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    Prologue  
 
    Gandore and Filkith were watching John with great interest. John had just led the men of the Trade Alliance into a Mesoamerican nation and crushed it, then captured men from that nation, castrated them, and those who survived the castration were brought back to tribes all over the Trade Alliance. This was of supreme interest to Gandore and Filkith because every Mesoamerican nation had technology and know-how that the Trade Alliance did not.  
 
    Gandore and Filkith’s species was in the habit of trading technology with other species that had technology they did not. Each species with FTL often had very different ways of looking at the universe. A species that had dramatically different body chemistry because they evolved on a gas giant, or were a silicon-based lifeform instead of a carbon-based lifeform, viewed the universe differently. The elements may be the same, but how elements work under the pressures of a gas giant is very different than how they work under the pressure of a rocky planet. How biochemistry works in a carbon-based lifeform is different than how they work in a silicon-based lifeform. A child who grew up on a gas giant could do experiments with a chemistry set that someone from a rocky planet would have to build a massive industrial complex with the sole purpose of producing the same amount of pressure to copy. And it would likely be the only complex on the planet doing those experiments. It was just cheaper to trade science between wildly different species than to produce the same science on your own.  
 
    And so they watched with incredible interest because if humans ever became intelligent creatures, they would trade tech with humans, and this was setting a precedent. 
 
    They were disappointed to see that, except for John, every tribe that took slaves put them to work doing manual labor instead of learning from them. They treated the other humans like robots instead of extracting the knowledge they clearly held. It was only John who took the time to learn what his slaves knew.   
 
    As they watched John, he did something that actually impressed Filkith. “Did you see that? John actually did something intelligent.”  
 
    Gandore smiled and said, “Yes, it only took twenty-two years.”  
 
    “They are still thousands of years away from FTL, so we cannot expect too much from them. That being said, John took their knowledge of how to make quicklime and immediately made concrete. He combined his knowledge with the knowledge of the slaves to make something supremely practical.”  
 
    “I am pretty sure he already had most of the knowledge on how to make concrete. He just didn’t know what quicklime was.”  
 
    “Even so, this is a big step in the right direction for North America. By now, the rest of the world has had concrete for hundreds of years.”  
 
    “The bigger question is whether he will spread the knowledge around.” 
 
    “He has shared his knowledge freely so far.”  
 
    “I have no doubt he will share his knowledge, but spreading it is another matter. His nation does not appear to desire stone buildings. Compared to their log homes, stone buildings are significantly nicer, but besides John, no one who went to Mesoamerica is building with stone. If they do not desire this knowledge, it will not spread and can certainly die.”  
 
    “That could be a problem. The human world has a history of knowledge spreading simply because the party with the best technology attacks and conquers their less technologically advanced neighbors. Right now, Mesoamerica is weak compared to the Trade Alliance, so there is no chance that they will succeed in attacking the Trade Alliance and spreading their technology through conquests.” 
 
    “Or worse, the tribes with buffalo could ride down to Mesoamerica and systematically destroy Mesoamerica, thus closing off an avenue of knowledge for generations.”  
 
    “That would be a shame. Both sides have so much knowledge the other side needs. The question is whether one side will absorb the knowledge of the other or if one side will destroy the other before absorbing their knowledge. Animals can be stupid, stubborn, and too stuck in their way to learn from each other.”  
 
    And so they continued to watch in disappointment as Texas was the only village in the Trade Alliance that began to build with stone.  
 
    But to them, it wasn’t all bad. They took note of the longboat that was going up the Mississippi, and Gandore pointed out, “Look, John’s offspring making a dramatic change to the timeline.”  
 
    “What are you talking about?”  
 
    “He is bringing crops suitable for the climate upriver. In the previous timeline, the only crop that they grew so far north was maize, and it depleted the soil of nutrients over and over again. The Great Lakes, along with the Mississippi River, would be a fantastic place to build a civilization, and the United States proved it, but only if you have sustainable crops.”  
 
    Filkith checked some information on his device and then said, “Oh wow. Such a waste. Far to the south, Mesoamerica was able to thrive with maize, beans, and squash, but their species of beans couldn’t grow so far north. This meant that North American tribes couldn’t replenish the nutrients in the soil with food crops, giving only a short time limit for any developing nation. It didn’t matter how fantastic the land was; their major crop put a time limit on their civilization.”  
 
    “I believe the humans would consider that to be a minor filter for their Fermi paradox. But with John’s son, Bobby, bringing crops suitable for rotation up north, we are going to watch a new civilization rise because now soil depletion does not give them a time limit.”  
 
    Filkith said, “Look at that; not only is he bringing new crops up north, but he is meeting with some buffalo riders there. It looks like those buffalo riders have already conquered the farming tribes in the area. I wonder if they will stay in control or form different nations?”  
 
    “We are talking about animals here. The buffalo tribes may be in charge of the farming tribes for now, but in a generation or two, they will lose control either by taking all the females for themselves, leading to a slow death to the farming tribes, or the farming tribes will use their greater stability against them and cast their yoke off, or a buffalo rider will reject the difficulty of the nomadic life for the ease of living in civilization, in essence cutting himself off from the nomadic lifestyle of the buffalo tribe, to lead the farming tribe to future success. In the history of earth, the nomad Genghis Khan’s descendants did all three with the farming tribes they captured. The only difference here is that there isn’t a large enough population for these nomads to do all three with.”  
 
    “True, true, and it appears that when the North American Indians first acquired horses in the previous timeline, they wiped out many farming communities, setting their civilization back some.”  
 
    “That may not have been a waste in the last timeline with their crops constantly depleting  soil, but now that they can practice crop rotation, it would be a terrible waste in this timeline.” 
 
    They continued watching as Bobby concluded his trade with the buffalo riders, and both decided to keep an eye on the situation, although it would probably take generations, or a few hours of watching for the aliens, before it would come to a conclusion, for better or worse.  
 
    As they continued to watch, Gandore said, “Hey, look at what's going on way to the south.”  
 
    Filkith began searching for what Gandore was talking about, and when he noticed, he said, “John’s other son is attacking Mesoamerica.”  
 
    “I think this is a different Mesoamerican nation.”  
 
    “Does it really matter? All the Mesoamerican nations have similar religions, architecture, and technology.”  
 
    “There are some slight differences. The country Trevor is attacking is known as the Maya, and far from being centrally controlled, each city has its own king, which is loosely allied with the other Mayan cities. Furthermore, these Mayan cities fish on the sea, unlike several of the other Mesoamerican nations.”  
 
    “Why don’t the other Mesoamerican nations fish on the sea?”  
 
    “They are centrally controlled by cities nowhere near the coast. When the people in the coastal cities and towns have famine, they may fish off the coast, but if they tried to build a canoe that was effective at sea, the central powers would consider it a waste of resources and never let them develop. Since the Mayans are not centrally controlled, they are a bit more developed in several areas since they can develop under local pressures without outside interference, until now.”  
 
    Filkith chuckled. “Yeah, I see that. Trevor’s people are wiping out that city.”  
 
    “Yep, that small city Trevor is crushing was a major city in the last timeline, but after this, it will be nothing. I will make a note for the eulogy department; this will likely be something they will want to study.”  
 
    “Let's fast forward a few months and see what he does. Is he as stupid as John’s Trade Alliance, or does he have the sense to forge something better?”  
 
    And so Gandore sped things up on their display, and they watched as every village in Cuba used their slaves to begin building with stone. How effortlessly they implemented John’s concrete to their work, and how he even began making alcohol with plants he stole from the Mayans.  
 
    Filkith said, “Now, this is interesting. That young man is decisive. He is bringing together everything his father taught him, along with everything he can glean from Mesoamerica.”  
 
    “But the question is, will it last? These animals do not have the same tolerance to ethanol like the animals on the other side of the planet.” 
 
    “True, but the animals on the other side of the planet earned their tolerance the hard way, and in time ethanol became their only practical medicine for several thousand years. I think the obvious question is what the next generation will do once Trevor is gone. The humans that were on the island when Trevor landed did not walk there. They took canoes to that island, but yet when Trevor reached it, all the canoes had been gone for generations. Trevor is doing a fantastic job of bringing various technologies together, but animals have a habit of losing useful technology.”  
 
    “True. Only time will tell what the next generation will do with the technology Trevor has brought together, but it's obvious that if they do not lose the technology, they will spread out to the other islands in the area, making a somewhat interesting multi-island nation.”  
 
    “Oh yes, in the future, these animals will either become savages unable to understand how their ancestors built stone buildings or spread their knowledge to every island surrounding them. This is why eulogies are fun to watch. We either get to watch a species soar or crash and burn.”  
 
    “Speaking of soaring or crashing and burning, how is Mesoamerica doing after the attack?”  
 
    “Turn back time, and let's watch.”  
 
    Gandore adjusted the time stamp, and they rewatched as John and his people crushed Teotihuacan, then watched the Totonac people respond to John’s attack by sacrificing their young over several weeks. The two aliens saw the logic of killing young that consume without providing any industry to save the lives of those who do not. The aliens were well aware of species that used biologicals as robots, and this was no different. The humans were just putting down animals they couldn’t feed.  
 
    The two watched as the Mesoamericans didn’t seem to do anything interesting and missed when they sent out jaguar warriors up north to capture Trade Alliance members. They fast-forwarded the timeline faster and faster until Gandore slowed it down. 
 
    “Why did you slow it down?”  
 
    “You didn’t see it? They finally made iron.”  
 
    “Oh, good. After their trouncing, I hoped they would do something. Where did you see them make iron?”  
 
    Gandore pointed to the Emperor and someone who didn’t look Mesoamerican, “I think he is a Trade Alliance member.”  
 
    “Did Mesoamerica discover iron in the last timeline?”  
 
    “No, so this is a nice change.”  
 
    And so they watched for a while before Filkith became irritated and said, “It's clear they have no idea what they are doing. They have thousands of slaves digging up iron ore and melting it into slag, but they are having serious issues shaping it into something usable. Most of their creations are breaking quickly.” 
 
    “That’s understandable. They only know about iron from the stories they heard from the Trade Alliance people. And most of the slaves working on the iron only heard those stories secondhand. Although they are throwing a lot of manpower and wealth at iron, it's going to take them a while to learn how to consistently make their weapons. That said, they are having some successes with axes and pointy sticks, and giving those to their warriors.”  
 
    “What is it with humans and turning every discovery into pointy things?”  
 
    “They are animals.”  
 
    “I am tired of watching this waste. Why don’t you turn it to the animal on the other side of the world? The one named Paul.”  
 
    “I thought you were tired of seeing pointy things. Didn’t one of the other nations just invade his nation?”  
 
    “At least the pointy things he makes will be better made than what that Mesoamerican nation is building.”  
 
    “Sounds good to me.”  
 
    And so they watched dispassionately as the Himyarites invaded Paulsland and began killing and raping everyone in the first couple of villages. As far as the two aliens were concerned, it was normal for animals to kill their own species to find a mate, to rape females of their own species for the chance to produce progeny, to kill progeny of other males so the female has to take care of their progeny, and to rape males of their own species to show dominance. These were all animalistic behaviors, clearly showing another reason why humans were not intelligent, and the two aliens viewed it the same way humans viewed Animal Planet.  
 
    As Paulsland responded to the attack, they viewed the massive migration of people little different than a human would view an ant pile that was kicked over. They cared little for all the men putting on their armor, strapping on their swords, and heading to the front line or the women and children that were trying to get as far away from the battle as possible. It's just what animals do.  
 
    They watched from a bird's eye for months before anything interesting happened. What they considered interesting was not the formations of Himyarite soldiers heading south or the Paulsland soldiers heading east to meet them; not even the Paulsland ships heading north gave them pause. There were hundreds of places in the world where they could watch something similar. If they were interested in large battles with pointy sticks, they would pay attention to Mesopotamia because the Romans were invading again. What drew their interest was when the small Paulsland fleet that went north began using coal oil to burn down the harbors and ships of the Himyarites.  
 
    “Look at that. Paul’s little nation just made every navy in the world obsolete.”  
 
    “I bet it takes decades for most of them to figure that out. These animals are slow witted.”  
 
    “True, true, but look at that.” He pointed at the Paulsland ships after they left the harbor and began using their flaming arrows out at sea away from prying eyes. 
 
    “Looks like these animals have a slight bit of creativity. They show the world that they can destroy any wooden ship or harbor by pumping coal oil on it and throwing a torch, but they hide their artillery, which can destroy ships from a couple of hundred yards away. I wonder if any of the other animal nations will figure it out?”  
 
    Gandore looked up something and then said, “Probably not. In the previous timeline, one nation was able to make something called Greek fire, and none of the other nations were able to figure out how they made it. Eventually, the secret was lost in time. There is a good chance that none of the other nations will be able to figure out how to make coal oil, much less the significantly more advanced flaming arrow. Even if they managed to capture a flaming arrow, they probably wouldn’t know what it was. It's just too far outside their experience.” 
 
    Filkith chuckled and continued watching as more weeks passed. Then something caught their notice. Some of the Himyarites were brought to Paulsland, and those men were vivisected.  
 
    “Look at that. Paul is trying to recreate some of his medical science.”  
 
    “Not a lot he can do without electricity, x-rays, or MRI machines.”  
 
    “That’s true. At this point, the only medical measurement instruments he has are his eyes and a knife. Any in-depth examination is going to cost someone their life.” 
 
    “Small price to pay to make some of his knowledge practical. Even if he only has a vague notion about how many of those organs work, he has far more knowledge than anyone else on Earth. It sucks to be the men getting vivisected, but their loss will help out everyone else on earth, assuming the knowledge spreads.” 
 
    And so they watched as Paul and his surgeons vivisected people to learn some very basic answers about how organs worked and how well the human body healed in given scenarios. The aliens found the low-tech methods of medical research fascinating, in the same way, people from industrialized nations found someone handmaking something that was usually factory-made fascinating. Because it was so crude, there were unexpected innovations in the vivisection process that they found endlessly entertaining.  
 
    Eventually, the surgeons ran out of victims, and the vivisection show was over, and then months passed before the Himyarites made their big push on the stone fort in Paulsland. At first, the invasion was paint by numbers. They did nothing different from any other nation at the time. Then they noticed as Paulsland soldiers took coal oil and sprayed it all over the stone fortress the Himyarites were clearly trying to invade.  
 
    Filkith asked, “Are they trying to burn down their own fortress?”  
 
    “I don’t think so. They are spraying a lot of coal oil into the air. If I had to guess, I would say it looks like they are trying to make a crude fuel-air explosion.”  
 
    Filkith chuckled. “That would be fun to watch; let's see what happens.”  
 
    And so they watched as Paul’s soldiers sprayed coal oil into the air and over everything across the fortress as Himyarites pushed siege towers into position. As soon as the siege towers started disgorging troops, the Paulsland soldiers escaped out of the gate that connected it to its bridge. The last soldier very carefully closed the gate and put a piece of wood there to keep it closed.  
 
    There was no need to be in a hurry as it took a while for the Himyarites to find out where the stairs down into the fortress were, and once they did, they carefully made their way down, expecting an ambush. That said, with five siege towers, thousands of Himyarites were easily making their way into the fortress. The Himyarite plan and execution would have been exceptional if Paul was not prepared to sacrifice the fort, but the reality was every fort in Paulsland was built on a river, with forts on both sides of the river, with bridges connecting them. Which meant every fort in Paulsland was designed to be sacrificed if necessary. The purpose of the forts on both sides of the bridges was to give every fort redundancy, and in this battle, the redundant fort bridge design showed its true worth.  
 
    As the first Himyarite soldier made their way to the bridge gate, hundreds of men formed around him. They were expecting to be pushed back by Paulsland soldiers. They had no way of knowing they were already in the trap and that pushing forward would set it off. Before now, there was nobody in the world who was able to turn a fortress into a trap, but a chemist had arrived in the first century, and with coal that changed everything.  
 
    Gandore and Filkith watched in delight as a flaming arrow was lit on the fortress across from the one being flooded with Himyarites. They were looking for the spectacle, which was more fun to watch because of the crude supplies the animal was working with. When a Himyarite finally opened the bridge gate on the besieged fortress, and the flaming arrow flew, they were not disappointed when the arrow met coal oil fumes, and a blue flame flashed throughout the fortress for a moment, and then everything inside the fortress was violently thrown in every direction.  
 
    Filkith had a huge grin on his face as he yelled out, “Can you believe it? With that crude setup, he managed to produce a blue flame.”  
 
    “That’s hilarious. Maybe that animal is slightly smarter than we think.”  
 
    “No, he just got lucky.”  
 
    And so they continued watching the aftermath. As Paul’s army chased the Himyarite army north, Filkith said, “Look at the Paulsland army. They are acting as persistence hunters.”  
 
    “True. Granted, it helps that the other Paulsland army burned down everything on the Himyarite army’s path home. The further the Himyarites run, the more hungry and tired they will be when the Paulsland army catches up to them.”  
 
    “So, do you suppose there will be an epic final battle?”  
 
    “I can only hope.” 
 
    And so they watched as Paulsland spent weeks chasing the Himyarite army, only to be disappointed when Paul did something sensible and accepted the Himyarite surrender instead of losing hundreds or thousands of soldiers in a senseless battle.  
 
    With this part of the war over, they were curious as to what would happen next.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 January 93 AD Paulsland-Spy 
 
    Aulus was nervous as his ship neared Paulsland’s harbor. He spent his youth learning how to be a blacksmith and worked for a minor Roman noble with the hopes of one day becoming a Roman citizen. There were several reasons to become a Roman citizen, but Aulus's primary one was simply because he wanted to own a shop. Because he wasn’t a citizen, he had to work in someone else’s shop on their property. That didn’t necessarily mean he had a boss. For example, he had been renting his last shop from the Roman noble, but if the noble kicked him out, there was nothing he could do. But if he became a Roman citizen, he would be protected, and he could own his own piece of land in a prime spot in any city of the empire.  
 
    Two years ago, his noble, his landlord, brought him a piston-powered pump and had him take it apart to see if he could copy the design. He could copy all the metal parts easily, but there was a black elastic substance on the inside of the pump that acted as a seal that he couldn’t replicate. In Aulus’s opinion, he could improve the pump by making it with either bronze or brass, but he couldn’t replace that black elastic stuff. That isn’t to say he didn’t try. He tried leather, glues, organs, plants, and dozens of other things. Some even worked for a short time, but they were not nearly as durable as the black substance.  
 
    Once his landlord acquired some of the substance that Aulus later learned was called “rubber”, he had no problem making a bronze pump or, as his noble liked to call it, a mobile fountain. That put him in a better position with his noble, but he could be easily replaced with someone who could simply pay a higher rent. Aulus had no illusion that he was the best blacksmith in the Roman Empire. His landowner could replace him with little trouble, so Aulus wanted his own property where he could not be replaced.  
 
    Then several weeks ago, his noble came tearing into his shop with news that Paulsland used their pumps to spray fire and destroy the Himyarite navy and ports and that if Aulus could find the secret to the fire, the noble would make him a Roman. The noble logically figured if they turned the pump into a weapon, then someone who knew how to make the pump would be the perfect person to discover the secret to the new weapon.  
 
    Aulus agreed for two reasons: He saw his chance to move out from under the noble, and the noble would never have made this offer if he didn’t already have someone ready to take Aulus’s place. Aulus told the noble that as long as he paid the price for his passage, which wasn’t cheap since passengers took up a lot of room that could hold cargo, he would go. The noble agreed. If he could get the secret to Paulsland’s weapon, he would move up in the Roman noble hierarchy, and so Aulus gathered his tools and began making his way to Paulsland.  
 
    He pretended not to be annoyed when he passed another blacksmith carrying tools toward his old shop.  
 
    The trip was by no means a short one. He had to make his way to the Mediterranean, wait for a ship, and spend weeks going from port to port before reaching Egypt. From Alexandria, Egypt, he traveled overland to the Red Sea and looked for a ship heading to Paulsland. Once he was on the ship, he thought it would be smooth sailing, but the Aksum navy stopped their ship and forced them to pay a toll. From there, the trip was uneventful.  
 
    And now, after weeks of traveling, he finally saw the harbor in the distance.  
 
    There were many secrets in the world. The Himyarites had perfumes with secret recipes. The Satahava kingdom had secrets to producing spice. Far to the east, some nation had the secret to making silk. There was a world full of secrets, and Aulus was going to do his best to retrieve one from Paulsland. If he couldn’t find out how they made fire, then he would try to steal the secret to their rubber or sugar. Selling those secrets to the right noble would get him the citizenship he desired.  
 
    As the ship closed in on the dock, Aulus noticed a dark black man standing on the dock, clearly waiting for the ship to land. The sailors didn’t mind at all. They threw a rope to the man, and he tied it to the dock, and when it was done, he limped onto the ship.  
 
    The man said, “I am Rasmi. I am in charge of registering the sailors that dock here.”  
 
    One of the sailors called out, “Register? Why register?”  
 
    “Because when sailors cause trouble, we want to know which ship captain to flog alongside them. If your sailors get in a fight, break things, steal something, or proposition any Paulsland citizen for prostitution, the offending sailor and their captain will be flogged.”  
 
    The captain paled and said, “What?”  
 
    “We have found that sailors behave much better when their captain will suffer for their misbehavior. And no, we do not care if you toss your sailors off the ship once you are a day away from our harbor. Just make sure the corpse doesn’t wash onto our shores.”  
 
    “But, not all these men are my sailors. We have a passenger.” The captain pointed at Aulus, and said, “I won't take responsibility for him.”  
 
    Rasmi turned to Aulus and said, “Are you intending to move into Paulsland?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Wonderful. If you have no skills, we need men to chip stone out of the side of a mountain. The work pays well.”  
 
    Aulus shuddered. That was slave work. “I am a blacksmith by trade.”  
 
    Rasmi paused, then said, “Then I can find work for you today if you’re willing to sign a contract. Most of our men are out chasing down the Himyarite army, and we don’t know how long it will be until they come back. With all our blacksmiths gone to chase down the Himyarites, we are behind on a lot of work.”  
 
    “What is a contract?”  
 
    Rasmi sighed. “Let me finish registering the sailors on this ship, and I will explain and take you to the registration office.” 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    Seeing that Aulus wasn’t going to wander off, Rasmi took out several pages and ink, then had the sailors dip their hands in the ink before pressing it to the paper. Rasmi made it very clear that if they got in trouble, the paper would tell on them. The superstitious sailors thought he was practicing magic, so they decided to obey the man who used magic with no effort. In their experience, magicians worked hard to perform their chants, curses, and spells. Rasmi wasn’t even breathing hard when he used his magic ink and pages. They were impressed. 
 
    Once he was finished, he told Aulus, “Follow me,” as he left the ship.  
 
    Aulus grabbed his tools, began following Rasmi, and asked, “You’re not going to have me put my hand on the page?” 
 
    “No, this is just so we know which sailors go with which captains. Sailors and captains can lie about their names and ships, but the swirls and cracks on their hands will give them away. So far, every time a sailor gets in trouble, their captain claims he doesn’t know the sailor, so we pull these papers out, and match it to their hands and deal out justice.”  
 
    “Paper?”  
 
    “It’s like parchment, but instead of being made from animal skin, our paper is made from cotton. I have heard rumors that some men are looking for cheaper, easier alternatives, but with the war, they haven’t produced anything yet. When we offer you a contract, it will be on paper.” 
 
    Aulus thought that sounded familiar and, after a moment, asked, “Do you mean a contractus?” 
 
    Rasmi thought for a second, then said, “Yes.”  
 
    “I’m not a citizen. What good will a contract do?” 
 
    “What are you talking about? We write out a contract so that both sides are protected. So that if there is fault on either side, we can go to the chief, principal of the school, or head of the province and have him determine if there has been a breach and what the price for the breach of contract should be.” 
 
    “But I am not a citizen of Paulsland. I have no right to go before your courts.”  
 
    “Ah, I see your confusion. Paulsland is not like Rome. Everyone who enters into a contract has a right to go before a chief and have the chief oversee a dispute in the contract. If the chief refuses to look at the dispute or ignores an obvious breach of contract, then you can appeal their decision to the local school principal, the head of the province, or directly to the King. If the King finds that the chief was negligent, or worse, corrupt in his duty, the King will do anything from removing him from office for a slight offense to having him executed over several months.”  
 
    Aulus stopped and asked, “What? Why would the king do that for me?”  
 
    “He isn’t doing that for you. King Paul says a King's duty is to stop corruption. If a chief is corrupt against you, he is almost certainly corrupt against others, and King Paul fears corrupt government officials more than anything else. It's not a surprise after his brother-in-law betrayed him.” 
 
    Aulus interpreted Rasmi’s words to mean that King Paul didn’t fight corruption because he cared about his citizens but because King Paul demanded obedience out of his servants. Once Aulus felt he understood the situation, he quickly caught back up to Rasmi and asked, “So where are you going to have me live and work?”  
 
    “I don’t know. You will have to ask Sizani about that.  We need blacksmiths so we will probably give you a house with enough room for a workshop. But if you want, I bet Sizani is desperate enough to give you a house to yourself, with a shop somewhere else.”  
 
    “I have heard that your navy is doing well in the war against the Himyarites. Will I be working on the navy ships, and will the house be near the naval harbor?”  
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe. I think the navy has dedicated blacksmiths, but there is so much work everyone is behind on, you will probably help them out some. But you will be mostly working for Five Village Island. There are a ton of projects we are a year behind on because our healthy men are gone. If I didn’t have this limp, I would be with them.” 
 
    Aulus was relieved to hear he would likely be working on the navy ships with the Paulsland fire on them. It meant that the noble was right to send a blacksmith to be his spy.  
 
    “That sounds good to me.”  
 
    About that time, they reached the end of the dock, and Rasmi opened a door for Aulus, but it was the strangest door Aulus had ever seen. It was made up of dozens of wooden squares with elaborate pieces of thin cloth making up most of the center of the squares. He had to ask, “What is this?”  
 
    In a bored voice, like he had answered this question a thousand times, Rasmi answered, “This is a screen door. The screens let light and wind through while keeping out bugs. Bugs in this part of the world spread diseases like the Roman fever, which we call malaria, so having screens on the windows and doors is a must, and it's advisable to have a mosquito net on your bed at night.”  
 
    Aulus stared at Rasmi for a long moment while he processed everything the man said. He had a dozen questions go through his mind, but the first to reach his tongue was, “What's a mosquito net?”  
 
    “A mosquito net is like a blanket, but made like this screen, except it's much harder to make. The screens are very easy to make by comparison; you simply make a small window frame six to twelve inches in length and pull strings tightly next to each other in it. It doesn’t even have to be as tight as strings on a weaving beam. A mosquito net, on the other hand, is usually around twenty square feet, or two hundred and forty square inches. Since it only has other pieces of string to anchor each string to, it is far more difficult to make, although it's normal for unmarried Paulsland girls to spend years making one in preparation for their marriage bed. Generally, the more ornate the mosquito net, the longer the girl has been single. I am sure you can buy one somewhere, but it will be very expensive; but what is your health worth?”  
 
    “My health is only worth as much as I can afford, so I guess it depends on how much I can make on the contract.”  
 
    Rasmi looked inside the building and said, “Well then, good news, Sizani is in. Ask her about it.” 
 
    “Her? But women are not allowed to be officials.”  
 
    Rasmi’s face grew a mischievous smile as a female inside the building said in perfect angry Greek, “What did you say?”  
 
    “He said he didn’t think women are smart enough to be officials. He’s a Roman, and you know those guys think women are incomplete men.” Rasmi was stirring the pot. He was clearly amused by Aulus’s discomfort and Sizani’s anger. Albeit he wasn’t wrong; Romans did view women as incomplete men.  
 
    Aulus heard Sizani stomp over, and when she came into view, he saw a short, angry, young, black woman. She pointed to Aulus, then moved her arm so fast, and with so much anger, he heard her hand move as she pointed inside the office before saying, “Come here.”  
 
    Rasmi smiled as he said, “You better listen to her; she is in charge of contracts.” Then he turned to Sizani and said, “He’s a blacksmith. You know how badly we need one, so you need to give him a good contract.”  
 
    She shot Rasmi an angry look and said, “Shut up.” Rasmi laughed. She turned back to Aulus and said, “Roman, you need to understand something before we do business here. In Paulsland, women have authority over anything to do with health. We are trained the entire time we are in school to keep everyone in our community from getting sick. We are the experts, and we are in charge. Our King gave us this authority. Do you understand?”  
 
    Aulus wasn’t happy being talked down to by a short woman, who was at least ten years younger than him, but it's not like it was the first time it had happened to him. In Rome, every citizen, including women, had more rights than him, even if they were seen as lesser by the Roman men. That said, he knew better than to stay on the bad side of an official; she could have the Paulsland version of lictors sent after him.   
 
    “I am sorry if I offended you. Things are different in Rome, so I was surprised by your status.”  
 
    “You’re not in Rome anymore. Do you know what else that means? That means no prostitutes. If you want to have sex you have to marry a girl and take care of your children, but you will be checked out thoroughly before any Paulsland girl will marry you. The first handful of Paulsland girls that married foreigners found out the hard way that you foreigners pick up diseases in brothels. Fortunately, penicillin can cure most of the brothel diseases, but either way, if you go pursuing any Paulsland girl, you will be thoroughly checked out before they agree to marry you. So, if you have a fire between your legs, go to one of the stores and pick up some penicillin.”  
 
    Aulus turned red. He spent a lot of time and money in brothels, but that wasn’t why he turned red. He turned red because he was embarrassed by what he’d picked up in the brothels, so he decided to change the subject. “Can you show me a contract?”  
 
    Sizani gave him a long glare before turning around, going to her desk, looking through some papers, and finally finding the contract; she took it out and said, “I assume you need a place to live and a place to work?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We will provide you a piece of property for your home and workshop, and since you’re Roman, we will pay you thirty denari a month.”  
 
    Aulus coughed and said, “What?”  
 
    “Since we are providing property, we are not going to pay you any more than a denari a day. It’s a very good deal, especially since we will provide the materials you need to work on your craft.”  
 
    “I agree. That’s fantastic pay. I wasn’t expecting so much.” 
 
    “Good. Now I need you to understand this. Your property comes with a garden filled with herbs and flowers. Those herbs and flowers repel bugs. You will be required to keep the garden healthy. If the garden dies, then you will be flogged.”  
 
    “What? Why?”  
 
    “Because we have dangerous bugs in this part of the world. Screens and mosquito nets are great, but it's helpful to have gardens that repel the bugs. The garden protects everyone in the village.”  
 
    “That’s not what I mean. I will be living in a house owned by the village. Why do I have to take care of the village's garden?”  
 
    Sizani frowned deeply. Earlier her anger was a little comical, but now she looked offended as she said, “Our days of tribalism are long gone. This contract does not stipulate that you are renting the house and workshop. This contract is for a year. If you complete this contract, you will own your house and shop.”  
 
    Aulus was confused, “That can't be right. I couldn’t own property in Rome, and I was born there. How could you let me, a foreigner, own property in Paulsland?”  
 
    “Because we are not tribes anymore. I remember the days of the tribes. I remember what it was like when the chief owned everything because he was the strongest. We all went hungry. Then King Paul showed up and forced the chiefs to allow everyone to own property and keep their goods, and soon after, we prospered, because except for a small tax we kept what we earned, and we were protected. If Rome likes the idea of tribalism, where a few strong people own everything, then Rome is stupid and greedy. But in Paulsland every adult has the right to own property, and it's very easy to do so. Either buy a piece of land from someone who already owns it. For instance, once you agree to this contract, you are agreeing to buy land, a house, and a workshop from Five Village Island with a year’s worth of work. Or, the other way to own land is by finding a piece of land nobody is using, going to the local Registrar’s office, paying a fee to register the land, and placing stone markers at your property line. It's that easy. Everyone can own property in Paulsland.”  
 
    “So you're saying that if I wanted to, I could register a hundred square miles of land, and it would be mine for a small fee? That’s stupid.”  
 
    “That is stupid, and from what I hear, that’s what your nobles do. They own far more land than they could possibly use, in effect keeping anyone else from using it. In Paulsland, you are only allowed to register the land you can use and develop. If you register more land than you can develop in a year, then you have to file an extension, or you lose any of the land you did not develop. If you haven’t developed the land in two years, then too bad, no more extensions. The unused land is now open for anyone else who wants to work the land.”  
 
    Aulus blinked a few times before saying, “That’s amazing. If word got out, then everyone would move to Paulsland.”  
 
    Rasmi chuckled and said, “How can they? Paulsland is far from their borders, and it's not cheap to travel by ship. Those who can afford the trip are generally doing well enough that they don’t desire to come here. Those who want to come here for better opportunities can't afford the trip. That being said, the expense of coming here usually means we get the best of whoever leaves their nation.”  
 
    Aulus immediately began rethinking spying on Paulsland. He always wanted his own shop, and these folks paid well. Spying just became his backup plan. He could always learn about Paulsland fire later if things went south.  
 
    “The contract sounds great. Where do I sign?” 
 
    Sizani turned to Rasmi and said, “Can you get the principal to look over the contract.”  
 
    “Yeah, no problem.”  
 
    “Why does this principal have to look over the contract?”  
 
    “Whenever a contract is made in Paulsland, someone in the registration office has to make sure the contract is fair for both sides. Usually, that’s me. But since you are agreeing to a contract with the village the principal of the school has to look over the contract. Principals of schools are directly given their job from King Paul, and their job is mostly making sure children are taught and taken care of, but a part of their duty is making sure villages obey the law, like making sure we give fair contracts, among other things.”  
 
    “That sounds fair.”  
 
    “It is very fair. Now while we wait for him, I will need to get your fingerprints and handprints. Everyone in Paulsland must be registered.  Contracts, land, and fingerprint registration are all a part of my job. I am a very, very busy girl.”  
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 January 93 AD Himyarite Colonies-Now What 
 
    North of Paulsland, on land that was still considered to be the Himyarite Colonies, Paul entered the commander's tent. Inside were his commanders; his stepson Badru; sons Alexander and George; General Titus; and Bahari, the highest level navy commander on hand since Paul’s stepson Dashiell was still harassing Himyarite shipping.  
 
    Every man looked to their King, waiting for his direction. Paul thought they were a little too on edge, so he decided to calm things down.“Say what you will about Himyarite soldiers; they are tough. Not one of them ran even though it took days to cut the top half off one of each soldier's feet. The Himyarites were actually grateful they got to keep their heel.”  
 
    General Titus, a Roman who had seen many harsh things when he was a centurion, chuckled and said, “It's because your spirits captured many fleeing Himyarites during their retreat and desecrated the bodies. It's one thing to lose half a foot, it's another to have your guts pulled out, and skin stripped off while you still breathe. They were far more terrified of the spirits than the loss of half a foot.”  
 
    All the commanders smiled at their victory and loosened up slightly, letting Paul get to the meat of the meeting. “Now we have nearly fifteen thousand hungry and wounded Himyarite soldiers to dispose of. I want to turn over every one of these soldiers to the tender mercies of the ladies of Paulsland to test their medical craft. We had a lot of injuries on the last day of fighting near the castra, many men have shattered bones, and if there is any hope of those men gaining the use of their arms and legs back, they will need to have their bones screwed back together, but I do not know if it's safe to use iron, copper, brass, or tin screws in men. I really want to use the Himyarites as experiments to see what kills them and what’s safe to do on our men, but we really need a fortress at the mouth of Border River, and since the fortress across the river from Five Island Village was destroyed, I am instead going to have every healthy Himyarite soldier work with our soldiers to take the fortress apart and move its stone up north to be put back together. We just can’t afford another invasion right now, and hopefully, within a few months, we can have a new fortress protecting our northern border.”  
 
    Titus asked, “So you’re not going to claim this land for Paulsland?”  
 
    “That’s complicated.” Paul turned to his son and asked, “Alexander, how hard do you think it will be to bring the tribes in the Himyarite colony into Paulsland?” 
 
    “We burned all their food supplies and crops, so they should be hungry enough to join if we offer food, and we killed every witch doctor we found so the tribes not starving to death might join us if we tell them of your great magical abilities.”  
 
    Paul frowned. “Don’t do that. There are too many people in Paulsland that think our communication towers are witchcraft already. It's not fun for anyone to take the kids up the communication towers, teach them how it actually works, only for them to go home, tell their parents that they were wrong, that the communication towers are not witchcraft, only for them to come back to school the next day and tell the teacher about the beating they got for arguing with their parents.” 
 
    “But Dad, it makes the process so much easier, especially when the village is looking for a new spiritual protector with their witch doctors dead. Everything the witch doctors did was a mystery, and everything you do is a mystery. It's going to be hard enough to integrate these villages into Paulsland because of all the destruction between Five Village Island and the end of the colony. Between the Himyarites and my soldiers, we have a thousand maybe even two thousand miles of wasteland. Rebuilding everything will be so much easier if they think you’re a witch king.” 
 
    Paul considered his son's words: the vast amount of geography that he needed to deny to the Himyarites before they rebuilt their navy, and the reality that being considered a witch king was much better than being considered a god-king. “Fine. You can tell them I have super magical powers, but you are to make it very clear that I am not a god.”  
 
    Alexander barely held back rolling his eyes, and said, “Yes, Father.” 
 
    “Do you still have the governor of the colonies?”  
 
    “Yes, I still have Yazil. Do you want my men to cut off his foot as well?”  
 
    “No. He didn’t come into Paulsland killing, raping, and enslaving our people like the soldiers and their officers. I would prefer that he bear witness to what we do to their soldiers.” 
 
    “I promised him that I would try to find his family.”  
 
    “Do that. If you find them, bring them back. I will take care of the Himyarite governor.” 
 
    “Yes, Father.”  
 
    “George, I want you to keep the nomads happy while the fortress is taken down and rebuilt at Border River. Even with tens of thousands of men doing the job, it's going to take months.”  
 
    “You want me to keep them happy?”  
 
    “After the explosion… ” Paul saw looks of confusion on his people’s faces, and thought for a second, “the great noise and fire, I don’t think they will argue with me. I don’t think they will be happy to stay so far away from their families and herds. Until we get this job done and have a fort at border River, keep them content. Remind them that building forts and roads is how Paulsland practices war.”  
 
    “I can already tell you what they are going to say. They are going to say that the forts and roads in this part of the nation are made with stone, but the forts and roads in their part of the country are made with bricks.”  
 
    “Then tell them that’s why I am having them work on the fortresses. I will want their opinion comparing stone and brick fortresses once the new fortress is finished.”  
 
    George frowned and said, “Okay, Dad.” He wasn’t happy because he knew the nomads would not be happy. Staying after the war appeared to be concluded was going to make them annoyed. Not angry, not after all the things they saw King Paul do, but certainly annoyed, and George would get to hear all about it.  
 
    Then Paul turned to Bahari and said, “I will need every ship available to move stone and supplies from Five Village Island to the mouth of Border River, but I will also need you to dedicate five ships to resupplying Alexander as he integrates new tribes into Paulsland.”  
 
    “No problem.”  
 
    Titus said, “What are we going to do after we finish building the fortress? With tens of thousands of men and the supplies we have, it shouldn’t take more than a few months, especially if you make the Himyarites work night and day.”  
 
    “Once they finish building our new fort, we are going to take all of our prisoners of war to the quarries and put them to work. While we are doing that, we are going to slowly turn them over to the women to perform experiments on. They should give us enough stone to rebuild the destroyed fortress at Five Village Island within a year, but we can rebuild that fortress more slowly. 
 
    “While they are doing that, I will need Badru to build a canal from the Zambezi River to South River. If our maps are correct, the two rivers are connected by a couple of other rivers during the peak of the rainy season, although we are going to have to drain several marshes to get the job done.  
 
    “George will continue building his brick fortresses on the Savannah. When Alexander gets done integrating the tribes to the north, he will go back to the Great Lake and continue the aqueduct projects. 
 
    “Titus, once the men return home and to their lives, I will need you to take the regular army and capture every tribe between the Great Lake River and the sea. We put off capturing those villages because we didn’t have a fort to protect our northern shores, but once we have one at the mouth of Border River, I want all the tribes around it able to support it.”  
 
    Titus winced, looked around, and asked, “May I speak with you privately?”  
 
    Paul could tell that Titus was about to say something less than flattering, but Paul was not exactly happy with how the people viewed him. He was certainly not happy that Alexander planned to tell the people he was a witch-king. Paul actually welcomed legit criticism and hoped it reached his people to undo some of the wrong beliefs about their king, so he said, “No, if you have something critical to say, then these men need to hear it. They are loyal and won't use it against me.”  
 
    Titus hesitated before nodding and finding his words, “King Paul, your army is too young. During the battle at the castra, your young soldiers were constantly pushed back. More men than necessary died because of it, and we could have been routed and lost the war due to their size and youth. In Rome, most soldiers do not become part of the military until they are eighteen. Until then, they are usually too small and weak to keep up with our training.” 
 
    Paul considered the criticism legit, but he needed to understand Titus’s perspective a little better and asked, “So, are they considered adults at eighteen in Rome?”  
 
    “They are considered adults when their patriarch tells them they are adults. Usually, they have a ceremony between the ages of fourteen and seventeen. During the ceremony, they are given the Toga Virilis to wear to show they are an adult. But even then, they have to grow up some before they are big enough to join the Roman legions. It’s not a maturity issue, it is a size and strength issue.”  
 
    Paul nodded. He grew up in a time where adolescence, the time between childhood and adulthood, was a major part of life, but in the first century, there was no such thing as adolescence. Only a rich, industrialized country could afford adolescence. In the first century, except for the wealthiest families, children spent their childhood helping their parents in their jobs until they were old enough to leave home, either to be apprenticed to a craftsman or to continue doing whatever their parents taught them. It was not uncommon the world over for young people to get married before their fifteenth birthday, and why would they put it off? Most people died in their thirties, and the sooner you were away from home, the sooner you were not reliant on your parents, who could leave you a destitute orphan. The sooner you got married and had kids, the sooner you had little helpers. Besides, it was fun making them.  
 
    This meant that, in Titus’s mind, the problem wasn’t maturity or brain development like it would have been in Paul’s time. The problem was that at twelve, even if his young people were big and trained, they were not big enough, and puberty hadn’t made their muscles strong enough for what they needed them to do. No culture in the first century cared about maturity; they simply cared about ability. If a two-year-old could do the job of a soldier, they would send the two-year-old out without a second thought. Rome had no issues allowing a fourteen-year-old boy to get married and start raising a family, but they had a problem with a fourteen-year-old joining a legion because he still had growing to do. Paul logically understood their mindset, but emotionally he was still back in the twenty-first century. Despite that, Paul saw an opportunity he had been looking for, for some time.  
 
    “I think you’re right, and we have an opportunity to fix the issue. We did not get run man camp last year, so we have a lot of thirteen-year-olds waiting to go this year. With all the work ahead of us, we will not allow our boys, who should have retired last year, to retire until later this year. I think this is the perfect time to make man camp for thirteen-year-olds and keep them until they are fifteen, and while they are at it, move the marriage age up to fifteen for everyone. It will allow all our girls to have an extra year of education in medicine, which will be great with all the new knowledge we are about to learn from our prisoners. So Titus, do you think that will address our problems?” 
 
    Titus was a bit stunned that King Paul agreed so quickly. Usually, Paul did not care for his ideas and took time to come around to them. Titus blinked a couple of times and said, “It will help, but it won't fix everything. I’m surprised you agreed so quickly. How long have you wanted to change things?”  
 
    “Since the first man camp. I think twelve is too young to go to war, but I never had the opportunity to change things until now. It is fortunate every able-bodied man in the nation saw how the twelve-year-olds were struggling, so they won't resist this change, despite their traditions. I am probably going to get a lot more complaints about the marriage age moving from fourteen to fifteen, but it will lead to a lower maternal mortality rate, so I can live with the grumblings.”  
 
    Badru said, “If they grumble, I will remind them how long I waited for my marriage.”  
 
    Paul smirked and said, “Oh yeah, that’s right, you and your brothers all waited past fourteen to marry because you had political marriages. Now I wish I made my daughters wait, but the reality at the time was there was no cultural reason that I could use as an excuse to postpone their marriage. Now there is. If the men have to wait until they finish their two years in the military before they can marry, then women will not be able to marry before fifteen as well. I think that will be a good compromise.”  
 
    Paul smiled as he thought about how great it would be to move the marriage up to sixteen, or seventeen, then remembered where he was and asked, “Any other questions?”  
 
    Bahari asked, “When do you think the Central Roman Trading Company can get back to delivering goods to Rome?”  
 
    Paul paused, considered it, then said, “When we have a fortress built on the mouth of Border River. Once that happens, we will hold a ceremony for the men who fought during the war. Speaking of the men, I am sure they want to see their families. Send word through the communications towers that in a week or two, the men will be back at the Castra of Five Village Island, and if their families want to see them, they will be given limited liberty to see them. They will still have to watch the prisoners as we deconstruct the destroyed fortress and move supplies north to build a new one. But they should be able to see their families.”  
 
    All the men in the room smiled; they were all married and looked forward to seeing their wives and kids now that the war was over in Paulsland.  
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 February 93 AD Texas- Preparing to Leave 
 
     
 
    Onawa came to John with a large frown on her face. John winced before she spoke because he knew what it was about. “John, another village sent me a message asking when we would leave. They said you promised that I would leave our village and wonderful home and teach them how to make the cloth armor.”  
 
    “Tell them we will leave after we plant our crops.”  
 
    “I did, and they accused me, not you, of dragging my feet.” 
 
    John smiled and tried to make a joke. “Well, look at the bright side; you are wanted everywhere.”  
 
    Onawa did not think it was funny. “Bright side? Every day your buffalo express riders come knocking on my door, nagging me like a two-year-old that needs a nap.”  
 
    “Tell them you are teaching the Village of Refuge how to make cloth armor until the crops are planted.”  
 
    “I have, and they tell me to hurry up. I don’t know how they would react if they found out that the ladies in the Village of Refuge have been helping us make cloth armor for the last six months.”  
 
    John couldn’t help but chuckle and said, “They would send more buffalo riders to nag you.”  
 
    Onawa shot John a dirty look, and the dirty look got worse when she saw the twinkle in her husband's eye and the smirk on his face.  
 
    John could see his wife getting angry, so he changed the subject, “So when we leave, do you think Ajei will come with us?”  
 
    Onawa’s face softened. “I don’t know. She is still grieving Quincy, and if it wasn’t for her ducks, I don’t know if she would ever leave Quincy’s room.” A moment later, her face contorted, and she hissed, “Don’t change the subject.”  
 
    “How about this? When we leave, we head north, and after we go through the northmost village on our river, which would be Tomato Vine Village, we head east to the Red River and teach them. It will make it much harder for the buffalo express to find you. There are a lot less buffalo that way.”  
 
    Onawa’s anger waivered while she considered this, which relieved John. His wife didn’t get angry often, and she usually didn’t stay angry for long, but when she was mad at him, she had ways of making his life miserable. After about ten seconds, she said, “That could work. Do you think we could go from the Red River to the Great River and visit Bobby?”  
 
    “Maybe, but we don’t know where Bobby will be. We could check his wife’s village.”  
 
    Without any hesitation, Onawa said, “Never mind.”  
 
    Now John was a little disappointed. “I would like to meet my grandson.”  
 
    “Wait till your grandson is a little older, that way, he can remember you and that woman will have more kids and won't be so irritating.”  
 
    John noticed Onawa was getting irritated again, so he didn’t argue with her. He thought it was interesting that Trevor’s wife didn’t like Onawa, while Onawa didn’t like Bobby’s wife. If only Quincy had lived since Ajei and Onawa were great friends.  
 
    John suggested, “Why don’t you come with me to the Village of Refuge? The entrepreneurs are helping their mothers build a stone tower in case their village gets raided or if Totonac sends an army our way.”  
 
    Onawa frowned and said, “The Totonac are so far away; how would they even get here?” 
 
    “One step at a time. If they wanted to send an army of tens of thousands, they have the men for it. We have buffalo riders, and they don’t; we have iron, and they don’t, so I think we would win, but they have so many more people than the Trade Alliance it would take a while to whittle down their army.”  
 
    “It would take time? But the buffalo riders could just trample them.”  
 
    John shook his head. “No. If they march close to one another in ranks and lines, the buffalo would be stopped just by sheer weight of numbers. All the Texas Rangers and most of the Buffalo riders shoot bows from the back of their buffalo, but the Totonac warriors wear cloth armor that’s pretty effective at stopping arrows. We would take them down over time, it's not like the cloth armor covers every inch of their body, and spears would still work against them, but it would take time to whittle them down.”  
 
    “If cloth armor is so effective, how did you defeat them so easily in their city?”  
 
    “They were spread out and surprised. I don’t think they normally fight in ranks either, and the Totonac warriors did not have armor that covered their legs or heads. There were more misses than I like, but the circumstances we faced in the Totonac land would not be conditions we would face if they attacked us.”  
 
    Onawa nodded and then asked, “I can see that as a concern, but the entrepreneurs have already built stone towers in Texas and started on a wall. Why should I see what they are doing in the Village of Refuge?”  
 
    “The Village of Refuge is full of women, and males over the age of twelve are not allowed inside their walls. The entrepreneurs are all sons of women inside the village, so they have been working hard trying to figure out a way for their mothers to build a stone tower and wall without their help. Right outside the gate into the Village of Refuge, they are building a prototype tower that their mothers and sisters can build without them. They have built cranes that are powered by bison, harnesses for bison that are more effective for pulling stone, easier ways to mix concrete, more complex internal structures that are made with lighter materials so their mothers can do the job without them.”  
 
    Onawa was confused, and she asked, “What?”  
 
    “The stone tower at the Village of Refuge is different than our own. Do you want to go see it?”  
 
    Onawa considered her husband's answer, then took her husband's hands, interlaced her fingers with his, and said, “Sure, if nothing else, walking with you will be pleasant and make it harder for the buffalo express to find and annoy me.”  
 
    So, the couple made their way over to the Village of Refuge, flirting with each other the entire way. John occasionally had a thought cross his mind about how lucky he was that his wife didn’t hold a grudge. Sure she got angry with him, but she was that rare breed of woman that forgot about her anger soon after.  
 
    When they reached the village, Onawa couldn’t help but be a little overwhelmed by everything going on around the tower. There were several tall poles in the ground with pulleys at their top, on one end was a bison, and on the other large baskets being pulled up full of supplies. Bison were all over the grounds with various harnesses doing jobs, being led by the entrepreneurs and the women in the village with purpose. She saw a wooden frame with stone walls being built around it. It was chaos to her eyes, but organized chaos.  
 
    As they approached the construction, Onawa was looking at all the work with a touch of awe, since it was clear the entrepreneurs were putting a lot more thought and work into building the stone tower for their mothers than for Texas. John had been a part of this for a few weeks now, so there was no awe in him, instead, he wanted his wife to talk to a specific entrepreneur.  
 
    When John saw who he was looking for, he called out, “Udanani, come over here!”  
 
    A young boy who Onawa thought couldn’t be more than thirteen looked up and smiled when he saw John. He hurried over to the pair and asked, “Chief John, what can I do for you today?”  
 
    “You don’t have to call me chief John just John alone will do. Look at all the work you’re doing, helping out your mom and all the women in the Village of Refuge. You’re a man in work and deed, and over the next couple of years, your body will become as big and strong as your character already is.”  
 
    Udanani blushed under the praise, then said, “Chief John, you watched out for my mom when nobody else would. I will always respect you and your position too much to call you by your first name without the title that shows you the honor you deserve.”  
 
    John sighed. “I understand. Anyway, I brought my wife here to show her all the work you are doing and so that she could see how different it is compared to what we were doing in our village last year.”  
 
    Udanani looked over to Onawa and said, “That’s great. Do you have any questions?”  
 
    “Yeah, just one. John said that you and the other entrepreneurs worked hard to figure out how to set up a system where women can build the stone towers and walls without the help of men, and with the bison and pulleys. I can see how they are putting the stone together, but where are they getting the stone? Have you figured out a system where they gather their own stone and make their own concrete?”  
 
    “Yes. That was actually most of our work over the last month. We made a large tool with a curved saw that cuts into stone that makes up the ground. The tool has a mechanism that makes the saw move left and right, and it has a very heavy weight pushing it into the ground. We mounted it onto a wagon, then took the wheels off and put sleds on instead so it would be more stable and still able to be dragged where it needed to go. At first, the entrepreneurs took turns manually moving the mechanism, but then we made a very long lever that stuck out several feet beyond the wagon and hitched a bison to it, so now a bison does all the cutting once we get the tool… er, equipment in place.” Udanani blushed and explained, “Chief John told us such a large and complicated tool should be called equipment. 
 
    “One piece of equipment wasn’t enough to make our process practical. We had to make two other pieces of equipment. The second piece of equipment breaks up the rock we cut with the first piece of equipment. It's more or less a few hundred-pound hammer that is attached to a wagon with a lever design similar to the first. As the lever rotates the mechanism, the hammer gets picked up and then dropped on the rock over and over again, making it easy to break up a layer of rock. Then we move the crushed rock, in effect making a hole in the rock with relatively little effort. We have to cut the rock before using the hammer because if we use it before cutting the rock, then it leaves cracks everywhere, making the rock useless for blocks. Once the cut stone is broken, we dig it out and turn it into concrete, then bring out the third piece of equipment.  
 
    “The third piece of equipment cuts stone sideways. It looks almost exactly like the first piece of equipment, except instead of weights pushing a curved saw down, we put weights on levers to push the saw sideways, and the mechanism makes it cut left to right, back and forth, into the stone.  
 
    “Between the third piece of equipment cutting sideways, and the first piece of equipment cutting down, we can cut stone blocks almost effortlessly. We even brought a grandmother out here to see if a frail old woman could oversee the process, and she could. With these new machines, there will be no excuse for any village not to build with stone.”  
 
    Onawa nodded, then asked, “Once the stone is cut, how do you get it out of the ground? Those stones look far too heavy for a man to lift, much less a woman.”  
 
    “We screw one of Chief John’s bolts into it and then use a pulley on a harness to lift it up slightly, then we have the bison drag it to wherever we need it. If the stone needs to go high on the wall, we use a pulley on a pole to lift it to where it needs to be. It's still hard work, but since the bison are doing the heavy lifting from start to finish, it's light enough work that even a grandmother can do the work. That isn’t an exaggeration; we tested it.”  
 
    “That’s very clever.”  
 
    Udanani smiled and said, “Thank you. But we can't take all the credit. Chief John challenged us to find a way so that our moms could build a stone wall while we were gone.”  
 
    John cut in, “Don’t cut yourself short. All of these ideas were yours and the other entrepreneurs. I simply challenged you with a specific problem, and you found a practical solution. That’s what entrepreneurs do; they look for problems and find solutions. I suspect that the reason why the chiefs were not too keen on building with stone is because of all the work that goes into it, but with your solution, I bet they will be more open to it.” As John said the words, a thought crossed his mind. He looked around, saw who he was looking for, and yelled out, “SLAVE, come over here.”  
 
    One of the Totonac slaves looked up and saw John looking at him, so he rushed over. John made a habit of dehumanizing the captives by never finding out their names. In the same way that it's unwise to name cattle you are going to slaughter, it's unwise to name captives that you enslave; particularly when those captives have human sacrifice as part of their belief system.  
 
    When the slave reached him, John asked, “Slave, what do you think of the entrepreneur's stone-cutting equipment?”  
 
    The slave was silent for a moment, gave John a look that said he did not want to get in trouble, and finally said, “I think it's inefficient.”  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “It takes time to set up and time to move so the next piece of equipment can do its job. It's also much slower in shaping blacks than how we did it back home. In the Totonac empire, we would look for cracks in the stone, then we would put wedges of wood in the crack and hit the wedge with mallets until the crack spread, breaking off a large piece of rock. Then we would continue this process on the stone until it was the size we wanted, then we would shape it with obsidian tools. Obsidian is not as good as your iron, but when you have hundreds or thousands of men working on gathering stone, it becomes far more efficient than what you are doing with your machines. Compared to the number of workers my nation put in a quarry, your machines are nothing.”  
 
    “It's not my machine; it’s the machine my entrepreneurs made. I had nothing to do with their design. It clearly shows the people of this land can create things without my help. Getting back to the point, since this machine is slow in cutting if the entrepreneurs made, say, twenty of them and put a bison on each of them, how many machines do you think one man could watch over.”  
 
    The slave had never considered that, so he gave it some thought before answering, “Probably eight, maybe more.”  
 
    John paused for a moment, then remembered the slave came from a base eight system. If he came from a base ten system, he would have probably said ten. Then John got back to his first thought, “Let's say our entrepreneurs make eighty of these machines, and we have eighty bison to power them; in your mind, it would take just ten men to run those machines. With so many machines, what is more efficient, the machines or hundreds of men?”  
 
    This type of thinking was utterly alien to the slave. Instead of hundreds of men watched over by a few overseers, he now had to think in terms of dozens of machines overseen by a few men. It’s true the stone cutting machines were a bit slower than a man and much slower than a group of men, but there was a lot of time while the machine was cutting into the stone where a man had nothing to do but wait. If the man was tending several machines while one was doing its work, it changed things. If you compared the machine to a man with an obsidian pick, or a man with a wedge and mallet, one machine was technically slower. But if you considered a man with a dozen of these machines, instead of just one, compared to a man with one obsidian pick, or a man with one mallet hitting wedges, then the new tools were flatly more efficient and made a man an overseer of unthinking tools, instead of thinking men. It was an alien thought.  
 
    After careful consideration, he said, “It still takes time to screw in the bolt to move the block, so with a man running several of these, it would be about the same.”  
 
    Udanani piped in, “Oh, that isn’t a problem. Screwing the bolt into the stone is by far the hardest part of the process, so we are building a new model to screw in a bolt while the machine is cutting the stone. It will save time and energy.”  
 
    The slave’s mouth dropped open. “That means that if you have enough of these machines and bison, a handful of men can do the work of hundreds of men. This way is far more efficient."  
 
    John nodded and said, "Yep, it's how I am going to get the villages to relent and build with stone. Don’t have to convince the entire village, or the chief, just have to convince a couple of villagers willing to invest in this equipment. And I want to make it clear, it wasn’t my idea; it was the entrepreneurs’. They found a problem and found a way to fix it, hopefully, their spirit will spread.”  
 
     
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 February 93 AD Mesoamerica-Gaia’s Blood 
 
    The Emperor of the Totonac Empire was thrilled when he found out that Kestejoo had discovered a source of iron. The Emperor immediately made him a noble, rewarded him with several virgin wives, who were the daughters of nobles, a mansion on the sacred lake, and the wealth equal to any noble in his empire. As for the other captives, they were allowed to get back with their women. The Emperor wanted their secrets, and they knew things about this new substance that nobody in his nation could imagine. Happy men spilled secrets dead men did not, and rewarding Kestejoo so graciously would hopefully make those men so jealous they would fight each other to spill their secrets first.  
 
    Now that the Emperor knew what to look for, he diverted every slave in the nation to digging for the red stone and processing it into iron. Those slaves would work on making iron ingots until planting season came. While the slaves were processing the iron ore, Kestejoo and the other captives were training artisans to create new iron weapons for the greatest warriors in the nation. Slaves were not the right class for the artistry that weapons required, but just like they prepared paint for painters, they would prepare iron for the artisans of iron.  
 
    With the infrastructure taking shape, the Emperor asked the priest to look at the process. To the Emperor, the iron ore was a blessing from the gods because the Totonac nation as a whole sacrificed their young. Now the Emperor needed to know how the gods wanted to continue being honored as the gods provided this new resource. The priest responded by telling the Emperor to come back with captured warriors from their battles with other nations.  
 
    The Emperor responded by giving his greatest warriors axes and bowie knives made at first by Kestejoo and the other captives and then made by the various artisans that they were training. Some of the lesser artisans were required to go into battle with the warriors to see the effectiveness of the new weapons. The axes worked great, but the bowie knives had trouble piercing cloth armor, so they began making picks instead and saw immediate improvements. With their new weapons, the warriors devastated the Maya, Tarascan, Mixtec, and Zapotec armies giving the priest more captives than they asked for, which meant they could ask more gods for more blessings.  
 
    As seasons began to change, the priest went into overdrive, preparing their response for the Emperor and the Totonac people. Once the season of battle was coming to a close, and the people began preparing for the spring planting season, the priest called for everyone in the nation, except for the slaves, to come to the foundation of the Pyramid of the Moon. The place that stopped being built after the Trade Alliance, with their buffalo, attacked the great city of Teotihuacan.  
 
    And so the people began to come. The priest of every god came first, followed by the artisans of iron, then every craft as they had displays to set up and prepare. As the artisans worked under the guidance of the priest, warriors came with their captives in tow. The captives were silent as they spiritually prepared for their death at the hands of the priest. As days passed, the free men of the empire all came bringing their families and supplies, all hoping the sacrifice to come would bring fruitful fields and full bellies. The nobles only showed up on the final day before the priest gave their explanation of the iron. And finally, on the day of the explanation, with tens of thousands of people surrounding the foundation of the pyramid of the moon, the Emperor came.  
 
    As the Emperor approached the foundation, the people moved out of his way in waves, and the priests lined up in their fine clothes. They were dressed to impress, and the coming show was meant to awe the people.  
 
    As the Emperor came closer to the foundations of the unfinished pyramid, he took note of everything the artisans set up. Everywhere he looked, he saw images and sculptures of Tlaltecuhtli, the god of the earth. The Emperor could see where this was going. As he reached the foundation where the priests stood with several artists, the Emperor noticed that there were iron smithing tools and a fire in the forge. He couldn’t help but wonder why the priests decided their response needed a forge, but he assumed it would be poignant. As for all the foreign warriors, the Emperor did not notice them. They were simply fodder for sacrifice; nobody but small children would pay them any attention.  
 
    When the Emperor was fifteen feet away from the priests, he yelled out, “Now that the gods have given us the great gift of iron, how do they want to be honored?”  
 
    The Emperor's voice bounced off the stone that surrounded the religious pavilions. When John invaded the city, he could tell the stone walls were not set up with defense in mind, but he would never have guessed that they were designed so that when priests, nobles, or the Emperor himself spoke, it would help carry their voices to the unworthy masses.  
 
    As the people heard their Emperor's question, their hearts shook. Would the gods demand their blood or the blood of their children? They would offer it if they were told to, as it was better to give your blood freely than to lose the blessings of the gods, but a great fear fell on the people.  
 
    The high priest of the Tlaltecuhtli stepped out and spoke, “After much praying, sacrificing, and examining the signs, it has been determined that the iron is the blood of Tlaltecuhtli, the goddess of the earth. Since we are receiving Tlaltecuhtli’s blood to empower our warriors, warrior blood should be returned to Tlaltecuhtli.” As the people heard that warriors' blood would be used, they sighed in relief. They had already paid in enough blood when they sacrificed their children after the Trade Alliance attacked. The priest explained that a blessing would come from the sacrifice of so much blood, and it appeared this iron, this blood of the god of the earth, was the blessing.  
 
    The priest turned to where the Jaguar warriors stood guarding their prisoners, then waved them to come forth. The Jaguar warriors came two at a time with a prisoner in between them and brought the captive near the forge. Close by the forge was a stone trough carved with the image of Tlaltecuhtli throughout.  
 
    Tlaltecuhtli was an ugly goddess. Like the earth, she had many mouths, a hunchback like the mountains, and tears ran below her eyes like the rivers ran from lakes. Despite her grotesque look, she was powerful. Every night she consumed the sun, and every morning she spit it out. Despite the dangers of her power, humanity depended on her to live, so humanity had to placate her need for blood.  
 
    When the sacrificial warrior reached the stone trough, he willingly knelt before it, exposing his neck. Every nation in Mesoamerica sacrificed captured enemy warriors. It was considered more honorable to die as a sacrifice than in battle, and so this captured warrior willingly offered his blood to the gods. After all, the gods needed their blood to fight the war against darkness, and this warrior would now get to battle with the sun as it traveled into the east in its war against darkness.  
 
    As the warrior calmed his nerves for the last time, the high priest of Tlaltecuhtli lifted an iron axe with a wicked curved blade and beheaded the man. As the head came off, the two warriors carefully angled the body so most of its blood would go into the trough. When the corpse stopped bleeding, they left the head where it fell and dragged the body off. From there, the priest waved for another pair of Jaguar warriors to lead their prisoners to the trough.  
 
    The people patiently watched. The children in the crowd watched with fascination as warrior after warrior was beheaded, and the blood was drained from their bodies. Fathers explained to their sons that if they became warriors, it was honorable to die like those foreign warriors because they were giving their blood to the gods in their battle against the darkness.  
 
    Minutes passed, and the trough became full. When the warriors saw the trough overflowing with blood, they moved their prisoners back, who would now have to wait a day or two to be sacrificed to other gods.  
 
    Everyone else waited for the blood to stop flowing, then the priest spoke. “Now that we have a blood sacrifice, it is time to forge the blood of Tlaltecuhtli.”  
 
    With those words, a Totonac artesian stepped out with a pair of tongs and went to the forge. With his tongs, he reached into the forge and pulled out a white-hot piece of iron shaped into an ax head that was finished, except for the quench. The ax head was covered in clay, exposing only its blade. The blacksmith carefully lowered the white-hot blade into the trough of blood. As it touched the blood, the blood began to hiss and boil. A terrible smell arose, but nobody batted an eyelash. This was what Tlaltecuhtli wanted, according to her high priest.  
 
    The artesian held the blade in the blood until the boiling stopped and then pulled it out and began cleaning the blood and clay off the piece of iron.  
 
    “As we pulled the blood of Tlaltecuhtli out of the earth, so must we pull the weapon out of clay,” the priest explained to the crowd. 
 
    As the priest spoke, the artesian pulled out a stone and began sharpening the blade as the Trade Alliance captives showed him. The people of Totonac watched in awe. They had never seen anything like the iron head. It was entertainment and a religious experience all in one.  
 
    Once the head was clean, the priest brought out a handle for the head and said, “This is from a holy tree that survived the destruction of the temple of the winged serpent when the giant deer people, the Trade Alliance, rampaged through our city. With this tree, we combine the power of Tlaltecuhtli and Quetzalcoatl to smite our enemies.”  
 
    The priest handed the handle to the artesian, who began very carefully fitting it with his obsidian tools. If he made a mistake here, he would have to give his blood as an offering for the offense, so he dared not use the new iron tools he was still unfamiliar with. Slowly he shaped the top of the handle for the ax head, and when it was complete, he turned to the priest and nodded. The priest turned and went to the trough, reached into the blood, and pulled out a wooden wedge that was soaking in the blood because once it swelled, it would keep the head on the ax good and tight, but it needed to swell from blood, not water for their religion's sake.  
 
    When the priest handed the artesian the bloody wedge, he never flinched. He simply hammered it into the gap at the top of the ax handle. Then he very ceremoniously cut the extra bit of wood off the top of the handle. Once finished, he handed it back to the priest.  
 
    The priest brought the ax to the Emperor and said, “This ax's name is Teotl; take it and smite our enemies. The god of the earth and sky has blessed you. Go forth and conquer with the new power the gods have given you. The power of the earth god’s blood.”  
 
     
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 5 February 93 AD Rome- New Province  
 
    Marcus and Julius entered the Palace of Domitian on Palatine hill in the center of Rome itself. They were followed by a dozen slaves; each carrying chests overlaid in gold. The Praetorian guards were so surprised by such a display of wealth they forgot to ask for a bribe. Marcus and Julius had been in politics long enough to bribe the Praetorians anyway, lest they hold a grudge.  
 
    As they entered the palace, they were too nervous to pay attention to the architecture, the marble, or the art. Their future and the future of their houses depended on today's meeting. If they succeeded, they would be one step from senatorial classes, and the Roman Empire would change forever.  
 
    As they were led through the palace, they were stopped by Consul Nerva, who asked, “Who are you?”  
 
    The men did not need to ask who Consul Nerva was; he was a famous figure in Roman politics who had been active and powerful since the days of Emperor Nero. He could uplift them or destroy them at a whim, so Markus carefully answered, “I am Marcus, and this is Julius. We are here to report the success of our mission to dominus et deus Dominica.”  
 
    Nerva frowned at the title translated, lord and god Dominica, since he already thought the emperor’s head was getting too big for his shoulders, but Nerva did not correct the men. He needed to stay close to the emperor to keep the peace between the emperor and the rest of the senate, who were growing more and more upset with the power the emperor had taken from them.  
 
    Instead, Nerva asked, “Marcus, governor of Egypt?”  
 
    Marcus winced for a moment before smiling and saying, “Thank you for comparing me to a great man, but no. I am not that Marcus, although the Emperor sent me to Africa, and I am successfully returning from the trip. I think the Emperor will be very pleased.” 
 
    “Returned from Africa? What was your business there?”  
 
    “Dominus et deus Dominica sent us to Africa to find the source of gold and spices that the Garamantes that live in the Sahara have been trading with our empire. We found the source, and it's far richer in gold than we could have ever imagined, and it's close enough to Oceana that we could have ships filled with gold delivered to our great emperor every week.” 
 
    Nerva gave a quick glance to the Praetorian guards, saw the greed in their eyes, and knew that it would not be long before this news spread across the city, so he said, “That is wonderful news. I will let the emperor know you are here.”  
 
    Nerva turned and opened up an ornate door carved with images of the gods, Dominica, his father and brother, studied with jewels, and overlaid with gold. Then Nerva said, “Your afternoon appointment is here, and they have some good news.”  
 
    Marcus and Julius could not see the smile on Emperor Dominica’s face, but they could hear it in his voice. “Wonderful, tell them to come in.”  
 
    As they stepped in, Marcus noticed the Emperor wearing glasses. This encouraged him greatly since he was the man who brought the lens crafter and his wife to the Emperor. The Emperor took one look at the men and asked, “Who are you?”  
 
    Marcus was a bit disappointed the Emperor had forgotten him, so he said, “Dominus et deus, I am the humble servant who brought Mume, the lens crafter, and his wife to Rome for your benefit.”  
 
    The Emperor frowned for a moment as he tried to remember, but once he did, the smile did not return to his face. “Now I recognize you. You’re the annoying kiss-up that I sent away, only for you to find that man and woman who cause me no end of trouble. I thought it was wonderful when they fixed my eyesight, but since then, they have fixed the eyesight of anyone who could pay. Restored eyesight should be a privilege reserved for me, the Emperor, alone. I would have already punished those two, but the senate supports them since they have fixed the eyesight of many senators, and the wife of Mume has a way to cure many of the venereal diseases the senators have had since they first visited the brothels before they were men.  
 
    “Worse yet, the Christians flock to those two, and the senate goes out of their way to protect the people under their influence. The Christians deny that my brother and father are gods, and it's your fault that they are protected.”  
 
    Marcus began thinking very quickly. He had moments to convince the Emperor not to have him executed. Sure, the Emperor would face some repercussions if he had Marcus executed, as Marcus was the bastard of a senator, but the Emperor was clearly upset enough with the results of Marcus’s last mission the Emperor would find the consequences of Marcus's execution worthwhile.  
 
    Before Marcus could speak, Julius said, “I can solve your Christian problem.”  
 
    The Emperor raised his eyebrow and said, “Go on.”  
 
    “It's well known that the Christians are atheists denying the existence of our gods, and even worse, the godhood of your brother and father, the previous Emperors. But the Christian sect is also known to be hard workers and obedient to the law.” Julius waved for the slaves to come into the Emperor’s office, and as they did so, Julius walked over to one, opened up the chest filled with small gold bars, took out a handful, and slowly brought it over to the Emperor’s desk. The Praetorian guards were so transfixed on the gold they did not move to protect their Emperor, but the Emperor didn’t notice. Instead he was curious as to how this man would solve his Christian problem.  
 
    “South of the Sahara desert, we discovered the greatest gold mines we have ever heard of, and the tribes living there are sickly and weak. Much weaker than the Picts in the north of Britannia or the Germanic tribes. The Roman fever and other sicknesses have kept them small, weak, and pathetic. With just two legions, we could take all their land for hundreds of miles. But with the tribes being so small and weak, they will not make good workers for our mines. I suggest we arrest the criminal Christians and make them slaves. If they will not worship the Flavians who have already stepped onto Olympus, then they will serve dominus et deus Dominica. They will be forced to help build your temples across the Roman Empire through the gold they dig up in the newest Roman province. The province of Flavian.”  
 
    Emperor Dominica leaned back in his seat and considered the words of Julius while Marcus became extremely grateful for his friend, who thought more quickly than he.  
 
    “The idea of making the Christians build my temples pleases me. They have been a thorn in my side since my father ruled Rome. Where do you propose I put province Flavian’s borders?” 
 
    “Its northernmost border would be the Sahara desert where the Garamantes have control. Its eastern border would be Oceana. As for its southern and western borders, only time will tell. With its eastern border being Oceana, it would be simple to send ships full of criminal Christians through the pillars of Hercules and south along the African coast until they reach the province named in your dynasty’s honor, only for the ships that drop off the infuriating Christians to be filled with gold and sent back to the great city of Rome. Imagine it, trading Christians for gold.”  
 
    Emperor Dominica began to chuckle as the thought improved his mood. “Great idea. You have made Christians go from being a worthless commodity to a commodity worth gold. And best of all, they will not be able to stir up any more trouble inside the Empire. I will give you two legions, and once we round up a thousand Christians you can go to Flavian and begin sending me gold.”  
 
    The Emperor turned to his guards. “Prepare a room for our guests and send out word through the communication towers. Criminal Christians are to be sent to Rome, and from here, they will be enslaved to work for the imperial cult.”  
 
    And so, the communication towers Emperor Dominica ordered built sent their messages across the empire. It would be years before the system was completed, but even so it only took weeks for the Emperor’s orders to reach every corner of the Roman Empire instead of months.  
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 Chapter 6 March 93 AD Africa-Return 
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    Paul was very unhappy. A trip that would have only taken a couple of weeks in the dry season took him nearly two months. He was aware that there were many rivers in Africa that were seasonal rivers and were only full during the rainy season, but he had no idea how many there were north of Border River.  
 
    Paul, and his army were able to make progress back toward Paulsland, albeit slowly, since the trimarans were able to ferry the army at the mouth of each river, but it took a lot of time, and it wasn’t exactly the safest option since they had thousands of prisoners. Granted, as the days passed, prisoners died from infection, abuse, and starvation. The Paulsland soldiers were fed long before their prisoners were, and Paul went out of his way to make sure the prisoners did not eat enough to have the strength to fight their captors. Any prisoner that was caught stealing food was harshly dealt with, and so by the time they finally returned to Five Village Island, they only had nine thousand prisoners left. To keep control of the prisoners, they had to keep them weak, but that led to the prisoners dying like flies.  
 
    Although the army moved slowly, it still found a way to be industrious. Paul sent units in his army to the various tribes between Border River and Rhapta and gave them the opportunity to join Paulsland, promising to feed and protect them if they joined. Alexander had destroyed their villages and food supplies as he fought the Himyarites, so they easily accepted the food rather than risk the wrath of the army. It was not a fair offer, but it was effective.  
 
    Paul required all the tribes to begin making roads toward the sea so that he could deliver food more easily. Paul promised to feed them until the end of the next harvest, and come planting season he would provide them seeds. But they had to build those roads to the sea so the trimarans could deliver the food and seed they desperately needed. North of Rhapta, Alexander was doing the same thing.  
 
    Although Paul was making the best use of his time as they slowly moved the army past one river to the next, he felt great relief when they finally passed Border River. From there, it was just a few days to Five Village Island.  
 
    …………………… 
 
    There were shrieks and yells of delight when the army was finally in sight of Five Village Island. The families of many of the soldiers came to the island when they heard of Paul’s victory and the imminent return of the army. They had been waiting for weeks, and as soon as the families saw the army in the distance, wives and children began running toward the army. They were looking for husbands and fathers. It was chaos, but Paul’s soldiers had been away from their families for around a year. Wives longed to see their husbands, children longed to see their fathers, and fathers longed to see their families. As the women and children ran to the army, there wasn’t a man who didn’t hope to see their family.  
 
    The Himyarite prisoners became very nervous. They knew that this could turn very ugly very fast if one of them had a bad interaction with any of the family members coming their way. It's not like they could do much, considering how malnourished they were and that they didn’t have any weapons or armor while being surrounded by soldiers who did. Every Himyarite soldier did their best to be invisible and look non-threatening as children dashed past them looking for fathers. They wanted to be good slaves and perhaps go home one day.  
 
    The officers of the army acted admirably and rationally. They knew there was no way to stop the women and children from seeking their men, and they knew the men would lose all discipline when they saw their family, so one by one, as a man’s family found them, the officer loudly gave the man one day’s leave. But when an officer's family found them, the officer dared not go with them. They knew King Paul expected more discipline among his officers than the militia and other soldiers.  
 
    There were many young men who were found by their fiancées. If the Himyarites had not started this war, they would have been married nine months ago, and many of them would have had their first child by now. As their fiancées pulled them away, they chose not to put off their marriage any longer. To a man, they felt they had waited nine months too long anyway.  
 
    Not every man was met by his love or his child. As the families came and found their men and pulled them away from the army, it became apparent which soldiers were left behind and alone. Some of the soldiers had families who could not be there for various reasons; others never had a family, and the nomads as a group did not have any family come because their families were back in the savannah taking care of their cattle. Each one of these men longed for the care and attention the other men received and were a bit jealous and bitter.  
 
    Not every wife and child that came found joy. There were many who searched for their men and when they couldn’t find them looked for their husband or father’s officers who gave the sad news that the man they were looking for had died. As this horrible news was given, many of the wives of the officers cut the reunion with their husbands short because they felt the need to comfort those women and their families.  
 
    Paul had not expected the families to come out like they did, and he had to wait for things to settle down before he could take charge. Once the men were gone, families of the dead had been comforted, and men and prisoners were left waiting for his orders, Paul called for his officers.  
 
    When they came, Paul told them, “Good job. I wasn’t expecting families to storm our army and take all their men away. Good job letting the men go. It would have been far more chaotic without you. I hate to ask this question, but how many of you have families waiting for you on the island?”  
 
    Paul watched as eighty percent of his officers, including his stepson Badru, raised their hands. Internally he mourned as the faces of the leftover men fell. His son George was one of the men who didn’t raise their hands. George’s wives were back in the savannah watching over his herds. Politically he had to raise herds to be part of the nomads, to build closer ties. With him away at war, that responsibility fell to George’s wives, and Paul could see the regret in his son's face because it meant he would be alone for a while longer.   
 
    After a moment's consideration, Paul said, “All of you who have families waiting for you, go ahead and go. I will need you to return to the castra an hour after the sun rises in the morning. Also, spread the word that your men should be there within two hours after the sun is up.”  
 
    The officers quickly left, never glancing at those who didn’t have any family waiting for them at Five Village Island. Paul spoke to the remaining officers as soon as the others were gone, “I am sorry that I can not give you leave to go. I need you to watch over the prisoners tonight, but tomorrow I will give you a day's leave. For now, have the Himyarite prisoners begin deconstructing the destroyed stone fortress. Find lanterns and make them work all night.” 
 
    Several of the officers looked surprised, and one asked, “Why do you want them to work all night?”  
 
    “Several reasons. First of all, if they are busy working, they will be too busy to try to escape or rebel. Secondly, I doubt many of my men will sleep tonight; either they will be catching up with their wives or have trouble sleeping because their wives are not here to catch up with them. If my men are not going to sleep tonight, then our prisoners are not.” Then Paul turned to George and said, “I will leave you in charge.”  
 
    George looked confused and asked, “Where are you going?”  
 
    “Your mother and my other wives, alongside all my other children, are waiting for me inside the fortress on the north side of Five Village Island. They are the ones who organized things so as many families as possible could meet our soldiers. I apologize that they couldn’t set things up to allow for every family to come. I think they wanted some sort of ceremony for all the men to greet their family in the fortress, but the army came here six weeks later than expected, so things turned out a bit more chaotically than they imagined. It's fine, although I am sure your mother is a bit embarrassed by it.”  
 
    Despite his melancholy mood, George had to chuckle. He knew his mother loved to take charge of everything, and so she would be somewhat upset that whatever plan she had for the army to see their families got out of control. After a brief chuckle, George said, “Thank you Dad, I will organize the leftover men, put the prisoners to work, and await your return.”  
 
    Paul smiled, waved, and left to find his family. He felt nervous because he had six wives to go to, but he could only spend time with one of them at a time. He hoped they already arranged things; otherwise, there would be hurt feelings. He had not seen his wives in over a year. As King, he could have had his wives come down and spend time with him in his fortress, but most of his men didn’t have that option, so Paul refused to be comforted when his soldiers were not. That being said, if his wives did not arrange things ahead of time he would get drama instead of comfort tonight.   
 
    As Paul made his way across the fields and over the bridge into the fortress, it was the first time in years he hadn’t been gawked at as he moved in public. Aside from the poor soldiers whose families did not come, everyone else was focused on their own families. They were so focused on their families that they forgot all about their King. Except for his guards going ahead of him, he felt almost normal. It was the first time in years he felt this way. It was a nice feeling, especially since it preceded him seeing his family for the first time in over a year.  
 
    When the guard opened the final door to where his family was waiting, Paul felt joy. He saw his kids dressed up, clean, and healthy. He watched as their faces went from boredom to lighting up with Joy. Dad was home! His wives were decked out in their best clothes, holding their infants and toddlers. When they saw Paul, he couldn’t help but notice as they gave each other sideways glances. Before his wives could say anything his kids yelled out, “DAD!” and stampeded toward their father.  
 
    As Paul hugged his children and called them by their names, they asked him a million questions, and he answered them as best as he could while telling them, “I love you and missed you.” over and over again.  
 
    Every now and then, he would look up and see his wives standing back, letting Paul have time with their kids. But he also noticed that some of the younger children didn’t remember him, and they hugged their mother's legs in fear. Vanda, and Genifa were holding six and nine-month-old infants. Paul’s two children he hadn’t met yet. He teared up.  
 
