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FOREWORD


This is an adult fantasy for mature folks that comes out of my twisted mind. They are my dreams, daydreams, and fantasies transcribed onto paper.

As such, this story is explicit. This story includes unusual relationships, adult situations, some descriptions of violence, rape, and slavery, and loose interpretations of historical events. If that’s not your thing, then please skip this book with the my blessing.

If you are offended or disgruntled by any of those things, then kindly close the book, tell Amazon you made a mistake, get your refund, and go forth to enjoy life elsewhere. I wish you the best.

I hope it’s obvious from the title that this is the second book in the series. I recommend you read Saxon Max before this story. If it’s been a while since you did so, there is a summary in the Appendices section.

Now, sit back and let me continue the story of Maxwell Morgan…


PROLOGUE


Wodan walked into his kitchen as the early morning dawn painted the sky. He removed the carafe from his old Braun coffee maker, filled it from the sink, and poured the water into the reservoir. The jeweled patch over his left eye glistened, and the grizzled man looked off into the middle distance.

Shaking his head, Wodan rubbed his scalp before measuring beans into an old manual grinder and working the handle. The dour man almost smiled as he inhaled the aroma of freshly ground beans. He dumped the grounds into a brown paper filter and dropped it into the cup of the coffee maker before turning it on.

Scratching his beard, the ancient magician opened and closed cabinets and the refrigerator looking for something to eat. He frowned as he heard someone moving around near the bedrooms.

As the coffee finished, Wodan poured some milk into a cup and topped it off with coffee.

He sat down at the small kitchen table, and the woman he called Brunhilde walked in.

“May I have some coffee, Master?” she asked meekly.

“Go get that fucker you brought here,” Wodan growled. “Then you can make breakfast.”

“Oh, joy,” the striking brunette muttered as she returned to the hallway.

“Good morning, ma’am,” Max’s voice rumbled in the hallway as she met him. “Do I smell coffee?”

“Yes,” the tall woman replied with a slight smile. “He’s hoarding it all for himself. I need to check on the new girl, and then I’ll make breakfast.”

“I haven’t cooked in a real kitchen for two years,” Max said. “I can get started.”

He headed down the hall and said, “Good morning, Wodan.”

“That remains to be seen,” he growled. “Help yourself to the coffee. Milk’s in the refrigerator.”

“Black’s good,” Max said as he grabbed a mug and filled it. “Should I scramble some eggs for breakfast?”

“Brunhilde will make breakfast,” Wodan growled.

Max stared at the elder man, not liking his attitude.

Brunhilde walked in and opened the refrigerator. “I’ve got it, Max. He’s not going to be happy until you tell him the rest of his story.”

“Fine.” Max sighed and took a seat at the table. “Let’s see…the runner from the Katthi village ran into our farm yard. Gabi and I rode down to the ford and met the refugees.”

Max sipped his coffee and smiled at the strong brew. “Mmmm. I’ve missed this. So, Günter led a column of knights and wagons south on the same trail the refugees came north on. Renvard asked me to find the trail to the old abandoned village to the west. I think that’s where I finished, right?”

“Yes! Get on with it,” Wodan growled.

“Sure,” said Max, with a sour look for his host.


1


GUIDING THE REFUGEES


The day the refugees arrived was hectic. Gabi and I hurried home after meeting them and geared up for a day or two away.

I explained what was going on, so of course, all of the family volunteered to go along to help. In the end we decided that Siobhan and Tabby would come along while Anita, Kat, Jenn, and the kids stayed to keep processing acorns and cattail roots into food that would keep through the winter.

I put a saddle on my mount and tied my bedroll to the back of the saddle, then hung a quiver of arrows and a rudimentary saddle holster for my rifle from the front saddle horns.

Anita loaded some smoked meat, a change of clothes, and two tarps into my backpack along with my normal tools while I made my horse ready.

Gabi borrowed Anita’s pack and loaded her belongings and a couple of blankets and pillows from the airplane. She tied the pack onto the two rear saddle horns of her gray mare’s saddle.

Siobhan saddled the roan gelding. Tabby wanted to ride Frisky, the little dun pony, but I finally convinced her that we needed to leave Frisky with the cart for the rest of the family. I helped her saddle Fancy, the dappled gray mare. Anita gave each of us a day’s worth of food for our packs. She gave Gabi a bigger package of smoked meat and acorn cakes fried in meat fat in case we had an extended stay.

We saddled all the mounts, packs attached, and mounted up. Gabi and Siobhan both carried spears, swords, and shields, in addition to their firearms. Gabi had a helmet on, too. Tabby carried her bow, sling, and the CP33. Her mandolin case was strapped to her back, and she carried her bow in her left hand.

We took off at a canter along the east fringe of the meadow back to Renvard’s village. I asked Gabi and Tabby to get everyone organized while Siobhan and I scouted the path to the abandoned village.

A barely visible track veered off into the woods to the south. I dismounted and walked the trail as quickly as I could, watching for hazards for feet and carts. Siobhan followed behind on her mount, watching for threats.

I found a small tree leaning over the trail but was able to drag it off the path easily before continuing.

About then, Tabby called out, “Here we come!”

My little ginger wife had quite a set of lungs on her.

I turned to my Black Irish wife. “Siobhan, can you guide them in? I’m going to continue to scout ahead.”

“Sure, Max,” she agreed with a decisive nod. “Be safe, husband.”

I was a little shocked, but a smile slowly bloomed on my face. “Of course, my beautiful wife,” I replied. “You too, beloved.”

Siobhan flushed pink but grinned regardless. “I will, husband.” She wheeled her mount and trotted back on the path out of the woods. She yelled, “I’m coming to get you, Tabs!”

I proceeded along the trail, tossing a couple of large rocks off the path, but in general, the path meandered through the woods with very few obstacles. I followed it down a gradual slope, across a dry runnel, and up the steeper slope on the other side. I saw no signs of a trail going up.

When I reached the crest of the slope I looked back and decided I needed to find a better trail for the carts. Some were pulled by people rather than horses or oxen, so a less steep route would be required. I scanned the valley I had just climbed out of. I thought maybe there were a couple of cart ruts along the runnel.

I led my horse down the ridge until I found a spot that looked like it might have been a path angling up the slope from the north over the crest and then continued down the other side. The trail continued southeast before curving west at the bottom of the next valley. At the bottom of that next valley, the track was a fairly narrow spot that was relatively flat with a steep drop to the right and a fairly steep rise to the left. Unfortunately, there was a very large tree laying across the path.

I thought, One problem at a time.

I used El Chete to cut down a tall, four-inch thick tree and backtracked along the newly discovered trail. I hacked stakes off periodically and pounded them into the ground along the trail as it came out of the first valley.

Siobhan and Gabi appeared on horseback with a couple of carts and a crowd of people on foot. They stopped at the top of the gentle slope I used to get to the bottom of the first valley.

I called out, “Follow the stakes up the hill. Carts won’t make it up this slope otherwise.”

Siobhan said something and patted Gabi on the arm before she tapped her horse’s flanks to trot down the gentle slope. She had struggled a few weeks ago but had gotten very comfortable in the saddle. She was a joy to watch. She pulled up next to me as I pounded the last of the stakes in.

I told her as I pointed to my work, “I set these everywhere you need to turn.”

“Can you show me, Max?” she asked quietly.

“Sure, sweetie,” I agreed as I holstered El Chete. I mounted and led Siobhan up the trail I had marked.

When we reached the summit, I pointed to the tree that lay across the trail. “I’ll be down there trying to cut that big bitch of a tree to drag it off the trail.”

“Looks kind of like a boat,” Siobhan observed.

I tilted my head and murmured, “I see a bathtub instead. Eight feet from the fat end hollowed out and sanded. Hot baths.” I grinned.

She looked at me intensely. “Max, if you pull that off, I will have sex with you. I would kill for a hot bath.” She appeared serious.

“That would please Jenn no end, I’m sure,” I quipped. “Either way, how about you help me build it?”

A slow smile bloomed on Siobhan’s face. “Deal, hayseed.” She leaned toward me and kissed me quickly. “I’d better go get the neighbors. See you soon, husband.”

Siobhan returned down the trail to lead the column back up. I chuckled as I watched her ride off. “Mixed signals much, love?” I murmured to myself. I shook my head and tapped my mount’s flanks and trotted down to the fallen tree.

The trunk of the tree was probably eight feet in diameter near the exposed root ball. It looked like runoff water had eroded the soil that was holding it over time. The part that lay across the trail was at least four feet in diameter. I figured we’d be cutting this for a while. A quick scan of the area revealed there wasn’t any way around that would accommodate carts.

With a sigh, I dismounted and dropped the reins. Admiring the problem wasn’t going to make it go away any faster. I pulled my chain saw, folding saw, and hand ax out of my pack. None of them were anywhere close to sufficient for the job.

Get to it, Morgan. Damned thing isn’t going to disintegrate because you want it to.

I used the hand ax to mark the spots on either side of the trail where I needed to cut it. Of course it would turn out to be an old growth oak with dense, hard wood. There was a heavy branch about ten inches thick that stood straight up, plus another couple of branches were holding the trunk off the ground by a couple of inches.

Once I had a notch on either side of the trail, I stepped up to the narrower end and started hacking with both the hand ax and El Chete, alternating strikes with each hand, hoping I could make some progress by the time some of the villagers showed up with better tools.

I hadn’t been at it long when I heard a voice call out in Saxon from the ridge behind me. “Wait! We gibberish gibberish tree cut.”

I looked over my shoulder and waved as six wiry villagers crested the ridge where I had originally crawled up. They carried axes and a long pole with a hook to roll logs. I grinned and yelled back in my pidgin version of the local language. “Goot! My blades are not enough.”

They laughed at my response, but I wasn’t sure if it was from my message, my word choice, or pronunciation. Probably from the latter two. I really needed to work on my Saxon.

As they hurried down the slope, I pulled my long rope from my pack and fed about six feet of it under the trunk.

Two guys from the woodcutting crew started on each end of the trunk with axes, while the other two guys waited their turn to relieve them. I pulled two four-foot lengths of rope that I had been using to hang game when hunting. I wrapped them through the webbing handles of the chain saw and started cutting the big vertical limb, using the long grips to stay out of the way of the axes.

The two guys watching were fascinated by the chain saw-like blade of the device, and I cut through the limb quickly.

The foreman of the group called a break. He pointed at my saw. “Can you cut gibberish gibberish here?” He pointed at the thinner end of the trunk.

I looked at the tool in my hands and then at the fat tree. The chain was four feet long, so it was too short to cut straight through, but I thought we could work different angles with two people and make it work.

I nodded and gestured. “Yes. Me and one man cut here.”

“Goot. Albrecht, help him,” the foreman directed.

The skinniest of the six guys lithely jumped over the trunk and held his hand out.

“Good day, Albrecht. I am Max. Here,” I said as I handed him one rope. “I pull. Then you pull.”

He nodded, and we started cutting a groove into the notch cut by the axes. The foreman directed the other guys to stand two on either side of the log and had them alternate strokes of the axes.

Albrecht struggled to get started, and he started frowning fiercely as we tried to build a rhythm. I’d seen two-man saws, but the saws were usually more rigid and longer. Over time we started to catch on and the blade began to cut through the hard wood.

Albrecht grinned at me as we gained momentum. “Damned oak. Gibberish gibberish a pine?”

“Why not a pine?” I asked for clarification before my turn to pull.

“Yes,” Albrecht. “You don’t speak much of our tongue?”

“No,” I admitted. “I try to learn.”

“Keep trying,” he teased. He analyzed our progress. “I will pull down more. You try it, too.”

He knelt down on the ground, and we kept sawing.

We had to stop a couple of times to make wedges from branches and hammer them into the cut to keep from pinching the blade, but after about forty minutes, we heard cracking as the weight of the log snapped the remaining bit. The log fell to the ground, making me glad I put the rope under it.

The axmen were about two-thirds through their side.

I took a drink of water and then joined the foreman cutting through the remainder of the log with the chain blade.

I rolled up the chain and put it back in its pouch before returning it to my pack.

The foreman said, “I’m Johan. Albrecht said you don’t speak Saxon.”

“True,” I said. “I’m learning quickly, but not fast enough. I’m Max.”

Johan said, “So we have it cut. We can use the gibberish to roll it, but we only have one. Are you thinking we can drag it with rope?”

I nodded as my comprehension caught up to my translation efforts. “My horse and all men will pull. We…” I paused to think of a word that would work. “We will swing it this way off the path.”

“Will your horse pull?” Johan asked. “He looks like a gibberish horse?”

I thought I understood him. “War horse? Horse to fight with?”

“Ja,” Johan said. “They only want to fight and fuck.”

I laughed. “Yes, a common manly horse.” I didn’t know the word for stallion, so I hoped “manly horse” would translate well. Johan chuckled as I continued. “He follows well. I think he will help. Shall we start?”

Johan nodded. “Ja. We have more men coming.” He pointed back up the trail at the crowd making their way down the slope. Johan called out, “Come help. We gibberish gibberish cut, but we gibberish gibberish off the road.”

While Johan organized the gang, I unstrung the rope to its full twenty-four-foot length and wrapped it once around one of the saddle horns, looped it around the breast of the big bay stallion, and then wrapped it around the other front saddle horn.

I murmured to him softly in English. “I need your help, big boy. You are much stronger than a man, and we need to pull the end of that log off the path.”

The horse nodded his head up and down vigorously.

Gabi’s voice wafted over the murmuring crowd as she spoke to Siobhan. “It’s like the horse understands him.”

“His voice has the same impact on me,” Siobhan agreed. “It doesn’t matter what he says, it just helps me calm myself even when I’m stressed.”

“Hmm,” Gabi replied.

Johan said in his language, “Max, we will put thin poles under the big gibberish so it will slide easier. Karl and Gottfried will be ready in a moment.”

I nodded as I translated the word I didn’t understand to “log” while I patted my horse’s nose.

I told the horse, “I suppose I should find a name for you. You’re too good of a mount not to have your own name." The horse nodded emphatically, and I chuckled.

Johan called out, “Ready, Max.”

“Okay, fella,” I told my horse as I drew him forward gently by the reins. He fought hard to pull forward until Albrecht forked the log up onto the thin poles. After that, my mount pulled the log and the men eventually got out of the way. When we almost had it off the path, one of my saddle horns let out a loud crack, but we managed to clear the path enough for the refugee column to pass.

The woodsmen helped me retrieve my rope, which I coiled and stuffed into my pack.

I turned to my two wives and asked, “Where’s Tabby?”

Gabi replied, “She’s farther back with Nelda helping a widow with six children. Nelda is watching out for her.”

I frowned to think that the safety of one of my ladies was in the hands of such a young girl, but Tabby had proven herself capable. For that matter, so had Nelda. I would have still been struggling to function if not for hers and Willa’s help.

“Okay,” I replied. “I’m going to ride forward to scout the trail again. Can you lead them Gabi?” I asked.

“Of course, husband,” the big German woman replied as she grinned at Siobhan.

Siobhan laughed lightly and said, “I’ll come with you Max. It worked pretty well for me to be able to run back and forth.”

“Agreed,” I replied. I looked up at Gabi and said, “Kiss me.”

Gabi flushed in embarrassment, but leaned down so I could capture her lips. I squeezed her hand and winked at her before launching up into my saddle.

Gabi bit her lip as I turned and called out in Saxon, “I ride ahead to clear the road.”

My mount took off at a trot past the cut tree, and we ascended the next slope. The situation over the next ridge was much the same as the valley we just left. The slope down was steep, but there was a pretty obvious trail snaking down the slope and a relatively flat ford that passed through a shallow creek before the trail snaked up the side of another steep slope.

I dismounted and cut down another sapling with El Chete for stakes and used them to mark the trail. Siobhan helped by pounding the stakes in place as I cut them. We rapidly made our way down the snaking trail, marking each turn with stakes.

When we got to the ford, I noticed that the bottom of the creek was soft mud and gravel. I rooted around, finding flat stones to make tracks for the cart wheels through the messy ford. Then I cut another sapling while my horse drank from the creek. After I finished marking the first turn, I started off to the next one. I looked over my shoulder to see my horse following along, detouring occasionally if he found a tasty looking bit of foliage to eat.

Siobhan caught up to me at the third turn. We cleared a small fallen tree from the path and continued to mark the turns all the way to the crest of the slope. I looked for the path again, and saw that it wound its way through the forest to the abandoned village.

Siobhan wrapped her arms around me and kissed my neck. I hugged her as she murmured into my ear, “I’ll go get them. See you there, husband.”

I looked into her startling blue eyes. “You don’t have to kiss me if it makes you uncomfortable, beloved.”

Siobhan stared into my eyes for a moment before replying. “I know, Max. I want to. I’m finding myself more and more attracted to you all the time. Knowing you’re my husband, and seeing how you try to take care of our family and our neighbors makes me want you more every day. I …” She struggled to find the words to finish her thoughts. She bit her lip before continuing, “I just don’t know what, if anything, I’ll be able to do about it.”

I kissed her forehead and replied, “Like I said before, Siobhan, hugs and kisses are fine. I love you and Jenn both. It’s probably good that you and she have each other. The other four seem rather fixated on me.”

Siobhan looked at me solemnly for a moment. She licked her lips and said, “Don’t worry about Jenn. She has wives who love her dearly and will take care of her needs irrespective of our relationship with you or each other. Jenn’s more worried about Gabi. As long as she’s not willing to try bi, you’re her only option.” Siobhan kissed me wetly but pulled back as I opened my mouth.

She grinned over her shoulder as she gathered her reins. I caressed her lovely ass with my eyes as she mounted her horse. She grinned at me, “Are you scoping out my bum, hayseed?”

“Could you feel my eyes caressing your curves, Sensei?” I taunted her back.

She turned her mount to head back down the trail, calling over her shoulder. “It’s sifu, hayseed! How many times do I have t’ tell ya?” Her bell-like laugh caressed my ears. I joined her in laughter as I mounted up to continue to the village.

I stopped a couple of times to move branches off the path, but I arrived in the abandoned village with a little less than two hours of daylight left.

I dismounted and tied my horse’s reins to a fallen log that was surrounded by grass, then pulled my rifle and patrolled through the abandoned huts.

The village looked like it had been a thriving concern at one time. I found thirty-three huts with sound walls and apparently sound roofs. There were another twenty-eight in various states of disrepair—mostly collapsed roofs. There was a spring in the middle of the village that ran into a stone-lined well. On the southwest edge of the village was a shed that looked like a smithy. There was also a rudimentary forge and a big stone anvil with a steel inlay on top. The roof of the smithy had collapsed, but I could see some tools laying around a table, also collapsed. I had hoped to get back with the cart to pick up the anvil, but I decided the refugees would likely need it more.

On the northern side of the village, near the downward slope of the adjacent valley, I came upon a passel of wild boar rooting through the old midden heap. I wished I had my bow so I didn’t waste bullets, but there were a couple hundred people coming that would probably appreciate some fresh pork. After a moment’s consideration, I figured the rifle would likely be more effective than the bow for bringing down multiple pigs quickly, so I knelt next to a tree and took aim.

I planned my shots, hoping for at least two but with aspirations for four pigs.

I aimed for the biggest one first and opened fire. I ended up getting the big fella, another boar, and one female. I went over to them and cut their throats as the rest of the passel ran off down the valley. Once they were all bleeding out, I jogged over to my horse. I reloaded my rifle and holstered it before I pulled my short ropes for bleeding game out of my pack.

Siobhan and Gabi came galloping up as I turned back to field dress my kills. Both had their pistols out.

Gabi called out, “Max, what’s wrong?”

I laughed, “Nothing. I managed to shoot three pigs. I’m gonna field dress them. Want to help?”

“No, thank you,” Gabi said. “I’m still not used to seeing animals as food. I eat it, but the idea of butchering it is still a struggle for me.”

“No supermarkets, Gabi,” I chided her. “The only things we get to eat are what we forage, grow, or kill. You need to get your brain on board, my dear wife.”

“I know,” she moaned. “I’ll go escort the refugees.”

“You’re being mean, Max,” Siobhan said. “You know that they’re all city girls.” She dismounted and poked me in the chest with a sharp finger. “Don’t be such a gobshite.” She turned to pull out her field dressing rope from her pack.

“Gobshite?” I laughed as I walked off toward the carcasses. “That’s a new one.”

“Me gran used that for particularly unsavory males,” Siobhan informed me as she walked beside me. “You, husband, were being a gobshite.”

“Yes, ma’am. Duly noted,” I laughed again. “I’ll be more gentle with the uncomfortable truths, Siobhan.”

“Good,” she huffed as she looped her arm through mine. “I don’t like doing this any more than Gabi does, but the idea’s not foreign to me. Gran and Gramps butchered their own calves, pigs, and chickens when I stayed with them as a child. I was always sorta grossed out by it, but I think I’m doing better.”

I field dressed the hogs and tied their rear legs together while Siobhan climbed a tree. I lifted each of the carcasses, and she snagged the ropes and snugged them around a different tree limb.

I noticed the refugees pointing at the hogs as they filtered into the village. I pulled the hearts, kidneys, and livers from the piles of entrails and took them back to the horses. Neither of our horses liked the smell of fresh blood, so I stood back while Siobhan pulled out some foil. The refugees looked at the pile of bloody meat in my hands, and some of them looked feral in their hunger.

Siobhan laid out a sheet of foil on the ground at my feet, and I squatted carefully to place the meat on it. Siobhan carefully wrapped the meat and stuffed it into her pack.

I said, “I completely forgot to eat today.”

“Gabi and I snacked while you cut that huge tree,” Siobhan commented. “I must admit, some fried pork belly would go well with the acorn cakes in my pack.”

“Shit,” I groused. “Now I’m hungry.” I wiped my hands off using some fallen leaves, noticing that there were a lot of acorns on the ground.

Siobhan said, “We walked by some walnuts, too. I wanted to stop and pick them up, but we’re probably better off for winter than these folks, so I left them.”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “Okay, Siobhan. Let’s gather some firewood. Why don’t you make a stack here near the horses for our family. I’m going to drag that fallen tree near the midden heap to the big firepit in the middle of the village and get a fire started there. Okay?”

“Sounds good,” Siobhan replied as I pulled out my chain saw and folding saw.

I jogged over to the fallen tree. It looked like it had been on the ground for a couple of years, so I was able to easily break or cut off the big branches. Once I had it down to pretty much a long pole, I grabbed the base of the trunk and started dragging it to the village center. After that, I grabbed a couple of the bigger branches and dragged them to the firepit. Some of the folks were standing around looking lost as I started hacking the branches into kindling.

I stood up and took in their shocked faces. I took a big breath and gathered the Saxon words that I needed. I let out an explosive “Okay” before addressing the crowd. “There is much work to do to get ready for winter. For tonight, we need food, shelter, and fire. Some of you can cut the pigs I killed. Some can cut wood. Some can get water from…”

I didn’t know the word for spring or well, but then a familiar voice said, “Get water from the gibberish, and get your gibberish knives for the pigs.”

I turned to see Nelda walking up to me. She placed both palms on my chest and said softly in Saxon, “The place to hold water is a ‘well,’ and where it comes out of the ground is a ‘spring.’ Okay?”

The girl held my gaze as I repeated, “The place to hold water is a ‘well,’ and where it comes out of the ground is a ‘spring.’ Dank, Nelda.”

Nelda smiled brightly and patted my chest. “Goot.” Then in English, she carefully asked me, “Did you save bacon?”

I replied in Saxon, “I have three fresh pigs, but no smoked belly flesh.”

Nelda bit her lip cutely before replying in English, “Okay. Fried fresh pig belly is still good.”

I laughed and nodded. “Yes it is.”

She said, “I will cut some for the family.” She caressed my hand and turned to walk away.

I muttered to myself in English, “I swear, she’s trying to become another wife.”

“You’re right,” Tabby said as she walked up. “She hasn’t said as much, but she asks a lot of questions about how you care for so many wives. I think you got her attention when she saw you fuck Kat. Gimme a kiss, husband.” I leaned down and kissed my short wife.

Tabby devoured my mouth. I squeezed her plump little breast and then slid my hand down to grab her ass, making her moan in my mouth. Slowly but steadily, she pushed herself back out of my grasp, batting my hands down as I reached for her.

“No more,” she scolded with a grin on her face. “I need to go help Krystal with her kids. Her husband is fighting the Franks in the south, and her kids are all small. She needs a helping hand. I got her into the biggest intact hut I could find. It even has a stone floor and a fireplace, but we need to sweep it out. Gotta go. Love you.” She brushed a quick kiss across my lips and skipped back out of my reach before she turned to leave.

As I watched her ass flex, I realized her pants were draping her plump bottom, whereas before, they were stretched tight. I chuckled and said to myself, “Well, I always said she’d lose weight if she got off the junk food.”

“Who, Tabby?” Siobhan asked as she dropped a branch on the pile and pulled her hand ax from her belt.

I nodded, “Yep.”

“I know,” Siobhan stated as she started hacking smaller limbs into kindling. “We got to have an intimate moment while Jenn was on patrol. She’s slenderizing quite nicely. She’s actually pretty muscular.”

“I just hope she doesn’t get too lean,” I murmured. “I’ve really gotten to like her being a little plump.” I shaved a dry branch to create some tinder as I noticed a big guy wandering around like he owned the place.

Siobhan said as I observed the stranger, “Let me start it, Max. I need the practice, and I have my firestarter with me.”

“Okay, love,” I said as I continued watching the guy.

Something about him set me off, and I couldn’t figure out what it was. He was pretty big—tall and broad-shouldered with a thick beard and long dirty blond hair. I assumed he was a knight. He wore nice Roman chainmail armor and a helmet, carried a painted round shield, and a heavy Roman cavalry sword hung from his hip. He looked to be about thirty pounds overweight, but he carried himself with a sense of entitlement, like a lord surveying his manor. His mannerisms irritated me for no particular reason.

The knight disappeared between the huts, and I dismissed him as I gave Siobhan my attention. “Do you want me to watch?”
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BECOMING A TRIBE


Siobhan’s blue eyes shined hopefully as she replied, “Please, Max. I’ve been practicing, but I usually stop at lighting tinder.” She bit her lip as she stepped up to the firepit and placed her pile of tinder on a stone. She then placed her pile of kindling close by and squatted next to her tinder. I should have paid more attention to her technique, but I was mesmerized by the taut curves of her ass.

Siobhan didn’t even look up as she teased, “Are you ogling my ass again, hayseed?”

“How could I not, sensei? Your ass is absolutely magnificent,” I replied honestly. “Taut and juicy-looking all at once.”

“Knackig is the word, Max,” Gabi said as I squatted next to Siobhan. “Juicy and plump and tempts you to take a bite of it. Like a plump, ripe golden cherry full of sweetness,” Gabi continued as she squatted next to me, holding my rifle. “When you bite into one, the flesh resists you before it gives and explodes its juice into your mouth. That’s knackig.”

Siobhan and I both stared at her during her description, and Gabi flushed with embarrassment. I told Gabi quietly, “She’s not the only woman in this conversation with a knackige hintern.”

Despite her embarrassment, Gabi smiled and teased me, “You are still trying to fondle my hintern, Max?”

“I would, if you let me, Gabi,” Siobhan said quietly as she started striking the steel to raise a spark. She continued, “Any of us would, not just Max.” A spark landed, and Siobhan leaned over to blow on it. She was rewarded with a tiny flame, to which she started feeding the kindling until there was a small but steady fire.

I handed Siobhan larger sticks, and she built a little teepee over the smaller flame and blew more air onto it. Slowly the fire grew while Siobhan kept feeding it more fuel. She resumed her earlier comments.

“Gabi, all of us think you are beautiful and sexy. Jenn offered to make love to you, and if I weren’t so broken, she probably would have shifted her attention to you full time. The rest of us ladies all think you’re a sexy woman. You’re big, but you have a lovely figure. You’re like a cornucopia of female goodness. We all love you as a sister-wife, but we would all bed you if you permitted it.”

Gabi didn’t say a word, but she did take my hand and hold it. After a moment, she replied, “Thank you, Siobhan. I’ve been teased about my size all my life. In school, it was by both boys and girls. As I grew into a woman, it was mostly de women.”

I was surprised she didn’t revert to more of an accent given the emotion in her words. I cupped Gabi’s face and kissed her gently next to the growing flames. We held hands and quietly monitored Siobhan’s progress until the heat of the fire got to be too much.

I murmured, “Good job, Siobhan. I’m very proud of you.”

She spun to look at me. A brilliant smile blossomed on her face, replacing the look of fierce concentration she held during the whole exercise.

She kissed me quickly and said, “Get busy cutting more wood, husband. I don’t want my fire to go out.”

Gabi smirked and said, “Not much chance of that.”

Siobhan laughed. “Double entendre much, Gabi?”

Gabi giggled cutely. “You caught that, did you? Jokes in English are difficult.”

“Yes, I did catch your joke,” Siobhan said as she brushed her hands on her legs. She stuck her ass out at me and asked, “Am I clean, husband?”

“Terribly dirty,” I teased in response and brushed her ass gently before planting a kiss on her left butt cheek.

Siobhan giggled and skipped away. “Get along wit’ cha, ye horrible man,” she teased, mimicking her grandmother’s accent. “I’m going to set up a shelter by the horses. I’ll see you later.”

“I’ll come with you, Siobhan,” Gabi said. She kissed me, picked up my rifle, and followed.

I got busy cutting more wood into manageable chunks. A couple of women came over and set up an iron tripod over the fire, while another pair struggled with a big cauldron. I took the heavy pot full of water and carried it to the fire. The first two ladies hooked chains into holes to hold the cauldron above the fire.

All four of them told me “Dank” and smiled shyly.

I replied, “Bitt,” and went back to cutting wood.

I was just about finished when I heard a woman scream in Saxon, “No! It was mine first. No!”

A gruff male voice bellowed, “Gibberish gibberish chief’s house. You gibberish gibberish. Go!”

Then Tabby’s voice yelled in Saxon, “Not your house. It’s Krystal’s house. Leave, pig!”

Nelda ran up to my work site as I stood and started walking into the gloom. “Max! Come!” Nelda called insistently. I ran toward her, and she led me through the village.

We arrived just in time to see the pompous knight I had seen earlier backhand Tabby. She fell, and my rage flared as I launched over her body and tackled the guy to the ground.

I mounted his chest and started beating his face with the flat of El Chete’s blade. The heavy metal pulverized his features in short order.

I holstered my blade and launched up to pick up my wife.

“Are you alright, Tabby?” I asked her urgently in English.

“Yeah, but my face is going to be swollen for a while,” she replied. “He tried to chase Krystal and her family out of their house. He has no right to do that.”

“He has no right to hit my wife, either,” I growled before I gently kissed her battered face. “Get my towel from my pack, soak it in the spring, and hold it to your face.”

I kissed her gently again and helped her to her feet. Then I turned to the asshole on the ground. He was starting to sit up, so I kicked him square in the face, pulverizing the remains of his nose. He didn’t get up after that.

I placed his shield on the ground and laid his left hand on it. Then I drew his dagger from his belt and stabbed it through the back of his left hand. That woke him up.

I pinned his wrist with my knee and cut off the first joint of his left pinky finger. He screamed in pain as I held up the severed digit in front of his face. When he quieted down, I spoke in his language slowly, trying to ensure my message was clear.

“If you hit another woman, I will take another piece. If you hit one of my wives again, I will kill you,” I said loudly, my voice echoing off the stone and clay walls of the huts.

I got up, and he cradled his maimed hand. I kicked him hard in the ribs, and heard one crack despite the armor he wore. He howled in pain.

I walked to the woman in the doorway of the larger hut, holding a baby while three little ones clung to her dress.

“You are Krystal?” I asked.

She nodded tentatively.

I told her, “I am Max. This is your house. If anyone makes problems for you, come find me. I will make the problem go away. Clear?”

“Yes,” she replied quietly. “Dank, Max.”

Johan joined me as I walked back to the fire. “Good work, Max. He’s a gibberish, always causing problems. Gibberish, he is good with a sword.”

“Then he should be protecting the people of the villages,” I growled. “Not hitting women and chasing them from their houses.”

“Agreed,” Johan said. “We need to set up gibberish so gibberish can see. Will you help?”

“Yes,” I replied. “Let me check on my wives, then I will go to the big firepit.”

Johan replied, “Goot. My men are gathering wood.”

I went to where I had left the horses. I found them unsaddled, and Gabi was rubbing them down while Tabby held a wet towel to her injured face.

She said, “I think I’m going to hang out at the spring for a little bit. The cold water feels good but it warms up quickly.”

Siobhan fed the small fire she had going at the front of our shelter. She said, “I checked Tabby’s injury. I’m pretty sure it’s just a really bad bruise. I won’t know for certain until the swelling recedes, but she said he hit her with his bare hand. She’ll probably be just fine.”

“Yeah, I didn’t show any forbearance at all,” I growled. “I beat him with the flat of El Chete, kicked him in the face and the rib, and cut off one of his fingers. He got off lucky.”

All three of my ladies looked at me, wide-eyed.

“What?” I asked

“I didn’t know you could be that brutal, Max,” Siobhan replied in awe.

“I’m so wet right now,” Tabby moaned.

“Me too,” Gabi whined.

“Me, three,” Siobhan whispered.

“You are my wives,” I told them quietly. “I will kill to protect you if needed.” I huffed and added, “Plus, I’ve never cared for bullies. That’s how I ended up with the cheerleaders in high school. The quarterback was bullying some kid, and I beat the shit out of him. His girlfriend, Sally, was the cheer captain. She revenge-fucked me to get back at him for being an asshole and liked it. She dragged the rest of the girls into it.”

“From what Eve said, Sally didn’t have to push very hard to get them to show up,” Tabby replied. She wrapped her arms around me and continued, “I know I would have been kneeling before you at the least indication you were willing.”

I kissed her upturned lips gently. “Go cool that wound, Tabs,” I murmured. “I hate the thought of you being in pain. I love you.”

The short redhead smiled up at me. “I love you too, husband.” She kissed me and wandered off toward the spring.

I asked Gabi, “Do you need help with the horses?”

She replied, “No, husband. Fancy, Micky, and Lady are all done. I just need to finish rubbing down Nameless here.” She was rubbing my horse down, and I knew who Fancy was. I gathered Lady must be the gray mare that Gabi rode, and Micky was the roan gelding, Siobhan’s mount.

I stroked the stallion’s muzzle gently as he nickered. “You should have a fitting name for the lord of the harem.”

He tossed his head as if to say “but of course.”

I chuckled and said, “I think Sultan is a good name for you. What do you think?”

The stallion looked at me seriously for a moment and then nuzzled my chest.

“Okay then, Sultan it is. I need to get back to work, so watch over my harem too, please.”

The stallion tossed his head in agreement, and I scratched his neck gently before I stepped behind Gabi and wrapped my arms around her. She turned her head and pressed her lush ass back into my groin. She dropped a hand to mine as we kissed and pulled it up to one of her heavy breasts. I caressed and squeezed it gently. Gabi moaned in my mouth as our tongues chased each other.

Gabi broke the kiss as I held her. She looked into my eyes and said, “I think I’m done mourning.”

“It’s probably too soon to say that, my beautiful wife,” I murmured.

She thought about that while she searched my eyes. After a moment she nodded slowly and said quietly, “True, husband. But I know now that I have never been loved by a man as much as you love me. I lost two friends, but I gained a husband. I’m ready to give my body to you and treat you like a wife should.”

“I have no expectations, Gabi,” I replied softly as I nuzzled her cheek. Her nipple hardened noticeably under the fabric of a heavy brassiere. I kissed her lips gently and said, “I give you my love without conditions. We’ll both know when the moment is right.”

Gabi looked at me shyly. “Tonight might be a good time. We’ll probably only have one other person in the shelter, and I don’t want our first time to be in the plane.”

I smiled. “Maybe we can get Tabby to pull guard with Siobhan.”

Gabi smiled and nodded happily. “That would be nice.”

We kissed again, and I released my largest wife. I collected a quick kiss from Siobhan and headed off to find Johan and his crew.

I found Johan, Albrecht, Karl, Gottfried, and about five other men. Half of the men held big wooden mallets that looked like the one I made when we were building our house.

Johan said, “Two men work gibberish.” I assumed that meant “as a team.” He continued, “Hammer the pole into the earth and place the basket on top.” He pointed to a pile of metal baskets with holes for a pole underneath. “Max works with Albrecht. Gibberish you gibberish.”

The men paired off into teams, and Albrecht grabbed about four poles and a couple of baskets. I grabbed a mallet and two more baskets and followed along. The poles were about seven feet long and had fire-hardened points on one end. We started at the spring.

I saw Tabby talking to a woman as she continued to cool her face. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but the Saxon woman watched me with adoring eyes.

Albrecht held the first pole in place, and I pounded it into the ground until the top was a little below my chin.

Albrecht said, “Gibberish gibberish gibberish fire in it.”

“Huh?” I replied quizzically.

My teammate chuckled and tried again. “Not too high,” he said slowly and held his hand below his eyes. “Must gibberish to put fire inside.”

“Ah! Must be able to see to put fire inside,” I repeated and pointed to my eyes.

“Yes,” Albrecht said with a grin.

“Hammer more?” I asked.

Albrecht waved Tabby’s companion to him. “Gisele, come here please.” Albrecht had her stand next to the pole and raise her hands. He looked at me and nodded. He held his hand at the top of her head. “This tall,” he explained. Albrecht and Gisele backed away from the pole, and I smacked it about three more times until it was about armpit high on me.

Albrecht placed a basket on top of the pole, and then we planted another on the other side of the well.

I gave Tabby a quick kiss and Gisele a small wave before we went off. Albrecht and I planted about ten sets of poles and baskets. I saw other men carrying metal pots and firewood around. They would place a couple of coals from the pot into the basket with a small scoop and then loosely pile some kindling and a couple of thicker pieces of wood. Essentially, the Dark Ages equivalent of street lamps.

Albrecht explained, “Light is important now. When we gibberish, we will need less.”

I stewed on that and rephrased what I took from context. “When the people know the village better, less fires will be needed at night.”

He nodded with a grin. “Yes.”

We returned to the central firepit to see the cauldron steaming and pieces of pork roasting on spits above the fire.

Renvard hobbled in using his staff as a cane. Willa and Altena helped him seat himself and then sat on either side of him. Halvende stood behind them, dressed in chainmail and helm, resting the head of a heavy double-bit battle ax between his feet.

I wished them all a good evening and started to leave to join my ladies. Renvard called out, “Max. Come sit with your village.”

I stopped and considered what he said. His invite sounded nearly like a command and a declaration all rolled into one. There was something at play here that I didn’t understand.

I replied, “I will be back with my wives to join you, Headman Renvard.”

The old guy gave me a satisfied smile and nodded.

I retrieved Tabby from the spring first. “Something seems to be brewing. Renvard asked me to join our village at the central fire. I think I need to have my wives with me.”

Tabby said goodbye to Gisele, and we hurried to our shelter. Nelda was tending to spits of kidney, heart, and liver with Siobhan and Gabi.

I relayed the same information to them in English, to which Nelda replied, “What does brewing mean?”

Siobhan explained, “Like a pot of water that is getting hot.”

Gabi explained it in Saxon so quickly that I didn’t catch much of it.

Nelda said to me in Saxon, “We should take this food.”

“Okay,” I agreed readily. “Weapons, too.”

Siobhan tossed my rifle to me before buckling her sword belt on and grabbing her spear and shield. Gabi did the same, but Tabby grabbed her mandolin case instead of weapons.

“Win their hearts and minds through song,” she said.

“It will be good to hear you play, love,” I replied softly with a smile. “I don’t get to hear your music nearly often enough.”

Tabby flashed me a brilliant smile before we marched off to the central fire. Gabi carried Siobhan’s spear while Siobhan helped me and Nelda carry the spits of meat.

When we arrived, Nelda announced, “Meat from the fires of Renvard Village.”

The ladies tending the fire bowed slightly to Renvard and took the meat. Nelda spoke quietly to them and helped them get the spits resting over some hot coals.

I stood behind Renvard with Halvende, the butt of my rifle on the ground. Gabi stood next to me and Siobhan stood on the other side of Halvende. Both rested the butts of their spears next to their right foot in a good approximation of a parade rest position. Nelda sat next to her mentor, while Altena had Tabby sit next to her.

There was a similar group to our immediate left with an old woman in the seat of honor, and another group was seated across the fire from us with an ancient man surrounded by twelve guards and spiritual advisors. A fourth group settled in across from the small group headed by the woman.

Suddenly, there was much shouting as a bunch of frightened villagers ran into the area and sat in a clump. The bully I had pounded to a pulp marched in, ranting indecipherably. I might have done more damage to his mouth than I thought. One of the people from his group sat a stump on its end so he could sit on it.

I said quietly to Renvard, “I thought there were only three villages of refugees.”

“Yes,” the headman replied as he pointed at the latest group. “Those people are refugees they picked up before they came here. He is from Wolfram’s village.” Renvard indicated the old man farthest away from our group. Pointing to the bully, he added, “His name is Drefan. Wolfram said he makes trouble.”

The old man Renvard indicated stood nimbly to his feet. He called out, “Drefan, what are you doing? Gibberish gibberish trouble gibberish. You gibberish gibberish with your village!”

The overweight knight stood and shouted, “I am the chief of the Katthi. You all gibberish to me.”

Renvard struggled to stand as he confronted the bully. “Really? We’ve had no tribe meeting in five years. How were you voted chief?” I helped him to his feet. He nodded absently as he watched the fat bastard.

“Who will gibberish me, old man? You?” Drefan taunted.

I interjected, “So, when all the other fighting men stayed to protect the escape of your villagers, you ran away and made yourself chief? You must not be very brave.” I only knew the word for “brave” because Willa had used it several times until Gabi picked it up and translated it for me.

“The word you are looking for is ‘coward,’ husband,” Gabi said in Saxon. “He is a coward. The other word you might want is ‘bully’—someone who gibberish others who are not as strong.”

I really appreciated her dumbing down her speech, but I still missed a couple of words.

“Coward does sound like the word I was searching for,” I replied. “You challenge an old crippled man who only has a stick. You challenge an older, wiser man than yourself because you are a bully and a coward. You are not worthy of being chief.”

“You will die for that, foreigner,” the bully spat.

Everyone cleared a circle around him.

I handed my rifle to Gabi and pulled my pistol holster from my belt, which I handed to Tabby.

Tabby asked in English, “Can I kill him if he hurts you?”

“Only if he kills me,” I replied. I wasn’t worried as I stepped forward to ensure there was no one close enough to accidentally get hurt.

He sneered and drew his sword. “I heard the little witch say your people don’t fight with swords.”

“True,” I replied as I drew my sword and rested it on my right shoulder. I reached behind my back and drew my kukri machete. “But I will kick your ass one hundred times out of one hundred. Just like I did the last time.”

“You will not surprise me this time, foreigner!” Drefan shouted and ran at me with his shield held high and his sword poised to hack straight down at me.

I waited patiently for him to get close enough to swing, and then I slipped to his right as his blade whistled down, missing me completely. I hammered the pommel of my sword into his eye and then hit the base of his skull with the back of my kukri. He staggered, trying to regain his balance until I kicked his legs out from under him.

Drefan fell flat on his back, and I kicked his sword away and sheathed mine. Stepping first on his chest and then down next to his shield, I slid the kukri into its sheath. I knelt next to him and turned his shield over before I pulled my clip knife and flicked it open. Leaning down, I cut off the first joint of his left ring finger.

Drefan screamed, so I backhanded him across his swollen face. I stood up and tossed his finger into the coals of the firepit, telling him, “The Katthi do not have many fighters, so I leave you living. But every time you bully someone I will remove a piece of your flesh until you learn to be a good person or you only have...”

“Stumps,” Gabi added helpfully in Saxon.

“Until you only have stumps for hands,” I finished. “If you want to be a…”

I looked at Gabi and said in English, “I want to say that if you want to be a leader, you must learn to serve your people.”

Gabi tells me softly, “Listen carefully, husband.” She switched to Saxon and said something I’d heard her say more times than I cared to admit. “My husband does not speak Saxon well. What he wishes to say is that if you want to be a leader, you must serve the people rather than expect them to serve you.”

I got most of that from context, but there were enough words in her phrasing that I had heard before that I was pretty certain I understood her correctly.

The old woman who led the village to our left said, “Praise to the Tree of Life that no life was lost here! Let us eat, and then conduct business.”
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What followed was interesting. The ladies who were cooking took bowls of the soup from the cauldron to each of the village leaders, and then ladies from each village brought bowls to the rest of their group. For our village, Nelda, Willa, and Tabby fed us before sitting to eat the thin soup. There were dandelion greens, fatty bits of pork, wild onions, little dumplings that I think were made from acorn flour, turnips, and parsnips.

While we ate, one of the ladies from Wolfram’s village tended Drefan’s hand. He took his bowl of soup and disappeared into the darkness.

After the soup course, the cooks served the village leaders trenchers of roast meat. Again, our ladies served our contingent.

After eating, the three village elders sat in a circle near the old woman and discussed how to survive the winter, village boundaries, common defense, and how the three villages would govern themselves as one. Renvard sat just outside their circle and provided information about the locale of the villages.

Renvard said the Saxons had delivered wagons of goods earlier in the day from the gold Ulli brought from the Franks. Flour, salt, whole grain, lard, honey, mead, and root vegetables seemed to be the food staples. There were three wagons filled with food, one filled with tools for gardening, carpentry, and smithing. Another wagon was filled with clothing, wool blankets, wool and linen fabrics, and burlap bags. The last wagon was filled with armor and weapons.

Renvard conceded that his village’s harvest hadn’t been very good this year, but that they were better off than the other three since his village didn’t have to abandon most of its harvest. They discussed how many people they had in each village and speculated on how many they expected to lose fighting off the Frankish raiders to the south. The few warriors from our village were guarding the ford and the path to this new location, but I knew from experience there weren’t many who weren’t maimed or crippled in some way from previous fights. Several other villagers chipped in, but the decisions were left in the hands of the elders.

Eventually, the village leaders decided that Renvard would keep half of one wagon of food. It sounded like about twenty percent of the amount of food from the Saxon relief effort. Renvard’s village would keep about fifteen percent of the weapons and dry goods since he had fewer warriors and fewer people in general. Two of the villages had smiths, both of whom had been able to bring their anvils and tools on wagons with them. Renvard needed a smith badly, and I was probably Halvende’s equal or better in that skill. They agreed that the bulk of the farming and gardening tools would come to the new village, but we would get to pick some essentials that we were missing.

Once the distribution of wealth was agreed upon, Renvard shared news from Günter. The Saxon tribes had extended an offer for the Chauki and Katthi to join what I translated to be the Saxon federation of tribes. It would make the two tribes equivalent in the federation to the other Saxon tribes. The Saxon tribes west of the Rhine were nearly incommunicado due to the Limes Germanicus, the line of forts along the western banks of the Rhine. It sounded to me like there were Saxon tribes in what I knew as the Netherlands, in addition to northern Germany.

Renvard said, “The Saxons are worried that the Romans will be able to get a foothold east of the Rhine if we don’t unite, especially since the Franks seem to be the Roman’s dogs. The Hermunduri won’t join the Saxons until we can at least push the Franks and Romans south of the Main River; they’d prefer them to be south of the Danube.”

Gabi helped translate “foothold,” “especially,” “dogs” and “at least,” and I tried my best to remember the Saxon words.

The village leaders agreed to call a Katthi tribal council sometime between Eifstfest and Julfest. According to Gabi, they were referring to Harvestfest, which was coming up in three days, and Yuletide. The Saxons had an annual council of tribes near Marklo in mid-March. The Cherusci, Chauki, Hermunduri, and Katthi would be welcomed into the council before the Blessing of the Plow at the Irminsul, whatever that was. That would be followed by the Saxon war council.

Before the Katthi could attend, they needed to agree on who the twelve representatives of the tribe would be, including a war chief of the Katthi. The village elders agreed to send out messengers as soon as the warriors returned from fighting the Franks. The plan was for delegations to arrive at Renvard Village, and then we would lead them through on the trail to the new village.

The last order of business was to name the new village. After much discussion, the three elders who would live there agreed on Edelheim—“True Home.” Aelfram, the other male elder, would be the spokesman, but the three elders would act as a council of elders to govern the village.

Altena, with help from Gabi, explained to my family that they expected there to be roughly three hundred souls in the village when the fighters returned. They hoped that the warriors would be back in time for Harvestfest.

Altena said two hundred twenty-six refugees arrived today. Only twenty-three able-bodied men were in the group—the logging crew, the two smiths with five apprentices among them, a bowyer with an apprentice, a fletcher with three apprentices, and a carpenter with two apprentices. Four out of every ten refugees were women of child-bearing age. Many had more than one child, but nearly half were young widows with no children or girls recently of marriageable age with no prospects. That worried the spiritual leader of Renvard Village.

Altena explained that the Katthi allowed marriages as young as sixteen for boys and fourteen for girls, but the common practice was usually two years older than that. Nelda gave me a significant look. I explained that our culture’s common practice was for both the boy and girl to be at least eighteen.

Nelda’s face took on a fierce, determined look, but she didn’t say anything. I looked at her quizzically, but she just turned away. She’s going to give me some grief, that one, I thought.

After the serious discussions were over, Tabby pulled out her mandolin.

I first heard Tabby play that day in the park—months ago, yet in the future. That whole idea still twisted my noodle. Once Gabi and I returned with our discovery of where and when our airplane had landed, Tabby started playing in the evenings around the fire. The two kids we had adopted, Kurt and Siglinde, loved Tabby’s music as much as or more than the rest of us even though they didn’t understand the English lyrics. Nelda even taught Tabby a couple of the local songs.

Tabby started with a gentle Celtic dirge for those who had died in the exodus. She followed that with the two local songs that Nelda taught her before jumping to some of her bawdy crowd favorites from her days as a wandering minstrel at Renaissance festivals. The Saxons didn’t understand the lyrics, but they swayed and clapped to the playful beat and Tabby’s sweet voice. Siobhan dragged me to my feet and led me through some kind of folk dance she learned from her grandparents, and before long the young ladies and girls were trying to mimic the dance.

By the time Tabby finished her show, the group looked less careworn and perhaps even a little happier.

We bid everyone good night, and made our way back to our camp.


3


VISIT IN THE NIGHT


My ladies and I made our way back to our camp. Siobhan and Tabby sat next to the fire for guard duty and wished Gabi and me good night with knowing smiles on their faces.

The two of us crawled under the tarps and unrolled my bedroll. We sat side by side as we removed our boots and laid our weapons nearby. I put my holstered revolver under my rolled up parka for a pillow before I shucked off my trousers, rolled them, and stuffed them in the bottom of my sleeping bag. I pulled off my Woolrich shirt and turned to Gabi.

She handed me her rolled up jeans, and I stuffed them down in the sleeping bag with mine.

Gabi knelt next to me in her panty and flannel shirt. The big, sexy woman bit her lip as she slowly began to unbutton her shirt. I stared into her wide-open eyes.

“Only if you are ready,” I assured her.

Gabi replied softly, “I am so ready, Max.” She pulled her shirt back off her shoulders to reveal her mammoth breasts, encased in a very substantial support bra.

As I absorbed the view of her massive breasts, I recalled hearing Gabi and Anita compare bra sizes a few weeks ago. Both have D-cup breasts, but Gabi has a thirty-nine inch bust, whereas Anita’s bust is thirty-four inches. I recalled Anita saying that made Gabi’s breasts the equivalent of an F-cup. I had no idea if that was true, but as Gabi reached behind her shoulders and released the girls, I was amazed how the huge orbs stood up proudly on her heavily muscled chest.

Gabi whispers, “I’ve been moist since you defended Tabby. I don’t think I have ever been this ready to lie with a man.”

I waddled forward on my knees and cupped a ponderous breast with my right hand and curled my left around her neck, drawing her forward into a smoldering kiss.

Gabi broke the kiss and gasped for breath, pressing her breast into my hand. We stared into each other’s eyes.

I murmured, “I don’t think I have ever been as impatient to bed a woman as I am with you. I’ve wanted you since I first met you, and I fell in love with you shortly afterward.”

As I spoke, I gently guided her to lie down onto the bedroll, and I reclined beside her as her arms rose to encircle my neck. Gabi’s eyes closed as I leaned in. I nibbled and kissed her lips, teasing her with darts of my tongue until her mouth opened and her tongue met mine.

Gabi ran a hand over my short hair as she held my neck with the other. I stroked down her sleek flank and pulled her left leg up so I could caress it and her very firm ass. If I had any doubts about her assertions of being a powerlifter, feeling her muscles slide under my hand would have been enough to dispel them. Under her soft skin, her strong muscles felt like steel under my hands. Many of the powerlifters I had known from my time in the army and in college were heavy with both muscle and fat. Gabi was sleek by comparison. I guessed she did some type of fitness competition like Siobhan did.

Gabi didn’t have a six-pack, but there were noticeable cuts along her rectus abdominis and above her hips. I suspected she could get lean enough to compete as a body builder very quickly.

Gabi’s breasts had always looked large, but not mammoth. My impression changed as I slid my hand up her abs to cup and caress the orb on the left. Her strong pec muscles held them up high and strong. The flesh underneath her skin was soft and pliable. I squeezed the breast firmly as I recalled the college cheerleaders from all those years ago talking about the pencil test. Despite having a larger bust than any two of them together, I’m sure Gabi would pass the test.

Gabi moaned, “That feels nice, Max.”

“Do you like gentle, firm, or rough?” I asked before lowering my mouth to her large rubbery right nipple.

“It depends,” she whispered. “I like gentle to start, but rougher as I get excited. Caressing my tits doesn’t really get me excited, but it feels really nice.”

I paused my ministrations long enough to murmur, “I’m gonna pull on them. Let me know if it’s too much.”

Gabi murmured “Okay” as I sucked her right nipple in to catch it between my teeth. I pinched the left one firmly as I sucked and whipped the right one with my tongue and raised my head to pull it.

“Oh my,” she moaned quietly. “I can feel that in my muschi. I don’t normally get that.”

I picked up her right nipple with my left hand and started kissing my way down her abdomen. Between kisses, I told her, “Just more evidence that we were meant to be together, my beautiful wife. I bet you go up two cup sizes when we have our first child.”

Gabi sucked in a huge breath at the thought. She let it out with a hiss as my lips approached her thick thatch. The hair on her mons was plentiful, covering her entire mound from hip crease to hip crease. She obviously trimmed it because the dark blond hair was less than an inch long. Gabi giggled as I rubbed my nose in it while kissing my way south. It was hard to tell in the weak light, but I didn’t notice any stray hairs on her fat, plump outer lips.

I kissed my way gently up and down her outer labia, teasing an occasional lick at the large inner labia. They were longer than average, but probably proportional for such a large woman.

Gabi moaned, “Oh, Max! That feels so good.”

“That’s the goal, my love,” I replied. I started suckling her petals, which allowed me to witness the blooming of her womanhood in the dappled, weak firelight.

Gabi gasped at the new sensations as I suckled her tender flesh and bumped the large distended pearl at the junction of her petals. Her hands clasped my head firmly and guided my lips to her clitoris.

My mouth lavished attention on and around her love button as my fingers started collecting the first drops of dew from her channel. I teased her moist entrance with one fingertip, and her hips moved to swallow my digit.

Just like everything else about Gabi, her pussy’s channel was supersized. One finger had a lot of wiggle room despite the large size of my hands. Two felt like it would do her some good, but when I gave her three, she moaned in pleasure and I felt the walls squeeze my fingers. I sucked on her pearl as I rotated my wrist to tickle her G-spot quickly.

After about a minute’s effort, Gabi began to whine wordlessly. “Liebe Gott,” she exclaimed as her channel clamped onto my fingers and her abs and legs quivered. Gabi pushed my face away from her clit as she gasped for breath. I dropped lower to lap up her essence, enjoying the slightly musky, slightly herbal flavor of her ejaculate.

“Max! Stop, please!” she moaned, so I took a break as I enjoyed the sight of my lover’s strong climax.

When Gabi’s spasms quieted, I crawled back up her body and lay down on top of her big breasts with my little monster on her abdomen. I sucked her lower lip into my mouth until she actively started kissing me voraciously.

She looked up at me hungrily when we broke the kiss. “My turn to suck on you?” she asked.

I shook my head slowly. “Not tonight, lover. I want to impale you on my little monster and fuck you until you can’t speak.”

Gabi’s eyes went wide as she stared at me, her lust evident. Finally, she whispered, “Please. Please fill me, Max. I feel so empty.”

I didn’t need any further encouragement. I slotted the head of my horrifyingly fat little beast in the entrance of her channel. Gabi hummed in pleasure and raised her hips. I pushed forward with a deep thrust until her channel clamped onto me.

“Finally!” Gabi exclaimed loud enough for Siobhan and Tabby to hear outside. They giggled as Gabi murmured, “I finally found a man who can fill me.”

I looked down to see at least three inches outside her opening. “I’m not all in, Gabi,” I murmured.

Gabi grinned up at me. “You’re not at the bottom either, Max,” she said, punctuating her words with little thrusts of her hips.

I grinned back and replied, “Let’s fix that, shall we?”

Despite being generously proportioned, Gabi fit me perfectly. Whereas Kat felt like I was stretching her beyond her limits, Gabi’s pussy squeezed me like a tight glove—inviting, warm, moist, and snug. I pulled back, and I felt her Kegel to hold me in place. When just the helmet was left inside, I thrust forward vigorously, and Gabi moaned lasciviously. A little less than two inches remained outside her. I pulled back and thrust again, finally reaching the end of her velvet channel.

She whispered, “How much is left, Max?”

I looked down and then held my thumb and forefinger about a half-inch apart. Gabi grinned and whispered, “I can take it, Max. Give it to me. Gib mir alles!” I smirked and pressed forward momentarily as I watched her eyes saucer, then I backed up and slammed forward.

“Yes!” Gabi hissed as my hip bone slammed into her. I felt her clamp down on me again as I started a steady rhythm of long, deep strokes, enjoying the feeling of being completely sheathed as her spasming cunt elongated from the stimulation.

I lifted her legs and hooked my arms inside her knees as I started thrusting harder and faster. Gabi panted her approval, repeating, “Ja, ja, ja…” until she locked up tightly around me and threw her head back to yell wordlessly.

As her juices eased the friction around my little monster, I pushed harder and faster, my heavy balls bouncing against her hard ass. I looked down into her eyes glazed with lust and told her, “Tonight, I’m going to breed you, Gabi. I’m going to fill you with my seed and give you a baby.”

My moment was quickly arriving as Gabi nodded vigorously, whining through her nose. Our eyes were locked on each other as she tried to hold my gaze through the orgasm she was riding. Suddenly, a wave of tingling bliss rose through my body as my cock exploded inside her hungry depths. As the first hot splash painted her insides, Gabi spasmed hard and her eyes slammed shut. Her mouth was rounded into a perfect “O” shape, but no sound escaped her lips as I groaned and unloaded inside her.

My intense wave of pleasure took longer than normal to spin down, as though I was spiraling higher as each blast of my cum spewed forth, but I did eventually start to coast back down from my climax.

I unhooked my arms from Gabi’s knees, and she locked her ankles behind my ass to hold me in place. I slowly lay down on top of her and nuzzled her neck. Her arms wrapped tightly around my back as I murmured, “Let there be no doubt in your mind that you are my wife, and that I love and treasure you, Gabriela Fleischer.”

She nodded wordlessly against my cheek, nuzzling it for nearly a minute before speaking. She turned to look into my eyes. “Morgan. I’m Gabriela Morgan now, husband.”

I grinned foolishly and replied, “You most certainly are, my love.”

We kissed, cuddled, and nuzzled each other for several minutes before Gabi said, “You are not getting very soft.”

I chuckled. “A little. Normally, I won’t as long as I’m inside a woman, but you’re actually built to fit me. It’s pretty novel to not only fit inside you, but also to be able to shrink a bit afterward.”

Gabi caressed my back as she looked into my eyes. “I saw you buried completely inside Kat just yesterday.”

“That’s different,” I explained quietly. “I actually pierce her cervix with my cock and fuck inside her womb. It’s very unusual. She thinks she’ll be able to stretch over time, but for now, she can take me only because she’s not entirely human. You heard her explanation, right?”

“Yes,” Gabi said with a faraway look in her eyes. “It seems so unbelievable that her grandfather was an elf. I thought they were a myth.” She focuses on me again. “I’m still happy to be here with you, my husband.”

I grinned before leaning in to devour her lips. After the kiss broke, she asked, “Are you ready to sleep?”

I laughed, “Not even close.”

[image: ]


We made love for about another hour before we cuddled inside my sleeping bag, falling asleep quickly.

I woke up later, hearing a noise in the night. Someone was cuddled up close against my back, and I had Gabi wrapped in my arms. I squinted to look out the side of our shelter under the tarp stretched over us. In the dim glow of the fire, I saw Saxon-style boots outside, stepping close to the shelter.

I pushed the body behind me away and pulled Gabi up on my chest, rolling just as a spear pierced the ground where she had lain just moments before.

Siobhan called out “Who’s there?” as I pulled my revolver, cocked it, and shot into the leg that braced to pull the spear out of the ground.

Gabi lunged across my body to grab her pistol from under her jacket, and then I dove over her to roll out from under the tarp in time for a screaming Drefan to fall on me.

I managed to get my revolver free and beat him repeatedly with the six-inch barrel across the back of his neck until he fell unconscious.

A bright light shined in my eyes, and I shielded my eyes and raised my weapon.

“Don’t shoot, Max. It’s me!” Siobhan’s voice rang out. “Don’t shoot!”

“Sorry, love,” I replied sheepishly as I struggled to drag my naked ass out from under the heavy body on top of me. “I might have been reverting to a combat mindset.”

Siobhan grabbed the heavy weight and pulled at his collar, allowing me to crawl out.

“Shit!” she exclaimed. “He’s still wearing armor! How did I not hear him?”

Gabi’s nude silhouette appeared next to Siobhan’s, holding her pistol like a vintage Bond girl.

“Are you okay, my husband?” she asked as Tabby crawled out from under the tarp and shined a light on the body’s face.

Tabby growled, “It’s that Drefan character again.”

Growling, I stood and grabbed him by the collar of his armor.

Naked and barefoot, I dragged the piece of shit through the village to the central fire where the able-bodied warriors and the curious were gathering as a result of my revolver’s loud explosion.

I marched through the group and dropped Drefan near the fire. He woke with a groan as the pain of his shattered shin brought him around.

Transferring my pistol to my left hand, I pulled Drefan’s sword from his belt.

Gabi ran up wearing only her flannel shirt. “Pistol, Max.”

I handed her my revolver and called out to the assembled group. “I told Drefan I would cut off a fingertip if he hit a woman, and I would kill him if he hit one of my wives. This dumb piece of shit tried to spear one of my wives. I don’t care how few warriors we have. I will kill him now.”

Drefan tried to get to his feet, but I stomped on his shattered leg. He arched his back, and I removed his head with a single backhand cut of his own sword.

Siobhan handed me his spear. I inserted the butt of the weapon through his severed windpipe before planting the spearhead into the ground. His mouth moved and his eyes blinked for nearly a minute.

I pointed to his disembodied head. “That is the fate of anyone who attacks my family.”

I cut off his left hand and held it up, pointing to the missing joints from the two fingers of his hand. “For bullies who hit women.”

Krystal, carrying her infant and surrounded by her other children, rushed forward to hug me. Gisele, the woman from the spring, did the same before I was swamped by a swarm of women embracing me.

Eventually, my little monster started to rise from all the female attention, and I tried to disengage from all the clasping arms. After a few moment’s struggle, a violent shout stopped everyone.

We all turned to see Gabi hand her shirt to Siobhan and call out in Saxon, “That is my husband you are groping.” I inferred “groping” from context, of course. “He has six wives. If any of you think you might be number seven, you can try to beat me in a fight.” Then my Amazonian wife struck a body builder’s pose that brought her muscled body into sharp relief.

Gabi looked like a goddess of war with her muscled arms, legs, and torso in sharp relief in the firelight. Her short hair and fiery-eyed expression added to the effect.

She challenged them. “Do any of you wish to try? Do any of you men want to try to earn a spot for your daughters? Hmm? I will beat you too, but you may try.”

Then my shy German bride sauntered over and wrapped her arms around me. She dropped her hand and started to gently stroke my semihard member. She concluded quietly, “He’s definitely worth fighting for.”

I interjected in Saxon, “You said you were tired.” Everyone broke out laughing.

Gabi said with a smirk, “I had a nap. Back to bed, husband. I’m ready for more.”

Siobhan added in her own broken Saxon, “And I have to listen to them grunting and moaning all night.”

The crowd laughed raucously and started to break up as we made our way back to our shelter.

Gabi crawled under the tarp, and I followed her, enjoying the view of her exposed and swollen pussy between her strong thighs.

I crawled on top of her as she hooked her heels on my hips. I looked down into Gabi’s eyes, and she winked up at me in the dim firelight that made its way under our shelter.

Reverting back to English, she whispered, “I always thought I would enjoy the theater.”

I laughed, and she joined me in my merriment. After our laughter ran its course, she said seductively, “Fuck me, Max. Drive your huge sword into my sheath where it belongs.”

So I did.
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I woke the next morning with Siobhan to my left, wrapped in my arms. A small hand rested on my hip, so I rolled over to see Nelda, still in her homespun dress, wrapped in a heavy fur, snuggled up to my back.

She opened her hazel eyes and smiled at me.

I asked in Saxon, “You beat Gabi in combat?”

Nelda replied slowly in English, “She took it easy on me.”

I chuckled before saying in Saxon, “I’m going to wake up my wife. Would you leave please?”

Nelda frowned slightly but nodded. She dragged her fur outside, leaving me with Siobhan.

Siobhan was in my sleeping bag wearing only her baby blue camisole and boy shorts. She was backed up against me, so my morning wood was tucked between her firm buttocks. Her dark hair fell across her forehead into her eyes, and she looked adorable.

I kissed her cheek and squeezed her to me.

Siobhan hummed in pleasure before she stretched her arms over her head.

I murmured, “This is a special surprise.”

Siobhan moaned, “I love how your voice rumbles in my ear, Max.” She wiggled her ass gently and looked over her shoulder. “What have we here?” Her hand reached down to gently grasp my little monster. She moaned again, “I wish I could enjoy this. After listening to you with Anita, Kat, Tabby, and now Gabi, my desire for you is getting stronger.”

“Well, you do have your hand on my cock,” I chuckled. “That’s new.” She pulled her hand away from my hard flesh.

“I’m starting to freak out, Max,” she whispered urgently. “Let me go. Please.”

I immediately opened my arms, and Siobhan launched off the bedroll, grabbed her clothes, and crawled out.

I rolled to my back and murmured to myself, “Way to go, dumbass.”

Tabby cooed outside our shelter, “It’s okay, Siobhan. It’s okay.”

I heard Siobhan sob, “I swear, t’would be easier if he just took me. I want to, boot me brain keeps freakin’ out.”

Tabby whispered, “He won’t do that, lover. He loves you and respects you too much, just like all of your sister-wives do. You’ll have to face your fears if you want to experience what Gabi got last night.”

Siobhan sobbed quietly as I pulled my clothes out of the bottom of my sleeping bag and dressed. I rolled up my sleeping bag and crawled out of the shelter, pulling on my shirt and jacket before packing away my bedroll. Gabi helped me take down our shelter, and I packed it away.

As I stood, Siobhan wrapped me in a tight hug. She murmured, “I’m sorry, Max. I know you’d never hurt me, but I just…I just have issues.”

I kissed her hair before replying, “It’s okay, beloved. I don’t need anything more than what you’re ready and willing to give. If we don’t get any more physically intimate, I will still be happy with you and still love you.”

Siobhan sobbed, “I’m sorry, Max. I do love you.”

Tabby and Gabi wrapped us in a group hug. Nelda sat by, a look of yearning on her face. I waved her over, and she tentatively joined our efforts to comfort Siobhan.

Siobhan slowly stopped sobbing. She pulled my face down and kissed my lips gently. “Thank you, Max. I love you more than you know.”

Siobhan released me and said “Thank you, sisters” before she kissed Tabby, Gabi, and even Nelda gently on the lips. Gabi had gotten somewhat used to sharing chaste kisses with her sister-wives, but Nelda was shocked.

The young girl touched her lips and looked wonderingly at the rest of us. Siobhan said in Saxon, “I’m sorry, Nelda.”

“Is okay,” the girl replied in English. “It was surprise.”

“You’ve seen the wives kiss each other, right?” I asked. Nelda looked at me questioningly, so I tried again in Saxon and apparently butchered it because Gabi and Nelda both laughed.

Nelda corrected my Saxon and then replied, “I have seen them. But I have not kissed a girl before. I kissed a boy once.”

“I’m sure you’ll get to kiss a lot, Nelda,” Siobhan responded. “You’re very pretty, so I’m sure you will get lots of boys to kiss you.”

“Or girls,” Tabby teased in Saxon. “Most of us will be happy to train kissing with you.”

“Practice,” Gabi said, correcting her word choice.

“I will happily practice kissing with you,” Tabby said flirtatiously.

Nelda looked around and whispered in English, “Maybe tonight.” Her face flushed, but she didn’t shy away from the hug and kiss on the cheek that Tabby gave her.

I grabbed a couple of pots and went to the spring in the village center, raising my middle finger to Drefan’s gruesome head as I walked by. I brought them back to water our horses. After a couple of trips, all of our mounts were hydrated well enough to start the day. I planned to let them drink some more at a creek once we were on the road. I untied their leads and let them wander to graze.

We pulled some acorn cakes and smoked meat from our packs for breakfast. After eating, we broke our camp and stowed the rest of our gear in our packs. I saddled Sultan and left him to graze while Nelda led me to where Renvard was camping with Halvende, Altena, and Willa.

I checked and saddled their mounts while Nelda helped them finish packing up their bedrolls. The horses were all smaller than Sultan and half of the horses in our herd. I recalled reading that the original horses of the Saxons and Franks had been smaller, and that the larger animals were introduced by the Romans. It made me wonder about Sultan’s provenance. Since the Franks to the south had a shit-ton of Roman gold, I figured it was safe to assume that they were led by former Roman cavalry mercenaries.

I helped Renvard into his saddle while Halvende lifted Willa onto a mount. Both of their horses were bays at roughly fifteen hands. I helped Altena onto her mount as well, noticing that the elderly woman’s horse was almost short enough to be called a pony, and her saddle was more like a stuffed fur saddle blanket than anything else. It and Nelda’s mount were older beasts and very docile. Halvende had a sixteen-hand chestnut gelding with a Roman saddle—definitely one of the knight’s horses originally. The big blacksmith launched agilely into the saddle and then leaned over to grab the haft of his ax, which was stuck in the ground next to his mount.

I lifted Nelda up onto her mount, and she grinned down at me. I winked at her before running back to our campsite. My wives were mounted, so I shrugged my pack onto my back rather than taking the time to fasten it to the back of my saddle. I then grabbed my bow and launched into the saddle using the handy stirrup. I waved to Albrecht, who was on guard duty, and led my family to the trail. Renvard’s party joined us as we started the return journey.
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DISCUSSING HEAVY MATTERS


Renvard rode next to me where the trail allowed. Our village headman asked, “What did you think of the council, Max?”

I nodded and replied haltingly in his language, “I liked how you…leaders…worked together to…fix problems.”

Renvard nodded and said, “The Katthi, Chauki, Hermunduri, and Saxon all gibberish in a gibberish manner.”

“Lead in the same way?” I paraphrased, and he nodded. I tried to memorize his phrasing.

After we started back up the first valley, he asked, “What do you think we should gibberish on next?”

“What to do next?” I asked.

“What to fix next,” he clarified.

“Fighting. Need to…train? Practice? We need to train fighting together as a group,” I said. “We are not many people. We are many villages. We need to train fighting together. We may want to change how we fight because we have so few people.”

“Gibberish,” Renvard says. “That is the way we say ‘how to fight’ in our language.”

“Again, please,” I replied.

“Tactics,” he said in Saxon, and I stored the word away.

“What’s the word for a long, ongoing string of fights and how to plan for them?” I asked.

“War and strategy,” he replied. Again I took note of the new words as he continued. “In our tribal meeting, we would decide whether we would make war during the year, and decide who the war chief should be. If we decide not to make war, the war chief’s role would be more about defending the villages. The Saxons have gibberish gibberish.”

I tagged the word he had used before as “similar” and the other as “traditions.” I hoped I had it right.

Our mounts climbed the slope out of the creek bed as I said, “We must have people watching for Franks and Romans. Not just in Baarbach Valley, but on the far side of Edelheim, north of my home to the Ruhr valley. We called them ‘observation posts’ in my language.” I felt really stupid about using English with him, but I had no way to learn the Saxon words. “A place to watch from,” I clarified.

“We don’t talk about a place, but the work,” Renvard said. “We call it ‘scouting’ and the people that do it are ‘scouts.’”

Again, I took note of the Saxon terms for the concepts.

“‘Scouting’ and ‘scouts.’ Thanks, I will try to remember,” I told him. “They need to watch where the Franks or Romans cannot see them.” I couldn’t believe what a struggle our conversation was. “They cannot see the scouts getting into place and leaving. The scouts must be able to…tell the villages fast,” I said haltingly.

“Quickly,” Renvard corrected. “What else?”

I tried to tuck the corrected grammar into a corner of my brain where I could easily find it before answering. “We need a plan for planting food in the spring,” I said. “We need to keep the meadow for horses, but we need to plant food for people, too. I don’t know what food grows here. I found some wild food in the meadow, but I don’t know what you plant in our…fields?”

I realized I still didn’t know how to say kale, broccoli, or any of the berries and crabapples. I’d have to ask when I had samples handy.

“Yes, ‘fields’ is the correct word,” Renvard said. “‘Garden’ is a smaller field near the huts or in the village for vegetables. Field is used more for korn plants of different kinds—wheat, barley, oats, rye. Kohl vegetables and root vegetables are common in gardens, but can also be in bigger fields. Also, gibberish and gibberish are good for either size of field if you can find seeds for them.”

I had to think about what Kohl vegetables were, but assuming it meant the same thing I learned in German class, coleslaw and kohlrabi came to mind quickly. I figured kohl vegetables referred to cabbages and relatives like broccoli, cauliflower, and kohlrabi. I had seen turnips and parsnips when sharing food with the villagers, and I found kale and broccoli in the meadow. I judged that a pretty good variety. The words for wheat, barley, oats, and rye were close enough to high German that I was able to deduce them, but I found myself wishing I knew what the other crops were that he mentioned. I noted he didn’t mention potatoes, tomatoes, or any kind of squash.

“Anything else?” the village elder asked.

I nodded my head and arranged the Saxon words in my head the best I could. “Altena said something that I think is a strategy problem.” I was beating myself up mentally for talking like a child when these were serious adult issues.

“Strategic problem?” Renvard corrected gently.

“Yes. Strategic problem,” I agreed. “She said there are many more adult women than men. This is a problem in more than one way. First, in fighting for the villages, there are not enough men to fight. We need to teach the women to fight. Second, I see only one woman with a man. Many women who can have babies have no mates. That means the Katthi people will die out soon.”

Renvard nodded his head and thought for a moment as we descended the trail toward where we cut the huge tree. Finally, he said, “Altena and I have discussed the second problem often. Our culture has one woman mated to one man. Seeing your family, I am wondering if having more than one woman mated to a man might be better. Altena and I have discussed it as a possible gibberish—a fix,” he clarified, realizing I probably didn’t know the word that I translated to “solution."

Renvard continued, “Widows sometimes live with sisters who are mated or the brother of their husband. It is rare that they have children in these cases. When they do, no one says anything because children are a blessing from the divine Tree of Life.”

I shrugged and said, “If you encourage a man to mate with two women…to marry?”

“Yes, marriage is to be a gibberish mate,” the old man replied. I translated the new word to “permanent” and ran with it.

