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​The Commandments of Wotan
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Thou shalt always remain faithful to Wotan.

Thou shalt always defend your king.

Thou shalt always maintain your oaths.

Thou shalt always face your honorable foes blade-to-blade on the field of battle.
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The Rule of Wotan

[image: ]


A man is:

Brave

Loyal

Trustworthy

Strong

Steadfast

Zealous

And 

Right
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Dedication
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This one is for Michael Williamson in gratitude for his novel, Better to Beg Forgiveness. Sometimes the people on the spot don’t have the luxury of getting permission to do what they think has to be done—or suspect that permission wouldn’t be granted. These novels always have a certain moral character to them—people who are willing to do more than put their lives on the line and I think the application of this concept to my current book will be obvious after you read the prologue. Thanks, Mr. Williamson, for a great adventure.
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Aachen, Kriegsturm

The Flower Moon, Day 3, 1197

“Your majesty, you simply have to recall him,” Baron Magnus Larsen, Prime Minister of Kriegsturm, urged. “It’s the only way to prevent an all-out war in the south.” 

“You’re a little behind the times with that worry, Magnus,” Master General Konrad Weber couldn’t keep the smile off his face despite the seriousness of the circumstances. “That full scale war you’re worrying about began when Rami, High Sheik of Ahl-Alnaar Ashomal, invaded the high kingdom. It’s already been raging for weeks and thanks to Sturm we’re winning it.”

The prime minister surged to his feet—an increasingly common reaction on his part whenever the discussion in the privy council turned to Marshal Sturm, Earl of Fortaleza. It was a reaction typically shared by the exchequer, Baron Rutger Visser. Sturm made the two men apoplectic for precisely the same reason he thrilled the master general. Sturm was not afraid to wage battles and when he did fight, he defeated his enemies quickly and decisively, putting the High Kingdom of Kriegsturm in the best military position it had been in since midway through the reign of High King Torben’s father, Hadrada. To Weber’s mind, Sturm was the best thing to happen to Kriegsturm since he, himself, had put down the Great Sturmkuste Uprising at the Battle of Eisiger See twenty-one years ago. But no one else on the privy council appeared to understand things the way that Weber did. Despite a mountain of evidence to the contrary, Larsen and Visser continued to believe that diplomacy alone would preserve the high kingdom, even when tens of thousands of enemy soldiers were already attacking.

“Why can’t you understand that there are no advantages to a conflict with Ahl-Alnaar Ashomal?” Larsen shouted. “Have you forgotten that Anjou is still angry at us after what Sturm did to them last year? Do you want them to see us tied down in the south and renew the war in the west?”

He turned back to High King Torben. “Your Majesty, we have no choice. We must recall Sturm before that idiot makes things even worse!” 

“That is very dangerous advice you’re offering our sovereign,” Weber warned. “First, it would tell Rami of Ahl-Alnaar Ashomal that Kriegsturm does not have the stomach to fight back when they attack us. It will not be lost on the south that Sturm stopped their invasion by himself with a very small army.”

“That’s why we need him recalled!” Exchequer Rutger Visser interrupted. “If Sturm gets that small army destroyed there is nothing to stop Ahl-Alnaar from invading again.”

“You are demonstrating a remarkably poor sense of strategy, Rutger,” Weber told him. He’d been on the losing side of arguments in the privy council for more than a decade, and he was enjoying finally being in a position strong enough to press for rational strategies. 

“How so?” High King Torben spoke for the first time since the discussion had begun. 

Weber’s demeanor instantly changed. He wiped the smile off his face and began his answer to the high king with all of the respect his sovereign deserved. “The answer has to do with the composition of Ahl-Alnaar Ashomal’s forces. While we think of the southern empire as having great hordes of soldiers—”

The prime minister had just returned to his seat when he interrupted Weber. “They do have great hordes—all of those horse nomads.”

“It is probable,” the master general resumed talking as if he had not been interrupted, “that they do not have a very sizable professional army.” He twisted his neck to face the exchequer. “As you constantly point out, Rutger, it is very expensive to maintain a large army.”

“I’m not understanding your point,” the high king pressed him.

“My apologies, your Majesty, my point is that Sturm probably just eliminated a large portion of Ahl-Alnaar’s professional army when he broke them in Al-Andalus.”

The high king stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Meaning they are likely unusually vulnerable right now.”

“That’s correct,” Weber confirmed. “It will take High Sheik Rami time to raise another army and it is not necessarily going to be as well-trained as the first. An extended punishing raid might do a lot to eliminate the high sheik’s ability to respond against Al Andalus again this year. It might even encourage other sheiks in Ahl-Alnaar Ashomal to rebel and seek to make another man high sheik.”

“And if you’re wrong and Sturm gets himself killed?” Larsen snapped. 

For the first time in several minutes, Exchequer Visser smiled. “Are you certain that wouldn’t ultimately be a good thing, Magnus? He couldn’t cause us any more trouble if the southerners killed him.”

“Stop that sort of talk right now!” the high king ordered. 

“Your Majesty?” the exchequer actually appeared to be unclear regarding what had upset their sovereign.

“We do not want Marshal Sturm to be killed,” Torben said. “We are happy that he has preserved the south from the plots of Joachim Adler and the invasion by Ahl-Alnaar. A strong Fortaleza is a great boon to my high kingdom. Let’s not forget that this council has spent the last year warning me that I was about to lose the whole of Al Andalus and maybe Kasteel as well.”

Both Larsen and Visser looked suitably chastised, at least for the moment, and the high king turned back to his master general. “Now Konrad, you said you had two reasons it would be a bad idea to order Sturm to bring his army back to Al Andalus. What was the other one?”

“You never give subordinates orders you know they will not obey,” Weber reminded everyone. 

Clearly outraged, Bjorn Jenssen, Archbishop of Aachen, entered the conversation for the first time. “You think that youth, Sturm, would disobey a direct order from the high king?”

Weber slammed his open palm down on the table. “Stop thinking of Sturm as the lieutenant we first learned about a year ago, or even the young man who met with us before the winter. Marshal Sturm is the earl of Fortaleza—far more so than his predecessor ever was. He takes his duties very seriously. He is ultimately responsible for the defense of the south. What’s more, our high king ordered him to go secure Al Andalus for him. Now think about what we know and keep in mind that we still have not had a real report—just messages written on the tiny strips of paper that can be carried by pigeons.”

