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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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I had the pleasure of shooting a black powder rifle while I was a Boy Scout journeying to Philmont Scout Ranch. It is amazing to think that these cumbersome slow-firing guns were ever a serious weapon of war, and yet they revolutionized armed combat—especially after the British figured out how to take those smooth-bore weapons firing an inaccurate round ball and make them into the most devastating infantry weapon known to that time. This book, the first in my new series, is dedicated to Bernard Cornwell for his series about, Richard Sharpe. Those were the books that first made me understand the British achievement and they’ve definitely influenced this series. Thank you, Mr. Cornwell. 
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​Prologue: First Battle
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The Southern Graanland Plains, Kriegsturm

The Worm Moon, Day 21, Year 1196

“Cavalry!” One of the men screamed and then most of the rest of the forty-two men in Lieutenant Marshal Sturm’s platoon were shouting the same word as twenty or twenty-five horsemen wearing the blue-and-white of the Empire of Anjou rode over the low hill and into view. 

Sturm and his men were out here doing their own cavalry’s job, serving as the eyes of the army as they searched for a sign of the major incursion the Angies were supposed to be making into the territory of the High Kingdom of Kriegsturm. The two nations had been fighting over Oosten Graanland for more than twenty years with Anjou mostly sending cavalry to raid, but occasionally upping the ante with a few thousand pike and musket men to see if they couldn’t make the black-and-green-clad officers of Kriegsturm blunder in a way they could take advantage of.

“Form a line!” Sergeant Klein shouted drawing a glare and an immediate countermand from Sturm. Both men were tall, both men were blonde under their helmets, and both believed that they were truly in charge of the platoon.

“No! Run for those rocks, boys!” Sturm ordered. “Quick as you can! We’ll make our stand there!” 

About half the men took off running immediately, probably seeing the sense in the order more than reacting to the very new lieutenant’s authority. The other half took the time to look to the sergeant who, very reluctantly, waved them toward the rocks, burning two or three precious seconds in doing so.

As the rest of the men ran, the sergeant wasted one more second to glare at Sturm before heading after them. Sturm kept pace with him, keeping his eye on the enemy who had overcome their initial astonishment at finding a Kriegsturm platoon out in the open and were spurring their horses hard as they attempted to reach the musket men before they found the relative safety of that rocky outcropping. 

“Form the best line you can when you’re in the rocks,” Sturm shouted, but the older men in his company were already taking positions that made them look more like hunters than soldiers. 

“You can’t give an order like that,” the sergeant muttered at him. “They have to be short and crisp.” 

Sturm ignored him. 

The cavalry closed to about three hundred yards and half a dozen of Sturm’s boys fired their muskets—not that they had any chance of hitting anything at that distance. 

“Stop firing!” Sturm screamed and half of the remaining men looked his way and then stopped aiming. 

The cavalry kept coming—two hundred fifty yards, two hundred. 

Sturm put on a burst of speed and outpaced the sergeant to reach the protection of the huge boulders jutting out of the ground. “Best line you can, now, boys!” He shouted between pants for breath. “Lead the cavalry. They’re riding fast. Get ready.”

The sergeant reached them, saw the men taking aim, and yelled, “Fire,” a good eighty-five yards earlier than Sturm wanted him to. Four or five cavalrymen fell and Sturm turned around and decked the man who had just usurped his command. 

He turned back to his men. “Reload now!” he shouted and the men began to fumble for their powder horns and reach back into their packs for their measuring cups, looking not at all like the bright and efficient soldiers Sturm wished them to be.

“Did anyone not fire?” Sturm shouted as the cavalry finished closing. 

Three of his forty-two soldiers raised their hands. 

“Good! Get up here and aim at that lieutenant with me,” Sturm told them as he lifted his own musket. 

The horsemen were only thirty yards away now but that was still too far for what Sturm wanted. 

“Wait for it! Wait for it!” 

He yelled fire when only seven yards separated them and they blew the Angie lieutenant in his pretty blue-and-white uniform right out of his saddle. 

The Angevins immediately swerved away, but they’d be back if they had any sense—back before Sturm could get his men reloaded.

Apparently, the loss of their lieutenant was even more disrupting than Sturm had hoped. Perhaps they had gotten lucky and taken down the senior noncom too for the enemy circled wide and came to a halt about five hundred yards away.

The sergeant grabbed Sturm’s leg and pulled him to the ground, shocking the lieutenant into dropping his musket.

A fist thudded against the small of Sturm’s back, knocking the wind out of him. The sergeant hit him again and Sturm elbowed the older man hard in the temple, truly surprising the bastard. Then Sturm hit him squarely in the nose, breaking it spectacularly. He scrambled to his feet and kicked the sergeant hard in the ribs, but the damn breastplate kept him from breaking them. 

The sergeant’s little mutiny gave the Angies back their nerve. They came straight in probably intending to shoot their little pistols and then jump off and come in with swords.

“Who’s reloaded?” Sturm asked, putting the sergeant out of his mind. 

About a third of the men raised their hands. The rest had apparently stopped to watch the brawl. 

“Loaded muskets upfront with me,” Sturm ordered. “The rest of you, get your guns ready to fire.”

He lined the men up as the cavalry closed past one hundred yards. “Not a one of you fires until I say to!” Sturm warned them.

Seventy-five yards.

“Take aim!” 

Fifty yards.

Sturm counted to three and yelled, “Fire!” 

Fourteen muskets thundered and a black acrid cloud of smoke filled the air around them, but that didn’t stop Sturm from watching eight more Angevin cavalry men go down. 

The remainder turned and fled.

[image: ]

“A word, lieutenant,” Captain De Haan asked as he approached Sturm’s platoon in the camp they had established for the night.

The two men walked about a hundred yards away from the other soldiers where they could talk in relative privacy.

“What am I going to do with you, lieutenant?”

The question genuinely shocked Sturm. “Sir?”

“I have heard from six different men that you broke your sergeant’s nose today,” the captain told him.

“That’s true, sir,” Sturm said, suppressing the urge to shrug even as he wondered if Captain De Haan had somehow thought he would deny it. When the Rule of Wotan charged a man with being trustworthy, it certainly implied that he should be honest with his superior officers.

