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Epilogue

Dear Reader,

I hope that you will enjoy this book. ‘Three Brothers of Rome’ is the fourth instalment of the ‘Guardian of Empire’ series. A fifth book will be published in due course and will continue the story.

As an independently published author, I do not command huge marketing resources so, if you are so inclined, please do leave me a review or a rating. 

For those visually inclined have a look at my short historical themed YouTube videos at 
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The Story So Far...

This book series tells the story of three brothers. Corbulo, Veda and Munatius. The brothers are the descendants of the characters from my Veteran of Rome and Soldier of the Republic book series. Their ancestral home is the farming estate on the isle of Vectis just off the south coast of Britain. It is the year 261 AD, and the three brothers have not been together in seventeen years. Since they were split up at an early age their lives and fates have developed separately. But the three of them share a secret that will always bind them together. A terrible secret that over time has come to affect each brother in different ways. 

In the troubled East, in Roman Syria, Corbulo, the eldest brother has become prefect of the equites foederati Germanica. A natural born leader who fights for Rome and who is keenly aware of the deeds of his illustrious ancestors. In Britain, Veda, the middle brother has given up on his aimless life pursuing pleasure and has found new purpose working for a Roman banking house, doing the dirty and dangerous jobs that no one else wants to do. While growing up in captivity in free Germany, presumed dead by his family, Munatius /Ignatz, the youngest brother has become the outlaw leader of a Frankish war-band, determined to find a new home for himself and his followers. 

Book 4 of the Guardian of Empire picks up the story...
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Chapter One - The Marked Brother
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June 261 AD - The Giant Mountains, Marcomanni/Vandal borderlands, north of the Danube

The forest was peaceful as the mounted war band quietly moved on by in single file, the men keeping to the narrow track, the trees and dense undergrowth enclosing them in a world of green and brown. The war band gripping their horses’ reins. Their tough, bearded faces those of seasoned warriors. Men resigned to live and die by the sword. The quietness and beauty of the wilderness was disturbed only by the soft clop-clop of their horses’ hooves, the snap of twigs, the occasional snort and the cheerful birds chirping away unseen among the high branches, while the benevolent June sun gazed down upon the land, its dusty beams penetrating the tree canopies to strike the ground. The earthy scent of the forest lingered in the warm spring air. The undergrowth was alive with darting insects.

Following Wilfred and his son Hennig who were eagerly leading the way, Munatius appeared cool for a man who had invoked the wrath of the immortal Gods. At twenty-four the leader of the Frankish war band was a tall, handsome and broad-shouldered man. Athletic and fit looking, his corn blond hair was tied up in an elaborate Suebian knot that clung to the side of his head. One of his cheeks was marked by a scar where someone appeared to have scratched him, drawing blood. Clad in a short white woollen cloak fixed at the neck by a simple brooch, he was wearing long, tight fitting black trousers and on his feet, he had a pair of Roman army boots, while suspended from his belt he was carrying a Frankish throwing axe and a long Roman cavalry sword. Strapped across his back was a painted barbarian round shield and unlike his companions he was cleanshaven in the Roman fashion. His unusual appearance and odd mixture of kit and clothing making him stand out, like someone who did not fit into the narrative. 

The decision to say goodbye to his brother Veda at Thor’s Oak, at the place of the Thuringian tribal gathering, only days after the two of them had met again for the first time in sixteen years, had been most difficult, but it had been the right decision Munatius thought. It had been Veda who had strongly encouraged him to come home with him, to re-join his Roman family at their ancestral farm on the isle of Vectis in Britannia. Veda had urged him to return to the family he had lost so long ago, when as an eight-year-old boy on his way back to Britain, he’d been abducted by a Frankish raiding party and taken across the Rhine to free Germany as a slave. To be sold there to Odo and his wife Bertrada, good people, who had raised him as a barbarian, a Frank, as if he were their own son. Thinking about his Roman family now Munatius frowned. He could barely remember his aunt Helena and his sister Cata had been just a baby when he’d last seen her. Only his elder brothers Corbulo and Veda appeared clearly in his mind. And as he thought about his brothers Munatius took a deep breath as the memories came flooding back. Painful memories of humiliation, anger and terror. Of three young and desperate brothers conspiring to murder their abusive and sadistic stepfather Gamo and afterwards swearing each other to secrecy. Promising not to tell a soul what they had done.

“You look troubled,” Heller, his red-haired deputy called out in German noticing the look on Munatius’s face as he nudged his horse alongside. “Don’t tell me that you are having second thoughts about what we are doing here? We have already come a long way from Thor’s Oak.”

“No,” Munatius replied ignoring Heller before casting a look at Wilfred and Hennig who were eagerly leading the way through the forest. As if they were in a hurry to get back home. “There is no turning back now,” he continued. “We accepted their commission. We will go with them to their village as promised and rid them of the bandits who are threatening their homes.”

“They cannot pay us,” Heller replied turning to look at the father and son team who were leading the way, Heller sounding disappointed as he spoke in his Frankish accented German. “We are doing them a big favour by agreeing to this, captain. Some of the new men will not understand. After all they joined us to go raiding and to get rich, but these villagers have nothing. They are poor. Our followers - they will question you. They will want to know what the fuck we are doing fighting for free. You need to give them something, captain.”  

“Everything in good time. The men will be given their chance to get fat and rich,” Munatius said in a patient voice, “but for now it must be like the blind witch said back at Thor’s Oak. The one who scratched me. The one who gave us her prophecy. I have chosen our path. Today we must be Thor’s hammer. The champion of men. That is our way back. That is how we shall win back the favour of the Gods - by providing protection to these villagers.”

“Yes but do we really have to do this protecting for free,” Heller growled. “I have never heard of such a thing.”

“We are not doing this for free,” Munatius replied. “We are doing this because it is the right thing to do. This is our path, and we must walk it. The Gods will reward us if we complete the task before us. They will allow us back into the realm of free men and will forgive us for what we did. Or have you already forgotten what the blind witch said?”

“Sure, I remember the witch,” Heller replied looking troubled. “And yes, they say that women like that have the power of prophesy. Blaz however still thinks it’s all a con. He says the set up was just too easy and perfect. First the witch tells us that we need to agree to help two strangers and then lo and behold two strangers appear and ask us for help.”