For the first time in a long time, all the members of the privy council appeared to be actually listening to what Weber was telling them. 

“In the couple of moons that Sturm has been in Al Andalus he has foiled a deadly plot to kill all the northerners in Cidade Fortaleza, crushed Joachim Adler, and decisively defeated an honest to god invasion by Ahl-Alnaar. Now, we are told he plans to actually march his army into Ahl-Alnaar to take the war to High Sheik Rami—has in fact already been raiding the high sheik’s lands for at least a couple of weeks. We don’t know what Sturm’s true objective is, but think about how we would get orders such as we are discussing to him and how long it would take to do so. Our very quickest option would be by carrier pigeon to Cidade Fortaleza. The message would probably say something like: Bring army back to Al Andalus. Wait for more instructions.”

The prime minister and the exchequer nodded confidently, proving this is precisely the sort of message they envisioned High King Torben sending.  

“But Sturm,” Weber continued, “is not in Cidade Fortaleza. So, our correspondent—a man almost certainly of low or middling rank given the great loss of life in Al-Andalus—would have to travel south through the pass and find Sturm’s army. Sturm would rightly question those orders knowing that the information they are based upon would be at best weeks out of date. He might also question their authenticity—especially when you consider that we have reports of traitorous activity among many of the Al-Andalusian elites.” 

“I don’t—” the prime minister began to protest, but he broke off when High King Torben started to speaking.

“I see your point, Konrad,” Torben acknowledged. “To give credible orders I would have to send a very high-ranking officer and it would be moons before we could catch up with Sturm and his army.”

The high king’s statement clearly horrified the prime minister. “But your Majesty, we must stop him as quickly as possible. Sturm is a loose cannon. He’s going to take this squabble and turn it into a full-scale war with Ahl-Alnaar.”

Weber shook his head. “There you go again, Magnus. You are making everyone at this table doubt that you actually understand what is happening down south. As I said before, the full-scale war you are warning us about already exists and it came about because of the policies of this council—not because of anything Sturm did.”

“We did not—” Exchequer Visser began to protest.

“Oh, please,” the master general cut him off. “You and Magnus handpicked Governor Sorensen to represent his Majesty because you knew he was unlikely to make waves or spend a lot of money. And it was Sorensen dithering—with your full support—that let Joachim Adler become an actual threat and encouraged Ahl-Alnaar to invade us. We are damn lucky that Marshal Sturm was able to end both threats so quickly and so conclusively.” 

“But now he’s making the situation worse,” Magnus insisted, his voice whining, twisting into an almost plea that Weber listen to him.

“Again,” the master general reiterated, “I disagree with you. Unless Sturm gets his force decimated and himself killed, I really see nothing but good resulting from this raid of his. To have been invaded and make no response would be a declaration of weakness and cowardice.” 

“I agree, Konrad,” the high king announced. “And as there is literally nothing we can do to stop him at this point, I think we ought to support him in our language and our actions.” 

“Support him how?” the exchequer asked, clearly worried as he always was that money was about to be drained from the treasury.

“I will send a formal letter congratulating Sturm on his successful defense of the city and the province,” Torben decided. “And I think—Konrad, can we scrounge up one credible battalion we can send as reinforcements?”

“The expense, your Majesty,” Visser whined. “Think of the expense.”

“What expense?” the high king shot back. “We’re already paying their salaries.”

“Yes, we are,” Weber agreed. “And as we’ve suffered horrific losses in Al-Andalus, I suspect that some capable well-disciplined troops would be appreciated by Sturm. We’ll have to make certain the major in charge understands he’s under Sturm’s authority.”

“Why?” the prime minister demanded. “That will make the young fool even more headstrong.”

Weber held up a finger in a probably vain effort to keep Larsen from talking.

“And your letter of congratulations,” he told the high king, “should confirm Sturm’s emergency authority during the crisis—that’s the best support you could possibly give him.”

“He can’t do that!” the prime minister exploded. “That emergency authority is illegal!”

“No, it isn’t,” Weber insisted. “Sturm is the earl of Fortaleza. He is ultimately responsible for the defense of the south.” 

Larsen vigorously rejected that notion with a shake of his head. “The high kings took that responsibility away from the earls two generations ago.”

“No, they didn’t,” Weber repeated. “Earls Barrett and Johan acquiesced to High Kings Wilhelm and Hadrada carrying some of that responsibility for them. Neither man was interested in military matters nor was competent to conduct them. But the charter granting the earls their authority was never changed. Sturm has reembraced that responsibility and we are damn lucky he did because no one here can honestly say that we would still control Al Andalus if Governor Sorensen and General Dekker were still in charge.”

The prime minister took a deep breath, clearly trying to cool his temper. “Alright, let’s assume for the moment that Sorensen and Dekker were too weak in their projection of Kriegsturm’s authority. Can we not also agree that the danger now is that Sturm could become too strong? He is currently in charge of everything and I keep getting messages of prominent men being arrested for treason. Isn’t he, in his own way, becoming a problem as big as Ahl-Alnaar?”

“I cannot believe you just said that, Magnus,” Archbishop Jenssen re-entered the discussion. “Sturm just did the impossible for us and now you’re actually arguing that that makes him a problem?”

“I am not saying it’s a problem that he stopped Adler and Ahl-Alnaar,” Larsen said, carefully trying to adopt a reasonable tone of voice. “What I am saying is that now that there is no one to serve as a check on his power in Al-Andalus, that could become a problem. I mean—his uncle has arrested churchmen and charged them with treason for Wotan’s sake.”

“Yes, I am troubled by that too,” the archbishop admitted. “But I think that I am willing to give Sturm the benefit of the doubt at this time. After all, we don’t know what Monsignor Martin is alleged to have done. Just that he has been arrested for it.”

