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Epigraphs
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“During the millennia from the emergence of the Roman Empire to its decline, at least 100 million people—and likely many more—were seized or sold as slaves throughout the Mediterranean and its hinterlands. In terms of duration and numbers, this process dwarfs both the transatlantic slave trade by the European powers of Africans and the Arabic slave trade in the Indian Ocean. Classical scholars believe that enslavement and the slave trade constituted the principal means of geographic and social mobility (both upward and downward) in the ancient world.

A modern observer must wonder how to do justice to the scale of human suffering behind these bland statements. The story of the Roman slave supply counts as one of the darkest chapters in human history.”

—Walter Scheidel, The Roman Slave Supply, Princeton-Stanford Working Papers in Classics, May, 2007.

“In the ancient world, the permanence of the stars was questioned; the justice of slavery was not.”​

—Astronomer Carl Sagan, Cosmos, 1980

Sometimes I feel like a motherless child

Sometimes I feel like a motherless child

Sometimes I feel like a motherless child

A long way from my home 

—An American Negro Spiritual

“Envoys went to the Canninefates to forge a common policy. This tribe inhabits the greater part of the island, and closely resembles the Batavians in their common origin, their language, and their courageous character.

Among the Canninefates there was a certain Brinno, a man of stolid bravery and of distinguished birth. His father, after venturing on many acts of aggression, had scorned with impunity the absurd expedition of Caligula. His very name, the name of a family of rebels, made him popular.

Raised aloft on a shield as was the national fashion, and balanced upon the shoulders of his supporters, Brinno was chosen general.

After summoning to arms the Frisii, he assailed by sea the winter quarters of two cohorts... ”

—Tacitus, The Histories, Book IV, No. 15
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Dedication
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For all the lost children—past, present, and to come. And for Dr. Sara C. Bisel, who introduced us.
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Map I
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Island of the Canninefates and Batavi, August, 69 CE.
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Lower Germany, December, 72 CE.
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Map III
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Britannia and Hibernia, 77 CE.
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Map IV
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North Italy, 76 CE.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Map V
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Campania and the Bay of Neapolis, October, 79 CE.
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Cast of Characters
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KARYAJE – Canninefate princess, taken captive at age seven, in 73 CE. Brilliant, blond, and beautiful, she is sold to wealthy Romans. Her masters call her “Kara.”

ANNAH – Kara’s mother, a Batavian princess who spent her youth as a political hostage of the Canninefates.

BRINNO – Kara’s father, Annah’s bigamous husband, a Canninefate chieftain and rebel against Roman rule.

SIMON – Brinno’s close comrade, a former galley slave from Judea, rescued from a sunken trireme.

FURL – Brinno’s rival for Canninefate leadership.

CIVILIS – A Batavian chief who incites a rebellion.

IRMGAARD – Brinno’s second wife, and the mother of his sons, Yurn, Folth, and Haarman.

MAXIMUS QUINTUS PUBLIUS – The legionary non-com in charge of liquidating Kara’s village.

NAENWEN – Maximus’s lost love, a Brigante woman.

TERENTIUS DEXIUS NORBANUS – An abused youth who finds renewal in the legions, and Maximus’ best friend.

DECIUS VALERIUS NUNTUS – Enemy of Maximus and Terentius; braggart, thief and secret informant.

MAZUR – Captain of the slave ship taking Kara and the Canninefates into bondage in Rome. Part-time pirate.

DESSOS – Mazur’s second in command.

SENATOR EPRIUS CLAUDIUS MARCELLUS – Elite Roman of the political class, an advocate for reform.

AGRIPPINA CLODIA PULCHRA MARCELLUS – the wife of Marcellus, who buys Kara for her blond hair. 

CLETUS – Kara’s friend in the Marcellus household.

AMELIA – Niece of the Senator and adopted daughter, an orphan whose parents were murdered by Nero.

BEATRICE – Kara’s first Marcellus’ overseer.

ANTIOCHUS – Beloved husband of Cletus.

ERN – Genial all-around slave and assistant doorman in the Marcellus household, who conceals horrifying secrets. 

MILONIUS FLAVIUS CLODIUS – Connected political operator and cruel slave master. 

ATIMETUS – Overseer of Senator Marcellus’ plantation in the Apennines, equal parts depraved and sadistic.

PRISCA CUTIUS – A solitary woman in the Apennines, pining for a lost daughter. Local villagers fear her magic.

PACCIA – Prisca Cutius’ estranged twin—a drunken and homeless beggar on the streets of Herculaneum.

POLONIUS – A reckless, escaped field slave. 

HORATIA – Maximus’ impoverished mother, who lives with two aging slaves in Herculaneum.

ANICIUS – A slave who kills his treacherous master.

PETRA – A Herculaneum barmaid, beloved by Anicius.

VESPASIAN – Roman emperor, 68 CE to 79 CE.

SEXTUS FRONTINUS – A Governor of Britain. 

AGRICOLA – Succeeds Frontinus as Britain’s Governor, and is the father-in-law of the writer Tacitus.

GALGACUS – A Pictish rebel against Rome rule.

AURELIUS – Once a boy prostitute, now a fisherman in love with Kara. 

ALBINUS – Pimp of catamites, Aurelius among them.

TITUS – Vespasian’s eldest son.

DOMITIAN – Vespasian’s younger son. 

MARCUS NONIUS BALBUS – Husband of Amelia.

JUSTUS – Amelia’s son, born Ides of March, 79 CE.

MUMMIA – Kara’s last Marcellus household overseer.

TLAROUS – Invalid gemcutter’s son in love with Kara.

PLINY THE YOUNGER – A wealthy young writer and fledgling politician—Tacitus’ best friend.

TACITUS – Literary chronicler of ancient Rome.

OLCINIUS – Deputy Watch Officer to Maximus in the town of Herculaneum.
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Prologue: October 25, 79 CE

In the Shadow of Vesuvius
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The infant boy in Kara’s arms stirred restlessly. Justus needed changing and had not been fed since yesterday, but thankfully, he’d fallen asleep. Biting down on her lower lip, Kara shifted him carefully from her right shoulder to her left, and tried to make herself comfortable in the stifling air of the boat shelter.

All around her was blackness, broken only by a lamp in back. The absence of light magnified the sobs and laments of the people within. Behind her, Kara heard people weeping, moaning, whispering, or praying in hushed, worried voices. Fingering the small wooden cross in the pocket of her tunic, Kara felt reassured.

On Kara’s left dozed her former Mistress Amelia, heavy with child, limp and exhausted. The stress of the crisis had sapped the last of Amelia’s physical energies, and whose head now rested on Kara’s shoulder.

On her right slept Esther, a slave girl from the villa. She too leaned against Kara.

The heavy air did nothing to muffle the persistent rumble issuing from the mountain looming above the town. No one knew what was happening or why. What they did know was that the events of the day had driven most of Herculaneum’s inhabitants fleeing in a headlong panic.

