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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
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A man is:

Brave

Loyal

Trustworthy

Strong

Steadfast

Zealous

And 

Right
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​Dedication
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This novel is dedicated to Terry Mancour for his brilliant book, Warmage. Court politics are exceedingly difficult to realistically portray, but Mancour does an extraordinary job of showing the various interests in court and how they affect policy. I hope I have done as well in these pages.
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Prologue: Restoring Order
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Al-Andalus, Kriegsturm

The Blood Moon, Day 20, Year 1196

Karl Meier watched the Southies approaching with a growing sense of unease. There were about fifty of them, equivalent to the number of miners working for him if you included the slaves. Unfortunately, his miners and slaves were also Southies so if this was going to be trouble like he’d been hearing about happening all over the region, they would not only be no help to him, they’d likely throw in with the rebels. With that being the case, he had decided not to greet these men brandishing his pistol, as he didn’t think he could win a confrontation. 

“What do you think they want?” Hans asked him. The younger man was the only other northerner in the mines and he had all the prejudices and none of the common sense that came from being an immigrant.

“They want the mine,” Karl told him. “Or, if we’re lucky, they only want the minerals we’ve extracted.” 

“But it belongs to the earl of Fortaleza,” Hans protested.

Karl turned to stare at him, astounded that anyone who lived in Al-Andalus could say something so ignorant. “You do know that Joachim Adler is claiming to be the legitimate earl, don’t you?” 

“That’s just stupid!” Hans said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Everyone knows that the real earl is that Eisenlander, Marshal Sturm. He’s a cousin or something. Joachim Adler is just a love child.”

Karl grabbed Hans by the front of his shirt and yanked him close because there really wasn’t time to do this subtly. “You just keep your mouth shut! Understand? If you spout nonsense like that in front of those Southies coming up here, you are going to get us both killed. So, stand there and be silent!” 

“You can’t—Mr. Meir, this mine belongs to—” 

Karl hit him hard in the jaw, knocking him to the ground just as the first of the Southies reached them. As if nothing had happened, he turned to greet them. 

“Welcome,” he spread his hands to encompass all of them. “My name is Karl Meier, administrator of this mine, what may I do for you gentlemen?”

The man Karl took to be the leader of the group because of the large jewel adorning his turban and the many rings upon his fingers, took a moment to examine Hans where he sat on the ground rubbing his jaw. “Is there a problem here?”

“This is a mine,” Karl tried to make a joke of the situation. “There is always a problem. But if you’re asking about the young fool there, I think I have resolved it. He is a newcomer to this region who does not yet know how things are done in Al-Andalus.” 

“Ahhh,” the Southie said, “that sort of ignorance can prove to be very dangerous, especially in these unsettled times.” 

“It can indeed,” Karl agreed. “May I offer you and your companions a drink of cool water after your journey?”

“Not at this time,” the man declined, making Karl quake inside. Sharing water would have been a sign that the Southie anticipated no violent conflict between them. Rejecting the offer left open certain highly unpleasant possibilities.

“As you will,” Karl told him. “How may I help you today?”

“My name is Achmed Adler,” the man said, confirming Karl’s concerns. “And I have come as a representative of my brother, Joachim Adler, the earl of Fortaleza.” 

“I see,” Karl said wondering how he should handle things. Obviously, he was going to concede, but if he did so too completely too quickly, that also might be bad for him. “I hesitate to make the following request as it could be misinterpreted to suggest I doubt your word, but I am responsible to the earl. Did he, perchance, provide you with some documentation that you could share with me as evidence that you also represent the earl’s interests.”

“I am very pleased that you make this request of me,” Achmed announced, “as it shows you are keeping my brother’s interests close to your heart.”

He held out a hand to a companion who put a folded piece of paper in it. He then opened the paper, confirmed that it was what he expected, and handed it to Karl.

Karl quickly scanned the document which said, in effect, that Achmed represented Joachim’s interests and was to be fully cooperated with. 

There was no seal. How could there be? The governor had probably taken the seal into his own keeping while waiting for the legitimate earl to arrive.

Karl didn’t care. 

“Thank you, Mr. Adler,” he said to Achmed as he handed back the piece of paper.

“I prefer to be called syid,” Achmed told him. 

“Of course, syid,” Karl agreed immediately. “How may I be of service to you today?”

Hans had watched all this from his place on the ground with growing astonishment. “You’re not going to accept that letter, are you? I can see from here it has no seal. And how could it—Joachim Adler is a pretender. He’s the son of a mistress not his—”

Karl listened with growing horror as Hans spouted off his accurate but totally irrelevant arguments. Finally, trying to staunch the damage and save both his and the young man’s life, he kicked him to shut him up. 

“My profound apologies, syid,” Karl said. “As I indicated before, Hans is new to the area and does not understand the ways in which civilized men speak and interact. Please forgive this youth’s—”

“No!” Achmed cut him, ending the discussion. “He has insulted the mother of the earl of Fortaleza and by implication my own mother.”

Karl risked bringing the full anger of this man down on himself by getting to his knees and kissing the ground directly in front of Achmed’s feet. “Please, syid, he is little more than a boy, too stupid too—”

“What is wrong with you, Karl!” Hans shouted. “How can you abase yourself before these ignorant Southies?” 

“Administrator,” Achmed said, “I can respect your loyalty to this young whelp, but even you must see that I cannot permit him to go on living.”

Karl’s whole body began to shake. Hans just wouldn’t let him help him. And now, unless he was very lucky, Karl might well be caught up in his punishment.

“What are you—let go of me!” Hans screeched as two of Achmed’s men grabbed hold of him, holding his arms behind him as they bent him over on his knees.

“Walid, my brother,” Achmed said, “I do not believe that your education has yet included the execution of a man.”

“The what?” Hans shouted. Karl wondered if this was the first time he really understood the danger they had been in since the Southies arrived at the mine.

“I have not, brother,” Walid admitted.

“Then take my sword and learn how it is done,” Achmed told the younger man.