“I cannot believe that you are actually arguing that Sturm is now a major threat to my reign,” Torben stated. “That man is on the sharp end fighting to preserve my high kingdom. And let’s face it, he’s doing so with a homemade militia, some medieval knights, the remnants of one of the worst regiments in Kriegsturm history, and a bunch of civilians of questionable skill and loyalty. And you, Magnus, are arguing that my biggest concern is that sometime in the future he’s going to become a thorn in my side. Well, let me remind you that his predecessor was more than a thorn, he was a big bramble, and we dealt with it. And unlike Johan Adler, Sturm is going to have an angry Ahl-Alnaar on his doorstep for years to come. We need to be thinking about ways that we can strengthen him—not weaken him.”

“Thank you, your Majesty,” Weber said. “That was cogently reasoned and persuasively argued.”

Prime Minister Larsen’s frown twisted up into a painful smile. “I suppose it might be true that I’m letting my fears run away with me. It’s just—Al Andalus has been a problem for so long that it’s hard to think of that not being the case.”

“I know exactly what you mean, Magnus,” the exchequer agreed.

Larsen found a strained chuckle to go with his upturned lips. “And the high king is right. Even if Sturm’s raid is successful, he’s still going to have Ahl-Alnaar Ashomal breathing down his neck. I mean, it’s not like he’s going to conquer the region is it? Not with just a few thousand men.”

Exchequer Visser, Archbishop Jenssen, and High King Torben all joined in the prime minister’s laugh.

“No, Magnus,” Torben said, “I don’t think that is something we have to worry about.” 

Master General Weber kept his mouth shut to avoid any possibility of lessening the victory he had just won. These men didn’t need to know that after all that Sturm had already accomplished, the master general wasn’t prepared to say that any task he set for himself was outside of the realm of possibility.

And would it really be so bad if Sturm brought northern Ahl-Alnaar back into the high kingdom’s fold?
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Madinat Alharir, Ahl-Alnaar Ashomal

The Flower Moon, Day 4, Year 1197

“They what?” The Gloriously Exultated Rami, High Sheik of Ahl-Alnaar Ashomal, dropped the book of poetry he had been reading in the east tower of his palace where a breeze from the mountains helped alleviate the heat and gave his full attention to the trembling courtier kneeling with his forehead pressed against the dark wooden floor. The iroko used to form that floor and the walls of this tower had been imported at great expense from deep in the heart of Ahl-Alnaar Januban, the southern and admittedly stronger, portion of the empire. Rami acknowledged the nominal superiority of his brother high sheik, a first among equals sort of affair, but in practice the great wall that prevented the nomads that made Rami’s life so difficult here in the north from raiding the south, also made it problematic for Januban to cause trouble in Ashomal. 

“Forgive me for being the one whose duty requires me to bear to you this horrible news, glorious high sheik. This lowly one would never wish to bring even the slightest irritation into your life. This one only wishes to exalt your magnificence and—”

“What happened?” Rami finally tired of the man’s protestations.

“The northern cavalry is raiding Shamal Intimad. They have captured caravans. Slain your loyal subjects. Taken hostages. And told everyone that the earl of Fortaleza is coming to hold you responsible for...”

The man broke off, unable to make himself complete his sentence, but Rami had stopped listening to him.

“How dare that cur betray me?” he demanded of his officers and retainers gathered at the edges of the room. There were plenty of slaves there as well, but Rami rarely spoke directly to a mere slave. “Did I not send gold and weapons to support him? Did I not send three of my wisest jallah to cause the city of Cidade Fortaleza to rise up and kill off the northerners intent on keeping him from his inheritance? Did I not send a battalion of my mighty Ghulam to hand the city over into his keeping? Did I not send an army forty-thousand strong to secure his hold on all of Al-Andalus? How dare he betray me in this fashion? I will have his head! No, I will take his body, cut off his tiny little balls, and feed them to him. Then I will have his stomach cut open so the balls can be recovered and he can eat them again!” 

To Rami’s intense displeasure, none of his ranking officers and officials joined in the chorus of praise for the punishment that he had just decreed be inflicted upon the treacherous Joachim Adler. He thundered off his dais to confront them. “Why are you not cheering? Why are your mouths clothed and your voices silent? Do you dare to suggest that Joachim Adler has not earned the terrible retribution that I have decreed for him?”

None of the men spoke. Not Vizier Ali, nor Treasurer Faisal, nor his ranking Ghulam officer, Kulunil Zabair, charged with the defense of the wondrous city of Madinat Alharir, nor even his personal jallah, Khalid, who advised him on matters relating to Almighty Naar. Clearly there was even more bad news that none of these officials wished to share with him. 

“Ali, what have you not told me?” he demanded. 

“I have no knowledge of these raids, magnificent one,” the vizier assured him. “But at the same time, I cannot believe that Joachim Adler would turn on you in this fashion. If Adler wishes to hold onto his earldom in Al-Andalus, he will only do so with the strong support of yourself.”

Rami completely agreed with that analysis, and yet, he had just been told that Adler was raiding his lands.

He turned to Kulunil Zabair. “You also were silent, Zabair. Why would my Jiniral Darwish permit Adler to turn on me like this?”

“The short answer, mighty high sheik,” the kulunil answered, “is that he would not. Recognizing this, however, raises additional questions. How did the earl bring sufficient force through the great northern pass to conduct these raids?”

“And my jiniral has nothing to say on the matter?” Rami pressed.

The kulunil spread his hands helplessly. “Mighty high sheik, we have not had any reports from Jinirial Darwish since he took possession of the pass and entered Al-Andalus.”

Rami paused to ponder this, realizing that the kulunil’s summation was accurate. He had heard no glorious accounts of the progress Darwish was making as he conquered Al-Andalus for the glory of Rami.

A second courier was announced in the doorway, this one from the town of Rahat Alrihla, one hundred miles down the Spice Road from the great northern pass. While the man had taken time to clean himself and don proper attire, one look at his exhausted face made it clear that he had journeyed hard to bring the high sheik his message.

“You may enter,” Rami magnanimously declared.

The man threw himself upon the floor precisely as the other courtier had done. “Most Magnificent High Sheik,” he greeted him. “It breaks my heart to tell you of the most terrible calamity that has befallen your town of Rahat Alrihla.”

Rami’s frown deepened. “Tell me.”

“The filthy Granite Knights descended upon it like a plague of locusts, killing men, setting fires, and taking many hostages.”