But not Kara and two hundred others who sought refuge in the boat shelters on the waterfront.

If only Amelia and her mother had seen fit to leave at the first sign of trouble, they might have reached safety by now in Neapolis!

If only.

Instead, the crisis had grown steadily worse since early afternoon, when an explosion atop Mount Vesuvius sent that terrible cloud billowing towards Pompeii.

Now, in the wee hours of the morning, Amelia’s mother stood on the beach outside the boat shelter, haranguing the Watch Captain about who would be first to leave when their rescuers finally arrived.

Was it possible? The volcano’s rumble abruptly boomed louder, becoming a deep-throated roar. The ground beneath them shook, and everybody screamed. Kara hugged Justus tightly, stretching out on the ground, praying for the tremors to stop...
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Chapter I

Orphan of the Storm
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Kara and her mother Annah had almost reached Forest Village when Kara’s wolf-dog Peschi appeared, an arrow in his ribs and another in his hindquarters. He collapsed on the ground behind them, howling.

“Peschi!” Kara screamed. She began to run towards the animal, but her mother held her back.

Annah glanced up to see enemy cavalry bearing down on them, the Nervii in their coral-colored pants. She took out her dagger and held it to her daughter’s throat. For the longest of moments, she hesitated, then cut Kara’s amber necklace free, slicing the leather clasp. Uttering a prayer to Mother Nertha, Annah threw this symbol of Kara’s nobility away.

At the village gate, men on horseback swooped down and overtook them. Not only for Annah and Kara, but for all of Forest village, the surprise was complete. Nervii cavalry stormed through the open gate, and the Canninefates were now at the mercy of their hated enemies, a folk notorious for playing lackey to the Romans. With the Nervii came a group of Roman cavalry.

They were along to supervise the operation.

The Nervii began rounding everyone up. Resisters were cut down, and the elders soon followed them in death. One after another, Canninefate grandparents had throats slashed from ear to ear.

Using Roman army shovels, Nervii laborers excavated a trench in the center of the village, filling the hole with pitch-soaked logs they unpacked from wagons. A legionary named Decius Valerius Nuntus heaved a flaming torch atop the logs and the blaze shot skyward. Mopping up and slave seizures could now begin in earnest.

The Romans who oversaw the action were content to let the Nervii do their dirty work. Moving among the captives, watching their minions, the Romans kept their eyes peeled for concealed weapons and valuables.

Every Canninefate male over the age of nine or ten was slain. Although it had been expressly forbidden by Petilius Cerialis, the Nervii made a special effort to kill the children of Canninefate nobility, no matter what age.

Through her mother and father, Kara could claim noble birth. But the consequences of being one of the nobility in a catastrophe like this were uppermost in Annah’s mind. This priestess of Nertha was determined to preserve her child, if at all possible. The orders from the Romans to the Nervii were in Latin, a language which sounded like a demonic tongue to the victims. Legionaries joked, drank, laughed, and chatted whilst the Nervii, going blood simple—murdered, tortured, looted, raped, and killed.

The survivors would never forget the casual attitude the Romans displayed, observing the atrocities.

The barrel-chested Nuntus serenaded his men with ribald ditties as Nervii tore screaming infants from their mother’s arms. Singing while passing from woman to woman, Nuntus watched each screeching babe sail into the fire pit.

Between songs, Nuntus boasted of his many brawling and whoring exploits in Britain. Then speculating, Nuntus wondered about the shares of booty they might receive when the campaign in Lower Germany concluded.

“I’m expecting at least a year’s pay boys, more,” Nuntus said. “By the gods, what it cost to put these bloody bastards down is worth at least ten times that!”

“Don’t count your chickens before they hatch, Nuntus,” cautioned Favius Corsus, a short, stocky Illyrian. Corsus was one of the most capable in the company, a man who fought as well as he worked. “Plenty will get skimmed before the general doles out our shares, I reckon,” he added, glumly.

“Corsus, you sound like my mother,” Nuntus answered. “She’s always saying things like that.”

Nuntus put his hands on his hips, mimicking a feminine falsetto: “Don’t count your chickens before they hatch!”

To be heard, Nuntus had to raise his voice. Competing with Nuntus were shrieks, screams, and wails mingled with shouts, curses, and the sounds of death. Body after body was hurled atop the pyre as the legionaries and their auxiliaries whittled the Canninefate tribe to a more easily managed and salable whole.

Roman weapons punctured bellies and hacked off limbs while girls as young as five were brutally raped. Annah did her best to protect seven year old Kara, hiding the girl in her skirts, keeping to the center of the captives. Her best friend Fenwan, with daughters Walathe and Percor, valiantly tried to do the same.

The Nervii perpetrated unbelievable horrors. It was as if a madness possessed them. The better looking the woman was, the worse she fared. 

A dozen severed heads of Canninefate noblewomen were jammed atop wooden pikes, which the Nervii paraded around as grisly standards to their victory.

Annah watched, in horror, as the headless corpse of her rival Irmgaard was tossed on the queue for cremation, along with Irmgaard’s elder sons by Brinno. The second wife of the rebel chief, with dagger, had wounded two Nervii warriors mortally before she was overcome.

Upon learning that they were the offspring of nobility, Nuntus examined the heads of the boys, deciding they had likely been Brinno’s sons. Before being thrown into the pit, they were castrated and their testicles fed to dogs.

“Are there any more of Brinno’s kin?” Nuntus shouted, using the rude German he’d learned during his years on the frontier. “Safety goes to whoever exposes them!”

Annah tensed but nobody spoke. She and her daughter were dressed as commoners, after all. Irmgaard might have betrayed them, but Irmgaard was dead.

So high was the esteem in which Annah was held by her sisters in the tribe, none denounced her. Besides, any Roman promise was sure to be a lie.

No doubt it was due to Nertha’s mercy that Irmgaard did not live to see Yurn and Folth mutilated and thrown into the pyre. Of Irmgaard’s sons, only little Haarman lived.

The child survived because he was with his nurse when the enemy appeared, and not old enough to wear the amber bulla proclaiming his nobility.

Instead of going to his death, Haarman went along with the rest into the dank hold of a Punic slave ship.

Though Annah despised Irmgaard, the cold brutality of her rival’s death served only to sharpen the atmosphere of unrelieved horror marking the day. 

Annah had wished for Irmgaard’s demise on too many occasions to count, but not like this. Not like this.

As the winter sun set, the Nervii grew bolder and crueler. Things were getting out of hand, and Nuntus and the other Romans had trouble keeping the wild Nervii in check.

The Nervii wanted to kill every Canninefate.

Although she got raped in front of her daughter, Annah had luckily managed to prevent Kara’s rape.

Then their luck ran out.

