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PREFACE


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 not politically correct, and it features some scenes of sex and violence. There are loose interpretations of historical events. If that’s not your thing, then please skip this book with 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 third book in the series. I recommend you read volumes one and two of the Saxon Max series before starting this story. If it’s been a while since you did so, you can catch up with a summary in the Appendices.

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


PART I



NEVER AGAIN


1


SORROW


Ilooked down at the ground where I needed to start digging. “Damned hole won’t dig itself, Morgan,” I muttered.

The shovel dug into the early spring grass, and I lifted a piece of sod, setting it aside.

“You need some help, Chief?” Thibalt asked, appearing in the meadow to my right as I stacked the last of the sod.

“No, Thibalt. I feel like I have to do this myself, but thank you for asking,” I said, looking at the bare earth where Kat’s mortal remains would succumb to the forces of entropy and return to dust.

“Okay. I’m heading back to the village, but I’ll come back if you need me,” my squire said. “They need help digging graves in the villages, too.”

“Thanks, Thibalt,” I replied. After all we’d been through together, I couldn’t have been prouder of that kid if he were my own. “I just need to focus and do the work. Once I’m done, I’ll come down to the villages to help.”

I knelt beside the dirt and closed my eyes, trying to summon the strength and focus to do the work that was needed.

“Max, what’s wrong, my love?”

I probably should have been freaked out about hearing Kat’s voice considering her recent demise, but I’d been hearing and seeing her in the corner of my eye ever since she died two days ago.

“I can’t let you go,” I murmured.

“It would be just as hard for any of your wives, Max. More of us are bound to die. Prepare yourself, husband,” I heard her reply.

After the battle that Kat had perished in, we took her body home. Siobhan sewed her wound closed, and we washed her. Nelda wrapped her body in linen before we dressed her for battle, placed her bow in her hands, and laid her on a trellis set on two sawhorses.

I looked up, and there stood Kat’s ghost, wearing the funerary garb that we had dressed her body in—shining chainmail with the coif down, her favorite leather skirt, and short, Saxon-style boots rather than her tall hiking boots, which were too valuable to bury with her. A quiver with six arrows hung from her shoulder, and she held her favorite Hun bow. A gladius hung from her hip. Her light brown hair was in its typical braid, resting on her left shoulder. The only thing that didn’t fit was that her ears were sharply pointed, like a mythical elf.

“How?”

“I had to tell you myself, Max. I’m sorry. I got cocky and careless. It’s not your fault that I died.”

“Feels like it,” I muttered. “I should have taken you with me.”

“No, Max. Then someone else would have died. Maybe many more,” Kat said. “You made good decisions, my love. I fucked up, and I’m eternally sorry. Use me as a cautionary tale.”

“I’ll end up second-guessing myself until I die,” I muttered.

“You can’t. Our family, our tribe, and our people need you to be decisive. It’s not your fault the Romans decided to try to wipe us off Earth.” She knelt in front of me. “Make them pay, Max. Make them bleed for killing our tribe and for killing me. Burn Rome to the ground.”

“I will, Kat,” I said, and closed my eyes.

I swore I felt the kiss of a butterfly’s wings just before she spoke again. “I’ll wait for you, Max. Now wake up before the wolves get any closer! Wake up, Max! WAKE UP!”

Kat was gone when I opened my eyes. When I looked around, she was lying in state on the trestle we’d laid her on, but three wolves were belly-crawling toward her. No one else was around.

I checked to my left and behind me, only to find another beast trying to sneak up behind me.

Launching to my feet, I pulled El Chete from its sheath and extended the cut, throwing the heavy blade in a flat trajectory. Before the black wolf sneaking up on me could dodge it, the blade cleaved its skull. Pulling the Judge, my revolver, I shot the white alpha that had been hanging around since our arrival, then the two grays with him.

Siobhan and Gabi ran out of the house, holding spears.

“It’s okay!” I called. “The wolves wanted a little Kat for dinner. I objected.”

“Is it safe?” Jenn called from the outdoor cookfire.

“Yeah,” I replied. “I got all four of them. Where are the kids?”

“I’ve got them!” Anita’s voice came from down by the creek. “Someone was playing in the mud.”

Picking up the mattock, I started breaking up the dirt.

Gabi and Siobahn dragged the wolf carcasses down to the abattoir. Jenn walked up and said, “Stop for a minute, Max.”

Slamming the mattock into the dirt, I turn to look at my Latina wife. “Yeah, Jenn. What can I do for you?”

Handing me my cleaned El Chete, she said, “Honestly, I need a hug and a kiss from my husband.”

“You never thought you’d ever say that, did you?” I asked as I opened my arms to her.

“No,” Jenn said as she dropped the heavy blade into its sheath on my thigh before wrapping me in her tight embrace. “If you’d have asked me before we left for Wyoming if I’d ever be in love with my husband, I’d have fallen to the floor laughing.”

“Well, your husband is so happy you’re here, Jenn,” I told her.

“I miss her, Max,” Jenn murmured into my chest.

“I do, too. The wolves almost got to snack on her because I was talking to her ghost,” I confessed. “I must have dozed off for a moment.”

“It wouldn’t surprise me. None of us have slept well since she died,” Jenn replied. “How’d she look?”

“Like she does over there, only full of life, and…and...well, she had Elven ears,” I replied.

“As I recall, it wasn’t her ears that manifested from her Elven heritage,” Jenn said quietly.

Slowly, we both started to chuckle, and then laughed outright.

“That was rich, Jennifer.”

Jenn brushed her lips against my neck. “Thank you, Maxwell. I’ll go field dress the wolves.” She slipped out of my embrace, adding, “Gabi can’t do it without getting nauseous, and Siobhan would rather not.”

“The kids can help,” I replied. “Neither one of them is squeamish. Siglinde’s been working with the village girls on tanning hides, right? Maybe she can show you how to prepare them better than with my crude methods.”

“We can do that when Nelda and Tabby get back,” she said.

“Okay,” I said. “I need to stop gathering wool and dig Kat’s grave—the villagers also need my help to dig more graves. Plus, we’ll have people coming for the burial.”

Jenn pointed south along the meadow. “It looks like we have more mourners coming to pay their respects now. Kiss me, so I can get to work.”

I did, and she walked away, her cargo pants draping her lush ass deliciously.

With a sigh, I muttered to myself, “Don’t forget there are five more who are hurting just as badly as you are. Now get back to work, Morgan.”

After about two hours of hard work with a mattock and shovel, and many interruptions from mourners coming by to commiserate, I found myself standing in a grave that was about four feet deep. The last foot had been solid limestone, but I found the act of breaking up the rock with the mattock cathartic. The end result was that I had a nice level limestone floor for Kat’s body to rest upon and a pile of stones to put on top of her grave.

Tabby and Nelda rode up on a pony cart as I levered myself out of the hole. “Hello, ladies!” I called, trying to come across as upbeat even though I wasn’t sure I could manage being cheerful. “Welcome home.”

Nelda raised an eyebrow at me, giving me a look that clearly said, I don’t buy it.

Tabby jumped down and ran up to hug me. Pulling her hat off her head so I could kiss the crown of her head, I said, “I’m a dirty mess, Tabby.”

“I know, Max. I’ve got wood chips and sawdust all over me, too,” she replied, turning her face up to look at me. “We can take a bath together later.”

“Sounds good,” I murmured before I bent over to cover her mouth with mine.

We enjoyed a brief, sweet moment together before she slipped out of my embrace. “Lemme show you what we came up with,” she said quietly.

We walked over to the cart, and Nelda slid in for a hug and a quick kiss as Tabby continued talking.

“As expected, there’s not a single stone cutter or stone mason in either of the villages,” my petite, auburn-haired wife said. “Heiu’s father, Yarl the carpenter, was able to help me get a straight flat board. He cut the curve in the top for me and smoothed it with a file.” She stopped and looked at me. “If we can figure out how to make sandpaper, we’d be a big hit. I explained the idea to Yarl, and he was excited.”

“Ja, but the paper will be the hard part,” Nelda said. “Only Roman peddlers have it.”

“Vellum or parchment would work,” Tabby said. “The adhesive and fine sand of consistently-sized grains would be harder to find. Anyway, I was going to come back and use your chisels, but Yarl asked to help me. So, I wrote what I wanted with a charcoal stick, and he carved it. I think it turned out pretty well.”

“I agree, Tabby,” Nelda said. “Show him!”

Tabby lifted a roughly two-by-four-foot plank of white wood from the back of the cart. It was about two inches thick and had a rounded top.

She turned to show me the face. In black letters resembling Saxon script in English, it read:
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“That’s beautiful, Tabs,” I murmured, wiping my eyes with my sleeve. “No one but us will be able to read it, but I think it’s a perfect memorial for how important she was in our lives.”

“I considered adding Nelda and the kid’s names, but since she’s not married to us yet, I didn’t think it would be right,” she said.

“Why not?” Nelda’s voice broke. “I loved her, too.”

“And she loved you, Nelda,” I murmured, pulling the young woman into my arms. “We have a different way for you to remember her.”

“How?” she sniffled into my chest.

“Patience, love,” I replied. “How’d you get the black letters, Tabby?”

“Oh! That took the most time!” she exclaimed, excited to talk about her project. “After Yarl carved the letters and the rose, I used a hot iron to burn the black into it. He hadn’t seen that before, and we experimented with a variety of metal pieces. I burned myself, but I think it turned out well.”

“Are you okay?” I asked reflexively.

“I put a burn salve on it,” Nelda said. “The burn will be gone in a couple of days.”

“So what did you do while Tabby was crafting?” I asked Nelda.

“Checking on the latest wounded and burial preparations,” Nelda said. “Willa’s having me help teach Dietlinde. Since we don’t want to denude the forest, we’re going to bury them. The families are digging graves.”

“Does anyone need me?” I asked. “I told Thibalt I’d be down to help.”

Nelda nodded. “The widows of the men who died are getting plenty of help, but there are a couple of widowed women who lost daughters, and two kids lost their only parent.”

“We’ll go back down there now. Let me just grab a couple more weapons. We have a few hours until sunset, and I can dig into the night if needed,” I said. “Kat’s burial is tomorrow, so…yeah. Sorry, you’ll have to bathe alone, Tabby.”

I grabbed my rifle and put it and the digging tools in the cart, and Frisky pulled Nelda and me back down to Renvard’s village.

I helped the two orphan children first. They were related to Georg’s family in some way, so they took the kids in, but Georg’s mother was also a widow. Georg and I worked together and had a grave for the young mother in short order, digging into the rock about a foot to give her a three-foot deep hole.

Afterward, Georg hunted down Lars and Thibalt, and the four of us dug three more graves.

The last one was a widow from Edelheim who insisted on digging the grave herself. When I found her, she was kneeling in the shallow grave, trying to catch her breath. Knowing how hard the lives of the Saxons were, I guessed her age at mid-thirties despite the gray in her blonde hair and worn face. I lifted her gently into a bridal carry and told her, “You make sure I do it right, Orva. We’ll make sure Aswig has a worthy place to rest.”

She nodded and sobbed. “Thank you, Chief.”

I squeezed her shoulder and then swung the mattock. Thibalt handed me the shovel so I could scoop out the rubble before I went back to breaking up the soil and rock. Nelda brought me a bowl with an acorn cake, boiled greens, and a big piece of roast pork with a clay jug of water. I shared them with Orva before finishing my work.

Once all the graves were complete, I bid the mourning families good night before Nelda and I returned home in the cart. I walked beside Frisky as we navigated the valleys between Edelheim and Renvard’s village, but I crawled up onto the seat as soon as we emerged into the meadow. Nelda climbed into my lap and held me as we rode through the darkness.

Tabby and Gabi came out to greet us when we arrived in the yard. Tabby helped Nelda put Frisky out to pasture while Gabi helped me carry Kat’s body on the wooden stretcher into the back of the wrecked airplane. I pulled the board through the cargo door into the passenger compartment and Gabi pushed. We laid her across the back bulkhead where Jenn did her map scribing. Gabi’s fingers threaded between mine, and we stood quietly for a couple of minutes.

“I grew up Evangalische, what you call Lutheran in America,” Gabi murmured.

“Their beliefs are mostly the same as Catholic beliefs, right?” I asked quietly.

“Ja,” she replied. “We only went to church for Christmas and Easter, but I find myself thinking about Heaven a lot over the last couple of days.”

“My parents weren’t religious, but they took me to a variety of churches for Christmas and Easter so I could be exposed to it. As you might expect with a name like Corrigan, my foster parents were Catholic, but that was the only thing I dug my heels on—going to church. I blamed God for my parents’ death that first year. I got past it, but I never really bought into religion after that. Science kinda filled that void for me, revealing the workings of the world around me.”

“I hope we see her again one day,” Gabi said. “She was so kind and patient with me.”

“Who knows what happens when we climb the Irminsul, or whatever happens when we die,” I replied. “If it’s possible, she’ll be waiting for us on the other side of the veil.”

“That’s kind of a Mischung of tradition and beliefs, my husband,” Gabi teased lightly.

“Well, you’re the one throwing modern German into Saxon,” I replied.

We both chuckled, then I kissed my fingertips and pressed them to Kat’s lips. Gabi followed my example before we closed the wrecked aircraft and walked hand-in-hand to the house.

I stripped, stuck my feet into my shower shoes, and submerged myself in the lukewarm bath water. After washing up quickly and getting out, I pushed a salvaged hose from the aircraft into the bottom of the tube and maneuvered it to siphon into a clay pipe we had laid out to run the wastewater downhill from the house toward the creek.

Toweling off, I returned to find Nelda and the kids, ready for bed. Kissing all of them goodnight, I proceeded to join my five wives in bed.

“Not tonight, my king,” Anita said. “Tonight is still our memorial. Tomorrow we celebrate life.”

“That works for me, my queen. I’m exhausted,” I replied. “Nelda! Siglinde! Kurt! Come join us!”

We sat up most of the night, holding each other and telling stories of our lives with Kat.

[image: ]



People from both local villages showed up for the ceremony. Most of the young women arrived in the short leather skirts that Kat had made popular, and all were dressed for war with full arms and armor.

Nelda officiated, speaking of the Irminsul and how it served as the great tree of life that connected Earth and the realm of the gods. She spoke of Kat making the journey up the tree with the divine’s help to Heaven above, so she could wait for us.

I spoke next as her husband and war chief. I mentioned her valor and skill and battle, but also her willingness to help others and the joy she had brought to our marriage.

Jenn, Anita, Siobhan, Tabby, and Gabi each shared their feelings about their relationship with Kat, and then Nelda spoke of how Kat had welcomed her even as we struggled to find our way in the world of the Saxons. She credited Kat with making it possible for her to marry me. Siglinde said that she was honored to call Kat “Mother” and that she knew the path she wished to take into womanhood thanks to Kat’s care. Kurt didn’t want to speak.

Thibalt, Halvende, Hunstan, and I held the ropes while Gabi, Siobhan, Jenn, and Anita lifted her body from the trellis and laid it on the ropes. Then we men used the ropes to gently lower Kat’s body onto a bed of fresh pine boughs. After we pulled out the ropes, the wives laid another layer of pine boughs over Kat’s corpse, and then I started shoveling the dirt into the grave as the assembled mob made its way to Renvard’s village for the next funeral.

Tabby placed the headstone, and we tamped earth and rocks around it to keep it in place. When we were done, the bottom of the script was about four inches above the rocks on top of Kat’s grave.

At that point, I drank some water, then mounted Zephyr to stand at all the funerals in my role as war chief.

When I returned, I unsaddled Zephyr before rubbing him down and combing his coat. “Thanks for being patient today,” I told him. “I know standing around while I play chief isn’t very much fun for you.”

The huge stallion laid his head on my shoulder, allowing me to scratch the base of his ears. “Enjoy the rest of the evening, fella.”

I walked to the house, and Siobhan met me outside to wrap me in a hug. Reveling in the feeling of her taut body in my arms, I asked, “How’re you holding up, my delectable wife?”

“Missing Kat,” she replied. “Oh, Max! The world just seems so empty without her in it. She was so full of life and love. It’s just…just…wrong.”

Tipping her chin up, I kissed her gently. “I agree. Gabi told us that she was sorry for not being careful, and Kat’s ghost even confirmed it. As much as I want to blame myself, she owned her mistake. Now I need to ensure that the rest of you, and our people, learn from it. I don’t want to bury anyone else.”

Siobhan sighed. “Given our situation with the Franks and Romans, it’s unlikely that we’ll avoid it, but I think we can at least keep our wives at home and children safe. You and I are going to be at risk, so we need to be exceptionally careful.”

“Yep. We’ll have to watch out for each other,” I agreed. “It’ll be even more important with Jenn or Gabi in the field.”

“Gabi will eventually be okay,” Siobhan said. “She’s so damned strong that most men won’t be able to overpower her. Her spear work is getting really good, and her blade work is coming along nicely, especially when using Tabby’s tactics.”

“It’ll be a long time before she’s more than mediocre with a bow or gun,” I noted. “She’s not hopeless with them, she just finds them more difficult than handheld weapons.”

“I’ll see if the spear thrower works for her,” Siobhan said.

“Not for a few days,” I replied. “We’ll spend tomorrow with the family, but we’re heading out the day after. I want to get my eyes on Colonia Agrippina, or whatever the Romans call it. Bonna, too. I need to put in an order with Tilwulf. Plus, I want to talk to the Hermunduri and the Frankish communities in the Hermunduri lands. And I need to check in on Deuton Fort and travel up to talk to Botulf.”

“Who’ll go with us?”

“I don’t know,” I murmured as we turned to walk inside. “I’d go on my own, but I’m trying to learn from Kat, too. I don’t want to take a big group. I want a light force. Nimble. No wagons. Probably no pack animals. Scouts for sure.”

As I finished speaking, I pulled the door closed to keep the cool night air from chilling the rest of the family inside.

Jenn asked, “Scouts for what? Are you heading out?”

“Day after tomorrow,” I answered.

“Am I going?” she asked.

“Siobhan and I were just talking about taking a light force to recon the Roman forts in Bonn and Cologne,” I said. “I don’t feel comfortable with you being there without a larger force. I’m thinking it’ll only be one or two squads.”

Jenn frowned. “You’re going places I haven’t been. I need to go to update the map, Maxwell. It makes more sense to me if I’ve seen it. Besides, you’re only talking two squads fewer than when we went on the last recon. I’m assuming everyone will be mounted. It’s probably less dangerous than the last time.”

Anita weighed in. “Max, we can’t hide from them. We need to hunt them. We can’t do that and be perfectly safe. We must take some risks—we just have to be smart about it.”

Keeping my eyes on my boots, I sat down and unlaced them, mulling over my wives’ words. Then Anita touched on the crux of the issue.

“It’s not your fault she died, Max,” Anita said softly, guiding my chin up and forcing me to look into her eyes. “Gabi warned her to use a spear, she got careless, and she was killed. It’s a cruel reminder that the world is a harsh place. No matter how well you teach us, we always have to be vigilant. Even if you had been there, there’s no guarantee that things would’ve worked out differently. The hard truth is that none of us are safe, and it’s unlikely that we will be as long as we live. It’s not your fault, Max.”

Anita’s eyes glistened, but mine couldn’t hold back the flood. I wept like I had when my parents died.

“Max,” Siobhan whispered as she wrapped her arms around my neck from behind me. “Humans are the most dangerous animal on the planet, and there’s an empire of them that wants to enslave everyone who isn’t part of their little club. We can bow before them and let them do that to our adopted people, or we can crush them. You chose to crush them, and I believe it’s the right decision.”

Tabby curled up on the bench next to me, holding my arm, while Jenn and Gabi squatted and laid their hands on my knees.

Gabi broke the silence quietly. “Max, you know the history of Rome as well as or better than anyone currently alive. What do they do?”

“They destroy the people they conquer. The cultures they conquer. The lands they conquer,” I replied passionately despite the tears streaming down my face.

“They took our love from us, Maxwell. Don’t you think a little turnabout is fair play?” Jenn said.

“Yes. Which is why I’m going out tomorrow,” I said fiercely.

“The day after, Max,” Siobhan reminded me. “That’s what you said.”

“Yeah. Day after,” I muttered, wiping my eyes.

I let out a heavy sigh. “Let me wash up. I seem to recall that we were planning to share some things with Nelda and the kids before we end our mourning abstinence.” I felt a smile bloom on my face despite my bleary eyes, and my wives smiled in return.
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REMEMBRANCE AND PLANNING


Using a wash rag and bucket, I washed off the day’s sweat before pulling on a T-shirt, boxers, and a lightweight pair of homespun pants.

Anita, Nelda, and Siglinde served dinner to everyone, and we all helped clean up. When we were done, I grabbed Kat’s backpack and dragged it to the benches around the fire.

“Nelda, please sit, sweetie,” Anita said.

Jenn told Nelda, “I was Kat’s lover before I was Siobhan’s or Max’s. One of the things I loved about her was her ability to find practical ways to be sexy. The short leather battle kilts are one example.”

Reaching into Kat’s bag, she pulled out Kat’s hiking boots. “Where we’re from, boots look more like what Max wears,” she continued. “These, however, reach clear above the calf until they’re just a little below the knee. Yet despite being very sexy, they’re well-constructed boots for hiking rough ground, and the height of the upper keeps your lower legs dry if you have to wade through water.”

Tabby took over the narrative as Siobhan pulled a pair of long boot socks out of the backpack. “We noticed that you and Kat and sometimes wore each other’s boots. In fact, we intentionally put a pair of yours on her body.”

“I noticed, but I wanted her to have them,” Nelda said quietly. “Something from me to take as she climbed the Irminsul. They’re good boots.”

“Yes,” Siobhan replied. “And she would want you to have these. Boots and five pairs of socks to remember our departed wife and keep her as a part of your life every day. She loved you, and we love you.”

Turning to our adopted daughter, Anita said, “Siglinde, your Mommy Kat loved you just like the rest of us do.”

“I miss her hugs,” Siglinde said quietly.

Siobhan said, “Which is why we’re giving you her cable-knit sweater. It’s too big for you to wear every day, but you can hug it when you sleep, or you can wear it around the house to make it feel like she’s hugging you.”

Grabbing Kat’s sheath knife, I handed it to my daughter. “Your Mommy Kat wanted to protect you, Siglinde. Your safety was important to her. This was the knife that she carried with her always. It’s a good utility knife, but it’s also a good weapon. The steel is better than any I’ve seen since we came here. Use it and wear it with pride, my daughter.”

“I will, Papa. Thank you,” she said in English. “Thank you for the sweater, Mommies.”

It seemed a little strange to hear my adopted Saxon daughter speaking English, but it didn’t happen often since all of my family now spoke predominantly Saxon with a Katthi accent.

“Kurt, since you’re not a girl, Mommy Kat’s clothes won’t do you much good,” Anita said, switching back to Saxon. “But before we left our faraway home, your papa gave us blankets that are very light and very warm.” She pulled a fleece throw out of Kat’s bag. “This was your Mommy Kat’s. She would want you to wrap it around yourself and think about her hugging you.”

Gabi pulled Kat’s breakdown bow from the pack. “Kurt, this was Mommy Kat’s bow from our home. It’s designed to break down to fit in a pack, yet it’s as strong as a hunting bow. When you get strong enough to fire a hunting bow, we’ll teach you how to use this one.”

“Thank you, Mommy Gabi,” Kurt replied, in awe of the weapon. “Is this how she got so good?”

“Not exactly, Kurt,” I answered. “She had a natural ability that made her an amazing archer. However, she did practice a lot to reach her full potential, and she used that bow to do it. You too can use it to reach your full potential as an archer.”

“Okay,” my son replied in English. “Thank you, Daddy.”

“Gabi,” I said, indicating Kat’s bedroll and pack, “These are yours. You don’t have either, and she would want you to have them.”

“Thank you, husband,” Gabi said quietly, striking the tears from her eyes.

Jenn kissed Gabi before addressing the room. “Well, that just leaves her clothes. Nelda can probably wear some of them, and Siglinde may grow into some as well.”

“Yes, or one of the ladies in the village might appreciate them. We’re not exactly a wealthy village,” Anita said.

“We’ll get there,” Tabby said. “I’m teaching weaving, knitting, and pottery to the ladies in the villages. Our products are higher quality than the products of most villages. They’ll be in demand.”

Anita rubbed her round tummy and purred, “I know what’s in demand right now.”

Six hungry glances focused on me.

I kissed Nelda goodnight with a little of the heat that was rising in me. “Goodnight, sweetie.”

“Goodnight, fiancé,” she replied. She stood with her new boots wrapped in her arms and made her way to the loft.

Siglinde and Kurt got hugs and kisses on the cheek before they headed for the ladder.

Kurt grumbled, “They’re probably going to have adult time again.”

Siglinde giggled as she followed her little brother up the ladder, holding her treasures tightly. “I’m sure they will, little brother,” she replied.

“Goodnight,” I called as they disappeared.

“Now, where were we?” I asked as I surveyed my five aroused wives.

With no pretense of teasing, we quickly stripped and piled on the bed. Anita went first, ass in the air with her pregnant belly and heavy breasts hanging. I shoved my little monster about halfway into her in the first thrust. Tabby crawled under her face, and Anita ate her while I fucked her tight hole.

While I thrust in and out, I kissed Gabi, then pulled Siobhan out of Jenn’s embrace and sat her on Anita’s chocolate ass. Remembering one of Jenn’s fantasies, I commanded, “Gabi, put your hot pussy on Jenn’s slutty little cunt and fuck her until she screams.”

Gabi looked gobsmacked.

“Do it, Gabi,” Siobhan said. “She wants you, and you’ve done it before, so I know you know how to do it. Show her you love her.”

Kissing Siobhan quickly, I said, “Spank that chocolate ass.”

Grabbing both of Anita’s hips, I pulled her back onto my member, eventually managing to get three-quarters of my little monster inside her. Siobhan drummed a fairly gentle tattoo on Anita’s firm buttocks. Anita’s hot pussy fluttered around my cock for a couple of strokes before she screamed into Tabby’s pussy.

Jenn and Gabi groaned, and Gabi fell onto our Latina wife and kissed her as they both rode their orgasms.

We spent a couple of hours kissing, fondling, and fucking each other. Siobhan rode my face again while Jenn rode my cock, playing with her girlfriend’s breasts and kissing her. Tabby sat on my lap to ride me, and I gave Gabi a last missionary ride before we all fell asleep.
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The next morning, Tabby and I were in Edelheim taking measurements from our grenade-launching ballistae.

Halvende did a good job at keeping consistent measurements. The holes through the shield over the track were almost exactly twelve inches on each one. The cup was big enough to hold a ten-inch ball with ease, and the track for the cup was wide enough that I was confident that a ball that big wouldn’t fall off in transit. The clearance for a ball on the track through the hole was tight. I decided to have Halvende shave them to give another inch of clearance.

“How are you holding up, Chief?”

I turned to see who had spoken. “It’s not easy, but we’re holding it together. You know that as well as I do. How is your family?”

“Erik is recovering well,” Hunstan replied with a sad smile. “You know how kids are. Ine’s doing better. She’s back to doing her chores, and she even smiled once just before the Romans attacked.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” I clapped him solemnly on the shoulder. “Good job dealing with the Romans. I don’t think I told you in the middle of mourning Kat, but we shouldn’t have survived. We did because of you.”

“Kat should get a lot of the credit,” the big man replied. “I didn’t understand that there were two cohorts until it was nearly too late. The horn sounded to the south first, but we saw them first to the west. I thought they had circled around. Kat rallied the women to hold the south as they ran out of the woods while I worked with the…what’s the word you used?”

“Artillery,” I supplied.

"Artillery,” he repeated, sounding the word out. “I worked with the artillery to destroy the cohort in the open and split the infantry to help the south flank. By that time, the Romans were closing in on our village. Kat was a devil with that bow, and a lot of the girls are getting nearly as good. The children hid in the trees and attacked with slings and stones while others snuck in close to hamstring the Romans. I thank Irmin that you trained us.”

“Have you done an after-action review?” I asked. “What did you learn?”

Hunstan nodded. “I met with the squad leaders of the home guard. Willem talked to the away team before he sent the other villagers home for a few days’ rest. Also, right after the battle, I asked Brynhild to send a team to report the Roman attacks to Botulf and Cuthred, plus Urbar, Solochon, Sigena, and any villages along the route. We agreed on the message, and she sent out three pairs of messengers.

“What my unit learned from the AAR is that we’re damned lucky the Romans didn’t have a full-strength legion to throw at us. If, as you suspect, they’re sending multiple legions here, we need stronger defenses and weapons. We need scorpions and ballistae along the Lenne Valley from Lon to the west. Probably one more OP on the south side. We need to thin the trees to give us better visibility and fields of fire. We need more people.”

“I agree. It’s going to take a couple of generations to grow the people,” I replied. “We do need to remove the threat. But first, I’ve been making some notes for the defense of the village. I think we can get some of the rope-pull-style scorpions like Arin’s using at Lippe Fort. We can put them on wheels and maybe even carry them. Those can pump out grenades fast, and since they’d be firing downhill, they’ll gain some range from that. I’m also planning to see if Tilwulf can create bigger grenades. We need to increase powder production, but I want to ensure that our people, homes, and fields are safe. Tabby can start teaching people how to make the powder since she and Gabi have been helping me make it. Also, Siobhan and Kat have been…”

I had to swallow the lump in my throat. “Siobhan and Kat were working on spear throwers. Siobhan’s the expert, but Kat thought they might work for the grenades. Maybe experiment with a squad or two with both spears and grenades to see if they’re a force multiplier or just a novelty.”

Hunstan clasped my shoulder as the tears leaked down my face. “Take a breath, Chief.”

After I dried my eyes with my handkerchief, he spoke again. “How do you plan to remove the threat, Chief?”

“Take over the Roman forts for our own,” I murmured intensely, looking down at the killing field where Kat died. “Kill their leaders, enslave their craftsman, and put a fort on both sides of the bridges.”

“You don’t like slaves, Chief,” he murmured.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “They’ll have a relatively short path to freedom, five to ten years. Wolfram thinks ten is good. My home culture would rebel, but they never had to deal with the Roman Empire.”

“Maybe a stone fort between the Lenne River and the Lette Creek, looking northwest,” Hunstan said. “Or maybe just a tower for an OP rather than a full-sized fort.”

“We’ll need to find stone workers,” I said. “But I like the way you’re thinking. I’m going to need a bigger home with the babies on the way. Maybe a tower where you’re suggesting and a fort near the North OP.”

I pulled my canteen off my belt and took a long drink. “I’m taking a recon tour tomorrow. I’ll take a couple of squads and move fast. No attacking Roman units this time. We’ll stop by Urbar to talk to Tilwulf and place another order for grenades, then head down to talk to the Hermunduri and any Frankish farmers living in their lands. I’d like to recruit the Franks out of Franks Ford, but I may need to wait until the next trip with a cohort and some artillery—convince them to join us by blowing the doors off their fort. Then we’ll scout the Roman colony at the bridge and their fort at Bonna. Oh, and I need to stop by and check on Cuthred, and then I need to talk with Botulf.”

“You might want to see Bonna first. It’s south of the bridge,” Hunstan responded.

“Well shit, I should have looked at the map. I thought it was north,” I muttered. “I thought it was halfway between Deutonis and Köln.”

“Neh. There’s a little village on the mouth of the Düssel River, but I think they are mostly just a little fishing village. That whole area is prone to flooding and has a lot of swamp areas. There’s a Roman fort west of there at Neuss.”

“Yeah, I need to read the damned map. Gabi has one that’s at least good enough to keep me from making dumb mistakes like that,” I said. “I’ve got Jenn making a new one based on our travels.”

“Grief can be very distracting, Chief,” Hunstan replied quietly. “For your mission, I recommend you take two squads of scouts. With Cuthred, Frithstan, and Leofgar at Deuton Fort, we’re pretty thin if we have the dragoons out. Brant was doing pretty well, but with his death, Ordway is the new squad leader. He’s a blooded warrior now, and he did pretty well taking over when Brant died. But he only has eighteen summers.”

“Like Peoht?” I replied.

“Peoht was born to lead,” Hunstan said. “Ordway needs to learn. He was never very assertive until Brant fell.”

“Maybe we trade squads out between home guard and battle missions to give everyone more experience. Or you have a talk with him,” I said. “Regardless, two squads of scouts should be fine for what I’m planning. I’ll probably have Willem call up a company of dragoons to watch Bonna about the time of the next moon. Depends on what I learn.”

“We’ll be ready, Chief.”

“I’m counting on it,” I replied as Thibalt rode hard into the village.

“We gathered all the Roman coins from the dead. You can use that to pay for the new grenades, Chief,” Hunstan said. “I’ll collect them for you.”

“Thank you, Hunstan.”

“Chief! War Chief Botulf is here,” Thibalt shouted.

“Where?” I asked as I vaulted onto Zephyr’s back.

“At Katryn’s grave,” he said. “At least, that’s where he was headed. I met him at the ford and then came to find you.”

I waved to Hunstan and cantered up the hill. “Thibalt, tell Brynhild that I need two squads of scouts to go with me on a mission tomorrow. We’ll be away for at least ten days, and maybe as many as twenty. One pack horse per squad. Then pack your bag. I also want to meet with all the squad leaders after supper tonight.”

“Yes, Chief. I’ll take care of it,” Thibalt said and wheeled his horse around to deliver the message to Brynhild in Edelheim.

“He’s growing into a good man,” I said to myself, tapping Zephyr’s flanks to get me home.
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“Hello, Max,” Botulf called from Kat’s grave. There was a group of people with him, mostly grizzled soldiers.

“Hello, Chief,” I replied. “How may I help you?”

“My primary mission was to wish your wife well on her journey,” he said, indicating Kat’s grave. “I’m sorry for being late for the interment. We just got word yesterday and left right away, but we had to overnight in Sigiburg. Wolfram and Agneta will probably be here soon.”

“Thank you for honoring Katryn, Chief,” I replied. “I can say with confidence that she would be humbled by the gesture.”

“Your scout said she killed over a hundred Romans herself. A warrior spirit like that deserves to be honored,” he declared, looking at the wooden headstone. His voice softened. “I’m glad I got to meet her at Disting. Is that the writing of your homeland?”

“Yes, Chief,” I answered. “But I really do need to learn to read and write Saxon and Latin.”

“How many people in the village can read it?”

“Just my wives,” I replied. “Nelda and the kids speak some of it, but we haven’t taught them to read or write.”

“It looks like a mix of Roman and Saxon, if I’m following the characters correctly,” he said. “If we need to pass messages in writing, it might be useful.”

“It will take at least a couple of years, Chief,” I replied. “Probably longer for some people, between all the fighting, training, and farming.”

“Daddy!” Kurt yelled from the barn, running toward me. I scooped the little monkey up before he could jump on me and held him on my hip.

“Kurt, this is War Chief Botulf from Astnide. Would you go tell the mommies that we have guests for dinner?”

“Chief Max, my men will camp by the OP, if that’s allowed,” a grizzled soldier from Botulf’s guard said. “It’ll keep us from trampling your fields.”

It took me a moment to remember his name. “Certainly, Tancred. The one to the east is closer to water, but it’s also not far from our abattoir. The north one has better grazing, and there are enough trees for you to hang a cloak between trees if you don’t have a tent.”

“We’ll be at the north site, Max,” he replied. “Botulf.” He nodded to the Saxon war chief and led his men away.

“Go tell your mommies, Kurt,” I repeated and set him on the ground. He dashed off to the house, and Botulf and I walked over closer to the barn to continue our talk. The horn tattoo for friendly visitors sounded from the OP on the ford across Bear Creek.

When we were alone, I spoke again. “Botulf, these Roman attacks can’t stand.”

“I agree,” he replied. “I have some ideas, but I’d like to know what you’re thinking.”

“I’m going to empty the Roman forts,” I told him. “I’m about to head off on a recon tomorrow, but after I’ve learned the lay of the land, I’ll probably take two cohorts south from Deuton Fort with heavy ballistae and larger grenades, plus mobile scorpions for smaller grenades. We’ll blow their gates, destroy their guard forces, and kill as many of them as possible. Craftsmen will survive, soldiers will die.”

“Maybe you can enslave some soldiers. See how they like being on the other end of the yoke,” Botulf suggested. “We could put them to work in the fields. Some of them might serve in our ranks.”

I shook my head. “The way the Romans train their soldiers, we’d constantly have to be on watch for their escape and treachery. I think we feed them to the crows but save their slaves and crafters and give them a ten-year contract as slaves. In the end, they’ll be free.”

“Why free them?”

“My people don’t believe in slavery,” I said. “But we did have a concept of a contract of service as a slave for a period to work off a debt. We called it ‘indenture.’ I’m thinking we save their lives, and they can serve for ten years to work off the debt of us feeding, caring for, and protecting them. They can build forts, roads, and public works or work in the fields or in mills—wherever we need them.”

“I like this idea. It puts us on a higher moral ground than the Romans and allows us to build up our population and profit from their skills. We encourage the men to take Saxon wives to create ties to our people. Just don’t discount offering it to the soldiers, too. Their lives are not particularly fulfilling," he replied, stroking his beard.

Turning his focus back to me, he said, “Now, in addition to what you’re proposing, I want to clear Nijmegen and Ksanten, too. Willem reported that his forces killed off a cohort of infantry and a century or more of cavalry. There’s a legion headquarters in Nijmegen, and I’m pretty certain Kleve has a cohort from them. I think there’s cavalry at Lintfort and Kalkar. That whole left bank of the Rhine has Saxon-speaking peoples, either Saxons or Belgian Celts. Freeing that region from the Romans would probably gain us more allies.”

“Okay. I plan to work with Hermunduri to secure our border and probably enlist the Franks in the area. Maybe as far south as the fort on the Main River,” I told him as the horn tattoo for friendly visitors sounded again from the OP on the ford across Bear Creek.

“I’d rather have your people up north, but I can call for the Cheruski and Chauken to help,” he said. “Yours are better trained and more disciplined, but I don’t want to wait for you to finish. I agree that it’s a priority.”

“I understand that.” I mused for a moment. “Well, Chief. You could send scouts into those areas to get a better picture of the Roman disposition.”

“Sending a Cheruski to scout is like having a fox guard your chickens,” Botulf chuckled. “Maybe have the border tribes recon. Many have relatives on the other side of the river. Whatever you do, rotate companies to allow for everyone to do their farm work.”

“Yes, Chief,” I replied. “So the plan is to go on a recon trip for ten or fifteen days, run up to Urbar to order the bigger grenades, then meet with the Hermunduri, recon Bonna and Köln, then range north along the Rhine to Deuton, and finally, stop by Astnide and Sigiburg before coming home.”

“Sounds good,” Botulf said. “Maybe just quickly ride north along the Rhine to get a feel for the terrain after you finish in the Hermunduri lands. We can send out scouts from Deuton Fort to do a detailed recon.”

“I think we should try to enlist the Angles, Jutes, and any other tribes as allies. Everyone between the Rhine and the Elbe Rivers. Maybe the Danes, too,” I proposed.

Botulf let out a snort. “Diplomacy isn’t really my strong point. Maybe I could get Wolfram to go. Surprisingly, Wömar is quite good at it, despite being a Cheruski.”

“I bet Günter could do it, too.”

Botulf nodded and stroked his beard. “He’s a Frisi, and he's very good with people. Dudda would also be a good diplomat. Since he’s not war chief this year, he probably has time, too. I know he gets bored with farming quickly.”

“You also probably should let Horsa, chief of the Sigambri, know that Ranwyn is dead and won’t be coming home,” I said. “Her whole story at Disting was to get us away from our village. Her real name was Ravenna, and she married Horsa’s son specifically to get close to Horsa to spy on the Saxons. She was the legate Quintillus’ sister, not a Frisian as she claimed.”

“What a mess,” Botulf said. “I think Horsa bedded her regularly after his son and wife died.”

“Well, Ravenna fucked her brother regularly, too. She definitely knew how to use her assets,” I muttered.

Hearing horses approaching at a canter, I looked up and saw Wolfram and Agneta with Ecgfrith leading three squads of mounted archers, one of which was composed of the grizzled, maimed men who were the senior archers out of Sigiburg.

Wolfram jumped off his mount after it stopped and helped his wife from hers.

Agneta rushed forward to hug me. “I’m sorry for your loss, Max. She was so sweet when we met at Disting.”

“Thanks, Agneta,” I murmured. “We all miss her.”

“We can’t stay long, Max,” Wolfram said. “We just rode over quickly to pay our respects, and then we’re going to hurry home.”

“I understand, Chief,” I told him. “I appreciate you making the effort.”

“She was special, War Chief,” Ecgfrith told me. “She will be missed by us all.” We clasped forearms, and he stepped up to her grave and laid a small bouquet of wildflowers. The female archers were stoic despite the tears running down their faces, and more than a couple of the grizzled veterans were dabbing their eyes, too. All laid mementos on her grave—flowers, arrows, or cut-off locks of hair.

When the group finished saying its goodbyes, everyone mounted up and rode off, but there was a steady stream of visitors until about an hour before sunset. The later ones camped on the edge of the meadow, planning to leave in the morning.

I met with Botulf, Willem, Hunstan, Brynhild, and all the squad leaders after supper. We sat around the outside cookfire, and I talked through my plans for the next two moons.

“I’m planning to take a light force out to recon the south like we did up north last autumn,” I told them. “We’ll stop by Urbar first to place an order with Tilwulf, then we’ll run down to the Hermunduri lands. I want to enlist their people to join us. I may do the same at Franks Ford down on the Main River, but I definitely want to enlist the Frankish farmers in the Hermunduri lands. Then we’ll want to recon the Roman fort at Bonna and the big fort at Colonia Aragrippa something.”

“Colonia Claudia Ara Agrippinensium. Colonia Agrippina for short,” Botulf said. “Remember, most of us just call it Köln.”

Nodding in acknowledgment, I continued. “From there we’ll range north along the Rhine until we reach Deuton Fort. We’ll check in with them and finish at Astnide before coming home. That should take us roughly to the next moon. We can make plans for the following moon once we know the ground.”

Brynhild said, “I’m going with you, Chief Max, plus Ymma’s and Gytha’s squads. I’m leaving Sunnife in charge here with Heiu as her second, forming the last batch of trainees into a squad. Both will be squad leaders by the end of the summer, with a couple of scouts from the first squad as their seconds. Cyneswith will be Ymma’s new second, and Mildrith will be Gytha’s. I’ll send more recruits here when we stop in the villages.”

“Sounds good, Bryn,” I agreed. “Also, let’s have Fridiswid start recruiting around Deuton Fort. Focus on recruiting women and youths for archers and scouts. The men will likely show up after a moon cycle or less if they aren't already standing outside the fort’s gates.”

I turned my attention to home defense. “Hunstan, start working on the improvements on the southern side we discussed. Halvende, I need you to work on more ballistae. I’ll need at least four ready by the time we face the Romans. Six would be better. Also, we should have six of the rope-pull scorpion models like Arin has at Lippe Fort, too.”

Hunstan replied. “I can do that, Chief. Do you want anything like the ones they call onagers?”

“Not unless you can come up with a model that’s easier to move than the Roman ones,” I told him. “They have to be heavy to withstand that arm hammering forward.”

“They do, but with bigger wheels like we use on our ballistae, they would be more maneuverable,” Halvende suggested, joining the conversation. “I want to get my hands on one so I can experiment. I think that they would throw farther than the ballistae if we made them so they could angle their throw up.”

I pursed my lips. “That might work, but we could do that on ballistae, too. If we loaded grenades that are as big as onager stones, that would make a very big boom. I’m going to have Tilwulf make some bigger grenades to test with. Work with Tabby to draw out a design for the onagers. I’ll see if I can bring an onager back from Deuton Fort.”

“Yes, Chief,” the blacksmith replied. He looked eager to experiment.

Willem said, “Chief, I want to rotate squads through Deuton Fort. Some of the men there have families and farms that need them.”

“Sounds good, Willem,” I replied. “Maybe we send Cuthred’s family to him, so he can keep his command.”

“Brynhild, can your messengers see if he’s up for that?” the dragoon commander asked. “I suspect that he’d be fine with it, but let’s be certain before we start making plans. We should check with Eanfläd, but I think she’ll be good with it.”

“We can find people to help tend his plots here,” Hunstan said.

“I agree with both of you,” I said. “Let’s make that our plan. Tabby and Gabi will likely need some help making the black powder, too.”

“I’ll work with Tabby to arrange that,” Heiu said. “Nelda wants me to take it easy for ten more days before I resume training, so I can help too, as long as Sunnife doesn’t need me for something specific.”

I looked over at Sunnife, who nodded her agreement. “Good suggestion, Heiu,” I replied. “Anything else?”

A chorus of “No, Chief” resounded.

“Okay, go home. I need to pack for tomorrow, and I have three wives and two kids who will want to distract me all night,” I muttered.

“You can sleep in the saddle, Chief,” Ymma teased. “We won’t let you get lost.”

Everyone laughed, and it felt really good after all the sorrow of the last few days.

“Good night,” I wished them all as I stood.

Botulf and I watched them mount up and ride off.

“Those people will do anything for you, Max,” the war chief of all the Saxon people said. It didn’t sound like an observation, more as a matter of fact.

“Hoping I won’t have to ask some of them to die,” I murmured in response.

He clapped a hand on my shoulder in sympathy. “Well, I’m off to my camp. Good night, Max,” he said.

“Goodnight.”

When I walked into the house, I found six women and my daughter laying my gear out on the bed. Kurt grabbed my hand and dragged me over to inspect their work and pack my bag.

Nelda said, “I’m coming along, Max.”

“No, honey,” I told her. “That would leave us with only two healers and an apprentice here in the villages.”

“Your group is more likely to need a healer than most of these folks. Plus, Altena asked me to check on the people at Deuton Fort,” she replied.

“We’re moving light and fast, Nelda.”

“I know, Max. I’m comfortable riding now, plus I’m one more bow in case you need it,” she countered. “I’m used to sleeping on the ground, too.”

“Fine, but everything you take needs to fit in your pack or on your saddle,” I told her.

“I’m already packed,” she said. “Gabi loaned me her pack and bedroll.”

I didn’t have the energy to argue with her. “Fine,” I repeated.

I spent the rest of the night playing with the kids, putting them to bed, and then playing with my wives.
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STARTING THE TOUR


Apounding on the door woke me. “It’s dawn, Chief!” a voice called.

Sliding out from under Tabby and threading my way out of the tangle of arms and legs, I made it to the door, lifted the bar, and cracked it open to see Ordway outside.

“Thanks, Ordway,” I told him.

The young man grinned and walked back to the East OP.

After barring the door and turning back to my bed, I was greeted by Nelda’s bare ass as she backed down the ladder in a hurry and quickly dressed in her kilt, her new boots, and a linen tunic. She looked at me eagerly once her pack was on her back.

I shook my head and helped Jenn and Siobhan out of the cuddle puddle to get dressed.

We all dressed in Saxon homespun pants that Tabby and Anita had modified by making slit-front and cargo pockets on each leg. Tech fabric long-sleeved T-shirts and armor went on top. I put a box of .45 Colt ammo into my cargo pocket, and Jenn did the same since we planned to leave all the 9mm weapons at home. My parka was rolled up in the bottom of my pack, and my cloak from Sultan’s hide was draped across my shoulders. A sword belt hung from my hips, with a Roman cavalry sword and my holster in a cross carry. El Chete was on my right thigh and the grip of my kukri machete was at the small of my back on the left side.

After dragging my pack, bow case, and rifle to the barn, I put a pack harness on Horst, who would be carrying four large ceramic jars of black powder and twenty yards of fuse. I considered putting my pack on him, but I decided I’d be better off not counting on Horst to carry my gear since I planned to leave him with Tilwulf to return with Äthelbald’s next delivery.

While I saddled Zephyr, Nelda saddled Jorge, Siobhan took care of Mickey, and Jenn readied Andrew. All of their mounts were big, calm geldings that could go all day and all night. Siobhan and I grabbed two quivers of arrows each and hung them from our two front saddle horns. Jenn only grabbed one since she also hung my rifle holster from her saddle. Nelda did the same since her healer’s bag occupied one of her saddle horns. Each of us hung our big round shields over the left horn, over the strap for the arrow quiver.

We spent a few minutes collecting kisses and saying goodbye to the kids and the rest of the wives, and then the four of us mounted up and trotted to the assembly area.

Brynhild had her ladies in formation but was cursing a blue streak as she inspected her squads’ pack horses.

Thibalt was holding his mount’s reins when I pulled up next to him. Dismounting, I handed him Zephyr’s reins. “Good morning, Thibalt. What seems to be the problem?”

Thibalt chuckled darkly. “Pack horses. They’re overloaded and not secure. I think Brynhild is going to blow up like a grenade.”

“Let me see what I can do to speed things along,” I replied, marching over to where Brynhild was yelling at Gytha. I stood behind her and waited for a break in the storm. Gytha’s eyes glistened as they looked past Brynhild to catch mine.

Brynhild spun, looking like she was getting ready to yell some more. Seeing that it was me, she huffed loudly and snapped to attention. “Sorry, Chief. I was just explaining the concept of packing light to Gytha. She has two tents on her packhorse, plus extra blankets, woven fire reflectors, and ground mats. It looks like her packhorse is carrying a mountain, not a pack.”

“May I, platoon leader?” I asked.

“Yes, Chief,” she barked as she struck her chest with her right fist. She ran to the back of the formation as I prepared to speak.

“Ladies, I apologize for not being clear. The only reason I offered each squad a packhorse was so you could bring extra rations and arrows,” I explained. “My packhorse will remain in Urbar. My wives, Nelda, Thibalt, and Brynhild are carrying everything we need with us. One pack with a bedroll and our weapons. Two changes of clothes and a cloak. Travel food. That’s it. No tents. No fire reflectors. Setting all that up takes time, and then you have to tear it down in the morning. We’re going to be packing light and moving fast. If we need shelter, we will build it and abandon it.”

I paused to let that sink in. “You have until I come back from the OP to have everything in order. Platoon leader!”

There were more than a couple of quivering lips and tear-streaked cheeks as Brynhild ran around the formation to take her place in front of me. We each struck our chest in a salute, and then I walked off toward the OP overlooking the ford.

Renvard’s village was just coming to life when I walked through it on my way to the OP. “Max inbound,” I called quietly as I approached.

Sibley, one of the newer archer squad leaders, stepped out of the back of the OP and struck her chest above her left breast. The gorgeous, young, light-brunette woman smiled and said, “Hello, Chief. I thought you would be leaving already.”

“So did I, Sibley. I didn’t communicate my intent very well, and the squad leaders misunderstood what I said. Brynhild is working with them to get sorted,” I replied, staring into her large, luminous green eyes for a moment before shaking myself loose from her hypnotic gaze.

“She’s been in a mood since Kat died,” Sibley observed.

“She’s not the only one,” I replied absently.

“I’m sorry for your loss, Chief,” Sibley said, clasping my shoulder. “If there’s anything I can do to make it easier for your family, let me know.”

“You’re doing it by taking your duty seriously, Sibley,” I told her. “All quiet on your post?”

“Yes,” she said. “Lars spends as much time looking at Sifläd as he does watching our sector. I’ll have to ensure they’re split up in the future, but she’s doing fine.”

“Make sure you report it to the watch commander,” I told her. “I think Lars turns sixteen at Yule. He’s all full of the piss and wind of a young man.”

“It doesn’t help that Sifläd flirts with him when she gets bored,” Sibley said. “I had to pull her outside and have a chat with her. She wants to join an archer squad or the scouts, but I told her they’d never take her if she can’t stay on mission.”

“True,” I replied. “Well, I think I’ve given everyone enough time to dry their eyes and fix their packs. Take care, Sibley.”

“You too, Chief.”

I strode quickly through the village back to the meadow to find Brynhild clasping Gytha’s shoulder before spinning to mount her own horse.

“Thanks, Thibalt,” I said, taking my reins. I climbed into the saddle and rode to face Brynhild in front of her unit.

“Which squad will lead?” I asked quietly.

“Third squad, Chief,” Brynhild replied just as quietly. “Gytha wants to show she knows what she’s doing.”

“Clear,” I murmured before I barked a command. “Post.”

Brynhild wheeled her mount around to take her post at the rear of the formation. She nodded, and I addressed the two squads.

“This is the first mission where I’ve only taken the scouts with me. I’m sure you ladies will prove to me that it was a wise choice. Today’s route is to head south along Bear Creek to Lon, then east to Urbar. I plan to only stay there long enough to have a chat with Tilwulf, and then we will proceed southwest and overnight in either Werdohl or Herscheid, depending on how fast we move. My goal is to be in Sigena tomorrow night. Order of march is Third Squad out front, command group, and Second Squad on rear guard. I don’t intend to stop to deal with Frankish raiders, but we will if it is required to protect the villages or if it’s unavoidable. Questions?”

“No, Chief!” their clear voices shouted.

“Scouts out!” I commanded.

Gytha led her squad carefully through the village and across the ford.

I followed the scouts with Brynhild riding next to me. Nelda and Thibalt followed us, then Jenn and Siobhan, pulling Horst along behind her. Ymma’s squad pulled rear guard.

Once we were all through the ford, we took off at a trot toward Lon. Zephyr immediately tried to take off to get in the lead position, but I held the reins tightly, keeping his nose tucked downward until he behaved. I understood why his former owner had that big cutting bit on him, but I’d rather not damage the horse’s mouth to get him to obey. The big black stallion eventually got the idea as we passed through the narrow valley at the southern end of our village’s land.

We took a break at Lon to inspect our packs and let the horses drink. Gytha sent Mildrith into the village to tell them about scout auditions in Edelheim. Then we mounted again and turned east toward Urbar.

By midmorning, we stopped outside the palisade that the mining village had built to protect themselves from Frankish raiders.

The gate guard recognized me and struck his armor in a salute. Returning the courtesy, I said, “I’m here to see Tilwulf.”

“He’s at his forge, Chief,” the young guard said.

I hurried to the smithy to find the grizzled guy hammering on a sword blade blank.

“New project, Max?” the older man asked.

I had always carried a stereotype of a blacksmith as a huge bulky man, but of the many I’ve met, only Johan, the smith at Astnide, fit that picture. Tilwulf was lean to the point of being skinny. His lined face, paired with his white hair and beard, made me think he was an old man, but his arms looked like they were chiseled from stone and corded with sinewy muscle. He wasn’t wearing a shirt that day and I could see clearly that his upper chest and back were equally strong and cut.

“More of the same I’m afraid, Tilwulf,” I replied as he set his tools aside. “I need two thousand of the grenades.”

The master smith picked up a scrap of parchment and a charcoal stick. “So, twenty lots of one hundred each.”

“That’s right,” I replied. “Please have Äthelbald deliver them to my farm. Also, I could use a lot more of the powdery, yellow rock.”

Tilwulf made another note. “Sulphur. That’s what you called it, right?”

I dipped my head in agreement. “Yes. This last thing is kind of new. I’d like you to look into making some bigger grenades. The ones you're making now are great, but I think a ball this big”—I pulled out my tape and measured out ten inches—“filled with powder will be needed soon.”

Tilwulf grabbed a straight stick and marked the length.

“They need to be no bigger than this or they won’t pass through the ballistae,” I explained. “Also, I think the onagers will be able to toss them.”

“Ah. That’s why you want them shaped like a ball,” the master smith mused. “That makes sense, but I think the tube design we’re using for the grenades might work better on the ballistae. I can make a couple of different designs and you can try them.”

“That would be great, Tilwulf. Maybe twenty of each?”

“Certainly,” Tilwulf said. “How are you paying for that?”

“Four jars of black powder and twenty yards of fuse. Plus this.” I tossed him a heavy bag of Roman coins. “Mostly silver and copper, but there are a few golds in there.”

“We could use a couple of scorpions,” he replied, weighing the bag in his hand. “Grenades thrown by hand have limited usefulness.”

“It will be a few weeks before I’m home to place the order, but there’s something I can give you right now,” I told him. “Do you have an empty grenade shell?”

Tilwulf rummaged around on his bench and handed me an empty shell and cap.

“Let’s go outside the gate,” I told him. Once we were outside the palisade, I called out as we approached my party. “Siobhan, do you have a spare throwing stick?”

“No, but I have yours,” she replied. She pulled a three-foot-long stick with a cupped end and ran over while I scooped dirt into the grenade shell.

Taking the stick, I showed Tilwulf how the grenade lay in the cupped end and then showed him the throwing motion.

“With grenades, this works best with a two-man team,” I explained. “One places the grenade in the cup of the stick and lights it, the other stays focused on the target and throws it. It takes a little practice, but most people will be able to use it well after just an afternoon.”

Siobhan held the stick in the ready position, facing down the path. I placed the grenade on the cupped end, mimed lighting it, and said, “Ready.”

She flung the grenade about forty yards down the path. Giving the stick to Tilwulf, I told him, “Use this for now. I’ll still get you a couple of scorpions.”

Tilwulf nodded. “That will work. I’ll give your coin back when you deliver them,” he replied as he inspected the stick. “These look easy to make, too.”

“They are,” Siobhan said. “I made one for each of the wives in an afternoon.”

“So, I’ll have Äthelbald deliver the grenades to you. I can probably only deliver ten lots of one hundred at a time, but I’ll send the sulfur with each load,” Tilwulf said. “If you leave the horse, I’ll give you another ten lots.”

“Sadly, I think I’ll need him back. But you can hold on to him until Äthelbald brings the first delivery,” I counter. “Unless you want to give me another twenty lots of one hundred grenades.”

“Deal,” Tilwulf said with a pleased look. We clasped hands, and Thibalt gave Tilwulf the lead rope for Horst. “Thank you.”

The old man squinted at me. “How many grenades do you have with you?” he asked.

“Five, but I have another thirty yards of fuse,” I replied.

“Are you going anywhere dangerous?” he asked. “If so, you might want another few.”

“True, but they’re pretty precious. I left most of them at Deuton Fort and Edelheim,” I said. “We’re going into Roman territory for a sneak-and-peek.”

Tilwulf considered this. “Even so, let me give you another ten. We can’t afford to lose you. I think you’re telling me you have enough fuse for another ten, right?”

I nodded.

“I’ll be right back, Max,” he said and led the horse away.

Jenn walked up as Tilwulf went inside the palisade. “Do you have a minute, Maxwell?” my Latina wife purred.

“Always for you, Jennifer. What can I do for you?”

“Confirm my thinking,” she said as she squatted to lay the autobahn map on the ground. “There’s a little town on the Rhine called Urbar, but it’s west of here. I think we’re in the vicinity of Arnsberg, right? Menden is farther north.”

I looked over the map. “That seems right. We’re here on the western slope of this hill outside of Arnsberg.”

“Okay, that’s good. I was worried that I was missing something,” she said as she stood. She wiped the dirt off the map and folded it. “Ready to go, husband?”

“I’m waiting for Tilwulf. He’s giving us ten more grenades,” I said. “Brynhild, we’re going to be a bit longer.”

“Got it, Chief,” she replied stoically.

About ten minutes later, the old smith returned carrying a box. “I left the lids off, so you can check that I did it right,” he said as he placed the wooden box on the ground at my feet.

“They look perfect, Tilwulf,” I replied. “These will definitely work well, but you could put a little less powder in them. It makes it easier to put the fuses in.” I scraped the powder to the side to show him where I normally stopped filling.

Tilwulf pulled an empty shell from his apron pocket and his belt knife and adjusted the fill level on the ten grenades, putting the extra into the empty shell. Then we clinched the caps on them.

Siobhan put them into the waterproof bag in her pack.

“Be safe and deadly,” Tilwulf said with a grin as I prepared to mount.

I grinned right back at him. “Be safe and prosperous.”

“Ready, Chief?” Bryn asked.

“Yep. Mount up!”

In less than a minute, the scouts were leading us away from the mining community, heading nearly straight south to circle around the peaks and take the pass to Eslohe. We took a midday break there, then turned southwest.

The terrain slowed us down quite a bit, and after consulting with Brynhild and Jenn, we decided to stay in the Lenne Valley until we reached the tiny village of Bamenohl. Then we conferred again and decided to follow the Bigge River past the little village of Attendorn, where we set up camp outside of town. The village headman came out to greet us and gave us a small skin of mead. He sat by the fire and visited with us while we made camp and cared for the horses. There was enough new grass that I didn’t feel the need to feed them any oats.

The village headman asked why his village wasn’t invited to train their people to fight. I had to admit that I didn’t know about his village since we had taken a different route from Sigena to Eslohe. I told him that the folks in Olpe had trained warriors who could help them.

He shrugged. "Maybe in the fall, once the harvest is in.”

Once the horses were picketed, a couple of fire pits were built, and the guards were set, I pulled out a collapsible bucket and filled it from the river. Jenn pulled a small pot and heated water in it to warm the icy stuff still in the bucket. Meanwhile, Siobhan pulled out a small skillet and put five slices of bacon on it while Nelda mixed some acorn flour in a small pot and poured it into the fat to make acorn cakes. While that cooked, we stripped our clothes off and washed our bodies. I washed my base layer and hung my garments from sticks near the fire to dry.

Those cakes and a small piece of smoked meat became dinner for my family and Thibalt.

As we ate, Nelda said, “Wild garlic and dandelions should be available soon.”

“I’ll try to get some fresh meat tomorrow,” I added. “Maybe I can get a deer or boar in the early evening.”

“I have my fishing gear, but I think the water’s still too cold,” Jenn mused.

After cleaning the cooking utensils with sand from the riverbank, we had a quick meeting of the squad leaders, and I distributed two grenades and a yard of fuse each to Brynhild, Gytha, Ymma, and Siobhan, adding the last two to my stash.

“Keep them in your waterproof bags,” I told them. “The powder doesn’t like to get damp at all.”

“Yes, Chief,” they replied. We set the march order for the morning and began to lay out our bedrolls.

Jenn and I sandwiched Siobhan between us, and we took turns kissing and caressing her and using our fingers to drive her to orgasm. She still freaked out when I did it, but Jenn held her while I made love to her with my hands and invaded her mouth with my tongue. Then I held Siobhan’s arms behind her while she brought Jenn off with her mouth.

Upon Siobhan’s release, Jenn crawled between my knees and started working to get me off. Siobhan eventually joined in and took the top third of my cock in her mouth, taking me over the edge quickly. Jenn caught any dribbles that Siobhan missed and then licked her lover’s face clean.

I rolled to my side and spooned Siobhan, and she did the same to Jenn. That’s how I fell asleep.

In what seemed like no time at all, I woke up—Siobhan was on one shoulder, Nelda was on the other, and Jenn was grinding into the knuckle of my hand from behind Siobhan. The morning twilight was just starting to glow over the mountains to the east, so I carefully untangled myself from my ladies and strolled off to find a tree that looked like it needed watering.

Mission accomplished, I returned to camp and dressed for the day.

By the time the sun had crested the mountains, we had already traveled a couple of leagues down the trail along the riverbank that would hopefully bring us out at Olpe.

We stopped at Olpe a little before midday to check in and let them know about the small villages at Bamenohl and Attendorn who wanted to receive training. It turned out that they didn’t know about Bamenohl and only connected with Attendorn periodically. Brynhild asked them to pass the word about the next scout class.

After the horses had a drink, we climbed back into our saddles and rode up the path leading to the pass into the Kreutz Valley, and then down again into the bottom of the valley. When we reached the valley floor, we resumed a trot on the clear, well-worn path to Sigena.

That night, we stayed in huts inside the palisade of Sigena’s walls. Godric, one of the men I had trained as a squad leader, was the captain of the guard. Wada, another former squad leader, was the captain of the attack force. I recognized a lot of faces and names.

The village headman, Ermenrich, invited Siobhan, Jenn, and me to have dinner with him. He was a robust, middle-aged man with a few streaks of white in his long hair and beard. His first wife, Bysen, was about the same age, with the same white and blonde hair. She worked with his new, second wife, Wilone, a young widow who didn’t look a day over nineteen. The two wives and Bysen’s eldest daughter, Adelgund, worked together to lay out a meal of roasted horse on fresh wild garlic, and fresh bread. Five children were running around the family—four of them were Bysen’s and one was Wilone’s from her first marriage. They all shared a house about the size of the one I’d built for my family.

I told Ermenrich that my main goal was to enlist the remainder of the Hermunduri to join the Katthi, followed by scouting Franks Ford, the fort at Bonna, and the city at Köln.

Ermenrich chewed on a piece of horse. “Well, you’ve chosen a good time. The Romans have pulled out all but the bare minimum security forces along their border. My information is a year old, but there was a light cohort holding Mentz rather than a full legion—two centuries. I’m not sure where their legion base is. Most of the Frankish mercenaries come through from there.

“The forts at Kowlentz and Bingen each housed a century last summer. Bonna is the legion headquarters for the 23rd Legion. They received four cohorts of reinforcements last summer. They sent one to Köln and two up to Ksanten. I think the fourth one is commanding Kowlentz and Bingen, patrolling the road between them. That leaves Bonna and Köln three cohorts each, spread along the Rhine.”

That didn’t line up with what I’d heard from Badinus, but I’d already resigned myself to the idea that I wasn’t going to have perfect intel, even after our scouting trip.

“I heard it the other way around,” I said. “What do you know about Neuss?”

“Not much,” Ermenrich replied. “I heard there’s a cohort of cavalry somewhere, but Neuss is another old fort like Deuton and Vetera. They were essentially abandoned. The Romans just started using them again in the last twenty years. They don’t have enough soldiers to properly repair them, nor do they have enough slaves. That’s why the ditches are so shallow. Bonna is in good repair. So is Köln.”

“Yes. I’m afraid I’ll have to destroy them to drive the Romans out,” I mused. “That means I need bigger weapons and more soldiers, both of which are in short supply. Plus, I need to figure out how to get all that across the Rhine. Deuton is the only ford I know of, and the Romans hold the two bridges.”

“You can usually ford north of Bingen in high summer. There’s no direct route from the east because of the big cliff near the river. It’s a treacherous place for boats because the sand bars are always shifting,” he said. “You must swim the deep channel, and then you can wade across the sandbars. You might be able to ford just above the Düssel River, too.”

I was skeptical about both of his ideas on fording the Rhine. “Where would I find a chief for the Hermunduri?” I asked.

“Inside his fort at Wetzlar. His name is Norvel. I’ve met him,” Ermenrich replied. “He’s desperate for some help. I’m guessing he has fewer than three thousand people total, and roughly three hundred fighting men. They’ve fortified two other villages, Dietz and Grünberg. All three have palisades around them, with Roman ditches and scorpions mounted on the wall. Armed guards accompany the farmers to the fields and protect them so the farmers can plant, sow, and herd. There might be other villages farther east. The Hermunduri lands originally ran east and north all the way to the Elbe River.”

“How many Frankish farmers are in the Hermunduri lands?”

Ermenrich shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe as many as the Hermunduri themselves. Maybe more.”

“Would they join the Hermunduri to protect their farms?”

“You’d have to get them to talk to each other first,” Ermenrich said with a laugh. Their language is different from ours, and they pretty much hate one another. The Franks are farming Hermunduri lands. The Hermunduri raid their farms to steal their crops and livestock. Frankish raiders strike back.”

“What’s Franks Ford like?” I asked.

“I haven’t seen it, but I understand the town came about because it was a ford for the Main River. There is a fort on each side of the ford, and a market town grew up around the one on the north side,” Ermenrich said. “There’s a mix of different peoples living there, but the Franks and Alemanns are the biggest groups. The Hermunduri trade at their market. Some of the Frankish raids come out of there, but like I said, most come out of Mentz.”

“Would you be willing to join me to visit Norvel? Bring five mounted squads, I’ll bring my group. Let’s see if we can’t get him to join us.”

“Sure. Leave tomorrow morning?” Ermenrich cocked his head.

“First thing in the morning,” I replied. “Pack light and bring your own rations.”

The village headman nodded and said, “Let me set things up.”

After dinner, Bysen led us to an empty hut that looked freshly swept. She left us a tallow candle, and her son brought a couple of armloads of wood for the hearth. Thibalt and Siobhan got a fire going while I fetched a bucket of water to bathe with. Adelgund was pulling up a bucket out of the well-spring when I arrived. She looked to only be about twelve, and she struggled to lift the bucket over the sides of the spring-fed trough. I filled my collapsible bucket with water and grabbed the rope handle of her bucket, lifting it out and setting it on one of the stones surrounding the spring.

“Keep working, little one,” I told her, and I earned a shy smile for my kind words.

“It’s for you, Chief,” she said quietly.

“Oh. Well, will you allow me to carry it?” I asked.

She nodded her head enthusiastically, so I picked up both buckets. “Thank you, Adelgund.”

She responded with another of her shy smiles.

Carrying the two buckets, I hurried back to the hut. Brynhild had joined us, so the six of us took turns washing, and then I took the first watch for two hours while everyone else crawled into their bedrolls. With so many people in the hut, everyone got a short turn at watch but still got plenty of sleep.

We were up at dawn and quickly packed and filled our canteens and water skins from the spring. Within an hour, we were ready to leave.

Ermenrich sat in front of five squads of mounted infantry and a squad of mounted female archers. Brynhild talked to the women and selected five to ride with her for some scout training. Then we were off.

We had a tough two days in the saddle. I spent every break reviewing Jenn’s notes on the map, checking on the dragoons and archers and taking scout reports. Ermenrich would flirt with his remaining archers, but otherwise, he was just along for the ride.

Our route wasn’t direct. We traveled southwest along the valley floor to bypass some mountains before turning southeast, stopping at the abandoned village of Wilns for a break. I told everyone to grab a bite to eat after checking their horses, and then Ermenrich called out to me.

Five armed men appeared with spears and gardening tools. Five women joined them, holding their bows at the ready. I recognized all of them from our training tour. They greeted Jenn and Nelda and asked about Kat, since they had fought beside her. So, I explained what happened, sketching out the bare details and finishing with her final words as Gabi relayed them to me.

Ermenrich was surprised by the story since it hadn’t come up the previous evening. All the Sigena folks shared their condolences, and Ermenrich explained that some of the folks from Edelheim had lived in the abandoned village. He had been sending people down to Wilns to tend their gardens and harvest the produce since they left.

We walked around the village inspecting their gardens and a small field of some type of wheat while chewing on horse jerky and half an acorn cake. After about a thirty-minute pause, we mounted up and continued heading nearly due west to bypass a steep mountain.

Gytha met us as the valley opened up and led us on a very specific route around some cultivated fields and gardens. Nine men ran out holding hunting bows and boar spears, but no one would confuse them for a trained fighting force.

I dismounted and pulled my sword before handing it to Siobhan. All of the men looked rather skinny, and they all sported dark hair, which was rare among the Saxons. One’s hair and beard were streaked with enough white hairs that I thought he must be the eldest among them.

“Do you speak my language?” I asked in Saxon.

“Some of it, I speak,” the biggest one said.

“Good. I speak no Frankish,” I replied and squatted in front of them to show that I meant no harm. “How did you come to be farming Saxon lands?”

“These are our lands!” another one of the younger men shouted. Apparently, he spoke Saxon, too.

“We can agree that these are Saxon lands that you get to farm, or I will kill you and see if the next group is smarter,” I said.

The Franks murmured in their language, which, funnily enough, was closer to the modern German I learned in school and from Greta.

The elder barked at everyone until they shut up, looking rather abashed. The old man caught my eye and nodded. I returned the gesture and waited to hear from their spokesman.

The hothead was the one who spoke. “Yes, Oom. Saxon lands that we farm.”

“Gut.” Pointing at Ermenrich, I said, “That is Ermenrich, the headman of Sigena. I have trained his people to protect their villages. If you are good neighbors, he will help protect your village, too.”

I dipped my head, adding, “I am Max, war chief of the Katthi. After harvest, I will be back and will teach you our ways to fight, so you can also defend the land and your village.”

The Franks spoke among themselves before the young man asked, “Why do this?”

“I don’t want Franks taking Saxon land, but the Romans and your raiders have hurt us badly,” I explain. We’ve had to pull back. Frankish farmers who plant vacant land have nothing to fear from us. But Frankish raiders who attack Saxon or even Frankish villages will die—painfully and quickly.

“Also, no Christian priests. You can follow the Christian beliefs, but their priests are telling their followers to kill and rape non-Christians. I won’t stand for it.” I looked at each of the men seriously.

“We no Christians,” the first spokesman said. “Christian village closer to the Rhine. We stay away from them.”

“Smart,” I replied. “Any questions?”

“No taxes?” the younger spokesman asked.

“No one is discussing that now, but it’s possible,” I told him, “Know that everyone would pay the same, no matter what language they learned as a child. What we do require is that you train your people to defend themselves and the land. I prefer service over taxes.”

Getting up slowly, I walked over and clasped forearms with each of the nine men.

I jumped onto Zephyr’s back, taking and sheathing my sword from Siobhan, and followed the lead dragoon squads.
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After leaving the Frankish squatters, we turned south into another valley before turning east to climb a pass that led us down into the Dill River valley. We followed that south as the sun approached the western horizon. Gytha left half her squad in Herborn and came back to guide us to the village in the last of the evening twilight.

There were maybe twenty huts tucked into the forest and no visible defenses. Gytha showed everyone where to camp, and her squad had a roebuck roasting on a spit when we arrived. An old woman named Nerthus was both the village elder and the spiritual leader. Ermenrich and I stopped by to introduce ourselves while everyone else set up camp for the night.

Nerthus was probably in her late fifties, which was pretty old given the time we were living in. Her iron-gray hair was tied back from her lined face into a long ponytail, with bindings about every six inches until the ponytail ended at the middle of her back. I initially thought she had a beer belly, but it became evident when she stood that those were her breasts. Despite her age, she appeared hale and fit, and a sharp intelligence shined in her eyes.

The people in Herborn were a mix of Hermunduri, Katthi, and Alemanns survivors of raids over the last few generations. Their dialect was similar to the Katthi dialect, and Ermenrich later told me that it was very close to the standard dialect of the Hermunduri. Before returning to camp, we wished Nerthus a good night.

We left early the next morning, eating a breakfast of roast deer and cold acorn cakes in the saddle. The Dill River valley was very narrow, so we made a slow pace along the river, letting the horses pick their footing carefully along the nine leagues to Wetzlar. We arrived around midday, and I heard shouts from guards on the wall as we rode past the back of the enclosed town—I waved at them in as friendly of a manner as I could. We continued around the wall to reach the gates, which faced south, looking over fields and gardens all along the riverbanks. I didn’t see any sign of scorpions mounted on the walls.

As we approached the gates of the palisade, we saw men and women running toward the gates. Ymma was standing in front of the gate and waved to them as they ran by. Her squad was taking a break in the woods, out of easy arrow range.

Brynhild, Siobhan, and I dismounted and joined Ymma.

“What’s happening?” I asked.

“I told the guard that we were scouts from Edelheim, but they didn't know that village name. I explained that we were Katthi and that our chief would like to speak to their chief. Then there were a bunch of different horn calls. It didn’t sound like there was a pattern to the calls, but people started running past me to get inside the gates,” Ymma explained. “Some of them left their tools in the fields.

“A couple of them swung at me as they ran past, but they were pretty clumsy. I just dodged their attacks, and they kept running. I wished the ones who didn’t attack a good day and offered a wave. They just kept running, too.”

“Here’s another one,” Brynhild said, looking over her shoulder.

A big man with scars on his face and broad shoulders was leading another group toward the gate.

I walked toward him as he barreled toward me. His long beard was dirty blond and streaked with white. “Get out of my way!” he exclaimed as he approached my position. I saw chainmail and a Roman cavalry sword on his hip, and he carried a hoe across his body as he ran.

I pulled my sword and extended it toward him, causing the group to stop.

“Hello. My name is Max. I’m the war chief of the Katthi. I’m here to speak to your chief.” I pointed at Ermenrich, saying, “That is Ermenrich, headman of Sigena. We’re just here to talk.“

“Then why are you armed like Roman soldiers?” he growled and swung the hoe at me.

Sliding to his left, I whipped my sword down and hit the back of his knee with the flat of the blade. Circling the weapon around, I hammered the pommel into the right side of his chest with my sword arm, battering him backward to land on his ass.

Stepping on his hoe, I sheathed my sword and squatted next to him. “It’s lighter than most chainmail and protects well. The Romans who were wearing it didn’t need it anymore. Katthi armor is all tinted with this dark green color; most of it is this style of banded plate.”

Pulling the hoe from the man’s scarred hands, I tossed it to Siobhan as I stood and offered him a hand up. “Do you have a name?”

“Norvel,” he replied tersely, stomping his feet.

“Max,” I introduced myself again. “That is my wife, Siobhan, holding your hoe. My other wife Jennifer is the woman on the horse over there next to our healer and Ermenrich. Ermenrich said Norvel is the name of the chief of the Hermunduri. Is that you?”

The man gave me a sour look before nodding brusquely.

“We’ll keep our people outside your walls, but I’d like to talk to you. Would you like to clean up? You can join me at our camp when you’re ready,” I told him. “We’ll set up camp in the wood lines, and our scouts will watch to ensure you aren’t surprised by raiders in case you want to get your people back into the fields.”

“We could use some more hands to till the land,” Norvel replied, suddenly embarrassed. “Our last plow broke. One of our carvers is working on crafting new ones, but we can’t wait to prepare for planting. I need more people in the fields.”

“Would you rather have me helping to make plows, or tilling the fields?” I asked. “I’m happy to do whichever you think you need more. Most of our men will help, but most of the women are going to scout for raiders.”

Pointing toward a steep wood line, he said, “Set up over there. You can picket your horses in the grass below. I need to let my people know what’s going on.”

“Thank you, Chief,” I replied, stepping out of the way to let him and his people pass. I noticed most were women and youths.

Norvel stopped in the middle of the gate to look back as his people passed him.

“Squad leaders on me!” I called and started walking toward the campground.

I pulled Siobhan in for a kiss while we waited. As she caught her breath, I murmured into her ear in English. “I think we need to find a tree to tie you to, dear wife.”

She whimpered and pulled me back into another kiss.

“You just want us to watch you kiss your wife, Chief?” Ymma asked shyly.

“Be careful, Ymma,” I replied as Siobhan slid under my arm. “I’d hate to spank you in front of everyone.”

“She’d probably like that, Chief,” Gytha teased.

“Gytha!” Ymma squealed in response.

“No, Ymma. I didn’t call you all here to watch me kiss my wife,” I said to take the pressure off her. “We’re going to set up camp here in the wood line. Picket the horses on this grassy slope below the camp. I want one squad of men to guard the camp and the scouts to screen about a league all the way around. Brynhild is in charge of the scouts and guards.”

Pointing at the most senior squad leader from Sigena, I added, “Egon will lead the men in the fields. Egon, you and Bryn decide which of the men does what, but I want you to lead the field detail. I like how you’re always checking on your men and watching around you.” The twenty-something-year-old soldier from Sigena stood taller at the praise.

“Jenn, update your notes on the map. The rest of us are going to be working in the gardens and fields. Their plow broke, and it looks like they didn’t get very far before it did. So any steel shovels or mattocks would be useful. Keep your weapons and shield with you, but strip off your armor. You don’t want to be farming in it. Questions?” I didn’t hear any. “Okay, get to it.”

Jenn and Nelda helped me and Siobhan out of our armor. After replacing my helmet with my boonie hat, I put my pack on my back and started walking to the gate.

Siobhan, Thibalt, and Nelda accompanied me to wait for Novel’s return, which didn’t take long. He came back with about thirty able-bodied men, ten or more walking wounded, and another crowd of women and youths.

“Chief, my men are pulling out whatever digging tools we have and heading down there. Egon is overseeing that group. With your permission, I’ll speak with your wood carver and smith. We should be able to get two simple plows for you by the end of the day if they have any skill at all. Also, Nelda, our healer, would like to talk to your healer.”

Norvel studied my face before replying. “Our smith was killed while boar hunting this last winter. Raiders raped and killed our healer last spring, but her apprentice is still here.” He murmured to one of the men beside him before speaking to me again. “Follow me.”

The one Norvel spoke to called out, “Let’s go!” and led the farming crew out.

I met the wood carver and his apprentice to see what they were doing. The device they were working on consisted of a long tree trunk with a four-foot-long heavy branch sticking out at a “Y” shape to the trunk. They had peeled the bark and carved smaller branches into hand grips. The apprentice kept working on that while the master carved the thick branch into a forward-curving claw. I had seen one of these plows at Disting—though the design was ancient, it had worked. However, most of the Saxons had already jumped forward to a bladed plow. I doubted the older design held up well to rocks, either.

A young boy stood by and periodically handed the master a tool or a cup of water.

“Can I borrow your younger apprentice?” I asked the carver.

He stood and looked at me as he stretched his back. Finally, he asked, “For what? He doesn’t know much yet.”

“That’s fine. We’ll make another plow while you work on this one,” I said.

“Sure,” he replied with a shrug. “Tiwaz, go with him. Do what he tells you.”

The boy bobbed his head and came to stand in front of me. “Hello, Tiwaz. I’m Max. This is Thibalt. We’re going to build a plow. We need a slice of a fat trunk and two long beams about this thick and twice as long as I am tall.” I held my hands apart to show the thickness of the pieces I was talking about. “Do you have pieces like that?”

“Yes,” the boy nearly whispered his reply. “This way.”

He took me around back, close to the palisade, where there was a roughly eight-foot-long, three-foot-diameter tree trunk. He pointed to some freshly cut tree trunks that appeared to be about six inches in diameter. “The trunk is spruce,” he said. “The smaller trunks are oaks. Hagano said they really need to cure until fall.”

“Having some spring in them might actually be better for our purposes,” I replied thoughtfully. “Let’s get to it, men.”

Thibalt held the tape for me, and I marked where I wanted the trunks cut with a charcoal stick. I told the boy, “Scrape off all the bark and branches, and make them as smooth as you can.”

Thibalt and I cut a diagonal from the base of the big spruce trunk with my chain saw, then made a second cut, resulting in a wedged shape of wood.

I sent Thibalt to find the smithy and ensure the forge was going while I shaped the wedge with El Chete. Then I checked with Tiwaz.

“I’m not very good at this, Max,” the boy said as he worked with a draw knife to cut off the remaining stumps from the branches that remained on the trunks.

“You’re doing fine, Tiwaz,” I assured him. “You might find it easier with a hand ax. Do you have one?”

“Yes, I’ll be right back,” the boy said, and dashed off. He quickly came back holding a hand ax. I frowned when I saw the dull blade, pulled my hand ax out of my pack, and slid the head onto it. “Use mine while I sharpen your blade.”

I showed the kid how to hammer the back of the hand ax with a stick to cut through the branch stumps and then pulled out my tools. Using a file, I dressed and sharpened the blade until most of the nicks were gone and it held a nice convex edge.

I traded him back for my own ax, and we made quick work of clearing the ends of the branches. Then Tiwaz picked up the draw knife and went to work peeling off the bark while I used a wood chisel to carve out the belly of the plow blade.

Taking a break to sip some water, I checked Tiwaz’s work. He was doing pretty well for a new apprentice.

“That looks good, Tiwaz,” I told him. “Now I’d like you to work on shaving one side flat on each of these.”

“I’m not very good at that, Max,” he said quietly.

“Some things have to be done perfectly, Tiwaz. This isn’t one of them,” I told him encouragingly. “Just do the best you can. Is your knife sharp enough?”

He shook his head in response, so I showed him how to sharpen the drawknife and watched as he did it himself.

I pulled off my shirts and resumed carving with my chisel, using a three-inch-diameter branch that was about twelve inches long as a mallet.

Thibalt returned, chewing on a piece of dried meat. “Chief, the forge was banked, but I’ve got it going again and fed some charcoal into it. They don’t have much stock, just a bunch of broken swords.”

“Two broken gladius swords or four seaxes will be enough. Gladius is probably better,” I replied as I put my tools away in my pack. “You ready to pump the bellows?”

“Yes, sir,” he replied. “You should know, there’s a girl sleeping next to the forge. Her father was the smith. I’m not sure she’s right in the head. There’s a scar above her left eye that looks like a horseshoe.”

“Just be kind to her,” I replied before turning to the boy. “Tiwaz, Thibalt, and I are going to make the metal parts. Come get me if you need help.”

“Watch out for Linza,” the boy said. “She doesn’t always understand what’s going on. Her mother only taught her the language she learned as a child, and Bardulf, her father, died before she learned much Saxon. She was kicked in the head by a horse because she had stopped behind it while thinking about something her father said in Saxon.”

Upon arriving at the smithy, the first thing I noticed was the stone anvil. The second was a little girl, just a little taller than Kurt, curled up next to the hearth of the forge.

Sitting next to her, I opened my canteen. She sat up and looked at me with wide, dark brown eyes. After taking a sip from the canteen, I offered it to the little girl. She looked inside it, tilted her head back, and dumped a large splash onto her face. I snatched the canteen before she dropped it and pulled her into my lap with her back against my chest. Then I gently tipped up the canteen until just a couple of drops ran out.

The little girl leaned forward and licked at the water. Eventually, she scooted closer, and I poured some into her mouth. When she was sated, she wiped her mouth with the sleeve of the tunic she was wearing.

“I am Max. Are you Linza?”

She turned to look into my eyes and nodded slowly. I noticed her eyes were crossed, but she seemed to be able to focus on me.

Pulling an errant piece of straw from her hair, I asked, “Are you hungry?”

She replied with a solemn nod.

Thibalt handed me half an acorn cake with a piece of dried meat. I broke off a little piece of each and put them into my mouth and then held them in front of her.

“Slowly,” I told her.

She either didn’t understand me or decided to ignore my advice.

“I’m going to work now, Linza. Sit away from the fire,” I told her. She scrambled next to the charcoal bin and chewed on the dried meat.

“Thibalt, find Nelda and Siobhan,” I said quietly. “They should check her out. That looks like an old wound, so I doubt they can do anything for her. But we should make certain.”

“Yes, Chief,” he murmured his reply as he slipped from the smithy.

I sorted through the minimal stock that was available and selected two long rods of iron, a broken blade from a cavalry sword, and a misshapen blank of steel that looked like someone with less talent than me tried to make a longsword.

After putting the two pieces of steel into the fire, I rooted around to see what tools were available. On the bench next to the anvil were a decent hammer, a good set of tongs, a punch, and a chisel. I was surprised to find a primitive pot-style bellows near the fire that seemed to be functional.

Grabbing a wooden shovel, I added some more coal to the fire. Then I did my warm-up stretches, knelt next to the pot, and started working the bellows.

“Na-ah-ah,” Linza yelled and ran over to push me away. Confused, I pumped until the new coal was burning bright orange and the blades started to glow. The whole time, Linza pushed and yelled at me.

Grabbing a metal hook, I stirred the coals. When I turned back to check on the little girl, I saw she had taken over the bellows, and understanding dawned on me. She pointed back to the anvil.

“Yo-ou go-o ham-mer,” she ordered between pushes down on the leather bag over the top of the pot.

“Yes, ma’am,” I told her and caressed her dirty hair. Linza grinned, and I turned to the forge.

I spent the next two hours forge-welding the two places of steel into a plowshare. Linza screamed when Thibalt took over at the bellows so that Nelda and Siobhan could look her over. She didn’t stop struggling until they let her go.

Thibalt ignored her pushing and yelling until she stopped yelling “Go” and yelled “More coal,” instead. He checked with me before picking up the shovel, allowing Linza to work the bellows like a little demon.

Once the plowshare was connected to the plow bottom, Thibalt and I helped Tiwaz carry it to the smithy. We attached the plow bottom at about the two-thirds point with the plow share pointing down at a slight angle by drilling holes through all three pieces of wood and driving metal pins into them, mushrooming the ends with hammers. Then we cut off the excess wood and attached them as handles. Next, we drilled a hole through the long tongue in front of the plow share and ran a heavy ring through it.

Thibalt went to fetch two of the big geldings from our unit’s mounts while Tiwaz, Linza, and I fitted an iron bracket over the tongue and drove the ends into a roughly one-foot-long log to create a roller. We practiced rolling the square bracket around to put the roller on top, and then back down on the bottom.

By the time Thibalt returned with the horses, the sun was sinking toward the horizon. Once we used rope to connect the horses to the plow, we were ready to test it. I placed my tools and shirts back into my pack and slung it on my back. Thibalt led the horses while I held the handles of the plow to keep the primitive wheel rolling in the right direction.

All the locals looked up as we approached the field, with Linza and Tiwaz following behind. Norvel waved us to where he wanted us to start plowing.

After rotating the wheel to the top, I pushed the plow down and Thibalt had the horses pull. The two war horses did a fine job stepping in as draft animals.

On the first turn, I picked Linza up and sat her on the cross beam between the handles. By the time the sun had set, we had finished plowing an acre, and the locals followed behind to break the rolled earth to create a relatively level field.

We dragged the plow back inside the palisade. I thanked Hagano the wood carver for lending Tiwaz to me and told him the boy did good work. Once we were done, Siobhan and I led Linza to our camp while Thibalt led the horses to water and the picket line.

Ymma was tending a wild boar on a spit when we got back, and Nelda provided us buckets of bathing water. “I’ve already bathed, Max. Let me help clean Linza.”

“I’ll help Siobhan wash her back,” Jenn purred.

“What about my back?” I asked.

“I’ll wash it, husband. Watching you sweating all bare-chested has had me distracted all day,” Siobhan teased.

“Not just you,” Nelda said. “I was enjoying the show, but all the local women were drooling over him, too.”

“So were we,” Brynhild said. “I’ll wash your back if you wash mine, Chief.”

“What would Peoht think, Bryn?” I teased back.

“Until he ties the knot with me, he doesn’t get to have an opinion,” Brynhild replied with a grin. “Maybe at Ostara.”

“It does look like you’ve burned away all the fat on your body, Max,” Siobhan said quietly, ignoring Brynhild’s comments as she washed my back. “You need to eat more.”

“Yes, dear,” I murmured. “I’ll try.”

“Max, Norvel is here,” Thibalt interrupted.

[image: ]


Norvel, Ermenrich, and I sat around the fire and ate as we talked. Jenn, Nelda, and Ymma served us fresh acorn cakes fried in pork belly fat on a bed of fried wild garlic and greens in a bowl. A small roast pork slice sat on top of the acorn cakes. The squad leaders ate in a circle behind us.

“A little skimpy with the pig,” Ermenrich pouted.

I frowned at him. “There are nearly eighty of us.” I watched Linza to make sure she was eating. “That makes for smaller portions. I’m just grateful the scouts found it and all these greens. We packed to eat field rations until the next moon, but fresh food is always welcome.”

Nodding at Norvel as he ate, I said, “They assured me they foraged over a league from the village.”

“Thank you,” the Hermunduri leader replied. “Unfortunately, we rely heavily on the gifts of the forest to survive.”

“I figured as much,” I replied. “Your speech is a little hard to follow. I didn’t realize it was so different from Saxon.”

“The Hermunduri are a people caught between three different cultures,” he explained, speaking slowly and precisely so I could follow him. “We were in the Saxon nation, but we are also of the Schwäbe. Plus, we are one of the Irmin peoples like the Katthi and Cheruski. The Alemanns are Schwäbe, and their speech is different. Similar to Saxon but different. Our dialect is a bit of a mix. The Markomans, another Schwäbe tribe, are even harder to understand.”

“That helps me understand the cultures a little bit,” I said before pushing a spoon of chopped greens into my mouth.

We all ate quietly until the bowls were empty. Nelda and Jenn cleared the bowls away, and Linza crawled into my lap and promptly fell asleep.

“Norvel, I’m here to make alliances,” I said. “The Romans have to go, and the Katthi can’t do it alone. Even with all the Saxon nations, there aren’t enough to get the legions out of those forts from Nijmegen to the Donau. All the peoples between the Rhine and the Elbe need to work together just to keep them on their side of the river. That means that we need the Hermunduri and any other of the Schwäbe people to stand with us, which means that all of the Franks that have settled into your vacant lands need to be treated as your tribesmen rather than the enemy.”

“They’re stealing from us!” Norvel growled.

“But are they? I found a small Frankish village where most of our refugees came from—the refugees that arrived in our village last autumn. They just wanted to live and feed their families, just like us. I told them they were Saxon lands, but they were welcome to farm them, and we would extend our protection to them, specifically the Katthi’s protection,” I explained. “That’s what I’m offering you. I would like the Hermunduri to be allies with the Katthi. Not to wipe out your culture, but to stand beside you and help you thrive.”

“I can’t send you soldiers,” Norvel replied. “I have three large villages to protect and feed, plus another six small ones. We raid those Frankish farmers you want to protect.”

“That has to stop, Norvel,” I asserted. “You support them. They support you. Do you think there wasn’t a Frankish blacksmith within a day’s ride that could have repaired your plow, or a village to loan you one? I came here and built you a plow that should last you all season if you maintain it. You’re now in a position to help them because you’re probably the only village in the Main Valley that has a horse-drawn plow. Load it on a travois or a cart and drag it to the villages you raided. Help them prepare their fields.”

“We need to be planting!” he responded intensely.

I gave him a look. “So does everyone else. I have soldiers out holding Deuton Fort, and Ermenrich has fifty soldiers here helping you plow. We all have fields to plant. That means we have to rotate through soldier duties or plant our neighbor’s fields for them, so we can all survive. If all the Germanic peoples don’t stand together, the Romans will keep their feet on our necks until our lands are empty and our people are dead. Is that what you want?”

“Of course not,” Norvel replied, “but to work with the Franks?”

“They’re no different from us, Norvel,” I said quietly. “We’re a group of tribes with similar or common heritage. If not for how the land separates us, we would all have similar cultures and languages. Think about this—the Irmin tribes are scattered from here in the Main Valley through the Sauerland and far north into the northern Rhine Valley. Yet we all can understand each other if we try, and our cultures are similar enough for us to be our own nation. But instead of supporting each other, each tribe and each village stands alone. As a result, thousands of people are struggling to survive. What could we accomplish if we stood together?”

Ermenrich spoke for the first time since we finished eating. “Norvel, the last time we met was…three years ago?” The Hermunduri chief nodded, and the headman of Sigena continued. “When we met then, you came to me asking for help. I was new to being headman, having just taken over from Boneval. I had a lot to learn. The Katthi hadn’t had a tribal gathering for years. Last autumn, we had our first tribal gathering. Max showed us how to organize the defense of our villages, he came to our villages to train our men and women, and he created new weapons to help us.

“Then, we accepted the Saxon invitation to join their nation of tribes. Max trained us as a total Katthi fighting force, going so far as to have a cavalry charge for us to defend against. Then he taught the Cheruski how to fight like us. Our women are trained to fight, too—mostly as archers and scouts, but they killed Romans with blades and spears when they had to.”

Gytha spoke up from behind Norvel. “Two cohorts of Roman infantry and a century of cavalry died the day they attacked our village. We should have been slaughtered. Instead, we buried our few dead, and the village was still disposing of Roman bodies when we left.”

Norvel looked at the young woman curiously before turning back to face me. “We had help from Lon,” I explained. “Scouts drove their horses into the ground to get there in time to bring help. The Lon forces flanked the southern cohort, which made the Romans withdraw. There were seven hundred Roman dead on the field at the end of the battle. Unfortunately, we lost twenty-three women and nine men.”

“One of those was our wife, Katryn,” Jenn added as she wrapped her arms around me from behind.

“Another cohort attacked our town,” Ermenrich said. “Max’s scouts were screening for us and saw them coming in. Gytha set a trap for them using some of Max’s new weapons. In total, 450 Romans marched into our valley. We counted 379 Roman corpses when they withdrew. Only one of Gytha’s scouts was hurt. No one else, and no Katthi dead.”

“Norvel.” I spoke with quiet intensity. “Everyone must be trained and willing to defend our lives. All your men. All your women. All your children. Then we must do the same in your other villages and the Frankish villages in your lands.”

“How?” he asked, exasperated. “We barely have enough people to till the fields.”

Egon interjected, “By doing more. Every morning you train to fight. Then you go to the fields and work your asses off. When you’re exhausted from working in the fields and training, you take a guard shift to ensure the village is safe at night. We have scout posts around our villages, which we call observation posts, or OPs. Getting a shift there is a blessing because you’ll get at least a third of the day to sleep. Then you get up and do it all again.”

“All of your people need to learn to ride and care for mounts, too,” Brynhild added. “Feeding and caring for horses requires a lot, but you want to be able to move your soldiers to quickly support your neighboring villages.”

“Not cavalry,” I clarified. “Mounted foot soldiers. We call them dragoons. Mounted scouts, and if you have enough horses, mounted archers.”

“This is a lot to absorb,” Norvel said. He looked like he just had his mind boggled.

“The thing is, with your word of acceptance, you won’t have to do it alone,” I replied. “We will train your people.”

“I’ll leave a squad here to help with training while the rest continue to plant,” Ermenrich added. “They’ll train the people of this village, then move to the next. By the time they finish there, you need to have made alliances with the Frankish farmers so our squad can help train them after finishing with your third village.”

Norvel sighed. “This is a new way of thinking.”

“Yes, but we need to think differently to survive,” I told him.

Norvel stared into the fire for a few long minutes before he spat into his hand and offered it to me, locking his eyes on mine. “I agree.”

I followed his example and spat into my hand before we clasped hands. “The deal is struck,” I murmured as I made the new commitment.

Norvel and Ermenrich also sealed the deal before the Hermunduri chief stood.

I stood too, adding, "First day of training will be tomorrow at dawn—make sure everyone's ready. When the Katthi began training, we started after we finished harvest and trained each day. As you know, that would allow us more time to hone our skills because we didn’t have to be focused on harvest. Here, we will train until the sun is two fingers above the mountains, and then we finish plowing.”
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That night I slept with my two wives, but we were all too exhausted from the days on the road and tilling the fields, or, in my case, making a plow. None of us had enough energy to be very amorous.

We spent the next day teaching the villagers basic conditioning exercises for about an hour before we had them all work on spear skills. Then we dragged the plows into the fields and got busy with the hard work of breaking more ground. We spent a total of two days training and preparing the fields.

At the end of the first day, Brynhild decided to stay with Egon to continue training the women for ten days before they moved to the next village. She left Gytha in charge of the scouts that would accompany me. I agreed to her staying without any more scouts, thinking that Egon’s unit and her recruits from Sigena would be enough of an escort to keep her safe. However, I did have a quiet, serious conversation with Egon about protecting her, as she was important to my people.

We finished the plowing the second day and loaded the plow I had built onto a travois. Norvel committed to having one of his men lead the horse pulling it.

The day after, we left early with Norvel, Wada’s squad from Sigena, and the two-horse plow team from Wetzlar, dragging the plow on the travois. We headed east, through the valley of what was Gießen on the autobahn map toward Grünberg, and Ermenrich took his other three squads home.

The travois made the going pretty slow. I had to take Zephyr out for a run in the morning to burn off some energy. Linza wanted to ride with me, but Jenn and Nelda took turns holding her, and I stopped frequently to tousle her newly shorn head or carry her with me for a short distance before handing her back.

I guessed Linza to be six or seven years old, but she claimed not to know. Norvel didn’t know either but guessed seven. The more I looked at her, the more convinced I became that the horse had fractured her skull when it kicked her. Her face didn’t have the normal symmetry of a human face—just a little flatter on her forehead and an oblong shape of her crown on the left side than the right. Nelda made her drink some tonics to strengthen her and promote healing.

“I think there’s still a pool of blood inside her skull where there shouldn’t be,” Siobhan told me as we rode. “It doesn’t appear to affect her intelligence, but I think it hurt her emotionally. She may be suffering from a headache all the time.”

“We’ll do what we can for her,” I said.

Despite the slow pace, we still completed the fourteen-league trip to Grünberg by late afternoon. Norvel introduced my team, and I laid out the plan. I told them we would start on conditioning in the morning, and a squad would come to train them in ten to twelve days. Then we left the plow with them and trained them on how to connect horses to it.

After only a day in Grünberg, we turned around and headed west and then south from the Gießen area to the small Alemanns villages of Griedel and Dorheim before passing through the Frankish villages of Rosbach, Köppern, Kirback, and Ursel before stopping at Eschborn, which was about four leagues from the walls of the fort at Franks Ford. In each village, we stopped to talk to the villagers and explain what we were doing.

I quickly discovered that I had a lot to learn as a diplomat, but Norvel was actually pretty good at it. We dropped off wild game at each village, and Norvel promised to be back with people to train their villages several times during the summer and for longer periods in the autumn.

