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This one is for Terry Pratchett and his wonderful novel Night Watch. Pratchett writes very funny books full of social commentary and this one happens to contain a situation with some superficial similarities to the situation in which Sturm finds himself in this latest adventure—depending on barriers raised in the city street to hold back the darkness. Thank you, Mr. Pratchett, I first read you in high school with your rather peculiar novel, Strata, and I’ve enjoyed dozens of your books since. 
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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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Lorch, Sturmkuste, Kriegsturm

The Worm Moon, Day 22, Year 1197

“I’m sorry, Mr. Adler, we were caught red handed,” the smuggler told him. “I was lucky to get away.”

Wendel Adler, cousin and heir to Sir Marshal Sturm, the Earl of Fortaleza, listened to the report with growing anger. This was the third shipment this year to be intercepted by the Exchequer’s agents and even if the losses weren’t badly hurting him financially—and they were—the blows to his pride were nearly unbearable.

“It’s like they knew we were coming,” the smuggler continued. “They waited until we had the first boatload full of goods on the shore, then a schooner came in with cannon ready and captured the whole cargo. There was nothing we could do.”

“You may go now,” Adler’s lawyer, Arne Koch, told the man. 

He grabbed his hat and fled. 

Adler uncharacteristically kept control of his temper as he turned to his lawyer and his son, Walther. “A bribe’s not going to do it, is it?”

“I think not,” Koch answered. “My partner is still in prison for offering the last one. No, Mr. Adler, I think we have to face the facts—for reasons we do not know, the Exchequer, or perhaps the high king, has decided to put an end to smuggling on the Sturmkuste coast.”

“Not an end to smuggling,” Adler objected. “They’re trying to put an end to my smuggling! They’re trying to put me out of business.” 

He turned to his accountant. “How much did we lose this time?” 

The accountant looked ill. “I don’t have the exact figure yet, Mr. Adler, but it’s going to be substantial—and that’s before you factor in the cost of the ship they have confiscated. And there are going to be fines, sir, probably very substantial ones. It’s negatively impacting your overall financial situation.”

“Can’t we tell them that papa didn’t know those worthless captains were smuggling?” Walther asked.

“We can make that argument,” Koch conceded, “but I’m dubious how far it will carry us. Not only is this the third ship that we know about—”

Every man around the table frowned at the thought that there might be another ship confiscated.

“—but the captains and our crews are facing stiff sentences,” Koch continued. “They are going to talk, and it is highly probable that at least the officers, and probably many of the sailors, know that your father paid for the cargo.”

“They would take the word of such common scum against my father?” Walther shouted.

Koch did not seem to notice the young man’s histrionics. “Normally, this whole matter could be resolved with a bribe. Then the duty could be paid on the cargo and it and the ship returned to your father. Unfortunately, this is clearly not a normal matter. They arrested my partner for even suggesting such an arrangement. Mr. Adler, I hate to have to ask this question, but I really do need the answer if I am to properly advise you. Have you angered any important nobleman lately?”

“Sturm!” Walther spat the name. “He must have found out what we’ve done.” 

“Walther!” Adler snapped with even more venom than his son had used. “Shut your mouth!” 

Koch and the accountant both looked expectantly at Adler.

“As you know, my cousin’s son has recently inherited the earldom of Fortaleza,” Wendel explained. “There is a history of bad blood between our families. It is possible that he has used his new influence to put some pressure on me.”

Koch sighed. “Mr. Adler, if you are not going to tell me the truth, you are limiting what I can do to help you.’

“How dare you suggest—” 

He broke off when the lawyer stood up. “Mr. Adler, my firm has long enjoyed our partnership with you, but the current situation is untenable. If you can’t tell me what’s really going on, I have no choice but to terminate my relationship with you.”

Adler let Koch get all the way to the door before calling him back. “Very well, Mr. Koch, I’ll tell you everything.”

He pointed at his accountant. “You, leave!”

The accountant got up and left the room while Koch resumed his place at the table.

“I didn’t want to have to go into this,” Adler said, “but my extended family has suffered an extensive period of bad luck. Accidents, an act of brigandry, they have, um, thinned out the ranks considerably between the earldom and me. It is possible, that the current earl has leapt to the completely unfounded conclusion that I had some role in...thinning those ranks.”

The lawyer closed his eyes and considered the situation. Adler had just come very close to admitting that he had murdered family members to seize for himself an earldom and that the current earl suspected he did it. This was not a situation he wished to be involved in, but he also couldn’t simply walk away now. If Adler had truly killed off family members to get what he wanted, he was not going to balk at adding a lawyer to his list of victims.

“This makes the situation much more serious,” Koch stated the obvious. “If you really have earned the enmity of a major nobleman like the earl of Fortaleza, this harassment of you is not going to end quickly. I think we have to assume that they are going to hit you hard for these three ships they have already caught smuggling. I will put all of my efforts into keeping you out of jail.”

“Jail!” Walther shot to his feet. “My father is a respected Sturmkuste merchant!”

“Respectable Sturmkuste merchants are not caught smuggling three times before summer,” Koch corrected him. “They will have to take us to court and we will object to every bit of evidence they bring against us, but this will not be a jury of your father’s peers as in a civil action. This will be the Admirality Court.”

He shook his head. “We can probably still bribe our way out of this, Mr. Adler, but it’s going to be very, very expensive.”

Adler’s frown deepened, but he uncharacteristically kept his silence. 

“One more thing,” Koch added. “We absolutely cannot afford for there to be a fourth or even a fifth ship caught. You must put an end to all of your smuggling at least until this trial is over.”

This time, Adler did object. “I can’t do that, Koch. These lost cargoes have really stretched my current financial position. Cargoes, even for a man of my wealth, are bought on credit and insurance doesn’t cover cargoes lost to smuggling. I have to raise some revenue to stave off my creditors.”