“The Granite Knights!” Rami screamed. He wheeled on his four officers. “How is this possible? Jiniral Darwish controls the Great Northern Pass.”

Three of the four men cowered back from the high sheik’s wrath leaving only Kulunil Zabair facing him as a man should. 

“Well?” Rami demanded.

“If I might ask your courier a few questions, mighty high sheik?” the kulunil requested. 

With an impatient gesture, Rami permitted the act.

The kulunil stepped up beside the first courier. “How were the raiders from the earl of Fortaleza dressed?” 

“They wore white shirts and black or dark green pants, sahib,” the courier quaked.

“And how were they armed?” 

“With pistols and swords, sahib,” the man was nearly on the point of weeping.

“And did they happen to say which earl of Fortaleza they served?” Zabair concluded his questions.

“What do you mean, which earl?” Rami demanded.

The kulunil gave his whole attention to the high sheik. “Mighty one, you sent bows and arrows to arm Joachim Adler’s cavalry—not pistols. Pistols are a weapon of the northern cavalry. These uniforms are also not in keeping with those worn by the soldiers of the previous earl. I think it more than likely that that this cavalry, allied with our ancient foes, the Granite Knights, serves the pretender earl, Marshal Sturm—not Joachim Adler.”

“But how could Marshal Sturm be raiding my lands?” Rami asked with genuine confusion. “Did I not send my jallah to raise the city up and kill him? Do I not have an army conquering Al-Andalus? Did Jiniral Darwish not tell me that he had taken possession of the Great Northern Pass in my name?” 

“All of those things are true, mighty high sheik,” Zabair conceded. “And yet, our enemies are raiding your lands. I think that at the very least, we must concede the possibility that the pass has fallen back under the control of Kriegsturm.”

A great rage welled up inside of Rami. “This will not do!” he shouted. “I must have control of the pass returned to me immediately!” 

Again, silence greeted him until Zabair finally ventured, “If the northerners have somehow regained control of the pass, that suggests that Jiniral Darwish has suffered a serious defeat. To immediately retake the pass, it may be necessary to recall Jiniral Yakob Badawi and set him against the northerners.”

“But Jiniral Badawi is engaged against my cousin near the Wall,” Rami protested. “If I pull him away from that fight, it will embolden my cousin against me.”

He shook his head strenuously from side to side. “No, I cannot do that. I will have to order the nomadic sheiks to wipe this northern scourge off my land.”

Vizier Ali steeled his nerves and stepped forward. “The sheiks never respond well to direct orders, magnificent one. Giving them one now is an admission that you cannot push back these northerners yourself. That may encourage them to take insult and join forces with your cousin.”

“Those sheiks have all sworn oaths to me!” Rami protested.

“Unfortunately, magnificent one, as you well know the nomads are not prone to keeping their word when they find that breaking it is in their interests.”

“But I cannot recall Jiniral Badawi,” Rami grumbled. “What am I to do?”

“When your great uncle was faced with similar problems,” Jallah Khalid spoke for the first time. “He called upon our brothers in the faith to do Naar’s work against the followers and Wotan and rewarded them with a bounty on each kill.”

Rami immediately seized upon this idea, turning to treasurer Faisal. “How much can we afford to pay?”

“This would actually be cheaper than building another army,” Faisal noted. “I would suggest that you pay a bounty of ten besans for each Granite Knight killed or taken hostage and five besans each of the northern soldiers.”

“Twenty-five and ten,” Kulunil Zabair immediately corrected the treasurer. “The bounty must be high enough to excite the nomads.”

Faisal unhappily agreed.

“And what bounty should I put on the head of Marshal Sturm for the indignities he has heaped on me?” Rami wondered.

“We don’t even know that he has left Al-Andalus to join the men attacking us,” the vizier pointed out.

“It would be foolish indeed for him to come,” the treasurer concurred.

“And yet, he is the man called the Butcher of Steil Pass and the Conqueror of Hekt,” Zabair reminded them. “He may well venture south of the pass.”

“I will make the bounty five hundred thousand besans,” Rami decided. “And twice that if they bring him to me alive so I can torture him properly for the rest of his miserable life.”
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Chapter Two: Life Is Often Cheap
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Vigilância Sul, Al-Andalus, Kriegsturm

The Flower Moon, Day 23, Year 1197

“Earl Fortaleza, watch out!”

Sir Marshal Sturm, Earl of Fortaleza, Knight of the Order of Harald the Conqueror, Hero of Steil Pass, and Liberator of Hekt took a surprised step to the side as his translator, a southern man called Zain the Voice, shoved him hard and tried to position himself between Sturm and an admittedly crazy-looking prisoner who had somehow slipped his bonds, found a knife, and was charging forward to stab him. 

All around them, normally decisive men froze, trying to analyze just what problem had arisen. Knight Captain Leandro Lima of the Order of the Granite Knights who had been speaking with Sturm caught sight of Zain shoving his way forward and wrongly assumed that he represented the danger. His fist came up and struck Sturm’s translator on the jaw, knocking him to the ground and accidentally opening a path for the assassin to get to the earl.

At the same time, Sir Lutz Faust, Knight of the Order of Freyr, caught sight of the danger that Zain was responding to and, like the translator, attempted to impose himself between Sturm and the would-be assassin. Faust was a big man and a capable warrior who was well respected by the northerners of Al-Andalus, but he put a foot down wrong when Lima knocked Zain down directly in his path. The ankle twisted and he sprawled awkwardly against the Granite Knight. 

“Die, Alkhudar!” the escaped prisoner screamed. At least, Sturm thought the first word was die. He didn’t actually speak the southern tongue, but when a man thrusts toward your guts while screaming at you, die appeared to be reasonable translation of his thoughts.

Sturm pulled a tiny pistol, smaller than the palm of his hand, out of his pocket, cocking it as he did so. Then he pointed it directly at the man’s face and shot him between the eyes from a distance of roughly three feet. Less than half a second later, the man’s knife scraped against his breastplate, carried forward by the man’s momentum even as the tiny bullet knocked his head back and killed him.

