fallen?” Avitus asked.
 
   “They should have recognized him, if any of our people have made it. But Petra, if they do not know, just tell them he’s the tall red one. Taller than any of the others.”
 
   “I will do it,” Petra said.
 
   “I know you will,” Julian said. “You are very brave.”
 
   “Nuh-uh,” she said, shaking her head, “but Bucephalus is brave enough for both of us.”
 
   Julian turned to Avitus. “I’ve got one more thing to do,” he said. “I’ll be back soon. You rest.”
 
   “Where are you going?” Avitus half-rose in concern.
 
   “Not far. Just to the stream. I need to sort out my thoughts.” His grin felt uncertain on his face. “We will have a busy couple of days.”
 
   “Back soon?”
 
   “Back soon.”
 
   Julian left the grove that had sheltered them for the night and walked down to the stream. It was a small enough deception, but he felt guilty anyway. He did not want Avitus around for this. He was not entirely sure why. Grieving, he supposed.
 
   Water still flowed in the stream, despite the dry season. He walked along its banks for a while, thinking about everything at once but nothing in particular. The weight of failure sat on his shoulders like a vulture picking at his soul.
 
   Everything had failed—his attempt to warn Valens, the quarrel with Lupicinus; he’d lost Marcus, Ennius, Inglena, the Legion. The old Julian could have borne it. That Julian was the shiftless, spoiled child who liked to play in gutters and liked even more to shock. He pictured that Julian standing on Constantinople’s wall, watching the Horde sweeping over the hills. That Julian would have said, “well, that’s that,” and gone to have one last, grand revel with Tykonos.
 
   The old Julian was gone, perished in the mile-long hills of Dacia. He had become General Metellus of the Legio XII Heraclea, and here was the source of the pain. He had become a commander; he had begun to care. Worse, he had begun to believe—in the army, in Rome, in himself. The Horde had destroyed them all. The wretched King Fritigern was right after all. He ought to have fled.
 
   No, he corrected himself, that was all right for the Thervingi, but not for Romans. We do not burn our tents and hide in forests. We stand and fight. We die.
 
   The stream narrowed and deepened here, plunging over rocks in a merry burble. A huge, misshapen elm tree stood near, one whole side was sheared away by some storm. A shattered limb, as thick as a man, lay nearby. Almost a tree in itself, branches jutted in all directions, ending in twigs but no leaves. Dogrose wound through the dead branches, casting a pale pink blanket over the corpse. Fallen, the word drifted through his mind. Fallen.
 
   He reached out and broke off a slender branch, a finger wide. It snapped easily. A few twigs fell to the ground. He sat on a rock next to the noisy water, which sparkled in the hot sun. His hands broke a small piece off the branch. 
 
   Julian said, “Kratos, of the Third Cohort” in a clear voice as he threw the twig into the water. It swirled and bobbed in the quick current, and hurried away between white rocks. 
 
   He broke off another twig. “Horatius, also of the Third,” he said, and threw the twig in. “Antoninus Crito, Fourth Cohort” and “Titus Milo, First Cohort” followed, then four more and the branch was gone.
 
   He got another.
 
   A few minutes later, he had a pile of branches gathered and he was at “Pallas.” He worked steadily, without wiping the tears from his face, waiting for each twig to disappear before throwing in the next. The yellow sun inched westward.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   He was so lost in his task, he did not startle until he heard the dog growl. He turned. Petra stood near a hawthorn bush, one hand on the back of her huge dog.
 
   “You shouldn’t be out here by yourself,” Julian said. “Go on back.”
 
   “I’m not alone. You’re here.” 
 
   “Did Avi send you?”
 
   “No,” she said, “but he’s worried about you. Goblins.”
 
   “None are near.” He gestured widely. “No dust clouds.”
 
   “What are you doing?” she repeated. She pointed at his pile of sticks. 
 
   He stared at the branch in his hand. “Forgetting,” he said.
 
   “Forgetting what?”
 
   His face twisted in pain. “The soldiers who have died.”
 
   “All of them?” She was incredulous. 
 
   “All of them whose names I knew. Three hundred twenty four.” 
 
   “You couldn’t remember that many. Nobody could.”
 
   “I can. I do.” He gestured with the branch. “I used to have Avi write their names on a parchment, and I would read them every night, say them out loud until I didn’t need the parchment any more. Later, there was no more parchment, so I used sticks. Each stick is a name.”
 
   “Every day?”
 
   “Every day.”
 
   “I wouldn’t want to remember so many dead people,” Petra said.
 
   He smiled ruefully. “Nor do I. Not any longer. They only weigh me down now. They drag at me, and since the battle there are many, many more. I’ll never know their names, so I am forgetting them all. Letting them go.” 
 
   She considered this in silence. Julian looked away. 
 
   He tossed in the twig, saying “Aulus Libo, Second Cohort.”
 
   Petra came closer and sat down next to him. Bucephalus curled on the ground at her hip. Julian looked at his empty hands, his lips moving silently. Without a word, Petra picked up a branch, tore off a twig, and handed it to Julian.
 
   He broke it and said, “Aemelius Paullus,” and threw the twig into the stream. They watched it swirl away and she handed him another.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
 
   Ladder of Dead
 
    
 
   A line of clouds hid the dawn, and the Horde still slept as Marcus and Inglena reached the top of the Tower of Saturn. They were talking of troop deployments, unaware they were still holding hands.
 
   “You could keep your own rixen at the Thessalonika Gate,” Marcus said, “then spread the Thervings on either side of the Tower of Atalos.”
 
   “I do not live here, Marcus,” Inglena said gently.
 
   He grimaced. “Sorry. Look that way,” he took her by the shoulders and turned her westward. “You see the water?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That’s the Sea of Marmara.”
 
   “Ah,” she said. “The Thessalonika Gate. You told me it was near the Sea. I was there yesterday, but it looks different from up here.”
 
   “I know. It does for me, too. Now, follow the line of the wall back toward us.” He pointed. “Do you see how it climbs, then descends into a valley between the Sixth Hill and the Seventh?”
 
   She squinted. “I see the valley, but the hill?”
 
   “The Sixth Hill is easy enough to see, there in front of us. It is the tallest. The Seventh Hill, though, is more a jumble of hills, off that way. Never mind. The valley holds the Lycus River. It passes under the wall there. Between the river and the hill, find the tower.”
 
   She looked and soon pointed, saying, “There.” 
 
   “The Tower of Atalos. It protects another gate.”
 
   “You said five gates, yesterday.”
 
   “Yes. I’m posting Roman troops at the other three. The gates are the weakest point, so put most of your people there.”
 
   “Thrasimund will not like standing on a wall,” Inglena said. “He wants to fight.”
 
   “He thinks he does. As long as we stand on the wall, we aren’t dying.”
 
   “The goblins are awake,” Inglena said.
 
   Marcus saw movement among the dark shapes. He looked eastward, but the sun was behind a line of dark clouds on the horizon. Above them the sky shaded from rose to indigo.
 
   “Time to go,” Marcus said. “What about those other magicians? The ones Tykonos brought?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said. “I will work with them today; we had little time yesterday.”
 
   The first goblins clawed at the wall. Marcus stepped away, already missing her touch, but she held him with her eyes. Be safe, he urged her silently.
 
   She smiled as if she had heard, then turned and went down the stairs of the Tower of Saturn. The noise from the goblins grew steadily louder. “Stay down there,” he whispered at them. “Stay, starve, die.”
 
   Marcus left the Tower and hurried along the wall eastward. The Horde was fully awake now, clattering, tearing at the wall. They could rip off the marble facing, but they then would have to dig through blocks of limestone two and three feet thick. Then rubble that filled the interior, and then the back wall of limestone. Ten feet, more in places, of stone and brick. They would tear their own claws to shreds before they got through.
 
   Still, he thought, ever cautious, they could weaken the wall. And who knew what else they could try? Could they dig under? Did they know how to mine? Do they have weapons we have not yet seen?
 
   Even as he fretted, Marcus was assessing the defenses along the battlement. He was pleased to see an abundance of arrows now, and at least some more spears. He was less pleased to see that most of the defenders were merely armed citizens, some of whom obviously did not know how to handle a bow. Here and there were soldiers in groups of five or six. He always took a moment to speak with these before hurrying along his way. Most distressing, though, was a nearly complete absence of City Guards. By the time he reached the Forerunner Gate—which was protected by a tower so modest it had never earned its own name—he stopped the next Guard he found.
 
   He was an older man, with brown hair but a gray beard. Marcus recognized the type: service in the City Guard was one form of reward to veterans who had distinguished themselves in battle. The man was armed with a spear and was looking over the side at the goblins scrabbling at the wall.
 
   “Salve,” Marcus called out as he approached. “Are you City Guard?”
 
   The man glanced back, then quickly came to attention. “Salve, Marcus Salvius,” he said.
 
   “Do I know you?”
 
   “No, sir, but I know who you must be. We ain’t got but one First Tribune left.”
 
   Marcus frowned.
 
   “Only one?” The City Guard was organized in cohorts, much the same as a legion.
 
   “Aye.” The man looked to his feet.
 
   “What happened to the Guard’s Tribune?”
 
   “He run off.”
 
   “Tell what you know, soldier,” Marcus said. “We don’t have time for long stories.”
 
   The graybeard looked up and grimaced, then spoke. “The City Prefect fled the City this morning, sir. Took five or six ships. With him went all the best families,” he sneered the word, “and about half the City Guard. I saw them leave, sir, on the morning tide.”
 
   “Cac,” Marcus said.
 
   “Aye to that, sir.”
 
   “But you’re here?”
 
   “Some of us declined the offer, sir. Weren’t soldierly.”
 
   “Good man,” Marcus said. After a moment he asked, “Where’s the gate commander?”
 
   “Didn’t see him. May have left. Some folks was plenty busy overnight, it seems.”
 
   Marcus swore again, then offered a curse upon the ship carrying the Prefect. He considered the veteran standing before him.
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “Titus Agricolatus.”
 
   “You now command the Forerunner Gate.”
 
   Titus opened his mouth, closed it again, and saluted.
 
   “Don’t let any of those beasts through your gate.”
 
   “No, sir. Over my corpse, sir,” the veteran said fiercely.
 
   “Good. Don’t die, then.”
 
   Marcus started to leave, still fuming about the timid fool who had abandoned his post and the City, but he was angrier still at the aristocrats who had fled with him. He could only guess what they had taken in treasure and supplies.
 
   He got only a few steps when a sound made him stop—a weird slapping, arhythmic yet not quite random. Drumming.
 
   He turned back.
 
   “Titus, get below. Barricade the gate, but use nothing flammable.”
 
   “Hell, sir,” Titus replied, “most of what’s down there is carts and beams.”
 
   “Pull them out. Nail skins to the door; soak them in vinegar when you can. Use stones, bricks, anything but wood!”
 
   “Aye, sir, but why?”
 
   Marcus pointed. Below, the swirl of goblins parted, and there stood three hobs. From in front of one rose a dark red column wreathed in black smoke. At a gesture, it sprang forward into the tunnel that held the Forerunner Gate.
 
   “Gods,” Titus said, reeling back.
 
   “Demons,” Marcus said. “Get below. Send up archers. Now!”
 
   Titus Agricolatus ran down the stairs. Marcus looked again at the hobs. Another twisting red snake was rising. Most of the Horde had stopped attacking. They pulled back twenty yards or so, crowding back up the streets that formed the suburba beyond the wall. With their constant motion and the click of their talons, it was as if someone had taken a million baskets of beetles and emptied them before the City.
 
   “Archers reporting, sir,” a voice behind his right shoulder spoke. “Is that City Guard fellow really the gate commander now?”
 
   Marcus put on his First Tribune face and pulled back from the scene below. 
 
   “Salve, soldier,” Marcus said. “Yes he is, and I’ve got work for you.”
 
   As if in explanation, there came a spitting, rolling sound, like water in a flood. The six archers—only six!—together looked over the side. Four cried out in dismay, two cursed foully. Only those two were from the XII Legion.
 
   Marcus moved to a ladder secured against the modest tower, which rose only another ten feet above the top of the wall. He called back to the archers.
 
   “Up here, men!”
 
   The archers scrambled after Marcus. From the top he had a clear view of the hobs, who were edging closer.
 
   “Those three,” he said, pointing. “Don’t bother with any others. Kill those three, as quick as you can.”
 
   The hobs moved a few feet closer, then one of them began to raise another fiery snake. Marcus could not be sure, but he thought the hobs were rotating in their actions. Maybe they needed time to rest, as some of the rixen did.
 
   “Let fly,” Marcus commanded, “and don’t wait for orders.”
 
   The tower platform was not very large, and at first the six got in each other’s way. After some jostling, three loosed arrows then stepped back for the other three. Marcus squeezed into one corner, where he could see without hindering the archers.
 
   The first bank missed. An arrow from the second struck a hob, which whirled in pain as it tore the arrow out. Another volley caught another hob. The archers were getting in a rhythm, and Marcus lost track of who was doing what, but very soon, one of the hobs was on the ground.
 
   “Got one!” an archer cried.
 
   “My kill,” cried another.
 
   “Step back,” came from the second rank, “less talk, more arrows.”
 
   They struck another hob, and the two standing retreated in haste. The third lay unmoving, shot full of arrows.
 
   The archers continued to fire until the hobs had retreated out of range. The smaller goblins drew back as well. 
 
   From a safer distance, a hob tried again. Red-orange fire snaked toward the tower, striking it about halfway up, at the very end of the fire’s arc. Good, Marcus thought. Spend yourself against stone and brick, and be damned. 
 
   Marcus had just ordered the archers to stop when the Gniva appeared.
 
   Marcus sent the archers down to the wall again, but he told them not to fire. 
 
   “Save your arrows,” he told them. “They can’t tear down the wall, and it looks like they won’t be able to get through the gates. I think we might have them.”
 
   The archers looked doubtful, but they obeyed. 
 
   The Gniva stood behind the hobs, well out of bow range. It swayed as it stood, looking left and right along the wall. Then it ran along the edge of the Horde, between the goblins and the wall. As it passed, the goblins swept forward again, but in a different formation, and Marcus felt a chill pass through him.
 
   Where before, the goblins had attacked all along the three miles of wall, seemingly at random, now they moved like a river that divided into sections. One branch came at the wall just east of the Forerunner Gate, where Marcus was standing. About three hundred yards away, a second river poured out from the streets of the suburba. Still further, near the Tower of Saturn, another streamed. He looked quickly to the east. From here he could not see beyond the Tower of Atalos, for the wall curved at that point. No goblins attacked from that direction.
 
   Could it be the Horde was now assaulting selected points? Could the Gniva give such orders? Could it even make such decisions? 
 
   Marcus looked out from the tower again and saw the Gniva. It had returned to its position at the top of the Sixth Hill. However it communicated with its beasts, the thing was intelligent enough to choose a tactic and then to change it. We might have them, Marcus thought sourly, then again we might not.
 
   He climbed back down to the wall and set out westerly. He had to see where these new attacks were concentrated. As he strode, he glimpsed the Gniva on its hill—our hill! He recalled suddenly that there used to be a lemon grove up there, but the crown of the hill had been scrubbed bare by the goblins. The Gniva, crimson and inscrutable, towered over all.
 
    
 
    
 
   Inglena was walking with the Roman magicians when the goblinfire started. The Romans cried out and shrank against the far side.
 
   “Do not be afraid,” she said, forcing fear from her own voice, wondering if it showed in her eyes. “The fire cannot reach us up here.”
 
   First one then another stepped nervously forward. Two dared to peer over the side. She tried to bring their attention back to the business at hand. They had begun telling her what they could do when the goblinfire had interrupted. All she knew so far was that one could throw stones.
 