“If you encourage men to marry two women, or more, then you can grow your tribe more quickly,” I said. “Small villages should find mates outside the village to keep having healthy children.” I cringed at the thought of discussing genetics in Saxon, so I avoided it.

Renvard agreed. “Yes, the annual tribal meetings helped with mixing families. It would benefit us to start having them again. Also, I think in more peaceful times, the practice of many wives should be stopped if the numbers of men and women are more equal. It will reduce fighting over women. How would you have the women fight?”

“Archers,” I replied immediately. “They should learn the blade and spear, but archers and slingers would be good roles. They wouldn’t have to fight stronger men with swords as often. They can fight well with bows and slings with less strength than a manly warrior.”

Renvard said, “Gabi could probably fight against a man and win. She is a huge woman. Bigger than many of our men.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “I am fortunate to have her as my wife. She is learning to fight with a spear, sword, and bow. All my wives are. Gabi trained for many years to build strength. We should include that in the training for men and women.”

“Your wife Shewonne is a healer?” Renvard asked.

“Sheh-von,” I enunciated. “She had some training as a healer, but she is also a warrior. She is good with a sword. She and I are two of the few who learned swords in our land.”

“And the one called Tabby?” he asked.

“She can fight, but her tactics are different,” I explained. “They might be better to teach the women—tactics for fighting against large manly warriors by avoiding them.”

“Male warriors,” Renvard corrected. “Maybe we should teach them to our men, too. The Franks send their biggest men as warriors. Our men are mostly simple farmers who fight only to protect their homes. We were good fighters hundreds of years ago. We fought similar to how the Romans fight, but we have lost that gibberish.”

I translated the new word to “knowledge” and asked for clarification. “Know-how?”

“Knowledge,” Renvard affirmed.

I thought about how to do that. “We will learn again,” I assured him as the trail crested the next ridge and led us down into the last valley before we reached our home meadow. “We can borrow tactics from the Romans and how my people fight.”

We were quiet as we rode for a bit.

“I must come visit your home,” Renvard said. “I have not yet seen it. Willa said it is strange.”

I replied distractedly, “You are welcome. Nelda comes often. Come with her when you wish.” I stood in my stirrups to look back and ensure everyone was still with us. Gabi and Siobhan were at the tail of our column but they were pretty close.

Halvende, who was riding behind Renvard, asked, “What are those on your boots?”

I looked down at my feet before replying to him. “We call them ‘stirrups.’ They are common on our saddles in my homeland. We added them to the Roman saddles. They make it easier to mount and to keep your seat on the horse. They help when fighting from the back of a horse, too.”

Halvende asked, “Can you show me how to make them and add them to the saddles?”

“Yes,” I agreed readily, wondering if I was changing history by introducing stirrups. I was pretty certain they wouldn’t be introduced to this part of the world for many centuries, but in the end I decided that I didn’t care. I would introduce whatever technology I could to help my family and my adopted tribe survive and thrive. I would have sold myself into slavery for a hundred breech loading rifles, black powder, and cannon.

I told Halvende, “We didn’t have any good leather, so we used strips of animal skin to hang them from the wooden part of the saddle.”

“We have leather,” Renvard said. “Nelda can teach you how to make it from animal skins if you wish. We use deer, pig, and goat skins mostly for leather, but we usually take our animal skins to the market at the mouth of the Baarbach and trade for leather. There is a family that sells leather there, and they gibberish in tanning skins into leather.”

We rode quietly until we climbed out of the last valley up to the meadow. I thought about what I could do to bring more modern weapons to our tribe’s defense. Before too long, we were back in Renvard’s village.

We found Günter and his crew guarding the wagons of food and tools they delivered while Renvard was in Edelheim. The remaining villagers looked at them with both hunger and curiosity.

Renvard told me, “I asked Günter’s men to guard while we were gone. You may want your wagon for your portion.”

I pulled my horse around and waited for Tabby, who was riding behind Nelda and Willa.

Tabby stopped her mount and called out, “I’ll talk to you soon, Nelda.” Her Saxon was better than mine.

The Katthi girl turned carefully in her saddle and waved. “Okay, Tabby. See you soon,” she replied in English. Both girls giggled at the exchange.

Gabi and Siobhan stopped their mounts, and I asked, “Tabby, can you and Siobhan go home and bring Frisky with the wagon?”

Siobhan teased, “You can speak English to us, husband. I saw you talking to Renvard the whole ride. I bet your brain could use a break.”

It took me a moment to realize I had spoken in Saxon to them. Switching back to our native tongue, I replied, “Right you are, dear wife. My brain thanks you. So can you bring the pony cart?”

Tabby nodded, “Sure. I’ll need to rub Fancy down real quick, but Frisky is always up for a cart ride.”

Siobhan added, “I’ll go along for security, but I’ll ride Mickey. As security, it would probably be best for me to stay more mobile.”

Gabi said, “It’ll be nice to have our packs in the wagon rather than having to ride with them on our backs.”

“Sorry, love. I think the plan is to load up our portion of the village’s supplies and cart them home,” I said. “Besides, you could have connected it to the back of your saddle.”

Gabi frowned as I continued. “Let’s not plan to drop our packs in the wagon just yet. We can leave them while we help sort things.”

We shared kisses all the way around, which was a bit of an adventure from horseback, before Tabby and Siobhan headed home at a canter.

I told Gabi as I kicked Sultan’s flanks gently, “Well, let’s go see what the Great Pumpkin brought us.”

Gabi asked, “What is the Great Pumpkin?” as she pulled up beside me.

“What?” I asked. “You don’t know the TV special ‘It’s the Great Pumpkin, Charlie Brown?’ It’s a classic animated film from the sixties. It used to be on every fall around Halloween.”

“We didn’t have that in Germany, at least not that I ever saw,” Gabi explained. “Trick-or-treating was catching on when I was in Gymnasium, our version of high school. I don’t know this Great Pumpkin you’re talking about.”

I laughed and explained, “Well, essentially, the Great Pumpkin was like a Halloween version of Santa Claus that one of the characters of the film created. The Great Pumpkin brought presents for all the good boys and girls at Halloween.”

Gabi smirked. “I do like presents. Maybe we should introduce the Great Pumpkin to Harvestfest.”

We laughed. I replied as we dismounted at the edge of the village, “Just tell Nelda, and she’ll make sure it catches on.”

“What are you telling me?” Nelda said, appearing like magic. Gabi and I laughed as Nelda looked at us, wondering what we were going on about.

Gabi hugged her and said in Saxon, “About some of our Harvestfest traditions. Don’t worry about it. We want to experience Harvestfest the Katthi way.”

Nelda hugged her back and replied in English, “I like this tradition from your homeland of hugging each other. It is nice.” She released Gabi and slid in for a hug from me.

I gave Nelda a gentle squeeze and agreed. “It is.”

She looked up at me from within the circle of my arms and cocked an eyebrow. “Practice Saxon,” she quipped in English.

I closed my eyes in frustration and switched mental gears to reply, “Yes, Miss Nelda.”

Nelda giggled and hugged me again before walking off. “Come. Renvard wants me to bring you to the wagons.”

I grabbed my rifle and let Sultan’s reins drop. I told him, “Eat. We’ll be there for a while.” He shook his head at my English like he was reminding me to practice speaking Saxon before he lowered his head to search out the last bits of autumn’s green grass and clover. Gabi did the same with Lady, and we followed Nelda to the wagons.

I clasped forearms with Günter, and we walked over to join Renvard and Halvende.

Renvard waved to the wagon of tools. He said, “You said you need tools. What tools?”

I spotted a variety of hand tools and garden tools, but my attention kept wandering back to the heavy blacksmithing tools. Next to the hammers and tongs were three thick steel plates with dimensions of roughly ten inches by twenty-four inches by four inches.

I pulled two of them and told Halvende, “You want one of these.”

The maimed blacksmith asked, “Why? What is it?”

“You hammer iron on a stone,” I replied. “This is better for smithing.”

I grabbed one of the heavy smithing hammers and smacked the big flat surface of the plate. A bell-like ring sounded from the impact and the hammer jumped back off the surface. I looked to Gabi for assistance as I explained it first in English and then tried it in Saxon. “A properly forged anvil will direct the energy back into the piece of metal you’re working rather than absorb it. It makes it easier to work the metal.”

I struggled with “redirect,” “properly,” “energy,” and “absorb,” but Gabi interjected a word that was close enough to get my idea across when I needed help.

Renvard repeated it back to me but with slightly different wording. I tried to memorize his wording and added, “In my homeland, we had big steel anvils with a steel horn for bending, and holes for holding tools.”

When I was done, Halvende looked lustfully at the steel plates.

Günter murmured, “I didn’t know that. Maybe that’s why the best smiths have steel anvils.”

I set a stack of tools aside—a couple of hoes, scythes, and draw knives, a block plane, a carpenter’s saw and hammer, crude pliers, one of the anvil tops, heavy smithing tongs and a smithing hammer, a heavy chisel for metal, a couple woodman’s axes, and a small keg of very crude nails.

Gabi grabbed a wooden bucket with a rope handle, a wire brush, a rudimentary broom, and a coarse scrub brush.

I set my pack next to a large tree near the meadow, hung my rifle over my back by the sling, and then carried all our loot to stack next to my pack with Gabi’s help.

Renvard had me take a small cask of mead, a large clay jar of lard, and what must have been a hundred-pound bag of flour and another of oats. He said the oats could feed the chickens and horses. I knew from experience that a little grain would go a long way when added to hay for the horses. Gabi nabbed a small and a medium cast iron cauldron, a Dutch oven, a small clay jar of honey, a small bag of salt, and a basket of turnips and parsnips. Nelda added a small bag of what I later learned was quicklime.

Tabby drove up in the cart about that time, so we transferred our loot to the cart. We picked up a quilted wool vest for Gabi before my wives worked with Nelda to select some garments for the family. We took a short stack of burlap bags, a bolt of linen, a bolt of wool, and three wool blankets.

We thought we were in pretty good shape for weapons and armor, and the only things we found of interest were a couple of padded jackets to wear under armor for Tabby and Kat, small shields and short swords for the kids, a couple of heavy fifteen-foot spears, and a vest of chain mail that actually fit me pretty well.

We loaded all of the goods and our packs into the wagon and prepared to take everything home. Renvard said, “Unload your wagon, eat, and come back in time to get to Edelheim before dark.”

I nodded and calculated three hours based on what he said. I whistled Sultan over, mounted up, and led my ladies home with my rifle in my lap. Nelda joined us for the trip.

We arrived back and collected hugs and kisses from the wives and kids. Kurt was really psyched about his shield and short sword. Siglinde was less so and seemed more enamored with the food and fabrics.

We put the tools and pikes in the barn while the food went into the larder and the dry goods went up into the loft.

We found a small pot from one of our camping kits, and I used that to get a sourdough starter going using a little flour before we all sat down to a lunch of acorn cakes with wild onions, dandelion salad with boiled eggs, and fried pork steaks.

After our meal, the kids showed me the stack of empty walnut shells they had cleaned. Nelda had us keep the husks and shells for tanning leather. She explained the process and recommended that we learn how to do it. However, she also recommended that we get most of our leather from the leather trader at the market village.

While Nelda explained the process to Gabi and me, Tabby spoke to the wives who hadn’t gone with us. Suddenly there was a chorus of joyous screams, and all the ladies swamped Gabi to congratulate her.

Gabi flushed with embarrassment but giggled, hugged, and kissed the other wives as Siobhan, Nelda, and I watched. Siobhan grinned at me, squeezed my hand, and then joined in the huddle.

Siglinde took my hand and dragged me to sit on a log by the fire. She crawled onto my lap for a cuddle, and Kurt ran up to join us as soon as we were settled.

As we sat around the fire and caught up, Anita told me that she took the remainder of the family out gathering nuts and any remaining fruit or wild vegetables they could find. We drained our canteens and talked about what we had left to do to prepare for winter. Nelda looked through their harvest and the compost, pulling out bits.

“These are seeds,” she scolded. “We must keep these for the spring!”

Everyone took note of the seed pods.

We eventually turned our attention to discussing what projects should come next. Making an oven seemed to be on the top of the list. When I mentioned getting a chunk of the stump we had cut for a bathtub, all six wives were visibly excited, but the kids and Nelda didn’t have any idea what I was talking about. I came to the conclusion that there were more projects than we had the labor to perform.

After a couple of hours of relaxing, Tabby saddled Fancy, and the original away group mounted and returned to Renvard’s village to lead the wagon train along the trail to Edelheim. It was nearly dusk by the time we arrived in the new village, so the ladies and I set up camp again. The village invited us to join them for soup from the communal pot for the evening meal. I visited with the wood cutting crew and Günter near the fire before returning to the shelter.

After we retired to our bedrolls, I made love to Tabby and Gabi before catching a short nap. Siobhan woke me for the second watch. She sat on my lap for a while, holding my hand. After a while, she said, “I listened to you—with Tabby and Gabi, I mean.”

“I imagine it was hard not to,” I replied. “Both were pretty vocal.”

“Yeah, they were,” Siobhan murmured. “Nelda got up and left after a while. I think she wanted to masturbate in private.”

I lifted Siobhan's hand and sucked her index finger into my mouth, enjoying the flavor of her womanhood. I cocked an eyebrow at her, and she nodded. “I came three times,” she admitted shyly. “I really wanted to be the one you were making love to.”

Remembering what she said yesterday morning, I asked her, “Do you trust me, Siobhan?”

She turned her face and stared at me with her startling blue eyes. “With my life and my heart,” she whispered.

I told her, “Put your hands behind your back.”

She slowly did as I asked, and I held both her wrists tightly in my left hand. I caressed her leg, the side of her ass, her flank, and the barest bit of side boob while kissing and nibbling her neck.

Siobhan started to struggle, but I held her in place by her wrists and pressed down on the top of her thighs.

“Lemme go,” she whined. “Please, Max.”

“Not yet, my love,” I murmured into her ear as I continued. Slowly, Siobhan’s head tilted away from me, allowing me more access. “Such a good wife, listening to your husband. Giving yourself to him. You are such a good wife.”

She squirmed on my lap, and I turned her face toward me and devoured her sweet lips. Slowly her mouth opened and let me in. I caressed her tongue with mine, and she whined through her nose before she started actively kissing me back.

I resumed caressing and kissing my poor broken wife, and her kisses got more aggressive. Finally we broke our kiss, and Siobhan stared into my eyes before carefully surveying every inch of my face.

I released her wrists and cupped her pretty face in my huge hands. “I love you, Siobhan. I know you love me, too.”

“More every day,” she whispered.

“I hate to channel Kat, but I’m going to give you her therapist routine,” I told her. “Tell me everything. All of it…before, during, and after.”

“No,” she whispered.

“I’m not asking, Siobhan,” I replied. “Tell me. All of it. From the beginning.”

She resumed her perusal of my face for a full minute before speaking. “Me ma said I was a slut,” she said, adopting her grandma’s thick Irish brogue. “She started goin’ on about it after she caught me kissing two different boys on de same day. I was in junior high and had recently tried kissing. By the time I was a freshman in high school, I had embraced m’ inner slut. I would give blow jobs and hand jobs to just about any boy that asked. I lost my virginity at ’omecoming my sophomore year. I now know I gave t’away too cheaply, but at the time I was chasing the rush of making a boy cum. I had become what me ma called me. I finally had an orgasm from intercourse at AIT. The night before graduation, I also had two instructors at the same time. The next day, I was named honor grad.”

She turned away to look at the fire. “Those two instructors smirked at me like I had done something wrong, yet I knew that I earned that honor grad position from hard work, not with my body.”

I kissed her cheek gently as she stared into the fire. Siobhan murmured, “That’s when I started to question what I was doing. I went to college, and met a boy named Michael in my calculus class. He was a sophomore and in a fraternity. He said they were having a little sister pledge drive and invited me. I liked him, so I said yes.”

She stopped to wipe her eyes and collect her thoughts. “I wore a cute little yellow sundress. It was fairly short, but not scandalously so—just above the knee. I showed up and found Michael. He gave me the biggest grin and handed me a beer. Twenty minutes later, I was buzzing from it, which was unusual for me. I grew up drinkin’ beer. Before I knew it, we were in a bedroom with a roomful of boys, and Michael was pushing me onto the bed. I shouted no, but he didn’t listen, and before I knew it, there was a crowd of naked boys surrounding me.”

I hugged her, and she turned to bury her face in my chest. I barely heard her start talking again. “Two months before that, I would have reveled in it, but I just kept remembering my two instructors’ faces the morning after I fucked them. I kept pushing Michael away until some of the boys grabbed my hands and Michael slapped me. One of them said, ‘I told you that wasn’t a good mix for a roofie.’ At that point, Michael stuck his cock in me, and the party began.”

I held her and caressed her hair and back gently. After a while she said, “There was always someone holding my wrists, and sometimes they held my ankles, too. There was always someone sucking or pinching my nipples and playing with my clit. One of the guys tried to force his cock in my mouth. When I resisted he slapped me hard across the face. I relented, and he fucked my mouth while another fucked my pussy. I had my first orgasm then as one of them switched to licking my clit. I was horrified.”

Siobhan turned in my lap to look into the fire again. “They laughed at my climax and called me a slut and whore. They used that in their defense arguments in the trial. They pulled six more orgasms from me. I tried so hard not to let them, but they seemed to know how to play my body like an instrument, and the drugs fought my inhibitions. After each of them had come inside me, they stood around me and jerked off onto my slack body. Then one of the guys that got away slapped me again. They all got dressed and left, laughing as I passed out.”

As Siobhan spoke, I grew increasingly incensed at the way she had been treated—by people who didn’t deserve to be called men. She pulled my hand into hers and held it tightly to her chest, above her breasts, as she stared in the fire.

“I woke up just a few minutes later. My pretty sundress was bunched around my waist, and I was covered in cum—my face, hair, breasts, my dress, and my thighs. The straps on my dress were broken but the bodice was elastic, so I pulled it up and stood. I pulled my dress down and grabbed my destroyed panty from the floor. One of them had jacked off into it. Then I walked downstairs, through the living room, and out the door. One of them called out, ‘Do come back again, slut.’ I walked to the campus police station and reported that I’d been raped.”

Siobhan finally turned back to look at me. “I made quite an impact, what with my torn dress, bruised face and wrists, and cum-covered body. Denver police met me in the emergency room to take my statement and a bunch of photos. They took blood and collected DNA samples from the semen everywhere. My mother came to pick me up at the hospital the next morning, and the first thing she said was ‘serves ya right, ya slut.’ She was quite self-righteous until she heard my testimony during the trial.”

I held her close as she sobbed for a while. After a time, she raised her tear-stained face and said, “Ever since, I’ve had a problem with intimacy, particularly with men. Kat and Jenn helped me get past it with girls. I’ve met men I’ve liked and gone on dates, but I would always freak out, usually when one of them would kiss me. I’m sorry I’m so broken, Max. I want to be a real wife to you, but I don’t know how I can.”

“Telling me about it is a good first step, sweetheart,” I replied. “Your story doesn’t affect my love for you, and I will always protect you.” After a moment, I added, “I think it’s appropriate to point out that I still want you—in my life, in my bed, and beside me as my wife and partner. I love you. If it’s important to you, we will figure out a way around this. In the meantime, I will kiss you, hold you, and caress you. Whatever you’re comfortable with.”

Siobhan stared at me with glistening eyes. She licked her lips and said, “It got easier to accept when you held me in place, but I was still freaking out as the memories came back. The memories had less power because it was you holding me. Sadly, I still got the heebie-jeebies, but it was less severe.”

“That’s a good start, don’t you think?” I asked, and Siobhan nodded minutely. I asked, “Do you think you can sleep?”

“Yes,” she whispered as she looked over my face solemnly. “I love you, Maxwell James Morgan.”

“I love you, Siobhan Elaine Morgan,” I replied. She grinned when I christened her with my surname.

I collected a wet kiss from her before she crawled under the tarp. She looked over her shoulder to ensure I was watching her lovely, taut ass before she crawled inside.

I walked a circuit around our little camp and bumped into one of the Saxon wagon guards performing the same duty. He introduced himself as Erhart. He said he was from Mönster and was looking forward to returning home to prepare his farm for winter. We visited a bit before we returned to our duties.

I was sitting by the fire as dawn began to light the sky when Nelda approached. She sat down on the log next to me, wrapped her arms around mine, and leaned her head on my shoulder. I wondered what her fingers tasted like as she leaned on me. Instead of grabbing her hand, I disengaged my arm, wrapped it around her shoulders, and kissed the top of her head.

She murmured in Saxon, “I turn sixteen in three days, at Harvestfest. I can marry then.”

I picked up on the subtext but didn’t acknowledge it. Instead I replied in the same language, “In my homeland, girls must be eighteen to marry. I can’t see myself being a husband to a sixteen year-old girl.”

Nelda murmured slowly in English, “Look closer.” She cuddled close and wrapped her arms around my waist. We sat holding each other until the sun crested the mountains to the east.


5


HARVESTFEST


We broke camp and had a bowl of the communal soup for breakfast with an egg in it.

I helped Renvard mount his horse and made a mental note to make stirrups for his saddle. We led the Saxons back to Renvard’s village. They were all mounted except the driver of a single empty cart, pulled by a small Dülmener horse. The driver’s mount was saddled and tied to the back of the wagon.

When we got to the village, Günter told me, “The horse and wagon are yours. One of my warriors is riding the horse we borrowed from you. He is south, fighting the Franks.”

I figured having a second small wagon and pony to pull it would be useful, so I thanked him, and we clasped hands. “Goodbye, Günter. Until the next time.”

He said, “We will be back to check on your villages soon—this one and Edelheim. Keep them safe.”

“I will,” I replied.

Tabby tied Fancy to the back of the wagon and gave Nelda a warm hug and a kiss on the cheek. She said in English, “We can practice kissing another time.”

Nelda shook her head and replied, “No waiting. I will visit tomorrow.” She smiled shyly before she kissed Tabby quickly on the lips.

Tabby climbed into the wagon and took the reins as Nelda gave me her hand. I leaned over and kissed it as a slight aroma of pussy juices tickled my nose. I smirked at her, and she blushed furiously before running over to Gabi and Siobhan, both of whom dismounted to collect hugs and kisses before remounting.

We took off at a brisk pace to get home.
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That night, we bathed communally. The kids laughed as Jen and I scrubbed them, and I honestly don’t know how Kurt got so much dirt on his body. It wasn’t as if he had been rolling in mud puddles. I also ended up sudsing or rinsing each of my wives. Jenn giggled as she bent over for me to soap her lush ass. Siobhan bit her lip and closed her eyes as I soaped her up before Kat rinsed her. The kids laughed at our antics, thinking it was all good fun, which it was.

After bathing, Anita took the first guard shift, and the rest of us went to bed. I made love to Tabby, Kat, and Gabi while Jenn and Siobhan made love next to us. I was again balls deep in Kat when Tabby tagged out with Anita. Kat collapsed with a quiet squeal, so I picked up my beautiful, dark-skinned wife and let her know I’d missed her horribly, too.

I woke up with Kat on top of me, Anita on my left shoulder, and Gabi pressed up close behind her. Jenn’s sumptuous, naked body was pressed to my right side and Siobhan was drooling on my arm where her face rested while pressed up tightly behind Jenn.

Kat squirmed, and I felt myself get squeezed by her amazing pussy.

I had pretty much lost all my religion when my parents died, but I found myself offering up a prayer of thanks to whatever divine power granted me the blessing of all these wonderful women.

Kurt bounded down the ladder, and I heard Siglinde call him to get back upstairs, but my little man crawled across the fur covering my naked lovers to grin at me.

He said in English, “Good morning, Daddy.”

I chuckled quietly. I told him in Saxon, “Be quiet, son. Your mommies are sleeping. Go outside and play with mama Tabby.”

“Okay,” he whispered, loud enough to be heard from Renvard’s village. Anita and Gabi groused as he crawled off them and ran outside. Siglinde hurried down the ladder to follow him out. She stopped to take in our cuddle puddle for a moment, then smiled at me brilliantly and waved before skipping outside.

Anita murmured, “Thank goodness. I’m not awake enough to deal with all of Kurt’s energy. I swear that boy runs from dusk ’til dawn. Any bets that he’ll be caked in mud before we get up?”

“No bet,” Jenn murmured from my other side.

I spent the day working around the farm, hanging the pikes on wooden hooks under the eaves, mounting a board with pegs to hold the new tools in the barn, making stirrups for Renvard, and surveying the area for a good place to set up a forge and a tannery. Both would create a fair amount of odor of different kinds, the tannery being the really stinky one. I spent a couple of hours brushing the horses and watching the chickens.

A fox was stalking the chickens, so I shot it with my pistol. That created more work, cleaning and skinning him.

The next day, Gabi, Jenn, Kat, Tabby, and the kids accompanied me and the two wagons to the site where we had cut the big tree.

Johan and his crew were there, cutting up the log and branches. I inspected the thick stump. I marked out where I wanted to cut it, then Gabi and I attacked it with axes. Jenn and Kat spelled us after a while and Tabby played with the kids, making a game of gathering smaller branches. Once we had a good groove cut across the top, we used the chain saw like I had with Albrecht, cutting at a forty-five degree angle on both sides before sawing down from the top.

I eventually came to the conclusion that we just didn’t have the tools. Albrecht came over with Dieter during a break and said, “Max, even if you could cut a slice off, those wagons won’t hold it. It’s better to split it into smaller pieces of firewood.”

I pondered his words, filling in the gibberish from context.

I shook my head as Kat rubbed my back. I murmured to her, “Sorry, love. I thought we could make a bathtub out of it.”

“We found a tree that’s roughly four feet around closer to the house,” she murmured. “Maybe we could hollow a piece of that out.”

“Fine,” I groused.

“You’re so cute when you pout,” Kat teased. I laughed and spanked her tiny little ass before throwing her over my shoulder to set her on the seat of the wagon.

We packed up our tools and headed back, stopping to fill the wagons with deadfall branches and trunks the next valley over. I got a young red deer buck with my bow at the edge of the meadow.
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The next day was Harvestfest. We packed up the field-dressed deer into a wagon in the morning and went down the meadow to Renvard’s village. The warriors who had been defending the southern border of the Katthi lands returned home shortly after we arrived.

The whole village spent the day cooking, visiting, and eating. Altena gave a benediction of some sort, pointing at a large oak tree in the middle of the village and talking of blessings from the pillar of heaven. I didn’t understand it, but I thought the “Irminsul” was meant to be a pillar that led to the home of the divine. I kind of translated “Irminsul” to “tree of life” since I had heard the latter used as a source of blessings, but I wasn’t sure if I had it right.

Nelda wore a thin linen shift as well as a wreath of oak leaves and wheat stalks in her hair. She looked beautiful, and it dawned on me that she really was a young woman. Still, “young” was the operative word. She flirted with me mercilessly all day.

At first my wives thought it was funny, but I got more uncomfortable with it as the day wore on. Kat picked up on it, and the wives made a point to ensure that I was never alone with Nelda after that.

In the evening, we sat around the fire on logs. Siobhan was to my left and Anita was to my right. Tabby was playing and singing on the other side of the fire. Many of the young women, girls, and boys danced to her lively jig. Nelda bounced up and held out her hands. She said, “Dance with me, husband.”

I looked up into her pretty, guileless face, and knew she meant every word of it. She viewed herself as my wife. I took her hands and spun her to sit on my lap. Anita and Siobhan looked on with concern. Before long, my other wives, excluding Tabby, were standing behind me.

I pulled Nelda on my lap and said, “Nelda, you are not my wife. I have six wives, and you are not one of them. You are too young to be my wife.”

Nelda whined, “But I’m sixteen.”

Anita said, “Nelda, your attitude shows you are not ready to be a wife. You need to be a fully grown woman to marry into our family. Also, you will have to get the blessing of all six of us before you can become a wife. We will not give that until you are eighteen.”

I thought, Damn! Anita speaks Saxon better than I do!

Nelda pouted, “But I am an adult now. I’m sixteen. I can marry. I am blessed to practice my craft without a teacher watching what I do. I am a woman.”

I hugged her to my chest and told her, “Nelda, you are pretty, smart, strong, and capable—everything I like in a woman. The only problem is that in my eyes, you are still a child. I know the Katthi way says you are an adult and can marry now, but if you want to be married today, you will need to find a different husband.”

The young strawberry blond girl looked up into my eyes with unshed tears. “I don’t want another husband, Max. I want you. I saw you fight and how you treat your wives. I fell in love with you, and I grew to love you more as I noticed other men and boys do not treat their women like you do. I only want you, Max. I will not have any other husband.”

Kat leaned over and caressed Nelda’s silky hair. She told the girl, “Then you will wait until you are eighteen, Nelda. You have two years to collect a blessing from each of us. Grow. Learn. Visit us as often as you like. We all like you and respect you, but you have to ask and you have to wait. If you do that, in two years from this night, our husband will take you into our bed, and you will be our seventh wife.”

Nelda brushed her lips against mine and crawled out of my lap. She muttered reservedly, “Okay.” She caressed my face and added, “I love you, Max.” She looked at the ladies surrounding me. “All of you. It’s strange feeling that way toward women, but I do.”

Jenn said, “We won’t give up on you, Nelda. Don’t you give up, either.”

Nelda smiled sadly. “I won’t.” She walked off to visit with Willa at a neighboring fire.

Siobhan said, “I can’t believe that conversation.”

“That she wants our husband?” Kat asked. “I can believe it.”

“No,” Siobhan replied. “How we flowed back and forth seamlessly between Saxon and English.”

I hadn’t even noticed, but after Siobhan pointed it out, I felt pretty proud of myself and my wives.

We packed up and said our goodbyes before heading home in the dark.
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I was on watch the next morning, chopping up some dried cattail and dandelion roots, plus some bacon for breakfast cakes when I heard a noise in the distance—ringing of steel, shouts, and screams. I had my revolver with me and Jenn had left the Shockwave with me last night when I relieved her on watch. I picked up my bow and strung it as I looked south. Suddenly, I heard noise down by the creek just before I saw movement on the ridge above our bathing spot. A moment later, a naked sword appeared over the crest of the slope into the yard.

“Get up!” I shouted. “Intruders! We’re under attack!”

I heard confused murmurs. Siobhan’s voice reached my ears as I watched the soldier crawl closer. “What’s going on, Max?”

“We have soldiers sneaking into the yard. I hear battle down at the village. Get your guns. I don’t know how many are here.”

I saw two more silhouettes in the early morning gloom by the abattoir. I had a clear shot at one, so I put an arrow into his chest. The one creeping in launched to his feet and ran toward me with his sword, ready to cut me down. I pulled my revolver and put a bullet through his eye. The other silhouette in the woods drew a bow and released. I ducked down behind the fire reflector and holstered my revolver before I nocked my own arrow. After I heard the attacker’s arrow hit, I stood, sited, and released my arrow. He shot again at the same time. I saw his arrow in time to duck, but it still grazed my ear.

Siobhan said urgently, “Here’s your rifle, Max. I’ve got about thirty rounds left in this box. Anita’s digging another box out in the storage loft.”

I stuck the box in the right hand pocket of my parka, and Siobhan racked a round into the chamber. I heard running footsteps approaching. I peeked around the fire reflector to find the sneaky little bastard was about on top of me. He had a short sword in his hand and his bow across his body. Siobhan still had my rifle, and my pistol was in its holster. However, my hand was resting on an 18-inch long piece of firewood that was about three inches in diameter. I batted his sword out of the way with the short stick and launched to my feet, driving the heel of my hand into his temple. I picked up his sword and drove it through his leather armor to pin him to the ground.

Needless to say, he screamed piteously.

Siobhan handed my rifle to me as I scanned for more Franks. I shouldered it, and she fastened my sword belt around my waist and picked up the Shockwave.

Kat asked, “Where are they?”

“They came up out of the abattoir. Watch around the larder and smoker. Clear them and take the spots we practiced. Set the perimeter,” I commanded. I scurried to the ridge looking down on the creek and found a young knight holding four horses. I ran down the steep slope and butt stroked the kid with my rifle before cutting his throat with his own knife.

I grabbed the horses’ reins and led them up into the yard. I called out, “I think that’s all of them. Confirm we’re all clear.” I took the horses to the barn and tied their reins to an upright.

I hear a chorus of “Clear here!” from around the homestead, so I met the ladies in the clearing between the airplane and the house.

I said, “I’m going to help out. Maintain a perimeter here. Kat, you’re the sniper. Tabby’s the assassin and Jen, Gabi, and Anita are infantry. Like we practiced. Make sure the kids are armed and send them to the loft. Siobhan, you’re with me.”

I stripped my belt and jacket off, and Anita brought me the chainmail vest. I slid it on, then put my parka back on. The revolver went onto my sword belt rather than my pants belt so I could easily grab the pistol rather than digging under my coat in combat. Anita gave me another box of ammo. I whistled and replaced the empty round in the revolver as Siobhan finished strapping on a set of boiled leather armor and a sword belt. She had a long straight cavalry sword, a long dagger, and a six-inch sheath knife she had bought in Colorado. A pouch on her belt held two fifty-round boxes of 9mm ammo. I had a three-foot long straight sword, my kukri-style machete at my lower back, El Chete on my right hip.

I put a hackamore on Sultan when he ran up. Siobhan did the same to Mickey, then we jumped on the bare backs of our mounts with rifles on our backs.

Sultan dashed over the ridge and down the steep slope to the creek before galloping toward the battle at the village. There was a huge Frankish knight standing at the edge of the ford, directing traffic. I pulled my pistol as we charged toward him. We were about fifty yards away when he turned to look at me. His eyes opened wide before I put a bullet through the center of his face at twenty yards.

Sultan trampled him and scared off his mount. My bay stallion reared onto his hind legs and struck down two more knights as I slid off his back. “Go home, Sultan,” I said with a spank to his rump. I holstered my revolver and swung my rifle to my shoulder, pushed a round into the side gate to fill the magazine, and then the killing started in earnest.

Sultan ran up through Renvard’s village with Mickey on his heels. I fired at the three knights coming out of the creek and shouted to Siobhan. “Take cover in the reeds up ahead and start killing their archers.”

I shot the horse from under a big bastard with a battle ax. He looked like a character out of a Frazetta painting. Siobhan started opening fire as I kept thinning the ranks of the knights. By the time I was done, there were eight dead Franks and three wounded horses clogging the ford across the creek. I grabbed a couple of shields and gave one to Siobhan as she switched mags. We used the reeds and brush for concealment and the shields for cover. Our aim didn’t suffer much, as we rested the barrels on the edges of our shields.

I reloaded and the two of us finished off the archers just as another column of Frankish knights rode up from the south. There were at least twenty-five of them.

I muttered, “Okay, shit’s about to get serious.”

I laid down my shield and started picking them off from the front while Siobhan shot the guys in the back. None got into the ford, and they were backed up in a gaggle on the far bank.

I heard a horn in the distance and hoped it was Saxon knights coming to help as I shoved another ten rounds into my rifle. Once the rifle was ready, I took a moment to replace the spent round in my revolver.

When I was about to take another shot with my rifle, Siobhan called out, “More archers.”

We held our fire and waited for them to dismount and set up a firing line.

Siobhan said, “That’s a longer shot.”

“You can do it, love,” I told her.

“Switch sides with me,” she demanded. “You’re used to shooting longer distances.”

“Okay,” I agreed, and we shuffled our position.

Once the archers were standing in a firing line, I started on the south end and worked my way north, coldly killing them one after one. Siobhan would shoot any knight who tried to ride into the ford. One guy got fed up and tried to swim his horse across in the deeper water. He sank until just his head and the horse’s head barely stuck out of the water.

Siobhan growled, “You fookin’ gobshite.” She shot another knight riding into the ford, then turned and emptied her magazine into the face of the nearly submerged knight. The horse crawled out of the ford, trying to avoid the loud noise of our firearms. I reloaded and looked for the last three archers who were hiding in the trees by the roadside.

I set my rifle down and grabbed the empty 9mm mag from Siobhan, reloading it by feel as I watched for the archers. She swapped out, and I loaded the other magazine and handed it back to her. One of the archers was up the slope about thirty yards into the forest. I picked my rifle and shot him before he could draw his bow, but two other arrows shot out of the gloom under the trees.

I grabbed the shields and held them over Siobhan and myself. I heard the arrows thump into the ground behind me, so I scanned and saw where at least one of them was hiding. I breathed deep and tried to bring on my awareness trance. I thought it unlikely to attain it in the middle of combat, but I needed any little advantage I could get. I watched the area between the one hiding spot and the dead archer on the slope, catching sight of a moving foot poking out from behind another tree. Then the guy farther to the south raised his bow. As he nocked an arrow, I fired, watching my bullet bloom in the center of his chest as I levered another round into the chamber.

The last archer’s bow became visible above his foot. I wasn’t confident I could shoot his bow, but his hand was easy to see. I estimated the distance, judged the strength and direction of the wind, and took my shot. The guy’s hand disappeared into a red mist, and I heard a distant scream. Luck appeared to be on my side.

Siobhan said urgently, “They’re dismounting!”

I looked but was distracted by a horrifying sight on the trail to our home—little Kurt running toward the battle with his sword and shield in his hands and his sling in his belt. Siglinde wasn’t far behind, shouting for Kurt to get back home. Soon Jenn appeared, chasing after the little devils.

“Switch weapons with me, love,” I said as I filled the magazine. I stuffed the last ten rounds into my right cargo pocket and gave the full box to Siobhan. She handed me her ammo boxes, magazine, and rifle. I took off running toward my children.

I heard a roar from the knights just entering the ford on the other side of the creek as Siobhan opened up with my rifle. I snatched my son and set down the Ruger carbine.

Snatching his sword and putting it in his sheath, I pointed a finger in his face and yelled. “Get up on the bank and use your sling! You too, Siglinde!”

“Yes, Papa!” they yelled, and scrambled up the steep slope overlooking the creek.

Jenn ran up, trying to catch her breath. I dropped my sword belt and pulled off my parka. Handing it to her, I said, “Spare magazine and full box of rounds in the right-hand pocket. Kurt’s going to use his sling. There are knights in Renvard’s village, so watch your six. Pick your shots.”

“Got it,” she gasped as she slid her arms into my parka and slung the Ruger carbine over her shoulder. She was nearly as agile as our children as she climbed up the riverbank.

I strapped my blades back on and turned back to face the knights advancing cautiously across the ford. I picked up the long sword from the first guy I shot creekside and drew an eighteen-inch dirk from his belt. I tossed his shield to the creekside and, with a blade in each hand, waited for the Franks to arrive.

Siobhan had great aim and shot a lot of heads and legs. Occasionally, she would shoot through a shield. She did this once to a guy in a plate cuirass, and the bullet ricocheted off his armor and hit his hand. She shot him in the head when he dropped his shield. The bullet hitting the guy’s hand was luck, but I was proud of her all the same.

Then Jenn started firing. She took a long moment to pick each shot, but with each one, her bullets destroyed the face of another Frankish warrior.

I stood at the creekside and made a show of yawning and acting bored. As I hoped, the Franks got angry and started rushing. Jenn and Siobhan shifted their fire to the guys in the back as the three guys in front got closer. I bent down, grabbed the shield, and threw it like a frisbee. It didn’t hurt anyone, but it spread them out a bit.

I picked my sword up and assumed a relaxed en garde posture. Time to find out how good of a swordsman I am, I thought.

The first guy charged out of the water with his shield up and used his blade to swing toward the left juncture of my neck and shoulder. I stepped left and tapped his sword to my right out of the way before I lunged forward to drive the dirk through his throat.

I dropped with his falling body and spun to cut the exposed left knee of the next guy with the sword. I checked his shield with the dirk as I reversed the sword to cut through the chainmail coif and into his neck. I stabbed him in the eye with the dirk and skipped back up the bank out of range of the third guy.

He suddenly sprouted an arrow through his eye as I heard the telltale whir of slings behind me. I looked back quickly to see Jenn fire her rifle while Kat scanned toward the village with her bow at the ready. Kurt and Siglinde were already reloading their slings.

I smiled proudly and turned to face the next five guys who were getting close. Siobhan’s rifle cracked, then Jenn’s, and suddenly I was down to facing just three again. One of them threw a spear mightily, but it went high. I heard Kurt giggle just before an arrow appeared in the spear-chucker’s eye.

Kat’s deadly with that bow! I thought.

I held my blades up and beckoned the approaching knights. “Come now,” I scolded in Saxon. “I have farm work to do. Hurry up. Get up here so I can kill you.”

The guy on the right said something that I think meant “pig-fucking Katthi” before he ran at me, hacking horizontally. I stepped back to my left at an angle before launching forward, knocking his blade far away. I jammed the dirk into his eye and circled, pulling him around in time to intercept a sword thrust from his buddy.

I dropped the dying Frank and noted his buddy’s shield arm was hanging out, exposing his body—amateur move. Sadly, my sword was out of position, low and across my body. I cut upward across my body to cut his shield arm off above the elbow, then stepped and pivoted in time to parry his reflex thrust with a downward cut of my own. My sword shattered on his blade, but it kept his blade out of play long enough for me to drive the jagged broken end of my borrowed sword into his throat. Grabbing the sword of my last victim, I climbed out of the gravel of the ford to resume my post on the bank.

I heard a thunder of hooves from the north. Sigi and Erhart were in the lead, charging south on the road across the creek. Sigi swung his heavy, double-bit battle ax underhanded, bisecting the shield, armor, and head of the Frankish knight at the edge of the creek. I took the briefest of moments to marvel at his strength as he and Erhart barreled into the ford, cutting down the rest of the Franks.

I called out in English, “They’re our friends.” I turned to check that everyone understood and saw Kat firing arrows into the village.

I yelled in Saxon, “Sigi! In the village!”

He yelled back, “Go! More come from the west!”

“Oh shit,” I murmured. I ran up the trail to the village and yelled, “Kat! Jenn! Get back home! There are more coming from the west!”

Kat turned and ran off fast enough to set an Olympic 100-meter record. I grabbed the reins of a handy horse and vaulted into the saddle. Siobhan grabbed my hand and launched up to sit behind the saddle horns before wrapping her arms tightly around my waist. I kicked our mount as Jenn led Kurt and Siglinde back to our farm as fast as the kids could go on their little legs.

We rode into the village to find men, women, and children fighting the Frankish knights.

Siobhan dropped my rifle sling over my neck and slid off the back of the horse to kill an archer who was shooting at the villagers. She ran him through with her sword as I rode my horse into a clump of three Franks.

One was about to cut a young boy in half. I ran my borrowed sword through him before he could start his swing. I slid to the ground and handed the kid my rifle. I told him, “Hold this for me.”

I picked up the dead guy’s sword and pulled my kukri, then waded into the fray. The two Franks didn’t know what hit them. A guy was standing over Altena with his ax poised to cleave her in half. I couldn’t reach him, so I dropped the sword and pulled the revolver. He started his blade’s descent as I pulled the trigger. The bullet hit him below the armpit, knocking him to the side. It was enough to keep Altena alive, so I holstered the revolver and retrieved the sword before running toward the stunned Frankish axman. I was interrupted by a pair of knights with swords, but Siobhan hamstrung one of them as she passed on her way to save Altena. I exchanged a couple of blows with the guy left standing before I kicked him in the shin and cut through his neck and deep into his right shoulder. The sword stuck in his shoulder, so I took his. I turned to see Siobhan climb up the back of the axman and cut his throat from ear to ear.

I looked around and saw Sultan stomping his feet between a couple of Franks and Nelda, who was trying to protect a group of small children. The Franks looked like archers, wearing light, leather armor cuirasses. I took two running steps and threw my kukri, extending the cut like Tabby taught us. My blade buried itself in one guy’s back, and he fell forward. When his buddy stopped to watch him drop, Sultan reared a bit and flashed his hooves to pummel the other guy. My favorite horse jumped up and down on the body, turning it to pulp. I loved that horse.

I looked around and didn’t see any more Franks. Looking back at the boy I had given my rifle to, I beckoned him to me. He ran up and handed me my weapon. I scooped up a bow and found a nearly full quiver of arrows on one of the archers. Then I leaned my rifle against a tree and dropped the quiver over my head to stick over my right shoulder. After I slung the rifle in place over that, I retrieved the bow, drew it, and slowly let it flex. I judged it at only about forty or forty-five pounds of draw—suboptimal, but it would have to do.

I jogged over to Nelda to give her a hug and a quick kiss on her forehead. “You did good, sweetie. I’m proud of you,” I told her in her native language. She hugged me tightly for a moment and struck a couple of tears from her eyes.

I walked up slowly to Sultan. “We need to go home, my friend.”

Sultan tossed his head, and I launched up onto his back. Looking around, I saw Siobhan in the saddle of a strange horse, another bay gelding.

I caught sight of Halvende, so I called out, “I need to check on the farm. Set up a defense facing west. The Saxons are protecting the east."

Halvende waved as Sigi rode up the trail into the village. The Saxon knight called out, “Go, Max. I will organize everything here.”

Nelda ran up, wiping my kukri on her dress.

“Thanks, Nelda,” I said as I slid the blade into its sheath. “Be safe, sweetie.”

“Take care of my sisters, Max.” she replied.

Siobhan rode up on another horse from a dead Frank. She said, “We should take the path along the creek. Kat will have everyone looking west.”

“Good call, love,” I agreed. “Go.”

Siobhan turned her mount and picked her way through the village and down to the creek before we galloped toward home.

I saw Jenn and the kids along the ridgeline about halfway back to our farm. They were struggling to make time through the undergrowth of the forest.

I urged Siobhan to pull up before calling out, “Jenn! Get down here!”

Little Kurt veered toward the edge and jumped! I managed to catch the little freak without dropping him, falling off my horse, getting hit with his shield, or spooking Sultan.

I scolded him, “I meant slide down the slope, you little monkey. Sit in front of Mama Siobhan and hold on to her saddle horns.”

Siobhan sidled her mount close, and I handed over our son. He giggled the whole time and did as I told him. I turned to see Siglinde slide down the slope. At least one of my children is sensible, I thought.

She stepped up next to Sultan and raised her hands. She grinned as I lifted her up and sat her on Sultan’s withers. I told her, “Sit behind Mama Siobhan. Hold on to her tight.”

Siglinda replied, “Yes, Papa.” I handed her over to sit behind Siobhan’s saddle.

“Go, Siobhan. Call out as you go up the slope so they don’t shoot you,” I told her urgently.

I turned back to see Jenn brushing dirt off her ass before turning to look up at me. She didn’t have her normal flirtatiously teasing expression. I pointed to a spot on the ground next to Sultan’s neck. “Stand there, grab my wrist, and then jump over his back. I’ll pull you up.”

Jenn took her position and checked that her rifle was hanging properly on its sling as she muttered, “Great. I always sucked at the high jump.”

We grabbed each other’s wrist. As I squeezed Sultan’s bare back with my legs, Jenn took two steps and launched. I pulled her up, and she slid up behind me like she was born to it. She wrapped her arms as tightly around my waist as she could given the weapons around my back.

I tapped Sultan’s flanks and called back as we galloped after Siobhan’s mount. “Like an old pro, Jenn.”

She purred in my ear, “Thank you, husband.”

I grinned and yelled, “Duck!”

We bent over and avoided the tree branches right before we arrived in the yard.

I lifted my left leg over Sultan’s neck and slid off before lifting Jenn and setting her down in front of me. I kissed her lightly and went to lift Siglinde off Siobhan’s horse.

“Thank you, Daddy,” she said with a grin before running off to join Jenn.

Siobhan was holding our squirming son to keep him from jumping off the horse. I sat him on the ground and told the kids, “Go with Mama Jenn.”

Kurt grinned up at me and shouted, “Okay, Daddy!”

I chuckled as I dashed off toward the barn to grab my horse’s saddle. Siobhan called for Mickey as I whistled for Sultan.

“This one’s a pretty good mount,” Siobhan said, nodding toward the unfamiliar horse as she snagged Mickey’s hanging reins. “He just doesn’t respond the same as Mickey.”

I rubbed Sultan down with dried grass and saddled him up as I replied, “Part of it is just getting to know each other.” Siobhan saddled Mickey quickly, and I checked her work.

I stripped off my weapons and reset my load. Jenn gave my parka back to me, and I gave the nine-mil ammo and magazines back to her. “Keep the carbine here, Jenn,” I told her gently. “The Glock, too. That way you can share ammo and magazines. We’ll take the .45 Colts with us.”

Jenn nodded and started reloading the magazine. I retrieved my breakdown bow, a spare bowstring, and another quiver of arrows from the house. I put the saddle holster for my Henry rifle on Siobhan’s saddle, telling her, “You’re more confident with the rifle than the bow. I’ll use this salvaged one and take my breakdown bow as a backup. You still have .45 ammo?”

She ran into the house, shouting, “Lemme grab a couple of boxes. I’m still bringing a bow.” I nodded and strapped my sword belt on and checked my revolver holster was secure. Once I was satisfied, I tied my breakdown bow to the back saddle horns with paracord and hung both quivers of arrows off the front saddle horns.

I put my boonie hat on my head and led Sultan over to where Kat was setting up a defensive line facing west. “Make sure you keep a watch on the creek, Kat.”

She stopped tugging on the torn-off rear stabilizer from the airplane. She gasped, “I got it, Max. Tabby will cover that side with the shotgun. Help me set this up on end.”

I helped her tilt the tail of the airplane up on the torn part, leaning the tail fin against a tree. Gabi and Anita dragged a couple of logs over to fill the gap between the metal and the ground.

“Good thinking, ladies,” I said encouragingly. “Arrows shouldn’t penetrate the aluminum unless they have a very heavy war bow,” I said as I helped set the logs in place.

“Anita’s idea,” Kat said as I hung the borrowed bow from the saddle horn.

Anita said, “I think two more here in the gap between the tail and the barn. We have one cut log and a deadfall that still has branches. The branches can hold it in place to make a short wall.” She slid in for a delicious hug.

I kissed Anita tenderly and caressed her lush body for just a moment. “That’s not a very tall palisade, but it will give you protection from arrows. A mounted knight might try to jump it with a horse. If they do, you can skewer them with a pike.” The wives acknowledged my advice while crowding around for a quick group hug.

“If they attack, don’t spare the bullets. The .22 rounds can still kill them if you shoot them in the face, neck, or groin. If you put enough rounds center of mass, it will do the job if they don’t have armor. Even just wounding them so they fall and bleed on the field is a good tactic. If they can’t get up, they can’t attack you.

“The 9mm weapons will do the job, but you may need a couple shots through armor. The .410 slugs will do the job within ten yards. Do it just like we practiced. Gabi, point at the center, squeeze the left hand to hold the weapon tight, gently squeeze the trigger with the right index finger.”

“We know, husband,” Jenn replied. “We’ve covered this in our training exercises. Also, saying a prayer for them to avoid us couldn’t hurt.”

“True,” I agreed. “I pretty much lost my religion when my parents died, but I definitely don’t have all the answers. It’s worth a try. With any luck, the attackers will be focused on the villages rather than worrying about an outlying farm.”

I gave all my ladies a hug and a kiss, including Jenn. After that, I knelt and hugged the kids, kissing the crowns of their heads.

I launched up into my saddle and said, “Be careful! I love you all dearly. Watch for us. We may need to come back this way to circle around behind the village to share information.”

“Got it, Max,” Anita said with a sharp nod.

Siobhan trotted up and handed me a full box of .45 and a box of .410 buckshot. My rifle was in her saddle holster, and her bow was strung and strapped across her back next to a quiver of arrows.

I nudged Sultan, and we galloped across the meadow.
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ROMANS


We got to the tree line quickly, and I slowed Sultan to a walk.

I told Siobhan, “Let’s go by foot from here. Tie Mickey to a branch and bring your rifle. We’re going to do some recon.”

“Okay,” she said as I dismounted and led Sultan inside the tree line.

I tied the reins to a small tree and murmured, “All I know is what Sigi told me. There are warriors coming from the west. Let’s stay low and get into position to see the bottom of the valley. We’ll figure out what to do from there.”

I put a quiver over my shoulder and nocked an arrow on my bowstring as I started to move deeper into the woods to look down the slope. Siobhan removed her bow from her back and slung the Henry rifle in its place.

We walked slowly and carefully, scanning the woods for soldiers and watching to ensure we didn’t step on any branches.

A couple of minutes later, we were hunkered behind a couple of medium tree trunks, observing a column of soldiers in Roman segmented armor uniforms moving deliberately southwest along the valley floor. At the front of the column were ten Frankish warriors and ten archers. The archers wore different armor than either the Franks or the Romans. It almost looked like Mongolian armor from period films—small plates woven together and bowl helmets with plumes on top.

I motioned back toward the meadow and crawled back up the slope until we were out of sight.

“Were those Romans?” Siobhan asked.

“I assume so. From what I could see, the clothing of the soldiers in the back looked like Roman uniforms as I recall them from my history classes. The archers had different armor. Probably auxiliaries of Rome. Their bows looked like composite recurve models like the Mongols and Huns used,” I replied. “The Frankish archers we ran into had straight bows, like these.” I held up my scavenged bow to emphasize my point.

I gave her a teasing look and added, “I’m pretty sure cosplayers aren’t a thing in the fourth century.”

“Clever, hayseed,” she responded with a tight smile. “What do we do?”

“I’m not certain,” I admitted. “They don’t look to be an immediate danger to the farm, but if they follow that dry runnel long enough, they’ll find the trail to the villages. I wonder if there are more on the far west of Edelheim.”

“They didn’t look like they were going to climb the slope up into the meadow,” she observed.

“True,” I acknowledged. “I’m trying to remember my history. Roman legions were fifty-two to fifty-six hundred troops, but at some point that dropped down to one thousand to fifteen hundred. Centuries of eighty to one hundred soldiers were common, some of which were staff. Let’s see…yes, a century is roughly an infantry company, a cohort is roughly a battalion, and a legion is roughly a division. I counted forty Romans, ten Frankish knights, and ten archers. I’m going to assume the other half of the century is working its way up another valley.”

I thought for a moment. “Go to the village and inform Sigi, and then head to the Edelheim trail. Find a spot where you can see where the valley comes out by the trail. Use arrows first, and then the rifle if they start charging you. I’m going to start raining arrows down on them west of the meadow. I should be out of your line of fire when you start using the rifle.”

“Okay,” Siobhan said and hung her bow from her saddle horn. She kissed my cheek, put her foot in the stirrup, and launched up into the saddle. Mickey bolted east across the meadow.

I jumped onto Sultan’s back, and we galloped toward the southeast corner of the meadow. I left his reins hanging when I dismounted and hurried to get into position, carrying both bows.

I got into position and assembled my breakdown bow. I planned to use it first since it was stronger than the Frankish hunting bow I had scavenged. The column was moving deliberately as I strung my weapon, and the lead soldiers were about to leave my line of sight. I aimed at the lead Frank and let my arrow fly. I didn’t wait more than a second before nocking and releasing the next arrow.

I hit the first and second knights, and then focused on taking out their archers. As soon as a knight would try to pass the fallen Franks, I would redirect back to shooting knights until they dropped under their shields before turning back to shoot the archers.

Six archers had gone down before they started shooting back. I had them at a serious disadvantage since they had to shoot uphill; gravity was a bitch. I faded back and shifted to the south and got two more archers and another knight. Then I shifted a little north of my original position and claimed three more knights and another archer. The Roman infantry commander ordered his men to climb the slope, so I had only moments before I would be facing forty-to-one odds in a sword fight. I managed to kill one more archer and wounded the tenth—shooting him through his shoulder. I grabbed my gear and faded north.

I found an outcrop that put me in a good position and started shooting down into the climbing soldiers. I shot at six on the north side of the column, but I had to spend a lot more arrows because of the large shields. Unfortunately, I only got a couple of guys. The south end gave a better angle for vulnerable targets, but my line of sight wasn’t as good through the trees. I moved again and managed to wound or kill seven more Romans before I felt it was time to move to the next spot.

I headed south and was able to take out four more before they crested the slope. I grabbed my bows, ran to Sultan, launched into the saddle, and galloped halfway across the meadow. Once I felt I’d put enough distance between myself and the Roman soldiers, I dismounted and ran hunched over in the grass to take a kneeling stance. I got seven more men as they ran out of the woodline and formed up, demonstrating good discipline. That’s the last thing I wanted to see. Still, I had been lucky up to that point; I had managed to nearly cut the Romans’ strength in half and decimated the Frankish scouts and archers.

A leader took position on their right flank and gave commands. They jogged toward me in close, disciplined ranks. I would have found it fascinating to watch if they weren’t intent on killing me, my family, and my adopted tribe. The leader didn’t have the stylized torso style of breastplate that members of the Roman elite typically wore, so I suspected he was the equivalent of a grizzled sergeant with tons of experience. I didn’t consider that good news, but I found it heartening to see that he already had an arrow piercing his shoulder and that he winced whenever he tried to move his sword arm. I knew from personal experience how distracting that could be.

I squatted low and raced south about fifty yards and took a kneeling stance. The Romans were wheeling toward me, but I managed to get an arrow into the sergeant’s right leg before he called out. Three soldiers broke ranks and started running toward me. That didn’t leave me feeling very confident.

I stood and fired my last three arrows at my attackers. The first one hit a guy right in the eye. The second hit someone else’s upper right chest, piercing his armor. That guy fell down, but he slowly got up. The rest of the soldiers broke ranks and ran toward me as I fired the third arrow, which was caught by the third warrior’s shield. I pulled my pistol and shot him in the face. He fell to the ground less than ten yards from me and didn’t move. I shot the soldier I had wounded, too.

The loud noise spooked Sultan a bit, but I whistled, and he came running. The effect on the Romans was overwhelming; they stopped completely and muttered between themselves. They were wary of dealing with an unknown weapon. I hung my empty quiver and bows off my saddle horns before replacing the two spent cartridges in my revolver.

At that point, a loud horn sounded behind me and a loud chorus of “SEAX!” met my ears. A thundering of horse hooves followed, and I turned to find Sigi, Erhart, and the rest of the Saxon patrol galloping to my rescue. They were closing fast and each one had a weapon raised.

I sighed in relief as they barrelled past me and slammed into the Roman soldiers. If the Romans had stayed in their ranks and had spears or javelins, the outcome might have been different. However, they were spread across the meadow, and they hadn’t brought any kind of ranged weapons.

The Saxon knights rode right over them, wheeled around, and hit them from behind as they tried to form up a shield circle. Some of the horses kicked the Romans in front of them while their riders swung down on the poor bastards.

I let the slaughter continue and mounted Sultan. We circumnavigated the battle until I found the sergeant. I dismounted and looked down at him. He had cut off the arrow in his shoulder, but the second one was still about three inches above his knee.

He had discarded his shield and scrabbled to pull a short knife from his belt. He had similar woolen pants as the Saxons and Katthi, and the kilt of metal-embossed leather over them. His cuirass and epaulets were strips of steel buckled together to create very effective protection.

I held up my hands and knelt out of his reach.

I asked in Saxon, “Why attack?”

He looked at me, confused, and shook his head.

I tried my rudimentary school Spanish. “Why come here?”

He looked like he might have had a glimmer of recognition, but in the end there wasn’t enough similarity for him to understand.

A voice sounded behind me in a language that kind of sounded like a blend of Italian and Latin that I might have heard on television back when I was in the army.

The soldier coughed and responded, letting his knife rest on his abdomen.

I turned to look who spoke, but it was one of the Saxons I didn’t know. He conversed with the wounded Roman for several minutes. At one point, the Roman raised his knife and sneered. The Saxon drove a spear up between the layers of his cuirass into his heart.

I stood and looked at the knight. “What did you learn?” I asked.

“He said they were looking for the remnants of the Katthi,” he replied. I was happy I was able to pick up “remnants” from context. It was close enough for the moment. “The Franks gibberish and the Katthi had a gibberish from gibberish many years ago.”

I puzzled that over before responding, “The Katthi at Teutoberg Forest?”

“Yes,” he confirmed.

I surmised the reputation of the Katthi from that battle three hundred years ago already had the Romans nervous, then the Katthi had recently managed to hurt or embarrass the Franks enough to make it an issue.

Sigi and Erhart joined us as we talked. After a moment to collect my thoughts, I said, “That was half a Roman unit. I think more are going to Edelheim. Maybe many more.” I was struggling to recall events of Roman history and then translate it into Saxon. I gave up and said, “Siobhan and I will go to Edelheim.”

Sigi said, “We’ll come with you. Renvard sent slingers, too.”

We mounted up, and I led the way to the trailhead to Edelheim. I spotted Mickey shortly after we entered the woods and called Siobhan to join us. I rode in the lead with a bow in my hand. There was no sign of enemy soldiers as we crested the ridge above the tree crossing, but Sigi sent two scouts along the ridge to confirm. In the meantime, I led the column across the relatively narrow trail, where we caught up with Halvende leading eight slingers up the other side. Almost immediately, I saw Frankish scouts climbing the far slope to the village. I dismounted and grabbed the last quiver of arrows. Taking both bows, I ran as quietly as possible to get to a perch where I could see what we were facing.

Siobhan squatted next to me as I took a knee and looked at the soldiers marching up the ravine. Sigi arrived shortly afterward. There were another ten Frankish warriors, eleven of what I called Mongolian archers, the rest of the century that faced us, and what looked like an additional full century of Romans.

I looked to my two compatriots and said, “I think Siobhan and I can do the most good by staying here and shooting them. We’ll focus on archers first, and then Romans. I think there are about one hundred twenty-five Romans. Edelheim has about seventy-five healthy warriors, and others who will help, but I think there are probably more Romans attacking from the west.”

Sigi nodded and said, “I like this plan. I’ll take my knights and send Halvende and his slingers to you. My scouts will gibberish stop here on the way back from their scouting. Good hunting.”

“You too,” Siobhan and I responded as Sigi ghosted back toward the horses.

Halvende ran up, breathing hard. The squad of youths behind him barely looked winded, but they only had on light leather tunics for armor.

I told the big blacksmith, “We need to take away their archers. Once they are gone, we will start killing Romans. Sigi’s men will deal with them on top. We will kill as many as we can on the slope.”

He nodded and relayed the direction to his boys. I reinforced to Siobhan, “Save the guns for emergencies. Arrows can solve this problem. We’re seventy-five to one hundred twenty-five yards away from them, so good effective range. They will have problems with effective arrow fire from the valley, but it will improve drastically if they get to the ridge. Find a tree for some cover and start shooting.”

Then I took off with my two bows. I pointed to a good spot for Siobhan, and she set up next to the tree. I selected a spot about twenty yards to the northwest. The slingers found spots with enough clearance to swing their weapons, but they stretched out far along the ridge past me as I nocked my first arrow.

Siobhan released just before I did. The nearest slinger hit one of the archers, too. We rained death down on the archers until they were all dead or incapacitated, and very few of the return shots came anywhere close. Then I moved farther northwest to get into a better position to thin the Roman ranks. Halvende stood guard over the youths and looked back down the opposite slope while the kids started knocking soldiers down with sling stones. I found two officers with horse-hair-plumed helmets and shot them first.

We killed or disabled dozens of soldiers before one of the Romans turned and led twenty soldiers up the slope. I focused on the leader, but he held his shield in position so that only his eyes were visible between it and his helmet. I shot two arrows at him; one hit his shield and the other skipped off his helmet. That stunned him for just a moment, but he kept coming, right at me.

I called out, “Siobhan, can you get a shot at him?”

“Not now,” she grunted before releasing. “They’re getting to the top!”

I fired two arrows across the valley to drop two more Roman soldiers before setting my bow down and picking up the biggest stone I could find. I pressed it up over my head, judging it to be about forty-five pounds of mineral goodness. I hurled it downward onto the leader’s shield, knocking him down onto his ass. He rolled backward and slid to a stop before trying to stand up again. As I picked up my bow and drew another arrow, a sling stone struck the bridge of his nose, causing him to totter and fall backward, rolling down the slope. I adjusted my aim and shot the next guy, the arrow piercing his thigh and causing him to follow his sergeant down the slope.

Many of the Romans didn’t have the sergeant’s discipline or technique, and the boys thinned their ranks. Halvende started mimicking my tactic, chucking heavy rocks down onto the shields of the better protected legionnaires. We thinned them pretty well, but unfortunately, one of the bastards crested the hill and started chasing one of the youths.

The teen ran in my direction along the crest of the ridge. With the Roman gaining on him, I pulled my revolver and yelled in Saxon, “Drop!”

The kid flopped to the ground, and the Roman ran up to him, holding his gladius point down over his head to skewer my tribe mate. I had a clear line of sight with no one behind him for over a mile, so I squeezed the trigger and my bullet hit him center of mass. There were none of the television theatrics; he just collapsed from the traumatic damage to his chest. The kid grinned at me, picked up the gladius from the ground, and thrust it into the soldier’s neck.

I called out, “Your sword and shield.” From the grin on his face, you’d have thought I gave him his own horse.

Halvende’s ax took care of the other Roman who had made it to the top while Siobhan and I fired arrows. The boys started picking up stones off the ground for their slings. I called to Siobhan, “How many arrows do you have left?”

“I don’t know,” she called back. “Less than a quarter quiver.”

“I’ve only got about fifteen left,” I shouted after releasing an arrow.

Many Romans crested the ridge to Edelheim despite our efforts. I heard the sounds of battle as I saw the Saxon knights engage them.

I pulled my bow back to catch one of the stragglers. I heard a sharp crack, and the lower limb of my bow snapped and the tension left the string. Letting out a low curse, I quickly dropped my bow and picked up the Frankish bow with the lighter draw and fired off my last arrows.

I called, “I’m out,” looking down at the carnage we created as the remainder of the Roman soldiers ran toward Edelheim.

Siobhan let out, “I’ve got three left.” She appeared at my side and gasped, “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, that was exhausting.”

I looked at her sympathetically and murmured, “The battle’s not over yet, love.” I pointed down into the valley. “There’s our resupply of arrows.”

“Geez!” she exclaimed. “You’re serious, aren’tcha?”

“Yep,” I said as I started picking my way down the slope. I called to Halvende, “Have the kids all pick up a sword and belt. Then have them find stones for their slings.”

The youth who just had a near-death experience followed me down. I told him and Siobhan, “Make sure they’re dead first. Then take their arrows.”

I pulled my sword and walked up to a groaning archer, jabbing the point of my sword into the side of his neck. Arterial blood sprayed as I went to the next one. Most were severely wounded and would have died eventually. The kid approached one, who swung a long curved sword at him.

The youth had good instincts. He batted the sword off its trajectory with his new sword and stepped back. I joined him, and when the archer got to a knee, I batted his sword aside and cleaved his head from his shoulders.

Siobhan said, “I like their swords. I think they’re Turkish or Mongol in design, but they're a lot like the Chinese broadswords I trained with.”

I replied absently as I picked up one of the bows, “I thought you trained with straight taiji swords?" I tested the bow and found it a much harder pull than even the bow that had broken.

Siobhan responded, “I did, but these are a lot heavier and less flexible. These sabers are similar to the broadswords I trained with early on. I think I’ll take a couple.”

“Let’s take their bows, too,” I said as I inspected the weapon. “Recurved, laminate design, and I’m guessing they have an eighty- to ninety-pound draw weight.”

“I can’t draw that,” she scoffed.

“Not yet,” I replied with a grin. “I bet you can by summer.”

She shrugged as she wrapped belts around the sword scabbards. “I’m taking all of these sabers, too.”

“Okay, but let’s hurry,” I responded. “They’re going to need our help up there.”

I turned to the youth and asked, “What’s your name?”

“Thibalt,” the teen replied with a grin. “You are Max.”

I chuckled and replied, “Yes. Get a couple of your friends down here. Take all the bows, arrows, spare bowstrings, blades, and shields. The archer’s shields are smaller than the Roman ones. Slingers can use them.”

Thibalt nodded confidently and shouted for Lars and Georg. I wasn’t sure which was which, but I took note of their faces regardless.

I strung three quivers across my back, grabbed two bows, and started jogging along the creekbank back to the trail. I whistled for Sultan, and he joined me at the creekbank. Mickey came with him.

I dropped my armload of bows on the side of the creek closest to Edelheim and broke down my ruined bow, tying the pieces to the back saddle horns with one of the recurved bows and the Frankish hunting bow.

Siobhan asked, “What happened to your bow?”

“I guess I overextended the draw length too many times,” I groused as I worked.

“Sucks,” she said. “That was a nice bow.”

I hung two of the quivers and the other recurve bow from the front saddle horns and replied, “Edelheim has a bowyer. Maybe he can repair it.” I reloaded the empty chamber of my revolver, holstered it, and then mounted. I saw Siobhan sitting in her saddle, waiting on me.

I asked “Have you seen Sigi’s scouts?”

“Yeah, they returned as Sigi’s boys engaged the Romans, so they ran up to join the fun,” Siobhan said as we started up the slope.

I noticed the hilt of a saber sticking over her shoulder by her quiver as we rode up the trail.

We picked up the pace and trotted up to our former campsite to witness the battle going on around us. The Romans had formed into a phalanx with twenty in the first rank, three ranks deep. Mounted Saxons with spears attacked from the front, while those with axes and swords harried the flanks. This would take a long time.

A group of men who I recognized from Edelheim formed into a rank with spears and shields at the edge of the village. Most of them were the crafters and walking wounded I had met during the exodus. All of them had salvaged helmets and armor of some kind.

I dismounted, hung my bow from the saddle horn, and ran over. They were checking each other’s equipment and talking about what to do.

I shouted, “Form a single rank!”

They looked at me like I had two heads. “Form a single rank!” I demanded and physically moved a couple of them in place to demonstrate. They formed a ragged rank and I asked, “Can everyone trot?” I wished I knew the word for “jog,” but they seemed to understand me. Several nodded or grunted responses.

“With me!” I exclaimed as I pulled my sword and started jogging with a definite stomp. When they started moving, I started chanting at the top of my lungs, “Katt-hi, Katt-hi…” with every step. The men picked up the chant and their line formed to my left. Suddenly, the ragged group of crafters and walking wounded turned into what the Romans apparently feared most—Katthi infantry. We picked up the pace and quickly closed upon the Roman formation. I pulled my kukri with my left hand as we closed on the attackers.

The Romans had formed a circular perimeter to defend against the cavalry, so they were unprepared when the mounted Saxons peeled off and a squad of infantry slammed into them, punching a hole through their defenses. There were still at least three squads of legionnaires, but the Katthi didn’t pause.

The Romans tried to organize a defense against the smaller unit, but the mounted Saxons continued to harry their flanks and rear. A couple of the Katthi were stabbed by the point of a Roman gladius, but they kept fighting, switching to swords or hand axes as their spears were broken or stuck.

I soon realized I had made a tactical error by not carrying a shield. Both of my blades flashed and did damage, but I had to be extra careful as we were pressed closer and closer together with our enemies. I managed to pull a large oblong shield from a dying Roman while a couple of the Katthi covered me. I ran my arm through the straps, held the kukri with my left as I grabbed the grip, and jumped back into the fray. That fight was nothing like what I had learned from Greta. It was pure hack, slash, and stab. I kicked legionnaires in the shin, knocked them over with my shield, and stomped on their faces when they fell while stabbing one of their contemporaries.

I heard “Die, gobshite!” as I dropped the last opponent standing in front of me.

I turned to see Siobhan whipping the blood off two sabers as a Roman on the flanks lay before her without a left leg or head. Blood spray-painted her face, and she had never looked more beautiful. I let loose with a wolf whistle, and she grinned at me.

I looked around at the carnage we had wrought. Almost all of us were bleeding from minor cuts. Albrecht was holding a hand over a wound to his sword arm. Siobhan whistled Mickey over and grabbed her first aid kit to help.

I checked to ensure all my cuts were minor as I called to Sigi. “I think there are more on the west side.” I could hear fighting not too far away, but I couldn’t see it because the huts stood between me and the fight.

The big knight nodded and led his men around the north side of the village to investigate and help. I told Johan, “Keep a guard on this side, and cry out if any more come. Siobhan will tend your hurts.”

“Yes, Max,” the woodcutter said, leaning on the haft of his broken spear as I dashed back to my horse.

Thibalt ran up carrying three quivers and one of the compound bows as I approached Sultan.

I asked, “Can you shoot a bow?”

“Not one of these,” he said morosely. “Gibberish too strong.”

I pulled the Frankish hunting bow from Sultan’s saddle. “This one?” I asked.

He traded me bows and pulled it before easing the string back forward. “Yes, but I am not very good yet.”

“Good enough,” I replied. “Come with me.” I grabbed the other two quivers from my saddle and hung them over my shoulder, grabbed two of the compound bows, and jogged after Sigi’s knights.

As we rounded the village perimeter, I saw Sigi’s knights foil a Roman flanking attack. The Katthi were lined up along the ridge in a long rank. If one got injured, he fell back, and his buddies closed ranks. They used trees to fill gaps in their ranks, and relied mostly on spears to stab down the slope at the attackers.

Thibalt and I ran to the far right flank and set up our position. He knelt to my left. I laid two quivers at my right side and assessed the battle.

There must have been three hundred Romans, with about sixty Franks in the vanguard and about thirty Mongol bowmen mounted on small, shaggy horses behind the Roman ranks. Many of the Franks were dead, but a few survived. I watched as the remaining Franks dropped back through the Roman ranks and the legionnaires closed ranks with the Katthi. Behind the Mongol archers, about two hundred fifty yards away at the banks of a river, sat three Roman officers on horses. Behind them were pack horses and carts with supplies.

Siobhan slid in next to me. She said, “Only a couple of them needed immediate care. What do we have?”

I said, “May I borrow the rifle?”

“The guys on horses?” she asked.

“Yep,” I replied. Siobhan dashed off and was back in about a minute.

I took the rifle and said, “Thibault, bring my bows and arrows. Both of you, come with me.”

“What about me?” I heard. I turned to see Halvende and the youths.

“Have the slingers fill their pouches with stones and come along,” I told him. “Send one of the boys back to get Johan. We need the men over here more than we need them scouting the rear. Cover our flank when we get set up.” I led my group down the slope a little bit to get into position to hit the flanks and rear of the Roman formation. We kneeled and took positions next to the trees.

I told the slingers, “When I shoot, start hitting the Romans. Can you do that without hitting our warriors?”

Thibalt said, “Easily with a sling. Not so much with arrows.”

“That’s okay,” I told him. “I want you and Siobhan to shoot arrows into the group of archers standing by the small horses. Shoot as many arrows as quickly as you can at them.”

I checked there was a round in the chamber of the Henry, and Siobhan said, “It’s full up. One in the chamber and ten in the tube.”

I took aim at the guy in the middle, picking him as the cohort commander. I figured the others to be the executive officer and maybe an aide. I could see plumed helmets on the other side of the formation, which were probably the centurions.

I squeezed the trigger, levered another round, and fired again before the first guy toppled from his saddle. I dropped all three of them. Turning to the supply wagons, I shot all of the men holding pack animals or driving wagons. Then I started picking off the centurions. I missed a couple of shots, but the misses ended up hitting other Roman soldiers. Again, luck, but I could live with that. One bullet caused the helmet of the centurion to fly off as his head erupted in a spray of blood. Gotta love a .45 Colt.

A couple of arrows came our way, so I turned my attention to finishing off the archers. By the time I was done, I had emptied a box of ammo and half of another one.

I reloaded the rifle before picking up my bow. I told Halvende, “Take the boys and steal all the supplies. If you can’t get them up into the village, at least hide them in the woods.”

I started shooting arrows into the Roman formation, focusing on the back rank. If I recalled correctly, those were the most experienced soldiers.

As the battle developed, the lessons I learned about terrain and force ratios were proved out. The Katthi had many fewer warriors, but they were defending higher terrain. Their use of spears allowed them longer reach than the Roman soldiers, who thankfully were only armed with a gladius short sword. I remembered that earlier versions of Roman armies carried javelins, but that dwindled in later centuries in favor of cavalry.

I was surprised not to see any cavalry, but maybe the Mongols were supposed to fill that role. The Franks were all on foot, so it wasn’t them.