    When Elizabeth saw her father's tears, she asked, “Dad, why are you crying?”  
 
    “I missed you so much, and I am glad you’re safe. I am sad I missed so much time with you guys.”  
 
    “We missed you too, Dad.” And so his children began talking to their dad, who was overwhelmed with the attention.  
 
    And so, as the older children began to calm down, Paul’s wives came forward and at first began reintroducing Paul’s two and three-year-old children to their father. Vanda and Genifa proudly showed Paul his youngest two children, and Paul spent hours getting to know his family and catching up with them.  
 
    Night came, and Paul’s children were reluctantly put to bed, and the awkwardness began. All of Paul’s wives longed to spend time with their husband, so they let him know he was going to spend time with each of them that night and told him in what order and how long he would spend with each. A younger Paul would have thought spending the night with six women was the height of sensuality, but the truth was because he was shared between each woman he could not give himself totally to any of them, nor could they give themselves totally to their husband. The situation required that they hold back something of themselves, reducing their intimacy. Paul felt this most keenly when he spent that evening with Chazia. He was married to her exclusively for years before he married his other wives, and he longed to go back to the days it was just him and her, but that was gone forever now.  
 
      
 
    The next day, three hours after the sun was up, Paul met with his army and put them to work alongside the prisoners deconstructing the destroyed fortress so they could move it stone by stone to Border River. Every man was tired, but they understood why the work needed to be done. They needed a fortress up north to keep enemies far away from their families.  
 
    Once the work was started, Paul had one final job for the day. One he had hoped for, for nearly a year. General Bayin, General of the Himyarite forces that raped, killed, and castrated Paul’s people, was brought to a surgical theatre by several soldiers as a reward for their meritorious service, and the general was tied to an operating table. The special surgical lamps were lit, and the general, soldiers, and surgeons waited for King Paul.  
 
    Paul requested one more observer. The leader of the Himyarite colonies Governor Yazil. Yazil was led to the surgical theatre by two soldiers, and he wondered why he was there, but he didn’t ask any questions. With General Bayin tied down, he imagined the general was about to be tortured, but he couldn’t understand why they would do such a thing in such a clean and well-lit room. He felt that if you were going to torture someone, you should do it in a dirty hole, not a room as clean as the throne room in a king’s palace.  
 
    Eventually, King Paul came in wearing clothes made out of silk, dyed in rare dyes, with jewelry adorning his body. He was dressed to impress, awe, and to do the business of a King.  
 
    And so, King Paul began speaking to General Bayin, “Because of your war, I missed the birth of my two youngest children, and several of my toddlers do not recognize me.” 
 
    General Bayin defiantly answered, “Is that why you are here? To pay me back because you missed time with your family.”  
 
    “No. I took my position as king; it was not handed to me. It was my choice to take this responsibility, and missing time with my family is a consequence of my decision. That is not why you are here.” Paul turned to Governor Yazil and said, “I want you to pay close attention. One of these days you will be returned home, and I want you to give an account as to why we did what we did.”  
 
    Then Paul turned back to Bayin and said, “You are here today because your men raped, enslaved, and killed my people. If you simply limited your brutality to our soldiers, men who could fight back, then I would not make an example out of you or your men. But you hurt the helpless, and I will show you the same mercy you showed my people. Unfortunately, since I want to make an example out of you, I cannot kill you.” 
 
    Paul’s face changed to one of bitterness and hate. “If I did not need you to send a message, I would take a rope and tie it to your scrotum before using a ratcheted winch to tear it from your body. Then I would take the organs it pulled out of you to strangle you with your own manhood. But I need you to send a message, so you will live. 
 
    “Your soldiers, and perhaps you yourself, killed every child under the age of seven and raped every child that you did not kill. Many of the girls your men raped gave birth, and those girls are determined to raise their children because those children are innocent and carry their blood. They have already rejected the blood that comes from your men. Many of the married women your soldiers raped could not keep their children because their husband would not raise an enemy's child, so those infants will be raised in the orphanages of Paulsland.” 
 
    General Bayin and Yazil both looked confused. They did not understand why Paul didn’t kill the infants of their enemies. They would. But Paul continued, “Some of the children your men raped have tried molesting other kids. Doing to others what was done to them. Do you know what we have to do to help those children? For months we have had to put them in a very strict, controlled environment, not allowing them any free time, and we have to lock them in a room at night so they couldn’t hurt other children. After months and months of a strictly controlled environment, they began moving past what your men did to them. I cannot explain to you how much it hurts me that those little children are not allowed to go out and play and be creative for months at a time because of what your men did to them. And that they still have nightmares most nights about how your soldiers fell on them and hurt them. 
 
    “And those sadly, are the fortunate ones. We have dozens of little boys you made into eunuchs. I am not going to lie to you. For the crime of rape, every man in your army is going to become a eunuch. I wish I could escalate things much further because you destroyed the lives of my boys. Those boys will never have a family, never get married, never even go through puberty because of what you did, and sadly I cannot think of an appropriate punishment for the crime you committed.” 
 
    General Bayin began to speak, “But that’s how every army treats those it captures…” 
 
    But King Paul was already ignoring him. Instead, he turned to the surgeons and said, “Castrate him. He will be the first eunuch in the Himyarite army.” Then Paul sighed. “I do not want him dying of shock so give him the concentrated opium first. But treat him like the slavers treated our people. He will never again wear clothes while he is in Paulsland. When we are done with him and his army, we will send them all back to Himyarite, castrated and naked. The world will see what we did to these evil men.” 
 
    One of the surgeons had a wicked smile on her face as she said, “Yes, sir. Once we castrate him, what do you want us to do?” 
 
    “Vivisect his hands.” Paul sighed in regret. “Give him some concentrated opium for that as well. As little as you can get away with, then cut open his hands and see how they work. Keep good notes and illustrations, but I expect by the time you are finished, he will never be able to use his hands again. Try to keep his nerves intact, though. I want him to feel the pain in his hands for the rest of his life. I want his hands to be painful scars he can never use again. And when you are done, I want you to carve a message into his forehead, so everyone who sees him knows his loss.” 
 
    Paul carefully pulled out a sheet of paper with a word written in Himyarite. “If he was from the nation I was born in, I would have you write pedophile into his forehead, but the land of Himyarite doesn’t care about such things. They have brothels that sell children to these evil men. So instead, I will have you write ‘loser’. They need to know that even though Bayin was a general, he lost. He is a loser. He was given an army, but he didn’t know what to do with it. I think it is unfortunate that this is the greatest shame I can give him, but it's all the shame I can put on him.”  
 
    Then Paul turned to Yazil and asked, “Do you understand why we are doing this to him?”  
 
    “Yes. You are doing this to him because his soldiers raped your people.”  
 
    “Correct. I would not be this vindictive if they had simply killed or enslaved my people. Although, from what I gather, enslaving my people would have resulted in their rape regardless, but it’s the rape of my people, specifically the rape of the children, which has me so angry. I expect war to come to Paulsland again, and I want to make it very clear to every nation what will happen to their men if they come here and rape my people. We will do our very, very best to carefully and methodically destroy them. So, write this down. Do not, whatever you do, rape the children of Paulsland.”  
 
    When it was clear that Paul was finished speaking, the surgeons stripped the general naked and began their surgeries, while others made detailed illustrations of it. Most of the people in the room had helped the children recover from what General Bayin’s army did to them, so they enjoyed watching him suffer. Every scream was music to their ears. Every time he begged it tickled their fancy. What else would they feel after they had helped eight-year-olds through all the trauma that was caused by this man’s army raping small children? His pain was their joy.  
 
     
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 April 93 AD Red River- A Different Situation  
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    A day ago, John and his caravan reached the Red River. Afterward, they began heading upriver, looking for any village. John was not quite sure where they were, as there was not enough trade or population between Tomato Vine Village and the villages on the Red River for a dedicated or clear trail. If you need to go from Tomato Vine Village to the Red River just head east and slightly north, and sooner or later, you will run into it. The first village you find along the way will tell you exactly where you are.  
 
    As they traveled upriver, John couldn’t help but sulk a bit. His entrepreneurs had done a fantastic job of making machines to cut stone out of the ground with little effort on the part of workers, but none of the villages they approached were interested. From Texas to Tomato Vine Village, they showed off the equipment to every single village along the river. All the men agreed that it made making stone easy, but despite that it was still easier to build with lumber, so they rejected the machines.  
 
    To some extent, John should have expected this. Over the last twenty years, he had introduced so much to the people that they were having trouble absorbing any more information. The new crops were an improvement to their old crops. The iron helped them make much better versions of everything they already built. The bison were so superior to dogs in carrying capacity it transformed their world. On a societal scale, John and the Trade Alliance made the rivers safe enough for merchants to trade with village after village, and that’s probably his problem. The people who were risk takers had already uprooted themselves from their villages to become merchants, and so now there wasn't anyone left to take a risk with the newest and greatest technology.  
 
    As John had that last thought, he shook his head. That wasn’t exactly right. Several of his entrepreneurs decided to stay at Tomato Vine Village when nobody from Texas to Tomato Vine Village would buy their machines. They figured that they could probably make a lot of money selling stone to merchants in the years to come and that Tomato Vine Village was the best place to do it since it was at the source of the river. If nothing else, they knew Texas would be a constant customer, especially with some of John’s plans. Once the other chiefs saw what John was doing, they would have to come to them for stone, and they would make a killing.  
 
    Despite John’s headaches, his wife was having a great time. In every village they went to, the ladies came out in droves and hung on every word Onawa said as she explained how to make cloth armor. While the women were out learning how to make armor, the men went ahead and roasted fresh kills over fires. The men figured that if their wives were learning how to make life-saving armor for them, the least they could do was cook for the day.  
 
    The way the women were absorbing his wife’s sewing techniques was another reason why John thought he may have introduced too much technology too soon. Nearly every technology John introduced gave more work to the men. Building boats, canals, and waterwheels were all difficult jobs requiring lots of muscle. Making cloth armor was a dexterous project that needed a woman's touch and ability. Women who were glad to spend a year or two making armor with their nimble hands for their husbands and sons.  
 
    As John considered his next project, he saw smoke in the distance. Although he was a bit sullen, he smiled as he told the caravan, “Looks like we will be sleeping in a village tonight.” Although he was in a foul mood, he didn’t want to show it. His wife was having a wonderful time on this trip, and he did not want to ruin it for her.  
 
    When they came into sight of the fields, several young people yelled something John didn’t catch, but it was clearly a yell of excitement. A few seconds after they yelled back and forth, little boys and young men stopped planting in the fields and came running to the caravan, followed by the older generation who were walking.  
 
    A youth, who John thought was around fourteen reached them first, huffing and puffing with the huge grin of victory on his face. He asked, “Are you, Chief John?”  
 
    John couldn’t help but give a genuine smile and forget about his earlier difficulties. “Yes, I am Chief John.”  
 
    “That’s wonderful. I heard that you were bringing your wife, and she was going to show my mother how to make magical clothes that stop arrows.”  
 
    “It's not magical. It's just a clever way to weave cotton.”  
 
    “If it stops arrows, that’s plenty magical to me.”  
 
    John laughed. “Okay, maybe you have a point.”  
 
    The youth pointed to Walker and asked, “Who’s that?”  
 
    John turned, saw Walker on his buffalo, and said, “That’s my son Walker.”  
 
    “He looks like a ranger, but he’s younger than me.”  
 
    “He’s not a ranger yet, but he is training hard to become one. If he continues on his path in a few years, he will get the job. If you’re interested in becoming a ranger, you should talk to him.”  
 
    The young man contemplated asking for advice from someone younger than him. There was clear turmoil written on his face, but in the end, he swallowed his pride and said, “Okay, I will.”  
 
    As the youth walked over to Walker, other youths made it to the caravan, and they began looking at everything. Once they came to the stone cutting equipment, they began shouting questions, and the young entrepreneurs, who were around their age, began answering them.  
 
    Their excitement was palatable, contagious, and surprising. This was the first village on their trip where everyone was excited to see them. John was surprised as he watched the young people who were excited about everything. They were not just excited about him, Chief John, who had started the Trade Alliance, or his wife, who was bringing the gift of how to make magic cloth armor, or even the stone cutting equipment, but something as mundane as the wagons. Something seemed off to John.  
 
    As they came closer to the village, John wasn’t surprised to see the women come to his wife and welcome her, and ask lots of questions. Every chief in the Trade Alliance demanded her presence after all. It was just a bit odd that everyone else was showing so much interest in the caravan.  
 
    Then the Chief of the village reached John and said, “Thank you for coming to our village. Everyone has been looking forward to your wife spreading the knowledge of how to make cloth that stops arrows.”  
 
    “You're welcome. Onawa has thoroughly enjoyed going from village to village and sharing her knowledge. However, I have a question for you. This is the first village we have gone to where everyone is so excited to see us. Why?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t understand. Texas is the busiest and most visited village in the Trade Alliance. We rarely get any visitors here, so everyone is excited to see you. I am sure whatever you’re selling, someone will want to buy.”  
 
    “What do you mean you rarely get any visitors here? Don’t you have any merchants coming up the Red River to trade with you?”  
 
    “No. Most of the time, it's too shallow. What little trading we do, we do overland. If it wasn’t for the bison we got from you, we probably wouldn’t do any trading at all.”  
 
    “You just need to build a lock and dam. Or perhaps several so that the merchants can reach you.”  
 
    “We have tried a few times, but every single time a rainstorm ends up destroying it. The first time we built one, a rainstorm made the river go around the dam; the next time, it pushed the dam over; the next time, a rainstorm came when we were half done. After three failures, we were finished.”  
 
    “Have you tried building a lock and dam with stone?” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    “There’s a lot of construction techniques you can do with stone that you cannot do with lumber. Plus, stone doesn’t rot like lumber. If the banks where you want to put your dam are weak, you will need to line them with stone and concrete. That will keep the rain from digging a channel around your dam.”  
 
    “And how many years will it take my men to cut the stone out of the ground?”  
 
    “Not even a year if you have the right tools.”  
 
    “What are you talking about? I went to the congress this year in Texas. A few days before it started, I watched as your men chipped stone out of the ground. It's not easy or fast work.”  
 
    “I listened to the chief's complaints and went to my young men and gave them a challenge. I asked them to make a way to cut stone out of the ground so easily that their mothers could do it. I figured that if a woman could get stone out of the ground, men wouldn’t complain about how hard it is. In less than a month, they came up with a solution. They made stone-cutting equipment powered by bison. The only thing a man has to do is move the equipment around when the stone is cut, and even that is done by guiding the bison.”  
 
    The chief was nodding as John talked. Considered his words for a moment, then asked, “Back at the congress, you said that the villages made with stone would become richer and more powerful than those made with lumber. Were you telling the truth?” 
 
    Without hesitation, John looked the chief in the eye, and said with absolute confidence, “Yes.”  
 
    “Then we want that equipment. We don’t have enough men to chip stone blocks out of rock, but if you have a better way for us to make stone, we want it. Our village is one of the poorest villages in the Trade Alliance because merchants can’t reach us most of the time. Our position wouldn’t be so bad, but those buffalo raiders kept us under tribute for a number of years, so we don’t even have enough women for our young men to marry, but without wealth, why would a father in another tribe let his daughter marry our sons? Show us how your equipment works, and if it works as well as you say it does, we will work something out.”  
 
    And so, while Onawa continued showing the women how to make cloth armor, John and his entrepreneurs were showing the men how to cut rock out of stone. The village men, elders, and the chief asked them to make enough pieces of equipment for each of the bison they had in their village. They would pay for it by sending a thousand stone blocks to Texas for each piece of equipment the entrepreneurs built. Considering they needed to build several locks and dams out of stone, they were given five years to send all that stone to Texas.  
 
    Once that was agreed upon, they spent time going down the Red River, finding the best places to build locks and dams, noting where the banks needed to be supported by stone walls, and designing unique mechanisms for each section they were going to build. John was taking full advantage of the opportunity to figure out what designs worked best. They would end up spending two months in that village figuring everything out, and things went so well John had to send some young men back to Texas to get more supplies.  
 
    When all was said and done, John was reminded of one major economic rule: Location, location, location. And John learned this lesson from the chief during one particular enlightening conversation. John asked the Chief, “Why are you investing so much into this new equipment? I couldn’t get any of the villages on my home river to even look at this equipment.”  
 
    “That’s because every village on Texas River is rich.”  
 
    “Texas River? What’s Texas River?”  
 
    The chief gave John a cross-eyed look that suggested the Chief thought John was teasing him, “The river your village Texas is on is Texas River.”  
 
    John considered the chief's words. Back in the modern world, the river was known as the Colorado River, albeit it was the one that flowed through Austin, Texas, not the one that flowed through the grand canyon. “I don’t think I have ever heard anyone call it Texas River before.”  
 
    “Well, we can't just call it River. The Trade Alliance is made up of a few hundred villages on ten rivers. All the chiefs go to Texas, mostly using the river system. Since we all go to Texas, on the river Texas is on, it’s Texas River.”  
 
    “Sorry, just haven’t heard it used that way yet.”  
 
    “You spend too much time in Texas then. As you go out and spread this technology, you will hear about Texas River more and more.”  
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    “No problem. While we are on the subject of naming things. I talked with the elders last night, and they agreed that since we are going to make so much stone, we are going to change our name to Stone Village.” 
 
    John laughed. “You are really going all in on stone.”  
 
    “Yes. We have to, or we will fade. Before you brought the stone equipment, every young man wanted to be a Ranger to get away from our village. If you hadn’t limited Rangers to just two per village, our village would be half the size it is now. Now every young man is desperate to help cut stone and build locks and dams. They want to get married someday, and they feel it’s the only way they will be able to show their wealth off.”  
 
    “Why not just go to the next village?”  
 
    “John, don’t you remember? The buffalo raiders didn’t just control our village; they controlled dozens of villages along the Red River and took a lot of women and girls with them when they enslaved our villages. Our young men are going to have to travel very far to find wives, and now that we are making stone, they will have wealth to offer.”  
 
    At that moment, John figured out location, location, location might be a bit of a problem if every village on the Red River took to the new stone cutting equipment like Stone Village.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 April 93 AD Himyarite- Playing Politics  
 
    Chuki was relieved to see her destination in the distance: Cana, a large Himyarite city far from the war the Himyarites were fighting at Muza. General Bayin’s family was there, and so were her two children. The daughter and son of Elzo, the rightful King of Paulsland.  
 
    It had taken her months to get here. She had to catch a ship to the Roman province of Egypt, and then a find a ship willing to take her here. Considering how the Paulsland navy burned down the Himyarte harbors, and all the ships in the harbors once or twice a month, it was not easy to find a merchant ship willing to take the risk, but the Himyarite caravans were offering outrageous coin to any vessel that was willing to bring lumber to a Himyarite city, so Chuki managed to find a ride. The sailors certainly did not mind bringing an attractive unattached woman on their ship. They thought they were going to have a good time on the way to Cana, but Chuki was well educated in Paulsland. Particularly in the area of martial arts. In school, she had some anger issues to work out; thus, in fighting, she was top of her class. Besides, before they left, she showed the ship's crew that she could help cure some of their venereal diseases with penicillin, so by the time they left, she was viewed as more than just a whore.  
 
    But all that was behind her now. Ahead of her was the city where her children now lived and were being educated. It had been nearly a year since she saw them, and she yearned to see her babies. As the ship came closer to the harbor, the sailors furled the sail, put oars into the water, and the captain crawled onto the fore of the ship to direct the crew. She watched as the sailors paid close attention to the captain, and as the ship came into the harbor, she saw why. Littered throughout the harbor was burned debris. Parts of ships sticking out of the water alongside the old dock that was burned and collapsed into the sea. With the continued, random Paulsland attacks, they haven’t had time to remove all the wreckage from the sea. Especially since the Paulsland attacks destroyed many of the ships and equipment they needed to remove the wreckage.  
 
    As the ship touched the dock, dock workers swarmed the deck. Chuki was a bit surprised, and so she asked, “Why are you in such a big hurry?”  
 
    “We are trying to build up our docks before those strange Paulsland ships come back.”  
 
    “Won't they just burn it down again?”  
 
    “No. We are building our docks out of stone and concrete, but we have to have lumber to support it while it sets.”  
 
    “Sets? How are you going to use stone and concrete to build your new docks?”  
 
    “We hired some experts from Egypt who know how to make concrete that sets underwater. It's how they made the docks in Alexandria. They won't share the secret with us, but they are willing to work for us as long as they can make their concrete in secret. With it, Paulsland will never be able to burn down our docks again, and once they have completed our new docks, nobody will be able to just burn ships as they pass by with that liquid fire.” 
 
    Chuki smiled. “That’s wonderful. Destroy their navy, and kill every sailor they have.” 
 
    “That’s our hope, but we have to get started before one of their ships comes by. They make it very hard to build anything, but since the King came back from the battle of Muza, we have plenty of ballistae protecting our port. A month ago, one of them managed to sink a Paulsland ship. It won't be too long before our ports are rebuilt and properly protected from the Paulsland ships and liquid fire.”  
 
    “The King is already back? Did he win the battle of Muza?”  
 
    “No. The King had to return because the traitorous nobles turned on him. It's another reason why he had so many ballistae made. Sooner or later, the nobles are going to come here, or the King is going to their cities and retake them, but before he can do anything, he has to rebuild the docks. We need supplies for attack and defense. Fortunately, we have plenty of gold to buy those supplies.”  
 
    “What? Does that mean you're not going to Paulsland to continue your conquest? Don’t you know it was Paulsland that destroyed your perfume market?” 
 
    “What do you mean continue our conquest? General Bayin is in Paulsland conquering it. Sure the Paulsland Navy is wrecking our ships and our docks, but there is no way for them to defeat our army. Sure part of their army snuck around General Bayin’s army, but they only did that because they are too weak to fight him. It might take another year or two, but General Bayin will conquer all of Paulsland and recover our African colonies.”  
 
    “I hate to tell you this, but I am just returning from the battlefield. Paulsland has defeated General Bayin’s forces, and I am to deliver several messages from Bayin and his commanders to your King, along with vital intelligence.” 
 
    The dock worker's mouth dropped open. “How did General Bayin lose? The army had no problem taking land for colonies.” 
 
    “Paulsland is not like the weak tribes you bullied when initially formed your colonies. Could any of those tribes have sent ships to burn your ports? Paulsland only won the battle against your General because he had liquid fire, but I managed to find out the secret for liquid fire, and I am bringing it here for your King.”  
 
    The dock worker began frantically looking around, and when he saw who he was looking for and yelled out, “BOSS! BOSS! This lady says she has the secret to Paulsland’s liquid fire and messages for our King.” 
 
    “What!? What are you doing? Take her directly to the palace.” 
 
    The dock worker grabbed her hand and began pulling her along when Chuki said, “Stop pulling me. I need to grab my stuff, including the information on how to make liquid fire.”  
 
    The laborer’s boss told his men, “Stop moving the lumber. Grab her things and take her directly to the King’s palace; he needs to hear this.”  
 
    To say the liquid fire, the coal oil, affected the Himyarites would be an understatement. When they first saw the fire, they thought the gods were attacking their city. Knowing men had control over that power was not encouraging. They were still reeling from its casual destructiveness. It's one thing for a great storm to cause massive damage, but for a few gallons of liquid to cause more damage than a raging storm disturbed them, especially since it was their city and lives that were destroyed by the liquid. Not just once, but over and over again. Made worse by the fact that they had been slow to react to it.  
 
    The dock workers were almost desperate to bring this woman, her belongings, and most of all, her information to the King.  
 
    When they reached the king's palace, the guards drew weapons to calm the dock workers down. While they explained the knowledge Chuki had, she simply pulled out the letter written by General Bayin, which had his seal on it, and turned it over to the guards. The guards were not random nobodies. They were professional palace guards who were very educated in the politics of the kingdom, including the various seals of the nobles. When they saw General Bayin’s seal, they told Chuki to wait while they sent the letter up the chain of command.  
 
    As they waited, the guards got annoyed with the dock workers and told them to go back to work. Chuki had no intentions of talking to mere guards, and the guards were not about to break discipline and talk to a mere messenger. They waited patiently for two hours before someone came down to collect Chuki and led her to the throne room. Chuki had no way to know, but she was only being led to the throne room because of the political turmoil in Himyarite. With the nobles rebelling against the King, he needed as much help as he could get. The letter suggested Bayin’s house would have to side with the King, but that was not why the King was calling Chuki to him.  
 
    As Chuki entered the throne room, the King motioned for the guards to bring her close. She was a woman, after all, so King Yazil assumed she was harmless. It showed his ignorance of Paulsland girls and how unprepared he was for foreign wars.  
 
    When Chuki was just a few feet from King Yazil he said, “General Bayin says that you are his concubine and that you met on his campaign against Paulsland.”  
 
     “Yes.”  
 
    “General Bayin says that he made you his concubine because you are a great healer, and you fixed a plague going through his ranks.”  
 
    “Oh yes. That was simple. I just had to force the soldiers to be cleaner and make a few medicines that are taught to every girl in Paulsland. Even my daughter knows how to make them. For her protection, she was brought to General Bayin’s home in this city alone with her brother. Assuming she could acquire the supplies, I am sure she has already made several samples of every medicine I know how to make.”  
 
    King Yazil smiled broadly. During most wars, more soldiers died of disease than fighting. If this woman, Bayin’s concubine, could keep his soldiers healthy, he was already halfway to winning the war. If this woman could do half of what Bayin said she could do, then King Yazil wouldn’t even be mad at Bayin for losing thirty thousand soldiers. She alone would save more of his soldiers than Bayin lost.  
 
    “In your medical opinion, what is something you think we can do right away to keep our soldiers healthy?”  
 
    “Keeping human waste away from the soldiers. I believe Paulsland gave you the recipe for medicine that heals people that have diarrhea, but you wouldn’t have to use that so often if the soldiers wouldn’t poop and pee inside their camp.”  
 
    King Yazil nodded. The diarrhea medicine had already saved some nobles' lives, but it wasn’t exactly spread to the common people. The few people who were skilled enough to make the medicine were not in a rush to train people to compete with them, besides, one noble will pay more than a thousand common men could for the same medicine.  
 
    After a moment of consideration, King Yazil asked, “Is there anything we can do to make our enemy sick?”  
 
    “Yeah, do the same things Paulsland was doing to Bayin’s army. Find someone who is sick, put their sickness in some food, and give it to your enemies. Or you could take some of their vomit or diarrhea, slather it on your arrows, swords, and ballista bolts and send it to them. Sure, the men with it on their weapons will probably get sick, but chances are more of your enemy will get sick than your men. Plus, if you give your men medicine as soon as they show symptoms, then those men will be able to continue fighting while your enemies will lose a lot of soldiers to the latrine, and if they are as messy as the soldiers Bayin had, they will spread their sickness quickly.” 
 
    King Yazil’s mouth fell open slightly as he considered her words, then turned to an adviser and said, “Write that down. Write that down.” The advisor began furiously writing down Chuki’s words on a leather scroll. Then King Yazil asked something that was near and dear to his heart. “Do you know of any way to cure poison?”  
 
    “Of course. You simply take activated charcoal. It works for most poisons that you eat or drink. In Paulsland it has saved the lives of many small children who ate something they shouldn’t have.”  
 
    King Yazil’s impression of this woman was going up significantly, and it was already pretty high considering she wasn’t a noble in his book. “Can you make this activated charcoal?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Good, then I will have it at every meal.”  
 
    “You shouldn’t do that.”  
 
    “Why?” This was one of the most dangerous words a King could use because if the King did not like the answer, then someone was about to suffer.  
 
    “Food and drink are fuel for the body. Activated charcoal blocks the food from fueling the body the same way it blocks poison from poisoning the body. The charcoal has no way of distinguishing whether it is blocking food or poison, so it should only be used at times when you are sure you are poisoned. Using activated charcoal occasionally is no different than occasionally missing a meal. Using it at every meal is no different than missing every meal. Activated charcoal is like every other medicine I have been taught to use. In the right amount, it heals, but every medicine in the wrong amount poisons and kills. In this case, activated charcoal at every meal would poison you, although occasionally using it because you think you have been poisoned is a small enough amount to heal you.”  
 
    King Yazil slightly deflated. This meant that he didn’t have a wonder drug to keep him alive in every situation. There would have to be a bit of thought put into this medicine. After considering this, he told one of his palace guards, “Go to the Bayin estate and bring back her daughter.” Then he turned to another guard and said, “Bring my son; he needs to hear this discussion on medicine.”  Then after a moment's consideration, he told yet another guard, "Go retrieve my generals and high officers; they need to hear this too.”  
 
    And so, as they waited for everyone to arrive, the King talked with Chuki about medicine, biological warfare, and preventive measures versus the expense of curing someone from sickness. The King listened to Chuki, a common-born, only because of the civil war that was developing and because General Bayin had vouched for her. If it wasn’t for those two details, he would never have given her the time of day, but Chuki came at the perfect moment. As the conversation continued, Chuki offered the King the letters from the other officers, which also vouched for her skills. Halfway through the conversation, the King was so impressed, he made Chuki one of his official advisors and his personal doctor.  
 
    Over the course of this conversation, Chuki stressed the army’s need for lots of medicine. The king, his advisors, and generals thought the apothecaries could keep up with the demand, but Chuki said that it would be simple to train women to make medicine at a far lower price than the apothecaries charged. After a brief debate, they agreed to train the prostitutes to make Chuki’s medicine before sending them out with the soldiers. The thought was that the prostitutes could provide examinations and medicine while letting the soldiers have a good time. Soldiers will find a way to have sex after all, so might as well make the sex workers medical workers as well. The apothecaries were furious, but their outrage fell on deaf ears. They couldn’t even poison Chuki because she knew how to cure their poisons.  
 
    Eventually, everyone the King called for arrived, with Chuki’s daughter being last. When Chuki saw her daughter, she ran over and gave the girl a tight hug. She was shocked to see her mother; nobody told her that she had arrived yet.  
 
    Usually, King Yazil would have had the mother and daughter flogged for showing such emotion in his throne room, but he treated his doctor like he treated his cupbearer: as well as he possibly could. Chuki would have ample opportunity to poison and kill him, so he had to trust her, and so he was going to go out of his way to make her happy.  
 
    When the mother and daughter calmed down, King Yazil asked, “Girl, what is your name?”  
 
    “Pauni.”  
 
    “Tell me what you know of medicine.”  
 
    Pauni began an hour-long explanation, as she went into detail about what she knew and some of the things she knew about but could not do, such as surgery. King Yazil grew fascinated and offered to have prisoners brought so she could practice the craft when she suggested that it would be better to practice on animals first. By the end of the conversation, it was clear the girl, although only thirteen, knew her stuff.  
 
    After the conversation, King Yazil decided he thoroughly liked the girl and said, “Tharin, step up.”  
 
    “Yes, Father.”  
 
    “Pauni will be your new concubine. With her knowledge, your health will be assured. If you should happen to become sick or poisoned, she will be able to heal you.”  
 
    Before Tharin could speak, Chuki stepped in and said, “Make Pauni his wife.” Chuki wanted what was best for her daughter, and that meant Pauni needed to be a wife, not a concubine.  
 
    King Yazil remembered that Chuki was now his doctor and probably the best doctor in the nation, so instead of having her executed for contradicting him, he said, “I am sorry to tell you that your daughter does not hold the proper status to be the wife of my son.”  
 
    “My daughter is the daughter of the rightful King of Paulsland, the daughter of Elzo. She is the half-sister of General Bayin’s child. I am at least five months pregnant with his child, giving her a link to your nobility. She is the full-blooded sister to the true prince of Paulsland; should you ask for it, my son will swear allegiance to you. Furthermore, I am bringing more than just medicine; I have brought you the secret to coal oil, what your people call liquid fire. Shouldn’t the secret of the weapon entitle my children and I noble title, thus allowing my daughter to become the wife of your son?”  
 
    King Yazil coughed as his eyes went wide, and he asked incredulously, “You have what?”  
 
    “I stole the secret of liquid fire from Paulsland. I will gladly give it to you. In exchange, I simply ask for a title of nobility for my family and that my daughter be a wife instead of a concubine. How many nobles rebel against you now? Just give my family one of their titles, as you burn them, their wives, their children, and their house with the liquid fire I gift you. Your son is young and handsome; I am sure he is married to the daughters of some of those rebellious houses, show your displeasure by allowing my daughter to be married to your son and given a higher status than the rebels. You asked that my daughter become your son's concubine because she has great skill in medicine, but couldn’t she do more for your son and your legacy if she was a wife?”  
 
    “Show me the secret of liquid fire, and all you ask for will be yours and more.”  
 
    Chuki took out a large book explaining how to build a gasification chamber and a cooling tower that separates the gases and turns them into various substances, including coal oil. Throughout the book were handwritten notes that Chuki had inscribed when she talked to men who built these massive machines.  
 
    The King flipped through the book, looking at the designs, and when he saw how much iron was in it, he said, “Bring me blacksmiths. Every blacksmith in the city.” 
 
    As they waited, Chuki shared her understanding of how the machine worked, and the word alchemy was used extensively. When she explained it turned coal into liquid fire, nobody in the throne room understood what she was talking about, so she asked the guards to bring her luggage and pulled out some coal she had brought just in case. None of the nobles had ever seen the stuff before, but fortunately, when the blacksmiths came, several of them had seen it before. Occasionally merchants carried it, as it burned hotter than charcoal made from regular wood. Once the King was satisfied that this strange new black rock became liquid fire, the blacksmiths began looking at the gasification and cooling tower design, and they grew fearful.  
 
    After dozens of blacksmiths looked at the design, King Yazil asked, “Can you build that?” None of the blacksmiths dared answer, so the King pointed at the oldest blacksmith in the room and asked again, “Can you build that?” 
 
    Calmly and carefully, the old blacksmith answered, “Oh, Great King, I must answer honestly. Building that machine would take more iron than is in the city right now. That machine described in the book is basically a monument. A monument made out of iron instead of stone.”  
 
    Far from being upset King Yazil said, “Well, now I finally understand why Paulsland bought so much iron for all those years. Every report I received from our merchants said they bought as much iron as they could and always requested more. Clearly, they needed enough iron to make these monuments that make liquid fire. Inform any traveling merchant that we are looking to buy iron at twice the price, and we want this black coal. Also, ask the caravans if they have come across it on any of their travels.”  
 
    The amount of iron needed for the project convinced King Yazil that Chuki had brought him the secret to liquid fire, so he said, “In gratitude for bringing me this secret, Chuki will be given the title of nobility. Her son will inherit the title at her death, and this title makes her daughter eligible to be the wife of my son. They will be wed tonight. In time, the gifts of Chuki will allow our kingdom to weather the civil war and the pirates of Paulsland.”  
 
     
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 May 93 AD Paulsland-Expanding the Navy’s Responsibility  
 
    King Paul was meeting with every available ship captain aboard the 155-foot-long ship, the Paul’s Victory, moored in Five Village Island’s harbor. Paul felt this meeting took too long to happen, but he needed to wait for his stepson Dashiell to return from his raids to the north. The raids took longer and longer these days because it took him longer and longer to find something to burn in the Himyarite ports.  
 
    Paul started out the meeting by saying, “Because of your efforts, we were able to defeat the army that invaded our shores. We would never have been able to defeat the Himyarites if ships were able to come close to our shores and resupply them. Once the fort on Border River is finished, we will have a ceremony to acknowledge what you and the other men in our nation have done. I do not know how many of you will make it, but rest assured each ship's crew will be acknowledged for their part in the war.” 
 
     Although Paul seemed keen to acknowledge their part in the war, most of the men were a bit confused why King Paul brought it up. If they didn’t fight the invaders, they would have lost every belonging they had, and their wives and children would have been raped before they were all sold into slavery. When facing those kinds of consequences, you have no choice but to fight. They didn’t care about any type of acknowledgment or ceremony. They fought because they had no other choice.  
 
    Paul ignored the confusion that momentarily went through his sailors. Putting ribbons on soldiers after battle worked for Napoleon, so they should work for Paulsland. Paul continued, “Despite our continued attacks on their ports and the Aksum invasion, the Himyarites do not deem us important enough to have peace talks. There are rumors of internal strife inside Himyarite, but my knowledge of Himyarite is two months out of date. If you find those rumors to be true, support whoever is attacking their king. You can give them material support or naval support for one battle. But as soon as you give them support I want you to return here and inform me what is going on. Depending on who is attacking the king, we will either give lots of support or little support, although regardless, we will support them.”  
 
    A captain asked, “Give us an example of who you will give major support to.”  
 
    “Himyarite is a kingdom where the nobles have significant power and control over the lives of the people. If the nobles rebelled against their king, we would give them material and naval support to such a degree to keep the war lasting as long as possible. General Bayin is a Himyarite noble, as are all his top commanders. If the nobles defeat their king, then whoever takes his place will likely restart the war against Paulsland, so our support would be limited to dragging out the war as long as possible. If, on the other hand, a common man with no noble blood was leading the rebellion, we would throw significant support and help them achieve victory. The common men that came to the colonies or fought against us in the war only did so because they had no opportunities back in their homeland. That doesn’t excuse their crimes; it just showcases that if common men led Himyarite, they would likely become internally focused and leave us alone. If it’s the nobles fighting their king we will charge them immense amounts of money to help, if it's common men, we won't charge them a thing.  
 
    “But that’s only one reason why I called you here. There are going to be a lot of changes in our navy and the Central Roman Trading Company. First of all, we are going to start trading coal oil to other nations.”  
 
    Most of the captains shouted or gasped in surprise. Random sailors asked, “What!?” or “Why?” But a few were not surprised in the slightest. Like Dashiell, they knew what Paul had planned, so they calmly watched and listened as Paul explained his plan one more time.  
 
    “Fire is the most dangerous thing to ships. The most dangerous thing to the nation of Paulsland is the navies of other nations because, with those navies, they can transport tens of thousands or hundreds of thousands of men to our shores, but without ships, they cannot invade us. We are going to trade coal oil directly to every nation except the Himyarites in the hope that they fight each other and burn each other's ships so they will not have enough ships to invade Paulsland. 
 
    “Everyone of you has seen the devastation coal oil brought the Himyarites. But so did the Romans, the Pantheons, the Satavahanas, and every other nation that trade on the Erythrean sea. These nations have long held grudges against each other and will use this on their neighbors before they come all the way here to fight us. With coal oil, they have a strategic advantage over their neighbors; without it, they have a numeric advantage over us. Over the years, I have asked each one of you as captains of my fleet to count how many ships each of the other nations have, and it's overwhelming. The Parthians have enough ships that they could ship a hundred and twenty thousand soldiers here on one trip. The Satavahanas have enough ships to carry a hundred and fifty thousand soldiers. We cannot deal with those numbers, but if we give them coal oil and they start burning each other's fleets, not only will they forget all about us, but when they remember us, they will not have enough ships to be a threat.”  
 
    Understanding began to dawn on the captains. Paul paused for a long moment as they processed this information. Then Paul continued, “This year, man camp will train four thousand thirteen-year-olds. Next year it will be five thousand thirteen-year-olds. Right now in Paulsland, there are just over ten thousand six-year-old boys, which means in seven years man camp will have its first class of ten thousand. That may sound like a lot, until you realize Satavahana can send a hundred and fifty thousand soldiers to Paulsland, lose all of them, and send another hundred and fifty thousand more soldiers, all born to their warrior caste. The ten thousand I am talking about is every thirteen-year-old boy in our nation. The only reason why we will have a class of ten thousand is because every one is required to join the military for a minimum of two years. After those two years, nearly every single one of them will find a job somewhere else. So if the Satavahanas come, we will have to call up the militia, which is made up of nearly every man in Paulsland, and in seven years that will not even be a hundred thousand men. While they fight Satavahana soldiers our economy will stop while their economy won’t even stumble. We have a long way to go before we have the people to compete with other nations, so we have to give them the means to fight their neighbors. 
 
    “I am putting Bahari in charge of this expedition, and he will take the Paul’s Victory to the Satavahana Empire for trade. The Paul’s Victory will be filled with coal oil and disinfectant made from coal. I am proud to announce our first discovery from medical vivisection of the Himyarites. During the process of processing coal, one of the substances produced is a yellow powder. It turns out the yellow powder stops infection and actually promotes healing in burn victims. The discovery was made when the ladies put random things on the Himyarites that survived the great noise and fire but were covered in burns. They were going to die anyway, so we tested random chemicals to see if any of them could help with burns, and our wonderful ladies not only found something that helped with burns but also made surgery much safer. I only found out when the surgeons used this on General Bayin as he was being made an example of. It made the day even brighter.  
 
    “That being said, on this trip, the Paul’s Victory will not just be carrying medicine and weapons; It will also carry three mechanical clocks. I am sure most of you have seen the mechanical clocks the mechanists have built for the competitions during the planting festival over the years. Well, two men, Saa, and Pinduli managed to make mechanical clocks that met my requirements a couple of years ago. Since then, I had them working extensively with the Illuminati to refine their designs because the clocks are needed for sea navigation. The three clocks that will be brought on board all work slightly differently because we do not know how the voyage, waves, and salt will affect them. I am pleased to announce that clocks will revolutionize sea navigation. I hope these will be the clocks to do it, but if not, future revisions will.” 
 
    Paul pulled out a globe and began explaining, “As you know, the world is a sphere, and everything in the world is held to its center by something called gravity. The world spins around, taking an entire twenty-four hours to spin one time. What that means is that when it's noon here at Five Village Island, it's nearly nighttime in the Satavahana empire. So let's say you travel straight east. If you travel a few weeks east and the clock says it's noon, but the sun is going down, that would mean if you headed straight north, you would end up in the Satavahana empire. On the other hand, right now, at the edge of the Roman empire where the Mediterranean Sea meets Oceana, at the place known as the Pillars of Hercules, it's much earlier in the morning. So if you sailed south and went west, when you passed where the continent ends, you would sail straight into Oceana. If you kept going west until the clock said it was noon in Five Village Island, but where you are at, the sun was just coming up, then you headed straight north, you would find the Pillars of Hercules, the entrance into the Mediterranean Sea.  
 
    “We are going to revolutionize sea travel. Paulsland ships will navigate the sea far away from the coast, and it will make our ships and our shipping the greatest in the world. It will also make our navy the most dangerous in the world. These clocks are absolutely essential for navigating the seas away from the coast. They are going to tell you which nation and city you are south of. But before we can do this, we are going to have to take these clocks to various cities for the first time. The Paul’s Victory’s will do a scouting mission for us. Land at several cities along the way, and write down what time the clock says it is when it’s dawn, noon, and dusk at those other cities. Once we have that information, we will be able to use clocks to confidently navigate the Erythraean Sea.” 
 
    One of the captains asked, “When do I get a mechanical clock?” 
 
    “As soon as our mechanists build more. I intend for every ship in the Paulsland navy to have several as soon as possible. They are essential for telling you where you are as you head east and west. I am also working on getting loadstones so we can start building compasses. I hope to have them inside the year. I also need you guys to recruit as many astronomers as you can find. I know there is a way to tell where you are when you are going north and south by the stars, but I don’t know how, so please start recruiting astronomers. My people had a tool they used to tell where they were from north to south using astronomy, but besides knowing that they used astronomy, I have no idea how it worked.” 
 
    All this was news to Dashiell, so he asked, “So the clock tells us where we are at east to west, and the stars with the astronomer's tools tell us where we are from north to south. Doesn’t that mean we would know where we are regardless of where we are in the world?”  
 
    “Yes, assuming, of course, we map everything, which will be part of your jobs. We are about to invest a lot more into the navy. Without the navy, we would never have been able to fend off the Himyarites. We are not just going to invest in more ships but more harbors. As soon as the fortress at Border River is finished, we will build a harbor there. We are going to build a canal to South River and build a large port there, we are going to rebuild the three ports in the Himyarite colonies, and I am going to send Dashiell and several other ships straight east to a very large island to find several good spots for ports.”  
 
    Confusion flashed across Dashiell’s face. “What? What island?”  
 
    “I believe my people called it Madagascar. I am sure someone will change its name to something else in the future; I don’t care. What is important is not limiting our ports to just one. The Himyarites would have easily won the war if they had taken Five Village Island. If they had taken the island, we could not have resupplied you with coal oil, and their navy would have quickly recovered and been able to resupply their army. We are not going to become so limited again.  
 
    “In the past, because the Himyarites colonies were on our border, we had to have a strategy of limiting their options, but things are different now. Anyone who wants to attack us must come by sea, which means they can easily go around any static defense we build. So we are going to build harbors across our coast, find ways to keep those harbors supplied, and then build additional harbors on Madagascar that they don’t know about. If war should come, we are going to wreck their navy, and even if we lose a port or a handful of ports, it will not cripple us.”  
 
    Someone yelled out, “YEAH!”  
 
    Paul smiled at the enthusiasm of one of his captains and said, “Thank you for that. Anyway, Dashiell, choose two captains. Once we have a clock for each of your ships, I will have you head east until you find the island. We need to know what time the sun rises, sets and when noon is compared to Five Island Village. It will make navigation much easier. While you are there, capture some of the natives so we can learn their language and begin our conquest. I will give you sixty soldiers to help with that. After that, I will need you to map the island, find good places to land, and of course, write down the time the clock shows when the sun rises, sets, and when it's noon.”  
 
    “Of course, Father.”  
 
    Paul’s smile grew broader. He always loved it when his stepchildren called him father.  
 
    Over the next few hours, Paul explained more of his plans to the sailors; how they would continue building trimarans alongside large ships like the Paul’s Victory. That the large ships would work mostly as cargo vessels for the Central Roman Trading Company, but some would act as mother ships where the small trimarans could resupply food, water, coal oil, and flaming arrows. That the trimarans would continue acting as attack ships and local fishing ships, and because they were so much faster and because their draft was much shallower than the large ships, they would act as mapping ships as a mother ship resupplied them on longer missions.  
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 May 93 AD Egypt-Business  
 
    Washington was in his coffee shop in Alexandria, sitting down with a Greek merchant. The two men were sitting in front of a feast made with special ingredients from Paulsland, such as sugar, vanilla, cayenne pepper, canned meat, and precious fruits, like pineapple. As they ate, they sipped on hot tea, albeit the merchant added wine to his. It was a meal only wealthy men could afford.  
 
    As they talked, the two men kept trading a lodestone back and forth. Washington was fascinated because the lodestone kept pulling a small piece of iron to it with an invisible force. More importantly, he finally had a lodestone in his hand. One of the main reasons his father created the Central Roman Trading Company was to acquire one, and Washington was moments away from finishing the deal.  
 
    The merchant told him, “As you can see, this item has magical properties. It is said that lodestones prove that the universe has been made by divinity, and its pull on iron is really the pulse of divinity, and that a wise man can use loadstones to take power from divinity.”  
 
    Washington paused for a moment as he remembered his father mentioning that magnets could make a man more powerful than Zeus and wondered if this pulse of divinity had something to do with that. The look on Washington’s face said, “Oh, that explains it.” Which meant the merchant could sell this lodestone… er, pulse of divinity, for more money.  
 
    Washington could see the merchant's triumphant look, so he just decided to say what he was thinking, “That might explain why dad thinks he can do blatantly magical things with this stone.”  
 
    Now it was the merchant's time to pause as his face clearly said, “Really?” before he verbally said, “I have heard that there are many people who know the secrets of the lodestone. For instance, a lodestone can tell if a woman is being unfaithful.”  
 
    Washington gave the merchant a quizzical look before saying, “Dad didn’t say anything like that. He said that the lodestone can make men have more power than Zeus.”  
 
    The merchant almost had a heart attack when Washington spoke blasphemy, then as the shock wore off, he said, “SHHHH! Don’t say that. The gods might hear you, or worse, one of the priests. It’s well known that Christians flock to this place for the printing press, and so anyone who wants to get on the priests’ good side keeps them informed about the blasphemy you allow. The priests want you shut down, and if you start speaking blasphemy, they will get us both.”  
 
    “What can the priest do? My father-in-law is the governor.”  
 
    “That would insulate you for a time. But if the Emperor knew what you said, he would have you executed. He has killed senators for less.”  
 
    “Fine, fine. What do you want for the lodestone, and what would it take to receive more shipments?”  
 
    “More shipments? You want more?” 
 
    “Yes. The more lodestones, the better. Dad would like as many as possible. He has a lot of plans for them.”  
 
    “That might be tricky. Lodestones traveling across the sea attract islands of lodestones which pull the nails out of ships and sink them. Considering the dangers of transporting them by sea, it will cost you a lot. Are you willing to pay the price?”  
 
    “You’re a merchant. Do you want the price in coin or goods?”  
 
    The merchant considered the offer. If Washington gave him coins, he would just turn around and buy goods to sell at a higher markup somewhere else. If he did a straight trade for goods, he would earn more over the long run, so after a moments of consideration he said, “For each pound of lode stone, I would like a thousand pounds of sugar and a hundred pounds of cayenne pepper.”  
 
    And so the haggling began. After a while, Washington managed to drop the price down to a quarter of the original offer. It was still outrageous, but his father really wanted the lodestone, and it was the first he had seen. Apparently, the idea that lodestones attract islands of lodestones was a real fear and why lodestones rarely traveled far enough to be on the Egyptian market. Once the negotiations were complete, the merchant getting a killer deal, Washington made his way over to the hot beverage bar and ordered some tea to calm down after being fleeced. He was happy to finally acquire the lodestone; he was very unhappy with how much it cost. Although he might have gotten it at a steal of a price if it really did contain a pulse of divinity.  
 
    As he considered this thought, a messenger came into the coffee house and called out, “IS THERE A MAN NAMED WASHINGTON IN HERE?!”  
 
    Washington raised his hand and said, “I am Washington. What do you need?”  
 
    The messenger came over and said, “I am here to inform you that Marcia has divorced you and that she will give birth to your infant in Rome. If you do not want the infant…” 
 
    “WHAT!?” Washington’s world died. This could not be true.  
 
    The messenger sighed. “Marcia has divorced you…”  
 
    “That can’t be true.”  
 
    “Stop interrupting me. I am trying to give you the important part of the message.” 
 
    Washington was freaking out. He didn’t hear what the messenger said. Instead, he asked, “Where is Marcia?”  
 
    “I cannot tell you that. I am simply here to give you a message.”  
 
    Washington’s first inclination was to threaten the man, but then he remembered he was in Rome, and that might not go over so well, so instead, he said, “I will give you a gold coin if you take me to her.”  
 
    The messenger was about to start his message over again, but at the sound of the “gold coin”, he said, “She is on a ship leaving Alexandria for Rome.”  
 
    Washington pulled out a gold coin, put it in the messenger's hand, and desperately said, “Take me to her. If we reach her before she leaves, I will give you another one.”  
 
    The messenger took a look at the coin, a look at a panicked Washington, shrugged his shoulders, and said, “It's your money, but we are going to have to run to make it.” 
 
    “THEN RUN!”  
 
    The messenger instantly obeyed the voice of authority and ran out the door, Washington following behind. They made a wild commotion as they ran, darting around people, over carts, and occasionally knocking people over. It was a desperate run. The messenger was desperate to earn a gold coin which was worth a couple of month's pay, and Washington was desperate to catch his wife before she left.  
 
    In the coming days, many rumors would spread about what happened, as it was not normal to have two grown men running through the street, especially one who was clearly as wealthy as Washington.  
 
    They did not stop running when they reached the docks. The docks of Alexandria were sprawling, made out of stone and concrete, with hundreds of ships tied to them, with dozens landing, and pushing off every hour of daylight. When they reached the docks, the messenger ran down the long pier to the boat Marcus Mettius Rufus was on.  
 
    When they finally reached the boat, the sailors were lifting the gangplank, and the messenger said, “This is the boat they are on.”  
 
    Washington didn’t slow in the slightest; instead, he jumped over the gap between the dock and the boat, grabbed onto the side rail, and pulled himself into the boat.  
 
    A sailor yelled, “WHAT ARE YOU DOING?!”  
 
    Washington ignored him and instead yelled out, “MARCIA! MARCIA, WHERE ARE YOU!”  
 
    One of the sailors ran over and said, “You cannot be on here.”  
 
    Washington punched him in the face, bumped his knee, then swept his feet, and when the sailor landed on the deck, kicked him in the ribs before yelling, “MARCIA! MARCIA! WHERE ARE YOU?!”  
 
    The other sailors backed off. Washington was dressed in fine clothes. If they fought him and won, they could be executed for killing a rich Roman citizen. If they fought him and lost and were permanently injured or died, the rich young man might have to pay a small-to-him fine. It wasn’t worth it. They would back off and see what happens.  
 
    Washington kept yelling, “MARCIA! MARCIA! COME OUT. I WANT TO TALK TO YOU!”  
 
    After yelling his wife’s name a couple of dozen times, Marcus, Washington’s father-in-law, came out, from below deck, and and with resignation asked, “Why are you here?”  
 
    “A messenger told me Marcia was divorcing me and leaving on this ship.”  
 
    Marcus sighed. “You are incorrect.” Washington felt great relief, then Marcus destroyed Washintong’s world. “Marcia already divorced you. Your marriage is already dissolved.”  
 
    As Washington’s world came crashing down again, tears began flowing from his eyes he asked, “Why?”  
 
    Marcus winced as he said, “I am sorry you took this marriage personally, but marriage is just business. I allowed Marcia to marry you because your connections would make me much wealthier. Now that I am more wealthy, I can help consul Stertinius, and he has agreed to make me a senator as long as Marcia marries his nephew Publius Stertinius.”  
 
    Washington tears continued to flow as he realized what Marcus was saying, he snarled, “SO YOU ARE USING THE WEALTH I HELPED YOU GENERATE TO GIVE MY WIFE TO ANOTHER MAN!”  
 
    Marcus harrumphed derisively. “Don’t act so innocent. You used my daughter's connection to me to protect your kingdom. Because of me the Himyarites could not hire the Roman Navy or mercenaries. You married my daughter for political and financial reasons, the same way she married you for political and financial reasons. The difference is that she always understood that you were a stepping stone. I tried to explain this to you, but you wouldn’t listen. I tried to make things easier on you, but you refused to go to the brothels with me. I suggested that you take a mistress or two like I have, but no, you wanted to be faithful to my daughter who always viewed you as a stepping stone for our house. You wouldn’t listen, and it's your own stupid fault. You were naive. You thought you could marry my daughter for political and financial reasons, and then your marriage would turn into a love story for the ages. It didn’t. Her house comes first. When I told her about the consul’s marriage offer, she jumped at the chance because it’s good for her house. My daughter is a good and virtuous girl; she was always going to put her house before anything, including her husband or infant.”  
 
    Washington hated the man who stood before him, and it showed all over his face. Marcus was not worried in the slightest. He assumed Washington’s attitude would change as he grew older and became wiser to the world.  
 
    After a long pause, where Washington talked himself out of murdering Marcus, he said, “Let me see Marcia.”  
 
    “Fine, if that will get you off this ship more quickly. MARCIA, come out here and talk sense into your ex-husband.”  
 
    A moment later, a door opened up, and Washington watched as Marcia, seven months pregnant, stepped out and waddled over, and asked with resignation, “Why are you here?”  
 
    “You're my wife.”  
 
    “No. I divorced you. We are no longer married. I am heading to Rome to marry into the Stertinius family. The only thing left to us is whether you will collect your infant or if it will be exposed.”  
 
    Washington couldn’t help it; he slapped her face and yelled, “WHAT DO YOU MEAN! MY CHILD WILL NOT BE EXPOSED! HOW DARE YOU CONSIDER THAT!”  
 
    Marcia was shocked and teared up, and said, “Sorry.”  
 
    Marcus said, “She is not your wife anymore. You cannot beat her.” But he didn’t step in. He was well aware of how the Paulslanders felt about exposure and thought the slap would allow him to remind his daughter that in politics, you have to remember what is important to the person you are talking to and tailor your words appropriately.  
 
    “Marcia, forget this business with Stertinius. Come home with me. I love you. I love the child in your womb. I can provide for you and protect you, even if I have to take you back home to Paulsland.”  
 
    Marcia, with a red palm print across her face, eyes tearing up from the pain and the shock of it as Washington had never hit her before, considered her words. She did not want to get hit again, “It doesn’t matter if you love me. I have responsibilities to my house. When I marry Publius his uncle will make my father a senator. I have to put my house before anything else.”  
 
    “What about our house? You, me, and our child.”  
 
    “Don’t be naive, Washington. Sooner or later, you would have gotten tired of me or found someone better for your politics and moved on. Maybe you would have taken me back to your barbaric homeland, kept me as your wife but married a dozen other women, and forgotten about me, your first wife. Sooner or later, this marriage would have ended. I simply found a better offer before you did.”  
 
    “How can you say that? I have always been faithful to you. You are the only woman I have ever been with, and as far as I know, I am the only man you have ever been with.”  
 
    “I have been a virtuous wife, I have been faithful to you, this infant is yours, but I have to be a virtuous daughter and help my house.”  
 
    “But you are seven months pregnant. How can you leave me for another man when you are carrying my child?”  
 
    “Livia left her husband for Emperor Augustus when she was six months pregnant. In time Augustus adopted her previous husband's son, and her grandson and great-grandsons became emperors. Afterward, Livia became a deity. If you loved me, you would not try to deny me this opportunity.”  
 
    Washington was stunned, but despite his shock, the tears never stopped flowing. He stared at Marcia for a long time before saying, “You're insane.”  
 
    Marcia’s lips went tight. “Washington, there is no need for name-calling. I respect you. I know you only married me to help your nation, but I only married you to help my house. Despite that, you treated me well. Thank you for that. Now it's time for you to move on. I will give birth to our infant at the Stertinius estate. Come to Rome, send a message to the Stertinius estate explaining where you will be, and once I give birth, I will have the infant sent to you. You will need to hire a couple of wet nurses before I give birth, as I do not think the Stertinius family will want your infant around, so I will send you the infant as soon as possible.”  
 
    “You're insane. How could a mother abandon her child?”  
 
    “It is not a child. Infants do not develop souls until they are two years old when they begin to converse back and forth. You live in Rome now; you need to give up your barbaric ideals. Roman law dictates that the infant is yours, not mine. The infant is of your house, not my house. I have been a good Roman wife. I was faithful to you, and I am providing you an heir for your house. Even better, your infant’s mother will be married to a consul’s nephew. Your infant's grandfather will be a senator. This is a great boon to our infant and your house. You should be grateful for what we are doing. You know what, I cannot deal with you anymore. Please get off the ship, and find passage to Rome. I will take care of your infant for a reasonable time period, but I expect you to take custody of it soon after it's born.”  
 
    “How can you be so heartless?”  
 
    “Heartless? I have been a good, virtuous wife. I was a virgin when we married. I never shared my bed with anyone but you. I am carrying your infant. If I give birth to a healthy son, then I have completed all of the duties of a virtuous wife. Now it's time to move on to greener pastures. Now is the time for me to be a good mother. If our infant survives to adulthood, he will have the best opportunities in the empire because his grandfather will be a senator. My husband may become consul one day, and I will ask that he make your infant into a senator if it’s a boy. What are you going to do for our infant? You could never give our infant the opportunities Publius and his uncle can. The best thing you can do for our infant is get off this ship.”  
 
    Anger and grief warred in Washington as he began to weep. He was weeping so hard he could not say a word. All he could do was fall to his knees as he bawled. As he cried for the world to see, his ex-wife and ex-father-in-law walked back to their stateroom on the ships. When he calmed down the sailors helped him off their ship. Sure he beat up one of their shipmates, but it was clear that Washington was having a much worse day than the guy he attacked.  
 
    As Washington passed the messenger that led him to the ship, the messenger held out a hand, and the still-weeping Washington pulled out a gold coin and gave it to the man before heading back to the coffee house. He needed people to talk to.  
 
    Before Washington could enter, his friends and employees rushed out to meet the openly weeping man. He told them what happened, and they mourned with him. Several of the men from Paulsland grew very worried. Washington was sent to Egypt by his father because Washington had trouble processing the deaths of his fellow soldiers. Washington felt grief and loss more so than most men. If Washington did not have a future child to care for, they would be on suicide watch, if only for their Kings sake, but since Washington had something to live for, they were going to try to keep him from starting a war.  
 
    Over the next few days, they spent time calming Washington down. Sending letters to King Paul, and preparing Washington for his trip to Rome.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 March 93 AD Missouri-Trading Partners  
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    As Bobby waited for Samoset, the leader of the buffalo raiders… no, the Wi people. Bobby chastised himself; he had to think of these men as the Wi people, not raiders. If he let something slip during negotiations, it could be disastrous.  
 
    Despite his mental slip, he had to wait for Samoset to arrive before they could begin trading. As he waited, he thought back to his good fortune. His wife had a daughter over the winter, and he had never seen her so happy. This made it much easier to ask her to allow some of the men from the village to help him on this trading expedition. She agreed, so Bobby was able to bring five boats of men with him from his wife’s village and ten from Itsu’s village on the mouth of the great river, not including his own, which meant his wealth would grow tremendously.  
 
    He spent a lot of time on the trip up here adjusting the men's way of thinking. They lived a very easy life in their village, where their only responsibility was to hunt and give their wives children. The problem was that their wives were in charge and were often very disrespectful to their husbands. What man wants his wife to treat him like a four-year-old? Many of the men in the village wanted to come with Bobby, but Bobby very carefully selected the most discontent men. The men most frustrated by the disrespect shown to them. The men most anxious to get away from their nagging wives and various other nagging women. Those who preferred sore muscles from poling upriver to the constant disrespect they received.  
 
    The problem was that, despite all the frustration, these men still felt like they had to be submissive to their wives. Bobby knew he was not going to change that way of thinking. It was far too foundational to who they were since they had been taught to submit to women since they were infants. Instead, Bobby sought to adjust their way of thinking. He spent the entire trip telling his men that their wives run the village, and that’s fine. When they are on a hunting trip or a long trade expedition, they need someone to watch their wealth and take care of their land and children. But out here, they lead. As the weeks passed, these men began to buy Bobby’s propaganda, which furthered Bobby’s goal. Bobby’s goal was not to lead one tiny village. Bobby’s goal was to create a major trade network that controlled hundreds or perhaps even thousands of villages.   
 
    And so, after Bobby and his men arrived, they sent word ahead to Samoset and waited. As Bobby waited, he got to know the villagers. He found that they were terrified of the buffalo riders, but they began to open up over the days that they waited for the leader of the Wi, the master of many slave villages. Bobby went out of his way to make friends with the slaves, sharing some of his goods and supplies with them and beginning to build trust. In time he would control these villages and eventually the Wi as well. But developing trust was essential for his future plans.  
 
    During his stay, he absolutely refused to let them feed him. He knew he was about to receive most of their grain, so instead, he fed them jars of food, treats really, filled with things they had never heard of before, and told them not to tell the Wi. If they did, the Wi would punish the entire village. When he saw their eyes go wide and their mouths drop open in shock about keeping things hidden from their hated masters, he told them the jars of preserves he shared were their due reward for growing the grain he would take. Bobby figured this was a great way to find out if they would tell on him. If they could keep a secret then, in another year, he would let it slip that he wished he could trade with them instead of the Wi. Rebellion was a slow process, after all.  
 
    And so the day finally came when Samoset showed up. As Samoset came, Bobby plastered on a huge fake smile that every merchant wore because it helped with sales and yelled out, “SAMOSET! IT'S GOOD TO SEE YOU, MY FRIEND!”  
 
    Samoset did not smile back at Bobby, but he didn’t frown either. Instead, he neutrally said, “Did you bring the goods we talked about?”  
 
    “Of course! And I have other new merchandise that I will gift to you for free.”  
 
    “Do you have enough fast-fire bows for all my men?” Samoset asked, ignoring Bobby’s offer. 
 
    “I am sorry to say I only have five. The ore that iron springs and screws are made from is very difficult to find, and even more difficult to make. It's why I am making my travels up and down this great river; I am looking for a new source of iron ore.”  
 
    Samoset thought back to the final battle against the Trade Alliance, and he had to admit all those years ago, few men had the fast fire bows. Even fewer had the weird version that Bobby called a compound bow. “I understand. I will be patient as you source the iron needed for these bows.”  
 
    “Wonderful. As an apology, I brought you some gifts. I brought maize that grows far better than the maize your slaves grow; with it, you will be able to trade for many more weapons and luxuries. As you know, after a few years, the land maize grows on stops producing maize….”  
 
    Samoset looked surprised and turned to his slaves, furled his eyebrows as if to say is that true, and the slaves nodded furiously. Bobby paused for a moment as Samoset learned something he didn’t know because he was from a hunting tribe. Once Samoset turned back to him, Bobby continued speaking. “So I brought something called soybeans. Soybeans grow well wherever maize grew the year before. Rotate the fields you grow soybeans and maize in every year, and the crop yield will go up instead of down.”  
 
    Samoset carefully considered his words before deciding to play hardball. “It seems like your gift benefits you more than it benefits me.”  
 
    Internally Bobby hated that Samoset was right, but he didn’t react to the provocation at all. He knew that Samoset was used to taking what he wanted instead of trading for it. “That is by no means my only gift. I am sure you get tired of just eating maize and buffalo all the time. I will explain to the slaves how to make several recipes from the soybeans that will improve your diet, and I also have some preserves as gifts. Plus, I have a totally new treat you have never heard of before: It’s called peanuts. Why don’t we sit down and talk about trade over lunch?”  
 
    “That sounds pleasant.”  
 
    And so the two men sat down, and Bobby began serving Samoset lunch from the goods he brought. They haggled back and forth, and it turned out that this village did not have enough grain to trade for everything Samoset wanted, so Bobby managed to talk him into revealing where every slave village was so Bobby’s merchants could directly pick up their grain stores and leave their trade goods at the villages for the Wi to pick up.  
 
    When the deal was finished, Bobby took out a bottle and said, “To celebrate our new deal, have a drink of honey wine with me.”  
 
    “Honey, what?”  
 
    “It’s a new drink my brother introduced me to. It will make you feel amazing.”  
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    Bobby poured both of them a cup, and Samoset waited until he saw Bobby gulp down his cup before taking a drink. He smiled and said, “Why didn’t you offer this for trade? It's wonderful.”  
 
    “The taste isn’t the wonderful part. In a few minutes, you will feel a nice buzz. I would have offered it for trade, but I only have one bottle. It's made from honey, and as you know, honey is not always the easiest thing to find.” 
 
    “What’s honey?”  
 
    “It’s a type of food that some flying bugs make. It's extremely rare, and aside from my brother, I have not been able to source it.”  
 
    “When you get more bring it to me. I would love to share it with my men.”  
 
    “Of course. Of course. Now that the meal is over, may I ask you for a favor?”  
 
    “It depends. What do you want?”  
 
    “Last time I made my way here, I noticed a lovely limestone outcropping northwest of where the great river meets a river that heads north a little ways before heading due east. We had to backtrack a ways before coming up this river since we wanted to go as far north as possible. When I saw the limestone outcropping, I thought it was a great resource, so I purchased a couple of slaves from my brother. These slaves know how to harvest limestone, and I would like for them to begin harvesting the limestone. Since the limestone is yours, I will pay you handsomely for whatever they produce, especially since they will need your buffalo riders to keep an eye on them. We certainly don’t want slaves escaping after all.”  
 
    “I know the place you are talking about. We own villages north and south of it. What will you offer me in exchange for the limestone?”  
 
    Bobby smiled. He already had the food trades he wanted. This year they would grow the father and mother hybrids for both maize and soybeans, and once he bought the seed back, he would find a few villages to grow the hybrid proper, perhaps on the east side of the river, out of reach of the Wi. But that was long-term profits. Now was the time to deal with short-term profits since Samoset was full, and should start getting a pleasant buzz soon.  
 
    Bobby reached into his things and pulled out two yards of blue cotton cloth. This was something he brought from Texas. When he visited his dad in December, one of the hybrid crops he gave Bobby was indigo, meant to grow in the swamps near the mouth of the great river. His dad said there wasn’t a great place to grow the crop in Texas, but he grew a few patches every four or five years so the crop wouldn’t go extinct. Seeds will die eventually if not planted, and John didn’t want that for any of the seeds he’d brought back from the land of the gods. John showed him how to dye cotton with some of the indigo he had saved from previous crops, gave him the steps to grow the crop, and how to make the indigo at a large industrial scale.  
 
    When Trevor went to Cuba, John gave him dozens of seeds, many that take years to produce fruit, but not every seed was perfect for Trevor. This time it was Bobby’s turn, and in December, he gave Bobby indigo and rice for the swamps, hybrid peanuts and cotton for his wife’s village and surrounding villages, and hybrid maize and soybeans for the grasslands. John offered more crops, but for Bobby’s long-term goal, those were the only plants he could give out and implement into his plan this year.  
 
    As Bobby held up the blue cloth, the only blue cloth he had, he asked, “I am willing to give this to you and supply enough grain for the slaves and their overseers to survive for more than a year.” Then Bobby pulled out some more trinkets: very dark brown ink made from peanuts, also from his father, until the women of his wife’s village could produce more this year; a quill pen for the ink, and finally, hemp paper tied with hemp rope both of those were grown in his wife’s village, but the hemp was made into paper and rope in the village at the mouth of the great river.  
 
    “And I am also willing to give you these gifts.” Bobby was not surprised when Samoset looked confused, and so dipped the quill in the ink and began drawing on the paper. No point in putting words on it since the Wi had no clue what writing was. Samoset watched in fascination as Bobby drew Samoset’s portrait. It wasn’t great, but it was a first for Samoset, so he was impressed. Finally, Bobby put some salt on the paper to dry the ink quickly enough so it wouldn’t smear; another product, but one Bobby had already sold to the Wi.  
 
    “That reminds me of my reflection in a still pool of water. Is that supposed to be me?”  
 
    “It’s the best drawing of you I can make. I am sure your shaman would love these gifts. It will help him immortalize your gods and legends.”  
 
    Bobby had twisted things. Before he brought up gods and legends, this was a business deal for Bobby and Samoset. Now this was a business deal for Bobby but a religious sacrifice for Samoset. Bobby knew people were willing to give a lot more to their gods than the businessman sitting across from them. Normally Bobby wouldn’t play this card, but he did not want to sit here all day bargaining with the man about his two Mayan slaves.  
 
    Bobby read Samoset correctly. With the thought of putting the story of Wi, their god whom their tribe was named after, on paper, albeit in drawings, not writing, Samoset smiled broadly and genuinely said, “Thank you for this precious gift. You saved the best for last. I will have my men take your slaves to the limestone outcropping just west of where the two rivers meet.”  
 
    “I will have my men leave them plenty of food and tools as they pass by so they can begin their work.”  
 
    Samoset became impatient and said, “I will instruct my men to meet yours at the various villages for our trades. But I must return to my home immediately and give this paper to our shaman. With this, he can draw his visions for all to see.” 
 
    Bobby smiled inside but recognized this was not a time to show it on the outside. Instead, he nodded and had a serious look on his face as he said, “Perhaps if you find me worthy, next year I will get to see your shaman’s visions drawn on paper.”  
 
    Samoset nodded seriously and said, “Perhaps.” then began instructing his men before leaving.  
 
    Bobby, on the other hand, was glad when Samoset left. He stayed for some time until the grain was put on one of his men’s boats, then waited until the buffalo riders split off to lead the boats to many of the villages they controlled. With Samoset gone, each boat captain was instructed to make private deals with Samoset’s men.  
 
    The men from Bobby’s village needed hides to make their wives happy. Giving the buffalo raiders cotton, paper, pineapple, jewelry, coffee, or other trinkets for hides was allowed, but Bobby made it abundantly clear that they could not give iron or products containing iron.  
 
    It was important to start trading with them on an individual level so that when things went bad for Samoset in a couple of years, they would be in the habit of trading with Bobby’s merchants. For now, they would sell their services, hunting buffalo for trinkets. In the future, they would sell their services as mercenaries for the same trinkets. They just had to learn how profitable life could be without their leader.  
 
    As for Bobby, he began traveling north once again. He was still on the lookout for copper and iron. His dad said it was north, so while his merchants finished their trades and made inroads, he continued looking for the real treasure.  
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 June 93 AD Paulsland- Ceremony  
 
    The last few months had been incredibly busy for Paul. He oversaw over thirty thousand men moving a fortress from one part of their nation to another part, from the Zambezi River to Border River where the border between Paulsland and the Himyarite colonies used to be before the war. Stone by stone, they moved much faster than Paul thought they would.  
 
    With so many men moving the stones, they were ready to begin laying the stones for the new fortress before the foundations were ready. Every elephant they could spare was used to raise five-hundred-pound hammers on thirty-foot tall pile drivers before releasing them to hammer logs deep into the earth. In neat rows, every ten-by-ten feet, they drove logs deep into the ground. Fortunately, they had more than a hundred elephants working on this project. Unfortunately, the logs continued going deep into the ground for over a hundred feet. Whether they found bedrock or the friction of the mud stopped them from going any further, Paul didn’t know, but the log piles would hold the fortress.  
 
    Once the foundation was firm, they began laying down stones. They built a ten-foot tall stone and concrete pad on the log piles as a foundation for the rest of the fortress because the area was somewhat prone to flooding, especially since they built the fortress right on the bank of the river. In the future, they would take time to build another fortress across the river and a stone bridge connecting the two, but they were in a hurry for now, so that would have to wait.  
 
    Once the pad was finished, they began building walls, gates, and towers. The previous fortress’s design had fifty-foot walls with one-hundred-and twenty-foot-tall towers. The new design called for walls that were only forty feet high, with nine of the towers being fifty feet tall. Due to the need to have a communications tower, the tenth tower was built to be one hundred and twenty feet high, on the northeast side of the fortress, as that was deemed to be the least likely to be attacked from a ground position. The change to shorter walls and towers was simply because ballistae ate through the previous fortresses tall towers where they extended from the top of the walls. The engineers believed the much shorter towers, and towers much closer in height to the walls, would not collapse so easily.  
 
    Unlike the previous towers, these towers were having ballistae built on them. They used the same exact ballistae designs as the Himyarites. The surviving Himyarite engineers were desperate to tell Paulsland everything they knew in exact and full detail. When the rest of the Himyarites began working on moving stones from the fallen fortress, Paulsland officers asked for the Himyarite engineers. They promised the engineers would have much easier jobs. Some men lied, and that was okay with Paul. Those men were given type one diabetes. The surgeons put some concentrated opium in syringes, directly applied it to the area being cut open, and let the liars and engineers watch as they opened them up and removed their pancreas. Afterward the liars were given all the food they could eat, and to the amazement of everyone, no matter how much they ate, they withered and died. The engineers were now convinced they had attacked a nation of witches and were incredibly desperate to share everything they knew. So far, Paulsland had learned a lot of new things about woods, glues, sinew, and various other trade secrets, while learning a lot more about type 1 diabetes, a win-win, really. It's unfortunate that with the knowledge the engineers had they would never be allowed to leave, but they were advancing Paulsland material science, and they would die advancing Paulsland biological science.  
 
    In order to develop trust with their prisoners, some of the Himyarites that recovered from the Paulsland experiments were brought back to work with the other Himyarites, if for no other reason than Paul did not need thousands of Himyarite POWs rioting. When prisoners showed how the yellow coal residue healed their burns or how their shattered arms were healing because of the bronze screws holding bones together, it went a long way to show the Himyarites they would not be executed as long as they behaved and worked hard. Better yet, the Himyarites began to believe if they were injured while working hard, they would be healed. Then they began to believe if they did not work and behave, Paulsland would perform witchcraft on them. This misplaced belief helped their projects get completed ahead of schedule. 
 
    As for the ones who didn’t behave, they were used to test what the fatal level of certain chemicals were, and how to treat injuries caused by those chemicals when the dose was nonfatal. All the data from these experiments were useful, but they got extremely lucky. They found out that one chemical made by combining alcohol and sulfuric acid produces fumes that make people pass out, and they stay passed out even when surgeons cut into them. The sulfuric alcohol combination is usually used as a solvent, and it is highly flammable. Paul thought they’d rediscovered ether. Currently, they were testing it to see if it could replace concentrated opium for surgeries, and fortunately, Paul had over eight thousand prisoners to test its effectiveness on.  
 
    As Paul considered these things, Dashiell knocked on his office door. Paul said, “Come in." When Paul saw his stepson he smiled and asked, "How is language school going?”  
 
    Dashiell frowned. “I am still totally lost. I thought when we went to Madagascar the people would speak a similar language to us, but their language is totally different. It will be a year at least before we know their language well enough to start conquering them. As a slight change of subject, I wonder if you have figured out the clock issue yet?”  
 
    Paul frowned. Turns out a pendulum clock and ocean waves do not work well together. Dashiell tried to fix the issue by tying the pendulum clock to a beam on the ship, thoughtlessly turning the clock into a pendulum. Since the clock had a pendulum inside it, when Dashiel hung it up, the clock turned into a double pendulum. Things went crazy as the two pendulums moved extremely erratically, and the clock broke. Turns out double pendulums are not very stable.  
 
    “I gave it a lot of thought, and I am having the Illuminati work on something called a gimbal.” 
 
    Dashiell gave him a blank look and asked, “Is that something from your homeland or something one of them cooked up?”  
 
    “From my homeland. I actually remember it pretty well since they made some big ones for kids to play in. It had three rings, all connected to each other. An outer ring, middle ring, and inner ring. We would be harnassed to the inner ring, and we would spin around in every direction, but that was meant as a ride. Most gimbals were designed to hold things steady in the middle while the outside moved around them. So, the Illuminati are going to build a couple of large gimbals from brass, put clocks in their center, and see if we can make a gimbal clock steady enough to give us good readings on the sea. If so, our ships will navigate by instruments instead of by landmarks.”  
 
    “Dad, you’re going way over my head. I just came here to tell you everything is ready for the ceremony. We need you to do a final inspection.”  
 
    “Of course. Are the Himyarites ready to be moved?” Paul asked as he left his office and headed to the fort’s courtyard to do his final inspection before the ceremony. 
 
    “Yes. A thousand of Badru’s men are going to take them to the flattop mountain northeast of the capital, near the Great Lake River.”  
 
    “Great. I have wanted that mountain converted into the new man camp for years, but with so many other projects, we never had enough manpower to expedite the construction.”  
 
    “Man camp? I thought it was going to be the Illuminati’s new headquarters?”  
 
    “That too. But man, camp will give us an excuse to keep a garrison of soldiers there and claim that they both happen to use the mountain. In reality, it will be used for the Illuminati to do experiments I want to keep secret and also a very secure place to store all the knowledge I remember from my homeland. There are simply things that my homeland did that will take hundreds of years to repeat. Flattop Mountain will be a safe, secure space to store that knowledge.”  
 
    Dashiell nodded. “So what do you need the Himyarites for?”  
 
    “The reason why we chose Flattop Mountain to build the Illuminati headquarters is two-fold. It has a flat top to build a lot of structures on, and currently, it's almost impossible to climb. The Himyarites are going to cut a road into the mountain so we can bring supplies to the top. It is very dangerous work, but I am willing to risk their lives for the endeavor. Over the next year or two, they will build the road. Once it is complete, we will continue finding work for them as our surgeons continue performing vivisections. Plus, every stone they remove from the mountain can be used for a dozen other construction projects.”  
 
    “And why are you going to put man camp there?”  
 
    “Because going up and down that mountain will give our boys great endurance while making them strong.”  
 
    Dashiell blinked, then said, “I am so glad man camp is far behind me.”  
 
    “You have a lot of younger brothers that are not so lucky.”  
 
    “Yeah, looks like Carver is going to be the unluckiest of the bunch. If man camp was still at twelve years old, he might have missed it, but since you moved it to thirteen, he will be the lucky son who gets to try Flattop Mountain first. .”  
 
    “It will be good for him. And I am sure he will love telling you and the rest of his older brothers how he went through a harder man camp than you.”  
 
    “Climbing a mountain every day doesn’t make his man camp harder. He has it easy. We had to build our man camp.”  
 
    “You have two years to come up with lies about how hard your man camp was.”  
 
    “Not lies… more like tasteful exaggerations.”  
 
    Before they could continue the conversation, they reached the courtyard of the fortress. In time homes would be built here, but for now, it was empty save a platform and rows upon rows of tables. Each table was covered in ribbons. The plan was to squeeze five or six thousand people into the courtyard at a time for the award ceremony. Most of the men would receive their ribbon alongside their unit, then go home and prepare for the rainy season. With the fields being largely fallow for the last year, they had much work to do before the rains came.  
 
    Titus’s men were going to conquer everything between Great Lake River and the sea. Other men were going to train the thirteen-year-olds at man camp, and still other men were going to watch over the Himyarites as they finished their work on Flattop Mountain and are sent out to do other dangerous work. Over the last few months, Paul and his oldest stepson Badru, spent a considerable amount of time recruiting men for guard duty, and even then, he only had twelve hundred men to watch over the eighty-five hundred Himyarite prisoners.  
 
    That was not even counting all the men who could not be here for this ceremony. Most of the sailors were away on their ships. All of Alexander's men were still up north bringing the remaining Himyarite colonies into Paulsland. A couple of thousand men could not fight against the Himyarites because they had to stand watch in the communications towers or stand guard at the borders. None of those men fought at the battle of Five Village Island, but they did their duty, so they would receive different ribbons.  
 
    Paul was one man, so he would only be able to put ribbons on the men at this ceremony at the fortress of Border River. But as his other men went home, they would put ribbons on all the men who followed orders and stayed behind. Many men would never return home, and his leaders would present ribbons to the families of those who died. During that ceremony, they would tell the people all the atrocities the Himyarites committed and that the men who died, died protecting their nation, village, and most importantly, family, before giving ribbons to the widows and orphans, telling them that their husbands and fathers were heroes. Paul considered inviting them here, but the journey was too far for too many, so the men who commanded their husbands would give the widows and orphans the ribbons.  
 
