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   Chapter 1
 
   Riga, spring 1229
 
   The Bishop’s Palace was in many ways the heart of the city on the River Dvina, a place where the bishop maintained a strict rule over his household, ensuring that it was ordered and its members led good Christian lives. It was a place where piety and simplicity existed alongside rich trappings for the palace was the physical embodiment of the crusader state of Livonia: its power, wealth and religion. Constructed entirely of stone, its large windows were softened with cushions and fabrics. The great audience chamber had oak panelling around the walls. When the bishop entertained his guests sat on silk-covered seats, ate from silver bowls and drank from silver wine flagons with swan handles.
 
   The audience chamber was a grand affair but the two withdrawing chambers in the palace were more sumptuous, both being comfortable, well-lit rooms with grand stone fireplaces and rich tapestries depicting biblical scenes. Each tapestry was made from wool from England or Spain and incorporated silk from Italy and silver- and gilt-metal-wrapped silk thread from Cyprus. Such materials were ruinously expensive but guests marvelled at their intricacy and they too became powerful symbols of the Bishop of Riga’s wealth. The palace itself was also an indicator of the potency and wealth of the church, employing as it did dozens of individuals to service the prelate’s residency. The steward ran the household, which included a cellarer who was responsible for wine, a chandler who was responsible for candles, a financial clerk to manage the bishop’s considerable finances and treasure, plus butlers, grooms, pages, stable hands and kitchen staff. And because it was an episcopal household there were also monks and priests to maintain its standards and discipline. But there were no women.
 
   The sprawling palace grounds contained a small barracks housing soldiers seconded from the city garrison, stables, chapel, servants’ quarters, blacksmith’s forge, armoury, storerooms and kennels for guard dogs, all surrounded by a high, stout stone wall. Inside the walls it was a male domain, the exception being the occasional female laundress who lived outside the palace when not attending to her duties. The absence of women reflected a desire to avoid any hint of impropriety. Priests were meant to be celibate and the best way to ensure that was to avoid all contact with the opposite sex.
 
   The Bishop’s Palace was a magnificent residence but there was no longer a bishop to head it. Bishop Albert had died in January and had been buried with great pomp in the city’s cathedral. He had never recovered from the paralysis that had possessed his body in the aftermath of the abortive winter crusade against the Oeselians. His loss was much lamented throughout Livonia and Estonia. As soon as the winter snow and ice had melted Archdeacon Stefan, who had assumed the duties of bishop on a temporary basis, had sent letters to the Curia and the Buxhoeveden family alerting them to the demise of a lion of Christendom. It took two months for a reply to come from the Buxhoeveden family, which was ill received by the archdeacon when it arrived.
 
   On a bright May morning, in one of the palace's withdrawing chambers, he was sitting tonsured, clean-shaven and attired entirely in silk robes. He had a letter in his hand that he tossed on the floor.
 
   ‘That’s all the thanks I get for giving my life to this miserable land. A cursory note to inform me that my dear family have selected another to be Bishop of Riga.’
 
   Manfred Nordheim, former pirate, thief and smuggler but now commander of the city garrison, said nothing as his master fumed. He merely smiled sympathetically and remained at attention. He had learnt long ago his master’s whims and moods and knew that Stefan wanted to vent his spleen rather than engage in conversation. The prelate raised his portly body from the chair and walked over to the table holding a silver wine jug, upon which was carved the cross keys symbol of the city.
 
   ‘Wine?’
 
   ‘Thank you, sir,’ smiled Nordheim, his red surcoat also bearing the city’s coat of arms.
 
   ‘Ingratitude, Manfred,’ spat Stefan, ‘that’s what it is, pure and simple.’
 
   He poured himself some wine, filled another silver chalice and handed it to Nordheim.
 
   ‘And do you know who is to be the new bishop?’
 
   ‘No, sir,’ answered Nordheim.
 
   ‘Some toady canon of Bremen Cathedral by the name of Albert Suebeer, no doubt selected because he was suggested by the Archbishop of Bremen, a powerful prelate that my family is allied to. It reeks of nepotism and corruption.’
 
   Nordheim kept a straight face. The archdeacon had been appointed to his position only because he had been the nephew of Bishop Albert and he had used his position to accumulate great power and wealth. Stefan was Riga’s governor and Nordheim’s superior and as such had control over the two hundred and fifty soldiers of the garrison, not to mention the city’s militia. Still, a new bishop might clip the archdeacon’s wings, which meant that Nordheim’s own position and power might come under threat.
 
   ‘I should be Bishop of Riga,’ spat Stefan.
 
   ‘Yes, sir,’ agreed Nordheim. ‘What of your other uncle, sir, Bishop Hermann?’
 
   Stefan waved a ring-adorned hand at him.
 
   ‘What of him? My dear Uncle Hermann is concerned only with aggrandising himself at Dorpat. It is no secret that he wishes his bishopric to be grander and wealthier than Riga. He has no time for the less fortunate members of his family, such as myself. Like a beggar I have been cast out into the wilderness.’
 
   He threw up his hands. ‘What is to become of me?’
 
   ‘What of the Curia, sir?’ enquired Nordheim.
 
   Stefan slumped back in his chair. ‘I have received no letter from Rome as yet but have no doubt that His Holiness the Pope will endorse my family’s decision. He might be the Holy Father but he will have no desire to alienate Saxony’s most powerful clan.’
 
   ‘Perhaps the new bishop will be a gracious and accommodating individual, sir,’ suggested Nordheim hopefully.
 
   Stefan was not persuaded. ‘There is no guarantee that he will not bring with him his own archdeacon, Manfred. And then what?’
 
   The archdeacon was quickly sinking into depression, and no wonder. During the many years Bishop Albert had been the de facto ruler of Livonia Stefan had been granted great licence, not least because the bishop was often away in Germany raising crusaders or, when he returned, leading them on crusade against the pagans. The result was that Stefan was left to rule Riga untroubled by anyone. As long as the city and Livonia were prospering Bishop Albert was content to leave the day-to-day running of the kingdom to his nephew. It was an arrangement much to the archdeacon’s liking.
 
   ‘Anyway, sir,’ said Nordheim, ‘you will be pleased to know that nothing untoward has occurred in the city or Livonia in the past week, and that the garrison is up to strength and awaits your inspection.’
 
   But Stefan was not listening, instead rubbing a podgy finger around the rim of his chalice as he pondered the coming months.
 
   ‘Sir?’
 
   ‘Uh? Thank you, Manfred, but I have no enthusiasm for inspecting your men. Perhaps next week.’
 
   He waved a hand lazily at the commander of the garrison who saluted smartly and left the chamber. Stefan sighed and closed his eyes. What had he done to deserve this? He opened his eyes when there was a knock at the door.
 
   ‘What?’
 
   A servant nervously entered the chamber and bowed his head.
 
   ‘Novice Aldo is here, archdeacon.’
 
   One of Stefan’s eyebrows rose to register his interest. There were no women in the episcopal household but there was always a plentiful supply of boys. They were sent by the abbot of Dünamünde Monastery to receive tuition in the bishop’s household, though the ‘tuition’ of the most attractive novices was the preserve of the archdeacon. Aldo was one such novice, a boy no more than fifteen whose skin was like marble and whose eyes were blue pools of enticement. He was ushered into the chamber and the door closed behind him. Aldo, his hair tonsured, dressed in a simple white habit, stared at the floor as he waited for the archdeacon to make his approach.
 
   ‘Alas, Aldo, not even your perfect flesh can lift me from the gloom that envelops me at this juncture.’
 
   Aldo said nothing as the eyes of the archdeacon journeyed over the young man’s body, finally resting on a large bruise on the boy’s neck. He stood and walked over to him, tracing a finger over the bruise. Aldo was shaking. Stefan said nothing at first, merely smiling and offering him a chalice of wine. He had little interest in seducing the boy, such was his dejection at receiving the letter from Germany, but he was aroused in a different way by the bruising on the boy’s neck. It was a diversion at least. So he plied him with wine to loosen Aldo’s tongue so the sorry tale could be told.
 
   The responsible party was Abbot Nicholas, the man in charge of Dünamünde who it appeared had an appetite for young male flesh. Stefan was disgusted and appalled, seeing no hypocrisy in his reaction to the violation of the young novice. He himself was above all discreet and in any case never inflicted violence on those he took a special interest in. Aldo was sent to the novices’ quarters in the palace and a courier despatched to Dünamünde with a demand that Abbot Nicholas attend the archdeacon immediately. That night Stefan questioned Aldo closely into the early hours.
 
   The next day Manfred Nordheim found his master in a much happier mood. The change was remarkable. While he waited the arrival of Abbot Nicholas he explained to the commander the gift that God had granted him. He ordered Nordheim to increase the number of guards in and around the palace and stressed the importance of maintaining a martial demeanour in the presence of Nicholas. The abbot arrived in the afternoon, his carriage having taken an age to traverse the rutted track between Riga and Dünamünde.
 
   Stefan kept him waiting in one of the withdrawing chambers, choosing to meet him in a dimly lit room near the kitchens in the early evening. The room was small, musty and illuminated by a few candles that created a sombre atmosphere. The archdeacon sat behind a desk that was deliberately too large for the room to make the interior cramped and oppressive. Manfred Nordheim stood behind the churchman, his mail coif over his head to increase his military bearing. The corridor outside the room was lined with Nordheim’s guards when Abbot Nicholas was shown into the archdeacon’s presence.
 
   Stefan pointed to a stool on the other side of the desk. ‘Please be seated, abbot.’
 
   It was cool in the room but Nicholas was already sweating. He had noticed the guards, the presence of the archdeacon’s enforcer Nordheim and the lack of manners on the part of Stefan himself. He feared the worst and was right to do so. The abbot had always been a lean individual but in recent years his frame had looked decidedly emaciated, which was accentuated by his oblong-shaped face and large ears. He was still relatively young but his thinning hair and pale, unhealthy skin made him look old. He seemed to visibly age before the archdeacon’s eyes as Stefan pushed a piece of parchment across the table towards him.
 
   ‘I wish I could say that this meeting concerned agreeable matters, Nicholas, but alas it does not.’
 
   The abbot gulped. ‘Archdeacon?’
 
   Stefan pointed at the parchment. ‘This is a document signed by one of your own novices, a boy named Aldo that you have performed unnatural acts on, and forced to commit obscene acts on you. These are very serious accusations, Nicholas, which I now have the unpleasant task of investigating.’
 
   The abbot, his eyes widening in horror and alarm, shook his head.
 
   ‘It, it is a lie, archdeacon.’
 
   ‘If it is then why did novice Aldo risk his immortal soul by putting his mark on this document, which is a very detailed list of the perversions you and he have enjoyed together?’
 
   Nicholas glanced at the imposing figure of Nordheim who was staring at the abbot with unconcealed revulsion. The abbot began biting his lip and his breathing became heavy. The archdeacon let his mind run riot before speaking slowly and purposefully.
 
   ‘Manfred, please enlighten me. What is the punishment for sodomy?’
 
   ‘To be burnt at the stake,’ growled Nordheim, ‘but not before the condemned is flayed and has his privy member cut off.’
 
   A whimper came from the abbot’s lips.
 
   ‘To say nothing of the condemned man’s soul burning in hell for all eternity,’ added Stefan.
 
   He held up the parchment. ‘This condemns you, Nicholas. You and Aldo who at this very moment is confined within the walls of this palace.’
 
   The abbot looked with pleading eyes at the archdeacon. ‘I am a weak man, archdeacon.’
 
   ‘That won’t save you,’ hissed Nordheim.
 
   Stefan held up a hand to his subordinate. ‘Manfred, please, can’t you see that Abbot Nicholas is in torment. Have you no pity?’
 
   ‘Not much.’
 
   Stefan leaned forward. ‘Soldiers, such base fellows. What do to, Nicholas, what to do?’
 
   ‘I will leave my position and retreat to a hermitage should you grant me mercy,’ said the abbot softly.
 
   ‘So you admit the charges listed on this parchment?’ queried Stefan.
 
   Nicholas nodded.
 
   ‘What was that?’ shot Stefan.
 
   ‘I do, archdeacon,’ muttered the abbot.
 
   Stefan closed his eyes and shook his head slowly.
 
   ‘This is a sorry affair, Nicholas. I cannot allow you to retreat to a hermitage. By rights I should convene a formal trial so you can be judged by the officials of the Holy Church, with all the terrible consequences that would surely follow.’
 
   The abbot, overcome with fear, covered his face with his hands, his gaunt frame quaking with terror as he sobbed. Nordheim took a step forward to escort the miscreant to a storeroom but Stefan stayed him with a raised finger. The archdeacon rose from his chair, walked around the table and laid a hand on the abbot’s shoulder.
 
   ‘I do not desire that, Nicholas.’
 
   The abbot looked up, his eyes moist with tears.
 
   ‘What I desire is for the church in Livonia to be strong and thriving,’ continued the archdeacon, ‘not debased and reduced to a laughing stock, especially now my uncle sits with the angels in heaven. I am sure you desire that also.’
 
   ‘With all my heart, archdeacon,’ said the abbot.
 
   Stefan returned to his chair. ‘Nicholas, you are the abbot of Dünamünde Monastery, a place of religious importance second only to Riga in Livonia. As archdeacon I have the authority, albeit temporary, to suggest to the Holy Father in Rome the name of the man who should be the next Bishop of Riga.
 
   ‘I do not desire the post myself.’
 
   Nordheim raised an eyebrow but maintained his stony stare.
 
   ‘I had already penned a letter to the Holy Father suggesting in the strongest terms that you should be the next Bishop of Riga.’
 
   The abbot nearly toppled from his stool. ‘Me?’
 
   Stefan nodded gravely. ‘That is correct, Nicholas, you. So you can imagine my immense disappointment when the novice Aldo revealed to me the matter we have just been discussing.’
 
   The abbot’s head dropped. ‘Yes, archdeacon.’
 
   Stefan brought his hands together. ‘Still, we are both men of the world who have the interests of Livonia at heart. If you promise to restrain your base instincts and heed my advice then I think we can keep the matter of novice Aldo among ourselves. What say you, Nicholas? Will you accept this great challenge and aspire to the mitre my uncle wore with honour for somany years?’
 
   The abbot, still not quite believing what he was hearing, blinked several times and looked at a smirking archdeacon and a disgusted Manfred Nordheim.
 
   ‘If, if you think I am worthy of such a position, archdeacon.’
 
   Stefan smiled. ‘I would not have mentioned it to you had I thought you unworthy, Nicholas. Stay here tonight and return to Dünamünde tomorrow and announce to the brothers there that you are moving to the Bishop’s Palace to answer a great calling.’
 
   The abbot’s face showed a mixture of delight and relief as Stefan once again stood and held out an arm towards the door.
 
   ‘Go now, Nicholas, and partake of the palace’s hospitality. My steward will attend to your needs.’
 
   Stefan held out his hand for the abbot to kiss his ring. A grateful Nicholas took the archdeacon's pink hand and kissed the bishop’s ring.
 
   ‘Your excellency.’
 
   When he had left and closed the door behind him Nordheim turned to the archdeacon.
 
   ‘Would you care to explain to me what just happened, sir? I am confused and, I have to say, disappointed.’
 
   Stefan picked up the parchment and smiled. ‘Disappointed, Manfred? Why?’
 
   ‘You had him, sir. The document you hold in your hand is his death warrant.’
 
   Stefan shook his head. ‘You have been spending too much time with your soldiers, Manfred. Why should I want the death of Abbot Nicholas?’
 
   ‘Because he is a sodomite,’ stated Nordheim.
 
   Stefan chuckled. ‘If the church was to burn every sodomite in its ranks the number of its priests and monks would soon be sorely depleted. You may desire to torture and burn our dear abbot but I wish to make him useful. He is very popular among the Livonian brethren.’
 
   ‘I can imagine,’ said Nordheim dryly.
 
   ‘That being the case,’ continued Stefan, ‘I shall have no problem convincing the Livonian church to support his elevation to the position of Bishop of Riga. And I can also count on the support of the city council in this matter.’
 
   ‘The Sword Brothers will not support you, sir.’
 
   Stefan waved a dismissive hand at him. ‘They are irrelevant in this matter. If the church here supports Abbot Nicholas then the Holy Father will listen.’
 
   ‘What of your family’s candidate, sir?’
 
   ‘Now we come to it, Manfred. I shall write to the Holy Father stating that I have no wish to become Bishop of Riga, as I believe that the Buxhoeveden family has had a stranglehold over Livonia and Estonia for too long. This will hopefully block my dear family’s candidate, especially if the Livonian church is behind the election of Abbot Nicholas.’
 
   Stefan picked up the parchment and looked at Nordheim. ‘And Abbot Nicholas will not forget the debt he owes to me, Manfred.’
 
   ‘You risk alienating your family, sir,’ warned Nordheim.
 
   ‘They cast me aside,’ snapped Stefan. ‘Besides, they still have a bishop in these parts, albeit at Dorpat rather than at Riga. In any case they will not contest the choice of the Holy Father in Rome, not if he is acting on behalf of the Livonian church.’
 
   Nordheim had to admit his master had been very thoughtful in the whole matter, though he was concerned about one overlooked item.
 
   ‘What of the boy, sir?’
 
   ‘Boy?’
 
   ‘The novice who was violated by the abbot,’ said Nordheim, ‘he may be the source of gossip that you would not welcome.’
 
   The archdeacon pondered the matter for a moment.
 
   ‘Get rid of him. He has served his purpose. Make it discreet, though.’
 
   ‘Yes, sir.’
 
   ‘Such a beautiful body,’ mused Stefan whimsically.
 