“Sell some property,” Koch advised him. “Because you absolutely cannot afford to be caught smuggling again.” 

“We need that rat Sturm to die,” Walther complained. “If papa were earl of Fortaleza, not even the high king would dare to mess with him.”

Koch shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe you’ll get lucky. Cidade Fortaleza is said to be a very dangerous place, always enduring another riot. Perhaps the people there will rise up and kill him for you.”
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Part I: The First Day on the Barricades
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Chapter One: Dawn
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The Northern Neighborhoods, Cidade Fortaleza, Al-Andalus, Kriegsturm

The Worm Moon, Day 22, Year 1197

Sir Marshal Sturm, Earl of Fortaleza, Knight of the Order of Harald the Conqueror, Colonel of Muskets, Hero of Steil Pass, and Liberator of Hekt stared out at the carnage beyond his barricade as the sun finally peeked over the horizon and ignited the dawn. There were literally hundreds of dead bodies piled up on the other side of the obstruction which blocked the road. At its heart, the barricade was a collection of wagons and furniture that had been dragged out into the street to give protection against rioters. But it had been strengthened during the cease fire by someone with actual carpentry skills and now it formed a far more effective barrier. That was fortunate, because the southerners had gone crazy at midnight last night and were literally trying to eat their northern neighbors. 

Anacleto Carvalho, Grandmaster of the Granite Knights, and Sturm’s closest ally in the city, stepped up beside the earl to survey the hellscape in front of them. “I’m sixty-eight years old,” he announced, “and I have been fighting most of my life. And I have never seen anything like what we experienced last night. They’d have killed us all without you and your men, Earl Fortaleza.”

“The Festival of the Midnight Bloom was always such a happy time,” Countess Gudrun Adler complained. She was the estranged wife of the previous earl and had, like almost all of the other guests, attached herself to Sturm when he decided to fight his way out of the High King’s District in an attempt to reach safety. “I don’t understand how it transformed from a festival of love to a murderous blood fest.”

No one answered her.

On the other side of the barricade, Sturm noticed that not all of their attackers had lain down to rest. Many stumbled about as if confused, doing nothing about their nakedness or the blood staining their bodies even when it came from bleeding wounds. 

“They don’t seem to be fully aware,” he muttered. 

“What was that, Earl Fortaleza?” Bishop Hagen Moller asked. A few days ago, before the second riot, he had been a major thorn in Sturm’s side, but sometime during the crisis he had remembered that he was a priest of Wotan and become an ardent supporter.

“I said,” Sturm repeated, “that even now, the southerners don’t seem to know what’s going on. Last night, they were totally berserk, not even noticing when they were injured, but now—” 

“It’s as if they’re half asleep,” Sturm’s personal minister, Bramwell Brandt, finished the sentence without apparently realizing he had interrupted the earl.

Else, one of Sturm’s two girlfriends and secret information gatherers, pushed past the members of the Governor’s Council to reach Sturm’s side. She was the granddaughter of an Angevin viscount living in the recently liberated city of Hekt and Sturm had come to rely on her cool appraisals of even the direst situations. “Henna is finally sleeping. We have no idea why she was initially affected by whatever it is that happened.” She glanced at Countess Gudrun who had also been somewhat affected but the woman volunteered nothing. 

“The key,” Else continued, “must be in the fact that the pollen of the midnight blooms was red and not yellow as we were told to expect.”

“Of all the stupid drivel,” Felix Ingomar, Master of the Sea Captains’ Guild and member of the Governor’s Council, snapped. “Why do we have to have this whore interfering in our—”

He never finished the sentence. At the sound of the word whore, Sturm moved, grabbing the man by the collar and yanking him up next to him. “Say another word like that and I will throw you over this barricade and let you see how the southerners like your foul tongue.”

Ingomar wet himself, the dark splotch spreading quickly over his crotch. “I—I, I’m sorry,” he squeaked before Sturm thrust him back again. 

“Else has always had good insight,” Sturm told the others. “I don’t know why the pollen was red, but everyone tells me that the pollen of these flowers is used in a drug that is a super aphrodisiac. Is it so strange to think that they could use other flowers to make other drugs?”

“That may be true, Earl Fortaleza,” Belhina Baros, Abbess of Eir’s Holding, observed. “But how would the southerners have switched all the flowers to ones that have this berserker drug instead of them?”

“I don’t know,” Sturm admitted. “And it doesn’t matter now.”

“Yes, it does,” Else corrected him. “The abbess is correct. If the southerners had to arrange for a different kind of midnight bloom to be smuggled in to replace the traditional one all over the city, then this plan has been a year or more in the making. Adler must have been planning this from the very beginning. There is no way that they could do something this massive in the ten days since you arrived to claim your earldom.”

People began to consider just how massive such an endeavor would have to be and Sturm let them talk. He felt utterly exhausted, and yet, he couldn’t convince himself that the primary danger had ended. 

The bishop seemed to understand what he was thinking. “The Southies seem to have calmed down a bit,” he noted. “Perhaps the worst of it is over.”

“The Midnight Bloom is a three-day festival,” Else reminded them. “We would be fools to think that the danger has ended.”

“You’re right,” Sturm agreed and decided he had better get moving. “It’s time to get better organized. It seems to me that if we are to survive the crisis immediately confronting us, we need to focus on three general areas: defending the barriers, locating and organizing any supplies of food and ammunition in our part of the city, and making contact with the rest of my militia to let them know not only that we are alive but where they can send help when they are able.”

“You didn’t include rescuing additional people in your priorities,” the abbess admonished him. “There has to be a large number of additional people barricaded up in houses praying that someone will come to help them.”