The captain just stared at him for several long moments, but Sturm had always been comfortable with silence so he waited him out.

“Why did you break his nose, lieutenant?” 

“Does the captain wish the lieutenant to share the whole story, or just the proximate cause?” Sturm asked.

His question drew an unwilling smile from the captain’s lips which he tried hard to suppress and then gave up and laughed. “I forgot for a moment that you were an aide to a general back in Eisenland. Did the sergeants in his office teach you to talk that way?” 

Sturm permitted himself a wry smile of his own. “Yes, sir, but I was attached to Colonel Kraus—not a general.” 

“And why did you end up coming out here?” De Haan asked. 

“Colonel Kraus had a heart attack and died,” Sturm explained. “His replacement did not need me, and I asked to be attached to a musket company.” 

“You asked?” De Haan checked and it occurred to Sturm that in the brief moon he’d been under the captain’s command this subject had not come up before.

“Yes, sir,” he confirmed. “I have always liked muskets. My uncle used to take me hunting with them. We made our own shot and mixed our own powder—you know how important it is to get the mix right to prevent clumping and misfires. I even spent a summer in a gunsmith’s workshop learning to make the weapons. Joining a musket company is what I had hoped to do when my family bought my commission, but my mother had other ideas and she used her connections to get Colonel Kraus to make me an aide.”

The captain smiled in genuine sympathy. “Our families always think they know what’s best for us, don’t they?” 

“Yes, sir, they do, and we cannot fault them for trying to look out for our best interests,” Sturm agreed.

“But she didn’t have any pull with the new colonel?” De Haan asked. 

“She was dead by then, sir,” Sturm answered. He didn’t explain that she and his father had been attacked on the road by brigands who had used her most foully before they slit her throat.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Captain De Haan said. “May Frigg embrace her and keep her in a place of honor in the City of Wotan.” 

“Thank you, sir.”

“But this is all getting off track. You broke your sergeant’s nose today. I can’t have that, Sturm. You need your sergeant. He’ll keep you from making big mistakes that cost a lot of lives.”

“Not in this case, sir,” Sturm insisted. “Sergeant Klein interfered in the operational command of my men, first trying to get them to line up in the open field against cavalry when good cover was only a short distance away, and then pre-empting my command of the muskets so that the men fired early killing only four of the enemy when we should have gotten at least fifteen.”

De Haan looked at Sturm for a long time before sighing and saying, “Lieutenant, you are very green. Klein has been in the service for fifteen years. He knows what he’s doing. What I hear is that you almost got your entire platoon killed.”

Sturm felt his face heat with anger. “Permission to make a full report, sir? Then the captain can advise the lieutenant on where he went wrong.” 

De Haan sighed again. “Go ahead.”

Sturm took him through the whole action from the moment the cavalry came over the hill until he released half the men to loot the bodies. 

When he finished, De Haan asked, “Why didn’t you arrest Klein for assaulting you?”

Sturm shrugged. “It would have technically been the correct thing to do, but sometimes men are still like boys. I decided to treat this like the neighborhood bully. I knocked him down twice. I showed him I’m the tougher man. And, as you have pointed out, I need a sergeant. I decided to give him one more chance.”

“I actually think that was a very mature call on your part,” De Haan mused. “I don’t know Klein well. I’ve only been with the company a couple of moons longer than you have. But this very well could work to show him who’s in charge and make him step in line.”

The captain came to a decision. “Let’s let it stand where it is until we get back to Fort Ster. This was a good talk, Sturm. We should have more of them. I haven’t quite figured you out yet, but I do know one thing for certain. You’re looking after your men while still doing your duty and that’s all that Wotan asks of any of His officers.”
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Late the next morning, the musket battalion found the enemy army—or at least its forward elements—and the major in command seemed to think that it fell on the musket men, and the musket men alone, to vanquish the enemy. 

He immediately called an officer’s meeting while the enemy pikes adopted a hedgerow formation roughly seven hundred yards across the field from them. 

Major Otten faced his officers, his uniform in amazingly good shape considering that they were in the field. The black shirt was buttoned right up to his neck beneath his blackened breastplate. The forest green jacket was perfectly tailored and the equally green pants with the black stripe up each leg looked as if they’d been pressed this morning, Even, his damn boots sparkled in the sunlight as he spoke to his captains and lieutenants.

“This, gentlemen, is our opportunity to show Master General Albrekt what we’re made of. We have trained for this moment for two years without having the chance to show our worth in a battalion level action. Now, the enemy has presented itself, and Wotan, Himself, calls us to do our duty.”

Sturm glanced at the enemy, standing in neat rows with their twelve-foot pikes pointing up into the air. He had examined soldiers on parade enough times with Colonel Kraus to know that it would take less than three seconds for those men to ground the butts of their pikes in the earth and lower the points to face the enemy. The result was an impressive hedge of death that had originally been designed to ward off attacking cavalry, but proved even more effective against charging musket men.

“When I finish speaking,” Major Otten continued, “you will return to your men and we will march across the field as if Master General Albrekt, himself, were watching us. At approximately thirty yards distance, I will give the order to take aim and fire—disrupting our enemy’s formation. I will then shout, Charge! And we will go win greater glory for Wotan.”

Sturm listened in growing horror to the major’s battle plan. On a theoretical level, he was aware that this was commonly how musket companies were utilized in battle. But the charge was a shock tactic ideally used when taking the enemy by surprise or against other musket men. To charge here against pikes that were ready for them? That would be the very definition of suicidal.

Sturm couldn’t let that stand. “Excuse me, sir, may I ask a question?”

Standing next to the major, Captain De Haan grimaced. 

The major looked about and spotted Sturm. “Yes, lieutenant, what is it?

“Sir, why don’t we march until we’re roughly one hundred fifty yards away from the enemy and then stop and fire our weapons?”

The major looked confused by the suggestion. “And why would we do that, lieutenant?”

Sturm thought the answer was blatantly obvious, but he presented it anyway. “So that we can reload and shoot the Angies again, and again, and again until they get out of that damn hedgerow formation and come at us so we have a better chance of actually killing them.”