   ‘Sir?’
 
   ‘Nothing. Attend to Aldo immediately.’
 
   No one saw the novice again. Archdeacon Stefan informed Abbot Nicholas that he believed the boy had run away from the Bishop’s Palace and fled into Livonia’s interior, where he had most likely been killed by pagans. He also informed the abbot that he had commissioned special prayers in the city’s cathedral for Aldo’s safe return.
 
   *****
 
   For a year Arturus had been playing a game of cat-and-mouse with Duke Ykintas and his ally Prince Mindaugas. The two had led their army into southern Kurland with their banners flying, accompanied by the Kriviu Krivaitis, the spiritual leader of the Lithuanian people, and his white-robed priests who proclaimed a holy crusade against the infidel and corrupter Duke Arturus. But Ykintas and Mindaugas learned that enthusiasm and religious fervour was no match for discipline and training, and so Prince Lamekins rudely handled them. Falling back to southern Samogitia at the beginning of winter, Arturus joined Lamekins the following spring and pursued their enemies. Buoyed by the hope that Duke Arturus might finally be defeated, Duke Kitenis of Aukstaitija sent two thousand soldiers to Medvegalis to stiffen the cause of Duke Ykintas. The duke, encouraged by Mindaugas, sallied forth from his stronghold at the head of an army to once again invade Kurland.
 
   But many of his best men had fallen the previous summer and so Ykintas led an army that contained few seasoned warriors but many raw recruits, plus the two thousand men sent by Kitenis. Many of those who had followed Mindaugas and the Kriviu Krivaitis from Selonia had also fallen to Kur spears, but no matter. Ykintas and Mindaugas still rallied thousands to their banners, their cause given the blessing of the high priest who walked alongside the warriors whose shields carried the symbols of the black boar, the black axe and the iron wolf.
 
   The duke and prince rode in the midst of their bodyguards, all seasoned soldiers in mail armour riding great steeds and armed with swords, axes and maces. Every rider also carried two spisas, the long spears that could be thrown like javelins as well as being used as lances in close combat. But the majority of the army was foot soldiers, a minority of which had mail or leather armour, the rest wearing long tunics and leggings and perhaps a helmet for head protection, though many wore leather caps only. Each man was equipped with a shield and spear and a few had axes tucked into their belts, but many had only wooden clubs and knives as secondary weapons.
 
   Samogitia, normally wet, lush and overcast, was beautiful that summer, its hills, meadows and ridges verdant and its forests overflowing with bees, elk, bears, squirrels and wild boar. Many of the winding streams had run dry but the army was able to use the plethora of lakes dotting the landscape as watering holes. And it was just north of one such deep lake, in rolling terrain sprinkled with birch copses, that the army’s scouts ran into the Kurs. They reported back to Ykintas and Mindaugas that there were less than a thousand of Duke Arturus’ men, mostly foot soldiers. After consulting with the Kriviu Krivaitis they ordered the army to deploy for battle. The chance to destroy an inferior number of Kurs seemed too good to be true.
 
   It was.
 
   The Kur army had been divided into several widely spaced columns, each of which quickly concentrated when news reached Duke Arturus that the enemy had been located. Ykintas led his horsemen against their mounted opponents who turned tail and fled, the Samogitians eagerly following. The foot soldiers under the command of Prince Mindaugas, escorted and encouraged by the Kriviu Krivaitis and his priests, advanced against the black ranks of the Kurs. Who suddenly charged forward.
 
   The Samogitians, Selonians and Aukstaitijans fought in war bands led by their chiefs and princes, small groups of warriors from the same village that clustered around their headman. But the Kurs fought as part of an army, not a collection of small bands. Arturus’s men – medium foot soldiers wearing helmets, mail armour and carrying oblong wooden shields with steel rims – advanced in a great wedge that struck the centre of Mindaugas’ ragged line between four and five ranks deep. Each Kur was armed with a stabbing spear and a javelin and just before the tip of the wedge struck the prince’s men a hail of javelins flew through the air. The result was instantaneous: the warriors in the Kurs’ path, those that had not been killed by javelins, gave way and began to fall back. The Kur signallers blew their horns, the men levelled their spears and hurled themselves forward to split Mindaugas’ men in two.
 
   ‘Stand, stand.’
 
   Mindaugas rode up and down the line in a futile effort to rally his men; his bodyguard clustered around him as the Kurs slowly and methodically prised apart the faltering shield wall in front of them.
 
   ‘Highness,’ called his deputy, ‘on the hill.’
 
   Mindaugas turned to see soldiers cresting the hill on the right, whetted spear points glinting in the sun, row upon row of Kur spearmen marching in unison, banners showing a black seagull on a grey background fluttering among their ranks. Their boots on the soft grass made no sound as they approached the foot soldiers of Duke Ykintas like a giant slithering serpent to strike a fatal blow against his now severely beleaguered men.
 
   ‘We must flee, highness,’ said his deputy with desperation in his voice.
 
   ‘No!’ thundered Mindaugas. ‘Face right, face right.’
 
   As the Kurs halted to dress their ranks the prince frantically ordered his chiefs to form a shield wall to face the new Kur threat. To the front the Kurs that had smashed through his centre had wheeled left to grind into the Samogitians and Selonians on the left of the split line. This meant those warriors on the right had time to reorder themselves. But they had been badly shaken by the ease with which the Kurs had sliced their line in two.
 
   ‘Perkunas is with you, do not fear my brave children.’
 
   Mindaugas heard the booming voice of the Kriviu Krivaitis and saw the white-robed figure striding among the warriors, haranguing some and encouraging others. His presence and that of his priests had an immediate calming effect on the ranks, which now steadied themselves, locked shields and levelled their spears. Just as Kur horsemen appeared behind them.
 
   The Kur spearmen were in no hurry as Mindaugas and his men were forced to shrink their line further in order to mount an all-round defence. Once again aided by the Kriviu Krivaitis and his priests the warriors formed a square quickly and with little panic. The Kurs that had shattered their shield wall were herding Mindaugas’ other warriors further away, slaughtering many in the process. Duke Ykintas and his horsemen had been lured away, half the Samogitian and Selonian foot soldiers were being cut to pieces and Mindaugas was alone and surrounded. He dismounted and ordered his bodyguard to do the same. He would fight and die beside his men. The horses were gathered in the centre of the square as the high priest walked up and down behind the tightly packed ranks of warriors.
 
   ‘The gods are with you, my children. Perkunas, the Heavenly Smith, stands with you.’
 
   ‘Arrows.’
 
   Mindaugas heard the warning and rushed over to the Kriviu Krivaitis as thin black shafts filled the sky. The warriors raised their shields and crouched low as missiles fell among them, not a deluge but enough to wound and kill several of the horses. Mindaugas grabbed the high priest and pulled him down to the ground, raising his shield above both of them as an arrow thudded into the leather and wood.
 
   ‘Apologies,’ the prince mumbled.
 
   The high priest had no time to reply because the earth began to shake as the Kur horsemen mounted their charge. They approached the square at a canter, not a gallop, which gave them time to throw their spisas before wheeling left and withdrawing out of arrow range. Not that Mindaugas had any archers. The thin javelins shot through the air to land among the stationary warriors. Some struck shields, others landed on the soft ground but more hit bodies. Yelps and screams coursed around the square as men were impaled by spisas, the thin points shattering ribs as they pierced torsos, dead men collapsing to the ground.
 
   The horsemen, having expended their javelins, withdrew to reveal Kur foot soldiers facing all four sides of the square. Mindaugas pushed his way through his men to take his place in the front rank, men smiling grimly when they saw the lean, tall prince in their midst. At that moment the Kurs attacked. They hollered their war cries and raced forward to close the short distance between them and their prey. There was a loud crunching sound as they thrust their spears over and around their thick shields at Mindaugas’ warriors, the square buckling under the ferocity of the assault.
 
   There was little room in the shield wall and certainly no opportunity to retreat as those behind the front ranks placed their shields against the men in front to buttress the defence. Mindaugas brought down his shield to force the Kur spear towards the earth and then jabbed his weapon forward towards the face of its owner, the man’s momentum bringing his right eye socket into contact with the sword point. He impaled himself on the blade that went through his eye and brain to pierce the rear of his helmet. Mindaugas held him in place for a few seconds before snatching the blade back to slice the exposed shoulder of a Kur to his right who had opened the belly of the Selonian next to the prince. The steel cut through the chainmail and bit into the flesh underneath. The Kur grunted in pain, dropped his spear and received an axe blow to his face from a man in the second rank of the shield wall.
 
   Displaying a courage born of desperation Mindaugas’ men fought with a feral ferocity, knowing that they had nowhere to go and so decided to sell their lives dearly. And all the while the priests of the Kriviu Krivaitis implored them to slay the black-uniformed defilers and infidels. Spears flew through the air as the initial Kur advance stalled and the mêlée became a grim hacking contest, the edges of the square choked with dead and dying men impeding movement.
 
   But the Kurs were better armed and protected and there were more of them, many more. They continued to assault all four sides of the square, taking a steady toll of the defenders as they did so. Their wounded were hauled away to the rear and fresh replacements took their place. But there were no reserves for Mindaugas’ men to call on.
 
   Sweat ran into the prince’s eyes as he thrust his battered shield at an enemy warrior who tripped on a dead body and toppled backwards. As he fell he exposed his chest so Mindaugas leapt forward and thrust his sword down into the man’s torso. The point went through the chain mail, into his chest and pierced his heart. Mindaugas roared in triumph but did not see the spear hurtling through the air towards him. He spied it at the last second and knew he was dead, only for a shield to miraculously appear in front of him to catch the missile. Even so the spear still had enough power to punch through the leather-faced wood. The prince’s deputy threw the shield to the ground as he grabbed Mindaugas’ mail to haul him roughly back into the shield wall as more Kurs closed in on him. The prince raised his bloody sword in thanks.
 
   ‘We must move, highness. We cannot remain here and live.’
 
   Mindaugas looked into the sky. It was only just past noon. Multiple horn blasts turned his attention back to the enemy and he was delighted to see the Kurs shuffling back. They had fought them to a standstill. Cheers came from behind him and ecstatic men banged their spears on their shields and threw insults at the Kurs, calling them women and cowards.
 
   But the Kurs were only getting started.
 
   Their spearmen withdrew and took the opportunity to slake their thirsts in the summer heat, drinking greedily from water bottles as the horsemen were despatched to the nearest lake to refill them. The Selonians and Samogitians also emptied their water bottles. But they had no opportunity to refill them and as they used up their last reserves the Kur spearmen parted to allow Arturus’ axe men to deploy against the square.
 
   ‘Ready!’ shouted Mindaugas as the enemy brutes calmly manoeuvred into position.
 
   Weary, bruised and bloody bodies once more gripped spear hafts and hand axes as they prepared to once again defend the shrinking square.
 
   ‘We must leave now, highness,’ pleaded his deputy.
 
   Mindaugas, panting, his mail ripped, stared at the Kur axe men. They were big men wielding two-handed broadaxes capable of cleaving a man in two. Each man wore a helmet with a thick nasal guard and on his body a suit of sleeveless, knee-length thick hide armour. Everything these men wore was designed to maximise the effectiveness of their broadaxes. Their round shields were strapped to their backs to facilitate the easy swinging of their axes. And every man used his axe left handed so when it was swung the axe head would be coming in on the side most of their opponents carried their spears and swords, not their shields. To stop the axe they would be forced to pivot right to catch the axe head on their shields, thus keeping on the defensive. Or the curved axe head might shatter the shield and hand holding it, or its user might change the direction of the attack to slash low beneath the shield and slice open his opponent’s thighs.
 
   Mindaugas glanced left and right and saw weary, apprehensive faces and a ragged line. He assumed it was the same on all four sides of the square. The priests were no longer shouting encouragement as an ominous silence descended over the battlefield. He saw a forest about half a mile away, its trees beginning on the gentle slope of a hill and disappearing into the distance. He pointed to it.
 
   ‘Get the priests on the horses that are still alive and order the chiefs to lead their men to the forest immediately. Go.’
 
   The man saluted and pushed his way through the ranks behind. Mindaugas heard him yelling to the other commanders to rally to him and prayed to the gods that they would have time to mount his desperate gamble.
 
   ‘Pick up the javelins,’ he shouted to those around him.
 
   He prised a spear from the body of one of his men and sheathed his sword.
 
   ‘As many as you can carry,’ he commanded.
 
   Opposite the drummers of the axe men began banging their instruments, a steady, threatening rumble that was intended to put fear into enemy hearts. It worked because Mindaugas became aware of the thumping in his chest as he gripped the javelin and prepared to lead the charge.
 
   When it was launched the Kurs were taken by surprise as several hundred men and a score or less of white figures on horseback stumbled over dead bodies piled on top of each other. At first they were momentarily stunned and did not move as Mindaugas and those around him hurled their javelins at the black ranks in front of them and raced at the Kurs. Mindaugas had hoped that his men would retain a wedge formation as they tried to reach the forest but any semblance of order quickly disappeared as one thought occupied men’s minds: get to the trees.
 
   Mindaugas stabbed and hacked front, left and right with his sword as hundreds of men struck the Kur axe men.
 
   Around him his men flung themselves at the Kurs, knowing that if they failed to break through they would not survive. They were exhilarated when the Kur line was breached and their prince led the way towards the sanctuary of the trees. But the enemy was already redeploying in response to the bold breakout attempt and soon Mindaugas and his men were being pursued by groups of horsemen, spearmen and axe men. The riders were among them first, hacking down with their swords at what was now a group of disorganised fleeing men. Some of the Selonian chiefs urged their men to stop and face their tormentors but they were quickly overwhelmed and killed by Kurs. By the time Mindaugas and the vanguard reached the pines over half his men had been killed.
 
   At the treeline Mindaugas turned and ordered what remained of his bodyguard to form a defensive line as the priests on horseback rode into the forest. Behind them came dozens of fleeing warriors, many now without weapons and shields, having dumped them to lighten their load to reach safety. But close behind came the Kurs who flooded into the forest to pursue them as Mindaugas’ makeshift defence line disintegrated and the battle turned into a grim hunt.
 
   In front of him hundreds of Kurs were approaching the trees, either side of him more Kurs, led by their horsemen, were flooding into the forest, and behind him the high priest was suddenly unhorsed as a burly Kur swinging his axe killed the mare he was riding.
 
   ‘Save the Kriviu Krivaitis,’ commanded Mindaugas, turning and racing towards the Kur who was raising his axe above the prostrate high priest pinned beneath the dead animal.
 
   The prince’s deputy hurled a captured spisa that slammed into the Kur’s hide armour, the iron head burying itself in his shoulder, forcing him to drop his axe. Mindaugas rammed his sword into the Kur’s throat, blood sheeting over the blade.
 
   ‘Help him up,’ the prince shouted to his men as the high priest tried in vain to free himself from under the horse.
 
   He and his deputy grabbed the priest’s robes as the others used spear shafts to lever the great lump of dead flesh upwards to enable them to pull him free.
 
   ‘My thanks,’ said the high priest.
 
   ‘We must move quickly, holy one,’ urged Mindaugas as more Kurs came into the forest.
 
   They fled quickly, slipping on moss and clattering into trees as the enemy searched for men to kill. The white robes of the Kriviu Krivaitis made him a conspicuous target and soon the group was forced to halt when surrounded by a dozen or more enemy warriors. Mindaugas pushed the high priest behind him as a leering Kur threaded the long haft of his axe expertly through his hands before hoisting it above his head. Mindaugas brought up his shield to deflect the overhead attack but the Kur instantly changed the direction of the axe’s attack to make a slashing stroke. The crescent-shaped blade was a blur as it cut across Mindaugas’ belly, the prince at the last second noting the change of attack and stepping back, but not before the chain mail covering his belly was sliced open. Mindaugas saw his opportunity and stabbed his sword forward at the now vulnerable Kur’s left side, but the axe man had lightning reflexes for such a large individual, feinted left and used the haft as a staff to brush the blade aside. Mindaugas pulled back his blade for a second attempt but the Kur suddenly froze, grimaced and collapsed as the prince’s deputy rammed his sword into his side.
 
   ‘Move, highness,’ he called as the Kur crumpled to the ground.
 
   Mindaugas pushed the high priest towards the forest’s interior as his dwindling bodyguard fought off the Kurs, two of them killing the last one with their swords.
 
   The forest echoed with shouts and shrieks as the Kurs methodically hunted down groups of Mindaugas’ men, isolating small groups before butchering them. The prince and his men shielded the Kriviu Krivaitis as they made their escape. A spear flew through the air to strike one of the bodyguards, inflicting a crippling wound. They left him. An arrow slammed into a tree near Mindaugas, another hitting one of his men in the shoulder. The man grunted in pain and fell to the ground. The prince lifted him to his feet but two more arrows struck him in the back. He looked at Mindaugas with an anguished expression and then his eyes showed no life at all.
 
   On they went, now reduced to three individuals. Mindaugas’ deputy led the way as they stumbled further into the forest, the sounds of slaughter receding as they plunged deeper into the trees. The prince covered the high priest’s back as they skirted a thicket of bushes and an axe suddenly lopped off his deputy’s head. The Kur was probably lost because he was alone. Mindaugas sprang at him, ramming his shield forward to prevent him moving his axe. He pinned the man against a tree but struggled to hold him there. He put all his weight behind the shield in an effort to prevent the Kur from moving but, like all Arturus’ axe men, he was a big, muscular brute and the prince found himself being pushed back. He drove his sword beneath his shield and into the Kur’s guts, twisting the blade as it pierced the hide armour and sliced through the man’s belly and into his lungs. He suddenly spat blood from his mouth, showering Mindaugas’ face before expiring.
 