Every one of the several hundred men getting organized just south of the wall guarded by Vigilância Sul froze, gaping at the little drama that most of them had missed. Sturm stood over top of three sprawling men with a teeny tiny pistol smoking in his hand. 

“My Earl,” a clearly horrified Lima gasped. “I am so sorry. I heard the warning, saw the Voice moving toward you and I, I just judged it wrong.” 

Sturm clapped him on the shoulder with his left hand. “I’m not the one you owe the apology too. I saw that blow you gave Zain. He’ll be lucky if you didn’t break his jaw.”

He crouched down to look at the dead man who even then was being pushed to the side by Faust and Zain as they struggled to sit up. 

“Is everyone alright?” Sturm asked.

“Us?” Faust protested. “I thought that man was going to kill you!” 

“Well, he wanted to,” Sturm conceded. “Fortunately, after the first fifteen or sixteen attempts on my life, I finally started listening to Gunner and Else and armed myself with a weapon I can carry everywhere.”

He showed them the tiny pistol in his hand. “It’s no good at fifty feet, but at five—it packs quite a wallop.”

“Praise, Naar,” Zain exclaimed as he rose up. “I thought I didn’t see him in time.”

“You did fine!” Sturm told him. “The assassin got close. Without your warning, he might have succeeded.”

He stood up. “Now, does someone want to tell me how a prisoner got a knife and was able to get himself free just as he passed near me?”

“I do not know yet,” Knight Captain Lima acknowledged, “but I guarantee I will within the hour. Those are my men-at-arms bringing in those prisoners.”

He started off, but Sturm caught him by the forearm and pulled him back. 

“Sir Lima, I want you to understand that while we want to be certain that something like this never happens again, we also don’t want to punish someone just for the sake of punishing them. Do you understand? I don’t want a scapegoat punished for the sake of good order.”

“I understand, my Lord,” Lima told him before striding off toward the rest of the prisoners and the men-at-arms standing guard over them. Sturm doubted very much that his wishes would be listened to in this case. Lima had been twice humiliated by this affair—first because he struck the wrong man and second because his brothers in the Granite Knights were responsible for what had happened. Every man escorting those prisoners was likely to be punished as a result of this blunder.

And maybe that was honestly a good thing. Sturm couldn’t be certain. He reached down to Faust to help him regain his feet and said, “I don’t want this incident to push us even further behind schedule. We’re already getting a late start. Get you men moving up the road.”

“Right away, my Lord,” Faust agreed before limping off to follow his instructions.

Sturm turned to survey the rest of his army. In addition to Faust’s three thousand northern militiamen, he had two thousand southern men under arms—like Faust’s trained to wield pikes, but many also had swords. He also had one hundred of the Granite Knights, but there were most of two hundred more somewhere up ahead on the Spice Road together with Sturm’s small cavalry force under Major Roel Caldor. They had been raiding for more than a moon while Sturm and the rest of his army dealt with the invaders in Al-Andalus. Shattering that army at Forte Firme and Torre de Força had gone a long way toward lessening the immediate threat posed by Ahl-Alnaar Ashomal. But after those actions, there had still been hundreds and maybe thousands of soldiers scattered throughout southern Al-Andalus and it wasn’t completely clear that they could not regroup and continue to pose a threat in Sturm’s rear. 

So, the earl had wasted weeks taking more prisoners, but now, even though many argued the threat in Al-Andalus was not truly over, he had decided to push on and teach High Sheik Rami of Ahl-Alnaar the price of invading Kriegsturm.

In his own mind, he wasn’t completely certain what that price would be—humiliating raids or outright conquest. So, he had decided to play it by ear and see what happened. 

His eyes fell upon the heart of his army—fourteen hundred of his personal militiamen trained in his new musket doctrine that had foiled Anjou so spectacularly at Steil Pass and Hekt. Supporting them were six hundred pikemen from the regular army. Normally, those pikemen would be considered a blessing and a mainstay of Sturm’s force. But in reality, they were among the worst soldiers in Kriegsturm—the dregs of five regiments that were left behind when their brother soldiers were pulled out of Al-Andalus to strengthen the defense against Anjou in the west. Most of the dregs had either been killed after treacherously attacking Sturm, eaten by the drug-crazed southern inhabitants of the city during the Festival of the Midnight Bloom, or had deserted. These remaining soldiers had performed adequately thus far, but in his heart, Sturm didn’t trust them yet. 

Also on the road would be hundreds of wagons carrying supplies for the army, the most important of which were thousands of pounds of food and water, plus copious resupply for the musket men. In addition, he was hauling eight eight-pound cannon which Sturm had decided to bring because it was relatively easy to do so. Eight-pound cannon weren’t particularly effective in assaulting walls, but they were light enough to transport without slowing down the whole army. Maybe he would need them, and maybe he wouldn’t. Only time would tell.

He chafed as the army slowly got moving forward. For too many of his men, this was a totally new activity. They would have to get better as they advanced south if they were to accomplish anything at all. 
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Chapter Three: The Göçebe Insanlar
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Shamal Intimad, Ahl-Alnaar Ashomal

The Flower Moon, Day 23, Year 1197

Major Roel Caldor wiped the sweat off his brow as he stared at the dust cloud approaching his troop and his cavalry company from the west. The act gave his forehead a brief moment of relief before beads of sweat started forming on it again. His white shirt—caked in sweat and grime days ago—clung uncomfortably to his skin, but at least it wasn’t the wool garment that he had worn south from Eisenland. Praise Wotan that the Sturm Front had listened when the northern officials in his estate had warned him that the heat would kill men dressed in wool much more quickly than the enemy would.

“What do you think, Lieutenant Wagner?”

“It has to be a significant force to be raising that much dust, sir,” Wagner told him. “I would guess a much larger force than we have.

“We’ve been expecting the Southies to respond,” Caldor reminded him. “I think this means we’ve pushed as far south along the Spice Road as we can until the Sturm Front reinforces us. It’s time to begin falling back.”

Wagner was a solid man, but Caldor still read relief in his eyes at his decision. 

“We’ve had a good run,” the lieutenant noted, “more than accomplishing the earl’s goals.”

“But every run comes to an end,” Caldor summed up for him. “Let’s get the men turned around.”

“Straight up the road, sir?” 