A party of twenty Frankish raiders from the fort arrived as we were setting up camp for the night at Eschborn. I shot the leader with my rifle from only about thirty yards away before I tossed it to Jenn and drew my sword. Ymma’s squad fired arrows at nearly point-blank range, leaving only three of the men alive in their saddles. As they turned to flee, Ymma made an excellent shot and got one of them in the helmet, making him fall off his horse. Three more were injured but alive. We disarmed them, dragged them to the fire, and bound their hands before I let Nelda treat their wounds.

Norvel, Karl—Eschborn’s headman—and I had a chat with the men when they regained consciousness. I told them what we were doing and bid them return to their leaders in the morning with a message that we would offer an alliance if they stopped sending out raiders. The other option was we could kill them all, and Franks Ford would become Katthi Ford.

Though I had trouble understanding the Franks, Norvel understood them better, and Karl was a native speaker. I tried to focus on how they framed their translations of my responses so I could do better. By the end of the night, I was catching enough to get the gist of the conversation before the translations. Only about fifty percent of the words translated to gibberish in my brain.

Apparently, Karl was impressed enough with us that he committed to sending out delegations to other Frankish communities to enlist their help. Given how word-of-mouth marketing was a key to success, I welcomed his commitment.

We kept the dead raiders’ clothes and equipment, and the survivors carried the bodies back on their horses.

The next morning, we headed due west to cross a mountain pass before heading down a couple of small valleys until we could turn to a more northerly direction toward Diez. Norvel knew the route, but he was fascinated by the autobahn map.

“There are no towns or villages in most of these spots where your map shows towns,” he said.

“Someone from our homeland thought this was how things were laid out. Obviously, they made mistakes,” I replied with a loose approximation of the truth.

That was a long hard day in the saddle. We alternated between letting the horses pick their own way and trotting along decent trails in the valleys. By midafternoon, poor Linza was holding a hand to her head—the trotting didn’t agree with her. Nelda dosed her with a sleeping draught to ease her pain, but we had to tie her to Jenn’s chest while we rode. Nelda switched off with Jenn while I tried to keep an eye out for danger. We saw some tiny villages en route, but few people settled in that area because it was so difficult to farm since the terrain was so rugged.

We estimated we covered roughly twenty-one leagues that day and discovered that Diez was a little southwest of modern-day Limburg. The Limburg area had a fairly large Frankish village called Offheim due north of where modern Limburg would rise. It seemed backwards to me because the Franks were north of the Lahn River and the Hermunduri were to the south.

Norvel’s people had about five square miles of river bottom they could cultivate, and the Franks on the northern bank of the river had about four.

We camped overnight outside Diez, and Norvel hosted the village leaders around our fire. They gave us some insight into the Frankish leader and what to expect the next day.

After introducing the people of Diez to our conditioning program, my group mounted up and took a ferry across the Lahn. By midmorning, I was standing in front of Zephyr, waiting for the Frankish village elder to meet me at the gate.

Gytha built a campfire and put a pot of water on to boil for tea. Everyone else took shelter in the wood line and picketed their horses to graze.

Linza and I played, tickling each other until the gates opened and five men walked out. The one in front was a middle-aged guy with dark hair with white streaking his dark beard and coloring his temples. The four behind him were obvious soldiers with nearly black beards.

We stood to greet them, and I sat Linza on Zephyr’s saddle. Siobhan led the horse to our rest area.

“Nice horse,” the leader said in Frankish, his eyes following Zephyr’s movement.

I tried to respond in his language. “Yes. Man who rode him before killed my horse. I decided he didn’t need a horse anymore.”

“I think I know gibberish man gibberish speaking,” he replied. “He is a great fighter.”

“No,” I replied. “He was just big. Not great. Now he’s dead. I really liked that horse.”

The Frankish leader laughed heartily, and a couple of his men obviously appreciated my sentiment.

“What do you want?” he asked, suddenly serious.

“Friends to keep the Romans west of the river,” I replied.

He cocked an eyebrow. “You’re not Frank.”

“No. I am Max. I am war chief of the Katthi,” I replied.

Norvel interjected, “I am Norvel, chief of the Hermunduri. I have joined the Katthi people to build gibberish.”

I thought that last word was “alliances,” but he said it differently than I remembered it from before.

“We don’t want alliances with Hermunduri or Katthi. The Romans pay us well to kill you,” he said. “Maybe we’ll just kill you now.”

I pulled a grenade with a six-second fuse out of my pocket. “We can play this game,” I replied roughly. I really needed to learn Frankish.

The four men behind the leader approached, maneuvering to cut us off, but they maintained their distance about forty yards from me. But between my position and the rest of my people...

I murmured in Frankish, “Thank you.”

Bending to light the fuse in the fire, I said in Saxon, “When I say kneel behind your shield, do it quickly.”

“I speak Saxon, too,” the Frankish leader said haltingly.

“Gut,” I replied in Saxon. “You do it, too.” The fuse caught, and I counted one, two, and chucked it in a high, underhanded arch that delivered it at the feet of the soldiers.

“Now!”

I whipped my shield around and knelt on the ground behind it. Instead of listening to me, the Frankish leader decided to charge, but the blast from the grenade knocked him to the ground just before he got to the fire.

I looked up and saw all of my people getting up from behind their shields.

“Nelda!” I called as I walked over to the fallen leader. “Bring security!”

I knelt in front of him and took note of the blood seeping from shrapnel wounds as he groaned and opened his eyes.

In my best Frankish, I said, “It might be easier to kill you all or make you slaves. But I would prefer you to be an ally.”

I spit into my palm and offered it. He pushed himself up to a seated position as he looked at the smoking remnant of his guard squad. “They were good men.”

“I believe you. They looked like good fighters, and I will mourn their deaths. You made a choice. I chose to win the game you chose to play. We must both live with that,” I replied.

“What was that?”

“A new weapon I made,” I answered in Saxon. “Two cohorts of Romans and a century of cavalry attacked my village. When the fighting was done, seven hundred Romans were dead on the field. Though we did lose men and women of our own.”

“Didn’t you lock your women away?” he asked, incredulous.

“Look at my scouts,” I said, pointing at Ymma in her short skirt. The slim, white-blonde woman was consoling her horse after the loud noise. “We’re fighting for our survival, which means everyone learns to fight. Men, women, children, even those with physical disabilities. Saxons, Irmin, Schwäbe, and Franks—we all need to stand together to drive off the Romans.”

“Max, this one lives, but he’s bleeding out fast,” Nelda called out.

“Can you save him?”

“Not likely. He’s lost too much blood. Even if he did, he would lose both his legs. He has nothing left to make children with either,” she replied.

I walk over to the dying man. He was conscious and obviously in pain. I knelt next to him and held my hand out for the Frankish leader’s dagger.

“Let me,” he said with a groan as he knelt next to me. I got out of the way, and the leader murmured to the dying man before he covered his eyes and shoved a dagger into his heart.

Guiding the wounded man back to the fire, I tried speaking his language again. “If we stand together, the Romans have no chance. They like us split, fighting against each other. Makes their life easy. That’s why they give coins to kill us.”

“I like Roman coins,” he grunted, taking off his sword belt as I helped him sit. Nelda and Siobhan helped him pull off his armor and cleaned his wounds, binding them with linen bandages. I considered it a testament to the amount of pain and shock he was experiencing that he didn’t even try to kill me.

“Why? There’s very little gold and silver in Roman coins,” I replied. “What are you going to buy with them? Do you like Roman food? Roman clothes? Almost every time I buy something with those coins, they end up coming back around because they only have value to the Romans.”

“Linen. Cotton. Wool. Armor. Weapons. Horses. Steel. We buy all of these with Roman coins,” he grunted.

“Tools for farming?”

“No, we have to make those ourselves.”

“Seed for planting? Wax candles?”

“No.”

“Linen and wool can be traded with the Germanic tribes—Saxon, Irmin, Schwäbe, and Franks. The mines and foundries at Solochon and Urbar have iron and steel, and it’s probably much cheaper. They will definitely provide top-quality products, and they’ll barter with you for other trade goods,” I told him. “My village is making ceramics that you can’t get from the Romans.”

I didn’t realize I was speaking in Saxon again until Norvel started translating.

“You will try to drive us from our land,” the man countered.

I shrugged. “You’re on Hermunduri land, or maybe Alemanns. I’m not certain where the borders are. But you get to farm it because raiders like your men killed off the original owners. If you want to stay here, you need to join our alliance. Otherwise, we’ll have to drive you from the land. That is not good for you or for us, because that makes it easier for the Romans to destroy us.”

“The Christians will have a problem with this. They call you all gibberish,” he said. I translated the last word as “pagans.”

“I am fine with Christian people, but their priests and their church are just tools of the Roman Empire,” I replied. “If people want to be Christians and get along with their neighbors, which is what Christ taught, they are welcome. But their priests and their church are not welcome. They have been telling their followers to rape and kill non-Christians. I won’t allow it.”

Norvel placed a hand on my arm to indicate I should pause in my speaking while he caught up with the translation.

“Come see me again after we bury our dead,” he said in Saxon. “My name is Rainer.”

“I’m Max. I will see you soon,” I replied.

I stood and noticed women standing by the gate as I helped Rainer to his feet. I waved them out, and they hurried out to the dead men. Interestingly enough, none of them seemed particularly sad about their deaths.

After slinging my shield over my shoulder, I snagged the pot with the tea in it before Norvel and I followed Nelda and Siobhan to where our soldiers were resting.

“How do we get to Mentz?” I asked Norvel.

“You’d have to backtrack yesterday’s journey then head west about eleven leagues,” he replied. “The mountains make it difficult. If you want to go north from Mentz, you’d probably want to take a boat to Kowlentz.”

“What do you recommend?”

“Travel northwest and circle around the mountains directly to our west. Once you’re north of the mountains, turn west toward the river,” he said, pointing to the route on Jenn’s map. “You should come out of the woods about two leagues north of Kowlentz by the end of the day. I’m heading back to Wetzlar by riding northeast. We should make it before the end of the day if we push a little.”

“How are the trails?” I asked.

“Not as rough as yesterday, and much easier than trying to follow the Lahn to the Rhine,” he replied. “That would take at least two days, and campsites would be hard to find. On the northwest route, there are a couple of passes and fords, but none are hard.” After a moment, he asked, “What was that thing you threw?”

“A grenade. I’ll have something similar for you, but I may need until next spring to get them to you,” I told him.

“Good. We’ll need to learn how to use them.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll make sure you receive the training you need,” I replied. “Safe journey.” I clasped forearms with Norvel, then we mounted up and went our separate ways.
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It took us every bit of the day to arrive at the Rhine. Gytha had Ymma’s squad out front until midday, and then they took over rear guard while Mildrith, Gytha’s second, took the squad to recon the route. The horses trotted whenever the ground was clear, but most of the time we walked due to ruts in the trail or the lack of a trail altogether. Plus, trotting bothered Linza’s head. We tried to stay on higher ground to avoid crossing so many tributaries. If that was the fast route, I couldn’t imagine what following the Lahn River valley would have been like.

Regardless, by the time the sun was a hands-width from the horizon, we were on a ridge that sloped rather gently down to the Rhine.

Gytha pointed out the fort at Kowlentz. “It looks deserted.”

I dismounted and pulled my binoculars, scanning south and looking at the fort. “It does look like it’s been partially destroyed, but there are men there. I see a couple standing guard on the walls. That’s a sizeable village around the fort, but it looks empty too,” I noted.

After another moment of scanning, I exclaimed, “Shit, there’s a bridge! It’s stone and appears to be in decent shape, just this side of the confluence of that other river draining into the Rhine. I see people walking across it. ”

“Probably the Mosel,” Jenn said as I kept scanning. “That fits with modern-day Koblenz on the map.”

“There’s another tower on the east bank near the bridge. I forgot they had them on the eastern bank.” I murmured in English. “It wasn’t common.”

Jenn referred to her map as I scanned with my binoculars. “I think the one below us is Bendorf. There’s another just a little way away, Maxwell,” she replied in Saxon so Gytha could understand us.

I turned my attention to where she was pointing and scanned through my binos. “Yeah, not far away at all, but it looks like they’ve both been pillaged for wood. I’m guessing it’s less than five leagues between them,” I replied. “There’s a third tower tucked up closer to the mountains that looks newer. I see one in the distance on the west bank. There’s a good-sized village or town there…and a wooden bridge!”

From my history classes, I thought the original Roman bridges were wooden but had been torn down after Caesar withdrew to the western bank. “Maybe they built on the pilings of the earlier Roman bridge,” I mused.

I pondered my options and said, “Gytha, scout the towers to see if either is a good campsite. Otherwise, find a site in the wood line north of the wooden bridge.”

“Yes, Chief,” she said and gave her ladies directions.

“You’re stuck with me, Chief,” Ymma said. I turned to look at her and noticed she was trying to hide a smirk.

“I’ll try to suffer through it, Ymma,” I teased with a grin.

“I’m going to split my squad to get a screen out front,” she replied, acknowledging my jibe with a slight smile as Gytha’s squad took off.

We departed after about five minutes, giving Gytha time to get out front. In the end, we bypassed the two towers. Both had intact roofs over the stone interior but they were full of sacks of grain on pallets. Even if they hadn’t been, either one would have been too cramped. We found our way to the wood line to an old campsite with a fire reflector still in place, so we put the main fire in that pit and dug four more fire pits for the rest of the camp.

After we had picketed our horses, Siobhan and I went out to look for firewood. The sun was getting low when she put her back against a tree. I approached her quietly, looking around carefully for what had caused her to hide behind the tree.

As I got closer, she held her left arm out, and a length of rope dangled from it. “Put your firewood down, husband. It’s time.”

I didn't see anything in the darkening forest, so I gently laid the armload of firewood on the ground next to the tree trunk.

“Are you sure, Siobhan? Once I start, I won’t want to stop,” I told her.

“Keep going no matter what I say, Max. I need you to help me through this,” she said, placing her hand on my left cheek. “We’ve gotten so close. The last time you used your mouth on me, I nearly cried when you stopped. Help me over the finish line.”

“Okay, I promise.” I took the rope from her fingers and tossed one end over a branch that was about two feet higher than her head. I tied a quick release after wrapping her right wrist and then pulled the rope to raise her arm over her head. “Raise your left arm,” I murmured.

She complied, and I put another quick release around her left wrist and kissed her hard.

I unbuckled her weapons belt and set it on the ground next to the firewood and added mine, and our helmets, to the pile. Then I pulled off my parka and unlaced her boots. When I removed her footwear, I had her stand on my parka before I rose and kissed her.

We devoured each other’s mouths until my hand dropped to her waistband. First loosening the drawstring, I pushed her cargo tights to the ground and pulled them off her ankles. Again, I kissed her until she whimpered.

I slowly pushed her baby-blue boy shorts to the ground and kissed her again, letting my right hand cup her moist womanhood. Once again, she began whimpering until I broke the kiss.

“Open your mouth, Siobhan.”

Her cerulean-blue eyes looked deep into mine before she dropped her jaw wide open. I stuffed her panty into her mouth and began kissing her neck. I murmured into her ear, “Do you know why I gagged you?”

She shook her head frenetically.

“Because I’m going to make you scream with pleasure, my sexy wife,” I growled before squatting in front of her, putting her legs over my shoulders. “We shouldn’t spend all night out here in a strange forest, so I’m going to be aggressive,” I told her before licking her from her taint to clit. “Hold on to those ropes, love.”

Licking and nibbling Siobhan’s channel and her trim petals, I worked my way back up to her clit. She whimpered and squealed around her gag as I focused on licking and sucking her clit, letting her juices drip onto my fingers. When my digits were soaked, I slid my index finger into her and drove it deep. She whimpered and squealed some more in response to my attention.

Her whimpering became a deep moan when I inserted a second finger into her channel. Kicking it up another notch or two, I pulled the hood of her clit back with my teeth and wrapped my lips around the distended little button inside. While licking and sucking the little nubbin, I fucked her roughly with my fingers, curling them up to tickle her G-spot.

Siobhan’s dancing and squirming on my shoulders transitioned to a seizure as her legs clamped around my head and her channel grasped my fingers tightly. The gag didn’t do much to quiet her screams as she trembled and spasmed. Eventually, she tried to escape my mouth, but she had nowhere to go.

Normally, I would have given her a break when she got too sensitive, but I wanted her to pass out from pleasure before I introduced her to my little monster. I slid a hand up to keep her from spitting out her gag as she thrashed, and her screams grew impossibly louder. Three screams later, her body clenched rigidly before she hung limply from the rope.

Reaching under the bottom of my cuirass, I found my belt buckle and opened it before finding the drawstring holding my wool pants up. I pushed my trousers and boxers down, and the fat, long beast that was my little monster popped up as he was freed from the confines of my pants.

Holding her right leg up at my hip with my left hand and the club of my flesh in my right, I guided my cock under the font of juices dripping from my sweet wife and dragged it through the stream, using her wet nether lips to coat my flesh.

Just as her eyes began to flutter open, I pointed the tip of my organ at her entrance, barely lodging it inside her.

Letting go of my phallus, I pulled her panty from her mouth and dropped it onto my boxers, which were riding just above my boots.

“I love you, Siobhan,” I murmured before leaning in to kiss her. Then, before she could start to freak out, I pressed my hips forward, slowly splitting her pussy open to accept my fat cock. I kept the kiss going until she moaned.

When I had about three inches inside of her, I backed out slowly until just the head was tucked into her hot wetness before pushing back in.

“That feels so good, Max,” she moaned. “So full.”

“You’re mine, Siobhan,” I told her. “I love you.”

“Yes. Yours. I love you,” she said quietly, locking her eyes on mine.

We kissed again as I sawed in and out of her a couple more times until my head pressed against her cervix.

“Do you want your hands free?” I asked.

“Please,” she moaned. “I want to touch you.”

Without stopping my thrusts, I reached up to tug sharply on first one quick release and then the other, allowing Siobhan to wrap her arms around my neck to kiss me again. She soon broke it off and gasped, “You’d better gag me again, Max. I’m ready to scream again, and we’re just getting started.”

Reaching down to retrieve her panty, I snagged it and shoved it into her mouth. Grabbing a hard butt cheek in each hand, I whispered into her ear as soon as I resumed moving. “I’m going to split you open, my slutty little wife.”

She immediately clenched around me, and fluids flooded her channel as I got serious about fucking her. Her pussy made the most delightful squishy sounds as my meat pummeled her depths.

Siobhan held the spaulders of my armor in her hands and wrapped her long legs around me, both pulling at me to increase the force of my thrusts. I tried to catch myself before I got too deep, but there were a couple of times when her grunts sounded more like pain than pleasure. Unfortunately, I was getting wilder the longer we went, and she was thrusting her hips at me with abandon.

“Stand,” I growled as I pulled Siobhan off my cock.

As soon as her feet touched the ground, I spun her to face the tree, and her hands flew forward, curving around the tree to support her torso as she bent over. I slotted myself back into her and lifted her torso, cursing our armor.

My right hand dropped to her clit as my left pushed her chin to the right so I could nibble her lips. Siobhan’s arms reached back to cup my head as I sucked on her lower lip around the panty in her mouth.

My thrusts drove us right up against the tree trunk, but my hands protected her face and tender flesh. Siobhan shoved her hips back into my thrusts, but in that position, her hard buttocks provided a cushion that let me thrust into her without care. My fingers scissored on each side of her clit as my heavy cock drove into her and slid up the front of her channel, massaging her G-spot with each stroke.

She screamed loudly enough that I thought the gag had fallen out. She clamped down on me again and her whole body shook. I couldn’t hold back any longer, blowing stream after stream of my seed into Siobhan’s willing body as I finally claimed the last of my wives.

We slowly became aware of our surroundings. “I love you, Siobhan. Always and forever,” I murmured, pulling her panty out of her mouth.

“I am yours now, Max. No man before you has ever made me feel like that. No other man will ever get the chance to try,” she replied. “I love you, too.”

“Cheers, Siobhan,” a voice said behind me.

My heavy member pulled out of Siobhan’s depths as I turned to find Ymma standing there with Gerlind, the youngest of the new scouts, in the low light. Ymma turned to the young woman and said, “That’s how a man should treat his wife—make her scream with pleasure. Don’t settle.”

I could just make out Ymma’s teeth as she grinned at me and led her protégée away.

I chuckled and steadied Siobhan as she tried to step into her panty. “I wonder how long they were standing there.”

“Just before I passed out from your mouth on me,” she replied as she pulled the garment up. “Oh! I’m going to fill these fast. We should hurry back so Jenn can clean me with her mouth.”

I pulled my boxers and trousers up from where they rested around my boots and fastened them in place. After rooting around in the gloom, I found Siobhan’s pants and handed them to her. She stepped into them, then put on her boots. We managed to get our weapons and armor back in place, and I even found the stacked firewood I’d discarded. I pulled my mini-Maglite and checked that we didn’t leave anything of value on the forest floor. With a huge grin on my face, I picked up the firewood and followed Siobhan back to camp.
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THE LOST TRIBESMEN


“Chief!” Someone kicked my foot and called again. “Chief!

Cracking my eyes open to see Cyneswith standing at my feet, I groused, “What is it?”

“There are soldiers coming from that tower to the east. They’re about a league away, double-timing in our direction,” the ash-blonde scout said.

“Double-timing?” I asked. “You mean jogging?”

“No,” she replied decisively. “Jogging in formation. Like we do it. Double-time.”

“Fookin’ gobshites,” Siobhan muttered as she rolled out of our sleeping bags.

“You two go. I’ll pack up.” Jenn sat up, letting the bag on top slide down to bare her full breasts.

Standing in all my naked glory, I reached for my bag, shook the dew off the flap on top, and pulled out the clothes I had sat on top of its contents the previous night.

“How many?” I asked as I stepped into my boxers.

“Um…”

I turned to find Cyneswith devouring me with her eyes.

“Cyn?” I prodded as I put on my trousers.

She shook her head. “Sorry, Chief. It looks like five squads.”

“Thanks, Cyn. Quietly, give the order for everyone to prepare to march,” I said.

I finished dressing, and Nelda showed up with Linza to help with my armor while Jenn helped Siobhan into hers. Then we switched, getting the last two into their leather breastplates. I noticed Gerlind helping Thibalt into his. She smiled shyly and touched his hand before getting her pack ready.

Once the horses were ready and we were packed, I raised my binoculars and checked out our visitors.

They were arranged in five squads of eight, so at least it was better news than I thought. They had a variety of armor, old square Roman infantry shields, gladius, and pframja, the short spear that Boneval, the old guy from Sigena, had demonstrated for me.

“Strange—I thought only the Katthi used those,” I said to myself.

Gytha stepped up. “We’ve spotted four hunters coming through the woods. They have hunting bows and short Roman infantry swords. No armor.”

“Bring them in without harming them if you can,” I ordered. “Four’s an unusual number. Watch for more.”

“That’s what I told the girls, Chief,” Gytha said. “I have an idea for catching them safely. If it works, we’re going to need more nets.”

“Siobhan, may I have one of your pframja?” I called over my shoulder.

“Catch!”

I turned and saw the weapon sailing toward me. She had tossed it point-up, and I caught it in the air.

Setting my shield on my vambrace, I held the pframja in my left hand and walked out to meet the men marching toward me.

“Walk by count!” the right-most soldier called, and they slowed to a walking march, eventually getting back into step. His accent made him sound like someone from my village.

That’s their version of “quick-time, march,” I thought.

Stopping about fifty yards away from them, I waited to see what they would do. I checked to ensure the Judge was loose in its holster, and the leader called, “Halt!”

He walked up to stand ten yards in front of me. He was fairly tall, about six feet, with the lean build of a career soldier. He wore mail that might have been Roman, but the rings were bigger than what I’d commonly seen, and there was no coif. He had leather greaves with strips of metal on the fronts, and a common Roman-style, leather armored kilt to protect his groin and thighs.

“Hello. I’m Max,” I told him before he could speak.

“I’m Aldegar. What is your business on Katthi lands?” he replied.

I cocked an eyebrow at his response. “I’m scouting the Roman positions along the Rhine,” I answered. “They’ve attacked my people’s villages at least twice and sent Frankish raiders more times than I can count. One of my wives died from their most recent attack.”

“I’m sorry for your loss, but you need to leave,” he said. “There are very few Katthi left, and we have to guard our lands against invaders.”

“There are about another four thousand Katthi scattered in at least ten different villages in the Sauerland, plus another seven along the Ruhr River,” I replied. “As I said, I am Max, war chief of the Katthi, chosen by Wolfram of Sigiburg, the elected chief this year. We just had the first tribal meeting in five years a little before Harvestfest.”

“Impossible!” he gasped. “The Katthi all wear the wolf!” He held up a stamped medallion on a leather lanyard around his neck.

“Like this?” Ymma asked. She stepped up next to me and held an identical medallion up. “My grandmother gave it to me before she died. There aren’t many of them left. We no longer have the craft.”

“This is where we wear the wolf now,” I said, turning my shield to show the same wolf’s-head on the dark green field.

At that moment, Gytha and her ladies guided six bowmen out of the woods.

“How?” Aldegar asked. “We haven’t heard of any other villages in a generation.”

“Come sit by our fires. We can talk,” I offered.

“I can’t. We need to get back. There are only two men in the tower now,” he replied.

Nodding, I shared my theory. “I think the Katthi villages had been lost to each other for many generations. The aligned tribes to the north of the Ruhr started sending Saxon cavalry to fight off Frankish raiders. By the time I arrived and was adopted by the Katthi, most of the villages in the Sauerland were known to each other. Although you’re the third new Katthi village we’ve found on this trip.

“We’re making alliances with any villages we can find in the Hermunduri and Schwäbe lands against the Romans,” I told him. “We must drive them far away, so they won’t be able to attack our villages any longer.”

“The Romans pay us to man the tower at Niederberg. Plus, the towns of Andernach and Mayen pay us to man the newer towers at Niederbieber and Rheinbrohl. We use the towers in Heddesdorf and Bendorf villages as granaries,” he explained.

“We noticed, and we left your grain alone,” I told him as I watched his men break ranks to cluster behind him.

“We only have about three hundred fighting men to man the three towers, so we can’t go far,” he said.

“I feel your pain. We have about a thousand, but we would have a hard time getting two cohorts into the field at a time. That’s why we also taught the women to fight as archers and scouts. The rest of the women defend the villages with the youths and walking-wounded when the rest of us are in the field,” I told him.

Pointing to Gytha and Ymma, I added, “The women who found your hunters are our scouts.”

Gytha said, “There are at least two more hunters out there, but they pulled back. We couldn’t get into position to catch them, and we didn’t want to kill them since they hadn’t attacked us.”

“Women are too precious to fight,” Aldegar said. He admired the fit women in their short skirts, but his tone indicated he couldn’t be swayed from his opinion.

“Precious?” Ymma replied. “We have at least three women for every man. We can’t find enough husbands, so we’ve started allowing more than one wife for each man.”

Aldegar looked awestruck. “We only have one woman for every two men.”

“Sounds like you need to come to the gathering in the fall,” I said with a grin. “I’ll send a couple of centuries to free your people up.”

“Thank you, Max,” the stunned leader said.

“Well, we have to get moving,” I said. “Can we get our horses across that wooden bridge?”

“Ja, but I would lead them. There are some gaps in the planks. Stay toward the edges and you should be fine. Why do you want to cross?” he asked

“What can I see from the river before we get to Bonna?” I asked in reply.

Realization gleamed in his eyes. “Recon. Right. Not much since the mountains run nearly to the banks of the river. It opens up again near Bonna. They have a ford across the Rhine there. If you take the Roman road, you’ll find one of their castra at Rhengomagen. The villagers have converted it into the village center.”

“Great,” I told him. “Who’s in Kowlentz?”

“A mix of people,” he replied. “There’s always a century of irregular Roman cavalry with two more centuries of infantry irregulars and mercenaries passing through regularly. They’re a mix of Huns, Franks, Alemanns, Thuringers, and Celts. Kowlentz is considered the worst post in the Roman Empire since the Franks destroyed it about a hundred years ago. There are gaps in the battlements and the buildings inside were burned. The Romans abandoned it until they decided to put a small force there about the time my son was born. I think they’re out of the colony at Mentz.”

“Thank you for the information,” I told him sincerely.

We clasped forearms as Aldegar replied, “Good journey, Max.”

“Stay safe and have a great harvest,” I wished him in return.

He and I each took two steps backward before my group broke into a jog toward our mounts.

Crossing at Andernach was a bit of an adventure. The bridge wasn’t particularly stable, and the horses did not like it at all. I ended up holding a blanket over Zephyr’s head—he followed me pretty well, but he still balked occasionally.

The villagers watched us from the walls of the old Roman fort with curiosity as we led the twenty-five horses across the bridge. Once we had them all assembled, I took a few minutes to inspect how the pilings were laid and how they had built the bridge on top of them. It gave me some ideas for future work.

We watered the horses at a trough outside the village gate, and then we used their bucket and ours to refill the trough from the river before we mounted up and headed west.

After about a five-minute ride, we found the Roman road, so we turned right to travel toward Bonna.

Even with the good road, we still had to go up and down a number of mountains, but the fords at the creeks were easy, and the bigger waterways had bridges.

We did stop at Rhengomagen, roughly modern-day Remagen, around midday for a break. We met the people there and bought some bread and cheese to go with our field rations. I thought we made some friends when they learned who we were, but it might have been that we didn’t haggle over giving them Roman currency for food. The old Roman fort looked like an effort had been made to maintain the two-hundred-year-old structure to make it livable and safe from attack.

We made very good time on the journey—twenty-three leagues for the day. By the time the sun was getting ready to set, we were looking out of the forest on a hillside overlooking the legion fort at Bonna. It sat near the river, and it was definitely a utilitarian structure versus the grand constructs that made the Roman colonies. I saw people chest-deep in water, pulling rafts across the river at a ford to get back to the left, or western, bank as the sun approached the western horizon.

“Let’s back up and set up camp deeper in the forest so we can’t be seen from either the road or the valley below. We’ll be here for a couple of days,” I told my group.

The scouts found a nice spot deep in the trees on the slope south-southwest of the fort. We made do with a quick camp that night and set out sentries. Linza had a headache again by the end of the day, so Nelda gave her a steaming tonic before we all rolled into our bedrolls. Jenn, Siobhan, and I made love relatively quietly before we passed out in each other’s arms.

The next morning, the scouts woke us, and before we had packed everything for the day, they already had a couple of black grouse to be cleaned. While Mildrith and her squad cleaned the birds, Siobhan and Jenn went out foraging with Nelda, and Thibalt and I joined Ymma’s team as they set up OPs at the edge of the wood line.

The skies began to drizzle light rain. We picked out the best OP spots we could find and wove green leafy branches into small tents over the chosen spots. I laid under one of those covers between Ymma and Häddi, another of the new scouts, as we took turns passing my binoculars. I made notes about troop numbers and patrol timings in the small, handheld spiral notebook that I had kept in my pack for years. I only had about twenty pages left in it, and in the wet weather, I found myself wishing I’d gotten the weatherproof version. I made a mental note to get another notebook from Yakob.

As we watched, I came to the conclusion that despite being a legion fort, there were only two cohorts in it, and only one of them appeared to be full-strength. There were also two centuries of irregular cavalry, one that reminded me of Mongol cosplayers—Huns, I assumed. The other appeared Germanic—probably Frankish. The largest group appeared to be quartered in the northeast corner of the barracks. The partial cohort was in the southeast quadrant, with the Huns quartered in the southwest quadrant and the Germanic cavalry in the northwest. The legion headquarters appeared to be in the center, and the golden eagle was visible on its standard even in the gloomy weather.

“Can the ballistae destroy it?” Ymma asked.

“They can do some good, but it would be tricky,” I replied. “The max range we’ve hit with them so far has been 250 yards from a hilltop—200 is more common. I’m getting heavier grenades for some of them, so we can only plan for…let’s say 175 yards. So we’d need to be close enough to the walls to range the center and still be far enough away to shoot up and over the walls.”

“That doesn’t sound very hopeful,” Häddi said. She was a shy young woman, but she was fit, tough, and willing to do whatever was needed. Her inquisitive blue eyes looked at me through honey-blonde bangs that stuck out of the bowl helmet preferred by the scouts.

“You’re right. But we can use them to destroy all the gates, and we can park them in the open gates and spray grenades. After that, we’ll still have to clear the fort with soldiers.”

“Archers and scouts watching in and out,” Ymma said. “Those watching inside can use arrows and toss grenades.”

“Ja, that’s how I see it, too,” I told her.

We watched the comings and goings for a few minutes, and occasionally I would consult my wristwatch and risk getting my notebook wet to make a note.

After nearly an hour, Ymma spoke. “Häddi, would you run back to camp and fetch some of that roasted grouse? I can smell it from here, and it’s making me crazy.”

“Yes, Mom,” Häddi murmured in response as she slid back out of the lean-to.

When she was gone, I asked, “Mom?”

“I’m the squad's mother. The girls call me Mom, like a title, if they don’t just use my name,” Ymma explained. “I do the same thing to Bryn. She likes that, by the way.”

“What?” I asked, confused and more than a little distracted by the smell of roast grouse.

“Being called ‘Bryn.’ We tease her about the chief giving her a pet name, but she revels in it,” Ymma said. “She won’t let Peoht use it yet, but I’m pretty sure that’ll change if he ever ties the knot with her. She does like you, Chief, but she loves Peoht.”

We both turned to watch the fort again, but after a moment Ymma spoke again. “What’s worrying you, Chief? You’ve been frowning since shortly after we arrived.”

I ordered my thoughts before speaking. “A Roman legion used to be about 5,000 men, plus slaves and maybe some mercenary auxiliaries. So about 7,000 men in total. I know the Romans downsized their legions many years ago, but there should still be three cohorts of infantry in that fort, plus cavalry and slaves. Each squad had one or two slaves to cook, set up tents, and help dig fortifications.”

Pointing down into the fort, I continued, “If I’m counting correctly, there are enough slaves for another cohort. They would normally take the slaves with them unless they were just conducting a day raid, like what we saw up at Lippe Fort.”

“From what Gytha said, they used a lot of grenades on that group that attacked Sigena,” she said. “They came right up the Sieg River valley. I’m pretty sure the river that joins the Rhine down there is the Sieg. They probably came from here.”

“I can see that,” I replied. “That would explain the understrength cohort, but not the missing one. Unless…”

“Unless what, Chief?”

“Unless all three cohorts were understrength, and the remnants of the Sigena attack are now mixed in with the other two cohorts,” I mused.

“Gytha did say the grenades shredded their formation. We should check with her to see how many dead were left on the field,” Ymma said. She lay a hand on my arm. “Now stop obsessing and get some rest. Given how long you were pleasuring your wives last night, you probably need it.”

Chuffing out a laugh, I replied, “What?”

Giggling, she said, “We had to listen to the three of you for the entire first watch. I can tell you there were more than a few of us with our hands between our thighs.”

“I’m sorry, Ymma,” I told her, abashed by her teasing.

“Don’t be. All of us original scouts want to be your wife, and a fair number of the newer ones do, too. Cyneswith refuses to talk to any suitors. Sunnife stares at you all dreamy-eyed when she thinks no one is watching,” she said. “I had permission from Kat, but I don’t know if that counts now. Jenn said yes to both me and Sunnife, and I’m hoping I can get Nelda and Siobhan to agree during this trip.”

“You should be searching for men your own age,” I muttered as I lifted my binoculars to scan the fort.

“The men my age are still boys,” she replied as she lay down to watch. “I meant what I told Gerlind—don’t settle. Unfortunately, she has her eye on Thibalt.”

“He’s a good lad, and he’ll be a great man,” I replied as we watched the movements below. “He is of legal age to marry now.”

“Yes, but as you said, he’s a lad,” she said. “Fortunately, he has chosen a good role model for his adopted father. For Gerlind’s sake, I hope that father figure tells Thibalt what to do with a woman in his furs.” She gave me a significant look and laid her hand on my arm.

I snorted and turned back to my binoculars.

Häddi arrived shortly thereafter with a breast of roasted grouse, a couple of fresh acorn cakes, and some jerky. She crawled between me and Ymma, and the three of us enjoyed the warm meal.
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“Chief, come to the OP,” Mildrith whispered insistently as she appeared in the camp.

Siobhan, Thibalt, Linza, and I had been working to make a lean-to big enough to hold fifteen people. Jenn was out on the OP, making notes on her map, and Ymma’s squad was taking a rotation on sentry duty.

Looking into her brown eyes, I didn’t see a sense of urgency, so I put my tools back into my pack and followed Gytha’s second out to the OPs. She led me to a different position than where I had watched with Ymma and Häddi. This one had a clear view of the Roman road as it descended into the valley.

An ox-drawn caravan was traveling down the hill toward the ford. I crawled under the canopy and watched the wagons progress down the hill. Mildrith climbed in next to me and practically laid on top of me.

“Are you cold, Mildrith?”

“Not when I’m near you, Chief,” the slim, dark blonde moaned.

“Pull yourself together, Second,” I growled.

She shivered and whimpered, momentarily unable to form a coherent reply. “I’ll try, Chief. Just don’t growl like that again. Your voice does funny things to me.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t lie on top of me,” I murmured as I watched the lead wagon turn off the main road toward the east gate of the ford. “Keep count of the wagons and guards.”

Sliding off me to lie on the ground, she said, “Yes, Chief.”

We watched the procession, and I counted fifty wagons. It looked like the guard force was a Roman cavalry century augmented with a couple of squads of mercenaries. Each wagon had a slave leading the oxen and another riding on the cart. Another twenty slaves in shackles followed the last wagon, tied in two columns and secured to the carts by ropes around the leaders’ waists. Most were African, but there were some Europeans among them, too. Another two squads of mercenary cavalry followed the slaves.

“We saw a squad of ten riders earlier,” Mildrith said. “They mostly stayed on the road, but they were close enough to the front of the caravan that they were probably part of the guard force.”

“So, one-fifty guards in total. One-twenty slaves,” I summarized, trying to commit the numbers to memory.

Thirty wagons pulled into the fort, while the rest circled outside the gate. The guards freed the slaves to set up camp inside the circle of wagons.

I handed Mildrith the binoculars, and she fiddled with them as I watched the activity below.

“They must be cold,” she observed. “There’s some sun coming through the clouds today, but those tunics don’t look very warm. They’re probably soaked from the rain earlier.”

“Yes, and all those dark-skinned men are from a place far to the south that rarely gets colder than a spring day here,” I said. “I bet they’re miserable. Making them slaves is bad enough, but then dragging them up here is stacking one cruelty on top of another.”

“We used to take slaves in battle,” she replied. “It last happened long before I was born, but I doubt we’d let them freeze.”

“I took some at Deuton Fort and Castra Vetera,” I replied. “I’m pretty certain I was wrong to do it, but the slaves seemed to expect it. I told them they would be free in five years. Some of them were from Africa, too.”

“Is that the place to the south?” Mildred asked curiously.

“Yes,” I replied, giving her a smile. “The world is much bigger than you know.”

“I’d like to see more of it, Max,” she said.

I nodded absently, my mind conjuring all the plans I had for the Romans. “All in good time, dear.”
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The next morning, we packed up the camp and waited for the caravan to pull out. Gytha was yawning from having stayed up all night with her ladies on guard. We waited an hour after the last wagon disappeared before we mounted up and followed.

Ymma took four scouts with her on a dismounted recon out front of our group, and we held the main body to a slow walk. Thibalt and Cyneswith led the horses for the dismounted scouts.

Gytha started swaying in her saddle after an hour on the trail. I called a break and told her to walk around—she was dead on her feet. When we got back on our horses, I handed Linza over to Jenn and pulled Gytha onto my saddle, holding her on my lap as we rode. Just like Linza did, Gytha wrapped her arms and legs around me and fell asleep on my chest as the rhythm of Zephyr’s gait rocked her asleep.

A little before the sun reached its zenith, Ymma met us on the road and guided us to a campground in the woods west of the road. She grinned when she saw me holding Gytha.

“Wake up, Gytha,” I murmured as I picked her up and held her off to the side of my saddle.

“Ready,” she said, her eyes popping open. I released her, and surprisingly, she landed on her feet before taking her mount’s reins from Mildrith.

Linza’s face showed relief as I pulled her off Jenn’s saddle.

“How are you doing, little one?” I murmured into her ear as I carried her away from the horses.

“Head hurts. Better than yesterday,” she said. I sat her on her feet and rubbed her head consolingly.

“She’s getting worse,” Siobhan said in English. “Nelda agrees. We may have to do something dramatic, or she might die from the pressure.”

“Like what? How drastic?” I asked. It felt strange to be speaking in English.

“Drill a hole in her skull to relieve the pressure,” Siobhan said with a sigh. “The thing is, even if drilling helps the problem, I’d be worried about infection killing her anyway.”

“I can help with infection,” Nelda said in broken English. “But there isn’t much I can do for pressure in the head.”

“When we’re home?” I asked.

“That would be best,” Nelda said, reverting to her native language. “Willa, Altena, Eangyth, and Dietlinde would all be there to help.”

“Okay,” I said in Saxon. “Do what you can. I’ve grown quite fond of her.”

“We all have,” Siobhan said. She kissed my cheek and went to check on the little girl, and I left to join the scouts at the wood line.

I looked out, disappointed to find that we were at the highest spot close to Köln, but it wasn’t very high. The whole valley where the Roman colony was built was pretty much lowlands. Low-rolling hills, marshes, and bogs were arrayed around the city, with fields interspersed.

The stone walls of the colony looked impregnable. From my vantage point, the walled city looked to be shaped like the state of Ohio, roughly a mile on each side. Given the irregular shape, it was hard to determine, but it looked like the city was broken into blocks, roughly eight blocks by nine blocks.

The road we had traveled on ran right into the main gate on the city’s south side.

“That’s big,” Cyneswith said as I looked it over.

“Yes,” I said. “Lots of stone buildings. They have craftsmen and engineers. There’s an aqueduct from the river that brings water into the city. Plus, notice there’s a fort on the right bank that guards the bridge on that side. That's what I expected, but Xanten didn’t have that setup.”

“Grenades won’t damage stone, will they, Chief?”

“It depends on how much powder is inside and how hard you throw them. This will be tricky no matter how we go about it. There’s supposed to be a legion in there, and they could easily hold more than one, plus irregulars,” I said, raising my binoculars to see what was visible inside the walls. The low hill we were on made it difficult to see much over the walls.

I watched mounted Franks ride in from the west. Farmers walked freely in and out of the gates. Guards did check farm wagons and carts, but it seemed to be a fairly cursory inspection, and no one was stopped. “We need to find higher ground to look inside.”

Handing the binoculars to Cyneswith, I told her, “Let me know how many they stop at the gates and why you think that might be. I’ll be back in a little bit.”

Back at the camp, I discussed the situation with the squad leaders.

“We can’t see very well past the walls. Our OPs are too low to see inside, and there are a lot of tall buildings. I can see what looks like a parade field, but it’s not very big,” I told them. “There’s a small fort on the other side of the bridge, like a large gatehouse for the bridge. The gate from that fort onto the bridge is open, but the one on the east side probably isn’t.”

“What do you want to do, Chief?” Gytha asked.

“I think we should observe traffic going in and out for today, watching the south gates and the bridge,” I told them. “Tomorrow, we move. There looks to be higher ground about three leagues west of the city. We’ll try from there.”

“I’ll get my squad out early tomorrow morning to find a route around,” Gytha said.

“Just be careful,” I replied. “Looks like there’s another Roman road heading due west from the city. Make sure the way is clear before you cross.”

“Yes, Chief,” she said.

“You’re stuck with me again, Chief,” Ymma giggled.

“It’s getting to be a recurring punishment, Ymma. What did I do to earn it this time?” I replied.

“Kept us awake late last night,” she said with a cheeky grin. Gytha snorted with laughter.

“I’m pretty sure I was on first watch last night,” I countered.

“Maybe it was just Jenn and me, husband,” Siobhan said.

The scout leaders’ mouths dropped open at her admission.

“What? A girl’s got to relax before sleeping, right?” A slight flush rose on Siobhan’s neck and cheeks.

“How’s that even work?” Gytha asked. Ymma just looked thoughtful.

“Don’t worry about it. Get to work, ladies,” I ordered.

When they left, I pulled Siobhan into a hug and whispered in her ear. “If they figure that out, they’ll all be tired every morning.”
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THE BISHOP OF KÖLN


Iwoke up with Siobhan lying on top of me, rubbing her wet pussy on my hard cock.

“That feels great, Sensei, but I don’t think I’m going to get there from what you’re doing,” I teased her.

“Doing what?” Jenn asked, raising her head from my left shoulder.

“She’s sliding her pussy up and down my cock,” I said.

“Sh-sh-sh…oh yesssss,” Siobhan hissed as a tremor took her.

“You’re gonna leave me hanging, aren’t you,” I muttered.

“Uh-huh,” she said as she looked up at me with a dreamy expression. “I think I’ll be ready again tonight.”

“Maxwell, make sure you show Ymma,” Jenn said. “She thinks she wants what you’re packing, but I think she’ll run for the hills when she sees your monster.”

“Yeah, well, rather than trying to scare the scouts into running away, maybe we should get up,” I said.

“I think you’re already up, husband,” Siobhan said. She stood and pulled her clothes out of her bag, and Jenn giggled as she got to her feet and did the same with her clothes.

“Funny,” I replied. I willed my little monster to relax and got dressed.

In less than an hour, we were packed and mounted, following Mildrith along the path Gytha had reconned earlier in the morning. Linza rode in front of Jenn in the middle of the formation, and I kept a worried eye on the little girl.

Since we were west of the northbound Roman road, we didn’t have to be too careful initially. We picked up a game trail and had an easy ride. The trail stayed just inside the wood line for nearly three leagues until we came to the westbound Roman road. We turned west, and Cyneswith was especially diligent about watching our back trail since we should have been visible from Köln. After riding at a trot on the road for about two leagues, we met Mildrith and Ermenhild, a scout on Mildrith’s squad. They led us onto another trail through sparse trees and up a low hill to meet Gytha at the site she’d selected, next to a stone escarpment with woods on the east and south sides.

“We can do better, Chief,” the scout leader said. “But it’s the best we could do in a hurry. I’ve got my ladies looking for a better spot.”

“If we can get up on that rock, it might not be bad, Gytha,” I said, scanning the location with a critical eye.

“There’s no path up, Chief. We’d have to crawl our way up,” she replied. “I would hate to try it.”

“Going up through the trees looks doable. We’d have to leave the horses down here unless we find a path. The rock face wouldn’t be too bad if we had the equipment to do it safely,” I murmured, thinking of standard mountaineering gear.

“What equipment, Chief?” Ymma asked.

“Things from my past life. I’ll have to build them if we want to use them. I’ll put it on my list,” I answered.

“My squad’s on recon next. Let me see if we can find a game trail up,” Ymma said, looking more for Gytha’s approval than mine. Gytha shrugged and nodded, and Ymma gathered her ladies to plan their mission for the day.

Linza and I sat on an OP with Mildrith and Ermenhild until midafternoon while Ymma’s squad scouted for a way up the massif or a better location. When I wasn’t looking through my binos, I’d hand them off to the ladies. Linza slept the whole time, curled up in my lap.

“We’re too far away,” I finally muttered.

“Yes,” Mildrith agreed.

“I can’t see anything without your hand glasses,” Ermenhild said.

“Binos,” I told her, using the English vernacular as Rechtrude and Trauwyn, two of Ymma’s scouts, arrived to relieve us.

Shaking Linza’s shoulder gently, I told her, “Time to wake up, sweet one. Let’s get some food.”

She didn’t stir. I pressed a finger against her throat and could just barely sense a pulse.

“Shit!” I growled. I launched to my feet, leaving my binos, bow, and arrows behind in my haste to get back to the camp.

“She’s not waking up,” I gasped, stumbling over a branch near the main campfire.

“Let me see,” Nelda said as Siobhan laid out my cloak. I laid the little girl onto Sultan’s soft coat, and both women checked her out.

“Pupils aren’t reacting,” Siobhan said as she shined her flashlight across Linza’s eyes.

“There’s sickness in her head, and it’s worse than before,” Nelda said as she palpated Linza’s skull. “Let me try to wake her. I can’t do anything unless I can get her to drink something.”

Nelda launched up, grabbed her healer’s bag, and pulled out a small, thimble-sized cup. She put a pinch of powder into the cup, poured in some hot water, and then tilted Linza's head up, waving the tiny cup under her nose.

The little girl squirmed and turned her face away, but consciousness eluded her.

“Max, we can’t wait,” Siobhan said. “It might be too late already, but we have to try.”

“I agree,” Nelda said.

“Shave her head, Max,” Siobhan said. “Do you have a drill?”

“The smallest I have is a half-inch around,” I said. “I think there’s a small auger on my multi-tool.”

“A half-inch is probably perfect,” Siobhan replied.

I dug into my pack and pulled out my shaving kit and tool roll. I handed the drill bit to Nelda and prepared to shave.

Wetting the soap in the cup, I swirled the brush to create suds while Siobhan cut Linza’s dark hair with her razor-sharp belt knife. I soaped her scalp, stropped my razor, and gently pulled the blade across her skin.

“I’m going to make an X-shaped cut and peel back the skin, then we can drill,” Siobhan said. “We need to boil that drill bit.”

“It’s boiling in the pot,” Nelda said as I carefully shaved the entire left front quadrant of Linza’s skull.

Nelda dipped a clean linen bandage in the boiling water and gently washed Linza’s bare scalp. After putting my shaving gear away, I checked Linza’s pulse. There was none. “No. No!”

Nelda leaned over, putting her ear to Linza’s mouth and looking at her chest. She sat back and looked at me with tears in her eyes. “I’m sorry, Max. She’s gone.”

I launched to my feet, growling. “Dammit! I should have left her in her village.”

“Don’t say that,” Nelda said fiercely. “She knew more love in the last few days than she had in her whole life. And she loved her new papa.”

“I’ll be back,” I muttered, and bolted.

I ran into the woods and veered away from where the scouts were set up. I collapsed against a tree and slid to the ground as tears streamed down my face. I heard someone walk up behind me just before a pair of arms wrapped around me and silky hair caressed the side of my face.

“She had a better life for knowing you, Max,” Jenn murmured in my ear. “Every time we talked, she would tell me the story of how she got to help you make the plow for her village. She was so proud, and she loved her new papa fiercely.”

“She’d only been with us a few days, but I had already thought of her as my daughter,” I replied, drying my face with my handkerchief.

“You give your heart readily and completely, Maxwell. It’s one of the many things I love about you,” she said, squeezing me tightly. “We’ll find a way to honor her with our deeds, maybe even name a daughter after her.”

“I know, Jenn,” I whispered. “Death is going to be a constant companion. I don’t know how I’m going to deal with it.”

“With the love of your family,” Jenn said. “Your wives, your children, your friends, your village, and your tribe.”

After a moment, she murmured, “Accidents will still happen, Maxwell, even if we get the Romans to fuck off and leave us alone. We can’t stop bad things from happening to good people. But we can hold onto each other to get through the pain. Okay?”

“Thank you, Jennifer,” I replied, leaning into her shoulder. “Let me pick up my gear from the OP, and then we can help Nelda and Siobhan prepare her. I should find a spot for a grave.”

Jenn gently guided my face to hers and kissed me warmly, then we got up.

Mildrith was standing behind me, holding my bow and quiver. “I left the binos with the girls, Chief.”

“Thank you, Mildrith. That’s perfect,” I murmured, hiding my face in shame for rushing off like I did.

“Chief?”

The young scout hurried forward to wrap her arms around me and rested her head on my chest, squeezing tightly. I hugged her in return, and then she slipped out of my arms and dashed off.

“Another fan, Maxwell,” Jenn teased in English.

“You’d think I’m the only man around,” I groused.

“It’s more than that and you know it, Maxwell,” she scolded. “Stop acting out and let’s go take care of Linza.”

“Yes'm, Miss Jennifer.” I wrapped an arm around her as we made our way back to the campsite.
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The next day, we buried Linza.

“Linza, you were dear to us all, and I considered you my daughter. You would’ve had four other mommies who would have loved you, too. One of them is already climbing the Irminsul, so find her and let her hold you close until we’re all reunited on the other side,” I said over her body.

After a moment of silence, we filled the shallow hole and stacked rocks on top of it.

Once we finished, Siobhan, Ymma, and I crawled up the big mountain poking out of the forest. After taking a tour around it, we decided the south slope was probably the easiest ascent, but it was still slow going. When we got up there, we discovered the trees were plentiful enough that getting a clear line of sight to the city would be nearly impossible. Plus, the city was so far away, I wasn’t sure we’d be able to see anything even if we could find a clear line of sight.

“We need to move closer,” I said.

“My squad will get to work on it this afternoon. We’ll find something, Chief,” Ymma said.

“We need to be at most a league away. Maybe someplace with big, tall trees we can climb for OPs,” I said.

“That’ll be tough, Chief,” she replied. “The valley is mostly heather and moors. The only taller trees are on the slopes around the valley.”

“We may have to watch from the closest heath and then move around to the north,” I said.

“We’ll figure it out, Chief,” she said. She gave my hand a squeeze before starting the descent.

The next morning, we packed up and moved to a new site. Gytha’s squad traveled with my group while Ymma secured the new site.

Cyneswith led us into the camp, right into the middle of a copse of trees and heather, a little less than a league from the city walls. There was a small meadow for the horses and a stream on the back side of the trees—it would have been ideal if it had been about fifty feet higher. We had a clear view of both the northbound and westbound Roman roads.

We set up an OP around midmorning. We couldn’t see over the walls of the city, so I thought we were wasting our time, but then things got interesting around midday when a cavalry squad trotted into view from the north.

A couple of hours later, another cavalry squad appeared from the west. Shortly thereafter, a century of cavalry rode west. By late afternoon, a mass formation was marching down the river road toward the north gate of the city and then inside. A quick count indicated there were two cohorts of infantry and a century of cavalry in the new group, which I translated to most of a legion. A legion standard was visible in front of the unit. About an hour later, the west gate opened, and three cohorts and a century of cavalry marched out and deployed into a parade formation.

We watched officers inspect their units, and then the soldiers were allowed to rest in place. About an hour later, ten men with bows jogged out from behind the formation and ran for the woods.

“Assassins?” Siobhan wondered out loud.

“Hunters,” I replied. “This smells like a ceremony of some kind. They’re probably trying to have fresh meat for some dignitary. Hey, Gytha?”

“Ja, Chief.”

“Do we have anyone who speaks the Roman language?”

“No, Chief,” she replied. “I bet their hunters speak either Saxon or Frankish. Hunters and scouts need to be able to talk to the local people. They may actually be Roman scouts like Badinus, in addition to being hunters.”

“Do you think you can capture one or two of them to question?” I asked.

Gytha snorted. “They’re practically coming to us, Chief. The northernmost one might be a challenge, but we can get the next two to the south for sure.”

“Okay, you decide how many to grab. We also need to be able to ride out of here fast if they sound an alarm,” I said. “Let’s make sure everyone is packed and the horses are ready.”

“I’ll get everyone ready, Chief,” Thibalt assured me as he hurried back to the camp.

An hour later, Mildrith and Trauwyn led a bound, blond man into the campsite and sat him down near the fire.

Mildrith reported, “The third one ran, so Gytha and Ermenhild shot him. They’re burying him in the woods before coming back. Ymma’s watching for Cyneswith’s team, but we’ve had no word yet, Chief.”

“Gytha and Ermenhild are safe?” I asked. “Trying to capture soldiers is dangerous business.”

“We know, Chief,” she replied. “I’m pretty sure we have all of this one’s weapons.”

“Chief of what?” the blond man asked, his expression inquisitive. His dark brown eyes seemed strange for a blond, and they had a penetrating look, as though he could look into your soul.

“I’m war chief of the Katthi,” I replied as Mildrith unbound his hands. Nelda offered him a cup of tea. “My name is Max. Who are you?”

He took the cup from Nelda carefully, and she backed out of his reach as Jenn handed me a cup of tea.

“My name is Ouaren,” he said.

“Hello, Ouaren. I’m looking for information. I’m hoping you speak Saxon well enough to tell me what I need to know,” I replied.

“I speak Frankish and Celtic better than I do Saxon, but I can get by,” he replied. “I’ve been in the colony for seventeen years, so I’ve picked up the languages pretty well.

“That looks like a ceremony,” I said, pointing at the apparent parade field. “What’s happening?”

“A new bishop is arriving today. The legion from Neuss is here to greet him,” he said.

“Why not the soldiers inside Köln?” I asked.

“That’s only the first cohort,” he replied. “The bishops don’t like too many soldiers in the city, so the first cohort and first cavalry century are all that are inside the walls. The rest are stationed at Neuss. It’s only a day’s hard march from the colony.”

“First cohort guards the bridge on both sides and the city?”

“Yes,” he replied.

“Who mans the towers along the road between Neuss and Köln?” I asked. “They were manned by mercenaries north of Kowlentz.”

“Confluentes?” he replied, using the Latin word for the city. “The Franks destroyed that fort—it’s the shithole of the empire. Those guys are probably from Bonna. The main force is probably there.”

That matched with what I had learned so far. “And?”

“Oh, Neuss sends soldiers out to man the towers in between. We use a mix of legionnaires and irregulars,” he said. “We have a couple of towers to the north as well, and then the 30th Legion picks them up from Deutonis.”

“So a new bishop is arriving?”

“Yes,” our captive said. “The last one left for Rome in the autumn, leaving only a handful of priests behind to spew hate. I suspect the new bishop will bring half a century of priests.”

“Lovely,” I growled. “The priests are worse than the soldiers.”

“You have a cloud of sorrow around you,” the blond man said. “What happened?”

“The Romans attacked my village, and we lost good people—twenty-three women and nine men. One of the women was my wife,” I told him. “Then I rescued a little orphan girl who had been kicked by a horse and didn’t survive the ride from her village to here. We buried her yesterday.”

“Your pain will ease soon,” the blond man said cryptically.

“What a strange thing to say,” I replied.

“I have experience with these things,” Ouaren said, his eyes boring into mine.

“Chief!” Thibalt said as he appeared at the campsite and mounted his horse. “Ymma needs your help with Cyneswith.”

I mounted Zephyr and looked at Mildrith and Trauwyn. “Guard him.”

As Thibalt and I rode out of the tree line, I saw Ymma riding toward Cyneswith and Gerlind as they struggled with one of the Roman hunters in a nearby copse of trees. They had a rope around his arms, but he continued to thrash as the two women tried to pull him along. Cyneswith struggled to walk.

Giving Zephyr his lead, I overtook Ymma as we dashed toward them. I looked and saw the line of sight to the Roman formation was broken by the heath. Dismounting, I pulled El Chete as I walked up to the swarthy man in Roman chainmail that Badinus said was the standard scout uniform. Another rope was tied around his head as a field expedient gag, but that didn’t keep him from struggling and trying to shout.

I hammered the butt of the machete onto the cap of his helmet, making him stumble to his knees. “Stubborn bastard,” I murmured as I hit him again. He crumpled to the ground.

“Where’s your horse, Cyn?” I knelt next to Ymma to inspect the gash in Cyneswith’s left thigh.

“Came on foot, Chief,” she said between gritted teeth. “Thought it was too close to mess with horses. He turned out to be a tough bastard. We had to leave his gear in the woods.”

Ymma opened a pouch that hung from her belt, pulled out a jar of Nelda’s healing poultice, and pushed the goop into the gash on Cyneswith’s leg. Thibalt handed her a bandage. Ymma cut part of it into a gauze pad then wrapped the wound tightly.

“We’ll need to stitch that, Cyn,” I said. “I’m going to put you on Zephyr. Gerlind, ride with Ymma to get her back to camp. I’ll drag this piece of shit along behind you.”

I picked Cyneswith up and sat her on my saddle. “Take her back to camp, boy,” I told my horse. He dipped his head and took off at a canter that was less jarring and faster than our typical trot. Ymma rode off with them while I tied the Roman’s bindings. I cut off a piece of his tunic, stuffed it into his mouth, and retied the rope to hold it in. When I was done, there were multiple tight coils around his wrists and ankles, pinning his arms to his torso.

“Put him on my horse, Chief,” Thibalt said. “I can walk with you.”

“Good idea, Thibalt.” He grinned in response.

We were back in camp in time to see Nelda and Siobhan tying off the knots of Cyneswith’s sutures. “How’re you doing, Cyn?” I asked.

“I can understand why Heiu got so grumpy after she was shot with that arrow. This…what is it you say about bad stuff, Chief?”

“It sucks,” Siobhan murmured.

Cyneswith smiled. “Ja. It sucks.”

“True,” Ouaren said. “You might as well kill that one,” he added, pointing at the unconscious, bound Roman. “He’s the nephew of a Roman senator and a Christian. He’d rather cut off his own dick than tell you anything.”

“You’re not that loyal?” I asked as I sat on a log near the small fire.

“I was a slave who was sold into the army because a wealthy merchant didn’t want his son to serve, so my loyalty to Rome is tenuous at best. The legate here and the bishop don’t inspire the same loyalty that Gaius did.”

“Gaius Julius Caesar? How do you know about him?” I asked. “He died over three hundred years ago.”

Ouaren shuffled uncomfortably. “Uh, he was a legend. He is still spoken of fondly by many Romans. I heard that Constantinus is a fan of Caesar.”

That makes sense, considering how much he’s still revered by modern military leaders, I thought.

I asked, “What else can you tell me about this bishop and how long the legion will stay posted here?”

“Not much. There’s a rumor that the bishop plans to convert all of Germania, either willingly or by the sword,” the blond man said. “His priests are supposed to be equally rabid.”

Jenn and Nelda helped Cyneswith get up and sit on my lap. I wrapped my arms around her, and she leaned against my armored chest.

“She needs to sleep and heal, Max,” Nelda said. “Are we going to ride today?”

“Ja. Give her what you can that won’t make her too sleepy to ride,” I replied. “Ymma, we need to scout out a new campsite.”

“I’ll take care of it, Chief. Gytha’s not back yet,” she replied.

“She won’t be long, Chief,” Mildrith said.

“I’m sure. Keep our sentries out, Mildrith. Ymma, go now,” I said. “I have an idea, but we need to have everyone out of here before I put it into motion. Cyneswith can ride with Jenn, Nelda, and Gytha to catch up to you.”

“Should I leave my grenades?” Ymma asked.

“No. I’ve got six—that should be plenty if I have to use them,” I told her. She nodded and pulled her squad together.

“When will they arrive?” I asked Ouaren.

“Well before sunset,” he said. “I would expect them any time now.”

It was then that the man on the ground became conscious and started flopping and screaming into his gag. I got fed up, so I slid Cyneswith to the log beside me, dragged the bound man deeper into the woods, and cut his throat.

“What’s the order of march for the bishop?” I asked when I returned, coiling the ropes used to bind the man I had just killed.

“Our cavalry escort should be first. Then the bishop’s entourage on horseback. Then the wagons and slaves, followed by the century of cavalry that escorted him from Rome,” Ouaren said.

“There’s a copse of linden trees and heather right near the road about a league west of the city gate,” Cyneswith said. “Grenades, arrows, and maybe your long weapon for a quick ambush, and then ride like the wind.”

“Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking,” I replied. “Okay, that’s the plan.”

“What do we do with him?” Siobhan asked, pointing at Ouaren.

“Take me with you,” he said. “I’ve been enslaved to the Romans for long enough. I speak languages that could help, and you don’t have a shortage of pretty women.”

“I kill rapists as quickly as I kill priests,” I warned.

“I don’t rape,” Ouaren said. “I’ll help kill the ones that do.”

“You’ll have to run. We don’t have another horse for you,” I told him.

“We can transfer our pack horse’s load onto Ymma’s and our mounts, Chief,” Mildrith suggested. “He’ll have to ride with some supplies behind his saddle like everyone else, but he could keep up that way.”

“One of you needs to lead his horse,” I replied, and she nodded. “Okay, Ouaren. You’re coming with us.”

Gytha arrived, and everyone readied themselves. She left Trauwyn and Theodolinda, another of Ymma’s scouts, to scout the road for the Romans while Siobhan, Thibalt, and I set the ambush. It was a bigger group than I wanted to risk, but given the forces we expected, it was about right.

It couldn’t have gone much better. The scouts gave us notice when the enemy was five hundred yards away. The first cavalry unit rode past us, and then Siobhan lobbed a grenade with her throwing stick to land right behind them, in front of the priests. Before it exploded, I shot four priests with arrows, and then Siobhan tossed a grenade among them. The scouts lobbed two grenades into the rear cavalry century, and Siobhan tossed another at the lead century. Meanwhile, I picked up my rifle and invested nine bullets to shoot the two centurions, the bishop, and any priests who didn’t look terrified enough.

Then we ran to our horses, mounted them, and took off at gallop once we cleared the tree line, skirting the Köln valley to get on the northbound Roman road.

We slowed to a canter as we hurried north in the gloom of the coming sunset. About five leagues north of Köln, Gytha stepped onto the road and waved us down. We followed her off the road to the west, passed through some woods, and arrived at a campsite next to a pond.


8


NEUSS


“Nice site, Gytha,” I said as I led Zephyr into the campsite.

There was a small stream feeding an equally small pond that ran off and fed into a larger stream, which ran toward the Rhine.

“Ymma found this one, Chief. She’s out setting sentries right now,” Gytha replied. “She said she found an interesting ambush site, which I’m looking forward to seeing.”

“Tomorrow,” I said. “I’d love to thin them down a little when they return home, but I won’t throw your lives away just to make a point. I’ll look at the site, and then we’ll have to see who they send back to Neuss. Did you find any towers?”

“One, but no one was in it. We picked up some food stocks from their larder—oats, flour, a roll of dried meat, and a couple of jars with some oil and berries in it,” she said. “Romans eat strange food.”

“They eat what they grow and what they can forage, just like the rest of us,” I replied as I replaced Zephyr’s hackamore with a tether to let him wander around the small meadow and graze. He stood patiently while I gently scratched the base of his ears, and then he shook his head and wandered off.

“We find German food strange, too,” Ouaren said as he wandered up. “What’s in the jars?”

“The berries in oil sound like olives,” I replied, using the English word. “We can check after camp is set up.”

“Olivae? How do you know about those?” he asked.

“We had them in our homeland, but I think they came from Italy initially,” I answered, again using the English word.

“You have been to Italia?” he asked, surprised. I was surprised too, at the fact that he understood me. I shrugged it off, assuming the English pronunciation was similar enough for understanding.

“No. But it is known in my homeland. We borrowed many things from there. Army officers commonly read the Commentarii de Bello Gallico,” I explained. “What have you been doing?”

“Gathering wood for the fires,” he replied with a smirk. “Between Thibalt, your wife, and myself, I think we have enough wood for five fires for two days. How many wives do you have? You said one recently died, and it appears you have three here.”

“You ask a lot of questions,” I growled.

“I’m a curious guy,” he replied with a shit-eating grin.

“I have six—er, five wives.” My good humor fled. “The one I mentioned died, leaving five. Nelda is promised to me, but I’m making her wait until she’s eighteen, as is my people’s custom.”

“Stupid custom. She’s a fine-looking woman, and she’s an adult by both Roman and German customs. How many are you planning to have?” Ouaren pressed, still grinning.

“I had only planned to have one, but then life happened,” I growled.

Ouaren’s eyes glinted. “May I have leave to bathe, Chief? Perhaps some of the scouts could rub my back,” he said.

I locked eyes with him. “You may bathe. Take Thibalt with you. He’s like a son to me, so if you harm him, I’ll hunt you down, skin you, and tie you to a tree before I smear honey on your raw flesh to attract bugs and bears. Same goes for any of the ladies. If they choose to be with you, that’s fine, but if you try to force them—same result as if you hurt Thibalt. Am I clear?”

“You’re clear, Chief,” he replied seriously. “I’m not a bad man, Chief. Some people don’t like my teasing nature. It’s why I’ve been in the scouts for so long.”

“Understood. Go clean up,” I told him. He bowed his head slightly and walked off to find Thibalt.

“Do you trust him?” Gytha asked.

“I want to, but he has to earn it.”

“Maybe we can recruit others like him, Romans who are fed up with their leaders,” she mused.

“That’s an idea,” I said, setting it aside to mull over later.

Dragging my gear to our campfire, I collected kisses from Nelda, Jenn, and Siobhan before checking on Cyneswith, who was sleeping near the fire.

Nelda grinned at me. “I gave her a sleeping and healing tonic.”

“Yeah, I remember those. Hopefully you let her lie down before you gave it to her,” I replied.

Nelda cuddled up to hug me as she looked up into my face. “She’s not as stubborn as you were. She listens,” my little fiancée said smugly.

“I’m making some fresh acorn cakes with the last of the bacon,” Jenn said. “Maybe you can make some bread from that flour.”

“Sure. Is the starter still alive, Nelda?”

She opened a jar and sniffed it. “Maybe. It hasn’t been fed since we left Diez, but it still faintly smells like beer.”

“I’ll see what I can do after I bathe,” I said.

“Buckets are off to the side, Maxwell,” Jenn drawled.

“Thanks, Jennifer,” I replied affectionately.

Nelda, Siobhan, and I stripped and washed each other. It was a first for Nelda, and she reveled in the attention as I washed her strong back, firm buttocks, and lean legs. She pouted slightly when I nibbled on Siobhan’s buttocks. Then they both scrubbed my back.

After we dressed, I took the buckets downstream from the pond to empty, rinse, and fill them from the creek upstream of the pond, having seen the horses wallowing in the shallows.

I was able to make two loaves of bread and fed the sourdough starter to sustain us for a few days. Ouaren was amazed that I had made the bread dough, and I explained that I learned to do it before I was married. A wave of melancholy hit me as I remembered all the ladies and Gregor at the farm prior to the fateful airplane flight, but it passed quickly when Jenn laid across my shoulders to hug me from behind, kissing my neck.

Siobhan and I helped Jenn bathe, and then we settled in to wait on the bread. Ymma returned and briefed us on her findings.

Pointing at Jenn’s map, she described the lay of the land. “We’re roughly here,” she said, pointing to the lakes west of modern-day Dormagen. “The lakes on the map are different. There’s only this pond and the creek running into and out of it.”

“That’s pretty typical from what we’ve found. The waters changed over time,” Jenn murmured in English.

“The Roman road veers off this heavy line to follow closer to this line,” Ymma said, pointing to Neusser Straße on the map. “There is a sizeable town between the road and the river.”

“The Romans call it Durnomagus, but the locals called it Dornomagen,” Ouaren interjected. “They’re not very friendly to the Romans, and they speak Saxon. The legate sent a cohort to punish them for sacrificing priests, so now they just ignore them or drive them out of town by throwing shit on them if they’re too obnoxious.”

“They probably had it right the first time,” I said with a frown. “There are priests who are gentle souls who care for people, but I haven’t met any like that from Rome.”

“You won’t find them,” Ouaren replied. “From what I’ve witnessed, the Christians are all about controlling people. I’m certain they wish to subjugate the empire.”

“I agree,” I murmured. “What else, Ymma?”

“There’s an old fort sitting roughly here,” she said, pointing to a community marker for Gnadental. “There are soldiers on the wall, but the wood looks pretty old. Maybe older than Deuton Fort. One grenade would probably open a big hole. The fort has a small palisade, and huts are all around the outside of the wall.”

She pointed a little farther north. “There’s another town about a league north along the road, but we didn’t see any indication of soldiers, just villagers standing guard over the people working the fields. They also have a palisade and a gate, but the poles aren’t as thick as the Roman fort. I could see where they had removed and replaced some of the poles by hammering them to the adjacent logs.”

Pointing back to the area nearer to the Roman fort, she said, “We could set up in the woods along this river that feeds into the Rhine. The tree cover is heavy and ideal for us to shoot out of. It would be bad for cavalry to charge into, and it would be difficult for a massed infantry charge, too. There are protected spots for us to stage our horses for a quick escape back to the south to our camp here.”

Ouaren spoke up. “The soldiers stay out of the town. It’s the same problem as Durnomagus—they’re mostly Saxon-speaking people, and they don’t like the Romans. But they’d probably all fight among themselves if the Romans weren’t there.”

“Okay, Gytha, I want scouts watching the road about a league south of here to see how many troops are coming. Make it two leagues if you think you need more lead time to get into position. If it's not too many, we can ambush them. I’ll go up with Ymma to walk the ground. Ouaren, how long until the legion returns to Neuss?”

“It depends,” he said after a moment’s thought. “If the bishop survived your ambush, he’ll want to keep the legion close for a while. Since the city is governed by the bishop, any surviving priests might make the same demands. The legate will cave to that pressure because he can take advantage of the city baths and food for a while. If that happens, he may send anywhere from a century to a cohort. I haven’t noticed a tendency for consistent behavior from this legate.”

“Okay, that’s the plan for now,” I said. “Everyone, get as much rest as you can while we’re here. We could be riding hard for Deuton next, or we might be fighting here first. Be prepared for either. Questions?”

“Are you going to keep us all awake all night, Chief?” Ymma teased.

“Only through the first watch. Wake me up for the third watch,” I told her.

“He’s not kidding,” she said to Gytha.

“That’s why his fire is over here and not with the other fires,” Gytha replied with a smirk.

Jenn hooked an arm and pulled me up off the log I was sitting on. “Let’s go, Maxwell. I have a lot of tension from the ride today, and you need to help me work it off.”

“Get some rest,” I told the scouts as I followed Jenn’s lush ass.

I noticed Thibalt following Ymma to her fire to receive an embrace from Gerlind before the two of them lay down together. Ymma chuckled and laid out her bedroll before ghosting off to check on her sentries.

Siobhan, Jenn, Nelda, and I all stripped down and crawled between two sleeping bags. All four of us cuddled and kissed for a while, then Nelda got up to check on Cyneswith.

The rest of us changed position until Siobhan had her face between Jenn’s thighs and my cock in her pussy. I drove hard and fast, quickly taking Siobhan to an orgasm without slowing down. A tingle was just starting to build, and I had worked well over three-quarters of my little monster inside of her when she screamed between Jenn’s lush thighs, seized up hard, and collapsed into a quivering mess.

Pulling out of Siobhan, I crawled up to kiss her, enjoying Jenn’s musk on her sweet lips. Eventually, she wrapped her arms around my neck. “Thank you, husband,” she whispered in her gran’s brogue.

“Get up here,” Jenn ordered, pulling Siobhan up to the pillow that was her clothes.

Nelda rejoined us and gave me a wet kiss, her rough hand stroking my wet cock as Jenn dived between Siobhan’s still-quivering thighs. Nelda positioned me at Jenn’s entrance and then laid down next to Siobhan to kiss her and play with her breasts as Jenn went to work.

Again, I set a fast hard pace with Jenn. Soon, she had all but two inches inside her sloppy-wet pussy, and the muscles of her channel were fluttering in a mild climax. I hammered my hips into her lush ass for about another minute before she clamped down hard on me and flooded her channel in viscous fluid. As far as I could tell, a long moan was the only interruption in her ministrations to Siobhan, who was muting her screams by kissing Nelda. The tingling at the base of my spine returned quickly, and as quietly as possible, I grunted as I joined Siobhan in orgasmic bliss, releasing stream after stream of cum into my Latina wife.

Jenn keened as she joined us in another climax, and I collapsed on her back.

After we rode the waves of our combined bliss, I pulled out of Jenn and dropped to Siobhan’s other side. Utterly spent, Jenn rolled over on top of Nelda, trying to catch her breath. She scooped a glob of my cum from her dripping hole and held it out to Nelda. “You wanna try it, baby?” she asked in English. Nelda opened her mouth, and Jenn deposited her gift to the girl.

“It’s good!” Nelda said. “Can I have more?”

“Lick it out of me, sweetie,” Jenn purred.

As Nelda crawled between her thighs, I murmured in English, “Jailbait much, Jennifer?”

“She’s perfectly legal here, Maxwell. Stop being such a curmudgeon and claim her as a wife.” Returning to Saxon, Jenn moaned to Nelda, “Oh, you’re a natural, sweetie.”

Nelda simply bobbed her head as she cleaned Jenn.

“You’re such an eejit, Max,” Siobhan whispered in English. “She can heal people and go into combat with us, but she can’t ride your lovely cock. That’s just not right, husband.” She kissed me and rolled on her side to cuddle Jenn.

“Principles,” I grumbled.

Nelda broke from her task to murmur, “Principles suck.” Then she dropped her head again.

“Tell me about it,” I whispered. I noticed Cyneswith watching the two women with wide eyes. “Get some sleep, you two.”

“Ooh! Soon, Maxwell. Soon,” Jenn groaned.

Spooned around Siobhan, I fell asleep to my wife’s moans.
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I felt someone shaking my foot and opened my eyes to find Gudrun squatting at my feet. If there had been more light, she would have been flashing me her goodies, but the shadows protected her privacy.

“Time for watch, Chief,” she said. Then the cheeky little wench held the hem of her kilt to make sure I could see her bush before she walked off.

I kissed Siobhan on my left shoulder and Nelda on my right, then I slid out of the bedroll, grabbed my clothes from where I’d rolled them up as a pillow, and stepped into my pants. I noticed the dim firelight reflecting off Cyneswith’s eyes as I pulled my boxers up.

I finished dressing, dropped my armor over my head, and strapped my weapons belt on. Cyneswith sat up and waved me over. I knelt next to her, and she cinched my armor snugly.

“Why are you up, Cyn?” I murmured.

“I couldn’t sleep after watching your family,” she replied. “I never imagined your wives did those things.”

“Multiple wives in a marriage isn’t common where we’re from, but when it does happen, it’s not uncommon for the women to share pleasure while waiting for time with the husband,” I told her.

“I’ve heard whispers about some women doing that—women who don’t have husbands,” Cyneswith murmured, looking around to see if anyone was listening.

“I imagine it’s true,” I told her quietly. “It’s not a rarity for women who don’t like how men treat them to pleasure each other. Others just prefer women. Most people where we’re from are fine with that.”

“How many wives do you plan to have, Chief?” Her voice was nearly inaudible.

“I only ever planned to have one, Cyn. When we landed here, we didn’t meet any people right away, so we decided to marry each other so no one would be alone,” I murmured in reply, only spinning the truth a little bit. “After that, I didn’t plan for more than six, but Nelda snuck in when I wasn’t paying attention. The other wives blessed her to join us, and they seem to be less disciplined than I am about following our tradition that you must be eighteen to marry.”

“That’s a stupid tradition, Chief,” she said. “She rides into battle with us. She’s completed all of her healer training. She’s an adult.”

I watched her expression as I thought that over. Before she could say anything else, I asked, “How are you feeling, Cyn? I’m worried about you.”

“I feel better, Chief. I can ride in the morning,” she said.

Nelda got out of bed and wrapped her arms around my neck. I tried not to think of her juicy, nude young body pressing into my armor. “Do you think she needs another sleeping tonic, Nelda?”

“Yes, Max,” she replied. “She probably can ride tomorrow, but another round of tonic will help her catch up on her sleep and get stronger. It’ll be ready shortly,” she said.

Cyneswith and I watched Nelda squat next to the fire and put some powder in one of her wooden cups before adding water from the pot on the fire. I filled the pot from the bucket as Nelda stirred her potion and watched Cyneswith drink it.

Gudrun appeared at the edge of the firelight, waiting patiently for me to join her. I knelt and pressed a kiss to Cyneswith’s forehead before giving Nelda a warm kiss on her lips. Then I slipped off to follow Gudrun.

“Would I get a kiss if I’ve been stabbed?” Gudrun teased.

“If you get stabbed, I’m going to spank your ass until it’s so red you can’t sit,” I growled.

“A spanking might be worth it if it comes with a kiss,” she replied.

I swatted her firm bottom, and she gasped before giggling and ducking into the woods.

Once Gudrun had shown me where all the sentries were posted, she snuck a kiss on my cheek before ghosting off to find her bedroll. I found a quiet spot in the woods and settled in, letting myself drift into my awareness trance.

Throughout the early morning, I got up and checked the sentries about every hour. I had to shake Theodolinda and Rechtrude awake at different times, but in general, the ladies stayed alert. I thought it might be worthwhile to teach the awareness trance to the newbies.

As the sun crested the mountains to the east, I woke the camp, making sure to kiss my three ladies good morning.

About an hour after sunrise, Ymma, Gytha, Siobhan, Thibalt, Ouaren, and I rode off to look at Ymma’s proposed ambush site. We arrived about twenty minutes later, and Ymma showed us what she was thinking.

“We can stay in the deeper woods to the west, fire on them, and then run back for our mounts and follow the creek back to camp,” she said.

“Have you followed the route all the way back to the camp?” I asked.

“Not yet, Chief,” Ymma replied.

“Okay, but we’ll need to do that before we try to set up an ambush. My only issue so far is that we’d be shooting uphill. That’s tricky with arrows,” I said. “We haven’t trained that.”

“We could shoot from the trees,” Gytha said. “Either way, the elevation difference isn’t much at fifty yards or less.”

“True. We have stories of old battles fought from the trees. What the stories don’t say is that you need to build shooting platforms in the trees and clear your fields of fire,” I replied. “It’s not insurmountable, but it takes time to prepare, and we’d have to factor in time to crawl up and down the trees. There really aren’t any trees big enough for that on this side of the road anyway.”

I walked along both sides of the road, looking at fields of fire and concealment. A little farther north was a copse of more mature trees, yet the dense heather that was on the south side was still between most of the trees along the road.

“Okay, this might work. We’d be able to shoot flat or even slightly downhill. The heather would protect us pretty well, and there aren’t many gaps in it along the road. Even so, this only works if we’re facing about a century-size unit. Otherwise, they’ll overwhelm us,” I said.

“They will send some cavalry along. The heather will slow them a little, but they will get through,” Ouaren added.

“True, but they won’t be able to mass in the forest. Sadly, we don’t have spears to deal with that,” I grumbled. “Oh well, we didn’t plan to attack anyone on this trip. Just because that didn’t turn out as planned doesn’t mean we have to be stupid here. Ymma, it was a good idea, but with this small of a force, I don’t want to risk it.”

“Even with…?” Gytha patted her waterproof bag, which contained the grenades.

“Yeah, even with that. We don’t have many, and I’d rather save them to get us out of a tough spot,” I replied.

“Sorry, Chief,” Ymma said despondently.

“Ymma, there’s no need for you to be sorry. You thought of a way for us to move our strategy forward in a way we didn’t expect,” I told her. “That’s excellent. Please, keep doing that. We’ll have to take risks to attain our goals, but this one is a bigger risk than I want to accept with what we have available. Keep the good ideas coming, though. Do you have a count of soldiers at Neuss, yet?”

“No, Chief. We ran out of light,” she said. “I’ll go recon that now.”

“Let’s all go,” I said.

Ymma led the way and stopped in the woods, crawling to the wood line where the Romans had cleared the field around the fort.

There were people in the fields outside the fort and soldiers guarding them as they tilled their fields. One of the soldiers shouted at a young woman and stalked toward her. She turned and ran toward us, and the soldier gave chase.

“Oh shit,” Thibalt murmured.

“Ouaren, with me. The rest of you stay put,” I growled.

I handed my bow to Ouaren as the soldier tackled the girl about one hundred yards in front of us. “Hold this for me. Toss it to me when I call for it.” Then I stretched my long legs as the soldier backhanded the girl. He loosened his kilt of leather strips—I had closed the distance to only thirty yards away.

“He dropped his pteruges,” Ouaren said as he struggled to keep up. “There’s no doubt of his intent.”

“Nor mine,” I replied as the soldier loosened the drawstring holding his trousers.

As I got within twenty yards, I called, “Hey! Rape is not allowed. Back off if you want to live!”

The soldier paused and looked at me quizzically before growling something in a language similar to Italian. I didn’t understand it, but I was close enough to enforce my will, stepping through and kicking him under the chin.

The girl stirred. She had dark blonde hair and a growing bruise on her cheekbone. I lifted her to her feet and said, “Run to the woods. My wife will help you.”

She looked at me briefly and ran off in the direction I pointed.

Ouaren stepped out of the way as the soldier drew his sword and ran at me. I pulled my own sword and prepared for his attack.

The Roman growled and stabbed at me, but I tapped it aside with the point of my blade toward the ground and then backhanded the pommel just under his nose. He stutter-stepped backward, and I took a lunging forward step as I whipped the blade, removing his head.

I cut off a piece of his tunic and used it to wipe my blade as some of the guards yelled at me. After cleaning and sheathing my sword, I extended a hand to Ouaren. “Now.”

My bow flew forward, and I snagged it out of the air. I pulled three arrows from my quiver and held them in my bow hand before I drew a fourth back with the bowstring.

I targeted the grizzled-looking soldier leading the charge toward me.

Kat, guide my aim, my love.

I shot the soldier in the eye, then the next closest guy got one in the base of the throat. Another got an arrow in the bladder, right through the strips in his leather kilt, or pteruges, as Ouaren had called it. The fourth arrow went into the foot of another soldier before I grabbed three more arrows. The remaining four soldiers pulled up to a stop about thirty yards away as I started backing toward the woodlands.

“Ouaren, tell them that I will kill all rapists,” I ordered.

My Roman recruit repeated something twice in one language and then another. The first sounded like Latin, and the second sounded like Italian again.

“Run for your horse, Ouaren,” I ordered.

“Not smart, Saxon,” one of the soldiers said slowly in our language.

“Attacking my village was not smart,” I replied. “Now I will drive you all from our lands or feed the ground with your blood. I care not which.”

They continued to follow me slowly as I retreated.

The talker looked at the other three like he was coordinating an attack, so I put an arrow in his eye before shooting two more men. I kept my bow on the last guy, who had dropped back.

He stopped and looked at me before sliding his sword into its sheath. “I am from the Celts,” he said carefully in rough Saxon. “May I join you?”

“Can you give me the fort?” I asked.

“In ten days,” he replied. “I can bring Neuss, the town just north of here, too. Most of us posted here now are from Germania or Gallia lands. We irregulars here are tired of Romans, ready to fight them,” he said. “Many Roman soldiers are slaves or poor men forced to serve as soldiers. They have no love for Rome. I can recruit them, too.”

“Good. Remember—all rapists will be put to death,” I told him. “I’ll be back in ten days.”

The man nodded. “I am Xorinix,” he said. “And you?”

“I am Max, war chief of the Katthi. Spread the word that the Celts and the German tribes must all join if we want to drive the Romans back to Italia.”

I put my fingers in my mouth and released a shrill whistle. Soon the pounding of hooves approached from behind me, and Zephyr appeared beside me. I put my bow in its case and mounted the big beast

After striking my breastplate, I wheeled Zephyr around, and we galloped back to our unit.

“Deeper into the woods,” I ordered immediately. “Gytha, post a sentry to watch the road and the fort.” I lifted the girl I had just rescued and sat her on Zephyr’s saddle as I led the way for about a hundred yards.

“My name is Max. What is your name?” I asked.

“Ardith,” she replied quietly.

“Do you have any family back in the fort?”

“No. The soldiers came and grabbed people in Neuss to work their fields. I was taking some early greens to the carver for some new bowls. My mother may not know they took me,” she answered.

“We’ll get you home. Will it be safe for you there?”

“As safe as it is for anyone.”

“Are the people in the town ready to drive the Romans away?” I asked.

“We all hate them,” she said. “Some are nicer than others. Some are worse. Some aren’t even Roman.”

“Do you know Xorinix?” I asked, looking up at her as we came to a stop.

She nodded. “He seems okay. He’s not Roman. He doesn’t speak Saxon very well, but he’s always been kind to the people in town.”

“Well, that makes me feel a little better about trusting him,” I replied, and the girl smiled at me. “I also don’t speak Saxon well either, but I’m learning.”

Ardith giggled. “You speak it pretty well, Chief.”

“Thank you,” I replied. “Will the town allow us to enter and leave freely?”

“They rarely stop anyone,” she said. “But if there are Roman soldiers there, they might stop you from leaving since you look like soldiers.”

“Thank you for talking to me. Once the rest of my people are here, we will take you to the front gate before we ride off to our next stop,” I said.

Turning to the remaining scout leader, I said, “Ymma, you and Thibalt go back to camp, recover all the scouts, and get on the road. Once you’re here, we’ll drop off Ardith and continue our journey.”

“Yes, Chief,” both replied with a thump of the fist on their armored chest before dashing off to execute my orders.
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We waited about thirty minutes, drinking water and sharing our dried meat and acorn cakes. Then I led us closer to the edge of the woodlands and tethered the horses before crawling forward to join Gytha.

“Anything?”

“No, Chief,” she murmured. “They dragged the bodies inside the fort, and then the guy you talked to came out. He went to each of the farmers and gave them a coin or coins. It looks like they have a water pot and a soup pot outside the gate now.”

“If he keeps that going, he may be able to deliver,” I mused.

“I could go for a bowl of soup tonight,” Gytha said wistfully.

“Depending on how long it takes to pack up the camp, we could be at Deuton Fort tonight,” I said. “We’ll need to get on the road before midday, and that’ll still put us there after dark.”

A little before the sun reached its zenith, we heard the sparrow call that the scouts used before Mildrith and Ermenhild appeared on the road.

“Let’s go,” I called out to Ouaren and Siobhan as I led Ardith and Zephyr out of the woods. I helped the girl into the saddle and addressed the two newly arrived scouts. “This is Ardith. I’m going to drop her off at the town of Neuss so her mother stops worrying, then we’ll head north.”

“Hello, Ardith. I’m Ermenhild.”

“Hello. I’m Mildrith,” Gytha’s second said before addressing her squad leader. “Mom, I thought we’d screen forward. The main body is about a league behind us. It took a while to round up the scouts to the south and break camp since the night sentries were getting some rest.”

“Sounds good. Are you fit, or do you need a break?” Gytha asked.

“We’re good, Mom,” she replied. “Maybe swap out after two breaks. Ymma said she can take over then.”

“Okay, go ahead. Slow and careful, ladies,” Gytha said.

The two scouts’ horses took off at a walk along the northbound Roman road. I gave Gytha a one-armed hug and told her, “You’re a good leader, Gytha. I’m proud of you.”

She looked up at me with a grin. “Thanks, Chief.”

“Okay, let’s start walking to the town. I’ll lead Zephyr on foot. The rest of the unit should catch up before long.”

As we walked north toward the town, I kept an eye on the fields in front of the fort. They all noticed us, and a few watched us, but no one challenged us.

Ardith called out to another girl, “Ilse, I’ll let your mother know you’re here.”

“Dank!” Ilse called in response. “Tante Gunde is here, too.”

“I’ll tell them,” she replied with a wave.

After about twenty minutes, we reached the path from the Roman road into the town. I led Zephyr onto the path and dropped his reins.

As I lifted Ardith from my saddle, she asked, “Can I come with you, Chief?”

“Don’t you think your mother needs you here?” I responded.

“I’m fourteen. I can make my own decisions.” She didn’t look like she was sure, though.

“If my fourteen-year-old daughter asked to leave with some strange man, I would hope she would get permission from my wife and me,” I replied, watching one of the gate guards walk forward.

“Will you wait while I ask?”

“Not long—hurry” I urged. At the same time, a worn-looking woman ran from the gate calling, “Ardith!”

“YOU!” the guard shouted as he approached. “Drop your weapons and come inside the gate!” He pointed a short sword at me. It looked like a Roman gladius, and he held it straight out at his shoulder and pointed it at me, Gytha, Siobhan, and Ouaren. His speech sounded like Katthi-accented Saxon.

I raised my hands and let him get close enough that his sword was only about a foot out of reach. Then I launched forward, deflecting his sword hand inside and whipping down to grab his wrist in my left hand as my right foot landed. Continuing to hold his arm with my left, I thrust the palm of my right hand into his chin.

Shifting forward, I hammered my right fist into his right shoulder, and he slammed into the ground, his sword dropping from his fingers. After stepping on the side of his head, I twisted his arm and folded his wrist into a lock that pushed backward against his elbow.

Ardith’s mother ran up and embraced her, watching me carefully.

When the guard finally stopped struggling and groaning, I spoke. “That’s a good sword, and you seem comfortable using it. We need good men who will fight to drive the Romans back to their homelands. Don’t make me kill you for being stupid.”

“Who are you?” Ardith’s mother asked.

“I’m Max, war chief of the Katthi,” I replied as Ymma led the rest of our unit into the clearing at a trot. I watched them array in a semicircle behind Siobhan, Gytha, and Ouaren. Turning back to Ardith’s mother, I asked, “What’s your name?”

“Cynewise,” she replied. “Why do you want my daughter to go with you?”

“I don’t,” I answered. “She asked if she could, and I told her she needed your permission.”

Kneeling down, I lifted the guard back to his feet, and Cynewise looked at her daughter. “Why do you want to go? What will you do?”

“His warriors are all women, Mama,” the girl replied. “I will go with them.”

“Not all,” I replied. “Our infantry are all men. Our women are archers and scouts”—I gestured to the fierce warriors behind me—“and these are some of them.”

“Why do you force women to fight?” the mother asked.

The guard’s hand moved slowly toward his belt knife, so I wrapped him in a come-along hold. “Calm down. I won’t hurt you as long as you don’t attack.”

Refocusing on Cynewise, I responded, “We have been repeatedly attacked by Frankish mercenaries and Roman soldiers. Many of the people in our village were driven out of other villages. We don’t force anyone to fight, but we train everyone in our villages to fight—even children as young as seven and the men maimed in previous battles. Most of the women, plus the young and the walking wounded stay home, but they are ready to defend the villages and our farms. While I took a cohort to Ksanten, two Roman cohorts attacked our home. By the end of it, over 700 Romans lay dead on the field, whereas we lost twenty-three women and nine men.”

By now, I had Cynewise’s ear, and even the soldier was no longer struggling. I continued, impassioned. “I plan to drive the Romans out of our lands. Either that or fertilize the ground with Roman blood. But to do that, all of us must know how and be willing to fight. Not just the Katthi, but all Saxon-speaking people, all the Schwäbe, all the Franks, and all the Celts. Rome has conquered us because we fight among ourselves. Three hundred years ago, the Celts almost defeated them by fighting together. They failed because they didn’t manage to mass all their fighters together. Not long after, Ermen slaughtered them, but he didn’t keep his army intact—the Saxon tribes resumed fighting amongst each other. The Romans took vengeance on us by splitting the tribes, slaughtering our people, and driving us from our lands. We let them because we didn’t stand together.

“I’m enlisting allies among all the peoples of our lands. We will all train to fight in a way that allows us to mass our might against the Romans and drive them back to Italy,” I said, using the English pronunciation for the Roman homeland.

“The Romans are strong, wealthy, and organized,” the soldier rebutted.

“They are well-trained and organized. Their wealth was stolen from all the lands they invaded, including ours. Their supply trains stretch back to their homelands, and many of their soldiers are our people and slaves, forced to serve in the army. We give them another choice—fight for us, or die as a Roman,” I growled.

“I want to learn to fight!” Ardith exclaimed.

“Why?” I asked quietly. The two adults seemed surprised by my question after my impassioned soliloquy.

“So I can help people,” she said uncertainly, as though she were trying the idea on for size.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes!” she said decisively.

“Good,” I replied with a smile. “Stay here. Spread the word among the women. I’ll be back with soldiers to train you soon. We will teach you to defend your town. When you have some experience, then maybe you can join the battle archers or scouts.” I cupped her cheek and smiled. “My village needs to plant just like yours does, so we’re covering for each other and looking for allies. Then we’ll be back with more people.”

I released the soldier and turned him to face me. “I think things at your fort will change soon. Spread the word to your friends and neighbors. Keep the Romans out of town. Teach the small children to use slings and to run, and teach the youths to use spears and bows in addition to slings and running.”

I clasped his shoulder. “My name is Max, and I’m coming back.”

“I’m Kenway. Well met, Max,” he said. “But we’re not all Katthi.”

“Doesn’t matter,” I replied. “I’ve talked to Celts, Franks, and Alemanns, too. And our chief is sending people to talk to the western Saxon tribes, the Jutes, and the Angles.” I looked at Kenway seriously. “We must all stand together—not just for a battle or a war, but from this point forward. If we don’t, the Romans will regroup and come back. We need to talk to build an agreement on how to make that work, and we all must be committed to it.”

“I’ll spread the word,” Kenway replied.

“Me too,” Cynewise and Ardith chimed, and then smiled at each other.

“Goot. I need to be moving north. I’ll see you all in half a moon cycle.” I swung up into my saddle. “Until then,” I said, saluting them with my fist on my heart.

I turned Zephyr back toward the road and said, “Let’s go, Gytha.”

The scout leader called, “Third squad in the lead. Second squad, trail the chief.”

“Ja, Mom,” the scouts barked back, and Gytha led her squad onto the Roman road heading north.

Falling into formation with my ladies, I turned to Jenn and said, “We’re not going to make it to Deuton. Do you have a place picked?”

“Yes, Maxwell,” Jenn purred. She managed to sound sexy despite being bounced by her trotting mount. “Based on the map, the road appeared to follow train tracks before merging onto Highway 57 to modern-day Krefeld. Unfortunately, the forests, clearings, and waterways are all just a little different than what the map says, but we should be able to find a campsite near there. I bet the road bounces back and forth between where they eventually lay the train tracks and the highway all the way to Duisburg…er, I mean Deuton.”

We alternated between a canter, trot, and walk to strike a balance between speed and keeping the horses relatively fresh. After five leagues, we stopped for a break. Cyneswith’s bandage was spotted with a little blood, and she looked pretty tired from riding wounded. Nelda insisted Cyneswith stay with the command group so she could watch her. We stayed on break long enough for Nelda to build a small fire and heat just enough water for a potion. While it was heating, she put some more of her goop for wounds on Cyneswith’s cut and rebandaged it.

Jenn was making notes on her map when she stopped and spoke in English. “Huh. If we crossed the river here, we could catch a plane home. Dusseldorf is an international airport, right?”

“You’d have to ask Gabi,” I replied in the same language. “As much as I miss our life in Colorado, I don’t think I could leave our extended family here.”

“Me neither,” Siobhan said, and Jenn nodded.

“Good thing. You are stuck with me, husband,” Nelda quipped, grinning because she could contribute to the conversation in our native tongue. Then she switched back to Saxon. “The tonic is ready. Cyn can drink it in the saddle.”

After talking to Ymma about pacing our mounts, I helped Cyneswith into the saddle. Nelda handed her the cup of tonic, and Ymma’s squad took over the lead heading north at a walk. We took the trot out of our rotation to reduce the wear on Cyneswith’s wound. Even so, we met Helga and Ädwyn, some of Ymma’s scouts, on the side of the road when the sun was still a finger above the horizon.

I noticed there was a small village near our campsite. The lead scouts had a small fire going already.

Jenn consulted her map after we dismounted. I walked the site with Ymma, Helga, and Ädwyn.

“This is roughly Uerdingen,” Jenn said, consulting her map.

“It’s a good time to hunt,” I observed. “Siobhan and I can go look for some fresh meat.”

“Just bring her back here to fuck her so we can prep the food while you entertain yourself, Maxwell,” Jenn teased.

“Aw!” Siobhan groaned as I said “Cockblocker!” at the same time.

Ymma grabbed my wrist and said, “Um, Chief…look at the river.”

Through a break in the trees along the riverbank, I noticed a ramp from the water onto the shore before motion caught my eye.

A boat rowed past, with shields mounted on the side, and a similar boat followed. I thought I counted twelve oars on the side facing the shore, but it might have been fifteen or more. The boat was relatively small, yet bigger than the little flat-bottomed barges the cohort at Deuton Fort had. Another passed the gap in the trees, displaying a graceful, curved bird figure on the front, and the prow poked up out of the water.

A soldier was up front giving commands, two more stood by the stowed mast, and two stood on the twin tillers in the rear. I counted fifteen oars on it and on the next one. The smaller boats were followed by a bigger boat with a foredeck and a scorpion mounted on it. It had a standard prow with a bow ornament that was probably part of the keel and curled toward the rear like a snail. There were only eight oars per side, and there was a drummer beating time next to the tillermen. The rowers appeared to be slaves, and a two-man crew manned the scorpion. Two slaves stood by the mast.

“Thirty-five men in the smaller ships,” I murmured. “Did anyone get a count on the larger one? I only saw eight per side.” My question was for the scouts, but it was Ouaren who answered.

“The patrol ship has sixteen rowers, Chief. It’s getting close to sunset, so they’ll stop at the next fort. I think that’s Deutonis, right?” he asked.

“Shit!” I exclaimed before I ran back to Zephyr. “Ymma, put out the fires. Gytha, take the lead and do your best to keep up with me. Ouaren, I counted five of the troop transports. What’s that mean?”