“Blaz thinks everything is a con,” Munatius replied with a smile. “But both Wilfred and his son swear that they never met the witch or spoke with any of her companions, and I believe them. Meeting that blind witch at Thor’s Oak was no coincidence. We were meant to meet her. We were meant to follow her instructions. Thor wishes to help us redeem ourselves. You know what we did. The killing of Ganna was a forbidden act. Which carries consequences. We are marked men, Heller, with a massive bounty of our heads! We are outcasts!”

“I was an outcast long before we killed Ganna,” Heller replied sourly. “As were you and the others. The killing of the high priestess just makes matters infinitely worse; it makes us famous outcasts! And I do not wish to live all my life as an outcast, constantly looking over my shoulder for the next assassin who wishes to cut off my head and collect his reward.” 

“Yes,” Munatius said with a shrug. “You are right. Neither do I. We were already outcasts before I killed Ganna. Forbidden from joining any village or serving any king. Forbidden from joining any tribe. We live beyond the law and on the very edge of catastrophe with no home and no tribe. We have got nowhere to go to. But the blind witch shows us that there is still hope for us. Her words give us hope that one day we shall no longer be outcasts! That one day we shall be free men once again, to live without fear and prejudice.”

“Your brother, Veda, the Roman who we escorted to the Thuringian Thing,” Heller said looking away. “We could have gone with him. He was practically begging you to return home with him, but you refused.”

Remaining silent Munatius kept his eyes upon the narrow path ahead. Then at last he sighed. 

“We shall do what the blind witch told us we should do,” he said solemnly. “She offers us hope and a way out. My mind is made up. We cannot ignore what that woman said. There is a way back for us. So, if helping protect Wilfred and Hennig and their village is the price that the Gods demand from us to put things right, then we are going to pay that price.”

“And then what, captain?” Heller growled as a note of scepticism crept into his voice. “We help Wilfred, and his villagers get rid of the bandits who are threatening their village. And then we are forgiven, we will no longer be outcasts? How is that ever going to work?”

“Yes. So, it will be. That is what the blind witch said,” Munatius said nodding, keeping his eyes on the path ahead. “You need to have some faith, Heller. For don’t you see. This is our way back. Our way out. We do the work of Thor in protecting this village and the Gods will save us and show us a way out. We do this and we shall no longer be outcasts.”

Swearing softly Heller looked unconvinced, his expression pained. “Yeah, I can’t see it captain,” he muttered. “If I did not know you any better, I would say that the sun has made you go mad. You have a lot of faith that the Gods are going to end up helping us. How can they change the minds of men and remove the marks of outcasts that we all carry?”

“I do not know how it will happen,” Munatius said coolly. “I do not claim to know the ways of the Gods, but I do know this,” Munatius went on, his expression hardening as he turned to his deputy, “that if the Gods shaft us; if they do not keep their word, then they are fake and not worth believing in; then they are not worthy of our respect, and we should no longer fear their judgement. We do what they demand, and in return they keep their promise to set us free, to strip us of the marks of the outcast.”

“Wilfred and his son look like decent folk,” Heller said lowering his voice with a resigned shrug. “But they do not yet know about Ganna. And you are right that if the Gods betray us then they are not worthy of our respect. But the immortals are not the only ones out for our blood. We are marked men as you just said with a price on our heads. The common law of the tribes states that any may take our heads and receive a reward for them. We are about to become famous, captain. Once word spreads that we killed Ganna, the high priestess of Nerthus, we are dead men walking. Every fucking redneck with an axe will come looking for us.”

“I killed Ganna,” Munatius said, “and I alone carry the responsibility for that forbidden act. If we do end up being cornered or captured, then I will take the blame and the punishment alone.”

“Yeah, screw that,” Heller muttered, sounding annoyed. “Listen! We all swore an oath to follow you captain, into the gates of hell if need be. If we are cornered or captured, we will all go down together. That is the only way this will end. I have known since I was still a small boy that when I finally get to enter the feast halls of the gods and sit at the tables of the heroes, I will do so knowing that I was loyal to my captain to the very end. A loyal man keeps his honour and dignity. A loyal man rests easy in the earth and does so with a smile. And in case you are wondering, the same goes for Blaz, Frederic and Penrod. All four of us agree on this - so no more of your shit about going it alone. We were all there when you killed Ganna, and none of us tried to stop you, so we will all pay the same price as you.”

Turning to Heller Munatius gave him a hard uncompromising look. Heller was older than himself and the more experienced fighter. He was in his thirties and had introduced himself as being a lucky man who had been blessed by the sun on account of his red hair. It had been Heller who had first acknowledged him as the war band’s new leader after he had slain Wendelin, the previous captain in single combat. But acknowledging him as the leader of the war band had not stopped Heller from speaking his mind Munatius had discovered or for that matter bluntly challenging him when he thought he was making the wrong decision. For that was how things were within his war band. His warriors were free men. Free to leave whenever they wanted. Free to speak their minds. Under no obligation to follow him. He was only their leader through mutual consent because the men respected him, because he’d got his brother Veda to pay them in Roman gold coins. And any one of them was free to make a bid for the leadership but if they did that, the single combat which would follow would be to the death.

Shifting his attention to where Blaz, Frederic and Penrod, the other three members of the original war band were following him down the forest track, Munatius studied them for a moment. The Roman gold that his brother Veda had paid them had instantly transformed each of them into wealthy men and with that money they’d been able to buy themselves horses. And with their newly acquired wealth had come status and patronage, so much so that his war band had quickly grown to fifteen men. The newcomers eager to join what looked like a successful and competent band of warriors who held out the promise of getting rich. The ten new warriors had allowed him to reorganise his war band, elevating his four original companions to captains with their own commands and subordinates. The men who had joined him were a mix of adventurers, outcasts, debtors and runaway slaves. All of them out to strike it rich or to get away from something. Franks. Saxons. Thuringians. Old and young. Desperate men with nowhere else to go, just like himself. And all had sworn an oath to follow him. All had pledged to fight for him to the death, but only a proper battle would show whether that turned out to be true Munatius thought. 

“Captain,” Wilfred called out suddenly in his eastern Germanic accent as he brought his horse to a halt along the narrow forest path, pointing at something through the trees. “There is village up ahead. We can rest there for a while. Not much further to go now. Another day and we shall reach my home,” the Marcomanni elder added, looking pleased. 

***
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Emerging from the forest at a walk as Wilfred and Hennig led the way into the Marcomanni village, Munatius gazed at the collection of wooden long houses with their upright posts in the walls and steeply sloping, thatched rooves that nearly touched the ground. Smoke was drifting away from the smoke holes, and a dog was barking at the newcomers. A few villagers were out and about working around the settlement or tending to their livestock in the adjacent field, but all stopped what they were doing to stare at the men as the warriors entered the village. 