“I think so,” Caldor agreed. “We’ll make better time. I think we’re only a couple of miles ahead of that approaching cavalry.”

Decision made, the cavalry quickly got turned back around. There were two hundred and fifty-three of them, each armed with pistol, musket, and saber. The musket was not common armament for northern cavalry, but the Sturm Front insisted that all of his militiamen be trained in its use and it had much better range than the pistols cavalry men typically wore. 

Southern cavalry depended primarily on short riding bows to give their attack punch. The weapon had a range of approximately one hundred yards. They didn’t have the best accuracy at that range, but when several hundred arrows fired in waves every four or five seconds were falling among their targets, they didn’t need to be able to hit a specific man.

Caldor started the men at a trot. He couldn’t sustain that speed in the long term, but putting a little extra distance between his men and the approaching horsemen could only be a good thing. They were coming along pretty fast as well and he preferred to encourage them to tire out their horses with a quick sprint that would let him put some added distance between them in the long run. 
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“You guessed right, Halil,” Sheik Ismael of the Göçebe Insanlar complimented his right-hand man. Halil had been leading raids against others of the Göçebe Insanlar tribes, the caravans of the Spice Road, and the city dwellers for three decades and his vast experience had served them well once again. “One look at the dust cloud my son, Adem, is making and the Alkhudar have turned tail and run back north—straight into our arms.”

His words brought a smile to the face of Kadir, the third man watching the northern cavalry hurry blindly toward their ambush on the road. Having just ridden through this land, it did not occur to them that the enemy could already be behind them, laying in wait. “We will have the bounties on these men before nightfall.” 

“They will almost certainly have the pistols the northerners and the city dwellers like so much,” Halil warned. “Their range is shit. So long as we do not get too close to them, they will not be able to hurt us.”

We will shock them by riding around the hill,” Ismael decided. “We will sweep in from the north, cutting off their retreat from Adem. Their horses will be winded, making our approach easier. When they see that they are cut off from the north, they will have no choice but to flee further south, back toward Adem.”

“We must make our first strike a hard one and kill as many as we can before they can overcome their surprise,” Halil proposed. “We do not want them to retreat in too good of order.”

“You think they will get away?” Kadir worried.

“No,” Halil told him. “The only way they will get away is if they scatter. Then some will undoubtedly escape. But if they stay together in a tight group, we will be chasing them for miles and that is something we would all prefer to avoid.” 

“Let’s not let that happen,” Ismael ordered. “Now, Kadir and I will join the men. Halil, you give the signal when it is time for us to ride forth and kill the worshippers of Wotan.”
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Caldor took a sip from his waterskin and sloshed the warm liquid around in his mouth. He wanted to spit the liquid out to clear the dust of the road, but Brother Filipe of the Granite Knights had warned him that water was often more precious than gold on the Spice Road. There actually was plenty of water nine or ten moons out of the year thanks to creeks that channeled snowmelt down from the mountains. But the creeks were not everywhere and the heat was oppressive. What was more, towns and farmlands had grown up around these creeks, so there was often the danger of encountering hostiles when refilling one’s water skins. 

So, he swallowed the mouthful of liquid down and twisted about in his saddle to see how much ground they were making on the pursuing cavalry. 

To his chagrin, he saw that the enemy must be riding much harder than he was, for the dust cloud had closed to within a mile. He had wanted to slow the pace so he didn’t exhaust the horses, but he realized he was going to have to push them even harder if they were to stay ahead—

War cries sounded from in front of them and Caldor whipped back around to see what new threat awaited them. Not three hundred yards ahead, at least dozens—and probably many more—nomadic riders armed with short bows and scimitars poured out from behind a low hill charging toward them. 

Caldor immediately understood that he had been herded into a trap. A year ago, the major had been a mere lieutenant who had seen almost no combat. That man might have frozen as he realized he had led his men into the jaws of death. But the last year had shaped the young man considerably. Although he had been injured, he had served honorably in Steil Pass. Then he had served in Sturm’s regiment that punched a long hole in the enemy defenses and took from Anjou the strategic city of Hekt. He knew that he was between a rock and a hard place with the enemy coming at him from the front and rear. So since falling back was not an option, going forward into ever increasing enemy numbers would almost certainly lead to the destruction of his command, and turning east into the veldt only played to the strengths of his nomadic adversaries, he chose the only real alternative left to him—charging straight up the hill the enemy was circling to get at him.
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Halil had never been more surprised in his life then when the Alkhudar cavalry commander failed to fall back away from Sheik Ismael either toward Adem and his hundred or so riders or off to the west toward the mountains. They didn’t even knuckle down and try and force their way through Sheik Ismael’s hard men. No, he chose instead to push their tired horses up the hill upon which Halil, himself, was watching the battle. 

He didn’t know precisely what the enemy commander was thinking, but at least in the short term it blunted the amount of damage that Ismael could do to him. Arrows began to fly into the air, but they only came down on the back end of the Alkhudar troop—causing casualties, but not in the numbers that Halil had anticipated. What would that enemy commander do now? Ride over the hill and try to resume his retreat up the spice road? That might hold some short-term advantage, but Ismael’s horses were well rested while the Alkhudar steeds had to be on the point of floundering in the heat after their long trot. 

Whatever they chose, Halil couldn’t continue to observe from here. He was one man alone and would not last long against the two hundred and fifty or so riders approaching him.

Abandoning the top of the hill, he quickly mounted his horse and rode to join Ismael.

[image: ]

As Caldor led his men up to the crest of the low hill, the labored breathing of his mount told him he couldn’t escape by running away. Unfortunately, the hill wasn’t particularly steep so while it gave a good view of the surrounding land, it didn’t offer that much actual protection.

He decided he had to use it anyway. 

“Dismount and draw your muskets!” he shouted as he led by example. “And don’t forget your power horns and ammunition cases.”

He respected the Sturm Front, but hadn’t been excited about the idea of adding the weight of a musket to the traditional gear of the cavalry horse. Now, he was glad that Marshal Sturm had insisted. He pulled the musket free of its scabbard, draped the belt with the ammunition pouch over his shoulder, snatched up his powder horn, and ran to show his men where he wanted them to form their line.