“I didn’t include them,” Sturm explained, “because they are not a survival priority for us. I am more than willing to consider operations to rescue more people once I am convinced that we can protect the people already under my care.”

“Are the Southies still such a problem?” Gerrit Schenk, Master of the Merchant Guild, asked. Like Ingomar, he had been a political opponent of Sturm’s since the beginning, basically arguing that they should give in to the demands of the pretender earl, Joachim Adler, lest fighting interfere with trade. “I mean, look at them,” Schenk continued. “They’re mostly lying around sleeping, just like they do every other year during the days between the nights of the festival. Why don’t you just send your soldier boys out to kill them?”

Sturm glared at him for a moment before deciding to answer his question. “You have made a lot of assumptions there which you are welcome to test yourself if you would like to. The first is that the southerners aren’t dangerous anymore. We have no evidence of that at this time. We don’t know how they would respond to soldiers venturing forth to kill them.”

“Well, why don’t we find out?” Schenk asked. “Because it seems to me it is going to be a lot easier to kill them when they’re lying around sleeping than it is when they are charging the barriers you’ve erected.”

“There we come to the second problem with what you suggest,” Sturm told him. “It’s actually two problems. Look out over the top of the barrier and tell me what you see?”

Everyone peered out over the barricade at the people. Past the corpses there were indeed a large number of men and women lying in the streets. Many were naked, having prepared for a night of orgiastic love-making before the madness came upon them. Perhaps ten percent of their number were still on their feet, moving about slowly like they were in a daze. The youngest were perhaps fourteen years old, the oldest quite elderly.

“Well?” Sturm prompted them.

“I see a bunch of dirty Southies,” Ingomar ventured. He had put several people between Sturm and himself as he found a place to look past the barrier.

People nodded in agreement, both frightened by and angry at the people on the other side of the barricade.

“Two thirds of those southerners are women and children,” Sturm informed them. 

“Women and children who just tried to murder us!” Schenk objected.

Sturm shrugged. “Be that as it may, they are still women and children. My men and I have no desire to go out and butcher women and children.”

“I think Councilman Schenk may be correct in this case, Earl Fortaleza,” Bishop Moller suggested in a polite, non-challenging, tone.

Sturm shrugged again. “Then you and he can go out and kill them. There is all the difference in the world between defending yourself from maniacs actively trying to murder you and attacking a crowd of mostly sleeping civilians. I won’t do it. And you’re wasting my time if you think you can convince me to try.”

Many of the people, and not just the council members, did not like that answer. They were frightened, tired, and angry over what had happened to them the night before.

“There is also the question of where such an activity would end,” Else announced in a loud clear voice. “What does it gain us if Marshal’s militia succeeds in killing the fifty or a hundred people we can see in the street ahead of us? This city boasts tens of thousands of citizens, and its numbers swell during the festival. From what we could see last night, at a minimum, thousands upon thousands of them have been affected by whatever drugs Adler and his supporters have fed to them. It’s possible the entire city went mad last night. Are you suggesting, bishop, that we try and kill all of them—assuming that they just lay around waiting to be slaughtered?”

Her suggestion obviously troubled Bishop Moller. “No, no,” he muttered. “I hadn’t thought it through.”

“Yes,” Felix Ingomar shouted much more vehemently. “It’s us or them. We must kill them all.”

On the street beyond the barrier, southerners began to stir. Those who were standing, turned to look toward the barricade while many of those who were lying down rose into a sitting position.

“Do you realize,” Sturm asked, “that most of those people out there obviously thought they were starting their traditional orgy of sex last night? Look at them, most are either naked or only partly clothed. It is entirely probable that they didn’t know what was going to happen. You saw them attack last night. They were mindlessly throwing themselves at us with no thought at all for their own lives. That’s not something most people will do under any circumstances.”

“You only think that because you are new to Al-Andalus,” Schenk told him. “The Southies will do anything their leaders tell them. They don’t think about death the same way we do.”

Sturm shook his head in disgust. “I will not permit men under my command to participate in this barbarity. If you find sufficient backbone to go out and try yourself, understand that you will not be permitted back inside these barriers.”

He wiped his hands against each other. “Now why don’t we turn our attention to food, ammunition, and weapons? Grandmaster we need to search every house inside our little enclave here for needed supplies, but there may be southerners still inside some of them and they may still be actively dangerous despite the hopes of Mr. Ingomar and Mr. Schenk. I can pull a dozen of my men off the barriers to help you.”

“No need, Earl Fortaleza,” Anacleto assured him. “I have half a dozen of my own monks here and we’ll supplement with a squad from the regular army. Your men handled the bulk of the fighting last night. Let them rest while they can.”

“We especially need black powder and musket balls,” Sturm told him. “We have used up most of our supply.”

“I understand,” the monk said. “I—”

The shrill sound of screaming interrupted him.

Sturm immediately looked around, trying to pinpoint the source of the cries. A ripple passed through the southerners in the street ahead of them and they all began to rouse themselves, getting to their feet and looking around. This in turn caused a wave of panic to wash over many of the men and women standing beyond Sturm’s barricade, and their shouting attracted the attention of the rising southerners, many of whom turned to face them.

“Everyone be quiet,” Sturm barked the order and frightened people turned to face him. 

“You can’t—” Schenk started to protest and Sturm decked him, knocking him flat on his back on the ground.

Others started to cry out in fear and confusion.

“Be quiet!” Sturm hissed again. “Can’t you see that they are attracted by noise?”

Anacleto put a calming hand on one of the loudest of the frightened men and whispered in his ear. He quieted. 

Some of the southerners had begun to walk toward them but most were wandering off in search of whoever was screaming. 

“Grandmaster,” Sturm spoke in a quiet but authoritative tone. “You take charge of the defense here. I have to find out if the southerners have gotten through one of the other barriers.”