   Then there were two – Mindaugas and the Kriviu Krivaitis – and a seemingly endless forest. They carried on, too weak to run now, unsure if they were going in the right direction but aware that the forest was now silent.
 
   After two hours of creeping from tree to tree, not knowing if a Kur was going to spring out from behind a trunk, Mindaugas suggested that they stop and rest. They did so in a small hollow surrounded by ancient pines. He had lost his helmet and shield, his mail was ripped and his sweat-soaked hair was matted to his skull. He was also thoroughly dejected, a prince without a bodyguard or army. It was the blackest day of his life.
 
   ‘Why so glum?’ the Kriviu Krivaitis asked him.
 
   Mindaugas wanted to laugh with derision, to shake the high priest by the shoulders and scream that his men had been cut to pieces. But the moment passed and his head dropped.
 
   ‘We are finished,’ he mumbled.
 
   The high priest regarded Mindaugas with his piercing blue eyes.
 
   ‘The gods are with you, prince, as I told you many months ago. A setback does not alter that fact, however much you may wish to wallow in self-pity.’
 
   Mindaugas raised his head to look at the high priest. Tall, severe with long black hair and beard, he appeared totally at ease sitting on the damp earth in the middle of a forest swarming with enemies. His calm should have reassured the prince but instead Mindaugas found it irritating.
 
   ‘Where were the gods when the Kurs were butchering my men?’
 
   ‘Watching with amusement I daresay,’ replied the priest.
 
   ‘I thought they would protect you at least,’ Mindaugas shot back.
 
   ‘They did, as my being here talking with you demonstrates.’
 
   Mindaugas had always respected the Kriviai but now his irritation gained control of his tongue.
 
   ‘I did everything you told me to do. I left my home, my people and travelled halfway across Lithuania because you told me that I was the chosen one. But since then I have experienced nothing but defeat. Where are the gods?’
 
   The Kriviu Krivaitis nodded his head. ‘Ah, I see. You wish the gods to fight your battles for you. Perhaps you desire an army of dragons to appear to incinerate the Kurs, the Sword Brothers and all the other people you despise so you can rule over a charred world? Or maybe you think I should turn the Kurs into scarecrows that your men can set fire to?
 
   ‘The gods have given you much help, prince. Did you not leave Panemunis alone but arrive at Medvegalis with many hundreds of warriors? Did not Duke Kitenis, a man not known for his generosity, give you and Duke Ykintas two thousand warriors?’
 
   ‘We need more men,’ said Mindaugas irritably.
 
   ‘Why? So you and your brother-in-law can waste their lives just as you have with those men you commanded today?’
 
   This was too much to bear. Mindaugas had been brought up to revere the Kriviai, the priests who were masters of astrology, interpreters of dreams, conversers with spirits and mouthpieces of the gods. But he had never been a particularly deferential person, especially when he was being goaded. He stood and confronted the priest.
 
   ‘We are fighting the Kurs because they are defilers and blasphemers who have violated the Kriviai.’
 
   ‘Not because the Kurs invaded your homeland and that of Duke Ykintas, Mindaugas?’
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘Most admirable. And in your desire to defeat the Kurs would you welcome allies to your cause?’
 
   ‘Of course,’ answered Mindaugas.
 
   ‘Such as the Sword Brothers?’
 
   ‘Never,’ snarled Mindaugas. ‘They seek to erase my religion, my beliefs and my way of life.’
 
   ‘And yet,’ posed the high priest, ‘they too are at war with the Kurs.’
 
   ‘I will never ally myself with the Sword Brothers,’ stated Mindaugas.
 
   ‘Because they killed your father.’
 
   ‘Because they are the enemies of everything I believe in.’
 
   The priest smiled. ‘You are a formidable warlord, Mindaugas, but you must learn to bend a little. Take your father-in-law, for example. Now he is a man of formidable talents who uses others to fight for him.’
 
   Mindaugas was appalled. ‘He has no honour.’
 
   ‘Ah, now we come to it. You think that Prince Vsevolod is a lesser leader because he resorts to politics rather than the sword to protect his people.’
 
   ‘He does not protect his people. He debases them by trading with the heretics.’
 
   ‘And yet,’ said the high priest, ‘both Selonia and Nalsen are at peace and unthreatened by the Kurs, shielded as they are by the Sword Brother fortress at Mesoten.’
 
   ‘I have to say, holy one, that I am surprised that you should suggest an alliance with the Sword Brothers who would reduce us all to slaves to their religion.’
 
   ‘Your fate is entwined with that of the Sword Brothers, Mindaugas, that has been revealed to me. But now we have to address our journey to Medvegalis. I suggest you get some rest before we set out.’
 
   ‘I will stand guard, holy one.’
 
   The high priest stretched out on the ground and closed his eyes. ‘That will not be necessary. Get some sleep.’
 
   But Mindaugas stood with sword in hand as the high priest slept, constantly looking around for any suspicious movements and listening for any human voices. After a while, though, the physical exertions of the battle and flight took their toll and he sat on the ground opposite the Kriviu Krivaitis, still gripping his sword. The last thing he saw as he leaned back and stared up at the forest canopy were glimpses of blue sky between the branches.
 
   He awoke with a start, a sense of dread sweeping over him when he realised that he had fallen asleep. He thought he had closed his eyes for only minutes but it was cold and damp. It must be the next morning. He jumped up, his limbs and eyes aching, and saw that a thick mist had descended, reducing visibility to less than ten paces.
 
   ‘It is time to go,’ came the voice of the high priest behind him.
 
   He turned and saw the tall holy man pacing away. He ran to catch up with him.
 
   ‘How do you know the way, holy man?’
 
   ‘You wanted the assistance of the gods, did you not, Mindaugas? Well, this mist is the proof of their support of your cause. They showed me the way so I suggest we get moving. My belly is complaining of a lack of food.’
 
   He looked at Mindaugas’ sword. ‘You can put that away, prince, you will not need it.’
 
   The holy man traced his way through the web of trees and mist with determination, Mindaugas being clueless as to where they were or what direction they were heading. The prince was at first highly agitated but after half an hour of walking and encountering no Kurs or wildlife he began to relax as he followed the high priest of the Lithuanian religion. The trees disappeared and then they were walking along a dirt track that had no beginning or end. Their boots made no sound on the soft ground and Mindaugas wondered if he had died in his sleep and the Kriviu Krivaitis was showing him the way to the afterlife. He was about to pose the question when the mist suddenly ended and the fortress of Medvegalis loomed into view. It was early evening and the great timber stronghold was framed against a blood-red sky as the sun sank in the west. It was a fitting epitaph to a bloody day.
 
   Medvegalis was hundreds of years old, its high timber walls and towers sited on a huge flattened mound, its slopes made steeper for defence. Imposing and sprawling it would take a huge army to lay siege to the fort, let alone storm it. That thought gave Mindaugas some comfort as he and the Kriviu Krivaitis walked up the winding steep track to the fort’s entrance.
 
   ‘Halt!’ came a voice from above the gates.
 
   Helmeted figures, made small by the tall walls and even taller towers either side of them, stared down at the pair from above the closed gates.
 
   ‘That’s as far as you get unless you want an arrow in you,’ the guard threatened.
 
   ‘I am Prince Mindaugas and this is the Kriviu Krivaitis. Open the gates immediately.’
 
   By now it was dark and Mindaugas kept glancing at the track, fearing that a party of Kur horsemen would appear.
 
   ‘Open these gates,’ he commanded to no reply.
 
   ‘Have patience, prince,’ said the high priest, ‘you do not want to provoke a nervous archer loosing an arrow at you.’
 
   Moments later the gates creaked open and a bruised and tired Ykintas came from within the fort, followed by a weeping Morta and a relieved Elze. The former flung herself into her husband’s arms and an emotional Ykintas had tears of joy in his eyes as he ushered everyone inside and ordered the gates to be closed.
 
   The fort was filled with women, children and the elderly, though tellingly not thronged with warriors. As Mindaugas and the high priest ate meat, cheese and bread greedily and drank kvass a sombre Ykintas provided a dismal summary of the day’s events. Aside from the duke and his guests the feasting hall was empty, the small group dwarfed by the great chamber and adding to the sense of gloom hanging in the air.
 
   ‘The horsemen we engaged were just a lure to separate us from your foot,’ he told Mindaugas. ‘When we had pursued them for upwards of two miles we were ambushed by three times our number at least. First they peppered us with arrows and then attacked us on three sides with horsemen. Less than a hundred of us escaped.’
 
   Mindaugas put down his cup. ‘The Kurs first split our line and then overwhelmed us. If it was not for the mist that descended I would not be alive to report this disaster, my brother.’
 
   ‘What mist?’ asked Morta.
 
   ‘What now?’ queried Elze.
 
   ‘Now we wait until the Kurs arrive to lay siege to this fortress,’ answered Ykintas glumly.
 
   ‘They will not come,’ said the Kriviu Krivaitis. He looked at Mindaugas. ‘Your prayers have been answered, prince, for the mist that we walked through was a sign that one has come from the underworld to create mischief in the world.’
 
   ‘Who, holy one?’ asked Mindaugas.
 
   ‘Velnias, of course,’ came the reply.
 
   The women’s faces showed fear and even Ykintas and Mindaugas looked concerned for Velnias was the god of death and the underworld. He accessed the world of man through forests, swamps and other dark, damp places, a sudden fog indicating that he was abroad in the world.
 
   The Kriviu Krivaitis stood. ‘You must listen to me carefully. Instruct the people to stock as much food as possible in the coming months.’
 
   ‘For a siege, holy one?’ queried Ykintas.
 
   ‘Not a siege,’ replied the high priest, ‘something far worse. Velnias is a cunning deceiver who ensnares people with false promises of wealth and power. But his only interest is collecting souls for the underworld.’
 
   ‘How can this aid us?’ asked Morta, her voice laced with fear.
 
   ‘Because your husband’s pleas have brought Velnias forth who will be under orders to aid the chosen one,’ smiled the high priest.
 
   ‘So we are saved,’ said Ykintas.
 
   ‘In the immediate term, yes,’ answered the high priest, ‘but tell your people to hoard their food supplies, duke, for once unleashed Velnias tends to forget his promises.’
 
   With that he rose, bowed his head to the women and walked to the doors.
 
   ‘I must consult with my priests, those that are still alive that is. Heed my words Duke Ykintas and tell your people to build up their food supplies.’
 
   ‘And the Kurs, holy one?’ Ykintas called after him.
 
   ‘They will not be troubling you,’ the priest answered before walking from the hall.
 
   Ykintas rolled his eyes and looked kindly at Elze. ‘Would you and your sister leave us for a few moments, my love?’
 
   Elze looked at Morta and shrugged. She bowed to her husband and Morta kissed and hugged Mindaugas before they both followed the Kriviu Krivaitis.
 
   ‘Out,’ Ykintas commanded the guards and slaves, ‘all of you out.’
 
   He waited until they left the hall and the doors were closed. Guards and slaves gossiped and he did not want his words to be conveyed to the hundreds of people in the fort. He poured himself and Mindaugas more kvass. He raised his cup to his brother.
 
   ‘Tomorrow or the day after Arturus and his army will surround this fort.’
 
   ‘Medvegalis has never been taken,’ said Mindaugas with conviction.
 
   ‘The Kurs do not need to assault its walls, they can just besiege us and starve us out.’
 
   ‘Are there no more warriors in Samogitia?’ asked Mindaugas.
 
   Ykintas shrugged. ‘A few hundred, perhaps. But there is no one to lead them and they are scattered throughout what is left of my kingdom.’
 
   Mindaugas could hear the demoralisation in his voice.
 
   ‘Perhaps more of our men will rally to us tomorrow.’
 
   Ykintas smiled grimly. ‘Only if the Kriviu Krivaitis can raise the dead. I fear Samogitia is finished, Mindaugas. You and Morta should look to your own safety.’
 
   Mindaugas shook his head. ‘We will not abandon you, my brother. We stand or fall together. Besides, we should not disregard the Kriviu Krivaitis’ words. He told me that the gods are still with us.’
 
   ‘I think today’s events have rather disproved that. I have sent a message to Duke Kitenis asking for more assistance.’
 
   ‘Two thousand of his men fell today,’ said Mindaugas, ‘I doubt he will be inclined to send us more.’
 
   Ykintas smirked. ‘It will not be lost on our dear Kitenis that if Samogitia falls then Aukstaitija will be next on the Kurs’ list of targets. I have also sent a plea to your father-in-law for soldiers.’
 
   Mindaugas laughed. ‘That will fall on deaf ears.’
 
   Ykintas placed his cup on the table. ‘It does not matter. If the Kurs arrive before these walls in the next few days it will all be over. Our fate now depends on the actions of Duke Arturus.’
 
   *****
 
   Riga was basking not only in the summer sun but also in newfound wealth. The death of Bishop Albert had saddened all and some believed that with his passing Riga would wither with its spiritual and temporal leader gone. But Albert had established a city that had strong foundations and it continued to flourish. The emasculation of Danish power in the Baltic and the pacification of Livonia and Estonia by the Sword Brothers had made the River Dvina and the Baltic safe routes for commerce between Riga and Lübeck. And now the burgomasters of Riga had achieved a signal success that rivalled all the victories of the Sword Brothers combined. For they had secured a trade treaty with the princes of Smolensk, Polotsk and Vitebsk, which meant their goods would now be sold throughout all Russia. They already traded with Novgorod, of course, but this new treaty meant a massive expansion of their commercial interests, which in turn meant Riga’s richest citizens would grow even richer. And none more so than Magnus Glueck, Duke of Narva, Higher Burgomaster of Riga and Commander of the Livonian Militia.
 
   Everything about Magnus Glueck was large: his girth, his house in the city, his head, his vulgarity but most of all his wealth. The owner of an increasing number of cogs that plied the route between Riga and Lübeck and riverboats that travelled up and down the Dvina, he rented out the space in his ships and boats to merchants who exported and imported all manner of goods. Vicious rumours circulated that his boats carried slaves from upriver to be sold as playthings for rich lords in Germany. But spreading such gossip risked having one’s tongue bored or worse if Archdeacon Stefan got wind of it.
 
   But no one had a bad word to say about the Duke of Riga as a multitude of rich merchants, priests, city officials and Sword Brothers gathered under a warm summer sun in Riga’s grandiose merchant hall to witness the signature of the trade treaty. The merchant hall was actually a series of buildings surrounding a rectangular courtyard. It had been designed to facilitate trade and so the ground floor halls with their vaulted stone ceilings were used for the sale and storage of goods and produce. The upper storey was topped by a roof supported by huge wooden beams, beneath which were several large rooms used for banquets and meetings. There was also a chapel and the richly decorated Higher Burgomaster's office, near which were much smaller offices for clerks and the storing of records.
 
   It was in the main meeting room that the dignitaries gathered for the signing of the treaty. Clerks and Catholic priests glanced nervously at the representatives of Prince Davidovitch of Smolensk, Prince Sviatoslav of Polotsk and Prince Briachislav of Vitebsk. All were richly attired in crimson, purple and azure tunics with narrow, wrist-length sleeves and high-cut necklines. Over the tunics they wore brightly coloured dalmatics with wide, straight sleeves shorter than the tunic beneath and belted at the waist. According to their custom they wore no swords, which was a relief to the Rigans. They also sported brightly coloured boots and full beards contrasting markedly to the neatly cropped facial hair of the Catholics.
 
   ‘They present a wild appearance,’ remarked Glueck as a servant in the livery of the Duke of Riga, a silver griffin on a blue background, served him wine.
 
   Stefan took a silver chalice engraved with a griffin symbol.
 
   ‘Apostates, they resemble a band of travelling performers.’
 
   Glueck smiled. ‘The world changes, Stefan, and we must change with it. The Russians are too valuable as customers and too troublesome as enemies to be provoked unnecessarily. Besides, my sources inform me their rulers are more concerned with pursuing their own internal quarrels than making war on Riga. This treaty signals that Livonia and this city are entering a new, prosperous age, Stefan, one that the church will also benefit from.’
 
   ‘As long as it does not herald an invasion of Riga by Russians then as the representative of the Holy Church I welcome this trade agreement. By the way, I trust your wife is well?’
 
   Glueck’s ugly face twisted into an evil leer. ‘Young, fertile and obedient, Stefan, like all wives should be.’
 
   He had recently married a young woman thirty years his junior, the daughter of a north German noble who wished to be tied to the rising fortunes of the Duke of Riga. Glueck dressed her in the finest clothes and treated her with great respect while showing her off in public. He was less chivalrous when they were alone together. Her maidservants reported that the Duchess of Riga wept much.
 
   ‘And you, Stefan, how long must you wait for your elevation to Bishop of Riga?’
 
   The archdeacon smiled. ‘I have recommended to the Holy Father that he award the mitre to another.’
 
   Glueck was shocked. ‘Who?’
 
   ‘Abbot Nicholas of Dünamünde Monastery.’
 
   Glueck moved closer to Stefan and spoke in a hushed tone.
 
   ‘The burgomasters and governor of Riga have a mutually beneficial relationship, Stefan. I would hate anything or anyone to spoil that relationship.’
 
   ‘I can guarantee, Magnus, that Abbot Nicholas will do nothing to interfere with our long-term interests. He concerns himself with spiritual matters and will leave the day-to-day functioning of Livonia to me.’
 
   Glueck nodded. ‘Your humility does you credit, Stefan.’
 
   The archdeacon toyed with the solid gold cross hanging around his neck.
 
   ‘What does it profit a man who gains the whole world but loses his soul?’
 