The major’s mouth hardened with disapproval. “That sounds like cowardice to me, lieutenant. The Fourth Commandment of Wotan charges us to meet our enemies on the battlefield blade to blade.”

“No, Sir, it is not cowardice!” Sturm insisted. “I am simply looking for a way to kill as many of the enemy soldiers as possible before throwing ourselves on their pikes.”

The major’s face began to color with anger. “Now you’re sounding defeatist. We march to thirty yards, fire, and charge. That’s the way we’ve always done it.

“With all do respect, sir—” Sturm began.

Captain De Haan cut him off. “Sturm, shut up!”

The major turned on the captain. “One of yours?”

“Yes, sir,” the captain conceded. “He’s new and has a lot of strange ideas from Eisenland.”

“Oh,” the major said. “That explains it, then. Those backward fools know nothing about modern methods of warfare.”

Sturm knew he shouldn’t but he tried one more time. “Two lines, Sir, at one hundred fifty yards. I’ll bet we can get two or three volleys apiece into the bastards before we have to give them the old bayonet.”

The major shook a finger at him. “Not one more word!”

“Sir!” Sturm pleaded.

“I mean it, lieutenant! One more word and I’ll have you stripped of your rank for cowardice.”

“I am no coward, sir!” Sturm told him, his face cold with rage at the accusation. “I am happy to die for High King Torben. I just think that the high king would be happier about my death if I killed as many Angies as possible before I give my life for him.”

A sergeant in earshot of the conversation, smiled.

He was the only person to do so.

“This conversation is over,” Major Otten said. “But you and I, lieutenant, we will have a private conversation when the battle is won.”

Sturm resisted the urge to tell Otten that with the major’s idiotic tactics, their conversation would never occur. Instead, he turned with the other officers and made his way back to his men. Captain De Haan only glowered at him as he strode past.

Sturm took his place in the front line of his men. The enemy continued to watch them as if all of those pikemen didn’t have a care in the world. 

And they probably didn’t, Sturm conceded. All they had to do was absorb one volley and then all the advantages would be theirs.

“Advance!” Major Otten shouted and the entire battalion began to march forward, quickly dropping the distance to the enemy: six hundred yards, four hundred, two hundred, one fifty.

They were now inside the lethal range of their weapons. They should stop and use them. Even if the pike battalion’s officers immediately ordered their men to charge, the Kriegsturm musket men would be better off. Men charging with their pikes would not have the same accuracy or protection as the men in that hedgerow. 

One hundred yards.

Every damn one of them was going to die, Sturm worried, because Major Otten didn’t have the imagination or the moral courage to do things differently than his father had. 

Fifty yards. 

It was all over now and Sturm accepted his fate. He would close and die with the others, the last of his impoverished line. 

Thirty yards. 

“Battalion halt!” the command rang out and all four companies of the understrength battalion came to a halt. 

“Take aim!” 

Even here, the major proved again that he was a fool. Why couldn’t they fire at ten yards or five where their weapons would be the most effective?

“Fire!” 

The blast shook the field and black smoke billowed out around them as roughly two hundred pikemen met their end. 

“Charge!”

Sturm led his men forward, racing toward the line of death that was already resolidifying in front of them. He knocked the first pike out of his way with the barrel of his gun and ducked under the next, coming in low, using the body of the man in front of him as a partial shield before burying his bayonet deep in the soldier’s gut.

It stuck when he tried to pull it out, so Sturm leaned back and kicked the man in the belly, right beside his bayonet blade. 

His weapon pulled free, twisting his body just in time to give him a glimpse of Sergeant Klein’s scowling lips as he jabbed his bayonet at Sturm’s face.
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​Chapter One: Is This Hell?
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The Southern Graanland Plains, Kriegsturm

The Worm Moon, Day 22, Year 1196

Pain.

A dull throbbing ache filled Sturm’s world and forced him back to consciousness. 

He lay in the dark, uncertain if his eyes were open, feeling a crusty mass covering his face, and wondered whether he had died and gone to hell.

Then he remembered the battle and the pikemen and himself driving his bayonet deep into the belly of the man in front of him and he knew he wasn’t in hell. Hell was for cowards and men who weren’t really men, failing to live up to Wotan’s commands and his rule. Everyone who did accomplish those things would find a place in Wotan’s city, but men who lived and died by battle were promised privileged accommodations in Wotan’s Hall and Sturm just couldn’t imagine that dying honorably in battle didn’t earn him a seat there.

Then he remembered Klein’s scowling face as he jabbed his bayonet at him. Sturm had ducked, but the sergeant had obviously struck him anyway because he couldn’t remember anything after that. Was it possible that being backstabbed like that could bar a man from Wotan’s Hall?

He had to know. 

He tried to open his eyes but couldn’t do so. He lifted a hand which caused all sorts of discomfort and carefully touched his eyes. Some sticky half-dried goop was all over them. He rubbed for a few seconds and then tried to open them again.

It truly was dark out. He must have been unconscious for a long time. 

He sat up and the world spun horrifically all about him even as the pain spiked in his head. That damned bastard Klein better have survived so Sturm could stick the man’s own bayonet all the way up the sergeant’s ass. He groped at his head again and found it less sticky and more wet, which, all things considered, really couldn’t be a good sign. 

He rolled onto his knees and went face down into another man’s torso as his whole body protested the movement and someone drove a spike even deeper into his skull. He got his hands onto the body he’d fallen against and forced himself back to his knees. Then he groped around until he found the fellow’s hand which was disturbingly cold. 

He dropped it and backed away, bumping into yet another body.

Maybe he really was in hell.

Clouds he hadn’t even realized were in the sky parted to let a sliver of light shine forth from a crescent moon. 

The breath caught in Sturm’s throat. 

Hell was too kind a word to describe what he saw all around him. There were literally hundreds of bodies—hundreds of them. 

His gut wrenched and he vomited bile all over the dead man in front of him. 