     The ribbons for the men who fought in the battle of Five Village Island would be red. Red was by far the cheapest color to dye because they had plenty of hematite sitting around from when his men were called to battle and had to abandon the ironworks. Not all of it was rust-red when they left for battle, but after the iron ore sat around for over a year, it was simple for the ladies to make it into dye.  
 
    The sailors would all get blue ribbons made from indigo. It was actually much more valuable than the red dye, but their navy was a fraction of the size of the army, so it was a small price to pay.  
 
    The men who were left behind as support would all receive white ribbons because Paul was too cheap to dye their cotton ribbons. They did something during the war, they did something valuable, but they did not risk their lives. They deserved a ribbon that showed they were following orders but nothing more.  
 
    As for the mothers, widows, and orphans, they would receive red and blue ribbons with a black line through the middle showing their loved ones sacrificed their lives.  
 
    And so, with everything in order, the first group of five thousand men came into the courtyard. The men were led by George. They were almost all nomads from the savannah. They were receiving their awards first because they had the furthest to go before reaching home, and not a single one of those men had their family visit them since the last battle ended. The journey was simply too far. Nobody begrudged the men receiving their ribbons first before being sent home first.  
 
    After the men formed up in the courtyard inside the newly built fortress, Paul’s secretaries counted every man and every formation. They were figuring out if they would squeeze more men in during the next ceremony or not. Paul knew the importance of keeping the courtyard packed during the ceremony. It was better to have thousands of men crowded in the courtyard during the ceremony than to hold the ceremony on the outside of the fortress with tens of thousands of men. The crowded courtyard gave the impression that there were far more men in the courtyard than there actually were. They could have held the ceremony outside at one of the gates of the fortress, with all thirty thousand men present, but then there would have had room to move around, which would have made the ceremony feel emptier. For some reason, humans felt a ceremony was more important when they were crammed together like sardines.  
 
    In the previous timeline, Paul did a bit of world-traveling with his job. It was normal to receive a government contract for his work, and every time the government gave him a contract, some local politician would call a meeting, and the meeting would always be held in a cramped room. Even if larger rooms were available, the room they picked would always be cramped. He may not have enjoyed it, but the reality was the politicians that forced the group of people into a cramped room were in power. Those who didn’t were not, so Paul was not going to argue with results.  
 
    After the last man entered the courtyard and struggled to make his way into a tight formation before finally standing at attention, Paul stepped onto the platform and began to speak to the men.  
 
    “The Himyarites came here to kill you, rape your wives, and enslave your children, but because we stood together, we killed and enslaved them instead. They came to our home, and they were broken. If we had not stood together, they would have taken us apart piece by piece, but now the surviving Himyarites will be taken apart piece by piece. Know this, we will continue to stand together to crush any enemy that attacks us. We will stand together to cripple any enemy that goes after you, your wives, or your children. 
 
    “Every man that stands before me will receive a red ribbon because you fought in the bloodiest battle in Paulsland’s history. Yes, some of our men died in the battle, but for every man lost, the Himyarites lost dozens. Wear this ribbon proudly as a reminder.  
 
    “But red ribbons will not be the only ribbons given out today. The Himyarites are not just made up of the thirty or so thousand men that attacked our nation. They are a nation far to the north, across the sea, and so our brave sailors fought them at sea and sank their ships, making sure the Himyarites did not bring another thirty thousand soldiers to rape and kill your children. Many of those brave sailors died, but know this, like you, for every sailor the Himyarites killed, our sailors killed hundreds of Himyarite sailors. I will give our brave sailors, the sailors that kept you from being overwhelmed by our despicable enemy, a blue ribbon. One day, if you should see a man wearing a blue ribbon, ask him about the battles he fought, hear his story, and share yours because without each other fighting on different battlefields, your wives and children would have been abused by the Himyarites.  
 
    “After you return home, some men will be given white ribbons. Those men had to be left behind to send messages or guard homes so you knew your wives and children would be safe. Because they guarded your home, you had no worry for your wives and children while you fought the enemy that wanted to destroy them. Do not hold them in contempt; they obeyed orders and gave you peace of mind while you were away.  
 
    “But not everyone who helped us fight will receive a ribbon. Our Diplomat Udo managed to get the Aksum to attack a Himyarite city, undercutting their ability to reinforce their army. My son, Washington, married into a Roman governor's family, making it politically impossible for the Himyarites to use the Romans as mercenaries. Their actions have made it difficult or impossible for them to ever return home. For Washington, that was simply his duty as my son, but Udo went above and beyond his duty, so I will send him agave plants so, in time, our adversaries will focus their attention on him instead of us.” Paul did not explain that Muza was the perfect place to grow agave and that it could easily be turned into a very strong alcohol called tequila. That may not be as profitable as perfume, but with Rome so near, it would have a strong market, and with the perfume market tanking sooner or later Himyarite would need to focus on Muza to steal its new export, instead of Paulsland.  
 
    “Wear your ribbons with pride wherever you go, but also view those ribbons as a reminder that to defeat the men who wanted to rape your wives and sell your children into slavery, you had to fight with men from across Paulsland, and to win this war, men fought battles you know nothing of.”  
 
    And with that, they began coming onto the platform one by one. Paul used an iron pin to fascine a red ribbon on each man. George was the last to come onto the platform, and after Paul put his ribbon on, he took a box filled with red ribbons with black lines running through them, opened it up for the men to see, and said, “When you return home it will be George’s responsibility to give these to the mothers, wives, and orphans of the brave men who died protecting their families. Paulsland will see to it that their wives and orphans are taken care of. Being a part of Paulsland means that your wife and children will be protected and will be taken care of, even if you should die.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 July 93 AD Rome- Crushed 
 
    Washington was outside the city of Rome in a villa owned by Mume and his wife, Mke. They were a couple from Paulsland that made their wealth by making lenses for the elite in Rome, and they graciously and gladly opened up their villa to the son of the King they loved.  
 
    Washington was there waiting for his ex to give birth to their child at the Stertinius estate so he could go fetch it. He was staring off into space, still trying to come to grips with the entire situation, when Mume came by with a steaming cup of tea and asked, “How are you doing?”  
 
    “I don’t know. The best I can, I guess. Until the child is born, I am at the mercy of the men who took my wife.”  
 
    “Don’t be like that. The Romans are not like us. They view marriage differently, but they will not hold your child hostage.”  
 
    Although Mume’s words were logical, Washington was still grieving his relationship. “It would be one thing if my wife simply left me because I did something wrong, if I failed, but her father explicitly allowed me to marry his daughter because he thought I would make him wealthier. There were a couple of times when I could understand her father taking her from me, like when the perfume prices crashed, but the reality is that I helped him double his wealth in less than a year. I was doing what I said I would do, and I thought as long as I kept my end of the bargain, everything would go great. Instead, I now realize the harder I worked for the man, the faster he would take my wife away and give her to another man. If I had been lazy, I would still have my wife.”  
 
    “That is sadly the Roman way. They view each other as steppingstones and feel no animosity when the other party moves on. Marriage is about politics, not love. The crazy part is that because you helped him so much, Marcus will likely try to help you. If only to show the other senators that he will repay favors to those who help his house. He is probably at the Stertinius villa as we speak, waiting for you to come to your senses and plans to offer you an alliance when you do.”  
 
    Washington shot Mume a death glare. “I want to see him dead.”  
 
    “Oh, he is well aware of that, I am sure. He just views that as the passion of youth. He figures that once you are no longer insane, you will see reason and ask him for a favor.”  
 
    “INSANE? HOW AM I INSANE? I LOST MY WIFE AND HAD TO FOLLOW HER TO ROME OR RISK MY CHILD'S LIFE.”  
 
    Mume sighed. “Romans view all teenagers as insane. They think teenagers struggle to control their passion and thus are insane. I am a lens crafter and have helped many very rich men in Rome see well again. Despite that, due to my age, they still view me with a sort of kind contempt. It's worse for my wife Mke. She is dramatically better than any doctor in Rome, but because she is so young, they hold her in contempt, and worse, because she is a woman, they view her as a sort of broken man.”  
 
    Washington’s sneer softened into a frown. “How do you two stand it?”  
 
    “It doesn’t hurt that whether society says we are insane or not, the Romans are a pragmatic lot. They pay ridiculous amounts of money for us to fix their problems. The bigger issue we have is that culturally our beliefs are much more in line with the Christians than the Romans. That puts all of us in a weird place. We refuse to teach the Romans our healing arts because they show contempt for our first two children, Mume and Paul.”  
 
    “Contempt? Why?”  
 
    “Because we adopted them. We saw those two baby boys left to die by some unknown patriarch and rescued them. The Romans can accept why we saved Mume, infertility is not unknown to the Romans after all, but saving the second child, Paul, is foreign to them. Every Roman we have worked on or worked with has commented on it, and Mke and I find it disgusting.”  
 
    “I have to ask, why call your two adopted boys Mume and Paul?”  
 
    “We were not sure what to call the boys, but everyone who came by automatically assumed the bigger boy was named after me. Everyone always called him Mume. I did not realize that the act of adopting a nameless child, especially since we were childless, meant that in Roman society, he was our oldest and thus had to carry my name. As for the second one, the one every Roman wonders why we didn’t leave to die, I named him after the best man I knew, King Paul.”  
 
    “You know, that’s the thing that gets me. If I was not here to collect my child, Marcia would leave it out to die.”  
 
    Mume sighed, considered his words, then said, “Your ex has no rights of her own. The only way she will ever have rights is for her to be unmarried and for her father to die. She grew up knowing this. When your ex-wife was a little girl, she was taught that any child she had was the property of the house of whoever impregnated her. It’s not her child, it's not her husband's child; it is her husband's patriarch’s child. He can do whatever he wants to the child because it's assumed the patriarch will do what's in the best interest of his house. She has seen children left exposed to die all her life and been taught to do nothing when those children were screaming, begging for anyone to feed them. She must have been three or four when her parents taught her not to pity them. Her heart became hard to the cry of infants long ago. In her mind, the purpose of pregnancy is to give her husband’s house a child. So, the purpose of her pregnancy was to give your house, the house of Paul, a child because your two houses were allied. The child was never really hers. Even if she was still your wife, she would likely expect a nurse to take care of the child so she would not be attached to it when she inevitably remarried.  
 
    “Her new husband, Publius Stertinius, already has two boys and a daughter. If she gets pregnant, she will either have to abort or expose the child. The only reason why Publius married her is because his uncle forced him to divorce his former wife for her because his uncle needed funds, funds which, Marcia’s father could supply. It was not cheap to become a Roman Consul.” 
 
    “She could have avoided this fate if she had just stayed with me.”  
 
    “She is a Roman girl who grew up in a political household. Short of dramatically changing her beliefs, she never would have stayed with you. That said, if she changed her beliefs and stayed with you, her father probably would have killed her. It's his right as her Patriarch.”  
 
    “I never would have let him do that…” Washington paused. Since it was clear that he was giving Mume’s words some thought, Mume let him think. After a few seconds, Washington asked, “What do you mean change her belief?”  
 
    “We do not work with or teach the Romans because a lot of their beliefs are awful. We were taught as children that the strong protect the weak. That when we grow up, it's our responsibility to protect those who cannot protect themselves. When we were in school, we couldn’t wait to be men because, as men, we would get to protect others. When we were in man camp, we were taught that it was our duty and honor to protect those weaker than ourselves. We even went to the memorials where those who died for others were buried. My wife and the girls, on the other hand, were taught that their duty is to take care of the sick and helpless. To help them grow strong. The Romans are taught the opposite. The strong are strong because they are blessed by the gods, so they should make themselves stronger. Any child born weak must be exposed, or they will make their house weaker. The strong get stronger; the weak get weaker. It is anathema to us. Although we cannot work with most Romans due to the difference in beliefs, we can work with the Christians who have different beliefs than most Romans. They believe all people are made in the image of their God, and thus all life should be protected. As Paulslanders do not agree with the reason why life should be protected, but since we agree on that point, we often work together to the consternation of the Romans, especially since Christians are usually Romans who have changed their beliefs.” 
 
    “Why does that bother the Romans?”  
 
    “The Christians say the Roman gods are not real, and that the Romans are a superstitious lot. Worst of all, at least to the Romans, the Christian put individuals above the house, which is why I said the only thing that could have saved your marriage was your wife changing beliefs.”  
 
    “Why is the individual being above the house the worst of all?”  
 
    “Because anyone with power in Rome is a patriarch. The Christians teach that people should obey their patriarchs and rulers unless it means disobeying their God. One of the things their God doesn’t like is divorce so imagine the frustration of the patriarchs when their child refuses to divorce and remarry. Imagine your wife's father's anger if his daughter refused to divorce you and remarry. The only thing her father wanted in life was to become a senator, but if she does not divorce you and marry Publius he does not get to become the one thing he wanted in life. There is no doubt that he would have killed his daughter if her disobedience cost him his dream. The tendency Christians have to obey their God over their patriarch and government has led to Roman resentment.”  
 
    Washington could imagine how furious Marcus would be, and as understanding clicked he said, “Wow. I knew the Romans didn’t like the Christians, but I didn’t understand how bad it got.” 
 
    “You were in Egypt, where political marriages were not as frequent a part of life. Out there, the problems between the Christians and Romans were more of a religious issue, but here in Rome, it is a political one. Recently when the emperor suggested making every Christian a slave and sending them off to a new colony on the east coast of Africa, the senate unanimously supported it and tripled the funding he asked for. The Christians we have working for us are protected because the senators are pragmatic. If they become sick or need their eyesight to get better, they have to come to us. But every other Christian is being arrested, enslaved, and sent away.”  
 
    Washington nodded. It’s really not hard to figure out who the Christians were. They talk about their Christ constantly. Even if they didn’t do that, if Roman Soldiers or, worse, the Lictors went around telling random people to deny Christ, the Christians would refuse, making it incredibly easy to identify Christians. Rome would have no trouble filling up the slave pens and sending the Christians out to the new colony.  
 
    Before Washington could respond, Mke came into the room and said, “The Stertinius house just delivered a message. Marcia has given birth, and they want you to pick up your child.”  
 
    “Why didn’t they tell me she was in labor?”  
 
    Mke blinked a couple of times in shock. What woman wanted their husband, much less ex-husband to be there for hours upon hours as they gave birth? What man wanted his wife's ex-husband there as his wife gave birth to her ex-husband’s infant. They clearly wanted to move on with their life, and the sooner Washington picked up his spawn, the sooner that would happen.  
 
    Mume decided to avoid the question. “I don’t know, but we better take my carriage. We can bring one of the wet nurses.”  
 
    There were actually several wet nurses working for Mume. When Mume said he was working with the Christians, it was something of an understatement. Both Mume and the Christians felt a need to save exposed infants, which opened the door for them to work together. All exposed infants, that were found by the Christians in Rome, were first brought to Mume’s villa before a Christian family adopted the infant. Mke actually suggested setting up a school for the orphans like in Paulsland, but in Rome, it was much more practical, legally, to make a child part of the household so they let the idea go. That said, because of Mke’s medical expertise all the infants were brought to her first for a checkup, and medication as needed. It didn’t take long for Mke to be overwhelmed by the work, and so they started training the Christians who shared the same ethics, who quickly became employees, whose husbands started getting trained by Mume when he had more orders than time to grind lenses. Before they knew it, they had a large staff, with the need for some specializations, like several wet nurses.  
 
    “Fine, let's go.”  
 
    And so Mume, Mke, and a wet nurse took their carriage to the Stertinius estate. The carriage was not a comfortable thing. As it went down the road, it screeched, groaned, and jostled back and forth on its iron cap wheels. Mume, Mke, and the wet nurse were used to it, and Washington was so focused on meeting his child that he hardly noticed.  
 
    After nearly two hours, they finally reached the Stertinius estate. Several guards in their forties, clearly retired Roman soldiers in blue uniforms, stood watch at the closed gate of the estate. The gate was made with iron bars, which were more ornamental than anything. It was meant to allow people to see inside the estate while barring their path. 
 
    Washington rushed out of the carriage, straight to the guards, and said, “I am Washington. I received a message that Marcia gave birth. I am here for my child.”  
 
    One of the guards said, “We have been waiting for you.” Then he turned to another guard who was behind the closed gate and said, “Go fetch the child.”  
 
    Washington said, “I would like to retrieve my child.”  
 
    “Marcia does not wish to see you, and none of the Stertinius family wishes to meet you since you are prone to outbursts. You will wait here as the infant is fetched.”  
 
    Washington’s face turned to fury, though the guards didn’t care. Washington was a teenager, full of passion. When they were his age, they were prone to outbursts as well. As far as they were concerned, in a few years, he would grow out of it. That being said, they could not understand why he was interested in raising a child when he was so young. They assumed his patriarch was making him take the child. They never would have raised a child when they were his age without their patriarch's direct orders.  
 
    The worst part of the situation for Washington was that he was helpless. These people had power over him, power over his child, and he had to submit to them until his child was safe. Every second he waited, his fury etched itself more thoroughly into his soul. He waited in front of the guards for five, ten, twenty, and thirty minutes, all the while growing more and more concerned. He did not care that it was a big estate, and it would take time to find the child and bring it to him, he had felt helpless for months, and this was the worst part. Until he took hold of his child, he was beholden to the whims of houses Rufus and Stertinius. Until he held his child, he felt they were holding his child hostage, which was far from what they were doing. But emotion was overriding logic in this case.  
 
    Eventually, Washington saw a guard leading a woman holding an infant to the gate. His heart raced in excitement, fear, hope, and anxiety; practically every emotion a man could feel, he felt all at once. He didn’t realize it, but tears began to fall down his face. To the guards, this just showed Washington's immaturity. He barely had his first beard; he was young, and irrational. Rationality demanded making your heart cold because the child probably wouldn’t make it to the age of eight. They did not realize that things were changing. Infant mortality in Rome, among the wanted children, fell dramatically in the last couple of years, if only due to penicillin, among other medical breakthroughs coming from Paulsland.  
 
    When the lady made it to the gate, several guards very carefully stood in front of it as the gate was opened, and she slipped through. They did not want Washington rushing through the gate as it was clear he was being irrational. They did not hold that against him, they were irrational about different things at his age, and it was expected someone so young would be. As soon as she slipped through the gate, it was closed, and as soon as the guards heard it clink shut, they moved out of the way.  
 
    As they moved, Washington rushed forward and carefully moved to take the baby. The lady was a bit surprised that a young man knew the correct way to take a newborn infant from her, as a Roman boy would never be taught that lesson, whereas it was a fundamental part of Paulsland education.  
 
    As she carefully handed the baby to Washington, she said, “Marcia wishes to apologize for giving birth to Washintina. She wants you to know that although she did not give you a son, she has fulfilled every other duty of a virtuous wife.”  
 
    Washington was confused. “Washintina?”  
 
    “Your daughter's name.” 
 
    “Daughter?” Washington looked down at his little girl and smiled, then looked back at the woman and asked, “Who gave her the stupid name Washintina?” 
 
    The lady was speechless for a moment, then said, “You did.”  
 
    “I would never call my daughter such a stupid name.”  
 
    “All daughters are named after their father. So yes, you gave her this name.”  
 
    Washington blinked, remembered the Roman custom, then flatly said, “I am sick of Roman custom. Roman custom has taken my daughter's mother away from her. My daughter will be named after my mother, Chazia. Let little Chazia’s mother know that her daughter's name is Chazia.”  
 
    The lady gave it a moment's consideration before saying, “I can relay that message.”  
 
    Washington frowned for a moment wanting to share everything he thought, but the small bundle in his arms moved, and he realized he had more important things to do, so he left without another word and got back into the carriage.  
 
    Washington was deep in thought as they went back to Mume’s estate. He only handed off little Chazia to the wet nurse when she grew hungry about an hour into the journey. After she was given back, Washington began to weep.  
 
    Mume asked, “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “Little Chazia’s mother should be feeding her, not this servant. I have to wonder, did my daughter ever suck on her mother's breast? Was she ever held by her mother? My daughter is no different than the infants cast out by their mothers, and I hate Marcia, her house, and house Stertinius for that. It's one thing to abandon me, but to abandon my daughter as well is a step too far.”  
 
    “Don’t be rash. House Stertinius is very powerful, and house Rufus is very rich.”  
 
    “They are only rich because of my dealings with them. The Central Roman Trading Company will not trade with them anymore.”  
 
    “They were rich before they traded with you, and they will continue being rich even if they never buy and sell Paulsland products again.”  
 
    “No, they will not be. It is high time the Central Roman Trading Company started doing business directly in Rome. I even figured out our first product. We can put rubber on these iron-capped wheels, and make the ride much smoother and quieter.”  
 
    Mume immediately understood the implication and said, “Do not go after the house of a sitting Consul. They will destroy you. They wouldn’t just destroy you; they would go after Paulsland as well.”  
 
    “Consuls are not consuls forever. The Central Roman Trading Company spent years setting things up so that we could destroy the Himyarite's economy. Destroying the economy of two houses will be much simpler than that.”  
 
    “They will crush you.”  
 
    “They will wither first.”  
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 July 93 AD Minnesota-FOUND IT!  
 
    Bobby and his two friends continued poling up the Great River, which was not as great up north as it was in the south. Although, they polled well over a thousand miles on this trip it was not a hardship. These men were used to it, and they had massive muscles to show for it. It also helped that they got to visit new places, make profits, and glean a lot of information like the size of the Wi nation. From the Great River, it went a few hundred miles west, and from where the Great River met the Eastern River, their territory went a couple of hundred miles north and south. Thankfully the Wi did not cross the Great River yet.  
 
    For now, the Wi seemed content to keep control of a few dozen villages while they spent most days hunting on the back of their buffalo. It reminded Bobby of his wife’s village, where the men spent all their time hunting. The main difference was that in his wife’s village, the women stayed in control of the village by doing all the labor outside hunting, and the men of the Wi village showed their control by forcing their wives to do all the labor. Both genders did the same work in both places; the only difference was who was in charge.  
 
    Knowledge of the Wi territory was very important to Bobby since it told him how far he had to go before he could trade with other villages. He did not want to trade with a village that was about to become a slave of the Wi; trading with the people the Wi planned to conquer would make him their enemy, and he wanted to become their boss. It would take a few years before he could control them. Since buffalo gave them an amazing range, Bobby decided to go north about four hundred miles beyond the northernmost village they controlled before looking for his next trading partner.  
 
    As Bobby and his partners traveled north, they passed several villages along the river. Bobby could not ignore the villagers without becoming their enemy, so he traded some small trinkets with them and gifted them some of his canned food. This far north, the Great River was a lot smaller and slower, making canoe travel practical, so there were several villages with canoes, and many of them paddled beside Bobby’s boat. Bobby couldn’t speak their language yet, but it was obvious that they were impressed with the boat. It was somewhat annoying to Bobby that he had to more or less ignore these potential customers because of the Wi, but he was still young, so he focused on long-term profit over short-term gains.  
 
    Eventually, they passed the four-hundred-mile mark and began looking for nearby villages. When they saw smoke rising in the distance, they polled to shore, left their boat with several gifts in tow, and made their way to the village. As they made their way to the village, they saw green fields of tall maize surrounding the village. They didn’t want to sneak up on the people, so they put on their best smiles, Bobby took out his guitar, and they began singing a song about merchants being everyone's best friend.  
 
    It wasn’t long before men, women, and children cautiously came through the stalks of maize. They watched for a minute while the three smiling merchants finished their song. Once finished, a couple of the villagers began to speak, and to the merchant's annoyance, they didn’t know the language yet. Once Bobby realized this, he smiled at the men, pointed at a tree, then took out an ax and began cutting into it. When the villagers saw the power of the ax, they began to scream in excitement. Bobby continued for a few minutes until the tree tumbled over. Then he carefully cradled the ax and brought it to one of the village elders and extended it to him as a gift.  
 
    The elder smiled, took it, carefully looked over the ax, touched it, and to Bobby’s surprise, bit down on the iron. The elder hurt his tooth, then smiled, seeing how tough the iron was. The elder looked back up at Bobby, took a necklace off his neck, and offered it to Bobby as a gift in exchange.  
 
    Bobby carefully looked at the jewelry. The first thing Bobby noticed was that the necklace had some sort of carving attached to it. Then Bobby looked closer and realized the carving was copper, and his merchant's false smile turned into a genuine one, and he told his men. “Don’t yell, but we found it.” Bobby lifted up the piece of jewelry. “This is copper.”  
 
     “YES!” Hetane shouted. 
 
    Gad poked him in irritation. “Try to look natural. We don’t want them to turn violent.” 
 
    Bobby added in, “Or worse, charge us extra for the copper.”  
 
    Hetane calmed down but couldn’t get the grin off his face. “The Tiwa people at the end of Copper River no longer have a monopoly on copper.”  
 
    Gad chimed in, “John was right again.”  
 
    Bobby nodded.“Dad is always right. He said that if we followed the Great River north far enough, we would find copper and iron.”  
 
    Hetane was confused.“But we haven’t found iron.”  
 
    “Not yet, but dad was clear, if we go far north, we will be able to find copper and iron. Here's what we are going to do, we are going to share a meal with these people. Sing songs, and hopefully, they will sing with us. We will become friends overnight. Then tomorrow we are going to go out and look for the black rocks that contain iron. Possible even set up a bloom to see if we can smelt some. But to do that, we have to make these people like us. We know they have copper, now let's see if they have iron as well.”  
 
    And so the three merchants went back to their forty-foot-long boat and began sharing their jars of food with the villagers. The villagers had their first taste of strawberries, pineapple, apples, wheat bread (albeit stale), carrots, beets, canned stew, and other delicacies. After the meal, the villagers were thrilled to have the merchants spend the night.  
 
      
 
      
 
    When the three merchants woke in the morning, they were surprised to find most of the men had left the village, although the women were insistent that they stay. For breakfast, the women fixed them cornbread, clearly made from last year's maize harvest, some fresh berries, and smoked jerky. Once they ate, they tried to leave the village, but the ladies wouldn’t let them until they left old man Gad behind. It was clear that the villagers had taken a liking to the three merchants.  
 
    As soon as they were away from the village, Bobby and Hetane grabbed a couple of axes, cut down several thin trees, stacked them up, put dirt over the top, and started a small burn. Before anything, they needed to make charcoal. They knew it would take a day or two to make charcoal, and they needed charcoal so any bloomeries they made would have enough heat to turn iron ore into molten iron. Both the youths had been around the Trade Alliance enough to know that not all iron ore looked the same, so anything that looked like Iron ore would be tested to see if they found the right stuff, but they needed charcoal for that.  
 
    Once they finished putting layers of dirt over the sticks, they started a fire in the mound and watched it carefully to make sure too much air didn’t get in it. Once they saw it was burning correctly, they headed out and began looking for iron.  
 
    They walked along the river until they found a stream and followed that up a ways until they found a dry creek bed. Once they found the creek bed, they began taking samples. If there was iron ore in the area, without a doubt, some of it would have ended up in the creek as gravel. At first, they didn’t find iron, but they found plenty of copper pieces. Not just copper ore, but ore so rich in copper they could cold forge it without melting it. It was significantly better quality than what the Tiwa had. 
 
    As they were collecting samples, Hetane called out, “Hey, Bobby, look at this.”  
 
    Bobby was in the zone and didn’t want to stop working, so he said, “Show me once we are done filling up our buckets.”  
 
    “Look, you are going to want to see this now.”  
 
    Bobby sighed in irritation. “What?”  
 
    Hetane held up two pieces of gravel and hit them together, and they sang tink. 
 
    Bobby was surprised. “Do that again.”  
 
    Hetane smiled and began hitting them together, tink tink tink. 
 
    Bobby’s jaw dropped, then he grabbed the two pieces of gravel while Hetane laughed. Bobby looked at them closely, noting rust spots on both pieces of gravel, before rubbing them together and exposing iron. There was so much iron content in the ore that there were pure iron bands in it. This ore had far more iron content than any ore he had ever seen.  
 
    After examining the ore, Bobby looked up to Hetane, who said, “We are so rich.”  
 
    Bobby shook his head. “Not yet, we’re not. We should have waited to make charcoal.”  
 
    “What are you talking about? We found the iron, so we might as well smelt some of it.”  
 
    “Hetane, what is our long-term plan?”  
 
    “To use economic force to control all the villages along the Great River.”  
 
    “What kind of economic force?”  
 
    Hetane was irritated. “I don’t know, just tell me.”  
 
    “We are traders, we exchange things. We go from one area to another over vast distances and trade desirable things between various groups to grow our wealth.”  
 
    “And?”  
 
    “What do you think is more profitable? These villagers learning how to make iron, and turning it into ingots, then into various tools and weapons, and trading those tools and weapons for canned food and other trinkets, or these villagers trading us boatloads of what they consider worthless rocks for iron tools, that we take downriver to make into iron ingots, tools, and weapons?” 
 
    Hetane’s eyes went wide with realization. “Trading with them for ore will be far more profitable. But if you didn’t want them to know the secret, why did you have us make the charcoal in the first place?”  
 
    “I didn’t think there would be so much iron in the ore that we could see it before smelting. I figured it would take a few tries in the bloomer to find the iron if we ever found it. Once they saw us fail a few times, they would lose interest.”  
 
    “That’s not a problem. Let's just find the wrong kind of rock and smelt them.”  
 
    “The problem is that if they decide to help us, and they bring us real ore, our plans are gone. I don’t like the risk, not in a place with so much wealth to take. Even a one percent chance of giving them this knowledge is too much of a risk. I have an idea, though. We have paper on the ship. We can gift them the paper and show them how to use the charcoal to draw on it.”  
 
    “That would work. But what about the iron and copper ore?”  
 
    “In the next day or two, we can start loading the ship with it. It's not like it will be that much of a burden since we are just going downriver on the way back home. The current will do most of the work. It also helps our plan. The heaviest things we have to move are near the source of the river. Things like iron, stone, and grain. At the mouth of the river, we are growing spices, indigo and processing iron into tools. Heavy things go downriver, and light things go up. The heaviest things we take upriver are canned food items, with the exception of what we get from Cuba; most of those are going to be grown at my wife’s village, about a third of the way upriver. This river is perfect for traders like us.”  
 
    Hetane nodded, and they made their way back. Not long after they stopped the fire and began taking out their unfinished charcoal, the men of the village began making their way back with their kills. Apparently, they’d decided that they should throw a feast for the merchants that fed them the previous night. The women took the carcasses and began preparing them for the feast, while the merchants began showing the men the wonders of drawing on paper. Of course, the men enjoyed their new toys, and the merchants were happy to trade a fairly cheap product for goodwill.  
 
    The next day Bobby and his partners moved their boat to the area where they found the iron and copper ore and began filling their boat with it. Some of the men of the village looked on with bewilderment, while some of the children decided to help them. It was somewhat tedious as they separated the iron and copper ore from everything else, but after a day, they had a significant amount, all the while sharing their foodstuffs with the villagers.  
 
    The next morning, Bobby and old man Gad woke up early, had a conversation, and decided that Hetane needed to take one for the team. They woke up Hetane, and Bobby told him the news, “Hetane, we need you to marry one of the village girls before we leave.”  
 
    “What? Why me?” 
 
    “Because we are going back downriver, and we need to learn their language before we come back.”  
 
    “No, that’s not what I mean. My wife will not be happy if I bring a second wife back home with me. Why don’t you do it?”  
 
    “Because I need to marry the chief's daughter or at least one of the elder's daughters. It will help us make better deals later on when we can actually communicate with each other. Besides, we can skip our wives' village on the way back to the sea. Your wife won't even know about your marriage until you are heading back upriver.”  
 
    “Why don’t you marry one of the village girls? If you’re lucky, you will marry the chief's daughter; if not, once we learn their language, I will marry the chief's daughter.”  
 
    Bobby frowned. His wife was a leader in the matriarchal village where Hetane had also found his wife. Hetane’s wife would be mad when she found out he had another wife. Bobby’s wife would react much worse, considering it a blow against her authority. Gad already had two wives and was not in a hurry to marry a third unless he knew she was pleasant. After considering their circumstances, Bobby said, “Since we all agree one of us needs to marry one of the girls in this village, we should vote on it.”  
 
    Hetane was still a little groggy, so he said, “Sounds fair.”  
 
    Bobby said, “I vote that Hetane marries one of the girls.”  
 
    Gad chimed in, “I second that.”  
 
    “Wait, what? That’s not fair.” Hetane said. 
 
    This time Gad argued with him, “You said you agreed to a vote. We voted, and you’re the one getting married. You said that was fair.”  
 
    Bobby sided with Gad. “It's not like we are picking the girl out for you. You must have noticed which girls are single by now. Find a pretty one and offer her parents some trinkets and tools in exchange for her. They will figure it out.”  
 
    “Isn't this a pretty big decision to make?”  
 
    Old man Gad decided to speak in a tone of an older man sharing his wisdom. “You already have a wife. What's one more? Especially since you have told Bobby and me that you always intended to have several wives. If you don’t like this one, then just pick out another one later on. This is a business decision for you and the girl's parents.”  
 
    And so Hetane tracked down one of the girls of marriageable age that, he hoped, wasn’t married. Then he took the time to communicate to her he wanted to meet her parents. She, of course, took him to the elders, and he managed to communicate he wanted her for the small price of a few tools. They immediately and gladly agreed since, over the last few days, they’d seen all the work that could be done with those tools, and they would get far more value from the tools than the girl. They felt proud of their decision since the young man could clearly provide for her. Hetane and his new wife spent their wedding night in the village before leaving the next morning.  
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    Chapter 15 August 93 AD Paulsland- Best Bad Decisions  
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    Alexander was glad to finally be back in the capital. Just two weeks ago, his army reached Sarapion, convinced the locals who took over the old Himyarite Colony port to join Paulsland, and with that, his army’s job was finished. North of Sarapion was a lifeless, worthless desert separating Paulsland from Aksum.  
 
    The navy would be spending weeks ferrying his troops back to Five Village Island, where they would ride flat bottom boats up the Zambezi River until they reached Great Lake River, where they would find a new flat bottom boat to take them to the first set of falls. From there, they had a sixty-mile walk up and down gentle hills until they reached the great lake. From there, his men should be able to walk or find a ride back home; albeit some of them lived on the far side of the lake, three hundred and sixty-five miles from where the lake pours water into the river. The trip shouldn’t be so bad in a few years once the canal is finished, but that is still a few years off.  
 
    Currently, Alexander was in the capital looking for his father because, with a word, his father could make his soldiers, militia really, trip home somewhat smoother. He made his way to the castle on the Island in the middle of the capital, where the guards told him that Paul was just outside the northwest of the city, in the current Illuminati headquarters. The guards had to know where Paul was at all times in case, they needed to get a message to him quickly, and it was assumed that if his adult sons or daughters were looking for him, then if nothing else, the message they had would be important to Paul, even if it wasn’t important to the nation.  
 
    Alexander quickly made his way to the Illuminate headquarters, and the guards at the entrance opened the doors for him without a word. Members of the Illuminate pointed Alexander to the place where his father was practicing chemistry, and when he reached the area, Alexander was surprised to see that every personal guard Paul had was outside the door.  
 
    Right away, one noticed Alexander and said, “King Paul told us not to let anyone in until after we hear a great noise.”  
 
    Alexander was confused.“A great noise like at the fort?”  
 
    “Yes. King Paul has made the great noise several times in the last week, although he won't let us know what he is working on.”  
 
    Before Alexander could ask more questions, there was a loud “BOOM!”  
 
    Every head turned hard to the door, and a moment later, the guards busted through the door and rushed in, Alexander following hard on their heels.  
 
    Paul was standing in the room, frowning. “For the tenth or so time. Don’t rush in when you hear the great noise.” Before the guards could politely tell their King no, Paul noticed Alexander gave him a weak smile and said, “Alexander, wonderful to see you.” Paul turned back to the guards and said, “I’m safe. Go wait outside.”  
 
    Several of the guards nodded, and a couple said, “Yes, sir.”  
 
    As they left, they closed the door and left Alexander with his father, and Alexander asked, “What was that?”  
 
    Paul walked over to a long metal tube, frowned, and said, “Another failure… our metal sucks.”  
 
    “What are you talking about?”  
 
    “My people had a weapon that anyone could easily use. It made eighty-year-old grandmas, three-year-old children, and every man and woman in between far more deadly than our greatest warrior, but our metal is not up to the task of recreating that weapon.” 
 
    “What? Even if our metal isn’t up to the task, can't we make something that’s close to it?”  
 
    “Yes, but the problem is the weapon makes everyone equally as strong, which means the military with the most people will win. Right now, everyone in Paulsland is a warrior. It means we can repeal attacks from larger militaries. It also means that other militaries have to spend years and years training their soldiers to fight our people. Every soldier they lose in battle takes years to replace. If they lose enough soldiers, it opens them up to attacks from their enemies, but this weapon means they can replace lost soldiers in six to eight weeks.”  
 
    Paul picked up a long hollow metal tube with an obvious breach in the side and said, “The metal couldn’t take one shot. I have asked a dozen of our best blacksmiths to make the best hollow iron tube they could make, but nothing they have made can handle the pressure needed for this weapon. Our metallurgy isn’t advanced enough. I put your brother Badru in charge of improving metal, but because of the danger of only having one port, he is currently building a canal between the Zambezi River and South River. It won't be as hard of a project as your canal project because the two rivers are actually connected during the rainy season, but it's still going to take a couple of years to make it functional during both the rainy and dry seasons. Everyone who was working on the metallurgy project is now on the canal project, so we are getting further behind.”  
 
    “Why don’t you just use more metal and use a thicker tube?”  
 
    “My people called that a cannon and its function was similar to a trebuchet. It certainly has its uses, but that’s much more useful at sea. I really wouldn’t consider introducing that until our enemies figure out how flaming arrows work. What I want to make is a…” Paul stopped briefly as he considered how to describe a gun to his son, “iron tube that allows our people to accurately kill the enemy. That would require rifling, grooved, spiraling scratches along the inside of the tube and long barrels to put all the force of the gas into the projectile, but the iron we currently have will not contain the blast or hold the spiraling scratches. We could probably make a weak version without the spiraling. That would work great with a massed army in formation but not great for individuals, which means with our current iron this weapon gives the attacker a huge advantage over the defenders.” 
 
    “Why don’t you get the Illuminati working on this?”  
 
    “They can work on the iron, but not the function itself. Not yet. Once the secret is out, it will spread quickly. It's not like the coal oil; it's simple to copy once you know the secret, although I will leave detailed notes on guns for the Illuminati once their headquarters is finished, for future generations.” 
 
    “Future generations?” 
 
    “Yeah, one of the reasons why I am having the Illuminati’s headquarters built on Flattop Mountain away from everything and putting a military base up there with it is because I plan on leaving behind information that will take decades or centuries to copy. Granted, it will be more of a cheat sheet than a technical manual.”  
 
    Paul saw this was going over Alexander's head, so he changed the subject. “So what are you here for?”  
 
    “Finished conquering the colonies. It was not hard. Last year we burned the crops and food supply of every village in the Himyarite colony. When we marched through their homes this year the starving people gladly agreed to join with the promise of food. I know I was supposed to send all the orphans to the school in the capital here, but there were not a lot of orphans to send. A few of my men stayed behind to show the people how to make roads to the sea so our navy could supply them with food and seed for the harvest and to be teachers for their children, but the rest are heading home. I was hoping you could expedite their way home.”  
 
    Paul winced and sighed. “I hope they all have a joyful reunion when they return home, but we have had a few dozen issues with soldiers and the militia returning home.”  
 
    “What kind of issues?”  
 
    “The men being away for more than twelve months, and returning home to find a newborn or a wife that is pregnant.”  
 
    Alexander stopped cold and played his father's words through his head three times before he said, “Oh, wow. What did you do?”  
 
    “I had to choose the best bad decision to make, especially since there was bloodshed in most of those cases. I am surprised you haven’t heard anything about it since it's been a hot topic for a few weeks now.”  
 
    “Dad, I came straight here from Five Village Island. This is the first I heard of it. What did you do?” 
 
    “The first time I heard the problem, I received a message from a militia commander demanding I investigate and find out which guard or chief, and this is the part they really emphasized, that did not go fight with the rest of the men, stole a brave man's wife and got her pregnant. He left out the fact that the militia man in question had already killed his wife after he realized she cheated on him. I sent out investigators immediately. Over the next few days, I began to receive reports from villages with practically the same message and started finding out that most of these men were killing their cheating spouses, and their commanders and fellow soldiers thought the murders were justified. I wanted those men to die but we cannot afford a civil war right now, so now it’s Paulsland law that the punishment for adultery is death. To my knowledge, not a single commander or militiaman thought these men were wrong for killing their adulterous wives. 
 
    “That wasn’t the end of it, was it?”  
 
    “No, not by a long shot. Many of these men did not stop with killing their wife. They also killed the child she had as a result of her adultery. It allowed me to point out that it's Paulsland law that children should not die for the crimes of their parents, so although the men were not wrong for killing their adulterous wife, they were wrong for killing their children. That message got out pretty quickly and reached a lot of the men before they returned home, which started a new round of horrors. No more men killed infants which was a blessing, but not all the women had given birth to their lovers’ babies yet. To make sure they didn’t cross a line, their husbands cut the baby out of the womb before leaving their wives for dead. Then the same men who just cut an infant out of their adulterous wives went out of their way to bring the child to the school for someone else to take care of. About two dozen children in our nation have seen their dad hold down their mom and cut the child out of her womb before leaving their mom for dead. Altogether nearly a hundred men killed their wives, and I cannot hold those men accountable without starting a civil war.  
 
    “I am quite frankly furious and disgusted. I sent my investigators to every village to find out who was stealing my men’s wives while they were at war. It turns out that practically everyone who stayed behind knew what was going on and kept their mouths shut. In many cases, it was the chiefs abusing their authority; in every other case, the chiefs knew what was going on but turned a blind eye to it. In every one of those cases, the chiefs are getting the same treatment someone who accepts a bribe gets. Over the next few months, one small piece will be cut off them every single day until there is nothing left. As for the men who did not fight in our war but instead slept with the wives of the men who went off to fight, I left them to the tender mercies of the cheated husband, with the instruction that their unit is to help them avenge the man's loss.  
 
    “It's bad enough that these people are committing adultery, but to do it when the men are away fighting for the survival of our nation... These women were cheating on their husbands when they were away, trying to protect their wives from being raped and sold into slavery. If the Himyarites come back, or one of the other northern nations attacks us, these men are going to hesitate to go to war. Those adulterers did more to damage our army than the Himyarites.”  
 
    Alexander looked horrified. He wanted to say that wouldn’t happen to his men, but he led an army of well over a thousand men, many of whom had more than one wife. Odds were that many of those women cheated on their husbands while they were away, and it probably showed on some of them. Alexander had no idea how he would deal with this issue, but whether he liked it or not, he realized he would almost certainly have to deal with it, so he asked, “How did your people, in the nation you grew up, deal with this?”  
 
    Paul carefully emphasized his words, “You do not want to know.”  
 
    “Yes, I do.”  
 
    Paul looked at his son, considered his answer, then said, “Alexander you may be the next King, and you need to understand this. As a ruler I only rule at the consent of the people. Right now, the people will not consent to punishing men who killed their adulterous wives, especially since the adultery happened when they were away at war. I hate it, but this is why I have worked so hard to change the culture. Change the culture and you change what people will consent to.” 
 
    Alexander looked at his father expectantly, and so Paul caved and began to explain. “The culture I come from was very different. Not everyone was required to go into the military. When my people went into the military, it was normal for them to be away from home, away from their family for more than a year at a time. Considering the volunteer nature of the work and the time they spent away from home, the men in our military were trained to expect their wives would commit adultery.”  
 
    “WHAT?!”  
 
    “We had something called boot camp. It's what I based man camp on. At boot camp, all the men would be asked if they had wives, girlfriends, or fiancées. When the men said yes, the instructor would tell them that they were at home having sex with a man named Jodi. They would tell them something like ‘Give me twenty-five pushups, you're doing twenty-five pushups because that’s how many times Jodi has had sex with your wife this week.’” 
 
    “Why would they tell their men that? Why would a man go to war if he couldn’t trust his wife?”  
 
    “It’s a little more complicated than that. It’s true that many soldiers had untrustworthy spouses, and there were certainly horror stories of what an unfaithful wife did when her husband was away, but most of the wives were faithful to their husbands. That isn’t the reason why they were trained that way. The reason why the soldiers were told throughout boot camp that Jodi was having sex with their wife was because when the men went off to war, the enemy would leave letters, posters, and other media telling the men that their wives were cheating on them back home. Since the men heard that throughout boot camp, they were hardened against the message.”  
 
    “Was it effective?”  
 
    “I honestly don’t know. What I am certain of is that kind of training would not work here, especially since Paulsland now has a precedent that if Jodi sleeps with your wife, Jodi dies.”  
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 August 93 AD Cuba-Visit  
 
    John had a wonderful time on the Red River. Every village along the river was almost desperate to hear what John had to say and hear his advice. Some of the desperation was due to the buffalo raiders controlling their villages in the past, but that was only true for the villages on the northwest of the river. The reality was that the Red River villages were some of the last to join the Trade Alliance and, thus, the last to take part in the prosperity that John brought. After seeing the wealth of the villages on Texas River, they grew covetous. In a different time, they would have raided the villages along the Texas river to try and steal what the other villages had, but the closer a village was to the village of Texas, the stronger the villages became. Perhaps they imagined going on a raid and taking what their neighbors had, but they could do math. Many of their villages only had three bison altogether, but the rich villages had a buffalo for every man. It was obvious that they were too strong to attack. Seeing the disparity in strength and wealth, the Red River villages were desperate to listen to John, especially since it was obvious John was keeping the peace between the villages.  
 
    They could see John was getting older, and when he died, how long would it take for the strong, wealthy villages to realize they could grow stronger and wealthier by taking from their weaker neighbors? At the last congress, John said that those who had stone walls would control those who didn't, and so the weak and poor villages on Red River were desperate to build them. Not just for protection but because, in time, they wanted to be the ones in charge.  
 
    During John’s visit with the villages along the Red River, the various chiefs, elders, and warriors let their intentions slip, and John took it with a grain of salt. He knew that the Trade Alliance and congress would only last as long as the villages were equal. If all the villages strove to be better than each other, then the Trade Alliance would last a long time since none of the villages would be able to get an edge over the rest, but if one side grew stronger than the other, then the stronger side would bring the weaker into subjugation, regardless of the intentions of the current generation.  
 
    As John went down the Red River, his entrepreneurs sold their stone cutting equipment, and John sold bison. His son Walker and the Ranger trainees spent a lot of time going between the Red River and Texas to drive bison to their new villages to run the stone cutting equipment. The villages could not afford the stone cutting equipment or the bison, so instead, they would pay for them over time by sending stone blocks to Texas as something of a loan.  
 
    All the while, John continued giving out seeds of both food and industrial crops while Onawa continued showing the ladies how to make cloth armor.  
 
    It was a great time for John. It was the first time in over a decade that villages just accepted his advice. Up until now, villages accepted about half of his advice. The tribes he interacted with were either farming tribes or hunting tribes that wanted to be farming tribes. They loved his new crops, but other innovations have been hard sells because the various tribes had always been resistant to change.  
 
    John was well aware that this tendency had affected his children differently. Trevor saw it and concluded that everyone should be forced to listen to him. Bobby saw it and decided he needed to scheme to get his way. Quincy, poor Quincy, saw what his father went through and wanted no part of it. He would have been content to be a poor villager with a wonderful wife. As for Walker, he was the most like John in that he saw the value of each tribe doing things their own way as long as they peacefully interacted with the other tribes. It's why he was so desperate to become a Texas Ranger; he wanted to keep the peace between the tribes. The joy of being a Texas Ranger was that each tribe was a unique culture, and the Texas Rangers got to interact with them constantly, usually as a judge between trade disputes and occasionally as a warrior. All the while, a Texas Ranger’s main job was keeping the peace between various tribes that had different cultures. Generally, it took a special person to be a Texas Ranger. Most people think everyone should be just like them, but those types didn’t last long as a Texas Ranger. The people who stayed as Texas Rangers year after year were those who were fascinated by the differences in the various tribes, and Walker had this trait in spades.  
 
    John was having a great time on his trip on the Red River until he reached the village at the mouth of the Red River and discovered that Trevor’s Cuba had started trading in alcohol. When John reached the village, the alcohol was already gone, but every man in the village was asking if he could get some more. The merchants had only delivered two batches so far, and this village was already addicted.  
 
    Some people can have a glass of wine to wind down before they go to bed, and other people drink alcohol until they black out. Unfortunately, many Native Americans, not all, but many, had genetics that lent themselves to alcohol dependency.  
 
    Seeing the issue, John determined to visit Trevor after he was finished helping the village. Once his work was done, he paid merchants to bring his entire entourage with him to Cuba to see what Trevor was up to.  
 
    When the merchant dropped John off, John was impressed with what he saw. The town was being rebuilt with stone blocks. Where the villages on Texas River were hesitant to build with stone due to the difficulty, the harbor nearest Trevor’s home had embraced it and went further than John had. Just like Texas, they were building walls, towers, and homes from stone, but they were also building granaries, waterwheel workshops, and even the harbor from stone. John was so impressed he sent his entrepreneurs to learn about the various construction methods.  
 
    Although John was impressed by the stone structures, he was shocked by the population. He couldn’t figure out why there were so many people living and working inside the harbor town. The last time John visited the place, it was little more than a village, but now it was so busy with people, merchants, ships, and various workers. John had no choice but to admit it was the first place he visited with enough people to be called a proper town. After seeing how well the town was developing, he left his wife to take care of the entourage and made his way to see Trevor. He needed to talk to his son before everyone else arrived.  
 
    As he made his way, he noticed that the Village on the Hill did not have as many people as the harbor had, but it had many more bison and buffalo.  Although it had a smaller population, its stone walls and towers were finished. As John entered the gates of the village, he was taken aback by the changes. When he was last here, all the houses were made with logs, but now they had been replaced by much larger stone mansions. It was obvious that Trevor pulled strings to have his capital completed before anything else.  
 
    Once John was finished looking at the dramatically changed village, he asked around for Trevor and was directed to his large home. As John approached it, he figured it was around four thousand square feet, something the people around here would consider a mansion, albeit John had seen far bigger.  
 
    John knocked on the door, and a gorgeous young lady John had never seen before opened the door and said something that John didn’t understand. John responded in broken Cuban. “I here see Trevor.”  
 
    She thought about what John said, after a second, understood, then asked, “Who you?” 
 
    “Trevor’s Father.”  
 
    Again she considered his words, then her eyes became wide, and she said, “Come, come.” Then waved him inside. She led him into their house which had wide windows with screens covering them. The shutters on the outside of the windows were open, allowing in plenty of light and breeze, while the screens kept the bugs out. They came into a large room with rough furniture, and she pointed for John to sit, and as he did so, she left, John assumed to find his son. As John looked at the rough furniture, he decided he needed to introduce upholstery. The biggest issue he had with it was that he didn’t have good material to use as padding. Perhaps he could use bison hair or even Ajei’s duck feathers.  
 
    As he considered this, Trevor came into the room with Hiaro holding a baby, and their daughter, Lomasi, walking between them. Lomasi looked nervous, Hiaro looked uncertain, but Trevor looked happy.  
 
    Trevor spoke first, in the Trade Alliance language, with a big grin on his face. “Dad, you should have told me you were coming.”  
 
    John couldn’t help it; although he was in a somber mood, he hadn’t seen his son in years, he smiled and felt joy come into his heart. “It was a snap decision. I took your mom, the entrepreneurs, and some of the buffalo rider trainees on a trip down the Red River, and once we reached the mouth, we found a reason to come visit you. Your mom and brother will be here tonight, but I wanted to talk to you before they arrived.”  
 
    Trevor could tell his dad wanted to talk business, but he had to show off his kids first. He took the baby from Hiaro and began handing it to John while explaining, “This is Trevor Junior.”  
 
    John’s heart melted as he met his grandson for the first time. Before John could speak, Trevor turned around, grabbed his daughter, and told her, “This is my dad, your grandpa.”  
 
    She didn’t know John, so she tried to get away. John saw her flinch away and said, “Don’t force her to come close to me. She has to get comfortable first.”  
 
    “Okay, Dad.”  
 
    John turned to his daughter-in-law and asked, “Would you mind taking little Lomasi out? I have things to talk to her dad about, and I don’t want her to be bored.”  
 
    “Sure, no problem. Do you want me to take the baby as well?” 
 
    “No, no. Let me hold him. Babies are precious things, and I do not have the opportunity to hold them enough.”  
 
    “If you get tired of holding him, or he starts crying, call for me.” Hiaro turned to her husband and told Trevor in a hard voice, “I will take him.”  
 
    John wasn’t sure what that was about, but as Hiaro took Lomasi out, Trevor spoke first, “So, Dad, why are you here? Are you upset with me?”  
 
    John looked down at Trevor Jr. then looked up to Trevor and said, “No, it's more complicated than that. You have stumbled into a problem that I don’t think anybody in this part of the world knows how to deal with… well, except for me and I am here to offer advice.”  
 
    “What are you talking about?”  
 
    “I don’t know what you call it, but you have a drink that makes people stupid when they drink too much.”  
 
    Trevor smiled. “Did Bobby tell on me? I figured he would be too embarrassed to say anything.”  
 
    “No. What did you do?”  
 
    “Nothing.”  
 
    Considering the conversation, John made an easy assumption. “Did you give your brother this drink without telling him what it did?” Trevor grinned. John said, “I did not know about that, and honestly, I do not want to know what your brother did when he was drunk.” Trevor gave John a blank look, and John realized he didn’t know what that word meant, so he rephrased, “When Bobby was out of it. But that’s not why I am here. I am here because there are issues that come with this drink, and I am here to give you some advice to handle it.”  
 
    Trevor frowned. “Dad, I don’t want your advice. If you’re going to fuss at me, just get it over with so we can have a good visit.”  
 
    “I am not here to fuss at you. That said, I have to ask why are you so reluctant to hear my advice? I can’t stay here long, so it's not like I can force you to follow my advice.”  
 
    “The drink is called pulque, and it makes my men happy. Ever since we took it from the nation on the coast, things have calmed down. Before, the lowest men complained about everything. The Landowners and Sea Wardens had to constantly crack down hard on those men, but now the drink helps them mellow out, and if they don’t do what we tell them, we just don’t give them their ration of pulque. After a few days, they beg for it back and behave much better. Over the last several months, we have found it easier to control men with pulque than with rods.”  
 
    John's lips went tight. He considered his words and said, “You know Trevor, no matter how much I dislike how you rule, I have to admit you are a great administrator. I strongly disagree with you using pulque to control your people. I came here to tell you how addictive alcohol, a type of pulque, is. I came here to tell you how some people will do anything for their next drink, and you need to be careful about it, but you found that out and are using it to control your people. I wanted to tell you an addiction to this stuff will make some of your people lazy and others violent, so I hesitate to ask, what have you been doing to the men who get violent when they drink pulque?”  
 
    Trevor hesitated to answer out of the respect he had for his dad. “Rods still work if they try to fight my men when the pulque makes them stupid.”  
 
    “What do you do when they beat their wives and children?”  
 
    Despite the responsibility Trevor had, he was still young. Although he was quick, charismatic, and a natural leader, he took his current position mostly through the weapons his father introduced, and so he honestly said, “I have never thought about that.”  
 
    That was a better answer than John was expecting, so he asked, “What do you do when your Landowners or Sea Wardens drink pulque until they get stupid and get in a fight or hurt one of your people? Do you use rods on them? What if they pull out a knife and stab someone? What do you do then?”  
 
    “Those situations are a little more complex. I cannot treat my leaders and enforcers like regular people, so if they start going out of control, I usually give them more and more pulque until they pass out.”  
 
    This time John was surprised. He could see how effective that would be, especially since pulque was pretty strong, not whisky strong, but strong. After considering his words for a few seconds, he asked, “How have your leaders acted since the pulque?”  
 
    “They are happier than ever. Pulque takes the edge off.”  
 
    “No, I mean, are they better workers now, or are they lazier and more slovenly.”  
 
    “Their job is to command the people. Perhaps they don’t work as hard as they did before they had pulque, but the slaves and regular people work harder thanks to the pulque.”  
 
    “You are a good administrator; I have to give you that. I have to ask, how are you making the pulque?”  
 
    “We make some with honey, but most of it is collected during our raids on the coast.”  
 
    “WHAT!?”  
 
    Trevor grew defensive. “The slaves said it will take seven years of growing maguey before they can turn it into pulque, so we have a while before our first batch is ready.”  
 
    “That’s not what I am talking about. What do you mean your raids on the coast? I heard about your raid to get revenge for Quincy’s death, but I didn’t know you were still doing it. Why?”  
 
    “Where else would we get slaves, pulque, and jade?”  
 
    “Son, you cannot keep raiding Totonac. Sooner or later, they will catch on and kill you.”  
 
    “No, Dad, you don’t understand. We can’t stop raiding.”  
 
    “Why? For the pulque?”  
 
    “That’s part of it.”  
 
    “So, you plan to stop in a few years?”  
 
    “No. Dad, you don’t understand. The Landowners and I are sitting in something of a precarious position. Because of us, the people have full bellies, they can sleep safely at night, they have bison to help them work, waterwheel power tools, homes made from stone, and pulque to make them happy, and yet the people are not content. They want their old ways back. Dad, when I was a kid, I watched you struggle with the other chiefs as you tried to move them to a better way of life and they fought you every step of the way. Dad, I am not like you. I do not have patience for a chief or a tribe's foolishness. The people on this island will move on to a better way of life whether they like it or not. As thanks for making their lives better, they have rebelled and schemed against me and the new, better ways. Thankfully the people who build stone villages on the coast have provided me with an opportunity I cannot pass up.”  
 
    John asked, “Pulque?”  
 
    “No. Pulque is nice, and it does make the people more manageable, but that’s not the opportunity I am referring to. When I first moved here and married my wife, other villages attacked ours, and so we went and conquered them. After that, another village attacked, and another, so we went out and conquered them. And this continued happening until my wife's village was safe, but the other villages we conquered were not, so until I conquer every village on the island, my people are in danger.”  
 
    “What does this have to do with your raids?”  
 
    “No village is happy to be conquered, and this is where the coastal cities give us an opportunity. Before we go on a raid, we recruit able body men from the various villages. We tell them that if they are tired of tolling away in our fields, they have a chance to become Sea Wardens, that if they go with us and survive the battle, they will get loot and slaves, but best of all, they will get to move up and be Sea Wardens with all the privileges that entail. Most men agree to come, and when they do, and they see over a thousand men going to fight for me and the Landowners, every thought of rebellion leaves them. Better yet, when they go and fight, the greediest, most violent always surge forth to fight first and die first, getting rid of our biggest problems while the rest get loot. So, raiding the coastal cities of the people who killed my brother gives me revenge, gets rid of the most rebellious men in my nation, allows angry men to get loot, gives us access to more pulque, and makes my loyal men richer. Until we take every village on this island, we have to continue raiding.”  
 
    “Son, that’s no way to live.”  
 
    “Dad, it’s the only way to live.”  
 
    “I’m sorry you feel that way. That said, I cannot allow you to have a monopoly on pulque, so I wanted you to know that come January, when the tribes meet, I will share with the tribes a way to make a different version of pulque using a machine made from copper. I will also give the chiefs the advice I gave you.”  
 
    To John’s surprise, Trevor was not upset at all, “That’s not a problem, Dad. I even sold Bobby a slave that knows how to make pulque from honey.”  
 
    “I am glad you’re not upset about this.”  
 
    “Dad, I’m not Bobby.”  
 
    John had to chuckle. “No, you’re not. He would be furious with me for competing with him.”  
 
    “Yep. I don’t care. All I care about is making Cuba better than Texas.”  
 
    And so John listened as Trevor explained all the innovations he had brought, until his wife and his other son showed up. Over the next few days, the rest of John’s entourage came to Trevor’s house. The only dim spot on the visit after that was when John found out Trevor now had four wives. The bright spot, as far as Trevor was concerned, was buying the stone cutting equipment from the entrepreneurs. As for the cloth armor, Trevor’s four new wives had already made him a new set.  
 
    Over their visit, John never figured out that Trevor was raiding the Maya instead of the Totonac.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 August 93 AD Satavahana-Weapons Trader 
 
     Bahari was thrilled when he finally saw the Satavahana port of Kalyan in the distance. He looked back at the two still working clocks and was frustrated when one said 4:17 and the other said 11:24. He would write down the times at dawn, noon, and sunset, but he was pretty sure something was wrong with the experiment, but that was an issue for another time.  
 
    As they pulled into port Bahari, he smiled because Satavahana was rebuilding their harbor with stone. They must be doing this because they heard what happened to the Himyarite harbors. Whoever ran the city figured out that they could not afford to have their harbors torched, so they were paying for a fireproof upgrade. Any nation hesitating to do the same would soon be forced to rebuild their ports once Paulsland traded coal oil to every nation on the Erythraean Sea.  
 
    As they landed, Bahari immediately left the ship, the Paul’s Victory, leaving the crew behind to finish all the docking work. It was an odd feeling to leave his ship behind with so much work left to do, but he had to do his part with this new trade. He had worked for the Central Roman Trading Company for years. Generally, this was the part of the trip where they moved supplies to Central Roman Trading Company warehouses. Once the goods were stored, the company employees, that were permanently stationed in Satavahana, would take time to sell the goods at the best prices and give the sailors goods to bring back to Paulsland. Granted, in Satavahana, the company was called the Central Satavahana Trading Company, but it was all owned by King Paul.  
 
     The trading company was simply a better way to do business than what the other merchants did. Other merchants showed up at port, took their goods to the market, sold them for local currency, and used the local currency to buy local goods before leaving. They were completely dependent on the market at the time of their arrival.  
 
    What the merchants and nations haven’t figured out yet, is that the trading company King Paul built could crash the economy of the entire Erythraean Sea if he so desired. In fact, it was designed to do just that to any nation that goes to war with Paulsland, although at this point, it was designed to maximize profits. Currently, the coins were flowing into Paulsland, and King Paul was saving them just in case he needed to hire another mercenary army like he did with Aksum.   
 
    As he walked to the government building, he passed stone temples with intricate idols carved into every inch of the building. He passed Hindu brahmins who had a mysterious air around them. He passed Buddhist monks who wore orange tunics and always moved in groups. Mixed in with the religious buildings and holy men were slums, palaces, businesses, brothels, merchants, beggars, nobles, prostitutes, and soldiers. The port city was a busy place.  
 
    It was obvious when he reached the government building because it was surrounded by soldiers. Many were standing guards at entrances; others were patrolling. It was abundantly clear that the people in this building were in charge, and they had the weapons to enforce their will.  
 
    As Bahari made his way to the front entrance, one of the soldiers said in Prakrit, “What is your business?” 
 
    Bahari had been tutored by Nyra, so he knew the language relatively well. “I am Bahari from the Kingdom of Paulsland. I am sure you have heard how we use liquid fire as a weapon against our enemies. I am here to sell several hundred barrels of liquid fire. Besides the liquid fire, I have pumps that will allow you to shoot liquid fire from your ships and medicine to heal any of your men hurt by the liquid fire.” 
 
    The soldier considered his words, grew obviously confused, and when he finally came to a conclusion, he began to stutter, “Um.. yes, I… I will find someone who can talk to you.” Then the soldier went into the building, leaving Bahari to wait outside.  
 
    This didn’t surprise Bahari in the least. It was normal for soldiers to have very specific orders for most situations, but since nobody ever thought that Paulsland would sell what they assumed was Paulsland’s most potent weapon, they never gave orders about what to do in this situation. Sooner or later Bahari’s message would reach someone who could make a decision.   
 
      Bahari patiently waited outside the government building for nearly an hour before a man in silk came out and said, “I am so sorry these foolish soldiers left you out here to wait. They should have invited you in and given you some refreshments.”  
 
    “No worries. If you want me to come back later this week, that will be fine.”  
 
    “No, no. The governor wants to see you immediately. He has adjusted his schedule specifically to consider your offer.”  
 
    “Wonderful.”  
 
    The man smiled and said, “Follow me.”  
 
    They made their way through the government building. Bahari was a bit surprised by the tapestries, idols, and carvings on every inch of every wall he passed. The floors were covered in intricate rugs, and the ceilings were covered in mosaic tiles of every color. The most impressive thing about the building was the large rooms with high ceilings held up by arches, again with carvings of their gods, both Hindu and Buddhist. It was the most impressive building he had ever been in, it was very different from the castle in the capital of Paulsland, which was bare by comparison.  
 
    He was so busy looking at the impressive art and architecture that he almost overlooked the building's function. Most rooms were large and did not have a door. Inside those rooms were men sitting at a desk with scrolls on the desk. Surrounding the men at the desk were other men clearly waiting for orders. Those men were clearly from various positions, as some were soldiers, others blacksmiths, alongside both Brahman and Buddhist, and others Bahari did not recognize. Despite that, in every room, the best dressed was always the man sitting at the desk wearing silk with many colored designs sewed in and jewelry of gold and silver, capped with precious stones. It was clear those in power wanted everyone to know they were in power.  
 
    After a few minutes of leading Bahari through the building, he entered what was clearly the governor's office. It was clear because the people in the room were not soldiers, blacksmiths, tradesmen, or priest; instead, they were leaders dressed as well as or better than any of the other leaders he saw in the building. It was clear that all those leaders, rulers, or whatever they were called in this nation were working for this man.  
 
    The man smiled when he saw Bahari and said, “I am Kana Satakarni, governor of the province and half-brother to the King. I understand you are a foreigner and perhaps do not speak our language well, but my soldiers told me that you are here to sell liquid fire.”  
 
    “Your soldier spoke correctly. I have a few hundred barrels of liquid fire to sell to you. I also have piston powered pumps that can be mounted to your ships and allow you to make the liquid fire into a devastating weapon. I even brought a yellow powder that keeps wounds, including burns, from becoming infected.”  
 
    The room went dead silent. No one dared speak, breathe, or, most egregiously, fart, as their governor considered Bahari’s words. After a long pause, Kana asked, “Do you have a sample?”  
 
    “Of course.” Then Bahari took out a little flask with coal oil in it, looked around, and said, “Do you have something for me to pour the liquid fire on? I don’t want to burn anything that you find important.”  
 
    “Anywhere on the floor is fine; if something is destroyed, it will be replaced before the day is over.”  
 
    Bahari shrugged his shoulders, uncorked his flask, and poured it on the carpeted floor. Then he asked, “Does anyone have a flame to light it?”  
 
    The well-dressed hanger-ons practically tripped over each other to be the first to grab a candle, lamp, or ember and hand it to Bahari. They couldn’t be more obvious if they tried. They were butt-kissers looking for Kana’s approval.  
 
    One was just a bit faster than the others, and Bahari said, “Go ahead, light it.”  
 
    The man bent down and lit it, and it began to burn. And everyone was silent as it took a full two minutes to burn all the coal oil. As it burned, Governor Kana came over and put his hands a yard above the flames and was impressed with their heat. What was more impressive than the heat was that it continued burning even after the carpet was consumed.  
 
    When the flames finally died, Bahari was the first to speak, “Imagine spraying that over your enemy's ships at sea. One of your ships could burn dozens of theirs.”  
 
    Kana nodded. “That is very impressive. How did you acquire the liquid fire?”  
 
    “King Paul sent me to sell it.”  
 
    The Governor was very surprised, to the point that disbelief showed on his face. “Why would he do that?”  
 
    “Because we can make a lot of money selling it.”  
 
    “But that’s short-sighted. Why would he sell his greatest weapon?” 
 
    Bahari furled his eyebrows and gave the governor a confused look, then said, “This isn’t our greatest weapon. We have many greater weapons, but since we were able to demonstrate this weapon against the Himyarites, King Paul believes it is time to sell it. If you do not want it, if you do not think this will help your navy, then I am sure the nations of Sakas, Chutus, or Ceras will.” Bahari casually mentioned three of Satavahana’s neighboring nations.  
 
    “Is that a threat?”  
 
    “No, my King is intent on selling liquid fire to every nation except the Himyarites. I was given direct orders by my King to sell the liquid fire to Satavahana, but I imagine he gave other captains orders to sell to your neighbors. All I can tell you is that my ship was the first to leave Paulsland with a load full of liquid fire, but I doubt it was the last.”  
 
    “If the liquid fire is not your best weapon, why did your King have such trouble dealing with the Himyarite army?”  
 
    Bahari smiled and chuckled derisively. “You are getting too much information from the Himyarites. It is true Paulsland was a little slow taking care of the Himyarite army that intended to invade, but that’s only because our main army is dealing with an army far more powerful than the Himyarite, Roman, and the Satavahana armies combined. We are fighting them far from the Erythraean Sea, in the west of our territory. It's unfortunate, but the Himyarites attacked us at an inopportune time. You must have heard the story of how our King used a weapon of great noise and fire to defeat the Himyarite army. The weapon is large and not easy to move. When the Himyarites attacked all of our weapons were in the west being used against our great enemy. It took time to move one of our weapons back east to deal with the small Himyarite army. It only took one of them to destroy the Himyarite army. Despite the time it took to move it, we still only lost a handful of men as they stalled for time waiting for the weapon that would wipe out the Himyarite army.”  
 
    Bahari had fallen back on every merchant, diplomat, and bachelor’s favorite tool. Lying. It was a big world with rumors of far-off powerful empires. Spreading word that Paulsland was fighting a big empire to the west and so was slow to smack down a small nation like the Himyarites would give other nations pause. Particularly ones as far away as Satavahana.  
 
    “If you’re so strong, why haven’t you invaded Himyarite yet?”  
 
    Questions like these made Bahari nervous. This governor wanted to know if Paulsland was weak enough to attack. “Why would we? Himyarite is made up of a handful of towns built around some wells and ponds. Paulsland already has its own perfume and has destroyed the value of Himyarite perfume. Without gold coming in, their people will soon die of starvation. We have already killed them; why waste any more time on their corpse?” Bahari was forced to give that answer so Paulsland would not look weak. The problem was that answer meant that, Bahari nor anyone on his ship, could ask around to find out information about the Himyarites. Why would they if Paulsland was strong and the Himyarites were a defeated foe?  
 
    “I see your point. They are inconsequential, and they served as an example of what your liquid fire can do to a navy. Would you mind if I sent a servant to test the barrels to make sure they are, in fact, all filled with liquid fire?”  
 
    “It depends on what you’re offering.”  
 
    “How about a hundred silver coins per barrel.”  
 
    Bahari scoffed. This was an exceptionally low offer which was actually a good sign. It meant the ruler was interested in buying the product, and the haggling had begun. “This isn’t wine. I could get more than that by filling the barrels up with fruit juice and letting them ferment on the way to Rome. This is a weapon that will allow you to burn your enemy's navies with impunity.” The offer was so low, Bahari didn’t even have to exaggerate. If the barrels were filled with cheap wine they would have gotten a better price than what the governor was offering.  
 
    Without looking guilty at all, Kana asked, “What price do you want?”  
 
    That was a bit of a complicated question as the liquid fire was worth gold, but there were no gold coins in the Satavahana empire. They used coins to show the people who their leaders were, and if you were rich enough to use gold in trade, you did not need to see his face on a gold coin. You probably did business with him; if not, you did business with his family. Coins only existed for people too poor to use gold in trade.  
 
    After a moment's consideration, Bahari countered the lowball offer with a supremely high price, “Give me an equal weight of gold for the barrel of liquid fire.”  
 
    And so, the negotiation began and continued for days. Part of the reason for the long negotiation was the need for the governor to see the liquid fire in action, and he was stalling until an opportunity came.  
 
      
 
    ……………………………………. 
 
      
 
    Several days later, the opportunity came, and Kana was very happy when Bahari showed up for their negotiation. Bahari could tell something was different when he saw the mirth on the governor’s face.  
 
    Bahari did not have to wait long for the Kana to say, “One of my officials had his father die last night, and I would like to see how well your liquid fire burns during the sati. If it burns as well as you claim, then great; if not, then I expect the price to be lowered.”  
 
    “Have your people come by the ship. They can have half a barrel for your sati.”  
 
    “They will come by at noon. The funeral and sati will take place at sundown. I will have someone come by and pick you up. We can finish our negotiations after we see how well it burns.”  
 
    When Bahari left, he didn’t return directly to the ship. He had to talk with the Central Satavahana Trade Company’s warehouse manager about when they would load up the ship with as many iron, bronze, brass, and copper ingots as the ship could hold. Not to mention King Paul specifically asked for him to find people who studied the stars. It was proving to be somewhat annoying as everyone who studied the stars did so as either part of Hinduism or Buddhism, and they had very different takes on what the stars showed. He didn’t know what King Paul wanted, so he was trying to recruit stargazers from both religions. The Buddhists were much easier to recruit than the Hindus because, apparently, Hindu stargazers were part of the Brahmin class, which was their highest caste. 
 
    And so, after half a day of recruiting, he made his way back to his ship and got ready for the funeral that evening. Eventually, the time arrived, and someone took him to the funeral and led him right to Kana.  
 
    “So, how was your day?”  
 
    “It was okay. King Paul wants me to recruit some stargazers, but I am having difficulty recruiting any Hindu stargazers.”  
 
    “Ah yes, the brahmins have a place of honor in our society, most will not want to go, but I can have my people ask around. There are always brahmins that are down on their luck. Perhaps one will fulfill your needs.”  
 
    “Thank you. So, what is going to happen?”  
 
    “The family of the man who died are bringing the body here on a bed made out of bamboo. Do you hear the drums and trumpets in the distance?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “That’s them. More and more people will join them as they come here.”  
 
    The two men continued to talk as the funeral procession drew nearer and nearer. As it drew closer, the drums and trumpets grew louder until they could no longer hear each other speak. Bayin was surprised to see people dancing around the funeral procession. There were so many people around it he doubted he would see the body. As they grew closer to where the body would be burned, the dancing became wilder and the music louder.  
 
    They continued playing until the sun was completely set. Then they took out torches and danced with them; all the while, more musicians came out to play. Nobody could hear the person next to them. It was so loud someone could scream, and nobody would hear them.  
 
    As they danced and deafening music was played, men brought out logs and began making a funeral pyre. Rows upon rows of logs were placed on top of each other until the body was placed on top. Then they did something strange. A couple of people began hammering a stake into the ground right next to the funeral pyre. Then an older woman dressed in white walked to the funeral pyre and allowed men to chain her to the stake. After that, the music grew louder and quicker, and the dancing more erratic, while tree limbs were put over the dead man and living woman. Then the liquid fire, the coal oil, was poured on the dead man and living woman before everyone drew back from the two on the funeral pyre before finally tossing a torch onto it.  
 
    Flames instantly sprung into the air, and the woman struggled against the chains as she was burned alive, but Bahari could not hear the whoosh of the flames, or the screams of the woman because the drums and trumpets were so loud. Despite that, it was clear she was in pain as she shook, twisted, and twitched. In Bahari’s eyes, the people dancing around the funeral pyre were making a mockery of the dying woman. Despite that Bahari was curious as to what crime the woman committed to be burned alongside the dead body. He thought surely, she must have murdered the man.  
 
    The people continued to dance and play instruments until the bodies and pyre were consumed. As the light dimmed on the pyre, the instruments began to grow silent, and so Bahari asked, “What did you think of the liquid fire?”  
 
    “It was marvelous. I loved how the fire jumped into the air and how quickly it burned through the pyre.”  
 
    “That’s great! I have to ask, though. What crime did that lady commit?”  
 
    “Crime?”  
 
    “Yeah, the lady that was burned on the funeral pyre. Did she kill the man?”  
 
    “Oh no. That was his widow. She was just fulfilling her duty as a wife.”  
 
    Bahari was surprised. “Wait. What? She didn’t commit a crime, but she was burned to death?”  
 
    “Yes. It's called sati, after the goddess who burned herself to death in order to be reborn as Shiva's wife again. There is no greater form of devotion for a wife to show her husband than to be burned on her husband's funeral pyre. I have to say the liquid fire you gave us killed the widow far faster than normal. Even if we couldn’t use it as a weapon of war, it will be very popular at funerals.”  
 
    Bahari was silent for a long time. To him, killing a widow was disturbing. If it was his mother, he would not allow her to commit suicide, certainly not by burning. And so he asked, “Does every widow practice sati? The Hindus and the Buddhist?”  
 
    “Oh no, Buddhist women are not as devout as Hindu women. But don’t tell them I said that. Many of the lower castes are drawn to Buddhism because they are unhappy with the caste they were born into. Buddhism appears to give them a way to develop karma for the next life, the same way sati gives our women an opportunity to develop karma for the next life. Although I think it's clear that sati produces far more karma.”  
 
    At that point, Bahari determined that he would give preferential treatment to the Buddhists. Despite his disturbed heart Bahari was not there for sati, he was there to sell coal oil so Satavahana would fight their neighbors with their new weapon. And so that night, with a shaken heart, they came to an agreement on the coal oil, and Kana was able to find three Brahmins to go back to Paulsland with Bahari. Alongside them, Bahari found eleven Buddhists. Afterward, he was able to fill up his ship with every metal ingot he could find and quite a bit of gold and silver.  
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 September 93 AD Paulsland-Potion  
 
    The Himyarite invasion had been defeated months ago, and as men returned home it made the Chief of Siri Jani frustrated. The war was amazing for his business. Without Paul looking over his shoulder, he was able to make a lot of inroads with the other chiefs. He spent the entirety of the war delivering concentrated opium-laced rum and opium pills to the surrounding chiefs. He was also helping them with any issues they had while their men were away at war. The Chief of Siri Jani desperately wanted his three-year-old grandson, Ford, to take the throne when Paul died. King Paul said that the chiefs would choose the next King out of his sons, and so the Chief of Siri Jani was throwing his wealth at the other chiefs in their time of need.  
 
    The problem was that the men who came back were upset that their chiefs did not go to war with them, and since an election was just two months away, it looked like many of the allies he spent the last year courting would no longer be in a position to help him.  
 
    That wasn’t even counting the chiefs who were executed because they either had an affair with a man’s wife while he was fighting the war or allowed an affair to go on. King Paul outrightly stated that since the men who stayed behind did so to protect their villages that it was the chiefs fault when the guards they were directly over stole another man's wife. He lost about a dozen allies in that purge.  
 
    To make matters worse, many Christians were coming into the villages and teaching sobriety which was a direct attack on Siri Jani’s industry.  
 
    Dozens of Christians immigrated to Paulsland, and they served alongside the militia in the castra. The Christians talked to the men about Christ in the castra, which was largely ignored, but that’s not all they talked about. They also talked a lot about how men should treat their wives and children. When these men returned home and found that their wife had been unfaithful, but still loved their wife and wanted to fix their marriage they naturally reached out to the Christians who talked about marriage and family.  
 
    In times past, they would have gone to the witch doctor for advice, but King Paul wiped them out because of some of their rituals, so instead, many of them were turning to the Christians for advice. The chiefs of those villages had no choice but to encourage the Christians to teach forgiveness because if word got back to King Paul about what happened they would die.  
 
    The only reason why Siri Jani cared was because Christians taught sobriety. They taught having a little wine for their stomach's sake was fine but getting drunk was a sin. The problem was almost half the rum the chief sold was laced with concentrated opium, so any amount would make you drunk, well , honestly worse than drunk, but concentrated opium was new enough to the Christians they assumed the high was drunkenness. Anyone siding with the Christians was naturally opposed to him and his product. 
 
    To counter the Christians, he started paying for some of the Buddhist monks to come to his village and his allies' villages to build and run small temples. He claimed it was because the Buddhists took the idols from people's homes and displayed them in their temples, unlike the Christians that did not honor their spirits, gods, or ancestors. He was unpleasantly surprised when none of the men in orange robes would drink his rum as alcohol was a sin in their religion as wells as the Christian one, but he had cast his lot in with them, so he had to stick with them. That said, he was cheap and only built small temples and only in places where the Christians were gaining ground in his allies' villages.  
 
    That was nothing compared to his biggest problem. The men who returned from the war didn’t have respect for Siri Jani’s allied chiefs because they stayed home and did not fight. And so, he had to find a way to help them out since Ford already had their support. If new chiefs were voted in, then he would have to start building support from scratch. As he considered how to fix the situation, he sent word that when Hatari returned from his deliveries to make his way to his office immediately.  
 
      
 
    ……………………………… 
 
      
 
    Two days later, Hatari knocked on the Chief's door and came in. “Chief, what do you need?”  
 
    The chief took a long look at Hatari’s red ribbon and sighed. If he did not have so much blackmail material on his men he might have to worry about his position. Then he said, “Close the door; we need to have a private discussion.”  
 
    Hatari didn’t flinch. He knew this meant he would be tasked with killing someone; it was far from the first time. He carefully looked outside to make sure no one was near, then shut the door.  
 
    “While the war was fought, I was able to travel and become close allies with nearly three dozen chiefs. They are willing to support Ford, but they are about to lose their positions as chief. I need you to go through their villages and find out if their position is hopeless or not. If their position is hopeless, if it doesn’t matter who runs against them, they will lose no matter what, give a gift to whomever you think will replace them. If, on the other hand, the chief has a chance of winning the election if his opponent has an accident, arrange for the accident.”  
 
    Hatari frowned. “Chief, that’s not an easy task. A lot of the chiefs are not like you. Your position as chief is stable as a mountain. Half the village depends on you for their job, all of them depend on you for rum and concentrated opium. When our men went to battle, you sent your son; many chiefs did not. When I was at the castra, as weeks turned into months, the men stationed there grew more and more agitated with the men who did not come. If the election happened today, some of the chiefs would be thrown out of their villages, alongside their families."  
 
    The chief's heart fell. He was not looking forward to building relationships with new chiefs, so he had to ask, “That can't be true for every chief.”  
 