   Glueck pointed to Manfred Nordheim conversing with the black-clad General Aras.
 
   ‘I was surprised that you requested that Prince Vsevolod be a signatory to the treaty, Stefan. Trade with the pagans south of the Dvina is almost non-existent.’
 
   Stefan sipped lightly at his wine. ‘For the moment, Magnus, but the treaty will tie Prince Vsevolod more closely to Riga and alienate him from the pagan Lithuanian dukes. He readily accepted my invitation, sending General Aras to sign on his behalf.
 
   ‘But your surprise at the presence of Vsevolod’s representative pales beside my own astonishment that you should invite the Sword Brothers to this meeting. Was it to overawe the Russians?’
 
   Grand Master Volquin, tall and imposing, stood to one side with the castellans of Holm, Uexkull, Lennewarden, Kokenhusen and Gerzika: Masters Gerhard, Friedhelm, Arnold, Griswold and Jacob respectively. Like the Russians they too wore no swords, though only because Glueck had pleaded with Volquin that he and his men should leave their weapons outside the room. He feared a bloodbath when the Russian emissaries arrived and doubted that Nordheim and his men would be able to handle the Sword Brothers if their passions were inflamed.
 
   ‘They do not belong among polite company,’ sniffed Stefan.
 
   ‘That is undoubtedly true, Stefan,’ reflected Glueck, ‘but it is also true that there are five Sword Brother castles along the Dvina, each one capable of interfering with trade along the waterway. Volquin’s signature on the treaty seems a small price to pay to keep his dogs on a tight leash.’
 
   Volquin must have suspected that Riga’s most powerful men were talking about him because he muttered something to his men and walked over to the pair. Stefan managed a fake smile while Glueck dabbed a cloth on his sweating forehead.
 
   ‘The only drawback to this building, grand master,’ said the Duke of Riga, ‘is that in summer the upper storey often becomes insufferably hot.’
 
   Despite wearing mail armour the grand master was not perspiring, but then he was not obese. He tilted his head at the archdeacon.
 
   ‘Indeed, your grace. I thank you for inviting the Sword Brothers to sign your treaty. I have to confess that it was unexpected.’
 
   ‘Nonsense,’ said Glueck, ‘now that the Sword Brothers rule from the Dvina to the Gulf of the Finns they should be represented in Riga’s affairs.’
 
   The sharp tapping of a staff striking the floor made Stefan jump, much to the amusement of the grand master.
 
   ‘It would appear that the papers are ready to be signed,’ said Glueck.
 
   ‘But you are mistaken about my order controlling the lands between Riga and Reval, your grace,’ said Volquin as the dignitaries moved towards the table where two copies of the treaty, one in Latin, the other in Russian, lay side by side.
 
   ‘King Fricis and his lords rule much of Livonia and most of Estonia is controlled by the warlords of its marshal.’
 
   ‘And where is the Marshal of Estonia?’ asked Stefan with disdain in his voice.
 
   ‘Protecting Riga’s interests,’ replied Volquin.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2
 
   The Baltic was really a large lake that had mild currents and was thus ideal for seafaring. In winter it was often lashed by high winds and suffered rough seas, though gales could occur at any time of the year. But in summer the winds were moderate and the temperatures warm, making conditions ideal for sea travel. The longships cut through the calm blue water with ease, their sails filled with a westerly wind that would quickly take them to Kurland’s long coastline. The ships had congregated in a bay in southwest Oesel before striking south and then west to take them away from the Kur coastline. They had set off in the early morning when the Baltic breezes were almost non-existent, merely faint winds that barely ruffled a man’s hair let alone a longship’s square sail.
 
   Oars had powered the ships in the morning, half their crews taking turns to row at a steady pace before the other half took over after an hour. In this way the ships had been manoeuvred into position to take advantage of the westerly wind that picked up after midday, the boats shipping oars as the wind filled their sails to take them to the coast. And as the fleet headed east the ships fanned out into a long line – sixty longships widely spaced and all filled with heavily armed warriors.
 
   ‘I would have thought you would be used to travelling on these boats after our success at Reval,’ said Conrad as he stood beside Hans who was holding on to the vessel’s mast.
 
   ‘I don’t like being at sea,’ grumbled Hans, ‘especially in a vessel that sits so low in the water.’
 
   ‘Oeselian ships do not sink, Sword Brother, that is why we are masters of the sea.’
 
   Sigurd, King of the Oeselians, slapped Hans hard on the back and grinned at Conrad.
 
   Just turned forty, he had faced much criticism from his earls and freedmen when he had agreed to a peace treaty with the Sword Brothers. Many believed that it was an affront to the gods to even talk with the Christian barbarians. But the criticism had ebbed away when the people of Oesel realised that the treaty meant crusaders would no longer attack the Blessed Isle, leaving them free to work the land in peace and raid other territories. Under the terms of the treaty they were not allowed to raid Estonia or Livonia but there were plenty of other lands to plunder, such as Sweden, Norway and the domain of the Finns. His earls had jumped at the chance to raid another tempting target, despite the idea coming from the ‘barbarian’ Marshal of Estonia.
 
   ‘How long will it be before we reach land, majesty?’ asked Conrad.
 
   Sigurd looked up at the billowing sail. ‘An hour at most, probably less.’
 
   ‘You see, Hans,’ said Conrad, ‘not long to go now.’
 
   Sigurd smiled. ‘The Baltic is a mere lake. I have heard tales of our predecessors crossing a mighty ocean to the west where the waves were three times the height of the mast you are clinging to.’
 
   ‘That does not give me any comfort,’ complained Hans.
 
   But the treaty with the Sword Brothers had given Conrad much comfort and had been welcomed by Grand Master Volquin and his masters. The death of Bishop Albert had been a huge shock to the members of the order the churchman had created. Archdeacon Stefan and Magnus Glueck had at first been most vociferous in their criticism of the treaty with heathens, especially the Duke of Riga, one of whose cogs had been burnt by the Oeselians. However, their animosity had lessened when it became clear that King Sigurd’s ships would not attack vessels sailing between Riga and Lübeck and would not be raiding Riga or the Dvina. This had increased Livonia’s security and had allowed Riga’s council to concentrate on expanding its commercial interests. But the Sword Brothers had more pressing concerns to address.
 
   Around Conrad blonde-haired Oeselians were checking their weapons and armour. They were the king’s bodyguard and every one of them was armed to the teeth with hand axes, swords and spears. Their shields, all painted red to signal hostile intent and sealed with oil to be water resistant, were stored in racks along the gunwales, outboard of the ship. Like Liv and Estonian shields they were round with a hole in the centre, across which was a wooden handgrip running along the inside diameter of the shield. To protect the hand holding it, an outward-facing iron boss was positioned over the handgrip.
 
   Anton came to the mast, threading his way through a deck crammed with warriors, chests the rowers sat on, water butts and buckets.
 
   ‘Let us hope Duke Arturus is not waiting for us, Conrad.’
 
   ‘Word from Master Ortwin at Mesoten is that the Kurs are fighting the Samogitians,’ replied Conrad. ‘Besides, not even Arturus can be in two places at once.’
 
   Sigurd was handed a piece of cheese by one of his men who also offered a piece to Hans.
 
   ‘Sixty ships spread across fifty miles of coastline,’ said the king, ‘makes it impossible for Duke Arturus to beat off our attack. If he is waiting he might defeat a few of our ships but not the majority. We have fine weather, fair winds and the element of surprise. This day belongs to us, Sword Brothers.’
 
   Hans pointed to the king’s mail armour.
 
   ‘You grease your armour, majesty?’
 
   ‘An old Oeselian trick, Sword Brother. Seawater rusts iron quicker than rain so we grease our armour and weapons to prevent them rusting. Even on calm days like today sea spray can cover a man in a fine layer of salt.’
 
   ‘Far better to wear a gambeson,’ grinned Leatherface appearing from the stern of the vessel.
 
   ‘Cloth don’t rust, is lighter and gives good protection from weapons.’
 
   Sigurd looked at the linen-covered, thickly quilted gambeson covering the mercenary’s body down to his knees and his arms.
 
   ‘One of our broadaxes could cut you in two.’
 
   Leatherface winked at the king. ‘Only if I miss its owner with my crossbow. Besides, it is the task of these fine fellows to protect me.’
 
   The commander of Conrad’s crossbowmen had become a firm favourite among the Oeselian warriors, not least because they liked his coarse tongue and rude humour. Their language was very similar to Estonian, a tongue he was well used to, so he and they had no trouble conversing with each other.
 
   Sigurd looked at the mercenary’s crossbow. ‘Our bows can shoot farther than your weapon.’
 
   ‘That’s true, your lordship,’ agreed Leatherface, ‘but my crossbow is more accurate and deadly at shorter ranges as you yourself know.’
 
   Conrad’s gave a sharp intake of breath as Leatherface reminded the king of past defeats at the hands of the Sword Brothers but Sigurd merely laughed.
 
   ‘Let us hope, then, that the Kurs are not equipped with crossbowmen. I must speak to my steersman.’
 
   When he had walked to the stern Conrad rebuked the mercenary.
 
   ‘It is not wise to upset the king of our hosts, especially when we are in the middle of the Baltic, not unless you want a long swim.’
 
   But Leatherface dismissed Conrad’s concern. ‘Sigurd is a good king, wise and forward thinking, not like most of his warriors. He knows this little trip is designed to help the Sword Brothers.’
 
   ‘He told you that?’ said Conrad.
 
   ‘He didn’t have to but he knows you didn’t suggest this little expedition just so his men could indulge in their favourite sport.’
 
   ‘If it is all for our benefit,’ said Conrad irritably, ‘then why did he agree to it?’
 
   Leatherface looked at Hans and Anton and rolled his eyes.
 
   ‘He’ll never make a courtier. It’s quite simple, Master Conrad, the Oeselians love raiding and pillaging. Many of the king’s earls are not happy about his pact with you but they are more than willing to inflict pain and suffering on others. They’re happy, the king’s happy, you’re happy, everyone’s happy.’
 
   ‘Aside from the Kurs,’ remarked Hans.
 
   ‘How do you know all this?’ asked Conrad.
 
   Leatherface winked. ‘I’ve been talking to his warriors. They are not a bad lot really. Godless pagans, of course.’
 
   Conrad drew his sword and inspected the blade. ‘Of course.’
 
   But though the expedition to Kurland might be great sport for the Oeselians for the Sword Brothers it was deadly serious. The death of Bishop Albert meant no crusading army would come to Riga, which meant no campaign could be mounted against the Kurs and the Semgallians, who were still fighting under their lord, Duke Viesthard. Master Ortwin’s stronghold of Mesoten was well garrisoned but it was an island surrounded by enemies: to the west the Kurs, to the south the Semgallians and to the east Prince Vsevolod. No one trusted the former ruler of Gerzika whose allegiances changed quicker than the wind. For the moment Duke Arturus was preoccupied with the Samogitians but when they had been dealt with he would once again turn his gaze towards Mesoten. And when he did the Sword Brothers would be hard pressed to raise an army large enough to safeguard its possessions south of the Dvina.
 
   ‘Land ahead.’
 
   Conrad was snapped out of his pondering by a shout from the prow of the ship. A ripple of excitement ran through those on board as men took shields from the racks and used the leather straps fixed to their inner sides to sling them on their backs. Those armed with javelins moved to the front of the ship as Sigurd came from the stern to stand at the prow. He would be the one to get his feet wet first. Conrad looked left and right and saw other square sails in the distance approaching the shore. The boat he was standing on was a skeid, a long, sleek vessel equipped with sixty oars and carrying eighty warriors. They were the largest longships in the Oeselians’ fleet and were owned exclusively by the king and his earls. Slightly smaller but no less dangerous were the karvs with thirty-two oars and a crew of forty warriors. Last came the smaller snekke, a tidy, speedy craft of twenty-six oars and thirty warriors. Sigurd had brought twenty longships of each category to terrorise the Kurs – three thousand warriors to rape and pillage the locals.
 
   The Oeselians ignored the three Sword Brothers and the crossbowman as they made their final checks, teasing each other and boasting of the number of slaves they would be taking back to Oesel. Conrad knelt on the boards, gripped his sword with both hands and bowed his head.
 
   ‘Lord, give to those in the villages we are about to attack time to flee into the forests so they may escape with their lives.’
 
   He rose to his feet, sheathed his sword and picked up his helmet and shield, positioning the latter on his back, adjusting the strap across his chest so it sat comfortably. He checked his dagger in its sheath and the axe tucked into his belt. His two friends were going through the same drill and Leatherface was meticulously examining the three quivers slung over his shoulder, each one carrying twenty bolts. They had done this a hundred times and, God willing, would do it a hundred more before they had finished in this world. As they had also done many times before they placed their hands together and recanted the words that fortified them on the eve of battle.
 
   ‘As dust to the wind.’
 
   There was silence among the warriors as they focused on the approaching shoreline, an endless stretch of white sand, beyond which was grass-covered dunes, a small village and an unending expanse of forest. Conrad and his friends put on their helmets and waited for the longship to run aground on the sand. Conrad peered through the vision slits of his helm to detect any movement in the village. There was none. Either the settlement was deserted or the residents had already fled. They would have seen the sails on the horizon, giving them time to flee. He felt the ship slow, shudder to a halt and saw Sigurd launch himself from the prow, followed by dozens of mail-clad, helmeted warriors.
 
   Moments later Conrad launched himself from the ship, waded a short distance through the seawater before treading on soft sand. Already warriors were fanning out left and right to search for any Kurs. A large group had formed a defensive wall around Sigurd, while other men had been despatched to form a perimeter around the village. A handful of scouts had been ordered to reconnoitre the terrain beyond the village. They may have given the impression they were a bunch of filthy pirates but in fact Oeselian raids were highly organised.
 
   Conrad and his comrades walked into the empty village, a collection of miserable wooden huts and barns with animal pens attached. Some were empty, the goats having been taken by their owners. But they had left their chickens, pigs and a few scrawny sheep, all of which were quickly slaughtered.
 
   ‘Burn it,’ commanded Sigurd standing in the middle of the settlement, ‘burn it all.’
 
   Minutes later the Oeselians had torched the huts and barns, roaring flames consuming the old timbers as the king led his men into the fields surrounding the village. The soil of Kurland is poor but with careful planting and much care crops can be grown, mainly wheat and rye. The golden crops were now destroyed as warriors set them alight, the flames aided by a westerly breeze. The warriors whooped and howled with delight but the Sword Brothers stayed silent. Leatherface, loaded crossbow in his arms, wiped his sleeve on his brow as the flames added to the summer heat. Conrad turned away from the destruction and saw other plumes of smoke on the horizon – the Oeselians were burning Kurland.
 
   Sigurd led his men to the edge of the forest then raised a hand. Conrad took off his helmet and glanced up at the sun. It was warm but at least the wind gave some relief. Screams made him turn and draw his sword. The warriors grouped around the king began laughing as another group herded two women and two young girls, their daughters he assumed, towards them.
 
   ‘Silence,’ barked the king.
 
   ‘We found these at the edge of the forest, majesty,’ reported the scout leader.
 
   The girls were quivering with fear, their mothers likewise terrified.
 
   ‘There was a teenage boy and an old man with them,’ the warrior continued, ‘the old man probably slowed them down. We killed them both.’
 
   Sigurd walked up to the women, both in their twenties and comely in appearance.
 
   ‘Take them back to the ship. You can keep one of the women, the girls will be sold as slaves.’
 
   The man bowed and rudely shoved the women and girls away, causing them to scream and wail.
 
   ‘Shove some rags in their mouths. I don’t want their screeching in my ears on the way back to Oesel. And bind them otherwise they might fling themselves overboard when we are at sea.’
 
   ‘Very considerate,’ muttered Leatherface.
 
   Satisfied there were no more Kurs hiding nearby Sigurd ordered his men back to the ship. The captives were secured to the mast and the crew used their oars to power the vessel away from the beach. The steersman directed it south towards the next village that was also deserted. Once again the buildings, fishing boats and crops were torched and any livestock slaughtered. Conrad was glad when the day ended and he could take off his armour and stretch out on deck under the stars. Not that there was much room.
 
   ‘I would not want to be an Oeselian,’ said Hans after they had both eaten a sparse meal of salted fish and bread washed down with water.
 
   Conrad looked at the dejected captives. ‘Nor me.’
 
   The ship had been anchored offshore to prevent it being attacked during the night. The wind had dropped and the sea was as calm as a village pond. Belching, flatulent warriors slept on deck but Conrad could not sleep, tormented as he was by thoughts that the raid he had suggested violated the vows he had taken when he had become a brother knight. Hans, Anton and Leatherface were sleeping soundly, a sign of clear consciences. Conrad sat up and rested his back against the gunwale. He looked up at the stars but turned away from them when he heard whimpering and saw a bearded beast standing over one of the women captives. He dropped his leggings and grabbed the woman’s long hair, twisting it in his fist as he pulled her towards his groin.
 
   ‘Leave her alone,’ said Conrad loudly.
 
   The warrior let go of the woman, pulled up his leggings and spun round.
 
   ‘This is not your concern.’
 
   Conrad stood and drew his sword. ‘I am making it my business.’
 
   The warrior gave him a leering grin. ‘Your mouth has just pronounced your death sentence.’
 
   The man suddenly staggered backwards as a result of Sigurd striking his face with the back of his hand. The sleeping crew was stirring now with men grabbing their weapons and rallying to their king. The eyes of the struck warrior flashed with rage but he bowed his head and restrained his anger.
 
   ‘Get some sleep,’ Sigurd ordered him. ‘All of you get some sleep. This expedition is not over.’
 
