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Foreword



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

As such, this story is explicit. It includes descriptions of genitalia, descriptions of sexual activities, nonconventional relationships, killing, martial arts, and probably many other things that might possibly offend someone in our judgmental society.

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.

Otherwise, sit back and let me tell you a story…


Prologue



Arelatively short young lady in a gray wool skirt and green sweater leads a tall young man wearing a suit into a conference room. She has him take a seat at the table. “Please answer all the questions on these sheets as well as you can. Ms. Conway will be with you shortly.”

“Thank you, Tabitha,” the young man says amiably as he takes a seat and fishes out a pen.

The slightly pudgy but cute young lady smiles at him shyly and leaves, closing the door behind her.

The young man reads the questions and quickly answers each in short, concise paragraphs.

An interviewer walks into the room. She’s a fairly tall black woman with skin the color of rich fudge. Loose, glistening curls bounce off her shoulders as she enters the room like a Latin dancer taking the floor. She’s wearing a navy silk suit with a skirt that stops about two inches above her knees, black pumps, a gray silk blouse, and matching stockings. Her blouse is thin enough to show her dark skin dappling through the lighter lace of her brassiere, and the top two buttons of her blouse are open.

She offers her hand and says, “I’m Anita Conway, the HR Director.”

The young man stands, towering over her as gently squeezes her hand. “Maxwell Morgan. Please, call me Max.”

Anita waves to his chair. “Please take your seat, Max.” She starts the interview with the ubiquitous demand, “Tell me about yourself.”

“I grew up in Greeley and went into the army shortly after high school. As a soldier, I took college courses as frequently as I could, but I only managed to get forty-four credits before we went to Iraq in 2015.”

He takes a breath and continues. “When my enlistment was up, I left active duty, moved back to Greeley, and joined the local National Guard unit. I used my GI Bill benefits, my National Guard pay, my pay working for a farmer, as well as wages from odd blacksmithing and security jobs to put myself through college. After working toward an engineering degree for a year, I figured I had a better chance of making a positive impact on people’s lives by going into HR. I switched my major to human services, and here I am.”

The pretty black woman crosses her silk-clad legs and asks, “You have a major in human services and a minor in physics?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Max says. He takes a breath and answers. “Having taken a bunch of hard sciences before changing majors, I ended up filling my electives with enough physics and basic engineering courses to have a minor in physics. I’ve always had a craving to understand how things work. Even back in high school, I took every science and shop class available. That was useful as I started working after-school jobs.”

Anita asks, “What extracurricular activities did you participate in during high school and college?”

Max nods like he had expected this question. “I ran cross country and played basketball my freshman year of high school, but I didn’t do any extracurriculars after my parents died. I was fostered by my best friend’s family, but they couldn’t afford to support me playing sports. We sold almost everything my parents owned when they died, and I used that and the little remaining insurance to buy clothes and help with food. I know I was a burden on them because I was a little over six feet tall at fourteen years old, and I was growing like a weed—about a half-inch every six months. They couldn’t afford to keep up with me constantly outgrowing clothes, and I needed a lot of fuel. So my extracurriculars were working odd jobs and hunting to help with the groceries until I got my driver’s license. Once I could drive, I started working for a local farmer in the evenings, weekends, and summers until I reported for Basic Training.”

“How old were you when you started working?” she asks.

“Fifteen,” Max replies.

Anita pauses to gather her thoughts. She looks at him shrewdly and asks, “Why should I hire a brand new college graduate to be an HR generalist for me?”

“I can think of a few reasons, ma’am,” the confident young man says.

He ticks off a finger on his left hand. “As a corporal in the army, I had to ensure the soldiers on my team were combat-ready. That meant that I had to ensure their personal matters were taken care of, too—finance, personnel, legal, etcetera. Soldiers from other teams and squads would come to me because I listened and could find ways to deal with their problems quickly and efficiently—not just telling them who to see, but accompanying them and advocating for them when necessary.”

He ticks off another finger. “I also worked on performance improvement plans for my soldiers when they needed it and helped senior sergeants write them for their people.”

Another tick. “My internship allowed me to work with managers to teach them how to write better performance improvement plans and performance objectives.”

Another tick. “I’m a natural arbitrator for grievance resolution. My first sergeant in the Guard will frequently have me listen in when soldiers raise a grievance to him.”

He holds up his left hand, palm facing Anita, and slightly wiggles his fingers. “Finally, my tendency toward straight talk somehow manages to connect well with people, ma’am.”

The woman crosses her legs and smiles at him. She nods and taps her lips with her pen. “You know you shouldn’t call women ‘ma’am,’ right, Max?”

Max chuckles. “I have heard that before, but I was also taught to always treat women like ladies and men like gentlemen. Therefore, using a respectful form of address is the right thing to do. I’ve found that very few people mind being treated with respect, ma’am.” His eyes glint with good humor as he smiles.

“Touché,” she responds with a slight smile. “You’re a large man, Max. Some people are going to find that intimidating. How would you deal with that?”

“Genuine smiles,” he says with a gentle nod. “I also make a concerted effort to speak in moderate tones and not to use the rougher vernacular I learned as a soldier and farmer. Also, I’ve learned that I need to sit down when I confront people about problems. It helps them to feel more relaxed; I had a sergeant teach me that early on. He said, ‘Morgan, you’re too damned big to stand and shout at people. You’ll scare them right to death. Ask them if you can sit down, and then stay calm.’ Those tactics have served me well ever since.”

“How tall are you?”

“Six-six, ma’am,” Max responds.

“Max, please call me Anita,” the interviewer says as she recrosses her silken-clad legs. The hem of her skirt now rests mid-thigh.

“Okay, Anita,” Max agrees amiably. “I can’t guarantee I won’t mess up and throw a ‘ma’am’ in occasionally.”

Anita smiles at him and thinks, He’s charming, I’ll grant him that. We’ll have an endless parade of women in the office just trying to get a look at him. He’s not pretty, but...virile. Sexy. I swear I’m getting moist just interviewing him.

Anita is shaken out of her very unprofessional thoughts by Max’s gentle question. “Anything else you would like to ask, Anita?”

Would I ever, she thinks to herself. To Max, she responds, “Well, Max, there are a few things. First of all, will we find anything discriminatory in your background check?”

“No, ma’am...er...Anita. It should go pretty quickly, actually. I just had a periodic review for my security clearance last month for the National Guard. I don’t know if the agencies keep those and leverage them, but I’m confident there’s nothing there to upset anyone.”

Anita taps her lips and recrosses her legs, noticing the way Max’s eyes flit downward for the tiniest of moments before settling back on her face. He’s watching! Hmmm! Careful, Anita. You’re having very un-HR thoughts again! She says, “Max, I have an all-female team. As a soldier and a farmer, I doubt you’ve had the opportunity to work with many women. What difficulties do you foresee?”

“None, ma’am...er...Anita,” Max says with a frown.

Anita isn’t certain if he’s frowning at her question or his fumbled “ma’am.”

Max continues with a gentle smile. “The first farmer I worked for was a twenty-six-year-old woman. She married a soldier and moved to Colorado to farm with him. He died about six years into getting their operation going, so she needed help. She was a strong woman, and I admired her—still do. I consider her and her new husband good friends and family. Additionally, I interned for a female boss, and I had a female supervisor on a couple of the security jobs I worked while in college. I’ve never had a problem working with or for women.”

Anita toys with him slightly by fiddling with the small silver cross resting between her open lapels. This time, his eyes don’t waver from her face for more than an instant. “What questions do you have for me, Max?”

“When can I start?” he asks with a grin.

“No questions about benefits or anything?” Anita asks with a wary glance.

He shakes his head. “No, Anita. I read the basics on your website. Tabitha mentioned three weeks of PTO that accrues every pay period. I found nothing questionable. Do you have anything you want to tell me about benefits or anything else, Anita?” His smile is almost flirtatious.

Anita can’t help but chuckle at his cheeky question.
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Anita clutches her fingers—the ones he just squeezed in farewell—to her breast as she watches the tall, broad-shouldered young man leave. A thoughtful smile flits across her face.

“Thank God,” a voluptuous Latina walks up to Anita and murmurs after he’s gone. “All the testosterone pouring off that one was making my head spin.”

A taciturn Black Irish woman adds, “I’m sure he flunked the test. Shall I grade his answers, Anita?”

Anita absently hands Max’s answers to the pretty girl. “Here you go, Siobhan.”

“He interviewed that well?” the Latina asks.

“Yes, Jenn. He did. With his military background, he’s more qualified than the other new graduates. He would be a better fit on the team than that woman from Wells Fargo that I interviewed this morning, too,” Anita answers.

“I didn’t like her,” Jenn says. “You know I like a lesbian as much as the next girl, but that one was militant.”

“You were just afraid she’d try to dominate you,” says a very slender, athletic young woman with tawny brown hair that falls below her shoulders in waves.

“Kat, I thought that was your job,” Siobhan says with a grin.

“Nope,” the tawny brunette replies. “Jenn broke up with me just before her date with you last Saturday. Tabby and Anita had to console me for hours.”

“Anita, too?” Jenn asks with genuine surprise.

Anita waves her hand dismissively. “Charles broke up with me a week ago. We all three consoled each other, okay? Now, how about we table this conversation until Friday’s happy hour at my house.”

Siobhan grins gleefully. “I’m so glad you’re hosting happy hours again.”

Anita hugs the muscular young Irish woman at her side. “Save it for Friday. Let me know how his scores turn out.”
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Anita pulls her fingers out of her soaked panties and pops them into her mouth. Well, he certainly is worthy fantasy fodder, she thinks.

She stands and adjusts her skirt. There’s a tentative knock just as she sits her shapely bottom into her chair.

“Come in,” Anita calls.

Siobhan walks up to Anita’s desk and hesitates. She tilts her head and grabs Anita’s right hand, which is extended toward Siobhan. Anita extends a drying finger, which Siobhan sucks into her mouth with a moan. “I’ve missed that flavor.”

Anita pulls her hand back and takes the papers from Siobhan. “How’d he do?”

Siobhan turns serious. “Honestly, he had the best answers of any so far. If he can implement what he’s written, he would be a good choice.” She adds cheekily, “It would sure change the tone of happy hours.”

Anita frowns at her and waves her away. “Shoo! I need to figure out what to do. Leave the door open.”

Kat sticks her head in and sniffs. “Yeah, it smells like hot pussy in here, all right. You’d better let it air out, Boss.” She winks at Anita and flounces away.

Jenn and Tabitha stick their heads in as the other two leave. Jenn grins and says, “If he’s at all proportional, I might give up my gold star.”

Tabitha smirks. “I thought you already gave that up to Big Bob.”

Jenn scoffs, “Latex doesn’t count.”

“Go work, you two,” Anita scolds.

Jenn says to Tabitha in a stage whisper, “I can’t wait for this Friday’s happy hour!”

“Shoo!” Anita scolds. When they’re all gone, she turns her attention to the tests from the strapping young man.

He’s twenty-six, she muses. I’m just barely thirty-two. I’m not too old to play with someone his age. She reads his answers. My, my. He’s not just a juicy piece of meat. All three of the women he mentioned are references, plus his first sergeant in the National Guard. And all of them provided glowing referrals. I may have to break up the girl’s club for this one!


Bonding



1
Bonding with the team



Istarted in January at my new job in the human resources department of the University of Colorado Hospital as an HR generalist. I thoroughly enjoyed the work despite still being relatively new to it. Every day felt like I was making a difference. The smiles and appreciation from my customers continually reinforced that I made the right career choice, and the work was rewarding.

The scenery was nice, too. There were a fair number of nice-looking nurses, med students, doctors, and admin workers at the hospital. My immediate coworkers in the HR department all ranged from cute to exotically gorgeous, but I tried to just keep things friendly there. I always remembered my foster father telling me “don’t play where you eat.” But it was harder than you might imagine considering how attractive my teammates were.

Katryn Ross, the other generalist on staff, taught me the ropes of the job. Katryn, or Kat to us on the team, is an unusual-looking but beautiful woman. She’s about 5’10”, but she’s also a bit of a paradox because, despite being the tallest woman of the five, she also has the narrowest hips and shoulders of the bunch. She has an elegant, long neck, exotically sharp cheekbones, a petite, round tushy, long, wavy light brown hair that she frequently wears in a ponytail or braid, and piercing hazel eyes. She has a definite waist, but it’s so narrow I’m certain I could encircle it with my hands. Kat generally wore long skirts and jackets or sweaters over silken or lacy camisoles. She also wore so little makeup that I usually couldn’t distinguish among the days that she did or didn’t have makeup on.

I had run into Kat regularly at the fitness center on the hospital’s campus at lunchtime or after work—depending on our schedules. In her workout clothes, her sinewy, muscled arms, chest, and back are apparent; she looked feminine but strong. Imagine a thin, female ballet dancer cut like Bruce Lee. I had heard her talk about triathlons, free climbing, archery, and fitness competitions. She and Jenn were also on a volleyball team together. I had always gotten the impression that Kat’s very good at anything athletic, but I never figured out how she got anything else done outside of work and working out. To each their own, right?

Siobhan O'Reilly, our recruiting manager, became my work buddy. I ran into her in the cafeteria a couple of times early on when we would both go to the espresso bar for some good coffee. After a week, she would wait to walk down with me. She was fun to talk to, but she did seem to be a little shy socially. I think she only opened up to me because we worked together every day and shared a love of good coffee. We had gotten to know one another pretty decently just by talking about our days. Siobhan had a handful of contract recruiters that she managed. They all sat in an office on the ground floor in the annex. I learned she could get quite snarky at people for doing stupid shit, and she could be quite stubborn.

As her name implies, Siobhan is Irish, but not of the blond variety. Her near-black hair, porcelain skin, and blue eyes put her firmly in the Black Irish bucket. I never knew what the term meant until I met Siobhan, though I think one of the cheerleaders at Northern Colorado University fell into that category—she was a lot of fun. Siobhan has an athletic figure with hips that are narrower than the typical American hourglass, but she was definitely feminine. She has pert, full breasts that are roughly the size of my fist, but then my hands are hams—maybe B or C cups? Regardless, they’re perfect for her. I’ve never heard her quote her height, but she’s usually in flats, so I’d be willing to go out on a limb and say she’s 5’6” or 5’7”. When she has worn sleeveless attire, her muscular physique was always apparent. We’ve frequently talked about her love of Chinese martial arts and competing in fitness events.

I had thought that I could, and would, avoid dating at work, but by mid-February, I was craving some female attention.

Shortly before I started my job, Carol, the one girl from college that was interested in more than just sex with me, moved to Dallas to train and audition to become a Dallas Cowboys Cheerleader. She made the squad—the tall black girl with café-au-lait skin, doe eyes, and a bright smile. The TV cameras love her. I’m sure you know who I’m talking about.

As a result, I was starting to crave some comfort by February. I was intentionally avoiding my teammates, but there were still plenty of other pretty ladies to choose from. An attractive pair from Radiology was always giggling and whispering whenever I saw them. Everyone at the hospital called them the “giggle twins.”

I walked past the giggle twins on the way to the parking lot after work one cold Friday, and they broke into their habitual giggling fit. As it was winter, I didn’t need to hurry home for chores, and my animals had enough feed and water. So, I stopped and turned toward them.

I asked, “What’s so funny, ladies?”

That ended up with me going home with both of them and exercising them for a few hours. It turned out they were cousins, very acrobatic in the bedroom, and not shy about showing their affection for each other between the sheets. As I feared, they didn’t turn out to be very interesting outside of the energy they brought to our sexual liaison. Their main interest in me seemed to be my endowment and sexual abilities. With our collective itches well scratched, I left them around midnight and vowed not to settle for empty sex again.

Despite my commitment to not play where I eat, I ended up going to an event with Anita, my boss, in April. She asked me to be her plus-one for the Spring Benefit for the hospital at Boettcher Concert Hall. I figured I was being taken along as a charity case. By that time, I’m pretty sure all the ladies in the office had figured out that my idea of a cultural outing is live music in a bar. The benefit featured a performance by the Colorado Symphony Orchestra, and apparently, it was the place to see and be seen in Denver. I was surprised Anita didn’t take a rich bachelor and she asked me instead. I tried to think of it as two colleagues attending a function together, but it was difficult. Anita is one of the sexiest women I know.

Anita Conway is a beautiful and curvy woman. She has the face of a model, curly, dark locks that rest on her shoulders, long legs, and a body made for sin. She claimed to be 5’8”, but since she was always wearing three-inch or higher heels, she seemed taller. Her favorite exercise is ballroom dancing, though I think she did other training, too. When she wore a sleeveless blouse, her arms looked pretty defined. She apparently hates wearing a bra, because she generally pushed all of her meetings to the mornings so she could let the girls run free in the afternoon. Her heavy, conical breasts swayed as she walked, and her hips worked like the competitive dancer that she is. I swear she liked to tease me by opening her blouse before she called me into her office. I didn’t mind, but it took me a while to get past stammering when she did it—all the blood would rush to my cock while I was talking to her. I would remind myself don’t play where you eat, and I eventually got past it.

The night of the benefit, I showered at the fitness center after work and changed into a new suit I bought especially for the occasion before driving to Anita’s house in my old pickup. From there, a town car picked us up and drove us to the concert hall. I was surprised my head didn’t hit the roof of the car, but I managed without slouching.

Though I’m more of a country, bluegrass, and blues fan, I did recognize some of the Gershwin numbers that they played. Anita looked gorgeous in a green, Grecian gown. The color set off her dark caramel skin deliciously and drew even more attention to her lush breasts. I felt like a king with her on my arm. When we were seated, she leaned against me and held my arm. I thoroughly enjoyed the feeling of a beautiful woman—who didn’t treat me like a cock on legs—on my arm. During intermission, she demurely held onto the crook of my arm. We ran into the hospital administrator, Jack Reynolds, as we were mingling. He gave me the hairy eyeball for some reason, but he didn’t say anything to indicate why. I nodded politely and restrained myself from beating him for trying to put a cloud on my evening.

After the event, the town car took Anita and me to a little bistro for a late dinner. Anita ate an appetizer, and I had a small steak with grilled broccoli and a salad. The snacks that were laid out for the benefit didn’t do much to fuel me, so I was grateful for the meal. After a couple of glasses of wine and a shared tiramisu, Anita paid for dinner, and we rode back to her place in the town car. When we arrived at her house, she marched right in and said, “Come in, Max.” She closed the door and gave me a very warm goodnight kiss. We reluctantly agreed I should leave. We kissed again briefly, and I left before I did something stupid.

I dreamt of her moist, umber-glossed lips and sexy figure all night.

Things were a little weird the next day.

Anita finally called me into her office about 11:00 am. I closed the door, and she intercepted me before I could take a seat. She hugged me fiercely and reached up to brush a kiss across my lips before speaking. “Max, I’m sorry for weirding out on you this morning. Jack Reynolds intercepted me in the parking lot on my way into the building. He asked about my relationship with ‘that giant that works for me’ and cautioned me to keep our relationship appropriate.”

I couldn’t help but smile at her credible impersonation of Jack’s voice.

She continued, “He was rather upset that I didn’t bring one of the hospital’s big donors as a date. He had even given me a list to pick from, like a menu. I know them all, but I wanted to be on your arm instead. I hope you don’t mind.”

“I don’t. I was afraid you were angry with me,” I told her. “I know I’m a bit of a hick, but I couldn’t think of anything I did wrong.”

Anita shook her head. “You did nothing wrong, Max. Did you have a good time?”

I chuckled lightly. “Yeah, I did. I felt like a king with you on my arm. Sleep was elusive last night, to say the least.”

Anita grinned. “I know what you mean. Now get out of here and get some work done, you sexy man.”

I opened the door and said, “Yes, ma’am. Whatever you say, ma’am.”

She gave me her patented “don’t call me ‘ma’am’ look,” and I winked back at her before going back to my desk. Tabby and Siobhan were both fixated on the tent in my chinos as I walked by, but there wasn’t a whole lot I could have done about it.
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Four weeks later, on Thursday, Siobhan and I were going for our coffee. She said, “Hey, Max. Um…I’ve been meaning to...um...ask you something.”

I looked at her before swerving to avoid a trio of nurses walking toward us.

“Um...I mean...I have a tournament this weekend,” she murmured. “I was wondering...um…if you would come cheer me on.”

I thought about all the chores I needed to do for Greta and Rod at the farm this weekend, but I figured that I could juggle some things around. “When?” I asked.

“The event starts at nine in the morning,” she said quietly and looked at the floor. “Martial arts tournaments are notorious for starting late and running long.”

I nodded as I waved to the giggle twins, whom I knew biblically, and murmured, “Siobhan, I wouldn’t miss it. I probably won’t be able to get there until at least ten, but I can make an early start on the farm Saturday, so I can take the rest of the day off and be there by ten-thirty at the latest.” I didn’t mention that I would be working late Friday evening and Sunday at Greta and Rob’s farm to make it up. “I’ll call my boss and arrange it.”

Siobhan’s “Thank you, Max” was nearly whispered. After a moment, she sighed heavily and murmured, “Never mind, Max. I know it’s inconvenient for you. Don’t worry about it.”

I wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “You’re worth it, Siobhan. You’re important, and I’m going to be there to support you.”

Siobhan stopped suddenly and slid out from under my arm as I continued past a couple of steps. I stopped and turned to see what had happened. She was staring at me, fighting to keep tears from flowing, twisting her fingers into knots. I rushed back to her and looked at her with concern.

Her face took on a fierce scowl. She growled, “Don’t you dare make me cry, Maxwell Morgan!”

“I wouldn’t dare,” I answered with a smirk.

Siobhan laughed and let out a small sob before launching forward to wrap her arms around my torso and squeezing me tightly. I kissed the crown of her head gently.

“I’m here for you, Sensei,” I told her.

She smacked my chest and said, “It’s ‘Sifu’! How many times do I need to tell you, hayseed? Sifu!”

“Yes, Sifu. My apologies, Sifu,” I told her as I offered my handkerchief to her.

Siobhan dabbed her eyes dry and looked up at me. “I probably look a fright. Would you order for me? I need to step into the loo for a moment.” I could have sworn I had heard a tinge of an Irish accent in her voice.

“Of course, dear. See you there,” I told her, and turned to collect our morning treat.

On Saturday morning, I got to the tournament shortly after 10:00 and sat next to Jenn, Siobhan’s girlfriend, to cheer our girl on.

Jennifer Padilla, or Jenn, was our benefits specialist, and I swear she had all the contracts memorized. During our time working together, she had presented herself as extremely bright and insightful. And even though she came across as very quiet, she was immensely kind with the hospital staff. They loved her because she’s 1) gorgeous, 2) an attentive listener, and 3) very nurturing. She only turned into a brat with her colleagues. She flirted with me mercilessly trying to get me to lose my concentration. It worked more frequently than I care to admit.

Jenn’s named after the famous Latina singer-actress—you know the one. Her light brown skin, Roman nose, full lips, liquid brown eyes, narrow waist, and wide hips immediately draw the eye. When I first met her, my brain would reboot every time she looked into my eyes. She preferred to wear suits with trousers rather than skirts, and her full ass filled them out very well with no stippling or saddlebags. The few times she did wear skirts, they were tight and emphasized her lush ass and strong legs. In the summer, her skin turned nearly as dark as Anita’s.

Jenn mentioned a few times that she was a gold star lesbian, and she flirted outrageously with all the ladies in our office. She was housemates with Kat, and they used to date before Jenn started dating Siobhan. Apparently, Jenn’s proud of her gold star, so teasing me was kind of mean when you consider that the odds of follow-through were zero. Well, no one’s perfect, but Jenn came pretty close, if you don’t count the teasing.

Kat, Tabby, and Anita arrived later, and we all cheered vigorously for Siobhan. She cleaned up at the tournament, winning her forms, weapons forms, and fighting competitions. She came in second in weapons sparring to a douchebag who claimed to be an Olympic hopeful back when Greta was teaching me fencing in high school. I swear, I still could have taken him, but Siobhan wasn’t used to fencers.

A week later at work, I was heating up my lunch after my noon workout, and Kat had entered the small kitchen space, sniffing around. It was some venison roast and roasted vegetables. She said she’d never had venison, so I offered to cook for her on Friday, which she cheerfully accepted and offered up her place.

Jenn was to be on a date with Siobhan that night—a romantic dinner and dancing, so Kat had the house to herself. I said I would bring the steaks, bacon, and a loaf of rustic sourdough bread that I promised to bake the night before.

Kat met me at the door in a short, little red sundress with spaghetti straps and a mid-thigh hemline—very unlike her office attire.

She had bought fresh kale, onion, and tomatoes from the local market, and we worked nicely together in her rather large kitchen to make a meal of chopped kale with onion and tomato, venison steaks, and buttered bread.

The inquisition began as I started washing and chopping the kale.

“So, Max. You don’t share much about your past,” Kat said, almost too casually. “Tell me about yourself.”

I looked at her and frowned, then thought, Well, you knew she’d want to talk.

Kat patiently waited for me to collect my thoughts. Finally, I said, “I don’t talk about my past much.” I chewed on that for a minute as I started working her chef’s knife. “Nice blade, by the way.”

Kat waited for me to continue speaking.

After chopping about a third of the pile of leaves, I said, “I had a fairly normal childhood. I grew up in Greeley, Colorado. My dad worked as a pharma rep, and my mom did the books at the local Co-op—the feed store. My parents weren’t rich, but they were pretty well off for Greeley. My best friend, Tommy Corrigan, and I did everything together from as far back as I can remember. I think my parents footed the bill for his little league and basketball team fees because his family was so poor. His parents both worked too, but in menial jobs that barely allowed them to keep ahead of the debt collectors. Anyway, Tommy and I were inseparable. My parents took us camping, and we learned basic survival skills from my mom and dad. Life was good.”

I pondered about how to relate when things went to shit as I salted the steaks and laid them aside to break down a bit. “When I was fourteen, a freshman in high school, I was celebrating New Year’s Eve with Tommy’s family while my parents went to a party. On the way to the party, my parents’ car was T-boned by a huge Ford F-350 pickup. The driver was stoned on meth, but he was also drunk to the point that he died in the hospital of alcohol poisoning. My dad didn’t survive the impact. My mom was DOA at the emergency room. I had no surviving grandparents, and my uncle in New Jersey didn’t want me around since he was a confirmed bachelor and never got along with my dad. Tommy’s family took me in as a foster kid. As I said, they were poor, and the state stipend for a foster kid wasn’t very helpful. I was already a big kid but I was still growing pretty quickly, so feeding me was a major expense.”

“The court assigned Tommy’s dad as my guardian, and the executor of my parent’s estate helped arrange it so the remains of my parent’s estate went to Mr. Corrigan to cover additional expenses. I’ve always suspected that some of it went to clear part of the Corrigan’s heavy debts, but I didn’t care. My dad always told me I needed to make my own way, so I figured that if it helped them care for me, so much the better. I had a place to live, nearly enough to eat, the best clothes that Goodwill could provide for my growing frame, and the support of my best friend and his family.”

“Tommy’s dad helped me find an old ’69 Chevy short-bed pickup truck toward the end of that year. It barely ran, but it only cost a couple hundred bucks. I spent the summer between my freshman and sophomore year doing odd jobs at a local salvage yard and the feed store to save up money for parts. I got a lot of the ones I needed from the salvage yard for free so long as I helped recover two parts for customers or internet sales for every one I took. Tommy worked at a burger joint that summer. That’s where he discovered drugs.”

I chopped some onion and threw it into a deep skillet along with some chopped bacon. “With Tommy having turned into a druggie and the fact that my parents were killed by the brother of one of his new friends, I couldn’t find it in me to be his friend anymore, let alone his best friend. I ended up ignoring him, but I don’t think he noticed. Throughout the rest of high school, I became much less social. I liked the classes in school that helped you understand how things worked—hard sciences and shop classes. I rebuilt my truck in auto shop. I built items I could sell in wood and metal shops. I learned how useful chemistry and physics are and how to apply them in many ways. I learned how to make matches, glass, and soap. I loved it; I found it all fascinating. On the weekends, I would fish or hunt with my dad’s old .22 caliber rifle to supplement the groceries the Corrigans could afford. And then the summer before my junior year, I answered an advertisement for a farmhand. That’s how I met Greta Carson.”

I threw the kale in the skillet and added salt, pepper, and a quarter-cup of water. I covered the skillet and took a glass of red wine from Kat, who had looked sympathetic as I was relaying my life story. We clinked glasses and sipped the wine. I made a face; it was a little astringent for my taste. Kat laughed at my expression and asked, “You want a beer instead?”

“Please,” I said. “Anyway, Greta was the beginning of life getting better again. She was a young widow with a farm near Kersey, about twenty minutes east of Greeley. She was a German girl who married a soldier and settled in Kersey to farm with him. Her husband died in a freak accident; he caught his hand in a grain auger. It tore off his hand, chewed his arm into the auger, and pulled it off at the shoulder. He was dead within minutes.”

I shook my head to clear the visual. “Greta loved farm life, and she was trying desperately to hold onto the farm. But there was just too much for her to do alone. She offered to pay me a hundred bucks per week plus room and board for the summer. I had the guest bedroom and bath, and it was almost like having my own apartment. By that time, I was well on my way to six-four. Despite having no experience, I was big and strong and getting more so every day. Greta worked my ass off.”

I took the beer Kat offered and sipped it, then smacked my lips. “Oh, that’s good! I do like Stella.” I took in a big breath and released it. “Greta put me to work putting up hay, fixing fences, and tending fields. She knew how to do most of it, so I learned from her. She taught me to care for horses, cattle, geese, chickens—you name it. She taught me how to run the machinery and ride horses. She also introduced me to the sport of fencing.”

I took another sip of beer. “Greta grew up in Solingen, Germany. As a youth, she studied judo and karate, but fencing was her love. She started fencing as soon as she could hold a foil, and was an Olympic hopeful by the time she was fifteen. Saber was her primary weapon; although, she made the team using epee and foil, too. At sixteen, she snapped an Achilles tendon in her first match in the 2000 Olympics. She met her husband during her recovery a couple of years later, married him, and arrived in Colorado at the ripe old age of nineteen.”

“She taught me the basics of the sword in the evenings after we were done working and having dinner. I learned not just fencing, but also freestyle fighting with a sword, too. I was loving my time on the farm, and really wasn’t ready to go back to school at the end of the summer.”

I started heating another skillet for the steaks. “Since Tommy was all wrapped up with his druggy friends, I found myself spending more time at the farm on the weekends with Greta after I returned to school in the fall. She let me continue coming out on weekends to help take care of the animals and doing stuff I enjoyed rather than watching Tommy throw his life away. Greta paid me enough to cover gas and gave me some pocket money every weekend since she was only putting me up for one night a week. When the blacksmith came out to shoe the horses one weekend, I helped out. For the rest of the school year, if Greta didn’t have a lot of chores for me, I would apprentice with the blacksmith. I started spending most holidays with her, so I wouldn’t have to watch Tommy piss his life away. I think his parents and sister would’ve come with me if they could.”

I put the steaks on and stirred the kale. Kat pressed some fresh garlic and added it to the kale. She said, “It sounds like Greta was very important in your life.”

“Yeah,” I said around my beer bottle. I set it down and added, “Life would have sucked if I hadn’t had her support.”

Kat interjected, “Sports helped keep me balanced. My stepdad—‘step-man’ actually—was a huge factor in my getting into sports.” She slapped her hand on the wooden chopping block and demanded, “But go on! Tell me more!”

“Are you sure? Listening to me reminisce has to be boring as hell,” I told her shyly.

Kat slid into my arms and wrapped her arms around my neck. “I want to know you, Max. I won’t judge you, and I won’t tell anyone else. This is so I can better understand and support you. Okay?”

I rested my hands on her lean waist and looked down into her eyes. I discovered that, yes, I could encircle her waist, no squeezing required. I brushed my lips against Kat’s and caressed her lean back as I thought back to those times on Greta’s farm. “The next summer was more of the same. Fencing—both kinds—putting up hay, tending the animals, milking goats and cows, and blacksmithing.”

I stirred the kale. “My senior year, I figured out that I wasn’t going to get a scholarship to pay for a full ride to college based on academics, so I decided that I would go into the army after school. I started working on my physical fitness for the rest of the school year, and Mr. Corrigan signed my enlistment to become an infantry soldier that May. After graduation, I worked at Greta's farm until I left to report for duty at the end of July.”
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Kat slid out of my arms as I flipped the steaks. She stirred the kale and shut off the heat, a thoughtful look on her face. Soon, she said, “You haven’t mentioned anyone special, Max. I find it hard to believe that you didn’t have any girlfriends through high school.”

I’m not ready to talk about that yet, I thought. After a sip of beer, I replied, “I guess girls started to notice me my junior year, but I didn’t get into a relationship until my senior year.”

Kat teased, “Let me guess. You dated the captain of the cheerleading squad?”

I shook my head and chose my words carefully. “No. I didn’t date anyone, but I did have sex my senior year.”

“Really?” Kat smirked.

I sighed, “Yeah. I was unreasonably tall and skinny until then. I had started to put on muscle from my work on the farm, but I was still growing so rapidly I looked like a long twig. The summer before my senior year, I was a little over six-five and starting to add visible muscle. Then, I took up a fitness routine, and the girls started to take notice.”

“I can see that. But if they didn’t, I’m sure their moms would have,” Kat snickered.

I shrugged. “A few moms did. Most were bored and married, and I stayed away from them. I didn’t want that kind of trouble. Even the schoolgirls were more interested in the novelty of experiencing the ‘huge freak.’ I hung out with some girls, but we didn’t date so much as just get together to fuck. I didn’t really date anyone until I was stationed at Fort Carson.”

Kat smirked as I pulled the steaks off the skillet to rest. “Not a terrible situation for a seventeen-year-old guy.”

“No. Not bad at all.” I thought back to the cheerleading squad and smiled to myself.

“What’s that smile about?” Kat teased.

“Just reminiscing,” I replied. “I’m lucky I didn’t get one of them pregnant. It took me a while to figure out that I needed to ask if they were on the pill.”

“You could have used condoms,” Kat chuckled.

I thought back to how hard it was to find ones that were big enough and shrugged. “I did eventually start keeping some with me, but my regulars were on the pill and weren’t sexually active with anyone else. I essentially had a harem.”

I almost missed the considering look Kat gave me as I sliced the steak and plated it.

“What are you thinking?” I asked.

“Just musing,” she said. “Shall I plate some kale?”

“Please. I’ll slice the bread.”

She asked, “Where’d you learn to bake bread?”

I chuckled. “I mean, baking bread is basically biochemistry. I was really into science, remember? Greta introduced me to different types of flour and showed me a method to have bread dough ready to bake every day. I’ve experimented ever since. I don’t eat many carbs, but I do like bread and butter. Bread with cheese is also a favorite. I can usually pass up sweets, but homeboy needs his bread and butter.”

Kat laughed as we sat down to eat our meal. Fortunately, she changed topics away from my sex life. “So...the army?” she prompted.

“Well, I left the farm, flew from Denver to Atlanta, and caught a bus to Fort Benning, Georgia. That moment of getting off the bus actually was a lot like you see in the movies. And being the biggest guy in my class, the drill instructor reintroduced the same nickname I’d been trying to lose since middle school.”

“What’s that?” Kat teased.

“Not telling you,” I grinned in response. “The first week of Basic was a shock, but that was expected. The focus of my fitness training had been on upper-body strength training, especially pull-ups, and endurance. That paid off in Basic Training. The DIs...uh, drill instructors, had to really work to smoke me. That is, wear me out, in civilian speak. Running in formation was the hardest part because my legs are so long, and I had to take short, choppy steps to stay in formation. The drill sergeant’s solution was for me to carry the company flag, or guidon, on all the runs. Anyway, I took to army training very well. It didn’t matter what the topic was—weapons, first aid, communications, the obstacle course, or even having to know things like the UCMJ and Code of Conduct—I just absorbed it. The advanced infantry training, or AIT, was much the same. AIT was more weapons training and tactics at the squad, platoon, and company level. I was ‘honor grad’ in both Basic and AIT, due to my attitude more than anything else. I excelled, but I tried to bring my fellow soldiers along with me. That got me into Airborne and Ranger schools.”

“Airborne has to do with jumping out of planes, right? What’s Ranger?” Kat asked.

“Yeah. Airborne school is paratrooper school,” I said. “Ranger school is all about small unit tactics, combat leadership, and teamwork, all in diverse difficult environments. Rangers are essentially the largest group of special operations in the army. The first phase was all about learning the tactics part and drilling it hard. Then we did a mountain phase and a swamp phase. They used to have a desert phase, but they cut it from the program years before I went to the school. So, I went to Airborne school to learn how to jump out of perfectly good airplanes, and then used that skill in Ranger school for many of the missions.”

“What’s that like?” Kat asked.

“Scary and exhilarating at the same time. Kind of like going to my beautiful co-worker’s house to cook for her,” I answered.

She looked down at her plate as if remembering it was still there and took another bite before beaming at me. I said, “I’m doing all the talking, Kat. Tell me about yourself.”

She swallowed her bite of food and dabbed her lips with a napkin. “Well, my dad died when I was young. My mom remarried when I was ten. My stepdad, AKA ‘step-man,’ started coming on to me when I was fourteen. I’d always loved sports, but at that point, I threw myself into as many sports as possible to just stay out of the house. I stayed overnight with friends as often as I could. My mom figured out what was going on when I was sixteen. Step-man walked in on me in the shower. He thought mom was out of the house, so he started to strip. Mom had come back because she had broken a heel. She heard me scream and ran upstairs to find him naked with his dick in his hand. She beat the shit out of him and called the police. It was just my mom and me after that.”

She shrugged and buttered a slice of bread. “Mom would go on dates with guys, and I would go on dates with both boys and girls. After seeing me with a girlfriend for a couple of months, my mom decided to try dating a coworker she was close to. They dated off and on for about a year before they figured out they had fallen in love. It was a bit of a struggle because both had been in heterosexual marriages before and struggled with the lesbian label, but they finally accepted their love for each other. They got married last year.”

Kat chewed on a huge bite of bread, swallowed, and then continued. “Despite the step-man being gone, I stuck with sports. I loved the feeling of my body pushing itself and excelling. I tried everything. Soccer, volleyball, badminton, racquetball, track and field, archery, shooting, field hockey, lacrosse, skiing—seriously, everything. If you can name it, I’ve probably done it. I loved them all. Just the…” she licked her lips and got a far-off look as she absently took another bite. “Just the focus on being in the moment, pushing myself, releasing conscious thought to fully experience the firing of my muscles perfectly in concert with one another. I loved it. Still do.”

She looked at me. “My dad was a good athlete, but I get most of my athleticism from my mom. She was a top-tier college athlete. She had even considered being an Olympic athlete, but she really wanted to go to work to make some real money, and the Olympics wouldn’t do that for her. She went into IT, made good money, wrote reference books for it, and then decided to open an investment business. She’s quite well-off now. Back in high school, I remember her talking about how hard it was to find, hire, and keep good people. I think those comments are what eventually drove me to choose to pursue a career in human resources.”

She pointed her knife at me. “You. Army. Keep talking.” She waved her knife like she was directing the orchestra before grabbing another slice of bread to butter. “Good bread!” she moaned.

I tried not to choke on the piece of bread I had just stuck in my mouth as I laughed at her antics.

I drained the last of my beer and sat back in my chair. “The army is all about training. I was an infantry soldier at Fort Carson, Colorado, down south of here, near Colorado Springs. Due to my size, I ended up being a machine gunner in a Stryker platoon for my entire four years, carrying an M240 machine gun and an M9 pistol. I caught on pretty quickly to the fact that the major pastime of young soldiers is getting drunk in the hopes of getting laid. It was kind of counterintuitive to me, so I decided to try a different path.”

I carried our empty plates to the sink when Kat finished. “I saved up to take as many college courses in the sciences as I could at the local community college. Other than college, I spent my free time working out, working on my truck, and practicing blacksmithing. I went to Iraq in February 2015 for Operation Inherent Resolve to fight ISIS. A few months after we returned, I rotated off active duty and returned to Greeley. I joined the National Guard unit there. That unit’s a light infantry company, which makes most monthly drills a lot of fun. We spend a lot of time training outdoors—shooting, carrying heavy packs, climbing, rappelling, cross-country skiing, and snowshoeing. I also enrolled at Northern Colorado University when I left active duty.”

“Hold on a minute,” Kat said as she carried the rest of the dirty dishes to the sink. “Go back to the army time. You mentioned a girlfriend. Spill.”

Exasperated, I asked, “Why are you so fixated on my non-existent love life?”

Kat slid up and grabbed my hands. “Look, Max,” she said before looking up into my eyes. “I like you, but I have trust issues with men. I like them, but step-man made me wary of men. Hearing how you speak about your past relationships tells me about you—how you think about women, how you treat them. It’s important to me to know those things about you.”

I pursed my lips and turned to clean the plates. Kat caressed my back and waited for me to talk.

“When I got back from Iraq, Cheryl, the nurse I had been dating for two years before I left, was dating a doctor. Before I left, she told me she would wait for me, so you could imagine my surprise when she dumped me. Coincidentally, our division commander decreed that everyone coming back from Iraq would go to a session of counseling in the hopes of preventing suicides. I shared things with that counselor that I never shared with anyone else. She told me I had abandonment issues. Her solution was to sign me up for six more sessions of therapy, which mostly involved me driving her hips into her couch. Then I discovered that she was married. That certainly didn’t help my abandonment issues, and reinforced other issues as well. Then I had a short fling with Misty, the sister of one of the guys in my unit.”

Kat hugs me from behind. “What issues are you talking about, Max?”

I set a plate on the counter, and Kat slid off my back to put it in the dishwasher. I leaned quietly on the sink until she returned to stroke my back. “My first partner was someone that I loved deeply. Circumstances didn’t allow us to stay together, so she’s always been the one who got away. Cheryl was the first woman after Gr...after the first one who liked me for more than my freakish cock. The cheerleaders just treated me like I was an interesting diversion to them.”

We resumed cleaning any clinging food from the dishes and utensils and ran everything through the dishwasher. During that short interlude, Kat didn’t say a word, opting instead for comforting caresses.

After we cleaned up in the kitchen, Kat gave me another beer and dragged me to the couch. She plopped herself on my lap with her legs to my right. I caressed her bare leg gently and said, “At some point toward the end of high school, one of the cheerleaders told me that I was the school Casanova. Another one immediately replied, ‘he never kept a mistress and died alone.’”

Kat kissed my cheek gently. “Max, I’m sure some of the girls liked you as a person. And actually, your experiences sound like the ladies were more ‘Casanova’-like. Casanova would create these dramatic scenarios for excitement and seduction, and then move on when he was bored. He did die alone, but it was because he never invested in a relationship, not because he was rejected by all his lovers.”

I tilted my head and looked at her. “You seem to be well-informed on the topic.” I felt a smile crack my somber façade.

Kat squirmed on my lap as she chuckled. “A girlfriend in high school accused me of being the school Casanova. I looked it up.” She cocked her head and asked, “So your harem did include girls from the cheerleading squad?

“Oh, Jesus!” I exclaimed as I threw my head back in a laugh. “Yes. My harem was the cheerleading squad.”

She squirmed excitedly. “How many?”

“Really?” I laughed incredulously.

“Yes!” she exclaimed giddily. “Back then, I dated the cheerleading captain. They are so sexy in those little skirts, don’t you think?”

“Yes!” I laughed. “But I’ve got to say, you’re just as sexy.”

Kat's eyes flashed wide open before she adjusted herself to sit primly on my lap and said, “Thank you, Mr. Morgan. Now, spill, buster. Tell me juicy stories of cheerleaders squirming for your man meat. How many?”

“Oh jeez,” I muttered. “Twenty-four. Varsity, junior varsity, and freshman squads of eight each.”

Kat giggled. “Give a girl some details, Max.”

I laughed. “Fine. The varsity team captain came onto me hard after I gave her boyfriend a smackdown for picking on some freshmen the first week of my senior year. He was the starting quarterback, and she had told him if his antics ever got his ass kicked, she’d fuck whoever did it. She said she was impressed with the attentiveness, skill, and orgasms that I brought to our…liaison.”

“Really?” Kat asks with an inquisitive look.

I nodded minutely and continued. “Really. I became the initiation for the freshman and junior varsity squads that year. Most came back afterward. The girls that made the Casanova comments didn’t were among the few that didn’t come back. It all started when the varsity squad captain arranged a tent party in the country one Wednesday night late in early September, where I claimed the virginity of the entire freshman squad. It was rough for them because, as I assume you know, a girl losing her virginity is a painful experience, and I have a significant endowment. They were all sweet girls, and I didn’t want to hurt them. So, I warmed them up with my hands and mouth, pierced them with my finger, and then pressed my monster inside them. After they left, I played with the varsity captain and vice-captain until dawn.”

Kat moaned, “Oh, that is so hot!”

“Really?” I asked. “The first freshman thought it would be, but after the others watched, they were a little reluctant. But I didn’t pressure them. When one would work up her courage, I would kiss her, caress her, undress her slowly, and suckle her breasts. When she would get excited, I would progress to oral and manual stimulation. After the second orgasm, I would drive my finger into her and kiss her tears away. When they started grinding on my finger, we would progress to using my little monster.”

“That was very considerate of you,” Kat giggled.

“Maybe,” I replied. “I was a dumb kid. Like I said, I’m lucky I didn’t get one of them pregnant. The varsity squad was all on the pill, so no worries with that group. But the rest got on the pill pretty soon afterward.”

“Did they orgasm on your cock?” Kat asked. I noticed the flush on her cheeks and neck as she thought for a moment. “Wait a minute. You went all night?”

“Um, yeah. Two of the freshmen orgasmed as well as the two seniors,” I answered as I caressed her leg. My little monster was raising his ugly head in my jeans as the memories ran through my mind. “A week later I collected the virginity of seven of the eight JV girls as I was the guest of honor at another tent party. Three of the virgins already had broken hymens, so it was easier for them than the freshmen. I’m sure the experienced one enjoyed it more than the others. The varsity squad had a tent party a week later. They were ravenous.”

She looked puzzled. “Why Wednesday night? Wouldn’t a weekend have worked better?”

“I had to work on the weekends on the farm,” I explained. “Thursdays were freshman and JV football. Fridays were varsity.”

“And you went to make love to Greta on the weekends,” Kat said.

I was startled as she had voiced what I had been trying hard not to tell her.

Kat caressed my face. “She encouraged you to go out and build a life, to have girlfriends your own age. But you were in love with her.”

The little monster wilted as Kat brought my secrets out into the open. Kat said, “She must have loved you very much to push you out like that, Max.”

I pinched my nose to distract myself from my building tears. Kat gently pulled my head forward and wrapped her arms around my neck. “Max, it’s a good thing that you love her and that she loves you.”

“She married someone else, Kat,” I murmured as I squeezed the slender woman gently. “I had planned to come back to her after the army. I wrote her every week from the time I left for Basic Training. She would write back about once each month. About half-way through my tour at Fort Carson, she sent a letter saying she was getting married and asked me not to come back other than to pick up my stuff.” I pulled out my handkerchief and dried my eyes. “She’s now married with three kids and another one on the way.”

“You will find love again, Max,” Kat murmured into my ear.

I slid my hand up her thigh to find a bare buttock. She gasped but dropped a hand to hold mine to her ass.

“Not yet, lover-boy,” Kat murmured seriously.

“Hadn’t planned to, sweetie. This was going to be the first date of many, that might, with some luck, turn into something special,” I admitted to her. “Not much chance of that now, though, huh?”

Kat said seriously, “Oh, don’t count yourself out. You are definitely still in play, Mr. Morgan.”

I kissed her gently, and she melted into me as we played gently with our mouths, her hand still holding mine to her petite, firm, ass.

“Kat, I’d better go,” I told her. “It’s going to get too hard not to take things into the bedroom.”

“True,” she says. “Wasn’t my plan for tonight, but I definitely want to take you there, Max.”

She jumped up off my lap. “Call me when you get home,” she said. “I want to know you’re safe, dear Maxwell.”

“I will,” I told her as she walked me to the door.

I leaned in to kiss her goodnight. As my lips left hers, she whispered, “Goodnight, sweet prince.” She brushed my lips once more with hers before I left.

I ended up talking to Kat on the phone for about another hour once I got home. I told her that I had the weekend free after my morning chores and asked if I could see her the next day. She said she was accompanying Tabby to the Colorado Music and Arts Festival in Centennial Park and invited me to join them, assuring me Tabby wouldn’t mind.

After a restless night of erotic dreams featuring Kat and both the Northridge High School and NCU cheerleaders in a seraglio, I woke up early. I fed my horses, goats, and chickens before jumping into the truck to drive from my farm at Platteville to Kersey to take care of Greta’s and Rodney’s animals.

I finished at about 8:00 am and hurried home for a quick shower. I threw a web belt and two canteens of water in the truck. I arrived at Kat and Jenn’s house at about 9:15. Kat was backing her car out of the garage as I parked. I grabbed my belt and canteens and went to join the ladies.

Tabby apparently had her hair colored last night because her hair was the pure, silky auburn that had been growing out since I met her. The black ends were all gone. She was dressed in a Renaissance costume—a loose white blouse baring more cleavage than I thought she had, a long brown dress that emphasized the effect, and brown clogs. A wreath of flowers and ribbons adorned her hair. I looked down at my faded jeans, hiking boots, and thin chambray shirt. I waved my desert-tan boonie hat as I said, “I think I’m not wearing the appropriate costume, Tabby.”

She grinned and waved her hand dismissively. “You look fine, Max. Don’t worry. Kat’s not in costume, either.”

Tabby crawled in back, and we rocketed off to Centennial Park. Apparently, we were late. I watched Kat’s strong, lean legs work the pedals. They were sticking out from under the hem of a short chambray dress with long sleeves. She had on a suede vest and matching western riding boots.

We got out of the car, and Kat hugged me fiercely. She stood on tiptoes to whisper in my ear. “Yes, I’m not wearing anything under the dress.” She bit her lip and spun to hook Tabby’s arm. I followed along dutifully, watching the sexy twitch of two very different female tushies.

All morning long, Tabby played mandolin and sang bawdy songs with a small wandering troupe from her SCA group. She demonstrated a lovely voice, virtuosity on the mandolin, and a great ability to engage an audience.

Tabitha Sloan, AKA Tabby, was the office admin assistant. She was the first person I met on the team back when I came in to interview. She’s a cute little ginger that stands roughly 5’4” when she walks around the office in her stockinged feet. She’s a little plump but not fat, just...soft. When I first met her, she had rich auburn roots growing out above flat black shoulder-length tresses. At the time, Tabby said she was recovering from a Goth phase. Her big, green eyes are captivating, her pert little breasts are entrancing, and she has a little twitch in her plump ass when she walks. In short, she’s cute as hell.

As Tabby’s group stopped near one of the beer vendors, two guys that I put in the barely-legal-to-drink category started heckling Tabby.

The tall skinny one yelled, “Shut up, you fat cow!” while the other one made moo-ing sounds repeatedly. Tabby was sensitive about her appearance. She might have been a little plump, but she was far from a fat cow. They laughed at each other and were starting another round of verbal jabs when I walked up behind them, grabbed each of them by the back of the neck, lifted them off the ground, and tossed them into a nearby dumpster.

I pointed a finger at them and growled, “Stay,” before I closed the lid on them as gently as possible.

I turned to the stunned crowd and proclaimed, “Don’t worry, ladies and gents! I’m just taking out the trash! Just part of the show.”

That got a lot of laughs. Tabby grinned at me and rolled into another song. Kat and I followed the troupe along throughout the park for the rest of the morning and had lunch with Tabby when she got a break. The little bard hugged me fiercely. “Thank you, Max.”

“I’ll always watch out for you, Tabs.” I kissed the crown of her head, her silky hair distracting me from the leaves of her wreath scratching my chin.

Jenn and Siobhan joined us in the afternoon. The four of us followed Tabby’s troupe around, visiting tents and laughing. We saw the two guys again, this time passed out on the grass. Someone had scrawled ASSHOLE on their foreheads in black marker. I had to wonder who else they had pissed off. Jenn and Siobhan were both impressed enough with what I did for Tabby to give me tight hugs. Siobhan punctuated hers with a quick kiss on the lips, while Jenn gave an appraising look and an enigmatic smile.

When we got back to Jenn and Kat’s house, Jenn and Siobhan each gave me another tight hug and Tabby gave me a hungry kiss. “Goodbye, my hero,” she murmured before heading into the house.

Before I could say anything, Kat slid into my arms and distracted me with a wet kiss of her own. “I'll be dreaming of you again tonight, Max.”

“Are you free tomorrow?”

“Sadly, no. I’m overnighting with my moms tomorrow. I won’t get back until Monday afternoon,” she said. “How about next weekend?”

“I have drill with the Guard next weekend,” I said. “I’m working the weekend after that, but you could ride along. That Saturday I’m supposed to be in the saddle all day checking and fixing fence. I was thinking I would camp out Saturday night to finish the circuit by Sunday afternoon. Do you ride?”

Kat gave me a brilliant smile. “I do. More English than Western, but I’ve done both. It sounds like fun. I haven’t done any camping, though.”

“I’ll get you through it, sweetie,” I responded with a goofy grin.

“I’m sure you will, stud.” She collected another kiss and whispered “Call Anita” into my ear. She took two steps back and said a little more loudly, “Call me when you get home, Max.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I mounted up and waved before driving off.
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Istopped at a Panda Express on the way home for takeout, and headed home. On the drive, I sipped crappy iced tea and considered Kat’s directive to call Anita.

The sun was still out when I got home, so I put my food in the fridge, and drank a big glass of water. I texted Kat rather than calling her and went out to the barn. My horses needed some exercise.

I saddled Marquis, the horse that I discovered while on a blacksmithing job. Marquis is a gelding that resulted from a breeder’s experiment down in Littleton. The breeder was trying to improve the Friesian breed—a beautiful German horse breed that has a limited gene pool and is prone to birth defects. The breeder was crossbreeding them with Clydesdales, Percherons, and American Standards. Marquis was one of the results. His bay color—reddish-brown with black socks, mane, and tail—resulted in him losing his testicles. Despite the breeder’s disappointment, Marquis was a beauty. He stood a little over eighteen hands at the withers, and he had the feathered mane and fetlocks of the Friesian and Clydesdale breeds. For someone my size, he was a perfect saddle mount.

I also threw a saddle and a training pack on Queenie, my Standardbred mare. I learned how to ride on Queenie, and the old girl was getting mature. Even in her old age, she still liked to get out for a ride, or even better, a carriage ride. I put my lever-action carbine in the saddle holster, hung it off Marquis’ saddle, and mounted up. Marquis and I rode along the perimeter of my property at a canter and Queenie ran beside us. I had built a nice path around my property that would accommodate my buckboard and pickup. We crossed over the first bridge, and I stopped to let the horses drink from a creek that ran along part of my property. I switched the holster over to Queenie and the training harness to Marquis. I could tell that he wasn’t impressed, but he and Queenie were close; he would never begrudge her the opportunity to carry a rider.