His men followed at good speed. Half of them had been sorely tested standing with the Sturm Front when the Southies in Cidade Fortaleza had gone berserk and tried to eat everybody. They understood how to use a musket and many of them were better at it than Caldor was. He saw powder horns held by teeth biting hard on the strap while men buckled the belt with the ammunition pouch about their waists. Others came straight up in the line facing the rapidly approaching enemy cavalry. 

Arrows began to fall in front of them, walking closer as the enemy approached, telling Caldor that they were almost out of time.

He only had fifty men in the line, but he gave the order to “Aim and fire!” 

Fifty muskets went off and fifteen horses and riders went down. 

“Reload!” Caldor shouted as he dropped his powder horn and struggled to get his belt on. “Second rank to the front, aim, and fire!” 

Seventy more muskets belched black acrid clouds of smoke and small balls of lead killing about thirty more of the rapidly closing nomads. 

“Reload!” Caldor heard his voice raise an octave from excitement. “Third rank, to the front, aim and fire!”
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Sheik Ismael felt an unexpected surge of respect for the Alkhudar commander who chose the one path that he had absolutely not expected him to take. It wasn’t going to make a difference in the end, but his people, the Göçebe Insanlar, had always respected a clever adversary and by surprising him like this, the Alkhudar had proved he was that. 

He led his men up the hill after the enemy, ordering the archers to whittle down the rear of the retreating troop—and then the damned Wotan worshipper surprised him again. The enemy cavalry began dismounting, drawing a long weapon that looked quite similar to the Ghulam blunderbuss-axe and his men began to form Ghulam-like lines at the summit of the hill.

Up until this moment, Ismael and his men had suffered no enemy fire. And while the blunderbuss-axe had a range similar to the pistol, it did a lot more damage than the smaller weapon. If he closed within forty or fifty yards, his men would suffer unnecessary casualties. He would lead them in a circle at about seventy-five yards and bleed the enemy out in just a few passes.

A roar of thunder shook the hilltop and for just a moment, Ismael believed that the Alkhudar commander had panicked and fired too soon. Then a blow to the side of Ismael’s head nearly knocked him off his horse.

His hand flew to his temple and came away covered in blood. 

Those weren’t blunderbuss-axes, he realized. Not only was the distance too great, but the wound was wrong. He’d have been struck by many pellets with a blunderbuss-axe, not one.

He plucked an arrow from his quiver, but before he could fit it onto the bowstring, more of the Alkhudar fired and a second wound appeared on his right forearm. 

Men were down beside and behind him as he drew the bowstring and aimed at the enemy lines. More men were stepping forward to fire at him. He released his first arrow and began to guide his horse to the right so they could circle the cursed Wotan worshippers. 

He found another arrow, fit it to the string, and shot it high into the air almost without thinking about it. His keen eyes saw the men were reloading their weapons and while he didn’t know how long that would take, he could see that they were doing it with well-drilled discipline. The same sort of ordered response the Ghulam used in their maneuvers.

He wondered if these northerners could possibly have taken the ghadab that took away a man’s fear and made the Ghulam even more deadly. 

A third arrow flew from his bow as the first fell among the enemy. They were spread out, making them harder to hit, but experience told him that they would not be able to stand up to a couple of quivers-full being shot at them.

Thunder and black smoke erupted from more guns obscuring the archers’ aim and Ismael suffered his first moment of doubt. He wasn’t even halfway around the hilltop yet and the Alkhudar had already reloaded. Most of his men were still coming into range, but the Alkhudar were inflicting many more casualties on his warriors than the Göçebe Insanlar were on them. 

He loosed two more arrows and saw the next group fire into the thickest part of his warriors as they rode up the hill.

He cringed as many more men fell and made a decision that he hoped he would not come to regret. 

He signaled for his men to turn back and retreat down the hill. The sun was hot and still rising toward its zenith. He did not have to ride into the Alkhudar guns to kill them. All he had to do was keep them from riding away—and if there was one thing he was certain of, it was that these Wotan worshippers could not reload those long guns while they were on horseback.

Thirst would do the killing for him as certainly as his arrows would. 
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Chapter Four: Three Rules
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Fatrat Rahat Sariea, Shamal Intimad, Ahl-Alnaar Ashomal

The Flower Moon, Day 23, Year 1197

Sturm watched as the leaders of the very small town of Fatrat Rahat Sariea bravely awaited him at the edge of their town. As he had been told was common in the region called Shamal Intimad—the northern most part of the Spice Road in Ahl-Alnaar Ashomal—the town did not have walls. Its inhabitants had long ago adopted the policy that they did not care who ruled them. The towns were not precisely neutral in the disputes between various nomadic tribes, and between the claimants to the throne of the high sheik, but they were not precisely partisan either. They provided their services to any and all who passed along the Spice Road, reminding everyone of the Peace of Ahl-Alnaar that was supposed to keep worshippers of Naar from waging battle with each other—not that such a peace had existed here in the north since Bloody Harald had been driven back to Al-Andalus.

Sturm felt frankly curious as to how these townspeople would respond to his army which definitely outnumbered their entire population. Looking at the uncertainty on these leaders faces, he wondered if they, themselves, had figured out how to respond to an invasion by northern Wotan worshippers. 

He nodded to Zain the Voice who strode a few steps out in front of Sturm, Knight Captain Lima, and their respective men to demand in the southern tongue who claimed to be in charge of Fatrat Rahat Sariea.

One of the men—not the eldest by any means—took a cautious step forward, singling himself out.

Zain exchanged a few words with him and then turned back to Sturm. “This is Nomarch Bilal, the representative of High Sheik Rami in Fatrat Rahat Sariea.”

Evidently, Bilal spoke a little of the northern tongue because he immediately began to reject Zain’s translation. “No, no, no, not high sheik’s man. I nomarch.” 

Zain’s eyes screwed up with confusion and he began a rapid-fire exchange with Bilal. 

Knight Captain Lima leaned slightly closer to Sturm. “The nomarch is afraid you will have him killed for being the high sheik’s agent so he is pretending that he is somehow independent.”

Sturm intervened. “I don’t care if he used to represent Rami,” he announced. 

Zain and Bilal stopped talking and turned to look at him.