The attacker was a Nervii squire, himself no more than fourteen. Before becoming a squire, he’d spent three years as a hungry, passed-around legionary catamite.

Drunk from the stolen ale he’d been swilling, the squire pounced on Kara. When Annah tried to stop him, the boy clubbed her with a stone, knocking her unconscious. Raising Kara’s skirts, he wriggled between her legs.

As the youth’s penis entered Kara, a company of regular Roman cavalrymen arrived, commanded by one Maximus Quintus Publius, along with Terentius Dexius Norbanus.

The pair of legionary veterans bore special orders from Cerialis himself, conveyed through Aulus F. Atticus.

The darkly handsome Terentius rolled off his horse and strode to Nuntus, handing him the orders. He waited while Nuntus read, and then took them back.

“It’s your show now,” Nuntus sneered, shrugging. “See what you can do I couldn’t.”

Not nearly so handsome as his comrade, Maximus had a large, beaked nose and the piercing eyes of a hawk. With a disgusted expression on his face, Maximus ordered his men to keep the Nervii away from the remaining captives. 

No exceptions. He spied the squire raping Kara.

“Get that boy off that girl!”

Terentius shouted at the squire. When the boy refused to move, Terentius kicked him solidly in the ribs, sending him tumbling away. 

Howling, the squire scrambled to his feet.

The next order from Maximus was predictable: 

Unauthorized abuse would henceforth be punished by death. The squire who’d raped Kara protested angrily.

Maximus turned on his horse, his scarlet cloak whirling about his shoulders. The squire crept towards Kara again, as if to test the seriousness of Roman resolve.

“Into the pit!” Maximus shouted. Terentius and Favius Corsus picked up the squire, counted three, and heaved him shrieking into the blaze. The squire’s screams fractured the chilly air for several jarring seconds. 

After that, there were no more rapes.

Maximus commandeered a wagon, climbing on the bed for a better view. Terentius got back on his horse, assuming a position on the right side of the wagon. Maximus advised the legionaries present that general Cerialis was of the opinion that these beautiful, blond barbarians were too valuable as merchandise to be treated in the manner usually appropriate for handling less attractive enemy captives.

“We’re under orders not to mistreat the goods,” Maximus said, “any more than absolutely necessary.”

He gave orders to shake down the Nervii for contraband jewelry, gold, weapons, or other items they possibly stolen from the captives. Another half dozen Nervii auxilia joined their victims in the fire pit.

Darkness increased the suffering of the captives. They were further humiliated when barbers started shearing the red and blond hair from the heads of the women and girls, piling it up on linen tarps like sheaves of straw.

At mealtime, the Nervii camped around cook fires. One crew skinned, gutted, and roasted a wolf-dog they’d killed, turning the skewered animal on a spit over fiery coals. 

It made a gruesome sight as they sliced thick chunks of flesh from the carcass, its eyeless head and stub of tail intact, washing it down with ale from Canninefate kegs.

“Is that meat any good?” Terentius inquired.

“Aye, legionary, ‘tis sweet to be eating of this cur,” the chief among them said. “He pulled poor Yokewed from his pony, tearing our brother’s throat afore we slew him with our arrows. Want a nibble?” The Nervii held up a slab of dog, cut blood rare from the creature’s haunch.

“Thanks, but I think I’ll pass,” Terentius replied.

During the night, there were hundreds of deaths among the captives. Most were suicide, passing concealed daggers. Others had no explanation. Some who were healthy the day the tribe was overrun just inexplicably died.

In the morning, the Romans marched the survivors to the river, loading them aboard the freighters. Maximus directed this detail as well, again from the wagon.

At the dock moored a mix of vessels, usually employed in shipping of corn, fruit, olive oil, garum, wine, or similar foods. One craft, however, The Sea Serpent, was especially designed for slave trading.

By now, Annah had revived from the clubbing, though her head ached terribly. Despite her beating and all that had happened, she pulled herself together. The tribe had been utterly vanquished and any hope for the future rested with her daughter, Kara.

“My dearest love,” she said, taking Kara’s hand as they trudged towards The Sea Serpent.

This spelled the end for the Canninefates as a free tribe. Annah glanced over her shoulder as they moved along. She watched Nervii women moving in to replace Canninefate women who’d occupied these Forest Village freeholds for five generations. The stinking whores.

Along the river, a gaggle of slave traders had gathered, pushing and shoving to get first crack at the merchandise. The choicest contracts had been won by a certain freedman, Flavius Burrus, a portly, red-faced trader from Campania.

Burrus’ patron was an influential Roman knight named Festus Eborius Fortunatus. Fortunatus financed the business from an office in Rome while Burrus did the field work. It was Fortunatus who had arranged for the services of The Sea Serpent, Burrus who bought the contracts.

As an experienced slave dealer, Burrus had few peers. Ever since going into the business with Fortunatus, Burrus had accumulated an enormous fortune from acquiring and re-selling slaves in wholesale lots.

Protective of his inventory, Burrus insisted that it be handled with care, at least until sold. This meant the buyers of Burrus’ slaves would receive property that had been less abused than was usual for newly captive populations.

Canninefate women and children were run past Burrus. With a flick of his soft, bejeweled hand, he selected which captives would be loaded onto his special transports. These future slaves were then shackled hand and foot. Legionaries tested links and ordered adjustments where adjustments were required.

Here and there, it became necessary to throttle some of the youngest children, because they wouldn’t stop crying. Burrus subscribed to the superstition that weeping children brought ill luck to a long voyage. Worse, they distressed the women and could even incite a rebellion. Experienced slave traders eliminated the worst offenders before the freighters got underway.

“Weep no more, Karyaje,” Annah said. “Mother Nertha is putting us to her sternest test.”

To make sure that her daughter wouldn’t utter a sound, Annah reached into a secret pouch in her skirt, giving Kara a ball of poppy gum.

“Chew this, my love. It will help.”

Kara chewed, complaining of the bitter taste.

“Chew and swallow,” Annah ordered. “Do as I say.”

Kara chewed a little longer before gulping it down. As mother and child passed by Burrus, he sent both to The Sea Serpent with an emphatic gesture.

Not only were captive Canninefates being taken from their wartime quarters in Forest Village, others from nearby cantons with no name soon appeared.

Into the holds of his transports went two thousand of the most striking human beings Burrus had ever beheld!

He rubbed his hands with glee. By the gods! Everything about these Canninefates was simply splendid—from their perfect white teeth, rosy complexions, and golden hair to the tempting Venus-like figures of their young women.

Uninvited, Burrus climbed aboard Maximus’ wagon to stand beside him, watching as the captives he’d selected were herded down planks to his transports.

“I say, sir, have you ever seen so many beautiful folk?” Burrus asked. “Especially so many young girls? Unlike we Romans, these Germans rear all their babes. Not even their infant girls are exposed, although they are for most practical purposes, worthless!”

The lecherous Burrus had directed his question to the wrong man to receive it.