Siobhan has told me repeatedly that I might anthropomorphize my animals “a wee bit.”

We cantered around the rest of the perimeter. I saw a pack of feral dogs chasing an antelope toward the east fence and managed to shoot two of the dogs despite the low light. The other four dogs escaped. I had tried to tame them in the past, but I guess they had decided they liked the taste of chicken and goat too much to be tamed. Bullets were the only solution I had left. The antelope managed to duck under my fence and flee from the dogs. It was amazing to see the stocky animal push under my fence and run away. I thought, I’ll have to bring my fence repair kit out tomorrow. Good excuse to break out the buckboard.

When we got back, I rubbed down the horses and put away their tack. I ensured their paddock had plenty of feed and water before I played with the goats for a bit. I checked to make sure there weren’t any unwanted visitors in the chicken coop before I closed it for the night and returned to the house.

I went inside, put my takeout in a small casserole, and popped it into the toaster oven. I sat down with another glass of water and opened my phone, staring at it for a moment. I scrolled through my contacts, plugged in an old-fashioned wired headset, and pressed the dial button.

I heard the call connect, followed quickly by, “Max? Are you okay?” It sounded like she was at a party.

“Hello, Anita. I’m fine,” I told her. “Can you talk?”

“Uh...sure. Let me call you back once I find a quiet place,” she said.

“I’ll be standing by,” I responded.

I had long enough to go pee and start a small fire in the stove before the phone rang.

I grabbed my phone and confirmed it was Anita before connecting. “Hello, Anita. How are you this evening?”

“You’re not calling to leave me...uh...I mean us, are you?” she gasped.

I laughed. “Absolutely not, Anita. They’d have to hook me to a horse and drag me off to get me away from you.” I sobered and continued, “Honestly, I missed you today.”

“I thought you were dating Kat,” she said quietly.

“I’m hopeful, but it’s a little early to be certain. We made dinner at her place last night, and I had a great time with Kat, Siobhan, and Jenn supporting Tabby today,” I answered. “It just didn’t feel right that you weren’t with us. I was exercising the horses this evening, and I thought how much I’d like to spend some time getting to know you. Would you like to do something tomorrow?”

Anita grew quiet, and I could hear people calling for her in the background. “Um...I would like that. I have to go right now. Can I call in the morning?”

“Sure,” I answered. “I’m an early riser.”

She tsks in disapproval. “Is eleven okay?”

“Sure, Anita. I’ll be looking forward to your call,” I told her.

The next morning Anita called long after I finished my morning chores at both farms. She had been at a party at the dance studio last night. I asked her if she wanted to go hiking up in Loveland, but she said that Jack Reynolds had a weekend home up there, and she was concerned about him catching her with me again. I told her, “Well, my place is safe from Jack. Maybe a picnic along the creek?”

“Sounds nice,” she purred.

I chuckled lightly. “It does, doesn’t it?”

Anita whimpered into the phone. “Jesus, Max. When your voice rumbles like that I can’t think straight.” She paused for a short moment. “I should be there in two hours. Can you text your location? I’ll pull up the directions.”

“You bet, Anita. Looking forward to seeing you,” I told her. “Bye for now.”

After I sent Anita my address, I killed some time by giving the house a once-over—dusting, sweeping, cleaning the bathroom and kitchen. The nice thing about my house was that it was both small and open, so cleaning didn’t take me long. The bed already got fresh sheets yesterday, so I just fluffed the pillows a bit. At that point, I decided I had been domestic enough.

I was sipping a cup of coffee on the porch and petting one of the goats when Anita arrived. She got out of her Lexus NX and walked slowly toward me. She was wearing a rich brown pencil skirt that flared open below her knees, a cream-colored silk blouse unbuttoned down to her cleavage, and matching black riding boots and belt. I set my cup down on the porch and walked over. We didn’t say a word at first and just slowly wrapped our arms around each other.

I hugged her quietly for a moment, then murmured without thinking, “Welcome, beautiful.”

She let out a soft, pleased sigh and released my torso to hold me at arm’s length. “Max, you always make me feel so special. Like I truly am beautiful,” she said quietly.

“It’s easy, Anita. You’re both special and beautiful,” I told her. “I’m compelled to adore you.”

She smiled and caressed my face. “You charmer. I bet you say that to all of our ladies.”

I pondered that for a moment before looking down again into her eyes. “You may be onto something. For now, why don’t I just focus on you?”

“Not Kat?” she asked with a wicked grin.

“Today is about you. Hungry?” I asked.

“I could eat,” Anita said as she leaned in to hug me tightly.

“Well, let me give you the grand tour,” I said and led her into my little house with a hand draped around her waist.

Having seen just the entry of Anita’s house, I was concerned about what she would think about mine. My home was essentially a twenty-four by forty-foot pole cabin. The far back corner was closed off into a bathroom and closet. The back door had a mud-room area between the bathroom and kitchen. I didn’t have kitchen cabinets, but rather bits and pieces of shelves, planks, and drawer units that I had refinished in matching paint. The closet doors were barn-style doors covered with corrugated tin. The sides of the kitchen island were also covered in tin. My big shower was made of masonry blocks covered with some salvaged tile I had picked up from a blacksmithing client. The floors and walls were second-hand lumber. I had sanded and painted everything, but it definitely looked more “barn” than “luxury townhome.”

Anita walked around quietly for a bit, taking it all in. She noted the little homemade suitcase stand by the bed. “Feeling confident about yourself, Mr. Morgan?” she teased.

“No,” I murmured quietly. “I set my gym bag on it to pack before going to work. I’d be a stuttering idiot if you showed up with an overnight bag.”

Anita turned to me with a considering look. “That’s the piece I haven’t figured out about you, Max. From the very beginning, you’ve been confident and polite. Yet sometimes, you act like a virgin schoolboy.” She looked and nodded at me shrewdly, like she was assessing my soul.

Slowly, she smiled at me and said brightly, “So, you did this all yourself?”

“Yes,” I answered. “Rodney was trying to offload the property when I got out of the army. He gave me a good deal, but with school and the mortgage, I didn’t have money for construction. There was a sixteen-foot Airstream camper trailer here when I bought the property, so I lived in that while I saved and salvaged building materials. I was able to use showers at the university and the armory, and I worked the farm, blacksmithing jobs, and security to save enough to buy what I couldn’t salvage. I built the barn the same way. I rebuilt my horse trailer and my buggy; I found them both as salvage projects. I cobbled together an electric system from a bunch of discarded solar collectors and batteries until I got this job. That let me upgrade to a commercial solar system and buy my big shed. I’m saving up for kitchen cabinets now.”

Anita looked at me pensively. “And you still work three jobs?”

I shrugged. “One full-time, and three part-time—the Guard, farming, and blacksmithing.”

Anita chastised me. “People need some time off, no matter who they are or how they’re built, Max.”

I laughed. “I don’t know what I would do with time off, Anita. This weekend has been a lot of fun, but it’s unusual. When I’m not working somewhere else, I’m trying to put my home together. Working on my home or fitness training have been my recreational activity for the last four years. Would you like to see the rest?”

Anita pulled me down into a warm, gentle kiss. “Yes, but I want to know how you’ve been taking care of your needs the last four years.”

“Jeez,” I exclaimed. “Kat spent most of our date Friday grilling me about my non-existent love life.”

“But she won’t share,” Anita said. “All she said is that she didn’t learn anything about your time in college, and that she thinks you crave a relationship.”

I throw my hands in the air. “Fine! My college love life was much like my high school love life—fucking the cheerleading squad. The last six months of school, I started dating one of them, but she moved to Dallas to tryout for the Cowboys Cheerleaders. Real relationships have been few and far between. I had the giggle twins from Radiology in February one weekend, but that turned out to just be exercise. There’s been no one since, and I’m really enjoying not being a walking dildo for anyone.”

“I care for you much more than that, Max,” Anita said quietly. “Honestly, we all do. Jenn isn’t likely to take you to bed, but the rest of us all like you as a person and are very attracted to you.”

“I’m sure we’ll all end up as one big happy family,” I murmured quietly, almost missing the joyful glint in Anita’s eyes as I looked back to her after my ruminations. I held out my hand, and she placed hers in it. I told her more calmly, “I have a picnic lunch packed—sandwiches, potato salad, coleslaw, and cookies. Shall we?” I gave her hand a gentle tug, and Anita spun gracefully into me so my arm wrapped around her waist. I collected a kiss from her and released her. I strapped my revolver onto my belt, grabbed the cooler and my saddle carbine, and led Anita outside.

I showed Anita the rest of the homestead—the barn, the chicken coop, the garden, the big shed that housed my forge in the back, the large workout space closer to the house, and the wood shop between the two. Anita was entranced by the wooden floor and cobbled-together sound system in the workout space. She said thoughtfully, “We’ll put this to use later.”

I introduced her to Marquis and Queenie before I hitched Queenie to the buckboard. I loaded the cooler, a big blanket, and some fence repair equipment in the back. I laid my rifle behind the seat and lifted Anita onto it, then let Marquis out of the paddock and drove Queenie to follow the path along the perimeter of the property. Anita asked a fair number of questions along the way.

“Won’t Marquis run off?”

“No. I found Marquis at a breeder’s farm. He was racing around a corral and would rear whenever anyone, including their horse whisperer, tried to get closer. They were going to send him to the dog food plant. I was putting shoes on eight colts in preparation for saddle training when I first saw him. I bet the owner that I could shoe Marquis despite him not letting anyone close to him. The owner said if I could do it, he was mine. If not, shoes for the eight colts would be free. Marquis has been with me ever since. He knows I’ll always take care of him unless I’m unable. He won’t stray. If someone chases him off, like the feral dogs have a few times, he’ll come back.”

“What’s Queenie’s story?”

“I learned to ride on Queenie, but she was born to the traces. She’s a gentle but spirited saddle mount, and she loves this.”

“Why the guns?”

“The rifle is for feral dogs, and the pistol is for snakes. I’ve thinned the dogs out, but they still like to hunt here.”

“You have snakes here?”

“Anita, there are snakes all over Colorado. Most won’t bother us, but I like to be prepared for the venomous ones. Around here, they’re all rattler species. I don’t run into them very often, and they’re pretty good at putting up a warning unless you surprise them. I get a lot of king snakes, garter snakes, milk snakes, etcetera. I like having the harmless ones around to keep the rodents at bay. I suspect that if they eat all the prey, rattlers will go elsewhere.”

Anita gasped, “Did you build this bridge?”

I chuckled, “Yes. If it’s on this property, I built it. There was only a dilapidated barbed-wire fence and the Airstream when I moved here. That was it. I had to replace the fence to keep my neighbors' cows out. I built the bridges, the path, and all the buildings myself. Well, except the big metal shed; that was a recent extravagance. I drew out plans for everything and went looking for materials. I also salvaged a lot of metal for blacksmithing projects. I wholesale those to the guy that trained me, and he takes them around to craft fairs to sell. Rodney let me borrow a tractor a couple of times last year for the path and bridges.” I looked at my guest fondly, staring down into her eyes as she held on lightly to my bicep.

“What were those big balls of metal in your blacksmith shop?”

“Crucible steel. Each of them represents an experiment. It took me five tries to get a successful result and another three attempts to replicate it. I have it down to a routine now. I’ve also made bloom steel, but I haven’t decided which I like to work with better. There are a lot of articles on the benefits of each. Plus, it’s applied science, just like baking bread. I’ve graduated from making steel to using it to make knives. You may get one for Christmas.”

Anita smiled up at me. “Already planning my Christmas present?”

“I’m new to it, and I want to get it right. Plus, I need to make five of them.”

She nodded and asked, “Do you have cows?”

“No, but I seem to collect antelope,” I laughed.

“Do they jump the fence?”

“No. Antelope aren’t jumpers, but they are strong. Rather than jumping over a fence, they tend to push under them. They’re also nearly as fast as a cheetah but can maintain their speed over longer distances.”

At the second bridge, I steered Queenie off the path to a spot next to the creek that was level and surrounded by black walnut and oak trees.

I locked the buggy’s brake and lifted Anita from the seat, which resulted with her locked in my embrace for a long, warm kiss.

When I set her on the ground, she said, “You need a stetson, cowboy.” She grinned at me.

“Too expensive. I tend to wear an army-style boonie hat instead, which I left at the house like a dumbass. They’re inexpensive and keep the sun off my face and ears pretty well. I had a straw western hat once, but it only lasted about a year,” I explained as I unhitched Queenie. The horses walked out to graze in the pasture.

I threw a blanket on the ground, and Anita settled gracefully. I could have just watched her move for hours. She looked up at me with big eyes. “What is it, Max?”

“I love watching you move,” I told her as I sat the cooler down next to her. “You’re so graceful and sensuous. It’s like each of your movements is a work of art.”

Anita broke out the food, smiling at my comment, and I took out a bottle of sparkling water. I poured it into wide-based steel tumblers with a slice of cucumber and lemon—something Misty turned me on to.

As we ate, Anita told me about growing up in Richardson, Texas in a middle-class neighborhood. She originally wanted to be a doctor but decided during her first high school biology dissection that maybe that wasn’t the direction that she wanted to go, and so she landed in HR with a business degree from SMU. Her first job was at St. David’s hospital in Austin, where she worked her way up to the executive level. She found herself in a relationship with a married couple in Austin, but someone leaked it to the hospital administrator, who then recommended she explore opportunities elsewhere. The director job came open in Denver, and so she left with a tearful goodbye to her lovers and moved here.

I essentially retold the same story I told Kat. Anita picked up on my feelings for Greta much faster than Kat had. The telling was easier this time, maybe because I had already told it.

Anita asked me, “What do you think of the ladies in our office?”

“I like them all,” I told her. “There isn't one I wouldn’t date.”

“Even Tabby?”

“Well, yeah; she’s a sweetheart,” I answered. “I’m closer to Kat and Siobhan. I’m trying to get closer to you at the moment, and I’ve been bonding with Jenn, too. But Tabby’s cute and sweet. I think she would be a good girlfriend. We bonded on Saturday a bit.”

“Not too fat for you?” Anita cocked an eye at me while she looked for an answer.

I scoffed. “She’s not fat. She is a little plump. If you look at what she eats, it’s not surprising—all those packaged food snacks, noodle cups, sweets, and jerky. If she dropped that packaged stuff, she’d probably lose a little fat, but honestly, she’s great just as she is.”

Anita smiled at me. I added, “My biggest concern with Tabby would be sexual compatibility. She can probably accommodate my girth over time, but she’s so tiny that I might hurt her with my length.”

Anita grinned as she sat primly. “How much length are we talking about here, big man?”

“More than ten inches. Just a little under eleven,” I murmured as I looked away.

“Jesus!” Anita said as she covered her mouth. After a moment she continued, “I was thinking maybe nine. No one has ever been able to take all of you, have they?”

“Cheryl got close once right before I left for Iraq, but she was sore afterward. She was about Kat’s height, but much bigger,” I answered quietly. “About a size fourteen. Not fat, just big. She handled my girth easily.” I looked out to watch the light play off the creek. “I’m worried about Kat taking my girth, too, in addition to the length,” I murmured.

“Kat will be fine when her turn comes, Max,” Anita said confidently.

I smirked, “You seem pretty certain about that. Maybe the teasing I heard the girls dishing out to each other was more than teasing.”

Anita’s eyes opened wide. “What did you hear?”

“Enough to make me think that the happy hours at your place is an all-girls activity with clothing discouraged,” I answered. Anita’s hand covered the “oh” that her pretty mouth made. “Apparently Siobhan has gotten much more willing to use her mouth on the others since she started dating Jenn. They all call each other sluts. But the part that has me confused is Big Bob. He sounds like Jenn’s boyfriend, but she’s pretty proud of her gold star; plus, she threw him across the room once. I don’t doubt that Jenn’s fairly strong, but he must be tiny if she could do that.”

Anita howled in laughter once she got past her shock. I smiled as I watched her hold her ribs and roll on the blanket. Finally, she rolled up on her left elbow to smile at me. “We thought we were being careful. I’ll have to counsel them on their lack of discretion.”

I shrugged. “I’ve overheard conversations for several months, but I only put it together after watching them all interact yesterday. Soft caresses, cuddles, quick kisses, a hand on a thigh, hugs held longer than simple greetings. Kat told me twice to call you, and she used to be Jenn’s girlfriend. Now Siobhan is dating Jenn, and Kat doesn’t mind. It hit me as I was feeding Greta and Rodney’s livestock this morning. You’re all in a relationship together.”

“Yes,” Anita answered quietly. “Tabby, Kat, and I have all dated men off and on—Kat once since she’s been with us and Tabby and I multiple times. We always try to fit in a happy hour together on Friday nights to talk through the week and make love to each other. Kat went on a date with you this Friday, and the rest of us met at my house for dinner, dancing, and lovemaking. It was very romantic. Tabby was quite excited to show us that the drapes match her carpet now, not that the sweet girl has much carpet.”

“And Big Bob?” I asked.

Anita laughed unreservedly. “Big Bob is a double-headed dildo. Each side is about nine inches long and about eight inches around. We’re all under the impression Bob is pretty big.” Anita crawled seductively around the cooler to sit on my lap.

She wrapped her arms around my neck and grinned at me. “Your name is uttered frequently when Big Bob comes out to play. We used to hide it, but now we just tease each other about it. Tabby doesn’t even call it Big Bob now. She prefers to call it Little Max. She’s quite taken with you.” Anita sobered. “I’m trusting you with our secret, Max.” She twisted her knees to lean back into my chest. I threaded my arms under hers to hold her waist with my left hand and rested my right on her left thigh.

“Top secret,” I agreed. We kissed gently and turned to watch life around us.

After a while of watching the birds fly in the meadow and the water running past, Anita murmured, “This is nice.”

“Yes, it is,” I agreed. “You’re doing it again, Anita—making me feel like a king.”

Her silky black curls caressed my chin as she looked up at me. “I feel like the most desirable woman in the world when I’m with you,” she murmured in return.

Anita held up a hand, which I grabbed, and she used it to lever herself to her feet.

Anita stepped to the far edge of the blanket and scrutinized my face with her hands on her hips. Her boots were as far apart as her narrow skirt would allow, and she looked hot as hell. Her eyes were locked with mine.
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Anita said quietly, “Max, I should probably go.”

After a pause, she said, “You can’t repeat this to anyone, Max.”

I nodded decisively, and she continued. “I wanted to take you to my bed that night in April. I don’t know how we can date, but I want to. I need to have a strong, committed, loving relationship with a man of character. The only reason I’m not there with you right now is that I’ve been trying to be disciplined.”

I swallowed heavily. “Falling in love will be difficult for me, Anita. I’ve been smacked down hard every time I thought I was there. I have scars.”

“We all do, my big, sexy man. We all do,” she said. She licked her delicious lips nervously.

Finally, she said, “You crave a relationship, and you want to fall in love despite those scars. I can feel it in you, fighting to get out. I understand that. My male lovers here in Colorado have all been ‘Mr. Right Now’ rather than ‘Mr. Right.’ As I’ve watched you and gotten to know you, you’ve made me think that Mr. Right exists, and that it could be you. When I finally do have sex with you, I want you to make love to me like I’m your queen, and I want it to be forever.”

I shook my head gently. “I’m not all that, Anita. I’ve managed to screw up all four relationships I’ve been in. Otherwise, I’ve just been all about the casual, recreational fuck.”

Anita said, “I don’t think you’ve ever been about the casual fuck. Otherwise, you’d be with the giggle twins from Radiology right now instead of me.” She gave me a considering look. “When you were telling your story, you mentioned three relationships. Who’s the fourth?” She gracefully perched on the far corner of the blanket.

I replied, “Misty Cragg.”

“The porn star?” Anita was aghast.

“Yes,” I admitted. “Her brother was in the same company with me down at Fort Carson. When I discovered that the psychologist I was fucking was married, I was in a funk for a couple of weeks. Daryl, Misty’s brother, invited us all out to the enlisted club to party. I went, and he showed up with his sister. Everyone swamped her. I said hello, and then I got out of the way of the feeding frenzy. I didn’t even know who she was. She was impressed that I wasn’t humping her leg and that I was dancing with every available lady that was willing. She asked me to dance, and I learned that she was a credible country dancer. We danced a whole set, and I took her to the NCO Club with me since all the enlisted guys were getting pretty drunk and rowdy. I took her to her hotel afterward, and she stayed around for about six weeks.”

“Wow,” Anita said. “I would have loved to play sandwich with the two of you. I thought I might be your first black girlfriend.”

“Nope,” I admitted. “Two of the cheerleaders at NCU were black, too, including the one I dated. I guess that makes you my fourth.”

“Do you keep in touch with Misty?” Anita asked.

I nodded quietly. “Yeah. Occasional calls and emails. Cards to our daughter. Stuff like that.”

“You have a daughter with her?” Anita asked incredulously.

“Yeah,” I admit. “Christa. She’s as gorgeous as her mama, but lighter skinned. Misty didn’t want me around because I acted out toward one of her male co-stars when I found out she was filming again. She was set on having a baby and deliberately chose me to father her child, but she wasn’t looking for a man in her life. Despite that, she likes me and lets me visit a couple of times each year for Christa’s birthday and Christmas. Christa knows I’m her father, and she’s starting to be able to have conversations. She seems fond of me. Misty’s still in the industry, but she works mostly behind the camera now. She’s got her own production company, and she’s doing quite well.”

“Wow,” Anita said. “I bet you’re a great father.”

“No,” I replied. “I’m an absentee father. You can’t be good at it if you’re not there. It just doesn’t feel worth the turmoil to fight for custody. Misty and I never declared that we were in love with each other, but we enjoyed each other’s company. I don’t have any right to turn her life upside down. Christa would be hurt by the conflict between Misty and me, too. Besides, Misty’s dating Mel Jackson now. He’s a nice guy, and he treats them both well. He knows I’ll kill him if he hurts either one of them, but otherwise, we get along great. And, honestly, I didn’t have anything other than my love to offer Christa until I got this job, and now Misty refuses my money.”

As I spoke to Anita about Christa, I had found myself growing more and more melancholy. My thoughts had even turned toward Gre—no, now was not the time to think about that. Now, given my suddenly dark mood, we both sensed that the picnic was over, so we packed everything into the buckboard and resumed our trip around the property. I stopped and repaired the fence where the antelope had pushed through yesterday, and then I took us back to the house, making sure to take care of the horses and put everything away.

Once everything was in order, Anita took me out to the big workout room in my shed. She plugged her phone into the sound system and played some music. We danced until the heat became unbearable. My mood improved as soon as I held Anita in my arms again. After a glass of water and a trip to the bathroom, I escorted her back to her car.

She said, “I had a great time with you, Max. Let’s do it again.”

“I’d like that, Anita.” We kissed briefly and hugged tightly. I held the door of her Lexus while she got settled. I waved as she turned around and pulled out of the driveway.

I knew at that point that if I had to choose between her and Kat, it would be impossible. I found myself very attracted to both of them.

The next week flew by, ending with a celebratory lunch on Friday for my birthday in the office before I left work at four to report for duty at the National Guard. We had a good drill. We were introduced to the Army Combat Fitness Test or ACFT early Saturday morning. My unit was selected as one of the guinea pigs to try it out. It was a significant change from the classic version, but I could see how it would be a better test of readiness. After showers, we loaded onto trucks for mountaineering training for the rest of the day. We did a bivouac overnight and an easy twelve-mile road march Sunday morning with full gear before loading onto the trucks and returning to the armory mid-afternoon. The first sergeant had a birthday cake waiting for us when we arrived, and it was smiles all around as we cleaned our gear and pigged out.

The following Friday, I followed Kat home, and she grabbed her bag plus the minimal camping gear I had recommended for her. On the way to my place, she grimaced and muttered, “Well, shit. I had hoped it wouldn’t arrive until Monday.”

And with that comment, our shared aspirations for sex disappeared. I smiled and told her, “I guess we’ll be spending some quality cuddle time?”

She caressed my thigh and groaned. “I’m sorry, Max. I was so looking forward to making love to you.”

“We’ll get there, darlin’,” I told her and squeezed her hand.

We got to my farm, and I threw my pack and tent into the back of the truck. I loaded guns in the cab before we hooked up the horse trailer, double-checked that I had packed all the tack that we needed for the weekend, and ushered Marquis and Queenie into the trailer.

I called Rodney just before we left to let him know that we were on our way. When we pulled into the driveway of Greta and Rod’s home, we let the horses out into the paddock with Buck, Rodney and Greta’s mule. Greta invited us in for dinner as the sun approached the horizon, and I was happy to see that Kat got along well with them and the kids. Their son Gregor spent most of the evening in either Kat’s lap or mine. Greta looked like she was about ready to deliver her fourth.

The sky was cloudy and the forecast predicted rain showers that night, so Greta put us up on the hide-a-bed couch. Kat wore my shirt to bed, and we cuddled until we fell asleep.

I woke with the sun the next morning to find Gregor snuggled between Kat and me. I tucked him back into his bunk bed before I shook Kat awake. We filled our canteens, snuck out of the house, and saddled the horses. I mounted a pack-saddle on Buck and loaded all of our camping gear and the fence repair gear on him. Greta waddled out with a breakfast burrito for each of us as I put a saddle holster on each saddle—my Henry .45 Colt Carbine on Marquis and a .22 rifle each on Queenie and Buck. I helped Kat up onto Queenie before mounting Marquis. Greta opened the gate to let us into the pasture, and we ate in the saddle as we made our way to the fence by the road.

Rod and Greta Crowley had two sections of land—1,280 acres in total. The perimeter fences were our priority, which translated to eight miles of fence line. Eight miles isn’t a particularly long ride, but I expected to halt frequently to make repairs. If we finished those quickly, we might be able to finish the interior fences, too. Kat and I stopped about six times before lunch for minor repairs. We stopped at a spot where two wires were broken to gobble down some venison jerky, trail mix, and water. I hung a tennis ball on a short tether from a wooden fence post about fifty yards from where I needed to work. I oriented Kat to my Ruger rifle and had her practice shooting at the tennis ball while I got out the stretcher to repair the fence; I finished the repair about an hour later. Kat reloaded her rifle, holstered it, and mounted up. About thirty minutes later, a rabbit ran out in the grass ahead of us.

I told Kat, “Rabbit, squirrel, or fish will be our dinner tonight. If you get a clear shot at one, shoot it.”

She looked at me with big eyes before saying, “Okay.”

I pulled my dad’s old Marlin .22 pump from Buck’s saddle holster and laid it across my lap as I inspected the fence.

Kat asked, “Why do we have three rifles for two people?”

I smirked and replied, “Well, the one I have here is very practical for predators, but a bit overkill for rabbits and squirrels. In the early 1870s, the US Army chose the .45 Colt round, the one used by the bigger rifle, as its standard ammunition. Supposedly, it would shoot clear through a horse at one hundred yards. That would make a hell of a mess of a rabbit, don’t you think?”

Kat laughed, and we continued our slow progress.

We ended up fishing for dinner that evening in the big pond on the back section—catching bluegill and catfish. I did end up shooting a turkey and Kat got a rabbit while the fish were cooking. We cleaned them and wrapped them in some foil I carried in my pack just for this purpose before we buried them in the coals of our cookfire. They were a little overdone by morning, but we had a feast for breakfast regardless. We found a couple of patches on the internal fences that needed new wire, but we were able to repair the perimeter fence and all but those two wires on all the rest of the back section. I made a note to ride the internal fences on the front section in between other jobs.

We got the horses home, and Kat stayed over with me Sunday night. She was cramping pretty badly, so we still didn’t get to have sex. Dinner was vegetables from the garden, fresh bread, and venison from the freezer. We rode into work together the next day holding hands.
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The summer passed in a flurry of activity. I trained with Siobhan on how to deal with the way a fencer uses a sword a couple of nights each week. I think I learned as much from her as she did from me. Her martial arts style was more about slashing cuts or stabbing, depending on the weapon. We usually trained in a park near her apartment, but we trained in Jenn and Kat’s backyard a few times, too. Those turned into double dates either at a nearby restaurant or at their house. I worked on the farm most weekends and many evenings as we tried to get all the hay baled for the summer, so dates with Anita were limited to a couple of dinners and dancing at her place followed by cuddles on the couch before going home alone.

I did go hiking with Tabby on the morning of the Fourth of July, then we went to a big party at Rod and Greta’s in the afternoon. Greta greeted us in tears. She said, “He knows.”

I looked at her in shock. “I didn’t tell him, Greta. I’ve kept my promise to you.”

She nodded sadly. “Rod and I were both tired from the new baby, Rod had one too many beers, and Gregor was being naughty to boot. Rod teased him. He said, ‘I should send you to your father to let him deal with you.’ Gregor just looked at him and said, ‘You mean Uncle Max?’ He wasn’t sad at all, so now Rod is hurt, Gregor’s got a lot of questions, and I don’t know what to do.”

I cursed under my breath at the situation. Of course, I didn’t blame Gregor. That kid was always more intuitive and aware than we ever gave him credit for.

I hugged the mother of my son. “I’m sorry, Greta. I’d undo it if I could.”

She sobbed and muttered something in rapid-fire German that I didn't catch before saying, “Rod said the same thing.” Her accent was much more apparent than normal; given how emotional she was, it wasn’t surprising.

Tabby and I stuck around the party until all the guests left. Then Greta, Rodney, and I sat down with Gregor while Tabby played with the younger children. Unlike Christa, Gregor didn’t grow up knowing that I helped create him. None of the adults knew what to say.

I eventually explained, “Gregor, I loved your mother very much. Your mother wanted me to go off and build a life without being held back by an older wife, but she wanted to have a child to remember me by. However, when I went to the army, she met your dad and fell in love with him. I think of both of them as dear friends. I think she never wanted me to meet you, but your dad is a kind and generous man. He pulled me into your family. I am your father because I helped your mother create you. Rod is your dad because he chose to love you despite knowing that your mother may think of me when she looks at you. That makes him a man of courage, kindness, and love. So instead of a mom and dad, you have a mom, dad, and an Uncle Max who all love you very much. Even when you’re naughty.”

My son launched into my lap and hugged me tightly, and I looked up to see tears in Rodney’s eyes. He nodded at me, and I nodded back.

I took Tabby home afterward and stayed overnight at her apartment. We sat on her couch and held each other for a couple of hours watching a movie on Netflix. She kept signaling that she was interested in doing more, but I fell asleep on the sofa. I woke up early, alone on her couch, and I rose with the sun to make breakfast. The only thing Tabby had approaching healthy food in her kitchen was quick oats, so I made oatmeal, toast, and coffee. Tabby showed up in time to sit in my lap and eat her oatmeal while I held her. I collected a tight hug and a warm kiss before going home.

All the girls at work gave me hugs when I showed up at work the next day. I guessed Tabby lacked Kat’s discretion.

Mid-July, my Guard unit did our two-week-long annual drill at the National Training Center in the California desert. I returned with a buzz cut, a dark farmer’s tan, and a limp from getting stung by a scorpion. On the trip back, I drove my first sergeant’s Humvee. As we chatted, he mentioned that in addition to the luxury camping, or glamping, business that he had in Wyoming, he was starting to conduct survival camps as team-building corporate events. I mentioned it to the ladies in the office during my first week back and then forgot about it.

The first weekend of August, Siobhan had another tournament. I had to work on the farm, but Jenn recorded every performance with a Handycam. Siobhan swept her events with first-place finishes, including kicking the fencer’s ass from last time so badly that he threw his sword in disgust after the match. Siobhan’s teacher took a picture of all five ladies blowing me a kiss, which brightened my evening in the hayfield considerably.

Mack, my first sergeant, retired from the National Guard in August, so our August drill included a BBQ to celebrate his retirement.

In Anita’s staff meeting two weeks before Labor Day, Anita told us that she had booked us for a team-building exercise in Wyoming with my friend, Mack, for the third week of September.
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We were all sitting in the conference room gawping.

Jenn asked, “You mean in tents?”

I chuckled, “My understanding of the program is that you’ll be staying in the glamping tents most of the time. Those are more like open cabins with electricity, heat, and ceiling fans. They have real beds instead of cots. The survival part can be a variety of things.”

Anita said, “There will be three days of glamping in those cabins and classes followed by a two-overnight survival camp and ending with a night of glamping before we return on Sunday. I can’t believe I got it approved, but Jack signed off on it. We’re all supposed to take lots of pictures and videos. He wants to do it for his leadership team in the spring.”

“I’ll need to reschedule a couple of blacksmithing jobs and get someone to check on my animals,” I said. “I think Rod and Greta will do it. I'll call them tonight.”

Kat said, “I went camping once this summer.” She smiled at me warmly. “It was fun, but we’ll probably have to hunt or fish for food.”

“My family fishes,” Jenn said. “Lake fishing and fly fishing. We even do an annual fishing trip in the ocean. I should be able to keep us fed.”

I nodded. “There’s a pretty good trout stream running through Mack’s place. I know how to build snares, too. I’m not great at it, but we can practice. I’m pretty stoked about staying in his glamping tents. I actually helped him build them during a couple of semester breaks last year.”

“What kind of stuff will we do?” Tabby asked.

Anita pulled out a sheet of paper and read off the list of activities. “Making shelter, starting fires for survival, making signal fires, trapping, fishing, making a field expedient bow and arrows, cleaning game, foraging wild food, finding drinking water, cooking in the field, being hygienic in the wild, archery, hunting, packing a survival bag, etcetera.”

Siobhan grimaced and said, “I haven’t done any of that stuff.”

“Well, there is a list of items to pack,” Anita said. “I guess we’ll all learn together—except maybe Max.” She grinned at me.

I shrugged. “I do know a lot of that, but Mack was doing all of that stuff long before I was born. I learned from him every time we went to the field.”

“You know him?” Tabby asked.

“Duh, Tabs!” Jenn teased. “Don’t you remember when Max told us about this?” The sexy Latina batted her eyes at me flirtatiously. “What did you call him, Maxwell?”

“Stop flirting with him unless you’re ready to give up your gold star,” Kat scolded.

Jenn grinned and shook her head as I answered her question. “First Sergeant Retired MacAllister,” I said. “Mack for short.”

Jenn cocked her eyes at me and said in a husky voice, “Thank you, Maxwell.”

“Tease,” I responded with a grin.

“Slut,” Siobhan, Tabby, and Kat corrected me.

We all had a good laugh until Anita said, “Now children! Behave!” as she handed out the packing list.

I asked, “Is anyone interested in practicing a few things on Labor Day weekend? I might have to put up hay on Saturday, but my next two days should be clear. We can hike out on my property, work on the starting fires, traps, archery, and shooting. If nothing else, you can break in your hiking boots and have some fun.”

“No camping,” Tabby stated emphatically.

“His house may be more rustic than the tents we’ll be staying in,” Kat teased.

“Oh!” I gasped. “You wound me, Kat.” I chuckled and continued, “It’s not inaccurate, just painfully true.”

Anita teased, “You only have one bedroom and one bathroom, Max. I don’t think we can stay with you.”

“How do you know that he only has one bedroom?” Siobhan asked.

Anita assumed an air of innocence. “He told me,” she said with her nose in the air.

The ladies broke out in a chorus of “Sure he did” and “Mhmm,” accompanied by raised eyebrows.

I wisely kept my mouth shut and tried to look innocent. Kat spoiled my effort by leaning in and stage whispering in my ear, “Way to go, Max! We’ll have to compare stories.”

I told her, “You’ve heard enough of my stories already.”

Kat kissed my cheek and said, “Not yet, Maxwell. Not yet.”

After a few more chuckles, we eventually got our meeting focused on business.

Over the next two weeks, several evenings were spent shopping for camping gear with the ladies—packs, hiking boots, moisture-resistant clothing, sleeping bags, tarps, knives, boonie hats, fire steels, and the like.

Labor Day weekend, I only spent Saturday morning putting hay in the barn at the Crowley farm, and I filled the last gaps in my barn with my portion of the last load of hay in the afternoon. The ladies began showing up at around six. Despite their reservations about sharing a single bathroom, they all came to stay the next two nights. They all brought their gear, plus Jenn brought a Glock G17 pistol and a Ruger PC Carbine that she had borrowed from her brother for firearms training.

I started the outdoor oven and gave a quick tour of the house and barns before we started harvesting vegetables from the garden. The ladies were enamored with the horses and goats. We made dinner together with produce from my garden, fresh bread, and a roasted haunch of goat that I harvested when the feral dogs killed it the previous weekend. I did manage to finish off the dogs, but I decided not to feed dog to the ladies. We ate outside at an impromptu picnic table I fashioned from spare lumber.

Once it started getting cool outside, we moved inside, and I started a fire in the small Franklin stove. We poured fresh drinks, and I talked them through how to pack their gear.

That night Kat, Tabby, and Anita shared my king-size bed, while Siobahn and Jenn slept on the pull out futon couch. I demonstrated how to set up a bedroll and slept in front of the door on the floor.

I woke up to the sound of Jenn and Siobhan having a not-so-quiet wake up. I went to the bathroom and caught Anita as she was exiting, wearing only a long silken sleepshirt. I got a quick kiss and hug before relieving myself. I dressed and completed a few chores before returning to prep the oven for another loaf of bread. I made a breakfast of fresh eggs, sausage, bread, butter, and cheese for the ladies, which I followed with a tutorial on how to roll up your bedroll after using it.

About that time, there was a knock on the door. I opened it to find Greta and Gregor. I greeted them warmly and introduced them to my lovely coworkers. Greta dropped Gregor with me, and left for the day.

We packed a picnic lunch, thermoses filled with coffee, and water canteens, and loaded the ladies into the buckboard rather than try to have Gregor keep up with us hiking. The ladies didn’t seem to mind.

We took both of my .22 rifles, my Henry, the Taurus Judge revolver, Jenn’s two guns, a trio of takedown bows of different strengths, arrows, and a KelTec CP33 .22 caliber pistol with a custom belt holster. I was supposed to deliver the KelTec to Mack when we went to our team -building event.

Anita, Gregor, and Tabby sat on the seat of the buckboard. I let Gregor hold the reins, and Queenie followed me as I rode Marquis. I guided us around the perimeter to the creek and pulled into the spot I had taken Anita before. She gave me a sultry smile as I dismounted.

We spent the morning with me teaching Gregor and the ladies basic gun safety and marksmanship. Jenn was pretty accomplished with the nine millimeter weapons. She said she had learned to shoot from her father and brothers, but she didn’t look too happy about it.

I started everyone else off on .22 rifles and the CP33. I kept Gregor on the old Marlin pump rifle, which would one day be his. Then I oriented the ladies to the revolver and explained that it could take both .45 Colt rounds or .410 bore shotgun shells. Jenn did okay with it, but most of them struggled due to the heavier load and recoil, especially with the .410 shells. However, when I had them shoot the Henry, they did better, despite it being a heavier weapon firing .45 Colt cartridges. I explained that the six-inch barrel on the pistol and the weight of the rifle helped to control recoil. Jenn let everyone try her guns until we ran out of ammo. I did let Gregor try the PC Carbine, and he grinned like a kid in a candy store.

We had a picnic lunch, and then I taught a class on how to make a safe campfire, followed by one on using a magnesium fire-starter. Tabby picked it up the fastest, but everyone eventually was able to get a fire going. We finished the afternoon with a quick lesson on trapping and some basic archery. I had Gregor and the ladies start with the twenty-five-pound bow, but Kat graduated quickly to the forty-five-pounder. I used a sixty-pound version of the same bow, an Obert Black Hunter takedown recurve bow.

Greta was waiting for us when we rode back into the homestead, bouncing baby Kyla in her arms. I gave Gregor a small pack with a knife, a fire starter, the twenty-five-pound takedown bow, and three target arrows. I collected a hug from Gregor and got him into Greta’s truck. She smiled and hugged me with a whispered “Thank you, Max. I love you” before leaving. It scrambled my brain for a moment because she had never told me that. I dismissed it as Greta being kind to the father of her son.

I went into the house to find the ladies stripping and guzzling down water. Considering the amount of semi-naked and naked female flesh on display, I chose to go pick vegetables myself rather than bug them. I returned with a basket full of produce for dinner, and started cleaning and preparing it. Kat joined me soon after, wearing only a towel, and we quickly had a large salad ready for dinner with homemade dressing, some simple butter and cheese pasta, freshly roasted chicken, and bread from the freezer. I took a shower while the ladies cleaned up.

I stepped out of the shower to find Tabby brushing her teeth and wearing only a panty and camisole. She finished quickly and ran out of the bathroom. I heard her exclaim as I grabbed my last towel, “Oh my God! He’s huge. I think he’s as big as his horse!”

I chuckled as I applied deodorant before pulling on some shorts and a T-shirt. I walked out of the bathroom with all the dirty towels on my way to the mudroom to do laundry. I called back to the ladies, “Nope, Tabby. I’m pretty certain that Marquis wins. I just don’t shoot blanks.”

I heard a chorus of laughter from the main room as I put the towels and washcloths into the washer. I returned to see Tabby standing with her hands on her hips with a clever look. “So how do you know you don’t shoot blanks?”

I laughed. “You just spent the day with my son, and I also have a daughter.”

That got the ladies’ attention, so I ended up telling the story of how Misty and I conceived Christa while we hydrated and broke into the remaining wine and beer. I noticed there were a lot of loving looks, soft caresses, hugs, and gentle kisses among the ladies as we sat on a pile of cushions and pillows around the small fire from the Franklin stove.

We were all tired from our day, so I rolled out my bedroll and promptly fell asleep to the sound of sighs and soft giggles.

The next morning, I woke up with the rising sun. I quietly rolled my bedroll, dressed, and went out to do the chores and start the oven. I put the milk and eggs in the kitchen and prepped a fresh loaf of bread. Then I pulled up a muffin recipe off my little Surface computer. The device had served as both my tablet and computer since I started my studies at NCU. I had splurged when I bought it, and I’ve loaded it up with recipes, how-to videos, and interesting articles on how to do a variety of things that would prove useful if civilization crashes.

I had always teased Mack frequently about being a prepper, but then I realized about a year ago that I had filled the onboard storage of my Surface with all this how-to content, and had to re-evaluate. Clearly, I had become a prepper, too. I had even gotten to the point where I got a huge capacity, thumbnail-sized USB drive to hold even more content. I kept my Surface close to my pack, which had a pretty powerful solar-powered battery charger so I could have access to all that information no matter what. I frequently thought that I was nuts for doing it, but I had narrowly escaped living in a tent after my parents died. I was committed to being ready to survive. I also had a smaller emergency kit behind the seat of my truck with two hundred rounds of 9mm ammo, a Glock 17 with two spare magazines, ten of the healthiest meal bars I could find, a belt knife, a change of clothes, and a poncho with liner. It was enough that I could hike out of Denver to my farm and survive.

I’d always figured I could probably live quite well on my farm with the animals and garden if things went to hell—assuming I could defend it.

I shook my head to clear myself of the morbid thoughts. I filled the greased muffin tin, poured the batter, and covered it with a kitchen towel. The bread dough needed about another thirty minutes to proof, so I headed out to the shop. I set the timer on my phone and grabbed a heavy kukri machete off the rack on the wall. I worked through some fencing drills and some of the tactics that Siobhan showed me. When the timer went off, I put the weapon back on the rack and returned to the kitchen. I popped the bread in the outdoor oven and set another timer. Back in the kitchen, I started breaking sausage into patties and whipping up some eggs. I put my stovetop espresso percolator on the stove. After enjoying a double espresso, I checked the timer and went out to put the muffins into the oven.

I sat on the back stoop and relaxed. After a while, Siobhan joined me, wearing only her baby blue boy shorts and camisole. I stood, and she handed me an Americano while she sipped her own double espresso. I wrapped an arm around her as she leaned on my chest. “Scramble or French toast? I have some real maple syrup.”

“Scramble,” she said. We stood there quietly for a bit. After a bit, Siobhan said, “I just realized that I’m standing here nearly naked with a man.”

“I noticed,” I replied. “Good coffee, by the way.”

“Thanks,” she responded absently. “It’s the first time I’ve been this relaxed with a man since I was gang raped,” she said quietly. “I tried to date guys and have sex, but I couldn’t. I would normally freak out before I ever got this close to being naked.”

I gave her a gentle hug. “I didn’t know about that, Siobhan. When was that?”

“My freshman year of college. I’ve tried to date guys since I started working at the hospital, but I freaked out whenever I tried to get intimate with them. The girls have rescued me multiple times with much-needed emotional support. I probably never would have been intimate with a woman if not for the rape and the girls’ support and continuous flirting,” she said. “I never felt a pull in that direction until about the fourth time they consoled me, in November last year. Kat hugged me and kissed me, and I suddenly thought it might be nice to try it since men freaked me out. I started going to happy hours with the girls shortly after that.”

“Did they put the rapists away in a dark hole?” I asked.

“Five are in prison, but they never did figure out who two of them were,” she answered quietly. “I can’t seem to make the fear go away.”

I kissed her hair. “I’ll stand beside you and defend you, Siobhan. Always.”

“I know,” she whispered as she squeezed my arm. “It doesn’t take all the fear away, but it helps.”

We stood in a side hug drinking our coffee in the cool morning air while we waited on the bread and muffins to finish.
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When Siobhan and I brought in the bread, we found Jenn dressed in camouflage cargo pants and a loose T-shirt whipping the eggs and tending the sausage in a skillet. She gave Siobhan a quick kiss on the lips, and I got one on the cheek.

Jenn murmured, “They thought you would be longer.” She pointed with her chin as she resumed whipping the eggs.

I turned to find a completely naked Kat, Anita, and Tabby stripping the bed.

I cut loose with a low wolf whistle. “Looking lovely, ladies,” I said.

Tabby held the covers in front of her, Anita struck a pose, and Kat jumped and skipped to me. Kat’s tiny breasts barely jiggled as she bounded toward me. She jumped into the air and wrapped her arms around my neck. I instinctively caught her by her ass, and Kat immediately wrapped her legs around my waist.

She kissed me ravenously before whispering in my ear, “I love being naked.”

She slid down my body, and I released her as she bounded away. Anita glided forward to take Kat’s place. Her heavy breasts defied gravity and swayed as she sashayed forward. I murmured, “I feel like a cobra mesmerized by the charmer’s flute watching your breasts sway, Anita.”

Tabby said, “It’s actually called a ‘pungi,’ not a flute.”

Anita pressed her body into mine and kissed me passionately. “We thought you’d be outside longer, Max. I’m afraid we made a bit of a mess on your sheets,” she said quietly. She bit her lip as my hand caressed her back and ass repeatedly. “That feels lovely, Max.” She kissed me again quickly. “I’d better get dressed.”

I released Anita, and she walked away to reveal Tabby standing in front of me with a pillow clasped to her torso. She dropped the pillow to reveal her small, plump breasts and bare mons. She held her clasped fingers in front of her navel. She said, “I don’t suppose you would want to kiss me, would you?”

I cupped her cheek and leaned down to claim her lips. I caressed her back and the top of her plump bottom as she devoured my mouth. When I released her lips, Tabby stepped back and said, “Well, then.” She spun around to grab her clothes.

I shook my head and turned back toward the kitchen to find Siobhan standing in front of me with eyes like saucers. She bit her lip, and I stepped forward to hug her. Siobhan wrapped her arms around me and squeezed me tightly. Jenn stepped in to kiss her shoulder before pulling my head down and brushing her lips quickly across mine.

Jenn said, “Kiss her, Max. She needs you to kiss her.” She stepped away and poured the eggs into a skillet.

I tilted Siobhan’s chin up so I could look into her deep blue eyes. I told her, “You will always be safe with me, Siobhan—no matter what you choose to do or not do.”

Her hand slowly reached up to caress my cheek as she searched my face. She stood on her toes and closed her eyes as she pulled my head down. I kissed her lips gently. Slowly, she opened her mouth and her tongue tentatively tagged mine. She pulled back, and I loosely held her in my arms. She smiled at me shyly and slid out of my arms to get dressed.

I suppose that if my life were a novel, we would have all crawled into bed and I would’ve had sex with them all, including Jenn.

Instead, I moved the towels from the washer to the dryer and put all the sheets in the washer. I hugged Jenn from behind as she stirred the eggs before I took over for her while she and everyone else packed. Kat eventually pulled on a short sundress, and we sat down to a breakfast filled with laughter and teasing.

Afterward, we cleaned up, and I showed them all the gear that I habitually pack in both my survival pack and my emergency kit in the truck.

I liked to have multiple cutting and chopping tools in the field, so my kit includes—well, a lot. I had a chainsaw blade with grips on either end, a folding saw, a CRKT hatchet with hammer face, two different types of machetes, a lockback, a multitool, and a sheath knife. I also generally packed an army entrenching tool—a foldable shovel, the Surface, the solar battery, a second solar-USB charger, a pair of collapsible buckets, a compact cook set, an army mess kit, the breakdown bow, a knife sharpener, and a small tool roll. The tool roll had one-inch and half-inch auger bits to drill holes, a metal file, and a combination wood file and rasp. I liked to carry a coil of rope and a coil of paracord, too.

People might call me paranoid, but I liked to think that I was just really, really prepared.

The ladies asked a lot of questions, and we discussed cross-loading so they wouldn’t have to carry as much as I normally did. As a light infantryman, I was used to carrying an eighty-pound pack full of gear and ammo—sometimes much more depending on the mission. My camping pack was about that heavy, but I told the ladies they needed to keep their packs between thirty to thirty-five pounds.

After a quick rotation through the bathroom, everyone gave me a quick kiss before they packed into their vehicles and left for Denver with honks, waves, and blown kisses.

The next week passed quickly. Work was uneventful other than Jenn having me help her prep for annual open enrollment for benefits. Siobhan seemed to be more relaxed around me after the weekend at my house. Anita gave me permission to take the week off after the team builder, so I planned to spend another five days in Wyoming shooting, hunting, and helping Mack around his resort. That Wednesday I ordered bulk ammo at my local shop to take along next week. It turned out to be a shit-ton of ammo.

I had planned to only take a couple of hundred .45 Colt, some .410 birdshot, two hundred .22 LR, and a two hundred 9mm for Jenn, but Mack asked me to bring his order along, too. He’s the one that turned me onto the .45 Colt, and his supplier in Denver can get ammo cheaper than he can get it in Wyoming. Since I was hauling ammo up anyway, he asked if I would bring his supply, too.

Like a sucker, I said, “Sure, Mack.” Then, I had to make arrangements with the charter pilot to ensure he could carry it all.

The following week at work was much the same. I only worked on the Crowley farm Wednesday night. I picked up the ammo on Thursday after work before getting ready for drill on the weekend. We finished by noon on Sunday. SPC Nelson loaned me his .410 Mossberg 590T Shockwave in the hopes I would buy it from him. It kinda looked like a sawed-off shotgun, but it was a completely legal, factory firearm. He gave me fifty rounds of slugs with it to try it out. I got home, tossed my uniforms in the laundry, and packed my camping pack. I ate a venison steak and sautéed veggies from the garden before repacking everything and checking the contents against my list.

There were several downsides to being 6’6”—like finding clothes that fit, sitting in cars, goofy nicknames, and having to abstain from crushing tiny little dudes that feel like they have to prove their manhood by trying to pick fights with me. One of the upsides was that I could carry eighty to one hundred pounds all day long—with periodic breaks, of course.

I weighed my pack at the house before leaving. With the bedroll, the entire thing only weighed eighty pounds. Easy!

I decided to add the fourteen by sixteen inch cast iron camping griddle. It was about twelve pounds, so that still kept the weight in the range I could easily carry. I figured that I could off-load bits in the glamping tent if I got tired of carrying it all.

I couldn’t figure out why I was so obsessed with carrying so much stuff on this trip. I was normally much more disciplined when I went on a drill weekend, even though the National Guard did introduce a bit of a party atmosphere to many drills. I camped very rough when I overnighted in the Crowley pastures, too. Maybe it was having the girls from the office coming along.

Something definitely had me concerned about having everything we might need.

Once I was happy with my preparations, I crashed at around 8:30 pm.
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I arrived at the Denver Airport’s general aviation terminal one hour before our flight with three items of luggage.

One was a parachute bag with the ammo and the Ruger .22; it was broken down to fit in a compact case. The rest of my guns were all secured in another case, a second-hand TSA guitar case that I had converted into a weapons case.

The case contained my Henry .45 Colt rifle, the Taurus revolver, the CP33, and the Shockwave—plus my archery supplies. I brought the sixty-pound takedown bow, a dozen thirty-four-inch carbon arrows with a dozen broadheads, a dozen field points, and a dozen bodkins. I really should’ve been shooting longer arrows, but the Black Hunter MK II bow only has a thirty-inch max draw length. I would need to get a custom bow if I wanted to get serious about archery.

With my five guns and Jenn’s 9mm, I figured we had enough for everyone to be armed.

Okay, I was definitely obsessing about being prepared for these ladies.

I got out of the truck and slapped my boonie hat on my head. I sat the ammo bag and gun case on the ground before I shrugged my pack onto my back. Then I locked the truck, grabbed the bag and case, and marched deliberately to the terminal. Just before I got to the door I heard a familiar voice call out, “Hayseed! Wait a minute!”

I turned and cocked an eyebrow. Siobhan, with her pack on her back, was walking quickly to catch up. I called out, “Hello, Sensei!”

She blew a raspberry at me and stepped up close. I collected a quick, warm kiss before she smacked my shoulder. “It’s ‘Sifu,’ hayseed! How many times do I have to tell you?”

I chuckled and said, “Until we’re both good and tired of the jokes.”

“True,” she admitted. “I’m sitting next to you on the plane. I’m okay with jets, but this turboprop business makes me nervous.” She whispered, “I want to hold your hand during takeoffs and landings.”

I smiled gently. “Sure, Siobhan. I’m surprised you aren’t sitting with Jenn.”

“She’s hoping to sprawl and sleep,” Siobhan said. “We were up late last night.”

As we walked inside I said, “I gotta admit, the only time I’ve flown in prop planes was when I was jumping out of them. I wonder if they’ll have parachutes.”

“Ha. Ha,” Siobhan responded. “Oh look, there are our girlfriends.”

Sure enough, Kat and Jenn were talking to a slim, familiar redhead. Both of our ladies were wearing identical camouflage pants and dark gray fleece jackets, and their long hair was in braids.

Siobhan said to Kat, “Hey, Olive Oyl.” Then she kissed Jenn quickly. “Hey, sexy.”

“Hey, yourself, hot stuff,” Jenn replied with a sultry look.

The slim redhead looked at me with googly eyes. “Oh my god! Moose Morgan?” she gushed. “I haven’t seen you since high school!”

I frowned at the hated nickname. “Hello, Eve,” I responded quietly.

She gushed, “I’m your flight attendant. Maybe we can catch up on the other side.”

I smiled mildly. “I don’t know if there will be time, Eve. We have to catch our ride to the resort once we get to Sheridan.”

She picked up that I was considerably less excited to see her than she was to see me. Seeming a little hurt, she adopted a more professional manner and said, “The captain and first officer are performing preflight checks. We can start loading in about twenty-five minutes. This is your firearms case and ammo bag?”