Leading his warband towards the village pond Munatius turned to stare at a group of curious, blond-haired children who were peering back at him from the doorway of a house, the children silent like mice. While kneeling at the edge of the pond, seeing him approaching, two women who had been washing clothes hurriedly gathered their garments together and scurried away. Munatius had nearly made it to the pond in the centre of the small settlement when an old man suddenly appeared. Supporting himself on a wooden crutch he came hurriedly hobbling and swaying out of the doorway to a house. His eyes blazing. Glaring at the warband the man angrily took a step towards them before spitting onto the ground ahead of Munatius. 

“Outcasts!” the man cried out accusingly in his Marcomanni accent. “They carry the marks of outcasts among them! Look!” 

“Oh, be still! We mean no harm, we are men of the mark, men like you from the border lands,” Wilfred called out from his horse, raising his hand and showing his palm to the man as he moved on by. “We are just going to rest here for a while and enjoy your hospitality. Then we shall be on our way.”

“Outcasts are not welcome here!” the old man bellowed, raising his crutch and shaking it at the horsemen in anger. “Be gone from here! Be gone!”

But no one answered the man or came to his support, the village quiet and subdued. 

Turning to look around Munatius noticed that a few villagers who had initially appeared in the doorways to their homes upon the arrival of his warband, were now turning their backs on him. Closing their doors behind them, as if they wanted nothing to do with him. But the feeling was not universal for here and there others were doing the opposite and hurriedly preparing to showcase the few trade goods which they possessed. The wealth that the warband possessed was clear for all to see. The enterprising villagers eager to seize their chance and make a sale or do a trade with the newcomers. 

Dismounting at the edge of the village pond Munatius paused to stretch his tired muscles and body as his horse dipped its head to drink, the warband milling about at the edge of the water. The men dismounting and settling down, relaxing after their long ride.

“See. No fighting men here, captain,” Wilfred said quietly as he came to stand beside Munatius and turned to look around at the village. “The civil war between king Attalus and the rebel Crocus has called them away.”

“And which side do these folks support?” Munatius growled as he too turned to study the village. 

“I don’t know,” Wilfred said with a shrug. “And it is best if we do not ask them. You are not here to take part in our civil war captain. My village has another more pressing enemy to deal with. Before you,” Wilfred said, the older man’s expression growing weary, “we appealed to our king Attalus for protection from these Vandal bandits who are extorting my village, but the king was too busy fighting his rival Crocus to offer us protection. That is why I and my son came looking for men such as yourself at Thor’s Oak. The Thuringians are decent people. I knew they would help us even when our own king would not.”

“But we are Franks,” Munatius said turning to Wilfred with a little smile.

“They say that you were born a Roman?” Wildred replied quickly, eyeing Munatius with a careful, appraising look. “Is it true?” 

“It is true,” Munatius replied looking away. “But now I am a son of the northern light.”

For a moment Wildred remained silent as the two of them took in the village and watched as the first of the locals approached, the villagers trying to sell or barter their trade goods to the warband. The haggling voices hushed, the atmosphere relaxed, friendly and trusting with the odd laugh.

“I do not care who wins our civil war,” Wilfred said at last. The grey-haired man suddenly looking pained as if revealing a burden he was carrying. “King Attalus is a friend of Rome and wishes to maintain the peace treaty he has concluded with emperor Gallienus. Crocus wants the opposite, to declare the Romans the enemies of the Marcomanni and fight them. It’s a stupid civil war. And I am too old to care for the fortunes and ambitions of powerful men. Once it was different. But now I only care about what happens to my village and my people. They are my responsibility. They chose me to go out and find a solution to our problems and now they expect me to return with the answer. I am not like you and your men, captain,” Wilfred continued turning to eye Munatius with a solemn expression, “I care little for riches or glory. I just wish to be able to see my daughter’s daughters grow up and prosper. To hear their happy laughter as long as I can. For they bring me much joy.”

“Then you are a good and wise man,” Munatius replied, looking grave. “Before this,” he continued. “I too envisioned a different life. I was going to marry my sweetheart and settle down with her and start my own family, but she was cruelly taken from me by a murderer and instead I became an outcast. I killed the murderer when it was forbidden by the elders. They threw me out from my village afterwards and forbade me from ever returning. They made me an outcast. It is the same story for all the men who are with me now. We are all outcasts.”  

“There is no way back?” Wilfred asked, frowning.

“Maybe in time, but who will have a man like me – an outcast,” Munatius replied. “The law of the tribes is clear. I exist outside the law. There is a price on my head and on the heads of all my men. We may not join any village or serve any king. We have no tribe and no home. We are shunned and disrespected. And any may kill me and not be punished for doing so. It is even encouraged. For nearly a year now I cannot sleep without a weapon nearby. Every person I meet is a potential threat, a potential assassin.”

“And yet here you are, leading a band of warriors,” Wilfred said with a sympathetic sigh.

“You said that you are a third son?”

“Yes, that’s right,” Wilfred replied, nodding, “I am the youngest of three brothers.”

“You are like me,” Munatius said raising his chin, his expression growing serious. “An eldest son may inherit the farm, the second son may be given his father’s armour, but a third son gets fuck all. A third son is given nothing. He must make his own way in this life if he wants to raise himself, relying on nothing but his wits and bare hands. So, that is what we do. We make our own way. We make our own fortune and future. We expect nothing to come for free. That is how it must be for a third son. And the only thing that I have to offer now, the only profession which I know, is fighting. So that is what I shall do until the day I die.”

For a moment Wilfred remained silent, looking thoughtful as he took in what had just been said.

“I like you captain. I do not care what you did to become an outcast,” Wilfred said at last, before turning away. “Rid my village of these Vandal bandits and you and your men will always have a home among my people. You shall never be an outcast among us.”

Watching Wilfred return to be with his son, Munatius looked thoughtful. Then abruptly his attention was drawn away by Heller who had raised a little warning whistle, something he did when he’d spotted trouble. Turning his head to see what had alarmed his deputy Munatius quickly spotted the approaching woman and as he did, he instinctively stiffened, his blood growing cold. 

The woman was alone and appeared to be in her mid-twenties. Clad in a red and blue dress embroidered with gold thread her long raven black hair was straight like the edge of a sword. Her pale face calm and impassive as she approached the warband without a shred of fear or hesitation. Attached to the belt around her waist was a little brooch box and, in her hands, she was carrying a short iron wand, as if she were about to offer it up as a gift. 