As his eyes began to adjust, he could just barely differentiate the Kriegsturm dead from the Angies. The dark green and dark blue jackets looked the same in the silvery glow, but the Angies wore those stupid white shirts and painted their breastplates the same color so that they showed every speck of filth a man encountered in the day. That stood in stark contrast—even by moonlight—to the black of the Kriegsturm shirts and breastplates. 

There were a lot more of his fellow soldiers dead than there were of the enemy.

Sturm thought of his musket—the one that Uncle Wilhelm had given him as a parting present when he left for the army. The old man had made it himself including the bayonet which had made its first kill on this battlefield. 

Despite the fact that each movement made him want to spew more bile, he searched the grass until he found it—knowing its familiar lines even before his fingers found the MS which Uncle Wilhelm had lovingly carved into the butt of the stock. 

Just having the weapon in his hands again made him breathe easier. Uncle Wilhelm had served under Bloody Hadrada when Anjou first introduced the musket and bayonet. He’d taken a career-ending wound in the leg, but he survived just as Sturm had done. 

Now it was time to do an officer’s duty and see if he could help any of his men.

Using the beloved musket as a crutch, he tried to force himself to his feet, but the effort proved too much for his injured body and he toppled back into unconsciousness. 
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“Why don’t you check that one? He looks like another officer.”

The voice confused Sturm, prodding him toward consciousness without actually waking him all the way up.

Something touched his shoulder. “Lieutenant? Can you hear me, Lieutenant?”

Sturm found the second voice with its nasal whine even more annoying. “Go away,” he muttered.

“I think this one’s alive!” the whiny voice proclaimed. The man—it had to be a man, right? The man rolled him over with an appalling lack of concern for the pain this caused and shook him more fiercely. “Wake up, lieutenant! Show us you’re alive in there!” 

Sturm started to open his eyes but the world was far too bright above him and he squeezed his lids shut again, wishing he hadn’t reignited the pain in his skull. 

“Hey! He tried to open his eyes!” the irritating voice announced. “Let’s give him some water and see if that helps.” 

It didn’t—unless the true purpose was to drown Sturm. He coughed and sputtered and tried to roll to his side, which was how he learned he still had Uncle Wilhelm’s musket in his hand.

“Whoa! Don’t try to drink it all at once,” the man warned him as if he wasn’t the one who’d dumped the water into him. 

“Ask him if he remembers his name,” the other voice directed.

Sturm coughed some more and didn’t try to answer.

“His name is Lieutenant Marshal Sturm,” a gruff voice announced.

“You take it easy, sergeant,” one of the voices advised. “Your eyes look funny. You shouldn’t be trying to walk around.” 

Sturm finally stopped coughing. “How many men did we lose?” 

“You don’t need to worry about that now,” the first voice told him.

Sturm rolled over into a sitting position. The world spun dizzily about him but he did his best to ignore that. “How many?” he insisted.

“All of them,” the gruff voice answered. “We lost all of them.”

Sturm frowned and squinted in the bright light, attempting to find the speaker. “All of them?” 

“Just about,” the gruff voice confirmed. It belonged to a sergeant—the sergeant who had understood the point Sturm was making when he suggested the high king would rather them kill the enemy then die themselves.

“What about Klein. He stuck me when I was fighting with the Angies.”

“You mean he—” the man with the irritating nasal whine started, but the sergeant cut him off.

“That’s his body next to you.” He chuckled despite his obvious pain. “Looks like you vomited on him. I never did like that bastard.”

Sturm considered trying a witty response, but he hurt too bad and he wanted to make certain Klein was truly dead.

He felt for the man’s pulse and found nothing. 

“Well, at least he saved us the trouble of a firing squad,” Sturm muttered.

“He really tried to kill you?” the annoying man asked again. 

Sturm finally gave him enough attention to see he was a private—probably with a pike company. “What happened with the battle anyway?” 

“Oh, you lost this one, but General Reichard came up with the pikemen and the cavalry and we sent them running back to Hekt.”

Sturm slumped back onto his back and closed his eyes. His head really did feel like someone had driven hot needles into it. “And Captain De Haan?”

“All the officers but you are dead,” the sergeant told him. 

“Does that mean I’m in command?” Sturm asked. In truth, the prospect gave him no feeling of excitement, but if he had the responsibility, he would have to shoulder it.

The sergeant chuckled. “There’s nothing left to take command of, lieutenant.” He must have turned to one of the privates because the next question did not appear to be directed at Sturm. “How many other survivors?”

“You and the lieutenant are numbers five and six,” the private explained. 

“Out of what?” Sturm asked, “seven hundred men?” 

“About that,” the sergeant said. Then he admitted something that surprised Sturm. “Major Otten shouldn’t have attacked. He should have sent for reinforcements instead of trying to be a hero.”

“He was a hero!” the irritating private attested. “At least he died one.” 

“No, he didn’t, private,” Sturm corrected him. “Major Otten died a fool.”
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​Chapter Two: The Hospital Ward
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The Hospital, Fort Ster, Kriegsturm

The Worm Moon, Day 24, Year 1196

Sturm lay on his back on an uncomfortable cot in the military hospital at Fort Ster. Because Fort Ster had been in existence for nearly twenty years now hosting a substantial military presence meant to deter Anjou, the fort had accrued a substantial civilian population outside its walls making it in effect a good-sized town. So, the distinction that this was a military hospital was not an insignificant one, although whether that made the care better or worse was open for debate. Civilians rarely went to the hospital unless they expected to die. 

It had taken two days to get him by wagon back from the battlefield to Fort Ster. During that time, he had discovered that the wound Sergeant Klein had inflicted on his head just below the protection of his helmet was not his only injury. His whole body was a mass of bruises—so much so that Doctor Schwartz had noted that he looked like he had been laying down in the road and a regiment decided to march over him. 

His observation might not actually be that far from the truth. Having fallen in the middle of a battle, it was more than a little likely that many soldiers on both sides had trod all over him either charging forward or retreating back again. 

The floorboards creaked near his feet and he glanced away from the spider that had spent the day spinning a web in the corner where two of the walls met the ceiling. Standing at the foot of the bed, Sturm saw the sergeant who had given the private his name leaning painfully on a wooden cane staring at him. 

“Sergeant?” Sturm greeted him.