Karl did not dare look up from his own position, lest he unintentionally add to Hans’ insult. 

He waited, heart thudding in his chest, while Hans began to scream in incoherent terror. Then there was a horrible thunking sound and hot blood sprayed onto Karl, coating his cheek, his hair, his neck, and his shoulder.

He remained unmoving, desperately hoping the next blow would not be on him. 

“You may rise now, administrator,” Achmed said and still shaking, Karl did as he was instructed, trying hard not to look at Han’s headless body or bodyless head. 

He failed. The young man’s eyes stared up into the sky, a look of terror still twisting his face.

“Sometimes, death is the only lesson the young are able to learn,” Achmed told Karl.

“As you say, syid,” Karl told him. 

“Now, you will give me a tour of this mine, and then I will tell you what you have to do to stay in control of it,” Achmed said.

Karl took a deep breath. “As your words are the wishes of the earl of Fortaleza, I will endeavor to carry out all of your instructions perfectly.”

“I see you have a more proper understanding of Al-Andalus than that unfortunate did,” Achmed told him. “Now show me everything.”

Hans’ blood continued to run down the outside of Karl’s shirt, but he struggled very hard not to think about that. “As I am certain you know, syid,” Karl began his tour, “this mine was opened to produce salt, although we also extract saltpeter and sulfur as byproducts.” He then went on to describe in increasing detail the operations of the mine, the manpower at hand, the quantities produced, and the sorry state of their provisions.”

Achmed listened carefully, showing he had a very fine head for the business. When Karl finished the tour, he said, “I have decided to leave you in charge of the mine with four of my men to assist you. I am pleased at the great quantity of salt you have produced.”

Karl hated to risk lessening the man’s pleasure, but he had to make certain he understood this was not a typical amount. “We have a greater than normal quantity on hand now because our regular schedule of delivering supplies and removing the harvested material has been disrupted the last few moons.” 

“There has been much confusion in Al-Andalus of late,” Achmed told him, “but my brother is restoring order again. I will get your deliveries resumed and send wagons to pick up your harvest—except that saltpeter and sulfur. I really don’t see any reason to pay to bring that to Cidade Fortaleza.”

Karl decided not to tell Achmed that those minerals were two of the three components of gunpowder.
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Aachen, Capital City, Kriegsturm

The Frost Moon, Day 10, Year 1196

“Then you will go down on one knee before his majesty, bow your head, and hold that position until he tells you to rise again.”

Colonel Marshal Sturm, the Earl of Fortaleza, relied on his military discipline to keep his face impassive as the protocol officer finished explaining to him what he was expected to do as he entered the small intimate gathering of the high king’s officers and a few of his closest friends.

The self-important little man made a disdainful tisking sound with his tongue. “I really hope you don’t embarrass me out there. We should have had a whole day to practice. It’s outrageous that you didn’t give his majesty more notice of your arrival.” 

Sturm had tired of the man’s attitude roughly seven seconds after meeting him, but he continued to resist snapping at him and asked a question instead. “Are you the one who sent me the note this afternoon inviting me to this meeting?” 

The man—for the life of him, Sturm could not remember his name—bristled at the word meeting. “The high king is doing you a great honor at very short notice.”

Perhaps it was his nervousness over his impending introduction to the high king, himself, but Sturm’s temper frayed a few strands more. “For once this evening, answer the damn question!” he snarled. 

The courtier blanched in surprise—not anger—and took a step back. “Um, no, my Lord, that would be his majesty’s personal secretary, Sir Shawn Adcock.” 

“And did you or he make the decision to invite me to this meeting on less than four hours’ notice?” Sturm demanded. Not for the first time, he reminded himself that he was not only a colonel now after his victory in Hekt, but he was the earl of Fortaleza, a very important nobleman. Whatever this sniveling little courtier thought, it was not his place to add to Sturm’s discomfort.

“No, my Lord,” the man said with suddenly recovered composure. “High King Torben made that decision.”

He dropped the high king’s name like it somehow won him the argument, but Sturm saw it in exactly the opposite way. “Then what the hell are you complaining about? The high king could have scheduled this interview six moons from now if he wanted to. Who are you to complain that he took the opportunity created by my early arrival in the city to meet with me now rather than weeks or moons down the road?”

The little toad of a man did not back down. “I’m only saying that if you could have sent a message ahead—”

“We did,” Sturm cut him off. “But then we rode faster than the messengers.” He didn’t add that if they had not chosen to do that, he and his friends would still be stuck somewhere in Graanland being feted in every town they passed through for their actions in defeating the Angevin invasion and restoring Hekt to the rule of the high kingdom. As a man who really hated society parties, the slower journey had been a form of torture for Sturm and he had seized on the idea of racing cross country unannounced to Aachen as a way of avoiding that pain. In doing so, they had reached the capital a full moon faster than it was originally thought that they could.

They had, in fact, arrived early this afternoon, and even though he wanted to do nothing more than soak in a hot tub and rest for the remainder of the day, Sturm had taken his friend, Captain Caldor’s, advice and sent a brief personal note to High King Torben informing his majesty that he had come to Aachen at the high king’s command and stood ready to call upon him before he completed his journey to Al-Andalus.

They were all shocked when he received a not so personal note back three hours later inviting him to attend a small occasion his majesty was hosting this very night. 

Which brought up one more question as he and the courtier approached the door. “Who made the decision not to include my ladies and my friends in the invitation?”

The courtier stopped and for the first time looked genuinely shocked. “You would have brought two mistresses to meet the high king?”

“They aren’t mistresses,” Sturm snapped back. “And yes, I think they all deserve the honor of meeting the high king. Who made the decision?”

“I honestly don’t think it even occurred to anyone that you would want to bring them,” the courtier said. Then he proved he was still thinking only of Else and Henna. “There are going to be some of the most marriageable young women in Aachen here tonight.”