“I am Marshal Sturm, the earl of Fortaleza, and I am occupying Fatrat Rahat Sariea,” Sturm continued. “At this time, that means three things for the people of your town, nomarch. First, they must keep the peace. Bloodshed will be punished harshly.”

The nomarch, and all of the town leaders, stared at Sturm as one of them quietly translated everything he had said. 

“Second,” Sturm picked up his demands. “No one will pay the dariba any longer—not northerners and not southerners.”

This announcement clearly pleased the townsmen. The dariba was a traditional penalty inflicted in the south on northerners—a penalty that northerner rulers like Harald the Conqueror had shifted to his southern subjects when he conquered the region. Sturm wanted to get rid of any rule that served to separate northerners and southerners, so the dariba had to go. If it turned out he truly needed the tax he could institute a new lesser fine on everyone—but that was for the future. 

His third demand was not going to be as well received. “Finally, there are no slaves in Fatrat Rahat Sariea any longer. Anyone who woke this morning as a slave is now freed. Any of them who wish to can depart now and travel up the silk road to Al Andalus.”

As he had anticipated, this declaration brought frowns to the faces of the southerners. All of them probably owned slaves. But in the face of his army, they did not protest his decree. After all, with the army still here outside their town it would be easy enough for him to pillage and burn the entire area.

“Zain,” Sturm called out. “I’m sending you into the town with a company of the southern militia. Make certain everyone knows these decrees. Escort any ex-slaves who want to leave outside of town. Make certain they have the provisions needed to travel back to Vigilância Sul.”

Zain saluted and went off to find the southern militia to relay Sturm’s orders.

“How many men do you plan to leave here as a garrison?” Lima asked.

“None,” Sturm told him. “If I leave men in every small town, we won’t have an army by the time we’re a hundred miles down the road. We’re only going to put a garrison in large towns with a fortification.”

“Sensible,” Lima acknowledged. “That’s why you told the slaves they could leave?”

“Yes, those who remain will be instantly re-enslaved when we depart. After we finish our business with Sheik Rami, I may be in a position to enforce these three rules more strictly. But I have to be realistic about what I can do with such a small army.”

“Highly sensible,” Lima repeated. 

“How long do you think it will be before Rami responds to our raids and now this army?” Sturm asked.

“Oh, I think he has responded already,” Lima predicted. “The question is, will he be able to use his regular army and Ghulam against you? Or will he have to rely upon the nomads to resist your advance?”

“There are advantages and disadvantages to us with both courses of action,” Sturm noted. 

“Truer words were never spoken,” Lima agreed. “I hope our men prove up to the challenge.”
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Chapter Five: Siege
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Shamal Intimad, Ahl-Alnaar Ashomal

The Flower Moon, Day 23, Year 1197

“They’ve broken off,” Lieutenant Wagner observed as the nomads ceased to ride into range with their short bows and headed back toward the base of the hill.

“Good!” Caldor answered. “Now let’s get the men reloaded, then set up some pickets to watch the four points of the compass in case they come back. Then we can see to our injured.”

While Wagner ran off to do his bidding, Caldor considered the action they’d just experienced. He had made a ridiculous and frankly amateurish mistake in not sending scouts up ahead to recheck the road. He had thought that because they had literally just ridden down it that there could be no danger this close behind them, but obviously he had been wrong. These Southies must have had their own scouts watch his men and him ride past and then set their ambush.

As if to prove his speculations were correct, another hundred riders—the ones that Caldor and his men had been fleeing from—rode up to the base of the hill dragging branches behind them that had clearly been utilized to make a much larger dust cloud than a hundred riders would.

“They suckered me,” Caldor grumbled. “They played a stupid trick and I fell for it.”

He climbed to the absolute summit of the hill and tried to get a sense of the numbers facing him. With both groups of Southies consolidated, he thought he was only facing maybe four or five hundred men. Those were not terrible numbers, but he couldn’t best them on horseback because their bows had much greater range than his pistols did. He would simply have to settle in and wait for them to go search for other prey.
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Sheik Ismael held up his hand to stop Kadir from arguing that they should simply charge the top of the hill and accept their casualties, so that his son, Adem, could greet him as he approached.

“Father, I see you have trapped our prey,” Adem told him.

Kadir immediately resumed arguing for an immediate attack. “Yes, we have trapped them. Now we need to ride them down and claim our bounties.”

“And what do you advise, Adem,” Ismael asked his son.

Adem pleased him by showing wisdom and asking for more information. “I could not see the battle clearly, father. How is it that the Alkhudar are not already dead?”

“In addition to their pistols and sabers,” Ismael explained, “these northerners also carry a long weapon I have not faced before. It can hit a man from a longer distance than our bows can and while we can fire arrows much more rapidly than they can reload, we were still losing many men in trying to ride them down.”

“But we were getting close,” Kadir complained. “Now we will have to take those first casualties all over again.”

“Why?” Halil asked, speaking for the first time in this council.

Kadir, always one for great tempestuous emotions, wheeled on him. “Because their weapons have a greater range than our bows! Were you not listening? Did you not see what happened?”

“I saw that they had to dismount to use their long weapons,” Halil informed them.

“This is what I noticed as well,” Ismael acknowledged. “And a man on foot is easier to corral than a man on horseback.”

“Ah,” Adem saw the wisdom in Ismael’s plan.

From the angry expression on Kadir’s face, he still did not understand.

“The day is very hot, Kadir,” Ismael reminded him. “How much water do you think those Alkhudar are carrying?” 

“Oh,” Kadir finally saw the plan.

“Unlike the northerners,” Ismael continued, “we can send men to replenish our water skins while we keep the enemy sweating on that hill.”

“Thirst will first weaken and then kill them,” Halil explained. “We can let Naar do the hard work of defeating our foes while we wait ready to collect the bounties.”
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“They aren’t leaving,” Lieutenant Wagner worriedly noted.

Caldor had, unfortunately, come to the same conclusion. He thought about his half-full water skin and realized that they might just have a more serious problem than he had first believed. 

The enemy had surrounded the hill with packets of horsemen while the main army pulled back and rested. They would be suffering in the heat too, but it was quite possible that they knew where there was water closer than Caldor did. He, after
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