“You probably have a primus pilus on the move, Chief,” he replied. “That’s a double-strength, veteran century.”

“Fuck!” I growled. “Follow as fast as you safely can,” I ordered as I wheeled Zephyr toward the road. “I need a horn.”

“Take mine, Chief,” Cyneswith said, pulling the cord from around her torso. I hooked it from her, dropped it over my head, and kicked my heels into Zephyr. The beast exploded forward, and I leaned low over his neck.

“Damnit, Max!” I heard Siobhan curse as she kicked Mickey to keep up.

The big stallion ran like his namesake. I estimated we had a little over three leagues to cover in the evening twilight, and I knew I’d have to rein Zephyr in shortly so he wouldn’t go lame or have a heart attack. He galloped more than the distance on our first day together, but we’d been moving fast all day and I was a lot heavier than a jockey, especially with my armor and gear.

The problem I was trying to address in my head was that those boats probably moved faster than horses did at a canter. The river curved, and maybe they’d slow down as the light dropped, but either way, I needed to get to the fort quickly.

My people at the fort had fifteen grenades at most. The additional five in my bag could turn out to be critical.

I could feel Zephyr starting to push, so I slowed him back to a canter. He shook his head and fought me briefly before admitting that slowing down was a good idea, but he still ate up ground at a good rate.

After roughly fifteen minutes, I saw a Roman tower on a hill. I didn’t know whether I would be able to get past it without a fight, so I raised the horn to my lips and started blowing long notes.

Zephyr didn’t like it, but he settled down after the first couple and kept moving when I sat back so it wasn’t blasting right behind his head.

Shit, Jenn has my rifle! I realized. I don’t have a throwing stick, either! Guess I’ll have to do this the old-fashioned way.

As we approached the tower, the sentries on the battlement waved cordially, as they too started blowing a horn.

I pulled up and rode closer to the tower. “Romans in boats heading toward Deuton Fort.”

The sentries waved again, and five squads of men ran out of the back of the tower and organized themselves into a platoon formation in front of the tower. I turned Zephyr back to the road, and he slowly worked back up from a trot to a canter as we covered the last league to Deuton.

As we rode down the hill above the fort, I heard the horns blowing in the fort.

I switched my tune to “friendly visitor” before returning to the tune signaling an enemy, switching back and forth as I pulled off the road. Sentries on the battlements waved as I slowed Zephyr to a walk near the end of the palisade the Romans had built along the road.

I called up, “Do you have a throwing stick?” to the scout on the battlement. In the dwindling light, it looked like Ricola.

“Just a moment, Chief,” she replied and disappeared. In less than a minute she called, “Here, catch. What’s the threat?”

“Two Roman centuries in boats. One has a scorpion. The others are full of soldiers,” I shouted as the prow of the first boat glided into view on the river. “Veteran troops.”

“Got it. Leave your mount behind the fort so he doesn’t catch a bolt, Chief,” she yelled back.

I had Zephyr walk in circles. “Five squads from the tower on the hill are following me, and two squads of scouts should be here shortly, too.”

“They’re ours. New recruits from the western tribes,” she told me.

I waved and walked Zephyr behind the fort. After snagging my spare quiver, I grabbed my bow case and shield, and my bag that held the grenades.

“Stay here, boy. Keep walking to cool down,” I told Zephyr as I wrapped his reins around his saddle horns. He blew his lips and nodded before resuming walking circles behind the fort.

I shook my head as I trotted back toward the palisade along the road. That horse really could understand me.

“Hey, Ricola! We have to take out the scorpion!”

“Got it, Chief,” she replied. “We have grenades and bolts for the tower scorpions. Here’s a torch!”

She dropped it over the side, and I detoured to pick it up before running to the palisade along the river. I set up, keeping an eye on the water. A few soldiers pulled the first boat onto the shore, and another pulled up next to it as I pulled dry grass out of the ground and tossed it away so the torch wouldn’t start a fire.

I thumped the butt of the torch into the damp ground and lit it with Buck’s old lighter before laying everything out. I placed the grenades on top of the waterproof bag and put five-second fuses in them.

The patrol boat pulled up to the far right. I wouldn’t be able to hit it with a grenade, even with a throwing stick. Although…

Maybe if I arc it really high, an air burst might do the trick. Hate it for those slaves, though.

I judged the distance again. No…I’ll be more effective with my bow, I decided. That’s going to be close to an eighty-yard shot in low light, but my odds are better with a bow than a pitched grenade.

As the other three boats pulled onto shore, an officer marched up to the gate and pounded on the door. I didn’t understand what he shouted, but someone, probably Badinus, replied.

The officer started screaming as the soldiers dismounted and fell into formation.

“Oh, you’re not going to make it that easy, are you?” I murmured grabbing the throwing stick. Holding the grenade in the cup with my left hand, I oriented my body to throw, lit the fuse from the torch, and tried to launch the grenade as smoothly as I could before grabbing another.

I lit the second one before the first one exploded, and then the scorpions on the battlements started firing. I saw several grenades and bolts launch from them, as well as grenades flying in a high arc, like they came from throwing sticks. I laid my throwing stick down and grabbed my Hun bow. I liked my compound better in general, but for a long flat shot, the Hun bow was still superior. My pistol had decent accuracy to about twenty-five yards, but it couldn’t make an eighty-yard shot to that scorpion.

Two soldiers stepped up to the bow-mounted weapon—one aimed while another cranked a windlass on the side. Bolts started firing at an amazing rate out of that thing.

“What the fuck?” I muttered. “It’s like a machine gun.” I ducked behind the palisade as a few bolts came my way, and then they shifted fire back to the fort.

Grabbing two arrows in my bow hand, I said a quick prayer to my dead wife. “Katryn, my love, please guide my aim.” I drew, held for a second, and then released. The first arrow hit the guy aiming the scorpion in the face.

Before I could fire a second, the other guy turned the scorpion back in my direction. I released my arrow and felt a sensation like being kicked by a horse, low on my left abdomen. I fell to the ground gasping. Trying to catch my breath, I noticed a short bolt sticking out of my side.

“Fu-uck,” I moaned as I struggled to regain my feet. I heard horses approaching from my right, and the tattoo for friendly visitors sounded. A response of the “enemy” tone rang from the battlements.

As the horses approached, I heard someone scream, “Chief!” I kept struggling to get to my feet.

Screams of “Max!” came next as Gytha grabbed my shoulders and sobbed.

“Help me to my feet, Gytha,” I growled. “Looks like the fort got that bastard scorpion, but I can’t throw any more grenades in this state. You throw, and I’ll light.”

“Fookin’ ‘ell you will, Maxwell. Ya fookin’ gobshite! Whatcha t’ink yur doing?” Siobhan’s brogue was so thick that I could barely understand it, even after I switched mental gears to English.

Bows started to thrum around me.

“Be careful of that fucking scorpion,” I growled.

“One of our scorpion bolts has sunk through the top of it, Chief,” someone said. “We just need to clean up the soldiers.”

“Thank all the gods,” I murmured. “Siobhan, please hand me the compound bow.”

The last thing I saw before everything went black was the furious look on Siobhan’s face.
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A pleasurable sensation slowly woke me. I felt a dull pinching sensation in my side, but it also seemed like someone's tight, wet pussy was riding my little monster.

“How’d you get so much inside?” a voice asked.

“Jenn’s been training me with Big Bob,” Nelda replied as I slowly forced my eyes open.

“What’s that?” Gytha asked as Cyneswith rose up and dropped onto my cock again with a low moan.

I groaned with pleasure as Nelda said, “She calls it a ‘dildo.’ It’s a fake cock to practice with. I don’t know what it’s made of, but it’s good practice for marriage. Or you can use it to pleasure a girl,” she added with a sigh as she came into focus to my left.

“Neh…” I moaned a little louder.

“Oh shit,” Cyneswith gasped, lifting again. I slammed a hand down on her thigh and tried to thrust my hips. I made some upward motion, but the wound in my side hurt more when I did.

I grimaced and tried to say, “You’re s’posed to kiss me first, Cyn.”

“Oh! I did, Chief.” She leaned forward to press her bare breasts into my chest and kiss me again, driving her tongue into my mouth. When she pushed back up to ride me again, I noticed Ymma, Fridiswid, Ricola, and Gytha, all naked, lying on furs all around me. Bucge, Fridi’s assistant squad leader, and Ruma, an archery squad leader, were there too.

“Siobhan was so pissed at you that she told all the girls they might as well take you for a ride before you died. Jenn just shrugged and agreed,” Gytha explained, sliding forward to rest my head in her lap.

“I tried to tell everyone you’d be fine, but none of us were going to pass up an offer like that,” Nelda said. “Siobhan acted like she didn’t hear me.”

“At least it’s just eight,” I muttered.

“Um, Chief,” Fridiswid said. “My squad’s already been here. Most of the archers, too.”

“Everyone from our recon except Gerlind has been in here with you,” Ymma explained. “She would have, but Thibalt caught her and dragged her away.”

As the delightful sensations of Cyneswith’s orgasm stroked my rampant monster, I was suddenly taken by my own climax. She gasped as I filled her with my hot seed and then fell forward onto my chest. I wrapped an arm around her and went back to sleep.
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AN OFFER AND A WEDDING


As consciousness slowly returned, I heard Siobhan say, “It’d serve him right if he got a disease.”

My eyes still felt unbearably heavy, so I just lay there, listening.

“Damn, Siobhan,” Jenn said. “Lighten up! What’s the matter with you?”

She sighed. “I’m mad at him for running off,” she whispered. “I’m supposed to be his shield. He had just helped me get past my issues, and then he nearly died. I want a long life with him filled with babies from all six—five—of us.”

“Six,” Jenn corrected her. “Nelda finally got her wish. I understand she took a turn between each group. She may have been the biggest slut of us all.”

“The little bitch laughed at me when I called her on it, too,” Siobhan pouted.

“I’m awake, Siobhan,” Nelda yawned. “You didn’t have to invite us all to fuck him while he was unconscious, you know. I told you he’d recover.”

“He’s been out for three days, Nelda!” Siobhan hissed.

“That’s only because all those healing tonics I’ve been giving him also had sleeping herbs in them.” She sighed contentedly. “Mmmm. That was the best Ostara I’ve ever had. The only thing that could have made it better was for Max to be awake, so we could tie the knot. Did I tell you that several of the girls refused the morning-after tea? We may have more babies.”

“Grimm is hoping Ruma gets pregnant with Max’s baby now that she’s agreed to tie the knot with him at Midsummer,” Jenn said.

Nelda said, “He’s not the only one. If any of those girls become pregnant, the competition for them will be stiffer than it already is. I’m glad I’m marrying Max and not someone else. I hope he isn’t upset we all rode him while he was unconscious.”

I considered how crazy it was that all those wonderful girls wanted my babies. “God is grea’, beer is goo’, people’re crazy,” I muttered, nearly unintelligibly.

Siobhan rushed to my side. I thought that in her anger, she was going to give me a piece of her mind. I wouldn't have been surprised if she decided to slap me silly, either, despite my wounded and drugged-up state. Instead, she pressed her tear-stained face to mine. "What was that, Max?" she asked.

“Bil-ly Cur-ring-ton. Bes’ country song ev’r. God is great, beer is good, people are crazy,” I said slowly and finally pulled my eyelids back to find her dark hair and blue eyes looking down at me. “Hello, beautiful. Thirsty.”

Siobhan sobbed and leaned over me to give me an upside-down hug. "I'm still mad at you," she sniffed.

"I know, love. I know," I said.

“Here, Max.” Nelda held a cup of steaming brew out to me.

“No more sleep potion,” I said slowly.

She shook her head. “No, Max. You need to get up and move around to finish healing. Botulf is here to talk to you, and you have a bunch of young ladies hoping you’re not too mad at them.”

“They should hope Bryn doesn’t rip their heads off when she hears about it,” Jenn said before leaning down to give me a quick kiss and help me sit up. “Hello, my perfect husband. Thank you for filling up all those pretty girls. I got to introduce them to the rite of tongue-cleaning a pussy. You’re the best husband ever.”

I chuckled, which resulted in only a slight increase in discomfort from my wound. After a couple of sips of Nelda’s potion, I was able to sit up on my own and hold the cup myself. The wound in my side still felt like a pinch, but it was less sharp, and definitely better than the last time I was awake.

My stomach growled loudly. “I could eat Zephyr,” I murmured.

“You almost got to,” Siobhan said. “He ran up shortly after we arrived. He stood over you to protect you. It took some convincing to get him to let us carry you inside the fort. I thought I might need to shoot him. I think he’s still pissed at Thibalt.”

I sipped more of my tonic. “He’s a good horse, but he’s still learning. Sultan was already seasoned when I got him. Zephyr’s still young.”

After I drank half of the cup, Nelda gave me an acorn cake with crabapple jam on it. That had to be the best thing I’d ever tasted. Either that, or I was just really hungry.

The ladies helped me sit on a short, three-legged stool, and they bathed me while I sipped water from my canteen. Then I pulled on homespun trousers, a linen tunic, and my parka. I managed to get my weapons belt around my hips, and Siobhan led me outside.

As I slowly shuffled toward the courtyard, I discovered I had been in a tack room next to the stables. As I passed them, I heard Badinus and Ouaren talking to each other in a language I didn’t understand.

When I reached the drill yard, someone shouted “Chief!” Suddenly, I was surrounded by the men and women who had adopted our family. I struggled to keep from tearing up as they all rushed to embrace me, and I got more than a couple of passionate kisses from the ladies. I was surprised to see Botulf in the crowd.

“Easy, folks,” I chided them gently. “Nelda said I’ll live. I just need to move around and get stronger.”

“She kept you sleeping for quite a while, Chief,” Cuthred said.

“Yes, I know. I had some very weird dreams, too,” I said, catching Cyneswith’s and Ymma’s gazes. They looked a little sheepish, but the rest of the ladies laughed, as did a lot of the men who had heard about those “dreams.”

“Let’s get all the squad leaders and above together, and you can catch me up,” I told them.

Botulf, Badinus, and Oaren joined us. As I listened to all the reports, I started to develop a decent picture of what had happened. Apparently, the arrow I had fired just before the bolt struck me hit the second guy in the eye, and he fell dead on the spot just before Walter shot a scorpion bolt through the Gatling-gun-like device. Maybe Kat had guided my aim. Ouaren said the machine gun version of the scorpion was an ancient Greek design called a polybolos. He said they weren’t common except on warships.

Of the 180 Roman soldiers—thirty-five per troop carrier, and five on the warship—thirty-seven survived. Badinus and Ouaren talked Cuthred into letting them recruit from them. Of the thirty-seven, they rescued eighteen to serve as soldiers. Ten were collared with metal rings around their necks like their slaves. The rest were executed. Cuthred told the soldiers they would have a five-year term of enlistment, but that I had to approve it. The enslaved soldiers who were serving outside the army had to serve for ten years.

The ten slaves from the warship all survived. There were three Britons, two Amazigh, a single Belgian Celt, and one Egyptian. The last three were all slaves born in Rome of mixed African and Greek descent.

Cuthred’s defense of the fort used up eleven grenades, so he was happy to take my remaining three and two from the scouts. The ships were still intact, but several needed some patches. The Belgian and the two Amazigh said they could help with that. The Britons and the Egyptian wanted to go home, but Cuthred told them he’d have to clear it with me. I wasn’t sure how to make that happen.

After the squad leaders updated me on everything, Botulf and I talked about what was to come next. He said the Cheruski were going to attack Nijmegen tomorrow and then work their way south. He planned to have Tencteri from both sides of the river hold the colony. I told him I was going to muster two cohorts in the middle of this new moon cycle and take them south, essentially as soon as I could get more artillery and grenades from Tilwulf. I expected Neuss to roll over, but I was prepared to fight for it. Then we’d move on to defeat the Romans at Köln, Bonn, and Kowlentz. From Kowlentz, I wanted to send two centuries south in the boats with others going by the Roman roads to capture Mentz.

Badinus said, “All of Gaul is ruled from Treverorum. It’s an old Celtic city near the confluence of the Saar and the Mosel rivers, close to the Belgian Celt territory. The locals call it Treves.”

According to Jenn’s map, that would most likely become Trier in the future.

“There’s a legion there, and another to the south at Argentoratum,” he said. “That’s a legion fort on the Rhine, south of the confluence with the Kinzig River.” That put it near Strasbourg on the old autobahn map. “A town is slowly growing around the fort there. There are also roads connecting Köln and Mentz to Treverorum.”

Botulf paused and looked at me. “Max, I agree with your immediate plans, but we should wait until autumn to worry about Treves and Argentoratum. Go home from here rather than coming up to Astnide, so you can get ready for the southern Rhine campaign rather than traveling out of your way. I’ll send word to the northern Katthi and the valley villages to send levies here in half a moon cycle.”

“Sounds good, Chief,” I replied. “Let’s make Baarmarkt the rally point. Fewer chances of Roman eyes watching.”

“Good point,” he agreed.

After the meeting, Talus, Igider, and the new boat slaves agreed to teach our soldiers how to handle the boats. I offered the new slaves the same deal I had offered Igider, Talus, and their original crews—they seemed happy with the arrangement. The Egyptian made it clear that he still wanted to go home but was willing to wait until the end of his three-year term so he could take his one copper per day home with him.

The Britons, however, wanted to leave immediately. I was tempted to let them go, but in the end I told them they had to wait three years like everyone else. They eventually agreed, but I wasn’t at all certain they wouldn’t run off at some point.

I asked Maccus, the former slave from Castra Vetera, to pack the polybolos to bring back home so that Halvende could make more.

Maccus said, “I was going to make some here, Chief. I’m certain I can copy them. I can send you one soon.”

“How long?” I asked. “Halvende is going to bug me endlessly until he gets his hands on one.”

“I’ll see what I can do, Chief. I may have to send it in five days,” he replied.

Later, as I walked around the fort, Peoht pulled me to the side and asked, “Where’s Brynhild?”

“Training the Hermunduri,” I answered. “I need to swing down there to pick her up. The training should be complete by now.”

“Excuse me, Chief,” a soft, accented, feminine voice said after I stopped to rest on a stool near the smith’s forge.

I turned to see Rachel, Yakob’s daughter, standing nearby, twisting her fingers. The pretty young Jewess looked much healthier than when I saw her last.

I beckoned to her, and she crawled carefully into my lap.

“Thank you for saving Mama and Papa,” she whispered into my ear in halting Saxon.

“It was my pleasure to help. How are you doing?” I asked as Yakob and Sara walked up to join us.

“I’m doing better. Badinus has been very kind and helpful to me,” she said.

“He seems to be a good man,” I replied. “How are your mama and papa?”

“We’re doing fine, thanks to you, Chief,” Yakob said. “This is my wife, Sara. You were never properly introduced.”

“You’re looking much healthier than the last time I saw you, too, Sara,” I said as she leaned in to hug me.

“Thank you,” she murmured and stepped back to hold Yakob’s arm.

“I’m glad I could help,” I replied.

During the remaining daylight, I ate a bowl of soup about every two hours and checked on Zephyr in between. Cyneswith stayed with me most of the time as I checked his forelocks and hooves before brushing him down. Her wound had healed pretty well with the rest she’d had over the last few days. It was a longer cut than Heiu’s arrow wound, but it wasn’t as deep. Plus, Siobhan and Nelda had quickly stitched it closed. Heiu hadn’t gotten that immediate treatment, plus the arrow had to be cut out of her bone.

“Chief, are you mad at me?” Cyneswith asked after I fed Zephyr some oats from my hand.

“Cyn, I’m annoyed at being used like an object, and I’m annoyed at Siobhan for telling you that you could,” I said, brushing the last of the oats from my hands. I pulled her into a hug. “But I’m not angry, and I remember the wonderful feeling of you riding me. Okay?”

“Thanks, Chief,” she said and squeezed me. I winced from the pressure on my wound but squeezed her back nonetheless.

“Just to be clear, I don’t view us as married, Cyn.”

“I know. We’re not handfasted, but could we be?” she asked, looking up at me hopefully.

I smirked. “Are you ready to fight Gabi?”

She grinned in return. “I might be able to take her, but getting a blessing from all your wives would be smarter.”

“True,” I said. “All six approvals. Speaking of wives, I need to find them and spend time with them.”

“Thank you for the talk, Chief,” she said before she stood on her toes and brushed a kiss across my lips before sliding away.

With my lips tingling, I went off to find Siobhan, Jenn, and Nelda.
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Later that night after supper, we were sitting with our scouts and some of the off-duty folks. Siobhan was lying on a fur with her head in my lap. Jenn was reclining on top of her, leaning her head against my shoulder, while Nelda was tucked under my left arm caressing my back. I was quickly getting weary.

“Hey, Fridi,” Ruma said, “did you see the gunners on the poly-scorpion? Chief got both of them in the eye.”

I guessed “poly-scorpion” had become the new Saxon word for the Greek polybolos.

“Those were awesome shots,” Fridiswid said. “Both were through the eye at one-twenty yards.”

“It was only about eighty yards,” I scoffed.

“Still great shots, Chief. Eighty yards, low light into two different eyes, with a scorpion bolt in your gut.”

“I hadn’t been hit yet,” I objected.

“It probably would have been better if the bolt had gone all the way through,” Peoht opined.

“Yeah, except he might have bled to death,” Siobhan growled. “At least the dumbass didn’t pull it out.”

“You’d think she’s still mad at him,” Fridiswid teased. Everyone laughed. I leaned down to kiss Siobhan, and she grinned up at me.

“I thought it was worth the risk to give you a heads-up,” I said. “I wanted to give you more warning, but those boats can move.”

“Especially going with the current,” Ruma said as she leaned back against Grimm. It would have been heartwarming if she weren’t looking at me like she wanted to jump my bones again.

“I think Kat must have been watching over you when you made those shots, Chief,” Bucge said quietly.

“I did invoke her name before I took the shot,” I murmured. “I’m hoping she’s moved on to the afterlife, but thinking she was there to support me definitely helped to steady my aim.”

“Maybe she really did guide your aim, Chief,” Ymma said. “She loved you enough to come to your aid in battle, even after death.”

“True,” I said. “I think there’s something that comes after we die, I just don’t know what it is. I’m hoping she’s in a happy place waiting for us rather than being on call whenever one of us invokes her name.”

“I’ve called on her to steady my aim every time I’ve been nervous, ever since she first taught us to shoot,” Ruma admitted. “She had no fear, and was fierce in how she lived life, not just in battle.”

“True,” Jenn said. “Even back home, when she was younger, she always fought to squeeze as much from life as she could.”

“It’s a shame she had to fight to carry a baby to term,” Siobhan said.

“Really?” Mildrith asked. “I didn’t know she was trying.”

“She miscarried four times since I met her,” Nelda said. “We were hopeful that this last one would last. She was about to start her fourth moon cycle with it, which is at least twice as long as any of the previous pregnancies.”

“Her mother had the same difficulty,” Jenn said. “But Kat was determined to give our husband a baby.”

“She hoped for a girl who would have her slender build and her father’s height,” Siobhan nearly whispered.

“That would have been a woman to inspire awe,” I murmured.

“Like her mother,” Gytha said. “Lady Katryn, I will invoke your name in battle, especially when I use my bow. I hope it doesn’t disturb your time in the heavens.”

“Thus mote it be,” the women said as one.

“I’m pretty tired, folks,” I said, shivering a little at the thought of the ladies creating a demigoddess out of Kat. “I’m going to bed. I wish you all a good night and a quiet watch.”

“Going to the tower tomorrow morning, Chief?” Thibalt asked from the corner where he held Gerlind in his lap.

“Yes. Early,” I replied. “If I don’t have any issues riding, we can head home late in the morning. Otherwise, we’ll leave the following morning.”

My three women cuddled closely around me as we slowly made our way back to the tack room.

As Jenn pushed the door closed, Nelda stepped around to stand in front of me. “Are you still going to make me wait, Max?”

“It seems kind of silly since you’ve already had sex with me,” I said as I took her hands in mine. “Though I wish you hadn’t taken the choice from me, my love.”

“I’m sorry, Max. I got excited and didn’t think about how you would feel about it until after the second time,” Nelda said with just a touch of shame.

“You do understand that my problem is only your age, right?”

Nelda cocked her head at me.

“You’re a smart, beautiful, young woman, and I love you and desire you, Nelda,” I explained. “You’ve always had a nice figure, but since you’ve joined the training program, you’ve become unbelievably sexy to me. The thought of being parted from you pains me as much as it does my wives.”

“Thank you, Max. You still haven’t answered my question,” she said, her eyes glistening with unshed tears.

“My biggest regret is that I don’t remember it, Nelda,” I replied.

“Told you,” Jenn told Siobhan.

“Look, where we’re from, we’re not considered adults until we’re eighteen,” I said with a heavy sigh. “What I haven’t told you is that teenagers younger than that were considered mature enough to choose to have sex at seventeen. We called it the ‘age of consent.’ It was a milestone, much like how the Katthi view the age of fourteen.”

“You had sex with fourteen-year-old girls, too. Right, Maxwell?” Jenn asked.

“Not since I became an adult. In fact, I only had sex with most of them a couple of times,” I admitted. “About five of the older girls kept my attention through school.”

“Like Eve,” Siobhan said.

“She died when you arrived, right? Kat told me about her,” Nelda said.

“I’m sorry, Nelda. I’m letting myself get distracted.” I thought about what to say to her. “I’d like to tie the knot with you before making love to you again. At Harvestfest, when you’re seventeen, I’ll stop treating you differently than the other wives. Maybe on feast days, we can make love until after Harvestfest.”

“So on May Eve, Midsummer, First Sheaf, and Fallfest.” She ticked the holidays off on her fingers. “That’s better than what you offered before.”

“Autumnal equinox, too,” I said.

Nelda laughed, “Oh yes, that too.” Then she leaned closer to whisper loudly enough for everyone to hear. “That’s Fallfest, husband.”

“Got it,” I smirked. “So, since you celebrated Ostara without me, we can make love when we tie the knot, then on fest nights until you’re seventeen. Would marrying tonight be possible?”

Nelda giggled. “No, silly, it’s not like I can perform the ceremony myself. We’ll need to ask the healer from Asberg. Ostara is officially over, but since you were unconscious for the festival, she might make an exception.”

“Well, you’ll soon get to know how I use my little monster, and hopefully, how we can take pleasure from him without hurting you,” I said.

“You might be in for a surprise.” Jenn purred, then blinked. “Wait a second.” She indicated Siobhan and herself, looking genuinely concerned. “We’re not limited to only making love with you on fest nights, are we?”

I had to laugh out loud. “As if you’ve been following my rule anyway,” I replied. “I heard someone say you’ve been using Big Bob to train her.”

“That led to some interesting questions,” Nelda said with a smirk. “Expect the girls to ask you more about…what’s the Greek word you used?”

“Sappho,” Jenn and Siobhan said as they looked at each other hungrily.

“Alright,” Nelda said. “Let me check your wound, husband.” She grinned when she said that last word.

“As you wish,” I replied with a grin of my own.

“Fookin’ Princess Bride,” Siobhan teased in English as I quickly undressed.

Siobhan shined her mini-Maglite on the wound after Nelda unwrapped the bandages.

“Very little drainage,” Siobhan observed.

“I didn’t expect much since we let it drain for three days,” Nelda said as she poked and prodded. “Okay, let’s irrigate it one more time before we remove the reeds tomorrow morning. After the irrigation, we can pack more poultice on both ends of the hole.”

Siobhan added, “If it doesn’t drain on the ride home, we can stitch it closed in the back the day after we arrive.”

“Yes, I want Willa to take a look at it before we put another couple of stitches in the wounds,” Nelda replied.

“Home,” I murmured tiredly. “That sounds good. I enjoy riding around the countryside, but I miss my family. I miss farming. I wonder how Cuthred is coping.”

“I asked Cuthred about rotating out, and he said he’d prefer it if his wife and son could join him here,” Siobhan said.

“He seems to be doing a good job as the fort commander,” I replied, wincing as Nelda poured a warm solution into a funnel poked into the wound in my side.

It felt strange, feeling the fluid run through my guts and slowly dribble out my back. Afterward, Nelda pushed a poultice into the edges of my back wound. “I might as well reward him for it. Any idea what Eanfläd thinks?” I asked.

Jenn answered. “Cuthred said Sunnife and Adala, one of Sunnife’s girls, brought word. They told him Eanfläd wasn’t convinced, but she would do whatever her husband asked.”

“She’s probably worried about having a healer at the fort to help with the birth,” Nelda said, wrapping a linen bandage around my torso. “Cuthred’s been good with her son, but her first child died shortly after birth. She might want to wait until the new baby arrives and is healthy.”

“Cuthred said he was fine with that, but he might need a home leave or two in between,” Jenn said, baring her lush body.

Nelda cleaned up the bandages and carried them out to toss on one of the fires in the courtyard, while I laid out my bedroll.

I was reclining with my head on my rolled clothes for a pillow when she returned. She locked eyes with me, dropped her kilt, and pulled her tunic over her head. Reaching behind her neck, she held my eyes as she untied the knot in the linen wrap for her breasts to reveal the pert orbs.

“I don’t think you’re up for this tonight, Max,” Nelda said. “Just hold me tonight, like a real wife.”

“I can work with that,” I replied drowsily. “Soon you will be, sweetheart.”

Nelda and Siobhan cuddled on either side of me, and Jenn leaned over Siobhan to kiss Nelda and me goodnight.

The watch woke us just after dawn. I kissed my three ladies and slowly dressed. Siobhan helped me into my armor while Nelda brewed another of her healing tonics.

We said goodbye to Botulf as his group left. When I finally made my way to the stable, sipping Nelda’s bitter brew, Thibalt was trying to saddle Zephyr, who was having none of it.

“Zephyr, it’s okay. He’s trying to help me,” said soothingly to the horse. His dark eyes scanned my face before he sniffed my cup and shook his head at the smell. “Yeah, but it helps manage the pain so we can do our job.”

I scratched between his eyes as Thibalt finally got the blanket and saddle on him. Nelda took my empty cup, and I put the hackamore on Zephyr before checking the cinches of the saddle.

Next, I tested my ability to draw my bows. Working with the Hun bow was more painful than with the compound bow, the hole through my side making it difficult to pull and stabilize my aim. I figured I’d have to let our archers fight without my bow in support unless the situation became dire.

Getting in the saddle proved…interesting. Fortunately, the wound was on the left side. Mounting Zephyr would have been very difficult with a hole in my right side. Stepping into the stirrup was the biggest challenge, but I had no issues swinging my leg over the horse’s rump to sit in the saddle.

Unfortunately, I came to the conclusion that Nelda had given me something much stronger than what she had given me for my shoulder wound months back. My mind was fuzzy, and my limbs felt heavy. Overall, I felt lethargic. Regardless, I decided I needed to get out and meet the locals.

Cuthred, Fridiswid’s squad of scouts, and Peoht’s squad of dragoons rode out the gate with Siobhan, Thibalt, and me, keeping our pace to a walk as we followed the shallow remnants of the fort’s ditch.

Once we were clear of the walls, we broke into a trot, which was not fun. I kicked Zephyr up to a canter, and that was considerably easier on my wound. Still, I slowed him down to a walk—I wanted to do my best to heal fully.

As we rode, I looked farther west and felt that I’d been lax in not reconnoitering the area when I was there before. There was a forest of aspen on the hill on the west side of the Roman road, running halfway down the slope to where the fort rested. I could see huts and people moving among the trees. Maccus’ efforts to plant fields were magnified by the efforts of the local villagers. They were already broadcasting seed, which I guessed was some kind of grain.

The rest of the group stayed close as I muttered to myself. Cuthred laughed. “Hey, Chief. I thought you put me in charge so you didn’t have to do everything.”

I frowned at him, and then we both laughed at my behavior. “Actually, I did,” I told him as we crested the ridge near the tower. “I blame my behavior on Nelda’s brew. How long did it take for you to scout the area?”

He grinned. “While you were sleeping, after your rescue of Yakob and Sara in Ksanten.”

“Good work,” I told him. “Note to self, delegate and follow-up.”

“A wise man told me that once, Chief. You’re catching on,” he laughed.

“Smart ass,” I muttered as Fridiswid blew the friendly visitor tattoo on her horn and we pulled up before the tower gate.

Cuthred yelled, “Commander Cuthred and Chief Max with escort!”

“Come in,” a guard said as he opened the gate from the inside.

What I saw inside the building was a larger version of the towers that were used as granaries by our Katthi brethren to the south.

The guard introduced us to a dark-haired man with a salt-and-pepper beard in armor named Rando. He looked like a strong, experienced warrior, and I judged him to be about forty. Arrayed along five trestle tables were fifty men in a variety of armor, lounging with their weapons nearby. Through the open gate at the back of the tower, I saw a woman and a girl under a lean-to, stirring a big cauldron.

Rando and I clasped arms. “Pleased to meet you, War Chief,” he said. “We saw you fall as we marched toward the fort. I’m glad you’re back on your feet.”

“Thanks, Rando. Please call me Max. I’m lucky to be alive,” I told him.

“The men have been telling the story of those bow shots of yours,” he said with a grin.

“Hah. I probably should have waited a moment and let the scorpion bolt go by,” I muttered self-consciously.

“Damned right,” Siobhan muttered back.

“Yeah, but two in the eyes at 200 yards, in the dark—that’s amazing,” Rando replied, clapping a hand on my shoulder.

“It was barely eighty yards, and the sun was just barely sinking below the horizon,” I scoffed. “It wasn’t that big of a deal.”

“Hey, don’t ruin a good story, Chief!” Cuthred teased.

“Sure, Cuthred,” I said with a little frown as I tried to concentrate. Nelda’s potion really was strong.

Rando took us around to meet his men and the villagers living around the tower. There were 327 men in his group that he’d gathered since last summer, hoping to drive the Romans away. The village of Asberg had another 200 men and youths and 300 women and girls, all of whom were training. When Rando got word that Maccus was looking for soldiers to fight the Romans, he and his men had answered the call.

“More western Saxon and Celtic men are showing up all the time,” Cuthred said. “Fridiswid spent three days last week at one of the villages getting the fitness program and basics for the youth and women in place.”

“Make sure she doesn’t go alone,” I told him. “I almost split my scouts in half to help Brynhild, but she had dragoons and scout trainees from Sigena to back her up, so I felt pretty secure in letting her go with them—though I’m still second-guessing that decision.”

“We sent her out with another woman and a two-man team,” he replied. “Our men started working with the village men after we got the women and children working. They complained less about the fitness knowing that we weren’t asking them to do anything the women weren’t already doing.”

Rando added, “I have one hundred cavalrymen. They didn’t like the fitness part at all, but they’re coming along. Since we don’t have horses, they’re infantry for now.”

“We might be able to get you horses,” I told him. “I suspect Neuss and Köln will soon have some riderless mounts. We’re still getting donations from Frankish raiders, too. I’ll send you 120 horses for your 100 cavalrymen. Eventually, I’d like to get all my infantry mounted, too.”

Cuthred explained when he saw Rando’s puzzled expression. “It lets us get to new battlefields quickly, but we still have to do the physical training. Chief’s tough on it—calls it ‘PT,’ like it’s some kind of holy ritual.”

“If you’re in shape, you have better chances of survival in battle,” I said, eyeing the new commander. “Are you with us, Rando? Unless you’re Katthi, you’ll probably report to the Saxon war chief eventually.”

“I’m Alemanns,” he replied. “My family has a long tradition of kings named Rando. In fact, my father is the current King Rando. I’m the heir, and my son is also named Rando.” Chuckling at my befuddled gaze, he added, “I’m certain I can get the king to agree to an alliance with you. I’m not so sure Botulf could convince him.”

“Why?” I asked.

“He acts more like a ruler or king than a soldier. Father respects soldiers,” he replied. “He’s wary of people claiming to be chief or king; it makes him feel competitive.”

I shrugged. “I can understand that, but we do things a little differently than he might expect. Our culture is one in which tribes have chiefs, and some, like the Katthi, have war chiefs. Both are elected every year. Botulf was elected war chief of all the Saxons this year. Even village headmen or head women are voted by their villages.”

Rando laughed. “I think father is concerned they might be better chiefs or kings than he is.”

“He calls himself a king?” I asked.

“Yes. I personally think ‘chief’ is better. I like your model,” he replied. “Would you like to watch my men train?”

“That’d be great,” I replied.

Rando organized his men and had his commanders lead the companies first through maneuvers and then a variety of force-on-force attacks. It was nearly midday by the time we finished sharing observations.

After we bid Rando a good afternoon, Siobhan led us to the center of the village in the woods. We talked to everyone we met, though most of them were women and children since the men were in the fields. They were all supportive of the training program that our team had introduced them to, but planting and gathering food from the forests were their priorities. We promised to train with them in the morning.

As I turned to mount Zephyr, I saw Nelda standing near my horse with a tall woman who had frizzy red hair, freckles, green eyes, and a slightly lined face. Nelda’s hair was shining, and she was wearing the same embroidered linen dress she wore for her name day last Harvestfest. She stepped forward to kiss me gently.

“I’ll brew you a new potion when we return,” she murmured. “Let me introduce you to Hildegard. She’s the healer here and is willing to marry us today.”

“Now?” I asked.

“If you’re not in too much pain,” she said, her eyes imploring me to say yes.

“I’m ready,” I replied with a gentle smile. “Let’s tie the knot.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Chief,” Hildegard said. “Please, follow me.” She led us along a path up a hill into the heart of the aspen forest. The upward climb made my wound twinge as my core engaged during the climb. The late morning light filtering through the bright green leaves of spring created a magical atmosphere as Nelda and I trod up the path, hand in hand. Siobhan and Jenn followed.

At the top of the hill was a clearing that wasn’t obvious from the Roman road or the village. An altar was set on the south side of the clearing with a stone bowl in the center of the northern edge, another to the east of it, and a bundle of aspen sprigs on the west end. In the center of the clearing, a stone fire circle held a small fire that was dancing merrily. The late morning sun shone into the glade, warming the morning air in addition to the festive fire.

A pitcher and cups sat in the center of the altar.

“I understand that you are both orphans, is that correct?” the healer asked.

“Yes,” we replied in unison.

“And you have other wives?” she said, locking a judgmental stare at me.

“Yes, two are here with us,” I said unflinchingly.

The healer slowly broke into a friendly smile. “As it should be,” she said. “Marriage is the joining of families. Your current wives assure me the others approve of you marrying Nelda.”

“We’ve been struggling with why he hasn’t already,” Jenn said. “It only took getting shot with a scorpion bolt for him to wake up.”

The ladies all laughed at my expense, and I just smiled diplomatically, unable to form a pithy response.

“We prefer to have handfasting on holy festivals,” Hildegard explained. “However, I have heard of occasions when a committed couple were separated. Your situation isn’t much different. So, despite Ostara being over, we will have a simplified ceremony that fits your family situations and allows us to seal your commitment as close to Ostara as possible.”

She stood in front of the altar and had us stand before her. Siobhan helped me remove my armor and weapons, placing them just inside the edge of the tree line encircling us.

“Keep your sword,” Hildegard said. “It’s traditional.”

Siobhan returned my weapons belt, and I buckled it in place.

Hildegard spoke. “We are here to join Nelda, an orphan and healer from the village of Renvard, and Max of family Morgan, also from the village of Renvard. Do any here object to these two people joining their lives together?”

“No,” Siobhan and Jenn said as one.

“So we shall begin. Who stands for the woman?”

“I do,” Jenn replied as she stepped to Nelda’s left.

“Who stands for the man?”

“I do,” Siobhan replied from my right.

Hildegard turned toward the altar and reached with both hands before facing us and flinging a pinch of something in our faces.

“I anoint you with earth, for from earth our bodies are made, nourished, and eventually return,” she said.

Then she took the bundle of aspen sprigs and the eastern bowl. Dipping the branches into the bowl, she flung droplets at Nelda and me. “I anoint you with water, the source of life itself. You are anointed by the divine by the fire behind you and the sun above you, the warmth of life. You are anointed by the divine with the air around you, the source of health and representing your spiritual life. You are ready to fasten your hands.”

She looked at Jenn and Siobhan. “Do you have the cords to bind them?”

My wives each lifted a leather thong that was draped around their necks. I wasn’t certain when they put them there. Each handed their cord to Hildegard, who twisted them as she spoke.

“This marriage will fasten your hands, your lives, and your families together until death takes you. By twisting these two cords, they represent the entwining of two people, two families. Clasp hands and present them.”

Smiling at each other, Nelda and I clasped hands, fingers entwined, and presented them to the priestess. She wrapped our wrists three times with the entwined cords and then tied a square knot on top.

“Your lives are now connected as this knot is tied,” she intoned. “Wishes for your new life together are woven into this knot. With the formation of this knot, I bind all of the hopes, love, and happiness wished by those here present in this location to your life for as long as life endures.

“Hold on to one another through good and terrible times, and watch as your strength increases. Your lives are interwoven in love, bonded by commitment that will weather fear, anguish, and adversity as you share delights and victories. All that you share will strengthen your bond.”

She looked both of us in the eye. “May what is done within the sight of Irmin not be undone by anyone. You are now husband and wife,” she said in conclusion. “You may seal your commitment with a kiss.”

I cupped Nelda’s cheek as I soaked up the love shining from her glistening eyes, and we shared a warm kiss.

Hildegard turned and poured from the pitcher into five cups. She handed a cup to each of us before taking the last one and facing us. Holding the cup to the sky, she intoned, “Irmin, we honor you and ask your blessing on this marriage. May they have a long happy life, blessed with many children and prosperity. May Nelda know peace and contentment with her sister-wives. In your name, we ask this blessing as we toast you. Hail Irmin.”

“Hail Irmin,” we repeated, hoisting our cups in the air.

We each sipped our mead, and I was inspired to offer my cup to Nelda. She locked eyes with me as she sipped from my cup. Then she offered her cup to me. We managed not to pour it down our faces as we drank.

“Go forth with Irmin’s blessings,” Hildegard said. She gave the pitcher and two wine cups to Jenn as I looped my bound left arm around Nelda and scooped her up to carry her down the hill. The wound in my side complained, but I wasn’t about to put her down.

The villagers and soldiers cheered as we returned. With much jostling about, I managed to get into my saddle and pull Nelda up to sit across my lap with only a couple of major stabbing pains in my side. Siobhan tied my gear onto Nelda’s mount, and then we started the return trip.

“I could get used to this, husband,” she murmured with a shy grin.

“You do that, wife,” I replied with a grin of my own. My head was clearing up, but the ache in my side was becoming more pronounced.

We returned to Deuton Fort to another round of cheers from the folks in the fort, and then we retired to the tack room to lie down. Nelda coached Siobhan on the preparation of the tonic since she was bound to me until we consummated our wedding. Nelda murmured over the brew and then handed it to me. Surprisingly, the tonic didn’t knock me out, but I was pretty tired already.

“Rest, husband,” Nelda told me as she led me to our bedroll. We lay down, and Nelda cuddled under my left arm as I felt the tonic start to hit my bloodstream.

We napped until shortly before supper, when Siobhan woke us to offer us more mead before handing me another tonic. Once again, Nelda murmured something that sounded like an invocation over the cup before letting me drink it.

We joined the folks outside, and since our hands were still bound, Nelda held the bowl, and I fed us the rich stew of meat, turnips, and some leafy greens.

While we ate, many folks came by to congratulate us and visit. The tonic Nelda gave me must have been very strong because I really had to concentrate to keep up with the conversations, but I felt no pain.

For about an hour, Cuthred and I talked about how best to reinforce the defenses of the fort with Badinus and Ouaren. I then shared some of my thoughts about what we needed the Roman artisans to do. We started with stone fortifications, and then I transitioned to building mills. I wanted at least one each for grain, sawing lumber, and hammer-forging steel. Then I started talking about weapons.

I wanted to cast cannon and graduate to forging and boring them. After conversing with the three of them for twenty minutes, using my revolver as a visual aid, Badinus and Ouaren looked at each other cryptically before Badinus spoke.

“We can cast cannon in bronze, Chief. Brass is doable, too—if we can get the base metals,” he said. “The difficult part will be boring the barrels. You’ll need a lot of oil to both cool the metal and make it easier to cut. We’ll have to start by making tools and a forge big enough to smelt that much metal.”

“Blocks and tackle, winches, etcetera,” Ouaren added. “Vats that will allow us to melt the metal without melting themselves.”

“Exactly,” I replied. “Plus we’ll need heavy beams that can hold the weight of the vats and the cannon themselves. I’d like to create cannons that can shoot balls of this diameter.” I pulled out my measuring tape and showed them a ten-inch length.

The two Roman recruits gave each other another one of those inscrutable looks as some of the women from the fort handed each of us a bowl of soup.

“How did they make that?” Ouaren asked, pointing at my revolver.

“We had big mills that made them, like our smiths do, but with large mill…tools,” I explained lamely as I swung the cylinder out. How could I explain machines and factories in a language that didn’t have words for them?

He pointed at the bullet, so I handed one over to him. After looking at it for a while, Ouaren pointed at the primer. “Punching it here creates the fire, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then this piece on the other end is like a grenade?” he asks.

“Not really. It just flies really fast—faster than an arrow. The fire expands and pushes the ‘bullet,’ that end piece, through the long barrel with great pressure. The speed of the bullet allows it to stab into a body and do great damage,” I explained. “It doesn’t explode.”

Ouaren said something that conveyed disgust in the strange language that he and Badinus shared.

“Why do you want to use these against Rome?” Badinus asked.

“To drive them out of our lands and make them stay out,” I said. “I would be just as happy for them to leave without a fight.”

They murmured among themselves for about a full minute before Badinus asked, “What else do you want to build, Chief?”

“Farming tools to prepare fields easier and help with harvest. Also, clean water lakes and aqueducts. Methods for gathering waste to keep it out of the water supply. Balloons or gliders to allow us to recon long distances from the air. Metal fireplaces. I would rather spend my time farming and making things than fighting, but the Romans and their Frankish raiders haven’t given me a choice.”

“You could choose not to fight,” Ouaren said.

“Not really,” I countered. “The Romans have come to my village twice in the last half year, and the Franks have come many times.” I looked at the men seriously. “The choice is between fighting or dying without fighting. I choose to fight, to kill, to drive them away. If we can make strong alliances with our neighboring tribes, that’s even better because maybe we can avoid fighting each other after the Romans are gone.”

“I can see that, I suppose,” Ouaren replied. “I arrived in Rome as a slave, and I have only known the life of a soldier since.” I got the idea that there were volumes hidden in that one sentence. “I’ve learned how to build a variety of things as a Roman soldier.”

“There has to be more to life than soldiering,” I said. “It’s a big ask of all the tribes and nations, but if we can work together, we can focus on the important things in life after the Romans are gone.”

“Exactly!” Badinus exclaimed, nodding at Nelda sitting in my lap. “Find a woman, make babies, and build things.”

I chuckled at Badinus’ simplified way of putting it. “Exactly. The things I want to make will help all people if we can manage to get along—Germans, Celts, Britons, even Romans.”

“So the Saxons will be in charge?” Ouaren asked as Yakob joined us.

“I’d rather not. I don’t think any one tribe or nation should dominate,” I said. “All must have a voice. I’ve seen a variety of ways to lead people.” I was running into the limits of my Saxon—my muddled thoughts resulting from the mix of tonics, my injury, and overall exhaustion weren’t helping, either.

“One method is for each person to have a vote. That generally leads to chaos—like mob rule. Another method is for a strong king or leader to be in charge. That method works well if the leader serves the people, but just as often, a bad person gets the job and makes a mess of things—hurting certain groups of people or making himself wealthy. A small group seems to work best.”

“The Saxons do that, right?” Badinus asked.

“Yes and no,” Yakob answered. “Each village generally has an elder person as the head of the village. Villages of a tribe meet once each year to elect a chief. The chief may appoint a war chief if they feel the need. Then each spring at Disting, each tribe sends a delegation of twelve to the gathering of the Saxon nation. They elect a chief, generally referred to as War Chief, and decide who they will fight that year.”

“That’s been my experience. I think solving how to govern an alliance will take time. We won’t figure it out tonight, and we probably won’t get it right the first time,” I said.

“Chief,” Yakob interjected. “I’m thinking about going on the road again. I should be able to pick up a load of goods in Augusta Treverorum. Where would you like me to focus my efforts?”

I looked at the peddler and considered where I was missing intelligence. “Mentz and Franks Ford. The Legion forts at Treves and Argentoratum.”

“I’ll leave within the next five days,” he said, and I nodded.

“What other kinds of things do you want to build?” Ouaren asked.

“I think we can try building a 'steam engine’ in five years,” I said, using the English words. “Fire heats water in a big, enclosed pot, which moves the wheels that do work. These engines can be used to help with farming. They’re probably better than a water mill for cutting lumber. We could lay down iron roads and use the steam engines to carry goods to different markets faster than horse carts. Those engines would tie big towns in different regions together to allow the sharing of ideas and open new markets for goods.”

“Or move soldiers,” Ouaren said.

I agreed with a nod. “True. Any new thing we create can likely be used to somehow make war. The best defense against that is to bind our people closely and crush our enemies brutally. Also, as we prosper, it will be easier to recruit new allies.”

“That sounds overly optimistic,” Ouaren replied. It was almost as though he was trying to make me frustrated or angry. I scrutinized his frowning face.

“I bet if I were talking about how we couldn’t introduce new things that could be used for war, you’d argue the opposite opinion,” I challenged him.

The man grinned. “You’ve found me out, Chief.”

“Troublemaker,” I said.

“There’s really no need around here,” Badinus said. Then he looked surprised for a moment and clammed up.

I was going to ask Badinus what he meant, but Siobhan interjected, “Max, instead of trying to solve all the world’s problems tonight, why don’t you take your wives to bed.”

I grinned and stood, holding Nelda in my arms. “Goodnight, gentlemen.”

They grinned and bid us goodnight in return.

Siobhan led us back into the tack room. She and Jenn helped me strip off my clothes, and Nelda inspected my wound while the other two bathed me. It was a luxurious feeling.

As she probed my wounds, Nelda asked, “How does it feel, Max?”

“Not great when you’re poking at the holes, and I can feel an ache inside,” I answered. “I suspect it’ll take a while for it to heal, though it’s better than it was before our nap.”

“Yes, I’m afraid it’ll take a while,” she murmured. “Even with everything Siobhan and I have been able to do, we can’t make time go by faster.” She moved to stand in front of me. “How’s your energy level?”

“I’m still awake. I think I might be able to fulfill my wedding night duties,” I said, caressing her face gently.

“Good,” she said as Siobhan and Jenn kissed me good night and stepped away to bathe each other. “Lie down, Maxvell.” I was surprised at her use of my full name. It sounded similar to how Greta used to say it, a long time ago.

Nelda carefully cut the cord binding our wrists and set it and the knife aside before pulling her dress over her head, revealing a thick thatch of strawberry blonde on her mound and pert, full breasts with visibly excited nipples. She rolled the dress up before tossing it to me for a pillow.

After placing her dress on my bedroll, I crooked my finger at Nelda to join me. She knelt next to me, and we kissed each other gingerly, with increasing passion.

“You need a shave, Maxwell,” Jenn moaned. Nelda and I turned to see Siobhan with her face buried between Jenn’s legs—clearly we hadn’t noticed them graduate from bathing to love making.

“I like your beard, Max,” Nelda said as she turned my chin back in her direction. She took my hand and lay down next to me.

I smiled, pulling my newest wife in for another kiss.
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We made love multiple times that night, at first tenderly, then with a burning passion, before returning to tenderness.

Unfortunately, the tonics Nelda had given me for pain and healing continued to make me a little loopy, leaving me with only fragmented memories of the night.

“Hello, my love.” I awoke later to roll onto my back, relieving the ache in my side. Jenn was wrapped around Nelda’s back. Siobhan, who had been wrapped around mine, grumbled and rolled forward to rest her head on my chest. Nelda woke up and crawled up onto me, too.

“Hello, dear husband,” Nelda said, her face lit by a beautiful smile. She looked at me in wonder. “That was amazing.”

“Better than just riding me?” I teased.

“Much,” Nelda replied. “I think the intimacy is why Cyneswith was so impacted by her experience with you. You touched her and tried to help when she rode you. Then you held her afterward. None of the rest of us experienced that.”

“That’s a shame,” I murmured, staring into her eyes. “It’s not just about passing seed and penetration. Sex should always be about sharing intimacy and giving pleasure. It’s why we frequently talk about making love, even if we’re fucking like wild animals…it’s the shared intimacy.”

She smiled at me. “Your Saxon is getting quite good, husband.”

“I had good teachers, although I did struggle earlier this evening,” I said, smiling back at my new wife.

Nelda nodded against my chest and yawned. “You had a good teacher for how to use your mouth on my pussy, too.” Then she burrowed under my arm.

“I love you, dear one,” I murmured into her ear.
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The next morning, I groaned at the sentry’s wake-up call.

Siobhan whispered in my ear in English, “Saxon tradition is for the husband to give the wife a useful gift the morning after the wedding.”

“Oh!” I replied groggily, trying to kickstart my brain.

I recalled that Nelda always looked at my pocketknife with interest when I used it, so I gave it to her as a gift. Her face glowed with joy.

We slowly dressed and packed our gear for the ride home. Then I joined the tail end of the group that was jogging outside to start morning training. We joined the villagers and ran two laps around the perimeter of the fields—I went very slowly, at my own pace. My wound pinched and pulled from the jog, so I skipped the strength training and weapons practice.

After watching Peoht leading some marching maneuvers, we bid the folks of Asberg goodbye until we next saw each other, and jogged back to the fort in formation.

We broke our fast with fresh flatbread and soup. Soon after, we prepared our mounts and loaded our packs. Nelda scolded me to let my pack rest on the back of Zephyr’s saddle. Before I mounted, a long line of scouts and archers from the contingent staying at the fort collected goodbye hugs and a few kisses. I was gobsmacked, but the men all laughed at my discomfort.

Finally, we mounted our horses and rode out the gate. Gytha’s squad led, followed by my wives, Thibalt, Ouaren, and me. Ymma’s squad took the rear guard.

I waved at the former slaves, who were working to repair the boats. They had the smaller ones out of the water on sawhorses. The larger one was tied to a pair of posts that were newly driven into the riverbank to tie up boats.

The water level at the ford seemed lower that day, but I still would have dragged my feet in the water if I hadn’t held them up. My side twinged the whole time we crossed, and it really pulled when Zephyr launched out of the river on the other side of the ford.

The scouts set a leisurely pace. Knowing I’d have a problem with trotting, Gytha started us off at a walk and periodically sped us up to a canter. As a result, I was fairly comfortable in the saddle, and we were all looking forward to getting home soon.

We stopped for a quick break a little after midday to let the horses rest and grab a quick meal. Nelda made another cup of tonic over a small fire, and once I had downed it, we mounted up to cross the Lemme. I didn’t have to do anything but stay in the saddle, but I felt fortunate that the tonic didn’t hit me as hard.

Everyone was getting anxious as we crossed Bear Creek to turn south on the final leg to the village. Gytha took off once we were all on the road, and Zephyr launched forward to catch her. I let him go and just focused on staying mounted.

“Yah!” Siobhan shouted as everyone joined in the chase to the ford to Renvard’s village.

We slowly fell into a formation with Gytha and me out front at a canter and everyone else arrayed behind us in two columns. Soon we were splashing through the ford and slowing to a walk through the village.

The scouts formed up on the training grounds, and I thanked them for a job well done. I asked Gytha and Ymma to find out if Brynhild was home yet and to tell her to find me if she was.

After I released the scouts, Jenn and Thibalt took Ouaren to our home while Nelda and Siobhan took me to see Willa. Altena and Dietlinde were there, too, so in no time at all, all five women were poking and prodding my wounds—much to my dismay.

“His bowel was torn by the bolt, so we had to open him up more to sew his guts closed,” Siobhan explained. “Then we had to really work to clean all the mess from his bowel out of the wound to keep it from getting infected. I wish I’d had my stash of antibiotics.”

“What are anti-by-o-tiks?” Altena asked.

“Sorry for using a word from home, Altena. It’s a substance that fights infection,” Siobhan answered. “I’ll bring them to show you.”

“Nelda’s tonic is strong enough to take care of it, even if you get foulness in the stomach,” Willa said. “You must start it immediately for it to work well. It will take about a fortnight to get him on the other side of it.”

“Still, I think we should take the antibiotics with us in the field,” Siobhan said.

“I thought you kept your kit in your backpack,” I said.

“I left it with Anita in case something happened to our family back here.” Siobhan said. “But we have four healers between the two villages, so I guess it was kind of a dumb move.”

“We don’t know how Nelda’s tonics would mix with the antibiotics,” I said. “It’s probably best if we use one or the other. But if we don’t have a healer with us, they’d be good to have.”

“Well, let’s sew that drain closed,” Willa said.

Altena gave me a stick to bite as Dietlinde stitched the last hole in the muscle before stitching the skin closed.

“Thank you ladies,” I told them after I caught my breath. “I think it’s time for me to go home.”

“I’ll make you a sleeping tonic when we get there,” Nelda replied.

“That sounds great,” I murmured.

We bid the healers a good evening, mounted our horses, and rode to our farm.

Ouaren and Thibalt were tending Ouaren’s horse when we arrived. Soon, three ladies with frowning expressions came out to greet us in the barn as we cared for the horses. Jenn just laughed at their antics.

“You’re not supposed to get shot, Max,” Anita said with a pout.

“I survived, my queen,” I replied. “I really was trying not to get shot.” I stopped tending Zephyr long enough to pull each of my wives into a hug and a passionate kiss.

“We just sewed the last drain holes shut,” Siobhan explained. “Nelda’s going to dose him with another healing and sleeping tonic.”

“It will take me a while to prepare it,” she said. “I had premade doses in little wooden tubes for the trip, but we used them all. I’ll have to grind it from scratch. And Max and I should share a mead cup every night for the next moon cycle.”

“Sponge bath for you tonight, Max,” Siobhan said. “I think five to seven days before you can soak in the tub.”

“Yes, dear,” I agreed.

“What’s this about you and Nelda sharing a mead cup for a moon cycle?” Tabby asked.

“Ladies, did Jenn tell you all of Siobhan's and Nelda’s exciting news?” I asked.

That distracted them long enough that I could finish caring for the horses.

Thibalt said, “I need to go, Chief. Gerlind wants me to have dinner with her family.”

“Go ahead,” I told him. “Good luck.”

He grinned at me and launched into his saddle, and I continued rubbing down Zephyr and combing him to the accompaniment of the squeals of joy about how both ladies would be joining us in the bedroom. I noticed that Jenn forgot to mention the limits that would last until Harvestfest, but I suspected Nelda would “forget” regularly, too.
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RESCUE


Iwas sitting on a towel that was covering the end of my favorite slice of log by the outside cooking fire while Anita bathed me, and the kids were excitedly telling me all about what they had been up to. I swear they had grown a couple of inches in the four weeks I was gone.

Ouaren joined us as the children talked about their adventures and collected another round of hugs. I told them about our trip with the help of the three wives who went with me. Everyone fell in love with Linza when we told them about her, and everyone’s heart broke when we related how she died. Even Ouaren had tears running down his face.

After the story of our trip, Gabi said Dietlinde had shown up last week to say it was safe to plant, so the wives who had stayed, the kids, and volunteers from the home guard helped with our fields. Of our four acres of land, two were planted in wheat, one to oats, and one was dedicated to vegetables—broccoli, kale, collards, brussels sprouts, snap peas, green beans, turnips, onions, and some type of leaf lettuce.

Gabi said they'd also transplanted a few wild Bärlauch sprouts into the garden. Since I didn’t know the German word, she translated it as “wild garlic” in English and then into Saxon. Kurt proudly told me that he and Siglinde had been on rabbit watch over the sprouts, and they’d killed a couple of rabbits for the stewpot over the last couple of days, courtesy of their slings.

I dressed quickly in loose homespun and a linen tunic and then Anita served us a bowl of stew and a chunk of yesterday’s bread for dinner. Tabby took over the narrative during dinner, telling me about the progress of black powder production and ceramics. Äthelbald had delivered two loads of blank grenades while we were gone, and they had four hundred of the grenades loaded with powder. We also had about twenty “bombs,” the ten-inch version that I wanted to test.

She said Halvende had been testing them filled with dirt, but we didn’t have anything that we wanted to blow up bad enough to burn that much powder. They had been slacking on fuse production, so we only had about 120 yards of that ready.

Tabby had also spent time looking at Ralf Schmett’s forge and had drawn up a design for my forge and for a glass-blowing furnace. Ouaren was impressed with the drawings when he reviewed them.

Looking at the sky, I expected rain to fall sometime that night, so we took Ouaren to the plane. Anita and Gabi set up a bedroll. Ouaren strode to the front of the cabin, removed the bar that held the primitive door in place over the door to the cockpit, and squatted where Gabi’s seat was, reviewing the controls.

“Where did you say you are from?” he asked.

“Across the western sea,” I replied. “We called our home America.”

“These gibberish were common?” he asked. The word he used wasn’t Germanic at all.

“Yes. This is an old model, probably sixty or seventy years old when we came here,” I said. “We call them airplanes.”

“Airplane,” he murmured. “Can you get it to fly again?”

“Not with the tools and ‘technology’ here,” I replied, using the English for the Greek-derived modern word.

“Sounds Greek, but they say ‘tékhnē,’” he said.

“Teknic could work in Saxon,” Gabi said behind me. “Good thing we took the seat out. I don’t think I could fit in it anymore. I swear I’m having twins.”

“Do they run in your family?” I asked.

“Some,” she replied with a hug.

“You flew this?” Ouaren asked.

She inclined her head. “Yes. I was a copilot,” she said, stating her former job title in English. Returning to Saxon, she pointed to the pilot’s side. “Buck was commander. I was second.”

“Nelda’s going to be looking for me,” I interjected. “I’d better get back to the house. Make sure to put the bar across the door inside. I’ve seen a Marten crawl in and out of the window.”

By the time I returned to the outdoor fireplace, Nelda had a steaming cup ready for me. I collected hugs and kisses from my family before following her inside the house.

I drank it down and crawled into bed, then Tabby and Anita came in to cuddle up to me.

Just as my eyelids grew heavy, I faintly heard pounding hooves, but blackness fell just after I heard someone yell, “Chief!”
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“He’s waking up,” Tabby murmured above my head. I assumed it was her fingers running through my hair.

“That feels good, Tabs. I’ll give you an hour to stop that,” I murmured as I lay there, enjoying her attention. “If you keep doing that, I won’t want to get up.”

“You need to get up, Max. Brynhild needs you,” she answered quietly. “I’m worried about her.”

“On it,” I said, sitting up and groaning at the twinge in my side. I didn’t recognize either woman stirring from sleep on the stone floor near the fireplace. My wives were piled on the bed around me and began to stir from my movement.

“What’s going on, Tabs?”

“Bebe and Wärburh rode into the village looking for you,” she replied, pointing at the two young women by the fire, whom I then recognized from Ermenrich’s village. “It turns out Ermenrich took Brynhild prisoner for his personal sex slave. Bebe and Wärburh were the stars of her last class. When they found out about it, a couple of folks helped Bryn escape, and they came here to find you. She’s in the woods somewhere around Sigena without her horse, weapons, or gear—only a blanket, a tunic, and a belt knife.”

“She could probably finish off Ermenrich with that alone,” I muttered. “He better hope she gets him before I do. Let Thibalt know we’re leaving.”

“On it, Chief,” Ymma said, jumping off the loft to land beside the bed.

“Oh shit, now Kurt’s gonna want to do that,” Anita groaned.

“Sorry.” Ymma grabbed her pack by the door while Gytha ran down the ladder like they were stairs. Those women had some mad agility.

“Three squads of dragoons, three squads of scouts, and five of archers are ready to leave when you are, Chief,” Gytha said as she ran to grab her pack. “I gave Thibalt a warning order last night.”

“Bebe, Wärburh. Thank you for coming to get me,” I told them. The two young women couldn’t have looked more different from each other. Bebe was dark-haired, not too tall, and had swarthy skin and dark, almond-shaped eyes. I’m guessing there was Hun in her lineage. Wärburh, on the other hand, was tall, pale, and had white-blonde hair with piercing ice-blue eyes.

“We got lost on the way up, Chief, or we would have been waiting for you,” Wärburh said bashfully, her piercing eyes never leaving mine despite her shame.

“It’s okay. You did the right thing—that’s all I can ask. Go get ready. We’re leaving shortly to bring her home,” I told them.

They snapped to attention and barked, “Yes, Chief,” before running out into the rain.

“Siobhan, Nelda, and I are going. The rest of you are staying home,” I commanded.

“Take your rifle, Max,” Anita said. “I’ve got three bags of grenades ready, with fifteen in each bag. Any more than that takes up too much room on a saddle. We experimented last night.”

“Okay,” I replied as I pulled on my best outdoor gear from Colorado.

Nelda appeared, coming down the ladder and carrying a pack for travel. “Sorry for not joining you in bed, husband. I was late mixing some refills for my kit and didn’t want to disturb our wives.”

“It’s okay, love,” I replied as I pulled my armor on over a waffle shirt.

“You’re moving better,” Siobhan said, pulling on her cargo tights and armor.

“Anger does wonders for pain management,” I growled. “Was I not clear about my position on rape?”

“I don’t remember if you mentioned it on the trip, Max,” Jenn said. She tugged the buckles on my armor tight. “Make an example of him. Word will get around.”

Ouaren stuck his head through the open door. “What’s happening? There are a lot of angry women out here.”

“One of the village headmen thought it was a good idea to abduct and rape my scout leader,” I told him. “She’s an absolutely wonderful person, a good leader, and a great scout. All those angry women love her like a mother. I’m off to rescue her and dispense some justice.”

“You want another blade?” he asked.

“Yeah. Get your horse and pack ready. I expect a three-day trip. Have Thibalt get you mail or leather armor and a blade from the armorer.”

“He has to go to Ralf Schmett’s to get it, Max. Thibalt’s not here yet. I’ll take him,” Jenn said.

“Take your carbine. Thanks, love.” I stuffed spare socks, a spare shirt, a bag of grenades, and twenty yards of fuse into my pack. Tabby helped me tie my bedroll to the bottom of the pack and Anita stuffed a foil pack of food inside.

“We’re about out of foil, Max. Bring that back if you can,” she told me as she pulled me into a kiss and pressed her growing abdomen into my body. “Hurry home. The baby is getting antsy and wants to meet their daddy.”

“You should have three months, my queen. Not to worry,” I told her.

“You said that before riding off to get shot with a machine gun crossbow,” she growled in response and kissed me again. “If you’re not home in three days, I’m coming after you on the fourth.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I drove my tongue into her mouth and grabbed her ass. “You know, your ass is just as fine now as when I met you.”

“Git. Do the job and get home!” she ordered, a wide grin on her face.

Gabi met me outside. She already had Zephyr saddled with the hackamore on. “Jenn and Ouaren just left,” she said. I set my gear under the barn roof and pulled her in for a soul-burning kiss.

“We’ll spend more time when I get back. Do you think you’ll want to go to battle with us?” I asked as I checked the cinches and started hanging arrows, my rifle sheath, and throwing stick in the arrow quiver and my bow case on the saddle.

“No. I still dream of the fight that we lost Kat. I’m not ready, Max,” she said.

“That wasn’t your fault,” I told her, pulling her back into another embrace.

“Maybe after the babies,” she said. “I can’t fit in my armor right now anyway.”

“Okay, my darling wife. I’ll see you in three days,” I told her.

“Wear the Sultan cloak. It will keep your gear dry,” she ordered.

“Um, I didn’t pack it,” I muttered.

“I have it,” Tabby yelled as she ran through the rain.

I took the cloak from her and then picked up my diminutive crafter. “Thank you, my wife.”

I squeezed her little ass and kissed her lasciviously. “It’s just melting away, isn’t it? My butt, I mean,” she said with a grin.

“I miss all that juicy plumpness,” I agreed. “Still love the woman, though.”

“You’d better prove it when you get back. You’ve been home for fifteen hours and I still haven’t gotten fucked,” she growled hungrily.

“Got it. My orders are to rescue Brynhild, make those men pay, be back here in three days, and then fuck all my wives bowlegged. Got it,” I teased.

“Sounds perfect to me,” Siobhan and Nelda said together. They broke into laughter as I kissed Tabby and Gabi one more time each, threw my pack on my back, and then whipped the cloak over it.

I put a foot in the stirrup and stepped up into the saddle before arranging the cloak to fall over Zephyr’s rear. After a quick check of my revolver, Gabi handed my shield to me, and we finally took off.

I let Zephyr trot to the parade ground, and it wasn’t too bad. When we got there, everyone except Thibalt and Ouaren was waiting in formation. Willem was in front of three squads of dragoons, all armed with spears, swords, and shields. Frithstan, Hrothgar, and Rilberht were the squad leaders, and their squads sat their mounts in perfect formation.

To the left of the dragoons’ formation, Gytha sat in front of the scouts with Ymma, Mildrith, and Sunnife leading squads behind her. Bebe filled out the tenth spot in 3rd Squad, and Wärburh was behind the scout formation.

To the dragoons’ right, a formation of five mounted archer squads was waiting. Sibley sat in the leader position. They definitely weren’t as well trained in riding, but the determination in their eyes was fierce.

It wouldn’t surprise me if we were all thinking about the same thing—our recent losses, and especially the loss of Tussi to a murderous rapist.

I changed my mind. Ermenrich had better hope I got my hands on him first. I had a feeling the women would tear him to pieces.

Heiu rode up from Renvard’s village and pulled up next to me.

“The trails are clear to Lon, Chief, but they’ll be soggy by the end of the day from the rain. You’ll have a hard time making eighteen to twenty leagues a day,” she reported.

I tapped my helmet, and the leaders rode over to join us. “You drew the short straw, Heiu?”

“Yeah. My squad is still pretty green. I’ll push them hard to cover home while you’re gone. Tell Bryn I love her,” she said just before the others joined us.

“I’ll tell her. I’m sure she knows you want to be beside her,” I told her.

She wheeled her mount around and wiped her eyes as she rode around to wait behind Siobhan.

“Sibley, are you up for this?” I asked.

“Yes, Chief. All my girls are blooded already,” she stated proudly, sitting erect in the saddle. “The only thing they’re worried about is the riding part. We don’t train that as much.”

Sibley was a gorgeous young woman nearing twenty years old. She stood at about 5’8” and had a lean, fit figure. I’d never seen her without armor, so her feminine charms weren’t evident, but I suspected she had a gorgeous figure.

Despite the cool spring morning, she and all her unit were clad in the short kilts that Kat had made so popular. In Sibley’s case, her sinewy, muscular legs drew a man’s eyes as much as her large, luminous eyes. Her shoulders seemed wider than many women’s, but they appeared to be the same width as her hips. That probably contributed to her being able to pull one of the heavier wheel bows. She was a perfectly proportioned weapon with a caring disposition that the women in the archer squads responded to readily.

“Noted. Heiu reports the trails are turning to shit, so we’re not going to be able to go very fast. It might take three days to get there rather than this whole affair being three days total,” I told her.

“The Sigena scouts said it took them three hard days of riding, but it wasn’t raining. They figured two days if they hadn’t gotten lost,” Gytha said.

“Make sure we reassure them. They did the right thing despite it being hard. We want to encourage them. Willem?”

“All present and correct, Chief,” he replied. “Let’s make that bastard pay.”

“I think the scouts want that honor, but we’ll need you to ensure his soldiers don’t rush our ladies,” I told him.

“Clear, Chief. It will be our honor to watch over them for a change,” Willem said, showing empathy to the raging women of the scout platoon.

“Gytha, are you ready?”

“Always, Chief. Will you let us have justice from him?”

“Let me talk it over with Brynhild once we find her,” I replied gently. “I really don’t want to make a habit of torturing people. I’d rather just kill them quickly and cleanly like we did the priests. Then again…I’m starting to think we need to set an example. I won’t be thinking about much else on the ride.”

I turned and noticed Thibalt, Ouaren, and Jenn riding up. “Jenn, tell Anita to not come looking for me for seven days. Heiu said the trails will be a sloppy mess by tonight.”

“Oh sure, get me in trouble. You better give me a kiss then, Maxwell,” she said, gently maneuvering her horse next to me. I cupped her cheek and tenderly delivered her payment.

“Hmm, Maxwell,” she purred. “For that, I’ll even keep her busy for seven days.”

“Go on, slut,” I murmured gently in English. “I love you, Jennifer.”

“I love you, too, Maxwell,” she replied, already moving on to kiss Siobhan and Nelda goodbye.

“Okay. Order of march is scouts, command group, archers, and then dragoons. One squad of scouts trail,” I commanded. “Gytha, move out.”

“Yes, Chief,” she barked, and her mount jumped into a spin. “Squad Two out front. Squad Four on trail. Move out!”

By the time Ymma’s squad was moving, Sibley had finished giving orders to her unit. I led the men and women of the headquarters section to fall in behind Mildrith’s squad and walked through the village. The ford was running faster than normal and the water level was a little higher due to the rain.

Once on the road, we took off at a trot, but I was worried about the footing. We traveled in columns two abreast, and it was fairly easy to avoid the wagon ruts because they were full of water. Even so, we often slowed to a walk, which my wound appreciated.

We made it to Lon before midmorning. The sky was so gray that I had to rely on my watch to estimate the time. Willem stopped in the village to muster the soldiers, and Ymma left a couple of ladies with him. The rest of us kept going. He caught up to us within an hour.

Shortly after midday, we reached Altena. The road between the villages was pretty good up to that point. We stopped to give the horses a break.

I was checking Zephyr’s forelegs for soreness when I heard, “Chief.” The archer’s commander was standing behind me, looking rather upset.

“Is there a problem, Sibley?”

“Yes, Chief. It’s one of Älfläd’s girls, Ossi. Her horse is going lame.”

I rubbed Zephyr’s nose, and he shook his head. “Get a drink, fella. Let’s go take a look, Sibley.”

We walked over to where Älfläd was gently palpating the foreleg of a horse while Osthryth held the poor beast’s head and caressed its nose.

Kneeling in front of the horse, I could see that the forelock was swollen. Gently, I cradled the leg in my hands. “Let’s see what we have here, girl,” I murmured to the mare. I could feel swollen ligaments. When I ran my thumb over the tendon, she didn’t flinch, but the gentlest touch of her ligaments had her twitching and huffing. Her hoof was fine.

“Thibalt!”

“He went with Willem, Max,” Nelda replied. “What do you need?”

“Osthryth needs a new mount. This one has swollen ligaments in the right foreleg,” I said. “We need to wrap her leg in linen with some of your liniment for inflammation. With rest, she should be okay, but it will take a few weeks.”

I stood and started unbuckling the saddle.

“I’ll get one of the healers and ask for a replacement horse,” Nelda said before she trotted off.

“Hey, Ossi, would you take your gear off the saddle please?” I asked.

“Yes, Chief,” she replied hesitantly before hurriedly pulling off her pack, her two quivers of arrows, and bow case.

As I pulled the saddle off her horse, Thibalt showed up with a horse on a lead. “Nelda said you needed a replacement mount. Is that right?”

“Yes,” I replied tersely. “It’s come up lame and needs the attention of a healer.”

“Nelda is talking to their healer,” Thibalt replied. “She asked me to bring this one and take the other inside.”

Älfläd brought the new mount closer, and Thibalt led the other one away. We quickly got the new horse saddled. “See how the saddle is sitting behind the withers, Ossi? That’s where it should be before you tighten the cinches. Yours was sitting a little high. That will irritate the horse's legs.”

“Got it, Chief,” she said. I patted her on the shoulder and nodded to Älfläd as I left to get back on Zephyr.

Siobhan handed me and Nelda cold acorn cakes, which we ate in the saddle. They were gone by the time Thibalt and Willem ran out of the village and mounted up.

The rain was lighter in the afternoon, but it continued as we trotted. The trails were a mucky mess. Gytha rode back toward me as darkness fell. As she turned her mount to ride beside me, she said, “Wärburh is riding with Ymma. She showed us one of their campsites from their journey north. We’ll overnight there. They’ve already got a fire going, and Ymma has her girls gathering firewood. Mildrith’s squad will join them shortly.”

The campsite was on a slope just north of a lake, southwest of Herscheid. The trees filtered out some of the rain, and the scouts had built several lean-to shelters. The ladies were starting fires in the fire pits, using brands from the first fire to light the damp kindling.

We stripped the saddles from the horses, rubbed them down, and picketed them. The wives and I fed our horses a couple of handfuls of oats before we let them rest for the night.

I expected a damp, miserable night, but between the lean-to, our tarps, and our sleeping bags, we managed to stay relatively dry and get a good night’s sleep. Siobahn and Nelda crawled into the sleeping bags with me, mine zipped to Siobhan’s to make a sufficiently roomy double-sized bed. Despite the sensual sensations of my wives rubbing their bare flesh on mine, we dropped off to sleep quickly.

I was awakened by a kiss from Gytha. “Time to get up, Chief,” she murmured seductively before dashing off.

The rain had slowed down to a pervasive mist. It wouldn’t make our travels any easier, but the respite was welcome.

We quickly dressed, packed, and went to saddle our mounts. I rubbed our horses down with my towel before putting the saddle blanket on them. I then fed Zephyr another handful of oats before I put the hackamore on him.

A golden glow through the haze indicated that the sun had crested the mountains, even if we couldn’t see it. We stopped for a break in Olpe a little after midday, and Willem sent out the call to muster. They said they would roust the smaller villages in the vicinity, and then we continued to Wenden.

Shortly after we passed the village of Wenden, Cyneswith galloped back up the trail toward me.

“We found her, Chief,” Cyneswith shouted.

My heart raced. “Is she okay?” I asked.

“She’s alive, angry, cold, hungry, and scared, Chief,” she replied. “Come, I’ll take you to her.”

“Easy, Cyn,” I cautioned. “We won’t help her by driving our horses until they’re lame.”

“Yes, Chief.” She led away at a trot, and I followed, the rest of the column falling in behind me.

The wound in my side complained, but I gritted my teeth and kept pace with Cyneswith. Roughly thirty minutes later, Ymma waved to us from the wood line. “Willem, set up a perimeter with Sibley and your combined units.”

“Yes, Chief.” The dragoon commander dropped back to talk to the archer leader and make plans.

Dismounting at the wood line, I followed Ymma about twenty yards into the woods near a thicket of blackberry bushes.

Brynhild, naked except for a thin blanket wrapped around her shoulders, stood shivering between her ladies, receiving hugs from all of them. Her light brown hair was matted and adorned with twigs and leaves. Her nude body was streaked in mud, and cuts marked her tender flesh. Rope burns were evident around her wrists and ankles.

Bebe and Wärburh worked their way into the circle, and Brynhild slowly opened her arms to them to hug them tight. Wärburh dropped to the ground next to her feet and wrapped her arms around her leader’s knee, weeping into her hip.

Brynhild’s eyes darted around her as she spoke quietly to the two new girls, but then her eyes locked on mine.

Slowly, she made her way out of the circle. She winced as a blackberry bramble scraped her hip, but then she ran to me. Then it was my turn to wince as she slammed into me and wrapped her arms around me.

“Maxwell,” she whispered like a prayer. I was never sure where she picked up my proper name, but I’m guessing Jenn was the source.

“I’m so happy we found you, Bryn,” I murmured, hugging her tight. “Let’s get you clean and in warm clothes, then you can tell us everything that happened.”

“Okay, Max,” she muttered as she released me, keeping her eyes lowered. Suddenly she gasped and looked up at me. “Why is there a huge hole in your armor?”

“Scorpion bolt. Siobhan hasn’t stopped giving me grief about it since it happened,” I said sheepishly.

“Gut,” she replied. “You can count on me to add to that.”

“Gytha, set up camp deep in the woods, near water if you can. We need about four buckets of water and a fire very quickly,” I ordered. “Thibalt, pass the word to the other commanders.”

Thibalt struck a fist to his chest before clasping Brynhild’s shoulder and dashing off.

After Siobhan and Nelda hugged Brynhild, I picked her up in a bridal carry. Nelda pulled my horse cloak over her, and we all followed Gytha deeper into the woods.

We were far enough away from Wenden that the woods hadn’t been stripped of deadfall trees, so we were able to find plenty of firewood. Sunnife managed to start a fire despite the rain, and I sat Brynhild near it. I wrapped her in Sultan’s pelt and grabbed my pack to cut down several trees for a quick shelter and cut firewood. She tried to get up and follow me, but Nelda and Siobhan held her in place. I passed Gerlind and Ädwyn, who were carrying buckets toward the fire.

I used a couple of stout trees to hold up a crossbar and made a lean-to from there. In no time, we had a roof of evergreen branches over it and a stack of firewood just under the roof. I took my bow case and walked along the creek with Thibalt, looking for game.

Thibalt got two grouse to my one, and I was about to call it good enough when I spotted a passel of wild boar. Thibalt and I each got one. I missed getting a second one due to a twinge in my side, but it was probably plenty of meat for all our people.

I field dressed the pigs, and Thibalt cleaned the grouse. Then we each grabbed a pig and dragged them back to the camp. The grouse went on sticks on our fire immediately, and Siobhan and I pulled out camp skillets for the entrail meat from all the animals. Thanks to the squads, the pigs were soon roasting on a spit over a fire.

I sat next to Brynhild. “Does it feel good to be clean?” I asked gently.

“I’m not sure if I’ll ever feel clean again,” she said. “My skin feels better, and Siobhan gave me one of Anita’s acorn cakes with bacon. Nelda’s making some tea, and…” She raised her head to look at me. “He raped me, Chief.”

“It’s not your fault, Bryn. Nothing that happened was your fault or makes you any less than you were before,” I told her as her girls circled close by.

“I know. I know. Yet I keep thinking about it—what I could’ve done to prevent it. I should have kept half a squad with me.” She wiped her eyes angrily. “It was stupid. I always tell them to at least work in pairs.”

“I let you go on your own, Bryn,” I told her. “I broke my own rule. You can’t take all the blame. In fact, you can’t take any of it. The only person to blame is the bastard we’re going to make pay.”

She wept quietly, and I hugged her in the hope of comforting her.

After a few moments, she dried her eyes and began to tell me what happened. “Egon and I agreed that we’d given all the villages of the Hermunduri and four Frankish villages as much training as they could absorb during planting season, so we returned to Sigena. Ermenrich’s first wife, Bysen, invited me to stay with them. Their house is nearly as big as yours, so I figured it would be easy enough for me to stay out of the way. The other wife, Wilone, seemed nervous, but I didn’t think anything of it.”

At that, I tightened my fists.

“Ermenrich asked me to spend a few days training his scouts, so I agreed to stay long enough to give them a good start,” Brynhild continued. “He has some very talented girls, and I enjoyed training them. I had the group that I trained on the road and trained them to lead. After four days, I sent all twenty-five of them out with instructions to capture enemy scouts, played by ten of the village hunters. I wandered the woods and watched what happened. Some of the girls were judged killed. Others were captured, but they caught six of the hunters. I called ‘end of exercise,’ and shortly after everyone passed me, someone thumped me on the head and I blacked out.”

Nelda handed her a steaming cup of tea, and Brynhild sipped it cautiously. “That makes me feel good, Nelda. I feel a warmth from within me.”

“It will help you get your strength back quickly,” my little healer assured her, caressing her through the heavy horse cloak.

Brynhild took another sip, bracing herself to continue. “I woke up in a dark room. I’m pretty sure it was a granary. They left me with a thin blanket, a bucket of water, and a bucket to piss in. That was it. I wrapped myself in the blanket, drank some water, and tried to avoid the mice while finding the warmest corner.” Her eyes took a faraway look, and I sensed that she was only partly with us. The other part of her was back in the granary, reliving what had happened to her. Ymma sat on Brynhild’s other side and hugged her.

“I could see light streaming between the boards during the day. When night fell, the door opened and Ermenrich and Deorwulf, his lead hunter, walked in. There was a guard outside, but I couldn’t see who it was—another of the hunters, I think.

“Deorwulf held me down while Ermenrich forced my thighs apart. He, he—” She gritted her teeth. “He forced my thighs apart and forced his way into me. I was dry, but he didn’t care. He made no attempt to get me moist, and he felt pretty large, so it was painful as he pushed inside. He thrust a few times and grunted, then shot his seed inside me. He leaned down over me and whispered, ‘You can tell all your women that you were fucked by the future chief of all the Saxons.’”

Several women around the campfire gasped, while others hissed in disgust. Others joined Ymma and me hugging her. I took Bryn’s hand and grasped it tightly, my fury rising. “Then they left,” Bryn eventually continued. “Deorwulf returned later and took a turn. Then Ermenrich came back around the end of the second watch.” She clenched her jaw. “He fucked me again and just laughed when he saw me crying in frustration. He said, ‘Don’t cry, little girl. You are blessed to carry the welp of greatness.’ He laughed again and left.”

The women around the fire had tears streaming down their faces as they shared Bryn’s pain and horror. “The next day, Godric opened the door and stepped inside. He left two men outside and approached me cautiously and asked me how I had ended up there. I related the events. He gave me flatbread with cold meat in it and promised to come back.”

She sipped her tea, and with each pregnant pause, the tension and anger around the campfire grew. “About midmorning, I heard Ermenrich arrive and berate the guards. Swords were drawn, and eventually, Ermenrich disappeared. Wilone showed up with a fresh piss bucket and fresh water. She told me about how she came to be Ermenrich’s second wife, which was essentially through rape and him threatening her son.

“Once the sun went down, someone pried open the back corner of the granary. It was Waldetrudis, one of the new scouts, with Egon. She gave me boots, clothes, a knife, and a couple days of rations. Wada was at the gate and told them to let me out, and so I ran for the forest as night was falling. I was so scared and angry that I started walking home immediately. I hadn’t even stopped to put my boots on yet when Deorwulf and a couple of his men caught me.”

Bryn quieted, and we all held our breaths, waiting for her to continue.

“I wasn’t about to get raped again, so I drew the knife. It was a short utility blade, but it was sharp,” she murmured. “Thank the Tree of Life for all the survival fighting training you gave us, Max. Deorwulf didn’t know he was dead when he hit the ground. I hamstrung Lanferth, took his sword, and cut halfway through Torhthelm’s neck before driving the sword into Lanferth’s chest.”

She paused, reliving the battle. “I couldn’t find any of the gear that Waldetrudis and Egon had given me since it was so dark, so I ran off, tripping over that damned blanket. I should have stayed put until daylight, but I just couldn’t. I’ve been moving constantly since. I just heard people moving through the woods that sounded like the way I had taught my ladies, so I gave a sparrow whistle. Ymma was standing in front of me in ten heartbeats.” She looked at Ymma gratefully, and Ymma looked back, her gaze fierce despite the tears in her eyes.

“I’m going to pay Ermenrich a visit. Do you want it to be quick, or slow?” I asked.

Understanding of exactly what I was asking dawned on her face. “Can I do it, Chief? Please.”

I hugged her closely. “I can’t promise I won’t hurt him first, Bryn.”

“I have something special in mind for him,” she whispered darkly.
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JUSTICE AND THE FIRST SUMMER CAMPAIGN


The next morning, I woke up holding Brynhild in my arms. Siobhan was wrapped around her from the back and Nelda was wrapped around my back. We got up and dressed Brynhild in a pair of Siobhan’s tights, my Woolrich shirt, and Sultan’s pelt.

The mist was still drizzling from the sky when we broke camp after discussing a plan. By midday, we were in the woods outside of Sigena. Mildrith captured a couple of hunters, but they didn’t have much to tell us. Wärburh told us where to sneak up to the fort in a blind spot so we could position ourselves outside the gate without being noticed. She expected it to be open, but the guards usually stood out of the weather inside the gate rather than out front, where they could see someone sneaking toward them.

Bebe and Wärburh took Brynhild’s blanket and rode hard toward the gate as Sunnife’s squad came with me, our bows in their cases to protect them from the moisture.

“We’re getting close!” Bebe shouted as she and Wärburh pulled up about twenty yards outside the gates, waving Brynhild’s blanket. “We need a couple of days' rations, and we’ll go back out and find her.”

Ermenrich stormed out of the gate. “Where?” he growled.

“Just south of Wenden, Headman,” she replied.

“I told you to call me Chief,” he growled. He didn’t sound like he was losing his sanity, but rather like a mafia don from an old movie. It made me wonder how much I could trust anything he’d told me during our journey.

Sunnife and I ghosted behind him and into the fort. I held a finger up to warn the guards to be quiet while Ermenrich questioned his two scouts. The guards faded back as the scouts arrayed behind me, watching my back. They quickly uncased their bows, but I left mine in its case.

That’s when Brynhild rode up on Zephyr with Mildrith’s scout squad, followed by the other two units. Ymma’s squad continued screening the woods behind the rest of the units.

“What?” Ermenrich gasped. He turned to look for his guards and found me instead.

“You’ve been a very bad boy, Ermenrich,” I growled.

“That cunt killed three of my best hunters!” he shouted in reply.

A fire burned in my eyes. “As I understand it, that was after they delivered her to you so you could rape her, raped her themselves when you were done, and tried to rape her again after she escaped. Does that sound about right?”

“Listen, you arrogant, foreign bastard. I don’t answer to you or anyone else. One day, you’ll all be answering to ME!” he yelled. “She should be proud I fucked her.”

“Is that how Wilone became your wife, too? You raped her and then claimed her?”

“Yes,” two female voices from behind me said quietly.

“You are blessed by Irmin to be my wives,” he growled. “Shut your mouths.”

“So, you hid your true self when we traveled together,” I said. “I thought I was clear about how women should be treated, and that rape was forbidden.”

“In Sigena, my word is law. I decide what women go to which men. Even your precious dragoons answer to me first,” he replied haughtily. “Leave, foreigner—your women can stay.” He laughed loudly, then sobered and pulled his sword. “Unless you’d like to water my fields.”

Slowly, I walked toward him with my thumbs tucked into my belt. “You know, Ermenrich. I was shot with a scorpion a few days ago, but even with that wound still fresh in my belly, I can beat you. The problem is, I’ve been riding hard for a full moon cycle, I’m tired, and I don’t feel like playing games with you.”

He gave me a puzzled look as he tried to figure out what I was saying. As he opened his mouth to speak, I pulled my revolver and put a .45 Colt round just a little above and to the right of his crotch.

He screamed and crumbled to the ground as I holstered my weapon.

“Bryn, he’s all yours,” I said before turning to face the crowd. “Who knew about this?”

“Scouts and archers to me,” Brynhild called, and women from inside and outside the village converged on her.

Everyone was quiet as I stepped into the open space between the huts. “Egon!”

“Yes, Chief.”

“Thank you for helping free her,” I said. “Wilone and Waldetrudis. Thank you, too.”

I scanned the crowd. “Godric, why didn’t you release her?”

“I saw them bring her in and lock her in the granary. Ermenrich put a couple of hunters on guard—he said she had attacked him. He said to let her sit in there and think about her mistakes. Then I heard Deorwulf bragging about how he and Ermenrich were raping her. I knew he shouldn’t be doing that, so I put a guard on the door. Egon volunteered to help her escape,” the guard commander replied quietly.

“Who captured her?” I asked.

“Deorwulf and Puttoc,” Godric said, pointing at a hunter with feral eyes.

Puttoc turned to run, but two guards grabbed him and held him.

“What?” the hunter asked. “I didn’t even get to fuck her!”

“Let me be VERY clear!” I shouted over Ermenrich’s screams. “Women do not get raped by us or anyone else in the Saxon nation. Not Frankish, Hermunduri, Cheruski, or Roman women, and most importantly, not OUR women! I will kill ANYONE who does it. AM I CLEAR?”

“YES, CHIEF!” roared back all the men in the village.

“Our women are our BLESSING! They raise the children while we fight, hunt, farm, and craft. They help bring in the harvest and gather food from the forest, and now they fight to defend our villages and even go into battle with us. They are treasures, and we will treat them like they are. That means they have the right to tell any of us men ‘no’ and expect us to honor it.”

After a short pause, I called out. “Are you ready, Bryn?”

“Already started, Chief,” she called. “We’re just about ready for witnesses.”

“Pull!” Mildrith commanded repeatedly as I turned to see squads of scouts pulling ropes. Eventually, they tied them off on posts of the palisade.

“I gave Brynhild the right to exact justice from Ermenrich. I’m sure she’s going to do something I would not, but I told her to make an example no one will forget. Come on out and witness her justice,” I said as I marched outside, taking my bow case from Sunnife.

The sight nearly made me puke.

Ermenrich was naked and crying, hanging from the wall of the palisade. His feet were staked wide so that he hung spread-eagle. Where his genitals should have been was instead an open, bleeding wound. A bloody lump of flesh had been stuffed into his mouth, held in place by a cord. His wailing was loud and piteous despite the gag.

As the villagers formed up behind me, gasps and retches filled the air.

Brynhild took a borrowed bow and three arrows. Standing roughly twenty-five yards from the wall, she fired all three arrows into the groin of the emasculated man. The first one caused him to release his bladder, probably not for the first time since his punishment began. The second caused his bowels to empty. The third just added insult to injury.

I pulled my bow out of the case and nocked an arrow. Drawing back the string, I murmured, “Guide me, Katryn.” My arrow flew and pierced his left eye.

“Puttoc!” I shouted. “Would you rather face my justice, or the justice of the women?”

“Yours, Chief. Please,” the man begged.

“Strip off everything except your pants and boots. Go hold on to the front post of the smithy’s lean-to,” I told him. “Brynhild, has justice been served?”

“I can’t be the person I was before, Chief, but I’ve had my vengeance. What you gave him was just,” she said quietly.

Suddenly, all the female archers took turns firing arrows into the corpse on the wall. I later learned that each fired only one, but between the fifty-five scouts, and over two hundred archers from Edelheim and Sigena, that was still a lot of arrows.

“Boneval!”

“Yes, Chief,” the old man replied quietly.

“You’re the former headman?”

“Yes, Chief,” he said.

“You’re in charge until you find a worthy successor,” I told him. “Leave his body until it falls down or the first snow comes.”

The clouds broke as I led the crowd inside. Grabbing a long leather lead, I twisted it into a rope.

“Puttoc, you are lucky you didn’t try to rape one of my leaders. For capturing her, you will take twenty lashes on your back. If you let go of the post, I’ll start over,” I told the man. “Tell me when you’re ready.”

The man sobbed and wrapped his arms around the post. “Ready, Chief.”

I put everything I had into those strokes. Puttoc must have been a strong man. By the third lash, his skin had broken, yet he never released the post.

After the final stroke, I strode up behind him and gently eased him to the ground. Grabbing his face in my huge hand, I held his gaze. “You took your punishment with honor, Puttoc. Make sure you are honorable from this day forward.”

“Yes, Chief,” the wild-looking man replied shakily.

“Get a healer to tend his wounds, please!” I called out.

Nelda and a couple of other women helped him to his feet.

Godric dropped his armor, shirt, and weapons belt next to the post and grabbed it. “I’m ready, Chief.”

“For what, Godric?” I asked quietly.

“For not acting sooner. From not saving Brynhild before she was raped. Please give me back my honor, Chief,” he begged.

“Godric, I can’t beat you for making a mistake in judgment. We have to make mistakes to learn,” I told him.

“Please, Chief,” he begged. “I have a wife and daughters. I should have thought about them. My son needs to know that I take responsibility for my actions. You need to whip me, Chief.”

“Bryn, what do you think?” I asked as she stepped up beside me.

“It will also show that the dragoons are not above everyone else, Chief,” she said. “You should do it, and you must hit him as hard as Puttoc.”

“Not as many strokes, because he wasn’t an active participant,” I said.

“That seems fair, Chief,” she replied.

“I agree, Max,” Siobhan said in English. “Everyone needs to know that what’s hanging on the wall is not the standard punishment, too.”

I nodded and took my place behind the guard commander. “Godric, for not tending to your duties in a timely manner, you will receive four strokes of the lash. You will receive two more for the harm done to one of our women as a result of your delay. Tell me when you’re ready.”

“Ready, Chief,” he whispered and flexed his muscles to hold the post with his hands.

“Relax as much as you can, Godric. The lashes will tear the skin. If you tense up, it will tear the muscle too,” I coached him. He relaxed marginally, and I said, “Here we go.”

Five of the six lashes on Godric’s back broke the skin. When I finished, I walked up and gripped his shoulder.

“Thank you, Chief,” he said.

“Please don’t make me do it again,” I replied.

“On my honor, for the glory of all the Katthi,” he growled quietly.

“You’re a good man, Godric,” I told him quietly. “Have faith in yourself, as I do. Go see the healers.”

“Yes, Chief. Dank,” he said.

After Egon found most of Brynhild’s gear and her horse, we were back on the road in less than an hour. Wada committed to bringing eighty dragoons, fifty mounted archers, and ten mounted scouts to the rally point. He sent runners out to the nearby villages to pass the word on the muster.

Willem took Hrothgar’s, Mildrith’s, and Eanfläd’s squads on a detour home to notify the villages farther from Sigena and swing over to the Wupper Valley villages, too. They would get back in time to form up the troops and drill for a couple of days before we marched to cross at Deuton.

After taking a moment to shake my head at the monument we left hanging on the wall of the palisade, we got back on the trail heading home.

“That was some tough justice,” Ouaren said to me as we rode off.

“It was either that or have Bryn rape him with an ax handle before I killed him,” I replied.

“No good choices, Chief.”

“Yeah, you’re right. There are none. Just bad and worse,” I muttered.

We rode carefully along the messy trails and camped outside Wenden for the night.

Again, Brynhild slept next to me with Siobhan and Nelda sandwiching us. Just before I fell asleep, Brynhild said, “Peoht’s not going to want me now, Chief. I’m ruined.”

“I’m pretty sure that Peoht’s not that kind of guy, Bryn,” I assured her.

“And if he is, you can be wife number seven,” Nelda said. I cocked an eyebrow at her, but I’m not sure she caught it in the weak firelight.

Brynhild just burrowed closer under my arm. I fell asleep wondering how many wives I’d end up with if Nelda started recruiting.

The next day, we rose with the sun, which actually made an appearance. Clouds still partially covered the sky, but the rain had finally stopped. Despite that, the trails were still a mucky mess. After we passed Olpe, we climbed the mountains and took the higher trails that wound along ridges and across mountain passes until we came down and passed through a saddle where Lüdenscheid would eventually stand. As the sun was getting low, Cyneswith and Ädwyn rode back.

“A new village has sprung up, Chief. It’s essentially five families from Altena who were looking for more farmland. Looks like they found a good spot. They invited us to camp at their village. Ymma’s got a spot where we can set up without hurting their fields,” Ädwyn reported while Cyneswith nodded encouragingly.

“Lead the way, Ädwyn,” I replied. Cyneswith nodded encouragingly to her, and the scout led the way.

We set up in a wood line that was also sheltering some rather decrepit huts. The leader of the group was called Gelveln, so the village called itself Gelvelndorf. Despite not having very nice homes, they had a lot of ground tilled.

Gelveln said, “Most of it’s planted—the wheat, oats, and barley. Parsnips and turnips are going in the ground shortly. Altena had lots of planting stock left, so we’ll have a couple acres of each. We even have some of those red beets and carrots the Romans eat. The Saxon cavalry dropped them off last year, but no one wanted to eat them since we don’t know them.”

“I’ll take any of those you don’t want,” I told him. “We eat both where I grew up. The greens of the beets are good, too.”

“Gut, Chief,” Gelveln’s wife replied. “We’ll try cooking them like turnip greens.”

So we talked about farming and gardening until the fires got low, and then crawled into our bedrolls.

The next morning, Siobhan said, “Husband, I need to get laid. If we camp tonight, Brynhild will need to find a different tent.”

“We should be home tonight, Vonni,” Brynhild teased. It was the first smile I’d seen on her face since we found her.

“Vonni?” I asked. “Really?”

“Ja. Like ‘Bryn’ for Brynhild,” she replied. “‘Vonni’ for Siobhan.”

Siobhan laughed. “Geez, Vonni? Fine, I’m good with it, Bryn. Now everyone shut up and mount up. Let’s get home so I can get some.”

We wound through the valleys to Altena and came out on the banks of the Lenne River before turning east to Lon village. We stopped for a midday break there long enough for the horses to get a good drink and eat some of the new grass along the riverbanks.

We made our way through the heath and onto the road following Bear Creek. The sun was low but not yet touching the horizon when we crossed the ford and rode through Renvard’s village.