   “Big ones, your worship, very far.”
 
   He was not sure if he could lift them up here in the first place, though.
 
   One could make people fall down, though he admitted this did not kill them. A woman could see far, but what use was that? She wanted to send them all away. It was like she was caring for children. But if there was the slightest possibility one of them could be useful, could kill goblins, she had to know. Every fighter counted.
 
   She left those three near the Tower of Atalos. Of the four who remained, one was the aristocrat woman, one was some sort of craftsman, and one was a mere girl. The fourth was the redhead who made the jar disappear.
 
   At a second point of attack, the peculiar smell of goblins, as of mouldering garlic, filled the air. It was now tinged with the harsh, metallic stink of goblin blood, and another layer of stench: rotting flesh. The heat made the stench worse; humid heat, pushed by a storm coming in from the east.
 
   More soldiers were here, about a dozen, busy at their work killing goblins. They grunted and cursed, shooting arrows. One, lacking a bow, hurled stones from a pile next to him. They were deep in blood lust and barely noticed the barbarian woman and her four Roman chicks.
 
   She put a hand to the wall and looked over. The pile of dead was several feet deep here, and getting deeper by the moment. The goblins did not avoid their dead, but leaped up the pile as if it were a ladder. She had a sudden realization.
 
   “Stop! Stop!” she yelled as loudly as she could. “They’ll climb over!”
 
   The soldiers ignored her at first, then one by one they seemed to recognize the danger, as goblins began to leap perilously close to the top. But it was already too late. Many goblins leaped only to crash into the wall and fall back. Many of these died, adding to the height of the pile. Those who followed jumped higher. The soldiers lay down their bows and pulled out swords, those that had them. Not all did.
 
   Inglena tried to think of a plan. Every goblin they killed only would add to the ladder of dead. But once the goblins reached the top, there would be no choice except to fight. 
 
   She turned to the magicians who still followed her. “Get to a tower,” she said. “You cannot help up here, but if the monsters get over the wall, maybe you can fight down there.”
 
   No one argued. They ran.
 
   She turned to the soldiers. “I will fight by your side,” she told them. “Strike as seems best to you, but if you can, throw them over that way, into the streets, not back over the wall.”
 
   One of the soldiers spoke. “You that warrior queen they talk about?”
 
   She showed a wolfish grin and pulled out her white sword.
 
   “Reckon you are,” the soldier said. “I’m happy to fight at your side. Cac!”
 
   The soldier staggered backward, waving his sword. Inglena knew, even before she turned.
 
   Goblins were on the wall.
 
   A goblin landed almost in the center of the wall and its momentum nearly carried it over. When it turned, it turned away from her. Inglena sprinted, sword gripped tight in her right hand. All she could hear was her own breath, steady and swift. She saw the goblin, saw a civilian only a few feet away from it. Where had he come from? He was just turning away from the wall’s edge. She was close enough she could see his eyes go big.
 
   The goblin reached back with one long arm, to sweep the man’s head from his shoulders. Her white blade slashed and the one long arm dropped to the ground. She spun and slashed again, cutting the beast open. She stood a mere two feet from the man. She spoke to him close and low as if confiding a secret.
 
   “Get off the wall,” she said, then she ran on.
 
   The silence of her charge dissolved and now she heard shouts and screams and curses, the clang and clash of battle. Her glance flicked along the length of the wall; goblins were landing every few feet.
 
   From well up ahead she saw five goblins swept off the wall by a great wind. From behind she heard thunder. But she also saw a Roman soldier die screaming beneath bloody claws. She charged onward, cutting down goblins as she came to them. Too late, too late. The words came to her in Leuva’s voice.
 
   She came to one of the platforms that bolstered the wall every few hundred feet. Goblins were everywhere now, but the platform was being defended by five Therving warriors and four Roman soldiers, along with two terrified civilians who cowered in the center. The worst attacks were coming from ahead and from below as more leaped up. She whirled around to defend but there were no goblins, only the matron, puffing hard. 
 
   “Get off the wall!” Inglena shouted, though she knew the nearest stairs were a hundred yards away or more. The woman would not survive. Too late.
 
   Inglena turned and charged onto the platform. After some quick work, the area was cleared, but worse was ahead.
 
   “Follow me,” she called. 
 
   She did not look back, or she would have seen no one followed her. The others could not had they tried, for more goblins swarmed over. Inglena entered her tunnel of silence again. She heard nothing but her own breath, felt nothing but her heartbeat, saw nothing but goblins, endlessly. Her white sword danced, weightless in her hand and her white deerskin was drenched in blood.
 
   More goblins came over the wall. Her progress slowed, then stopped, and all she could do was fight in place. Her shadow grew longer, her reflexes slowed, and even the dancing white sword moved more slowly. And still the goblins came. 
 
   She was sunk deep in fighting. Her muscles threaded in pain she ignored. She felt invincible as she moved back and forth along the wall, wherever goblins landed. She was still feeling invincible when one crashed into her.
 
   The blow knocked her sideways. She swung, a little too late and with too little force. The blade bit deep into the creature’s shoulder and stuck there. She crashed into the wall at the same time, and lost her grip. The goblin reared up, blood squirting from neck and chest, then tumbled forward between the merlons. Inglena grabbed for the sword and caught it just as the goblin pitched over the side. The force pulled her forward. Half her body hung over the side. For an instant, sword, goblin and warrior perched above a mountain of corpses, then the goblin twisted, the sword tore loose. Inglena held it by her fingertips.
 
   Trembling, she eased herself backward, secured her grip. She started to get to her feet but her legs betrayed her and she slid to the ground. She looked to one side and saw packs of goblins, too many to count, bounding toward her.
 
   “Stay down!” 
 
   A girl appeared before her. Inglena saw black hair, blue eyes, then she was blinded by light. She heard a great roar and felt heat on her flesh. The sound went on, breath after breath, heartbeat after heartbeat. Then it stopped.
 
   Inglena opened her eyes. The girl was standing, swaying like a sapling in a wind. There was a smell of fire and burning metal. She looked to the side. Smoke rose from blackened goblin corpses.
 
   “Queen Inglena?”
 
   A young girl she did not know stood before her. No older than fourteen or fifteen, just in the year between girl and woman, her dark skin and mass of curly black hair declared her to be Roman, not Therving. 
 
   “Did you make that magic?” Inglena asked, remembering not to call it sorcery.
 
   The girl looked uneasy, then spoke in a small voice as if revealing a secret.
 
   “Yes,” she said to her feet.
 
   “Fire is good,” Inglena said. “You did a good thing. What is your name?”
 
   “Aletha, respected madam. Aletha of Epirus.”
 
   Madam? Inglena felt a single jab of being old, like a bee sting in the stomach.
 
   “Call me Inglena and I’ll call you Aletha,” she said, “and we’ll find out together who is respected, yes?”
 
   The girl looked up. Her smile was quick but heartening.
 
   “Can you show me?”
 
   Aletha nodded then, before Inglena could protest, scrambled onto a crenel.
 
   “Be careful!” she cried. The girl was perched between the merlons at the very edge, like a hawk against the sky.
 
   “It’s all right,” the girl called back, “I’m not afraid.”
 
   But I am! Inglena thought. She swallowed hard. She told her feet to move, to climb up after the girl and fetch her back down, but she could not move, fearing she might cause the girl to go over the side.
 
   Aletha held her arms out, hands close together. She began to sing, or chant, or perhaps it was only a wail, rising and falling in tone and volume. A few feet beyond her fingertips, flames appeared. They danced like a campfire in mid-air, then plummeted forty feet to land on goblins below. Scattered cheers rang out, but Aletha turned to Inglena and said, “I can do better.”
 
   She did not wait for a reply. She faced outward again, and again her voice rose and fell. She sounded more confident this time, but all Inglena could think was come down, please come down.
 
   Well out from the wall came an explosion. A ball of yellow flame appeared, as large as a wagon, then dropped like a stone with an eerie whirring sound. Cries of wonder turned to even greater cheers.
 
   Aletha looked back and down at Inglena. She was frowning.
 
   “That wasn’t right either. I try again.”
 
   A third time Aletha stretched out her arms. A third time her crying song rose, even higher this time, though not as loud. She held a note. Her voice wavered in a tremolo, then her body shivered. She weaved dangerously on her perch.
 
   “No,” Inglena whispered. She reached out, but still her feet would not move.
 
   Then fire poured from the girl’s hands like water, mere inches from the wall, an orange waterfall. Aletha weaved back and forth and still the fire poured out from her hands. Inglena bounded forward. She grabbed Aletha by her tunic even as the girl was leaning far out into thin air. She planted her feet and yanked. Both women fell backward onto the walkway.
 
   The song stopped. The fire stopped. Inglena could hear her own heartbeat thundering in her ears. She was on her back, looking up at the soft blue sky with great mountains of white clouds moving slowly across it. 
 
   Her heart continued to race, and icy jolts darted through her limbs. This lasted only moments, then she heard voices. Feet approaching. Face above her. She made herself roll over and pushed herself to her feet.
 
    “You see?” Aletha said. “I said I could.” She was out of breath, but proud. Cautiously, Inglena looked over the side.
 
   Below her, ugly red flames were running up and down the mountain of bodies. The girl had set the whole thing on fire.
 
   Cheers rang out, far and near.
 
   Word spread faster than the fire, and orders ran quicker still. Bring wood. Bring oil. Bring whatever will burn. Over the side with it boys. No, not there, just here where the devils are piled deepest.
 
   Soon, citizens had started their own bonfires and flames climbed into the afternoon sky at four points along the walls of Constantinople. They leaped like goblins from the bodies of goblins, and the Horde fell back before the heat. 
 
   Some looked up at the reddened sky, at the twisting columns of black smoke, and shuddered, remembering Hadrianopolis. Most, though, were too busy with their frantic labor, their tired bodies driven by a wild hope. The goblins that had been at the very edge of overwhelming Constantine’s mighty walls would be turned to ash. The gates—holes in those mighty walls—were being sealed with sand, a gift from the sea that had given so much to the City. The world was slowly being turned upright again.
 
   So they worked without rest, barely pausing to look skyward, to note the sun setting behind heavy clouds coming in low from the Euxine Sea. Their ears tuned to the sound of fire and did not hear the Horde going to sleep. Night came on and the bonfires of Constantinople clawed at black clouds.
 
    
 
   The sun lowered westward, throwing long shadows among the goblins, so that the ground everywhere turned dark, like a black, troubled sea under heavy clouds. Here and there,  buildings stood up like islands, their sandstone glowing orange in the leaping fires. The Horde had drawn back from the heat; their milling shapes made black rivers of the streets.
 
   The fires drove the defenders from the walls. For the most part, soldiers, warriors and non-combatants alike stood no closer than a block away, watching red and orange dance in the sky, as if the world had become a hearth.
 
   Further back, the City was alive with torches, its streets busy. Wagons clattered from the sea walls to the land walls, laden with every sort of combustible. All across the City, houses and shops stood open to feed the workers and soldiers, tending their wounds, even offering beds for sleep. Everywhere, runners brought messages, the City Guard (now fully under the authority of a certain innkeeper) walked in patrol.
 
   In one of the houses, Marcus and Inglena lay on a makeshift bed. Both were naked, partly from the heat of the day, partly from their own heat, for they had just made love. It had happened of its own accord, almost without desire. They had come into the room together, disrobed, and fell into each other’s arms without a word. It was a warding, an incantation of bodies against the horror of the world outside. Now they were spent, too tired to worry, too tired to fear, secure for the moment, because they were together. If the world were to come through the door, it must take them both.
 
   For a long time they lay unmoving in the darkness, only their fingers touching. Marcus spoke first.
 
   “Something will fail,” he said, speaking to the ceiling.
 
   “My warriors are ready,” Inglena said. Her voice was as soft, and as strong, as silk. “It was all I could do, this morning, to keep Thrasimund from charging out to an honorable death.”
 
   “The gates, most likely. If the fire gets up into the beams, a whole tower could collapse. The Gate of Atalos is the weakest.”
 
   “Warriors are stronger than walls,” she said. “Those were his words.”
 
   “It has the most wood inside,” he said.
 
   “Marcus,” Inglena said, and she turned on her side to face him. “Constantinople has the strongest walls I have ever seen.”
 
   “Strongest in the world,” he replied. “And the goblins have the strongest army I have ever seen.”
 
   “It is not an army,” she said, “it is a Horde.”
 
   He turned to face her. She put her hand to his cheek and stroked his black beard.
 
   “Your beard grows long,” she said, smiling.
 
   “Hasn’t been cut since Duros,” he said. 
 
   “We must have it trimmed, when the fighting is done. I think I prefer it trimmed.”
 
   “Something will fail,” he said again.
 
   She touched her fingers to his lips. “Then we will fight in the streets.”
 
   He took her hand in his. Even in the darkness he could see her eyes. Two stars shining.
 
   “Yes,” he said. “We will fight in the streets.”
 
   He heard her sigh. The two stars vanished. Marcus closed his eyes and slept.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
 
   A Coracle in the Reeds
 
    
 
   After the fire at the villa, Julian became relentless. He rose before the sun and would not stop until darkness hid his steps. He chose to travel on open ground, for they could move more quickly there, but with each day more goblins appeared and they had to hide more often. If they got close, he had Avitus hold hands with Petra on one side and him on the other. Petra kept her hand on the dog, but whether Bucephalus was also invisible they could not say. In the event, no packs came near.
 
   He knew he was pushing them. He could feel it in Avitus’ faltering grip, see it in Petra’s stumbling gait at day’s end. He told himself it could not be helped, there was no time.
 
   Neither child nor slave complained. Petra’s eyes, when she looked at him, were wide, filled with some mixture of awe and fear, as if she looked upon a madman. He supposed he might be one.
 
   He had seen men gripped by gambling madness, as their money slipped away, followed by possessions and property. As they made ever larger, more desperate bets, their faces took on the sheen of madness—sweating flesh, glowing eyes, lips glistening from being licked. Was that now his face? He wiped his cheeks, and his palm came away damp.
 
   But the gambler could always choose. He could walk away and no one would die, however great the catastrophe. Julian, though, had no choices. He had only a path. There were to be no more families slaughtered. 
 
   Each night, Avitus sat with his head down, wrists on his knees, his hands dangling like limp flags. He had no strength left, yet every morning, he somehow found it again. The girl, too, trudged behind, brave and grim. Each night she leaned into her sturdy dog, falling asleep at once.
 
   They will have to keep up.
 
   When Julian slept, goblins raced through his dreams. Rullianus stood before him, blood pouring from his belly as he recited all the things Julian ought to have done differently. It took most of the night.
 
    
 
   When at last the four reached Constantinople on another bright, hot morning, they stared for long minutes, too tired to understand what they were seeing. 
 
   They stood at the edge of a low cliff about a mile from the Sixth Hill. Julian saw the vermilion tent, draped like a shroud over something—a stable, perhaps. Why would they take that? Again the thought that the Gniva possessed a human intelligence troubled Julian’s thoughts.
 
   The Horde washed against the City’s walls like some dark tidal flood. Smoke trailed heavy and black here and there. Julian forced himself to pay attention. Something was wrong.
 
   “Avi, look there.” He pointed. He tried not to notice how Avitus had to drag his head up to look.
 
   “I see the Horde, master.”
 
   Julian was too tired to be impatient. “Look closely, there near the Tower of Saturn.”
 
   “Lots of goblins there,” Avitus said.
 
   “They’re going over,” Petra said. Julian glanced at her. She was leaning forward, her hand shading her eyes.
 