“Get off this wagon,” Maximus said.

Burrus did not answer. Though at the moment, hundreds of people were shuffling forward, grieving, lost, and riven with anguish enough to break the heart of any decent man, Burrus was unmoved by the pitiable sight.

Anticipation of profit consumed him.

Maximus was occupied with different thoughts, trying to decide at which point he would apply his hobnailed boot to Burrus’ backside to remove him from the wagon.

“Germans are like animals in the forest,” Burrus mused. “A simple folk, without guile. Which is why our legions had no trouble subduing them.”

The slave trader patted his fine round belly and snorted out a laugh, adding, “Ho! Their loss is my gain.”

Burrus waited for a reply, but Maximus supplied none. Burrus and the other dealers repelled the veteran legionary, a survivor of countless harrowing contests against barbarian troops. Maximus had long ago come to the conclusion that Burrus was simply a more prosperous version of the harpies, vultures, and bloodthirsty ghouls who traveled in the wake of the legions.

“Are you going to or must I?” Terentius demanded, who was nearby, listening. Terentius smiled warmly at Burrus, the meaning of his smile lost on the fat man.

“You hush,” Maximus replied. “We’ll get in trouble. The greedy oaf is connected.”

“These blondish Canninefates ought to fetch premium prices in Rome,” Burrus went on. “Their hair is all the rage these days among the fashionable ladies. Wigs woven from what we shear today will pay handsomely. And there’s more where that comes from!”

Maximus stared ahead, making no comment. He felt no more than the usual revulsion, witnessing the destruction of a tribe. Away to Roman markets would go the inhabitants. The Nervii would take their places, and the Canninefate freeholds and farms would slowly fall into ruin.

A decade in the legions had exposed Maximus to many similar scenes. Like every legionary, he had participated in scores of these mop up operations.

The methods of pacification never varied: Kill the men, sell the women and children into slavery. The sale of slaves swelled the purses of men like Burrus, who in turn enriched knights like Fortunatus and legates such as Cerialis. Beating down tribes of overmatched barbarians and enslaving their kin allowed privileged Romans to live like gods.

Maximus was not, and sadly never had been, among the privileged Romans.

“Wait until some of our old pederasts see these pretty boys and girls on the auction block,” Burrus purred. “O, the bidding will go sky high. The money that shall pour into my purse makes me want to weep with joy!”

“I don’t know about that,” Maximus said, testily. “What I do know is their warriors bested three legions afore we licked them. Had Civilis not betrayed them, they’d have beaten us too. Now, get off my wagon.”

“I know nothing of military matters, sir,” Burrus said, offended by the soldier’s tone. “How could barbarians equal we Romans in the business of war?”

“Haven’t seen combat, have you?” Maximus said.

“Well, no sir, I have not. But I have eyes.”

Once Maximus got started, it all came boiling out:

“You sicken me, you swine!” he shouted. “You reap the benefits while we do all the work, take all the risks. We had to resort to the basest treachery to overcome these particular barbarians and I think it’s revolting how you peddle their women and children to the perverts of Rome. Better they all should be dead, massacred in a field somewhere.”

“Sir! I am the registered agent of a Roman knight, the esteemed Fortunatus, and I am here on sanctioned business. How dare you speak insultingly to me!”

Maximus brought his hand to the pommel of his sword, saying, “Shut the fuck up or I’ll run you through.” Abruptly, he grabbed Burrus by the shoulders, and wheeling the man around, shoved him from the wagon bed.

Burrus landed with a splat on the muddy ground, eliciting merriment from Terentius and the other legionaries. With every shred of dignity he could still muster, Burrus got on his feet, shaking his fist at Maximus. Before he could get a word out, however, Terentius mimicked him.

“Sir! I am registered agent of a Roman knight. How dare you!” Terentius mocked. Casting a glare at his tormentors, Burrus quivered with anger, but wisely kept silent.

Burrus was prudent enough to hustle off without further fuss. Another corpse atop the cremation fire probably meant nothing to these unhinged legionaries, he decided, murderers that they were. They’d concoct a story about how he fell into the pit accidentally. Besides, The Sea Serpent was full. 

Burrus departed, grumbling.

Life in the legions apparently made men mad. That was all there was to it. The surest bet would be to raise hell with the fellow’s superiors. Once Burrus was out of the maniacal legionary’s physical reach, of course.

Maximus was disappointed when Burrus left. Ye gods! What he wouldn’t give to slay the parasites who attached themselves to the legions, scooping up human booty.

Weary of war, sick of life, of campaigns, of the army, of everything in general, Maximus shrugged. He’d had a belly full of combat, slavery, bloodshed, brutality, and slaughter. Enough to last a lifetime. Enough for a thousand lifetimes. His life in the legions had fundamentally meant being a slave with a sword.

In over ten years of service, Maximus had seen people beaten, boiled, hung, burnt, flayed, quartered, decapitated, crucified, branded, throttled, drowned, and buried alive. He’d seen death from blood loss, torture, starvation, plague, fire, strangulation, fever, festering wounds, gangrene, exposure, poison, hunger and thirst.

Maximus had personally slain barbarians of every race, tribe, color, size, height, weight, age, and description that a man could conceive. He had killed men, women, children, mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters, husbands, wives, cousins, the old, the young, newborn, and unborn. He had participated in every imaginable form of massacre, plunder, pillage, rape, carnage, mayhem, murder, and genocide.

All in a day’s work.

He was, after all, a Roman Legionary.

Indeed, Maximus had seen everything a legionary with his length of service was destined to see. Sometimes it felt as if he’d participated in every crime the human imagination could devise. And then some.

Since enlisting, Maximus had been through wars, civil wars, insurgent wars, revolts, riots, and uprisings. While suppressing a rebellion in Judea, he’d helped tear down a temple, desecrating the holy shrine of that peculiar tribe.

Fighting a rebellion in Britain, Maximus was part of a force of twelve thousand Romans who had slaughtered sixty thousand Britons in a day. He had personally killed at least fifty warriors of Queen Boudicca’s on that occasion, rotating in and out of combat like a cog in a murder machine. The effort had left his sword arm sore for two days.

Failures of discipline among the barbarians made them vulnerable to the superbly trained Roman infantry.

Victory had not come so easy against these resourceful Canninefates, among the fiercest of Germans. Their warriors had defeated the Romans whenever the contest was on even terms. They were practically fearless and handled themselves with exceptional skill.

Treachery had been required to overcome them.

Now Brinno’s warriors were dead, their island ravaged, their women and children captive.

“Close those lines!” Maximus shouted, gesturing with the staff in his right hand. “Keep the march orderly!”

The legionaries tightened the ranks.

“Yes, that’s better,” Maximus said.

Despite the pain standing in one spot sometimes caused, Maximus felt better than he’d felt in years. And he was going on leave when this duty ended, thank Mithras.