   His men murmured among themselves and gave Conrad derisive glances as they returned to their slumber. Sigurd pointed at Conrad’s sword.
 
   ‘It is considered the height of bad manners for a guest to draw a sword in his host’s presence.’ Conrad slid it back in its scabbard as Hans and Anton, bleary eyed, stood beside their friend.
 
   ‘My apologies, majesty.’
 
   Sigurd looked at the captives. ‘The women are the property of the man you insulted, Sword Brother. He is within his rights to seek redress for the indignity you have subjected him to.’
 
   ‘I will be delighted to accept his invitation,’ replied Conrad.
 
   ‘There will be no need for that,’ smiled Sigurd, ‘but I would ask you and your companions to refrain from interfering with my men’s property.’
 
   ‘My apologies, majesty.’
 
   ‘Annoying the crew, Conrad?’ said Hans as Sigurd ambled away.
 
   Conrad did not answer, slumping back down by the gunwale.
 
   The next day dawned clear and bright and once again Sigurd’s ship raided several Kur villages. A handful of unfortunates, those too young or old to escape in time, were captured. The elderly were killed; the young were taken to become slaves or be sold. At the last village, as the flames roared to consume another settlement, Sigurd led his men to the edge of a great pine forest adjacent to a meadow, part of which had been planted with crops. The crops were torched as the king stood at the edge of the trees.
 
   ‘Sword Brother,’ Sigurd called to Conrad.
 
   He walked over to the king who, like all of them, was sweating in his armour. Behind them the village and crops were burning, cinders carried on the wind blowing into the forest. Sigurd followed them and beckoned Conrad to accompany him. The dry lichen broke and crackled under Conrad’s feet. The dry forest air was heavily scented with the smell of lichens, moss and pine needles.
 
   ‘Do you notice the trees, Sword Brother?’ asked Sigurd.
 
   ‘The trees, majesty?’
 
   Sigurd pointed to the nearest pine. ‘The crooked trunks, low branches and squat stature are all signs of the winds that batter this coast and land. The same winds that brought us here, and the same wind that will consume this forest.’
 
   ‘Majesty?'
 
   ‘We will burn it, Sword Brother, all of it. Such a fire will burn for days, perhaps weeks.’
 
   Conrad saw the fire in the king’s eyes as he thought of the destruction he was about to unleash.
 
   ‘Majesty, I would…’
 
   Sigurd shook his head. ‘No, Sword Brother, you have no authority here. You desired destruction be brought on the Kurs so now I grant you your wish.’
 
   He walked out of the forest and issued orders to his men to start fires among the trees. Within minutes tendrils of grey smoke were weaving their way through the pines as a score of fires were lit. The forest floor hissed and spat as flames spread among the bone-dry lichens and pine needles. Within no time they were licking the tree trunks and setting branches on fire. The forest was soon filled with whooshing sounds as the heat and flames combined to engulf whole trees, the wind fanning the flames jumping from tree to tree in an easterly direction. Huge plumes of grey smoke billowed into the sky as the forest fire took hold.
 
   ‘Back to the ship,’ ordered Sigurd as the forest turned into a fireball.
 
   On the voyage back to Oesel Conrad sat on the deck of the ship and stared at the four frightened, dejected female prisoners. Years ago he had been despondent in the aftermath of a raid by Wenden’s garrison to capture slaves to sell to the Russians. Now the same feeling returned to haunt him. He kept telling himself that he had had no choice. Grand Master Volquin had told him that only he could persuade Sigurd to raid Kurland. The military order was thinly spread and once the Kurs had dealt with the Samogitians they would attack Mesoten. Livonia had mounted two campaigns against the Kurs and both had achieved miserable results, and then the crusader armies had comprised hundreds of mounted knights. What chance would they have without an army of crusaders from Germany? None, most likely, and that made Conrad’s mission to Sigurd most urgent. And he had succeeded. The coastline of Kurland had been devastated and villages, crops, tools and livestock had been destroyed. Fishing vessels had also been burnt, which meant the Kurs would not be able to fish the sea. Their crops had been burnt before they could be harvested and their homes had been destroyed. It would be a long, hard winter for those who lived along the coast. Many would not see next spring, a thought that should have cheered Conrad but which cast him further into despair.
 
   In good conditions and a fair wind a longship could travel up to one hundred and seventy miles a day so it was still light when Sigurd’s longship glided into Matsalu Bay to offload the Sword Brothers. He would have invited them back to Kuressaare to celebrate the wanton destruction he and his earls had unleashed on the hapless Kurs, but his brothers Stark and Kalf despised the Sword Brothers and strongly objected to any Christians stepping on to the Blessed Isle. Kalf in particular hated the sight of Conrad, the barbarian who had humiliated him on Muhu during the bitterest winter.
 
   *****
 
   ‘Any sign?’
 
   The soldier shook his head. ‘No, master.’
 
   ‘No matter, they will come.’
 
   Master Ortwin waved the man away and stared through the trees at the meadow beyond, through which ran a dirt track that was as old as the land itself. Behind him a line of brother knights sat on their caparison-protected horses, knights wearing the heraldry of the Buxhoeveden family on either side of the Sword Brothers. According to the rules of the order that pertained to battle formations, behind the brother knights were mounted sergeants in their kettle helmets. The squires of the German knights were similarly arrayed behind their lords. One hundred and thirty mailed horsemen waited in the forest. At the treeline fifty crossbowmen crouched low besides pines, their weapons loaded and ready to shoot at an enemy yet to appear.
 
   It had been the first time Master Ortwin had ventured from his stronghold of Mesoten. The former Semgallian hill fort had been reduced to ashes by Bishop Albert only for it to be reoccupied and rebuilt by the churchman in a later crusade. When the bishop had departed he had left Ortwin in charge of the makeshift timber fort, a Sword Brother castle in a land of pagans. To the west lay Tervete, the ancient stronghold of the Semgallian dukes and further west was Kurland that no crusader army had entered. To the east lay Selonia and Nalsen controlled by the duplicitous Prince Vsevolod. Mesoten was isolated and vulnerable, its survival dependent on a string of small timber forts garrisoned by a motley collection of lesser knights that had travelled to Livonia and, offered pagan land for free, elected to stay. What no one told these men was that the land they had been given belonged to the Semgallians who, led by Duke Viesthard, waged an unceasing war against the invaders. The knights responded in kind, riding forth from their forts to kill the locals and lay waste their villages. After more than two years of fighting northern Semgallia was a forested wasteland as a result.
 
   ‘We should return to Mesoten, master,’ said Ortwin’s deputy.
 
   The horsemen and crossbowmen had left the fort three days before, taking the minimum of supplies so they could move west at speed. Mounted parties had always been despatched to raid Semgallian villages or chase groups of Vietsthard’s warriors that irritated the garrison with their paltry assaults. But Master Ortwin had never led the majority of his men from the stronghold, and certainly had never ventured near Kurland. But here they were – half the garrison – far from base and in the middle of hostile territory.
 
   ‘They will come,’ Ortwin assured him, ‘that I can promise.’
 
   His deputy sighed but said nothing more. As a brother knight it mattered little if he fell in battle on the Kur border or at Mesoten but he could not understand why they were here. The whole affair was risible: a crooked old man with a hooked nose appears at the gates of Mesoten, is nearly shot by a crossbowman, demands to see the commander and then, as a result of their subsequent conversation, Ortwin decides to take all his horsemen west on a whim. Perhaps the master was possessed by madness, though he appeared perfectly calm and rational. Of the old man there had been no sign after his meeting with the master. It was like he had vanished into thin air.
 
   Ortwin’s attention was diverted by the appearance of a panting soldier who saluted.
 
   ‘Enemy horsemen approaching, master.’
 
   Ortwin half-smiled and turned to his deputy. ‘Make ready.’
 
   ‘Make ready,’ he shouted.
 
   The cry went down the line as Ortwin turned to his men.
 
   ‘God with us!’
 
   The knights, sergeants and squires repeated the war cry and the knights placed their full-face helms on their heads. Every rider was protected by a mail hauberk and additional chainmail on his arms, legs, neck and head. The white surcoats and caparisons of the Sword Brothers carried the red cross over a red sword motif of the order, the Buxhoeveden knights sporting the silver fox on a red background that was the coat of arms of Saxony’s most powerful family. Every lance was lowered in preparation for the charge. The great warhorses, trained for war, sensed impending battle and snorted and scraped at the ground. Ideally the horsemen would have preferred to charge knee-to-knee but their deployment among the trees made that impossible. No matter, the crossbowmen would soften up the enemy first.
 
   The fifty crossbowmen, all experienced mercenaries, gripped the stocks of their loaded weapons and sweated in the heat. In addition to their thick long-sleeved gambesons they wore a separate mail coif worn over a domed helmet with a large nasal guard. On the front of the gambeson each crossbowman wore a stitched-on emblem of the Sword Brothers. As one they raised their crossbows to their shoulders as a column of riders cantered along the track adjacent to the forest.
 
   The Kurs were attired entirely in black: black leather back and breast plates, additional shoulder pieces and pteriges – leather strips covering their thighs. Their round wooden shields were faced with leather and their functional helmets were fitted with sizeable nasal guards. Their black tunics, leggings and leather boots added to their fearsome appearance, as did their black horses. Each man was armed with a pair of spisas, sword, dagger and axe. The only thing that was not black was the great light grey banner bearing a black seagull fluttering behind their leader.
 
   Duke Arturus had left the army as soon as news had reached him that the Oeselians had devastated Kurland’s entire Baltic coast. They had burnt villages, crops and even woodland, starting great forest fires that were still raging. In the space of days the duke had experienced ecstasy at having annihilated the army of Ykintas and Mindaugas and dejection upon hearing that large areas of his homeland had been devastated. He had decided to leave the army with Prince Lamekins and lead a flying column back to Kurland to rally his people.
 
   He had been immersed in his black thoughts and did not hear the succession of sharp cracks to his left. But he saw the horse in front of him collapse on the ground and felt his own mount swerve violently to avoid the mound of horseflesh. He snapped out of his reverie as more horses and riders collapsed to the ground and the column shuddered to a halt. He drew his sword, pulled his shield across his body and wheeled his horse left to face the trees from where the deadly missiles had come.
 
   ‘Protect the duke,’ came the cry as his riders grouped around him moments before the crusader horsemen charged from the forest.
 
   The volley of crossbow bolts had knocked several riders from their saddles and felled more horses but, more importantly, had caused them to pull up in a disorganised manner. Most were stationary as the Sword Brothers cantered from the trees and dug spurs into their mounts to cause the warhorses to gallop forward. With lances levelled they were among the Kurs in less than half a minute, driving the iron points into torsos. A dozen, two dozen and more Kur riders were unhorsed as the knights went to work with their maces, the flanged weapons doing horrific damage as they were swung against faces and helmets. More Kurs toppled from their saddles as the crusaders whittled down the heathens. The Kurs fought back as well as they could but they had taken the full brunt of the enemy charge and were now heavily outnumbered.
 
   Master Ortwin thrust his sword into the side of a Kur who was fighting one of his brother knights to his right, the point going under the back plate. The man stiffened, shrieked and instinctively turned to see his attacker. As he did so the brother knight he had been battling swung his mace into the Kur’s face. The latter’s nasal guard was caved inwards to break his nose. The brother knight swung his mace again and again to unhorse the man. Ortwin saw the Kur banner hanging limply and spurred his horse towards it. When that banner fell the fight would be over. Victory was within his grasp but then he heard horn calls and through his vision slits saw dozens of black-clad riders galloping towards the mêlée. The second Kur column had arrived.
 
   Lamekins had trained the army well, insisting columns of horsemen riding alone through terrain should be divided into two or more groups. Lithuania had too many woods and forests where ambushers could hide. By splitting horsemen into groups the chances of an entire column being wiped out were significantly reduced. So it was now as the Kurs deployed into line and enveloped the mêlée, thrusting their spisas at knights as Master Ortwin’s men were suddenly surrounded and outnumbered.
 
   Ortwin’s men were skewered on lances and knocked from saddles when the Kur reinforcements hit them, occasioning Mesoten’s master to order a withdrawal. The brother knights and sergeants instantly obeyed the trumpet call but the Buxhoeveden knights were more concerned with upholding individual honour and the code of chivalry and continued fighting. As Kurs and knights hacked at each other with swords, axes and maces Master Ortwin halted his depleted horsemen by the edge of the forest.
 
   ‘Crossbowmen will advance and support the horse,’ he bellowed, riding up and down the treeline bare headed. He galloped to the head of his brother knights and sergeants and held his sword aloft.
 
   ‘God with us!’
 
   He spurred his horse forward to re-join the mêlée, his horsemen following and after them fifty crossbowmen who chased after the horses. The meadow was now littered with dead and wounded men and horses, discarded and broken lances and abandoned shields. The crossbowmen stayed in a compact body – their only defence should the Kurs decide to turn on the vulnerable foot soldiers – aimed their crossbows and searched for targets.
 
   There were many black-clad Kurs to choose from but hitting one was difficult as riders manoeuvred around each other, searching for weak spots in their opponents’ defence. But the crossbowmen were skilled soldiers, mercenaries with many years’ experience of campaigning in Germany and Livonia. Their commander detailed half their number to save their bolts for any enemy horsemen that attacked them; the other half was ordered to knock Kurs from their saddles. They were less than a hundred paces from the edge of the swirling battle, pulling their triggers and adding the sound of cracks to the cacophony of horses whinnying and men shouting and screaming.
 
   Above these sounds came the deep tone of horn blasts as Arturus ordered his men to break off their combat and rally to his banner. When enough had mustered around him he ordered them to follow him north. The mailed knights, outnumbered and exhausted after a gruelling encounter in the summer heat, let the Kurs go, many having been injured in the fight, their bodies battered, cut and badly bruised. There were more horn calls and then a compact mass of Kur horsemen cantered away. A crossbowman saw a glimpse of a grey banner, pulled his trigger and saw a rider slump in the saddle. Then the Kurs were gone.
 
   Ortwin spat out a mouthful of blood and looked around in horror at the scene of carnage. Half his knights were either dead or badly wounded and none had escaped unscathed. Warhorses lay dead or terribly wounded from lance wounds. They lay on their sides and cried pitifully, waiting for a merciful end. Other horses were standing away off in the meadow, their owners having been killed. The low groans of thirsty, wounded men permeated the warm air as the crossbowmen went among them, putting those too badly wounded out of their misery and offering water bottles to the rest. There must have been upwards of a hundred bodies lying in the long grass.
 
   ‘What of the Kur wounded, master?’
 
   Ortwin turned to see his deputy, his surcoat ripped and his right arm gashed.
 
   ‘Kill them,’ commanded Ortwin, ‘then give the order to return to Mesoten. I want be away before any more Kurs appear.’
 
   Occasionally wounded pagans were offered the redemption of baptism and the promise of a new life before they were dispatched to hell. But Ortwin had enough of his own wounded to worry about heathens. The ferocity of the encounter, resulting in heavy losses, had made him fearful about holding Mesoten if the Kurs attacked the fort. He wondered why he had paid heed to that old man. Perhaps he had been bewitched. It was too late now: he had to look to the defence of the only Sword Brother stronghold south of the Dvina. But unbeknown to Master Ortwin he had just won a victory that would have far-reaching repercussions.
 
   The healers had removed the crossbow bolt from Arturus’ shoulder and had placed yarrow on the wound to staunch the bleeding. They had also given him a comfrey infusion to drink because the iron-tipped missile had also broken the bone. But the bleeding continued and so they had fetched fresh herbs to apply to the wound. The duke had been desperately unlucky, having been wounded in the final stages of the battle with the crusaders, the crossbow bolt finding a gap in his thick leather armour to shatter the bone and penetrate the limb deeply. He had made it back to Talsi with the bolt still in his shoulder and his chances were reckoned above average when the healers examined the wound. But when the bolt had been extracted the bleeding had increased and showed no signs of stopping.
 
   Arturus’ long face grimaced as pain shot through his body. The healer finished applying a fresh bandage to his wound but saw blood already seeping through the material.
 
   ‘Fresh yarrow, highness,’ said the healer, ‘collected just after dawn so I’m sure it will work.’
 
   ‘Like you and the others were sure the other medicine would work,’ sneered Arturus. ‘What difference does it make when your herbs are collected?’
 
   The healer’s eyes widened with surprise. ‘A great deal, highness. Herbs are always collected before noon because they sleep in the afternoon and their medicinal activity is much lower then.’
 
   Arturus tried to laugh but this caused his body to move, which in turn provoked a sharp, intense pain in his shoulder.
 
   ‘Herbs must be treated with the utmost care and tenderness,’ continued the healer earnestly. ‘The plants are collected in baskets, placed in single layers and then left to dry in clean, dry and airy attics.’
 
   ‘Get me some wine,’ ordered Arturus.
 
   ‘I would advise against alcoholic beverages, highness,’ warned the healer.
 
   ‘And I would advise against telling me what to do,’ snarled Arturus, ‘unless you want your head to be dried in an airy attic.’
 
   The healer blustered and mumbled something under his breath but filled a cup with wine and gave it to the duke. The sweating leader of the Kurs, propped up in his bed with pillows, took it and raised it to his lips using his uninjured arm.
 
   ‘Get out,’ he ordered.
 
   The healer bowed and scuttled from the room. He had also banished his wife from his presence since she had done nothing but sob since he had returned to Talsi. He awaited the return of Lamekins with the rest of the army, which would at least put an end to the sea of glum faces and annoying wailing of women he had encountered following his return to his capital. Talsi and other towns were beginning to fill with people who had fled from the Oeselians and the devastation they had wrought. He sighed and took another sip of wine. The door to his bedchamber opened and another healer entered.
 