   “That’s what I see too,” he said. “The wall is breached.” He had to drag the words up his throat.
 
   At their feet, the mountains fell steeply away into a valley, at the bottom of which lay the headwaters of the Golden Horn. The pines which had sheltered them for the past days gave way to tangles of gorse and berry bushes, which in turn yielded to a carpet of rushes at the bottom.
 
   Julian viewed the scene for a long time without speaking. Petra started to say something twice; each time, Avitus hushed her. With a shy look at the slave, she reached out and tugged at Julian’s sleeve.
 
   Julian pointed toward the blue water of the Golden Horn. “We go that way.”
 
   “On a ship?” she asked, eagerly.
 
   “Something like that,” he said. “We’d best get going. Getting down there is going to take some doing.”
 
   They scrambled down the steep slope, the need for silence vying with the need for haste. Julian slid for much of the way, grabbing onto stumps and bushes to keep the slide from becoming a tumble. The dog was first down, followed by Petra, then Avitus. Julian took the lead again once they were at the bottom. The near-vertical, rocky ground became horizontal and muddy almost at once. The hawthorn and gooseberry and scrub grass turned to cattails and lily pads and papyrus. Julian gathered the others to him.
 
   “We need to stay close together,” he told them, “or we’ll lose each other in these reeds. All we need do now is find a boat.”
 
   Petra nodded, though she had never seen a boat. Bucephalus was busy examining small bubbles that surfaced through the mud.
 
   “This way.”
 
   They searched for an hour. Midges bit at them, and clouds of gnats descended on them like speckled fog. The soft ground pulled at their feet and Petra lost a sandal. She was furious, not because she had lost a shoe but because she had lost a prize. “I found those,” she declared, though in fact she had stolen them from a farm. “They’re mine.” She dug all around, but could not recover it. Giving up at last, she removed the other sandal and grasped it firmly in one hand. “You won’t get this one, you,” she told the marsh.
 
   Not far away, Julian called out, “I found our boat,” and everyone came over.
 
   It was a round cup of a vessel, about five feet across, with a pole stuck into the mud and a plaited grass rope securing it to the pole. Petra looked at Julian and wrinkled her nose.
 
   “That ain’t big enough,” she said.
 
   “Yes it is,” Julian said. “It’s just right.”
 
   “You won’t fit,” Petra said.
 
   “Remember? I’m not going,” Julian said. 
 
   “I can’t go alone,” she said.
 
   “Don’t be afraid.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “You’ll have the dog.”
 
   “But I can’t row!” She drew the last word out into a wail.
 
   “You won’t have to.” Julian got down on one knee so his eye was level with hers. Bucephalus drew close, as if to be included. Flies buzzed furiously.
 
   “You are going to get into that boat. Stay close to shore, but not too close. The current will move you along. You can use the pole to guide and to push away if you need to. When you get near the City, you will see the docks. They’re big wooden platforms and there will be other boats tied up to them. Go there. Once on shore, tell people you want to see the City Prefect. Have you got that so far?”
 
   Petra nodded, her face solemn. “Go in the boat to the docks. Find the City Prefect.”
 
   “Very good!”
 
   “I’m scared, Julian,” she glowered at him. “I ain’t stupid.”
 
   Julian smiled. “Of course you aren’t. You are the smartest girl I’ve met.”
 
   Something of Julian’s old charm shone through, for the girl smiled in return.
 
   She did so, but she kept stealing glances at the tiny boat.
 
   “Tell him I am going to kill the Gniva.”
 
   “The what?”
 
   Julian grimaced and looked at Avitus. “No one will know the word, unless some of Inglena’s people managed to reach Constantinople.” He looked back to Petra.
 
   “Tell him I am going to kill the leader of the goblins.”
 
   “All right,” she said. “Who is Inglena?”
 
   “She’s …” he faltered. “… a woman I know.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “A princess.”
 
   “Oh. Like in the stories?”
 
   “Not like in any story. They will write whole new stories about her.”
 
   Petra gave a smile Julian thought was much too knowing for her years. “Never mind that,” he said. “What matters is that message. It is important.”
 
   “Truly?”
 
   “Most seriously truly. Everything may depend on it, which means everything may depend on you.” He paused for effect, but she looked away again, to the coracle.
 
   “And I have to depend on that.”
 
   Bucephalus interrupted them with a low growl.
 
   “We can’t stay,” Avitus said in a whisper. Julian nodded. The dog might have growled at nothing more than herons or a fox, but goblins would be around sooner or later. Julian lifted Petra into the coracle. He had no idea how he would lift the dog, but Bucephalus solved the problem by leaping in himself. His landing nearly capsized the boat. It shipped water, but stayed upright. With much effort they moved the coracle through the cattails and into open water. Julian made her repeat her instructions, which she did flawlessly and a little impatiently. Then she threw her arms around his neck and said, “Be careful. Don’t die.”
 
   “Don’t you worry, my brave girl. I have it all planned out.”
 
   He set her back into the coracle, gave her a big wink, then pushed the boat firmly away. The stream’s current soon caught it and she sailed away into the golden afternoon sun, the coracle rotating slowly.
 
   “She’ll be all right,” Julian said to himself.
 
   “She’ll be all right,” Avitus said. 
 
   Julian lingered for a final wave before turning and plunging toward the indistinct shore. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
 
   Thunder
 
    
 
   A crash woke Marcus.
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “Thunder,” Inglena said. She lay her hand against his cheek. “Only thunder.”
 
   Still clouded by sleep, he raised his head. The sound boomed again and he was reassured. Deep, rolling thunder he could feel in his chest. He smiled in the dim light. Dawn, then. Or was it later than that? He sat up suddenly. 
 
   “Only thunder again, love.”
 
   “No. I mean, I know. But is it late?”
 
   Inglena sat up as well. “I … I’m not sure.” There was daylight somewhere, without a doubt, but with the clouds it was hard to tell.
 
   “Let’s get up. I’m rested enough.”
 
   In truth, Marcus felt good. There was something to be said for falling asleep from exhaustion. He felt good enough to kiss Inglena playfully as they dressed. She stroked his neck in return.
 
   “You must stop that, Marcus, or I shall never get dressed.”
 
   “I would not be sorry,” he said, and he kissed her again. She did not pull away.
 
   Thunder sounded again, this time in a loud crash that came from right overhead. The two lovers broke apart.
 
   “All right, all right!” Marcus said, only a little angry. “The gods have spoken!”
 
   Inglena giggled, but they both finished getting dressed. By the time they strapped on their weapons, their mood had become serious.
 
   They stepped outside and were instantly drenched. Rain battered down in huge drops that set up a steady, rapid drumming against the tiled courtyard. Marcus grimaced; he should have been outside sooner. He could still feel her touch against his skin.
 
   Not today. The thought floated wispy and desperate. I will not lose her this day.
 
   Something crashed that was not thunder. It was too sharp, too fragmented. Inglena shook her head in incomprehension, but Marcus knew at once. 
 
   “The wall!” he shouted, and broke into a fast trot. 
 
   “What is it,” Inglena called, running after him.
 
   Marcus shook his head. “Gather your fighters,” was all he said.
 
   Thunder rolled and, within it, another sharp explosion. Near the Lycus, it sounded like. A horrible sound followed, a deep rumble, like a landslide. Men’s voices cried out. Thunder boomed again.
 
   Marcus sped even faster. I will not lose her today.
 
   A minute later he saw it. Along a fifty foot length the wall had collapsed. The machiolation was gone, the parapet was gone, the soldiers were gone. In its place, an ugly sag, a wide U shape in the wall, filled now with steam and smoke, brick and rubble protruding from its sides like bones from a wound. At its deepest, the breach was no more than ten feet above the street. 
 
   Soldiers had already gathered on the open ground nearby. Marcus spotted a tribune. 
 
   “Plautus! Take ten men and get repair parties organized. Go up the Atalos Tower and work from the west side. I’ll take the east side. Use whatever you can lay hands on, just throw it in there! Fill now, fix it later.”
 
   Plautus did not argue or question. Eleven good Roman soldiers ran off to do what should need a hundred. There are more soldiers already on duty, Marcus told himself. They will do all they can. He turned to Inglena, who had just arrived and was standing open-mouthed.
 
   “Inglena, your people need to defend. Stay on the streets, chase down all who get through. Block off the streets if you can. Understand?”
 
   Rain darkened her clothes and slicked down her hair. “Block the streets. Kill any who get through,” she said.
 
   Not today. “That’s it. Those stones are still hot from the fires—you see the steam. Goblins won’t come through for a little while yet. We’ll get this patched up. This is Roman work. We know how to do this.”
 
   She nodded. He couldn’t tell if she believed him, but there was no time. He signaled to his men and headed for the stairs.
 
   The breach was a quarter mile west of the Saturn Tower. By the time he reached the edge of the collapse, goblins were already trying to get through, but the heat was intense and the smoke was overpowering. Marcus got as close as he could, which was near to the crumbling edge of the walkway, but he had to retreat again. With that heat, no one was going to be able to get down in there for a while, but nothing was going to get through, either.
 
   Even as he thought this, a goblin hurtled out from the smoke and crashed to the street below. It twitched a few times then died without being able to get to its feet. At least it caused the civilians to scatter. Thervings moved in and occupied the space.
 
   Marcus shook his head in disbelief for a moment, then realized that if these monsters would jump into water and drown, over and over again, it was not unreasonable to think they would pass through fire just as blindly. But if they came on like a flood, then he would just have to build a dam. He turned back to the men following him.
 
   “Get every civilian you can. Tell them to bring anything stone you can find. Anything metal as well. Tear down walls, tear up streets. Anything is permitted. Get a steady supply coming up here. You men will need to direct the traffic, or these know-nothings will be walking on top of each other. One line up, one down, pile the stones along the inner side. Gather the ten strongest men and bring them to me. They’ll be the ones actually throwing the stones down.”
 
   And hurry, he added silently, knowing they did not need to hear it.
 
   Another goblin vaulted through the smoke. He saw it more plainly and realized the smoke was clearing, as was the steam. He had longed for rain since July, but now it came as an ally of the enemy. The pile was cooling. More goblins would be coming.
 
   While the goblins tested the breach, seemingly at random, Marcus organized work gangs and the first stones were tossed into the rubble. The wall was so thick, even its collapse left it fifteen feet high or so. Men and women worked in a frenzy to regain every foot possible. Soon, though, far too soon, the attack came. The Horde became a living spear hurled at the City’s open wound.
 
   Fighting and building now took place simultaneously. Some brought stones, beams, even furniture. A team of men were busy dismantling a catapult and throwing the pieces into the opening. One brought the wheel of a wagon, wrestling it up the stairs of the tower, then rolling it to the point where the wall had collapsed. Everything went in, and if one struck a goblin, that was a bonus. At the same time, the archers threw spears, for the rain had made their bows nearly useless. 
 
   Goblins got through, nevertheless. The charged, leaped, died. The early deaths paved over the coals of the pyre, giving passage to others, and the rain fell in curtains. A pack made it through, and was cut down on the street below by Therving warriors. Then more came, and still more, and the warriors’ numbers dwindled. After a quarter hour, a hundred goblins were loose in the streets of Constantinople. A half hour after that, it was a thousand.
 
   “Pardon me, sir, this fellow says he needs to see you.” One of the soldiers had returned. Next to him stood a thin, ropey fellow in what was obviously borrowed clothes and an absurdly tall fur hat. A Therving. “I wouldn’t a’bothered you, First, but he says he can help. Think he’s one of them rixen.”
 
   The Therving ducked his head. “Is Commanding Marcus?”
 
   “Can you help?”
 
   “Can I help.”
 
   “He means ….” The soldier started to say.
 
   “I know what he means. Get back to your job, Grevius, and thank you. I’ll handle this one.” He turned to the Therving.
 
   “Your name?”
 
   “Is Yangi. Five Rivers.” He waggled the fingers of one hand.
 
   “What can you do?”
 
   “This.” He stretched out his arms with the left crossed over the right, then looked at Marcus and nodded. He had very big eyes, which made him look too much like a puppy. The wet hair hanging in strands added to the image.
 
   Marcus felt time trickling by like sweat down his back.
 
   “What does this do? Be quick. I’m fighting a battle here.”
 
   “Wall.”
 
   “Yes, the wall is broken.”
 
   Yangi swept his crossed arms upward and said again, more firmly, “wall.”
 
   “You can build a wall?”
 
   “Make. Short time.”
 
   “Only lasts a short time? No matter, I’ll take it. You make your wall out here,” he patted the outer wall where it had broken—the stones were still warm—and gestured toward the other side. “As high as this. From down there, up to here.” He pointed with exaggerated motions, as if he were explaining to a child.
 
   “Yes,” Yangi said. “Yes, that.”
 
   Marcus took a breath. “Do it.”
 
   Immediately, Yangi sat down and began taking off his boots.
 
   “Oh gods and devils,” Marcus muttered, but he refrained from interrupting. He made himself look away and turned his attention to the breach once more.
 
   Rain poured down as heavy as ever. Through the sheets, he could now make out the other side and was gratified to see that Plautus already had men at work over there.  He was chagrined that he’d beat him, but a moment later he heard voices behind him. He turned and there came his own work crew—tall, wide men, two of them shirtless, one with just a tunic, all of them built like blacksmiths. They were carrying their own rocks.
 
   Marcus just pointed. The men came up to the edge, let go their burden, and turned back to where a pile of rocks was already accumulating. No skill was needed. This was simply filling a hole. One of the men, having thrown an enormous cube of limestone with arm and shoulder, glanced over at Yangi.
 
   “Who’s he, then?”
 
   Yangi, having removed his boots, stood barefooted on the wet stone of the walkway. He held his arms out again, crossed, in front of his belly. He leaned against the broken merlon next to the gap.
 
   “Likely to fall, he keeps doin’ that.”
 
   “He’s one of the rixen,” Marcus said, intending that to be the explanation.
 
   “Barbarian sorcerer? Ain’t seen one of them. They all little fellas?”
 
   “Just keep the stones coming, citizen,” Marcus said. 
 
   He stayed near the breach, partly to keep the work going smoothly, but partly in case a goblin happened to gain purchase on the wall itself. He had his sword out for that event. All the while, he kept glancing at Yangi.
 
   The rixen was slowly raising his arms. He stamped about with his feet, or shouldered into the wall, then re-crossed his arms, right over left now, and raised his arms a little. More fussing, then left over right, and a little higher. Marcus wanted to tell him to just raise his damned arms straight up, but didn’t dare do anything that might break the spell. Or the concentration. Or whatever it was that happened with rixen magic. He hated depending on something he could neither understand nor control. He took a new grip on his sword, just to feel something solid.
 
   Then, to his surprise, a goblin came up from the pile below and instead of leaping through the gap, bounced back. There was no thud, no sound, and certainly no wall. It just came up and caromed off. More came through, but then they began to bounce off as well. A cheer went up from the men.
 
   “Keep working!” Marcus shouted. He heard the same shout from Plautus.
 
   Yangi’s arms were now above his head, roughly at the height of the top of the merlon. No more stamping around, no more criss-crossing. He stood motionless, except his arms wavered a bit. Marcus took a guess.
 
   “Hurry!” he urged his workers. “As fast as you can. He can’t keep that wall up for long!”
 
   Yangi held his position for longer than Marcus dared hope. After five minutes, his arms began trembling. After ten minutes, his legs were trembling too. Marcus wanted to prop him up, give encouragement, anything, but still dared do nothing.
 
   Goblins bounced off the invisible wall as steadily as the rain. How many goblins had got through? Hundreds? Not thousands, but more than dozens. In his heart, Marcus offered the sacrifice of a white bull if Mars would let the rest of the city wall hold.
 