“That’s right,” I replied as I set the bags on the ground. I unzipped the parachute bag. “As directed, the ammo is all in sealed cases and the weapons are all cased.”

“No explosives other than the bullets?” she asked.

“No, ma’am,” I responded just before a body pressed into my back and an arm wrapped around my waist.

“What did I tell you about calling women, ‘ma’am,’ Max?”

I looked over my left shoulder at Anita as I said, “Just call me ‘Ma’am Max,’ ma’am.”

Everyone cringed at my awful joke.

“Hi, everyone,” Tabby chirped as she arrived at my right with a pretty large pack and a mandolin case.

“What’s with all the ammo, Max?” Kat asked as Anita collected hugs from the ladies.

“Well, I had planned to only take enough ammo for us, but Mack asked me to bring his order on the plane,” I explained. “As a result, I have…you know what, let’s just say that it’s enough to survive the zombie apocalypse.”

“Exactly!” Jenn enthused. “I brought the pistol in addition to the carbine, plus five hundred rounds. Zombies beware!”

I shrugged. “Maybe Mack plans to have us spend a lot of time on the range. He wouldn’t tell me, so I wouldn’t show up over-prepared. He knows me waaaay too well.”

Eve got us all checked in on an iPad, and then we waited for about twenty minutes before boarding. I swapped my gun case for Tabby’s pack. It felt like it was about forty-five pounds. She was already tired from carrying it in from the parking lot. She would never be able to carry it for a full day. I’d have to help her repack once we got to the tents.

Eve returned as we took turns using the restroom one last time. When we were back, she escorted us through a door out onto the tarmac. We walked about one hundred yards to a vintage twin-engine prop plane.

Eve introduced us to a tall, ash-blond female in a pilot's uniform. The top three buttons of her white shirt were open to reveal substantial cleavage, and she filled out her black trousers nicely. Her hair was cut in a short bob around a face that was probably considered handsome rather than pretty. She had to be at least six feet tall with an athletic build. I guessed it would take about a size fourteen or sixteen dress to cover all that woman. I found myself immediately attracted to her.

The pilot said, “Hello everyone. I am Gabriela Fleischer, your first officer for this flight. This aircraft is a vintage Twin Beech—a Beechcraft H18, twin-engine aircraft that rolled off the assembly line in Wichita, Kansas in 1969 for the US Air Force. This particular aircraft has been completely refurbished with rebuilt engines and a luxury interior. Captain Rogers and I have flown over five hundred hours in this aircraft since it was rebuilt, and I am certain it will be a comfortable flight from here to Sheridan, Wyoming. The flight itself will last roughly two hours, and we expect clear weather for the duration of the flight.”

I noticed that Ms. Fleischer had a bit of an accent to her English. Her w’s sounded more like v’s and vice versa, and the way she pronounced “the” sounded more like “de.” She also demonstrated an aversion to contractions. I decided to try my limited German on her. “Guten morgen, Frau Fleischer.”

The first officer winked at me and said, “Sie koennen mich Gabi nennen, Herr…”

“Morgan,” I laughed. “I only have a limited German vocabulary, I’m afraid. Call me Max.”

“In der Schule gelernt?” she asked.

“I dated a German girl for a couple of years, and had two German classes in college,” I admitted. I added slowly, “Leider ich übe nicht oft.”

Kat smirked at my admission. She commanded, “So translate, Moose.”

I looked at her seriously. “You will pay for that, Katryn.” Her eyes opened wide, and I continued, “I wished First Officer Fleisher good morning. She told me to call her Gabi and asked if I learned my limited German in school. You heard my response before I told her I don’t get to practice often.”

“Your grammar could use some work, Herr Morgan,” Gabi smirked before she indicated to an open door behind the wing. “We will stow your bags in the back, and then get you seated up front.”

Gabi ascended the stairs, and I watched her taut ass as she climbed. She turned and stood in the open hatch. I handed our bags up for her to stow. While Gabi and I moved the bags around and secured them with a net, Eve led the ladies past us to find seats in the passenger compartment.

Kat hugged me as she passed me. She whispered, “I’m sorry, Max. I didn’t know you disliked that nickname.”

I looked down at her seriously. “Here’s your punishment,” I told her before I kissed her soundly.

Anita said, “I’ve been bad, Max. You should punish me, too.”

I wrapped my arms around the gorgeous woman and gave her a kiss that had the other ladies whooping as I dipped her.

I assisted Anita to her feet before she sashayed up the aisle to find her seat, giving me a sultry smile over her shoulder as she sat. Tabby held her arms up, so I kissed her, too. Jenn chuckled and offered me her cheek, which I dutifully brushed lightly with my lips before Siobhan pulled my face toward hers for a soft kiss. Gabi cocked an eyebrow at our antics before she turned back to inspect our work. Once she was satisfied the bags were secured, I made my way to my seat and tried to adjust my knees to fit between the seats. The fit wasn’t bad compared to the other times I had ridden on commercial planes.

Eve gave us the safety briefing as the plane taxied to the end of the runway. She buckled herself into the seat across the aisle from me and flashed a bright smile at me. A few minutes later, the engines began to roar, and Siobhan grabbed my hand tightly. The pilot released the brakes, and the venerable aircraft raced down the runway and leaped into the air.

I replayed the plan in my head as we climbed to 20,000 feet. We were supposed to land at Sheridan Airport, and then pick up a bus ride for the forty-five-minute drive to the resort in the vicinity of Buffalo, Wyoming. The resort was tucked into the edge of the Bighorn National Forest. With mid-September weather, I expected the temperatures to range from the mid-seventies to the low eighties in the warmest part of the day, dropping down to the upper thirties at night. Campfires were going to be very welcome.

Captain Miles Rogers introduced himself as we leveled out. Eve got up to provide drink service, and I did what any soldier does when sitting for any amount of time—took a nap.

I woke up when I felt a vice squeeze my hand as the plane tilted hard to the left and Siobhan gasped. I opened my eyes in time to see Eve get thrown hard into a seat. She crawled up into the seat and buckled in. I turned to look out the window.

We were in a fog bank, and the plane appeared to be moving sideways. Violet or magenta flashes of light appeared regularly in the clouds as the pilots slowly got the plane pointed in the direction we were traveling.

Siobhan pointed down and back behind the wing, and I saw in the breaks in the cloud cover an amazing site. Patches of water, mountains, plains, and deserts passed under us repeatedly at a dizzying speed.

Siobhan gasped, “What’s happening, Max?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted nervously. “I’ve never seen or heard anything like it.”

Captain Rogers’ voice came on the intercom. “Folks, we’re caught in some unusual type of weather conditions. I’m trying to get us out of it, but it’s proving very difficult. Please stay in your seats with your seatbelts on. I’ll let you know when I have further news.”

The violet lights and clouds remained for quite a while. I held Siobhan, and we were mesmerized by the terrifying view that flew past us.

Eventually, I checked my watch to find we had been in the air for nearly three hours. I was about to ask Eve what the max flight range of the plane was when we broke out of the clouds. At that point, we were flying below clouds and the violet lights were gone. Raindrops were hitting the windows.

The captain’s voice rang out on the intercom. “The good news is that we’ve escaped the weather phenomenon that had us trapped. The bad news is that we’re flying on fumes. I’m going to look for a place to set us down. Since we’re in the mountains, prepare for a rough landing.”

The engines suddenly went silent, and I heard Gabi say, “Sheiße! We’re out of fuel.”

The plane was eerily quiet with just the sound of the wind rushing over the fuselage.

The captain reported, “Folks, I’m going to do what is called a dead-stick landing—essentially gliding in. There is a small clearing ahead. I’m going to dive to get into position to hit it, and then pull up hard to level out and land. Be prepared to assume collision position when I tell you. This is going to hurt. Hold on.”

I felt the aircraft drop from beneath us as the pilot pointed the nose toward the earth. Shortly thereafter, it felt like we were ascending again just before the plane slammed onto the ground. I pushed Siobhan’s head down to her knees and turned to place my upper body over her.

A loud crunch came from our side of the aircraft, and I felt like we were sliding sideways until there was a matching crunch on the left side. One gasping breath later, I heard another screeching crunch, this time from the front of the plane, and I felt the back of the plane rise before I slammed into the plane’s ceiling and blacked out.
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“Max!”

“Max!”

I slowly became aware of someone shaking me gently. “Huh?”

“Oh, thank God,” I heard the urgent voice whisper near my ear.

My head was leaning back and someone was cradling it. All the muscles in the front of my neck ached. Regardless, I contracted them slowly to pull my head upright.

“Fuuuuck,” I muttered. My whole body ached. I slowly opened my eyes to see that it was Siobhan cradling my head in her lap.

“I was afraid you had broken your neck, Max,” she murmured. “Does anything hurt?”

“Everything,” I groaned. “Feels like I’ve been beaten severely. Major headache. Major whiplash. Did the plane actually flip?”

“No,” Siobhan said. “The tail dropped back. I think it was your hard head hitting the ceiling that knocked it back down.”

“Don’t make me laugh until it no longer hurts,” I told her with a pained grimace. “What happened?”

“I’m not sure,” Siobhan said. “Your seatbelt is still fastened, but it’s hanging loose around you. It must have slipped when the plane crashed.”

I closed my eyes and wet my lips. “How are the rest of our ladies?”

“Anita got tossed similarly, but she’s conscious already and cursing like a sailor,” Siobhan reported. “Jenn, Tabby, and Kat all have whiplash and bruises, but everyone is awake and getting around. You landed on me, which probably kept me from getting hurt worse. I tapped the crown of my head on the seat in front of me, but that’s it.”

“We need to get out of the plane,” I told her as I unbuckled the useless lap belt. “The plane ran out of fuel, but there might be dregs that could catch fire.”

“We’ll need to help Eve,” Siobhan informed me. “She flew forward and slammed into the short bulkhead by the cockpit when the tail shot up. She hasn’t moved since.”

I groaned as I pulled myself to my feet. I looked into Eve’s seat; her seatbelt appeared to have parted. I saw Tabby sitting in a semi-fetal posture in the seat in front of mine and weeping. She looked up at me and gasped, “Max! You’re okay!”

I nodded painfully and addressed everyone in the passenger cabin. “Is everyone able to stand and walk out of here?” Tabby stood on her knees to wrap her arms around my neck.

“Except Eve,” Anita responded while crouched over the flight attendant as I stroked Tabby’s back. “I’d be much worse if she hadn’t flown over my shoulder, knocking me down. It kept me from doing the same.” She removed her hands from Eve’s throat and shook her head. “She’s got a pulse, but I suspect she has a neck injury. Her arm is all kinds of messed up, too.”

I released Tabby and grabbed my hat from the floor. Gently, I set it on my aching head before I slid into the aisle and walked, hunched over, to reach Anita, who was getting to her feet. Jenn and Kat each reached out to touch my shoulder as I walked past. I hugged Anita and whispered into her ear. “I’m glad you’re okay. Tabby’s having a hard time. The others appear to be coping okay.”

Anita hugged me back tightly enough that I had to groan as all my abused muscles and tendons protested in complaint. She kissed me quickly and said, “I’ll see if I can get the door open. You go and see if the pilots are all right. Try not to step on Eve.”

We split up, and I stuck my head through the curtain in front of the cockpit door, feeling glad that it didn’t have all the post-9/11 safety measures on it. I asked, “Are you okay in here?”

The guy in the pilot seat was definitely not all right. A four-inch tree branch extended through the windscreen and into the center of his chest. That whole left side of the cockpit was crushed, so the distance from the windscreen to his chest was only about a foot. His eyes were glazed and open. I assumed it was a wasted effort, but I checked for a pulse. Finding none, I closed his eyes before turning to First Officer Fleischer.

“Gabi,” I asked as I squeezed her shoulder. The big woman had more luck than her colleague, but she was still unconscious. I found a strong pulse at her wrist, so I tried again. “Gabi?”

She stirred slightly but didn’t wake up. I left her there for a moment and turned back to Eve. Her neck was turned at an acute angle. I hoped it wasn’t broken, but that angle wasn’t cause for optimism. I didn’t want to move her without a neck splint and a backboard.

I murmured, “I hope rescue comes quickly.” When I checked her pulse, I found it weak but steady. I hoped she’d survive and went to check on Anita and Siobhan working on the doors in the back.

Anita grunted and got the locking lever to move. The ladder didn’t drop all the way, but there was a big enough gap to slide out. I thought that maybe if I got out, I could budge either the tree or ladder enough to open it.

Kat opened the door to the cargo area and peered outside. “This way,” she directed. She stepped through the door and jumped out the gaping hole where the tail used to be. “Fuuuuuck,” she moaned. “Be careful jumping out. Whiplash and head injuries won’t like the landing.”

I looked for a spot along the torn edge of the fuselage that didn’t look too jagged and slid to the grassy ground as gently as I could. I turned and lifted the rest of my colleagues off the torn edge of the plane one at a time.

I said, “Anita, try to call 911.” She nodded absently and pulled her phone out of a cargo pocket.

I walked around the crash site, surveying the damage. At least the rain had stopped, but the sky indicated it might just be a momentary break.

The tail section was just inside the tree line next to the meadow that the pilot had tried to land us in. The horizontal stabilizers on the tail had hit the same trees that had taken off the wings, which had pulled the whole tail section off. On the positive side, our bags all seemed to be sitting in the cargo net where Gabi secured them in the part of the cargo hold that hadn’t been torn off.

I walked around to the front of the aircraft to discover that it was a good thing we hit that tree. Forty feet in front of the nose of the plane was a fairly deep ravine—a roughly thirty-foot drop. We’d all have been severely injured if we had suffered that additional crash.

Anita let out a frustrated sound and said, “I don’t have a signal. Everyone, try your phones.”

I pulled my phone out and powered it up to find that I not only had no service, but also no GPS. I opened the settings and reset the GPS setting, but it didn’t change anything.

“I don’t even have a GPS signal,” I called back as I walked around to the back of the plane. “I must have smacked my phone on something.”

Jenn said, “I don’t either. Tabby? Siobhan?” Tabby shook her head and moaned from the effort. She shook it off and resumed helping Kat get the bags out of the tail section.

Siobhan and Anita replied with “None” and “Nothing,” respectively.

“That can’t be right,” I said. “Having no carrier signal makes sense in the wilderness, but no GPS is almost impossible. The satellites are so far up in orbit that you’d have to be in a cave to not get a signal.”

“Or apparently right on the edge of this meadow,” Kat said as she pulled my rucksack out. “Jesus, Max!” she exclaimed. “What do you have in this thing?”

“Everything I showed you guys, plus a pound of espresso roast, my stove-top espresso pot, and a camping griddle,” I answered. “It’s only about a hundred pounds,” I told her and scooped it up. “The ammo is pretty heavy, too. Let me get that.”

I snagged the parachute bag and walked about one hundred yards away from the plane with Tabby close on my heels. I found a decent-sized opening with a pair of sturdy, old-growth pines about twenty feet apart.

I said, “We can use those two trees to build shelter, and still be close enough to the plane to see if rescuers show up. We’re far enough away that if a fire results from spilled fuel, it shouldn’t cause us a problem.”

“Okay,” Tabby said. “What can I do to help?”

“Walk around this site looking for dry fuel for a fire—branches, pine needles, pine cones, leaves, or even dry grass,” I told her. “Those clouds look like more rain’ll be coming, so we need to prioritize shelter and warmth. Just stay in sight of the plane, so you don’t get lost.”

“Okay,” Tabby said with saucer-wide eyes.

I pulled her into a hug. “You’re important to me, Tabby,” I said and winked down into her upturned face. That got a giggle out of her and made her look less stressed out. I kissed her quickly, and she walked off to start gathering wood.

I pulled a box of birdshot out of one of the canisters in my parachute bag and went back over to the plane. I opened my gun case and retrieved the Taurus, loading and holstering it. I closed the gun case and grabbed one of Anita’s bags, then looked up. As we walked to the site I had selected, I asked, “Why do you have a suitcase in addition to your rucksack?”

Anita smirked. “A girl likes to look pretty for a man sometimes, Max. That’s difficult to do while dressed for survival training.”

“I don’t know, ma’am,” I told her. “You look damn fine in those.”

Anita stopped to look at me as I carried my load past her. “Thank you, Max.”

Jenn added, “Damn straight, you do, Anita.”

“I might go so far as to say ‘sexy,’ boss,” Siobhan contributed.

“Yummy,” Kat said. “Absolutely yummy.”

I looked over my shoulder to see Anita biting her lip as she cast lustful looks over the entire group.

“No time for that right now, boss,” I called as I turned forward in time to avoid walking into a tree. “You can play after we have shelter, a fire, water, and maybe something for dinner. I haven’t seen any rabbits, but I’ve seen a couple of squirrels.”

As we collected the bags at the campsite, I called out, “Tabby, come back.”

I heard her call out, “Okay.”

The petite redhead appeared between the trees with an armload of sticks, and I pointed to where I wanted her to place them.

I looked around at my friends, who were all looking at me expectantly. I locked eyes with Anita. She said, “Until we’re rescued, you’re in charge, Max. You know how to do this survival stuff better than any of the rest of us. What do we need to do?”

I nodded. “First order of business is shelter. If I’m not mistaken, it’s going to rain within a couple of hours. I’ll stretch tarps between these two trees, which will give us a quick shelter that should allow us all to stay relatively dry. We’ll need a fire to fend off the chill, because come sundown the temperature is going to drop significantly. We also need water. There’s a pretty big creek or small river over the edge, but I haven’t scouted a safe path down.”

“I can do that,” Kat said. “I free climb pretty frequently, so I should be able to handle it.”

“Take someone with you, and take the .22 rifle,” I told her. “Everyone keep a buddy with you and ensure at least one of you is armed. Also, keep in mind, you’ll both be carrying water buckets.”

Anita asked, “Why do we need guns?”

I replied, “There are rattlers, bears, wolves, and badgers in the Rockies. The .22 won’t help much with a bear unless you get luckier than anyone I’ve ever heard of. But it should dissuade a wolf if you hit it once or twice. You’ll have to fill a badger full of holes.”

“Oh, shit,” Tabby said.

“Back to the plan,” I continued. “Gabriela and Eve need to exit the plane. If I can get Captain Roger’s body out, I’ll need to bury him to keep predators away. Eve isn’t going to survive unless we get rescued soon. We also need to salvage whatever we can from the plane.”

“Can’t we just stay in the plane?” Siobhan asked.

“After twenty-four hours, if it doesn’t catch fire, we should be safe to do that,” I said. “I think the fuel tanks are in the wings. Since, one, we ran out of fuel, and, two, the wings were torn off, the danger should be minimal. It may turn into a decent shelter. We should also conserve our phone batteries. We’ll turn them off until we get a signal so that they don’t burn a lot of juice. We can try every hour or so for a signal. Plus, I think everyone has at least one solar charger.” They all nodded.

We broke into groups to get started. I loaded the Shockwave with triple-aught buck, and Siobhan took it to accompany Kat after assuring me she could operate it. Jenn took her brother’s Glock, and I gave the Taurus to Tabby for snakes. Jenn handed the Ruger PC Carbine to Anita before going off with Tabby to collect more wood.

“Drink water,” I called after them. I loaded the Henry and set it nearby before I started laying out tarps for shelter.

Anita and I ran a rope between the trees. Straining on the ropes to tighten them thoroughly irritated my headache. I rooted around in my pack for a couple of ibuprofen and tossed them back with about half a canteen of water. Once I was medicated, Anita and I stretched the tarps over the ropes to create a quick shelter and used a nylon cord to hold them in place using improvised stakes that I cut from branches. I laid logs down on the tails of the tarps to hold them in place and ran cords to pull a short flap at the front downward to help discourage moisture from raining in the front.

I grabbed my entrenching tool and dug a fire pit in front of the opening, and then a shallow trench to gather water and run it away from the inside of the shelter. I considered pounding it with a short log to compact the earth of the trench, but I figured I should save the future pain of hammering for driving stakes for the fire reflector.

Anita gathered pine bows—looking for slender, live branches of small diameter. She piled those inside the floor of the shelter while I finished digging the fire pit and started building a fire.

I took some small dry pieces from the load that Tabby had gathered, whittling some bits off the twigs. I added a small slice of Black Beard fire starter onto a flat piece of stone in the bottom of the pit. I struck a couple of sparks off my magnesium rod onto the fire starter fibers. I dropped the whittled slivers to the tiny flame, and built a tent of small branches over it, adding bigger pieces, and letting them catch. Once that was going well, I added a couple of thin logs and deliberately built up a roaring fire before walking off to find some straight logs or trees to use for a fire reflector.

I heard a .22 fire a couple of times but no sounds that indicated anything to worry about. I heard the Judge fire a little later from another direction. Kat and Siobhan showed up with a bucket of water each as I was pulling the ends of four, four-foot-long poles from the fire. Along with her rifle, Kat also held the tails of two decently sized gray squirrels.

“Lunch!” she exclaimed as she held the squirrels up.

I laughed. “Great, now you get to clean them!” I teased.

Kat frowned cutely. “I forgot to take my knife or I would have already bled them.”

Siobhan grimaced. “I had mine. Why didn’t you ask?”

Kat looked at her with big eyes. “I didn’t think about it. Why didn’t you offer?”

Siobhan fired back, “Because I can’t read your mind, slut.” Siobhan was clearly not happy.

“Uh, uh, ladies,” I chastised as I started hacking the charred ends of the poles to points with my El Chete. “This is new to both of you. Please don’t torture each other over the learning process. Kat, you should always have at least a utility knife with you. Siobhan, you have to bleed an animal shortly after killing it to avoid the meat turning gamey.” I grabbed another pole to make a point on it. “Now, it hasn’t been that long since I heard you shoot, so you should be okay to do it now. Just don’t do it close to our shelter.”

Siobhan joked, “Right, put the abattoir away from where you live so the wild animals don’t take it as an invitation.”

Kat looked over at Siobhan and murmured, “I love you, slut.”

Siobhan leaned in and kissed Kat wetly. “I love you too, slut.”

Siobhan and Kat filled a cookpot with water, and set it in the coals of the fire and covered it with a lid. Then, they went off to clean the squirrels while I finished putting points on the stakes. Anita crawled out of the shelter, looking a bit worn.

“That was harder than it looked. Getting all the wood stems cut or arranged to not poke in the back was tougher than I expected,” Anita explained.

I finished the final point on the last long stake before leaning in to kiss her. She looked surprised but happy. I told her, “Living rough is not easy, Anita. I appreciate you doing the work. Are you up for cutting some logs for me?”

Anita caressed my face and said, “It'll take me longer than it would you, but sure. Those logs there?” She pointed at the stock that I planned for that purpose.

“Yep,” I said. “I’ll need to find some more, but cut those two up for now.”

I marked the small logs for Anita and set a couple of pieces of firewood under them so she could get to work.

Tabby and Jenn dropped off a couple of armloads of firewood and piled it near the fire.

Tabby said, “I shot a big black bird, but a fox grabbed it and ran off before I could retrieve it.”

Jenn added, “Yeah, I saw it stalking the birds, but I thought the gunshot would have scared it away.”

I shrugged as I picked up a stake and a two-foot long piece of the same log. “It may have been hungry enough that it didn’t care about the loud noise. Or maybe there are enough hunters around here that it’s used to guns.” I placed the point of the stake where I wanted and said, “If you find a downed tree, we can cut it up for firewood, too. I suspect we’ll run out of small fallen branches nearby.”

“I saw a couple of downed trees,” Tabby said.

Jenn nodded and added, “Yeah, there was that really big one that was leaning onto the neighboring tree.”

“It’s still alive,” Tabby replied. “We want old, dead trees, right Max?”

I steeled myself for the coming pain and said, “Yeah. The dryer, the better.”

As the girls walked off, I smacked the stake, and the pointed end penetrated the ground as my neck and head seized.

I continued to hammer the first stake for the heat-reflecting wall, and my head and neck flared in pain with each stroke. I released a groan about halfway through beating it into place.

Anita stopped sawing and said, “This is aggravating my head and neck, too. I didn’t get as beat up as you, but still, it’s brutal.”

“The ibuprofen is taking the edge off it, but it doesn’t help that I keep irritating it,” I grimaced as I massaged my neck.

Anita said, “Are yours handy? Mine are buried in my purse, which is in my suitcase.”

“Let me finish this one, and then I’ll get you a dose. Take a break, hon,” I said absentmindedly.

“Hon, huh?” Anita asked as she arched an eyebrow at me.

“Sorry, Anita,” I said with a grin. “Given how you make me feel like a king, I should probably say ‘your highness’ or ‘my queen’ instead.” I smirked before I started beating the top of the stake again. I finally got it about ten to twelve inches into the ground, which left about four feet sticking up.

“I like the sound of ‘my queen’ a lot, Max,” Anita said as I handed her a couple of tablets and my canteen.

“Yes, my queen,” I chuckled gently.

Anita pressed her lush body into mine and wrapped her arms around me. She stood on her toes to collect a quick kiss. “Thank you, my king,” she said. “Now back to work. The sooner we’re done, the sooner we can rest.”

I hammered the second stake in, placed one of the logs next to it, and then hammered the third and fourth into place. Anita stacked her logs on top of each other between the stakes, and I helped her when I finished my own task.

“Why are we doing this again?” she asked.

I explained as we set another small tree trunk up to cut. “Heat from a fire radiates in all directions. By putting this wall up, a portion of the heat that would radiate away from our shelter will be reflected back. We’ll still lose a portion to each side and up into the air, but we’ll lose less this way. It’s why the fireboxes on fireplaces have angled reflecting walls on the side—to reflect more heat out into the room.”

“You’re just a font of knowledge, aren’t you Mister Morgan?” Anita teased as we hacked the branches off.

We finished just as Jenn and Tabby came back with another load of wood as Kat and Siobhan returned with the cleaned and skinned squirrels.

Tabby said, “I saw Anita getting a kiss from Max. Do we all get one, too?” she teased.

I massaged my neck as I teased back. “I’m sure Anita would kiss you if you asked, Tabs.”

Anita laughed and gave each of the ladies a sloppy, wet kiss.

Tabby walked up to me and demanded, “You too, Mister. I want to feel your lips on mine again. Now!”

Jenn teased, “Tabby gets demanding when she gets horny, Max. You’d better kiss her.”

We all shared kisses, and then Kat showed the other girls how to set the meat to roast over some coals while Anita and I finished the reflecting wall. They set a second pot of water to heat as they let the first one cool.

I took a break to check on Gabi and Eve.

I discovered that the door to the aircraft was just rubbing on the tree, so I pried the door down to make the steps accessible. I made a mental note to cut it down later.

I climbed the stairs to find Gabi sitting next to Eve, holding her hand. I also noticed that Eve was no longer lying in a crooked jumble of limbs.

“Hello, ladies,” I said as I hunched over and walked to the front of the plane.

Gabi scolded, “I cannot believe you let her lie like that, Max.”

I looked at Eve. “Did you move on your own?”

Eve looks at me without moving her head. “No, Gabi straightened me out. All the pain stopped after that.”

I leaned over the cute, injured woman. I asked, “Can you move your fingers or toes?”

“No,” Eve whispered. “I can’t feel anything except my head.”

Gabi looked at me, horrified. “I made it worse, didn’t I?”

I shook my head and laid a hand on her shoulder. “I don’t think so. Given the extent of her injuries, I think she would have lost feeling regardless. I don’t know how the rescue folks could have straightened her out any better. Maybe she’ll get some sensation back after hospitalization when the inflammation recedes,” I said optimistically. “She’s not in pain now, which is a blessing. Her body had to be screaming in pain.”

“Yes,” Eve whispered.

I patted Gabi’s shoulder and told her, “If you can move on your own, go outside. We’ve built a campsite about a hundred yards from the plane. Get some water; we have some squirrels roasting on the fire.”

Gabi slowly crawled to the exit and left.
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Isat next to Eve and slipped my fingers into her broken right hand. She didn’t even react.

“Well, Evelynn Sommers, you’ve gotten yourself into a bit of a pickle,” I said as I caressed her forehead. “Would you like a sip of water?”

“You never knew my real name, Moose?” she asked.

I shook my head. “Please call me Max, Eve. I always hated that nickname.”

She looked upset. “I never knew that, Max. Everyone called you Moose.”

“Correcting them wasn’t worth the price of beating everyone to a pulp,” I replied with a frown. “And I had always just assumed your name was Evelynn since you went by ‘Eve.’ What is it, really?”

She frowned cutely, and I was hit with a small wave of nostalgia, remembering her doing that back in high school. “My given name is Evening. My mom liked unconventional names,” she explained. “My four younger sisters are Persimmon, Summer, Autumn, and Juniper.”

I pulled out my canteen, gently poured a sip of water, and dried her lips with my left thumb. “You took me by surprise when we checked in, Eve,” I admitted to her. “I’m sorry for not being more gracious.”

“You always were a little distant unless we were making love,” she said. “Despite that, I’ve been in love with you from the moment I met you in high school. You disappeared, and I have never bothered with anyone else, choosing instead to look for you. I heard you were back in Greeley, but I was at UC Boulder. Then I got a job with Frontier as a flight attendant and never got around to hunting you down. I just started with this charter outfit a couple of months ago.”

I nodded before replying, “I did my hitch in the army, returned to Greeley, and enrolled at NCU in town. I graduated last December, and now I work in HR at the University of Colorado Hospital with the five ladies I’m traveling with.”

“Did you and Greta ever hook back up?” she asked. I looked at her funnily, so she clarified. “We all knew about her your senior year. We felt really bad about it because it was obvious that you loved her while all of us were madly in love with you. I never understood why you were fucking us given that, but not many could turn you away when you paid attention to us.”

I looked away for a moment before answering. “Greta encouraged me to build relationships with girls my own age. She literally said, ‘go find girls in school you like and have sex with them.’ I had no plan to actually do it until Sally jumped me,” I admitted. I frowned and said, “And so began my career as a cock on legs. Maybe ‘manwhore’ is a better way to say it.”

“Oh, Max! No!” Eve exclaimed passionately. “I would have run off to marry you in a heartbeat—dropped out of high school, given up on college, and just gone to be your wife. Most of us from the varsity and JV squad would have done the same. Hell, the freshmen all thought of you as some exotic love god, but they would have gladly gone with you, too. We just couldn’t get you to look at us that way unless we were in bed with you.”

I shook my head—gently, given how rattled my brain was. “I never felt like any of you cared,” I told her. “I ended up in a similar situation at NCU, but I did end up dating some of the girls. I was pretty serious with Carole, but she moved to Dallas to be a Dallas Cowboys Cheerleader. I paid to stream the show online, so I could watch her tryouts. She made the squad; the TV cameras loved her.”

“I saw the show,” she said. “I was a cheerleader at UCB and thought about trying out for DCC after college, but I got the flight attendant job, and never went back.”

She was quiet for a moment, and I noticed tears running down her face. “I wish I could move my arms, Max. I want to hug you and kiss you so badly.”

I leaned down and murmured, “We can still kiss, Eve.” I brushed my lips over hers, and she opened her mouth. I pressed down to allow her tongue to enter my mouth and caressed her face as we kissed. I was flooded with memories of making love to this sweet girl.

We broke the kiss, and I gently kissed the tears from her face.

I sat back up with a groan. “I got a heck of a case of whiplash. I think maybe a mild concussion, too.”

“Your eyes are dilated, but it’s pretty dark in here,” she said. “Did you have any light sensitivity outside?”

“A little, but not too bad,” I answered. “Making camp irritated the hell out of my injuries, but it was unavoidable. I have a couple more tasks, and then I can rest.”

“Is burying me one of those tasks?” she whispered hesitantly.

“Not while you’re alive, Eve,” I said and caressed her face. “If we can get a medevac within a few hours you may survive. If not, then you’ll be paralyzed for life, or die.”

She tried to look at me without moving her head. “I can smell that I soiled myself. I can’t feel that I did it, but I can smell piss and shit.”

“Are you using barnyard language to connect with me?” I teased.

She smiled sadly as she said, “If I’d known that was all it took, we could have connected years ago.”

I sighed and laid down next to her. “I honestly thought you all just wanted me because I brought you pleasure with my little monster,” I told her.

She murmured, “Your cock is a monster. It was too much for me, honestly. But, you were always careful not to hurt me, which just made me love you more.”

I caressed her cheek softly with the back of my right index finger as I curled my left arm and rested my aching head on it, considering her words.

Eventually, I responded, “People are crap at communicating. Getting better at that has been an area of focus for me, both as a soldier and as an HR professional. I guess we shouldn’t be too surprised that two insecure kids didn’t do that very well.”

“I wish I had told you, Max,” she whispered. “When we were still in school. I doubt you would have chosen me over Greta, but I should have told you.”

“I don’t know if it would have made a difference. Being friends probably would have been good for the both of us, though,” I said.

She closed her eyes for a moment and looked up to the ceiling. “I remember how close you two were in middle school—you and Tommy. I didn’t think about how lonely you might have been once he turned to drugs. I bet you were starved for friendship. I’m sorry, Max. I should have been there for you.”

I continued stroking her cheek. “I think that’s why I loved Greta so much. Even before we were lovers, she paid attention. She worked my ass off and was quick to correct me, but she also treated me with respect and genuine affection. She shared things with me like Tommy used to when we were very young. Then the sexual tension started, and she took me to bed on my seventeenth birthday at six in the morning—the exact moment I reached the legal age of consent.”

“I wondered when you two became intimate,” Eve mused. “Having an experienced lover for your first time is nice. I can tell you that from experience.”

I leaned in and kissed her cheek. “I was still learning a lot back when we were together. I still am.”

She snorted derisively. “I swear, if I could turn my head right now, I’d be staring at you incredulously.” She paused for a moment. “To us, you were a god of love. You used gentle touches, didn’t push too fast, and were always focused on giving us pleasure. At least, that was my experience. I’m pretty sure the rest of the girls felt the same way.”

“Hmm,” I muttered as I tried hard not to dismiss her words and considered them from outside my perspective. By the time I first had sex with Sally Taylor, the varsity cheer captain, I had been making love to Greta at least daily for two-and-a-half months. She coached me the whole time—watching for signals in your partner, technique, how to avoid hurting a woman with my little monster. By that first Wednesday evening in September, I was pretty confident despite the cheer squad being some of the most beautiful girls I had met to that point in my life.

Eve said, “Every time I run into one of the squad, they ask if I’ve seen you before reminiscing about how you made them feel. They all talk about how Greta’s oldest reminds them of you. Sally’s been divorced twice. She broke up with her last boyfriend, Peter Thompson. She actually yelled at him in a restaurant that he wasn’t half the man you are, nor a quarter of the lover.”

I chuckled mirthlessly. “What did she expect from the high school football captain? I would’ve thought she’d had enough of him in high school. Peter was the most narcissistic person I had ever met.”

“True,” Eve agreed. “He tried to take your place after graduation.”

“He was out of school,” I said, aghast at the thought.

“Sally told him after graduation about your role as the lover of the entire squad,” Eve explained. “Peter figured he’d stay in town and be the teams’ sugar daddy while going to NCU. One of the girls went out with him and came back with a proposal—Madison Simpson. Remember her?”

I chuckled. “Yes. Another sweet girl.”

“She said after fucking Peter that she’d rather rely on latex,” Eve giggled. “That’s what we did. We pleasured ourselves and each other. The freshman had to eat the JV, and the JV had to eat the varsity. The varsity girls each picked a freshman and a JV girl to be her ‘protégés’; essentially, their ‘girlfriends.’ I was varsity by then, so Danielle Faraday and Cassiday Corrigan were my protégés.”

“Cassie was always a sweetheart,” I said. “How’d she make the squad? Wasn’t that expensive?”

“It wasn’t too costly at our school; although, I understand it’s more of a thing now—going to cheer camps, matching clothes all the time, etcetera,” Eve replied. “My mom helped me pay for anything Cassie needed, and she was very enthusiastic about paying me back for my generosity. She was in love with you too, by the way.”

“Yeah, all the girls were in love with me,” I replied wryly. “That’s why the ones I love keep moving on.”

“It’s true, Max,” Eve insisted. “Cassie would come to you now if you asked, and she’s engaged to a doctor.”

“I hope she’s happy,” I murmured.

“She loves him well enough, I think,” Eve said. “I’m still certain she would drop him in a heartbeat if you asked her.”

I leaned in to kiss Eve gently on the cheek as I tried to process this new perspective. Her face was cold, and her lips were slightly blue. I touched her hand and found it was like ice.

Eve closed her eyes and whispered, “It’s getting harder to breathe, Max.”

I rolled up as gently as I could to press my lips into hers, and felt her press hers into mine.

I looked down into her eyes as she said, “I don’t want to die, Max.”

I stroked the bangs from her forehead. “I don’t want you to die, Eve. You’ve rocked my whole world this afternoon. I would like to explore this more.”

She whispered, “I love you, Max Morgan. I will always love you.”

I wasn’t sure what I felt at that point, but I thought it was true enough when I replied, “I love you too, Eve. I’ll carry you with me always.”

She smiled gently, and with a quiet, rattled breath, the life left her eyes.

I used my hand to close her eyes before I leaned down to kiss her eyelids and her lips one final time. “Goodbye, Evening Sommers,” I murmured as I struggled to my feet and shuffled from the plane.

I stumbled down the stairs to exit the plane, just barely managing to keep on my feet. I sat down on the steps of the airplane’s door and tried to figure out why I was crying.
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Eventually, I pulled myself together and returned to the campsite.

The ladies were starting a dinner of roasted squirrel and some snacks that Tabitha had in her pack when I arrived.

Kat handed me a haunch from one of the squirrels. She said, “I punctured the skin a couple of times when I was skinning them.”

I shrugged and said absently, “If you break open their skulls and rub the brains into the inside of the pelt, it will function as a tanning agent. Rub it in with your hands thoroughly and stretch the skins on a wood frame. The skins can then be used for clothing. Even if you punctured them, we can sew them together. As a minimum, we can use them for patches,” I tell her.

Siobhan said, “That’s a good plan, Max. We’d need a lot of them to make a garment, but, hopefully, we’re not here long enough to collect enough squirrel skins for a jacket.”

“Exactly,” Anita agreed. “I signed up for glamping with only two overnights of real camping. Max, didn’t you call it ‘sleeping rough’?”

I smirked and confirmed, “That’s right, Anita. This is definitely not glamping. Those tents are something special.” I sighed heavily as I thought about what I needed to do next. I announced, “I need to do some digging to bury Eve and Captain Rogers. Getting his body out of the cockpit will be a bitch. We’ll have to cut the tree branch in his torso, plus I don’t know if the crushed fuselage has him pinned in place or not.”

“Poor Eve,” Gabi sobbed. “I killed her.”

“No, Gabi. You didn’t,” I assured her.

“I straightened her broken neck,” Gabriela whimpered.

“Gabi, she was dead before you ever woke up from the crash. She would have passed within hours regardless,” I tell her. “You comforted her and eased her suffering by being a friend. I know she appreciated it.”

“Did she say that?” the distraught pilot asked.

“No,” I tell her honestly. “But I knew Eve from school, and she is…was a sweet girl. Apparently, we were closer than I thought. She appreciated your thoughtfulness. Trust me.”

Gabi got up and hugged me. “Danke, Max,” she whispered.

Kat said hesitantly, “I didn’t think you were close, Max.”

I nodded. “We weren’t, but we were—if that makes any sense.” I recounted our conversation to the ladies. “Honestly, it’s making me question everything I thought I knew about my life in high school—Greta, the cheerleaders, the Corrigans—all of it.”

Gabi studied me closely as Kat said, “I think Greta knew she had to let you go. She was hoping you would leave her, so she wouldn’t have to muster up the courage to send you away, despite feeling it was the right thing to do. I think she’s happy that Gregor knows you’re his father. She doesn’t have to hide how much you meant to her.”

I nodded quietly as I stared at the fire. After a quiet moment, I said, “We need to bury the dead, so the smell doesn’t attract predators. We’ve only got a few hours of light left.”

Gabi said, “There are stocks of supplies in the plane. We should secure those, too. We have toilet paper, alcohol, water, and a few snack items.”

I hadn’t even realized there was a lavatory on the plane.

After dinner, I carried Eve out of the plane to the meadow where the trees had torn the wings off the plane just as the sky began to drizzle rain. I pulled my Gore-Tex parka out of my pack and the ladies took out their water-repellent gear, leaving Gabi in her shirt-sleeves.

“Gabi, don’t you have a jacket?” I asked.

“I left it at the hotel. I called from the airport, but the best they could do was to mail it to my home address. I had planned to get one in Sheridan,” she said quietly as she looked at the terrain around us. “I will be in the airplane trying to get Captain Rogers out. That will keep me warm and dry,” she said with a stoic nod.

Anita handed her one of the folding saws, and Gabi led Anita, Kat, and Tabby to the plane while I opened my entrenching tool.

Jenn and Siobhan gathered rocks to place on the graves while I started digging a six-by-two-foot trench about four feet deep. Digging was nearly as brutal to my injured neck and head as pounding the stakes had been. Jenn and Siobhan got a nice pile of sizable rocks laid to one side of the hole as I piled dirt on the other side. Looking at the hole, I decided I needed to dig another foot of dirt out, but I hit rock after digging only a couple of inches deeper. I counted myself lucky that I didn’t hit it earlier.

Gabi came out at that point and said, “I cut Buck loose and dragged him into the passenger cabin.”

“Buck Rogers?” I asked with a grin as I climbed out of the hole and led the way back to the plane.

“Miles Rogers,” she said as she followed. “His parents called him Buck growing up. So yes, Captain Buck Rogers,” she said with a sad smile.

Jenn asked quietly, “Were you close?”

“On long away trips,” Gabi said with a nod. “He had been trying to get into Eve’s pants since she started, so less close recently. She kept turning him down. I was the consolation prize.”

I nodded in acknowledgment as I went off to drag the dead man out of the plane. I told her as I mounted the steps of the plane, “I don’t think you should be anyone’s consolation prize, Gabi.”

Anita and Kat gave me an inscrutable look as I stepped up to the corpse.

Jenn checked his pockets and found a pocket knife and disposable cigarette lighter. She gave those to Gabi as I pulled off his jacket. It looked like a vintage fighter pilot’s jacket complete with a lambswool collar and lining. I handed it to Gabi.

“Since you don’t have a coat, can you wear this one?” I asked. “We can clean the blood. Even with the hole in the back, it has to be warmer than nothing.”

Tears streamed down her face as she nodded.

I hugged the weeping woman gently. “We’ll take care of you as best we can, Gabi. I know you’re grieving, but you’re not alone.”

She hugged me tightly and continued to sob for a moment. She rested her head on my shoulder and sniffled, “Vielen Dank, Max. The cold is not too bad right now.”

“It’ll get worse,” I told her. “Especially with the rain. Plus, it will get colder when the sun goes down. We could patch the jacket with a raw squirrel pelt, but a couple of days of curing will make that pelt a better patch. Do you at least have a sweater or a change of shirts?”

“Ja,” she says. “I have a change of uniform, a uniform jumper…er, sweater, a pair of jeans, and a flannel shirt for off duty.” Another sob interrupted her. “I should not have needed it, but Buck wanted to overnight in hopes of getting Eve in bed,” she sobbed.

Tabby came over with some paper towels and wiped the majority of the blood from the fleece lining, and Gabi deigned to pull it on. It barely fit her broad shoulders.

At that point, I picked up Buck’s stiffening body in a fireman’s carry to transport him to the gravesite. Once I arrived, I lowered Buck into the shallow grave. I buried him first and arranged him neatly. We tossed in a thin layer of dirt, and then laid Eve to rest on top of him. I climbed in to close her eyes when I saw they had opened. I arranged her broken arms over her chest and brushed a kiss across her forehead.

After that, I crawled out of the pit and started to fill the grave. Siobhan joined me with a short camp shovel, and we quickly pushed the dirt into the pit. The ladies all helped me cover the freshly dug mound with rocks.

Gabi said a few short words in memory of Buck. After a solemn pause, I said, “I knew Eve in high school. She may have been the best friend that I had in school, even though I never knew it until today. Even on her deathbed, she was trying to tell me that I was loved and had been the whole time. I will carry you with me always Evening Sommers. May you ride gently on the wings of angels.”

While Gabi and I were memorializing our dead friends, Anita and Kat hauled a large trash bag full of toilet paper, tissues, and paper towels to the back of the plane where we could keep them dry but also access them easily. They had another bag with light blankets and pillows, which they took to the shelter. There was a small open metal carton with canned beverages, another with packaged snacks—mostly small bags of nuts and granola bars. There was a third carton with coffee and tea bags, and a flat-and-a-half of bottled water. We moved the drinks and snacks to the campground along with a small carton of sugar, Stevia, half-and-half, and powdered creamer packets.

We were about out of light at that point, so I quickly dug a small latrine pit about thirty feet to the left of the fire. I explained how to use it afterward, and the ladies put it to use right away with our new stock of toilet paper.

We stoked up the fire and sat in the shelter eating nuts and granola for dinner. I figured I would hunt tomorrow for something that could hold us for a few days—a deer or antelope. While we were eating, Gabriela said, “There is a twenty-gallon stainless tank of potable water in the plane, too.”

I nodded, “Maybe we’ll try to salvage that, too. If we’re not rescued in the next day, we’ll need it.”

Anita said, “The boiled water doesn’t taste bad. We should be good on water.”

Kat asked, “Did you bring your little pocket fishing reel, Max? I can fish for more food tomorrow.”

“I did, Kat,” I replied with a nod. “I plan to go hunting tomorrow around dusk to see if I can find a deer. That, and some additional fish, should hold us until we get rescued.”

“I’ll go with you to hunt,” Kat volunteered. “We can fish another time.”

“I’ll take care of the fishing,” Jenn said. “I love to fish.”

“Sounds good, ladies,” I agreed. “We’re going to need to find more firewood and a better latrine than the quick one I dug today. I suppose, if we don’t hear any word between now and the day after tomorrow, we should start work on a better shelter. This one will keep us dry, but we’re going to all have cabin fever if we have to stay out of the rain for more than a couple of days.”

Siobhan mentioned, “Maybe we could build upon the airplane body.”

“Maybe,” I agreed. “The hard part would be attaching wood to it and sealing it so wind and water can’t get into anything we attach to it. With the hole in the windscreen and the missing tail, I think it would be hard to keep warm, especially since I don’t know how much fuel is spilled nearby. I’m not sure I want to try building a fire inside there.”

Anita nodded and added, “Plus, you’d have to build some type of chimney to get the smoke out. I think we’d be better served by just using it as a place for sitting quietly and visiting. I can’t imagine we won’t get rescued within a couple of days.”

Tabby mused, “If we could take out the seats, we could make a thick mattress of pine boughs as we have in here. Then we could all snuggle for warmth.”

Anita grinned at Tabby. “I like where your mind is going, Tabs. If you get cold tonight, you can cuddle up close, honey.”

The ladies from the office all teased, “Me too, me too, me too!” Gabi looked back and forth between them and me with a quizzical expression on her face.

Kat told her, “Gabi, we all work together and are very close friends outside of work—with Max, too, even with him being the newest addition to our team.”

“I’m not sure that explained much, Kat,” I mused.
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Itold the girls to go to bed while I took the first watch; Siobhan told me to wake her for the next one. I agreed and started walking a patrol around the campsite and crash site. I stopped by the graves on my second circuit and thought about Eve’s words. It was humbling to know that I had misread the situation so badly and that my assumption of how the girls viewed me was false—at least in high school.

Finally, I shrugged since there was nothing to do about the past. I whispered, “Eve, I wish I had known you better in school. Please forgive me. Rest in peace, Evening.”

A moment later, I caught movement in the campsite area and froze in place. I saw a shadowy figure carefully pick its way to the aircraft fuselage in the darkness with only the minimal light of the fire. There was almost zero ambient light from the sky, given the rain, and I was impressed.

I crept toward the aircraft and saw a dim light glowing inside the fuselage.

I leaned in just enough to give my left eye a peek inside. I watched as Anita swept the floor with a pine bough. She had taken her waterproof poncho off, and it looked to be hanging over a seatback. When she was done, she gently laid the branch in the aisle between the seats and started laying down blankets and pillows. When she was satisfied with that, she pulled a sleeping bag out of a familiar-looking olive-drab-green waterproof bag. I smiled but kept my silence.

Anita then walked up the aisle, and I watched, mesmerized, as she started to disrobe. Her khaki shirt opened and dropped to reveal her toned shoulders and back. A taupe bra crossed her back just below her shoulder blades. After she hung the shirt on the back of a seat, I heard her buckle open and her fly unzip before she bent over to push her trousers to the ground. She stood and turned to reveal her gorgeous, fudge-colored body encased in a lacy taupe underwire and high-waisted lacy panty.

Anita tiptoed back onto the sleeping bag and turned, then gave a little gasp of surprise as her eyes found mine. She reached behind her back and held my eyes as she unfastened her bra. Her hands slid languidly around to catch the cups of the garment and slowly pull it away. As heavy as her breasts were, I was amazed they didn’t appear to drop at all. Anita smirked as she tossed the brassiere toward her other garments. Then she hooked her thumbs into her panty to slowly push it down her lean, strong legs, keeping her eyes locked on mine the whole time. She licked her lips and she stood before speaking.

“Please, come in, Max,” she purred. I noticed she had left her socks on, which was a good idea given the metal deck of the fuselage. Her skin started to get goose pimples. “Please hurry.”

“Hail, Aphrodite,” I murmured as I climbed the steps. I laid my rifle on the deck and tried to shed my outerwear without getting water on the bed.

Anita’s silky voice responded, “I’m not a fickle goddess, Maxwell. I’m your queen. And I need you to claim me, my king.”

“As you wish, beloved,” I responded as I unlaced my boots and removed them.

Anita smiled brightly at my endearment and smiled brightly, her teeth a beacon to her dark face. “That’s quite a big word coming from you, King Maxwell.”

As I stripped off my shirt, I growled, “I hurt a really sweet girl because I wasn’t open to love. I may still have scars, but I’ll be damned if I do the same thing to you. You deserve better, Anita.”

“Yes, I do,” Anita responded as I pushed my trousers and boxer briefs to the ground and stepped out of them. Hanging them on a seatback, I turned with my rising member pointed to the beautiful woman that I had desired since I had met her.

“Oh, my!” she gasped. “You weren’t kidding. Are you sure you didn’t downplay your size?” Anita appeared mesmerized by the monster hanging in front of my pubis.

“I’m pretty sure I didn’t, Anita,” I mumbled bashfully as I drank in her beautiful body. Heavy, pointed, conical breasts. Narrow, lean waist with a hint of muscle on her flat abdomen. Slightly cut shoulders at the top of lean, toned arms. A long slender neck tickled by loose, dark curls that just touched her prominent collarbones. Long, slender, toned dancer’s legs. A bare mons. Dark silver-dollar-sized areolae and hard nipples.

I finally found my voice. “Fickle or not, you are definitely a goddess, my queen.”

Anita tore her eyes from my cock to assess my words. A brilliant smile slowly bloomed on her face. “Come to me and claim me, my king.”

I launched to her and wrapped my arms around her. Her hands flew up to pull my face down, and we devoured each other’s mouths. I shivered from the silky sensation of her skin and the hard points of her nipples pressing into my torso. Slowly we knelt on the sleeping bag. All of my aches faded into the background.

Anita broke the kiss to stare into my face. She whispered urgently, “We almost died today, Max. I won’t let another day pass before I make love to you.”

“Life’s too short, my queen. Let’s not wait any longer,” I murmured before I snagged her lips again with my own.

I laid Anita back on the floor and buried my face in her neck, nibbling it and inhaling the smell of clean sweat. She moaned, “You smell so good. Musky and strong. And the strength of your body. Jesus have mercy, I want you so badly.”

I looked into her eyes for a moment. “You have me, Anita. Today, and any day hereafter.”

We kissed again, and I cupped one of her massive mammaries. She whimpered as I gently squeezed her nipple. I leaned my head down to capture her right nipple in my mouth and sucked on it gently.

“Harder!” Anita whispered urgently. I bit on the tender flesh gently and pulled the nipple back to stretch it. She moaned in pleasure

I started kissing my way down her body until I was able to lick her bare mound on my way down to her dark chocolate clitoral hood and inner labia. I suckled, kissed, and licked her tender flesh until she gasped, “Omigodyes!” At that point, I started teasing my right index finger in her entrance to gather moisture until it was well lubricated. I sucked her clitoris into my mouth, hood and all, as I inserted my moistened finger into her tight channel.

Anita’s hips flexed to engulf my finger in her hot, wet depths. She moaned, “Your finger is big enough to do me some real good. Give it to me, Max!” I felt her channel clench around my finger.

I stopped licking her long enough to murmur, “If one is good, two must be better.” I pinned her down with my left arm and pulled back her clitoral hood.

I began licking the exposed pink button as I added another finger to the mix in her channel.

Anita groaned, “Oh, yes, please! God, Max! That’s more than some of the cocks I’ve had.” She panted momentarily as I began to stroke her channel and lick her now exposed clitoris. She moaned, “How am I going to take your manhood? If this is just two fingers—” She broke off, so consumed by her pleasure that she was temporarily unable to speak.

Anita clamped my fingers hard when I tickled her G-spot, bucking against my arm that was still pinning her down. I chased her bucking hips with my mouth as her tight pussy flooded my fingers. I kept stimulating her until she fell lax on the deck. At that point, I released my hold on her torso, licked her wet petals, and kissed my way up her delicious body until I was poised over her like a lion over its kill.

I looked down into Anita’s enraptured face. “Are you warmed up yet, Anita?” I growled at the beautiful woman.

“So warm,” she responded breathlessly. “Are you ready to claim me?”

I kissed her and said “Over and over again, my queen,” punctuating each word with a kiss.

“I can feel your cock resting on my stomach,” she whispered.

“I’m sure you can,” I agreed. “You’re about to feel it elsewhere, my queen, but gently at first.”

“Thank you, my darling king,” she murmured as she smiled up at me seductively. “I’m going to take matters in hand if you don’t…” Her eyes saucered as her hand grabbed my hard member. “Oh. My. God, Max! Okay. Here we go,” she murmured as she guided the tip of my cock to her still-wet entrance.

“Nice and easy, my queen,” I murmured as I pressed forward.

Anita groaned and her voice dropped an octave. “O-o-o-o-oh-u-u-u-uh.”

“Nice and easy, darlin’,” I repeated. “Nice and easy.” I felt her slowly open to me as my girth wedged its way inside her.

“So full,” she moaned as I penetrated her a little past glans-deep. She pressed her palms into my chest urgently. “Gimme a minute, Max.” Despite her protests, her eyes were glazed with lust, and I could feel her hips squirming and thrusting at me.

Anita closed her eyes and whimpered as her body began to quiver. She keened as I felt her spasm around me, and then her eyes flew open as she gasped nearly silently, “O-o-o-o-o-o-oh!”

As her orgasm abated, Anita pulled me down roughly into a passionate kiss, and my little monster continued to pry her open as her hips thrust up to meet me.