I shrugged it off to consider at another time and resumed shooting arrows into the Roman formation.

Suddenly the Romans dropped back and reformed into a single rank at the base of the slope on the river’s floodplain as I emptied a quiver. With the additional space between the Katthi and the Romans, the boys stepped out of the treeline and began pelting our enemies with stones from their slings as I started working my way south and up the hill, firing at the far end of the rank with the powerful Mongol bow I had salvaged. The Romans closed ranks into a block formation and turtled under their shields as they started shuffling north.

Sigi called, “SEAX!” before leading his knights down to attack the turtle. Someone in the Katthi ranks responded, “Katt-hi!” and the rank of Katthi spearmen surged down the slope. The boys, Siobhan, and I shifted to picking off Franks who were running north along the river to escape. None survived.

At the end of the battle, the Katthi walked through the waste of bodies, finishing the wounded attackers and stripping them of their possessions. Siobhan gave me a kiss and went to help tend our own who had been wounded. Sigi took his patrol and two squads of mounted Katthi to scout how the Romans got across the Rhine. I mounted up and joined them.

Sigi told me as we rode, “This is the Lenne River. It empties into the Ruhr just east of the bend below Sigiburg. That’s the fort to the north of the river that can see all the way to the Rhine in good weather.”

We rode for about an hour before we reached the Ruhr. There, we found Romans fighting men with spears and axes, trying to defend big barges with more supplies.

Whenever I got a clear shot, I fired arrows into the Romans. There was a group that was trying to push the barge off, which I was able to interrupt, and the rest were finished off by Sigi and the infantry.

After that skirmish, I learned that the infantry consisted of more Katthi from the fort on the hill. I never did figure out how they got to the south side of the river from their fort on the north side, but their trouser legs were wet.

We talked about the upcoming tribal meeting, and I told them I looked forward to seeing them there. I recommended they keep the barges, but I wanted one to load the dead into so that we could float it back down the river to the sea.

The infantry from the fort took everything in the barges except a large ceramic jug with olive oil in it and a couple of smaller ones with pickled cucumbers. I told them I’d like to take those, but I couldn’t carry them on my horse. The leader, Raimond, promised to bring them to the tribal meeting. We clasped forearms before Sigi led us all back to Edelheim. Our party towed the barge with our horses.

We spent the rest of the evening dragging corpses out of the valley, stripping the dead, and loading them into the barge. Siobhan and I went home, but returned the next morning with Gabi. The rest of the wives and the kids accompanied us to Renvard’s village and stayed for the day while Siobhan, Gabi, and I worked to clear the dead from Edelheim.

We built crude rafts to stack the bodies that wouldn’t fit in the barge and pushed them into the river when all the corpses were loaded. Shortly after midday, we sent the last of them downriver. That afternoon, we honored the dead among the Katthi. Thanks to a combination of luck, skill, and training, we had only lost seven.

Sigi’s patrol returned to Renvard’s village with us before resuming their patrols along the creek valley. Siobhan and Jenn stayed to help with the wounded, while the rest of us returned home to deal with the corpses of the Franks.
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TRIBAL MEETING


Over the next four weeks, I spent a lot of time in Revard’s village and Edelheim. I talked to the warriors, and we devised a training plan to hone the skills for our ragtag infantry. We discussed how to equip our forces—agreeing on tall oval shields, which were traditional for the Katthi, spears, short swords, and hand axes.

I learned that the Saxons generally foraged when their armies moved, but the Katthi had always carried their rations with them. That meant each soldier would need a rucksack and sleeping roll. A water-repelling cloak was important, and a bowl helmet was added. We had enough of the Roman banded plate armor to fit the men of the villages, but we needed to ensure that we could outfit the whole Katthi army.

Between our two villages, we figured we could field a company of one hundred men. We spent two days training on drill—marching, moving in formation, and maneuvering from one formation to another. After that, we set a schedule to train every third morning on drill as a company. Weapons masters in the two villages trained basic fighting skills on the off days for a couple of hours in the dim light of the morning. Gabi would frequently join the men’s weapons training to improve her technique. She was easily as strong as most of them.

We set up a network of observation posts, or OPs, overlooking the Lenne, each of the valleys between the meadow and Edelheim, the slope north of the farm down to the Ruhr, the Bear Creek road just east of our farmhouse, and the ford across Bear Creek near Renvard’s village. My wives and I took turns on both the north and east observation posts, landing duty at one or the other OPs every three to four days. I recommended that the villages man them with three people in case the wolves got hungry. We generally sent out pairs ourselves, but the wolves decided to leave us alone after we shot a couple more of them.

Each OP featured a hole in the ground with overhead cover of logs and soil. Honestly, I just replicated the old Cold War-style US fighting position. Each also had a hunting horn made from nearly identical cow horns. We all learned how to play three different calls on them. The one for recognized visitors was the hardest, being two tones repeated twice. The attack call was the easiest—a long, sustained single note repeated until it was picked up by other OPs or the village. That one would mobilize the fighters. The third one was for some unknown danger or emergency—three short blasts on a single note repeated three times. That one would result in a visit from a mounted patrol led by the watch sergeant for the shift.

Once we started the men on their training program, we began working with the ladies. We focused on basic drill and strength training with a focus on increasing their upper body strength enough to effectively use weapons. Exercises included squats, burpees, walking lunges, and a variety of log-related training like dragging, lifting, and swinging logs like bats or swords, as well as stabbing with long, four-inch poles like they were spears. Every other day was dedicated to running laps around the meadow. Kat, Jenn, and Tabby created balls from flexible branches and sewed them into skins. These were used as an exercise to improve hand-eye coordination by bumping it back and forth like a volleyball. Training would finish every day with Anita and Jenn leading the ladies through a short, basic yoga routine.

Children older than eight were given a physical training regimen similar to the women, which included the same basic drill and the volleyball game.

Frequently, the maimed men would join in with either the women or children, doing whatever part of the exercises they could. Siobhan and Kat were good about finding alternatives for each of them to accommodate their individual handicaps.

I worked with Siobhan to come up with a simple hand-to-hand combat system. Siobhan was leaning heavily toward her kung fu system, but I remembered how that navy SEAL instructor in college taught untrained cadets to quickly get proficient enough to hold their own against more experienced opponents. We ended up with a system that borrowed heavily from those lessons and incorporated the kung fu broadsword and spear techniques.

Somehow during this time, I became the war chief for our villages—kind of a mix between school commandant, company commander, and general. I knew that a lot of the warriors in the village had a lot of experience—much more in our contemporary style of warfare than I did, so I solicited their advice often. If there was an argument or even a gentle difference of opinion, I made the decision. Over time, I assigned squad leaders to the male and female units and had regular discussions with them to identify what we were doing well and where we should or could improve. My Saxon improved at an exponential rate.

As a result of the training program, the women stopped wearing long dresses in favor of pants and a tunic. This allowed them better mobility, and most found it preferable in the colder weather of autumn. Some wore knee-length tabards and aprons over their outfits to make their clothing look more feminine while others just wore aprons over their tunics and trousers when they worked in their homes. Some of the men groused, but many of them liked the way the loose trousers draped the feminine form.

Later, on warmer days, some of the girls who were recently eligible to marry chose to wear short kilts rather than trousers, emulating Kat’s style. Nelda was the first to adopt it, and I had to admit the little jailbait had really nice legs that just got better looking the longer she trained. She always gave me a brilliant smile whenever she saw me looking in her direction.

After two weeks of training for strength, endurance, and hand-eye coordination, we introduced the ladies to weapons.

We gave the women bows with a twenty-five pound draw and blunt arrows. Rather than have them shoot longer distances at bigger targets, we had them shoot at twelve-inch balls made in a similar manner as the ersatz volleyballs hung from trees. We started them at five paces away, and had good male archers coach them on good fundamentals.

I worked with Halvende and a couple of other guys who were healthy despite some physical disabilities, like missing fingers on their right hand, to teach them alternate ways to nock and draw the bow. The Mongolian method became very popular among them, and most of the women found it easier than the standard Mediterranean draw I first learned.

I discovered after drilling both with the classes that I had a cleaner release and better accuracy with the Mongolian method, especially after I added a wooden thumb ring. I hadn’t brought a thumb ring, but I remembered how to make them, so I crafted them for myself and the maimed men.

The married ladies liked to compare the thumb rings their husbands crafted for them, and crafting a thumb ring became a courtship ritual for men trying to entice one of the young and unmarried women.

Of course, Nelda asked me to make one for her. Kat and Anita winked and nodded at me, so I did.

We trained the kids on slings first. Kurt and Siglinde had a lot of fun joining in the childrens’ classes, demonstrating their proficiency. There were a couple who were as proficient as Kurt, but Siglinde had both uncanny power and accuracy. She could keep up with or perform better than the youths Halvende had brought to the battle. I hugged her and told her how proud I was of her, and she giggled with delight. Kurt tried to act all stoic and manly until we got home to the farm, then he always tried to catch up on hugs, kisses, and especially tickles. That was my boy, alright.

Two weeks after starting archery and sling training, we introduced unarmed combat, plus spears for the ladies and blades for the kids. The second day of ladies’ spear training, Anita was working her spear in class when she stopped, bent over, and puked. Concerned, I guided her off to the side and held her curls out of her face as she blew chunks again.

My gorgeous wife moaned, “I don’t feel very good.”

Willa and Nelda took her to the side and started asking her a bunch of questions. She continued to be nauseous off-and-on throughout the day for several days in a row. Nelda moved in with us to care for her, preparing potions to keep the nausea in check. During our midday meal, the day before the tribal meeting, Anita announced, “I’m pregnant.”

I grinned and wrapped her in a tight hug. The other wives, their suspicions confirmed, hugged, kissed, and congratulated her. After they released her, Anita wrapped her arms around my neck and said, “Despite the nausea, I’m still horny for you, Max.”

I laughed and replied, “I’ll ensure we continue to address that regularly.” I ensured she felt well-loved that night, but I had lots of help. Nelda stayed in the loft with the kids, but I noticed her looking longingly at our cuddle puddle when she went out to use the pit latrine in the early morning.

The next day, Tabby, Anita, Nelda, and Jenn stayed with the kids at the farmhouse while Kat, Gabi, and Siobhan joined me on escort duty. It was cold enough that Kat donned trousers for the event, and we all wore our rain gear to ward off the cold drizzle that I was starting to think of as “Saxon sunshine.”

We all had bows in leather cases to protect them from the weather, plus a firearm of some kind. I didn’t see them pass on the creek road, but I knew Günter was taking a couple of mounted squads down to the southern villages to secure their homes while they sent their delegations north.

Renvard had some of the older youths gather around a fire across the creek at the ford to greet visitors. One of the kids would guide them across, and the OP at the ford would sound the friendly visitors call on the horn as soon as they stepped into the water. Renvard would greet them and ask one of my family to escort them to Edelheim.

The visiting groups ranged in size from three to fifteen people. There were two groups of twelve that I later learned were emulating the Saxon tradition of sending twelve-person delegations to the tribal meeting.

The group of fifteen was the entire village that Gabi and I had seen when we first discovered we had come back in time. They were mostly young folks, with one old woman riding a pony. They brought all their possessions on their backs, and they had a single pony cart laden with their food stores. They drove a small herd of goats, and they had cages of chickens on top of their cart. The elder folks we had seen through our binos had apparently died or moved to other villages.

Some people were mounted, but most were on foot. The group of three was all mounted. One group of five all rode in a small cart drawn by a team of the Dülmener ponies. Most had at least one elderly person in the group.

The folks living in Edelheim went out of their way to be good hosts and hostesses. They had been working for weeks to ensure that all the vacant huts had decent roofs and serviceable firepits for their guests. Their hunters had brought down a boar and a stag the day before, and I saw them roasting over the communal fire where the soup cauldron was bubbling when I guided my first group of visitors into the village.

Raimond kept his word to deliver the oil and pickles. We clasped forearms and visited for a moment before he pointed to the horse with the ceramics hanging in nets from its saddle. Kat led the horse home, offloaded the goodies, and returned the horse to Raimond when she took the next group to Edelheim.

By late afternoon, all of the village delegations had arrived. The elders sat around the communal fire. Aelfram and Renvard asked me to sit with them, so I took a seat on a chunk of firewood behind them. Altena sat between them, and I listened. My three warrior wives sat with me.

The meeting agenda was reviewed and agreed upon by the assembled elders and spiritual leaders. Magrethe, an old woman from the twelve-member groups from Cronenberg, gave a blessing from the Tree of Life to the assembled group, as she was the senior of the assembled spiritual leaders. Then the discussion began.

Renvard repeated what he had shared with the Edelheim villagers when they arrived about how the Saxons were inviting us into their federation of tribes. There was a pretty lively debate on whether we should take up the offer.

The Katthi were a proud people, and none of them wanted to abandon their heritage, but they were of mixed opinions about becoming a member of the Saxon nation. I didn’t understand all the back-and-forth arguments, but I determined that they had been a nation to themselves for many years.

One guy stood up and yelled that he would fight anyone to the death who wanted to stop being a stand-alone tribe. When his elder told him to sit down and let the adults speak, he drew a blade. I picked up a three-inch diameter stick about eight inches long, stood, and extended the cut, as Tabby had taught me, to throw the stick at the idiot. It bounced end-first off his forehead, and he tottered for a moment before dropping like a marionette with its strings cut.

Silence reigned for a moment until I spoke. “This is meant to be a peaceful gathering. Disagree all you want. I will not tolerate threatening harm to anyone. There are not enough of us.” I nodded to the assembled leaders and said, “Please continue, honored elders.”

I resumed my seat and continued to listen.

The argument came down to the fact that we thought we could barely field four hundred warriors across all the villages, less than a single Roman cohort. Even the hothead had to agree with that as he sat there holding his aching head. In the end, we agreed that we would join the federation as a cohesive Katthi tribe within the federation, which is exactly what the Saxon federation had offered.

Then we talked about who to elect as the chief of the tribe. Renvard, Aelfram, another Wolfram—the elder from Raimond’s village—and Kael—the elder of one of the twelve-person delegations from a village called Throtmanni, somewhere between the Ruhr and Emscher rivers—were all contenders.

Aelfram withdrew from consideration, saying, “I have too much to do to get my village through the winter. Edelheim just came together from three different villages scattered across the Sauerland, and with the support of Renvard’s village, we may just make it through the winter. If you wish to choose me next winter, I would be happy to serve. I support Renvard.”

Renvard stood and said, “I am honored for your support, but I have no wish to travel to various villages this winter. My injuries are too painful to travel. I think the chief would need to do that, and I am in no shape to do such a thing.”

Kael stood up and said, “Bullshit! I’ll be the chief, and you can all come see me. Wolfram is too busy watching for the Romans coming up the Ruhr.”

Wolfram just looked at the blowhard.

“The Romans don’t try to come up the Emscher River?” Renvard asked quietly.

Wolfram frowned for a moment and inspected his hands. After a moment, his voice growled, “I agree with Renvard. The chief must travel to all of the villages of our tribe to learn what problems and needs they have. There should also be a war chief to lead and prepare our warriors, so that we can work together in battle rather than floundering around. I’ll take the job this season if you choose me, but someone else needs to do it next year.”

After a pause, Wolfram raised his eyes to stare at Kael. “You are not fit to lead your own family to the midden heap. I still suspect you murdered Rolf to become headman.”

Kael said, “Believe what you wish. You have no proof that I did that. You’re just upset that your cousin died and I took over.”

“Enough,” Aelfram growled. “I will support Wolfram.”

“Me too,” Renvard said quietly, looking at Kael like he wanted to stab him.

The elders voted, and Wolfram was voted as tribal chief.

Wolfram said, “I name Raimond my war chief.”

Renvard said quietly, “I recommend you wait until you see what our village war chief has done with our warriors tomorrow morning before making a decision.”

I replied quietly, “Raimond’s a good man, Renvard. I think he could do the job.”

Renvard replied clearly, “I’m just saying we should wait until tomorrow.”

Raimond stood and said, “I’m good either way. If asked to do it, I will. If you think there’s a better candidate, then I’ll support him.” He sat down.

Wolfram nodded slowly as he looked at Renvard. “I think waiting until tomorrow is fine. If anyone else would like to volunteer, let me know after the demonstration. I will make my decision by sundown tomorrow. What was the next topic?”

Altena took the floor and discussed the problem of the Katthi’s dwindling population. She pointed out that birth rates were roughly equal between male and female babies, but that too many of our men had been lost in battle. She recommended the multiple wives solution as an option. She also recommended that the decision be approved again at the tribal meeting each year. If the tribe decided not to approve having multiple wives, then husbands would be limited to however many wives they had at the time, and newly wed families would be only one man and one woman.

Wolfram asked for opinions. Most of the villages reported that they had the same issue. Two villages didn’t have as big of a problem, but agreed that finding wives from different villages could mitigate their roughly equal numbers.

Magrethe said, “A man must prove fertile before he can have a second wife. Otherwise, an infertile man might tie up multiple viable mothers.”

Renvard pointed out, “Max had six wives when he arrived. His family is very harmonious. I think it proves this plan can work if you choose wisely.”

Magrethe asked, “Have you fathered children?”

“Yes, Elder Magrethe,” I replied. “I have two children and one of my wives is pregnant.”

Kat murmured in English, “Maybe two. I’m late.” I smiled at her and held her hand.

Wolfram pointed out that fighting over any woman would be dealt with harshly, and then he asked for a vote. The motion carried.

Aelfram said, “Chief, I recommend we adjourn.” He turned to look at me and added,”Unless Tabby is going to entertain us.”

“If it doesn’t rain tomorrow, we’re planning to bring the whole family in the evening,” I replied with a grin. “Tabby will bring her mandolin.”

Aelfram grinned back and said, “I look forward to it. She is very talented.”

Renvard said, “Chief, I recommend we stop further discussion until tomorrow. Everyone has had a long day. In the morning, our war chief will demonstrate our training program.”

Wolfram nodded. “That sounds like a good plan, Elder Renvard. This meeting has concluded. We will meet again tomorrow. Good night, everyone.”

My wives and I went home after saying our goodbyes. By that point, I had ridden the paths to the OPs enough times in the dark that I could tell where we were based solely on Sultan’s gait. Once we were back in the meadow, we sped up to a canter in the hopes of seeing everyone before they went to bed.

Fire baskets were lit in the yard when we returned, and everyone poured out of the house to greet us, wrapped in furs. We all shared hugs and kisses, and I sat the kids on the fence rail we had on the barn rather than walls. While I worked to unsaddle the horses and chatted with the kids, I wondered whether I needed to wall in the barn, or whether our fence rail would be good enough.

After unsaddling our mounts, everyone crowded under the barn roof as we discussed the conversations at the meeting. I rubbed the horses down with a dry bit of blanket and employed an ersatz curry comb that Tabby had devised after I described one to her. We turned the horses out to pasture and the other horses greeted them before they all walked down to the creek. One big family, I thought.

We hurried inside for warmth, and I kissed the kids good night. Nelda asked for a goodnight kiss, too, using her best English. I kissed her slowly but chastely, and she collapsed in my arms. The wives cheered as Nelda managed to get her feet under her and stumbled to the ladder. She stopped after a couple of steps and smiled back at me before joining the kids in the loft.

Those of us who had just returned stripped and bathed with buckets of warm water before crawling into bed. We had just started to pleasure Kat in congratulations for her announcement when her cramps arrived.

Kat groaned and said, “False alarm. I’d get out of there Jenn, unless you want the scent of a bloody Kat on your fingers.”

“Nope, I’m out,” Jenn said as she sat back on her heels. Her full breasts swayed seductively. Anita and I broke our kiss to watch, and Jenn actually blushed. I didn’t recall her ever doing that before.

Kat asked, “Anyone have any tampons or pads left?”

Anita guided my monster to the entrance of her channel before saying, “I think I have two tampons in my bag.” Then she lowered herself onto me with a groan. Kat launched out of bed to root through Anita’s bag, which made space for Siobhan and Jenn to fall into Kat’s spot and begin tribbing. Gabi laid down with her face in the pillow, and Tabby crawled up to sit on her ass and began to massage her. Jenn and Siobhan groaned in release as I released inside of Anita. Afterward, Anita and I dropped to the mattress and pulled a sleeping bag over us. The last thing I remembered was Gabi’s mouth cleaning me before I fell asleep.

I woke to a sound that I couldn’t identify. Anita was curled up under my left arm, Kat was lying on top of me, and Gabi was trying to join her to my left. Tabby was lying on top of Gabi and Jenn was pressed in tight behind her, her sticky crotch pressed into my hand, which was cupping Gabi’s butt cheek. Siobhan was pressing up onto the bed, reaching for a pistol beside it.

Nelda raced down the ladder as a voice called, “Are you up, War Chief?”

She held her clothes in front of her naked form and whispered through the door, “They are just getting up. Dank.”

Anita said, “She has the cutest little ass.” I nodded as Nelda turned to flash us her front as she dropped her tunic over her head.

“Get up, War Chief,” Nelda teased. “Time to whip the tribe into shape.”

I muttered, “Your English is getting way too good.” Kat slid over Anita to land on the floor.

Nelda replied, “Your Saxon is getting pretty good too, Max. You sound like a true Katthi.”

I sat up and scooted to sit at the foot of the bed. Before I could rise, Nelda straddled my lap, wrapped her arms around my neck, and kissed me soundly. I spanked her pert little ass and lifted her into the air, and she squealed in pleasure.

“Let me get dressed, brat,” I told her as I set her on her feet.

A warm brown hand grabbed my semisoft cock and hefted it. Jenn whispered in my ear, “Things are looking up, Maxwell. Apparently you find her attractive.”

I answered, “If you keep fondling my cock, I’m gonna think I’m supposed to collect your gold star.”

Jenn released my manhood and patted my chest. “Keep dreaming, cowboy,” she teased.

I dressed quickly and looked outside. The sun hadn’t crested the mountains to the east yet, but the twilight was enough to see the clear skies. I pulled on my chainmail vest and parka, strapped my weapons belt on, put my boonie hat on my head, and grabbed my Mongolian bow case and two quivers of arrows. I took the archery supplies to the barn before detouring to use the latrine.

Jenn set the buckets of bathing water next to the pit and handed me a roll of paper before squatting in front of me. After finishing my business, I handed the roll back before washing my hands in the soapy water and rinsing them in the other bucket.

I whistled for Sultan as I wiped my hands off on the rub-down blanket. My horse walked up shortly thereafter and I murmured, “You’re not very awake yet either, are you, big man?”

The stallion twisted his neck to shake his head vigorously as if to say “No freakin’ way.”

I laughed as I put the hackamore on him. The family joined us as I combed his back again quickly before dropping the saddle blanket on his broad back. Once his saddle was in place, I helped Kurt saddle Pretty, the newest Dülmener mare. Siglinde had Frisky saddled, and Tabby checked her work before giving her congratulatory hug for getting it right the first time.

Kurt pouted because he still needed help, but I reminded him that he would be able to do it when he was just a little bigger, and that he was already going through warrior training despite being too young for it.

My little man grinned and said, “Thank you, Papa.”

Nelda saddled Tütti, the chestnut mare from the Frank attack on the farm. I checked her work, and she mounted up.

I watched Kurt jump to catch the saddle horn to get his foot into the stirrup and then swing himself into the saddle with a big grin. I tousled his hair and mounted Sultan.

We left the farm at a canter, passing the incoming crews to man the northern and farm OPs.

When we arrived at Renvard’s village, the wives and kids dismounted. I rode to the assembled warriors and called out in Saxon, “In squads…Fall in!”

The village’s warriors fell into formation, creating a square phalanx, with each rank being a squad. The squad leaders were on the right and the least experienced soldiers were on the left. The first seven squads had seven-foot long training spears, training swords, hand axes, and sheath knives. The back three squads held twelve-foot long training pikes. All had tall, oblong shields that we had salvaged from the Romans, but with a green pigment and a stylized wolf’s head. Most were wearing Roman-style banded plate armor, which had been blackened, and a bowl helmet.

I called out, “Right face!” The formation snapped to face east. “By columns of two, column left…march!”

Everyone started marching, the first two ranks marching forward while the rest marched in place. The other ranks fell in two at a time as the columns marched north. When all of the soldiers were in two columns, I called, “Double time…march!”

I took the men through their paces, moving through multiple formations, calling the pike squads forward to deal with a simulated cavalry attack, provided by some of the more able-bodied maimed men on horseback, and ending with breaking the company into two forces of five squads each to work through a mock battle.

After the battle, I had the soldiers fall back into formation and ground their weapons and helmets. Then we demonstrated the strength training programs. Kat led the women in a run around the meadow while we had the kids demonstrate their sling, archery, and blade skills using the tactics that Tabby had been showing them.

Then Tabby and Jenn took the kids around the meadow while the women came in and caught their breath. Next, the men formed up, and Halvende took them around the meadow in formation, wearing their armor. Kat called the women to fall in. They demonstrated shield and spear skills, the same blade skills the kids showed, plus their archery skills.

After the demonstration finished, I gave a little speech. “We’re still working to improve, but all the male warriors have fought and survived a Roman attack, and many have experience fighting the Franks. We are still working to get everyone the same uniforms, but we’re getting close. Ralf, the smith, assures me that he’ll even have a set for me soon that will allow me to shoot a bow as well as fight with spear and sword. Funnily enough, there were no Romans who were my size.” That got a chuckle from the crowd.

I continued, “The women are getting better every day, and the intent is that the women, the crafters, and the maimed men who are able will be our archers. The children will be slingers, but their main role is to work with the women and the remaining men to defend the villages. The soldiers and some archers will go out to find trouble and eliminate it.”

One of the elders said, “We don’t have that many soldiers.”

“Smaller villages won’t,” I agreed. “Ideally, you can field one or two squads of ten and a handful of archers and slingers. I would like to send one of my squads to each village to train your people for several days before Yule—men, women, and children. I don’t know if that is possible, but we can start now and continue after Yule if needed. With some basic training from our people, you can all train through the winter. I think we can get everyone together in the spring for five days of training before planting, and then we should be ready to face whatever threat the Romans and Franks cook up for us over the winter.”

I paced for a moment, and I heard the elders talking among themselves. I continued, “We will need an accurate count of male warriors, plus needed sets of armor and weapons. Ideally, we get an accurate count of women and children, so we can get bows and spears into their hands.”

That caused another rush of conversation before I added, “We are undervaluing our women’s ability to defend the villages. With strength training, they can fight with bows and spears to defend themselves when the foot soldiers are away.”

Gisele, one of the women from Edelheim, said, “We are proud of our ability to fight beside our men when they are away and protect our village.”

“We need to have more supplies for mending wounds, more armor, more weapons, and more uniforms to ensure everyone has equipment,” I said. “We need to have our healers train people on how to clean and bandage wounds, how to live cleanly in the field, and how to build camps that won’t encourage disease.

“We haven’t worked on cavalry tactics at all. The Katthi are known for our foot soldiers, but having some cavalry, mounted infantry, and mounted archers would be good. I understand that the Romans have as much cavalry as they have infantry. We need to create scout or ranger units to find Frank and Roman forces.”

I sighed heavily and added, “I have some other ideas, but I need to spend some time thinking through how best to implement them.”

Wolfram looked at me carefully, mulling through all I had said. Without ceremony, he asked, “Will you be the war chief for our tribe?”

I pulled my helmet off and scratched my head as I thought about it. Finally I answered, “I have experience training soldiers and fighting in wars, but my people fought with different weapons. You have men with more experience than me. I think I can make us successful by supporting the tribe's war chief, but will serve as the war chief if you want. Which do you need more? Someone developing ideas and training your people? Or someone to lead?”

Raimond interjected, “Chief, we need both. Several of us could lead in combat, but no one has the ability to train people the way Max has. I would never have thought of a training program like this. And I would never have thought about training the women and children.”

Raimond turned to the assembled crowd. “He’s already thought of things that would never occur to me. I argue, no one else in the tribe would.”

One of the guys in Kael’s group said, “I could lead in battle, but I wouldn’t know how to begin a training program like this.” Kael frowned at him.

Wolfram stepped up. “I need you as war chief, Max.”

“Yes, Chief,” I acquiesced with a bow of my head.

After that conversation, I took the elders to the OP overlooking the Lenne and explained what we were doing with those. We all returned to Edelheim for a midday meal. I spent a lot of time telling the squad leaders that I was proud of how they performed. The leaders of the female squads in particular glowed with the praise.

Over the meal, I met with many of the village leaders and my squad leaders. The war leaders’ and elders’ biggest defense concerns for the villages north of the Ruhr seemed to be the forts on the far side of the Rhine and the Roman incursions based from there. The smaller villages south scattered throughout the Sauerland were more worried about Frankish incursions from the south through the Hermunduri lands. To date, Roman incursions between the Main River and the Sauerland hadn’t been an issue.

I laid out a plan for what they should do when they returned—mostly set up OPs and physical training, plus collect armor and weapons. I asked that they send their hunters out to scout Frankish and Roman encampments, troop numbers, and special weapons. I also planned to escort three squads out to set up the training programs.

We adjourned after the meeting degenerated into the telling of stories. I nodded to Tabby, and she started playing and singing.

Jenn, Kat, and Anita got up to dance, and they got the village girls to join them. Anita had been working with them to define simple dances that could be taught quickly, so literally all the single women and some of the married women were dancing in short order as Tabby played a variety of upbeat songs from a past that hadn’t happened yet.

Siobhan and I joined in the dancing, and I did my best to keep up. Anita tapped Siobhan’s shoulder to cut in, and we switched to doing a Western swing style dance to Tabby’s music. When the piece ended, Tabby played a slow waltz number, and Gabi cut in. Kat cut in too, toward the end of the song, and we finished with a flourish before jumping into the Cotton-Eyed Joe as Tabby sang and played it. Jenn joined me for that one, and a lot of couples picked it up.

In short, Tabby was a hit and played until her fingers were sore. She took a break for dinner, and then the elders asked me to tell the story of how we arrived to be adopted by the Katthi.

I said, “My wives and I come from a land across the big sea to the west. We were traveling north by ship, when a storm picked us up and threw us through the air. We sailed through the air for many hours until the storm let us go. We drifted down out of the sky like a bird and came to rest at the north end of the meadow after we bounced hard onto the ground. The pilot of our ship and one of his shipmates died in the crash. We buried them and built a shelter. After many days, we decided that we were not going to get rescued by another ship, so we built our house. Then Gabi and I went up the mountains to the east to find other people. We saw a small village on the riverbank attacking a Roman barge with stones and arrows.”

“That was us!” a young man exclaimed. “We called our village Ruhrplatt, but we just could not survive any more Roman attacks.”

I nodded my agreement and said, “After we saw Ruhrplatt and the Romans, we came home, and saw Franks chasing Ulli the woodcutter.”

“Grandpa!” Kurt hollered as he crawled onto my lap. “Papa saved Siglinde and me!” he exclaimed proudly.

I murmured into his ear in English, “Don’t mention the guns.” Then I picked the story back up in Saxon. “That’s right. The Franks killed your grandpa, so now you are my son and Siglinde is my daughter.”

“And Mommy Anita is going to have a baby, so I can have a little brother,” Kurt stage whispered.

“Or sister,” Anita teased as she sat beside me and pulled the little monkey into her lap.

I kissed her and continued, “Gabi and I got the kids safe just as more Franks came. I was fighting them when Renvard appeared on the creekbank with a bunch of youths. They fired slings at the Franks, and I fought from the creekbank. Eventually, we killed them all. Willa and Nelda came to heal my arrow wound, and then the Katthi adopted us into their village.”

Aelfram then told the story of their exodus from the southern villages to flee Frankish marauders.

After the festivities, I spoke with my squad leaders, picked three squads to leave with me the following day, and sent a couple more out with some of the smaller villages. I left Willem in charge in my absence. Thibalt was to come with me as a squire, Kat was to be my warrior wife, and Nelda was to join us for healer support.
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AUTUMN INTO WINTER


The next three weeks were a bit of a whirlwind. My detail escorted Wolfram back to the fort and village overlooking the Ruhr, roughly where the modern Hengsteysee reservoir would eventually be. I trained his men for a day before I left a squad there while I proceeded to Haven to train the small group there. Another squad went up to Throtmanni to deal with Kael’s folks.

Haven was in the midst of an attack by a Frankish patrol, who were busy raping and pillaging when we arrived. The seventeen soldiers from Haven and my two squads engaged the Franks. Thibalt’s sling, as well as Nelda’s, plus Kat’s and my bows put a big dent in them, while my infantry squad absorbed their cavalry charge before we decimated what was left of their foot soldiers. I took a cut across my left cheek, and Kat used a couple of butterfly Band-Aids to close it. Nelda made a poultice to fight infection, which she rubbed into the wound around the Band-Aids. We spent a couple of days tending the wounded and setting things right in the village before my squad could start training.

Haven was habitually attacked by the Romans and Franks. Additionally, the area was pretty flat—good land for farming and surrounded by hills that made good OPs. We ended up putting an OP on hills surrounding the village and another at an old abandoned hilltop fort the people called Limburg, overlooking the Ruhr.

From there we went to a village called Witten. It was a sizable village, with lots of farmland surrounding it on the north bank of the Ruhr. Although it was ostensibly a Katthi village, many Saxon families and even a couple of Frank families lived there.

I had a difficult time understanding the Franks, but the locals translated for me and they convinced me the Franks could be trusted. The local Katthi elder volunteered to adopt them as my family had been adopted. They gladly accepted and agreed to be part of the village defense training.

After training them for a couple of days, Kat and I spent a day scouting an abandoned Roman fort in the surrounding hills while my squad leaders conducted training. We treated it like a honeymoon, making love on the grass near the walls before walking slowly, hand in hand through the abandoned wooden tower. A recon team came to find us and told us the first squad had arrived, so we left with them the next morning to train the western most Katthi village on the Ruhr, Mühlheim. My school German translated it into “Mill Home.” Like in Witten, some smaller villages sent contingents to Mühlheim so their men could train with the larger village.

We trained that group for four days before turning southwest through a pass into the Wupper river valley. We spent four days establishing training programs at Barmen, Cronenberg, and Solonchon. I learned that in the hills above Barmen was an iron mine and Solonchon was creating a guild of smiths that were building some of the better blades available. I told them I’d be coming back to pick up a load of steel and iron stock during the winter.

After we wrapped up the training, we rounded up all the squads and headed home, climbing up along the Wupper until we crested the pass and descended back downhill to Haven. From Haven, we followed the path along the Ruhr back to the mouth.

We stopped in the small village of Baarmarkt to see what goods were available. The little village sat on the south bank of the Ruhr at the mouth of the Baarbach. There were a few Katthi and Saxon traders with stands or lean-to style booths. A tanner, a potter, and a blacksmith each had a permanent stand. They actually lived in the village and were there every day. An iron monger, an herbalist, and a farmer were set up in a couple of stands for traders.

I learned that different farmers, craftsmen, and practitioners came to leverage the stalls at varying intervals. The big market was held at the end of the lunar cycle, as the moon began to wane. Nelda said it was so people could travel easier for longer distances in the moonlight, especially in winter.

I talked to the iron monger, Äthelbald, about prices for iron and steel stock. He invited me to come to the iron mine in Urbar and visit his foundry. He had just made a delivery, so he had been there before the monthly market day trying to sell some remaining iron ingots. I talked to the tanner about bringing my furs, and we discussed how he valued various types of furs. He also showed me a roughly three-foot by two-foot parchment. I figured that would make a good map, so I bought it and a wooden tube to hold it for three silver Roman coins.

There was also a traveling peddler who had a number of items from far away places in a wagon. He was a Jewish fellow named Yakob. He said that the Roman camps hadn’t been treating him well, so he decided to travel the Saxon lands. I didn’t bother to correct him that these were Katthi lands, but I did pick up a roughly eight-by-ten-inch bound journal with about twenty pages of parchment. That alone cost me five silver Roman coins, plus Kat had me buy a bolt of fine linen for another five silver coins. He had a bag of arrowheads that interested me, but they were iron rather than steel. I passed on those, but I picked up a ten-pound bag of dried fava beans. He also had a variety of knit woolen scarves that were nearly as soft as cashmere. I got one for each member of my family.

Yakob asked a lot of questions about where my unit and I had been, what we had been doing, and where we were going. The guy seemed pretty nice, but all my repeated operations security briefings in the army came back—loose lips sink ships. I smiled and replied in vague terms and focused on the goods he had on offer. He wasn’t overly pushy, but I got a little uneasy about his questioning over time. I settled our bill, and Yakob wished us well when we departed.

We left the market and marched south along the road. I trotted ahead of my group, dismounted, and handed my reins to Thibalt. Tightening the straps of my pack, I fell in formation and called, “Double time…march!”

There were a couple of groans and chuckles, and a couple of “yeahs!” as we took off at a jogging march.

I called, “Quick time…march!” as we reached the ford followed immediately with “route step…march!” We made our way across the ford and up into Renvard’s village. I watched over my shoulder as I climbed the slope to the village until everyone exited the creek. I called out “Quick time…march! One-two-three-four, we went to train, and we’re back for more.”

It was lame, but everyone got back into step and marched through the small village and out to the meadow before calling out, “Detachment…halt!”

I marched to the front of the formation and called, “Left…face! At ease!”

I walked back and forth nodding my head as a crowd assembled to watch. “You all did good work out there. You created soldiers from villagers. You have given the Katthi hope of survival. You should be proud of what you accomplished. I know that I’m proud of you all. Good job! Now, go clean your stinky asses, clean your gear, and reconnect with your families. Good job! Pass the word, no training tomorrow. We will start again the day after.” I paused for a moment to let that sink in before calling, “Detachment…atten-shun! Fall out!”

Thibalt went home. Kat, Nelda, and I rode to our farm and into the barn. We had grounded our bags and weapons and started caring for our horses when we were mobbed by all the wives except Jenn. I gave scarves to each of them.

After the horses were cared for, we all entered the house. Jenn was just finishing giving the kids a bath. I gave her and each child their scarf, and my kids giggled at the gift.

Siglinde rubbed it against her cheek and said, “It’s so soft, Papa!”

Kurt had it wrapped around his shoulders. “Warm, too, Papa!”

I pulled the last scarf out of my bag and murmured, “I didn’t forget you, Nelda.” She turned and looked at the soft fabric, stepping up in front of me. I draped it over her neck and caressed her cheek gently. Tears leaked from her eyes, and she threw herself against my body in a fierce hug.

I murmured, “Thank you for everything you do for us, Nelda.”

She looked up at me and said, “I really want to be your wife.”

I caressed her hair as I held her tightly. “How many wives have agreed?” I asked.

“Six,” she said. “All six. Now I have to wait for nearly two years.” She sniffed back tears, and I kissed her hair.

I spoke in English loud enough for all six wives to hear. “I guess that makes you my fiancée, Nelda.”

She buried her face in my chest and murmured, “That’s what Anita said.”

Eventually, she released me and took the kids outside. My wives helped Kat and me bathe before we crawled onto the bed to reacquaint ourselves.

We made love in a big pile. I focused my attention on Anita, Gabi, and Tabby, ensuring that each was liberally showered with caresses, kisses, and the pleasures of my little monster. Kat played with Siobhan and Jenn, but by the time we collapsed into a pile of flesh, I had shared kisses, caresses, and intimate touches with all six women.

Nelda woke us up for soup, and we sat around the outside cook fire for supper in the evening gloom.

The next morning, Jenn took the big parchment and began tracing features on it from an Autobahn map Gabi had in her pilot’s kit. My German wife said, “I like to keep it with me to remind me of home. It gives me a sense of being connected to my heritage.”

Jenn said, “Thanks, Gabi. I’m going to trace the waterways and any major terrain features—first in pencil, then I’ll ink it in. Max, should I cover all the way to the coast?”

“Yeah,” I agreed after a moment’s thought. “Start at the coast and…hey, Gabi, what’s a major north-south river to the east of the Saxon lands?”

Gabi shrugged and said, “Based on the time we’re in, you could probably start at the Elbe.” She pointed at Dresden on the map. “That should include all the Saxon lands present and future while letting you get most of the Netherlands onto the parchment.”

After carefully using duct tape to attach the map and parchment to the back wall of the plane’s passenger compartment, we left Jenn to it. I went on an inspection tour of the OPs, starting with the one near the house. Gabi and Siobhan saddled their mounts and rode with me, and Thibalt joined us on a borrowed horse as we left the paddock.

I inspected each site for hygiene. I had the scouts dig new latrine trenches for the north OP and one of the valley OPs. Thibalt, the ladies, and I sparred with the folks manning a couple of the others. We ended our tour at the OP overlooking the ford on Bear Creek.

The detail on duty pointed out a merchant wagon that had parked across the ford just off the road. I lifted my binoculars and confirmed it was Yakob. I murmured, “What is he doing here?”

One of the men on duty, Thunerulf, said, “He pulled in as the sun crested the mountains. I don’t recognize him, and I’ve never heard of any merchant stopping there before. A few people have crossed to see what he has in his wagon.”

“He is doing recon,” I murmured in reply. “He asked many questions when we were in Baarmarkt yesterday.”

“Shall I kill him?” Thunerulf asked.

As we were watching, Grimm, one of the men who had moved from the village of Ruhrplatt, started fording the river, carrying a saddle with stirrups. He kept looking over his shoulder.

“What the fuck?” I murmured in English before switching back to Saxon. “Something is not right. Good job here, Thunerulf. I’m going to find out what Grimm is up to.”

I launched into Sultan’s saddle and quickly rode across the ford. Yakob looked up from his inspection of the saddle before handing a couple of coins to Grimm.

I called out, “Grimm, you don’t own one of those saddles. Who does it belong to?"

Siobhan and Gabi followed me into the ford and a hastily assembled squad ran down the path from the village.

Yakob quickly mounted his wagon as the scruffy, skinny Katthi man turned to look at me sheepishly. I nocked an arrow and called out, “Yakob, if you leave, I will put an arrow between your shoulders.”

The peddler raised his hands and didn’t move. I dismounted and approached Grimm. “So, whose saddle did you just sell to Yakob?”

“R-Renvard’s,” Grimm stuttered. “He rarely uses it. I doubt he’ll miss it.”

“Walking is difficult for him, and he can’t mount without the stirrups,” I said. “He will miss it every time he goes anywhere outside the village.”

Turning to the leader of the squad, I said, “Please take Grimm, the peddler, and the saddle to Renvard. Give the coins to Renvard.”

“Wait!” Yakob exclaimed. “I paid a gold and a silver for that saddle!”

“Buying stolen goods does not make them yours,” I said as I waved him to dismount. “That is the price for convincing Grimm to steal.”

The peddler frowned and got down from his wagon, holding a sword in its scabbard. “Leave the sword unless you want to bet your life fighting me,” I growled.

Yakob appeared to consider testing me before he slid the sword under the seat of his wagon before two of our soldiers led him across the ford.

I pointed at the wagon. “Thibalt, hold the reins while I lead this across the river.”

The youth slid off his horse, tied his mount's reins to the back of the wagon, and crawled into the seat. I tied Sultan next to Thibalt’s mount and grabbed the reins of the bay gelding pulling the wagon. He was only about fifteen hands tall, and looked more like a cold-blood draft horse—a little like a quarter horse with a thicker neck. The neutered beast was very gentle and agreeable, and I was easily able to get him turned into the ford and lead him across the creek to the village.

I parked the wagon under the trees, and Thibalt cared for the horse. I led Sultan to the meadow and dropped his reins to let him graze.

Grimm’s squad leader, Walter, was standing there with the squad that had followed me across the creek. Yakob was seated at a fire a couple of huts away, and one of the village ladies gave him a cup of tea while guarding him.

I questioned Grimm. “When you joined us, I told you that we have to all work together to survive. Explain to me why you thought stealing a saddle to sell to Yakob was a good idea.”

Grimm muttered, “The peddler said he would give me a gold and a silver coin for a saddle with the foot rings. Since we take the saddles from the Romans or Franks, I figured we could get another soon.”

“Neither the Romans nor the Franks know about the stirrups,” I admonished him quietly enough that I doubted the peddler could hear from where he was sitting.

I paused for a moment and considered what else to say. “The stirrups give our people an advantage over the Franks, Romans, and even the Saxons. They let you more easily mount your horse, and they let you stand in the saddle to throw a spear or shoot an arrow. Why would you give our advantages away like that, Grimm?”

“I didn’t think about that,” the shamed young man replied.

“You have everything you need here,” I said quietly. “You have enough food to eat, a warm place to sleep, and a village of people to help keep you safe. You are part of something bigger than you could find just about anywhere else, with many neighbors to support you. Why do you need Roman coins?”

“I am trying to win Ruma as a wife,” he muttered. “Having some gold and silver would show her that I’m a good candidate for a husband.”

“Until she learned that you stole from your village headman to get it,” I replied. “Ruma is one of the squad leaders. I doubt she will be happy with you stealing from the village.”

“She would not,” Renvard said. “And those Roman coins don’t have much gold and silver in them.”

I looked at Renvard. “What do you want to do, headman? Stealing needs to be punished. If we take his hand, he won’t be able to fight as well for the village.”

Grimm shit himself at that point, but Renvard shook his head. “Let him keep his hand. He digs a new latrine pit for the village and cares for my horse until Ostara.”

I nodded my head and asked Grimm, “Can you live with that?”

Grimm nodded. “Thank you for your mercy, Renvard.”

I told him, “That doesn’t mean you get out of morning training. You’ll care for Renvard’s horse, go to training, and then you will work on your projects. Clear?”

“Yes, Chief,” Grimm replied.

“Goot,” I responded. “Go wash your pants, and then report to Renvard.”

“Yes, Chief,” Grimm replied before dashing off.

I walked over to sit beside Yakob. “So, peddler,” I began. “Tell me why our headman’s saddle is worth one gold and one silver Roman coin.”

“I had never seen one with the foot circles,” Yakob replied. “I can see how they might be very useful. I’m sure I could sell that saddle for five gold.”

I scoffed. “I don’t think so. Roman saddles are everywhere.”

Yakob shrugged expressively.

I asked, “Who do you report to?”

Yakob struggled to hide his surprise, and then said, “No one. I work for myself.”

“You were asking about where our soldiers had been and what we were doing,” I replied quietly. “A traveling peddler has no need to know that. You were too intent for your questions to be idle curiosity. Who are you spying for?”

I could tell that my questioning was on the right track because he squirmed as fear showed in his eyes. I noticed his left ring finger sporting a gold ring with clasped hand signet. I pointed at the ring.

“Where is your family, Yakob?” I asked gently. “Are they in Rome, or are the Romans holding them nearby?”

Yakob’s head dropped. After a moment, he looked at me and spoke. “They are being held at the old legion fort near the regional governor’s seat at Colonia Ulpia Traiana. There’s a Saxon village nearby called Ksanten. The legate promised to rape both my wife and my fourteen-year-old daughter if I didn’t get information on the tribes of Germania. He specifically wants information about the Katthi and Cheruski.”

I sat back with a sigh and thought over what I could share to keep his family alive while we got ready to drive the Romans from the lands of the Katthi, Hermunduri, Cheruski, and all the tribes allied with the Saxons.

I told Yakob, “I’m not sure what to do with you, Yakob. I can’t have a Roman spy reporting on us, yet I feel for your situation. I’d like to barge in there and free them, and you. I just don’t know enough about the situation to do that without some preparation. I should probably just kill you.”

“He will whore them out if I die,” Yakob said quietly as he looked into his cup.

“I won’t abide rape, Yakob,” I told him. I sighed and made as much of a commitment as I thought I could. “We will free them if we can, but we need time to plan.”

“Rome used to be like that, too,” Yakob mused. “Not abiding rape, I mean—not the planning. That was before this cult of Yeshua ben Yosef came to the empire. Now that Flavius Valerius Constantinus has openly declared himself one of these ‘Christians,’ the cult’s influence grows. Constantinus bequeathed Vatican Hill to the Christians because they think one of their saints is buried there, not that most of the Vatican district isn’t a cesspit full of old bones and trash. You couldn’t tell by how their Pope Silvester prances about like lord of the manor making decrees in the name of God. Persecution of Jews started immediately upon Silvester’s coronation. I decided to move my family to the frontier and use my contacts to build a trading business.”

I thought about the lengths I would go to in order to protect my family while Yakob stroked his beard thoughtfully. I waited patiently for him to continue.

Eventually, he said, “The priests of the cult of Christ teach love and piety, unless you’re not one of them. They are murderous, rapacious bastards as a general rule. Many are second or third sons of senators or nobles. Anything done by a Christian to a non-Christian is allowed. Quintillus Vulcanus has declared himself a Christian since Constantinus did. He has a bishop of the Arian sect with him. The little viper essentially gives him permission to do whatever he wishes as long it’s for the glory of God. Raping and prostituting a couple of Jewish women is okay because they’re not members of the cult.”

I let the silence linger as I considered his words. Eventually, I sighed and said, “I’ll help you if you help me. We need to craft a story you can tell the legate to appease him. I’m assuming you have seen and gathered a fair bit of information, so you need to share either bits of information that are true but not harmful to us, or lies he can’t confirm.”

Yakob nodded as I removed my boonie hat and rubbed my scalp. “Let’s try this,” I said. “The numbers of the Katthi continue to dwindle due to Frank and Roman attacks. The battle with the Roman cohort on the eastern slopes above the Lenne River decimated the largest group of Katthi. There are only about twenty fighters left, about thirty youths, and nearly one hundred women of all ages. It was the women who loaded the Roman bodies on the rafts—they’re quite proud of that.

“Despite their pride, it’s unlikely that the village will survive the winter since most of them were new arrivals from villages overrun by the Franks to the south. There are still small villages scattered throughout the Sauerland. Sigiburg Fort, Haven, Throtmanni, and Witten are the largest remaining Katthi villages, and all are prepared to fend off raiders—each having roughly one hundred fighters and forts. Can you sell that?”

Yakob looked at me solemnly for a moment before slowly nodding his head. “Yes,” he said. After a moment he added, “The Cheruski are in a similar position. The Hermunduri are spread too thin to defend against the Romans, and the Frank auxiliaries and mercenaries are making progress in settling the Hermunduri lands. The Chauki and Frisi people are not really organized any longer, but the other Saxon tribes are getting more organized and cooperative to defend the east bank of the Rhine.”

“How much of that is true?” I asked.

“All of it except the bit about the Chauki and Frisi,” Yakob said. “Will you really rescue my family?”

“Yes,” I said slowly. “We have to stop the Roman plague in…Germania?” The peddler nodded, so I repeated. “In all of Germania. Where are the Cheruski, Chauki, and Frisi?”

Yakob tilted his head and looked at me curiously. “How do you not know that?”

I thought, How much to reveal? I sighed and said, “I am not Katthi. My family was stranded during a voyage. A strong wind caught the sail of our vessel. Surprisingly, the mast held, so the wind threw our vessel into the air and we landed near here. I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t lived it. The Katthi adopted us into the tribe.”

“Were you a warrior in your homeland?” Yakob asked.

“Yes,” I replied.

“What’s your goal?” Yakob asked.

“Is this you asking or Rome?” I countered.

“Me,” he replied thoughtfully. “Are you serious about ending the Roman gibberish in Germania?”

“Yes,” I said. “Drive Rome and the Franks from the Saxon lands and drive the Franks south of the Main.”

“Why not south of the Danube?” the inquisitive fellow asked.

“We don’t have enough warriors to do that,” I admitted. “We’ll be hard pressed to hold the Saxon and Hermunduri lands.”

Unless I can figure out how to get gunpowder, cannon, and firearms for our people.

Yakob nodded and said, “I’m glad to hear you don’t have gibberish like the Romans. May I say you don’t have enough to drive to the Danube?”

My improved Saxon enabled me to infer “delusions of grandeur” for the phrase I didn’t understand, but didn’t catch enough of it to memorize it. I shook it off and considered his request.

Finally, I nodded. “I don’t suppose there’s any harm in telling them that. We don’t have any designs on trying it.”

Yakob stroked his beard as he scrutinized my face. Eventually, he continued, “There are two colonia along the Rhine with two legions each, and two more colonia along the Danube. The legate I report to, Legatus Quintillus Vulcanus of the 30th Legion, has his gibberish in Colonia Ulpia Traiana, where the Lippe River empties into the Rhine. His gibberish is at Castra Vetera with a cohort, which is where my family is being held.

“The other, the 23rd Legion, has its gibberish at Colonia Claudia Ara Agrippinensium. The governors would like more legions, but most of Rome's forces are dealing with an insurrection east of Germania in Sarmatia.”

I assumed the new word was “headquarters.” It was the same word both times, and I was able to add that to my lexicon. I wasn’t certain where Sarmatia was, though.

Yakob explained, “The 30th Legion had about three thousand regulars, another thousand gibberish and mercenary cavalry, plus about three hundred gibberish, about fifty staff, and a couple hundred support people—supply, smiths, gibberish, gibberish, and craftsmen. So, roughly forty-three hundred fighters, and a hundred fifty staff and support.”

Gabi placed a hand on my shoulder and translated to English. “One thousand auxiliaries, one thousand mercenaries, and three hundred irregulars. Support includes logistics, smiths, engineers, and craftsmen.”

Hmm. Logistics rather than supply, I noted.

Yakob watched her as she talked. I took her fingers and kissed them, murmuring in the same language, “Thank you, my beautiful wife.”

I looked up in time to see a bright smile flash across her face before she schooled her features as Yakob continued.

“My knowledge of the 23rd Legion isn’t as strong, but I think they had four thousand regulars, plus about the same numbers of gibberish, mercenaries, and gibberish. The northern cohort is stationed at Neuss, guarding the ferry crossing and river port.

“All of the Rhine legions incurred losses since they’ve arrived and Rome recalled some cohorts, but both legions are still strong enough to be considered combat effective. The 12th Legion is at Nijmegen, but I don’t know much about them. I don’t get into their area much, but the castra is between the Rhine and the Maas Rivers.”

I told Yakob, “So, four legions spread along the Rhine in a string of forts. How are the soldiers de…” I stopped for a moment to recall the word in Saxon before continuing. “How are the soldiers deployed?”

“Four cohorts are manning the forts and towers in the 30th Legion’s region,” Yakob said after a pause to gather his thoughts. “Two were in reserve at the castra, but one was recently decimated near here. They have two hundred fifty cavalry. The irregulars are archers from the east. The cavalry are mercenaries—a mix of Franks, Saxons, and Celts—even a few Sarmatians and Alemanni.”

“Are there bridges across the Rhine?” I asked.

“Yes,” Yakob said with a nod. “There is one at Colonia Traiana and another at Colonia Agrippinensium. They are both guarded, but they rarely stop anyone. Deutonis…er, Deuton Fortress does like to interfere with travelers.”

“What do they have for…heavy weapons?” I asked.

Yakob shrugged. “They have a gibberish, a large arrow shooter, per each of the original cohorts. At the castra, they have a couple of gibberish that throw stones, the fort just south of the colonia proper. They keep them in case they run into a fortified town, but I don’t think they’ve ever been towed out of the fort for decades.”

I assumed that he meant a ballista or scorpion for the arrow shooter. The other thing must be some kind of catapult or trebuchet. I asked Yakob, “Where is Crispus, and how many soldiers does he have with him?”

“Who?” Yakob asked.

“Crispus,” I repeated. “Son of Constantinus.”

Yakob’s eyes saucered. “He’s coming here? He’s only sixteen!”

“Eventually,” I said. I thought to myself, So, we have a year or less. I tell him, “I have good information that Constantinus is sending him here with an experienced general to conquer all of Germania.”

Yakob said, “I’ll let you know if I hear anything about that over the winter. The legate said I could stay with my family after this trip and take the next trip in the spring. I will have to take my first circuit right after Hilaria.” I looked at him quizzically over that last term. Gabi looked puzzled, too. Yakob clarified, “Saxons call it Ostara. My people call it Pesaḥ.”

Gabi murmured in English, “I think that’s Passover. Ostara is the vernal equinox in Astara, which is what Altena said is the name of their faith.” I nodded in acknowledgement.

“What is your route?” I asked Yakob.

“Quintillus Vulcanus, the legate at Castra Vetera, gave me orders about two weeks before my departure on each of my three trips this year,” Yakob explained. “I don’t expect him to change his pattern. He likes his routine."

Yakob stroked his beard before continuing. “I expect he will send me south along the Rhine, then east with some Frank cavalry, and then north through the Hermunduri lands, crossing at Frank’s Fort on the Main or at Colonia Agrippinensium. Then again, he could send me north to the sea and have me travel south. It’s hard to guess, but those are the two most likely options.”

“Who else is spying for him?” I asked.

Yakob shrugged. “I’m not certain. I saw a blonde woman meeting with him and his cohort commanders last spring; she might be spying on the Romans or for them. I’m not sure which. She’s pretty, likes to wear Roman fashions within the castra, but she shows up in Saxon peasant clothing. I’ve seen her a couple of times. I know the legate gets scouting reports from his own patrols, and questions any merchants who pass through his lands that travel between the Danube and the sea through the Saxon lands.”

I nod slowly and asked, “So your family is at the…castra?”

“Yes,” Yakob said. “Publius Paulus Bibulus, the governor, lets Quintillus do whatever he wishes. Bibulus stays at Colonia Traiana. The bishop and his minions are trying to convert him, but Bibulus pretty much sits around drinking, fucking, and agreeing to whatever the legates want so long as they don’t interrupt his revels. The priests stay at the castra since the governor has no use for them. Quintillus is the chief in his area. Tiberius is the legate in Colonia Agrippinensium, and Publius Marcucius Hadrianus is the governor. The 24th Legion is part of that colonia, stationed in Bonna ”

“So two legions each in Colonia Agrippinensium and Colonia Traiana?” I asked. Yakob nodded. “Where are they?”

“Colonia Traiana is at Ksanten, at the bridge across the Rhine near the Lippe Fort,” Yakob replied. “Colonia Agrippinensium is south on the Rhine, about twenty leagues due west of Sigena.”

At that point, I ran out of questions, and caught Renvard’s eye. He shrugged and waved at me to continue. I addressed Yakob, “You will stay here tonight under guard. You will leave at first light. Clear?”

“Clear,” he replied.

“Stick to the story we agreed on. Nothing about strangers from other lands. Nothing about the foot circles on saddles. Nothing about a rescue, not even to your family,” I ordered. “Clear?”

“Clear,” he replied again.

I looked up at the cloudy sky, murmuring, “It looks like snow.” I turned my attention back to Yakob. “Safe journey,” I told him sincerely before I stood and walked away.

I met Thibalt at the horses and told him quietly, “Keep an eye on the peddler and escort him south in the morning. Take a couple of others with you. Take warm furs, borrow horses from Renvard, and stay with the peddler until you pass the first OP to the south. I know you haven’t seen it, but I’m pretty certain you’ll run into one before midmorning.”

“Yes, Chief,” my squire replied as Siobhan and Gabi mounted their horses.

I mounted Sultan, and we rode home.

When we arrived, Jenn was still working on her map, with Tabby’s help. I expected that project to take a long time as we translated current ground truth to the Autobahn map from 2008.

Gabi, Kat, and I unsaddled and brushed our mounts with much “help” from the kids. Anita fed us after we cared for the horses. Afterward, we joined the ladies to see how Jenn’s project was progressing.

“Impressive start, ladies,” I murmured as I hugged them both.

I noticed Gabi scrutinizing the passenger cabin thoughtfully. She murmured, “I have an idea.”

Kurt and Siglinde were insistent on helping, but I took them outside so that Jenn and Tabs could work in peace. We played tag in the late afternoon sun until the first snowflakes began to fall.
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YULE


Fortunately, that first snow was light, and it only left about an inch on the ground. Willa arrived a couple of days later with Halvende, about an hour after drill for the day finished. The warm furs they had wrapped around their shoulders didn’t hide that they were holding hands as they walked in from the meadow, but they quickly dropped them when they saw us.

Willa informed us that we had to come to the Yule celebration that evening. She told Nelda that she could begin preparations for our household.

Nelda told me to cut a long oak trunk before she enlisted the children and wives’ help. Gabi and I abandoned our project to convert the passenger compartment of the plane into a sitting room.

Nelda led the ladies off to cut green boughs from the pines around our little homestead and decorated the exterior door frame, the tops of the interior walls, and the head of the bed with the greenery. They harvested holly berries and hung small bundles off the pine boughs as decorations. Nelda had Kurt climb an oak tree like the monkey he was to pull down some mistletoe. The ladies made small bundles of mistletoe wrapped with holly leaves and berries, hanging one over the house door, the passenger and cargo doors of the plane, and the headboard of the bed.

Gabi and I took the two Dülmener ponies, Frisky and Pretty, with their cart harnesses to the north of the meadow where I recalled seeing a fat, dead tree. I cut off the branches with my ax, leaving a couple of short nubs I could wrap a rope around. The scouts at the nearby OP came over to harvest the branches for their fire. I wrapped rope around a couple of the nubs to the pony harnesses and dragged the log to the house.

By the time I had cared for the ponies and their harnesses, the ladies were done. We skipped the midday meal, and I was about to resume my planned project with Gabi when Nelda said, “We need a pig for tomorrow’s feasting, Max. We will start our Yule log in the fire, attend the village’s feast and lighting of their Yule log, and then spend our day tomorrow feasting and nursing our log in the fire.”

I sighed and said, “Yes, dear,” before I grabbed my Mongol bow and a quiver of arrows. Gabi grabbed a couple of spears, and we walked west across the meadow and down the valley to where a passel of wild pigs had been foraging acorns in the shallow snow. Gabi and I waited quietly, and before an hour was up, the passel arrived. I sighted in on a fat sow and dropped her with an arrow into her chest, right behind her left foreleg. We walked down the slope to retrieve our kill while the other pigs nuzzled the dead sow. I clapped my hands and shouted, causing the passel to startle and bolt away.

We dragged the pig up the slope to the edge of the meadow before we field dressed it. I wasn’t certain whether the pigs would mind eating where we slaughtered their companion, but it just seemed like the polite thing to do. Once I had field dressed the animal, I tied its hooves to the two spear shafts and dragged it across the meadow to the farmstead, down to the abattoir, and hung it from a fat tree branch.

Just before dusk, we pushed the large oak trunk into the outdoor cooking fire before we all mounted our horses and rode to Renvard’s village.

There, Altena presided over the ritual to mark midwinter. We followed along as best we could as she called out to the divine and beseeched the divine to bring back the sun for spring planting. She invoked the ancestors of the Katthi, some divinity that I didn’t understand, and the elements of earth, wind, fire, and water. The Yule log was placed on a central firepit, and then a goat was sacrificed to the divine. Cups of mead and acorn cakes were passed around and songs were sung while the goat was butchered and hung over the fire to roast. The celebration dwindled to more drinking and small groups of people visiting.

We mounted up and left as a team from Edelheim arrived to take over the night shift of the OP by the ford. The recon teams for the east and north OPs traveled with us, and we invited them to rotate to our house for fresh roasted pig the next day.

After we cared for the horses, I pushed the log farther into the fire as the family arrayed itself around the flames, and Tabby played Christmas songs on the mandolin while we sang along and sipped more mead. When the children and some of the wives began to yawn, the ladies stood. Nelda dragged me to stand under the mistletoe, and I began by kissing my children on the head before allowing them into the house. Afterward, each wife kissed me lasciviously under the mistletoe, even Jenn and Siobhan, before sliding by me.

Finally, Nelda stood before me. She stepped up and raised her arms. I wrapped mine around her and gave her a very adult kiss. She whispered, “Has it been two years?”

“No, sweetie,” I said quietly. “But as my fiancée, an adult kiss is a must.”

“We need mistletoe year-round,” she replied with a bright smile. “Your arms feel good around me.”

“I agree,” I responded. “Why do I think I’ll be the one who gets to sit out here all night and feed the fire?”

“You and I will tend the fire, and I will make cakes and porridge for the morning,” Nelda replied primly.

I skinned the pig, and we put it on a spit over the Yule fire. The night passed uneventfully. The only distraction was Nelda crawling onto my lap, trying to convince me to accept that she was at the age of consent for Saxon culture. As the early morning twilight began to brighten the eastern sky over the mountains, Nelda started making breakfast while I gathered eggs from our three chickens. The eggs wouldn’t go far, but they would add some richness to the morning’s porridge.

We spent the day feasting and singing, only doing the bare minimum chores. The scouts on OP duty rotated in for pork and cakes throughout the day. I took a nap with Nelda and the kids early in the afternoon, and woke up in a pile of wives without clothing.

“Happy Yule, indeed,” I murmured as we started with kisses and devolved into a gentle, joyful sexual celebration of our life together.

Later, as we lay in a sweaty, satisfied pile on the bed, Nelda stuck her head in the door to summon us for dinner.

The next day, we woke up and feasted again. I had been getting a sourdough starter going for a couple of weeks, and it looked and smelled like it was ready. I mixed the dough in our Dutch oven and let it rise in one of the camping pots. I used the griddle to fold it and roll it into a ball before dropping it into the oven again. I buried the oven in coals and turned on my phone to set a timer. Anita got up and made breakfast while I took care of the horses and gathered eggs.

When the ladies got up, we had fresh bread, which hadn’t turned out too badly for a first attempt. Anita added bacon and honey, which made for a great meal.

Later in the morning, Gabi and I resumed our project to make the plane into a sitting room, while Jenn and Tabby worked to sketch the map.

We arranged the seats into four groups of four seats each, turning every other row to face the other direction. Kat, Anita and the kids made little tables to sit drinks on for each seating group. They were a little wobbly, but I figured I’d level them when Anita and the kids weren’t around. While they worked, Gabi and I pulled out the water tank from the small galley and carried it to the house. Kat cobbled together a little stand to hold it on end so we could use the spigot.
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The following day, the whole family started scavenging rocks to make an oven. Tabby planned to eventually use it as a kiln to fire pottery, too. We had planned to gather rocks and clay before the snow arrived, but with the tribal gathering, training the villages, and the holidays, we just hadn’t gotten to it yet. I told everyone that we needed rocks that were flat and fairly square. We also needed some thinner, wide, flat stones.

We had noticed the dark clouds to the north as we searched, but had hoped we’d finish before the next snow arrived. We didn’t get very far before the wind picked up, blowing snow southward. That north wind was brutal, and I worried about the horses.

Kat, Gabi, and I tied bundles of hay with gut and hung them off some of our precious nails to keep the worst of the wind off the animals. They hunkered inside the shelter, taking warmth from each other. Once we had improved the barn, we stumbled into the house and stripped.

Nelda had the three of us rest our feet on a hot stone as we sat beside the fire, wrapped in fur, while Anita, Jenn, and Siglinde plied us with hot tea. Siobhan held Kurt and told him an Irish folk story while the rest worked on warming the three of us. Nelda held a second cup for each of us, which she murmured over before handing them over to us.

The wind slowed down a little before nightfall. I dressed and went down to the creek with an ax to ensure it was flowing freely for the horses. I discovered the water movement was enough to keep the creek from freezing, so I filled a cookpot with water and used it to replace the ice in the shallow wooden trough we kept in the chicken coop.

Anita gave me a list of food to bring from the larder, so after a couple of quick trips for food and another couple for firewood, we locked ourselves into the house for the night.

A couple hours after dinner, someone knocked roughly on the door.

Jenn pulled the door open as I covered the opening with my pistol. Standing just under our eaves were three miserable looking creatures—Lars, Georg, and Fridiswid, soaking wet and covered in snow.

“Come in,” I barked. They followed my orders, and my ladies began stripping them out of their soaked garments. I still wasn’t certain which was Lars or Georg, but I knew Fridiswid was a friend of Nelda’s who had distinguished herself in archery, sling, and short blades. I was hard-pressed to figure out whether she was a dark blonde or a tawny brunette, but somewhere between the two seemed to be the right answer.

After they were fully stripped, we wrapped them in furs next to the fire with their feet on heated rocks and tea cups in their hands.

“What happened?” I asked gently.

The two boys were shivering wickedly, but one of them tried to answer. “Ge-ge-ge-org, f-f-f-fell in th-th-th..”

Fridiswid pointed her chin at the one who was apparently Georg. She said clearly, despite her shivering, “Dumbass fell in the creek trying to fill a water bucket. The other idiot fell in trying to get him out. I got rope from the OP and threw it to them and pulled them up on the shore, but by the time I got them out of the water they’d managed to splash me enough to soak my clothes. We were all shivering badly trying to get close to the fire, but we ran out of wood. I dragged them up here rather than freeze to death.”

“The OP east of the house here?” I asked. They all nodded.

“Okay,” I said with a sigh. “We need to adjust our procedures for winter. Warm up. I’d better go check on the northern OP. Who's the sergeant of the guard for the night?”

“A-Adi, Ch-chief,” Lars stutters.

I start pulling on my warmest clothes. “If Adi stops by, tell him that I went to get the fire going in the eastern OP, and then went to check on the northern one.”

“I’ll come with you,” nine voices offered.

I laughed and said, “One of you will come with me. Kurt and Siglinde stay. It’s going to be cold, and we’ll need to haul wood, refresh water, and maybe pull a partial shift until the commander gets here.”

Anita said, “Kat or Gabi are probably your best choices. They both do winter sports stuff.”

“Or me,” Siobhan said. “I had to take care of the animals on my gran’s farm in the winter. Not getting lost in a snowstorm is a wee bit of an art form.”

“I’ll stay warm,” Kat opted.

“This is different than sports,” Gabi said morosely. “I’d do it, but Siobhan is probably the better choice.”

“Get ready. Make sure your canteens are full. The cold makes it easy to forget to hydrate,” I told Siobhan as I pulled on a homespun wool shirt over my long-sleeved T-shirt. “Short swords, spears, hand axes, and the Shockwave for weapons.”

While we dressed, Anita scooped some coals into one of the camping pots and put some small sticks on top of them. Siobhan took the pot, and we left. As we walked, I scooped up some firewood from our pile and led the way to the OP.

There were a few coals left in their firepit, so we added ours to the pile, shaved some tinder off one of the firewood pieces, and then built a teepee over the top of it. I looked for their water bucket but didn’t find it. I grabbed a length of rope hanging from a peg inside the shelter, lit my Maglite, and walked down to the creek.

With all the snow on the ground, I could see how Georg could have miscalculated and stepped into the creek, thinking it was solid ground. I found the bucket and the discarded rope, then secured the rope to the bucket and tossed it out into the creek. Siobhan did the same with the cookpot, and we returned to the OP.

We found their small cauldron, which we set on the fire to heat water. I looked outside and found a snow-covered lump where I expected the firewood to be. After digging around, I found it and carried a couple of armloads into the shelter.

Siobhan said, “That should keep it from getting too miserable for the next shift.”

“That may be you and I, dear,” I teased. “It depends on how fast Adi gets around with the relief. Given this weather, it might be a while. Let’s go check the north OP and get back here.”

We trudged our way out to the meadow, stopping to say hello to the horses enroute, then we followed the tree line north. As the tree line started to angle west, I spotted the glow of a fire.

“Coming in!” I called as we approached.

“I see you, Chief,” I heard a familiar voice.

I noted that Magan, Ruma, and Geralt were on duty. “Are you the patrol leader, Magan?” I asked.

He looked bashful at my question and mumbled, “Yes, Chief.”

“Goot,” I encouraged him. “You’re doing much better than Lars, Georg, and Fridiswid are. Georg fell in the creek, and they all nearly froze to death, what with the other two getting him out of the water. Walter said you were coming along well. Good work.”

The young man stood a little straighter. “Thank you, Chief.”

“Do you need anything?” I asked the group.

“No, Chief,” they replied as one.

“We have wood and water, and the latrine is clear,” Magan reported. “Adi should be here soon with our relief.”

“With the weather, it may take longer than normal,” I observed.

Ruma said, “Probably, Chief. We got to our post just as the wind came in. This shift has been pretty miserable. The wind blows right through the observation window.”

“Noted,” I said with a grim smile. “Siobhan and I are going to go cover for the ones we fished out of the water. Stay warm.”

“You too, Chief,” they called to our retreating backs.

As we trudged through the heavy snow, Siobhan said, “We need to figure out how to make snowshoes.”

“That wouldn’t be hard,” I huffed. “I’ve done it before. This isn’t too bad right now, but they might be useful if it gets a little deeper.”

We got back to the OP and shook the snow off our garments before entering the shelter. The heat from the fire had been reflecting off the walls during our departure, so it was fairly comfortable. I watched across the river while Siobhan stirred some herbs into the boiling water for tea. We cuddled close to each other and sipped our tea while we watched the snow softly fall across the creek.

Adi showed up with our relief about three hours later. Siobhan handed him a cup of tea as I gave the shift turnover brief.

Adi said, “If I take those kids out in this weather with wet clothes, they’ll get sick and maybe get frostbite.”

“Leave them at our place tonight,” I told him. “It’ll be tight, but we’ll manage. I can bring them around in the morning when their clothes are dry. Just let their families know where they are.”

“I will, Chief,” Adi replied.

Siobhan and I trudged back to the house. We took the opportunity to stop at the latrine and then the wood pile to grab some more firewood.

I could just barely make out smoke coming out of the cupola on the roof before we slipped inside.

Nelda met us at the door and murmured, “Be careful of the youths. We have the boys in your sleeping bags on the floor. Fridiswid is in my furs upstairs with the kids. Everyone is asleep or close to it.”

“How’s the smoke in here?” I asked before setting the wood down as carefully as I could.

“Goot,” she replied. “That strange hole in the roof is working pretty well.”

“I should clear the snow from it tomorrow to ensure it stays clear,” I observed as I removed my outerwear.

“Go to bed,” the little healer said. “Jenn will relieve me soon. Leave your clothes for laundry tomorrow morning.”

Siobhan and I each kissed her good night, crawled into the bed with our wives, and quickly dropped off.
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I woke up to Kurt giggling as he crawled onto the bed. I growled, “Don’t even try it, you little monkey. I’ll have you shaving a whole pine tree into tinder.”

Kurt pouted and backed off the bed. “Sorry, Papa,” he pouted. “I want to play.”

“Son, Mama Siobhan and I were out very late, and we’re very tired,” I explained. “We can play later. You can help me care for the horses.”

Kurt grinned and ran to the front of the house, tripping over his feet. Jenn snagged him as I dropped my head back to relax for a moment longer.

I felt two naked women flanking me, lying on my chest as Kurt bounded over to Kat. I recognized Siobhan’s dark hair on my right, but I was surprised to see a strawberry blond head that indicated the sharp nipples poking into the ribs on my left had to belong to Nelda.

I murmured in English, “Nelda, I am going to spank you until your ass is red.”

“Can you wait until I wake up?” Nelda groaned in the same language.

Siobhan muttered, defending the girl, “Anita and Jenn are washing our clothes. She only has the one winter dress. Don’t be a gobshite, husband.”

“Yes, dear,” I murmured. I still gave Nelda’s pert little bum a gentle spank, which caused her to burrow closer while I kissed Siobhan.

“You might as well get up, Max,” she said after our lips parted. “Let Nelda sleep a little longer. Jenn didn’t relieve her until nearly dawn.”

I murmured, “Yes, ma’am.”

I rolled on top of Siobhan, and her thighs opened automatically. I kissed her passionately, and she responded in kind, letting my tongue in to play tag with hers. I squeezed her firm ass and rolled off the bed as her eyes opened wide to indicate she was starting to freak out.

I noted Lars, Georg, and Fridiswid sitting around the fire with Jenn, Siglinde, and Kurt before I squatted next to my bag to pull out clean clothes. After stepping into boxers and trousers, I pulled on a long-sleeved T-shirt and took the rest over to the fire. I sat next to Georg, pulling on my socks and boots.

“Are your clothes dry yet?” I asked quietly.

“No,” Lars moaned quietly. “They’re still cold and wet.”

“Mine are pretty good, Chief,” Fridiswid said. “Still a little damp, but I could make it home for dry ones.” She flashed me a small breast as she adjusted the fur wrapped around her and grinned when I noticed.