   With a wrenching groan, Yangi fell. He pitched forward and had Marcus not caught him, would have fallen into the breach. The man trembled violently in Marcus’ grasp. He eased Yangi to a sitting position and called for water.
 
   Goblins came through again, but not so many. Stones were filling the gap, but now as many were rolling outward or inward as were stacking up. The patch needed bracing.
 
   Marcus knelt beside the Therving. He took one hand. It was ice-cold to the touch.
 
   “Yangi,” he said, “Yangi, listen to me. You have to try again. I need more time,” but the rixen did not respond. Marcus stood up.
 
   “Bring up timbers. We need to brace the gap.”
 
   “Already got some, First,” a voice further down the wall called out. “More’s coming. We’ve got the engineers and the masons as well.”
 
   A sharp crack sounded from somewhere further down the wall. Marcus knew at once what it was—the wall was breaking down. Again the rain was the enemy, for the torrent of cool water on hot stone was accelerating the process. He pictured water seeping into cracks like fingers. The City’s defense was being torn apart by water from heaven and monsters from hell. Another splintering sound, seconds long, came from behind. How are we supposed to repair all the breaches? He shook his head. One problem at a time.
 
   “You hear that?” Marcus said as he knelt again. “We’re ready. But we can’t put men in there because the goblins will just kill them. They need protection. One more wall. Please. I beg you as a comrade.”
 
   Yangi gave a shuddering sigh. “Tired,” he said. He raised his arms and let them flop.
 
   “We’re all tired, brother. Are you too tired to die? Because that’s what we’ll all be doing, if we don’t get this patched up. You have to do it now; there is no later.”
 
   He was not at all sure the barbarian understood all that, but Yangi did nod. He did get to his feet. He did cross his arms. The rest would have to be on trust.
 
   “All right men, down we go.”
 
   Twenty Romans descended into an oven of stone and steam. They turned to fight the goblins, but the monsters rebounded off Yangi’s wall.
 
   Marcus put them to work helping the engineers.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
 
   Forum of the Ox
 
    
 
   Inglena slipped on the wet marble surface of the street, hit hard, and bounced back up, rubbing her hip. She took off at a run again, trying to catch the goblin pack up ahead. The rain came down so hard, she felt she was pushing her way through a curtain. One of the dark shapes ahead slipped and fell, and she grinned fiercely before she killed it.
 
   She and her people had been able to contain the goblins when they came through only in packs, but then hundreds of goblins had poured through the breach, so many so quickly, her makeshift cordon of Therving warriors was quickly overwhelmed. The goblins went off in every direction. There was no battle to fight, no line to hold.
 
   This was all right with her. This running down streets was not so far different from running down paths, with buildings as trees. This was individual combat, the kind of fighting she knew, the kind of fighting her Therving warriors loved best, though they would have wished for horses.
 
   Around her she caught glimpses of ordinary people trying to fight goblin packs. Despite the claws and the teeth, despite the terror they must feel, these people, some people, were trying to fight back. In one alley she saw a cart painted a cheery blue with yellow stars on it. It was overturned, and people hung out from balconies, hurling pans and bricks down upon two goblins that were tearing at it. The monsters leaped up the side of one building, fell back down, and left the alley. Inglena slashed one with her sword. It veered away, limping badly. The people in the window cheered. She waved back, then began running, calling out to her Thervings to follow. 
 
    
 
   The City itself funneled the goblins’ onrush. Buildings blocked their way, even people blocked their way, and the goblins took the easiest route, surging into the widest streets.
 
   The citizenry fled into their shops and houses. Men shouted to their wives. Women screamed for their children. Children wailed for their parents. Dogs barked wildly; some charged and were killed, while others fled and were killed. And everywhere, doors and shutters slammed shut.
 
   Some people fought back. From upper windows they hurled vases, stones, furniture, anything they could grab and throw. Quick, terrible fights broke out on the respectable, middle-class streets of the Third Hill. 
 
   At the home of a rug merchant and his sons tangled an entire pack of goblins in carpets and cloth. The merchant lost the better part of his better inventory, but after a half-ton of furnishings and stones, his family could claim credit for slaying an entire pack of monsters.
 
   One street over, a friend of the rug merchant, who lived alone with his parents, was no more than one step too slow. A goblin crashed through the shop window a mere moment before Gideas was able to bar the wooden shutters. It drove the frail youth to the floor of the shoemaker’s shop, scattering tools and cut leather everywhere. The rest of the pack followed and in less than a minute the shoemaker’s shop was in ruins, no human was left alive, and the blood of the last son of the Sica family bespattered the walls. 
 
   These scenes repeated up and down the streets. Even more they played out on the flanks of the Third Hill, among the fine, respectable homes of tradesmen and merchants. Booths, stalls, handcarts, baskets, stools, barrels and pots, all the hundred pieces of city life and business, all shattered and scattered under goblin talons. People screamed in sheer, mindless terror as they saw their familiar world gutted and destroyed.  
 
   Individually, the fighting was ineffective. Cumulatively, though, the citizens gradually forced the goblins onto the main roads, where there were fewer people, fewer attacks, and the goblins could charge with less hindrance. 
 
    Along those main roads, the Mese, the flood of goblins channeled into thicker torrents. Guards sealed up the Senate House, where the two Mese joined, and the goblins rushed onto the Third Hill, their advance somewhat slowed by increasing opposition. Goblin blood began to splatter the sides of white buildings and stain the wood of stalls.
 
   The flood washed into the Cattle Market, and there came to a churning halt, for the market was rich with live meat. The hour was mid-day.
 
    
 
   Inglena watched the chaos through an opening in one of the shops that lined every side of the Forum. Livestock was out there—pigs, cows, goats, chickens—and the goblins spent some time consuming what must have seemed to them an easy feast. Early on, screaming indicated a few humans had been trapped in there as well.
 
   She had arrived with her rixen, her Roman magicians, and her Therving warriors about the same time as Tykonos had come from the other direction with his street gangs. With help from citizens, they had quickly blocked every exit save the one from the Mese. They barely had time to finish before the first goblins fell upon the sheep and cattle. Once most were in, Thervings blocked the final exit with their own spears and swords until that way too could be blockaded.
 
   She kept everyone in check as the goblins slaughtered the livestock and fed, but now the monsters were beginning to move again. Now the blockades would be tested. Now all stood on the knife’s edge.
 
   A pack swept outward and slammed into a blockade, fell back, and raced away. Elsewhere, packs jumped at the buildings themselves. Every once in a while, one made it through a window or onto a balcony. Warriors were posted for that chance. Mostly, the goblins raced wildly from one side to the other of the Forum, aimless. Could they be in panic? The clatter of their feet mingled with the crack and shatter of crates and fences and stalls. 
 
   Her fighters were comparatively safe within the shops, for the shops themselves were separated from the open space of the Forum by a colonnade. The low ceiling of the porticoes made it impossible for the goblins to leap to their attack. As ever, the monsters instinctively chose the easier path.
 
   Inglena turned to Thrasimund.
 
   “Ten at a time,” she said, not trying to explain. “Put them at every street and stagger the attacks. Watch me.”
 
   He could not have fully understood her intent, but he nodded. She tapped Thrasimund on the shoulder. 
 
   “Eight others. We go in, kill, and get out quickly. Then do it again.”
 
   Thrasimund never hesitated. He picked out eight warriors. Inglena noted them, then charged without giving further orders.
 
   She ran into the Forum and got no more than ten steps before she nearly fell. The street was slick with blood and rain. She slowed her pace then chose her target—a pack of goblins feasting upon the carcass of a white bull.
 
   The sword cooled in her grip, sending a wave of calm through her. She chose her victim. Her feet seemed not to touch the ground, yet she felt sure of her tread. She swung and there was the familiar sensation of cutting through fog. She saw her comrades crash into the other three goblins and in moments four goblins lay dead. One of them had lost its arm at the shoulder.
 
   She fought the urge to continue. She ground her teeth and shouted for the others to follow. Then she turned away and sprinted back to the comparative safety of the portico. A few moments later, a dozen Thervings darted out from an alley across the way.
 
   It took only a few forays like this to spread the idea. Soon, bands of armed men, many Thervingian but Romans as well, sallied out from side streets, attacked and withdrew. Not every assault was victorious, not every attacker returned, but the scattered attacks prevented the goblins from gathering into a swarm. They seemed to perceive each attack as an isolated threat. Now and then, other packs might notice and fall upon the attackers, but rarely were they in time. 
 
   The grim work went on into the afternoon. Bodies stacked upon bodies, especially in the spaces between stalls, but steadily the numbers of goblins dwindled. It was two hours before Inglena launched the final assault, as much because she was exhausted and could not keep going much longer, as it was because the numbers of goblins were sufficiently reduced. In the final attack she let the blade sing, knowing it was draining her all the while, but reaping goblins by the handful. 
 
   The citizens took heart. They grabbed what they could and threw missiles down into the throng. The bravest, or the most foolish, among them actually came out of their houses and shops, to join the soldiers and warriors in the Forum itself. A hundred goblins died, then twice that number. The monsters became merely the enemy. More died, and they became prey. 
 
   The citizens of Constantinople rushed to the Forum. They bathed their fear in blood, taking vengeance for the horror and dread visited upon them. Some killed to avenge a fallen kin. Others killed without purpose, driven by blood lust. A thousand goblins became eight hundred, became five hundred. Human bodies littered the Market, lying alongside the eviscerated bodies of horses and cows and goats. 
 
    
 
   The breach had held for hours. Men still worked on it, joined by masons who were the ones directing the effort now. Marcus Salvius paced the wall, feeling both trapped and useless. The setting sun threw long rays over the Sixth Hill, illuminating the tatters of the imperial tent and the tall form of the Gniva. Marcus glared at the red monster, which stood motionless. He could swear the thing was glaring back.
 
   The instant the sun touched the western horizon, Marcus raced down the Tower steps, having long since given orders for the night. All he could think about was Inglena.
 
   Down on the street, he tried to run, but his legs shook and he kept stumbling until he slowed down. All around him was a mayhem of broken doors, broken balconies, broken bodies. He scarcely saw it. I cannot lose her.
 
   As he neared the Cattle Market, he saw tired faces, but heard triumph in the voices. The whole market was filled with the fallen—human, goblin, and livestock—and coated in blood. Amid the bodies stood men and women clustered in small groups. Some talked among themselves, some examined the corpses looking for fallen comrades. A few cried out, some in joy, some in grief. For a moment, Marcus was unsure whether to look among the living or the dead for Inglena. He forced himself forward. People spoke to him, hailed him, but he found he could only speak one word. Inglena.
 
   At the further end, near a shamble of torn-up sheds, gathered a large group of people. And there she was, white sword on her back, seeing to her wounded. Blood stained her clothes and matted her hair. Blood smeared her cheeks and neck. But she stood and she breathed, and that was sweet victory.
 
   She saw him and waved. She spoke to one of her Thervings, then ran toward Marcus through the carnage as lightly as if she were running through flowers. She threw herself into his arms, almost knocking them both to the ground.
 
   For a time, all Marcus knew was a storm of embraces and kisses, nor did he wish to know more. Gradually, he heard voices. The reek of the dead penetrated. At last he relinquished his hold on her, and it was like leaving the last island of hope in an ocean of despair.
 
   Still, he kept hold of her hand.
 
   “The wall—does it stand?”
 
   “Have the gates fallen?”
 
   “Are there more goblins?”
 
   “What shall we do now?”
 
   Questions came from all around, but he picked out two: Thrasimund, standing just ahead, so soaked in blood Marcus recognized him more by voice than by sight; and Tykonos, face flushed—or was that blood?—his fine clothes filthy and torn, standing just at Thrasimund’s side. He raised his voice, speaking to them, answering to all.
 
   “The wall holds, for now,” he said, then paused as everyone hushed everyone else. “We have sealed up the breach.”
 
   Cheers from the crowd.
 
   “I don’t know if there are goblins elsewhere in the City. We will have to search. Be careful. Goblins sleep at night, but not if they are in danger. If you see a body, don’t assume it’s dead. Be careful.”
 
   The advice was weak, and it was not made stronger for repeating it, but he could think of nothing else to say. Or, rather, he did have something to say, but he could say it only to a few.
 
   “I shall meet with our leaders to plan tomorrow’s defense.”
 
   Weak, he thought, angry with himself. Limp. Julian would have given them a speech. He walked over to Thrasimund and Tykonos. Voices and movement told him the rest of the fighters were leaving, to go home, or to search for goblins. Both, he thought, are good ideas.
 
   “Greetings, Marcus Salvius,” the big innkeeper said. He wiped at his face. The red had been from blood after all. “The wall stands, you said, but … I suspect there is more?”
 
   Marcus nodded to the question in the statement.
 
   “But we cannot discuss it here. The Capitol is not far from here, is it?”
 
   “Just down to the Mese,” Tykonos said. He must have seen the look of incomprehension on Inglena’s face, because he added, “That is the main street leading out of the Forum of the Ox.” Where he pointed was nothing but a jumble of carts and beams thrown together to barricade the Forum. “I know another way through.”
 
   “With the City Prefect gone, who is next in command?” Marcus asked.
 
   Tykonos considered. “That is difficult to say. You are the one in command, Tribune.”
 
   “I’m a soldier and an outsider. I need someone with official authority.”
 
   “Hm. In theory, that would be the Chancellor. Alas, he fled with the Prefect. There is the Grand Chamberlain, but he is an old man and rather timid.”
 
   “It will do. Please fetch him.”
 
   “Gladly, nor will I waste time asking what you intend. Follow me. I’ll take you to the Capitolium and leave you there, then go find the Chamberlain. He should still be on the First Hill.”
 
   “Fast as you can,” Marcus said.
 
   “Is it that urgent?” Tykonos asked, setting off at a brisk pace.
 
   “As urgent as death,” Marcus said.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
 
   A Plan Without Hope
 
    
 
   The Capitolium served as the Senate House in Constantinople. It was small and severe, only a poor echo of the Senate House back in the city of Rome. It had been decades since the Senate had any real power anyway. This was hardly more than a playhouse for the high nobility of the East.
 
   Marcus took one look inside at the narrow room with its narrow benches, lit only by the torch he held in his own hand.
 
   “We will meet out here on the steps,” he declared. Six wide steps led from the paved courtyard up to the Capitolium. Thrasimund and Inglena sat on the middle steps while Marcus paced back and forth on the ground in front. The last violets of sunset had faded to black before Tykonos returned with an old man in tow.
 
   “This is the Grand Chamberlain, Zosimus,” Tykonos said, his voice tired, and could manage no more introduction than that.
 
   Marcus looked them over slowly. They were all tired, even the Chamberlain—eyes hollow and dull, shoulders down, heads down, no conversation. Just six people trying to make it from one moment all the way over to the next moment. Six people living in the jowls of terror.
 
   Start with the bad news.
 
   “The wall cannot hold,” Marcus said, trying to make his voice sound calm and firm. “My engineers have found cracks elsewhere, not just at the pyre, probably from the combination of assault plus goblinfire. Fire destroys marble, you know. We should keep that in mind when we rebuild.”
 
   He knew this last was sheer bravado. 
 
   “Other sections will collapse—tonight, tomorrow, soon. But it doesn’t matter. The monsters climb over their own dead. One way or the other, they will be in the City tomorrow.”
 
   Tomorrow. The thought struck him like a hammer blow. I lose her tomorrow. He blinked back despair.
 
   “We have two choices,” Marcus said. “We can fight in the streets and die there, scattered and piecemeal. Or we can go out from the City and attack the enemy and die in the open field.”
 