Maximus often wondered whether he’d be able to force himself to return to the army after his leave. He yearned to be out and free. Free short of death, that is.

Bribery was the best escape, though financially beyond his means. It was likewise the safest way out, as the penalty for desertion was death.

In Maximus’ case, the dream of an honorable discharge was but a dream, as no means existed for accomplishing it, except for an unlikely fifteen-year survival.

****
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Before being loaded aboard The Sea Serpent, Kara and Annah had their heads shaved by barbers in the employ of Burrus. Cutting a woman’s hair to the scalp was an offense against Nertha, but never mind. In the past twenty four hours, Kara had already been through enough to frighten her out of her wits. Her hair was a minor indignity by comparison.

Manning The Sea Serpent was a crew of Punic sailors, rogues, and slave traders from the western Mediterranean. The vessel was captained by Mazur, a stubby, black-haired, fork-bearded cutthroat dressed in a ratty grey tunic, Roman boots, and a dented bronze helmet. His balteus, however, was studded with jewels and from it hung a finely forged weapon of Spanish steel.

Later that evening, after the Canninefates had boarded, Maximus received a message from Aulus Atticus.

“You’re being relieved for your assault on the merchant Burrus,” the courier announced. “Instead of returning with the legions, you will accompany Mazur and his cargo to port. Furthermore, I am instructed to tell you you’ve been demoted and your approved leave is canceled.”

Maximus cursed bitterly.

“I’ll quote your words to the quartermaster Garvius,” the courier said. “He’ll be pleased. Burrus is his pal.”

The rest of the legionaries cast lots to decide who would accompany Maximus on Mazur’s freighter. Terentius tried to lose, but won. He would not be accompanying Maximus on the month-long voyage.

“I’ll probably be expected to march in Cerialis’ triumph,” Terentius said. “But soon as I can, I’ll join you in Ostia.”

Having drawn yet another odious assignment, Maximus and three of his comrades sailed on The Sea Serpent for one reason: To make sure the cargo made it to Italy.

Insofar as possible on a freighter, Maximus and his men snubbed the Phoenicians. Still, there was a job to do. The Canninefates had to arrive as expected. Without legionaries aboard, they would never arrive at their destination.

“This is humiliating,” said Severus Aufictus Sennius, a young pup finding himself aboard The Sea Serpent. Sennius hailed from Stabiae, not far from Maximus’ hometown of Herculaneum. “We’re guarding women and children, chief? This is plain old shit duty.”

“Be silent,” Maximus replied. “Consider yourself lucky if this is the worst duty you’ll ever pull. Remember, we are not guarding the captives. We’re here to prevent Mazur and his catamites from stealing the captives. You got it? Enough said.”

Sennius sneered at the Punic sailors manning The Sea Serpent. Although skilled at their jobs, they were barbarians and also stunk. Worse, they seemed bereft of the respect for Romans Sennius expected from foreigners.

“The crew smells,” Sennius declared, loud enough to be heard by everybody, “like shit.”

Maximus rapped Sennius sharply between the shoulder blades with his staff, and reared back for another blow. The younger man had sense enough then to be silent.

“We have a long, ugly trip ahead of us,” Maximus said, between bared teeth. “Don’t make it longer. Or uglier.”

As unpleasant as the trip might be for the legionaries, it was infinitely more terrible for the Canninefates. As of now, the crowded hold was quiet, save for the occasional sob, but the suffering immense. 

There were broken noses, bruises, sprains, and young girls bleeding between their legs. Lash marks, welts, cuts, and black eyes were everywhere among the captives.

For most, the future promised no better, as the women and children were destined for lives as housemaids, nurses, domestics, prostitutes, and laborers.

Or in some cases, entertainment for the mob.

Twenty ships bearing Canninefates set out the following morning, leaving behind an island turned into a desolation. The smoldering ruins of Forest Village sputtered as a chilly rain fell from an overcast sky.

Mazur informed the crew he intended take advantage of the strong winds through the channel to speed ahead. With luck, they would be in Italy in under a month. After the ships sailed, the rest of the Roman army marched north, to engage the still-belligerent Bructeri tribe.

On the voyage into slavery, the resilience of her mother sustained Kara. Annah’s calm, deliberate reaction to every horror preserved not just Kara, but many other captives in their hold as well.

Southern winds swept the convoy of slave ships down the coast of Gaul. Two freighters ran aground eight days into the trip, near the port of Aepatiacei. A third vessel foundered at the narrow point of the straight between Gaul and Britannia, and had to put its cargo ashore.

Mazur refused to take on any of stranded captives.

“I will not compromise the seaworthiness of my vessel under any circumstances,” he said, ordering first mate Dessos to send the dismissal signal.

Aboard The Sea Serpent, captives were taken out on deck each day for exercise, fresh air, and rape. Captives who had died were tossed overboard at these times.

As the days passed, Mazur’s crewmen grew crueler in their abuse of the captives, raping the women, the girls, and the attractive boys relentlessly. The Romans did not interfere, since it caused the captives no physical harm, and stopping them without a fight would be impossible in any case.

The most enthusiastic rapist was bow-legged first mate, Dessos, a fork-bearded Berber from a plain that now housed a Roman settlement called Thamugas.

Thirty one days into the voyage, Dessos raped Annah on deck, in view of Maximus and the other legionaries.

Below, Kara feared that she’d lost her mother. Some who went up on deck never came back. 

Annah submitted without protest, aware that resistance invited worse. When he was finished, Dessos hacked up a glob of greenish sputum and spit it on Annah’s face.

For a proud Canninefate noblewoman, this act was too much. Annah set her jaw and made a growling sound in her throat as she wiped it away. 

Dessos slapped Annah’s face.

“Whore! Don’t look at me like way!”

At that moment, a crimson aura made something snap in Annah. Against all she’d vowed since this nightmare began, she delivered a perfect backwards kick to Dessos’ scrotum with her foot, driving his testes deep into his groin.

“KEEGAAGHH!” Dessos shrieked, falling on his face. He groaned and writhed, clutching his ruined testicles.

Dessos’ shipmates ran to his aid. Annah dropped into a crouch and pulled a dagger from her skirt. Before the sailors could stop her, she slit the throat of Dessos.

Blood fountained across the deck.

The men formed a wary circle around Annah, dodging as she swung the weapon.

“Come closer, dogs,” Annah hissed, “so that I may slay each of you in turn.”

The death of Dessos amused the legionaries aboard The Serpent no end, and Maximus was especially delighted. The crew and their captain, by contrast, weren’t. Mazur screamed at his sailors to slay the bald-headed witch.

Maximus, wineskin in hand, laughed heartily.

“She’s got spirit!” Maximus told Sennius. “By Mithras! Someone’s taught the wench the use of a blade.”

“What’ll we do, chief?” Sennius asked.