    “It isn’t, but it is true for many of your allies. When nearly every man in the village has red ribbons, but none of the chief's family does…”  
 
    “I know, I know. I have already heard the stories of men with red ribbons beating up men who didn’t go fight or nearly crippling men who didn’t fight but dyed their white ribbon red. If I had to guess, I would say my son-in-law wanted a new batch of chiefs. Throughout the kingdom, most men have those stupid red ribbons, but none of the chiefs outside of the nomads do.”   
 
    “I noticed on my last couple deliveries that the chiefs that sent their sons to fight keep their sons near them at all times. None of them have a sign saying look at my son's red ribbon, but that’s why they are there. I made a delivery last month where a chief who kept his sons safe was practically ran out of the village square. The people refuse to go to the chief for judgment, instead opting to go to the principal of the school because the principal, and his two oldest sons, fought.” 
 
    “Do any of my allies have a chance of winning?”  
 
    Hatari thought about it for a minute before answering. “A handful, but most are going to lose.” 
 
    “We need to salvage what we can. If any of my allies have a chance of winning, take out their opponent.”  
 
    “What are you thinking? I can’t get them drunk and have them die accidentally in a fire. That would raise too many questions.”  
 
    “No. Doing that once was enough. Give them enough concentrated opium that they overdose, and then leave a few pills around like they were addicts that just took too much.” 
 
    “How?”  
 
    “I don’t know. It doesn’t take much to kill someone. An ounce of the stuff will kill ninety men. Some of the addicts have built a tolerance to the stuff but an ounce of the stuff will still kill twenty of them. Honestly, it's hard to measure the correct dose, and that’s why our opium pills are so popular. It takes away the chance of an accident. Use your imagination and figure out a way to discreetly give them a lethal dose of our medicine.”  
 
    Hatari paused, considered his words, and said, “I will figure something out. Give me a couple of bags of pure concentrated opium, and I will make my rounds through the villages. If an unforeseen accident can help your ally, it will happen. If not, then I will begin making inroads with the future chiefs.”  
 
    When their meeting ended, Hatari gathered his things and a couple of bags filled with pure, concentrated opium. Once he was ready, he put everything in a cart to act as a salesman as he played politics.  
 
    He went from village to village, gauging the politics of the situation. In the first three villages, the chiefs were already packing up and getting ready to move in a couple of months. The red-ribboned men were not about to let a white-ribboned man lead them. In those cases, Hatari found out who was running for chief and gave them gifts from his chief. He openly told them that his chief was looking to make alliances to promote Ford becoming King someday. If Ford became King, then being allied with his grandfather could only bring benefits. Until then, Siri Jani was making a surplus of sugar, rum, and concentrated opium. Siri Jani was raking in coins from foreign trade and being allies would help those coins reach their villages. When he left each village, he had no promises, but he did leave with goodwill.  
 
    Some of the villages he passed were being run by the principal of the local school simply because their chiefs were executed because they were either committing adultery with a red ribbon’s wife or turned a blind eye to a guard doing it. In one village, the chief was still alive somehow. His arms and legs were stubs, his tongue, nose, and eyes were missing, and yet he still clung to life. To add shame to injury, he was naked and positioned in such a way to show that his manhood was removed. Until he died, the principal of the school would come out every day and cut off another small piece of him as a warning about what happened to corrupt chiefs. When the news of adultery leaked, the red ribboneds were furious, but since King Paul gave such public vent to their fury, it made his position as leader of the nation stronger.  
 
    It wasn’t until the sixth village that Hatari found a chief that had actual support. This chief was one of King Paul’s personal students from the time when Paulsland was small enough that Paul regularly taught, and King Paul was known as Chief Paul. Hatari’s chief had this man’s support because he assumed that King Paul’s father-in-law had King Paul’s best interest at heart. This chief had little opposition because two of his sons went to war, and one earned his red ribbon, and the other's wife was given her husband's red ribbon.  
 
    Despite that, many of the men in the village felt that only those who served in battle alongside them should be chief. The man promoting this idea was one of the village’s militia lieutenants, and he just so happened to be the man trying to become the next chief. The chief of Siri Jani did not want to build new bridges with a new chief when things were going so well with the old, so Hatari asked to meet with the lieutenant privately to discuss business.  
 
    Right before the meeting, Hatari very carefully put enough concentrated opium in a bottle of rum to kill ten people and carefully carried the bottle of rum so that the concentrated opium would not sink to the bottom. He needed his victim to drink all the evidence in a gulp or two.  
 
    As Hatari walked into the meeting, he was carrying two bottles of rum. Only one was filled with death. He smiled and said, “Thank you for meeting with me, lieutenant.” Then sat down across the table from the man.  
 
    “It wasn’t a problem, although I am a bit confused about why you wanted to meet with me.”  
 
    “Really? You shouldn’t be. You are likely to become this village's next chief, and my chief, the chief of Siri Jani, wishes to have a friendly relationship with you. You know he has made no secret that he is the father of Misa, and grandfather of Ford, and he is absolutely trying to drum up support from the various chiefs to vote for Ford to become the next King.” The lieutenant frowned, so Hatari changed subjects. “I understand that Ford is very young, and you will likely want to watch him over the next few years before making a decision. That said, our village makes sugar, molasses, rum, and concentrated opium. It's always helpful to have friendly relations with the villages we trade with. Would you be open to making good trade deals between our villages?”  
 
    “What do you mean making good trade deals between villages? Every man sells the work of his hand on his own. Don’t tell me your village is still doing foolish tribalism where the work of the village is concentrated in the hands of the chief.”  
 
    Siri Jani was practicing tribalism where the work was concentrated in the hand of the chief, albeit to a lesser degree than the chief wanted. He had to do a lot of manipulation to make it that way. He abused the fact that he was Misa’s father and thus one of the King’s father-in-laws; he had killed political opponents in the past; he kept the people numb with rum and concentrated opium, and with the influx of coins from foreign trade, his people prospered well enough to have whatever knickknacks they wanted. Any of the youths who did not like his way of doing things left when they joined the army and found somewhere else to be after their retirement. All this allowed the chief of Siri Jani to micromanage, not as much as he wished, but far more than any other village in the nation.  
 
    Hatari naturally said, “No, of course not. How could you suggest such a thing? On that note, a chief does have the responsibility to help their people get the best price for their goods as possible. Your village makes a lot of stone blocks, and so if nothing else, we hope you will work with your people to keep supplies moving between our villages.”  
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “Let's say you need a supply of sugar, rum, or concentrated opium for your village. We give you the supplies your village needs, and you trade it to your people as they hew stone out of the ground. You will have a supply of stone for when you need to trade it for your people, and your people immediately get their needs met when they produce stone. Of course, your people will not have to go through you if they do not want to, but with a bit of haggling, like my chief has done, you will find it is better for everyone involved. Plus, you can keep any extra as a fee for yourself.”  
 
    The lieutenant smiled as he thought about getting paid a fee, then said, “I think we can work something out.”  
 
    “Wonderful, let's toast to your success.”  
 
    The lieutenant smiled as Hatari handed him the bottle of rum filled with death. Then they clinked the bottles together in celebration. Hatari put the bottle to his lips raised its end up high and guzzled. The lieutenant's smile widened as he copied Hatari. Hatari felt relief as the man took in his death in three big gulps.  
 
    When the lieutenant put the bottle down Hatari said, “Let's discuss some financial details for when you become chief.” He had to stall the man long enough for the medicine to kill him.  
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    And so Hatari began talking to the man, expressing how wealthy he would become in just a few years. At first, the lieutenant smiled and seemed to pay close attention as the euphoric effect took hold, but that didn’t last. Within a few minutes, the lieutenant’s high started crashing, and he started feeling ill. Hatari gave him some concentrated opium pills telling him they would make him feel better. As he took the pills, he continued to listen as Hatari began talking about specific goods and numbers. All this was meant to distract him from his fingers turning blue and his breathing becoming labored.  
 
    After a while, the lieutenant's breath became obviously shallow. When he spoke, he did so like a man out of breath. “I really don’t feel good. My stomach hurts, I can't seem to catch my breath, and I am getting tired.”  
 
    “Maybe you had too much rum. You know what helps with that? Closing your eyes and taking a little nap. Just take a quick fifteen minute nap, and we can continue our discussion.”  
 
    “I don’t know. I think I need my wife to take a look at me.”  
 
    “Do you know where she is?”  
 
    “No.”  
 
    “If you walk into the village looking for her as you are now, then you will look weak. You cannot win the upcoming election looking weak. Close your eyes and take a nap, and I will look for your wife.”  
 
    The lieutenant was so high he never realized that Hatari had no idea who his wife was; he simply said, “Okay, sounds good.”  
 
    Hatari got up and moved to the door. As he reached the door, he looked back and saw the lieutenant with his eyes already closed. He opened the door, then shut it without going through. The man never opened his eyes to check and see if he had left. Hatari quietly waited as his breathing grew more and more shallow until it finally stopped. Then he took out a bottle filled with concentrated opium pills, spilled them across the table, then left. It looked like the man had overdosed on concentrated opium. It was common enough. Perhaps someone would suspect something happened, but they could not prove anything. With that, he left and made his way to other villages to see what he could salvage before the election.  
 
     
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 October 93 AD Paulsland-Defense  
 
    Sahihi was making her way to one of the many villages throughout Paulsland. She received a message that Haki, the detective, thought there was enough evidence to prosecute a chief for murder. If someone was being prosecuted, then it was Sahihi’s job as a defender of the accused to find evidence to protect the accused and find the real culprit. Her job was to assume innocence and seek evidence showing innocence.  
 
    She has had several conversations about her job with King Paul. He made it very clear that he does not think this system was perfect or even good. He would like a system where the accused was assumed innocent until proven guilty, but if a detective had any evidence whatsoever of someone’s guilt, that was enough for the people of Paulsland to find someone guilty. He did not know how to train people to look at evidence and be skeptical and did not try to change things because, at this point, it was absolutely in his best interest that people trust their government, but having another government official whose job was to find evidence of innocence would show that the government was not immune to making mistakes but instead sought to discover and correct any mistake.  
 
    He chose her as the very first defender because her husband was executed for murder, but she believes her husband was innocent, and she doesn’t want another innocent man to die. She was very motivated to find evidence proving the innocence of the accused. Over time King Paul selected other people in similar situations as defenders.  
 
    It took a couple of days, but once she reached the village, she quickly found Haki and asked, “What's going on?”  
 
    “A few days ago, I received a message that the chief of this village murdered the guy running against him in the upcoming election. His name is Sumu. Half the village thinks the chief did it, and the other doesn’t. The half of the village that supported Sumu for chief, of course, thinks the chief killed him.” 
 
    Sahihi winced. “This is going to be a pain. Not only do we have to deal with a murder, but we also have to deal with politics. How did Sumu die?”  
 
    “Overdose of concentrated opium.”  
 
    “Lots of people die from concentrated opium overdoses. More so now than before the war.” Sahihi had no reason to doubt the cause of death. Concentrated opium had been used for surgeries and as a pain killer for years. The women in Paulsland were very aware of the signs of death by concentrated opium, so anyone doing an autopsy would instantly recognize the cause of death.  
 
    “That’s what I said, but then the village told me that the dead man was terrified of concentrated opium. A few years ago, when he was ten, they had to do emergency surgery to remove his appendix. They gave him just enough concentrated opium to numb the pain and began the surgery. He was a bit loopy but aware enough to watch as they cut him open and pulled out his appendix, and he freaked out and panicked. During the surgery, they had to hold down his arms and legs so they could safely remove it.”  
 
    Sahihi’s eyes went wide in understanding as she said, “Oh, I remember that story. After some kid freaked out during surgery, we started putting a sheet between a patient's head and their body during surgery. I heard he refused to take any concentrated opium after the surgery, despite the pain, because he was so traumatized by watching his appendix being pulled out, especially when he was high from the opium. He made do with aspirin and rum during his recovery. He was a tough kid.” 
 
    “Yeah. So, you understand why the village thinks he was murdered.” 
 
    “Yes, if he wouldn’t take concentrated opium after surgery despite the pain, he wouldn’t overdose on it now. So what evidence do you have that the chief is behind it?”  
 
    “A crime happened that benefits the chief. King Paul always said to suspect the chief when that happens.” 
 
    “But that’s not really evidence.” 
 
    “No, the real evidence is that there was a rum bottle next to his body, and someone took a sip from it to see if it was spiked with something. Once they felt the effects of concentrated opium, they took some activated charcoal to clear it out of their system. Despite taking the activated charcoal almost immediately after feeling the effects, they still had issues breathing. It looks like someone put a quarter of an ounce of concentrated opium in the rum. Maybe more.”  
 
    Sahihi shook her head. “Since the war, half the rum Siri Jani sells has opium in it.”  
 
    “Yes, but rum spiked with opium has to be labeled, and even then, it’s always a tiny amount. Less than what is used as a pain killer after surgery. There was enough opium in this rum bottle to incapacitate someone with one sip.” 
 
    “Oh, wow. Yeah, that’s murder or perhaps severe negligence. Maybe someone is spiking drinks with concentrated opium. I have to wonder if this is the first time or if someone has been doing this awhile and getting away with it.”  
 
    “Already looking for someone to blame besides the chief?”  
 
    “Of course. Your job is to find evidence the suspect committed the crime, and my job is to find evidence of innocence. Proving that no crime was committed or that someone else did it meets the requirements for innocence. So did you get fingerprints off the bottle?” 
 
    “Oh yes. Half the town's fingerprints were on it. It seems everyone on both sides of this issue wanted to investigate the bottle before I made it here.” 
 
    “Perhaps the murderer went out of his way to hand the bottle to others for their ‘investigation’ to point blame at the chief and to hide his crime.”  
 
    “Perhaps, but at this point, the chief is the only person in the village with a motive.”  
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “In his house.” 
 
    “You just left him there?”  
 
    “No, there are a couple of soldiers guarding it, more to keep the villagers out than to keep him in. If it were not for the soldiers, someone would have already killed him.”  
 
    “Thanks.” With that word, Sahihi went to the chief's house.  
 
    As she approached his house, she saw the soldiers looking alert. Each one was wearing a red ribbon, which was probably a good idea considering the situation. When she reached the soldiers, she showed them her badge, and they let her pass by. Then she knocked on the door.  
 
    A man in his thirties answered and asked, “Who are you?”  
 
    “I am Sahihi. I am the defender of the accused. Are you the chief?”  
 
    The man smiled with relief and said, “Yes, I am. Please come in, and sit down. I am so glad you are here.” As Sahihi sat down, the chief asked, “Have you found evidence of my innocence yet?” 
 
    “Not yet. I have to ask before we begin, did you murder Sumu?”  
 
    He looked shocked and about ready to cry. “No! I told the detective I didn’t kill anyone. I was shocked as anyone when I heard Sumu had died.” 
 
    “Don’t get excited. I had to ask that question first.”  
 
    The chief visibly calmed down and said, “Oh. I understand. It's just, I didn’t kill Sumu or anyone else.”  
 
    “Do you have any evidence?”  
 
    “Yes. I was spending time with my wife when he died.”  
 
    “That works against you and implicates your wife.”  
 
    “What? How? She is my wife. We are supposed to spend time together. That’s just a normal part of marriage. That doesn’t make us murderers.”  
 
    “Every woman in Paulsland knows how to make concentrated opium. It's part of their training at thirteen. You have motive to kill Sumu, and your wife provides you with the method.”  
 
    The chief shook his head. “No. We get all our concentrated opium from Siri Jani. They make a more stable product at a better price.”  
 
    “Even so, it is part of the school's curriculum to train the thirteen-year-old girls how to make it.”  
 
    The chief called out to his wife, “Honey, please come in here.”  
 
    The chief's wife walked in, was a bit surprised to see another woman in the house, and said, “Who is this?”  
 
    “This is one of the King’s defenders. She is here to look for my innocence. Do you know when the girls learn how to make concentrated opium?”  
 
    “Not until the boys go off to man camp in June. It allows us to get fresh poppies for the work and gives the girls something to focus on once the boys are gone.” 
 
    “See, defender, it's October. This late in the year, we do not have a way to make concentrated opium.”  
 
    “That doesn’t prove anything. Concentrated opium is the preferred anesthetic in Paulsland. You have to have a supply here.”  
 
    The chief’s wife answered, “Not in its pure form, and that’s what it would take to poison someone like Sumu was poisoned. All the opium we have are in its pill form, and if someone put a bunch of pills in Sumu’s bottle, it would have been obvious.”  
 
    “How do you know about that?”  
 
    “Everyone in the village knows. When Sumu died from what was clearly a concentrated opium overdose, one of the men tasted his drink and practically died from it. If it wasn’t for activated charcoal, he would have died. Only concentrated opium in its pure form can have that effect, and none of the women have pure concentrated opium, or even the poppies to make it.” 
 
    “How do you do surgeries if you do not have pure concentrated opium? You need some to dull pain enough to cut people open when there is an emergency.” 
 
    “We switched to the new ether. Part of the reason Sumu started running against my husband was because he wanted to totally get rid of concentrated opium and replace it with ether. We switched to the ether months ago in part to placate him and others. But unfortunately, he continued to run.”  
 
    “Why did he continue to run?”  
 
    “Why do you think? The chief controls the future of the village, and so those that disagree with my husband's decisions supported Sumu, and they expected his support if he won the election.”  
 
    Sahihi nodded in understanding. In Paulsland, the chief was in charge of collecting a ten percent tax on whatever the people made. Twenty percent of that was collected by Paul’s secretaries and sent to the capital to be used by Paul for the nation as a whole. Of the remaining eighty percent, the chiefs got to keep ten percent, but the rest had to be used to improve the village. If he so happened to buy from the stone cutters in the village at a twenty-five percent markup to build a stone wall, the chief would make them very happy, and King Paul didn’t care because the village was better off. If he put any of that eighty percent directly into his own pocket, King Paul would kill him, so the chiefs knew that they had to spread the wealth, and how they did so affected the future of the village. The villagers who benefited tended to vote for the chief, and those who didn’t voted for someone else.  
 
    “I understand. He wasn’t running against your husband for ethical reasons, but financial.”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “But many men are running against their chief because their chiefs didn’t go to war when they did. In most villages, it’s a campaign of red ribbons against white ribbons.”  
 
    “While the men were gone at war, my husband and the guards had to continually fight several lions. Apparently, a nearby pride ran off their juveniles, and they were stalking our women and children. My husband and the handful of men that stayed behind fought them. Two men received injuries. None of the men returning dared call my husband a coward.”  
 
    “So, you maintain that Sumu was running against your husband for financial reasons?”  
 
    “Yes. He couldn’t call my husband a coward, and the only thing he sincerely asked for was the ether that we happily provided. The only problem with the ether was that we had to have a rubber maker from Five Village Island make something called a ventilator to help patients breathe in the proper amount of ether. We have not had to use it in an emergency yet, but we are ready when one comes.”   
 
    “Are you telling me that because you have ether, you do not have concentrated opium in pure quantities?”  
 
    “Yes. You would have to go to another village to get it. We do have a supply of concentrated opium pills made by the Siri Jani village, but all of those contain about one-third the amount of opium you would need to perform surgery and one-sixth the lethal dose for a non-addict.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting Sumu was an addict?” Sahihi asked hoping to catch the woman in a lie. 
 
    “He was a little bit of an alcoholic, but he always made sure his alcohol of choice, usually rum, did not have opium in it. He always asked. He was scared to death of opium, but he still felt pain from the surgery he had as a child. His wounds never properly healed because he lashed out during surgery, so he drank every day to deal with the pain. When he needed a clear head, he just took aspirin instead, but it didn’t help nearly as much as alcohol.”  
 
    “How do you know this?”  
 
    “Are you serious? You’re a woman; you should know that women talk. Sumu’s wife told us about how he medicated with alcohol and aspirin instead of opium. Honestly, if he took opium daily like a lot of men, nobody would ever even look into this as a murder… wait, I didn’t mean that.” 
 
    “No, you were going somewhere. Keep going.”  
 
    “Well, it's just that every woman in the village knew of his issues. If we wanted to poison him, we would probably try to distill pure alcohol and slip it into his drink over a couple of weeks. In two or three weeks, his liver would be destroyed. Then when an autopsy was performed, it would just show that he destroyed his liver with alcohol. He wouldn’t be the first man to do so; we had a man two years ago do just that when he got into his wife's medicinal alcohol. He did not realize how strong the stuff was and killed himself. It’s just concentrated opium is the last thing any woman in this village would use to kill Sumu.”  
 
    Sahihi considered her words, then turned back to the chief, “Were there any outsiders coming through the village the day Sumu died?”  
 
    “This is Paulsland. People pass through our village all day, every day.”  
 
    “Okay, I think that’s enough information for me to start investigating.” She got up, went outside, and told one of the soldiers, “I need the list of people who came through the village on the day Sahihi died. I also need to track them all back to their home villages.”  
 
    The soldier instantly obeyed, went to get the list, and informed the communications tower to start sending messages tracking the people on the list. The purpose of tracking them back to their village is that many times when someone was planning on committing a crime, they gave the wrong name when they came into a village. Everyone was required to identify themselves as they came into a village as a security measure, but what seemed like an easy way around that was to give a false name. Unfortunately for the criminals, when they gave a false name somewhere along the way, it showed the detectives that someone was up to no good and focused their investigation. Some of the smarter criminals gave a false name five or six villages away from the village they intended to commit a crime, so the investigators had to use the communications towers to send messages to all the villages every visitor went through until it reached their home village. It was a slow, tedious process, but Sahihi felt it was justified because, like the chief's wife said, any woman in the village would have killed him in a different manner than with concentrated opium.  
 
    After that, she went around asking the women questions, comparing it to the Chief’s wife’s story. They all backed up her claim, which made it extremely apparent that if the chief killed Sumu that his wife did not know about his plan.  
 
    It took four days, but she got the names back from the communications tower, and every name was connected to a home village, so she went for a long shot and asked if there were any opium overdoses in any village when any of those people were passing through. The poor soldiers on the communications tower had to individually go through the list, find out which village each person went through since they left their home village, and send a message to each village asking about whether there were any concentrated opium overdoses while those people were there. Three days later, she had her answer.  
 
    Three villages had someone die from concentrated opium overdose while someone named Hatari was there. She sent a message ahead looking for Hatari and telling whichever village found him to arrest and hold him for her and the detective. Then she took this information to Haki and said, “I think I have found our murderer.” 
 
    “Who is it?”  
 
    “Someone named Hatari.” 
 
    “What do you know about him?” 
 
    “Three villages had someone overdose while he was passing through. Nobody reported him being with the victims at the time, but that is a very big coincidence. I am asking for more information on the victims.”  
 
    “Do you know which village he came from?” 
 
    Sahihi looked at her notes. “He comes from Siri Jani.” 
 
    “Well, there’s your answer. He is probably an opium peddler, and he sold opium to some addicts who overdosed and died. No loss to Paulsland.” The culture of Paulsland demanded self-discipline. For the most part, if someone drank themselves to death or overdosed on concentrated opium, the victim would not receive pity. Everyone who heard the story would hold them in disdain for being so weak.  
 
    “Don’t you think it's weird that someone who has access to concentrated opium was at four different villages on the day people died of concentrated opium overdoses? One of those deaths was clearly a murder.”  
 
    “Maybe he sold pure opium to the chief? But you’re right; we have to question him. It's too much of a coincidence. Besides, if he tells us he sold pure opium to the chief, it will make my case easier.”  
 
    And so the two waited at the communications tower. They were waiting for information on those who died and information on the location of Hatari. When they learned everyone who died was running for chief against an incumbent, they were both stunned. This clearly implicated Siri Jani. 
 
    Sahihi said, “I need to talk to King Paul.”  
 
    Haki was a bit dazed by the information before him, but he nodded in agreement. “You go do that. I will have detectives sent to those four villages to collect any evidence that hasn’t been destroyed and invoke my authority to stop any more information from getting out about Hatari. We do not want Siri Jani to find out that we are on to them. As soon as I find out where Hatari is, I will detain him.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 October 93 AD Paulsland-Politics  
 
    Paul was furiously working in his office in the capital. He had a lot to prepare for the planting festival this year. In part because of the election coming up, which would see most of the chiefs changed out for new ones but also because of some of the new technologies coming out this year, especially since he finally had access to magnets.  
 
    As he was working, he heard a knock on his door, which was out of the ordinary. His guards would allow very few people to knock on his doors, although about once or twice a month, one of his wives or children did so. Paul called out, “Come in.”  
 
    When the doors opened, he was surprised to see Sahihi. When he saw her, he said, “Sahihi, I cannot discuss the innocence of your deceased husband today. I am organizing a lot for the planting festival. Our ships discovered a wonderful source of nitrogen on an island covered in bird dung. That’s going to be important until we can make a machine that can compress air at twenty thousand atmospheres. My oldest son Badru is busy clearing out the marshes on the river connecting the Zambezi river and South River. He is doing as much as possible before the rainy season as it should serve as a canal this rainy season, although next dry season, we will have a lot of work to do to make it a canal all year long. Many of the farmers are having issues with baboons this year. Although that last one is our fault. We wiped out their predators, and when all the soldiers and militia were away for a year, it allowed their population to explode. I am currently working with the Doctor's College developing a nasty trap for the baboons and a wonderful example for the children.”  
 
    Sahihi patiently waited for King Paul to finish before saying, “My current investigation uncovered a problem too sensitive to send over the communications tower.”  
 
    King Paul immediately sat up straighter; all his attention fell on the woman as he said in a very serious voice, “Go on.”  
 
    “We suspect Hatari from the village Siri Jani has killed four men running for chief by giving them lethal doses of concentrated opium. I have received a message that Haki has detained him, but we seriously doubt that Hatari was killing these men on his own. We think he has either killed these men because he was paid by their chiefs, or, more likely, his own chief sent him out to kill these men. Unfortunately, his chief is Misa’s father.”  
 
    “You said he was killing men running for chief?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Paul sighed. “Several years ago, my brother-in-law, Chazia’s brother, Abilio, killed a man who ran against Misa’s father in the first election. I always thought it was strange, but after Abilio killed the man and his family, Abilio and his men were killed by Misa’s father’s guards, so I couldn’t look into it. The nation thought they were heroes for killing the traitors, but what are the odds that my father-in-law would randomly discover Abilio and kill him? Particularly when Abilio was practically helping him. It never sat right with me.”  
 
    Sahihi thought about Paul’s words and then asked, “Do you think Misa’s father has made a habit of killing men running for chiefs?”  
 
    “Perhaps. If so, it's never him doing the killing but someone else. In this case, this Hatari fellow. Either way, since this involves my father-in-law, I need to speak to Hatari.”  
 
    “I thought you were busy.”  
 
    “I am extremely busy, but my father-in-law is suspected in the murder of men running for chief of their respective villages. That takes priority. Whether he is guilty or not, what he does or is rumored to have done is reflected on me. I am extremely harsh on corruption because corruption can destroy a nation, but if it appears that my family members can be corrupt without consequence, then it will plant the seeds of rebellion.”  
 
    “No one would rebel against you.” 
 
    “I have wives, sons, daughters, and grandchildren that will outlive me. I must protect them. If Misa’s father is killing random people, he will kill my family members if given a chance. If he is not killing them, then a rumor is already spreading, and I need to be able to address it; otherwise, things could get out of control. I want to leave my children and my nation a solid foundation for when I am gone, and this could undermine it whether true or not true.”  
 
    “I don’t understand.”  
 
    “You don’t have the perspective to understand. There are several Roman histories in the library copied from the library in Alexandria; when you have time, go ahead and read them and see how violent things can get when people battle for the throne.”  
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    And with those words, Paul left with Sahihi in tow. As they walked to the stables, Paul gave his secretaries the right to oversee the administration of his kingdom. They were not as efficient as he was, but they would get the job done. 
 
    As they reached the stables, Paul and his guards put armor on and climbed on their horses. Sahihi was given a horse as well. Then they left at a trot. Horses could not run a long way, but they could trot a long distance. Every village that had horses gave them an opportunity to change their mounts, although Paulsland was a long way from having the number of horses they really needed. 
 
      
 
    ……………
  
 
      
 
    A day and a half later, they reached the village where Hatari was being detained and held by Haki. He was being held in the stone communications tower with soldiers keeping watch on his room. Haki would have interrogated him, but Paul told him to keep Hatari in the room by himself. No one was to give him food or talk to him, all to soften him up for Paul’s interrogation.  
 
    When they reached the tower, Paul went inside and told the tower's soldiers, “Guard the doors and make sure nobody is listening.” As they went to obey his orders, he told his guards, “Bring Hatari to me.”  
 
    Paul’s guards kicked open the door and raced into the room. Hatari jumped and tried to scramble away from the large guards in full armor coming after him, but they quickly grabbed ahold of him, each guard grabbing a different part of his body and lifting him by his wrists, arms, legs, feet, and clothing, and carried him into the room with Paul, before tossing him into the floor and surrounding the man.  
 
    Now that Hatari was intimidated, Paul began his interrogation. “Why did you kill those men?” 
 
    “I didn’t, they overdosed.” 
 
    “I don’t mean those men. Tell me about the men you killed.” Paul had suspected something fishy had happened a decade ago when Abilio was killed, the man Abilio killed was someone his father-in-law had an issue with, and Paul wanted to know if he could get this man to admit to it or perhaps something else.  
 
    “You mean Mleve? That was more than five years ago. The detectives looked into it, and they found that he died because he got drunk and burned his distillery down on top of himself. I was flogged for being drunk with him, but they said I didn’t murder him.”  
 
    Paul turned to Sahihi and motioned for her to go check out the information. Paul had instructed one of his secretaries to look up information on any crimes Hatari might be involved in, but that would not be an easy search. They would have to comb through every judicial record they had, looking for the names of the parties involved. Documents are sorted by date, not by name. They would also have to sort through all the village registries over the last several years to see if Hatari’s name showed up during the same time someone else died. Again, sorted by date, not by name. Hatari telling them about Mleve, a fire in a distillery, and giving them a year to go off of helped immensely.  
 
    Paul couldn’t ask him which village he was in because Paul was acting like he knew things he didn’t know, so instead,he said, “No. Tell me about the other deaths you caused.”  
 
    Hatari gritted his teeth.“I just fought in your war. I caused a few deaths there. See, I am even wearing a red ribbon.” He pointed to the red ribbon on his chest.  
 
    “Himyarite deaths or Paulsland deaths?”  
 
    “Himyarite deaths.” 
 
    “Perhaps both?”  
 
    “No, just Himyarite.”  
 
    “I am glad you did not kill any of my soldiers while we were at war.”  
 
    “That would be foolish. Why weaken an ally?”  
 
    Paul paused. It had been almost twenty-four years since he saw tv or looked at the internet, and perhaps what he saw was wrong, but from what he remembered of interrogations, the point of the interrogation was to get the criminal to talk until they let something slip, and something certainly slipped here.  
 
    “What do you mean, ally?”  
 
    “The villages and tribes of Paulsland are allies.”  
 
    “And when you don’t need allies anymore, what do you do with them?”  
 
    “Nothing. I wouldn’t hurt them.”  
 
    “But they are not of your village. They are outsiders. Allies for a time, but when they are no longer allies, they are what?”  
 
    “Trading partners.” He said weakly. 
 
    “And what do you want in trade.”  
 
    “Goods.”  
 
    “And what does your chief want?” 
 
    “Riches.”  
 
    “No. Tell me the truth. He is already rich by Paulsland standards; what does my father-in-law really want?” 
 
    “It’s no secret he wants his grandson on the throne.” 
 
    “Beethoven?” 
 
    “No, not the cripple. Ford.” 
 
    “But Ford is only three… but Ford is only three! If Ford was made King tomorrow he would need someone to rule for him.”  
 
    Hatari’s eyes turned away from Paul as Paul began to realize the great danger his son was in. If Ford was made king at his tender age, nobody would ever allow him to actually rule. He would be made into a puppet, a figurehead, and others would rule in his name. Ford would be a prisoner in a nice prison,  a gilded cage, but a prisoner all the same. They would have to keep Ford incompetent and incapable all his days, but Paul was sure the puppeteers would be okay with destroying his son's life for their own power. Perhaps they would be okay with destroying all of his sons lives.  
 
    That said, Paul had to keep things above board, so he said, “Haki, send a question to the chiefs of the villages where the four men were killed. Ask them if they have agreed with the chief of Siri Jani to vote to make Ford king upon my death. Also, make it clear to them that they are not in trouble. It will be the choice of the chiefs who will be King when I die, and they can, of course, change their mind. But I need to know if my father-in-law was making those deals with those men.”  
 
    Paul watched as Hatari’s face shifted. Paul knew he had caught him now. Haki simply said, “Yes, sir.” And left.  
 
    “So, Hatari, why did you kill those men?” 
 
    “I didn’t.”  
 
    “You think I forgot what happened with Abilio? How Abilio just happened to kill your chief’s political rival? Then I find out you killed someone named Mleve. Now you are responsible for the deaths of four men that I am betting were running against chiefs who already supported your chief's goal of putting Ford on the throne when he is young and easy to manipulate. At this point, I am wondering what Mleve did to earn my father-in-law’s wrath.”  
 
    “Those four men who died must have been addicts. I sell concentrated opium to anyone who wants it.”  
 
    “The problem is that one of the men who died was terrified of opium due to a rough surgery he had as a child. He was something of an alcoholic, though. Not at the level of a Roman, but he drank a lot for someone who grew up in Paulsland.”  
 
    “I also sell rum to whoever will buy. Siri Jani also mixes opium with rum, so perhaps he mistakenly bought a bottle with opium in it.”  
 
     “If he did, then you mistakenly sold him an unlabeled bottle with enough opium to kill dozens of people, which would get you executed for at least two counts of severe negligence. Since you work for my father-in-law, he would lose his position as chief, at the very least, for that mess up. Thank you for admitting a severe case of negligence.”  
 
    “But… but, that’s not right. Mistakes happen.”  
 
    “Do you want to live?”  
 
    Hatari didn’t answer, just stared at King Paul.  
 
    After a long silence, Paul said, “Look, you are nobody. You are not a danger to me or my kingdom, but you let it slip that my father-in-law wants to put a toddler on the throne, and he is willing to kill people to get that done. Is he willing to kill my other sons, daughters, and my wives to put Ford on a throne? Probably. That makes my father-in-law a dangerous man. Not to me but to those who I hold most dear. If you tell me my father-in-law’s crimes, then I will let you live.”  
 
    The man stayed quiet, and Paul let the man consider Paul’s offer. Then Paul began considering the man before him. What he knew was that he acted as an opium seller. Selling opium and rum made at Siri Jani. He also sold the pills they made in the village, and the mixed drink. He killed someone named Mleve, and he killed four men under the guise of a pill peddler… Paul smiled. Then he said one name out loud. “Zuri.”  
 
    Hatari reacted to the name.  
 
    “You recognized the name?”  
 
    “Of course. He killed the other pill peddler and tried to hide in Siri Jani for protection.” 
 
    “I actually know a lot about this situation. Zuri, who was a pill peddler from Vanda’s father’s  village, killed J-J… what’s his name… Johari, from one of my other father-in-law’s villages. Both of them were pill peddlers. And it just so happened that because the pill peddlers were killing each other, your chief was able to get all the opium sellers to work for him. Isn't that amazing? A tragedy happens, and my father-in-law just happens to come out ahead. Except Zuri didn’t kill Johari, did he? You did that, didn’t you?”  
 
    Hatari shook his head. “No.”  
 
    “Oh, yes, you did. Here's the thing, you are still a nobody. I am sure you did what you did under the protection of my father-in-law. Tell me his crimes, or I will let Zuri’s wife deal with you.”  
 
    Hatari smiled. “Go ahead.”  
 
    Paul smiled back. “You didn’t know? You don’t know, do you? The reason why I started the defense for those being accused of a crime was because of Zuri’s execution. Back then, I called it the advocate for the accused, but since everyone calls them the defense for the accused, I changed the name. The first defender was Zuri’s wife Sahihi, and get this; you are going to find this hilarious. When you killed one of those men trying to be chief, the town people blamed the chief, and my detective Haki only found evidence pointing to the chief because that’s his job. Sahihi found evidence pointing to you. It's hilarious because if you didn’t kill Zuri, you would have gotten away with these murders.” 
 
    While Hatari came to terms with that, Paul’s smile broadened further. “I have to thank you. For the last three years, Sahihi has constantly asked me to overturn her husband's conviction. Now that I know you are the murderer, I can do that. I don’t know what will make her happier: Finding out that her husband's name has been cleared, or getting to skin you alive. You know, she was training to be a surgeon for a while before she became the defense for the accused. I bet she can make your death take weeks. I am going to suggest she hook an IV up to you so you won’t die of dehydration. And if we add in some penicillin to the bag infection won't kill you. If we are lucky you will suffer for more than a month.”  
 
    “I am ready to talk now.” 
 
    “Oh, good. Tell me everything.”  
 
    And so Hatari told Paul everything from the time Siri Jani joined Paulsland. How they acted as bandits until Paul cracked down on it, how the chief managed to run into a detective who explained fingerprints to him, so he knew to avoid certain things, how they hid Abilio until they needed him. He explained his murders in detail and told Paul who the accomplices were.  
 
    Three minutes into the conversation and several of Paul’s guards stepped outside to make sure nobody was listening. Paul’s father-in-law got away with murder for over a decade. If this got out, it would taint Paul. To some, it would look like he approved of it. Considering the amount of chaos Misa’s father caused, it would look like he was doing things in the dark that Paul couldn’t do in the light. He was furious, but he had to handle this in a careful manner.  
 
    Paul carefully listened, and when Haki got back, he had Hatari repeat everything he said to Haki, so Haki could make notes on how this man covered up his crimes. When Sahihi returned, Paul told Hatari, “Keep explaining things to Haki. I need to discuss some things with Sahihi.”  
 
    Hatari felt dread when Paul stepped out. He hoped that Paul was explaining to Sahihi how everything was his chief's fault and that once everything was said and done, Hatari wouldn’t be executed. Either way, he explained everything to Haki in extreme detail in the hopes of getting a pardon. King Paul was not known for his mercy, but he was known for his honesty.  
 
    As Paul and Sahihi stepped outside of the makeshift cell, Paul led Sahihi several rooms away from the prisoner. He did not want Hatari to hear what he had to say. 
 
    When they were far enough away, Paul said, “Sahihi, you are going to get your wish. Hatari admitted to framing Zuri. I will declare Zuri an innocent man at the planting festival.”  
 
    Hatari was overcome with emotion. Her face exploded in joy, and tears rolled down her cheeks as she said, “THANK YOU! THANK YOU!” Then she hugged King Paul, who grew immensely uncomfortable. He already had six wives and did not want people to talk or spread rumors. But he understood that she had to express her joy somehow. Although he did not hug her back, he did not push her away.  
 
    After a minute of great joy, she released him and asked, “What will happen to Hatari now?”  
 
    “He committed many murders under my father-in-law’s orders, so I will take Hatari back to Siri Jani and confront my father-in-law with him.”  
 
    “Why? Doesn’t he know that you always execute murders?”  
 
    “I told him that if he confessed my father-in-law’s crimes, I wouldn’t execute him.”  
 
    “WHAT!”  
 
    “Don’t worry. I only told him that so I could get what I wanted. I never intended to keep my promise; he killed my people and framed your husband. His death will be brutal. He deserves nothing less for what he has done, and hopefully, it will act as a deterrent. Lying to him is going to be the least of his punishments. Actually, I intend to turn him over to your tender mercies once I’m through with him. I need you to make his death last at least a week.”  
 
    Sahihi looked relieved as she nodded and said, “Thank you.” Her face grew more peaceful as she internally prepared two things; one, the pain she would inflict on the man, and two, telling her children that their father was found innocent and she avenged his death. They would finally have closure.  
 
    “That said, I need a favor from you.”  
 
    “Anything.”  
 
    “Since my father-in-law ordered these crimes to be committed and has carefully abused his position to cause the death of many of my people, I have to handle this situation carefully. Not just because of the politics involved, but there are personal issues here as well.” And so Paul explained to Sahihi what needed to happen. Not just for Paul politically as King punishing a popular chief, but for Paul, husband of Misa dealing with her father's crimes, and Paul, father of Beethoven and Ford, taking their grandfather away.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 September 93 AD Paulsland-A King’s Corrupt Family  
 
    Paul was in a morose mood. He had found out about his father-in-law’s crimes, but because it was his father-in-law, he would have to tread carefully. A part of the carefulness was putting the criminal Hatari in armor and making it look like Hatari was one of his guards. This kept Hatari close and surrounded by Paul’s guards, with no one the wiser 
 
    The previous day when Hatari had finished explaining the crimes of Misa’s father, Paul sent word for all the knights in the capital to meet up with him a village before Siri Jani. And so Paul, his guards, the criminal, and the rest of Paul’s officials mounted their horses and made their way across Paulsland to meet up with his knights. They met up with eighty knights and then waited for the next morning to ride into Siri Jani. 
 
    They left late in the morning and reached the fields of Siri Jani about an hour before noon. They left a bit late because Paul wanted to reach Siri Jani when most people would be working in the fields preparing the land for the crops they would plant next month. If his father-in-law panicked and shut the village gates, he would have few people to help hold it.  
 
    As they approached, Paul saw the future of his people. Siri Jani had around four hundred adults, more women than men; each married woman had a child on average every other year since there was no birth control, so the fields were filled with children working with the adults. There were far more men working the fields than women, but nearly every woman in the field had an infant or small toddler tied to them with a sling and another small child holding onto their ankle or the hem of their skirt. Everyman in the field was directing older children from the ages of seven on up. Proper field preparation was part of every child's education, so although the children were not in school today, they were still being educated. Chances were that the teachers sent all the children out here to learn from the adults how to properly prepare fields, as that was a lesson that had to be taught on specific days throughout the year. Field prep happened during all seasons.  
 
    As Paul passed, men, women, and children looked up, and then the men began to clap and cheer. The children and women joined in. It took Paul a minute to realize they were cheering the knights, as there was nothing to indicate King Paul was with them. It took a moment for Paul to realize the reason. The men cheering had just come back from the war, and they appreciated what the knights had done. The knights were able to breach the Himyarite lines many times and harass the enemy for hundreds of miles. The knights fought battles, so the infantry did not have to. Those men recognized that if it wasn’t for the knights, they would not be here today, as each man cheering wore a red ribbon. Far from feeling apprehensive about the knights, they appreciated them. It somewhat disturbed Paul that although he was here to commit great violence, he and the knights were still heroes to the people. Even in this village filled with so many ruthless criminals. And so, as they approached the stone walls of the village, they were cheered by men, women, and children.  
 
    The cheering did not dim Paul’s focus. Paul knew entering the gate was dangerous. He somewhat feared that they would shut the gates and that he would be forced to siege his own village, but with most of the townspeople in the fields, they would have difficulty securing the town. The worst part of that situation would be Paul’s dirty laundry being exposed to everyone in Paulsland, but the gates stayed open.  
 
    With the gates staying open, Paul faced true danger; as with all villages with stone walls, the gate was a T junction gate. The knights went ahead of Paul to secure the doors of the gate before allowing their King through, as there was a danger that they would try to close the gates with Paul inside the T junction, and pelt him with rocks and arrows from the murder holes built into the gate. As Paul passed through the outer gate and rode toward the inner gate, he was exposed to the murder holes. Unlike the farmers, the guards in the gatehouse did not cheer. Instead, Paul saw them standing over the murder holes as they proudly saluted the knights. This confirmed to Paul that he was making the right decision to handle this situation delicately.  
 
    After Paul and the knights passed through the gates, one of the knights asked the guards where their chief was, and he pointed them toward the chief's home. They quickly made their way over to the stone building. It was a nice, somewhat advanced building for the first century. It was a one-story building made from stone, with a tiled roof, perhaps fifteen hundred square feet. Every window was covered in elaborate screens, and it had nice thick wooden double doors at its entrance, with elaborate screens partially covered by carvings in the door. Paul could even see where pipes from a water tower entered the home, giving the home pressurized water. If he had to make a bet, Paul would bet the home even had toilets and a septic system.  
 
    Paul’s personal guards went ahead of him with Hatari. The knights stayed outside. Only Paul’s personal guards and Hatari knew the entire situation, and as far as Paul was concerned, that was far too many people. 
 
    As the guards entered the house, two of the chief’s wives were inside taking care of their toddlers, Paul’s smallest brother-in-laws. Paul asked them, “Where is your husband?”  
 
    They looked at each other, and one said, “In his office. I can take you there.”  
 
    “No need. Have you seen Hatari?”  
 
    “No. Why?”  
 
    “We have linked him to several murders using concentrated opium, and I am afraid that he might try to kill your husband next. I was nearby, so I brought my knights to protect him.”  
 
    Both the women grew panicked, and one said, “We need to warn him.”  
 
    “No, take your children to the gate. I will bring him to you in a minute. You have to get out of here right now. Don’t bring anything with you since Hatari could have poisoned anything.”  
 
    As they left, Hatari, still in armor with his face hidden and his hands tied, asked, “Why did you tell them that?”  
 
    “Don’t worry; it's no problem to change the story later. Remember, you’re nobody, but I do need you to confront my father-in-law. He needs to know he has been caught.”  
 
    And so they walked further into the house, and Paul’s guards went through the office door first, followed by Paul and Hatari, hidden in armor.  
 
    Misa’s father looked up and gave a fake smile. What else could he do? “Paul, what a surprise.”  
 
    Before Paul spoke, his guards shut the door. Then Paul confronted the man. “Hatari confessed everything. I know that you protected Abilio, that you committed banditry and murdered men and families. I just want to know why? Honestly, if you had stopped years ago, you would have gotten away with it, but you just couldn’t stop. You wouldn’t leave well enough alone.”  
 
    “I don’t know what you're talking about.”  
 
    Paul turned to his guards, pointed at Hatari, and said, “Remove his armor.” In seconds the helmet, chest plate, and other armor pieces were removed. Then Paul turned back to his father-in-law and said, “Please explain why you did what you did.”  
 
    Seeing the guilt on Hatari’s face, the chief knew everything had been exposed. He sighed, silently thanked his household spirits that he kept his son out of his crimes, then confessed, “I just wanted to protect my family and their future.”  
 
    “You are going to die today, so there is no reason to lie. It's obvious you wanted power.”  
 
    “Yes, all men want power, and I want power for my children when I am gone.”  
 
    “How stupid and short-sighted. You grabbed power by killing allies and weakening yourself to keep your enemies like Abilio strong.” 
 
    “What else was I supposed to do when my son-in-law did not help me?” 
 
    “Building roads, infrastructure, giving you seed, developing an army, and keeping the peace wasn’t help enough?”  
 
    “You did that for every village. I gave you my daughter; you should have done more for me.”  
 
    Paul sighed. “You stupid and short-sighted man. If I had helped you or any of my father-in-laws out more than the rest of the villages and tribes, you would be worse off now than you are. If I showed favoritism, then tribes, villages, and individuals would look for my favor to get ahead in life instead of developing their own villages. Why build stone walls, windmills, pumps, schools, or anything else in their villages if they can get wealthy just by amusing me? I have made my view on this utterly clear if someone makes something that helps all my people, every person in every village, then they will be rewarded with the patent system. You, on the other hand, threw your daughter at me. If that resulted in favor for you, every man in Paulsland who had a pretty daughter would throw their girl at me, and if that happened, who would my men marry? I would have a thousand wives, and I would see each one maybe twice a year. Meanwhile, I would have a thousand bachelors growing frustrated instead of growing my nation. 
 
    “You know what's really sad about all of this? Ever since the Himyarites attacked, I planned on getting them addicted to concentrated opium, and since you are the only large supplier, I was going to work out a deal to send your opium up to the Himyarites. Just last week, my expedition came back from Himyarites. The nobles are at war with their king, and they need weapons. My ships sold them five trebuchets to use against their king. They paid a hundred pounds of gold for each trebuchet. Do you know why? Because the Himyarites have been hoarding gold for centuries. They are rich from centuries of perfume sales. They have more money than they know what to do with. When their civil war is over, they are going to use their gold to attack us again, but if they are addicted to concentrated opium, they will be ineffective fighters. If I can draw out their civil war, I plan to make them so broke from buying concentrated opium and weapons that they will never again threaten us. Why do you think I ignored it when you started selling my soldiers rum laced with opium? General Titus wanted to kill you until I explained my goal of selling concentrated opium to our enemy. Right now, I have the Doctors College making a trap with opium to deal with the baboon's population explosion and to show people how dangerous opium addiction can be. Both would have been extremely profitable for you, but you couldn’t leave well enough alone.”  
 
    “That’s just money. I have more money than I can spend. My goal was always to have Misa’s child take your position.”  
 
    “Unfortunately, you were killing people, and I have to wonder how long it would have been before you killed my other children just to put Ford on the throne. For the crimes you committed and the threat you pose to my family, I cannot let you live. Here is your choice. We can have a trial where Hatari confesses all your crimes, and you spend the next year slowly having pieces cut off your body while you suffer in agony. If we go this route, your son Mwana will be right next to you, being cut into pieces over several months.” What Paul left out was that most of the men in Siri Jani would be executed as well when their crimes were made public, but he doubted his father-in-law cared for his pawns, his villagers.  
 
    The chief coldly asked, “What is the other option?”  
 
    “Mwana survives, but he is not allowed to become chief. In fact, one of my guards will become chief. Since most of the men in Siri Jani were involved in your crimes, he will go around to them and let them know that I know about their crimes, and they will vote him in as the new chief next month, or I will deal with them. On this path, your wives get to keep your house and your fields, although the chief will adjust some things to my liking.”  
 
    “What do I have to do for this option?”  
 
    Paul pulled out a vial and said, “Simply drink this. It's pure concentrated opium. It turns out Hatari was going around poisoning people in his bid for chief, and you just so happen to be the last person he poisoned.”  
 
    “WHAT!” Hatari yelled.  
 
    Paul turned toward Hatari then his guards and said, “When the chief drinks the vial, cut out Hatari’s tongue. The chief killer has a long death ahead of him, and we do not want the whole truth getting out.”  
 
    As the guards wrestled him to the floor, Hatari yelled, “But you said you would let me live!”  
 
    “I lied. You killed and framed Sahihi’s husband. I am going to turn you over to her tender care. She loved her husband, and his death has caused her and her children immense pain, especially since her children have been mocked at school because their dad is a murderer. I imagine she will make you suffer immensely. I look forward to announcing to the kingdom how you framed Zuri and how I turned you over to his wife for a long and slow execution.”  
 
    While the guards wrestled Hatari to the ground, Misa’s father asked, “Why would you let me off so easy?” He grew very concerned since Paul made him a promise right before Paul admitted to lying to Hatari. 
 
    “I could say it’s because of the political ramifications, which is part of it, but the reality is Misa and my sons love you. If I were to slowly kill you and your eldest son, they would beg me to free you every time I saw them, and I would probably fold, albeit you and your son would both be disfigured and crippled by then. That can't happen because that would make it look like I showed you favor. So instead, all the blame falls on Hatari, including your death. He just so happened to poison you before I could get to you. It's either this, or we start the slow execution process on you and your son, and your goods would go to your victims, leaving the rest of your family homeless.”  
 
    The chief of Siri Jani considered Paul’s words, and recognized that because of Misa, his family would probably be protected. Comforted that Misa would protect the rest of his family, he took a deep breath before taking the vial from Paul and drinking it in one gulp. In the vial were several ounces of concentrated opium. More than enough to kill hundreds of people.  
 
    The effects were not instant, as it still had to reach the intestines before being absorbed into the body, and as they waited for the poison to take effect, Misa’s father gave a message to give to his daughter and grandsons. Paul listened as the man waited to die.  
 
    Once the guards saw the chief take the opium, they pried open Hatari’s mouth, used pliers to forcefully pull his tongue out, then cut it out. They could not have the man telling his story. Then they seared the wound shut with a brand taken from the home’s firepit.  
 
    As they waited, Paul asked, “Does Hatari know sign language?” Before the dying chief could answer, one of the guards took out his hatchet and used the backend to begin smashing Hatari’s hand. When Paul saw that, he couldn’t help but chuckle and said, “I guess it doesn’t matter anymore.” Despite the pain, Hatari grew enraged when his chief laughed alongside Paul. And so, with the exception of Hatari, everyone in the room waited for the chief’s death. Paul and the chief had the most amiable conversation they ever had, as the chief told Paul what to share with his family. Paul agreed to most of his request.  
 
    It was obvious when the bloodstream began to absorb the drugs. The chief became unintelligible and euphoric. At the same time, his respiration began to fall fast. He grew super excited, but his breathing became shallow. The euphoria did not last long. Less than a minute after it started, he was dead.  
 
    Paul steeled his heart to tell his wife that Hatari had killed her father and prepared himself to comfort her as she wept.  
 
    Meanwhile, Hatari was dragged outside and tied down. The guards announced that Hatari had killed five men with concentrated opium, including the chief. The loud noise and screaming the villagers heard inside the house was the guards capturing Hatari and trying to save the chief's life.  
 
    Paul thought he properly steeled his heart for the situation and that everything was wrapped up neatly until he saw little kids running to Hatari, crying out in fear and panic, “Daddy! Daddy!” That’s when Paul remembered this was Hatari’s village. This is where his family lived, and now the last memory these small children will have of their father will be of the man they love, a man they considered a hero, beaten, broken, and dragged around by guards, unable to say he loved them, or even goodbye. Everyone in the village would believe Hatari killed their chief, so these children will be massively tormented because of what their father allegedly did until they moved.  
 
    Paul began to lose control, and tears began to come down his face as he wondered why some of his decisions hurt innocent people no matter what he did. Sahihi’s husband was now vindicated, and her children will be able to proudly say that their father was not a criminal, but her family's vindication would be another family’s shame. Why must the innocent always suffer because of the guilty?  
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 November 93 AD Mesoamerica-War 
 
    The last year had been a whirlwind for Kestejoo. Since he discovered how to turn the earth’s blood into weapons, the emperor made him a noble. At first, it seemed like a reward, but the reality was that the emperor and his nobles wanted to learn more from Kestejoo.  
 
    The emperor gave Kestejoo women, houses, land, slaves, warriors, and artisans, including the friends he had been captured with. Every noble gladly took part in the gift-giving, making sure several people in Kestejoo’s new household were loyal to them, so they would pass on new information and inventions to them.  
 
    The nobles were extremely eager to please Kestejoo, to a disturbing degree. One day he spent a few minutes more with one of his wives, and the next day four nobles sent over a daughter that looked like the woman he spent more time with. Everyone knew his business, he had no privacy, and he felt utterly constrained despite wealth he had never imagined before coming here.  
 
    Worse, the rest of his men were insanely jealous of him. They saw his wives, house, slaves, and authority and wished they had it, so they were resentful of him. It was as if his last link to home was cut.  
 
    When he was given all these things, he was hesitant to help the Totonac nation because of how casual they were at killing people, but then he became a father, and that changed everything. He wanted his kids to have a better life.  
 
    He began working, earnestly reshaping the land he was given for the three sisters, maize, lentils, and squash. He was well aware that John had brought more crops with him, but he didn’t have any of those, so he used what the Totonac people had.  
 
    The land he was given was near the river that flowed from the lake at the capital. His land included many streams, where he made locks and dams both for irrigation and navigation. The lock and dams gave him the best-watered fields in the country while also making it incredibly easy to move goods back and forth anywhere on his property. Unfortunately, his land was far from the sea, as the Emperor did not want his newest noble running away.  
 
    Iron allowed him to build many new and amazing things; for instance, it was iron hinges that made the locks possible and made his irrigation system far more efficient than what the Totonac already had. Iron axes and saws allowed him to make large boats. Iron screws and nails allowed him to make spinning wheels for his wives. Unfortunately for Kestejoo, he did not know how waterwheels worked, or else he would have made one.  
 
    As he worked on his land and his son grew, and his other wives began having his children, he grew more and more concerned over how the Totonac people worshipped their gods, so he introduced his tribe’s gods to his house and land. His gods accepted dance and singing as worthy sacrifices instead of blood. The emperor, and nobles immediately added his gods to their pantheon. They were polytheistic, and Kestejoo’s gods were not the first gods they had introduced into their pantheon in the last decade, much less over the course of their religion. Kestejoo and his gods gave them what they wanted, so they gladly accepted them.  
 
    Time passed, spring became summer, summer became fall; They harvested the crops, and as winter approached, it was time for Mesoamerica to go to war. The emperor sent word that Kestejoo and his men were to go to war with his generals and advise them. Unbeknownst to Kestejoo, the emperor directly commanded his generals not to allow Kestejoo to be killed or captured. As far as the emperor, the nobles, and the people of the Totonac empire were concerned, they made a great sacrifice to get Kestejoo, and they did not want another nation profiting from their sacrifice.  
 
    Kestejoo’s Jaguar warriors had their orders, so they brought Kestejoo to the southwest edge of their nation, where those heading to fight Zapotec were to gather. He was actually one of the first nobles to make it to the meeting point. As he met with the head general, he was told to observe how they prepare for battle, and on the day before they left for war to give his observation, so Kestejoo looked over the camp carefully and watched as men and supplies came. All the while looking to make improvements.  
 
    Days passed, and men marched in day in and day out in large formations. All the while, Kestejoo learned a lot about how the Totonac prepared for war. His guards protected him and guided him through the camp while making it clear they wouldn’t just let him leave.  
 
    Eventually everyone that needed to be there arrived, so the generals and nobles met, had their meetings, and prepared their people to leave, but before they left, Kestejoo was brought before the generals and nobles. The main general of this army asked, “What do you think of our camp and preparations?”  
 
    Kestejoo had considered what he would say for some time, so he started on what he knew best, “Your tents suck. You had your slaves make them from woven grass. They technically work, but they are big, bulky, and do not last. Back home, we had many tribes that followed the bison herds, and they made their tents out of hides. Those tents were far more durable, compact, and easier to move around.”  
 
    “You said those tents were made out of hides. What kind of hides?”  
 
    “Buffalo hides… what your people called the giant deer.”  
 
    “We don’t have giant deer here. What do you propose we make them out of?”  
 
    “Deer or dog hide works. You already raise dogs for food. It should not be difficult for your slaves to save the skin, make it into leather, and sew a tent with it. Add some poles, and it will be much quicker and easier to set up.”  
 
    “Speed is not an issue we have to worry about.”  
 
    Kestejoo was a bit confused by that statement, so he just said, “Leather would keep out the rain, mist, and cold better than the grass tents your slaves currently weave.”  
 
    “Then next year, have your slaves make a leather tent. If they are effective, the nobles may use them. What else do you see?”  
 
    “I have noticed that you bring dogs into the camp for food, but the dogs do not carry supplies. Only your men carry supplies. If you are going to bring dogs, you might as well make them work.”  
 
    “The dogs cannot carry much. Besides, dogs are erratic. If we tied supplies to their backs, the dogs would try to get them off and get into them.”  
 
    Kestejoo was confused for a minute before saying, “It’s not hard to train dogs. Up north, we trained our dogs to carry our stuff. The hunting tribes depend on their dogs to carry their things as they follow the herds.”  
 
    “You don’t understand. If we spent the time to train the dogs, it would be a waste to eat them. The dogs are either companions or food. They are not both.”  
 
    “Then why don’t you start canning your food? The slaves and peasants on my estate do so. Once your food is canned, then you won't need to butcher and cook dogs in the field for food. You can have your slaves prepare the meat months ahead of time.”  
 
    “The glass you put food in is heavy. It will never work.”  
 
    “If you put the supplies in carts, then it will work. I have seen my people build carts that move on wheels and axles. I have never built one myself, but if you give me twenty slaves, I should have a working cart in a week. A cart can be pulled by men or dogs, and it will carry far more than what your men can. With a cart, you could carry a significant amount of food, arrows, tents, or whatever else you need for battle.” 
 
    “We do not have a week. Maybe next year we can try your new ways. Anyway, I am sure the emperor will be interested in hearing the changes you suggest, but perhaps once you see how we go to war, you will feel differently. Continue to observe as we fight.”  
 
    Kestejoo grew nervous, as these were incredibly violent people. He was worried that if they did not have any more use for him, he could be skinned alive alongside his wives and children. That was not hyperbole. He went to a feast for the flayed god where, as people ate, the priest skinned people, young and old, alive as part of the feast.  
 
    That said, he couldn’t understand why the general and nobles did not seem interested in logistics. When Kestejoo was a child, his tribe was a hunting tribe until John gave them a chance to become a farming tribe. Being able to move quickly and keep your stuff was absolutely necessary for survival, but these men didn’t seem to care. Perhaps it's because back in the capital or their estate, they had mansions of stone that would last generations, and in contrast, when they went to war, everything they took was disposable, from woven grass tents, to clubbed weapons, to the men that fought. Everything was disposable, so perhaps that’s why the leaders of this army did not care for logistics.  
 
    Kestejoo stood back and watched as the army did its thing. The next day the priest of the army left. The day after, the nobles and the jaguar warriors left. Then on the third day, all the commoners left. To Kestejoo, it was the oddest thing. Why send your priest ahead of your warriors? Why have your nobles head to battle a day ahead of the much more numerous commoners? He didn’t get it. Perhaps this is why they were rejecting logistics.  
 
    Since his job was to observe, once the entire army was moving, he had to run ahead and catch up to the priest. Eventually, they reached the field of battle, and the priest began consecrating the camp site. On the far side of the field, the priest from the Zapotec were doing the same thing. Kestejoo just didn’t understand why his side did not attack their side while they were still unprepared or at least attempt to do a nighttime or early morning raid. He absolutely had no idea why both sides were respecting each other's borders.  
 
    Then the nobles came on both sides of the battlefield, and their slaves set up their camps. Again there was no battle at this time. Finally, the common men came. They outnumbered the priest, nobles, and jaguar warriors significantly. There were at least ten times as many commoners as everyone else. The thing about the commoners was that they were not professional soldiers like the jaguar warriors. All of them were free men who had jobs like farming, fishing, building, or the like. The problem was the only way for them to move up in society was to do well in battle. Perhaps one in a thousand of these men would do well enough to become a jaguar warrior, and perhaps one in ten thousand jaguar warriors would do well enough to become a noble, but the hope of becoming something more brought all these men to battle. No one required them to fight; the simple hope of moving up in society was all the force needed to move these men.  
 
    That wasn’t to say the commoners were ignorant in fighting. Kestejoo was informed that commoners who wanted to fight had a school they went to that taught them how to fight, but they would still be a commoner unless they showed tremendous merit on the battlefield.  
 
    The day after common men showed up, both sides lined up for battle, and Kestejoo was stunned by their discipline. Thousands of men formed up into dozens of blocks. The generals had drummers to signal the blocks how to move to meet their enemy, and the blocks on both sides moved in what he could only describe as a dance. As the two sides met, men on both sides sang songs, and they swayed back and forth as if each man was dancing inside their block. As they met their enemies, they struck as they swayed. It was insanity and discipline all in one.  
 
    When the two sides met, it was obvious who the Totonac nobles were, as their iron weapons tore through their enemies easily. Totonac commoners had the same weapons as the Zapotec commoners, and it showed as neither side really made much headway, but that didn’t really matter as the Totonac nobles were going through the battle like an ax through a tree.  
 
    As the battle went on Kestejoo realized the nobles should be doing better, but for some crazy reason, everyone was trying to take captives. He asked about it and found out that the main goal of this war was to capture warriors to bring back to their temples to sacrifice to their gods. This actually gave the Totonac nobles a gigantic advantage since it meant their enemies were trying to wound instead of kill, and it was far easier to wound with the iron ax and pick than with a club. The iron weapons could be welded far faster than the clubs, and they always caused injuries, whereas the cloth armor that all nobles wore often made club strikes simple bruises instead of injuries.   
 
    As Kestejoo asked questions about their goals, he found out that they had a secondary goal of killing enough of the enemy that they would be forced to become tributaries and lesser allies in the future. That said, even if the Totonac general defeated the Zapotec so badly they became a vassal of Totonac, any Totonac they captured would be brought back to the Zapotec capital and sacrificed. The gods needed blood after all.  
 
    And so Kestejoo observed the very strange war, which was only strange because he didn’t understand the Totonac’s goals. He compared it to the battles tribes back home had, where they more or less battled to steal women and resources from one another, or the time the buffalo raiders forced several villages to become tributaries. In those times, the tribes did whatever they could do to win, but the people of Mesoamerica seemed to hold different views on what winning looked like and how to go about it. He expected the emperor would want to hear all about his different view on war.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 November 93 AD Paulsland-Spy’s Journey  
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    Aulus took some time off to make his way to the capital for the planting festival. He was making good money as a blacksmith working directly for Five Village Island, and he made a lot extra since he had his own shop and could work side jobs. That said, he would never get rich on the job. The nobles of Rome were interested in liquid fire, and if he could steal its secret and sell it in Rome, they would make him a citizen and give him an estate.  
 
    In all honesty, he hadn’t made up his mind on whether he would stay in Paulsland or move back to Rome for the reward. Paulsland had always treated him fairly, never asked for bribes, had fantastic medicine, and running water. Plus, if he returned to his job in Five Village Island, he would earn his property in just two more months of work. But Paulsland limited a man's wealth.  
 
    In Paulsland, he could never own slaves, and he could only own as much land as he could use. Aulus greatly desired to be like the nobles of Rome, who owned massive estates that were built and maintained by slaves. Those wealthy men could afford to buy every gorgeous woman who wound up on the slave block. Aulus was frustrated that he still had not been laid since he got to Paulsland. No prostitutes and the Paulsland women in Five Village Island would not give him the time of day because of the things he caught at brothels in Rome. On the plus side Paulsland medicine took six months to clear everything up, but by then, word had gotten around the island that he carried disease, so no woman would give him a second look.  
 
    It was one of the reasons why he went to the capital for the planting festival. He was looking for a new place to live. What good did it do him to live in Five Village Island if no woman would give him the time of day? So he was in the capital looking for a new place to live and, if he was lucky, to find a job making liquid fire.  
 
    On his journey, he was surprised by how many massive bridges the Paulslanders built. Five Village Island had two bridges connecting it to the mainland, which made sense to him since it was a port, but he was not expecting to see so many bridges as he traveled west. The first set he came across was in the town of Bridge Crossing, where the Great Lake River, which flows from north to south, met the Zambezi River, and there were two bridges in the town crossing both rivers. Then there was the town of Mbili, where the Kusini River travels south to north into the Zambezi River, and another two bridges cross them. Finally, when he reached the capital, where North River, which travels from north to south, connects to the Zambezi River, there were three bridges, all connected to the island in the middle of the river, with a massive fortress.  
 
    Looking at these bridges and the fortifications built around them caused a bit of culture shock to Aulus. Rome had fortifications, just nothing on the level of Paulsland. Every one of these towns had walls twice as tall as Rome’s capital’s walls. Rome preferred to build monuments that were massive, delicate, intricate, and beautiful. The Paulsland fortifications were massive, crude, plain, and rough, but they were clearly investing at least as much into their fortification as Rome invested in their monuments, and the bridges were clearly a part of the fortifications. Aulus had heard that Rome had a few massive bridges here and there, but they were rare. That said, Rome did not build a fort on both sides of their bridges. These barbarians had a different mindset than the Romans.  
 
    He had to admit they had put thought into everything they did. Inside every village and town that had stone walls, every house was made out of stone with tile roofs. Outside the town walls, the homes were built with wood and tended to be much larger than the homes inside the town. Because of the danger of fire, every wooden home had to be built a ways from the next building. This left enough room between homes that, at the very least, every home had room for a vegitable garden on top of the bug-repellent herb garden that every home was required to have by law. In his travel, he never saw a home that did not use the extra space to grow crops.  
 
    The nation also had an odd sign of wealth. Every farm he passed had several granaries, many of which were full. He knew they were full because the farmers were trying to hurry up and finish building their new granaries before the rainy season came. Apparently, it was impossible to get the mold out of a granary if you built it during the rainy season. Every farm he passed was hoarding grain. He talked to a couple of farmers about it, and every farmer had several years’ worth of grain in their silos. When they told him how much hunger they faced before Paul came and gave them the new seed and allowed them to grow their own food instead of the village's food, he understood. They faced hunger when they were young for long periods of time, so they hoarded food.  
 
    This would not have worked out well for them in Rome. In Rome, every farmer had to pay a tax in coin. The only way to get coin was to sell their crops to the merchants. In Rome if so many farmers had grown so much grain and produce, the merchants would have used the abundance as a reason to cut the price, and the farmers would not have been able to pay their taxes. But since Paulsland simply took ten percent of their crops instead of requiring the farmers to sell the crops before giving the government coins, the farmers in Paulsland were far more secure than in any other nation in the world. It allowed the farmers to do things like build water towers with windmill-powered pumps to water their crops. This allowed them to easily water their crops all year, which allowed them to grow more difficult but also much more profitable crops. It was impressive to Aulus how much these farmers could do without slaves.  
 
    When Aulus reached the capital, he had to wonder what kind of army was King Paul preparing for? The capital was a fortress… that wasn’t correct. The Capital was four fortresses. With the capital built where two rivers meet, it meant the capital had three banks, and an island at the center of them. On each bank of the river were literally towns surrounded by massive stone walls, and in the center of the capital on an island was another fortress that King Paul called a castle. The three fortresses on the bank had three bridges leading to the castle on the island. On this island were two rings of stone walls. The outer ring on the edge of the island was perhaps thirty feet tall. The inner one was about thirty feet away from the outer one, it was fifty feet tall. There were ten towers on both walls, and the two walls were connected at their towers by wooden bridges. The purpose of the design was obvious to Aulus’s untrained eye. If an enemy broke through the outer gate, they would be fired upon by men on both sets of walls. If an enemy took the outer wall, the inner wall was high enough that they could easily fight off and kill men on the outer wall while also burning the bridges connecting the two walls.  
 
    The castle was in the dead center, and the castle was a somewhat simple building. It was a square where each corner housed a round tower. This was where things became weird as far as Aulus was concerned. Instead of a door being in the center of the square, the doors were built near the corners of the square near the tower, which made each entrance into the tower feel cramped; to make matters more interesting, there was a low ten-foot stone wall connecting the bottom of the towers to the inner wall, separating the castle into four courtyards, one of which held the treasury for the kingdom. Apparently, the only way to the treasury was through the castle. Good luck with that.  
 
    The three bridges led to three gates on the outer wall, which led to the pathway between the outer and inner walls. The path went all the way around the island. The inner wall had three gates into the castle, albeit it used to have a fourth, but they blocked off all entrances to the gate that led to the courtyard where the treasury was. Under each bridge was a small set of docks. The docks did not encircle the entire island; in fact, as an added security measure, the only exposed land on the edge of the island was the docks. Wooden docks they would have no issue burning if someone tried to take them, but since they were on three different sides of the island, even if an invasion was to be attempted, the invaders would have difficulty destroying each dock.  
 
    Because it was the planting festival, Aulus was allowed into the castle, and it was surprisingly rough to Aulus’s Roman eyes. When he entered the throne room, he was not impressed. It was a large room with many arches and pillars, but it was not grand. The ivory throne was interesting, but he thought the ivory should have carvings instead of just plain ivory fitted together into a chair. Instead of artwork being shown about the castle it had words chiseled into its walls in several languages. One of the phrases most used was “Are You King?” Aulus could not comprehend why a King would put that phrase on his wall once, much less dozens of times. Then again, he couldn’t understand why you would put words on your wall instead of tapestries and paintings.  
 
    Having seen the king's home and throne Aulus left and went to the northwest part of the city. As he walked that way, he passed the doctor's college, and they had cages full of baboons. He was curious about what was going on, so he asked one of the people watching the show nearby, “What's going on?”  
 
    “You know how the baboon's population exploded because we have killed off their predators, and our men have been fighting the Himyarites all year?”  
 
    “No.”  
 
    “Where have you been?”  
 
    “Five Village Island.”  
 
    “Oh, well, of course you don’t know. All our men were there protecting the island from the Himyarites, so of course, that island doesn’t have a problem with the baboon population. The rest of the country does. Last year when the men were away fighting the Himyarites, their wives and children planted and tended their crops as best they could, but the baboons wrecked a lot of fields. Injured a lot of people as well. So Paul asked the doctor's college to make a trap. We are out here to see how well it works and see if it works for other pests as well.” 
 
    “Why would a doctor know how to make a trap for animals?”  
 
    “I don’t know. That’s why I am here. I want to see what they built. The sign says they will come out when the clock strikes eleven, so we only have a minute before they show up.”  
 
    “I can wait a minute.” And so Aulus looked over the setup the doctor's college had. They had about a dozen cages with baboons in them, and one water bowl painted red. Every baboon was reaching through the cage bars toward the red water bowl, screeching and howling loudly. Aulus thought that perhaps the baboons were thirsty.  
 
    As Aulus was wondering what trap a doctor, a man of medicine, or, since this was Paulsland, a woman of medicine, would make for these pests, several people came out of the front door of the Doctors’ College. Mostly women, but a couple of men as well, all dressed in white cotton and carrying regular, brown pottery bowls. Aulus was a bit surprised that men were part of Doctors’ College since, in Paulsland, medicine was a woman's role, a fact he was told on his first day here and reminded of again and again. Then he remembered that some surgeries required cutting through bone, which was one role in medicine that the Paulslanders felt a man was more suitable for than a woman.  
 
    A woman at the center of the group raised her hand to quiet the crowd. As the crowd grew quiet, she spoke over the cries of the baboons. “Thank you for coming here today. During the last planting season, while the men were away, we had increasing reports of problems with baboons destroying crops, fields, and injuring the weakest among us. Over the last year and a half, their population has exploded, and so King Paul has asked us to come up with a solution to the problem. If you look over at the cages, you will see the baboons reaching for the red bowl filled with water. The reason is because over the last two weeks, we have put a drop of concentrated opium into the red water bowl, and they are now addicted to it. To prove that the baboons are not thirsty, I will have my aids place regular bowls of water in front of the baboons.”  
 
    And so the aids walked to the cages, put their brown pottery bowls in front of them, and even splashed water from the bowls at the baboons. The baboons completely ignored the bowls, instead continually reaching out their hands to the red bowl.  
 
    “As you can see, the baboons are not thirsty. They do not want water; they want opium. They are addicts. I will now add a lethal dose of concentrated opium to the red bowl.” She took out a vial and added maybe an ounce of concentrated opium to the water in the bowl, mixed it up, moved away from the bowl, and told one of the aids, “Connect the cages.”  
 
    The aid moved an empty cage to the cage with one of the baboons in it, put the red bowl and pottery bowl in it, then opened the door separating the cages. The baboon dashed into the cage and desperately began drinking out of the red bowl. It grew agitated as it waited a few minutes for the drug to take effect, but it was obvious when it did, the baboon immediately calmed down, but with the dose it drank, it quickly died.  
 
    “With normal poison, the other baboons would see the dead baboon and avoid drinking or eating anything near it. But we spent a couple of weeks getting them addicted to the concentrated opium. Each one of them will ignore the dead baboon to get their fix.”  
 
    And so Aulus watched in fascination as the cage was moved with the dead baboon to the next cage, over and over again, and each time the baboons drank out of the red bowl, each time climbing over a growing number of dead baboons to get their fix.  
 
    Once all baboons were dead, the doctor spoke, “We have tested this system across Paulsland. Once the baboons are addicted, they will crawl across their dead compatriots to drink more of this poisoned water. If you have a baboon problem, paint a watering bowl red, fill it with water, then add in a nonlethal amount of concentrated opium for two weeks, then put in a lethal amount. The problem will immediately go away, albeit you will have a lot of corpses to dispose of. Also, be careful that none of your children or animals drink out of the red bowl. The purpose of the red color is two-fold. It tells the animals there is something different about this bowl, and it allows you to keep children and your animals away from the bowl.  
 
    “Every household in Paulsland should be able to make this trap, as every girl should know how to make concentrated opium and painting a bowl red should not be difficult.” 
 
    What wasn’t said was that the purpose of this trap wasn’t just to kill pests like baboons. One of the purposes of the trap was to remind people that concentrated opium was a dangerous and addictive drug. Casual use of the drug had spread across Paulsland, especially with people dealing with old injuries or becoming addicted after surgeries. This trap was meant as a reminder of the addictiveness and deadliness of the drug. Paul could have easily created a worthless D-A-R-E class like he had when he was in school, but he figured watching monkeys climb over their dead mates to drink a deadly amount of the drug would explain how dangerous drugs could be far better than a class asking kids to give reasons why they would do drugs.  
 
    That last reason went over Aulus’s head as he nodded in appreciation for how amazing of a trap the red bowl was. Once he saw the demonstration, he continued on to the Illuminati's headquarters to see what they had. Once there, he found a large crowd around several displays of something called a compass. He asked, “What's going on?”  
 
    One of the men said, “On the pedestals, up ahead, are magical devices that always point north, or south.”  
 
    Aulus had to see it for himself, so he pushed his way through the crowd and found a pedestal with a gimbal firmly nailed to it with a round device in its center. A part of Aulus’s job as a blacksmith was making gimbals for the ship's clocks, which more or less solved a lot of the clocks issues with the waves. Gimbals were incredibly hard to make since they used ball bearings to rotate the three circles that made up the gimbal. What made them even more expensive was that they required brass to make the ball bearings and the collars they went into. The blacksmiths across Paulsland sent tips and tricks back and forth, explaining better tools and techniques to make the ball bearings because they were still figuring out techniques. All this made gimbals very expensive, which meant that what they held was worth more than the gimbal.  
 
    When he got to the device, he found a man turning it and a little red needle in the center of the device moved to point south. Every time he moved the device, the needle always turned to point south, even when he turned it one hundred and eighty degrees.  
 
    Aulus asked, “What trickery is this?”  
 
    One of the Illuminati said, “No trickery. Washington was able to find some lodestones and send them back here. King Paul knew a way to use lodestones to magnetize iron needles, and the iron needles either point north or south. If you go to the other pedestals there are several that always point north.”  
 
    “I heard rumors of lodestones in Rome. So it's true they contain a bit of divinity.”  
 
    “I don’t know about that. King Paul seems to think they contain a bit of lightning.”  
 
    “So a bit of Zeus then.”  
 
    “Perhaps. Either way, this will be very helpful to our sailors and explorers. With this, the sailors will always be able to know what direction to go on the sea, and as our men continue exploring the land to the north, south, and west of Paulsland, they will always be able to know what direction to head to.”  
 
    Aulus played with the compass and stared as the needle spun to always pointing back in the same direction. It was a totally new concept to him, so he had a childlike fascination with the device until the crowd pushed him out of the way, and he had to find another one to look at. This time he came across one that was pointed north. It was just fascinating to him how this one always pointed north, no matter how many times the gimbal spun.  
 
    Over time the crowd pushed him away again, and he forced his way through the crowd to see the next one, and over time he got to see each and every one. Eventually, his curiosity was sated, and he went to the Illuminati’s headquarters to see if they had any jobs.  
 
    When he reached the Illuminati representative, he said, “Hello, I am a blacksmith, and I was wondering if you have any job openings?”  
 
    The representative’s face grew a smile. “Yes. King Paul will announce later today that we are opening up a school for chemistry at the southern port, and we need more blacksmiths.”  
 
    “Southern Port?”  
 
    “Oh yes. Right now, Paulsland has three rivers heading west. The Zambezi River that flows through the capital, Border River to the north, and South River at the southern border. That is not including all the rivers that flow west through the conquered Himyarite land. It is going to take years to properly integrate all of that land into Paulsland. When that land is properly integrated, we will have dozens of rivers flowing west into the sea. Anyway, the southern port is at the mouth of South River. During the rainy season, the Kusini River connects South River to the Zambezi River. King Paul’s oldest stepson Badru is currently cleaning out marshes along the river to make river boat travel simple between the two points.”  
 
    “Why build a new school at such a difficult place to reach?”  
 
    “King Paul builds all adult schools separately from one another. He says that if they were all centrally located, then sooner or later, one person would more or less take control of all the schools, and they would be forced to study the same things. Why have several schools if they are all going to follow the same path? With the schools so far apart it's easy to share data, as the things studied in each school can help the other schools with their studies, but it's nearly impossible to share control. To a certain degree, this will slow some research down, but overall this will allow each school to flourish in their respective paths. In fact, King Paul is encouraging his sons to make sister schools to the various schools he has started when one of them becomes King. That way, they can study new ideas from different angles.”  
 
    “I don’t know about that. Most Roman philosophy comes from the Greeks, and it seems to have worked out well for us.”  
 
    The Illuminati representative frowned. “We are very aware of that. We invited some Greek philosophers to our schools, and we had to send them away. They follow the idiot Epicurus who said concepts do not require demonstration and that concepts are self-evident, so we can infer what is expected, which is wildly different than the scientific method that King Paul gave the Illuminati. We test and demonstrate EVERYTHING!” The representative raised his voice for that last word.  
 
    Aulus was a bit intimidated by the man raising his voice, so he said, “I think your way is the right way.” He was not about to argue with a philosopher about anything. Those guys were crazy. Instead, he changed subjects. “What is the job at the chemistry school?”  
 
    “Simply to make the tools and equipment the chemists need for their research. For instance, we are going to make several gasification rigs that are used most often to make coal oil, and yellow disinfectant.”  
 
    Aulus smiled. If he learned how to make coal oil, his options opened up for him. He liked Paulsland, but this offered the chance for him to go back to Rome a wealthy man. What he didn’t know was that Paul specifically told the Illuminati to hire foreigners for the project so they would take the knowledge back to their nations with them. All research done at the schools was public knowledge. Knowledge that Paul wanted to spread, not just across Paulsland, but to the other nations as well. Even though Paul made sure to send books of chemistry to every nation within reach, those nations have yet to develop their chemistry. Paul outrightly gave them all the knowledge to build gasification rigs to make coal oil, but they have done nothing with the knowledge. If they won't do anything with the books, perhaps they will do something with their own people if they are trained in these areas.  
 