For the first time since arriving at the royal palace, Sturm laughed. “With all of the problems looming over Al-Andalus right now, if you think I am spending even one moment thinking about marriage, you’re a fool.” 

“Securing the line of succession is a critical task of every peer of the realm,” the man said defensively.

Sturm suddenly stopped laughing when another troubling thought struck him. “Wait a minute, this is supposed to be a small intimate gathering. Why are marriageable women here?”

“Earl Fortaleza?” a new, even more richly dressed man addressed him. “Are you ready to go inside?”

“This is the royal herald,” the courtier introduced the newcomer.

“A pleasure to meet you, sir,” Sturm turned to the ranking individual. “Perhaps you would answer a couple of questions before we join the high king, I am having trouble getting clear information from this fellow.”

“But of course, my Lord,” the herald assured him.

“Thank you,” Sturm answered. “I have just been informed that marriageable women have been invited to my interview with the high king. What is really going on here?”

The herald frowned and glared at the courtier for a moment. “You have been misinformed, my Lord. This is not a private interview; it is a long-scheduled party.”

“A party?” Sturm felt horrified at the news. He pulled the invitation out of the pocket of a uniform that cost more than his annual salary when he had been a mere captain. “But this note described this as a small intimate gathering of the high king’s officers and a few of his closest friends. I thought that meant that the high king and a couple of his advisors wished to brief me on the trouble in Al-Andalus.” 

The courtier smiled in a manner which suggested he was pleased with Sturm’s discomfort, but the herald’s expression was purely one of chagrin and concern. “Oh, no, my Lord, I am very sorry if there has been some confusion. A meeting such you are describing would be described as a small intimate audience. A gathering in Aachen is always a party.”

Sturm would not have been less happy if he had heard Anjou had just led another army into Oosten Graanland. He tried, but possibly failed, to keep his voice calm when he answered. “Herald, I have not had a full night’s sleep since Anjou invaded Oosten Graanland. I have raced here to Aachen because the high king’s messenger informed me that it is critical that I meet with his majesty before moving on to take up my responsibilities in Al-Andalus. I am not in a fit temper for a party.”

He took a deep breath. Being an earl had to be worth something. Perhaps this was that something. “I am returning to my inn now and will be happy to meet with his majesty in that small intimate audience when he is ready to hold it.”

Both the courtier and the herald looked aghast at him. “But the high king expects you to attend,” the courtier said.

Sturm shook his head. “We cannot know what the high king expects. What we know is that his secretary, on short notice, added my name to a guest list. Had I understood what I was being invited to, I would have politely declined. I am not going to attend another party full of marriageable young women whose only concern is gobbling up a title and a large dower.”

He turned to leave, fairly certain he was making a mistake, but frankly fed up already with being a nobleman. He would far rather have remained in the army and began to fantasize about ways to get back there and exercise his new rank.

“You, leave!” the herald snapped at the courtier. “And I never want to hear that you have breathed a word of what is happening here.”

The man fled as if he were genuinely afraid. 

Then the herald pivoted back toward Sturm and in a ridiculously suave and cajoling voice asked, “If I could please have just a few more moments of your time, my Lord?”

Sturm sighed and turned back. “I realize that I am being difficult. Part of me is genuinely sorry for that, but I’m not going in there.”

“My Lord,” the herald said and there was a tinge of something very much like fear in his tone. “I will be dismissed from my post if you ever tell anyone I am sharing this with you, but the high king personally ordered you to be invited tonight because he wishes to publicly honor you for your service in Hekt and Steil Pass.”

The news that the high king was personally involved in inviting Sturm gave him pause, but he still mulishly resisted attending the party. “I already have all the honors a man could want.” He indicated the gold star on his chest. “I have the Krieg Star for Wotan’s sake. I don’t need anymore.” 

The discomfort in the herald’s expression grew markedly. “My Lord, it involves a knighthood.” 

Unlike most men of Kriegsturm, Sturm did not have a very high regard for knighthood and the Order of Freyr. His grandfather had one. He used to call it the I am important award. Supposedly it was awarded for advancing the cause of civilization, but it really just distinguished anyone who the high kings thought required flattering. Missing out on the opportunity to join those ranks troubled Sturm not at all. 

Evidently, the herald saw the coming refusal on Sturm’s face, for he added. “While the high king wishes this to be a surprise for you, it is not a surprise for anyone else inside the ballroom. If you depart now, it will be viewed as a snub of High King Torben and a great embarrassment for him.”

The rigid line of Sturm’s shoulders collapsed. The Second Law of Wotan required him to defend his king and that obviously included his reputation. “That is what the pugilists call a blow below the belt, sir,” Sturm told the man. He squared his shoulders again. “How long do I have to stay to avoid dishonoring the high king.”

“As the guest of honor, my Lord, you will be expected to be the last man out of the party.”

Sturm resisted sighing again. “Just for the record, whoever decided not to include my friends in this invitation really is an ass.”

“If you say so, my Lord,” the herald said before stepping up to the doors to the ballroom and throwing them open.

“Ladies and Gentlemen of Kriegsturm,” he bellowed. “It is my pleasure to introduce his majesty’s guest of honor this evening, the Fourth Earl of Fortaleza, the Hero of Steil Pass, the Liberator of Hekt, Colonel of Muskets, Marshal Sturm.”

Several hundred people turned to look at Sturm with an array of expressions ranging from the mildly curious to the predatory to the outright hostile. 

Sturm fell into his well-drilled military posture and ignored them. 

Around him, far more elaborate costumes than his ridiculously expensive uniform, most studded with jewels, adorned the men and women in attendance. Again, perhaps it was his Eisenland roots, but Sturm found the display gaudy, verging on the immoral. 

At the far end of the room, High King Torben sat on a throne. There was no sign of his wife. In the past, the high king would have been the last to arrive, but that custom was changed for Torben who was paralyzed from the waist down as a child after catching the swimming sickness. The high king was understandably sensitive about his disability and preferred not to draw attention to it by being carried into a room in front of his guests.