Anita murmured into my lips, “So much bounty, my king. I’ve never been so full. I was born to love you.”

That’s when I bumped into her cervix. Anita gave me a wicked grin and whispered, “Break me, my king. Ruin me for anyone else. Ruin me because there will never be another man. Only you. Fuck me with abandon.”

I could feel that I still had at least a couple of inches outside her channel. I knew I could hurt her if I did what she asked, yet I really wanted to lose myself inside her hot, moist depths. I started moving with a slow steady rhythm—out until my cock was barely inside followed by a sharp stab forward until I bottomed out. As I got the stroke length right, I started moving faster but still carefully watched the depth of my thrusts.

Anita grunted, “Harder, Max. I can take it.”

I stopped moving and leaned down to kiss her perplexed face before I told her, “Anita, the one time I believed that, the girl bled for three days afterward. They were afraid she’d need surgery. I care for you too much. Hurting you is the last thing I want to do.”

Anita caressed my face. “I’m sorry, Max. I want you to be able to lose yourself in me the way I’m losing myself in you.”

I thought about it for a moment. “There are a couple of positions that might work. If we do it on the ground, it’s not very intimate. But if we stand, I could wrap my arms around you and it could be very intimate.”

Anita started patting my chest rapidly in excitement. “Let’s get up.” She launched to her feet as soon as I was out of the way and leaned over the back seat. “Like this?” she asked with a sexy grin over her shoulder. She spread her legs wide and pushed her sexy round ass back at me.

I scrambled to my feet and gently pushed my little monster into her again. “This is where we start, my queen.” Once I bottomed out, I told her, “Now bring your legs together and stand up straight.

“Oh! I pushed you out!” she whispered excitedly.

“There are a few positions I’ve learned that allow me a little more freedom while still protecting my partner. Almost all of them involve you having your legs together, or you sitting on my thighs and riding me,” I explained.

I wrapped my arms around my exotically beautiful queen and began to move. It felt like I was hilted inside her despite the last couple of inches only being clasped by her thighs. I caressed her breasts and abs while I slowly built up speed. I reached around her torso to squeeze her right breast with my left hand, pulling the nipple, while my right hand dove to stimulate her clit. I kissed her silky hair and forehead as I built up speed and force.

Anita’s arms rose to reach behind her, pulling my head down for a hot kiss. Suddenly she gasped and her body locked rigidly for a moment before her legs and channel began spasming hard. The sensation of her hot pussy massaging my cock was about to send me to the moon.

“I’m going to fill you, my queen,” I murmured into her ear as she bucked on my shaft.

“Do! It!” she gasped. “I’m! Yours!”

I started thrusting harder, and despite my efforts to arrange our positions, I bottomed out repeatedly. Anita’s hands flew down to the seatback, and she tried to push herself back onto me harder.

I exploded inside of her, and Anita screamed her pleasure, arching her back to return to my arms. My body spasmed repeatedly as my heavy balls delivered load after load into her grasping channel. Once I landed back inside my brain, I pulled out of Anita and lifted her into a bridal carry. I stepped back onto the bedroll and slowly settled us onto the deck.

I crossed my legs into a seated position and held her on my lap, resting her on top of my slowly deflating cock. Anita wrapped her arms around my neck and pushed her magnificent breasts into my chest.

I noticed the aches of my battered body returning as the rush of making love to Anita slowly drained away.

“I love you, Max Morgan,” Anita murmured into my chest. She looked up at me. “I’ve been denying it for months, but it’s true. I love you.”

I rubbed my jaw in her hair as I organized my thoughts. “Before today no one had told me that since my parents died. Today, I’ve heard it from two people.” I looked down into her eyes. “I love you too, Anita. I just have problems dealing with hearing it.”

Anita said, “Eve loved you. All five of us do, too. At least as much as Eve did, if not more.”

“Jenn doesn’t,” I replied.

“Jenn does,” Anita insisted. “It’s unlikely she’ll bed you, but she loves you as a close friend or family member. Kat would marry you, as would Siobhan and I. And Tabby loves you, even if she might not commit to marriage. Her parents were divorced, so she’s rather sour on the institution.”

“How’s that supposed to work, Anita? I can’t have all of you, can I? That just seems unfair,” I tell her. “It worked in my mind when I thought I was just a living, breathing sex toy, but not if I love you.”

“Do you love Kat?” she asked.

“Yes,” I admit. “And Tabby, and Siobhan, and if I’m honest, Jenn, too. If not for a couple…let’s call them vagaries of fate, I would have already made love to Kat or Tabby.”

“You’ll get the opportunity, my king,” Anita murmured as she caressed my face. “I expect you to love my girls because I love them too. I want them to know the joy of feeling your love.” She gave me a wicked grin before adding, “And…of having you pump a gallon of cum into their pussies.”

“Hardly,” I laughed.

“Well it’s quite a lot, even if it’s not a whole gallon,” Anita teased. “You’re going to have a huge wet spot in your sleeping bag.” She smiled at me for a moment before adding, “If the opportunity presents itself, take advantage. With any of them. Siobhan will take a long time to be ready, and Jenn may never happen, but…Gabi might if you’re open to it. She wants you. I bet she’ll grow to love you quickly. Plus, she’s big enough, so she might be able to take all the glory of my king.”

“She is an attractive woman—beautiful in her own way,” I admitted.

Anita laughed quietly. “If you’d met in college, you’d probably be a married man.”

“Yeah, I’m not that lucky,” I quipped in return.

“You have the love of five women, probably six, all within arms reach.” Anita punctuated her point by stabbing me with a manicured fingertip. “And if Eve’s perspective was even half-way accurate, there are a lot more out there. How does a man get more lucky than that, Max?”

I shrugged and said, “I’ll have to think about it for a while. Eve rocked my worldview, so I need to ponder it. In the meantime, let’s get you some sleep. I gotta say, this is the most fun I’ve ever had on guard duty. If the first sergeant finds out I’ll be up on charges.”

Anita and I got up and dressed before we cleaned up the worst of the wet spot with some paper towels from the garbage bag of supplies. I rolled up the sleeping bag and stowed it in its waterproof bag while Anita pulled her poncho back over her head. I put on my outerwear and then I walked her back to the shelter in the rain, kissing her goodnight before she crawled inside.

I pulled some more firewood out from under Tabby’s tarp and put it on the fire before taking another patrol around the campsite. After that, I found a spot that let me see the meadow, campsite, and plane with a little cover from a young evergreen—hard to tell which type in the dark. I cleared the needles on the mostly-dry ground and sat down, then pulled the hood of my parka up over my hat and covered the breach of my rifle with the hem of my parka. I popped a couple more ibuprofen and settled in.

I dropped into a meditative state designed to increase awareness—listening to the sounds of the night for something that didn’t fit and watching for changes in the shadows.

The rain continued all night. I fed the fire a couple of times throughout my watch and thought about putting a bit of an overhead angle over the fire pit to reflect more heat down into the shelter, but not enough to catch the smoke.

As the horizon started to lighten and the normal dawn breeze started to blow, the rain fizzled to a drizzle. I added more fuel to the fire and woke up Siobhan. I walked a patrol while she got ready. Soon, she came out holding Jenn’s carbine.

I led her on a patrol around the campsite, teaching her to stop periodically in locations with cover and just survey the surroundings with her eyes, ears, and nose.

“Nose?” she inquired quietly.

“Yes,” I confirmed. “I was set up in a defensive position in Iraq. I smelled a blend of rancid sweat and cologne on the wind and called it in. Ten minutes later, an ISIS unit attacked. Be aware. Be cautious. Be skeptical. That’s how we keep our little group safe.”

Siobhan said, “We heard Anita scream out last night.”

I didn’t say anything in response, so she continued. “When she came back, we took turns cleaning her—even Jenn and me. You taste good.”

I was sure I was blushing. “Anita said you love me,” Siobhan added shyly.

I responded hoarsely, “I do, Siobhan. You’re special to me. You’ve been a good friend to me, plus you’re beautiful, smart, and strong. How could I not love you?”

She squatted down behind a tree, and I took a knee next to her. Siobhan said, “I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to make love to you, Max. Kat and Tabby will, probably over the next couple of days even. Gabi might if we’re here long enough despite our little family freaking her out. I just…have some issues.”

I caressed her back gently and waited for her to continue.

Siobhan added, “The whole time I was being raped, I was horrified. Not only by what they were doing, but what my body was doing in response. They knew how to pleasure a girl. I couldn’t help myself. I kept fighting and struggling, and they kept bringing me to one orgasm after the other. I hated that I couldn’t deny them my pleasure.” She paused for a moment. “I can barely keep it together with the girls. The experience with them is different enough that I can only just keep it separate in my mind. As much as I want to make love to you, I don’t think I’d be able to without freaking out.”

I put on my counselor’s hat. “Siobhan, it sounds like you can’t forgive yourself for losing control to them. It’s just biology, love. If they knew what they were doing, they might’ve been able to get many women off whether it was consensual or not.”

“Not many rape victims have orgasms, Max,” she chided me gently.

“Not many rape victims have attackers trying to make them come,” I replied.

“It’s sick,” she said disgustedly.

I wrap an arm gently around her shoulders, being careful not to make it feel like I was trying to restrain her. “No, honey. Your reaction is not sick. It’s being human. What they did to you was sick.”

Siobhan sobbed lightly. “I can’t believe it still makes me cry after all these years.”

“Siobhan, don’t worry about sex with me. Jenn might be hurt if you tried it anyway, and I love her too. I don’t want to hurt her any more than I do any of the other girls,” I told her. “If you can see your way to hugging or kissing me periodically, I’ll be happy.”

She looked up at me, and I brushed the tears off her cheek. Siobhan leaned in to brush her lips gently across mine. “A little bonus for being such a great guy.”

“You ready to resume patrol?” I asked.

“Yeah, but I gotta pee something awful,” she said with a self-deprecating smile. “Maybe we can patrol by the latrine pit?”

“Sure, hon,” I told her. She shivered lightly and stood.

Siobhan relieved herself, and then we finished a circuit of the camp. I got her set up with some venison jerky under my evergreen. I kissed her cheek, and she said, “Just use my sleeping bag rather than rolling yours out. Jenn may cuddle you, but the shared heat is very nice.”

“Thanks, love,” I told her and went back to the shelter. I fed some logs onto the fire and crawled inside to try to sleep off my aching head and body.
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Iwoke to hear Tabby ask breathily, “So what was it like to have that monster inside you?”

“I swear, he has to be ten inches around,” Anita replied conspiratorially.

“That’s like giving birth,” Siobhan gasped. “The average size of a baby’s head is twelve inches in circumference!”

“Well, I suspect the spasms I had were much more pleasurable,” Anita giggled.

I smiled lazily to myself and thought, Wow! I’ve never heard Anita giggle before.”

Gabi sounded incredulous. “I cannot believe you all talk about your sex life like this!”

“What? Didn’t I see you licking Max’s cum off Anita’s finger?” Tabby teased.

“I was half asleep,” Gabi responded petulantly, her accent suddenly heavier.

“Don’t let her bother you, Gabi.” That sounded like Kat. “I can see that you’re attracted to him. Don’t be shy about it. You’re probably the best physical match for him of anyone I’ve met. If you want him, let him know. I can see he cares about you.”

“Why do you say that?” Siobhan asked.

“You saw him hold her when she was crying,” Kat responded. “That man is huge, and his heart is even bigger.”

“Apparently not bigger than his cock,” I heard Jenn tease.

“Aren’t you supposed to be on patrol, lover?” Siobhan teased back.

“I didn’t get good instructions like you did, Bonnie,” Jenn replied in the distance.

Bonnie? I wondered.

Siobhan replied, “I thought you were only going to call me that when I was licking your pussy, slut.”

The girls all laughed. Eventually, Gabi asked, “How many of you all sleep together?”

“We all do,” Anita replied quietly enough that I could barely hear her. “Siobhan, Jenn, and Kat have all had experiences with men that have pushed them that way.”

“I don’t know,” Kat said. “For Siobhan and me, it’s more a trust issue than one of preference. We trust each other, but men—not so much. We’re probably both bi rather than lesbian. I think Jenn is just wired as a lesbian, though. I know the machismo of a houseful of Latino cops reinforced it, but when we were dating, she said she’d always been a lesbian.”

“You spilling my secrets, Kat?” Jenn asked teasingly from the direction of the latrine pit.

“None you haven’t already shared with the rest of us,” Kat said primly.

Jenn’s voice got closer. “Well, new girl, I guess you’re gonna need to let me lick your pussy as payment for hearing my secrets.”

Gabi gasped, “But I don’t have sex with women. Why do you want to have sex with me?”

“Because you’re hot,” Tabby said.

I hear a chorus of “oh yeah” from the ladies before Anita calls out, “Ladies! Don’t embarrass Gabi. We won’t push her, just like how we didn’t push Siobhan. Gabi, if you decide you’re curious, any of us would be willing to let you explore. If not, we’ll care for you and be your friends just the same.”

Tabby said, “That’s how I discovered I’m bi, Gabi. I was curious after seeing Kat, Jenn, and Anita’s interactions. I decided to try it. I’m not about to give up on getting Max into my bed, but I won’t give up eating pussy for him, either. I love these girls. I can’t help but want to make love to them. I never knew love until I joined our little family.”

I laid there and realized my headache was mostly gone, but my body still ached ferociously. Still, I figured I could function. I was about to sit up and get dressed when Gabi began speaking.

“I have only been with men,” the large Germanic woman said. “I have always had problems with finding satisfaction because of my size. My mushy is quite generously proportioned, so average men do not give me much satisfaction.”

“Mushy?” the ever-inquisitive Kat asked.

“Ist how Germans call the vagina,” Gabi answered, her accent suddenly heavy. “Zo normal men, do not do much for me. It feels nice, but orgasms are rare. Buck convinced me to try anal. That was also pleasant, and I felt more full that way. When he reached around to stimulate my clitoris, I could orgasm.” She paused, and I imagined how red her face must be right now. She murmured, “I cannot imagine a man with a ten-inch circumference. That might make sex in my mushy very enjoyable.”

Anita gushed, “I’m sure Max will be able to give you pleasure, Gabi. You just need to let him know that you care about him and desire him. He’s not into casual sex.”

Tabby mused, “I don’t know how we’ll make this work once we get rescued.”

Anita said, “Yeah, I’m worried about that, too. At my previous job, I was ‘encouraged to find opportunities elsewhere’ because I was living with a married couple. By the way, Gabi, that’s my kink. I need to have both a man and a woman to feel complete. The girls here try to help me, but I haven’t had the loving embrace of a committed couple that loves each other for years.”

She paused briefly before continuing. “Girls, Jack Reynolds has already given me grief about taking Max to the benefit in April. Jack’s been to my house, too, so he knows where I live. I’m sure he’ll notice Max’s truck in my driveway eventually. I’m lucky he hasn’t caught us on those evenings Max came over for dinner.”

“Why didn’t you make love to him before? Max, I mean,” Siobhan asked.

“I was trying to not create problems,” Anita said quietly. “When we survived the crash, I decided I wasn’t waiting another day. Life’s too fragile and too short.”

“Too true,” Siobhan replied. “I was afraid I was going to die when I was raped. Then, again, in the crash.”

“Maybe we could build a big house on Max’s farm for us all to live,” Tabby said dreamily.

I pondered that for a moment as the ladies all swooned about how lovely that sounded. I thought, Well first, I need to keep them all alive to get back home.

I decided it was time to announce my presence. I made a loud groaning yawn and stretched my arms. The conversation behind me stopped immediately as I sat up.

I slid into my pants, socks, a clean thermal shirt, and boots, then crawled out of the shelter to stand up.

“Barn door, hayseed,” Siobhan smirked as she pointed at my zipper.

I winked at her and zipped my fly as I smiled at the ladies. “Good…afternoon?” I said in greeting.

“The sun’s not quite overhead, Max,” Kat replied. “I think you just barely made it for morning. Jenn and I caught a couple of fish this morning, so we’re having brunch; want some?” It didn’t look like there was much left.

“No thanks,” I replied. “Save the foil, Kat. We can use it for other fish.”

“I noticed you brought a whole roll,” Kat said. “What happened to packing efficiently and sparingly, Mr. Survival Teacher?”

Kat stood, and I noticed that she was wearing a leather skirt with a hemline about three inches above her knees, near-knee-length hiking boots, and a warm sweater. The rest of the girls were wearing the outdoor clothes I had recommended. Gabi had on her jeans and flannel shirt, along with her uniform sweater. Buck’s jacket was hanging from a tree branch nearby. It only took a moment before my eyes were drawn back to Kat standing by the fire.

“I did go overboard on this trip,” I confessed sheepishly as I tore my eyes from Kat’s bare thighs peeking out below her skirt. “I just wanted to have everything we might need to take care of you all. I forgot to fold some additional foil into my pack. I knew I didn’t have enough to cook for all of you, so I grabbed a roll out of the pantry on the way out the door.”

“We all brought some like you told us, Max,” Tabby said.

“I might be feeling a little overly protective, Tabby,” I admitted.

“Aw,” the girls all teased. Gabi smiled at me while I took my teasing like a man.

“I need to roll up Siobhan’s sleeping bag,” I said to change the topic. “Thank you for letting me sleep on it, Siobhan.”

Jenn walked up and said, “I slept really well cuddled up against you, Maxwell. You may not be getting any of this…” she struck a pose to highlight her hot body and continued, “but I will cuddle up to you any time.”

“You’re always welcome, Jenn,” I told her with a gentle smile.

That, of course, generated another round of “Awws” and laughter at my flustered expression.

Anita got up to wrap me up in a hug and give me a wet, passionate kiss. I squeezed her firm ass as we played tongue tag and the girls all hooted.

“Good morning, my king,” she purred, which evoked more “oohs” from the girls.

“Good morning, my queen,” I replied with a smirk for our audience. “Out of the airplane and into the public eye?”

“I refuse to be ashamed of being with you, Max. Jack Reynolds can go fuck himself,” she growled.

“That’s right,” Jenn called as she took off for another patrol circuit.

Kat reported, “We boiled a couple gallons of water, fished, and bathed.” She teased, “I’m sorry you missed the bathing part.”

“Me, too,” I agreed. “We probably need to keep the water boiling operation going constantly. Ideally, we should each drink a gallon a day. We need to keep gathering firewood, too. I think I’m going to take a tour around the meadow to get a better feel for our environment, and try to catch a deer closer to sundown. With any luck, that will hold us until we’re rescued. Any luck getting a cell signal?”

“Nothing,” Anita said disgustedly. “All the carriers claim to have the best network coverage in the country and none of us can get a signal. I even tried yours.”

“Okay, keep trying,” I encouraged her. “If this persists for more than a couple of days, I may take all the phones across the river and up that ridge.” I pointed to the mountain ridge across the little river below our camp site. “If we’re in a hole, maybe I could get radio line-of-sight from there.”

Kat asked, “How long will that take?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I’d rather wade across than swim, so I’d need to find a ford, if there is one. After that, I’d need to make my way up that slope. It’s hard to tell without a map, but it could take most of a day to get there, and I’d probably have to overnight on the return. I think I can make my way up without running into a difficult technical climb.”

“Can we wait for a few days for that, Max?” Anita asked worriedly.

“Of course,” I agreed readily. “I’d rather stay close to protect all of you. However, if we decide it needs doing, I’m probably the best one of us to do that.”

“True,” Kat agreed. “But, as you may recall, I do free climbing, which could be useful.”

“I grew up hiking in the mountains, Max,” Gabi said. “If you go, I could go with you.” She looked at Kat. “It’s different than free climbing. Less upper body, and more legs and buttocks.”

“Good point, Gabi,” I responded, and Kat nodded. “You’re on the team to do that. We need to keep moving around in pairs. We haven’t been doing that for the watches, but we probably should. Regardless, when we’re hunting, fishing, collecting wood, foraging, etcetera, we need to stay in pairs, and at least one person in each pair needs to be armed.”

“Agreed,” everyone chorused back.

“Should we expand our shelter?” Jenn’s voice called out as she circled back around. “This is going to get cramped really quickly.”

“I think if we don’t get contact from rescuers today, then we probably should do that tomorrow,” I agreed. “The tarps are handy for emergency shelter, but they’re not ideal for long-term solutions. We should be able to put up a larger lean-to style shelter in a full day. As we’re all out hunting and gathering wood, keep an eye out for tall, straight tree trunks that are about four to eight inches in diameter. Fallen trees of that size are also useful. We can decide if an expedition is necessary after that.”

“I’m going hunting with you, Max,” Kat stated, brooking no argument.

“Just make sure you bring back some food, slut,” Siobhan teased.

“One deer, coming up, my dear,” Kat smirked. Everyone groaned at the pun.

I told Kat, “Bring your bow and a firearm.”

“Maybe the .22 pistol thing,” Kat said. “I’m pretty sure I can hit small game with it.”

“Okay,” I agreed. “I’ll carry the Shockwave with birdshot and my bow. With a decent shot, I should be able to drop a deer at least out to fifty yards, but we should be able to stalk much closer than that if we’re careful.”

“Why the Shockwave?” Tabby asked.

“In case we see any more of those black birds you talked about,” I teased her. “The spread of the shot will be better from the Shockwave than my pistol.”

“You said that birdshot isn’t great for defense,” Siobhan said. “Please take some defense ammo, too, Max.”

“I will, Siobhan,” I agreed readily. “I’ll put the .45 Colt bullets in my revolver. Plus, I’ll take ten rounds of triple-aught buckshot, ten of number four buckshot, and five slug loads in addition to the ten birdshot.”

“When do we leave?” Kat asked excitedly.

“Calm down, slut,” Tabby teased her. “You’ll have him to yourself shortly.” The other girls piled onto the jesting, but I couldn’t catch everything they said.

“Not embarrassed,” Kat said primly. “I’m happy to own what I am.”

Everyone laughed, and Anita said, “And we wouldn’t want you any other way.”

“Boss, if you keep sweet talking like that, I’m going to have to drag both you and Max into my bed,” Kat teased.

“Be careful, Kat, I don’t think there’s any doubt Anita would go for that,” I replied amidst more giggles. After the laughter died down, I said, “I’ll get a load of firewood, and then we can go.”

“I’ll go with you,” Tabby said quickly.

“Sure,” I agreed.

Tabby and I swept north of the camp past the latrine and along the ridge above where it dropped down to the river. We gathered multiple armloads of wood and deposited them under Tabby’s tarp. We finished by dragging a deadfall log near the campsite on the other side of the reflector.

Siobhan was tending my stovetop espresso pot as we finished. The Black Irish beauty stood and gave me a dazzling smile as she poured an espresso into her canteen cup and handed it to me. “I hope you don’t mind, Max,” she said. “I thought you might like a little treat, so I dug out your coffee pot. I needed one, too.”

I sipped the strong beverage and smiled. “You’re a lifesaver, Siobhan.” Kat and Gabi talked quietly as they climbed up the slope with two more buckets of water. I finished my coffee, loaded up my parka with ammo for the short shotgun, and hung my arrow quiver over my back. Kat put her bow together and strung it. I finished shortly after she did.

I asked Kat, “Are you ready?”

“Almost, my king,” Kat said flirtatiously. “Kiss the girls goodbye while I get my pistol and rain jacket.”

I kissed Siobhan and Tabby. I cocked an eyebrow at Gabi, and she came in for a hug and offered her cheek. I dutifully kissed it and squeezed her waist affectionately. She seemed flustered. Wow, I thought. This is a lot of woman!”

Jenn and Anita trotted up, and Anita launched into my arms and kissed me passionately. Jenn leaned in and gave me a quick peck on the cheek as I hugged Anita to my chest. I winked at Jenn and told Anita, “Time for me to go, my queen.”

“Be safe, my king,” she responded with a bright smile. “And take care of our Mistress of the Hunt.”

“Mistress of the Hunt?” I asked before nodding. “I can see that for Kat. You should come up with more titles, my queen.”

Anita giggled. “I’ll work on that, my king.” I kissed her again and turned to take off on our trek.

Kat and I started our journey at the edge of the meadow, staying inside the tree line. We were on a gentle uphill slope so we continued north. The treeline curved slightly east for a bit before it curved back toward the west to make an oblong meadow. The grasses and herbs didn’t look familiar to me, other than the ubiquitous dandelion. As we reached the northern curve of the meadow about an hour later, we discovered several crabapple trees at the edge of the forest. I don’t recall the crabapple trees having thorns like these, but I bit into one to confirm—very tart apple flavor. Those were crabapples, all right. We took note in case we wanted to fry some apples later.

About thirty minutes later, as we started south along the western edge of the meadow, I spotted eight large black birds pecking at red berries on the ground.

Kat gasped quietly, but thankfully, the birds didn’t pause their foraging for more than a few seconds. I held a finger to my lips and pulled out two arrows with bodkin heads. She nodded when I pointed to a large bird on the fringe of the flock. I leaned in and murmured, “Aim for the base of the neck and release on three. Work in from the left, and I’ll work in from the right.” She nodded again and pulled a broadhead arrow.

Slowly, we both drew our bows. I murmured, “One, two, three,” and we released. I immediately drew back another arrow and fired at one of the gray and black birds. It was pinned to the earth by my arrow through the back of its neck, but it kept on flapping. The first one laid on the ground with an arrow through its head. I pulled the shotgun, clicked off the safety, and aimed. The report shattered the quiet, and I got one more in the air. I put the safety back on and let it hang from its lanyard.

I led Kat to collect our bounty. “Wow!” I exclaimed as I looked at her work. She had gotten the first one exactly where I had been aiming on mine, and a second one through nearly the same spot. The difference on the second was that the arrow continued through the first bird and pinned another through its thigh. I grabbed the struggling bird by the head, pulled it off the arrow, and twirled the bird in the air until its neck snapped.

Kat gasped, and I thought she was upset about my finishing technique. I turned to find her pointing along the edge of the forest. A red fox was dragging my last kill away. I drew a broadhead from my quiver, drew the bow while leading the fox in my sights, and released. The arrow hit the quick little thief through its thighs, pinning it to the ground. It yowled piteously.

I ran up to the injured fox, and it growled at me as it tried to run away. As I approached, it tried to bite me, but I managed to kick it in the head before pinning its head under my boot. I pulled out my heavy, thirteen-inch long El Chete blade. “Sorry, Renard,” I said to the fox as I knelt. “You’re stealing my family’s dinner. I guess you’ll have to go into the stewpot, too.” I decapitated him with the heavy blade. I carried the headless fox and the large game bird back to where Kat was pulling on her arrows.

I told her, “You’ll damage the meat less if you just screw the heads off the arrows. Less likely to break an arrow, too.”

“Thanks, Max,” she muttered with a look of concentration.

I put my advice to practice. I told my svelte fellow hunter, “Two birds with one arrow is amazing, Kat.”

“I thought I could do it as I was pulling the second arrow,” she said. “I’m glad it worked out.”

I replied, “I should be happy with the headshot on the bird, which is nearly impossible to do. Unfortunately, I was aiming at the base of the neck where I told you to shoot.” I shrugged and recovered my arrows and arrowheads.

She said, “I imagine there was a fair amount of luck getting five birds with arrows. I would have been happy with one or two.”

“True,” I acknowledged as I put the points back on the shafts. “I was planning on using the shotgun for birds, and the arrows for deer. With them on the ground, I was hopeful we could pull off what we did.”

“This is a lot of food,” Kat observed.

I sighed, “It’s not as much as it looks. There are seven of us, and we need to eat at least twice each day. We’ll need to find some edible plants, too.”

“Like what?” Kat asked.

“I don’t recognize a lot of the plants here, but these look like cranberries to me,” I said as I pointed at the red berries. I picked one up and bit into it. “Yep. Strange to see them outside a bog, it’s definitely cranberry. You saw the crabapples, and we passed a rose bush on our path. Crabapples tend to be sour, but they should sweeten a bit if we fry them. Rose hips were on the rose bushes, and those are edible, too.”

I showed Kat how to field dress the birds. I told her, “They’re easier to pluck now than they will be later. Pluck the belly clean from neck to butthole. I’ll gut them.”

We worked silently and quickly. Kat tried gutting the last bird while I field dressed the fox.

Once they were all field dressed, I pulled a three-foot length of paracord and started tying all the legs of the birds and the fox.

I stood and walked to an oak tree deeper in the forest, then jumped up to snag a branch about eleven feet in the air and pulled myself up to straddle it. My sore body complained, but it was manageable. Kat handed me the bundle of our kills and I tied the paracord into a double half-hitch and let the bundle hang.

As we resumed our patrol, Kat asked me to explain more about the food we could forage.

I told her, “Rose hips are tart, but I’ve never seen them grow wild. You can make tea from them or eat the fruit. It’s the season for elderberries, which kinda look like dark blue, small grapes on reddish vines. Hawthorn berries too, which are red and look kinda like smaller cranberries.”

I continued after taking a quick drink from my canteen. “All of them should be cooked to avoid stomach ailments, but we can use them all to add calories to our diet. Dandelion has a variety of uses—for salad, tea, dried roots—so we should harvest a bunch of those. Acorns should be dropping soon if they haven’t already. They’re a pain in the ass to process in rough conditions like this, but they’re plentiful and a good food source. Black walnuts should be dropping, too. And then there are cattails along the river where we’re getting our water. Those are good for food and a lot more. My first winter out of the army, I ate a lot of pancakes made from the starchy roots of cattails. In the spring, you can eat the shoots like asparagus. The seed pods can be used for a fire starter or insulation for clothing, and the leaves and reeds can be used for baskets and other things.”

“Aren’t you just a font of knowledge,” Kat teased.

I scoped out her lithe body in the short leather kilt and nearly forgot about hunting and foraging.

“I guess I could just eat you,” I mused. “I don’t recall that little leather skirt being on the packing list.”

“I decided I needed a garment that was a little more airy,” she replied haughtily with her nose in the air. “You don’t like it?”

“I like it just fine,” I sighed. “Sadly, I keep watching your hot little body rather than looking for game and food plants.”

“We can survive on black chickens,” she purred at me and stalked forward. “By the way, I’m going commando under my kilt.”

I chuckled darkly. “I do believe that is the convention for that type of garment. Don’t feel obligated to show me.”

“We won’t get any hunting done if I show you, my king,” she teased. “I might be okay with that if that means I finally get to make love to you, Max.”

“Well, Kat,” I sigh as she presses her lithe body against me. I wrap my left arm around her narrow waist and add, “I’m in favor, but we have to take care of our family at the campsite first, don’t you think?”

“Probably,” she said, looking up at me. “Kiss me, Max. Let me know that you want me.”

I kissed her gently, but the passion ramped up quickly. My hand slid down her back of its own volition to reach under her skirt and gently squeeze her tiny, naked butt.

We broke the kiss and stared at each other for a moment. Kat said, “I love you, Max. None of that agape, friendly love crap, but deep, abiding, lust-filled, loving-partner-for-a-lifetime, have-your-children kind of love. I love you. I don’t want you to ever forget that.”

I stared into her eyes, noting the joy in them at declaring her devotion to me.

I replied solemnly, “I know Kat. I want you to know that I love you, too—exactly the same way. I want you to grow old beside me, raise our children with me, tease me, challenge me, and make love to me until I no longer draw breath.”

We went back to staring at each other for a moment before she said happily, “You’re making progress, Max.”

“Probably a direct result of all your needling me to talk,” I replied with a gentle smirk.

“Probably,” she agreed with a sharp nod and a quick kiss. “Let’s go, great white hunter! Deer for our dears.”

I groaned as we resumed the trail around the meadow. “That pun is going to wear thin quickly, darlin’,” I told her.
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We made our way slowly south, just inside the treeline, watching for tracks or spoor that might indicate deer. Along the way, I point out some other edible plants.

“That looks like collard,” I whispered excitedly when we were almost due west of our campsite.

Later I said, “Look! That’s kale. It almost looks cultivated.”

Kat added, “Is that broccoli?”

“Uh, yeah,” I replied eloquently. “This almost looks like a garden from the previous year that went to seed and grew back as volunteers this year.” I stopped and looked around for signs of a dwelling, but there was nothing. “Let’s harvest a couple of broccoli heads and a couple of kale plants. If we leave some, maybe the owner will know we’re out here and call the authorities. That could speed the rescue process along,” I added, feeling optimistic.

“Fine by me,” Kat said. “You want to harvest, and I’ll stand guard?”

“Sure,” I agreed. I pulled out El Chete and cut the leaves from three of the kale plants and two large heads of broccoli. I didn’t have a good place to carry them, so I stuffed the kale leaves in my cargo pockets and put the two broccoli heads in my pack.

“You ready, Miss Bare Butt?” I asked in the most adult manner possible. We both laughed as we returned to our patrol.

“I love you,” she whispered happily.

“Love you, too,” I replied with a silly grin.

The wind started to pick up, coming from the northeast. Given that the campsite was east of us, I guessed we’d need to walk for about another half-mile or mile before any deer wouldn’t get spooked by the smoke and smell of people.

The sun was low in the sky, and we were nearly a mile south of where I had hung the birds. We were nearing the southwest corner of the meadow when we spotted five deer grazing at the edge of the forest, working their way east. We were easily two hundred feet from them, which would be a long but manageable arrow shot. I preferred to get closer. I pulled two broadheads from my quiver and circled deeper into the forest.

Four of the deer—a larger buck with a four-point rack, two does, and a fawn that was nearly an adult—were farther out in the grass, but a young two-point buck was back closer to the woods.

I motioned for Kat to stay in place and moved as quietly as possible to get in position for a heart shot. When I got the angle I wanted, I estimated my distance to be about seventy-five feet from the young buck. I laid one arrow, point forward, next to my right knee, which I was kneeling on. Slowly, I drew the bow and sighted on my target. I took in a big breath, let it out, and released the arrow. The deer jumped into the air, landed, and bolted toward the others. After two bounds, the buck collapsed as the other four deer dashed off across the meadow.

I knelt beside the deer and cut its throat as it struggled through its final breaths.

I told Kat, “This little boy is smaller than I thought. I need to field dress him here, carry him back to our birds, retrieve them, and then walk across the meadow—preferably before it gets completely dark.”

“Can you do that?” Kat asked. “Carry him?”

I grabbed his antlers and lifted. “Easily,” I said with a definitive nod of my head. “I thought he was bigger and farther away. This little fella’s only a little over two feet at the shoulders. His size made me think I was about seventy-five feet from him, but I was a lot closer so I aimed higher than I should have at this distance. I’m guessing I hit the aorta; I got lucky. The broadhead is sticking out the other side of its chest. He’s only about eighty pounds total. Regardless, I’ll field dress him, and that will leave about fifty to sixty pounds of meat. We’ll leave him hanging from a tree until tomorrow evening before we part him out and cook him.”

“Won’t it spoil?” Kat asked.

“It depends on how hot it gets,” I admit. “If it’s like today, we’ll be okay for a couple of days of hanging. The collagen in the meat will start to break down and make it easier to chew. Regardless, we need to get moving if we want to make it home before dark.”

“How long does it take to butcher it?” she asked.

“I can field dress him in about ten minutes since he’s so small,” I tell her. “I’ve heard guys claim they can dress a mule deer in five minutes, but I’ve never pulled that off. Fifteen minutes is my average for a full-sized deer or smaller elk.”

“Okay,” Kat responded. “Tell me what to do.”

“Stand by and guard for now,” I told her as I turned my attention to the small buck.

First, I unscrewed the broadhead before I pulled out the shaft. I was happy to save the shaft because I didn’t have many with me. Then, it was time to start field dressing.

I made a deep incision just under the tail and cut deep around the anus in a circle, cutting deeper around and around until all the membranes were cut. Next, I braced the buck’s legs with my knees as I made my first incision and cut out his genitals. I discarded them and continued to cut up his abdomen to the breastbone. I stepped up to stand over his chest to get more leverage, started cutting through his ribs on his left-hand side, and split the rest of the skin to the neck. Next, I needed to cut the diaphragm out, which was almost as tough as cutting the ribs. After, I cut the windpipe at the base of the neck, I used the windpipe to pull all the entrails out onto the grass.

I flipped him over to finish bleeding him out. While he bled, I harvested the heart and liver from the pile of entrails.

I laid them in a piece of foil from my pack before I took a bite from the heart. I held it out to Kat. “Want a bite, Kat?”

“It’s not cooked,” she observed with concern.

“It’s still warm,” I tell her. “It’s tradition on your first kill. Plus, this is our first kill as a couple,” I said with a bloody grin.

“I’ll wait until I kill my first deer,” she said. “That’s a bloody mess; maybe you should drag it instead of carrying it.”

I looked down at the blood pooling out of the carcass. “You have a point,” I told her. “Can you cut a three-foot-long branch, two to three inches thick?”

“Sure,” she said. “I have my folding saw. I’ll be right back.”

I flipped the deer back over and tied a four-foot length of rope around his antlers. I put the heart and liver in the foil and stuffed the package into my pack. I cut off the bottom of the stomach and harvested the small intestine. I planned to use the stomach as a funnel to rinse out the intestines. They would eventually become more twine, so we wouldn’t burn through our paracord so quickly. I unstrung my bow and broke it down before returning it to my pack. I put the stomach and intestines inside the carcass, leaving the ends hanging out of the back of the carcass to leak onto the grass so they wouldn’t taint the meat. Finally, I shouldered my pack as Kat returned.

I wrapped the rope ends around the stick and tied them together.

Kat smiled at me, and I responded, “Ready. Let’s haul ass.”

I started marching back north along the treeline as fast as I could, staying in the meadow this time. My long legs ate up the distance quickly and Kat jogged along with me, so we still had a little light left when we got back to the bird and fox carcasses.

We tied our earlier kills to the stick and headed east, aiming for our campsite. We ended up scaring up some more of the big, black birds, a pheasant, and some quail as we marched through the grass. Off in the distance, I saw a magnificent stag watching us in the early twilight. I told Kat, “That’s more like what I was looking for. That’s a big boy.”

She said, “He’s a long way off and still looks huge. It’s like we have his midget cousin. Do they have midget deer in the Rockies?”

“No,” I admitted. “But the more I look at the terrain, the less convinced I am that we’re still in the Rockies.”

The sun had nearly set by the time I could see the campfire. “Hello in the camp! Coming in from the meadow!”

Siobhan called out, “They’re back!” as she raised my rifle to point up in the air.

I heard the rest of the ladies respond excitedly.

I dragged the deer through the camp and down the embankment on the far side. I found a tree to hang the carcasses from near the spot Siobhan had designated as our abattoir. I lifted Tabby up, and she climbed onto a strong branch and wrapped the end of the rope for the deer around it. I handed her the fox and four of the birds, and she tied them next to the deer. When we were done, I pulled out my griddle, sliced the heart and liver into thin slices, and put them on to grill before we started skinning the birds.

“What are these?” Anita asked.

“My best guess is some kind of grouse,” I replied. “They’re pretty good-sized. We should be able to eat off them for a while, but I probably should build a quick smoker so we don't waste any meat. That’s the tiniest deer I’ve ever seen, but I saw a more normal-sized one on the way home. If we start running out of meat, I’ll see if I can’t get a mule deer or whitetail.”

Gabi had a quizzical expression on her face but kept her thoughts to herself.

Kat said excitedly as we pulled feathers roughly from the birds, “Max pointed out a bunch of edible plants. We harvested some broccoli and kale!”

“You raided someone’s garden?” Jenn gasped incredulously.

“It looked like an abandoned or volunteer garden,” I said. “None of the plants looked like they had been harvested over the summer.”

“Why did you skin the birds rather than pluck them?” Tabby asked quietly.

I told her, “When we butchered chicken or ducks on the farm, we would dip them in a big cauldron of boiling water first. It makes the feathers easier to pull, but we don’t have one of those. Otherwise, the best time to pull the feathers is right after you kill them. These have been bleeding out for a few hours, so it’s easier to just skin them now.”

“Did you see any wild onion or garlic?” Anita asked as patrolled by.

“No, my queen,” I said. “I can recognize those if we find them, but I didn’t see any. I did see crabapple, rosehips, elderberry, and hawthorn berries. There are still quite a few dandelions in bloom, which can be used for a variety of things. We should harvest a bunch of those.”

Kat said, “You had mentioned cattails and acorns, too, Max.”

“Acorns are dangerous,” Jenn said. I was surprised she knew that.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “If you eat them raw, but they are a good food source. You just have to process the tannins out of them by rinsing and boiling them a few times. We can gather some, and I’ll show you how to do it.”

“Or we could just get rescued and skip that shit,” Tabby said petulantly.

The rest of us, even Gabi, laughed as I agreed, “That would be all right, too.”

Tabby added with a pout, “I’m not kidding. I’ve had enough of this survival stuff. I want to go home, have a hot bath, and crawl onto a big, soft bed and fall asleep on Max's shoulder with you all piled around us. We’ve built our team; let’s go home.”

Anita responded after a quiet moment. “I’m sorry, Tabby. I know this wasn’t something you were excited about. The plan was definitely not to have such a realistic survival experience.”

I finished prepping the birds and asked, “Do we still have the sticks from the squirrels, Kat?”

Jenn said, “We gathered a bunch of green branches today to use as skewers. They’re all right behind the reflector.”

Siobhan mused, “Too bad we didn’t bring marshmallows.”

“S’mores!” Tabby groaned. “We used to make s’mores in our fall shire gatherings in SCA.”

Kat teased, “By the way, that doesn’t stand for Sexual Compulsives Anonymous.”

Tabby snickered, “It might, in my case.”

“What does it stand for?” Gabi asked.

“The Society for Creative Anachronism,” Tabby explained. “It’s a historical re-enactment society that focuses on learning pre-seventeenth century crafts and skills. The focus is mostly European; although, I met a guy whose character was an Indian Raj.”

“Character?” Gabi asked.

Jenn teased, “Be careful, Gabi. She’ll go on for hours if you encourage her.”

Tabby sniffed indignantly as the other ladies from work laughed. It was funny, but it was also true.

Tabby said, “I’m Lady Tabitha of the Outlands kingdom and a traveling minstrel.” She stood and curtsied.

Siobhan said, “Like a bard in Dungeons and Dragons. She likes to fight, too.”

“Dungeons and Dragons?” Gabi asked. “The game? I played that when I was young; although, we played Das Schwarze Auge and Midgard more. They were German role-playing games.”

As we chatted, we propped one of the birds open with short sticks and speared it with a longer one, then leaned that over the coals. I cut the other bird into quarters, seasoned the meat with a tiny bit of my small supply of salt and pepper, and wrapped it in foil before placing it directly in the coals. Kat broke the broccoli down into florets and wrapped it in foil. She tossed that on the coals as well, and I used an entrenching tool to shovel coals on top of the two foil packets. By then, the heart and liver slices were hot.

Anita joined us to eat, and everyone broke out their mess kits—compact metal plates that clips closed to hold the metal utensils inside. I gave Gabi my plate and utensils, using the cover for my plate and a couple of sticks for chopsticks.

We started the meal with the grilled slices of deer meat. The heart was more popular than the liver, but I encouraged the ladies to eat it.

I told them, “Liver is a good source of vitamins, and we can’t afford to waste food.”

Tabby made a face, but everyone ate some with only minor grumbling. We all enjoyed it more when we brought out the broccoli. It was hot but still quite crisp, and the light seasoning was a welcome change. I told the ladies, “They’d better rescue us quickly. I’ve only got enough salt and pepper for a few weeks at most.”

“They had better,” Tabby growled.

“The sooner the better,” Anita agreed. “Where did you learn to eat with chopsticks, Max?” she inquired. “You don’t strike me as someone that would bother.”

“My first platoon sergeant was Korean. He invited me to his house regularly my first year in the unit. I learned there,” I explained. “His wife was a good cook. She used to love feeding me, and he would growl about how much I ate while smiling the whole time. Their kids were cute as hell. He got transfer orders toward the end of my first year, but I really like Korean food. It’s a shame I never learned how to cook it.”

We finished the deer parts about the time the foil of grouse meat started to puff a bit. We kept it in the coals for another fifteen minutes before pulling it out for our second course, along with the remains of the broccoli and the last of Tabby’s savory snacks. She kept some sweets for herself, but I didn’t blame her.

After dinner, we cleaned our kits in a bucket of hot water. I took the buckets, soap, my towel and washrag, a clean pair of underwear, socks, and a thermal shirt and went down the slope to clean up. Kat joined me just as I set two full buckets of water on a dry patch of rock.

I pulled off my shirt and used it to stand on after I stepped out of my boots and kicked off my pants. I ensured my pistol was close to hand and started scrubbing, trying to ignore Kat.

Kat laid her jacket out and then stripped off her sweater and T-shirt before she dropped her kilt and stepped out of her boots. Washing quickly in the chilly air with cold river water helped me focus on getting clean rather than Kat’s sexy, nude form.

Kat asked, “Will you wash my back, Max?”

“Sure,” I said. My little monster raised his head, but fortunately, he didn’t fully stand proud.

As I started soaping Kat’s back, she spoke over her shoulder. “I’m sorry we didn’t get to make love when we were out, Max.”

“No problem, Kat,” I told her. “We needed to get food. I’m certain we’ll have time together soon.” As my hands washed her nude body, I hoped for sooner rather than later. I shook my head to focus, bringing a mild headache back. “There’s just a lot to do to ensure that we’re all safe and fed,” I told her. “Not getting cell reception has me worried. There aren’t many places on earth that don’t have at least some coverage, but the lack of a GPS signal is the truly troubling part. I suppose magnetic interference could prevent it from getting through, but I don’t see anything around us to cause that.”

“We’ll figure it out, Max,” Kat said optimistically. “How long can our current shelter last?”

“Honestly, it should be fine for several days unless we get some kind of freak storm,” I told her. “It’s just cramped. Maybe I’ll take Gabi for that expedition to higher ground tomorrow. I hate to jerk you all around, but as testy as Tabby’s getting, it’s probably better to get rescuers here sooner rather than later.”

“We’ll manage while you’re gone. With Siobhan and me watching out for everyone, I’m sure we’ll all be safe until your return,” she assured me. “Let me wash your back too, Max.”

I handed her my washcloth and turned. She scrubbed me down with soap first, and I felt fresher as that last bit of sweat was wiped away with the rinse. My little monster did rise significantly from the touch of her cool hands on my flesh.

When she finished my back, Kat reached around to heft my heavy penis in her slim hand. Suddenly, the little monster was completely erect. Kat maneuvered around to squat in front of me. She purred, “My! You are a big boy!” She rubbed the head of my cock across her face before licking the slit at the end.

Kat continued to lick me until a pearl of precum emerged. She licked up her treat and then opened her mouth to suck my helmeted warrior into her mouth. With the low light, I could barely see her distended mouth around my member as she sucked gently and laved the underside with her tongue while fondling my balls. It felt awesome, but I was nowhere close to an orgasm.

Kat slid my cock out of her mouth with a pop, stood, and wrapped her arms around me. I tilted her chin up and leaned down to kiss her. After our lips parted, Kat squeezed me tight and rested her head on my chest.

“We should get dressed,” I murmured. “I’ve got the second watch, so I really should try to get some sleep.”

Kat looked up at me with a gentle smile. She said, “Don’t give up on me, Max. I love you, and want to make love to you.”

“I know, Kat. I want you, too,” I assured her.

“Besides,” she added with a grin. “If Gabi can’t take all of you inside her, I’m probably the only woman you know that can. You need a woman that can give that to you.”

I laughed as we broke apart to grab our clothes. I joked, “A tiny little thing like you can take all of my little monster? How is that even possible?”

“Genetics,” she answered with a cryptic smile.

I pulled on a clean pair of underwear and my cargo pants before washing my feet and pulling on fresh socks and boots. I noticed Kat watching me in the low light of the rising gibbous moon as I stood and pulled on a fresh shirt.

I washed my soiled clothing in the bucket with soapy water before rinsing them in the other bucket.

Kat followed my example, washing her own shirt. She teased as she scrubbed her garment, “This is very domestic, Max. I hadn’t considered that your survival training included field laundry.”

“I learned that in Iraq,” I told her. “There was laundry service, but we had only a limited number of garments in our packs. I learned to wash my stuff in between laundry pickups since they were somewhat irregular, depending on what happened during our mission. If we can get these hanging over the fire, they’ll smell smokey, but they’ll be ready to wear by tomorrow night.”

I tossed the contents of the buckets onto a couple of tree branches to the north of us, and then filled them with water to refresh Operation Maintain Boiling Drinking Water.

“So you think you’ll leave in the morning?” Kat asked.

“Yeah,” I acknowledged. “Tabby’s supposed to wake me for watch early in the morning, so once everyone is up, I’ll pack a light pack and head out.”

“Make sure you take enough for Gabi, too,” Kat reminded me. “She doesn’t have a pack.”

“Well, if I take my bedroll, poncho, and sweaters, I should have stuff to share with her and leave a little room for some of her things in my pack,” I surmised.

In the moonlight, we climbed up the path that angled up the hill and returned to camp. When we reached the huddle around the campfire, I told the ladies that Gabi and I would take our trek tomorrow after breakfast. There was a little grumbling about it, but everyone supported the idea of getting rescued sooner.

“How often should I turn the bird?” Tabby asked as everyone else started getting ready for bed.

I told her, “Every fifteen to twenty minutes. Keep it over the coals, and keep adding a little wood to the fire throughout your shift. The idea is to cook it slowly over low heat.”

Tabby prepared to take a patrol for the first night watch. She came up and kissed me. “Get some sleep, Max. I’m going to wake you sooner than you’re gonna like,” the petite ginger said.

I caressed her face and told her, “I’ll manage, Tabby. Wake me earlier if there’s a problem.”

She asked, “May I borrow your watch? Anita offered hers, but it’s too hard to read in the dark. No one else has one.”

“Sure,” I agreed readily as I recalled the dainty little watch that Anita had on her wrist. “Hold out your arm.” I took the simple band from my wrist and buckled it onto hers. It was loose but secure. “The charge in the Day-Glo should last long enough to wake me at least.”

“Thank you,” Tabby responded shyly.

I kissed her lightly and left for bed. I stripped down to my underwear and crawled into my sleeping bag, keeping my socks and clothes down in the bottom of the sleeping bag so they would be warm when the time came to don them. I put my rifle on the mat next to my sleeping bag. I saw six sets of eyes watching me when I slid into the insulated bag.

“Goodnight, ladies,” I bid them.

Kat and Anita immediately joined me in the shelter—each putting their sleeping bag on either side of mine. They laid their bedding close enough to lean their heads on each of my shoulders before crawling into their sleeping bags. Kat was naked, and Anita was in a T-shirt and panty. We kissed warmly for a couple of minutes, squeezing and caressing each other before I laid my head back and fell asleep.
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“Max! Wake up!” I wasn’t certain if it was the urgently whispered words or the shaking of my foot that did the trick.

Either way, I woke up to find Kat laying on top of me with my left arm around her. I guess she didn’t like sleeping on my rifle. Anita was burrowed close inside my sleeping bag rather than her own, tucked under my arm. I gently rolled Kat off of me and laid her on top of her sleeping bag. I turned to find Anita had awoken and was sitting up partially. She smiled groggily at me and gave me a wet kiss before scooting back into her own sleeping bag.

I dressed quickly and rolled up my sleeping bag and mat. I thought about letting Tabby use it, but figured she’d sleep after her shift, which was when I would need to leave. I needed to take it with me.

I got myself put together, and grabbed my rifle. A light drizzle was falling, but not nearly enough to challenge my Gore-Tex outerwear.

I put some more wood on the fire and turned the grouse before sitting on a log by the flames, next to Tabby.

“Anything happen?” I asked.

“We had animals around the camp,” she said. “None came into the light of the fire, but I could hear something padding around in the dark; it sounded like dogs. There were yips and growls over by the abattoir, too. They eventually went away.”

“You should have woken me,” I told her. “Wolves and coyotes can be dangerous.”

“I figured the shooting would wake you if it came to that,” Tabby said quietly.

“Yeah, well, remember that wolves hunt in packs. They’re likely to send someone around to sneak behind you,” I explained. Her eyes opened to the size of saucers. I told her, “Be careful, Tabby. You’re important to me. The other ladies would be upset if something happened to you, too.”

“I will, Max,” she agreed readily. “I just didn’t know that—about the wolves, I mean.”

“We want to discourage them from coming back,” I told her. “Let’s go check. Do you have your flashlight?”

“Yes,” she said. “I went and checked after I thought they left. It looks like they chewed the bottoms of the deer legs, but they couldn’t reach the fox or the birds.”

“You must have done a good job tying them up there,” I told her. “Wolves have been known to rip down hanging meat.”

She smiled in the firelight, and I wrapped an arm around her for a hug.

After a few companionable minutes, Tabby said, “I had better get ready for bed.”

“Yep, sleep while you can,” I tell her.

“Kiss me goodbye before you leave. Please, Max,” she implored.

“Of course, Tabby,” I responded instantly. “As a matter of fact, I should kiss you goodnight right now, don’t you think?”

“Yes please,” she whispered as she looked at me, her eyes shining. She set the 9mm carbine next to my rifle, resting on our log seat, and stood. She straddled my lap and kissed me sweetly. I pulled her closer, and she wrapped her legs around my back as our kiss heated.

When our lips parted, she asked, “Are you going to claim all of us, Max?”

“Probably not Jenn and Siobhan,” I told her seriously. “I don’t want to get between them. I’ve been wanting you, Anita, and Kat for some time now, so as long as you’re all willing, that could happen.”

“Gabi wants you, too,” the cute woman said quietly. “I would like you to claim me before you do her.”

“We’ll see what happens,” I told her. “Gabi and I will probably have to stay away from camp tomorrow night. I don’t think she’s as interested as you and Kat seem to think.”

“She is,” Tabby said. “Trust me.”

“You’d better get some sleep, sweetie,” I murmured into her ear.

“Okay,” she pouted and returned my watch. “Where will you be?”

“Under that spruce tree over there,” I told her. I pointed at the tree. “It’s easier to see tonight with the moonlight. It’s a pretty good observation post.”

“Goodnight, Max,” Tabby said. She kissed me quickly, dismounted my lap, grabbed her weapon, and headed to the tent.

As she crawled inside, I made my way to my spot under the spruce tree.

I got settled and started my awareness meditation. I could hear an owl in the distance, and just maybe a distant whinny of a horse. There was a light breeze blowing through the grass of the meadow and the tops of the trees. I heard a fox’s screaming bark, not too close—behind me, maybe across the river.

I caught movement coming around the fire reflector, and I focused on Tabby slowly walking toward my observation post, wearing flip flops and my one heavy Woolrich shirt.


11
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Tabby whispered urgently, “Max!”

I smiled and admired Tabby for a moment. The skin on her face and legs glowed in the moonlight.

“Max?” she whispered again.

I broke my trance and pulled my mini Maglite from my pocket. I held it about two inches above the ground and keyed it on for about a second.

“Is that you?” Tabby whispered as she crept closer.

“Yes,” I chuckled. “You’re gonna catch a cold. It’s not warm enough for you to be dressed so lightly,” I scolded her gently.