    Knowledge Paulsland wanted to keep secret would be done on flattop mountain in a few months when the Himyarites finished carving steps into the side of the mountain.  
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 December 93 AD Texas-Visiting Home 
 
    Bobby was excited as he saw Texas’s docks appear in the distance. He had so much to talk with his dad about! It took a few years, but he’d found the iron and copper deposits in the north that his dad talked about. He wasn’t the only one with news; Hetane brought his new wife, Wapun, to meet his parents. Gad was with them, but only because all three men were furiously learning Wapun’s language. Wealth came from metals, and Wapun’s tribe was sitting on more metal than even Bobby had dreamed of.  
 
    The merchants split up after they left their boat to go to visit their various friends and family. Bobby of course, went straight to his parent's house with a few sampl… gifts.  
 
    He knocked on the door, and a moment later, his mom opened it up. He had a huge grin on his face and hugged her. She asked, “Did you bring your children?”  
 
    “Not this time, Mom.”  
 
    “Bring my grandbabies next time. It's been too long since I have seen them.”  
 
    “I brought you a gift.” 
 
    Onawa looked at all the packages he was carrying and said, “Put them under the tree. Christmas is tomorrow. We will open them then.”  
 
    Bobby was stunned. “What? No. I want you to open it now.”  
 
    His mother smiled and said, “It bothered you when you were small when you had to wait for Christmas to open your gifts, now you are all grown up, and it bothers you that I wait to open them. It’s like your father says, the more you change, the more you stay the same.”  
 
    “I am not a little…. Okay, Mom, I will put them under the tree. Y’all can open them tomorrow. Where’s Dad?”  
 
    “He is in the barn working on a project.”  
 
    Bobby gave his mother a kiss and said, “Thanks, Mom,” before running off to the barn. Once inside, he saw his father working on a copper machine alongside his brother Walker and yelled out, “HEY! What are y’all working on?”  
 
    Both John and Walker looked over, and grins grew on their faces when they saw Bobby.  
 
    John said, “Good to see you, son!”  
 
    At the same time Walker said, “HEY BOBBY!”  
 
    John walked over and gave his son a hug while Walker stood back, looking forward to hearing stories from his brother's adventure and telling a few of his own.  
 
    “So, Dad, you didn’t answer me. What are you making?” Bobby was asking because, generally, his dad created very profitable things.  
 
    John did not want to tell Bobby about how to make moonshine with a copper still, so he deflected, "That's just something new I am introducing to the congress next month. I wonder how many chiefs will like it and how many will hate it.” He knew his son would find out sooner or later, but he thought it would be better if his son didn't know yet.  
 
    “Dad, you never learn; most chiefs don’t care. They are glad for what they already have, and new things bother them.”  
 
    “I don’t know. After you left last year, my entrepreneurs made some equipment that makes stone blocks easily and quickly.”  
 
    Bobby smelled profit and asked, “When you say easily and quickly, what do you mean?”  
 
    John gave a simple explanation without going into the three pieces of equipment in depth, “You take the piece of equipment to some ground with exposed rock and then have a bison power the machine with a lever. It turns the lever around and around over and over again, which powers a mechanism that cuts the stone. After a while, you get a stone block. So far, my entrepreneurs can have one person running twenty-four of these machines at the same time. Each one produces around ten stone blocks a day.”  
 
    Bobby’s eyes went wide as he did the math. “So you're telling me that if I had enough bison, I could have one worker producing two hundred and forty stone blocks a day? That’s freaking amazing.” 
 
    “If you want some, you will need to talk to my entrepreneurs.”  
 
    Bobby’s smile faded as he considered his father's offer for a moment. “I don’t know if I can do that.” Then the smile returned to his face as he said, “I found the copper and iron to the north, and it's better than I imagined. The ore is so high quality that there are pieces of copper and iron literally sticking out of the ore. It's amazing. I came here today to buy metalworking tools. I know you have plenty of iron ingots, so I went to Trevor’s island and traded those to him for some supplies, but you always struggle to have enough copper, so I brought dozens of copper sheets to trade for what we need.”  
 
    “If you are making ingots, why do you need metalworking tools?”  
 
    “If I want to waste two or three years to build from scratch the tools I need, it's not a problem, but I would rather just pay you, or some of the men of Texas, for copies of all the tools you have in your workshop. Preferably several copies. We are going to be working with far more iron and copper than you ever have, so we need the tools to process the material so we can trade. The faster, the better. Time is money, after all.”  
 
    John considered his son’s opportunity and vision, then nodded. “That’s wonderful. I am genuinely glad for you.”  
 
    “Last year on my way back, Trevor gave me a few slaves to make stone blocks, but it sounds like your machines work better, so I would love to buy those stone cutting machines, but right now, it looks like all my effort will be spent getting the metal fabrication shops set up. Besides, we do not have nearly enough bison to run it all….” Then a thought crossed Bobby’s mind, and he turned to his little brother. “Unless my little brother wants to go and have his first adventure? Trevor and me both went on our adventures when we were his age. He could drive the bison to one of the trade villages on the Great River. It's about time he grew up.”  
 
    Walker looked at Bobby, then to John, then back at Bobby, and asked, “How would that work? I have no idea where you live.”  
 
    “It really wouldn’t be too hard. Just drive the bison to the mouth of the Great River, where Itsu’s village is. From there, he will be able to send bison north to wherever we need them.”  
 
    “I don’t know. I will have to think about it.”  
 
    Now that Bobby saw the advantages of it, he said, “You want to be a Ranger in the future. Rangers are in charge of overseeing trade in their villages. This will give you much needed experience. You and all those young guys you hang out with that want to be Rangers.”  
 
    “As I said, Bobby, let me think about it.” 
 
    John saw Bobby wanted to argue with his brother, so he butted in and said, “Let Walker think about it. You might not have enough goods to trade for the bison or equipment yet, so don’t make plans for your brother just yet. That said, I have one question for you. If the ore is as good as you say, what fuel are you going to use for the bloomeries?” 
 
    Bobby gave his father a very strange look. “Wood made into charcoal. What else is there?” 
 
    “How much iron and copper are you planning on making?” 
 
    “As much as I can. It’s the secret to growing wealth. With iron and copper, we can build more boats, and the swamps will have the tools they need to grow more indigo. My wife and the surrounding tribes will have better tools to grow and process cotton. In the northern grassland, they will be able to use metal to plow more fields and reap a larger harvest, and all the way in the deep north, the tools will allow them to dig up more ore. Metal tools grows everyone's wealth, and the more wealth everyone has, the more wealth I have. I am going to make as many tools as possible.”  
 
    John paused in surprise. His son had actually remembered one of his lessons. The richer everyone was, the richer the merchants were. His son did not have good motives, but it appeared that this was a case of the ends justifying the means. Even though his son's motives were completely selfish, he was still benefiting a lot of people.  
 
    After processing his thoughts, John said, “Have I told you how proud I am of you?”  
 
    “Huh? No, not for a long time.”  
 
    “I am genuinely proud of you. It would be very easy for you to try to rob or swindle the villages along the Great River, but instead, you are improving them.”  
 
    It had been a long time since Bobby heard his father say he was proud of him, so he beamed as he said, “Dad, I learned my lessons well when I was a child. You have to plant a seed, water it and fertilize it if you want a profit. I am just doing what you taught me.”  
 
    “I have a bit of information for you, now that you found the ore. To the east, there are places with a black mineral that burns just like charcoal, but it is dug out of the ground. It is much more efficient to use this mineral in bloomeries than cutting down trees and making charcoal. It is south of the Great Lakes I told you about. Did you see them yet?”  
 
    “Not yet, but Wapun, Hetane’s new wife, told us about a great sea of water to the east of her home. You're saying that this mineral that burns like charcoal is southeast of there?”  
 
    “Yes. You should find it if you follow one of the rivers that flow into the Great River east. It should be one of the northmost rivers that flows into the Great River.”  
 
    Bobby looked contemplative for a few seconds, then he said, “I don’t think I can look for that this year. I have too much to do with Wapun’s tribe and some business to get back to on the grasslands, and I have other responsibilities at my wife’s village. Maybe next year.”  
 
    “I understand, son.”  
 
    “Dad, you seemed to know where the iron and copper were; now you know where the black mineral is. Is there any other area you think I should check out?”  
 
    John carefully considered his answer before saying, “You know how we use water wheels to power most of our tools?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “There should be a river or several rivers to the east of the Great River, south of the river with the black coal, leading to mountains with lots of small streams that can be used to power far more water wheels than what we can here. I know that you want to fabricate metals, and that will be far easier with power tools, and those mountain rivers should allow you to make plenty of shops to manufacture whatever you want.”  
 
    “I guess I am going to have to make time to go up some of those eastern rivers this year. What else can you tell me?”  
 
    And so John and Bobby talked about opportunities to the east. The next day, gifts were given, and Bobby let all the neighbors know that he had dozens of items like his gifts for sale if they were interested.  
 
    Bobby stayed for a few weeks, traded his goods, bought the equipment he needed, talked his brother into doing a bison drive down to the mouth of the Great River, and bought over two hundred bison before leaving. Overall, it was a good visit.  
 
     
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 January 94 AD Texas-Congress 
 
    The days leading up to congress were very annoying for John and Onawa. Over the previous year, he and his wife went down the Red River. She showed the ladies how to make cloth armor while John and his entrepreneurs sold their stone-cutting devices. It took half of the year, so they did not make it to the other nine rivers that made up the Trade Alliance. In the days leading up to the congress, all the chiefs began nagging John and Onawa about coming to their villages as soon as they reached Texas.  
 
    Because of the annoying chiefs coming by his home at all times of day, every day leading to the congress, John had to keep reminding himself that congress was better than the alternative. Without congress, where they could discuss issues, problems, and trade opportunities, they would likely be going to war with each other. That was much worse than having to put up with irritating people a couple of weeks a year. John imagined things would be different if he was an extrovert, but he wasn’t, so he grit his teeth and tried to smooth things over with the impatient chiefs.  
 
    The day of congress came, and the chiefs, one by one, went to the field where they always met, and to their surprise, they found a stone amphitheater. Atsadi, chief of Salt Village, went to find John after seeing the stone amphitheater.  
 
    John saw him coming and asked, “Can this wait?” John could read the expression on Atsadi’s face. Of course, it couldn’t wait. None of the chiefs were used to waiting for anything. It's one of the reasons why congress was so important. It was good to put the chiefs in a place where they were constantly told no.  
 
    Atsadi ignored John and asked, “What did you do to the congress meeting area?” 
 
    “Oh, that? While Onawa and I were going around the Trade Alliance I had some of the young men build the amphitheater while we were away. Most of the stone for it comes from Texas, Tomato Vine Village, and the villages along the Red River, but I paid merchants to bring at least one rock from each of the villages in the Trade Alliance. It's meant as a nicer-looking place for us to meet at congress.” What John didn’t say was that it was also meant as an example of what could be done with stone.  
 
    “It’s very beautiful. A couple of years ago, you said I should build my salt ponds out of rock, and I turned you down, but if it's going to look that nice, I will have to reconsider.”  
 
    “You know my entrepreneurs would love to sell you stone-cutting equipment, and even if you don’t want that, Texas or Tomato Vine Village cuts enough rock that you should easily be able to trade for it.” 
 
    “Let me talk to you after congress.”  
 
    John wasn’t about to let this opportunity slip, so he said, “Why don’t we walk to congress together and talk about this there?”  
 
    And so the two men walked to congress. It was perhaps a five minute walk, but for their walk, John began selling Atsadi on the new stone-cutting equipment.  
 
    As they reached the amphitheater, more chiefs reached out to John about building with stone. It was frustrating to John that when it came to building stone walls and towers, they couldn’t care less about stone, because logs were good enough. But building a pretty building causes their interest to spike. It just goes to show that John was never really a salesman.  
 
    Because the chiefs were looking over the amphitheater, congress started a little late. John had to explain how they used the bison plows to dig into the ground to make a slight bowl shape. Realistically it was more of a plate shape than a bowl since they only dug down three feet on a flat plain, put in gravel for drainage, concrete for support, and finally put the stones on top. At the edges of the amphitheater were stone arches. It looked more like Stonehenge, made out of small stones and concrete, than a classical amphitheater like the colosseum. Where the colosseum was built so crowds could see men in the middle, congress’ amphitheater was built flat with arches at the edge, so all men stood equal, and all men understood when they officially entered congress.  
 
    It had no roof, which was the norm for the Trade Alliance’s congress, and honestly, John hoped it stayed that way. He was of the opinion that when leaders made laws, they should not do so comfortably. If men are standing outside in the cold, making laws, they are going to get to the point and do what is necessary and go home. John was a libertarian at heart, he recognized government needed to do some things, but the less government did, the better, and the elements encouraged the chiefs to do less.  
 
    Eventually, the congress started, and most of the chiefs were upset that John and Onawa did not visit their villages to show them how to make the new cloth armor. As far as John was concerned, this was a great problem to have. It meant that they were not trying to war with their neighboring villages or steal from each other. It meant things were peaceful.  
 
    To answer them, John said, “There is only so much time in a year. Last year I went to our northeast most villages on the Red River, and Onawa showed them how to make cloth armor. This year I plan on visiting the Tiwa on Copper River. I know they are not part of the Trade Alliance, but they are allies and trade partners, nonetheless. I am sure they would like to learn how to make cloth armor, and since they do not have a lot of trees in their part of the world, they will probably like our stone-cutting equipment.”  
 
    One of the chiefs said, “That’s not fair. Their land is not good for growing cotton, and we usually trade lumber for copper.”  
 
    “Once they learn how to make cloth armor, I am sure they will be open to trade copper for cotton, and that will be far easier to bring up Copper River than lumber. Since I will not be able to bring my wife to each of your villages this year, my wife taught the wives of the new Texas Rangers how to make cloth armor, and we will be sure to send them west to the villages we will not be able to get to. As for the villages that we were not able to get to on the east side of Texas River, please talk to the chiefs on Red River about learning to make cloth armor from them. I am sure you will be able to work something out. Hopefully, by this time next year, every woman in the Trade Alliance will be able to make cloth armor.  
 
     “One of the reasons why I am heading to Tiwa is because I believe in the coming days, each of you will be ordering far more copper. How many of you have been trading with Trevor for the drink that gives you a buzz?”  
 
    About a third of the chiefs raised their hands. 
 
    “The ingredient in the drink that gives you a buzz is known as alcohol. There are hundreds, perhaps thousands of ways to make that ingredient. One of the ways is with something known as a copper still.”  
 
    A chief yelled out, “Why didn’t you tell us about this earlier?” 
 
    “Because some of you will drink it and never be able to stop. After your first taste, you will be reliant on it for the rest of your life. Not all of you will be like that, but enough will that I did not want to give it to you. When I was at the mouth of the Red River a few months ago, I saw several men who were already desperate to get more pulque from Trevor when theirs ran out. It wasn’t all men, but it was enough. They will give anything and do anything to get more. If Cuba’s pulque was the only source of alcohol, they could make our people slaves, so instead, I will give you the ability to make your own.” 
 
    When John said men would do anything to get more alcohol, the chiefs thought he meant that men would rob and steal from other tribes to get it. But John had seen alcoholics on the street long before he came back to the first century. Many of them betrayed their families for the bottle. There are certainly many people who can drink alcohol, but there are many people the alcohol consumes. The tribes that made up the Trade Alliance were about to face betrayal on a level they could not comprehend as desperate alcoholics betrayed their families and tribes to get more alcohol. The tribes were about to see violence and abuse in an utterly illogical way as some men became angry alcoholics and hurt friends and families. It will not be everyone who drinks, but history has shown there are many Native Americans with a genetic predisposition to alcoholism.  
 
    “Although I am not happy about the situation, I am glad Trevor forced my hand. Sooner or later, you would have begun trading with a people who would try to manipulate you with alcohol addiction. Since you will be able to make your own, they will not be able to control you with it. That said, I am sorry for the pain it will bring. I recommend against drinking it, but if you want to drink the alcohol, what my people called moonshine, you can find it in the pots next to the copper machine known as a ‘still’ on the north side of the amphitheater.”  
 
    All the chiefs turned and looked at the copper machine. They’d thought it was just a decoration meant to go along with the gorgeous amphitheater. To see such a beautiful thing had a function impressed them, and many of the men moved toward it. Several of the chiefs had already had a taste of Trevor’s pulque and who had a genetic predisposition to alcoholism raced to the pots.  
 
    Again John cautioned, “I recommend against drinking the alcohol. Many of you will not be able to handle it. That said, once congress is finished, I have books for you to bring home that both explain how to make a copper still and explains how to help someone struggling with alcohol.”  
 
    John was kidding himself. Congress was now over. Once the chiefs saw the new machine, they had to try its product, and they did not have any alcohol tolerance. The only good thing that happened was that some of the chiefs in the back of the line decided not to drink the moonshine when they saw how some of the first chiefs were acting. They saw the desperation in those men and felt like they were looking at the bait of a trap.  
 
    John was saddened by the situation, but the native Americans needed to learn how to deal with alcohol. In the previous timeline, the Europeans used it to manipulate and exploit them. In this timeline, they would not get the chance. They would do it to themselves and, in time, learn how to handle it in their own ways, just like the Europeans, Arabs, Asians, and others had.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 February 94 AD Paulsland-Tech Tree 
 
    In the northeast of Paulsland were many inselberg mountains. These are isolated mountains that rise abruptly from the ground. Several of these mountains have sheer rock walls on all sides, with a flat top. The sheer rock walls made getting to the top extraordinarily difficult, and the flat top made building on top easy. The closest mountain to the Great Lake River that met these criteria was chosen for the new Illuminati headquarters and man camp. The sheer rock walls made the job very dangerous, which is why Paul was grateful they had thousands of Himyarite prisoners of war to die building the staircase up the mountain.  
 
    Paul carefully made his way up the stairs to the peak of Flattop Mountain. The stairs alternated between being carved directly into the mountain, and wooden steps anchored into holes drilled into the rock wall. Building these steps was no easy feat. Nearly fifteen-hundred Himyarite POWs were killed, making a way up the mountain. Hunger, exhaustion, and armed vindictive guards kept them from rioting under horrible conditions, but they were not the only things. Paul knew enough to put a carrot next to the stick. He made sure those who were injured were cared for and, once healed, sent back to the work camp to give the illusion that Paulsland was not going to execute them.  
 
    Over the course of building this stairway, Paulsland learned a lot about safety building on sheer mountain walls, and new rules were created and sent out across the nation. The rules would be implemented when building towers, bridges, and other tall structures.  
 
    As Paul climbed the stairs, his guards went ahead of him, making sure everything was safe. Paul carefully held onto the wooden railing that was built alongside the staircase. It was secured and anchored in holes drilled into the side of the mountain. The railing was anchored in different holes than the wooden steps; this allowed a bit of redundancy for when the worst eventually happened. Paul was under no illusion. Sooner or later, time, lack of maintenance, or weather would cause something to fail, and a bit of redundancy should save lives.  
 
    As Paul made his way up the steps, he carefully observed everything. The POWs job was to chip, drill, and cut rock. They set up temporary wooden steps as they worked their way up the mountain, but Paul refused to trust their work, so any steps or railings they temporarily put in were taken out and remade professionally by loyal Paulsland carpenters. Paul was just taking extra time to make sure his carpenters did their job properly, as the sheer drop was over fifty yards at the top.  
 
    The steps were not the only thing Paul was paying attention to. Supplies would be brought up by crane. That said, having supplies dangling at the end of a fifty-yard-long rope was a recipe for disaster, so the POWs had to build a wooden tower that looked like the frame of a building. It had over a dozen levels. Each level was a cube with X-shaped wooden braces where a wall would be on most buildings. It was anchored to the cliff face, more or less working as a first-century elevator shaft. The purpose of the tower was to keep the elevator from swinging around, so it was just a guide for the elevator. It was for supplies only, as it had no safety features. Future elevator towers were in the works, but with one, they could start construction of the buildings on top.  
 
    Once Paul reached the top, he found two dozen temporary wooden buildings, tons of stone blocks, and hundreds of men busy preparing foundations for stone buildings. Paul made his way to the largest wooden building, as it was the temporary headquarters of the Illuminati. Inside, Paul found a clean room, dozens of charts set up at the edge of the room, and a dozen men in their best clothes sitting around a table. They knew King Paul was coming, and they were looking forward to his visit.  
 
    Paul asked, “How is construction going?”  
 
    Faizal, the head of the researchers, said, “Slowly. The POWs finished smoothing three more areas on the rock wall before you had us send them away, but they had barely started on the three elevator towers when they left.”  
 
    “That’s fine. We do not want anyone knowing what you are working on up here. How is the steam engine project going?”  
 
    “Terrible. Making a pressure vessel from iron to boil water is no problem, but it's so hot we have to have metal pipes to connect it to the piston because rubber hoses melt. Copper and lead cannot handle the pressure, so we are stuck with using brass, bronze, or iron. We have found that we can make a mold from sand to make pipes from them when the metals are molten, but they do not exactly make precise pieces. Finally, we have managed to make one large piston that goes up and down, but it has no power behind it at all. We are a long way from producing something practical. The biggest issue we are currently facing is that we cannot use rubber for seals. In our water piston pump, the internal rubber parts allow it to create a vacuum and push water. The steam piston must be made from metals that can survive the heat and pressure, and it's not going well. We haven’t even started on trying to figure out gearing, wheels, or rails yet.”  
 
    “Sounds to me like you are making good progress. Where I am from, it took decades to figure it out, and even then, they had national competitions so men with dozens of ideas across the nation could present new ideas to overcome problems. Keep up the good work.”  
 
    Faizal smiled and looked relieved before saying, “Thank you.” From his perspective, new technology should be rolling out every couple of years because ever since he became a researcher for King Paul, new technology has rolled out every couple of years. Because of his skewed perspective, he viewed the steam engine research as a failure.  
 
    Paul walked over to one of his guards, took a very large book from the man, and said, “In this book are my long-term plans for the Illuminati. By long term, I mean centuries, perhaps even a thousand years, depending on how long it takes to make the steam engine. I suspect we are going to need much better metals and tools before we can make successful steam locomotives. That said, these plans are outlines. Depending on the resources the future Illuminati has access to, they are going to have to do things slightly or significantly differently than what I wrote in my book.” 
 
    Paul put the book on the table the Illuminati members were sitting at and opened it up. The first part of the book was filled with Paul’s basic understanding of how trains worked. “Until the first steam locomotive is made, the Illuminati’s main job is making a steam locomotive. When you finally have a steam locomotive, the Illuminati will need to lay down tracks all across Paulsland for the locomotive to ride on. One of the Illuminati’s jobs will be going through Paulsland and finding the best routes between villages and resources and obtaining the land. Each village will be told you are being given those pieces of land in trust, so no one builds on them. The land should be wide enough so people can walk beside the tracks when it's built because it is likely that in the time it takes to build the locomotives, people will be using those paths as roads.” 
 
    The Illuminati members nodded in understanding. Making a self-moving cart wasn’t any good if it had no path to travel.  
 
    “As soon as the Illuminati builds the steam locomotive, the future members should allow other Paulsland people to see how it works, and hopefully, new Paulsland companies will be set up to make new locomotives. This project should be totally secret until you have a working steam locomotive; after that, there will be no point in keeping it secret. With luck, Paulsland will be so far ahead of other nations it will take them decades to catch up.  
 
    “My advice is for the Illuminati to make the first working models, then move on to the next project. In this case, once you can make a steam locomotive, you should then work on something known as a steam shovel.” Paul turned the page in the book to show his hand-drawn model of a steam shovel. To Paul’s eyes, it was the grandfather of the excavator. Where Excavators used hydraulics, the steam shovel used pulleys. On another page in the book, he explained the difference the best way he knew how.  
 
    “The steam shovel will allow one man to dig as much as a hundred men. I am unsure how many of you have been to the iron ore mines or to the coal mine. If you go to a coal mine, you will realize it takes all day for one man to produce a few hundred pounds of coal. At an iron mine, it takes one man all day to dig up about fifty pounds of iron ore. One steam shovel will be able to do the work of a hundred men, every single day.  
 
    “Imagine a steam shovel pulling out a hundred times the iron ore or coal as any man at each day. Then they put that on a steam locomotive which can carry far more ore and coal than a cart, at a far greater speed. This iron and coal will be far more than our blacksmiths can handle, so you will then build massive iron foundries. These iron foundries will be one or two square miles in size. By then, we should have permanent bloomeries instead of the clay ones we currently use. The coal and iron will be put in there to make molten iron, and the molten iron will be moved around inside the foundry with steam engines until it is processed into iron, or better yet, steel ingots and sheets. 
 
    “Because you will be paying one person to dig for the iron instead of a hundred, one person to move the iron instead of a hundred, and a few dozen to smelt the iron instead of a few hundred, the price of iron will drop dramatically. The people put out of work because of the new technology will have to find new work, and since the iron is so much cheaper, many of them will turn around and buy the cheap iron to manufacture new products. 
 
    “My advice to the future Illuminati members is to open up the foundry to the people of Paulsland so they can look inside, see the benefits and deficiencies of the foundry, and go out and make their own. I am sure after they see how the first one works, they will be able to make newer, better ones so iron will be more plentiful and cheaper for everyone else.”  
 
    Paul turned a page and said, “Once Paulsland has enough iron and coal, the Illuminati should focus on making a steam-powered iron ship. It will move by propeller, although if a propeller gives future Illuminati members problems, they can always use paddle wheels. The propeller is preferred, though.”  
 
    All the Illuminati members looked in wonder at the book's illustration and description. The iron warship brought two new ideas together. Using metal to build the ship, and a ship powered by steam instead of sail or oars. Paul had talked about these ideas separately with the Illuminati before, but bringing the two ideas together was revolutionary.  
 
    Faizal asked, “What is that strange object on the top of the ship, near the bow?”  
 
    Paul smiled. “That’s a turret. The book contains information about how to build guns. They launch small projectiles with… rapidly expanding gas.” Paul assumed they would figure out how to make gunpowder sooner or later. He did not share that bit of knowledge because he wanted their metal to be better before they made guns, especially since gunpowder was utterly easy to make once you knew how, and until guns could shoot multiple rounds accurately, guns benefited nations with high populations more than his small nation.  
 
    Paul turned the page to show them the turret concept. He was not familiar enough with the concept to give them a design, so a concept was a better description of what he was doing. “The warship has incredible defenses with its steel body, incredible speed with its steam engine and propeller, and the rotating turret allows it to shoot in almost any direction like a ballista, but far more powerful.”  
 
    Faizal was confused until Paul compared the weapon to a ballista. He could wrap his mind around that. With that out of the way, Faizal asked, “What do you want us to do with this book?”  
 
    “I came today because you have only started laying the foundation for the new Illuminati headquarters. Once it is built, I want the walls of the headquarters to have the images and words found in this book carved into them. Once a page is correctly carved into a wall, put glass over the wall and curtains over it. Once that is done, burn the page. The ideas in this book are dangerous, and I want Paulsland to profit from them first, but that only happens if the Illuminati can develop each idea in secret.”  
 
    Faizal nodded. “I understand.”  
 
    Paul walked over to one of his guards who was holding a clear container, took it from them, brought it back to the table the Illuminati was sitting at, and said, “The headquarters will not just hold the pages of the book. It will also house this.” 
 
    The Illuminati members looked at the clear container with confusion. Paul opened it up, pulled out another clear container, opened that up, and so on until finally, he pulled out a glass container. The glass container had clearly been made in Paulsland, while all the others were made of a foreign material Paul called plastic. Inside the small glass container was a little black rectangle.  
 
    Paul held it up and said, “This is my cell phone. When my world… excuse me, my nation, was destroyed, I had this in my pocket. This cell phone is powered by,” Paul sighed, “lightning.” 
 
    The Illuminati were not shocked by this revelation because Paul had talked about how his civilization had harnessed lightning before, but they were intensely curious about the object in Paul’s hand and how it was powered by lightning.  
 
    Paul then said, “Don’t get too excited by that. In my nation, a bolt of lightning could power a house, or town, for, I can't remember, two weeks… I think. This phone takes less lightning to power it than practically anything in the house, and too much lightning will destroy it.” Paul put the cell phone back in the glass box, then resealed the plastic boxes.  
 
    “We will have a special stone wall built in the headquarters that will house the cell phone inside these containers. The wall will need to be broken to get to the cell phone. The wall will have instructions to wait until the Illuminati has made a machine that does math with lightning before breaking the wall. This cell phone is a very advanced lightning math machine. My people called all lightning adding machines computers, the first ones we built were as big as houses, but after decades they became so small they fit in the palm of our hands. Once the Illuminati figure out how to make electrical math machines, they should be able to learn a lot from the cell phone. The lightning adding machines were some of the greatest tools of our nation.” 
 
    Faizal asked, “If the lightning adding machines are so important for these things, why aren't we working on it before steam engines?”  
 
    “Because steam engines give us the resources we need to begin building everything else in the book. Take my cell phone, for instance. How many different metals, minerals, and other things do you think came together to make it?”  
 
    The Illuminati members looked at each other, and Faizal answered first, “Ten.”  
 
    Paul shook his head and sadly said, “Higher, much higher.”  
 
    Another member said, “Twenty.”  
 
    “Much higher.”  
 
    The members looked at each other stunned before one looked back at Paul in disbelief and said, “Fifty.”  
 
    Paul shook his head and said, “Over a thousand minerals and synthetics were used on that small device.”  
 
    “What? How?” Everyone in the room, including Paul’s guards, looked at him in utter disbelief. They are having issues putting carbon in iron to make steel, yet Paul’s people were able to put a thousand different things in something you can easily put in the palm of your hand. It was unbelievable.  
 
    “Steam engines were the start. Steam made iron so cheap that anyone could buy it and experiment with it. Men would add minerals to it or put different amounts of minerals in it to try and make it better. Nine hundred and ninety-nine times they made the metal worthless, but one in a thousand times they improved it. Metal was cheap enough that it wasn’t a risk to make dozens or hundreds of mistakes in their experiments. With it so cheap, a million men could afford to experiment. On an individual level, one person trying new things with metal rarely produces anything, but when a million people are, you end up with a thousand new alloys. Some of them are very good, albeit expensive. 
 
    “The second thing the steam engine did was give those million people access to new minerals. For instance, there are several chemicals I know exactly how to make from various ores, but none of those ores are in Paulsland. Some them make up large salt flats in the nation I am from. A steam engine in a commercial ship means that a nation where an ore is super common can be quickly and cheaply delivered to a nation where that ore is very rare. Steam engines give normal men access to metals and minerals that were rare and expensive before the steam engine made them cheap and abundant. This allows millions of men to work on projects, as a hobby, that only a few hundred could afford to work on before.”  
 
    Every member of the Illuminati thought about the current iron problem they were having. King Paul asked them and his stepson Badru to work on a new way to make iron besides bloomeries. The project was so expensive it's unlikely even a hundred men in Paulsland were working on the project, but if the materials were cheaper, chances were that thousands would work on it. In the future, as the population of Paulsland grew, it was likely millions would. And that’s when they understood the power of steam; it allowed millions to work on a project instead of just dozens or hundreds.  
 
    Once Faizal grasped the concept, he asked, “What else goes into this counting machine?”  
 
    Paul smiled and pulled out a round object, and said, “To properly use the counting machine, you need a visual device. The most primitive version is this.” He held up the round thing, which upon closer inspection was a wheel with a stick on the side of it. There were little pictures sticking out of the wheel where the rubber would go if it was on a wagon.  
 
    Paul pointed at one of the pictures and said, “Pay attention to this spot, but don’t follow the picture; just pay attention to the area it's at.”  
 
    Faizal nodded but was a bit confused. Then Paul began spinning the wheel, and to Faizal’s amazement, it looked like a little man was walking, dropping something, bending over, picking it up, and standing back up again before walking again. It was a moving picture.  
 
    Faizal asked, “Can I hold that?”  
 
    Paul gladly handed it over. “I hired a few artists from the surrounding nations to make several of these. At this year's planning festival, I will have them out for our people to see.”  
 
    Faizal spun it around, stopped, and looked closely at it. After a few seconds, he realized how it worked. It's almost like it was designed to show the concept of moving pictures. Once he grasped the concept, he asked, “What does this have to do with the computer?” 
 
    “The computer and the cell phone over there have a visual interface that moves. The spinning wheel is the most primitive form of moving picture I know of. Once someone figures out a few more things about electricity they will figure out how to make an interface with metal, glass, and electricity. I had to make the spinning wheel to give you an idea what our future holds.”  
 
    “The wheel has a couple of dozen pictures on it; how many does your phone have?”  
 
    Paul grimaced, and steeled his heart before saying, “Billions.”  
 
    “HOW!?” 
 
    “The power of electr… lightning and the logistics engines provide. Without lightning to power it or logistics to get all the parts, it can't happen.”  
 
    “I see. No wonder the steam engine is so important. The purpose of the Illuminati is to make the computer.”  
 
    “No. It's almost certainly a necessary development to fulfill your purpose, but it's not your main purpose.”  
 
    “Then what is?”  
 
    Paul took the book off the table and flipped to the end of the book, and then said, “In the sky above us are comets, asteroids, and meteors. Sometimes we see them streak through the sky and call them shooting stars. The ultimate job of the Illuminati is to go into the sky and mine these things.” 
 
    Faizal held both hands to his head as he was getting a headache from all the information King Paul was giving him. It's not that these were exactly new ideas, as Paul had mentioned these things with them before, but bringing these concepts together was a bit overwhelming. After a few seconds, Faizal asked, “How?”  
 
    Paul considered the question, flipped to the middle of the book, pointed at a balloon and said, “First, flight will likely begin with something called a hot air balloon. Hot air rises, so it will allow the first flight, but we need to make a light material that can hold in the hot air. Rubberized cloth will probably do the job with a bit of work, but we also need a good system to get the air nice and hot. In my nation, we burned compressed gas, but that’s a bit out of our reach right now.”  
 
    Paul turned the page that showed a zeppelin. “Then we can use hydrogen and helium to make large airships, the size of ships.”  
 
    Again Paul turned the page. “Next is using an internal combustion engine. This is a type of metallic engine that is lighter and more powerful than a steam engine, and before you ask why not make this before steam engines, it's because we need to use spark plugs, er lightning, to light a gasified liquid fuel on fire. It is far, far more complicated. That said, once we have this, we can make powered flight. In the book, I have modules of the various airplanes that my people had, including the fascinating P38-lightning. A war plane! It had two engines and was made out of aluminum… by the way, you need electricity to process aluminum cheaply. I wrote what I remember about the metal in the book.”  
 
    “From there, you get into jet aircraft. Jet aircraft engines require rare minerals to work, so you are going to have to have trade with a lot of different nations to build it.”  
 
    Paul turned the page again and said, “This gets us to rockets. To move in space… er, orbit… er, where the shooting stars come from, you need rockets. I explain why in the book. That said, it is very, very expensive to get things into space with rockets, so I suggest that the Illuminati find the tallest mountain that is foundationally secure near the equator and build a rail launcher to launch things into space. You will not be able to launch people into space with it, but building materials and supplies should be fine. Once you have rockets and a rail launcher, build a mining ship in orbit. Build several, and find the space junk and turn them into useful things.”  
 
    Faizal was overwhelmed and a bit confused, so he asked, “Why do all this?”  
 
    “You know how every now and then a shooting star will streak through the sky?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Imagine if a mountain did that.”  
 
    Faizal winced. 
 
    “Now imagine if a thousand mountains fell from the sky on the same day.”  
 
    “That would destroy Paulsland.”  
 
    “That destroyed the nation I came from. I do not want Paulsland to suffer the same fate, so the Illuminati’s purpose is to eventually build space mining ships, so mountains never fall from the sky.”  
 
     
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 February 94 AD Mesoamerica- War Crimes  
 
    General Zuma smiled as he watched the battle between his Totonac forces and the Mayans.  
 
    At the start of the war season, his Emperor sent him to fight the Maya just north of their northwesternmost city. Zuma’s nobles, armed with axes and picks, were devastating the Mayan nobles. By the end of the season of war, he suspected that half of the Mayan nobles would be captured. His priest would be happy since it meant they would have weeks of sacrifice. Zuma’s emperor would be happy since it meant this city, Comalcalco, would be subjugated.  
 
    As for the common soldiers, they were doing as well as they always do. Without iron weapons, they looked amateurish compared to the nobles. This suited Zuma and the other Nobles just fine. The only way for a commoner to become a noble was through fighting, but since none of the commoners had iron weapons, none of them were fighting a fraction as well as the nobles. It meant that none of them would become rivals to their betters.  
 
    Zuma was staying near the priest as they watched the battle. He was in the rear ordering formations of men to adjust positions to better fight the Maya, while the priest took care of any captured men. This usually meant treating injuries so they would not die before they were brought back to the Totonac capital and sacrificed.  
 
    As Zuma watched, he was surprised to see a contingent of Mayan priests heading toward them. He ordered his formations to allow them through, as it was a very strange sight, and he did not expect any foul play. The priests were there to carry the effigies of the gods, ask for their blessings, treat captured soldiers, or perform the sacrifice on the battlefield if they were too far gone.  
 
    He turned to one of the high priests and said, “Send out some of your priests to see what they want.”  
 
    The high priest immediately turned to the two youngest priests and told them to go see what was going on with the Mayan priest. They grabbed the effigies of a couple of minor gods and went to talk with the Mayan priest. As the Mayan and Totonac soldiers saw the priest meeting on the field of battle, they stopped fighting. This was strange and unheard of, and they feared angering the gods.  
 
    Zuma sighed and called his men back, and the Mayans did the same. He hoped this was not a Mayan ruse to stop their losses.  
 
    He watched as the priests met in the distance. He did not know what they were saying, but the Mayan priests were very animated, waving their hands around, while the Totonac priest seemed to be denying something. After a couple of minutes of talking, the Totonac priest brought the Mayan priest to Zuma.  
 
    When the priest reached Zuma, he asked, “What do you want? Why did you stop the battle?”  
 
    “We want to know why you are breaking the rules of war and attacking our city directly?” 
 
    Zuma was confused and asked, “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “We just received word from our porters that men with weapons, like your nobles carry, have started attacking our city. You were winning the battle, and you were going to get the city as tributary, so why send your soldiers to attack it?”  
 
    “We are not… maybe it’s the giant deer people?”  
 
    “Giant deer? What are you talking about?”  
 
    “You must have heard our capital was attacked three years ago by people who were carried by giant deer. All of them had weapons like our nobles carry. We learned to make those weapons from some of their people that we captured.”  
 
    “I didn’t believe the stories, especially when your men came back so strong the last war season. How can you be so strong if your capital was sacked?  
 
    One of the Totonac priests answered in a shocked voice, “You’re a priest, and you don’t know? The gods require great sacrifice for great gifts. We made great sacrifices, and it pleased the gods, so they gave our nobles the earth god Tlaltecuhtli’s blood to make into weapons. Until your people make the sacrifices ours made, you will continue losing battle after battle until all the Mayan cities are tributaries.”  
 
    Instead of taking his blasphemy back, the priest said, “If your armies are not attacking our city, then perhaps you can help us fight off whoever is. It’s a foregone conclusion our city will be subjugated to you, so we request help in dealing with the enemy that is sacking the city.”  
 
    Zuma didn’t answer immediately. He had to consider a few things. At this point in history, the nations of Mesoamerica went to war for two things. To subjugate their enemies for tribute and to collect sacrifices for spring so the gods would bless their crops.  
 
    After a long moment of consideration, Zuma realized that the other army was spoiling the city that would submit to them soon, which meant they would get less tribute. “We will go.”  
 
    That’s when something that would be considered odd anywhere else in the world happened. The Mayan army began to form up with the Totonac army. In Mesoamerica, when a city, town, or village became subjugated, they did not just give their new masters goods, money, and slaves. They also gave them soldiers. Over the last few decades, many of the men that had been fighting on the battlefield had served both the Mayans and Totonac nation, among others. It just all depended on which nation their home was paying tribute to at the time. It was normal to fight with those who were from other Mesoamerican civilizations.  
 
    They did not mind since everyone had a chance to profit from it.  
 
    No matter which side won or lost, come spring, the priest will have their sacrifices. If the battle goes well, then nobles get a piece of the tribute before the rest is sent to the emperor. As for the common men, if they show particular skill and talent on the battlefield, they could move up and become a noble instead of continuing on whatever dead end job they learned from their father. Everyone had something to gain from war in Mesoamerica, albeit some of the men fighting had a much better chance of reward than others.  
 
    It took nearly half an hour for the Totonac, Mayan army to leave the field of battle and see the city off in the distance. Comalcalco was a strange city as far as the rest of the Maya was concerned. The city was built with brick instead of limestone. Despite that architectural flaw, the city produced more cocoa than any other city in Mayan territory. The city was also the northwesternmost city the Mayans had, so it traded with Totonac and Zapotec regularly, making it rather rich. It was wealthy, and Totonac was doing so well in the war they would be getting the city as a tributary. Not just its surrounding small towns and villages, but the city would pay tribute as well. It was a great resource for Zuma to subjugate.  
 
    As the army drew closer, Zuma could tell immediately that whoever was attacking Comalcalco was not from the Mesoamerican nations. They were completely undisciplined and scattered everywhere, grabbing everything in sight, including cocoa and maguey plants. It was very surprising to see.  
 
    The Mesoamerican army was disciplined, so they stayed where they were until their general gave them orders. Zuma spent about half a minute overlooking the chaos. That’s when the invaders started noticing his army, and they began shouting. Zuma smiled, expecting them to come out and fight. He was disappointed when instead, they ran back to the city, so Zuma signaled for several of the formations to march forward and attack. All the Totonac noble formations were held in reserve just in case he needed their iron weapons.  
 
    He was waiting in the back near the priest for several minutes. As the minutes passed, he grew more frustrated as the city was not a proper place to do battle. There wasn’t anything set up so he could stand on it and overlook and direct the battle. It irritated him. After about fifteen minutes, a soldier came running to him, and the soldier said, “THEY ARE GETTING IN GIANT CANOES AND FLEEING!”  
 
    Zuma instantly understood that the canoes must be on the river that flowed through Comalcalco, and had a big grin on his face as he ordered, “SIGNAL FOR THE ARCHERS TO HEAD TO THE RIVER! TELL THEM TO WOUND, CAPTURE, OR KILL AS MANY OF THESE WAR CRIMINALS AS POSSIBLE!”  
 
    As messages were sent out and signals were sent, the priest nodded at Zuma’s accusation. There was a proper way to make war, where many sacrifices were captured, lands changed hands, and tributaries were made. Whoever these people were, they were not practicing war the right way.  
 
    The army moved. Those who had bows began running to the river, those who didn’t moved out of the way. As for Zuma, once he saw his orders were being followed, he ran toward the river. As he approached the river, he saw his soldiers firing their bows. He assumed that they were picking the invaders off, as there was no way a man sitting in a canoe could fire a bow. Only to be surprised when arrows struck his men’s armor—either getting stuck in their cloth armor or in their wooden helmets. He assumed whoever these people were paddled to the other side of the river and were firing back.  
 
    When he reached the river, he didn’t know what to think. There were dozens, maybe hundreds, of the giant canoes. He had seen the one captured from those who were sacrificed to the feather serpent god, and he had also seen Kestejoo’s giant canoe. He knew that this was giant deer people's technology, but he had no idea why the giant deer people would attack them without their giant deer.  
 
    That said, as a general, he had a responsibility to see how these people fought, and it was different. Several of the men were rowing the giant canoes with all the strength they had down the river while other men were standing up shooting their bows, and to Zuma’s surprise, they were firing a lot more arrows than his men. That said, his men were almost all wearing cloth armor, so few of the arrows actually hurt them. On the other hand, few of the giant canoe riders were wearing armor, and so they were getting hit. Granted, as arrows hit them, it seemed to make them row harder.  
 
    Zuma was actually impressed that the archers were able to shoot while the canoes were going down the river. His men had to stop firing and run to catch up before firing again, but the archers on the canoes were able to fire as they moved. It was an interesting dynamic and something he would have to consider before the next time he fought them.  
 
    After a few minutes, the Mayan and Totonac armies couldn’t follow the giant canoes anymore because the fields turned into forest and wilderness. Both sides continued shooting until they were out of range. Zuma was annoyed because he had plenty of time to look at what those giant canoes held. They held gold, slaves, women, maguey cores, jade, cocoa, and all sorts of random goods. From the time they started their raid until Zuma reached them could have only been two or three hours, but their canoes were already filled, and now they were scurrying off like the thieves they were.  
 
    Zuma sent several jaguar warriors to follow them. If he got lucky, they would stop before reaching the ocean in a few miles, but if not, he did not look forward to telling the emperor why the tribute was low.  
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 March 94 AD Rome- Meeting with the Emperor   
 
    Washington, along with several of his employees, made their way up to Domitian’s Palace on Palatine Hill at the center of Rome. Washington had been working on this meeting for months. He paid bribes to dozens of people just to find out which people he needed to bribe to give Emperor Domitian gifts.  
 
    The Central Roman Trading Company could easily afford the bribes, but he did not want the army, guards, administrators, random officials, and the emperor’s hangers-on finding that out. If they did, they might actually try to put a dent into his profits, and he couldn’t allow that to happen when so much of their profit were going home.  
 
    Besides, Washington’s father considered the CRTC to be a defensive measure. Where other merchants bought something at point A, and sold it at point B for a profit, and that merchant brought it to point C and sold it for a profit, and so on and so forth, the products price went up at point B,C, D, E, and F until it finally reached Rome. Each merchant selling the product for double the price. The CRTC bought things at point A, and transported them to point B, C, D, E, and F and then finally to Rome. Once in Rome they could sell their product at the same price as all the other merchants, but since their only overhead was transportation cost, instead of the markup of several other merchants, their profit margin was significantly higher. If Rome went to war with Paulsland, Paulsland would crash their markets. Until that time, the CRTC would continue making insane profit margins and transporting a significant number of coins back to Paulsland. Not the 1.2 billion large brass coins that Domitian made every year, but a sizable income, nonetheless.  
 
    When Washington’s group reached the Flavian Palace, the Praetorian Guard led them through the palace. As they went through, Washington could not help but marvel at the grandeur of it all. High stone ceilings, held up with ornate columns, marble floors covered in rugs, carpets, and furs, statues in every hallway, tapestries on every wall. Washington couldn’t help but smile when he saw ornate screens in every window. Paulsland art was already applied to the emperor’s home. As Washington looked closer, he noticed that the screens were more ornate than the ones made in Paulsland, but that wasn’t a surprise. Although every woman in Paulsland knew how to make screens, none of them had the time to focus on the craft like Roman slaves and artisans. Where the Paulsland women could devote a few hours a week to the craft, alongside all their other duties, many of the Roman slaves and Artisans exclusively made ornate screens fit for the palaces of the emperor.  
 
    Everywhere Washington went in the Roman capital, he couldn’t help but notice the dramatic difference in architecture between Rome and Paulsland. Rome built monuments. Paulsland built fortifications. His homeland had such plain but robust construction, but Rome made giant pieces of art. As he made his way through Domitian’s palace, he could not help but compare it to his father’s castle, and he could not help but find his father’s castle wanting.  
 
    After being led through the gorgeous palace for a few minutes, they reached the emperor’s office. Sitting outside his office was Domitian’s advisor Nerva. Washington smiled broadly when he saw the man and said, “Advisor Nerva, I was hoping to see you. I have a gift for you.” He turned to one of his employees and took a book from the man, then handed it to Nerva, “My father, King Paul, has the Central Roman Trading Company copying scrolls and books… er, codex in every nation within reach of Paulsland, translating them, and publishing them. This is a Greek language edition of stories from all across the Erythraean Sea, printed in codex form.” 
 
    Nerva took the leather bound book from Washington, flipped through it. A smile crossed his face before he looked up and said, “Thank you.”  
 
    “No, problem. I heard that you love literature as much as my father so I thought you would enjoy that. I have also read some of your poetry. If you ever want it printed for the masses, come and see me.”  
 
    Nerva considered Washington’s words, before saying, “I might do that, but we can discuss that at another time. You do not want to keep Emperor Domitian waiting.” Then he turned to one of the guards and said, “Let them in.”  
 
    As Washington and his men entered the Emperors office, it was clear the Emperor was not really waiting on them. Across his desk were scrolls, codex, and parchment. He was a very busy man. A part of his job was spending the 1.2 billion sestertius he earned as emperor. About a third was spent on the military every year. Much of the rest was spent on rebuilding Rome and building forts and communications towers along their Germania border.   
 
    The Emperor looked up from his desk, saw Washington, and said, “You are the young king’s son from Paulsland, the father of our newest senator's grandchild, and the head of the Central Roman Trading Company.”  
 
    Washington was a bit surprised that Emperor Domitian knew him so well, and it showed on his face. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Don’t look surprised. You Paulslanders came to my attention years ago. Both good and ill. I like the communication tower innovation, it has made securing the Germania border much easier. I have commissioned communication towers across the empire, and once the towers are finished, it will limit how strong a rebellion can become before I can squash it. Your printing presses are far more annoying as the Christians use them to spread their blasphemy, and your people keep giving your medical knowledge to them instead of proper Romans.”  
 
    Washington grew a little nervous and said, “I did not come here to be your political opponent. I came here to become friends.”  
 
    “Really? House Stertinius is a thorn in my side, and they owe you a favor.”  
 
    Washington’s face showed bitterness and anger. “Favor? They took my wife. I will see their house burned. My dearest wish is for everyone in the house to be sold into slavery, alongside my traitorous father-in-law who sold my wife for a senate seat.” 
 
    Domitian chuckled. “No wonder why your father sent you to Rome. You are terrible with politics. Both houses owe you a favor, and instead of cashing in on it, you want to make war with them. Are you even aware of how I got my wife?”  
 
    “Yes. Your father was emperor, so when you told your wife’s, then husband, to divorce her, he complied.” What was left out was that the Christians openly called that adultery, which was another reason why Domitian persecuted them. This was nothing new with this sect. In fact, that opinion is what got John the Baptist’s head cut off when he preached against Herod doing the same with his brother's wife.  
 
    Domitian could hear the bitterness in Washington’s voice as he talked, but the emperor chose to ignore it and give the boy some advice. “And I owed him a favor, which he profited immensely from.”  
 
    Washington winced. “Nobody asked me if I was willing to divorce Marcia. One day a messenger came to me saying she had divorced me and was leaving for Rome. I made her father a lot of money, and he repaid me by taking his daughter away. I will get my revenge.” 
 
    “What are you going to do? Kill him?” 
 
    “If I killed Marcus, he would die a happy man. His house is now in the senatorial class. I want to see his house ruined. I want him to go into his grave in sorrow.”  
 
    Domitian chuckled; he was not a friend to house Rufus or Stertinius. “And why should I assist you?”  
 
    “Assist me? No, you misunderstand. I want to assist you. I understand that you recently banished the stoic philosophers because they are opposed to autocrats like emperors and kings. Instead, they want to reinstate the republic, run by corrupt senators like themselves. Naturally, since my father is a king I am opposed to them and the senate. My father feels it is a king’s job, or in your case, the emperor’s job, to weed out corruption, and from all accounts, you have been trying to weed out corruption in Rome.” 
 
    Domitian sarcastically asked, “If you are such an ally, then why don’t you help me weed out the Christians?”  
 
    Washington winced again, and Domitian assumed one of the reasons he was sent away was because he could not hide his emotions.  
 
    “I assume you allowed this meeting because you received my gift. A book with the images of your father, brother, son, and niece as deities. A book that describes the imperial cult the way your priests teach it. If you approve of the book, I will gladly give your priest the plates that have all the words of the book on them, and a press so they can spread your teachings across the Roman Empire and the world. The more your teachings spread, the more the people will offer sacrifices to your family.”  
 
    Domitian sat in silence for a long moment, considering. “Why shouldn’t I feel insulted that the images of my son, brother, niece, and father are put on paper instead of something precious like coins?”  
 
    “Because there is not enough room on a coin for their image and your teachings, because this book can be sent to criers in every city, town, and village in the entire empire so that the people know that they have a god-emperor, that comes from a family of the gods. Coins are certainly more precious than paper, but paper can spread ideas whereas coins can only spread images.”  
 
    “Like the Christian ideas? I find it fascinating that you have sold these presses to the Christians to spread their lies, and now you bring one to me to spread my truth.”  
 
    Although the emperor tried to put a threat in his question, Washington saw the interest in the man. Because every Roman emperor had to deal with the senate, every emperor had to become a master of propaganda. The press was a new thing, and the Christians, with their peculiar belief about the word, made them instant adopters. The Roman need to have grand temples, images, and sculptures have left them slow to adopt, but it looked like Washington found the right lever to move the Emperor in his favor.  
 
    “I am simply a humble merchant. I sell the equipment to whoever is willing to buy it. You should be happy about that since it gives more people to send to your new province in Africa. Now I am simply trying to show how useful this new invention is to the rest of the rich men in Rome. It is no easy feat with the scribes outrightly fighting against it and refusing to touch a codex made with a press instead of a pen.”  
 
    “Perhaps I should pass a law limiting the press to imperial uses….”  
 
    “With all due respect, that wouldn’t work. The knowledge is already out there. Christians have already started making their own presses to print their literature. From what I hear, the last apostle, Ioannis, is overseeing the new scripture written by the apostles.” Washington faintly remembered his father calling this the apostle John in his language.  
 
    “I am well aware. I have a special destination in mind for that thorn when he is found and arrested.”  
 
    “Since you cannot stop it, why not give the people other things to read instead of the Christian religious text?”  
 
    “I thought the Christians were your allies?”  
 
    “In many things, yes, but I do not subscribe to their religion. In Paulsland, the law is that people can worship according to their conscience, and debate is encouraged. That said, any physical fighting between various groups, religious or otherwise, is severely punished. Father thinks debate is a good. I am just carrying on that belief. The Christians are using the printing press to give their arguments. Now, you should use it to give yours. The Christians are well aware of my position, so as an ally of the emperor, I want to be upfront on my thinking and morals.”  
 
    Emperor Domitian was a bit surprised by this. Rhetoric was the greatest of the Roman arts and sciences, and this youth just showed a new way to present it. This youth may have given the Christians an edge in presenting their rhetoric, but they were weak. Now, this youth gave him a chance to counter the Christian rhetoric with his own and for him to push his rhetoric before the rest of his political opponents. It was an interesting opportunity.  
 
    “If I use your press to send out massive amounts of codexes to the people, the scribes of the land will be upset with me.”  
 
    “How long will they be scribes? Every scribe that embraces the press will become a printer, everyone who doesn’t will be out of work. Their bellies will force them to find other work, and in a few years, your scribe problem will disappear.”  
 
    “What is in this for you?”  
 
    “Information. Knowledge. Understanding.”  
 
    “Explain.”  
 
    “Right now in Paulsland, when someone makes a discovery, like a blacksmith learning a better way to make iron or a blade, the information is put in a book and sent to every other blacksmith to learn from. It is helping our blacksmiths make the best metal, weapons, and armor in the world. Rome has significantly more people than Paulsland, and yet when your blacksmiths make a discovery, the only person who learns from them is their apprentice. Most of them do not know how to read, much less write. Presses will change that by making book knowledge much more available. The scribes who become printers will have to find things to print, so they will have to talk to the artisans in their regions, and in doing so, they will publish books filled with details of their trade unknown across your empire, and thus knowledge will spread, and as Paulsland receives that knowledge we will be able to expand on it.”  
 
    “So you want to know the secrets of Rome?”  
 
    Washington could sense the emperor’s consternation, but he came prepared for this question, “What good does a blacksmith's secret do you? If a blacksmith learns to make better swords or armor, how many swords or armor can he make in one year? Maybe fifty or a hundred. A legion has five thousand soldiers. What is better for your legion? One hundred men better armed than the other four thousand nine hundred, or having every soldier with the best weapons and armor available? The only way you can arm your legions with the best equipment is if all your blacksmiths know how to make the best, and that can only happen if you have scribes going around writing down the blacksmith's techniques and using a printing press to send that knowledge across the empire. A press can do the work of a thousand scribes. A press properly used will make your empire far more efficient. And yes, Paulsland, Parthian, and every other nation will be able to buy the book and learn your secrets, granted you do not have much to worry about, Paulsland has printed many of our secrets, and no empire has taken advantage of it yet.”  
 
    Domitian was nodding along until Washington said that last part, then he stopped and said, “Wait, what?”  
 
    “My father had several of Paulsland’s secrets printed in books. One is a book on the elements, another on anatomy, and another on chemistry, particularly how to process coal into more usable things. I assume since the scribes are boycotting our presses, they never looked at the books, but they contain several of our secrets, including how to make liquid fire.”  
 
    Domitian was genuinely shocked. Washington expected this, so he paused as the emperor processed the information, but once it clicked, he shouted, “WHY WOULD HE DO THAT!?” 
 
    “I would assume it's because he has better weapons than liquid fire.”  
 
    Domitian looked away and mumbled to himself, “Those worthless scribes. If they had done their job, we could easily take Germania or Parthian.”  Then he turned back to Washington and asked, “Do you know where I can find the codex with that information?”  
 
    Washington smiled, turned to one of his employees, took a book from them, and said, “Here ya go. Consider this my father’s gift to you. It’s a book on chemistry, which is something distinctly different than alchemy, according to him.” Then he took another book from a different employee, put it on the desk, and said, “This is the book on the elements. Dad says it's best to read both for full understanding.” 
 
     “If this is your father's gift to me, what would he like in return?”  
 
    “He would like for one of the Paulsland’s printers to sit with your architect, Rabirius, and write a book, excuse me, a codex explaining how Rabirius builds such wonderful monuments. As a gift to you, I will pay for the publishing of the materials and send it across your empire, as I know your greatest wish is that the empire as a whole has a cultural renaissance. Between the book on the imperial cult and a book helping architects build better monuments across Rome, you will get your wish.”  
 
    Domitian looked at the young man before him in a new light. The youth was full of fire, vigor, and foolishness, but the youth was considerate enough to figure out what he wanted as emperor and offer it to him while getting something in return. In time the youth could become politically savvy if he stopped wearing his emotion on his sleeves. After a moment of consideration, he said, “You do want to help me. For now, I will consider you my ally.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 April 94 AD El Paso- Tiwa 
 
    John, his wife, and several entrepreneurs were poling their way up Copper River in a train of several long boats. As far as John was concerned, it was nice to get away from the Trade Alliance for a little while. That said, this was the first trip John and Onawa were making without any of their children. Walker was back east delivering Bison to Itsu’s village at the mouth of the Great River. John was not worried about his son, as Walker drove bison to several of the villages on Red River the previous year, and the Great River was just one river over. Albeit through several swamps and marshes. Walker and his Texas Ranger trainees should be able to figure things out.  
 
    John was far more worried about Ajei. John and Onawa had invited their adopted daughter on this trip, but she refused, claiming she needed to milk the bison and take care of the egg-laying ducks. There was a small bit of truth to that, but it was only a small bit as the practice of milking bison was spreading, and under John’s advice, she had started selling some of her better egg layers. Not the best ones; those were for breeding, but enough that the practice was spreading. John knew she just wanted to stay in Quincy’s room and hold onto his stuff. She was still grieving, but he thought the isolation the girl put herself in was bad. He had to leave it alone for now since Onawa was still on Ajei’s side about this.  
 
    As they poled upriver, John and Onawa had a lot less alone time together than they thought they would. All of the entrepreneurs were still young and needed a lot of guidance, and they liked hanging out with John and Onawa, so they did not get a lot of alone time alone on their trip. To a certain extent, it was a relief as it meant that they didn’t have time to dwell on their empty nest. 
 
    As they made their way up the river, John saw progress. Copper River, or what was known as the Rio Grande in his time, had many rapids, and his people had set up several locks and dams at the worst sites. They were somewhat expensive to use, largely because the areas they set up locks and dams were poor places to build new villages, and they had to import wood from other parts of the Trade Alliance to build most of the locks and dams. Along the river, there were places where trees grew, but most of those trees had already been cut down. John made time to stop and have anyone living there plant new trees, or if the place was uninhabited, he sent out his entrepreneurs to do the work. There was no reason to make deforestation a problem in the first century. 
 
    It took a few weeks to reach the Tiwa people. The trip to visit them was nice because Copper River had some fantastic sights to see, particularly some of the gorgeous canyons the river cut through. With the new lock and dams, the most difficult parts of the river were now easy to pole.  
 
    Once they reached the Tiwa village, John’s heart clenched. This was El Paso. He had seen what it once was in the original timeline. All the buildings, businesses, and homes between the mountains reduced to a couple of hundred clay, two-story, Adobe houses. As he looked at mountains in the distance, he recognized them as mountains that had highways on them in the other timeline that he drove up. Those rocky mountains looked almost identical to what they looked like two thousand years later. Except for all of the infrastructure, and people that were erased. It took a moment for John to remind himself that he was here so they could build something better, so the world would not be destroyed by asteroids in this timeline as well.  
 
    As John’s longboat was pulling alongside the dock at the Tiwa village, he couldn’t help but smile at the dam next to the docks. The Tiwa were an entire tribe of people, not just a village. They lived alongside the best places to grow crops on the Copper River, but they did not want the rest of their tribe to be corrupted by the Trade Alliance, so they built a dam at the edge of this village so the Trade Alliance could not interact with the rest of their villages. John suspected if iron was not so useful, and the trade goods they offered were not so beneficial, the Tiwa would refuse all trade and communications. He hoped the news he brought did not make the Tiwa more isolationist. 
 
    Moments after stepping on the dock, John noticed several elders of the village approaching him. John was a bit surprised. He asked, “Why are all of you coming out to meet me?”  
 
    One of the elders pointed to the longboats and said, “This is the first time so many boats came at one time. Is there a problem, Chief John?”  
 
    It took a moment for John to realize the implication. John was considered the main leader of the Trade Alliance, and bringing so many boats and men suggested there was a problem. “Oh, no. Sorry for worrying you. Well, that’s slightly incorrect. I do have two pieces of news for you that suggest you may have problems down the line, but none of the problems should not be immediate.” John paused, and when the elders stared at him expectantly, he continued, “The first problem is the Totonac people. They have many, many people, and they have a habit of kidnapping people and sacrificing them to their gods.”  
 
    One of the elders said, “We have heard about this. They are the people who killed your son. I am sorry for your loss. You are a good man and do not deserve to lose a son.”  
 
    “Thank you. Sooner or later, I expect they will attack again if only to gather more sacrifices for their evil gods. My wife knows how to make,” John paused as he considered his word armor was not exactly a common word yet, so he instead described its function, “a shirt that can stop arrows. She learned how to from the evil people who murdered our son. We wish to teach you how and provide you with some of the material needed to make the arrow-stopping shirts.”  
 
    The elders turned to look at each other, then they all turned to one of the elders who John vaguely remembered as the chief of this tribe. They exchanged nods, and then he spoke for all, “Show us.”  
 
    John sighed. He was wearing cloth armor and did not want to take it off but it was the fastest way to show them how it worked. He unclipped his bow from the front of his cloth armor before taking it off while saying, “I can't risk someone missing and hitting me in the face.” The elders nodded. He hung the cloth armor up and then fired at it with his bow three times. Each time the arrow went into the cloth armor but didn’t manage to pierce the layers. When John was finished, he took down his cloth armor and handed it to the elders to examine. Meanwhile, the rest of the villagers were wandering over and looking at what was going on.  
 
    After examining the cloth armor, the elders talked with each other before coming to a conclusion. Once the conclusion was reached, the chief was sent out, and he asked, “What do you want for the shirt that stops arrows?”  
 
    “Nothing. My wife will teach your women how to make it for free. We call it cloth armor. The problem is that you need cotton to make it work, so we will trade you cotton for copper ore.” It was worth noting that there were not enough trees in the area to smelt the ore, so the Tiwa traded copper ore.  
 
    The chief was surprised and asked, “Is that all?”  
 
    “No. I have some young men here who have made some…” John considered his words, he wasn’t sure how to describe the stone cutting equipment, “bison-powered tools, similar to the carts bison pull, to cut stone. It will allow you to build stone walls for your adobes. If you build them with stone instead of clay mixed with grass, you should be able to build them much taller.”  
 
    The chief turned to the elders, and they nodded in interest. Copper River and its tributaries were not very big or deep, which meant that irrigation was somewhat limited. Their Tiwi villages were in the middle of their fields, but their fields stretched out a long way next to the river, but unlike many places in the world, the fields were not very far away from the river. They liked their homes, their adobes, next to the river, but to save on space, their adobes were built two stories tall, and multiple generations of a family would live in them. Building with stone should allow them to build three, four, or even five stories. John hoped this would be a boon.  
 
    The chief considered all this as he had unspoken communication between himself and his elders. They clearly wanted to see what John was offering, so he turned back and said, “We may be slightly interested.”  
 
    “Wonderful. I hope this spreads throughout your tribe. I also hope that if you like it, you will build stone walls around your adobe to keep out the evil Totonac.”  
 
    “Why should I build walls around my adobe? What would that do?”  
 
     “When we attacked the Totonac, they had a village with so many buildings they went into the sunset. They had ten times as many buildings as your village has people. If they attack, then a tall stone wall on the outside of your village will keep them from being able to come in. A stone wall will keep their people from harming yours.”  
 
    The chief did not believe John’s estimate on how many Totonac there were, but he was still interested in building better adobes, so he said, “We will see about that. You mentioned two problems. What is the other one?”  
 
    John winced because this problem was mostly his fault, but he had to be honest. “Soon, many more Trade Alliance longboats will be coming here to trade for your copper ore. The Trade Alliance has learned how to make a drink with copper that makes a man feel good. Unfortunately, some men and women, though not all, cannot handle this drink and will do anything to get this drink. I wish to warn you that sooner or later, you will have to deal with this problem.”  
 
    “When you say do anything for this drink, do you mean robbery? Is that why you said to build the wall?”  
 
    “I am sure some men will rob for it, but that is not what I mean. You will have some people in your village that like the drink so much they will be willing to sell their sons into slavery to get more of it.”  
 
    The chief was shocked and disturbed by those words. “NO FATHER OR MOTHER WOULD DO THAT!”  
 
    “No mother or father would do that in their right mind; unfortunately, this drink makes some people lose their minds. Surely you have seen how some men lose their mind when they get old?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “This drink makes men feel good, but also makes their mind off. After drinking this drink, some people will feel pain until they have more of it, certainly not all, but some. So you have men and women that feel pain when they don’t drink but feel good when they do, and so in time, it rots their mind to the place where they will sell their sons to get more drink.” John hated himself when he had to specifically say sell sons because most of the tribes assumed they would sell daughters. How else could they know if a man could take care of their daughter or not?  
 
    The chief looked at John in disbelief and said, “How can you allow such a thing in the Trade Alliance?”  
 
    “I don’t know how to stop it. I know of other lands that have tried to stop it, and they never could. There are always men, women, and youths that feel that a little risk for a good time is worth it. I know I felt that way when I was my son's age. Unfortunately, some of the mistakes they make at that age last a lifetime. I can only give you a warning that problems are coming. It will not affect all your people, but those who it does affect will do anything to get this new drink.”  
 
    “Thank you for bringing me this warning… both warnings. I have much to discuss with my elders.”  
 
    “Before you go, why don’t you let my young men show you how to easily cut stone out of the ground? I am sure it will add to your discussion.” 
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 April 94 AD Teotihuacan-The Worst Victory 
 
    Zuma was very nervous as he stood before the Emperor of the Totonac Empire. The nervousness wasn’t just because of the gaze of the Emperor or the elite jaguar warriors that stood as guards. He was standing in the Emperor's court, so every noble family had several members there to report back to everyone important in the empire about anything that happened. The priest had their representatives to spread the Emperor’s word or give advice. Alongside them were the women that made up the Emperor’s harem. And finally, there were a few wise men that didn’t fit alongside any of the other groups but had the Emperor's ear. However today went, Zuma’s shame would spread across the empire.  
 
    The Emperor was frowning as he asked, “How is it possible that you had such a decisive victory over the Maya and yet brought back so little tribute?”  
 
    “While we were fighting the Mayans, men from the sea attacked Comalcalco and took the city’s goods and people. During the attack, the Mayans decided to surrender, and we combined our armies to attack the sea people. As we attacked them, they escaped in their giant canoes. There were hundreds of giant canoes like the one taken from Kestejoo and the giant deer people.”  
 
    “Comalcalco is not on the sea. Why do you keep calling the raiders sea people?”  
 
    “After the sea people escaped in their giant canoes, my army tried to keep pace with them on the shore of the river, but the bank of the river had too many obstacles, so my army couldn’t keep pace, but a few of my scouts were able to overcome the obstacles quickly and keep pace. According to my scouts, once the giant canoes reached the sea, they opened up cloth on the strange trees growing on their canoes and went deep into the sea, directly toward the direction of the sunrise.”  
 
    “So your excuse as to why every other general was able to bring more tribute than you is that sea people took the tribute before you could collect it.” It was not a question.  
 
    “I was able to bring as many sacrifices as every other general.” 
 
    “Of course, you would. The sacrifices make sure the gods bless our lands with abundant rain and crops. Collecting as many sacrifices as possible during battle benefits you but so does keeping a portion of my tribute.”  
 
    Zuma struggled to stay calm. “I know better than to steal from you. After the disaster, I chose to give all my tribute to you. If there is more that you require, then I will take it from my estates. If you need more jade, gold, slaves, or anything else, I will pay it.” 
 
    The Emperor looked at Zuma with piercing eyes considering many things. He was well aware of what happened. Several of the nobles and all the priests that were at Comalcalco gave detailed explanations of what happened, including several Mayans. Despite that, this was a political matter.  
 
    Every year his Totonac empire went to war with Tarascan, Mixtec, Zapotec, Maya, and dozens of small tribes. This year, his armies won overwhelming victories against everyone they fought. Their victory was due to the iron pick more than any other weapon or strategy. The iron picks were able to easily go through cloth armor and wound enemy warriors to a startling degree. They were able to use the picks to devastate the nobles of the other militaries. Everyone, including the Emperor, was surprised to see hundreds of wounded nobles and thousands of jaguar warriors from each nation limping to Totonac temples to be sacrificed to the gods. Besides the sacrifices, they had received so much tribute that they had no way to count all the jade and gold they collected. They received so many towns, cities, and villages in tribute that fourth and fifth sons of Totonac nobles were going to receive inheritances instead of being stuck as mere jaguar warriors. The other nations lost so many nobles that sixth and seventh sons were being married off to help keep foreign noble bloodlines pure.  
 
    The only blight on their overwhelming success was Zuma and the debacle at Comalcalco. Any year before this and Zuma’s marred victory would have brought praise and reward. Every year before this, there would have been losses on one of the battlefields and draws on most of them. During those years, any victory, particularly a victory where you won a city, would have been celebrated throughout the empire, even with the victory being marred by the raid by the sea people. But this year was not like most years. This year Zuma’s victory was the worst victory.  
 
    Zuma was a noble, and thus the Emperor felt the need to put Zuma in his place. This would make Zuma’s allies upset with the Emperor, but help Zuma’s enemies, in the games the nobles played. The Emperor was not inclined to punish any of his nobles harshly this year as he needed nobles to oversee all the new tributaries. That said, Zuma had to pay a price for his failure; otherwise, the nobles would consider the Emperor soft and begin scheming to take his throne.   
 
    “You claim sea people robbed you of your victory. Clearly, the gods are upset with you, and you need to appease them. Sacrifice your oldest two sons to the gods to appease them.”  
 
    Zuma didn’t flinch as he said, “Thank you for your mercy and your wisdom.” He knew the Emperor could have called for his entire house to be sacrificed. Only losing two sons was a small price to pay. Those two sons were in their thirties, and each had several wives and children. Zuma would make sure his grandchildren had every opportunity that someone from their station should have.  
 
    The Emperor continued on like nothing had happened. Sacrificing a couple of adult children after having the worst victory during the war season was considered appropriate by everyone involved. The adult children in question would unflinchingly climb the pyramid of sacrifice, lay their heads on a pedestal, and never flinch as the priest brought down a macuahuitl, a long wooden weapon with razor sharp obsidian edges, on their necks. Their noble heads would roll, and their blood would flow, to appease the gods. It was normal.  
 
    “Zuma, you will have to make up for your loss by defeating the sea people.”  
 
    “But I have no way of knowing when or where they will strike.”  
 
    “Then find them and root them out. The Totonac Empire will not stand by as barbarians attack us with impunity.”  
 
    “How can I do that when I don’t know who they are or where they live?”  
 
    The Emperor looked around his court until he saw who he was looking for. “Kestejoo, come forth.”  
 
    Kestejoo stepped out of the crowd and walked forward to stand next to Zuma. “What do you wish, my Emperor?”  
 
    “Do you think Zuma’s sea people are the same as the Giant Deer People?”  
 
    Kestejoo shook his head hard and said, “No, absolutely not. If the Trade Alliance attacked, they would attack Totonac, not the Maya, and they would do so on the back of their buffalo, not in longboats.”  
 
    The Emperor had already asked Kestejoo these questions privately, but he needed the court to hear this exchange so the news would spread to the right people, “If the Giant Deer People did not attack, then who did?”  
 
    “If I had to guess, I would say a young man named Trevor attacked. It is well known throughout the Trade Alliance that he has taken an island in the sea and uses longboats to trade with the Trade Alliance. This young man used force to overwhelm the people on the island, so if I had to guess, I would say he is the man who attacked your forces.” Kestejoo left out that Trevor was John’s son as Kestejoo did not want Totonac attacking the Trade Alliance anytime soon. He did not see how they could defeat the buffalo riders and did not want his new life getting destroyed because of an ill-advised attack on the Trade Alliance.  
 
    The Emperor turned to Zuma and said, “You will take Kestejoo back to your estate and begin building the giant canoes that Kestejoo calls longboats. You will take your jaguar warriors and your jaguar warriors alone to find this island controlled by Trevor, and you will gather sacrifices, tribute, and subjugate it.” 
 
    Zuma recognized a trap when he saw one, and decided to risk his Emperor’s wrath by disagreeing. “The sea people had more of those longboats than I could count, and they were filled with warriors. I do not have that many Jaguar warriors. Allow me to take the Comalcalco warriors as well.”  
 
    The Emperor considered how to answer, then after a few seconds, said, “You may take as many warriors as you have room on the longboats. The more longboats you make, the more warriors you can take. How many warriors you take is completely up to you. That said, you may not take Kestejoo with you. He will show you how to make the longboats, how to use the longboats, and how to search for Trevor’s Island, but he will not go with you.”  
 
    “I understand.”  
 
    “Good. Take Kestejoo and begin working. You only have seven months before you seek out the sea people. Pray that the sacrifice of your two eldest sons is all the gods require for your success. If the gods require your entire house, I will not hesitate to sacrifice it.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 May 94 AD Paulsland-Refugee 
 
    Saul had an interesting week. Seven days ago, he reached the port at Five Village Island and registered at the office there. He told the officials there that he was there to see about bringing a large population of Hebrew refugees from the Roman Empire, up to ten thousand men and their families. They sent a message to the capital and told Saul to wait for a response. The next day they informed him that he would be sent to the capital to talk to the King directly about the refugees, and a pair of young soldiers escorted him. He was glad to find out that they spoke fluent Greek, although he was not surprised since it was the trade language of the Mediterranean and Erythraean Seas.  
 
    Most of the trip was taken on a flat-bottomed barge that was pulled upriver, day and night, by oxen. The soldiers explained that the barges were flatbottomed because it was much harder for the hippos to wrap their mouths around a flat-bottomed boat than a boat with a V-type hull. They also explained in great detail why the hippos were the most dangerous animal around and that no matter how many were killed, there always seemed to be more. This turned into a long conversation about all the animals in Paulsland that could and did kill people. They also explained how things have gotten a lot better since King Paul organized the army and started the extermination of the most dangerous animals.  
 
    As they traveled, it was clear to Saul that these soldiers were escorting him to the capital in part to answer any questions he had. He had questions about their communications towers, language, bridges, their fort cities, architecture, water towers, toilets, bathhouses, and more. Some of the things he saw were different versions of things that could be found anywhere in the Roman empire, and others were new clever inventions or practical realities of living in a hot climate with rainy and dry seasons.  
 
    He was impressed when he finally reached the fortress, what they called a castle, on an island between the three banks of the capital. He didn’t want to say it was impregnable, but as far as he was concerned, it was impregnable. He was taken to one of the towers on the outer wall of the castle and given a place to stay. He had three days to explore the city while he waited for an audience with the king.  
 
    He spent the three days seeing the city and watching how the people were treated. He was hoping to find a nation that would treat his people better than the Romans currently treated his people. He was shocked to find that foreigners could easily obtain land as long as it was not occupied by simply registering how you planned on using it and actually using it. He thought the locals were mocking him at first until he left the city walls and investigated the surrounding land. What he found was that everyone owned their own land and built large homes and other structures on it. Most of these people were from Paulsland, but many were from foreign lands.  
 
    It was wonderful news. The book of Moses had a lot to say about property. Although the laws were somewhat different, it was very encouraging. Another piece of encouraging news was that there were laws that allowed his people to worship God according to their conscience, and the nation seemed to go out of its way to allow the practice of many religions, albeit as long as those religions did not hurt someone according to the laws of Paulsland. One of those laws limited the control of his family. He would have to discuss the matter with the King during their audience.  
 
    When the day of the audience finally came, he was brought into the courtyard of the castle. Inside the courtyard were two men, one fairly young that looked Roman and another man in his thirties that looked like a native from Paulsland, in stocks. Once the guards of the men in stocks noticed Saul and his escorts, they stopped Saul while other guards took the men out of the stocks, and began leading them into the castle.  
 
    Saul asked his escorts, “What is going on with those men?”  
 
    “They have been found guilty of crimes, but their crimes are somewhat novel. Judges in Paulsland are not given discretion when it comes to sentencing, so when someone commits a crime and the punishment does not fit into any of the boxes previously established, the criminal is taken to King Paul for trial. However, King Paul's rules become the new law for the situation. King Paul wanted you to witness this, so they are going before you.”  
 
    Saul thought that this law would be hard on King Paul. He thought back to Moses in the books of the law and how Moses was originally the only judge for all the people of Israel until his father-in-law suggested he make others judges. It would be interesting to see how King Paul dealt with this issue, as there was only so much one man could do without help. Before he could consider it much more he was led into the castle by his escorts.  
 
    As they marched into the castle, he thought it was clever that the doors into the castle were near the corner and hidden behind towers. It was clear defense was of paramount importance to the people of Paulsland. As he made his way through the castle, he was very surprised to see how barren it was. The walls were bare except for words chiseled into them. He couldn’t read most of them, but some of the phrases were written in Greek, and he wondered why the phrase “Are You King?” was written several times. It was very strange. The ceiling and floor were of stone. In other places in the world, the floors would be covered in expensive carpets and rugs, but here it made sense to keep the stone bare if only because they were cool to the touch. In any other king’s home, art would have been everywhere, alongside household gods, and yet, in contrast, this castle had none of that.  
 
    When he reached the throne room, he saw an empty throne of gleaming ivory made out of dozens of elephant tusks and a roof of arches held up by dozens of stone pillars. It was a large room, but he had seen more impressive halls in Jerusalem before it was sacked twenty-four years ago. As they waited for the king, he was allowed to examine the room, and the only thing of note was just how barren it was. It was clear that whatever this king was, he was not a patron of the arts.  
 
    As they waited, a very young Paulsland woman came into the throne room with what must have been her mother following behind. Although she was a young woman, her breast and hips made it clear she was a woman. She immediately ran to the young Roman and gave him a hug and kiss. Saul was a bit surprised, he thought it was odd, but he realized that he would find out what that was about when the king came in.  
 
    They all waited for about an hour; The soldiers standing at rest, the couple holding on to each other with her mother standing by, the older man hunching slightly, and Saul wandering around the room looking at the architecture. Then several guards entered the throne room, making sure it was safe before motioning for the king to enter. The guards surrounded the king as he moved toward his throne and took his seat. Following behind the king and his guards were five men, all carrying codexes and writing instruments. As they came in, one stood next to Saul, who noticed the codex was blank. Clearly, it was meant for this man to take notes on whatever happened in the throne room.  
 
    Once everything was calm, the King said, “Timotheos, step forward.” King Paul spoke in Greek, confirming to Saul that this display was for him.  
 
    The young man looked at the girl holding onto him and slightly pushed her away as she reluctantly let go, then she moved to embrace her mother. Timotheos took two steps forward before the guards next to Paul pointed their spears at him.  
 
    King Paul began speaking, “My records indicate that you were a slave in Rome used to work in the mines, bought by the Central Roman Trading Company and brought to Paulsland in the hopes you would work in our mines or develop new ones. You, like every other slave bought by the Central Roman Trading Company, were set free once you reached our port and given help to find a job.”  
 
    “Yes, sir. After I came here, I worked in a couple of mines on South River, and even found some tin…”  
 
    “Just answer the question. This is being recorded because I want your trial widely publicized. I am extremely upset with you and do not want anyone else making the same mistake as you.” The young man turned white as the blood drained from his face, and the very young woman began to cry and put her head on her mother's chest. Saul noticed that the mother didn’t seem to understand Greek, but her daughter clearly did. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “How old are you?”  
 
    “Seventeen.”  
 
    “How old is your,” the king paused as his face turned red in anger, “wife?”  
 
    The boy hesitated as he said, “Twelve.”   
 
    “At what age are men and women allowed to get married?” 
 
    “In Rome, it's twelve for girls.”  
 
    “Timotheos, your life hangs on a thread, do not anger me further.”  
 
    The young man grew quiet as he gathered his carriage and almost whispered, “In Paulsland, it was fourteen but recently moved to fifteen.” Then with a bit more courage, he said, “Unless the girl already had a child when her tribe entered Paulsland. Then she can get married before fifteen.” 
 
    “Did Kumi have a child?”  
 
    “No. But she wasn’t a virgin either.”  
 
    Kumi, the girl, yelled something out, and King Paul responded to the girl in Greek, “I know he didn’t force you, but the law was made for your protection and the protection of girls your age.” 
 