   ‘If you have come to abuse my body with more useless potions then you can leave now.’
 
   The healer, a twisted old man with a large nose, shuffled towards him.
 
   ‘Potions, lord? I bring something far more agreeable.’
 
   Without asking permission he snatched the cup from Arturus’ hand, emptied the contents into a bowl beside the bed and proceeded to refill it from a battered old flask hanging from a strap over his shoulder. He offered it to Arturus.
 
   ‘You will find this far more edifying, lord.’
 
   Arturus, momentarily stunned that a total stranger had dared to act in such an ill-mannered way in his very bedchamber, sat and stared with venom at the old wretch. But then he remembered that healers were a law unto themselves whom he tolerated because, unlike priests, they did have skills that were useful. Their knowledge was passed down from father to son and was entirely oral: nothing was written down to preserve the secrets they were taught. Healers were also all men, though matters pertaining to childbirth were left to midwives. It was an arrangement that had existed throughout Lithuania since time immemorial.
 
   Arturus sniffed at the drink and took a sip. It was the most delicious thing he had tasted in an age. He took a gulp and felt a pleasant, warm feeling spread from his gullet to his stomach and then throughout his body. It reached his shoulder and the pain that had been his constant companion since that barbarian crossbowman had shot him disappeared. He smiled and emptied the cup.
 
   ‘What is this?’
 
   The decrepit old healer, his tunic tatty and dirty, his leggings frayed, smiled faintly.
 
   ‘An ancient concoction, lord, the ingredients of which escape me.’
 
   Arturus held out his cup for it to be refilled.
 
   ‘If you do not know the ingredients then how do you create it?’ asked Arturus.
 
   The healer brought his hands together. ‘Most perceptive, lord, but then your mind was always keen. How else would you have forged the Kurs, a people looked down upon by the other Lithuanian tribes, into the terrifying force they are today?’
 
   He poured more liquid into Arturus’ cup whose demeanour, now his body was no longer tortured by pain, had returned to his normal intimidating manner. He emptied the cup.
 
   ‘Who are you?’
 
   ‘Who do you think I am, lord?’
 
   ‘A crooked old man with an arrogant manner.’
 
   The healer waved a bony finger at him and tut-tutted.
 
   ‘Impoliteness has always been your downfall, Duke Arturus.’
 
   The duke tried to call out for the guards outside his bedchamber but his mouth would not move. His arm dropped to his side and the healer took the cup from his hand. Arturus felt no pain; indeed, his mind and body were serenely calm. But he could not move a muscle.
 
   The healer looked at him. ‘Curious sensation, is it not?’
 
   He shook his head. ‘Such a waste. You have done great things, Arturus, and the Kurs are now feared and respected throughout Lithuania and north of the Dvina. We gave you a great gift in Lamekins that you allowed to blossom and for that you have our gratitude.
 
   ‘But you slaughtered our priests and treated our religion with disrespect, setting yourself up as a demigod among your own people. You are not a god; you are human. There are some among us who believe your soul should be cast into the underworld where it can be tormented for all eternity. But there are others, such as Perkunas, who wish you to feast at their right hand. You are indeed fortunate to have such powerful allies. Go now, Duke Arturus, they are waiting for you.’
 
   The old man with a hooked nose gently closed the eyes of Duke Arturus and folded his arms across his chest.
 
   Lamekins and the army arrived at Talsi two hours after Duke Arturus had died, the prince and the senior princes of the army paying their respects before the body was dressed in the duke’s armour and made ready for cremation. A huge funeral pyre was prepared on the slope in front of Talsi’s hill fort. The inhabitants of the town at the bottom of the hill, the thousands of Kur soldiers and the hundreds of refugees that had fled from the east stood in silence as the flames consumed the body of their duke, the man who had united the Kur people. There were few tears because Arturus had been feared rather than loved but sage minds among the crowd probably reflected on their own future now that the fearsome Duke Arturus had departed the world. Fortunately the man who had forged the army into such a fearsome weapon was still alive, though his own future was uncertain now that his lord and patron was dead.
 
   After the funeral the army’s commanders met in the fort’s great hall where they were joined by Torolf, formerly Arturus’ spymaster and ambassador who was also technically without a post. The agreed procedure was for the princes from every Kur district to assemble at Talsi to elect a new duke, an army general and his senior commanders. Such a meeting would take days to organise and its results weeks to implement, though the presence of the army meant that the vast majority of the princes were already in situ. As a result the whole business could be settled in a matter of days.
 
   ‘Bugger that,’ said Tadas, the commander of the medium foot, throwing a chicken bone on the floor. ‘Everyone knows who should be duke so let us decide among ourselves and get it over with. The army is with you, Duke Lamekins.’
 
   Lamekins looked uncomfortable but the others rapped their knuckles on the table to signal their support of Tadas’ proposal. Like him they were dressed in black, sported black beards and wore their hair long. Only Torolf with his red hair and beard presented a different appearance.
 
   ‘Common practice is for all the kingdom’s princes to have a say in who should become duke,’ stated Torolf.
 
   Tadas jerked a thumb towards the hall’s closed doors. ‘They are camped all around this fort, go and ask them who they want as duke, Torolf. They will say the same as me.’
 
   Valdas, the small, wiry commander of the Kur horsemen, nodded. ‘It is true, Torolf, my men desire Prince Lamekins to be duke.’
 
   ‘And what does Prince Lamekins himself think?’ asked Gintaras, the quietly spoken giant who commanded the axe men.
 
   All eyes turned towards Lamekins, the normally gregarious, adventurous general who had never been defeated in battle. His handsome features wore a frown as the burden of expectation weighed down on him.
 
   ‘I am in agreement with Ambassador Torolf.’
 
   Tadas threw up his arms then smashed a fist on the table. ‘I propose Prince Lamekins as the new Duke of Kurland.’
 
   Valdas grinned. ‘I second the proposal.
 
   ‘I am with my brother commanders,’ growled Gintaras.
 
   ‘Perhaps as an interim measure we might elect Prince Lamekins on a provisional basis,’ suggested Torolf, ‘subject to the appointment being ratified by a majority of princes at the earliest opportunity.’
 
   ‘What does that mean, “ratified”?’ asked Tadas.
 
   ‘To make official,’ answered Lamekins.
 
   ‘Well, Torolf,’ said Tadas, ‘we have no time for talking. Enemies have burned half of Kurland, killed our duke and threaten an invasion from the west.’
 
   ‘Decisions must be taken now,’ agreed Valdas, ‘even though the ashes of our fallen lord are still warm.’
 
   Once more all eyes turned to their new duke. Torolf nodded at Lamekins.
 
   ‘Very well,’ said the new duke. ‘First of all we need to think about the harvest. Men will have to return to their villages to gather in the crops, the more so now that the Oeselians have destroyed many villages along our Baltic coast. This will mean that the army’s numbers will be depleted and thus makes any offensive operations impossible.
 
   ‘On a more cheerful note the army of Ykintas and Mindaugas has been annihilated so I do not anticipate any aggression from them for the remainder of the year. Lord Valdas, you will lead five hundred horsemen to our eastern frontier to keep watch on the Sword Brothers at Mesoten. But do not initiate any aggression. You will be our eyes and ears along the border. Lord Torolf, what do your spies tell of events at Riga?’
 
   ‘No crusader army has arrived there as yet,’ Torolf responded. ‘Livonia’s leaders are more concerned with expanding their trading interests rather than fighting us. They have just signed an agreement with the Russians to that end.’
 
   ‘That serves our interests,’ said Valdas.
 
   Lamekins was not so sure. ‘Though the death of Bishop Albert was welcomed throughout Kurland whoever replaces him will, I have no doubt, renew the barbarians’ crusade against the free Lithuanian peoples.’
 
   ‘Who will replace that bastard Albert?’ asked Tadas as slaves brought food and more beer from the kitchens.
 
   Lamekins looked expectantly at Torolf.
 
   ‘There is no news as to who will rule at Riga,’ said the spy. ‘I believe that according to the barbarians’ religion whoever is archdeacon at Riga should become bishop. At the moment that position is held by Archdeacon Stefan, a man of womanly emotions who rarely ventures from the city.’
 
   As far as the warlords gathered around the table were concerned Torolf might as well have been speaking a foreign language when he began discussing the offices of the Catholic Church.
 
   There was a glint in Gintaras’ eye. ‘Perhaps we could raid Riga again to roast the backside of this womanly creature.’
 
   ‘No,’ said Lamekins forcefully, ‘I do not wish to provoke a nest of hornets while our own situation is far from desirable. We will leave the crusaders to their trade treaties and let them concentrate on choosing a new bishop. In this way we gain valuable time to restore Kurland to a position of strength.’
 
   Lamekins ended what had become his first council of war. Afterwards, in the gathering gloom of a summer dusk, his commanders assembled their princes in the great hall and demanded to know whom they would have as their next duke. The riotous assembly was led by the fiery Tadas, now quite drunk, who shouted that Arturus had regarded Lamekins as a brother, and so the late duke’s ‘brother’ should now be elected as the new leader of the Kurs. He dared any man who disagreed with him to step forward and declare why this should not be so. None did and soon the hall’s ancient timbers were shaking as the dozens of warriors stamped their feet and chanted Lamekin’s name to the rafters.
 
   *****
 
   ‘Who will be Bishop of Riga?’
 
   The Pope’s question echoed around the apse of the Lateran Palace, the vast, opulent official Roman residence of the pontiff. Rome was no longer the great imperial capital of the Roman Empire. Political and economic power in Italy had shifted to the north of the country, and the city’s failing economy was made worse by the unending local feuds between leading families that terrorised and exasperated the population in equal measure. And which the clergy itself was not above participating in. But Rome was the capital of the Catholic world and the church controlled almost all aspects of social, religious, economic and political life in the city. The Pope himself had the power to choose the senator, the person who governed the city.
 
   But today it was not the administration of Rome that concerned the pontiff but the vacant bishop’s chair at Riga. Gregory IX looked like a jovial old uncle, a man just shy of his sixtieth year with rosy cheeks and white hair and beard. Unlike many popes before him he was a deeply religious man who had been a personal friend of Francis of Assisi, the most humble and godly man of his age, and Dominic of Osma who before his death had founded the Dominican Order that preached the Gospel and fought heresy.
 
   Gregory looked at the assembled cardinals, powerful men clothed in purple and gold, the scions of Italy’s most influential families, who made up the Curia, or Papal court.
 
   ‘There appears to be but one candidate, Your Holiness,’ said Cardinal Gabrielle, ‘that proposed by the Archbishop of Bremen.’
 
   The Pope drummed his fingers on the elaborate carved arm of his chair.
 
   ‘The canon of Bremen Cathedral, yes, I know. The canon who is the pupil of the archbishop who happens to be a close friend and ally of the Buxhoeveden family, the same family who has, through the late, great Bishop Albert ruled Livonia for the past thirty years. His brother, Bishop Hermann, rules in Estonia and now Saxony’s most powerful family wishes to make the Baltic their personal fiefdom.’
 
   Gregory rose slowly from his chair, priests rushing forward to assist him. He waved them away.
 
   ‘I know that powerful families expect rewards for their loyalty but if we are to purge the Holy Church of its corrupt practices then we must resist the urge to take the easy route.’
 
   He stared briefly at his chair, the cathedra that was the seat of the Bishop of Rome, and looked around the great palace. Rome itself may have been full of crumbling, semi-derelict buildings but the Lateran Palace was a powerful statement of the wealth of the church. The eastern façade of the basilica was topped with fifteen large statues, the central figure being Jesus flanked by John the Baptist and John the Evangelist. The northern façade, at the end of the transept, had a magnificent double gallery with a painted ceiling. Above it were two bell towers. The basilica had five naves divided by massive stone columns supporting large arches. The twelve niches in the columns of the main nave held imposing marble statues of the Apostles. In the middle of the transept was the altar that only the Pope was allowed to use. It incorporated wood that had been part of a wooden altar used by St Peter, Christ’s chief disciple. And above the altar were the church’s most prized possessions: two silver reliquaries holding the skulls of St Peter and St Paul.
 
   ‘Power breeds corruption,’ said Gregory, ‘and corruption is like a poison that pollutes the living body of the Holy Church. We must return to a form of faith that is pure and not dependent upon wealth and patronage.’
 
   He brought his hands together as if to pray and bowed his head. His cardinals looked at each other and then at the Pope. Like him, who was a scion of the Segni family that originated in Lazio, they were members of great and ancient families who had purchased their way to the purple. They saw little wrong in patronage, wealth or the exercising of power. Piety and purity were noble aims but not if they interfered with their duties. And the Pope was hardly a walking example of humility. He wore red and white because those colours denoted purity and supremacy. Thus under his white linen robe he wore red stockings and shoes and over the robe a red mantle. But on his head he wore a gold tiara and a solid-gold pectoral cross dangled from a gold chain hanging around his neck.
 
   Gregory opened his eyes and walked back to his chair.
 
   ‘We must look to the teachings of Christ for our inspiration and listen to the words of those who do not seek advancement or earthly reward.’
 
   As scribes sitting at desks behind the Pope recorded his every word Gregory pointed to one of his cardinals, a man of ancient appearance with long fingernails.
 
   ‘Cardinal Luigi, who is the individual who assumed responsibility in Livonia when Bishop Albert fell ill?’
 
   The stooped figure of the cardinal shuffled forward and bowed his head.
 
   ‘Archdeacon Stefan, most Holy Father, the late bishop’s nephew and therefore also a member of the Buxhoeveden family.’
 
   ‘And yet he does not seek the mitre himself,’ said the Pope, ‘but has petitioned for another to become Bishop of Riga, whose name escapes me.’
 
   ‘Abbot Nicholas, most holy father,’ stated Luigi.
 
   ‘What do we know of this Nicholas?’ asked the Pope.
 
   ‘Almost nothing, most holy father,’ replied Luigi.
 
   ‘Almost nothing,’ reflected the Pope, ‘a most sad state of affairs. For too long we here in Rome have been concerned with the trappings of power, which has resulted in us neglecting the outlying areas of Christendom.’
 
   He opened his arms. ‘And the result? Heresy has been allowed to flourish like weeds in an ill-maintained garden.’
 
   Gregory was obsessed with suppressing heresy and a year before had decreed that ‘hardened heretics’, happily a vague term, should be burnt at the stake. And only months before he had brought the Cathars, a heretical group in southern France that had not only ridiculed the Catholic Church but, far worse, had refused to pay the tithe tax, to heel after a bloody crusade. Thousands of Cathars had been burnt at the stake for their heresy and apostasy, the newly established Inquisition taking a leading role in the great purge.
 
   ‘I have, with great difficulty, suppressed the Cathar heresy,’ continued Gregory, ‘and indicated to the whole world that not even the highest prince is above the Holy Church.’
 
   The cardinals looked at each other and wore false smiles. The Pope was referring to the excommunication of Frederick II two years earlier. Young, brave and impetuous, he had been created Holy Roman Emperor and had promised to undertake a crusade to recover Jerusalem. But Frederick was wilful and did not take kindly to being told what to do.
 
   ‘The Holy Roman Empire is not the plaything of one man,’ said Gregory firmly, alluding to Frederick doing just that. ‘It is the unity of all Christians in Europe within a single entity and as such is the responsibility not only of the emperor but also the Holy Church.’
 
   The bickering between the Pope and the emperor had come to a head two years before, resulting in Gregory excommunicating Frederick for his refusal to lead a crusade to the holy land. Upon being excommunicated Frederick then took ship for the Holy Land with an army, further infuriating the Pope. The schism between the two showed no sign of healing.
 
   ‘If only the Holy Roman Emperor was of the same calibre as Bishop Albert,’ lamented the Pope, ‘may God bless his soul. We could all learn much from Bishop Albert, a man who created Livonia from nothing except his faith, which was rewarded by the Lord. I am determined that the next Bishop of Riga should carry on his divine work.’
 
   ‘Most holy father,’ said Cardinal Luigi, ‘may I remind you of the charges levelled at the Sword Brothers by Archdeacon Stefan.’
 
   He turned and held out his hand, into which a clerk pressed a parchment.
 
   ‘Witchcraft, heresy and sedition to name but three.’
 
   The cardinals shook their heads as Gregory leaned back in his chair.
 
   ‘Serious charges,’ he said. ‘But I am mindful that the Sword Brothers were created by Bishop Albert and have for over twenty years battled the pagans in Livonia. Clearly we need more information before I can make a decision on the Sword Brothers.’
 
   He smiled at a younger cardinal with a pale face and fair hair.
 
   ‘Cardinal Rufus, is your student here?’
 
   The cardinal bowed his head. ‘He is, most holy father.’
 
   ‘Then let him enter.’
 
   The cardinal instructed a clerk to fetch the tall, austere figure that had been pacing up and down in the basilica. When he was brought into the Pope’s presence he presented a radical departure from the rich apparel worn by the cardinals and priests of the Curia. He wore a simple white habit that was undyed because dyes were expensive and smacked of luxury. And like all Cistercians he was tonsured, his crown shaved with only a band of hair above the ears to symbolise Christ’s crown of thorns. But most noticeable was his wild eyes, which gave him a maniacal appearance.
 
   ‘Most Holy Father,’ said Cardinal Rufus, ‘this is Brother Baldwin from the monastery of Alna in Belgium, inquisitor during the late crusade against the Cathars.’
 
   Baldwin fell to his knees and then lay on the floor before the Pope, extending his arms outwards to prostrate himself before the Bishop of Rome.
 
   ‘Get up,’ commanded Gregory.
 