   “I choose the second,” Thrasimund said. His voice was hoarse and gravelly.
 
   “Is there not a third?” Zosimus said. “We have ships. We could abandon the City.”
 
   Marcus looked at him and Zosimus hung his head.
 
   “I do not suggest this lightly. I am not a coward … well, I am, really, but I am ready to stand and die if need be. But there is some sense in saving what we can, to fight elsewhere, another day.”
 
   “Yes, we could run,” Marcus said. The others looked at him in surprise. “We have ships; enough to carry a few thousand. How many would you say live in Constantinople?”
 
   Zosimus turned his head aside. “More,” he said meekly.
 
   “Hundreds of thousands,” Marcus said. “Which will you save, and which will you condemn to the slaughter? Choose quickly; we die tomorrow.”
 
   Zosimus turned his head further. Marcus pressed relentlessly.
 
   “If this were any other city, Grand Chamberlain,” Marcus said, reminding him of the title, “I would agree. But this is Constantinople. If we abandon it, we abandon the Empire itself. Not only would we be forever remembered as cowards and traitors, our example would dishearten the very people who need to continue the fight.”
 
   Marcus moved until he was directly in front of Zosimus. He is an old man, Marcus thought, he cannot bear this. He stood until Zosimus looked at him again. None of us can.
 
   “If we faced an army, we might surrender, but these goblins, they don’t even speak. We cannot negotiate with monsters. And if we stay, those monsters will come over the walls. We are not deciding how to save the City. We are deciding how to die.”
 
   “We go out to die,” Thrasimund said, his voice like gravel. “This is good. I had feared I would die inside this place, like a bird in a trap. Tomorrow I will ride at the head of my people and die a good death.”
 
   “I’d rather not die at all, thank you,” Tykonos said, then added after a pause, “but I will die defending Constantine’s city. It is a good death.”
 
   “I will kill the Gniva,” Inglena said, “and I will not die.” 
 
   Zosimus uttered a moan, then said, “Who are we few, to decide the fate of so many?”
 
   “The gods decide fates,” Marcus said. “All we are deciding is what to do tomorrow. It is all we can ever decide.”
 
   The Chamberlain coughed. His eyes were puffy, but he set his jaw firmly. “So,” he said, “what is it you want from me?”
 
   “Defend the City. Tonight I take the XII Legion down to the Greater Docks. We still have galleys there, don’t we?” 
 
   Tykonos said, “We do. Three.”
 
   “That’s enough. I will take these ships up the Golden Horn and land on the left flank of the Horde as it sleeps.
 
   “Inglena and Thrasimund will go to the Lesser Docks and board ships there. They will land on the right flank, out of sight. In the morning, we attack together. Our only objective is to drive through the Horde to the Gniva and kill it.”
 
   He turned to Tykonos.
 
   “I need you to man the wall. This is crucial. As long as the wall is defended, the Horde will keep attacking.”
 
   “That’s comforting,” Tykonos remarked dryly.
 
   “Zosimus, I need you to make a decree, a proclamation, whatever is proper. You are the government now.”
 
   “I have not the authority,” the old man said.
 
   “I know,” Marcus said. “I am not a General, yet here I am in command. The situation is your authority. You must do this. Spend the night rallying the people. The wall must hold.”
 
   “I will do as you ask. Tomorrow’s sun will find me atop the wall with the rest. Pro patria.”
 
   Marcus made a face, but he ignored the appeal to patriotism.
 
   “Timing is key,” he said. “We must hold our attack until the Horde is busy at the wall, but not a moment longer. A half hour, no more than an hour after sunrise should do the job. Put every bugler you have on the towers. Chamberlain, Tykonos, you two must choose the moment. We will not attack until we hear the horns. After that … well.” Marcus trailed off as he felt his heart betraying him.
 
   “After that,” Inglena said, stepping into the moment, “you and I will meet over the corpse of the Gniva.” She sounded so much like someone trying to be brave, Marcus had to turn away. He disguised it by pacing.
 
   “We must hurry,” he said, finding his voice again. “We have to be in place by dawn. It’s time for each of us to see to our own tasks.”
 
   Inglena stood; the others did likewise. They all looked at Marcus. He scratched at his beard.
 
   “I suppose I’m to say some words of encouragement, but I can’t. I am no orator. I don’t see anything encouraging. We must defend the Empire’s capital, that’s all. We cannot surrender and I will not run. However dark and hopeless, this is our path. Fight well and let the gods decide. The Empire abides, even if we do not.”
 
   The Grand Chamberlain hauled himself to his feet and took Marcus by the hand. He wished him good fortune, and left. Tykonos did likewise, adding he would see Marcus later on the docks. Thrasimund clapped him on the shoulder, but said nothing. That left Inglena.
 
   “Tell me again about Hispania,” she said. Her voice sounded as lazy as a river in summer. They kissed, quick and passionate, then she too left.
 
   He watched her go into the night and it was like watching his own soul walk away. He felt empty inside, as hollow as a bowl. It felt good, strangely; to be cold as steel, dead to the world. Only the fire of battle could heat him again, only blood could revive him. Bring me the enemy, he thought. Kill or die, it was all the same. Nothing would matter unless he might see her again. Then the sun would shine. Then he would breathe. Until then, he was cold steel.
 
    
 
   No hint of dawn disturbed the night when Marcus reached the docks with the Legion. Tykonos met him there, attired in a fine black robe with silver threads embroidered. His round, pale face was like a moon set upon some dewy field.
 
   “Marcus Salvius,” he said, approaching. “I must go help the barbarians, but I wanted to see you one more time, to wish you all good fortune.”
 
   “Thank you,” Marcus said, “and good fortune to you as well. The City must hold, no matter what we do out there.”
 
   “The City will hold, First Tribune, because of what you will do out there.” He made a gesture of dismissal. Rings sparkled blue and red by the torchlight.
 
   “There now,” he said brusquely, “I’ve said my farewell. Three ships will hold you. Yours is the forward one. Trust my sailors; they can sail a ship even in the dark.” He laughed at some private joke.
 
   Tykonos was just about to leave when a man hurried up to him and spoke into his ear. The innkeeper’s face turned to astonishment.
 
   “Bring her here,” he said.
 
   The man whispered something more. Tykonos scowled. “Bring both of them, then!” He turned to Marcus. “You should hear this, too, Tribune.”
 
   Marcus barked orders at his men to hide his impatience. This was not the time for delays.
 
   A minute later, the man returned. Behind him came a young girl and an enormous dog.
 
   “Cac,” Marcus exclaimed. It was not so much that he was looking at a Roman war dog, it was that the dog bore having the little girl’s hand hold its collar.
 
   “Salve,” Tykonos said, bowing formally. “My name is Tykonos, a friend of Julian. And this is Marcus Salvius, who served with him in the army. I’m told you have a message?”
 
   “Where did this come from?” Marcus asked. He was too astounded to manage more.
 
   “Yes,” the girl said. Her wide, dark eyes reminded Marcus suddenly of Inglena.
 
   “What’s your name, girl,” Marcus said, more harshly than he intended.
 
   “Petra,” she said. She certainly looked at him boldly enough.
 
   Tykonos knelt beside the girl and put his arm around her.
 
   “How did you come by that dog?”
 
   She put her hand on the dog’s head. “His name is Bucephalus. He’s mine,” she said. “I found him and he found me.”
 
   Marcus snorted. The girl scowled.
 
   “Petra, dear girl, tell the First Tribune here your message. Say it plainly and clearly and do not be afraid of him. He is not so fierce as he looks.”
 
   Petra’s chin came up. “I’m not afraid of him,” she said.
 
   Tykonos smiled. “Of course you aren’t. You are a very brave young woman.”
 
   Marcus looked to Tykonos. “What’s all this about?” 
 
   “I have a message from …” she paused. Her face tightened and she spoke carefully. “… Lucius Julianus Metellus, General of the Legio XII Heraclea, to the Prefect of the City.”
 
   Having got that far, she gave a nod of satisfaction. Marcus stared at her, unable to speak. He looked more carefully at her. When had she met Julian? No, that was impossible.
 
   “I speak with Julian’s voice,” she was still reciting from memory, “to say, ‘I am going to kill the Gniva. Hold out. I have a plan. Do not yield the City. I have an extra card in my hand.’”
 
   Again she nodded.
 
   “That’s all,” she said. She dropped her eyes and petted her dog.
 
   It took several heartbeats for Marcus to recover his voice. He knew at once the message was real, however incredible it seemed.
 
   “Who is this girl?” he said. “Where did she come from, how did you find her?”
 
   “You do not question the message?” Tykonos asked, smiling.
 
   “Those are Julian’s words,” Marcus said. “No one else would speak in that way.”
 
   “That is what I thought as well. My men here just fished her out of the Golden Horn. She was in a coracle, if you can believe it.”
 
   “Believe what?”
 
   Inglena’s voice broke in as she came striding onto the dock. 
 
   “Inglena, what are you doing here?” Marcus had a distinct sensation of events running like sand between his fingers.
 
   “My people are on the other dock,” she said, “but no one will do anything. They say Tykonos must come. The horses are a problem.”
 
   “I was afraid of that,” Tykonos said.
 
   “But what is this girl?” Inglena asked.
 
   Marcus and Tykonos filled her in quickly. Her face went from disbelief to astonishment to worry within the space of two minutes.
 
   “Julian alive?” she said, incredulous.
 
   “Seemingly,” Marcus said.
 
   “I would believe it of no one other than Julian,” Tykonos said. “But Marcus, you do not seem so pleased.”
 
   “No. He will die.”
 
   “You thought him dead already. Besides, he has a secret card,” Tykonos said.
 
   “He always thinks that,” Marcus said.
 
   “So we must kill the Gniva quickly,” Inglena said. She smiled and sounded almost eager. “Marcus, this is why I have the white sword from my father. For this day. For this deed. I will kill the Gniva and save Julian.”
 
   Tykonos stood and spoke to the girl. “You and Bucephalus come with me. I shall take care of you.”
 
   Petra looked up at the innkeeper in wonderment.
 
   “Inglena, let us hurry. Your people need to be on board those ships soon or they’ll never reach the shore in time. Dawn is coming.”
 
   Again Marcus had to watch Inglena walk away into the night. He kept his lips compressed tightly for fear he would cry out. He had been ready to die. Had been ready to know Inglena had died. It was cruel, now, to offer hope.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
 
   The Sixth Hill
 
    
 
   Julian and Avitus moved through the suburbs of the City, slipping from one hiding place to the next, working toward the Sixth Hill. The old farms from pre-Constantinian days were largely gone, replaced by residences, apartment blocks, and shops. In each hiding place, Avitus released his hold on Julian so he could rest, even if only a little. It was getting harder and harder to keep the veil of invisibility drawn over them.
 
   The streets and open spaces were thick with goblins, but as the sun rose, most of these left amid clacks and thuds. Julian and Avitus hid in a leather shop for over an hour as this migration went by. 
 
   They spoke little, and then only in whispers. Neither of them knew if goblins could hear well or poorly. It was not the sort of thing to test.
 
   After an hour of waiting, they judged it time to go on. Avitus took hold of Julian’s wrist, and they eased out the front door. This was the worst moment, stepping into open view, worrying that any slip might reveal themselves. It had happened before, and Avitus was much more tired now. After the third pack of goblins had passed them without noticing, Julian relaxed a little.
 
   They kept to shadows as much as they could. Julian could not explain exactly why. He simply felt exposed walking in full daylight.
 
   Close to walls was safer too—less likely to run into someone. Goblins hurried in every direction. Julian’s head turned with each step or two as he tried to look everywhere at once.
 
   Despite his best efforts, they had several near misses and one outright collision. A goblin changed directions suddenly and bowled them over. They went down together, but Avitus kept his grip on Julian’s wrist. The two men froze in place, crouching. The creature stopped and turned, raising its muzzle, swaying. After a moment, it bounded away.
 
   “Perhaps,” Julian whispered as they got up, “they run into things often.” He looked at Avitus, expecting to see a smile or at least a grimace, but the man was pale, his face slack. 
 
   “Come on, Avi. A little further, then we can rest a bit.”
 
   They stopped further up the hill, in the courtyard of an apartment building. It was small and dirty, but it concealed them from the street. Jars and baskets were stacked on the far side. Once out of sight of the street, Avitus let go of Julian and slumped to the ground.
 
   He was mumbling as he sat. Julian sat beside him and put his hand on his brow. It was deathly cold, yet slick with sweat.
 
   “Sorry. Sorry.”
 
   “Quiet, little bird,” Julian whispered, “don’t get us killed with apologies. Here, drink.”
 
   He could get Avitus to take only a swallow.
 
   “I can’t keep on,” Avitus said, too loudly. Julian put a hand over his mouth.
 
   “Quiet!” he whispered fiercely, but Avitus was close to raving.
 
   “It gets harder every time. I don’t even know how to do it. We’re trapped here.” He struggled to get up but couldn’t do it. He looked at Julian with wild eyes. “When they come, you must kill me quick. Say you will. Don’t let them….”
 
   The sudden effort was too much, and he sagged back.
 
   “I will not,” Julian said, thoroughly alarmed. If Avitus began raving, they were sure to be found. “It’s the slave who should kill his master first, then take his own life.”
 
   The absurdity made Avitus’ eyes focus.
 
   “You freed me,” he said.
 
   “Not legally,” Julian replied, “and anyway you refused it.”
 
   Avitus took a deep, shuddering breath.
 
   “My mistake,” he said, then closed his eyes. “Sleep now.”
 
   Julian’s own breath caught. The man was nearly used up. But soon he would have to do still more. Soon they would make the last push. How long would they need to be unseen? Hours, most likely. Longer than Avi had ever managed, even when he was strong. 
 
   It was hopeless.
 
   Avitus’ head drooped on his chest; his hands lay at his sides like fallen birds. Julian stood over him.
 
   He’s used up, he thought. I should let him rest, but the hours slip away. That breach in the wall means the City will soon fall. How soon?
 
   Julian knelt. Avitus did not stir.
 
   “Avi,” he said softly, “time to go.”
 
   Avitus’ head came up. He blinked, frowning. “What?” he asked, confused.
 
   “Time to go, Avi.”
 
   Comprehension came. Avitus’ shoulders sagged. He nodded haltingly, the way an old man does. Julian held out a hand.
 
   “Sure,” Avitus said, “Time.”
 
   Julian hauled him up, supporting him until he got his feet under him. After a moment, Avitus nodded.
 
   “You all right?” Julian asked, then felt foolish for asking.
 
   “Sure,” Avitus said. “I’m positively sunny.”
 
   Strength through sarcasm, Julian thought. I’ll take it.
 
   Julian picked up the pack; Avitus did not ask for it. At the edge of the courtyard, they paused. This building stood atop a low rise. Below them the ground dipped, ran level for a hundred yards, then angled up onto the flanks of the Sixth Hill.
 
   “Get us across the valley,” Julian said. “Once we reach those buildings,” he pointed to a row of shops, “we can take stock, rest, maybe eat.”
 
   “And then?”
 
   “Then … then we get as far as we can.”
 
   “The top of the hill,” Avitus said. “Kill it today, maybe.”
 
   “One step at a time.” Julian wished Avitus would not talk; the man’s voice trembled with every word. Don’t try to be brave, little bird.
 
   Avitus put his hand on Julian’s arm, took a step, then took another.
 
    
 
   They crossed the valley without incident, through small gardens and little orchards of orange and lemon. Not many goblins roamed; Julian supposed they were all at the wall. Mostly his attention was on Avitus.
 