    The girl said something else in what Saul had to assume was in Paulsland; she clearly understood Greek well enough, even if she didn’t speak it. Paul answered her, “I also know it was your decision to move into his home and be his wife.” That last statement made sense to Saul. The Hebrew tradition of marriage had a young man build a house, and once the house was finished, he brought his betrothed to the house. Once they were in the house together, they were officially married. The Romans had a very similar tradition. 
 
    The king put his hand on his forehead and rubbed his temple as he considered his words. “Kumi’s tribe was brought into Paulsland a few months before the Himyarites invaded Paulsland. Like many girls her age, she was raped by her witchdoctor in his purification ritual. It’s one of many reasons why anyone who practices the purification ritual is automatically executed. I understand that after being raped, girls act in several different ways. In this case, Kumi thought nothing of offering herself to you. The problem is that she is not an adult according to the laws of Paulsland and Timotheos, that means you took advantage of her.”  
 
    The girl yelled out something once again, and King Paul said, “I get that you love him. I even understand why. He was injured while mining, and when he was brought into your school to be taken care of, you fell in love with him because he was injured. I also understand where he is coming from. As a young slave in Rome, he never had any female attention. When he came to Paulsland, he worked in a mine away from any village. He even did Paulsland a great service by finding tin. While digging it out, he was injured and brought to your village.  While he was recovering, you gave him attention. You are the first woman to ever give him attention.  
 
    “According to the ladies that instruct you in your village, he didn’t even take advantage of you right away or accept your advances immediately. Instead, he did what he thought was honorable and built a house before taking advantage of you. And yes, according to the laws of Paulsland, he took advantage of you. If you were a few months younger, he would be back in your village getting skinned alive. I need you both to understand this; he is going to be severely punished because he had sex with you, a twelve-year-old. A twelve-year-old is far too young for that kind of relationship. How many girls in your village died giving birth at your age? It doesn’t matter at all that you agreed to it or sought it. He is the adult, and he should have run away from you. If he really loved you, and you really loved him, then you could have waited until you were fifteen.”  
 
    The girl turned to her mother, said something to her, and the mother said something to King Paul. They began having a conversation. As they were speaking, Saul’s guard began to explain, “Kumi’s mother says that Timotheos did nothing wrong because the couple had her permission to wed. Paul said that doesn’t matter because the law in Paulsland does not give parents the right to override the law. She explains that she encouraged the relationship because she caught malaria a few months ago, and if something were to happen to her, if Kumi was married, then Timotheos could take care of Kumi and Kumi’s younger siblings. Paul is explaining to her that in Paulsland, the school would take care of her children. The purpose of taxes is to support the most vulnerable of people, such as orphans, widows, and injured men; the latter two often earn their keep in the schools if they have no place to go. Orphans, on the other hand, are fed, clothed, housed, and prepared for adulthood in the schools. Paul further explains to Kumi’s mother that she should not have encouraged her daughter to endanger her health by getting married so young. Despite that, King Paul holds Timotheos as the main perpetrator because he is the one who slept with Kumi.”  
 
    This trial is giving Saul a lot to think about. It was very rare for a Hebrew girl to get married so young, but Roman law specifically allowed it, and the law of Moses did not put a hard age on it. That said, every nation in the world puts the responsibility for these decisions completely in the father's or patriarch’s hands. If there was no father or patriarch, then it was the mother's decision. It was discomforting that Paulsland took it away. Saul was trying to find a land where his people would not be persecuted. The Romans persecuted them because they only had one God, would Paulsland persecute them because of how they parented?  
 
    As Saul considered these things, Kumi said something in the Paulsland language, and the king sighed before speaking in Greek, “Yes, I know I still have fourteen-year-old girls getting married, despite the change in the law. Their fifteen and sixteen-year-old husbands are being punished accordingly. Not as severely as Timotheos will be punished, but punished all the same.” 
 
    The King turned back to the young man and said, “Your life hangs on a thread. If she had been a day away from turning twelve, I would have had you skinned alive. If you had forced her, or any woman in Paulsland, I would have had you skinned alive. If you already had a wife and tried to make an underage girl your wife, I would have skinned you alive. If you had tried to cover up what you did, I would have had you skinned alive. The only thing saving your life is that everything you did was technically legal except for her age, so if nothing else, if she is pregnant, we know who the father of her child is. But her age is a big deal.  
 
    “In this matter, you are an adult. She is not. That means you could have moved away, and she had no way to follow you. I know her mother supported your relationship, but her mother would not have been able to uproot her family to follow you, which means Kumi would have been constrained to her village. Underage boys and girls who run away will be sent back to their village. You chose to stay near an underage girl that had feelings for you. One of the reasons why this trial is being recorded by five different men is because I want to make it clear to the adults that if an underage girl falls in love with you, then you can move away, and they cannot follow you. Even if their parents are for the relationship, moving away will more or less end the relationship.”  
 
    Then Paul turned to the girl and said, “If you really loved this young man, you would not have thrown yourself at him. You could have and should have decided that if you really loved him, to wait until you were fifteen to join him in his house. I know that your mother was encouraging you because she wanted a safe place for your siblings to go if she died. Your village has only been a part of Paulsland for a couple of years now, so she does not understand how powerful our medicine is. What was once a legitimate fear is much less so now. If you get pregnant at your young age and size, then you are more likely to die than your mother is from a random disease.”  
 
    Then Paul turned to the young man and said, “If you really loved this girl, then you should have constrained yourself for three years till she turned fifteen. Both of you should have shown more discipline and constraint. And yes, I know I am expecting Paulsland discipline out of both of you when one of you grew up and was abused in a tribe, and the other grew up in Rome, but the law is the law, and it is for the benefit of all. Timotheos will be made an example of this. I want every underage girl in Paulsland to know if they share physical intimacy in Paulsland, then the man they share it with will be hurt, so if they love him, they will wait. I want every man in Paulsland to know I expect discipline from them.  
 
    “Timotheos, your punishment is as follows: You will be taken to the courtyard and given two hundred lashes. Even though you are married to an underage girl, it is Paulsland custom to allow those types of marriages to continue.” The two young people slumped in relief. “It's clear that short of executing Timotheos, Kumi would not stay away from him. Nearly every village we conquer and integrate into Paulsland has married underage girls, and it would cause absolute chaos to have them divorce, so we do not. The decision both of you made may cost Kumi her life. She is only twelve years old, and a pregnancy could kill her. If Kumi should die before she is twenty for any reason, then Timotheos will be executed in the way of a rapist. His groin will be cut open, and he will be skinned alive from his groan outward. Timotheos and Kumi may never divorce. Timotheos may never take a second wife. Even if Kumi should die after the age of twenty and Timotheos becomes a widower, he may never again get married. He decided he could not wait to be with Kumi, so he will never be with another woman. Timotheos may not leave Paulsland. If he is ever found at a harbor village, he is to be executed as a rapist is executed. Any time Kumi is found with bruises, save giving birth to children, then it will be assumed that Timotheos abused her, and he is to be given a hundred lashes.”  
 
    The King waved at the soldiers, and they took Timotheos away. As he was leaving the room, the King looked at Saul and said, “We are not Rome. Girls will not be found responsible for the actions of men. Albeit for the girl and her mother's sake Timotheos's life was spared.”  
 
    Saul instantly saw the contrast between Paulsland and Rome. In Rome, a scandal involving a girl would have resulted in the death of the girl. The boy may have gotten away with no injury, been executed, or something between those two extremes, but the girl would almost certainly have died, if only because it would have been easier to punish her than the boy. Romans generally punished the most vulnerable because it came with fewer repercussions, but Paul was specifically protecting the most vulnerable. Politically it would have been to the king’s advantage to sweep this under the rug or flog the girl and her mother for seducing the young man. Apparently, the young man had just started the newest tin mine in the nation, which meant that they needed the youth's expertise in finding it and refining it, but despite that, they punished the youth because the vulnerable were hurt. As far as Saul was concerned, it was both illogical and comforting. 
 
    That said, Saul also saw the contradiction in King Paul’s words. He says the girls will not be held responsible for their actions, but King Paul also said the young lady Kumi would not be allowed to divorce Timotheos. Later on, if the young woman decided she didn’t like the man, she would be stuck, which meant the King was forcing a bit of responsibility on her. Considering the contrast between Paulsland and every other nation in the world, few would consider taking away the option for divorce to be a punishment. Particularly when the young woman will be so thoroughly protected from physical correction.  
 
    The King brought Saul out of his consideration when he told the man keeping notes next to Saul to, “Translate for our guest.” Then the King began speaking to the thirty-something Paulsland man.  
 
    The man with a codex said in Greek, “The man before King Paul is a chief. Chiefs currently administer the various villages and towns of Paulsland. A part of that administration is being a judge. Chiefs are not allowed to judge their own family members. This chief did so, when his brother came to him for judgment against his neighbor.”  
 
    As the chief began speaking in his own defense, Saul’s translator said, “He claims he did nothing wrong because he ruled against his brother. He could not have been a bad judge because a bad judge would always rule in favor of their family member. Ruling against his family member proves he is a good judge.”  
 
    Paul started yelling at the man, and the translator said, “It is not a chief's place to ignore the law. Today you claim you ignored the law for a good reason, to rule against your brother. Tomorrow, you may decide to ignore a different law. I know how this works; I saw it in my own land. A judge ignores a small law one day, then the next day they ignore a big law, and use the small law they ignored as precedence to ignore the big law. In Paulsland, judges are not kings or gods. They make their decisions according to the law, and they do not get to interpret the law to mean something it clearly does not. When your brother had a problem with his neighbor, you should have sent the case to the principal of the village’s school for judgment. You didn’t; you broke the law. Because you broke the law, you will no longer be chief or judge. You will also be given a hundred lashes. If you had ruled in your brother's favor, you would get the punishment any bribe taker gets.” When King Paul finished speaking, he angrily waved at the soldiers to take the ex-chief away.  
 
    Saul considered what had happened. On the one hand, it was great that this king did not allow minor government officials to break the law. On the other hand, the Hebrews had many religious laws and traditions they had to follow. If those laws and traditions went against Paulsland law, then it was clear that this king would not bend the rules for them.  
 
    As Saul contemplated how his people would integrate into this society, King Paul looked at him and said, “I was told that you are here representing ten thousand immigrants. That is a large number of people, but I am certainly willing to discuss allowing you to bring them into Paulsland. But for you to bring so many into our nation demands that we understand each other. I do not want your people coming here and rebelling, and I am sure you do not want me executing or persecuting your people because we have contrasting values.”  
 
    Saul considered the king's words carefully before answering. “That’s fair, although I have to inform you of a mistake. I am not representing ten thousand people. I am representing about ten thousand men and their families. We are seeking a peaceful place to live and raise our families, and I thank you for the opportunity to discuss this opportunity.”  
 
      
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 May 94 AD Paulsland- King's perspective on immigrants  
 
    King Paul looked at the man before him and considered him. The man had curly hair sticking out from under his cloth headwear, and he was a bit surprised it wasn’t a skullcap. He also had a beard, homespun robes of various colors, and a couple of pieces of jewelry. He was certainly dressed well and presentable for the first century. He was clearly not a wealthy noble. Paul had met a few that were of that ilk, and most of them wore silks and as much gold jewelry as they could carry to show off their wealth. Saul seemed to only wear enough jewelry to show he had some means, no more. All in all, Paul thought the man presented himself well for someone representing immigrants or perhaps refugees.  
 
    The reality was that Saul’s offer was very tempting to Paul. Paulsland needed more people. The next man camp would be starting soon, and they would have just under six thousand young men attending. In just a handful of years, they would start having man camps of over ten thousand young men. In twenty or thirty years, they would start seeing man camp sizes of twenty and thirty thousand individuals. Paul already had Titus looking for more flat top mountains to build more man camps because by then, they would need several man camps to hold all the young men, but that was in the future. Right now, Paulsland needed more full-grown men.  
 
    Paul asked Saul, “So you do not represent ten thousand people, but ten thousand men and their families. That is a significant amount of responsibility on your shoulders.”  
 
    “The responsibility is not on my shoulders alone. There are other men in our group going to other nations and other Roman provinces seeking to find a better place for our people to live without persecution,” Saul answered.  
 
    “That is wise. As my people would say, don’t put all your eggs in one basket.”  
 
    “Ah, a very wise saying.”  
 
    Paul couldn’t help but chuckle. Agreeing with Paul cost Saul nothing, but gained a bit of goodwill. “So, what did you think of the two trials you just saw? Clearly, you are still considering Paulsland as a place to bring your people, so your people have little to lose with your honesty.”  
 
    Saul tilted his head slightly, misunderstanding Paul’s words. “Are you suggesting I have much to lose by being honest?”  
 
    “No. I would honestly appreciate your perspective, but most men in authority would have you gutted alive if you told them unpleasant truths. I figured pointing out that it was in your people's best interest would spur some honesty since it's true, and in most cases, being honest would not be in your personal best interest.”  
 
    Saul was hesitant, looked at the guards, then very carefully said, “I think you were wrong to punish the young man since he had her mother's approval to get married. Well, that is unless her father disagreed.”  
 
    Paul carefully looked at Saul and sighed. “I understand. Rome and most of the large nations to the north require parental approval for marriage, but parents can approve of any marriage at any age for their boys and girls regardless of any other consideration. Parents are the only judge on the matter. I imagine your religion is the same as well.”  
 
    Saul hesitated a bit before saying, “It is our tradition.” Saul knew there were very few circumstances in the law of Moses that allowed fathers to force their sons or daughter to marry. Beyond that, it was complicated, and so their traditions helped fill the gap.  
 
    “In Paulsland, the law was recently changed so that no one can get married before the age of fifteen. The reason for this is twofold. First, it used to be that all our boys served in the military for two years, starting at the age of twelve. At the end of the two years, they got their pay, were considered full adults, and were allowed to own land, build a home, start working, and thus be able to provide for a family. Due to some lessons in this last war, the boys now join the army at thirteen and will continue in it until they are fifteen. Once they are fifteen and have a home of their own, they can get married. If fifteen is the age of an adult for a boy, then it will be the age of an adult for a girl. As for the girls, the later they marry, the better. When I first became king, there was no age requirement for marriage, and many of them died in childbirth because they were not fully grown. For their sake, I passed a law saying no one can be married before fourteen. When it became obvious that our boys needed to be a little older to serve in the military, I jumped at the chance to move the age up slightly. It is for the health and well-being of our girls that the age to get married is moved back. If anyone disagrees with my reasoning, they have the right to petition me and argue why it's not dangerous for a twelve-year-old to carry a child.”  
 
    Saul’s face puckered. Paul’s argument went from parental authority to how dangerous it is for a twelve-year-old girl to carry a pregnancy to term. Paul was glad that Saul did not know about c-sections, as he did not want to argue that although c-sections saved lives, they were still dangerous.  
 
    Paul took this opportunity to point out another part of Paulsland law that he figured Saul would have issues with. “Another aspect of our law is that two people in the same village are not allowed to marry each other. One of the purposes of requiring our young men to join the military is to give them an opportunity to move from one village to the next in their service so that they can meet young ladies whom they will be allowed to marry when they are older.” Paul left out the part where he implemented this law because he did not want any inbreeding and wanted to force the tribes to become closer through marriage, thus changing their culture. Paul assumed Saul would not like the culture-changing part.  
 
    Saul’s eyes went wide. “Our young people must marry Hebrews. It causes too many problems otherwise.”  
 
    “Problems? What sort of problems?”  
 
    “Yes. When Babylon invaded Judah nearly seven hundred years ago, two groups split off from the Hebrews. The first is the Samaritans. They are a mix of Hebrews and the various peoples that Babylon moved into Israel after the conquest. Where we believe in Moses's law, and the Prophets they only believe in Moses's law.” 
 
    “So your people are never allowed to marry outside of other Jews? I thought your book had several prominent people that married non-Jews.” 
 
    “It's not the blood; it’s the belief. Ruth was a Moabite, but when she told Naomi, her mother-in-law, who was a Hebrew, that Naomi’s God was her God, it became appropriate for her to marry a Jew. For instance, after Babylon invaded, many Jews went to Kush with the prophet Jerimiah and intermarried there. Once the third temple was built, the Kush Jews came to the temple for Passover every year.” 
 
    Paul was a bit surprised by this. He did not realize that there were Kush Jews. He didn’t trade with Kush as it was landlocked, but he was aware that it was between the border province between Egypt and his ally Aksum. In the previous timeline, Kush and Aksum merged to form Ethiopia.  
 
    After some consideration, Paul said, “That is not a problem. I believe in debate. I hope you share your beliefs with my people. I believe that if a country is to advance, then people should not be afraid to share their ideas and beliefs, and that starts with allowing every religion to proselytize.” 
 
    “But we don’t proselytize.” 
 
    Paul’s face twitched in irritation. He was trying to give the guy an out, but he didn’t want it. So instead, Paul offered him another opportunity. “The law will stand that young people will not be allowed to marry someone from their own village, but if you are planning on bringing in ten thousand men and their families, I have no problems with your people joining several villages or founding a few dozen.” Paul decided to be careful how he phrased his next sentence, “After our war with the Himyarites last year, there is a need to repopulate our new territory. I would love to allow your people to scout out the coast and start a string of villages at the best spots along it.”  
 
    Saul was shocked by the opportunity. “How would that work?”  
 
    “Your people would have to build a walled village. Log walls are allowable at first, but within the first few years, I would expect the walls to be rebuilt with stone. Your village would have to follow Paulsland law. One of those laws is that Paulsland holds the land in trust until one of its people can put it to use, so although your people may be the first to a new area, you would soon have other people joining your village. Whoever becomes the leader of the village would be held to a higher standard than the regular people.”  
 
    Saul hesitated before saying, “You're giving me a lot to think about. There is clearly a lot of opportunity if our people come here.” Saul left out his issues with the offer. How do you tell a king that you are unsure of the laws and requirements he will force on your people?  
 
    Seeing Saul was trying to respond, Paul asked another question. “What did you think about the second trial?”  
 
    “It's good to know that you do not allow corruption, but it's also worrying that you do not allow flexibility in your judges.”  
 
    “A case or controversy that requires flexibility should come before me, or a jury… getting ahead of myself there. I am working on a constitution that should be ready sometime next year, and the people should be ready for it after this planting festival.”  
 
    “Constitution?”  
 
    “Just think about it as laws that constrain the government. I have to wait until after this planting festival because I am future proofing some of the concepts, at least to the best of my abilities. To change the subject back to you, and your people. Why do you want to move ten thousand men and their families?”  
 
    “Our people are forbidden entry into Jerusalem, our ancient capital and home. Jerusalem is the place that housed the temple to our God. After the rebellion almost twenty-five years ago, the Romans have persecuted us tremendously. Before the revolt, they persecuted us in part because we did not worship their gods, including their emperors. It's one of the many things that inspired the revolt in the first place.”  
 
    “In Paulsland, anyone can worship their god according to their conscience, as long as they do not hurt anyone else. In Paulsland, most people have their own household gods and spirits, and there is a growing population of Christians and Buddhists. Currently, I crack down extremely hard on the witch doctors because part of their religion involves having sex with young girls after their first period. Since that practice clearly hurts others, it is not allowed. I am not very familiar with Judaism. Is there any practice that you have that may appear to hurt others, including your own children?” 
 
    Saul considered Paul’s question for a while before answering, “I do not know exactly what you mean by hurting others. We generally keep to ourselves. That said, we circumcise our boys on the eighth day after they are born… But I do not think that’s harmful. Our infant boys tend to be healthier than the gentiles near us, and more of our infants survive to their toddler years than those who are not circumcised.”  
 
    Paul smiled. “I don’t think that will be too much of an issue. I myself was circumcised as a baby, and many of the tribes practice circumcision at various times in a man's life. Some practice it on babies, others during childhood, and several practice it as the last right before entering manhood. Sometimes that means we send our young men home after man camp to be circumcised, and other times they get circumcised after they retire from the army, it's different for the various tribes. It’s actually safer now than ever before because we have learned a lot about preventing infection. We would insist that the circumcisions be done in a surgery ward, with disinfected tools, and use a disinfectant to make sure your infants do not get an infection.”  
 
    “Traditionally, we do the circumcision in our synagogues.”  
 
    “I understand that, but you must show me that it's safer to perform the procedure in your synagogue than in a school. Otherwise, whichever adults were responsible for doing the surgery in an unclean space would be punished. They would be punished much more severely if the infant were to get an infection and die afterward.” Saul’s face began to show a hint of anger and frustration, but that changed when Paul asked, “Does your religious law require you to do circumcision in the temple, synagogue, or religious place?”  
 
    “Well, no, it does not say where we have to perform it.”  
 
    “Great, then that should not be a problem. Are there any peculiarities about your people or religion that you think may cause friction between my nation and your group?”  
 
    “We would like to gather in our synagogues for worship and school.”  
 
    “School?”  
 
    “Yes, starting around five or six years old, we send our children to synagogue to learn Moses’s laws and the prophets. The best students will study directly under a rabbi to become future rabbis.”  
 
    Paul stopped and considered this. The entire purpose of his school system was to force every child into the same culture. He never tried to erase the tribal beliefs from them, and in fact, has sent out people to write down all the old tribal stories and print the books. His method was extremely effective because none of the tribes he has interacted with had any type of formal schooling. It was a surprise to Paul to find out first century Hebrews did.  
 
    “You may certainly build your synagogues, but note it is Paulsland law that government funding does not go to any religion. If your god exists, then your god can pay for your religious needs. Your children may also learn in the synagogue, but they must also go to Paulsland school. In the school, they will learn martial arts, reading, writing, arithmetic, basic sciences, hygiene, medicine, and etiquette, among other lessons. The boys go to school until they are thirteen and are sent to man camp to protect Paulsland, the girls until they are fifteen. The last three years of a girl's education is focused on medicine. Obviously, parents can pull their children out of school if they need help during planting, harvest, or other necessary projects, but we do have minimum requirements for every child to reach. If those requirements are not met, then teachers and parents will be held to account.”  
 
    “I would have to visit your school and find out if that’s acceptable.”  
 
    “That’s wise. Paulsland law will be obeyed. I hold that standard for everyone in my government, including myself and my family. I do not want to persecute your people because your religious law is incompatible with my law, and I do not want your people feeling like they must rebel because they cannot obey both sets of laws.”  
 
    “Thank you for understanding. Several times you have mentioned that thirteen-year-olds join the military for two years. Will that include our people? And does that include the men moving here?”  
 
    “That would only include the young people. As for your men, they would be expected to join the militia. If war comes, then all men are expected to fight, but there is no use sending out dead weight that doesn’t know how to fight or have weapons to fight with. Every man you have will be expected to learn to fight under a Paulsland lieutenant, maintain weapons, and if war should come, that lieutenant will lead your men into battle.”  
 
    Saul didn’t twitch as Paul explained the situation. Conscription was nothing new. Instead, he asked another question. “Will our men have the sabbath off?”  
 
    Paul did not know much about the Hebrew religion, but even he knew that the Jews had a day of rest, “Your full grown men and children will be able to work out how to go to school and do militia practice around the sabbath, but the boys who go to man camp will not get it off. Can your people accept that?” 
 
    “That isn’t a problem. A rabbi can give the young men heters that would allow them to serve on the sabbath for their time in the military.”  
 
    “Are there any other things you think would be an issue?”  
 
    “No. I just need time to go through Paulsland and see if we can fit in here. Most leaders in most nations are far more flexible than you. They are glad to have more taxes paid, but you are more concerned with everyone obeying the law.”  
 
    “I do what I do because I want my people to prosper. What good does more taxes do my nation if people are killing each other? If my people are treated well, then in time, they will be more wealthy, and the wealthier my people are, the more full my coffers will be.”  
 
    “That is a different way of looking at the world. I was told before I came here that Paulsland does not practice slavery and that although you buy slaves, you only buy slaves with skills you need and set them free once they reach your shores. How is that profitable?”  
 
    “It's simple. I know I am not a god, or a superhuman, or more brilliant than everyone else. I believe that if you allow men freedom, not just from slavery, but freedom of opportunity, they will figure out a way to prosper sooner or later. Without a doubt, some men are late bloomers, but eventually, they will wake up and take advantage of their opportunities. It's one of the reasons why Paulsland property is held in trust by the government until someone gives it a use. We simply hold onto the land until someone has a need for it, and they often work hard to make the most out of their new land.” 
 
    “Even for immigrants?”  
 
    “Of course. What good is unused land doing me right now? Is it feeding my people? Is it making coin? Is it quenching our thirst? It's no good until someone puts it to practical use. If your people want to come here and put the land to practical use and pay Paulsland taxes, all the better as far as I am concerned. Which begs the question, what skills do your people have?” 
 
    “They have many diverse skill sets. Carpenters, masons, blacksmiths, scribes, farmers, shepherds, and merchants, among others.”  
 
    Paul was confused for a second before asking, “What about money lenders?”  
 
    “After the sacking of Jerusalem twenty-four years ago, very few Jews have the money to be money lenders. Although there certainly are a few merchants with enough funds.”  
 
    Saul was confused as to why King Paul was confused, but he patiently waited for Paul to ask a question or resolve the conflict in his mind. It had been nearly twenty-five years since Paul came to the first century, and so he was trying to dredge up very old memories from a different life. Eventually, he remembered a conversation he once had with a historian about Jewish banking history.  
 
    The historian mentioned that the Jews were forced to become bankers. During the middle ages, Catholics could not loan money to other Catholics with interest, and Muslims could not loan money to other Muslims with interest. Since loaning money without interest means an individual will not get profit from it and could lose every dollar they loaned someone, nobody of the same faith would loan money to someone else of the same faith. There were many instances of kings, nobles, and those in authority needing money, and at times they forced Jews to become money lenders. This happened on both sides of the Mediterranean.  
 
    Throughout the Middle Ages, there were times that nations forced Jews to join their religion. Most of the time, nations made it illegal for Jews to convert because they needed them as money lenders. Other times when they did not need money lenders or did not want to pay back the loan, they forced Jews to convert, and since Catholics and Muslims couldn’t loan money with interest to some of the same religion, the debt disappeared on their forced conversion. Other times the government labeled the Jews heretics and killed or banished them so they wouldn’t have to pay back the loan. This led the Jews to spreading out across Europe, North Africa, and the Middle East while also diversifying their money-lending operations. Shutting down a money lender in one nation did not mean the money lending operation died. When a group lends money for hundreds of years across dozens of nations they get good at it, especially when their life was on the line when they had to give the loan, and when the loan was repaid.  
 
    But Paul was dealing with Jews that did not have hundreds of years of experience lending money. Paul didn’t know what the future held, but in this timeline, at least in Paulsland, the Jews would not be forced to become moneylenders.  
 
    After the long pause, Paul finally said, “Well, I am sure my people have a lot to learn from yours, and vice versa.”  
 
    “Oh yes, no doubt. I am most interested in the rubber that comes from your nation. I find it fascinating.”  
 
    “You know, if you are interested, I can have a rubber maker go by one of the schools this week and teach kids about his work. You can shadow the class and see if the school will work for your people.”  
 
    “Honestly, that sounds good.”  
 
    “Before you go… I need to know, if your people come here, how long do you think it will take to move them here?”  
 
    Saul brought his hand up to his chin as he considered. With his other hand, he lifted his fingers like he was counting. After a minute, he said, “Five or six years. There is just too much distance to cover and too few ships making the journey for it to be any faster.”  
 
    “Take your time; there is no rush. If you wish, I can give you an escort of my knights to travel Paulsland and find the best spot to bring your people.” 
 
     
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 June 94 AD Flattop Mountain-Man Camp 
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    Carver was covered in sweat as he marched in one row of dozens stretching into the distance made up of nearly six thousand young men. A few days ago, every thirteen-year-old boy in Paulsland came to the capital, had a nice rest, a good breakfast, and lined up outside the gates of the northeast portion of the city. They were introduced to their drill instructors, who yelled at them, made them do pushups and squats, and put their things in bags. If any young man brought something they were not supposed to, it was tossed to the side. Then they were lined up in rows and began the long march to man camp.  
 
    Before Carver left, his father told him that he hoped this was the hardest thing Carver would have to do in his life. Paul made it very clear to his son that he would be singled out for punishment and abuse. He had ordered his men to do this so that every young man that was his age would pity him. Since Carver was the King’s son, it was very likely the other youths his age would feel envy and jealousy toward him until they saw how badly Carver was treated at man camp. Paul hoped by the time man camp was over that, Carver was treated so badly that every youth would be thankful they were not King Paul’s son.  
 
    Carver knew about this well ahead of time, as ever since Paul returned from the war with the Himyarites, he had his personal guards training Carver to the breaking point every day after school. Most of the other youths had to help their parents with their day job after school, so they were not as athletic as Carver, so although Carver would be pushed much harder than the other youths, he was prepared for it in a way nearly no other youth was.  
 
    Genifa, Carver’s mother, cried as her boy left. Knowing that he was about to have an extremely hard couple of months made it particularly hard on her. To Carver’s surprise, his Aunt Chazia comforted her. Usually, they fought over his dad, but today Aunt Chazia showed his mom pity. Next year he suspected that his mom and Aunt Chazia would support his other aunts as their sons went off to man camp.  
 
    As he left, his siblings waved him off. Some were excited for him, although some of the younger ones cried as he left. As for Carver, he was thrilled to be leaving. He was finally going to step into manhood. The harder the test, the better the man he would be. After he went through man camp, he would have bragging rights for the rest of his life, and if he was lucky, he would grow close enough to the other soldiers to have a new set of brothers.  
 
    The only irritating thing was that it was a several-day march to Flattop Mountain.  
 
    As they marched, the veterans that were in charge of them moved through the rows correcting their marching style. Sometimes with words, sometimes with exercise, and sometimes with rods. Getting hit with a rod was more embarrassing than painful. Children were spanked with rods, and now that they were in man camp, they should have grown beyond such punishment. That said, the sergeants’ favorite punishment was forcing recruits to run around the entirety of the moving formation of six thousand youths.  
 
    Twice on the first day of marching, Carver was forced to jog around the marching formation because someone next to him was marching poorly. Three times the next day. Five times the day after that. On the day they finally reached Flattop Mountain, he had to run around the moving formation four times. Out of everyone in the entire formation, he was the only one who had to run around it more than once.  
 
    Seeing Flattop Mountain in the distance excited his heart. He was finally at the place where he would become a man. Once they reached the foot of the mountain, they set up their tents, and whoever did it wrong was punished. Of course, whoever was nearby was punished as well for not looking out for their battle buddy. Although this ended up with Carver doing a lot of extra pushups and squats, it wasn’t a bad feeling. He knew exactly how to set up his tent, and when he corrected the guys next to him, they chose to ignore him. When they were punished, they learned two things. First, they learned Carver knew what he was talking about, so they needed to listen to Carver, and second, they learned that Carver was getting punished just as badly as them, so Carver was not stuck up.  
 
    Carver didn’t have any hard feelings about all the extra punishment, and he was even nice to his fellow trainees after he suffered with them. That is in contrast to other young men who were openly upset that they got in trouble for the screw-ups of others. As far as Carve was concerned, man camp is the perfect place to make friends, assuming, of course, you were told ahead of time what to expect. He even remembered everyone’s names, a skill he was forced to pick up practically as soon as he could talk. His father taught him that the most precious word in anyone's language was their own name, and he was absolutely here to make friends.  
 
    Once the tents met the sergeant's standards, they had to take them down and pack them up. Carver did not enjoy the punishment exercise he had to go through when other soldiers were stupid enough to grumble. He told his new acquaintances that the sergeants would specifically try to get them to whine just so they could punish them, but some people were not smart enough to listen.  
 
    After the tents were packed, they carried their tents and packs to the top of Flattop Mountain. Walking up the stairs built into the side of a sheer cliff was exhilarating and fun. The worst part of it was when a sergeant saw their trainees stopping and looking and forced them to march back to the bottom of the mountain. Carver was, of course, punished right alongside them.  
 
    Once they finally reached the top, they set up their tents once again. This time everyone within reach of Carver listened to him, although they still got punishment because some people in camp still didn’t set up their tent right, and for some reason, all six thousand youths should be punished because they did not help out some of the slower soldiers.  
 
    When the punishment was satisfied, the youths got to go to supper at the bottom of the mountain. Of course, the sergeants were unhappy with something, so they had to climb back to the top of the mountain and back down again before eating. Once they were finished eating, they got to run around the mountain before climbing to the top near sunset and going to their tents. One-third of the youths had first watch on the first night, another third had second watch, and the last group got to sleep all night, except for when the sergeants randomly woke them up and made them stand in formation.  
 
    Over the coming days, Carver noticed that strength training was a big part of man camp. At the bottom of the mountain were stones needed to build things on top of the mountain, so each of the six thousand young men had the wonderful opportunity to carry a fifty-pound stone up to the top. Once they reached the top of the mountain, almost all the young men found out that they had brought the wrong stone to the top and were forced to carry it back down and bring the correct stone in its place.  
 
    It was annoying, but none of the youths could get too mad. Paulsland had grown tremendously after taking the Himyarite colonies, and so these young men needed to learn how to pick stones for building things like walls, towers, and other buildings. When they were sent out in a couple of months, most of them would be heading north to the old Himyarite colonies, and they would help the people up their build fortifications, communications towers, and probably bridges. If learning about stone made them stronger, strong enough to easily carry their armor for long periods of time, then that was a happy coincidence.  
 
    On the third day, they were introduced to the well drilling operation. Currently, the only way to get water to the top of the mountain was with the hard work of the new recruits because, for some reason, when man camp was active the elevator cranes mysteriously could not bring water to the top. If this made their soldiers stronger and gave them more endurance, it was just a happy coincidence.  
 
    Carver was very interested in the well drilling. At first, it looked a bit like the pile driver they used to push logs into the ground with weak foundations, but as he drew closer, he saw it was far more complicated. There was a pulley crane system that used a log to push a cast iron pipe into the ground. The front of the cast iron pipe had something called a drill head that looked like a weird round spearhead with holes. It was used to scrape rock.  
 
    The way it worked was after they dug the initial hole, the drill head went in first. It was connected by a long cast iron pipe, with a log sitting at its end to hold it against the rock. Connected to the cast iron pipe were several long levers that the young recruits had the opportunity to push against to turn the pipe, which would scrape the rock. The reason why the pipe was hollow, and there were holes in the drill head, was so that someone could pump water down the pipe, and pump out all the rock dust they were scrapping off. Of course, since they were pumping a lot of water to help drill this well, the young soldiers had to constantly go up and down the mountain to bring water for the water drilling operation. Apparently, when the recruits were not there, oxen did the job of spinning the drill, but since the sergeants wanted them to become strong as oxen, the young recruits got the job.  
 
    Between walking up and down the mountain every day, marching around the mountain, doing pushups, getting very little sleep, and drilling a well through solid rock, the youths were also learning how to fight as units. The drill sergeants were not looking to build an elite unit. The drill sergeants were training the youths so that if they ever entered into a fight with anyone from Paulsland, they could easily team up and defeat their foe. Every single day the six thousand trainees were formed into new units with random recruits and were expected to fight expertly as a unit. At first, they stumbled, and they suffered for it, but over time they learned how to form into a formation and fight alongside anyone who went to man camp.  
 
    Over the next few weeks, things became almost routine, except for the two times recruits died. Both times an autopsy was performed on the youths, and the entire camp was informed the youths died because their hearts were too big. The drill sergeants informed them that it was King Paul’s hope that one day Paulsland will have a test to see if someone’s heart is too big to join the military. Until then, youths who died in man camp would get a military funeral and honors. They died for Paulsland just as much as someone who died on the battlefield. The youths of Paulsland were expected to take this risk and make this sacrifice because if another nation like the Himyarites attacked, they would lose far more than a few youths that had birth defects.  
 
    Eventually, after several weeks, Carver showed his bravery by standing against the warthogs. It was scary having the beast with razor sharp tusk running at you, but he had weeks of his squadmates shoving blunted spears and swords at him. Even though the warthog was a real threat, he was conditioned to act in a very specific manner and easily passed this test alongside his class.  
 
    The next test, wrestling and killing a crocodile, was far more difficult but far more satisfying. It granted him his first set of leather armor. Many of the youths did not think they were actual men until their crocodile was slain, and its skin turned into armor. As far as Paulsland was concerned, boys became men when they killed monsters. As far as Carver was concerned, when he plunged his knife into the brain of the crocodile while his fellow recruits, his new brothers, held it, he became a man.                
 
    Now they just waited for graduation.  
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 June 94 AD New Orleans-Trade 
 
    When Walker’s buffalo stepped out of the forest and into fields of cotton, and he saw Itsu’s village in the distance, he couldn’t help it; he shouted with joy.  
 
    Over the last month and a half, he constantly thought about the meaning of his name. When he was younger, he asked his dad what Walker meant in his language, and he said his name means one who walks. Walker had definitely been living up to his name. When he agreed to take bison to Itsu’s village, he thought it would be a simple task because the Great River is the next river over from the Red River, and he had spent the previous year delivering bison to villages along its banks. What he didn’t realize was that between the Red River and the Great River was a massive forest filled with impassable swamps.  
 
    Most of their trip to Itsu’s village at the mouth of the Great River had been spent trying to find an overland path to the village. It would not have been so hard, except Walker and his ten companions were bringing two hundred bison there.  
 
    Walker was aware that Bobby planned on taking these bison to various villages along the Great River. He had no idea how Bobby would do it efficiently since Bobby would have to bring the bison through the forest and swamps that were between Itsu’s village and the rest of his territory. Walker didn’t care, he was not going to do that job. This was absolutely the last time he would drive a herd of bison through a swamp.  
 
    As they herded the bison out of the forest and onto the cotton fields, one of Walker’s men pointed toward the village and asked, “Why are their houses on stilts?”  
 
    “Dad told them this area floods a lot. It keeps their houses, granaries, and warehouses above water.” 
 
    “Are they going to build barns on stilts for the bison?” 
 
    “I don’t know, and I don’t care. For all I care they can slaughter the bison once we are paid. If I never see a swamp again, it will be too soon.”  
 
    “But don’t we have to go back through the swamp to return home?” 
 
    Walker sighed. “Yes. But at least the two hundred bison made a trail that will be easy to follow.”  
 
    “It’s still going to take at least a week to get back to the Red River.” 
 
    “Are you trying to put me in a bad mood?”  
 
    “No. Do you know where we can find Itsu? The sooner he pays us, the sooner we can go home.” 
 
    “How would I know? I came out of the forest maybe a minute before you. I am sure when the villagers notice us, they will let him know we are here. Drive all the bison out of the forest and into the cotton patch.” 
 
    The youth nodded and turned his buffalo, and it trotted back into the woods as the other members of the party drove the bison toward their new home.  
 
    It took a few minutes to drive the entire Bison herd into the cotton field, but after about forty bison started stomping through the field, villagers noticed and came out. They were not even mad that some of the crops were destroyed. They were far too happy to have their new workers, the bison. Besides, cotton bolls are prickly, so it's not like the bison would eat them. Several tried but quickly stopped when their tongues were pricked.  
 
    When the first villager reached Walker, he had a huge smile on his face and said, “Walker, I presume?” 
 
    “Yes. Is your chief coming?” Walker was familiar with Itsu and didn’t see him. 
 
    “No. He is doing business with your brother, but I can take you to them.”  
 
    “Yes, please.”  
 
    The villager nodded and led Walker to the village and directly to one of the nicest houses in the village. It was by no means the largest house, as the larger houses were really just warehouses on stilts. Walker tied his buffalo to one of the stilts and made his way up a very nice set of stairs. The stairs were sanded with some figures carved into them. In the distance, he could see some of the stairs leading up to warehouses, and those stairs hadn’t even had their bark removed yet. It was a small difference, but it was obvious people wanted their homes to be nicer than their warehouses.  
 
    The stairs led to a screened-in porch that wrapped around the entire house. Walker practically sighed in relief when he entered it. For the last several weeks, morning, noon, and night he had been pestered by every mosquito, fly, and gnat in the swamp, and the screens offered significant relief. Sure, a few bugs made their way into the screened porch, but it was much better than the swarms that assaulted him all day and night.  
 
    He enjoyed the sensation for a moment before looking closer at the house. The house was built on a large platform made of logs. There were about six feet of porch before the platform reached the house. The porch went entirely around the house. There were railings at the edge of the porch; the roof covered the house and all the porch, with screens going from the roof to the railings, and from the railings to the floor of the porch. The house had a front door made of boards, several windows covered in screens, and wooden shutters that were open. The house was about fifteen feet off the ground, and at this height, he could feel a nice constant breeze that made the summer sun much more bearable.  
 
    Walker turned to check out the view he had from the porch, and it took his breath away. He could see both the Great River and the sea, and the size of the river was awe-inspiring. The Texas river he grew up on was only a few dozen feet wide, the Great River was thousands of feet wide, and the view from the porch was an amazing spot to gaze at it. Walker considered Itsu a lucky man to have all this at his doorstep.  
 
    Before he could consider much more, he heard a voice that yelled out, “Is that Walker out there?” 
 
    Walker answered, “Yes.” 
 
    “Come in. The front door is not barred.”  
 
    Walker stepped into the house and saw Itsu, and to his great surprise, he saw his brother, Trevor. When the villager said his brother was here, he thought it was Bobby; he never expected to see Trevor. Walker asked the most brilliant question. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Trevor gave him a look which read, “You’re an idiot.” But asked out loud, “What am I doing here? I am the leader of a nation. I am here trading for supplies to help my people. What are you doing here?”  
 
    “I am delivering bison.”  
 
    “You came all the way from Texas to deliver a couple of bison?” 
 
    “Not a couple of bison. Two hundred.”  
 
    Trevor was shocked. “WHAT!? How? No boat could hold that many.” 
 
    “We drove them here over land.” 
 
    “Oh wow. Good for you. That is genuinely impressive. It’s taken you fourteen years, but you have finally done something genuinely impressive.”  
 
    Walker had mixed feelings about the backhanded compliment but said, “Thanks I guess. But really, why are you here? As a leader of a great nation, I thought you had other people to do your trading for you.” 
 
    “Normally, I do, but a few months ago, during a raid on the coast, the people who killed Quincy had new weapons. Iron weapons. Weapons that made them much better warriors. If our enemies are becoming better armed, then I need to be better armed. Since Bobby found a source of iron and copper, I came here to buy iron to make better weapons. I would have come sooner, but my people had to harvest our crops before we had things to trade Itsu here for the iron I need.”  
 
    “You could have sent a merchant to do the job.”  
 
    “Well yeah. But as soon as I get the iron, I am heading west to Texas to meet up with Dad. I want to talk to him about making better weapons and armor.” 
 
    Walker looked at Trevor with a funny look and carefully said, “I don’t know. He is not happy about your raids.”  
 
    “Dad isn’t happy about a lot of the things I do, but he has always given me advice, but that’s between me and him. You do not need to worry about such things. So, what are you getting in exchange for the two hundred bison?”  
 
    Walker could tell his brother was not comfortable talking about his relationship with their father, so he let the subject change. “Five hundred pounds of copper and a hundred pounds of iron.” 
 
    Trevor considered his words for a second before saying, “Let me guess, the iron is to help your junior ranger squad have better weapons, and the copper is so you can make copper plates for the press?”  
 
    Walker nodded and sheepishly said, “I have a couple of ideas for a book to write. If it doesn’t sell, then I can melt down the copper and sell it to other people.”  
 
    Trevor laughed. “You are already planning for failure. How can you succeed if you are expecting to lose?”  
 
    “I don’t expect to lose; I just recognize it as a possibility.”  
 
    “That’s to be expected. You are the little brother of the ruler of a nation.”  
 
    Walker rolled his eyes. “So, what are you trading for?”  
 
    “I managed to talk Itsu into trading twelve hundred pounds of iron for coffee, cocoa, pineapple, and some of the other citrus fruits that my people grow. Brought five boats filled with goods, and I will be leaving with practically nothing. My people can grow more produce, but so far, we have not found a place to mine iron. We push further and further into the island every year, and I am becoming worried that there is none on the entire Island. If so, Bobby and Itsu will have me over a barrel.”  
 
    Itsu commented, “In the future, we will have better manufacturing capabilities. Once we do, we will sell you completed products at a much higher price.”  
 
    Walker laughed, and Trevor sighed. “If we can't find iron, we will have to pay your high prices.” Then he turned back to his brother and said, “How are you getting home?”  
 
    “I am going to ride my buffalo back.”  
 
    “Why don’t you ride back with me instead?”  
 
    “My buffalo can't fit on your ship, and I cannot leave my men to find their way back home on their own.”  
 
    “Tell your men to sell their buffalo and have them ride back to Texas with me.” 
 
    Walker was confused and wondered why in the world Trevor was being so nice to him; then he realized the truth. “You want to butter up Dad. You're going to ask him about weapons and armor so you can continue your raids, but he will be hesitant to give you that information because he hates what you are doing. But if you bring me home with you, it will put Dad in a much better mood.” 
 
    Trevor was a bit surprised his brother caught on instantly, realized it meant his father probably would as well, and then just admitted it. “You’re right. I even brought all five of my wives and my kids.”  
 
    “Five wives? Last time I saw you, you had a wife and a slave wife.”  
 
    “Despite the losses, the last raid was a very good raid, so how about it? Sell your buffalo, and you and your men can catch a ride home with me. You know it will make Mom and Dad happy that we spent time together.” 
 
    Walker considered Trevor’s offer, then said, “You know what… if I never see a swamp again, it will be too soon. If my men agree to sell their bison and come with you, and Itsu here offers enough for the bison and their riding gear, then we will take you up on your offer.” 
 
    Itsu smiled. “Does the buffalo offer come with riding lessons?” 
 
    “Not just riding lessons. I will show your men how to fire bows while the buffalo gallops. But it has to be worth it for my men. If we sell our buffalo we have to get enough to replace them once we reach home.” 
 
    “I think we can come to an agreement.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 July 94 AD Madagascar-First Mission 
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    Carver couldn’t wait to get off the ship. He and about forty other infantrymen were standing at the rail throwing up.  
 
    Loide, Carver’s brother-in-law via Eulalia, loudly shouted, “I am sorry to say that man camp failed you. I will inform King Paul that if we are going to transport soldiers across the sea to Madagascar, then we will have to put all our soldiers on ships during training until they can face the waves without emptying their stomachs.”  
 
    When Carver heard that, he grew thankful. He only had to deal with seasickness until they reached the island. It sounded like next year’s crop of recruits would be stuck on a ship until they developed a resistance to sickness.  
 
    Between bouts of throwing up, Carver looked out at the other ships in the fleet. There were three large one hundred-and-fifty-foot-long ships, known as the Paul’s Victory class. Now that the shipwrights knew how to use the dry docks, a half dozen Paul’s Victory class ships were made in the last year. Sailing in front of the Paul class ships were nine trimarans. The Paul’s Victory class ships acted as mother ships to the three trimarans as it was designed to hold supplies, equipment, and passengers, whereas the trimarans were far faster and maneuverable.  
 
    The two ship classes worked well together; for example, the trimarans scouted ahead of the Paul class ships to make sure the Paul class did not run into reefs, rocks, or sandbars. Trimarans had extremely shallow drafts, which meant that a reef that would sink the Paul class wouldn’t even scratch the hull of the Trimaran because of how shallow its draft was. In order to scout out the water depth ahead of the larger ships, the trimarans had poles that plunged into the water about a foot deeper than the Paul class’s draft.  
 
    The trimarans were not just protecting their mother ships from being grounded; they were attack ships. The trimarans could sink any vessel thanks to their flaming arrows and coal oil pumps. Their only limitation was their limited cargo stores. The Paul class fixed that situation since it could reload the trimaran stores thirty times over with little trouble. That isn’t to say that the Paul class didn’t have its own weapons, but those were for last resort. The two ships needed each other to be as dangerous as possible. King Paul recognized this so well he told the trimarans that if any ship tried to approach the Paul class in an aggressive manner, the trimaran crews were ordered to protect their mothership like they would protect their mother from a rapist. That was King Paul’s exact written order, framed on every trimaran ship. Paul’s Victory class ships were a pain to replace; trimarans were not. When Paul’s Victory class ships were lost, a lot more men would die than when trimarans were lost.  
 
    Aboard the three Paul’s Victory class ships were five hundred soldiers, what King Paul called a regiment led by King Paul’s son-in-law Loide. Alongside the soldiers were all the supplies they would need to set up a base on Madagascar, a handful of captured natives, and diplomats that learned how to speak the local language from the captured natives.  
 
    Each Paul’s Victory class ship had several navigators. They were looking at maps, their compasses, clocks, the stars, and using telescopes to better understand how to navigate by instrument. Normally Carver would be more interested, but he was far too sick at the moment to care.  
 
    After a day and a half at sea, feeling worse and worse as the waves rocked the ship back and forth, and having the worst night of his life, Carver heard someone shout, “LAND!” He looked up, and all he saw was the sea. When he heard the man shout, “LAND!” again, he looked up at the man who was sitting in the crow’s nest above the sail, and the prick had a telescope. It meant the lookout could see land, but nobody else could. It also meant land was still at least a couple of hours away.  
 
    It took a while, but eventually, he saw land in the distance, and all that did was make him more anxious. It also made him glad that he would not be forced to stay on the ship until his seasickness went away. Then a terrible thought went through his head. “What if Major Loide forced all the seasick soldiers to stay on board until they overcame their seasickness?” He hoped his brother-in-law was too soft to do that. Carver had no memory of offending his brother-in-law; by the time he was old enough to remember things, his mother, and occasionally his father, made a big deal out of not offending anyone if you could help it. His position as the King’s son meant that people would remember offenses for a lifetime. Carver was sure that he never offended Loide, but Loide could force him to stay on the ship until he was over his seasickness to legitimately help him out. It was not a happy thought, and it would trouble him until he reached the shore.   
 
    The Paul’s Victory class ships had to anchor about fifty yards from shore, so the trimarans began ferrying the soldiers from the large ships to the shore. None of the soldiers were allowed to wear their armor as they transferred from one ship to the other. Instead, they bundled it up and carried it on their back as they switched ships. If they fell into the sea, they could release their heavy armor and swim. Fortunately, none fell in as they transferred ships.  
 
    Unfortunately for Carver and the other sick men, they were the last to leave the ship. The reason was simple; anyone struggling with sea sickness was worthless for at least the first four hours after they got off the ship, and maybe longer. As soon as the healthy soldiers reached the shore, they put on their armor and began chopping down trees and setting up a castra. The castra had to be ready by nightfall, and they only had four hours to make one before the sunset. There was no way the seasick men could help, so they stayed on until last.  
 
    It was two and a half hours before Carver was given a space aboard one of the trimarans and brought to shore. He was brought to the castra, and he paced back and forth inside until after the sunset. It took five hours altogether for the seasickness to subside, but once it was finally gone, he put out his sleeping mat and slept under the stars, grateful that it was the dry season.  
 
    The next morning he was brought to the major’s house. In the four hours the soldiers had to build the castra the previous day, not only did they cut down the trees they needed for the double set of log walls and have time to fill the gap between the two walls with dirt, but they also had time to build a small house for the major. They did not build it because Loide was King Paul’s son-in-law; they built it because he was the highest-ranked man in their regiment.  
 
    As Carver entered the house Loide ignored him and continued eating his breakfast and looking over paperwork. Carver stood in front of the desk, in full armor, at attention, and waited for the commanding officer of the regiment to acknowledge him.  
 
    Carver didn’t have to wait long. Once Loide was finished reading the document, he looked up and said, “Have a seat.” As Carver was sitting down, he asked, “Do you know why I called you here?”  
 
    “Probably because you want to discuss Dad’s plans with me.”  
 
    “Yes. I was going to discuss them with you on the ship, but you were very sick.”  
 
    Carver’s eyes darted away in embarrassment. “Sorry about that.”  
 
    “No problem, life happens. King Paul has big plans for this island and for you. His immediate plans for this island are more or less twofold. First of all, to have its harbors house several fleets of ships, and secondly, to build up the infrastructure of this island so that it can build as many ships as we need.”  
 
    Carver’s brow furled in open confusion. “I know Dad wants a bigger navy, but if we build more ships how will we crew them?”  
 
    “We can’t right now, but it's going to take years to build the infrastructure of the island so that we can build ships. The work we have to do is by no means just building dry docks but also finding metal deposits on the island, developing them so they can process the ore, so we have nails and other metal fittings for the ships. We will also need to figure out the best places to log and find a practical way to move and process the logs so they can be used efficiently by the dry docks. That isn’t even including educating the local peoples once they are conquered. King Paul wants the infrastructure ready in five years but recognizes that it may take ten. That said, the southern harbor of Paulsland just recently opened its dry docks, so starting next year, we should have around ten Paul’s Victory class ships built a year. The sad reality is that at least half of those will go to the Central Roman Trading Company.”  
 
    “Why is that the sad reality?”  
 
    “With the exception of Aksum, every nation able to go to war with Paulsland must come to us by sea. If Aksum were to go to war with us, they would have to cross a mountain range and a desert, and then they would simply be taking land we took from the Himyarites. Currently, there is no infrastructure there. If they attacked us, we would gladly give up worthless Himyarite land to appease them. We don’t want that to happen, but if it were, we would have no choice but to give them the land. To keep that from happening, we, especially our diplomat Udo, are encouraging them to invade Himyarite when the time is right. We have given them trebuchets, coal oil, and agave plants. Aksum is currently a knife at the Himyarite’s throat and ours as well, so we are doing everything to point them in the Himyarite's direction.”                
 
    “Have we given them the new ballistae?”  
 
    “No. Those are strategic resources. They are to be exclusively built on fortress towers and secret training areas. The bolts can only be used in times of war or in the secret training areas. Anyone who decides to bring an army to Paulsland will be demoralized when they realize our new ballista has three times the range of theirs…. How do you even know about them? Only soldiers who know how to keep their mouth shut are allowed to train with them.”  
 
    “Dad talked about the new ballistae during family time before he talked to the Illuminati about it. I asked about it before I left for man camp, and he told me it was successful but not to talk to anyone else about it, as it uses concepts nobody else in the world knows about. I figured since you were a major, you were in the know.”  
 
    “Don’t assume that. Yes, King Paul talked with me about the new ballistae, but he wants to keep it secret for as long as possible. Even the artisans that make the parts do not make all the parts to the bolts, so they cannot spill the secret. So no, King Paul is not going to give this weapon to anyone else.”  
 
    Carver almost rolled his eyes but then remembered who he was talking to. “Yes, sir.”  
 
    “As for you, your father wants you to get a lot of experience and build relationships. My wife, the other officers' wives, and veterans' wives will be coming here once we conquer our first few villages. It’s no secret that King Paul wants all his children to get along, and since you are Genifa’s son, and my wife is Chazia’s daughter, he suspects that if you two grow closer, it will help you to grow closer to all of Eulalia’s siblings. That means that once she moves here, you get to live next to me while you are on base. I know she is much older than you and in a very different stage of life than you. I mean, we already have a son in the military. You won't see him since King Paul tries to keep children from serving with their parents. Chances are, around the time you get married and become a parent, we will already be grandparents, and your father will be a great-grandparent. Despite that, try to grow close to your sister.” 
 
    “Of course. I was never around her much growing up, she was always following you around, being the dutiful officer's wife, but I look forward to getting to know her.”   
 
    “When you are not here, though, you will be conquering villages, forcing the local men to build roads, teaching them our laws, customs, and ways of farming while teaching in the local schools.” 
 
    “When do we start conquering the local villages?”  
 
    “We are to wait until they attack us first. We are very openly intruding on their ground, so it shouldn’t be more than a week or two before they respond. But if they come to us peaceably, our diplomats will talk to them. They will decide if we should become friendly with the chief or if we should sow discord by giving gifts to their people but not them.”  
 
    “So we are doing the normal things we were taught about in man camp.”  
 
    “Mostly normal with one exception. King Paul said not to kill the witch doctors here.”  
 
    “What?! Why not?”  
 
    “Because he sat down with the men we captured, and apparently, the witchdoctors on this island do not hurt children, they do not rape women, they do not kill people and eat their organs. Overall, they do not hurt people as part of their religious practices. They are called Ombiasi, and they act as healers and talk to the dead with seeds. Since they do not cause injury, they can live. If they turn out to be more of a problem than King Paul thinks, then they will be killed later, but it is Paulsland law that as long as someone doesn’t hurt anyone else, they can worship whatever god or spirit they want to in whatever way they want to.”  
 
    “That makes sense. Dad is always big on following his own law. Is there anything else you need to tell me?”  
 
    “No, but since you were sick yesterday and had it easy, you need to grab an ax and start cutting down trees. You can stop once the sun goes down, or the locals attack. You and the rest of the vomit group also get the second guard shift tonight.”  
 
    “Thanks.” There was no sarcasm in Carver's voice. He had it easy yesterday because he was seasick. Other soldiers had to work extra hard because of it, and so he had to make up for it; otherwise, there would be resentment. He viewed this particular order as a favor.  
 
    Carver spent the next three days chopping down trees before one of the tribes showed up and very politely asked why they were there. The men they captured from the local tribes told them that to tell someone to wait, you do not lift a finger; instead, you lift your entire arm, so when the soldiers saw how polite the natives were, they held up one of their arms while someone else went to get the diplomat.  
 
    A diplomat began discussions with the individual and then the tribe. The discussion involved taking the tribe through the castra, showing them Paulsland weapons and medicine, and they quickly realized they could not win, so they began trying to get the most out of a bad situation. They asked for Paulsland to help them fight their enemies. The diplomat compromised; either their enemies would join Paulsland or get crushed. Either way, they would not get attacked by their neighbors ever again. The chief and elders carefully considered the Paulsland demands and offers before reluctantly agreeing. Not every encounter ended so well for the natives, but the conquest of Madagascar was going as planned. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 July 94 AD Texas-Family Reunion  
 
    Walker, Trevor, and Trevor’s family reached the town of Texas about two hours after sunset. Trevor thought things would go better if they reached home after the sunset, especially since the sky was clear and they would have a full moon, so he dragged his feet a bit to make sure they did not reach their parents’ home before sunset.  
 
    Nobody met them at the dock. When they reached the gate and knocked, the dogs of the town barked fiercely, waking up some people that lived near the gate. They went out to see what was going on and when Walker announced himself, they opened up the gate for Walker, his brother, and his brother’s family.  
 
    As they made their way through the town to their parents' home, Trevor could not help but gawk a bit at how much the town had grown. Texas was the center of the Trade Alliance, and so many people moved there. It is where congress met every year, it is where the Rangers come to train, it was the first place to mine and smelt iron, and it was the first place to give the Trade Alliance written language and printing presses. Texas was the heart of the Trade Alliance’s politics, military, economics, and education, so it had grown significantly since Trevor left home. Even things like having stone walls and towers instead of wooden ones made a distinct difference that just showed Trevor that this was no longer the home he grew up in. He had become a man since he left here, and it was disconcerting that while he grew and changed, so did his old home.  
 
    He was surprised when Walker led him away from their parents’ old log home to a house made with sandstone blocks and concrete. Despite the darkness, thanks to the moon, he could tell the shingles of the roof were made with tiles. To Trevor’s surprise, he felt somewhat offended that his parents built a new home without his express permission. He felt like the home he grew up in was gone. It was disconcerting since he recognized his distaste was illogical. Although he still felt someone should have told him about the change before he showed up at his parent's doorstep.  
 
    Walker knocked on the door, and the dogs in the house barked. A few seconds later, they heard their dad say, “I’m coming.” There was a bit of worry in his voice. Since John was the chief all their lives, Trevor and Walker had both grown up hearing knocks on their door late at night. They were rarely good news. Sometimes it meant people died, other times, it meant buffalo were in their fields eating their crops, other times they found out someone was caught breaking the law. In all honesty Trevor could not think of one time a knock on his father's door at night was good news. It was also one of the reasons why Trevor specifically showed up after dark. Right now, their father's mood was down because he was expecting bad news. When he sees his sons, and Trevor’s wives and kids, he will feel relief and Trevor will have an easier time manipulating his father.   
 
    As Trevor heard his father's footsteps approaching the door, he looked over his family. On the way up here, he bought Trade Alliance style dresses for his wives and daughters. He did not want to upset his prudish parents, besides, the dresses looked nice on his women. All his children were asleep and in the arms of his wives and brother. They did what nearly everyone did when the sun went down. They went to sleep because there was little to do in the dark. As Trevor looked at his daughter, he realized he needed to be holding her when his dad opened the door, so he quickly took little Lomasi from her mother.  
 
    Trevor had barely brought the sleeping girl to his shoulder and turned to the door when John opened the door. Trevor stood there smiling stupidly as John looked out the door and asked, “Who is it?” It was dark, and John had just woken up. He didn’t recognize his son.  
 
    Trevor said, “It's me, Dad.”  
 
    John was shocked. “Trevor?”  
 
    “Yes, Dad.” 
 
    Walker said, “And me.”  
 
    John reached out and hugged them. “It’s so good to see you. Did you bring your family?”  
 
    “Yes. Including three babies you haven’t met yet and my new wife. I thought you would like to meet everyone.”  
 
    John hesitated before saying, “Of course, come in, come in.” Then on yelled out, “Onawa, Trevor’s here, and he brought our grandkids.”  
 
    “WHAT!?” There was hopeful joy in her voice.  
 
    “Trevor brought out grandkids, including three we haven’t met yet.”  
 
    And just like that, Walker was completely forgotten by his parents as John fumbled around to find candles to light, and Onawa was reacquainted with her oldest two grandbabies and met the three newest ones.  
 
    Trevor talked with his parents for two hours sharing family gossip and carefully avoiding anything that would upset his dad. He wanted his dad to have a good night's sleep before he discussed business with him. Trevor’s kids slept through the adult conversation, except for when one of the younger ones got hungry and was breastfed by Trevor’s second wife. Every now and then Hiaro would fill in a detail, but she struggled with the Trade Alliance language, and Trevor’s four other wives didn’t know it at all.  
 
    Eventually, it was getting late, and Trevor recognized it was time to end things on a high note, so he asked, “Dad do you have a place for us to sleep?” 
 
    “Yes. We still own our old log cabin. It's where it always was, but Ajei still lives there,” John sighed, “with all of Quincy’s old stuff. She is still in mourning, it's almost like she is proud that she is still sad over the loss of Quincy. If you could help her get out of her grief, that would be great. If you could get her to play Quincy’s old guitar, that would be amazing. I made it to be used, but since it's Quincy’s, she won't play it. She is afraid it will break. She still sings, but they are depressing songs of sorrow, and she mostly sings them in Quincy’s old room as she cradles his old things. I am genuinely becoming worried for Ajei. If it wasn’t for the bison she has to milk and the ducks she has to watch out for, I don’t think she would leave Quincy’s room.”  
 
    Trevor had a lot of mixed feelings. He was glad that the home he grew up in was still around, he was also glad he had an opportunity to do something for his dad, and he was glad that his dad was unhappy with someone other than himself. That said, he wanted this night to end on a high note, and because of Ajei, it wasn’t. It could be worse, but it was what it was.  
 
    Walker led them to the log cabin. Trevor went into his old room with his newest wife. Trevor’s free wife took Bobby’s old room, and the other three women had to share Walker's old room with Trevor’s kids. Apparently, the slave wives were also Hiaro’s servants and nannies as well as Trevor’s slave wives.  
 
    While they were getting sorted out Walker let Ajei know that Trevor was staying over with his wives and kids. As Walker left to make his way back to his room in his parent's stone house, he noticed that Trevor’s other wives glared at the room Trevor went in with his newest wife. Walker couldn’t help but notice that the women resented each other on their trip to Texas, but it was the first time they openly showed so much anger and resentment. Usually, they constantly gave each other backhanded compliments with insincere smiles on their faces, as they fought for control of Trevor while trying to act like they were not fighting. The false sincerity, fake smiles, and constant attempts at manipulation was miserable.  
 
    When Walker made it back, his dad was waiting on him, but his mom had already gone to bed. John asked, “So what does Trevor want?”  
 
    Walker did not hesitate to tell on his brother, “You know how you are disappointed that Trevor is going out and raiding the people who practice lots of human sacrifices and killed Quincy?”  
 
    “Yes, the Totonac.”  
 
    “Apparently, they now have their own iron weapons, and he wants to know if you know a way to make better armor than the cloth armor and if perhaps you could give him a better weapon to go through their cloth armor.”  
 
    John became very quiet. John did not know how the Totonac had gotten iron; it definitely did not happen in the timeline he came from, but he suspected someone in the Trade Alliance sold the secret. Gold and jade were becoming mediums of exchange alongside iron nails in the Trade Alliance, in part because of the spoil they took when they attacked Totonac’s capital city two years ago, but also because Trevor kept raiding their cities, and dumping more and more jade and gold into the economy. John thought it was short-sighted for someone to sell their lives, their family's lives, the lives of their village, and the entire Trade Alliance to their enemy for some gold and jade, but he assumed that was how their enemies obtained iron. If this was true, then he would have to give some real thought about what he would give Trevor. The problem, as John saw it was the Totonac had so many more people than the Trade Alliance, it would be very difficult to defeat them in a war.  
 
    As disturbing as that was, he would have to consider his response all night, but he was still a father and needed to teach Walker a lesson his two older brothers never learned, so he asked, “As you traveled with your brother and his wives, what did you think about their interactions?”  
 
    “His wives hate each other, and his kids are confused. Trevor likes the attention his five wives give him, and he likes pitting his wives against each other. They smile and try to act happy around him, but they are not happy. I remember when Trevor brought Hiaro here the first time, and although she was not comfortable visiting you and mom, she was comfortable around Trevor. When we were traveling back to Texas, she was far from comfortable, she was frantic and always worried that she was doing things wrong. Despite Trevor liking the attention and pitting his wives against one another, in reality, he doesn’t like that they fight all the time. When Trevor first brought his wife here, she was precious to him, she was special, and he showed her off, but things are so different now. I just spent weeks watching him treat all five of his wives like you and Mom treated us when we were little. In maturity, it's like Hiaro went from a young lady to a little girl. I didn’t like it.”  
 
    “Do you think Trevor would be happier if he didn’t marry his other wives?”  
 
    Walker considered how to answer, then after a few seconds, he said, “No, but he would be more content.”  
 
    John was a bit surprised by his answer. “Explain.”  
 
    “Trevor likes the attention his wives give him. Trevor likes the attention he gets because he is wealthy enough to be able to support five wives. This other part is hard to explain, but he knows everything he wants to about his first four wives so right now he is enjoying all the new stuff with his fifth wife. When there is nothing new in the relationship, he will start a new one and enjoy the newness of the relationship while keeping his old ones. All of that makes him happy. The problem is that there is a lot of work, fighting, and misery as his wives compete for his attention. They have nowhere else to go, and even if they did, so what? His first wife has three children. His second wife has one, and his third has one. His fourth wife will probably give birth before they leave Texas. They are beholden to Trevor, so they pull him in every direction. Trevor likes having all the attention, but they put a lot of pressure on him, pressure you never faced because you just have Mom. If Trevor hadn’t married the four other women he would not be as happy, but he wouldn’t be as stressed either.”  
 
    “So, are you going to follow in my footsteps or your brother’s?” 
 
    “Dad, I want to be a Texas Ranger and all that it entails. There will certainly be times my job will involve fighting our enemies or tracking down a criminal, but really the Texas Ranger's main job is as a judge between a disputing party in a village. My job will be fighting and arguing with people all day. When I go home, I want it to be peaceful. Trevor has always wanted to be the center of attention and prove how worthy he is. Bobby always wanted to become rich. Both of them are going to marry more wives because it helps them reach their goals. As for me, one wife is all I will need for mine.”  
 
    John's mouth fell open. “Don’t tell your brothers I said this, but you are officially my smartest kid.”  
 
    “Of course I am. I am planning on being a Texas Ranger after all. It means I have to be a judge, and judges need to be smart, unlike stupid Trevor and greedy Bobby.”  
 
     
 
      
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 July 94 AD Texas-Private Conversations  
 
    Onawa woke up before dawn in a fantastic mood. Her grandbabies were home, and so were two of her boys.  
 
    She could hear her husband quietly snoring next to her, and she did not want to wake him since she knew he had a busy day ahead, so she carefully got out of bed and began walking quietly to the kitchen. As she opened the bedroom door, the hinges quietly squeaked, which made her pause. She held still, but when she heard her husband's rhythmic snores, she decided to squeeze through the opening and quietly shut it behind her.  
 
    As she tiptoed to the kitchen, she was surprised to see a candle already lit. She thought that John or Walker had left it burning when they went to bed last night. She considered giving them a tongue lashing, but they lived in a stone house now, so the danger of being burned to death in the night was nonexistent. If they still lived in the log house, both of them would pay. She would just give them a gentle reminder not to waste candles, as it took a lot of work to make them.  
 
    As she stepped into the kitchen, she realized her assumption was wrong. Inside the kitchen, Trevor’s first wife, Hiaro, was waiting for her.  
 
    Onawa whispered, “Good morning. You are up early.”  
 
    Hiaro whispered back, “I wanted to talk with you before anyone else was up.”  
 
    Hiaro’s way of speaking made Onawa wince. She was speaking painfully slowly because she had to think about the words. She knew the Trade Alliance language well enough to say whatever she wanted, but she had to take time to find the right words as she was a native Cuban speaker. 
 
    “What did you want to speak to me about?”  
 
    “I want to know what I can do to make your son like me more.”  
 
    “Like you more? What do you mean?”  
 
    “Trevor keeps going on these raids against the Totonac and bringing back slave wives. How can I compete against an endless stream of new women?”  
 
    Onawa allowed a grimace to show on her face. Neither she nor John approved of Trevor’s actions. “I am sorry. I am not the best person to ask for advice on the matter. I am John’s only wife, so I do not know how to advise you on your situation.”  
 
    “My situation is that I am Trevor’s first wife. My situation is that Trevor bought me but stole them. My situation is that my son is Trevor’s oldest. My situation is that those slaves should be under my authority, but Trevor has made them equal to me. It is infuriating that slaves, the daughters of my enemy, have as much access to my husband as I do. Trevor is MY MAN, and they are his property. They should not have the same access to him as me. My father gives Trevor authority through his marriage with me. If any of these girls gave Trevor more authority, then what he is doing is fine, but all he gets from those whores is sex. It’s a slap in my face. It’s a slap in my father’s face. Trevor is a wealthy, powerful man. I accept that he is going to have other women, but he should go through me to get to them. Those slaves are taking my spot, and it's disgusting. I need to win Trevor back before the daughters of the men who killed your son control him.”  
 
    Onawa immediately realized that Hiaro was trying to emotionally manipulate her. The thing was, those women were the same people who killed Onawa’s third son, so on an emotional level, they were Onawa’s enemies. She tried to ignore it when she met them, but now that Hiaro had brought it to the forefront, she could not ignore it. She had to choose sides in the war between Trevor’s wives. John had a different perspective than his wife, but Hiaro was not trying to become friends with her husband's father, she was trying to become allies with her husband's mother, and her manipulative point worked. Onawa decided to hinder the other women. In part because she genuinely disliked their people and in part because she’d always wanted a better relationship with Hiaro.  
 
     In Hiaro’s society, as well as Onawa’s, it was normal for men to have multiple wives. It wasn’t normal for a man to have five wives, but two or three was pretty standard. Usually, someone in Hiaro’s position, being the daughter of a chief, the first wife, and the mother of the oldest son, would automatically put her in charge of the other women, but Trevor did not have a hierarchy of wives. They were all equal. Hiaro was asking Onawa to help her become the head wife.  
 
    After a long moment of silence, Onawa asked, “Do you really want my help?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “To receive my help, I am going to have to say some hurtful things.” Onawa was hesitant to do what she needed to do because she’d always wanted a better relationship with Hiaro, and this was the first time Hiaro had opened herself up to an amicable relationship.  
 
    “I’m desperate.”  
 
    Onawa sighed. “The reason why Trevor married you was because you were the first girl he saw naked. It was not your charm, attitude, abilities, personality, or position that he was interested in. It was your body. It’s the same reason why he is going after those other women. All of you are more or less objects to him. Objects that stroke his ego, that make him happy, that make him feel good, but objects, nonetheless. Your goal is to go from being an object to a person.”  
 
    Hiaro wanted to say that she was the mother of three of Trevor’s children, that she was the daughter of a Chief, and that she had worth beyond what those other women had, but instead, she accepted what her mother-in-law said. To Trevor, she was just a pretty girl, no different than the other pretty girls. Since she was no more valuable than the slave wives, it meant that she was just as worthless as them.  
 
    A tear fell down her face as she came to terms with her value, or in this case, the lack of it, and so she asked, “How do I become a person to Trevor?”  
 
    “You have to learn how to manipulate him. Follow me for your stay here, and I will show you how. For starters, you need to understand that if you throw a fit, get angry, or ignore Trevor, he will either find it funny or not notice. Trevor wants to be the center of attention, so the best way to get his attention is to make it obvious your attention is elsewhere.  
 
    ………………………………………….. 
 
    When Trevor woke up, he made his new wife get up and get dressed, and they made their way to his parent's new home. The couple held onto each other as they made their way to the stone house, and Trevor wondered how long it would be until she grew stale like the others, but he quickly dismissed the thought. When she grew stale, he would find another one, and from then on, whenever he grew nostalgic for her, he would spend a night with her. Until then, she would give his other wives a reason to fight over him.  
 
    When they entered the house, he was a bit surprised to find Hiaro helping his mom in the kitchen and his father and brother already at the table. John told Trevor, “Good morning.” Then he turned to Trevor's fifth wife and said, “Hello.”  
 
    Trevor said, “Dad, she doesn’t speak the Trade Alliance language. She barely speaks the Cuban language.”  
 
    John physically tensed up and said, “So she is more beholden to you? What about your other wives?”  
 
    “They don’t speak Trade Alliance at all, but they speak passable Cuban.”  
 
    “Not that. You took those women from their homes. How are they getting along?”  
 
    “Of course I took them from their homes. I would rather they have my children than my enemy's children. They are my wives, and they are getting along very well. They live in a home that’s nicer than yours, with luxuries they never heard of in their homeland. I treat them as well as grandpa treated grandma. Remember, he captured her, and my wives have far more luxuries than grandma had.”  
 
    “Your grandfather didn’t have five wives.”  
 
    “My grandfather was not rich like me. He didn’t have bison, buffalo, water wheels, or the crops I have, either. Don’t worry, Dad, all my wives are well-fed, have a wonderful home, and are very safe in my house.”  
 
    John was not happy with Trevor’s answer but decided to let it go. If he wanted to have any relationship with Trevor or Trevor’s children, he would have to ignore Trevor’s bad behavior. “Walker told me that you are visiting because the Totonac have iron weapons now, and you want better weapons and armor.”  
 
    Trevor looked annoyed, turned to Walker, and said, “Why are you such a tattle tale?”  
 
    “In what way, fashion or form did it benefit me to keep this from Dad?” 
 
    “We’re brothers, we should look out for each other.”  
 
    “Like the time you put a helmet on my head and hit it with a hammer? Or the time…”  
 
    “Okay, okay, you’re right.” Normally Trevor would argue, but he was looking for a favor from his dad and did not want Walker bringing up all his past misdeeds. 
 
    John sighed, stepped in, and asked, “Do you have any of the iron weapons they used?”  
 
    Trevor smiled at the change of subject and took out one of the weapons that his forces managed to acquire as they retreated from their last battle. As he handed it over to his dad, he simply said, “Here ya go.”  
 
    John looked at the weapon and said, “It looks like an ice pick.”  
 
    “Ice pick?”  
 
    “That’s not something you will have to worry about in your part of the world. I am sure Bobby will have to make some, considering how far north he goes to trade. It's not the most effective killing weapon, but when the Totonac go to war, killing is not their motive. They want to capture enemy warriors to bring back home for sacrifice. This is a fantastic weapon for that. The blade is practically a needle, and its point will puncture straight through cloth armor like it's not even there. The blade is so small that if you strike someone’s leg, it will cripple them while rarely causing someone to bleed out. Even if you struck in the torso, the wound might be so small, while still fatal, the person would die so slowly that they can reach a Totonac temple in time to perform the sacrifice on a still living, albeit dying human. Since the blade is so thin, it will be simple for metal or even wooden armor to stop it. It seems to me it's designed to directly counter cloth armor.” 
 
    “So what should we do?”  
 
    “Go ahead and eat your breakfast. Afterward, we will go to my workshop, and I will show you how to make forged plates.”  
 
    “Forged plates? Iron plates?”  
 
    “Mostly iron, but it should be weak steel.”  
 
    “What’s steel?”  
 
    “Steel is when you mix a little bit of carbon with iron. It's more than 99% iron, with less than 1% carbon. It's not as brittle as iron, so it's far more durable, but with our equipment, we will have trouble consistently making steel. Eat your breakfast, and I will show you how.”  
 
    “Fine, fine. Hiaro, bring me my breakfast.”  
 
    Trevor didn’t notice as Hiaro looked to his mother, who nodded at her. Hiaro then prepared a plate and brought it directly to Trevor’s fifth wife. 
 
    Trevor was greatly offended. “Hey, Hiaro, why are you bringing her food before me? I am the man, you should feed me first.”  
 
    Onawa acted cross and chastised her son. “TREVOR! You expect to be served before our guests? Shame on you. For that, you get your plate last. Walker, go get the rest of our guests.”  
 
    Trevor was shocked; it had been a while since he had been fussed at like that. All of a sudden he paid Hiaro more attention than he had paid to her in a month as she went around and gave everyone else a plate of food before him. She even waited for his three other wives and their children to come in and gave them food before him. When he finally got his plate, it had half as much food as everyone else. 
 
    “Hiaro, where is the rest of my food?”  
 
    “We ran out.” 
 
    “Fix me some more.”  
 
    Onawa stepped in and chastised him again. “Trevor, we have to prepare lunch. With so many mouths to feed and only two girls to help me because you are too lazy to teach your wives how to speak your own mother's language, we have already started preparing it. We do not have time to go back and make you half a plate of food. Keep that in mind when you come back for lunch.”  
 
    Trevor looked down and forced himself to calm down. He wanted to argue with her, especially since he was being chastised in front of his wives and kids, but he wanted to stay on Dad’s good side. Besides, he noticed little Lomasi looked happy that his mother was fussing at him. It wasn’t that long ago that his little girl defended him. Apparently, his little girl thought he deserved a scolding.  
 
    “Okay fine, fine. Dad, are you ready to go?”  
 
    “If you are ready, then I am ready. Walker, grab your things, you are coming with. You need to learn this as well.”  
 
    And so the three men left the women and children at the house to make some new armor. As they left, though, Trevor could not help but wonder why his wife was paying attention to everyone else. It bothered him.  
 
    When they reached the workshop, several people were already there working on their own projects. John left his workshop open to the community, and as Texas grew, it meant that there was rarely a time when the workshop was not being used.  
 
    John told the men working in the workshop, “Keep working. I am just here showing my boys how to make better iron.”  
 
    All the men looked at John with keen interest, and one said, “Can you teach me as well?”  
 
    “Sure, but you need to know this better iron, known as steel, requires significantly more work, so for most applications, it's not worth it.”  
 
    “I still want to know.”  
 
    “Okay fine then. You might as well grab some paper and some pens and take notes.”  
 
    Walker, Trevor, and the men in the workshop immediately retrieved pen and paper. The workshop always had a stock of them since John had taught his people to write down a plan before you start your work. Nobody wanted to restart a day-long, or worse a week-long project because they forgot something. Note taking was a major part of the workshop experience.  
 
    And this started a several days-long explanation. In part because once word got out what John was teaching, he had to teach everything he taught on day one on day two when the rest of the men in Texas came to his class.  
 
    They already understood how to heat metal up, which was easy in the workshop since the waterwheel spun a fan that delivered significantly more air than belows which made the coals extremely hot. What they didn’t know was that to make the iron stronger was that instead of putting the iron on top of the coals, you put it in the middle of them. In fact, you beat the iron into a long sheet and put it into the coals to heat up, so some of the substance of the coals, what John called carbon, would get into the iron.  
 
    John had already introduced the idea of fluxing with quicklime and folding metal where necessary, but since they were making much more durable steel, the process required them to fold many, many more times. In part to draw all the dross out of the iron and in part to force more carbon into the iron. When someone asked why they didn’t just add the coals directly to the iron when it was melted, John explained that it would add too much carbon and make it brittle. They have to allow the carbon in when the metal is soft, not liquid; otherwise, it turns out worse.  
 
    Part of the reason for the slowness of the lesson was that drawing out the iron and folding it in an effective manner meant John had to make several tools, including two new hammers, for those specific purposes. He also had to make a specific quenching trough for the steel. The problem was that water boils, which gives an uneven quench, so John decided to make a shallow trough that would provide rapid cooling on the outside of the iron but leave the inside relatively soft.  
 
    Overall when he was finished making the new steel, everyone agreed it was ten times as much work. That’s when John took a hammer to a regular piece of iron and to his new piece of steel. The iron broke, and the steel bent. 
 
    John asked, “If you are in a battle, do you want your armor to break or bend?” That sold the men on steel. John knew the conversation was actually both more and less complex than he was making it out to be. It was more complex because armor was intended to defend against various weapons. Less complex because from what Trevor said the Totonac stopped their innovation at the iron picks. The iron picks were hard counters to cloth armor, but mild steel armor was a hard counter to the iron picks. So the conversation as more and less complex than he was making it out to be.  
 
    John spent a few weeks working with his men making them comfortable forging steel pieces. John honestly did not know what would make the best armor and told his people so, so everyone was shaping their steel slightly differently to figure out what worked best.  
 
    Trevor made three large plates. One to cover his torso and two more to cover his legs. The pick couldn’t pierce it. That’s all he’d wanted, so he left and went back to Cuba to begin teaching this new process to his people. To his consternation, Hiaro kept giving everyone more attention than him. He would understand if she was giving so much attention to their three children, especially the infant, but she even began helping his other wives learn Trade Alliance, which meant she didn’t have time for him.  
 