“Volva!” a warrior hissed in alarm. “She’s a witch!”

Standing his ground Munatius stared at the approaching seeress as every man in the warband did the same. The warriors growing guarded and nervous as if they feared the witch was about to cast a spell upon them. The men’s hands dropping to their weapons. The relaxed mood evaporating in an instance. The villagers hurriedly and silently terminating their haggling and scurrying away with their trade goods, no one speaking a word. 

“That is far enough, staff bearer,” Heller called out at last raising his hand in a stop sign as he took a step towards the woman, blocking her path. His expression grim. His other hand resting on the head of his Frankish throwing axe that hung suspended from his belt.

Coming to a halt in front of the group of warriors the woman said nothing. Her coal black eyes staring back at Heller, examining him coolly, her facial expression revealing nothing. Her iron wand resting lightly across the palms of her hands. Then abruptly the seeress shifted her gaze towards Munatius, picking him out as the true leader of the warband. 

“I am Gambara,” the woman called out, “descendant of the great seeress Waluburg. Born in the northern lands beyond the bitter northern sea where the winds howl like wolves. I see the fate of men. I perform magic. The spirits tell me about you. They bring me here to you. You are a marked man,” she said carefully raising her wand and pointing it at the scratch scar across Munatius’s cheek. “A wanted man. An outcast. A conflicted man, a son of the northern light and yet not. The spirits tell me that you are a great warrior but there is darkness in your heart, a terrible loss I see. Secrets too, oh yes, secrets you are not willing to share. Do you wish to know your fate? For a price I will ask the three old sisters, who sit underneath the tree at the centre of the world, who weave the destiny of men.”

“I swear staff bearer,” Heller growled, his face darkening as he tensed for action, “that if you try to place a curse on us, my axe will fly faster than the words that come from your tongue. Be warned!”

“I do not fear your axe,” Gambara replied coolly, keeping her eyes on Munatius, “do you fear what I shall reveal, do you fear your fate?” she continued, addressing Munatius. 

Standing his ground, his warband growing silent around him, Munatius took in the silver toe rings that adorned the seeress’s bare feet and the delicate white catskin gloves that covered her fingers. 

“I do not fear my fate,” Munatius said at last in an even voice. “What is the price that you demand?”

“Five Roman gold coins,” Gambara called out pointing to the leather money pouch that was tied to the side of Munatius’s belt. “Five gold coins. That is my price.”

“I see,” Munatius said and as he spoke, he seemed to relax. Taking a step towards the witch he nodded as if he were considering the offer. Coming up to her, conscious of the many watching eyes Munatius paused as the woman stood her ground in turn, not moving an inch as she awaited his answer. Then abruptly Munatius leaned forwards and brought his head close to hers, so that no one could see his sudden changed expression.

“You are a fake,” he whispered into the seeress’s ear. “You are not a witch. I can see right through you. You are just trying to con me out of my money. You can’t tell foretell my fate just like you cannot perform magic. You are a deceiver. A trickster. And do you want to know how I know you are impostor? I know because I met a real seeress once, a proper priestess. Her name was Ganna,” Munatius continued, whispering into Gambara’s ear, “and I cut her head off and placed it on a spike.”

And as he finished speaking, he heard Gambara gasp in shock. The woman’s breathing coming in rapid gulps and for a long moment she said nothing, nor did she move as Munatius kept his head close to hers. 

“You killed Ganna! That was you!” Gambara whispered in a changed voice. “I heard she was murdered by vile outcasts. You will pay a great price for such an outrage. You are a dead man walking.”

“Just like you will be for pretending to be something which you are not,” Munatius whispered. “You are an impostor.”

“What I do is not so different to what you and your warband do,” Gambara retorted in a furious whisper. “You take what you want by force!”

“If I tell these men with me,” Munatius murmured into her ear, “that you are no seeress then you are done.” 

“Alright, alright,” Gambara whispered hurriedly. “Maybe you are right, and I am not what I claim to be. But a girl must make a living somehow. You cannot fault me for that. So let me make you another offer. Take me with you. A leader of a warband like yourself needs to have a seeress at his side. Even a fake one. I can make you look good. I can make you look even more powerful than you already are. The ordinary folk will have no idea that I am not a seeress. They will believe what their eyes tell them. They will believe what I tell them. Together you and I - we could make a good partnership. We could make a good living. Take me into your warband, and I will not let you down. I promise. I swear on all that is sacred.” 

For a moment Munatius hesitated as he kept his head close to hers, his eyes gazing down at the ground. 

“It does not trouble you that I killed Ganna, high priestess of Nerthus,” he whispered at last. 

“No,” Gambara whispered in an urgent voice, “if you don’t tell anyone about who I am, I won’t tell anyone what you did to Ganna. If you take me with you, I couldn’t give a fuck what you did to the priestess.”
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Chapter Two – The Village for which we shall give our Blood
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It was noon and swelteringly hot when at last, emerging from the forest, riding his horse, with Gambara at his side on her own mount and his warband following, Munatius caught sight of the Marcomanni village of Old Stone. Their destination. The village occupied a plateau high up the valley with a line of distant and treeless mountain peaks and ridges running from east to west looming in the background. To the north and east a vast, dark forest, a carpet of rolling pine and birch trees trapped the village against the banks of a small circular mountain lake that fed a stream which escaped down the valley. The rushing water tumbling over rocks, careering around bends and into little pools, making a happy, cheerful noise. While on the far side of the lake sheer cliffs of granite formed the foundations of a towering slab of rocks that had been laid horizontally on top of each other millions of years ago. The strange natural rock tower some twenty yards high, poking up at the blue sky, dominating the village and the lake like some watchful giant of old that had been turned to stone. 

Approaching from the south, peering at the settlement from across the pretty fields of purple, yellow and green heather dotted with flowers, hearing the distant barking of dogs, Munatius took in the cluster of twenty or so homes. Most of the houses appeared to be Germanic style long houses with solid upright wooden posts in the walls, cross beams and sloping thatched rooves, buildings housing extended families just like the ones he was used to seeing from his own Frankish village. But to his surprise there were also smaller Celtic style round houses made from daub and wattle with conical thatched rooves that nearly touched the ground. The houses were concentrated around a small Viereckschanzen, a square-ditch enclosure, the thatched roof of a building standing in the centre of the enclosure just about visible above the earth ramparts. 