After dismissing the soldiers, Brynhild hugged me before riding off to Peoht’s hut in Edelheim. I told Thibalt to inform the leaders to meet with me after morning training, then he rode off with Gerlind.

Siobhan, Nelda, and I hurried home to the warm welcome of our family.

Siobhan did get laid that night, but Anita, Gabi, and Tabby made her wait until they’d all had a turn. Jenn kept her entertained until it was her turn.
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The next five days were all about resting, repairing equipment, making powder and fuse, and getting ready for an extended campaign.

I spent time working with Halvende on our artillery. What really had him excited were the two polybolos sent from Maccus. He had sent a complete one mounted on an axle and another set of parts for Halvende to play with. The smith was like a kid in a candy store.

We ran tests of the new ten-inch grenades in Halvende’s scorpions. We used shells filled with dirt for most of our tests, and then we fired a live four-inch grenade from the edge of Edelheim across the Lenne to land nearly 250 yards away, thanks to the elevation of the village. That explosion was impressive.

We then fired one of the larger ones, but the heavier round didn’t travel as far. I estimated it flew about 200 yards. We’d gotten about 175 yards on level terrain, so I thought it was worth noting. However, the crater was impressive—about four times wider and deeper. We forded the river to inspect them up close.

I looked at Halvende. “Enough of those might be able to break down the stone walls of the colonies.”

“Maybe, Chief,” he replied. “Maybe we shoot stones about half the size of the big grenades, followed by the big explosion.”

“Good plan,” I agreed.

Halvende had eight of the heavy scorpions ready to travel, plus another three for village defense.

During that break, the wives insisted that I rest frequently. I still attended training, but I didn’t push myself very hard, running at the back of formations and working on weapons drills.

I spent a lot of time talking with Ouaren, and we rode along the Ruhr one day, picking out sites for a mill. We selected a spot east of Baarmarkt, between the market and the ford. The site was a pretty wide spot between the riverbank and the slope of the mountain.

I also scouted out a location for a bigger home for my family. We’d never intended for the current house to be more than a winter shelter. With two babies on the way, two older children, six wives, and frequent guests, we had already outgrown the current house. Unfortunately, I estimated it would take a couple of years to put the new house in place. I talked it over with the wives, and we decided to add a hall on the south side and extend the main house to the west by another eight yards before the coming winter.

We spent nearly a day talking through the design for the additions and how we would build it. Then we sketched out what we wanted the new house to look like. When we were done, I revised my estimate to three years. We’d need stone, masons, and carpenters.

“Maybe you can steal some from the Romans,” Tabby said.

“Maybe, but we’d be competing with Ouaren for resources for the mill,” I said. “That’s more important than our comfort. The rest of the village lives in cramped quarters. We’ll have to make do. I can extend the house enough to get us through a couple more winters.”

The spot we picked for the new house was in the woods on the northwest corner of the meadow, overlooking the Lettebach.

On my fifth day of rest, Ralf Schmett arrived with new armor for me. He presented me with a solid metal cuirass to replace my segmented armor. It fit surprisingly well, and I didn’t feel any more restricted in movement than I did with the segmented plate. He replaced the kilt of metal-plated leather with a chainmail kilt that hung off the bottom of the cuirass. Ralf put my old spaulders onto the chest piece, and I was outfitted for battle in state-of-the-art armor.

Willem returned about the time the first units arrived. We let his units have a couple of days off to rest and had the newly arriving units set up camp on the large plain across the Ruhr from Baarmarkt.

Two days later, we called roll with the mustered units, laid out the general plan with them, and then spent the afternoon working on maneuvers. Two days after that, we had a total of 500 dragoons, another 300 dismounted infantry, 150 mounted archers, and another 90 dismounted. There were six fully qualified scout squads and another two mounted squads of candidates—women who were good archers but hadn’t been trained as scouts.

Brynhild shuffled her ladies around to put the new girls in the more experienced squads. Cyneswith and Mildrith both became squad leaders. Then they spent a couple of days teaching the basics to the new girls, each of whom was paired with a veteran.

The various units also brought 135 spare mounts. I planned to give Rando 120 of them. The remainder would be spares for our people unless we needed emergency rations.

We had an artillery battery of eight heavy scorpions, with 600 small grenades and 150 big ones in wagons trailing the artillery pieces. There was also a wagon carrying stones, and we had four of the smaller rope-pull scorpions on tripods loaded into another wagon. Another wagon carried clay jars of powder and coiled fuse. Each company commander and scout squad leader, as well as my command group, carried a throwing stick and five grenades in waterproof bags made of various animal stomachs.

We did another full day of maneuvers and training on throwing the grenades with dirt-filled versions. We spent the final morning talking through the first stage of the campaign in detail. After a midday meal, we checked our equipment and started for Deuton Fort.

Siobhan and Nelda were the only two wives traveling with me. Siobhan and Thibalt rode with me between the mounted and dismounted units, and Nelda rode a wagon with Dietlinde.

Ouaren rode with us as far as Deuton Fort so he and Badinus could make plans for the first mill.

The sun was touching the horizon when we arrived at the ford. I sent the dragoons across with the horses for Rando, and the rest of us camped in the crook formed by the two rivers. Siobhan and I met with Cuthbert and the squad leaders in the fort, who updated us.

Maccus had a wagon of bolts and six polybolos to go with us. The unit from Asberg would stay to assist with defending the fort and the farms, but Rando would ride as a reserve company of cavalry. Willem would take the dragoons down to capture Neuss with Rando’s reserve under Willem’s command. The boat crews would help transport the wagons of grenades across the ford the following morning. I saw Peoht hold Brynhild tightly as I prepared to leave the fort for our campsite. She was smiling and crying at the same time.

I really hope they’ll be able to work everything out, I thought.

Siobhan and I returned across the river to overnight with the dismounted units. Nelda had set up a camp for us when we got back, using her wagon and our tarps for shelter. The soldiers might’ve wished we’d stayed in the fort because Siobhan screamed out her pleasure loudly through half the first watch.

The next morning, while we worked to get everything across the river, Willem took his unit south to get into position to take Neuss.

I worked with the boat crews to get the wagons of munitions across the river without getting them wet. We slid rafts of logs under the wagons to help them float, and the boat crews shuttled back and forth using ropes to control the wagons. Fortunately, the level of the river had already receded to the point it was fordable on foot by the time we’d arrived, assuming you didn’t mind being soaked to the waist or higher. It was too close to the beds of the wagons to try fording them.

As soon as we had two heavy scorpions across the river, I sent them under Mathild’s leadership with a scout escort and twenty-five smaller grenades in waterproof bags to support Willem. Mathild was one of the artillery section leaders, and I knew she’d do a fine job supporting him.

Once everything was across, I inspected the wagons, and we emptied eight of the big grenades and twenty of the smaller ones, spreading the powder out on tarps to dry in the weak sun. Maccus committed to putting the powder into the clay jars we emptied to recharge the fouled grenades once it had dried.

I left a hundred small grenades and fifty large ones for Botulf in the fort and another fifty small grenades for the defense of the Deuton community.

That evening, I assigned all three companies of infantry and six squads of archers to man the boats. They would train with the former boat slaves and man the Roman warships and the flat-bottomed rafts. They were to meet us on the docks at Köln but also watch for scouts with new orders along the riverbank.

Maccus had repaired the polybolos on the warship, and we augmented it with a rope-pull scorpion. We equipped two troop ships with polybolos and two more with rope-pull scorpions. It reduced the firepower of the dragoons, but with the heavy artillery and archers, I wasn’t overly concerned.

The next morning at dawn, I led the remaining units south on the Roman road.
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Explosions were audible as we neared Neuss a little before midday. When we arrived, I discovered that Xorinix might have been a little optimistic. Fortunately, Willem had things well in hand.

Mathild had fired grenades into the Roman cavalry from the scorpions as an opening attack before shifting fire to the infantry parked outside the fort. While the Romans were in disarray from the artillery, Willem deployed his soldiers to surround the understrength legion.

One company of dragoons had circled through the woods to the south and cut off the Roman’s withdrawal via the road toward Köln. Another company and the cavalry reserve deployed to the slope west of the town and fort. The final century blocked the road north, which I used to bring the rest of our forces south.

Dying and wounded Roman soldiers were strewn across the field. I had expected two cohorts plus a century of cavalry. There may have been that many originally, but the grenades had exacted a terrible toll.

Horses screamed in pain, and the smoke from the grenades moved south into the trees as the light breeze blew from the north. Some soldiers were trying to form up to face our threat, but they didn’t know which direction to turn. The legate and a couple of centurions were screaming at their men, and horns sounded, but the leaders couldn’t marshal an effective fighting force. Less than a third of a cohort remained.

Archers deployed behind the dragoons, and the Romans finally understood that they didn’t stand a chance.

I rode Zephyr slowly out in front of my men. “Xorinix!” I called. “You have something for me?”

The Celtic soldier appeared in one of the towers. “Sorry, Chief,” he called. “They proved to be rather stubborn. We did keep them out of the town and the fort.”

“Good enough,” I shouted back.

I felt everyone’s eyes on me—the Romans watched quietly, waiting for what would come next. Three soldiers on horseback with plumes on their helmets rode slowly toward me.

“Is that the legate?” I called to Xorinix.

“The one with the sideways horsehair,” he shouted back.

“Tell him his men may survive if he surrenders,” I ordered.

The two centurions looked at each other and spoke back and forth. One was blond and the other was older, with the dark hair and swarthy complexion of a Spanish aristocrat on TV, complete with a five o’clock shadow. Before Xorinix relayed my words, the legate spat over his shoulder at them both.

The three riders stopped about fifty yards from me as Siobhan and Thibalt rode up to flank me. The legate spoke in Frankish, which was nearly as bad as mine. “You gibberish attack Rome?”

“You must go back to Rome, or we will kill you all,” I told him haltingly in the same language.

“Rome does not give up,” he shouted. I thought he meant “surrender,” but I didn’t know the Frankish word for that either, so I couldn’t be very critical of his language skills.

“Germania et Gaul belong to the German and Celtic people, not Rome. We’re taking our homes back,” I told him. “If you choose death, it will be swift.”

“All the world belongs to Rome!” the legate shouted back. He drew his sword and pointed toward the sky.

“Varus thought that, too,” I countered, reminding him of the shame of the Roman general who was killed at Teutoburg Forest. That made him drop his sword a little as he tried to rub his two brain cells together.

“Son of an idiot senator,” I muttered in English. Siobhan chuckled.

Handing Buck’s old lighter to Siobhan, I murmured, “Lob grenades at the centurions if they try to join in.”

I dismounted and made a show of ensuring my sword was loose in the scabbard before I transferred my shield from my saddle horn to my arm. Behind the concealment of the large oblong shield, I ensured that the revolver was also easy to draw before walking to about half the distance between the legate and my party.

“I’m ready to accept your swords, Legate,” I called out. It was as close to “surrender” as I could get in Frankish.

Predictably, he kicked his horse with a loud cry. Surprisingly, he didn’t hold his shield up.

What a dumbass.

His horse quickly closed the distance, so I had a ten-yard pistol shot by the time my revolver cleared the holster and the hammer was cocked. I didn’t get fancy—just took two steps to my left before firing one shot at the center of his chest. The legate’s mount reared at the noise and threw the legate to the ground, conveniently hiding my pistol from any curious eyes in the crowd as I holstered it.

Slowly, I took the agitated bay stallion’s reins and rubbed his nose gently to calm him down before I beckoned Thibalt to lead him away.

I looked down at the legate’s face, seeing no life in his eyes. I picked up his sword and arranged his body so that he looked a little more composed than you might expect from a corpse thrown from a horse, then I walked back to my earlier position between the centurions and Siobhan.

“I’m still ready to accept your swords,” I called out.

“I speak Saxon better than Frankish,” the swarthy one called out in my adopted language.

“Me, too,” I replied in Saxon.

“How would a surrender work?” the blond one asked in reasonable Saxon, too.

“Whichever of you is in charge now tells me whether you surrender or not,” I said. “Assuming you do, Xorinix will remain here to consult, and we’ll break your men into soldier and laborer assignments. If Xorinix wants them, those soldiers can join the Saxon alliance. Those who do have a five-year commitment to serve. If not, they serve as farm or construction laborers or as part of a boat crew for ten years. Soldiers report to Xorinix. Laborers give up their arms and armor and stand by for an assignment.”
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It turned out the swarthy-looking man was named Jorge Estrada. He was the senior officer and the tribune of a cohort, and he accepted my terms.

It happened pretty much as I explained it, other than Xorinix pointing out some known rapists. They were pulled to the side and forced to kneel on the ground as their hands were tied. Once we’d finished processing them, we had fifty-three uninjured infantry soldiers, picked by Xorinix, forty-seven laborers, sixteen slaves, and the seven rapists. It looked like the grenades had shredded at least twice that number. A couple dozen cavalrymen survived, based on our count.

Pointing at the rapists, I told the centurions, “They will die for their crimes. It’s probably better if I do it, so you look like you’re standing for your men.”

“Yes, I agree,” Jorge said. “What about our wounded?”

“Have your slaves or soldiers strip them of weapons, and then healers can look at them,” I told them. “If the healers can’t save them, cover their eyes and give them a knife to the heart to ease their suffering.” The junior centurion turned and gave orders while I spoke to Xorinix.

“Chief, I’m probably not a good choice to lead the defense of the fort and the town. I’m a junior squad leader,” the Celtic man said.

“How many men do you have holding the fort?” I asked, thinking that I too had been a junior squad leader not so long ago. I tapped my helmet, signaling my company commanders and higher-ranked leaders to join me.

“Sixty,” he said. “With the selected soldiers, we have almost enough for a primus pilus. I get along with most of the guys we selected, but I don’t know if I can lead a group that big.”

“Okay, I want someone from your fort in charge,” I told him. “Jorge can advise whomever you select, but I want a name before sunset.”

“Chief, I recommend Linus,” Jorge said from where he was posted off to my left. “He’s a promising young officer, he’s in the garrison now, and he’s liked by the villagers and the soldiers. He’s strict but fair, and he would make a good garrison commander.”

“Okay, that works. You’re his advisor rather than his commander until I say differently. Earn my trust, and I’ll put you back in command. Is that clear?” I asked.

“Yes, Chief,” he replied.

Pointing at the junior centurion, I asked, “Actually, let’s change that. I think you should be the advisor. Jorge, I have something else in mind for you. Stand by for your assignment.”

“Yes, Chief,” he replied.

“Get everyone to circle around so I can speak to all your survivors,” I told the two Roman officers. “Lean on your seniors to set a good example. Rome won’t believe I pressed you into service for our army, so their lives and our lives depend on their ability to defend that fort and the neighboring town.”

“Yes, Chief,” they replied, turning to round up their people while my officers surrounded me.

“Rando, you have two dozen more riders. They appear to be auxiliaries. When you meet them, find out if you can rely on them. If not, leave their bodies in the woods. Our cavalry is pretty lean, so save them if you can,” I told the Alemanns prince.

“Yes, Chief.”

“Willem, I want that Roman tribune to be your second, as cohort commander. I’m assuming he’s seen as much or more combat as you. Learn from him,” I ordered.

“Yes, Chief.”

“Bryn, get a screen down that road to the south. Clear any towers and set up around Köln. I’m pretty sure you can get in place around Köln before nightfall, but be careful. The towers were empty on our last pass through here. We can’t count on that now. The ladies who went with me know the good hide spots and camps.”

“Yes, Chief,” she said.

“Willem, get a company down there after Bryn is in place to hold the road. Only our people pass,” I told him.

“Yes, Chief,” he replied. “Can we get artillery or archers?”

“Yes. Ecgfrith, send three squads of archers with the lead dragoon company,” I told the commander of the archers.

“Yes, Chief,” he replied with a grin. The grizzled veteran was so happy to feel useful.

“I had planned to leave for Köln at first light, but this went very well. We’ll leave after I finish laying down the law,” I tell everyone. “Order of march will be one company of dragoons, archers, artillery, cavalry, the rest of the dragoons. I’ll be between the archers and the artillery. Rando and Willem, set up a perimeter around the town and the fort while I talk to them. I don’t want any surprises while we’re basically resting in place. Questions?”

“Do we leave any grenades at the fort or city?” Johan, the battery commander for the scorpions, asked.

“No,” I said. “Let’s build trust before we give them explosives. Anything else?”

“How about the polybolos?”

“Let’s send them with the first company,” I said. “Make sure the crews and the bolts go with them. They were almost separated on the trip here.”

Everyone chuckled even though it wasn’t that funny.

“Anything else?”

“No, Chief.” The leaders broke to give orders and returned shortly.

“We’re ready, Chief,” Jorge said.

I nodded. “Tell me more about yourself, Jorge,” I said.

“I’m from Hispania. The centurion, Aureliu Lavinius, is from Roman Gaul.” I translated “Roman Gaul” as anywhere from northern Italy, Switzerland, Austria, France, Belgium, or the Balkans.

“Alright, Jorge. I’m Max. You’ll get more details when I address your soldiers.” I indicated to the people assembled around me. “These are my commanders. Willem, cohort commander of the dragoons. Rando, commander of the cavalry. Ecgfrith, cohort commander of the archers. Johan, commander of artillery. Brynhild, commander of the scouts. The young man with my horse is Thibalt, my squire. The woman on the horse is my wife, Siobhan.”

“Women? In battle?” he asked.

“Most Katthi villages have two to three women per every man, including the men who are amputees because of battle,” I told him. “We don’t have a choice. Everyone learns to fight. We’ve found that the women make good scouts, archers, and artillery chiefs. By the way, have someone translate my words for your men.”

“Yes, Chief,” he said.

As Jorge walked over to arrange for translation, Brynhild updated me. “Gytha just left with Mildrith, Ymma, and Bebbe’s squads, followed by Hrothgar’s company. The rest are rotating for rest and screening this village area.”

“You’re almost smiling, Bryn,” I said.

“I’m going to tie the knot on May Eve, Chief,” she said, happy tears streaming down her pretty face. “Things with Peoht went better than I expected.”

“Gut. I told you he was a good man.” I beamed, happy for the two of them.

“He most certainly is.” Bryn’s eyes shined. “Now let’s get this over with so that we can get going.”

“Yes, ma'am.” I turned to address the captured Romans, the village, and the fort.

“Hello. I am Max, war chief of the Katthi,” I bellowed, pausing for the translators. “I’m clearing the Roman forts along the Rhine for my commander, Botulf, who is war chief of the Saxons. We are building alliances with all the German tribes and nations to drive the Romans away and prosper together.

“You are now part of the Saxon nation, and you need to know a few things to succeed. If you beat someone but don’t kill them, you’ll get the whip. If you steal, you’ll get the whip. Rape, murder, and spying will get you the knife. We’re not Romans, so we simply slide the blade into the heart—no torture.”

I paused, letting that sink in. “The one exception is that if you rape one of our soldiers, your cock and balls will be cut off and shoved into your mouth before we hang you by the wrists and fill your body with arrows. There’s an example hanging on the palisade at Sigena if you don’t believe me.”

Once the translators caught up, I noticed a lot of men with horrified expressions.

“The rule against raping is not just for Saxons. It’s for anyone,” I clarified. “If you’ve raped a woman here and haven’t gotten caught, I recommend asking for her forgiveness and being quiet about it. If you confess and your victim decides to plead your case, you’ll get the whip instead of the knife. Otherwise, if I learn about it, I’ll have to kill you. I’m tired of killing, and there’s still a lot of it in front of me. Do the right thing.”

I paced back and forth as I waited for the translators.

“Spies will have the opportunity to explain themselves, but most will get the knife, as I said earlier,” I continued. “You should also know that we are an alliance of tribes and nations, but we do not force our allies to become Saxons. We have to agree on how we’re going to make decisions that affect the alliance, and we expect all groups to have a voice. All captives selected to soldier will have a five-year commitment to the Saxons. The laborers will have ten since they are not being asked to put their lives on the line. Both groups may marry and have families if they wish, and you can stay after your commitment if you’d like.”

There was a fair amount of murmuring as the translators finished.

“Last thing,” I called out. “Raise your hand if you’re a Christian.” Some did. Others looked like they were going to but changed their minds. “Christians are welcome here, as are those who follow other faiths. You may meet and worship. However, Christian priests are not welcome here and will be killed upon sight. Too many Christian priests have told people to kill our children and rape our women.”

“How do we worship without priests?” a guy called from the middle of the group. He hadn’t raised his hand.

“You don’t need a priest to worship,” I replied slowly, marshaling my thoughts. “If you have the good news in writing, read the texts and discuss them. Either way, pray and help your community. That is how you worship. Is that clear?”

Everyone was quiet as the translators finished. I hoped “good news” still translated to “gospels,” as I was taught in one of the occasional Sunday school lessons I attended as a young child.

“Yeshua bin Yosef, the man you call Jesu, said that all of the commandments and laws really all line up with two greater commandments,” I told them, relaying another of the few things I remembered from Sunday school, when my parents were alive. Holding my thumb aloft, I said, “Hold no other god above the Lord Your God.” I raised a finger. “And love your neighbor as you love yourself. I think of that as ‘treat everyone how you want to be treated.’

“If you follow that second commandment, you will have no problems in the Saxon nation. The first one is between you and your god,” I said. “Linus will be the commander of the fort, with Centurion Lavinius as his advisor. Centurion Lavinius will coordinate with the village to get initial jobs for those of you who are no longer soldiering. We’ll move many of you to other communities once we finish our mission. Tribune Estrada will travel with Commander Willem of our dragoons cohort. Questions?”

A man who looked much too old to be soldiering stood up. A scruffy gray beard was growing on his cheeks, and he didn’t have the clean haircut of a soldier despite having been selected as one of the guards. “Uh, Chief. With horses working, can I. Too old for soldiering, am I. Longer te-term?” I nodded and he continued. “Longer term to work with horses is good for me.”

“Rando?”

“Yes, Chief. I could use a couple of good wranglers,” he said. “Can you shoe horses?”

“Iron on horse feet, can I. Leather working, too. Saxon speaking, not so good,” he replied.

“Pick one of the laborers to help you and report to Captain Rando,” I said. “Anything else?”

“I don’t know how to farm,” one of the laborers said in broken Frankish.

“Many of you may have to do things you’ve never done before,” I replied. “Whoever you are assigned to will show you. Centurion Lavinius will make sure.”

“What if they hit us?” another asked in clear Saxon.

“You can hit them back, but you’d better not kill them or throw the first blow. "Maybe make sure others saw what happened before you strike,” I said. “Xorinix! Make sure Neuss knows the penalties.”

“Yes, Chief!” he replied.

“We’re off to the next fort. I plan to come back this way after we’ve cleared all the forts,” I said.

After addressing the group, I pulled Jorge and Aureliu to the side. “What can we expect in Köln?” I asked them.

“Nothing sane,” Aureliu spat.

Jorge nodded. “One of the priests from Rome survived and declared himself a bishop. Our legate got fed up with his insanity and brought us home. He had to leave one cohort in the city, but they’re understrength. At the last muster, Lucius Epidius Aponius had 320 men in his cohort, all infantry. From that, he has to man the bridge tower on the east bank and the towers along the road as well as provide a full century to guard the self-proclaimed bishop. We’ve camped here for nearly two weeks instead of going back to Köln. We were going to send an envoy north for help, but then you arrived.”

I’d forgotten that Romans came up with the seven-day week, but I recognized the Latin word septimāna in the middle of his Saxon speech. “How crazy?” I asked.

Aureliu responded. “The priest has locked himself in the bishop’s palace, surrounded by an entire century. Lucius had to give that century a full hundred men, which means the bridge tower is understrength. Most of the gate guards on the road gates are civilians, if any are posted at all. The priest probably sent for help to Augusta Treverorum demanding aid of the governor and bishop there.”

I nodded. “Thank you both for this information. Until we meet again.” Jorge and Aureliu nodded and stepped away.

I briefed my commanders about the situation in Köln. We departed immediately, and Brynhild arranged for teams of scouts to watch the river to catch Eastmund and tell him about the accelerated plan.
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We made it to Köln that day, but the sunlight was almost gone by the time we arrived. Gytha greeted us and sent everyone to the camping spot, a decent-sized clearing surrounded by heather and trees near the westbound road.

The units immediately set to caring for the horses and equipment in the rapidly diminishing twilight. The thirty archers who had been on foot took turns massaging each other's feet and legs as they rested around campfires. I made sure to sit with them and tell them how impressed I was that they kept up. The women glowed with the praise. One of them, Marta, said, “I’d still rather ride.”

“Once we have mounts for you, you’ll all receive training—don’t you worry,” I told her after we all stopped laughing.

After we set up camp and had eaten our rations, Gytha briefed us on what they’d learned. “Häddi met a hunter in the woods, and he told her a lot. The legionnaires that are in the city are all guarding the bishop’s palace to protect the senior priest. Additional troops are in the tower guarding the east end of the bridge. The tribune is at his wit’s end, trying to find civilians to manage the gates. He gave up on the towers along the road, which lines up with our recon—we haven’t seen anyone in the towers since we arrived. The three gates on the road are supposed to close at night, with a guard to control entry. They all appear to be open so far,” she concluded.

“Oh, no. This couldn’t be that easy,” I murmured.

“What are you thinking, Chief?” Willem asked.

“Just a moment, Willem. Jorge, do you know where the barracks are?”

“Yes, Chief,” he said. “There’s enough to hold a reinforced legion. Only one is used by the cohort on duty. Camp beds are stored in the empty buildings since we had another set in Neuss.”

“Do you know where the bishop’s palace is?” I asked.

Jorge nodded. “It’s not far from the barracks.” A slow grin spread on his face as he began to understand where my thoughts were going. “It would be easy to surround. There are a couple of servants' doors in the back and sides, but the main entrance is out front.”

“Good. Mount up,” I ordered everyone. “We’re taking Köln tonight. Johan, I want you to hide the heavy scorpions with their crews and ammo here in the woods. I don’t want to show those off until we need them. Send the rope-pull ones into the town with fifty grenades each. Make sure the grenades are covered so they stay dry. Ecgfrith, we’ll leave the dismounted archers. I also want a company of dragoons to stay. Willem, who do you want to leave?”

“I’ll do it, Willem,” Hrothgar volunteered. “We don’t mind a little camping.”

“I’ll also want the archers and dragoons to get guards in the towers. Willem, keep a squad of guards on that wagon of ammo at all times,” I added.

“Chief, you might want a couple of big grenades to make a point of who’s in charge in the city,” Johan said.

“Good point,” I agreed. “Anything else?”

“I’ll have a squad range around the camp, and others scouting the roads,” Brynhild said.

“Thanks, Bryn. Questions?”

“No, Chief,” they chimed.

The dragoons mounted up, and Jorge led them to the barracks. We set up two polybolos and two more rope-pull scorpions with grenades and stones for ammo, pointing toward the entry of the bishop's palace from fifty yards away. We had a company guarding the palace on a fifty percent rest rotation for the night.

We put a mixed force of dragoons and archers on the walls and barred all the gates except the western one. That one had a squad of men on duty. Another squad was on standby at the east gate, which led to the docks and the bridge in case Eastmund’s infantry showed up in the middle of the night. Rando’s cavalry got to rest but would be going on patrols the following day so that most of the scouts could have a day to rest.

That night, Siobhan, Nelda, and I spread our bedrolls on the hard floor of the legate’s quarters. After some languid kisses and gentle caresses, we quickly dropped off to sleep.

The next morning, after I saw Rando’s unit off, I woke up the governor of the colony and his wife by barging into their bedroom. Then Jorge, Siobhan, and I dragged him to the bishop’s palace. I held my compound war bow as we took position in front of the main entrance.

The guards on duty outside the door looked dead on their feet. Jorge translated for me. “Get your commander and hand over your weapons. Then you can go back to the barracks and get some sleep.”

When the centurion appeared, Jorge told him the same thing. A squad of dragoons stood ready to take the men’s weapons. Jorge had a short conversation with the centurion, who looked nearly as worn out as his guards. After they finished speaking, the new centurion saluted me with a fist to his chest and called inside the palace.

The Roman century exited the building quickly to form up into a parade formation. They all looked exhausted. As they were forming up, a man in a purple toga ran out and started screaming at the centurion.

After taking three steps to my right, I found an open shot and put an arrow into the screaming man’s eye socket. The governor collapsed at the sight.

Not a military man, I thought to myself.

Thibalt dragged up a big pushcart, and the Romans got into file, dropping off their weapons and shields. Another squad of dragoons led them off to the barracks, where a dragoon company was on duty as guards.

After they were all gone, I cut off the head of the man I had shot and carried it into the bishop’s palace by the arrow. Seventeen men were all lounging around a chair that looked suspiciously like a throne. Siobhan, Jorge, and Thibalt stood beside me, and a squad of dragoons stood at my back. Mathild followed us in.

“I am Max. Are you all priests?” I called out.

One of them seemed to understand me. He stood and pasted an arrogant expression on his face. “Yes, we are priests. Bow before God, you ungodly cur! You are not to be in this place. Rome will send soldiers any day now to protect the bishop.”

“This bishop?” I asked, holding up the dripping head.

One of the priests screamed like a little girl, and I laughed—I couldn’t help it.

“You are all a plague on the land. Prepare to be cleansed,” I said before tossing the decapitated head into their midst.

“Ten seconds, Chief,” Mathild said as she set a ten-inch grenade with a long fuse in it at my feet. Thibalt took my bow, and Siobhan handed me a torch. Everyone backed out of the building.

“For the evil you spread,” I said, lighting the fuse from the torch. I dropped it and rolled the big grenade at them like a misshapen bowling ball. Then I turned and ran out of the door.

Two dragoons ran a spear through the door handles and then ran back to where the scorpions were set up next to me.

The walls of the stone building muffled the explosion, but it was still plenty loud. The doors blew off their hinges, and the roof collapsed.

I turned to the governor. “So. Why should I let you live?”

He started shouting and waving his arms around. I pulled my sword and put the point under his jaw.

Jorge spoke to him in what I gathered was Latin. The man spoke frantically to him, and Jorge pulled his gladius and drove it into the governor’s stomach.

“He was worthless, Chief,” he explained. “He was trying to convince me to ride to Augusta Treverorum to bring back help.”

“Why wouldn’t you?” I asked quietly.

“I gave my word in surrender. I serve you for the next five years, Chief,” he said, standing ramrod straight. Then he relaxed his posture slightly. “The loyalty of your soldiers is a wonder. No leader gets that without earning it. You saw what my legate was like. I thought it might be good to serve under a true leader. I believe Aureliu feels the same way.”

I was touched. “I appreciate the kind words,” I said genuinely. “Now, who’s left to run this city?” I had been thinking of this place as a town, but the smell of it and the number of buildings definitely put it into the larger category of urban development.

“There was a Greek slave who ran everything,” Jorge said. “What little I’ve heard about him makes him seem not very corrupt. I didn’t see him when we were here to meet the new bishop, but I doubt the governor could run this place without him.”

I waved Thibalt over.

“How may I help, Chief?” he asked.

“Go find the Greek slave who ran things for the governor. Take Jorge and a squad with you,” I told him.

“On it, Chief,” he said, slamming a fist to his chest before turning away to find the nearest company commander.

I walked around the palace and talked to the squads that had covered the doors around the palace. They were all still trying to come to terms with the huge explosion. All four of the smaller servant doors had been blown off their hinges. Fortunately, none of our people were hurt.

I had Mathild and Ingrid, the two light artillery section chiefs, fire stones into the wall until the building fell.

Willem left Nerian, one of the company commanders from Solochon, in charge of keeping people out of the rubble before taking me on a tour of the defenses, starting with the north gate.

Eastmund arrived at the docks as we were looking out at the bridge by the east gate. I welcomed him and told him to set a guard on the boats and get his people to the barracks for a rest. He gave the order and joined Willem and me as we finished our circuit of the city.

Thibalt was standing at the front gate with a tall man—about six feet—with curly gray hair and beard, wearing a loose robe and cloak. Jorge and the local tribune were talking nearby, and the dragoon squad that had accompanied my squire reported back to me. I struggled to remember the barrel-chested squad leader's name, but I finally remembered he was from Barmen in the Wupper Valley.

“Jürgen, thanks for helping Thibalt. You can report back to your company commander,” I told him.

“Happy to help, Chief,” he replied, striking his breast with his fist. His squad followed his example, and then he led them off at a double time.

“Chief, this is Euclides,” Jorge said, indicating the tall man in the robe. “He is the administrator for the city of Köln. This is Lucius Epidius Aponius; he’s the tribune here in the city.”

“I’m Max,” I said.

The local tribune didn’t look thrilled. “Call me Lucius, Max.” He lanced me with a stare. “I haven’t surrendered.”

“Your primary century inside the walls has given up their weapons. I have two cohorts inside your walls. I will murder your men if you force me, but I’d rather not,” I told him.

“Tribune, surrender,” Euclides urged. “Jorge said these people are honorable and just want their home back.”

“I’m a son of the patriarchy,” the commander said. “Rome is my home. It’s in my blood.”

“Lucius, Rome is here to steal and build political capital back in your home city,” I told him. “You’re not here to help. In fact, you’re worse than the Frankish raiders since at least their lands are along the Rhine. Yours are in southern Italia. I understand being proud of your home, but Rome is wrong to be here. The Church is even more wrong, telling their followers to rape and kill in the name of God. Both have to go.”

“You won’t let Christians live?” he asked, appalled.

“Christians can live here and practice their faith unless they hurt someone else. But the priests will be executed on sight.”

“We have nineteen priests here,” Euclides said. He offered a hand. “Make sure you get them all. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Chief.”

“I’m glad you speak Saxon,” I told him as we shook.

“Many of the slaves in the city speak Saxon,” he replied. “I had to learn it to communicate with them. I’m sure Saxon slaves don’t make you happy.”

“No,” I agreed. “Saxon slaves don't make me happy. I would prefer that slaves transition to getting a copper a day in pay. Captured soldiers can serve for five years as soldiers or ten years as laborers. There are still many details to figure out how it will work, but that’s the basic structure I have in mind. Ideally, everyone would get paid, but shelter and food are also part of payment.”

Euclides pondered this, and I added, "On top of slavery, Saxon culture doesn't have large cities, and standing armies are new to us, too. What I mean to say is that our culture is evolving as we encounter new concepts. So, if someone has better ideas than I do about how to navigate these concepts, I want to hear them."

“I will talk to some of our people and come back with some recommendations, Chief,” Euclides replied. “We have nineteen thousand people, including people from all the groups of Germania, and we’ve been growing. We also have an extensive library. I’m pretty sure it's the biggest outside of Rome.”

“Impressive,” I said. “Knowledge and learning are very important. Being able to capture knowledge in writing is a great tool.”

Having a library was amazing. I looked forward to spending time there once we kicked the Romans out.

“I’ll want to address the citizens before we move on,” I added after a short pause.

“I’ll arrange it.”

“Chief, do those terms apply to my men?” Lucius asked.

“Yes, if you surrender,” I answered. “I know we haven’t fought a battle, but I’d rather not. There will be a lot more of that in the future.”

“I’ll surrender, Chief,” Lucius responded morosely. “My men are my priority.”

“Spoken like a true commander,” I said. “Between you and Jorge, who is senior?”

“I’ve been a cohort commander longer, but he’s been an officer longer,” Lucius said. “I was next in line for legion command if something happened to the legate. My family connections made me senior.”

“Let’s get you, Jorge, Eastmund, and Willem together to discuss how best to organize the soldiers. If you have any soldiers whose loyalty to Rome will interfere with protecting Köln and the people of Germania, let’s move them into public service labor.”

“There might be a few. Let me talk to my officers, and we can go from there,” he replied. “May I recall my men?”

“Yes, but my men are in your barracks now. Work with Eastmund to come up with a plan,” I told him.

“Yes, Chief,” he said. He hesitated and then struck his breastplate as Jürgen had a minute before.

Suddenly, I heard the low drone of a scout horn blowing a long low note announcing the arrival of enemy forces.
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BATTLE AGAINST THE PALATINI


“Willem, get your men mounted. Check in with the scouts and find a reverse slope. Do you remember what that is?” I asked.

“Yes, Chief,” my cohort commander said. “The rear side below a ridge.”

“Right. Deploy one company on the far side with whatever obstacles you can throw up. Set up the rest of your unit on this side. Tell Johan to deploy behind your men. Take a company of archers, and make sure they stay 100 yards from the Romans,” I ordered. “Go!”

“Yes, Chief!” Willem barked, striking his fist to his chest.

“Thibalt, get our horses.” He nodded and dashed off.

“Here, take your rifle,” Siobhan said, handing me the saddle holster. “I’ll help Thibalt with your horse.”

“Thanks, my love,” I told her, pulling her in for a kiss before she ran off with Thibalt.

“Eastmund, you’re in charge of the defense of the walls,” I ordered. “Get the polybolos and rope-pull scorpions in the gate towers!” I commanded. “Lucius, have a century ready for a reaction force to shore up any breaches.”

Eastmund said, “Chief, I’ll have one company inside the gate and another with archers on the west wall and towers. Ingrid and Mathild will each command their artillery sections in the towers. That leaves a company of infantry for reserves.”

I gave a crisp nod, and he continued. “Lucius, if you think your men are fit for duty, maybe we mix your company with mine to make two companies. One could support your tower detachment to secure the bridge and the other could be the reserve to maneuver wherever we need them.”

“My men are exhausted, but they are my most experienced century, Eastmund,” Lucius said. “They’re proud and don’t have much love for the Legio II from Treverorum. Since the governor is from a powerful family, his legion is supposed to be palatini.”

“What is that?” I asked.

“Special troops to guard powerful people,” Jorge said, dumbing the concept down to communicate in Saxon.

“Like praetorians?” I asked.

“Much the same,” Jorge said. “They’re called the Second Jovian Legion, made of older veterans from the original Jovian legion. Three cohorts of palatini and three cohorts of auxilia, plus a cohort of cavalry commanded by a former scholae palatini cavalry commander. There is a century of scholae in the cavalry, and three centuries of auxiliary units made of Alemanns, Thuringers, Franks, and Belgian mercenaries. Roughly 5,500 soldiers in total.”

“What are scholae?” I asked.

“Think of vicious, praetorian cavalry,” Lucius interjected. “They are the Roman standard for cavalry, but with an added sense of entitlement. On the positive side, the governor keeps as many of the palatini in the colony as he can. It keeps the bishop happy, too.”

“You were there before you were transferred here?” Jorge asked. “The story is that you punched out your tribune for raping a woman.”

“True,” Lucius said, “on both counts.”

“Good answer,” I interjected, taking over the conversation. “Lucius, you’re second to Eastmund. Eastmund is also a blooded commander, so advise respectfully. Let him know where you’re going and get your men ready, then report back to him. Jorge, get your horse. We’re going into the field. Let Willem know that you’re advising me before we join him. Then meet me at the gate.”

“Yes, Chief,” both men barked and struck their breastplates.

“Eastmund! Lucius is your second,” I called. “Euclides, prepare your healers. Another of my wives is running around here somewhere. She’s a Saxon healer, and she gets amazing results. Put her in charge of them.”

“Thank you, Max,” Nelda said as she ran up. “Where do you want me?”

“We have an infirmary just west of the barracks,” Euclides said. “Let’s set up there. Most of the healers work there or are based there and travel the city. All our healing supplies are there.”

“Sounds good,” I agreed before kissing Nelda quickly and dashing off toward the stables.

In the stable yard, Brynhild was giving orders to five squads of scouts. I stepped up to have a quick conversation.

“Rando’s out there already,” she said. “I’ve got three squads out with him, one on each road. I’m going to send the other three to the west and work with the new recruits.”

“Our cavalry should be able to scout the enemy. What would be most useful would be to go deep and get counts and types of units,” I told her. “You’ll need to watch for their cavalry, too. They’ll have at least a cohort of it if it’s the soldiers from Treverorum. They’ll screen the flanks, if they know their business.”

“Yes, Chief,” she replied. “I’ll send the three squads of the veterans deep and keep the recruits screening the north and south roads.”

“Good plan,” I told her. “Good hunting, Bryn.” She saluted me and turned back to her scouts.

In the stable, Thibalt and Siobhan were fighting Zephyr, trying to cinch his saddle. I grabbed his lead and stroked his muzzle. “They’re my people, Zephyr. They only come to you to help me. Be nice to them.”

The huge horse shook his head. “No more treats until you behave,” I told him.

He blew out a raspberry and dropped his head. I took over saddling him so Siobhan and Thibalt could saddle their mounts.

Willem had his men leading their mounts toward the front gate to form up outside the walls of the city. When Siobhan, Jorge, Thibalt, and I were ready, we followed them outside. Catching sight of Egon as we passed outside the gate, I waved him over.

“We’re going to prep the artillery, Egon,” I told him. “Let Willem know.”

“Yes, Chief,” he replied with a salute, hammering his chest.

We mounted and took off to the west toward the camp for the artillery units.

“Chief,” Jorge said as we rode. “Legio II Jovian uses martiobarbuli rather than archer auxiliaries.”

“What are those?” I growled, getting fed up with all the surprises of the morning.

“Darts,” he replied. “They have lead balls behind the spearhead to make them drop point first. They have a range of sixty-five to eighty yards. Each of the palatini infantrymen will have five of them. I don’t know if the auxilia have been trained in them. The Jovian legion commander hates Huns—won’t have them near his unit even if they are good archers.”

“We need to ensure that we’re ready for those darts. Shields overhead when we see them launch,” I shouted as we cantered to the campsite.

“I’ll pass the word, Chief,” Thibalt said.

“They should hit harder than an arrow if they are thrown high enough, but they shouldn’t break a shield roof,” Jorge added.

“Okay, some good news,” I growled. “At least we have a surprise they won’t be expecting.”

We arrived at the camp to the accompaniment of the whistled tattoos for friendly visitors. Farahild, a scout from Sunnife’s squad, met us at the camp entrance.

“We’re using whistles so we don’t confuse people with the enemy horns,” she told me as I dismounted.

“We probably need a more robust system, but that’s a good idea,” I replied, clapping her on the shoulder. The young woman slid in for a quick hug before sliding away to return to her post. “I’ll let Sunnife know you approve. She’ll be giddy.”

I was meeting with Johan, Ecgfrith, and the squad leaders when Rando rode in.

“Chief!” he called.

“Over here. We’re talking through our plans,” I replied.

“Good. They didn’t quite empty Treves. I’ve counted four cohorts of foot and three companies of cavalry. One of them is that elite Roman cavalry company,” he reported. “They left one cohort of elite foot in Treves and with one more company of German cavalry.”

“What else can you tell us about the forces marching this way?” I asked.

“We recruited one of the auxiliary cavalry companies. They’re mostly Alemanns and Thuringer. The other is almost completely Belgian Celts. Georg, the Alemanns company commander, thinks he can recruit them, too. There are a few Franks interspersed, but not many since no one likes the treacherous bastards.”

“Great. We’ll hope for the best there, but be prepared for them to change their mind,” I said.

“Not likely. The auxiliary units haven’t been paid for six months. The cavalry strength is about eighty men per company and the infantry are at about sixty due to desertions,” Rando said. “But the three Roman units have been getting paid, and they’ve been making sure the auxiliaries know it. We can probably get the auxiliary infantry to turn on the Romans if we can give them a chance of success.”

Holding up his hand to forestall my response, Rando added, “Here’s what’s not typical. They’re coming in force but in parade formation. We didn’t find any indication of a vanguard or scouts. Nothing. That elite cavalry unit is out front, then the foot soldiers. Judging by the armor and banners, the elites are at the front of the infantry formation, then the auxiliaries. The two auxiliary cavalry units are in the back. It’s exactly backwards of how Rome normally fights. I don’t think they expect a fight at all.”

I thought through his information. “Okay, here’s what I’m thinking,” I told him, and laid out the map that Jennifer had so painstakingly scribed from her master copy. “Between this massif and this ridge, we set up obstacles across the road and into the woods. Dragoons across the road here behind the obstacles with spears and pikes. The second two centuries won’t be visible past the crest of that hill. Artillery here behind them”—I indicated on the map—“to lob grenades into the back of the first cohort and front of the second. Archers on both flanks, fifty on our right, and a hundred on our left, since I think they’ll have a better chance of getting past the Roman shields.”

“Maybe have scouts lob grenades into the rear Roman units and fade back to our lines,” Rando said. “My men can cover their withdrawal.”

“Good idea,” I agreed. “Anything else?”

“How many of those Greek scorpions do we have?”

“Four,” Johan said. “I recommend putting them on our flanks between the dragoons and the archers. They withdraw slower than the archers.”

“I’d like to get my foot archers back inside the walls,” Ecgfrith said.

“No way,” Marta growled. “We jogged nearly the whole route. We’re gonna kill some Romans.”

I smiled at her fierce declaration. “Our right flank, Marta. Rando, make sure you cover them if they have to withdraw under pressure.”

“Yes, Chief,” they replied.

“Anything else?” I asked.

“Chief,” Brynhild said from behind me. “We’ve taken over the screen from Rando’s men and are in position. If we can tell which units are Roman from the auxiliaries, we can lob a few grenades and arrows as Rando suggested. At the pace they’re moving, I think we can expect them here around midday.”

“Sounds good, Bryn,” I said encouragingly. “Anything else?”

“My girls have been out all night, Chief,” Sunnife said. “They’ve only gotten a couple of hours of sleep. They can still fight, but they may not be at full capacity.”

“Clear, Sunnife. Anything else?”

“No, Chief!” the leaders replied.

“Go,” I told them, and they hurried to execute their orders.

I mounted up and rode out to find Willem. Once I found him, I told him about the lead darts, then he showed me the battleground he’d chosen. I commended his choice and showed him the plan on my map. Then I joined the soldiers cutting trees for obstacles. I mentioned the lead darts to every group I worked with.

The obstacles themselves were essentially a pair of cross braces of logs with a long log suspended between them. Nothing fancy. It wouldn’t be hard for the Romans to clear if my soldiers weren’t manning them.

Within two hours, we had two ranks of the obstacles crossing the road and running into the trees. Polybolos were stationed behind a couple of shorter barricades to allow them to shoot over them. The heavy ballistae were arrayed behind the infantry position, with carts of grenades of both sizes ready and fuses cut to predetermined lengths.

Then we waited.
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Brynhild shook my foot where I rested under a tree. “They’re coming, Chief. The prettiest cavalry I’ve ever seen are leading at a walk. Twenty ranks of five. They’re less than a league away. I wish we could save their horses. They’re nearly as beautiful as Sultan was.”

“Maybe we’ll get lucky,” I said as I stood and checked my weapons.

“I worked with Willem, and we have a rope pulled across the road,” she said. “If we can get them to charge, we can tighten it and trip them. It should make a mess of their formation.”

“Hmm, I need to take a piss,” I mused. “Lemme see what I can do after that.”

“Maxwell, don’t you dare,” Siobhan scolded me.

“Oh come on, Vonni,” I teased back, knowing she didn’t care for the nickname. “Don’t tell me you don’t want to piss on Rome.”

“I could piss, Chief,” Thibalt said, mounting his horse.

Jorge shrugged. “Me too.”

Siobhan growled as she mounted her horse as well. “Don’t call me that, Maxwell. And you better not leave me with my tights around my ankles while the cavalry charges.”

“You use the bushes off to the side, darling,” I said placatingly.

We rode at a canter until we crossed a ridge and could see downhill. Most of the might of the Second Jovian Legion was arrayed below us, starting about three hundred yards away and shrinking into the distance.

“Go now, Siobhan,” I told her as I dismounted. I removed my chainmail kilt and draped it over my saddle.

At about two hundred yards away, I could start to discern facial features. I stood out front, unfastened my trousers, and pulled out my little monster. A satisfying stream of piss hit the cobbles in front of me, and before long the two men with me were creating their little rivers to greet the oncoming army.

“Here they come,” Siobhan said, riding out of the wood line as we tucked ourselves away.

We mounted, and I pulled my bow. “Siobhan, Thibalt, three arrows at a high arc on my command.”

“On your command, Chief,” Thibalt said, drawing arrows from his quiver.

“Ready,” Siobhan.

After grabbing my own arrows, I stood in the stirrups.

“They’re trotting at one-fifty yards,” Jorge said calmly.

“Pull,” I commanded.

“Pull,” they replied.

“Release.”

“Release.”

All three arrows flew toward the center of the formation, closely followed by six more. I raised my fist and turned Zephyr to head back to our lines. A roar from the approaching cavalry accompanied us as we trotted over the ridge.

“Go!” I shouted. Everyone drove their mount to a gallop as we rode hard for our own lines.

Willem hollered a command, and a squad opened a hole for us to pass through the barriers, then closed it behind us.

I turned around to face the oncoming enemy—they were only about eighty yards behind us.

“Archers! Now!” I commanded.

As arrows darted from the wood line, the Roman horsemen goaded their mounts into a gallop.

Thibalt and I joined the archers firing at them. When the enemy was about fifty yards away, I saw a black line rise from the ground. The second, third, and fourth enemy ranks stumbled, and the following ranks either slowed or tried to jump the mess in front of them as the first rank approached.

“Pikes!” Willem yelled, and his men laid their pikes on the obstacles as the horsemen approached. In the distance, I could hear the occasional explosion of grenades. The polybolos opened up on the horsemen in a gaggle at the rear of their formation as the leaders died on our pikes and spears.

Once all the cavalry were dead or dying, we sent out two squads with spears to finish them. Marta and Brynhild attempted to catch the horses, and they were able to save thirty-seven, plus another eight that might recover from their wounds. The rest would feed our army.

We dragged the horses’ bodies off the battlefield and scattered pine needles on the blood as we waited for the infantry to arrive. They crested the farther ridge roughly forty minutes later, about eighty yards from our obstacles. They began to jog down the hill in disciplined ranks. Only seeing our second company—the first having rotated to the rear—the cohort began to pick up speed.

“Those are palatini,” Jorge said.

“Polybolos, stand by. Heavy artillery, max range, small munitions, eight-second fuse. Barrage of four, on my command,” I called.

“Standing by,” came from the light artillery. “Loaded,” Johan called from behind me.

“Dragoons, prepare to shield,” I ordered.

“We’re inside dart range,” Jorge said.

“Artillery, fire!” I called as I drew a bead on the centurion in the lead and loosed an arrow at him.

The chorus of “Eight seconds!” “Lit!” and “Loose!” preceded the thrumming of the heavy scorpions, followed by another round of firing commands. The first volley exploded chest-high in the middle of the second century shortly after the second one was released. Arrows flashed out of the wood lines on our flanks.

“Darts!” Jorge called.

“Cover!” Willem ordered.

I lifted my shield over my head and locked it with my neighbors. Some of the darts fell short, backstabbing their comrades. I watched our grenades fly overhead as darts thudded into our shields. They packed quite a punch, but they weren’t long enough to do much damage after punching into a shield unless they pierced the arm. The archers kept firing from the flank.

Those manning the polybolos arched their fire and butchered the dart throwers as Roman infantry engaged our dragoons at the obstacles.

I stood back and watched, targeting anyone giving orders with well-placed arrow shots in the face or throat.

On our left flank, the Romans managed to poke a hole through our barriers. Willem shifted his lead company to the left as the third company charged forward to hold the barriers on the right.

Marta’s dismounted archers didn’t let the Roman shields slow them down. Many of the Romans fell with arrows in their shins or feet every time they raised a shield to fend off a spear.

Johan pushed his artillery forward to extend the reach of his weapons. We sent a volley of ten-inch grenades into the second cohort. Then the second cohort turned to defend themselves as the third cohort attacked the second cohort from the rear. The fourth cohort flanked them, and a cavalry century flanked the other side.

Rando had said the auxiliary infantrymen turning on the Romans was likely, but I couldn’t imagine it would actually happen, especially on this scale. But it did happen, and I wasn’t about to waste the opportunity.

Willem looked at me, and I nodded. He sent the first company around our right flank to finish the first cohort.
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After the battle, we used spears to finish all the palatini soldiers and sent our wounded back to town. We had a few men with bad injuries, but no dead. We interviewed the auxiliary soldiers and recruited many of them despite not being able to pay them on the Roman scale. They wanted to sack Treves to get their pay, claiming that the bishop’s palace, the governor’s palace, and three very wealthy Roman families should have enough gold to catch them up. I was adamant that there would be no rape but would support their right to get their back pay.

When one of the men, a grizzled Frank, claimed that raping was the favorite part of the job, I demonstrated the penalty. After that, I had no problem getting everyone to agree that rape was not acceptable.

We spent the two days after the battle stripping the equipment from the slain and stacking the bodies of the dead onto rafts from rough hewn logs. We floated them down the Rhine as a gift to the Romans at Nijmegen and beyond.

Brynhild split Ymma’s squad, assigning Cyneswith as the new squad leader. She filled the vacancies with new recruits, then she sent Cyneswith's squad north to take news of our progress to Neuss, Deuton, and Astnide. I gave her a fierce hug and told the new squad leader that I was proud of her and to return safely.

Rando reorganized his cavalry into three companies, but he called them trupen, which I translated to troops. The first troop consisted solely of Alemanns and Thuringers, and it was at full strength. Belgian Celts made up the second troop, and there were eighty-seven of them under the command of Bauila, a wiry, grizzled Celt with a dour expression that only lightened up when a lady spoke to him. The third troop consisted of a mix of Franks, Saxons, a squad of Huns, and a pair of Sarmatians. I didn’t trust the Franks in general, but the captain of the third troop was an affable Frank named Reynold. Despite being easygoing, Reynold didn’t take any crap from his men, and they appeared to respect him for it. He had a firm sense of right and wrong, and that earned my respect.

We traded out the heavy horses we had harvested from the scholae, giving them to the cavalry in exchange for smaller mounts, including several of the pony-sized Dülmener horses. Those hardy little animals suited Marta and her ladies fine. With the spare cavalry mounts and the new mounts, we were able to get her whole unit mounted. That gave us two full companies of mounted archers.

Once we had cleared the battlefield, we organized to protect Köln, the first colony of the Saxon Alliance. The second troop of the cavalry would stay to scout the road as far as Treves and recruit as many Celts as they could. Lucius would stay to command the defense, with two companies from each of the auxiliary cohorts in addition to his own men.

I addressed the citizenry three times at different times of the day to lay out the laws of the land and what I envisioned for the alliance. Some showed up twice, but I stayed on message, and Euclides reminded me if I forgot to mention anything.

In between those addresses, I spent the better part of the day meeting with Euclides and the people he thought were most important to influencing the populous. We killed the final four priests—apparently a couple more had snuck in through the open gates.

I put Jorge in charge of the remaining auxiliary infantry, giving him a cohort of nearly six hundred men. In consultation with Rando, Willem, Eastmund, and the two Romans and their officers, we decided to give ourselves the name of the First German Legion. Then we came up with a plan to deal with Bonna’s 1st Legion Minervia and 12th Legion Primigenia in Mentz.

Rando was convinced he could get the soldiers in Kowlentz, some of whom he knew, to sign up with us by simply letting them stay there and supplying them. I told him to give it a try.

Jorge’s men would surround the fort at Bonna at night while Willem and Ecgfrith would use their folks to clear the citizens from the village around the fort. We would wake up the fort with artillery just before dawn and blow the doors. Our two cohorts would pour in through the destroyed gates and kill the Romans inside.

We would leave the fort empty and head south past Kowlentz to meet Rando at Mentz. Eastmund would secure the river gate while we bombarded the walls and towers with artillery for a day followed by a midnight attack through the destroyed gates.

On the last afternoon before we left, I had a final meeting with Lucius and his men. After I answered some questions from his men, one of them called out in broken Saxon. “You know what, Chief? I’m pretty sure I can beat you.” The guy stood up. He wasn’t very tall, but was compact, wiry, and roped with corded muscles on his arms and legs. I guessed he was one of the surviving Romans.

I laughed before I started unbuckling my pauldrons. “Thibalt. Find two wooden practice swords.” Then I replied to the tough guy. “Maybe you can. I have a rather large hole in my side at the moment, so this is your best chance.”

“I’ll wait until you’re healthy,” he said dismissively as Siobhan and Nelda helped me out of my armor and shirt. “I don’t want to give you an excuse to lose,” he teased.

“Just think of how you’re going to feel when I win,” I replied.

“How’d you get a hole in your side?” another soldier asked.

“A bolt from a polybolos,” I replied, stripping off my shirt and revealing the linen bandage around my waist. “My arrow still hit the gunner in the eye.”

“This is stupid, Maxwell,” Siobhan murmured.

“Gotta do it, love,” I explained. “I’m a general in his eyes. If I back down, I’m not worth following.”

“Kick his ass, husband,” Nelda growled.

It was a short fight. The Roman soldier, who introduced himself as Marcus, was fast and strong, but his technique showed the standard tactics of a gladius, which was essentially stabbing and small cuts. I “cut” him four times and disarmed him in under a minute. Then he decided to tackle me. I bridged, rolled, maneuvered, got him in a figure four, and squeezed until he gasped, “Enough.”

I helped him to his feet. “We’ll play again when I come back through, Marcus.”

“Looking forward to it, Chief,” he said, a big shit-eating grin on his face.

After that, my wives and I left for the baths…yes, real Roman baths. The governor’s home had its own, and Nelda and Siobhan agreed I was fit enough to soak. So, we enjoyed the baths before sleeping in the governor’s bed. His wife had been taken on as a scullery maid in one of the other noble houses. Apparently, she wasn’t very popular. I didn’t think I had ever slept in a bed that comfortable in my life.

The next morning, we rode south on the Roman road toward Bonna.
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BONNA AND THE UPPER RHINE


You wouldn’t think it was possible to sneak more than fifteen hundred soldiers around a Roman legion fort, but we managed it.

Sneaking the villagers out was the biggest challenge. There were 417 people in the village, including a little boy whom I chased through the dark village as his mother struggled to break free and run to him. They were both happier when I sat them both on Zephyr’s back and jumped up behind them, holding them tightly as we rode quickly to the camp deep in the woods.

When we arrived, the little boy, Caius, didn’t want to get off. “Again!” he shouted giddily, tapping Zephyr.

Children, I thought fondly before plucking him off my horse, placing him on the ground, and tousling his hair.

Eastmund had the hardest job after that. He secured the gate to the river ford while we bombarded the fort just before dawn. We fired four volleys of the smaller grenades, and then one volley of the ten-inchers, all directly at the western gate. When the smoke cleared, there was a gaping hole where the gate was.

“What are those things?” Jorge asked.

“A weapon of my own creation,” I replied quietly. “Let’s go, folks.”

I led my officers forward—we’d even gotten Eastmund a mount—and arrayed ourselves in a single rank about a hundred yards in front of the gate. Thibalt rode next to me holding a white flag aloft on a long thin sapling. We were flanked by Jorge and Willem, who were in turn flanked by Eastmund and Ecgfrith. Brynhild and Johan flanked them.

A unit marched out the gate at double time, shields creating the hard shell of a turtle around the small group of men.

They stopped about fifteen yards in front of us, and a grizzled veteran stepped forward.

He spoke in one of the Roman languages—what I was beginning to think of as “soldier’s common” or “vulgar Latin.” He and Jorge conversed momentarily, and I had him relay my message. “They can surrender or die. One way or the other, their reign of terror of the Katthi people ends now.”

In perfectly clear Saxon, the soldier said, “Rome is the world! You will pay for this crime.”

I'd heard a similar phrase in books and films, but I always thought it was rather arrogant.

“Rome is rotten inside and out. The one thing you have to fear is a united Germania,” I said. “And then Germania will unite with the rest of Gallia before we cross the Rubicon and teach Rome what it’s like to be subjugated. Surrender or die. I don’t care which you choose. I will do my duty.”

“Your duty is to serve Rome!” he hissed.

“No. My duty is to avenge the lives you’ve taken in our villages and to ensure you can’t do it again. I will ensure that you can no longer rape our land or our people,” I growled. “You don’t deserve any more of my time. Choose.”

“I will piss on your corpse and the corpses of those traitors with you,” the man spat, backing into his unit’s formation.

“Johan, prepare,” I murmured.

“Yes, Chief,” he said, carefully turning his mount to return to his unit.

“May the Tree of Life bless us and guide us to end this occupation quickly and secure our homes,” I murmured before turning Zephyr around to join the cordon of soldiers surrounding the fort.

“I’ll see you soon, Chief,” Eastmund said as he turned to ride back to his unit on the banks of the river.

Six of Johan’s artillery pieces fired four-inch grenades over the palisade wall while the other two fired ten-inch munitions through the gaping hole where the gate was.

A white flag flew over the walls after just three volleys, so we stopped and formed up again in front of the gate. The group that came out to meet us was different. Two men in solid breastplates held up a third, a proud man that I took for the legate. Seeing the bloody stump of his right leg, I figured he wasn’t going to last long. Two other men followed, one of whom carried the white flag. The other carried the golden eagle of the 1st Legion.

Hate shined from the legate's face as he stood in front of us. He barely flinched as a pair of explosions sounded in the distance, followed by battle cries.

“I have a cohort massed on your back gate with a company of archers, a squad of scouts, and a light artillery section,” I said, internally guessing at the source of the explosion. “If this was a diversion, your men will still die.”

With that, the legate sagged. One of his officers dashed back to get the men to surrender.

The legate waved his standard bearer forward and took the pole from him. A banner hung from a crossbar below the eagle that featured a woman in a Roman dress with a spear and centurion helmet.

He shoved the standard forward. I dismounted and walked up to take it. He spoke something that sounded more formal than the standard speech I’d heard from the soldiers I had spoken to so far.

“Chief, he said the Legio I Minervia surrenders to…to…,” Jorge stumbled to finish his translation.

“Just say it, Jorge. He’s dying, and we just butchered his men. We can’t expect him to show grace, too,” I interjected.

“He said, ‘1st Legion Minervia surrenders to the barbarian animals and traitors,’ Chief,” he replied quietly.

“Please translate exactly,” I replied. “On behalf of the barbarian animals and your many victims among us, plus the traitors who have joined us, I accept your surrender.”

I turned to find Nelda, finally locating her to my right in the fringe of the wood line. I pointed at his leg, and she nodded.

“Tell him to strip out of his armor so we can send him to the healers,” I said.

Jorge spoke, but instead of doing as I instructed, the legate pulled his sword, placed the tip at his own throat, and fell forward to land on the upturned blade. His body shook as he rolled to his side, looking up into the dawn light with empty glassy eyes.

I looked the remaining officer in the eye. “That was the way of a coward. Are you a coward?”

He had already turned purple before Jorge began translating.

“Good,” I said. “You and your men will not see Rome again, at least until I drive them out of German lands. If I can get enough forces to destroy Rome’s economy, I will.” I had used the English word for “economy” since I didn’t know of a Saxon or Roman one.

Jorge tried his best, and he and the officer spoke for a moment before Jorge asked, “Ability to make money?”

“Close. It applies to barter trade, too,” I said, relieved he was following me. “Bottom line, your men need leaders to help them adapt. None of your men will be soldiers. You will serve the German lands by providing labor on farms and building projects. They can have families and homes, but your unit personally killed my wife, so the only way you bear arms is to help protect the villages where you live. Clear.”

He nodded and saluted.

We spent the rest of the day getting the villagers into their homes, tending the wounded, and burying the dead. I ran across the grizzled soldier who had come out to talk to us before the battle began—his head was the only part recognizable when I found it. I overcame my cruel desire to piss on his head, picked up all the body parts I could find, and loaded them onto a nearby wagon.

I freed the slaves and told them they could now earn money for their work and have homes of their own. They seemed happy about it.

We planned for Eastmund to stay for a couple of days to begin training the villagers to defend the village and fort. I had the Roman senior officer, the guy who got angry at me calling the legate a coward, lead the men to build a stone bridge across the Rhine. His name was Paulus. I told him I wanted arches high enough that the sails of Eastmund’s ships could pass under them. Paulus’ men would be responsible for growing their own food, though I suspected the single mothers would be finding mates among them shortly. I found an old man in the village who was kind enough to give them some seed and teach them how to garden. A handful of the ex-soldiers had the basics already, having grown up on farms in Roman Gaul.

The next morning, we left for Kowlentz. We camped around Rhengomagen, and I met with their headman to explain what we were trying to do. He asked for men to train and guard the village. They were in a similar situation as the Katthi—lots of unwed women. I told him to expect help within three moons. We next camped just south of Andernach so we could stay out of their fields. Again, I spoke with the headman. He brought an old crone with him, whom I identified as the power behind the man. The conversation was much the same, and I promised to send help. They told us that patrols had come north from Mentz, both on land and in boats, looking for something along the river. I tucked that away for future use.

The next morning, Rando met our scouts and led me to meet the commander of the men living in Kowlentz. They were mostly Franks, and like in Treves, they hadn't been paid by their Roman masters in months. To make it worse, they were running out of rations.

I sent a patrol, led by Gytha, with a squad of Willem’s men to visit Aldegar’s community of lost Katthi to see if they could help with food in return for the Frankish men helping to hold their towers. I also told her to quietly relay that Rhengomagen had lots of women looking for husbands. While we were talking, Brynhild sent out her scouts, and Rando sent two squads with them. “Learn from those ladies,” I advised. “They’re excellent scouts.”

We camped between Andernach and Kowlentz for five days, sending foraging parties far away each day to bring in fresh game, vegetables, and berries. It was still early in the season for the plants, but we found lots of young garlic and onions. Some cattail shoots and early dandelions also showed up.

During that short stay, I learned that the Roman soldiers weren’t used to setting up their own camps. The former slaves who carted their tents and cookpots were a much smaller group than what they had under Roman command for transporting equipment and supplies. I told them to teach the soldiers how to set up camp instead of doing it for them. The carters were happy to do it, knowing they were getting paid. Despite having to hand out a few strokes of the lash to show that I meant it, the men did learn over time how to set up their own tents and cook some basic porridge.

Eastmund’s boats arrived on the evening of the third day, and Brynhild showed up in the evening twilight of the fourth day.

She reported to the assembled leaders, “I left some of my ladies out there but brought the boys back. They were having a hard time keeping their attention off the legs of my scouts.”

“Those kilts may not be doing you any favors,” I said. “They can’t be great for crawling on the ground, either.”

Brynhild grinned. “Yeah, but the girls like knowing your eyes are touching their legs like they did Kat’s.”

Laughing, I said, “I admit to enjoying the scenery, Bryn, but it’s not the same. So, what did you learn?”

“Your best option is to take the Roman road,” she said, speaking as my scout leader now. “It runs along the west side of the river bottom. It’s a narrow valley, but getting up onto the ridge trails is treacherous. We led the horses on them, and we still lost one to a broken ankle. Judda, one of my scouts, has to ride double now.”

“We should be able to get mounts in Mentz,” Rando said, dragging his eyes from Brynhild’s supple thighs. “They have cavalry.”

“They actually had some of them grazing outside the walls. Judda has her tack, so she’s hoping to steal one while on recon,” she replied.

“Actually,” Rando said thoughtfully, “we should take them all. That’ll get the garrison to come after us, into an ambush.”

“I like that. What can you tell us to help Eastmund’s unit get into position?” I asked.

Brynhild reported, “There’s a port for military boats about half a league north of the bridge. There are another five troop carriers and three poly-scorpion ships, but they appear to keep only one squad on guard duty at a time. They look young, and they’re brought from the main fort by an old squad leader. The barracks at the port appear empty.”

“More than enough barracks for two companies?”

“Enough for a cohort or more, Chief,” she replied. “The castle on the east bank appears to have a cohort stationed there. We couldn’t get inside the fort to get a count. What was interesting is that we found another fort at Bingen. There were probably a thousand men there—I judged it to be two cohorts of infantry and a cavalry company. There were very few civilians outside that fort—a small village with a smithy, a wood carver, and a big hall with women lounging around.”

“Women?” Rando’s interest perked up.

“Good place to catch a disease. If I’m understanding what’s going on, they take money to fuck,” I said.

“Women do that?” Brynhild asked.

“Yeah,” Rando and I replied in unison. He sounded considerably more enthusiastic about it than I was.

“Places where soldiers live often have some nearby,” I explained. “Little Caius’ mother might have been one. Sometimes, they follow the soldiers on the march.”

“What if I had my girls and archers replace them? We could kill the Romans who come in to fuck,” Brynhild said.

“It could work, but I suspect we would lose more of our girls than I want. You know how I view our women,” I replied.

“We all know, Chief. But we would do it for you,” she said solemnly.

“Jesu Christus,” Jorge swore at the willingness of the women to put themselves in harm’s way.

“I didn’t know you were a Christian, Jorge,” I replied. “Two of my wives are, too, but beware, the scouts lost one of their own to Christian Franks who raped her corpse.”

“I collect crosses,” Brynhild snarled.

“Easy, Bryn,” Siobhan said, wrapping her arms around Brynhild’s shoulders. “Jorge didn’t murder and rape Tussi. The ones who did paid for it.”

“Feel free to practice your faith, Jorge,” I told him. “You know the laws. Stay inside them, I’m fine and will support you.”

“How about if we replace the soldiers instead?” Rando asked, bringing us back to the topic of Bingen. “Your armor is Roman, just a different color, and Jorge’s men still wear Roman armor.”

“We could put grenades in the barracks, and take the wall and gate defenses,” I said. “Catch them in the middle of the night and be finished by dawn.”

“There are two gates, Chief,” Brynhild said. “Like Bonna. Bingen looks like it’s designed the same.”

“That could work,” Jorge said.

Eastmund asked, “Could we possibly do something similar in Mentz?”

“You’d need someone who speaks Common Latin like the soldiers speak,” I said.

“I have several soldiers who speak Saxon well enough to join your units,” Jorge said. “They’re all auxiliaries, so most of them should be good enough speakers of Latin to pass.”

“We could get inside the gates, overpower the guards, and call the archers in,” Willem said. “We get the archers and a company on the wall to secure the bridge. We put grenades in the barracks and open the front gate. Rando, Jorge, Willem, and I can run in. I can take the wall of the west gate with Willem, and Jorge can lead his people back to the east gate to hold it.”

Jorge said, “Once we have the main city of Mentz under control, we can send two centuries⁠—.”

“Companies,” Willem corrected.

“Two companies storm the eastern castle on the bridge,” Jorge said.

“I bet there’s a full cohort in there,” Brynhild said.

“If so, you probably want your whole unit to storm that tower, Jorge,” I said. “I’d prefer to have four of our soldiers for every one of theirs. We don’t know what the inside of the fort looks like.”

“We could put some big grenades in the base of the tower and blow it up,” Johan suggested. “Then we could charge in while they’re in shock.”

“While you’re doing that, my men can grab their horses,” Rando said. “Although I’m guessing that most of the cavalry horses are at Bingen.”

We all looked at each other in silent agreement. The plan was set.

After a two-day march to get in place, Willem’s men filed in as the Romans came out. Egon took control of the front gate and Hrothgar took control of the back. Archers joined the dragoons, taking positions on the walls’ walkways, facing inside the walls. Mathild and Thusna, an artillery team member, went with them to set the grenades and then wound the fuses into a thin rope.

Everyone pulled back to the walls, and I lit the fuses.

After the explosions, Willem’s men ran through barracks, crushing any resistance.

As the sun rose above the horizon, Willem collected all the survivors outside the gates as we searched for anything of value in the commanders’ quarters.

Jorge corrected our oversight about uniforms by painting a green stripe on his men’s armor so they could be identified, compared to the Roman soldiers who hadn’t surrendered. He assigned a company to guard the captives, and then we headed into the valley toward Mentz.

The plan for Mentz went off beautifully until we discovered the barracks were empty. Roughly a century of men was deployed on the walls, and they immediately threw their weapons down as soon as they detected the attack. Eastmund secured the Roman soldiers and sent a company to open the main gate.

Eastmund’s translator called out, “You are relieved of duty.” His men began leading the Romans back to barracks, but the captives said they were billeted in the eastern tower.

Jorge accompanied them to the tower and discovered that the legate of Legio XXII Primigenia was in the infirmary. He had fallen off his horse, over the bridge into the Rhine. They’d pulled him out of the river, but the tribune he spoke with didn’t expect the legate to recover.

The tribune, Flavius, met us and joined us in the port’s barracks to talk. He pretty much led the conversation. “After the legate’s fall, the bishop had him taken from the infirmary to the bishop’s palace and placed under the care of his personal physician. Then the bishop started relaying orders on behalf of the legate about the time the governor, the rector provinciae, mysteriously died. The bishop moved into the rector’s residence and renamed it the Bishop’s Palace. Then he had the 2nd Century of 1st Cohort assigned as his personal guard and billeted them in his palace. That particular centurion, Galius, was the bishop’s cousin, and both came from a powerful family in Rome. The primus pilus loaded his double-sized century in the boats to get help from the bishop at Vetera in overthrowing ours. If he didn’t get any help, he would march to Treverorum and request aid from the archbishop and governor there. We figured with our men at Bingen, we had enough to do the job if we could get a bishop to back us up.”

The worn commander took a drink of dandelion tea and cringed. “I need to find some wine,” he muttered. “We received reports from the citizens that the bishop’s guard had been abducting young boys and girls. There were also reports of them raping women in the streets. We increased patrols in the streets, and my men captured a full squad in the act. I executed the men for their crimes and reported to Calles, the acting legate and senior tribune of the 1st Cohort tribune. Calles went to inform the legate at the Bishop’s Palace, and he never returned. An order that was supposedly from the legate promoted Galius from centurion to tribune of 1st Cohort.

“Galius pulled his third century into the bishop's guard, but many good men from that unit were found in the gutters with their throats cut. The troublemakers apparently survived. I had my men execute any abductors or rapists on the spot. We killed thirty men over three weeks, and then we got orders, again supposedly from the legate, to billet our unit in the castrum on the east side of the bridge and only send units to the city for guard duty.”

Flavius looked at me wearily. “The heart has been torn from my men, and I had to execute a couple of them for rape and give out lashes until my arm hurt and my soul cried. What has happened to the glory that was Rome?”

“It was already in decline when Gaius Julius Caesar ruled,” I said. “How many of your men are rapists?”

“None that I know of. It’s a crime in Rome, so I’ve executed any I’ve caught. Several of the men do have lovers in the city. Even I have a mistress and a son here. We’re not allowed to marry, or she would be my wife.”

“What do you know of Crispus’ army?” I asked.

“Constantine Augustus named Crispus caesar over Gaul and set him up in Treverorum in the month of Mars. The former rector provinciae who was there still acts as Crispus’ governor because he’s currently fighting the Franks south and east of here. He was in Argentoratum ten weeks ago and sent his foragers here for rations. Despite being Caesar of Gaul, he’s still in the field trying to beat the Franks into submission. He’s trying to capture the Frankish and Alemanns kings. He took two cohorts from Argentoratum to replace his dead and then headed toward Aquae, where the Franks’ main army is supposed to be camped to gather strength. He’s expected to return to Treverorum and rule from there while Constantine Augustus faces Licinius.”

“How many soldiers in his army?” I asked.

“He has the 4th, 11th, 21st, and 24th legions in his army, plus a century of cavalry and a century of Hun archers in every legion,” Flavius said. “The 4th and 11th each have eight cohorts. The 21st has nine, and the 24th is down to six. I’d normally expect more auxiliaries, but the rumor is Crispus doesn’t trust them and only has them because his father insisted. His cavalry consists of Greek mercenaries, and he openly despises them and the Hun archers. He has a new senior general named Titus Uodinna Luca. I hadn’t heard anything about him until he joined Crispus. Crispus is doing quite well despite being only sixteen years old.”

“That explains why there are palatini at Treverorum,” Jorge said. “Palace guards for a royal son.”

“Fewer now than a few days ago,” Rando said before declaring, “I doubt a sixteen-year-old general can catch my father.”

“Then his new general is very good,” Flavius replied.

“Let’s focus, folks,” I interjected. “Flavius, you need to surrender to me. Only then can I help you. Otherwise, I’ll just start killing until the Roman soldiers are all dead.”

Everyone tensed as he pulled his sword, and they visibly relaxed when laid it on the table. “I surrender the second cohort.”

“Okay, Willem, surround the bishop’s palace,” I ordered. “Kill any men who come out of it. We’ll go in and finish them shortly.” I turned to Brynhild. “How long will it take for a rider to reach Baarmarkt? Ouaren is supposed to be working on a new weapon for me, plus I want as many grenades as Halvende can provide.”

“Well, Chief, it’s roughly a hundred leagues if we stay on the Roman roads, so five days of hard riding with no troubles,” she said. “We could cut cross-country from Kowlentz, but there’s some rough country and unfriendly villages out there.”

“Stay on the roads and send a squad,” I said. “When do you need to be at Deuton? May Eve is getting close, right?”

“Six days,” Nelda said as she handed me a tea. “Hildegard, the healer in Asberg, will officiate. She said she and her two apprentices would serve our people in the fort. She married Max and me.”

“Okay, you go with them, Bryn. Tell them I said you and Peoht both get ten days off to start your life together,” I said.

Brynhild smiled, tears glistening in her eyes. “Thank you, Chief.”

“Jorge, I want you to take Argentoratum,” I said. “Think about how you want to do that. You’ll leave after we secure things here. Johan, send two light scorpions, two polybolos, crews, and a hundred small grenades with them. Jorge, be sparing with ammo because you’ll need it if you unexpectedly run into Crispus.”

I turned. “Ecgfrith, Eastmund’s archers—go with them. Jorge, that’s roughly a seventy-league march, so take your time getting there to keep them fresh. I’m tempted to mount all the archers, but your men would still be on foot, so it makes sense to keep the archers on foot, too. Feel free to be sneaky about taking the fort. Spare your men and women if you can; they’re precious.”

After finishing that conversation, I laid out a plan with Flavius and Willem to take the bishop’s palace while Jorge planned with his commanders. With so many captives, I couldn’t in good conscience blow it up. So, we came up with something significantly more audacious.

The next morning, Brynhild left with Mildrith and her squad, leaving Gytha in charge. We spent the day rehearsing the plan, with a focus on tossing grappling hooks and climbing walls. We stopped training the next morning at about noon, did one more walkthrough of the plan, and rested.

At about three in the morning, according to my watch, Ecgfrith’s archers moved into place inside the buildings around the Bishop’s Palace or on their roofs. Siobhan was seriously pissed that she didn’t quite have the upper body strength to climb all the way up the wall with me, but she would be taking Wigulf’s spot—from Hrothgar’s squad—on Hrothgar’s assault team.

I led Thibalt, Egon, Eastmund, Nun—one of Frithstan’s soldiers—and Wigulf to the base of the palace wall and waited for our cue. My rifle and shield were on my back.

I gave the signal, and an archer silenced the door guards quickly. Then the assault team charged the door as Thibalt and Egon tossed the hastily forged grappling hooks wrapped in thin strips of linen over the balcony. I led the way up one rope, and Nun led the second. After we slid over the balcony outside the bedroom on the second floor, I covered while Nun secured each rope around a pillar.

I could hear battle breaking out on the lower floors. Grabbing my kukri, I skulked into the room. I heard voices in Latin, and someone lifted a cloth off a lamp to illuminate the room. Five adult men were on the bed and surrounding couches. Children were cringing in corners and weeping in the embrace of the pedophiles in the room.

I pulled my pistol and shot each of the men, causing the children to scream. Nun, Wigulf,Thibalt and Egon tried to calm the children while Eastmund looked out the door and I reloaded.

Eastmund shouted, “Seax!” and charged out of the room. I holstered my pistol, pulled off my shield, and followed Wigulf out the door, holding the kukri ready.

Five men had a shield wall between us and the other two rooms at the end of the hall.

I heard a call of “Grenade!” from downstairs, and I was able to cover my ears before the explosion. I shook off the shock of the blast and checked the room across the hall, finding nine more children and three young women standing between them and the door, guarding them from harm. We pushed the screaming kids from the first bedroom into this room as four surviving Roman guards from downstairs ran up toward us.

Thibalt dragged a heavy chair from the bedroom. I looked at it and grinned at him as I picked it up, holding the legs in front of me. I charged into the men at the top of the stairs, knocking three down the stairs and shield-checking the fourth. After kicking the fourth one down the stairs to ensure he couldn’t get back in the fight, I turned back to Eastmund, leaving Thibalt and Nun to cover the stairs.

“Coming through!” I called to Eastmund and Wigulf, who were holding another quintet of guards at bay. They seemed to be guarding the last two rooms in the corridor. Discarding the chair, I charged forward with my shield held high. “On your left!” I called.

Eastmund stepped out of the way just in time for me to ram into the Romans. I tore the gladius from one of the legionnaire’s hands and stabbed his neighbor with it before turning back to kill the first guy. Eastmund and I ganged up on two more, and the one standing in the back hurried to lock the door on my right with a key he pulled out of a belt pouch. Wigulf rammed him with my shield and slit his throat.

The key was still in the lock, so I unlocked it and opened the door. A man in a purple robe was in flagrante, raping a little boy who couldn’t have been more than ten.

“Thibalt, I need a rope!” I yelled just before I punched the creep in the face and pulled him off the kid.

Thibalt ran in and tied the rope around a pillar while I dragged the creep to the balcony. After measuring out three yards of rope, I made a slipknot, dropped the noose around his neck, and then roped his hands together. Eastmund and I each grabbed an arm and a leg.

“On three,” I commanded. The creep began screaming as we started swinging him back and forth by his arms and legs. “One. Two. Three!”

He sailed over the balcony with a final scream. I heard an audible snap before I turned back to the little boy. I wrapped him in a sheet and carried him as we left the scene of his torture.

“The room across the way has four dead boys in it,” Nun said.

“Let’s get these kids out,” I said, leading the way to the stairs. Siobhan met us halfway down, and she turned to provide a vanguard. We led the children, the women from upstairs, and another nine women the soldiers found downstairs into the court in front of the palace.

When we were all out, I had Willem confirm that all of his people were out and did a headcount of my team. When I was certain, I turned to Johan.

“One through the front door, and then the balcony,” I ordered.

Flavius stood nearby and pointed at the guy I had just flung to his death. “That’s the bishop. He had five other priests with him.”

“They were the first to die in the bedroom we first entered. We found him”—I indicated the dead body hanging on the rope—“shortly after. Kill all the priests in town.”

“Minerva’s blessings on you, Chief,” he said, and left to give orders.
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We spent four days getting Mentz in order. We did the best we could to counsel the victims. The last little boy I saved was apparently an orphan. His name was Titus, and he spoke some Common Latin and some Saxon. He wouldn’t let go of my hand for two days, and even then, he followed me around like a puppy. I tried to be a comfort to him, but he didn’t like to be held unless he was wrapped in a blanket. I was afraid he was going to be scarred forever. We found a Celtic family to take care of him.

As I thought about our assault on the bishop’s palace, I came to the conclusion that we were getting overcome by events. I probably should have left the bishop to Flavius, but I was loathe to let an injustice like that pass. Gabi’s autobahn map showed that there was a wide avenue of approach that led north from Baden-Baden, the modern name for Aquae, and that valley ran northeast between the mountain gap vicinity of Mannheim, right up to Frankfurt. The US Army would have launched at least one, if not two, heavy divisions through an avenue like that. I couldn’t imagine the Romans wouldn’t try to do the same in an attempt to quell the Franks. I needed to stop them from creating a southern front on our lands.

It was time for another audacious plan.


16


CRISPUS AND A SURPRISE


Jorge left me a squad of irregular infantrymen who all spoke Common Latin, Saxon, and in some cases, a couple of other languages. I assigned them to Eastmund and put him in charge of Mentz until my return.

Rando provided eight cavalrymen to translate for my expeditionary force. They would ride with me, Siobhan, Nelda, Thibalt, and Gytha.

Gytha would have five squads range in front of us to find the Roman army. Rando put two centuries behind them as a vanguard spread wide across our route of travel. Jorge and Flavius both recommended we cross at Noviomagus, a mostly abandoned legion fort roughly located at Speyer on the autobahn map. Flavius said the locals called it Nemetes, a Burgundian Celt name. Both men said there should be a bridge across the Rhine and ferries.

After a day of planning, Gytha led her ladies out in the early morning. Rando left about midmorning, and I followed a couple hours later with the final two sections of light artillery, two pairs of rope-pull scorpions, and a pair polybolos, with their equipment and ammunition loaded on wagons. That left no light artillery at Mentz, but Johan assured me that he could leverage the heavier pieces just fine. The rest of my expeditionary force consisted of five squads of dragoons under Rilberht’s command and another five squads of archers under Sibley’s command, who primarily guarded the artillery. Jorge’s heavy cohort began their march the following morning.

We reached Nemetes three days after our departure. The fort had an understrength century guarding what amounted to a supply depot with roughly fifty soldiers. Häddi took out the gate guard and opened the gates wide so the dragoons could ride in and overwhelm the mostly drunk and hungover Romans.

The people of Nemetes were very welcoming to us and helped us get situated. The bridge was a very wobbly footbridge that wouldn’t accommodate horses, but the townspeople arranged a steady stream of ferries to take us across. The scouts and several cavalry squads made it across before dark, and then the rest of the first cavalry company made it before we called it quits for the night. Ferrying horses in a small raft was no fun.

The next day, we worked hard shuttling everyone else across. Several of the dragoons and I helped pull the ferries along the ropes on over thirty trips. My muscles burned from the unfamiliar exercise. Fortunately, I still had gloves—many of my brothers- and sisters-in-arms didn’t. Nelda gave us all a balm to rub into our abused hands after we were done for the day.

We stopped after we got the artillery across and resumed early the next morning, finishing the transit before noon. As I rode toward the wood line, I saw Gytha and Gerlind sitting on their horses next to a cavalryman hanging from a tree in a display similar to how we left Ermenrich.

“He tried for Gerlind last night while she was taking a shit in the woods,” Gytha said. “He had his hand over her mouth, but Ymma heard them. We stopped him before he raped her and then made an example of him.”

“Quite right, Gytha,” I said as Rando looked disgustedly at the display. I pulled my bow, nocked an arrow, and put it in the corpse’s eye socket.

“Gerlind, do you need to ride with Thibalt today?” I asked.

“That would be nice, Chief, but I have a job to do,” the young woman said quietly. “Gytha said I can sleep in the camp tonight, so please make sure I can find him.”

“I will,” I replied as Thibalt rode up next to her and pulled her into a hug.

During midafternoon, clouds blew in from the north and a slight drizzle began to fall.

[image: ]


The drizzle fell intermittently over the next four days. We moved slowly so we wouldn’t inadvertently stumble onto the Romans. The sun peeked out of the clouds periodically, and I realized that “Saxon sunshine” wasn’t just a thing in the autumn.

On the third day, Gytha reported that her ladies had run into what appeared to be a Roman cavalry vanguard. Rando reported later in the day that they were Greek auxiliaries.

The next day, Cyneswith returned with a sighting of the main body. She counted four different eagle banners, traveling in two columns. One column stayed close to the Rhine, and the other was closer to the mountains on the eastern side of the floodplain. Horse archers followed each of the legions, a company behind each legion. From the way she described them, the archers appeared to be Huns.

Sunnife reported another army across the Neckar River, north of Heidelberg. We’d found the Franks the Romans were trying to crush slightly before the Romans did.

We made a campsite deep in the forest south of the Neckar. A wooden bridge spanned the river next to the city in what was roughly the valley’s center. Bebe’s recon revealed that it could support horses, but it was basically wood planks on stone pilings. She wasn’t certain it could take our wagons. Fortunately, we didn’t have any heavy artillery.

We set up in our hole in the woods to watch the drama unfold.
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The lead legions set up camps on either side of the road leading to the bridge. The cavalry units just set up tents with picketed horses around them, and a large command tent was set up behind the cavalry by a couple squads of slaves. I saw a young man in expensive-looking white armor on a white stallion.

So that’s Crispus, I thought.

He was accompanied by a man in expensive-looking dark blue armor on a bay gelding. Both dismounted near the tent. The blue-armored general had dark hair and a Van Dyke beard. Slaves took their mounts and then set up a smaller tent for him.

The artillery pulled up to within about fifty yards of the riverbank. I counted a hundred eighty-six scorpions, another thirty-one onagers, and two trebuchets.

“Max, what is that?” Siobhan asked, pointing at a catapult with a big wheel.

I replied in English. “That’s a trebuchet,” I replied. “It’s like a big sling with a counterweight. They were one of the most effective models of catapults, designed to destroy castles, but they’re not supposed to exist for at least another nine hundred years. This is…strange.”

There had to be close to 18,000 soldiers in that Roman army, and I took a long moment to ponder what to do about it. “Do you have any of your rat poison, Nelda?” I asked.

“Always, Max. What are you thinking?”

“What would that do if we sprinkled some in their cook pots or water?” I asked.

“Depending on how much they ingested, they would either get very sick or die,” she said quietly. “Do you really want to do that?”

“No,” I admitted. “But we’re seriously overmatched, even with our artillery. Romans use poison all the time. I think using a little of their own medicine on them might be appropriate.”

“If we could get a small scoop in a stewpot or water bucket, most would be sick for a couple of days,” Nelda said. “Some would die painfully.”

“We could sneak in and dose them,” Gytha said. Someone was eager to kill some Romans.

“How would you get out if you’re seen?” I asked.

“My chief will put an arrow in their eye socket before they can raise an alarm,” she said confidently. “Or we kill them and run. Either works.”

“There’s no room for error, and we can’t guarantee everyone’s safety,” I said. “Plus, we need a couple of ten-inch grenades for those two trebuchets.”

“We didn’t bring any,” Ingrid said. “Would a small one on each leg do the job?”

“If we could get them on the rod that the arm rotates on, probably,” I replied.

“We have a lot of fuse left,” she said. “We have enough to fire three hundred grenades with five-second fuses, and probably still blow those trey-boo things.”

“How many grenades do we have?”

“Johan set us up pretty well with four hundred fifty,” she replied. “All are primed with powder. We also have four mead casks full of powder in case the grenades get wet.”

“Keep your powder dry for now,” I said. “I need to think about this.”

“How about what we did at Lippe Fort?” Ymma asked. “Minus squirting blood into my face.”

“We only had six-to-one odds there,” I replied. “Here we’re looking at roughly fifty-to-one, more if there are soldiers in the supply trains. I won’t waste your lives like that.” I rubbed my eyes. “Nelda, please make kits for the scouts. We’re going with poison. Gytha, recall all five squads—tell them to sleep as much as they can. They’ll be working tonight. Let Rando know that he has security.”

Nelda mixed up her rat poison in small bags and gave each scout a wooden tube to use as a scoop. Siobhan had to help her sew together some bags from one of my linen shirts. That evening, as the sun set, the drizzle turned to rain.

“Thanks for the blessing, Minerva,” I murmured, smiling slightly at the irony of me thanking a Roman goddess. Since Lucius had explained her domain, I felt a little honor to the goddess of strategy was appropriate.

At dinner, I met with the leaders to discuss my plans. We made a couple of adjustments, adding two squads from Rilberht’s dragoons to the infiltration team, which would work in pairs to distribute the poison.

At about two in the morning, dressed only in wool pants, a long-sleeved tech fabric T-shirt, and my boonie hat to keep the water out of my eyes, I strapped on my pistol, kukri, El Chete, and a dagger for the night's work. The infiltration teams ghosted across the ditches, under the barricades, and into the camps. Breathing deeply to focus my awareness, I followed them out and veered toward Crispus’ tent.

Seeing no guards posted near the tent, I opted to enter through the front. I crawled on the ground under the tent’s door flap with my dagger in my mouth, slowly approaching my quarry and mentally preparing myself.

Nobody’s here, nobody’s here, I chanted silently in my head.

Pulling myself to my feet as slowly and quietly as I could once I was inside, I approached the figure on the cot. The small brazier meant to keep the tent warm gave me just enough light to see. Suddenly, the youth rolled over and looked right at me. As his arm moved to swing a dagger at me, I launched forward and covered his mouth, removed the dagger from my teeth, and drove the blade into his heart. So much for my attempted mental projection.

Leaving my blade in his body, I deflected his dagger and drove it down into his throat. He was already dead by the time his blade punctured his neck.

I caught my breath before pulling my blade out of his body and cleaning it on his tunic. Looking around, I spotted his sword hanging below his breastplate on his armor valet. After picking up his sword—a spatha, from the silhouette of it—I stepped over the corpse and hacked his head off with three strokes.

After wrapping his head in a blanket, I pushed the sword into his chest and had just turned for the door when I heard a voice outside the tent call quietly, “Crispus!”

“Nnnn?” I moaned quietly, trying to mimic someone who had been roused from sleep.

“Hmm, I wonder what that was about. I’ll have to talk with him in the morning,” the voice muttered as it faded into the distance.

My brain was on fire. Whoever had spoken had just spoken in English!

Who the hell speaks English in a Roman camp? The language doesn’t even exist yet!

Still reeling from the interaction, I calmed myself as best as I could. I needed to tuck this information away and save it for later. I took several deep breaths and tried to reach my awareness trance. Since I was in shock from what I’d just heard, I was only marginally successful. Regardless, I didn’t hear anyone breathing or walking nearby. I looked out the tent—the coast was clear. I ghosted to the nearest troop tent, slid under the barriers, and meandered in a crouch toward the wood line with my trophy.

Siobhan met me inside the woods and draped my horsehide cloak over me. Nelda handed me a steaming cup of tea, and I pulled my bow from the case and tucked it under the cloak to protect it from the rain. I handed my trophy over to Rilberht, and he ran off to execute his team’s part of the mission. Then we settled in to watch the infiltrating team’s progress.

There were a couple of close calls, but none of the infiltrators were discovered. I even saw one of them dose the blue-armored general’s water bucket. According to my watch, it took them about two and a half hours to do the deed.

Rilberht was the last to return, with four coils of rope and two canvases that had been the delivery mechanism of the two trebuchets.

“Trophy is in place, Chief,” he reported with a grin.

“Good work. Get some rest while you can,” I told him.

“Yes, Chief.”

The dragoons provided sentries for the remainder of the night so the rest of us could catch an hour or two of sleep. Then we rose as the sun cleared the mountains.

By morning the rain abated back to a drizzle, and the Romans started to stir and drink from their water buckets. The general drank from his poisoned bucket, spat it out, and dumped it. He then summoned a quartet of dark-skinned slaves, giving them orders, and watched them go refill his bucket, wake Crispus, and summon the legates.

One of the slaves hurried back to the general and gave a report. The general screamed in rage and ran to Crispus’ tent after slapping the slave in the face, knocking the poor man to his knees. The slave slowly got to his feet, spat, and trotted off toward the supply trains. Another primal scream came from Crispus’ tent. At the north end of the camp, soldiers were taking note of the trophy Rilberht had left—Crispus’ head on a pike.

While the Roman camp was in disarray, we had a quick planning meeting and prepared to move quickly to ambush patrols. Nelda dosed our infiltration team with a tonic to ensure they had minimal effects if they happened to ingest any of the poison.

We assessed our resources: We had five squads each of scouts, archers, and dragoons, plus two hundred cavalry and the light artillery battery and wagon drivers. That gave us 375 total against a force of at least 18,000. Our advantages over the Romans were the grenades, the poison, and the fact that all our people were mounted.

We sent one cavalry squad to find Jorge and tell him to get his oversized cohort up here to support us. The rest of that cavalry troop was assigned to guard the artillery and supply trains, and then we organized into ambush teams of twenty people consisting of a scout or archer squad and a squad of dragoons or cavalry. That left a reserve of five squads of cavalry to rescue any squads that might be pinned down or take advantage of any opportunities.

We ran to pack and deploy around the Roman camp. The artillery and trains withdrew deeper into the small valley where our camp was, following the stream upward until it intersected with a rough trail. They followed that road over a relatively low ridge until they came out onto the floor of another valley with running water about a league south of our original position. Siobhan, Thibalt, and I maintained our OP in the wood line to watch things unfold. Gytha, Rilberht, and Rando periodically sent runners to update me.

I watched the general’s meeting with his officers in the command tent shortly after they broke their fast. All four legates and their direct reports attended, and the general shouted out orders.

After the meeting broke, one legion—it looked like the 4th from the standard—formed up midmorning and started to march for the bridge. Century-sized patrols headed to various points in the woods surrounding the legion while the artillery and trains from each legion moved to a consolidated location on the south side of the camp, probably because they couldn’t range the far side of the river. Only the two trebuchets remained facing the riverbank. Two cohorts started digging a ditch around the trains and cutting down trees for barriers around the new camp.

The Franks sent a cavalry unit south to block the bridge, followed by roughly three cohorts of men on foot. I hesitated to call them infantry since they didn’t show the discipline of my folks or the Romans. Rather, they just kind of flowed into position behind the cavalry before relieving them in place. The Romans maneuvered the trebuchet to sit right on the edge of the riverbank to launch rocks at the Franks, but once the big machines were in place, they quickly discovered that the key pieces were missing. The attacking legion called up its artillery as they engaged the Frankish cavalry on the north side of the bridge. Since the Romans had moved their artillery to the trains, it took a while to get the ballistae into position. Even then, the Roman artillery didn’t have the range to hit the Franks on the north bank—I was certain that was why the general had them move to the trains.

Three companies of Hun archers fired mass volleys across the river, and Frankish bowmen fired back. The Hun bows definitely had the advantage when it came to range, but the Franks massed archery fire on the bridge from far enough back that the Hun bows had little effect. The turtle tactic of the Romans mitigated the effects of the few Frankish arrows that managed to clear the river, but the legionnaires were met with spears at the bridgehead, which stalled the Roman attack. The Frankish foot soldiers were pretty adept at hiding under their shields when the Hun volleys arrived, but again, few reached across the river.

Eventually, four ballistae were maneuvered in place to support the Roman flanks, but the bolts barely reached the far bank. A crew desperately tried to repair the trebuchets.

While everyone was focused on the battle at the bridge, our ambush units slowly chipped away at woodcutters and their security patrols through the woods. Throughout the day, I saw Titus Uodinna Luca spit out his water and have it refilled on three separate occasions. I also saw a slave pee in his water bucket once before topping it up.

About midday, members of the Roman army started running to the ditches around the legion camp to empty their bowels or vomit in place. Throughout the rest of the day, more and more soldiers ran back and forth to their latrines or to the ditches around the camp. By midafternoon, the legion attack of the bridge faltered. The legion stayed in place as evening approached while our ambush squads slowly decimated the units that ventured into the woods.

The bearded general got up and kicked the map table out of the command tent into the rain as the 4th Legion set their defense. He gesticulated wildly and pointed at several slaves, who ran to recover the table as he stormed off to his tent. More and more Roman soldiers were showing the effects of the poison.

As night fell, the rain returned. Half of the tents had no fires, as even the slaves were suffering from the effects of our gift to Rome. Many soldiers didn’t remove their armor, just slinking into their tents in misery. The artillerymen on the 4th Legion’s battery laid down on and around their four ballistae.

After sunset, we assessed our success so far. We hadn’t lost anyone, the worst injuries being scrapes and some minor ankle sprains. Initially, we had just whittled away at their patrols, but by late afternoon, the Romans were so ill that they died on our blades and spears so easily that it was nearly a massacre. Our people did run into two patrols that didn’t seem to have been impacted as harshly as the units in the camps, but we still picked people off and reduced their strength by about fifty percent.

“How many polybolos bolts do we have?” I asked Ingrid.

“Four hundred—about the same for the grenades,” she replied. “I would have brought more, but the other units took quite a few.”

“Do standard scorpion bolts work?” Siobhan asked.

“It depends. The Romans are pretty good about using standard sizes, but I’d have to compare them and maybe test-fire them,” she said. “Last thing I want is to clear a jammed standard bolt in the middle of battle.”

“I agree,” I replied. “Okay, things to steal from the Romans are arrows and scorpion bolts. Also, I think we have an opportunity to hurt them pretty badly tonight.”

Everyone grinned at me as I laid out my plan.

After the meeting broke and all the evening twilight was gone, I sent two ambush squads out with Ingrid’s crews. There was no moonlight, but the Romans had very conveniently lit a couple of fires and torches around the 4th Legion’s position. Our patrol murdered the legion’s artillery crews as they lay suffering and turned two of the ballistae to face the trebuchets, loading them with stones about the size of our large grenades. Ingrid sited each of the two pieces personally, and then each fired a stone at point-blank range at the trebuchets. One snapped and collapsed immediately. The other tilted precariously but stayed mostly upright. The team ghosted away, crawling on the ground as soon as they were out of the immediate area of the battery.

They probably didn’t need to be that careful because it was a full fifteen minutes before anyone went to the ballistae positions to investigate. Still, I was glad for how well-trained my people were.