“Sadly, we’ll have to take away her dagger,” Maximus said, sighing. “Why don’t you snatch it while I chit-chat a bit with Mazur?”

During the minute it took Sennius and another legionary to separate Annah from her dagger, Maximus conferred with Mazur. The captain was hopping mad.

“Under the keel must go the whore for taking the life of my Dessos,” Mazur demanded, in his clumsy Latin.

“A thousand pardons if I am wrong, Mazur,” Maximus answered, with blatant sarcasm, “but your mate was in the wrong, was he not? Is it not true that raping our captives is forbidden by order of Cerialis himself?”

“Yes, but such a small sin should not cost a man his life. Aboard ship, we’ve always considered taking such liberties with wenches our natural due.”

“That is doubtless true on any other voyage,” Maximus agreed. “But is it not also a fact that the value of these fine captives in a display is diminished when they are polluted by such scum as your precious Dessos?”

“She must die!” Mazur shrieked, his yellow teeth bared and black eyes afire. Before Maximus could answer, Sennius handed him Annah’s dagger.

“Check out the inscription, chief,” Sennius said. “‘Tis the property of one Sestius P. Aquilius. Know him?”

Maximus examined the thing in the sun. It was more like a woman’s weapon than a man’s—slim, sharp, and feather light. He replied, “I did. Sestius Aquilius was the centurion who commanded what was left of our forces on the island, after Lugdunum got overrun by Brinno. Aquilius died when the Batavians and the Tungrians double crossed us. Aquilius got key intelligence from his Nerviian whore, it was claimed, afore she was slain by Brinno’s henchmen.”

Maximus knew just enough German to make himself understood. He turned to Annah.

“Where’d you get this?”

“I am more fluent in Latin,” Annah answered, “than you are in German. Go ahead and speak your sour tongue.”

Maximus shifted to Latin. “All right, then. I’ll repeat the question. Where’d you get this?”

“A gift from my husband,” Annah said, smugly.

“Who is your husband?”

“Brinno.”

Maximus blinked. “Is that really the truth?”

“Why should I lie?” Annah gave a glance at the crew of The Serpent. “My life is forfeit.”

Maximus smiled. O, this was a break! Now her and her husband could be strangled together when Cerialis had his ovation. The mob in Rome always loved a double strangling of enemy man and wife. 

“Maybe not,” Maximus said. “Maybe you can be spared. Romans admire a noblewoman who slays her rapist. Have you any kin aboard?”

Annah hesitated, but then replied: “A daughter. She is all that I live for.”

“They both must die!” Mazur shrieked. “She slew Dessos and his death must be avenged!” Mazur’s hulking third mate, Gwarisc, echoed him.

Maximus answered, in measured tones. “We’ve got an important captive here. Cerialis will surely want to show this impressive lady off to the Roman mob.”

“I won’t allow it!”

“O, but you will allow it, Mazur. Do you think you can defy Roman authority and still live? When Cerialis finds out that you killed this captive, there won’t be anywhere for you or your crew to hide. Understand?”

Gnashing his teeth, Mazur subjected the legionary to a glare of pure Punic hatred.

Kara was brought up from the hold and given a place on deck with her mother. She knew something had happened, seeing body of Dessos, but was afraid to ask.

Annah hugged her close.

Maximus had a strictly professional interest in Annah, Kara, and the other captives. It served his purpose to keep them alive as long as it might take to bring her to the attention of Cerialis. Handing an important captive over would surely restore his standing. If necessary, he and the other legionaries could probably overcome the sailors. But that would leave them adrift, as they had not the expertise to sail the vessel. So be it.

The legionaries and the Punic crew therefore observed a suspicious truce. Nevertheless, for Maximus the goal was getting through this miserable detail. He disliked conveying captives to the slave markets for sale. Against his own will, he recalled a red-haired captive he’d known in Britain.

Where is Naenwen now? Is she still alive? If so, does she ever think of me? Maximus pondered.

Before retiring for the evening, Maximus posted guards to watch over Annah and Kara.

“They’re royalty, boys,” Maximus said. “Worth bonuses. Don’t let the crew anywhere near them.” 

Twenty days after leaving Germany, the convoy bearing the Canninefates approached the south coast of Hispania. While still on the Atlantic side of the Pillars, a violent storm blew up, eventually sinking all but The Sea Serpent and three other freighters.

Fifteen hundred Canninefate captives drowned or died of exposure in the open sea.

Only the adroit seafaring skills of Mazur kept his vessel afloat in the disaster. It was here Mazur’s refusal to overload The Serpent paid off. Taking the helm, he deftly maneuvered The Serpent through the swells, steering up one and down the other.

While the wind and rain hammered his ship, he seemed to actually be enjoying himself, shouting orders to his men in his shrill barbarian tongue.

For the first time, Maximus regarded the Punic sailors with admiration, watching them hustling, sure-footed on the heaving deck. One false move and they’d be washed away. Mazur particularly exhibited the kind of fearlessness Romans most admired, cheerfully facing daunting hazard.

Annah and Kara stayed on deck, clinging to handgrips. But they were not doing well, drenched multiple times by the crashing swells. Maximus wondered whether to send them below, where they’d be safe from the storm but in danger from the crew.

As if reading his mind, Mazur informed Maximus that the girl and the woman would surely be swept away if they remained on deck any longer.

“They might die if they stay,” Maximus observed. “They will surely die if they go below.”

Mazur shrugged. “Suit yourself, Roman. I am confident the sea will soon carry them off.”

Maximus had an idea. Shouting over the storm noise to Annah, he said, in Latin:

“Do you want to go below?”

“They will kill us down there.”

“I’ll send Sennius along with you.”

Annah agreed. Sennius was dispatched to go with them, complaining. Enormous waves swamped The Serpent. Annah gave Kara to Sennius. He raised the hatch, letting Kara down first. Mazur turned the tiller into a swell, and a wall of water inundated The Sea Serpent’s deck, taking Sennius and Annah over the starboard side.

Maximus threw a line. Kara scrambled out of the hatch, clinging to a handgrip. She saw Annah and Sennius swim to the thrown line.

“Mother! O, Mother!” Kara cried.

For a moment, both Sennius and Annah appeared to grab on. Sennius had caught it nearer ship than Annah.

Hand by hand, the legionary slowly made his way to The Sea Serpent, while the legionaries pulled. Annah followed. The Sea Serpent suddenly lurched again. Sennius and Annah were plunged under. Only Sennius came back up, clutching the line. Annah was unseen.

“Mother! Mother!” Kara screamed, frantically scanning the water. Sennius was hoisted back up on board, assisted by his comrades.

By this point, Maximus realized he’d been sucked into a trap. The mistake had cost him a prize captive, and nearly the life of one of his men. With the storm crashing around them, Maximus showed his teeth to Mazur.