Sturm marched slowly forward, letting the gazes of the guests bounce off him as if they were not there. His attention focused solely on his sovereign. He looked small sitting on his throne examining Sturm as he approached him. His legs were covered by a blanket, adding credence to the rumor that they were severely underdeveloped due to his paralysis. The man’s upper body did not display a muscular frame fully befitting the monarch of the high kingdom.

Sturm’s eyes darted to the empty throne beside Torben’s and he fleetingly wondered where the high queen might be. With the hundreds of people gathered for this occasion, he could not help but feel he was being snubbed by the woman and with him all the men who had fought to secure Steil Pass and retake Hekt.

He closed the final distance between them, mounted three steps, went down on one knee before the man on the throne and bowed his head.

“Welcome, Earl Fortaleza,” the high king’s voice rang out across the ballroom. It was a strong voice that belied the weakness of the man’s body and it sounded noble to Sturm’s ears. “Rarely do I have the chance to meet someone with such exceptional accomplishments as you. That they come at such a young age makes them all the more amazing.”

Sturm remained kneeling, head bowed as instructed, wishing he would be permitted to rise. Ironically, as a child he had dreamed of getting awarded for his military valor. Now that he had engaged in actions many found worthy of recognition, he found that he felt unworthy. Yes, he had led the men who accomplished these feats, but that was the point—the men accomplished them. Without them, Steil Pass would have fallen and Hekt remained in Angevin hands. 

“With your own hands, in multiple battles, you have led my soldiers against the enemy even when greatly outnumbered. In Steil Pass those numbers rose higher than ten-to-one against you. In Oosten Graanland, it was not uncommon for your single understrength regiment to face enemies on two fronts, either one of which outnumbered you. I am told through many reports that you led from the front, inspiring your men to continue advancing when no one would have questioned the decision to retreat to safer environs.”

Sturm sensed more than saw the high king lift a sword.

“Therefore, I have decided to enroll you in the company of my most elite knights, men who have distinguished themselves on the battlefield with their valor and in so doing caused my enemies great harm.” 

Sturm swallowed hard. This did not sound like the Order of Freyr.

“Marshal Sturm, Earl of Fortaleza, I dub you a knight of the Order of Harald the Conqueror,” the high king touched the sword to Sturm’s right shoulder, crossed it over his head to touch his left shoulder, and then returned the blade to touch his right shoulder again. “Continue to serve me with the courage of our forefathers.” 

Sturm didn’t know how he was supposed to respond. The Order of Harald the Conqueror was truly an elite brotherhood. There probably weren’t two dozen members in the entire realm. It was awarded only for conspicuous bravery. It was by no means the I’m important award that his grandfather had so disdained. 

He lifted his head to find the high king smiling at him. “Congratulations, Sir Sturm, and know that you can hold your head high with your brother knights—many of whom are here tonight and will want to toast you and welcome you to their order.” He lifted his head to the gathered nobles. “But first, I have another honor to award Earl Fortaleza in recognition of the tremendous service he had performed for me.”

The crowd had begun to speak quietly among themselves again, but at the high king’s announcement they silenced themselves.

“My grandfather, High King Wilhelm,” Torben began, “declared that men of great valor would be granted the knighthood of the Order of Harald the Conqueror. But he also declared that men of great deeds—men who performed martial actions above their rank that improved the course of the whole high kingdom—would be recognized with a golden war star—the Krieg Star—as we call it today. I think he imagined it as a very rare thing—and indeed that has been the case so far. There are only three men living who currently have the right to wear one and one, as you all know, is in this room kneeling before me.”

He paused a moment, as if purposefully building tension, before adding, “A very rare honor that for the first time in the history of the high kingdom, a man has earned two times.”

Sturm had thought the ballroom was quiet before, but he was wrong. The silence that followed the high king’s announcement was so complete that had a single grain of black powder fallen to the floor, all ears would have detected it. There wasn’t a rustle of clothing. There wasn’t a cough, or a sneeze, or a deeply taken breath. Indeed, the silence was so profound that Sturm became aware of the heart beating in his chest.

“My advisors tell me that one man cannot be so awarded twice,” High King Torben continued. “But when I ask them why not, they have no answer for me. It is true that if I had learned of the events in Steil Pass and Hekt at the same time, I would have recognized both deeds with a single honor. And yet, we had already granted Sir Sturm the Krieg Star for his heroism in Steil Pass that saved all of Oosten Graanland from the avarice of Anjou. Am I to pretend he did not earn another by liberating Hekt, saving my lands again while simultaneously opening Eastern Anjou to my armies? Through his brilliance and heroism, Sir Sturm forced Marshal Duval to split his invading army in a failed effort to recapture the city. And that created the opening Master General Albrekt needed to defeat the remainder of Duval’s army in detail at Overzein and Steil Pass, until Sturm and he together finally chased him away from Hekt.”

Sturm only realized he had stopped bowing his head when he saw the high king pull a golden Krieg Star from a wooden box on a table beside his chair. But where the first one he had received was studded with diamonds, this one mixed rubies into the design, distinguishing it from every other Krieg Star ever awarded. The whole decoration sparkled in the light of the whale oil lanterns and the long green silk ribbon shown with luster.

The high king leaned far forward in his chair and placed the ribbon around Sturm’s head. “Sir Marshal Sturm, Earl of Fortaleza, Hero of Steil Pass, Liberator of Hekt, Colonel of Muskets, you have served me well. Continue to do so!” 

A roaring applause that could have rivaled the thunder of cannon erupted across the ballroom as the high king encouraged Sturm to stand. 
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Aachen, Capital City, Kriegsturm

The Frost Moon, Day 11, Year 1196

Someone had stuffed a wad of cotton in Sturm’s mouth and begun playing a big base drum next to his poor head. He groaned and rolled over, off a pillow wet with his own drool and decided against opening his eyes on the justifiable theory that it was going to hurt even more when he did so. 