“This is a very warm shirt,” Tabby replied as she ducked under the low-hanging branches.

“It looks like a dress on you,” I teased. “It’s a good thing I didn’t need it.” I set my rifle down on the pine needles.

Tabby straddled my lap and said, “I’d have given it back if you did. I saw it on top of your bag when you went down to fuck Kat by the creek.”

I laughed quietly. “Kat and I still haven’t made love,” I told her. “Although, we did almost give up on finding a deer this afternoon in favor of lying down in the grass. We decided it was probably more important to ensure we have enough food instead of sating our lust for each other.”

Tabby murmured, “Good call,” before she leaned forward to claim my lips. I caressed her silky hair as we kissed.

After she broke the kiss, I asked, “What can I do for you, Tabby?”

She bit her lip but held my gaze boldly. “I got you a present on Labor Day, right after we left your place. I want to show it to you.”

I unzipped my Gore-Tex and pulled her legs around my torso inside the coat to keep her warm. “What did you get me? I really don’t need anything but your friendship and love.”

My use of the L-word startled us both a bit, but after a moment’s reflection, I just decided to own it.

Tabby recovered first. “Five gold rings,” she said quietly as she unbuttoned the shirt she borrowed from me. She held the shirt open to show three rings piercing her flesh in the dappled moonlight under the tree—one through the base of each nipple and one in her navel. I flashed my Maglite on her chest to better inspect her jewelry.

I did the math and my curiosity raised its head as I shut off the flashlight. “I only count three, Tabs.”

She whispered, “Tear off my thong.”

I hadn’t noticed her wearing one in the darkness. I put my flashlight in my pocket before I let my hands caress up her legs to find a thin band of fabric on either hip.

I asked as I hooked my fingers underneath, “Are you sure? Replacing clothing isn’t going to be easy until we’re rescued.”

“I brought extra,” she said confidently. “Rip it off me, Max. Please.”

The straps parted easily as I gave a sharp tug on each side. I slowly pulled the destroyed garment up, and Tabby gasped lewdly as the cloth trailed along her tender flesh.

I couldn’t see anything unusual. “Shine a light, Max,” she whispered urgently.

I retrieved the mini Maglite and shined it onto Tabby’s lower torso. Two more rings glistened in the light.

I gasped, “You pierced your clitty?”

“Yes,” Tabby responded enthusiastically. “I’d heard that piercing the nipples and clitoris keeps them engorged.” She shrugged. “My nipples have generally been standing at attention since I did it. My clit stays distractingly erect to the point that I may need to get looser pants.” She grinned. “I had the hood of my clit pierced so the rings would tinkle like a bell when I walked, too. I read about it in a kinky book once, but I think I’d need bigger rings for that to work.”

“Didn’t that hurt?” I asked as I put the flashlight back in my parka.

“The navel and hood weren’t too bad, but the nipples did hurt,” she admitted. “The clit was fucking brutal.”

“Potty mouth,” I replied without thinking.

“I should be punished by having something huge pushed into my potty mouth, Max,” she responded lasciviously.

I chuckled. “You’re going to kneel in the pine needles and suck me off?” I asked skeptically. “That doesn’t seem practical. It doesn’t sound very fun for you, either.”

“I’m not a practical girl, Max,” she replied cheekily. “I’m a sensual girl. I'm more than a bit kinky, and definitely a slut. I was the first of the girls to claim the title.” She turned slightly more serious. “I had to keep the ring holes covered for two weeks, but the wait ended right before we left. I couldn’t wait to show you. I really need to fu…,” she paused a moment to reconsider her word choice, “...make love to you, Max. I need to feel the texture and taste of your cock on my tongue and feel you stretch my mouth and throat as I gorge on you. I need to feel your cock stretch my cunt and fill me like I’ve never been filled before. I need to feel your massive meat invade my ass as you squeeze my tits and strum my clit until my stomach distends from your invasion, and I come on your cock in my ass.” Her breathing was rapid and heavy, but her tone of voice was completely serious—almost solemn.

I caressed her legs and groaned in arousal, but I said, “This isn’t the most romantic spot, Tabby. I’d go so far as to say it’s not even comfortable. Besides, I need to stay alert on watch.”

Tabby grasped my hands and raised them to her small, plump breasts. I involuntarily cupped the juicy little orbs and thumbed the erect nipples. They were definitely engorged. “I need this, Max. Just something to hold me while you’re gone exploring for the next couple of days. I’m with you as long as you’ll have me, and we can do all those other things when we have a nice, soft bed to lie upon.”

I was about to speak when she added, “I need you, Max. I’ve had boyfriends and lovers, but I’ve never felt like I feel when I’m with you. Your gaze has weight. You see me and accept me for all I am, even if I’m not as beautiful or slim as the other girls…”

I stopped her with a finger across her lips. “Tabby, you are beautiful, and I care for you deeply. I want you, and I wouldn’t change a thing about your appearance. I want you just how you are now.” I grinned and added, “Even before the five gold rings.”

Tabby said, “You made love to Anita while you were on watch.”

Embarrassed, I nodded. “Yeah, I shouldn’t have done that. I’d like to think that my thought process is less addled now, and I’m more likely to be responsible.”

“Do you regret it?” she asked.

“Only the timing,” I tell her. “It was a beautiful experience regardless, and I’ll always treasure the memory.”

Tabby placed her petite hands on my face and pleaded quietly and intensely, “Let me give you another memory to treasure, Max. Please!”

I thought, Ah, fuck, here I go again. I leaned in to kiss the pretty girl, breaking it only to tell her, “Mack can’t ever hear about any of this—you or Anita. I’ll never hear the end of it.”

Tabby giggled, “Then you’d better put out if you want me to keep your secret, mister. You scratch my back, and I’ll scratch yours.”

I smirked and replied, “Deal,” before I devoured her mouth.

Tabby moaned into my mouth and pulled herself closer to the monster constrained in my cargo pants.

I squeezed her plump ass and firmly caressed every bit of her available flesh. Despite how soft she looked, the musculature under her soft skin was surprisingly firm.

Tabby scrambled for my belt buckle, but I pulled her back by her scalp so I could suckle her plump breasts. The rings didn’t get in the way at all. Her hands wrapped around my head, knocking my hat off. I released her hair and held her with my left hand as my right dropped to cup the juicy little peach of her womanhood.

Tabby thrust her hips forward to rub my palm, and I swore her pointed clitoris was as hard as a diamond. I ran my thumb over the distended little button as my fingers massaged her blooming petals, collecting moisture from her channel and moans from her mouth.

Tabby moaned quietly, “I’ve wanted you since the day you came in for your interview. You looked so good in your suit, so big and virile. I don’t think my pussy’s stopped weeping since.”

I released her nipple from my teeth to reply. “I’ll vouch for how wet you are now. Let me know if this helps,” I whispered as I slid my index finger inside her. I had no trouble shoving the whole digit inside her hungry channel while keeping my thumb on her clit.

“Let me touch you, Max. Please,” she whined as she reached again for my belt buckle.

I pulled her face closer and claimed her lips with my own as her hands worked to free my little monster. I released her face to squeeze her juicy ass with my left hand as we kissed passionately. My right hand massaged both her clit and the little textured spot I found inside her channel. I heard my buckle come loose and felt her hands tug on the button of my trousers. She managed to get that unbuttoned and then zipped open my fly.

I felt Tabby’s lightly calloused hands slide into my boxer briefs and grasp my cock firmly.

She moaned into my mouth. “You feel so good, Max. So hard, yet so velvety soft.”

“Your hands feel amazing, love,” I murmured into her neck between nibbles on the tender flesh.

“I want you everywhere at once,” she moaned. “I can’t decide where I want you first.”

“Let me decide,” I murmured. “I want to feel your tight, juicy pussy stretched around my little monster.”

“Yes!” she whispered fiercely. “Fuck my pussy, Max. Please, fuck my pussy.”

I reached between our bodies and pushed my knit underwear low enough that my heavy balls rested on the waistband. “Guide me in, love,” I whispered urgently. “I need you just as badly as you need me, Tabby.”

Tabby pulled herself upward as she maneuvered me into position. “Oh, Max!” she gasped as the head of my cock touched her moist entrance. She thrust herself downward and moaned loudly enough for the tent to hear as my little monster wedged inside her tight, wet channel.

“Geez, you’re tight,” I whispered into her ear.

“No, you’re just fucking huge,” she whimpered as she squirmed on my cock.

I piked my hips slightly and then thrust upward a bit to make some headway. Tabby immediately started to quake both inside and out.

“So good,” she moaned. “So full.”

I made a couple more maneuvers, piking and thrusting, and Tabby’s orgasm became more intense.

Through gritted teeth she demanded, “Put a finger in my ass!”

Since I had already been squeezing her sexy little ass, it took only an instant to drop my left index finger onto her rosebud and start massaging it as I bottomed out inside her pussy a little past my halfway point.

Tabby’s tight channel massaged me from her entrance to my tip buried deep inside her. She moaned, “Th-that fe-feels s-so-o-o g-gooood.”

Tabby’s spasms traveled from her abdomen and legs up through her entire body. I stopped moving inside her to allow her to ride the wave. When she started to catch her breath, I started thrusting again.

She grabbed my face and moaned, “Don’t stop, Max. Put that finger up my ass—maybe two of them. God, your cock feels amazing stretching my pussy like this.”

I started moving again, and Tabby’s eyes rolled back. She whispered urgently, “Fill my ass and shove your tongue down my throat, Max. Claim me!”

I stacked my left middle finger on top of my index finger and pressed the pair into Tabby’s tight little rosebud. She moaned wordlessly as my digits violated her dark passage while I continued to pike and thrust up roughly into her pussy. I used the fingers in her ass to lift her as I withdrew my cock, and then drove them back inside her as my right arm pulled her roughly down onto my little monster.

Tabby’s legs quivered around my waist. I leaned in to whisper, “You belong to me, Tabby. You are mine!” Then, I devoured her mouth, thrusting my tongue as deeply into her mouth as I could.

Tabby moaned into my mouth, and I could feel her orgasm spiral higher. Her vaginal walls squeezed my cock tightly before another flood of lubrication eased my passage. The tight, slick friction on the front half of my cock was doing its job. That delightful stimulation paired with the Tabby’s orgasmic response had my own orgasm approaching rapidly.

“I won’t be much longer, Tabby. Where do you want it?” I gasped.

“R-right w-w-where y-you’re a-at,” she moaned breathlessly in response before I devoured her mouth. Again, I stuck my tongue as deeply into her mouth as I could, jammed my fingers into her ass, and thrust up into her hard.

I started to squirt up inside Tabby. She moaned into my mouth and her whole body was overtaken in spasms. I slammed her down on my cock hard and held her there as I emptied my balls into her.

We clenched our arms around each other tightly as we rode our bliss to its conclusion.

When I could finally speak again, I murmured, “Are you okay, Tabby? I was pretty rough on that last thrust. I pummeled the crap out of your cervix.”

“Mmmm,” she murmured. I could just see her smile in the dappled moonlight. “Yesss,” she finally said. “You fucked the shit out of me. Just what I needed.”

“Not literally,” I teased lazily.

“No,” she giggled quietly. “Maybe next time. I’ll probably be sore for a couple of days, but you were worth it, Max.”

“It’s a good thing I’ve got you sitting on my thighs,” I murmured into her ear as I nuzzled her hair and caressed her back. “I hurt a girl once bad enough that she bled. I don’t want to hurt you, Tabby.”

“I’m tougher than I look, Max,” she murmured into my neck. “I tried fighting in the SCA. I took some beatings and bounced right back.”

“Really?” I asked, surprised.

“Yeah,” she murmured with a nod. She kissed my neck and continued. “I generally didn’t do well against the guys since they had a longer reach and were stronger. But I would hurt some of them. Losing those fights caused me to learn to sneak around them, hamstring them, and attack vulnerable spots. I also learned to throw blades as a result.”

I squeezed her plump little bottom, and Tabby moaned, “Mmmm. I love the feel of your hands on my flesh.”

“Is that why you joined SCA, to sword fight?” I asked quietly.

“No,” she murmured quietly as her head rested on my chest. “I was interested in crafts. I learned to knit, crochet, and sew at a young age. I got into SCA because our local chapter had a lot of craftsmen. I wanted to learn about spinning thread, weaving, glass blowing, ceramics, carving, smithing, etcetera. Blacksmithing was hard—at least, working in steel. I did okay with plain iron. Smithing jewelry was easier. I learned how to craft jewelry from a silversmith, a goldsmith, and a gem cutter. It’s part of why I haven’t graduated college yet. I would rather do hands-on learning with those masters of their crafts than sitting in a lecture hall. I got my best grades in the art classes. I’ll need to sign up for another class for next semester, or Anita will have to counsel me.”

“Blacksmithing is hard work,” I replied. “I’ve made a lot of steel and iron tools, plus I’ve shoed horses. I seem to have a real affinity for animals, but horses in particular. I almost gave up college to become a blacksmith and farmer. But I just felt compelled to help people, and I decided that going into HR was the best way to reach and help the most people.”

“Based on what I’ve seen, you’re not a very typical HR guy,” Tabby said. “You’re really not very ‘corporate’ at all. You’re too direct. You don’t do the politically-correct double-speak that they do. School counselors do the same thing. You don’t. I like that about you.”

“I can only be who I am, Tabby,” I murmured as I nuzzled her ear.

“I love how your voice rumbles,” she sighed. “But, back to your personality; I wouldn’t have you change a thing.”

“Good,” I said. “I don’t think I could if I wanted to. I view that as part of being a good HR generalist. You have to meet people where they’re at and accept them as they are.”

“I’m not an HR person,” Tabby said. “But I think that applies no matter what field you’re in.”

“True,” I murmured contentedly. “We need to do this again when we have a bed available. A quickie with you is not enough, Tabby.”

“Agreed,” she sighed. “I should probably get to my sleeping bag and clean myself up.”

I chuckled, “I wonder how much of a mess we made on my trousers.”

“I’ll wash them for you if you need to change,” Tabby said. She then purred, “It was worth it.”

“Thank you, lover,” I told her.

“Are we in love, Max?” she asked quietly.

I smiled gently, but I wasn’t sure if she could see it in the dappled moonlight. After a moment's thought, I responded. “Tabby, I’m probably not a good person to ask. I went for years thinking that my cheerleader girlfriends were just using me, when apparently several were deeply in love with me. I’ve had to rethink my whole perspective on love.”

I kissed her gently and stroked the soft flesh of her back for a moment before continuing. “I’m certain that I’m in love with you, Anita, and Kat. I’m still confused about what that means for our future together, but I’m very fond of you all, and hate the idea of being separated from any of you. You ladies make me feel complete.”

“I had to ask because I’m pretty sure that I’ve not been ‘in love’ before,” she said, using appropriate air quotes before wrapping her arms around me again. “Sex for me has always been a means to experience pleasure. Emotions never figured into it until I started having a relationship with the girls. I feel comforted by their presence—complete, like you said. It feels different with you. I don’t know what it is, but the emotion feels scary and exhilarating at the same time.”

“I was like that with Greta, but I was a teenager,” I said. “With all of our ladies, there’s almost no fear of rejection. Just acceptance, deep affection, and a deep desire to not be parted from any of you. Maybe I’m growing up, so the fear doesn’t impact me as much. I’m still not sure what to do about loving multiple women. Polygamy isn’t very well accepted in our society.”

“Polygyny is the proper term,” Tabby corrected me. “Having one male married or mated to two or more females is polygyny. The reverse, one female married or mated to two or more males is polyandry. We use the word polygamy all the time for polygyny; it’s become the default term despite not being quite correct.”

“You’ve corrected my word choice before,” I observed.

Tabby’s lips curled against the skin on my neck. “I’m kind of a word geek, too,” she confessed.

Tabby turned and kissed me warmly before saying, “Okay. It’s official. I’m in love with you, Max.” We kissed again, and she continued, “I keep waiting for you to get soft, but I don’t sense much softening.”

“I won’t as long as I’m inside you,” I told her. “Unless you wear me out. Even then, the little monster takes up quite a bit of space.”

Tabby giggled, “I’m very fond of your little monster.” She sighed and said, “I had better get to my sleeping bag. Goodnight, Max.”

“Goodnight, Tabby,” I replied warmly as she stood and slid off my still mostly-rigid member. A flood of fluids followed my cock into the air and landed on my shorts and on my legs.

Tabby squatted and raced out from under the tree to the shelter. She turned and waved before ducking under the tarp.

I pulled out a handkerchief from my hip pocket and sopped up the mess on my shorts and from the legs of my trousers. I folded it up and returned it to my pocket. I found my hat, grabbed my rifle, and slid out of my spot under the tree. I leaned my rifle against the back of the heat shield so I could put my pants back into proper order. Once I had dressed again, I put some more wood on the fire and turned the bird. I pulled a wing off the carcass and nibbled it as I slowly made a circuit of the camp.

I ambled slowly, seemingly randomly, like a moose or deer foraging, until I got within sight of the abattoir.

The moonlight showed through the trees, but only in dappled little bits. I squatted slowly beside a tree and let my eyes adapt to the relatively lower light of the camp clearing and the meadow.

The game was still hanging from the tree, but I could see what Tabby was talking about. The lower legs of the deer up to its shank were gone. They didn’t get much good meat, but I suspected they were close by. Wolves or coyotes, it didn’t matter. They would view our larder as abandoned kills. It’s unlikely they would leave the meat behind unless something forced them to leave—like .45 Colt bullets.

I squatted next to that tree for roughly thirty minutes. Even with the low level of ambient light, I would have expected to see a slight reflection in the eyes of wolves, foxes, or coyotes. I saw nothing that looked canine in shape at all.

I slowly slid behind a tree that would hide my movements from the direction of our larder. Once the tree was between me and the abattoir, I slowly stood. I had no sooner stood than spotted a pair of eyes looking at me from about four feet to the west of my tree. Since another beast was crawling toward the fire, I assumed they were wolves—sneaky bastards.

I looked around without moving and saw one on the opposite side of the fire by the woodpile, creeping close to the shelter. Two more were nosing around near the graves, and two more still were huddled together by the ridge above the creek behind my favorite spruce to guard post.

Wolves generally hunt around dusk and dawn, so I was surprised to see them active, especially this close to camp. It must have been getting closer to dawn than I thought.

I pulled back the hammer on my rifle and slowly raised it to aim at the wolf creeping toward our roasting breakfast. I closed my left, non-dominant eye and squeezed the trigger. My rifle erupted, and I saw the beast flinch and fall. I shot the one on the other side of the fire immediately after.

The one near my former observation post ran off toward the two wolves by the gravesite, so I turned to face the two on the ridge. They were stalking toward me, low to the ground. I shot one in the head, but the second ran forward. It lunged in to bite my left leg. I barely moved out of the way and slammed the butt of the rifle into the beast’s skull. I heard a crack, and hoped it was the wolf’s skull rather than the stock of my rifle. For good measure, I stepped on its neck and shot it in the chest.

I turned back to the other three to see a barefoot and mostly naked Jenn lifting her carbine. She fired, and one of the wolves yelped. The three of them ran off, one of them noticeably limping.

“Coming to you, Jenn,” I called out softly.

“What happened?” she asked.

I wrapped an arm around her waist as I stepped up next to her. I saw four of my ladies with various guns, and Gabi’s head pivoted as she looked for a weapon.

I looked down at the dead animals and said, “Wolves. I suspect they thought our breakfast was easy food. Tabby said they had been by the abattoir early in the night, so I was watching over there. When I turned around, they were in the camp. We’re lucky they didn’t decide pretty ladies are good to eat.”

Jenn chuckled darkly. “Pretty ladies are good to eat, Max. I thought you knew that.”

I spanked her full ass, and she jumped. “Behave,” I told her.

“Always,” she said as she gave me a coquettish look in the firelight. “Besides, didn’t you have sex on watch two nights in a row? Who should be behaving, big boy?”

“Touché,” I responded, embarrassed. “I should know better.”

“That’s okay,” Jenn said gently as she caressed my back. “I don’t begrudge you some comfort, but don’t let us get eaten by wolves, please.”

“Yeah…,” I mused. “I guess my trip is going to have to be put off for camp improvements.”
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The ladies went back inside the shelter, but Jenn joined me a few minutes later dressed in her moisture-repellent pants and anorak, fleece, and boots. She still looked damned good.

We patrolled the perimeter of the camp until daylight. I dragged the wolf carcasses behind the fire reflector during the remaining dark hours of the morning. As the light began to glow over the ridge to the east, I dragged them down to the abattoir and field dressed them, then I hung each from a different limb.

Again, I harvested their stomachs and small intestines. I rinsed those with water from the creek and hung them to dry. After washing my hands in the creek, I returned to the shelter.

The ladies were parting out the grouse for breakfast as I returned.

Anita said, “It’s nearly falling off the bone, Max.”

“That works,” I replied with a tired smile. “Let's have breakfast and discuss the plan for the day.”

Tabby said, “So, are you and Gabi going to cross the river and climb the mountain today?”

“With the wolves prowling around, I think we should delay until we fortify our position,” I mused.

Jenn asked hopefully, “Does that mean making the shelter bigger?”

“Yes,” I responded thoughtfully. “But bigger isn’t going to be enough.” I paused to eat a morsel of grouse.

Siobhan prompted, “What are you thinking, hayseed?”

I smirked at her teasing and swallowed the delicate flesh before answering. “We need to have wooden walls that wolves can’t tear through with teeth and claws.”

“And enough room that we can stand up and move around without our asses sticking out in the breeze,” Jenn said.

“I’m pretty sure I’d have noticed your ass sticking out in the breeze, Jenn,” I teased.

She smirked and pointed an index finger at me, “Behave, cowboy.”

“Max one, Jenn zero,” Tabby teased.

“Sadly, no,” I admitted. “Jenn scolded me about my awareness—or lack of—on watch already.”

“No reason for you to get scolded, Max,” Tabby said indignantly. “You fucked me sooo good last night.”

“What?” Anita and Kat said in unison.

Anita scolded, “Tabby, you didn’t share.”

“Nope,” she said happily. “I crawled into my sleeping bag wearing Max’s shirt and scooped it all out of my own pussy and into my mouth. You bitches missed out!”

“Slut!” the ladies from the office shouted. Tabby crossed her arms, tilted her head, and nodded like she was bopping to a hip-hop song. Gabi’s face was slightly flushed, and she turned bright red when she noticed my regard.

I turned to see Anita smiling at me. She purred, “Another woman in your harem, my king. You should claim Kat soon, too.”

Kat slapped her arm lightly and replied, “It’ll happen when the time is right, my queen.”

“I am not calling you ‘my queen,’” Jenn said emphatically.

“Lighten up, sweet cheeks,” Siobhan teased, and Jenn broke into a broad smile.

Jenn said, “I am willing to call you my slut, if you’d like, Anita.”

“Don’t make me spank that lush ass of yours,” Anita teased back.

“Hey, uh,” I interrupted. “Maybe we should stay on topic. My apologies for getting distracted by discussing Jenn’s ass.”

Jenn purred, “Max, you don’t have to apologize for noticing my ass. You just can’t have it.”

“Clear, Jenn,” I acknowledged with a nod. “So, I have a couple of ideas for building rustic shelters. Essentially, I’m thinking we dig down about two feet, saving the sod. We’ll dig a fire pit close to the door, and pound the dirt for the floor. If we were staying longer, we could find flat rocks for the floor, but I’m hopeful we don’t end up staying that long.”

“That ain’t happening,” Tabby stated emphatically.

“Right,” I agreed quickly. “But we need to be safe until we’re rescued. This plan will do that. We’ll build walls with logs that are roughly eight inches in diameter. There seem to be plenty of pines nearby of the right size. I’ve got some tools that will make it easier, but, unfortunately, they’re pretty rudimentary. Plus, I don’t have any nails. Maybe we’ll split some logs into planks and roof our shelter with that, and peg them to the peak of the roof for the structure. We’ll use sod for shingles, and maybe we salvage a wing from the airplane to weather-proof the peak of the roof. Windows and doors will be tricky, but they’re doable.”

The ladies had sat quietly as I detailed my plan. Finally, Gabi spoke, “That sounds like a lot of work, Max.”

“It is,” I agreed readily. “However, I know enough about how to do this that we can pull it off with the seven of us,” I said, and let that sink in for a moment. “We also need to create a smokehouse to preserve the meat, and dig a better latrine,” I added quietly. “This is definitely a multi-day project.”

Anita sighed and said, “Well, it’s not like we have anything more pressing to do.”

“Exactly,” I agreed.

Kat asked, “How are we going to do this, Max? We have saws, knives, hatchets, and camp shovels. Don’t we need more tools to do what you’re describing?”

I nodded and replied, “Yes, we do. I have a few basic things with me—a couple of hand drill bits, a combination wood file and wood rasp, and a metal file. Plus, I have a little ten-foot-long measuring tape on my keychain. We’re going to start by digging the pit, finding timber that meets our needs, and making some more tools from wood. We’ll need to make a couple of ladders, sawhorses, mattocks, hammers, and mallets. We’ll also need to make a scoop shovel and a variety of wooden pins since we don’t have nails. We can start making a drying frame to hang meat from in the smokehouse; that’ll be similar to making the ladders.” I looked around at all the ladies. Funnily enough, Gabi was the only one that didn’t look like a deer in the headlights.

I asked, “Have you done something similar, Gabi?”

Gabi shook her head dismissively. “No, but I helped my grandfather build a garden hut with hand tools. I can visualize what you are saying. I will need gloves because my hands are pretty soft right now. Mine are in my coat back in Denver.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “I think we all have that going on. Mine are probably the least likely to get injured, but I’m going to wear gloves, too.”

Gabi said, “We have some tools for emergency repairs. A small soldering torch, metal chisel, hammer, a couple of adjustable wrenches, pliers, and wire cutters. We did not salvage those, the cleaning materials, or Buck’s flight bag. He kept a small pistol in the bag. I think he called it an ‘M and P EZ.’ Sorry, I didn’t think about it until the wolves.”

“No problem, Gabi. We can definitely use some of that,” I told her encouragingly. “Thanks.”

“You are welcome,” the big woman murmured shyly. Jenn looked at her like a wolf eyeing a steak.

Anita said, “We should put some more food on to roast, too. We only have meat, right?”

Kat said, “Max harvested some kale yesterday. Where is it, Max?”

“Oh shit,” I cursed. “They’re still in my cargo pockets.” I dug around and pulled out three plants-worth of mangled leaves. “We should wash them, and then we can chop them and boil them.”

“I can do that,” Anita said. “I can cook, but I’m not much of a carpenter.”

I smiled and agreed, “Yes, you can cook, my queen. Quite well, I might add. I have salt and pepper shakers, but that’s it for seasoning.”

“I brought a pair, too,” Jenn said.

“Me, too,” Tabby and Siobhan chimed in unison. They looked at each other and laughed, “Jinx!”

We all laughed. Kat said quietly, “I brought some pancake mix and honey. I thought we might make pancakes or biscuits for a meal. I’ve only got one package of mix and one of those little bear dispensers of honey, but we can use it.”

I recommended, “Why don’t we save them until we harvest some more vegetables. We could make a pot pie.”

“Or a cobbler,” Anita said. “You had mentioned crabapples. If we fry those, add some honey, and then put a layer of the pancake mix on top and stuff a pot in the coals, that could make a pretty decent cobbler.”

“It’s worth a try,” Kat agreed. “My cooking skills are rudimentary compared to just about everyone else’s.”

“You do just fine, Kat,” Jenn assured her. “You’ve come a long way.”

“Okay,” I interrupted the lovefest. “Tabby and Anita, go down and bring back the deer. It’s about sixty pounds.”

They looked at each other, shrugged, and nodded to each other before Anita said, “We should be able to handle it.”

“Great,” I said. “We can wrap the shanks in foil and put them in the coals. Let everything roast while we work. I’ll start by marking out where we’ll build—over there in that larger clearing between this shelter and the plane wreck. I’m thinking of a structure twenty feet wide by thirty feet long with a high A-frame style roof. Who’s digging first?”

“Jenn and I can do that,” Siobhan volunteered. Jenn frowned at her girlfriend but didn’t complain.

“So, I’ll sketch out the outline with rope and stakes, and you can start by removing the sod,” I explained. “Meanwhile, Kat and Gabi can start looking for trees of the right size. Tabby can join them when she and Anita finish getting the meat going. Sound good?”

The ladies all nodded. “Keep weapons close,” I remind them. “We know there are wolves in the area. Other predators might follow Jenn’s example.”

“Jenn’s example?” Gabi asked.

“Eating pretty ladies,” Jenn laughed. “Like you.”

“I’m not pretty,” Gabi said grumpily.

“I don’t know,” I responded immediately. “You look damned good to me, Gabi.”

The big woman blushed, so I forced myself not to expand on her virtues. “Let’s move, ladies.”

I left my rifle inside the shelter and dragged my pack out, then rooted around inside. I pulled out the handle and head of my hatchet and assembled it before I pocketed my keys. I took some of the sticks the ladies had piled for skewers and used the hatchet to cut them into stakes. I pounded the first one in place with the hammer head on the back of the hatchet, and Siobhan helped me measure the space and place the rest of the stakes. Jenn used a hatchet that looked identical to mine to pound them in.

When we finished, we checked our work to ensure it was relatively square by unraveling my paracord and making certain the diagonal measurements were the same. We agreed to a couple of adjustments, checked again, and then the ladies used their camping shovels to draw in the lines between the stakes. I went off to find some stock to use for making tools.

I found some trees along the meadow on the other side of the airplane that were roughly four inches in diameter. I unfolded my pack saw and dropped eight of them in quick succession. Using the El Chete rather than the hatchet, I trimmed off the limbs in short order. I kept some of the smaller branches for pegs to hold things together, trimming the smaller twigs, needles, and leaves off them quickly.

The harvested trunks of the trees were in the eight-to-twelve-foot long range. I hoisted four onto my left shoulder and carried them to the area where Jenn and Siobhan worked, making several trips to bring all the wood I had cut back to the campsite.

I surveyed Jenn and Siobhan’s work. They had cut lines into the turf to designate the area we needed to dig out and had started to do just that. They had come up with a rather ingenious approach—flipping the turf into rolls and rolling it out of the dig site.

Gabi came to get me and led me over to where she and Kat had been looking for trees for the house timbers. I showed them how to use either a hatchet or machete to notch the trunk low, and use the saw to cut on the opposite side from the notch to fell the tree. I left my hatchet and saw with them and ran back to the shelter to pull a compact package out of my pack. Anita and Tabby were skewering the deer haunch as I stopped to plant a kiss on each of their mouths before I ran back to Kat and Gabi.

“What is that?” Gabi asked.

“Essentially, a manual chainsaw,” I explained as I knelt and opened the package to let her see it. “It has a length of chainsaw blade chain with a handle on each end. It’s not safe to use for felling large trees like this, but it will make it easier to cut the larger branches off.”

Kat remarked, “I didn’t bring my tools, but I have a saw and hatchet, too. I’ll be right back.” She gave me a kiss before dashing off.

Gabi had paused to watch our kiss but tried to turn away before I noticed. I put a finger under Gabi’s chin and leaned in to kiss her cheek. “You’re special too, Gabi,” I told her as I pulled away. Her eyes glistened, and I started to take out my handkerchief until I remembered that I used it to clean myself after I had made love to Tabby.

A tear fell and ran down Gabi’s cheek, so I used my thumb to brush it away. “Sorry, Gabi. My handkerchief needs a wash before I give it to a lady to dry her eyes.”

“Why are you so nice to me?” she whispered.

“Because you deserve it. Hand me the saw, and I’ll take over while you collect yourself,” I told her. Gabi wrapped her arms around me and wept into my neck. I held the distraught woman as she soaked my neck with tears. I looked up to see Kat standing in front of me. I didn’t even hear her walk up.

Kat held up a finger to keep me silent before she knelt beside Gabi and leaned in to hug the distraught woman. She murmured, “That’s it, Gabi. Let it all out. All the sorrow. All the fear. All the anger and frustration. Just let it all out, sweet girl.”

Gabi sobbed harder as she released my neck to sit back into Kat’s hug. “I do not know vat happent,” she moaned, her accent becoming heavy as her emotions escaped. “Vee ver flying perfectly along, den der vind sucked us sidevays und the clouds appeared from no-vere, voll mit violetten Lichtern.”

“Full of purple lights,” I translated quietly, and Kat nodded.

Gabi looked at me and said, “Vee tried to keep you all safe. Boock und I shteered together in tandem to haff enough kraft…er, strengt, to correct the plane’s attitude.” Her accent slowly dwindled as she fought to get control of her emotions. “Once vee had de aircraft pointed in de direction we were being pulled, we tried to veer off the vector we were being pulled into. In front of us, the clouds were spinning slowly and the violet lights would come out of the vortex. The plane would start to skid sideways almost immediately if we didn’t keep it pointed right down the middle of the alley of lights. The only choice we had was to keep de plane pointed right into the vortex, otherwise, we would have completely lost control of the aircraft.”

“You did great, Gabi,” Kat cooed gently as she caressed the distraught woman’s back. “We all know we owe you our lives. You’ll grieve Buck and Eve as long as you need to, and we will all be right here to comfort you.”

Gabi struggled out of Kat’s grasp. “I am not a lesbian!” she exclaimed. “I am not bisexual either! I am not interested in your comfort.”

I was about to protest in defense of my ladies when Kat gave me a stern look and held up her finger to keep me from interrupting. She moved around to kneel in front of Gabi. “Gabi, you don’t have to be sexual with women for us all to care for you. We are all stuck here, so essentially, you are family. Comforting caresses like that are not sexual at all and part of how humans show we care. Holding hands. Hugs. Even gentle kisses on the lips or cheek. We treasure you, not only for saving us, but just for being you and sharing who you are with us. We have all adopted you into our family. No sex required.”

“That is not what Jenn said,” Gabi replied quietly.

Kat smiled gently and explained, “Jenn is a very loving, caring person with a ton of empathy. She can’t help but try to fix broken girls by loving them with everything she has. To her, that means making love to them. Jenn is the only person I know of that has never had casual sex; she makes love every single time. That she is offering you sex means that she loves you and cares for you deeply. You can guide her to stay within boundaries, but honestly, you’re probably the only woman she’s propositioned that hasn’t succumbed to her love.”

“Okay,” Gabi murmured, looking down at the ground.

Kat hugged her and stroked her back gently, and Gabi tentatively returned the embrace. Kat said, “Take a moment to collect yourself while Max and I drop this tree. Then you and I are going to cut down the next one while we let our big manly man cut down trees on his own.”

Gabi hiccuped, and Kat teased, “Was that a laugh, Gabi?”

Gabi chuckled and sat back to wipe the moisture from her face. “Yes. You are silly sometimes, are you not.”

“Whatever my girls need,” Kat told her. “You need me to be your friend? I will be, Gabi. I’ll be your sister in this unique, strange family of ours.”

The svelte brunette smiled, then turned to me and ordered, “Get to work, Maxwell.”

“Yes’m, Mistress Katryn,” I teased back and picked up the saw.
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We dropped twenty-five trees from that point mid-morning until mid-afternoon. I dropped three that were about eighteen inches in diameter to serve as poles to hold up the roof, working on my own until Tabby joined me.

Gabi and Kat worked well together. One hacked the wedge from the trunk and then pushed the trunk away from the other as she sawed through it. They would switch duties on the next tree. Gabi demonstrated amazing strength, hacking the notch quickly and efficiently in the tree trunk and pushing against the trunks while Kat sawed to ensure they fell in the correct direction. What I found more amazing was that Kat matched the larger woman’s performance feat for feat. She appeared to be as strong as the much larger woman despite being so slender.

Tabby started hacking the small limbs from the felled trees and sawing medium-sized ones off. Once we had dropped all the trees, I broke out the chainsaw and cut the larger limbs off. Gabi, Tabby, and Kat all worked trimming the trees with their hatchets and saws. Gabi, Kat, and I carried the logs to the construction site, while Tabby helped by dragging large branches that had been cleaned to become building materials. The petite girl demonstrated a level of strength and perseverance that I didn’t know she possessed.

At some point, Anita joined Siobhan and Jenn in their digging. All the turf was gone by the time we carried the first log to the site. When we finished dragging the logs, the three of them had already dug a trench around the outside that looked to be about two feet deep and four feet wide.

Anita called a meal break as the sun approached the western horizon, so we all gratefully sat on logs around the fire, rehydrated, and ate. After dinner, Anita showed me the smoker she and Tabby had cobbled together. It was essentially an A-frame they had built using paracord and duct tape. The bird carcasses were hanging from cross beams of the A-frame, and a thick layer of thin branches and needle-covered evergreen boughs enclosed the whole thing. They left a tiny hole high on the left side for smoke to escape, and a small opening for them to feed a fire they had made by moving coals with a shovel and then adding fuel and green wood to create the smoke.

I hugged them both and gave them lascivious kisses in front of everyone else to show my appreciation for their work. I spent the last of the light skinning the deer, fox, and wolves. We hung their carcasses in the smoker and covered it again with branches. I stretched the skins onto the grass and cracked open the skulls. Tabby joined me, using the pointed end of her ax to crack the skulls.

I teased her, “You went for the Viking version rather than the carpenter version.”

Tabby responded, “I thought having a pointed end might prove useful. Since you were bringing one with a hammer, I got this one.” She grinned at me and added, “It’s so cool, isn’t it?”

I laughed as we started to rub brains into the skins to cure them. Tabby led Jenn and Gabi to the stack of branches by flashlight, while Siobhan, Anita, Kat, and I kept working the material into the skins. They came back with a bundle of one-to-two-inch limbs. Tabby started fashioning frames to stretch the hides like we had discussed earlier.

I asked her, “Tabby, how did you learn to do that?”

She shrugged and replied, “I didn’t. You described what needed to happen, and I have enough experience working with branches and grasses to create baskets that it only took a little thought to figure out what to do.”

“You’re amazing,” I told her, and I was rewarded with the biggest smile the young lady had ever given me.

Anita suggested we move into the aircraft to have better shelter from the wolves in case they returned. After some discussion we all agreed, so we packed everything and moved everyone back into the airplane. I used the hammer on my hatchet to beat down the sharp edges of the fuselage where the tail tore off, and set up a guard station in the cargo space. I laid out my sleeping bag and some tools as I prepared to take the first shift.

Once the ladies gave me goodnight kisses and were tucked into two piles on the floor of the airplane, I locked the ramp door closed then stepped through the cargo door and closed it. I jumped down, grabbed my rifle, and took a patrol around the site, pausing to feed the cooking and smoker fires. I picked up varied lengths of small poles from our stock and dragged them to the plane, then crawled back into the cargo space, and arranged a nice seat on top of my folded sleeping bag. I hung one of my three flashlights from the cargo net to give me enough light to work by, and jumped back to the ground to start making a short ladder.

I measured out two five-foot lengths of three-inch pole and cut them to match. Then, I cut four three-foot lengths. I cut the one-inch stock into four- and six-inch long pieces. I stacked all my stock under the hanging light and pressed myself up and slid back into the cargo hold. I started fashioning handles for the auger drills from the two-inch stock. As I was about to start boring holes into the three-inch pieces of wood, I heard the padding of paws around the plane.

I went into my awareness trance and paid attention to my surroundings. I heard the scurrying of little feet followed by chasing paws, and a crunch and a chirp. I also heard a couple of low growls and one whine. In the distance, I heard the screech of an owl. After a time, a huge, white wolf appeared at the edge of the light, eyes glittering like they were on fire.

I looked at it and tilted my head as it bared its fangs and growled low and quiet. I righted my head and showed it my teeth as I looked into its eyes. I pulled my rifle into my lap and said quietly, “You are a magnificent beast—noble and born to hunt. But if you harm my family or our food, I will kill you and eat you and all of your pack. Go hunt rather than looking for handouts.”

My voice seemed to startle the beast. It stood up straight and tilted its head at me like it was listening and pondering my words. I cocked the hammer on the rifle, and the wolf bolted off into the darkness. I released the hammer and went back to work. I guess I won that dominance contest.

I measured and marked the locations for the cross braces on the ladder and started boring holes for the pins to hold them together. After a couple of hours of work, I shut off the flashlight to let my eyes adjust to the dappled moonlight outside for about fifteen minutes. Once I could see pretty well, I jumped down and took another patrol with my rifle at the ready. No wolves came out to play. I added wood to the coals of the fires and returned to my post.

Once I settled back onto my sleeping bag, I turned the light on and finished boring the holes. I tapped pieces of the one-inch branches into the holes, using the hammer end of my hatchet to tap them together as quietly as I could. Suddenly, I had a ladder that was five-feet long with four steps. I committed to adding some gut bindings to make it more secure tomorrow. I turned off the light and set the ladder on the ground, leaning against the floor of the cargo space.

After my eyes had adjusted and I had returned to my trance of awareness, I crawled down the ladder and took another patrol. Upon my return, Jenn was sitting on my sleeping bag, dressed for the day with the 9mm carbine in her lap.

“Would you guard me while I use the latrine?” she asked and waved a roll of toilet paper in the air.

“Sure,” I chuckled lightly.

“Don’t wanna become wolf-chow while my pants are around my ankles,” she joked as she stood and climbed down the ladder. Once Jenn was on the ground she looked at my construction. “That’s less rickety than I thought it would be, cowboy,” she observed.

“I’ll wrap the joints in wolf gut tomorrow, which should make it more sturdy,” I mentioned.

Jenn shrugged as she slung her carbine and tucked the toilet paper inside her jacket. “You could let Tabby do it. She’s really good at stuff like that. You should see the baskets she made for us last Christmas.”

“We’ll see,” I said. “She seemed to enjoy what she was doing yesterday.”

“She’s very creative,” Jenn commented as she took off toward the latrine.

She unbuckled her belt and squatted, so I did a slow circuit around the latrine, looking for threats outward while she did her business. I heard her stand and buckle her belt. She kicked some dirt over her contribution with her boots and then started back. I caught up, and she hooked an arm through my elbow.

“That’s a pretty good system, Max. We’ve about filled it though. We’re going to need another one soon,” she observed.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “I should have dug it bigger, but it was about all I could handle with the headache I had after the crash. I’m hoping we can last another couple of days.”

“After yesterday, I’m not volunteering for digging ever again. My muscles are so sore,” she said.

“As my first sergeant used to say, the best thing for sore muscles is more exercise,” I replied.

“Sounds like a sadist,” Jenn replied grumpily.

I chuckled darkly. “There’s more than a little sadomasochism embedded in the army culture. I’m pretty sure the marines are the same way. I worked out with a former SEAL in college, and he definitely had that going on. The guy was brutal,” I remembered with a grin.

“What did you do?” Jenn asked as I watched her lucious ass ascend the ladder.

I shook my head and answered, “Body-weight strength training, endurance training, and hand-to-hand combat. He ran courses for the navy ROTC students. I ran across them one day when they were training outside on campus, and asked to join in. Afterward, he invited me to join all their sessions. The marine gunny said it was okay, but I suspected he was trying to recruit me into their program. The SEAL just wanted a big body for guys to train against. I’d had hand-to-hand in my army units, but what he taught was different. Even the crusty marine sergeant claimed to learn new tactics fairly often. Those classes and Greta’s fencing training are about as close to martial arts training as I’ve ever gotten.”

“That’s probably close enough to count,” Jenn countered. She looked up at me from the end of my sleeping bag. “If you want to lay your head in my lap while you lie down, I’ll be your pillow while you get some sleep. You’ve got to be exhausted after today.”

“Exhaustion is a way of life if you’re trying to survive,” I replied. “Regardless, I will take you up on your offer.”

I took off my boots and socks as Jenn laid my sleeping bag out. I stripped out of my pants and crawled into the bag and zipped it up before I rested my head on Jenn’s soft lap.

She leaned over and kissed my forehead. “Sweet dreams, my prince,” she murmured as I drifted rapidly off to sleep.
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Iwoke up later to find my head resting on Jenn’s rolled-up anorak. I slowly sat up and stretched in my bedroll before getting dressed.

I rolled up my sleeping gear and secured it to my pack then ensured I had all my tools together before making my way to the cooking fire. Anita was serving up pieces of smoked bird, and she gave me a haunch of something I didn’t recognize.

“Fox,” she said. “It’s not as bad as I expected.”

I took a bite and chewed. It was a little gamey tasting and very lean. It was also very tender and fell off the bone from the long period in the smoker.

Anita said, “I was thinking we might want to build some storage areas into the walls.”

I sighed as I thought about it before answering. “We’ll need to do it inside the walls we’ve sketched out, Anita. If we made additional rooms off to the side, it would complicate construction. Hopefully, we’re not going to be here long enough to need that.” I paused for a moment. “No signal again today?” I asked.

Siobhan sighed, “I think we’ve all given up. We must be in a cellular hole.”

“Lemme check,” Anita said. She pulled out her phone and powered it up. The rest of us followed her example. “Nothing,” she said shortly. “Shutting it off.” She looked around at all the disappointed faces and said, “All right, eat up, everyone! Our king is going to have us working hard again today.”

“Who’s sore?” I asked, raising my hand. Everyone else raised their hands, too. I nodded as I dropped mine. “We should do some light calisthenics and stretching before we get started.”

“Oh, goody. Back in the army again! Yay,” Siobhan quipped sarcastically as Tabby, Gabi, Anita and Jenn groaned.

“Like you were ever in the army,” Tabby teased.

Siobhan looked at her for a moment before saying, “Actually, I was. I went to Basic and AIT to become a combat medic in the Army Reserve between high school and college. After I was raped, I had a hard time working with all the men in the reserve unit. Eventually, after counseling for nine months, the reserves gave me a medical discharge. I looked into working as an EMT while I was in college, but they weren’t hiring and I still would have needed to work with men. So, I got a job as an orderly at the hospital and started taking Chinese martial arts with a female sifu I found. It took me until I finished college to be able to work around guys without wigging out at least a little bit. The hospital was very accommodating while I slowly adapted. However, I got turned off of the nursing path, so I switched to a business major. I met Anita when she took up her post at the hospital, and we hit it off. She hired me as a recruiter when I graduated, and eventually, she promoted me to be the recruiting manager.”

“You’re doing really well, Bonnie,” Jenn said, hugging her lover.

“Yes, you are,” I told her. “And if you ever come across the other two guys, let me know.”

Siobhan shook her head gently. “I know how to shoot and kill in a variety of ways now,” she said. “No one will find their bodies.”

“Okay,” I said in acknowledgment. “Call me if you need help getting rid of the bodies, then. I’m very good at butchering.” I pointed to the meat on her plate.

Siobhan suddenly giggled, “Ew! I don’t want to eat them, hayseed! I just want to make certain they won’t ever be able to harm another woman ever again.”

I smiled and replied, “Gotcha, Sensei.” Siobhan rolled her eyes and winked at me as we resumed our meal.

After eating, Kat led us through some light calisthenics and stretches. I was still sore, but at least I was less stiff by the end of it. I figured I’d skip the ibuprofen and just tough it out. I knew the next day was going to be worse.

I set Tabby and Anita to peeling the bark off the trees and piling it to the side. Kat and Gabi took over the digging for a while, while Jenn and Siobhan helped me make some tools.

I cut a big wedge of wood from one of the fatter, longer logs, and laid the broad end into the coals. We stuck short pieces of wood, around three inches in diameter and a foot long, in the coals to char. The big wedge became a scoop shovel, needing a fair amount of carving to turn the narrow end into a handle and the broad end into a scoop. The smaller pieces became wedges to split wood after we used our machetes and axes to shape them. I gathered logs of even length and diameter, as well as sticks, to make a few hammers. The process was pretty simple. I drilled two holes side by side in the head, chiseled the holes with my wood chisel to create an oblong opening, and carved the handle to fit into the groove. I hammered a small wedge into the top of the head to keep it tight, right on the head of the hammer.

Jenn and Siobhan followed along as I crafted the first one, sharing my tools to build their own hammers. We made one for everyone, while the other pieces of wood charred in the coals. When the hammers were done, Jenn and Siobhan made bigger versions—sledgehammer mallets from twelve-inch-diameter logs—while I took a larger piece of charred wood to carve the head of a mattock to break up the dirt. We made two of those.

I explained to Jenn and Siobhan how to build a sawhorse for working on logs, and helped them measure out the parts for the first one. I left them to it and took the mattocks and scoop shovel to Kat and Gabi. I tore down one of the tarps from our original shelter and folded it on the ground, then covered the ammunition with the other tarp and laid logs around it to keep the tarp tacked down.

Kat and Gabi started breaking up the dirt with the mattocks, and I scooped the loose clumps onto the tarp. Once we had a good mound on the tarp, we worked together to lift it out of the hole and drag it off to the side. Kat and I switched, and I swung the mattock for two turns while Kat and Gabi each took turns with the shovel. I was back to shoveling when Kat broke her mattock. She picked up her camp shovel and kept going. When Kat and I switched out, Gabi broke her mattock, too.

Jenn ran over with two replacement heads and started repairing the mattocks as we hydrated and ran to the latrine.

By the time I got done cleaning up after my constitutional and kicking some dirt on top, Jenn had the mattocks repaired. She squirted some hand sanitizer onto our palms and kissed our cheeks. When Jenn left, Gabi, Kat, and I went back to work as the digging crew. Anita and Tabby came over to observe while they took a water break. Both ladies generously handed out kisses to Kat and me before going back to work; Gabi even willingly accepted a hug and a kiss on the cheek.

By mid-day, we had completed the hole. I marked out where the firepit would go, and we dug that out before we took a break for food and water. We ate lunch and rehydrated, and then Kat, Anita, and I went down to fill the buckets with water to refill the boiling operation.

After lunch, Gabi, Kat, and I lifted a log onto the sawhorses, and I showed the ladies how to plane the curve off the top of a log to create a flat surface. I demonstrated using both a machete and a hand ax, tapping the bladed tool with one of the wooden hammers.

Tabby asked, “Why are we doing this?”

“To make it easier to stack the next layer on top,” I responded. “We’ll put some one-inch dowels between to pin them in place for stability and lay some sod between them, too, to keep drafts to a minimum.”

After my demonstration, Tabby and Jenn worked on that, while Anita and Siobhan finished peeling the logs. Gabi, Kat, and I laid logs onto the floor of the hole and planed off the curve to make a flat edge on top. We made lap joints using saws, hatchets, and my chisel, so the logs wouldn’t have seams between them. I marked spots to drill holes for pins. We took turns boring holes, and I helped Tabby and Jenn turn their logs on the sawhorses in between my turns on the drill. We would measure the spots for the holes to match on the next layer, hammer in one-inch pins, lay down a thin layer of sod, and then carefully lay the upper log onto the lower. Gratuitous use of the heavy mallets seated the pins to hold the upper logs in place.

We hustled all afternoon long. Anita tended the fire for the smoker periodically, and by the time the sun approached the horizon, we were exhausted, but we had walls that were about five-and-a-half feet tall, with some holes left for windows.

We had wolf meat and water for dinner, drained our canteens, and refilled them using our pots of boiled water. After Tabby and I refilled the buckets and had pots on to boil, we returned to the river with Anita. We took our time bathing and washing clothes, with frequent breaks for kissing and caressing. We returned to the plane wreck after hanging our clothes over the cooking fire’s reflector to dry. We laid out our bedrolls in the back of the plane, while Kat, Siobhan, and Jenn created a pile in the front of the plane. I checked on Gabi to ensure she was okay with guard duty, and let her know I was just on the other side of the door.

When I returned to Tabby and Anita, we quickly grew intimate. The ladies kissed and pleasured each other as I drove into them with my little monster. After switching back and forth between fucking the two of them, I unloaded into Anita’s welcoming depths. Tabby cleaned both of us with her mouth, and then we all cuddled up on my sleeping bag with Anita’s over us as a comforter. I heard the ladies at the front of the plane moaning in pleasure as I dropped off to sleep.

I woke up momentarily when Kat stepped over me to relieve Gabi on guard duty. Later, I woke up to Kat’s loving kisses and the first daylight streaming in through the windows. We dressed as Kat led Gabi, Jenn, and Siobhan down to the river for a bath.

Breakfast consisted of wolf meat and water, but Siobhan made some coffee. Everyone took an espresso shot and diluted it with boiling water to make Americanos. While we enjoyed our coffee in the dawn light, I pulled out my Surface, sketched the roof, and ran some calculations to ensure I knew how long each of the uprights and ridge poles needed to be.

After cleaning our breakfast dishes in boiled water, I took the lead on the morning calisthenics, and then we got busy constructing the roof.

We used my rope to mark a straight line from the midpoint of the east and west walls; we also marked holes for ridge support poles. Then, we dug the holes for the uprights, or ridge poles. We ran into some rock, but we were able to dig two feet deep for the uprights to rest in. Tabby, Jen, and Anita went to collect fist-sized rocks while I planted an upright pole in the center of each of the structure’s narrow ends. We hammered the rocks into the hole around the poles to hold them firmly in place before planting the fattest pole into the center.

Once the uprights were in place, we set a ridge over the poles using six-inch logs with a lap joint where they rested on the center pole. We secured them with pins driven through the ridge into the upright poles. Then we started building the A-frame rafters for the roof.

I selected four-inch diameter poles that were twelve feet long for the rafters. Gabi and Kat laid out a pair, and I whittled the tops to an angle to define the peak of the roof. The ladies cut three-foot lengths of pole to brace them at the correct angle before we drilled holes through the uprights to pin them together. We checked our work by raising it up and resting it on the ridge pole. It wasn’t quite right, so we laid it down and made a new one based on what we learned. We compared it to the first one, and then tried standing it up; we were pleased to see that it looked right.

We disassembled the original one and made fifteen more. The pieces from the first effort turned into rough stock for the cross braces. I did some calculations on my Surface to check the math I had done in my head. We started drilling holes in the ridge beam and walls to hold the rafters in place. Anita and Kat marked the holes using my little tape measure, while Gabi and I took turns drilling them. Jenn, Siobhan, and Tabby started cobbling together long ladders to support our work on the roof.

We broke for lunch and raised the rafters afterward. That’s how our whole family spent the afternoon—lifting them, moving them along the ridge pole, steadying ladders, and carefully tapping the pins into place from the ladders. We ended the day pinning an additional brace inside each rafter to reinforce the angle of the rafters, four feet below the ridge pole. I planned for that to eventually turn into a loft space for storage below the roof.

Before we broke for dinner, I assessed our work so far. My initial thought was to use sod for the roof like they did on the prairie during westward expansion into Kansas, Oklahoma, and eastern Colorado. After looking at the rafters, I was concerned that the two-foot gap wouldn’t be close enough to hold the sod. My backup plan was to use the tree bark as shingles. I wanted to avoid the third option I had seen in survivalist videos, which was bundling rushes and stuffing them into the gaps like medieval roofs. It would take us a couple of weeks to gather enough material without some type of reaping tools. I could make them, but I had neither a forge nor blacksmithing tools with me.

I discussed it with all the women over dinner.

Siobhan asked, “Can’t we split logs into boards?”