   His face seemed to draw tighter as they walked, and his grip on Julian’s arm grew lighter. They moved carefully over rough ground. The fields were scarred, harrowed by goblin claws. By the time they began to climb the Sixth Hill, Avitus was stopping every twenty or thirty steps. Julian whispered encouragement when they stopped, but after the third time, he was unsure if Avitus even heard him.
 
   They reached a road, normally hard-packed this time of year but now churned into a dusty powder. The first of the buildings lay ahead. Lemon trees lined the way, heavy with the sweet-smelling fruit. Some of the trees showed ugly gashes and broken branches. One branch lay at hand, and Julian guided Avitus off the road to grab a couple of lemons from it, which he put into his pack. 
 
   That was lucky, for even as he was picking up the lemons, a pack of goblins came up the road from behind. He held tight to Avitus as the goblins bounded past. They had hardly gone by when Avitus gave a small sigh and collapsed to the ground. His hold on Julian was broken. They were visible again.
 
   Julian spun in place, trying to see in every direction at once. Goblins bounded in the distance, some at the top of the hill, and many more off toward Constantinople, which was hidden by the shoulder of the hill. His heart leaping, Julian scooped Avitus up in his arms. Without hoping they would make it, but refusing to give up, Julian set out for the nearest building, about thirty yards away.
 
   The Scythian grew heavier with every step, but they reached the buildings without incident. Julian turned into the first place he came to, a shop.
 
   The door of the shop lay on the ground where goblins had smashed it. The interior was torn up, with debris everywhere and long gouges in wood and wall. Julian leaned on the door jamb, then started to set Avitus down. But his strength was gone and Avitus fell to the floor like a sack of grain. Julian dragged him into the shadows, over to the far wall.
 
   As his eyes adjusted to the dim light, he saw they were in a needlemaker’s shop. Lengths of wire lay on the ground, along with hammers, files, clippers and tongs. Nothing in  the jumble of wood and metal was likely to attract the interest of goblins. He hoped.
 
   “We’ll be safe here for a while, Avi,” Julian said, trying to sound reassuring.
 
   Avitus barely nodded.
 
   “Wake up a little, will you? You should eat.”
 
   Avitus mumbled with eyes closed, “Time to go.”
 
   “No, not time to go. Time to eat.” Julian opened the pack that held what remained of their food. He gave a knuckle of cheese to Avitus, who roused enough to put it in his mouth. Julian had to keep prompting him to chew. He fed him a bit of salt pork, which caused Avitus to gag, then he offered the lemon. The juice revived Avitus a little.
 
   “Where?” Lemon dripped from his mouth. Julian wiped it away.
 
   “Hiding,” he said. “Just rest, little bird. We’re almost done.”
 
   “Good,” Avitus whispered. “I’m beginning to get a little tired.”
 
   Tears started in Julian’s eyes. He blamed the lemon.
 
   He managed to swallow the salt pork by alternating with the lemon, until there was no more food. It would be enough. By this time tomorrow, he would have eaten his fill, or he would have no more hunger. The simplicity of this future calmed him. He leaned against the wall. He watched a patch of sunlight crawl eastward, then fade. He faded as well.
 
    
 
   A dream awakened Julian. Rullianus had appeared again, but this time it was to tell him to do something. It was a mad sort of thing, but everything was madness now. At least this might save Avitus.
 
   Julian got to his feet as quietly as he could. Avitus lay deep asleep. Julian picked up his sword and went to the door. The golden patch of sunlight was now pale silver. He stepped outside.
 
   The moon hung overhead, nearly full. It washed out Vega’s bright light. Over to the south, Betelgeuse shone bright red, like a lighthouse in the sky. Cassiopeia watched from her throne. The air was heavy with the smell of rotting flesh.
 
   The Horde slept. Their breathing swept through the night air, like the passage of wings. Some goblins lay prone while others leaned against walls, even those of the needlemaker’s shop. Most sat on their tripod of tail and hind legs, as if awake. As if they watched him.
 
   He made his way slowly, trying to keep his footsteps soundless. In places, he had to detour around clumps of goblins packed together so tightly he could not squeeze between. The more they did not stir, the more he dared to move more quickly, and the more he felt watched by lidded eyes. He kept his eyes on the ground before him. Step carefully. Get to the Gniva. Stab it in its sleep. The words from the dream rotated in his head.
 
   He thought about Avitus. Wake up and hide, little bird. The thought returned over and over. He wished he had granted Avitus his freedom. Hardly realizing it, he said the words now, his lips moving silently. His arms stretched out, palms down, then his wrists rotated until his palms were turned skyward—the gesture of manumission.
 
   He crossed a small plaza filled with sleeping goblins, sitting like black statues in the night. Beyond, the road angled left, then right as it climbed. More goblins were there, but he could still slip in between them.
 
   The summit was closer than he would have guessed. In less than an hour of side-steps and tip-toes, he saw the tent up ahead. They had indeed stretched the vermilion cloth over a structure—not a stable but a corral. They must be unable to figure out the supports. The gesture was still unnerving, though, as if the Gniva were somehow declaring himself Emperor. Why else take the symbol?
 
   The top of the hill was covered with goblins. Julian moved further, but it was like threading his way through a pine forest, or through a crowded marketplace with all the customers frozen in place. Every opening turned into a dead end. He did not like the sound of that phrase. He got in to one place so tight, he had to back up in order to get out again. The stink of goblins filled his nose. He regained a bit of open ground and looked up.
 
   The moon was westering. Everywhere he looked, he saw nothing but goblins. Silently, he cursed the dream that had sent him here. None of my visions work out. Somewhere up ahead was the Gniva, he was sure of it, but he could go no further. The goblins here were too numerous, a wall of flesh. If he pressed further, they would awake.
 
   He turned around and his heart jumped. The sky to the east was lighter.
 
   Again I fail, he thought. Despair weighed him down. I’ve gone too far and not far enough at the same time. Typical of me. 
 
   And now he was in the midst of the Horde with no protection. He thought of Avitus alone in the shop. He would wake up, find Julian gone. No more visions for me, Julian thought. I have to get back.
 
   His jaw tightened, and his eyes grew steady. He would return to the shop. Before dawn. Avitus would get him close. That’s all he needed, just to get close. He began to move. When he was not watching his feet, he glanced up at the sky. He kept expecting to see the sun thumbnail its way over the eastern hills. The half-light shaded from gray to rose.
 
   He was more worried now about Avitus than he was about himself. The fool will come looking for me. He pictured him dashing wildly into the street, to be torn apart by goblins. But no, Avitus was smarter than that. Even so, even so.
 
   Julian risked moving more quickly. If it had taken an hour to reach the top, it felt like ten hours to return. He wondered if he had gone too far yet again. Where was the shop? He was about to stop when he saw it, with two goblins still leaning against its wall. They were not awake. Why could they not lie down like any other creature? His heart thudding with a sickening weight, he slipped through the open doorway. 
 
   Like the goblins, Avitus continued to sleep. Relief drained away what was left of Julian’s strength. He all but collapsed against the far wall, next to the Scythian. He looked over. Even asleep, Avitus’ face showed the strain. His cheeks were gaunt, his eyes sunken. For a moment, Julian saw his friend as he might be as an old man.
 
   He leaned closer, wishing he could do anything to avert the next few hours. He fell asleep.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
 
   Dawn
 
    
 
   At sunrise, Tykonos stood atop the Tower of Saturn, still wearing his fine, black robe. Next to him stood the Grand Chancellor Zosimus, his face nearly as pale as his gray hair. It had been a long night for both of them, getting volunteers to stand atop the walls and face the Horde, nearly without weapons.
 
   “The City is defended by children,” said Zosimus to Tykonos. He pointed down the length of the wall.
 
   “Not so,” Tykonos replied, “we have also women and old men and the sick and wounded.”
 
   Zosimus made a sour face. “Our hope is in the wall itself,” he said, “not in its defenders.”
 
   “Vere,” said Tykonos. He looked outward. Where sunlight touched the ground, goblins were stirring. The attack was beginning.
 
   He looked left and right, along the wall. Children did indeed stand to post, as many sleepy-eyed as wide-eyed, most of them armed with no more than a pile of rocks. Here and there were grandfathers with clubs, women with knives, and men with such hurts they could scarcely stand.
 
   These are not defenders, Tykonos thought, they are bait.
 
   Bait which the Horde was taking. Torrents of goblins ran at the wall in specific places, a repetition of yesterday’s attacks. Shouts, cries, and screams came from people who had never faced battle, much less battle with a horror.
 
   “Now, sir?” 
 
   Behind Tykonos stood three buglers, horns at the ready. The youngest looked like he was here to play for his own execution.
 
   “Not yet,” Tykonos said. More goblins were streaming down from the hills, out from alleys and buildings, dark and boiling as if flushed out by a storm.
 
   “Wait,” he said. “Let them direct all their attention on us.”
 
   “Look there,” Zosimus cried. “Already they reach the top!”
 
   “Only one,” Tykonos said, trying to steady the man with his voice. A goblin had bounded up the pile of corpses lying before the breach. The repairs were solid, but they did not reach so high as the original, and one made it over before being killed. 
 
   Minutes limped by on crutches.
 
   At least, Tykonos saw what he had waited for—the upper reaches of the wide Seventh Hill were empty of goblins; the Horde was at the wall, pounding and clawing. Hundreds still remained atop the Sixth Hill, but that hill was for Marcus and Inglena. Time was running out. He signaled the buglers, feeling dice rattle in his gut as he took the gamble.
 
   The quick, rising notes of the horns were taken up by big cornu atop other towers, their curved bells sounding brave and mournful.
 
   The dice would not stop tumbling.
 
    
 
   On a narrow beach where the land ran down to meet the sea, Inglena and her people waited to hear the City call them to battle. 
 
   All the Thervings were mounted, even the rixen. They had emptied the City of its horses. All had to ride, to keep them all together. Inglena looked them over, seeing the fragment of a sliver of the People. All who remained. All risking all.
 
   She rode her gray stallion. He had borne the sea passage calmly, but now he pawed at the ground, scenting battle. She stroked his neck, spoke patience to him, and he steadied. She touched hand to sword, to steady herself. 
 
   Thrasimund moved among the warriors, speaking in low tones. Horses danced nervously. Sunlight bathed the land in golden hues and spread across green meadows. The hills before the City were covered in black waves. Inglena wore her deerskin battle attire: white leggings, white jerkin, white boots. 
 
   Then the deep voice of the City horns bellowed, lowing like giant cattle. The Thervings surged forward, the fragment of a sliver of a shattered nation. They covered the open ground at a trot, preserving strength. Inglena thought of the Thessalonika Gate and the Tower of Saturn and the awful break in the wall. She eased her gray into a canter.
 
   The Thervings neared the slopes of the Seventh Hill, its lush flanks disfigured by dark blotches. She thought of Marcus, which made her heart slip into her stomach.
 
   Do not die, Marcus. Do not die, Julian. I will reach you.
 
   She drew her white sword. Her horse surged into a gallop. A long, rising shout escaped her, and it was answered by two thousand voices. She rode at full speed into a dark mass, and Death leaped from her hand.
 
   She leaned forward, feeling the horse run, feeling heart and flank.
 
    
 
   The assault was going well, Marcus thought. Goblins attacked, but in fewer numbers than he had feared. Through lemon groves and kitchen gardens the legion had climbed the ridge, meeting with little resistance. Even so, it was still hundreds against thousands. By the time Marcus reached the ridge crest, the XII was as ragged as a wind-torn pennant.
 
   Once among the buildings and groves of the Sixth Hill, he abandoned all pretense of an orderly advance. The men knew the objective; they would have to find their own way to it.
 
   The arrangement of cohorts and lines steadily broke into random squads of men, each fighting his way forward as best he could. Every street and alley saw brief but vicious fights at close quarters, sword and talon slashing. Halfway up the Sixth Hill, Marcus lost touch even with his own First Cohort.
 
   With him now were Ursinus the Standard-Bearer, along with eight men from the First Cohort and three stragglers. These were enough to defend in each direction at crossroads, but not so many as to get in each other’s way in the narrow streets. It would do. He had fought in such a fashion before.
 
   Marcus drove uphill as straight as he could. The military goal was the Gniva, but in his heart he thought only of Inglena. He had no fear of goblins, of talons and teeth, not even of their endless numbers. His one fear was that he should arrive too late. That he would find her dead. The thought drove him on at such speed, his men struggled to keep pace. The closer he got, the worse became the fear.
 
   Near the top they arrived at a small, unoccupied plaza, its stones scarred by claws. But there were no monsters.
 
   “Hail there!”
 
   He turned, half expecting to find goblins had learned to speak. A group of nine Roman soldiers entered the square.
 
   “Marcus Salvius!”
 
   “Hail, Rufus Panneus,” Marcus said. He started forward again.
 
   “Glad to see you, too,” Rufus said. “Where have all the damned goblins got to?”
 
   “Let them get to hell,” one of Marcus’ men called, but Marcus himself did not answer. They were attacking the wall, but they were also attacking the Thervings. Inglena. He pushed himself forward. Too late, too late. The words lashed at him.
 
   “Keep moving,” Marcus said, grimly. Rufus Panneus nodded.
 
    
 
   The sound of trumpets woke Julian.
 
   At first, sleep still heavy on him, he thought it was Gratian arriving with an army, but he realized that was impossible. The Western Emperor was weeks away, at best. But the trumpets were Roman. They were sounding Advance.
 
   Sounds erupted outside, nearer at hand—a hard rattle like hailstones, which developed into a generalized roar as the Horde awoke.
 
   He scrambled to his feet, pulling Avitus with him. The Scythian’s hair was tousled, his eyes were wide, his face dirty—he looked like some wild man of the North. The next moment he recovered himself and took Julian’s hands in his own.
 
   “It’s a sortie,” Avitus said.
 
   “Only one reason,” Julian said. “The City is about to fall. They march out to die.”
 
   “Maybe the girl … Petra.”
 
   “Maybe. The message was for them to stay and defend, not to sortie out.”
 
   They got to their feet. Avitus moved to the doorway and peered outside. Julian hung back. It was time. There would never be another. A pain lanced through Julian’s heart.
 
   “I’m sorry, little bird,” he whispered.
 
   Avitus heard it. He looked over his shoulder.
 
   “Not I,” Avitus said. “I’ve never been sorry, and don’t you start.”
 
   He put his hand on Avitus’ arm, and together they stepped outside.
 
   Sunlight poured like liquid up the narrow street. A pack of goblins bounded toward them, Julian held his breath for a moment, then the pack raced by. He breathed again. Avitus’ magic still worked, but for how long?
 
   They climbed the Sixth Hill. Goblins ran in every direction. Avitus following, they kept to the side of the building, to keep goblins from coming at them from behind. They slipped from the needlemaker’s shop along a row of similar shops, until they came to a little plaza. No more than a hundred feet across, and thick with goblins,  swarming in their strange, random movement.
 
   Julian looked around for another route. Last night he had walked right through here, but now it would be impossible. Even as he searched for another way, goblins began leaving from one side, while none came from the other. Within two score of heartbeats, the plaza lay empty under the morning sky. Julian watched, but even after a couple minutes, only empty buildings sat under the yellow sun. 
 
   Roman trumpets sounded again.
 
   “Let’s go,” he said to Avitus. The Scythian’s first steps were stumbles; he was weakening already. 
 
   Last night, the street near the summit had been packed with monsters, but now there were far fewer. The buildings, scarred but standing, glowed a gentle orange or pale yellow in the strengthening sun. This is my home, Julian thought, trailing his free hand along the masonry, you cannot have it. A few packs raced by them, but they were easily avoided. They did not all head toward the City. Good, Julian thought. Split the enemy.
 