Halfway into the second watch, infiltration teams sneaked into the camp again. This time, a two-person team snuck into each commander’s tent, except the general’s, and cut their throats—legates, tribunes, and centurions.

Eleven of the ladies and four men were injured either struggling with their targets or escaping the compounds, but all of them made it out alive, and Nelda and Siobhan dressed their wounds. Many of them brought back the helmets of the slain.

I spent the night watching the remaining general’s silhouette pace back and forth in his tent. After they finished caring for the wounded, Siobhan wrapped herself around my back and fell asleep on my shoulder while Nelda laid her head in my lap and dropped off immediately.

We convened our morning status meeting just as the sun started to glow behind the mountains. The infiltrators didn’t get any scorpion bolts, but we managed to empty a wagon of two hundred quivers of arrows from the Hun archers. Our murder squads couldn’t identify any Hun chiefs, but most of the Greek officers met the same fate as their Roman counterparts.

Just after sunrise, the general shouted loudly. Two African slaves ran to his tent as well as they could despite the effects of the poison. Remarkably, both moved pretty quickly. After speaking with the general, they ran out to the legion camps.

Siobhan and Nelda helped me into my armor, and then I marched out of the woods like I belonged. My revolver was on my belt, but otherwise, I looked like a Roman soldier in green armor, carrying my shield in front of my pistol. With the sun rising behind me, I figured all the general would see was a silhouette. I even wore a helmet with a horsehair plume to enhance the effect. Sadly, it wasn’t burnished Katthi green.

The general left his personal tent and took up residence in the command tent. I was about thirty yards away when the two slaves returned. Dropping to their knees, they babbled out their report. Then came the first of many surprises that morning.

The general shouted in modern English, “Gods damn you both to hell!” Then he pulled a small derringer from a pouch on his belt and shot the two slaves at point-blank range.

“Worthless fucking nigger pieces of shit,” he spat. “You’d think I could get better slaves in the Roman fucking empire!”

I froze, blinking rapidly. The English speaker from last night was the general!

His face was purple under his Van Dyke beard. He was a little taller than Gabi, with broad shoulders and a lean figure.

My mind reeled. How the hell did he get to this point in time? Had he also been sucked into the vortex somehow?

I stayed frozen for several more precious moments as I willed myself to refocus and, more importantly, to move. It was time to find out what the hell was going on. “You really shouldn’t shoot the messenger, General,” I said quietly in my native language. The man spun to face me, the surprise on his face matching exactly how I felt.

“Imagine my surprise to hear a Roman general speaking modern American English with some of the ripest expletives the English language has.” I moved closer. “Your use of the n-word was just rude. Why demean them? All they did was execute your orders.”

He raised his little pistol, cocked it, and pulled the trigger, generating a sharp click sound.

“Isn’t that a North American Arms derringer? Two rounds of .45 Colt, right?” I asked, stopping five yards away from him.

“See for yourself,” he growled as he tossed the gun at me. I caught it and stuffed it in my belt pouch as he pulled his sword.

“Let me introduce you to the Taurus Judge,” I said conversationally, pulling and cocking my revolver. “I bought it to shoot .410 bore shot shells for little critters, but I can testify that the .45 Colt rounds I have in it now shoot just fine. Drop the sword.”

“You worthless fuck,” he spat, tossing the blade to the back of the tent.

“Thank you,” I said. “Coming from a murderous dick like yourself, I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“I’m not a murderer,” he claimed petulantly.

The more I stared at this man, the more uneasy I felt, even as I tried to rapidly piece together what was going on.

“Well, let’s see if I have this right. You came back in time to become Praefectus Titus Uodinna Luca of Crispus’ army so you could further subjugate the German people, killing anyone who gets in your way. Is that about right?” I asked. It was the best explanation I could come up with, though it felt like I was grasping at straws.

“You wouldn’t fucking understand,” he growled.

His admission jolted me to my core. It’s true. He’s the reason my family and I are stuck here.

“Whatever,” I said, doing my best to play it cool. I couldn’t let him see how rattled I was. “So, you were in the mountains north of Loveland, Colorado, on September 16, 2019. What did you do to cause that big violet vortex?”

“You wouldn’t understand it. It was magic,” he snapped.

“Any sufficiently advanced technology appears to be magic,” I said. Maybe he was using some sort of machine.

“Don’t quote Arthur C. Clarke’s third law to me, you welp! You didn’t even get it right,” he spat.

“The gist of it is correct,” I countered. “So, you didn’t think to check for aircraft before you turned on your machine?”

“I was far away from the main airline routes!”

“Smaller charter aircraft don’t necessarily stick to the airline routes,” I told him quietly. “A vintage Twin Beech with nine people on board was caught in your little vortex. Two of them died upon landing. Another died with my child in her belly on a Roman sword. I will crush Rome unless you can get us back to Colorado in 2019.”

“First of all, it’s not possible.” He sneered. “Second, even if it were possible, western civilization declined after that. It became a shithole of disease and crime. It was already heading that way by the 1980s.”

I didn’t believe him, but I didn’t think I could coerce him into sending us home even if he could. “Well then, what’s your grand plan?” I asked.

“Oh, you know. Kill you, crush Germany under Rome’s boots, and build a great civilization that’ll last forever,” he replied flippantly.

“Rome’s been rotting from within since before the Common Era began. What passes for leadership is only concerned with amassing wealth and influence, and they’re willing to crush continents to do it,” I barked back.

“You’ll never understand,” he scoffed.

There was a sharp snap, and suddenly, he held a knife in his right hand, poised to throw.

My first bullet hit him in the center of his chest. My second shot destroyed his jaw. My third was delivered standing over his dying body, pointing straight down as I pulled the trigger, sending the heavy slug through his skull.

I holstered my pistol. “Magic, huh? How’s this for magic, you piece of shit?” I pulled my sword and separated his head from his shoulders. Rooting around in his belt pouch, I pulled out a pocket holster for the derringer and a box of fifty .45 Colt rounds with only two rounds missing.

“Fucking asshole just decided to change history, and destroying lives is just collateral damage,” I muttered as I reloaded my revolver from the dead man’s stash, seething.

After that, I stood and vented my anger by kicking his corpse. Then I turned my attention to the map and papers on his table when a small noise made me spin around—to find a tall, strong black man in a tunic holding a spear as he stared at the general’s corpse.

“Do you understand me?” I asked quietly as I spotted Siobhan, Nelda, Thibalt, and Georg, one of the translators, riding toward me.

“Little beet,” he said, holding his fingers about an inch apart.

“Amazigh?” I asked.

“Yes,” he grinned. “You know of my people.”

“I met a couple of Amazigh slaves. I freed them,” I said.

“Why? You no value them?” he asked with suspicious eyes.

“I don’t like slavery,” I said simply. “Will you help me?”

“Perhaps,” was his reply.

“Empty all the water basins and cooking pots in the camp,” I began. “Get all the slaves into the woods in that direction. My people all wear green on their armor.”

“With dog on shield?” he asked.

“Yes. Once we’re done with the Romans, rinse all the water buckets and cooking pots with boiling water from the river. Do this two times.” I said holding up two fingers. “Then boil water again and only let people drink that. Most will survive the sickness if you do this.”

“Yes. I will do this,” he said. “What do I call you?”

“I am Max.”

“I am Gwasila,” he replied. “I serve you now, Max.”

“No,” I said. “You work with me, not as a slave.”

“Don’t understand. I go work now. Many hands make small work,” Gwasila said, running off. I thought it funny that he could quote folk wisdom but didn’t understand my Saxon.

I stepped out of the tent, took off my helmet, and waved it in the air.

Then the horns sounded and the slaughter began.
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AUDACITY


Ingrid had moved the Roman ballistae in the early morning light to focus on the 11th Legion. Her light scorpions, the rope-pull versions, were set up facing the 29th Legion.

As the Romans stood in reaction to our horn calls, still suffering from the effects of the rat poison, Ingrid unleashed hell on the legions. Polybolos bolts ground up the 4th Legion like sausage as the soldiers stood in formation, trying to figure out where the attack was coming from. Grenades dropped into the 11th Legion’s camp from the heavy ballistae while the small ones tore up the 29th. Scouts tossed grenades from sticks into the Hun camp, decimating them.

Since most of the officers were dead, it took a while for the Romans to organize a counterattack. Four squads of archers shot anyone who acted like a leader, and they shot soldiers as they milled about. Six volleys later, the Huns were essentially destroyed, and the scouts started lobbing grenades into the Greek cavalry.

I ran up and down behind our positions in the wood line, occasionally stopping to kneel beside an archer to take out a longer-range target with my rifle.

A tribune from the supply trains ran to the 24th Legion to organize a counterattack, the scouts threw the last of their grenades into the Roman formation as they exited their camp’s perimeter, killing a large chunk of the formation before the tribune organized the legion’s soldiers. Then our scouts switched to arrows. When the first arrows landed, one got the tribune in the throat, and the Romans turtled under their shields. Their defensive maneuver was the cue for Rando’s two companies of cavalry to attack their flank in a fly-by attack.

The Romans reoriented to follow the cavalry, which opened them up to spears from the five squads of dragoons rushing out of the woods. The Romans turned back and forth, trying to keep up with alternating attacks. Rando’s cavalry were seasoned veterans, but my dragoons were all farmers whose only experience was fighting to save their villages.

It didn’t matter. Those fifty Katthi killed at least ten Romans per man on every attack. Whenever one would fall, they would cover their brother in arms until he could either regain his feet or the scouts pulled him out of the line. It was awesome to see. There must have been scouts in the trees because whenever a Roman leader would try to organize the unit, they used their arrows to turn those men into pincushions.

The Romans didn’t want to turn away from the Katthi and the archers, so they tried to flank the smaller unit. That allowed Rando’s men to drive a wedge formation deep into the legion’s flank.

Then I saw the damnedest thing. Two hundred or more African men armed with whatever they could find ran out of the supply trains area and attacked the legion’s other flank. They used pitchforks to knock over Roman soldiers and steal their blades and shields. Some detoured to the Greek camp and joined the fight with discarded shields and spears.

Eventually, with three sides under attack and illness ravaging them, plus no officers to organize them, the 24th Legion moved in the only direction they could—through the ditch around their camp, through the shit and puke that had gathered in the bottom, and through their own barricades to set up a defense behind them. Soon, a white flag flew above the legion’s camp, and Rando tried to talk the Africans out of following them into the camp to murder them.

The 4th and 11th legions were hiding under their shields, white flags in the air, but the 29th managed to have about three cohorts counterattacking the light artillery.

I stuck a long fuse in a keg of powder, tied it up in a rope harness, and had Ingrid light it before following her people back to the trail in the woods. I hoped what I remembered from the hammer throw in phys ed class would be enough.

Siobhan watched the approaching soldiers as the archers shifted their fire to focus on the counterattack. I watched the fuse.

She called, “Any time now, Max!”

When the fuse was within about six inches of the barrel, I called, “Ready.”

As I spun into another circuit, Thibalt called, “Now!” and I let go of the rope.

It definitely wasn’t a hundred-yard Olympic throw, but I probably reached fifty. The barrel exploded over the middle of the lead cohort. The following two cohorts stopped cold at the sight of the nearly three hundred dead and maimed men that were revealed as the smoke cleared.

Cries of pain assaulted my ears, and then the archers started firing again. Siobhan, Thibalt, and I pulled swords.

The Romans shook off their shock and advanced slowly. As we charged, I called out my tribe’s war cry— “Katthi!”—and Siobhan and Thibalt replied with war cries of their own.

I had no idea what was going through my mind other than pure rage that those fuckers had killed Kat and were threatening my people. In my peripheral vision, I saw flashes of arrows descending into the men on our flanks as we cut down the soldiers in front of us.

A horn sounded behind us, and I heard a number of voices call out “Katthi!” Several folks from the artillery unit charged forward with their smaller shields and spears. A hand touched my shoulder as Ingrid called, “Ready.”

“Lit,” Sigrun responded just before a grenade flew over my head.

Then the archers ran forward to join us with spears from our supply trains as my sword got stuck in my opponent’s armor. I shield-bashed the guy in front of me, who was trying to stab Siobhan in the back. With a growl, I finally pulled my blade free in time to parry the next attacker and jab my blade into his throat, whipping the sharp edge through his soft flesh.

“Cover me, Max,” Siobhan called as she stepped back and picked Sibley off the ground while Ingrid chucked another grenade. I hadn’t even seen her fall.

Ingrid called, “Polys, FIRE!” The beautiful flat clatter of the Gatling-style scorpions was audible to my right as the bolts hammered into the enemy encircling our right flank.

A moment later, Siobhan returned with Sibley’s spear, calling out, “Spear drill, ladies!”

“Katthi!” yelled the archers, followed by the called count of the spear drill.

Thibalt and I folded back to cover our right flank and protect Siobhan’s blind side. Then, the thunder of Rando’s cavalry swelled until they hit the Roman’s right flank.

The polybolos fire stopped, and I heard Phytwin, one of our artillery, call out, “We’re out!”

“Spears!” Ingrid called in response.

In response, the young man’s voice bellowed our war cry, and the eight artillery men and women manning the polys joined the fray. Ingrid stepped up next to Thibalt and joined the spear drill, calling the steps in a clear, bell-like voice.

We eventually got our right flank lined back up with Siobhan and the archers, thanks to help from Ingrid’s crews. We continually hacked and stabbed at the men in front of us as Rando’s men folded their flank. We fought in a haze until suddenly, the Roman ranks broke and ran for their camp.

Soon, one of the soldiers ran a white tunic up on a tent pole and waved it.

I took a breath and let it out slowly as silence descended over the battlefield.

“Did we just do that?” Thibalt gasped.

“Yeah,” I replied with a gasp of my own. “Now we have to keep it.”

“Fookin’ gobshites,” Siobhan muttered between heavy gasps for breath.

As I made my way to the command tent, I called out, “Disarm and secure prisoners!”

“Yes, Chief!” The reply echoed from multiple places on the battlefield.

A wounded supine Roman stabbed at me with a gasp. My blade deflected his sword just before Siobhan drove a spear up under his chin.

“Remember how Kat died!” I called. “Use spears and watch for sneak attacks!”

“Roman healers are coming, Chief,” Rando called.

“Sigelm! Intercept them,” I told my translator. “They can wait until we have secured the prisoners.” Three cavalry squads accompanied him and surrounded the medics. I hadn’t known that the Romans had a medical corps or field medics—or whatever they were called.

Leaving Sigelm to his mission, I surveyed the damage and was amazed at how well our rudimentary grenades worked. The metal shells we had cast created wicked sharp pieces of shrapnel that had cut through shields and even armor in a few cases. It wasn’t foolproof; the explosive power of black powder was near the bottom of the scale compared to the materials used in the military and construction in our original time. Regardless, our rudimentary grenades were enough of a force multiplier that it was key to our survival against the overwhelming force of Crispus’ army.

“I need to start carrying a spear,” Thibalt muttered.

“Yeah, I quit trying to do that because I’ve already got so much stuff hanging on my saddle,” I said.

“Maybe those short spears you learned about from Boneval,” he said.

“We’d need to train a lot with them, but they could work.” We picked our way through the carnage left after the battle. “The throwing sticks work pretty well with them, too. I need to think about that.”

“What do you need me to do, Chief?” he asked as we finally reached the command tent.

“Don’t drink the water,” I warned him. “Dump it outside.”

After looking around the battlefield, I thought about what we needed. “Everyone with an injury needs to see Nelda. Siobhan pulled Sibley off the battlefield, and I saw a number of our dragoons fall. I’m sure there are others.”

“Right. First priority is to secure prisoners. Second, get aid to the wounded,” he replied. “Anything else?”

“Counts of combat-effective people for our units and surviving Romans. Counts for the number of grenades, arrows, and polybolos bolts we have left,” I continued.

“You want me to run around to all the commanders to relay that?” he asked.

“No. Focus on getting the wounded to Nelda. Siobhan can help her,” I said. “The rest is urgent, but not as important as taking care of our people.”

“I’ll go to Nelda now,” Siobhan murmured before planting a kiss on my cheek and trotting off toward the trains.

Thibalt ran off, and I let my thoughts wander as I watched everyone consolidate the battlefield.

If we hadn’t already, we’ve definitely changed history now.
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Before our attack, I estimated roughly 18,000 Roman soldiers had faced us. They probably weren’t at full strength, but even thousands fewer shouldn’t have impacted numerical superiority to the point that we should have had a chance. It rubbed me wrong to poison them, but I committed to myself early on that I would do whatever it took to protect my family and my tribe.

They should have fucking stayed in Italy, I rationalized silently.

As the reports came into the command tent, I was surprised at how few fatalities we had. Sibley’s fate was up in the air. She needed surgery—a gladius had pierced her face, knocking out several teeth. Siobhan helped sew her cheek shut and pull out the broken teeth while the young woman was sedated. We lost eleven cavalrymen, seven of our archers, and Snelling, one of the artillery crewmen from the polybolos. They all died from their charge to save me. Two dragoons took serious stab wounds from their attack on the 24th Legion, but the scouts dressed their wounds. Apparently, the Romans were adept at sliding their gladius between the segment seams just like Ralf Schmett warned me about.

Everyone else ended up with cuts, bruises, and sprains. We were more than lucky. I began to wonder about the blessing of Minerva that Flavius had conferred on me at Mentz.

Ingrid reported that she still had 142 grenades, three casks of powder, and 383 polybolos bolts. The heavy bolts proved to be very durable, so despite running out of them in battle, her people were able to harvest them from the battlefield.

The archers and scouts salvaged what arrows they could from their victims and the Huns. After cross-leveling across the archers and scouts, we had enough for two full quivers for everyone, plus ninety-three full quivers of sixty arrows each in our supply trains. I assigned Marta as Sibley’s replacement.

Assuming my estimate of the Roman strength was accurate, it was amazing not only that we survived, but that the death toll we delivered was astronomical. The 4th Legion had roughly two centuries of survivors from both the battles and the poison. All of them had injuries. The 11th took the brunt of the artillery fire, leaving 357 with survivable injuries—none were uninjured. The 29th had fared pretty well, with nearly two cohorts of soldiers that would survive their injuries if the poison didn’t finish them off. There were a couple with cuts that wouldn’t stop bleeding, which I recalled as a symptom of rat poisoning.

The 24th Legion battle losses weren’t bad—only two out of six cohorts—but the poison was still working on them overtime. Nelda said they’d probably lose two hundred or more. Whoever was assigned to the infiltration team for that legion must have been afraid about our odds in battle—either that or really angry at the Romans—and overdid the poisoning.

Only forty-seven Huns and sixty-three Greeks survived.

Gwasila came to the command tent with two other African men. “I am Gwasila,” he said, introducing himself again. “This is Meddur, leader of all the Amazigh and Tuareg slaves. Him Amazigh. Yeddur speak your language best. Him Tuareg. We all of the Berber people.”

I inclined my head. “I am aware. What may I do for you, men?” I asked.

“Rando says we are free now,” Yeddur, the fairly light-skinned Tuareg man said. “He says you’re the chief.”

“That’s right. All slaves are free now. Workers get paid—they can have families and make a life for themselves,” I said. “The Romans must pay their debt for attacking our lands and people, but they will be free too when their debts are paid.”

“You don’t have very many soldiers,” Yeddur said. “Meddur said that you are ferocious, killing many Romans with so few people. You are like the Berber—you are warriors.”

“Thank you,” I said cautiously.

“Still, you have too few soldiers,” Meddur said haltingly. He was a little darker than Yeddur, but with a lighter complexion than Gwasila. “Amazigh and Tuareg are warriors. Give us armor, swords, shields, and horses. I will bring two hundred Amazigh and sixty Tuareg warriors. Help us find a home. Give us some coins. That is all we need.”

“I’ll have to see how I can pay you, though it likely won’t be much—we don’t really use coins. They’ll have to come from the Romans,” I told them.

“Your soldiers will find coins,” Yeddur said. “Payroll chest is with slaves. Our people guard it.”

“Okay, bring the payroll here.” I switched topics. “We need to empty and boil all of the legions’ water buckets, so they can have fresh water and bury their dead,” I said. “Make the Romans do the work. Can you guard them?”

“Yes, Chief,” he replied after discussing with Meddur and Gwasila.

I ordered Thibalt to assemble our leadership team in the command tent and went off to search Crispus’ and Luca’s tents.

In Crispus’ tent, I found a map of the entire Roman empire as well as maps of regions within Gaul and Germania. There were also a lot of scrolls in Latin. Additionally, I found an iron-bound chest. Finding no poison needles on it, I opened it to find it full of large gold coins that were heavier than the ones I’d gotten in trade. There was no silver or copper, just gold—old gold coins from Caesar Augustus’ time that were huge. Considering how the purity of Roman gold coins had decreased over the years, I was hopeful these older ones might have the proper amount of gold in them. The chest was about the size of a mead cask, but it was considerably heavier than I had expected. I hoisted the damned thing to my shoulder and carried it with me to Luca’s tent.

After I managed not to trip over “Luca’s”—if that was even his real name—corpse, I stopped to kick it again before I entered his tent, set the chest on the ground, and started investigating.

Again, I found a variety of scrolls from Rome, some maps, and a thickly bound notebook from the modern age. About a third of it was filled with American English and strange symbols that made no sense to me. Since the pages were roughly five inches by seven inches, the blank pages in the remaining two-thirds of the book were a gold mine. I found another small, iron-bound chest and a second chest that looked like a modern footlocker I had once bought at Walmart. After checking each for poisoned needles, I opened and inspected their contents.

The banded chest contained Roman gold like the first. But it was the footlocker that I considered a true goldmine.

Inside, I found a gray, water-repellent parka similar to the ones I had gotten for my ladies back in Colorado, and a cheap, turquoise, modern rain poncho—another Walmart purchase. I set those aside to take with me. Next was a modern mummy-style sleeping bag, still vacuum-packed in the package. Under that, four more bound notebooks lay on a camouflage set of sweats. One book was full, and the cover was worn. The other three were blank and pristine. I added them to the stack, with a package of five Pentel gel pens—three black, one blue, and one red. Next was a pencil box with another black gel pen, three pencils, a sharpener, and an art eraser. In the back right corner of the very bottom of the chest were three unopened boxes of .45 Colt ammo and an opened box of Hostess Twinkies.

“Twinkies?” Siobhan asked in English from behind me as she stepped into the tent.

“Yeah. Want one? Apparently, Luca was responsible for our little ride on the violet vortex,” I said.

“He couldn’t get us home?” she asked, ignoring the Twinkies.

“He said he couldn’t,” I replied. “He claimed he brought us forward with magic, but he couldn’t get us back, and that we wouldn’t want to because 2019’s society took a turn for the worse.” I turned to raise my middle finger toward the headless corpse on the ground. “Besides, this has become our home. I don’t know what I’d do if I ever had the opportunity to go back.” I tossed her a Twinkie and opened one for myself.

“Definitely not without our wives,” she said before shoving the cake into her mouth.

“And our kids. Can you imagine Kurt running wild in our old world?” I asked around a mouthful of the sweet treat.

“That would be something to see,” she chuckled, switching back to Saxon.

“This Gore-Tex should fit Gabi,” I said as I started packing everything back into the footlocker. “Plus there’s a spare rain poncho. It’s turquoise blue, so it’ll stick out like a sore thumb, but it’ll still keep someone dry—maybe Nelda.” Tossing the box of Twinkies on top of the keep pile, I reconsidered. “I’ll just take the trunk with us. Camouflaged sweats—the best clothing Walmart had to offer. He also had a .45 Colt derringer. I’ll show you how to use it, and it can be your carry.”

“Do we have a wagon that has room for the trunks?” Siobhan asked as I hoisted the footlocker on my shoulder.

“It’ll probably fit on the ammo wagon,” I said.

“Um, Max. Tell me that’s not what I think it is,” Siobhan said, and pointed to a table I had so far ignored.

“A coffee press,” I murmured in awe. It was a small metal and glass pitcher that might have held one and a half of the huge mugs of coffee I liked to drink, and there was a small porcelain demitasse sitting next to it. “Do you see beans anywhere?”

“The press, grinder, and cup probably fit in this box,” she said. “But I…oh, wait a minute.”

Lifting a dark blue cloak from a camp chair, Siobhan revealed a green-and-white 2.5-pound bag of Costco-branded Starbucks house blend that was at least three-quarters full.

“I prefer the red-labeled espresso roast, but hey, any port in a storm,” I said.

“Is there room in that trunk?” she asked.

I set it down on Luca’s cot and opened it while Siobhan poured the dregs onto the floor and packed away the cup and press. I tucked them in the middle of the footlocker. Siobhan added the cloak.

“It’s oiled leather—heavy, but it’ll be nice in the Saxon Sunshine,” she said as I closed the footlocker and hoisted it back onto my shoulder before we left and headed toward the command tent.

“Yeah, but we need to clean the coffee kit with boiled water and lye soap before we use them,” I replied

“How’s your injury?” she asked.

“Getting better. Occasional twinges only,” I said. “That’s why the trunk is on my left shoulder this time. The wound complained when I put the locker on my right side. I should keep my sword hand free anyway.”

“Duh,” she teased. “Just leave that here for now. Thibalt can arrange someone to pick it up.”

“Fine,” I agreed and set the trunk back on Luca’s bed. “I did it backward with the first chest. Let’s go, love.”

“Another Twinkie first?” she asked.

“Save them to go with the coffee,” I told her.

“Ooo. Good point.”

We left for the command tent. I noticed Gwasila standing by in Greek armor carrying a Hun saber, a Greek spear, and a Greek shield.

“Don’t let anyone but me or my wife into this tent,” I said. “I have two wives here. I’ll introduce you to the other one soon.”

“Yes, Chief. I guard,” he said with a grin.

Once everyone was gathered, I started the meeting.

“How are all our people doing?”

Everyone gave me updates on their units, and the reports didn’t differ much from the last one I had.

Nelda added, “None of the scouts have had any effects from the poison, and their wounds are healing nicely. We have three seriously wounded that I’m watching closely–Sibley, Rolf, and Godrum. Otherwise, many of our people have cuts that a couple of stitches or a poultice can address, plus there are lots of bruises and sprains. We’ve let the Roman healers in the prisoner camp to treat their wounded.”

“All of them are in one camp?” I asked.

“Yes,” Rilberht replied. “We had them toss their dead into the trenches around their camps, and then everyone moved into the 4th Legion’s camp.”

“Good,” I replied. “I want the heads of the two generals on spears or pikes facing the river. Make sure their helmets are on. Then we need to collect all the soldiers’ equipment in their support trains. The slaves can come with us and work for pay like all the others. The soldiers are a gift for the Franks and Alemanns. Any left over will have to come with us.”

“I can approach them and let them know,” Rando said. “I’ve seen my father in the camp over there.”

“I want their commitment to our alliance. See if you can get their leaders to join us,” I said. “If they join, then we tell them about the gift of a cohort of Romans. If they don’t, I’ll let Jorge and Flavius figure out what to do with all of them.”

“I think a little demonstration of the grenades might provide a strong incentive,” Ingrid said.

“The big ones would be more convincing,” Rando said.

“We don’t have any with us,” Ingrid said, “but we still have a good number of the standard ones. I’ve been looking at those tre-boo artillery pieces. I think I understand how they work.”

“Yeah, essentially it’s the same principle as a sling,” I said. “Those can throw heavier rocks just as far or farther than our heavy scorpions. Maybe take the major pieces with us or burn them so someone else doesn’t try to figure out how all the parts go together. We can take the rest of their artillery with us.”

“When do we want to leave?” Rilberht asked.

“Can we get everything done today?”

“Uh, I don’t know, Chief. We have 362 people, and many have injuries,” he replied. “We should be able to get a lot done in a day, but there’s a lot of dead and sick Romans for our small unit to deal with before we march.”

“The Berbers are joining us as cavalry, 260 riders,” I said. “They have a good reputation as fighters, and they’re arming themselves using the Greek and Hun equipment. They’re willing to guard the Romans while they bury the dead.”

“That’s a relief,” Rilberht said. “We can start a rest rotation.”

“Please do if you haven’t already—all of you. Ingrid, before you go, set up your pieces to cover the bridge. You can use the heavy scorpions they left, but get the rest back to the support area,” I told her. “I’m less concerned with the Romans than I am with the Franks at the moment. Get started now, Ingrid.”

“Yes, Chief!” She saluted and ran off with a big grin on her face.

“Chief, I’d like volunteers to help with the sick and wounded,” Nelda said.

Chief? I looked at her, and she winked coquettishly.

Nelda continued, acting as though she hadn’t been sleeping in my bed the whole mission. “Siobhan was a big help with Sibley, but there are a lot of minor wounds to deal with. Most are within basic first aid to fix.”

“We can help,” Marta said.

“I’m in,” Siobhan said.

“Us, too,” Gytha chipped in. “We only have two squads out right now. A third is on a rest cycle, but the final two can help.”

Rando said, “We would keep half a company in front of the bridge, and the other half screening. I’ve already put the other company on a rest cycle.”

“Good. If we need more hands and feet, try to organize the former slaves,” I tell him. “Maybe we should call them camp support instead of slaves. Some of them are sick, too.”

“The Roman doctors have been caring for them,” Nelda said. “I’ll ask if they need any help once we finish taking care of our people.”

“Well, plenty to keep us busy,” Rando said, and everyone looked at me.

“Yeah,” I told them with a slight smile. “Good work today. You’ve done our people proud and earned the respect of Rome.”

“Probably their fear, too,” Rando replied. “That’s never a good thing.”

“All actions have consequences,” I said carefully. “The Franks are going to be even more afraid of us than they were before. They’re going to be jealous of our artillery and grenades. I suspect they’ll try to take them.”

Before I forgot, I added, “Oh, Thibalt, can you move our camp back to the original location? Maybe tomorrow morning, after everyone has had the chance to sleep.”

“It will be done, Chief,” he said tiredly. “Even though we are tired, most of us still are wide awake from the rush of the battle. Sleep will take a while. Better to do it now.”

“Very well. Okay, everyone, make sure you all get rest, food, and water,” I said in summary. “Remember, DON’T drink from the Roman water buckets or eat from their cook pots.”

“Yes, Chief,” they barked in response.

“Get out of here,” I said with a grin. “I’ve been talking long enough.”

Taking Nelda in my arms, I kissed her soundly. “Let me show you what I found.”

Holding one of my wives’ hands in each of mine, I walked them to the general’s tent and introduced them to Gwasila. With him were five other Berber men, armed and armored in the same manner.

“These are two of my wives,” I told them. “There are four more at home on our farm.”

“That’s many wives, Chief,” Gwasila said with a grin. “No rest for the chief!”

“You have no idea,” I muttered as I led the ladies inside the tent. All the men laughed.

“I like the rug,” Nelda commented.

“Huh, I hadn’t even noticed it,” I said.

“I’m going to get some help to move this to our camp,” she said.

I pointed out the trunks. “There’s more gold in there than I’ve ever seen. They’re very heavy.”

“I’ll get a couple of our village’s men to carry them,” she said. “How about the men outside?”

“Self-appointed guards,” I replied.
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THE FRANKS ATTACK


“Chief! We’re getting visitors!” Gytha shouted later that afternoon.

“I didn’t hear a horn,” I said as I looked toward the bridge.

“Wasn’t sure which pattern to use,” Gytha said as the signal for unknown danger—three short notes—sounded from the wood line.

“That sounds like the right one,” I said, picking up my rifle.

I saw Frankish soldiers running off the bridge. Only infantry so far, but there had to be a full company of them. They gave a war cry, and Rando’s half-company engaged them immediately.

“Sound the horn for enemy attack,” I growled. Gytha lifted the horn to her lips and blew the long, droning note. Horns in the woods picked it up and the dragoons formed up next to the artillery.

Ingrid and Rymenhild, an artillery member, ran for their battery position. I heard Ingrid call, “Bring a torch!”

Sigrun, another artillery member, ran forward with a torch to meet her as Phytwin grabbed the coil of fuse. I dashed from the command tent to the artillery battery.

“Volley of three four-second fuses!” I called as I ran up. “Polys, aim center of mass on their formation until the explosion. Get ready!”

They worked through their pre-firing drills until all four sections were ready.

“Rando! Get out of there!” I yelled.

His men were slow to respond, but they soon left at a gallop.

“Clear, Chief?” Ingrid gasped as she caught her breath.

“Clear to fire,” I said calmly.

The polybolos started to chuck bolts as I heard the crews for the rope-pull scorpions doing their pre-firing drill.

“Ready…pull…set…lit…FIRE!”

They had already started the drill for their second round of the volley when the first exploded. Shortly after the third volley exploded, I waited for the smoke to clear. Only three Franks slowly got back to their feet.

“Stand by,” I ordered.

“Stand by,” Ingrid repeated.

“Standing by,” the crews responded.

“Ingrid, the river’s too wide to hit the other side. How accurately can you target the middle of the bridge?” I asked.

“It would be difficult, Chief,” she replied, “even if we set up on the banks. I don’t think there’s a big risk to my crews from shrapnel, but I’d worry about them getting overrun.”

“Hmm.” I pondered her response and considered how best to employ our artillery for a moment.

“We could range with some training rounds,” she mused. “That way we wouldn’t waste powder and fuses.”

“Can you get a couple of the Roman scorpions up here quickly?” I asked. “It looks like we sent all of them back to the rear.”

“We can, Chief. Remember, the drill is a little different on those,” she said.

“Okay, move your battery,” I told her. “I’ll have a couple of them moved up to the front.”

Rando’s men rode forward to finish off the survivors of the Frankish attack.

“Rilberht, set up a defense of the bridge on our side!” I ordered.

“Moving, Chief!” the dragoon commander replied before he rallied his troops and checked their arms and armor. Once the squad leaders and Rilberht were satisfied, he had them marching at double time to the bridgehead.

Rando’s men stripped the dead of weapons and equipment and threw the bodies into the river. They carried the equipment back as the dragoons took their position. Rando rode over to me. “Orders, Chief?” he asked. I could see the weariness in his eyes from the morning’s battle.

“Stand by to attack anyone who gets by the dragoons,” I said. He saluted and rode over to organize his men.

“Marta!” I called. “Set up to the left of the dragoons to cover the bridge.”

“Yes, Chief!” she called back, immediately getting her ladies in position.

“Max?”

I turned to face the sound of the voice. “Gwasila, please let Meddur know we could use your help.” I turned back to watch the artillery fire some ranging shots with training grenades.

Gwasila spoke in a guttural language to one of the two Berber men standing there with him, and then I heard feet running off. I turned to find a Berber dashing back to where the former slaves had camped after we pulled them out of the legions.

“Thank you, Gwasila,” I murmured as Thibalt brought Zephyr to me, saddled and with my archery equipment and rifle on the saddle.

“Let’s go, Max,” Siobhan shouted as she rode past me toward the bridge as Marta split her unit to put half on either side of the artillery.

“Thibalt, see if you can get some of the support folks to bring the heavy scorpions forward,” I said as I launched into the saddle.

“It will be done, Chief,” he growled and rode off as thirty of Gytha’s girls ran up to take position on the right flank of the dragoons.

A big group of Franks, maybe three hundred, ran for the bridge. Behind them was a man with a graying dark beard on horseback shouting orders. I pulled up next to the dragoons and jumped out of the saddle.

“Three hundred fifty yards to that asshole,” I muttered to myself as Siobhan took Zephyr’s reins. “Time to spend some bullets.”

I kneeled and pulled my rifle from its sheath. I yelled, “Marta!” just before the twang of fifty bowstrings snapped.

Frankish archers appeared, but their equipment was inferior to the compound battle bows Marta’s unit carried. We could just barely reach the far bank, but the Franks couldn’t reach us. I watched for a moment as my ladies’ arrows killed any archer and infantry soldier that approached the bridge, watching how the wind affected the flight of the arrows.

Then I raised and cocked my rifle, aimed at my target, and adjusted for the range and wind. I caressed the trigger, and the rifle cracked. Red bloomed from the bridge of the leader’s nose, and he fell backward off his horse.

My aim was a little high.

The Franks stopped cold. Then an infantryman raised his sword into the air. I adjusted my mental aiming geometry and put a round in the center of his chest before he could give his battle cry.

Straining my brain, I found the words I wanted and called out in Frankish. “Who dies next?”

The Franks turned to another of their number, so I shot him, too.

“We kill them, Chief,” a voice said behind me.

I looked over my shoulder to see Meddur with a formation of darker-skinned men behind him. Their skin tones ranged from light café au lait to dark chocolate or roasted coffee, with about every shade imaginable in between.

“We are ready to fight for you, Chief,” he said. “Horses are coming for my people, but we don’t need for this. We cross and kill.”

They all had Hun cavalry swords, Roman infantry shields, and Greek spears. Each wore a Greek breastplate, and many wore cloaks wrapped around them and scarves around their faces.

“Rilberht! Make a hole! Meddur, drive them away from the bridge,” I ordered. “Make room for us on the other side.”

“Yes, Chief,” the Berber leader replied. He struck his chest and turned to his men. Meddur shouted in the guttural language and the Berber tribesmen roared, following their leader in a charge across the bridge.

“Archers, hold!” I shouted. Marta’s and Gytha’s ladies maneuvered to cover the bridge, chafing to kill the nearly three hundred Franks when they came into range.

“Rilberht, once they make room, set up a defense of the bridge on the far side. Leave enough room for our cavalry and artillery to pass behind you,” I ordered as I watched the Berbers close with the Franks.

I had feared I’d doomed the Berbers, but the Franks fell under their wild assault. The mass of Frankish infantrymen dropped back several yards and then pushed forward in an effort to repel the Berbers. It happened repeatedly, and each time the Berbers held a couple yards of their gains. I saw them take wounds and keep fighting like they didn’t feel it.

The two companies soon were spread out in a front that pushed across the entire Frankish formation.

Gytha’s and Marta’s units unleashed volleys at anyone who tried to flank the Berbers close to the riverbank, and I shot anyone who seemed to be providing any kind of coherent leadership. Shortly, there was enough room for Rilberht to set up his position.

“Time to show them why the Romans fear us, Chief!” the dragoon leader yelled. Then, rather than giving the command to charge, he simply raised his spear and screamed, “Katthi!”

Uniformly across their formation, the Franks looked up at his battle cry and hesitated for a moment. The Berbers were quick to take advantage.

The dragoons set up their position close behind the Berbers, two squads across and two deep, with the fifth squad in the rear as a reserve. Pikes reached over the Berbers’ shoulders to stab Frankish soldiers in the face. One of the swarthy men fell, and Rilberht leaped forward to skewer the Frank preparing to finish him before helping his fellow soldier to his feet.

“Chief, I brought four scorpions,” Thibalt called. “Is that enough?”

“Perfect. Thanks, Thibalt,” I replied. “Rando, can you get through there and roll them up from the right?”

“Their left flank?” he asked, and I nodded. “Yes, Chief. My second company is securing the perimeter with the rest of the scouts. The smaller camp on the right is my father’s.” He then waved his men to follow him across the bridge.

“Got it. Ingrid, get ready to maneuver across the bridge!” I called as I topped up my rifle, sheathed it, and hung it on its habitual saddle horn under a quiver of arrows.

“Thanks, love,” I murmured to Siobhan as I took Zephyr’s reins, pausing long enough to brush my lips across hers. “Thibalt, let's set them up on their right flank, aimed at the bigger camp. Let Ingrid place and aim them.”

“Yes, Chief,” he said, riding over to coordinate with the artillery chief.

I followed the cavalry across, leading Zephyr to ensure he didn’t spook on the rustic bridge. Siobhan walked next to me, leading Mickey.

The planks of the bridge were thick and sturdy, laid on stone pilings, and wide enough for ten men to march abreast across it. I was confident it would hold our wagons and artillery. A new plan began to form, but I tucked it away until we had dealt with the current threat.

Gytha’s ladies ran back to our camp as Rando’s cavalry company slammed into the left flank of the Frankish formation. Ingrid started across the bridge with her light scorpions. Marta led her ladies after the last of our light artillery, and then Thibalt led a motley crew of our support staff and a couple of Romans ushering their own heavy scorpions across the bridge. Many of Thibalt’s volunteers still looked a little green from the poison, but they all worked like their lives depended on it—which, well, they did.

Gytha rode into view, led three squads of scouts across the bridge, and circled around the artillery and archers to envelop the Frankish formation. One squad screened toward the Franks’ main camp while the other two fired arrows into the back of the soldiers on the Franks’ right flank.

Those girls were bloodthirsty and courageous, and I loved them for it. Unfortunately, the Franks must’ve gotten offended or something, because another two cohorts formed up and started jogging across the 600-yard gap between the camp and the battle.

“Ingrid! Get ready!” I shouted as I tied Zephyr’s reins to the back of the ammo wagon. I grabbed a box of loaded grenades. “Can you loan me, Sigrun?”

“Sigrun, you’re the battery commander for the heavies. Help the chief!” Ingrid responded as she laid a box of grenades behind the light pieces. “Polys, stand by until we get a mass at close enough range.”

Sigrun grabbed two torches from the wagon and lit them off Ingrid’s before joining me behind the scorpions. “Set the grenades well back from the scorpions, Chief. We don’t want a stray spark to set them off.”

“Yes, Mom,” I replied. Sigrun giggled and then directed a question at the slaves. “Who understands me?” The two Romans and three of the others raised their hands. One looked Frankish and the other two had the dirty blond hair of the Saxons.

Siobhan, Thibalt, and I each grabbed another box of twenty grenades and set them next to the other one.

Herebryht, an artilleryman from one of Ingrid’s light artillery crews, joined us and handed me a coil of fuse. “Ten yards, Chief.”

Doing some math as Herebryht rejoined his crew, I calculated that was enough for seventy grenades, give or take.

“We may need some more fuse. Do you know where it is, Thibalt?” I asked quietly.

“Yes, Chief. I know where it is in the wagon, but I hope we don’t need it,” he said.

I looked at the ballistae we had inherited from the legions behind us and shook my head. I was seriously wishing we’d brought some ten-inch grenades—these new pieces could have fired them.

Gytha led her ladies behind the artillery to provide us archery cover as we prepared to fire.

Sigrun divided the new men into crews and walked them through the drill. “It’s ‘Pull-Locked-Time-Loaded-Lit-Fire.’ Let’s walk through a couple practice repetitions as a group, then each crew will work on it.”

I estimated we needed six-second fuses for an airburst at max range, so I measured them out and cut enough for twelve grenades. Siobhan stuffed fuses into the grenades while Thibalt grabbed a couple more torches.

“Sigrun, they’re about in range,” I said quietly as she finished another practice run.

“I’ll call the commands,” she replied. “Get to your pieces. Chief, you have the fourth with Vonni and Thibalt.”

“Yep. I’ve got two grenades per piece with six-second fuses,” I replied.

Siobhan rolled her eyes. “Ugh. I’m gonna kick Bryn’s ass for that. Vonni!”

“PULL!” Sigrun shouted.

“LOCKED!” we responded as we managed to pull the drive ropes back to maximum.

“Time six seconds!”

“SIX SECONDS!”

“Load!”

“LOADED!”

“Light!”

“LIT!”

“FIRE!” Sigrun screamed, and all four drive ropes thrummed forward.

Then Sigrun ran us through the drill again.

The first grenades exploded over the heads of the front lines of the approaching Frankish cohorts. The second exploded over the soldiers who were tripping over their dead and dying comrades.

The Franks’ attack stopped.

“Five seconds, Chief?” Sigrun asked.

“Yes. Volley of five,” I replied as I ran back to cut fuses for twenty grenades. Ingrid joined us to fuse the grenades before returning to the light artillery.

To our left, the Berbers and cavalry were finishing off the Franks.

“Rando, Meddur, Rilberht! Form up and stand by!” I ordered.

Meddur wasn’t exactly certain what I wanted, but Rilberht helped explain and set his men up in a loose formation in front of the bridge.

A gray-bearded man on a horse jumped out in front of the stalled attack and ordered the Frankish soldiers forward. The infantry slowly walked around their dead comrades, toward us.

“Rando! Who is that?” I shouted as I pulled my rifle from my saddle.

“That’s the Franks’ king,” he replied.

“And he’s now in rifle range,” I muttered. I knelt next to my scorpion as the king exhorted his men into a jog. I sighted in and waited for him to face me, giving me a clean view of his chest. My rifle cracked, and the king’s body toppled back over his mount’s ass.

The formation stuttered and then started forward with more energy.

“Huh, they must have liked that asshole,” I muttered as I decocked the rifle and returned it to my saddle.

“Marta!”

“On it, Chief!” she shouted.

“PULL!” Sigrun shouted as I arrived back at the winch for the scorpion and began to wind it back.

By the fifth explosion of that volley, the archers and artillery had cut the two cohorts to roughly fifty percent. At that point, the small artillery began to engage since the front ranks of the attacking Franks had come into range.

“Four seconds, volley of five,” Sigrun ordered.

I ran back and started cutting fuses. Sigrun, Siobhan, and Thibalt stuffed the fuses into the grenades.

She called, “PULL!” before we had distributed the grenades, but before too long, we responded with “LOCKED!”

That volley of five decimated the rear companies of the cohorts while Ingrid and the archers butchered the front ranks.

“We have a numerical advantage now, Chief,” Thibalt gasped as we caught our breath.

The polybolos opened up as the enemy advanced closer.

“Ingrid! Retreat! Take the grenades, fuse, and the polybolos. MOVE!” I commanded. “Sigrun, take your crews back across the bridge. Be ready to man your battery when I call you.”

“Yes, Chief,” she replied before turning to her crews. “Leave the torches. Grab the grenade boxes and fuse. Let’s go!”

I handed Siobahn a full box of .45 Colt bullets. “Take my rifle and cover the bridge. If they break through, toss grenades at them using throwing sticks, and shoot them.”

“No, Max,” she whispered.

“I’ll see you soon, my love. We’ll both be standing at the end of this battle.” I pulled her in for a passionate kiss. “Go.”

She broke away and grabbed my rifle, wiping her eyes before raising the rifle to cover our artillery withdrawal.

“Marta, withdraw across the bridge when they get within fifty yards,” I ordered as I pulled my bow out of its case and launched into Zephyr’s saddle. “Gytha, Thibalt. You’re with me.”

The scout chief grinned at me, and my trusty aide called, “Yes, Chief,” as he pulled his compound bow from its case.

“Rando, do you think your father would play on our side?” I asked as I wheeled Zephyr around in a circle.

He grinned. “He will if I ask him. Dudda, you’re in charge.” The Cheruski cavalryman from Treves’ auxiliary cavalry nodded, and Rando kicked his mount and dashed off to the smaller camp.

“Same tactic you were using before, Gytha. Let’s go,” I called, pointing Zephyr at the oncoming force.

The scouts were much better as mounted archers than I was, but I just had to point down at the massed formation and release. There wasn’t a lot of finesse or skill involved. I had soon emptied one quiver, and Gytha had to send Gerlind for a resupply of arrows from camp. Marta ran out of arrows and withdrew her girls.

I pointed at Dudda and shouted, “Now!”

Our cavalry surged forward as I emptied my second quiver. Then another three companies of cavalry followed Rando into battle from the Alemanns camp.

“Gytha, fall back behind the dragoons,” I called. “Thibalt, take Zephyr across the bridge.” I cased my bow, and Thibalt took the reins and led my horse away.

Pulling my sword, I pointed it at the Berbers. “Meddur? Do you still want to fight?”

He shouted to his men, and a roar of “Katthi!” sounded as they ran to join me. We ran for the Franks’ right flank.
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I rode up to the Frankish camp with Rando on my right and Siobhan on my left. Rando’s father was to his right, and Thibalt and the scouts were behind me—we all had fresh quivers.

Two companies of cavalry were arrayed behind me, and the Berbers were being tended by Nelda back at the bridgehead.

I looked at the downtrodden array of Frankish soldiers in front of me. A dirty white tunic hung from a spear held aloft. Only about forty soldiers from the two cohorts that attacked with their king had survived. Another cohort of infantry and five companies of cavalry remained. All of them appeared beaten, whether they’d been in the battle or not. Several older men, probably in their forties, based on the lines on their faces and gray in their dark beards, walked out of the crowd.

“Who is in charge?” I asked in Saxon.

“King Kunrad,” one of the older men said.

I pointed to the corpse lying on a stretcher made of two Frankish spears and the former king’s cloak.

“Who’s next?” I asked.

“What happened to him?” the apparent spokesman asked.

“I killed him,” I replied. “I am Max, war chief of the Katthi.”

He turned purple, but before he could speak, I shouted him down. “Don’t you dare say anything. You’ve been sending raiders to kill our people for years. It’s time to pay the price.”

“That was the Romans,” he muttered.

“The ones coming out of Franks Ford were sent by Romans? Bullshit!” I replied. “Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you all and take your women for our wives and raise your sons as Katthi.”

His voice dropped. “You wouldn’t dare.”

I dismounted and gave my reins to Siobhan. “I’ll start with you. Draw your blade,” I growled, pulling my sword. “Come on!” I yelled.

“I’ll face you,” a younger man with a full black beard said.

“Jorrit, no!” the older man cried. “We need you to lead the people.”

Jorrit launched toward me, swinging his sword overhead toward my sword arm. With a small sidestep, I tapped his blade away from its trajectory, pressing down with my own blade before I thrust it under his chin and into his skull.

“NO!” the older man screamed and attacked. My sword was stuck in Jorrit’s skull, so I picked up the now-dead man’s sword as I ducked behind my shield just as the elder man struck with his blade.

His sword bounced off the rim of my shield, and I drove the point of my borrowed sword into the exposed armpit in front of me. Again, my blade stuck as my opponent fell, and four more men attacked. Siobhan spun past me like a swirling dervish with a Hun saber in each hand as I picked up the old guy's sword.

One of the older guys managed to knock Siobhan over with his shield, but I jumped over her and cut across his eyes before I shield-checked him and backhanded the guy on my right, opening his throat.

“I’m up,” Siobhan said as the last two elders backed up.

“Back up,” I said, my tone leaving no room for argument. The men did. “So. Are we ready to talk now?” They were silent.

I reached down and jerked my sword three times before it came free from Jorrit’s skull and threw the other one on the ground. “I like this sword. It’s a good fit for me,” I said as I cleaned the blade on the king's cloak.

“It’s like a short spear,” King Rando teased.

King Rando, Captain Rando’s father, had joined the battle on our side, which had quickly put an end to it.

Immediately after the battle, King Rando had accepted an alliance with the Saxon nation after only a brief explanation from me. I had told the king that naming everyone Rando was confusing, and he just laughed.

My plan before I rode up to the Frankish camp was to offer them the same deal I had offered King Rando. After our reception, I decided to change my tactics. Maybe Minerva would smile on me again? I figured it was worth a try.

“So, since you insist on being assholes, I’m not going to ask you to join us. You will join the alliance with the Saxons and the Alemanns. If you attack any of the member tribes or peoples, I will destroy Franks Ford. If it happens a second time, I’ll start hunting Franks. The only Franks who’ll be safe will be the villages I’ve already offered protection to in the Hermunduri lands,” I said, laying down the law.

“If you actively participate in the alliance, we will drive the Romans from all the Germanic and Celtic lands,” I said, offering the carrot. “The Franks will have their own lands, and they’ll be protected by the entire alliance. If the Franks are attacked, the alliance will defend and avenge them. The alliance is meant to be permanent and include all Germanic and Celtic people. The more tribes and nations you enlist in the alliance, the stronger we all will be.”

I paused to assess the Franks’ reactions and was met with silence and sullen stares. “The alliance will be ruled by representatives of all the alliance member lands,” I continued. “When the Katthi joined the Saxons, we sent a delegation of twelve representatives to the Saxon annual meeting. I think that’s a simple model to at least start with. We’ll probably meet the first full moon after Harvestfest, maybe in Treves or Köln. We’ll send word—let me know if you have ideas.”

More silence—not even a grumble or muttering. It was hard to tell what they were thinking.

“These are the things you have to do to participate,” I said. “First, as I’ve already mentioned, you don’t attack people of the alliance. If some of your people attack others, then you execute the attackers and replace what was destroyed. If their people are killed, you will send soldiers to protect them.

“Second, rapists will be executed. Period. It doesn’t matter if their victims are Germanic, Celtic, Roman, or some other people. Rape is not tolerated. Third, you participate in the annual meeting and any other agreed meetings of the alliance. Failure to do so will earn a visit from the armies of the alliance. Fourth, you provide soldiers to the alliance army to drive Rome south of the Rubicon River. Fifth and final, everyone is allowed to practice their faith without being bullied, so long as they don’t hurt anyone else. That means that Christian priests are not allowed in alliance lands because they preach raping and killing non-Christians. They receive a quick, clean death without torture. Any Christians may continue to worship openly with no fear. Just no priests. Those are the rules.”

“How do you expect them to worship without priests?” an old priest asked as he passed through the crowd. Finally, some sort of response. I beckoned him forward. “Will you make us all martyrs?” he asked, a glint of humor in his eyes.

Placing my left hand on his shoulder, I replied, “They will worship with a spirit of affection in their hearts and a prayer on their lips. I once knew priests who taught ‘love your neighbor.’ Since meeting the Romans, I’ve only met those that teach ‘obey Rome and destroy non-Christians.’” I pulled a dagger. “Are you ready?”

The old priest made the sign of the cross, closed his eyes, and nodded. “Go with God,” I murmured as I drove the dagger into his heart. He died immediately.

“Like that,” I said quietly to the group. “He seemed a gentle soul, like the Christ was, but Roman priests are famous for lying. We will judge them by their actions. After many generations, perhaps the alliance will change that law.”

I was thinking that I would’ve probably liked the old priest when a very young man asked, “How heavily will we be taxed?”

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “We can’t levy any taxes until the alliance as a whole approves it. If we are no longer raiding each other, then the need to tax the people to pay for armies should be small, but I’m no king, only a tribal war chief. The representatives sent to the alliance meetings will probably have better ideas.”

“The Romans killed many of our men,” an older man said. “We need slaves to work our fields.”

“I don’t agree with slavery,” I said. “But I know your people have been hurt by the Romans. There are only ten Roman officers alive above the rank of squad leader. I will give you a cohort of Roman men. They’ll be contracted for ten years to pay their debts to the Germanic and Celtic people. Then they’ll go free. They will have their swords, eating knives, cloaks, and the clothes on their bodies. I recommend you split them up to work across your lands and treat them as valued members of your community. Also, I cut the time of the contract in half if they serve in the army. I recommend you do the same.”

“Treat them like valued members of our community?” a cavalry soldier asked. “When they did this to us?” He held up his left arm, which had been severed at the wrist.

“They will be risking their lives for yours,” I replied. “That has value. Besides, how many times have you raided the Alemanns and Hermunduri lands? How many people have you hurt?”

My eyes landed on the older spokesman. “The contract gives them a goal to work toward. It gives them hope and makes them less likely to cause trouble. If you let them have families and treat them well, they may stay past their contract and become part of your communities, which wasn’t permitted when they were under Roman rule.”

I looked around at the assembled Franks, who might have seemed a little more hopeful.

“Can we have some of those ballistae?” a grizzled veteran from the cavalry asked.

“No. No one gets those until they’ve proved loyal to the alliance. No one but the Katthi knows how to make grenades, and only the Saxons know what to do with them,” I said, squashing any hopes of getting new toys. “If you need artillery—that’s what we call it—we will send you an artillery unit.”

King Rando called out, “Who’s the leader of the Franks now? I need to know who to talk to resolve border issues and who’ll be able to speak for all Franks.”

“Landric,” called one of the older men.

“Landric,” became a chorus among the remaining Frankish soldiers.

“Who’s Landric?” I called out.

The younger man who had asked about taxes raised his hand.

“Chief? King?” I asked.

“Just Landric,” he said as he slowly worked his way through the crowd, collecting pats on the back from his countrymen.

We clasped arms. “Where do I find you if the alliance needs to contact you?”

“We’re scattered,” he admitted. “We have several settlements around Treves down to Strossburig. There are some in the Hermunduri lands on both sides of the Main River, and up to Marburg. I’ll probably be based out of Franks Ford for a couple of weeks. I’ll have to travel to restore stability, but I’ll leave instructions for how to find me once I come up with a plan.”

“Is Strossburig the Roman fort of Argentoratum? I’ve got soldiers down there,” I asked.

He nodded in response.

“I’ve been pulling in the Frankish communities in the Hermunduri lands,” I said. “I told them they were Saxon despite their Frankish blood. I’ve committed to training some of them to fight our way, and I’ll make sure to keep that commitment.”

“I’ll let that stand for now, but I’ll probably ask to renegotiate the boundaries when the alliance meets. Where will I be able to find you?” Landric asked.

“Euclides is the administrator of Köln. Get word to him. With any luck, I’ll be back on my farm working the land and caring for the animals and our village, but I’ll make a point to ensure he knows how to find me.”

“Deuton Fort is also a good answer,” Rando, the cavalry commander suggested. “Commander Cuthbert is one of the men you trained personally.”

“True,” I replied before resuming my conversation with Landric. “I’m counting the Roman road as Saxon territory for now, including towers on either side of it. I have some interest in taking over Treves since I have soldiers who are owed money by the governor, and I just killed their legions’ leaders. Once it’s no longer in Roman control, I’d be happy to talk to both the Franks and the Alemanns about turning it over to one of you or the Belgian Celts.”

“Ja, expect a land grab once the Romans are gone,” King Rando said. “The only time we get along with these guys is when we’re fighting the Romans. We do better with the Thuringers—both of us have been abused by both the Romans and the Franks.”

“We should get the Thuringers and any other Germanic or Gallic peoples into the alliance,” I said. “If either of you has good relationships with them, try to bring them in. I would appreciate it.”

Landric looked at me for long a moment before he nodded his head emphatically. “Will do.”
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After talking with my leadership team, I estimated we had roughly two days of work to parse out the prisoners and prepare them to march.

We continued to lose Roman soldiers to poison overnight and into the next day. A quick count revealed that we had 2,244 surviving soldiers across the four legions. We put them to work digging long, deep trenches to bury the remaining dead that didn’t fit into the ditches. We also had them dig fresh latrine trenches for the prisoner camp.

The Berbers had the Huns and Greeks move barriers around to create a horse corral. Unsurprisingly, the squad slaves became ill, but all recovered. Since we didn’t poison the support staff’s camp, they survived without any ill effects. There was a tribune, cohort commander rank, in charge of what we used to call the support trains for each legion, and they all survived, except the one that tried to rally the 24th Legion.

We discovered a bishop and five priests hiding among former slaves in the army supply trains, which included wagons and replacement weapons. There was also a blacksmith, an armorer, and camp followers—mostly traders and prostitutes trying to make a living from the Romans.

They probably could have stayed hidden among the bountiful diversity of the trains, but one of the doxies came to me to complain that the priests wanted to be serviced for free. I scratched my head as I looked at the woman incredulously. It wasn’t because I thought she was ugly, though I did find her unattractive compared to my wives and all the fit, young scouts and archers. What boggled my mind was how the priests still hadn’t caught on to the whole vow of chastity thing.

I had her lead me to them, and Gwasila and Thibalt fell in behind me as we walked. Along the way, I asked her, “What’s your name? And how much do you charge for service?”

“My name is Camula, and I’d do you for free, Chief,” she replied flirtatiously. “Anyone else, three coppers for a quick lay, a silver for a whole day, and five silvers for a week. You can even get enthusiasm if you give a little extra.”

I laughed at her matter-of-fact discussion on the business of prostitution. “Sounds reasonable. You can continue to ply your trade, but you and all the other professionals need to be checked for disease once every moon cycle. Picking up diseases from your patrons isn’t uncommon. See Nelda for that.”

“How about a free lay, Chief?” she asked.

“I’ll pass. I have two wives with me,” I told her. “Besides, I think you have enough guys trying to get free lays off you already, don’t you?”

“True,” she admitted. She pointed at six priests reclining in the grass, enjoying the late morning sunshine. “This lot is the worst of them.”

Gwasila waved a couple of his people over, so by the time I was standing over the priests, they were surrounded.

The one in the nicest robe said, “Move, gibberish swine. You’re blocking my sunshine.”

My boot connected with his jaw, letting him know my opinion of him. “Strip ’em and march them over to the grave trench.”

They cried, screeched, and generally made a nuisance of themselves. Thibalt got fed up and knocked out the one I presumed was the bishop. Gwasila decided he liked that idea, so before long, all six were unconscious and naked with their hands tied in front of them.

I gave their robes to Camula as payment, and then we emptied their water bucket on them and hauled the sputtering priests to their feet.

A procession followed us as we dragged them to the mass graves and lined them up with their backs to the trench.

“Last prayers,” I said. They all clasped their hands and fell to their knees, praying loudly in Latin.

“Give them until the count of a hundred,” I told my men, drawing my dagger as I began to count silently.

The bishop finished at about sixty. He looked up at me and sneered. Before he could say anything, I stabbed my dagger into his heart. Thibalt untied his hands and kicked him back into the trench. I resumed at sixty-one and kept counting. Once I reached one hundred, I knelt beside the next man and stabbed him in the heart before working my way down the line.

The one at the end tried to scramble to his feet, but Gwasila hacked his head from his shoulders before he could stand. Once we recovered the ropes, I took a moment to examine the Roman work party.

“I guess I need to explain the rules to them, too,” I muttered as I turned toward my tent to wash up. Nelda and Siobhan met me halfway. Nelda had a bucket and a scrap of linen to wash with. Siobhan carried my towel over her forearm and held a steaming cup. The aroma gave it away.

“I thought we weren’t going to break into the coffee until we had our espresso pot,” I teased.

“Yeah, well, you looked like you could use a cup,” she replied.

I’d done a pretty good job on the executions, so I really only had bloody hands. Regardless, I washed my arms up to the elbow for peace of mind and wrapped up by scrubbing a couple of blood spatters from my armor. When I finished, I thoroughly kissed Nelda, which resulted in some whoops and hollers from the female units. Then I kissed Siobhan, which earned me a reward of my very own cup of coffee, served in my old army canteen cup, and a Twinkie.

“Oh, I’ve missed this,” I groaned with pleasure. After collecting a hug and another kiss from Nelda, Siobhan and I walked back over to supervise the digging of the mass grave while I savored my treats.

Roughly a thousand of the former Roman soldiers were digging the graves and latrines, and many had removed their tunics and were working in loincloths in the rare sunshine despite the cool temperature. The rest were recovering in tents. A couple of the men were working to break a rock to remove it from the pit. They took turns swinging a pick but they weren’t getting very far.

“Gwasila, give them a break,” I said.

“Yes, Chief,” he said and gave the order. Several of the Berbers and Tuareg watched the soldiers as they tossed out the shovels and picks before crawling out of the trench. Most of them availed themselves of the new latrine trench and the water bucket as I sipped my coffee.

I looked in the trench before tossing back the coffee dregs. After handing Siobhan the canteen cup, I grabbed the pick and dropped down into the trench. The depth, measured by holding my hand at my solar plexus, was nearly what I’d ordered, but a big finger of gray stone was sticking out of the trench wall into the bottom with the dirt dug out from underneath. The earlier marks from the pick were evident, and I didn’t think it would take more than a couple of good whacks to break it off.

Laying the point where I wanted to strike, I stepped into position, raised the heavy tool, and dropped my weight as I slammed the narrow tip into position. The third strike rewarded me with a crack. The fourth snapped the ball off the end of the stone formation. I laid the pick on the edge of the pit, picked up the stone, and lifted it. It wasn’t perfectly round—roughly the size of a big medicine ball and shaped like a big bonbon. It felt like it weighed forty to fifty pounds. Gripping it in both hands near my chest like a basketball, I tossed it over the piled earth to roll slightly toward the returning soldiers. My junior high phys ed teacher would have been proud. With a sense of accomplishment, I turned, jumped up, and pressed my body up to get my feet on the ground.

As I stood, Siobhan gasped and Thibalt yelled, “Watch out!”

Staying in a crouch, I pivoted in place on the edge of the trench in time to see the stone I had just tossed flying toward me. It was going to land at my feet, but I was able to get my hands on it and pull it toward my chest. A couple of the Tuareg men were holding one of the nearly naked soldiers by his arms as he struggled to escape. He was about 5’6”—roughly average height for Roman soldiers—and had the sinewy strength of a young soldier.

“If he can catch it, he can live,” I stated. Both the Romans and Africans struggled with my words, but Yeddur seemed to catch on and translated into the Common Latin that all the soldiers seemed to use.

The soldier gasped and his eyes showed both fear and hope.

Setting the stone to the side, I stood and demonstrated a stance similar to a boxer’s. “Stand like this for the best chances. Keep your knees bent.” Yeddur and the soldier spoke back and forth for a moment before he mimicked my posture and held his hands up to catch the stone.

Scooping the stone up, I curled it, balancing it on one hand and then the other.

Yep, about forty-five pounds, I guessed.

Again, using the technique to chest pass a basketball, I stood with my feet together and checked my footing. At that weight, I wasn’t going to be able to lob it at him. I’d have to give a hundred percent effort to get it to reach him. Then again, he did try to brain me with it, so if it came in hard, I wouldn’t feel too badly about it.

The Romans gathered around, shouting encouragement to the kid.

“Ready?” I shouted. Yeddur translated my question, and the young man nodded. I took a step and launched the stone across the six-foot trench at the guy’s chest. I gave it just a little arc so that it would drop to his chest height when it arrived.

He got his hands on it, but the force of the stone was more than his hands could handle. The projectile smacked him in the chest, and he wrapped his arms around it as he slowly toppled back onto the mound of dirt behind him.

Everyone could hear his rib crack as he landed, but the young man held onto the stone as though his life depended on it.

I jumped across the trench, which was a lot more difficult with armor on than I thought it would be, and picked the stone up off his chest. Tossing the stone to the side, I said, “Next time, call out for me to face you when you want to play a game.”

Yeddur translated as I turned and jumped back to the other side and caught Siobhan giving me stink-eye. I pulled her in and kissed her. Eventually, she relaxed in my arms and her lips parted.

As we broke apart, she murmured, “Next time, jus’ fookin’ kill ’em.”

English in her gram’s brogue. Yep, she’s pissed.

“Yes, ma’am,” I murmured back in the same language and pulled her in for another kiss to the accompaniment of the archers’ hoots. The Romans joined in.

One of them shouted something incomprehensible, and the Romans gasped.

I looked at Yeddur.

“He said he didn’t know you liked to kiss men,” he translated.

Standing apart from my wife, I scoped out the swell of her breasts in her leather armor and the slight swell of her hips.

“Yeddur, if he thinks my wife’s a man, he’s too blind to do anything but hard labor with his hands,” I replied quietly. “Make sure he’s assigned to drag the bodies. He can keep working through all the breaks for the rest of the day. And make sure he’s the last one to stop working for the day.”

“Yes, Chief,” he said with a wide grin, doubtlessly devising new torments for his former masters.

“I want the dead buried and everything packed before sunset. Tomorrow, we travel.”

Siobhan and I walked toward the trains, holding hands.

A Greek cavalry soldier approached. “A word, Chief?” he said.

“Yes?” I replied.

“May my men go home? I can swear an oath not to bring them back,” he said earnestly.

“Even if you wanted to keep your word, I doubt your Roman masters would let you,” I replied. “I thought most of the Greeks were fighting in the Eastern Empire.” At least that’s what I remembered from history class. “Besides, you have fought and killed German people. You owe a debt for that.”

“How much?” he asked as he looked at me.

“Ten years,” I replied without hesitation. “Five years if we use your men as an army unit. Your men would be fighting hard.”

“My unit has always been a mercenary troop, fighting hard for pay. We had five centuries worth of riders, and now there are only sixty-seven of us. We just want to go home,” he said. He sounded a little petulant.

“Yes, that was my desire when I arrived here, but now I’m committed to the tribe that adopted me,” I replied. “We likely won’t be paying your men, and if we do, it will be the same rate that the former slaves earn as basic laborers. More business is done by barter here rather than with coins.”

“How uncivilized,” the Greek man said with a sniff.

“No problem, you can work fields or lumber mills—wherever we find a job for you,” I told him.

“How about…no.” He was quick to pull his eating knife, but I was ready.

I checked his stabbing hand inward with my left and thrust the heel of my right palm into the point of his chin. He collapsed, dropping his knife.

Kneeling with a knee on his temple, I pulled my dagger and plunged it into his chest.

“We’ll dump him in the ditch, Chief,” Gwasila said from behind me.

“Thank you,” I told him as I wiped my blade clean on the Greek’s linen tunic. “Let me know who’s in charge now that this one is dead.”

Siobhan hooked her arm through mine, and we continued back to tell the support section chiefs to ensure the camp was ready to move at first light. Sigelm, one of the translators provided by Rando, joined us and helped me speak to the former slaves, most of whom spoke only a Celtic language and vulgar Latin.

After visiting with them for about thirty minutes, I realized that many of them were at loose ends since I was making the soldiers of the legion fend for themselves. The one exception was medical units. I learned from the doctors that medical units had become common in ancient Greece and that Caesar Augustus had added them to his units when he created the professional military during his reign. At least one doctor was assigned to each legion, and ten corpsmen filled a role similar to combat medics that I was familiar with from my time in the US Army. The 4th and 11th legions each had five doctors and twenty corpsmen. I supposed the ones from Köln and Mentz were tucked away somewhere in those cities.

Given Siobhan had been trained as a combat medic, she was very interested in what their practices were. During our conversation, it became clear that she could easily be a doctor in the Roman army.

I told the doctors that they were under the same contract as the Roman soldiers—ten years of service to pay for Rome’s crimes against our people. An older man was rather upset until I told him that he could work off his contract in the fields rather than caring for soldiers if he preferred.

I figured the doctors, the three surviving tribunes, and some of the older sergeants among the soldiers would have the same complaint. My alternative option for them was apparently severe enough that they gladly accepted my original proposal.

Meddur stopped us during our tour to thank me for setting his men up with good Greek equipment. He eyed Gwasila, who was never far away. Through Sigelm’s translation, Meddur said, “Gwasila is your personal guard. He protects you always. How many more?”

Before I could answer, Siobhan interjected, “Five. We can have three guards on duty at any time.”

Meddur’s eyes danced with laughter. “I think Chief’s wife is the chief,” replied in broken Saxon.

“Happy wife, happy life,” I replied.

The normally taciturn man actually guffawed. “This is true.” He added, “Each has a mount, shield, spear, and sleeping roll. I will have a tent for them on an extra horse.”

“Sounds good,” I said. “I’d like you to report to Rando for now. He is the chief of horse soldiers.”

“We are Berber, and we are free. Yes?” he asked, his eyes squinting with suspicion.

“Yes…” I replied, unsure where he was going with that.

“Then we only report to you, Chief.” He turned on his heel and left quickly.

“He left before you could change your mind,” Siobhan chuckled.

“Yeah, I need to learn that tactic.” I shook my head and took her hand. “Let’s go back to our tent.”

As we walked, I noticed a tall pole sticking out of the ground near the wood line, with the remains of the pine bows at the very top. Nelda saw us and came running toward us, her bare legs pumping under the hem of her mid-thigh length kilt, her strawberry blonde tresses streaming behind her.

“Damn, she’s sexy,” I murmured.

Siobhan squeezed my arm and replied, “Uh-huh.” She turned to show me eyes glazed with desire, much like I imagined mine looked, and then we both laughed.

“What’s so funny?” Nelda asked after hugging me tightly.

“We were both admiring you,” Siobhan said while I kissed Nelda.

Nelda looked at Siobhan with a puzzled expression. “You think I’m pretty?” she asked.

“Yes,” Siobhan said. “Fresh, young, healthy, fit, and pretty. A proper wife for our husband and wives.”

Nelda grinned at the last sentence before turning her attention back to me. “Once you turn over the prisoners, we’ll bathe, make our offerings to Irmin, and dance to celebrate the Tree of Life for May Eve. Those who wish to keep dancing may, but we’ll retire to our tent.” She could barely contain her enthusiasm.

“Yes, dear,” Siobhan and I teased in unison before we left to supervise the parsing out of prisoners for the Alemanns and Franks.

The Romans were gathered in a semicircle around a wagon, and the Berbers created an inside circle. The dragoons, Rando’s cavalry, and archers were arrayed behind the prisoners, and the translators stood between the Romans and the Berbers.

“A cohort of men will be sent to each of the Alemanns and Frankish tribes,” I began, and reminded the prisoners that I expected them to be doing farm work for ten years before they earned their freedom. “Some of you might be asked to soldier either for me or the other tribes. Those who soldier for me will be free after five years since you will be risking their lives for me.”

I emphasized that they would be allowed to have families and participate in the communities in every way—they just couldn’t leave without being formally released from their contracts.

Then I laid down the laws of the alliance and let them ask questions. Many had to do with religion and faith. I reiterated that our policy was freedom of choice, and I specifically called out Christianity, Judaism, Irmin, traditional Roman gods, and “all others.”

There were also a lot of questions about serving in the army. To those, I said, “Let me be clear. One, you won’t get your pensions from Rome, and two, our alliance primarily operates on a barter system, so any pay you receive will be minimal.”

After that, I asked for volunteers to go with the Franks and Alemanns. Surprisingly, nearly 350 volunteers chose to work on farms. What surprised me the most was that a round dozen of them were Huns, and twenty-three were Greeks. We picked out a handful of others to join them, and that became the Frankish cohort.

Rando called out a unit designation, and a little over 440 men stood. Rando put a tribune in charge and had his men fall into formation before marching them over to his father’s camp. Another of Rando’s company commanders, Kai, led the other 450 men to the Frankish camp.

I nodded at the rest of the soldiers. “We’ll figure out assignments for you when we get back to Köln.” I thanked them for a job well done on the mass graves and encouraged them to rest for the upcoming road march. There were a lot of confused looks on their faces. I guess I wasn’t being mean enough.

When I returned to my tent, my wives and I stripped. We washed each other down from two buckets of warm water. Nelda and Siobhan both dressed in linen dresses, and I pulled on a long-sleeved, tech fabric T-shirt under a linen tunic that Anita had given me the last time we were home, and homespun wool pants. We’d had a fair amount of sunshine peeking through the clouds that day, but I guessed it never got above sixty degrees. Hoping it wouldn’t rain during the planned celebration, I pulled on my weatherproof parka from Denver and strapped my weapons belt over it.

As I walked out into the meadow near the Maypole, the smell of simmering soup and roasting meat assaulted my nose, making my mouth water. It had been days since we’d had anything but field rations. About half of the archers, two squads of scouts, two squads of dragoons, and four squads worth of cavalrymen joined us for the festivities.

Nelda gave a welcome speech and offered up prayers for good crops during the coming growing season. I got the gist of it, but a lot of the words were outside everyday or military vocabulary. After the prayer, the native Saxon speakers began singing a song to the accompaniment of a couple of hand drums and others smacking sticks together in time with the song. Tabby would have loved it.

Everyone, including the percussionists, danced in a circle around the pole. When the second song began, only the young women danced around the pole, and the men stood clapping in a circle, singing and calling out the names of young ladies in the circle. My two wives cuddled closely to me to watch.

As the third song began, a few Berbers, Romans, Greeks, and a trio of Huns wandered closer to watch. The Saxon men called out more stridently to the girls as their clear voices sang and their dancing became more flirtatious. Some of the ladies reached out their hands, similarly to how Nelda had reached for me at Harvestfest. If the man accepted, he and the young lady danced in the middle of the circle near the pole.

Nelda explained, “The couples will likely spend the night together to celebrate the coming planting and growth season. Some may tie the knot later in the year, and others will just enjoy each other for the night.”

As the song came to an end, Nelda called out, “Let’s eat!”

The girls that had selected companions for the evening fed their man a bowl of soup and a slice of roasted boar meat. Marta walked up to a couple of Roman soldiers and gave them each a bowl of soup, which caused other women to offer food to the Berbers and Greeks.

I looked around to find the Huns and saw them creeping into the wood lines toward our camp. Really? I thought.

“Baaaaah!” I called out, trying to imitate the sound of our horns. From deep in the woods, someone picked up the call on an actual horn, so it couldn’t have been that bad. Then I heard the clash of metal weapons followed by the thrumming of bowstrings. Pulling my kukri-style machete from my back with my left hand and handing Siobhan my sword, we chased the figures of the three Huns.

When we arrived at camp, we found all three of them dead, two with spears in their chests and one with an arrow in the eye—other arrows protruded from their bodies. I also found Gytha lying on the ground with an arrow protruding just below her right collarbone.

“Feed their blood to the Irminsul,” Nelda said, rushing to check on Gytha.

Siobhan returned my sword and said, “I have the derringer and my folding knife. I’m going to stay to help Nelda.”

“Okay, love,” I replied, pulling her into a kiss. “I need to water the Irminsul with Hun blood.”

Grabbing the tunic of the two guys with spears in their chest, I dragged them through the woods, and Thibalt dragged the third behind me.

After dropping the corpses near the poles, we removed the spears. We ended up breaking the arrow shaft since the head was buried deep in the man’s eye socket. We were able to save nine arrows. Then I cut deeply through each man’s jugular vein and carotid artery on each side of his neck. Thibalt and I positioned them so the blood in their torsos would run out into the ground.

“Death brings life!” Margit, one of the archers from Witten, exclaimed. Then the ladies began singing and dancing again, often eating from soup bowls or chewing on a bit of roasted meat as they danced. Some smeared the Huns’ blood on their faces.

Tussi, one of the Throtmanni ladies, had dragged two Roman soldiers out to dance. I couldn’t look at her without thinking of our own Tussi, whose life had been cut short. However, Tussi was a common nickname for Thusnelda, which was a common name among the Saxons. There were at least three other girls named Tussi in the small contingent I had taken to find the Romans. I resolved to treat them as special individuals rather than as ghosts of our lost friend.

Soon, following Tussi’s example, a Greek, three more Romans, and two of the Berbers were dragged out by our ladies to dance. The Berbers were very energetic and graceful, the Romans less so. I guess their culture had evolved past ceremonial dancing.

Shaking my head, I went to the soup cauldron, and the tawny brunette Roman serving girl named Paola tore her enthralled expression away from the dancing long enough to point me to a nearby wash bucket. I noticed a Roman doctor arriving with a bag of instruments and Siobhan guiding him back to our camp.

I picked up my discarded bowl and held it out to Paola for another bowl of soup, which the sheepish brunette happily gave me, along with a smile. I pointed to the circle, telling her, “Go. Dance. I’ll serve.”

Cyneswith waved her off to dance and told me, “You will not serve soup, Chief. I know you don’t care about men’s work or women’s work, but you’re the chief. Let someone serve you.”

“I don’t need to be served, Cyn, but you’re right. I try not to worry about men’s work and women’s work. It’s all just work that has to be done,” I explained.

“And yet your wives cook for you and serve you,” she teased as she dished herself a bowl of soup.

“And yet,” I mimicked her words, “I managed to cook, clean and mend my own clothes, and feed myself before I was married.”

“Your mother didn’t do that?” she asked incredulously.

“She did when I was a boy, before she died,” I replied as we watched the dancers. “After I became an adult, I took care of myself.”

“Would you like to dance, Max?” she asked quietly. I tried to remember if she’d ever addressed me by my name before.

“I think if I do, you’ll expect me in your furs. Tonight is Nelda’s night,” I said.

Her voice grew low. “You don’t want to be in my furs?”

I turned to see tears in her eyes. “Cyn, you’re stunning, and I remember how great you felt when I woke up to find you riding me. You’re very desirable, but I owe it to my wives not to pursue you,” I said gently.

She didn’t reply, instead maneuvering to stand in front of me and lean back against my body to eat her soup. Eventually, Nelda appeared and wrapped her arms around me from behind. “Gytha’s going to be okay. She might not be able to draw her bow as well as usual, but she’ll slowly recover to nearly full strength.”

“Good,” I replied. “Are you ready for bed, my wife?”

“Come with me, husband,” she said. After we each hugged Cyneswith, Nelda took my hand and led me back to our new tent, which had been set up near the creek. We stopped to check on Gytha as the doctor left with a Berber escort back to his camp.

Nelda made the most of our agreement that we would only make love on festival nights until she turned seventeen. We kissed passionately before she pushed me to her bedroll and dove to practice her fellatio skills. I pulled her legs up toward my face so I could lick, suck, and nibble on all her tender flesh, driving her to orgasm three times before I came in her mouth.

Sitting up, I pulled her onto my lap so I could kiss her, fondle her nubile flesh, and suckle her pert breasts. I explored every crevice of my young wife’s body with my hands and mouth, driving her to orgasm repeatedly before I mounted her. We fucked with reckless abandon, and Nelda’s screams were joined by moans throughout the camp.

After the second time I flooded Nelda’s pussy, Siobhan joined us, licking my seed from Nelda as I crouched behind her and ate her pussy before slotting my little monster into her tight cunt.

The three of us made love until dawn before we dragged ourselves out of our shelter.

Gytha smiled shyly at me as I dressed by the fire.

“Glad to see you awake, Gytha,” replied as I covered my manhood with fresh boxers.

“Thanks, Chief. Nelda wants me to ride in the wagon today,” she said. “I’m leaving Ymma in charge.”

“Okay. I’m proud of you,” I told her. “That shot in the eye was worthy of Kat.”

“That was Cyn,” she replied. “A spear was closer than my bow, so I used it to kill one of them just before another of them picked up my bow and shot me. Shot with my own bow,” she moaned. “Ymma’s never going to let me forget that.”

“Yeah, but I’m happy you’re alive, silly.” Ymma walked up, ready for battle. “I’ve got all your gear, three chests for Chief, and a spot for you on top of Chief’s tent on the wagon hauling the light artillery. Let me help you to the latrine.”

Once I was in my armor and had readied Zephyr for the long ride ahead, I went out to the field around the Maypole. Naked people were sharing kisses and parting. Many had splashes of blood on their bodies, and they were moving slowly. Naked and proud, Tussi walked her two Roman dance partners back to their camp, kissing each of them before returning to the Maypole to pick up her clothes and cloak.

“Let’s move, people!” I bellowed. “The party is over, and we have a long hard ride ahead. Eat, pack, and mount up! When I see the sun over the trees, we ride!”

Given the mountain to the east, I figured that gave them an hour, but I was hoping they’d be ready sooner. They bolted off like they had been fired from a ballista.

Paola extracted herself from the pile around the pole and dropped her tunic over her head before kissing a young man from Sigena and returning to the soup cauldron.

All told, it took a little more than an hour to get everyone situated and in the saddle. By then, the Romans had broken camp and packed their gear on the wagons.

Kai waved me over to the edge of the woods to show me the bodies of twenty-two Huns and thirty-one Romans.

“They tried to escape last night, Chief,” he said. “The scouts are tracking down the final three. The Huns are tricky.”

“Yeah, one of them shot Gytha last night,” I replied. “She’ll be alright, but she’s going to ride in the wagon today, and Nelda is going to dose her with sleeping tonic. Let the prisoners know that if any more try to escape, I’ll rope them together by their necks for the rest of the journey. We only have seven Huns left?”

“Yeah. I’ll pass on your message, Chief,” he said. “Oh, and Rando asked me to tell you that we’re ready to go. Also, we’ve been showing the Berbers how to secure the Greek saddles—they’re going to screen our flanks.”

Thirty minutes later, I gave the command to march.
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WHAT TO DO WITH A ROMAN LEGION


Acompany of cavalry led the way over the bridge and set up a screen between our column and the now-vacant Frankish camp. Two squads of scouts and a second company of cavalry followed. A squad of dragoons led the column of Roman soldiers, organized into a formation of eight men across.

My cavalry translators acted as the drill sergeants and had the 1,419 remaining Roman, Hun, and Greek soldiers quickly cross the bridge. Once the camp followers and people from the trains were across, we began moving the ammunition wagon and then the artillery wagon across. As the carts and wagons from the Roman army queued up, I heard the tattoo for friendly visitors. Shortly thereafter, Wärburh led her squad up the Roman road at a canter.

I waved off my Berber guards and rode back across the bridge to meet them.

“Hello, Chief,” the white-blonde scout leader called as we pulled up next to each other.

“Hello, Wärburh. Is everything okay?” I asked.

“All is good, Chief. We cleared Strossburig and left two centuries to hold it,” she said. “It’s a valuable supply fort, so Commander Jorge wanted to ensure we keep it. He’s about half a day’s march behind you on the Roman road.”

“We’re just taking off, so our scouts have barely disappeared,” I told her. “Rando said that if we follow the Neckar River west, we should run into another Roman road that will take us up to Mentz. I expect we’ll move slowly since we have about 5,400 people on foot from the Roman legions and their wagons are overloaded with weapons and armor. Tell him to make his best time to catch up with us by tomorrow. I could use his help in guarding the prisoners.”

“Will do, Chief.” She leaned toward me to murmur, “How is Bebe?” She seemed like she was truly concerned, much like I was about my wives when I couldn’t be with them.

“She’s fine—doing a great job as a squad leader, just like you,” I reassured. She smiled in return.

“Please tell her I said hello,” Wärburh replied with a grin before spinning her horse to lead her squad back to Jorge’s formation. “Bye, Chief!” she called over her shoulder as she rode off.
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We made slow progress westward on a well-used dirt trail that followed the Neckar toward the Rhine until we ran into another Roman road just before sunset. We set up camp there and pulled out the autobahn map.

“How far, Chief?” Thibalt asked.

I used a blade of grass, broken to length to measure along the path I expected the Roman road to follow, and did some mental mathematics. So, 83 km divided by 1.6 km per mile divided by 1.4 miles per league. Yeah, that sounds about right. So, round up to forty leagues. Oxen can do about fifteen miles per day. Longer than I’d like, but not too bad.

“I’m guessing forty leagues, Thibalt,” I murmured. “Men marching on foot can do…let’s say fourteen to fifteen leagues per day, but oxen pulling their carts and wagons can manage between eight and ten. Let’s say five days to get to the Main River. Then we have to get about 5,400 people plus wagons and the Hun horses across the Main before we can cross the bridge at Mentz.”

“We only had to shoot eleven Roman deserters today,” he said thoughtfully. “As they figure out we’re serious about consequences, maybe that will drop.”

“Or we end up killing off a couple hundred of them and roping the rest together,” I muttered.

“Yeah, I thought the mercenaries were most likely to try,” he said thoughtfully.

“Your logic is sound. The Roman soldiers are proud, but they’re also used to following orders and being treated like slaves,” I mused. “Fighting is hard for us, but we’re mounted, and we have superior weapons and better food. Life for a Roman soldier is all about hardship, obedience, and surviving long enough to collect your pension so you can start truly living.”

We camped near the river. One Greek dove in and swam for his life as the sun touched the horizon. Holding my rifle, I raised my voice. “Once again, allow me to demonstrate what happens when you do not follow our rules.” I fired, and red bloomed in the water. That put an end to the day’s desertions.

We had one hundred guards and ten archers on duty for each guard shift during the night. Two more Hun deserters were caught during the night, leaving only five. The Greeks and Romans appeared to spend the night sleeping.

We roused the camp as the glow of the morning twilight showed on the horizon. As we prepared to depart, Gwasila escorted an older Hun to me.

“Chief, this Ultzindur,” he said. “Him chief of Hun archers.”

I gave a curt nod to the Hun. “Ultzindur, I am Max.”

“I know who you are. I don’t like you killing my men,” he said, speaking surprisingly clear Saxon. “I think you don’t like killing my men. Let them ride their horses, and they will not flee. They can ride with the Berber men. No weapons until we earn trust.”

I stared into Ultzindur’s eyes and thought about his proposal. Even if they all rode away, they wouldn’t have their bows or armor. The upside was that we wouldn’t have to guard them or drive their horses.

“You herd the rest of your horses, too. My men are needed elsewhere,” I told him.

“Good. We can eat spare horses if we get hungry,” he said.

“Agreed,” I replied. “Gwasila, please tell Meddur that I said the Huns may ride with you.”

“Thank you, Chief,” Ultzindur said with a sharp bow of his head. He turned and trotted to his men and Gwasila went to talk to the Berber commander.

Meddur looked across the camp at me and rendered a sharp nod. I returned the gesture and resumed packing my gear.

“Listen,” Siobhan whispered.

The Huns were chanting in a guttural manner like I’d never heard before as they gentled their horses and secured their tack.

“It reminds me of the Hu,” she murmured.

“The who?”

“The Hu. They were a Mongolian rock band—traditional Mongolian instruments plus the typical rock band instruments, and singing,” she said. “It was strangely compelling. They made good workout music. I found them on YouTube.”

“Huh,” I said. “Never heard of them.”

I secured my pack to Zephyr’s saddle and mounted up. True to Ultzindur’s word, we had no problems with the Huns from that day on. We did have to shoot a couple of Greeks who made a run for it across a meadow toward the Rhine.

Jorge’s unit caught up with us about midday the second day, and he joined my command group, right behind the Berbers.

The next day, Gytha was able to ride again, so she took command and sent Ymma out with her squad.

The rest of the ride was fairly uneventful as everyone became accustomed to the routine. Late afternoon, on the seventh day, Bebe reported that they’d found a bridge across the Main, where the road intersected it.

Upon arriving, we discovered another construction of planks on stone pillars. The rails looked rickety, but the planks appeared to be in good shape. Ymma took her squad to the keep on the east side of the Rhine bridge at Mentz while the rest of us set up camp.

The next morning, Jorge’s unit followed the scouts and a company of cavalry across the bridge, then the captives followed. By the end of the day, Flavius met me at the city gate and led me to a palatial building.

“This house belonged to the governor, Chief,” he told me. “It’s been empty for over five years since he moved into the palace, which the bishop took over after murdering the governor. I’ve declared this the governor’s residence, and it’s yours to use.”

After thanking him, I dropped my bags in the house and followed him for a quick tour. There was a nice private bath, an inner courtyard containing a garden, an open-air dining room, and fire pots for cooler nights. Flavius had hired servants to clean the house in preparation for our arrival since it had only intermittently been occupied since the governor had moved into his new palace.

The residence was spacious enough to hold about sixty people. A guard detail of twenty Berbers moved in and set up positions and roving patrols around the house. One of the camp cooks, Felix, appeared with Paola. Each was holding a small bag with their meager belongings, and the two of them went to get the kitchen in order.

I felt pretty good about making the trip back to Mentz close to my estimate and wasted no time rewarding myself with a bath with my wives. I also invited all the staff to take advantage once we were done. Everyone else, including the captives, enjoyed the public baths.

The next day, after morning training, I met with the military officers. Gytha, Sunnife, and Ymma represented the scouts, while Ecgfrith was there for the archers and Johan for the artillery, with some of their leaders. Rando and Meddur represented the two cavalry units with their next-level leaders. Flavius, Jorge, and their centurions joined, and I invited Ultzindur and the senior Greek man, Nicomedes. Eastmund and Willem represented the dragoons.

“Welcome. Please find a place to sit.” I indicated the spacious living area of the governor’s house. After arranging the furniture, we sat in a circle.

“My biggest problem right now is what to do with the 1,400 Roman, Hun, and Greek soldiers we’re holding captive,” I said. “We’ll run out of work and food for them if we keep them all in Mentz. We’d have to spread them all over the Saxon lands to find enough farms to keep them all employed.”

“Maybe not, Chief,” Flavius replied. “Mentz is a big city, and it used to supply a reinforced legion. Supplies and work probably won’t be a problem.”

“I suppose you’re right. I’ve been thinking about them as farm laborers or helpers for builders,” I replied.

“What was your plan, Chief?” Willem asked.

“I figured we’d send them out to the farms to work off their debts to our people,” I admitted. “I didn’t plan for this many or for the 3,500 or more former slaves who will need jobs and homes.”

“Two hundred sixty Amazigh and Tuareg stay to fight for you, Chief,” Meddur said.

“That still leaves a lot of people, Meddur,” Rando said.

“We’d still need to find them a place to live when we return home,” Willem said.

“Chief, I have an idea,” Jorge said, pointing to the two small-banded chests. “Those are full of solid gold coins, and an aureus is worth twenty-five of the old silver denarii. The coins minted by Rome now contain less gold and silver each year. There are 5,000 coins in each of the smaller chests, and I estimate six times that from the larger chest you found. Plus, we have Crispus’ payroll—five chests of mixed silver and gold—and one chest of silver and copper to keep the supply wagons stocked.”

“Okay…” I wasn’t following his train of thought.

“Average pay for soldiers is 500 denarii per year, but Rome would also deduct for food, clothes, and replacement weapons. The sight of one of the aureus will enthrall them. Offer each one to break the contract with the Romans, and another to join us,” he said.

“Don’t you think they’ll desert with their coins?” I asked.

“The new legions in the border forts are much smaller than the field legions like the ones you just faced,” Jorge said. “If we could win over a quarter of them, we could flesh out the forts. If we can get half, we could take Treves.”

Flavius interjected, “If you’re serious about driving Rome back across the Rubicon, take them all with you when you move. Just let them take their pay off the bodies on the battlefield. Pay the Greeks and the Huns with the gold.”

“My men were supposed to return home and report about armies,” Ultzindur said. “We are tired of fighting. Twelve years so far with Roman armies. Maybe we just care for horses.”

“And help defend wherever you live,” I replied. “I can agree to that.”

Ultzindur nodded.

The idea of hiring all the Romans didn’t appeal to me, but it was worth thinking about. “Flavius, how many men do you need for a full contingent here in Mentz?”

“Thirteen hundred, including a couple of centuries of cavalry,” he replied immediately.

“Does that include the boats, too?”

“Uh, no. Another cohort for that,” he replied, a flush of embarrassment on his face.

“Start interviewing them to pick the ones you need,” I told him. “You can have a cohort for the boats and another for your unit to flesh out your defense. Jorge, how many for a legion to take and hold Treves?”

“Ten cohorts—a full legion— would be ideal,” he said. “I’ve got one cohort of the auxiliaries aching to take Treves. The remainder of the prisoners could make another two cohorts. I’d like at least two more cohorts plus a couple of squads of your scouts and some of your grenades for the ballistae.”

“Nicomedes, would you be interested in joining Rando’s cavalry?” I asked.

“That would be great, Chief,” he replied. “Same deal as the Romans?”

“Yes,” I replied. “You need to understand that if you do this, you are a Saxon of Greek ancestry, not a Greek.”

“Seven of us have families,” the Greek said. “May we send for them?”

“Yes,” I said. “You’ll have to make all the arrangements. Yakob the trader might be helpful and get you a good deal.”

“He’s here,” Willem said. “I saw him at the baths last night.”

“Okay, go interview the troops to find who you want from the Romans,” I told Jorge. “I’ll consider the grenades. Rando might be willing to help you recruit locals. My men need to train everyone, too.”

“You should see if you can hire a company of my people and assign them to the Berbers,” Ultzindur said. “Your ladies are impressive, but their wheel bows aren’t as heavy as ours.”

“Try one before you say that,” I told him. “I shoot a heavy Hun bow when I want a very long range or flat shot, but I also carry a heavy wheel bow because the wheel takes the weight from the pull quickly—you can shoot longer without getting tired. Plus, if we do hire Hun archers, I’ll need to find more money and some people who speak your language and mine. That doesn’t work well with your plan to be the horse master.”

“I know a unit you could hire,” he said with a curt nod of acknowledgment. “They are not as battle-weary as I am, but they are looking for a home.” His Saxon was better once he got used to speaking in front of strangers.

Eastmund said, “I think Euclides and Lucius could welcome some of the freed slaves. Some might be willing to serve as soldiers for city defense.”

Jorge asked, “Do you want to build Bonna back up?”

“No. I want them and Vetera erased from history," I growled. “My wife died because of the men of Bonna and Vetera.”

“When are you thinking about moving on Treves, Chief?” Jorge asked.

“Spend a couple of moons training your men and then move on Treves in late summer,” I said. “We hold it until after Disting, or maybe next Ostara, then drive deep into the Roman-held lands. Maybe south. Crispus’ map showed legion forts south of Strossburig and farther east.”

Meddur said, “You want us to stay here, Chief?”

“No,” I said decisively. “I’m planning to make Köln my operations base. If you want to be my personal cavalry, you’ll need to base there, too. You’ll have homes there, but I’ll probably have to rely on Euclides to find them for you.”

The terse man nodded his head emphatically. “That works for us, Chief.”

We continued discussing training plans and who would conduct training. Flavius took on the task of finding spears for our Romans so they could be trained to Katthi standard.
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That evening, Yakob joined us for dinner and updated me on the situation with the Romans and the local populace.

“The locals are ripe for recruitment, Max,” he said. “The Frankish, Thuringer, Alemanns, Burgundians, and the Celts are all excited.”

“What do you know about Treves?”

“They’re in an uproar,” he replied. “Most of their legion just evaporated into thin air. The auxiliaries haven’t been paid in months, and so far, the Romans have harshly put a couple of mutinies down. Messengers have been leaving the city, but I don’t think any have returned.”

“Okay, we need to get scouts with eyes on,” I murmured before we devolved into conversing about our families.
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Later that evening, Gwasila appeared as I sat in a comfortable chair with my feet up, sipping tea.

“Chief, you have visitors,” the Berber said.

“Thanks, Gwasila,” I said. “Isn’t it time for you to get some sleep?”

He grinned. “Soon, Chief.”

He escorted Brynhild and Peoht into the room. I stood and pulled each of them into a hug. “You two should be tucked away in a secluded hut.”

“We’ve been fucking like rabbits, Chief,” Brynhild said with a bright grin. “My husband has been following your example by making me scream in pleasure enough to keep the first watch awake at night.”

Peoht blushed with a grin. “Everyone in Deuton is hoping we’ll go back to my hut in Edelheim.”

Brynhild sobered. “Unfortunately, we have some grave news, Chief. Botulf was injured taking the Roman city at Ksanten. A stone from their artillery bounced across the ground and hit his horse, crushing one of Botulf’s legs. The other broke when the horse fell on it. He’s back in Astnide and needs to talk to you. His healer doesn’t expect him to survive long.”

“Gwasila, find Eastmund for me,” I said.

“At once, Chief,” he said.

“Let’s find you a room to rest in,” I told the newlyweds. “If we can organize it, we’ll leave on a boat tonight. If not, first thing in the morning.”

“Mildrith came back with us, Chief,” Brynhild said. “She said your new weapons should be ready soon. She had Heiu send for more grenade shells. Tabby said she’d make sure they’re all loaded for you.”

“Thanks, Bryn,” I replied

“We need to stable our mounts,” Peoht said.

I waved at another of the Berbers, a darker Tuareg named Rida. “Please show them the stables.”

“As you wish, Chief,” he said with a short bow before leading my guests out the door.

“We were getting Sibley settled,” Siobhan said as she and Nelda arrived.

“I’ll take her off the sleeping potions tomorrow. That was a difficult sewing job,” Nelda smirked at me, adding. “Oh, and if you hear anything tonight…Gerlind is visiting Thibalt.”

“So long as Sibley gets the rest she needs,” I said. “I need to get to Astnide. If I can get a boat, I’ll leave tonight.

“I need to stay with Sibley, Rolf, and Godrum,” Nelda said. “Godrum is fighting an infection despite everything we’ve done for him.”

“I hope he pulls through,” I murmured. “He insisted he could ride, so I thought Rolf’s injury was worse.”

“He’s still struggling to breathe, but he doesn’t have a fever like Godrum,” she replied, cuddling closer. “You two be safe. I expect a repeat of May Eve in our own house for Midsummer.”

“Yes, dear,” Siobhan and I replied, pulling Nelda into a hug.

“I’ll pack our bags,” Siobhan said. “Let me know the plan.”

I sat down and pulled Nelda into my lap to cuddle while we waited on Eastmund.

“You need to be careful, husband,” Nelda murmured into my neck.

“I’ll be as careful as I can, my dear wife,” I replied into her silky hair. “This is troubling. Botulf is both a good soldier and a good diplomat. I can fight, but I’m no diplomat.”

“I don’t know,” she replied. “Sunnife said you were magnificent with the Franks.”

“I can enforce the rules, but negotiating with other nations wouldn’t go well,” I said. “I’m more likely to get frustrated and just tell them what to do. Hopefully Botulf is only planning to give me final orders before dies.”

“You don’t want to be the Saxon war chief?”

“No, honey.” I was adamant. “I’m already stretching my abilities as war chief of the Katthi. Back where I came from, I was a squad leader in our army, for crying out loud.”

“Bullshit, Chief,” Eastmund said as he walked in. “I’d never follow Botulf into battle against the entire Roman Empire. Your plans get the job done, and you never spend our lives cheaply.”