Returning the legionary’s look with satisfaction, Mazur shrugged. “Storms at sea are treacherous, Roman!” He said. “Many times, people drown.”

Kneeling beside Maximus, Kara could see no sign of her mother. Maximus shoved the girl down in the hold, ignoring her protests as he fastened the hatch.

Giving up the struggle as Annah watched The Serpent draw away, she implored Mother Nertha not to abandon her child. As water filled her lungs, Annah died with a prayer on her lips for Karyaje.
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Chapter II

Three Years Earlier
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The season to gather the crimson blossoms had arrived, so Annah took Kara by the hand.

“Daughter,” Annah said, “there’s a patch of wildflowers blooming in a hidden grove by the river. Let’s fill a basket to decorate Mother Nertha’s sacred altar.”

Her four year old was immediately enthused.

“Aye, Mother, let us gather a big basket of them!” Kara said. Her small hands imitated picking motions. “I hope there will be many blossoms.”

Annah smiled, taking down a reed basket from a rafter in their thatched roof cabin.

“There should be a great many flowers, if the harvest time is right and my memory serves me. We’ll gather enough to properly honor your sainted grandmother Brinnah.”

Going out the door, Annah bumped it shut with her blue-skirted hip, stepping into the morning sunlight, gazing up at the clear, blue sky.

“Before we go, my love,” Annah said, grimly, “we must see your father about arranging an escort.”

This gave Kara more cause for joy. “Aye, mother,” she said. “Will Daddy send Harl? He is the bravest and best of all Daddy’s warriors.”

Kara’s eyes sparkled with enthusiasm. A precocious girl, Kara loved exploring the densely forested river island. One of her father’s men invariably accompanied them.

“Harl is not a warrior,” Annah said. “He is a warrior-in-training, for he has never slain an enemy in battle.”

“Harl will slay an enemy soon,” Kara answered, “and I also think he is very handsome.”

Annah and Kara laughed together.

“You’re too young to be interested in boys,” Annah said. “There is plenty of time for that.”

“Yes, Mother. But someday I want to be a mother too, just like you,” Kara said. “Won’t I need a boy for that?”

“Yes, at the proper time, which, fortunately, is not yet for you, my love.”

They walked together through the village, greeting all as they passed. The girl looked like a miniature version of her mother, blond with high cheekbones and smooth, clear skin. From the North Sea to Gaul, Canninefates were renowned for the sterling beauty of their womenfolk.

Like many members of her tribe, in physical appearance Kara was extraordinary. Romans rated Canninefates among the elite of the German tribes. Owning a slave of Canninefate origin marked a wealthy Roman as a person of discernment.

Once broken to slavery, Canninefates were trustworthy and reliable, best-suited for domestic responsibilities.

Annah smiled at Kara, her only child and the light of her life. Kara’s exquisite profile was framed by a lustrous mane of thick blond hair, gold in the sun. The pure color of Kara’s hair was itself cause for a mother’s concern.

Beginning in the spring of 69 CE, blond wigs became the rage among fashionable Roman women. A woman of wealth needed one to wear at parties, to the market, the theater, and even the arena. Wig makers paid premium prices for the best materials, and none were more prized than the blond tresses of German girls—Canninefates in particular.

Annah’s concern was that Kara’s hair made her a prime candidate for a kidnapping. To help reduce that likelihood, it was usually in braids, dangling like ropes from the back of her daughter’s head.

Not only were Canninefates admired for their attractive appearance, the indigenous North Sea tribe had other special characteristics. 

Unlike their German neighbors, Canninefates kept no slaves, preferring to work their own homes, farms, fields, and fishing boats. During harvest, they employed paid laborers. A proverb handed down from legendary times maintained that “A slave in the house is an enemy in the house.” The workers they hired, for either shares, barter, or board, could leave anytime they wished. Many returned, year after year, season after season.

No self-respecting Canninefate matron would tolerate having a slave in her home. Besides, Mother Nertha forbid slavery, either to keep or be.

Along with its prohibition against slavery, the tribe was known for hard but honest dealing in the trade of goods and livestock. Roman merchants considered Canninefates among the most trustworthy of German tribes.

At this point, the Canninefates were a prosperous but precariously situated group. The wealth they accumulated from hard work and frugality was envied by their shiftless and indolent, yet more warlike Nervii neighbors.

Until the Romans came, the Canninefates were usually at peace with the nearby Batavians, Bructeri, Nervii, Chatti, and Usipats, as they were extremely fierce if provoked. Forests surrounding Canninefate cantons drew regular nourishment from the newly buried bodies of their enemies.

Another truth was that never in their two hundred years as a separate tribe had the Canninefates begun an aggressive war. They sought merely to be left alone to claim unsettled lands, raise animals, hunt in the forests, farm their fields, and fish in nearby rivers, streams, and sea.

The situation had grown worse, going back to the period when the Roman general Domitius Corbulo had their great King Gannascus assassinated. 

Ever since, the Romans had oppressed the Canninefates from nearby without directly occupying the swampy cantons. Whenever Annah gave thought to the scores of Canninefates who had been lost to slave traders, she boiled.

“May I get a puppy?” Kara asked.

“What?”

“May I get a puppy?”

“Nay,” Annah answered swiftly. “Your father says dogs don’t earn their keep. Unless there’s a dog who finds his own meals, I doubt your father would consent.”

“Since we are going to see father now,” Kara said. “I’ll ask him myself. I’ve learned that if I keep on asking father, he will say ‘yes’.”

Annah concealed a wry smile. “Aye,” she replied. “You might as well, however poorly it has worked for me.”

The fortified compound in the center of the village was deserted at mid-morning. Most of the women labored in the polders with their children, sowing, weeding, and harvesting crops in the fertile loam.

As High Priestess, Annah did no field work during the Feast of Mother Nertha. Only scrupulously clean hands shall perform the sacred rituals.

Approaching the compound, Annah and Kara scuttled on tiptoes across the muddy ground, raising their woolen skirts. Annah and Kara wore traditional homespun, consisting of sleeved blouses below pleated tops. Practical and sturdy, they featured a range of brightly colored accents. The dyes that daubed the fabric came from a variety of North Sea urchins, shells, seaweed, and sand.

Around their necks were amber necklaces, five stones on a leather thong, signifying nobility. The matching skirts they wore were dark blue, a color Annah preferred for its ability to conceal the grime that accumulated from hours of working in the polders or tending hearths.

The tavern where the Canninefate men did their drinking stood beneath the village watchtower.

“We’re at your father’s home away from home,” Annah declared. “Chances are good he is inside.”

She pounded on the post beside the door flaps with the attached stone mallet. No answer.

While speaking with Kara, Annah consciously used the lighter inflections of Canninefate German, preferring it to the more guttural tones of her native Batavi. When uttered by the Canninefates, German was like honey to the ear.