“So, that’s it! The village for which we are going to give our blood,” Heller exclaimed in a dubious voice as he studied Old Stone. “I see no fortifications except for that square enclosure and even that looks to be in disrepair. Open forest to the north and east. Southern approach across fields. Only to the west does that lake and stream give us some natural protection. The other directions are all open to attack. This village is going to be hard to defend, captain. Whoever decided to make their home here did not take defence into consideration.”

“Those round houses,” Munatius said frowning, “they are rare. They look foreign.”

“Maybe the staff bearer can tell us what it means,” Heller said guardedly as he turned to glare across at Gambara who simply laughed. 

Leading the way Wilfred and his son Hennig had picked up the pace, their growing excitement at returning home palpable. Their joyous voices raised as they called out to each other, father and son playfully racing each other, to be the first to get back home. Following them across the broad heather and flower covered field and past the first of the houses, Munatius frowned as he turned to peer up at the rock tower that dominated the skyline from across the lake. Now that he was closer the strange natural rock formation with its horizontal slabs and layers of stone looked like a giant holding up a huge hammer. Its face was pointing northwards. The hammer poised to strike.

Quickly turning his head as he suddenly heard yells, splashes and shrieks Munatius caught sight of a party of children messing about around a waterfall that was feeding fresh water into the lake. The excited, joyful children’s cries ringing out as they took turns to leap into the water from the rocks above. For a moment Munatius stared at the playing children before his attention was swiftly drawn to the water mill that has been built at the spot where the stream left the lake to continue its journey down the valley. The water mill was powering a large grinding stone and as they caught sight of the warband, three women working the mill, clad in long woollen skirts and blouses, their long hair braided, paused what they were doing to stare at him. Their expressions growing guarded and worried as if they sensed that trouble had just arrived.

Up ahead in the centre of Old Stone at the entrance to the square-ditch enclosure Wilfred had come to a halt and had dismounted as a group of villagers appeared, hastening and half-running towards him and his son Hennig. The eager people raising their hands in greeting and crying out in with growing excitement and joy. Bringing his horse to a halt nearby Munatius remained in the saddle, silently gesturing for his men to do the same. 

Observing the growing crowd of locals who were milling about Munatius remained where he was as Wilfred and Hennig were quickly surrounded by the crowd, the people joyously greeting their kinsmen. Hugging and clasping hands. Faces blushing and bursting with relief, excitement and joy. Wilfred and his son Hennig looking elated as if they had found and brought back to the village some great and magnificent treasure. Munatius conscious too of the curious, silent, appraising looks that were being cast towards him and his band of mounted warriors. 

“Outcasts! They are outcasts!” a voice suddenly cried out in horror as a man pointed towards Munatius and his warband. “They carry the marks! You have brought a band of outcasts into our midst, Wilfred!”

And as the man cried out a hush descended across the crowd. The joy and excitement abruptly transformed into one of unease and disbelief. The crowds turning to stare at Munatius and his men. 

“Yes, they carry the marks, yes they are outcasts!” Wilfred shouted hurriedly raising his voice and a hand in the air. “But do not fear these warriors. They are good men. They have come to help us rid ourselves of the bandits who have been extorting us for so long. They are our friends and allies.”

“They are outcasts Wilfred!” a voice yelled in reply. “It is forbidden from giving them shelter or aid. They must not remain in Old Stone! So says the law. We cannot allow them to stay here!”

“No, they stay! They are here as my guests!” Wilfred roared, refusing to be outdone as he turned towards the men who had spoken out. “I found them, and it is I who have invited them to Old Stone, and I shall be responsible for their conduct while they remain here. We are a hospitable people here in Old Stone and we shall welcome these men, who have come to fight and bleed for us. We shall welcome them!” Wilfred cried out again in a forceful voice, turning to look around at the crowd, as if daring them to challenge his decision. But as Wilfred fell silent no one spoke against him and only some grumbling and bad natured muttering could be heard coming from the crowd. 

“Captain,” Wilfred called out at last turning to him from amidst a crowd of locals and raising a hand, “you and your men are welcome here in my home, in Old Stone. We are very pleased that you have agreed to come and help us defend ourselves. We shall provide you with food and drink. Come, lets rest now and relax. We have had a long journey. Tonight, there will be a council of elders to which you are invited and where we shall decide on what to do.”

“Great, it looks like everyone is delighted by our arrival,” Heller muttered to himself from his horse. 

Ignoring his deputy Munatius took a deep breath before nodding at Wilfred and dismounting, Munatius gesturing for his men to do the same as a grim-faced villager came up to lead his horse away towards the square-ditch enclosure. The man barely daring to look at Munatius. Studying the suspicious villagers Munatius paused. Then he glanced across at Gambara. The seeress however was not looking at him. Instead, her attention appeared to have been drawn to something else. Her body rigid. And as he noticed what Gambara was staring at Munatius felt a sudden chill of unease. Standing motionless not faraway among the crowd of villagers, a woman in a long black cloak and bearing a wand in her belt was staring straight back at Gambara. As if she were the only person there. The two seeresses glaring at each other in hostile silence, oblivious to the outside world, like stags who had just spotted the approach of a rival. 

“Trouble?” Munatius said quietly as he came to stand beside Gambara and turned to stare at the woman in the black cloak. 

“Oh yes,” Gambara said bitterly, her lips barely moving as she kept her eyes upon her rival. “That bitch over there is going to have to die, tonight. She is not our friend. She does not want us here. I can feel it. She is going to cause us trouble if she is allowed to live.”

“There will be no killing,” Munatius whispered leaning into Gambara, his expression growing serious. “We just arrived. Are you mad. We are not going to offend our hosts before we have even spent a night here.”

“Then I will tear her eyes out,” Gambara replied scornfully. “I am telling you she is going to cause us trouble. We need to deal with her.”

“Us or just trouble for you?” Munatius murmured. 

“There is no difference,” Gambara whispered back. “We are one you and me. This warband is a wolf. One single living being and we shall hunt as one.”

“Don’t do anything stupid, I am in charge,” Munatius said as once again he brought his head close to Gambara’s ear. 

Then without waiting for an answer he turned away to where Wilfred, surrounded by a gaggle of excited girls and women, who were welcoming him home, was beckoning for him to come over. 

“My daughters and my granddaughters,” Wilfred exclaimed proudly, grinning at Munatius as he gestured at the seven girls and women who surrounded him. The women falling silent in trepidation as they turned to stare at Munatius, some folding their arms across their chests. The younger girls eyeing him curiously. Others showing their unease. “Welcome captain,” Wilfred said breaking free and lightly clapping a hand across Munatius’s back. “Ignore the traditionalists. They will get used to your presence. Things will get better once they have heard you speak at the council tonight. Come let me show you my village, let’s go for a walk.”