   Baldwin scrambled to his feet as the cardinals behind him smirked.
 
   ‘You come highly recommended, Baldwin of Alna.’
 
   ‘My only purpose is to serve God,’ stated Baldwin loudly.
 
   ‘You will go to Livonia in the capacity of my vice-legate, exercising full powers in accordance with that position. You will report back to me regarding Abbot Nicholas, Livonia and the Sword Brothers. The Curia’s Chancery will issue you with the requisite papers of authority.’
 
   ‘Yes, Most Holy Father,’ said Baldwin.
 
   ‘Most Holy Father,’ interrupted Cardinal Luigi, ‘you may be interested to know that the city fathers of Riga have recently agreed a trade treaty with numerous Russian princes that will greatly benefit church finances in Livonia.’
 
   The Pope tapped the arm of his chair. ‘Baldwin, you will go to Riga and remind the city fathers that the Russians are apostates and therefore the enemies of the Catholic Church. You will further remind them that Livonia exists only because a servant of the Holy Church planted the seed of faith among the heathens. It is God’s kingdom, not theirs. Inform them of that. You will depart Rome tonight and may God go with you.’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3
 
   It had been five years since Kristjan had fled Dorpat in the aftermath of his lost war against the Sword Brothers. After briefly visiting Odenpah to relieve it of the gold buried by his father behind the great hall he had ridden to Lake Peipus where he had taken boat to the lake’s eastern shore – the Kingdom of Novgorod. There the gods had supplied him with a guide and helper, a fisherman by the name of Dmitriy Hoidja, an honest, hard-working individual with a kindly face, full beard and the thick forearms that were a hallmark of his trade.
 
   They had formed a bond of mutual respect that had turned into friendship when they had travelled to Novgorod together, Hoidja convincing Kristjan that his gold would be better spent not on raising men to fight the Sword Brothers but establishing a business that would make the young firebrand wealthy enough to raise a small army should he wish to do so. That business was the trapping of animals for their fur, specifically the grey squirrel pelts the Catholics of Europe had an insatiable demand for and which commanded a high price. The pelts of ermine, sable, black fox, beaver and marten were also purchased but it was the pelts of the northern grey squirrel that fetched the highest prices.
 
   The partnership between Hoidja and Kristjan was based on mutual trust. Hoidja stayed in Novgorod to oversee the processing of the hundreds of pelts supplied by Kristjan during his hunting and trapping expeditions in the northern wastes of Karelia. After being dried and made pliable Hoidja organised the sale of the pelts to the many German merchants residing in Novgorod. Kristjan trusted Hoidja to sell the pelts he supplied at a reasonable price, though in truth he cared little for business and even less for profits.
 
   Hoidja picked up a list drawn up by one of his clerks and examined it. The document consisted of writing on a sheet of birch bark, which was widely used among the city’s scribes. He thanked God that his father had taught him the rudiments of reading, without which he would not have been able to understand the words on the bark. He had a few clerks of course but he liked to know the ins and outs of the business he was overseeing. And that business was expanding rapidly.
 
   Hoidja handed the bark to Kristjan seated on the other side of the table.
 
   ‘Another good year, my friend. At this rate we will be able to purchase a house within the Kremlin’s walls.’
 
   Kristjan gave the document a cursory glance before laying it on the table.
 
   ‘Who wants to live in the Kremlin?’
 
   ‘Prince Mikhail himself lives in the Kremlin,’ replied Hoidja. ‘It would be a sign that we have attained acceptance into Novgorod’s high society.’
 
   Kristjan sighed. ‘Who desires that?’
 
   Hoidja frowned at the powerfully built man opposite with the scarred cheek and silver torc around his neck. He worried that the winters spent in Karelia were turning his friend into a wild animal, not least because of the followers that Kristjan had gathered around him, which in his opinion were a bad lot. Some were lounging in the courtyard below: feral, merciless men who had a liking for weapons and violence and who were not afraid to indulge their vices on a whim.
 
   ‘You do not like these quarters?’ asked Kristjan.
 
   He looked around at the well-appointed office, on the first floor of a spacious two-storey house in one of the more desirable parts of the city. It was surrounded by a timber wall with a single gate giving entry to a courtyard enclosed by three sides of the house. On one side were stables and storerooms. Hoidja kept a small staff and as he had no family the house was really bigger than he needed.
 
   ‘I like them very much,’ smiled Hoidja.
 
   ‘You need a family to fill it,’ said Kristjan bluntly.
 
   Hoidja smiled politely but his eyes registered pain, albeit for a few seconds. He did not like to be reminded of his dead wife and child.
 
   ‘Perhaps you and Hella will make it your home, Kristjan, and fill it with children. Then I can become their old and doting uncle.’
 
   Kristjan gave him a faint smile. He had rescued Hella from a gang of ‘crows’ – bandits – in Karelia and since then she had been his lover, confidante and soul mate. Where he went she went, and he had no intention of settling down, least of all in Novgorod. Hella, which meant ‘gentle’, was anything but. She may have had long blonde locks and eyes as blue as any lake but she knew how to use a bow, knife and axe and was as fierce and proud as her people.
 
   ‘Perhaps you should live in Karelia,’ suggested Kristjan, ‘the air does not stink as it does here.’
 
   ‘Live in a tent in an endless frozen wasteland for months on end? I’m too old for that.’
 
   Raised voices came from the courtyard – mocking laughter and hoots of derision. Kristjan sprang from his chair and went to the shuttered window. He had heard those tones before. He stared down to see his men surrounding three others, one dressed in finery the other two wearing mail and armed with swords and shields. Kristjan’s men, all armed but with their weapons still in their scabbards or tucked in their belts, were prodding the finely dressed man and daring his guards to stop them.
 
   Hoidja was suddenly beside Kristjan. ‘Saints preserve us, call off your dogs.’
 
   Kristjan placed two fingers in his mouth and blew, the whistle gaining his men’s attention.
 
   ‘Stand down,’ he commanded.
 
   The shabbily dressed men who formed Kristjan’s warlords sneered and slowly withdrew from the trio.
 
   ‘Boar,’ called Kristjan, ‘take them to the nearest alehouse but try not to cause any trouble.’
 
   Boar was the biggest of the group and Kristjan’s deputy. He pointed an oversized hand at the gates.
 
   ‘You heard him.’
 
   ‘We ain’t got no money, lord,’ shouted Skinner.
 
   Hoidja’s steward came nervously from the house’s entrance, a boy scurrying after him. Hoidja called down to Boar.
 
   ‘If you come up to my office, just you mind, I will issue you with sufficient funds. In the meantime please refrain from molesting my guests.’
 
   ‘If you give us enough money we’ll molest some whores,’ grinned Tracker, a miserable creature but an individual who more than lived up to his name.
 
   The steward ushered the guests into the house while the boy took the horses to the stables. Hoidja turned away from the window and returned to his seat. He was far from happy.
 
   ‘You should leave your dogs in Karelia, Kristjan. They are a bloodbath waiting to happen.’
 
   Kristjan returned to his chair.
 
   ‘My “dogs”, as you call them, control my men who in turn collect pelts, guard them from ‘crows’ and escort them all the way here so you can sell them. They are a bit rough round the edges, I will agree, but without them we would have no business.’
 
   There was a knock at the door and before waiting for an answer the giant frame of Boar was standing before Hoidja. He was even more intimidating close up, his black leather sleeveless tunic, black boots and leggings giving him the appearance of an assassin. His hair and beard were long, his eyes wild. Hoidja took a pouch full of silver from his belt and tossed it at him.
 
   ‘Try not to arouse the wrath of the city authorities.’
 
   Boar grinned. ‘My men and I thank you, lord.’
 
   He bowed his head to Hoidja and Kristjan and departed, brushing passed the steward who appeared in the doorway.
 
   Kristjan smiled. If Hoidja was like a father to him then his commanders were his brothers. Boar, his right-hand man, Tracker the scout, Skinner an expert with a blade, Mongrel a skilled archer whose past was a mystery, and Tusk, the most fearless man he had ever met who liked to wrestle and cut out the tusks of walruses, hence his name.
 
   ‘The representative from the Peterhof awaits your pleasure, lord.’
 
   ‘Excellent,’ smiled Hoidja, ‘see to it he is put at ease before you bring him up. Engage him in conversation for a few moments. I’m sure the experience with Lord Kristjan’s brutes will have unnerved him.’
 
   The steward bowed and hurried from the room.
 
   ‘And offer his guards refreshments,’ Hoidja called after him.
 
   ‘What is the Peterhof?’ asked Kristjan.
 
   ‘The source of our wealth,’ answered Hoidja. ‘Twice each year, in the summer and winter, foreign merchants come to Novgorod to trade with the city’s merchants. They all reside in the Peterhof, which if you had bothered to learn anything about this city you would know is one of Novgorod’s districts.’
 
   Kristjan waved a hand dismissively at him. ‘I have no time for trivia.’
 
   Hoidja wagged a finger sternly at him.
 
   ‘The “trivia” to which you refer pays for all this,’ he gestured at the room with his hand, ‘and provides the money to pay your men. Do you know what the residents of the Peterhof trade?’
 
   Kristjan shrugged.
 
   ‘They exchange Flemish cloth, salt, wine, beer and metal products for squirrel pelts. But they pay me in silver and do you know why? Because the pelts you collect in Karelia are known for their soft and silky texture. This makes them ideal material for trimmings and linings.
 
   ‘The Germans call their mission in the Peterhof the Kontor. It has its own treasury, living quarters for merchants, their assistants and apprentices, offices, stalls, assembly house, warehouses, stables and church, all surrounded by a timber wall. Usually the city merchants go to the Kontor to trade their goods. To come to us is a great honour.’
 
   The first year of their joint enterprise had produced a tidy profit, the second year had yielded a handsome profit and the subsequent years had increased their fortunes substantially. Hoidja looked at his friend’s worn short-sleeved mail tunic and old cloak.
 
   ‘You should buy some new clothes as befitting your position, Kristjan.’
 
   Kristjan leaned back in his chair. ‘I like these clothes. I have no wish to dress like a Russian, no offence.’
 
   ‘Novgorod is a city where rich and important boyars have their homes and display their wealth. It rises in the world and we rise with it, my friend.’
 
   Kristjan was glad they were prospering, mainly because it made his friend happy. But he had grown up as the son of a tribal king and had never known a life of deprivation and hardship. As a result he had never concerned himself with wealth and commerce. As a boy his life had been filled with learning the skills of a warrior and as he grew into adulthood those skills had been put to use against the Sword Brothers. Now he used them against wild animals and ‘crows’ in Karelia but he had sworn to have his revenge against the Sword Brothers. He never talked of this with Hoidja because the older man became angry and berated him for living in the past instead of looking to the future. So he stayed silent and dreamt of the day when he would destroy the Sword Brothers. He stood and stretched out his arms.
 
   ‘I have no desire to meet with this German. Make sure you examine every piece of silver he gives you, I do not trust them.’
 
   Hoidja gave a slight shake of the head.
 
   ‘Before you go there is another matter I want to discuss with you. It concerns the purchase of flax fields outside the city.’
 
   The marshlands around Novgorod combined with the wet, humid weather of summer were ideal conditions for growing the long-stemmed flax the Russians used to make their clothing. And like Pskov to the south the abundance of the flax crop meant bales could be exported to Riga for onward shipment to Germany.
 
   ‘I have been thinking of expanding our business interests,’ explained Hoidja, ‘if that meets with your approval.’
 
   Kristjan walked around the desk and laid a hand on his friend’s shoulder.
 
   ‘Do whatever you think is right. Just have a care when dealing with Germans. I will assign more men to guard our warehouses and workshops.’
 
   ‘This is Novgorod, Kristjan,’ said Hoidja. ‘Our property is perfectly safe.’
 
   ‘Nowhere in this world is perfectly safe.’
 
   The son of Kalju looked towards the open window where the sound of church bells was drifting on the wind.
 
   ‘What’s that?’
 
   ‘A mass being held in Saint Sophia’s Cathedral. Prince Mikhail is leaving the city to ride to his domains in the south, which are threatened by a terrible people.’
 
   ‘What people?’ asked Kristjan, mildly interested.
 
   ‘Mongols,’ answered Hoidja. ‘They destroyed a huge Russian army a few years ago and now menace the lands far to the south of here. They are a terrible race by all accounts.’
 
   Kristjan touched his torc but said nothing as he nodded to his friend and walked from the room.
 
   Saint Sophia’s Cathedral – the Holy Wisdom of God – was bathed in bright sunshine that accentuated its grandeur and size. The cathedral, now nearly two hundred years old, had been constructed by master builders from Kiev but the building materials – fieldstone and undressed blocks of limestone set in a mortar of crushed brick and lime – were sourced locally. The exterior of the cathedral was an enormous mosaic of huge, coarsely trimmed irregular slabs. Snaking between the slabs was smoothly polished coloured mortar to give the outside of the building a multi-coloured façade. The interior of the five-domed cathedral contained five aisles, three of which ended in altar apses. The walls were decorated with frescoes of saints and prophets and the altar was adorned with mosaics of the saints and icons of the Apostles.
 
   But those paintings paled beside the exquisite icons filling the cathedral. These beautiful and elaborate paintings were, according to the Orthodox religion, ‘windows into the kingdom of God’. With a wooden base and a gold leaf background they depicted Christ, the Virgin Mary, scenes from the Bible and the lives of the Saints. Each one was venerated in its own right, with candles and oil lamps burning before it. They were kissed by worshippers, many of whom prostrated themselves before the elaborate, two-dimensional paintings. But today there was no room in Saint Sophia’s for worshippers to prostrate themselves for the cathedral was packed.
 
   The large congregation was made up of Novgorod’s wealthiest and most influential citizens – the leading boyars and merchants who made up the veche. This august body was a council that ruled the city in conjunction with Novgorod’s prince, though the fact that the veche appointed a prince indicated where the true power in the city lay. The prince’s palace was sited within the walls of the Kremlin. The veche met in the Yaroslav Court, a magnificence palace across the Volkhov River from the Kremlin and a constant reminder to the ruling prince that it watched over him.
 
   Though it was summer and the air inside the cathedral was warm and infused with the aroma of incense the members of the veche still wore their cloaks, tunics in the Byzantine style – narrow, wrist-length sleeves and a high-cut neckline – and dalmatics. The sleeves of the dalmatics were always shorter than the tunic underneath to show off both garments. Cloaks were clasped at the right shoulder with gold and silver pins and the garments beneath were a dazzling display of crimson, purple, azure, red and green. Even the boots worn by the veche’s members were brightly coloured, the only uniformity of appearance being the full beards sported by every man in the congregation – a visible sign of manhood among Russians.
 
   The beard of the man who led the service – Archbishop Spyridon – was heavily streaked with grey but his attire was no less grand than the richest member of his congregation. His mitre was decorated with gold and the precious metal was also woven into his red vestments, over which he wore a magnificent red phelonion. This long, wide vestment without sleeves had a hole in the middle for the head. It was made from spectacular damask imported from Constantinople and embroidered with pearls and radiant icons in thread wound with silver and gold. It was coloured scarlet to symbolise the robe the Roman soldiers put on Christ during his trial before Pontius Pilate.
 
   Spyridon’s deep voice beseeched God to safeguard Prince Mikhail during his forthcoming trial in the south against the Mongols, the devil’s servants. The congregation made the same plea with their minds for they had heard of the terrible atrocities committed by the Mongols when they captured a city. As the archbishop spoke his priests swung their incense burners to and fro, producing clouds of smoke that ascended towards the ancient roof. The frankincense and myrrh that burned on the hot charcoal inside the censers filled the cathedral with incense that represented prayer rising up to God like smoke.
 
   The service lasted for three hours and after it was over Mikhail, now purified and blessed, spoke to the high members of the veche outside the bronze-plated doors of the cathedral. The prince’s guards, their teardrop-shaped shields decorated with the arms of Novgorod – two black bears either side of a throne on a red background – looked bored as the congregation filed past him, bowing their heads as they did so.
 
   The four men who stood with the prince were the most powerful men of the veche who made up the body’s Council of Lords.
 
   ‘I was surprised that your son was not present for the service, highness.’
 
   Yaroslav Nevsky, scion of one of Novgorod’s most ancient and influential boyar families, was abrupt and to the point.
 
   Mikhail stiffened slightly at the reminder that the man he had chosen to rule in his place had not even bothered to walk the short distance from the palace to Saint Sophia cathedral.
 
   ‘He had urgent matters to attend to,’ Mikhail replied curtly.
 
   ‘I would urge his attendance at the meeting of the veche this afternoon, highness,’ suggested the man standing beside Yuri.
 
   Approaching eighty, Akim Chudin had seen many princes come and go over the years. His frail body gave the impression of an addled mind but he was both wise and alert and it was an unwise ruler who made an enemy of him.
 
   ‘He will be there,’ stated Mikhail. ‘I hope I can rely on your support in my absence.’
 
   ‘Of that you can be assured,’ stated Pavel Tverdislavich, the seventy-year-old father of the mayor of Pskov and a man very different from his dissolute son.
 
   Mikhail smiled and marched off back to his palace, his guards forming a phalanx around him.
 
   Sasha Zavidich, the fourth of the group, sighed. ‘I wonder what “urgent business” deprived us of the company of the prince’s son?’
 
   ‘It would be better if the son departed and Prince Mikhail remained in Novgorod,’ said Pavel. ‘Nothing good will come of leaving his son to rule in his place.’
 
   ‘His son will not be ruling in his place,’ interjected Akim, ‘he will be guided by the Council of Lords and the other members of the veche. Prince Mikhail knows this, which is why he has appointed Yaroslav to be his adviser.’
 