Without waiting for Anacleto to acknowledge his command, Sturm ran to a nearby horse and pulled himself into the saddle. Minister Brandt immediately followed after him. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two: How to Rescue Sturm
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The Noble Quarter, Cidade Fortaleza, Al-Andalus, Kriegsturm

The Worm Moon, Day 22, Year 1197

Sturm’s uncle, Major Wilhelm Hart, looked over the barrier that the Fortaleza militia had built out of fortified wagons and worried that the whole city might be on fire. There were multiple columns of smoke out there and with the chaos in the streets, it wasn’t clear that anyone would be able to fight the flames. 

Beside him, Sergeant Benedict Gunner and Sergeant Jos Ruus were studying the hundreds of corpses in the road. The whole world had gone insane the previous night. All three of the men had substantial experience of warfare and none of them had ever seen anything that prepared them for hordes of naked southerners swarming their northern neighbors and eating them. 

“Sturm is out in that,” Gunner reminded everyone as he turned his attention roughly in the direction of the area known as the High King’s District. 

“There’s no smoke in that part of the city yet,” Ruus hoped. “Maybe we could get our cavalry through—”

“We don’t have enough cavalry to fight all the way through the city to the High King’s District,” Hart cut him off. “Besides, we need the cavalry to complete the interior patrols here and make sure the noble quarter remains secure.”

The previous night, when the southerners had gone mad, Hart, Gunner, and Ruus had established a perimeter with fortified wagons that protected most of the Noble Quarter. Then they had sent their soldiers—technically the militia of the earl of Fortaleza—into each estate to clear it of the rabid cannibalistic people who used to work on the estates as servants and slaves. The cavalry was now checking the interior fences of those estates to determine which needed to be reinforced to keep the enemy out. 

“Have either of you figured out what happened?” Hart asked. 

“Someone must have switched the plants,” Ruus suggested. “Either that or they figured out a way to make them spew forth the wrong pollen. I was, um, reconnoitering last night’s activities and none of these people were expecting to go on a rampage. They were all anticipating a long festival of sex, sex, and more sex.”

“That fits what I saw as well,” Gunner stated. “If they had been planning to go berserk on us, they would have brought weapons to their parties. Lots of them picked up a garden tool or a heavy stick once they were crazed, but most attacked us with their bare hands. I don’t think that would have happened if they knew they were going to try and kill us all.”

Hart nodded. That also matched his observations. Not that it necessarily helped them right now. 

“Next question,” he said. “Can we hold?” 

“I think so, sir,” Gunner told him. “The men are well trained and we have a lot of supplies. As long as they keep coming at us straight on as they did, I think we can kill them all day and all night.”

He paused for a moment before adding, “But we should still prepare some fallback positions just in case.”

“I agree,” Hart announced. “We’ll make Sturm’s house the defense of last resort. It has the best walls, all of our supplies are there, and we can use Ruus’ cannon if need be. But I also want to prepare some intermediary defenses so that we don’t just abandon all the ground we took last night if things start to go bad.”

“Ditches are always a good way of slowing the enemy down,” Ruus observed.

Hart considered the problem. “They’d have to be narrow enough to let the horses jump over them.”

“Or we could bridge them,” Gunner suggested. “A lot of these houses have large front doors. They’re fancy but they’re strong. We could use them to make temporary platforms across the ditches to let the people move back and forth while the space is secure. But we could still pull them up if the horde breaks through the fortified wagons.”

“Let’s do that,” Hart decided. Then he turned back to stare at the smoke. “Do you think there’s any realistic chance that my nephew is still alive out there?”

“I wouldn’t bet against him,” Gunner said.

“We’ve been through worse,” Ruus attested. “Let’s figure out how to go get him.”

“The problem with that is that we have to move through the heart of the city to get to the High King’s District,” Hart reminded them. “We’ll have to go through thousands, perhaps tens of thousands, of these southerners to get there. So even if we take the whole militia leaving this area defenseless, I don’t see a realistic chance of finding Marshal.” 

“What about rescuing other people?” Gunner asked. “There has to be hundreds of people in hiding out there, praying someone will come and get them.”

“That’s actually something we might be able to do,” Hart agreed. “These fortified wagons can be moved easily enough to erect a new barrier. The problem is that our manpower is limited even drafting every man we liberate into service. As we move deeper into the city, our perimeter is going to get a lot longer.”

“Unless we don’t move deeper into the city,” Ruus suggested. “What if we moved out toward the city wall. It isn’t actually that far from us now and securing the wall will give us three major advantages. First, no one is going to get to us through the city wall. It was built to hold back armies, not mobs. Second, once we have a foothold on the wall, we will have the height to see more of what is going on in the city. And third, it will be easier to move troops around on top of the wall than it is through the streets.”

“It’s roughly halfway around the city to the High King’s District.” Gunner said. “Moving around on the top of the wall would let us skirt the mobs, and if we go by way of the docks, we would gain access to any supplies in the warehouses there.”

“And don’t forget,” Ruus excitedly added, “that the wall has cannon towers at regular intervals. There will be black powder there, and of course, cannon.”

“Alright, I agree,” Hart told them. “Let’s get this organized.”
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Chapter Three: The Pretender Earl
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Fortaleza, Al-Andalus, Kriegsturm

The Worm Moon, Day 22, Year 1197

Joachim Adler watched the columns of smoke rise over Cidade Fortaleza with great joy. The plan of the three jallahs to turn all of the southerners in the city against Marshal Sturm had worked. The man who pretended to be earl of Fortaleza despite being a mere cousin of Joachim’s father must surely be dead by now. 