I frowned at her before turning to Lars. “We’ll probably just load you all up on horses and take you home wearing the furs. The horses will help you keep warm.”

“Maybe we should bring a pack with a spare set of clothes,” Georg murmured.

“Good idea,” I encouraged him. “Has it stopped snowing?” I asked no one in particular.

“Yes,” Jenn replied with a yawn. “It stopped shortly after dawn.”

She helped Kurt with his boots and gloves as Fridiswid added, “But the sky is still dark, and it feels like more is coming.”

I pulled on my parka and wrapped my weapons belt around my hips. Then I checked the revolver to ensure all cylinders were full and reholstered it.

I looked at Kurt. “Are you ready, son?”

Kurt inhaled, readying for a shout, but Jenn laid a finger across his mouth and told him, “Quietly, Kurt.”

Kurt stage whispered, “Yes, Papa!”

Kurt and I quickly slipped out the door and shut it before too much cold air got inside. The horses were chewing on the hay we had laid out the previous night, and they all looked healthy. There was snow all over the tack, so I started by brushing that off. Then I combed each of the mounts I planned to use to return the youths. I saddled Sultan while Kurt saddled Pretty, and I checked his work as Siglinde joined us, carrying her bow and arrows, wearing woolen pants, boots, and her wolf fur coat.

Siglinde asked quietly in English, “May I go, Daddy? I would like to go for a ride.”

“Certainly, sweetie,” I told my daughter. “Go ahead and saddle Frisky.”

She asked, “Can I ride Pammy instead, Daddy? The mommies said I could start riding a full-size horse, and she’s not as big as Horst or Andrew.”

“Can you saddle Pammy?” I asked, thinking she wouldn’t be able to.

“Yes, Daddy,” she replied confidently.

“Show me,” I challenged her.

Siglinde took a hackamore and hung her bow and quiver from the vacant peg.

She walked through the tight press of horses in the barn to stand before the roan mare. Siglinde murmured to the horse in Saxon, “Hey, pretty Pammy. We finally get to go on a ride with Papa. Are you ready?”

The horse lowered her head to nuzzle my daughter’s hair at the edge of the fur on Siglinde’s hood. Then Pammy dropped her head further, and Siglinde adeptly put the hackamore on the horse.

Siglinde pushed against the horses fearlessly as she led Pammy outside the barn and tied her reins to one of the barn uprights. Then, Siglinde moved a stump between Pammy and the crossbeam of the barn where her saddle was resting. The small girl stepped up on the stump and put a blanket across Pammy’s back before twisting to pick up her saddle and place it gently on the horse blanket.

I grabbed three more hackamores and put them on Andrew, Micky, and Jorge. I kept watching Siglinde as she jumped down and started adjusting and buckling the front and back cinch straps. After inspecting her work, she hung her bow and quiver from the front saddle horns.

“Hold on a moment, sweetie,” I told Siglinde in Saxon. I checked the cinches on Pammy and found them to be properly placed and snug without digging into the horse’s flesh.

I nodded down at my daughter. “Well done, honey,” I told her. “Mount up.”

Siglinde grinned as she loosened the reins and draped them onto the saddle horns. Then she stood on the stump, grabbed the reins, put her foot in the stirrup, and swung into the saddle like she was born to it.

Kurt scrambled up into his saddle with a big grin. I asked him, “Where are your weapons, son?”

He raised his sling and then pulled back his coat to reveal the eighteen-inch dirk that he used for his sword. Then he frowned and looked around before pointing to the house. “I left my shield inside, Papa.”

“Go get it, and tell our guests that it’s time to go,” I told him. He dropped off Pretty and ran to the house.

I could hear him holler “Let’s go!” as he ran back to us.

“I really need to teach him not to yell all the time,” I murmured.

“Good luck,” Siglinde said with a giggle.

We led the horses around to the front as everyone came out. All three guards dropped their furs and launched their naked asses onto a mount. Once they were settled, Jenn, Siobhan, and I handed the furs back to each of them so they could wrap up to ward off the cold. After, we handed them each a bundle of wet clothes wrapped with their sword belts.

I kissed each of my wives and launched onto Sultan’s back. Siobhan ducked inside and returned with a quiver of arrows and a cased bow, which she handed to me. Then I led the group out into the meadow and down to Renvard’s village.

The youths slid off their horses and thanked me, leaving the furs on the backs of their horses. As they walked toward their homes, Fridiswid grinned at me over her shoulder, swaying her trim naked butt a bit.

I snorted and shook my head as I gathered the reins, and we led the horses back to our farm. We took the bridles off, rubbed the extra horses down, and combed them before helping the wives hang the laundry on lines in the house.

Gabi and Kat saddled their horses and rode with me and the kids as we took a tour around the OPs. We started at the northern one, bypassed the one at the house, and worked our way through the ridges and then the two overlooking the Lenne River.

I thought about what Yakob told me about the legion headquarters, trying to remember the map that Jenn was making. The Rhine must’ve been fifty to sixty kilometers to the west. Unfortunately, the line of sight was blocked by the peaks south of Haven and the ridges on the north bank of the Ruhr. The longer I pondered the situation, the more convinced I became that a recon trip to the Rhine was required.

We hurried back home to care for the horses and spend time with the rest of the family, returning just as the snow began to fall again.

We all stripped upon entering and sat around the fire, wrapped in furs, with our feet on fur-wrapped warm stones. The kids cuddled close as Nelda and Anita served us soup. Nelda was wearing borrowed trousers and my Woolrich shirt while her dress dried.

I pulled Anita onto my lap and caressed her nascent baby bump.

She teased, “It’s not even visible yet, Max.”

“Yeah, but I know our child is in there,” I replied seriously. “No child of ours will ever want for affection, my love.”

All the ladies chuckled and let out some good-natured ribbing

After the jeers calmed down, Anita leaned in and whispered into my ear, “How about you fuck me senseless, my king?”

“Race you to the bed,” I replied, and Anita was off like a shot to a chorus of laughter. I stood, wrapped my fur around the kids, and sauntered off to pleasure my wife. The other wives grinned, watching my little monster rise.
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RECON, TRAINING, AND PRACTICE


Two days later, Gabi and I were on a ladder, poking a vent hole in the top of our crashed airplane fuselage. We had removed one pair of seats and created a small firepit just inside the exterior door into the passenger space, so Jenn and Tabby would be a little more comfortable as they worked on the map. We wedged pieces of wood into the edges of the hole to support a smaller version of the cupola I put on top of the house.

When I was satisfied with the construction, Gabi took the ladders to the barn while I carried a pot of coals from the house and dumped them into the small firepit while Jenn worked diligently—tracing, checking, and inking. I added small pieces of wood to create a cheery little fire and watched the smoke slowly work its way up and out the hole.

Jenn groused gently behind me, “Smoke or cold. I never thought I’d miss Texas.” She kneeled to place her pencil on the ground and blew into her hands. She was wearing the soft wool scarf I gave her, and it was tucked into her fleece, which she had zipped all the way to the top. A black polypro watch cap sat on top of her lustrous, neatly braided black hair.

I stood from my spot by the fire, took off my parka, and draped it over her shoulders as she stood. “Where’s your parka, Jenn?” I asked as I wrapped my garment around her.

Jenn clasped my hands and pulled my arms around her. “I left it in the house, Max. I was nearly sweating from the extra wood Siglinde threw on the breakfast fire this morning, so I only started to notice the chill about the time you punched the hole in the roof.” She clasped my hands tightly. “Your hands are so warm.”

I chuckled and replied, “I had my gloves on until just a moment ago. Can’t you wear your gloves while you work?”

“They’re in the pocket of my parka, but I can’t wear them when I ink,” she said. “I’m too likely to smear the ink.”

“Highly unlikely,” I chided her. “You are too meticulous, my beloved wife.”

Jenn pressed back into my body and pulled my arms tightly around her. I squeezed her gently as she said, “Being the beloved wife of a man is the last thing I thought I’d ever be.”

“Regrets?” I asked.

Jenn chuckled. “I regret that I’m not back in Denver still teasing you with flashes of my goodies. At this point, you’ve seen everything I have, and the mystery is gone.”

“No, love,” I chuckled in response. “You are definitely still a woman of mystery.”

“Thanks, Maxwell,” she replied and turned to slide her hands under my fleece and wrap her arms around me. She looked up into my eyes. “Your body is so warm. Having a husband has been much nicer than I thought it ever could be.”

“Plus you have some of the most prime females on the planet to love you,” I teased.

“So do you, husband,” she teased back. “So do you.”

I kissed her forehead just below the edge of her watch cap. “You’re making good progress on the map, Jenn. It’s a hard task, but you’re doing really good work, sweetie.”

She turned to look over her shoulder at the tracing. “It’s so arbitrary. I think I would do better if I could see it and relate the map to the ground.”

“I’m heading out in a couple of days with two mounted squads,” I replied. “You ride well enough to come along. I was going to take Gabi or Kat, but you could come instead.”

“I’m not much of a warrior,” Jenn said quietly. “Either of them would probably be better choices. Or Siobhan. Tabby, Anita, and I are all homebodies.”

“You’re a good shot with the Glock, the carbine, and my rifle, and your skills with a blade are decent,” I told her. “Your bow skills keep getting better with time. I know camping isn’t really your thing, but we’ll probably only sleep rough a couple of nights before we overnight here and head south to train the last villages for a few days. If the weather holds, I might run over to Oberbarmen to pick up a wagon of iron and steel stock. You’d see a lot of what you’re trying to map.”

“I haven’t been any farther than Edelheim since we landed,” she mused as she squeezed my hands. “It might be nice to get out. How dangerous do you think it will be?”

“Given it’s winter, I expect that there shouldn’t be any battles,” I told her. “I’ll keep you as safe as I can, Jenn. Honestly, I want one of the wives with me just to watch my back and keep me from going all Rambo.”

Jenn looked over her shoulder at me, and I brushed a kiss across her lips. She hummed and replied, “I’ll watch your back, cowboy.” She reached back and caressed my cheek. “You need a shave, Maxwell.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I think I’m growing a beard faster with the cold—or I just don’t want to go through the effort to heat shaving water.”

“No more than two days’ growth, Maxwell,” Jenn ordered. “We’ve discussed it, and that’s the most whiskers we’re willing to put up with, especially from those who have you putting your face in their pussies. Now, would you bring me one of those tables, husband?”

I tilted Jenn’s chin up and leaned down to kiss her warmly, just a little past chaste. “I love you, Jennifer Morgan.”

“I love you too, you big galoot,” she replied softly. “Now go fetch my table.”

“Yas’em, Miss Jennifer. Right away, ma’am,” I teased.

Her hands slid out from under my fleece, and I grabbed the table next to the fire and set it next to the back cargo wall. I watched Jenn’s plush ass as she squatted to pick up her instruments and set them on the table.

She didn’t even look at me when she asked, “Enjoying the show, Maxwell?”

“You know I am, Jennifer,” I replied softly as I thought about how much of a shame it was that she doesn’t find men attractive. I shook my head gently and made for the door. “I’ll be back to check on you later. I need to get that bathtub started or Siobhan’s going to run off and join the Romans.”

Jenn chuckled sexily as I stepped down the ladder. Siobhan met me on the ground holding Jenn’s parka. I kissed her quickly and headed over to the eight-foot long, four-foot diameter log that Siobhan and I had picked out for a bathtub.

Gabi had cleared the snow from where we wanted to set it up about ten feet from the outdoor fire reflector, so she and I maneuvered the log into place from where it lay next to the house. We rolled and scooted the log until we had it sitting where we wanted it, and then Tabby and Gabi tapped wedges under it to hold it still while I stabilized it. Then, Gabi and I started sawing off the top while Tabby went off to work on building an oven from the rocks we’d collected. Once we cut off the top of the log, we shaped the outside of the log so that the exterior looked a little more like a tub. I used my hand ax and a mallet to mark the interior of the tub walls before we called it a night. Tabby, Kat, the kids, and I took care of the animals for the night before heading into the house.

When I entered the house, I discovered that someone had put long wooden runners under the bank of seats we had removed from the airplane and pinned them in place. The chairs effectively created a loveseat at the west end of the cook fire. Nice, I thought.

We had a soup with barley, root vegetables, and meat, plus each of us had a slice of bread. After dinner, we bathed, I shaved, and dressed in clean clothes. Once I passed inspection by Kat and Anita, I pulled on my weapons belt, shouldered my backpack, gathered an armful of firewood from the woodpile outside, and carried it over to the airplane.

I warmed up the fire and closed the ramp. After moving a table next to the fire, I sat in the narrow seat facing the rear of the aircraft. I pulled my feet out of my boots and propped them up on the little coffee table, pointing toward the fire. I laid my weapons belt in the seat next to me and pulled my Surface and the notebook I bought from Yakob out of my pack. I began rooting through the videos and articles I’d amassed with what I considered “prepper information.”

I found a handful of videos and PDFs of websites on making black powder. I remembered thinking it would be cool to make my own musket or Kentucky long rifle, but I just didn’t have the time back in Colorado to experiment with it. I did have a number of articles on everything from creating black powder, matchlock actions, flintlock actions, and boring rifle barrels, plus the history of cannon manufacturing. Since it was kind of the first step, I figured I’d better start collecting ingredients to make black powder.

I heard a knock from the cargo area before Tabby appeared in the doorway wrapped in a fur cloak and carrying a basket project she’d been working on. She laid my weapons under my feet and crawled up next to me. We shared a lingering kiss and a meaningful look before Tabby smirked and started working on her basket.

I made notes in my book about sources and preparation of the components—saltpeter, charcoal, and sulfur. One source recommended adding dextrin, but that seemed to be more of a stabilizer. I wasn’t familiar with the compound, and I only found one article on my computer about it, which talked about how dextrin was a carbohydrate byproduct of a variety of processes to package food products.

I made some notes on that but focused on documenting and planning for the collection and preparation of the three basic ingredients—potassium nitrate, charcoal, and sulfur.

Then I looked at how to make fuses. I had four different videos and two PDFs on various methods, but many used alcohol or sugar—not impossible, but I’d have to create those before I could start making fuses. The simple one was making paper fuses by wrapping twists around black powder. I suspected that would burn fairly quickly. Experimentation would be required.

I yawned as I finished making some notes on things to try in my notebook.

Tabby spoke as she worked to finish her project. “Max, when you’re gone on this next trip, can I borrow your computer? I’d like to browse your videos and articles to see if there’s anything we can leverage.”

“Sure, Tabs,” I replied as I stretched my arms over my head. “I planned to leave it here anyway—less chance of it getting damaged. I removed the password, so run wild. Just don’t let Kurt or Siglinde at it. Kurt will break it just from excitement. Siglinde is less likely to, but it’s completely foreign to them. If it survives until they’re in their teens, we can introduce them to it then.”

“Sounds reasonable,” she replied as she stood and expected her work. “I’ll take good care of it. We should probably get some more notebooks, so we can transcribe as much as possible.”

“I agree,” I replied as Tabby kneeled to set her basket by the door. “Too bad that bound books are hard to find and expensive.”

Tabby’s fur cloak pooled around her as she fiddled with the basket. I put the Surface and notebook back in my backpack and just watched her.

Tabby stood and shrugged her cloak from her shoulders to reveal her smooth pale skin. Her little bubble butt flexed as she swayed her naked hips from side to side. She executed a pirouette and held her arms out to her sides to allow me to look at her sexy little body. Her once soft, seemingly undefined body now glowed with health, and strong muscles were visible where before, only soft flesh was apparent. Her breasts were less round and more pointed than when I first met her, but they still stood high, pert, and proud. She had a little cut near each hip bone on her abdomen, and her shoulders and thighs had some visible muscles under her skin.

I stood and dropped my trousers. Beckoning her with a crook of my finger, I sat back on the edge of the seat. Tabby pulled the table out of the way and stood between my knees. We kissed passionately as my hands roamed her petite body and she stroked my little monster to full rigidity.

I asked quietly, “How long before someone comes to find us?”

“Morning,” Tabby murmured into my neck as I nibbled on hers. “Since I’m not likely to go on a road trip with you, I get my alone time with you tonight.”

“Works for me,” I replied as I lifted her into the air.

Tabby’s legs opened to wrap around my waist as she guided the helmet of my monster into her tiny slit.

“Make me scream, Max,” she whispered into my ear. “We don’t have to worry about keeping anyone awake.”

Despite the distance from the house and its thick walls, I was fairly certain her uninhibited screams of pleasure ensured no one got to sleep for several hours.
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We spent the next day preparing for my departure.

I met with the squad leaders to ensure that we had two strong squads of mounted infantry. Five women in addition to Jenn were going to ride with us to provide scouting and archer capabilities. It was a bit of an experiment, but Kat and Siobhan made a strong case that the ladies might be better scouts than the guys. Their argument centered around the fact that the ladies knew they didn’t want to get into a pitched battle with male soldiers. I knew some of the guys in the two squads were skilled hunters and trackers, but I figured it was worth a try.

I had to loan out four horses to ensure everyone was mounted, but that still left enough mounts between the ponies and the remaining horses that everyone in the family had a ride if they needed to run away.

Brynhild, one of the female squad leaders, would lead the team of Fridiswid, Tussi, Ymma, and Sunnife as the newly minted scout squad. I left Walter in charge during my absence, and had Rilberht and Leofgar bring their squads. I promised to take Willem and Frithstan with me for the training mission to the last of the villages to the south and east. Thibalt would come as my squire again.

When Peoht came by to check on the OPs, he had Dagmund, the bowyer from Edelheim, with him. Dagmund presented me with a new breakdown bow and two quivers of longer arrows that were customized to my size.

Dagmund had salvaged the riser and metal hardware from my original bow, but he had longer, heavier limbs on it. When I test fired it, I found the pull was about the same as the Mongol bow I planned to pack into a case on the back of my saddle.

That night, I played with the kids for a solid hour after dinner. Then Nelda took them up into the loft so my wives could say goodbye. I filled Tabby, Kat, Anita, and Gabi’s wombs with my seed that night, and I wouldn’t have been surprised to find another one of them pregnant before the Saxon gathering.

The next morning, Jenn and I loaded a pack saddle with our backpacks, provisions, and camping gear on Horst. Jenn had her Glock pistol, and I had my revolver plus my trusty Henry rifle hanging from my saddle horn under one of the two quivers of arrows. I also had a cased Mongol bow and the new breakdown bow with me, so I hoped I wouldn’t need to expend any of our precious ammo. Regardless, we took two hundred rounds each of 9mm and .45 Colt just in case. Each of us had a sword and round shield. Horst had four spears attached to his pack.

Jenn and I handed out kisses to our family in the dawn light before mounting and trotted down along the creek to the ford. Brynhild sent two of her ladies out front to scout. Rilberht’s squad took the lead. Jenn and I followed, then Leofgar’s squad trailed and established a rear guard.

The sun was well up when we got to Baarmarkt, but no one was doing business. A couple of residents waved as they started their day. We headed west and followed the trail at a trot. We let the horses drink every time we had to cross a creek feeding into the Ruhr. I generally remembered where the fords for each were, but the scouts proved valuable intel by having everything identified as the main body arrived. Brynhild swapped out the person on point at each crossing. After the fourth crossing, I took a turn riding as a scout with Brynhild before she swapped us out again.

We took a short break around midday for a quick meal and to rest the horses. Jenn took the opportunity to make some notes in pencil on Gabi’s Autobahn map.

As the sun approached the western horizon, we waited at the mouth of the Lenne, waiting to be ferried across the Ruhr. We were taken to the northern shore in one of the large Roman barges meant to deliver us to the trail under Sigiburg Fort. We rode up a steep path to the gates of the fort, and we were shown to a stable by Eastmund, one of the squad leaders I had trained on my last visit. We cared for our horses, and then Eastmund led Jenn and me to meet Wolfram, his wife Agneta, and Raimond, who served as his local war chief.

We had a light meal of soup and bread for supper while I discussed what I learned from Yakob.

I told them, “Several things concern me, Chief. We don’t know what the Roman and Frankish plans are. We don’t have a good picture of where they are deployed or what weapons they have. Given what Yakob told me, I think it’s safe to say they plan to continue using the Franks to drive us to extinction, but that’s still very general. Plus, I learned that the Romans have enslaved Yakob, holding his wife and daughter hostage, which I don’t care for.”

“Enemies captured in battle are often kept as slaves, Max,” the chief said quietly. “The Saxons have enslaved more than a few Franks and Romans to work their fields. Even Katthi, Cheruski, Frisi, and others from the allied tribes have been enslaved.”

I shook my head slowly, “It’s a bad practice, Chief. Even if you feel obligated to keep slaves, I think you have to have a path for them to earn their freedom, or they will work against you.”

“I’ll consider this, Max,” Wolfram replied with a frown. “What else bothers you?”

I frowned for a moment. “Well, Chief, I’m concerned about the impact the Christian priests are having on the discipline of the Romans. Based on what I know of them, their only agenda is to gather converts, essentially for control over others. It wasn’t as bad in my homeland, but I saw this happen often. The Christian priests from Rome don’t care about Romans, Franks, Saxons, or anyone else. They only care about telling people how to live their lives and separating them from their coin. They encourage rape and murder of those who don’t share their faith. I don’t think we can afford to let them live.”

“We’ve captured some of these priests,” Raimond said. “As far as I know, they’ve all been sacrificed on the Irminsul.”

“I think that is the best solution for now,” I agreed, morosely thinking of all the men I was condemning to die. Then I thought about the victims of their followers and decided I wouldn’t lose much sleep over any dead priests.

Turning my thoughts to travel, I said, “I’m planning to take my group to the Rhine. I want to get a detailed understanding of where the forts and bridges are. I’m assuming there are Saxon forts watching the Romans, so maybe I can learn what the Roman patterns are and meet some of the Saxons. I want to free Yakob and his family. They may have artisans who know crafts we could use. If we capture them, they could work for three or five years to earn their freedom.”

“Ten would be better,” Wolfram said. “It’s a good plan.” After a pause, he added, “I expected more detail from you, War Chief.”

“I’ll be able to make a better plan once I learn more,” I told the chief pensively. He smiled and nodded.

“That’s reasonable,” Raimond agreed. “You might want to check in at Deuton Fortress. It’s an old Saxon fort that overlooks the mouth of the Ruhr. There’s a decent ford there just south of where the two rivers join, but the Romans hold the fort. There is also a bridge to the north across from Lippe Fort and one to the south. I haven’t heard any news of the Romans building any more.”

“That lines up with what I’ve learned so far,” I replied.

Wolfram asked, “How is training going?”

“After this recon run, I’m taking three squads south and east to train those villages,” I replied. “That should be the last of the training visits. Drills of our village’s company are going well. We’re experimenting with using some of the women as scouts in addition to archers. So with any luck, we can finish training and move against the Romans in some small way before the Blessing of the Plow…‘Disting,’ right?” Wolfram nodded, and I finished my thought. “After that, we’ll be obligated to abide by what the Saxon tribes agree on, correct?”

“Yes,” Wolfram agreed. “Do you need any supplies for your trip?”

“We should be good for the trip out, but if I could get a few bags of grain on the return, it would help. The folks at Edelheim lost most of their crops when the Franks chased them from their homes,” I replied.

“I’ll send a barge up the Lenne with fifty bags of barley and oats,” Wolfram said. “It’s not much for a village that big, but we can give that without starving our own people. I’ll get that started tomorrow.”

“Thanks, Chief,” I replied. “Our people will be grateful.”

“Enough of that,” Wolfram said and waved at a serving girl with a pitcher. “One more beer, and then Maethild can show you to your room.”

Later, Jenn and I washed up and hung our clothes to dry by the fire. I noticed a gold crucifix hanging from her neck as she pulled on a pair of boy shorts and my Woolrich shirt.

“I don’t recall seeing that before,” I said pointing to the jewelry.

“My brother Javier gave it to me before we left. It’s a crucifix and a St. Christopher medal,” she replied quietly. “I found it in my bag when I was packing for this trip.”

“Gold looks good on you,” I told her as I donned my own PJs—a fresh T-shirt and pair of boxer briefs.

We crawled into the bed, and soon we were lying on a feather mattress with Jenn’s head resting on my shoulder and her arm across my chest.

Jenn whispered, “Max, I’ve been thinking about something.”

“What’s that?” I replied as I reveled in Jenn's warmth and the unique blend of firmness and softness of her body.

“I want to have a baby,” she whispered. “I love taking care of Kurt and Siglinde, but doing that has really made me want one of my own.”

“That’s going to be exponentially harder for you given the lack of technology for a nonsexual insemination,” I told her.

“Too bad I didn’t have a turkey baster on my packing list,” Jenn mused. “It’s one of the low-tech options for lesbians who decide they want to be breeders.”

“Maybe we can use Gabi’s hot water bottle kit,” I replied.

“You mean her enema bag? I think she’s keeping that for when she first decides to try anal with you,” Jenn says quietly.

“We’ll figure something out, Jenn,” I murmured.

Jenn pulled my face toward her and gave me the wettest, most passionate kiss I had ever received from her.

After our lips parted, we stared at each other for a long moment. Finally, I said, “Please tell me what I did to earn that, because I’d really like to earn it again.”

Jenn caressed my face and murmured. “You didn’t assume that I was going to spread my legs so you could impregnate me.”

“I’m pretty sure you don’t want that,” I replied quietly.

“It would be simplest,” Jenn replied. “I can’t say I’m enthused, but you’re a good man and I know you’re a considerate lover. I do love you, Maxwell.” Her eyes roamed my face for a moment before saying, “I might be able to give up my gold star to have your baby. It would probably just be to create children, so it wouldn’t be frequent, but I’m thinking I want two kids. Getting pregnant on the first try is unusual, so I would have to make love to you multiple times.”

“You’ve thought about this quite a bit,” I observed.

Jenn nodded. “Ever since Anita got pregnant.”

“Not tonight, right?” I asked.

“No, not tonight,” she agreed. “I think we both need to wrap our brains around it before we start trying.”

“Jenn, I’m your husband. I don’t need to wrap my brain around this. I will do anything I can to bring you joy. I think it’s fair to tell you that I will demand to make love to you rather than just humping you until I load you up with my sperm,” I told her.

She grinned at me. “I expect your very best, Maxwell.” She kissed me lightly before saying, “Good night, husband.” She rolled off me to face away from me.

I pulled her back close to me and wrapped my arms around her as I spooned her. I murmured into her ear, “Good night, my beloved wife.”

Jenn burrowed her plush ass back against my little monster, and her breathing slowed into a relaxed rhythm. It took me a while to drop off; I kept thinking about what she said.

The next day, Wolfram sent a rider ahead to let the Saxon leader in Astnide know to expect us. We said our goodbyes to Wolfram, Raimond, and Agneta before we rode overland toward the city.

On our short breaks, I conferred with Jenn and came to the conclusion that Astnide was located within the boundaries of the modern city of Essen. Astnide was a village that had popped up around a wooden and stone fort. We rode through the village without any issue, and when we announced ourselves to the guards at the fort, we were led to the stable. The guard said there was no room in the barracks, so I called a meeting with the squad leaders and had them set up a guard post at the stable entrance and had the troops sweep out empty stalls. We laid down fresh wheat straw to sleep on before putting down our bedrolls.

Everyone shared a cold dinner of travel cakes and smoked meat while we discussed the plan for the next day as the sky turned dark and the fort’s guards lit the torches in the courtyard.

After eating, everyone made a beeline for their bedrolls. Jenn stripped down to her boy shorts and sports bra, then asked me for my Woolrich shirt. As I pulled it from my bag, Jenn pulled her sports bra up to release her bountiful breasts. I helped her into the warm shirt, eased her into my sleeping bag, and kissed her good night.

With doe eyes, Jenn purred to me, “Hurry back, Maxwell. You’re the absolute best bed warmer.”

I leaned over and kissed her again. “I’ll try not to wake you. Sweet dreams.”

She smiled at me as she arranged her long braid, and closed her eyes. I stood with a sigh and went to pull the first guard shift with Aelfgren, one of the men from Leofgar’s squad.

In the morning, a soldier arrived as we were getting ready for the day with some warm-up exercises. The soldier said the fort commander, Botulf, invited me to breakfast with him. I agreed, and the guard waved across the courtyard as we prepared our horses to leave. Botulf arrived in the stable with a couple of knights and serving girls carrying fresh bread, freshly fried back bacon, and apples for our group’s breakfast.

Botulf proved to be a gracious host, asking about the troops, ensuring we had plenty to eat, and making a point to meet everyone. He had a little white in his blond beard and long hair, but he looked lean and strong. He had belted a cavalry sword over chain mail armor, woolen trousers, and Saxon boots.

From our discussion, I learned a bit more about the locale. I expressed my disgust at how the Romans were treating Yakob’s family, and that I was doing a scouting trip so I could formulate a plan to deal with them.

Botulf committed to help as he could. He told me that Deuton Fortress sat on a major Roman trade route that he called the Hellweg, and that the Rhine was fordable there unless the spring floods were in effect. He recommended fording there and circling around the Vetera fort to attack from the southwest. We looked at the Autobahn map, and I thought Deuton Fortress might be across the river from Duisburg on the map. Botulf concurred as he looked at it, fascinated with all the roads and towns on it that didn’t exist yet. He said the river flowed a little differently at the confluence of the Ruhr with the Rhine, and he traced it with the pencil, adding the ford. Then he drew in the contemporary flow of the Rhine and Lippe before marking the bridge, Lippe Fort, Castra Vetera and the adjacent Roman colony, and a couple of other forts.

Botulf mentioned that Astnide used to be a Katthi settlement, but that after the Roman retaliation for the Teutoburg Forest battle a couple centuries ago, the Katthi withdrew into the Sauerland. Botulf was a Saxon, as were many of his soldiers, but he said he had a mix of people in the fort and in his army, including tribes from both sides of the Rhine and even some Angles and Jutes. He had three hundred fifty souls in his care, two hundred of whom were soldiers, plus a village of nearly one thousand outside his walls. Botulf related that his mission was primarily to provide a rapid response to support Deuton and Hamborn Forts in case of a Roman incursion and protect the local citizenry from bandits—mostly Cheruski raiding parties. The Franks apparently didn’t make incursions that far east.

He asked if I’d be willing to sell him our horses because he was running short. Most of his troops were originally cavalry but now served as infantry. Like me, he understood that mounted infantry could help with rapidly getting soldiers where they were needed quickly, but he was looking for solutions to his problems. I declined to sell but told him that I could probably arrange a delivery from the Franks to the south. He laughed as he told me he’d pay good money for Frankish or Roman mounts. I told him that I got mine from them at a discount, and he found that pretty funny, too.

Botulf asked me to deliver a message to the commander at Lippe Fort. He said the fort was on the north side of the Lippe, just east of the Roman bridge from Castra Vetera. He showed me a bit of scroll, but I struggled to make heads or tails of the writing. I decided I needed to add “learn to read and write Saxon” to my to-do list—probably Latin, too. He stuffed the scrap of parchment into a small wooden tube, and I tucked it inside my parka.

Botulf loaded us up with additional bread, meat, apples, and a roughly one hundred pound bag of oats for our day’s journey, and then we left the fort, stopping by the midden heap for morning constitutionals before heading north and west toward Lippe Fort.

Brynhild sent out her entire squad to scout, and we arrived at the Emscher River by late morning. Our scouts found a good ford, and we were quickly across and on our way to the fort at Hamborn. We arrived at the ferry at the Lippe River as the sun neared the horizon.

The ferry was on the north bank, and the old man who operated it yelled “Tomorrow morning” across the water before disappearing into his hut for the night.

We set up camp in the tree line west of the ferry and let the horses forage in the grass since the snow had mostly melted. Jenn worked with some of the soldiers to hunt down enough firewood for a couple of fires to get us through the night while I set up our shelter.

Once camp was established, we picketed the horses and fed them all some oats before we broke out the last of the bread and apples to supplement our rations.

Jenn stripped and crawled under the tarp and into my sleeping bag. I followed suit and cuddled up next to her. Tentatively, she pulled my hand up to her breasts. I gently caressed her flesh, marveling at its softness.

Jenn said, “I’m not there yet, Maxwell. I just needed to be touched.”

“Whatever you need from me, Jennifer,” I told her. “I’m yours.”

She was quiet for a while, and I had just about drifted off to sleep when I heard her murmur, “I love you, Maxwell.”

I nuzzled her hair and replied, “I love you too, Jennifer.”

I fell asleep with her silky, soft breast cupped in my rough hand.
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Iawoke the next morning on my back, with Jenn sprawled across me, her hips pinning my erect monster to my body. She awoke when she felt me stir and gave me a sleepy smile.

“Good morning, husband,” she muttered. Suddenly her eyes flew open before she shifted to put a hand down my boxers to grab my little monster. She moaned, “Damn! I’ll have to retire Big Bob if you give me this.”

I chuckled as her hand gently stroked me. “You’ve seen it before,” I told her. “If you keep that up, I’ll start the breeding program right now.”

Jenn smiled and slid her hand down to cup my balls. “I’d seen it, but I’d never handled it, Maxwell. These definitely feel like they are ready for service,” she said before kissing me. “Patience, husband. I swore you’d never get this, and I meant it when I said it. It’s going to take me a little while before I can switch gears in my head.”

I cocked an eyebrow at her before teasing, “I think you have no intention of following through, Jenn. I think you just figured out a new way to tease me.”

Jenn’s face turned serious. “No, Maxwell. I fully intend to make love to you until you breed me. I probably won’t again once I’m pregnant, but I expect to be your lover until you do.” She placed both hands on my face and kissed me, tentatively at first but with growing passion as I reached down to squeeze her thick, firm ass.

Jenn moaned in my mouth as I worked the muscles in her buttocks until we broke for breath. I was breathing hard, and Jenn’s eyes were hooded with lust.

She purred, “That’s a very convincing argument for starting this morning, Maxwell, but I think we need to get across that river.”

“Yep,” I agreed and quickly brushed my lips against hers. “Let’s get up, my sexy wife.”

Jenn slid off me and teased, “I think you’re going to have trouble walking with that, Maxwell.” She sat back on her heels, baring her plush breasts to the world.

“I’ll manage,” I replied with a smirk as I pulled on my trousers. Jenn threaded her arms into her sports bra and pulled it down to encase her heavy breasts. She rolled back from her squat to sit and stick her legs through her shorts and then pull her trousers on. I pulled on my socks and boots before I grabbed my backpack, shirts, parka, and weapons. I crawled out from under the tarp and stood up on the frosty ground, pulling on my waffle shirt, undervest, chain mail vest, and parka. Jenn followed me out and dressed as well.

We took down the tarp that we used as a cover, the bedroll, and the second tarp that served as a ground cloth. We packed, saddled the horses, and formed up the unit. Brynhild sent a couple of ladies down to the ferry landing, chewing on ration cakes in the saddle. The rest of us ate before following.

The ferry was waiting for us by the time the main body arrived, but it was a small raft. It took us nearly three hours to get the entire unit across the Lippe River, and I often wondered if it wouldn’t have been faster to ride upstream and find a ford. Our scouts crossed first and set up a picket line in a semicircle out to about a mile.

Once we were across the river, I paid the ferryman five Roman silver coins. Brynhild led her ladies to scout ahead while Leofgar’s squad took the lead. Jenn, Thibalt, and I rode between the squads. Rilberht’s squad fell in behind us, and he put out a rear guard of four soldiers. I made a mental note that we probably should bring a full squad of scouts in the future.

We rode for roughly an hour and a half when Tussi appeared, galloping hard back to the formation. “Chief! Chief!” she gasped. She sawed back on the reins of her mount and shouted, “Romans are attacking the fort!”

“How far?” I asked as I heard Brynhild’s horn sound the call for an attack—a long, low drone.

Tussi responded, “About two leagues, I think. They were trotting across the bridge toward the fort.”

“Bring the pack horses and recover, Tussi,” I commanded. I turned and told Rilberht, “Recover half your rear guard. Tussi and Jenn will join them.” Rilberht nodded sharply before I bellowed, “Squad Four, follow me, Squad Three, follow a bow shot behind us so you can maneuver if you have to.”

I grabbed a spear from Horst’s back and tapped my heels to Sultan’s flank. He exploded in the direction Tussi had come from. Leofgar’s squad fell in behind me, and we galloped toward the break in the trees where Tussi first appeared. Keeping in mind that a league was roughly one point five miles, I slowed Sultan down to a canter and hoped he wouldn’t be too winded when we arrived.

After riding at a steady canter for roughly fifteen minutes, I slowed Sultan down to a trot, and then to a walk to pass through another forested stretch. Rilberht’s squad, Tussi, and Jenn caught up with us at that point. We rode along a game trail, and a couple of minutes later, I heard a quiet whistle. Fridiswid and Brynhild appeared on the path, leading their horses toward us.

Brynhild reported as I dismounted, “Ymma and Sunnife are watching from the tree line, which is about two hundred yards from the fort. It’s basically a village with a wooden gibberish.” I frowned at the word I didn’t know, so she clarified. “A wall of wooden poles driven into the ground.”

Sounds like a palisade, I thought.

“How many Romans and how many defenders?” I asked.

“It looks like a century of cavalry, but they sent a picket line out with irregular cavalry first—twenty riders who looked to be a mix of Franks and other foreigners—followed by eight mounted squads in Roman cavalry uniforms, chainmail, round shields, and longer swords. They were followed by ten mounted archers with bows like the one you have,” she reported. “Ymma and Sunnife won’t engage unless one of the scouts stumbles onto their positions.”

“Good,” I replied. “How about the defenders?”

“Hard to say, Chief,” she replied. “We compared counts and came up with twenty-five to thirty-nine. There are two people in a covered tower on each of the two corners facing the river, and periodically, heads pop up over the wall. Sunnife scouted around the back before the Romans arrived, and it appears that the gate on the west wall is the only entrance into the fort.”

“It’s late in the season for the Romans to be trying to extend their territory across the river,” I observed. “I wonder if raiders from the fort did something to piss them off.” I sighed before continuing. “Either way, twenty-seven of us against a Roman cavalry century in a frontal attack is not a fight I want to fight.”

Leofgar gave me an evil grin. “It’s still winter, Chief. It won’t be long until the sun sets. Maybe we should try some of those sneaky tactics you told us about.”

I smirked. “I like the way you think, Leofgar. Let’s see what things look like when we get there. We should be able to get in place and observe for a while before all the sunlight is gone.”

Brynhild recommended we stop where we were, so we left our horses tied to trees, and Rilberht set a perimeter around them. I collected a quick hug from Jenn after she dismounted before I pulled my binoculars from my pack. Rilberht, Leofgar, Brynhild, Fridiswid, Tussi, and I snuck to the tree line overlooking a clearing. I crawled under a bush to ensure I was in shadow to prevent reflections when I used the binos and surveyed the terrain.

Lippe Fort sat at the top of a small ridge above the bridge across the Rhine, and it looked like about a mile of open meadow lay between them. The terrain made it hard to be certain, but it seemed like a trail ran straight east of the bridge and to the north of the fort. A path split from the main trail toward the gate of a wooden fort.

The fort itself had a frontage of roughly two hundred yards across with a covered platform on each corner. It was very rustic, and reminded me of the English fort I saw in Braveheart when watching old movies in the barracks. The fort had a low thatch roof over each tower, and the gate was closer to the southern tower than the northern, sitting at roughly the one-third point from the south. Its walls were of a palisade style, so I had gotten Brynhild’s unknown word right. The logs of the palisade didn’t look to be very thick, maybe six inches in diameter. I hoped the Romans didn’t decide to bring their artillery—ballistae, scorpions, and catapults.

My binoculars revealed helmets moving along the top edge of the wall, and periodically a head would pop up. I noticed that the people manning the south tower were paying as much attention to activity behind the gate as they were to the Roman formation pulling up in front of their gate. I saw the ends of logs rise above the wall a couple of times, so I assumed they were reinforcing the gate.

The centurion gave an order and waved his hands, after which a squad of Frankish riders broke away, trotting south and around the exterior of the fort. He yelled again and five Frankish riders broke for our tree line. We started to shuffle back, but one of the Franks pointed to our east and led them in that direction.

Tussi crawled back to get a better line of sight to watch them. She reported quietly, “They’re pulling axes.” About a minute later, we could hear the thock of axes biting into wood.

“Back up and sneak back to the middle of this piece of forest,” I murmured. “I don’t trust them to not drop a tree right on top of us.”

We all crawled back about thirty yards. Tussi and Fridiswid used small boughs of greenery to reduce the imprints of our bodies and feet in the snow. It would have been impossible to hide them, but at least it wasn’t as blatantly obvious to casual observation.

While we waited, Tussi and Fridiswid ghosted off to watch the Franks. It took them about thirty minutes to drop the tree, and then they worked on cutting off all the branches. Tussi reported, “It looks like they are making a maypole or Yule log.”

“Probably a ‘battering ram,’” I replied, using the English term for the ram. “A heavy log to break doors.”

“Bat-ter-ring ram,” Rilberht repeated.

We crawled back to the tree line in time to see three teams of horses drawing siege engines across the bridge toward Lippe Fort—ballistae. They were followed by a wagon that looked like it was filled with cannon balls. Another wagon followed, which looked like it was holding four scorpions, the smaller version of the ballista that fired short, fat arrows. A squad of infantry led the convoy, and another squad followed.

I murmured to Brynhild, “That big weapon can fire big arrows or stones. The ones on the wagon can fire shorter fat arrows. I don’t know what they did, but the folks in the fort pissed the Romans off pretty bad.”

“What do we do, Chief?” she replied.

“Kill the Romans, then steal their weapons and horses,” I replied quietly. “Ideas on how we should do it?”

After a moment’s consideration, Brynhild replied, “No, Chief. We don’t have enough soldiers.”

“Think sneaky, Bryn,” I responded quietly. “Unless the Romans are really pissed off, I’m guessing they will stop firing those at night. They might give the fort a chance to submit tonight, and then resume attacking in the morning.”

Brynhild thought for a moment before saying, “We kill the Romans on the east side first as the sun sets. If the main force uses those big weapons all night, we sneak in and kill any sleeping soldiers. They will likely rotate shifts, so an alarm will eventually go up, but we have our archers take out any roving patrols. But if we can kill fifty, that still leaves…” She paused to try the math in her head. “Seventy, Chief?”

“Your numbers are pretty close for the whole bunch of them…a century of horse, twenty Franks, ten Mongol archers, twenty infantry, plus the wagon crews. That’s one hundred forty total. By your plan, we would also kill the ten to the east, plus fifty out front. That still leaves eighty. How do we improve the odds?”

“Poison their food?” she asked.

“I like the way you’re thinking, but I don’t think we have any poison, do we?” I asked.

She shook her head. “No, Chief. I should have brought Nelda or Willa for that.”

I cocked my head. “I thought they were healers.”

“Mostly,” Brynhild agreed. “They are good at healing, but also poisoning. It is the craft they learn.”

We watched as the Romans set up the scorpions and fired off several volleys at the south tower of the fort. I used my binoculars to get a picture of how they operated them, and learned the scorpions were much easier to use than the ballistae.

Brynhild asked, “Can we steal the smaller weapons and use them against them?”

“I like that idea,” I told her. “But I don’t think we can sneak them out. We would have to use them in place.”

Brynhild chewed her lip and thought about options while I observed the ballistae as the Romans situated them.

The centurion supervised their setup until the two ballistae on the south end of the firing line were loaded with stones. The soldiers proceeded to fire at the south tower of the fort. The roof erupted in an explosion of thatch, and I heard a loud crack, followed by a scream. It looked like one stone had hit a beam and dropped in on the defenders on the platform of the tower just before the second stone hit the gate and bounced off.

The other ballista started lobbing stones at the north tower. While the ballistae fired repeatedly, the scorpions started firing arrows at the top of the wall. Several bolts looked like they skipped over the top of the wall completely and dropped either into the village or past the rear wall. If I had been part of the Roman squad that had gone to the rear of the fort, I’d have been pissed at them firing at my troops.

The bombardment continued until the Franks dragged the cleaned tree trunk and some poles up, next to the heavy artillery. The south tower roof was demolished, and there was only one post sticking up from the north tower.

The Roman commander rode to the gate with one of the Franks. The Roman shouted at the fort, and then the Frank yelled at them. I heard a few phrases of pidgin Saxon that indicated they needed to return whatever they stole from the Romans and give up the thieves if they wanted the village to be spared.

“Oooh!” Bynhild murmured. “Certainly they didn’t try that again.”

“What?” I asked.

“The stories say that before Ermen fought against the Romans at Teutoburg Forest, the Cheruski stole the eagle of the Roman soldiers,” she explained. “The Romans were vicious in their hunt for it, and when they got it back, they planted the thieves on poles in the middle of the Cheruski chief’s village with their arms held wide until they died. One version of the story said they were childhood friends of Ermen.”

“Crucifiction,” I murmured in English before continuing in Saxon. “The stories of my people say the Romans protect their eagles unto death. Most of our armies had a similar practice.”

“Why?” she asked curiously.

“Stealing the eagle is an insult,” I tried to explain in my limited vocabulary. “It shows a lack of respect. Fighting your enemies doesn’t say you don’t respect them. Stealing the sign of their army does. Taking the eagle in battle destroys their pride, but at least it is honorable and respects their units.”

“Do you respect the Romans, Chief?” Brynhild asked as she watched my face inquisitively.

I nodded slowly. “Yes, Bryn, I do. They are disciplined, committed, and the best fighting force on Earth at this time. I want them to go home and leave my people alone, but not respecting them would be a fatal mistake.”

We watched as the Romans set up camp for the night.

Leofgar pointed to the back of the camp. “That is the commander’s tent, right Chief?”

I watched as the centurion made his way back toward his half-erected tent, taking note of its size as a squad finished putting it up. It was about big enough for a cot and table. A soldier helped the centurion out of his armor while another set up a wash basin on a folding table. The officer stripped off his tunic and washed. He looked to be strong and in pretty good shape, but he didn’t have the lean, hungry look of the Katthi. He pulled on a clean tunic and wool jacket before sitting down to watch the camp organize itself for the night.

Leofgar said, “How about if we sent the archers around through the woods? They could kill the squad behind the fort, and then circle around and fire at the camp from the north.”

I nodded and added, “They’d have to take out any mounted patrols and the Mongol archers first.”

“Maybe not, Chief,” Rilberht replied. “Those archers…the ‘Mongols’...seem to be set up in the back. I think we could take a couple of scouts and a squad, kill the guards of the commander’s tent, leaving two men there to replace them. The rest could kill the Mongols in their bedrolls. The archers could kill the Franks and steal the horses.”

“Good idea, Rilberht,” I complimented him. “I don’t think we have enough archers to do that, though.”

“Chief, I’ve seen you with a bow,” Leofgar replied seriously. “You could probably take all the Franks on your own.”

“I appreciate your confidence in me, Leofgar,” I said humbly. “With two quivers, one hundred yards, and good light…maybe. In the dark, that’s far from certain.”

After thinking through the situation and our capabilities, I sketched out the skeleton of a plan. “Sunnife and Tussi set up an OP,” I commanded. “Just hang out inside the tree line. Everyone else, pull back to camp.”

When we returned to the horses, Jenn had a small fire going with a pan of tea simmering on it. She even had a little reflector around the fire using branches for stakes and a tarp for the reflector.

We all gathered around the fire as Jenn filled our cups with the warm liquid while I laid out my thoughts.

“Thibalt, Brynhild, Fridiswid, and Ymma are the best archers here. They come with me and Rilberht’s squad minus two teams to stay here with Jenn to guard our horses. We kill the soldiers on the east side. Thibalt, the ladies, and I take the Roman’s horses and ride around to the tree line directly across the meadow from us while Rilberht returns, takes one of the reserve teams, and crawls down into that ditch and waits just below the crest on the slope.

“While all that is going on, Leofgar’s squad sneaks down to the river and over to the bridge. They march up to the camp from the bridge like they belong there, but as quietly as they can. They kill and replace the two guards and then kill the Mongol archers. If the centurion comes out at any time, kill him as quietly as you can. Once the Mongols are dead, keep working your way through the campfires. Rilberht’s team will crawl up to the heavy weapons and kill their crews once Leofgar moves on the Mongols.”

I stopped to gather my thoughts for a moment. Leofgar said, “That should work, Chief. Our armor is like Roman armor, so we can pass as them in the dark.”

“That’s what I’m hoping,” I agreed. “If we manage to do all that without raising an alarm, including killing the Frankish scouts, then I’ll lead my team in from the north, shooting or stabbing sleeping soldiers. After Rilberht kills the crews, his squad will continue to the resting soldiers. They will catch on eventually and raise an alarm.”

“It’s better to circle back around from the southeast, Chief,” Rilberht said. “You’re less likely to shoot one of us.”

“Yeah, but that takes us out of the fight until we circle around,” I grumbled. “Maybe we attack from the north, but rely on spears and blades.”

“What about me?” Jenn asked.

“You stay here with the guard force,” I tell her. “When Rilberht takes his team through the ditch, you set up in the tree line with my rifle. You are our emergency escape insurance.”

“I can fight, Maxwell,” Jenn drawled in her Texas-accented English.

I replied in the same language. “I know, Jenn. But you’d rather not. You have a nurturing personality, and murdering these people in their sleep would haunt you. Plus, I promised I would keep you as safe as I can. This plan allows me to do that.”

Jenn took my hand as Brynhild said, “We won’t get them all.”

I switched back to Saxon and replied, “You’re right. It’s not likely that we will. Two things will happen. One option is the fort will join our attack. I think they have blocked their gate, so that’s not likely. The other option is we run back here into the woods and set up battle lines in the trees. We trained for this back home. They’re cavalry, which relies on open ground. We will definitely have the advantage in the woods. If we can steal or chase off their horses, we’re in an even better position.”

“I didn’t see spears,” Leofgar said. “Even the infantry didn’t have them.”

“I think they stopped using them over a hundred years ago,” I replied.

My soldiers gave me a strange look but didn’t comment on that. Rilberht said, “I saw horsemen with spears in the south of the Sauerland, but those were Franks. I didn’t see any spears here.”

“Can we do this?” I asked my squad leaders.

They looked around to their teams and then looked at me. “Yes, Chief.”

“Goot,” I replied. “Two men from each squad on security. Brynhild, take your ladies and rotate at your OP site to ensure everyone gets some rest. I’ll swing by and pick you up on the way, and that’s when Tussi and Sunnife can join Leofgar. Everyone gets a good nap before we go. We move with the moonrise, which I think is about one third into the night.”

Everyone nodded.

I took off Sultan’s tack, rubbed him down, and put him on a long tether so he could graze. Jenn did the same for Andrew, while I unpacked and tethered Horst. The two of us inspected our bows and spare strings and ensured our firearms were clean and ready for battle before we had a little snack. We cuddled under my poncho liner while I reclined against the packs. Jenn draped herself across my chest, and I fell asleep with her warm breath on my neck.
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I heard a twig snap, and my eyes flew open. I pulled my clasp knife and flicked it open under my poncho liner. I heard Thibalt’s voice whisper, “Chief! Chief! It’s time to get up.”

I murmured, “Thank you, Thibalt.”

I shook Jenn, and she muttered in English, “I heard him.” She slowly pushed herself up to sit beside me. “I’m going to miss your warmth while you’re gone, Maxwell.”

“I’m going to miss you too, Jennifer,” I purred. “We need a couple of quiet days to cuddle and focus on creating our baby.”

I could hear the smile in her voice as she replied, “You’d better be focused on finishing this fight and getting back to me in one piece, Maxwell. We can talk about sexy stuff later.”

“Yes’am, Ms. Jennifer,” I teased. I got to my feet and stretched. I saddled Horst and loaded his pack, and then saddled Sultan. I wrapped my arms around my mount’s neck and muttered, “Take care of my wife, my friend. I’ll be back with the morning light, but listen for my whistle.”

The stallion tossed his head, and I swore that he understood me better than most people did.

Jenn finished checking Andrew’s cinches before she broke out a package of travel cakes, which I tucked into my left parka pocket. Jenn had one hundred rounds of 9mm and two spare magazines for her Glock, plus fifty rounds for my Henry rifle. I had another fifty rounds of .45 Colt for my revolver and my blades, bows, and two quivers of arrows—one across my back and one on my hip. I carried my uncased Mongol bow, and my breakdown bow was wrapped in gut around one of the quivers. Since I didn’t have a hand free for a shield, I decided I’d have to pick one up on the battlefield if I needed one. My spears would have to stay.

I checked to make sure everyone was ready, and we talked through the plan again. Then I kissed Jenn tenderly before I led everyone along the path to the fort.

Moving as quietly as we could, we ghosted toward the tree line. I peeled off, leading Thibalt and Rilberht’s reduced squad east, staying inside the trees. I let out a quiet whistle, and got one in return. Brynhild appeared near my right.

Brynhild murmured, “Tussi and Sunnife are on their way to Leofgar. Fridiswid and Ymma left at moon rise to scout east. They are probably to the southeast corner of the meadow by now.”

“Lead the way, Bryn,” I ordered quietly. She ghosted through trees and shadows, and I followed behind her as quietly as I could. I could barely hear her moving in front of me, and Thibalt was doing well, too. I couldn’t hear Rilberht or his men at all.

We slunk through the woods as they curved around the east side of the fort. There was a big campfire just inside the woods. The Roman soldiers were wrapped in their cloaks around the fire, sleeping.

I nocked an arrow as we crept closer. I saw Fridiswid and Ymma glide into the firelight with knives drawn. Fridiswid reached around a tree to slit the throat of a guy leaning on the trunk. I knew cutting a throat wasn’t as easy as books and movies would have you think. Cutting through the trachea required some strength and a very sharp blade. Fridiswid made it look like nothing.

Ymma laid the knife against her chosen victim’s neck and cut the artery, but she was leaning over the guy and got sprayed in the face. Of course the guy woke up and rolled, but he collapsed almost immediately onto one of his neighbors as Ymma wiped the blood from her face. The soldier that the dead one landed on startled and pushed the corpse off. I put an arrow into his eye as he opened his mouth to sound an alarm. Riliberht and team were among the soldiers at that point. I counted and only found nine. I looked around and caught a shadow running for the south side of the fort just as I heard the snap of bowstrings. The guy sprouted three arrows. I looked around to see Thibalt lowering his bow, and then looked up on the ramparts.

Two archers looked down at us. They had arrows nocked, but didn’t draw their bows.

I stood in the firelight, patted my chest, and made a circling motion toward the north. Then I mimed shooting arrows at the Roman corpses at our feet. One of the archers looked at his companion for an explanation, but the other nodded his head and waved his hand. I raised mine in acknowledgement.

Rilberht had his men drag the corpses back inside the woodline, near the fire, so we could harvest their clothes and equipment later. He kicked snow and dirt on the fire to kill it while Brynhild and Thibalt went to secure mounts for us. Fridiswid followed, and I noticed Ymma staring at her bloody hands in the dying firelight. I knelt in front of her and placed a hand on her shoulder.

“Killing people isn’t easy, Ymma,” I told her. “It should never be done without respect for the life you're taking, and it should only be done to protect yourself or your people. These Romans are here to enslave, rape, and kill our people. We have to do it. Respecting their lives and feeling sorrow for the waste of them shows you are a good person.”

Ymma collapsed into my arms and sobbed. “I didn’t expect his blood to bathe me, Chief. It makes me sick.”

“Then puke, and keep fighting, Ymma,” I told her firmly. “The people in that fort will all be put to the sword unless we stop the Romans.”

She pitched off to the side, and I heard her vomit. She stood and wiped her mouth on her sleeve before picking up her bow and quiver. “Ready, Chief.”

“You’re a good woman and a good soldier, Ymma,” I told her as I rose and led the way toward the horses. “Let’s go.”

Ymma glided past me quietly, and we arrived at the horses. We each picked out a mount and saddled it while Rolf, one of Rilberht’s men, led the rest of the horses away. We mounted and trotted around to the north of the fort. The road did run straight up from the bridge, as you might expect from a Roman road, and it was only about twenty-five yards from the wall of the fort. The tree was another ten yards to the north of the road.

As we approached the northwest corner of the fort, I saw a soldier walking out of the woods, rebuckling his sword belt. I squeezed my mount’s flanks with my knees as I fired an arrow at his center of mass. As I released the string, I really wished I had stirrups. The arrow actually flew high, hitting him in the base of the throat.

Fridiswid slid off her mount and swung down with her sword across his throat. I dismounted and Thibalt grabbed my reins. I dragged the corpse over to the base of the palisade.

The others dismounted as well, and Thibalt and Ymma tied the horses’ reins to a timber that was laying on the ground; I assumed one of the ballista broke it off the tower. Brynhild and Fidiswid ghosted west into the tree line, looking for additional roving guards. I did the same, peeking slowly around the corner of the fort’s palisade.

I scanned the camp, and it looked like most campfires had a guard on them. Some looked like they were fighting sleep. Others had apparently given up the fight because of the fourteen fires, only eight looked like there was anyone stirring at all. I saw two shadows appear around the corners of the commander’s tent and his two guards died quickly. The shadows took the guards’ places, putting their victims’ helmets on their heads and picking up their shields. Eight more shadows ghosted to the Mongol archers’ fire. I saw motion to the south as a soldier walked toward the tree line. Two shadows rose out of the depression and dragged him to the ground without a sound.

A guard was walking a circuit about one hundred yards in front of the palisade as though he was daring the defenders to shoot him. From the size and shape of his armor, I assumed he was a Frank. His circuit started in front of the southwest corner of the fort and continued past the gate.

I pulled two arrows and stuck them into the ground, next to the wall of the fort.

I murmured quietly, assigning a primary and secondary target to Thibalt and Ymma.

I planned my shots as I grabbed a third arrow and nocked it. I could get the roving guard without an arrow flying toward Rilberht’s team or Jenn, but any of the other targets in that direction would risk a blue-on-blue casualty. I scanned around, looking for a second target before I noticed a guard leaning on the wheel of a ballista. There’s my secondary, I noted to myself.

The guard was approaching his turning point, so I targeted him first. I drew, and Thibalt and Ymma sighted on their primary targets. “Now,” I murmured as I released. Two more bowstrings thrummed as I reached for an arrow from the ground. The guard fell with a slight gurgle and his armor rattled slightly when he fell. I drew on the guard on the ballista.

I was about to fire on my second target when a shadow appeared next to him and drove a blade up under his chin.

“Damnit,” I muttered. “Rilberht’s team is already in there. We’ll need to use blades.”

Ymma murmured, “Don’t lean over them when you cut their throats.”

“Noted,” Thibalt acknowledged with a short chuckle. I held my spare arrow in my bow hand and skulked forward along the palisade toward the Frank scouts’ fire with the other nocked and ready to draw.

I got within about fifteen yards of the fire when one of them stirred and looked up at me. I short-drew the bow and released the arrow into his eye. All three of us fired rapidly into the seven soldiers.

I hung my bow over my shoulder by the bowstring and drew my kukri and sword. We hurried to the next fire and started butchering the Romans. Thibalt used his long dagger and Ymma covered us with her bow.

We got through that bunch and were moving our way back north to the next campfire when a Roman there yelled. Ymma shot him in the throat and chest. I launched toward the fire and butchered the soldiers as they awakened. Turning back to my original target, I found Thibalt struggling with a Roman, and another was pinning Ymma to the ground. Two arrows sprouted in the back of Ymma’s attacker, so I stepped in and slid the flat of my sword blade along Thibalt’s flank and drove the point into his attacker.

Immediately, I had to fend off a wild thrust from a gladius with my kukri before I could strike overhead and down to cut the guy in half. Things quickly went to hell from there.

I hacked and slashed, mostly against unarmored enemies who were still waking up as they fought. Ymma slid in behind me to protect Thibalt and me from rearward attacks. I focused on survival and protecting my team. I heard bowstrings thrum as we fought. Ymma wielded a hand ax and a long dagger, flowing like a dervish. For a moment, I thought she was Tabby. Fridiswid joined us in the middle of the fray.

After what felt like hours, I pivoted around, looking for enemies. Not finding any, I noticed that the center of the camp looked like a pincushion. I turned and looked up at the palisade walls. Four archers were standing on the north tower, and another five were on the south tower. I waved up at them, and they waved back.

I strode to the middle of the camp and whistled sharply—three short, rising tones. Thibalt and Ymma started throwing wood on the fires as my squads rallied around me.
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CONSOLIDATING THE BATTLEFIELD


Leofgar limped up, and Eobald, from Rilberht’s team, was holding his sword arm with his shield hand. We all had minor cuts and scrapes, but a quick headcount revealed that we had all managed to survive.

“Leofgar, assign a replacement, and then take Eobald over to Jenn. She can help dress your wounds,” I ordered.

“Yes, Chief,” he replied. “Aelfgren, you’re in charge.”

The soldier dipped his head in acknowledgment and said, “I’ve got it.”

“Is anyone else bleeding?” I asked.

A chorus of responses came back.

“No, Chief.”

“Not bad, Chief.”

“Just a scratch, Chief.”

I nodded, relieved. “Okay, I want all those scratches and ‘not bad’ wounds cleaned, packed with Willa’s poultice, and bound in the clean linen from your packs. If anyone needs more poultice, Jenn has a big jar of it in our pack. Go ahead, Leofgar.”

Leofgar picked up a burning brand and led Eobald through the camp. Fridiswid and Ymma went with them in case one of the Romans wasn’t dead enough and decided to attack our wounded.

“First order of business is to get those big weapons off the battlefield,” I said. “Hook the teams to those big ones and take them up the road to the east. Take the wagon that’s carrying stones as well. Brynhild, find a way down to the Lippe and across it without using that ferry.”

“Chief, we’re about to have visitors,” Rilberht said and pointed to the fort. I saw two shadows descend from some ropes and then pick up spears they had dropped over the side.

“Be ready, just in case,” I said as I watched them trot toward us.

As they got close, one of them called out, “Wow! You’re even bigger than you looked from the wall.” He shook his head and continued, “Sorry. My brain is slow from fatigue. I’m Arin, commander of Lippe Fort.”

“I’m Max, war chief of the Katthi,” I replied.

“Ah, I’ve heard of you,” Arin responded.

I dug into my parka and pulled out the tube and held it out to him. “This is a message from Botulf, commander of Astnide.”

Arin stepped in and took it. “My thanks. What are the Katthi doing up here?”

“Scouting and mapping,” I replied. “I learned that the legate in Castra Vetera is holding women and children hostage and raping them. Some of them are family of someone I know. I wanted to scout to learn enough to free them.”

Arin nodded, and the firelight showed anger in his face. “Yes. They took five young women from us who just reached marriageable age. They called it tribute. Then that dumbass Egon and his even dumber cronies managed to steal the standard from the legion. Apparently a grand tradition among the Cheruski.”

“That’s a great way to get a whole Roman legion to attack,” I said carefully as I tried to follow his different accent.

“Yes,” Arin agreed with a grin. “We Cheruski never seem to learn that lesson. Funnily enough, he’s a Sigambri.”

“So you’re Cheruski? Are these your lands?” I asked.

Arin snorted, “I am Cheruski but these are Sigambri lands now. They used to be Katthi lands. What do you have for me?”

I said with a frown, “We’re going to drag these big weapons east and then south to Astnide. Do you know of a ford we can use?”

“Yes,” he replied. “Bothvildr can lead you there. We can put the scorpions on our towers.”

I shook my head and said, “No. We’re going to put them in the tree line to the south. The Romans will send another century, or maybe a cohort, after their standard. We can pick them off from the flank.”

“If you can operate the big ones, you can fire those from the corners of the meadows without hitting anyone,” Arin stated flatly. “We can shoot down on them with the scorpions.”

“We could, or we could get overwhelmed and lose the ballistae back to the Romans, and they would get the scorpions when they take your fort,” I said and shook my head. “They’re going to Astnide. The scorpions, horses, and equipment from the Romans will come with us when we leave.”

Arin frowned at me for a moment before saying shrewdly, “I have archers on the wall.”

I shrugged and replied, “And I have nearly twenty soldiers here who will put a sword into your gut as soon as a single arrow fires.”

“You can’t just come into my territory and take resources from my people,” Arin argued angrily.

I heard daggers and swords sliding out of sheaths around me before I held up a hand and replied, “If you needed them, then you should have been out here risking your lives to take them. We had no desire to come up here and fight Romans, but I didn’t want to watch them kill everyone in your village. If that’s what you want, then we’ll leave you to it.”

He growled, “We planned to let them break in the gate and then kill them with arrows and stones between the open gate and the second gate inside before we stole their weapons.”

“So how is that plan working without your towers?” I asked.

“We’ve been repairing them all night!” he yelled.

“Good answer,” I replied calmly. “You would still have been overrun and gutted. Which one is Bothvildr?”

Arin waved at his companion as he muttered sullenly, “Our archers helped.”

“True,” I said. “Brynhild, scout the route. Take your whole team if you need them.”

“Yes, Chief,” she replied automatically before leading her girls away.

“You are fighting with women?” he gasped.

“They’re good scouts,” I replied. “Our tribe isn’t big enough that only men can fight. Is yours?”

Arin shook his head gently as he replied, “Not really, but who raises the children while you battle?”

“More women,” I told him. “We have nearly three women for every man. We are training all our women to fight, plus all our maimed men and crafters. We can’t afford not to.”

Arin looked thoughtful before he shook his head to clear it. “Anything you don’t want to take, leave it by the gate.”

“Sure,” I said to his back as he stalked away.

Rilberht muttered, “Fucking Cheruski. They are always causing trouble and stirring discontent.” I looked at him sternly, and he said, “Sorry, Chief. We’ll hook up the big ballistas.”

I nodded. “Two men per team. We’re going to run out of men, but my desire to fight for this fort is significantly less after talking to their commander. Take all the horses with you and get them to Astnide. Tell Botulf we want three silver per horse.”

Rilberht said, “That’s cheap, Chief. We should keep half of them. That would allow us to mount all our soldiers and a couple squads of archers.”

I nodded thoughtfully. “Good plan. Aelfgren, send half the horses back to our camp. Everyone can lead up to four back home. Have the rest of your squad get those scorpions into the tree line. Put two east of the trail about fifty yards and two west of the trail about one hundred yards.”

Aelfgren interjected, “By the way, Chief, the Roman commander is still sleeping in his tent.”

I stage whispered to the departing commander, standing at the foot of the palisade. “Hey, Arin.”

He turned to look at me. I jogged over to him and asked, “How would you like to avoid a fight with the Romans?”
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When the sun rose, all of the dead Roman soldiers were hunkered around their fires like they were having breakfast.

All the siege engines were gone from the field, with the ballistae on the road to Astnide and the scorpions tucked into the tree line far enough that the rising sun wouldn’t fall on them. The horses, armor, and weapons were all back at our camp with the wagon for the scorpions. My soldiers had cleaned and bound their wounds and eaten, and most of them had gotten a couple of hours of sleep.

Thibalt woke me and said, “More Romans are coming, Chief.”

I nodded and patted him on the shoulder before I crawled to the edge of the forest.

A century of infantry marched across the bridge right up to the edge of the camp. The centurion rode forward to take in the scene.

One hundred forty naked corpses sat around the fires. In the middle of camp, a short pole rose out of the ground with the first centurion crucified on the cross brace. Above his head, the golden eagle of the 30th Legion stood on its standard above his head. On either side of him hung two local men on crosses to give the impression the thieves had been killed. I understood one of them actually was one of the thieves.

The new centurion rode forward to inspect the corpse of his colleague, who had been gutted prior to being hung on the cross. The centurion gave a command, and three soldiers sprang forward to try to get the standard and lower their colleague. Unfortunately for them, the cross wasn’t planted very deep into the winter earth, so it toppled with a crash when they jostled it. The centurion rode all around the camp, looking down at the tracks heading toward the road. Luckily, Aelfgren had decided to take everything north and then around the back of the fort.

Slowly, the gates of the fort opened to show the short alley inside the gate where Arin had planned to massacre the Romans. He would have bled them, but it wouldn’t have been enough. As soon as the gate stopped moving, six mock scorpions appeared above the wall with human archers filling the gaps between them. The decoy scorpions looked pretty good with the early morning light shining over them from the east.

The centurion looked over the battlefield and then looked at the killing room the Cheruski had created before he took the standard and gave an order. His men executed a couple of marching column maneuvers and marched back across the bridge, leaving their dead to rot on the field.

We watched the field all day, but no one else traversed that bridge across the Rhine. I pulled my soldiers out about three hours before sunset and headed home. We camped in the woodline overlooking the ferry station that night. With the wagon full of scorpions, arms, and armor, we had to travel slowly. I would have liked to have another wagon to distribute the load, but the Romans hadn’t provided one.

After taking care of the horses and setting up a shelter with our tarps, Jenn and I took turns bathing each other. We dug out clean clothes before crawling naked into my sleeping bag. I fell asleep with Jenn’s lush body pressed to mine, her leg over mine, and her hand on my cock.

I got up with the sun and dressed. I kissed Jenn before I crawled out. She growled, “I’ll be up in just a minute, Maxwell.” Funnily enough, she said it in Saxon.

I found Tussi and Sunnife curled in furs around my fire. I shook Sunnife’s shoulder and she slowly gave me a bright smile. “Good morning, Chief.”

“Good morning, Sunnife,” I replied and squeezed her shoulder. “Long night?”

She stretched her arms to flash me a bare breast as she yawned before answering. She slowly got up and looked for her pack as she answered, “Yes, Chief. We rode most of the night. We got in as the moon crossed its zenith. We washed and crawled into furs. Thanks for letting us share your fire.”

“Of course,” I replied, admiring her lean body as she pulled on woolen pants before binding her perky breasts with a long strip of linen.

“We found a ford east of here,” she said as Tussi roused herself. “It’s three, maybe four leagues. We were barely able to get the ballistae across the river yesterday, and then we parked them in the tree line for the night. They should get to Astnide a little before sunset today if they leave with the dawn. There’s a road heading straight south that we think goes directly to the Astnide fort. It bypasses Hamborn and gets us to Astnide faster. We’ll probably arrive before nightfall tomorrow.”

“Well, we’ve got the wagon, injured riders, and fifty additional horses,” I replied. “We’ll take our time. If we have to camp before Astnide to keep an easy pace, we will. Either way, we’ll rest overnight at Astnide, and get home a couple of days after that.”

Tussi dropped her fur and stood to stretch in all her nude glory in the morning sun. I heard Jenn say, “Tussi, are you trying to steal my husband?”

“No, Jenn,” she said shyly as she gave me a sidelong glance. A blush rose from the tops of her full breasts to her neck and face.

“You know the rules,” Jenn teased as she walked out of the shelter dressed for the day. She wrapped her arms around me and kissed me before loosely braiding her long dark hair.

“Fight Gabi, or get permission from all six wives,” Sunnife responded with big eyes.

“That’s right, ladies,” my saucy wife replied. “And I know he was enjoying the view, because that’s how my Maxwell is. He loves pretty ladies.”

Tussi whispered, “Jenn, is it true that you practice kissing with Nelda?”

Jenn chuckled, “Yes. Nelda has permission to become a wife, but she has to wait until she’s eighteen. That is the tradition where we come from. We wives are all working with her to ensure she’s ready when she is old enough.”

Both young ladies bit their lips. Sunnife murmured, “I’m eighteen now.”

Tussi added, “I will be at Ostara.”

I shook my head, “And both of you should be finding good young Katthi men to be your husbands rather than trying to entice an older married man like me.”

“Why will Nelda get to be your wife?” Sunnife pouted.

I sighed and said, “The only reason Nelda gets to join us is that she snuck into our family when I wasn’t paying attention. She convinced the wives that since I don’t have a wife from the Katthi, I should marry her. I’m not sure that’s a good enough reason, but my current wives agreed. Nelda campaigned hard, and the wives approved her.”

Tussi said, “Just don’t take a Cheruski for a wife. The Cheruski are trouble.”

“Yeah, I figured that out on my own,” I replied as I helped Jenn pack up our camp.

After breaking camp, we moved, eating rations in the saddle. Six horses were tied to the back of the wagon with all our new loot. Everyone else except Tussi and Sunnife led three to four horses behind them. We let Horst walk freely between Sultan and Andrew, so we didn’t have to pull him along, just the new horses. We got to the ford about two hours later.

Leofgar, sitting stiffly in the saddle, led a team to secure the far tree line, riding around a small village that I later learned was called Dorsten.

Eobald could barely sit in his saddle, but there wasn’t room in the wagon for him. However, Jenn took him across the ford and up to the tree line. She cleaned his wound again and packed it with Willa’s poultice before rewrapping it and helping Eobald back into his saddle. He wouldn’t have made it without stirrups.

While Jenn was performing nursing duties, we managed to get the wagon and the spare horses across the ford. Once we were all climbing the trail out of the ford, Tussi and Sunnife took off down the road, followed by most of Leofgar’s squad. Despite dragging twelve horses, Jenn, Thibalt, and I were the rear guard.

An old man from Dorsten called out, “Where are you going?”

“Astnide,” I replied. “Beware, the Romans are on a rampage.”

He nodded and waved before walking back to his pigpen.

We made our way slowly south toward the Emscher. We arrived around one o’clock at a different ford from the one we used before. Tussi and Sunnife led Leofgar to a campsite that looked like it was frequently used. Jenn checked Leofgar’s and Eobald’s wounds, cleaning and repacking them, while Aelfgren and I worked to get everyone through the ford. We had problems with the wagon, so it was nearly two by the time we rallied everyone at the campsite.

I called a halt for the day, ordered Leofgar and Eobald lay down immediately to rest, and put Aelfgren in charge of the troops. I scavenged wood and water while Jenn put up our shelter.

Tussi and Sunnife brought down a deer that came out to forage near sunset, so we all got a little roast deer for dinner. I took the first watch, and Jenn sat next to me with her arms wrapped around mine. I periodically turned the spits of deer meat while we sat watch. When I woke up the next shift at about eleven, Jenn headed to our shelter. I waited until the next team was up and alert, and then I followed her.

As I stripped off my clothes, Jenn said so quietly I could barely hear her, “Come hold me, Maxwell.”

I crawled into the sleeping bag, and she draped her silky flesh over mine. We kissed languorously while we gently caressed each other, both of us growing more drowsy. I fell asleep with Jenn’s warm breath on my chest and my nose buried in her silky hair.

The next morning was basically a repeat of the previous day. I think Tussi and Sunnife put a little more effort into their tease, with more giggling, but otherwise it was much the same. Jenn laughed at my reaction, so I teased her in English about ogling the pretty girls.

We took our time getting on the road, feeding everyone lots of roasted deer meat before we mounted our horses. Jenn and I wrapped a bunch of meat into foil for the day’s travel, and everyone took meaty bones to chew in the saddle. Regardless, we were on the road by roughly eight and arrived in Astnide before midday.

Rilberht met us outside the gates and led us into the courtyard. We watered all the horses at the troughs and started removing tack and brushing them down.

Botulf showed up as we took our horses into the stables. “More horses to sell, Max?” he called as he ambled across the courtyard with a couple of his officers.

“Nope,” I replied with a grin. “Rilberht brought you all the spares. These are on their way to ensure all our soldiers have mounts.”

“I thought you Katthi were infantry. What do you need horses for?” he asked.

“Did you ever need infantry when they were five leagues away and the enemy was one league away?” I countered.

“Yeah, I know,” he replied. “We had that conversation already. Moving infantry quickly gives an advantage on the battlefield.”

“Exactly,” I agreed. “Infantry that can quickly get where you need them to be. For that, we need horses.”

Botulf removed his helmet and scratched his head. “I understand, Max,” he sighed. “But I have three hundred Saxons on their way here who were mercenary cavalry for the Romans, fighting the Celts in the south for ten years. The Romans decided not to let them keep their horses. It was in their contracts, but their general said he needed them for new cavalry. They’re all willing to fight to protect our lands, but cavalry is what they know. They would be shit infantry; it took forever to train the ones I have. I need mounts.”

“I don’t know what to tell you, Botulf,” I replied as I rubbed Sultan down. “I could probably train them to be infantry in about a week, but it’s a different mindset. I thought Roman mercenaries had to bring their own horses.”