“Three severely injured, Eastmund. Nineteen died,” I replied quietly. “Our people are too precious to lose even that few.”

“I did eventually get to check everyone,” Nelda said. “Even you, Max. We’re lucky that we’re only worried about three of our people surviving.”

“Yeah, I’m just afraid of what he’s going to ask of me. We already have so many problems to focus on,” I murmured.

“Why’d you call me, Chief? You pulled me out of Ingrid’s furs,” Eastmund said.

“Sorry. Botulf lost both his legs and isn’t expected to survive,” I said. “I need to get to Astnide quickly. I think a boat is the fastest way.”

“Well, the best route is to row upstream on the Ruhr,” he said. “There’s a valley on the river past the mountain where Sigiburg sits. Stop in the last creek in the valley. Then it’s about two leagues to Astnide overland.”

“How many horses can we take?”

“None in the boats we have,” he laughed. “There’s no room for them and the rowers. Well…you might be able to get one in the flat boats, but that beast you ride would probably jump out before we’d gone a league.”

“True,” I chuckled. “Alright, a two-league run isn’t bad.”

“We can leave the boat and the crew to guard it, and I can guide you in the dark if needed,” he offered. “You, Vonni, and Thibalt?”

“I think just Siobhan and me. I’m sure I’ll need to take two of the Berbers, too. Let’s do it,” I said. “How long to get your crew together?”

“Not long. Do you know how to row?” Eastmund asked with an evil grin.
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It took Eastmund about an hour to get his crew together, and a frustrated Ingrid saw us off from the dock after we function-checked the polybolos in the bow of the boat. Rida and Gwasila joined us and helped row despite Rida looking a little nervous about riding the boat. Siobhan and I also rowed, and the shore literally flew by.

Eastmund took the bow watch, and despite the dark, we managed to avoid any sand bars, rocks, and the bridge pillars at Bonna. The boat’s keel scraped along the bottom several times at the fords, but it seemed like no time at all before we were rowing hard up the Ruhr.

Eastmund guided us unerringly into the little creek he had mentioned, and then he, the two Berbers, Siobhan, and I jumped out, climbed the hillside, and started jogging north-northwest as a slight glow appeared on the eastern horizon. By the time the sun had completely risen, I was standing next to Botulf’s bed.

Günter and Sigi joined us as I knelt at the man’s bedside with two other men I hadn’t met before.

“I’m here, Chief,” I said. “Why are you lying in bed? The sun’s up. Work to do. Let’s go.”

Günter’s face turned red and he started to object, but Botulf’s glassy eyes stared at me for only a moment before he slowly started to laugh.

“Yes,” he gasped out. “Burning daylight, Chief.”

“Don’t you call me chief, Chief,” I scolded him. “You’ve got a lot of work to do before your term’s up, and I’m not going to do it for you.”

Botulf smiled slightly. “You’re going to have to, Max. The rot is working its way up what’s left of my legs.”

“What happened, my friend?” I asked.

“I stood out the open and invited the fucking Romans to shoot me with an onager,” he chuckled. “They kindly took me up on the invitation.”

“Probably not your smartest move,” I said with a grin.

“Definitely not,” he said. Botulf sobered and beckoned me closer. “Listen carefully, Max. I’m running out of energy and time.”

“Okay, Chief.”

“You know Günter and Sigi. The other two men are Rafe, from the Jutes, and Hefner, from the Angles,” he said.

I nodded to each of the men as they were introduced. “Max Morgan,” I said to introduce myself, and clasped wrists with both before Botulf continued.

“They’ve agreed to join the alliance, so it’s just Saxons, Angles, and Jutes so far,” he said.

“And the Alemanns and Franks,” I said. “The Franks are going to be busy installing a new king named Landric, but Landric agreed to join us for an initial meeting in the fall. King Rando is going to try to enlist the Thuringers and Helveti. I’m also trying to get a representative of the Belgian Celts. I should probably talk to the Burgundians and Batavs, too.”

“Yes,” he gasped, briefly closing his eyes. “I’ve been talking to the Danes, too. Our languages are similar enough to understand each other if you go slow. The Saxon tribes across the Rhine are happy to join us.”

“Yes. The key is to keep them all from killing each other before we can drive the Romans out. After talking to King Rando of the Alemanns and some of our cavalrymen, I learned that the Alemanns, Burgundians, Thuringers, and Franks are all fighting for the same pieces of land,” I said. “I told them they can get along or be destroyed.”

“Can you do that?” Hefner asked quietly.

“I’ve defeated three Roman border guard legions with a cohort, and then four full-sized Roman battle legions—18,000 men—with my 382 people,” I said, locking eyes with him. “We were bloody, but then we turned around and had to fight the Frankish equivalent of a legion later that same afternoon. I lost nineteen, and three are critically injured. Of course, we all have minor injuries, but that’s expected.”

“You have those ‘grenade’ things?” Rafe asked.

“Yes. And we used our brains,” I said. “We’ve recruited Roman soldiers under contract for attacking our people. They can work on farms for ten years or soldier for five. The Franks and the Alemanns each took a cohort of prisoners for their farms. Roughly 1,400 Roman soldiers were happy to join us for a penny a day and the right to have families.”

“I forgot they weren’t permitted,” Günter grunted. “I got married as soon as my sixteen years were up.”

“Yeah, that seemed to be a major point in convincing them,” I said. “Plus, I think we impressed them by kicking the Franks’ asses half a day after we kicked theirs.”

The men nodded.

“Max,” Botulf whispered. “I need you to be the chief of the Saxons. My authority was elevated from war chief to full chief when we started talking about alliances. I need someone to take over for me who understands the concept and benefits of a long-term alliance. Günter’s a good man, but he and I agree that you’re really the only choice.”

He held a hand out toward Günter, who placed the pommel of his battle sword in Botulf’s hand. “I don’t have a royal anything to tap you with, like the Frankish king,” the dying chief said. “We live by the sword. So with the caress of steel, I transfer power to Max Morgan of the Katthi tribe of the Saxons to govern our alliance and serve our people.”

He laid the flat of the sword on each of my shoulders, and I wondered if this was where the practice of “dubbing knights” came from. “All support and honor Chief Max as he protects and serves our people.”

“Well, shit,” I muttered, and all of the men laughed until Botulf started coughing.

I remained at his bedside and related how things had gone since we had started our campaign, and that I was going to send our 1st German Legion to take Treves. The other men asked questions along the way.

Since I had two new allies in the room, we also discussed the timing and location of the first alliance meeting. We agreed to meet ten days after Harvestfest, but everyone wanted the location set in the middle of the Saxon lands.

I explained that if we wanted everyone to feel like they had an equal voice, we couldn’t start in Saxon lands. The other issue was that none of us could think of a location in our lands that would work. Even the newly defeated Colonia Traiana at Ksanten wouldn’t work due to the destruction the Cheruski, Chemavi, and other tribes had laid down on the Roman city after Botulf was injured.

Eventually, I made my first command decision. “We’ll meet in Köln. They have the space to house everyone, and we could meet out of the rain. Plus, I have an excellent administrator there. Mentz can be a backup location. We can agree on where to meet next year as part of the agenda. I’ve already been asked about taxes. Military levies and objectives should also be on the agenda.”

Everyone looked at me, making me feel a little self-conscious. “You chose well, Botulf,” Hefner said.

Then Siobhan and a middle-aged, blonde servant woman named Frigg entered with refills of tea for everyone while Nerthus, the ancient healer from Astnide, checked Botulf.

That night, Botulf died in his sleep while Siobhan and I made love in one of the guest beds in the fort. Thunder roared and a storm rolled in. It felt appropriate.

The next morning, we made arrangements for a funeral fire. All day long, soldiers and villagers from Astnide and surrounding locales came to pay their respects where we had laid Botulf out under the cover of the smithy. Botulf’s wife had died years ago, so I stood with Siobhan, Frigg, and the alliance leaders I had conversed with last night as family to greet the mourners as they came by. Siobhan practically had to hold Frigg up for the first hour. I got the impression she had loved Botulf deeply.

Arin approached me to congratulate me on becoming the chief of the Saxons. I managed not to punch him when he said it, but after we finished talking, I felt he was sincere, even if he completely lacked any tact. I told him I’d be up to visit him in Ksanten, realizing I should probably meet with Womär, too.

Wolfram and Agneta from Sigiburg arrived and greeted us warmly before joining us in the receiving line.

That night, as we lit the pyre, I thought about how Botulf had always been a good listener and provided thoughtful feedback. I hadn’t known him long, but I considered him a friend. I was going to miss him.
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GOING HOME


Before I left the next morning, I appointed Günter as the commander of the fort at Astnide.

He loaned us mounts to take us back to the boats. Agneta collected hugs from Siobhan and me, and then we rode back to the boats with Sigi and our Berber guards in the early morning drizzle, which had remained after the rains of the last two days. Eastmund had left early to prepare the boat.

“He was a good man?” Gwasila asked as we left the gates of the fort.

“Yes,” I replied. “He was a higher-level chief than me, and he was good at it. I considered him a friend.”

“Now, you are the top chief?” Rida asked.

“Yes,” I answered with a frown. Switching to English, I snorted, “Yeah, I’m the MFIC, alright.”

“What’s that?” Siobhan asked.

“Motherfucker in charge,” I growled, which made my sexy, deadly wife laugh gleefully.

When we arrived at the boat, the crew was breaking camp and Eastmund was checking everyone’s equipment.

After clasping wrists with Sigi and saying our goodbyes, we mounted the boat and pushed off out into the Ruhr. We coasted along with the current, and I blew a “friendly visitor” tattoo on the horn as we passed Sigiburg.

We steered hard to land on the bank of Deuton Fort. I ran up to the gate, and Cuthbert met me there. We quickly discussed recent events, and I told him about my new position. He congratulated me and committed to inform Neuss and Ksanten by scout messengers, then I headed back to the boat.

Later we stopped at Köln, and Euclides had lunch brought out to us on the docks. Lucius joined us, and I shared recent developments as we ate. I gave Euclides the outline of the Saxon Alliance meeting, and he committed to getting the word out to any traders. Lucius said he would inform some of the local villages and try to get tribal leaders to commit their attendance. We agreed that only five people from each ethnic group, or “nation,” would be permitted in the meeting itself, but they could bring a dozen inside the city if they wished.

Lucius also agreed to send scouts to watch Treves. He didn’t have any of our trained ladies, but he had recruited some hunters to do the job.

Then I returned to my oar, and we powered on to Bonna. When we finally arrived, Paulus’ crews were working to pour bridge pillars. I hadn’t seen them at night, but they were making impressive progress. We stopped long enough to praise him and his crew and update them on the battles with the legions. They seemed surprised about the praise—less so about the outcome of the battles.

As we left Bonna, a stiff breeze blew the cloud cover away from the north. We raised the sail, and suddenly our speed doubled.

We docked at Kowlentz for the evening. There, I updated the leaders on our recent activities and took a list of supplies that they needed. They put us up in an abandoned hut for the night. From the skittering sounds I heard in the evening, I decided to suggest that Nelda lay out rat poison—the men stationed in the empty remnants of the destroyed fort could bivouac across the river for a moon cycle while the powder did its work.

We left just after first light and docked at Mentz midafternoon.

Nelda came running out the eastern gate as we made our way from the docks. Sibley and Rolf followed at a more sedate pace—it was good to see them both up and about.

After launching into my arms to collect a kiss, Nelda took a moment to scrutinize my face, and Siobhan started laughing.

A big grin split Nelda’s face. “He made you chief, didn’t he?”

“Yes,” I growled. Looking at the two walking wounded, I said, “I only see Sibley and Rolf. Where’s Godrum?”

Nelda leaned on my chest. “He died the day after you left. That infection was very tough. But Sibley and Rolf can both ride on the trip home.”

“Soon, my love. Soon,” I murmured.
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The next three days consisted of training and meetings with my team. Flavius and Jorge had taken all but six of the Roman soldiers we had captured at the Neckar.

Those six were assigned to the slaughterhouse to work on butchering farm animals and game brought in by hunters. One survived just over a day before he knocked down one of the archers in the street and tried to rape her. Her squad mates beat the crap out of him, and his body was rotting from the walls before I had returned to Mentz.

Flavius recruited 213 of the former slaves to be city guards. They received training on how to fight from my soldiers, and I showed them some tactics to subdue someone rather than killing them outright. My army training and the classes with the Navy SEAL instructor in college both focused on maiming and killing tactics, but there were a few tactics that were adaptable to dealing with drunks and cutpurses.

Training with the Romans was a little…tense.

On my first day back, I led the morning conditioning. Easily 5,000 people participated, and the Romans couldn’t believe that all the females did the same exercises as the males. We all wore our armor while we conducted warm-ups, strength training, and what I estimated was a five-mile, or three-league, run.

The cavalry troopers were in the worst shape after the run, but everyone caught their breath relatively quickly. After finishing physical training, we drank some water before our spear drills.

The Romans already knew how to work in formation with shields, but spears hadn’t been common in their armies for centuries. Willem and Eastmund took turns leading their training while I worked with the guards.

The city guard improved each day. Many of them had served in the army or had grown up training to defend their villages. We drilled them on short sword and baton tactics, too. I had Siobhan and the scouts teach them the tactics that Tabby had developed.

On the third day, we had the guards do force-on-force drills against the Romans and the dragoons with spears and shields. The guards were equipped with a small, kite-shaped buckler that was about as tall as a gladius and about two-thirds of that across, which provided protection without interfering with their field of vision. The lighter shields worked well with the batons and even the standard gladius, so they were better suited to city guard duty.

As we wrapped up training that day, one of the Romans stood up and shouted in Frankish. Rando translated, “Why are we doing this? We are legionnaire soldiers of Rome! We know how to fight!”

Most of the Roman soldiers stayed quiet, but there was grumbling in their ranks that indicated some support for the question.

“You all need to work off your debts,” I began. “You’ve agreed to do that as a soldier for a much shorter term than you would if you were a laborer. But you’ll be facing soldiers that are just like you, many of whom will hate you for agreeing to fight them and drive Rome from our lands. Some of them will be Rome’s elite. Your chances of survival against the legions of Rome with only your Roman training are thirty to fifty percent. Not great.”

I paced back and forth, waiting for the translators to catch up. When the muttering stopped, I continued.

“I became the war chief of the Katthi because after the first Roman cohort attacked my village, I saw that we would lose if we kept fighting the same way. These were the people who had adopted my family when we had nowhere else to turn,” I told them.

“I had been a ‘corporal’ in the army where I come from—a junior squad leader. I knew how to train soldiers, I knew how to fight with some of the weapons my village used, I knew how to build units, and I understood tactics and strategy. I wasn’t born Katthi, but since they adopted my family, it was my duty to train them how to fight better together. I trained our few men, but also our women, because if the men had to go off to fight, it was up to the women to defend the village—my people.”

I stared into the eyes of the men I had been trying to kill a week ago and moved to the center of the formation. “When you agreed to become soldiers for my people, you became my people. It’s my duty to ensure that your chances for survival are as high as I can make them. It’s my duty to not spend your lives cheaply. Like it or not, you’re Saxon’s now. Really, with the exception of the cavalrymen, you’re Katthi. That’s right, Katthi—the very people your legates feared so much that they sent your brothers-in-arms into the hills in the hopes of killing the women and children in our villages while they baited the men into combat elsewhere.”

The translators finished and turned to look at me.

“So, we will strengthen our bodies. We will practice small-unit tactics. We will practice maneuvers. And some of you will learn to ride because sometimes you need to move infantry faster than they can march,” I said. “I can’t guarantee that you will survive. I will give you as much knowledge and skill as I can to make it more likely. We may need to change our tactics as Rome learns to adapt, so we will always be training.”

With a grin, I added, “Which is why you will also learn how to fight against a foe that doesn’t use a tight formation. The way we teach women and children to fight.”

We finished the afternoon training on Tabby’s tactics. The city guards loved it because they had already been training in these and were better than at least some of the younger soldiers in these tactics, although the legionnaires who had experienced a few more battles adapted quickly. Many of the men grinned at the brutality of it.

One Roman asked about throwing knives. Several men groaned in response, so I guessed it was an ongoing conversation in his unit.

We set up a couple of shields to create a tall target, and I let him demonstrate. Apparently, the tumbling-through-the-air style of throwing was much older than I thought. The blades sometimes stuck in the shields but just as often failed to stick at all—or bounced off the handles.

Then I borrowed the soldier’s knives and demonstrated Tabby’s “extending the cut” technique with his knives, my knives, a gladius, and a hand ax. He was still practicing the new tactic with some friends when I jogged back to the city in time to meet Aureliu and Lucius at the gate.

That night, I met with my senior officers and summarized what had happened and what I expected to happen when I went back home for a visit. Aureliu and Lucius had some small ideas for Jorge but agreed with his plan as a whole. Rando put two companies of cavalry under Jorge’s legion. Eastmund’s cohort stayed to assist with training and to flesh out the unit to nearly the size of a full-sized legion. Five squads of scouts, a company of mounted archers, and both a heavy battery and light battery of artillery were also attached.

I promoted Jorge to Division Commander of the 1st German Division, renaming the legion. He planned to get scouts and cavalry recon out immediately and attack within six to eight weeks if the training went well.

We also formed the 1st Guards Division, with Lucius as division commander and Flavius and Aureliu as cohort commanders. Lucius would focus on recon and recruiting guards for our immediate goal of defending our borders. I committed to sending trainers within a moon cycle.

Aureliu said that local Celts and Saxons had been showing up in Neuss. They wanted training for their villages, too. Willem volunteered to send a team around to Neuss after he’d had time to check in with his family.

Rando planned to swap out the guys in Kowlentz with his third company and then take them down to Strossburig as part of a training and recon mission. His goal was to recruit other nations and more cavalry. I told him that we had the Greek and Hun mounts for new recruits.

Willem and the remainder of my original unit would return home for a four-week break. We would stop in Deuton Fort and swap out some of Cuthbert’s men who needed to get home.

Flavius recommended a junior Roman functionary named Castor to be the city administrator. Castor was the youngest son of a minor noble. He had considered joining the priesthood, but his family couldn’t stomach the attitude of the Roman Christians, and he had a marriage prospect. So, he got married and came out to the colony at Mentz to work for the governor. After an hour of talking to him, I agreed he would likely be a good candidate.

I reminded everyone of the price of raping our ladies and rape in general. Everyone acknowledged the message and committed to enforcing the law.

That night, we had a ceremony over dinner to formally appoint Castor. His very young wife, Lucia, sported a bulbous abdomen and looked like she was about to deliver a child at any moment. She glowed with pride for her husband.

The next morning, Aureliu, Lucius, and their escorts followed the scouts west on the Roman road, with my units following. Travel was slow because we were dragging some heavy artillery along. Most were pulled by mules rather than oxen, but the oxen set the pace for the column. As a result, we barely made it a couple of leagues past the fort at Bingen after the road turned north. The next day, we made it most of the way to Boppart, but since the valley was very near the mountains, our camp took up the entire width of the valley.

As we rode into Boppart the next day, I noticed grapevines growing on the mountainside overlooking the Rhine. Unlike the last time we rode through, more villagers came out to watch us pass. When I pulled over, the headman spoke with me in broken Saxon. Many of the residents were Celts with a spattering of Katthi, Alemanns, and Burgundians. I gave them a three-minute overview of who I was and what we were doing, then reviewed our progress with the Roman legions. I finished by telling them to contact Kowlentz, Bingen, or Mentz if something was wrong.

Once I finished my visit, I joined Ultzindur’s men, who were herding the horses. The Berbers followed the horse herd, so I bounced back and forth between chatting with the different groups, talking about the differences between the Hun, Greek, Roman, and German horses. Ultzindur had been thinking about a breeding program to create the best breed for cavalry, but I talked about having mules and draft horses for pulling heavy loads and general horses for farmers to pull small carts or ride if needed. The Hun horses were shorter than the Roman ones but a bit bigger than the Dülmener horses native to the Saxon lands.

We overnighted in Kowlentz and bid Rando farewell the next morning. Nelda told him to get his men out of there until she could get back with some rat poison. We made it to Rhengomagen that night but stopped midafternoon to overnight in Bonna the next day.

I invited Paulus to join us for dinner and updated him on everything. He chatted with Aureliu and Lucius while I retired early to my tent and traded massages with Siobhan and Nelda until our hands began to wander away from tight muscles. Siobhan and I made love while Nelda snored cutely next to us.

The next day we had another short day before we arrived at Köln. Euclides put us up in the governor’s residence, and it too had its own small Roman bath.

During dinner, Euclides, Lucius, and I discussed plans for wheat harvests and using the soldiers to help. Then we planned for the alliance meeting in the fall.

The next morning, the folks from the Wupper River valley villages took the bridge across the river to head home with a commitment to return to Köln in five weeks. The rest of the unit continued on toward Neuss. After overnighting there, we continued to Deuton Fort.

Once we arrived at the fort in the late afternoon, we worked late into the night setting up camp on the east bank of the Rhine. Brynhild overnighted in the fort with Peoht and joined us shortly after dawn with a tired but satisfied look on her face.

We continued releasing squads as we reached their villages, so our numbers dwindled over the next few days.

That stretch along the Ruhr felt like the longest part of the trip due to the oxen’s slow pace. The trail followed the river, which wound back and forth through a variety of hills and low mountains. I hadn’t really noticed it before when we were able to move at the horses’ pace, but the slow plod of the big steers had me wondering if it wouldn’t have been faster to ford the river and march across the relatively flat land north of the river. Unfortunately, the first ford I knew about was east of Baarmarkt. We barely made it to Witten that first day after Deuton Fort, and even that required pushing on after sunset.

The next day, we pushed and reached Baarmarkt at sunset. I sent the scouts and dragoons forward and sent Ultzindur to the ford to east of our road along the creek. He would overnight past the new mill site and ford the horses across in the morning to pasture.

The units from further south would camp in the woods across from Renvard’s ford, while the local folks got to sleep in their own homes. About halfway into the first watch, I led the wagon trains through the ford and through Renvard’s sleeping village. I assigned guards to keep the spare horses and oxen from roaming through the village and eating the produce in the fields before Siobhan, Nelda, and I made our weary way home.

After a quick bath in a bucket, I crawled into bed with my ladies. The reunion was abbreviated due to my fatigue and my need to leave again early in the morning, but it was sweet nonetheless. I fell asleep with my hands curled around Anita’s baby bump and Gabi’s pressed into my back.

Heiu woke me early the next morning, so Siobhan and I kissed our wives and children goodbye again and saddled our mounts while we were still half asleep. We were met by the Berber guards at the barn, and then we all rode out.

Brynhild had Heiu scout the route on the way south, and we fell into formation. Since we were all mounted at that point, we made much better progress.

I stopped in Lon village, and the unusual looks and clothing of the African men caused a bit of a stir.

I found Godrum’s widow and parents and sat down with them to break the news. I listened to their cries of horror, handed out hugs, and held hands. I talked about his performance during the mission, how he had fought against the Romans, and how he had ridden all the way back to Mentz thinking he was fine. After another round of hugs and tears, I mounted Zephyr, and my little entourage rode hard to keep up with the dwindling column.

We had lovely spring weather for that part of the trip, sunny and partly cloudy for the entire ride down and back. Despite my stop in Lon, we easily caught up to the unit by midafternoon outside Herscheid. The scouts picked a rugged patch of ground on the southern slopes of the mountains to overnight.

Bebe and Wärburh were talking to Siobhan earnestly as she made a small campfire and I cared for the horses. Siobhan laughed bitterly, and then sobered up to talk to them quietly. She glanced at me sadly before turning back to the two young women.

Wonder what that’s about, I thought.

After heating some acorn cakes and roast pork from our home kitchen, Siobhan and I crawled into bed while the locals took the watches for the night. The guards were laid out in a circle around us, and at least one was awake at all times.

“What was that conversation about with Bebe and Wärburh?” I asked as Siobhan cuddled close. “You looked sad.” I caressed her silky flesh and squeezed her tight ass while waiting for her to answer. It had been a hard day in the saddle, and neither one of us was displaying our typical carnal hunger for each other.

After a long pause, she looked up into my eyes. “I owe you an apology,” she said. “I should never have told all our girls to fuck you. I was angry, and I think I knew deep in my subconscious how you would feel about being treated like a fuck toy. I was hurting so badly, and I struck back. Sometimes, I’ve seen a little sadness in your eyes since. I’m sorry.”

“You’re forgiven, my love,” I replied gently and kissed her lips. “Besides, how many guys do you know who would be upset about having sex with all those pretty ladies?” I cupped her chin and teased, “Plus, Nelda’s much happier.”

I grew serious and told Siobhan, “I did have a moment where I was hurt that you would do that to me, but I forgave you immediately and my hurt passed quickly.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Siobhan sighed.

“I think the sadness you see now is related to all the injuries to our people. We were so lucky in this campaign—only twenty dead and two more severely injured. But there were some lost fingers and stab wounds in limbs that will haunt them their whole lives. Sibley, geez. She’s pretty enough to be a model and now she has to carry that scar on her face for the rest of her life. Plus, how many teeth did she lose? Then there’s Rolf. The stab wound in his gut is healed, but he’ll probably have digestion problems for the rest of his life. She hasn’t quite reached twenty, and he’s only twenty-one.”

“I think you inflate the beauty of our ladies in your mind because you know them,” Siobhan said. “They’re all young, healthy, fit, and they adore you. Most are probably sixes or sevens on the ten-point scale.”

“I would say eight in most cases, but even the few sixes are cute,” I murmured. “So, what brought on that remorseful look of yours?”

“They want to have your baby,” she replied. “Bebe is bi. Wärburh’s lesbian, but she wants to have a child with Bebe. Like I said, they adore you. They want to live like a married couple and have children, but it’s not done here between two women.”

“So, they were hoping for a free pass to take advantage of,” I replied.

“Exactly,” Siobhan replied. “I shared my regrets, and they apologized for asking. I promised to ask the wives and then pose the question to you.”

“I have six wives. Why would I need more than that?” I asked.

“You don’t,” she said. “What you need to do is stick that big tongue of yours in my pussy to warm it up, and then fuck me from the spoon position. All this talk of babies has me horny, and I want to fall asleep with you inside me.”

“Your wish is my command, Sensei,” I told her as I rolled her to her back and started kissing my way down her tight body.

“That sounds so funny in Saxon. Oh, yes!” she gasped as I took her nipple in my mouth.

I sucked and stretched the hard little nubbins, first one, then the other, back and forth, before kissing my way down her stomach.

“Here we go again. First watch will stay awake,” a voice said from the campfire, followed by a chorus of laughter.

Siobhan’s cries were unrestrained in their joy as I brought her off with my mouth and fingers repeatedly. Finally, I pulled my lips from her turgid clit with a pop and my fingers from her cunt with a juicy slurp. Rising to my knees, I crawled my way back to her face while sucking her juices from my fingers.

Siobhan held her mouth open like a baby bird, so I stuffed my fingers into her mouth. She sucked and licked my whole hand until it was clean. “Damn, I taste good,” she murmured with a grin.

“Yes, you do,” I agreed, followed by a passionate kiss. Posting on one arm, I hooked Siobhan’s hip, rolled her onto her side, and lay down behind her.

She spread her legs and guided my cock into her cunt with a low moan. “Yesss.” Slowly, she lowered her leg, and I started thrusting my hips. She moved her knees forward minutely, which had me bottoming out in her.

Sliding my left arm down underneath her neck, I began to pull and twist her nipples as I thrust deeply into her slick, tight channel. She turned her head back to kiss me, wrapping her arm back to hold my cheek. My right hand slid down her hip and started to rub her clit as she liked it, along the side, until she was orgasming, and then rubbed back and forth over the little button to ramp up the intensity.

Siobhan’s whole body started to shake, and I picked up the intensity of my thrusts. Before long, I was spraying my seed inside her hungry pussy.

We lay there for a while, just enjoying each other’s closeness, before I pulled my poncho liner up over us.

“I love you, Maxwell Morgan,” she said quietly in the afterglow of our shared bliss.

“I love you too, Siobhan Morgan,” I murmured.

“I may be pregnant, Max,” she said. “It’s been sixty-three days since my last cycle. We’ve all gotten irregular here, but thirty-four days is the longest I’ve gone.”

A warm glow suffused my chest at the thought of having a child with that beautiful woman. “Good,” I murmured before I leaned down to kiss her again.

Siobhan wriggled back to stuff as much of my little monster inside her as would fit and burrowed into my body. I fell asleep with her in my arms, my nose in her silky hair.
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Egon woke us the next morning as the sun just began to color behind the mountains. After breaking camp, we had breakfast in the saddle.

The folks from Olpe were home by early morning, and we reached Sigena by late afternoon despite the rugged mountain trails.

Boneval invited us to dinner, and we talked about potential successors for him. I laid out my opinions of what would make a good leader for the village, and we discussed who might fit. Godric and Wada were both impressive, but young Egon also showed a lot of potential. A couple of the older women, Annis and Isfeld, were also in consideration. I didn’t know them well, but I recalled both being nurturing, practical, and no-nonsense. I told him I liked the idea of either one of them taking the position.

The African men were once again a novelty, but they knew several of the soldiers from Sigena, so they were soon the center of attention by most of the villagers.

After dinner, visiting and passing around a jug of mead, we bedded down that night in a hay barn with freshly cut grass. Sleeping in a hay barn was a reminder of Tussi, but Siobhan ignored all the hungry stares from the women around us and mounted me in front of them all to keep my mind off the bad memory. It worked.

After a late start the next morning, Heiu led her squad out on the road, followed by me, Siobhan, Brynhild, my guards, and Sunnife’s squad. Rather than taking the road to Wenden, we headed northeast toward the Crossed Valleys and up into the mountains. We came out along the lakeshore north of Olpe and followed the trail northeast along the lakeshore and up the Bigge River to Attendorn. We stopped to share news with the villagers before taking the trail over the mountains and into another valley.

We overnighted at the village of Pletten, and dinner was a young buck I’d shot on the way down into the valley. We shared news and food with the villagers before sleeping in the open and then getting up early again.

Our route then wound through the valley and took us north to join the headwaters of the Lenne River. We stayed with that all the way to Lon and then turned to follow Bear Creek home. After dismissing the scouts, Siobhan and I rode home quickly in the diminishing light, arriving just in time to see Jenn walking Anita around.

“She’s ready,” Siobhan said. “Please take care of Mickey, Max.”

“Uh, don’t I need to be there?” I asked as we dismounted our horses.

“Nope,” she said decisively. “Birthing is women’s work, especially here in Saxon lands. It's why the healers are considered holy women. They know the mysteries of childbirth. We’ll call you when Anita is ready for you.”

“Let me kiss her first,” I growled.

Siobhan giggled. “Fine, but make it quick, mister.”

Anita fell into my arms as I approached and kissed her lips gently. A contraction took her, and she turned her face away until it passed.

“I’m glad you made it, my king,” she whispered. “I need you.”

“Always for you, my queen,” I told her. “How close are they getting?”

“Hard to say,” she whispered in English. “Check your watch. I think about ten or fifteen minutes apart. Nelda said that if all goes well, I’ll squat, and she’ll catch the baby as it slides out. It sounds so easy.” She giggled.

“I imagine she’s downplaying the contractions,” I murmured into her hair as I took over guiding her on her walk.

“Probably,” she agreed as we walked gingerly around the farmstead. I noticed Siobhan taking the horses to the barn. “She wants me to squat next to that sawhorse to give birth. I’ve done a lot of squatting since we arrived here, but I don’t know if I’m up for it.”

“It’s supposed to ease pushing and reduce complications,” Jenn said as she handed Anita a cup of slightly steaming tea. “Nelda said they’ll only lay you down if there’s a problem. Supposedly, hanging from a bar like that will allow you to relax more between contractions.”

“She’ll be close when the contractions are 30–45 seconds every three to five minutes,” Siobhan said as she gently pushed me out of the way. “Go care for the horses, Max.”

Handing her my watch, I told her, “Two minutes, twenty seconds since the last one. Anita, I’ll be right back.”

“I’m not that frequent yet, but don’t take too long,” Anita said with a smile. “I want you right next to me when our child arrives.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I told her. Switching to Saxon, I beckoned the kids, who were standing in the doorway of the house. “Help me care for the horses.”

It turned out that we had plenty of time to unsaddle and rub down the horses, carry our gear into the house, and wash up before Anita was ready. The kids were just as enthralled by the Africans as the folks were in the other villages, but it was more due to the different clothes and weapons. Their Mommy Anita had darker skin than most of them.

Once the horses were cared for, I lit torches around the birthing area while Nelda began a preparation ritual, invoking the Tree of Life. Anita squatted near the pole lying in the crux of the sawhorse and leaned her weight on it.

It still took a couple of hours for the baby to crown, but soon after that, I was introduced to my son. Nelda tied off his cord and cut it, then wrapped him in linen before handing him to me. I kissed his forehead, and then Jenn took him as another contraction hit Anita and she expelled her afterbirth.

Nelda had me take the afterbirth and bury it near our fields while my wives cleaned Anita and the baby.
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MIDSUMMER AND TREVES


We named our son Isaac, after Anita’s father. He had the cutest black curly hair, dimples, and dark inquisitive eyes.

Anita was up and about the day after giving birth, helping with the cooking, carrying Isaac in a long woolen shawl wrapped around her torso. She walked fairly slowly, but she was all smiles.

After we took care of the animals and had breakfast, I called everyone together. I needed to share what I’d learned from Luca.

“Based on what I learned from Crispus’ supporting general, Luca—which was very likely not his real name— we were brought back in time by magic,” I began. All of my wives except for Nelda and Siobhan began talking at once. Siobhan and I waited for the hubbub to settle, and I noticed Nelda shrug and nod her head like it was reasonable.

Once the hubbub settled, I explained. “He claimed to have used powerful magics to bring himself back in time to support Crispus and create a unified Western civilization—I guess of all Europe— under Crispus’ reign. He thought it would put the rest of history on a better path.”

I paused to let my family process the information.

“Couldn’t he take us back?” Anita asked.

“He said he couldn’t, but I think he was lying,” I replied, “especially since he emphasized that civilization took a turn for the worse after we left. Also, he said we were caught by accident. He only looked at the major airline routes to ensure his vortex didn’t catch anyone. We weren’t on one of those.”

“I wouldn’t want to go back, even if we could,” Tabby said. “I miss some of the conveniences, but I love life here, making a difference with my crafts.”

“I agree," Jenn said. "I couldn’t leave Siglinde, Kurt, and Nelda behind.”

“And the village is like a big extension of our family,” Anita added. “I never had that until we arrived here. It’s like having hundreds of cousins who support and care about you.”

“Good,” I replied. “I feel the same, but of course you all had a right to know.”

“We’re here permanently, Max,” Siobhan said, aptly summarizing everyone’s thoughts.

“Gut," Nelda said. “I was afraid you would leave if you could.”

“Not without taking you with us,” I replied fondly.

Afterward, Kurt and I worked to build a crib for Isaac, so he could sleep near the bed. Both children asked a lot of questions about what it was like for me growing up. I gingerly avoided talking about late-twentieth-century technology and focused on my relationships, learning to hunt, fish, and camp, my parents’ death, school, working on Greta’s farm, and joining the army.

The idea of school was novel to them, and I decided that it might be a good idea to introduce here. Reading and writing weren’t common skills, and any kind of numeric calculation was only learned if it was needed for a trade, like how Tilwulf calculated orders based on lots of a certain number. I made some notes in one of my notebooks.

The African men were enthralled with Anita, especially after hearing me refer to her as “my queen.” They bowed low on the ground every time they came near until she bid them stand and told them to stop that nonsense.

“Anyone who dedicates their life in service to protecting my husband is family. Knock it off,” she said with a smile. They were devoted to her from that moment forward.

Jenn’s Latina looks were much closer to the Berbers’ features than anyone who wasn’t a slave. They were as entranced by her lush curves just as much as they were amazed that she would kiss women whenever the mood took her.

They also found it hard to believe that I had six wives and kept them all happy. Teasing about saving my energy became a regular occurrence whenever no one else was around.

A couple of days after Isaac’s birth, the Midsummer festival began, which meant that was officially Isaac’s naming day and birthday. Like Midwinter, it was a three-day affair, and we feasted on fresh game and vegetables. Once the ceremonial activities were over, Nelda dragged me to bed. She was very amorous, and all the other wives joined in to pleasure her that first night. Siglinde squatted by the crib and rocked Isaac, but I caught her looking at us with wide eyes.

I expected Jenn was going to get a lot of questions about some of our activities. Our daughter was ten now as of May Eve, and Kurt would turn eight at Fallfest. They were bound to start getting curious about “adult time” if they weren’t already.

The second evening, the amorous play was spread more equitably. Anita was out of the rotation for intercourse, but we all licked her still-tender bits gently to share our love with her. Her breasts were like cones carved of caramel-colored marble, turgid from her milk production. Isaac got pretty good at taking to the nipple, but he couldn’t keep up with her prodigious production. As a result, we all got little licks of dripping milk when we caressed Anita’s swollen tits.

On the final evening of the festivities, Tabby was gently riding me reverse cowgirl as I sat up and let her lean against my chest, cupping her firm orbs and teasing the nipples while she played with her own clit.

Nelda wrapped her arms back around my neck and whispered, “Tabby’s pregnant. Siobhan, too. It was probably right after you rescued Brynhild. I’m guessing they’ll deliver around Disting.”

We had another cause to celebrate that night.

I spent the next two weeks working on chores. With help from the kids, the guards and I built a bunkhouse for them along the edge of the meadow, north of the house. Then we started working to expand the house. I taught the kids the basics of measuring, making square corners, sawing, hammering, and most importantly, safety. They loved working with me on the carpentry projects but for different reasons. Kurt was really into it, and Siglinde just enjoyed spending time with her daddy.

Ouaren and Badinus invited me to the mill site for a tour. They had a crew of six laborers who had dug foundations for a mill. The stone walls, maybe the first in Saxon culture, were being erected pretty quickly. The mill wheel had been built and was staged to roll into place. Badinus had engineered a series of gears that would change which task the power would be directed to, but it would start driving a millstone to grind flour.

They had also managed to forge a roughly six-foot-long brass cannon. It had a small bore, sized to accommodate our small grenades, and they’d mounted it on a wheeled carriage that looked like something from about five centuries into the future. We wheeled it into position overlooking the Lenne River and fired a few rounds from it. With a relatively small amount of powder, they were able to hit targets a little farther than the ballistae could shoot—maybe three hundred yards on flat ground.

“We don’t want to use much more powder than that,” Badinus said. “We cracked our first six versions because they couldn’t handle the force of the blast. We’ll need a heavier barrel for more powder, but we’d need to upgrade the forge first.”

Ouaren added, “I think I've figured out how to light grenades with the powder in the weapon, but I need to test it more. The last thing I want is a charged grenade exploding in the tube or just outside.”

“Great,” I said enthusiastically. “How many of these can you make?”

“The trouble is that copper, tin, and zinc are in short supply,” Badinus said. “Copper and zinc are needed for brass, copper and tin for bronze. Treves gets supplies of copper from mines across Germania and Gaul, even over toward Illyria and Sarmatia, but I don’t know where. The biggest mines for tin are in Roman Gaul to the southwest.”

“And Brittania,” Ouaren added. “Zinc is around, but I don’t know where to find quantities of it. Honestly, I think we’d be better off trying to forge steel cannons.”

“You’re probably right,” I agreed. “We have enough iron to do the job, but we don’t have the ability to hammer forge it. Back to the cannon—how many?”

“Two. Also, if we prioritize it, we could be hammer forging by this time next year,” Badinus said. “We could cast one this size if we had a bigger crucible for smelting steel. I could make you one about this size”—he placed his hands on the barrel to indicate about half the length—“with what we have.”

Suddenly, Badinus got a look on his face.

“You just thought of something,” I said.

“Yeah,” Badinus muttered distractedly. “That might work. I think the mathematica works out.”

I thought, He’s talking about math like he’s solving a physics problem.

“I need to test something, Max,” he said, shaking himself out of his fugue.

“Great,” I replied. “Here’s another idea. A short barrel that’s thicker and can hold a big grenade would allow us to charge the breach, put a grenade in it, light it, and then light the cannon. We could put longer fuses on the grenades and fire them at an arc. We called it indirect fire in my homeland.” I grinned, proud of myself for being able to describe the abstract concept in Saxon.

“Keep up the good work,” I called over my shoulder as I left for my next task. “And one day soon we’re going to talk about what you know about math and physics.”

Indirect fire…I wonder how that would work with ballistae and catapults? I mused before I detoured to find Halvende.
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A few days later, I gave my two Roman engineers some designs for farming implements. Ouaren was more excited about that than about the weapons.

When I wasn’t working with them, my time was absorbed working on the addition to the house, cutting hay, and training with the soldiers. Plus, I worked with Tabby on powder production, and she showed me some of the work she’d been doing with ceramics and her early experiments with glass.

“I need a design for a still, Max,” she said. “I want to be able to distill alcohol to be disinfectant. We’re out of the little vodka bottles, but I’m holding on to them for reuse. I could even put dye in it to create tubes for thermometers.”

“That would be great, love,” I replied. “The hard part of making the thermometer will be figuring out a scale. We can calibrate on freezing in the winter and on boiling now. Celsius might be easier to figure out than Fahrenheit since the degrees are bigger.”

“Sounds like a job for a physicist,” she said in English. “Can your two engineers work on that? I’m pretty sure thermometers haven’t been invented yet.”

“Me too. I think they were made in the 1700s or 1800s,” I replied, “but it’s still worth trying. First, we need to figure out medical-grade alcohol. Then we can see if the boys need a new experiment. Ouaren’s concentrating on building a horse-drawn three-bottom plow, a disk, and a harrow. I expect he’ll be done around Midwinter.”

“I know what a plow is, but what are the other two?” she asked as she slid under my arm.

“I once heard disks described as the thing that does the hard work of tilling soil,” I said. “I think that the plow does the hardest work because it breaks the ground, but the disk chops up plant material and breaks up clods of dirt. It’s an arrangement of metal disks with relatively sharp edges that cut through all that stuff to prepare the fields. A harrow is more like a big rake that levels the ground. Our disk design is pretty rudimentary, but it should get the job done.”

“How many horses are needed to pull these monster machines?” she asked, switching back to Saxon when she noticed some of her helpers watching us.

“I kept the designs small enough for a two-horse or mule team to pull them,” I said. “We could use oxen for the disk and harrow, but the plow is designed to be ridden.”

“You’d rather just eat the oxen, wouldn’t you?” she teased.

“Yeah,” I admitted. “Dumb animals, but they can pull loads as long as you’re not in a hurry. Funnily enough, horses and mules are stronger. Oxen are best used for smoked brisket and ribs.”

I spent the rest of the afternoon working on a still design with Tabby.
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By the middle of the third week, levies started to return. We received a delivery of another two thousand small grenades and four hundred large ones. We sent two casks of powder, twenty yards of fuse, and two rope-pull scorpions back with Äthelbald as payment. By the end of the week, we were packed and ready to go. I noticed that Rolf stayed home, but Sibley was leading her ladies. Ecgfrith put her in place as his second, and she looked very proud.

By the time we were ready to go, Halvende had jacks to lift the front of the ballistae and catapults, allowing us to effectively use indirect fire and increase our range. Badinus was prepared to bring two of the brass cannons along so we could battle-test them.

Ouaren had produced little cages that allowed us to wrap coils of fuse for the grenades. The fuse was lit by the fire from the powder in the breach, which meant that the grenade exploded late enough through its trajectory to do some good. It did work, but it burned a lot of fuse. I was also concerned about its reliability.

On the third day of the fourth week, we took off for Köln and arrived at the north gate in a week. I dropped off Badinus and some troops to train the locals that were pouring in before continuing toward Bingen to meet up with Jorge.

After a couple of days of observing training, we agreed on a plan to attack. Five days after I left, Jorge would lead his division, augmented with two companies of cavalry, artillery, two companies of archers, and four squads of scouts on the fifty-league march from Bingen to Treves on the road south of the Moselle River. Six days after I left Bingen, I’d be back in Köln. Two days later, I would lead a cohort of dragoons, two companies of cavalry, artillery, a company of archers, and six squads of scouts on the roughly seventy-five league march to Treves on the Roman road that left out the west gate of the city. Since Jorge’s unit was mostly on foot traveling hilly roads, we expected to reach Treves at roughly the same time, not more than a day apart.

Jorge’s unit would camp in Fell if they needed to wait for us, but we planned for Jorge to initiate our attack on the fifth day after my departure to ensure that nothing dragged us out of sync.

Jorge would attack through the Porta Nigra, which he said was an elaborate gate that was never closed on the north side of the city. I would attack across the bridge through the Porta Inclyta, which he translated as the “Famous Gate,” on the west side of the city, right in front of the bridge across the Moselle.

In general, things went well. My unit ran into a century at the castle at Vicus Beda, roughly modern-day Bitburg. They were surveying to expand the castle into a more substantial fortification. Most gave up their lives, but we did capture seventeen unwounded and another eleven wounded. A group of local Celts secured them, and I left a squad each of archers, dragoons, and cavalry to hold the fort plus an artillery section with only a single rope-pulled scorpion and a box of grenades.

Even with the distraction, we were camped about a league from the Moselle bridge by midafternoon on the fourth day after leaving Köln.
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A group of us—Johan, Sigrun, Siobhan, Thibalt, Brynhild, Sibley, Willem, Wada, Meddur, Hrothgar, Badinus, and myself—were perched on the mountainside looking down into the river valley.

“We can’t hit the wall with a ballistae,” Sigrun said. “Even with added elevation, that’s at the limits of our range.”

“Yeah, the bridge is about 350 yards across, plus I figure another twenty-five to the gate, and the same for placing the pieces back from our side of the river,” I said. “That’s 400 yards or more.”

“If we lobbed empty ten-inchers, we could hit the door. Too bad that’s not enough to do any damage,” Sigrun mused. I turned to look at her, and she turned sheepish. “I did it accidentally on the practice field. We retrieved it and did nine more tests to ensure consistency—425 to 450 yards consistently from a 20-degree elevation.”

“The new guns could hit it,” Johan said. “But I’m not confident the rounds would explode at the right time. We’ve taken a few injuries during tests because they ignited prematurely.”

“I want the guns to fire rounds filled with dirt, targeting their artillery and towers,” I said. “I expected towers on either side of the gate like the forts, but that covered balcony is fancier. There won’t be any onagers in there, but maybe ballistae. It looks like traffic passes freely through the gate. Their towers are too far from the gate to hit the bridge.”

“What are you thinking, Chief?” Sibley asked.

Looking through my binoculars at the building complex on our side of the river, I discovered it wasn’t a guard post. “That looks like a temple complex,” I muttered.

“We didn’t see more than about a company of soldiers there plus another hundred people in white robes and slaves,” Brynhild said. “The soldiers mostly wore different armor, like studded leather.”

“Temple of Mars?” I mused. “If so, that could get ugly. Mars is their god of war. They’re probably all combat veterans. I just don’t know enough about their religion to know what to expect.”

Badinus said, “They will all be veterans. That leather is ceremonial. The real guards will have real armor.”

“One century in chainmail,” Brynhild said. “That means auxiliaries, right?”

“If you’re lucky,” the former Roman scout said. “They might be active palatini.”

“Still, there looks to be two centuries total, Chief,” Brynhild said. “The complex has no walls—we could infiltrate a couple hours after dark.”

Hrothgar said, “Scouts and a company, Chief. They won’t be expecting it. Capture any we can and question them. Badinus can translate.” I noticed Willem hadn’t said anything yet.

“Hopefully,” Badinus replied. “It would be tricky if they speak the Belgian dialect of the Celtic language, as I haven’t spoken it in a while.”

“Given what you’ve just told us, vulgar Latin is more likely,” I said. He nodded in agreement. “Is the temple open to anyone?” I asked.

“Yes,” he drawled in response. “What are you thinking, Chief?”

“Set up a blocking position to guard the bridge—a company each of cavalry, archers, and dragoons,” I said. “Then you walk in with a squad of scouts, two companies of dragoons, and five squads of archers, and ask them nicely to surrender. When they decline, toss a few grenades into their ranks and ask them again.”

“That sounds like a decent plan,” Willem said. “Carry torches and grenade sticks. Place the scouts behind the lead two squads of dragoons to provide cover for the grenades. They’re the best grenade throwers.”

“Johan, set the guns up on the hillside to hit the gate and set the ballistae to cover that temple complex. Small grenades only. The elevation should give you plenty of range to hit anything you need.”

“Yes, Chief,” he replied.

“Okay, prepare and get some rest. We move as the sun approaches the mountaintops, so it shines in their eyes,” I said, turning to make my way back to camp.

Siobhan and I cuddled up against a tree to get some sleep under my Sultan cloak.

Sometime later, Hrodohaidis, from Sunnife’s squad, woke us. “It’s time, Chief,” she said quietly.

“Thanks, Hrodohaidis,” I replied, thinking I needed to find a nickname for the big, heavily muscled, dirty-blonde girl from Edelheim.

After a quick diversion to water a tree, I took Zephyr’s reins and began walking down to the marshaling area. The sun was close to the tops of the mountains as the bridge force thundered down the road to their objective.

I kissed Siobhan before we mounted and fell in behind the visiting force.
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The initial stage of the action went well. The blocking units got into place with very little notice from the temple. When we visited the temple, we discovered that most of the people there were actually Celts from the Treveri tribe, and the temple was to honor their god of healing, Lenus. It got a little tricky for our folks to understand because the Romans had also added a temple to Mars the Avenger in the temple complex, and the grounds had slowly transitioned into a haven for non-Christians to worship.

There were a few soldiers from the Mars temple, but they didn’t appear too interested in us. I told the apparent leader, through Badinus, that I’d be back to talk with him after we took care of our immediate business.

To the guard troops, I said, “I don’t think they’ll pose a threat to us as long as we don’t threaten them, but stay vigilant.”

A couple of hours after sunset, the guns were set up on the hillside with what I estimated would be a 600-yard shot. I ensured they wouldn’t be pointing at the temple, but the worship complex was far enough south that we didn’t have a problem. Johan had his teams take turns walking the routes out of the positions while preparing for action, so they’d be ready when the order came. We went on a rest cycle for the rest of the night.

Brynhild woke me about halfway through the third watch. “Chief, Jorge’s moving into position. He’s already sent cavalry and scouts through the Black Gate.”

“Alright, let’s roust everyone slowly. I want everyone ready by first cock’s crow,” I told her.

By the time the rooster in the temple grounds crowed, we were mounted and ready. I had the artillery stay well back from the riverside, not wanting to risk them to whatever Roman artillery was in that balcony until we’d neutralized it.

We waited for nearly an hour until Ädwyn rode hard toward us. “They’re all inside, Chief. Bebe gave us a visual signal. I guess they’re sneaking in.”

I raised my binoculars and scanned the balcony, spying a Roman officer through one of the openings, who was returning the favor using a spyglass. Since he was obviously looking right at me, I raised a hand and waved.

He looked temporarily confused by the gesture before he hollered over his shoulder. Two heavy scorpions rolled up, the points of their spears pointing out the window.

“Johan, four volleys of dirt rounds. Aim for their scorpions. Prepare two volleys of grenades!” I yelled over my shoulder.

“What scorpions?” he yelled back.

The Romans kindly clarified by firing. As I expected, the bolts fell short, but not by as much as I would have liked. If they had elevated their pieces, they might have hit my first ranks. I stuck my old foam earplugs into my ears and covered Zephyr’s ears with my hands as Johan called out the firing drill.

BOOM-BOOM!

Almost perfect, I thought as Zephyr skittered nervously. “Easy boy,” I said quietly. He did better than some of the other mounts. “Yeah, we gotta get you all earmuffs.”

A couple of the pillars holding the balcony roof collapsed. I moved the troops away from the bridgehead in preparation for the grenade rounds.

The process of swabbing, drying, and loading the cannons was longer than I liked, but there was no way around it with a muzzle-loaded weapon. I’d have to talk to Badinus about how to make breech loaders. Despite the limitations of the technology, the crews were moving quickly.

Roughly two minutes later, the next pair of rounds fired. I started counting from the time of the blast as they repeated the process. An explosion erupted on the balcony, followed by several screams. The third volley fired when I got to 110, and the fourth at only 98. Maybe I should start keeping time with my watch instead.

“Grenades, Chief?” Johan asked as a unit formed up inside the gate.

“Yes! Put them right through the gates!” I shouted.

Everyone cleared out of the way in case of a premature ignition of the grenades. The first volley of grenades went fine, but one hit the side of the gate opening. It wasn’t a tragedy since it blew one of the gates off its hinges. The second volley cut through the massed troops and exploded right in the middle of the formation just the other side of the gates.

The fire in the balcony was mostly out, so I sent Rando’s cavalry to lead the charge across the bridge, followed by the rest of the blocking force. Willem kept a company to guard the bridgehead, and the Berber cavalry formed up as an honor guard for me—they were impressive.

“What made the fire, Chief?” Meddur asked.

“Probably oil. See how the bridge is made of wood planks? Burning oil could destroy it easily if needed,” I said. “Our artillery probably broke open a cask near a torch.”

“What a waste it would be to lose the bridge,” he said.

“I’d do it in a heartbeat to protect my people,” I told him. “I can’t blame them for wanting to do the same. They just need to protect their people by taking them back to Rome.”

It took the better part of four days of street fighting to defeat the small pockets of resistance that survived Jorge’s men. When the citizenry figured out that we were focused on Roman soldiers and government officials and that we weren’t going to rape their women, we started getting reports from collaborators. That helped shut down the resistance much more quickly.

My unit was mostly focused on securing the gates to keep people from running for help. The nearest Roman help was several days away, and Strossburig was already in our hands. That meant taking the road to the headwaters of the Moselle and heading south to get help, although I wasn’t certain these people knew that.

At the end of the battle, everyone spent a couple of days consolidating and resting before I met with city leaders. I spent those two days talking to the Celtic priest of Lenus. He pointed me to some of the tribal leaders of the Treveri, and I struck alliances with them before I met with the rest of the city’s leaders in the forum.

As expected, the death sentence of Christian priests caused a bit of a stir. I spent a lot of time explaining why and reinforcing that Christians were free to continue their worship, even pointing out that I had two Christian wives.

It took three weeks after we had defeated the Roman forces to restore order, primarily because there was a bit of a power vacuum in the city. The city administrators said Crispus had given very few orders before he left, and since he had been gone longer than expected, the running of the city had suffered and issues had arisen—especially since Treves’ population was roughly 90,000.

I worked with the Celts to get a governing council in place supported by a handful of capable, ambitious junior Romans, some of the local Celts, and a couple of freed slaves. The Romans were upset about not being in charge, but I told them they could go back to Rome as soon as I allowed it, so they could be in charge there. Apparently, there was enough money being made in Treves that none of them were in a hurry to take up my offer.

One of the most disturbing things that I discovered was that the two favorite Roman pastimes were practiced regularly in Treves—the circus, which essentially consisted of chariot races like in Ben-Hur, and the amphitheater, which primarily held gladiator tournaments. There was only one local gladiator company in residence, and they were pretty poor. I solved that problem by letting the commanders recruit any who didn’t seem like too big of a risk. Some were let go. A handful of rapists and three murderers got the knife alongside the Christian priests.

The former owner of the gladiators was indentured to ten years of service to the city council, primarily to maintain the amphitheater and the circus, but I also charged him with finding entertainment for both venues that didn’t involve killing humans or beasts. Before I left, he was working to line up a pageant of great Roman battles and something that I loosely translated in my mind as a Celtic musical extravaganza. I may have inadvertently created the first incarnation of the kind of circus that P. T. Barnum had imagined.

[image: ]


A couple of peculiar incidents caught my attention amid all the tedium of the political meetings.

The first was when a Roman named Cletus Arianus stormed into the forum where I was meeting with some Treveri leaders. We were sitting on the steps, enjoying the sun as we talked through how to ensure that we would have enough food for everyone to get through the winter and how we could secure enough reserves to help the outlying villages if needed. Cletus was the son of one of the more powerful Roman merchants in town. He had a small mob of Roman private security with him, who were dragging Badinus toward me.

The circle of Berber guards around our meeting suddenly tripled in size as Cletus’ party drew near.

“I demand justice for the actions of your slave,” the middle-aged Roman man spat. “He killed my teacher.”

I eyed his rotund belly. Someone looks well-fed, I thought.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“I am Cletus Arianus, you ignorant Saxon peasant. You should stand when you talk to your betters, boy,” he spat. His Saxon was pretty good for someone who didn’t hold us in high regard.

“I’ll keep that in mind should I ever meet a better,” I replied dryly. “Gwasila, if Badinus isn’t standing next to me by the time I count to five, kill them all. One.”

“With pleasure, Chief,” my lead guard said.

“You can’t do that!” Cletus sputtered.

“Two,” I replied as I held his glare.

“I’m the son of Gaius Arianus, and my uncle is a Roman senator!”

“Three,” I said. My men pointed spears at the throats of Cletus’ guards.

“HE KILLED MY TEACHER!” Cletus wailed. “It took years and a wagonload of coin to get him here!”

“Four.”

The guards holding Badinus shoved him forward, making him stumble.

I patted the step next to me. “Have a seat, Badinus. Gwasila, disarm all of them and escort the guards off to the side.”

“But this is my family’s ancestral sword, Praefectus,” one of the guards gasped in barely understandable Saxon.

“If you behave, you’ll get it back,” I told him. “If not, I’m sure one of my officers will value it.”

Once the guards were secured off to the side, I turned to Badinus. “You okay?”

“It’s not the worst beating I’ve ever gotten. I think you still hold the prize from our last sparring session.” He grinned but winced a little.

That made me chuckle. “Tell me what happened.”

“His teacher posed an imminent threat to my well-being, Chief. If I didn’t kill him then, I would have had to do it later. He was just too big of a threat,” he explained soberly.

“Why was he such a threat?”

“I can’t tell you, Chief. I’m bound by a contract that forbids it except under certain circumstances.” Badinus looked at me seriously. “I’ve never lied to you, Chief. I’m not about to start now. I just can’t explain it—I’m sorry.”

Scrutinizing his face, I thought back on all my interactions with Badinus, from the time I had first questioned him about Rachel’s rape. I had no cause to doubt him or his word.

“Okay, we’ll go with that,” I said. Cletus made a strangled noise to interrupt but I raised my hand. “Cletus, why don’t you explain why your teacher was threatening my valued friend.”

“I don’t know, Praefectus,” the blustering fool replied, looking at his feet.

“It’s Chief, Cletus. And your body language tells me you do know,” I growled. “What was he teaching you?”

“Arcanum es,” Cletus whispered to his feet.

“What?” I didn’t know a Saxon word for magic, but that was my understanding of his response.

“Magica. Artebus,” he muttered.

Turning to Badinus, I asked, “Do you know a Saxon word for that?”

He nodded and lowered his voice. “He said ‘magic,’ and, specifically, ‘sorcery,’ Chief.”

“Are you permitted to say more on that topic?”

“No, Chief.”

“Well, fuck,” I growled. “Cletus, how big of a threat are you to the community.” It wasn’t a question.

Slowly, he raised his head, and I could see a glimmer of mischief in his eyes. “Let me show you, Chief,” he said, sneering. He raised his hand toward Badinus, and my engineer gasped and raised his hands in front of his face.

Rather than risk losing Badinus, I pulled my revolver, shot Cletus in the head, and holstered it again before his chunky body hit the ground.

The normal hubbub of the forum fell deathly quiet.

“Gwasila, send a runner to Gaius Arianus, and tell him that his son threatened one of my people. He can collect the body where it currently lies. Then send these guards to Jorge. If he doesn’t want them as soldiers, then turn them over to the new city guard commander, Darian. Congratulations, gentlemen. Your employ with Cletus is over. You now serve the Saxon Alliance and have just signed up for a five-year term. Any questions?”

I wasn’t certain they understood what I said, but Yeddur rounded them all up and marched them out of the forum in under a minute.
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The second incident wasn’t violent, but definitely stranger.

Siobhan and I were sparring in the peristylium, the open-air garden of the Roman house we were staying in. One of the local merchants had offered to stay with his son while we used his house, and I had graciously accepted.

Siobhan had just managed to land a flying hook kick to my jaw because I was stupid enough to let my hands drop when she was about a yard out of reach. I pulled her down on top of me as I fell and wrapped her in a tight hug.

“You got me good, lover,” I murmured into her hair.

“And now you’ve got me good, Maxwell. What are you going to do with me?” she purred before kissing me passionately. She seemed to always get aroused when we sparred, and I didn’t mind one bit.

Once our lips parted, I said, “I don’t think we have time to do a proper job of what I’d like to do to you before our next guests arrive.”

“Well, then. At least Starbucks is open,” she giggled. “Starbucks” sounded funny in the middle of a Saxon phrase. “I think you’d earned a cup.”

“Just one more reason I love you, Siobhan,” I said, planting another kiss on her soft lips.

We got to our feet, and I dusted off her taut buttocks before we proceeded to the small table set with a tray. Yeddur ushered two very different-looking ladies forward.

One was an olive-skinned, raven-haired brunette in a classic Roman dress complete with cord bindings to accentuate her curves. She had the figure of a fit Playboy bunny with golden brown eyes.

The brunette had her arms linked through the left arm of a redhead wearing a dress and tabard in the style of the local Celts. She was about 5’9”, a couple of inches taller than the brunette, and her face sported a light splash of freckles and piercing green eyes. Whereas the brunette was built like a wet dream, the redhead had a fairly straight build and modest breasts.

Each was attractive in her own way, and their eyes were locked on Siobhan and me, like cougars eyeing their prey.

“What is ‘Starbucks’?” the redhead asked in Saxon.

“A drinking place,” I said, trying not to give too much away. “I’m Max. This is my wife, Siobhan.”

“I am Freya,” the redhead said. “My companion is Brunhilde.” I was surprised that the olive-skinned Roman woman had a German name.

“Please have a seat, ladies,” Siobhan said graciously before I seated her.

The two guests looked at each other before sitting down.

“How can I help you?” I asked as I sat next to Siobhan. She opened the box with the coffee set and ground a measure of beans into the bottom of the carafe of the coffee press. The two ladies looked like I just peed on their feet.

“Where did you get that?” Brunhilde asked quietly.

“We found it in a Roman general’s tent after a battle,” I dissembled. “Our Berber guards said that Egyptians and Ethiopians chew on the beans to stay awake and sometimes make tea from the roasted beans. We discovered the tea is quite good.”

That was mostly true. Meddur had said that he’d met Roman slaves who chewed the beans. I might have stretched the truth with the story about making tea from it, but I knew my men would back my story unto death.

“It needs to steep in the hot water for a bit, but we can share it with you if you’d like. Otherwise, we have chamomile tea, water, juice, and wine,” Siobhan offered. “What is your business?”

“Ah, yes,” Freya said. “I’m from Colonia Ulpa Triania at Ksanten. We’re running out of supplies for our healers since the Saxon attack. The Saxon commander claims not to have any to spare, so I decided to come to the capital. I didn’t realize the Saxons were invading here, too.”

Waving Thibalt over, I replied, “We’ll give you a load for immediate relief, but if you leave a comprehensive list, we’ll send a wagon train up there to resupply you. Not just medical supplies, either.”

I frowned to myself. “I haven’t been there since the battle. I need to get up there soon.”

“It would be best, uh, Chief?” Freya seemed unsure of my title. I nodded, and she continued. “There are roving bands of Roman soldiers attacking Saxons, while bands of Saxon soldiers and local bandits roam the streets looking for Roman soldiers and priests. The Saxon commander said rape is not permitted, but it’s happening frequently. Theft is rampant. It’s chaos.”

“Okay. I’ll commit to being there in less than a moon cycle of my departure from here. Sooner, if I can manage it,” I told her. “Thibalt, send a messenger to Arin. Tell him that if order isn’t restored in Ksanten by the time I get there, I will flog him in the public square for not doing his duty.”

“Yes, Chief,” he replied with a big grin at the thought of me whipping the ornery Cheruski commander.

“Just give your list of supplies to Thibalt, and we’ll get you a couple of pack animals loaded with immediate supplies and an escort. Anything else, Freya?”

“Just one thing, Chief.” She placed a copper-jacketed bullet encrusted with dirt and blood on the table. “Do you know what this is?”

I inspected it closely, picking it up and rubbing some of the grime off it. Apparently, Cletus’ head wasn’t hard enough to change the shape of the bullet as it passed through his skull, assuming it was my bullet.

“It looks like forged copper. Where did you get this?” I asked. “Can you get more of it? Say, five large wagons full of these or more.”

“No, Chief,” she replied quizzically. “I don’t know where I might get them. Why do you want them?”

“Copper and tin make brass,” I said patiently. “A wagon of tin ingots like that would be useful, too.”

“For what?” she asked.

“Cooking pots, eating utensils, scales, lamps,” I listed basic household items. “It’s much easier to work with than iron and steel. The metal merchant here in the city thinks he can supply it, but he’s asking for a fortune. I honestly don’t have enough gold to buy it from him. If there was a source to mine it or buy it directly from a foundry, it could prove useful.”

Siobhan poured five small cups of coffee, giving each of the ladies and Thibalt one. I had been surprised that he had liked it when I offered him a taste. We were going to run out of it fast.

The two guests looked like they were building to an orgasm as they breathed in the aroma and sipped from the cups of liquid gold. We enjoyed our coffee while Freya shared more of the conditions in Ksanten.

As the ladies prepared to leave, Brunhilde took my hand. “Chief, I will find copper and tin for you if you can get me more coffee.”

“Is that what you call this? Coffee?” I asked, sensing a trap. Turning to Siobhan, I asked, "Did you know it was called that?”

“An unusual name for an exotic drink. It works,” she said. “Kah-fee. I can work with that.”

The two guests looked at each other, then Brunhilde squeezed my hand. “I apologize, Chief. That’s what I thought you called it. I would find you much copper and tin for this coffee.”

“I had been thinking about sending a trader to Egypt to find it,” I admitted. “I’ll let you know if we get some more.”

“Please send word to Janus Trading House, Chief. I am the mistress of the owner,” she said, squeezing my hand again. Thibalt escorted them out of the house, and Siobhan and I sat down to finish the last dregs in the coffee carafe.

“They knew what it was,” she murmured.

“Yep,” I agreed. “We didn’t say coffee. They knew what that bullet was, too.”

“Who are they?” she asked. “Strange pairing of a Roman mistress and a Celtic healer.”

“I don’t know, but I think we need to find out,” I sighed. “I’ll add it to the list.”

“I doubt it’s urgent, but it could be important,” she said.

Little did we know how important it would become.
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During the time I was getting the city in order, Jorge formed up another three cohorts between the gladiators, the unpaid auxiliaries, and a small number of Roman recruits. His plan after training them was to break into two task forces, one to guard our borders from Treves to Strossburig, and the other to start rolling up the forts along the Danube before the end of the harvest. Some of the other Romans became city guards under one of the Treveri tribesmen, a gruff combat veteran named Darian. He warmed up to me as I trained his men in the tactics and procedures we’d taught in the other two former Roman colonies.

Five weeks after we’d left Köln to start the attack, we were riding back with the commitment of the Treveri Celts to join the alliance and attend the meeting. They planned to bring three other Belgian tribes. A company of dragoons, a squad of scouts, and three squads of archers rode to Ksanten with Freya and a full wagon each of food and medical supplies. My unit left the same day, following behind the smaller group by about an hour.

Considering we’d turned the Roman capital of Gaul and Germania on its head, I thought we left them in pretty good shape.
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A SAXON EMPIRE


On the ride home, I pondered what we’d accomplished. We were fast approaching the First Sheaf festival, and we had managed to secure the western banks of the Rhine from the sea to the homelands of the Helveti, just south of the Roman Colonia Raurica, somewhere near modern Basel—my understanding of the geography was confirmed when Taliesin, one of the Celt elders in Treves, said that the Raurica Celts did use the name Basel. He was planning to send word to their elders to join us at the alliance meeting.

There were still Roman colonies and forts nearer our borders that I would’ve liked to clear, but we had some breathing room and enough soldiers to enforce our new borders, especially with our artillery. I did assign an artillery unit to Jorge’s 1st German Division as a full-time adjunct. Johan asked to be the commander of that unit, so I assigned Ingrid as the new artillery commander.

As I thought about what I remembered about Roman history, I realized that we had caused events to diverge significantly from the path documented in the histories I’d studied. I resigned myself to the fact that the changes were necessary to protect my people and resolved to ensure that we did things better than they did in that now-nonexistent version of events. From what I’d seen of the Roman Empire, I was setting a pretty low bar.

On the way home, we stopped by Deuton Fort, and I talked to Mostafa, the former Egyptian slave. He was working to build boat docks to serve the growing community. I asked him what he knew about coffee beans, showing him a handful of the roasted beans. He offered to serve an additional year if I gave them to him. I did just that and asked if he would lead a trade delegation to bring some back from Ethiopia.

“You could of course stop to visit your family in Egypt if it’s convenient,” I told him. I thought his eyes were going to pop out of his head. He agreed readily, and I told him I’d like two wagons full of beans.

“The fruit or the beans, Chief?” he asked. “Legends say an Ethiopian goat herder saw his goats eating the fruit and then they went wild. Another legend says Jesus saw that happen. Regardless of the truth, this”—he held up the beans—“is known in Egypt.”

“Work with Yakob to decide what trade goods to take. Peeling the beans from the fruit and drying them would be best, but do what you can,” I told him with a gentle smile.

“Steel tools,” he replied immediately. “For gardening, farming, and protection.”

We discussed what to send for a few minutes before I moved on. He was very grateful for the opportunity, but I didn’t expect them to leave until spring.

When I got to Ksanten, I discovered it was perhaps a bigger mess than what Freya had conveyed. After renaming the Vetera fort to Maxwellburg, meaning Maxwell Fort, I set up camp in it and made that my headquarters. Despite the decided lack of creativity in the new name, it became well-known. We cleaned it up and gave it a new reputation.

I did end up whipping Arin and removing him from command at Lippe Fort and Ksanten, replacing him with Snell as the Lippe Fort commander. Snell was a senior commander of the Chauken.

I told Arin that I’d discuss his next assignment with Womär, the Cheruski war chief, while he healed. He almost seemed glad to no longer have the weight of command, even with the deep gashes I left in his back. I expected him to become more sullen, but we ended up drinking deep into the night on more than a few occasions. I got the impression the man didn’t have many friends.

It took two full moon cycles to get Ksanten in order, and Nelda came up to my headquarters to ensure that she was able to celebrate the First Sheaf festival with me. While I was there, I had messengers running all over the Saxon allied territories gathering my delegation for the fall meeting and sending correspondence. The Roman roads were a big help with that, but I seriously missed the immediacy of emails, texts, and video chat.

Arin made himself useful by teaching me to read and write Saxon over a tankard of beer or cup of mead most evenings. Progress was slow, but I was able to pick up the script and a few words. He wasn’t a natural teacher, and the script was so far out of my frame of reference that I was lucky to have learned anything at all.

I finally assigned Dudda from the Angrivari—the Saxon war chief before Botulf—as the commander of Ksanten’s colony and assigned a junior Roman official and a freed Greek slave to assist him. I didn’t trust any of the other functionaries there.

Dudda committed that Ksanten would be the best-run city in the Saxon territories within a year. Given how competitive he was, I knew he meant it, but I also knew that Euclides had a running start in Köln and that young Castor in Mentz would give him stiff competition. When I told him, he puffed up his chest and said, “I will show you, Chief.”

“I’m certain you will make me proud, Dudda.” I swear his chest puffed up even more.

While in Maxwellburg, I traveled north to Nijmegen and met with the local Batav Saxon tribe. After some long conversations with their chief, Ithamar, I felt that I’d found a leader worthy of the label. I asked him to join my delegation to represent the western Saxons. He also committed to care for the villages in the vicinity regardless of their ethnic or tribal affiliation.

Despite a very busy two moons in Maxwellburg, I made it back home in time for the birth of Gabi’s fraternal twins, Jenna and Sigfried, two days before Fallfest.

Nelda was insatiable and frequently took advantage of our agreement during the three-day festival. With Anita healed from Isaac’s birth, Jenn being extremely horny from the baby hormones, and Siobhan and Tabby starting to feel the effects, I had five insatiable wives who needed frequent attention, and Gabi couldn’t get enough cuddles as she healed from childbirth.

I managed to spend about three weeks helping with the final harvest work and working on the house extension before I had to return to Köln for the first meeting of the Saxon Alliance. We left two days before Harvestfest so we could be in Köln in time to help with preparations for the meeting. Rafe, from the Jutes, and Hefner, from the Angles, met me at Deuton Fort, each with a small guard force and a couple elderly people in each delegation.

We celebrated Harvestfest in Neuss with the local villagers. Nelda helped officiate before we celebrated her birthday and her status of being a “real wife.”

When we arrived in Köln two days later, I discovered that Euclides had been the right choice to pull this together. Camps had been set up outside the city for visiting army units, spread out enough to allow horses to graze and prevent strife. Homes of the wealthy were reserved for the twelve-person delegations. There was a competition for jobs as runners, staff, and skilled workers to support the delegations, and the pay was substantial. He offered three coppers per day for runners and serving staff, drawing more candidates than there was demand for workers. Skilled workers like head cooks and artisans got five coppers per day.

We were housed in the governor’s residence with all six of my wives, five children, twenty Berber guards, Arin, and Thibalt, with his new wife, Gerlind. The soft Roman beds and the private baths were a hit with my family.

While the meetings were progressing inside the city, Jorge hosted games of skill for the warriors—archery, equestrian skills, spear-throwing, strength contests, wrestling, and such. Since there was no amphitheater or stadia in Köln, the competitions were held in the fields outside the gates.

As the event’s host, I opened the proceedings by welcoming the various peoples of the alliance and talking through the process for the meeting. The discussions were held in the large forum near the barracks, and braziers were scattered around to cut the morning and evening chill during the three-day meeting. We had good participation—Saxons, Angles, Jutes, Burgundians, Franks, Alemanns, Thuringer, and Danes, plus Raurica Celts from Basel who brought a Helveti delegate with them, and Taliesin, who brought a delegation representing all the Belgian Celts. My delegation included Norvel, chief of the Hermunduri, Wolfram, chief of the Katthi, Nothgifu, our spiritual leader from Disting, Ithamar, the Batav chief, and Womär of the Cheruski.

The process was pretty simple. Everyone had a paddle painted bright yellow on one side and bloodred on the other. Anyone wishing to speak raised their paddle. One of the troop of scribes made a note of the order that the paddles rose, and runners held the paddles aloft so the delegates could focus on the conversation.

Topics were raised and noted on the agenda. Delegates would vote whether to discuss immediately by showing their yellow paddle, or table by showing the red paddle. Euclides had come up with the system—the man was a freaking genius.

After welcoming everyone, I reviewed the rules of the alliance that I had set and my proposals for the agenda—alliance objectives, military levies, and taxes. Sharing of my explosive weapons was added immediately, but the majority tabled it. Food shortages were also added to the agenda, between objectives and levies. Then the real work began.

I was easily the least suited to be in that meeting given my rather direct, farm-boy nature, reinforced by years of soldiering. I rarely spoke during the debates that first day, choosing instead to listen to the room and get a feel for the people. I wandered around, talking to people during the breaks. I spent lunch talking to Landric, the new king of the Franks, and my respect for the simple young man grew. I learned he was only a couple of years younger than me. I also met Bendix, the Danish ambassador and head of their delegation.

By the end of the first day, we had agreed on the objectives. Primarily, we wanted to be able to count on each other and have recourse to solve disputes without spilling the limited blood of our people. Secondly, we wanted to drive the Romans back to Rome. Everyone acknowledged that was ambitious, but I told them that we could do it in three years if we worked together and laid out a couple of options for how to do that. That raised the issue of grenades, which I squashed by saying that I created them, and I would decide whom I could trust to use them to protect the alliance. I noticed that King Rando of the Alemanns, father of Rando, my cavalry commander, frowned bitterly at that—I got the feeling he was hoping to use them on the Franks or Celts.

The final objective we had agreed on was that we wanted each land to remain autonomous. King Rando was against that, stating that we needed to have our own emperor to counter the Romans’ power and influence. I think he wanted the job. As a result of that dumbass comment, I closed the evening talking about how royalty wouldn’t last and that leaders were meant to serve their people. There were a lot of thoughtful looks as we broke up, but King Rando stormed right out.

After dinner, I invited Landric, Ithamar, Taliesin, Bendix, and Wolfram to bring their wives to meet my family. We spent a couple of hours sharing ideas over drinks. Kurt brought out a wooden box of scale models of the new farm equipment we were developing, and I let him explain what they were used for. He was so proud.

I was awakened on the second morning by Yeddur, and I left the bedroom to see my cavalry commander standing stoically in the middle of the room.

Rando broke down when he told me that his father had gotten drunk the previous night and decided to run the equestrian obstacle course in the dark. He had broken his neck when his horse pulled up in front of a jump.

Rando whispered, “I don’t want to be king. I am very happy being your cavalry commander and making our people safe.”

“It probably means you’ll be a good king, Rando,” I told him gently, clasping his shoulder. “Do you need to leave?”

“No, I was acknowledged by our delegation as the new king shortly after we brought my father’s body back to the house.” He hung his head. “I’ll lead our delegation going forward. I sent riders to tell our people and put Sigelm in charge of the cavalry until you decide who will replace me.”

“Okay, my friend. Let me know if there’s anything you need.” I squeezed his shoulder. He wiped his eyes, nodded solemnly, and left.

The change of kings for the Alemanns left a pall over the rest of the day, but surprisingly, everyone seemed supportive of the new king. Since Rando already had a boy named Rando as his designated heir, it didn’t do much to resolve my confusion, but I figured I wouldn’t have to deal with the boy much.

The outcome of the second day was that all the groups committed to report to Euclides the state of the harvests and the outlook for surviving the winter. I expected some hoarding, but if their assessments were within ten to fifteen percent accurate, I figured we’d all survive the coming winter.

We also agreed to raise three more divisions, to be trained by my veterans. The training idea was a hard sell, but once I explained the difference between the Katthi’s performance before and after training, they started to come around, especially after I arranged for a company from Willem’s unit to take on anyone in the forum that afternoon with training weapons. Cavalry, infantry, and in some cases, archers, tried to best his unit—they all got their asses handed to them.

I invited Sigelm to dinner the second night and made his assignment official as the cavalry commander for the alliance. Then my family joined me for drinks at Taliesin’s temporary residence. His wife, Betua, met us at the door, and I was surprised to see the olive-skinned Roman named Brunhilde among the serving girls.

“No coffee here, I’m afraid,” she whispered to Siobhan with a smile.

“I’ve got traders going to find some,” I whispered back conspiratorially, and both ladies grinned. “Yakob sent word that they were leaving at the end of the meeting to beat the worst of the snow in the passes.”

All of the Celtic leaders were at the party, and it was a great opportunity to become better acquainted with them. Keeping up with some of their languages was a challenge, but that turned out to be why Brunhilde was there. She was an accomplished translator who was well-known among the Celts.

Kurt showed off his farm machinery models again but let his sister do most of the talking. I was proud of him for sharing the limelight with Siglinde, and the approval from my eyes had my daughter glowing for the rest of the evening.

The morning of the third day, we agreed that we would forgo alliance taxes given that military levies brought their own rations and supplies and everyone helped the alliance members in case of food shortages until the next harvest.

Just before breaking for lunch, we agreed to meet in Treves the next year. I thought we were going to finish early, but just before lunch, Rando took the floor.

“My father raised an issue the first day about the alliance’s leadership. I admire the ideas that Chief Max discussed as a result, and I hope to be a servant leader for my people. However, that doesn’t mean that we don’t need strong leadership of the alliance, especially during this time of war with Rome.”

He paused, looking directly at me, and I squinted my eyes at him. I smelled a conspiracy. “I propose an alliance leader,” Rando said, and I swore.

“Someone who will hold the assignment for five years,” Rando continued passionately. “Someone who can make quick, well-considered decisions that put the people of the alliance first. Whether we call this person a chief, king, emperor, or goat herder is irrelevant.”

“Vote!” Taliesin called.

Everyone raised their yellow paddles, and the motion was accepted.

Crap, I thought.

The room fell silent as Landric took the floor. “I know of only one person qualified for this job. He drove the Romans from the Rhineland, defeated four legions with fewer than three hundred men, and turned around and kicked my people’s ass while his people were recovering from their wounds. My people have been raiding the Katthi for generations, but the best person for this job is the current chief of the Saxons. I vote for Max to be Emperor of the Saxon Empire.”

“Vote!” Rando and Ithamar called in unison. Wolfram just grinned and raised his yellow paddle.

Everyone else raised their paddles, and the motion was accepted.

Landric laughed, “And there’s my revenge on you, Max,” as he stepped forward to clasp my arm and shoulder.

“Fuck me,” I muttered as the forum erupted in laughter and applause.
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As a result of my new position, which I referred to as the “Goat Herder of the Alliance,” I ended up staying in Köln for another ten days. I was concerned about getting home because the addition to the house wasn’t complete yet, and I expected snow any day. Fortunately, we only had a few days of drizzle and one day of light snow flurries while I stayed to install commanders, arrange training missions, and recon missions.

I asked Willem to take command of the 2nd German Division, based out of Treves. He graciously accepted, and we made arrangements to move his family from Edelheim. Jorge’s command was moved to Strossburig, which made him happy because he’d met a woman there. Eastmund became commander of the 3rd German Division out of Mentz, including a cohort-sized marine regiment. Flavius would be his first cohort commander. The 4th German division would be out of Nijmegen with cavalry out of Kleves, but I needed to find a commander. I put Ithamar in charge of finding some candidates. The northern Saxon tribes had been fighting all summer, too, and I had some good candidates in mind to lead that effort.

Bendix, the Danes’ representative, committed to pulling together a division, and I agreed to send them trainers. The Jutes could commit to a cohort, and the Angles thought they could organize three cohorts. I planned for Peoht and Brynhild to train the 4th Division through the winter, but I failed to come up with an obvious answer for who to train the Angles, Jutes, and Danes.

We left for home early in the morning with an escort of twenty squads of scouts, five squads of archers, and my Berber cavalry. Many of the scouts were coming back to Edelheim for training with Brynhild’s original girls. We swapped out Fridiswid’s squad with three others she had been training—a couple of Celtic squads from near Asberg and one of the Burgundian squads. One of the Celtic women in the training group was a tall, thin, athletic dirty blonde who must have stood at least 6’1” tall. I didn’t catch her name, but I frequently caught her looking at me strangely during the trip from Köln.

Cuthbert released Peoht’s, Sigulf’s, Leofgar’s, and his own squad to return home, replacing them with local squads Peoht had been training from the growing Asberg village, comprised of Batav, Burgundian, and Celtic people who had flocked to the fort. Ruma swapped out with Marta’s archery squad. Marta was from Witten, so she could easily ride home to visit her family on days off.

When we arrived at the farm, I found the barn was full of hay for the winter and the roof on our addition was up and covered in sod. There was also a group of teenagers working to fill the chinks between logs with clay under Halvende’s direction. I nearly wept with gratitude and hugged all the youths.

I learned that the tribal meeting had happened without me at Sigiburg, and that Aelfram, one of the village leaders who had arrived last year to inhabit Edelheim, was still the headman of Edelheim and had been elected as the chief of the Katthi since Wolfram was with me in Köln. Next year’s tribal meeting would be held in Sigena.

I met Aelfram within a few days after my return, and he said that I was still the war chief of the Katthi. I told him that my new job would create conflicts, but I told him that I would consider candidates for both the village and tribal war chiefs. We dismissed Raimond from Sigiburg, my preference the previous year, from consideration since he was the fort commander at Sigiburg.

We discussed Wada, the dragoon commander from Sigena, Eastmund from Sigiburg, who was commanding the 3rd Division in Mentz, and our own Willem, who was unfortunately commanding the 2nd Division in Treves. There was a squad leader from Cronenberg who had a lot of potential, and another from Witten. Young Egon out of Sigena had a lot of potential too, and I decided to send him off with a couple of squads to train the Angles, Jutes, and Danes. Peoht also had potential. Sadly, both were still young. They would gain experience from the training mission and the battles in the coming summer.

With two candidates leading divisions and two off training new units, Aelfram eventually chose Wada as the tribal war chief. I sent scouts to have him come see me.

Aelfram and I agreed on Hunstan as the village war chief. Our village home guard was very well-trained, and Hunstan had been leading the training while I had been gone on my many trips. It made sense to me to make the commander of the home guard the village war chief. Tears of happiness flowed down his cheeks when we told him, and his wife, Ine, squealed with joy. The lines on her face from a hard life disappeared as she smiled. She had recently announced she was pregnant again and wanted Hunstan to be home when her delivery time arrived.

I sent Peoht’s squad, Brynhild, Mildrith’s squad, and Ruma, with a squad of archers, to train the 4th Division troops on our methods of fighting and home defense. Egon and his squad went to train the Angles, Jutes, and Danes. I had him take a bigger force, exactly double what Peoht was taking, and gave him a message to pass to Womär as he passed through Cheruski lands.

Grimm was very happy about Ruma’s return even though she was apparently carrying my child. They announced their intention to tie the knot at Ostara. Grimm joined Peoht’s squad so the two could be together through the winter.
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The next two moon cycles were pretty quiet. I focused on preparing for the worst of winter, cutting firewood, training with the villagers, and sharpening my skills. Siobhan and Gabi worked with me on improving my spear skills, and Ultzindur and Sibley trained with me on mounted archery—in turn, she started training the rest of the mounted archers. Thibalt, Frithstan, and I practiced fighting from horseback with spear and sword. It was different from fighting on the ground, but I thought it might come up as a needed skill set for the dragoons.

Frithstan worked with me on polishing mounted tactics and teaching them to the rest of the dragoons. Ultzindur lusted after Sibley and was very attentive to her. I could tell she was flattered by his attention, but she didn’t seem interested. Regardless, Sibley’s joyful personality slowly returned over the moon cycles of late fall and winter.

Gabi started taking over from Siobhan as my “shield” as Siobhan’s energy was slowly drained by the little parasite I’d planted in her womb. Siobhan and Jenn spent much time talking over the map and cuddling as Jenn’s time got closer.

Interestingly enough, Tabby didn’t slow down a bit from her pregnancy. She was always flitting around, either teaching crafts to her growing legion of followers, working on a project, learning the Saxon ways of making soap and candles, and discussing ideas with me or the other craftsmen. Whereas most pregnant women I’d met were drained by growing another little human in their body, Tabby almost seemed energized by it. The only outward indication she was pregnant was that she would caress her growing baby bump when she was thinking.

During the last days of autumn, Anita and I would sneak away from our guards and take walks around the meadow or in the woods, holding hands and talking, sometimes stopping on a rare sunny day to throw a blanket on the ground and quickly make love in the sunshine.

In the evenings, I spent time visiting with the wives and the children. The addition to the house had become the master bedroom and storage, and the former main room became the room for gathering as a family. The babies slept in cribs in the bedchamber, and the elder kids slept in the loft. The guards on duty at night gathered around the fire in the front room.

I did make a trip up to Maxwellburg to check on Ksanten about three weeks after our return from Köln, but I only stayed one night and mainly just visited with Dudda and Snell. None of my wives went along, but Sunnife’s squad of scouts and my Berber guards made sure I was well protected. Freya, the healer from Ksanten, made a point of bringing some fresh bread and soup for dinner, which meant we didn’t have to eat field rations that night. I never did figure out how she knew I was in residence.

I woke under a pile of scout ladies who were all wearing wool dresses to fight off the chill of the late autumn weather. The meager fire in my bedchamber encouraged them not to dawdle as they stripped and changed into their uniforms, although Sunnife did see fit to press her naked body into mine and kiss my cheek quickly before hurrying to get dressed so we could go home.
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As midwinter approached, the wives seemed to be huddled together, talking quietly whenever I returned home from chores. Often, one or more of the local warrior ladies were in conference with them.

I spent many afternoons in the mill working with Badinus and Ouaren as we hustled to churn out new farm implements. They had enough former Roman slaves helping them that they didn’t usually need me to do much, so I focused on quality control, reviewing designs, and running tests with the finished product. By the time midwinter arrived, we had a complete set for our village, plus a set each for Asberg and Sigena. Ouaren expected to have sets ready for the Hermunduri, the Cheruski, and the Chauken by Disting. They would finish sets for Köln, Mentz, and Treves while we were all at Disting.

We also spent a few hours talking about pricing if we were to sell the equipment. Considering we could get a wagonload of iron ore for twenty silvers, we figured that the labor and expertise were the valuable parts. We eventually priced each implement at twenty of the large gold aureus coins to start, and then we would adjust as demand dictated. Given the craftsmanship involved, it might have been cheap, plus we expected that communities would pool resources to purchase them, rather than individuals.

That led to a discussion about the diminishing value of Roman coins since they had less and less of the precious metals in them. Since Treves had a Roman mint, we decided to use it to mint our own coins. We designed a Saxon silver coin and marked it on one side to allow it to be cut into one-eighth pieces, like the old Spanish dollar, which was also known as a piece of eight. It would weigh one Roman uncia, which was the rough equivalent of an ounce, or a twelfth of a Roman libra, their equivalent of a pound. We named it a Saxon Mark.

As a physics student, I really wanted to adopt the metric system and use grams instead, but the problem was the metric system was based on measurements of nature that the current level of technology couldn’t handle. With my tape measure, I could get an approximation of a meter to start with, but it would take a lot of time to figure out the details required to set accurate standards for the other measures, like centimeters and millimeters.

With a one-ounce silver coin as the base currency, we then turned to a Saxon gold coin. Ouaren said the aureus was originally a fortieth of a libra. We judged the aureus coins we had gotten from Crispus were probably pretty close to that, so we set the standard based on the old coin. We went through all of the coins we had and found the heaviest one using a balance scale, with a coin on either tray. That became the standard. We called it a Saxon imperial and valued each one at twenty-five marks.

Tabby and Jenn worked together to design the coins, and we enjoyed sitting together to review designs with the family.

Another activity I spent a lot of time on was sitting in the old airplane next to the fire on days of heavy snowfall. I’d sit with my computer and notebooks, sorting through all my video content, looking for clues on how to make primers, smokeless powder, and artillery fuses. Fortunately, the computer battery and solar chargers still worked.

After about half a day, I found a PDF file titled Homemade Primer Course by W. Marshall Thompson, PhD, which gave a bit of history before going into how to make a variety of primers. Knowing that it could be done at home in 2019 was considerably different than making them in 317 CE in the middle of a civilization that had barely discovered gunpowder. Still, I was optimistic that we could use the recipes to come up with a workable option for primers that could be used to fire cannons and even power replacement bullets for our guns. I thought about revealing the computer to my two engineers, but since they didn’t read English, it probably wouldn’t help them much.

By the time Midwinter arrived, I was nervous because Jenn showed no sign of delivering our child, but Nelda reassured me that she and the child were both fine. As a result, when we weren’t busy observing the Saxon rituals, we celebrated Midwinter by making love in our new bedroom.

Jenn began having contractions four days later and delivered Javier two days after that. She named our son after her youngest brother, the one who had supported her as a lesbian when the others didn’t. As she held our son to her breast, I got a sense that motherhood truly was Jenn’s calling in life.

When Javier was about a week old, I was handing him back to Jenn to feed him when she looked up at me with a shy smile. “I want at least two more, Maxwell.”

After kissing her, I told her, “As you wish, my beloved Jennifer.”

A moon cycle after the birth of Javier, or Javi, as Jenn frequently called him, I took Hrothgar, Gytha, and Sibley, each with a squad, to blaze a more direct trail to Köln. Gabi accompanied me, leaving the twins with Jenn since she was producing enough milk to feed all three kids—Anita was still producing milk, too. With two squads of Berber cavalry, Thibalt, and Nelda, it was a bigger unit than I wanted to take, but I was overruled by just about everyone.

So much for being the great Goat Herder of the alliance.

The arguments made at the alliance meeting drove home that I had bigger responsibilities than scouting and that I really needed to start delegating more. I didn’t expect I’d ever get to lead a recon mission again after that trip. We did find a route, but it wasn’t as direct as I would have liked. We followed the Lenne River from Lon to Haven and crested the pass to the headwaters of the Wupper River, following it down past the mines at Barmen and the villages of Solochon and Cronenberg to the Rhine. It only took about three-quarters of a day to ride to the bridge at Köln from Solochon.

That cut about two days off the journey. I expected it would be faster if we could build some roads. I’d planned to discuss it with Euclides and Aelfram to see if we could pull together the resources to do that. We stayed in Köln for two days before heading back, and I was sequestered with Euclides and Lucius during that time. Gabi, Nelda, and I enjoyed the baths in the governor’s residence in the evenings, and it was wonderful to spend so much time with them. We did our best to meet expectations that my wives would keep everyone awake until roughly midnight during the whole journey.

We returned to the rest of our family in time to start preparing for the trip to Marklo for Disting.

Neither Siobhan nor Tabby were showing signs of being ready to deliver at that point. Tabby had slowed some from carrying the additional weight, but otherwise was still full of vigor and joy. She found that riding at a trot was severely uncomfortable, so she ended up riding in a wagon.

Siobhan looked ready to pop, but her stomach hadn’t dropped. I thought she was further along than Tabby, but Nelda wasn’t certain. The discomfort made her very grumpy by the end of each day, and it was even worse during the journey to Marklo. My stubborn Irish wife refused to ride in a wagon and rode beside me the whole way. Each morning, she would apologize for her behavior the previous evening. We’d all kiss her, hug her, and tell her it was alright. Then the cycle would repeat. If she hadn’t been suffering so badly, it would have been funny.
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WAR WIVES


When we arrived in Marklo, I was swamped by leaders from other tribes who congratulated me on expanding the Saxon sphere of influence. Womär, war chief of the Cheruski, Norvel, chief of the Hermunduri, Ithamar of the Batavs, Günter from Astnide, Snelling from Lippe Fort, Armin of the Cheruski, Sigi and Erhart from the Saxon cavalry, and many others came by after dinner every night. Dudda sent a representative but couldn’t break away from Ksanten. Aldegar of Heddesdorf joined us and gushed at how happy he was with the soldiers I had sent to man the towers while his people were at Disting. Many of his men were searching for Katthi wives at the celebration, although many others met women from the villages on the left bank of the Rhine. Bendix, the ambassador from the Danes, also arrived the night before the festivities began.

The blessing of the plow progressed much like it did the previous year; although, our horse-drawn three-bottom plow caused quite a stir.

The meeting of the Saxon nation was attended by all the western Saxon tribes, the Angles, the Jutes, and the Danish ambassador. We formally inducted the Hermunduri, Angles, and Jutes into the Saxon nation, like we had the Katthi and Cheruski the previous year. I was surprised that the Angles joined us, but Rafe explained that their chiefs realized that stronger bonds with their neighbors would be a good thing.

Unfortunately, as expected, I was nominated for chief of the Saxons. I declined and explained that if we truly wanted to build an enduring alliance with the neighboring peoples, the Goat Herder shouldn’t be partial to one group or another.

Horsa, leader of the Sigambri, nominated Günter as the new chief. The Frisi leader seconded, and I voiced my support. Günter just laughed as he looked at me. I heard him mutter, “Revenge, Max?” I couldn’t help but let out a laugh of my own.

Arvin stood and nominated Womär. He grinned at me, knowing I had expected him to self-nominate.

I replied, “Womär would be a good candidate, too. I had planned to ask him to command the northern forces, which I’m thinking should be called the 5th German Division. The commander would report to me and the Saxon chief, and the division would include the Angles, Jutes, and the tribes along the sea. The Cheruski will be the base of a seventh division. Anyway, I’d support either Günter or Womär. If you choose Womär, I'll probably put Sigi in charge of the division and Günter can concentrate on stabilizing Astnide.”

“Sigi would be a great choice, Chief,” Günter replied, snorting in jest. “Let’s see how long I call you Chief, eh?”

Laughter erupted before Günter spoke again.

“Womär is a better choice than me. I have my hands full with Astnide. Womär has formed the Cheruski into a formidable, disciplined fighting force—something I thought I’d never see,” he said.

Everyone, including the Cheruski, laughed at Günter’s words.

“BESIDES,” Günter shouted above the laughter, “as emperor of the alliance, our chief will be more focused on building and strengthening alliances than killing our enemies. Womär is much better at that than me.”

After a pause, I stood and said, “I nominate Ithamar as a candidate for Chief of the Saxons. Like the other two candidates, he has a sharp intellect and understands the idea of building alliances. He’s been doing that on the left bank of the Rhine for several years. He has strong skills in the area Günter just mentioned, and he understands war. Even though the Batav people have just rejoined us, I think he deserves strong consideration, and I know he would be a great chief.”

After much discussion and a close vote, Womär won the post, and I waved Sigi over to stand with me. Then I briefed the delegates on the alliance’s forces and disposition.

“We have five divisions, roughly the size of a Roman legion, in the alliance. The 1st German Division is based out of Strossburig. It has taken Basel in the Celtic lands and plans to take the Augusta Colony south of the Danube this winter. This spring, they’ll move to take a blocking position on the roads through the Helveti lands to Rome.

“The 3rd German Division is based in Mentz. They’ve sent patrols to clear the forts along the Main and are preparing for a spring campaign with the 1st. The 2nd German Division is stationed in Treves, and the 1st Guards is in Köln. The 4th German Division is in Nijmegen and Kleves. I need a commander for that unit, so Ithamar, Peoht, and I will discuss that after Disting and select someone. The 5th German Division will put a central command around the forces of the north. I expect to create the 6th German Division based on the remaining Katthi, plus Cheruski, Frank, and Alemanns levies and whatever Celts we can recruit. The Danes are also fielding a division, and Bendix, their ambassador, is here today.”

The wiry Dane stood and waved a hand.

“We’ll need to provide artillery to support these units when we move. I plan to leave the Guards division in place to protect our border. The 2nd, 4th, and 6th divisions will accompany me on our spring campaign. I’m hoping the Danes will be ready by then, too. The Treveri Celts think they can have several cohorts by spring—we might pick up more since we’ll be marching through their lands when we move. I think matching some of the Celts with the Cheruski and the Franks would make a strong division.

“At this point, we have eight cannons, three thousand small grenades, and one thousand large ones. We’re still short on powder and fuse, but we should have enough for the grenades and guns by Ostara. We’re pulling together stocks of preserved food, arrows, and horse feed for the war, and we’ll be in good shape if everyone shows up to muster with a moon’s worth of travel food. We don’t have enough horses to mount the 4th, 5th, or 6th, but we’ll ensure each division has cavalry and archer units when I meet with my commanders in Köln and Treves.”

I paused to catch my breath, sipping from a cup of tea that Nelda handed me.

“The reports on training of the Danes, Angles, Jutes, and 4th Division have been very encouraging. I’m concerned about the Longobards to the east of the Angles deciding to attack. Egon told me they were raiding Angle communities. As part of the alliance, the new division will probably have to put the Longobards down,” I said. “We’ll make certain you have artillery support before you engage.”

“Our home guard division could help with the Longobards, Max,” Bendix said. “They’ve attacked through the Jutes to reach some of our southern villages. Our men would gladly help kill them.”

“I think they are related to the Schwäbe—at least, they were considered Schwäbe at one time. Involving the Hermunduri or Katthi might help subdue them faster,” Womär mused. “If we spank them hard but don’t kill them all, we might talk them into joining us.”

“Grenades would, too,” Armin said. “They seriously disrupt the chain of command.”

I pointed at Armin and murmured to Sigi, “I think a company commander. Maybe a cohort.”

Armin heard us and was startled, but Sigi agreed.

“So that’s my report from the alliance. I plan to base in Köln initially, and then we’ll move to Treves to stage the army prior to starting the march to battle,” I concluded.

After that, Nothgifu, supported by an apprentice, stood and closed the Disting with a blessing. As the event broke up, Sigi introduced me to Adallinda, his new bride, who was from the Frisi people.

At that point, I formally appointed Sigi as the division commander of the 5th German Division before releasing him to his new assignment.

Ithamar and Peoht joined me at my tent after dinner to discuss the commander of the 4th German Division. Ithamar had a cask of his home-brewed beer, so we felt obliged to enjoy it while we conversed. After three beers worth of discussion, we settled on Niall, a Celt who had joined for training and showed good instincts for command. We decided to let Niall select his replacement for the cohort of Celts he had been leading.