The man just stared at him, which drew attention to the fact that his left pupil looked musket muzzle big while the right was as small as a pin.

The sergeant started to turn away, then hesitated with his face no longer looking at Sturm. “It wouldn’t work, you know.” 

“What?” Sturm asked. 

The sergeant slowly pivoted back to face him. “Your two lines of musket men. It wouldn’t work. The reload time is just too long. There isn’t a pikeman officer who is so stupid he’d stand with his men while you and your men took a minute or more to reload.”

“Thirty seconds,” Sturm corrected him. 

“Can’t be done,” the sergeant insisted.

“I can reload that fast!” Sturm told him. 

The older man thought about it for a moment. He had bandages on his head like Sturm did, but also on his right arm and upper left leg. It made him look old—much older than the thirty-five or forty years he probably actually claimed.

“I could too,” he admitted. “At least, I think I could. I don’t think I’ve ever tried for speed before. But you’re talking about you and me. I’m talking about a company or a battalion all reloading faster than anyone thinks is possible.” 

Sturm sat up, pleased that the room had stopped spinning when he did that, even though it still spiked his headache. “We’d have to train them, but then, the army is good at that, isn’t it? Training and drills, training and drills, we could teach them to load fast enough.”

The sergeant shook his head, before wandering back to his cot without answering.

Sturm lay back down and started to think about exactly what kind of training would be needed to make a musket man company fire effectively.
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“And how are you doing today, lieutenant?” Nurse Aleid asked. She was unfailingly cheerful as she stopped to talk to each of the fourteen survivors of Major Otten’s battalion. There had actually been twenty-one men alive when they had started in the wagons back to Fort Ster, but some were so badly injured they hadn’t survived the journey.

“I will be much better when I’m returned to active duty, ma’am,” Sturm told her. There were essentially three types of patients in this room of eight—those like him who wanted to get back in the army, those who wanted to go home, and those who never said anything.

“I’ll be sure to let the doctor know that, lieutenant,” the nurse said—the same exact response she’d given every other time he’d made his preference known. This time she added another obvious tidbit of wisdom. “You do know it won’t be soon, don’t you? You’re still recovering from your wounds.”

Sturm mustered as much bravado as he could. “I could recover in my platoon as well as I am here.”

She stopped. “Lieutenant,” she addressed him with absolute seriousness. “You do know that your platoon was killed, don’t you?”

He deflated. “Yes, Nurse Aleid, I do know that.”

“Good,” she said. Then stopped as she realized that that may not have sounded sympathetic and caring. “I mean, it’s not good that they died, but it is good that you know about it.” 

“I understood, ma’am,” Sturm told her.

“Now, it you don’t need anything else,” she said.

“Actually, nurse, there is one thing you could do,” he told her.

She stiffened as if she were bracing herself for an inappropriate request. 

“Tell me the name of that sergeant over there,” Sturm asked.

She relaxed. “Him, lieutenant? Why, that’s Sergeant Benedict Gunner.” 

That, Sturm thought, is just about the perfect name for a musket man. 
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“You can measure the powder in six seconds,” Sturm announced as he stopped by the foot of Sergeant Gunner’s bed the next morning. “Prime the gun in two. Pour the powder down the muzzle in three more.”

“Wait a minute,” Gunner cut him off with his low growling voice. “You can’t prime the gun or pour the powder because you have a powder horn and a measuring cup in your hands. Which hands are holding the musket?”

“I’ll just drop the powder horn,” Sturm told him. It seemed like an obvious solution to him.

“So, your powder horn is on the ground? What happens if you have to advance or retreat or, you know, reload a second time?”

“No, you don’t drop it on the ground,” Sturm snapped. “You have a strap holding it around your neck like we already do.”

“Sounds messy,” Gunner grumbled. “You’re going to spill a lot of powder.” 

“So, we spill a little powder,” Sturm conceded. “Who cares?” 

“The bean counters who run this army,” Gunner said. “That’s who. And it won’t be a little bit, it will be a lot.”

“I bet we can train the men not to spill it,” Sturm argued. “It’s probably all about the positioning of the powder horn when we start the reload and how short the strap holding it around our neck is.” 

“We?” Gunner asked and gave Sturm a look daring him to hold his ground.

Sturm did. “That’s right, you and me. You see the benefits in what I’m suggesting or you wouldn’t have come over to tell me it wouldn’t work.” He tried a smile on the older man. “Admit it. You’ve been thinking about this too.”

“Maybe I have,” Gunner admitted, “but that doesn’t mean—”

Sturm cut him off. “Yes, it does. So, let’s prove it.”

The sergeant pushed back. “Prove it how?”

Sturm looked around. “You grab that broom over there while I get that cup and that waterskin.”

Gunner rose to his feet. “This is crazy.”

“We can make it work,” Sturm insisted as he crossed the room and picked up the cup and waterskin. 

The sergeant got the broom and together they slipped out of the sick hall and out the backdoor of the hospital building. 

“I can’t believe we’re doing this,” Gunner grumbled.

“We can make it work.” Sturm promised him as he hung the waterskin around his neck. “Now, let’s think this through. First, we measure the powder.”

He started to fill the cup, but Gunner stopped him. “Where’s your gun?”

“You have it.”

The sergeant handed him the old broom. “Now you have it. So where is it when you’re measuring the powder?”

Sturm thought for a moment. “I lean it in the crook of my arm.” 

“That might work for the first or second shot,” Gunner conceded, “but that muzzle is going to get hot very fast.”

“We have jackets with our uniforms,” Sturm pointed out. “That will shield us from the heat.”

“Okay, let’s say it does for now. What’s next?” 

Sturm hefted the waterskin. “We measure the powder and prime the gun.” Without waiting for another comment from Sturm he poured some water into the cup while balancing the broom against his arm. 

Then he stopped. “You know, this is stupid. I don’t have to lean the musket against me. I just have to hold the cup with two fingers while holding the musket with the rest of the hand like so.” 

He demonstrated his point easily enough, but then showed the validity of Gunner’s concerns about spilled powder when he dropped the waterskin so he could lift the broom to prime the firing pan. 