He turned to his three prestigious guests. “You have done well and will bear my thanks all the days of my life.” He then turned to his brothers: Tehar, Hasan, Achmed, and Hagar. “Come, sons of my father, let us go into the city and claim what is rightfully mine.” 

“That would be exceedingly foolish,” Alzalam, the Jallah of Darkness, announced.

“Death awaits you in the city,” Layla, The Jallah of Night, added.

“Until the festival ends, you must remain here,” Dum, the Jallah of Blood ordained.

Joachim frowned. He did not like having his will frustrated, but neither did he want to insult these three powerful men to whom he had just pledged his eternal gratitude. “But why?” he asked in as mild a tone as he was capable of adopting.

“The mobs seem quiet now,” Alzalam explained, “but they are just resting.”

“They are still under the influence of the ghadab,” Layla foretold.

“They are still searching for northerners,” Dum warned.

Joachim found the manner in which the three men spoke together both irritating and intimidating, but he kept hold of his mild tone. “What does this have to do with me and my brothers?”

“Brother, do you forget who our father is?” Tehar asked him.

Joachim saw no reason at all to keep the irritation out of his voice when addressing a mere brother. “Of course, I have not forgotten who our father is!” 

“But you are evidently forgetting that he was a northerner,” Tehar asserted. “Am I correct, esteemed jallah, that the crowds will turn on my brothers and me because we share our father’s blood?”

All three men nodded. 

“On the first night of the festival,” Alzalam reminded them, “the mob will attack in a mindless berserker frenzy.”

“On the second night,” Layla informed them, “most of the people will gain a measure of cunning. Instead of blindly attacking, they will use simple stratagems and be able to open doors instead of trying to batter them down.” 

“On the third night,” Dum concluded, “it will be possible for men blessed by us to lead them. This will permit us to make certain that no northerner in the city will survive.”

“And then what happens,” Joachim’s brother Hagar asked.

The three men turned their baleful eyes upon him until he seemed to shrink back into himself. Satisfied that they had properly intimidated him, they went on to answer his question. 

“Your brother will come into his power,” Alzalam assured him.

“The army of the high sheik of Ahl-Alnaar Alshomal will come north,” Layla promised.

“All Al-Andalus will fall before him,” Dum predicted.

“That will be a blessing in the eyes of Naar,” Tehar praised them, “but I think my brother was asking what would happen to the people of Cidade Fortaleza after the festival ends.”

As if of one mind, all three jallah’s shrugged.

“They will wake,” Alzalam said, “but most will not be the same as they were before the festival.”

“The ghadab is hard on the body and the mind,” Layla added. “Many will fully recover, but many others will never regain the ability to speak and think properly.”

“Most will be somewhere in the middle,” Dum informed them, “quicker to anger, frustrated at what they have lost like old men who can’t quite remember what they have been doing the last few years.”

Hagar gasped in horror. “That’s terrible.”

The three jallahs shrugged again. 

“One city is an acceptable loss to regain Al-Andalus for Alh-Alnaar,” Alzalam explained.

“Even now, the high sheik is sending an army to take possession of the city,” Layla foretold. 

“Once here, he can repopulate it with his own people,” Dum assured them.

“Wait a minute,” Joachim interrupted, forgetting in his ire that he needed to be polite to these powerful men. “Cidade Fortaleza belongs to me!” 

“Not completely,” the Jallah of Darkness informed him. “The high sheik of Ahl-Alnaar Alshomal has agreed to recognize and support your claims to this land, but he has also decided to reassert his own.”

“You will serve him,” the Jallah of Night decreed. “And you will begin your service by taking the Sea Gate and setting the signal fires each night.”

“At great expense the high sheik has used his agents in Nab to put his Ghulam onto ships that are even now making their way to Cidade Fortaleza,” the Jallah of Blood intoned. “You must be ready to let them into the city to seize control before the Festival of the Midnight Bloom has ended.”

Joachim considered this. “I will continue to be the ranking man in Cidade Fortaleza?”

All three men nodded to him.

“Good,” Joachim said. “Hagar, Achmed, go find some men to take that gate for me.”
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Chapter Four: Screams
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The Northern Neighborhoods, Cidade Fortaleza, Al-Andalus, Kriegsturm

The Worm Moon, Day 22, Year 1197

In the Northern Neighborhoods, just about as far away from the docks as it was possible to get and still be in the city, Earl Marshal Sturm and Minister Bramwell Brandt rode hard around a corner, searching for the source of the screaming. Ahead of them, they could see that one of the barriers had been partially dismantled—pulled apart from within—and a lot of confused looking southerners were moving through the opening. Confused or not, they attacked anyone who came within reach as they, like Sturm, sought the source of the yelling.

Worse than the breach was what was happening all around it. Rather than fight to close the opening again, men were abandoning their posts and running in terror. Women who had evidently come toward the cries to find out what was happening also clogged the road, making it more difficult for Sturm and Brandt to get to the source of the problem. 

“One side!” Sturm shouted as he used the size and weight of his horse to force a path. “One side!”  Then he pointed at a fleeing man. “Get back to your post! We can get the barrier closed again!” 

That man ignored Sturm, but others started to turn around in the wake of the two horses. If Sturm had still had his sword, he would have ridden right into the southerners who even now were stopping to eat some of the people they had just killed. But Sturm had lent the sword to Lutz Faust during the craziness of the night before and hadn’t reclaimed it yet. 

He leapt off his horse and rammed the first southerner he came across through the head with the bayonet on the end of his musket. Unlike most of the drug-crazed men and women he had fought before, this one went down right away. It must have been something about the headwound, because when he pulled his blade free and rammed it into the chest of a short man with blood-stained mouth, the southerner continued to try and grab hold of him.

Bramwell Brandt stepped in and shoved his own bayonet deep into the man’s temple. Then both of them kicked the dead man to push him back so they could free their weapons.