It took a few moments to remember why he felt this way, but after several seconds of trying to force his muddled brain to ponder, he finally found the answer.

Wine!

The foul sweet juice of the grape had done this to him. No honest stout had ever made him feel this way. But no, the evil, overdressed, gaudily bejeweled nobles of the high king’s court had kept pushing goblet after goblet into his hand while smiling at him with those predatory grins and eyes that saw only crowns, royals, and titles, rather than the man who possessed them.

He sat up straight in his bed and choked down a throat-full of vomit that tried to surge up out of his stomach. He’d been awarded a second Krieg Star last night and enrolled in the knighthood of Harald the Conqueror. High King Torben himself had hung the second medal around his neck and dubbed him in front of all of those nobles.

He let the memory roll through his tired brain again even as his hand rose to his chest to touch the medal. 

He had received an honor at the hands of the high king of Kriegsturm. 

Had he died over the night his life would be justified and he could walk with pride among his ancestors in the Hall of Wotan.

An urgent need to void his bladder filled him and despite a wave of dizziness, he managed to stumble from the bed, open his trousers, and use the chamber pot. As the pressure inside him eased, a second thought penetrated his cloudy mind. The last time he had gotten this drunk, he’d brought home Else and Henna and they had tried to murder him. At least he didn’t complicate his life that way—did he?

He couldn’t quite cut off the flow of urine as he tried to look over his shoulder at the bed. The effort sparked another wave of dizziness which caused him to miss the chamber pot with the final few dribs of piss. Fortunately, he somehow avoided getting any on his pants.

I’m still dressed! He thought with relief. If he had brought someone home with him, surely they would have gotten naked together. 

He turned to search the bed, relieved to find it empty now that he was standing beside it. 

He wished he could remember the bulk of the party, but the truth was, he only had vague and disconnected memories of the events.

He’d dance a little—something he had learned to do in Hekt—and he’d drunk a lot and answered endless questions about what it had been like in Steil Pass and Hekt, and what he intended to do to set things right in Cidade Fortaleza and Al-Andalus when he journeyed south to assume the responsibilities of his earldom. 

Sturm didn’t remember most of his answers, but since he didn’t know the situation in the south yet, he obviously couldn’t know what he was going to do about it.

The door to his bedroom opened and a distinguished looking man dressed in black pants and jacket with a white shirt entered, carrying a silver tray. “Ah, you are awake, my Lord,” the man greeted him as Sturm quickly buttoned up his pants. “My name is Markham, and I have been assigned to see to your needs while you stay in the royal palace.”

The man’s introduction reminded Sturm that until that moment he had had absolutely no idea where the bed he had awoken in was located. Why hadn’t he gone back to the inn where he and his friends were staying? 

The answer to that last thought seemed obvious. He’d probably been barely able to walk by the time the last guest left and he’d been permitted to depart the celebration of his honors. He wished he could remember what time that had been, but at least he could see what time it was now.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out his timepiece. It took a moment to focus his eyes—just after ten-thirty. Sunrise came late at this time of year. He probably had only had three or four hours of sleep. Add that to the wine and it was no wonder that he felt so muddy.

“I have brought you some toast with honey on it,” Markham continued after a polite pause which Sturm had failed to fill. “I believe it will help to speed your recovery from last night’s enjoyments. I also have brought water, which I think will eventually help with the dry feeling in your mouth.”

“Thank you,” Sturm said and carefully took a piece of toast off the tray. His mouth tasted terrible in addition to the parched desert that had taken root within it, but the sweetness of the honey momentarily acted against both sensations. After a couple of bites, he picked up the tall glass of water and drained it in a single long drink.

“Thank you,” he repeated, before eating another bite of the toast.

“I have sent for your clothes, my Lord,” Markham continued. “Several invitations have also come this morning, a few of which are worthy of your immediate attention.”

“Else and Henna will deal with the invitations,” Sturm told him. “Does that mean I am expected to remain here at the royal palace?”

“Yes, my Lord,” the servant explained. “I believe that the exchequer suggested to the high king that he make this suite of rooms available to you during your stay in Aachen. It is the very same suite the exchequer uses when the high king’s business requires him to stay late into the night.”

“That is generous of both the exchequer and the high king,” Sturm acknowledged. “So, when do you expect my friends to arrive?” 

“Your friends, my Lord?” Markham actually seemed surprised by the question.

“Yes,” Sturm prompted him. “You said you sent for my things. I assumed that that meant my traveling companions would be coming as well.”

“My apologies, my Lord,” Markham gently disabused him of his notions. “I did not intend to give you that impression. To the best of my knowledge, none of those individuals whom you traveled with has been given the freedom to come and go at the palace.”

“So, you sent for my things without inviting my friends to join me. How exactly do you expect me to plan my day without being able to converse with the people who will be helping me with it?”

“I suspect, my Lord, that those people will not have quite the role in your future life that you seem to expect them to. You are a newly elevated earl. You will need friends of the proper station and staff with an acute understanding of affairs both here in Aachen and in Al-Andalus.”

Sturm stuffed the last bite of toast into his mouth and turned to examine himself in the mirror. He picked up a comb and straightened his hair. He needed to get it cut again. Short worked better with his helmet. Then he remembered that he might not be wearing that helmet again and that the fashions in court were of impractically long hair for the men.

With a sinking feeling, he realized that he really hated his new life even more than he had already believed he did. He’d proven his new musket doctrine worked under the most adverse of circumstances. What sort of idiots thought it was more important to yank him out of Hekt and Oosten Graanland now with the best opportunity to take back some of the territory lost during the reign of Bloody Hadrada that they had had in thirty years? And now those same bastards wanted to separate him from the people who he trusted more than anyone else on the planet? They had handed him a fancy bejeweled bucket and expected him not to notice it was full of slops and manure.

He put down the comb. “After I depart this morning, will you be reporting to the high king or to the exchequer?”

“Depart, my Lord?” the servant asked as if the words had been spoken in some foreign language.