Instead of mocking him or complaining, Gunner limped over and helped him experiment with a proper placement of the waterskin strap on his shoulder so that the mouth stayed up when Sturm let go of it. 

Then, they started over—measuring, priming, pouring—

“Wait a minute,” Sturm said. “Do we need a separate command to close the priming pan?”

“I don’t think so,” Gunner said. “If we give them too many commands, then we’re actually going to slow the soldiers down instead of speed them up.”

“That makes sense,” Sturm agreed, before picking up where he had left off, pouring the powder on the broom, miming sticking the ball in the muzzle, pretending to tamp the ball with a non-existent rod, taking the time to replace the imaginary ramrod, lifting the broom and aiming in the general direction of the fictious enemy, and “Bang.” 

“So, this is what you boys are doing,” Nurse Aleid announced, making both Sturm and Gunner jump. “Playing with my broom like it’s a real musket.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Gunner said.

“Sorry, ma’am,” Sturm added. 

The nurse took her broom, the waterskin, and the cup, then waited for them both to step inside and return to their cots. 

When she left, Gunner looked over to Sturm. “I’d like to try it with a real weapon and powder,” he admitted.

“So, would I,” Sturm agreed. “Do you think they’ll give us back our weapons or will we have to break them out?”
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​Chapter Three: A Time Piece
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The Hospital, Fort Ster, Kriegsturm

The Worm Moon, Day 28, Year 1196

“Part of the problem,” Sturm noted, “is that we are both recovering from head wounds.”

“That sounds like making excuses to me,” Gunner grumbled. The sergeant was good at grumbling just like he excelled at growling.

They’d gotten their hands on their muskets by the exceedingly difficult method of opening the closet door and taking them out. Now, they were in the lot behind the hospital again, walking slowly through the steps to load their muskets without actually loading them because that would cause another set of problems and their supply of powder was not unlimited. 

“We could also use a watch. It’s hard to know if we’re making any progress without actually being able to time ourselves.”

“I have a watch,” a voice announced from behind them. 

Both men turned to discover that their physician, Dr. Schwartz, was leaning against the wall observing their efforts. 

“What exactly are you doing, if you don’t mind my asking?” the doctor added.

Sturm opened his mouth to answer, but Gunner surprised him by doing so first. “We’re trying to prove we’re ready to be assigned to new units, sir.”

Schwartz frowned. “You know you’re not ready for that yet. You should both be resting.” 

Sturm decided to support Gunner’s story which wasn’t exactly an untruth, even if it also wasn’t precisely honest. “Rest too long and we’ll lose the skills that make us musket men.”

The doctor smiled, as if he were trying to humor them. “You both seem very skilled to me, but I’ll play along.” He took out his watch. “How fast should you be able to do this?”

Again, Sturm opened his mouth while Gunner beat him to the answer. “Twenty seconds.”

The doctor frowned. “I don’t think you were quite that fast, but let’s find out.”

They went through the mantra—measure, prime, pour, ball, tamp, replace, aim, and fire—and the doctor looked up and scowled. “Forty-three seconds—that’s more than twice as long as you need to be.”

Both Sturm and Gunner frowned. They’d hoped to be much closer to thirty.”

“You know,” the doctor said, “those measuring cups are the biggest part of your problem. Why don’t you tie them to your belts? Then when you’re finished with them, you can drop them without losing them.”

Sturm stared at the cup that he’d been juggling in his hand. The doctor was clearly correct. Drill a hole in the handle and stick a piece of twine or a leather thong through it and they wouldn’t have to worry about it anymore. “That’s an excellent idea, sir,” he said with genuine enthusiasm.

“I don’t mind you playing with your weapons back here,” the doctor told them, “so long as you don’t actually fire a shot and you take rests every thirty minutes or so. Understand?”

Both men assured him that they did and the doctor went back inside the building.

Sturm turned to Gunner. “Twenty seconds? You really think we can get this down to twenty seconds?”

“No,” Gunner admitted. “Ten minutes ago, I would have said I’d be happy with forty seconds, but that idea of tying the measuring cup to our belts? Maybe we can reach thirty after all.”
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​Chapter Four: A Crazy Idea
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The Hospital, Fort Ster, Kriegsturm

The Pink Moon, Day 11, Year 1196

“Good news, boys,” Doctor Schwartz announced as he strode into their sick ward flanked by Nurse Aleid. “I’m going to let you be assigned to new platoons at the end of the week.” 

Sturm frowned, even as he lied and said, “That’s good news, doctor. Thank you.” 

The doctor stared at him for a moment before adding, “You’re recovering nicely, lieutenant, although you’re always going to have a scar above that eyebrow.” 

He turned to Gunner. “But you, sergeant, have gotten away without a visible one. Your scar is hidden in your hair. So, unless you go bald, no one will know about this injury.”

“That’s too bad,” Gunner said. “Ladies like scars.”

“No, we don’t,” Nurse Aleid corrected him. “Except maybe yours, lieutenant. It’s very distinctive. Somehow it makes you look both dangerous and wise.” 

“He can’t be wise,” the doctor joked. “He’s just a lieutenant.”

Sturm found a smile for him.

“That’s better,” the doctor said, “now, before I go, I’d like to ask you both something.”

“Of course, sir,” Sturm agreed.

Doctor Schwartz stopped joking around. “What’s really going on here?”

“I don’t understand the question,” Sturm said although he had an uneasy feeling that he did.

“Well, first off,” the doctor explained, “neither of you look happy to be getting new assignments, but you are working hard every day on your military skills.”

Neither Sturm nor Gunner responded.

“And secondly,” the doctor continued, “I asked around and learned that the best musket men reload in around fifty or sixty seconds and most take a lot longer than that. But you two are down to about thirty seconds. What’s going on?”

Sturm looked to Gunner who nodded his agreement. “Doctor Schwartz, the sergeant and I are designing a new field doctrine to change the way that musket men are used in battle. The current doctrine really doesn’t take advantage of the weapon’s capabilities. We fire one shot and charge and in most cases that results in very heavy casualties for our companies. Our idea is to train the men to reload fast enough that they can effectively counter enemy forces with repeated volleys of fire before the enemy gets close enough to require the company to charge.”