“You did that quite well,” Sturm told Brandt as he stepped past the minister to try and spear another of the southerners in the face. This one was a woman, which made it doubly unpleasant, but they had learned the night before that everyone affected by the pollen of those cursed flowers was incredibly dangerous. That was still true this morning even if they seemed a lot more sluggish in the dawn light than they had last night. 

His blade bounced off the woman’s skull and he had to follow up with a hard blow with the stock of his weapon. Even that only knocked her back a little. Last night, she might have caught him while he readied his bayonet-tipped musket again, but this morning, she was only just recovering her balance when he speared her through the heart.

More men joined the fight, following the example of Sturm and Brandt, swarming the enemy who had gotten past them and taking them down. Sturm fought his way to the opening in the barrier and trusted the men behind him to clean up those southerners who had already gotten through. “Brandt, push the barricade back together!” 

The minster grabbed a heavy table and struggled to move it into place while Sturm fought to keep the opening clear of southerners. At the last moment, he stepped out of the way so that Brandt could plug the hole. Then he fought the enemy over the top of the table while the minister brought other items, chairs, a dresser, anything heavy, and muscled them back into the barricade. What Sturm couldn’t figure out was why the items had been removed in the first place.

He stepped back and breathed hard for a couple of minutes, then turned to find the source of the screams. A sobbing woman lay on the ground, miraculously unhurt by the swarming drug-crazed cannibals. Sturm crouched down beside her. “Ma’am, are you alright?” 

The woman simply started sobbing louder. 

A little girl, no more than ten years old, stepped up beside them. “She saw my aunt and my cousins trying to sneak their way up the street to get to the barricade. They were tip toeing through the sleeping Southies,” the child explained. 

A cold shudder worked its way through Sturm. He shook the woman. “What did you do?”

“They wouldn’t open barricade,” she wailed. “So, I screamed to Nelly to go back and the evil Southies woke up and caught them.”

“They were trying to run past the southerners?” Sturm tried to make certain he understood what happened.

“No,” the little girl said. “Aunt Nelly was sneaking past. The Southies were just lying around.”

Horror filled Sturm. “Until your mother called out to them?”

“My husband tore the barricade open, trying to go out and help,” the woman sobbed.

“And in doing so, let the southerners in here,” Sturm finished the thought.

“The evil bastards killed him,” the woman cried. “Why weren't you here to help?”

Sturm stood up. “It is very important,” he announced, “that we do not make any loud sounds. Noise gets through the drug haze and attracts the southerners.”

He considered adding the rest of the truth, but decided that even though this woman had been unpardonably stupid, he did not have to be cruel to her. If she didn’t already know, she would figure it out soon enough. She’d killed her sister, her nieces and nephew, her husband, and everyone else that those southerners had murdered when they got through the opening in the barrier.”

“Brandt,” he continued, “we’re going to have to visit each of the barricades and make certain they understand this. We also need to begin work on fallback positions in case the current barriers fall. Ditches will make a good beginning. We need to get organized. This is war.”
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Chapter Five: Clearing a Neighborhood
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The Noble Quarter, Cidade Fortaleza, Al-Andalus, Kriegsturm

The Worm Moon, Day 22, Year 1197

“Pull back the wagons,” Major Wilhelm Hart ordered. He had lined up his men with four rows of pikes stretched out across the entire street facing two or three dozen Southies lying in heaps on the ground where they had collapsed like they were sleeping off a three-day drunk. When the wagons started moving, about half of the people lifted their heads and looked around, proving there was still life in them. All showed signs that they had been readying themselves for a night of raucous love making—as was traditional for the Festival of the Midnight Bloom. They were at best half clothed, but there was nothing alluring about bodies with blood and viscera spattered over them, not to mention a growing amount of human waste. As they turned to face Hart and his soldiers, their eyes started to focus and their movements quickened—not to the frantic pace they had achieved last night, but enough to make them dangerous. 

“Brace yourselves, men,” Hart warned as the drug induced frenzy began to take hold of them again. “First rank, kill them when they come into range. Other ranks, defend the first rank if anyone gets past.”

The first rank lowered their pikes until they were roughly level in front of them, and then man by man, they thrust them hard into the chests of the men and women approaching them.

As had been the case the previous night, the injured Southies did not immediately die, nor did they cry out in pain, nor even scream their defiance. Most of them let out a little grunt and then began to pull themselves up the long pikes toward the men wielding them. 

“Steady!” Wilhelm raised his voice to cut off any notion of backing up before it could take hold, but it really was terrifying to see those men and women continuing to move forward, handhold by handhold. “Second rank, help them!”

A second set of pikes stabbed at the seemingly inhuman Southies, many striking for the head while others planted their weapons in the chest or stomach making it even harder for the injured to close with them. Not that they didn’t try. Hart kept his eye on their progress as the remaining fifteen or eighteen men and women awoke from their stupors just enough to see that there was a battle going on. 

A head blow somewhere off to Hart’s left immediately dropped one of the Southies. The word went up and down the line very quickly. “Aim for the heads! Aim for the heads.”

In their drugged haze, the Southies were not particularly interested in dodging, and having a pike or two stuck through their chests made them even less likely to. More of the enemy began to go down and at least three or four did so without suffering head wounds. It seemed that it was possible for them to bleed enough that they just couldn’t advance anymore. 

The next wave struck and Hart sent his third and fourth ranks forward to give the first two ranks time to free their weapons. Having the advantage of having seen the way that their fellow soldiers handled the first group of the enemy, almost all of the new soldiers struck for the head, many of them quickly killing their opponents. Unfortunately, those that missed allowed the Southies in dangerously close to the other ranks. 

“First you stick them in the chest to slow them down. Then someone else can give them the killing blow!” Hart ordered. 