Moving away from the crowd of villagers, alone, the two men headed for the edge of the lake where it was quieter and as he walked Wilfred took a deep breath, filling his lungs with fresh mountain air as he turned to look around with a contented, pleased look. 

“You have a beautiful home,” Munatius said as he turned to gaze at the placid body of water and the Celtic round houses that lined the waterfront. 

“Yes, Old Stone is a good place to live,” Wilfred replied with a nod, his contentment turning to sadness. “But a shadow hangs over us now. The bandits started paying us a visit a year ago, just after civil war broke out between our king Attalus and the rebel Crocus. They come from the north, from where they live beyond the mountains over there,” he added gesturing at the mountain peaks visible in the distance. “Vandals. These men are hungry for wealth. They are restless. As if they have been infected by bad spirits. There are fifty of them and they pay us a visit once a month, demanding payment and supplies for their continued protection,” he added as scorn entered his voice. “At first, we thought it was just a one off, that they would soon lose interest in us, but they kept coming back, demanding more and more from us. Threatening to destroy our village if we did not pay them. Threatening to take our women and children as slaves. We just want to be left alone.”

“So, you said earlier,” Munatius replied coolly as he turned his eyes to the water mill at the head of the stream, its wheels turning industriously. “And your king does nothing to stop this?”

“Fuck all,” Wilfred replied sourly. “King Attalus is too busy fighting against Crocus. We petitioned him for aid, but he has done nothing for us. He is a bad king. He abandons his own people. Not that Crocus is any better. No one was willing to come to help us. Only you and your men, captain. We only have you.” 

“Fifty Vandals,” Munatius said thoughtfully, “there must be some two hundred people here in Old Stone. And you can’t stand up to these bandits yourself? You cannot protect yourselves? Drive them away.” 

“We are not warriors. We are just simple farmers and cattle herders. Sure, we outnumber them, and we could make a stand and fight, but we would lose,” Wilfred replied looking troubled as he turned and started out along the water’s edge towards the northern end of the village where a waterfall was crashing over the smooth rocks, feeding water into the lake from the high mountain spurs. “The wolf never worries how numerous the sheep are. These Vandals, they are a warband like yourself, professional warriors and well-armed. They are led by a great fighter called Oamer. A brute who does not shrink from killing his own men if they fail to obey him. We would stand no chance against such warriors. They would tear us apart and destroy Old Stone. That is why we need you and your men, captain. You will stop these bandits from extorting our village. You and your warband are like these Vandals. You are strong.”

“We are fifteen against fifty,” Munatius said. “I agreed to come with you and help you drive away these bandits, but I cannot guarantee that we shall succeed. Maybe we shall not. But we shall try. I am going to need the full support of everyone in Old Stone. You and your people will need to help us defeat the Vandals. My men and I cannot do it alone.” 

“Agreed,” Wilfred said hurriedly, before his expression grew troubled again. Pausing at the end of the lake just yards from the start of the dense, dark forest the village elder turned to gaze at the waterfall with a faraway look. 

“You have something on your mind?” Munatius said guardedly catching onto Wilfred’s subtle change of mood. 

Taking a deep breath Wilfred nodded. Then he turned to Munatius, his aged face looking weary.

“I shall speak the truth, captain,” the older man said. “As you just witnessed. There are some within Old Stone who do not want you here. But it has nothing to do with you and your men being outcasts. That is a separate issue. There are some in Old Stone who think you and your men are just going to make matters worse. They are afraid. They fear the coming fight. They would prefer the easier evil of paying off these Vandals. They counselled against my proposal to go out and find a warband to protect us. They did not want me to go. Lucky for us they are in the minority. But you shall hear their voices tonight at the council of elders.”

“Do these voices include that of your seeress?” Munatius said gazing at Wilfred. “I saw her. The woman in the black cloak.”

“You mean Damira,” Wilfred said quickly, looking away as if the mention of her name was forbidden. “Yes, she is one of the voices who will speak out against you tonight. She will be at the council as is her right. The elders will wish to consult with her. My authority and influence are limited,” Wilfred added. “But for now the majority are with me. That is why they allowed me to go and find you and bring you here. That is why they will accept outcasts in Old Stone. My people are afraid and desperate, captain,” Wilfred said taking a step towards Munatius, looking grave, “but we cannot suffer under this shadow forever. We must do something to stop these bandits from returning. We cannot live like this. The constant fear. The constant demands. This is not life! This is slavery and we were born free. With your help we shall be free men again!” 

Nodding Munatius said nothing as he turned his eyes towards the wall of trees, the forest pressing in against the northern and eastern edges of the village, against the clearings where the Marcomanni homes stood. Smoke was rising into the air from smoke holes of the houses while from somewhere out of sight a dog was barking in warning. 

“And I am afraid that it’s more complex than just fear of what is going to happen if we put up a fight against Oamer and his warband,” Wilfred continued. “Old Stone is divided. Tonight, the council will be divided. You should know, captain, that we speak two languages here. Long ago,” Wilfred said turning to look back at his village, “these lands were inhabited by a tribe called the Boii. They spoke a Celtic language. Then the new German settlers came from the north, and we became the Marcomanni. Most of the inhabitants of Old Stone are descendants of these German settlers but there are still some of us who speak the old Celtic language of the Boii. Who remember that we are not sons and daughters of the northern light but that we come from a much older culture.”

“The houses,” Munatius replied, “that explains why you have long houses and round houses. Germans and Celts.”

“Yes,” Wilfred replied. “The divide still runs deep for some. For as long as I can remember there has been an argument about the name of our village. It was founded long ago by the Boii and called Old Stone, after that rock,” Wilfred said gesturing towards the towering rock formation across the lake, “but some - those descended from the German settlers want to call the village New Stone. Believe me. Fights have taken place, and marriages have broken down over this.”

For a moment Wilfred paused, gazing at the village with a faraway look. Then he continued. 

“All of this change happened a long time ago and since then we have all learned to speak the language of the German settlers and adopt their customs. Like I said the majority here are now of German settler blood. We are Marcomanni but the old divisions are still there, beneath the surface. They are kept alive. And a skilled orator is always able to exploit these divisions to stir up trouble. For their own purposes and ambitions. To rouse those of Celtic descent against the German settlers or the other way around. You should be warned. These voices may try to do just that tonight at the council to complicate things, to thwart us.”