“It would also help when fighting behind fixed defenses by tripling the rate of fire,” Gunner added.

Doctor Schwartz frowned. “I am so tired of trying to patch up you musket men. And even I can see how tripling the rate of fire would be a tremendous advantage to our army. How are you going to get anyone with the authority to approve this to listen to you?”

“We haven’t figured that out yet, sir,” Sturm admitted. 

“Hmmm,” the doctor considered the problem.

“Could you get them in to speak to Master General Albrekt when he hosts the dinner with the medical staff tomorrow night?” Nurse Aleid asked.

“Hmmm,” the doctor continued to think hard. “I don’t think so. Let me consider this.”

“I would only need a couple of minutes,” Sturm encouraged him. “If the Master General doesn’t see the benefits right away, he’s not going to listen to a longer explanation.”

“Too bad you can’t bring him his horse when he leaves the dinner,” the nurse said. “That’s a couple of minutes right there and he wouldn’t actually have to make time for you.”

Sturm and Gunner both stared at each other. 

Why couldn’t they?
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​Chapter Five: The Highest-Ranking Officer in Oosten Graanland
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Fort Ster, Kriegsturm

The Pink Moon, Day 12, Year 1196

Sturm and Gunner approached the civilian stables, pleased that there were no soldiers on guard outside even though Master General Albrekt and his aide’s horses were in there. Their whole plan probably would have failed had the supreme commander of all Kriegsturm forces in Oosten Graanland felt the need for a few extra guards, but evidently he felt quite confident of his safety here in the heart of Fort Ster.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Sergeant Gunner asked as they approached the entrance. 

“Yes,” Sturm said. “Why are you asking?”

“Because this is your last chance to back out,” Gunner told him. “This plan could blow up in your face and really piss Albrekt off.”

Sturm had a hard time seeing how their actions could cause such a reaction. They were, after all, trying to save lives and really take the hammer to the enemy at the same time. “What’s he going to do to me?”

“Anything he wants,” Gunner muttered. “But most likely, he’ll break you to the ranks.”

Sturm hadn’t considered that, but, really, eventually he would make sergeant like Gunner here and that really wouldn’t be such a terrible life. “So be it, but I don’t think he will. Even if he doesn’t like my idea, he’ll admire the initiative it took to bring it to him.”

“You’re dreaming,” Gunner told him as they reached the entrance.

“Ready?” Sturm asked.

The old sergeant nodded and they went inside.

A man who had to be the stablemaster caught sight of them. “What can I do for you two?” 

Sturm suppressed the urge to take a deep breath and tossed the man a coin purse full of seventy silver royals—the current equivalent of a gold crown. Sturm and Gunner figured it was probably about seven or eight days’ pay for the stablemaster. It was also most of Sturm’s savings.

“I need to lead Master General Albrekt’s horse to him when he comes out of the dinner,” Sturm announced. “Those are yours if you agree.”

“No!” the stablemaster said without any hint that he was even willing to discuss the matter.

Sturm very carefully opened up his jacket showing he had no hidden weapon. “I am unarmed. I just need a few seconds with the master general.”

“No!” the stablemaster repeated.

Sturm opened his mouth to argue but the other man cut him off.

“Absolutely not! It’s not worth my job.”

“It won’t risk your job,” Gunner cajoled him in the gruff practical manner of an experienced sergeant. “It risks a stableboy’s job. If this annoys General Albrekt, you say you sent the stable boy out with the horse as usual and you don’t know what happened after that. Then you give the stable boy these as the bribe we paid him to let us take the horse.” He handed the man three more royals.

The stablemaster weighed the purse Sturm had tossed to him in his hand. “You just want to talk to him?”

“I’m sure there’s a stableboy you’d like to get rid of,” Gunner prompted him. “What would you really be risking?”

“I won’t even slow him down getting on to his horse,” Sturm added.

The stablemaster thought about it for a couple more seconds, then agreed. 
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This time, Sturm took a deep breath as he caught sight of Master General Udo Albrekt stepping out of the restaurant and into the night air. Gunner might well be right. This really was a stupid idea—but how else was a lieutenant like him going to get a minute of time with the highest-ranking officer in the Oosten Graanland army?

“What are you doing, lieutenant?” The master general’s voice was gruff and possibly a tad bit suspicious. “A stableboy should bring my horse.”

Sturm stopped worrying and started directly into his pitch. "Two ranks of musket men are lined up facing the enemy on the field of battle. Their bayonets are not fixed. Both ranks have hot loaded their guns for extra distance on the first shot.”

The master general chose to ignore him, mounting his horse, but Sturm didn’t stop talking. “On command, the first rank fires at the enemy at two hundred fifty yards, takes two steps back and begins to reload. On command, the second rank fires fifteen seconds later, striking the enemy at between two hundred ten and one hundred eighty yards, depending on whether the enemy immediately fired and began charging our men.” 

Albrekt began to glower at him, but Sturm didn’t stop. He and Sergeant Gunner had worked hard on his pitch and he would have kept making it even if the master general ordered soldiers to haul him away. 

“The second rank takes two steps back and begins to reload. The first rank takes aim and fires another volley fifteen seconds after the last, hitting the enemy at between one hundred seventy and one hundred forty yards. We have now delivered fifty percent more musket fire into the enemy ranks than in a typical encounter.”

Albrekt looked away from Sturm toward his aide, who immediately apologized. “I’m sorry, sir, I’ll take care of it.”

Sturm kept talking. “The first rank takes two steps back and reloads. Fifteen seconds later, the second rank takes aim and fires at somewhere between one hundred twenty and ninety yards. They step back and reload and—”

The aide hurried toward Sturm, but Albrekt stopped him. “Hold up there, Abel. Lieutenant?” He turned the full force of his stare on Sturm. “What would it take to test this fantasy of yours?”

Sturm felt a rush of heady triumph greater than any he had ever experienced. 

He saluted. “Powder, musket balls, soldiers, and time to train, master general.” 