Sturm ignored his response. “Please thank them for their generosity in making these rooms available to me last night. I will not forget their thoughtfulness.”

“My Lord?”

Sturm stepped past the man and opened the bedroom door into what looked like a large visiting room. 

“Where are you going, my Lord?” Markham asked with just a bit of steel in his voice.

“And if my things arrive here, please have them immediately returned to my rooms in the Red Fox Inn.” 

“My Lord!” the servant said in blatant protest of the idea.

Sturm turned on him. “It was an act of generosity to make these rooms available last night considering my apparently extreme state of drunkenness, but no one has the right to determine where I will stay in the future or who I will associate with.” He wasn’t absolutely certain that that was true, but he was an earl, after all, so it probably was. Now where are these invitations?” 

“My Lord, you cannot just—” 

“Ah,” Sturm spotted a pile of small folded sheets of very fancy paper piled neatly on a silver tray. He scooped them up, found that his name was on the first few and that all appeared to be sealed with candlewax impressed with the mark of a signet ring. He stuffed them carelessly into his pocket before addressing the servant again. “Any future invitations can be forwarded to me at the Red Fox Inn.” 

Markham had become so worked up that he lost his crisp diction and sputtered, “The Red Fox Inn?”

Sturm ignored him and exited the suite of rooms.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three: Assassins!


[image: ]


Aachen, Capital City, Kriegsturm

The Frost Moon, Day 11, Year 1196

Sturm finally found his way out of the royal palace and onto the street outside. His temples continued to pound with his hangover, his mouth was dry as the sun-browned grass of Oosten Graanland, and he had to swallow hard on the intermittent impulse to vomit all over his fancy uniform with his two gold Krieg Stars on it. Courtiers swarmed about him, trying to dissuade him from going anywhere other than the suite of rooms that had been allocated to him, but Sturm had been the self-appointed royal governor of Hekt for more than two moons and in that time, he had quickly learned how to keep servants—however good their manners—from lording it over their superiors. 

He reached the street and realized he had only the vaguest recollection as to where the Red Fox Inn was located. He felt a little adrift without his friends and was grateful to them for giving up the lives they had known to help him with his new duties as earl. It infuriated him that some royal official had insulted them by first barring them from his honors, and second, attempting to isolate them from him. He wasn’t going to put up with it.

He considered hailing a cab. It would be the smart thing to do, especially since he wasn’t completely certain where he was going. But the thought of sitting in a confined space and bouncing along the roads made his stomach roil and he knew he’d never make it to the Red Fox without vomiting a couple of times. 

Walking, however, held the great advantage of letting the cold air brace him. The smells of the city were admittedly foul, but the cold air on his face eased the throbbing of his temple and weakened his desire to puke his guts out. 

He started walking. 

Aachen was not a beautiful city like Hekt—it was a practical one made up mostly of stout little buildings with very sturdy roofs with high peaks to keep the several feet of snow that they could expect each year from piling up on top of them. 

Long ago, Aachen had once been the northern most city of Eisenland, but it had changed possession many times over the centuries, mostly in the struggles between Frost Rige, Eisenland, and Graanland. Its current status as capital of the high kingdom had begun when Harald the Conqueror had received it as the dowry when he married the daughter of the king of Graanland. That one little toehold out of his frigid northern realm had been all it took to trigger the conquests that had created Kriegsturm over the next two generations—Eisenland, Kastile, Al-Andalus, Sturmkuste, and Graanland had all fallen to Frost Rige. For a time, it had looked as if Anjou would fall too, but then the emperors of that western land had introduced the musket into their armies and pushed Kriegsturm back out of their territory.

Sturm paused and leaned his back against a building while he caught his breath and prayed he could keep his stomach from heaving. He must be near a butcher, because the smells invading his nostrils almost had him retching. 

A man stopped suddenly and turned to examine a fine coat that had been laid out on a table in front of a store. The movement pushed Sturm’s worries over his stomach to the back of his mind. Was that man following him?

He realized suddenly that he must look like an easy mark—dressed extremely well and probably obviously hung over. He also wasn’t wearing a weapon. 

He needed to get off the road and reassess his situation. A cab might be the best option after all. Except that he finally recognized a landmark and knew that he was only a couple of blocks away from his inn.

He decided to move on, pushing himself off the side of the building, getting his feet moving. Perhaps the man meant him no harm. Perhaps he was someone from the palace charged to make certain that the headstrong young very-hung-over earl got to wherever it was he thought he was going. 

He crossed a street between two parked wagons and continued moving with the crowd of pedestrians going about their daily business. 

Another man caught Sturm’s eye. He was dressed just a little too poorly for this neighborhood and he was moving quickly through the crowd, making people move out of his way to avoid bumping into him. 

Behind Sturm, the man trailing him also increased his pace and the musket man realized he had definitely misjudged the situation. He had one very brief moment to decide what he was going to do to avoid facing opponents both before and behind him.

Darting forward at the very last moment, he kicked the underdressed man hard in the balls. 

The look of shock that drained the color from the man’s face was a thing of beauty that Sturm would have enjoyed taking a moment to admire, but there was the man rushing up behind him to deal with and he turned just in time to see him moving in with a wicked little knife in his right hand. 

Sturm’s sudden actions disconcerted him and he hesitated.

“Well,” Sturm growled. “Are you going to run away? Or am I going to take that little knife from you and stick it up your ass?”

The man struck. It was a good quick blow, but Sturm had been on the sharp end at Steil Pass, and in Oosten Graanland, and in all the battles in Hekt. Even in his hungover state, he knew where the knife was aiming probably as quickly as the man decided on his target. He sidestepped, grabbed the man’s weapon arm, flipped the attacker over, and slammed him hard into the ground.

People started screaming, but Sturm wasn’t finished yet. Still holding the man’s arm he wrenched it hard until the shoulder broke with a horrifying loud snap. 

A woman swooned while others pointed and shouted in horror.

Sturm set his eyes on a young boy who looked more excited than afraid. “You want to earn a royal?” he asked as he dug a silver coin out of his pocket. 