“Not since I was a lad,” he explained.

“I suppose that explains why they all have Roman saddles,” I mused.

After a moment’s consideration, Botulf asked, “Where are you going after this mission?”

“Home for a day or two, and then south and east of our village to train the villages on the Hermunduri border,” I replied.

Botulf said, “The cavalry I’ve sent to aid the Katthi reported that the Franks have more horses than they can ride, and that every battle gives the Katthi more mounts.”

I shrugged. “I hadn’t heard that, but as short as food is, they may be eating them.”

“Please, no,” Botulf nearly wept at the thought. He continued, “I have over half of the gold from that load my men brought in, but I can’t get the mounts I need because they’re not available. I’ll give you one Roman gold per horse for all the Roman cavalry mounts and the draft horses for the big weapons.”

“Shit!” I exclaimed. Rilberht grinned at me. I asked him, “What could we buy with that?”

“You wanted stocks of steel and iron, Chief,” he replied. “I don’t know if anyone has any grain for sale, but we could use some for our people and the livestock.”

Botulf said, “I don’t have any oats to spare, especially if I can get your horses, but I’ll give you five hundred pounds of wheat and five hundred pounds of barley in addition to the gold. If you leave the smaller weapons here, you can put it in your wagon.”

I thought about it for a moment and countered. “We keep the wagon and the weapons in it, the plow horse pulling it, and my pack horse. You will give us eight hundred pounds of wheat, eight hundred of barley, another wagon with a plow horse to pull it, and one gold per mount.”

“Seven hundred pounds of wheat, seven hundred of barley, a wagon and a pony to pull it, one gold per mount, including your packhorse,” he said with a grin.

I looked at my squad leaders. Leofgar was staring at the ground. Rilberht shrugged, but Brynhild shook her head. “Plus five hundred pounds of rye,” she said. “It makes good travel rations.”

I looked at Botulf, and he winced. “I can only give you two hundred pounds of rye.”

“Three,” Brynhild said to him. She looked at me and said, “I really like our horses, Chief. If Commander Botulf doesn’t want to deal, our people will still be happy.”

“Fine,” Botulf growled. He turned to his officers and said, “Get everything prepared before they change their minds.”

Brynhild grinned and asked, “Shall I and your wife inspect everything, Chief?”

I smiled at the scout squad leader. “Good plan, Bryn. ”

“I’ll see if we can get some wash water, too,” Jenn said as she wrapped an arm loosely around Brynhild’s waist.

Botulf squinted at me and asked, “You’re leaving in the morning?”

I chuckled. “Yes. We’ll be leaving shortly after dawn. I thought a relaxing overnight within your walls would be good for my people, especially the two who are injured.”

He nodded and replied, “I’ll ensure the stable boys lay out fresh straw for you, and we’ll send out soup and bread soon. I’ll have one of our healers come check your injured men, too.”

“Thanks, Botulf,” I responded with a nod. I pointed at my squad leaders. “These men can take your healer to them.”

He waved and walked off saying, “Let me arrange that.”

After he was gone, I told Aelfgren and Rilberht, “I want a strong guard shift tonight. I want everyone to get as much rest as possible, but the grain and gold are going to be tempting for someone to steal. Plus, I’m not certain Botulf wouldn’t try to steal our mounts if he could. Come up with a plan with Brynhild, and let me know what it is. Jenn and I can take shifts, too.”

“Yes, Chief,” they replied and went off to devise a plan.

Thibalt grabbed my tack and Sultan’s reins, and led him to the stable. I stripped the pack off Horst, removed his saddle, and began rubbing him down. Thibalt returned and said, “Let me do that for you, Chief. I’ll put your bow with your gear. I’m assuming you want to keep your long gun.”

“Yes,” I replied. “I’ll carry it with me. Thanks, Thibalt. You’re a big help.”

The youth grinned, “Thanks, Chief.”

I left to check on Leofgar and Eobald to ensure they were getting some rest before I walked through the stables, talking to the troops. Jenn and Brynhild led the ladies into the stable, carrying buckets of steaming water. I waved and kept conversing with the men.

Botulf led an elderly woman and two younger women carrying bags to meet me. “Here are the healers.”

I led them over to Leofgar and Eobald, and watched as they did their work until Jenn came and grabbed my hand. She said, “The grain and gold should be ready by supper.”

“Okay,” I replied.

Jenn slid in close and whispered in my ear in English, “I’m gonna go bathe with all those cute scouts. You wanna watch?”

“I’d love to watch you bathe, Jenn, but that’s probably more trouble than I want to invite,” I murmured with a smirk. “I’ve already got six wives and a young fiancée who’s decided I’m the only husband for her just from hanging out with our family. Hanging out with the scouts while they bathe would not be a good plan.”

Jenn wrapped her arms around my neck and pressed her lush breasts into my chest. “They asked if their war chief would like to wash their backs.”

“Holy shit,” I murmured. “You are a little minx, Jenn. I bet you put ’em up to it, didn’t you?”

“Who? Me?” she asked with a flirtatious tilt of her head.

I threaded my fingers into her silky hair and pulled her in for a kiss. As I released her lips, I murmured, “Are you trying to get me to lose control, my darling wife?”

“No, my husband,” she murmured with a warm smile. She caressed my face and added, “My beloved husband.” She searched my face for a moment. “I’m thinking that I should have a bed for the event of giving up my gold star. As I recall, the guest room at Sigiburg Fort had one.”

“I’m sure the chief will put us up in a similar room,” I murmured.

She smiled at me and brushed her lips against mine. “If you’re not going to bathe with us ladies, then make sure to bathe before bed. You smell like a horse, Maxwell.” She sauntered off toward the stable, and I watched her lush ass sway as she disappeared.

A couple of men stacked wood in an outdoor firepit, and some soldiers dropped a few shovels of coals and fanned them with the shovels until the wood caught. The men who brought the wood left and returned with a pole, carrying a large cauldron. A young woman carrying a large spoon and a fire poker accompanied them and supervised the placement of the cauldron.

I looked into the large pot and noticed chunks of onion, mushrooms, meat, and a lot of barley. I told the young lady, “That looks very good.”

A ghost of a smile flitted across her face. “Don’t eat it all at once. It’s also breakfast tomorrow.”

“We have some deer meat from yesterday,” I said. “Should I add it?”

“Maybe after supper,” she said. “I will add water after dinner. That would be a good time to add more meat.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied. “Thank you.” I sniffed the dish and asked, “Is that black…black…” I realized I didn’t know the word for pepper.

“Pepper,” she replied with a nod and big smile. “Commander Botulf wants to keep you happy so he gave permission to spend some black gold.”

“Black gold?” I asked.

“Black pepper is very valuable,” the cook explained. “The Romans refer to it as black gold. My father taught me the Roman words Aurum Niger.”

“Your father was a soldier?” I asked.

She nodded, “He’s over there replacing the shoes on the commander’s new horse.”

“I think I’ll go say hello,” I said.

Some of the horses we picked up from the Franks had shoes, and most of the Roman horses did. Saxon horses rarely had shoes nailed into their hooves, but more often had leather shoes laced onto them. I assumed it was from a lack of stock to make the iron ones. I made a note to put iron horseshoes on my shopping list as I walked over to the blacksmith’s shop.

There was a bulky older man straddling the back foot of a nice bay gelding while a youth held the horse’s head. The horse was not cooperating, and the boy had a tough time holding him.

I walked up and asked, “May I help?”

The old man looked up with a frown. “Yeah, see if you can hold this beast still,” he grumbled as he pointed with his hammer toward the youth. “He’s fighting me, and the boy isn’t strong enough to hold him.”

I walked around to approach the horse from the front and grasped the halter lead. “I’ve got him, son,” I told the boy, and he stepped quickly out of the way.

I spoke softly to the horse in English, stroking his neck and jaw while the smith worked. He finally got the shoe hammered onto the hoof and trimmed off the excess. He gave the opposite rear foot a quick check and trim before standing with a quiet groan and gently caressed the horse’s flank.

The boy took the halter lead from me and led the horse to the stable.

The blacksmith said, “That one is as docile as can be when it comes to the front hooves, but he’s always been gibberish for the back ones.”

I assumed he meant fussy, but it could have been cantankerous, or uncooperative. I knew the word for difficult and that wasn’t it.

“Yes,” I agreed. “Each one has its own personality. I’m Max.”

“Johan,” the blacksmith said. “Do you mind staying to help? I’ve got two more to do before supper.”
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Iworked with Johan for the next couple of hours. After the first horse was shoed, he groaned and held his back, so I shoed the second one after watching his method and the tools he used. Then I showed him the stretching and strengthening exercises I used to ensure my back’s health when I was blacksmithing. I also recommended that he raised his anvil so he didn’t have to bend over so much when hammering.

Jenn came to get me as I finished up and dragged me to an empty stall. She said, “This is our room for the night.”

I noted our packs were already stacked in the back corner and the straw looked fresh. “Thibalt is doing a great job,” I observed as I stripped off my shirts and stepped up to the buckets she had placed by the entrance to the stall.

“Pants, too, Maxwell,” Jenn said. “Your wool pants are dry enough to wear while I wash these. These will probably be dry before we get off guard tonight.”

“When’s our shift?” I asked as I unlaced my boots and dropped my trousers. “Rilberht and Aelfgren were supposed to agree to a plan with Brynhild.”

“Underwear, too, Maxwell,” Jenn purred before answering my question. “Bryn is going to be shift captain for the first shift, which starts after supper. That’s when we’re on with the scouts and Thibalt. The squads are going to rotate through two more shifts. Do you think you could give up your watch for the shift captains to use?”

“Sure, love,” I replied as I emptied my pockets into my hat.

Jenn said thoughtfully as she looked at my hat, “Max, I want you to start wearing a helmet. That hat is fine for farm work, but we need to protect your head when you fight.”

I frowned and replied, “Yes, dear. I’ve just always hated wearing a helmet, and the ones here are even worse than the ones we had in the army back home.”

“Maybe we get a thick hat underneath, like your watch cap,” Jenn mused.

I nodded and muttered, “Yeah, that’s what most of the guys do. I’ve just been a pussy about it. I’ve got a helmet at the farm that doesn’t fit too badly. I’ll take it with me when we head south.”

I used my washcloth to clean myself in the warm, soapy water, rinsing from the bucket of clean water next to it.

Jenn walked off to wash my clothes as I scrubbed. I heard giggling behind me and looked over my shoulder to see the scout squad whispering and devouring me with their eyes.

Brynhild asked flirtatiously, “May I scrub your back, Chief?”

I dropped my washrag over my shoulder and caught it with my left hand, sawing it back and forth to clean my back. “I think I’ve got it under control, Bryn, but thank you for the kind offer.”

“Jenn said I could borrow your timepiece for guard,” she added quietly as she watched me with hungry eyes.

“Just a minute, Bryn,” I said as I bent to wash out the rag and soak it in rinse water.

I heard one of the ladies gasp, “Oh my!” while another whispered, “He has the tool of a horse.”

“And he’s all mine, ladies,” Jenn’s voice cut through loud and clear in Saxon. She walked up as I turned to look at her, inadvertently flashing the ladies my junk again.

Jenn grasped my flaccid member in her left hand and pulled me down for a kiss with her right. My little monster started to rise, and she stroked me gently as our tongues danced. Jenn’s lips pulled away, and she looked up into my eyes. “All mine,” she murmured so that it sounded like a promise.

Jenn stepped back, still hefting my nearly erect monster. “I don’t think any of you ladies can handle this, do you?”

“C’mon, Jenn,” I murmured in English.

The scouts all slinked away.

Jenn’s hand slid down to caress my balls as she replied in kind. “I don’t want them to think they have a chance. If we all decide to grow the family, the wives will pick after consulting with you. Nelda surprised us. It won’t happen again, Maxwell.”

I pulled her into a hug and kissed her damp hair. “Thanks, Jenn,” I murmured. “I appreciate you watching out for me…for all of us.”

Jenn smiled brightly up at me. “It’s what I do, Maxwell. Now, I actually came back for the dirty clothes in our packs. Excuse me, husband.”

I released her, and Jenn squatted in front of our packs to pull out our dirty laundry while I finished my bath.

I pulled on a pair of linen shorts, tied the drawstring, then stepped into a pair of woolen pants and pulled on my last clean T-shirt, topping that with my Woolrich shirt. I sat on the straw to pull on my footgear before washing and rinsing my washcloth and hanging it from a nail in the entry post of the stall to dry. I strapped on my weapons belt and slung my rifle over my shoulder. I had to admit, it felt pretty good to be clean.

Sunnife arrived to grab the buckets, so I volunteered to carry one and followed her outside. Jenn and the rest of the scouts were scrubbing clothes in a bucket and then rinsing them in a trough. It looked like a big bronze bathtub. Sunnife sat the soapy water on the ground and poured the rinse water into the trough.

Jenn told me in English, “We need to get this bathtub, Maxwell. I almost orgasmed when I saw it.”

I nodded. It was long and deep enough that I could even soak in it. “I’ll see what I can do,” I said.

I called the squad leaders together, and they briefed me on their guard plan. I showed them my wristwatch and explained when to change shifts. “Think of the arms as hands. First shift starts when the short hand is here. It will end when the short hand is here,” I said as I pointed to the ten.

Aelfgren asked, “What does that mean, Chief?”

“This is how the Arabs write the number ten,” I explained. “Now until ten for the first shift. Ten to three for the second shift. Three to sunup for the third shift.”

“We’ve just been going until we couldn’t stay awake, Chief,” Rilberht said.

“I know, and that works, too,” I agreed. “But I want to ensure everyone gets some sleep. We should have safe travels the next two days, but we didn’t think we would have to fight Romans two days ago. We can rest here, so we will be refreshed before we travel tomorrow.”

“Yes, Chief,” they replied.

We had some of that thick barley soup with fresh bread for supper. After we ate, I sniffed the deer meat, and it smelled and tasted okay, so we dumped it into the stew pot with about a bucket of water. The blacksmith’s daughter stirred it up and banked the fire to keep it warm overnight. The squad leaders committed to stirring the pot every time the hour hand changed numbers and keeping a low fire burning under it.

Jenn and I watched the entry to the stable for the first shift. We reviewed her notes on the map in the firelight and made a couple more annotations for when she transcribed them. She sketched in a couple of the larger hills we had passed and the trails we used before folding it up and tucking it safely away inside her fleece jacket. I walked patrol periodically while she stayed at the entrance. Brynhild came by to check on us about once an hour.

At the end of our shift, Brynhild unbuckled my watch from her wrist and helped Rilberht buckle it around his. Jenn and I laid out our bedroll, stripped, laid our weapons nearby, and crawled into our sleeping bag—mine on top and hers on bottom. I kissed Jenn and caressed her silky skin for a few minutes before we fell asleep.

The next morning, Aelfgren woke us, and we all packed up our gear. Botulf appeared with a couple of servants with more bread and apples. We all had barley and deer soup with warm bread for breakfast before saddling our mounts. Jenn and Brynhild checked that the wagon with our trade goods had everything we had agreed on.

I asked Botulf, “How much for that trough they used for washing clothes?”

“I dunno,” he said as he stroked his beard. “Two silver? It’s brass inside and bronzed outside. I always thought it was a little bit much for a horse trough—a little too deep, too.”

Brynhild walked up with Jenn and said, “Everything is there, Chief. I counted the gold, too.”

I pulled out the requested coins for the tub and held them out to Botulf. “I have another use for it. It’s been a pleasure doing business with you, Commander.” Thibalt and a couple of soldiers tipped the bathtub on its side to drain the water before loading it onto the big wagon with the weapons.

“You, too, War Chief,” he replied with a grin.

The young woman who had served supper walked up and handed me a leather bag about the size of my fist. She said, “A little appreciation for helping my father yesterday, Chief. I ground it fresh this morning.”

I could smell the pepper. Delighted, I said, “It was my pleasure to help. What’s your name?”

“Siglinde,” she replied.

I smiled, “That’s my daughter’s name, too. It was my pleasure to meet you, Siglinde. Give my regards to your father.”

“I will, Chief,” she said with a shy smile and walked away with a flirtatious little twitch to her hips.

We situated the horses, mounted up, and started down the trail to Sigiburg Fort. Brynhild’s scouts led the way, followed by Rilberht’s squad. Leofgar’s squad covered the rear guard, minus a couple of drivers for the wagons.

We got to the fort about an hour before sunset. Wolfram greeted me as we entered the gate, and he eyed the scorpions with lust.

“You’ve found something interesting on your scouting mission, War Chief,” he observed.

“We found Romans attacking Lippe Fort after some dumbasses stole the legion’s standard, Chief,” I replied as I dismounted and saluted. “We sold off their horses to Botulf in Astnide and left him three ballistae. I figured we’d put these up around our villages.”

“Ballistae are of limited use with the lines of sight here,” he said. “But we could use some scorpions.”

“I’ll keep you in mind the next time I shop at the Roman market, Chief,” I replied.

Wolfram laughed heartily. “Come. I have a room for you and your wife. I’d like to hear what you learned.”

Jenn and I cared for our mounts and Horst. I gave Thibalt our bows to guard before Jenn and I grabbed our gear and walked to the front door of the rock-fronted wooden keep. The guard at the door waved a serving girl over, and she took us to the same chamber we had stayed in before.

The bed, roughly the size of an American full mattress, was a wooden frame with leather straps pulled taut across between the sides. The mattress consisted of a linen bag full of feathers that lay on top of the straps. A blanket, made of two large bear furs, was rolled up at the foot of the bed with a couple of light woolen blankets. We dropped off our gear in the corner of the room, threw my open sleeping bag on top of the mattress, and washed our faces and hands while the serving girl added some wood to the few coals in the fireplace.

When the girl left, Jenn hugged me tightly with her face in my chest. She looked up after a moment and murmured, “Here, Maxwell. Tonight.”

I stared into her dark liquid eyes and was lost for a moment. Eventually, I leaned down and kissed her lush lips. The kiss remained warm but relatively chaste.

I caressed Jenn’s glowing face and told her in English, “When and if you wish, Jenn. I love and respect you, so knowing your preferences, I’m going to let you initiate every time. Okay?”

“Thank you, Maxwell,” she said as she searched my face solemnly before grinning at me. “Make sure you shave before bed, husband. I don’t want whisker burn.”

I smirked and replied, “Yes’am, Ms. Jennifer.”

“Let’s go entertain our host,” she said with a bright smile.

“Do you have your map?” I asked as I grasped the door handle.

“Yes, it’s in my jacket here,” she replied.

We closed the door and made our way down the dark corridor to the stairs.

Jenn asked, “Should we leave our swords?”

“Wolfram wore his at dinner last time, so I think we follow that precedent,” I told her.

“How do you say ‘precedent’ in Saxon?” she asked.

“No idea. We’ll have to ask Gabi when we get home,” I replied. “‘Custom’ would work in this case. We know that word.”

Wolfram and Agneta met us at the table, and we sat to a supper of a thick root vegetable and venison stew, fresh bread, rich butter, and fried crabapples.

Jenn and I told stories from our short trip north. After we ate, Agneta and a serving girl cleared the table. Wolfram poured mead into small cups, and we reviewed the map as Agneta rejoined us.

I pointed to Deuton Fortress and related what Botulf had told us. Wolfram agreed that the ford at the fortress might be the best way to cross the Rhine going west, but he pointed out that we’d have to cross a lot of tributaries on either side of the Rhine.

I shared my thoughts that if we could draw the cohort out of Castra Vetera, we could probably take it with an infantry company, a squad of scouts, and a couple squads of archers.

Wolfram nodded and said, “Maybe more. They might leave a century to guard the fort even when the cohort leaves. That century will not likely be full strength, but they will also be combat veterans. Don’t take them lightly. Why are you doing this?”

“Yakob’s family,” I said. “Remember what I told you? The legate is threatening to rape his wife and daughter to get him to spy. This would allow us to right a wrong, punch the Romans in the nose, remove a spy, and gain an ally.”

“Not a bad plan,” Wolfram agreed. “You don’t want to try that if the cohort is in the fort.” He sipped his mead as Agneta leaned against him, sipping from her own cup. Finally, Wolfram asked, “Are you still planning to go south and east to finish the basic training?”

“Yes,” I agreed. “We’ll get home tomorrow. We’ll stay there for a day to care for our gear and rest before I pick up three new squads and head south. I’m hoping to get a wagon of iron and steel stock while we’re out, so that means a trip to Oberbarmen. We will be out for seven to ten days.”

Wolfram nodded and said, “There’s an iron mine and foundry at Urbar, too. It’s closer to your route.” He took another sip before continuing. “I’ll go down there a few days after you finish. I haven’t visited them since Yule, so I want to drop in before we meet with the Saxon’s for Disting.”

Agneta pouted, “You’ll be gone for a long time, Wolfi.”

“Not too long, my dear wife,” he said with an indulgent smile.

Jenn looked at them before turning to me, “I think that’s our invitation to go to bed, husband.”

I chuckled and drained my cup. “Yes, dear,” I replied.

We bid our hosts good night, and the serving girl gave us a candlestick with a thick wax candle—a rare luxury.

Jenn took my hand as we mounted the stairs.

When we entered the room, we found a steaming bucket of water by the fireplace.

I removed my sword belt and clothes before grabbing my washcloth, shaving soap, and straight razor. Jenn beat me to the wash bucket. There was a deep wooden bowl and ladle next to the bucket.

Jenn ladled warm water into the bowl. “Soap here, Maxwell,” Jenn ordered.

I shook my head to clear the fog induced by Jenn’s naked curves enough to stutter out, “Yes, dear.”

Jenn soaped her washcloth with some of Willa’s pine-scented soap. She handed me the soap as she slowly washed her face and neck before moving to her arms. She switched to English, “As good as it is to get clean like this, I am seriously looking forward to using that tub.”

“That will be nice,” I agreed as I scrubbed and rinsed. “We’ll make big points with Siobhan. She’s offered sex multiple times in return for the wooden one we’ve been trying to carve out.”

“I’m sure all the ladies will be grateful, Maxwell,” Jenn said before stopping her washing to look at me. “Are you going to take Siobhan away from me, Max?” she asked quietly.

I shook my head gently. “Of course not, Jenn,” I replied. “If she and I get together, I expect she will still be yours, too—just like all the wives, except Gabi.”

Jenn smirked. “I don’t think I’ll ever get Gabi to eat pussy, but Siobhan and I did recently introduce her to tribbing. She let us clean her with our mouths after.”

“You little minx!” I chuckled. “I didn’t think she’d ever warm up to the idea.”

“It helps significantly that there is only one Max for six women,” Jenn chuckled in reply. “She tastes really nice.”

“Yes, she does,” I agreed. I wet my shaving brush in the bowl of soapy water and swirled it in the soap cup so I could lather my face. I stropped the blade on a stropping strap, then started scraping the whiskers from my face. In between strokes I said, “I left my shaving mirror at home. Let me know if I miss a spot.”

“I will,” Jenn said.

I finished shaving as Jenn washed her pubic area with clean water. She said, “A pussy is like a self-cleaning oven. You should only wash it with water so it can maintain its natural flora.”

“I didn’t know that,” I replied as I washed my face one last time.

Jenn asked, “Do you think you could shave my pussy, Max? I have so many stray hairs down there. I’d like to give Siobhan a treat when we get home tomorrow. She always loved it when I came home freshly waxed.”

“I’d be happy to help, Jenn,” I replied. “Sit on the edge of the bed.”

Jenn sat with her round ass propped on the rail of the bedframe and spread her knees wide. I brought my shaving kit, threw one of the folded woolen blankets between her feet, and knelt on the woolen blanket.

I stropped the blade again as Jenn said, “I usually went Brazilian, but if it’s easier to shave me bare, I’m fine with that.”

I soaped up Jenn’s neatly trimmed bush. She was right; her pelt covered most of her mons, whereas she had just a narrow landing strip before. I noticed there were a few stray hairs in her outer labia, but I’d seen much worse. As I worked, I said, “I’ll probably just take it all. I’ll need to be careful on your outer lips.”

“Probably my taint, too,” she murmured quietly. I lifted her right leg to look, discovering that there were a few follicles there.

I told her, “We have linen we could cut into strips if we could just get enough wax.”

“Nelda said wax is hard to find,” Jenn replied as she watched me work. “That’s why the few candles they have are made from tallow. I was surprised by the wax candle we received tonight. I tried waxing with tallow, but it didn’t work.”

I started shaving at her taint and worked my way carefully up the sides of her juicy pussy. Unlike my other wives, Jenn’s womanhood didn’t get all dewy on me or open its petals. Once I was done with the most delicate bits, I gently shaved her pelt. I did manage to leave a little strip about the width of my thumb, but I wasn’t impressed with how straight I got both the edges.

Jenn shrugged and whispered, “Take it all, Maxwell.”

I scraped off the last little bit, and then keeping in mind Jenn’s self-cleaning oven comment, I rinsed her wash cloth in fresh water and wiped her freshly shaved flesh to remove any lingering soap residue.

I looked up into Jenn’s eyes as I leaned forward to plant a gentle kiss on her bare mound. She smiled at me gently as I stood, cupped her face, and kissed her lush lips gently. “Lemme put my gear away.”

I wrapped up my shaving gear, rinsed our wash cloths, and let them air dry on top of our packs. We put our dirty clothes in our packs and laid out fresh attire for the morning before I rolled my sleeping bag flat on the bed.

Jenn knelt on the wool blanket and crooked a finger at me. “Come here, Maxwell.”

I admired the candlelight reflecting off Jenn’s tan skin and lush curves. Her legs were splayed and her hands rested on her strong thighs, and the firelight behind her gave her dark hair a golden halo.

“You are so beautiful, Jennifer,” I murmured as my little monster led me toward my gorgeous wife. I kneeled in front of her and leaned forward to kiss her. Jenn’s right hand caressed my nearly rigid cock while her left hand curled around my neck. Our kiss grew more heated as Jenn’s mouth opened and her tongue teased out.

I backed off enough as I opened my eyes to see Jenn’s face when her tongue withdrew and her eyes slowly opened.

Jenn bit her lip and looked at me with doe eyes.

“Are you certain?” I asked. “I’m about ready to burst at the thought of making love to you, but I can still back off.”

Jenn caressed my face before speaking. “Max, I want to have your baby. Not just a baby. Your baby,” she said. “You are my husband. I never thought I would have one, but I do and he’s a wonderful man who would move heaven and earth to keep me and my sister-wives safe. Please be patient with me, Maxwell. Be gentle.”

“Of course, my love,” I murmured before kissing her again.

When we broke the kiss, Jenn said, “Please stand, husband. I have a treat for you.”

“Okay,” I replied, standing as asked.

Jen stood on her knees and continued to stroke my hard cock while she licked my balls. “You smell really good, Maxwell,” Jenn purred before she rubbed her face on my monster. She gasped when the moisture leaking from the tip coated her lips.

“Are you coming already, Max?” she asked.

I chuckled, “Not even close yet, Jenn. That fluid is what is commonly called precum. It’s a lubricant that a man’s body creates to ease entry into the female body and makes it easier for sperm to swim upstream. Didn’t they cover that in biology?”

“Um, maybe,” Jenn said. “Since it was male anatomy, I might have been more interested in what was under Christy Sanderson’s short little cheerleading skirt.”

She tongued the mouth of my cock and considered her new discovery. “It’s a little viscous, but doesn’t have much taste…maybe a little muskiness. Some pussy juices taste similar.”

Jenn resumed stroking and licking for a while before she opened her mouth, rounded her lips and engulfed the head of my little monster. She bobbed up and down, and her tongue laved the underside as her head moved back and forth.

“You’re better at this than I would have expected from a gold star lesbian,” I said gently as she bobbed on my little monster.

Jenn pulled off my knob with pop. “It’s like trying to slide a coke can in and out of your mouth,” she said as she closed her eyes and rubbed my wet member all over her face.

When she opened her eyes again, Jenn smiled and added, “Kat used to put Big Bob in a harness, shove half into her cunt, and have me suck the other half. She’d say, ‘Suck my cock, you lesbian slut.’ Then she’d tell me exactly what to do with that ‘cock.’ So, I may not be an expert like some of the other girls, but I’m not completely unfamiliar.” She looked into my eyes and continued to rub the helmet of my monster around her face.

I looked down at her, grabbed a handful of her hair, and lifted her to feet. She gasped and moaned as I handled her roughly. I kissed her forcefully, and she gave as good as she got.

“Lie back on the bed, Jennifer,” I growled.

Jenn whimpered and moaned, “Yes, Maxwell.” She sat on the crossbeam of the bed like when I had shaved her. I leaned over her, catching her lips and wrapping an arm around her waist. Jenn’s arms wrapped around my neck as I guided her back to lay on the bedroll.

My mouth reluctantly left her lips to kiss down her left jawline and nibble her neck as my right hand trailed down her waist to her wide hips and then to her lush ass, squeezing a handful of her strong, round buttock.

Jenn moaned, “You’re quite good at this, Max.”

I murmured into her neck, “Not Maxwell, Jennifer?”

Her response was to moan deeper. “Ohmigod that feels good.”

I nibbled slowly down her neck until I reached the rise of her breast. I took my time, feathering kisses and gently nibbling her sensitive flesh, spiraling around slowly, getting closer to her brown areola and thick, pale nipple.

Jenn moaned, “You’re teasing me, Maxwell.”

“No, Jennifer,” I murmured. “I’m pleasuring you. I told you I was going to make love to you, not just fill you with cum. I want to give you as much pleasure as a man can give a woman, so you will always remember our time together fondly. Since I heard you revert back to ‘Maxwell,’ I’ll need to up my game.”

Then I sucked her turgid nipple into my mouth and lashed it with my tongue. Jenn’s arms wrapped around my head and pulled me toward her as she moaned, “Yesss!”

Based on her earlier reaction to my lifting her by her hair, I thought dialing up the intensity might be good. I sucked hard on her nipple and pinched it between my teeth before pulling back to stretch it while continuing to lash the tip.

“Oh, Max,” Jenn moaned. “That’s sooo goood.”

I moved my hand from gripping her ass to cupping the heavy, soft breast I was loving on. I released her nipple from my mouth and pinched it between my fingers as I gave her right breast the same treatment.

Several minutes later, I was pinching and pulling both of Jenn’s turgid nipples while I devoured her moaning mouth.

I released her lips and whispered into her ear, “Next course, Jennifer.”

She replied, “You’re making me moist, Maxwell. I never thought a man could do that, but you have.”

I chuckled and responded, “Well, if that made you moist, I can’t wait to see what happens next.”

I kept my pressure on her nipples and suckled her neck, intentionally leaving a mark.

Moving on from my worship of her neck, I planted a line of quick, sucking kisses down the well of her collarbone as she whimpered and moaned. I proceeded down the cleft between her breasts, down her abdomen, and then bathed her recently shaved mons with my tongue. Jenn’s hands clamped over mine, holding them in place on her lush mounds. I rubbed my face over the moist surface, emulating the adoration she gave my little monster.

“God, that is so sexy, Max,” she whispered urgently. I looked up into her hooded eyes.

“I loved it when you did it to me, Jenn,” I admitted. “I wanted to return the favor. I adore all of you, beloved.”
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Istarted kissing down Jenn’s left hip, releasing her breasts to softly stroke down her flanks. Jenn’s hands took over my treatment of her breasts as I kissed down her leg slowly.

Upon arriving at her left knee, I raised her leg and suckled the tender flesh behind the joint. I switched to her right knee and slowly began kissing my way up the inside of her leg. When I reached the crease of her hip, I kissed up Jenn’s thick outer lips, around her clitoris, and back down the thick lip on the other side.

I lifted both of her legs and kissed her taint, continuing down to her dark rosebud. I planted a kiss and a quick lick on that sensitive flower and worked my way back up her taint.

By this point, Jenn’s inner petals were engorged and drops of dew were evident. I licked up the little treat before suckling her trim inner lips.

“Ohgodyessss,” Jenn hissed in pleasure as I suckled closer and closer to her clit. Finally, I sucked the whole bud into my mouth gently and tapped it with my tongue.

“Mmmnnnnhhh,” Jenn whimpered through her nose. I licked from the bottom of her pussy up and over her clit with the flat of my tongue several times. On the last pass, my tongue pushed into her opening, and Jenn gasped, “Oh yes!”

I licked and probed her channel with my tongue while I gently strummed her love button with my thumb.

Jenn gasped, “Oh Max, please!”

I withdrew my tongue to the accompaniment of a decidedly disappointed moan, but the insertion of my index finger elicited a new moan of pleasure. I kissed back up her petals until I was in position to lick the side of her hooded clitoris. The tip of her love button was just barely sticking out, so I stabbed short little wet licks along the side of the little protrusion, caressing the sensitive little exposed point and the hood with every stroke.

Jenn’s hips thrusted onto my finger as her tight channel clasped it. She had dripped enough juices on my hand that it was entirely soaked, so I added my wet middle finger in her channel.

Jenn groaned loudly as I curled my fingers to find the little textured patch inside her channel, and started pumping my fingers in and out of her juicy pussy while my tongue continued its work.

“Jus’-like-tha’, jus’-like-tha’,” Jenn gasped before her whole body locked into a hard spasm, her back arched, and her pussy clamped down on my fingers.

“Aah! Aah!” Jenn screeched repeatedly. Her body shivered and quaked while her hands gripped my hair. Her hips kept thrusting onto my fingers as I kissed her naked mons and absorbed her beauty as she was taken by the throes of passion.

Slowly, Jenn’s tremors ebbed. She opened her eyes to catch me with my lips pressed into her abdomen. I slowly withdrew my fingers from her pussy, and she gasped. Then I stuck the dripping digits into my mouth.

Jenn asked, “Do you like it?”

“Delicious,” I replied happily.

“I’ve heard some women say their men don’t like eating pussy,” she murmured.

“Idiots abound,” I replied as I dipped my fingers back into her well.

Jenn gasped again as my fingers thrust in and out of her. When I raised them to my mouth, her hand flashed down to grab my wrist and draw it up to her face. She sucked and licked my fingers clean.

When she pulled them out, she said, “I’ve always liked my flavor.”

“Absolutely scrumptious,” I said as I crawled up her body, planting kisses on her soft skin.

My little monster poked at Jenn impatiently, and she asked, “Is it time, husband?”

“Only if you’re ready, my beautiful wife,” I murmured as I reached her lips.

We kissed gently, exploring each other’s mouths like they were new discoveries.

I felt my little monster lodge into place at Jenn’s entrance.

Jenn placed her hands on my face and pushed me back from her lips. She looked at me quietly for a moment before speaking. “Maxwell Morgan, I give to you my gold star. Wear it not with pride, but with love, for that is the spirit with which it was given.”

“Jennifer Padilla,” I began.

“Morgan,” she corrected seriously.

“Jennifer Morgan,” I started again. “I am proud to be your husband, not the man who is about to take your gold star. You are my wife and my partner for life. I love you.”

“I love you too, Maxwell,” she whispered seriously as her hand snaked down to rub the helmet of my cock in the juices of her entrance. “Claim me, husband.”

I pressed my hips forward, and the helmet of my monster started to wedge her open.

“Jesus, you’re big,” she groaned as I sawed short strokes in and out of her as gently as I could. Jenn slowly became wetter inside, and I made slow progress. “I thought Big Bob was enough, but you make it feel like I’ve never had anything in there before,” she moaned as her hands clasped my shoulders and pulled me close. “There’s just so much of you.”

“Do you need me to stop?” I murmured as I nuzzled her neck and ear.

“No, Max. I need you to give me a baby,” she gasped.

I slowly worked my way into Jenn’s tight depths until I felt her cervix on the tip of my cock. I stopped moving to let her get used to my invasion, kissing up her jawline to her mouth.

Jenn turned to return my kiss, and we kissed for a long moment until Jenn’s hips started grinding against mine. I withdrew my hips and then pushed back forward again until I bottomed out. Then I started thrusting in earnest.

Jenn looked up at me with her eyes wide open as she started whining through her nose again, letting out a desperate “Nnnnnhh!”

I thrusted in and out of her several times until she screamed and her body locked up again. Her channel clamped down tight, and I couldn’t move until her body relaxed. She continued to quiver, but I could start moving in and out again.

I picked up the pace as a sense of urgency overcame me and tingles rose through my body. I growled as my bliss arrived, and I sprayed my wife’s cervix with my seed. Jenn’s orgasm returned in full force as I painted her insides, and she shouted and screamed wordlessly.

I planted my hands on either side of her shoulders and lay down on top of her gently as twinges and aftershocks visited us both. Eventually, Jenn’s legs rose and I felt her thighs squeeze me as her ankles locked.

She looked up at me in wonder as we lay there gasping. Jenn pulled me in for a kiss that was as hot and passionate as any I’d had from anyone. I started to roll to the side, but she broke the kiss and said, “Uh-uh. Wanna keep all that warm goodness inside me, Maxwell. This is better.”

In our moment of passion, I’d forgotten that this really was all about conceiving for her. I chastised myself silently before replying, “As you wish, Jennifer.”

“Hmm,” she hummed with pleasure. “I didn’t know it would be like that…orgasms as strong as any I’ve ever had, and then that flood of warmth as you came inside me. That was lovely.”

I kissed her lips gently as I looked down into her eyes. “It was fabulous, Jenn. Do you want to have me lie here plugging all that in, or do you want another round?”

“You are still hard in there, aren’t you?” she replied.

“Yeah, I will be until I pull out. You’re so tight, it keeps all the blood in my little monster,” I said.

“What do you have in mind?” she asked with a slight smirk.

I pursed my lips for a moment and thought through the options. “We-ell, since the goal is to plant a baby in you, keeping your head down and ass in the air will help keep the juices inside you.”

“Kat and Anita have done that with me using Big Bob,” Jenn said thoughtfully. “I always enjoyed it, but I never thought it would be good for making babies.”

I suddenly got the impression that Kat dominated Jenn a lot more than I had seen so far.

I pulled out of Jenn, rolled her over, and pulled her hips into the air, which elicited a squeal from my sexy Latina. I jostled around until my feet were on the floor and Jenn’s knees were firmly supported by a couple of the straps of the bed.

My seed dribbled out of Jenn’s overflowing cunt as I pointed my little monster back toward the gates of heaven.

Jenn groaned as I pushed back inside her, and a loud squelch emanated from her body as I started sawing in and out of her.

“Ooooo, this feels deeper,” Jenn moaned.

“Probably not, since I bottomed out in you both ways,” I grunted as I began fucking her vigorously. “Still leaving a couple inches on the outside.”

“Oh God, Max!” Jenn gasped. “I never imagined you’d feel this good!”

“Jennifer, I’m going to play with your brain a little bit. Tell me to stop if you don’t like it, okay?” I said urgently as her tight walls began to milk me.

“Uh…okay,” she moaned.

I thought about what might and might not work as Jenn’s next orgasm hit her, leaving her screaming into my sleeping bag.

I spanked each of Jenn's strong round ass cheeks as she spasmed before I reached around and scissored my fingers on either side of her clitoris, letting the power of my thrusts create the friction on her love button.

I cupped her ass with my left hand to ensure I didn’t thrust too far, then I leaned over and whispered urgently into her ear. “That’s right, my little lesbian slut. Take that cock in your cunt. You know you want it, don’t you. You’re such a broken little slut that you probably dream about Gabi’s big tits swaying across your back as she thrusts a cock into your hungry pussy like this, don’t you.”

Jenn whispered into the blanket, “Oh, God! Yes, yes I do!”

“Well now you’ve got a real man instead of a freak, you little slut,” I growled. “I’m going to fuck this tight pussy until it splits, and then I’m going to breed you like a brood mare. You’re going to run around naked with a huge distended belly from my welp in your womb, and everyone will know it’s because you’re a slut that was just meant to be bred. As soon as you deliver, I’m gonna shove your face in Siobhan’s pussy, and I’ll breed your little slut cunt again.”

“Yesss!” Jenn screamed as she bucked beneath me. I started rubbing my fingertips back and forth across her swollen clit. Fluids squirted out around my cock in little globules as Jenn’s channel milked my cock. Her whole torso spasmed and shook.

I started rubbing my left thumb over her brown rosebud and whispered as her orgasm rocked her. “When your belly is swollen and distended, I’m gonna stick my fat, long cock up your slutty ass and make you come on it until you’re hoarse,” I whispered as I pressed my thumb into her dark passage.

Jenn’s screams kicked up a notch as her orgasm spiraled higher. I let her just start to glide down as my cock hammered her heavenly pussy, then I grabbed her hair and pulled, snaking my other hand under her to grasp her throat firmly but gently.

I stood Jenn up on her knees and wrapped my left arm around her waist to raise her off the bed, letting her legs fall together. Holding her upright in my arms, I pinned her legs together between my knees, causing her strong thighs to clasp the last couple of inches of my cock between them. My right hand dropped back down to strum her clit, and my left turned her face to me before dropping to pull and twist her distended nipples.

Jenn’s jaw was slack as her glazed eyes stared into mine. Her arms rose slowly to clasp around my neck as she closed her eyes and let her head loll back onto my shoulder while her orgasm continued to ravage her.

Finding myself in an optimal position for it, I hammered my hips into Jenn’s lush ass without restraint.

“Who do you belong to, Jenn? Who’s your husband?” I murmured urgently.

“Maxwell Morgan,” she grunted out.

“Does he own you?”

“Yeeessss!”

“Does he love you?”

“Yeessss!”

“Should I stop fucking you, my love?”

Jenn’s eyes opened wide, and she cried out, “Never!”

Her orgasm spiraled back up and mine arrived at the same time. Jenn screamed at the top of her lungs repeatedly for long moments. If we didn’t wake the house, it wasn’t from lack of trying.

I found myself laying on Jenn’s back, her body flat on the bed underneath me. I was clamped firmly between her thighs, and her channel continued to milk me spastically.

I slid an arm under her abdomen and rolled, ensuring my stiff member continued to plug her vagina. I crawled backward onto the bed and pulled the bear fur up over us.

I was about to fall asleep when Jenn murmured, “How did you know?”

“’Bout what?”

“The dominance, the futa, all of it,” she said.

“You told me about the dominance when you were pleasing me with your mouth,” I murmured.

“Oh yeah,” she replied lazily. After a moment she added, “How about the futa?”

“Hmm?” I asked sleepily.

“Big females with big cocks,” Jenn said. “How’d you know I was into that?”

“You think Gabi’s hot. Strap-on domination with Kat. Gasping when I lifted you up by your hair. Kinda seemed obvious,” I slurred. “Didn’t know it was called futa, though.”

“It’s a sub-genre of Japanese sex cartoons,” Jenn murmured.

I caressed her abdomen gently, reveling in the softness of her skin. “I woulda kept it plain vanilla, but you gave me so many clues, I thought it might increase your pleasure. How ’bout the spanks?”

“That was new,” she mused. “Not bad, but I don’t think I’m really into that.”

“Good enough,” I replied as I cupped her breast reverently with my left hand. Jenn’s right hand slid over mine as it rested just above her mons, and she slid her fingers between mine. I clasped her hand firmly and told her, “I love you, Jennifer Morgan.”

“I love you too, Maxwell Morgan,” she murmured sleepily. After a moment she said, “Max?”

“Yeah, love.”

“I’m prepared to keep doing this until we’re certain I’m pregnant,” she whispered before she turned to kiss my cheek.

“Good,” I replied.

I was just about to fall asleep when Jenn asked, “What will you do with my gold star?”

I squeezed her hand. “I’ll hold it close to my heart like the treasure it is.”

Jenn’s vaginal walls and hand squeezed me in concert. “Good answer, Maxwell,” she whispered. We fell asleep like that.
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The sound of the door opening awakened me, and I searched for my revolver with my right hand. Before I could find it, an older woman stuck her head through the door and asked, “Are you coming to breakfast, War Chief?”

Jenn was sprawled face down across my chest; she raised her head slowly.

I told the woman, “Yes, I apologize for the delay. We had a late night.”

The woman grinned. “Yes, we all heard. Would you like some warm wash water?”

“Please,” Jenn replied.

The woman bowed her head and said, “It’s on the way. And don’t worry, Wolfram and Agneta woke up late, too.”

The door closed, and Jenn continued speaking in Saxon, “If we get a castle, we’ll need our own wing just to contain the noise.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I replied. Switching to English, I added, “I couldn’t find my revolver. I must have been distracted last night. My rifle is clear over there in the corner.”

“Oh shit,” Jenn said. “My Glock is in my pack.”

“Sorry,” I told her as I spotted my revolver on my weapons belt by my pack. “You deserve better than that.”

Jenn turned my head to look her in the eye. “I’m flattered that you find me so distracting, Maxwell.”

I asked, “Why do you call me Maxwell so frequently, Jenn? Everyone else just calls me Max. I don’t mind, I’m just curious.”

She grinned. “I started doing it to keep you unbalanced. It was so much fun to call you Maxwell, bat my eyes at you, and flash my cleavage so your brain would reboot mid-sentence.” She turned serious. “It’s kind of become my pet name for you now—how I show you that I care even though I don’t have sex with you.”

“Now that we’ve made love, I’m gonna miss you during those dry spells between children,” I confessed.

She smiled and bit her lip. Then she drawled, “Well, Maxwell. Conception is tricky business. We’re gonna have to keep trying until morning sickness kicks in, just to be sure.”

“I’ll live, Jenn,” I told her with a gentle smile. “I know it’s not your brand of fun.”

She shrugged provocatively and sat up to flash her breasts at me. She looked gorgeous with her mussed hair and dark eyes. She said seriously, “Granted, I would have liked to have a couple of our ladies loving on me while you plowed my pussy, but I have no complaints, Maxwell. I never figured that a guy could eat pussy that well, and I did enjoy your cock.” She poked me in the ribs and teased, “Now if I could just get Gabi to grow one just like yours.”

I spanked her ass lightly and said, “Enough, you minx. Get out of bed.”

“Yes, Maxwell,” Jenn purred seductively and slid over me to stand by the bed. Keeping her legs straight, she bent over at the waist to pull her clean clothes off of her pack, giving me a view of the sticky mess I had made of her pussy.

I sighed and got out of bed just before another knock sounded. I grabbed my revolver and opened the door. A serving girl brought in a steaming bucket of water and a fresh bucket for relieving ourselves, too.

We used the chamber bucket and washed up quickly. I muttered about needing to wash my sleeping bag as I rolled it up. As we strapped on our weapons belts, Jenn said, “My pussy feels well used. I wonder how bad it’s going to be spending the day in the saddle.”

“Just remember, tonight we sleep in a pile with our wives,” I replied as we slung our gear over a shoulder and headed for the stairs. I looked over the bannister in time to see Wolfram and Agneta seat themselves at the table.

As we approached the stairs, there was a loud commotion at the door of the keep, and then two men ran in, brandishing bloody hand axes.

The woman who had woken us up stormed up to them. “What are you doing?” she asked indignantly.

The man in the lead backhanded her hard, and she bounced off the wall.

Wolfram stood and pulled his sword as two more men followed them in.

“Shit, this looks like an assassination attempt,” I muttered as I pulled my revolver and cocked it.

The lead guy threw his ax, but Wolfram managed to whip his sword up to deflect the blade. “Run!” he yelled at Agneta as I took aim at the second guy, who was pulling his arm back to throw his ax.

I fired at his center of mass, and the .45 Colt round hit the second guy slightly below his heart before he could throw his ax. He dropped like a stone despite my bullet hitting low.

Everyone froze from the noise, but the lead attacker recovered first. He lunged at Wolfram, who was caught by surprise. The chief jumped back, but the attacker’s blade showed a red tip. However, the space gave me another open shot. I aimed a little higher, and the bullet smashed into the center of his chest.

I dropped my pack and rushed down the stairs. As the two other attackers approached the table, they shouted “Christus!” and charged Wolfram.

“I’ve got the back one, Max!” Jenn shouted. I was on the landing, and Jenn was still above me, holding her Glock in a solid two-handed grip. Her weapon exploded three times as I put a bullet in the third attacker’s face. The fourth guy looked down at the three holes in his abdomen with surprise just before he collapsed like a sack of bricks. I opened my revolver, extracted the four empty cartridges, and reloaded from the box of shells in my parka pocket as I hurried to Wolfram.

Agneta was holding his hand, and his other hand was pressed to a wound in his right side. I shouted, “We need a healer for the chief!” and locked the cylinder of my revolver in place.

“Check the door guards,” Wolfram ordered.

“Yes, Chief,” I replied before I called out, “Jenn, just watch over them until a healer arrives.”

I inspected the four attackers, confirming they were dead before slipping outside.

Aelfgren was holding a big, dark-haired warrior by a spear that poked through his left shoulder, stuck into one of the beams of the keep. Eobald slammed another spear through his right shoulder. Three unfamiliar warriors were laying in the courtyard, riddled with arrows. Thibalt appeared in the door of the stable, dragging a screaming man and carrying a dismembered head by its beard.

Thibalt dropped the guy, went to the smithy, and returned with a heavy hammer. The youth started pummeling the wounded warrior’s hands and knees.

I walked over and snatched the hammer from his hand, dropped it behind me, and raised him up by the shoulders of his tunic.

“Stop, Thibalt,” I commanded. “What happened?”

“They killed Tussi,” he sobbed. “She was on guard duty. They stabbed her, put a cloth in her mouth, and fucked her as she bled out. I didn’t know until the guards at the keep raised the alarm. The scouts and I ran out and shot these guys. Ymma found this guy when we went back to find out why Tussi didn’t join us.” The young man sobbed, “She’s dead, and they treated her like an animal, Chief! Why?”

I pulled the boy into a hug as I fought the tears in my own eyes. “I don’t know, Thibalt. But we’re going to find out, and we will make them pay in blood.”

The boy nodded into my chest. I pushed him back to look in his eyes. “Ensure everyone is ready for battle, Thibalt. Send the squad leaders to me.”

I looked down at the weeping warrior on the ground. I didn’t notice until that point that his pants were open, and there was an open wound where his genitals should have been. Piss and blood ran out into the dirt of the courtyard.

I kneeled down on the man’s chest and asked, “Do you have a mother? A sister, maybe? You do know that the Saxon nation will be looking for them, don’t you? They will pay for your evil deeds.”

The man blubbered, “Is not evil. Priests say is okay if they are no Christian.” He spoke Saxon worse than I did. I didn’t think that was possible.

“What priest? Where?”

“Priests with Romans,” he wept. “They say be Christian, and is okay to rape and kill others that no Christian.”

“You’re a Frank?” I asked. He nodded morosely. “I don’t know Frankish beliefs, but did you ever stop to think that any god that would bless murder and rape is not a god at all? That sounds like Roman logic, not the logic of a god. Why did you attack today?”

“Roman commander gave us gold. Kill the commander at fort here and as many soldiers as we canned,” he wept.

Despite the awful situation, I had to work to hold in the smallest of chuckles. His Saxon was really bad.

“How many of you are there?” I asked.

“T-ten here. F-five out-outside guarding horses,” he stuttered as Leofgar ran up with Rilberht close behind.

I looked at my squad leaders. “Status!” I commanded.

“All present and correct,” Rilberht reported.

“Ja, all present and correct, Chief,” Leofgar added. “Brynhild is caring for Tussi’s body.”

I told them, “This guy says there are five more of them outside waiting with their horses. See if the guy Aelfgren and Eobald are playing with agrees. Get a location if you can.”

Thibalt ran up, carrying a spear. I called out, “Thibalt, stop.” He did. I asked gently, “What’s your plan, son?”

“To make him suffer like he made Tussi suffer,” he sobbed.

“That won’t bring her back, Thibalt. That only makes you an animal like him,” I explained quietly. “Put a gag in his mouth, drag him to the dung heap, and slit his throat.” I let that sink in for a moment. “He said someone told him something to get him to hurt our women, our people. We will find the people who started this. They will die. Our revenge will be to prosper while the worms eat their flesh.”

Thibalt nodded and struck the tears from his eyes. “I like this plan, Chief.”

I slapped his shoulder gently and let him execute his orders.

Jenn came running out the door. She saw me and holstered her pistol before running over to me. She hugged me briefly and asked, “What happened?”

“Ten Frankish infiltrators. I still don’t know how they got in, and there are five more out there,” I replied.

“Wolfram’s healer is tending his wound. Agneta said he’ll heal quickly,” Jenn told me. “She said two of the attackers had joined the forces here shortly before Yule. They claimed to be Katthi from Barmen, the bastards of Frankish rapists.”

“Two sons of bitches killed Tussi and were raping her as she died when our folks discovered them. Thibalt’s going to execute that one,” I indicated with my chin. I pointed behind me and added, “The disembodied head is the other one.”

“Oh no!” Jenn exclaimed as tears rolled down her face. “I’ll go check on Brynhild and the girls.”

“I need to figure out how to get these last five,” I murmured. “We need to do it without spilling any of our blood.”

“A repeat of Lippe Fort?” Jenn asked.

I nodded and replied, “That’s an option, but I’m leaning toward taking Thibalt and the ladies to sneak in and shoot them with bows from the trees. Make sure Tussi’s covered up, and I’ll come say goodbye to her.”

“Yes, Chief,” Jenn murmured before kissing my cheek.

Leofgar returned. “That one said there are five men with horses west of here on the riverbank, just out of sight from the fort. He said it’s less than a league and a half away.”

“Kill him, strip the corpses, and toss them on the midden heap,” I ordered. “I know this was an attack on the fort, but it was our people who were wronged. We’re going to fix this.”

“How?” Rilberht asked.

“I’m leaning toward murdering them all in their sleep,” I said darkly. “I need to calm down and think about this.”
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HUNTING, FOR TUSSI


Itook a deep breath and steeled myself to see Tussi. It was the last thing I wanted to do, but I owed it to not only Tussi, but to all the women of her squad.

Steeling myself, I pulled up my big-boy pants and strode toward the stable.

I heard sobbing off to the left, so I followed the sounds. I found Brynhild, Sunnife, and Ymma huddled at Tussi’s feet. Fridiswid stoically helped Jenn wrap Tussi’s body in a wool blanket; both women had tears streaming down their faces. Quite a few men shuffled uncomfortably around them, many openly weeping.

I hugged each of the women before I slid around Jenn and knelt next to the body that recently held the vibrant young woman. I pointed at Ralf, one of Rilberht’s men. “I want a raised board set up in the courtyard. We will clean her body, dress her in armor, and honor her.”

I leaned down and kissed Tussi’s lips, and then her forehead. “This shall not stand, Tussi. Go to the next life in peace, knowing that we will keep you in our hearts and do all we can to stop this from happening again.”

“That’s right,” Fridiswid growled as tears ran down her face.

“There are five more of them out in the forest,” I murmured.

“Go get then, Maxwell. I can prepare her,” Jenn said as she wept. “I had to dress my grandmother when she died.”

“I think this will be harder, given…given how Tussi—” I released a difficult breath. “Given how she died.” Jenn nodded, and I hugged her close. Jenn hung off my shoulders, sobbing into my chest as tears streamed down my own face.

A voice spoke from the front of the stall. “War Chief…Max?”

I looked up to see Agneta sporting red-rimmed eyes. “This is Matilde, one of Sigrun’s apprentices. She will prepare your soldier for death rites.”

“Can you work with Matilde, Jennifer?” I asked softly

Jenn nodded and responded. “Is that a term of endearment?”

“Yes,” I replied in her ear. “It’s the name of my treasure.”

Jenn squeezed me tightly and brushed a kiss across my lips before replying in Saxon. “Yes, husband. I would be pleased to work with Matilde.”

“Goot,” I answered. “Brynhild’s squad and I need to collect the butcher’s bill.”

I looked at Brynhild. “You ready to hunt, squad leader?”

Brynhild wiped her arm across her eyes, sniffled, and stood up straight. “Yes, Chief,” she replied quietly. She sighed and said more loudly, “Ladies, prepare for a hunt.”

“Scouting first,” I tell them. “Stop their escape, ask questions, then kill them.”

“How do we stop them?” Sunnife said between sniffles.

“Arrows in the stomach should do the job,” I replied.

Ymma nodded decisively, and Fridiswid growled, “I like the way you think, Chief.”

I kissed Jenn’s cheek and retrieved my bow, arrows, and rifle before I led the way out the stable. I called out, “Thibalt, grab your bow. We’re going hunting.”

Eastmund ran up to me, “War Chief, I can take a boat into the river with half of my squad and a couple of bowmen. I’ll sound a horn if we see them.”

“I appreciate it, Eastmund,” I told him. “That would be great, but stay out in the middle of the river. If they run, then blow the horn. Don’t shoot your bows unless you are certain, completely certain, that none of my people are not in front of your arrows. Clear?”

“Yes, War Chief,” Eastmund replied. “I have my men prepping a boat.”

I asked “Is there a likely camping spot close by for fifteen people? We need to get Tussi home, so I want to find them quickly.”

“The best spot is a little less than a league to the west,” he replied. “We use it as a hunting base and a camp for training. We haven’t sent anyone out since a few days after you were last here. That’s the best choice. There are several others along the north shore overlooking the river.”

“The one attacker we questioned said it’s about a league and a half away,” I said.

“Oh, that one is actually on high ground, easier to defend,” Eastmond said. “The best way to sneak up on that one is from the riverbank.”

“Okay, thank you,” I told him.

Eastmund said, “I can lead the way, Chief. I had planned to hunt today, so I’m dressed to stalk and hunt rather than battle. I can lead your scouts rather than riding the boat.”

“Get your bow. We’ll leave as soon as the ladies are ready,” I said.

Eastmund left and Agneta walked up from the stable. I asked, “How is Wolfram doing?”

Agneta embraced me and sobbed gently before stepping away. “We were lucky,” she said. “The blade pierced through his side but didn’t injure any of his organs.”

“I’m glad,” I said softly. “I wish I could have stopped them sooner.”

“They took us all by surprise. What was that weapon that made all the noise?” she asked.

“That’s how soldiers fight in my home across the sea. Sadly, I can’t get any more of them,” I explained as simply as I could.

I caressed her shoulder as Brynhild, her ladies, and Thibalt arrived with weapons and horses. “I have to go, Agneta. Give Wolfram my best.”

I slid away to my team and addressed them. “Okay, we’re hunting on foot. Eastmund is leading us to likely spots. Thibalt will lead the horses at a walk behind us. The horses are in case we have to give chase. Eastmund’s squad will have a boat out on the riverbank to alert us by horn if they run. Our mission is to find them, stop them, question them, and then execute them. Clear?”

“Yes, Chief,” they replied.

Thibalt worked quickly to create a train for the horses, consecutively tying off all the leads on the rear saddle horns. He mounted, and I started jogging out the gate.

Eastmund and Brynhild took the lead, and we kept a steady pace for about a half-mile before we slowed to a quick, quiet walk. The ladies grabbed two arrows and held them in their bow hands as they slipped into the woods. I found a game trail leading into the woods, so I led Thibalt in that direction. He dismounted and led our train of mounts along the trail, but Sultan got fussy. I untied him and let the scouts range ahead a little way before I led Sultan with me up front, with Thibalt bringing the train of mounts behind.

I found branches laying across the trail on a couple of occasions, and each time I knelt beside them, inspected them for some kind of trigger for a trap, and removed them before we proceeded.

We reached the first campsite only to find it empty. Eastmund and Brynhild conferred, and then she ran over. She reported, “No one’s been here for weeks, Chief. Eastmund is going to lead Fridiswid and Ymma along the riverbank. Sunnife and I will drive straight west through the woods. You and Thibalt stay on the trail. Eastmund said to watch for traps or triggers that will make noise.”

“Yes ma’am,” I told her. “I’m so proud of you and your ladies, Bryn. Keep up the good fight, squad leader.”

She gave me a sad smile in return and said, “Thank you, Chief. We will.”

Brynhild and Sunnife crept through the thicket carefully as the other team disappeared down the bank. I checked my watch as I watched them move. They made surprising speed. Thibalt and I were very careful watching the path as we walked slowly along.

None of the branches turned out to be triggers or traps, but roughly thirty minutes later, I noticed a thread crossing the trail in the sunshine. I held up my hand and dropped Sultan’s reins. I carefully approached and looked at both sides of the trail and found a three-foot long stick tied to each side of the string. The sticks held dry branches up off the ground.

I walked back to Thibalt and quietly told him what I’d found. I had him drop the reins and inspect the trap. I murmured, “It’s meant to hook on passing feet. The sticks look like they will stay in place if no one pulls the string, so I’m just going to cut the string. I’ll hold the string steady, and you cut it between my hands.”

He nodded. I knelt, grasping the thread, and pulled my hands apart from each other. “Now.”

Thibalt laid his dagger’s sharp edge on the thread, and it parted immediately. I handed him the left end and told him, “Carefully coil it and set it behind the tree. We don’t want to get it caught on our boots or the horses’ hooves.”

Thibalt nodded, and we both carefully tucked all the string out of the way. Then I grabbed Sultan’s reins and continued down the path.

Only a couple of minutes later, I heard Sunnife’s sparrow whistle. She was the only one able to do that particular call, but Fridiswid could get pretty close.

I dropped Sultan’s reins and patted his neck as I murmured, “Watch over our horses, my friend.” He bobbed his head gently, lightly blowing out of his nostrils.

I hung my rifle over my back next to my quiver, and then drew two arrows, nocking one. Thibalt followed my lead as we ghosted forward on the trail as quietly as we could.

I could hear male voices nearby. They weren’t loud, but they weren’t trying to be quiet, either. One of them complained a little louder. It was hard to understand because the Frankish and Saxon languages don’t share enough similarities for me to easily translate one to the other. It sounded like he was complaining about getting the water, but it could have been something else having to do with water.

Thibalt tapped my shoulder and pointed deeper into the wood. I saw Brynhild wave us up and then point behind some trees.

Thibalt and I snuck forward as quietly as we could. We probably didn’t need to worry given how loud the complainer was, but I didn’t want a sharp snap of a twig to give us away. I took position on the northern side of the line as the complainer walked down the slope to the water. I could see the other members of the party caring for horses, cooking, and napping.

I knelt and waited.

Suddenly a cry went up, followed by the thrum of three bowstrings. A guy by the horses froze and looked over his shoulder. Two bows snapped to my left, and the guy dropped with a piercing scream. I shot the cook in the bladder as he stood from beside the fire to investigate. Thibalt shot another guy near the horses, and two arrows pierced someone who had been napping right as he sat up blearily.

I nocked my spare arrow and walked into the campground. I asked the guy with the arrow right above his package. “Where are the other two?”

He looked at me with a confused, pained expression as he moaned, “What other two? Only us five to guard horses.”

“The ten who went to murder the chief are dead. The chief will recover from his little wound quickly. Who sent you?”

“Th-th-the Ro-ro-ro-man le-le-legate,” he stuttered.

“Castra Vetera or the one to the south?” I asked.

“Ve-ve-te-tera,” he replied.

“Why?” I asked.

“Break Katthi before spring,” the guy replied. “Kill leader. Rape women. Burn food.”

“Where else?” I asked.

“Mühlheim, Witten, and Astnide,” the guy muttered. “I not even get to try Katthi woman.”

I drew my bow and shot him in the liver. “Two of your friends killed and raped one of my scouts. You will pay for their crimes.”

I looked at Brynhild and said, “Strip ’em and kill ’em.”

The guy at my feet screamed, “Priests said good to rape Katthi and Saxon women.”

“Probably murder their children, too,” I muttered.

“Yes!” he exclaimed painfully.

I saw one of the guys by the horses trying to crawl into the underbrush, so I drew an arrow and fired it between his shoulder blades.

I told my squad, “Forget stripping them. Cut their throats and retrieve your arrows. Eastmund, all of their belongings go back to the chief. We don’t want any of it.”

Fridiswid said, “There’s one thing I want to do to them first.” She cut the closest victim’s throat and then yanked his trousers down. Then she sliced off his cock and balls before stuffing them in his mouth.

Brynhild went around collecting wooden crosses that hung from the men’s necks by a leather cord while Ymma and Sunnife joined Fridiswid in her gruesome work. Brynhild muttered, “Without these, your god will not see you. You will not have the paradise your priests promised.”

The girls ran down to the river to wash their hands before we mounted up to canter back to the fort.

We found Tussi’s body lying in state on a plank in the center of the fort’s courtyard. She was dressed in chainmail, coif down, to reveal her braided ash-blond hair. Her right arm was wrapped around her bow, her hand resting on the riser. She had a small quiver of arrows on one hip, a short sword on her other hip, and a hand ax in her belt at an appendix carry.

Wolfram walked gingerly into the yard as we dismounted. He stood next to the body as I went up to him. He greeted me by saying, “We can’t afford to lose any soldiers. Every loss is a tragedy, and I am sorry for yours.”

I nodded in acknowledgment. “Our losses from the Roman attack on Edelheim hurt, but this one feels more painful. Our women work their asses off to help us survive every day in the villages. We trained them to protect our homes. Tussi and her squad mates volunteered to take on this scouting mission. These women are the stuff of legend.”

Brynhild slid up next to me and held my arm. In her fist were ten more crosses on leather lanyards.

She murmured, “At the time, we didn’t know what we were hearing, but her noise woke us up in time to hear more noises in the courtyard and know something was wrong. I hate that she died, and I hate how she died, but her death was just as honorable as the men who died in our village.”

“I agree,” I told her as I wrapped my arm around her shoulders to hug her. “Let’s get her on a cart and go home. We can be there by tonight.”

“Yes, Chief,” Brynhild replied quietly.

Wolfram added, “I have a cart and pony on standby. I’d like it back. Maybe you can return it during Disting. Or we can pick it up when my party rides by. We’ll need it for planting.”

“Thank you, Chief,” I replied. “I’ll send it back earlier if I can, but Disting is coming quickly.”

Eastmund led a detail out the gate to recover the horses and belongings from the Franks as the squads loaded Tussi’s body. Jenn and I said our goodbyes to Wolfram, Agneta, and the staff that took care of us before we mounted up.

Brynhild tasked Fridiswid and Sunnife to take the front screen. Leofgar’s squad was the first formation, followed by Brynhild and Ymma riding as an honor guard in front of Tussi’s cart. Jenn and I followed the cart, and Rilberht’s squad took the trail position.

Barges met us on the bank and ferried us to the southern bank of the Ruhr, bypassing the Lenne altogether. It took us until midafternoon to get the wagons to Baarmarkt, but we got back to Renvard’s village with at least an hour of sunlight.

Jenn peeled off to let the wives know we were home while I moved to the front of the column to lead everyone to Edelheim.

We pulled Tussi’s cart to the site of the council fire, and the soldiers set up the plank on sawhorses for her body to again lie in state while I went to find her parents.

Willem led me to their door, and I knocked. Tussi’s mother saw me at the door, took in my solemn face, and crumpled to the rushes on the floor. Tussi’s younger brother and sister hurried to their stricken mother. Hunstan, Tussi’s father, knelt beside his family, murmuring to them, while I stood in the doorway with tears threatening to overflow again.

Hunstan stood and ushered me out the door. “Where is she?”

“By the council fire.”

“What happened?” the large man asked as we walked to where Tussi lay.

“We were staying in the stables at Sigiburg Fort, about a day’s walk from here,” I started.

He nodded, “I know it.”

“Tussi was on guard duty in the early morning hours when…killers snuck in and—” My throat grew tight, and I had to clear it. “And they struck,” I told him.

“Murderers,” Hunstan said.

“Two men had joined the fort’s soldiers shortly after I was last up there to train them. They claimed to be Frankish bastards of Katthi women. Early this morning, they let eight other men into the fort. Four of them tried to kill the chief as I was joining them at breakfast. Two of them snuck up on Tussi. She gave enough warning that the rest of the soldiers woke, but not before she was killed.”

“Why?” he asked with a slight sob as we stepped up to Tussi’s body.

He caressed his daughter’s face as I provided a little more context. “They were all Christians. The priests at Castra Vetera told them they could kill and rape non-Christians and still get to their paradise in the afterlife. At this moment, they are learning that the priests lied.”

“They raped her,” Hunstan said. It wasn’t a question.

I couldn’t bring myself to be the one to tell him. “They were about to, when the rest of the troop killed them. I think Thibalt killed one himself.”

“We generally sacrifice Christian priests,” Hunstan murmured. “Tie them to the Irminsul and slit their throats.”

“That may be too kind,” I replied.

The distraught father nodded. “You honor her.”

“Hunstan, Tussi was a kind, smart, funny girl who committed herself to protecting her people,” I told him. “She paid the ultimate price for her commitment. I will always honor that.”

“She was,” Hunstan replied. “I thank you, Chief.”

“Hunstan, I know you’re supposed to go out with us the day after tomorrow, but I think your family needs you,” I told him. “Maybe you should send Peoht in your place. Your squad can still get the opportunity to train the other villages, and you can hold your family together.”

“My place is to lead my squad, Chief,” he responded after a moment’s thought. I could see his conflicting responsibilities were tearing him apart.

“Ine’s a strong woman, but she’s just lost her child, Hunstan,” I countered. “We are all grieving, but you’re the only person who feels Tussi’s loss the same way she does. Your children will need your support, too. We’ll be back in fifteen days, and you can have Peoht brief you on how everyone did when we return.”

He was about to respond when I interrupted him. “It doesn’t make you less of a man, Hunstan. It doesn’t make you less of a leader, either. Families are the most precious thing the Katthi have. Yours needs you here. There will come a day when they will need you to defend them with blade and spear. Today, they need you to take care of them in a different way.”

He turned to look at me, studying my face. I nodded, and he sighed. Tears leaked from his eyes as he said, “Thank you, Chief. I’ll tell Peoht.”

I clapped my hand gently on his shoulder, and he turned to walk back into the village.

I stood over Tussi’s body, contemplating the gravity of the role I’d carved for myself. I would continue to lead men and women into battle. Some would die. Tussi was just the first under my command.

Thibalt appeared to my right. “It’s not your fault, Chief.”

“Yes and no, Thibalt,” I replied quietly. “I chose to undertake that mission to satisfy my own curiosity. Tussi paid the price. She is the first, but she won’t be the last.”

“We knew what we were getting into, Chief,” the youth said. “We’ve known fighting our whole lives. You’ve given us a chance to survive. Some of us won’t. More will.”

I looked at him. “When did you become so wise?”

Thibalt smiled sadly. “On the ride home. I turn sixteen at Ostara. Maybe it’s age.”

I chuckled sadly. “That’s still young, Thibalt. Do me a favor, and try to stay alive. Any of us may die in battle, but I think you’re a special young man.”

“Dying’s a risk we chose to take so we can live, Chief,” he said with a shrug.

“Yeah, well I’m not spending any of our lives cheaply,” I growled.

“We all know that, Chief,” Thibalt murmured as the sound of horse hooves pounding up the trail became audible.

Kat raced to the gathering place and launched off her horse to wrap me in a tight hug, sobbing into my chest.

Tabby led the rest of the family up the trail on horseback; even the kids were mounted.

I helped everyone dismount and tied the horses off near Sultan before returning to the growing circle around Tussi’s body.

Eangyth, the healer who had settled in Edelheim, had been acting as the village’s spiritual leader under Altena’s tutelage. She led Hunstan, Ine, and their remaining children to the front rank of the circle.

Eangyth welcomed all to honor Tusnelda, daughter of Ine and Hunstan, as she passed into the next life. She made some comments about climbing the Irminsul to stand at someone’s hand as a battle maiden. I understood about half of her words.

She extended a hand to me. “Tell us how our Tussi died,” she directed.

“Before this morning, Tussi had been scouting for our unit,” I began. “She found our enemies, steered us to safe paths, and acted as our eyes out front. Her sweet nature, sharp mind, and dedication made us all respect her. Her beautiful bright smile made us all love her.

“Tussi died as a warrior, protecting her sleeping friends when murderers snuck into our camp at Sigiburg Fort. She gave her life, but not before warning her friends to battle. Our chief still lives because of Tussi’s sacrifice. Fifteen Christian Franks paid the price for her life. I only wish there had been more to pay her butcher’s bill.”

Eangyth extended a hand to Hunstan, but he squeezed Ine to let her speak. She sobbed gently as she spoke. “I always feared I would lose Hunstan or little Erik in battle. I never thought my Tussi would be the one to die that way. I want to blame our war chief for taking her with him, but I can’t. He taught her and all the women of our village how to survive against those who would kill us all. Tussi was so proud to be selected as a scout for this mission. She would blush at your words, Chief. I pray Irimin watches over her until she can shine her smile on us again.”

Eangyth wrapped up the short ceremony. “Tussi will lie here for three days while we build a pyre for her. She will have a warrior’s farewell. Those who are leaving with the chief in two days, take the opportunity to say goodbye.”

My family joined the line of mourners speaking to Tussi’s family. When I stood before them, Ine turned her head away. I nearly broke at that, and my guilt gnawed at me. Hunstan clasped my shoulder in silent commiseration. My wives each hugged Ine and the children as I walked off to the horses.

I leaned against Sultan’s neck and wept until I felt soft hands on my back. I turned, and Anita slid into my arms to comfort me.

“There will be more,” she said quietly.

“I know,” I replied into her ear. “I suspect they’re all going to hurt like this. I just won’t have the luxury to mourn them all the way I have for Tussi.”

“It will be hard, Maxwell,” Jenn said, approaching and wrapping her arms around us. “But you don’t have to bear it alone.”

“Thank Heaven,” I sniffed. “Let’s go home.”
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A SHORT RESPITE


Itold Rilberht to form up the troops, then stood and waited with my hands behind my back as I waited for the three squads to assemble. When they were all in front of me, I called, “Atten-shun!” They snapped to stand rigidly erect, and then I commanded, “At. Ease!”

They relaxed, and I spoke. “For some of you, this was your first taste of battle. I asked you to do something you were not trained for. We faced half a Roman cohort together with only twenty-five soldiers. As a result, that cohort lies dead, and the village at Lippe Fort lives. We lost one of our own, but we faced daunting odds, and we survived. You all did well. Be proud of that.

“Tomorrow, we clean equipment, emplace the scorpions, and rest. The next day, I’ll be heading south with four squads of your fellow men and women to train our villages in the south.

“The loss of our Tussi is tragic. Celebrate the glory of her life and give thanks that the rest of us still live. Unit, atten-shun!”

They snapped into position. “Dismissed,” I commanded, and they broke up in small groups.

I turned to Sultan and swung into the saddle as I heard Brynhild’s voice.

“Chief, I want to take my whole squad south with you,” she said. “We gained good training on this last mission. The better we are, the less likely we are to lose someone else.”

I nodded, “Come by the house tomorrow afternoon to discuss it. Get some rest, Bryn. If anyone earned it, you and your ladies did.”

She struck her fist above her heart as I turned Sultan toward home.
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That night was bittersweet. It was good to be home with my family. We bathed in buckets, ate a supper of stew and bread, and fell into bed after Nelda took the kids upstairs. We made love gently yet passionately as we reconnected. Everyone was surprised when Jenn took a turn with me, but she explained her decision to give up her gold star to have a baby of her own.

I pulled Siobhan up onto Jenn’s torso as I slowly drove myself to an orgasm. I wrapped my arms around Siobhan’s bare torso and kissed her cheek and neck while I tried to impregnate her lover. She didn’t show any signs of freaking out, but Jenn taking my cock may have shocked her enough that she didn’t grasp that I was holding her naked body.

After I planted my seed in Jenn, I rolled off, and Siobhan lay on top of her as the other ladies piled on top of us. I fell asleep with Gabi and Anita on either side. Tabby was on top of me, and Kat was behind Anita, wrapped around Jenn and Siobhan.

The next morning, I was awakened to the sound of retching. I opened my eyes to see Gabi puking into a bucket by the door.

Anita shared that Gabi had been nauseous every day since my departure, oftentimes into the late afternoon. Nelda had declared her pregnant after the second day, and had announced yesterday that it was probably a girl, given the amount of nausea.

Gabi was distraught because she had decided shortly after I left that she wanted to go with us down south. We would be following the Baarbach to its headwaters on the other side of where the modern city of Iserlohn stood, and she wanted to see it.