“We could,” I answered. “We would need to drop some more trees, but we’re pretty good at that.”

Siobhan added, “Jenn and I got pretty good at planing the curve off the top of a log in one piece. Cutting boards would be much the same, wouldn’t it?”

I nodded as Anita commented, “The bark we peeled off the pine trees is pretty brittle. I’m not sure drilling half-inch holes in it would work to secure them. How would we secure the sod?”

“Basically, the weight of the sod would hold it in place,” I said. “We could run boards across the top and pin them down for additional security.” I nodded in Siobhan’s direction to draw attention to her idea. “However, I’m concerned about making the roof too heavy by adding too many layers of wood. We only have four-inch-thick rafters.”

Tabby said, “We could bundle grass and roof with that. It’s what they did in medieval times—further back than that, actually.”

“I considered that,” I said. “But I rejected that option because it would take us a long time to gather enough bundles of rushes or grass to fill the roof, especially with the tools we have. Plus, I’m not sure if we have enough cord to bind it.”

“How about if we make T-shaped pins?” Tabby mused. “Let’s say, six inches across with a half-inch pin through the sod into the wood below?”

“I like the idea,” I told her. “The hard part would be that we don’t have a workshop full of tools to do it, and we would need a lot of them. That will take a while since we’ll need so many. Maybe we go back to Siobhan’s idea of boards. Or, we make big woven panels from branches and lay those down over the rafters. I saw that in a video once where they used it for the underlayer for a sod roof.”

Tabby said excitedly, “I can do that. Most of the branches we cut off are pliable enough to weave. We would probably need some kind of frame or template, but it’s doable. It should be a little lighter than boards.”

Jenn said, “The sod rolls are four feet wide. If we’re looking to overlap them by say…four inches, we’ll need more sod. We don’t have enough to cover the roof, especially after using it to seal the gaps between the logs.”

“What I wouldn’t give for a bucket of nails and the woodshop we had at Fort Carson right now,” I muttered. The ladies all looked at me expectantly. “Okay, we’ll go with the woven panels. We’ll dig more sod; I think we have a little more than what we’ll need for one side. If we can split the boards into two-inch widths, maybe we can use those to additionally secure the sod without adding too much weight.”

Everyone nodded their agreement.

“I also need to design a cupola for the roof to let the smoke from the cook fire out. I remember seeing a similar idea in another video. I think I have it on my Surface, so I’ll review that tonight. Also, we’ll need flat stones for the cooking pit, some uprights for spits, and more flat stones for steps out of the front door. We can cover the windows with boards until we can make shutters.”

“Can we have sleeping platforms to get us up off the ground?” Anita asked.

I thought about that and nodded. “Eventually,” I conceded. “I’d like to get the trip up the mountain done first to see if I can get a cell signal. I saw you check a couple of times today. Anything?”

“Still no signal,” Anita replied quietly. Tabby’s frown looked ferocious.

“Okay, so Gabi and I will take our trip once we finish the roof and move everything inside,” I said. “I’m estimating two more days.”

Anita added, “We’re burning through our meat reserves quickly—we have one wolf and one bird left. Plus, we need some vegetable matter, too. That, and starch, may slow down our meat consumption a bit.”

Tabby volunteered, “I can make some baskets from small branches for gathering stuff once I’m not needed for roofing.”

“We can forage while you’re gone, Max,” Kat said. “I know where the cranberries and the garden are from when we went hunting. There are dandelions all over the meadow, and I think I remember seeing the little apples on the north side of the meadow, too. If we take a team of three, I can hunt birds at the same time that we gather plants. We can fish, too.”

Jenn added, “I guess we can gather acorns, too, but we’ll need you to show us how to process them when you get back.”

“And cattails!” Tabby added enthusiastically.

“I’m not wading in that cold water to dig,” Jenn said emphatically.

Tabby frowned. “Fine, I’ll go. You can hold the rope around my waist to make sure I don’t get pulled into the current. Max values me and wants me safe.” She stuck her tongue out at Jenn in a fit of orneriness. Jenn responded in kind, and any tension between the two melted into light giggles.

We conversed through the rest of dinner and cleaned our utensils with boiled water. Kat, Jenn, Siobhan, and Anita went down to the creek afterward.

Tabby took the first watch while I rooted around for the videos I was looking for. I sat next to her in the cargo area and browsed through all the content on the little device. After reviewing the first one, I decided we didn’t need to worry about the boards on top of the sod. The woven panels and sod should be enough based on what the guys in the video did. It was harder to find a video on making a cupola to let the smoke out, but I eventually came across a video of how to build a Viking house with only hand tools. That was the video that had also used bark for shingles. The cheeky little bastards also used nails!

I drew out a frame similar to what they used in the video and figured out how to build it with half-inch pins rather than nails. I’d also need Tabby to weave panels from branches to support the sod roof. She said she could do it as soon as I had the frame built. I thought the cupola would work well because the premise behind it was simple. Once the inside air became warm enough, it would rise and escape the hole in the cupola, creating a draft to draw the smoke out.

With the sunlight gone and the cloudy sky, working was out of the question. I put off bathing since that would necessitate walking to the river in the heavy darkness. I figured it would keep until morning.

I took a patrol with Tabby before kissing her goodnight. Kat and Gabi cuddled on either side of me as I was dropping off. I didn’t stir until Siobhan woke me shortly after dawn. After a quick constitutional at the latrine, I grabbed clean clothes, my cleaning supplies, and my rifle for a trip to the river. I managed to get clean and into fresh clothes pretty quickly.

I was packing up my gear to return to camp when I heard snuffling snorts. I shouldered my pack and picked up my rifle, then eased the hammer back. I found a tree to squat behind and waited for the sounds to get closer.

A couple of times when I was stationed at Fort Carson, I went to Texas to hunt wild pigs with a couple of buddies. In the US, there are no native wild boars. All wild pigs or boars in the US are the progeny of domesticated pigs that have gone feral—even the Arkansas razorbacks. The herds, or passels, of wild pigs procreate quickly and become a menace to crops and gardens. The rocky mountain states banned hunt operators from importing wild pigs to hunt because they get out of hand so quickly. They’re a big problem in Texas, so an army buddy from Texas had invited a couple of us to go on a couple of no-limit hunts for them.

The animals that emerged from the brush along the river were just about as different from those feral pigs as could be. I had seen bigger domestic pigs, but these had sharply sloping skulls, long pointed snouts, shaggy pelts, and most of the larger ones had either two or four prominent tusks. The adult males looked to be roughly two-and-a-half feet tall at the shoulders. The females were maybe four inches shorter and didn’t have the big hump over their shoulders.

Two of those boars would feed us for a couple of weeks, maybe better than the big stag in the distance would have. I shot the biggest one in the head with my Henry rifle from maybe twenty-five yards away; he dropped immediately. I got a second one as they turned to run, putting a bullet into his chest right behind his leg. That one ran about ten yards and fell as the others squealed and ran off. I assumed they were scared by the noise of the rifle.

The ladies came running with weapons as I ran up the slope to drop off my pack. I returned to my kills to drag the two boars to the abattoir, and the ladies helped me string them up to field dress. Thirty minutes later, we had slabs of pork belly going to the smokehouse, while the hearts and livers were sliced and grilled on the griddle over the coals.

While breakfast cooked and the ladies bathed, I laid out poles for the first woven panel and pieced it together. Then I started pulling together the poles I would need for the cupola.

We spent that whole day building the cupola, digging sod, and weaving panels. Throughout the day, I had a feeling of unease. I couldn’t figure out what was causing it, but it persisted throughout the day.

It was an exhausting day, and the roof didn’t look any better at sundown than it did when we had arisen. However, we had most of the woven panels we needed and all the sod I thought we would need to cover the roof. Jenn and Anita built another long ladder to prepare for roofing the next day just before we all took a break for a dinner of freshly roasted pork. Kat, Gabi, and Jenn had pulled a bunch of dandelions while they were digging sod, which meant that each of us got a small salad with a dressing of pork fat, salt, and pepper and a side of roasted dandelion roots. After the scarce rations the last few days, it felt like a feast.

Anita had first watch. I sat with her and walked her first patrol with her. We stopped and leaned against a tree to make out a couple of times, but I kept my little monster in my pants. Once I had her back in the cargo bay, I returned to the passenger compartment to find my habitual spot was full with Kat, Gabi, and Tabby. I shrugged, grabbed my sleeping bag, and moved to the front. I interrupted Jenn and Siobhan’s kissing and caressing each other, and they invited me to lie next to them. I stripped down to my T-shirt and boxers and fell asleep within moments of lying down.

I awoke to the sight of Jenn pulling a sports bra over her generous, brown breasts. She smirked when she saw I was watching, but otherwise just acted like it was no big deal. I got up, dressed, packed my sleeping bag, and left the plane to start the day. The feeling of unease persisted from the moment I woke up.

After a breakfast of roast pork and leftover roasted dandelion roots, we started assembling the roof. We got the panels up and tacked into place before midday. Tabby and I tacked the cupola into place while Anita prepared lunch for everyone. After a quick bite, Gabi, Jenn, Siobhan and I started getting the sod into place. We’d roll out the pieces in a row, and then start another row on top that overlapped by the four inches that Jenn had suggested before. We didn’t have rolls long enough for the whole thirty-foot length, but by overlapping the ends and ensuring the seams on the next layer weren’t in the same spot, I was fairly certain we’d have a pretty water-tight roof.

While the roofing crew worked, Kat took Tabby and Anita out to raid the garden and harvest more dandelions. They were only gone for a little over an hour. When they returned, Tabby and Kat started looking for flat rocks for the fire pit and stairs while Anita prepped for dinner. We finished putting the last of the sod where it needed to go about an hour before sundown.

I decided to use the remaining light to build a door. The hole we had for the entry was on the left side of the ridge support pole. I measured out the dimensions for the door at four feet by seven feet. I directed the ladies who had worked on the roofing crew to build it from two-inch logs and half-inch pins before I began working on my idea for hinges. While they worked on the door, I whittled three one-inch diameter pegs that had a right angle, forming a two-inch tall upright.

The ladies finished about the time I had drilled the third hole for the pins. I hammered the last pin in, and then we stood the door in place. I marked the spot for three half-inch holes that would align with the pins. Gabi and I took turns drilling them, and we had just enough daylight to string hog gut through the holes and around the pins. After about fifteen wraps around each pin, the door was reasonably secure and almost worked like it had real hinges.

We turned on a couple of flashlights inside the house and lined the fire pit with stone. I made an upright on either end of the pit; each had a Y-fork on top. Jenn laid some dry firewood into the pit as I laid a long slender pole over the uprights. Siobhan brought in a scoop shovel full of hot coals and carefully piled them at one end. Jenn fed the firewood to the coals and then blew on them until the flame started to grow off the new firewood.

After that, we dined on pork, broccoli, kale, and dandelion. I ruminated on what was bugging me as I ate. Anita sat next to me, watching me quietly as we ate the special meal.
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As we finished eating, Anita asked me, “What’s bugging you, Max? You’ve been pensive for the last two days.”

“For one thing, the wild boars,” I said. “They don’t look like wild hogs in the US. I went hog-hunting in Texas a couple of times with some army buddies. American wild hogs generally look like shaggy domestic pigs. In Europe, there are wild pigs, which supposedly look similar to European wild pigs.”

Anita chuckled and remarked, “You know a lot about wild pigs.”

I smiled and said, “The game warden in Texas gave me his presentation both times I went hunting there. I think I could give the whole presentation by rote.”

I paused as I marshaled my thoughts. “The pigs I killed yesterday don’t look like feral pigs. They’re native wild boars. That means we’re not in Colorado, Wyoming, or Montana.”

Anita caressed my tense shoulders and asked, “How do you know?”

“Those states aggressively exterminate wild pigs. Some guys have tried taking them up from Texas for hunts, and the state governments slaughter the pigs immediately and fine the crap out of the guys trying to import them.”

“Why?” Tabby queried from across the fire.

I replied, “The way pigs breed, they make rabbits look like slackers. A passel the size of the one I saw yesterday wouldn’t survive in our mountain states.”

After a pause, I brought up the other thing that was bugging me. “There’s something about these mountains that feel different from the Rockies, too,” I said quietly.

“Like what?” Kat asked.

I grimaced as I tried to explain it. “Some of these mountains have dramatic elevation, but they look less sharp than the Rockies. The Rockies are a new range, geologically speaking. These mountains have softer edges. They’re older.”

Anita asked, “Where do you think we are?”

“Somewhere in Europe,” I murmur. “The thing is, in Europe, wild hogs tend to congregate around suburban areas with heavy foliage nearby. It’s easier forage for them. The nights since we’ve been here, I haven’t seen any light wash from a big city. It’s like we’re in the middle of the wilds. I don’t know of any place in Europe like that.”

“How could we have ended up in Europe?” Anita asked, confused.

Gabi added her thoughts. “We were pulled very fast through that vortex with the violet lights. We flew for over three hours at airspeeds faster than our instruments could measure. We would have had to travel over Asia, but if the vortex was pulling us fast enough, maybe it could have gotten us to Europe.”

Siobhan said, “I remember us flying over lakes, and I got periodic glimpses of mountains, plains, and cities. I couldn’t ever get a feel for where we were at any given time. And I didn’t see any water beneath us for long enough to indicate we were flying over the ocean.”

I nodded before Gabi said, “This place reminds me of where I grew up.”

“Where’s that?” Anita asked.

“Iserlohn, Germany,” she replied. “Right on the edge of the Sauerland. It is gorgeous land and still fairly wild. The mountains here and the river remind me of the Baarbach, or Bear Creek, as it flows to the Ruhr river. Except there is no traffic or buildings.”

Everyone was quiet for a while. I finally said, “Well, we’ll find out tomorrow. I’ll take the second watch. Who’s on first?”

Jenn raised her hand. “I’ve got it, Max. Are you sure you don’t want to sleep in, so you’ll be fresh for your adventure tomorrow?”

I chuckled darkly. “Sure, I want to. I want to sleep all day tomorrow. I bet you all do, too. We worked our asses off the last few days, and we’re all sore and exhausted. But you’ve all done a great job putting together a house that could last us for years if it had to. ”

The ladies nodded in agreement before Kat said, “I’ll take the second shift, Max. You and Gabi get as much sleep as you can.”

Gabi, Tabby, and I laid out our bedrolls onto my habitual spot. Both of the ladies stripped down to their panties, Gabi turning to preserve her modesty. They pulled on loose T-shirts to sleep in while I stripped down to my boxers and pulled on a fresh shirt as well. We hung our clothes over the backs of the plane seats and piled onto my bedroll, pulling Tabby’s sleeping bag over the top of us. My exhaustion quickly took me.

I woke to the dark rose color of early morning twilight. Gabi was snuggled up close with one heavy leg across both of mine. One of my arms was buried between her unbound breasts, and my hand was under her leg. Tabby’s head was on my left shoulder, my other arm was wrapped around her.

I slid my hand up and then got it out from under Gabi’s leg. I squeezed her thigh, and she woke up with a gasp. “Ready to take a trip, Gabi?”

Gabi gave me a perplexed look, so I dusted off my school German. “Bist du bereit zum reisen, Gabi?”

Gabi smiled slightly and laid her head back onto my shoulder. “Not bad, Max,” she murmured while trying to burrow closer to me. “I would rather stay here under the warm blanket. Must we go now?”

“We should get moving, sweetie,” I replied tiredly. “The ridgeline doesn’t look more than a couple of kilometers away, but we have to find a ford, cross the river, and then climb up. If everything lines up and it’s easy, we can make it there and back in a day. If not, we have a two-day trip ahead of us. That’s what I’m counting on.”

I turned my head to brush a kiss across Gabi’s cheek. “I do rather like cuddling up with you like this. You give good cuddle,” I teased.

Gabi smiled shyly and replied, “Danke, Max.”

Gabi slowly removed her leg, leaving a feeling of dampness behind as she raised Tabi’s sleeping bag and stood.

I slowly extracted myself from Tabby and got up to pull on my clothes. Then, I picked up Tabby, sleeping bag and all, and carried her to the pile at the front of the plane. I tucked her in next to Anita, who was spooned around Jenn, who was spooned around Siobhan. I planted a gentle kiss on each woman’s cheek before returning to pack my gear.

I returned to pack up my bedroll and strapped it to my pack. I looked at Gabi, and she nodded as she shrugged into the snug leather bomber jacket. We exited via the door to the cargo bay. Kat looked up at me and smiled. “You leaving now?”

I nodded as I stepped down the ladder. “We need to wrap some meat in foil, fill canteens, and give Gabi’s pistol a once-over.”

“Oh!” Gabi exclaimed. “It is in the cockpit. I will be right back.” She slipped quietly back into the passenger compartment.

“I wish I were going with you, Max,” Kat said. I leaned over the edge of the torn metal, and Kat leaned in to kiss me deeply.

When we broke the kiss, Kat said, “When you get back, I’ll show you I can take all of you inside me. I was made for you, Max. I’m just so lucky I found you.”

“I’m the lucky one, beautiful,” I murmured in response. “Don’t worry about the little monster. Whatever we can do will be enough. I love you.”

“I love you too, my king,” she replied with a brilliant smile. “Be careful out there.”

“I will,” I replied as Gabi returned, holding a pistol and an extra magazine.

Gabi handed the items to me and whispered, “I’m sorry, but I think I woke everyone up.”

I cleared a round from the chamber of Gabi’s pistol and disassembled it while Gabi tried to put the extra round in the magazine. I liked the M&P disassembly lever better than the Glock’s version, but otherwise, they were equally good firearms. I pulled out a little cleaning kit and ran a swab through the barrel and into some of the more common catch points for soot on an automatic pistol, finding it to be pretty clean. I put a drop of oil on the common lube points, reassembled it, and function-checked the pistol.

Gabi growled, “I cannot get the verdammte thing in there.”

I looked at the magazine and nodded. “It’s at capacity. Buck must have kept a round in the chamber. Was there a holster?”

“Ja,” she replied. “I will get it.”

I heard the ramp door open and the quiet murmuring of the other ladies. I called out, “We’re back here.”

Gabi returned as Anita was snuggling into my back. I helped Gabi attach the holster to her belt, then I showed her how to keep her finger off the trigger while she worked with the weapon. I had her seat the magazine and jack a round into the chamber, then eject the magazine and clear the weapon, then do it again. Finally, I had her eject and load the magazine, rack a round, put the final round in the mag, then seat it in the weapon and holster it. Satisfied that she had gotten the motions down, I put my cleaning kit away.

Tabby ran up with a big haunch of pork wrapped in foil, which I tucked into my bag. Gabi and I each emptied a canteen before filling both of mine and putting them on my belt. Anita and Kat each gave Gabi one of their canteens, which went into my pack.

I collected my goodbyes from my usual ladies and was surprised when Siobhan came up to me with a hug and a warm kiss. Jenn followed suit by kissing my lips gently and hugging me fiercely. She whispered, “Be careful, Maxwell. I’ll be very upset with you if you get hurt.”

I chuckled as I squeezed her back. “I will.” I looked at my traveling companion. “You ready, Gabi?”

“Ja, let us go,” she answered with a decisive nod.

We started walking toward the river when Kat called out, “Wait!” She ran up quickly, holding three boxes of ammunition. “Do you have enough?”

“I’m set for the .410, but I’ll take the box of .45 Colt and 9mm,” I replied. I handed Gabi the 9mm and pocketed the .45 ammo. I didn’t think I’d need more than the ten rounds in my rifle, but it was good to be prepared. I had all my knives, my hatchet, my revolver, my rifle, and my pack.

“Back in the army again,” I murmured, imitating Siobhan and winking at her.

Gabi picked up a two-inch-thick pole that was about four feet long to use as a walking stick. Anita gave us each piece of smoked pork with the bone still in it. She and Kat each gave me another quick kiss, and we were off.

We followed our normal path down to the river as we gnawed on our still warm breakfast. I looked to the north to ensure we didn’t have any more boar on our back trail, and then we turned south. We watched the river and I kept an eye out for signs of animals or humans.

I saw more boar spoor, a variety of deer tracks—both regular and pygmy varieties—and tracks from wolves, foxes, and something that looked like a small badger. We took our time, trying to acclimate to our surroundings. We were basically in a narrow flood plain between the hill with the meadow and the mountain ridge across the river to the east.

After walking for about an hour and a half, we came across some bear tracks. They weren’t huge, so I assumed they were made by a black bear. I told Gabi, “That’s a bear track. Keep an eye out for them. I don’t want to get in a pissing contest with a mama bear. Her cubs…,” I pointed to some slightly smaller tracks, “...look like they were born this year. She’s gonna be very protective.”

A short time later, we approached a shallow ford, and I noticed what looked to be cart tracks entering or exiting the ford. There were also prints from an unshod pony or donkey, and a lot of bare and moccasined human feet.

I looked further south and grimaced. “There are people living around here somewhere.” I gazed across the ford. The water looked only inches deep in places.

“My boots will keep my feet dry, but I doubt yours will, Gabi,” I mused. “I’ll take my pack across and then come back to piggyback you over. Okay?”

“Riding your back like a child?” she asked. I nodded sharply, and she said, “Okay. If you think you can carry me.”

“I’ll be able to without my pack, and once I’ve seen what the footing looks like. I’ll be right back,” I told her. She smiled tentatively and nodded, so I started wading across.

At that point, the bed of the river was mostly rock, but there were a couple of gravelly spots. It looked like one of the cart wheels had gotten stuck for a bit because there was a deep rut in one spot, but other than that little pool, it was a fairly easy traverse.

I found a dry spot next to a tree to park my pack and waded back to Gabi, carrying my rifle.

I squatted, and Gabi leaned onto my back, wrapped her arms around my shoulders, and crossed her ankles as I stood. I traversed the shallow ford carefully, and we arrived on the other side with no issues. I shouldered my pack as Gabi looked around.

“I swear, this is Iserlohn, except all the roads, bridges, buildings, and people are missing,” she said, her slight accent betraying her confusion. “Dis must be de Baarbach.”

“Bear Creek?” I asked. She nodded absently. I said, “Well, we’ve seen bear tracks. Maybe this is just an uncommonly remote area.”

Gabi frowned as she looked further south. Shaking her head, she said, “I swear there used to be a Gasthaus there overlooking the creek. It was a nice place for lunch after hiking all morning.”

“Wouldn’t that be nice,” I muttered as I looked up. “The sun’s not quite to its midpoint, and my watch says it’s about 6:30. I’m going to set it to noon when the sun reaches its zenith.” I paused to look at the prints in the dirt of a path that traveled along the creek. There were more cart tracks and footprints going in both directions. I sighed and said, “Let’s go for about another hour, and then we can stop for lunch.”

I pulled a canteen off my belt and pointed up to the ridge. “If we angle up that direction, it should be a fairly easy climb.” I took a large sip of water and handed it to Gabi.

“Sounds good,” she replied, taking a big drink and handing the canteen back to me. “Shall we?”

I put the canteen back onto my belt and started walking. We began climbing the slope at an easy angle. After about an hour, we stopped next to a fallen tree as the slope started getting steeper. I dropped my pack to the ground, and we sat on the tree trunk. I opened the foil around the pork roast and tore off a couple of chunks for lunch.

Gabi said quietly, “Thank you for bringing me along, Max.”

“You’re welcome, Gabi,” I replied. “How are you feeling?”

“Confused,” she said. “I feel like I should know where I am. I feel like we should be able to pick up a taxi down there at the Gasthaus and be at my parents’ house in thirty minutes. But there is no Gasthaus. There is no taxi. It feels familiar, and yet very strange.”

“I understand,” I told her. “I’ve been feeling confused since I saw the little deer and the black grouse. I’ve never seen anything like them.”

Gabi said, “The deer you killed looks like a typical deer to me. They are roe deer, which we call Reh. There are bigger ones called red deer, but they are very rare now. The English call them harts or stags for the males and hinds for the females. In my language we call them Hirsch.”

“I saw one of those in the distance,” I told her. “His rack of antlers was huge, and he looked equally big, even at a distance. He was a magnificent animal.”

Gabi stood and brushed the dust from her ass, which immediately drew my attention to her firm round buttocks and her strong long legs. She turned and caught me admiring her figure. She asked quietly, “Are you looking at my bum, Max?”

I looked up into her piercing blue eyes. “Yes, I am, Gabi. Your ass is glorious,” I told her with a sincere smile.

She smiled back brightly. “Stop being a pervert, Max. We need to climb to the ridge and get a signal.”

I popped the last bite of pork in my mouth and stood. “Yes, ma’am,” I responded, winking. “Although, I must say, your ass is rather spectacular, Gabi.”

Gabi strode off ahead of me, and I followed closely behind. She called over her shoulder as she marched up the incline, “If you get a cell signal, I will let you touch it.”

“Well, what are we waiting for?” I replied and pushed my long legs to climb faster.

The slope continued to get steeper, but Gabi didn’t slow. That big, magnificent woman kept up with me stride for stride. At times, we scrambled for footing but by late afternoon, we took the last steps on all fours, so I was able to barely raise my head over the ridge to look down on the river valley below.

“Where are the roads? The towns?” Gabi murmured, stunned.

There was no modern technology in evidence. I pulled out all of the cell phones and turned them on as I looked across the vista. I saw more forests and a bigger river. I did spot a small village next to the river, but the homes looked like rustic huts. I could see people moving, but I couldn’t make out any details.

I rolled to my back and held the phones up over the ridge one by one. No signal. No GPS. “Fu-uck,” I muttered. “Nothing, Gabi. I’ll have to find another way to get to caress that spectacular ass of yours.”

I shut off the phones and put them into my pack, digging around until I found my small pair of Bushnell binoculars. I focused on the small village. The huts were very rustic, made of straw and mud with thatched roofs. The men were dressed in loose, roughspun trousers and tunics, and the women were wearing long dresses with aprons. Many of the villagers were barefoot, but others wore simple moccasins. Some wore furs over their shoulders

“Gabi,” I murmured, handing her the binoculars. “Take a look.”

Gabi raised the lenses to her eyes and scanned the whole valley. “Heilige Scheiße,” she exclaimed quietly. “It is like a scene right out of the verdammten Middle Ages.”

Gabi shook her head rapidly and looked at me, her eyes wide with panic. “Max, I do not understand! Ve cannot get GPS anywhere, places are not where dey are supposed to be, and now this! What is happening?”

I grabbed Gabi by the shoulders with enough pressure to shake her out of her panic. “Gabi, stay calm, okay? Let’s think this through before we freak out.”

What if…? I shook my head, immediately dismissing the thought. As I looked over the scene before me, I considered everything Gabi had mentioned, and I thought back to those violet flashes in the sky before we had crash-landed. I couldn’t ignore the signs. But how?

I returned my gaze to meet Gabi’s and steeled myself for the words that I couldn’t believe were about to come out of my mouth.

“Gabi,” I began, “you’re right—about everything. I think we may have to consider the possibility that we may no longer be in the twenty-first century. I think…and, believe me, I understand how unbelievable this may sound, that we have somehow traveled backward in time.”

Gabi stared at me, dumbfounded. “Back…in time?” she finally choked out.

I wanted to vent my feelings of disbelief and frustration, but I couldn’t. I needed to take command of the situation and ensure my team—in this case, just Gabi—was calm and ready for anything that might come our way. I turned to Gabi and said, “Gabi, please stay calm. Take some deep breaths if you need to. No matter what may have happened, we’re still in unfamiliar territory and we don’t know what other surprises may be waiting for us. There will be time to fully process this later, but we need to hold it together for now, all right?”

Gabi closed her eyes and breathed deeply. When she opened her eyes, she looked at me stoically. “I cannot think of any other explanation for what we are seeing, but I will be okay.”

We locked gazes for a long moment, each processing our new reality. Finally, Gabi said quietly, “We are not getting rescued.”

“No,” I agreed. “We’re not.”
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We laid prone on the ridge for at least thirty minutes surveying the scene on the other side of the mountain, passing the binoculars back and forth.

I watched a raft floating toward us on the river for a moment before handing the binos over again. I murmured, “How am I going to break the news to the rest of our group? They’re going to wig out even more than I am now.”

Gabi chuckled quietly. “It is hard to believe that this is what you call ‘wigging out,’ Max. You seem very much in control.”

I responded seriously, “I am wigging out, Gabi. Even though I’m not in the army anymore, I just don’t have the luxury of expressing it the way normal people would.”

Gabi smiled softly and scanned the valley for a moment before replying. “I think Tabby will react the worst,” she murmured. “Kat and Anita will be shocked, but in the end, they will be fine if they are with you. Siobhan and Jenn are much the same, plus they have each other. Tabby will struggle.”

“Maybe,” I conceded. “I think they’re all going to freak at least a little bit, though.”

“Ja, as am I,” Gabi replied. “I swear we are in my hometown. That is the Baarbach that we crossed. That’s the Ruhr river with the rafts and barges. Oh! Look at the barge just coming into sight!”

I carefully took the binoculars back, raising them to my eyes and scanning upriver for a barge. Eventually, my eyes rested upon a long, flat boat. It looked like it had eight oars, but only the two in the back were in the water. There appeared to be eight ranks of soldiers in uniform, sitting three abreast, with the outermost soldiers holding oars. The rowers at the rear seemed to make minor course corrections with the oars every so often, while one soldier in the prow watched for obstacles in the river. The uniforms they wore made me think they were re-enactors who were cosplaying Roman soldiers.

“What the…” I murmured. “Hey, Gabi. We’re east of the Rhine, right?”

“Ja, about sixty to seventy kilometers east as a bird flies,” she replied quietly. “If we are where I think we are.”

“If I remember correctly, the Romans set up their line of forts along the west bank of the Rhine until it curved to the Danube. How far north of the Danube are we?” I asked.

“About four hundred to five hundred kilometers, I think,” she replied. “The area we are in would be Nordrhein Westfalen, in modern times. I am guessing this is contested ground between the Saxons and the Franks. The Ruhr comes out of the mountains of the Sauerland and carves the boundary of our region. Even in modern times the Sauerland is not heavily populated. The Saxon’s territory was mostly north of the Lippe river, and the Franks were mostly west of the Rhine and south of the Main river. This region was peopled by lesser-known cultures, but they had more in common with the Saxons than they did the Franks.”

I nodded as I watched the Roman barge approach the village. The villagers lined the river banks; they looked to be yelling at the Romans. They soon flung rocks from the riverbanks and launched a few by slings. One guy fired a couple of arrows before shaking his lightweight bow at them. “The natives don’t seem to like the Romans much,” I observed.

I rolled to my back. “We should get moving; I want to get back as soon as possible. I suspect it will be dark by the time we reach the creek crossing. We could camp on its shores or try to get home in the dark, but I think we’d be better served by camping where we ate.”

I raised my binoculars to try to spy our camp, but I couldn’t see anything through the trees.

Gabi said, “We could camp by the uprooted stump of that felled tree. It would be a natural fire reflector.”

I nodded, then placed my binoculars back in the case and stuffed that into my pack. “Good thinking, Gabi. That will hide most of the light from the trail along the river unless we make a huge fire. We’ve got enough pork for another meal. Plus, I’ve got some trail bars for emergency rations. We’ve only got two canteens of water, but if we're careful, that should be enough until we get back to camp.”

“Ja, we can hydrate once we’re home,” Gabi responded and stood to brush off her ass.

I rolled to my feet, shouldered my pack, and picked up my rifle.

As we started walking, Gabi asked, “Can you shoot some fresh dinner?”

I frowned as I carefully picked my way down the steep terrain. “I could, but I don’t want to be shooting unless it’s a dire emergency. When I thought we were going to be rescued, I wasn’t too worried about running out of ammo. We have plenty to hunt with for a few months, but the situation has changed. Raiding and war were just a normal part of life during this part of history. I think I need to start saving ammo for defense. We’ll need to figure out a strategy to survive.”

“You are very handy,” Gabi remarked. “We will figure it out.”

“I’m a decent blacksmith,” I admitted. “If I had a forge and an anvil, I could make tools that would make life a little easier. I don’t suppose we’ll find those just laying around unused.”

“Probably not,” Gabi said. She turned to smirk at me. “Maybe we should drive by Costco and Home Depot on the way back to camp.”

I chuckled, and a little of the weight of our predicament lessened. “Damn, Gabi. That’s a good idea. We’ll just rent a truck to get it all back to camp. Maybe we can swing by my place and get my horses, tools, and forge.”

Gabi grinned as she picked her way carefully down a rocky patch.

“We do need to focus on gathering and preserving food,” I mused as we worked our way down with short careful steps. “We’ll need to cure more pelts, because that’s going to be our source for warm clothing. And we’ll need to stock up a bunch of firewood. I should raid that garden for any plants that are going to seed, so we can plant a garden in the spring.”

“Do not do the freaking out, Max,” Gabi teased. “We have plenty of time to freak out later. Let us get home first.”

“Home,” I mused. “I guess it is. We’ll need to think about a defensive plan, too. That meadow is a choice piece of land. Somebody is bound to have claimed it.”

We slowly made our way down the steep trail. Daylight had changed to early evening twilight by the time we reached our lunch site. We collected rocks and wood for a fire pit. I was holding a roughly baseball-sized stone when I saw a squirrel at the base of a tree. I channeled my youth in Little League and pitched the stone at the squirrel. Surprisingly, I hit it.

I ran up and found it twitching, trying to scramble away. I killed the little beast with El Chete and retrieved my throwing rock.

We gathered a big pile of dry wood and enough stones for a three-foot diameter fire pit. Gabi dug a shallow pit with my entrenching tool and ringed it with the stones while I selected a couple of long, sturdy sticks. I used them and my poncho to create a small shelter. Gabi took my clip knife to shave some strips off a dry branch for tinder, and I showed her how to use my magnesium fire starter to get a spark to catch in the tinder. We slowly added twigs and sticks of increasing size until we had a nice little blaze going.

Gabi used my saw to cut some longer branches into manageable pieces while I skinned our dinner and skewered it with a green twig.

I rolled out our bedroll, and we sat, cuddling companionably while we turned the squirrel carcass.

Gabi teased, “I guess you have no need to worry about avoiding the scrutiny of the authorities with your three women.”

“Five,” I told her absently. “Jenn and Siobhan are part of the family, even if I don’t have sex with them.”

I wrapped an arm gently around Gabi’s waist, and she leaned toward me. I added, “Honestly, it should be six, unless you have a different plan.”

“Ja,” she said. “I think I would really like to be the wife of a medieval peasant farmer rather than you, Max.” Her delivery was deadpan, but she was having a hard time hiding a little smirk.

I chuckled. “Yeah, I can see that. An impressive, modern pilot gives it all up to live in a mud hut and live off of what she gardens,” I teased.

She shrugged as she turned the spit holding the squirrel. “Well, when you think about it, that is about what we must do,” she replied. Her tone was surprisingly light. “The house we built is nicer than the huts in the village, but we will have to live off our gardening, foraging, and hunting skills.”

“At least initially,” I agreed. “However, we have a lot of modern knowledge, too. I already lived off my garden at home, supplemented with hunting and fishing. I know livestock and farming. I know some basic blacksmithing and soldiering, too. I taught the ladies some basic survival skills and shooting. They’ll pick up hunting and foraging well enough for us to thrive—at least, once they embrace that we’re stuck here.”

“I will never get to fly again,” Gabi sighed. “I will miss that.”

“Balloons and hang gliders are within our capabilities with a bit of planning and some basic materials,” I said. “We have to figure out the survival stuff first, but it’s within the realm of the possible. We just have to survive long enough.”

“What concerns you the most?” Gabi asked.

I didn’t even pause. “Battle. I’ve got six of you to protect during a time when the strong have the weapons and take what they want. They’ll take all six of you or use you and leave you for dead if we allow it. I will fight to the death for any or all of you, and I’ll teach you all to defend yourselves. I’m just afraid we’re going to be fighting constantly.”

“We have guns,” Gabi replied. “No one else does. That should give us an advantage.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “But that also makes them a valuable commodity that someone will try to steal. Plus, we don’t have unlimited ammo. I’m just glad Mack talked me into bringing his ammo along. We’re going to need to have more contemporary weapons and train on using them.”

“You mean bow and arrow, swords, Armbrust, spears, and shields?” she asked.

“Armbrust?”

“Ja,” she answered. “The weapon that has a gun stock with a bow across the front. A…crossbow?”

“Yeah, a crossbow,” I agreed. “Ya know, our German-speaking skills will be useful, too.”

Gabi chuckled. “Do not count on that, Max. The Saxon and Frankish dialects spoken now are nothing like you learned in school. My grandparents spoke the old Plattdeutsch language, but that is still a modern language by comparison.”

“You’re right,” I sighed. “That would have been too easy.”

“What are you going to miss most?” Gabi asked after a long, companionable silence.

“My kids,” I replied. “I saw Christa infrequently, but we enjoyed each other’s company. She’s growing so fast. I’m going to miss being there for her. I saw Gregor almost every weekend, and he just learned that I’m his biological father. I wish I could be there for him as he deals with that knowledge. He’ll be okay in the long term, but he may struggle for a while.” I paused for a moment. “I do wish I had my horses and my garden. My kids’ parents and Mack are good friends, and I’ll miss them, too. Otherwise, the people that mean the most to me are here with me.”

“I will miss my parents and flying the most—my gym, too,” she said.

“What kind of gym?” I asked.

“Powerlifting,” she replied. “I did try bodybuilding, but I changed over to powerlifting after about a year. I kept a bodyweight training regimen to work out when traveling once I became a commercial pilot, but lifting heavy weights is my favorite fitness routine. Sadly, it is not a very useful hobby.”

I pulled her close. “I don’t know,” I countered. “I found your strength very helpful when we were moving logs. You’re a valuable part of our family, Gabi.”

Gabi leaned into me and rested her head on my shoulder. “You are too kind, Max. I am no one special.”

“I disagree,” I murmur. “I’m happy to have you with me on this trip. You kept up on the trek, you didn’t balk at crossing the creek, and you didn’t freak out too much when we found out where and when we were. You’ve kept me level-headed with your own special mix of humor and thoughtfulness. If that’s not special, I don’t know what is. And you know that my ladies are all special.”

“I don’t know…” Gabi demurred.

“I do,” I interrupted. “We’re just getting to know each other, Gabi. But I really like you.”

Gabi cuddled close and tried to deflect. “You just want to brush my ass and fuck me,” she murmured.

“That sounds delightful, but no,” I told her gently. “I want to get to know you, and eventually make love to you and build a life with you. Honestly, I don’t know if I can do this without you.”

“I cannot right now, Max,” she said quietly. “Have sex, I mean. I do not want to leave you and the girls, but I just cannot have sex right now. It is too soon since Buck. I need to mourn him.”

“No problem at all, Gabi,” I told her. “I’m here for you regardless. The ladies think highly of you.”

“Danke, Max,” she said and wrapped her arms around me.

We enjoyed the fire as the remaining sunlight slowly faded, waiting for the squirrel to finish roasting. We ate it fresh off the spit, feeding morsels to each other and laughing quietly.

After dinner, I dug a shallow trench for us to relieve ourselves in, then we took our boots off and tucked our legs into my sleeping bag. I pulled my parka off and rolled it up to serve as a pillow so that Gabi could rest her head. I dug out my poncho liner while Gabi unfastened her bra to let the girls run free before she laid down to sleep.

She murmured, “Wake me at the half-way point, so I can take a turn on watch. You need some sleep too, Max.”

I looked down at her and smiled. “Sure, Gabi. Where’s your weapon? I don’t see it on your belt.”

“Here,” she replied quietly and lifted it from inside the sleeping bag. “I didn’t want to lay on it.”

“That works,” I told her. “Sleep well, Gabi.”

After a moment, Gabi asked, “May I have a goodnight kiss, Max?”

I scooted around and bent over to cup her face before kissing her lips. The kiss lengthened, and Gabi wrapped her arms around my neck as we languorously explored each other’s mouths.

When the kiss broke, I teased her. “Are you trying to get me to not pay attention when I’m on guard duty, too?”

Gabi smiled in the firelight and replied, “No, Max. I was serious about needing some time to grieve, but the contact is nice. I like kissing you, and I look forward to doing more.”

“Any time, sweetheart,” I murmured. “I would be honored to be your man.”

“I hope you will be able to wait for me to finish mourning,” she replied with wide eyes. “I am a German. My people are not emotionally demonstrative, but I feel pulled to share my emotions with you.”

I gave her a quick kiss and tell her, “I think we can have something beautiful, Gabi. I’ll be here for you whenever or however, you need me.”

“You really mean that,” she remarked in awe.

“Yes, I do,” I told her sincerely. “Get some sleep, sweetheart.”

I laid my rifle across my lap and pulled out my Judge. I pulled out the .410 bore birdshot rounds and replaced them with triple-aught buckshot before returning the weapon to its holster.

I started breathing deeply, entering my awareness trance. I heard an owl calling in the distance. Something small was scurrying nearby, and wolves were howling from far away. What I didn’t hear was human noises.

All night, the forest was quiet. I added wood to the fire around midnight, and I gently shook Gabi at two in the morning.

“You up for your watch, Gabi?” I asked.

“Einen Moment,” she slurred.

I chuckled and said gently, “Go back to sleep, Gabi.”

“Nein,” she moaned. “I will get up. Just give me a moment.”

“Sure,” I agreed quietly.

Gabi slowly got up, and we switched places. I laid down and pulled the poncho liner over me.

I asked her gently, “Do you have a round in the chamber?”

“Ja, Schätzchen,” she answered with a smile. “Get some sleep, Max.”

I tilted my hat low over my eyes and drifted off to sleep.

I woke up hours later to sunlight warming the day. Gabi was laying across my chest. Her right arm hung limply on my left side, her gun lying next to her hand.

I chuckled and nudged her gently. “Staying alert on watch, I see.”

“Hmm?” she replied groggily.

“Wake up, love. Time to travel,” I told her.

“I’m on watch,” she murmured sleepily. She used a contraction! I thought.

“You’re not supposed to sleep on watch, honey,” I teased.

Gabi slowly sat up and let out a wide, silent yawn. “Uhmmmm. It was dark and cold. I put some wood on the fire, and saw you lying there looking ‘all yummy,’ as the girls back at camp would say. You told me I give good cuddle, so I decided to cuddle up to you until the fire got warmer. I had not planned to fall asleep.”

“Okay. From a security perspective, it was a bad move,” I scolded her light-heartedly. “On the flip side, it was really nice waking up with you draped across my body.”

“It was nice for me, too,” she said with a shy smile.

I pulled on my boots and laced them before getting up to disassemble the shelter and secure my bedroll.

We took turns visiting the trench before I filled it by kicking the remaining dirt back in the hole, then Gabi used my shovel to pitch dirt onto the fire to douse it.

Before we left, I had Gabi clear and break down her pistol to check that the barrel didn’t get any dirt in it before instructing her on how to put it back together. I showed her how to function check it, and then Gabi reloaded her weapon and tucked it into her holster.

I pulled the last of the smoked pork roast out of my pack, and Gabi split it while I shouldered my pack.

After a quick survey of our campsite, we decided it was as close to pristine as we could make it. We started trekking down the mountain as we chewed the last of the boar meat.

Gabi asked, “How late are we?”

“Not too late,” I said after checking my watch. “If I’ve got my watch set properly, it’s only about eight thirty in the morning. We should make it back to the ford before midday and home by early afternoon.”

After a moment’s pause, Gabi said, “I am sorry for falling asleep on watch, Max.”

“Gabi, don’t fret about the little stuff,” I responded fervently. “Life’s too short to spend time worrying about past mistakes. Learn and move on.” I stuffed the last of the boar into my mouth and chewed. After I swallowed the last morsel, I added, “I need to teach all of you the awareness meditation I use. An instructor in Ranger School taught me, and my first platoon sergeant gave me exercises to improve it. Mack did, too.”

“Ja, that could be useful,” Gabi agreed.

We walked for a while before Gabi said suddenly, “Max, wait a moment.” She detoured to a fallen branch. “May I have your saw? I left my Stock on the ridge. This will make a good replacement, I think.”

I shrugged out of my pack and asked, “Stock?” I pulled my saw out and handed it to her.

“Walking staff,” Gabi answered as she took the tool from my hand with a smile.

“Got it,” I replied as she squatted next to the branch to cut the ends off. I admired her ass while she worked. She stood, holding the stick vertically to saw off smaller branches.

I pulled out El Chete and took over, quickly hacking the little branches off. I handed the staff to her, and she nodded. “Good enough. The other was better, but I will make do with this one.”

As I put the saw back in my pack, I replied, “That’s right, Gabi. Learn and move on.”

She smiled shyly at me as I shouldered my pack again and retrieved my rifle. We continued down the gradual slope as a light mist started to fall.

When we were about three hundred yards from Bear Creek, we spotted a man with a cart drawn by a small horse, heading north toward the Ruhr. He looked old and worn as he sat in the seat of the cart, huddled under a fur for warmth. In the back of the cart, sitting on top of a load of cut logs and branches, were two small children huddled under a heavy fur. The old man kept looking nervously over his shoulder. At first, I thought he was checking on the children, but before long it became evident that he was worried about something behind him.

Having an affinity for animals, and horses in particular, I took note of his horse. I’d never seen one like it. It was dun-colored with a dark mane. It’s body wasn’t tall, and it looked more like a pony than a horse. “What kind of horse is that?” I muttered.

Gabi said, “It looks like a Dülmener. They are rare in modern times, but they are native to Nordrhein-Westfalen. The only ones that were alive when I was in school were a herd in Dülmen, near Münster—thus the name. I went to see them when I was in school. I did not know they could be domesticated.”

“We’re early enough in history that they may have been a domestic horse and some went feral,” I said. “At first I thought it might be a Norwegian Fjord horse. This one is smaller than those, more like a pony,” I said as we slowed our walk. “Still, it’s pulling a pretty good load. I can’t imagine the axle on a cart like that is very easy to pull.”

As we slowly made our way down to the waterfront path, the old man noticed us. I waved casually as Gabi and I walked slowly toward the ford. Gabi waved too, and the old man gave a small wave in return as he stared at us and encouraged his horse to pick up the pace. He passed us, heading north along the creek. A few moments later, one of the children exclaimed something I couldn’t understand and pointed behind them. The old man seemed alarmed and urged his horse to go faster.

I heard a shout in the distance, so I pulled Gabi behind a large tree about twenty yards from the path to watch what was going on. The old man was about two hundred yards to the north of us when three riders appeared, riding at a canter.
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Two of the riders were dressed in armor. One appeared to be wearing Roman armor, while the other was wearing a sort of scaled mail. I immediately labeled them as knights in my mind. Both had heavy round shields, swords, and a sheath filled with long javelins. Their horses were heavier and larger than the old man’s pony. The horse that bore the knight in Roman armor was maybe seventeen hands tall, while the other was maybe fifteen hands.

The third rider wore only a tunic, pants, moccasin-like boots, a knit hat with ear flaps, and a heavy fur vest. He held a strung straight bow in his left hand and had a quiver of arrows on his belt.

The knights pulled up just past our position and spoke in a guttural language to the archer. The archer dismounted his horse, a smaller beast just a little bigger than the cart pony, and drew an arrow as the two knights kicked their horses to chase the cart. He fired once at the cart, and the arrow thudded into the logs just behind the children. The archer fired once more, but the arrow fell short, landing in the mud. He turned in disgust toward his horse when he spotted us.

The archer reached for another arrow. I pulled back the hammer on my rifle as I raised it to my shoulder and fired. The archer had just raised the arrow when my .45 Colt round hit him in the center of the chest.

The two knights were nearly upon the cart when they spun to investigate the noise. The two kids jumped off the wagon and ran into the forest and up the mountainside. The old man pulled the cart over, grabbed a primitive looking ax, and jumped nimbly to the ground. Both knights chucked a javelin at the woodcutter, and he ducked behind the cart.

I’d had enough by that point, so I dropped my pack and ran down to the path yelling, “Hey! Asshole! Yeah! You!”

My strange words got the attention of the knight in Roman armor, and he wheeled his horse around while his buddy dismounted and drew his sword, stalking toward the old man. The mounted knight spotted me as I erupted from the forest and sprinted toward him.

The knight kicked his horse and charged toward me. I dropped to one knee, sighted my rifle on the middle of his face, and squeezed the trigger. The round hit him just below his left cheekbone, and he flew off his charging horse to land on the ground.

The horse slowed once it was without a rider, and I raised my hands. The horse slowed to a walk and appraised me. I walked up and patted his neck gently as the beast sniffed my hat. “Take care of my lady and your friend,” I told the beast before sprinting past the fallen knight.

I yelled, “Hey! Schwein!” It was the only German I could remember at the moment. Apparently, it was comprehensible enough that the second knight turned to look at me angrily. I dropped to my knee and shouldered my rifle as the woodcutter took a chance at the knight’s exposed back. The larger, well-fed soldier casually stuck his sword into the woodcutter’s gut as he kept his eyes on me.

I pulled the trigger, and the round hit the guy in his heart. I wasn’t certain it penetrated the armor, but he dropped. I ran forward to find the knight groaning on the ground. I looked down at him as he fought for breath. I pulled my pistol and fired the .410 triple-aught buckshot in his face. He stopped moving as his head turned to mush.

I holstered my pistol and uncocked my rifle. I hurried to the old woodcutter as he lay on the ground and inspected his wound. Blood bubbled from the cut, and he gasped in pain. I leaned down to smell the wound; the aroma of stomach juices wafted up. He was dying rapidly.

He moaned something that sounded like “Kyinya” repeatedly.

“I’m sorry, buddy,” I told him quietly as I pulled my canteen from my belt and shook it. It felt about one-quarter full. I sat and pulled him onto my lap as he continued to mutter in a guttural language that I didn’t understand. I opened my canteen and raised it to his lips. He opened his mouth, and I poured some small sips into his mouth.

I held the canteen, and he muttered, “Dank Playsta.”

He feebly raised a hand and called out, “Kyinya!”

The children timidly skulked toward us from the woods and approached the man. I slid out from under his torso and gently laid him on the ground. I took his fur from the seat of the cart and rolled it into a pillow for his head. Then, I picked up my rifle and backed away, letting the children approach the man. I trotted back to Gabi, who was holding her pistol like a cop on TV, pointed toward the dead archer on the ground.

“The knight—I think he was a knight, anyway—killed the old woodcutter,” I told her. “His stomach wound is bleeding heavily and smells of stomach acid. There’s nothing I can do for him. He’ll die soon. His kids, or grandkids, are saying goodbye.”

I pulled the empty shotgun shell from my pistol and replaced it with a fresh one, then pushed three more rounds into my rifle.

I picked up the dead archer and laid him across his horse. I shouldered my pack and grabbed the reins of the two horses before leading them and Gabi back to the children. I ignored the Roman soldier on the ground and took the horses to the cart. The second knight’s horse was sniffing its former rider, so I was able to capture him pretty easily. I tied all three sets of reins to one of the logs in the back of the cart.

I watched the old man murmuring to the sobbing children, a girl and a boy. I guessed the girl to be about nine; she was dressed in a rough, homespun, ankle-length dress. The little boy looked to be about seven, and he was wearing a loose tunic and homespun trousers that looked too small. Neither had any kind of shoes.

I looked over the armament of the dead knights. I put my pack in the back of the cart and added his weapons and shield to the load.

Gabi asked, “What are you doing, Max?”

“I’m going to leave them by the roadside,” I growled angrily, pointing at the knight still in his mailed armor, “But before I do, I’m going to harvest their weapons, armor, and clothes. In this period, arms, armor, and clothing have a lot of value—to the point where it would benefit us to take everything they have, down to the skin.” I grimaced as I unbuckled his swordbelt and smelled the release of his bowels. I tossed a small, jingling pouch into the back of the cart, wrapped his belt around the sheath of his sword, and tossed the bundle into the cart, too. I growled as I worked, “There was no good reason for their behavior.” I pulled his helmet off and tossed it in the cart.

“It’s like what you said on the mountainside,” Gabi replied. “The strong take from the weak.”

“The old guy is going to die. I guess we’ll take the kids with us,” I murmured as I pulled the scaled mail off the guy.

The small metal plates made the armor heavy. Based on my knowledge of history, I knew there were better styles of armor that existed during this time. However, it was enough to keep my bullet from killing him. The padded gambeson underneath did show a bloody hole over his heart. I pulled that off him while Gabi took off his boots and trousers. She shook out the trousers to get the worst of the feces out, leaving the knight’s naked corpse on the ground. I noticed a hole in his chest from my bullet. I stuck a finger into the wound to find that it was surprisingly deep. He might have died over time if I hadn’t blown his head off. Good to know for the future.

The kids wailed “Vurrakya” as I heard a final rattle from the woodcutter.

I gently picked the kids up and set each of them in the back of the wagon. I picked up the old man and laid him out in the back of the wagon with as much dignity as you can give a dead peasant. I laid his ax on his body and placed his hands over it so that he would look like an old warrior.

I asked, “Gabi, would you ride the cart with the kids? Make sure they keep their fur on.”

“Ja,” she replied. “They can each have one.” She grabbed the rolled fur and crawled onto the seat of the cart as I dragged the naked knight into the woods.

Gabi turned and handed the fur to the kids. She spoke haltingly to the kids in a language that didn’t sound like the German that I had learned. The kids responded quietly yet rapidly, and Gabi continued speaking haltingly.

She turned to me as I pulled out El Chete.

Gabi relayed, “The man was their grandfather. Their parents were killed by Frankish raiders, like these.”

“How can you tell?” I asked. “That’s no German I’ve ever heard.”

“No,” Gabi said, shaking her head gently. “It is similar to Plattdeutsch. I am out of practice and there are differences, but we seem to be communicating well enough for the time being.”

I nodded as I considered how to leave a message. “Cutting off the right hand should mark them as a thief, right?” I asked.

“I think so,” Gabi replied. “Most people do not know how to read in this time, so that is probably better than cutting ‘thief’ into their skin.”

I leaned down and chopped off both of the knight’s right hand at the wrist.

I cleaned my blade on the grass and sheathed it, then walked to the pony tied to the cart and stroked its nose.

“Hey there, little girl,” I cooed. “Let’s turn your load around. We’ll take you home and take good care of you.”

The small horse nuzzled my hand affectionately.

I grasped the reins and led the beast up the slope and then around to face back to the south. I led the cart horse to the knight in Roman armor. I rolled the corpse over and tried to figure out how to unfasten the armor. I opened some buckles on the back of the chest piece, then rolled the knight out of it. The leather shirt underneath came off easily, and I continued stripping him—removing his helmet, skirt, trousers, boots, and a linen undershirt—until he was completely naked.

I piled his worldly goods into the cart as Gabi conversed haltingly with the children. I dragged him to the roadside before removing his right hand. I lugged the archer’s body next to the knight’s, stripped him of his tunic, hat, and vest, and laid out his soiled trousers; apparently, his bladder had been full when he died. I removed his right hand and tossed his clothes in with the other salvaged clothing, arms, and armor.