“Do I!” the boy shouted. He couldn’t be more than ten. 

“Run into the Red Fox Inn there and find Sergeant Gunner or Sergeant Ruus. Tell them Colonel Sturm needs them outside.”

The boy sprinted off to earn his coin just as two militiamen ran up to see what all the commotion was about. They took one look at Sturm in his very expensive uniform with the two Krieg Stars on it, and deferentially said, “How may we help you, my Lord?”

“I want these two men arrested,” Sturm told them. “They have just tried to assassinate me.”

One of them immediately grabbed the man with the broken arm and yanked him to his feet, which started him screaming again. “Where’s the other one, my Lord?” he asked.

Sturm turned to find him in the crowd, but he wasn’t there anymore. “Damn! He must have run away.”

Sergeant Gunner came running onto the street. “Are you alright, sir? You’re supposed to be at the palace!” 

“Yes, I’m fine,” Sturm told him. “Whoever they were, they were good. I thought it might be a mugging, but they came in for the kill.”

Beside them, the knife wielder sighed and collapsed, a dagger sticking out of his kidney.

For a moment, all eyes focused on the weapon, then people started screaming yet again.

Sturm and Gunner searched the crowd with their eyes, but the killer had melted into their midst. 

“We need to get you off the street, sir!”

“I think we need new accommodations as well,” Sturm told him. 

Ruus appeared, looking confused until Gunner barked, “Guard the earl’s back!”

Ruus got behind Sturm immediately, scanning the crowd so fiercely that people backed away from them. 

“Let’s get you inside for now,” Gunner told him before turning to the two militia men. “What’s the chance that you can find out who that dead man is?”

The men looked dubious. “I don’t know. We can ask around, but it’s a big city.”

Not as big as Hekt, Sturm thought. 

“Ruus, get him inside,” Gunner changed his instructions because Sturm wasn’t acting quickly enough for him. 

“Let’s get off the street, sir,” Ruus suggested.

Sturm allowed him to lead him into the Red Fox where Roel Caldor was just hurrying down the stairs followed by Else and Henna. They were a good team, but none of them had expected someone to want to assassinate him after they had gotten out of Hekt.

“Are you alright?” Else asked as she pushed past Caldor. 

“Just fine,” Sturm assured her as she surprised him by wrapping her arms tightly around him. They did not usually engage in public displays of affection. Even in Hekt where the Angevin influence had loosened the prudish morals of Kriegsturm, it wasn’t common for men and women to do more than hold hands unless there was a party with heavy drinking involved. 

“I really am fine,” he said again as Henna came up beside them both, clearly wanting some reassurance of her own.

Sturm gave it to her, releasing Else to hug her best friend. They were both his girlfriends, a strange circumstance that had devolved out of their attempt to murder him and his decision to coopt them rather than having them executed. 

“Caldor, could you see if Gunner needs a hand with the militia men?” Sturm asked. 

The recently promoted captain resisted the urge to salute before hurrying out of doors.

“What happened?” Else asked.

“Too much to tell now,” Sturm told her. “I want to get changed. Then I’m heading for the bank while the rest of you find us some new and more defendable accommodations.”

“We sent your clothes to the palace,” Henna told him.

“Already?” Sturm asked. 

“Yes, they sent a wagon for them and seemed a bit put out that you didn’t have more clothing for them to cart away,” Henna told him.

“I wish you hadn’t done that,” Sturm told her. “I don’t like other people thinking they can decide where I will or will not stay. And I certainly don’t like them claiming my things. I’ve given instructions for my belongings to be sent back here, but frankly I don’t trust anyone in the palace right now short of the high king.”

He realized that was a bit of an overreaction, but they really had annoyed him. What was the point of being an earl if people were going to order him about as if he were still a lieutenant?

“I don’t think you should go to the bank by yourself,” Else told him. “Someone just tried to murder you.”

“I’ll take Caldor with me,” Sturm said to mollify her.

“Roel is just a boy,” Else said.

“He’s older than me,” Sturm protested. 

“But he doesn’t come off that way,” Else insisted. “Take Gunner or Ruus as well.”

“Gunner and Ruus will scare the bankers,” Sturm told him. “Caldor and I will take a coach. Nothing is going to happen to us.”

Else frowned but gave him his way.

Sturm remembered that his pocket was stuffed full of papers. He pulled them out and handed them to Else. “Oh, and these are some invitations that were delivered to me at the palace. Would you and Henna see if there are any that I absolutely must attend? I am not enjoying noble society in Aachen.”
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“My Lord, my Lord,” the older gentlemen entering the room was immaculately dressed and looked highly concerned that Sturm had come to his bank. “I told you last night, the bank will come to you. There is never a need for you to trouble yourself by visiting our premises.”

Sturm didn’t actually remember meeting this man last night, but then, quite frankly, he still remembered very little of the party. At least his headache was fading and he was bound and determined not to court another one by drinking the disgusting wine that everyone in the upper classes seemed to treasure.

“This is no trouble at all,” Sturm told him. “In fact, I am delighted to have a chance to meet you on your own turf, so to speak, Mr....” He took a chance that the old fellow meeting with an earl would be one of the named partners of the bank, “Gold.” 

“We can give you a tour, if you’d like,” the old man said.

“If we have time today, that would be wonderful,” Sturm told him even as he thought that he really didn’t want to do any such thing. “I don’t believe you have met my aide, Captain Roel Caldor,” Sturm continued.

Caldor stood and offered Gold his hand. “A pleasure to meet you, sir.” 

Gold seemed slightly less pleased to be meeting Caldor, but he shook the man’s hand just the same. “The same, I’m sure.”

The banker sat down across from Sturm. “Now, my Lord, how is it that I and my bank can be of service to you?”

“There are two things, actually,” Sturm said, “both rather small, I hope. I need to replenish my spending money after my journey from Hekt and I am considering purchasing or renting a small house during my stay in the city. I am hoping you will be able to help me with the financial side of things.”