    As for Walker, he chose to make his armor out of small rectangles. Once made he drilled little holes into them and sewed them onto his cloth armor in double layers. This allowed them to cover every inch of his cloth armor, and since they were in double layers, it allowed the top layer to cover the gaps in the second layer. It was far more flexible than Trevor’s armor. John couldn’t help but notice that it was the exact opposite of Trevor’s armor. He wondered how much of the design was just Walker being contrary to Trevor.  
 
    John hoped they never found out whose armor was better.  
 
    Meanwhile, the other men were creating strange hodgepodge armors. This was only possible because the water wheel was doing most of the work. None of them had the strength or technique to hammer it out by hand, but the tools powered by the water wheel allowed them to work with iron and steel without a decade of experience, which also allowed each man to experiment. Sooner or later they would figure out what worked best, but until then John was just glad the men were making metallic armor. If the Totonac attacked them with iron weapons, they were going to be shocked when their new super weapons were blunted and made useless.  
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 August 94 AD Minnesota-Alliance  
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    Bobby, old man Gad, Hetane, Hetane’s second wife Wapun, and their infant daughter were nearly back to her people. It had been nearly a year since they were last here.  
 
    During the spring, Bobby, Gad, and Hetane had a lot of work to do back in Taborri, Bobby’s wife’s village. Hetane’s first wife was very surprised and unhappy when Hetane introduced his second wife to her. Especially since he did not ask for permission to marry her. Gad and Bobby thought it was hilarious when Hetane was chewed out in front of the village. Wapun took it all in stride.  
 
    They spent the spring and summer building tools, longboats, and moving between Taborri’s village, Itsu’s village on the coast, and every village in between. It was a sign that Taborri’s people were transitioning to a new way of doing things. To a certain extent, it was an odd transition because in their matriarchal society, the women did all the agricultural work while the men hunt, fish, and protect the village, but with trade they could bring in far more maize and other crops than the women could possibly produce. The transition meant that the village as a whole had far more food than they ever had, but it also chipped at the power base of the women. The women were still in complete control of the village, but the men had much more autonomy at this point.  
 
    Once harvest season neared, almost all of the men in Taborri and Itsu’s village went north to trade with the Wi. Once the longboats reached the Wi territory, everyone had to wait at the slave villages for the Wi to show up and trade. The delay was expected, and Bobby used the time to introduce Wapan to the slave farmers and translate their plight to her. Bobby didn’t even have to embellish stories about how bad the Wi were. It was evident that the Wi were taking everything of value from the people, and her people would soon face them. At first, Wapun thought her people would be able to fight back until she saw the Wi Buffalo riders. Afterwards Bobby explained that the Wi had enough buffalo riders, weapons, and resources to crush Wapun’s people if something didn’t change. Hetane made it very clear to his wife that they did not want her people falling under the Wi’s rule, so they were bringing her people lots of weapons and tools, but they would need help to make more. 
 
    It was an intentional setup. Bobby, Gad, and Hetane had discussed how to blunt the Wi, and the best idea they could come up with was pitting the Wi against another tribe that they would supply weapons to. What they didn’t tell Wapun was that if everything worked out very well, they would supply weapons to both sides and make a tremendous profit.  
 
    Unfortunately for Bobby, the setup for this meant he could not look for the coal to the east that his father told him about. Bobby had to break the back and spirit of the Wi, and it was a job that was going to take a few years. When he had time he would look for the coal. Until then, they would just have to make charcoal from the trees of the forest near the sea.  
 
    The current issue also meant he had to delegate the hybrid grain project. But he should see the first fruits of the project the next year if everything turned out alright. If not, well, he had a lot on his plate.  
 
    With all of Bobby’s projects either complete or delegated, they could now take Wapun home, and as they drew closer, Bobby and Hetane grew more nervous. When Hetane paid the bride price for Wapun, Hetane, Bobby, and Gad assumed the man they paid was her father or at least an elder. Once they had learned Wapun’s language, she explained that he was an elder, and she was his fourth wife. He happily traded her for iron tools as could always get another wife, the tribe had many women, but he may never again be able to get new iron tools. Wapun was happy with the arrangement since she did not particularly care for her husband, especially since she didn’t think he was as good as her first. 
 
    Divorce, polygamy, and remarriage were incredibly easy and common within her tribe. 
 
    In Wapun’s tribe, women committing adultery was technically immoral, but it was very common. If she got caught, her new lover could pay the bride price and make her his wife. If he refused, then her husband could beat her and divorce her. It often caused issues when a child was born in the time frame when more than one man could be the father. Bobby was particularly unhappy when he found out about this aspect of their society since Bobby’s entire plan was to get in good with the chief of the Great Waters Tribe, named after the great lake they were near, by marrying one of his daughters.  
 
    If the Great Waters Tribe was going to be one of the hubs in his trade empire, he needed someone he could trust to watch his business while he was gone. These women did not seem to care about fidelity, so that could be a problem. If he had other options, he would explore them, but he did not. The Great Waters Tribe had access to copper, iron, and Bobby needed to use the Great Waters Tribe to bludgeon the Wi tribe, so he would take a gamble. Without a doubt, it would be a calculated gamble where he kept most of his assets in other places, but a gamble all the same.  
 
    As the longboat approached the village, Bobby heard shouts in the village. They were noticed. It wasn’t surprising since the longboat still had its sail up.  
 
    As they landed, the villagers began calling out to Wapun. The ladies in the village spotted her infant and began asking about it. Others began asking her questions. In the big commotion, Bobby couldn't catch much of the conversation because everyone was talking over each other, and he was still somewhat unfamiliar with the language. Despite that Wapun did her best to answer questions and show off her baby.  
 
    Then Hetane’s face went white when a little boy yelling out, “MOMMY! MOMMY!” came running toward Wapun. She hadn’t mentioned she had children before. There was nothing he could do about the situation, Wapun was the mother of his daughter, after all, but he wished he had known about this beforehand.  
 
    The reunion went on for some time before the elders of the village came out and began talking to Wapun. After about a minute, Wapun waved for Bobby to come over, and the elder asked, “Wapun said that you have news of a great enemy?”  
 
    “Yes. To the south of you is a tribe known as the Wi. They ride buffalo… er, bison, and they enslave villages. We want to help you prepare to fight them.” 
 
    The elder looked more confused than concerned. “How do they ride bison?”  
 
    Bobby did not want to explain selective breeding, so instead, he said, “They found bison that were similar to dogs. They desired human companions and were quick to please, and those bison allowed the Wi to ride them. It gives their warriors the speed and power of the bison, and it gives the bison the cunning and ferocity of warriors. Now the Wi are spreading across the world like locusts, and we wish to give you weapons to fight them.”  
 
    “Like the iron tools you brought last year?” 
 
    “Yes. And we have new bows that are better than anything you have access to. With these weapons, we will make your warriors the greatest your tribe has ever had.” 
 
    The elder was in silent contemplation for a time before he said, “I will have to take you to the Naca of our tribes.”  
 
    Bobby nodded. Wapun already explained that the Great Waters Tribe was made up of several villages which had one ruler over all of them with the title of Naca. “When will you take us?”  
 
    “You bring news of war. We’re going today. I will send a young man ahead, and we will follow behind. Wait here as I prepare some things.”  
 
    As the elder left, Hetane asked Wapun, “Why didn’t you tell me you already had a child?”  
 
    Wapun looked confused and said, “You didn’t ask.”  
 
    “But I couldn’t ask. I didn’t know your language.”  
 
    “Then why do you care? I don’t care that you were already married and already had children and that your wife has authority in the village she is from.”  
 
    “But as a man, I bear responsibility for your child.”  
 
    “What are you talking about? My son's father bears all the responsibility for him. When he divorced me, he had full rights to our son, and he naturally took my son to train him in the ways of manhood. When I left with you, I had no fears that my son would be neglected, it's one of the reasons why I agreed to go.”  
 
    “I just wish you would have told me instead of having to find out when we reached your village.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, most men don’t like their wives talking about giving birth to other men’s children. It’s usually a pretty taboo subject.”  
 
    “Are there any other secrets that you have that I should know about?”  
 
    “No.”  
 
    Bobby began to feel a bit bad. He’s pushed Hetane into this relationship. The reality was that they needed to learn the language of the Great Waters Tribe, so he didn’t exactly regret what he did, but he did feel bad. As Bobby looked over at Gad, he looked guilty. They would have to figure out a way to make it up to Hetane. 
 
    Instead of staying around the couple, Bobby said, “Gad and I have to go get some gifts from the longboat. You two sort out whatever you need to sort out.” Hetane and Wapun both shot Bobby a dirty look as Bobby scurried off.  
 
    Once he was back at his boat, he gathered a few gifts for the Naca, and waited for the elder. When the elder showed up with six men and twelve dogs laden with supplies, Bobby asked, “How long will it take to reach your Naca?”  
 
    “About a week.”  
 
    “Is there a way we can take my longboat… er, giant canoe?”  
 
    “No. The Naca lives in a village to the east, right on the banks of the sea. There is no way to take a canoe there.”  
 
    Bobby considered this information. It meant that the Great Waters Tribe was fairly large. That was a good thing as far as Bobby was concerned. And so he asked the Elder to wait and bought three dogs to carry extra gifts for the Naca before leaving. They decided to leave Gad there because they did not want to return to an empty boat.  
 
    As they traveled, Bobby and his men got to know the elder. He was a normal man. He liked to hunt, fish, and considered himself something of a warrior in his youth. Now that he was older, he left that up to the young men. Bobby did what all smart merchants do; he stroked his customer's ego.  
 
    Over the course of their conversations, Bobby found out that the elder had issues using a bow because of his age, so Bobby outrightly handed him a compound bow. This bow had a much easier draw weight while also shooting an arrow harder than a regular bow. Bobby included two magazines with it and pointed out that with this bow, the elder would be a greater warrior than he ever was in his youth. The elder, with delusions of reliving his glory days, grew excited, and despite the dangers of the Wi was delighted for the rest of their trip.  
 
    It took a week to get to the village where the Naca of the Great Waters Tribe lived. Over the week, they mostly walked through wooded areas as they made their journey. Occasionally they went through villages where the Great Waters Tribe had cleared part of the forest to grow maize. Along their journey, the elder and Wapun pointed out the various wild plants that they gathered, including their favorite, a kind of wild rice. The final leg of the journey was along the banks of the great lake. It was so big it looked like the sea, but Bobby drank some and found that the water was fresh, just like his dad had said it would be. Bobby could not imagine how his dad knew so much stuff. It was unbelievable.  
 
    When they reached the village, they were brought straight to the Naca. He was an older man. Bobby assumed he was in his late forties. He was old enough to have experience and wisdom but not so old that he couldn’t lead his warriors into battle.  
 
    When they met, the Naca said, “Two days ago, a messenger arrived telling me that a great enemy is coming, and you can help stop them. Then he started spouting off nonsense about how they ride bison. Tell me why I shouldn’t have you executed for lying?”  
 
    Wapun lost her temper and stepped in. “They are not lying! Nearly a moon ago, I was with them as they met with the Wi. I saw with my own eyes how they rode bison… although bison tame enough to ride are called buffalo. We waited in villages that the Wi are taking tribute from. Those people toil all spring and summer, and the Wi takes most of their harvest. If there is an attractive woman or girl, whether it’s a man's wife or daughter, they take her. The men are brutally beaten if they offer any resistance. They are a terrible people, and because they ride buffalo, they have terrible power. Bobby’s people have fought them before and won, but they have only done so because they have power in the substance known as iron.  
 
    “I am of the Great Waters Tribe. If you ignore my warning, or worse, execute my husband and his friends, then in a handful of years, you will be destroyed by the Wi. They will enslave you and force you to work your land, but they will get your harvest. They will take your wives and daughters, and although you may be a father, your sons never will be. In time you will be forgotten as the Wi slowly take everything from you. I do not want to see my people wither like the grass. Listen to my husband and these men.”  
 
    In many societies, a plea from a wife would have been ignored because, in most societies, the wife is obviously a hundred percent on her husband's side. What else can she do? She is married to the man, and so her destiny is hitched to her husband's wagon. In the Great Waters Tribe, a woman had the right to divorce her husband and find someone else. As far as the Naca was concerned, Wapun was more beholden to the Great Waters Tribe than to her husband. It gave her words a weight that they would not have had in most societies.  
 
    After long consideration, the Naca asked, “Is this powerful iron the tools the men brought last year?”  
 
    While Bobby was trying to consider a way to carefully answer, because the word ‘execute’ was used by the Naca earlier, Wapun cut in. In part because she was angry, and in part because she was part of the tribe and she had no fear. “Yes. How have the iron tools performed in the year I have been gone?”  
 
    “They are far greater than anything I have ever seen.” 
 
    “The power of iron allows these men to fight the buffalo. If you want to survive the Wi or overcome their power, then you will need to trade with these men.”  
 
    “What do they want? Do they want our wild rice? Our maize? Perhaps they want our pelts?” 
 
    Bobby did not hesitate. “We want your dirt and rocks.”  
 
    The Naca was visibly confused and asked, “WHAT!?” 
 
    Bobby had long considered how to broach this topic. The Great Waters Tribe needed enough knowledge to trade ore with them, without enough knowledge to learn how to make iron or copper ingots.  
 
    “We make the iron tools by combining a significant portion of the special rocks in your area with specially prepared rocks, minerals, and special plants from other areas. If we want to make more iron tools, then we need to trade with you for some of your rocks. It's certainly not all your rocks, but specific ones. You need us to provide you with iron tools and weapons, so you have the power to defeat the Wi when they come. We need a significant portion of your dirt and rocks to make more iron. If you are willing to trade us a significant portion of the rock we need to make iron then we are very willing to give you iron tools in exchange. We also have access to other goods and foodstuffs that we are willing to trade with you if the iron tools are not enough.”  
 
    “Like what?”  
 
    “I am glad you asked. Last year when Wapun visited my father's village, she snooped and found some of my father’s stored rice. She mentioned that the Great Waters Tribe loved rice. So I took some of the rice back with me and brought it to one of the villages in the great swamp and asked them to grow it.” Bobby took out a bag of rice and said, “Cook that up and see if it's as good as the wild rice that you gather in your territory. If you like it, we can arrange for more to be shipped up here.” 
 
    The Naca smiled. “I will have my third wife fix it, and we can discuss things over a meal.”  
 
    Over the meal, Bobby discussed weapons, tactics, and building wooden walls around the villages of the Great Waters Tribe. The wooden walls would, of course, have to be bound by iron nails. Then they began discussing payment. Bobby lied and said that the rocks they needed only produced five percent iron by weight, so to give them five pounds of iron tools and weapons, they would need two hundred pounds of iron ore. One hundred pounds to produce the first five pounds and another hundred pounds so they could trade with other tribes for the other ingredients of iron. The Naca agreed to the trade, of two hundred pounds of ore for five pounds of iron.  
 
    The reality was that the iron ore they had access to was seventy percent iron, and Bobby was conveniently leaving out the fact that half the ore he was asking for was actually copper ore. Either way this was a very good deal for Bobby and his merchants.  
 
    Then Bobby asked, “I have found that marriage always brings tribes closer. Do you have any daughters available?”  
 
    “All my daughters are married, but you can ask them if they want to leave their husbands. I am sure at least one of them would be willing to marry you for a few weeks if you offer them the right gifts.”  
 
    That offer pretty much drowned any thought Bobby had of marrying one of the Naca’s daughters. Bobby believed in marriage for life, if only because he did not want his assets to leave when his wife did. He would have to strongly consider this whole second wife issue, at least when it came to the Great Waters Tribe.  
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39 September 94 AD Himyarite-The Worth of Prostitutes  
 
    King Zamir sailed on a ship bringing desperately needed supplies to Eudaemon, which was currently being besieged by the nobles. The only reason why he was willing to risk a ride on the ship was because, just a month ago, his people managed to finish building the monstrosity of iron needed to turn coal into liquid fire, and every ship in his fleet was equipped with pumps. If they were attacked on the sea, they would burn the ship, or even a fleet of ships, into cinders with their new weapons. As far as King Zamir was concerned, Paulsland’s domination of the sea was over.  
 
    His only problem was that he had Chuki to thank for it, and she was a scary woman.  
 
    When he first met Chuki, she brought a tome that explained how to make the iron wonder that made coal oil. As she handed the tome to him, her enemy’s enemy, she proved that she was a doctor with significant medical knowledge that none of the medical experts in his nation had. Most medical experts would cover up and hide their knowledge, but she was so angry at Paulsland and King Paul that King Zamir thought he could manipulate her into sharing all her medical knowledge. He thought he was clever when she agreed to share the valuable hidden mysteries of medicine so easily.  
 
    He should have been alarmed when Chuki asked to train the prostitutes in medicine. Instead of alarm, he thought it was a brilliant idea that would save him a lot of money. He felt no fear whatsoever, giving her the authority to teach prostitutes because, as far as he was concerned, a bunch of whores were nothing. They were so worthless that when they died, they were thrown in ditches by the dozen and were replaced just as quickly. He expected whores with medicinal training would be a cheap replacement for apothecaries.  
 
    The King had to admit the war against his nobles was part of the reason why he was so careless when he first met Chuki. It was apparent immediately that the nobles controlled more cities, men, and supplies, than the King, but the King had more soldiers with military training and experience. It was well known that disease kills more soldiers than battle, so training the prostitutes in medicine would save his soldiers' lives. While the nobles lost a third of their army to sickness, his army would be strong. Besides, soldiers hated going to apothecaries but were excited to see prostitutes. Giving whores some medical training would tremendously improve his army. It was so logical. It was so easy. Just have Chuki train them in the capital and send them out to the embattled cities to train the prostitutes there.  
 
    At first, the King thought Chuki was under his thumb. She was pregnant and lived at one of his palaces, after all. Her daughter was married to his son, and her son was under the care of his tutors. She surrounded herself with whores who rarely lived past twenty. What kind of power base was that? He thought Chuki was beholden to him, and he paid her no mind. He did receive an odd report that the whores that were being sent out carried a picture of Chuki with them, and they were teaching the other whores that the knowledge they were sharing came from her, the newest noble, but he viewed that as odd, not dangerous.  
 
    When Chuki’s trained prostitutes first reached the front lines, everything went spectacularly. Nearly everyone who was sick was better within two weeks, wounds stopped becoming infected, soldiers' injuries were treated well enough that most were no longer permanent, and the morale naturally rose. At the same time, following Chuki’s advice, sickness was put on every arrow and shot at the enemy, and reports came back almost immediately that the nobles had to set up more sick tents.  
 
    During this time, Chuki had her baby, a boy, picked out martial instructors for her older son, the one she wanted to put on Paulsland’s throne, and after nursing for two months, left to go to Eudaemon to give further instruction on how to keep soldiers healthy during a siege. After she reached Eudaemon, the King began receiving strange reports from all the besieged cities that random officers were dying from poison. After further inquiries, it was found out that those officers mistreated or looked the other way when others mistreated the prostitutes. After closer inspection, every soldier that mistreated a prostitute died. Several prostitutes were made an example of, and then everyone who made an example of them died horribly, obviously through poison. When an order was sent out to kill all the prostitutes in response, his army almost mutinied, so instead, he sent an order making it a capital offense to abuse a prostitute.  
 
    Three months later, doctors, apothecaries, and various other healers in King Zoskale's territories began dying. Six months after Chuki left for Eudaemon, the King’s own doctors died. Once the healing community saw that the King’s own doctors were not safe from assassination, they began fleeing, which made every sick person beholden to Chuki’s prostitutes. And worse, King Zamir had no choice but to allow Chuki’s prostitutes to become his doctors.  
 
    The prostitutes went from being whores, throw away objects, to valuable community members in less than a year, and they were all beholden to Chuki. Anyone who protested the new status quo too loudly ended up dying.  
 
    King Zamir could still remember the words Chuki said all those months ago, “Medicine in the wrong amount poisons and kills.” In hindsight, it was obvious to King Zamir that in Chuki’s way of thinking, teaching medicine was just teaching people how to benevolently apply poison. When he gave her the prostitutes, he thought he was giving her trash, but she transformed the trash into her power base.  
 
    The best decision King Zamir made was allowing Chuki’s daughter Pauni to marry Tharin. Sure, Tharin’s second wife had supposedly died of natural causes, and his first and third sons died as well but since Pauni gave birth to Tharin’s son a few months ago, King Zamir was sure he would not be a target of Chuki’s doctors any time soon.  
 
    When the ships landed at the port of the besieged city, the nobles launched some boulders their way with their trebuchets, and the ships returned fire with the ballistae they had on board. Neither side committed to the fight, and so after a few potshots, the nobles returned their trebuchets to firing on the walls of the city, and the sailors focused on docking.  
 
    As soon as the ships were docked, King Zamir’s guards guided him into the city, with the king in their center and shields up and out, watching for stray projectiles. They marched quickly to the inner fortress of the city where the King’s loyal nobles and Generals were waiting. As soon as King Zamir entered the inner fort of the city, he found Chuki waiting for him.  
 
    Chuki wore a breastplate, and long skirt, with two daggers on each side of her hips, carrying her and General Bayin’s infant son. She was flanked by two large male guards and four female guards, who had clearly been prostitutes a few months ago. The two male guards carried spears and shields, and the four female guards carried the spear-like Naginata.  
 
    King Zamir put on a large false smile and said, “Chuki, I am so glad to see you. I brought letters from your son and daughter, and I am happy to report that our grandson is growing like a weed and is healthy as can be.”  
 
    Chuki gave a genuine smile when she heard about their shared grandson. “That’s wonderful. With accidents happening to Tharin’s other children, it looks like Tharin will have to make my grandson the crown prince when he takes the throne in a few decades.”  
 
    King Zamir coughed. “Yes, it has been unfortunate that my other grandchildren had accidents. I hear they are not the only ones.”  
 
    “So true. Unfortunately, my husband’s sons, the heirs of house Bayin, who were loyal fighting for you, died from wounds they received in battle. My ladies did their best to save their lives, but those brave young men died, leaving my son the only heir for Bayin’s house.”  
 
    King Zamir nodded and decided to save the rest of General Bayin’s children's lives, who were to young to go to battle but older than Chuki’s infant, and technically had a better claim, by agreeing, “I will send out that announcement of your son's inheritance this evening.”  
 
    “Wonderful.”  
 
    “I have to say I am surprised how well you have trained the prostitutes serving our army and are currently filling in the gaps the assassinated doctors are leaving open.”  
 
    Chuki gave King Zamir an odd look and said, “It wasn’t hard. I show my ladies respect, deal with them fairly, give them what they want, and protect them. Every one of my ladies has been a prostitute since before they first bled, and so they have learned how to get the most out of their situation. Since you have always been a noble, you will not understand this, but they know there is no free lunch, and everything comes with a price. The price for teaching them medicine was loyalty, the price for protecting them is doing me favors when I ask, those who want to become mothers are allowed to have their babies, and nobody is allowed to kill the infants. Those who don’t want to be mothers get all the alcohol they want as long as they still function.” 
 
    “Wait… babies? Some of them want to be mothers?”  
 
    “Of course. Most of them do. They are still human; they want to be loved. They know with all the men they have been with they will never be loved by a man, but the child from their own body will love them, even if no one else will.”  
 
    “I would think your um… ladies would only care for alcohol.”  
 
    “Perhaps the ones who were born in the brothels or those born to slaves, but most of my ladies were born into homes where they were loved. Those born in homes where they are unloved do not normally see the second day of their life. Nearly every lady I have either had a father that went into debt and thus the entire family was sold into slavery, and my ladies were the right age to be sold to brothels, or their father died, and a family member had a choice to make. The choice was either to give the girl their inheritance or to sell her to a brothel for profit and keep the inheritance for themselves. Many aunts, uncles, grandparents, brothers, and sisters are the cause for my ladies' predicament. That said, my ladies remember what it was like being unconditionally loved before being forced into a brothel, and they desperately want that feeling back. The pimps that disagreed with my decision have all died suddenly of natural causes, and now my ladies have me to thank for the unconditional love they are receiving or going to receive from their child.”  
 
    “I wonder if others can earn their loyalty the same way.”  
 
    Chuki chuckled. “So far, I am the only noble to keep my word with them, and they have a lot to lose if something should happen to me …or you.” Chuki remembered to remind the King why it was a good idea to keep her around and in favor. “I believe they have reported three assassination attempts on your life now that I have given them more responsibilities.”  
 
    “I appreciate that. How did they manage to find the traitors in my own palace?”  
 
    “It was simple. I sent four of my ladies to watch out for my daughter. My daughter is very naive like I used to be before my husband Elzo was murdered by the false king Paul. They talk to everyone, and some people let things slip.”  
 
    “So your daughter's ladies are sleeping with the men in the palace?”  
 
    Chuki showed annoyance at the king and said, “Prostitutes do not survive by sleeping with men. Prostitutes survive by manipulating people. Ninety-five percent of the prostitutes under my authority are only alive today because they learned to read people and manipulate them. They had to learn to read the customers, figure out which ones were carrying diseases or just liked to hurt the whores, and then they had to manipulate the situation so they didn’t end up with a man that would kill them. To do that, they had to learn to read and manipulate their pimp, so their pimp did not put them in a position to die. Sometimes that meant talking their pimp out of taking the man's money, but when they saw that wasn’t going to happen, they had to read and manipulate the other prostitutes so that they were willing to take the customer that was death. They had to be masters at reading men and women to survive and even then, skill only took them so far. Very few prostitutes survive long enough to become the pimp. It takes master people-reading skills, manipulation skills, and luck to survive that long.” 
 
    “So you're saying you have master spies across my nation?”  
 
    “Spies you gave me. Spies that are clearly loyal to you since you pulled them out of the death trap they were in a death trap they will go right back into if the nobles win this war. Spies that have already saved your life and know how to give you better medical care than the so-called doctors you used to have surrounding you.” 
 
    “Spies, huh? How well do your spies say the battles against the nobles are going?”  
 
    “Unfortunately, about even. We have more soldiers, they have more supplies, and their trebuchets are tearing into the wall, although that might be to our advantage if the alchemist managed to make enough coal oil.”  
 
    King Zamir smiled, at least this part of the war was going well. “They have. All our ships have barrels of the stuff. And we brought several pumps to spray it from the walls on any who should storm them.”  
 
    “Piston, or screw pumps.”  
 
    “Screw.”  
 
    “Kind Paul’s embargo is frustrating. A screw pump just doesn’t have the range that a piston pump has. When the nobles are dealt with, he is next.”  
 
    “Of course. And I will keep my promise. Your son, the son of the rightful King Elzo, will be put on the throne of Paulsland. I will also give him one of my daughters to marry when the time is right to bring closer ties between our families. Will your prosti… er, ladies give him instruction until that time?”  
 
    The four female guards visibly winced, and Chuki grew angry, “I know exactly what my ladies are. They will not teach my son anything, nor will they pass on one of the many issues their various jobs have given to them. Right now, my son has one goal and one focus. Becoming the rightful King of Paulsland. Every single day he is working with soldiers learning how to fight and how to lead. He will have plenty of time to conquer women after he has conquered Paulsland. He will of course, swear loyalty to you before he leads a part of your army on the conquest.”  
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    “When will your men use the coal oil?”  
 
    “When the wall is breached, and their army is pushing for the gap. As soon as they reach the gap and start crushing each other to squeeze through, we will spray the gap and the front of the wall. When the flame is lit, most of them will be unable to run. They will be crushed between their fellow soldiers and burn where they stand. As the flames burn, we will open the gates and send our forces out to attack those the flames do not reach and crush this army.”  
 
    Chuki had no mind for tactics, so she just agreed. “That sounds like a wonderful plan. I will support you in any way I can.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 40 September 94 AD Eudaemon-Diplomat  
 
    A few days after the King of the Himyarites arrived at Eudaemon, there stood a black man with an ivory staff. He stood on the outside of the city of Eudaemon, among the rebellious Himyarite nobles. He was one of Paulsland’s diplomats, Bui. Officially he was there to facilitate trade between Paulsland and the noble faction of Himyarite. Unofficially he was learning everything he could about the Himyarite military, supplies, and bullion. He had already passed on significant information to his counterpart in Aksum, Udo. After all, it was in Paulsland’s best interest for the nation of Aksum to win the civil war between the Himyarite King and his nobles.  
 
    He watched as the trebuchets launched rocks at the walls of Eudaemon. Every rock that battered the wall brought a little joy to his heart. Eudaemon was the first city to face the wrath of their fire ships two years ago. Paulsland did not have the manpower to invade this city, but if the Himyarite nobles wanted to do that for them, then Paulsland was going to supply them with just enough supplies to get it done. At five thousand pounds of silver a trebuchet, they were bleeding their enemy's coffers dry.  
 
    As he was watching the battle, the noble Yuhahmid asked him, “Bui, what do you think?”  
 
    “You have made two breaches in the wall you should attack.”  
 
    “The breaches are not very large.”  
 
    “What does that matter? Eudaemon has a port, so it's not like you’re starving them out. It might be different if the trebuchets were accurate enough to hit ships as they sailed into the harbor, but they are not. The only way this siege works is if you send in your troops. If you are worried about losing your best soldiers, then send in your conscripts first. Let them tire out the defenders, and your best soldiers can sweep them up.”  
 
    “You must have been talking to my other commanders. They tell me the same thing.”  
 
    That’s because, as a Paulsland diplomat, he had been giving the Himyarite nobles advice that maximized their losses. He couldn’t even claim it was terrible advice, as there were times in war when losing an army to win the war was a good thing. That said, the Himyarites were getting the impression that Paulsland military doctrine involved high-loss tactics.  
 
    “Then do it. Follow their advice. You told me that King Zamir entered Eudaemon the other day. You have a chance to capture him and end this war. If you lose your entire army, and King Zamir dies, then the war is over.”  
 
    Yuhahmid shook his head. “No, you are mistaken. If King Zamir dies or is captured, then Tharin will take the crown.”  
 
    “But he is weak. Besides, you can always get more conscripts. You have twice as many cities than the king. If you capture the king, then more cities, with more conscripts, will come to your side.”  
 
    Yuhahmid sighed and hesitated before admitting, “You’re right. I will order the conscripts to storm the breach, with the regulars acting in support.”  
 
    Bui wanted to cheer. Instead, he said, “Wonderful. You will see that in the long run, this is what's best.”  
 
    Yuhahmid didn’t say anything as he left. Bui made note that Yuhahmid had a pretty decent head on his shoulders, unlike a lot of the other nobles. If he was not surrounded by idiots, or in the diplomat’s case, a saboteur, he would have at least twenty percent more soldiers. Yuhahmid may take the city today, but he will lose so many soldiers capturing it that it is unlikely that he will capture the inner fortress without rounding up more conscripts. Wonderful news for Paulsland.  
 
    He watched as the noble army formed. Their least experienced soldiers were put on the front lines, all struggling to hold their weapons and shields correctly. Their veterans stood in formations to the rear, confidently and expertly wearing their armor, holding their shields, and resting their weapons in a ready stance. Drums played, and every formation began marching forward. Eudaemon shot ballistae bolts into the formations taking out a few men at a time, but when thousands were marching forward, losing four or five men from one shot just wouldn’t turn back the formations.  
 
    As they marched forward, arrows by the thousands rained down on them, and the conscripts held their shields up as best as they could, but their inexperience showed. Many men were hit. Those who fell were crushed. The entire formation was moving forward, so even if the man behind you wanted to stop, he couldn’t, and he either had to step on the man who fell or fall over and get stomped to death as well. Other wounded men marched as best as they could with the wounds they received. Many bled out and fell before reaching the walls.  
 
    Once in range, the noble’s conscripts began launching rocks with slings, which slowed down the rain of arrows. Now men on both sides were being crippled and killed.  
 
    Eventually, the conscripts reached the gaps in the wall and began pushing through. That’s when the defenders began pouring out something onto the soldiers that reached the wall, and were trying to push though the gaps. Bui grew excited and felt great anticipation, hoping it was coal oil. When several soldiers tossed torches onto the liquid, Bui was so excited he couldn’t breathe. When the coal oil ignited, and a large fireball rose up, he almost shouted and laughed but instead covered his face to hide his smile. If anyone was watching, they would think he was covering his face in surprise.  
 
    He was thrilled that the hated Himyarites were dying, but that wasn’t the only thing that brought joy to his heart. Paulsland had learned something about coal oil after the battle of Five Village Island. Coal oil can destroy the fertility of soil. If the Himyarites started protecting their cities with coal oil, they were going to destroy much of their arable land. They were going to wither.  
 
    While Bui covered his smile, the rest of the battlefield paused in shock before a retreat was sounded. The retreat was too late for a few thousand of the noble's conscripts, many of whom were still burning and didn’t realize they were dead yet. 
 
    Yuhahmid stormed over and yelled out, “HOW DID THEY GET YOUR LIQUID FIRE!?” 
 
    Bui put up one of his hands to placate the angry man and carefully removed the smile from his face, thinking of a cousin that was killed in the battle of Five Village Island. The memory brought genuine anger back to Bui. Now that he was in the right frame of mind, he removed his hand, which showed the right emotion, anger, for this situation. “I don’t know. Many people in Paulsland have the knowledge to make it, so perhaps they bought the method from a traitor? My King is also selling coil oil to the Satavahanas, Parthians, and Yadavas, among others, so it's possible they resold it for a massive profit. If you wish to buy coal oil, I am sure my King will sell it to you.” 
 
    Yuhahmid looked like he wanted to rip Bui to pieces, but Paulsland was the only nation that sold trebuchets or coal oil. He had to be nice, or he would lose this war. “Fine, we will buy your coal oil.”  
 
    Bui’s anger went away and was replaced by a smile. Yuhahmid thought it was because of the money he was making. The reality was that Bui smiled because as soon as a Paulsland ship sold their coal oil to Yuhahmid, they would take the coins to Udo, who would use it to hire more men to invade Himyarite when their little war wrapped up. Bui was a spider, ensnaring Yuhahmid, and the Himyarites in his web.  
 
    Then his smile grew as he remembered he was supposed to offer a poison that could kill undisciplined nations, “We have medicine available to help heal burns and help the pain go away. The medicine is a yellow powder, and the painkiller is called concentrated opium. If your soldiers put the yellow powder on their burns and swallow the opium, they will be ready to fight in a day or two. We will sell the yellow powder for a very, very low price. I am even willing to give you free samples of the concentrated opium so you can see how effective it is.”  
 
    Yuhahmid haggled before accepting the offer at what he thought was a great deal, not realizing his nation was about to become a customer for life.  
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 41 October 94 AD Cuba-Counter Attack  
 
    Zuma was nervous as his fleet of ships went deeper and deeper into the sea. Over half a year ago, the Emperor ordered him to build ships and find the sea people who looted Comalcalco before Zuma’s army had a chance to receive its tribute. Zuma was experienced enough to know the shame of losing a battle, but that paled in comparison to the shame of winning a battle, and another army looting a city before the city could give you your rightful tribute. Despite the Emperor demanding Zuma to find and kill the sea people or die, Zuma was thankful the Emperor ordered Zuma to build this fleet and seek the sea people so he could make up for his shame. In just over half a year, they managed to build fifty-three longships.  
 
    It was not an easy project because they had to use Gaia’s blood to make iron, then shape the iron into tools and nails before they could begin cutting down trees, shaping them, and stitching them together. It was practically a miracle they finished fifty-three ships.  
 
    It was only possible because a quarter of the iron that was dug up in Totonac was set aside to build their fleet, Kestejoo had built longboats from scratch before, and Zuma had seven thousand slaves and artisans to throw at the project. With their experience, Totonac would have a much bigger fleet in a year, assuming the Emperor kept sending them so much iron.  
 
    The most time-consuming part of the project was making sails. Making thread and weaving cloth was very time-consuming, and with the limited time they had, Zuma ordered the slaves to give up their clothing so they would have enough sails for all their ships in their limited timeframe.  
 
    There were hiccups along the way, but since the hiccups showed they lacked the god's blessings, whichever slave or artisans failed was offered up to the gods as a sacrifice, alongside their families. Messups and failures quickly disappeared as the gods accepted the sacrifice, and men grew more careful.  
 
    When they finished the first longship three months ago, ten jaguar warriors guarded Kestejoo as he trained Zuma’s men to sail it. Even with ten guards to keep him from escaping, he was only allowed to train the men on the lake next to the capital. Zuma thought they were well trained until they went to the sea without Kestejoo and immediately capsized the longship. Four men drowned, but the rest learned quickly, and for over two months, Zuma’s men practiced sailing at sea. Since they were still building ships, they had to rotate the sailing crews on each ship, so everyone had some practice until the time the Emperor gave them was up.  
 
    Several longships sank due to various defects… or what Zuma called, the god's displeasure. Each time a longship sank the workers who built it were sacrificed alongside their families. It was obvious that after each sacrifice, the gods blessed the project, or perhaps the rest of the workers grew more careful and paid better attention. Sometimes it was hard to tell. Either way, the longships were built more quickly, and with better quality after slaves, artisans, and their families were sacrificed.  
 
    When the season of war came, Zuma did what he did every war season. He asked for volunteers among his commoners to join him as common warriors and required all his jaguar warriors to join him. He only had enough ships for two thousand six hundred and fifty men. He only had around five hundred Jaguar warriors, the rest of the slots were filled by the best common warriors. Any common warriors who were unable to get on his ship were sent to other battlefields under other commanders. Chances were more cities would become vassals of the Totonac Empire like the previous year, but Zuma’s men who fought those battles probably would not profit from it. Without their noble fighting for their share of the loot, they would get shafted.  
 
    As for the men that went with Zuma’s fleet, they were going for honor as much as the desire for spoil. The previous year they lost all their spoil because while they were battling the Mayans, the sea people snuck in and sacked the city. It was a tremendous shame on the entirety of Zuma’s army. And so the best of Zuma’s common warriors fought to join his fleet to head east to crush the sea people.  
 
    Despite the desire to go east and fight this battle, the new situation was novel to them. All of the warriors, whether common or jaguar, had ridden canoes before, but the longships were a totally different beast. Going from a narrow canoe where you could not stand without flipping it, to a longship that was as big as a house, was awe-inspiring to all the men.  
 
    Another change was getting used to the waves. Many men were kicked out of the fleet because they became sick on the sea and did not adjust quickly enough.  
 
    The most disconcerting change was that the priests were left behind. When the Totonac or any Mesoamerican nation went to war, they always sent their priest ahead. Their priest would meet with the priest of another nation and work out how to lawfully fight a war under the blessings of their gods, but the sea people broke the truce, so they did not have the right to the blessings of the gods, and Zuma’s men would punish them and show them why they should respect the rules of war, their priest, and their gods.  
 
    As the ship headed east, Zuma had a lot to be nervous about. First of all, they had to find the island that the sea people were on. Kestejoo said that the island the sea people were from was very large, but since the sea was endless, they could miss it. Since Zuma and his men could not return to Totonac unless they got their revenge, they had little choice but to do several dangerous things to increase their odds of finding the island. First of all, they spread their ships out in a long line, north to south, in the hopes of one of them finding the island first. The second dangerous thing they did was light torches on their ships so they could see each other at night. Over the next week, four ships were lost due to fires, and most of the men on those ships were lost. Despite that, they continued heading east toward the rising sun. They would find their enemy, or they would die trying. Their lives didn’t matter, only the mission.  
 
    They traveled east for days into the endless sea. To Zuma’s surprise, on the sixth day, the southernmost ships ran into Mayan territory. This caused a bit of confusion because the longships Zuma used were nearly identical to the longboats the sea people used. When they saw the Mayans’ fear and confusion, Zuma’s people talked to the Mayans. Once the Mayans saw that the longboats were filled with Totonac warriors, they leapt at the chance to talk to them.  
 
    Although the two nations were at war, and it was war season, they had no fear of these Totonac warriors. Without a priest there to agree to the rules of war and a place of battle, they knew the Totonac warriors would not attack them, as Totonac was not barbaric like the sea people. The Mayans told Zuma’s men what direction the Sea People came from when they attacked them. Once Zuma learned the Mayans had a lot of information on their hated enemy, his small fleet visited every Mayan town and city on the coast as they traveled east along the Yucatan peninsula.  
 
    Eventually, they sailed beyond the Yucatan Peninsula into the endless sea. They sailed in the direction the Mayans said the sea people came from, still spread out from north to south. On the fifteenth day since they set sail, about two hours after noon, several of the southernmost ships began signaling they found an island, and so the entire fleet turned south and made their way to the island. They knew they had found their enemy when they saw longboats on the beach and stone buildings on the shore. When Zuma saw this, he signaled for his people to attack.  
 
    As the longships approached the beach, Zuma noticed that the people did not seem alarmed. Dozens of children came onto the beach to watch all the ships, but most people looked like they were going about their day normally. Clearly, a few dozen longships showing up on their shore was nothing out of the ordinary, which was damning evidence that these were the people that stole their tribute half a year ago.  
 
    As they approached the beach, several of the children began to look at them strangely. Clearly, they noticed that Zuma’s men did not dress like their men, but since they were children, they did not understand the danger. As for the adults, they were too busy going about their day to pay attention to whatever group was coming. They just assumed it was Trevor’s men ready to go on another raid and thought nothing of it. They should have paid attention to how the men were dressed and how many of the men wore the hides of jaguars. Unfortunately, the people assumed that only their allies used longships, so they did not notice the danger coming their way.  
 
    To Zuma’s amazement, shock, and relief, nobody reacted when their longships reached the beach. People turned their way when the warriors began leaping from the boats onto the shore and running toward people. As the people were faced with a situation that went contrary to their knowledge and assumptions, Zuma’s jaguar warriors and common warriors ran toward the closest people to the beach; the children. They were so confused they didn’t move. They were trying to process the new information. That is until a jaguar warrior finally reached a child, lifted his ax, and brought it down on the child's head. Then the screaming began.  
 
    When the people saw the child's skull crushed, they began panicking, yelling, running, grabbing weapons, and all sorts of things. Many people began running in every direction. Zuma and his men did not care, they were here to kill everyone in this place, and curious children were the closest to where his longboats landed, so they died first. Jaguar warriors used their axes to split skulls, and the common warriors, unworthy of Gaia’s blood, used their clubs to crack the skulls of children. Once they began reaching the adults, men, and women, they split and cracked their skulls as well.  
 
    As the people screamed, panicked, and ran, Zuma saw something that was unreal to him. The place, which he very generously would call a city, had a stone wall that went all the way around it. That was normal, but where the wall had a gap, where people would enter, there were two large pieces of wood closing together into what he would consider a log wall.               Zuma had been around long enough to watch enemies, particularly of the random small tribes to the north of Totonac, try to move logs to make them act as a barrier, but this was not a log being carried by a couple of men, who were desperately trying to stack logs up into some type of barrier. What he saw was two well-built log barriers, nearly the same height as the wall, a good fifteen feet high, being easily brought together to close the gap in the wall. All he could think was, “How are they moving so much wood so easily and smoothly?” Zuma did not understand the connection between Kestejoo’s locks that upgraded their canals, and the gate before him.  
 
    He noticed a lot of his men stopping to watch the smooth movement of the log barriers, so he yelled out, “SURROUND THE CITY! KILL EVERYONE YOU FIND!”  
 
    Military discipline took over, and the jaguar and common warriors moved with military discipline, sprinting toward every person they saw and smashing their heads in as soon as they reached them. Some of the men attempted to fight back, but they were immediately overwhelmed. Zuma brought more men than this city had people. Some of the citizens of the city were far from the shore working fields, and those people escaped into the jungles, but that was fine as far as Zuma was concerned. They would tell the rest of their nation what happened here. Plenty of people were inside the walls of the city, which kept the people in as much as it kept Zuma’s warriors out.  
 
    Zuma didn’t mind. He had his forces surround the walled city as others went to the various buildings outside the walls to search for stragglers. As they approached, they were surprised that all the homes were made of stone blocks since, inside the Totonac empire, only the wealthy had homes of stone, although these stone homes were far smaller than the noble's homes. As they reached the various houses, they were momentarily stumped by the wooden barriers that protected the entrance of the houses. Totonac homes did not have doors. During the winter, they would put up blankets or a barrier of woven reeds to keep the heat in, but the doors to these homes were made of solid wood and obviously heavy. The common warriors could not get through it with their clubs, so they had to call Jaguar warriors over to break through it with their axes.  
 
    After the jaguar warriors broke through the doors and killed the families inside, they examined the iron mountings holding the door, immediately saw how they worked, and took them as loot. Each man thought it was a clever, practical use of iron. Iron could hold a heavy barrier of lumber that made moving it effortlessly. Although they found gold, jade, and other valuables, the hinges on the door were the most valuable thing inside the houses.  
 
    As for the loot on the outside of the houses, they found bison, or what they called giant deer. This confirmed to the Totonac warriors that the Giant Deer People were the ones attacking them. Since they attacked in the afternoon, many of these animals were still attached to wagons, plows, and other industrious instruments, including stone-cutting machines that stumped the warriors. 
 
     The Totonac did not know the difference between the bison, and buffalo. Particularly, that the bison were inbred specifically to be extraordinarily docile, almost to a suicidal level so despite the battle and death around them, they stood still and allowed the Totonac warriors to take control of them.  
 
    As the jaguar warriors were gaining control of the fields around the city, the rest of Zuma’s army was surrounding the city. As the Totonac sieged the city, the warriors inside the city climbed to the top of the walls and towers inside the city and fired arrows at any of Zuma’s men in range. Zuma’s warriors took out their five-foot-long bows and began firing back. Bows on both sides were rather ineffective as both sides were wearing cloth armor which was very effective at stopping the arrows before they did any damage. A few arrows on both sides managed to hit faces, but those were the only arrows to cause real damage.  
 
    Zuma’s problem was the large lumber barrier was blocking his path into the city, and he was waiting for his warriors to return from their slaughter of those on the outskirts before he made any decisions. As he waited, one of the Jaguar warriors came back and said, “Noble Zuma, these people are Giant Deer Riders.” 
 
    Zuma’s face twisted in anger, and he said, “I knew it. We will have to teach them to fight as the gods intended. Did you manage to capture any of the giant deer?”  
 
    “Yes. The gods blessed. The giant deer stood around as we slaughtered their masters and waited for us to take control of them.”  
 
    “Wonderful.” Then Zuma turned to one of his commanders. “I know the Emperor said to kill everyone in the city, but we will need their expertise if we want to take them back. If any of the men speak our language, keep them alive so we can interrogate them. Bringing back the giant deer is more important than anything else.”  
 
    The commander said, “Yes, sir,” and ran off to spread the order to the other commanders.  
 
    Then Zuma asked. “Have you discovered anything about how these people are able to move a wooden barrier so easily?”  
 
    The jaguar warrior nodded and said, “Yes, sir. All their houses have something similar. If you come with me, I will show you one that has not been destroyed yet.”  
 
    And so they went to one of the houses, where the inhabitants were smart enough to run and hide instead of closing their door and barring it. This meant they left the door open, which also meant it did not get destroyed by the jaguar warriors’ axes. Instead, they moved the hundred-pound door back and forth in fascination, as they were shocked at how easy it was to move so much weight thanks to the hinge. To them, this just showed the awesome power of iron. Zuma was no exception. If it wasn’t for capturing the giant deer, he expected he would be greatly rewarded by the Emperor for bringing hinges back to the empire, but hinges would be overlooked thanks to their capture.  
 
    As the battle waged around the city, Zuma went from house to house, learning how these hinges worked and how his jaguar warriors could break through the lumber with their axes. Once his examination was complete, he gathered his jaguar warriors in front of the gate and had them charge the gate with their axes. As they ran, the defenders shot them full of arrows, but their cloth armor caught nearly every arrow protecting their lives, some hit vulnerable places like the face, foot, or hand, but his warriors were mostly protected, albeit by the time they reached the gate they looked like cacti. As they ran, his common warriors shot their arrows at the defenders on the wall, and their arrows were less effective, especially since the defenders had iron hats that deflected the arrows away. That said, a few lucky shots got through and hit faces which maimed and killed a handful of defenders.  
 
    As the archers did their best to kill their enemies, the jaguar warriors began chipping away at the gate. The reality was that it was obvious the Totonac would not win this battle with archery but with axes. Even the defenders saw this, and as the ax men approached, they began firing their bows with more urgency, but their cloth armor was stopping the arrows far too effectively.  
 
    As the axes began breaking through the gate, the defenders shoved their spears through. Unfortunately for them, none of their spears had iron heads, and the stone heads were mostly ineffective against the cloth armor. As the holes widened enough for the warriors to break through, Zuma signaled for his warriors to surge forward, and, like it or not, the jaguar warriors were pushed through. Some as living warriors, others as corpses. It didn’t matter; The city’s warriors were significantly outnumbered and had no way to hold the growing gap at the gate.  
 
    As they were pushing their way through, there was a loud shout, and the city's defenders moved out of the way. As soon as they were out of the way, a giant deer charged through the warriors that made their way through the breach in the gate. The giant deer ran in an arc in front of the gate, easily trampling the mightiest men of the Totonac. As the giant deer passed by, the defenders stepped forward and executed any warriors who survived. 
 
    After it made its first arc in front of the gate, it circled around and ran through the warriors that pushed through the gate after its first pass. The warriors were overwhelmed, they had no experience or weapons designed to fight the large beast, but the warriors were disciplined. When they saw they had no way to defeat the giant deer, they turned around and began trying to open the gate. One of them noticed the bar on the gate and pushed it open, allowing Zuma’s warriors, both jaguar and common, to push the gate open.  
 
    When the giant deer rider saw the gate was open, he turned the giant deer toward the mob and galloped directly at them. The giant deer ran through them like they were not even there at thirty-five miles an hour. Its head served as a battering ram. As it hit warriors, they were pushed out of the way, which meant they were not even able to trip the giant deer with their corpse. Some of the jaguar warriors tried striking its head with their axes before it hit them, but it shrugged them off. As for the common warrior's clubs, the buffalo didn’t even feel it. Two thousand pound plus buffalo rammed into each other at full speed in the wild; compared to that, what will a club swung by a hundred and forty-pound man do? As for the stone-tipped spears, they broke on the buffalo’s head a fraction of a second before the buffalo broke the men holding them.  
 
    As the buffalo barreled through the ranks of men, they struggled to attack it as it passed by. In part because of its speed, it was twice as fast as a man even though it was tearing through their ranks, but also because the best place to attack it was in its side, but they were in close ranks, which made it difficult to strike as it passed by. The warriors were shoulder to shoulder with other warriors just ahead and behind them; many of the warriors were unable to see the buffalo until it rammed them or the man standing next to them. Those who saw it coming only had a fraction of a second to strike the beast, and even those who saw it coming had no way of knowing if it would hit them, the man standing next to them, or the man five men over until the buffalo passed their line. Their tight formation was the most ineffective way to fight the buffalo.  
 
    Zuma was the only one on the field with the appropriate weapon for this enemy. He took out his atlatl, his spear thrower, and carefully aimed at the moving target. As Zuma aimed, he had mixed feelings. Atlatls were weapons that only nobles were allowed to carry and use, but if they were going to fight the buffalo riders, then they would have to allow jaguar warriors to carry them as well. As that thought ran through his mind, he stepped forward and used his atlatl to throw his spear hard, and it flew true. It pierced the giant deer directly behind its front leg, through its ribs, lungs, and into its heart. The fatal wound caused the giant deer to stumble and fall, and the surrounding warriors swarmed it and began spearing it and its rider to death.  
 
    With their only real opposition gone, the Totonac warriors swarmed the city and killed everyone they found, except one Mayan slave because they could communicate with him and he knew how to handle the bison. With him secure, they looted the city, cut the heads off the corpses, and left.  
 
    As they left, they also took the city's long boats with them. The most difficult part of the journey back was moving the bison onto the boats, and tying them in the center so they would not flip the boat when they moved.  
 
    Three days after they left, one hundred and fifty longboats came from the east and landed on the shore. Trevor led this force, and when he saw the corpses on the ground, he determined to make them pay. But Trevor wasn’t an idiot, once he paid them back, he needed to make it so they could not harm his people again. He needed to get some advice from his father but revenge came first. He decided to head west until he reached the coast and to massacre every city they came across. They would follow the coast until they reached the Trade Alliance, where he would ask advice from his father on how to protect his coast.  
 
     
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 42 November 94 AD Paulsland Capital-Offensive Display  
 
    Paul felt like he was playing king today. It was the yearly planting festival, and King Paul was out and about observing the festivities, judging the competitions, and meeting his people. He was wearing silk clothes underneath his armor. His armor was more or less the same armor being issued to his soldiers. It was plate in the chest, with a chainmail collar, sleeves, and pants. His breastplate had ornate gold patterns inscribed on the outside and several jewels mounted with silver. His chest plate was determined to be the best in Paulsland before it was given to jewelers to decorate. His guards were taking his protection seriously. Perhaps in another time and another place, a king's armor could be a large piece of pretty jewelry that did not actually function as armor, but Paul was a warrior king. Function went above all. Besides, the only reason why he allowed the jewelry on his armor was because his six wives nagged him until he relented. 
 
    As for his wives, this day was as much theirs as his. He was spending all day going around the capital, showing off his wives one by one, without their children. It was something of an extended date day. He was doing his best to make it their day this year because, in just a few months, he would introduce the new constitution. Once that was published, he would be spending the rest of the year preparing for the elections during the next planting festival. It would be years before he could enjoy another planting festival with his wives 
 
    He spent the previous night with Chazia, so he spent the first part of his morning with her if for no other reason than he woke up with her. She wore a silk dress, a tiara, and jewelry on her fingers around her neck, arms, and ankles. Since he would spend this evening with Misa, he would spend the end of the day with her, but currently, he was with Kyum for the third date of the day.  
 
    Kyum was wearing a green dress made from silk that hugged her torso but went from neck to ankle. The skirt of her dress was pleated, giving her plenty of flexibility to run, stretch, or kick if someone was foolish enough to fight her or smart enough to spar her. Pleated skirts and dresses were the fashion of Paulsland as the more the women studied bugs that spread bacteria and parasites, the more they wanted to cover up. Pleated dresses and skirts allowed total covering of legs while also allowing full flexibility of their legs.  
 
    Kyum was also wearing a headband made from silk and studied with small jewels. In an attempt to copy her fashion, her daughters wore headbands with glass beads sewn in. When those same daughters tried wearing their mother's jeweled encrusted headband without her permission, the beating meant they did not “borrow” it a second time. Although Paul was King and Kyum was one of his wives, jewels were still somewhat hard to come by.  
 
    The headband was the reason for their current argument. Kyum said in a concerned voice, “Paul, you need to wear a hat.”  
 
    “I don’t like hats. If I go into battle, I will wear a helmet like my men. Outside of that, I do not wear them unless I absolutely have to.”  
 
    “But what about the bugs? So far, we have found four common flying bugs that carry parasites. Wearing a hat reduces your risk.” 
 
    “That’s what the herb gardens are for. Thanks to the herb gardens, bugs stay away from our towns and cities.”  
 
    Kyum responded in her I love you, but I am concerned, nagging voice. “But Paul, the herbs do not repel all bugs. Some still make it into our towns and cities.”  
 
    Paul didn’t want to wear a hat or a helmet. His current excuse was that he didn’t have a head covering that worked well with what he was wearing, and he wanted the people to recognize his face instead of just the crown. The reality was that at fifty-four, he still had a full head of hair and liked showing it off, especially since a lot of the men in his nation started balding in their thirties. That said, he wanted to have a good day with his wife instead of arguing with her since this was her day as much as his. Since he wasn’t going to do what she said… assuming she did not turn his other five wives against him on the subject, he decided to change the subject, and he began looking around for a good topic change.  
 
    The first thing he spied was children. The capital was very crowded for the planting festival, and children were everywhere. Paul figured there were twenty thousand people in the capital today, but fourteen thousand of them were probably children. Paulsland was going through a baby boom. Granted, baby boom was a misnomer. Before they introduced effective medicine, half of the children died before they turned eight. People were having the same number of children as before, but now nineteen out of twenty lived to adulthood, giving the perception of a baby boom instead of effective medicine.  
 
    Paul wanted to point out how many children there were, but he knew Kyum would just say it was because of their effective medicine, and oh look, all the kids are wearing hats, so why don’t you wear one? That would not change the subject, it would just give her more ammunition.  
 
    Off in the distance, he saw a surprising sight, and he smiled as he found the distraction. “That’s weird….”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “The Buddhist and Christian are coming over here together.” It was a bit surprising because both men were known for publicly debating.  
 
    She looked around and saw the orange robes worn by the Indian man that signified Buddhism, and a white Roman next to him, and said, “How do you know that Roman is a Christian?”  
 
    “He is carrying the Christian holy book.” Paul pointed to the large tome in the Roman’s hand. The Christians had already used the press to print off their scriptures in Greek. When Paul investigated, he was surprised to find that the apostles Paul, John, and Peter, or as the Greeks called them, the apostles Paulus, Ioannes, and Petros, had already determined many of their New Testament Scriptures before 70 AD. 
 
    Although Paul was surprised to see the two men together, he was not surprised to see them heading their way. Most of the citizens, whether child or adult, Paulsland native or immigrant wanted to greet their King. Paul understood this, and that’s one of the reasons why he was wearing armor. It meant his guards would allow people to meet their King since it would be incredibly difficult to assassinate him through the armor. Particularly since it had chainmail protecting his neck. Although nobody but Paul’s wives, children, and guards were allowed behind Paul. This allowed the regular people to shake their King’s hand and exchange quick words with him. Paul was well-liked by all, particularly the immigrants who were shocked that Paul outrightly gave away free land. It was actually somewhat of a headache to Paul, since he wanted the immigrants to bring some of his ideas, like chemistry, to their homelands, but since they could do so much better in Paulsland, they rarely left.  
 
    When the two men reached Paul, Paul asked, “Mahendra and Vasilis, correct?”  
 
    Vasilis nodded, and Mahendra said, “Yes.” Neither man smiled, even though King Paul remembered their names. It was odd, and Paul’s guards took note and moved between the men and their King. 
 
    Mahendra, the Buddhist, said, “King Paul, I was just at the Surgeons’ College planting festival display, and I had to come and tell you it is very bad karma.” 
 
    Vasilis looked over at the Buddhist, giving him a weird look, clearly disliking the religious connotation of karma, and said, “I wouldn’t say karma, but the way those men are being treated is awful. Every man and every king will reap what he sows. Are you sure your kingdom can reap what you are sowing?”  
 
    Paul was honestly uncertain about what they were talking about, so he turned to Kyum and asked, “Do you know what they are talking about?”  
 
    “Not really.”  
 
    The Christian, Vasilis, explained, “In the courtyard of the Surgeons' College there are dozens of men stripped naked in various states of… I don’t know how to explain it. In the Roman empire, I have seen men boiled alive and crucified. I grew up on the sounds of infants being eaten alive by dogs after they were cast out by their families, and nobody pitied them. Despite those horrible sights, I have never seen what I saw in the Surgeons' College’s courtyard. One man had the skin from his chest removed, his breastbones removed, and a lung removed. I know this because your surgeons installed a piece of glass where his skin and bones used to be, so everyone could look at the cavity of the missing lung and compare it to the lung still there and watch his heart beat. It was disturbing.”  
 
    Paul's eyes went wide in recognition, and he said, “Oh, that. I didn’t know they were going to put those men outside on display. I hope none of them get an infection. So, few of our prisoners of war have survived the surgeries that give people a look into how the inner organs work. Granted, our surgeons have learned a lot with each surgery, and more are surviving. They still have a few thousand to practice on before we run out of Himyarites.”  
 
    Mahendra was clearly disappointed with his answer. “King Paul, that is bad karma. Very bad karma. It will take you billions of years in hell to burn off the sins from the torture you are putting your men through.” Paul was not surprised by the Buddhist warning of hell. The first time he found out about it, he was, but the Buddhist had mentioned hell enough that Paul was familiar with the concept. Turns out that the Buddhist concept of hell was similar to the concept of purgatory, the biggest difference is that in their religion, when your soul is done being cleansed by fire, you get reincarnated. This process can take millions or billions of years, depending on your sins. The Buddhist Paul knew in the twenty-first century did not mention hell, so he was unaware if they believed in hell or not. Either way, Paul took the warning with a grain of salt.  
 
    Paul calmly said, “Bad Karma? I would argue we are already getting good karma from it. One of the things we learned since we used the Himyarites for medical experiments is why some of our people have problems breathing when we use a needle to take the liquid out of their lungs.”  
 
    Mahendra asked, “Liquid out of their lungs?”  
 
    Paul turned to Kyum and said, “You’re the best medical expert among my wives. You explain it to them.”  
 
    “A few years ago, the flu went through Paulsland for the first time. Since none of our citizens had it before, everyone from the youngest child to the oldest adult came down with the worst symptoms of the flu, including excessive fluid in the lungs. Many of our people of all ages suffocated from it.  
 
     “As I understand it, it is common for children in your nation to die the first time they get the flu because of this fluid. When people first had trouble breathing, we thought they were drowning in mucus like a man might drown in water, but after doing several autopsies, we learned a lot about lung anatomy. For instance, lungs have several membranes. The one your breath goes into is the innermost one, but there is an outer membrane around that one. The flu makes fluid flow into the outer membrane. If the outer membrane fills up with too much fluid, then it crushes your inner membrane, which means you cannot get air, and you suffocate.  
 
    “To fix this problem, we took a syringe, plunged its needle through a person’s back into the outer membrane of the lung, and drained the fluid. Most fully recovered after the fluid was drained, but a few never seemed to be able to breathe right afterward. We couldn’t figure out why. This is an ongoing concern because every now and then, someone gets the flu bad enough that we have to drain their lung with a needle. Some, though not all, of these people struggle with breathing after they recover.  
 
    “We want people to fully recover, and because we have so many prisoners, we began doing surgeries on their chests and lungs to see what the problem was, and eventually, we figured it out. The membranes inside lungs are held at a lower pressure than the surrounding air to help people breathe. When we stuck a needle and drained the fluid, we raised the pressure of the inner lungs, which permanently damaged some peoples lungs. If you go back to the Surgeons’ College display, I bet you will find a balloon explaining air pressure and how it affects the lungs. Once we figured that out, we stopped using a syringe, and instead, we connected a rubber hose to a needle, and before inserting it in the outer membrane, we put the end of the rubber hose in a glass tube. Once everything is connected, we suck the air out of the glass tube, making a vacuum, or at least low air pressure, before putting the needle into the outer membrane draining the liquid. With this new method, we have yet to have a patient with breathing issues after they recover. This knowledge cost hundreds of Himyarites their lives, but in time will save thousands of innocent lives.”  
 
    Mahendra was speechless for a moment before saying, “I can see the benefit of that. But much of what you are doing seems overly cruel.”  
 
    Paul shook his head and said, “Those men came into my nation to kill my men, rape my women and girls, and castrate my boys. If I could give them a crueler fate, I would. I have little girls who are mothers because those men raped them, I have little boys who will never be fathers or husbands because those men castrated them, and I have hundreds of children that will never know the love or direction of a father because of what these men did. Despite the evil they have done, I am trying my best to make something good out of this horrible situation. Every one of those evil men will be castrated for what they have done, but that’s the only pure punishment they will receive. Currently, we are using those men to expand our knowledge. 
 
    “You saw the window into the man’s chest. Hundreds of worthless lives were lost learning how to cut a man's chest open in such a way the man would survive afterward, but now we have techniques to cut open a man’s chest and remove arrows in wars or objects from accidents. How many people are bowed over from a bent spine? We are learning how to straighten spines, thanks to the Himyarites. We learned that we could use ether to put people to sleep for surgery thanks to the experiments we did on the Himyarites. I had a son die from honey urine. We know the cause is the failure of the pancreas. The pancreas releases a chemical called insulin, when the pancreas does not release enough insulin, you get honey urine. We believe we can use animal pancreas to make insulin for humans, and when we succeed in animal trials, we will experiment on the Himyarites.”  
 
    Vasilis asked, “Animal trials? What are you talking about?”  
 
    “All the things you see us doing to prisoners were tried on animals first. The window into the chest was done on a cow before it was tried on a Himyarite prisoner. We removed the pancreas from several animals long before we removed it from the Himyarites. Currently, we are doing our best to find a way to take insulin from an animal's pancreas and put it into another animal. We are trying to remove the insulin from cows, pigs, dogs, monkeys, chickens, ostriches, and even a giant bird from Madagascar. We are importing animals from all over the world, trying to find something that works. We slaughter those animals and try to chemically separate the insulin from their pancreas, then we take dogs and monkeys, put them to sleep with ether, and remove their pancreas before putting what we hope is insulin back in them to see if they survive. So far, none of the animals have, but one day they will, and when they do, we have Himyarite prisoners to experiment on.”  
 
    Vasilis said, “That is genuinely horrible.”  
 
    Paul said, “Good. We are going to experiment on all the Himyarites. When all but a few hundred are dead, we are going to send the survivors back home.”  
 
    “What kind of message will that send?” 
 
    “A message that says, if you invade us, do not enslave our people, rape our women, or castrate our boys. The last governor of the Himyarite colonies, Yazil, did not enslave our people, rape our women, or castrate our boys, and we have treated him rather well. We even tracked down his family after they were captured by some local tribes up north and returned them to him. If someone wants the land, taxes, or tribute, then that’s fine, that’s war. We will not treat soldiers cruelly if they limit their war to things. If they kill our soldiers in battle, then that’s life. But if they perform heinous crimes against our people after a battle, then we will return the pain tenfold when we have power over them. The message says if you do not show restraint, then neither will we.”  
 
    Vasilis said, “You do not have to go this far.”  
 
    “Showing mercy to an enemy is violence against allies. I want people to think twice or three times before attacking Paulsland and cause mutiny when their leaders tell them to abuse my people. You are a Christian. I have no problem with you going to those prisoners and preaching your Jesus.” Vasilis looked visibly confused before Paul remembered Jesus was the English name for Iesous, so he changed it to, “Your messiah.”  
 
    “Thank you, King Paul.”  
 
    Mahendra said, “But King Paul, I worry for your next life and how long you will have to pay for your sins in hell. You are a good man, and your next life should be better than this one. I fear this terrible experimentation you are doing will create untold bad karma.”  
 
    “I believe that my people will be better off because of it. But if you dislike what they are doing, feel free to convince them not to experiment on these prisoners of war. If no one is willing to do the experiments, then the experiments will stop. I do not have any laws limiting speech in Paulsland, even speech that contradicts me. If you are right, then you are helping me out. If you are wrong, then you are wrong while trying to seek better treatment for the worst of men. If you will stand up for the worst of men, then chances are you will also help good men. As far as I am concerned, even though we disagree, I win whether you are right or wrong.”  
 
    The two men of very different faiths looked at each other in resignation. They could tell they were not going to change King Paul’s mind. Then one after the other, they said, “Thank you, King Paul.” And headed back to the Surgeons’ College. One to tell dying men about Iesous, and the other to warn surgeons about the bad karma they were heaping on themselves. These actions did not make either man popular, but they were tolerated.  
 
    As they left, Kyum asked, “Why do you allow those men to disagree with you?”  
 
    “Because I am not always right.”  
 
    “But you are right on the treatment of the Himyarite prisoners. Their actions warrant death, and the experiments are already improving the lives of the people of Paulsland. Knowing this, why put up with those men's disagreements?”  
 
    “Two reasons. First of all, those men are not against me. They are against my actions. There are men I will not give the time of day to because it does not matter what I do they will find fault in my actions because they do not like me. Vasilis, and Mahendra legitimately want what they believe is best for me. They have my best interest at heart. I disagree with them, but their intentions are good if misguided, so I will listen. 
 
    “The second and more important reason is that I do not want to scare away someone who disagrees with me and is correct. Let's say there are a hundred men that disagree with me. Ninety-nine of them are wrong, but one is right. Let’s say I am of a mind to instantly see the wisdom of the one right man, and all he has to do is point out my mistake. If I punish or refuse to listen to the ninety-nine that are wrong, then the one that is right probably will not have the courage to help me. The ninety-nine wrong ones give the right ones the courage they need to help me.”  
 
    “So you, a King, must humble yourself to listen to all these foolish men that come before you?”  
 
    “Kyum, I learned a long time ago that every man, woman, and child I meet is a master at something I am not. I do not rule over a foolish people. I rule over a people that have mastered many crafts I have not. I would be the fool king if I did not listen to masters of crafts I have never once practiced. This is why people should be able to speak their mind, and be wrong. Perhaps they are wrong in one place, but yet even when someone has an opinion that is wrong, they are still a master of something I am not.” 
 
    Kyum was shocked into silence, but Kyum was not the only one to hear Paul’s words. The capital was crowded, and many wanted to meet and hear their King. Among those people many heard his words and spread them. Everywhere those words spread, they brought joy. The people loved their King, and hearing how highly King Paul thought of them solidified their loyalty.  
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 43 December 94 AD Rome-The Emperor’s Banquet  
 
    Washington made his way into Domitian’s Palace under the guidance of the Praetorian guard. He was invited there because he had finished building a gasification and cooling tower “monument” for the emperor on the outskirts of the city. They called it a monument because they did not know what else to call the monstrosity of iron and bronze. Building the iron monument put Washington fully into the inner circle of Domitian.  
 
    Domitian’s political strategy was to make the generals of Rome happy while he undercut the power of the senate. Giving his generals coal oil to play with thoroughly secured Domitian’s position and thus meant he could do more to undercut the senators, like Washington’s ex-father-in-law and his ex-wife’s new family.  
 
    An added benefit for Washington was getting a percentage of coal oil made from the iron monument. Because he had a source of coal oil, he started selling Paulsland lamps at a very high price to the rich of Rome. The lamps already lit Domitian’s palaces. They were so bright they allowed guests to view the splendor of his homes and their artwork day or night. Domitian liked them so much his servants were ordered to keep them lit all night long. It also served the purpose of showing the people of Rome that their emperor was their light in the darkness. For a man who had aspirations of godhood, the lamps were a bit on the nose. Domitian was clearly implying he was like Prometheus.  
 
    When Washington reached the dining hall, Praetorian guards opened the elaborate doors for Washington. Inside was a very well-lit room with musicians that softly played their instruments, a table with plates, dining ware, wine, and thirty of Domitian’s inner circle. Washington recognized some like Nerva, who he had a growing relationship with, the Emperor’s wife Domita, whom he had yet to meet, and the emperor’s eunuch, Earinus, who made a habit of getting to know everyone that made frequent trips to the palace.  
 
    Washington took a seat near the end of the emperor’s table because Washington was merely a Roman citizen, not a noble. Washington knew his place and did not want to irritate potential allies. The only people that had worse seats than him were the emperor’s young eunuchs, who were technically slaves, and unlike Earinus, were not favored enough to have a seat next to the emperor.  
 
    The young eunuchs disturbed Washington. In Paulsland, Domita would probably have her stomach slit open, and her guts pulled out for castrating those boys. Since Domita has not been able to produce an heir since her son died thirteen years ago, she has made a habit of collecting beautiful boys for Domitian to spend his nights with so he will not spend a night with a woman. Domita feared losing her position if her husband should ever get a woman pregnant, so she spent a lot of time and money finding the most attractive boys across the empire, having them castrated, then training them in the cultural arts in the hopes that her husband never seeks after another woman. Earinus was still his favorite, but Domita made sure the emperor had a wide selection for whatever mood he was in.  
 
    As Washington sat at the table, a servant filled his cup with wine. Although Washington did not like to drink, he would not turn down the Emperor’s wine. He would never survive the insult. Before Washington could take his first sip, the Emperor came into the dining hall with a huge smile on his face, and made his way to his seat at the head of the table, clearly thrilled about something.  
 
    When Domitian reached the table, he said, “I HAVE WONDERFUL NEWS! THE THORN IN MY SIDE, THE LAST APOSTLE OF IESOUS, IOANNES, HAS FINALLY BEEN CAPTURED!”  
 
    Everyone at the table clapped their hands; several cheered, including Washington. To do anything else would be deadly. Then the emperor continued, “Unlike the rest of the Christians that are being sent to the Domitian province in Africa, Ioannes will be sent to Patmos after he has been boiled.”  
 
    Washington nodded in understanding. When the emperor, judge, or another leader in Rome was particularly angry at someone, they boiled them alive. If you put a man to the torch, then their nerves die rather quickly, but if you boil them, their nerves do not die, and it's not particularly hard to boil them at a temperature that won't kill them, so they feel the pain of burning for months. Emperor Domitian was clearly trying to make an example of Ioannes by torturing him and sending him to the prison island of Patmos.  
 
    Before Domitian sat down, he looked up saw Washington at the end of the table, and it was a bit hard to believe, but despite the smile on his when he saw Washington, his face lit up more, and he said, “Washington, you are the man of the hour, come up here and sit by me.”  
 
    Washington smiled outwardly and frowned inwardly. Domitian’s order meant that several guests would have to move from their seats, which showed they were lower than Washington, which made them rivals with him. This one command meant that Washington just became more beholden to the emperor because the emperor was not a rival; everyone else was. All he could do was say, “Thank you.”  
 
    Washington watched as Nerva, who was on the right-hand side of Domitian, moved to the seat to his right. As Washington passed the man, he whispered, “Sorry.” Nerva didn’t say anything back.  
 
    As Washington sat in the chair, Domitian said, “You did a wonderful job making the monument that makes liquid fire. My generals are very happy with it. It will make battlefields more interesting and allow night fighting in a way our enemies will not expect. I am talking with my generals about opening up new fronts, all thanks to the liquid fire. It also makes the communication towers we copied from your nation more effective at night. What reward can I offer you?” 
 
    “I simply want the new house, Rufus, and the old house, Stertinius, destroyed.”  
 
    “It will be my pleasure to work toward those goals, but destroying a house is not an easy thing. If Marcus Mettius Rufus or Lucius Stertinius Avitus crosses a line, I can have them executed, but they both have family that will take over the house. If I went out of my way to destroy the entirety of their houses, then every senator and noble in Rome would rise up against me, as most of them put their house before everything else.”  
 
    “Don’t execute Marcus. I want him to live to see his house destroyed. I want him to watch as the senate seat he bought with his daughter destroys his house. He attained his wealth through the valuable trade that flows through the province of Egypt, now that he is in Rome I can undercut his merchants. I am openly selling any good his merchants sell at a loss to break him. As for house Stertinius, that is a bit more complicated. His wealth comes from his vast amount of land holdings and all the things he grows on his land. Rome has more than a million people; Someone will always buy what he is selling. I have a plan to hurt him, but it will take some time to implement. I would appreciate it if you put pressure on both houses, but in the end, I will destroy them both financially.” 
 
    “Wonderful, but I must still give you a reward for the monument you built. I have decided that you will become an equestrian, a Roman noble.”  
 
    Washington was shocked. “But I do not own enough land to gain that title.”  
 
    “Washington, you built a monument in Rome that produces wealth. In doing so, you taught my blacksmiths new ways of working with bronze and iron. Currently, I am working with Nerva to send those blacksmiths to the major cities in the empire to build more of your monuments, so liquid fire will be available to all my legions and nobles. Giving you enough land to make you an equestrian is the least I can do.”  
 
    Washington was not expecting this, but it also showed that when he took his seat next to the young eunuchs, he was wrong. As an equestrian, he should be sitting closer to the emperor. Receiving the title of equestrian at the dinner, meant he should be sitting next to the emperor, which meant that an insult given by the emperor when he made those on his right side move down a seat would be forgotten. It was now clear this banquet was thrown for Washington's achievement. That said, although the insult would be forgotten, the rivalry would be more complicated.  
 
    Washington had to ask, “Have you decided what land you are giving me?”  
 
    “Yes. You will receive land on the Nile. I know you have a lot of business between the ports of Egypt, so it will not be hard for you to integrate it into your holdings. My merchants also tell me that Paulsland has farming methods that are very effective and very different than our own. Since the Nile is so close to your merchant fleet, you should have no problem seeing if Paulsland farming methods are better than the ones currently in use in Egypt.”  
 
    Washington’s mouth dropped in surprise as Emperor Domitian looked delighted in himself for surprising the young man. Washington was amazed at Domitian’s political tact. The emperor was clearly using this as an opportunity to copy Paulsland farming methods. Egypt was the breadbasket of the Roman Empire. Washington could very well make it better, which made Domitian’s job easier. Food riots in the past had forced Emperors to flee the city of Rome, so it was in Domitian’s best interest to find new and better ways of feeding his people.  
 
    While Washington struggled to come up with a response, Domitian said, “While you are there, I will also give you land to build an iron monument in Alexandria. You can keep half of whatever it produces.”  
 
    That’s when Washington knew that Domitian learned about the fertilizer, the phosphorus his father was producing from coal. Washington knew his father would not mind this secret getting out, especially since, last he heard, his father was looking for good sources of nitrogen and potassium, and the secret of phosphorus being revealed meant a lot more people would look for nitrogen and potassium. This actually calmed Washington down tremendously because it meant that over the next few years, Domitian would be trying to extract as much knowledge as possible from Washington, which meant he would not get randomly executed. Considering that he worked alongside Christians, despite the emperor's ire, this was good news.  
 
    “Thank you for your gifts. I do have one question though. Alexandria is not known for its coal production. How will we supply the iron monument?”  
 
    “That is not a problem. There is plenty of coal on Peninsula Italia. When Egypt sends us grain, we will send coal back for your monument. It will improve the economies of both parts of the empire.”  
 
    That’s when Domita, the emperor's wife, chimed in. “All your rewards involve more work for this young man. Noble work, landowner work, building work… why don’t you give him a reward of pleasure? I noticed our young Washington sat down next to the eunuchs when he arrived. Why don’t you take one of them home with you? I swear they are the most beautiful boys I could find. They come from every corner of the Roman empire.”  
 
    Without missing a beat, Washington said, “My father would kill me if I did that.” 
 
    Domita nodded in acceptance. “I understand. You have to keep your patriarch happy.” And she really did understand. If Paul had Washington killed, then Emperor Domitian's hands would be tied. In Rome, the Patriarchs had absolute power in their home. They could kill, sell into slavery or rape anyone in their household for any reason, regardless of the age of the individual. If the emperor tried to meddle, in this case, stop Paul from killing his son for something he saw as abhorrent, then every patriarch in Rome would rebel against their emperor because they were not going to give up any power or authority in their households.  
 
    Washington didn’t notice, but his answer caused Earinus, the eunuch, to give him a long look of consideration before going back and flirting with Titus Petronius Secundus, the head of the Praetorian guard. 
 
    It was about this time that the slaves began serving their dinner. The first course was tongues of peacocks. Each guest had an entire plate of tongues put in front of them. The purpose of a Roman banquet was to show off their wealth and power. While the people ate mostly bread, and maybe a couple of times a month, they had meat, the Emperor was showing that he was so wealthy that he could afford to kill an entire flock of peacocks and just feed their tongues to his guests. The utter waste showed his wealth.  
 
    That course was followed by the servants bringing in an entire roasted cow that had a roasted pig inside of it, with a roasted goose inside of it, with a roasted chicken inside of it, with a roasted duck inside of it. It was served with garum, a Roman fish sauce, and many spices. Anyone in Rome could afford garum as it was fermented fish guts and heads, but the spices were to show off wealth, as most of the spices were worth more than their weight in gold. It was one of the ways that the Central Roman Trading Company was making a profit.  
 
    To Washington’s mild surprise, they also served a spiced tomato sauce with the meat course. The Central Roman Trading Company sold canned tomato paste in jars that had several recipes on them, including recipes on how to cook the paste with spices to add flavor to meat. Only nobles could afford the tomato paste, and the recipes meant they had to buy all the spices to make every recipe to show how wealthy they were. The Central Roman Trading Company had absolutely no reason to mix the spices into the tomato paste, as they could make far higher profits selling them separately to the Roman nobles desperate to show off.  
 
    As Washington ate the food, he was grateful that Domitian had not figured out how much profit the Central Roman Trading company was making. They went out of their way to sell things at the same price as other merchants, but they could sell most of their products for ten percent of the current asking price in Rome and still make a profit because the Central Roman Trading Company was more of a transportation service than a merchant service. When Washington undercut House Rufus, it looked like he was taking a loss, but the reality was he was still profiting. Domitian was sharp, but thankfully the Central Roman Trading Company’s current way of doing business was too far outside of the current norm for the Emperor to notice.  
 
    There were several more courses of dinner, much of it was from Paulsland simply because canning allowed them to get fruits and vegetables that they could not get anywhere in the Roman empire. The last course was dessert, and many of the Romans had to throw up before they could eat it. They did this because they wanted to show they were so rich they could eat the best food in the empire and throw it up to eat more. This last meal involved various fruits, sugars imported from India and Paulsland, and honey. The honey was interesting to Washington because for the Romans to get honey, they had to destroy a bee's hive. They had yet to learn about the Paulsland way of raising bees in boxes with frames, then using centrifugal force to force the honey out, preserving the hive. Washington was not about to share that information; the Romans would have to find it out for themselves in due time.  
 
    The banquet went on for hours. As time went on, Washington got to know the emperor, his wife, and his hangers-on better. Every ten minutes, a different wine was brought out made from grapes or fruit from different parts of the world. Even pineapple and strawberry wine was brought out simply because of its rarity in the empire. Washington sipped every cup of wine for politeness' sake but did not finish any of them. He even intentionally overate and threw up to get some of the wine out of his system.  
 
    Around midnight, Domitian selected one of the young eunuchs at the end of the table and brought him back to his chamber. When he left, that meant the rest of the guests could leave, and as Washington left, he heard Earinus tell the leader of the Praetorians, “I need to speak to Washington before he goes.”  
 
    When Washington heard his name, he turned and saw Earinus give the Praetorian a deep kiss before rushing over to Washington and saying, “I appreciate what you did tonight.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “You didn’t take any of the eunuchs.”  
 
    Washington was surprised and said, “What does it matter to you?”  
 