I got up and held Gabi. She smiled up at me weakly. “I’m sorry, Max. I want to go with you, but I don’t think I can sit a horse when it hits me like this.”

I comforted her as well as I could. After a while, Kurt appeared, hugging his Mommy Gabi.

I got dressed for the day. Kat joined me, and she grilled me about the details of our trip while we saddled the horses. We rode down to Renvard’s village and met Leofgar with the pony cart that held the tub. Aelfgren followed with the heavy wagon that contained two of the scorpions. Leofgar took the cart to my farm to offload the tub. I knew the ladies would be ecstatic. Jenn and I hadn’t told them about it yet.

Aelfgren and I set up the scorpions with one on the bank overlooking the ford and the other at the OP. We dug their front legs into the ground so they could shoot down into the creek if needed. Aelfgren drove the wagon up to my farm while I joined the squads in their training. My family arrived in time to join the ladies while I did calisthenics, partner strength training, and then a run around the meadow with the men in the frosty morning air. Most of the snow had melted, leaving the ground a little boggy, but we made it around without anyone falling on their faces. Kat led the ladies on their run, and they nearly caught us.

After training, I rode over to Edelheim to help with the emplacement of the scorpions. I talked through the likely avenues of attack with the squad leaders, and we agreed to put one on each side of the village aiming down into the valleys.

Ralf, the smith of Edelheim, asked, “What are we to do with these swords? We have enough for three per every man, woman, and child.”

“Make ‘plowshares’ from them,” I said, using the English words for the term. I knew the word for plow, but “plowshares” was probably something different. Ralf looked confused. I said, “Knives for the front of plows.”

“How?” Ralf asked. He led me to a wooden plow, and I saw it didn’t have a plowshare.

I drew my finger along the wooden blade as I explained. “Sharp steel here along the bottom that comes to a point like a big, three-sided spearhead. If we make it from iron and steel, it will cut the dirt better than this wooden one.”

“That will make it too heavy to lift. We usually plow in pairs, one pulling and the other holding the grip to keep the blade in the ground,” Ralf explained. “Having horses is pretty new to us.”

“Okay,” I replied. “I have a heavy horse that can pull a heavy plow. How about if we make metal wheels to help with the weight and have some levers to help keep the blade in the ground?”

Ralf frowned. “I wouldn’t even know where to begin, Chief.”

I clapped a hand on his shoulder. “We’ll talk some more when I get back. For now, just see if you can fit plows with the steel from some of these swords. Also, keep spares. Swords break.”

“Sounds good, Chief,” he replied. “I have your armor ready.”

I was surprised. “I didn’t think you’d find Roman armor to fit me.”

The smith laughed. “I didn’t. I took parts from several and reforged them into a set that should fit just fine.”

We went into his shop, and his apprentices helped me out of the chain mail vest and into the segmented plate. It actually felt lighter than the chainmail. Ralf showed me how to lace it up in the front so I could actually put it on and remove it by myself. The pauldrons over my shoulders moved and slid easily, but I hit a free motion barrier.

Ralf marked a couple of pieces with a charcoal stick before indicating I should take it off. “I’ll have it ready for you tonight, Chief. We’ll bring it to your house.”

I replied, “Thanks, Ralf,” as I dropped the chain mail back over my head.

Ralf said, “This segmented Roman plate isn’t a bad design, but it’s open to upward stabbing attacks.”

As I mounted Sultan, I replied, “I can see that. Once we have everyone armored and have spare parts, we can work on improving the design.”

Ralf nodded as he mused, “Maybe a chain vest under the plate, but that will make it heavier.”

I shrugged and waved before I rode home to find the ladies in the plane fuselage working on sewing projects while Jenn posted her notes to the scroll. Tabby grabbed my hand as soon as I finished greeting everyone and led me to the barn.

“I was looking through your computer and found your notes on a compound saddle bow,” she said.

I laughed, “That was just an idea.”

“Not anymore,” Tabby said seriously. She pulled a hide sheath out of the hay loft and pulled out a weapon that looked like it might have been built in 2019. “You had a good basic idea. I used your math and diagrams, converted them to a piece of notebook paper, and took it to Dagmund, the bowyer in Edelheim. This reverse-curved piece of oak gives you a solid riser. The limbs are yew and pinned with oak pins that have smaller oak cross-pins. This lets you replace broken limbs in the field easily. The cams were the difficult part. This one is a single cam system with a simple pulley on the other riser, but we’re working on a dual cam model.”

She handed it to me and continued, “Based on your height, I estimated your personal draw length at thirty-one inches, but the bow only has a thirty-inch draw. Swetric, the fletcher, has been making thirty-two inch arrows, and most of the salvaged ones have been thirty to thirty-two inches. That means you don’t need custom arrows unless you’re pulling that Mongol bow. I’ve got two spare sets of limbs, but you’ll have to salvage the cam and pulley if you replace the limbs.”

“What’s the draw weight?” I asked as I pulled the string and slowly let it return forward.

“Dagmund says it starts at eighty pounds but tapers off to less than twenty at full extension,” Tabby recited.

“I’m impressed, my love,” I told her, pulling her into a hug.

Tabby frowned and said, “Don’t get too impressed. I needed Gabi’s help with the math.”

“Hmm, but the aesthetic is all you, isn’t it?” I countered.

She blushed despite the smile on her face. “You could tell?”

“Yes,” I confirmed. “This is the design of a craftsman.”

Tabby showed me how she envisioned the holster hanging on the left side of the saddle behind the rider. We fastened it to Sultan’s saddle before I mounted. I pointed Sultan toward a tree we used for archery practice, drew the bow, nocked an arrow, stood in the stirrups, and fired. Sultan didn’t care for the snap of the string and whir of the arrow over his head, but he didn’t spook.

I turned him sideways to the target and fired five more arrows. The draw was smooth, and I started figuring out the differences in aiming the new one compared to my Mongol and breakdown bows. I finished by firing three arrows as rapidly as I could. All three would have landed in the chest of an opponent—not Robin Hood-worthy, but pretty good for someone who had only dabbled in bow hunting until a few months ago.

I rode to the tree and retrieved my arrows. Two of them were broken, but we were able to salvage the steel heads and the feathers from the knocks.

I rode back to the barn. “Tabby, may I take it with me?”

“I was hoping you would field test it. Kat is looking forward to getting one,” my little ginger wife replied.

“I probably should give it to her. She’s a much better archer,” I replied as I dismounted.

“Dagmund’s making the next one to fit her,” Tabby said. “It should be ready when you return.” After a moment she asked, “Who’s going with you?”

“Jenn for sure,” I replied. “She made a lot of progress on the map as a result of our travels.”

“I can’t believe she started fucking you,” Tabby pouted. “Now she’ll get to fuck you every night for the next fifteen days while the rest of us do without.”

“Calm down, Tabs,” I chided her gently. “We only made love the night before we came back. I want someone else to come with us, so she and Jenn can watch each other’s back while I lead the troops. I’m certain we’ll run into more Franks down there.”

I pulled Sultan’s tack off and rubbed him down before letting him run off to join the rest of the herd.

“It probably won’t be me, though,” she pouted.

“Probably not, love. I need you here getting things ready for spring,” I replied as I pulled her into a comforting hug.

Tabby started to reply but then pondered what she could do. She said, “We need a forge and a ceramic kiln. I don’t think we can dual purpose them.”

“I’d focus on the kiln for now,” I replied. “Fired clay ceramics can be used for pipes to move water and chimneys. I’ll have to wait until I have a couple of weeks at home to build a smithing forge. Having four-inch clay pipes for airflow under the grate would be very useful. I can create an adobe furnace to smelt crucible steel or melt iron pretty easily—just need to start small and build up.”

“Yeah, I noticed you have a lot of articles and videos on smelting iron and steel, and the technology advances around those topics,” Tabby said.

“As a blacksmith, I found ironworking and steelworking fascinating,” I replied. “I had this idea that I would create knives and hatchets from ore to finished product. I thought it might be a decent idea for a retirement gig…maybe get into gunsmithing, too. I looked into a lot of other things as well—not just weapons. I think I had a design for a garden plow in my computer files. It would be helpful if you could draw that out with measurements and share it with Ralf.”

“Which Ralf?” Tabby teased. “There are four in Edelheim and one in Renvard’s village. It’s like when the name Phoebe became popular after Friends aired on TV. I’m assuming you mean the master smith?”

“Yes, Tabs. The smith,” I confirmed. “I should spank that plump little ass of yours for being a brat,” I teased.

“It’s less plump than before we came here,” Tabby replied. “You don’t mind, do you, Max?”

“I loved you as you were, and you’re still plump enough to keep my juices flowing. In fact, you may be even more sexy now, my darling wife,” I murmured as I lifted her by the aforementioned plump ass. “I love you even more now—not because of how you look but because we’ve grown so much closer."

I kissed her deeply, losing myself in her embrace.

Nelda’s voice interrupted us. “Max, Brynhild is here to see you.”

I broke the kiss and looked past Tabby’s silky, auburn hair to see Nelda and Brynhild.

“Time to work, Tabs,” I said before giving her another quick kiss and setting her back on her feet.

“Yes, Chief,” she teased. Then she whispered, “I love you, Maxwell Morgan.”

“I love you too, Tabitha Morgan,” I whispered in reply.

I gave her cute little ass a sharp spank and walked over to Nelda and Brynhild. Brynhild was looking at the airplane parts in wonder. She asked, “How did that work, Chief?”

I pointed to the broken wings and said, “One of those was on each side of the big round part.” I pointed to the tail. “That part was on the back of the round part. The way the air traveled over them caused the whole thing to rise up in the air. Gabi would love to explain it to you.”

Nelda slid under my arm and said, “I will go watch the children.” I hugged her and kissed her hair before she hurried off to find Kurt and Siglinde.

“Follow me, Bryn,” I said and led the way to the airplane fuselage.

She said, “I’ve been to the OP several times but I’ve never seen this.”

“The trees hide it pretty well,” I replied. “We don’t want it to be easily seen.”

I led her to the ladder that leaned against the torn edge of the cargo bay. I told her, “Going this way helps keep the heat from the fire inside.” I led the way up, opened the door, and gave her a hand up. “Leave your bow here,” I directed and then stepped through.

It was pretty toasty just inside the door, but I led Brynhild farther in and sat just in front of the bulkhead. I waved her to the seats facing me and said, “We tore the seats out and rearranged them. It makes for a nice place to sit and work on projects during the winter days.”

“It is nice,” she said as she rubbed her hands on the synthetic materials.

“You wanted to talk about the scouts for tomorrow’s mission?” I asked.

“Yes,” she replied as she grew focused. “You’re planning to take four squads of men. We don’t have enough horses for them.”

“You’re right,” I agreed. “We’ll be able to mount two squads, and two will be on foot. I’m hoping we can pick up more mounts down south. I wouldn’t have sold the Roman horses to Botulf otherwise.”

Brynhild said, “I propose you take one mounted squad and three on foot. The other ten horses would be for scouts. We’ve been training fifteen girls. We have fourteen since Tussi…” She sighed and dashed tears from her eyes. “I’m planning to leave Ymma and Sunnife behind to train another full squad. I’ll backfill them and Tussi from the currently trained girls, and Ymma will use the remainder to build upon. Sunnife will be her second, and Fridiswid will be mine.”

“I’m surprised Fridiswid didn’t insist on being the new squad leader,” I observed quietly.

“She did,” Brynhild said with an intent look. “I told her if she had stayed on guard duty with Tussi instead of splitting the shift, Tussi might still be alive. Then I kicked her ass hard when she decided she wanted to fight over my comment. She has good instincts for scouting, but needs to learn to think past her own nose. She will be my second. I will teach her.”

“I didn’t know about that,” I murmured, trying to think how to say “dereliction of duty” in Saxon. “You should have told me.”

“This way Fridiswid is loyal and no one other than you and me knows how she fucked up,” Brynhild replied. “We can’t save Tussi, but we can save Fridiswid.”

I stewed on that for a few moments before nodding. “That’s wise, Brynhild. I’ll support your plan.”

Brynhild continued, “My girls will start practicing mounted scouting, screening out front. Some days, I’ll turn the horses over to one of the foot squads and make the girls range on foot. While you’re training the villagers, we’ll range around the area looking for Franks when we’re not helping train the women.” She pulled a pouch from her belt and opened it, pulling out the crosses she had taken from the Frankish corpses. “I would like to collect some more of these.”

“We’ll have a talk sometime about the different ways priests teach Christians,” I said. “There will be some Christians who are good people. There will even be some priests who are good people. It just doesn’t seem any of them are here with the Romans.”

Jenn walked up and said, “That may be, Maxwell, but it’s like you said: some priests are good people, and I’ve known many good priests. She sat beside Brynhild and lifted a small gold crucifix from the chain around her neck. “I am a Christian, Brynhild. I was taught that Jesu Christus wants us to love and support one another, not rape and murder non-Christians. Most of us were taught those Christian values in our homeland. Don’t hate all Christians because of what those men did to Tussi.”

Brynhild’s eyes widened imperceptibly as she saw Jenn’s crucifix before she broke down sobbing. Jenn wrapped her arms around Brynhild and stroked her head tenderly. Slowly, Brynhild hugged Jenn and calmed her sobs.

Jenn held out her hand, and I put my clean handkerchief into it. She dabbed at the tears from Brynhild’s face.

Brynhild looked at me, and I said, “I approve of your plan. I don’t mind you collecting the crosses, either. My opinion of Christians is less…positive than Jenn’s. Just remember this: Christians, Katthi, Franks, Saxon—we’re all people. The Frankish farmers are like us; they want to protect and feed their families. There are Franks who have joined the Katthi in Witten and Mühlheim. They have been there for many years, and are a part of the community. Frankish raiders may have settled the farmers into Hermunduri or Katthi lands, but if Frankish farmers don’t attack us, we let them live. If they attack us or support Frank soldiers, we kill them.”

“I can work with that, Chief,” the scout leader said. She sighed heavily and added, “Willem, Peoth, Cuthbert, and Frithstan will be here soon to get final orders.”

“Let’s meet around the outside cook fire,” I said. “There’s plenty of space, and they won’t be distracted by our flying ship.” Brynhild nodded, and I added, “Stay here with Jenn for a little while. I’ll call for you, Bryn.”

“Thanks, Chief,” she replied, and I walked past Anita, Gabi, Siglinde, and Tabby, who were weaving baskets from branches.

I walked to the fire to throw on a couple more logs. Nelda, Kurt, Kat, and Siobhan were dragging the heavy copper tub around, trying to find the optimal spot for it. “Don’t poke a hole in the bottom, ladies,” I told them. “It’ll take longer to fix it than it did to find it.”

“We’re being careful, Max,” Siobhan said primly. Kat rolled her eyes and grinned at me.

“How about right next to the outside fire, so it’s easy to fill it with hot water?” I asked.

Siobhan pursed her lips. “Not a fan,” she grumbled.

Kat giggled and said, “Three to one trumps Irish stubbornness? Pleeeease!”

“Fine,” Siobhan groaned. “We can move it later when we find the optimal spot.”

I helped scoop out a trough for the tub to sit in, keeping it stable and insulating the metal. We sunk it about two feet into the ground, which was where we hit rock. That ended up insulating a little more than the bottom half.

The squad leaders rode in at that point. All ten of them arrived, plus Peoth. I sent Kurt to fetch Brynhild, pondering which wife to take with me. When Brynhild arrived, the whole family was with her.

I gathered everyone around the fire, seating them on logs and stumps. I talked through my general plan, including what Brynhild and I had agreed. The outline was that she, Willem, Peoth, Cuthbert, and Frithstan would lead squads. Each squad would rotate days riding, driving the two wagons we planned to take, and walking. Brynhild’s and Willem’s squads would ride first. First day marching order was Brynhild’s scouts, Peoth’s squad marching in a V formation on point, Cuthbert’s squad marching second in a block, Frithstan’s managing the baggage wagons, and Willem’s serving as rear guard and reserve on horseback. An apprentice armorer and an apprentice fletcher would come with us, either walking or riding in the wagons with their minimal supplies.

I would range along the column. I decided to take Kat with me, and she and Jenn would ride between the second squad and the wagons.

I told them that unlike the last time, I planned to keep everyone together. Kat, Jenn, and I, plus two squads, would conduct training while the rest pulled security.

I explained that the scouts would screen and the other two squads would set up a perimeter around the village and training area.

I asked Nelda if she was coming, and she nodded vehemently with a wide grin. Some of my wives asked why Jenn was going along again, and I explained that she needed to work on her map. Everyone jeered that I would be impossible to find during training, and I laughed with them, realizing their question had been a setup for some good-natured ribbing.

I left Hunstan in charge while I was gone. I told him that he was to lead training, and that my wives could help with the women’s training. He nodded quietly and said, “Thanks, Chief. I’ll take care of the villages.”

“I know you will,” I replied.

After that, we talked about how we would train all the Katthi once we gathered for the tribal gathering. Nelda informed us that we had two whole moon cycles before the gathering, and I chided myself for not consulting her more about the cycles of life of my adopted people. I was still not used to working off a lunar calendar.

We discussed likely targets for the warring season. It was a hard choice between the Romans and the Franks. My opinion was that if we could drive off the Romans, the Franks would stop being a problem. Unfortunately, the Franks were an immediate issue for the Katthi and the other tribes of the Sauerland, whereas the Romans seemed to be more of a problem for the Saxons living farther north. We talked about logistics for war—how many wagons we needed with what kind of goods, what craftsmen to bring with us, etcetera.

As we talked, my eyes were drawn to the glowing coals in the fire. My thoughts turned to charcoal, saltpeter, and sulfur. A laugh from the men shook me out of my thoughts.

Hunstan reported that the additional grain from the barges and from Astnide would get us through the winter in good shape. Aelfram and Renvard had agreed that there was plenty. Anita said she was able to get enough flour to have fresh bread every three days. That brought a smile to my face as I thought back to baking bread with the ladies on the farm.

Siobhan snuck up behind me to wrap her arms around my neck. She whispered in English, “Bet you’re thinking back to me sitting half-naked with you by your oven in Colorado.”

Kat whispered in my other ear, “Homeboy does like some bread.” I chuckled, and the squad leaders all looked at us, wondering what was going on.

Cuthbert teased, “Well, we won’t be getting any more work out of the chief tonight.” Everyone laughed and stood up.

Hrothgar said, “I need to go check on the OPs. Have a good mission, Chief.” The others all made their way to their mounts. Brynhild hopped up behind Peoht since she had arrived on foot. I noticed she looked very comfortable holding onto Peoht, and he looked very happy to have her close.

I smiled to myself. Wouldn’t that be nice.

After everyone else left, I switched the conversation over to English and asked Tabby and Gabi to take on another project—figuring out how to create quantities of good charcoal. Tabby said she had seen some stuff in the computer, but she’d also had some practical experience with that as well. I also told the ladies to start saving chicken shit. They all looked at me like I had grown a horn on my head.

I explained, “Charcoal, saltpeter, and sulfur…” No one got it. “Black powder…gun powder,” I said anticlimactically. “Chicken shit will be easier to dry than horse shit, but we can try both. That gives us saltpeter. If you can figure out the charcoal, then we just have to find sulfur.”

“Ah,” Siobhan said. “Cannons and rifles for our villages?”

I frowned, “I’d like that, but that’s a long way off. I think getting reliably burning gunpowder is first. Then reliable fuses. After that, I’m thinking about cast iron grenades launched from ballistae. Those stones they throw are about twenty pounds. If we could throw five-, ten-, or twenty-pound grenades from some ballistae, it would effectively be like shooting cannons at our enemies. At that point we could experiment with bronze and steel cannons.”

Anita said, “We have all that 12-gauge ammunition. It’s a shame we can’t get a shotgun for it.”

“That would be nice,” I agreed. “There are a lot more moving parts in a gun, even a basic matchlock or flintlock. With black powder, the pressures are more manageable, but I would still want hammer-forged barrels for handheld firearms—for steel cannons, too. We can use water wheels to do that, but we’ll need to find a good location for them and then build them. I think we can drive steel mills and flour mills or sawmills off the same wheels.”

“We could probably use windmills, too, Max,” Gabi said. “I remember a Dutch windmill on the coast driving a sawmill that cut really big timbers. It was more of a tourist thing when I saw it, but it was very old and it still worked.”

I looked up at the sky, trying to envision how that might work. Nelda and the kids sat, their eyes round like saucers as they tried to follow what we were talking about. Kurt crawled up into Jenn’s lap as he listened.

Gabi said, “I can draw what I remember.” I dug out the notebook I had bought from Yakob for her to make her drawings.

We spent the evening just catching up and playing with the kids. We reiterated that Kat would go with Jenn and me, foregoing taking a third. I almost decided to take Gabi along despite the morning sickness since she was familiar with the terrain, but she demurred until her stomach wasn’t so rebellious.

Jenn, Kat, Nelda, and I packed our bags and checked the tack for our mounts, as well as the heavy cart horse and Frisky’s cart. Kat grabbed a couple of the lighter Mongol bows that were probably still seventy-pound draws. I put a heavy bow in the cart too, as a backup to the new compound one.

The heavy cart horse was dubbed Brute. Siobhan teased that they named him after me. I joked in return that I hope they didn’t plan to turn me into a gelding, too. That raised a chorus of “no ways!”

Anita, Gabi, Tabby, and Siglinde packed a variety of smoked meat, jerky, and travel cakes. We had enough rations for ten days, so we’d have to forage for any additional meals. Hopefully, our hosts weren’t stretched so thin that they couldn’t help.

That night I focused my affections on Anita, Tabby, and Gabi. Jenn gave baby-making a rest so she could shower Siobhan with enough affection to hold her until our return. At first, I spent as much time caressing the two pregnant tummies as I did more sensual caresses, despite neither of the two women showing any swelling yet. Tabby happily announced that she was still taking the birth control tea and planned to do so for the foreseeable future, which had me slotting myself into her and confirming that the tea was working.

I made love to each of them, switching out positions and partners, driving each of them to several orgasms and filling each of them with my seed. Kat joined us after some initial play with the other two ladies, letting Jenn and Siobhan have some alone time on the bed next to us. She took a turn with me before collapsing on my chest. I fell asleep with Kat’s pussy still squeezing my cock as she lay on top of me, Tabby pressed next to my right side with Gabi pressed in tight behind her and Anita tucked up close under my left arm.

The next morning, I awoke to pounding on the door. A teasing voice called, “Morning, Chief. Hrothgar said that you might need me to wake you up this morning.”

Nelda yelled from the loft, “Tell Hrothgar he is evil!”

Chuckles from outside the door drifted away. I noticed that the ladies had shuffled at some point in the night because Siobhan’s firm, naked body was pressed up next to mine, my hand was on her ass, and Jenn was grinding into the knuckles of my hand until she startled awake with a mild tremor. Kat was wrapped around Jenn’s back, and Anita was draped over Gabi.

Gabi released Tabby and got up, and then Tabby slid off me.

Anita burrowed closer and pouted, “Don’t go.”

I kissed her soft hair and told her, “I’d rather stay with you, my queen, but duty calls.”

“I don’t like duty,” she pouted cutely before kissing me quickly and rolling off the bed with a groan. “This sucks worse than getting up for work on Monday after a long weekend.”

Gabi and Tabby started a pot of water boiling and threw in some dried herbs while the rest of us dressed. I checked weapons while they toasted bread and fatty bear meat over the fire for breakfast. After eating, I went out to hitch the horses to the wagons, and the ladies saddled their mounts. We weren’t taking a pack horse this time since we planned to bring two wagons. Frisky’s cart was for baggage, and I planned to fill the heavy wagon with iron and steel stock on the return. Tabby had created ten tightly woven panels to use as portable fire reflectors, so we stuffed those in the baggage cart. Nelda’s saddle mount was tied to the back of the heavy wagon, and our healer sat on the bench to drive it down to Renvard’s village.

Once everything was packed, I hugged the children tightly and told them to be good before I gave each of my stay-behind wives a kiss goodbye. Then we mounted up and started south along the tree line of the meadow to Renvard’s village.
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SOUTHBOUND


We formed up in the meadow just west of Renvard’s village. I inspected the troops, ensuring they all had their gear and some kind of warm cloak or fur. I inspected the wagons to ensure everything was packed in an orderly manner—packs, spears, pikes, extra rations, and crafter supplies—before I gave the order to mount up. Once everyone was set in their saddle, I called out, “Scouts out! Forward, march!”

We rapidly transitioned to a route march as we moved through the village down to the ford of the creek. We crossed the ford with Frithstan’s soldiers guiding the horses to avoid ruts that might mire the wagons.

Brynhild sent her scouts forward in pairs, letting the first pair trot down the road for a few minutes before releasing the next pair. By the time we had traveled a league from the ford, we were in a valley that angled up steeply on either side. Neither slope could accommodate a wagon. I examined the valley more closely, noting that it made for a good ambush spot.

I pondered my options for the moment, and pulled the Henry rifle. I handed it to Jenn and grabbed the new compound saddle bow. Kat caught on and followed my lead, then I turned back to look at Nelda, who nodded and crawled in the back of the wagon, pulling shields over her. The armorer apprentice who was sitting on the seat beside her gave her a puzzled look, watching her take cover.

I stayed on edge for about two leagues before the hillsides backed off to give us some more room along the creek. I put my bow and arrow away, and Jenn tossed my rifle back to me. It went in its saddle holster. I guessed my column was moving at about three miles an hour. That wasn’t a particularly fast pace, but we had no need to hurry. The first village, Lon, was supposed to be another seven leagues away, and I had decided that I would rather the unit be fresh when we arrived.

A north wind cut the air as we turned southwest. I turned and saw the sky was growing dark behind us. Everyone hunkered down into their armor and pulled up their furs or cloaks. The wind pounded us steadily for about an hour. That’s when the snow flurries appeared. We were about to get caught in a storm.

I pulled on my gloves, jumped off Sultan, and tied him to the back of a wagon. Jogging to Willem, who was in the back, I told him, “Tighten it up. We’re going to pick up the pace.”

I jogged forward to Frithstan as he was walking at the front of his unit. “We’re going to pick up the pace.” Then I ran forward to repeat the message to Cuthbert on my way to catch Peoht in the middle of the V formation.

I told him, “Mass formation.”

Peoht gave the command, and his squad maneuvered into a three-by-three block with him at the lead. I jogged out front and called, “Quick time, march! One-two-three-four, one-two-three-four. Double time, march! One, two, three, four-hey!”

Peoht and his squad picked up the cadence as he fell in beside me, and I continued to call it. Peoht took the lead, and I jogged in place to fall in with Cuthbert’s squad as they caught up to my position. I had them close up the distance so only about five yards separated Cuthbert from the rear rank of Peoht’s squad.

I fell back again to find Frithstan and Nun leading the cart horses by their muzzles. The soldiers were jogging, and the horses were walking quickly, almost at a trot.

Nelda decided she wasn’t needed on the wagon. She held her arms out to me as I let the wagons pass, so I plucked her off. She ran up to her mount, untied the reins, and launched onto his back. She kicked Jorge’s flanks to pass the wagons, settling between Jenn and Kat.

I dropped behind them and led the rest of Frithstan’s squad. Once I had them all in step, I called out, “In column, follow me.” It wasn’t really a command, but as I took off, they whooped and dashed after me as we passed on either side of Cuthbert’s squad, and then Peoht’s. When we were all together, I had Beornred take the lead, then ran back to Cuthbert’s squad.

The feisty squad leader asked, “Our turn, Chief?”

I grinned back and said, “Don’t make me tell you twice, Squad Leader!”

Cuthbert called out, “Columns on the flanks! Follow me!”

I was impressed. Every other soldier went to the opposite flank of the proceeding one. I fell in behind Ulf on the right flank. He was one of our worst runners, but he huffed and chuffed, keeping a steady five yards between himself and the soldier in front of him. When we formed up in the front of the column, I hollered, “Way to go, Ulf!”

His squad mates, who were used to cajoling him, started cheering his name—“Ulf! Ulf! Ulf!”—as I dropped back to jog with Peoht.

I asked Peoht, “You ready to show them how it’s done?”

Peoht growled like a bear and called out, “Columns on the flanks! Follow me!” Hunstan had drilled his men well, and Peoht led them like he’d been at it for months. They peeled off like Cuthbert’s squad had, but it looked like a maneuver they had practiced.

Frithstan grinned at me as he loped along beside the trotting plow horse. I laughed and dropped back to check on Nun. A grin split his face as he yelled, “We can do this all day, Chief!”

I barked out a good Ranger-style “Hoo-uh!” as I checked to ensure the mounted troops at the rear of the formation were doing okay. Jenn and Nelda didn’t look like they were enjoying the trot, but Kat was grinning from ear to ear. I blew them a kiss and dashed toward the front.

We continued down the trail at double time for another hour. Occasionally, one of the rear squads would sprint to the front, but everyone understood the idea was to keep them warm in the bitter wind. I spelled Frithstan beside the plow horse so he could get replacements for Nun and himself—it was harder to jog holding the horse’s lead than jogging in formation.

At the end of the hour, we had covered another two and a half leagues. I saw Fridiswid waiting for us up ahead, maybe a third of a league away. I dropped back, pulled Sultan’s lead from the back of the wagon, and launched into the saddle. We took off at a canter to meet her.

Fridiswid said, “Hi, Chief. There’s a heath up ahead. The trail is overgrown in spots, so I’m here to lead you through it.”

“Okay,” I replied. “Did you see any possible issues for the wagons?”

“There were a couple of boggy spots, so we cut some heather and laid it on top to give the wheels some purchase. I think it will be enough,” the spare woman replied.

“Okay, I’ll let ’em know,” I said as I turned Sultan around.

I heard Fridiswid call, “Chief!”

I turned Sultan around and saw that the tough young woman had tears running down her bruised face. “You know, don’t you?”

I rode closer and lifted her out of her saddle and into a hug on my lap. “Yes, I know,” I murmured. “We can’t change it. We can’t bring her back. All we can do is learn and do better.”

Fridiswid sobbed into my shoulder as I continued, “I have faith in you, Fridi. Do the job, and do it well.”

I released her, and she slid to the ground. She looked up at me and wiped her face. “Thanks, Chief. I will.”

I reined Sultan around and cantered back to the lead element as she mounted up.

The heath was kind of spooky. It wasn’t dark like a typical forest from a legend. The brush was dense, and it would be easy to set up an ambush here. Everyone was on edge as we traversed it, but we were through it into open farmland in about forty five minutes. We met the scouts on the other side, and they led us up a gentle slope to the village of Lon.

Lon was a hilltop village of three hundred twenty-seven people near the headwaters of the Baarbach, within the boundaries of what our Autobahn map showed as the Iserlohn city limits. There were seventy-two adult men who were fit to fight and another twenty-seven walking wounded. There were one hundred forty women of all ages and eighty-eight children and youths. The village was about two and a half miles from the Lenne River—roughly one and two-thirds leagues in contemporary measures. The village was only about four miles to Edelheim by the back route, but there was no wagon trail. I made a mental note to remember it for scouts and messengers.

The village greeted us heartily and helped us find a wind break for the horses. We pulled the wagons on the lee side of a fat spruce with branches nearly to the ground. When we stopped, we handed out the fire reflectors to the squads.

We cut long poles and used them to make a tent frame between the wagons before tying two tarps on the sides of the wagons to create a shelter and laid another below the peak between the wagons.

Nelda and the scouts went scavenging for firewood and rocks for a firepit. I ended up using some of my precious Black Beard fire starter to get the blaze going, and the fire sputtered as the moisture popped out of the wood and sizzled from the heavy snowflakes. We had one fire reflector strapped to two spears that we managed to stick in the frozen ground. Brynhild had half her squad crawl under the wagons to rest so they could cover the night shift while the rest of us worked to build some shelter. Once we had a rudimentary camp set up and a sentry rotation established, the squad leaders and I met with the village leaders in a community barn that let us get out of the wind and snow to have a conversation. We planned the training for the next few days.

There was no communal stew pot since no one wanted the women to freeze trying to tend it, so the people of Lon village ate whatever they had stored in their huts while my soldiers ate field rations. Nelda threw some herbs into one of our camp cook pots for tea.

I took a tour around the camp to check on all the squads to ensure that everyone was out of the wind and had a fire for warmth.

When I got back to the shelter, Jenn said, “We should put branches on the north side, Maxwell. The snow is going to rip that tarp off in no time.”

I looked at the two inches of snow covering the tarp already, causing it to sag between its supports, and had to agree with her.

Kat said, “We’ve got four saws. If we team up with the scouts, we could get a bunch of those young trees for a shared shelter.”

Peoht walked up with Brynhild and said, “Our men and women have hand axes, Chief. We could build a low lean-to lodge pretty quickly.”

I thought for a moment and replied. “Okay, let’s do it. Jenn, mark out the spots for the ridge poles. We can use these as a start point, but we’ll need to move the wagons.”

“We’ll move them, Chief,” Brynhild replied. “We’ll push them past the current ridge poles and put logs under the wheels to hold them.”

“We need a latrine, too,” Kat said. “That’s going to be harder to do the longer we let the ground freeze.”

“Yeah, and it won’t dig itself, so we might as well get started,” I replied. I must have said it wrong, because Peoht looked at me funny. Regardless, he went to clue in the rest of the squad leaders.

About an hour after dark, we had a roughly forty-foot long lean-to. The shelter had a fairly steep slope and there were lots of small gaps between the pine logs. Fortunately, the snow filled those quickly to keep the wind out. We set up firepits about every eight feet with a reflector just south of the fires. We also had a short, shallow latrine pit off to the left under another short lean-to with its own fire for light. Some of the troops swept the snow out from under the big shelter and others scattered soft evergreen bows on the ground. Everyone laid out their bedrolls and stacked closely.

Jenn, Kat, and Nelda laid out sleeping mats, stretched out a couple of sleeping bags on them, and zipped another two bags together. We also had a bear skin for a blanket. We stuffed our packs into the narrow space next to the wall, pulled off our boots, and crawled into our bedrolls. Not only did Nelda join us under the covers, but so did Mildrith and Fridiswid. I didn’t blame them, since it was damned cold.

Jenn and I agreed there would be no breeding attempts until we could be reasonably warm. Kat was willing to try, but I silenced her with a good night kiss. She and Jenn both lay on top of me and pulled up the covers.

The next two days, the snow continued to drop heavily. We tried to do a short session of conditioning and the basics of blade and spear on the second day, but the wind and snow sapped the strength from everyone, so I called it off less than an hour after we started.

The second night, the storm broke, and the sun came out on the third day. My ladies and three of the scouts trained the women while the male squads trained the able-bodied soldiers. I worked with the walking wounded to devise ways for them to contribute, and they were grateful for a chance to support the village. Maneuver drills were difficult in the deep snow, but everyone did the best they could. The cold made the bows harder to pull, and a couple broke. Firing slings with cold fingers was also a challenge.

Men from the nearby village of Altena joined us about midday on the first day of training and stayed for the remaining days. I was surprised that the village and our spiritual leader had the same name, but Nelda explained that she was named after her home village.

We stayed an extra day to ensure that the lessons were taking. On that last day, the snow was packed down so it was easier to move, but footing was a bit more treacherous. Regardless, no one hurt themselves past some bruises, and everyone had a good grasp of the principles. We ended the last day of training with a force-on-force exercise, and the people of Lon and Altena did well.

On the sixth day of our journey, the Altena villagers led us to their village, and then a couple of hunters ran with our scouts to lead us through Werdol and part way to Herscheid in the Ebbe mountains. We overnighted in the forest before continuing the next day to Herscheid. There, we picked up a new guide, who led us through Olpe and Wenden before we arrived at Sigena. We picked up villagers in every village after Altena, so we had about fifty men traveling with us upon our arrival in Sigena.

Jenn showed me on her map that Sigena looked to be the same location as modern-day Siegen.

Sigena’s pastures were on the southern boundary of the Katthi lands. There were one hundred twenty able-bodied men, plus another ninety-eight walking wounded, three hundred twenty-nine women, and nearly four hundred children and youths.

I had two squads on rotation manning the OPs, and Brynhild kept half her ladies in the saddle riding the southern border while the rest helped Kat, Jenn, and me train the villagers.

They had a variety of armor but were short of bows. Still, we managed to get some kind of armor for everyone, plus a helm, a gladius, and a spear.

One old guy arrived in armor with a four-foot long spear. It had a short spearhead that was about eight inches long and two inches across.

When he saw me looking at the short spear, he said, “This is the weapon we used in the Teutoberg Forest to beat the Romans. It is called a pframja. We didn’t have much iron and even less steel, so we made short spears with this narrow, short, sharp spearhead. It is easy to fight with and it can be used to cut or to stab.”

I replied, “I’m Max. Who are you, Oom?”

“Calling me Oom is like calling a goat a chief,” the old man said with a raspy laugh. “I’m Boneval, Chief.”

“Max,” I reinforced with a grin. “Do you know how to use the pframja? Can you train others as well?"

Boneval nodded. “Yes. You can use it like a sword or a spear. You can thrust with two hands, or just one to extend your reach. The good ones can be thrown like a long spear, but most don't have the right balance; the spearhead makes them top heavy. But this narrow spearhead is really good at piercing chain armor, so a one-handed thrust was very effective. The edge can cut flesh easily and can even cut chain armor if you get a strong enough swing. It is better for closed ranks than an ax or a sword.”

“Show me,” I murmured with a smile.

Boneval had a difficult time moving his feet quickly, but he could still use the pframja effectively, stabbing and cutting at me pretty quickly despite his advanced age. I attacked him with a training sword and a training spear, and the old man countered effectively with the short spear.

The weapon intrigued me because like the Roman gladius, it was uniquely suited to a formation with locked shields. Unfortunately, Boneval had the only one available. I took some measurements and made some drawings in my notebook, and Jenn powered up her smartphone and took a picture of the weapon. I made a wooden version of it with a carved spearhead and trained with it against the squads. I found that I could use a lot of my fencing skills with it, and it was easy to transition between slashing and stabbing. Even so, I had everyone continue training on the longer spears and swords since we had no shortage of them, and the pframja was a rare weapon.

Jenn’s phone caused quite a sensation, prompting a round of snapshots and a crowd of people leaning over each other to see the screen.

They put me in a small hut with my wives, and Nelda stayed with their healer. Jenn and I resumed our efforts to impregnate her, and Kat was very helpful at keeping Jenn and me both aroused. Every evening, we would spend a couple of hours baby-making until all three of us passed out from exhaustion. Jenn and Kat’s cries of pleasure earned us more than a few sly grins every morning.

We trained at Sigena for two and a half days before Gytha, one of Brynhild’s scouts, rode hard into the training field, shouting, “Chief! Franks are coming on horses!”

I ran up to the young woman and asked, “How many?”

“One hundred plus a few more, Chief,” she replied. “Willem and Cuthbert have set up in a choke point and the scouts are attacking their archers. Our men are set up about a league away.”

I called out to my squad leaders, “Fall in!”

With my two squads, the Sigena village militia, and the fighters from the other villages, I had two companies of soldiers, if I added the most able of the walking wounded. There were thirty women who could help with bows in addition to Jenn and Kat.

I gave the order for the first company to move out. I left four squads behind from the second company to protect the village, leaving the rest to join the battle. I told Frithstan to lead the units to the battle while I ran ahead.

On horseback, I had no problem catching and passing the first company. Gytha led me to where Willem and Cuthbert were set up.

I dropped to the ground upon arriving and found my squads in combat with a handful of skirmishers. Jenn, Kat, and the other five scouts arrived right behind me.

As I unpacked my new bow, I shouted to Gytha, “Go lead the foot soldiers here.”

Fridiswid called out, “Heiu, go with her.”

The two ladies took off at a canter.

Kat and I turned and fired arrows over my men’s heads, trying to put arrows into the eye sockets of mounted fighters. Even when I missed, the damage of a metal arrowhead fired from an eighty-pound bow at less than fifty yards away hitting anywhere in the face or neck was generally enough to take the soldier out of the fight. Kat’s Mongol bow was equally devastating, but her rate of fire was slower than my compound bow’s.

My soldiers finished the fallen fighters with their spears and led their horses through our lines. We piled weapons and gear behind us on the flanks.

Kat and Thibalt set up on the slope on our right flank. I did the same on the left. Jenn set up next to me with her hunting bow. My shield, spear, and rifle lay at my feet, and I hung my saddle quiver at my hip. Fridiswid and Mildrith joined Kat. Leofwaru and Emma stood to the left of Jenn, their bows held loosely in their hands.

I called out to my men, “Where are the rest of our scouts?”

Cuthbert replied, “Brynhild has them screening along our flanks.”

Out in the pastures in front of us, a couple of Franks were slaughtering cattle while others herded roughly fifty horses. The majority of the Franks were in a loose formation, talking and waving their hands around someone who looked to be their leader.

I noticed a rider galloping past the loose formation of Franks. Jenn raised my binoculars and watched. “That’s Bryn,” she murmured as two riders began to chase her.

Brynhild turned back and fired two arrows wildly across the back of her horse before dropping the bow onto her saddlehorn and leaning low over her mount, kicking her heels into its flank. At that point, the Frankish leader shouted something, and roughly eighty mounted Franks gave chase.

I expected Brynhild to leave them all in the dust, but it looked like she had multiple quivers of arrows hanging from her saddle, which negated much of the advantage of her lighter weight. Regardless, the horse ran as if its life depended on it. Unfortunately, they were still easily two hundred yards away.

“They’re catching her,” Jenn gasped in horror.

I laid down my bow and picked up my rifle. “There’s one in the chamber,” Jenn said.

I called out in Saxon, “Kat, wait for them to close half the distance, and then aim for the main body!” I looked at Emma and Leofwaru, and they nodded their understanding.

“Got it, Max!” Kat called back as Fridiswid responded with a “Yes, Chief.”

I gently rocked the cocking lever to confirm there was a round in the chamber before I pulled back the hammer on the rifle. I raised the weapon to my shoulder and aimed at a rider who was rapidly closing on Brynhild. I raised the barrel to point at his throat to account for the drop, and led him by about two yards before I gently squeezed the trigger.

The sharp crack of the rifle was followed shortly with a red bloom appearing in the center of the rider’s chest.

The lead Frank fell to the ground in time for his companions to trample his body. They slowed slightly, but not for long, as Brynhild looked over her shoulder.

I called out, “Willem, guide her to our right flank.”

“Yes, Chief,” the squad leader replied.

I took aim at the new lead rider. Damn, that horse is fast, I thought. The guy from earlier whom I had assumed to be their leader was slightly behind him.

Kat called out, “I have the lead rider, Max! Can you get their leader?”

“Got him,” I called out my reply as I switched my aim. My rifle cracked. An arrow sprouted from the neck of the lead rider, and the apparent leader’s face exploded in a mist of red before two guys behind him in the tight formation fell, too.

I uncocked the rifle and handed it to Jenn. “They’re in arrow range now. Use the rifle if they break through our lines. Scouts, fire into the main body of riders.”

I picked up my new compound bow and started rapidly firing arrows into the formation as Leofwaru and Emma executed my orders. When the Franks closed within about seventy-five yards, we had only managed to unhorse about twelve of them.

The Franks raised their shields to cover their heads. That impacted Kat’s effectiveness, but I could still get clean shots since I could still see their right side.

“Horses!” I called to Kat as I kept firing.

Kat and the scouts on her side executed my order, and the lead horses fell with arrows in their chests, legs, and flanks, breaking up the formation as the riders behind stumbled over them. I shot a couple of horses too before I returned to shooting at the Franks who remained on their mounts. Emma and Leofwaru followed my example.

The cavalry charge had fallen into disarray as Brynhild led her horse through our lines with the first two riderless horses following closely behind her.

I estimated the company of foot soldiers was at least thirty minutes or more away. Even at a double time march, I estimated that ten-minute miles were about the best we could hope for in armor on snowy ground. Twelve was more likely. I estimated we were about three miles from the training field. I wondered where the mounted troops were.

Brynhild dismounted and brought me four quivers of arrows. “I picked them up from their dead archers, Chief.”

“You almost lost your life as a result, Bryn,” I replied. “You’re more valuable than the arrows, Scout Leader.”

“Yes, Chief,” she replied as she ducked her head in embarrassment and ran to deliver four more quivers to Kat.

“Where are the rest of your scouts?” I called out to the scout leader.

She jogged over, sipping from her water skin before answering.

“Nothgyth and Frythegith are on our right flank. Ricola, Bucge, and I were on the left; they’re still out there. They all have their horses with them,” Brynhild reported. “I sent Gytha back to you.”

“She’s bringing about one hundred soldiers on foot, fifty mounted, and thirty archers,” I replied.

As we watched the Franks reorganize, I heard horses approaching from our rear. I turned in time to see Heiu leading five squads of mounted infantry up to our position. I climbed down the slope to meet them.

Heiu reported, “The foot soldiers are still over league away, but they’re making good time. Gytha is with them, Chief.”

“Great. Go back and support Gytha,” I told her with a pat to her horse’s neck. Heiu struck her fist above her left breast and turned her mount to carefully pass the mounted soldiers that just arrived.

I called out to the half-strength company consisting of my two squads plus those from the other villages who could ride—one squad from Sigena, one from Herscheid, and a combined one from Olpe and Wenden.

“Form up! Block formation, squads in columns!”

They fell in as I called out to Willem and Cuthbert, “Passing through between your squads!”

They replied, “Yes, Chief!” as I picked up my spear and shield.

I called out, “Willem, you’re in charge. Hold this pass.”

“Yes, Chief,” he acknowledged.

“Company, double time…” I called, and the squad leaders echoed my command before I gave the execution command. “March! One, two, three, four-hey!”

I led the formation through our line as the soldiers called out the cadence. The fiftyish Franks froze in place as we marched out to meet them. Once we cleared Willem’s line, the scouts rode through and passed us.

When we were about fifty yards from the Franks, I called, “Squads One, Two, and Five deploy! Squads Three and Four reserve!”

The deployed squads positioned themselves in a line and stopped. They planted the butts of their spears on the ground and stepped out to a parade rest to create a wall of shields bristling with shining steel spear points. The reserve squads deployed behind them in the center. Unfortunately, all the long pikes were with the foot soldiers.

I passed through my troops and planted the point of my spear on the ground next to a dead rider about ten yards in front of my line. I opened my fly, pulled out my little monster, and emptied my bladder on the Frankish corpse. I tucked myself away and spit on the corpse before using one of the seven Frankish phrases I knew. “Goat-fucker.”

The Franks grumbled and started moving toward me. I grabbed my spear and ran forward, stabbing the first one to move in the groin just above his saddle before retreating back. One of the Franks gave out a battle cry, and they all surged forward to get me.

They didn’t get much momentum before spear points appeared in my peripheral vision on both sides. I dropped the butt of my spear to the ground and raised my heavy round shield just before horses and riders threw themselves on our spears. It sucked because—well, mass of a horse versus mass of a person—but we managed to halt their advance.

The horses that were stabbed reared to escape. A couple of riders broke through, but the reserve squads butchered them. Our spears jabbed at fallen riders while the scouts rode in on our left flank and fired arrows into the back half of the massed riders. We slowly whittled the remaining flanks until there were just a few left. Arrows started sprouting in eye sockets, so I guessed Kat was somewhere close behind me. The last six Franks wheeled their mounts and rode off to the southwest.

Kat called out, “Max, catch!”

I turned to catch first my compound bow and then a quiver of arrows. Kat called out in Saxon as she slid to the ground, “Most kills gets to be ridden by the loser!”

The men laughed as I drew and let my arrows fly. Despite Kat being a better shot, the new bow allowed me to shoot three arrows to two of hers. I got three, Kat got two, and one survived to gallop away. The herdsmen and butchers followed as quickly as they could. They abandoned the horses but dragged two cow corpses behind them.

I called out, “I hope your thighs aren’t too sore for tonight, Wife!” and everyone laughed. Kat grinned at me.

“It will be my pleasure to ride you, Husband!” she purred in response.

“Round up the cattle and horses,” I commanded. Then I addressed the squad leader from Sigena, “Wada, are these your village’s animals?”

“The cattle are, Chief,” Wada replied. “Our horses are close to the village. I don’t think we have fodder for these additional ones.”

Mansige, the squad leader from Herscheid, said, “We all have more horses than we can feed, Chief. We’ve started eating them to save our cows.”

“Okay, I’ll take them with me back to Edelheim,” I said. “Peoht! Frithstan! Have each of our men select a mount and salvage the tack needed to make sure everyone has everything they need. Any saddled mounts without injuries are probably going to be better war horses than the ones in the loose herd. Herd the rest back to Sigena.”

“Yes, Chief,” they replied.

I walked around and checked with the soldiers as they killed any wounded Franks and stripped them of anything valuable. Three of our soldiers had sword wounds and one had a spear puncture wound in his side, but all four were able to stand and assist their comrades. I told them all to see the healer when we returned to the village.

The men and I killed any severely wounded horses and field dressed them. I planned to drag them back to feed the soldiers and villagers that evening.

I looked off at my men rounding up the horses and saw a horse and rider at the ridge of the far slope of the pasture. The rider turned and disappeared down the back side of the slope.
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SULTAN & ZEPHYR


That evening, back in the village of Sigena, Nelda and the village healer treated our wounded while the village women roasted horse meat and cut chunks of it into the stew pot.

After supper, Nelda examined both Jenn and Kat for pregnancy. Her examination seemed to consist entirely of poking, prodding, and laying her hands on each wife’s abdomen. Nelda shook her head at Jenn, but nodded and grinned at Kat.

I was overjoyed at the news, but Kat held up a finger.

“This is the third time since we’ve arrived here, Max,” she warned me. “My mom had eight miscarriages before I managed to survive past the first three months. I expect a lot of false starts.”

I hugged her tightly and murmured, “I didn’t know, love.”

“I chose not to tell you, Max,” she replied. “The alien part of my heritage isn’t all beneficial. Apparently, it’s difficult to line up twenty-three chromosomes to twenty-four. After my first miscarriage, I didn’t see any reason to drag you on the emotional rollercoaster with me.”

“So we could support you, you silly slut,” Jenn murmured.

I kissed Kat to comfort her, and Jenn wrapped her tightly in a hug and gave her a lascivious kiss.

Nelda asked, “What is ‘chromosomes,’ ‘miscarriage,’ and ‘roller coaster?’”

“Sorry, Nelda,” I responded in Saxon. “I sometimes forget what language we are speaking. ‘Chromosomes’ tell our body how to build itself. They are tiny pieces within our bodies, and they are all throughout our bodies. We get them from our parents, and they are part of the seeds our body contributes to making babies. ‘Roller coaster’ doesn’t really have a Saxon equivalent.”

Kat clarified, “‘Emotional roller coaster’ means having your inner feelings bounce between very happy to very sad.”

Nelda replied in English, “Thank you for explaining. Jenn is very ripe tonight. It is a good time to fuck her for a baby.”

Jenn looked very excited at the news, so we kissed Nelda good night before we worked to get Jenn in a family way, too.

Early the next morning, we mounted up and began our trek to Oedingen, and from there to Eslohe. We trained sixty able-bodied men for the next three days before riding to the iron mine and foundry at Urbar. We arrived midday and spent the afternoon loading the heavy wagon with iron and steel stock—both ingots and bars of each.

I asked the miners if they had any sulfur. I had to describe it as a crumbling yellow mineral often found with iron, but once I got through that, they knew what I meant. They had piles of it inside the mines, so I was able to take a couple hundred pounds in addition to the iron and steel. I traded five gold, two big bay geldings, and riding tack for the geldings in exchange for the wagonload of stock and sulfur. I thought I got a bargain, but so did they. They didn’t get much business since the Hermunduri came under Frankish attacks. Since they were easier for us to reach than the Wüppertal iron mines, we told them we would be back.

Around supper, I had a discussion with the master smith, Tilwulf, about casting empty iron balls three to four inches in diameter. We shared ideas back and forth as I described my idea for launching grenades from ballistae or scorpions. We eventually agreed on three-inch diameter cylinders that were about four inches tall. He had an idea for how he could make a locking lid for the top, which would hold the expanding gasses of the gunpowder long enough to make the cylinder explode. He promised to send me some samples once he worked everything out.

We camped overnight in the cool air. The sunshine had melted much of the snow, so we had to choose between sleeping on rock or on mud. The wives and I chose rock and let our sleeping mats soften the impact of the hard surface.

That night everyone was in a festive mood as we prepared to travel home the next day.

Kat and I worked Jenn over repeatedly, and I filled her womb three times before we collapsed with Jenn’s face between Kat’s thighs and me rolling off Jenn’s back to lie on my other wife’s leg. Kat crawled out from under us to clean up Jenn’s dripping pussy with her mouth before we cuddled into a pile and went to sleep.

We got back in the saddle early the next morning after Jenn and I consulted her maps and notes. We made our way slowly back toward Lon village, which the map indicated was about seven leagues, or ten miles, away.

We’d been on the road for about two hours when I heard the long low moan of a scout horn announcing an enemy attack.

I grabbed a spear from the wagon and took Peoht’s and Frithstan’s squads with me, leaving Willem and Cuthbert to watch over the wagons. I handed my rifle to Jenn and told my wives, “Stay with the wagons.”

We rode hard toward the village. The villagers had taken a defensive position on the slope above the trail as a swarm of mounted raiders rode into the Baarbach valley. The raiders tried to ride up the slope to attack the village, but that just resulted in the defenders’ spears stabbing their horses and faces.

A huge man with a blond beard riding a black stallion was demoralizing the Katthi. He was wearing a winged helmet and a chainmail vest like my old armor. He carried a round shield like mine, and he seemed to be in charge. The big goon wielded a big wooden hammer that looked like one of the mallets we used to construct our house but with a four-foot haft and iron spikes driven through it. His mount looked like a stockier version of Marquis, my horse back in Colorado.

I told my squads, “Set up a defensive line at the edge of the heath.” I pulled my bow, stuck my spear in the empty case, and stood in the saddle, firing into the back of the huge leader before shooting a couple of horses coming out of the narrow pass between the hills.

The big warrior turned and charged toward me. I fired two more arrows at him, striking him in the left shoulder. That caused him to raise his shield. I fired two more arrows at his crotch. One arrow pierced his bladder, but I wasn’t certain where the other hit despite it sticking out obviously from the vicinity of his saddle.

I twisted in my saddle and swapped out my bow for my spear. Snagging my round shield from the front saddle horn, I raised it just as the big brute got in range. I stabbed my spear at his unprotected throat. The brute shouted and swung his hammer from right to left. His weapon deflected mine but the point of my spear cut into his face just below his left eye as it was deflected away.

Sultan bit the big black stallion, which caused the horse to rear. The brute fell out of his saddle, landing flat on his back. I kicked out of my stirrups and slid off Sultan’s right to avoid the flashing, shod hooves of the huge black stallion. Sultan pivoted and reared to flash his hooves at the other horse before leaning in to bite him again. I didn’t have much time to marvel at the fight between the two stallions because the brute in the winged helm was getting up.

The guy stood, leaving his shield and helmet on the ground. Unbelievably, he was taller than me by a couple of inches and heavily muscled, but his chain mail bulged slightly over his belly. He had matted blond hair, a long, tangled beard, and piercing blue eyes that looked like they were trying punch holes in me.

His gravelly voice growled in Saxon, “I kill you, Katthi dog.”

I nodded. “It’s a good day to die. It’s just not my day,” I replied. I was proud that I could say that in Saxon, but apparently it was a wasted effort, because he didn’t appear to get my meaning.

I jabbed the spear forward, toward where the arrow stuck out above his right leg. He slid back, out of range, but the spearhead hit the nock of the arrow, which caused him to wince and inhale. He reached down and pulled out the arrow with a vicious yank. His reward for his efforts was a beautiful arc of arterial spray.

I smirked as he momentarily looked down at his life’s blood racing away. He grabbed the haft of his hammer in both hands and growled, “I die, but I take you with me.”

“Dank, but I think I will say no,” I replied. I thought I should probably learn how to say “decline.”

He took three steps toward me, stumbling slightly, before he tried to hammer me straight down into the dirt.

I stepped slightly off the line of his attack and stuck my spearhead just behind the head of the hammer, guiding it to the ground. Once the hammer head was low enough that he couldn’t redirect it, I launched forward and whipped the sharp edge of the spearhead across his Adam's apple, opening his left carotid artery and jugular vein.

The brute coughed and fell back onto his ass. From his seated position, he lifted his hammer over his head with both hands, coughed blood out of his mouth, and hurled the hammer at me. I dodged out of the way, but it went past me before I could have my spear in place to deflect it.

I heard a “thock” from the hammer wetly hitting something and then a terrifying scream. I turned and saw the hammer sticking to Sultan’s head by one of the spikes as he fought to keep his feet. Slowly, my trusty friend’s legs collapsed, and he rolled to his side. The hammer kept his head off the ground, as it was stuck under his skull. His eyes saucered, showing the whites around those expressive dark eyes.

I turned to the brute dying on the ground, screamed, and ran my spear right through his chest and out his back.

The big black stallion sniffed Sultan and shook his head at the damage done by the freak accident. He nuzzled Sultan’s nose, like he was telling him everything would be alright. Under normal circumstances, I would’ve marveled at animals’ behavior toward each other, but this was no normal circumstance.

I knelt on the ground and hugged my friend as he struggled to survive. Bloody fluid seeped from his nostrils, and he struggled for breath.

“I won’t let you suffer, my friend. You’ve been loyal and true. I will miss you,” I told the horse as his head and neck started to spasm. I pulled my revolver, cocked it, and placed the muzzle between his eyes. “Goodbye, my friend,” I sobbed before pulling the trigger.

I holstered the revolver and kissed Sultan’s forehead above the bullet wound. I stood and looked down at my friend for a moment.

Suddenly, a voice cut through the din. “Chief! Behind you!”

I pulled my kukri machete and my long sword, looking down at my loyal steed. “Goodbye, Sultan.”

I spun and launched, killing two enemy soldiers before I even knew what was going on. I stepped, parried, and riposted, and two more were dead at my feet. The three remaining soldiers froze as they looked in my eyes. I moved before they did, and soon there were seven dead Franks on the ground around me.

I howled my rage at the loss of my friend as well as the injustice of these Frankish bastards coming to destroy my people’s villages. Franks and Katthi stopped to stare at me. I yelled, “Katthi! Kill them all!”

I ran toward the mounted Franks with my twin blades. I threw my sword, and it landed hilt-deep in the chest of a mounted spearman. I took the spear and used it to hack the Franks up despite their having a better angle to attack me. Before long, Peoth’s and Frithstan’s squads were on either side of me as our spears stabbed up into the floundering cavalry men. Anyone attacking the Lon defensive line was butchered quickly, and the line pushed down the slope, so the Franks were skewered from two directions.

The Franks called a retreat and started to run back south. I pulled a sword off a Frankish rider’s corpse, ran back to Sultan’s body to retrieve my compound bow and quiver of arrows, and started looking for a mount. The huge black stallion was nearby, watching over Sultan.

I stalked toward him, and he started to shy away. I growled in English, “We can do introductions later. I need your help, damnit. Get over here.”

The huge black stallion shook his head and started to tentatively walk toward me. I saw he had a brutal bit in his mouth. “We’ll fix that shortly,” I murmured as I hung the quiver from a saddle horn. I took two running steps, grabbed the horn, and vaulted up to hook a foot on the back saddle horn to pull myself up into the seat.

The big horse had to be nineteen hands tall at the withers. I knotted the two independent reins so they could hang from his withers when I needed to draw the bow. I readjusted the load to put the quiver on the right and the bow on the front horn.

“Let’s go,” I told the black stallion with a gentle tap at his flanks.

The beast exploded into action. “That’s it, big boy. Hunt!” I growled. He galloped effortlessly after the fleeing Franks.

Damn, he’s fast! I thought as I drew my first arrow. I sat tall in the saddle with my knees snug against the horse’s torso, and released the arrow. It cleared my mount’s head by a foot and punctured the back of the first guy I saw. I could hear horses and shouts behind me as I gave chase.

I shot two more guys, with the black stallion effortlessly hurdling over the corpses on the ground. The next guy I saw had the segmented plate of a Roman infantryman. I fired an arrow into his back, but he leaned forward just before the arrow arrived, and my missile ricocheted up into the air. The fleeing Frank kicked his horse harder, trying for more speed.

I murmured, “You can shake off an arrow out of an eighty-pound bow at seventy-five yards, huh? Let’s see how you do at thirty yards.”

I held the arrow nocked as the big black stallion rapidly closed the distance on the fleeing Frank. When I estimated we were only thirty yards away, I drew the arrow and aimed for the center of his back; the arrow embedded about half the shaft. The bandit jerked up, arched his back, and then fell backward out of his saddle.

I heard a gong sound as one of my mount’s big shod hooves struck his metal helmet.

I rounded a corner of the trail, shot two more guys, and was drawing on a third when I saw the remaining Franks pull up sharply in front of the pikes of the villagers from Altena and Werdol. I reined in my mount as the defensive line across the path butchered the Frankish raiders. Peoht and Frithstan led their men to attack the rear of the Frank’s group, and before long, all the Franks were dead or dying on the ground.

I turned my mount and cantered back to meet up with my wives. I found them around Sultan’s body, trying to pull his tack off.

“You shot him?” Jenn asked as I dismounted the black stallion.

I knelt beside Sultan’s body and stroked his strong neck, dashing the tears from my eyes. “He was suffering—fighting to breathe and spasming, and he couldn’t stand. I told him goodbye and then ended his suffering.”

“Well, fuck!” Kat exclaimed. “I know you loved that horse.”

I nodded before Kat exclaimed again, “Oh!”

I followed her gaze past my shoulder to see a couple of ladies had removed the clothes and gear from the big brute with the winged helmet. Kat added, “He may have been longer than you, Max, but you’re thicker.”

I turned back to my dead horse and muttered, “I didn’t know it was a competition.”

Jenn said, “It’s not, Maxwell. I’m certain you’re a much better husband and lover.”

“Thanks, Jenn,” I replied.

Peoht and Frithstan returned with their squads and more horses. Frithstan held up a stick that he had pulled out of a big quiver on my horse and asked, “Do you know what this is, Chief?”

I surveyed the stick—straight, about three feet long, with a hook on the end. “It looks like a spear-thrower,” I replied. “They are a very old tool. These types of sticks paired with a spear were common before the bow. Did you find any light spears or javelins with them?”

“No, Chief,” he replied. “There is a quiver for spears on your new horse, but it was empty except for this. I’ve never seen a spear-thrower.”

I pointed at the blond beard of the brute I killed. “He doesn’t look like a Frank to me.”

“His hair is not dark enough, and his beard is too thin,” Frithstan replied. “I agree. There are other tribes to the south between us and the Celts. Thuringers, Alemanni, and others. The Romans don’t care. They will pay anyone to fight for them.”

“Okay. Let’s pack up and get home. I want to sleep in my own house tonight,” I murmured.

Jenn asked, “What horse are you going to ride? That big black one?”

“Yeah…” I mused as I walked over to the black stallion. I caressed his neck and looked at his teeth. He appeared to be four years old at most. “You don’t have Sultan’s experience, but you fit me pretty well. Would you like me to be your rider? I’m hopeful Sultan left some foals behind. I’ll want you to respect and care for them.”

The beast looked at me, and I saw a glimmer of intelligence in his dark eyes. “I promise I’ll take good care of you and be your friend. I’m going to be sad for a while because Sultan was a very good friend, but I hope to be as good of a friend to you as he was to me.”

The horse threw his head up and nodded. I held his reins and pulled the bridle off him. “I doubt Sultan’s bridle will fit you, but I can remove this bit pretty easily. That should make this more comfortable.”

The resulting contraption wasn’t ideal, but it let me communicate with my new mount well enough to get us home.

One of the women from Lon approached and said, “Pardon me, Chief. What do you want to do with your dead horse?”

“I can’t watch you butcher him, but don’t let the meat go to waste. Please wait until I’m in the heath. He was a good friend to me,” I murmured.

“I understand, Chief,” she replied. “My son was the same way with his horse. They both died fighting the Celts for the Romans.”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” I told the woman.

She looked ancient, but I guessed she was about fifty. Her son must have been very young when he died.

Jenn and Kat helped me get my bow case, quivers, and rifle holster hanging properly from the new saddle. I’d have to add stirrups later.

I grabbed a saddle horn and launched up to hook a foot in the far back saddle horn, and slid up into the saddle. Each squad leader confirmed their people were ready to move, so I gave the order, and we headed home.

We had made good time from our home village to Lon, primarily because we jogged half the way. With everyone mounted, the carts were the limiting factor in our speed. Also, keeping a herd of over one hundred horses moving with our column was a challenge.

My new mount grew antsy with the slow pace, so I passed the front squads and let him gallop hard once we left the heath all the way to the ford next to Renvard’s village. He blew hard at the end of that gallop, so I stopped and let him have a short drink at the creek before we trotted back to the formation. The scouts grinned at me as we rode past them.

Normally, a trotting horse can be pretty jarring to ride. I expected to miss the stirrups on my saddle, but that big boy was very light footed. Granted, I still got tossed a bit, but by keeping my knees firm against his torso and relaxing my torso, I was relatively comfortable.

When I pulled in beside Kat, Jenn, and Nelda, the big stallion was calmer and was more willing to walk.

“I think he just wanted to show me what he could do,” I commented to my ladies.

“How far did you go?” Kat asked.

“To the ford by Renvard’s village,” I replied. “It was probably three leagues. Those long legs eat up ground, and he flies like the wind. In a pinch, he could have probably made it all the way to the Ruhr at a gallop, but he acted like he’d gotten it out of his system by the time we got to the ford.”

“You need stirrups,” Jenn observed.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “I’ll get the ones from my old saddle. Actually, I like that saddle better. We custom made it for my seat. This one feels too big. The guy that rode this fella had a bigger ass than me.”

“Bigger belly, too,” Kat said with distaste. “And dirty hair and beard. I bet he never bathed in his life.”

“And now he’s dead,” I said emphatically. “He hurt a few folks from Lon, but it seemed that they managed to stay alive.”

Three and a half hours later, the lead squads set up across the path north of the ford to herd the extra horses through. I led the wagons across the creek and up to Renvard’s village.

The horses followed the wagons across the ford, and Kat, Jenn, and Nelda blocked their path to keep them from taking the path along the creek that led to our home.

We led the herd of unsaddled horses to pasture in the big meadow, and the squads formed up, still on their mounts. I dismissed them and headed home. Brynhild, Fridiswid, and Peoht led their borrowed mounts back to our barn before riding their own mounts home.

The rest of my wives ran out to the barn as we dismounted. We collected hugs and kisses from all of the ladies who had stayed home.

Tabby asked, “Where’s Sultan?”

“He died in battle earlier today,” I replied morosely. “This guy’s rider killed Sultan, and I killed him. This boy isn’t as seasoned or experienced as Sultan was, but he’s strong and fast, in addition to being bigger. We seem to be getting along okay, but we’ve only worked together since this afternoon.”

Tabby let out a cry and hugged me tightly. “I’m so sorry, Max. I know you loved Sultan.”

I needed a moment to respond on account of my throat closing up. “Yeah, he was a good friend. This horse didn’t seem to be very attached to his rider, but I doubt the guy cared very much about his horse. He kind of struck me as an ‘all about me’ kind of person.” I sighed and added, “Let me rub this fella down and introduce him to the herd and the barn.”

As I was rubbing down the stallion, Tabby asked me, “So, what’s his name?”

“That’s a tough call,” I said as I switched over to the comb. “He can really tear up the trail, and he’s as fast as the wind.” I held the stallion’s head. “Whaddya think, big fella? Dozer?” The horse twisted his head back and forth. “How about Zephyr?”

The big black head rose up and down vehemently. I laughed, “Okay, Zephyr it is.”
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I spent the next two days reconnecting with the family. Kat, Jenn, and Nelda had a limited amount of time with me on our trip, but Anita was very needy upon my return. The hormones from her pregnancy made her clingy, but I wasn’t complaining. Gabi, on the other hand, had been clingy since that first trip up the mountainside to discover we had traveled back in time. Her pregnancy and my absence made her desperate for my touch, but I noted that she was affectionate to all of us, rather than just me. Fortunately, Gabi was doing better with her morning sickness thanks to some tonic from Willa.

That first evening back, I had either Anita, Gabi, or both wrapped around me to the point that Siobhan, Tabby, and the kids had difficulty getting through for hugs and kisses. We managed to rotate through everyone before and after supper. Once we had all bathed in the new bathtub, I crawled up the ladder to tuck in the kids and Nelda. Nelda pulled my hand to her breast as I kissed her, but I managed to break away without breaking my commitment.

“Patience, lover,” I told her in English.

She pouted for a moment and then giggled, “I don’t like this patience idea, Max.” Her English really was getting quite good.

In bed, I spent time with all my wives, but I focused on Anita and Gabi in the hope of calming them a little. Our lovemaking was desperate; neither of them could get enough touching, kissing, caressing, or fucking. I did manage to give some affection to Siobhan and Tabby, but Jenn focused on reconnecting with Siobhan and Kat kept Tabby busy when I was wrapped up with the other two pregnant ladies.

Kat didn’t mention that Nelda had declared her pregnant, and Jenn and I supported her by keeping quiet. The next two days, we incorporated the lessons learned during the training tour into our own training in the mornings before spending the rest of the day playing with the kids, working on projects, and relaxing.

Jenn worked on updating her map. She said she was going to bring it with us to Marklo for the annual gathering of the Saxon tribes at Disting, the Blessing of the Plow.

Tabby and Gabi showed me the ceramics kiln and charcoal cooker they had made from river clay. I hated to think about how Tabby had managed to harvest river clay in February. We talked about how we could dry the chicken manure, grind the sulfur and charcoal, mix it, and finish it into black powder.

Siobhan showed me a design she had developed with Gabi for a water heater made of ceramics. While we were away, Tabby had shown the other wives how to form the pieces, fire them, and then use more clay to fuse the pieces together.

Anita had been stacking stones around the outdoor firepit, plastering them with clay, and turning the pit into a stove, oven, and heating stand for the hot water cistern. The oven was large enough to hold one of the big black grouse or a loaf of bread in a Dutch oven. Kurt, Siglinde, and I helped finish the fireboxes.

The next morning, I loaded some iron stock in the back of Frisky’s cart, and then I took the kids down to Halvende’s anvil to create a grill for the stove top. Halvende had at some point used short steel pins to hold the plate in place on top of his old stone anvil, and it responded much like the anvils I used back in Colorado.

Working with iron again was a pleasure. My plan was to use eight iron rods for the surface and four for supports underneath, forge-welded to create a grill. Kurt stayed close and worked the pump bellows with Halvende, asking questions, but Siglinde went off to visit with some of the girls from the village and help them with a tanning project. By midday, I was done with my construction, so I rounded up the kids and we headed home. Siglinde hugged a couple of the girls before we left.

Upon our return, we had some soup with pieces of smoked meat in it. Anita was overjoyed with the grill. She decided to walk with me through the woods to find a base for my own anvil that afternoon. Everyone else was busy, so I grabbed my pack with my tools, a bow, and a quiver, and we headed across the meadow. Of course the kids came along, too, each carrying their own bow.

I remembered a large oak tree that had fallen in the valley on the far side—the valley for the Lettebach, or Lette Creek. I hadn’t had any luck finding a stone base, so I thought a big oak stump might make a suitable alternative.

I found the tree, pulled out my little pocket tape measure, and nodded to myself. I was lost in thought when I heard Anita say, “Max, look what I found.”

I turned to find Anita without her coat and her trousers and panty around her knees. She leaned over her parka, which was draped over the bark of the thick, fallen tree.

“This looks very interesting, don’t you think?” Anita purred.

Siglinde whispered, “Adult time, Kurt. Let’s go hunt.”

Kurt stomped his feet. “They had adult time last night! I want to stay with Daddy!”

Their conversation tore my attention reluctantly away from Anita’s glorious naked ass bent over the tree trunk.

“Son, I am going to have adult time with Mommy Anita,” I told him seriously as I unbuckled my sword belt. “Go with your sister.”

Siglinde enticed him, “We can go to the north OP.”

Kurt got excited. “Okay!” He always enjoyed hanging out with the soldiers.

As the kids ran off, I whipped off my parka, removed my weapons belt, and dropped to my knees behind Anita, placing one of my ham hands on each of her perfect globes.

Anita moaned, and I breathed in the scent of her arousal. I murmured, “You didn’t get enough last night, my queen?”

“Never, my king,” Anita moaned. “Stick your scepter inside me and stretch me to make more room for the huge baby that’s growing inside me.”

Not needing any more encouragement, I began licking her glistening, dark peach repeatedly before I drove my tongue into her channel. Anita groaned, “Oh yes, Max! I need you. Put your monster inside me, please! I’ve felt so empty all morning.”

I opened my trousers as I stood, and my little monster rose to the occasion. I slid my shaft under Anita’s weeping pussy to coat myself with her juices. Anita pushed back into me, and I felt her fingers on me as she reached between her legs.

I pulled back, then we both groaned in pleasure as I inserted the bulbous head of my cock into Anita’s tight channel. I sawed back and forth until I worked about three inches inside my wife’s hot, wet pussy, and Anita whimpered until I grabbed a fistful of her dark, tight curls and pulled her torso up.

I leaned down and murmured my love for her into her ear as I sawed gently in and out of her sexy body. I unfastened her buttons as carefully as possible before I pulled her shirt down to pin her arms at her sides. I cupped her long neck in my left hand as I unfastened her bra to bare her beautiful, conical breasts.

I cupped a breast in each hand and pulled Anita back against my body. Her hands rose up to encircle my neck, pulling me down to kiss her as I pulled on her turgid nipples. I began to fuck her in earnest, relying on her round ass to keep me from penetrating deeply enough to hurt her.

Anita whimpered into my mouth as we kissed. My cock caressed her G-spot with each stroke, so after only a handful of strokes, Anita screamed her pleasure into my mouth. I thought I would be a little desensitized after spending so much time fucking last night, but Anita’s clasping channel had my own release rapidly approaching. I really wanted to make love to Anita for a couple of hours, but with the kids running around in the woods, I decided to go for a quickie, releasing my seed into Anita’s welcoming depths to the accompaniment of both of our groans of pleasure.

After we both caught our breath, I kissed Anita again. “Thank you, my queen,” I murmured after the kiss broke. “I can’t get enough of you, either.”

“I’m going to clean up the mess that’s going to erupt out of my pussy when you pull out,” Anita said dreamily. “Go find our children, my king.”

“Of course, my queen,” I murmured before kissing her once more and pulling out of her welcoming depths. After a gasp, Anita reached down to cup her sex and catch the drippings of our lovemaking. I pulled my pants up, fastened them, and willed my little monster to sleep while watching my beautifully burnished wife lick our combined juices from one hand, then the other, while her gorgeous breasts stood proudly in the gentle, cool breeze.

I strapped my weapons on, grabbed my bow, and made off toward the north OP. “Kids, come back here!” I called.

Kurt raced out of the woodline toward me. Siglinde stopped at the tree line and waved back to the folks in the OP before jogging in my direction. I handed Siglinde my bow and picked both kids up. I hadn’t realized until that point the downside of the compound bow—you couldn’t string it over your back due to the crossing strands of the pulley system.

We spent the rest of the afternoon cutting a forty-inch long piece off the base of the tree’s trunk. I also hacked off a couple of relatively straight branches to serve as handles for tools and weapons.
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TRAVEL TO THE GATHERING


The next four weeks passed in much the same manner. Working on setting up my forge, working on making gunpowder, working with Zephyr, and spending time connecting with my family.

February passed, and the second moon after Yule approached. Most days were still very cold, and we had a couple of mild snows during that month.

By the end of February, I had finished three experiments with gunpowder and finally landed on a product that might work after managing to only singe off my eyebrows one time. Limitations with tools and technology left me frustrated, but I felt the coarse grains of powder would work well. It seemed to burn evenly, as I experimented with burning a line along the ground.