   Avitus’ feet scuffled along the cobblestone, but he would not stop when Julian said they might rest a moment.
 
   He whispered in response. “We can’t stop. I will not.”
 
   Julian put Avitus’ arm around his shoulder, supporting him. They moved more slowly, but Avitus did not have to keep a grip on Julian’s arm. They limped past ruined houses, along a street shredded by talons. Then they were at the top.
 
   No buildings or groves stood here. Julian was finally able to see the whole of the battle under way.
 
   To the south, the Horde clawed at the City, tearing at its raiment of masonry. Now and again, spouts of twisting orange and black licked at the walls. Hobs.
 
   Eastward he heard men shouting, bugles and whistles sounding, and the clash of sword and shield. The Legion. He wondered if Marcus fought there. From the west came the wild cries of Therving warriors. In that direction he thought he saw flashes of something like lightning. He tried to picture Inglena leading a charge, her magicians wielding lances of blue fire.
 
   Much nearer, at the summit of the Sixth Hill, swirled a dark mass of goblins. Hundreds, moving in a wide circle with frenetic purpose. Packs broke away steadily, like black sparks thrown off by a hellish fire: some toward the City, some toward the advancing legion, some toward the Thervings.  The swirling mass thinned slowly.
 
   At the center stood the Gniva. It was two hundred yards away, Julian guessed, but it was easy to spot—much taller than those around him, with crimson flesh. He saw no hobs. All sent into battle, he supposed—a small bit of good fortune, but he would take it.
 
   Away toward the Bosporus, in the direction of the Thervings, a brilliant light shone forth, followed by a deep boom. Good, Julian thought fiercely. Burn and die.
 
   Avitus loosened his grip so suddenly Julian turned to see what was the matter. He wished he had not, for the Scythian’s face had paled to the color of dust. Julian put stone around his heart, then spoke to Avitus quick and low.
 
   “This is it, Avi.” He glanced toward the Gniva. The masses of goblins had thinned further, but still a hundred or two ran there. He could see more clearly now—they darted in then out again, swooping past the Gniva like clouds of starlings.
 
   “Get us inside the circle. At the end, I’m going to have to let go, you understand?”
 
   Avitus nodded. His eyes were fever-bright.
 
   “Keep yourself invisible. When I’ve killed the Gniva, we’ll join hands again, go invisible, then we’ll hide and you can rest. Understand?”
 
   Again Avitus nodded, but his smile was like Death’s grin. Julian kept his emotions off his face.
 
   “Let’s kill the monster.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FORTY-NINE
 
   Say the Words
 
    
 
   The sun climbed and grew hotter. The noise and heat reminded Julian forcibly of the battle of Hadrianopolis. Despair boiled up from his belly and he swallowed hard. The Legion’s horns sounded again, and a war cry went up. An image of Marcus Salvius hewing down goblins appeared in his imagination, but when Marcus went down under a flood of claws and teeth, Julian pushed the image away. 
 
   They were at the top of the Sixth Hill where there had once been an orchard, but the  ground was covered now by packs of goblins that zoomed in restless motion. Some of them swept by so close he could hear their breath. Julian tried to see in every direction as he and Avitus moved like drunkards, ever closer to the Gniva.
 
   He could see the creature clearly now. Its flattened head rose well above the other goblins, its crimson-brick coloring unique among the monsters. After the Gniva was dead, Julian thought he might give its body to physicians to study. This was not the first Gniva, Inglena had said; it likely would not be the last.
 
   A pack of goblins came directly at them, so quickly he and Avitus barely had time to dodge. Then another pack, and another raced past, and Julian realized they were scattering. He hoped it was to join the attack on the wall.
 
   Abruptly, a path to the Gniva opened. Julian took a breath. This was his chance, however slim. He tugged at Avitus and they moved forward together at an uneven run, Julian gripping his sword with one hand, still supporting Avitus with his other arm.
 
   Packs raced by, but he managed to avoid them. Goblin stink coated his throat. The ground under foot had been churned into dust. The drum of goblin feet hammered at his ears. 
 
   Ten yards, no more, separated him from the goblin leader. He sensed the presence of other goblins, but dared not look to either side. His whole attention was fixed on the Gniva. He saw its back, saw that it was covered in scars and sores. He saw exactly where his sword would go in.
 
   The creature turned. Now Julian saw its side, its long left arm with a centurion’s cloak wrapped around it, like a bandage. He saw the long talons, like black six-inch knives protruding from red fingers. The head rotated until it seemed to look directly at him. Pink eyes, small and pig-like. 
 
   Four yards now. He was at a run, all but dragging Avitus behind. He could not turn aside; he was a loosed arrow, his trajectory set.
 
   A goblin crashed into him and Avitus, sending all three tumbling, breaking the contact. Avitus lay a couple of yards away, stunned but moving. The goblin that had slammed into them did not move. Julian scrambled to his feet. On one side was the Gniva. He had a single instant of fierce satisfaction as he saw the Gniva startled by his sudden appearance. On the other side, Avitus was getting onto his hands and knees. 
 
   Julian’s heart went to Avitus, his brain went toward the Gniva, but his feet still went forward. Julian gripped his sword, his choice made.
 
   The Gniva stared at him. Its long arms swung at its side. It swayed slightly, like a boxer. It was the same stance, the same eerie regard he had seen back at the canal, as if a boar had suddenly reared up to examine him. It’s planning how it will kill me, Julian thought. It is not afraid. Good.
 
   Julian charged. The blade went in up to the hilt. Die!
 
   The Gniva did not die. It twisted violently at the blow, arms flailing, throwing Julian to the side.
 
   He hit the ground hard. His arm felt as if it were shattered. His head rang for a long moment. Where was the Gniva? He saw dirt, rolled over, and saw sky. He tried to scramble up, but his nerveless arm betrayed him and he managed to get only to one knee.
 
   The Gniva was doing some sort of mad, ghastly dance. It leaped and whirled, ran a few steps, then whirled again. Each time, blood flew from the creature in crimson globs of spray. It ran five steps, clawed futilely at its open wound, then whirled again.
 
   The sword lay on the ground nearby. Goblins stood watching, seemingly unwilling to approach, or unsure of what to do.
 
   The Gniva stopped its movement and shuddered, then it turned to face Julian. It stumped forward, fighting for balance. Julian froze.
 
   Come on, you. I’m dead. Easy prey. Just a little closer. I still have a knife, and one arm that works.
 
   A rush of movement behind the Gniva, and there was  Avitus, brandishing his slim Scythian knife. He leaped onto the Gniva’s back and began to stab wildly.
 
   The beast threw him off. Julian shouted, managed to get to his feet, but he was too late. He was in time only to see the long arm arc high, like the sweep of a scythe, Avitus beneath.
 
   His sword lay in the dirt. Julian snatched it up. He knew he was shouting and probably weeping, but he heard nothing but his own ragged breath. The Gniva had its back to him, leaning over Avitus. Its arm scythed again. 
 
   Julian closed and swung low, slicing deep, just behind the knee. The Gniva lurched and went down on its side, twisting. Julian plunged the sword into its chest, putting all his weight into the blow, aiming for the heart. The Gniva spasmed and went still. Julian left the sword in place. He stood and looked around him. Goblins were all around, but at a distance. They seemed unreal to him, like shadows.
 
   Avitus lay nearby, curled on his side as if sleeping. Julian rushed to him and knelt. Avitus’ eyes were open wide. His breath came in shallow, quick breaths. 
 
   “Is it dead?” His voice rasped horribly.
 
   Julian nodded. “You killed it.”
 
   “Liar.” Avitus groped with one hand. Julian took it and held it gently. There was no strength in it.
 
   “I cannot make us disappear,” Avitus said.
 
   “That’s all right,” Julian said. “We’re done now. It’s dead.”
 
   “Me too,” Avitus said. He might have tried for a smile, but a sudden pain made his face contort. His eyes closed tight. A deep shudder passed through him. Then his eyes opened again. They were clear, without pain.
 
   “Say the words,” Avitus said. 
 
   “I free you, Avitus.”
 
   This time, he did indeed smile, a wan, frail thing barely perched on his face. His lips moved, but Julian could not hear what he said. The light went from Avitus’ eyes, his hand slipped away, and he was still.
 
   As if in salute, Roman horns sounded three quick blasts. The sound, now much nearer, gave strength to Julian’s limbs. He stood up and flexed the fingers of his right hand. It was working again. 
 
   Good, he thought, dully. 
 
   Still the other goblins hung back. Julian took three steps to the fallen Gniva and the creatures retreated. He pulled out the sword, exulting in the bitter blood that welled out. He raised his sword.
 
   Something hit him from behind. Hard, as if a tree had struck him. He pitched forward. He saw earth and sky rotate past, and for an instant he was on a hill in Dacia, tumbling from his horse. This time, he thought, I’ll pull my sword.
 
   Didn’t he already have his sword? He couldn’t feel it. Where was his arm?
 
   He lay on his back. Above him, enormous white clouds stood like mountains with gray bellies. There was no fog. That was long ago. Before Avi died.
 
   “Little bird,” he said, or tried to say. His voice might have been lost in the other sounds. Trumpets. Soldiers shouting. He even heard the ragged cries of Therving warriors.
 
   His view was obscured by the narrow face of a goblin, and then Julian understood. He’d been felled. Struck from behind. The creature raised one arm. Blood dripped from its talons as if to testify to the fact. Julian tried to roll away, but his body would not obey. He felt no pain, only a limp immobility, like a jellyfish on a beach. This thing has killed me, he thought. Well, well.
 
   He felt himself sliding, going down a long glass hill. No handholds. He hoped he would reach the bottom before those bloody claws tore into him.
 
   Then, an odd thing happened, a thing so surprising he clung for a moment at the edge of the long slide: the goblin’s head came off. It sprang up and to the side, and the goblin’s body crumpled. Above and behind, a woman wielded a magnificent white sword. All around her, dark shapes teemed, but she struck left and right and no claw touched her, and no blood stained the sword as it worked.
 
   Julian clung to the edge, even though the glass of the hill had turned to ice and was melting under his fingers. This was his vision, but it had turned backward. He was supposed to save the beautiful princess, beset on all sides. You fool, Julian, you got the ending wrong.
 
   But no, he was remembering the vision. That princess had blonde hair. Surrounded by a sea of dark shapes.
 
   He gazed at the blue sky and the white clouds with their gray bellies, and he saw Inglena with her gleaming sword, and of course her hair was black.
 
   He let go, and fell forever.
 
    
 
   When Inglena had reached the top of the Sixth Hill she looked wildly around for the Gniva. Blood covered her beautiful horse. Its hair was mottled and smeared. Her own clothes were still mostly white at the shoulders, but her leggings were the same dark red as the horse.
 
   Goblins covered the summit, swirling like dark snow driven by a whirlwind. Many were leaving, mostly toward the City, but several bands charged at her. She cut them down steadily, moving forward over a carpet of bodies.
 
   Her attackers began to pull back, and she saw the Gniva plainly. Her heart flamed up, for the monster was facing away from her. She would ride it down.
 
   A little beyond the Gniva, she saw Julian. He was just getting to his feet. In a single heartbeat he advanced and stabbed the Gniva, then went flying. The monster advanced on Julian. Crying out, Inglena charged, even as she saw the Gniva spinning, flailing wildly, blood spraying from its chest.
 
   Then she lost sight of them. Goblins closed in around her and she had all she could do to battle them. She caught a single glimpse of the Gniva falling to the ground. She screamed in fearsome glee, and goblins died all around her, under the white sword.
 
   She fought her way forward. The mass of goblins parted and she saw. The Gniva lay unmoving. A red madness swept over her. She leaped forward and ran her sword into its chest over and over. Only the sight of Julian getting to his feet stopped her. 
 
   Avitus lay at Julian’s feet. A goblin struck Julian from behind. He spun and fell. Blood gouted from his back.
 
   She cried out and sprang forward. Nothing was easier than taking off the goblin’s head. Nothing was harder than to see Julian bleeding on the ground at her feet, next to Avitus. His head lay at an odd angle. His eyes were wide open, unblinking.
 
   All around her, goblins moved forward.
 
   She raised her sword to them.
 
   “No,” she said in a clear voice, “you cannot have him.”
 
    
 
   Marcus stood at the summit of the Sixth Hill, almost overwhelmed by what he was seeing. Nearby lay the tattered shreds of bodies. Stumps of trees, broken masonry and jars. In the distance, goblins swarmed, filling the valley of the Lycus River, stretching along the walls of Constantinople from the Golden Horn to the Sea of Marmara. He heard a Roman trumpet shrill, heard Therving warriors utter their wild cries. But here at the summit, the battle seemed over. Directly ahead of him rose a wide berm of goblin corpses piled high as his own head.
 
   All are dead. The words from Hadrianopolis tore at him.
 
   Ursinus, bloodied from a dozen wounds, leaned heavily on the standard’s staff. Rufus Panneus stood next to him.
 
   “What’s happened here?” he asked.
 
   A glint of light caught Marcus’ eye, a color he could not mistake, from beyond the pile of corpses. He ran forward and scrambled up the wall of bodies. Scarcely aware of the handful of soldiers who followed anxiously after him, he climbed and found that the wall formed a circle.
 
   In the middle of the circle, Inglena stood over the body of Julian. Marcus slid down the inside. The stench of goblin blood filled his nostrils.
 
   Inglena saw him and took a step forward, sword at the ready, then she stopped. Her eyes were wild and staring.
 
   “Inglena, it’s me, Marcus.”
 
   He needed to say her name, for she was barely recognizable. She was soaked by rains of blood, the deerskin dark with it. Her hair hung matted and dripping. Her face and hands were crimson. The white sword pointed at him, unstained.
 
   “Inglena,” he said again. “It’s over. The goblins are running. We have won.” He pointed at Julian’s torn and bloodied corpse. “He won.”
 
   Inglena lowered her sword.
 
   Marcus dropped to one knee next to Julian and with his fingertips closed his General’s eyes.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIFTY
 
   The Iron Gates
 
    
 
   Marcus and Inglena returned to Constantinople in the heat of the afternoon. With them they brought the bodies of Julian and Avitus. Ursinus, badly mauled but still on his feet, carried the legion’s standard before them. The citizens cheered the XII, but they whispered about the blood-caked sorceress with the white sword, and would not come near. For all the courage and deeds of the Legion, the legend of the City’s last stand became known as the Charge of the Warrior Queen.
 
   The Grand Chamberlain met them on the Mese with a litter and bearers for Julian. Marcus refused to go further until a second was fetched for Avitus. They then were taken to the First Hill, into the protection of the Imperial Palace, where they stayed for the next two days, seeing no one. The Grand Chamberlain received all reports and left them alone. Marcus and Inglena ate some, slept more, and held each other often.
 
   Beyond the walls, the goblins were nearly all gone, dispersing gradually once the Gniva was dead. Isolated packs still roamed, and soldiers emerged to clear them away. Citizens emerged on the second day to help retrieve bodies. Goblin corpses they dragged to the far side of the Seventh Hill to be burnt in a great fire. Black, oily smoke boiled in the skies for a day and a night. Roman bodies were returned to families where possible, and all were given a state funeral. Thousands of hands turned out with buckets and rags to wipe the City’s bloodied walls. People spoke of facing the entire length with marble, for the stains had baked into the stone.
 
   Julian’s funeral was held separately, near the imperial palace. Lady Helena had Avitus laid alongside Julian, both entombed on the family grounds. The citizens wondered that a freedman should be so honored. Common opinion ran that he and Julian must have been lovers. Helena paid no attention.
 