It was horrible gruesome work, but before long the street directly on the other side of the barricade had been cleared and they were ready to start going out into new neighborhoods. While they did that, a company of musket men began to clear the houses on the street, looking for survivors, wary of finding the occasional southerner indoors. 

“I’m hoping,” Gunner whispered to Hart, “that most of the servants living in this part of the city already threw themselves against our weapons last night.”

“That would be nice, sergeant,” the major agreed, “but somehow, I think we’ll find plenty of them left to welcome us.” 

He gave the order to advance and they moved to the next cross street, which also was littered with the bodies of Southies sleeping through the day. He decided that he needed a drum or something similar to draw them in, but he hadn’t thought of it in time. Instead, he ordered the entire company of men to bang the butts of their pikes on the road. It made a low thumping sound that did indeed attract the attention of many of their slumbering foes. After he was absolutely certain that the enemy could see them and would follow, Hart maneuvered his men twenty feet back the way they had come so they would only have to face the enemy from one direction. 

Killing them was easier this time. The first rank caught the enemy in the torso with their pikes and the second stabbed at their heads until they went down. It took two more ventures out into the crossroads before they had woken and cleared all the enemy in sight. 

“Time consuming,” Gunner noted.

“But relatively safe,” Hart concluded before he gave orders for the fortified wagons to be brought forward to barricade the two side streets.

“Praise Wotan!” a man called out from an upper story window. While the buildings here had large yards, they were no longer the vast estates of the area of the Noble Quarter where Marshal’s home stood. This meant that the militiamen had a good view of the houses and could easily see the man leaning out his upper window. “We thought every other northerner in the city must be dead.” 

“They surprised us but they didn’t kill us,” Hart shouted back. “Now stay where you are until I get some men to clear your building.” 

Other people responded to the sound of their voices by peering out of windows in other houses. It appeared that those who had been smart enough to stay quiet and out of sight had been left alone. The berserker rage the flowers had infected the Southies with did not leave them a lot of curiosity to inspire them to go searching through buildings. Perhaps, just perhaps, this tragedy wouldn’t prove as terrible as Hart had first feared. 

An hour later, and they were still hard at work. Hart had called in another company of Sturm’s professional militia to help with the fighting, and two companies of what he thought of as the civilian militia to build and maintain the side-street barriers as they advanced. 

“It’s about time you got here,” an angry voice shouted from a nearby window. “I and my family have been waiting for hours.”

“It’s been hard for everyone, sir,” Hart called back to him. “Just be glad that we were able to reach you this morning. A lot of people aren’t going to be that lucky today.”

The man’s frown turned into a scowl. “I don’t believe I like your tone. Do you know who I am?”

Hart sensed either a minor nobleman or possibly a retired officer, probably a colonel. “Are you High King Torben?” he asked.

The question obviously disconcerted the man. “No.”

“Then I don’t care who you are,” Hart responded before walking on up the street toward the next crossroad. The men would rescue the man and his family when they finished clearing the houses leading up to him.

He figured they would reach the wall in another hour or so. Then they would start pushing along its base until they reached one of its towers. After that, they would probably consolidate their gains but pushing up the other side streets until they had liberated a large rectangle of territory. Long before that he would have to relieve these men and let them get some rest. There was, in his opinion, every reason to fear that they were going to have another bad night.
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Chapter Six: A Different Plan of Action
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The Northern Neighborhoods, Cidade Fortaleza, Al-Andalus, Kriegsturm

The Worm Moon, Day 22, Year 1197

“Yes, ma’am,” Sturm patiently explained. “I understand that digging ditches is typically work done by southerners. Unfortunately, that won’t be possible today. You may have noticed that they have all been driven berserk and are trying to kill us.”

“Don’t you get fresh with me!” the woman snapped. She was wearing a fancy dress and had obviously been at the governor’s party before the world went mad and they had had to fight their way out of the High King’s District to the barriers lining the Northern Neighborhoods. “I have heard that—” 

“Ma’am,” Sturm interrupted her. “As the ranking person here, I think it would be fair to say that you are the one getting fresh with me. Now it pains me to have to tell the women sheltering here to help build the defenses, but these are not typical times. The men are manning the barricades and getting rest because we will almost certainly be fighting all night again. That means that if we want to strengthen our defenses, we need the help of the women. Now, do you really think that it is better to stand here arguing with me about this, or to pitch in and help as so many other women are doing here.”

“But I—”

“Ma’am!” Minister Brandt cut her off. “This conversation is over. Stop distracting the earl from his critical tasks!”

He put a hand on her shoulder and guided her away, still protesting, from Sturm, freeing him up to go check on the eastern barriers. Except that he didn’t get there. The moment that Brandt got her turned away, three more men converged upon him—Abbot Pires Baros of Mani’s Landing, one of Anacleto’s militant monks in his medieval armor, and a man Sturm didn’t recall having seen before. 

The latter man immediately stepped in front of the other two. “I require a few moments of your time, Earl Fortaleza.”

“One moment.,” Sturm told him before turning to the warrior monk. “Has the Grandmaster encountered a problem?”

“Yes,” the monk confirmed. “And it’s an important one, but I do not think he would mind you finding out what these other two gentlemen need before you attend him.”

Clearly annoyed, the third man resumed speaking. “As I was saying, Earl Foratleza, I need to share a few words with you.”

“Who are you?” Sturm bluntly asked.

The man seemed utterly shocked not to be recognized. “Why I am Contar Afonse Borges.”

“I’m not familiar with that title,” Sturm admitted before turning to the abbot, a member of the Governor’s Council. “What is a contar?”

“It’s an ancient title of nobility among the Peosas,” Pires explained. “It lost its political meaning the last time Ahl-Alnaar conquered Al-Andalus. Harald the Conqueror chose not to reinstate the contars when he liberated the territory.”