We conducted some training drills for two days in the local area. On the second day, Siobhan gave birth. The ladies didn’t send for me, so I found out about it when I returned to camp and found Siobhan squatting while holding onto a wagon wheel. With a mighty heave, Siobhan expelled our child into Nelda’s hands. Siobhan named our daughter Sorsha, which she said meant “brightness” in the language of her gran.

We left for home the next day, and Siobhan lay in a wagon with Jenn, Anita, and the babies. Most of Aldegar’s single men left with wives, and a few of the single ladies of the Katthi would be moving to the Heddesdorf community after they helped their families plant. Aldegar agreed to slowly move his community to Andernach and only man the towers that had a good view to the west. They would continue to work their fields along the river to ensure the Andernach community wasn’t overwhelmed.

Tabby’s contractions began as we rode through Renvard’s village. Two days later, after a long and difficult labor, Tabby delivered our son, Timothy. After the birth, Nelda and Willa fed her healing and strengthening tonics to help her recover. I think Timothy might have been the biggest baby of all of them, and I was concerned about Tabby’s health since she was such a small woman. I was relieved to see her get stronger over the next few days, and she was soon walking around with Timothy hanging from her chest.

I spent another five days enjoying my family and life in the village before preparing to go. None of my wives were going with me, and I was rather depressed since it would be the first time I’d be without a loving wife next to me since we’d crash-landed. I thought Gabi would go with me, but she had hated being separated from Jenna and Sigfried when we went to Köln, so she declined. On the bright side, Nelda was going to follow after Ostara with Dietlinde and some of the other healers from our varied villages and some youths to support them, essentially creating our medical corps. I expected to meet up with her periodically to shower each other in love between battles.

Two days before I was to leave, Anita called a family meeting. When I returned from the mill for the meeting, I was surprised to see Sibley, Cyneswith, and Sunnife sitting around the fire.

After I kissed my wives and children, I hugged our guests. Before I could ask any questions, Anita said, “Max, sit and listen. I’m going to lay down the law.”

My good humor vanished as I replied, “Yes, ma’am.” All the ladies giggled as I meekly sat on an upturned, fat section of a log.

“When you’re away from the house, how many nights did you not make love to one of your wives?” Anita asked.

“I don’t know,” I replied honestly. “I don’t keep count. I know there were a few.”

“Five when I was with you on the last mission,” Jenn said. “Three were because you were severely injured—but even for one of those times, you were fucked while you were unconscious.”

“Except when Cyn did it,” I interjected. “I woke up in the middle of her ride.”

“Six when Jenn wasn’t with us,” Siobhan said. “Mostly around the march after the battle of the four legions and Franks since we were all exhausted. Even then, May Eve was a party.”

“So what? You think I can’t last a moon cycle without sex?” I joked.

“I think you’ll do your job better if you have someone you love nearby who you can make love to regularly,” Anita said seriously.

“Okay, so you’re proposing you all come along to war with our children?”

“No, we’ll all stay here to care for the children and work the farm,” Anita said. “We propose that these three women whom you’ve admired for a long time, all three of whom have asked to become your wives, will be your war wives. I’ve already told Gwasila that they’re allowed to share your bed while you’re off to war.”

“What?” I exclaimed, bolting to my feet

Jenn took over, pushing me back down. “All three of them admire you and are convinced that they love you, that you’re the only man they could possibly marry.”

I looked at Sibley, Cyneswith, and Sunnife forlornly. Even now, after I had been ambushed by everyone in my home, I couldn’t deny the pull they had over me. “Why?” I asked them. “You’re all beautiful, smart, capable women. You can have your pick of men wherever you go. Why would you want to share with six wives?”

“There’s only ever been you, Max,” Sibley said shyly. “Your fierceness in battle, your kindness when off the battlefield, your fairness as a chief, and the unique way you look at the world all make you perfect.”

“Plus, you’re gorgeous,” Sunnife moaned. “I drip whenever I’m near you.” All nine women nodded.

I shook my head and was about to say more when Cyneswith held up a hand and said, “Max, wait. I’ve been with you, been held by you. I’ve tried getting to know you away from when you’re acting as the general or the emperor. I admit to trying other men to see if they could make me feel the same way you do, men who are handsome and would make good husbands. They left me cold inside. With two, I couldn’t even climax. Only you complete me.”

“I can vouch for that,” Anita said. “He is very unique. I too had been with other men before we married, and none can compare. Unfortunately, since you’re their commander, Max, I'm certain you don’t think of them as potential wives. But they're frequently near you in their warrior role, so it’s not a stretch for them to share your bedroll. As war wives, they’ll get to know you in your quiet moments, and you’ll get to know them better, too.”

“I am going to be in the trains most of the time, Max,” Nelda said. “As much as I want to keep you all to myself as the only wife in the field, we’ll be separated by a couple of leagues most nights, and when we have wounded to tend, I’ll be too busy. I approve of and like all three of these women. If they don’t work out, I’ll arrange replacements, as the sole wife in the field.”

“This doesn’t seem right,” I muttered.

“Max,” Tabby said in English. “I understand this isn’t ideal. None of us think it is, but we all love you and want what’s best for you. You’ll have to up your game to grow from commanding a single cohort or division in the field to managing a multi-division war on two fronts. Plus, you’re now an emperor. You have to manage matters of state in addition to being a general. I know how you struggle with the idea of taking all that on, but it’s your role now. Giving you war wives is a way we can help you stay focused and relaxed while we’re apart.”

“We would still perform our duties, Max,” Sibley said, her large, luminous green eyes locked on mine. “We won’t all be there every night. Ecgfrith isn’t going. He, like Ruma, has transitioned to home guard for his village. Unless you have someone else, I’ll be your archer commander, so I’ll usually be co-located with you. Sunnife and Cyneswith will be out on missions most of the time, but when they overnight near the headquarters, they will join you in your tent.”

“One other thing, Max,” Nelda interjected. “After Midsummer, I’ll be watching Bebe’s and Wärburh’s cycles. When they’re ripe, they’ll share your tent so you can breed them. They don’t want to be wives, but they each want a baby.”

“Siobhan told me that when we were last in Sigena,” I replied. “Do we really want me to be the breeding stud for all the scouts?”

“No, just these two,” Siobhan said. “They love one another and want to have a family together. I told them I’d try to arrange it. Please say yes, Max.”

“None of the scouts would mind Max breeding them,” Cyneswith interjected.

“The archers either,” Sibley added.

“No,” Anita said. “War wives, Bebe, and Wärburh only.”

“Fine,” I muttered. “But that’s all.”

“Unless they don’t work out,” Nelda said. “It will never be more than three.”

“Never say never,” I muttered in English as I stood and waved the young women toward me.

Sibley fell into my arms, her arms wrapped around my neck as I gave her a lover’s kiss. When she stepped back, Sunnife rushed forward and did the same before dropping her arms around my waist and grinding her hips into mine. Anita and Sibley pulled her back, allowing Cyneswith to jump up and wrap her legs around my waist and kiss me hungrily.

When the kiss broke, Cyneswith murmured in my ear. “I am yours, Max. Only yours forevermore. I love you. I’ve tried so hard not to, but I can’t help it.” She brushed another kiss across my lips as she lowered her legs to the ground.

“Goodnight, war husband,” Sibley said with an impish grin that her scar accentuated. “Until we meet on the road.” The three ladies left, and I heard them chattering excitedly as they walked to their horses.

“Are we having the family meeting now?” I asked.

“That was the family meeting,” Anita said. “All of us approve of them, and they may eventually become full-time wives. We need to be certain, and so do you.” Then her features split into a wide smile. “Now we’re going to feed our children before your wives work to ensure you don’t forget them while you’re fucking those three girls.”

I grinned. I was going to enjoy my night.
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“Long night, Chief?” Hunstan teased me as I met with the commanders the next morning after training.

“Yeah,” I growled good-naturedly as I took a fresh cup of our precious coffee from Siobhan before she sat down on a stump next to me. She rocked Sorsha as I talked through the plans for our departure the next day. Everyone reported on status, and I was generally happy except for the state of powder and fuse production.

Tabby committed to sending the rest out with Nelda in a moon along with a cart of medicinal alcohol. She’d just gotten new loads of sulfur and chicken manure for the powder. The villages had been working on creating charcoal and gathering sinews, so she expected to be able to start production in five days, when she would likely be cleared by Nelda to start work again.

After the meeting, I held Rilberht, Frithstan, Hrothgar, and Peoht back. “Rilberht, I want you to command the 6th German Division. I plan to put the Cheruski, the Treveri cohorts, and our cohort into that division. Based on your performance in the battle of four legions and how you interacted with the Cheruski during the exercises at Disting, I’m pretty sure can command a division. Do you accept?”

“I think Wada would be a better choice,” he replied seriously. “All three of the Cheruski cohort commanders are competent, and Wada got on great with them. I think the Treveri will fit in just fine. Wada’s been doing well as tribal war chief, and he performed well when we secured the Rhine last summer. Alternatively, Raimond out of Sigiburg would also be a good choice.”

“So, I’ll need a recommendation to replace Wada as cohort commander,” I replied with a frown.

“I’m not interested, Chief,” Hrothgar responded immediately. “Rilberht or Godd from Cronenberg would do a good job.”

Frithstan said, “I’d rather start as a company commander, Chief. I’ve only served as a squad leader, other than a few missions where I had two or three squads assigned. I think I need time as a company commander before I move higher.”

Rilberht, Hrothgar, and Peoht nodded in agreement.

“Rilberht, I’ll recommend you and Godd to Wada, and let him decide. You and Frithstan will likely be promoted to company commander before the summer is over whether you want it or not. You’re good leaders, and your skills will scale to a company pretty easily.”

“Thanks, Chief,” Hrothgar replied. “I’m happy being a company commander. A bigger unit might be more than I can handle. I just don’t aspire to it.”

“Fair. I didn’t aspire to be the emperor of the alliance either,” I reminded him. “Sometimes, we just have to serve.”

“Yes, Chief,” he replied quietly.

“Okay, go say your goodbyes, and prepare to travel tomorrow. Wada is bringing the southern soldiers to meet us in Köln. Same with the rest of the Katthi. We’ll promote him then. I agree, he’s a good choice,” I said.

They all stood, slammed their fists to their hearts, and replied, “Yes, Chief,” before turning away. I finished my coffee and returned the cup to Siobhan, kissing her tenderly before I left to inspect the loading of the wagons.
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Rida knocked on the doorframe to the bedroom to wake me early the next morning. I stuffed the last of my gear into my bag and checked that I had a couple hundred rounds of .45 Colt rounds and sixty .410 bore in my pack. We had less than half of our ammunition stash left in the loft. I wanted to finish this war with the Romans before we ran out. We were still in decent shape for 9mm and .22, but our ammo wouldn’t last more than a couple of years unless we started rationing it. Plus, it was likely to start deteriorating eventually despite being stored in sealed containers.

By sunrise, I was sitting on Zephyr’s back in front of the combined forces from the villages. Brynhild sent out three scout squads to lead the way— Heiu’s, Gytha’s, and Mildrith’s. With all the women who had come to train for the winter, she had ten squads in her unit, so she rotated them frequently as we made our way to Lon and took the Lenne-Wupper river paths to Köln.

Thibalt himself led a squad of nine youths, ranging from ages eleven to fourteen, all mounted on Dülmener ponies. They were to train as squires and messengers while we were at war.

With the wagons, it took us four and a half days to reach the eastern keep at Köln, and we picked up the units from Haven, Barmen, Cronenberg, and Solochon along the ride. The Sigiburg, Witten, and surrounding community levies would cross at Deuton Fort and follow the Roman Road south to meet us.

Bendix, Jorge, Lucius, Eastmund, Willem, Wada, Niall, Sigelm, Meddur, and Taliesin were all waiting in Köln for me. Since my convoy arrived around midday, we all met in the early afternoon and started making war plans in the former governor’s residence. After I welcomed everyone, I gave Wada the good news, and he accepted humbly.

I told my new division commander, “You’ll have the remaining Katthi cohort, the three Cheruski cohorts, and whatever Celts we can muster. I expect at least a cohort of Franks, too.”

“A little more than two cohorts of Celts, Emperor Max,” Taliesin said. “Willem’s been training two cohorts, but we’ve had nearly two hundred more show up as training was finishing.”

“Just Max, Taliesin,” I replied. “Willem, can you ensure they’ll be ready?”

“They won’t be at the same level as the two new cohorts,” he answered. “I’d rather leave at least one of them to be the home guard for Treves. My unit has been performing that duty.”

Taliesin nodded, so I agreed.

Then, I asked Jorge about the livid-looking scar on his face and neck.

“We had a mutiny, Chief,” Jorge explained. “About three hundred Roman conscripts decided we should make a run for Rome. There was a fight, and I killed the leader personally. However, he left me with this trophy.”

I rubbed my chin as I listened to Jorge recounting the mutiny. “Death count is 216,” he said. “The rest of the mutineers were traded off to villages along the Danube as laborers with a ten-year contract. I replaced them with volunteers out of Basel and Augusta-on-Lech, which is what most of the soldiers call the place. The locals call the place Augsburg because of the fort, and the Roman name is ridiculously long as usual, so no one uses it. I actually have more men now than I did before the mutiny. I gave the mixed units honors for helping to quickly squash the rebellion.”

“Sounds like we’re doing well then,” I replied. “Not only did you do a good job for the alliance, but I also appreciate your loyalty. Great idea honoring the loyal units, too.”

“Thanks, Chief. You’ll be pleased to know the Roman men call you Caesar Max,” he said with a grin.

“Lovely,” I muttered. “Tell them to call me capra pastor. That means goat herder, right?” Jorge chuckled and nodded. “Okay, let’s make plans for war.”

After much discussion, we confirmed that Jorge and Eastmund would head south to block the Alpine passes from Rome, taking the fort at Botzen. I planned to lead Willem, Niall, and Wada’s divisions with the Danes to march on Lugdunum, the former capital of the Roman province of Gaul before it moved to Treves, then driving toward the foot of the Italian Alps to block the passes there through the winter. We hoped to bypass Lutetia, leaving the 6th German Division to block our right flank as the other three divisions proceeded south.

Taliesin would leave immediately to parlay with the Remi, Parisii, and Senones and try to get them to join the Saxon Alliance. He said, “All of the tribes are a few thousand strong, but they’ve been under Roman rule a long time. Treves was an easy conversion since there were so many people from Germanic tribes living in the city—we were more open. I fear both the Remi and Parisii are loyal to the Romans.”

He added thoughtfully, “Still it’s worth meeting with them. The tribe at Mettis is waiting for us to clear the Romans out for them, and then they’ll join us. The Senones continue to struggle with Roman rule, so they’re likely to join us as well.”

“Let them know we’ll try to pass around their villages without harm,” Bendix said. “General Ofrath, who commands the 2nd Danes Division, already said that was his plan, but he will need to restock his provisions from defeated Roman forts. Our harvest is mostly gone, so we’ll need to ensure the villages have enough food to plant this year’s crops.”

“That’s fair. I think we’re all in a similar situation,” I said. “Fortunately, we had great harvests last summer, so we’ll leave with the units carrying eight weeks of rations in their trains, and I’ll have some reserves held at the army trains. I can probably help a little, too.”

I sent one heavy and one light artillery battery with each division and planned to assign one of each to the Danes. That left two light and two heavy batteries that I would keep as reserves with the gun battery of four cannons, and two steel mortars that would hold ten-inch grenades. I had given a gun section each to Köln and Mentz to augment their organic artillery. The other two guns I’d already sent to the 5th Division with two light and two heavy batteries.

Both Urbar, near Lon village, and Barmen, in the Wupper Valley near Solochon, were cranking out grenade shells, steel bodkin arrowheads, polybolos bolts, and spearheads. Several women from Heddesdorf stayed in Renvard’s village to learn how to make black powder and fuses and began producing once they made it home to Heddesdorf, a couple of weeks after Disting. As a result, I expected more powder and grenades when Nelda arrived with the healers. Lucius was planning to send two companies as an escort with her convoy from Köln.

After stocking the 5th German Division, we split the remaining 2,700 grenades that we had left among the divisional artillery batteries, keeping only fifty for my reserve with the understanding that we would be resupplied with more soon.

Landric sent three cohorts of Frankish infantry and two of cavalry, almost enough for a division of their own. I assigned two infantry cohorts to the 2nd German Division, and the remaining went to Wada’s 6th German Division. I gave a cohort of Frankish cavalry to the 6th since I planned for them to be the lead division. The other cohort was split—four companies to the 6th and the other two augmented the three that the 4th had organically.

That left Sigelm’s cavalry cohort, the Berber cavalry, and Sibley’s 300 mounted archers as my strategic reserve.

I wanted each division to have at least two companies of archers. Jorge had picked up a cohort of Huns, and Eastmund had two companies of lady archers in Mentz that he was taking with him.

Bendix said there would be five cohorts of Danish infantry in their division. “Do you mind if we call you the 1st Danes Division?” I asked. “It fits the model we’ve been using.”

“Please make it the 2nd, Max,” he replied. “The 1st Division is our home guard. We don’t have many archers.”

“I have less than a hundred. Our girls have been training new recruits, but most of them want to stay home to guard Treves,” Willem chipped in. “All of them have the new wheel bows.”

Jorge offered two companies of Hun archers to Willem. The 4th Division only had 127 archers, but the 6th had 425 Cheruski women. None of them were mounted, but, with the exception of the Katthi and four companies from the Cheruski, the infantry weren’t either.

Sibley assigned a company to the 4th Division, which reduced my reserve to 200 archers.

We talked about logistics until dinnertime, adjourning to a dinner that Euclides had arranged. Euclides, Ultzindur, Sibley, Thibalt, Gerlind, Brynhild, and my guards joined us for the meal, and the conversation became a lot more informal at that point, slowly devolving into the merits of different bows, arrowheads, and eventually the breeding of horses.

After everyone left, I thanked Euclides, Felix, and their assistants for the meal before heading to the bedroom with Sibley. Two guards posted outside the bedchamber as we entered.

“Let’s get out of our armor and go to the baths,” I told Sibley. “Just grab your shift.”

“Fine,” she replied quietly. “Are you coming back in just your small pants?”

“Yes, dear,” I replied, but she only responded with a sad smile. I expected she was nervous since she was the only one of the war wives that hadn’t had sex with me yet. Cyneswith had been ravenous whenever she was able to overnight with me, and Sunnife had gone all fan girl on me initially but quickly became a gentle, giving lover.

Sibley had kissed me every night but had kept to her bedroll. I hoped it was because she wanted her first night with me to be when she had me all to herself and not because she had changed her mind for some reason. Despite my initial reservations, I had always found Sibley attractive and strong and was looking forward to sharing a bed with her.

We helped each other strip down to our tunics and trousers, carrying only the traditional seax-style dagger as we walked barefoot to the private baths. I took her hand in mine as we walked, and she seemed uncertain as to why.

“Sibley, I was going to wrap an arm around your waist, but it makes you walk slower and can be awkward if you’re not used to it,” I explained quietly as we made our way down the corridors. “Holding your hand allows us to connect without hampering your mobility.”

“You don’t really want me though, do you Chief?” she whispered as we approached the door to the bath.

I was aghast that she thought that. Is this why we haven’t made love yet? I thought to myself.

“Hold that thought,” I murmured before addressing the bath attendants, Tawaret and Zikriya. “Is everything prepared?”

“Yes, Caesar,” Zikriya replied. “We will bath you and your lady, so you can soak.”

“I’m just Max. Now I’m flattered that you would offer to attend us, but we’ll just bathe each other if that’s permitted,” I replied. “How about you spend some time talking with Gwasila? He’s very interested in talking to you. I don’t know if he was talking about you or Tawaret, but I overheard him discussing your virtues with Rida.”

Both ladies bowed and walked out to converse with Gwasila and Aksil, who were stationed outside the bath. Zikriya teased over her toga-clad shoulder, “Don’t do anything in the bath that will result in us needing to drain it, Caesar.”

“No promises,” I replied as I whipped my tunic over my head.

Sibley and I quickly stripped, and I sat her on a stool while I grabbed the warm water, sponge, and soap. She started stripping the short braid from her light brown hair, and I watched her, mesmerized.

I squeezed the sponge to wet her hair. “Explain why you think I don’t want you, Sibley,” I murmured as I soaped my hands and rubbed the suds into her scalp.

“This,” was all she said, pointing at the scar just over the right side of her jawbone.

I leaned in and kissed the scar gently before I resumed scrubbing her scalp, waiting patiently for her to continue.

With a small sigh of pleasure, she finally started to talk. “I wanted to be your woman from the first time I saw you. I was already eighteen, nearly nineteen, at the time, and I’d had no offers and found no one that interested me. Then I saw you—your strength and ferocity paired with the gentleness and kindness you show to people when you’re not in battle—I was smitten. Your handsome face and lean, strong body made my stomach flutter.”

I soaped her tresses, feeling flattered and even aroused by her compliments. “The first time I saw you was on the first day we started training. You were, and are, the most beautiful woman I’d ever met. Considering that I had six beautiful wives and a pretty young Katthi girl trying to become number seven at the time, even getting my attention was tricky. I tried not to talk to you too often so that I wouldn’t stare at you wordlessly. I’ve gotten used to your extreme beauty, but it’s still an act of will to not just stop whatever I’m doing to admire you.”

“Even before the scar, I wasn’t that pretty. I can’t compare to Kat, Anita, or Jenn,” Sibley said. “Even Tabby and Gabi grow more beautiful every day. Why would you be attracted to me?”

“Your facial features are perfect,” I told her, making her turn and look at me. “A gorgeous oval face with strong cheekbones and a defined chin. The slim blade of a nose between two captivating, beautiful green eyes framed by lustrous light brown, nearly blonde, hair. Your long neck is elegant, and your figure is perfect.”

I eyed Sibley hungrily, growing more aroused, but I kept myself in check. I wanted to take this slow and do this right. “Your hips are wider than your waist, which is different from the normal Germanic straight figure. Now that I’ve seen you without clothes, I know that your relatively narrow waist draws my hands to you, just like your large eyes draw mine.” I cupped her left breast ever so briefly. “These are perfectly sized for your build, and I’m mesmerized by your perfect mounds and hard nipples. Your back, shoulders, arms, and legs are lean with sinewy muscle, and your lean stomach makes me want to lick it.”

Caressing the scar on her face, I added, “This doesn’t destroy your beauty, it sharpens it. I view it as a mark of your loyalty and love for me and Siobhan because you earned it by coming to our aid against overwhelming odds. It marks you as a warrior more surely than your armor and weapons—you earned that badge of honor helping our people—and there were so few of us—annihilate four Roman legions. In short, you’re beautiful inside and out, and you took my breath away when we kissed.”

I picked up the ladle to rinse the suds from her hair, noticing that Sibley still looked at me with doubt.

“Close your eyes, sweetheart,” I murmured. I poured water onto the crown of her head and kept rinsing until all the suds were gone. She leaned forward and wrapped her hair with a small linen sheet in a manner that told me she’d seen Jenn or Tabby wash their hair.

I scrubbed her body with a soapy sponge and a soft brush. As I worked, I spoke softly. “In the public bath, attendants rub oil into your skin to lift the dirt from the pores, then scrape the skin with a strigil, a bronze scraper. They have hot rooms to make you sweat and an area for athletics, too. They don’t change the water very frequently, so the baths are a good place to catch diseases. I like this smaller bath. It’s clean, and a simple scrub, soak, and rinse leaves me feeling refreshed and relaxed.”

Eventually, Sibley stood so that I could clean the lower half of her body. She didn’t balk when I cleaned her most intimate places—she seemed lost in thought. Her thatch wasn’t nearly as bushy as most of the Saxon women I’d seen naked. It was sparser and limited to the mound above her clitoral hood.

I stood and rinsed her body, and then we switched roles. Sibley washed my hair and body, only voicing the most minimal commands.

Once we were both clean, I pulled her close and kissed her forehead before we entered the hot pool. As we soaked, Sibley’s hand slid into mine and squeezed it as we both reclined against the side of the small pool. I heard the attendants come to clean up the washing area as we soaked.

I was about ready to go for a quick dip in the cooler pool when Sibley slid closer to me, straddled my hips, and wrapped her arms around me.

“If you want me, I’m yours, Max,” she murmured. “I don’t understand how you could, but I don’t think you’d lie to me or fuck me out of pity. I’ve never been with a man, so I’ll ask you to be gentle with that monster of yours. But I want to be yours—not just a war wife, but a real wife. I had never been attracted to anyone until I first saw you. And when you first talked to me, I surrendered myself completely to you. I would have let you take me on the parade field with everyone around us.”

I kissed her, and she pressed her perfect breasts into my body as she parted her lips enough for my tongue to invade her mouth. At first, she wasn’t certain what to do, but soon her tongue was playing tag with mine like an experienced lover.

After our lips parted, I looked deeply into her eyes, quietly enjoying the sensation of holding Sibley close. “You are my first choice,” I murmured.

Sibley looked at me quizzically, so I felt compelled to explain. “You would be my first choice if the wives approve of another marriage.”

“What about Cyn and Sunnife?” she asked.

“They are both wonderful women, and I care for them deeply. But I would choose you.”

“Take me to bed and make me your woman, Max,” she whispered before kissing me again.

“A quick dip in the cooler pool, and then that’s exactly what we’ll do,” I agreed with a squeeze of each of her tight little butt cheeks.
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SIBLEY ON THE ROAD


As we laughed and hurriedly dried from our dip in the second pool, we discovered the bathing attendants had taken both our clean and dirty clothes.

I wrapped a linen towel-sheet around Sibley’s lean torso under her arms and then tied another around my waist before we picked up our knives and hurried back to the bedroom.

Gwasila and Aksil were in front of us, laughing and talking in their native language as I prodded them to move faster.

“Should we expect screams, Chief?” Aksil teased as they took up their posts outside the bedroom.

“You’ll know when I do,” I replied with a shrug as we hurried past them.

They laughed as I followed Sibley toward the bed, dropping my towel just inside the door.

My little monster had relaxed a little during our rush to get to the bedroom, but by the time Sibley had dropped the towel from her hair and was tugging at the one I had wrapped around her body, the monster was rising rapidly past half-mast.

Lifting the lean, young woman allowed her legs to wrap around my waist. Holding her by her delightfully compact, round buttocks, I lost myself in her kisses. She invaded my mouth with her tongue, and I sucked on it momentarily.

When the kiss broke, she looked at me with wonder painted across her face. I dropped my face to her neck, kissing and nibbling on it.

“Oh, Max,” her voice quivered with passion. I suckled her graceful neck while she wrapped her arms tightly around my head to hold me in place.

I lowered her to the bed as I continued to ensure she would bear my mark on her neck. Finally, I released her flesh and noticed a glorious mark blooming on her skin before I turned to kiss her again.

When we pulled our lips from each other, I kissed the other side of her neck and started working my way down her collarbone and down to the swell of her breasts. I kissed the full half-globes before suckling on her swollen dark pink areola and small, hard nipples.

“Oh, Max!” she exclaimed, and her abdomen started to quiver beneath me. “What’s happening? I’ve never felt like this.”

“I think you’re having a small climax,” I murmured into the valley between her mounds before suckling the other one.

“This is small?” she gasped.

Releasing her nipple, I murmured a reply. “I’ll give you several more, and then you can tell me.”

After she erupted into another small orgasm, I released her nipple and kissed my way down her abdomen, through her sparse thatch, and down to suckle first on her puffy outer lips before my tongue dived between them to tease out her trim inner petals. Her inner labia were swollen and nearly red with arousal. Moisture was dripping out of her channel, and she smelled as good as she looked—very little muskiness and a light floral scent that reminded me of lying in a meadow of wild clover.

Gently, putting my finger to her channel, I pressed it in as I began lightly licking at the hood of Sibley’s clit. My finger penetrated to find her barrier, but there wasn’t one.

As I continued to push my finger into her and licking her, I thought, She’s ridden a lot of miles at a trot—maybe that can break a hymen.

And then she screamed.

Sibley’s legs and abdomen clenched hard, and her back arched as another orgasm took her.

Well, Aksil, now you know.

Giving her clit a break, I watched the beautiful creature in front of me as she rode her bliss.

As she calmed, Sibley gasped, “Yes, those early ones were small.”

Easing a second finger inside her elicited a gasp of surprise, but her channel was still slick with her natural juices. I slowly drove my fingers in and out of her, curling them up to stroke her pleasure patch with each stroke.

She climaxed three more times before I crawled up her body and placed my little monster at her entrance.

“We’ll go slow. Stop me if you need to get used to being stretched this much, beloved,” I murmured.

“I love how your voice rumbles, Max,” she moaned. Then she pulled me down for a passionate kiss as I pushed inside her. After several iterations of short thrusts, I bottomed out in Sibley's tight, wet pussy, leaving nearly four inches outside of her. Her legs rose to wrap around my waist.

As I set a steady rhythm of full-length strokes, Sibley fired off again with a louder scream. I loved how she reacted to my efforts.

We made love in the missionary position until I filled her with my seed. Dropping down beside her, I pulled her onto my chest.

“That was amazing!” she gasped. “We can do this every night?”

“Definitely, but we don’t have to stop at once per night,” I murmured into her silky hair.

Sibley’s head popped up to look at me with a wide grin. “Really?”

We tried a couple of variations of positions that allowed me to drive into her with abandon, and Sibley tried licking my monster back to life. She was definitely new to fellatio, but I coached her on technique before I fucked her in a spoon position. Afterward, I kept my cock embedded in her tight pussy, wrapped my arms around her, and rested my lips on her scar.

“I love you, Max,” she whispered.

“I love you too, Sibley,” I murmured gently before drifting off.
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The guards woke us early, as usual.

“My cunt is sticky,” she groaned. “I need another bath.”

“No time, we need to pack and get on the road to Treves,” I murmured. “The staff should bring a couple buckets of warm water, soap, and a washing cloth.”

“I’m sore down there, too,” she said, lifting her head off my chest. “And yet, I want you inside me again. I feel empty without you. I may have to push Sunnife and Cyn out.”

“You won’t need to,” I answered as she got up to meet the servant at the door. “They’re both out on recon—probably left about the time Rida woke us up.”

“Hopefully Sunnife won’t ride into another tree when she does get back in your bed,” she said over her shoulder as she started to wash.

“What does that even mean?” I asked with a chuckle.

“Didn’t you hear?” she replied. “Sunnife rode into a tree limb the morning after her first time with you. She was in a dreamy trance all morning until her forehead collided with the tree.”

“Well, it won’t be a problem for a while,” I said. “Bryn plans to have them both screening until Treves. So until then, I’m all yours.”

She smiled brightly at the thought as we washed up, packed, and went to the living room to meet Thibalt, who was waiting alone since Gerlind had also deployed with the scouts. We grabbed flatbread wrapped around warm slices of meat for breakfast and left to saddle our mounts.

We formed up west of the city walls before the sun was more than a finger’s width above the mountains to the east and started the long march to Treves.

Sibley rode with my little command group of Brynhild, Thibalt, and Ingrid. The 6th German Division’s Katthi, Frank, and Cheruski formations were in the lead. Wada’s Celtic cohorts would join us at Treves. My Berber cavalry rode behind the 6th, and I was right behind them. The archer reserve rode directly behind my command group, followed by the reserve artillery, then the 4th German Division, and finally the cavalry reserve.

Unlike the last time we traveled this route, we were in no hurry. The plan was to take five or even six days. Taliesin and Willem rode ahead to prepare for our arrival and Taliesin’s advance meetings with the Senones, Remi, and Parisii tribes.

The first day was mostly sunny, but the second day we rode through heavy rain—we still made good time thanks to the Roman roads. The third day was cloudy, but no rain fell until midmorning on the fourth day. It drizzled all day and stayed with us until we reached Treves. We only had hot soup for dinner on the two dry days, but morale remained high. During the evenings, I walked around, talking to the soldiers. At night, I spent making love to Sibley.

When we arrived in Treves, we crossed the bridge, marched through the city, and turned south to camp around the circus. The two Celtic cohorts joined Wada’s camp as we were settling in.

We spent a week training on maneuvers, but we didn’t have any force-on-force battles because I didn’t want to risk injuries before our first battle.

Thibalt and some of the support staff set up my tent and the command tent in the middle of the camp, and we would discuss various scenarios over Crispus’ map after washing the dust off from the day’s exercises until about an hour after sunset. Then I would retire to my tent to make Sunnife whimper and squeal, Cyneswith gasp and whine, and Sibley scream her lungs out until we collapsed in a pile on our bedrolls.

The girls were all happy to share me at the same time, but their activity with each other was limited to cuddles, kisses, and gentle caresses. Those caresses sometimes involved breasts, but that was about as lascivious as they got, and their kisses were fairly chaste with each other. I noticed that Cyneswith and Sunnife would be more intimate with each other than with Sibley, but both would cuddle the archer’s naked body when I was with the other scout leader.

On the fourth day of training, one of the Hun archer commanders challenged the lady archers to a contest. Sibley just grinned and pulled fifteen of her ladies out of her unit. They agreed to a five-on-five contest, and Sibley let the Hun select four from her fifteen before telling him to bring his four best.

There were four events. The first was ten arrows against a stationary target at 100 yards while standing on the ground. The second was riding at a gallop toward the same target, starting to fire at 150 yards. The contestant had to fire ten arrows into the target before they were within twenty-five yards. The third event was shooting at wicker balls at a full gallop, putting three arrows into each of the three small targets. Those wicker targets were only about a foot in diameter. The final event was to shoot those same wicker targets as they were thrown in the air.

Sibley had been training mounted archery with me, but we rarely trained at a full gallop. I knew she’d been training those skills with her ladies, too, but I didn’t know that they had worked hard enough to be as confident as she seemed. I decided to participate as a team of one, but one of the other Hun company commanders joined me with three of his men.

The first event was a wash. Everyone hit the target, and only three arrows hit outside the bullseye in the first circle around it. The second event was a lot more difficult for me since I had only trained at a canter, but Sibley’s team did as well as the Huns.

Sibley’s team went first for the third event, and I could see that the Huns were impressed when Sibley led off by getting three arrows in each target at a full gallop. She shot the first one on approach at about fifty yards and the second at under twenty yards. For the last one, she twisted to fire behind her.

It was an amazing display. All but one of her ladies, Osgyth, managed to get three arrows in each. Poor Osgyth fumbled her third arrow on the first target, so she wisely treated the task like combat and focused on the next approaching target. She’d come a long way since that first trip when her horse had come up lame.

I managed to get only two arrows in the first two targets but did manage three hits on the final target by twisting like Sibley had. Zephyr was just so much faster than the other mounts that I didn’t have as much time. I stuck with that story for the rest of the summer, and the Huns learned that at least Zephyr’s speed wasn’t a tall tale, even if it didn’t completely explain my lack of success.

The fourth contest was a little easier for me, as we had worked on moving targets by hanging them off tree branches. I managed to hit all three. Most of the Huns managed to get two arrows in at least one of the targets. Sibley’s ladies all got two arrows in each target, and Sibley fired all three into one of her targets.

The Huns agreed that our ladies were “real archers” after all, and then they passed around skins of something they called kimiz to celebrate, which turned out to be fermented horse milk. It wasn’t particularly strong, and I didn’t really care for it. Still, it was a good bonding moment, especially as everyone got to tease me for coming in last place. I consoled myself with the thought that I had a fairly significant number of foes that had fallen to one of my arrows in their eyes.

The next day, five scouts rode into camp as we were finishing our last training exercise. The leader was from one of the Celtic villages near Deuton, named Niamh. She had dimples with a light dusting of freckles across her cheekbones and nose, plus auburn hair. Her figure reminded me of Kat, but she didn’t generate that same level of attraction.

“Nelda sent me with a message, Chief,” the scout said in clear Saxon. “She left Deuton Fort the same day we did. She expects to catch up before the end of the moon cycle. She had seventeen healers, wagons of healing supplies and equipment, and three wagons with more grenades, powder, and fuse.”

“Thanks, Niamh.”

“I’m taking my squad to Heddesdorf to lead their wagons of powder and fuse to Treves. We’ll meet Nelda here before we all follow you west,” she added. “Nelda said to expect one or two wagons from them.”

“Sounds good,” I replied when I noticed a familiar-looking scout in Niamh’s unit. “Who’s the tall blonde? She was eyeballing me the entire last trip from Köln to Deuton but would run off if I got too close.”

“Kriemhild,” she replied. “She’s a strange one, but she gets along with everyone, and she’s a great translator. I’ll introduce you.”

We walked to where the rest of the scouts were stretching their legs.

“Kriemhild, come here,” Niamh called as we got closer. “I want to introduce you to Chief Max.”

We walked up to the tall woman, and I offered my hand to clasp arms. Instead, she shook my hand like Greta used to do back when I was in school.

“Hello, Kriemhild,” I said. “I remember you staring at me at Deuton, and you’ve been staring at me since you arrived. Have I done something to upset you?”

“No,” she said shortly. “You are just very big, and you act strange.” She spoke very distinctly in perfect Saxon.

“Strange, how?” I couldn’t help but ask.

“You’re nice,” she said. “You treat people differently than most chiefs do. I thought I knew what to expect from men, but you’re upsetting my perspective. It is unsettling.”

Smiling gently, I replied, “Sorry to upturn your worldview. I think we can do better than what your expectations would lead you to believe.”

Kriemhild yanked her hand out of mine and squinted at me. “Unlikely,” she said. “We need to water our horses,” she said to Niamh. “May we go, Mom?”

“Sure. I’ll be right behind you,” Niamh replied. The other scouts mounted and followed the tall blonde back to the city center.

I watched her go, slightly bemused. Kriemhild was reasonably attractive. She had to be 6’1” tall, and her blonde hair looked like it had been sun-bleached to nearly white. The strange scout wasn’t the most attractive woman I’d met, but her symmetrical face, blade nose, and piercing, ice-blue eyes kept my attention. Her gaze had weight.

“Like I said, Chief,” Niamh murmured, “she’s unusual, but she has a great work ethic and gets along with everyone. She’s also good with a bow. She prefers the Hun bows over the wheel bows, and she’s damned accurate.”

“Good to know,” I replied as I watched the scouts ride away. “Go take care of your horse and your ladies, Niamh. Thanks for the information.”

She smiled at me flirtatiously, which really brought out her dimples. “You’re welcome, Chief.” She mounted her horse and waved before riding after her squad.

That afternoon, we packed up the tents before I headed to the governor’s residence. Since it was our last night in Treves, I wanted to use the private baths. Taliesin had arranged it with his staff prior to his departure, so we were welcomed into the mansion and bathed in freshly filled baths. I also tremendously enjoyed my hot meal before retiring early.

That night, Sibley, Sunnife, and Cyneswith joined me in bed, and we made love frantically before falling asleep sometime around midnight.

Gwasila woke us up early the next morning. After we dressed, we streamed outside, and a maid met us at the door with hard rolls filled with roast pork and melted cheese. We ate as we hauled our packs to the stables.

En route, I notice Kriemhild talking to the Roman concubine Taliesin had recommended as a translator, Brunhilde. Kriemhild saw me and whispered something to Brunhilde before jumping onto her horse and riding out.

The brunette, wearing a blue, Roman-style dress with cords wrapping her bodice, approached. Her attire was definitely designed to highlight her breasts, narrow waist, and hips. “Hello, Max,” she said with a kind smile. “Off to battle?”

“Off to drive your people back to their homelands so they stop raping ours,” I growled as my war wives continued to the stable. Two of my guards stayed with me as Thibalt led the other two to the stable.

“We’re not all rapists, Max,” she said sadly.

“No, you’re not. I have some good men from Roman units serving in my army,” I replied. “I trust them and respect them. I’ll know shortly if my trust is misplaced or not.”

“Not likely,” she said. “I’ve talked to several of the Roman soldiers at the baths. They’re very happy to be Saxons now.”

“Good to know,” I said.

“I’ll be joining your healers when they come through on their way west,” she added.

“It’ll be good to have your translating skills with us,” I said, trying to be gracious. “And good to have our healers. The Roman healers are decent, but I think ours are superior.”

“Generally,” she said with a smile. I got the feeling she was leaving something unsaid. “That cloak’s going to get very warm.”

“Yeah, but it feels good now,” I said. “I’ll roll it up before midday, I’m sure. Safe travels, Brunhilde.”

“Good luck in battle, Max,” she replied sweetly.

I turned, waving as I hurried toward the stable.

We quickly saddled up and rode out to the camp. I watched as my people broke camp, and it was easy to tell which ones had gone to the baths versus the ones who had decided to drink heavily their last evening before the march—the clean ones were noticeable, as were the hungover ones.

Before the sun was more than a finger above the mountains to the east, the scouts led the units through the city and across the bridge to the Roman road heading south and west. We resumed our earlier order of march but with the 2nd German Division falling in behind the 4th and in front of Sigelm’s cavalry reserve.

Our first objective was the Roman fort at Divodurum Augusta, the modern city of Metz. The local Celts called themselves the Medio-māteres, which translated to the “Middle Mothers” in Saxon, and they had sent envoys to Treves and offered support if we could free them of the Romans. Apparently, they were still pissed at the Romans for a massacre roughly two hundred years in the past. They said the legion stationed there was supposedly small—only four cohorts, split evenly between infantry and cavalry.

It took us four days for the scouts to travel the fifty leagues. Each evening, I worked with the squires to improve their bow, spear, and blade skills. Thibalt turned out to be a good leader and trainer for them. All of them, six boys and three girls, were good with slings. They all had light bows, size-appropriate shields, leather armor and helmets, and a seax-style dagger. We used the pframja spears to train them on spear work and throwing them with the sticks. My Berber guards also trained with us.

Each night, one or both of the scout squad leaders would drop by for a quick fuck before returning to her squad, and then Sibley and I fell asleep in each other’s arms.

We made our final camp before reaching Divodurum Augusta, and we scouted for two days before greeting the Roman sentries with ten-inch grenades.

After three volleys of heavy artillery, our infantry led the attack through their broken gates. Our archers took positions on the sentry catwalks around the walls after following the infantry into the fort and fired arrows down at the Roman soldiers. We chucked small grenades using the stick throwers to break up their formations, and roughly four hours later, we owned the Roman fort. We only lost two men, and we had roughly twenty with wounds, but our Roman medics seemed confident in their ability to care for them.

Sigelm recruited four centuries of mixed irregular cavalry from the survivors—Celtic, Greek, and German riders. The local Celts enslaved the surviving Roman soldiers and kept most of their weapons. Each of my legions took fifty spare horses from the cavalry, the locals took the rest, and the local chief committed to holding another 300 of the remaining 1,200 horses for remounts. Ultzindur was happy to have the new stock, but he had to hire five of the local Celtic men for wranglers. They were happy with the one copper per day pay.

I spent the afternoon talking to the local Celtic leaders, laying down the laws of the Saxon Alliance, while Sigelm worked with the new cavalry troopers. The Middle Mothers Celts wanted to join us and showed their commitment by dragging 127 priests out of their settlement, having them dig their own graves, stripping them, and stabbing each in the heart. Once they all fell in, I helped the crew that filled the graves.

We spent two days clearing out Roman loyalists. Either the Romans in Treves were smarter, or the ones in the city, which the Celts called Mettis, had gone about severely pissing off the locals. Over the days we were there, the locals marched multiple groups of wealthy Romans and their guards outside the city, made them dig their own graves, and executed them.

There wasn’t much of a treasury in the legion’s fort, but we took half and gave the other half to the local chief. We found a chest of the heavy gold coins in the governor’s residence, and a couple more with mixed coins. I took the heavy gold and left the rest for the Celts. We also cleaned out the fort’s larder of any non-perishable food, taking a wagon loaded with flour, pickled vegetables, pickled meat, and pickled eggs.

On the third day, we took the road northwest toward the Roman city of Durocortorum, which I thought became the modern city of Reims, France. A day out of Mettis, we ran into a group of roughly 300 Alemanns men marching toward the same Roman city. They had settled in the region, and the Remi tribe of Celts, who inhabited the valley between their own city and the Wöringen Mountains, had raided their cattle repeatedly. The Alemanns community was livid, so they mobilized to kill off their antagonists.

I explained that King Rando had joined the Saxon Alliance, so my army would take care of their attackers. They were insistent about getting a hundred head of cattle back. I agreed that they could have twenty soldiers follow our trains to herd the cattle back.

The evening of the sixth day, Sunnife’s squad rode into camp as we were setting up. We spent the evening discussing the scouting report and eventually decided that Sunnife would lead Willem’s division south to swing northeast toward the city behind the cover of the mountains south of it. I would take the other two divisions, the trains, and the reserves along the Roman road to the second largest city in Gaul.

Unlike Mettis, the Roman fort was in the middle of the city, and the local Remi Celts didn’t seem very welcoming. Wada led the attack as the sun came up. Sentries at the Mars Gate ran when we approached, so Wada followed them into the city, blocking off the side streets that led to the Roman road. He deployed a company to hold each intersection, then Niall led his division through the corridor created by Wada’s men. They stopped just short of the Roman fort. The guards for the fort shut the door as soon as they spotted our soldiers.

Niall called up his artillery, and they fired ten-inch grenades at the heavy gate and the covered walkway over it. I was tempted to send one of the gun sections forward, but Niall’s organic artillery destroyed the wall before I made the call. After firing a couple volleys of heavy grenades into the Roman units as they got in formation on the other side of the gate, Niall's men picked their way through the rubble to engage them. Our Hun archers followed Niall’s first cohort and began fighting the Roman’s archer auxiliaries. The second cohort followed after them, and the third cohort had a company clear the rubble to create a clear path before Niall called them in.

Securing the path into the city to the fort took about an hour. While we were doing that, Willem executed a similar maneuver once he was in place. As a result, as Niall's third cohort was joining the fight, Willem began his barrage on the south gate of the fort.

With two divisions and artillery enveloping the Roman legion without their artillery in position, I expected a quick victory. Unfortunately for us, they were a nearly full-sized legion, with six cohorts of infantry, one of cavalry, and two of irregulars. On the positive side, we were experienced at fighting units larger than ourselves, and the grenades were a huge force multiplier.

Willem and Niall secured the stairs to the guard walkways on the walls. Once the high ground was secured, they set up their divisional archers and light artillery. The polybolos and rope-pull scorpions were light enough that getting them up on the walkways wasn’t a big feat, and the paths were just barely large enough to accommodate the weapons and crews.

The infantry leveraged stick-thrown grenades to break up Roman offensives.

After four hours, both division commanders joined me, dragging the governor outside the northern gate to report that the fort was secure. The governor, Jovinus, was born in the city and had overnighted in the fort drinking wine and sharing a couple of whores with the legion commander. I accepted his surrender. We lost eighty-three men and had a little over two hundred with wounds that needed treatment.

I didn’t expect to recruit any of the surviving hundred or so Romans, so I let the Alemanns villagers have a dozen for field laborers and reminded them that as members of the alliance, they could only keep them for ten years. I made a note to check on them later. The rest were led off to Mettis for ten years of servitude.

Like Niall’s 4th Division, Wada’s 6th had a fair number of Celts, so he ensured there were trusted Celts at each street to talk to the people who challenged their roadblocks. They were mostly able to talk them down. Interestingly, a fair number of people wore clothing that reminded me of Rome.

One group of citizens ushered a bishop forward to banish us in the name of God. Wada’s men dragged him out of town, and we secured him in the trains until we had the leisure to execute him. I suspected there would be a lot more.

After a couple of days, while we were clearing anything of value from the fort, we finally found someone who claimed to be the chieftain of the Rimi tribe, a middle-aged man named Dubnorix.

We met in my command tent outside the city, and Dubnorix brought Jovinus, the Roman governor, with him. Our conversation revealed that Jovinus was the governor of the entire Belgian Gaul province. He expected the Romans to react poorly to our attack on the legion fort, and he was none too pleased himself. I replied that I had reacted poorly to Rome occupying my lands and the lands of my neighbors. Dubnorix said that they hadn’t invited the Romans, but their city had adapted to Roman influences since they had allied with them a couple of hundred years ago. Roman culture had been integrated into many parts of the city’s culture.

I spent two days talking with them through translators about the alliance—who was in it, its benefits, and its rules. I learned that the locals referred to their city by a variety of names, the most common being the name of the ancient Celtic fort-city, Durocortoron. I also explained that they owed restitution for the cattle stolen from alliance members, the Alemanns.

Dubnorix explained that he expected the execution of the priests would be the biggest obstacle. Christianity had taken hold seventy-five years earlier, and several priests were well-loved Rimi natives. I expanded on why I viewed it as important, primarily that they taught intolerance and promoted Rome’s agenda, and we discussed some of the experiences that led me and the alliance to that conclusion. He also mentioned that Taliesin did stop by to talk to him but had left ten days earlier to meet the Parisi, and then the Senones.

Dubnorix left at the end of the second day—I didn’t think I’d swayed him. On the afternoon of the fifth day, I was planning to resume our march with my commanders when Dubnorix returned with some of the tribal elders. That led to a long discussion that continued late into the night, much to the war wives’ consternation. The highlights of that conversation were that they would join if they could keep their priests. I held firm but reminded them that member groups had the right to propose changes to the rules in the annual meeting.

The next morning, the Rimi ushered eight bishops and twelve priests outside the gates. I suspected these were the ones they didn’t like, but I didn’t have the time to press the issue. I welcomed them to the alliance. Dubnorix, a couple of druids, and a fair number from the Rimi tribe stayed to watch as we had the priests dig their own grave trench and kneel to say their final prayers before the druids slid a dagger into their hearts. Strangely enough, they were pretty passive the whole time. We gently laid them in their common grave, and I helped the detail shovel the dirt on top of them. The only ones of the Rimi who appeared happy about it were the druids.
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REIMS AND PARIS


Eight days after we arrived at Durocortoron, we sent the Alemanns villagers back home with eighty cattle and the dozen indentured Roman laborers.

The remaining surviving Roman legionnaires were taken as indentured labor by business owners and farmers in the Rimi tribe. The Rimi agreed to the ten-year term, although one of the senior Roman soldiers argued they had been contributing members of the Rimini society. Several were from the Rimi tribe and others had mistresses and children in the city. I told Dubnorix that I recommend ten years because we had lost alliance soldiers in the fight. I expected the wily chief to adjust the rules to suit him, but he just grinned as he looked at the Roman soldier and spoke. Samo, a translator from Willem’s unit, told me the Celtic chief told him he could serve the community or join the priests in the ditch.

The evening of the eighth day, as we were packing most of our camp to leave the next morning, Niamh’s scouts said that Nelda’s convoy was a little less than half a day behind us. We had decided to continue west toward Lutetia since Taliesin had followed that route.

I was surprised they had caught up so quickly, but Niamh explained they had taken the other Roman road that led directly west from Treves—plus, they hadn’t stopped to fight.

I decided to wait a day so they wouldn’t be straggling behind the army with only a couple of companies for defense.

Cyneswith and Sunnife were desperate to make love that night, fearing Nelda would kick them out when she arrived. Sibley didn’t seem worried at all.

Our scouts reported seeing their column on the road west of the mountains a little before midday, and by midafternoon, a rider with shining golden hair rode out in front of the column when they were only about an hour out. Raising my binos, I confirmed that it was Nelda.

I mounted Zephyr and let him have free rein to run. Nelda and I met about halfway between the column and our camp, and I pulled her out of her saddle to sit her on my lap, kiss her, and hug her.

“I’ve missed you, too, my king,” she purred.

“You picked that up from Anita,” I growled.

“You’re the only man I will bow to, Kaiser Max,” she said.

“I love you, my little minx,” I growled as nibbled on her neck.

After marking her to show she was mine, I set her down to mount her horse before we rode back to the column. Drizzle started smattering us as we led them to camp.

Later that afternoon, we sat in the command tent and confirmed our plans for the next day.

We were beyond the limits of Gabi’s autobahn map, but when she and I had poured over the Roman maps with Jenn, we had concluded that Lutetia was likely Paris in our former life given the local Celts were called the Parisii. Dubnorix said to expect another week to get there with our army, but that a man on a horse could do it in three days if he pushed. I estimated it at roughly seventy-four leagues and took a moment to reminisce about the “good old days” when my recons could cover twenty leagues in a day. Moving an army was a whole other situation.

Willem proposed reorganizing into a dragoon division and sending them and the cavalry ahead, but I rejected it. We had no reason to hurry—we were already ahead of schedule compared to my original plan.

I told my commanders to make a slow steady pace. We had just under two hundred walking wounded after the last battle. If we took our time to get there and didn't push them too hard, they would heal better.

That night, Sibley disappeared after dinner, hugging and kissing me and Nelda before walking away.

“War wives working out?” she asked.

“Well, if your intent was to make me love them more, it worked,” I replied quietly as I led her inside my tent.

“Sibley will likely join us, but we don’t agree on whether Sunnife or Cyn will,” she said. “I’ll be watching how they interact with each other, you, and me while we’re out here. All the wives like them both, but they don’t sense the same connection with Sunnife that they know you have with Sibley. Siobhan doesn’t like that Cyn was bed hopping between her ride in Deuton and her becoming a war wife.”

“I think she regrets it,” I replied. “I definitely have more of a connection with her than with Sunnife. I like Sunnife, but she kinda reminds me of the infatuated girls, like Eve.”

“Ah, yes,” she said as I pulled her into my arms and kissed her. When we pulled apart, she added in English, “The cheerleader.”

“No good word for that in Saxon,” I murmured in her native language.

“I’ll have to come up with one,” she said. “Brunhilde and Freya have been asking me a lot of questions about you. I don’t think we should speak your native tongue around them.”

“Good idea,” I murmured as I kissed my way down her chest. “Now, I’m going to make you forget all about Brunhilde and Freya.”

Nelda gasped as I sucked a hard nipple into my mouth. “Who?”

We made love in my tent until deep in the night, and the guards woke us at the first light of dawn.

We broke camp in the light rain and were quickly on the road toward the Parisii tribe of the Celts. Samo said he expected problems from the Parisii. He considered them a sub-tribe of the Senones since they had split sometime long ago and settled about halfway between the Rimi and the sea. They had a reputation for having a high opinion of themselves, and I smirked as I thought how that hadn’t changed in seventeen hundred years.

The rain lasted for a couple of days as we followed the Roman road in a northwestern direction, bypassing the higher mountains to the south. They weren’t huge—I guessed less than 600 feet above the altitude of the road, but I could see why the Romans avoided them

We averaged at least ten leagues each day for three days as the rain soaked us. The sun came up as we were setting up camp late the third afternoon, and our pace picked up to twelve or more leagues in a day. The scouts had campsites picked out along the road, and by midday on the seventh day, we exited the wood line that opened up into the Seine Valley, revealing the Roman and Parisii city.

As we marched into the Seine Valley, Fridiswid rode up to report to me.

“Chief, a bunch of Celts are marching south into the Seine Valley about eight leagues to the northwest. I don’t have a Celt speaker,” she said frantically.

“Brunhilde,” I said immediately. “She’s back in the trains.”

“Have her take my place for now, Chief,” Samo countered. “I’m here and ready to travel. They’re most likely one of the Belgian Celts, probably Menap or Nervi. North and northwest of here are their lands. I can converse with them.”

I agreed, so Samo rode off with Fridiswid. Thibalt sent a runner to have Brunhilde find a mount and ride with me.

I considered the terrain around us as we marched closer to the city on the horizon. I had the army camp midafternoon about half a league southwest of a village called Aulney. The Danes, 4th, and 6th set up their divisional camps along the front, and the 2nd set up in the middle of their formations behind them with the Berbers and the Germanic Cav on either side and the archers in the middle.

Brynhild sent her scouts out to find the best routes to get a division in a blocking position to allow the rest of the army to bypass and drive toward Lugdunum.

I didn’t bother to set up either the command tent or my personal tent since the skies were clear and there was little wind. While the units set up camp, I walked through the various camps and talked to the soldiers, sometimes with Brunhilde’s translation.

After making my tour, the commanders joined us at my fire for dinner of fresh flatbread and roasted rabbit that the youths had caught. Katumaros, the leader of the approaching Celt army, joined us.

“We can bypass easily, Chief,” Brynhild said. “We’d have to either march through their fields or make a big circle south from here to get to the southbound Roman road. I recommend the big circle option as there are enough wood lines between us and the city to help conceal us.”

Bendix and Ofrath, the Danish general, proposed that we conquer them rather than bypass the city, and Katumaros agreed readily when Brunhilde translated for him. Willem, Niall, Wada, Meddur, and Sigelm also agreed.

“I don’t like leaving an enemy behind me, Chief,” the cavalry cohort commander agreed.

“Best to remove threat, Chief.” The Berber commander nodded to the other cavalry leader.

“We have enough ammunition to support it, Chief,” Ingrid added.

“We’ll need to resupply arrows afterward, but we’ve got three wagons of them in the trains,” Sibley interjected.

I thought about it for a moment before replying. With a nod, I said, “Good point about not leaving an enemy behind us. How do we do it? Bryn?”

My scout commander replied, “I’d still circle to the south, Chief. The Roman road goes right into the Roman walled city on that side,” she said. “There’s a bridge to the south that can handle our wagons and artillery. Any other approach has us passing through the Celtic village outside the Roman walls on the north side. Plus, the northern approach takes us across two bridges in the city, and we’d have to clear many houses.”

We discussed our options until sunset, and then the commanders all left to brief their people and Brunhilde left for the trains.

After I bathed using buckets of warm water that Nelda had provided, Sibley returned. So, we both washed the archer before we dragged her to the bedrolls. We kissed and caressed each other until we were all frantic, then Nelda buried her face in Sibley’s cunt while I fucked Nelda’s tight pussy. Eventually, the ladies switched positions, and Sibley took her first taste of pussy while I fucked her tight body.

After both ladies had screamed their pleasure multiple times to a chorus of shouts from the soldiers around us, either cheering us on or telling us to go to sleep, we dropped onto our bedroll and passed out.

When my guards woke us, we dressed and packed rapidly, then we were quickly underway. It took a while to get everyone marching, but overall, I think it was faster than the motorized convoys I had experienced in the US Army, since our foot soldiers and mounted units all stepped forward when the command to march sounded—everyone moved at once.

The Danes marched off with the Celtic commander to lead the northern attack. They would camp outside the city to the north and wait for our signal—our standard horn call for an enemy. I sent two scout squads and Samo with them.

We marched south for half a day before we crossed the Marne River at a mill town before continuing to the Seine. We did find the bridge Brynhild had mentioned, but I wasn’t convinced of its worthiness to hold our wagons and horses. We camped on the eastern bank and spent the next day reinforcing the bridge with rough-sawn planks from the local trees. The following day was spent getting the army across the bridge. As expected, the artillery and the supply trains took the most time.

We made camp late that night. I met with the commanders for a final checkpoint over a dinner of travel rations. When I finally made it to bed, I found Cyneswith in our bedroll. I stripped, crawled into bed to spoon Nelda, and passed out with Sibley wrapped around my back and my hand resting on Cyneswith’s hip.

[image: ]


The next morning, one of my guards woke me at dawn. “Chief, the Romans are doing something in front of the gates.”

“Thanks, Rida,” I yawned, sitting up and noticing that Cyneswith was already gone.

“Go,” Nelda said, her voice muffled under the blankets. “Both of you. I’ll pack up our bedrolls.”

“Thank you, my beloved wife,” I murmured, lifting the blankets to give her a quick peck.

After giving Sibley a quick good morning kiss, I pulled on my clothes and armor. Sibley and I checked each other's straps and buckles before we each gave Nelda a quick smooch and ran off to saddle our horses.

I told Thibalt, “Roust the divisions and have them follow in good order as we discussed last night.”

When I had saddled Zephyr, Rida led us out of camp. Mildrith met us and led the way. We rode for roughly forty-five minutes until we came out of the woods and looked across the fields surrounding the city. The road led up a hill to the Roman city, which looked down over the Celtic town below it to the north. In that direction, there was a Celtic settlement on the island in the middle of the Seine, which extended along the road we’d followed from Durocortoron. There were about 600 yards between the Roman walls and the banks of the river, and houses dotted throughout the gap, but they were far enough apart to allow for the Danes and Celts to maneuver.

Looking uphill toward the Roman city, I rode to stand next to Brynhild, who was sitting in the saddle out in the open where they could see us. She was looking through a spyglass she’d picked up off a Roman officer’s body in an earlier battle. At this point, we had collected nearly enough of them for each scout squad to have one.

We were still roughly a league away, but I could see activity downhill from the city walls next to the road. Brynhild lowered her spyglass and handed it to me. Raising the device, I was able to see half a century of Roman soldiers guarding a group of slaves, commanded by a centurion. The slaves were digging a hole. They would break up the dirt in a small circle using a mattock and then scoop it out with their hands. As the hole grew too deep for the mattock to reach, one of them picked up a heavy iron bar with a point on one end and used it to keep digging deeper.

As the hole progressed, the gates of the city opened, and a mule-drawn wagon emerged. We watched for nearly another half-hour as the slaves completed the hole. The soldiers stood in a loose mob between us and the city, but we had an angle past them to watch what the slaves were doing.

Several of the slaves pulled a long pole out of the back of the wagon and laid one end over the hole.

“I think I know what’s going on,” I murmured.

A mounted soldier led a string of men out of the gate—each man was naked and had a loop of rope around his neck. In the front of the queue was Taliesin.

None of the pages were with us, so I turned to my guard. “Rida, get Sigelm’s, Meddur’s, and Sibley’s units here—do it quickly. Have two wagons follow as fast as they can to carry the wounded back to the trains. I’ll also need a pair of blacksmith’s tongs,” I ordered.

“Cavalry, mounted archers, wagons, and tongs,” he repeated. I nodded at him and he wheeled his horse around and galloped off.

“What is it, Chief?” Brynhild asked.

“Crucifixion,” I said. “A method of making someone suffer for days on their way to certain death. The Romans are fond of it.” I didn’t bother to tell her that it was common in Greece, Japan, and other areas, too.

“Ymma and Mildrith are up here screening for any sneaky bastards. I can pull them all in, making twenty-one horse archers, Chief,” she said.

“Twenty-two, Bryn,” I murmured.

“I don’t know, Chief,” Mildrith teased. “The Huns weren’t convinced you qualified.”

Brynhild and Mildrith both laughed at my expense as I growled, “Very fucking funny, ladies.” They stopped chortling, and I muttered, “Shooting at a gallop is just difficult.”

“Yeah, well we likely won’t be riding at a full gallop,” Brynhild said. “I like to maintain a canter. The trot’s too bouncy, and the gallop wears out my mount too fast and makes sharp changes of direction difficult. Not that I wouldn’t gallop around in a circle to get in position.”

“Trotting with the stirrups isn’t too bad,” I replied. “After a couple of arrows, I can generally compensate for the bounce. Zephyr’s relatively smooth.”

“It’ll take a while for them to get here,” Brynhild said, bringing us back on topic.

“Let’s start walking in that direction,” I said.

We started moving, and Brynhild let out a birdcall.

The Romans saw us as we got closer. Brynhild rode to my left, and Ymma’s squad was ranged out to her left. Mildrith’s squad was ranged out to my right. My rifle holster was in place, and my throwing stick for spears and grenades was in one of two quivers on my left front saddle horn, the one that held a dozen pframja. Additionally, a quiver of arrows hung on each of the front saddle horns, and my Hun bow still rested in its case behind me. Each of the scouts had two grenades, and I had five in each of the saddlebags behind me, plus Buck’s old lighter.

I heard the thunder of hooves in the distance behind us. We stopped roughly 400 yards away from the Romans so I could turn and watch the Berber cavalry cantering out of the wood line in a formation that was ten columns of riders across and twenty-six ranks deep. Their spears pointed straight up and glistened in the morning sunshine.

Dark clouds on the northern horizon indicated that rain would be coming before the end of the day.

The arrival of the cavalry sent the Romans into a panic, as we had vastly superior numbers, and the centurion shouted to get his men into formation.

About fifty yards behind the Berbers, Sigelm’s cavalry cohort cantered into view.

“Sound the horn, Bryn,” I murmured.

She picked up her horn and blew the long, low note that signaled the Danes to march. I heard a return call across the river, followed by another in the distance.

“Let’s see what we can do, ladies,” I said, nudging Zephyr forward at a walk. “Two grenades in the formation, and then arrows.”

“Ymma, two grenades,” Brynhild called.

“Yes, Mom,” Ymma replied. “I need a light for my torch.” She tossed the torch to Brynhild, who held the head pointing toward me.

As I lit it with the lighter, Brynhild called out, “Mildrith, prepare for archery practice.”

“Yes, Mom,” the other scout leader replied before whistling out some commands. I never did figure out what whistle meant what, but to the scouts, it was a second language full of meaning and nuance.

Our small formation walked forward as the slaves tied Taliesin’s wrists to the crossbar.

The Roman slaves held his squirming legs and hammered a nail through each of his heels into the upright before hammering nails through his forearms.

My friend screamed as the spikes pierced his flesh.

“Mildrith, go,” I ordered. As the right squad galloped forward to encircle the century, I rode forward with the left squad, skidding to a halt roughly thirty yards in front of the Romans. The scouts paired off with one lady acting as a loader and the other the thrower—the remainder started firing arrows at the Romans. While the scouts maneuvered and prepared, I pulled a pframja and loaded it on the throwing stick.

The slaves dropped their tools and ran for the gate, abandoning their efforts to hang my friend from the cross. Mildrith’s girls rode through the ranks of the fleeing slaves to fire arrows in the rear of the Roman formation. The slaves crouched on the ground, fearing for their lives.

The centurion gave a command, and the rear half of the formation executed a sharp about-face and all of them executed a turtle tactic, creating a shell with their shields to protect them from our ladies’ missiles. I’d picked out the centurion, so I stood in the stirrups and heaved a four-foot-long spear.

My missile stuck in the top of the centurion’s shield, and the weight of the shaft started pulling the shield down. I grabbed another of the short spears and chucked it into the gap between his shield and helmet. I heard a pained scream just as Ymma called, “Light.”

She lit each of the grenades and gave the fire command as soon as the loader nodded. Once a pair had chucked their grenade, they turned their mounts and rode away as fast as they could, and Ymma lit the next grenade. Mildrith led her ladies off to the side so they wouldn’t have to deal with the blasts.

“Go!” Brynhild shouted, and we all rode as hard as we could away from the Romans.

We’d barely started running away when the grenades exploded in quick succession.

Meddur rode up as we turned to face the Romans. “You want us to finish them, Chief?”

“Be careful of the naked men. They’re all part of Taliesin’s party,” I told him. “Kill the rest of them.”

Meddur shouted a command, and the Berbers charged forward, opening their formation and lowering their heavy spears. When they hit the scattered Roman formation, it sounded like a train wreck. Others rode down the slaves and slaughtered them.

The Roman infantry was adept at fending off cavalry, but after the grenades, they had no chance against 260 angry Berbers and their spears. My men rolled right over them.

“Did you save any for us, Chief?” Sigelm asked with a grin as he rode up.

“Afraid not, but send a company to screen between them and the city to block any escape. Be careful. There’s at least a legion in there, and these guys are barely outside of artillery range from their walls,” I ordered solemnly. “Don’t let any escape.”

“Yes, Chief!” he replied before pulling his sword and holding it high to lead the charge to block off the Roman escape.

Sibley stopped her formation about 200 yards from the battle and held her ladies in place as per the original plan.

Gwasila galloped up with the rest of my guards except Rida, holding out the tongs I’d requested. “Rida will be here soon. He rode hard, so he needed to switch mounts. He said you needed this.”

“Yes,” I said grimly. “Let’s go save our friends.”

We took off at a canter around the left flank of the remnants of the battle and pulled up next to my ally, who was nailed to the cross.

“We’ll get you off that thing soon, my friend,” I called to Taliesin as I vaulted out of the saddle. “Gwasila, cut the rest loose and load them in the wagon.”

Carrying my canteen and the tongs, I knelt next to Taliesin and gave him a drink.

“Thank the gods you’re here,” he whispered.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t faster,” I said gravely. I grasped the head of the nail through his left heel and pulled. It took a little wiggling, which Taliesin tried to endure without making any noise. The right one came out easier, and the ones through his arms came out pretty easily with a sharp tug.

I cut the ropes around his wrists, then picked him up and carried him to the wagon. Sigelm’s men pulled cloaks off the dead Romans so that our men could have some protection from the elements. One of Taliesin’s guards was sitting on the driver’s bench. Unfortunately, I couldn’t remember his name.

“Sigelm, send a couple squads back with them as an escort. Get them to Nelda—it looks like they were all whipped before they were dragged out here,” I ordered.

“Yes, Chief,” he replied and went off to assign someone to lead the convoy to our supply trains.

“I’ll see you after the battle, Taliesin,” I told him. “Let the healers take care of you until then.”

He nodded quietly and leaned against the man to his left. After they started moving, I picked up my tools, the pile of heavy nails, and the hammer that was lying on the ground and secured them in my saddle bags.

“Meddur, stack the Roman heads in front of my position,” I ordered. “If we can get the onagers in range and set properly, we’ll pitch them over the walls.”

He grinned as I hacked off the centurion’s head, mounted Zephyr, and rode back to take position in front of Sibley’s formation near the riverbank. As I took my place in front of the archers, the Berber cavalry took up formation on either side of the archers after dropping their grisly trophies on the ground near the skull I’d taken. The cavalry cohort set a wide front between me and the other two units. I dismounted and set the centurion’s skull facing toward the gate.

Sounds of battle came from the north gate, and the 6th and 4th German Divisions marched double time toward our position from the south, their standards up front. In the distance, I could see the heavy artillery crews, and I knew the 2nd German Division was behind them.

It took the better part of an hour for everyone to get into position, and I watched the ramparts of the city walls the entire time.

We marched the whole formation forward. The 2nd was in reserve with the cavalry units, and they mostly provided security for the supply trains until I deployed them.

The gates of the Roman city opened as we approached, and a column of cavalry charged out of the gates. “Sibley, archers on their cavalry! Sigelm, stand by!” I called.

Once I heard their acknowledgments, I called out to my artillery chief. “Ingrid, are the guns ready?”

“Yes, Chief.”

“Start lobbing ten-inchers over the wall with the mortar. Get the light artillery set on our left flank. Keep ’em out of that swamp along the river,” I commanded. “Have the guns turn the gate into rubble. I’ll let you know when we have artillery positions for you to fire on.”

“Yes, Chief!” she shouted and ran off to execute my orders. I watched as Sibley’s ladies began engaging the cavalry as the enemy broke from columns into a V formation as they came into range of our heavy scorpions. It looked like two centuries, with a third in reserve.

The archers fired volleys. It didn’t do much damage, but it let me gauge the distance. “Ingrid, heavy battery, volley of two! Now!”

Rather than an acknowledgment, I was greeted by the thrumming of the big drive ropes releasing. The first volley exploded just in front of the point of the enemy’s formation, and the second hit the reserve unit. Sibley’s best archers started picking individual targets, and I paused, momentarily mesmerized as I watched arrow after arrow sink into our enemy.

Damn, those girls are good, I thought.

I heard the first round from the mortar shortly before the big guns began their attack.

“Two cohorts abreast! Forward, march!” I commanded.

The divisions marched forward, and their archers took over the fight from Sibley. Pikemen pointed their weapons in the air as the remnants of the cavalry, about one and a half centuries, rode toward us.

“Hold!” came the call from the division commanders. The pikes came down to point forward as the cavalrymen approached. Each of my reserve cavalry units was ready to foil any flanking attempts, but the attackers seemed intent on dying on our spears. The initial clash was horrific, but our ranks barely bowed against the attack. Roughly fifteen minutes after they had charged out of the gate, the Roman cavalry was no more.

Ingrid ordered her heavy and light units to maneuver forward while the gun unit did its work. She rode up, saying, “The guns need to cool down a bit, Chief.”

“Yep. Let’s maneuver them forward, too,” I told her. “I only saw artillery in the gate towers and the corner towers.”

“Uh, Chief? Is that a surrender flag?” she asked, pointing at a soldier coming out of the gates waving a white flag.

“I assume they at least want to talk,” I replied. “Hold off on moving your guns. Sigelm, give their legate and governor an escort and get them back here to talk. If they don’t both come, there’s no reason to bother. Ideally, I’d like the Parisii chief, too.”

Turning to my aide, I added, “Thibalt, let’s set the command tent here. We should be out of their artillery range.”

“Yes, Chief,” he replied before running off to make it happen.

“Bryn, get a runner over to Bendix and Ofrath, and let them know they've raised the white flag.”
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The commander wasn’t a legate—he was a tribune, a cohort commander, and a Rimi Celt. With him came the governor and the Parisii chief. The governor, an ascetic-looking Roman with a balding head, said that the city of Lutetia was mine. Apparently, Roman supply trains were intermittent, and most of the legion in the city had been sent to be part of Crispus' army. That had been the 4th Legion we fought last summer.

The combined attack was more than they could handle. The mortar rounds had killed nearly two centuries, and more had been lost to the explosion of the gates from our gun attacks.

Just like when the Nazis invaded, Paris rolled over and presented its belly.


27


THE WAR FOR GAUL


Brynhild sent other messengers informing the Danes that the Menap and Nervi Celts would occupy the city and set up security.

The Parisii chief made nonstop apologies for turning Taliesin over to the Romans, but we still took him prisoner.

The Danes marched through the city in good order and joined the rest of the army. We set up camp and prepared for a short stay.

The governor arranged to send for some of the Parisii village elders, and we had them stand witness in the short trial for their chief, Belinos. The villagers included a couple of elders and an ancient druid. I explained that capturing and torturing a peaceful envoy was a crime and that the treatment of Taliesin would result in repercussions.

Taliesin sat next to me as I described the charge and interrupted me. “Pardon me, Chief. That’s not how Celts view this,” he explained before addressing Belinos in Celtic. Luckily, Brunhilde translated for me.

“Belinos, you offered guest rights, and I accepted,” Taliesin said. “That meant that I and my men should have been safe in your care, and my acceptance meant that I would offer no harm to you or yours. Guest right is a sacred bond in our culture, and you have insulted all Celtic people and potentially brought the wrath of the gods upon us by breaking that bond.”

There was a rapid-fire conversation in Celtic between Taliesin, the elders, Belinos, and the druid that Brunhilde didn’t translate. At one point, I looked at her and was about to request to be brought up to speed, but she placed a hand on my arm to quiet me as she watched and listened intently.

Finally, Taliesin looked at me and said, “Justice will be served, my emperor.” The elders each placed a hand on Belinos’ shoulders and led him away, followed by the druid. I nodded to my Berber guards, and they let them pass.

“The druid has declared that a sacrifice is required to put reality back into balance and to appease the gods,” Taliesin explained. “Belinos will be the sacrifice.”

“Do we need to stick around to witness?” I asked.

“No, you wouldn’t be allowed, my friend,” Taliesin said with a gentle smile. “It’s an old, sacred ritual of my people. You are not one of our faith, so you are not welcome.”

I nodded, and he continued. “The Parisii would like to join the alliance, and I expect the Menap and Nervi will as well. I will circle back to talk to them after I continue my mission to the Senones. I won’t continue with you.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “What can you tell me about Augustodunum and Lugdunum?”

“Augustodunum is the tribal capital of the Aedui,” he replied. “They have been an ally of Rome for centuries, since before Gaius Julius Caesar’s war on Gaul. Originally, they called it Bibracte, but after Caesar’s war, they abandoned the old city and built a new one. It’s called Autun by the locals, and it’s a hub for local trade. I haven’t been there or to Lugdunum since my army days.”

I took that in and listened intently as Taliesin continued. “Lugdunum is the provincial capital for southern Gaul. Some still refer to it as the capital of Gaul, but that hasn’t been true since Rome moved the capital to Treves. The Celts tend to call it Lugudunon, and it is a much more important trade center than its former role as a major administrative center for the Roman government. Most of those functions moved to Treves before I was born.

“I think there’s still a mint and a tax office there. Still, there are multiple banks, and it’s the main source for pottery, metalworking, and weaving in Gaul. Their crafts and wine are traded throughout Gaul and Aquitane. More importantly, Christians are embedded deeply in Lugdunum. They will fight the killing of priests.”

“Taking it won’t get us in position to block the roads through the mountains, will it? It looks like I need to get to Octodurus,” I mused, recalling my last look at Crispus’ maps.

“Correct,” my friend said. “Sadly, I don’t know much about it other than that it guards the roads into Italia. The people are Celtic, but I don’t know anything about them.”

“Well, we’d better get on the road if we want to finish this in time to return home before the alliance meeting in Treves,” I muttered, mostly to myself. “Thanks, Taliesin. Take whatever supplies you need from the trains and be safe. I’m counting on seeing you in Treves when I return.”

“Of course, my emperor,” he replied with a glint of humor in his eyes, knowing how much I hated the title.

“Capra pastor,” I growled back, eliciting a laugh from my friend.
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After our experience in Lutetia and discussing strategy with my generals, we decided to leverage the artillery up front before we knocked on any doors.

Augustodunum delayed us a day. There was only a cohort of Roman soldiers, and we caught the Tribune training his units outside the city. The cavalry destroyed their unit before we got into position around the town. I rode in with my guards, found the local Celtic chief, and told him who we were and what we were doing. I informed him of the basic rules of the alliance and told him if he wanted to participate, he needed to show up in Treves immediately after Harvestfest. We spent less than six hours in the city.

Lugdunum was another matter. Like Lutetia, the town seemed to grow between the walled Roman city on the hill and the Saone River. The city did hold a legion there, but they were the newer legion style, with only about fifteen hundred soldiers. That didn’t mean it was easy. We had to maneuver through farms and towns below the Roman walls at the top of the hill. We put a division facing each of the main gates and let the guns speak for us.

Our soldiers initially spent most of their time warding off civilians and irate local farmers while the artillery did its work. We would fire a couple volleys, let the guns cool, and then repeat for nearly twelve hours.

Wada, Willem, and Niall all sent word to my command tent with the Danes that they had taken several prisoners, mostly civilians, at nightfall. We attacked the gates at dawn, blowing them open with ten-inch grenades placed near them by our artillery folks. With that, the city was ours.

After consolidating our position, we found local Celtic leaders and told them about the alliance and what we were trying to do. I gave them the rules and shared the same invitation I had in Autun. I left Niall’s 4th German Division to cover our rear as I took the remaining three divisions to Octodurus.

Octodurus was another kind of surprise. The town—not even a city—was tucked into an alpine valley. Only a century of Romans was present, and the local Celtic people, the Veragri, welcomed us. The Veragri escorted the Romans out of town, sending them back to Rome without any fuss. I met with their leaders and discussed how we could control the Roman roads. Over the next week, a Veragri guide led us along secondary roads through the mountains that let us cover the roads going to Cemenelum, on the coast.

Occupying Cemenelum required more effort. A few mortar volleys broke the Roman cohort, and our Veragri guide introduced us to the locals. Again, we sent the Roman survivors back to Rome. The local Vediantii Celts were proud of being a provincial capital but seemed okay with us occupying them. Willem’s 2nd German Division was left behind to hold the passes across both major roads from Rome. We left him the guns and the mortar, plus the people to work them. He sent a company from each cohort back with me to visit family, and they would rotate back after Harvestfest. Using the road to Lugdunum to Autun to Treves would make for a shorter route that I didn’t anticipate would be blocked by any autumn snows.

When returned to Lugdunum on our way home, we were met by Niamh. “Chief! The Christians are revolting! Peoht’s unit is caught in the middle of them.”

Brynhild let out a terrified cry and dashed off to help—Kriemhild took off to guide her to the correct spot.

“Follow me!” I shouted to the rest of the unit as we took off at a sprint.
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Niamh had tried to forewarn us what to expect as we rode, but I wasn’t prepared for what we found. As we arrived in the lower city, I saw narrow streets packed with my soldiers, all pushing to get into the fight.

We followed Kriemhild to a rare two-story building, and Brynhild grabbed her bow and a quiver. After dismounting, I handed Marke, one of the pages, my bow case, and Thibalt grabbed a quiver for me. I threw my pack over my shoulder and grabbed my throwing stick and rifle holster from the saddle before following.

We entered through the back of the building, through a big kitchen, and into an open room with tables and a bar. The two windows were covered by shutters.

“When we broke in the back door, they blocked the building from the front,” Niamh explained. “We can’t open the door or the windows. There’s a balcony upstairs.”

We ran up the stairs and made our way through a corridor. All the doors had been flung open and the rooms were empty. At the end of the corridor, a door opened onto a balcony. I heard Brynhild scream.

“Peoht!”

In the distance, I heard a screamed reply over the sound of a large milling crowd. “I love you, Bryn!”

“Peoht! Hold on!” Brynhild half-shrieked, half-sobbed.

“No! Kill me!” came Peoht’s screamed response.

When I stepped out onto the balcony, I understood.

The market square was packed with thousands of people. Each street was blocked with upturned wagons and furniture. There were small wooden crosses held high as people shouted. Across the courtyard, a priest wearing ornate robes stood on a large wagon surrounded by six more in less ornate vestments. The one in the ornate robes watched what was transpiring with a satisfied smile.

In the middle of the crowd, people were waving torn limbs as trophies. I saw men holding Adala, one of Sunnife’s girls, while they took turns raping her. Nearby, Farahild and Judda were getting similar treatment.

Three crosses had been erected in the center of the market. Sunnife hung from the one on my left. She was missing both legs from just below the hips and both of her breasts hung, slashed and torn. She hung from one remaining upper arm tied to the cross with a spear hanging from her vagina. She wasn’t bleeding at all.

Nerthus hung from the cross on the right. So far, she was only missing her foot, but blood coated her thighs.

In the middle was Peoht. He struggled on the cross and screamed as they hacked into his thighs. His right arm bled continuously where the elbow had been severed. He would soon be dead, and there was nothing I could do for him.

His eyes caught mine, and he looked at me desperately. He mouthed his next words, but I had no trouble understanding him—kill me.

My composure nearly slipped, and I gritted my teeth, willing myself to keep it together. “Bryn?” I asked.

Brynhild let out a strangled sob. “Make it quick,” she whispered.

I quickly pulled wax out of my pouch and stuffed it in my ears, then pulled out my rifle and made sure there was a round in the chamber. I raised the sites to aim at the young man I thought of as a younger brother. “You’ll be remembered—I swear it!” I shouted.

If Peoht heard me, he gave no indication. His eyes were locked on his wife’s, and her eyes were locked on his. In the moments just before my rifle cracked, he gave her the most tender smile despite his horrendous wounds. I love you, he mouthed.

My shot rang out with Brynhild’s cry of despair, and Peoht hung lifeless from the cross. Everyone turned to look at me, and I glanced at my companions, noticing Niall, as Kriemhild slipped back into the building.

“Why aren’t you using grenades?” I asked.

“Our people are in there, Chief,” he replied. “They’ve barricaded all of the streets.”

“Use the grenades to blow up the barricades, and send your men in. Leave none alive,” I growled.

“Yes, Chief,” he replied before dashing off to give orders.

The guy in the ornate robes—the bishop, I presumed—looked at me curiously.

I raised my rifle and shot him between his eyes before I killed the priests surrounding them.

The crowd screamed in outrage, but I was long past caring.

I started shooting the rapists. “Thibalt, light a torch,” I ordered quietly as I dug into my pack for a box of .45 Colt rounds. “Ready all of our grenades. Root through my pack for what you need.”

“Yes, Chief,” he growled.

I turned to Marke. “Put wax in your ears and then pick up all the little shiny bits that come out of my weapon. We can reuse them.”

“Yes, Chief,” the youth replied and started digging for his earplugs.

I picked targets based first on what they were doing to my people, and then on how loud they were. I killed all the rapists and the ones hacking up the bodies on the crosses. I found a couple of leaders extorting their people to organize—those leaders would drop suddenly from a full metal jacket piercing their skulls.

When I turned, Thibalt was there, handing me a grenade and my throwing stick. “Marke, get ready to light,” he said.

“Throw them as deep as you can. We don’t want to kill our own people,” I said, noting Adala, Farahild, and Judda crawling toward the building I was in. “Niamh, let them in.”

“Yes, Chief,” she called, dashing back inside.

Brynhild and I lobbed fifteen grenades as deep into the crowd as we could manage. Explosions echoed through the streets. I saw mothers with babies in their arms, children running in packs fighting over a trophy, and husbands trying to protect their families.

I didn’t care. I threw the grenades and sent all those people to their god, a god that apparently sanctioned this behavior. It didn’t sound like the god of the Christians I had learned about, but I didn’t claim to be devout, or even a believer.

After all of the grenades had been used up, my rage slowly dropped from a blazing inferno to hot burning coals in my chest. I holstered my rifle and handed it to Marke. “Take this and my bow back to my horse and stay there. I don’t want you to see any more of this.”

“See what, Chief?” the relatively innocent young man asked.

“Murder. Justice.”

With that, I launched over the balcony to hang by my left hand before swinging away to land on top of the men who were trying to drag my scouts back into the fray.

I punched, elbowed, and kicked men to the ground until I had enough room to pull my dagger and kukri. Then the butchery started. My baser instincts drove me to murder the tormentors of my beloved scouts. My size and the lessons in hand-to-hand training from long ago served me well as I went about my bloody work.

“Addi, get inside!” I shouted to Adala. “Niamh’s on the other side of the door.”

The three ladies started pulling down the barricades as I held their tormentors off, butchering any who came close. Farahild pried open the shutters over one of the windows, and the three of them climbed inside and pulled the shutters closed.

I knelt as I watched the semicircle of fanatics close on me while I wiped my dagger on the trousers of one of the corpses at my feet. Standing, I spit on the ground as pitchforks and spears made their way forward. Then I launched.
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At the end of it, my men saved some of the children and a handful of mothers with babies. The rest—2,031, by our count—died.

I expected to feel remorseful later, but it took a long time—it hit me as I soaked in a bath in the Roman city above the carnage of the Celtic city below it. Nelda, Brynhild, and Sibley shared the bath with me, but it wasn’t fun, or sexy—we were focused on supporting Brynhild. Cyneswith, Ymma, Mildrith, Fridiswid, Bebe, and Wärburh were waiting to hug her after we exited the bath.

That night, I slept with Brynhild’s head resting on my shoulder, and we were covered by her squad leaders in a cuddle puddle.

Niall briefed me on events the next morning, and we talked about what he could have done better. I was very careful not to accuse him of wrongdoing and to explain that I hadn’t trained him for this situation. We both periodically struck tears from our eyes, and each time, I felt my anger rise up again at the injustice and unfairness of it all.

The scouts rooted through bodies for all our dead friends’ missing limbs but weren’t able to find them all. We found parts of naked female bodies, but only Hrodohaidis’ was identifiable due to her size. We reassembled their bodies as well as we could before cleaning them and wrapping them in linen.

The survivors of Peoht’s company, only seventeen men, led the detail to dig the graves on the riverbank. We buried Peoht, Hrodohaidis, Sunnife, and Nerthus with the rest of the bodies we’d been able to recover. Nelda held a service to honor them and bid them to climb the Irminsul.

After everyone departed, Brynhild lay down on Peoht’s grave and murmured to him. I stood watch a few yards away. Nelda hugged me for a while, but she eventually left to tend the wounded soldiers.

Standing over my dear friend as she mourned my other friend, with nothing I could do to help, was agonizing. It made me want to go kill some more Christians.

After what felt like an hour, Brynhild finally rose. She walked slowly toward me, absently brushing dirt from her clothes. She locked eyes with me. “Chief, I’m pregnant,” she murmured. “I don’t want my child to grow up without a father. I did that, and it left me feeling broken.”

“Your child will not grow up without a father, Bryn. You have my word,” I told her.

She stepped close and slid into my hug as she began to sob.
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A group of merchants from Aquitaine met with me the next day. I called for Brunhilde to translate, but Nelda explained that Kriemhild had arrived in the trains during the fight in the square. She was seen talking to Brunhilde and Freya, and the three of them hadn’t been seen since, so Sigelm brought another Celt from his unit to help.

I explained the Saxon Alliance. They thought their leaders would be interested in joining and promised to pass on my words. I invited them to Treves for the alliance meeting, and then they departed.

After spending five days hunting down Christian priests and rebels, we started the long trek home. Niall stayed in Lugdunum to build a Celtic leadership group, to be a reserve for Willem if he needed it, and to ensure its people followed the rules.

The first night, we set up tents due to the rain that had started just before sunset. Brynhild and Sibley joined us as Nelda and I crawled under the covers. We all hugged Brynhild as we fell asleep.

As we packed the next morning, Brynhild pulled me to the side. “Did you mean it, Chief?”

“Mean what?” I asked as I folded my tent with some helpers.

“That my child will have a father,” she murmured. Nodding to my helpers and leaving them to finish the task, I held Brynhild by her shoulders and locked eyes with her.

“I will be the father of your child, Bryn, if that’s what you want,” I told her seriously. “Or I can find a good man to take you as his wife. Whichever you prefer.”

“You, Max,” she replied quietly. “I choose you.”

I pulled her close, and we hugged. “I need to spend time with my girls. I’ll see you in a couple of days,” she murmured into my chest.

“Be safe,” I murmured. I cupped her face before letting her go. “You’re precious to me, Bryn. I will be proud to be your husband.”

She nodded and slipped out of my arms to grab her gear.

Keeping an easy pace, we took three days to get to Autun, and then another nine days to get back to Treves. Taliesin met us at the gates, and I smiled and waved when I saw him.

We stayed in Treves for just a couple of days, leaving many of the wagons and artillery pieces in the city before continuing on toward Köln.

Brynhild joined Sibley, Cyneswith, Nelda, and me in the bath of the residence, and the two Nubian bath attendees pampered us. After we returned to the bedroom, Brynhild gave me a hug and said, “I’m not ready yet, Max.”

“No rush, Bryn. We should take our time to honor Peoht and adjust slowly to a different relationship,” I murmured into her damp hair. “He is worthy of honor.”

“Was.”

“Still is,” I replied, and she squeezed me tighter.

“I’m in the room at the end of the hall,” she said as she slipped out of my arms and left.

We stayed in Treves for a couple of days before heading for Köln. We stayed there for only a day before marching through the city, crossing the bridge, and taking the trail toward home.

Each night on the road, we would camp, and Brynhild would return with Cyneswith to hug us all and cuddle for a while before leaving us to our lovemaking. During the third night, Cyneswith and Sibley left with her after we bathed. They stepped out of the tent just before Nelda escorted Bebe and Wärburh inside. My wife kissed me and said, “Breed them, husband. Both are ripe.” Then she left, too.
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“Are you sure you want this?” I asked the two young women as they placed their packs, weapons, and armor inside the tent.

“Yes, Chief,” Wärburh murmured, brushing a loose strand of white-blonde hair from her blue eyes as she stood to face me. “We want a family and children together. You’re the only man we trust to treat us right during and after.”

“I’ll want them to know I’m their father,” I murmured as I stood on the bedroll on the ground.

“Of course,” Bebe replied, lifting the hem of her tunic to bare her lean abdomen. Wärburh loosened the wrappings that bound her small mounds of breasts and freed them with a slight bounce. Bebe pushed her trousers down, exposing a trimmed bush at the juncture of her legs before freeing her slightly bigger breasts.

“We bathed with our unit before we arrived, Chief,” Wärburh said as she pushed her trousers down to reveal her mound, which was covered with sparse white-blonde hair that matched the hair on her head.

“Ladies, if I’m going to breed you, you should probably use my name.” I stepped between the two and pulled them into a hug.

“Go ahead,” Bebe encouraged her lover gently.

“You first,” she responded shyly.

I kissed Wärburh’s white hair before Bebe’s tanned hands turned my face toward her. She stood on her toes and pulled me down into a gentle kiss.

“I want this, Ch—Max,” she murmured before I kissed her again with increasing passion while gently squeezing Wärburh.

Releasing Bebe’s lips, I turned to Wärburh and gently kissed her. “I’ll be as gentle as I am able.”

“I’m worried, Max,” she murmured in response as her hand dropped to touch my rising monster. “You’re bigger than anything I’ve ever had inside me.”

“Our Bob is smaller than Jenn’s,” Bebe giggled. “But we both climax from it. I would have made a bigger one if I had seen yours before.” She kissed her girlfriend before touching my little monster, too.

“Join me,” I murmured, kneeling on my bedroll.

Alternating between Bebe and Wärburh, I kissed each of them and caressed their lean, fit bodies. Slowly, I graduated to caressing their necks, collarbones, and breasts with my lips. Suckling the small mounds of their breast flesh and nipples soon had them panting until Wärburh moaned, “Kiss me, Bebe.”

Releasing Wärburh’s pale pink nipple, I sucked Bebe’s dark areola and nipple into my mouth, but soon I had to release that too as the lovers pulled each other closer into a passionate clench.

Moving to take a better position, I lifted Bebe’s top leg and leaned in to use my tongue on her. She twisted at the waist to make it easier, and I devoured her plump little pussy’s thick dark petals before I moved my mouth to her clit and inserted a finger in her channel. Her scent was clean with a light hint of musk, and her pussy was dripping wet and tight.

Bebe soon had her first climax, and then I switched to her girlfriend, laving Wärburh’s leaner, pale pussy and trim pink petals. Wärburh smelled more like a meadow after the rain, and her fluids were slightly sweet on my tongue.

Wärburh’s G-spot was harder to find than Bebe’s, but once I found it, Wärburh’s tight channel clinched my single finger hard before she exploded, thrashing and coating my finger with thick, viscous fluid.

Crawling forward between her legs after she collapsed onto her back, I kissed Wärburh passionately before turning to kiss Bebe while gently tugging on Wärburh’s hard left nipple.

“Sit on her face, looking in my direction,” I murmured into the brunette’s ear. She grinned and nodded as I sat back on my heels and started rubbing my cock in Wärburh’s gooey fluids.

“I’m going to breed you now, Wärburh,” I murmured as she gave me a dazed half-smile before Bebe took position over her face.

Wärburh moaned as I inserted the head of my little monster and began to push forward.

“Oh, Max!” she moaned into her girlfriend’s pussy. “Go slow! Oh! Oh! So big…”

I had expected I’d need to saw in and out early on, but the viscous cream inside her lubed my entry so I could fill her with only a couple of deep thrusts despite her tightness. It didn’t take long until I was approaching my own release, but I managed to edge long enough to give her a couple more strong orgasms. Bebe squealed and fell forward, wrapping her arms around my neck as she came from Wärburh’s mouth. We kissed passionately, and when I felt Wärburh start to clench again, I exploded inside her.

“You did it, Buri! You climaxed with Max! I’m so proud of you!” she whispered.

“Four times, if I didn’t lose count,” I gasped as I caught my breath.

“I took that whole beast inside me,” Wärburh moaned. I didn’t have the heart to tell her that she only got three-quarters of it, but I didn’t think she’d care either way.

I rolled to my right and Bebe crawled on top of her lover to kiss her passionately.

Watching the two women together left me with a warm glow, but I felt like I was intruding until Bebe gave Wärburh one more quick buss before sliding off her to settle between my legs.

“Nelda said we should lick your monster to keep you going between loads of seed,” she said. “But you don’t seem to be sagging much.”

“Watching the two of you together is stimulating,” I replied. “You’re beautiful together.”

“I think we should try this,” she said before raising my meat and licking the head. “Hmm. I taste Buri on you, but that other taste is nice too. Come try this, my love.”

Wärburh rolled to her knees, kissed me gently, and joined Bebe at my cock.

It was obvious that neither had done it before, but both licked, kissed, and stroked my monster, kissing each other around my cock. Finally, I growled as the stimulation became too much.

“Wärburh, on your back,” I ordered.

“You can call me Buri when we’re alone,” she said shyly as she assumed the position. “It’s a special name only for Bebe to use, but since you’re giving me a baby…”

“Got it,” I acknowledged. “Bebe, I think you owe her some pussy licking.”

“With pleasure, Max,” she replied, looking at her lover hungrily as Wärburh held her knees to give herself to Bebe. The brunette kissed me wetly before crawling between Wärburh’s thighs and making her moan immediately.

I walked on my knees behind Bebe and slotted my fat monster between her darker petals. Her pussy clenched and then relaxed as I pushed in.

Bebe was pretty wet inside, but I still had to saw in and out repeatedly to bottom out in her. After gauging how deep I could go, leaving three inches out of her body, I worked up speed. Bebe was slower to ignite from having my cock inside her, but she still came twice before I erupted inside her.
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The three of us made love until deep into the night, and both girls moved a little tentatively in the morning and seated themselves rather gingerly in their saddles.

The next night was again devoted to the couple. Despite thinking Wärburh would be tentative with a man considering her preferences, she was nearly aggressive the second night—so was Bebe. The two women were desperate for more fucking despite their commitment to each other. I delivered two loads into each of them before we passed out.

We made it home late afternoon, after I released the soldiers. Tabby ran up for a kiss before returning to her craft group in Renvard’s village. Timothy squealed in delight when I picked him up, and I kissed him too before heading to the house.

I was surprised that no one rushed out to meet us while Nelda and I took care of the horses.

Nelda teased me while we worked, mostly about all the young ladies I had fucked on the trip, but we both grew somber when we thought about Sunnife. She may not have been wife material for me, but she was a sweet, vibrant young woman who hadn’t deserved her fate. I seriously thought about riding back to Lugdunum to kill them all over again, but shook it off because…well, it was impossible, and I had missed my family.

We took a couple of trips to set everything outside the door. It took me a moment to wonder where my Berber guards were. Looking around didn’t reveal anything, so I just figured Anita had sent them off on an errand.

Picking up my pack, I opened the door and stepped inside. Then I froze.

Freya, Kriemhild, and Brunhilde were all there, as were the rest of my wives. My guards were unconscious and bound in the far corner to my right. Jenn, Anita, Gabi, Siglinde, and Kurt were also all bound and gagged, seated around a large table that hadn’t been there when I left.

The three women from the war were all dressed in identical, shining chainmail with elaborate pauldrons, matching greaves, winged helmets, and a leather war kilt with shining strips of metal attached. Red cloaks hung from their pauldrons. I saw three spears against the wall, and each woman wore a dagger and sword on their hips. Well, Kriemhild’s dagger wasn’t in its sheath.

Kriemhild was holding the point of her dagger to Siobhan’s throat, and I could see a slight trickle of blood from a shallow wound on my wife’s neck. Siobhan had managed to get a hand inside Kriemhild’s wrist, but the dagger was long enough to poke her flesh.

“Welcome home, Max,” Brunhilde said. She spoke in accented English.
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“Kriemhild, let her go!” I growled.

Kriemhild narrowed her eyes and pursed her lips, shaking her head slowly.

“Not until you sit,” Brunhilde said, again in English.

“This isn’t negotiable, ladies,” I replied in the same language as I walked deeper into the room.

“No, it’s not,” the armored brunette agreed.

Siobhan looked at the grip of my pistol meaningfully, and I gave a minuscule nod before I said, “So be it.”

Siobhan grasped the wrist of Kriemhild’s knife hand with both of hers and sank to the floor. I pulled my revolver and fired a bullet into Kriemhild’s forehead, knocking her to the floor. I turned and shot Brunhilde in the same spot as I strode closer to minimize the chances of a miss.

Freya managed to shout, “Max, no!” in English before I shot her. The bullet knocked her off her feet.

“Are you okay, Siobhan?” I asked.

“Yeah, my pride is hurt worse than anything else,” she replied. “She barely pricked me. I thought I had her, but she broke my hold and slipped behind me.”

“Release our family and the guards,” I told her as I moved to do the same.

From the floor, I heard a moan. “Oh, shit. I hate this part.”

I watched Freya incredulously as she sat up, and my eyes grew wide at the sight of the slug from my pistol dropping from her forehead.

“Fuck,” I muttered as I quickly released the rope tying Gabi’s hands. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

Taking the rope I’d just removed from Gabi, I rolled Freya over, knelt on her back, and tied her hands. Then I sat her up to watch the miracle happening before my eyes.

The .45 Colt was selected by the US Army in the late 1800s for its ability to shoot through a horse at 100 yards. That stopping power in a rifle like my Henry could bring down most game at reasonably long distances. I read somewhere that a guy claimed to shoot a deer at 900 yards using a Skinner ladder sight on a Henry rifle like mine. And this redhead was shaking it off like it was only a hard punch to the face.

“Tie Kriemhild up,” I said to Siobhan.

“I’ve got her,” Gabi said as she released Kurt. “The bitch threatened our Siglinde with a spear while the other two tied us up.”

Gabi tossed me some rope while Siobhan released Anita and Jenn. Jenn rushed to check on the kids before running back to the bedroom to check on the babies.