The most senior officer in Oosten Graanland glowered at the young lieutenant for a horrifically long moment before nodding his head. “You have it. Abel, help him pick fifty men and see that he gets everything he just asked for.” He glanced back over to Sturm. “I’ll want a demonstration in two weeks—six volleys in ninety seconds.”

Sturm saluted again. “Yes, sir!” 
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​Chapter Six: A Frank Conversation
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Fort Ster, Kriegsturm

The Pink Moon, Day 12, Year 1196

“So, lieutenant, tell me a little bit about yourself,” Major Abel Zinser said as he sat down behind his desk in his office. To put it lightly, the major was annoyed with the young officer for finding a way to insert himself into the master general’s presence—annoyed enough that he’d been briefly tempted to stall the young man so that he failed in this ridiculous task he convinced the general to give him. But, Zinser was a damn fine officer who served the general in charge of the entire defense of the west, and he never let his personal feelings interfere with the performance of his duties. Recognizing that he wanted this young man to fail just because he had irritated him, Zinser overreacted in the opposite direction and brought the young officer back to his office to learn what was needed tonight so that no time would be lost tomorrow morning.

“I don’t know what you want me to say, sir,” Sturm told him with highly evident confusion.

“Tomorrow,” Zinser said, “I’m going to have my clerks pull your file. What am I going to find there?” 

Sturm frowned. “I’m the only son of a not particularly prosperous family of mine managers in Eisenland. My grandfather was a wastrel with good political connections that my mother inherited and used to get me attached as an aide to Colonel Kraus instead of to the musket company I wanted.” He paused a moment before asking. “How honest and detailed do you want me to be here, sir?”

Zinser felt modestly impressed by Sturm’s introduction. He clearly knew exactly what Zinser would look for in his file just as he equally obviously didn’t want it known that his family had at least modest political influence. That was unusual. Most young officers wanted everyone to know how connected they were. “I want complete honesty and you to use your judgement on the amount of detail, lieutenant. But first I want you to tell me who your grandfather was?”

Sturm’s frown turned into a grimace, which Zinser took to mean he expected the major to recognize the name. “Sir Ekhardt Adler.”

Zinser searched his prodigious memory but could not come up with the man. The name sounded vaguely familiar, but he couldn’t identify him. “You obviously expect me to recognize him, lieutenant.”

“I’m actually relieved you didn’t,” the young man responded.

“Tell me,” Zinser ordered. 

Sturm couldn’t control his rather expressive face. “He’s the grandson of Harald the Conqueror through Jacob Adler, the First Earl of Fortaleza.” 

“Oh,” Zinser said. The young man had actually surprised him and his reticence in admitting the connection made some sense—although most would not be embarrassed by it. Jacob Adler, the First Earl of Fortaleza, had been the illegitimate son of the founder of the current high kingdom. He had been rewarded for particularly heroic actions in the conquest of Al-Andalus with a princely earldom—one of the wealthiest in the high kingdom. “But you said you’re from Eisenland,” he reminded the young officer.

“Yes, sir,” Sturm confirmed, and then, evidently saw that he was going to have to tell the rest of the story. “My grandfather was the second son of the earl and he did not get along with his older brother. When their father died, the second earl offered to double my grandfather’s inheritance if he left Al-Andalus and never returned. So, my grandfather took the money, went north, and managed to squander twenty thousand crowns at the card table well before I was born. My mother married the son of a prominent local mine owner in Eisenland without knowing that the mines were played out and that their prominence was coming to an end, just as the mine owner didn’t realize that my grandfather had already lost his fortune. Do I have to go on with this, sir?”

“No,” Zinser told him. “I think that’s all the background I need. Now let’s return to your idea about how we deploy our musket companies.”

Sturm leaned forward in his chair, a suddenly eager expression on his face. The contrast to the unhappy grimace of moments before couldn’t be more pronounced. This was a man who was embarrassed by his family, but excited by his project. “I spent my whole boyhood shooting muskets. I can literally make one if I have the proper tools. I think it’s fair to say that there is very little I don’t know about them. So, you can imagine my horror when I arrived here in Oosten Graanland and discovered that we are using the same musket tactics Anjou used against us thirty years ago.”

“Well,” Zinser said, “when something works—”

Sturm actually interrupted him. “But they don’t work, major! Surely, you see that. My whole battalion was destroyed because Major Otten believed that Wotan wanted us to match our five-and-a-half foot muskets with an eighteen-inch bayonet on the end against a twelve-foot pike which the enemy had already braced in the hedgerow position. The musket is a ranged weapon, but we aren’t using it like that. We’re using it as an expensive, short, inferior pike. My plan would change that and give Kriegsturm a decided advantage in the ongoing war with Anjou.”

The major stared at him for several seconds and decided the lieutenant really did believe what he was saying. “That’s if you can get a whole platoon to reload fast enough to keep those same pikemen from running them down with their twelve-foot spears.”

“We’re starting with a platoon,” Sturm told him with remarkable confidence, “but by the time we’re finished, the master general will be wanting whole regiments of my musket men.”

Zinser didn’t believe that, but neither did he think it furthered the general’s objectives to disillusion the young man right now. “Well, I guess we’ll see. Now, why don’t we develop a plan for tomorrow so you have as much time as possible to prepare to make your point to the general?”

“Thank you, sir, I truly appreciate the help you are giving me.”

“Just don’t waste the general’s time,” Zinser told him. “I don’t know if your idea will work or not, but if you make a total flop of it, the general looks bad. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir!” Sturm told him.

“Now, I actually have a lot of openings for lieutenants right now, but not, strangely enough in any musket companies. Yours was the only battalion of muskets to come to blows with the enemy and it suffered such heavy casualties that there is really no point in reconstituting it. So, I think what I’m going to have to do is give one of the current lieutenants temporary duty elsewhere and have you fill in for him.”

“Actually, sir, there is another way to get me the men we need without seriously disrupting your existing companies,” Sturm told him.

“I’m listening,” Zinser said.

“What if we tour the musket companies, have the men reload at speed in front of us, and Gunner and I choose a handful from each group for our new platoon.”

“Gunner?” Zinser asked.

“My sergeant,” Sturm replied with a completely straight face.

“You didn’t mention him to the general,” Zinser pointed
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