“He didn’t liberate us,” the contar complained. “Kriegsturm is just another conqueror.”

“Is it legal for him to use this title?” Sturm asked the abbot while the contar huffed, obviously insulted.

“It still has social prestige,” Pires explained without actually answering the question, “but no actual political rights.”

“Thank you. What can I do for you, contar?”

“I want you and your men to open a path to one of the city gates so we can escape this madness,” the obviously self-important man stated.

Sturm already didn’t like the fellow and was prepared to reject his demands out of hand, but he hesitated. That might actually be a good idea. If they could get to the gate, he might be able to put them in a far more defensible position.

“I’m listening,” he told the man. 

The question seemed to reaffirm to the contrar his own importance. “You have cavalry and there are a lot of horses within the barricades. We can fight our way out to the gates, open them, and escape to my country estate.”

“What about all the people who won’t have a horse to ride?” Sturm pressed for details.

“What of them?” the man pushed back. “They can stay here with your infantry.” 

Sturm shook his head. “Splitting our forces like that increases the odds of everyone getting killed.”

“Not the cavalry,” the contar insisted. “Once we are outside of the gates, we will be able to ride much more quickly than these Southies are able to run. It is important to preserve the natural leadership of the region. If a few of the baser sorts have to be sacrificed...” He shrugged as if to say their deaths wouldn’t bother him at all.

Sturm made no effort to disguise his frown. “You had best get away from me, Mr. Borges, before I do something you will greatly regret.”

The man opened his mouth to argue, but something in Sturm’s eyes made him hesitate.

“It really would be best if you went somewhere else for a while, Afonse,” the abbot urged.

The contar took another step back. “It helps no one if we’re all killed.” 

“And it helps everyone if we continue to hold the barriers and preserve all of these lives,” the abbot answered for Sturm.

The contar tried to meet Sturm’s eyes and then gave up the argument, quickly walking away. 

Sturm turned to Pires Baros. The man had consistently looked for a peaceful solution to the problem of the pretender earl, Joachim Adler, but when push came to shove, he had backed the law and Sturm. “What may I do for you, abbot?”

“I have two problems,” Pires told him, getting straight to the point. “The first is that I need supplies for the makeshift hospital I am building.”

“Why come to me?” Sturm asked.

“Because you are in charge,” the abbot answered. 

Sturm couldn’t argue with that logic. “Get a list of what you want to Else. I will tell your cousin to deliver everything he is finding to her for inventory. She’ll get you what we can.”

The abbot nodded in agreement. “My second problem is all of these dead bodies, both on our side of the barriers and on the other side. They will cause disease if we just leave them in the streets.”

“I know you’re right,” Sturm told him. “It’s something we had to worry about in Steil Pass. But our resources are very limited right now. I don’t see anything we can do about the southerners’ bodies. As for our own, there must be a church within the barriers. Let’s pile them in the cemetery for now. When we have the manpower, we can get started burying them.” 

“I suppose that will have to do,” the abbot conceded. “Then he looked around at the encampment. Hundreds of people were in the streets, while hundreds more had occupied the houses around them. All of them were depending on Sturm to somehow save them.

“Who would have thought that we would live in such difficult times?” Pires asked. “I feel like old myths are coming to life—entire peoples overwhelmed with berserker fury and attacking their enemies.”

“This has happened before?” Sturm demanded even as he wondered why no one had thought to mention this to him.

“In days long past,” the abbot explained, “right after Wode left us, the histories tell us that many southern cities used foul magics to make their population go mad with bloodlust and turn upon the occupying armies of the north.” He paused for a moment before adding. “I always thought that was a myth. No one believes in magic anymore.” 

“I don’t know how this happened—whether by magic or by science,” Sturm told him. “And I don’t care. What I need to know is how long it is going to last.”

“I have been trying to remember,” Pires informed him. “But I was never particularly interested in military stories. I can’t even remember for sure if it happened during a festival like this time. But I am almost certain that the accounts reported that the killing went on for three nights.”

Sturm felt a little bit of the hope in his chest sink. Three nights made sense. The Festival of the Midnight Bloom which was somehow twisted into this horror lasted for three nights. But he had truly hoped that somehow when the sun fell this evening, they would discover that the problem was over.”

“I had best leave you to your work,” the abbot said, before striding off to find Sturm’s girlfriend. 

Minister Brandt rejoined them as Sturm turned to the warrior monk who had been waiting patiently for him to finish with the others. “We’d better go see what the grandmaster’s problem is.”
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Chapter Seven: A Wall Tower
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The Noble Quarter, Cidade Fortaleza, Al-Andalus, Kriegsturm

The Worm Moon, Day 22, Year 1197

Sergeant Benedict Gunner led a squad of ten men to the base of the tower fortifying the wall and rapped firmly upon the door. If there was any place in the entire city that should be secure against the madness that had swept over Cidade Fortaleza, it was the wall towers. Each one had half a dozen men guarding it and the heavy doors could be barred. So, it really surprised him when his knock was answered by a ferocious growl.

He backed up a step even as something thumped hard against the other side of the door. “Are there crazy Southies inside there, sarge?” Private Bryce wanted to know.

“It sure sounds that way,” Gunner told him as someone threw themselves against the door again.

“Why don’t they just remove the bar and open the door?” Bryce wanted to know. “It’s locked on their side.”

“We should be happy they are so dumb,” Gunner told him. Then a weird thought struck him. He didn’t want it to be true. The possibility offended him because it would just be so stupid of the men inside to have done it. But then, those same men were so poorly disciplined that they’d let a bunch of women into the tower to have sex with them when they were on duty. Why would they have properly locked the door after that?

“Get ready boys,” he warned his
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