I poured out a line across wet grass, snow, dry dirt, and rocks. It used up the roughly two quarts of the gunpowder I had available for my experiments. I found it burned consistently on dry surfaces, but it sputtered and nearly went out when crossing damp surfaces. I used the last of my stock to lay lines out in the snow and lit one every thirty seconds. I waited about three minutes, but the powder wouldn’t light after that long in the moisture. That was all good knowledge, hard earned. We immediately started making another batch. The ladies crafted ceramic jars to hold the powder.

From about midway between the beginning of the second and third lunar month, we began discussing the upcoming journey to Marklo for Disting and the annual tribal meeting. The more I discussed the event, the more confused I grew about whether it would be a meeting of one united Saxon tribe or of multiple Saxon tribes.

Either way, we were only supposed to take a delegation of twelve people for the entire Katthi tribe. Wolfram, the Katthi chief, sent a messenger telling me that I was to act as a delegate for our villages and as war chief.

The really contentious part was that my whole family wanted to go. Siobhan and Tabby both wanted to travel with me. Gabi’s nausea was under control with Willa and Nelda’s tea, so she was ready to ride with us as well. Anita claimed she couldn’t bear the thought of me being away from her for another fortnight. Jenn was still trying to get pregnant, and expected to be at peak fertility while we were there since she had a period seven days prior to our departure. Kat and the children wanted to come along, too.

The elders and the squad leaders agreed to leave one squad of infantry and one squad of scouts to man the OPs and protect the village with the remaining maimed men. Hunstan volunteered to stay with his family in Edelheim to lead the defense, so we left his squad on the home front. Brynhild said it was Ymma’s turn to take her squad out, and Fridiswid was promoted to squad leader of first squad with Gytha as her second, effectively making Brynhild a platoon leader. Fridiswid’s squad would stay to be the scouts for home defense.

The forces from the smaller villages to our south and east were going to stage in the larger villages the day before we left, leaving on the same day. Lon was planning to send fifty soldiers, plus another twenty-three from Altena and Werdol. I didn’t have counts for the other villages.

Brynhild was going to stay to train a third scout squad while we were gone. She came by our house eight days before we planned to leave for Marklo and volunteered to watch over our farm and animals while we were away, asking if her scout trainees could bunk in our house. The wives agreed with the plan, so I gave her permission with one caveat.

I pointed a finger at Brynhild and said, “If you and Peoht end up using our bed, bring your own furs to make a mess on, Bryn.”

She flushed a bright red and murmured shyly, “Yes, Chief. I only plan to see him in his village. He has his own hut in Edelheim now. I think he will ask me to be a wife before too long.”

I grinned at her discomfort before I drew her into a hug. “He is a good man, Bryn.”

I saw her sheepish smile as she started to turn away. She turned back to look me in the eye, saying, “I like him, Chief. I’m just wondering if he’s the best I can do. Then again, I turn nineteen at the summer solstice. I’m getting too old.”

“You’re just barely a fully grown woman, Bryn,” I replied with a chuckle. “You can keep looking if you’re not certain.”

She squinted and frowned at me like Nelda had always done when I displeased her. Then she smirked and walked off toward her horse with a little extra twitch in her hips. Message received, I thought to myself and chuckled.

Kat murmured in my ear, “She would be a lot of fun.”

“Seven’s enough, don’t you think?” I asked as I turned to wrap my arms around the lithe vixen. I grabbed her by her pert little ass and lifted her for a kiss.

Kat wrapped her long legs around my waist as we devoured each other’s lips. After the kiss broke, she caressed my cheek and arched an eyebrow at me. “You used to have twenty-five girlfriends, Max. Are you saying you couldn’t handle a couple more?”

I looked around to ensure neither Nelda or the kids were close before answering. “Honestly, as much as I love our little healer, I wouldn’t be hurt if she found a different husband. Six is too many to give you all the affection you deserve. Adding more would just be greedy.”

Kat smirked and replied, “You won’t get rid of that one. She fell for you hard, and she’s focused and driven. She will be one of our wives. I think Jenn already taught her how to use Big Bob to get ready for your huge cock.”

Jenn walked up, having caught the tail end of our conversation. “Yep, although, now that I’ve been with you, I’m less worried for her wedding night. Anita said you were ten inches in circumference. Thank God that’s not true.”

“I heard her say that, but that’s bigger than a soda can. I’m a freak, but fortunately not that big of a freak,” I chuckled as I squeezed Kat’s ass, and she started nibbling on my neck.

Jenn said, “I tried to insert a soda can once. Big Bob is smaller in diameter by about an inch, but I think you’re just as wide as the can’s diameter, just not completely round. If I were into men, I’d find you perfect, Maxwell.” She hugged Kat and me tightly before adding, “You’re pretty close regardless.”

I got a quick buss from Jenn as Kat lifted her lips from my neck and told Jenn, “Tabby has a dress tape; maybe we should measure him.”

“I don’t think anyone cares that much,” I growled as I spanked Kat’s lean tushy. The ladies laughed as I sat her back on her feet, then we went to the wood pile to restock the house and airplane.

A messenger arrived two days before our planned departure, while Siobhan and I had been out hunting in the woods. I had Siobhan pinned against a tree with her hands held over her head and was kissing her when the horn sounded the call for a friendly visitor. We laughed and quickly finished cleaning a hare and two ground squirrels. We cleaned our hands as well as possible, shared a last passionate kiss, and started home, carrying our bounty up the valley from Lette Creek and across the meadow. The messenger was sitting by the outdoor stove drinking dandelion root and rosehip tea when we returned.

He told me that all of the villages had confirmed that the tribe would gather two days before the Disting blessing to allow us to drill our tactics as a tribe.

The next morning, Nelda, Tabby, and Gabi worked with me after caring for the animals. Nelda created a glue by mixing water, a couple egg yolks, and a powder from rendered hooves, bones, antlers, and sinews. After coating thin strips of linen in the resulting brown glue, we rolled them in a shallow wooden tray with about a cup of black powder in it. We made twenty strips, each about twenty-four inches long. The ladies ran a line between a couple of large trees so we could hang them to let them dry. We had to wait a day for the glue to set before we could test them, so we put everything away and cleaned up before we had the midday meal.

In the afternoon, we started packing everything we wanted to take—each firearm with one hundred rounds for each, bows, arrows, spears, four two-quart ceramic jars of gunpowder, smoked meat, jerky, flour, sourdough starter, acorn flour, bacon, two baskets of dried cattail roots, the second jar of pickles we stole from the Romans, and camping gear.

All the wives and Nelda each had a new compound bow for their saddles, courtesy of Tabby’s hard work. We didn’t have tents, so we planned to leverage our wagon and tarps for a shelter unless we could find better opportunities for shelter. I made a mental note to figure out the best option for tents since I expected to be doing a lot of sleeping rough during the coming summer.

I put my Surface computer and all but one of the solar chargers in one of the ammo boxes in the loft to keep them safe. I had no concern about Brynhild damaging them, and I didn’t want to lose or damage them on the road. The remaining solar charger was for our phones, in case we wanted to take pictures.

Our fuse testing showed that our product was usable, but I wanted to conduct more experiments to ensure we had a consistent burn.

Just before sunset, we rounded up all of the horses and put leads on the claimed mounts and forty spares. We’d need to find some more pasture to feed that many of the beasts, but we would need the mounts and spares. That left thirty-eight horses that we were going to herd to Marklo in the hopes of selling them off to Botulf or one of the other Saxon commanders.

Early the next morning, we packed our bedrolls and backpacks into the wagon with everything else, spread a tarp over the wagon, and secured it with some bungee cords that we had managed to not destroy yet. Brynhild rode up with fifteen scout recruits as we departed. We waved and traveled down to the assembly area near Renvard’s village, and I formed up the troops in the light drizzle of that good old Saxon sunshine.

Our formation included nine squads for the infantry company, with Willem in the company commander role, one squad of scouts, and twenty archers and slingers. Kat was commanding the ladies of the archer platoon, and Ymma was leading the scout squad.

Siobhan appointed herself my bodyguard, since Thibalt was serving as my squire and aide-de-camp. Jenn rode with Ymma, carrying her Ruger carbine and her bow. She had discovered Marklohe on the Autobahn map, assumed it was the right location, and penciled in what details she could discern onto her new map scroll before we moved out.

The scouts and two squads led us through Renvard’s village as the sun was just barely above the peaks to our east. Kat’s archers fell in behind them followed by four more mounted infantry squads. My family followed on horseback with Nelda and Willa’s young, dark-haired new apprentice, Dietlinde, driving our wagon and our cart. Kurt and Siglinde each rode with one of the healers, and both were excited to be in the rota for driving the wagons. Mounts for the wagon riders were tied behind their wagons, so they could ride if needed or if someone took their place on the wagons.

I’d taken to calling Ralf, the smith from Edelheim, Ralf Schmett, Schmett being the Saxon word for blacksmith, to ensure we all knew which of the many Ralfs we were talking about. Since I worked with all of the Ralfs, it had become an issue.

Ralf Schmett followed our wagon with an anvil he’d set up especially for travel. His wagon also had charcoal, spare weapons, spare armor, and a couple of big bellows for repairs. One of his apprentices rode with him. Dagmund had even stocked his wagon with twenty spare saddle bows with the new pulley systems, another twenty sets of replacement limbs, and fifty replacement strings.

Swetric, the fletcher, packed five hundred war arrows and training arrows each. He and his three apprentices had been as busy as Dagmund and his apprentice.

Ten widows without children, all of child-bearing age, rode in the next wagon, which was stacked with rations and cooking gear. They were hoping to connect with potential husbands either among our own men or at the gathering. They had their weapons with them to continue training and help defend the column if needed. They would frequently ride spare mounts since space on the wagon was tight, and our convoy moved pretty quickly since everyone was mounted. The wagons were the limiting factor for our march speed.

A couple of the walking wounded drove wagons with supplies, fodder, spare tack, and some of the woven panels for fire reflectors. Four drovers herded the horses next before the last three squads of mounted infantry served as a rear guard.

The trip was roughly one hundred miles, or seventy leagues, so given the difficulties with moving wagons through fords and on narrow trails while keeping a herd of horses under control, we planned to only do fourteen leagues, roughly twenty miles, each day. The plan was that we would arrive in the afternoon of the fifth day.

When we reached the Ruhr and turned east on the trail along the river, a fifty-man patrol of Saxon cavalry waved at us from across the river. They shadowed our route until we reached a ford over a league east of the empty village of Ruhrplatte.

After we got the last of the wagons across, I went to meet the patrol leader, my old acquaintance, Günter. Sigi and Ehrhardt each led a squad. Günter said that the other half of his company was following Wolfram’s column for security. I looked west and saw another column approaching in the distance.

I asked him to stay to watch for the rest of the Katthi coming from the south. He sent Sigi and one other squad out front, and stayed with the other three squads.

Despite crossing several water obstacles, we made good time that first day, ending up east and slightly north of modern-day Hamm. The contingent from Sigiburg caught up with us as we were setting up camp.

Wolfram and Agneta invited my family for dinner in front of a small Roman tent they had picked up from one of the Roman incursions. They had six of those tents, and I inspected them to see what it would take to build them. The design was solid, and I decided that if we couldn’t steal them from a Roman depot, we would copy them.

Wolfram said that he left Raimond in charge of the defense of the fort during their absence. They were able to mount fifty of their infantry, plus he brought one hundred on foot. He also brought forty men and women as archers; a group of eleven male archers were walking wounded with hampered mobility but all good shots. They were all on foot.

I told Wolfram that we brought extra horses and that I expected the soldiers from Sigena village to bring more. I recommended that he rotate his mounted soldiers with the foot soldiers so that they would all gain riding practice.

We speculated about how many soldiers we would field. Neither of us expected the villages to send everyone, but I was hopeful that we would have roughly the equivalent of a Roman cohort.

After we wished Wolfram and Agneta good night, Siobhan and I went around to check the guard force, and Kat went to check in with the archers.

Siobhan and I were on the north guard post when the horn tattoo for friendly visitors sounded on the south perimeter. When we arrived at the southern posts, we met the contingents from the villages of Lon, Altena, Werdol, Herscheid, Oedingen, and Eslohe—all traveling together. A small pony cart accompanied them, with the man who routinely sold iron stock from Urbar at Baarmarkt—Äthelbald.

I welcomed them all and helped them find a spot to set up camp. I pushed the guard force farther out, and the new group also set up a guard post. Siobhan and I walked them to the posts on either side since it was nearly dark.

When I got back to my family’s campsite around our wagons, Kat was squatting next to the fire talking to a grizzled man. She introduced us to Ecgfrith, who was Wolfram’s commander of the archers. He had been a big help teaching the ladies on our training tour, but I was surprised to see him. He had lost half of his right foot to a spear in battle as a youth, so he had focused on becoming an expert with the bow. Walking from Sigiburg must have been painful for him.

Ecgfrith said, “I think I should be your commander of the bow fighters.”

I smiled and replied, “At least you didn’t say ‘bowmen.’ That would have been a deal breaker.”

The man chuckled. “I think our lady archers deserve more respect than that. They’re doing well. Some have graduated from hunting bows to war bows.”

“Yes, that is impressive,” I agreed. “I have a plan to get them all using war bows, and I had planned to have Kat lead them. She and I have discussed how we need to finish training them and how to deploy them. You would need to keep Kat as your second.”

Ecgfrith shook his head. “I’d rather have one of my seasoned men as my second, Max.”

“I can understand wanting to work with people you know, but you need to understand that the majority of you archers are women,” I replied softly. “Kat trained most of them. They know and respect her. I know that if I put a woman in charge of a unit of men, the men would make her prove herself and they would make it difficult. I suspect you’d run into the same problem in reverse, especially if you appoint a man as your second.”

Ecgfrith shook his head gently, but I interrupted him before he could speak. “Ecgfrith, I’ve seen it too many times.”

The grizzled veteran looked frustrated. I told him, “I’m not saying no. I expect to have about one hundred archers, most of which are women from different villages. Tell me your plan for how you would make them into a cohesive fighting force.”

Ecgfrith pulled his cap off his head and rubbed his scalp. He sighed heavily before speaking. “I had planned to put an experienced veteran in charge of each squad of ten, like you’ve done with the foot soldiers. I have ten men with me who are excellent bowmen as well as combat veterans. I saw Kat running your training program when you were at Sigiburg, and honestly, she did well. My men all have difficulty moving quickly, but they can stand and fight with a bow, sword, or spear. They are proud Katthi and want to contribute. All of them will run if they have to, but they can’t do it very quickly or for very long. Some of them would be unable to fight for a couple of days afterward.”

“Can all your men ride?” I asked.

Ecgfrith nodded. “All of us have ridden at one time or another. It’s not something we do often since horses are expensive,” he replied. “Many of our old wounds make it difficult to mount.”

Kat said, “They don’t have stirrups, Max. I think if we had some of the shorter horses with stirrups on the saddles, they might be able to ride well enough. I can get a couple of the spare mounts saddled in the morning.”

Ecgfrith stroked his beard. “Many of the women are mounted, too, right?” he asked.

“Those from down south are all mounted,” I agreed. “The villages to the west don’t have Franks dying on their spears every day to give them horses.”

Ecgfrith asked Kat, “What do you think?” I was impressed he asked for her input.

“Why not make women squad leaders of their own squads, and have your men be their teachers?” Kat said thoughtfully. “Both groups would feel valued, and this way we honor the men’s experience but let the women learn to stand on their own. I can advise you on dealing with women. Your men could form up into a squad of their own if you wanted once the ladies are able to stand on their own. They would know the men would still be there to support them if they have questions.”

Ecgfrith looked thoughtful.

I said, “That might work, Ecgfrith. Let me know what you think. My biggest concerns are how the ladies will protect themselves if foot soldiers or cavalry break through and that they feel they are equally important to our men despite having different skills.”

Ecgfrith nodded thoughtfully. “Honestly, Max, the defense part was why I wanted the men with them, but there aren’t enough of us. Kat’s idea for them to teach might be best. I’ll think about it.” He stood up tall and looked me in the eye. “Thank you for listening, War Chief.”

“Of course, Ecgfrith,” I responded. “That is an important part of my job. I don’t have all the answers, but I have a lot of good people with a lot of good ideas.”

We clasped forearms, and the grizzled veteran hobbled off to find his bedroll.

Jenn beckoned me from across the fire with a seductive smile, so I followed her into our shelter for another attempt at baby-making. The rest of the wives went out of their way to keep me stimulated and Jenn pleasured with female affection.

The next morning, Kat, Siobhan, and I pulled three horses out of our herd of extras. All were fifteen hands or less, relatively young, but with gentle dispositions. We found saddles for them, and Ecgfrith brought his three most encumbered men. We showed them how to use the stirrups and had them mount up. One of them had only ridden once as a child, so Kat had him ride next to her with our archers. The man was just barely thirty years old, and our ladies made him welcome. It wasn’t long before he was flushed red from all the attention from the vivacious young ladies.

As we began moving out, a rider rode into camp, resulting in the friendly visitor horn call. I turned Zephyr around and rode back to meet the rider. I recognized Godric, one of the squad leaders from Sigena.

I clasped his forearm. “Godric, are you okay?”

“Yes, Chief,” he said and took a pull from his water skin.

“How far back are your people?” I asked.

“We’re a full day behind, Chief,” he reported. “We were attacked by Franks again as we were leaving. They were pretty disorganized, and we destroyed them easily. Unfortunately, it delayed our departure. We’re bringing another eighty-two horses in addition to the forty-seven we had planned to bring. We had to organize a wagon for tack, armor, and weapons, so instead of leaving on time to meet the folks in Lon, we left half a day late. Some of those horses are still pretty wild. I wouldn’t be surprised if some of them have never been ridden.”

“We’ll sort it out,” I replied. “We’re planning to camp near the pass in the Osning hills, south and east of Ossenbrügge.”

Jenn and I had decided that the location was probably around Bielefeld on our Autobahn map, maybe closer to Detmold.

Godric nodded and put away his water skin. “Sounds good, Chief. With so many people marching, it’s not a hard trail to follow. It will be a long day, but we’ll catch you there tonight.”

“We’ll hold a campsite for you,” I told him with a smile. “How many people do you have with you?”

“I think one hundred thirty,” he said with a frown. “We had planned on one hundred twenty but with the extra horses and support, we had to get more. I’m not sure how many herders we added, but we have six wagons in total.”

“Good enough,” I replied encouragingly. “I’ll see you tonight.”

We got everyone moving about an hour after sunrise, and the day’s ride was pretty easy. We only had one difficult ford, and the rest of the time we were on open, rolling fallow fields, grassland, or following established paths. The three walking wounded archers got saddle sore pretty quickly, but we took frequent short breaks. Nelda and Dietlinde heated some type of tea for them at midday that eased their aches and pains. I suspected that particular remedy would be very popular by the evening break.

We arrived at a large meadow below a pass in the ridgeline that stood before us. Ymma wanted to send scouts through to the other side. I agreed, but I supplemented her squad with two squads of mounted infantry to secure the far side of the pass. I think that’s when I started thinking of them as dragoons—the modern term for mounted infantry.

Wolfram and I walked the meadow and marked out places for everyone. As the units were settling in to set up camp, fifty men jogged into sight from the north. They looked pretty ragtag in comparison to our soldiers. Willem sent two squads to meet with them.

I was helping dig one of the latrine pits when Willem brought their leader to me and introduced him. “Chief, this is Sygbald. His village claims the land we’re on.”

I nodded as I swung the mattock. “Goot, did we offer his men something to eat?” I asked.

“Yes, Chief,” Willem replied

The stranger spat, “You’re ruining our fields! We expect to be paid for this damage. We grow many pounds of wheat on this land!”

I looked at him skeptically. “You must be Cheruski. The last Cheruski I met wanted something for nothing, too.”

“Yes! These are Cheruski lands, and you're digging up our fields!” he growled.

I laid down my mattock and picked a piece of sod that we had carefully laid aside. It was easily four inches deep. Offering it up for his inspection, I replied, “This is just wild meadow grass with deep roots. It’s been growing here for years with roots like this. We’re not about to pay you for the dream of a wheat crop that you’ve never planted.”

He shrugged. “It was worth a try,” he muttered.

I laughed, “I don’t know if I would have wasted my time. I ran into some of your people at Lippe Fort, and they tried to claim the spoils from a battle my people fought. That behavior isn’t going to earn your people many friends.”

I waved to the stacked sod. “We’re trying to be as careful and respectful of your land as possible. By midsummer, you won’t even be able to see that we were here.”

“Fine,” he groused. “We don’t have rich lands like you Saxons.”

“We’re Katthi,” I replied. “We live all throughout the Sauerland down to the Sigena lands. It’s poor, rocky soil. We would gladly trade you for these lands.”

Sygbald sputtered, “You don’t understand how hard we have it here.”

“Everyone has it hard, Sygbald,” I responded. “Life is hard. I suspect it’s hard for the Roman soldiers, too. I know it’s hard for the Frankish farmers who are trying to find better land by the Hermunduri. The Saxons are a split nation with their tribes east and west of the Rhine, and they have to fight to stay free of the Romans while trying to feed their families. The only ones who are thriving right now are the Roman politicians and their church, and they won’t be happy until their boots are on our necks.”

Sygbald nodded slowly, frowning, though his posture relaxed. “True,” he sighed.

“Let me finish my task here, and then you can come join my family for supper,” I replied as I picked up the mattock and returned to hacking out a ditch for the latrine. Sygbald picked up a shovel and helped scoop out the loosened earth.

We finished in about fifteen minutes, and then I led Sygbald to our camp. I introduced him to my family, and we each grabbed a bowl of soup from the communal pot. I thanked the ladies who had cooked for us, and we returned to my fire.

Sygbald slowly told me about his people. “When the Romans first arrived, the Cheruski eventually formed an alliance with them. Our chieftain, Sigimer, sent two of his sons, Ermen and Fladebert, to learn war in Rome. Fladebert was fighting to the east, fighting in the Batti…Illya…the Batto War. Rome took most of their legions to put their boot on the neck of the Batto tribes in the southeast because the tribes were angry about Roman taxes and abuse. Ermen was assigned to the Roman chief here. Ermen used his position to make an alliance with the Saxon-speaking tribes, lured three Roman legions a day’s march north of here, and killed them.

“The Roman king sent eight legions to make us pay, led by his son, Julius. Eventually, the Chauki fought on the side of Rome. Ermen was wounded at the battle on the Weser River. After that, Rome sent a huge army after the Katthi. They destroyed the Katthi crops and villages in the lowlands, and that’s when the Katthi disappeared into the Sauerland. Another big army engaged Ermen’s army and defeated them. After that, Rome pulled back behind the Rhine, the Saxon-speaking tribes murdered Ermen in anger over the loss of their people and lands, and the tribes have been split ever since. Other tribes forget, but the Cheruski remember.”

That lined up relatively closely to what I recalled of the battle of Teutoburg Forest from my history studies and the battle’s aftermath.

I thought Sygbald’s words might also mean that the Cheruski would remember any slights, real or imagined.

We broke out a little mead, after which Sygbald tottered off to his sleeping furs with his men. Soon after, Siobhan grabbed my hand and led me to a pair of buckets to wash up. She told me, “Clean up, Max. You, Gabi, and I are on primary breeding duty for Jenn tonight.”

I murmured, “Work, work, work” before pulling Siobhan into a tight embrace and kissing her.

She broke the kiss and said, “I really don’t like being the only wife who isn’t getting conjugal rights from her husband.”

I caressed her cheek and replied, “Siobhan, when you are ready, I will make love to you.”

“I’m such a mess that that could take forever,” she whined.

“Not to worry, my love,” I murmured into her ear. “I have a fallback plan.”

“Like kissing against a tree?” she asked.

I just winked at her, then she hugged me tightly. “Thank you, Max.”

We stripped, bathed, and crawled under the shelter between our two wagons. Surprisingly, Gabi was already tribbing Jenn when we entered despite her constant protestations that she wasn’t a lesbian.

I crawled behind Gabi and suckled her neck as she ground her pussy into Jenn’s, and Siobhan lay next to her girlfriend and kissed her before suckling her breasts. Gabi turned her head to kiss me as she maintained a death grip on Jenn’s thigh while vigorously rubbing her lady bits against Jenn’s. I gave Gabi’s nipples a firm pinch and pull, which brought her to her release. Jenn’s orgasm arrived at about the same time.

Siobhan and I held our ladies and kissed them as they rode their bliss. Once Gabi caught her breath, she rolled off and lay down on the bedroll. She murmured, “Must sleep before guard shift. Love you all.” I think she was asleep before I leaned in to kiss Jenn.

Siobhan and I got to work breeding our wife, and Kat joined us soon after. Anita and Gabi slept soundly, and Tabby pulled watch by our fire.

We broke camp the next morning, and it took most of an hour to get everyone lined up and moving. Before the last element started its march, more people appeared out of the woods. We discovered those were the rest of the western villages, including a larger mixed-tribe contingent from Mühlheim than I expected.

We entered the pass in the Osning hills—really a low mountain range—moving northeast through the pass until we arrived on a rolling plain. We turned more directly east until we approached the Cheruski village of Minda, roughly modern-day Minden, before turning northeast to follow the Weser River’s floodplain. We overnighted near an abandoned village north of Peoht’s Haven on the Weser. I stopped by the village and introduced myself. It was another Cheruski village, but I thwarted the demands for payment for imagined damage by telling them how careful we had been in every campsite.

We managed to get everyone set up in the large open space. Nelda and Dietlinde cautioned everyone to stay out of the huts of the abandoned village before spreading a powder inside the and between the huts, as well as in a perimeter all around the village. I asked Nelda why, and she encouraged Dietlinde to explain.

The young girl said shyly, “Chief, the powder we spread kills rats. We frequently carry it on travels in case we find empty villages. Rats or war are the most common reasons for empty villages.”

I traveled around our camp after we built our shelter, visiting with the people from each village. Most of the small villages sent a squad or two, and some sent a few female archers. They had joined together, traveling in larger groups. For instance, Barmen, Cronenberg, Solonchon, and Haven all traveled with the group from Witten.

The larger villages had platoon- and company-sized units of troops plus more female archers and support staff. I made notes in a book as I walked around, tallying the types of troops we had from each.

By the time I finished my tour of the camp, all of the villages I knew of were accounted for. By my tally, we had 718 infantry soldiers, 383 of whom were mounted, 192 archers, and my five scouts. I had expected the villages to keep more folks at home. We had considerably more than I had expected to show up.

I wondered, How many can I count on to march against the Romans?
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Iconferred with Wolfram after my tour. I told him, “I was hoping three to four hundred would show up. We have considerably more.”

Wolfram nodded. “You’re building something bigger, and we all want to be part of it. It reminds them of our past glory, when we defeated the Romans. The Katthi and the Cheruski were the two biggest Saxon tribes at the time. The Chauki were the third. All of us have suffered since the Romans arrived.”

I frowned as something he said didn’t jibe with what I had learned earlier. “Wait a minute, Chief,” I replied. “I thought each of the tribes were separate and alone. That’s why the Saxons were inviting us to join them.”

Wolfram nodded. “After we pulled back to the Sauerland, the Katthi split from the other Saxon tribes. The Romans sent six full-strength legions after just us. They sent two more plus the Chauki after the Cheruski. We decided we couldn’t count on the other tribes, and the band of Saxon-speaking tribes split. In my great-grandfather’s time, some of the tribes started coming back together—the Frisi, Tentkteri, Sigambri, Chamavi, Dulgibini, and the Langobardi. They started to call themselves Saxon again.

“The Cheruski have been aligned with them for some time, but haven’t been welcomed into the group of tribes. They have spread over much of this northern Rhine region, and they are supposed to join the Saxon’s tribal gathering this year. There are still tribes west of the Rhine, like the Lombardi and more of the Chamavi. East of the Elbe River, there are Angles, Jutes, and Varini who speak variants of the Saxon language—close enough we can understand each other. They generally keep to themselves, and we have no stories of them being part of the band of tribes. Their language, customs, and faith are very similar to ours, but they were never aligned with the rest of us.”

I pondered that for a moment before my mind turned to building a fighting force. “Let’s assume we can field four companies of foot soldiers and one hundred archers during the summer,” I said. “How big will the Saxon army be?”

Wolfram thought for a moment and shrugged. “I think we can field five hundred foot soldiers and one hundred fifty archers—maybe two hundred. The Cheruski can probably field four times that, but they are not likely to be organized fighting units like you have created. Each of their villages will work together, but they will struggle to make a cohesive force even among their own tribe. They tend to be argumentative,” he replied. “The rest of the tribes—I really don’t have a good guess. Combined, they might be able to pull together another one or two thousand. The Chauki will mostly be dismounted, the Frisi will mostly be mounted, and I don’t know what to expect from the rest.”

Wolfram stroked his beard for a moment. “Remember, everyone will leave people behind to protect their farmland, so they’ll probably be able to field twice that number for fighters. But we’ll probably have thirty-five hundred to four thousand soldiers available to make war. Our archers and scouts are unique. Even the Romans don’t use them like we do.”

“Every village has walking wounded, too,” I observed. “Most of them can still help defend the villages. That means we have maybe nine thousand men plus the Katthi ladies. We have nearly two hundred archers with us already, and most of them are ladies.”

I scratched my scruffy chin and thought, I need to shave, before continuing. “There are four understrength legions along the Rhine, plus a bunch of irregulars from the Franks and others. Let’s estimate their strength at nine thousand soldiers who are all spread along the Rhine in the various forts and towers. There are more legions along the Danube, and the Franks are supporting them heavily down there. If we are going to drive them away, we need to do it now and then set up defenses. The Romans will bring more soldiers soon. Now is the time to strike.”

“Why do you say that?” Wolfram asked. “What information do you have that they are sending more soldiers here? Most of their soldiers are in the southeast. There is another uprising down there. We’re not causing the Romans any problems. It’s not likely they will come here in force.”

As I recalled my Roman history, I was pretty certain Crispus and his prefect would be trying to cross the Rhine within a year. I simply replied, “I have information from pretty solid sources that they will be sending an army within the next year to conquer all of what they call Germania. If they send full-strength units, we could be facing thirty to fifty thousand Romans and irregulars.”

“They don’t hold all of the Frankish lands,” Wolfram responded. “If they do send an army, they’ll be playing with the Franks for a while.”

“Oh!” I exclaimed. “I assumed with all the trouble the Franks were giving us that the Romans had them under control.”

“I have heard they pay the Franks—mercenaries at the end of their contract—to attack us. The Franks are willing to take Roman coins despite the fact that it seems to have less gold and silver in it every year,” Wolfram said. “The Saxon tribes are slowly filling this northern area between the Rhine and the Elbe, but there’s really nowhere else for us to go. I heard some of the northern tribes have been exploring by sea, but that’s really only good for gathering wealth. You would need a fleet of ships to move a medium-sized village. As the villages grow, we will have to find a way to find more land.”

The old problem of Lebensraum, I thought. I mused out loud, “The Sauerland doesn’t have much good farmland. Even with the few people we have, we could be overcrowded in a generation or two, especially since we’ve been talking about increasing our birth rate.” I sighed as I thought about our situation. “Go extinct or go to war. Not much of a choice.”

“With those two options, I would choose war,” Wolfram said quietly.

“I hate to say it, but I agree,” I responded. “The Katthi have taken care of my family. I will go to war to ensure we survive.”

“The Franks are killing off the Hermunduri at an alarming rate,” Wolfram said. “I think they will all be gone in two years. The Katthi could expand in that direction. There is good farmland south of Sigena all the way to the Main river.”

“How many Hermunduri are there?” I asked.

“By this point, I’m guessing fewer than two thousand,” Wolfram replied. “There are probably fewer than three hundred healthy fighting men left.”

“Can we absorb them?” I asked. “How different is their way of life from the Katthi?”

“Not very different, but they are angry with us for not coming to their aid more than we have,” the chief said with a shrug. “We were not in a position to help them more than we have. If the combined Saxon tribes don’t go to war with the Romans or the tribes east of the Weser River, then we could move south. With our soldiers, we could make a big difference down there.”

“As horrible as it was for all the refugees to leave their lives behind, their move into Edelheim was the trigger for all the good that we’ve done,” I mused. I sighed and muttered, “I guess we let things develop here and then make our decision.”

“That sounds about right, Max,” our chieftain replied.

I wished him good night and walked off to find Äthelbald. He was talking to Tilde, one of the widows. She was smiling a lot. “Hello, Tilde, Äthelbald. I was hoping to have a quick chat with Äthelbald.”

“Maybe after we camp tomorrow, War Chief?” Äthelbald asked with a hopeful grin.

Tilde added, “Please, Chief. We are in the middle of discussing important matters.”

I nodded solemnly, trying to keep the grin off my face for the widow’s hopeful expression. “Certainly. Please bring some of the items Tilwulf sent,” I replied. “Have a good night.”

Thibalt, Ymma, and Sunnife were waiting for me when I returned to my fire. I talked through how I wanted the next camp set up. We would be staying about a mile from Marklo, so it was close enough to ride to but far enough away not to add to the burden on the village hosting the celebration.

Ymma told me they already had a spot marked out and had spoken with a nearby Cheruski village to let them know we were coming. We would have to avoid a couple of fields, but the village helped Sunnife pick out a meadow that would serve our needs. Ymma said she also had permission to use another large meadow to conduct drills for our units.

I had the first watch that night, so the planned orgy for Jenn’s breeding program was postponed. Anita had the middle watch, and Jenn had the morning. Jenn woke me up early for a quickie next to the fire to ensure she didn’t miss a day of breeding; although, it really turned into two quickies instead. My beautiful Latina wife may have been a lesbian, but once my little monster was inside her, she appeared to care about my gender a lot less. The more excited she got, the more of my little monster fit inside her—almost all of it. If I’d been an inch shorter, she could have taken it all.

After lovemaking by the fire, Jenn crawled under the shelter to wake everyone else up. I was buckling my belt when Nelda crawled out wearing her long woolen dress. I sat down on a log stump to enjoy my postcoital glow.

Nelda hiked her dress up to bare her fur-covered mons and straddled my lap. She leaned in to kiss me, and I cupped her bare bottom as our lips met.

Nelda moaned, “Please don’t make me wait, Max. I listened to you with Jenn, and seven more seasons is too long to wait. I am not from your homeland, and I’m an adult here. Please take me to bed and make me your wife.”

“You’re just so young, Nelda,” I replied into her hair as I squeezed her firm ass.

“Kat said you bedded girls younger than me before,” she moaned as she lifted one of my hands to her breast.

I gently squeezed the pert little orb as I murmured, “I was young then, too. I would like to think I have more wisdom now. We also tried not to have babies. I’m worried that you will have a baby before you’re fully grown.”

“I will take the morning tea,” Nelda whimpered as she ground her pussy into the ridge of my trousers that hid my little monster. “I can wait for the babies, but I need you inside me with your arms wrapped around me. I’m so wet for you. Touch me. Feel me!”

“Crazy girl,” I murmured in English as squeezed her tight little ass.

“Why crazy?” she moaned in the same language.

“For loving me,” I replied quietly.

“You are the strongest, kindest, smartest, most handsome man I know,” she murmured seductively. “I would be crazy not to love you. Please make me orgasm.”

The English words of her request sounded very formal coming from the young Katthi woman, and my willpower was eroding fast.

“I can’t, sweetie,” I murmured into her hair as I released her breast and hugged her. “Being an adult is damned hard.”

Jenn slid in behind Nelda, sitting on my knees. She leaned in to kiss Nelda’s neck as she wrapped her arms around both of us. Then, she pulled Nelda back and kissed her passionately while working her right breast with her right hand.

Soon Nelda began whimpering into Jenn’s mouth. I stopped squeezing Nelda’s tushy and leaned in to plant a hickey on her neck.

I inspected my work and growled, “Mine.”

“Always,” Nelda replied. Then she added, “He is very hard now, Jenn. Have him breed you now.”

“Thank you, baby,” Jenn replied. “I love you.”

“I love you too, Jenn,” Nelda replied. They kissed quickly and changed places.

I hadn’t realized Jenn was naked under the fur, but it became obvious as Nelda slid off my lap.

I quickly opened my trousers, and my little monster stood up proudly. Jenn straddled me, lined me up, and slid down onto my cock with a satisfied moan. I kissed her, grabbed her ass with both hands, and started fucking her hard. Nelda leaned on Jenn’s back, and her hands caressed Jenn’s heavy breasts and offered them up to my mouth.

Jenn and I were already wound tight, so it didn’t take either of us long to reach our conclusion, wrapped in a passionate kiss as I seeded her womb yet again.

After Jenn relaxed from her climax, the two ladies crawled back under the shelter. They were greeted by a welcoming chorus from the rest of the wives while I tried to figure out how I had ended up covering the rest of Jenn’s guard shift.

I put myself back together and did some squats, burpees, and stretches to warm up my body for another day in the saddle.

The ladies made their way out from under the shelter, and we worked to quickly break camp and saddle our horses.

Dietlinde appeared after she helped the archers break camp, eyeing my ladies suspiciously as all seven of them flirted in English and worked. We were on the trail before the sun was more than three fingers above the horizon.

The ride to the campsite was easy, with only two small creeks to ford before we arrived. Wolfram stayed back, in charge of the convoy, while I rode forward to get the campsite laid out. Zephyr ran like his namesake, and we raced ahead to meet the scouts. Thibalt’s and Siobhan’s mounts fell behind quickly, so I reined the huge stallion in to let them catch up before continuing at a canter.

We set up so that there were columns of campsites around the outside of the camp. Pit latrines were outside the perimeter, and the wagons were in the center. We had stakes from the nearby woodline pounded into the ground for each campsite by the time the main column arrived. It was still early afternoon when we started setting up the camp. I went to begin digging one of the latrine pits.

The local Cheruski headman, Beortfrith, showed up and watched us establish camp. I invited him to join us for dinner, but he declined. He did mention they had been collecting firewood since last year’s Disting celebration and would happily sell us some. Wolfram showed up and led him off to negotiate. When they finished negotiations, Beortfrith had two new horses with riding tack, and we had nearly six cords of firewood.

We had two days before the rest of the tribes were due to have their contingents here. I met with all the squad leaders and higher-ranked leaders, breaking the infantry into a cohort of four one hundred-man companies of mounted dragoons and three companies of regular dismounted infantry in an understrength cohort. The archers were broken into three platoons—an eighty-archer mounted unit with the mounted infantry and eighty dismounted archers with the foot. The remaining thirty-seven, including Ecfrith’s maimed men and Kat, would be in reserve with me as the archer company headquarters. We selected an additional twenty horses for the reserve. Tabby, Anita, Jenn, and Thibalt helped me find them all mounts and saddles with stirrups.

We spent the two days working maneuver drills of tactics—movement to contact, attacks, defense.

From about midday on our first day of drill, we had spectators. The Cheruski from the nearby village showed up as we began. I laid out the plan, and we started with physical training to warm and tone our bodies. After we finished a jog in formation, we conducted individual weapons drills, then squad drills.

Ecfrith’s men worked with the archery squad leaders on fire and maneuver tactics, and the young women blossomed under the tutelage of the experienced warriors. The crippled archers tried to keep up, but their physical impairments made it difficult. In the afternoon, I pulled them out and had them work as a squad while everyone else worked on the larger unit maneuvers.

Kat, Ymma, and Sunife showed Ecfrith’s men the drills I had taught them to get to know their mounts and improve their horsemanship. I worked with them on mounted maneuvers and firing from the saddle. Several of them continued to struggle with riding, but they were all good enough to keep their seats, guide their horses, and fire their bows from the saddle even if their accuracy needed some work.

Since the war bows they used were longbow designs, they were hard to use from the saddle. The men were accurate enough to shoot at mass formations, but only because their years of experience with a bow in their hands allowed them to compensate for the unwieldy weapons in the saddle.

I had a chat with Ralf Schmett while the wives worked with the archers. He grinned at me and pulled out a compound horse bow for each of the men. He had another nine in the wagon. The men grinned like kids at Christmas…er, Yule.

Since we had been training the ladies to ride to their position, dismount, and fire, I was thinking that the scouts might have better use for the remaining horse bows. I put off that decision until I had observed both days of training.

Toward the end of the day, we formed up and worked on company and cohort maneuvers.

We finished the day with Jenn and Tabby teaching the archers how to care for their horses while Anita went off to help with meal prep.

In the evening, I discussed the results with the leaders before our evening meal, but we didn’t make any changes to the plan.

After dinner, I assembled eighteen of the thirty grenade shells with lids that Tilwulf had sent with Äthelbald to create grenades. Unfortunately, I was twelve fuses short, so there was no need to put all the kits together.

The next day was devoted to force-on-force exercises. We started the day with some light calisthenics and a run in company formations, led by the ladies. The Cheruski returned to watch, and I think some of the other tribes showed up as we were forming up for our first company-level attacks. Kat and Tabby had the male archers mount up and then took them on a short jaunt to work on mounted archery with their new bows.

We conducted attacks and defenses, one cohort against the other. I had the mounted infantry include mounted maneuvers in their attacks and counterattacks. I even took a company of mounted soldiers and simulated a cavalry attack. As we finished that exercise, I saw Günter was watching with Erhart, Sigi and a bunch of other guys from his unit. As we formed up the next attack, I saw another group of mounted men arrive to watch.

I had to coach everyone to stay calm and remind them that we were fighting against our brothers- and sisters-in-arms. After good-natured laughter and taunting, we resumed our training.

We took a break at midday for a meal break, and I went to greet Günter. We visited for a bit, and I talked him into running a couple of cavalry charges against my people. As we were talking, a tall bearded man with a sour disposition, from one of the other groups of mounted fighters, walked up and interrupted us.

“Why do they use the butt of their spears to strike? That will get them killed!” the man hollered.

I looked at him like he was a dumbass and replied, “Because we need all of our people. Killing some off in training isn’t a good idea.”

The man scoffed. “Live blades make them focus!”

“My people are too valuable to risk them in a training accident,” I growled in response.

Günter interjected, “Dudda, I’m about to run a cavalry charge against them with my men. I’m very happy they are not really trying to kill me.”

Dudda snorted and stomped off.

“Doo-da? Really?” I laughed quietly.

Günter shrugged. “It’s a common name among the tribes. It’s also a common name for a cloak,” he explained. “He has been the war chief for the last two years.”

“He doesn’t strike me as much of a leader,” I murmured. I clapped my hands and added, “Either way, I need to talk to the commanders to see what they think, and then run one more exercise before I have you do your attack.”

“Sounds good,” Günter agreed. “And be patient with Dudda. He isn’t good at being polite to people who challenge him, but he has done a good job as our war chief. He tries to not spend our lives.”

I nodded and waved as I left to make a tour of the camp and talked to the squad, platoon, company, and cohort leaders to get their impressions of the exercises so far. No one had any critiques about the exercises, and they were all focused on how to perform better.

“We need to stay closer with our shields.”

“We should have planted spears earlier.”

“I think those short spears you were talking about might be better than swords.”

“I was afraid we were going to get trampled by the cavalry.”

“I don’t know if our bow fire would have been effective against the cavalry.”

The last two comments were from a couple of the female archer leaders.

I gave encouraging words, agreed with some of their observations, made a few more, and handed out some kudos.

We did one more cohort-on-cohort attack after our meal, then Günter’s men took the field. These were the men who had been protecting the villages for the last year, and the Katthi held them in awe. I barked at my leaders to get their soldiers set up for a defense, two cohorts abreast.

Günter had both of his platoons, so there were one hundred cavalry arrayed abreast. My troops took their positions, and I ensured they were all pointing the butts of their spears at their attackers. I waved at Günter, and his men all started to canter forward in good formation with swords drawn.

Everyone was nervous when they saw steel blades shining in the sun, but they held firm. Two companies from each cohort were in tight formation abreast, and a second rank of companies poked long pikes over the shoulders of the first rank. The ladies in the archery platoons freaked out, but Ecfrith and his men walked among them and encouraged them. I watch the ladies’ resolve strengthen with the veterans’ words. The ladies mimed pulling their bows for the first charge. Günter’s men pulled up just short of the extended butts of the spears. He rode up and down our line and called out where there might be gaps that could be exploited.

Then we reset. This time I warned Günter that the archers would be shooting blunted arrows. I held one up, showing the small ball on the end where the arrowhead should have been. He waved as his unit rode back to their start point. I had the women put their quivers on the ground, and we gave the women one blunted arrow each. The cavalry charged and our infantry held position until the cavalry riders approached fifty yards in front of our line, then the infantry dropped to one knee behind their shields and braced their spears. The archers released their single blunt arrow as the charge came close.

The impact of the arrows on the riders was obvious, and it left the ladies feeling confident at the end of the exercise. Afterward, Günter related how the cohorts’ tactics disconcerted them since they were unusual—dropping infantry and the short-range archery counterstrike. The Roman infantry tactic was to close ranks and stab with their swords. Günter also said the Roman cavalry wasn’t used to fighting trained infantry. He congratulated our soldiers, both male and female, on a job well done.

That’s when Dudda decided to show up again. “These babes wouldn’t have done so well against my men,” the current war chief growled. “I have the best cavalry in all the Saxon lands. Let’s see how they do against cavalry with a real leader.”

“Oh!” I replied. “I thought Günter’s company were your men, and that he was a real leader. Do you know someone I don’t? I’d like to meet this real leader.”

“ME, ASSHOLE!” he barked.

“Oh,” I replied calmly. “I never would have guessed. You just seem like a bully to me. Go along. Get ready,” I added, making little shooing motions.

“CAVALRY ON ME!” Dudda shouted. Günter shook his head with a grin and formed his men up. Dudda had assembled about another company of one hundred cavalry riders, so this would be a bit more challenging.

I ensured that each archer had two blunted arrows this time. Ecfrith’s men mounted up; they had five blunted arrows in their quivers.

I called for everyone’s attention.

“Dudda will do something we don’t expect to make him look like a superior warrior,” I called out. “Be prepared to maneuver.” Then I held up a gold Roman solidus. “One gold and one of the new bows to whoever knocks that asshole out of his saddle.”

The troops cheered and took their positions. The looks of grim determination on their faces reminded me of their expressions when we faced Franks or Romans. The lady archers looked like they were going to charge the cavalry all on their own. Kat, Siobhan, and Gabi were among them.

I grabbed my training swords and a training spear, essentially a long pole. Thibalt and I stood between the two archer companies and the mounted archers stood behind us, ready to launch on my command.

The cavalry lined up about two hundred yards away. Dudda raised his sword and gave a command before kicking his mount to a gallop. Apparently his solution to infantry was to attack faster than Günter had. Soon Dudda was outrunning his men as the rest of the cavalry maintained a line behind him, coming to a gallop in a disciplined rank.

As soon as they started moving, the fourth company of my mounted infantry mounted and held spears on their right boot. When the cavalry got to one hundred yards, the mounted archers bolted around our formation to fire into the rear of the cavalry formation, followed closely by a company of mounted infantry.

Dudda approached the fifty-yard mark, aimed right at the center of our formation. I assumed he knew that was the boundary between the two cohorts. Our front lines dropped to their knees as the rest of the cavalry came within range.

“Mine!” called Grimhild, one of the archer squad commanders from Witten. She drew, held her arrow for an instant as Dudda approached twenty-five yards, and then released. Her arrow hit the pompous ass right on the rim of his bowl helmet, causing Dudda to roll off the back of his horse to land face down in the turf. The ranks split to let his horse through and closed as the archers released their payload into the ranks. I grabbed the horse’s reins and guided it out of the way as many of the cavalry fell to the ground.

Then the charge hit our front lines. Dudda’s men weren’t as conscientious about pulling up their mounts, so many horses and riders felt the force of a spear butt smacking into them. Several of our front lines were hit with bodies, and our line bowed for a moment before pushing forward. When the attack was finished, the cavalry commanders picked themselves up and congratulated our troops on their good performance. A couple of Dudda’s men dragged him off the field. I led his horse over to them and helped roll the asshole up onto his mount. Dudda’s two caretakers nodded and grinned as they mounted up, and led their still unconscious commander away.

We had an after action review with Günter’s men and our soldiers. I awarded Grimhild the gold solidus, but she was more excited to be getting one of the new bows. When Ralf handed it to her, her face glowed like the sun. Everyone shared what they thought went well and what needed work. Nelda and Dietlinde circulated among the injured, handing out cups of tea, herbs to chew on, and, in a couple of cases, cleaning and binding wounds.

We finished our review, and everyone walked the field, smoothing out the divots from the horses so our hosts’ fields would recover later in the spring.

Before dinner, as I finished bathing, a handful of men approached our fire. I dressed and introduced myself. They were representatives of the Cheruski. We talked at length about our fighting techniques. I explained that our tactics came from a mix of Roman tactics and how my people fought. Eventually, one of them, Womär, asked me to train their people. I agreed that we would work with them for four days after the Blessing of the Plow, and they committed to getting us one hundred Roman tents in trade. I introduced the Cheruski to my squad leaders and wives, and we agreed on where to meet and train.

After a night of making love to my wives, and paying particular attention to breeding Jenn, I woke early and prepared to attend Disting and the meeting of the tribes. Everyone was welcome to the blessing, so we left a platoon for security before we all traveled to the site of the blessing. Nelda had Ralf bring the new plow that he and I had designed. Magrethe, the old spiritual leader from Cronenberg, joined with the celebrants, assisted by Nelda and Dietlinde.

The main celebrant, an ancient crone from the Frisi tribe, intoned a prayer, facing each of the cardinal directions. Then she and the other celebrants blessed the plows arrayed before them. Finally, we plowed furrows in the earth, and the celebrants dropped cakes into the furrows to feed the Earth Mother. Finally, we pushed the dirt over the cakes, and then the main celebrant encouraged everyone to participate in the celebration.

Cakes and bowls of soup were shared amongst the gathered crowd and cups were filled with mead and beer. There must have been thousands of people present, and everyone mixed easily.

I was visiting with Botulf when a pretty woman with golden hair the color of wheat straw interrupted us. She asked, “Are you Max Morgan?” Her hair was up in a relatively elaborate twist, which was very unusual for Saxon women, though she did wear the typical homespun dress and apron.

“Yes,” I replied tentatively.

She eyed me keenly. “Yakob sends his regards.”
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“Excuse me, Botulf,” I told the commander of Astnide.

I waved the woman to the side, and we stepped away. Siobhan took notice and walked toward us.

I turned to face the blonde. “So. I am Max Morgan. Who are you?” I asked. “How do you know Yakob?”

She held her hands up facing toward me like she was warding me off or trying to calm me. She said, “My name is Ranwyn. I see Yakob often at Castra Vetera. He told me to tell you that I’m the blonde who wears Roman fashions.”

“He told me you might be a spy for the Romans,” I replied cautiously. Siobhan stepped up next to me and squeezed my hand.

Ranwyn frowned slightly and said, “Like Yakob’s situation, it’s more complicated than that. Yakob told me to tell you the Roman 30th Legion of Castra Vetera is planning to attack soon to disrupt our planting. When I was at the castra last, about eight days ago, Quintillus told me to be back at the fortress before ten days after the new moon.”

“Who’s Quintillus?” I asked.

“The legate,” Ranwyn answered. “I let him fuck me, so I can tell him what our commanders want him to believe. I am able to learn much about his plans too.”

“You’d have to be careful about how much you tell our leaders, or he’d figure out you were spying on him,” I replied.

“I almost got caught that way once,” she said sheepishly. “I’ve learned to gather information from multiple sources.” She looked at Siobhan and asked, “Who are you? We were having a conversation.” Ranwyn didn’t look happy to see her.

“She’s one of my wives,” I answered. “Siobhan, this is Ranwyn. She brought word from the peddler.”

The ladies nodded to each other rather coldly before I asked, “Ranwyn, do you know how many soldiers the Romans will send out?”

“I don’t think Quintillus has made up his mind yet,” she replied. “I would expect a minimum of two cohorts. I heard him talking about sending a third and his cavalry, but I think he’s struggling between sending an overwhelming force and manning the towers on the Rhine. He’d like to move the line of forts to the Weser.”

“Did he get reinforcements?” I asked. “I thought he only had four understrength cohorts and a couple of cavalry companies.”

“The legion at Colonia Agrippina was reinforced with three more cohorts,” Ranwyn explained. “They sent one of the new cohorts up to Castra Vetera on orders of the new general moving an army to finish conquering all of the Frank lands—Flavius Julius Crispus, and his praetorian prefect, Titus Uodinna Luca. I expect we’ll see them on our borders next year or the year thereafter.”

“Crispus is moving,” I murmured. After a moment, I turned my attention back to Ranwyn. “So he could keep one cohort manning the forts and towers and send up to three cohorts and the cavalry after us.”

“That sounds about right,” the blonde replied. “He likes to keep the cavalry in reserve to react to reports from the smaller forts and towers, but there haven’t been many in the last year.”

“I hear the legate is a man of habits,” I countered.

She shrugged and added, “He also likes to manage at the cohort level.”

“So it’s likely he’ll keep the cavalry in reserve,” I mused. I focused my attention back at the blonde. “Thank you, Ranwyn. What tribe are you with?”

“I’m originally from the Frisi,” she said. “There are not many of us left, and those who remain comprise small, scattered villages.” She paused, and I wrapped an arm around Siobhan. She watched us for a moment before continuing. “I married a man of the Sigambri tribe. Our life together lasted thirty-six days. He was killed by Romans north of Lippe Fort. Four seasons later, the legate saw me in the Ksanten market and invited me to Castra Vetera. I was going to ignore him, but my husband’s father thought I might be able to curry favor from the Romans or learn of their plans. Quintillus views his affections as favor enough, but I have been able to pass on small pieces of information to the Saxon tribes. My husband’s father feeds me tidbits to tell the legate, so he thinks he can trust me.”

Ranwyn didn’t seem particularly happy about the situation.

Siobhan said, “I think if your husband’s father is so keen to have a spy in the legate’s bed, he should crawl in there himself. I hate it when men think they own women.”

Ranwyn frowned for a moment before replying, “So, your husband doesn’t tell you what to do?”

“No,” Siobhan said adamantly. “The only time he gives us orders is in battle. He consults me and all of his wives. Even when we were first stranded here and he was fighting to keep us all alive, he consulted us. He treats women with respect. His female squad leaders would all marry him if we invited them in. He asks them for what they think, listens, and considers what they tell him. Yeah, they would absolutely all marry him.”

“No need to worry about that, Siobhan,” I murmured.

“You keep believing that, husband,” Siobhan replied before she stood on her toes to brush a kiss across my lips.

I lifted my eyes back to our new acquaintance in time to see a fleeting sour look cross her face before she schooled her expression back to neutral. Gabi and Kat walked up behind me, and my German wife wrapped her arms around my shoulders as Kat cuddled up under my left arm. They took turns kissing my left cheek.

“Ranwyn, these are two more of my wives,” I said by way of introduction. “Gabriela and Katryn.” Each of my wives waved as I mentioned their names. “This is Ranwyn.”

The blond stranger said, “Hello.” Several emotions played across her face in rapid succession. Finally, she composed her features and said, “I need to get back to my people. I will see you soon.”

Jenn, Anita, and Tabby arrived, but Ranwyn didn’t stick around to greet them. Her expression was indecipherable before she walked away. Between kisses, I saw her look back to watch.

“Who’s that?” Anita asked. Siobhan and I related the conversion we had with Ranwyn.

Jenn asked, “Time to make a baby, husband?”

“Work, work, work,” I grumbled, which earned me a couple sharp slaps on my chest and arms before we all laughed. We found Nelda and Thibalt before making our way back to our camp.

We took care of horses and bathed. Nelda kissed everyone good night before going to sleep in the shelter she was sharing with Dietlinde and Thibalt. The wives led me under our shelter.

Jenn kissed me before turning to kiss the other wives, dragging her girlfriend to the mattress in a passionate embrace. Tabby took me into her mouth as I lay down next to the writhing Jenn and Siobhan. Anita sat on my chest facing Tabby, and then I pulled her back toward my face so I could pleasure her dark vulva with my mouth. I eventually felt Tabby removing her mouth, followed by her crawling up my body to straddle me. The top half of my little monster was slowly swallowed by Tabby’s tight, wet pussy.

Anita gasped and fell forward. I saw Gabi pull her off me while kissing her and caressing her chocolatey skin. I could see Kat holding and kissing Tabby while strumming the shorter woman’s clit.

Tabby came hard, squeezing the top half of my cock with her tiny pussy.

I growled, “If we’re giving my first load to Jenn, we’d better get her over here.”

Kat pulled Tabby’s quivering body from my erect cock, Anita slid off my face, and Siobhan guided Jenn to mount me.

Jenn slid slowly onto my hard pole before leaning forward to brush her large breasts against my chest, kissing and fingering Siobhan the whole time.

Siobhan started quivering from Jenn’s attention. Kat and Gabi guided her to straddle my face while her orgasm took her. I lifted my head to kiss Siobhan’s pussy for the first time. Jenn’s fingers pulled out to stroke Siobhan’s clit while my tongue took over pleasuring her channel. I don’t think she figured out whose tongue that was until much later.

We rotated through everyone but Siobhan, riding my little monster to a couple of orgasms and filling Jenn with my seed twice more.

As I was getting ready to fall asleep with Siobhan under my right arm, Anita under my left, and Kat impaled on top of me, Siobhan made a sound.

I turned to look at her and asked, “What was that, love?”

“Maybe there’s hope,” she murmured a little louder. “That was you eating my pussy earlier, wasn’t it?”

“Yes,” I replied, paying special attention to her expressions.

She smiled gently and cuddled into my chest. “Good,” she murmured, followed by a gentle kiss.

The next morning was the tribal council. Thibalt, Siobhan, and Gabi came with me ostensibly as bodyguards, but given the rules of the council, they were planning to stay back from the proceedings and care for our horses. The two wives were planning to talk to the women of other tribes about our training program.

Wolfram organized our twelve-person delegation and led us to the council fires. We greeted the other delegates and took seats.

The first order of business was to welcome the new tribes to the Saxon alliance. The representatives of the tribes already part of the alliance called for a vote to accept the Katthi, Hermunduri, Cheruski, and Chauki into the group. The Hermunduri had declined the offer to join the alliance, so no one from that tribe rose, but the tribal delegations from the other three tribes did.

Wolfram stood in front of the rest of us, and when Nothgifu, the old crone leading the ceremony, called for a vote to allow the Katthi into the alliance, the seated tribal chieftains all raised their hands. The old woman asked if we accepted, and Wolfram said we did.

The woman handed him a thorny branch from a crab apple tree with a couple of apples on it. She called out in a strong voice, “An alliance between tribes is not always a sweet experience. In those times, we must swallow our bitterness and work together.”

She nodded to Wolfram, and he took a bite of a crab apple, then sat and passed the branch around our group. Each of us took a bite of crab apple as Nothgifu called for the vote for the Cheruski.

The Cheruski and Chauki votes followed, and when they finished eating their crab apples, the old woman called out, “All Saxons stand together!”

All the delegations rose and cheered.

The next item on the agenda was to decide our war strategy and elect a war chief for the next year.

Dudda, a member of the Angrivari delegation, rose and said, “As the standing war chief, I recommend we keep to the same plan to control our borders.”

Arin, the commander of Lippe Fort and a member of the Cheruski delegation, stood. “You couldn’t break the infantry lines of the Katthi with two hundred cavalry. You should just sit and be quiet.”

I stood and addressed the commander’s rebuttal. “Arin, let’s all be calm and respectful. We are Saxon, and we stand together.”

I turned to scan the rest of the assembly. “I am Max, and I have the honor to serve as the war chief of the Katthi tribe. My family and I just arrived in the Katthi lands when Frankish raiders attacked us. I am grateful for Dudda’s men coming to our aid. I am also grateful that his men didn’t try to kill us in our training exercise two days ago. I can’t afford to have soldiers killed or maimed in training. His men’s restraint allowed mine to learn and not lose their lives. When it comes time for us to face the Franks or the Romans again, fewer of the Katthi will die. I say don’t judge Dudda too harshly for that one time in training, especially when many of us are alive because he sent soldiers to help train us.”

Dudda looked surprised but nodded at me from across the fires as I took my seat beside Wolfram. Arin returned to his feet and shouted, “We should drive the Franks and Romans to the western sea!”

I stood again and asked him, “How do you propose we do that, Arin? The Romans have forts along the west bank of the Rhine. We just doubled the size of the Saxon nation, and we have no experience fighting together. Holding the borders of our lands from the Main River north and taking over the forts along the Rhine might be doable. Driving them to the western sea is not practical.”

Arin waved at me and said, “You killed one hundred twenty Romans with twenty men. At that rate, we could send them all to the next life.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “We did. How many times do you think the Romans will let us sneak into their camps at night to kill them in their bedrolls? I suspect it would be a difficult feat to do again. That time in front of your fort, they didn’t set up the normal Roman camp with ditches, barriers, and entry guards. We were very lucky.”

I addressed the rest of the crowd. “I have some thoughts of how we could defeat them all, but I need to work on some new weapons before we would be ready for that.”

Cynethryth, the spiritual leader of the Tentkteri delegation, rose. Everyone stopped their murmuring to listen to the older woman.

She said, “I like the idea of holding the border. Strengthening it. We live on the east bank of the Rhine, and there are not many of us left. It would be good to have a year during which we could just focus on rebuilding our families and food stores.”

A gruff man named Horsa, leader of the Sigambri delegation, stood. “That is not likely, Mother Cynethryth,” he said. “Our spies tell us that the Romans are going to attack the villages by the Rhine to disrupt our planting. We expect the attacks ten days after the new moon. That’s all we know about their plans right now. Additionally, there is a new Roman army coming. They are trying to finish conquering the Franks before they attack us.”

“So, we have a year before we expect them in our lands?” I asked for clarification.

Horsa nodded affirmatively as he sat.

Nothgifu asked, “Any other words on our war strategy for this year?” Silence met her query, so she continued. “So the options proposed are to maintain our borders, extend our borders to the Main River and to the Roman forts, or drive the Romans and Franks to the western sea. Any final words in support or against any of these options?”

Günter stood from his position in the Frisi delegation. “Let’s just forget about the idea of pushing the Romans to the western sea. As Max said, we don’t have enough fighters. I’m concerned we won’t be able to extend our borders as Max proposed, either.”

I rose and held up one of my grenades. “I think these will help. We will need to build more scorpions to throw them far enough, but these will…” I suddenly realized I didn’t know the word for “explode” in Saxon, and I had no handy translators.

I just shrugged and used the English word. “They will ‘explode,’ making a loud noise and throwing pieces of metal through the air to kill.”

“Bullshit!” yelled Arin.

I looked at the man and said, “You will be respectful, or I will teach you respect. Choose.”

Arin scowled and flounced down to sit again.

I continued speaking to the rest of the assembly. “I will show it to you all after our meeting. I haven’t tried these new ones yet. Once I’m sure they work, we can use them no matter our war strategy for the year.”

I resumed my seat, and Nothgifu scanned the crowd. “Last chance,” she said.

No one said anything, so the crone called the vote by raising hands. Only Arin raised his hand for the option of driving the Romans to the English Channel. The option to extend our borders lost by seven in favor of maintaining our current borders.

Then Nothgifu called for candidates for this year’s war chief. Arin immediately stood and nominated himself. The Angrivari chief submitted that Dudda should remain as war chief. Wolfram nominated me. The Frisi nominated Günter. The Chauki nominated Leofgod. The Sigambri nominated Botulf.

As Nothgifu was about to close nominations, Morcär, the Cheruski chief, said, “Arin is not a good choice. He is too gibberish…likely to make bad decisions. I would support Womär for war chief.”

I tucked the unknown word away as “rash” or “hasty.”

Each candidate laid out his qualifications and why he thought he would be a good war chief.

When it was my turn, I said, “I am probably not the best choice. I’m good at training foot soldiers, but there are many here who have more experience leading armies and fighting Romans. I am happy to lead the Katthi forces, and I am hoping that I will be able to spend time building my farm and building new weapons for the Saxon people.”

When the vote came, Botulf beat Dudda by three votes to become the war chief for the year.

At that point, we took a break. I grabbed a shovel and walked away from the assembly. Thibalt joined me with a mattock. I cut the turf from a two-foot diameter circle. Thibalt used the mattock to break up the dirt in the circle, and I shoveled it out until we had a three-foot deep hole. I tied two of the fuses together in a tight knot to give me a forty-five-second fuse. I inserted it in the grenade, leaving forty-two seconds of fuse sticking out. I placed the grenade in the bottom of the hole and ensured the fuse was sticking up over the edge of the hole.

I set everyone up to watch about seventy-five yards from the hole while Thibalt lit a taper from the fire. I met him at the hole and took the taper from him. The young man ran off while I lit the fuse before running back to the assembly while counting in my head. One one thousand, two one thousand…

At the forty-first second, the grenade exploded. Smoke billowed and dirt flew up in the air, landing about ten yards in front of us. I pulled on a glove as I walked toward the crater, with the assembled delegations following behind me. I picked up a couple of pieces of smoking shrapnel from the exploded device.

“That was the thing you held in your hand?” Wolfram asked as we looked down into the roughly five-yard crater.

“Yes,” I agreed. “I call them ‘grenades.’ Tilwulf from Urbar made the shells, and I made the black powder that…goes boom. My people use the word ‘explode’ to say ‘go boom.’ I also made the ‘fuse,’ which is the string that lets you determine how long before the grenade explodes. When it explodes, it shoots little bits of metal out, like these.”

I held the little bits of shrapnel in my glove for everyone to see.

“The explosion will kill anyone close. The shooting bits of metal will kill people farther away,” I explain. “Throwing grenades is possible, but it would be hard to get them far enough away to not harm our people. I want to get groups of scorpions or ballistae that can throw these out to one hundred fifty or two hundred yards. This would help defeat cavalry, archers, and reserve units.”

Botulf said, “We should make sure all the border forts have them. Even better, all the villages should have them too.”

“I agree,” I replied. “I have some scorpions that the Romans gave to me.” Armin chuckled evilly at my choice of words as I continued. “I’ve created new designs based on those but specific to throwing grenades. At forts that have towers like Sigiburg or Lippe Fort, they could maybe use a simplified version with just a pull rope rather than a…”

I mimed cranking the windlass on the scorpion.

Botulf, Dudda, Günter, and several others threw out words that I decided were “crank,” “windlass,” and “cocking lever.”

After that, we all sat down and talked about other issues over supper. I raised my concerns about the Christians. Magrethe talked about the growing concern of the Katthi about their dropping population and how we were addressing that. The smaller tribes all shared her concern.

That evening, I met with Womär, the war chief of the Cheruski, to discuss the training plan for his people. He committed to have one hundred tents waiting for us at Baarmarkt when we arrived and planned to have five hundred men ready for the next morning.

I asked him, “How about women? We used them very effectively for archers and scouts, plus they are ready to defend the villages when the men are away.”

“I didn’t send out a call for women,” he admitted. “I’ll see if we can get some here by the morning after.”

After drinking beer and mead until a couple of hours after supper, the Katthi contingent mounted up and headed back to our camp. Once the horses were cared for, I met with the company commanders and squad leaders to lay out the training plan for tomorrow.

I also asked Ymma to send a team home to have Tilwulf make another thousand of the grenades. Ymma said she’d relay it to Brynhild to have first squad pick up the mission since Fridiswid’s squad already knew the route. I agreed, and she went off to task her team.

Once the work for the evening was done, Tabby, Kat, and Anita washed the sweat off Gabi and me while Jenn did the same for Siobhan. I indulged myself in a quickie with Jenn before passing out in my bedroll under a pile of wives.
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The next four days were spent training the Cheruski. As promised, Womär showed up with five hundred men. He also had about fifty women. I broke them out into squads by village and then started with conditioning. Kat and about twenty of the Katthi archers took the women through our training program.

I quickly got a firsthand lesson on why the other tribes didn’t like the Cheruski. They argued among themselves about who should be in the leader positions. Then they complained that they didn’t need to do the conditioning exercises. Next, they wanted to argue about the drill. Arin, the commander of Lippe Fort, was one of the biggest complainers. I finally smacked him to the ground and gave him a log to drag around behind him for the run.

By early afternoon, the grumbling tapered off, and we had a good session for the remainder of the day.

The second day, three hundred additional Cheruski men and two hundred women arrived unexpectedly. Womär was livid. I told him that we’d start them off on the same program, but any additional arrivals would be out of luck. I had no sooner finished talking to Womär when fifty Chauki men showed up, asking to join the training. I rolled them into the program, and we started from the beginning. After having been threatened with dragging logs while running if I heard any complaining, the folks from the first day took care of any troublemakers from the new folks.

Interestingly, the Chauki were easy to work with. Also, Kat had many fewer problems with the Cheruski women than I did with the men.

By the end of the second day, the eight hundred fifty Cheruski men, two hundred fifty Cheruski women, and the fifty Chauki were all moving well in formation.

On the third day, another one hundred fifty Cheruski men and one hundred Cheruski women showed up with small groups of Chauki and Frisi. I made the newcomers sit on the side of the field and watch. Botulf showed up to watch, too. My leaders worked with the trainees on small unit tactics and maneuver. The women rotated through archery, sling, and close combat drills.

On the fourth day, I broke the male trainees into two cohorts as soon as we finished the conditioning exercises and had them do force-on-force exercises while the women worked squad-level and archery exercises. In the afternoon, I had the male trainees go force-on-force with our Katthi forces. The women received an introduction to scouting from Sunnife, who turned out to be very good at teaching scouting. The rest of Ymma’s squad were on patrol.

At the end of the day, Kat and I conferred with our squad leaders, and we assigned trainers from the new class, who would train the rest of Womär's forces. Funnily enough, Arin was one of them. I made a point of congratulating him personally on being a trainer after being such a pain in the ass. He just grinned, and the combined group laughed and cheered for him.

We ended up trading spare weapons and armor to Womär for additional tents.

As we were packing up our gear to prepare for the journey home, Nelda approached me. She wrapped me into a hug and whispered into my ear. “Jenn’s pregnant.”

I asked, “Did you tell her?”

“Yes,” Nelda answered with a grin.

“I need to congratulate her,” I replied.

I gave Nelda a hug and ran over to pick Jenn up, spinning her around. “Congratulations, beloved.”

Jenn giggled. “Thank you, husband. I think we may need to keep practicing periodically just to make sure we can do it again. You know…marital duties and all that.”

I laughed. “Sounds like a plan, love. We’ll make sure to do that every night on the way home.”
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We left the next morning, and four days later, we had a final conference of the combined Katthi forces at the ford east of Baarmarkt. We agreed on who would send squads to support the expected attacks on the western villages and a raid on Castra Vetera to rescue Yakob’s family. I appointed a cohort commander and company commanders for the group to support Botulf’s cavalry. I would lead the raid.

Once our deliberations were over, we broke open the remaining mead and beer to celebrate the successful gathering and wish our various groups safe travel home.

The following morning, we split into three groups—one heading south and two heading west on either bank of the river. Despite the trials of getting everyone across the ford on the Ruhr, we still made it home before sunset.

Ricola and Emma from the first scout squad had returned from Urbar the day before the main body returned. They led four pack horses loaded with wooden crates holding two hundred grenade shells with lids.

The next two days were spent talking with those who had stayed behind. Brynhild and the leaders of the archer squads gave glowing reports of how well Hunstan did managing everyone and all his duties. The men who had remained behind, particularly the walking wounded, said he demonstrated good leadership. Halvende told me that Hunstan had the knack for making everyone feel like an important contributing member of the community, even if they were maimed.

Halvende also showed me the new ballista he had been building with the other crafters while we were gone. They were larger versions of our scorpions, mounted on wheels with a pulling hitch, and designed for throwing grenades. The end product was similar to a Roman ballista in size and function, and it would still throw bolts. The cup for the grenade would hold grenades up to ten inches in diameter or smaller. The device also had the ability to adjust elevation for aiming and had shielding up front with a hole for the projectiles to fly through.

We tested it with dirt-filled grenade shells, and they were able to throw the projectiles two hundred yards. Halvende said they had the wheel carriages built for three more, and would have them ready for us to take out on our next mission. I picked out squad leaders to operate them, and Halvende committed to training them before I left for the next mission.

Hunstan told me that he really enjoyed being in charge of the home guard, and that his family needed him to keep close since Tussi’s death. I told him that the position was his for the next year if he wanted it. He said he did, and we discussed who should be assigned with him.

At morning formation the next day, I announced Hunstan as Captain of the Home Guard and Willem as Captain of the First Dragoons.

Brynhild had deployed her new squad with Gytha as squad leader to the Hermunduri border for practice. Heiu became Gytha’s second for the third squad, and Bucge became Fridiswid’s new second. Brynhild had already backfilled the vacancies in Fridiswid’s squad from her last class. We discussed having two more classes to give us a total of five scout squads. I also told her that I thought we should try to build scout squads from the mounted archers in the other villages. She grinned and said that Gytha was recruiting as part of her mission. She planned to start teaching the next class while we were away.

I split the next five days between plowing three acres and making gunpowder and fuses. Renvard told me that I should have been able to plow an acre a day, but splitting my attention between the two tasks made it take longer. I turned my plow and horse over to Renvard when I was done with our fields.

I found out that Tabby was working on a sewing project that she wouldn’t share with me. Kat, Jenn, and Anita worked with me on making gun powder and assembling grenades. Gabi helped me with the horses while I plowed and with grinding up black powder in between plowing sessions. I spent the evenings ensuring my wives were feeling loved, especially those who weren’t going with me on the next mission.

Siobhan worked with the spear-thrower we had picked up from Zephyr’s former owner and quickly became accurate at throwing spears with it. She talked to Ralf Schmett about getting javelins or pframja to use with the throwing stick. Ralf had one of his apprentices take on the task of creating some of each. Once she had a couple of samples, Siobhan decided the shorter length of the pframja was preferable because they could easily be used in close combat too, and they made a heavier impact on targets when thrown.

As a result of her experiment, Siobhan decided to carve a new throwing stick with a cup that could hold a grenade. I gave her a dirt-filled shell to practice with, and she found she could consistently sling the grenade between forty and fifty yards. Even with my good old US Army training, I had a hard time consistently chucking a grenade that far by hand. With her stick, I could repeatedly reach fifty yards, and even a little farther if I got the release just right. Although that was only about a third of the range of the new ballistae, it was still useful.

The evening of the seventh day, Tabby and Nelda presented me with an oiled leather cloak made from Sultan’s pelt. Nelda explained that he could be with me this way even in death. I gave each of them a warm kiss despite my qualms about wearing my former mount.

Early in the morning of the eighth day, I led a force of sixty dragoons, two squads of scouts, and five squads of mounted archers to Baarmarkt. Jenn and Siobhan rode on either side of me, and Thibalt rode behind me. By midday, the squads from the southern villages joined us as we headed west to our rally point at Haven. The groups from Sigiburg, Haven, Witten, and Mülheim joined us enroute.

On the ninth day, I sent a mounted cohort with a company of mounted archers under Willem’s command north on the Hellweg, the trade route that ran along the Rhine, to support Botulf. I sent two ballistae, fifty grenades, and twenty-five yards of fuse with them. I kept a company of mounted infantry under Walter’s command, two squads of scouts, five squads of archers under Ruma’s command, one ballista, and thirty grenades.

I set up a blocking position a few leagues west of Mülheim to cover the ford on the Rhine and emplaced the ballista in range of the ford and the north bank of the Ruhr. The Rhine was too wide for us to hit the western bank, so we set it up to cover the eastern bank just north of where the Ruhr entered the flow.

Deuton Fort was a small fort across the river from the tiny village of Deuton. The fort had a wooden palisade with square stone towers by the gate. Rows of stone were visible along the base of the palisade, and it looked like Romans were in the process of reinforcing it with stone. The ditch around the walls was so shallow as to be nearly nonexistent. The fort looked like it could hold a couple of centuries of soldiers, but I thought a full cohort might be tight. It looked like there were three squads guarding the ford, and my binoculars revealed guards walking along behind the top of the palisade.