“I see,” Munatius said as he turned to stare at a woman who was milking a cow outside the front door to her home. “And what are you Wilfred, a son of the northern light or a Celtic speaker?”

In response Wilfred turned to Munatius and smiled before opening his mouth and speaking in a Celtic language, the fluent confident words and soft musical melody so utterly different to that of the harsher German language they had just been conversing in. But Wilfred’s face turned to astonishment when Munatius abruptly answered him in a similar Celtic language, the older man’s mouth dropping open. 

“I was born in the empire, on Vectis, an island that lies far to the west,” Munatius said coolly. “My family spoke this language at home when I was a boy. I still remember some words.”

For a moment Wilfred stared at Munatius in silence. 

“You continue to surprise me, captain,” he said at last switching back to German. “But you should know that the Boii are not coming back to reclaim their land. They are gone. The future lies with the German tribes. They grow more numerous with each passing generation. Soon these lands will not be large enough to contain them all. We are all Marcomanni here in Old Stone now and those who try to divide us are not my friends.”

***
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Sitting alone on a large boulder near to the entrance to the square-ditch enclosure, busying himself taking bites out of a large chunk of cheese, a beaker of curdled milk standing next to him, Munatius looked on impassively as Heller accompanied by Blaz came towards him. The two fully armed warriors glancing around at the village. Heller looking thoughtful. While Blaz, barely out of his teens and the youngest among the original members of the warband, was loping along at the older more experienced man’s side. The young man had arranged his hair into a Suebian knot that clung to the side of his head just like that of Munatius. His youthful confident vigour shining through, like that of a curious young cat exploring his surroundings for the first time. The young man testing his strength and limits. But as the pair came up to him Munatius could see that they had something on their mind. 

“What did you learn?” Heller said as they joined Munatius on the rock. “What has Wilfred told you? What are we up against, captain?”

“A Vandal warband, about fifty men, professional warriors led by a fighter called Oamer,” Munatius replied reaching for his beaker of curdled milk. “They are extorting the villagers, payment for protection. They come from the north from the other side of those mountains. But Wilfred has promised that the villagers will fight alongside us. Well, some of them will, but we must lead. The villagers are afraid. They will not fight without us.”

“Fifty warriors,” Heller said mulling it over, looking thoughtful. Then he extended his gaze towards the square-ditch enclosure. “Blaz and I have done a survey of the village,” Heller continued. “There is no way we would be able to fortify the whole place. The best we can do is concentrate our efforts on the square-ditch enclosure. I already looked inside. If we clear the ditch and strengthen the palisade on top of the earth embankment, we should stand a reasonable chance of holding back the enemy. If as you say the villagers help us.”

“We should do it,” Munatius said breezily nodding in agreement. “And we should get the villagers to help us. The work will make them feel like they are doing something purposeful. It will take their mind off the fear they have for their enemy. If we keep them busy, they will have no time to worry. It will make things easier.”

“Purposeful?” Heller exclaimed, his eyes narrowing as he turned to gaze at Munatius. “Do you have something else in mind, captain?”

“Yes,” Munatius nodded coolly, “when these Vandals arrive, I am going to challenge this Oamer to single combat. And then I am going to kill him and incorporate his men into our warband. That is how this thing is going to end.”

Swearing softly to himself Heller looked away as Blaz grinned. 

“Maybe this Oamer will turn out to be a pussy and refuse to fight you in single combat,” Heller said at last. “What then?”

“Then we shall hope that we have done enough to fortify the square-ditch enclosure,” Munatius said before taking another bite out of the hunk of cheese. “There is a council of elders tonight where I shall raise the matter. We should start work on the defensive preparations first thing tomorrow. You will oversee that work,” Munatius added pointing his cheese at Heller.

“Right,” Heller replied but it was clear from his and Blaz’s demeanour that there was something else still on their mind. 

“Well?” Munatius added seeing the look on the faces of his companions. 

“It’s about the staff bearer, captain,” Heller said carefully clearing his throat. His expression suddenly guarded. “What did you whisper in her ear to make her want to join our warband?”

“What did I whisper in her ear?” Munatius repeated giving his deputy a crooked smile. “Well, that is between me and her, but I can be a persuasive man. The seeress is one of us. She is a wolf.”

Quickly Heller and Blaz exchanged startled looks. Their unease palpable. 

“Captain,” Blaz said hurriedly, “you should know that we have discussed the witch with Frederic and Penrod and we four all agree - she can stay with us for now. But can we really trust her? She is after all a witch. She could put a spell or a curse upon us, and we would never even know. She will learn what we did to Ganna! She is bound to discover the truth.”

“Gambara can be useful to us,” Munatius replied. “And fear not, she is one of us. She is on our side. I spoke with her, you can rest easy, all four of you.”

“Yeah but...” Heller exclaimed hesitating as once again he and Blaz exchanged uneasy looks. 

“If I do not fear the seeress,” Munatius said leaning forwards towards Heller, “then neither should you. Nor should you,” he added turning to Blaz.

“I fear nothing captain,” Blaz retorted looking a little offended, “but she is one of the women of power, and such women can be very dangerous. She is like the priestess Ganna. Her word is law. All she must do is snap her fingers and men and wild beasts will come to kill us.”

For a moment Munatius stared back at Blaz. Then abruptly he threw back his head and roared with laughter. 

***
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It was late and to the west across the placid village lake the sky had turned a deep glorious red. The sun had vanished below the distant mountains, the light fleeing from the growing darkness. The evening balmy. The forests and valleys were silent except for the far-off mournful howl of a wolf. In Old Stone few people were still about and a baby was wailing from somewhere in the darkness. Accompanied by Wilfred, Heller and Gambara, Munatius entered the square-ditch enclosure, passing through the earthen embankment, the party making their way towards the ancient ceremonial building that stood in the very centre of the complex. The large round construction with its thatched roof looking old and venerable as if had stood there for a very long time. The village meeting place reminding Munatius of his own, back at the village where he had lived with Odo and Bertrada. A building dedicated to meetings and important rituals. Surrounding the community centre enclosing it in flickering reddish light, a circle of burning torches had been erected. The glow of the leaping flames illuminated the wooden walls and the thatch roof. As if the purpose of the torches was to guard the building against evil spirits.  