    “I do not appreciate what happened to me as a child. Several years ago, when I was younger and more beautiful, I had more of Domitian’s favor. I asked and begged for him to make castration illegal in Rome, and eventually he relented and did so. The punishment for castrating a child is a fine. A FINE! All it did was make eunuchs more popular with the nobles and a premium product at the brothels. I appreciate that you did not abuse the young ones tonight. I will put in a good word with Nerva for you.”  
 
    Washington wondered why he was putting in a good word with Nerva instead of Domitian, but he wisely just said, “Thank you.” Before Earinus ran back to the Praetorian and gave him a deep kiss before grabbing his crotch; it was clear the eunuch was going to be spending intimate time with the man that evening.  
 
    Washington was in a hurry to go because he had other work to do that night, even if he was a bit tipsy. Outside there was a carriage waiting on him, with the new rubber tires that the Roman nobles absolutely loved. Inside the carriage were half a dozen men who all had grudges against house Stertinius and barrels of coal oil. Once Washington got in, they made their way about two hours outside the city to one of Stertinius’s vineyards. Waiting for them were the vines sitting dormant and leafless. Each man made their way through the rows of vines, carefully taking a ladle and pouring coal oil on their roots. Come spring, the vineyard would remain dead. One of the bits of knowledge that hadn’t made its way to Rome yet was that good dirt is filled with microbes that plants need, and coal oil kills those microbes. Washington planned to ruin the dirt on all of Stertinius vineyards and farms by spring; after all, who keeps watch of their land during winter?  
 
    This wouldn’t end house Stertinius instantly, but it would cause serious problems for them and would aid in their demise.  
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 44 December 94 AD Mesoamerica-Submission  
 
    Ever since Zuma had returned from his raid on the island in the sea, the Emperor faced endless debate among his advisors, priest, and nobles. They debated whether longships should only be used for nobles or common men and if slaves should also be blessed by the iron made from Gaia’s blood, as iron nails had to be used to make long boats. Most of the temples had walls around them, and there were endless debates about whether adding gates to those walls was sacrilege or not. Worse, there were endless debates about whether adding walls around the city was sacrilege or not. More distressing was the giant deer that they captured were not ridable creatures. Kestejoo explained that there were two types of giant deer. Bison and buffalo. They captured bison, which stand still when riders are on their backs. They need to find buffalo if they want their own buffalo riders.  
 
    In all the endless debate, the Emperor needed Kestejoo to step up and make his opinion known, as he has the most knowledge about the new things, but he was timid. Kestejoo was the only timid advisor that the Emperor had. Every other advisor of the Emperor fought for their position over years and was ruthless and cunning. In contrast, Kestejoo became an advisor by being kidnapped, and everyone in court manipulated and threatened him. It didn’t make him useless; it just made him far less useful than the Emperor wished.  
 
    The overarching problem facing the Emperor was that every advisor, priest, and noble said the same thing, “We have never done it that way before.” The reason why they were saying that was because priests, advisors, and especially nobles had exclusive rights to things, and they were fighting for the exclusive right to the new things so they could obtain more power. For instance, the priest had exclusive rights to walls around their temples, the nobles had exclusive rights to iron weapons and atlatls. Advisors of the Emperor had exclusive rights to the biggest canoes because the bigger the canoe, the more rowers it had, which meant they could go about the Emperor’s business more swiftly. New things mean new opportunities for power, and they wanted power for themselves while denying power to others.  
 
    It just showed they had already forgotten how the giant deer riders, the Trade Alliance, came into their capital city and effortlessly butchered their people while burning their food supply. If they did it once, they could do it again. With advisors like these, the Emperor was seriously considering stirring up trouble with the Trade Alliance so they would get rid of his problems for him in battle. Even if it cost tens of thousands of lives, the Totonac Empire would be better off with new, more open-minded advisors, priests, and nobles.  
 
    As the Emperor considered the path before him and how to create an appropriate compromise between all parties, a very high-ranking guard came to him, bowed to the earth, and waited for the Emperor to acknowledge him. “Rise and tell me what is happening.”  
 
    “Emperor, several Mayan kings have arrived at the edge of the city wishing to speak to you.”  
 
    The Emperor was confused and asked, “Why? How? The season of war has barely started. What do they want?” 
 
    “While their men were away at war the sea people attacked their cities, burned their grain stores, and killed their women and children. When Zuma was looking for the sea peoples' island, he interacted with several Mayan cities so they know we have longships like the sea people, so they requested that our season of war be postponed until they could speak to you.” 
 
    “Is it all the Mayan kings?”  
 
    “No, great Emperor. These are just the Mayan kings that have had their cities repeatably attacked.” 
 
    The Emperor considered what to do. When his advisors came to speak to him, he held up his hand, silencing them. The Mayans were an anomaly in Mesoamerica. It would be more appropriate to call them a league of nations instead of a nation, as each city had its own king and was not beholden to anyone else; unlike Totonac, where every city, town, and village was meant to serve and send their resources to the great city Teotihuacan.  
 
    The Emperor wondered what they would ask for, but since he did not see any negative repercussions from listening to them, he said, “Bring them here.”  
 
    As the guard left, his advisors, nobles, and priest once again approached him to give advice, but he already had all the advice from these men that he could stomach, so he raised his hand up and said, “No one is allowed to speak until the Mayans explain what they want.”  
 
    The entire hall went totally quiet. Their Emperor had spoken. To speak now would be death. Guards left the hall to inform everyone else of the Emperor's order. No reason to allow ignorance to end the life of a random elite.  
 
    A few minutes later, the high-ranking guard led two dozen Mayan kings into the throne room. Each was decked in their finest cloth, jade, and gold. Despite their fine clothes and jewelry, they each had the look of grief on their face. They marched toward the Emperor’s throne in the manner of soldiers, as they were trained in their youth, until the guards signaled for them to stop. Then with much hesitation, they bowed down before the Totonac Emperor.  
 
    The Emperor said, “Speak. Tell me what brought you here and why I should not offer each of you as worthy sacrifices to the gods.”  
 
    The words did not scare these kings. They knew that they were the favorite sacrifice of every nation; only the sacrifice of an emperor would be more worthy. One of the Mayans said, “We have come here to offer you our cities to join the Totonac empire. We only ask that you give our cities the method to make longships that your men stole from the sea people. If you need to sacrifice our lives to make it happen, then so be it.”  
 
    “Is this because the sea people attacked your cities while you were away?”  
 
    “Yes. How can our men fight our holy wars when the honorless sea people attack our homes while our warriors are gone? Look at us. There are two dozen of us, and the sea people went through our cities in a matter of days, killing thousands of women and children. We cannot fight in the holy wars and also defend our cities from them. The other Mayan cities will not help us. We are supposed to be allies, and we are in the holy wars we fight every year, but when it comes to defending our families from the honorless, they let our people die. It would be better for us if we stepped down as kings and became Totonac nobles. We simply ask that you give us the method of making the longships and help us defend our families.”  
 
    The Emperor tapped his finger on the armrest of the throne and then asked, “Did you lose family members?”  
 
    “Of course. My mother and several of my wives were not able to run away, and they were butchered or taken by the sea people. My son, the next King of my city, had two pregnant wives, they carried his first two children. They were butchered while we fought in our holy war. If the King and the crown prince can not go to war without worrying about their families, then we should give up our titles and join another nation.”  
 
    “How many of your warriors escorted you here?”  
 
    “Just a dozen for each king.”  
 
    The Emperor nodded. The reality was obvious; the kings were sad at the loss of their families, but their warriors were ready to kill them and what remained of the kings’ families if something didn’t change fast. By coming here, they were at least saving their sons’ noble positions and lives. The fact that they were sacrificing their high position for a lower one would take away much of the anger from their warriors and nobles, thus preserving some of their legacy. 
 
    “Kings should only be sacrificed if they are captured in holy battle. I will not require that of you.” Each of the Mayan kings relaxed in relief. “Instead, your sons, your crowned princes, will marry my daughters, and the sons that they produce with my daughters will become the leaders of your cities when your sons pass.” The Totonac emperor had dozens of wives and produced a couple of hundred daughters. This was a simple task to fulfill.  
 
    The various Mayan kings, well, new Totonac nobles looked at each other before looking at the Totonac Emperor and said, “Thank you. That is very generous.”  
 
    “You speak too soon. That is by no means my only requirement. As you know, the Totonac empire never built a city along our coast, unlike you Mayans. Our focus has always been to build around our great city Teotihuacan. Your daughters will marry the sons of my nobles, and they will build a string of cities along the coast connecting your cities with our empire. Your daughters will bring your fishermen, the men that fish in the sea instead of rivers and lakes, as a dowry to teach our people how to pull the resources out of the sea. In exchange, we will give your nobles the knowledge to build the longships we stole from the destroyers of cities. The sea people and the giant deer people. All longships will belong to nobles exclusively, but the nobles will have the right to allow freemen or slaves to use their longships as they see fit.”  
 
    “Thank you, oh gracious Emperor. With longships, we will be able to protect ourselves from the evil sea people, and we should not have a problem fulfilling your need for daughters and fishermen. We have many surviving daughters and fishermen. With our warriors gone, most of our people had no choice but to flee into the jungles when the sea people came.”  
 
    “Now we get to the biggest issue. You are now Totonac nobles. That means you will fight Totonac battles.”  
 
    “Of course. Which Mesoamerican empire do you want us to face?”  
 
    “None of them. Far to the north is the land of the giant deer people. They call themselves the Trade Alliance. They also have the longships like the sea people. They ride giant deer into battle, and those giant deer are devastating to our warriors. I want to send you, my nobles, priest, and advisors north to lead your armies in order to capture the giant deer for our warriors. Thousands of your men will die, but if we can capture the giant deer, what they call buffalo for our nobles, then our strength will be far greater.”  
 
    None of the new nobles had ever seen buffalo before, so they calmly agreed. In fact, they were relieved since it sounded like the upcoming battle would reduce the ranks of their warriors, many of whom were dissatisfied due to the loss of their families. And so they prepared for a new type of holy war. One against a nation that did not obey the rules of battle.  
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 45 December 94 AD Texas-A Son’s Desperation  
 
    John was sitting in his house next to the fire, reading through the letters sent to him from all over the Trade Alliance. It was a cold December, and over the last three nights, it had been below freezing, so John and everyone else were staying inside next to warm fires.  
 
    John had mixed feelings about the letters he was reading. For the longest time, the various chiefs refused to send a letter unless it had drawings to go with it, if only because they found it more interesting. Now that years had passed and the novelty had worn off a bit, the chiefs were far more willing to write without the use of drawings.  
 
    Unfortunately, they are writing about the mess the abundance of alcohol was causing in their villages as people were dealing with the pleasure of the buzz for the first time and discovering how nasty addiction could be. Several villages have destroyed their stills because of the problems it caused, only for their worst drunks to go to the next village and buy alcohol with whatever they could. Men selling daughters into marriage for a few bottles of moonshine, married women prostituting themselves for a drink, and men stealing from their neighbors to trade for it, among other issues.  
 
    Things that teenagers often had to figure out in the world John came from. But at least those teens had the guidance of the older generation who often knew how to deal with the worst effects of addictions. The only guidance the people of the Trade Alliance had was John, and instead of being teenagers, some of these people were in their sixties dealing with addiction for the first time. John was just grateful an outside force would not be able to take advantage of the problem like in the previous timeline.  
 
    John was spending time writing down his thoughts and what to tell the chiefs and shamans at the next meeting when he heard a knock on his door. John went to the door, opened it up, and was surprised to see Trevor with dozens of men. John was concerned. If Trevor came alone or with his family, that would’ve been wonderful, but he brought lots of men which implied trouble.  
 
    With a very concerned look on his face, John asked, “Trevor, is everything okay?”  
 
    Trevor ignored the question and said, “Father, I brought you lots of gifts. Gold, jade, and, most precious of all, bee hives.” Then Trevor pushed past his father and waved for his men to come into John’s home without John’s permission.  
 
    John was irritated, but he could tell that something wasn’t right, so he didn’t chastise his son. As the men marched into the house, carrying gold, jade, and strangely, logs, Onawa came in and asked, “What is going on?” She was more confused than anything. Although considering the mess the men were making, she should have been mad, but John was a chief, so occasionally, their house filled up with people at unscheduled times.  
 
    Trevor spoke before John could. “MOM! I decided to make a surprise visit with my men, and I brought lots of gifts!” Then he took out some gold and jade jewelry and handed it to his mom, and said, “These are for you.”  
 
    Onawa looked at the floor that was getting dirty with all their feet tracking in mud, then looked up at her boy and said, “Thank you.” Then sighed. “It will take a while to cook for all your men; I will put on popcorn to tide them over until I can prepare a proper meal.”  
 
    “Nonsense, my men have their canned rations.”  
 
    “My son is not going to come to my house and leave without a home-cooked meal.” With those words, she headed outside to their grain stores to begin the long process of making food for more than thirty men. The amount of food was trivial as everyone in the village, with the exception of newlyweds, had at least three years of grain stored up. The amount of work ahead was not trivial, even though Onawa would obviously make simpler dishes for their surprise guest.  
 
    As she left, Trevor directed his men to bring a ten-foot-long log to John and said, “Dad, here are some of the honey bees you have been wanting.”  
 
    John looked at the log, walked around it, found a hole that had been plugged up with clay, and began opening it. John had been looking for bees ever since he came back to the past, but he had not been able to find any, although rarely he had been able to buy honey. Unfortunately, whenever people found bees, they destroyed their hives to get the honey. More recently, he had been able to buy from Trevor, but this is the first time his son has allowed him access to his bees, which meant that Trevor must be desperate for help.  
 
    As John peeked into the hive, he winced and said, “I should have put smoke in here before I opened it.”  
 
    Trever asked, “Why?”  
 
    “To calm them down.”  
 
    “Calm them down? Why would you do that? The bees are really gentle, and at worst, they bite you.”  
 
    “Bite? Don’t you mean sting, like a hornet?”  
 
    “No. I got bit a couple of times when we first brought them to Cuba. I would remember if they stung me.”  
 
    John was so confused and curious that he blindly reached into the hive and grabbed a bee. He hoped it wasn’t the queen and brought it to his face. When he did so, he found what looked like an extra small bee, but it didn’t try to sting him, instead, it was doing its best to bite him.  
 
    Trevor said, “Dad, if you want to see the inside, just open up the plug in the middle of the log.”  
 
    John was confused with the entire situation since he thought he knew about bees, so he quickly closed up the original hole and opened up one in the middle of the log. Inside were stacks of egg cells, almost exactly how hornets make their nest. The exception was that on the outskirts of the egg cells were what looked like wax pots, with wide mouths, that were filled with honey.  
 
    John was stunned. He had visions of making honey bee hives for years, with little frames to hold the wax hives and spinning out the honey. He just needed some honeybees. Now Trevor brought him some honey bees, and they were utterly foreign to what John knew.  
 
    While John struggled with his new reality, and that native American bees are nothing like European honey bees, which was entirely skipped over in his education, Trevor rudely interrupted his thought process. “So Dad, what do you think?”  
 
    John looked at his son and said, “I can honestly say I am surprised and have a lot of work ahead of me. I have to figure out how to raise these things.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, Dad. We have dozens of logs filled with them.”  
 
    John gave his son an accusing look and asked, “Dozens?”  
 
    “Yeah, it's why we are here, actually. Last month those murderers, the people who killed my brother, came to our shore and wiped out one of our villages.”  
 
    “In canoes?”  
 
    “No, that’s the thing… they were in longboats. Somehow they figured out how to make iron and boards and put them together as well as anything we make. Someone sold us out.” 
 
    “How do you know that?”  
 
    “They came in during the middle of the day, and maybe a third of the villagers were able to escape. They killed everyone they could find and looted the village. They took all the weapons and tools they could find. They also took our longboats and our bison. Since they attacked us, we went down the coast, burning their villages and slaughtering their people. That’s where I got all this stuff from.”  
 
    John looked horrified. Trevor winced, knowing he had said too much but went back to his problem. “Now I need your advice on how to protect my people. From what my people said, they brought thousands of men in their longboats. If I can gather my people together, we can fight that number, but it takes time to gather so many people. How can I buy the time I need so my villages do not get wiped out.”  
 
    John frowned. “You could have left the Totonac alone. You could have refused to antagonize them. If you never raided them, they never would have attacked you.”  
 
    “If they did not want to be antagonized, they never should have killed my brother. Too much blood has already passed for me or them to stop. Besides, you cannot say for certain they would never have attacked me. What did my brother do to antagonize them? What did my brother do to them that warranted his murder? Perhaps they would have always attacked no matter what I did. Either way, I need your advice, Dad.”  
 
    John sat down. “Give me a minute to think.”  
 
    John looked at his son with a lot of love and consideration. Trevor was not creative. Out of John’s four sons, Trevor was the least creative. Trevor was very good at getting people to follow him, and that often meant being whatever the group needed him to be. Right now, Trevor and his people were nervous and looking for a solution to their new problem, which was the Totonac having longboats and being able to reach Cuba at random times. The problem was that Trevor had not cultivated creativity in any way, fashion, or form. Their idea of looking for a solution was going to John and having him give them an answer. In truth, John had been exposed to so much information before being sent back to the first century that it was not a bad idea to seek him out. John had been exposed to so much information he could never record even one percent of it. Although Trevor lacked creativity going to John and asking for a solution was legitimately the right thing to do, although John feared it would create bad habits for his son and the nation he was building.  
 
    John considered his advice for some time, long enough for Onawa and Ajei to come into the house and begin preparing supper for the men. Despite that, none of the young men interrupted John’s train of thought. Every young man knew that it could have been their village that was randomly attacked, their wives and children butchered, so they waited for John’s sage advice. When the popcorn began to pop the young men looked at Onawa with annoyance because they thought it might disturb John’s sage consideration. When Onawa shot a dirty look back, they averted their gaze in embarrassment.  
 
    After long thought and consideration, John said, “I think there are two main things you have to do. First of all, you have to have some sort of early warning system. Perhaps towers or having your men, I believe you call them Sea Wardens, do patrols between Cuba and the mainland. The second thing you have to do is set up quick ways to send messages across your island. I suggest setting up your own buffalo rider system. When the buffalo raiders attacked us, the buffalo riders were able to inform all the villages in the Trade Alliance rather quickly.”  
 
    Traver frowned. “I don’t think we will have a problem with the first one, but only landowners can ride buffalo.”  
 
    “Well, then, you have a problem. You need to be able to spread the word quickly when those people raid your coast.”  
 
    “Even with buffalo riders, it will take days to gather our men and bring them to fight the Totonac. Our village couldn’t hold off a thousand men for an hour, much less a day.”  
 
    “Did the village that was attacked have a stone or log wall?”  
 
    “Stone.”  
 
    John frowned and asked, “How did they get through?”  
 
    “There were no witnesses, but it looked like they were able to break through the gate with axes.”  
 
    John considered this information. “Then you should build a moat with a drawbridge.”  
 
    “Moat? Drawbridge?”  
 
    “A moat is like an artificial creek. A drawbridge is a bridge you can pull up.” John used his arm to connect the table to a chair, then raised it up to show what he was talking about. “It's not exactly so simple though. You will want something like a fifteen-foot wide moat that goes down at least eight feet. Then you will want to find mud that is easy to sink in and put about five feet of that in your moat. If they show up in large numbers when they try to cross the moat, they will sink down, and their buddies will have to try and pull them out. The biggest problem is that you will have to make the foundations of your gates and walls much deeper, otherwise, the moat could actually cause them to fall over.” 
 
    “Dad, I think I am a bit lost.”  
 
    John sighed. “Let me find some paper.” John looked through his desk, found paper, and began drawing out his ideas for much improved defenses. Having a moat and a drawbridge wasn’t enough. They needed something that would allow the village to survive five days while under constant attack. They of course, assumed that within five days, they would be able to round up enough men to fight off the Totonac or any other group that attacked. Some of their conversation involved integrating crushing weapons into their defense since the Totonac cloth armor was so good at stopping arrows. For instance, having stocks of logs and rocks on top of the wall to crush the heads of anyone attacking it. Also, building towers on the outside of the gates, so anyone who attacked the gates would be attacked from 270 degrees. Conversations about building moats only in front of the gate, versus around the entire town, as they could very quickly build moats in front of every town gate, but it would take months or years to build them around every town, especially if they had to fill it with sucking mud.  
 
    Of course, their conversation returned to allowing more buffalo riders, but due to the politics of the situation, Trevor and the other Landowners had to wait until they were back on the island to discuss the issue.  
 
    John could only shake his head as the conversation made him consider making a better-defended fortress in Texas. Something with a moat, drawbridge, and other defensive structures for the people to fall back to if Texas was ever overwhelmed.  
 
    Their conversation went on for days, as they began discussing things like the Great Wall of China, which warned of danger with lights, how signal flags worked, and how a telegraph can send information very, very far with lightning. By the end of it, Trevor was begging John to write what he knew of the world, and so John agreed to write it to the best of his ability.  
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 46 January 95 AD Southern Border of the Trade Alliance-How to Start a War  
 
    Zuma was leading a force of four thousand men, most of them were Mayan a month ago. These were the Mayans that the new Totonac nobles, that were kings a month ago, said were most dissatisfied with joining the Totonac empire. The Emperor expected nearly everyone on this expedition to die, so everyone who was deemed to be a problem was on this trip with Zuma, including a few dozen priests, advisors, and nobles that the Emperor was tired of dealing with.  
 
    Their goal was to find a Trade Alliance town and steal every buffalo. It was thought that only the men who rode buffalo back would survive this expedition. Zuma did not want this information getting out for obvious reasons.  
 
    Zuma suggested giving every soldier an atlatl as they’re far more effective against buffalo than arrows, but since that’s a noble weapon, the nobles fought against his suggestion. The Emperor was not pleased with those nobles, so they were on the expedition with their atlatls, and Zuma expected they would never get another opportunity to give the Emperor their stupid ideas, as they were directly commanded by the Emperor to lead their warriors to the Trade Alliance and bring them back, so no buffalo for the idiots.  
 
    The Emperor remembered being powerless to stop the giant deer people, the buffalo riders, and the Trade Alliance, and he was not about to stay helpless before his enemies. He was well aware that this act would cause war between the two nations, but if they got a breeding population of buffalo, then the lives lost would be worth it, even if he lost a quarter of the people and the cities in his empire. He counted the cost and found it worth it, albeit it meant being weak and helpless before the Trade Alliance one more time.  
 
    The Emperor expected that the Trade Alliance would retaliate, so their food storage was dispersed, and over half was hidden. Totonac would not be threatened with famine as before. Their soldiers were out to war, and away from their cities, so it's possible his armies would survive the upcoming trial relatively unscathed. The last time the Trade Alliance went through, they hesitated to kill women and children, so the Emperor may not even lose ten percent of his population. Kestejoo had told them that the Trade Alliance leader, John, showed compassion to all women and children, unlike the sea people. If more people died than he expected, then he had faith that the gods would reward the sacrifice.  
 
    In preparation for this raid, the hundred men selected to bring buffalo back to the Totonac Empire were trained by Kestejoo on how to mount a buffalo with wooden buffalo built by some slaves. Zuma wanted to bring Kestejoo on the raid, but he was far too valuable to risk, so instead, they were bringing one of the men captured with him, Etu.  
 
    Etu was chosen because he only had one living child with the god's bride. Their first died soon after being born, and ever since this second one was born, Etu had absolutely doted on the boy. The god’s bride was along for the trip as well. She would take care of the child. When it came time to steal the buffalo, Etu would have to do his best to help or else his child would suffer. It's one of the reasons why the Emperor gave the god’s brides to Etu and the other men that were captured with them; it gave the Emperor hostages.  
 
    The trip to the Trade Alliance was not an easy one. Feeding four thousand men as they traveled further than they ever had before was not easy. When these men fought in the holy war every year, they would have slaves and common men bring fresh supplies daily to wherever their battlefield was, but because they were traveling so far, they had to carry their own supplies. It was worrying to the men, most of whom did not realize this was to be a one-way trip for them. That said, they were disciplined warriors, they followed orders, and marched dozens of miles through the wilderness and cold every day. Their job was to head north until they found a village with buffalo.  
 
    Scouts went ahead of the relatively slow-moving army. As the army marched north, the scouts stayed a couple of miles ahead of it, and a couple of miles to the east and west. Whenever they found a village in the wilderness, they reported back to the army, which sent a thousand men to wipe it out. The Totonac army felt that the buffalo riders were stronger than they were, so they wiped out every village and person they found on their long march north because they could not risk word reaching the buffalo riders of the Trade Alliance.  
 
    They marched north for weeks before eventually crossing what the Trade Alliance called the Copper River. They knew they had found the southernmost border of the Trade Alliance when they found a lock and dam. That night they butchered the three families that were overseeing the lock, but unfortunately, there were no buffalo. The families were relying on supplies from the trade that went up and down the river, so they did not have any buffalo with them. If the army had found buffalo at the lock, they would have gone east and west along the river looking for buffalo at every outpost, but instead they continued north, looking for any trails leading to a village.  
 
    It took a few days, but eventually, the scouts found a trail that had buffalo riders going back and forth delivering goods and messages. The army camped out without any fires as the scouts searched and located the nearest village. They counted around twelve hundred people and at least a hundred buffalo before heading back.  
 
    Several hunters noticed the scouts in the distance, but both the scouts and the hunters were wearing cotton armor because it was warm in the cold January weather, so no alarm was raised. It was something of a tragedy that John’s wife copied and spread the cotton armor design far and wide to save lives, but now it would allow the Totonac army to go unnoticed. 
 
    Although Trade Alliance men were hunting, none of them came close to where the main camp of Totonac warriors were, especially since the camp had no fires. The Totonac were disciplined enough to handle the cold, especially since the nobles on this expedition knew how dangerous the buffalo riders were. The ex-Mayans did not, but after a handful of summary executions, they stopped complaining. Military discipline was absolutely going to be kept in buffalo rider territory.  
 
    Even the priests, advisors, and bride of the gods did not complain because they remembered what the buffalo riders did. Their willingness to go without fire did as much to stop the ex-Mayans’ complaints as the executions did.  
 
    To a certain extent, the Totonac went unnoticed because the chiefs of the Trade Alliance and their best men were away heading to congress. It was a time to relax instead of going into the cold and hunting. All the villages had plenty of grain and canned meat for the year, so most of the men took their rest next to the warm fires in their homes as the Totonac scouts spied on the village and figured out the best way to attack.  
 
    Zuma learned from his attack on Trevor’s people and, after several conversations with the scouts, organized his men to attack the gates of the village and flood the village with warriors. They were somewhat nervous that the gates would slow them down enough that the buffalo riders would be able to mount up, but every warrior was under direct orders to swarm the buffalo riders and pull them off their buffalo while they were still inside the walls of the town. Once the plans were made, Zuma forced his men to stay up all night and rest during the day. They had one shot at cleanly taking the buffalo from the Trade Alliance, and he wanted everyone alert for their attack the next night.  
 
    As Zuma got his people acclimated to the night, scouts marched a couple of miles away from camp, keeping a lookout for any Trade Alliance hunters or children that may be out and about, but in the cold, none wandered this far from their comfortable homes. And so, a night and a day later, as the sun began to set, the Totonac warriors woke up, ate, had a drink, and once the sun finally fully set, left all their things in the camp and made their way to the village.  
 
    The only oddity in the entire army was the god’s bride carrying Etu’s seven-month-old son alongside the other warriors. The priest and advisors had their place in the army, albeit in the rear, but a woman and infant marching with an army was strange. When the little mite cried, she quickly put her hand over his mouth, practically suffocating him until he stopped. Etu marched a few feet away from her, and he hated watching her treat their son that way. It ate him up inside, but he understood that none of these soldiers would hesitate to kill them if given the order, so he endured.  
 
    It took nearly four hours of walking for the army to make it from their encampment to the town. By the time they reached the town, everyone was asleep. Every town and village in the Trade Alliance felt that having walls, gates, and dogs was good enough to stop invaders. After all, when the buffalo raiders attacked all those years ago, walls, gates, and dogs were able to stop the raiders long enough for people to get help. The only loss they had was when the raiders were able to bypass the walls through trickery and speed. The reality was that few in the Trade Alliance could imagine an army as large as four thousand men. The Trade Alliance defenses were not designed to stop so many men at once, and Zuma was going to take advantage of that fact.  
 
    The village had three gates to the east, west, and south. The Totonac warriors had thirty-two iron axes in total. They were wielded by men in four squads of eight. They sent three squads of eight warriors to three gates, and split the last group of eight into two, and sent them to the east and west gates. They reached the three gates seconds apart and immediately began chopping into the wood.  
 
    The axes barely sounded off, “CHOP, CHOP, CHOP” before all pandemonium broke loose, and all the dogs inside the village began barking like someone was murdering them. The men inside the homes inside the walls woke up nearly instantly and began grabbing weapons and rushing out of their homes. There was no way that anyone with peaceful intentions would be making so much noise.  
 
    Every living being within a quarter of a mile was pumped full of adrenalin. The Totonac ax men were shaking as they swung their axes into the wooden gate. Other warriors shook in excitement, almost desperate for them to break through. Inside the village, dogs were barking nonstop at the top of their lungs as they sensed and smelled the blood and adrenaline on strangers. Men were tripping over things in the dark as they found weapons and their cloth armor. Mothers began gathering up children and herding them into the most protected rooms of their houses. In the barns, the buffalo and bison began to tremble with all the noise.  
 
    It took nearly half a minute for the men of the village to begin rushing out of their houses and toward the towers at the gate, but by this time, the dozens of ax men were breaking through the gate. Zuma had already learned on the island of the sea people that all they had to open the gate was breach the wood and move the bar that was keeping the gate shut. Before any of the men of the village could reach the gate, the Totonac ax men breached the western gate, used an ax to reach through the breach and lift the bar holding the inside of the gate closed, before violently pushing open the gate. That’s when the dogs charged.  
 
    The Totonac warriors didn’t care about the dogs. They pointed their stone-tipped spears forward and charged past the ax men. Many Totonac warriors’ spears pierced the canines but could not effectively pull out their spears, so they took one of the clubs off their belt and continued charging, swinging at the dogs as they passed. They were not scared of being bitten by dogs. They were not scared of getting shot by arrows or stabbed by a weapon of iron. Their fear was failing in their mission. If they died, then they would fight next to their gods in the war against darkness, but if they failed to capture the buffalo, then their Empire would die, and what would happen to their families then? 
 
    The men of the Trade Alliance were dumbfounded. They barely stepped out of their doors when somehow the enemy was opening the gate, and then a never-ending wave of men ran into their village. Their dogs went to attack the men, but they were speared through, battered aside, or even when they bit one of the men, one of the other warriors struck the dog down, and the attackers pressed toward them with barely a pause. A handful of the Trade Alliance men lifted their bows and fired arrows, but arrows found cotton armor and did little or no damage. Even when an arrow stunned a warrior and made him pause, the warriors behind him pushed him forward. The Trade Alliance men had no choice they had to turn and run. So many men were pouring through their gates that they felt like they were fighting an act of nature.  
 
    Unfortunately for the men, there was nowhere to run. The walls that were supposed to keep enemies out kept them in. If there were no walls, some of the men would have survived, but as the men ran from the first breach at the west gate, the southern gate and eastern gate were breached, and the men of the Trade Alliance played the cruelest and last game of tag of their life, as they were chased down and beat to death with clubs, or pierced through with spears. As the men desperately ran for their lives with no way out, other Totonac warriors broke into the houses and began slaughtering families. Mothers tried protecting their children, but they just ended up dying seconds before their children. The Totonac had no pity for anyone inside the village.  
 
    When the warriors found the barns with buffalo and bison, they immediately surrounded them and sought to calm the animals, as Kestejoo and Etu had suggested. Calmly whispering to the animals that everything would be okay. The warriors had no way of knowing the difference between the two animals; it was one reason why Etu was brought with.  
 
    From the first strike on the gate with an ax until the last child was killed only took about five minutes, but they had so many men it took fifteen minutes for things to calm down enough to bring Etu to the stables.  
 
    Zuma, and the god’s bride, holding Etu’s son, walked through the village to the stables with him. Etu had tears streaking down his face as he saw all the death around him. He was from a village just like this. His home village, where his mother, father, brothers, sisters, nephews, and nieces lived, was just like this village. It had log walls, log homes, filled with dogs that they thought would help protect them in a time of attack, but as he walked through the bodies of the dogs and his… not countrymen, he did not hold to the same ideals as the Totonac, but they were at least allies that fought against the buffalo raiders all those years ago when they attacked.  They were people he could trust to trade fairly with him. People that would not stab him in the back. He felt great pity looking at the slaughtered corpses of the village. He couldn’t help but see his home in this village that he didn’t even know the name of, and so tears streaked down his face.  
 
    Those tears were noticed by his woman, the mother of his child, and Zuma as they were led to one of the many stables holding buffalo.  
 
    When they entered the stable, Zuma asked, “Are these buffalo, the beast you ride, or bison, the beast that pull?”  
 
    Etu was a bit overwhelmed by emotion and had to take a moment to compose himself. “A mixture. There are both buffalo and bison in here.”  
 
    Zuma got mad and said, “Hurry up! Come dawn, the other villages are going to send buffalo riders to this village. The scouts say buffalo riders come here every morning. We have hours to get the buffalo away from here, at least if we do not want an army of your buffalo riders catching us.” 
 
    Etu couldn’t help himself, he had to ask, “Are you going to destroy more villages like this one? Are you going to march in and wipe everything out?”  
 
    “No. I can absolutely assuredly say no. How many buffalo riders did your leader, John bring to humble our city? I am sure he will be able to muster more now that we have wiped out this village. This will be the only village we destroy. Once we have the buffalo, we are heading back to the Totonac empire. All of us.”  
 
    “Are you sure? You're not just saying that to me?”  
 
    “We do not have time to argue.” Zuma turned to Etu’s woman. A woman that would never be allowed to marry Etu no matter how many of his children she bore. He told the woman, “Cut off the child’s left pinky.”  
 
    Etu cried out in shock and surprise, “WHAT?! NO!”  
 
    The bride of the god’s did not hesitate. Her position allowed her to have an iron knife. She took it out, and forced her son's hand open, and the seven-month-old boy was confused as to why his mother was forcing his hand open. Then with one smooth motion she placed the edge of the knife between the ring finger and pinky and cut off the infant's pinky.  
 
    Etu was freaking out. “WHY WOULD YOU DO THAT TO OUR SON!” 
 
    She turned back to the child's father and very coldly calmly said, “Do your job, or I will begin cutting off the boy's fingers, toes, hands, feet, and what not until he is dead.” There was no emotion in her voice. She said it like she said she was cutting the thigh off a chicken or stitching a shirt.  
 
    Etu took one long look at the infant that was now screaming and desperately trying to get away from his mother before turning away. He had no choice. He rose to the challenge and crushed all feelings, then he very quickly and carefully showed the men which animals were buffalo and how to saddle them up and ride them. To protect his son, he internalized all his emotions, sadness, anger, bitterness, and hate. He was powerless, and his son was suffering and screaming, looking for comfort, and all Etu could do was help the people who hurt his son. All he could do was focus. It was the longest night of his life.  
 
    It would take him a little while to realize this was why he was given a bride of the god. Priests go throughout the Totonac empire looking for the prettiest common girls they can find. They take them in when they are seven years old, and they begin training to be a bride. They are taught from a young age they will give their body, not to a man, but to a sacrifice, and any fruit produced from their union is producing sacrifices, not children. Etu’s woman had already sacrificed three children before meeting Etu, and she felt no affection for Etu’s son. It’s not that she was prepared to kill the infant, instead, she was ready to sacrifice it. Being prepared meant that there was a possibility that the child would not be sacrificed. For Etu’s woman, it was not a matter of whether her son would be sacrificed but when, and she would have no pity on the mite whether the sacrifice was quick or slow. What did she care anyway? As a bride of the gods, she was treated nearly as well as a noblewoman, all she had to do was sacrifice the men she shared a bed with and the fruits their union produced. This life would keep her belly full, warm clothes on her back, and give her a soft bed until old age, and currently, this life was giving her nation a powerful weapon.  
 
    Two hours before dawn, one hundred and thirty buffalo were saddled, thanks to Etu’s direction, and they headed off for the Totonac Empire. Zuma, the Emperor’s hand-picked men, Etu, Etu’s son, and the thing that was the mother of Etu’s child all rode back on buffalo. The Emperor still had a use for Etu, so he was not going to be left behind. As for the other four thousand men, Zuma kept his word. They pillaged the village and started their long march back to the Totonac empire. They didn’t know it, but their purpose was to slow down the buffalo riders long enough to give Zuma plenty of time to reach their home and hide their spoils.  
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 47 January 95 AD Texas-It’s War  
 
    So far, congress had gone on for three days, and John had done very little talking. Several chiefs were having severe issues with alcoholics, and they were spending their time talking back and forth with each other about problems with their alcoholics and what they had done to solve it. Some of the chiefs had avoided the major problems with alcoholics and instead were discussing the things they had made with stone thanks to the stone-cutting equipment and were trying to get other chiefs to buy their excess stone blocks. It was a really odd mish-mash since some of the villages were being devastated by their drunks, and others had a large surplus of stone they wanted to get rid of, and they were trying to sell their stone by pointing out all the amazing things they built with it. If John had to describe it, it was like two totally different congresses were going on right before his eyes.  
 
    The best thing about this year’s congress was that nobody really needed John. Those trying to sell stone blocks saw John as a competitor and actively went out of their way to exclude him from their conversations. The chiefs struggling with alcoholics, and were, in reality, struggling with the concept of addiction for the first time, saw John as the reason why they had the problem in the first place and did not want to hear his opinion. John found it relaxing. The Trade Alliance was starting to move away from needing him. His goal was always that the tribes would be able to live together in peace and harmony without his meddling, and despite their current issues, it looked like the Trade Alliance was moving beyond a need for John.  
 
    As John had happy thoughts about the future of the Trade Alliance, he began to hear a buffalo galloping, thundering really, toward the congress. When he turned, he saw a buffalo rider running his buffalo to death, trying to reach congress. It was a two thousand-pound animal running at thirty-five miles an hour; thunder was the only way to describe the noise it made as it ran. As it closed in, more and more chiefs began turning their heads to the noise. Within seconds even chiefs that were deep in discussion stopped talking to turn toward the rider that was barreling toward them.  
 
    As the Buffalo moved toward them at top speed, everyone’s countenance fell as worry grew on their faces. There was no way a buffalo rider would come toward them like that if they had good news. Oddly enough, none of the chiefs thought the buffalo rider was there to kill them; at this point, buffalo riders and the buffalo express had become so normal they just didn’t think that a buffalo rider would kill them. It was a bad habit considering the buffalo raiders, but one they had, nonetheless.  
 
    The buffalo continued charging full tilt until it reached the stone columns that surrounded the congress round amphitheater, then to save time, he slowed the buffalo down from a run to a trot and finally a walk, circling congresses amphitheater at the stone columns yelling out, “Kdegoi has been wiped out. The Totonac attacked two days ago and killed everyone.”  
 
    John heard a chief scream “NO! NO! NO!” as the chief ran toward the buffalo rider, pushing aside other chiefs in his panic and grief. John followed closely behind as other chiefs took a moment to thank their gods that it wasn’t their village that was destroyed.  
 
    John watched as the Kdegoi’s chief grabbed the saddle of the buffalo rider and asked, “ARE YOU SURE!?”  
 
    “I am the last buffalo rider to carry this message. There were at least a dozen buffalo riders that carried it before me. All I can say for sure is that as soon as my village heard the news, all the men began preparing for war. They await their chiefs to lead them into battle against the Totonac. I can also say I was not the only buffalo rider sent out. Every village that received this message sent buffalo riders to all nearby villages. It will be another week before the last village in the Trade Alliance finds out about the attack.”  
 
    Kdegoi’s chief said, “I have to go.” And he began running toward the stables. John didn’t say a word at the strange sight of a grey-haired man with a limp running as fast as he could, but he felt great sympathy for the man.  
 
    John asked the rider, “Any word on how many Totonac warriors there were?” 
 
    “My message said that there were more Totonac warriors than any village has people, even if you count all the women and children.”  
 
    “Thank you. I need to talk with the chiefs. Please take this message back to Texas quickly. Kdegoi’s chief came with several of his best warriors, and I think he has forgotten about them. I am sure they will want to rush home after hearing this news; perhaps there is a survivor or two.”  
 
    The buffalo rider nodded and said, “Of course.”  
 
    The buffalo rider turned the buffalo toward the village of Texas, but it was spent, so John said, “Your buffalo is too tired to run. Get off it and jog to the village. I will keep it until you return.”  
 
    The buffalo rider considered John’s words before saying, “Of course, Chief John.” Then he climbed down from the buffalo and began jogging toward Texas, which was a good quarter mile from where congress met. John led the buffalo to one of the pillars and tied it up. Then he began considering what he would say to the chiefs, many of whom were quiet and staring at John. John realized that they were still very dependent on him when it came to war. The thought made him grow somber.  
 
    John considered his words, and the few chiefs that were talking grew quiet. John basked in the quietness for ten, then twenty seconds before saying, “War has come. The messenger tells me that more warriors attacked Kdegoi than any village has people. I never wanted this. I wanted peace. I have worked hard for peace, and yet war has come. The Totonac attacked Kdegoi, but they could have attacked anywhere. Which village will be next? Will it be Texas? Salt Village? Tomato Vine? Perhaps it will be your village. We cannot let this stand. We are the Trade Alliance. The Totonac attacked one of our villages, and I say we go south and make it so they cannot do that again. Chiefs, go home, grab your buffalo riders, and bring them to Kdegoi. Let your men see the future Totonac has for their wives and children, and then we ride south and break Totonac.”  
 
    The chiefs nodded, and some cheered as John spoke of breaking Totonac. But after John’s speech, one of the chiefs broke the moment by asking, “Where is Kdegoi Village?” 
 
    The chiefs spent an hour figuring out how to get to Kdegoi village. It was actually fascinating to John, as the directions were not given like on a map, but the chiefs figured out which village was next to each other and gave directions by having the chiefs go from village, a, b, c, and d, all the way to Kdegoi. Once the directions were given, chiefs and their warriors found their buffalo and made their way to their villages. Several chiefs sent their young warriors ahead to get the village ready before the chiefs arrived. The reality was that the chiefs understood it was better to stop the Totonac now than to wait for another attack.  
 
    As for John, he went to Texas and began getting ready. The Texas Rangers and the other men of the village started getting ready once the messenger delivered his message. The logistics weren’t simple. They would be gone for some time, so the Texas Rangers were hitching bison to wagons and filling them with food, water, and high-calorie grains for the buffalo since they wanted the buffalo to spend time trotting to battle instead of grazing.  
 
    To John’s dismay, Walker and his junior Texas Rangers were going on this trip. It was their duty. John wished he could force his son to stay, but he would sooner cut his own throat. Walker was nearly fifteen, a man by the standards of his people. Forcing Walker to stay would cripple his son and John’s authority. Besides Walker was probably the best trained warrior John had.  
 
    Alongside the junior Texas Rangers were John’s entrepreneurs. As men, it was their duty to go fight when their people were attacked. It was a tragedy risking these young men. They were legitimately the most creative minds in the Trade Alliance. They may not be the brightest youths in the Trade Alliance, but practically every young man willing to try new things and gamble on new ideas was one of John’s entrepreneurs. Considering how many years they had before them, John thought losing any of these youths would be worse than losing him.  
 
    It took two days to pack everything up and eight days to reach Kdegoi. The trip there was uneventful. When they arrived, three thousand buffalo riders were waiting on them, but they had not waited idly. The Buffalo riders had buried the dead. Unfortunately, that included the late chief of Kdegoi. When he saw that all his villagers had died, including his wives and children, he cut his own throat. With the chief committing suicide, there were only three survivors, and John invited them to come live in Texas after they fought Totonac. They agreed.  
 
    John was in a hurry to punish Totonac for the needless deaths, but despite that, he still waited three days for more buffalo riders to arrive. As they waited, John took every buffalo rider and chief through the desecrated village to look at the destruction caused by the Totonac. How easily and mercilessly they attacked. How that every village needed to update to stone walls, moats, and drawbridges.  After seeing the destruction of Kdegoi, all the chiefs agreed.  
 
    Once the war was over, and the Totonac were trampled again, John would design simple draw bridges and updated defenses. John remembered that many European villages and towns also built artificial hills and built towers on them as final defensive emplacements. John would have to build one in Texas once he had time, as an example to others. It was important to build up the defenses so that the Trade Alliance as a whole had time to react to attacks made by the Totonac. Given time, they could round up enough buffalo riders to counter Totonac armies. They just needed time, and hopefully, the new fortifications would give it to them. 
 
    John considered his options for a few days, made notes, and sketched illustrations until they were over five thousand strong; then, they left and followed the Totonac army. They wanted to catch them before they returned to Totonac land.  
 
     
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 48 February 95 AD Soto La Marina River- Slaughter 
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    It took three weeks, but the scouts just reported back to John that the Totonac army was within reach. To catch up with the Totonac army, they had to cross the Copper River, known as the Rio Grande in John’s time, and another much smaller river to the south of it, but the scouts reported to John that the next river had stopped the Totonac army’s progress.  
 
    The Totonac army’s trail was not hard to follow as they headed south to the Copper River, following it all the way to the coast and heading south from there. They managed to wipe out two outposts at locks and dams before the buffalo express was able to send messages to the rest of the posts evacuating them.  
 
    As John’s buffalo riders headed south, they came across several wiped-out villages, that were not Trade Alliance, obviously destroyed by the Totonac, and in those villages, they found charred and gnawed human bones. This stoked fear and anger in the Trade Alliance’s buffalo riders, but as John took a closer look at the burned-out villages, he had to admit, it was a stretch to call them villages. These villages did not have any well-tended fields; they were simply hunters and gatherers. The Totonac army was likely attacking the villages because they lacked supplies, and when the small villages, outposts really, did not have enough food to meet the army’s needs, they butchered what people they captured and ate them. It’s why the bones were gnawed. The Totonac army just didn’t have the logistics for this type of war yet.  
 
    That actually added another level of urgency. Until the Totonac knew about their logistics problems, they could not work on fixing it. This meant the Trade Alliance had to kill everyone in the army they were chasing, so they could not get this information home. John just hoped the army did not have the experience to send scouts and messengers ahead. John hoped that since their logistics were so primitive, their communications would be as well.  
 
    As for John’s logistics, he had five dozen wagons pulled by twice as many bison. When the scouts told him they spotted the army, he asked each chief to leave one of their buffalo riders behind to defend their supplies, and then the rest went out to battle the Totonac.  
 
    As the buffalo headed south, John was a bit worried. He had no idea how many men were in the Totonac army that attacked Kdegoi. All he was told was that it was more warriors than were in any village. That could mean almost a thousand or over ten thousand. Either way, the Trade Alliance had to wipe out this army.  
 
    And so John and his buffalo riders crested a hill, and in the distance, he saw the Totonac army and the river that stymied them. To his relief, the Totonac army had made a huge blunder. The army had caught sight of the buffalo the scouts rode and, in response, moved away from the river. If they were fighting a normal army made up of infantry, this would have been correct, as they could be pushed back into the river. But they were fighting buffalo riders, who were calvary archers first and used spears as secondary weapons. Their current cavalry tactics involved riding around their target, firing arrows into their prey. If the Totonac army was hugging the river, the Trade Alliance would have had to rethink their cavalry tactics, but with them maneuvering to a flat area without any trees, they were helping the cavalry out. It just showed their inexperience. John hoped they killed them all, so the Totonac didn’t learn anything from this battle.  
 
    John stayed at the crest of the hill studying his enemy. The first thing he noted was that they had a massive amount of men. He knew it was more than a thousand, but even if it was ten thousand, they had to attack. He couldn’t tell if they had more men than he did, and he was not going to waste time counting them. The second thing he noticed was that they were grouped close together, which was the correct way to fight calvary, even buffalo calvary. Buffalo were hardy creatures and would constantly headbutt other buffalo to show dominance, but if enough human bodies were packed close together, they would stop a charging buffalo. Since the Totonac warriors were so close together, the buffalo riders could not just trample them to death. Perhaps later in this campaign, they would get the chance to trample a scattered army to death. The third thing he noticed was that there were clearly different ranks of people. Some men were dressed much better than the rest and seemed to carry special spears, others carried bows, some men wore jaguar pelts, but the majority of men were dressed in plain, cheap-looking clothes. John was about to give commands when he noticed a group of men in the center that were dressed best of all. John had previously seen Totonac priests before, so he recognized some of them as such, and he assumed that because they were in the middle of the formation, they were non-combatants. He couldn’t tell if the other men next to the priest were a different type of priest or not, but he wanted to capture them.  
 
    John felt compelled to consider the army before him for several minutes in part because the Totonac were moving away from the river to a flat plain. It was clear the army assumed John’s buffalo riders would try to push them into the river. They completely misread the situation and showed a lack of understanding of how cavalry worked, or at least how the Trade Alliance used their cavalry in battle. He was not going to interrupt his enemy while they were making a mistake.  
 
    Instead, John called for his Texas Rangers. The way the Trade Alliance’s army was currently organized was simple. John was in charge of everyone. The chiefs were in charge of their people. Each chief had two Texas Rangers. One was with John at all times, and the other was with the Chief at all times. Through the Texas Rangers, they communicated back and forth with each other. One of the Texas Ranger's jobs on this expedition was always knowing where John was and always knowing where their chief was.  
 
    John told his Rangers, “Tell the chiefs that I will lead a charge with the Junior Texas Rangers down toward the Totonac. They are to follow us with their buffalo riders in a line, and we are going to circle them. I am going to head to the east side of their army first, then circle around them from the south to the west, north, and back to the east. As we circle them, we will fire arrows into their ranks. If the Totonac army moves as a whole, we will simply enlarge our encirclement and continue firing arrows into it. If the army sends out units or stretches itself long enough that someone thinks they can make their buffalo charge through to the other side, then have your brave and foolish warriors attempt to break through their lines and trample them with their buffalo, but only if the Totonac thins their lines enough, or sends out a small enough group that the buffalo can go through without stopping.  
 
    “That said, every chief is to prioritize certain targets. Every buffalo rider is to fire arrows at the best-dressed Totonac first; they are the ones with the weird spears, then fire at the archers, then fire at the men wearing orange and black furs, and finally fire on the men in plain clothing. At the center are some well-dressed men who look like they have never fought in their life. I want those men captured. In fact, do not kill anyone who isn’t fighting or who stops fighting. I want to talk to them.”  
 
    Walker asked loudly, with a bit of disdain in his voice, “Father, are you going to let them live?”  
 
    “No! They wiped out Kdegoi. They murdered our men, our women, and our children. They bludgeoned babies to death in their cribs. Everyone in that army will die, but after we wipe out this army we are going to go into Totonac land again, and we need more information… Oh, one more thing, if you capture a Totonac, don’t tell them we are going to kill them. Tell them that if they talk, we will let them live.”  
 
    Walker smiled and said, “Sounds good.”  
 
    “Any other questions?” There were none, “Then go inform your chief of the plan. We attack the Totonac in a few minutes.”  
 
    The Texas Rangers turned their buffalo and raced to their chiefs.  
 
    John organized his son's junior Texas rangers into a V formation behind him. Walker, of course, took the most dangerous position outside of John’s position. He was directly behind his father on the side that would face the Totonac. Any Totonac arrow that missed his father would likely hit him. That said, John said nothing because his son was a legitimate leader of warriors, his son had trained more than anyone here, and his son wore cloth armor with overlapping iron pieces. He should be safe. Furthermore, all the Junior Texas Rangers had shields. They clipped them on the side of their saddle that would face the Totonac, freeing their hands to accurately aim and fire their bows.  
 
    As for the rest of the buffalo riders, all the Texas rangers had iron helmets, and the rest of the army had some scattered around. Few men besides Walker's Junior Rangers had shields or iron armor. There were some here and there, but they were few and far between. All the men had compound fast-fire bows, and all men wore cloth armor.  
 
    John assumed that most of the casualties they would take in the battle would come from head injuries because far too few men invested in iron helmets. Just one more thing on the list of the things the Trade Alliance was slow to adopt.  
 
    John kept careful watch on his rangers as they made their way to their chiefs. John watched as the chiefs listened to the Texas Rangers as they gave their chiefs John’s directions, and then watched as the chiefs formed their men up. It took several minutes, but once the chiefs formed their men up and were clearly ready to move, John snapped his reins, and his buffalo began trotting down the hill. The buffalo’s trot was about as fast as a man could run but would not tire out the buffalo quickly. It wasn’t as exciting as a gallop, but John had thousands of men to kill; he needed endurance, not spectacle.  
 
    John wanted to give the impression that he was charging right into the Totonac formation. It was clear they assumed he was going to try to push them into the river, so he went ahead and gave that impression by directly heading toward the middle of their formation. The Totonac responded by having their spearmen step forward and hold their spears in front of them. John lifted his fast-fire bow, which was clipped to his chest, but he didn’t pull back on the string yet. There was no point in taking out the trash; he wanted to take out officers, or whatever the Totonac called their leaders, first.  
 
    When John was about forty yards from the Totonac line, he turned his buffalo to the east, and the line of buffalo riders turned as well. The Totonac army was confused for a second until John reached the eastern edge of their formation and turned back south. That’s when the Totonac realized John was trying to outflank them. In response, the Totonac formation began to move, and the men John was looking for began coming out. Well-dressed men with those strange spears. They came running out, and John realized their strange spears were on atlatls, and the warriors were about to throw them at him. Unfortunately for them, they were spread out, and John could fire his fast-fire bow much faster than they could use their atlatls to throw their spears.  
 
    John pulled his bowstring back seven times and fired all seven arrows in his magazine at the closest atlatl user. Two missed, three were snagged by the man's cloth armor on his chest, and two more were snagged by the cloth armor on the man's head, but the last one hit him in the face, causing him to falter before he could throw his spear. As the man fell, John calmly replaced his magazine. He had four magazines on his belt quiver, and his buffalo had four large magazine quivers holding ten magazines each. This gave John three hundred and fifteen arrows to shoot, minus the seven he’d released in his original magazine.  
 
    As John changed out his magazine, more atlatl users stepped forward and tried to throw their spears at the buffalo riders, but they were overwhelmed with arrows. Their cloth armor was great at stopping arrows, but the cloth armor did not protect their face or legs below their knees, and thankfully most of the chiefs listened to John's admonition to kill the atlatl users first. They had so many arrows flying at them none of them managed to throw their spears. John assumed the spears thrown with atlatls would be legitimately good weapons to use against the buffalo riders, so he wasn’t sure why there were so few atlatl wielders, but he was grateful.  
 
    As the atlatl users died, archers began stepping forward in rows. John thought it was a mistake that they didn’t stay behind the common spear users that didn’t have the atlatls, but then again, these men had bows that were longer than they were tall, so they may not have had enough control to fire accurately while having a body in front of them. 
 
    John and every other buffalo rider began firing at the archers, and they began to fall, but due to their numbers, they were far more effective than the atlatl users. They managed to hit the heads and faces of dozens of buffalo riders. Those who had iron helmets had no problems, as they just glanced off, but many were not so fortunate. When they were hit on their exposed heads, most of them fell off their buffalo.  
 
    Some died immediately, and others were just wounded. Because they were riding with fellow men from their villages, their brothers-in-arms stopped, got off their buffalos, and began trying to rescue them, but it took time to pick a man off the ground and put him on the back of a buffalo.  
 
    The Totonac were not going to miss this opportunity, so their jaguar warriors called out to their common warriors, and they left their formation to run toward the fallen men.  
 
    It wasn’t a long run, just forty yards, but they left the safety of their formation to run in groups as small as twenty and as large as fifty. Some of the more adventurist buffalo riders took advantage of this and turned their buffalo to the small group of Totonac warriors and charged at full gallop. Halfway to the fallen buffalo riders, the common warriors turned to the buffalo riders, dug in their heels, and pointed their spears out, but they were stone-tipped spears against a buffalo that was bred to crash his head into another two thousand-pound buffalo. As the buffalo heads met the spears, the extremely sharp but fragile obsidian and flint stone spear tips shattered, and the wooden shafts cracked, then the buffalo heads met the foolish spear and jaguar warriors.  
 
    The Totonac warriors had never seen anything like the two thousand-pound buffalo hitting the one hundred and fifty-pound warriors at thirty-five miles an hour. Either the warriors were tossed into the air or shoved into the ground before being stomped into mush by the beast. About half the army saw the spectacle, and every Totonac warrior that saw their warriors flying like a little girl's rag doll tossed by a misbehaving boy lost all morale. 
 
    There were nine groups of common warriors led out by jaguar warriors, all destroyed in a moment by the buffalo. In what felt like one heartbeat, the buffalo riders killed over two hundred of their men. Sure, the Totonac warriors knocked a few dozen buffalo riders off their beast, but they lost two hundred men that tried to take advantage of the situation. That’s not even counting all the archers they just lost. It began to dawn on half the army, the part of the army in the north and east of the formation that could see the power of buffalo riders, that they did not know how to fight the buffalo riders.  
 
    As for John, he finally made his way south of the Totonac formation, and he saw a fatal flaw in the army’s discipline: their warriors continued facing north. They were waiting for orders to turn and face him. John smiled as he angled his buffalo to the southwest portion of the formation. As his buffalo trotted in that direction, he fired arrows into the back of those men. Unfortunately, from the back, the only good target was their legs, so John began crippling the men. But when he approached the southwest corner, he had his buffalo charge. He aimed for a man who was very disciplined. This common warrior refused to turn and see what was coming at him from his rear. He never knew what hit him, but as he was sent flying and his corpse passed the warriors on the southwest side of the formation, the other warriors lost discipline and turned and saw their death as the line of buffalo riders moved to cut the corner and charge through the back of the Totonac formation.  
 
    That is when the formation began to break apart. Men on the southwest corner saw corpses flying as buffalo riders stormed towards them through the men that made up the back of the formation, and so they began to push and run forward in panic. The formation was pushed in one direction and then another as panicked men pushed from the southwest to the northeast, and then the men in the northeast corner began to push back, and then men who just saw a body fly by them noticed there were no buffalo to the northwest, and so they dropped their weapons and began running in the path of least resistance.  
 
    That is when confusion entangled the entire battlefield. John had not yet finished his encirclement, so he guided his buffalo toward the northwest, but about a quarter of the chiefs had not made it all the way off the hill, and when they saw the Totonac warriors escaping to the northwest, they stopped following the buffalo riders ahead of them, and instead went to cut off the escaping Totonac warriors.  
 
    As John was cutting them off, moving from the south to the north, and the chiefs went to cut them off from the north to the south, they met in the middle and had to bring their buffalo to a full stop, getting rid of the biggest advantage of buffalo; fast movement. When buffalo were moving, they were two thousand pounds death machines. When they stopped, they were significantly less dangerous.  
 
    Fortunately, the Totonac were too spooked by the two thousand-pound death machines to take advantage of their brief pause; instead, they turned back around and tried to get as far away from the scary buffalo as they could.  
 
    Out of John, the chiefs, the Texas Rangers, and all the buffalo riders, Walker was the first to act. He pulled his spear out of its holster, and charged the nearest running Totonac warrior, and pierced him through. As other buffalo riders saw Walker's example, they began lowering their bows and pulling their spears out of its special holster, and running down the Totonac warriors.  
 
    By this time, the Totonac officers, archers, and jaguar warriors were all dead or too wounded to continue leading the army. Without their direction, the common warriors, common men who joined the army in the hopes of one day moving up the social ladder, had no direction. They were throwing down their weapons and cowering. John heard several yell out, in the language he learned from his Totonac eunuchs, “I SURRENDER I WILL BE YOUR SLAVE!” 
 
    John sent out his Texas Rangers to inform the rest of the army to take their surrender and tie them up. He wanted to interrogate these men before executing them. There were still about two thousand of them, but after what they did to Kdegoi, he had no problem executing them all.  
 
    It took a while to calm the buffalo riders down so they would stop slaughtering them and start tying them up, but once they did, John told Walker, “I think we have things in hand here. Take your buffalo riders and see if you can find people that live along the river. If so, bring them here. If you can't speak the language, force them to come, but don’t injure them.”  
 
    Walker was confused, “Why?”  
 
    “Because the Totonac spent weeks walking to the Trade Alliance and massacred Kdegoi with no trouble. If we are going to face the Totonac, we will need a forward base to supply our men and to stop theirs. When we attacked the Totonac the first time, we were in a hurry because we wanted to rescue Quincy, and so we didn’t stop by any village on the way there. On the way back, I was grieving and our men had too much spoil to worry about stopping. Now we have different circumstances. As long as the people along this river are not Totonac, I want to ally with them, and we can help each other fight them.” 
 
    Walker was dazed for a moment, then said, “Uh, yeah. That’s a good idea. I will get right on it.”  
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 49 February 95 AD Soto La Marina River-Hard Decisions  
 
    John had nearly two thousand captured men to interrogate before they would be executed. The Totonac warriors were not going to be shown an ounce of mercy. John had seen the graves of the people they murdered. Many of his buffalo riders dug those graves and buried the bodies before John made it to Kdegoi. That said, John was not stopping here. They had to cause massive damage to the Totonac Empire to keep them from attacking the Trade Alliance anytime soon. So John headed to the priests.  
 
    As John reached the priests, he looked around for the most elaborately dressed one. They all wore gold-plated chest pieces and crowns with feathers sticking out of them, with elaborately dyed cotton cloth covering their legs like a skirt, but John was looking for the most elaborate of the bunch.  
 
    After about ten seconds of trying to figure out which one was the most senior priest by their dress, John decided they were either all the same rank, or he didn’t have the cultural knowledge to figure it out, so he just began talking to the one nearest him, in Totonac. “Why did you attack the Trade Alliance?”  
 
    The priest looked up at John with determination in his eyes and replied, “I surrender.”  
 
    “That’s not what I asked you. Why did you attack the Trade Alliance?”  
 
    “I surrender.”  
 
    John was a bit confused and asked again, “Why won't you answer me?”  
 
    “I surrender.”  
 
    “Answer me. Why did you attack the Trade Alliance?”  
 
    “I surrender.”  
 
    John got up and kicked the man in the ribs. “Answer me. Why did you attack the Trade Alliance?” 
 
    The priest looked to another priest and said something in a language John didn’t recognize, and the other priest said in Totonac, “He can't understand you. He is a Mayan priest, and like most of the Mayans here, all he knows how to say is, ‘I surrender.’ If you want to talk in Totonac, talk to me.”  
 
    “That’s not right. Most of your soldiers were saying, ‘I surrender, make me a slave.’”  
 
    The priest sneered. “Those are common soldiers. Those cowards don’t want to become sacrifices, and since you captured so many, what’s the point of sacrificing them all? The gods do not need so much common blood, so they hope to become slaves instead of sacrifices.”  
 
    “You’re not common, like them. Why did you surrender? Why not fight to the death?”  
 
    “My blood is better spilled on an altar than the battlefield.” 
 
    John was struck speechless as he remembered what some of his Totonac slaves said about their bloody religion. “Some of our slaves told us about how anyone captured goes willingly to the temples to be sacrificed.”  
 
    “Not anyone. Only those who fight in religious wars. There have been years where we did not have enough sacrifices for our gods, so we sent men north to the uncivilized tribes and captured what our gods needed.” 
 
    “If you only went north to capture sacrifices, why did you travel all the way to the Trade Alliance? You had to cross three rivers to reach us.”  
 
    “Because we wanted your giant deer, what you call buffalo. You had power we did not have, but now your power is ours.”  
 
    It irked John that they got some buffalo, but that wasn’t important right now, so he moved the conversation back where he wanted it. “You mentioned sacrificing people at your temples. Did you capture anyone in the Trade Alliance with the intention of sacrificing them at your temple?”  
 
    “No.”  
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    “Because this trip was also meant as punishment. The people connected to you, the people with the same type of giant canoes as you, keep attacking the Maya, ignoring all rules of war. Several of the Mayan kings came to my Emperor and asked to join him as long as he would use his giant canoes to protect them and repay those who did not follow the rules of war.”  
 
    John’s heart fell as he heard the priest's words, and so he asked, “What do you mean the sea people were attacking the Mayan?”  
 
    “For the last few years, men have crossed the sea in giant canoes that are very similar to the ones your Trade Alliance has and have been relentlessly attacking Mayan cities on or near the north coast of their peninsula. Sometimes they did it when Mayan warriors were there, but other times they attacked when their warriors were away fighting a holy war. A few months ago, they attacked dozens of cities when the Mayan warriors were gone. They killed anyone who could not run fast enough, including the families of the warriors fighting in the holy war. Since they saw the Totonac now have giant canoes, the cities that were repeatedly attacked by the sea people asked to join the Totonac empire. My Emperor accepted and sent many of the Mayan warriors and nobles with me to attack the Trade Alliance. Since the sea people and the Trade Alliance have ignored the rules of war, we have done so as well and wiped out all the people in your village.”  
 
    John felt a mix of helplessness and fury at what had to have been Trevor’s actions, so he asked, “Did the sea people ever attack Totonac?”  
 
    “I believe they hit a minor outpost once or twice, but it didn’t affect our nation. The only reason why anyone was even at those outposts was because they failed, but not so bad that they needed to be sacrificed. The outposts that the sea people attacked on Totonac lands were used as lessons, and in all honesty, the sea people showing up and killing all the men there helped the lesson spread among our people. Besides a couple of outposts getting attacked, almost every attack has been against Mayan coastal towns and cities.”  
 
    “And so you're saying all of the Mayans joined you?”  
 
    “Oh no. Only those that were under constant attack. It has given our Emperor an opportunity and a problem. The other Mayan kings will now fight the old Mayan kings who are now Totonac nobles, but some of those new nobles are far away from Totonac help, which is a problem. The opportunity is that with our new weapons and canoes, we can use their poor positions to our advantage. We may lose a handful of the cities that joined us, but the Mayan cities are so deep in Mayan territory we will gain much more than we lose over the next few years.”  
 
    John wanted to rage, wanted to find someone, anyone, in the Trade Alliance to tell them how stupid his son was. How Trevor, in his impulsivity, strengthened their enemy, strengthened the people that killed Quincy. But John knew he would have to keep this to himself. If he told anyone, it would get back to Trevor, and if it did, Trevor would throw a fit and stop attacking the new Totonac cities. John knew how stupidly prideful Trevor was. He foolishly attacked Mayan cities without thought, helping their shared enemy, and if he was chastised now, he would stop attacking those cities when they needed him to. As a leader, he could not express his frustration. Worse, as a father and a husband, he did not want this getting back to Onawa. It would break his wife’s heart to hear how her oldest son’s carelessness helped the people that killed her third son. The milk had been spilled; John would have to eat this loss because the other option was worse.  
 
    The priest grew nervous as he waited for John to swallow his fury. It took John a moment to compose himself. Several tears streaked down his face, but John managed to stop any further crying and instead asked the priest lots of questions about the state of the Totonac empire and the surrounding nations. Once John had gotten everything he thought he could get out of the man he found others that could speak the Totonac language and asked them questions. What John found was very discouraging. The Totonac seemed to be very ignorant of their land.  
 
    They were simply told to make their way to their home river and follow it west. They did not know the names of the towns and villages on the way to their capital city or the terrain. When John attacked Totonac a few years ago, he should have made maps, but he was too grieved to. This time he would not make the same mistake. This time John would serve more as a scout to get a better understanding of the country and make maps in preparation for the next war.  
 
    John spent hours questioning tied-up men. As John was growing more frustrated trying to learn from these men, Walker and his junior Texas Rangers returned. They were more or less riding their buffalo while herding extremely frightened men and women to them. When those people saw some of the Jaguar warriors, they turned to run, and even when Walker put his buffalo in their path, they didn’t care and tried to run past. It said something that these people were more afraid of tied-up jaguar warriors than the buffalo.  
 
    John yelled out, “STOP THEM!”  
 
    Some of John’s men looked up and saw the commotion, and since they had long been off their buffalo, they ran down the newcomers and tackled them. Despite this, the newcomers fought for all they were worth. They were terrified of the jaguar warriors. 
 
    John asked Walker, “Were you able to talk to them?”  
 
    “They understood a little bit of Trade Alliance and a little bit of Totonac but not enough to communicate. They did not understand the words friend or ally, either.” 
 
    John sighed and looked over at the desperate people his warriors were holding down. John found the oldest one and told the men holding him down, “Release him.” As the man was released, John could tell he wanted to run, but he kept looking back at his people and then back at the tied-up jaguar warriors. John took out a jar filled with stew his wife had made months ago, popped the seal on it, ate some, and offered the rest to the man. The man was very hesitant to accept, but after looking around, he reached out and ate the food in the jar like John did.  
 
    Despite the man's fear, he could not help but smile when he tasted the food with so many flavors he had never tasted before. The bison meat that was in the stew was dipped in flour mixed with buffalo milk, rosemary, garlic, and paprika, before being fried in butter. Since his wife made too much, she put it in a jar and mixed it with tomatoes, carrots, potatoes, black beans, and broccoli before sealing it and cooking it to preserve it. Most of these plants did not come from the Americas, and carrots were not cultivated until after the turn of the first millennium, there was no way for the man to ever have tasted anything like it.  
 
    The man couldn’t help but gulp down the entire jar since it was so good. As he ate, he calmed down. Then, John, had his warriors release the man's people one by one and feed them. This calmed them down tremendously.   
 
    Despite that, they were still extremely scarred of the tied-up jaguar warriors. If John was reading their reaction correctly, it appeared that when the Totonac needed sacrifices, they would only send the jaguar warriors in their pelts to round these people up, as they did not seem as nervous about the common warriors or priest.  
 
    John waved the oldest man toward one of the few living jaguar warriors, and the man shook his head and backed up. John frowned, then began kicking the jaguar warrior, and waved at the man, and pointed at the jaguar warrior. The older man gave John a look which said, “Really?”  
 
    John nodded, kicked the jaguar warrior, pointed to the man, pointed to the jaguar warrior, and kicked him again. The man timidly walked over to John, looked down at the pathetic Jaguar warrior, and kicked him. He looked up at John, who smiled at him, and the man looked relieved for a moment before kicking him again. Then he began repeatedly kicking the jaguar warrior, then fell on the man beating him. John watched as the man's face turned from nervous, to angry, to pure hate.  
 
    John went to another one of the people Walker brought and took them to another of the Jaguar warriors and let them beat on the warrior. John did this over and over again until each one of those people had a jaguar warrior to beat. John wanted to show that, if nothing else, the jaguar warriors were both of their enemies.  
 
    While they were beating the jaguar warriors to death, John went back to the priest, who saw what was going on. The priest looked nervous, but they had already accepted their deaths. John called out to some of the Texas Rangers and Trade Alliance buffalo riders. “Grab some of these men and follow me.” Then John reached down, grabbed the rope that tied the priest's hands together, and began dragging him to the river.  
 
    The priests asked, “What are you doing?”  
 
    “As I understand it, your gods are ticks that feed on blood.”  
 
    The priest frowned and said, “Our gods are not ticks. They are great immortal warriors fighting against the darkness.”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, whatever. Either way, your gods want your blood. Your gods might prefer blood that is shed in your temple, but they still like it if you lose it in battle or other ways.” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Well, I decided I don’t like you or your gods, so I am going to drown you and deny your gods, your ticks, your blood.”  
 
    “But that’s stupid. That just puts me in Tlaloc.”  
 
    “Don’t care. I know your people love shedding blood, so I am going to kill as many of you as possible without shedding your blood.”  
 
    “I can accept that.” John was annoyed that this did not frighten or bother the priest, but John had already made up his mind.  
 
    And so John continued to drag the priest, and once they reached the river, John pushed his head under the water. The Texas Rangers and buffalo riders copied John. When the rest of the people saw what John and the others were doing, they followed suit, and so in less than an hour, all two thousand of the people they captured the day before were drowned. Once dead, they let the river pull the men’s bodies to the sea. In truth, John and the rest of the Trade Alliance were somewhat disturbed that these people accepted their deaths so easily. It was unnerving.  
 
    John began to speak loudly. “These Totonac believe that their blood will go to feed their gods, because their gods are ticks, they are parasites, they love feasting on the blood of humans. I bet their gods do not like rotten blood, so if you capture a Totonac man, drown or strangle him and force their gods to drink rotten blood. Now go rest. In the morning, we ride out to the Totonac capital. We will burn it again.”  
 
    His men didn’t cheer, and they didn’t yell; instead, they nodded in grim acceptance. They were still unnerved by how the Totonac warriors embraced their death. They wondered how someone who was so scared of death in the battle they had that morning could turn around and accept it so casually a few hours later. No one realized that accepting death in battle by fellow warriors who was more skillful than you or accepting death on an altar in a temple, was somewhat different than accepting death by a beast you have never seen. They were ready for some deaths, but not others.  
 
    As the men went back to make camp, John called out, “Walker.”  
 
    Walker turned around and said, “Yes, dad?”  
 
    “I am sorry I had you kill a man that way.” John was speaking of the man Walker drowned. He hated that his son followed his example.  
 
    “Dad, they were murderers. They killed women and children in the night. The way they died was less brutal than what they did to our people.” 
 
    John sighed. His son wasn’t being a stone-cold killer, his son was a being pragmatic. Walker had long trained in the warrior arts. John’s wealth meant his son had far more free time than others so Walker was well versed in war, and to John’s relief and grief Walker was good at it. Walker had killed his first few men in the battle this morning, albeit with arrow and buffalo, and now he just held a tied-up man's head underwater until the life had drained from his eyes. Neither seemed to affect Walker, who appeared to have come to terms with the reality of war a long time ago.  
 
    After a long moment of consideration about how hard his son's heart was compared to when John was Walker’s age, John said, “I have a very important job for you to do.” 
 
    Walker looked interested and asked, “What?”  
 
    “I need you to work with the people you brought me and make a few fortresses along the river.” 
 
    “No. I want to go to war with the other men. What will they think of me if they go to the Totonac capital and I do not go with them?”  
 
    “They will likely hold it against you for a time. But they will not hold it against you that much since you fought at the front of the first battle of the second Totonac war. That said, we cannot have the Totonac running freely up to the Trade Alliance every couple of years. I have no idea how much damage my buffalo riders will do as we fight the Totonac. I have no idea how their defenses have changed. I assume they only attacked us because they have something they think will deal with the buffalo riders, so I need you to make a fallback position for us. If things go bad for us, then your job will be to save the army.”  
 
    “Why don’t you ask someone else to do it?”  
 
    “Because everyone else is tied to their village. You and your junior Texas Rangers will give fortress making your best effort. You will work hard with the people you have found to make good fortresses and make these people the best warriors they can be. It's obvious they have been abused by the jaguar warriors, but besides you, how many chiefs would train them to the best of their abilities?” 
 
    John could see the wheels turning in his son's head, so John sweetened the pot, “Practically all the Buffalo riders in the Trade Alliance are here with me. What if the Totonac do something clever, like sending an army to the Trade Alliance while we are burning their towns and cities? You would be the only one able to stop them, and thus the hero that stopped a Totonac army. I know it's not as certain as going into battle with me, but you have the possibility of doing the most good in the short term, and if you build fortresses with our new friends, long term, you will do more good than all the buffalo riders here. We just need you to build something they cannot get past.”  
 
    Walker considered his father's words for a long time, before saying, “Dad, if I am going to do this, I am going to do it right. I need you to send back a couple of your entrepreneurs and have them bring me bison and stone-cutting equipment, and seeds to plant, and plows, and a bunch of other items. If I am going to make a fortress with our new allies, I am going to do it right.”  
 
    And so John worked with Walker preparing him to make a fortress with all the upgrades that John was already planning for the rest of the villages in the Trade Alliance. The junior Texas Rangers would stay with Walker, while the entrepreneurs would head back to the Trade Alliance with all haste to get supplies they would need by spring. As for the rest of the buffalo riders, they would continue riding south and cause as much destruction as possible in Totonac. It was actually why building the fortress now was so important. As long as the Trade Alliance was laying waste to the Totonac, John hoped the Totonac would be too busy to stop Walker from creating a fortress or two so close to their nation.  
 
      
 
    End of Book 7 
 
    The story will continue in book 8 Proxie Wars  
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    Afterward  
 
    A few things to discuss.  
 
    There is a bit of history I wish to discuss, but I would like to address the elephant in the room first. Often when someone brings up the alcohol dependency issues in some of the Native American tribes (it is not all of them), a question is asked whether that person is being racist because there was a time when people claimed that the white race was better than the Native American race because white people handled their alcohol better, so I can see how someone would be concerned with that. Throughout this story, I have flatly gone out of my way to deal with difficult issues in history (or sometimes in the modern world), so in response to that consideration, let me give some of my thoughts.  
 
    First of all, imagine if we have two people. One person has the gene that will make them chemically dependent on alcohol if they ever drink it, and the other person does not. If these two people never drink alcohol, then the person who would be chemically dependent on alcohol if exposed to it likely has an advantage over the person without that gene. Nature has hundreds of examples of the same species having slight differences between individuals where depending on the circumstances, the genes in one give an advantage over the other. Without alcohol being introduced, the people who have genes that make them chemically dependent on alcohol almost certainly have some sort of advantage over the people without those genes. In other words, the Native Americans with the genes that make them chemically dependent on alcohol almost certainly have advantages over the people without that gene until alcohol is introduced.  
 
    The second thing to point out is that we have many records across history of people who were chemically dependent on alcohol once they drank it. For instance, Rome has many records of how they bought children from their parents for bottles of wine. The thing is, most of the boys that were bought were castrated, and most of the girls bought that way were sold into brothels, and any babies born were exposed, drowned, or had their necks broken, depending on the culture. Over a couple of thousand years, this created a pretty terrible form of natural selection, where parents that carried this gene more or less destroyed their children’s ability to pass this gene on to the next generation. There are certainly still people of all races who carry the gene, but after so much natural selection, it is much rarer outside of Native Americans.  
 
    The third point is that it appears that there are genes that make people chemically dependent on other drugs beyond alcohol. For instance, meth, morphine, and cocaine work very differently than alcohol, so someone who would not be chemically dependent on alcohol may become chemically dependent on another drug, so as these new drugs are introduced, every race gets to start the natural selection process of weeding out the genes that make people chemically dependent on these specific drugs.  
 
    Fourth this chemical dependency does not affect every tribe, nor does it affect every person in every tribe. The former because Native Americans are a very diverse group of people, and the latter because that’s just not how genetics works. On a personal level, I have hereditary hemochromatosis. To get hereditary hemochromatosis, both of my parents had to carry the gene, and even then, I only had a 1 in 4 chance of getting hereditary hemochromatosis. It is almost certainly the same when it comes to whatever gene that causes chemical dependency on alcohol or other drugs, a certain low percentage will have the gene… on a side note, if you are over the age of 30 I highly recommend getting checked for hemochromatosis. If you live in the U.S. ask your doctor to do a ferritin test. It costs about 20 dollars, and well hemochromatosis is easily treatable if you find it, albeit if you catch it late, it may have caused irreparable damage. The odds of you having hemochromatosis is 1 in 220.  
 
    I brought up chemical dependency of alcohol in the story because historically, Native Americans had severe issues dealing with alcohol addiction, some (not all) tribes still deal with the issue, and even if alcohol is not what most people in the world have a chemical dependency on, we have made new drugs that do affect people that way. I am sure after a thousand years, and lots and lots of deaths, natural selection will mostly take that gene out of humanity, which is too bad because there is almost certainly an advantage to having that gene until crack cocaine or whatever drug makes them chemically dependent is introduced. On a side note, opium dens will likely make their way into the story sooner or later to a lesser degree. On a side, side note, I am absolutely planning on having a nation in part 3 of the story (currently in part 1) trying to breed the smartest, fastest, strongest, longest-lived humans possible and all the dystopian issues that come with that, albeit it will be just one dystopian nation in part 3.  
 
     
 
    Now with the elephant in the room out of the way, I would like to mention the River Soto La Marina. When the Spanish first visited the Mexican river in 1523 they were surprised to find a few dozen Indian encampments (their words) with no one practicing agriculture. Why were they surprised? Because the next river over, just to the south of it, was the Panuco River, which led directly to the land of the Aztecs, a land that, since around 800 BC had been developed both agriculturally and architecturally, with things like palaces, temples, monuments, and cities. So for a bit more than two thousand years, the Panuco River was developed, but nobody in Mesoamerica bothered heading north to the next river and developing it. It would be akin to America reaching the Mississippi and stopping. I wish we had more records on the thought process of Mesoamerica because I would love to know why they did not develop their nation further by reaching out to the North.  
 
    On a personal level, I really enjoyed writing about how Rome viewed marriage and family. The Romans did not view things on an individual level but about what was good for their house and the family as a whole. In truth this is pretty common throughout history, and I think I did a decent job of showing how they would put their house above all.  
 
    That said, the one area I wanted to be careful on in this book is being respectful of everyone’s religion. In this book, we delved a little bit into Christianity, Buddhism, and Judaism. I do not ever want to beat up any religion with strawman arguments, instead, I would rather pull interesting facts about their religions and then tie them into the story. For instance how, Buddhist have particular beliefs about hell, Christianity did not just translate words, but also names which means that in the first century, everyone in the Bible was called differently than how we call them in English or that Judaism has some interesting beliefs on conversion. I think this is far more fascinating and better world-building than say, bringing up a shallow believer of one of those religions and having someone with my particular set of beliefs beating up on the strawman, which is, in my opinion, far too common in sci-fi.  
 
    Thank you for reading my seventh book. It has been an honor to write and for my work to be as noticed as it has been. On a personal note, this book should have been published sooner, but it took me forever to edit it. I like writing a whole lot more than editing. I hope to have the next book out by the end of 2023 but who knows if it will be? Again, thank you so much for reading, have a wonderful day.  
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