As I was tying the knot on Brunhilde’s wrists, she started moaning curses in Spanish. I even recognized some of them from my army buddies, although her pronunciation was more precise.

I sat her up and saw the slug lying on the floor. She frowned as I looked into her golden eyes. “That will leave a mark, Max,” she said.

“Oh not for that long, you vain hussy,” Freya said.

“You might have finished her,” Brunhilde remarked, indicating Kriemhild with her chin. “You nearly had the barrel on her forehead.”

“I doubt it,” Freya said, revealing a slight accent I couldn’t place. “Temporal lobe is survivable. I think he missed her brain stem. It may take a couple of days, but she’ll be fully functional.”

“What the hell is going on?” I shouted.

“That’s part of what we wanted to talk to you about,” Brunhilde replied, the apparent spokesperson.

“We had hours in the saddle where we could have talked without you threatening my family,” I spat. “This is unforgivable.”

“I’m sorry, Max,” the brunette sighed, looking somewhat remorseful.

“We knew he’d react that way,” Freya muttered. “Master just wouldn’t listen.”

“Well, he doesn’t care about us getting hurt, just that we’re obedient,” Kriemhild moaned. “Motherfucker, that hurts.” The slug dropped from her forehead. “You nearly tore my head off, Chief.”

“That would have done the trick,” Freya muttered.

“But he didn’t,” Brunhilde said. “You’ll be better soon.”

“So why are you dressed like someone’s wet dream of a Valkyrie?” Anita asked as she slid into my arms for a hug.

“Because we are Valkyries,” Brunhilde answered.

What? No way.

“The armor is still a dumb idea,” Kriemhild muttered. “Uncomfortable, too. The scout armor is better.”

“Back to my question,” I said, leaving so many other questions to wait. “Why not talk to me on the road?”

“We weren’t certain you were who we were looking for,” Brunhilde said. “There were clues, but nothing definitive until Kriemhild saw your rifle. The pistol in your belt was a clue, but I know Loki had a pistol, so you might have picked it up off him in battle, like how you took the coffee press.”

“But why were you looking for me?” I asked.

“It wasn’t just you. Our orders were to bring back anyone we could find from outside the current time,” Brunhilde said. “Our master didn’t care who or how so long as we found someone from the time Loki had departed to come here. You came back in time from 2019, right?”

“Yes,” Anita said. “We’d happily go back if you could send us and our whole family back.”

“And give up being an empress?” Kriemhild snapped. “I doubt that.”

“I was Max’s queen back in 2019,” Anita snapped back. “Being the empress here doesn’t mean a damned thing. I want my family safe and healthy. All of them.”

“I don’t think that’s possible,” Freya interjected. “Our master might know.”

“Don’t call him that!” Kriemhild barked. “His head is big enough already.”

“Who is this master you keep mentioning,” I growled, my frustration getting the better of me.

“My people called him Odin,” Freya replied.

“His name is Wodan,” Brunhilde interrupted. “He wants to talk to you. We’re to take you to him.”
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After much back-and-forth shouting between my wives and the Valkyries, Tabby walked in with Timothy and Sibley.

We calmed down long enough to catch them up, although going back and forth between English and Saxon was a bit of a trial. After much debate and implied threats that Wodan wouldn’t take it well if I didn’t show up, I decided to go.

After the expected uproar from my family, we got down to arrangements and planning in case something went wrong. While that was happening, Nelda took care of the two guards.

We sent Sibley home and told her to return in three days. Kriemhild and Freya would stay with my family. Brunhilde would escort me to Wodan. There were plenty of volunteers to shoot the remaining Valkyries if I didn’t return in three days. The five original wives and the kids were armed with pistols, and thanks to the Valkyries’ blabbing, they knew where to shoot to make it final. Nelda had her sword and knife but thought poison might work better to cause suffering before death. I suspected the Valkyries would suffer, but that wouldn’t be enough since a bullet in the forehead didn’t even do the job.

I stripped all my armor and weapons and put on a fresh linen tunic, linen boxers, and homespun pants, and prepared to go, giving kisses and hugs to all my wives and children.

That’s how I found myself standing in the woods outside my house, facing the gap between two trees whose trunks stood roughly four feet apart.

Brunhilde removed two black, sparkling stones from a pouch at her waist and smacked them together. She placed the egg-sized round one on the ground between the two trees. Then she held the small obelisk-shaped one in her hand like she was holding a doorknob and twisted her wrist. She pulled back on the obelisk-shaped stone, opening a door that still looked like the surrounding forest on my side of it, but that looked like a modern wooden exterior door on the inside. On the other side was a mudroom that opened out into a kitchen. The obelisk-shaped stone hung in the air.

My guide led me inside and called out, “I’m back!” She reached around me to close the door.

“Can we get back?” I asked quietly, already having been stranded in time once before.

“Yes. So long as the stones stay in place. If not, then Wodan can make the door open where we need to go,” she explained quietly. “Take off your boots.”

She kicked hers off, so I followed her example.

A tall, spare, older-looking man with cropped salt-and-pepper dark hair and beard stood next to the kitchen table. He might have been taller than me and had broad shoulders, but the thing that really caught my attention was the black eye patch over his left eye. Glittering stones that reminded me of an Egyptian Eye of Ra symbol adorned the patch.

“Where are the other two?” the tall man asked.

“His wives are holding them hostage,” she said. “Holding them hostage didn’t work out so well. Kriemhild will be woozy for a few days. He shot her with a pistol only about an inch from her forehead. Freya and I were farther away.”

“Come here,” he ordered, and the brunette woman hurried forward to stand at attention in front of him.

The man waved a hand over her forehead. “What did you shoot her with?”

“Taurus Judge loaded with .45 Colt,” I replied just as curtly.

“Good thing you didn’t have a rifle. That cantankerous bitch would be dead,” he muttered. “Brunhilde, get out of your armor and show our guest to his room and the shower. Get him some clean clothes. Gertie can help you find some sweats or something for him.” Beckoning me forward, he asked, “Do you have wounds?”

“Old ones,” I replied. “An arrow wound and a polybolos bolt.”

“That sounds painful,” he grumbled. “Show me.”

I lifted my tunic over my head and pointed to the scars from my arrow wound and scorpion wound.

“What’s that?” he asked as he pointed to the scar from the scorpion bolt.

“That’s the polybolos wound. The polybolos is a Greek designed, hand-cranked scorpion. That bolt about killed me. I still get twinges when I draw my bow,” I explained. “The arrow scar doesn’t give me any trouble.”

Wodan rolled his eyes. “I know what a polybolos is.” He waved a hand, and I felt a warm vibration through my body. “That should take care of it. I’ll see you soon.” The older man turned and walked out. “Welcome to Valhalla,” he muttered over his shoulder.

I ran a hand over my body, looking for my past injuries. No scars remained on my body, and the sudden lack of tension in my shoulder proved the lie to my earlier belief. My abdomen felt whole and pain-free.

The kindness of the healing was at odds with this man’s gruff demeanor, leaving me with a different kind of tension.

“Let’s get you cleaned up,” Brunhilde said, taking my hand to lead me.

We walked past Wodan, who was ignoring us and pouring whiskey into a rocks glass in the living room. The sideboard where Wodan stood was immediately to the left of the kitchen door. Straight ahead was a tan leather easy chair with a matching ottoman facing a low wood fire in the fireplace. Over the mantle hung a large round shield above a spear and sheathed sword, all of which were reminiscent of what the Danes carried into battle.

Another easy chair sat next to a small table—they were angled to face about halfway between the other easy chair and the fireplace. Directly across from the fireplace was a large bookshelf full of leather-bound volumes, and directly across from the kitchen, framed paintings hung over a small writing desk with mail—a thin letter opener with an ebony handle rested on top.

Brunhilde led me down a corridor, past a room on the left and two on the right until she ushered me into a bedroom on the right near a door at the end of the hall. Another closed door was directly across from my assigned room.

“This is your room for your stay,” my guide said. “I’ll leave some clothes on the bed while you shower. It’s the room at the end of the hall just next door. Towels and face flannels are in the cabinet. Soap and shampoo are in the shower. Disposable razors are in the medicine cabinet behind the mirror. See you soon.” She turned with a slight smile and left.

I stripped down to the linen boxers that Anita made for me and went to take a shower. Everything was where Brunhilde had said it would be. The flannels appeared to be standard washcloths, and the bath towels were something between a full-sized bath towel and a large hand towel. After hanging a towel on the handy hook, I took the washcloth and a couple of razors into the shower.

The warm water raining on my skin felt decadent after not having had the luxury for so long. I used bar soap to suds up my beard, which had grown back since we left Köln, and then I shaved it off. Both of the razors were required. The shampoo smelled like strawberries, but I didn’t think anyone would mind. I scrubbed with the bar soap and rinsed, using the soft, long-handled brush hanging from a hook in the shower to scrub my back. After the first rinse, I used the coconut-smelling body wash for a second wash.

I pulled back the curtain and started drying myself. As I was sawing the towel behind my back, Brunhilde walked in. Her gaze dropped immediately to the appendage dangling in the breeze, and I was rather distracted by her nude form.

“Wow,” we said at the same time.

“I’ll be out in a minute,” I stuttered as I took in her impossibly pert D-cup breasts and smooth golden skin.

“I left a pair of sweats, pants, and shirt on the bed,” she said as she surveyed my body from toe to head. Then with a bright smile, she said, “I need to wash as well. That armor is nasty smelly stuff.”

“Mine isn’t any better,” I chuckled as I tried to wrap the towel around my hips.

“They’re not American towels. You won’t be able to do that,” she observed. “I’ve already seen you, and Gertie wouldn’t be traumatized if she does, either.”

“Fine,” I said, stepping onto the bathmat and walking past. “Enjoy your shower.”

A pair of simple gray sweats lay folded on the bed. After dressing, I turned to find a slender woman with a heart-shaped, lightly freckled face. Dirty blonde hair fell to her shoulders. She was about the same height as Brunhilde and had large hazel eyes. Her breasts looked huge on her slim frame, and I guessed they were C-cups. She was attractive but looked kind of frail.

“I’m Hanna,” she said quietly.

“Max,” I replied just as I heard a thunderous voice boom.

“Your name is Gertie until I say differently,” Wodan shouted.

“So you stay out of trouble if I call you Gertie,” I murmured.

She nodded in response. “There’s some sliced meat, cheese, and bread for you in the kitchen.”

I followed her back to the kitchen to find a charcuterie board of sorts on the table with some small plates.

“Please, load a plate and join Wodan in the sitting room,” she said before busying herself at the sink.

Doing as I was bid, I filled a plate with a couple of slices of bread with sliced cold cuts and cheese and a small bunch of red grapes before meeting Wodan in the sitting room.

“Sit,” he said, waving to an easy chair next across the room next to a small table.

“I failed to introduce myself. I’m Wodan,” he said, pouring me a glass of whiskey. “You may have heard of me.”

“Uh, yeah,” I said, bewildered by his apparent avoidance of physical proximity.

Setting the whiskey on the table to my right, he said, “Tell me how you ended up in the Roman Empire.”

“Okay.” I recounted my story of how we had traveled from eastern Colorado in 2019 to the Sauerland of Germany in 316 AD.

As I related my tale, Brunhilde and Gertie flitted about doing chores before settling at the kitchen table to eat. Wodan refilled my glass twice, and I continued my tale until I finally ran out of steam at the point we met Renvard’s village and the refugees arrived.

Savoring a sip of the scotch, I murmured, “Good stuff. I’ve always been a bigger fan of beer than wine or whiskey, but this is pretty good. Definitely better than mead.”

“Tell me more,” the man said.

I sighed and thought about how to navigate this dangerous situation. “Ya know, Wodan, I appreciate the healing, the hot shower, the meal, the clean clothes—all of it. But I’m not going to tell you another damned word until I get some answers. Brunhilde, Kriemhild, and Freya said you would answer my questions if I came and gave you whatever answers I had. I don’t care if you’re the ‘All-Father’ of German and Norse mythology. You’re not getting another word until you tell me how we got pulled back seventeen hundred years into the past. My family and I have been through hell the last two years, and we deserve to know how, and more importantly, why we were dragged back here.”

“I could make you,” Wodan said quietly.

“Without a fight?” I replied just as quietly. “Because you will get bloody if you try.”

Wodan smiled softly and said, “Honestly, you’re strong enough, and I suspect skilled enough, that you might be able to draw some blood—if I didn’t use magic.”

“Now we’re getting somewhere. Is that how you brought us back? I thought it might be a machine of some kind,” I replied before sipping my whiskey appreciatively.

My host stood to refill his own glass. Afterward, Wodan offered the bottle to me, and I held my glass out at arm’s length for a refresh.

After replacing the bottle on the sideboard, Wodan sat back in his easy chair. “Glenmorangie,” the older man said. He took another sip and savored it. “Not as widely known as some of the other whiskeys, but I like it the best.”

I just stared into the man’s one visible eye as I sipped my whiskey.

Wodan sighed again. “So, magic.” He paused for a moment as though considering how much to reveal. “Were you aware that magic exists?”

“Willa and Nelda’s cures are considerably more potent than any herbal cure I’ve heard of, so yeah. I‘ve been pretty sure there was something more than herbal knowledge involved,” I replied. “I’ve seen them heal too many grievous wounds that resulted in full recovery. Battlefield injuries that should have left the victim dead resulted in them being maimed but able to carry on with a reasonably full life. I didn’t know, but I can believe it. They do some interesting things with poison, too—cleared the rats out of a plague village in a couple of days.”

“You were brought back in time by powerful magic,” Wodan said. “But not by me. It was my son, Loki.”

“Tall, lean guy with dark hair and a Van Dyke beard? Was playing at being a Roman, but spoke perfect American English?” I asked. Wodan nodded. “Why?” I demanded.

“I’m pretty certain it was an accident,” Wodan said. “The spell used involved a ritual. Once the ritual was complete, the spell would have needed to grow in power until it was strong enough to take him where and when he wanted to go. It was a long time to travel back in time, so it probably took nearly a day to build the power needed to go back that far. I saw your aircraft approach the cone of the vortex, but I knew of no way to stop you from being pulled in.”

“Why?” I asked again. “Why travel back in time?”

“Loki is known as the Trickster, based on the assumption that he maliciously causes grief,” Wodan said. “That isn’t true. He is incautious and impetuous, but he has good intentions. As a result, his actions have unintended consequences.”

Wodan rubbed a hand over his cropped hair. “He was fed up with how things were in the modern world and thought he would go back in time to fix civilization. He thought if the Romans could have taken Germania during Constantine’s reign, it would have pushed everything in a better direction.”

“That makes no sense,” Max said. “First of all, in 2019, everyone was fed up with the state of civilization, especially in the United States. The people who cared about social welfare on the left hated what the free market folks on the right and what the anarchist hate-mongers on the far right were doing to the country and the common man. The reverse was true, too—the right thought the left was impinging upon their freedoms by imposing societal boundaries on them. Both sides had given up on dialog about the time I was learning to talk. The centrists who tried to broker compromise were seen as pandering to the public rather than being progressives. The last six or seven years, the idea that America was a society of tolerance and working together evaporated not only in politics but in society as a whole.”

After taking a sip of whiskey, I continued. “Secondly, the Romans were already running down the hill of decline so fast by the mid-third century that their collapse was inevitable. Looking back on the modern world, I see many parallels between ancient Rome and the US of 2019.”

Wodan said, “Loki didn’t see it that way. He looked back in time using augury rituals and concluded that if he guided Constantine’s son, Crispus, the boy would grow to be the Augustus that would unify the Western world.”

“He was deluded,” I murmured. “We were fucked by a madman with delusions of grandeur.”

After we took several more sips, I looked at Wodan and said, “Okay. How will you get us back?”

“I can’t,” Wodan said quietly. “I don’t know the ritual. Loki, despite his faults, was a gifted magus and a true master of ritual magic. He crafted that ritual himself. I have no idea how to recreate it.”

Tamping down my frustration, I scrutinized him for a moment. “You aren’t telling me something. What is it?”

Wodan frowned at me and said, “The moment your aircraft was caught in the vortex, reality was split. It created another dimension that potentially has a new history. Every action you take makes the distance between the dimensions wider. At this point, you’re too far away, even if there were a way for you to get back. It took me over a year to even find your dimension and most of another to find Loki’s body in a trench grave as people were burying him. By then, it was too late to help him.”

I sat quietly, waiting for him to speak. When he didn’t, I asked, “Has this happened before?”

Wodan nodded, “Several times. Each of the world wars caused a split, too. In fact, the Second World War caused three, that I know of. The sinking of the Spanish Armada caused one. The death of Alexander the Great did as well. Each of the dynastic changes in China caused one. I suspect the Great Flood did too, but I was born after that. Maybe the Wandering Jew knows.”

Startled, I asked, “Who’s the Wandering Jew?”

“Another magus,” Wodan said. “He was a grandson of Noah before the flood. As he tells the story, he was supposed to have been left behind, but he got on the ark at the last moment, right before they shut the doors. He’s arguably the most powerful of the five magi—four, now that Loki is dead. There are a couple of new ones in the US in 2019 that I’m watching, but they’re not very knowledgeable yet.”

“So you’re all magi, not gods,” I observed. “You’re not immortal, and you can die.”

“Everyone can die, Max,” Wodan said quietly before sipping his drink.

“I put a .45 Colt round in the center of Brunhilde’s forehead, and all it did was knock her down,” I explained. “She simply got up and brushed herself off. If I hadn’t tied them up, they probably would have attacked again.”

Wodan shrugged. “If you do enough damage to the Valkyries, they will die. The spells I put on them just make them very…durable.” The smile on the magician’s face wasn’t a kind one. “Irmgard was caught by the French Republic, spying for the royalists. When the blade of the guillotine fell, it only cut about an inch deep into her neck.”

“I’m surprised that didn’t make the history books,” I observed.

“It was a private event. It was documented in a memoir, but I have the only copy.” Wodan grinned. “Those French were quite upset with her. They beat the top of the blade with a sledgehammer until it finally severed her neck.”

“You look like you enjoyed watching it,” I said. “Were you there?

Wodan tapped the patch over his left eye. “The All-Seeing Eye. I didn’t have to be there to watch. I was hoping she would survive—she was a hellcat in bed. That whole Republican period in France was Loki’s doing, and she was there to watch over him. The dumb cunt let him talk her into spying for him.”

“So, who are the other magi?” I asked as my curiosity got the best of me. “Are they all known as gods in mythology?”

“Not the Wandering Jew,” Wodan said with obvious relish for the term. “He’s more of a traveling do-gooder than god material. I think he’s the oldest. He shows up in the Old Testament under a variety of guises. Then there’s Baal, who claims to have already been old at the time of the Great Flood but won’t tell me how he survived. He’s such a braggart that I’m sure he’d tell me how he did it if it were true, so I’m pretty sure the other one is older. Baal was masquerading as a Saudi prince in 2019. I haven’t looked for him in your new timeline.

“I’m the next oldest. I was born in Illyria, what is now Serbia, about the time the first Greek was birthed by a sheep. Over time, I made my way north. I’m not masquerading as anything other than a retired, disabled old man who wants to be left alone and occasionally visit his son.”

Wodan flashed a venomous look before schooling his features. I took another sip and stared right back at the magician.

Wodan continued with another sigh, “Apollo is the youngest. He’s rarely left Greece since he was born, about the time Rome graduated from a village to a town. He was named after the Greek god and has assumed his identity over time. He was hiding in plain sight in your timeline as a Greek shipping magnate in your time. He probably has the most coin of all of us. I know for certain that he sends most of the assassins after me.”

I cocked an eyebrow at the last comment but asked the question that Anita bid me ask. “None of them can get us back? Not even long enough to say goodbye?”

Wodan shook his head thoughtfully. “Maybe the Wandering Jew, but I doubt it. He’s always stayed firmly rooted in the present. He is supposedly quite good at dimension traveling, but I don’t think he does the time travel bit at all. There are many lesser magicians who practice witchcraft, sorcery, necromancy, theomancy, and thaumaturgy. None of those disciplines can help you.”

With a sigh, I stood and tossed back my drink. “You’ve given me a lot to think about, Wodan,” I said through a yawn. “I’m exhausted, and I’m more than a little drunk. I’ll pick up the story in the morning.”

I walked out of the room and down the hall to my room. After I closed the door, Brunhilde knocked and slipped past me into the room before turning to talk to me.

“Don’t play with him, Max. He’s dangerous.”

“I’m not,” I murmured my reply. “You know what he wants to know, don’t you?”

The sexy brunette slid in to hug me so she could murmur in my ear. “I suspect the answer,” she breathed.

“This isn’t going to end well,” I whispered back.

“As long as you live, there is hope,” she said, squeezing me. “He’s fought without magic, but not in centuries. If he does anything, expect magic to be involved.”

“How do I defeat that?”

“Distraction, feints, and your skill as a warrior. Get close,” she replied. “I hope he won’t do anything, but I’m not optimistic.”

“You should have told me that back home,” I replied. “I wouldn’t have come.”

“He would have come after your family, Max. It was obvious they’re important to you,” she said. “He’s vindictive and enjoys drawing out peoples’ pain. They would have died slowly.”

“Great,” I muttered.

“Also, Gertie is new. He’s still breaking her. She’s not a Valkyrie, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he makes her one eventually,” she said. “He will abuse her tonight. Don’t engage him over it. Save your anger until you need it. Gertie will survive if you don’t interfere.”

“Fu-u-uck,” I growled.

“I’d stay to keep you here, but he would get jealous,” she said. “We don’t need to add that fuel to his fire.”

“I couldn’t do anything with you anyway. You’re not a wife,” I explained.

“Is Sibley?”

“War wife,” I replied. “It’s complicated. I’ll explain it if I survive. Ask Anita otherwise.”

“Goodnight,” she whispered and kissed my cheek before slipping out the door.

I stripped and climbed under a down comforter. “What the fuck,” I said to the empty room.

I considered various options for fighting Wodan and escaping, but without any weapons, I wasn’t optimistic. Despite my worries, the whiskey, the stress, and the last three days of travel took their toll. I eventually fell asleep to the accompaniment of slaps, screams, shouts, and the banging of a bed into a wall.
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WRATH AND TREASURES


Adoor closing woke me up, so I laid in bed for a minute before I figured out where I was. I heard another door close, so I got out of bed, pulled on my borrowed sweats, and stuck my head into the hall. Finding the bathroom free, I hurried down to relieve myself and drank some water from the bathroom sink to rehydrate after the night of binge drinking. My head didn’t feel too bad, but water would definitely help. It didn’t strike me until much later that I would never have thought to drink from the bathroom faucet back in 2019.

The smell of coffee and the sound of quiet conversation greeted me as I returned to the hall. As I passed the room on my right, I saw Gertie sitting up blearily, wrapped in sheets streaked with blood. I gritted my teeth, willing myself not to approach her. Save your anger, I repeated Brunhilde’s words.

As I approached the kitchen, I heard Brunhilde say “Oh, joy” sarcastically just before she walked into the hallway and nearly bumped into me.

“Good morning, ma’am,” my voice rumbled with my early morning voice. “Do I smell coffee?”

“Yes,” the brunette 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.”

As I entered the kitchen, I said, “Good morning, Wodan.”

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

“Black’s good,” I replied. After grabbing a mug and filling it, I asked, “Should I scramble some eggs for breakfast?”

“Brunhilde will make breakfast,” Wodan growled.

I was starting to seriously dislike the guy’s 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,” I replied and took a seat at the table. “Let’s see…the runner from the Katthi village ran into our farmyard. Gabi and I rode down to the ford and met the refugees.”

Taking a sip of coffee, I smiled at the strong brew. “Mmmm. I’ve missed this. We have to ration what little we have left. 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,” I replied with a frown.

I related the events from the last fifteen months or so. We ate, refilled our coffee, and moved to the living room. Brunhilde brought me a big glass of water, and I took breaks periodically to relieve myself. Brunhilde and Gertie brought us soup and bread for lunch, and I kept talking. By 2:30 p.m., according to the clock on the mantle, I had finished relating how we had returned to find Kat dead.

Brunhilde handed me a package of tissues, and I took one to dry my eyes and blow my nose.

“Thanks,” I told her absently. I let out a sad sigh. “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 I sipped the last of my cold coffee. Wodan returned to the living room and resumed his seat.

The grumpy old man muttered, “It’s disgraceful—crying over a woman like that.”

I couldn’t restrain myself. “Maybe if you cared for someone other than yourself, you would understand,” I replied quietly. I got up from the easy chair, walked to the kitchen, and emptied the last of the coffee into my mug. After I refilled the water reservoir, I called out, “Where do you keep the coffee?”

Brunhilde joined me in the kitchen. She caressed my shoulder sympathetically 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,” I murmured before taking a sip from my mug.

“I listened while I was working,” she replied, flashing me a sad smile.

Returning to the living room, I perused the bookshelf, noting texts on metallurgy, smithing, physics, and chemistry, among theological texts. Other titles were in languages I didn’t know.

Once I took my seat again in the easy chair, I sipped some coffee. “I emptied it, but Bryn…er, Brunhilde, will have more soon.”

Wodan simply stared at me 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?” I asked, my curiosity kicking in. “You shouldn’t need me to tell you all of this because you can see it, right?”

“New dimensions are distracting,” Wodan replied woodenly. “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,” I replied. “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. So, what happened next?”

“We took Kat home,” I 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 sawhorses. 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.”

I grabbed another tissue and dabbed my eyes again.

“What a wimp,” Wodan growled.

I lost it. “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!” I retorted. “The only person you care about is the one you see in the mirror in the morning!”

Wodan waved his hand, and I suddenly felt like I’d been shield-checked into the wall. The pictures hanging on the wall fell from the impact as I lay semi-supine on the desk. Wodan raised his hand, and it felt like a huge hand was squeezing my chest, lifting me to slide up the paneled wall.

The ancient mage’s voice thundered. “You will tell me what happened to my son! NOW!”

It felt like huge talons were wrapped around my chest, holding me in the air against the rough wood paneling.

“Interesting version of hospitality, old man,” I growled back.

“MY SON!” Wodan yelled.

Fuck it, I thought. “I killed him,” I growled back.

“SON OF A BITCH!” the magician howled, and suddenly I hit the wall next to the kitchen and my head bounced off the wall, over the desk again.

Everything turned black.
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Fire burned through my body, waking me into an involuntary scream. That feeling of talons squeezing my chest persisted from before I blacked out, but something was different. Slowly, the burning sensation tapered to the point where it was just severely unpleasant, allowing me to gulp in air to soothe my burning lungs.

“Most men aren’t very impressive when you remove their clothing, but you’re an impressive specimen.” Wodan’s voice made me open my eyes. He was sitting in his easy chair, now turned to face me, where I hung in the air just over the desk.

“You’re an asshole,” I gasped.

“You’re not wrong, although most people would hesitate to say it,” he replied as he slowly made circles with his index finger, causing me to spin slowly in the air. “My initial thought was to kill you slowly. Painfully. After my initial attack, you weren’t far from death, but that would have been way too fast.”

He made a waving gesture that sent me rocketing into the wall over the sideboard before tossing me back into the wall over the desk. The pressure around my chest released, and I fell onto the desk, which buckled this time under the impact of my fall.

“I will live for a long time, Max,” the magician said as I felt a cold, thin metal object under my right hand. “I’m going to suffer the loss of my son for centuries, if not millennia. I’ve decided you should share my suffering.”

As he stood, I rolled around and tried to sit up as I grasped the metal object and tried to figure out what I was holding. It was about a half-inch wide and about a quarter-inch thick. As Wodan began slowly stalking toward me, I found the pointed end.

“So, that burning you felt is a combination of curses I put on my Valkyries to make them so durable,” he said as he slowly walked toward me. I slowly shuffled the object so I could confirm my hope that it was what I thought it was. “Think of it like an install package on a computer.”

I watched him, willing him to get closer. Just a little more.

“That wasn’t the first thing I did to you, though,” Wodan said. “I wanted to ensure you could hear what people said about you and your family, so the first thing I did was place a curse on you that would make you able to understand anyone, regardless of the language they speak.”

“How’s that work?” I asked.

“Do you speak Swedish?” he asked in return.

“No,” I replied quietly, getting a sense of foreshadowing.

“That’s what I’ve been speaking since you woke up,” he said with a chuckle. He really was an evil fuck.

I found the handle of the letter opener I’d seen yesterday. Closer, I willed. Just a little closer.

“You can now understand other languages, but I didn’t give you the ability to speak them,” he laughed. “You’ll hear everything everyone says about you as your family and everything you’ve built die. With the package of spells I’ve placed on you, you’ll live for centuries. Now, I just have to remove the hardening and the healing, and then I’ll release you.”

He knelt in front of me and leaned in. “I’m going to send Romans, Huns, Vikings, Russ, Celts, Britons—anyone I can find to tear down everything you’ve built and kill everyone you care about, and let you mourn them for centuries. What do you think about that, Chief?”

I dropped my head for a moment, took a big breath, and let it out.

“No.”

Wodan chuckled. “You don’t get a choice.” He let his laughter run, tilting his head back as he roared.

That’s when I leaned forward. My hand snaked up and hooked behind his neck to pull him toward me as I shoved the letter opener repeatedly into his throat before driving it into his remaining eye. He gasped and fell back, hands weakly scrabbling with the handle of the letter opener as I slowly made my way to my knees.

He chuckled weakly, “You think I don’t have the same healing as the bitches?”

Trying to keep him distracted from magic long enough to figure out how to end him, I hammered my fists into his chest repeatedly until I felt the bones break.

As I pushed myself to my feet, he lifted his right hand. I snatched the wrist before he could point the hand at me, put it in a wrist lock, and twisted it by stepping around the arm. His chest started making popping noises as the bones realigned while he shouted in pain over the wrist lock.

I pushed the wrist toward his shoulder with all my weight. Eventually, it gave way, splintering the bones of his arm. Stomping on his chest again with my heel, I felt the bones grind as I stepped through with the other leg in time to catch his left wrist.

Pulling it straight, I kicked the elbow until it dislocated.

Leaning my hands on my knees, I tried to catch my breath.

“Not enough, boy,” he whispered.

I roared in frustration. Then I remembered Freya’s comment about the brain stem and decapitation. I can work with that.

I pulled the letter opener from Wodan’s eye as his left arm snapped back in place and reached for me. Using his arm as a lever, I rolled him over and put my knee between his shoulders and pushed the sharp point of the letter opener into the well behind his ear.

That definitely had an effect—Wodan started to convulse on the floor.

Grabbing his shirt collar, I dragged him in front of the fireplace. As I was about to head to the kitchen for a big knife or cleaver, my eyes landed on the sword over the mantle.

I stepped up on the hearth and grabbed the sword’s sheath, pulling the sword from the sheath. I was impressed with the balance of the blade. The hilt featured a hand-and-a-half grip, and the blade was roughly three inches across and three and a half feet long.

Wodan’s spasms were slowing despite having a ten-inch letter opener in his brain.

I had no confidence that he would die from that, so I lifted him by his collar to rest his chest on the ottoman with his head hanging off the edge. After gauging my strike by laying the sword blade across his neck, I raised it in a two-handed grip above my head as Brunhilde and Hanna appeared in the hallway. Brunhilde hugged the slight woman from behind as I chopped down, sinking my weight into the stroke. Wodan’s neck parted like butter, and blood shot from his neck.

I picked up the skull up by the letter opener, holding it in front of me. “That should do the job,” I muttered.

“Max?” Brunhilde said. “How did you manage that?”

“He got careless, and I got desperate,” I replied, trying to catch my breath. “He threatened my family. I had to do something. I remembered Freya’s comments about brain stems and decapitation.”

“Killing him with his own sword is definitely justice,” the brunette said.

“I thought I’d have to hack at him repeatedly, but it cut through easily.”

“He claimed that the blade was especially sharp and couldn’t be dulled or broken,” Brunhilde replied. “Same with the spear, including the shaft, and the dagger. The shield supposedly can’t be pierced or cut.”

“That’ll be handy,” I said. “Where are my clothes?”

“He burned them off you,” the blonde waif whispered.

“Damn, Anita made those boxers for me,” I said.

“I’ll go let her know to bring you new clothes,” Brunhilde said as she released the other woman and made her way toward the kitchen.

“Leave the door open!” I shouted.

She stopped and smiled at me. “Of course, Chief.” Then she left.

Hanna, however, stood there looking lost.

“Are you okay, Hanna?” I asked. She startled at the use of her given name, so I added, “No one will ever call you Gertie again.”

Slowly, a bright smile appeared on her pretty face, and she rushed forward to hug me. “Thank you,” she murmured into my chest as I wrapped my arms around her.

We were standing there with me trying to keep my little monster from raising his head when Anita rushed into the house with most of my family, Sibley, Brunhilde, and Freya in tow.

I released Hanna in time to capture Anita in my arms and accept her passionate kiss.

“Can we get home from here?” Tabby asked.

“Not without Wodan,” Freya said, pointing at the corpse. “This house is a nexus of all the timelines. It has something to do with the artifact on his face. Finding the right one is impossible without his ability to use the artifact.”

“Is there at least a phone we can use to call home and say goodbye?” Siobhan asked. “My biggest regret was not being able to say goodbye to my mother and tell her I forgive her.”

“Or say goodbye to Gregor, Christa, and their mothers,” I murmured as I stepped into the fresh linen boxers Anita handed me.

“Or say goodbye to Javier,” Jenn murmured.

“No,” Brunhilde answered. “Wodan tried many times but could never make a telephone work.”

Anita closed her eyes, and I felt for her. I knew how badly she missed home. “If I can’t go back to my house, I’m good,” Anita said. “My family is here.”

I looked at my queen tenderly, understanding what her acceptance meant. “Yeah, me too, but I still think about them sometimes,” I said as I stepped into a pair of pants. “Besides, can you imagine Kurt in a public school?”

All the wives laughed, and Kurt asked, “What’s so funny?”

“Your papa is just happy to be alive, son,” I replied.

As I dropped a tunic over my head, I said, “I’ll grab that weapons set from the wall, and we can go home.”

“Oh no, my king,” Anita said. “We’re going to take everything of value with us. Kitchen utensils, cookware, linens, clothes, food, all of it. The broken desk can be used for firewood.”

“How about guns?” Brunhilde asked.

“Yeah, for sure,” I said, followed quickly by a chorus of agreement.

“We’ll need his right hand,” Brunhilde added.

“I’ll go watch the babies,” Jenn said. She kissed me warmly before departing with a sway of her wide hips and a sultry smile over her shoulder.

Using the same sword that I had used on Wodan’s neck, I easily separated his wrist. I handed it to Brunhilde, and after I wiped the blade on Wodan’s shirt and sheathed it, we walked down the hallway while Anita directed the salvage operation. On the left, next to the bathroom, was a door that had remained closed during my entire visit.

A large worktable with a reloading setup, a couple of vices, and gunsmithing tools were on the left wall of the room. In the middle of the right wall was a safe door. Brunhilde placed Wodan’s palm against it, and I heard the locking mechanism release.

“Seems pretty high-tech,” I said.

“He liked to ensure that only he could get to his gun collection,” she replied, pulling the safe door open. “I once saw him open it by just waving his hand, but I think he found it easier to use the scanner—or it was just one more thing he could do that we couldn’t.”

“That lines up with my experience with him. I didn’t figure him for a gun collector,” I observed. “With his magic, I can’t imagine he had much need for firearms.”

“It was more of a passion than anything else,” Brunhilde replied. “He was fascinated with tools of destruction. Plus, he liked to keep trophies from his would-be assassins. He would even enter cowboy shooting competitions, but I don’t know how he made it work—you know, timeline, country, etcetera. That case is Annelise’s,” she said, pointing to a plastic rifle case.

“Who’s Annelise?” I asked.

With a smirk, Brunhilde said, “You didn’t really think she and I were named after characters from the Nibelungenlied, did you? The names you know us by are what Wodan decided to call us. Kinda like callsigns.”

“So, Kriemhild is Annelise?”

“Yes. Annelise Baak, an Olympic biathlete from the Netherlands before Apollo recruited us to kill Wodan,” she explained. “I’m Sophia Calderón, from Málaga, Spain.”

She extended her hand, and I grasped it. “Nice to meet you, Sophia,” I replied. “I’m Max Morgan from Burlington, Colorado.”

After a moment, it occurred to me to ask, “What about Freya?”

“Oh, her name really is Freya. Freya Daalgard.” She picked up an MP5 and caressed it, lost in her own thoughts. “The old man picked her up in 1921. I’ll let her tell the story.”

There were an amazing number of guns, but I didn't see any reason to take them all. As we sorted through them, it became apparent that there was a limited amount of ammunition for some of them, and others were rusted. There was a little over 3,000 rounds of 9mm in a mix of ball and hollow point bullets, 250 rounds of .22 LR, 750 rounds of .45 Colt ammunition, two boxes of 12-gauge birdshot, a couple hundred rounds of .30-06, and 350 rounds of .308 Winchester. We took the weapons that appeared to be in good shape and matched the available ammunition.

We grabbed Annelise’s custom Remington 700 and a Winchester Model 70 bolt action, both in .308. There was a beauty of a Purdey double-barrel 12-gauge shotgun that I snatched up—we still had all of Mack’s ammo for it. We took a handful of 9mm weapons: an H&K MP5 submachine gun, an Erma Werke “Schmeisser” MP40 submachine pistol, an H&K P7 pistol, a Walther P5 pistol, and a Luger MP08 pistol. There was an M1 Garand in .30-06 with five enbloc clips. Mack had one that was a joy to shoot. There was a Ruger 10/22 breakdown rifle that was still in the carton with all the packing materials, which I figured would be good for practicing marksmanship for the kids and ladies.

And finally, I took the “cowboy” guns in .45 Colt: a single-action Colt revolver with a matching Winchester 1866 lever-action rifle. The final weapon I picked up was an old Mauser Gewehr 71. There was a box of ten cartridges and a bayonet to go with it. I figured it would give Badinus something interesting to reverse engineer.

If anyone ever tried to attack the farm again, they’d seriously regret it.

Sophia —I had to stop thinking of her as Brunhilde—and I carried the guns out after ensuring they were empty, carting them into the house and putting them on the new table in the front room.

Annelise was snoring on one of the benches under the watchful eyes of Idir and Mokrane, two of my Berber guards.

We brought back the ammo, the reloading and armorer tools, and reloading supplies, which all seemed to be for the .45 Colt rounds. I thought we might be able to get them to work for 9mm and .308 too, if the right adapters were in the box of tools.

After that we joined Anita’s efforts. She sent Sophia off to grab boxes for kitchen items. Hanna and Freya took a garden cart back and forth full of tools, gardening implements, and camping equipment from somewhere outside before loading up the cart with kitchen items. Pulling the drawers out was my chore, and I took each one over as I pulled it out. Anita, Nelda, and Siglinde salvaged food from the pantry, cupboards, and refrigerator. Siobhan, Kurt, Tabby, and Sibley gathered up clothes, bedding, and bathroom products.

Sibley seemed a little overwhelmed by how different the fabrics and the house itself were from what she knew—that, and the fact that my family was speaking in English with the Valkyries. Kurt and Siglinde just went with it.

When I was done, I went through the bookshelves and picked up nearly fifty books, mostly volumes on crafts or science, but I also found some books containing stories about religion, mythology, fables, and fairy tales. Tabby emptied the sideboard of all the liquor.

I pulled the sideboard through the living room and accidentally kicked Wodan’s disembodied head. Only it was less disembodied than it was before—there was a thin cord attaching the head to the neck of the corpse.

I grabbed the dagger from the stack of blades on the hearth and cut the cord easily just below the skull and again where it attached to the spinal cord. I put it into the kitchen sink and wiped the blade on Wodan’s shirt before sheathing it and tucking it into my waistband. I returned to my chores, wondering what I should do with the head.

Freya commented, “That patch over his eye is a powerful artifact. I don’t know how much of his power was his own and how much came from the Eye.”

“So, the Eye creates a little oasis in time? What’s the limit of its effect?” I asked as I picked up the pieces of the broken desk.

“If you look out the windows, you’ll see a dark forest with fog that seems to stick to the tree line,” she explained. “It extends about fifty meters all around the house. You can walk into the forest, but what timeline or even geographic location you’d emerge into seems to be determined by luck of the draw…that is how the Americans say it, right?”

“Yes,” I said as I looked out the front door. I wasn’t about to walk outside and accidentally get separated from my family. Having them all here was risky enough since I didn’t understand anything about magic.

“So, this is Valhalla, huh?” I mused. “Give me good, solid science any day.” I turned back to my chores.

I lugged the desk and the sideboard onto our forest floor near the farmhouse then returned to Wodan’s kitchen to pick up heavy sacks of flour and rice.

“He had a ten-pound bag of potatoes, and there were tomatoes in the fridge,” Anita said excitedly.

“We should save some of those to plant in the garden in the spring,” I replied.

“Sun-dry the tomatoes and put the potatoes in the larder?” she asked.

“That should work,” I agreed. “With ten pounds of potatoes, we could still have a few for a meal and save over three-quarters for planting. With luck, we can get a quarter of an acre planted in potatoes.”

“It’s fine if they sprout in the larder?” she asked.

“Little buds are good,” I explained. “It lets us know if they’re viable for seed potatoes.”

“Summer harvest is going to be great,” Anita said, giving me a big kiss. “Back to work, my king.”

“Yes, my queen,” I said before I started dragging the table and chairs.

We left the mattresses for the beds but did take the frames. The master bed was too small, and Wodan’s former slaves said the mattresses weren’t comfortable. We’d either put the frames to use or burn them in the fireplace.

My last haul before collecting the blades from the wall was some heavy carpets from the bedrooms.

I pulled Freya, Hanna, and Sophia aside.

“If we leave the Eye on his head, will he eventually recover?” I asked.

Freya nodded, and Sophia said, “We think so. You should remove it—we can take it with us. Maybe burn the house, too.

“We won’t ever be able to come back,” Freya said.

“Not a problem for me,” I said.

“I cannot find my way home from here,” Hanna said. “I might as well go with all of you.”

“Okay, let’s do this,” I said.

Anita and I did a quick headcount, and Freya accounted for their group. Once everyone was out of the magical house, I returned to the kitchen to deal with the disembodied head. I found a pile of discarded old plastic containers on the floor, which Anita had deemed not salvageable. I picked up a relatively clear one that was about as wide as my hand and about an inch deep, grabbed the head, and walked out of the house for the last time.

Turning around, I squatted and placed the head just inside the mudroom door. After sliding the band from Wodan’s head, I pulled the dagger from my waist and pried the eye patch from the dead man’s eye socket. When I pulled it away from his face, I discovered a small ball with short protrusions around it, like a mace behind the patch. Strings of flesh were attached to the protrusions to hold the patch in place, but the dagger cut right through them.

After I carefully placed the patch in the container, I pressed the lid into place and handed it to Anita. Then, I tossed the head through the mudroom—it landed on the kitchen floor with a wet “thunk” sound.

Freya removed the two stones that Sophia had used to open the door and tossed them into the mudroom before Siobhan handed me a ten-inch grenade with a long fuse. Gabi held up a smoking brand from the fire to light the fuse, and I rolled it along the mudroom floor and into the kitchen.

Sophia pushed the half-transparent door closed, and then Gabi poked the brand through the gap between the two trees where the door had been. It passed through the gap as you would normally expect it to—no signs of magical doors.

With that, I hoped I was done with magicians with delusions of divinity.
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The sun was approaching the western horizon by the time we had found a place to put everything. We created stacks and piles in the old airplane fuselage, which made the Valkyries ask a lot of questions. Once we finished our work, we gathered around the huge table.

Annelise, who had slept the entire time, woke up as we set the table for dinner and groggily scooted to lean against the wall. When she saw me, she looked surprised. I sat down next to her with my back against the table.

“I understand your name is Annelise,” I said. She looked startled.

“You survived,” she said.

“You are no longer enslaved to that asshole,” I told her gently.

She nodded but didn’t say anything.

“I also brought you a present.”

She gave me a confused frown, so I pointed to the gun case sitting next to the exterior wall. Once she caught sight of it, she began to cry.

“I spent so long learning how to use it properly, and I was so proud when I could hit 1,500-meter targets consistently in all conditions,” she murmured. “But while we were setting up to assassinate Wodan, he just showed up at our sniper hide out of nowhere. Sofia and I were suddenly hanging in the air, and a portal opened. He threw us into his garage, picked up our weapons, and then the abuse began.”

“Never again, Annelise,” I said. “I don’t know if there are more versions of him on a different timeline, but probably not, based on what Freya said. I removed his head and the All-Seeing Eye, and we tossed a grenade into his house just before closing the door. I expect that started a fire that should burn the house to ash.”

“Ever since the old man began his abuse, I don’t like being touched by men,” Annelise said. “I can barely tolerate it when a woman touches me. My point is, you deserve a hug, but…I can’t.”

“I don’t need one. Just heal,” I replied earnestly. “It’ll take time to heal from that, but it’s possible, especially if you surround yourself with friends. Siobhan…Siobhan was gang raped in college, so if you need someone to talk to, I’m sure she would be open to having a conversation with you.”

Annelise nodded, touched my shoulder momentarily, and went to inspect her rifle before we all sat down to eat.

Sibley was ecstatic to be included in the family meal. We sat around the table eating a stew that was almost green from all the veggies in it with pieces of smoked bear meat and a fresh grouse that Siglinde shot with her bow. Anita also produced a couple of loaves of fresh bread, a small jar of honey, and a crock of fresh butter.

While we ate, I related everything that had happened to me while in Wodan’s tender care. Annelise, Freya, Hanna, and Sophia all shared their stories.

Annelise Baak and Sophia Calderón met at the 1992 Summer Olympics, the last time the Winter and Summer Games were held the same year. Annelise was a star biathlete for the Netherlands winter team and an archer in their summer team. Sophia was on the Spanish sailing team. They bumped into each other in the Olympic Village and immediately hit it off.

While at a party just after the closing ceremony, a Greek shipping tycoon invited them to his villa in Greece after the games. That autumn, they discovered that he was Apollo and that he wanted them to kill Wodan. He described how evil the older magician was and offered them training plus a million Euros each. They went to a private sniper school for nine weeks then then went off to kill the Wodan. Sophia was Annelise’s spotter and guard, armed with an MP5. As Annelise had mentioned earlier, Wodan caught them.

Freya and Hanna were both witches and had similar stories. Freya Daalgard was an alternate for the 1920 Olympics in Antwerp. She was a local champion archer, but she didn’t get to compete at the big event. She discovered that Wodan was raping young women at flapper parties in 1921. When she called him on it, he slapped her right in the middle of the bar. Freya sat in ambush and tried to shoot him with a poison arrow. Wodan appeared behind her as she waited to kill him, and he pulled her backward into his living room.

After Hanna Jokela’s sister had been brutalized by a “tall man with dark, salt-and-pepper hair and an eye patch,” Hanna had found her in a Helsinki hotel. Her sister had whispered “Odin” before dropping into a coma, never to recover. Hanna started trolling the business hotels of Helsinki, looking for a man who fit her sister’s description.

After months of searching, she found him in a hotel bar one evening, sipping scotch, chatting up a waitress that had a similar look to Hanna’s sister. She sat next to him, and when he went to the bathroom, she dropped a poisonous powder into his half-finished drink. When he returned, he sat down next to her, looked her in the eye, and pushed her sideways. She landed in his living room. Then her abuse began. She’d been with him for six weeks when I arrived.

Despite all three Valkyries being much older than any of my family, they looked like contemporaries. Freya explained that they aged one year for every one hundred years they were alive. She said she’d aged two years since 1921, and the other two Valkyries had aged a year. When I pointed out the math didn’t add up, she reminded me that Wodan had sent them backward and forward on the timelines with Loki, so they’d actually lived longer than the number of years since their births.

That led me to believe Wodan probably could have sent us back to 2019 after all, that fucker.

As my wives discussed that, I wondered, What’s that mean for my lifespan?

We also talked about magic, and Nelda was surprised we didn’t know anything about it. She had always assumed that we knew what she meant every time she talked about “energizing potions.” I learned from Sophia that Cletus Arianus, the Roman who had threatened Badinus, was a sorcerer, and Freya went so far as to suspect that Badinus was originally from a different dimension.

“I’m sorry, what?” Siobhan interjected.

Freya nodded. “In the Roman empire, it was common for the wealthy to hire sorcerers to contract with people who want to leave other dimensions. In this case, the contracted traveler would serve in the army instead of their wealthy clients’ own sons.”

Sophia chimed in. “That’s probably why Badinus seemed so afraid—he didn’t want to go home.”

Freya added, “Master-level sorcerers can force contracted beings back to their home dimension, even if they didn’t summon them in the first place. That’s useful when someone summons a particularly nasty creature.”

Stranger and stranger, I thought. If that were true, Ouaren was likely from a similar situation, especially since they seemed to share a language. It also made me think we needed to outlaw sorcery in the alliance since sorcerers could send travelers back to their home dimension without their agreement.

Nelda and the Valkyries spoke of necromancers too, which didn’t sound as scary as I would have thought. Nelda didn’t know much about them except they could heal or kill with their powers, but Freya and Hanna said they were good at healing and often did more good than harm. The theocromancy practitioners were rare and called priests. Most were in Jewish communities in Rome. Some tribal shamans were priests of theocromancy, too. Thaumaturges were even more rare, and I never did grasp exactly what they did. It sounded like some strange type of quantum engineering.

There was a long pause as my family from the modern world considered all this new information. We slowly transitioned to clearing the table. As we worked, we started to catch up on happenings in the village, which made me think about Brynhild. I was surprised that she hadn’t been around since our return from the wars.

Anita doled out small cups of mead, and we sat back at the table while I shared the story of the summer campaign. We discussed our march into Roman Gaul and the death of Peoht, Sunnife, and many of their soldiers. We had stopped in the land of the Senones Celts and invited them to the alliance before we continued home. Taliesin had told them to expect us to pass through on the Roman road, and the Senones were gracious hosts.

After, we devised a plan for the next day, and I spent most of the night trying to plant more babies in my wives.

The next day, Anita and Gabi took me on a walk past the Berbers’ barracks and the north OP to a building site overlooking Lette Creek and the Ruhr. There was a stone foundation, and stone walls were going up slowly. Anita explained that it would be both a fortress and our home. She told me that she’d worked with Ouaren to design it, and the wives were all excited about having a more spacious and defensible home.

Anita said it would take until next summer before the place had progressed enough that we could move in, and another year to finish the whole project. Allotments of stone arrived on rafts from the river regularly, and she introduced me to the workmen. I recognized some of them from the Roman units as either slaves or soldiers.

Anita’s enthusiasm was infectious, but I would have preferred to focus on mills and bridges for our people first.

On the way back, Anita whispered in my ear, “There are plenty of workers and stone for bridges and roads, Max.”

“How did you know?” I asked.

“Your eyes scrunched when you saw the construction site,” Gabi said.

“We wouldn’t put ourselves in front of our people, Max,” Anita said seriously. She grinned and added, “My emperor would be very upset with me if I did.”

“Damned right, he would,” I growled before picking her up, tossing her over my shoulder, and spanking her delicious ass.

“Now I’m jealous,” Gabi said with a grin.

I set Anita back on the ground, and Gabi took off running toward the farm.

“Go get her, Max!” Anita shouted.

I caught Gabi just outside the edge of the tree line and slung her over my shoulder and spanked her hard buttocks, too. Then we all gathered for the midday meal with the Valkyries, Sibley, and Cyneswith.

After we ate, Anita sent me off to entertain myself so she could have a private conversation with the ladies who had joined us for lunch. So, I saddled Zephyr and went searching for Brynhild.

I managed to convince my guards to only send one with me rather than the quartet they originally suggested, so only Hamid rode with me. His Saxon wasn’t very strong, so I made a point of drawing him into conversation as we rode. Occasionally, he would sputter and use a Berber word rather than Saxon, but since I had been cursed by Wodan, I understood him and would give him the Saxon word.

Brynhild wasn’t at her mother’s home in Renvard’s village, so after I said hello to Renvard, Altena, Halvende, and Willa, we rode the trail to Edelheim. I had never been to Peoht’s hut, but Hunstan showed me where it was after a short visit with Aelfram.

No smoke came out of the vent hole in the roof of Peoht and Brynhild’s home, but I knocked anyway. I didn’t hear an answer, so I lifted the latch and opened the door.

“Bryn?”

She lay on the floor next to the bed, unconscious. Kneeling next to her, I tried to find a pulse in her neck.

There was none.

“Oh, Bryn! Why?” I cried.
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We buried Brynhild in our family plot next to Kat. Tabby created a beautiful headstone for her that read:
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I thought the last bit was a little dramatic, but Nelda thought it was an appropriate reference to the Irminsul. The whole village turned out for her burial, and every scout she had led came to pay their respect over the next couple of moons.

After the funeral, Cyneswith said, “I thought she would be a sister wife.”

“I offered it to her,” I confessed. “I’d even told her that I would be her baby’s father. If I had brought her home sooner, maybe she’d still be with us.” I wiped the tears from my face. “I wanted to give her time to mourn Peoht before moving her in with the family. I went to visit her with the idea that I’d bring her home with me. If she didn’t want to be a wife, she could still live with us and be surrounded by people who loved her.”

“She was never the same after Lugdunum,” Sibley said. “She just…went through the motions.”

“She miscarried as soon as she got to her house,” Nelda said. I looked up, surprised. No one had told me that. “Eangyth tended to her, and she was healthy. She thinks Bryn just gave up after losing her baby. It was the only connection she had left to Peoht.”

“We should name the scouts after her,” Cyneswith said. “The Bryn Cohort.”

“It’s a lovely idea Cyn, but I don’t think that’s what she would’ve wanted,” I murmured. “We honor her by carrying on and keeping her in our memory, sharing her story around the campfires.” I held Cyneswith’s gaze, adding, “And I’m sure you ladies will honor her by continuing to fight fiercely for your homes and your loved ones.”

Tears flowed freely down Cyneswith’s face. “We will, Max.”
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After Brynhild’s funeral, I promoted Gytha to scout commander. Then, I called Badinus and Ouaren to meet with Sophia and me.

My two engineers were both surprised when I related the story of my visit with Wodan and my belief that they were from another dimension, based on my understanding of sorcery. Badinus seemed relieved and related that every sorcerer he’d met in the last two hundred years had tried to banish him to his home dimension. His contract term had ended over two hundred years before, but the terms forbade him from discussing it with me unless I learned about what he referred to as the “hidden world.”

Ouaren explained that they were both from a human-like race that fed off strong emotions. Being in the Roman army kept them very well fed. Badinus added that as long as they had emotions to feed from, they could survive without food for long periods and their bodies wouldn’t age.

I turned my computer over to them and explained that they’d have to learn English, but that Sofia would stay at the house to help them learn and translate as well as she could.

Soon after, everyone’s attention turned to the upcoming harvest. As the days became cooler, it became apparent that Jenn and Gabi were both pregnant. Anita thought she might be, but Nelda wasn’t certain. Siobhan was planning to join me on the next campaign, leaving little Sorsha with Jenn.

The harvest for our villages was bountiful, and I looked forward to meeting with Euclides to see how everyone else did.

At Fallfest, Sibley and Cyneswith joined our family. Freya appeared genuinely happy for us, but Hanna and Sophia both had thoughtful looks, and Annelise disappeared before the handfasting ceremony began. Sibley and Cyneswith both pledged to wait for the war to end before they tried to get pregnant. That way, they could be with me during campaigns. Meanwhile, Annelise returned after the ceremony with a deer for the feasting.

Badinus also tied the knot with Yakob’s daughter, Rachel. I thought she was a little young, but by our customs, she was old enough to marry. Both Yakob and Sara approved of the match. We toasted their match with coffee from the load Mostafa and Yakob had brought back. We needed to improve the roasting, but it was still good.

The whole household packed up after Fallfest to travel to Treves for the annual alliance meeting. Ouren, Badinus, Hanna, and Sophia came along. Annelise had joined Sunnife’s former squad, which Adala led after we returned from Lugundum. Freya left for Ksanten to check on things there, but she planned to join us in Treves by the time the alliance meeting came to order.

Six replacement infantry companies marched south to relieve some of Niall’s and Willem’s soldiers. They led wagon trains of food, furs, blankets, and ammunition for the artillery. Sigelm led a similar convoy to the two divisions due south of us across the alps.

We had more groups attending that year due to all the Celtic tribes joining us. I called the meeting to order, and we began our discussions. We agreed to press forward the next year to cross the Rubicon and drive the Roman army off the Italian peninsula.

I also was able to get agreement to outlaw the practice of sorcery. The punishment for that crime was the same as for priests. We also expanded our Priest Law to include clergy from other faiths who encouraged people to hurt others.

We agreed to form the 1st Celtic Division based out of Autun, and I committed to send Frithstan, Egon, and Thibalt to train them. The young man was a little concerned, but Gerlind was very proud of him for graduating from being my aide. She would accompany them as part of Ymma’s squad to train women to scout and shoot bows.

Euclides gave a report on the current harvest. The Hermunduri were getting strong enough that starvation was no longer a concern, and the local Franks that had squatted in their territories joined in the Hermunduri tribal meetings. They had worked together to destroy a couple of villages of radical Christians that were attacking them.

We returned to the farm ten days after the end of the meeting to finish preparations for winter. The snows came early that fall, and the last two days on the road home consisted of riding through heavy snow. The mothers held their babies close against their bodies, wrapped in heavy fur cloaks. It was a miserable march through the mountain path between the top of the Wupper Valley down to Haven. It got better after that—it was just a little cold.

The rest of the autumn and all winter featured frequent snows with short thawing spells, followed by more snow.

Sigi and his new bride came to visit between storms just before Yule, and we talked through the summer's battles to see what lessons he could learn. He had always been a cavalryman, and using infantry, artillery, and archers had proven more challenging for him than I expected. We spent a couple days discussing tactics and strategy for the coming summer.

Otherwise, winter was spent caring for the animals, training as much as the weather allowed, working at my forge, or working in the mill with Ouaren and Badinus. No matter what I was doing, I took lots of breaks to play with the children. Kurt and Siglinde would often join me, but both also had friends in the villages that they visited whenever the weather allowed.

Ouaren would often come by for dinner and spend most of his time with Hanna. He would often stay to listen to Tabby play and sing while he and Hanna held hands or cuddled. Sophia and Hanna would frequently join their voices to Tabby’s once they learned some of her repertoire. With eight wives, my nights were very active, too.

During those cold months, Badinus and Ouaren opened up about their backgrounds as we worked together in the mill, building our first steel cannons. Both men had come from the same space-faring race and they had grown to truly appreciate living on earth despite the rustic conditions. Ouaren had been a space marine, piloting their landing craft. Badinus had been a ship engineer. Neither wanted to go back.

Both had an appreciation of math and physics, and Badinus had a better grasp of chemistry than Ouaren. As we spoke more openly about their knowledge, we designed a grenade fuse that would ignite on impact, and we were able to test it as the snow began to melt.

As spring came around, most of my family decided to stay home for Disting, but Sibley, Nelda, Freya, and I rode up with the Katthi delegates to the gathering in Marklo, wrapped in heavy cloaks in the light rain. Nelda and Freya helped with the ceremony, and Nelda stayed for the business meeting. I wasn’t a delegate, but she was. Sibley led a unit of archers to provide training on mounted archery to some of the other tribes. Freya and I spent the morning riding the hills around the gathering site while Nelda conducted Saxon business. At midafternoon, I was called to give an update on Saxon Alliance issues.

The main issue was the provisioning and disposition of the 5th German Division. The Langobards had proven to be tough opponents. Sigi had bloodied them, but he had lost a couple hundred men despite the artillery. He felt he had a better strategy for the coming summer after our winter visit. I told him what I could commit for munitions and new cannons. The council agreed to send Womär to the Langobards as an emissary to establish a peaceful resolution to the border disputes. Alliance membership benefits and access to the markets in Frankish, Saxon, and other alliance lands were the carrot we thought might entice them to join us. The 5th German Division would be the stick.

We stayed after Disting to observe Sigi’s training efforts for the new units. He had a Cheruski and a couple of Chauken company commanders who had quickly organized the new recruits. Over half would return to their villages to serve as home guards, but the rest filled out Sigi’s ranks from his previous summer’s battles.

Over the long winter and the spring preparations for war, I’d gotten better acquainted with all four of the women we’d rescued from Wodan’s clutches. We became friends and spent hours sharing stories of our growing up.

Sophia and Freya both would flirt, but it wasn’t serious, just friendly banter.

Annelise slowly became my buddy. She liked to go hunting with me, and when we were alone in the field, she would occasionally open up and talk.

Hanna became like a daughter to me, which was a little weird since she was only six years younger than me. She would often sit in my lap to cuddle, just like my own children did, unless Ouaren was around. She had been severely traumatized by Wodan, and I suspected that Ouaren fed off her well. I didn’t mind since it appeared to lighten her emotional burdens. When I left for war, she stayed with the family. She and Ouaren planned to marry at Ostara, but I would miss the ceremony.

Two weeks after returning from Disting, just before I left for Treves, Womär sent a messenger that Sigi was sending two cohorts as an escort for three cohorts of Langobards to meet us at Treves. The Danes, Angles, and Jutes backfilled about a cohort for the 5th German Division, so the five cohorts were to be a new division for the alliance army. That’s how the 7th German Division came into being.

When they arrived in Treves, I spent half a moon cycle training them and an additional Celtic cohort until the six cohorts could fight as a unit. After assessing all the leaders in the unit, I promoted Jansen, a Jute cohort commander, to division commander. Heinrich, a grizzled Langobard warrior, really took to our way of fighting, so Jansen and I agreed Heinrich would be his second.

My division commanders, all of the furloughed units, and the Danes arrived shortly before I finished training the 7th. We discussed strategy over the maps of the Roman empire and came up with a plan.

The 7th German Division would join the 1st & 3rd German Divisions to swoop down from the alpine passes to capture the plains surrounding Mediolanum under Jorge’s command. I would lead the 2nd, 4th, and 6th German Divisions and the 2nd Danes Division to meet up with the 1st Celtic Division that would join us near Autun and lead them over the alps toward Taurinorum. At that point, seven divisions would swoop southeast to Bononia while Eastmund would lead the 3rd German to punch southwest to Genova, steal ships, and sail down the coast to Pisa. Jorge would continue south with the 1st and 7th divisions while the 4th occupied and held Padua to cover our flank. Jorge would punch through the narrow coastal plane to conquer and hold the ports at Barium and Taranto.

I would lead the rest of the divisions across the alpine passes southwest of Bononia to join the 3rd German west of Fiorenze before we marched down the western side of the peninsula toward Rome on separate avenues of approach through the low mountains between it and Fiorenze.

Once Rome was rubble, we would chase any fleeing forces south toward Napule. Jorge would send a cavalry troop to link up with us, and then we’d retreat north to reestablish garrisons in the northern passes of the alps of Gaul.
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On a dark night a moon cycle after Midsummer, I was sneaking into the Roman Forum with a small team. We didn’t see anyone on the streets as we approached our objective.

After we had destroyed Vatican City with artillery and put any surviving priests to the sword, we had attacked Rome proper. The Roman palace guards that had defended the city were tough, but they were no match for our training, tactics, and heavy artillery. Whole Roman legions died in the plains north of the city.

The wealthy citizens in the suburbs grabbed what they could and ran toward the Forum. Annelise had used her sniper rifle to assassinate the powerful and elite. In short, we terrorized the Roman rich and drove them before us.

We received word through a series of spies Freya and Sophia had recruited that the senators had met in the Forum earlier in the day. They were still debating what to do well into the night.

Constantinus had withdrawn to Byzantium. Licinius, the emperor of the Eastern Roman Empire, was still in Thrace, trying to rebuild his forces. The remaining Roman leaders were too busy fighting amongst themselves to solve any problems for the citizenry at large. It reminded me of the US Congress from my youth.

I had sneaked into the Forum and slowly blocked off all the exits with scout squads led by Ymma, Mildrith, and Cyneswith. Sophia and Annelise had joined me. Sophia carried her MP5, and Annelisa held the MP40. I had the shotgun, and my trusty Henry rifle was holstered on my back.

The scouts started the attack with arrows. Before the grouped men had completely grasped what was happening, the two Valkyries and I opened up. Short, aimed bursts from the submachine guns coupled with blasts of buckshot from my weapon soon had the most powerful men in Rome lying in a bloody pile. The scouts cut the throats of all the bodies, and then we ghosted back out to join our divisions as they marched through Rome, crushing all resistance.

The infantry cleared the streets with their spears and swords. Wherever we found an open plaza, the light artillery cut down any resistance. Five days after the defeat of the Roman legions north of the city, we were chasing survivors down the coast toward Napule.

Constantinus brought his navy, loaded with legions, to the port of Bari. Jorge’s guns picked them off from the coast, destroying first his flagship and three-quarters of the ships before the remainder ran away. The emperor of the Western Roman Empire washed up on the shore and was taken prisoner. I executed him personally.

Licinius tried a similar attack, sending ships to both Brundisium and Kallípolis. He managed to land two legions before Jorge had the 7th German Division in position. The artillery engaged with the guns at long range, then the ballistae, as they closed. Fewer than a cohort survived to merely die on our spears. Then Jorge moved his guns in range of the ports and destroyed Licinius’ fleet. Pieces of the Eastern Roman Empire’s emperor were found on the docks, his death confirmed by his mostly intact head.

On the way back north after we’d met our objectives, we took as much silver, gold, tin, copper, food, books, and scrolls as we could load onto wagons. Roman merchants gladly drove the long caravans north with guards from our army in exchange for their lives and a pittance of gold.

The Langobards volunteered to stay in the northern plains to establish garrisons and farm the land around Mediolanum and Taurinorum. Jorge established garrisons in the mountain passes, and I left Willem to do the same. The plan was to prevent any Roman efforts to attack the lands of Gaul pinned south of the mountains.

The remainder of the army marched home, and I arrived in Treves just in time to prepare for the annual alliance meeting.

The first order of business for that year’s meeting was to report on our war efforts.

“No more will Rome put its boot on our necks,” I said. “It will take them generations to recover from what we’ve done to them. So now, as the wealth of Rome travels northward, let’s turn our sites to protecting our borders and helping each of our alliance members prosper.”


EPILOGUE


(King's College, Londin, Britannia)

Atall, powerfully built man walked soundlessly along the tiers of desks of the small, auditorium-style classroom, handing out short stacks of paper to the students with quick smiles or pats on the shoulder for encouragement. His dirty-blond hair and beard were trimmed close to his head and the odd highlight of white or silver peppered his well-groomed look. He wore a wool herringbone jacket, matching trousers tucked into tall brown riding boots, a white shirt with a minimal collar, and an Edwardian-style tie.

All one hundred of the available seats were occupied, and more than half held fresh young women with doe eyes or lustful expressions. The male students wore frock coats or attire similar to their teacher’s. The young women were dressed in a variety of fashions, but most wore long skirts that just reached their ankle boots, short jackets, and white blouses. A few sported skirts just past their knees, and one saucy young brunette wore a leather kilt, knee-high hiking boots, and corset over a peasant’s blouse, her long coat hanging on one of the many coat hooks by the classroom door.

“Good job, Gerard,” the man said, handing a young man the last sheaf of papers.

Turning, he slowly walked down the steps back toward the front of the room, which held the lectern, desk, and slate board.

“Overall, most of you did pretty well,” the professor said. “Based on your papers, some of you could pass the exam right now. Others don’t appear to have read the material...yet.” He looked at one dark-skinned beauty disappointedly.

Pointing at the bullets listed on the slate with chalk, he said, “All of these are major themes that will be on your exams, and each of you will get at least three of them. There are five different versions of the exam. I’ll expect you all to be in your seats at eight o’clock sharp. I will lock the door at that point and hand out the tests. If you miss the beginning of the exam, you fail.”

He looked pointedly at the brunette in the kilt, who flushed in embarrassment. “I’ll be on time, Professor,” she murmured.

“Good, Allison,” he replied. “I don’t want a repeat of last term.”

“Yes, sir,” she muttered and dropped her head with a smirk.

“So, this class is to provide an opportunity to ask questions to clarify anything that you don’t understand,” the professor continued.

A blonde with big blue eyes and a narrow face wearing a black dress cut to accentuate her modest figure raised her hand. The professor acknowledged her, and she posed her question. “How many wives and children did Emperor Maxwell have? What happened to them?”

The professor closed his eyes briefly. “Well, if you discount Katryn, who died at the beginning of the events for this class, there were eight wives in this timeframe: Anita, Tabitha, Jennifer, Siobhan, Gabriela, Nelda, Sibley, and Cyneswith. Anita had three children, and she was injured by a bear who was protecting her cubs. Anita managed to protect her children but was severely mauled before the bears left. Nelda healed her, but she slowly lost vitality and died from a fever several years later.

“Gabriela had two sets of twins, one identical and one fraternal, and a single son. She died in the Hun wars, when a lucky Hun’s flaming arrow hit her observation balloon. The emperor found her burned body in the wreckage. After he buried her, he vowed to destroy the Huns, which is why there are few people alive today with Hun bloodlines outside of Germany. Those battles are covered in the next course, The Saxon Empire Expansion Period.”

“That was the first airship, professor?” an earnest young man with dark hair and wire-rimmed glasses asked.

“No, Gerard,” the professor replied. “As you may recall from last term’s History of Technology course, Gabriela’s balloon was the predecessor to the first airships. Those were developed by the First Nations. Gabi’s was rather crude by comparison.”

“But it had an aluminum frame, right?” a redheaded female student asked. “The metal was salvaged from the ship that brought Emperor Maxwell to Saxon lands, right?”

“It did, Natalie,” the professor acknowledged. “That balloon and Gabriela’s glider were the first known uses of aluminum for any practical use. May I answer Katrina’s question?”

“Yes, professor!” several of the ladies cooed.

“By the way, the popularity of those names—Katryn, Nelda, and Bryn—in the early Saxon age accounts for how many of you ladies have variants of those names, even today,” the professor commented.

“Tabitha died from chemical burns in her lungs from her crafts two years after her second child was born. Jennifer raised her children and had six children of her own. She died in her bed at seventy-six years of age.

“Siobhan had four children and died at sixty-four years old of a fever. Sibley also had four children and lived to a ripe old age, though there’s no documentation of how old she actually was when she died. She gave up going to war with the emperor to take over as mother to Cyneswith’s children after she died scouting during the Sarmation-Hun war. Nelda had five children, all girls, all witches. As is common with witches, Nelda lived for nearly a century and was a respected healer across the empire.”

“Didn’t Emperor Maxwell outlive them all and have more wives later?” a black-haired, bearded young man in the back asked.

“There’s a fair amount of speculation about that, but that definitely falls outside the timeframe of this course,” the professor said with an indulgent smile. “I should have you answer all these questions, Martin.”

“Well, there are many scrolls and books linked to Emperor Maxwell and his first-generation family,” Martin replied. “The provenance of some is questionable, but many refer to additional wives named Siglinde, Freya, Sophia, and Annelise. Others mention a wife named Fatima from the Arabian Peninsula, another named Yasmine from the Maghreb, and several from the First Nation tribes, but those are suspect because he would have been over five hundred years old.”

The professor nodded slowly. “Yes, I know the accounts you’re referring to. There are many verifiable facts in some of the volumes despite the incongruity of Max’s age. Maybe that Max was a descendant of the first one.”

Martin added, “There was an account by Kurt Morgan detailing how his stepfather was cursed by a magician named Wodan before Emperor Maxwell killed the magician. He explains how three Valkyries named Annelise, Freya, and Sophia took his father to the magician’s home where that all happened, and his manuscript talks about things he saw that we don’t have in the modern world. It’s commonly thought to be the first fiction story in history, but there are many parallels to the official histories.”

“I’ve read it,” the professor said with a smile. “It’s a great story. The part that adds some credibility is that we still have a variety of magical crafts practiced in the modern world. Yes, Nellie?” He pointed to a redhead in a hunter-green suit dress.

“We barely touched on the outlawing of sorcery,” she said. “Why?”

“Well, again, the topic is mostly outside the scope of this class. The law was enacted in this period, but the controversy around it arose later,” the professor replied. “Other texts attributed to the emperor indicated that he found that their ability to bring dangerous beings from other dimensions and banish travelers who were living here peacefully was detrimental to public safety. As you know, not all lands favored that decision or others made by the empire. After the empire repeatedly destroyed the Church in Rome, the ones calling themselves Catholics made a home here in Britannia, which is more permissive. Sorcerers were equally well tolerated here when the entire European continent would have executed them if they were caught practicing. Europe hasn’t loosened that stance much at all, and they’re more tolerant of Christians now than sorcerers.”

Looking around the room, the professor asked, “Any other questions?”

“Will you be teaching the expansion course next term?”

“Yes, Thomas,” he replied to the blond young man with thick glasses. “That will be the end of my teaching contract here at King’s College. After that I’ll be taking an airship across the ocean to Columbia for a two-year research sabbatical across the Atlantic to create a new curriculum on the First Nations of Columbia and how they contributed to our modern world.

“Not much is known about how they developed a flourishing culture across two continents with similar technology advances as Europe when, by what the few existing accounts say, they were essentially hunter-gatherers in the north and had only primitive civilizations in the south. I’ll be talking to many of the different cultures to collect their stories and attempt to put it all into a comprehensive curriculum. It’s a combined project between King’s College and the Sorbonne in Paris.”

He looked around the room. “Any other questions?” No one raised a hand.

“Okay,” he said in closing. “Exam results will be posted next Friday on the board next to my office. Enjoy your week, and I will see you on Tuesday.”

Everyone launched to their feet, and several of the young ladies had started walking toward the front of the room until a gorgeous, middle-aged Spanish woman in a dark blue dress and jacket with a white blouse walked in and shooed them all away.

“So, how is your career as a professor in a steampunk version of London going?” the woman murmured as she stood next to him, watching the students leave.

“The young ladies in their steampunk and semi-Victorian costumes are entertaining, especially since there’s never been a Queen Victoria in this timeline,” the professor said.

“She was born in the mid-1800s in our home timeline. She was from the house of Hannover, which doesn’t really exist in this timeline,” the brunette said. “But maybe she’ll show up later.”

“Too bad the Tudors still arrived, but at least Henry VIII had a mercifully short reign,” he replied. “No Queen Elizabeth, though.”

“No Spanish Armada, either,” she murmured. “Your empire did a pretty good job at keeping the peace.”

“At least until the last hundred years,” he replied. “You know, I still struggle with the little things, like the spelling of Londin, this country being Britannia, and America being called Columbia—that kind of thing.”

Allison, the young woman with the short kilt and long coat, stopped by the door and blew a kiss before she left.

“I can’t believe you fucked her, Max,” the Spanish woman murmured.

“Yeah, well, she missed the exam last term,” the professor shrugged. “There was some discussion about make-up exams, but you know how I enjoy our time together between terms. I just told her that if she wanted me to put aside my plans for her, she needed to give me an incentive. She pulled the peasant top down below her breasts and dropped her skirt. What was I supposed to do? I cleared my desk and told Allison to sit on it before telling Freya to watch the door while I took my pleasure from her.”

“Freya said you fucked her for over an hour on three different occasions,” she commented with a flirtatious grin.

“She tried to convince me to give her a make-up exam twice more after we agreed I’d mark her work as incomplete so she could take it again,” he said. “Sophia, I fucked her tight little pussy nonstop, and when she couldn’t take any more, she gave me her ass. I made her clean my cock with her mouth and fucked her tight little pussy again afterward. She sat in the outer office under Freya’s watchful eye for nearly an hour before she could walk home.”

“Wish I had been there,” Sophia moaned with desire. “I bet she would have eaten my pussy while you fucked her.”

“Probably,” he agreed. “If she has any inhibitions, we didn’t get close to any of them. You know, Freya’s in the office. Shall we head there and have a little orgy to commemorate Allison’s approaching success?”

“Nope, we have other commitments,” she said, hugging him after the last student left the classroom.

They kissed and Max squeezed Sophia’s firm buttocks. “Pretty tight ass for being 1,400 years old,” he murmured with a grin.

“Hey! Physically, I’m not even forty yet!” she gasped and smacked his arm. “Elizabeth Cromwell knows a reputable necromancer who might be able to keep me looking in my thirties for a few more centuries.”

“I’ll keep you regardless, beloved,” Max murmured. “What’s the other commitment?”

“Annelise’s back in town,” Sophia said with a grin. “You’re gonna get an orgy after all.”

“Great! I’ve missed her,” he replied with a chuckle. “I look forward to her stories.”

“Her note claimed dibs on your little monster, but Freya and I think we can get her to share,” Sophia murmured into his lips.

“Well, let’s go home and find out,” Max said.

Fin


AFTERWORD


This story ends the Saxon Max trilogy. Max keeps telling more about the early years of the Saxon Empire, so I’m considering adding a few short stories to this story arc before I pick up with Max about 150 years later.

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.

Until the battle with Crispus and Loki, the 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. In the afterword for Saxon Max 2, I had mentioned that resources on Lower Saxony ancient history are pretty sparse. Understanding the Celtic tribes and geography of 4th-century Gaul was just as challenging.

Before the end of the year, I’m planning to redo my website, so I’ll publish my notes on it eventually.

There was a lot to pack into this book, so there was a lot more fade-to-black than I normally used. I did try to strike a balance by sharing more detailed scenes for significant events. Hopefully you’ve enjoyed the result.

I’m pretty happy with how this story turned out, and my standard team came through for me again. Thanks to:

	Heather Jerome, alpha reader and life partner

	Sarah Wu, my professional copy editor and line editor

	Albert Chauw, my longtime cover artist



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. The series Companions had been on hiatus while I focused on finishing this book, but it resumed once we got into editing.

Next up is a rewrite of the Green Lord series. I need to clean it up considerably prior to turning it over to the crew at Royal Guard Publishing. It’s the one Royal Guard first talked to me about.

Marcus, Denise, and Aliyah (Library Pet series) are still bugging me to tell more of their story…there’ll probably two more of those. I’ve got about a third of a book figured out for the second Devlin Walsh story. I’ve also got part of a Green Lord Histories story that’s been languishing for quite a while. 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!

When I’m 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’m woefully behind on it. Honestly, I usually choose to write rather than read, but I’ve managed to catch some offerings from my favorite authors in the spring and summer. I’m optimistic about getting back in the swing of blog posts on what I’m reading soon. I’ve got a lot of good and great books in my backlog, but at this point, few of them are newer releases. I just finished a Daniel Schinhofen and started a Shawn Keys.

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 about once a 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 group is now 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/


PART III



APPENDICES


CHARACTERS


(In order of appearance)

	Yarl (YARHL) the carpenter - Heiu’s father. Edelheim

	Orva (OR-vah) - Mother of Aswig. Edelheim

	Aswig (ASS-vig) - woman killed in the same battle as Kat

	Brant (BRAHNT) - Squad leader in Edelheim home guard. Killed in the same battle as Kat

	Ordway (OHRD-vay) - young man who stepped up to lead Brant’s squad when Brant died

	Tancred (TAHN-kraid) - one of Botulf’s guards when Botulf arrives for Kat’s funeral

	Eanfläd (EE-an-flayd) - Cuthbert’s wife. Edelheim

	Cyneswith (SINN-ehs-vit) – Ymma's 2nd in the scouts. Ash blonde with deep blue eyes and an athletic figure. Becomes a squad leader over time, a war wife, and eventually a sister-wife in Max’s family

	Sibley (SEEB-lee) - originally second archer squad leader from Renvard’s village. Eventually becomes commander of archers for the Saxon army

	Sifläd (SEE-flayd) - girl from Edelheim on OP watch with Sibley and Lars. Wants to be an archer or scout. Didn’t appear—only mentioned by Sibley

	Ermenrich (AIR-mun-rick) - headman of Sigena. Dies

	Bysen (BYE-sen) - first wife of Ermenrich. Sigena

	Wilone (VEE-loh-nay) - second wife of Ermenrich. Sigena

	Adelgund (AH-del-groond) - eldest child (daughter) of Bysen and Ermenrich. Sigena

	Norvel (NOHR-fel) - chief of the Hermunduri. Wetzlar

	Nerthus (NAYR-toos) - old woman who is the village elder and spiritual leader of Herborn

	Egon (AY-gohn) - young man, dragoon squad leader from Sigena

	Tiwaz (TEE-vatz) - young boy. Woodworking apprentice to Hagano in Wetzlar

	Hagano (HAH-gah-no) - master wood carver in Wetzlar

	Linza (LEEn-tza) - orphaned daughter of Bardulf the smith in Wetzlar. Max, Siobhan, and Jenn adopt her.

	Bardulf (BAHR-doolf) - deceased smith in Wetzlar. Father of Linza

	Karl (KAHRL) - Frankish headman of Eschborn

	Rainer (RYE-ner) - headman of the Frankish village of Offheim, near the Hermunduri village of Diez

	Gerlind (GAYR-lint) - 16-year-old scout on Ymma’s squad with strawberry-blonde hair. Edelheim

	Aldegar (AHL-deh-gahr) - commander of the Katthi of Heddesdorf

	Häddi (HAY-dee) - scout on Ymma’s squad. Becomes Cyneswith’s second. Renvard’s Village

	Ermenhild (AYR-mun-hilt) - scout on Gytha’s squad. Edelheim

	Ouaren (OO-AH- ren) - Roman scout/hunter. Engineer. Empath from another dimension. Met Max outside Köln. AKA Warren Dark

	Constantinus (Kahn-stan-EE-noo) - historical figure Constantinus or Constantine I, Constantine the Great, Constantinus Augustus, or Constantine Augustus, the Roman emperor. Roman soldiers would likely use Constantinus in casual conversation. Historically, he was emperor of the Western Roman Empire until he defeated and executed Licinius.

	Gudrun (GOO-droon) - Scout on Ymma’s team. Edelheim

	Theodolinda (TAY-oh-LIN-dah) - scout on Ymma’s team. Edelheim

	Rechtrude (RAYKCH-troo-deh) - scout on Ymma’s team. Renvard’s Village

	Trauwyn (TROW-win) - scout on Ymma’'s team. EdelheimXorinix (KSOR-in-iks) - Celtic irregular soldier at the Roman fort of Neuss

	Ardith (AHR-deet) - 14-year-old girl Max rescued when a Roman soldier tried to rape outside the fort at Neuss

	Ilse (IL-seh) - girl volunteered by the Roman soldiers to work in the army’s fields at Neuss

	Gunde (GOON-deh) - aunt of Ilse. Neuss

	Cynewise (CIN-eh-vee-seh) - mother of Ardith. Neuss

	Kenway (KAYN-vay) - male Saxon soldier in the village next to the Roman fort at Neuss

	Helga (HAYL-gah) – scout from Renvard’s villlage. In Ymma’s squad

	Ädwyn (AYD-vin) - scout from Edelheim. In Ymma’s squad

	Adala (AHD-ah-lah) – scout from Edelheim. In Sunnife’s squad

	Rando (RAHN-doh) - Alemanns cavalry officer, crown prince of the Alemanns people. Son of King Rando and father of Rando the boy. Commander of the western troops at Asberg

	Hildegard (HILL-deh-gart) - healer & Spiritual leader of Asberg

	Bebe (BAY-bay) - scout squad leader from Sigena. Notified Max of Brynhild’s abduction. Shorter, brunette. Part Hun heritage. Dark brown eyes and a touch of swarthiness to her skin

	Wärburh (VAYR-bur) - scout squad leader from Sigena. Notified Max of Brynhild’s abduction. Tall, slim, pale white-blonde with deep blue eyes

	Älfläd (AYL-flayd) - archer squad leader. Edelheim

	Osthryth (OHSS-treet) - archer in Eanfläd’s squad. Edelheim. AKA “Ossi” (OHSS-ee)

	Deorwulf (DAY-or-voolf) - lead hunter from Sigena. Killed by Brynhild

	Waldetrudis (WAHL-deh-troo-dis) - squad leader, 1st scout squad, Sigena

	Lanferth (LAHN-fayrt) - hunter from Sigena. Killed by Brynhild

	Torhthelm (TOHR-telm) - hunter from Sigena. Killed by Brynhild

	Puttoc (POO-tohc) - hunter from Sigena. Has feral eyes. Survived Max’s justice for confining Brynhild

	Gelveln (GAY-feln) - founder of the village Gelvelndorf. Farmer

	Mathild (MAH-teeld) - female section chief of the 1st light artillery section from Edelheim. Johan’s second

	Jorge Estrada (HOR-hay ess-TRAH-dah) - Roman tribune from Hispania. Was 2nd cohort commander in the XXIII Roman legion stationed in Neuss. Becomes commander of the 1st German Division for Max

	Aureliu Lavinius (Ah-RAY-lee-oos lah-VEEN-ee-oos) - Roman centurion from Roman Gaul. Commanded a century in Jorge’s cohort in Neuss. Eventually becomes a cohort commander in the 1st Guards Division for Max

	Lucius Epidius Aponius (LOO-see-oos ep-i-DEE-oos- ah-POHN-ee-oos) - Roman tribune, commander of the 1st cohort of the XXIII Roman legion, stationed in Colonia Agrippina (Köln). Son of a powerful Roman family

	Marta (MAHR-tah) - female archer from Witten. Squad leader. Led the dismounted archers

	Ingrid (EEN-grid) - female section chief of the 2nd light artillery from Edelheim. Max assigns her as commander when Johan takes over the artillery for the 1st German Division

	Nerian (NAY-ree-ahn) - male Katthi dragoon company commander from Solochon

	Jürgen (YEEOO-gehn) - Katthi squad leader from Barmen. Helped Thibalt find Euclides

	Euclides (yoo-KLEE-dees) - Greek slave to the governor and administrator of Colonia Agrippina. Becomes the administrator for Köln, working for Max

	Farahild (FAH-rah-hild) - scout in Sunnife’s squad. From Renvard’s village

	Georg (GAY-org) - Alemanns commander of a Roman irregular cavalry troop. Defects to join Rando. Serves as a translator for Max on occasion

	Bauila (BOW-ee-lah) - Belgian Celtic commander of the 2nd troop of irregular cavalry in Legio II Jovian. Defected to Rando and Max

	Reynold (RAY-nohld) - Frankish commander of the 3rd troop of irregular cavalry in Legio II Jovian. Firm but affable personality. Defected to Rando and Max

	Caius (KAI-oos) - little boy in the village outside the fort at Bonna. Likely thought to be the bastard of one of the Roman soldiers.

	Paulus (POW-loos) - tribune, cohort commander from Legio I Minervia stationed at Bonna. Captured by Max and charged with building a bridge across the Rhine at Bonna

	Judda (YOO-dah) - scout from Sunnife’s squad. From Edelheim

	Thusna (TOOS-nah) - female member of Mathild’s artillery squad. Helps set demolitions at Bingen

	Galius (GAH-lee-oos) - centurion of 2nd century, 1st Cohort, Legio XXII Primigenia at Colonia Mogontiacum (Mentz/Mainz). Related to the bishop of Mentz. Leads mutiny

	Calles (KEYE-ehs) - tribune of 1st Cohort, Legio XXII Primigenia at Colonia Mogontiacum (Mentz/Mainz).

	Flavius (FLAH-vee-oos) - tribune of 2nd Cohort, Legio XXII Primigenia at Colonia Mogontiacum (Mentz/Mainz). Surrendered to Max. Becomes cohort commander in 1st Guards division

	Wigulf (VEEG-oolf) – one of Hrothgar’s squad leaders. Climbs into Bishops Palace in Mentz

	Titus (TEE-toos) - little Roman boy Max found getting raped by the bishop in Mentz

	Loki (LOH-kee) AKA Titus Uodinna Luca (TEE-toos oo-oh-DEE-nah LOO-kah) - son of Wodan. Supporting general for Crispus in command of the army of four legions. Luca (LOO-kah) for short

	Gwasila (GWAH-si-lah) - Amazigh slave for Luca and Crispus. Name means “of the plains.” Becomes Max’s bodyguard

	Phytwin (PIT-vin) - male artillery member of Ingrid’s battery

	Rymenhild (RYE-mehn-hild) - female member of Ingrid’s artillery battery

	Sigrun (SEE-groon) - female section leader of Ingrid’s artillery battery

	Herebryht (HAYR-eh-breet) - male member of Ingrid’s artillery battery

	Dudda (DOO-dah) - Cheruski cavalryman from the auxiliary cavalry in Treves

	Meddur (MAY-door) - commander of Max’s Berber cavalry. Former Roman slave

	Yeddur (YAY-door) - light-skinned Tuareg member of the Berber cavalry. Speaks the best Saxon. Former Roman slave

	Jorrit (JOH-rit) - crown prince of the Franks. Killed by Max at battle with Franks

	Landric (LAHN-drik) - prince of the Franks. Younger son. Becomes king after Max kills his father and brother

	Camula (KAHM-oo-la) - Celtic prostitute working the trains of Crispus’ army. Reports freeloading priests. Name means “champion” or “servant”

	Sigelm (SEEG-elm) - Saxon cavalryman who serves as a translator for Max. Rando’s second. Becomes cavalry commander

	Kai (KEYE) - Frankish troop commander in Rando’s cavalry regiment

	Margit (MAHR-git) - female archer from Witten

	Tussi (TOO-see) - female archer from Throtmanni (Dortmund)

	Paola (PAH-oh-la) - female cook from the trains of Crispus’ army. Young girl born to one of the prostitute camp followers. Tawny brunette. Always has a sense of wonder

	Ultzindur (OOLT-zin-door) - chief of the surviving Hun archers in Crispus’ army. Becomes chief horse herder and breeder for Max. Advises Max on Huns

	Felix (FAY-licks) - chief of the Jutes

	Nicomedes (NEE-koh-MEE-des) - senior surviving Greek cavalryman. Arranges for them to join Rando’s cavalry and bring their families to Saxony

	Rida (REE-dah) - one of Max’s Tuareg guards

	Rafe (RAYF-eh) - delegate from the chief of the Jutes

	Hefner (HAYF-nehr) - chief of the Angles

	Hrodohaidis – scout from Edelheim in Sunnife’s squad

	Frigg (FRIG) - middle-aged servant woman at Astnide. Lover of Botulf

	Nerthus (NAYR-toos) - ancient woman, healer from Astnide. Named for the goddess of fertility

	Castor (CAS-ter) - young Roman man Max appoints to be the administrator of Mentz Husband to Lucia

	Lucia (loo-SEE-ah) - very pregnant, proud wife of Castor. Mentz

	Isfeld (ISS-feld) - one of two older woman considered to be the headman of Sigena

	Annis (AH-nis) - the other of the two older woman considered to be the headman of Sigena

	Isaac (EYE-zak) - Anita’s and Max’s first child

	Cletus Arianus (KLEE-toos ahr-ee-AH-noos) - son of Gaius Arianus, an influential merchant in Treves. Student of sorcery. Max kills him.

	Gaius Arianus (GEYE-oos ahr-ee-AH-noos) - an influential merchant in Treves

	Darian (DAH-ree-ahn) - commander of the city guard in Treves

	Freya (FRAY-ah) - Danish Valkyrie and witch. Coppery red hair, piercing green eyes, light splash of freckles. Straight body shape with modest breasts. Née Freya Daalgard (FRAY-ah DAHL-gahrd)

	Taliesin (tahl-ee-AY-sin) - Celtic elder from Treves. Travels as Max’s ambassador to the other Celtic tribes. Husband to Betua

	Mostafa (MOHS-tah-fah) - Egyptian slave, indentured at Deuton Fort. Goes to Ethiopia with Yakob to trade for coffee

	Snell (SHNAYL) - Chauken. Commander of the Chauken forces until Max assigns him to command Lippe Fort

	Ithamar (EE-tah-mahr) - chief of the Batav Saxon tribe

	Jenna (YAY-nah) and Sigfried (ZEEG-freed - Gabi’s first children. Fraternal twins

	Betua (BAY-too-ah) - wife to Taliesin of Treves

	Kriemhild (KREEM-hilt) - tall scout in Niamh’s squad who always looks at Max funnily. Née Analise Baak (AH-nah-lee-seh BAHK). Biathlete and archer on the 1990 Netherlands Olympic team. Valkyrie, 6’1”, thin, athletic, dirty-blonde. Trained sniper

	Adallinda (AH-dah-lin-dah) - Sigi’s wife from the Frisi tribe

	Niall (NEE-ahl) - Celt who became the first commander of the 4th German Division.

	Sorsha (SOHR-shah) - Siobhan’s firstborn with Max. Name means “brightness”

	Timothy (TIM-oh-thee) - Tabby’s firstborn with Max

	Godd (GOHD) - squad leader from Cronenberg in the Wuppertal. Considered for Katthi cohort commander

	Bendix (BEHN-dicks) - the ambassador from the Danes

	Ofrath (OH-fraht) - general of the 2nd Danes Division

	Tawaret (TAH-wahr-eht) - Nubian bath attendant at the governor’s residence in Köln

	Zikriya (ZEE-kree-yah) - Nubian bath attendant at the governor’s residence in Köln

	Aksil (AHK-sil) - Amazigh member of Max’s Berber guards

	Niamh (NEE-ahm) - Celtic scout squad leader from Deuton

	Dubnorix (doob-NOH-ricks) - chief of the Rimi tribe of Celts at Durocortoron (Reims)

	Jovinus (JOH-vi-noos) - provincial Roman governor in Durocortoron (Reims)

	Samo (SAHM-oh) - Celtic translator from Willem’s unit. Belgian Celt from Treves

	Katumaros (kah-too-MAHR-ohs) - general of the combined Menap or Nervi Celtic army

	Belinos (BAYL-i-nohs) - chief of the Parisii Celts

	Marke (MAHR-keh) - one of the pages under Thibalt’s leadership in the campaign to conquer Gaul

	Hanna (HAH-nah) - captive of Wodan. Witch. Called “Gertie” by Wodan. Not a Valkyrie. A slender woman with a heart-shaped, lightly freckled face. Dirty-blonde hair that falls to her shoulders. Large hazel eyes, 5’7”, C-cup breasts on a slim frame. Attractive but waifish

	Idir (EE-deer) - Amazigh member of Max’s Berber guards

	Mokrane (MOH-krayn) - Amazigh member of Max’s Berber guards

	Hamid (Hah-MEED) - Amazigh member of Max’s Berber guards

	Jansen (YAHN-sen) - Jute commander of the 7th German Division

	Licinius (Li-SIN-ee-oos) - historical figure. Emperor of the Eastern Roman empire. Constantinus was emperor of the west.



Max’s students at King's College, Londin, Britannia

	Gerard (JEHR-ahrd)

	Allison (AL-li-son)

	Natalie (NAH-tahl-ee)

	Martin (MAHR-tin)

	Thomas (TOM-us)



Characters from previous volumes.

	Wodan (VOH-dahn) - magician. Commonly referred to as the All-Father. Father of the magician Loki

	Brunhilde (Broon-HILL-deh) - olive-skinned mistress of a Roman merchant in Treves. Brunhilde is a nickname given to her by Wodan when he made her a Valkyrie. Née Sophia Calderón, from Málaga, Spain. 1990 Olympian in sailing. 5’7” with wavy, raven hair. Built like a Playboy bunny. Has golden brown eyes

	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 1,700 years in time from September 16, 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 for Creative Anachronism (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 who 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. Becomes commander of the 5th German division. Marries Adallinda, a Frisian woman

	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 Rilberht’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 Rilberht’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) - former squad leader from Sigena. Captain of the village guard in Sigena

	Sygbald (ZEEG-bahldt) - headman of a Cheruski village on the way to Marklo

	Sigimer (Zigg-ee-mehr) - historical figure from 1 AD. Chief of the Cheruski 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. Cheruski

	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 Cheruski

	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 Cheruski

	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




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 Twin Beech

	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




SUMMARY OF SAXON MAX - BOOK 2


	Refugees from villages to the south come to Renvard’s village

	Renvard’s people and Max’s family get the refugees settled in the old, abandoned village overlooking the Lenne River

	The refugees name their village Edelheim, “true home”

	Anita announces her pregnancy

	Nelda tries to entice Max to marry her at her 16th birthday at the Harvestfest celebration

	Romans attack Edelheim by marching up the Lette Creek and Lenne River valleys. Max, Siobhan, and a Saxon cavalry patrol are instrumental in repelling the attacks with the help of youths with slings

	Max and the village warriors establish a network of observation posts around the villages and set up a training program

	Max, Siobhan, and Kat start training the villagers into a local militia. Men are trained as infantry while women and children are taught to defend the villages

	The Katthi have their first tribal meeting in five years in Edelheim. Wolfram of Sigiburg is elected chief of the Katthi

	Max demonstrates the result of the month’s worth of training the villages have done, and Wolfram appoints Max as war chief for the tribe

	Kat, Nelda, and Thibalt join Max as he takes squads around the Ruhr Valley to train the Katthi villages

	The training unit helps Haven repel Frankish raiders. Thibalt and Nelda use slings, while Max and Kat employ bows

	After finishing his training of the Ruhr Valley villages, Max takes the training unit to the villages in the Wuppertal (Wupper Valley)

	Yakob, an itinerant peddler, follows the training unit from Baarmarkt back to Renvard’s village. Max commits to saving his family

	The Morgan family celebrates their first Yule

	Lars, Georg, and Fridiswid fall into Baarbach (Bear Creek) during a blizzard. Max’s family saves them

	Jenn starts making a map from Gabi’s autobahn map on the vellum Max bought from Yakob

	Max and Gabi turn the airplane into a sitting room

	Jenn and Max take two squads of mounted infantry and an experimental squad of scouts north to recon the Rhine River valley. Jenn tells Max she wants to have a baby

	The scouts spy a Roman century attacking Lippe Fort as Max’s unit arrives

	Due to fortunate circumstances, Max’s unit is able to kill the Romans in their sleep and convince the survivors to go home. Horses and ballistae are the spoils of war

	Max trades the horses to Botulf for large quantities of grain

	The unit takes a break at Sigiburg castle. Jenn gives up her gold star

	Frankish Christians attempt to kill Wolfram and Agneta. They murder and rape Tussi

	Brynhild leads her scouts to find the rest of the group that attacked in Sigiburg. Thibalt, Max, and Eastmund of Sigiburg support

	After Tussi’s funeral, Max designs a new type of plow

	Gabi is pregnant

	Max takes another training unit south. Brynhild’s scouts, two squads of infantry, one squad of mounted infantry, Jenn, Kat, Nelda, and Thibalt accompany them

	Max’s group of trainers ride out a snowstorm in a lean-to outside Lon village

	Train the units to the south

	Franks attack Sigena during training. The scouts raise the alert, and the newly trained troops from Sigena help Max’s unit defeat them. Many horses are gained as battle spoils

	Max designs grenades with Tilwulf of Urbar

	A giant raider leads a Frankish attack on Lon village. Sultan is killed, but Max kills the giant man then takes his horse to chase down the rest of the raiders

	Kat miscarries

	The Katthi travel to Marklo for Disting

	Max trains the combined Katthi forces

	At Disting celebration, Max demonstrates a grenade

	Ranwyn introduces herself to Max

	Max trains Cheruski forces

	Jenn is pregnant

	Max sends a dragoon cohort under Willem’s command to Astnide while he leads a unit to attack Deuton Fort. Max’s unit captures several barges and slave boat crews

	After securing the fort, Max meets Rachel, Yakob’s daughter. She and several other women point out rapists. Max executes the rapists and saves Badinus, a Roman soldier who Rachel speaks highly of

	Rachel reveals that Ranwyn’s real name is Ravenna and that she’s the sister to the legate, Quintillus

	Badinus leads Max’s unit to the Roman fort, Castra Vetera. He gets the Romans to open the gate before Max attacks and takes the fort

	Max finds Yakob and his wife tied to the whipping post, in bad shape

	Max kills Quintillus with his bow. Ravenna charges toward Max, but Siobhan beheads her

	Max executes the priests who ordered the assassination of Wolfram and the rape of Tussi

	Max learns the Mongols are Huns

	Max’s unit frees the slaves from Castra Vetera, and they empty anything of value from the fort

	Aelfram delivers a message for Willem that makes Max think that maybe the Katthi villages are in danger

	Max’s unit returns to Renvard’s village to discover Roman corpses along the road along Bear Creek

	The combined villages of Renvard and Edelheim repel the Romans using grenades, artillery, and the remaining ladies in the villages fight as Max taught them.

	Kat is killed by a Roman as she’s finishing off the Roman wounded with her sword
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