Leaving their weapons behind outside the door, entering behind Wilfred, Munatius saw that the village elders were already in attendance. The group of silent, old men seated cross-legged on the floor around the edges of the single chamber, leaving the space in the middle of the hall clear and open. Their hard, aged faces turning to inspect him, the grave venerable looking men sporting long grey and white beards. The chamber lit by torches that hung from the rafters. Taking his place Munatius sat down beside Wilfred, with Gambara and Heller to his left and for a long moment no one spoke. The strange tension within the hall deepening. 

“Let us begin,” Wilfred called out at last. 

“No,” a voice replied quickly. “We cannot begin without Damira. She is not here. We must wait for her. Nothing can be done without the seeress. It would not be right and proper.”

Looking confused Wilfred hurriedly turned to look around the chamber but the man who had spoken was right. There was no sign of the seeress. 

“Well, where is she?” Wilfred called out sounding perplexed. “She should be here. Send someone to find her and bring her here at once.”

As one of the attendant men rose to his feet and hurriedly slipped out of the chamber to go and look for the missing seeress, Munatius idly turned his head towards Gambara, eyeing her with sudden suspicion. His hand clenching into a fist as he began to fear the worst. Had she disobeyed him? Had she carried through on her threat to kill Damira? But in response Gambara remained silent, not moving an inch. Her expression revealing nothing. Her calm gaze fixed upon the floor as if this had nothing to do with her. 

“It is not right, Wilfred!” a man seated on the ground called out. “We offend the Gods and the ancestors by allowing outcasts into our council!”

“We offend the Gods and our ancestors by allowing ourselves to be bullied by bandits,” Wilfred retorted. “For it is weakness. These men, these outcasts who I brought into Old Stone have agreed to fight for us for free. I agreed no payment with them and yet they risk their lives for us. Shame on any man here who speaks of outcasts again! These men are our friends.”

Settling down to wait Munatius turned to eye the village elders but as they waited no one spoke. The mood in the hall growing increasingly sullen and tense.  

At last, the man who had gone to look for Damira returned, quickly shaking his head as he caught Wilfred’s eye.

“I could not find her anywhere,” the man exclaimed. “She is not here. No one has seen Damira since the afternoon. She is gone.”

Looking grave as a stir swept around the chamber, Wilfred quickly held up his hand. 

“How can this be so! This is not good,” Wilfred called out sounding stressed. “Damira should be here. We cannot start a council without the presence of our seeress. This is a bad omen. Go and look for her again. Find her!”

“But we have a seeress,” Munatius said suddenly addressing the hall. “She sits here right beside me. Her name is Gambara - descendant of the great lady Waluburg. You can begin the debate, gentlemen. If your seeress is not available, then mine will take her place.”

Looking shocked at the proposal Wilfred and the elders turned to stare at Munatius, before shifting their gazes towards Gambara. No one speaking. Then at last Wilfred cleared his throat.

“I suppose we could do that,” he said. 

Looking around the chamber Wilfred hesitated again but no one spoke up in protest. Then Wilfred spoke again. 

“We gather here tonight because we must decide on what to do. We must decide what is best for Old Stone. Oamer and his bandits threaten and extort us, and it is to put a stop to them, to end this scourge, that I have invited Munatius and his warband into our village. These warriors here who have arrived with me, will help us defeat Oamer and drive him and his men away. The question now, which we must resolve tonight, is whether we are to fight or not.”

“Yes, we agreed to allow you Wilfred to go and find such a warband and bring them here,” an elder replied from the edge of the torch light, “but I still say that we must petition king Attalus for support. He is our king. These are still his lands, Marcomanni territory. So, I say we offer these warriors our hospitality, but we do not need their services. We should send them away.”

“We tried approaching king Attalus,” Wilfred replied sounding frustrated, “and we all know the response we got from him. Silence. Nothing. King Attalus is not interested in the affairs of Old Stone. Nor is the rebel leader Crocus. They are too busy fighting each other. Don’t you see,” Wilfred growled turning to look around the room. “No one cares about us. No one is coming to our aid. Our only hope and salvation lie with these warriors who I have brought into our midst. The next time Oamer visits us we must fight. We must free our village from this tyranny.”

“If we fight Oamer now, we shall just invite the destruction of Old Stone,” a man called out. “Oamer has fifty warriors, men who live solely to fight. I count only fifteen warriors among this warband who you have brought here. We do not stand a chance. We will lose and then they will take our women and children.”

“Wilfred,” an elder said speaking in a stern, hoarse voice, “let us not be hasty. We have successfully managed to avoid choosing sides in the civil war. To avoid that dreadful conflict, pitting brother against brother, from spreading to Old Stone. We must think this through carefully before we come to a decision. To fight Oamer is just one path we can take. There are others.”

“We could leave,” a voice called out. “We could pack up and set out to find a new home far from here, all of us. The whole village.”

“What and leave Old Stone!” several voices cried out at once in protest. “No. No way. Old Stone is our home. I am not leaving!”

“What about asking the Romans for aid?” another elder called out. 

“The Romans!” an elder sneered turning to glare at the man who had spoken out as if he were an idiot. “That would be most unwise. Since the days of king Maroboduus the Romans have coveted our lands. They have dreamed about conquering us because they see us as a threat to their empire. Italy is not so far away. They fear us because they know we can strike at the heart of their empire. No. If you place your trust in the Romans, you are a fool. They will not free us, they will enslave us. They care only about taking slaves and amber.”

“Besides the Romans are weak and divided,” another elder joined in. “King Hildimer and the Quadi have crossed the Danube in force and are raiding their empire with impunity. I doubt the Romans have the strength to come to our aid. They say that the city of Carnuntum is under siege.”

“I agree,” Wilfred interrupted. “The Romans will do nothing for us. They have their hands full with our Quadi neighbours. And none of us will abandon Old Stone and if our tribal leaders are not interested in defending us then that just leaves us with one path to take. We must make a stand. We must start to fortify Old Stone, and we must fight and defeat Oamer. I call for a vote.”

“Not yet,” an elder intervened, glaring across at Wilfred. “We have not yet considered paying off Oamer and his men to leave us alone. We could negotiate. The next time Oamer visits us we could propose a final payment to him. One large payment after which he leaves us alone for good.”

“No,” Wilfred responded sharply, shaking his head as he gazed across at his opponent, “that would be foolish. You clearly do not understand what kind of a man Oamer is. He is not going to be simply bought off. He will just take his payment and demand the same price the next time he comes to visit. No amount of wealth will stop him from coming back. No, if we want to be rid of him, really rid of him, then the only thing we can do is fight.”

For a moment after Wilfred finished speaking the chamber remained
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