In addition to the fort itself, there were thick posts planted in a pair of palisades on either side of the fort about ten yards west of the river. There was an open space on either side of the fort, but the palisade extended along the river from there as far as I could see.

I sent Fridiswid north to scout how far the palisade extended. I didn’t recall seeing it by the bridge at Ksanten. Ymma took her squad south to see how far it went in that direction.

During my observations, I watched travelers wading across the river. Most stripped and carried their belongings on their head; the water reached chest-height on most of them. I decided that the ford would be impassable in the spring with the runoff from the snow melt. We needed more bridges.

The Roman soldiers stopped everyone who used the ford and questioned them. Some were sent packing back across the river. Two were executed on the spot and their laden packhorses were taken inside the fort. Very few were allowed to pass.

On the morning of the tenth day, the gates of the fort opened, and soldiers dragged six small barges, essentially wide, shallow draft boats, out of the gate.
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DEUTON FORT


Iwatched with my binoculars as the barges were placed in the water while a fine mist fell. Men took up positions as rowers and at the rudder. None of them were dressed as soldiers.

“Slaves,” I muttered.

“They may be Saxons,” Walter murmured.

“Many have dark skin,” I observed. “They’re probably slaves from elsewhere in the Roman kingdom. I can’t imagine they are thrilled with the weather here. They’re from a very warm place.”

“At least it’s not raining.”

I turned to look at him. “What do you call this?” I asked as I pointed to the droplets on my parka.

He shrugged and grinned. “Saxon sunshine.” Then he nodded toward the barges as four squads loaded into each barge. “Grenades from the ballista?”

I returned my gaze back to the barges. “If they land south of the Ruhr. Otherwise, we have people in place to deal with them. I’d like to steal one of those barges to get the ballista across the river, but it might be harder to load it on a barge than on a raft.”

“Do you think we can take the fort while they’re out?” he asked.

“Probably. I don’t think we have enough people to hold it for long,” I replied.

“Leave food, water, grenades, fifty men, and all our archers,” he said with a shrug. “We’ll have the raft for the ballista ready by sundown.” He pointed at the walls. “I only see a couple guards manning the walls. They probably only have enough to guard the gate.”

At that point, Fridiswid’s squad barrelled toward us in the early morning light. They turned east toward the last ford on the Ruhr, just west of Witten, but Bucge stopped while most of the squad rode east. The assistant squad leader, AKA the second of the squad, pulled up and stripped. One of her squad mates took her clothes and pack, and Bucge mounted her horse and rode it into the river to swim it across. Jenn met her at the riverbank after the horse shook off the extra water. My wife offered her a towel as I jogged over to the scout.

“That had to be cold!” I exclaimed. “Why not come around by the ford?”

Bucge dropped down out of her saddle and toweled off as she replied. “Fridi said you needed to know immediately.”

She grinned as she noticed me appreciating her perfect pear-shaped breasts, flat stomach, and sinewy limbs. Tendrils of dirty blond hair stuck out of her helmet. “The palisade continues for two leagues. Behind it is a wide road that looks like the Romans patrol on it. We saw two towers between here and Ksanten. This morning, we were in the woods south of Lippe Fort when cavalry crossed the Roman bridge followed by two cohorts of foot. One cohort split off to surround Lippe Fort, and the cavalry and the other cohort followed us south. They took the trail to Astnide.”

“Deuton Fort just floated six boats with another two companies,” I added. “With our cohort and the rest of Botulf’s forces, Astnide should be able to repel them.”

Bucge raised her arms and rubbed her hair with Jenn’s towel, her eye’s locked on my face as her breasts jiggled prettily. “I like being naked for you, Chief,” she murmured with a grin.

Jenn purred, “We could have some fun with her,” just before Walter whispered urgently, “Three boats are landing south of the Ruhr!”

I tore my gaze from Bucge’s body and gave the command. “Sound the horn.”

I ran to the ballista and ordered, “Five grenades, six second fuses. Three quarters tension.”

I saw the other three boats float north down the center of the Rhine, rowing at an easy pace.

The ballista team replied, “Three quarters tension. Flat trajectory.” It seemed strange to hear the commands in English from my Saxon soldiers, but they worked for the drill we needed, and no one had given me Saxon alternatives.

I heard the mechanism lock, and Osgyth, the woman serving on the team, called out, “Five grenades, six second fuses.”

Another called out, “Torch is lit and ready.”

“Load grenade one,” I ordered.

“Grenade one loaded, six second fuse,” the team chief called.

The Romans dismounted from the barges and started forming up.

“Five grenades spread across their front,” I ordered. “Fire when ready.”

I uncased my compound bow as the team chief called, “Light! Lit! Release!”

The heavy thunk of the ballista arms was followed by, “Lock! Load! Two degrees right!”

That’s when the first grenade landed at the feet of the Romans.

The team chief corrected as the first grenade exploded. “Fuse five seconds. Up one degree.”

The crew called, “Two degrees right. One degree up. Fuse five seconds.”

The crew chief called, “Light! Lit! Release!”

The crew immediately adjusted again to walk the barrage to the north as the second grenade exploded at head height. The Roman soldiers were in disarray. Some stood in shock. Others dove into the water. Others ran in circles around their shredded colleagues. It would’ve been funny if it weren’t so tragic.

I called, “Archers, ready!”

The archer ladies replied, “Ready!”

“Release!” I called just after the third grenade flew, and we repeated after each grenade thereafter.

“Ballista, prepare to move! Infantry, finish them, then secure the boats and crews,” I ordered.

I moved forward as the units confirmed their commands. Siobhan guarded us as the archers and I fired arrows while one squad of dragoons protected the ballista. Walter led a wedge formation past us, so the archer squads fell back. I cased my bow on Zephyr and pulled my sword. Jenn stayed with the ballista, and Siobhan marched forward slowly next to me with her pframja quiver across her back, a shield on her arm, and one of the Mongol sabers in her hand. A squad of archers followed behind us.

We arrived at the river to find two of the boats floating unmanned and the third trying to get under way.

“Helmsman,” I murmured, and Ruma fired an arrow through the man’s eye. Kat’s training had been paying off. All the rowers looked at us, and I waved them back toward our shore and sheathed my sword.

“Do any of you understand me?” I asked.

Several of them nodded.

“Bring your boats to shore and go warm by our fires.”

Two squads of soldiers supervised them and ensured they all had water to drink and a bit of jerky to eat. Those who had jumped into the river received blankets or furs while their clothes dried on racks by the fires.

The men devoured the food like they hadn’t eaten for days, but they looked at our women just as hungrily.

One of the Africans asked in a pidgin mix of Latin and Saxon, “What you do with us, Prefectus?”

I spoke slowly as a variation of our plan came to mind. “You will take us across the river after sunset. We will kill the soldiers in the fort, then move to the next fort. You will stay with some of my soldiers in this fort.”

He nodded and translated for those who didn’t speak Saxon. “How many of you are Romans?” I asked.

“I am,” growled an older man. “I was a soldier, but accrued debts after I retired. They let me helm the boats. The other helmsmen came here for same reasons.”

“You speak Saxon pretty well,” I told him.

“I have a Saxon woman,” he replied. “She fucks everyone, but she sleeps with me. I learned your speak from her.”

Okay, so not perfect Saxon, but better than the Franks, I thought.

I asked a key question. “Does she want to fuck everyone?”

He shakes his head. “She says no. She is a slave, so she must cook and fuck. No choice.”

“Does everyone have a woman in the fort?” I asked

“No,” the African guy replied. “Romans only can fuck.”

The helmsman added, “They just brought a fresh girl from Castra Vetera. Her father is peddler who made legate angry.”

“When will you be free?” I asked, but they all looked at me like I was nuts. “Your debts will be paid when?”

“When I have one hundred years,” replied the helmsman.

“We slaves,” the African man said as he pointed to the rest of the rowers. “Never free.”

I removed my helmet and scratched my head. Siobhan squatted next to me and wrapped an arm around me as I pondered the situation.

I asked the African, “What is your name?”

The slave stood proudly and said, “I am Igider. My people are Amazigh.”

I thought that meant he was a Berber, but I wasn’t certain. “Dry land fighters?” I asked. Igider grinned and nodded. “Igider, I’m Max.”

Turning to the helmsman, I asked, “Your name?”

“Marcus,” he replied. “The other is Talus.”

I put the helmet back on my head and looked at them. “Three years. If you work for me for three years, you will be free. You may need to fight Romans. While you work for me, you will have clothes, food, and a warm place to sleep. If a woman agrees to fuck you, that is between you and her, but she must agree. Same goes if you prefer men. You can have families. At the end of three years, you can leave if you wish, or you can stay to help us kick the Romans out and grow our land.”

Igider started talking to the rowers excitedly as the helmsman said, “I will. Can I bring my woman with me?”

I nodded. “You’ll be staying at the fort with some of my soldiers,” I told him. “If we take it, we’ll need to hold it and the ford.”

Marcus replied, “Nearby Saxon, Lombardi, and Frank villages all want to use the ford. Soldiers say no most of time. Some come here to trade. You maybe can get men from them.”

Igider said, “We all work for you. But many no Saxon speaking.”

“You’ll learn,” I replied with a grin. “I did.”

I asked Jenn and the ladies of the archer squads to set up tripods to get soup going for the meal of the day. I thought it would be important since we would likely not get another hot meal for a couple of days. The scouts returned to our position with a brace of grouse, which enriched the cakes, dried greens, and dried meat that we had planned for the soup.

Some soldiers dressed minor wounds while others stripped the weapons, armor, and clothes from the Roman soldiers while the soup was simmering. I sent a scout to Mülheim to get a cart to load up the spoils, so by the time the eighty-seven corpses were laid bare on the riverbank, we had something to load all the loot on.

I talked over my ideas with the boat crews, and they confirmed my thoughts. Marcus said we should be able to get our unit in the gate easily because our armor was all salvaged Roman armor. The color difference wouldn’t be easy to see in the dark.

Walter reported midafternoon that the raft to transport the ballista across the river was ready. They had built it about a mile upstream from the fort, out of sight from the fort’s towers.

After everyone had eaten, we broke camp and moved back to Mülheim. We loaded each boat on a quickly built travois and dragged them behind the lead mounted units. I had two squads pull rear guard behind the ballista, the wagon, and the boatmen, who were all on foot.

From Mülheim, the ballista crew pulled the weapon northwest through the woods to stage it on the raft. A scout squad screened their movement and brought back the horse that pulled the ballista.

We set up a staging area on the banks of the Ruhr, behind a bend in the river about two leagues upriver from the Rhine. We fit Marcus with a set of armor, shield, gladius, and the centurion’s helmet. Then we selected one of the rowers who could speak some Saxon. Talus, the other surviving helmsman, worked with him and Marcus to ensure he could steer the boat. We had each crew row farther upstream on the Ruhr and back to ensure that the soldiers helping the rowers could work with them.

We took a break for a meal of field rations as the sun was setting. I loaded five grenades into a sack lined with a goat’s stomach and covered with an outside layer of greased leather while we waited for departure time. I gave my rifle and spare quiver to Jenn, and I put my pack on the wagon with the salvaged armor and weapons.

Three hours after sunset, according to my watch, we loaded ninety-five infantry and ten archers into the boats. I slung a quiver of arrows and the waterproof bag over my shoulder before Siobhan and I raced ahead on our horses so that we were in position to watch the barges sweep out into the Rhine from the Ruhr and pull hard to turn upstream and enter the ford.

The rowers jumped out to hold the barges in place while the bulk of the soldiers dismounted onto the riverbank and formed up. The boat crews pulled the barges onto the bank as Siobhan and I walked our mounts into the ford. Marcus marched the units to the gate.

I let Zephyr take his time as we crossed the ford. I initially tried to keep my boots out of the water but soon gave up and chose to stand in my stirrups to keep from soaking my crotch. Siobhan was more daring; she posted her weight on the front two saddle horns and pushed her feet against the back two.

We exited the water and slowly walked toward the palisade to the north of the fort. I heard an argument between Marcus and the guard who had slipped out of the gate.

The raft appeared upstream on the Rhine. The five-man crew was kneeling on the raft, paddling frantically to get out of the center of the river to reach the west bank.

The right front rower picked up a spear-thrower and a pframja with a leather rope attached. He used the stick to chuck the spear at the palisade. The point of the weapon stuck for a moment before it fell to the ground, but it held long enough for me to grab the rope and wind it around the horns of Zephyr’s saddle.

I led the big horse backward along the southern wall of the fort, and the raft pivoted right up to the ramp of the ford. The crew jumped off and pushed the ramp up onto the shore about the time that the guard at the gate shouted.

Our soldiers raised their shields and rammed toward the big gate, but it was solid. The guard died on Marcus’ sword, and stones pummeled my troop’s shields from the guards over the gates.

“Walter, get everyone over here! Matz, drag the ballista over here, too!” I commanded.

The boat crews and archers pulled the ballista while the soldiers covered them with their shields. A couple of archers got off some excellent shots in the low light, making at least one of the defenders hang on the balcony above the gate.

I pulled three grenades from the bag. I put ten-second fuses in them, and then tied them together with another ten seconds of fuse.

Peoht and Thorsten, one of the soldiers in his squad, ran up with me to hold shields over me while I tucked the three grenades under the seam between the two halves of the gate. I grabbed the guard’s discarded torch and lit the fuse.

“RUN!”

I counted down from eighteen as we ran north, trying to round the corner of the fort and behind the palisade, but we didn’t quite make it. At “three,” I grabbed the shoulders on either side of me and jumped to the ground. I put my hands over my ears just before the grenades exploded.

I looked to my left and right. “You men good?”

“Yeah,” Peoht gasped.

Thorsten replied with a grin, “Barely got my hands over my ears in time.”

I nodded as I jumped to my feet. “Me, too. Let’s go see what kind of mess we made.”

Siobhan ran up with my shield in one hand and hers in the other. I stole a quick kiss as I locked the shield onto my vambrace. Two squads ran toward the gate as I pulled my sword.

I pointed at the top of the battlements. “Archers, watch the wall!”

“On it, Chief!” Ruma replied. I jogged to the front of the fort to see a hole shredded in the base of both sides of the gate and the halves blown back into the entry at an angle.

“The crossbar is still in place. Peoht, shields and spears. Go through to set a perimeter and remove the crossbar so we can open the gates! GO!”

A chorus of “Yes, Chief!” followed.

Peoht led the way through, followed closely by Thorsten and two others I couldn’t identify in the dark. Two more followed the initial group that set the perimeter. They waved for more to help, and four more dove through the hole.

The gate rocked as they pushed the bar out of the gate’s brackets. Eventually, they pulled the right hand door open, and the left one sagged toward the ground.

Another squad picked up the broken door as I called out, “Clear the walls!”

“This way!” shouted Marcus. A squad ran up each staircase on either side of the gate.

I marched inside the fort, and Peoht pointed at soldiers who were fumbling with their armor and shields, running out of the barracks.

Fridiswid’s scouts and the archers stepped up and peppered the Romans with arrows as we walked steadily toward them. The archers also picked off the four wall guards that weren’t close to our soldiers. I headed to the barracks that had disgorged the soldiers while squads went into each of the other four buildings.

In the back, under the torch, I found a grizzled soldier holding an underaged girl as a shield. She wasn’t wearing a stitch, her eyes were haunted, and her long, curly dark hair hid her budding breasts. The soldier held a dagger to her throat. Ruma stepped up next to me and drew her bow as the soldier started shouting something I didn’t understand.

“Right eye,” I said. “Can you do it?”

Ruma murmured, “Easy,” before she released the string and the guy dropped like a puppet with its strings cut.

I sheathed my sword and grabbed a blanket as I walked forward tentatively, holding the blanket open.

“Do you understand me?” I asked slowly.

She blinked her eyes for a moment before replying. “A little.”

“Is Yakob your father?”

She sobbed, “Yes.”

“My name is Max. Do you want to help me rescue him and your mother?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“What’s your name?”

“Rachel.”

“Use this blanket to keep warm, Rachel,” I said as I stepped up and wrapped the blanket around her.

I murmured, “The dark-haired woman with the shield is my wife Siobhan. The blonde woman with the bow is my friend Ruma. They are going to get you cleaned up and find some clean clothes for you.”

Siobhan sidled up and wrapped the girl in a hug. Rachel broke down and cried.

I kissed Siobhan’s cheek before I grabbed the corpse of the rapist and dragged it outside. Some of the rowers stripped him and dragged the body to the midden heap.

I told Marcus to roust everyone still in the fort and get them into the common area. Peoht sent two soldiers with him.

Frithstan, Beornred, and Nun escorted three Roman soldiers down from the battlements.

Frithstan said, “They’re all injured, but they threw down their weapons. I thought you might want to find a use for them.”

“We’ll see,” I said as I watched Marcus’ team escort people into the courtyard. There were eleven women and fifteen men. The women packed together tightly, and the men didn’t mix with them. Marcus laid his hand on the shoulder of a tired-looking middle-aged woman, and she flinched and pulled away.

Marcus frowned as he walked up. “That’s all, War Chief.” Beornred and Nun nodded their agreement.

“One more is coming,” I said. Marcus went to stand by Peoht as I stepped closer to the civilian staff, looking at each one. The men didn’t hold my gaze long and the women refused to look at me all.

I spoke slowly and tried to enunciate. “My name is Max Morgan. I am the war chief of the Katthi tribe. Raise your hand if you understand me.” Four of the women, two men, and a young man did not raise their hands. “Where are you from?”

The woman who had flinched said, “The boy and these four women are Franks. The two men came with the Romans. None had ever heard Saxon until they were brought here.”

With the help of the woman and the blacksmith, I learned that the women consisted of a head cook, five cooks, and five laundry maids. The men included a blacksmith, a stable master, seven stableboys, a carpenter-wheelwright, and two carpenter apprentices. All of them except the blacksmith, his wife, and the head cook were slaves. Most of the slaves who habitually tended the soldiers in the field left except the two Roman slaves for the twenty soldiers left behind.

Siobhan and Ruma escorted Rachel to stand next to the women.

I walked back and forth in front of the assembled staff. Finally, I stopped and addressed them.

“There are two things we need to address right now. First, I will not abide rape. A woman must consent to sex. Sadly, many of the slave women learned early that their bodies were for pleasuring the men. I think that is no different from rape…it takes away their choice. If a woman decides to sell herself for money or food, that is her choice. She can still say no at any time.”

I paced back and forth as the Saxon speakers translated for those who didn’t understand.

I pointed at all the men, including the boatmen from the fort as I asked my question. “Have any of these men forced women to have sex? Even when you said no?”

The woman who had flinched pointed at Marcus after the head cook translated. Two of the scullery maids also pointed at him. Slowly, Rachel lifted her finger in his direction, too.

“NO!” Marcus shouted. He pulled a dagger and raised it to throw before Peoht kicked the back of his knee and slammed his shield into his back. The helmsman dropped to the ground, and Peoht put his foot on the back of the man’s neck. He had a couple of soldiers strip his weapons and helmet.

Rachel said, “Those two soldiers, too. Badinus asked and only hugged me when I said no. That was nice.”

Frithstan and Nun dragged the men Rachel indicated.

“Anyone else?” I asked.

After the head cook translated, one of the Frankish cooks spoke. The head cook translated again, “Heinrich often touches her chest, but he stops when she says no.”

“Heinrich?” One of the carpenter apprentices looked up at his name. He was one of the people who understood me. “If you do that again, you will be beaten. If it happens twice, I will cut off your hand. Am I clear?”

“Yes, Chief,” the young man murmured as he bowed his head in fear.

I turned to the three accused rapists. “On their knees.” Frithstan, Nun, and Peoht raised their prisoners to their knees.

Marcus growled, “I gave my word to you. You said I could serve.”

“You didn’t tell me you were a rapist. You lied about your relationship with the cook,” I countered.

Turning to the raped women, I asked, “Do you wish to kill them, or should I handle it?”

The women all shook their heads to show their refusal.

“Siobhan?” I asked.

“These are not my rapists, husband,” she replied in English. “But I’ll help if you need another blade.”

“I’ve got it,” I replied in the same language before drawing my belt knife.

I stepped behind Marcus and cut his throat as I murmured in Saxon. “For your crimes.”

Then I did the same for the two Roman soldiers.

I walked over to Badinus and looked down at him. His upper arm had a pretty severe cut, but otherwise he looked okay. His expression was wary as he looked up at me. “Clean and bind his wound.”

“Thank you, Chief,” he replied in Saxon.

I cocked an eyebrow and asked, “How well do you speak Saxon?”

“Pretty good,” he replied. “I enjoy talking to the Saxon people when I scout. I am also trying to find a woman before I retire. I’d rather live in Germania than Rome proper. I have been learning Saxon and Frank. Lombardi is close to Saxon, so I can speak with the Lombardi, too.”

“I need your skills. Will you serve?”

“As a slave?” he asked.

“For three years,” I replied. “If you remain true that long, you will be free.”

He shrugged. “I have fifteen years left on my term with the Romans. You offer a better deal.”

I waved Thibalt over. “This is my squire, Thibalt. Thibalt, this is Badinus. If we don’t have any leather or chain armor that will fit him, get him a set of our infantry armor. If he wears Roman armor, someone will kill him.”

Thibalt replied, “Yes, Chief.”

Siobhan interjected, “Let me tend that wound first. I have plenty of Nelda’s poultice.”

“Thanks, love,” I replied. Jenn walked up with my rifle slung over her shoulder and gave me a hug before following Siobhan to observe.

I waved Walter over. “Put guards on the walls. We need to repair that gate. Get the carpenter to help. Use the raft if you need it for materials.”

“Yes, Chief,” he replied and hurried off to execute his orders.

I called out, “Thanks, Walter.” I turned to the staff. “I intend to keep this fort for the Saxons. Are you willing to stay and serve? You would not be slaves, and you would get paid for your work. A copper each day for each of you. Two for the crafters and the chiefs of both the kitchen and the washing. Shelter and food are free. You will get a day off every ten days to visit your family if they are close enough to visit. If you don’t have family close, you can still rest on that day.”

Badinus translated through gritted teeth as Siobhan sutured his cut. Smiles slowly bloomed on the assembled people’s faces. The carpenter nodded, grabbed his apprentices, and went to talk to Walter about fixing the gate. Badinus then translated for the two Roman slaves.

I walked up to Rachel and Ruma. “Rachel, did you get the chance to wash?”

“No,” she replied. “Just found clothes. Sha-vonn said you need help find rapers.”

“Yes, I did need that help,” I murmured. “Thank you. Please go with Ruma and Jenn to wash and find clothes. We’re leaving to rescue your parents as soon as you’re ready.”

As Siobhan was tying off the sutures on Badinus’ arm, he called out, “Chief, I should show you where the cohort commander’s treasury is. You might need it to take care of the bills.”

“True,” I agreed. “As soon as you’re ready.”

The soldier stood and accepted some armor from Thibalt. He dropped a chain mail vest over his woolen shirt and pants before cinching his belt over the chainmail.

“You’ll have to earn your weapons,” I told him as he led me to the stairs to the cohort commander’s quarters.

“No problem, Chief,” he replied quietly. “I’m just glad you kept me alive.”

“You were lucky,” I responded quietly. “One out of…four hundred fifty in a cohort?”

“It’s supposed to be four hundred eighty with some additional support troops—roughly five hundred,” Badinus explained. “But, Rome hasn’t been staffing us at full strength, and the gibberish favor cavalry more than infantry now.”

I asked, “Who favors? Your leaders?”

He replied with the Roman word for senate, which I tucked away as he continued. “Even the cavalry tend to not have enough men. Usually the first century of infantry has one hundred sixty legionnaires, and the others have eighty plus a command section. Now we’re lucky if we can field seventy-five total in a century, and that’s leaving gibberish behind.”

“Leaving what behind?” I asked as we climbed the steps with Peoht and two of his men following.

“Gibberish, big weapons like scorpion and ballistae. Each cohort has one scorpion per century, plus an onager,” he clarified. As we reached the upper balcony he added, “You don’t speak Saxon much better than me.”

“It’s been about six months, and I’m learning fast,” I replied. “I can keep up with most conversations, but I learn new words often. If you survive, I’ll tell you my story.”

Badinus led me to a chest under a sideboard-style table. After a quick visual inspection, he pulled it out, and I reached for it. He batted my hand away and said, “Wait. It is common to put poisoned pins on coin boxes. Give a moment.”

He went to the writing desk and used a quill to lift a key from a cup. “Lazy,” he murmured. “No poison here.”

Then he knelt next to the trunk and stuck the key into a barrel with a short chain running through the hasp and back into the barrel. The weight of the ancient barrel lock pulled the chain through the hasp as the whole construct fell to the floor.

“These are pretty new,” Badinus said as he ran the key along the outer rim of the hasp. “My grandfather said before this metal barrel and chain, you had to rely on guards. These are still hard to find. Many coins to get one.”

The key in his hand stuck for a moment, and then a little piece flicked off the bottom of the hasp and fell to the floor. It looked like a short needle.

“How do we get rid of it without hurting anyone?” I asked.

“Toss it in a fire?” he replied with a shrug. “It’s a wooden splinter. Even if it were metal, fire should cook the poison off, yes?”

“Okay. Do that,” I ordered. “Peoht, take all of the coins out and put them in a plain wooden box. Watch for more of these needles when you move the coin. I’ll have Jenn make a note of how much coin is here. Badinus, burn this trunk, and be careful about it.”

“Yes, Chief,” both the young squad leader and Roman soldier replied.

I left the cohort commander’s quarters and called for Jenn from the top of the steps. She appeared from under the balcony and stepped up to the base of the stairs.

“Would you please get a count of the coins up here, love?” I asked.

“Sure, husband,” she replied with a curt nod. “I’ll need to get paper and pen. We’ve got all the mounts and packs on this side of the river. When are you planning to leave?”

“Soon.”

“Maybe we should do it on the return trip?” she suggested.

“I hate to leave you behind, but we need to get moving,” I countered, switching to English. “This was too easy. It’s making me question how reliable Ranwyn’s information is. If I don’t find a shit-ton of Romans at the Ksanten, then I want to establish a garrison here and head home.”

“Okay,” she replied in Saxon with a curt nod of her head. “Who are you leaving in charge here?”

“I need to discuss it with Walter, but I’m thinking of having Frithstan or Cuthbert with at least three squads and a squad of scouts. Two squads of archers will stay here until I can get more troops to hold the fort,” I replied in the same language.

I heard the thrum of bows followed by a couple of strangled screams outside the gate as Jenn turned to jog back to her horse. I followed her to find both squads of scouts firing at Roman soldiers who were crawling out of the ford with drawn swords.

Fridiswid said, “Don’t worry, Chief. We have this. Ymma is back. Are we ready to go?”

“About,” I agreed. “I need to ensure we can lock the gate and leave some people here.”

“Mine?”

“Not until after we finish this next mission,” I replied. “Come with me to talk to Walter.”

Walter, Fridiswid, Ymma, Ruma, and I stood in the center of the courtyard discussing what to do with the fort. Walter recommended Cuthbert over Frithstan, but he wanted five squads. I told him if I could get a couple from Willem, I would send them to Cuthbert.

We called Cuthbert over and briefed him on his mission to hold the fort. We would leave Leofgar’s and Sigulf’s squads with him and one squad of archers while we went north to Castra Vetera. I also left him five grenades with three yards of fuse, leaving me with twelve grenades. My plan was to leave two more squads of archers, a squad of scouts, and two more squads of dragoons after the next mission.

Siobhan and Rachel approached, the latter in woolens and a leather cuirass strapped on. “Are you ready?” I asked. The girl nodded tentatively. “Can you ride?”

She shook her head.

“She can ride with me, Max,” Siobhan volunteered.

“Okay, prepare to leave,” I commanded. I ran upstairs with Siobhan on my heels to kiss Jenn goodbye. “You have ammo?”

“A full box, plus eleven rounds in the rifle,” she replied.

“Don’t be afraid to use it,” I tell her.

“I won’t,” she promised.

Jenn stood and wrapped me in a tight hug, murmuring into my chest, “Come home to me, Maxwell. My baby will need its father.” She looked up into my eyes. “I love you.”

I murmured, “I love you too, Jenn.” The kiss that followed was sweet and passionate.

I slowly released her and reluctantly left her in the office as Siobhan said her own goodbyes.
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CASTRA VETERA


We found a horse for Badinus, and I told him to ride on my left side. The Roman recommended we bring the small catapult that he called an onager, but they used oxen to pull it. We would have had to rework the harness and yoke for our horses for it to keep up, and we had neither the time nor the horses to spare for it. In the end, we left it at the fort.

Finally, Cuthbert reported, “The gate is ready, Chief.”

“Deuton Fort is yours, Cuthbert,” I replied as I mounted Zephyr. “We should be back tomorrow.”

I gave the signal, and Fridiswid’s scouts led the way. Two squads of dragoons rode next in the column, and then I rode next with Siobhan and Rachel on my right and Badinus on my left. The Roman didn’t seem very comfortable on a horse, but he mentioned he had scouted before. He grumbled that he had been on foot, though, and I hoped he wouldn’t fall off.

Thibalt and Ruma rode behind me, followed by the ballista and wagons, then the remaining five squads. Ymma’s squad pulled rear guard.

Given the lack of light, we moved at a steady walk, but the horses still covered nearly three leagues in an hour without getting too tired. The road the Romans had built for their patrols was well maintained, so we made good time.

The wooden palisade between the road and the river ended about an hour and a half into the ride. We passed two towers enroute, but by the time I got to them, the soldiers were dead, courtesy of our scouts.

We pulled to a stop at the edge of the woods bordering the colony around Ksanten. The stone walls of the Roman colony were visible in the distance. Closer was the stone fort that had sent out the troops we killed before, what Yakob called Castra Vetera.

Fridiswid rode back to talk with me. “That’s the fort in front of us. It’s about 800 yards wide facing the river and 500 on the shorter side. The bridge is about halfway between the smaller fort and the bigger fort in the distance. The village of Ksanten is on this side of the big fort.”

I asked Rachel, “Where are your parents? The castra or the colonia?”

“The castra,” she sobbed. “The legate tied Papa to a post. Made him watch while the legate rape me and rape Mama. Then send me to other fort for Primus Pilus.”

“Is it the same inside as Deuton Fort?” I asked.

She shook her head. “Bigger. More soldier houses. More slave houses. More horse houses. Two cohorts.”

When Badinus started talking to Rachel in a version of Latin, I came to the conclusion that it would be impossible to get a straight answer on how many soldiers this legion had.

When he finished his conversation, he translated for me. “I’m guessing two thousand soldiers from the legion, plus there’s a cavalry fort at Kalkar about five leagues northwest of here. We had a cohort of cavalry when we left Rome, but we lost some over time. From the two thousand, there’s probably a cohort protecting the colonia and covering the towers.”

Fridiswid said, “We saw a couple companies of horse on the way to Astnide.”

“The cohort we got from Colonia Agrippinensium was a full strength unit—four hundred eighty men. I bet he formed the other two cohorts from up here into one full-strength. They were in the castra with the legate. He had another cohort in the tricensimae inside the colonia to hold it and protect the governor—a fort within a fort. ”

“Two cohorts crossed that bridge,” Fridiswid stated. “One stayed in front of Lippe Fort.”

“This doesn’t sound like raids to halt planting,” I replied.

Badinus laughed. “The legate would never do that. He’d wait until harvest time and then steal your crops. Who told you that?”

“A spy,” I said. “Her name is Ranwyn.”

Rachel gasped.

“What?” I asked.

“Ranwyn real name is Ravenna,” Rachel whispered. “Sister of legate. She married Saxon, killed him, and comes to the castra to report and sex with brother.”

“Fu-uck,” I murmured in English. After a moment’s thought I asked, “How many gates in the castra?”

“One,” Badinus replied. “There are six in the colonia walls. Three on the northeast site, the main one on the southeast, one each on the other two walls. The wall around it is roughly one thousand yards on each side. I don’t think you’d want to try taking that with an understrength century.”

“No,” I agreed. “I want to get Rachel’s parents out, and leave the Romans to rot until I can get better weapons.”

“Well, if a cohort came out of the castra, then there are probably about thirty or forty men manning the gates and wall,” Badinus said. “Maybe some of the Hun archers.”

“Huns, not Mongols?” I asked.

“Right.”

“You were a scout?” I asked, and the Roman nodded. “Ever get sent as a messenger?”

“Yes?” he replied cautiously.

“What uniform would you wear on missions like that?”

“Chainmail, spear, shield, and helmet with a satchel for dispatch scrolls,” he replied. “I was always on foot. We only had horses for centurions, the cohort commander, and a couple other officers.”

“Can you get them to open the gate?”

“Yes,” he replied.

“Thibalt, get him what he’ll need.”

“Yes, Chief.”

“Walter,” I called quietly. The company commander slid back to my position as his men set up a perimeter.

“Yes, Chief.”

“Leave two squads of dragoons and a squad of archers in the woodline with the ballista and horses,” I told him. “We’re going to carefully make our way to the southeast tower and then slide around the gate. Badinus will get them to open the gate. Once it’s open, rush it. Two squads of archers will join you, and the scouts will watch the bridge. You’ll secure the gate while I look for the peddler and his wife.”

I dismounted, leaving Zephyr with Siobhan and Thibalt. Instead of a spear, I took one of Siobhan’s spear-throwing sticks, five grenades, and two yards of fuse, then checked that I had Buck’s lighter.

I checked everyone’s equipment to ensure we minimized noise. Then I kissed Siobhan and patted Thibalt on the shoulder before I led the way to the tower.

I followed the woodline northwest until we could approach at an angle away from the road. Then, I bent low in the short grass and walked a meandering path to the tower with sixty of my people following my example as well as they could. We managed to get to the shadow of the tower without triggering an alarm.

Walter took the lead along the wall to get into position to rush the gate. As we got settled, Badinus appeared out of the forest, heading straight for the gate. He looked like he’d been jogging for hours.

As he turned onto the entry path and ran up to the gate, he called out in Latin. The only things I understood were “centurion” and “Deutonis.”

I listened as Badinus gasped out a message to the guards on the wall above the gate. The guard responded as Badinus assumed parade rest and tried to catch his breath.

I pulled out a grenade and fit it with a fuse about twice as long as the width of my hand—roughly a five-second fuse after I stuffed the fuse into the tiny hole in the top. The operation was difficult given the low light, but there didn’t appear to be any hurry.

Eventually, I heard a voice inside the gate and then the sound of the bar being lifted off its brackets. The door creaked open, and a voice spoke to Badinus.

I heard a bow snap just before Walter’s column of soldiers surged forward quietly. The second squad of archers ran past me to support them.

I met Badinus at the gate. “Good job,” I told him.

“Thanks, Chief.”

“Hold on to your weapons. You may need to defend yourself,” I murmured as he tore his eyes from the grenade. “Where would they have a post to whip people?”

“In view of the legate’s quarters,” Badinus replied. “I heard he likes to look down on them from his high walk.”

I assumed he was referring to a balcony.

Walter’s men held a perimeter around the gate, but archers were firing at them from our left, in a line in the corner of the fort. I sat the grenade on the throwing stick, lit the fuse with the lighter, stuck the lighter in my mouth, and stepped out to chuck the grenade high in the air over the archers.

Frithstan called, “Grenade!” and everyone hunkered down behind their shields as the grenade flew. The fuse disappeared as it arced down toward the archers just before it exploded.

Siobhan, with Rachel holding on to her tightly, and Thibalt rode in, leading Zephyr, who was throwing a fit over the explosion. I stepped over and patted his neck until he calmed down, then I swapped the stick for my bow before I helped Rachel down.

“Show me,” I told her.

Badinus, Thibalt, and Siobhan followed closely behind, weapons ready.

We jogged between two barracks until we came to an open area. In front of us stood a two-story building. A man in a robe was running along the balcony to the top of the stairs with a cavalry sword in his hand. Five priests appeared from the lower level.

Between the stairs and the barracks were five posts driven into the ground. Yakob and a woman—his wife, I presumed—lay against the bottom of the two center-most posts, their hands suspended by ropes.

“Mama,” cried Rebecca as the Roman on the balcony shouted and started running downstairs.

I put an arrow in the center of his chest as I marched implacably forward. Rebecca ran to the woman.

“Cut them down, give them some water,” I commanded just before a scream pierced the night.

“Quintillus!”

I looked up at the balcony and saw Ranwyn leaning on the rail, looking down at the man I had just shot. Her blond tresses were loose and disheveled, and the blanket around her shoulders did nothing to hide her nude form.

“Hello, Ravenna!” I bellowed.

“You!” she screamed as she headed for the stairs. She dropped her blanket, ran down the stairs naked, and picked up the sword from the dying man before running toward me.

Siobhan pulled her second Mongol saber and attacked Ravenna, parrying her sword thrust with her left saber before her right one lopped off Ravenna’s head.

One of the priests ran forward holding a gold crucifix in his hand, shouting in some language I didn’t understand. Another in the back held himself back and seemed to be directing the other three.

I looked at Badinus, who said, “He said stop in the name of God and the Roman Empire.”

“Tell him I don’t recognize the power of Rome or the Roman god,” I ordered as I nocked another arrow.

Badinus translated. Then I asked, “Which of you is the bishop who told the Franks to rape and kill Saxons in the name of God?”

As Badinus finished translating, four of the priests looked at the one directing the others. My arrow was joined by five more in his face and chest.

“Hold the other four,” I ordered. “Watch for weapons.”

A squad of soldiers rushed forward to grab the priests. One of them ran off behind a building, but I soon heard the thrum of a bowstring and a girlish scream.

Ymma appeared, dragging the runaway priest. An arrow protruded from his bladder.

All the commotion aroused Yakob into consciousness. “Rachel,” he moaned as he looked at the girl comforting her mother.

“We found her at Deutonis,” I told him, trying to use the term he would instinctively know.

“My wagon,” the peddler gasped. “Everything was packed. The legate punished me when Ravenna returned.”

“You said she was a Saxon,” I told him.

“I thought she was,” he replied after a sip from Thibalt’s canteen. “I just learned differently. Rachel told me when I returned home. Then things turned to shit.”

Badinus said, “I can help him get his wagon ready.”

Yakob grabbed my arm. “Five chests in legate quarters. Payroll.”

“Will they fit on your wagon?” I asked.

The peddler nodded.

“Go,” I told Badinus. “Help him get ready.”

Siobhan called out, “Max, you’ll need to carry her. She’s too weak.” She continued to pour small sips into the woman’s mouth. She had gained consciousness as well, and she stared up at her daughter as they spoke quietly to each other.

Slaves in homespun started to poke their heads up. I called out, “Do you speak Saxon?”

“Some,” one man said. “I’m Lombardi. Tongues are like, but not same.”

“I am Max, war chief of the Katthi. Bring the payroll chests down and put them in Yakob’s wagon,” I told him. “There are five. Be careful of poison needles. Also, bring the eagle. Then have all slaves pack what they can carry. You can come with us to Deuton Fort. The Katthi hold it. If you want to work there, you can. If you want to go home, you can.”

“We come, Chief,” the man said fiercely before dashing off, yelling as he went.

Siobhan dressed the open, weeping welts on the back of Yakob’s wife with Nelda’s poultice and wrapped her in linen bandages. Rachel fed her acorn cakes and water while Siobhan worked. I heard Rachel say her name was Sara, and she slowly seemed to get a little stronger.

The slave I had addressed, Maccus, hitched up two more wagons and loaded them with the payroll chests and as much food as they could find. Five children from different slaves were tossed on top. Two more wagons with tall wooden cages were loaded with animal fodder. We loaded Sara on Yakob’s wagon while Siobhan dressed the peddler’s wounds.

I had the priests tied to the whipping post, essentially hanging from their bound hands. Badinus translated for me. “For your crimes, you will die. I’m not Roman, so it will be quick. I think your god will judge you harshly for your crimes, so I send you to him.”

When Badinus finished, three of the four priests blubbered in fear. I drove my dagger into the heart of each of them and left them hanging.

We saddled all the horses we found in the stables, and several of the slaves mounted them after salvaging armor, shields, and weapons. We prepared the three onagers, six ballistae, and twelve scorpions we found to travel with us. Cages of chickens and the scorpions went on Maccus’ and Yakob’s wagons.

Unfortunately, the onagers, ballistae, and Maccus’ wagons were all pulled by oxen. Goats were tied to wagons and the siege weapons to ensure they came along. Thirty-two male and twenty-seven female slaves left with us. They were determined to ensure the cupboards were bare when any Romans returned.

The sun was about two fingers above the horizon by the time everything was packed. We moved our column out the gate and onto the road to Deuton Fort.

As we rode off, I heard the thrum of scorpions and ballistae firing. I looked across the Rhine to see Willem’s artillery firing at the Romans. Grenades exploded and tore the Roman cohort camp apart. Scorpions from the palisade towers of Lippe Fort joined in, firing large bolts. I grinned at the thought of Arin finally getting scorpions to play with as I led our forces south.

Ymma led the way back to Deuton Fort. Walter followed with two squads of dragoons. After him came the two archers squads, then Siobhan, Thibalt, and myself, followed by the wagons. The other five squads followed with Fridiswid’s squad, pulling rear guard. We hadn’t gotten very far into the woods when I heard the horn for friendly visitors followed by the call “Messenger!”

Aelfgren pulled up his mount when he saw me. “Chief!”

“Aelfgren!” I replied. “What news do you have?”

“The Romans stayed overnight outside Astnide, and we fired artillery and arrows back and forth until morning,” he reported as he caught his breath. “As the sun started to rise, they broke camp and headed toward Sigiburg. Botulf sent us to Lippe Fort.”

“Shit!” I exclaimed.

“Willem said they will kill that cohort in front of Lippe Fort,” Aelfgren said to finish his report.

“Okay,” I sighed as I gathered my thoughts. “Once the field is cleared, send two squads to Deuton Fort because we’re going to hold it; Cuthbert is the commander there. Get everyone else home. The Sigambri widow who had told us the Roman plan was the sister of the legate of the 30th Legion. I think they were trying to pin our forces away from home. I’m worried about Edelheim, Lon, Sigena, and the Wupper valley villages. Also tell him there are a couple more companies of Roman cavalry out there somewhere.”

“Okay, Chief. What happened in the Roman fort?”

“The legate and his sister paid for their crimes with their lives. We stripped the fort of as much as we could carry to stock Deuton Fort,” I replied.

“Got it, Chief. I’m off!” Aelfgren said and wheeled his mount around to head back to the bridge.

We pushed the oxen as fast as we could. I ended up dismounting and lifting some of the slaves onto Zephyr’s back. He got a little skittish until I grabbed his reins and murmured to him as we resumed walking next to the wagons.

About midday, we found ourselves in front of Deuton Fort. We led everyone inside the gates, and Jenn ran out to greet us. The fort’s staff worked with the former slaves from Castra Vetera to get everything settled and put away. We set up a rest rotation, and Jenn led Siobhan and me upstairs. We rolled out our bedrolls, stripped off our armor, and lay down in our clothes. I fell asleep with a wife cuddled up under each arm.

Bucge woke us up several hours later, and we packed up our bedrolls and went downstairs.

Jenn and Siobhan headed for the kitchen while I met with Cuthbert, Ruma, Fridiswid, Badinus, Maccus, and the heads of the different support functions. Maccus liked the idea of working for money. He recommended they set up fields around the fort to raise food over the summer. I agreed, noting the guy’s boundless energy.

Cuthbert recommended training everyone to guard the fort, and the staff agreed. I told him that Willem would be sending a couple of dragoon squads and then heading home. I shared my concerns based on Aelfgren’s report, growing more uneasy as time passed.

I decided to leave three squads of archers, Fridiswid’s scout squad, and Badinus with Cuthbert at the fort. I also committed to leaving our spare arrows and all but two of my grenades. We left six scorpions, an onager with most of the stones for it, and our custom ballista. I figured we’d retrofit the Roman ballistae for our grenades.

We had a quick bowl of soup before I told everyone to mount up. Before leaving, I told Cuthbert that we’d be back in ten days and rode out the gate. We slowly crossed the ford and made our way east in the evening twilight. The plan was to overnight in Haven.

It was well past dark by the time we made it to Haven. We set up a cold camp outside of town and rose with the sun. We headed southeast along the banks of the Lenne until we found a ford, then rode hard back to the Ruhr to Baarmarkt, and then south toward Renvard’s ford.

By midafternoon, I started to see carcasses on the road as we approached the ford. Men and horses had been torn apart or riddled with arrows. There were still men moaning as we rode on the verge of the road around the bodies at a canter to get back home.

As we rode into Renvard’s village, I saw Brynhild helping Willa onto a horse. The scout leader turned to me with a tear-stained face. She sobbed, “It’s Kat, Chief.”

Willa handed me her bag and said, “Take this. I can go faster if you hold it.”

Brynhild launched into her saddle and kicked her horse’s flanks, causing her mount to bolt through the village. Willa, Jenn, Siobhan, and I were close on her tail. Thibalt covered our back trail.

We raced down and up the trails leading to Edelheim at breakneck speed. Zephyr passed everyone as soon as we crested the first ridge, and we led from then on. That beast was scary fast and strong. Willa yelped, afraid of falling off, but our horses flew like their tails were on fire around the north side of Edelheim.

As I took in the battlefield, I saw Gabi and Eangyth kneeling next to a body, weeping on the open ground north of the village. I pulled Zephyr up short and launched out of the saddle as he reared. I patted his neck with a murmured “Thanks, fella.”

Eangyth stood as I ran to Gabi. She had Kat’s head and shoulders in her lap. Blood covered the left side of Kat’s abdomen and stained her mouth. Her eyes were glassy. I lifted Willa off her mount and carried her and her bag to Gabi’s side.

Edelheim’s healer said, “There’s nothing I can do.”

I hugged Gabi as Willa got to work, but less than a minute later, the stoic woman sat back on her heels and struck the tears from her eyes.

“I’m sorry, Chief,” she said between sniffs. “She’s gone.”

All three of my wives screamed as I knelt there, dumbstruck. Jenn and Siobhan dropped to their knees next to Kat’s body as the tears started to leak down my face. I dug into my pocket and pulled my handkerchief. I used my thumb to wipe the heaviest bit of blood from her mouth and dabbed the cloth in my tears. I used the moist edge to clean my loving wife’s mouth.

Slowly, I placed my hands over her eyes and pulled the lids down. Then I leaned over and pressed a kiss to her quickly cooling lips.

“Goodbye, my love. I’m sorry I wasn’t here to protect you. Safe journey and Godspeed to the best of whatever our afterlife holds. I’ll love you always and carry you in my heart,” I murmured into her hair. “Watch for me on the other side.”

I sat back and hugged Gabi as I stroked Kat’s hair.

Gabi threw her arms around me and started trying to explain what happened in a thick German accent between sobs.

“I think it was two Roman cohorts that attacked—one from the south, and one from the north. Hunstan’s new south-facing OP saw them first. The long horn blew. Then the OP to the west blew the horn. We thought they were just repeating it, but they sent a runner to say that another four hundred Romans were coming from the north along the Lenne.

“Kat and I ran in from hunting just before the OP by the farm blew its horn. Anita, Tabby, and I started shooting with guns at a big column of cavalry, switching to arrows after we emptied the magazines. Kat started lobbing grenades as fast as Siglinde could put fuses into them. Kurt was using the .22 rifle because he didn’t have enough strength to reload the other weapons. Even so, he got more than a couple of Romans and a handful of their horses, doing enough damage to cause them to fall out of the saddle or the horses to buck the riders off.

“Renvard’s people moved immediately to line our bank of Bear Creek; they fired arrows, slings, and the scorpion when the Romans got close to the ford. Then we started slinging grenades.

“Kat had us all reload our firearms, and then she and I jumped on horses. She told Renvard to keep watch on the creek. Brynhild sent her newest squad to Lon, requesting help, then she, Kat, and I rode to Edelheim.

“Hunstan had the ballista and archers wreaking havoc on the northern cohort with the grenades and arrows. Unfortunately, the southern cohort was in the woods. We flooded the woods with archers and as many fighting men as possible. I used my pistol, and Kat was deadly with her bow. The Romans kept getting closer, though, so I holstered my pistol and protected Kat with my shield and spear while she killed most of a century with arrows alone.”

She stopped for a moment to wipe her eyes. “Suddenly, the Romans started to withdraw to the south, so Kat and I ran around to help on the northern side. She picked up a quiver of arrows from one of our injured girls, and I guarded her while she got shots off until there were no more Romans left.”

Gabi sucked in a heavy breath and blew it out with a short sob. “After the battle, we went around, finishing the downed soldiers. I told Kat, ‘Grab a spear so you don’t have to get so close.’ She told me not to worry. As she bent over to stab that guy,” Gabi pointed at a corpse, “that one next to him pushed up off the ground and stabbed her just under her rib cage. She spun and drove her sword into his eye even as blood welled from her mouth. As she fell to the ground I stabbed that fucker with my spear again. Bryn heard me scream, checked on us, and ran for help.”

My chest tightened, and I pulled Gabi’s helmet off and stroked her soaked hair.

“You did all you could, my love,” I replied as I kissed her hair, all the while dying inside. “I’m just glad you’re okay, that you weren’t hurt, too.”

Gabi hiccuped, “Her last words were, ‘Tell everyone that I love them, and I’ll watch over them. Tell Max I’m sorry for fucking up.’ Then the light went out of her eyes and her breath rattled. And that was it. She was just gone.”

Jenn and Siobhan crawled up behind us and hung off my shoulders. I hugged each of my wives tightly and kissed them as we knelt on the ground, crying for our lost love.

After a while, Jenn sobbed, “We should clean her up and give her a funeral like we did for Tussi.”

“Yeah,” I replied hoarsely.
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Nine women and two men died in that battle. Twenty-three women and nine men had been wounded. Considering the overwhelming size of the Roman force, it was amazing that so few of us had been harmed. Willem’s cohort arrived while I was fashioning a travois to take Kat home. Nelda and Dietlinde jumped in to help with the injured, but my fiancée broke down when she saw us drag Kat’s body by.

We later learned that Lon had attacked the flank of the southern cohort, which was key in convincing them to withdraw. Riders from several of the other villages piled on and drove the Romans back toward the Rhine.

Sigena was also attacked by a cohort, but Gytha’s squad had picked them up early as the Romans fought through the Hermunduri and the Frankish farmers who had settled into their lands. Sigena had set up defensive lines of grenades along the Roman line of march, and the scouts drew them in. Heiu had caught an arrow in her leg from a Hun archer, but had been tended by a healer in Sigena, surviving with only a limp that would persist for several months. After the grenades had exploded, the Roman lines had broken and the soldiers had withdrawn with no Katthi casualties. Our scouts had followed them until they withdrew across the Rhine at the bridge at Colonia Agrippinensium.


EPILOGUE


Max took a tissue from the package that Brunhilde handed him.

“Thanks,” Max replied absently before he dried his eyes and blew his nose.

After a long sigh, Max said, “I didn’t even realize I was crying. It’s been a year and a half, and sometimes it still hits me hard.”

Brunhilde murmured, “You were reliving it. As a storyteller, you lose yourself in the narrative. It’s amazing to watch, and mesmerizing to listen to.”

A toilet flushed down the hallway while Max sipped his cold coffee. Wodan returned to the living room and resumed his seat.

The tall, spare man muttered, “It’s disgraceful—crying over a woman like that.”

“Maybe if you cared for someone other than yourself, you would understand,” Max replied quietly.

He got up from the easy chair, walking to the kitchen and emptying the coffee into his mug. With a sigh, Max refilled the water reservoir and called out, “Where do you keep the coffee?”

Brunhilde joined him in the kitchen. She caressed his shoulder gently before she opened a cabinet and pulled out a coffee tin. “You have to grind them. We keep the beans in here. I’ll take care of it. Go back to your story.”

“You missed some of it last night,” Max murmured before taking a sip from his mug.

“I wanted to get to sleep before he started breaking the new girl,” Brunhilde said with a frown. “Go on. I’ve got this.”

Max returned to his chair and sipped his coffee. “I emptied it, but Bryn…er, Brunhilde, will have more soon.”

The elder man stared at Max with his single eye, the black, jeweled patch on the other glistening in the gloom of midafternoon.

“You said you can see all events past and future in any dimension. Yet, it took you nearly two years to find Loki? Why couldn’t you see any of us before then?” Max asked as his engineer’s mind kicked in. “You shouldn’t need me to tell you all of this because you can see it, right?”

“New dimensions are distracting,” Wodan replied. “It takes time for the events to become visible.” He frowned momentarily. “It’s like the eye is cataloging the dimension, and I can only see what’s in the catalog.”

“Ah,” Max said. “Like when you add a bunch of new data to a database. Once the data exists in the database, then the database engine has to index the data to make it easier to retrieve.”

Wodan looked surprised. “I never thought of it that way.”

He took a sip of coffee before prompting Max to continue. “What happened next?”

“We took Kat home,” Max said with a shrug. “Anita, Tabby, and the kids were crushed. We ended up just sobbing for hours before Nelda came home after dark and helped us prepare her body. We laid her out on a board on a couple of saw horses. Siobhan sewed her wound closed, and we washed her. Nelda wrapped her body in linen before we dressed her in chain mail and placed her bow in her hands.

“The next day, we set her body out in the shade near the barn while I dug a grave. Villagers streamed by from early morning until we laid her in the earth. Mourners, mostly women, came from all the Katthi villages over the next ten days to leave small tokens at her grave. They honored her because she helped teach them that they could defend their village and be just as worthy of honor as the men.”

Max grabbed another tissue and dabbed his eyes again.

“What a wimp,” Wodan growled.

Fury lit Max’s eyes as he launched to his feet. “If you cared for anyone other than yourself, you’d know true loss.”

Wodan launched to his feet and thundered, “I LOST MY SON!”

“Yeah, the son you talk about as a favorite toy!” Max retorted. “The only person you care about is the one you see in the mirror in the morning!”

Wodan waved his hand, and Max flew back into the wall. Hung pictures fell from the impact. Then Wodan raised his hand, and Max slid up the rough-hewn wooden paneling on the wall in concert with Wodan’s hand.

The ancient mage’s voice thundered. “You will tell me what happened to my son! NOW!”

Max felt like huge talons were wrapped around his own massive chest, holding him in the air against the rough wood paneling.

“Interesting version of hospitality, old man,” Max growled back.

“MY SON!” Wodan yelled.

Trying to calm his own anger, Max’s voice rumbled back quietly. “I killed him.”


AFTERWORD


I’m sitting in the waiting room of the hospital as I write this, waiting for my wife to get out of the operating room from a gastrology procedure. I’m hoping Sarah will ensure I don’t make too big of a mess, but please be understanding of any weirdness in this section.

This book just seemed to grow and grow, and yet I thought I’d be much further along the story line than I am at this point. Max had told me about Kat’s passing, but I thought it had happened much later in the story line. I was amazed at how Max just walked up and poked the Roman Empire in the nose. I thought I’d be at the point where Max met Brunhilde and Wodan, but we’re not there yet. Expect that in the next book.

The conversations with Wodan have helped explain a bit about the nature of timelines, but this entire book still happens in the framework of actual historical events. As a result, I’ve been working to get as many of the historical bits as accurate as possible for this volume. Lower Saxony ancient history is pretty sparse on the web between the first couple of centuries until the creation of the Holy Roman Empire; I didn’t find it particularly easy to locate details. Since I’m writing in between shifts on my day job, I’ve had to rely on Google and DuckDuckGo to find the best possible information. I mined a lot of bits from Wikipedia, Britannica, and a variety of Roman history and reenactor sites. I’m thinking about organizing my notes and publishing them on my website. Let me know if you think that might be interesting.

I tried to use actual old names for cities and villages, but I was limited by what I had available for research resources. For example, Siegen was Sigena, Cologne (Köln) was Colonia Claudia Ara Agrippinensium, Duisburg was Deutonis or Deuton Fort, Solingen was Solonchon, and Bonn was Bonna. I moved the fort of Deutonis to the western bank of the Rhine despite it being part of Duisburg, which is mostly on the eastern bank. I intentionally filled in the steep ditches that surround Deuton & Veterea fort, the explanation will be in the next book.

Hopefully you’ve enjoyed the result. Shoot me a note on Facebook or Patreon to let me know. If you find any edits we missed, send me a note on Facebook or Patreon. I’ll get it corrected right away.

I’m pretty happy with how this story turned out, and I have a growing team to thank for the result.

	Heather Jerome, alpha reader and life partner

	Sarah Wu, my professional copy editor

	Albert Chauw, my longtime cover artist



Please let me know how I did. I would value your feedback. As you know, Amazon is driven by reviews, so please leave one—especially if you liked it! I love 5-star reviews!

Those 5-star reviews are critical because I’ll get more exposure to new readers based on the ratings of each book. Plus, it helps to counteract the haters out there. As not all readers will love what I write, it’s important to hear from those of you who do, so I can reach a wider audience. As a part-time author, I would appreciate the help.

My Patreon site is pretty simple, $1/story posting, plus other free, patron-only posts. I’m currently posting draft chapters 1-2 times each month. Some of my short story ideas may end up there, too.

Next up, AN5 is about 25% complete, so I’ll finish that one. By the time this one is released, the audiobook for Den of Iniquity (AN2) should be about ready for release and Succubus Rescue (AN3) should be in queue with the crew at Royal Guard Publishing after Saxon Max 2. The goal with the Accidental Necromancer (AN) series is that we have audio books for AN1-4 out before the release of AN5’s e-book.

After that, there’s Saxon Max 3. Marcus, Denise, and Aliyah (Library Pet series) are still bugging me to tell more of their story…probably two more of those. I’ve got about a third of a book figured out for the second Devlin Walsh story. I’ve got part of a Green Lord Histories story that’s been languishing for quite a while. After doing cleanup on the AN series for audiobooks, I’m considering going back and doing a rewrite of the Green Lord series just to clean that up, too. That would probably result in another audiobook series, as that’s the one Royal Guard first talked to me about. And of course, I seem to add new story ideas to my backlog regularly. It’s a shame my day job demands so much time!

There is an AN short story on Patreon as a free, public post titled “Clarice’s Admirer.” It will overlap with AN5, so beware, there are a couple of spoilers in it for the future of the Zombieverse, but if you’re jonesing for another installment, it’s available until I publish it on Amazon.

When I am too fried to write, I’m generally reading my favorite sci-fi, fantasy, harem-lit, and erotica authors. I did start a blog on my website talking about what I’ve been reading, but I am woefully behind on it. I’m optimistic it will be more up-to-date by the time you read this. I’ve got a lot of good and great books in my backlog, but the writing has been more rewarding than the reading lately. I will take a break if Michael Scott-Earle’s next Viking Rune Smith or Tamer shows up. Also, Daniel Schinhofen’s next Binding Words or Luck’s Voice or any of Shawn Key’s stories will necessitate a break.

You can message me on Facebook. I’ve had a couple of cyberstalkers who wanted to rant about why I wrote one thing or another, so…ya know, don’t do that if you want an answer. I’m on my Facebook page two to three times each week. I’m a member of several groups, too. Here are the places I can usually be found:

Eden’s Lewd Fantasy & Sci-fi Garden. This is Eden Redd’s group. Lots of fun to be had, and a lot of the harem-lit authors hang there. Eden has always been supportive and allows me to announce my new releases there. I always make a point to drop in and see what’s going on. Address is https://www.facebook.com/groups/158209654749089

Fantasy/Science/Fiction Cool News and Humor group consists of mostly fans. Good times. Very little in the way of politics. There is actually a family of groups around this one and I troll them all. Address is https://www.facebook.com/groups/584252842052663/

The Brazen Hagfish closed, but they moved to a Discord server. I rarely get on Discord, but if you’re interested, the link is on the FB site: https://www.facebook.com/groups/444308559106961

Mischief. More twisted humor. Address is https://www.facebook.com/groups/AppleSaws/

Sci-fi & Fantasy Authors & Readers. Pretty much what it sounds like. Marketplace for authors to share their work. Address is https://www.facebook.com/groups/ScifiandFantasyAuthorsandReaders

Amazon won’t tell you when my next book lands. The best way to find out is to follow me on my Amazon page or Facebook.

It’s time for me to get back to writing. Watch my Facebook, Patreon, and Amazon Author Page for updates.

’Til next time.

-JG Jerome

https://www.facebook.com/JGJeromeAuthor

https://www.patreon.com/jgjerome

https://www.amazon.com/JG-Jerome/e/B07TWJJSYL

https://www.jgjerome-author.com/
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APPENDIX 1: CHARACTERS


(In order of appearance)

	Wodan (pronounced VOH-dahn) - magician. Commonly referred to as the All Father. Father of the magician Loki

	Brunhilde (Broon-HILL-deh) - servant of Wodan. Dark haired, tall, lean, and athletic

	Max Morgan (MAKS MOR-gan) - main character. Full name is Maxwell James Morgan. Former US soldier, farmer, blacksmith, and HR Generalist. Max was pulled back 1700 years in time from Sep 2019.

	Gabriela Morgan (Gab-ri-EH-la MOR-gan) - AKA Gabi (GAH-bee). Wife of Max and her sister-wives. Copilot on the aircraft that brought them back in time. Born Gabriela Fleischer (FLY-shehr) in modern Iserlohn, Germany. Six feet tall, 39D bust. Short, ash-blond hair. Power builder

	Siobhan Morgan (sheh-VAHN) - Black Irish woman from modern Colorado. Wife of Max and her sister-wives. Athletic figure, pert, full B-cup breasts. Five-foot seven, lean, and muscular. Black hair in a bob. Blue eyes. Born Siobhan Elaine O’Reilly. Learned English with an Irish brogue from her grandmother. Heavily into Chinese martial arts. Trained as a US Army combat medic

	Tabitha Morgan - AKA Tabby, or Tabs. Wife of Max and her sister-wives. Born Tabitha Sloan. Five-foot four with shoulder-length auburn hair. Was the admin assistant in Max’s HR office. Spent a lot of time learning crafts in the Society of Creative Achronism (SCA). Was a little plump and soft, but got much leaner in the 4th century due to the lack of prepackaged junk food

	Anita Morgan - Previously Anita Conway and Max’s boss. Wife of Max and her sister-wives. Dancer

	Katryn Morgan (KAT-trin) - AKA Kat, previously Katryn Ross. Wife of Max and her sister-wives. Athlete

	Jennifer Morgan - AKA Jenn, formerly Jennifer Padilla. Committed lesbian, complete with gold star. Wife of Max and her sister-wives. Nurturer

	Albrecht (ALL-brekt [soft “k” almost like a “ch”]) - woodcutter among the refugees moving into Edelheim

	Johan (YOH-hahn) - woodcutter foreman from Edelheim

	Karl (KAHRL) - woodcutter among the refugees moving into Edelheim

	Gottfried (GOHT-freed) - woodcutter among the refugees moving into Edelheim

	Nelda (NAYL-dah) - young healer from Renvard’s village. Committed to marrying Max once she’s eighteen

	Willa (VILL-ah) - master healer from Renvard’s village. Was Nelda’s teacher, but is now teaching Dietlinde

	Krystal (KRISS-tahl) - refugee with four kids. Husband away fighting

	Wolfram (VOHLF-rahm) - leader of one of the refugee groups that settled in Edelheim. Different person from Wolfram of Sigiburg, but pronounced the same.

	Drefan (DRAY-fahn) - bully refugee that tried to declare himself chief

	Eve - schoolmate and former girlfriend to Max. Was flight attendant on aircraft. Died from injuries shortly after the crash

	Gisele (GEE-seh-leh [hard G sound]) - one of the refugee women who settled in Edelheim

	Renvard (RAYN-vahrd) - headman of the village at the ford of the Baarbach (BAHR-bahk)

	Altena (ahl-TEH-nah) - spiritual leader and head healer of Renvard’s village. Teacher of Willa.

	Halvende (HAHL-vehn-deh) - blacksmith from Renvard’s village. Has a maimed right hand

	Günter (“ü” is pronounced by making the “EE” sound with rounded lips) - leader of a Saxon cavalry platoon that patrols the Katthi lands

	Aelfram (ALE-frahm) - leader of one of the refugee groups that settled in Edelheim. Elected headman of Edelheim

	Siglinde (zigg-LINN-deh) - Max’s adopted daughter. Granddaughter of Ulli

	Kurt (KOORT) - Max’s adopted son. Grandson of Ulli

	Erhart (AYR-hahrt) - Saxon scout from Günter’s platoon

	Dieter (DEE-tehr) - one of the woodcutters from Edelheim

	Sigi (ZIGG-ee) - Saxon scout from Günter’s platoon

	Thibalt (TIBB-ahlt) - youth who engaged Romans with sling and became Max’s squire

	Lars (LAHRSS) - youth. Slinger with Halvende. Fell into river trying to get Georg out while on OP duty with Fridiswid

	Georg (GEH-org [hard G’s]) - youth. Slinger with Halvende. Fell into river while on OP duty with Fridiswid and Lars

	Greta (GREH-tah) - Max’s first lover in Colorado. Mother of his son, Gregor

	Raimond (REYE-mohnd) - war chief of Sigiburg

	Magrethe (Mah-GRE-teh) - old healer / spiritual leader from Cronenberg

	Wolfram (VOHLF-rahm) - headman from Sigiburg and later the chief of the entire Katthi tribe. Married to Agneta

	Kael (KAY-ell [like the vegetable]) - village headman of Throtmanni

	Ralf (RAHLF) - master smith of Edelheim. AKA Ralf Schmett (SHMEHT)

	Ulli (OO-lee) - woodcutter who was murdered in Book 1. Grandfather of Max’s adopted kids, Kurt and Siglinde

	Willem (VIL-lehm) - senior squad leader. Given several command roles throughout the story

	Äthelbald (AY-tehl-bahld) - ironmonger who frequents Baarmarkt. From Urbar mining village

	Yakob (YAH-kohb) - Jewish peddler from Rome. Family held hostage in Castra Vetera

	Thunerulf (Thunerulf) - soldier from Edelheim. Was on duty in OP when saw he suspicious behavior from Yakob and Grimm

	Grimm (GRIMM) - from Ruhrplatt originally until their village moved to Renvard’s village. Tried to sell Renvard’s saddle to Yakob

	Walter (VAHL-tehr) - Grimm’s squad leader

	Ruma (ROO-mah) - an archery squad leader. Served on OP duty

	Fridiswid (FRIDD-ees-vidd) - scout. AKA Fridi. Became squad leader of 1st scout squad

	Adi (AH-dee) - soldier from Edelheim. Serves as Sergeant of the Guard when Lars, Georg, and Fridiswid fall into the creek during a blizzard

	Magan (MAH-gahn) - Edelheim soldier on OP duty

	Geralt (GEHR-ahlt) - Renvard Village soldier on OP duty

	Brynhild (BRINN-hilld) - scout leader from Edelheim

	Tussi (TOOSS-ee) - scout from Edelheim. Full name: Tusnelda

	Ymma (EE-mah) - scout from Edelheim. Becomes scout squad leader

	Sunnife (soo-NEEF-eh) scout from Renvard’s village

	Rilberht (RILL-behrt) - squad leader from Edelheim

	Leofgar (leh-OOF-gahr) - squad leader from Edelheim

	Dagmund (DAHG-moondt) - bowyer from Edelheim

	Peoht (PAY-oht) - assistant squad leader to Hunstan, then squad leader. Courting Brynhild

	Eastmund (EEST-moondt) - squad leader at Sigiburg

	Agneta (ahg-NEH-tah) - wife of Wolfram of Sigiburg

	Maethild (MAY-tilld) - servant girl at Sigiburg

	Javier (hahv-ee-AIR) - Jenn’s youngest brother

	Aelfgren (AYLF-grehn) - assistant squad leader to Leofgar

	Botulf (BOH-toolf) - commander of Astnide fort. War Chief for the Saxons

	Rolf (ROHLF) - one of Rilberht’s men. Soldier from Edelheim

	Eobald (YOH-bahldt) - one of Rilbert’s men. Soldier from Edelheim

	Arin (AH-rinn) - commander of Lippe Fort

	Egon (EH-gohn) - Sigambri soldier from Lippe Fort that stole the Legion standard

	Bothvildr (Bothvildr) - scout from Lippe Fort

	Johan Schmett (YOH-han SHMEYT) - smith from Astnide. Daughter is also named Siglinde

	Siglinde (zigg-LINN-deh) - daughter of Johan Schmett from Astnide

	Ralf (RAHLF) - one of Rilbehrt’s men from Renvard’s village. Not the smith from Edelheim

	Matilde (MAH-till-deh) - apprentice to Sigrun, Sigiburg’s healer

	Sigrun (SIGG-roon) - healer at Sigiburg

	Hunstan (HOON-stahn) - squad leader, then captain of the home guard. Father to Tussi and Erik. Wife to Ine

	Ine (EE-neh) - mother of Tussi and Erik. Wife to Hunstan

	Eangyth (EH-ahng-ith) - healer in Edelheim. Local spiritual leader. Reports to Altena just as Willa and Nelda do

	Swetric (SVEHT-ricc) - fletcher from Edelheim

	Cuthbert (KOOT-behrt) - squad leader from Renvard’s village

	Frithstan (FRITT-stahn) - squad leader from Edelheim

	Hrothgar (HROHT-gahr) - squad leader from Edelheim

	Beornred (BYORN-rehd) - in Frithstan’s squad

	Ulf (OOLF) - in Cuthbert’s squad

	Boneval (BOH-neh-vahl) - old man who introduced the pframja to Max

	Gytha (GEE-tah) - Third scout squad leader

	Heiu (HEY-oo) - Gytha’s assistant squad leader in the scouts

	Mildrith (MILL-dritt) - scout

	Leofwaru (lehf-WAH-roo) - scout

	Emma (EH-mah) - scout

	Nothgyth (NOHT-gitt) - scout

	Frythegith (FRITT-eh-gitt) - scout

	Ricola (REE-koh-lah) - scout

	Bucge (BOOK-geh) - Fridiswid’s assistant squad leader. 1st scout squad

	Wada (WAH-dah) - squad leader from Sigena

	Mansige (mahn-SIGG-eh) - squad leader from Herscheid

	Tilwulf (TILL-voolf) - master smith and headman of the mining village of Urbar

	Dietlinde (DEET-linn-deh) - Willa’s new apprentice healer

	Ecgfrith (EHK-fritt) - leader of Sigiburg’s archers. Only has half his left foot due to war injury. Becomes commander of the archer regiment

	Godric (GOHD-rikk) - squad leader from Sigena

	Sygbald (ZEEG-bahldt) - headman of a Cherusci village on the way to Marklo

	Sigimer (Zigg-ee-mehr) - historical figure from 1 AD. Chief of the Cherusci during the Battle of the Teutoburg Forest

	Ermen (EHR-mahn) - historical figure from 1 AD. Son of Sigimer. Roman-trained general of the Germanic forces who defeated the Romans at Teutoburg Forest. Romans called him Arminus

	Fladebert (FLAHD-eh-behrt) - son of Sigimer, brother of Erman. Romans called him Flavius

	Tilde (TILL-deh) - one of the widows from Renvard’s village. Takes Äthelbald as new husband and moves to Urbar

	Beortfrith (BEH-ohr-frit) - headman of Marklo. Cherusci

	Dudda (DOO-dah) - former Saxon war chief. From the Angrivari

	Grimhild (GRIMM-hildt) - archery squad leader from Witten. Won the gold solidus and a compound horse bow

	Womär (VOH-mare) - war chief of the Cherusci

	Ranwyn (RAHN-vinn) - real name Ravenna, sister of Quintillus. Claimed to be a Frisi whoe married the son of the Sigambri chief. Spy for the Romans

	Flavius Julius Crispus (FLAH-vee-oos JOO-lee-oos KRISS-poos) - AKA Crispus, son of Constantine the Great

	Titus Uodinna Luca (TEE-toos oo-oh-DEE-nah LOO-ka) - Prefect for Crispus. Prefectus Praetorian

	Nothgifu (NOHT-giff-oo [hard G]) - old crone spiritual leader who led the Disting celebration and meeting

	Cynethryth (SINN-eh-tritt) - the spiritual leader of the Tentkteri delegation

	Horsa (HOHR-sah) - chief of the Sigambri. Ranwyn’s father-in-law

	Leofgod (LEH-of-godt) - the Chauki candidate for war chief

	Morcär (MORH-kare) - chief of the Cherusci

	Osgyth (OHZ-gitt) - female on the Katthi ballista team. Measures the fuses and lights the grenade

	Igider (EE-gee-dehr [soft G]) - Berber (Amazigh) slave who rows Roman boats at Deuton Fort

	Marcus (MAHR-koos) - Roman debtor. Helmsman of Roman boat at Deuton Fort

	Talus (TAH-loos) - Roman debtor. Helmsman of Roman boat at Deuton Fort

	Matz (MAHTZ) - Katthi ballista crew chief

	Thorsten (TOHR-shtehn) - one of the soldiers in Peoht’s squad

	Nun (NOON) - one of Frithstan’s soldiers

	Badinus (BAH-dinn-oos) - Roman scout. Becomes Max’s translator. Stays at Deuton Fort

	Heinrich (HIGHN-rich [“CH” like a soft “K” sound]) - carpenter’s apprentice at Deuton Fort

	Sigulf (ZIGG-oolf) - squad leader from Lon

	Sara (SAH-rah) - Yakob’s wife

	Rachel (RAH-kel [soft “K”]) - Yakob’s 14-year-old daughter

	Maccus (MAH-kooss) - Lombardi slave from Castra Vetera




APPENDIX 2: SUMMARY OF SAXON MAX - BOOK 1


	Max interviews for an HR generalist position

	Max gets to know his coworkers and the “giggle twins”

	Anita takes Max to a benefit as her date

	Siobhan’s first martial arts tournament of the season takes place

	Max cooks dinner for Kat

	Kat, Jenn, Siobhan, and Max support Tabby at her performance at the Colorado Music and Arts Festival in Centennial Park

	Anita comes to Max’s farm for a picnic, buggy ride, and dancing

	Max takes Tabby hiking for 4th of July, followed by a party at Greta’s

	Greta tells Max that Rodney confessed that Max is Gregor’s father, and Gregor isn’t upset

	Max’s National Guard unit trains at the National Training Center for two weeks

	Siobhan’s second martial arts tournament of the season takes place

	Anita announces survivalist team building exercise

	The ladies join Max and Gregor for some weapons and survival training to prepare

	Gabi, Eve, and Buck fly Max and his ladies in a vintage Beech Twin

	Violet vortex pulls the plane off course

	Plane runs out of fuel, and Buck executes a dead-stick landing

	Plane crashes and Buck is killed by the landing. Eve is wounded severely

	Everyone drags everything out of the plane and sets up a quick shelter

	Max says goodbye to Evening (Eve), just before she dies of her injuries

	Funeral for Eve and Buck takes place

	Visit by wolves leads Max and the women to build a rustic log house

	Max and Gabi go up the mountain to try for a cell signal

	Ulli is chased by Frankish riders and killed

	Max and Gabi rescue Kurt and Siglinde

	More Frankish knights arrive as Max is leading Ulli’s cart across the ford in the creek

	As Max is shooting Frankish knights, he is shot by an arrow

	Renvard and some Katthi youths attack the Franks with slings

	Max returns to his house. Ladies all agree they are his wives

	Willa and Nelda arrive to help with Max’s wound

	Siobhan removes the arrow and sews the wound together

	Willa had Nelda make healing tonic

	Max and his wives bathe by the river, and Gabi, Nelda, Jenn, and Siobhan watch Anita, Tabby, and Kat make love to Max

	Kat reveals that she has elven blood

	Saxon knights arrived the next morning

	Max demonstrates the rifles, and the Saxons try to take them. Willa convinces them not to

	Saxons help bury Ulli, then take the Saxon payroll from his wagon to purchase trade goods for the Katthi

	The Morgan family adopts Kurt and Siglinde

	Refugees from southern Katthi villages arrive

	Book ends
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