I went to the back of the cart and loosened the reins of the largest horse, the bay the Roman was riding, and led him around to the front. I checked the saddle and was surprised there was no stirrup. I couldn’t see an obvious cinch under the horse’s belly either, but straps held the saddle in place around the chest and rump of the horse. I’d ridden Marquis and Queenie bareback, and this horse was shorter than Marquis. I wrapped the reins around one of the four saddle horns, grabbed the nearest horn in my left hand and my rifle in my right, and launched up into the saddle. It was a little tight for my seat, but it would work.

I took the reins in hand, and my new mount and I got comfortable with each other. I laid my rifle across my lap and beckoned the cart pony to follow. The little beast gamely pulled the cart along the trail behind me as I led on the larger horse. We made our way back to the ford.

I guided my mount out into the shallow, running water. I hurried across and dismounted. I met the cart pony as it entered the water and led it across carefully to avoid the ruts where earlier carts had gotten mired.

The cart horse gamely led the little wagon up the bank, but tried to turn to the left. I gave it a gentle spank and led it firmly to the right, toward home.

I told Gabi as she passed, “I’ll follow. Do you know how to steer it?”

“No,” Gabi laughed nervously.

“Okay, lemme mount up, and I’ll lead again,” I said with a small smile.

I caressed the neck of my mount and prepared to launch into the saddle, when I heard a shout in the distance. Looking over my saddle, I spied ten more knights and three more archers.

“Shit,” I muttered before I yelled, “Gabi, go now!”

“Go with them,” I whispered to the horse and gave it a gentle pat on the rump.

The horse jumped to run ahead of the cart and led the way as I turned to face the squad of raiders.

I had ten rounds in the rifle and fifty more in my parka pocket. The pistol had five rounds of buckshot in it, and I had a few spares. I needed to make my bullets count.

The knight in the lead shouted over his shoulder. Apparently he was the leader, so I raised my rifle and shot him in the throat. I levered another round into the chamber and shot the second guy in the center of his chest as he raised a javelin. Given he was wearing leather armor, his chest bloomed red as he fell backward.

I racked a fresh round into the chamber and shot at the next guy’s head as he raised his large round shield. The bullet ricocheted off the iron shield rim and off his metal helmet. He tottered in his saddle and fell off. I shot him in the face as he tried to sit up.

The archers dismounted as the remaining seven knights tried to maneuver their mounts around the milling horses that lost their riders. I quickly grabbed the box of bullets from my parka and dumped the cartridges into my pocket for faster reloading. Soon, my rifle had a full magazine of ten rounds.

The third knight in the column started yelling orders, so I took careful aim and put a bullet through his left eye before turning my aim to the archers.

They pulled back their bows and released their arrows as one just before I shot the closest one. I took a gamble by ducking and rolling to my right. As I stood, an arrow pierced my left shoulder, sticking out from the heavy muscle. I tried to ignore the pain as I raised the rifle and managed to shoot both remaining archers, the last one as he shot at me.

I focused on the incoming missile and batted it to the side with the barrel of the rifle. Otherwise, I would have had two arrows sticking out of my body. Setting my rifle on the ground, I grasped the shaft of the arrow in my shoulder with my left hand and used El Chete to hack off the shaft. I retrieved my rifle and raised it toward the knights charging into the creek when I heard a collective shout behind me. I saw six peasants standing on the ridge behind me with slings.

The peasants launched stones at the knights and reloaded faster than I thought possible, and their onslaught was more devastating than I would have guessed. Knights were knocked off their horses or slumped in their saddles as the small missiles smacked into them.

I dropped to one knee and shot at the knights as they tried to get out of the water or control their horses. The one in the lead ducked down behind his black horse’s neck, but the stones hit the horse, which caused the beast to shake off his rider. His helmet fell off as he hit the ground, and the riderless horse raced past me and took off in the direction of Gabi’s cart. As the sodden knight rose from the water, I shot him in the back of the skull.

One of the knights managed to pitch a javelin at me, but I avoided the missile by ducking and rolling to my left; I groaned as my injured shoulder hit the ground. I popped back up and shot him in the base of the throat. I was aiming for his right eye, but that would do.

The last four knights dismounted and raised their shields. I managed to shoot one in the eye as he looked over his shield, but the rest crouched low behind the big, round wooden blocks. They carefully inched their way across the creek and continued to close the distance to my side.

I muttered, “Fuck it,” as I pushed two more rounds into the side gate of my rifle and fired three rounds into the lead guy’s shield. He stumbled after the second and dropped into the water after the third.

One of them raised his shield to check on his fallen buddy, so I shot him in the knee. As he struggled to stand, he dropped his shield, so I shot him in the face.

By then, they were only about twenty yards away. I pushed two more rounds into my rifle as I ran a couple of steps toward home, putting me on their unshielded side. I fired twice, hitting the lead guy in the chest and head. They turned toward me, and before I could get another shot out at the next guy, multiple missiles hit him, one of which pinged off his helmet hard enough to stun him. He dropped his shield, and I put a bullet through the chest of his leather armor before shooting at another knight’s exposed hip, and again in his exposed face below his iron bowl helmet.

I aimed at the last shielded knight as he closed on my side of the river. I squeezed the trigger and heard a click.

He was only about ten yards away, so I tossed my rifle into the grass and pulled out my revolver.

He laughed darkly at me when saw me discard my first weapon. He held his shield up to protect him from the stones that the villagers were still launching and charged at me.

I pulled back the hammer of the Judge and took aim at his chainmail-covered chest. As he put a foot on dry ground, I pulled the trigger. I cocked it again and shot him in the same spot. He dropped to his knees and blood bubbled out of his mouth. He looked at me incredulously as he fell forward onto his face.

Seeing no more standing enemies, I holstered my revolver and retrieved my rifle. I inspected the muzzle. There was no dirt on it, so I reloaded again. I levered a round into the chamber and added one more.

I cradled the rifle in the crook of my wounded left arm and raised my right hand to the wary peasants on the ridge above me.

“Danke,” I croaked as loudly as I could as I surveyed them. Two of them were mere boys, only a year or two older than Gregor. There were three youths, and an old man, too.

The old man said something I didn’t understand and waved back warily.

I shrugged and beckoned for them to join me before I shuffled toward the fallen knight on the shore in front of me. His sword had a blade nearly three feet long. I kicked it loose from the knight’s limp hand, hooked the toe of my boot under the blade, and kicked it up into the air. I caught it by the handle and whipped it back in a circle, swinging it over my shoulder and down to decapitate the rogue at my feet.

I stabbed the sword into the dirt before I tossed the shield toward the peasants, who were carefully making their way down the slope. I caught the old man’s eye as I nodded down at the body. He nodded like he understood.

I turned to wade out into the creek when I heard hoofs thundering toward us from the direction of home. I looked up to see Kat, Gabi, and Siobhan racing toward us on our new horses.

I raised a hand and yelled, “It’s okay. The fight’s over!”

Kat pulled her horse, my recent mount, to an abrupt stop. The abused beast reared back on its hind legs. Kat kept her seat like a pro and swung a leg over the horse’s neck as it landed. She slid off like she’d been riding her whole life. In her hands was the .22 rifle.

She aimed at the peasants, and I barked out, “Kat! No! They helped me!”

Kat dropped her rifle and held it across her hips. “Sorry,” she said to our neighbors as she trotted toward me.

She pulled up short in front of me. “Damn it, Max,” she exclaimed. “You’re bleeding.”

“Yeah,” I admitted ruefully. “I juked when I should have jived, and caught an arrow. I was able to keep fighting once I cut off the shaft.”

“How many were there?” Kat asked with wide-open eyes.

“Ten knights and three archers,” I replied quietly. “The fuckers were determined to get to me. I thought the noise from the rifle and the rate I was cutting ’em down would convince them to run away, but no such luck.”

Kat handed me her rifle before throwing herself at me to hug me tightly.

“I’m okay, baby,” I murmured into her hair.

“No, you’re not,” Kat wept into my chest. “You’ve been shot. And Gabi said something about us being in the Middle Ages.”

“Yeah,” I admitted. “Fortunately, our first aid is probably better than the average healthcare of this time. I’m guessing we're in the third or fourth century.”

“Hayseed, I just can’t let you go off on your own, can I?” Siobhan scolded me as she stepped up to hug me. “Jenn’s going to be pissed at you.”

“I’ll live, Sensei,” I replied after kissing her dark hair. “Hopefully your girlfriend is in a forgiving mood.”

The peasants gawked at us until Gabi managed to dismount and approach them. She spoke to them in her halting Plattdeutsch. The old man responded.

Gabi looked at me and said, “He wants to know what you’re going to do with their clothes, arms, and horses.”

I replied, “Tell them to take what they want from the riders, but just make sure they’re dead first. They may only be wounded. I’d like half the horses, two bundles of arrows, and whatever weapons and clothes they don’t take.”

Gabi spoke with the villagers as I started to sway on my feet.

“Can you get on a horse, Max?” Kat asked.

“Hold the rifles, and I’ll try,” I mumbled.

I stumbled to my mount, taking note as I got closer that he was a stallion. “Thank you for taking care of my ladies, big fella.” The horse nickered and nuzzled his muzzle into my face. I leaned on him and caressed his neck for a moment, trying to marshal my strength. I hooked my right hand on the horn opposite from me on the front of the saddle.

“Here goes, fella,” I muttered. I took a big breath and squatted before I launched myself up. I managed to get my right foot hooked on the far side’s back horn and slowly pulled myself up as the horse stood patiently still, like he knew I was hurting.

I slowly situated myself in the saddle and looked up. Roughly a dozen peasants stood on that ridge. They looked hungry and rough, but they didn’t display any animosity.

Kat handed up my rifle and said, “I’ll run alongside you. Just take it easy.”

“Okay, I responded blearily.

Siobhan told me, “You’re probably in shock, and you’re losing blood. The adrenaline crash is going to hit you soon, too. There’s not much blood on your left hand, so you haven’t lost too much blood; it’s probably not too bad. Regardless, I’ll need to dust off my medic skills to tend to it.”

Siobhan asked Kat, “Can you help me mount again? I’m pretty agile, but I’m used to stirrups. Not having them is making this harder than it needs to be.”

“Sure,” Kat replied. She squatted next to Siobhan’s mount and clasped her hands to make a step. Siobhan put her foot in the ersatz stirrup and launched herself easily into the Roman saddle like she was born to it.

I croaked, “Kat, stay with Gabi. She speaks something close to the local dialect. Give her backup until she’s ready to leave, okay, love?”

“What if you fall off your horse?” Kat replied fearfully.

“Then I’ll have to get up and walk home. Be careful. Both of you,” I told her.

I cradled the rifle in the crook of my left arm, waved with my right, and took up the reins. “Danke,” I called out again to our neighbors as I gently turned my mount toward home.

Gabi called, “Be careful, Max. We have plans for you.”

“Good!” I croaked over my shoulder, almost throwing myself out of the saddle. I grabbed the saddle horn to steady myself and tried to sit tall in the saddle to keep my balance.

I followed Siobhan along the creek. We returned to our camp’s creek bank quickly, and I followed my Black Irish friend through the trees. As we emerged into the clearing, I heard three familiar voices gasp and ask, “What happened?”

Anita added, “We heard a lot of gun fire.”

“Got in a fight with some knights and archers,” I replied as I handed my rifle to Tabby. I slid out of the saddle and managed to keep my feet.

I inspected my saddle’s construction, and figured out how to loosen the straps and pull off the saddle. Essentially, the saddle was cinched snugly around the front and back of the horse. After inspecting it, I wasn’t sure how it had managed to stay on when I had pulled on it so hard on my last attempt to mount up. I stopped woolgathering and demonstrated on the big bay stallion how to uncinch the saddle, and then I watched as Siobhan followed my example.

We led our mounts to the meadow to grab some dry grass, and used that to rub the horses down.

When I was done, I removed the rudimentary bridle and gave the big stallion a hug around his neck. I told him, “Be wary of wolves, and enjoy the meadow. If you’re willing to stick around, I would like to ride you again.”

The big bay horse nickered and walked toward the river. I unhitched the pony from the cart as Jenn hugged the two children, who were staring at me wide-eyed.

Anita asked, “What do we do with the corpse?”

“Leave him in the cart for now,” I replied wearily. “Gabi can ask them whether we should burn him or bury him, whatever their tradition is.”

“Hopefully, they’re not cannibals,” Anita said wryly. I looked at her, and she shrugged provocatively. “I read it once in an Anne Rice book. They baked and ate their dead.” She looked thoughtful for a moment before adding, “But, I think that was in ancient Egypt.”

I chuckled as I worked to rub down the pony. I gave it a hug, too, and told it, “Thank you for being so helpful.” I scratched behind its ears, and it left to join the others at the bank of the creek.

As the pony sauntered away, I knelt in front of Jenn and the children. I held out a hand, palm up, and each child placed a hand on mine. I clasped their hands gently and spoke in a soft voice. “I’m sorry for the loss of your grandfather. If you have any living family you want to stay with, I’ll get you there. If not, we will be your family and care for you. Okay?”

Although I was certain they didn’t understand, they both nodded at me sadly. I gently cradled each of their faces with the palms of my hands. The movement made my left shoulder muscles twinge unpleasantly, but I continued to comfort the children as best as I could. Like with animals, tone of voice is everything, so my comforting words and touch worked for the kids even if they didn’t understand me. At heart, we all really are just animals.
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After trying to reassure the children, Anita had me sit on one of the logs by the original cook fire. I noticed there were still hot coals in the pit as she helped me get out my parka and shirts with only minor irritation to the short shaft sticking out of my shoulder.

“It’s starting to get more painful,” I said as Anita worked my T-shirt off the shaft to pull it off.

Siobhan inspected the wound and said, “Yeah, that’s the adrenaline wearing off. You’ve probably got some bits of clothing in the wound. I’m gonna need to dig out the arrowhead, cleanse the wound, and stitch it together.”

Noticing that Siobhan was giving off a bit of an accent, I decided to distract myself by pointing it out. I put on my best fake Irish accent and said, “Y’ave a wee bit o’ Ireland in yur speech, luv.”

Siobhan froze in place with eyes wide as she replied, “Ohmigod, ye sound jus’ like me gran.”

I must have looked surprised because she giggled suddenly and continued, “I’m jus’ ’aving ye on,” she said. “Boot yur face was precious. And aye, ye do have that effect on me when ye come ’ome all bleedin’ and ’urt.”

I laughed at her performance. “I think you just have a better fake Irish accent than I do.”

Returning to her normal speech, she replied with a gentle smile, “You noticed that, did you? My gran was from County Cork, fresh off the boat. Gramps was from just outside Londonderry. Gran met Gramps November 11, 1954 at Ellis Island—the day before it closed. They were both wee ’uns; Gran was eight and Gramps was ten. Gran’s parents were going to work on a farm in Goodland, Kansas, while Gramps’ parents were doing the same, but in Burlington, Colorado. Their mums kept in touch, and when the Goodland farm failed, the farm Gramps’ folks worked needed more help. By that time, they were seventeen and nineteen. When they saw each other again, they fell in love immediately.”

She looked all dreamy for a moment as she recalled the stories of her grandparent’s romance. She shook her head suddenly and said, “I spent a lot of time with them when I was very young, so I had to unlearn Gram's accent in school. It still comes out when I’m stressed.” Siobhan’s expression turned stern. “Into the house wit’ ye.”

I stood unsteadily and teased her, “You’re still doing it, love. It just sounds different now.”

“Yeah, well maybe I wouldn’t be stressin’ if I weren’t looking to do my first surgery,” she snapped, and then sighed. “I know what t’ do, Max. I’ve just never had t’ do it before.”

I reached out and gave her a one-armed hug. “I have complete faith in you, Sensei.”

“Get inside, hayseed,” Siobhan ordered sternly. “Left side of the bed so I can get to the shoulder.” She sighed again heavily and said, “I’d rather do it out here in the light, but with the trees overhead and stuff blowing in the breeze, inside is better. Go. I need to boil some gut and instruments.”

I couldn’t imagine what instruments she had with her for surgery, but I stumbled into the house as ordered. I was surprised when I walked in to discover the ladies had constructed a big platform bed covered in soft pine branches and blankets.

I laid myself down on the left side of the bed as Siobhan had instructed. Tabby crawled up beside me to cuddle, and Anita sat next to me on the edge of the platform to hold my injured arm’s hand.

Tabby crawled under my uninjured arm and cuddled close. She whispered, “You can’t get hurt like this, Max. We need you. I love you, and I can’t imagine life without you. Plus, how are we going to survive without you? You have all the survival knowledge.”

Anita patted her shoulder. “He’ll be alright, Tabby.”

“You have to be more careful, Max!” Tabby whimpered.

“Tabby, dear, they were going to kill a simple woodcutter and two children,” I explained. “I don’t know why, but it appeared it was just to steal anything he had of value. We stood still until the archer shot at them. That told me they had no qualms about murdering an old man and two small children, so I started shooting.”

I looked up at Anita. “After I killed the first three, I stripped them of anything valuable in this period—armor, clothes, and weapons. I think the little jingly pouches are purses, so we might have some local currency.”

Tabby whispered, “We’re never getting home, are we?”

I squeezed her tightly against me and kissed her soft hair. “No, my love. We’re not. This is home now.”

Anita said with a wry grin on her pretty face, “I’m gonna miss all my beauty products and riding in your buggy, my king.”

I chuckled, “Yeah, for sure. So much for Tabby’s plan to build a house on my farm and live together.”

Tabby gasped and pushed up to look in my eyes. “You heard that?” she asked incredulously.

I just nodded and grinned.

I heard Siobhan call out, “Welcome back, Gabi. Who’s that with you?”

“The healer from the village,” she replied. “I needed to bring the horses back with me, and she said she could help with Max.”

Anita gently laid across my torso as I listened to the conversation. I managed to lay my left arm over her without too much pain.

Siobhan said, “I don’t have any forceps or strong tweezers to suture his shoulder. Do you have any needle-nose pliers?”

“Ja,” she said. “I’ll get the tool bag from the airplane.”

I murmured, “I have a decent sewing kit in my bag. One of the needles might work.”

“I’ll tell her,” Anita murmured. She kissed me quickly, slid out from under my arm, and adjusted it to lay along my left side before disappearing. I heard a pair of gasps as Anita left the house.

Tabby murmured into my chest, “I really don’t want to stay here, Max. All my SCA activities were about learning cool stuff, not about getting ready to live in the Dark Ages.”

“That was the time from the fall of the western Roman Empire and the establishment of the Holy Roman Empire?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Tabby acknowledged. “You seem to have a pretty good grasp of history, Max.”

“Bits and pieces,” I told her. “As a soldier, I found the Roman Empire fascinating. Not just the military tactics, but also how it demonstrated the way moral rot and political intrigue can destroy a civilization. I’ve always feared that the US was following the path of the Roman Empire—dying slowly with a whimper at the end. Anyway, in later centuries of the empire, the intrigue of the Catholic Church was as destructive as the political intrigues inside the government and between nation states. There were two governments vying for control of the people—the national government and the Church. Plus the empire was split between warring Caesars. Given all that, I’m surprised that Henry VIII was the first one to tell the Church to go fuck themselves.” I sighed heavily. “Sadly, I don’t know much about ancient Saxony, but I think we’re about to have an immersion course.”

We listened for a moment to Gabi and our mysterious guest talking in the local language outside.

“We need to learn the language,” Tabby said. “Maybe more than one, given how everything in this time is tribal and faction based—Franks, Saxons, Romans, and a bunch of smaller Germanic tribes.”

“I wonder if the Roman soldiers speak Latin, or if that’s only a language of scholarship,” I mused.

“I hope for the second option,” Tabby murmured. “The grammar for Latin is freaking arcane. It’s no wonder all the fiction books use it as the default for a magical language.”

After a short pause during which I caressed Tabby’s back, I spoke. “We have knowledge and tools the rest don’t. Some will want to steal the guns, but without ammunition, they will be of limited use to everyone—including us. Our blades, saws, and equipment are much better than they have available. We can maybe use our knowledge to improve the level of technology and build better-than-average defenses.”

“I throw a wicked blade,” Tabby said quietly. “Knives or hatchets, it doesn’t matter.”

“You had mentioned that. I can never get the flip right,” I replied.

Tabby giggled before saying, “The trick is to not flip it. The motion is like you’re chopping with a butcher’s knife, but in front of you. Think of it as extending the cut rather than throwing a knife. Once you can do it with a knife, a hand ax is pretty easy.”

“You’ll have to show me,” I murmured. I kissed her hair and added, “You should probably show us all. It is a survival skill.”

“Sure,” Tabby agreed.

At that point, Siobhan walked in with a boiling pot, followed by a red-haired woman. The stranger was about Siobhan’s height and stood strong and erect despite her lightly lined face and the white streaks in her red hair. Given the difficulties of life for peasants in this time period, I guessed her age at about forty. She wore a woolen homespun dress and an apron, with what looked like a boar’s fur pinned around her shoulders.

The new woman inspected our house thoroughly as Anita squeezed by, followed by Gabi and a younger, strawberry-blond version of the first stranger.

Siobhan sat on the edge of the bed. She said, “Tabby, I'm going to need a flashlight.”

“I’ve got a three-cell Maglite in my pack, Tabby,” I added.

“Gimme a sec,” Tabby replied as she scooted off the bed.

The older red-head inspected the bed, lifting the blankets to look underneath. She nodded appreciatively as she replaced the fabric. She turned to the girl, who looked to be somewhere between fourteen and sixteen, pointed to the bed, and gave a curt command.

The young girl hiked her dress up to her thighs and crawled onto the bed to kneel next to me.

I looked up at her and smiled gently. “Hello,” I greeted her.

She looked down shyly and smiled before the older woman said something to her, which caused her to school her features.

Siobhan told me, “Our neighbor had small curved needles made of bone. They’re pretty sharp, so they should do the job. My biggest concern is getting the arrowhead out without nicking an artery. After that, I’ll put two or three sutures into the muscle to hold it together, depending on how much damage the arrow did. Then I’ll suture the skin, coat the surface with bacitracin, and cover it with a gauze bandage. The skin should heal quickly. Depending on what we find, the muscle could take up to six weeks. I’m hopeful it will be quicker since you’ve been able to use the hand.”

I cupped her face with my right hand and said, “Sounds like you have everything under control, Siobhan.”

“Not really,” the dark-haired beauty responded. “I’m shaking inside like I did after my rape. I gave up on my dreams of a medical career when I was drummed out of the reserve, so I’m not really all that mentally prepared for this. But…needs must,” she ended with a sigh.

Tabby returned with my Maglite and clicked it on. Siobhan guided the light to point how she needed it to. Anita poured some hand sanitizer into her palm, and Siobhan scrubbed her hands, between the fingers, the fingertips, and a good distance up the wrist.

Gabi handed Anita a small bottle of vodka, and Anita cracked it open before handing it to Siobhan.

“This is going to burn,” Siobhan said just before pouring vodka into my wound.

I threw my head back, and hissed through gritted teeth.

Gabi asked, “What are you doing?”

“Irrigating the wound with vodka,” Siobhan replied. “It’s the best antiseptic we’ve got at hand, but alcohol in a wound will burn.”

Gabi translated for the guests. The older woman replied with a question, and Gabi answered as Anita handed me a whittled stick about an inch and a half in diameter.

Siobhan said, “Bite on it. It will distract you from the pain, and will keep you from swallowing your tongue.”

She poured a bit of alcohol onto her sheath knife and started digging around in the wound.

I hissed and groaned as I felt her blade enter the already tortured flesh; I could feel things moving in my shoulder.

“Swab,” Siobhan ordered.

Anita reached in to dry the blood with a gauze pad. When she removed the bloody fabric, Siobhan squinted as she looked at the situation.

“Pliers,” our ersatz doctor said. “The regular ones,” she clarified.

Anita shook the water off them and handed them to her.

Siobhan murmured as she grasped the arrowhead with the pliers. “It appears to be stuck into the bone. Fortunately...” she said as she tugged hard and pulled the arrowhead out.

I growled around the wooden stick in my mouth as the foreign object released its hold on my body. I hissed and gasped as Siobhan continued her thought.

“...it appears to have just missed an artery. There looks to be just enough room to suture the cut muscle. Swab,” she commanded again. Anita placed another gauze pad onto the wound, and Siobhan mopped up the blood to inspect the wound.

“Irrigation,” Siobhan ordered.

Gabi cracked another little vodka bottle and liberally irrigated the wound. I hissed again as the alcohol burned.

“Swab,” Siobhan directed. Anita tore open a package and Siobhan quickly grabbed the gauze pads to soak up the blood and alcohol.

“That works,” Siobhan muttered. Then, she commanded, “Suture.”

Anita picked up the bowl from the ground, and Siobhan reached in and fished for something. When she turned back to me, Siobhan’s hand held a pair of needle-nose pliers with something that looked like a small, curved fishhook, but with no barb and a smaller eye. A trail of gut ran from the needle.

“Two stitches, Max,” Siobhan murmured as she snagged one side of the torn muscle and then the other.

I was breathing hard, but it was easier to deal with than the alcohol and the arrowhead being pulled out.

“Scissors here and there,” Siobhan murmured, clarifying with a pointed finger.

Anita cut the gut, and Siobhan tied two knots, pulling the ends of the cut muscle together.

“Trim just above my finger,” Siobhan murmured.

Anita reached in, and I heard three snips.

“Good,” Siobhan said encouragingly. “Okay, same thing with the skin.” She reached in with her pliers and retrieved another needle and sutured the skin closed. She had me breathing pretty raggedly as she pierced the skin, but we got through it quickly.

“Great,” Siobhan said as she finished. “Swab the surrounding area with hand sanitizer. When it dries, we can tape a gauze patch over it and cover it with duct tape to seal it.”

Siobhan left with the pot, and Anita scrubbed my shoulder and upper arm.

My queen teased me gently as she removed the stick from my mouth. “I guess I get to give you a sponge bath, my king.”

I chuckled weakly and said, “I suspect I know one area that’s going to be very clean.”

Anita leaned over to kiss me passionately before resuming her work. The young girl kneeling next to me stared wide-eyed at our public display of affection.

Anita leaned her forehead on mine and murmured, “You had me so worried, Max. Please be careful.”

“It’s hard to be careful with thirteen to one odds, my love,” I replied. “We all need to talk as soon as Siobhan is done with her ministrations.”

Anita sat back up and resumed her cleaning of my arm. “I’ll let all the girls know.”

The elder stranger started speaking quietly to the younger. After a moment the girl dug around in a bag I hadn’t noticed before. She laid out some herbs on my stomach, and spoke to the elder one as she pointed at each one.

The elder woman nodded, and the girl picked up the herbs and crawled off the bed.

“Goot Oabeit,” the elder woman said to the younger. The girl smiled lightly and left.

Gabi translated for me. “Nelda is still an apprentice. She is going to make you a healing…tonic. Willa checked her work before sending her to make the mixture.”

“Okay,” I replied.

The elder healer spoke, and Gabi translated again. “She asked about the thundering stick you fought with.”

Anita stood and said, “I’ll bring you some water, Max.” She left, and I watched the seductive sway of her hips walk past the fire pit and out the door.

I turned my attention from Anita’s pleasant distraction. “Gabi, please tell her that we use them to fight wars and hunt where we come from,” I replied. “Also tell her that they are hard to get and only work when we have all the parts to make them work.”

Gabi translated my response haltingly. The woman replied, “Goot,” and then rattled off more that I didn’t understand. Apparently, she liked my response.

Gabi eventually spoke. “She said, ‘Good. It would be bad if the Franks or Romans got them. It wouldn’t be so bad if the Saxons had them. They are allies.’ Apparently, the villagers aren’t Saxon. They call themselves the Katthi.”

“Hmmm.” I mused quietly for a moment. “I don’t recognize the name Katthi, but I do recall that the Romans leveraged the Franks to convert Europe. The Franks were, I mean, are, one of the bigger Germanic tribes. The Rhine river kept both the Romans and Franks from taking over the Saxon’s earlier than…I think 800 CE—the re-establishment of the western Roman Empire. It’s why the Romans constructed the Limes Germanicus. I’m guessing we’re about four hundred years before the creation of the Holy Roman Empire. The type of Roman armor we saw on the men on the barge and the one Frankish knight became common in the late third century. If we’re attacked by Romans, the officers will likely wear a cuirass on their torso that’s forged to look like a muscular chest.”

“You actually remember more about the weapons than the politics, don’t you?” Gabi teased.

“I’m a soldier,” I countered. “What did you expect?”

Gabi chuckled lightly.

The Katthi woman watched our interplay during our conversation. As I rested, waiting for Siobhan’s return, she spoke again.

Gabi gave a lengthy explanation, and the Katthi woman looked at me and touched her chest at the top of her breastbone.

She said, “Meen Nohm is Villa. Vatt iss deen Nohm?”

I kept my eyes on Willa. I asked Gabi, “I should assume standard German phonetics and spelling?”

“Ja,” she said quietly.

“It sounds more like English,” I remarked. “She said her name is Willa, and asked my name?”

“Ja,” Gabi repeated.

I placed my right hand in the same place she did and said, “My name is Max.”

Willa smiled gently and replied, “Goot,” followed by a string of what was only gibberish to me.

I looked at Gabi, and she laughed at my expression. “She said the Katthi people battled the Romans many years ago. Their foot soldiers were organized and well provisioned, and they repelled the Romans. They fought side-by-side with the allied Saxon tribes against the Romans and the Franks. Many Katthi died. After that, the Romans built their forts along the Rhine.”

“Does she know how many years ago this happened?” I asked.

Gabi translated the question, and Willa shrugged with her response.

Gabi spoke. “Many generations. Her grandfather’s grandfather.”

I mused, “The Romans built their line of forts, the Limes Germanicus, from the late first century through the late third century. Is her tribe still fighting the Romans?”

Gabi translated my question, and Willa replied at length. Gabi squinted in concentration for a bit and held up a hand. She said to me, “She said the remains of the Katthi are in the mountains of the Sauerland or just across the Ruhr. Many villages have died out or joined Saxon tribes farther north.”

Gabi spoke again to Willa, and the healer gave another lengthy response. Gabi translated, “They fight now to survive Frankish attacks. Other than that, the Katthi pretty much live off subsistence farming and hunting. The Frank soldiers come from the south where the Rhine, Main, and Danube rivers are easier to cross. The Katthi are spread out and are no longer really an organized tribe. There hasn’t been a tribal meeting in over five years.”

Willa opened her mouth to talk, but stopped when Siobhan returned with a first aid kit. “Okay, Max,” Siobhan said. “First, bacitracin, which is an antibiotic and healing promoter.” Gabi tried to translate for Willa while Siobhan squeezed some clear gel onto a cotton swab and smeared it onto the sutured wound. “Now, a gauze pad,” she said as she opened a packet, folded it in half, and placed the gauze pad over the wound. “Then, bandage tape to hold it in place.” She used paper tape to secure the gauze. “Next, a layer of duct tape to seal the whole thing,” Siobhan murmured as she picked at the edges of the tape roll.

Willa flinched at the sound of the tape ripping off the roll. Siobhan snipped the pieces with scissors and put a layer of the silvery tape over the whole thing. She said, “Super glue and duct tape are good emergency tools for immediate wound dressing. Since I had the means to do sutures, I saved the super glue.” She sat back and smiled at me. “All done, hayseed.”

“Thanks, Sensei,” I replied with a grin. “I suppose I should eat moldy bread now.”

Siobhan laughed and said, “Only if I could confirm it’s penicillin mold. Even then, you’d probably be better off with me rubbing it into the wound than eating it. Why don’t we forego that experiment for now? The bacitracin should do the job, and I have a half-bottle of sulfa, about fifty tablets. They’re going to expire soon, but it’s better than nothing. If you get an infection, we’ll put you on a ten-day regimen of that.”

“How’d you get a stock of sulfa?” I asked.

“I had it in my kit when I was in the reserves and forgot to turn it in when I left,” she replied with a frown. “It was a serious lapse of protocol, but I’m glad I have them now.”

Tabby and Anita returned. Tabby joked, “The girl is out there making a witch’s potion for you, Max.”

I sat up in the bed, and Anita handed me a full canteen. I gratefully sipped from it until I had drank half of it.

The girl returned carrying a wooden cup of steaming brew. She handed it to Willa, who squinted as she looked into the cup. She muttered something, and the girl nodded and responded. Willa said something else as a look of concentration came across her face.

Gabi said, “I didn’t catch all of that. Willa said something to Nelda about putting more energy into it since you're so big. I think I must have heard it wrong.”

After about a minute, Willa handed the cup to me and spoke more gibberish. Gabi translated, “Drink it as quickly as you can. She said something like ‘it will lose power the longer you wait.’”

I took the steaming cup, which felt warm in my hand. I curved my hand to capture the warmth from the bottom as I gently blew on the steaming liquid. I took a sip and was surprised by the taste.

I had always thought that herbal remedies were bitter. This one had a bite to it, but it was mitigated by the herbal notes and a tinge of honey. I sipped at it, since it was still too hot to chug.

Willa nodded, encouraging me by saying, “Goot, goot.”

I asked Gabi, “The girl is Nelda, right?”

“Ja,” Gabi replied.

I looked at the girl. She dropped her eyes before I said, “Nelda, my name is Max. Danke.”

“Just ‘dank,’” Gabi corrected as I noticed Willa and Nelda’s brief flinching. Gabi added, “I think that a lot of modern German came from Frankish rather than Saxon roots. Just say dank, in the future.”

“Okay,” I said as I smiled at my big translator. I turned to the healers and said, “Dank.”

They dipped their heads in response. Gabi led them to the indoor cooking pit and invited them to sit on the log by the fire; she offered them water while I drank my medicine.

Tabby ran out of the house saying, “I’ll get it. We have a couple of canteen cups outside.”

Willa spoke and pointed at Anita, which made Gabi laugh. I think I heard her say “Africa” after a pause. Willa’s and Nelda’s eyes opened wide in surprise at Gabi’s response, and they continued to converse while I drank my brew down.

I slowly pivoted to get my feet on the ground and eased myself up. Anita came close and helped steady me, but I honestly felt pretty good.

Gabi laughed again, and called out, “Um, Max. Willa asked which woman is your…mate. What should I tell her?”

“The truth,” I replied absently. “Essentially, all of you, unless you want to exempt yourself. I don’t see any reason to explain Jenn and Siobhan.”

I looked at Anita, “I may take you up on that sponge bath down by the creek. I’ll check out the new horses, grab some clean clothes, and meet you there.”

Anita purred, “I’ll be there, my king; although, I think the Mistress of the Hunt has plans for you.”

I chuckled and nodded to the ladies at the fire. The two healers turned to watch me pass behind them, and the girl, Nelda, gasped. She murmured to her companion, and Gabi laughed as she addressed them both. I decided to find out what that was about later and stepped outside.

Jenn was sitting with the two children, feeding them some kind of stew. She talked to Siobhan as she tended the kids. Each of the children looked like they had been scrubbed. Both of them were wearing T-shirts that hung off them and a loose pair of shorts. They huddled up to the fire as they ate.

Jenn said, “There was a Dutch oven in the wagon full of dumplings. Kat got another grouse and a couple of rabbits yesterday, so I added some rabbit, some greens, and some pieces from a stale bread loaf they had in their wagon into a stew. It actually looks pretty good.”

I nodded as the big bay stallion ran up from the creek. He slowed as he approached me and sniffed my wound. Apparently, he didn’t like it much because he shook his head and snorted before laying his head over my other shoulder. I gave him a hug, and he took off with the herd of horses I had accumulated, including the little dun pony, following behind.

They all looked healthy. I murmured to myself, “We’ll need a barn, and maybe an enclosed paddock to keep them that way. We’ll also need some stores of grass for when it snows.”

Siobhan interrupted as she wrapped an arm around my waist, “You should eat some too, Max. You need to eat to heal. We can figure out the rest in a bit.”

“Okay,” I agreed as Siobhan ushered me to a log.

Once I was seated, Jenn leaned over to hug me tightly from the side, and her soft breast rested on my shoulder. She murmured, “I’m happy you’re okay, Maxwell. I worried when I saw your bloody arm.”

I leaned into her and kissed her cheek. “Thanks, Jenn. It could have been worse.”

“Don’t let it be,” the sexy Latina replied. “I’m fond of you, and I would hate to lose you.”

I nuzzled her face and murmured, “I’m fond of you, too, Jenn.”

Anita draped my jacket over my shoulders, and Siobhan handed me a canteen cup of water and a mess kit of the stew. She teased me, “You’d better not be trying to steal my girlfriend.”

“Fat chance of that,” I answered with a grin. “I can’t imagine anyone giving you up for me, Siobhan.”

Jenn ignored us and released me before returning to the children, hugging them as they ate ravenously.

I set the cup on the ground and addressed the kids. “My name is Max. Your name?” They looked at me warily. I tried to remember how Willa had asked and tried to mimic it. “Mein Nohm is Max. Vatt ist dane Nohm?”

The kids broke into laughter. The little boy immediately said, “Meen Nohm is Kurt,” followed by gibberish.

The girl’s eyes were wide open as she said, “Meen Nohm is Siglinde.”

I heard conversation in the local language as Willa and Nelda emerged from the house with Gabi.

Gabi said, “The name Kurt is pretty common among all the Germanic tribes, but Siglinde is a Saxon name. Their mother was Saxon, and their father was Katthi. Both are dead. The old man was the grandfather on the father’s side. Willa said he was their last relative. She said she will check if a family will take them in.”

“Tell her not to bother,” I replied. “I promised them I would take care of them if they had no family. I know what it’s like to lose your family. Being passed around isn’t going to help them much.”

I ate while Jenn offered the healers some food. Gabi carried the conversation and even drew the kids into conversing.

After I finished eating, I cleaned my utensils and laid them on a board that seemed to be used as a drying rack near the fire.

I told Siobhan and Jenn, “Thanks for the meal, ladies.”

They smiled at me, and I gave them each a quick kiss before going off to find some clean clothes.

Tabby handed me my Woolrich shirt with a smirk as I yawned and shook my head. I lifted the shirt to my face and smiled because it smelled of her. I grabbed a T-shirt, socks, my other pair of trousers, and my cleaning gear before heading down to the creek. After the battle, the adrenaline rush, and the injury, I was exhausted. Despite my protests, Tabby walked along to ensure I didn’t fall in my weary state.
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On the way down to the creek, I noticed that the horses had left their mark. Their hooves made a mess of the spot we normally bathed, plus a couple of them left gifts behind.

I chuckled and pointed to the piles of horseshit. “Oh, the joys of livestock,” I quipped.

“Ew,” Tabby responded when she saw what I was pointing to.

I selected a spot near a small tree right on the bank of the creek where there was a break in the brush and laid my belongings in the grass.

Kat joined us with a bundle wrapped in fur and a bucket of steaming water. She said, “Anita will bring the other bucket in a minute. This one is hot. We can mix it with river water to have a wash and a rinse bucket.”

“Watch out for the horse apples,” I told her wearily.

“They pooped in our bathroom?” Kat asked.

“They’re animals. That’s what they do,” I said through a yawn.

“I really want to do something else that animals do,” Kat said as she wrapped her arms around my neck.

We shared a deep kiss before she pulled her head back to look up at me. “Make love to me, Max,” Kat said seductively.

Suddenly, I was considerably less weary. “You don’t want to wait until I’m on watch?” I teased.

“No, silly,” Kat replied. “I want you now and forever.”

“You’ve got me, Kat,” I responded.

Tabby said immediately, “Oh good! I’m in, too.”

I scolded Tabby, “You got your first time alone, and so did Anita.”

“They can watch,” Kat conceded graciously as she stepped back, dropping her leather skirt and pulling off her sweater and T-shirt. “Maybe we can all play together once I show you my surprise.”

Tabby removed my coat from my shoulders while Kat stroked my face.

Kat said, “You need a shave, my love. I’m not a fan of beards.”

“Me, neither. I’ve got an electric in my pack, and a straight razor if I need to charge the other one,” I told her.

“I keep forgetting we have solar power here in the Dark Ages,” Kat teased.

Tabby harrumphed as I smirked and said, “My razor is even USB chargeable. I could charge it off my Surface.”

Tabby and Kat rolled out a big bear fur on the ground.

“Where did this come from? Did you kill a bear yesterday?” I asked, perplexed, while unlacing my boots.

Tabby said, “Nope. It was in the cart.”

“We should let the kids use it,” I murmured as I stepped out of my trousers. “It was probably treasured by their grandfather.”

“We’ll get the loft built above the bed in the next couple of days,” Kat replied. “Then we can put this up there for the kids to sleep on.”

Kat slid her arms around my neck as my little monster started to rise. We kissed languidly.

Tabby commented as she started to strip, “We figured the bed was more important, but we hadn’t counted on two more people joining the family. The supports are in place; we just need to put a floor on it.”

Anita showed up with the empty second bucket. I gave her a kiss before filling the bucket about two-thirds full. Kat added some steaming water to cut the chill.

Anita grabbed my soap and washrag, then wet the rag and soaped me while Kat and Tabby washed themselves.

Anita knelt in front of me, grinned up at me, and popped my semi-erect cock into her mouth. I looked down into her liquid eyes and enjoyed the pleasure of her smiling mouth.

As Tabby washed Kat’s back, Kat took note and her eyes went wide. “Hey, slut,” Kat called out. “It’s my turn. Get off my man!” She sounded serious, but I could see the laughter in her eyes and how her frown barely managed not to slide into a smile.

I wasn’t about to stop Anita; that woman knew what she was about. I teased Kat, “I can’t deny my queen, Mistress of the Hunt. If you want the first load, you’d better hurry.”

Kat laughed, and Anita popped off my now-hard cock. “He’s all ready for you Kat,” Anita purred.

I bent down and collected another kiss from Anita before walking over to my lean mistress.

As my little monster poked Kat in her belly, Tabby declared, “All done! Go get ‘em, Kitty Kat.”

Kat jumped up to wrap her arms and legs around me before devouring my mouth. I grabbed her with both hands and kneeled onto the bearskin rug. I didn’t dare support our weight with my left arm, so I had to trust that she would hold on until her back was on the fur while my right arm eased us down.

Once she was safely horizontal, Kat maintained her hold on me. She gazed up at me lovingly. “I’ve waited so long,” she murmured. “You don’t know how many times I almost dragged you into my bed when you were over for dinner.”

“Likewise,” I replied. “I didn’t want to push you, so I tried to maintain my decorum. Why didn’t you?”

Kat’s eyes shined with joy as she looked into mine. “After our aborted attempt while camping, I decided it would be better for Anita and Tabby to connect with you first.” She kissed me again languorously before whispering, “Make love to me, Max. No foreplay, no delay, just pierce me and make love to me.”

“No foreplay?” I asked quizzically.

Kat giggled. “I think you’ll find that I am very ready, Mister Morgan.”

“I’ll hurt you, Kat,” I told her seriously. “Trust me.”

Kat turned serious, too. She cupped my face in her hands and said, “I do trust you, Max. I want you to trust that I know what I’m doing. Please. Your little monster is knocking at my door. If you look, you’ll see I’m dripping. Please…claim me.”

I rocked back to look, and she was right—there was a veritable spring running out of her channel. Needing no other encouragement, I slotted my little monster in her opening and pressed him forward.

Kat’s eyes closed and her back arched as she hissed, “Yessss.”

I pulled Kat closer, and her eyes opened half-way to gaze at me in lust. “So good, Max,” she moaned. “Fill me, my king.”

I pressed forward, sliding in more easily than I expected. She was still tight, but there was none of the tearing that I expected from me pushing inside such a petite body with no foreplay. I sawed in and out, going a little deeper with each short thrust until I hit her cervix, at which point she rolled into her first orgasm. I leaned down to kiss her neck, and I ventured to use my left hand to squeeze the nipple on top of her tiny right breast. I could feel her spasming around me.

I murmured, “You feel amazing, Kat. I love you. I am yours, as you are mine.”

Kat gasped for breath. “Keep. Go-ing.”

“I’m bottomed out, my love,” I replied.

Kat shook her head vigorously. “No. Press forward gently,” she moaned slowly. “I have more to give. Trust me as I trust you, my husband.”

A warm glow suffused my whole being at the thought of being this amazing woman’s husband. I murmured, “Okay, but smack my arm when you can’t take any more.”

I pushed against her cervix, and it felt for a moment like it was retreating. Then, I felt something give, and my glans pierced another tighter orifice.

I gasped, “Shit! I’ve torn you.”

Kat growled, “Don’t you dare retreat, Maxwell!” She pulled me closer, locking her legs around my waist. She murmured, “That’s the gift of my genetics. Keep pushing.”

“You’re sure?” I asked skeptically.

“Never more certain in my life,” she said while gifting me with a brilliant smile.

I pushed forward, and it felt like entering one of the virgin cheerleaders all those years ago. “Jeez!” I groaned as the tight opening inside her caressed my hard cock to allow me into the roomier space beyond.

“Oh, yesssss,” Kat purred. “You’re in my womb now, Max. Look at my tummy, and you can probably see the outline of your beautiful cock.”

I continued to press forward until I was hilted in the lean beauty. I looked down, it did look like her stomach was slightly distended.

“Fuck my womb, Max,” she purred. “Plough my pussy and fuck my womb. I need you, Max. Fill my womb with your seed. Claim me.”

I did something I’d never done since I lost my virginity—I abandoned all restraint. I didn’t immediately start fucking her hard because the sensation of Kat’s warm, wet tunnel taking my entire length was exquisite, and I wanted to savor it. Her inner muscles stretched around my girth like a tight glove lubricated with cream, milking my cock until it ran into the cervix. The tight ring fought my invasion each time, but it eventually allowed me past, the short tube stroking my glans tightly until the tip passed into the less constrictive uterus.

Kat began to orgasm as my third long stroke passed into her womb. She clamped down hard on my girth, and she continued to lock her long legs around my waist tightly. She visibly trembled as I picked up the pace of my thrusts. “Harder, Max,” she moaned. “Give me everything.”

My pace picked up and my thrusts became wilder. Kat’s cervix stopped fighting me and started clamping down on me in time with her vaginal muscles along my shaft.

Kat’s orgasm never stopped. Instead, she seemed to spiral ever higher on her wave of bliss. Her neck and chest were flushed red, and the nipples of her tiny breasts looked as though they were about to shoot off into orbit. I squeezed her right nipple repeatedly as I thrusted, and at one point Kat’s hand clamped on top of mine to hold it there. I was leaning on my right elbow with my hand wrapped in her silky hair, and Kat’s hips thrusted in time with mine. All the while her moans became shriller until she was shrieking her pleasure at the top of her lungs, while my grunts of effort provided a basso counterpoint to her melody.

The beauty and passion of our coupling combined with Kat’s cries and the exquisite sensations my cock were experiencing suddenly brought on a fierce tingling sensation in my lower parts as I continued my wild thrusts until I exploded inside of Kat’s womb with a groan.

I continued my thrusting, but there was no longer any rhythm as I spasmed my release, filling my beautiful lover. Kat locked her heels behind me to hold me deeply inside and collapsed after a mighty shriek.

We rode our bliss together as I laid down gently on top of Kat, my hips pinning her to the ground and my right arm holding the majority of my weight as aftershocks of our passion ebbed. As I slowly got control of my body, I levered my knees forward to take more of my weight and slid my right arm between the bear fur and Kat’s slack body.

Kat opened one eye to half mast and cocked her eyebrow. “Hold on tight, love,” I murmured.

Kat languidly raised her arms to encircle my neck and her legs locked around my waist. I hugged her tightly to my chest with my one good arm and gingerly used my left to push me back to sit on my heels. There were some twinges that broke through the dull ache in my shoulder, but I managed to end up sitting on my heels with Kat in my arms, my cock buried deep inside her.

Kat nuzzled my neck and murmured, “Genetics.”

“Tell me more later,” I murmured into her hair as Anita and Tabby knelt behind her and wrapped us in loving arms. We all kissed and caressed each other for some time before Anita and Tabby pried Kat from my arms and laid her back, pulling her off my mostly erect member.

Anita stuck her face between Kat’s legs and began to lick her clean, while Tabby helped me lie down beside them before she started licking me clean.

That’s when I noticed our audience.

On the ridge above us that defined the upper level of the creek’s flood plain stood Gabi, Willa, Nelda, Siobhan, Jenn, and the two children.

Jenn flashed me a grin and a thumbs up as Siobhan leaned into her with a look of yearning on her face directed toward me instead of at Jenn. That made me think there might be trouble in paradise later.

Jenn wrapped an arm around the kids to lead them away.

I quickly ignored the rest of them and paid attention to Tabby as her cleaning efforts had graduated from licking to suckling my cock, which had turned completely hard again.

Anita leaned over and extended her tongue, which drew Tabby over to suckle the white cream from Anita’s tongue.

Kat sat up and hugged them as they kissed. She said, “We should probably give Max a break. He needs to rest and heal.”

My little monster was of a mind to forget about healing, but my left shoulder was throbbing quite unhappily.

“Get dressed, sluts,” Kat ordered bossily. “Day’s not over, and we were supposed to go gather vegetables.”

Tabby broke her kiss with Anita and planted a quick kiss on the tip of my cock. “We’ll resume this conversation later,” she purred as she stood and grabbed her undergarments.

I rolled to my right and planted my feet on the ground. I pressed myself up, mostly with my right arm, as I walked my feet toward my hands, then I squatted onto my feet and stood. The ladies helped me into a fresh pair of boxers, trousers, and my waffle shirt. I grabbed my pistol belt and strapped it on.

Anita said, “Leave your dirty clothes, Max. I’ll scrub them, and Tabby can repair them when they’re dry.”

Kat took my hand while Tabby rubbed a couple of spots on the big bear fur with my towel and rolled the pelt up. She managed to pick up the big roll, and I stooped to take it on my right shoulder and loop an arm over it like I was carrying a log.

Kat and I started meandering back toward the house. Kat said, “You’re wondering how that was possible.”

“Yeah, but I’m just overwhelmed right now,” I replied quietly. “I just feel blessed that you could accommodate all of me without getting hurt.”

“I’m going to tell you the story of my grandmother,” Kat said as she held my left hand tightly with both of hers. “My grandmother was roughly five foot tall, but built like me—svelte to the point of being thin. She was born in 1938 to a young woman that had an illicit relationship with a stranger who came to town, stayed for several weeks with her parents, and then disappeared. Grandma’s eyes looked large in her face, and she had points on her ears.”

Kat paused, expecting a reaction from me. I didn’t disappoint. Apparently, the expression on my face was humorous, since she giggled cutely before continuing. “My grandma claimed that she was half elf. I never understood how she explained it. She used words like cambion, soulless, and traveler, but none of them ever made sense to me in the way she used them. She was parroting what her mother had told her. What I’ve been able to pull together from what Grandma and Mom said is that my great-grandfather was an elf in human guise. When Great-Grandmother had her baby, Grandma emerged with pointed ears and knowing, wide-open, dark eyes.”

We meandered around the latrine. It looked like someone had lengthened the trench. Kat squeezed my hand and continued her story. “Mom told me that she took one of those genetic tests once, but it came back saying she had twenty-four chromosomes rather than twenty-three. Mom shared some of the things that Grandma had shared with her but hadn’t explained to me. Mom said Grandma told her that elf women have very elastic flesh inside our bodies. Essentially, elf women are designed to breed with any type of person. We will stretch and accommodate any partner we choose, not just in our vaginas, but also down our throats and asses.”

“Oh wow!” I exclaimed quietly.

“Fun times ahead, husband,” Kat teased before continuing her tale. “Mom has a very small point on the back of her ears’ helix that makes her ears look a little odd, but not quite elfen.” She pulled her hair behind her ears. “Notice how mine look odd, like the back of the helix is square. Those little square corners are the last vestiges of my elf ears.”

“Come to think of it, you usually had your hair over your ears at work, even when in a ponytail or braid,” I commented.

“I got teased about them as a kid, so yeah, I was programmed not to show them. That was another thing about you that made my heart melt and let me trust you. You didn’t even comment on them when we went riding at Greta and Rodney’s place.” She squeezed my arm affectionately.

Kat stopped and pointed to the cart parked on the far side of the house. “Let’s put the fur in the cart.”

We hurried around the house to drop it off, and I let out a small sigh of relief as the weight left my body.

Kat led me off toward the back of the plane wreck and the graves. She said, “I did a genetic test in college and got the same result as Mom. It said I also had very dense telomere pairs. That would explain why Grandma, at a little over eighty, looks about forty years old. My mom is fifty-two, and she looks my age—she gets hit on by more guys than I do. I’m twenty-eight, but I look like I might still be in high school. All three of us, Grandma, Mom, and me, heal quickly and never get sick. Our athletic prowess supposedly comes from our elven heritage, too. We have a higher percentage of fast-twitch muscle than humans. Grandma is hella strong and fast, and Mom could have been an Olympian. I’m pretty strong and fast, too, but just not on their level.”

Kat stopped walking and stood in front of me, still holding my hand in both of hers. “Max, I’m not completely human. I’m roughly one-eighth elf, and I’m likely to be around for a very long time. I think that over time, my vagina will stretch to accommodate you, and you won’t get into my womb. Either way, I was built to make love to you, and I couldn’t be happier.” She bit her lip, an unusual action for the confident young woman. She nearly whispered, “Well, that’s my secret. I hope you won’t reject me now.”

I placed my right hand over hers and said quietly, “Kat, I’m glad you felt comfortable enough with me to share this part of you, but it is only one part of you.” I paused as I looked down into her rapt expression before I finished my thought. “You’re mine. I will never let you go.”

“I’m going to give you so many children, Max,” she whispered. “I love you.”

“I want that, too, Kat,” I replied fervently as I pulled her into my arms. We kissed languorously, enjoying the taste and texture of each other’s mouth and the passion behind it.

As we started walking back to the house, Kat whispered, “Anita wants to bear your children, too, though I think Tabby just wants to be your fuck toy.”

“I suspect our healer neighbors can help you all control when you want to have children,” I told her. “They probably have an herbal remedy for that.”

Kat smiled. “I’ll ask Gabi to find out.” She looked up at me sideways. “So did you claim Gabi, too?”

I chuckled at her nosiness. “No. She expressed interest, but she’s still mourning Buck and Eve. But I did wake up to find that she had abandoned her guard shift to lie on my chest.”

“Waking to find those big breasts smooshed into your chest must have been amazing,” Kat murmured with a grin.

I chuckled. “I sucked it up and took it like a man,” I replied as we approached the group around the fire.

Everyone was seated on logs around the outside fire except Anita and Tabby. Kurt and Siglinde chewed on pieces of smoked meat. Gabi, Willa, and Nelda chatted while Nelda ground something in her wooden cup.

Nelda murmured, “Wota, bitsheen,” and Siobhan rose to grab the ubiquitous pot of boiling water from the coals. She carefully poured steaming water into the cup until Nelda murmured, “Dank.”

“Bitsheen,” Siobhan murmured in response, and Gabi nodded sagely to indicate she pronounced it correctly.

Kat and I sat down across from the children as I yawned mightily. Nelda stood and stepped closer to hand me her wooden cup.