   On the fourth day, word arrived that the Western Emperor would be arriving with his army in another three weeks. People looked at one another and thought again of Lucius Julianus Metellus, and what he had done for the Empire.
 
    
 
   That same day, the keeper of the Inn of the White Dog brought an orphan girl and her dog to the palace of the Metelli. 
 
   Tykonos urged Petra forward.
 
   “Come, girl, don’t be shy.”
 
   Petra took a few steps, then stood gawking again. She had never seen such splendor. She was afraid to touch anything, afraid even to walk on the mosaics of the floor. Tykonos stood at an open doorway at the end of a grand hall. Servants held the two doors wide. Even the clothes of the servants were finer than those of the shopkeepers of Hadrianopolis. Tykonos gestured again.
 
   “Do not keep the Lady Helena waiting, Petra. It is rude.”
 
   Bucephalus pressed against her side. She ran her hand over his coat and smiled. He was freshly washed, but he had not suffered it quietly. She doubted any of Tykonos’ people would try that again.
 
   She went through the doors. Across the room sat a gray-haired woman. She sat erect, her hands folded in her lap. But her face looked kind.
 
   “So you are the famous girl … and her dog too, I see. Come, sit here beside me. I won’t bite if Bucephalus does not.”
 
   Petra stopped cold, her hand to her mouth.
 
   “Go on,” Tykonos said, giving her a little push.
 
   “What’s wrong child?” Helena asked.
 
   “Sorry,” Petra said. “You look like him.”
 
   Helena smiled. “I should hope so,” she said, but her mixture of grief and amusement was almost more than Petra could bear. She hastened to sit on the bench. 
 
   Bucephalus followed.
 
   “I shall leave you, my Lady,” Tykonos said.
 
   “Have the servants bring you food and wine, Tykonos. You have the thanks of all my days. You know this.”
 
   “You are most gracious, Lady,” Tykonos bowed and left.
 
   “Now then, girl.” Helena turned her eyes to Petra. “Tell me about my son.”
 
    
 
   Tykonos asked Petra for details as they walked back to the docks.
 
   “She wanted me to remember everything,” Petra complained.
 
   “You were the last to see him, girl. It’s only natural for a mother.”
 
   “I know. Or, I guess I know. But I just couldn’t. Not every little thing.”
 
   “Did you tell her about Avitus?”
 
   “Uh-huh. Was that wrong?” She looked up at Tykonos, head cocked.
 
   “No, that was fine.”
 
   “You said I shouldn’t tell no one.”
 
   “Should tell no one,” Tykonos corrected.
 
   “I should?”
 
   “No! You said it wrong, that’s all. Oh, never mind.”
 
   They walked.
 
   “Are you mad at me?”
 
   “No, Petra. You did nothing wrong. I’m glad Avitus proved his worth, and I’m glad the Lady Helena knows of it.”
 
   “Me too. She’s a nice lady.”
 
   “She placed a great deal of trust in that Scythian,” Tykonos said.
 
   “She’s very sad.”
 
   “Naturally. She’s all alone now.”
 
   Petra considered this.
 
   “She could be my mother,” she said after a while.
 
   “Gods, no!”
 
   “Then she wouldn’t be alone.”
 
   “Don’t be foolish. She is a great lady, a noblewoman. You are common.”
 
   “I’d be a good daughter.”
 
   Tykonos chuckled. “I’m sure you would. But, no. It is not possible.”
 
   “How about you?” Petra asked. “I could be your daughter.”
 
   Tykonos looked at her sharply, one eyebrow raised.
 
   “Even though you are a very great man,” she added.
 
   “Hush now, girl,” Tykonos said, but he did not chuckle and remained thoughtful as they returned to the Inn of the White Dog.
 
    
 
   Three days after the funeral, Marcus and Inglena emerged from their mourning. They had already decided between them what needed to be done. Inglena sent her Thervings in pursuit of goblins. All reports said the Horde was broken. The goblins now were small bands of a few score, or ran in individual packs. They had scattered in every direction, but the bulk were moving into Thessaly. The general opinion was that Greece would suffer much hardship in the coming years. After two weeks of hunting, word came that Thrasimund had fallen, killed by goblins when he chanced to be caught out alone. Inglena then called back her warriors, saying she would lose no more. For them, the war was over.
 
   Marcus did not send out the Legion. There was little enough of it left, and every man surviving had injuries. Citizens took the men into their homes, and for weeks the XII barely existed. He wrote to Emperor Gratian requesting that every surviving soldier be allowed to retire with full honors.
 
   Tykonos came by frequently. His comings and goings were widely noted, for these days the Greek innkeeper traveled always in the company of a young girl and her enormous war dog. The stories about Petra and Bucephalus were nearly as extravagant as those about Inglena, and Tykonos did little to discourage them. When they thought he could not hear them, those at the Inn of the White Dog started to call Petra, “little daughter.”
 
    
 
   Three weeks later, the Western Emperor arrived, bringing ten legions with him, all veterans of his Rhineland campaigns. Two days after that, he sent his troops out to hunt goblins.
 
   He also had news for Inglena. She and Marcus were called to meet with him.
 
   The young man stayed outside the City, refusing to take quarters in the Imperial Palace, saying it was the residence of the Eastern Emperor, not the Western.
 
   His hair was dark brown with reddish highlights, which he wore longer than was customary in the east. Intelligence showed in his gray eyes and strong brow, while kindness showed in his mouth. Inglena thought he looked very much what an Emperor ought to look like.
 
   His news was that the Thervingi were to have a home.
 
   “Lucius Julianus Metellus wrote to me,” Gratian said to her. They sat in his campaign tent on the Fifth Hill, outside the city wall and well away from markets and palaces. “He requested a favor.”
 
   Inglena waited for him to explain. She felt too awkward and uncomfortable to venture into conversation. Her own clothes had all been ruined during the fighting, and the servants in the palace had insisted that she could not go before the Emperor in deerskin. So she wore the dress of a Roman noble woman. All she could think about was getting back to her quarters and squirming out of the long, soft clothing that made her feel she was wearing little more than a waterfall.
 
   Gratian smiled at her, which made her feel even more awkward. 
 
   “I’ll be quick,” he said. “I am sure you have many pressing affairs.”
 
   “He wrote to you?” Marcus asked.
 
   “From Duros, on the Ister, just before he marched to Hadrianopolis. I gave it little consideration, for he asked much of me. Since that time, however, I have seen the many sacrifices and heard of the great courage of the Thervingi.”
 
   He seemed to wait for a comment, but she could think of nothing to say. She finally thought of “thank you” but he continued before she could say the words. She looked down, embarrassed.
 
   “So. I have chosen a new man to rule the Eastern Empire. This man—his name is Theodosius—comes from Hispania.”
 
   The familiar word made her look up.
 
   “Yes. He has vast estates there, and they border lands scarcely inhabited. This is convenient because what our Julian asked of me was a home—a home for the Thervingian people.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Inglena blurted.
 
   Gratian’s eyebrows went up, but he smiled. “I am pleased I finally got a response. I feared I was boring you.”
 
   “I beg your pardon,” Inglena said. “I did not know what to say.”
 
   “No matter. My news is that you and your people have leave to travel through the Empire to Hispania. You must behave yourselves and not attack our citizens. Once you reach your new homeland, you will become foederati of the Empire.” 
 
   Inglena cocked her head.
 
   “It means something like, members of the empire,” Marcus explained.
 
   “It is good land there in Hispania,” Gratian added.
 
   “Yes,” Inglena said. “Marcus has spoken of it often. He was born there.”
 
   “Vere. The Salvii are known to Theodosius. I believe it is one reason why he was willing to make such a generous donation. You will, of course, pay an annual tribute to Theodosius’ family.”
 
   Inglena nodded, unable to grasp fully what was happening. A home. No goblins. No exile. She looked at the Emperor, thinking it was probably not appropriate for her to throw her arms around his neck.
 
    
 
   The Romans soon learned new tactics. The goblins always were attracted to anything that appeared weak, so the Romans began to use the feigned retreat. The goblins would pursue, whereupon the Romans would counter-attack on both flanks. The ensuring months saw one slaughter after another. As the Horde dispersed ever more widely, the bands that were slaughtered became steadily smaller, even as individual packs roamed widely.
 
   By the next year, there were still many thousands of goblins, but no more goblin armies. Instead, they scattered far and wide, into Greece, westward into the Alpi Mountains, and north into the Carpati Mountains. Hunted everywhere, goblins learned to love the mountain caves, and the deep forests that shielded them from Roman arms. 
 
    
 
   Marcus and Inglena crossed the Great River on boats provided by Gratian and proceeded west along the Roman road, in the direction of the Iron Gates. Theodosius had said the Thervingian camp was a little over a day upriver. They spent the night among tightly folded hills covered in deep pine forests. Marcus talked long into the night about Hither Spain, its ragged mountains that fed clear streams, its wide hills that were so well-suited to sheep and orchards, its pleasant towns and fine cities that shone bright under the Spanish sun. Inglena worried about how far away it all was, how many things could go wrong when the Thervingians were so few, but his voice was happy and warm, and she listened to his sound and his rolling Latin cadences more than to his words. It was enough. She was content.
 
   The next day, they reached the Thervingian camp at mid-afternoon. Even though it was late October, the day was warm and clear. The mountains were very close now, deep green under the angling sun, but with sprays of yellow and red among the elm and oak that were scattered across the mountain flanks. The band of exiles climbed over one more low pass and a valley lay before them, stretching right to left, north to south, no more than a mile across with a small river, hardly more than a stream this time of year, sliding its way toward the Ister. The valley was verdant and pleasant and filled with Thervingi.
 
   At first, Inglena thought Fritigern must have brought his people through, or that Athanaric lived after all, there were so many black tents. But she soon learned otherwise. Gathered in this valley were stragglers from all across Dacia and even from within the Empire, all drawn by a single promise—that Queen Inglena would lead them. 
 
   They descended on the Roman road, unsure what to do. She had imagined a few score stragglers, a few hundred at most, grateful to be absorbed into a larger group, but here there were thousands and it was the Exiled who were the minority.
 
   Word spread quickly, and soon the whole of the valley was lining both sides of the road, shouting and cheering. The men wore their finest and brandished weapons. The women all wore white embroidered with their clan patterns, while children ran and shouted on the road in front.
 
   Thus she was led to a great tent, the largest she had ever seen, atop a knoll, and it was a pavilion prepared especially for her and “her Roman.” She was glad that Marcus' poor grasp of the Thervingi language caused him to hear the phrase as “that Roman.” The tent floor was covered in carpets, the beds of finest chamois, and banners hung everywhere – white and black and red. People told her the white and black were for the Thervingi, the red for Rome, and that this would be her new clan colors.
 
   She and all the Exiled were welcomed as heroes, and all the clans agreed and swore that no Gifted would be sent into exile ever again. That was the moment she had longed for above all, and when the oaths were sworn, the people hailed her as Queen Inglena, ruler of all the Thervingian people. She wept.
 
   The celebration lasted five days, and for five days the weather held, warm and clear, as if autumn had somehow come to stay. Then a big squall rolled through. Though brief, it reminded everyone of the winter that was to come. So the tents were rolled up and the herds gathered and the Thervingi, one people now, passed through the Iron Gates on the ninth of November. They marveled at the massive doors, though those who had fought at Constantinople declared that the Romans had gates even grander.
 
   Marcus and Inglena held back, watching their people pass under the arches and below the fortress walls beyond. When the last were through, Inglena of the Thervingi and Marcus Salvius of the Legio XII Heraclea went together through the Iron Gates, to found a new kingdom in the distant West. After they had passed through, the gates were lowered again, and Roman soldiers took up once more their watch upon the east.
 
    
 
   THE END
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   An Explanation to the Altearth Reader, by the Altearth Author
 
   This version of the Battle of Hadrianopolis and the Defense of Constantinople will, without doubt, have its critics. It will be blasted as relying on discredited sources, roasted for wholesale fictional creations, and decried for pretending to certainty where none exists.
 
   I plead guilty on all counts.
 
    
 
   In Re Hobs
 
   Hobgoblins? Halbgoblins? Goblin mages?
 
   A dozen theories exist concerning these creatures, some far less likely than others, but none able to be proved decisively, for they no longer exist.
 
   I reject the phrase “goblin mage” for it creates the impression of someone learned in the Arts. This the creatures most surely were not. Whether or not we suppose they had intelligence, they did not have knowledge. They possessed only a natural ability. Every source is in agreement on this.
 
   As for the term halbgoblin, this is obviously a neologism, to be found only among the Germanic peoples. Tales from Swabia and the Neumark speak of goblins who could hurl fire, and in those tales we do encounter the word halb goblin (also, the Schwäbischerdeutsch, halp gobbelin), but nothing like “half-goblin” is to be found in older sources, nor in non-Germanic sources. It is a linguistic peculiarity, nothing more.
 
   The more widespread hobgoblin might be the obvious choice, but that word has its own connotations and history. Everyone “knows” what a hobgoblin is, and it is a thing far from the creatures of this tale. I took it upon myself, therefore, to invent my own word for them, and so we have hobs. I can only trust the reader to go along with my little conceit.
 
    
 
   The People
 
   I have taken more liberties here, perhaps, than anywhere else. The sources regarding the Thuringian tribes are unclear and contradictory. After trying to choose a version to adopt (Rufus Festus, Memmius Symmachus, et alia), I yielded instead to the demands of storytelling and have woven some together while neglecting others entirely. For those interested in such matters, the Greuthung, Taifali and Getae were each distinct tribes. In other cases I demoted a tribe to clan status, or made a minor tribe into a major player.
 
    
 
   The Bridge of Constantine
 
   History buffs will leap on this one, for while the bridge had indeed collapsed, Emperor Valens had caused it to be repaired. I contemplated leaving it in place, but for story reasons a battle at the bridge would have made other battles anti-climactic. I hope the serious student of history will forgive this in the name of a serious love of story.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

List of Characters
 
   Lucius Julianus Metellus (Julian), General of the XII Legion
 
   Avitus, a Scythian slave
 
   Marcus Salvius, Tribune of the First Cohort
 
   Gaius Herennius Actius Pulcher (Ennius), Captain of the Cavalry
 
   Aulus Libo Tanax, Tribune of the Second Cohort
 
   Gaius Crispus, Tribune of the Third Cohort
 
   Rufus Panneus, Tribune of the Fourth Cohort
 
   Ursinus Desidenius, Standard-bearer of the XII
 
   Serapion, a scout of the XII 
 
   Pheidon, surgeon of the XII
 
    
 
   Inglena, princess of the Thervings
 
   Fritigern, King of the Thervings
 
   Athanaric, King of the Greuthungs; also called Grimbeard
 
   Syragius, a Therving
 
   Bosomil, a Thervingian clan chief
 
   Raginmar, a Thervingian clan chief
 
   Thrasimund, Chief of the Taifali
 
   Peraxis, a rixen healer
 
   Stavanos, a rixen
 
   Leuva, rixen leader 
 
   Remmich, a Therving boy with water magic
 
   Alavia, Remmich’s beloved
 
   Fist, a Therving
 
    
 
   Dio Rullianus Pictor, a Roman
 
   Lady Helena, mother of Julian
 
   Arrian Silvianus, a soldier of the XV Legion
 
   Plotinus, political enemy of Julian back in Constantinople
 
   Valens, Roman Emperor, Augustus of the East
 
   Quintus Murena, a soldier of the XV Legion
 
   Gnaeus Lupicinus, commander of the XXIII Legion
 
   Tykonos, innkeeper of the White Dog, from Trebizond
 
   Petra, a Roman girl
 
   Bucephalus, her dog
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