It also added harmony to the hymns Canninefate women sang to Nertha, the lone deity in their religion. Among other compositions, Annah had taught a lullaby to Kara, often used to soothe a fussing babe. She sang it now:

Sleep my darling

the world is sweet

you’re mine to love

and mine to keep

In my arms you

will always be

held so soft

and tenderly

There was a rumble from within. 

“Hmmm. The sole child of your sainted grandmother is emerging from his lair,” Annah said, sarcastically.

“Who is that exactly, Mother?” Kara asked.

“I speak of your father,” Annah said. “Brinno.”

“O, I get it. A joke. Aye, Mother.” Kara laughed.

At a nod from Annah, Kara also struck the post with the stone knocker, in the shape of a pregnant woman. Although Batavian by birth, Annah had come to the Canninefates at age seven, a royal hostage provided by her father, the Batavi  Chieftain Tradja. He handed Annah to the Canninefates as a gesture of goodwill, thereby settling a long-standing dispute over North Sea fishing rights, now split half and half.

Nervii bandits had killed Annah’s mother in a raid, and she was underfoot at her father’s court anyway, mobbed as it frequently was with warriors, sub chiefs, envoys, merchants, hangers-on, and courtesans of various stripes.

Miracle of miracles. 

Brinno’s mother Brinnah immediately delighted in the girl, showering her with affection. This convinced Tradja that he’d made a clever transaction. Not only was he free of any responsibility for the girl, he’d gained a nice foothold among the Canninefates in the bargain.

A person who was pleased to see Annah go away was her first cousin, Civilis. The spawn of Tradja’s younger brother viewed Annah’s departure as one less competitor for tribal influence. Even though a girl, Civilis sensed an enemy.

Annah’s going to the Canninefates was the best thing that could have happened to her personally. Brinnah adored her adopted daughter. In the atmosphere of Brinnah’s welcoming home, Annah bloomed like a rose, increasing daily in beauty, grace, influence, and poise.

As she grew older, Brinno’s mother instructed Annah in the mysteries of Nertha. In the days of Gannascus, Brinnah’s reputation was equal to Veleda, the legendary priestess of the Bructeri tribe.

Annah’s Batavi were closely related to the Canninefates, having once comprised a single group. Although Batavi now counted twice the number of the Canninefates, they had been bested by their cousins in wars spanning twelve generations. Currently, an uneasy alliance prevailed between them.

At first contact, from the time of Julius Caesar, Romans could not distinguish between the two. Legionary recruiters considered them equally courageous, enrolling them in their  auxiliary cohorts whenever necessary.

The Batavi might be close relatives, but were despised by the Canninefates for submitting to Rome. Canninefate nobles like Brinno’s father had broken off relations with the Empire following the murder of Gannascus, no longer regarding the Romans as friends but as enemies who intrigued and sought an unearned domination.

What Annah hated most was the threat that hung like a shroud over the Canninefates. Would the Roman presence never stop spewing its poison? Every year it grew worse and worse. It galled Annah that she could not take Kara to gather flowers along the Rhine without an armed escort.

Despite the insecurities the Canninefates faced, Annah was determined to ensure Nertha’s chosen people rejected Roman corruption of their culture. Taught to speak and read Latin by Brinnah, Annah was the most educated woman of either tribe. She was likewise skillful in math and had a wide knowledge of medicine, herbs, wild foods, and child care.

When Annah reached womanhood, it was decided Brinno would be her husband. Brinno’s formidable mother would not have agreed to any other match. In all but birth, Annah had shown herself a true Canninefate.

Brinnah was ambitious for her son, and she considered Annah therefore the perfect partner for him.

On the eve of Annah’s marriage, her husband’s mother helped dress the bride. Nearing the end of her life, Brinnah’s sole heart’s desire was for a crew of tall, tawny grandchildren capering about the family freehold.

“Have babes and babes,” Brinnah said to Annah, “and I will be happy in heaven.”

At sixteen, Annah and Brinno were wedded in a beautiful ceremony in the Sacred Grove. They pledged to be wife and husband in the eyes of Mother Nertha forever.

Regarding Brinno, he was ambitious—like many others. He yearned to be Chief of the Canninefates, as his father had been before him. Brinnah did everything in her power to help enable her son’s ambition. 

But there was a big disappointment. During twelve years of marriage, Annah had borne only one child—Karyaje.

No warrior could ascend without a male heir. Before and after Kara, Annah’s pregnancies had ended in miscarriage, usually in the third month. At this point, Annah felt fortunate to have borne even a single babe.

Best not to think about it, Annah told herself. 

Best to let it go.

“This is taking too long,” Annah said, setting her jaw in a straight line and growling in her throat. She pounded on the tavern’s door post again, now insistently.

A tall, slender blond man with a short, unshaven beard threw open the cowhide flaps covering the entrance. 

This was Brinno. “I could tell it was you,” he said.

As a babe, his hair had been brown, like his mother’s, hence his name. As he grew older, it lightened to become its current dirty blond.

He wore it in a plaited side knot, indicating he had slain an enemy in battle. At his throat was an amber necklace, with the center stone enclosing a beetle. Dressed in short woolen trousers with deep, wide pockets, a sleeveless linen shirt, and calfskin boots, Brinno appeared exactly like what he was—a charismatic young warrior sub chief.

He hung his drinking horn from one of the pegs by the door and swung Kara around in his arms, his bristles rubbing her pink cheek.

“O Daddy!” Kara squealed. “That scratches!”

“Sorry, Sweetie.”

Brinno accepted his daughter’s kisses with a chipped-toothed grin, letting her rest her head on the strips of hide adorning the shoulders of his blouse.

“And how are you, sweet child o’ mine?” Brinno asked, blue eyes alit with delight.

“I want me a dog, Daddy,” Kara said. “A puppy dog, like from a wolf. Please Daddy? Can I have one?” 

Brinno chuckled indulgently. “Sweetie, dogs don’t earn their keep. And wolves are worse. They kill livestock.”

“Mine won’t. I really want one,” Kara said. Her lower lip quivered. She bit down on it.

“I shall consider it,” Brinno allowed, reading Kara’s face. “That is what I shall do.”

She brightened. 

Now it was only a matter of time.

Brinno’s best friend Simon emerged from the tavern at this moment to stand beside him, greeting Annah and Kara. A melancholy man with a dark complexion and a weathered face, Simon was a former galley slave and a Jew. After being rescued by Brinno at sea, Simon had married a Canninefate woman named Fenwan. Like Annah, Fenwan had not been blessed with a son and was mother to a pair of remarkably beautiful daughters, Walathe and Percor.

However, the lack of a son did not trouble Simon. Other than being consumed by a desire to annihilate every Roman on Earth, Simon had only small ambitions.

“What are you doing today, Kara?” Simon asked.

“Mother says we are off to pick flowers!”

“Aye, that sounds like an excellent idea.”

Kara squealed as Brinno swung her around again
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