The girl murmured shyly. She said, “Utdrinkjen, dan schlopen.”

Willa spoke to her sharply, but quickly enough that I couldn’t discern the sounds.

Nelda repeated herself firmly, “Utdrinkjen, dan schlopen.”

Willa nodded her head. Gabi smiled slightly and then translated, “Nelda said drink all of that cup and then sleep. It appears Willa is not only apprenticing her in healing, but also in confidence.”

I took the cup and raised it toward Nelda. I told her, “Dank.”

I sipped from the hot cup, and found this time it had more of a bitter bite to it. I grimaced and continued to sip.

After a moment, Gabi groaned and said, “My brain is getting tired from translating. I have to pick a lot from context in the conversation, and I’m sure I’m getting a lot of it wrong.”

Kat assured her, “You’re doing great, Gabi. None of the rest of us could have done it. Thank you for your effort. I appreciate it.”

“Me too,” I added with a smile for the big German girl.

Gabi smiled shyly and said, “Dank. I want to wash up and then sleep.”

“Join me,” I told her. “We can share warmth.”

Gabi chuckled, “I bet you will not know I am there. I think they said they put more pain relief and sleeping herbs into your tonic. Willa said after all that exertion with your wives, you would need pain killers.”

“Yeah,” I nodded my agreement before taking another sip. “I keep thinking I might take some ibuprofen, but the tea seems to be working. I’ll save the tablets since they’re another non-renewable resource.”

Gabi spoke to the Katthi women, and then grabbed a change of clothes.

After draining the cup, I walked over to the extended latrine and relieved myself. I noticed that whomever had done the work had done good work. Then, I noticed Willa standing beside me, watching me pee.

I looked at her curiously. The elder healer looked embarrassed and said, “Bloot, oppassen” before storming off.

I knew Blut in German meant blood, so I inferred that she was looking for blood in my urine. But I couldn’t imagine how that would be an issue with a shoulder wound.

I put my little monster away and trundled back to the fire. Anita was back, hanging clothes to dry near the fire. I kissed all my ladies, squeezed the children’s shoulders, and waved at the healers before making my way into the house. I laid my sleeping bag out and stripped off my trousers, leaving my feet in my unlaced boots long enough to tuck my pants into my rucksack.

I sat on the right side of the bed, pulled off my boots, and placed my revolver on the floor next to the bed. I laid down, and I didn’t remember a thing after that.
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Iwoke the next morning draped in Gabi and Anita. I was naked, despite being certain that I went to bed in boxers and a thermal shirt.

Anita, on my left side, was gloriously naked, and both of my arms were wrapped around her. My shoulder didn’t complain, so I just laid there enjoying her sexy body draped across mine. My legs were spread, and one of Anita’s legs was thrown over mine.

Gabi, on my left, was still wearing her flannel shirt, but it wasn’t closed in the least. One of her heavy breasts was pressed into my right side while the other was squeezed into my chest. One of Gabi’s legs was also straddling mine, and I could feel the fur of her womanhood on my lower abs as she subconsciously ground her tender bits into my hip. Gabi’s head was resting on my shoulder, and she whimpered quietly as her eyes moved under their lids. Her short hair was an artful mess, and she looked adorable.

I’m pretty sure that’s when I fell in love with Gabi. From that moment on, I always thought of her as my wife.

I adjusted myself so I could wrap an arm around each of my precious wives. I revelled in the intimacy of the moment—feeling loved by women I treasured. I laid there as my bladder started to complain, but I suffered in silence to let my two ladies get their rest.

Gabi’s grinding got more insistent and her whimpers took on a rhythmic quality that I recognized from hours of making love to women. Gabi’s eyes flew open, and she moaned a deep “oooh” before her eyes slammed shut again as a wave of bliss took her.

I leaned in and kissed her lips gently. Gabi responded passionately for a moment, but then she broke contact and tried to struggle away. I held her tightly with my right arm around her torso.

“Relax, Gabi,” I cooed. “It’s just me.”

“I shouldn’t,” she muttered as she hid her face against my shoulder.

“You are allowed, and I argue that you should,” I told her. “You’re a pretty woman, and your personality is sweet and giving. You are precious to me, and I love you.”

“How can you love me?” she asked quietly.

“Quite easily,” I murmured into her ear. “You are uniquely beautiful.”

“I am a fat cow,” she sobbed into my shoulder.

“Hardly,” I scoffed. “Your figure is curvy and feminine despite being on a larger scale than most women. You are strong and built for survival and making babies. When you’re ready, I will claim you and help you along with that second part.”

Gabi’s sob hiccuped into something that might have been a short laugh. “What will your wives think of that? You already have three of them.”

Anita chose that moment to let us know she was awake by murming, “Six, Gabi. That includes you. We all welcome you, sweetie. No lesbian loving required. Just love our Max to the best of your ability, love us as your sisters, and help us all squeeze as much joy out of this life as we can. I’m assuming that’s not going to be easy considering where and when we’ve landed.”

Anita reached across me to caress Gabi’s shoulder before continuing, “Kat and I discussed this last night. We’re all his wives, all six of us. You can consummate your union with Max whenever you’re ready, but you’re already married to all of us.”

Gabi started sobbing into my shoulder again.

I grabbed a fistful of Gabi’s short hair and lifted her head until I could see her lips. Then, I kissed her savagely. After a moment of surprise, Gabi returned my affection eagerly, so I released her hair. When we broke the kiss, I smiled at her. “Whenever you are ready, my precious wife,” I whispered to her.

Gabi’s face broke into a shy, tearful smile. “Soon,” she said. “I just need a little more time.”

Anita said, “Don’t wait too long, sister. You’re cheating yourself of joy.”

Anita turned my face toward her. I looked into her gorgeous face and smiled at her golden eyes before we, too, shared a savagely passionate kiss. When we broke to breathe, Anita said, “Good morning, my king.”

I chuckled, “Good morning, my queen. Your king needs to pee desperately.”

“Go,” Gabi and Anita said in unison.

Gabi added, “I need to find my clothes.”

Anita sat up, and I gently crawled to the edge of the bed as quickly as I could, my morning wood leading the way. I stuck my feet in my boots, grabbed my revolver, and hurried out of the house to the latrine. Relief washed over me as I voided my bladder, and then I shook off the dew and kicked some dirt into the trench.

As I finished, I heard Gabi exclaim, “Oh! Godenmorjen!”

I guessed that was the equivalent of the phrase Guten Morgen, which I had learned from Greta was the typical German morning greeting.

I walked around the house as a rich baritone voice replied, “Goodenmorjen, Fru.”

I pulled my revolver and cocked it as I stepped up to Gabi in the cool morning air. The sun was barely over the ridge to the east.

I stood there naked to the world save for my boots and the pistol belt hanging from my left shoulder as I took in our visitors. I aimed my revolver low and forward.

In front of us was a heavily muscled, bearded man. He was about six foot tall and adorned in chain mail and a bowl helmet. What I could see of his trousers didn’t look that different from the peasants’ other than the lower legs were bound with strips of some material and stuck into moccasin-like boots. His left hand was resting on a three-foot round shield with an iron boss. His helmet had a little brass decoration on the front, and the belt around his mail held a hand ax; a dagger was tucked under his right arm. A strap like a bandolier hung across his torso, and it looked like the sword on his left hip hung from the strap. In his right hand was a long spear with a roughly eighteen-inch blade on the tip, which pointed up at the sky while the butt rested on the ground like a walking stick.

Behind the knight were five more men, similarly garbed. A couple had spears, one had a trio of javelins, and one fellow with a dark beard was holding a heavy two-handed ax. He was nearly as tall as me but with even heavier shoulders than mine.

I assessed from their easy stances that they weren’t here to fight. I greeted the apparent leader, trying to remember the correct term for “sir” and trying to adapt to his pronunciation. “Goodenmorjen, Oom.”

He immediately rattled off a phrase that I didn’t understand as he took in my naked form and the bandage, held in place by the duct tape. His men scanned the camp, curiously looking at the strange assortment of clothing drying on the line.

I looked at Gabi, and she looked cross-eyed for a moment as she tried to get her brain into translation mode while dancing the “I gotta pee” dance.

She replied urgently, “Moment,” and ran to the latrine trench. I uncocked my revolver and holstered it.

I called out in English back toward the plane, “Who’s on guard duty?”

“I am,” I heard Tabby call in response. A moment later she jogged over, holding the short .410 shotgun. “Oh, shit,” she cursed as she saw the men arrayed in front of me.

“Relax,” I told the petite red-head as I stuck a hand out to indicate she shouldn’t attack.

I grabbed some firewood and tossed it on the outdoor fire. I waved toward the log seats and said, “Bitte,” hoping it translated to “please” as it would in the German I learned.

Gabi came around the corner looking worried, but much relieved.

The warriors watched us carefully as they seated themselves.

I asked her, “Do you have your pistol?”

“Yes, Max,” she replied. “There’s a round in the chamber.” She lifted the hem of her shirt to show me the pistol strapped to her belt in a crossbody carry like I carried mine.

“At this range, a 9mm will probably pierce the chainmail,” I told her. “I don’t know if there will be enough energy left to kill once it does. Hopefully, their intent is as peaceful as they appear.”

“He said something about wanting to meet us,” Gabi said.

“Tell him that your husband is new to his language and that I’m going to get some clothes on, and will return in a moment,” I said.

“You want me to declare myself your wife?” Gabi asked as she looked at me wide-eyed.

“Yes,” I said with a decisive nod. I stepped closer and kissed her lips gently before turning back toward the house.

Gabi looked at the apparent leader and started speaking haltingly. I didn't pick up much of what she said, but I noticed her pointing her hand at me.

The leader laughed and spoke, and his men all joined in.

Gabi turned red as she turned to translate into English. “He’s fine with that, but he told me that if you went into battle dressed like that, the Franks would run away and their women would run to you.”

I lost it, laughing raucously, and the knights all joined in boisterously. When I caught my breath, I told Gabi, “Please tell him that six wives is enough to keep me happy.”

I bowed slightly with a smile as Gabi translated, and a chorus of laughs followed my exit into the house.

I found Anita inside, dressed and holding my rifle. I murmured, “Please help me get dressed. I’m not feeling much pain, but I don’t want to do anything to irritate the wound.”

“Of course, Max,” Anita said seriously. She set my rifle on the bed and grabbed my clothes. I shook my boots off and stepped into my boxers. Anita helped me pull on my waffle shirt, and I stepped into my pants while she removed my holstered revolver from my belt. She then helped me thread the belt through the loops of my cargo pants, the holster, and the sheath for El Chete. I sat on the bed as she helped me pull on a pair of socks, but I managed to lace up my boots without any issue.

I stood, and Anita handed me my hat, which I placed on my head before looking up to see her biting her lip. I asked, “What’s the matter, my beloved wife?”

Anita gave me a fleeting smile and said, “I really need to go to the latrine. It may take me a bit.” She raised a roll of paper to make her point.

I nodded, “Okay. Let’s stage a little theater. Give me half a minute to get seated. Come out and whisper in my ear, and then hand me the rifle. Then go do your business.”

“That’ll work,” she replied. “I’ll only have a knife, so send Tabby to watch for wolves.”

I nodded as I walked to the door. “Wolves probably won’t be an issue with all the people around, but I’ll send her to you.”

I stepped out the door and took a seat on an upturned log. I said, “So…” as Anita walked out the door.

The knights were shocked by her appearance, whether by her dark skin or her beauty. Either way, six men stared at her, their jaws hanging open.

Anita came to me and whispered in my ear, “Off to relieve myself.” I kissed her lips, and she handed me the rifle. I laid it across my lap and watched as the men gawked.

“Tabby, c’mere, love,” I called to our petite guard. She trotted over, and I beckoned her closer. I cupped her face and gently guided her in for a kiss. I murmured, “Go watch over Anita as she does her business, then let the other ladies know we have guests.”

“Okay,” she murmured. She kissed me again and walked off.

I asked, “What did you learn, Gabi?”

Gabi took a seat next to me. She caressed my back with her right hand and indicated the leader. “He is Väaschta Günter. He is leading this scout party, and they are looking for Frank raiders. He was gathering information from our Katthi neighbors, and wanted to meet the man who killed fifteen Franks with no injury.”

“Did you tell him that I took an arrow?” I asked. Gabi nodded seriously.
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As we conversed, Gabi and I came to the conclusion that Väaschta was a title, kind of like patrol leader. Günter told us that his tribe had been sending out patrols into the valleys of the Sauerland, searching for Frank raiding parties coming from the south. He said the Rhine is easier to cross south of the Sauerland. Günter also said that the Franks would raid through the lands of the Hermunduri to the south, up through the mountains, and follow the rivers north into the land of the remains of the Katthi tribe in the Sauerland. Gabi digressed for a moment to point out that Sauerland in Saxon appeared to be called the Sualaunden.

We learned that the Katthi were allies of the Saxons, and they fought together against the Romans in the Teutoburg Forest. The Saxons always made fun of them because they were disciplined foot soldiers, and they carried their own rations with them rather than living off plundering the land like the Saxons. Günter said that Katthi were fierce, and that their infantry could stand toe-to-toe with the Roman infantry and come out on top.

Günter asked about my weapons. I indicated to my rifle, explaining, “This is what I used against the Franks.”

I pulled out the magazine tube and emptied it into Gabi’s cupped hands, returned the magazine, and then wracked the last round out. I decocked the rifle and handed it over. He turned the rifle every which direction, inspecting it. I held up a bullet and explained, “This is the part that kills.”

Gabi translated, and Günter handed the rifle back, and I handed him a .45 Colt cartridge.

He asked a question, which Gabi translated to, “How does that work?”

After I took the bullet back, I loaded it into the side gate, levered the round into the chamber, decocked the rifle, and loaded the other ten bullets into the weapon. I looked at Günter and asked, “May I poke holes in your shields? Maybe three of them?”

Gabi translated, and Günter handed his shield over. I had him lean it against a pine tree while I scanned the area behind the tree to ensure there were no people or animals present. The horses weren’t down at the creek, either. A couple of the spearmen leaned their shields in front of Günter’s in response to their platoon leader’s prodding.

At that point, Siobhan, Jenn, Kat, Nelda, Kurt, Siglinde, and Willa joined us from the plane fuselage. Kat had strung her bow, and a salvaged quiver of arrows was hanging over her shoulder. Siobhan had Jenn’s 9mm carbine and was carrying the CP33 on her hip in an improvised fur holster. Jenn had her brother’s Glock strapped to her hip, and was carrying the .22 rifle across her hips.

Willa called out in greeting, and a rapid conversation ensued between her and Günter.

I tousled the kids' heads gently before collecting a quick kiss from Jenn. I murmured, “Apparently, we’re all married now.”

Jenn shrugged and smiled at me as she walked off for the house. “Works for me,” she said.

Siobhan kissed me warmly and said, “Me, too.”

“You know I’m in,” Kat said with a grin before sucking my face passionately.

As Kat followed the other girls, I called out, “Stand in front of the house. I’m going to demonstrate our guns.”

Before I moved, Nelda gently patted my injured shoulder. She asked, “Goot?”

“Ja,” I replied in my best school German.

“Weedoag haben?” Nelda asked.

“Uh…Gabi, what does Weedoag haben mean?” I called out to our resident translator.

“Are you having pain?” she replied.

I looked at Nelda and said, “Ein bißchen.”

Nelda looked puzzled and held her fingers apart about an inch and asked, “Beskje?”

“Ja, beskje,” I agreed and saved that word into my vocabulary.

I waved her toward the others, but she tapped my shoulder gently and said something else rapidly that I didn’t catch, but made a drinking motion while speaking.

I replied, “Goot,” and Nelda walked over to join the rest of the ladies. I paced off twenty-five yards from the shields and made a shooing motion to tell the men to stand back. Gabi reinforced my nonverbal command, and Willa joined in. Willa got pushy, and they quickly stepped back behind the outside fire reflector.

I lifted the rifle and aimed halfway between the shield boss and the top rim. I pulled back the hammer and fired. The men all flinched and covered their ears as I fired two more rounds.

I levered another round in the chamber and decocked the rifle, then picked up the three empty shell casings and walked over to check out the shields. I had two in a tight group, and one that was a little low, entering just above the shield boss.

Günter removed the first shield and noted the holes in the second shield, with the low bullet penetrating the metal shield boss. He removed the second shield to find that all three bullets penetrated again. He pulled the last one to find all three had bored shallow holes into the tree trunk behind. I walked over to join my ladies as the men inspected the holes and talked excitedly.

Günter stalked toward us, reaching for the rifle, so I cocked and pointed it at the center of his chest. Günter pulled up short.

He made an impassioned speech. Gabi said, “He says that they need that weapon to put down the Franks. He said with fifty of those, they could chase them back across the Rhine.”

“Tell him that this is the only one within a year’s walk, we don’t have very many of the killing pieces, and that they would be no use to him without months of training to fight with these. Also, we are not used to fighting with swords and bows. If we gave them our weapons we would be without a way to hunt or defend ourselves.”

Gabi spoke deliberately and calmly. Günter’s frustration was evident as he started to speak, but Willa interrupted him and shook her finger at Günter, speaking vehemently.

Günter spoke to me, and Gabi translated. “He asked if it was true that you killed thirteen Franks in less time than it took to launch from a sling ten times.”

“I don’t know, Gabi,” I admitted. “I know the slings were firing away, but I was paying attention to the Franks.”

Willa nodded sagely and then gently beat her fist on Günter’s chest. I caught “Katthi” a couple of times as she adamantly spoke to him. Günter kept trying to interrupt, and Willa kept cutting him off.

After a time, Günter nodded and raised his hands again. He addressed Gabi and me, and his men didn’t look that happy.

Gabi said, “Willa was pretty convincing. She told him that you fought ferociously for the Katthi people, and she described the fight to him. Apparently, she saw you fight. She also said the Katthi have adopted us, and no Saxon would take away the Katthi’s weapons. Günter finally agreed, but he asked that you fight to defend the Katthi and the road across the Baarbach.”

“I’ll do that,” I committed. “Neighbors have to stand together.”

Günter pointed at the plane. Gabi responded tentatively, looking to me for guidance. I nodded and said, “Tell him that we rode that through the air and that the parts were ripped off when we landed. We’re lucky to be alive. Just don’t tell him that we came from the future.”

Gabi nodded as she led him toward the airplane, talking and gesturing as they went. I turned to Jenn and asked, “Did we learn what the kids want for their grandfather’s funeral?”

“Gabi said they didn’t have a preference,” she replied. “Burial is fine. We started digging yesterday, but we haven’t finished. It got dark, and we thought we might finish this morning. Maybe we can bury the grandpa after our guests leave.”

“Sounds like a good plan,” I agreed. “I don’t think I’ll be very efficient at digging, but I’m happy to help.”

Kat caressed my back and said, “Give your shoulder a rest, Max. We can handle it. By the way, Gabi told us before she went to bed that Nelda is planning to keep dosing you for a few days. The tea they gave you is to speed healing and reduce pain.”

“Okay,” I said as I set the butt of the rifle on the ground. “The pain relief part is certainly working. We’ll be able to hold on to our stocks of ibuprofen if she keeps medicating me.”

Little Kurt gently clasped my dangling left hand. I looked down and told him, “It’s gonna be okay, Kurt. We’ll take care of you.”

He looked up at me seriously and, as if he could understand what I had said, replied, “Okay.”

I squeezed his little hands as the Saxon knights climbed down the stairs looking dumbfounded. They inspected the torn wings and engines and scratched their beards. The big guy with the black beard walked over with an outstretched hand. I switched my rifle to my left, and Kurt wrapped his little hands around the barrel.

I offered my hand, and the big man clasped my forearm, so I returned the gesture. When we released our shake, he patted his chest and said, “Sigi.”

I tapped my chest and said slowly, “Meen Nohm is Max.”

Sigi said something that I didn’t understand while waving at the wrecked aircraft. I just nodded, and he shook his head. I chuckled and picked up my rifle and gave Kurt’s shoulder a squeeze.

I turned to watch the other knights walk around the plane wreck, shaking their heads. Sigi, Kurt, Kat, Anita, and I joined the knights walking around the wreck. Anita took my rifle so that I could pick up Kurt; I held him in the crook of my right arm as we walked.

As we approached the gravesite, Kurt pointed at the partially dug grave and said something with the word Vurrakya in the middle of it. I think that’s the word for “grandfather”; both kids had cried out the word when the old man died.

Sigi grunted and set his ax against a tree and picked up the mattock. The big man jumped into the grave and started breaking up the dirt, so I walked around to find stones for the grave.

We found some nearby among the trees, so I put Kurt down. I didn’t know the Saxon words, so I chose to cobble together a phrase for “stones for Grandpa’s grave.” I pondered the best words to use from my limited German vocabulary and my nearly non-existent Saxon. I pointed at a small stone that I thought Kurt could carry and said, “Steins fur Vurrakya’s grabe.”

I was sure Frau Bauernhoefer, my German teacher in college, would have gasped in despair at the construct and pronunciation, but Kurt nodded vigorously and dashed over to the stone. I squatted next to a two by three foot stone and pried it out of the ground. It was only about forty pounds, but when I reached to grab it along its long axis, my wounded shoulder twinged. So, I levered it up onto its pointed end and wrapped my arms around it, trying to mostly use my right arm. Once I was confident in my grip, I gently pressed my legs, using good squat form, to stand erect holding the stone against my body.

Kurt and I made a game of grunting like wild boars as we carried the stones to the grave.

As I approached the site where Sigi was still attacking the ground, I heard Kat’s voice. “Maxwell Morgan, what in all creation do you think you’re doing?”

Sigi turned to watch the show as Kat and Anita joined us. I grimaced and he said something that I didn’t understand, but I translated it in context to something like “women.”

I squatted and gently laid the stone on the ground. Kurt laid his next to mine and mimicked my brushing of the hands as we stood. I chuckled until Anita grabbed my chin in her hand and turned my face.

“You’re supposed to be resting, my king,” she scolded me with a look of worry.

“Vurrakya isn’t going to bury himself,” I replied as Nelda ran up and started scolding me in Saxon.

Sigi laughed uproariously and said something else I didn’t understand as he switched out the mattock for the scoop shovel.

Gabi’s voice called out as she joined us with the rest. “Your new friend is right; its like you have seven wives rather than six based on the way Nelda scolds you.”

I looked at Gabi, exasperated. “Please tell Nelda that I can’t stop working because I’m injured. There’s too much to do before winter.”

Gabi translated and Nelda responded hotly. Gabi told me, “She said that if you don’t take it easy, she’s going to stop giving you her…”

Gabi paused to have a quick discussion with Nelda, and her eyes opened wide. Sigi turned, looking at Nelda wide-eyed, too. Finally Gabi said quietly, “Medicine. She said she would stop giving you medicine for the pain.”

I looked at Gabi suspiciously, and she replied quickly, “I’ll tell you later.”

At that point, Jenn, Siglinde, Siobhan, and Tabby joined us. Anita pointed at the stone I carried and said, “That one should be one of the steps at the front of the house.”

“Okay,” I said, squatting again.

Kat pushed me off my base brusquely, and I rolled onto my back and did a breakfall.

“My shoulder did not enjoy that,” I grumbled. “What the hell was that for?”

“Siobhan and I will move it, cowboy,” Kat replied. “You stick to little stones that you can carry with just your right arm.”

I stood and brushed off my ass as I growled, “I could have carried this one in one hand if it wasn’t so unwieldy. It’s only about forty pounds.”

Kat rolled her eyes and threw in an “Okay, big guy,” while Siobhan looked at the stone speculatively.

Siobhan shook her head. “I bet it’s at least twice that. I’ve seen you snatch that pack of yours in one hand, so I think your ability to estimate weight is a bit skewed, hayseed.”

“I think you’re right,” Kat said. “We should just leave it here until we empty the cart, and then use it to move it.”

Anita teased, “Good idea, Kat. I always knew you were more than just a sexy little minx.” The ladies laughed until Anita turned serious again. She said, “Tabby’s going off guard shift and needs some sleep. Jenn, you’re up.”

Jenn said, “Hold on a minute, Anita. The kids kept me up most of the night, and even when they did sleep they were restless. I was hoping to get a nap while everyone else is up.”

Anita nodded decisively. “Okay, I’ll take this shift. The rest of us are on rock and burial duty.”

“Come, Kurt,” I murmured. I beckoned to Siglinde, and Kurt rattled off something to his sister, mentioning Vurrakya again.

I limited myself to stones no bigger than my head. I mimed that limitation for the kids until they figured out what I was getting at. Kurt giggled once he got it, and Siglinde smiled just slightly. I showed them how to properly squat to pick up the stones, too.

I pantomimed squatting incorrectly, holding my back and groaning. Then, with an internal apology to Frau Bauernhoefer, I told them, “Tut Rucken weh” in the hopes they would understand that doing it wrong would hurt their backs.

Kurt’s eyes grew wide. He repeated, “Wee?”

I nodded seriously as I tucked Wee into my Saxon lexicon for pain or ache. Then I demonstrated doing it again correctly and said, “Wee nichts.”

“Ah,” Siglinde responded. “Wenn laten graad dann Wee nix.”

I cupped my ear, and she obligingly repeated herself. I stored that as “If you do it right, then no pain.” I figured it was close enough to serve me in the future.

I nodded decisively and replied, “Ja.”

We began carrying head-sized or smaller rocks to the grave. Siobhan and Kat helped, and we soon had a pile large enough.

Anita came over and said, “He’s still a little stiff, but Gabi and I got him laid out flat on the ground. What’s the plan?”

I took off my hat and scratched my head. “We need to let the kids go through any pockets to ensure there’s nothing they want to keep.”

Siobhan said, “Jenn already went through that. Siglinde wanted to keep his vest, but he had no pockets other than those in the vest.”

I nodded and Kat recommended, “We should do the same thing we did for Buck and Eve. Lay him in the ground and say a few words. Maybe we can lay some green pine boughs over him, so the kids don’t see dirt covering up Grandpa’s face before we fill the hole.”

“And cover it with all these lovely stones, so the wolves don’t dig them up,” Siobhan added. Sigi walked over and listened attentively like he could understand our conversation.

“Sounds good to me,” I said.

Sigi said something about Ulli and Grauf.

I was pretty certain Grauf is what I should have used instead of Grabe, so I pointed at the dead old man and said, “Ulli is Vurrakya?”

Sigi grunted and nodded as Gabi joined us. She said, “Our guests are getting restless.”

I told her, “Grandpa’s name was Ulli. Let them know we’re going to bury him now.” I looked at Siobhan and Kat. “Can you get some green branches? Just a few,” I said as I absently massaged my raw shoulder.

“Already done,” said Siobhan with a grin. “I didn’t know you were that slow, hayseed.”

“I can still spank you taut little ass, Sensei,” I teased back tiredly.

Nelda walked up with another steaming cup and handed it to me with both hands and a stern look on her face. She commanded, “Drinkjen dien Jedrenkj!” before smiling sweetly at me.

I made the obvious assumption and bowed my head slightly as I gently took the steaming cup from her. I told her, “Yes, dear.” I blew on the hot liquid and murmured, “Manipulative little filly” before taking a sip.

Willa said something to Gabi, which caused Gabi to snort a short laugh and nod before striding over to tell the Saxons that we were ready for the funeral.

Günter had two of the men carry Ulli’s body to the grave, and they laid him respectfully inside.

I walked over to the grave, and everyone circled around. I sipped from my cup and said, “I never got to know you, Ulli. But I witnessed your fight to the end to protect your grandchildren. I wish I could have saved you, but now all I can do is care for them as I think you would have wanted. Rest in peace.”

Gabi translated and everyone stood quietly for a moment until Siglinde pulled on my pants leg and asked, “Is di fuaz ons Papa?”

I thought I got the gist of what she asked, but I looked at Gabi to make sure. She held a hand over her mouth tearfully and translated, “Are you our father from now on?”

I replied, “Please translate for me, Gabi. This may be the most important conversation of the day.” I looked at my nursemaid and held the cup to her. “Nelda, bitt.” She looked sad, but shook herself and stepped in to take the cup.

“Kurt, bitt,” I beckoned, and the little man stumbled over as I knelt next to his sister and wrapped an arm around each of them. I looked at Gabi, and she nodded solemnly.

I looked at the children and told them, “I have a son, Gregor, who is about your age, Siglinde. I also have a daughter, Christa, who is younger than Kurt. I will never see them again because I don’t know of a way to get back home.” I paused for a moment and continued. “You are in my care now, and it will be my honor to be your papa. I will do everything in my power to care for you and ensure that you are treasured.”

Gabi finished her translation, and all the Saxon men shuffled their feet uncomfortably while the women all wept silently.

Kurt threw his arms around my neck and said, “Okay, Papa.” Siglinde wrapped her arms around my neck, and her little body shook with sobs.

“Do you have anything you’d like to say to your Vurrakya?” I asked quietly. Gabi knelt behind Siglinde and wrapped her arms around us as she translated. Both children shook their heads against my chest.

Nelda handed me the cup and whispered, “Bitt.” I shuffled Kurt onto my left knee and nudged Siglinde in front of me before taking the cup from Nelda. I nodded to Günter before taking another sip.

Günter, Sigi, Willa, Nelda, and a couple of the knights whose names I didn’t know all said a few words. Gabi did translate, but none of the words registered as I concentrated on comforting my new children and taking my medicine.

When everyone had said their say, Kat and Siobhan placed the green branches over Ulli’s body until his face was no longer visible, and then they started pushing the dirt on top of him.

I drained the cup and handed it back to Nelda with a “Dank.”

I stood with the children’s hands wrapped in my own, and took a couple of stumbling steps. The strength slowly left my limbs. I looked up at Nelda and said, “You didn’t.”

Everything went black.


20
The Coming Storm



Iawoke to hear the ladies talking around the outside fire.

I was alone in the bed, but Nelda and Willa were sitting around the fire pit in the house stirring up a brew. Apparently, the ladies had stripped me down to my underwear and tucked my sleeping bag around me on the right side of the bed. The duct tape and gauze had also been removed.

I sat up slowly and stretched. The two Katthi healers looked up at me. Nelda slipped out of the house while Willa came over to the bed. She leaned over me to check my left shoulder, her heavy breasts hanging in front of my face.

“Goot,” she intoned. Nelda and Gabi arrived at the foot of the bed, and Willa said something to Gabi. Her brain had to hurt from trying to translate what she was hearing into the Plattdeutsch she kinda knew, into German, and then into English.

The big German pilot gave me a tired smile. “They said you’re doing very well. They want to learn more about the stitching Siobhan did, so they can use it in the future.”

“They had sutures, so they know how to stitch wounds,” I murmured.

“They only do it on the surface,” she responded tiredly.

I told her, “Tell them your brain hurts, and you can’t translate any more until you get some sleep.”

“I will, Max,” she said as she gave me a genuine smile. “They’re going to dose you with a potion again after you eat and walk around a bit. Tomorrow you can start doing exercises for your shoulder. You have lost strength in it, but if you start moving it more, it won’t be beyond what you can rebuild in a couple of weeks. Siobhan agreed.”

“A potion, huh,” I observed. “Sounds like witchcraft.”

“Um, that was what I said I would talk to you later about,” Gabi said. “Nelda said they make what is essentially a tea with herbs and plants that have healing properties, then they infuse it with energy to make it more effective or powerful. It might really be witchcraft.” She sighed and added, “Anyway, they will dose you tonight again, and it will give you a full night’s sleep. After that, you will have just potions that promote healing without the narcotic effect.”

“Did I face-plant?” I asked.

Gabi giggled cutely. “Ja, it was funny. You did not plant your face in the dirt so much as your legs turned to jello before you slid to the ground.”

I nodded to Willa, and she stepped back so I could get up. Gabi pointed to the wall. “We pounded pegs into the logs to hold clothing. You did not appear to notice.”

I got dressed, and Gabi left. I waved congenially to the two healers as I walked out to join my family. The kids yelled, “Papa!” and rushed to hug me. I returned the hugs after taking a seat. I propped one up on each thigh and held them in my lap.

“So what happened to our Saxon friends?” I asked.
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The answer to that question took a while. Essentially, they had come looking for Ulli when he didn’t show up yesterday at a planned meeting in a little village that rested at the mouth of the Bear Creek on the Ruhr. When they met with the folks at our neighbors’ village at dawn, they were informed of our presence, and came down to say hello.

One of the boxes in the back of the little cart held a fortune in Roman gold coins that Ulli was delivering. A Katthi village in the south of the Sauerland had taken it from a Frankish camp on the border of the Hermunduri lands. They had sent word to the Saxons to get it out of Katthi lands in return for flour, grain, salt, cloth, tools, weapons, and armor.

When Günter looked at the amount of coins in the box, he said that they should be getting a cart of each of the requested items. Unfortunately, they needed the pony cart and beast or a spare horse to pack the box back. Anita and Kat gave them the black and his tack, and Günter said he would return the animal or an equivalent. I thought the wives made a good decision since I figured the pony and cart would be very handy. One of the knights had tried to catch Siobhan unaware and steal the Ruger carbine, but Siobhan kicked him hard in the knee and the groin before slipping away from him, and then Jenn shot him with the .22 rifle. After that, the Saxons didn’t try it again.

After dinner, I took my medicine and went to sleep.

I woke up to the kids laying on my chest. I opened an eye to see Kurt grinning at me and Siglinde spooned against my side. I nudged the little lady awake, and after I pulled on my clothes, we started our day.

After breakfast, we rounded up the horses and took Willa and Nelda home. Getting in the saddle was as much of an adventure as it had been the last time, but my arm felt pretty good. Anita, Tabby, and the kids stayed at the house, while the rest of us rode to the Katthi village to meet its people. We didn’t stay long, but it was nice to meet everyone.

The old man who had been firing slings at the Franks during my skirmish turned out to be the headman of the village. I counted seventeen able-bodied men in the village, another six that were recovering from wounds or were maimed, about twenty women of various ages, and twenty-two children. They had their half of horses from the Franks, about a dozen milking goats that looked like a skinnier dun version of the Nubian breed I was familiar with, about two dozen golden-feathered chickens, and three domesticated pigs in a pen.

I spoke to the headman, Renvard, first, and Gabi told me that he was grateful for the horses, weapons, clothes, and armor. He said they used what would fit their people, and gave us a bundle of the remaining garments wrapped with cord. I told him I was impressed with the accuracy and power of the slings. He called a boy over, and the boy gave him a small pouch. Inside was a sling and ten stones about the size of a large marble. Then he demonstrated how to use it. I nodded and thanked him for the gift.

He mentioned that he had gotten a fair amount of Roman coins. I asked him about values, and he referred to them as denari. Among his stash, there were coins of copper, bronze, something that looked like aluminum, silver and a single newly-minted gold—all with different Latin names. I looked at the print on the gold coin and saw that it was marked with the face of Constantine, but I saw no Christian motifs on them. I assumed that meant we were somewhere in time shortly after his conversion to Christianity—sometime before 320 CE, but before Constantine left for Byzantium in 330 CE. If I had that right, it meant that his fifteen-year-old son Crispus, with the help of a prefect, would be campaigning along the Rhine soon, if they weren’t already. So much for my dreams of a peaceful pastoral existence; they were a pipe dream.

Regardless, Renvard explained that the values of the coins were rather variable depending on size and weight. For scale, he said a suit of decent scale armor might cost five gold solidus coins and chain mail could cost as much as twenty gold.

One of the maimed guys, Halvende, served as blacksmith, and he had a stone anvil and a very rudimentary forge. He only had a thumb and index finger on his right hand, and the mangled bit of his palm expanded from just below the index finger at an angle to his fully functional wrist. Apparently, he just did maintenance work on iron tools. Steel was too hard for him to work without a full grip. Other than his hammer, I could make better smithing tools than what he had, but I had no idea how to get a decent forge set up to create metal tools. The blacksmith didn’t have any iron ore or steel stocks at all. I thanked him for the tour of his operation.

The other person I spoke with was Willa’s mother. She was an old crone named Altena, but she had lively eyes and still got around in an agile manner. Willa murmured into her ear, and the old woman cackled and nodded. She asked Siobhan a bunch of questions about how she had sewn my wound. Even with Gabi doing her best with translating, I’m not certain the finer details got through. I stripped my shirt off gingerly, and the woman poked and prodded my wound. I didn’t feel any pain, and pulled my waffle shirt back on fairly easily.

After talking medicine with the ladies, the old woman said that I was blessed by the divine with a strong body and many strong women. She had me kneel in front of her before she placed her hands on my forehead and gave me a blessing. I learned that she was the spiritual leader of the village, and that Willa and Nelda were her students in what we thought was called the craft of knowledge. Neither Gabi nor I ever figured out what their concept of the divine was, but Altena reinforced repeatedly that we should not kill the huge stag I had seen across the meadow.

We mounted our horses, and the headman tied a sack to the saddle horns with three hens before tying a bundle of clothes to another saddle horn. Altena gave Gabi another sack with a large bar of soap and a small bag of salt. We thanked them profusely and returned home.

Over the next few weeks, we focused on getting ready for winter. Kat and I hunted the woods that ran down the far side of the meadow. We were gone for a couple of days, riding the horses to get out of the Katthi’s home hunting range, before we started taking game. We got two wild boar and a full sized red doe that was maybe a little bigger than a mule deer.

On the way back, a brown bear decided that it wanted our kills, so I shot it. It took three shots with the rifle, and he was mad as hell before I got a kill shot. We put the other game on one of the travois and managed to get the field-dressed bear onto the other.

The ladies foraged the meadow, but stayed in the northern half. They harvested most of the garden produce, digging up the rest to replant near our house. They also collected some wild onions, a bunch of dandelions, and the cattails from the creek.

We built a loft overhead in the house, using that small space between the cross supports and the roof peak. That became the bedroom for the kids as well as a storage space. We also built a better smokehouse in the style of the main house, and another small structure to serve as the larder. I would have dug the larder down to make it a cellar, but we hit solid rock just past the three-foot mark. We piled all the dirt from the hole onto the exterior walls, plus the dirt from the smokehouse, and the remains of the dirt piled from the main house to ramp up the walls to keep the temperature stable inside.

Tabby and Gabi worked to build baskets for gathering and storing food in the larder. I took Tabby, Jenn, the kids, and Anita across the meadow and down into the creek valley on the other side to gather acorns from the oak trees there. We filled burlap sacks from the Katthi and many baskets with the small nuts, and started processing them into acorn flour.

It was going to be a lean winter for vegetables and starch, but we would have plenty of meat and some eggs. If things got harsh, we would have to eat horse, since we had plenty of those. The eggs and bear meat would be our only source of fat for the winter.

We loaded up the little pony cart with firewood multiple times, and I declared it enough when we had three cords of wood.

I built a simple pole barn for the horses, and we filled the cart for weeks with grasses we cut from the meadow using swords from the Franks. The tool wasn’t ideal, plus it was late in the season. The fodder wouldn’t be very nutritious, but it would keep the horses alive when snow covered the grass.

I made time every day to strengthen my shoulders with some of the body weight exercises that I knew and repetitions of pulling my bow string. Nelda would walk up from Bear Creek about every three days to make a new batch of potion for me. She would stay overnight, and I would give her a ride back on horseback. She took to riding behind me on the big bay stallion and squeezing me tightly as we rode.

Nelda, the children, and Gabi all worked to teach us basic Saxon. Since the children were young and from a different village, it made for some interesting conversations trying to figure out what dialect was right. Regardless, we all started picking up the Saxon language in bits and pieces.

Funnily enough, the kids started learning English from us. They progressed much faster than we did with Saxon, and it got to the point that I had to insist that they speak Saxon instead of English so the rest of us could learn. It blew my mind the first time I heard sweet little Siglinde cry out “mother fucker.” We had to have a conversation about good words versus bad words. It didn’t help that many of the mommies called each other slut or bitch regularly. Siglinde picked up on the vibe going on, and started calling Kat and Tabby slut until I punctuated my instruction not to do that with a sharp swat on her bony little butt.

I also had to spank a couple of wives to get them to knock it off, but of course, that was actually kind of fun.

Siobhan and I worked on teaching everyone basic blade work, but she, Tabby and I were initially the only ones with much affinity for it. Tabby took ownership of the sling and displayed a surprising level of expertise. She said she’d learned how to use it in SCA, but needed to practice. My short, red-headed wife made Kurt and Siglinde shorter slings and they both took to it readily. Kat did well with the sling, too. Gabi took to the spear better than she did the blades.

Anita, Gabi, and Jenn were getting better with the bow, while my accuracy was improving as my shoulder strengthened. Kat was uncanny with a bow under fifty yards and could consistently hit a target out to one hundred fifty. We had enough bows and quivers that everyone had their own bow; I even fashioned small ones for the children. Eventually, we would have to trade for more arrows or learn to make them. I figured if we all kept working they’d get proficient using all the weapons over time.

Tabby shared a lot of her experiences in the SCA, and she proved to be well-versed in a variety of practical crafts. Tabby had already demonstrated her ability to fashion baskets from just about anything. Over the weeks since my injury, she and I talked about a variety of ways her knowledge of medieval and renaissance crafts could help us. Being a soldier, I was most interested in her combat knowledge; however, I had to admit that weaving, ceramics, and working with lighter metals could be useful.

Tabby demonstrated her tactics to deal with larger opponents in a fight, and I had to admit I was impressed. I played the part of the training dummy while she showed the ladies what she had learned from getting her ass handed to her in over one hundred SCA bouts. The ladies all worked on them, and they practiced using weapons like machetes, hatchets, and long daggers, too.

As interesting as I found Tabby’s tactics, I found her knife throwing technique amazing. I had always thought knife throwing was a useless skill because the conventional wisdom was to send the blade spinning through the air. The distance and cast had to be perfect for that to work, and the penetration of the blade was minimal at best since the centrifugal force meant that you had multiple force vectors pulling on the blade at any one time. I know—too much time spent in physics classes.

Tabby called her technique “extending the cut,” and it resulted in a thrown blade that flew hard, cut deep, and didn’t spin at all. You literally made the same motion as if you were chopping with a cleaver or hatchet onto a surface in front of you, but you stepped into it and your follow-through took your hand nearly to the ground. She said there were YouTube videos on it, but that didn’t do us much good in medieval Saxony.

It was the third week in October when we got the first frost.

Two days later, a boy from the Katthi village ran into the yard. He gasped and spoke rapidly.

After giving him some water and asking him to slow down, we were able to figure out that Katthi refugees from three other villages had just showed up. I whistled for my horse, and three mounts ran up. I strapped on a sword belt over my revolver holster and put a hackamore on my favorite, the bay stallion. Gabi placed a saddle with brand new stirrups attached and a hackamore on the gray. I grabbed a box of ammo and launched onto the bare back of my mount. Anita handed my rifle to me, sporting a sling made from braided strips of semi-tanned boar hide. I hung it over my back and offered the lad a hand.

The young man took my hand and launched up to sit behind me. Gabi checked her pistol, grabbed a spear, and we were off at a canter.

We ran into a column of refugees crossing the creek as we reached the ford. We stopped to allow a cart to exit the creek. As I watched, I saw Günter leading a column of knights and wagons south on the same trail the refugees were using to come north.

I hailed Günter, and he waved before giving an order to his men. I let the lad down off my horse to run ahead to the village while I waited on the Saxon knight, nodding to the refugees as they passed.

Günter pushed his horse into the deeper water north of the ford, but it waded across without a problem. I told him in pidgin Saxon, “Three Katthi villages come. I know not how many people. Renvard sent word.”

Günter nodded and responded, “So, I gibberish men gibberish secure gibberish. Go to see Renvard. I gibberish south gibberish Franks.” I thought he was saying that he planned to send men to secure the end of the refugee train. I still had a long way to go with my Saxon.

Günter returned to the other bank of the creek, and I fell in with some refugees. A woman was struggling to hold a baby and juggle a bag, so I slid off my horse and opened my hands. I told her, “Bitt, I help.”

Surprisingly, she handed me the child and hoisted the bag with a terse “Dank.” I held the baby in my left arm and snagged the reins with my right as we made our way into Renvard’s village. Nelda ran up to relieve me of the baby, so I wandered around trying to find Renvard without stepping on or jostling anyone too badly.

Renvard hobbled toward me quickly, carrying a carved staff of office that he used like a crutch. I told him, “Günter is here with wagons. Guarding Katthi people coming. Günter come here soon, I think.”

I’m sure I sounded much like the stilted English of Native American characters in old films, because he grinned wickedly and said, “Good, Max. I need you gibberish to gibberish village two hills over.”

“I take people to the empty village two hills over?” I asked.

Renvard nodded decisively. “Yes. Gibberish south side for wagons,” he added, watching for the glimmer of understanding in my eyes.

“Clear,” I replied. “I come back here by meadow soon to take them.” I emphasized my comment by pointing to where I planned to meet them.

He grinned and said in English, “Okay.” The term had grown commonly used in the village. I think Nelda taught it to them.

I wasn’t sure how I’d get the carts to the old abandoned village, but Kat and I had seen the site when we were hunting. It was a big site and should hold a couple hundred people. Ours was better, with the large meadow, but there were small hillside meadows near the abandoned village. I suspected they’d be eating much of their livestock this winter, but I also believed they’d have a few weeks to forage before winter arrived.

I turned to lead my horse through the throng when Renvard said, “Max. Franks and Romans come. Soon.”

I nodded and responded in my pidgin Saxon. “Make ready. Time for the Katthi to fight.”

Renvard nodded, and I launched up onto my mount as soon as there was room to take a horse through the press of people. We rode out of the village through the woods to the meadow, and then cantered back home, Gabi following along.

During the entire ride, I thought of one thing: Shit’s about to get serious.


Epilogue



Max stopped relating his tale and took a sip of the scotch, savoring it. “Good stuff,” Max said absently as he watched the firelight glisten through the amber liquid. “I’ve always been a bigger fan of beer than wine or whiskey, but this is pretty good. Definitely better than mead.”

The tall, spare, older-looking man with the eyepatch and beard watched Max for a moment. “Tell me more,” the man said.

Max shook his head. “Ya know, Wodan. I appreciate the shower, the meal, the clean clothes, the offer of a soft bed for the night, the whiskey, the easy chair, and the conversation in English—all of it. But I’m not going to tell you another damned word until I get some answers. Brunhilde, Hildegard, and Freya said you would answer my questions if I came and gave you whatever answers I had. I don’t care if you are 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?” Max asked just as quietly. “Because you will get bloody if you try.”

Wodan smiled softly and said, “Honestly, you’re strong enough and skilled enough that you might be able to draw some blood—if I didn’t use magic.”

Max nodded and replied, “Now we’re getting somewhere. Is that how you brought us back?” He sipped his whiskey appreciatively as his host stood to refill his own glass.

Wodan offered the bottle, and Max held his glass out at arm’s length for his host to refresh.

After replacing the bottle on the side board, Wodan sat back in his easy chair with a heavy sigh. “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.”

Max took a sip as he stared into the man’s one visible eye.

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 were considerably more potent than any herbal cure I’ve heard of, so yeah. I‘ve been pretty sure for some time that they have magic,” Max said. “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 him being maimed but able to carry on a reasonably full life. I didn’t really know then, but I believed it. Willa did 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?” Max asked. Wodan just nodded. “Why?” Max 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 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?” Max 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. As a result, his actions have unintended consequences.”

Wodan rubbed a hand over his short 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, everyone in 2019 was fed up with the state of civilization, especially in the United States. The people that 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 gave up on resolution-centered dialog about the time I was learning to talk. The centrists that 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.”

Max took a sip of whiskey and 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 a lot of 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 came to the conclusion that if he guided Constantine’s son Crispin, the boy would grow to be the Augustus that would unify the western world.”

“He was deluded,” Max said quietly as he looked down at his feet. “We were fucked by a madman with delusions of grandeur.”

After both men took sips of their drinks, Max 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 magi and a true master of ritual magic. He crafted that ritual himself. I have no idea how to recreate it.”

“What aren’t you telling me?” Max asked.

Wodan frowned at his guest 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 to get you back. It took me over a year to even find your dimension and most of another to find Loki. By then, it was too late to help him.”

Max sat quietly for a moment until his curiosity moved him to speak. “Has this happened before?”

Wodan nodded, “Several times. Each of the world wars caused a split, too. The Second World War actually caused three, that I know of. The sinking of the Spanish Armada caused one. The death of Alexander the Great caused one as well. Each of the dynastic changes in China caused one. I suspect the Great Flood caused one, but I was born after that. Maybe the Wandering Jew knows.”

Max asked, startled, “Who is 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 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, but they’re not very knowledgeable yet.”

“So you’re all magi, not gods,” Max 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 it just knocked her down,” Max said. “She just got up and came after me.”

Wodan shrugged. “If you do enough damage to her, she will die. The spells I put on her just make her 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,” Max 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 sledge hammer until it finally severed her neck.”

“You look like you enjoyed watching it,” Max observed. “Were you there?

Wodan just 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?” Max asked. “Are they all known as gods in mythology?”

“Not the Wandering Jew,” Wodan said with obvious relish at 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 actually born in what is now Serbia about the time the first Greek was birthed by a sheep and made my way north over time. I’m not masquerading as anything other than a retired, maimed old man that wants to be left alone and visit his son occasionally.”

Wodan flashed Max a venomous look before schooling his features. Max 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 hiding in plain sight as a Greek shipping magnate in your timeline. He probably has the most coin of all of us. I know for certain that he sends most of the assassins after me.”

Max raised an eyebrow at the last comment, but stayed focused on his mission. “None of them can get us back?” Max asked. “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.”

Max stood and tossed back his drink. “You’ve given me a lot to think about, Wodan,” he said with a yawn. “I’m exhausted, and I’m a little drunk. I’ll pick up the story in the morning.”

Max walked out of the room and down a hall to the room where he was staying.

Wodan watched him leave and a fierce scowl took over his face. His expression grew more angry as he watched the young man walk away.

The old magus tossed back his drink and squeezed the heavy glass as a glow appeared in his single eye. The glass shattered into hundreds of tiny shards.

He growled, “Gertie, clean this mess up!” A pretty, freckled Finnish girl slunk into the sitting room with a broom and dustpan.

She said tentatively, “My name is Hanna.”

“Your name is whatever the fuck I say it is, you little cunt,” the old man growled. “Clean this mess up, bank the fire, and get your little ass into my bed. I’m going to fuck you to death, resurrect you, and do it again. It’s time for you to work off some more of your debt for trying to poison me.”

Wodan levered himself out of his chair and walked slowly toward his master suite. He muttered, “Little shit. Think you can cross me without repercussions? We’ll see about that.”

Hanna wasn’t sure if the old man was talking about her or his guest.

End


Afterword



Well, you know how it works. You sit down to write, and suddenly a whole new group of characters shows up and wants to tell their story.

I was trying to quickly outline the story for Accidental Necromancer (AN) 4 when Max and the ladies showed up on my doorstep. I knocked out the first six chapters in one sitting, and the rest of Part 1 followed quickly thereafter. They’d stop by periodically over the next couple of months to tell me another piece of their story while I finished AN4’s outline and completed the story arc that will eventually be published as Hunter. As I’m writing this, Max is sitting in that chair over there with a glass of my good scotch and a smirk on his face, waiting to tell me the details of what happened with the Katthi refugees. I actually think he got into the Macallan 18 rather than the Glenmorangie, but I suppose it doesn’t matter that much.

So, how do you travel back in time? I’m sure there are some physicists out there that will say my idea doesn’t hold water, but I figured if you traveled west fast and far enough, you could end up any time in the past. My day job has me working with people all over the globe, so I’m frequently thinking about relative time. It may be a crappy idea, but that’s how Max said it happened.

I also tried a new narrative style…first person, past tense for the main story and a third-person perspective for the prologue and epilogue. How did that work for you? Shoot me a note on Facebook or Patreon to let me know.

I’m pretty happy with how this story turned out, and I have a growing team to thank for the result.

	Heather Jerome, alpha reader and life partner

	Sarah Wu, my professional proofreader and copy editor

	Albert Chauw, my longtime cover artist



Please let me know how I did. I would value your feedback. As you know, Amazon is driven by reviews, so please leave one—especially if you liked it! I love 5-star reviews!

Those 5-star reviews are critical because I’ll get more exposure to new readers based on the ratings of each book. Plus, it helps to counteract the haters out there. As not all readers will love what I write, it’s important to hear from those of you that do, so I can reach a wider audience. As a part-time author, I would appreciate the help.

I also have a simple Patreon site, $1/story posting, plus other free, patron-only posts. Master of the Road, or MoR, has been the linchpin of my Patreon site. The recently released Master of the Road book came from that content, and the next installment of stories from it will become Hunter, another story of the Zombieverse featuring Jack and Darcie. I plan to release that in May 2022 now since I pushed Saxon Max (SM) out first. Albert’s working on the cover art now. Outlining SM2 and fleshing out AN4 are my current priorities. There will be advance chapters of all those stories on Patreon shortly.

Marcus, Denise, and Aliyah are still bugging me to tell more of their story. There is an AN short story on Patreon as a free, public post titled “Clarice’s Admirer.” It has some spoilers in it for the future of the Zombieverse, but if you’re jonesing for another installment, it’s available until I publish it on Amazon.

As a part-time author, I sacrifice a lot of my reading time to write. However, I’ve been trying to keep up. So, when I am too fried to write, I’m generally reading favorite sci-fi, fantasy, harem-lit, and erotica authors. While writing this book, I caught Daniel Schinhofen’s Luck’s Voice 4, and Shawn Keys’s Chasing Dreams Year 3. I’ve got a lot of good and great books in my backlog, but the writing has been more rewarding than the reading lately. I will take a break if Michael Scott-Earle’s next Viking Rune Smith or Tamer shows up. Also, Daniel’s next Binding Words or Luck’s Voice or any of Shawn’s stories will necessitate a break. I recommend them highly.

I’m in the middle of adding a “what I’m reading” blog to my website, and it should be up by the time this book publishes. Feel free to comment on my posts.

You can message me on Facebook, as well. I’m on my Facebook page two to three times each week. I’m a member of several groups, too. Here are the places I can usually be found:

Eden’s Lewd Fantasy & Sci-fi Garden. This is Eden Redd’s group. Lots of fun to be had, and a lot of the harem-lit authors hang there. 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. Twisted humor and inspirational artwork. Address is: https://www.facebook.com/groups/444308559106961

Mischief. More twisted humor. Address is https://www.facebook.com/groups/AppleSaws/

Sci-fi & Fantasy Authors & Readers. Pretty much what it sounds like. Marketplace for authors to share their work. Address is https://www.facebook.com/groups/ScifiandFantasyAuthorsandReaders

Amazon won’t tell you when my next book lands. The best way to find out is to follow me on my Amazon page or Facebook.

It’s time for me to get back to writing. Watch my Facebook, Patreon, and Amazon Author Page for updates.

‘Til next time.

-JG Jerome

https://www.facebook.com/JGJeromeAuthor

https://www.patreon.com/jgjerome

https://www.amazon.com/JG-Jerome/e/B07TWJJSYL

https://www.jgjerome-author.com/
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