“But of course, we can help you,” Gold assured him. “But, may I inquire if you actually intend to be in the city long enough to enjoy a permanent establishment? I have heard that the south has become rather unsettled and it is my understanding that the high king and the privy council expect you to journey there right away.”

“The truth is I don’t know how long I will be here on this visit,” Sturm confided. “Apparently, I have received an invitation to meet with the prime minister tomorrow, the exchequer the day after, and I know that High King Torben desires a private audience at some time. But I think we can plan for the future. It’s my understanding that Al-Andalus is downright unpleasant temperature-wise during the summer months and as a good Eisenlander, I much prefer the cold.”

Gold laughed as if this were the greatest witticism he had heard in years. “Yes, yes, Al-Andalus is unpleasant in every way, my Lord. It’s not just the damned Southies and their heathen ways. In northern Al-Andalus it is so muggy as to drown a man and in the south it is so arid that you can die of thirst while drinking.”

“You’ve been to Al-Andalus?” Sturm asked.

“Not for decades, praise Wotan,” the banker said. “We make the younger members of the bank manage our affairs down there while we senior members remain in civilized lands.”

Gold’s words, unfortunately, matched the impression Sturm was forming of his new home in the south. It was an exotic, largely unpleasant place that truly was a world of its own with little to no connection to the kingdoms of the north by either climate or culture or the religion of most of its inhabitants.

“The earl asked me to remind him that he would like a thorough briefing of his revenues in this city,” Caldor spoke up. Sturm didn’t think they had discussed this, but since it was a sensible suggestion, he decided to run with it.

“Yes, of course,” Gold told them. “We can arrange that in a few days, after you get settled. Now, you had mentioned wishing to renew your pocket change. How much money were you thinking of?”

“Two hundred and fifty crowns,” Sturm stated, drawing the number out of thin air. It seemed to him a very high figure, although he realized that relative to his new wealth it absolutely was not. “And if I could have the money in five purses?”

“But of course,” Gold assured him even as a clerk hurried from the room to make it happen. Gold made small talk about the previous night’s party which Sturm still didn’t recall. He also hadn’t realized that any non-nobles had been in attendance. It further annoyed him that at least Else, Henna, and Caldor hadn’t been invited to attend.

The money arrived and the bankers watched with interest as Sturm stuck one in his own pocket and passed the other four to Caldor. “Make certain everyone gets one,” he instructed.

“Now then,” Gold said, clearly having decided to bring the meeting to an end. “You mentioned that you wish to buy a property. Price really is no object for a man of your standing. Notify us when you find the place you wish to buy and we will take care of all the negotiations for you.” 

Sturm didn’t quite like the sound of that, but he couldn’t quite identify why. Perhaps it was because he was still hung over.

“One more thing,” Sturm said as they rose to their feet. “I have an invitation to meet with the exchequer the day after tomorrow to discuss the assets of Fortaleza and his fiscal responsibilities to the high kingdom. Would it be possible to have a member of the bank there to advise me?”

“But of course, it will,” Gold said. “I will go myself.”

“That is very kind of you,” Sturm told him as he offered the banker his hand.

The old man shook it warmly.

“Would it be possible to bring a copy of your instructions to manage the earl's finances to that meeting?” Caldor asked.

The bankers all glared at him as if he had said something gauche.

“What?” Caldor asked. “The earl is going to want to duplicate those instructions so that you can continue managing his affairs. He needs to see how his predecessors have empowered you to make certain it is done right.”

Gold smiled. “I will bring all the proper documents to tomorrow’s meeting.”

“I suppose,” Sturm said, “that you should also bring a list of all my assets here in Aachen and the surrounding countryside. I need to learn the full extent of what I’ve inherited.”

Gold frowned. “I don’t think the exchequer will be interested in all of that.”

“I don’t suppose he would be,” Sturm conceded although he actually thought the exchequer would be very interested. “But the high king has generously provided rooms for me in the palace during my stay in the city, so we can go there for the discussion.”

“I think that can be arranged,” Gold told him as they walked from the office to the front door of the bank.

Everyone shook hands again and then Sturm and Caldor walked outside where a very large carriage stopped in front of the bank. The coachmen jumped to the street and opened the door revealing Henna, Else, Ruus, and Gunner inside.

Sturm and Caldor joined them. 

“They’ve provided me with a line of credit,” Sturm announced. “Did you find something suitable?”

Henna and the others all frowned. “Did you tell them what you wanted the credit for?”

The question surprised Sturm. “Yes, I did. Shouldn’t I have?”

“Oh, I’m quite glad you did,” Henna assured him. “It’s just that I find it interesting that they don’t seem to have mentioned that you already own one of the most expensive estates in the entire city.”

Sturm thought about that for several moments. “That is peculiar, isn’t it? Why don’t we go see what they’re hiding from me.”
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“This wall wasn’t constructed with security in mind,” Benedict Gunner observed as the carriage drove up the road bordering the brick fence. “It’s only eight feet tall. And see those iron spikes on the top? They look impressive to the average civilian, but for the man trying to climb over the wall, they actually provide a helpful handhold or a convenient place to catch a loop of rope.”

“There are ways around that,” Ruus pointed out. 

Gunner glared at him.

“But I don’t see any sign of them using those ways here,” Ruus admitted.

“It’s like those moats that nobles sometimes build around their homes these days,” Gunner said. “They’re purely decorative, like a shallow wading pool rather than a serious defense.”

“How big do you think it is,” Colonel Sturm asked him. 

Gunner knew that he should think of the colonel as an earl now and start calling him my Lord, but they had met in the army before the young man inherited the title and he was having trouble separating the rank from the title now—even though he had agreed to leave the army to come help him train musket men wherever he ended up. 

Sturm, Gunner knew, was the sort of man who was going to need muskets around him and not just because of this trouble he was walking into in Al-Andalus. Marshal Sturm was like a moth attracted to a
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