   The old man smiled at Yaroslav Nevsky whose thin face wore a worried expression.
 
   ‘Has anyone informed the prince’s son of this?’ asked Sasha.
 
   Yaroslav Nevsky was the youngest of the group at two years shy of forty. By popular choice the veche had appointed him Tysiatskii, the ‘Thousandman’, the commander of Novgorod’s military resources and the most important man after the prince himself. Everyone liked the courteous and noble Yaroslav Nevsky, which is why Mikhail had asked him to be his son’s adviser in his absence. Everyone also respected Prince Mikhail but everyone knew that he had a great weakness: an inability to see any wrong in his son Rostislav.
 
   She had moaned when he had used his tongue to pleasure her but now she squealed when he penetrated her, thrusting energetically with his hips to send the woman he loved into ecstasy. He growled when she dug her fingernails into his back, drawing blood as spasms of elation convulsed her. Rostislav thrust deeper into her body, his heart pounding in his chest as he reduced the beauty beneath him to a quivering wreck. He shoved hard and in response her back arched, her eyes closed and breathless moans came from her mouth.
 
   He bit her neck and breasts, taking her nipples in his mouth as their bodies became covered in sweat. All notions of time and place disappeared as their wet, entwined bodies thrashed around on the bed in an effort to wring every last sensation from the experience before the inevitable climax came.
 
   Ola was first to reach the pinnacle of sexual fulfilment, her lithe body convulsing as an incontrollable wave of pure joy shot from her loins to engulf her every fibre. She wanted to scream but such was her breathlessness that a succession of low grunts came from her mouth as Rostislav filled her with his seed. He grunted like a demented pig as he rammed his manhood into her like a frenzied warrior stabbing an opponent in battle. Empty, he collapsed on top of her and then rolled off to lie beside her, both of them panting as they gasped for air.
 
   For the first few minutes neither could speak so drained were they. But after their heart rates had subsided Ola rose naked from the bed and walked over to a water jug on the table. She poured herself a cup and gulped it down before taking the jug over to the bed.
 
   ‘Drink, lover?’
 
   Rostislav, his manhood now shrivelled and useless, nodded whereupon she emptied the jug over him, laughing as she did so. He jumped from the bed, anger in his eyes. She laughed again and his anger disappeared. He raced round the bed and scooped her up in his arms, kissing her on the lips.
 
   ‘I will have you again for that,’ he promised.
 
   She pressed her body into his.
 
   ‘Does the princeling have the energy?’
 
   He smiled and kissed her full lips. ‘Always.’
 
   She pulled away and picked up her dress from the floor, the one that he had ripped off her earlier. She frowned when she saw that the long rubakhe was torn.
 
   ‘You will have to buy me a new one.’
 
   He pulled on his leggings and grinned. ‘When I am prince you will have what you desire, flame of my loins.’
 
   There was a banging on the door.
 
   ‘What?’ shouted Rostislav angrily.
 
   ‘His highness Prince Mikhail requests your presence in the throne room, lord,’ came the reply.
 
   Rostislav pulled on his boots. ‘Duty calls.’
 
   He put on his tunic, strapped on his sword belt and took Ola in his arms. He stroked her black hair still wet from their lovemaking. He smiled, kissed her on the lips and walked from his bedchamber.
 
   He found his father pacing in the palace’s voluminous throne room, a great red banner showing the insignia of Novgorod hanging on the wall behind the two wooden thrones on the dais. The prince stopped when his son strolled into the chamber.
 
   ‘Why weren’t you in church?’ growled the prince. ‘You absence was noted.’
 
   ‘Important matters pertaining to the garrison, father,’ smiled Rostislav. ‘We must look to the city’s defences if these heathens, these Mongols, approach Novgorod.’
 
   ‘I go to Chernigov to prevent such a thing,’ said his father, ‘but in my place you must be more mindful of the city’s customs and traditions. In particular you must heed the voice of the veche.’
 
   Rostislav smiled. ‘Of course, father.’
 
   ‘This afternoon we will go to the veche where you will be officially instated as the temporary prince of the city in my absence.’
 
   At that moment a beaming, glowing Ola swept into the throne room, her black hair having been brushed to give it a vivid lustre. The prince smiled as she went up to him and planted a kiss on his cheek.
 
   ‘How’s my favourite daughter?’
 
   She smiled at him. ‘Oh, father, I am your only daughter.’
 
   ‘Were that not the case you would still be my favourite,’ he replied.
 
   He beckoned over his son as he placed an arm around his daughter’s shoulders. When he came close he did the same to Rostislav.
 
   ‘While I am away I want you to take care of your brother, Ola, he will have the great weight of responsibility to carry.’
 
   Ola glanced at Rostislav. ‘I promise I will do everything I can to make him happy, father.’
 
   *****
 
   Narva had fallen without a fight in the aftermath of Reval’s capture; its garrison under the rogue Dietrich von Kivel having melted away like its commander. No one knew where the German mercenary was. Some said he had been killed at Reval; others swore that they had seen him briefly in Narva in the days after the Sword Brothers and Oeselians had captured Reval. But no one could say for sure. Grand Master Volquin had sent a mounted column east in the days following the capture of Reval, which had included Conrad, Hans and Anton. But it and they had found Narva to be empty aside from a miserable collection of civilians who begged them for food. So Narva fell to the Sword Brothers for a second time and Wierland was at peace at last.
 
   But in the months afterwards Master Franz, Narva’s castellan, sent reports to Grand Master Volquin detailing attacks against settlements by bandits based in the forests of Alutaguse. An area sparse in human habitation, the Alutaguse comprised dense pine forests, marshes and bogs and almost no meadows. Located north of Lake Peipus it was nicknamed the ‘bears’ den’ for its high population of the animals. But it was also home to a large number of wolves, flying squirrels, elk, wild boar, mink and foxes.
 
   After he had returned from raiding Kurland Conrad, as Marshal of Estonia, liaised with Franz concerning wiping out the bandits in the Alutaguse. Those they had terrified reported that they masqueraded as followers of King Kalev. Kalev was a figure of Estonian mythology, a giant who had rid the land of foreign invaders. Conrad had suspected and hoped that this ‘king’ was von Kivel but whoever he was he had to be dealt with before the whole of eastern Wierland was emptied of people. The plan was for the garrison of Narva to attack the bandits from the north while Conrad and his men launched an offensive from the east. Caught between two groups they would be easily wiped out. Unfortunately no one had reckoned with the Alutaguse.
 
   Conrad had spent many years campaigning in the forests of Livonia, Estonia and Lithuania. But very little fighting was done in the forests themselves. Forests were advantageous for small groups of soldiers to hide in, to conceal themselves behind a curtain of green. But forests inhibited the free movement of large bodies of troops, to say nothing of armies. Conrad remembered the words of Lukas, now Master of Reval, the brother knight who had trained him at Wenden, concerning fighting among trees.
 
   ‘Dense forests should be avoided like the plague because you will be like a blind man fighting against a man with his eyesight.’
 
   Conrad shook his head as he tripped on a dead branch and nearly stumbled. The field of view through the vision slits of his helm was restricted anyway but the dense foliage reduced it further. He glanced left and right to see if Hans and Anton were still there. He was comforted when he saw their white surcoats highlighted against the greens of the forest. His leg caught on a clump of wildflowers. He cursed. This was like wading through waist-deep mud. The branches of the evergreens were hanging almost to the ground. He walked around one, being careful not to snare his surcoat or scabbard on it. This forest must be as old as time itself.
 
   The air was warm and heavy with the scent of pine and he was sweating in his gambeson, aketon and the chain mail covering his head, body and limbs. He gripped his sword and clutched his shield close to his body. As the three of them inched forward he felt a thousand eyes on him. The twigs they stepped on and snapped made noises that echoed through the trees. They might as well have taken off their helmets and shouted to the enemy that the Sword Brothers were coming to kill them. But the enemy, lying unseen and silent among the foliage, already knew that. The tension was unbearable as he continued to walk very slowly, his eyes straining to detect any signs of movement ahead. There were none.
 
   They were close; he could taste it. Apart from his thumping heart and the crunch that came when he stepped on bone-dry pine needles or twigs there was an ominous quiet, like the world drawing its breath before it unleashed a maelstrom.
 
   Thud.
 
   He heard the sound, felt the impact on his left arm and stared in morbid fascination at the axe head protruding from his splintered shield. Then he heard the war cries. They shouted the name of Taara, the Estonian God of War, as they charged at the three Sword Brothers. It was not a mad rush because there were too many low branches so they walked forward with grim determination. Most were bareheaded, their hair hanging to their shoulders, their beards long and unruly. They wore green and brown leggings and tunics. Almost none had armour save for a helmet and only half had shields, the majority bearing a boar insignia – the symbol of Wierland. But suddenly the forest seemed full of them as they advanced to slay the three Sword Brothers. To make themselves more intimidating they had smeared their faces with charcoal to blacken their skin so it matched the colour of their wild beards. Most were armed with hand axes, a few with short spears.
 
   Conrad held his shield before him as an enemy warrior swung an axe at it, the Sword Brother snapping it back at the last second so his opponent sliced only air. Before the warrior could react Conrad thrust his sword forward in a lightning-fast movement to drive the point into the man’s exposed right side. The metal entered his body just below the armpit, causing him to drop his axe. But Conrad had no time to finish him off as a brute gripping a spear with both hands attacked him on his right side. Conrad turned sharply and sidestepped to avoid the spear blade, making a vertical cut with his sword that sliced open the warrior’s neck as he stumbled past.
 
   Conrad’s shield, still carrying the embedded axe, was split in two by another Wierlander who brought his own axe down from an overhead position to strike Conrad’s shoulder. He saw the blur of the metal at the last moment and instinctively brought up the shield to halt the blow. The move was successful but his shield was useless. He threw it aside and pulled out the axe tucked into his belt. Four more of the enemy were surrounding him, grinning and leering as they launched their attacks simultaneously.
 
   Crack, crack, crack.
 
   The air was suddenly filled with crossbow bolts and Conrad remained dead still. It ran counter to his training that had taught him the basic tenet of swordsmanship is that a man is always in motion and never at rest, but to suddenly dart left and right would be to invite certain death as the deadly missiles flew through the air to hit Wierlanders. The four surrounding Conrad collapsed to the ground in seconds as those fighting Hans and Anton were similarly laid low. A tall, stocky man a few paces from Conrad tucked his shield into his body and crouched low to make himself a small target. He bellowed in triumph as a crossbow bolt slammed into the shield, lodging in the wood. He advanced towards Conrad but crumbled to the ground when another bolt went into his eye socket.
 
   The Wierlanders had had enough. Those still alive – who numbered less than half a dozen – turned tail and fled. None escaped. All were shot and felled by two bolts or more, falling flat on their painted faces. Conrad pulled off his helmet as a familiar face appeared beside him.
 
   ‘You took your time.’
 
   Leatherface was indignant. ‘Tramping through all this undergrowth is taxing. Besides, we were ordered not to get too close otherwise the enemy might not take the bait. Who said that, let me think? Oh, yes, it was you.’
 
   Conrad held up a hand. ‘All right, all right.’
 
   Around them a score of crossbowmen and the same number of spearmen, all members of the ‘bishop’s bastards’, had established a cordon and were checking the bodies. Hans and Anton, sweat running down their faces, came over to their friend. Conrad embraced them.
 
   ‘All is well?’ he asked.
 
   Hans nodded.
 
   ‘Just in the nick of time,’ Anton said to Leatherface. ‘Another minute and we would have been carrion for crows.’
 
   Leatherface grinned. ‘You were never in danger, Master Anton, me and my boys had you all covered.’
 
   A spearmen walked up and saluted Conrad. ‘One is still alive, lord.’
 
   The ‘bastards’ were all Germans, originally ragtag crusaders but now well-trained and equipped soldiers of the Army of the Wolf. But nearly all of them had taken Estonian wives and had adopted local customs, including wearing their hair long. Many also now had children that were, aside from their Christianity, more Estonian than German. Conrad and the others followed the soldier to where a Wierlander, a crossbow bolt lodged in his back, lay on his side, blood oozing from his mouth. Another spearman was knelt beside him holding a water bottle to his lips. The man coughed.
 
   ‘Where is your leader?’ demanded Conrad. ‘Was he with you when you attacked? Where is your camp?’
 
   The warrior looked up at Conrad and smiled. ‘King Kalev will send you to the underworld, Sword Brother. You think I would betray my king?’
 
   He suddenly groaned and grimaced as pain racked his body, flopping on to his back and dying before their eyes.
 
   ‘Do you want to continue into the forest, Conrad?’ asked Hans.
 
   Conrad shook his head. ‘No, we return to camp and recommence in the morning.’
 
   ‘You three going to be bait tomorrow as well?’ queried Leatherface.
 
   Conrad nodded. ‘The more we kill the more chance we have of stamping out this rebellion.’
 
   But over the following seven days they encountered few Wierlanders as they advanced deeper into the Alutaguse, several of the ‘bastards’ spraining ankles in the dark, damp forest and a couple suffering broken bones.
 
   ‘We are chasing shadows,’ said Conrad on the evening of the seventh day as he and the others sat round a campfire. ‘We will withdraw in the morning. I see no reason to waste our time here.’
 
   ‘What about the bandits, Conrad?’ asked Hans.
 
   ‘As soon as we leave they will begin attacking the villages again,’ added Anton.
 
   ‘What is needed is a detachment of horsemen that can react to bandit incursions,’ said Conrad. ‘The so-called King Kalev and his followers will be reluctant to leave the safety of this forest if they know that they stand a good chance of being intercepted by mailed knights.’
 
   ‘Where are you going to get them from?’ asked Leatherface. ‘Your garrison numbers only three brother knights, you included, and I doubt if Grand Master Volquin will be in a position to spare you any men.’
 
   ‘He’s right there, Conrad,’ said Anton.
 
   ‘Grand Master Volquin will be accommodating,’ insisted Conrad, ‘now that Reval has fallen and our order has a port through which it can benefit from trade.’
 
   ‘Good luck with that,’ sniffed Leatherface.
 
   Frustrated that they could not find the bandit’s base and having suffered casualties they withdrew to Kassinurme where they received a warm welcome from Andres, Duke of Jerwen, and now a family man. His wide-hipped, rosy cheeked young wife cradled her male twins and grinned sheepishly at Conrad as the toddlers clutched at her ample bosom. He walked forward and kissed her on the cheek, causing her to blush.
 
   ‘You are most welcome, Susi,’ said Andres, walking forward and embracing his lord and friend. Warriors in the towers of his stronghold cheered and banged the base of their spear shafts on the wooden timbers as Andres embraced Hans and Anton and then ushered them into his hall. Young boys, bare footed and long haired, took the party’s horses to the stables as a steward invited the ‘bastards’ to follow their leaders into the hall. The day was warm and dry, though the mornings were cool now that autumn was approaching.
 
   Inside the hall Leatherface laughed and joked with Andres’ wife and teased her children as her husband ordered servants to bring food and drink to the feasting hall. He had also noticed a number of the ‘bastards’ being assisted from their horses and hobbling to the benches in the hall.
 
   ‘And bring a healer to look at the soldiers’ injuries.’
 
   Andres had always been a stout individual but Conrad thought he was now erring towards being overweight. Life as Duke of Jerwen was obviously agreeing with him. The lord of Kassinurme flopped down into a huge wooden chair at the top table in his hall. Behind him, hanging on the wall, was a great banner showing a bear – the symbol of Jerwen and the flag that had seen many battles as part of the Army of the Wolf.
 
   The hall had the pleasing aroma of leather, rushes and pine.
 
   ‘You look well, my friend,’ said Conrad.
 
   Servants began piling food on the table: bloodless white sausages on a wooden platter, bread, cheese, hot soup, rye bread and small pies filled with a mixture of meat. Others brought great earthenware jugs filled with beer and honey mead. Hans rubbed his hands with glee and picked up a sausage.
 
   ‘Hold, Hans,’ said Conrad, ‘what day is it?’
 
   His friend looked confused. ‘Day?’
 
   ‘Friday, I think,’ offered Anton.
 
   Conrad nodded. ‘That’s what I thought. We don’t eat meat on Fridays according to the rules of our order. You remember them, Hans?’
 
   His lean friend looked at the sausage and then Conrad before examining the fare on offer.
 
   ‘But there is no fish.’
 
   ‘Fetch Brother Hans some fish,’ ordered Andres.
 
   Leatherface grinned, leaned over and took the sausage from Hans’ hand.
 
   ‘Too much religion is bad for a man, I’ve always said.’
 
   Hans grumbled under his breath and began devouring a loaf of bread and a large chunk of cheese, washed down with liberal quantities of beer as the chatter and the food and drink loosened tongues. Conrad told Andres about the bandits and King Kalev.
 
   ‘There is no such person, Susi,’ the ruler of the Jerwen assured him. ‘Kalev is part of our myths. No one would call himself Kalev for to do so would be to invite the wrath of the gods.’
 
   Andres suddenly remembered that he was a Christian, not a pagan.
 
   ‘Or so many believe, Susi.’
 
   Conrad smiled. ‘A thousand years of beliefs cannot be eradicated overnight, my friend, nor should they be. But whoever this Kalev is he presents a threat to all of us.’
 
   He took a sip of beer and caught the eye of Leatherface opposite him.
 
   ‘I have been giving your words some thought.’
 
   The mercenary belched. ‘That’ll be a first.’
 
   ‘The forest these bandits hide in is too large and dense for small forces to find them. But, if left alone, they will continue to terrorise those villagers nearby. And after they have emptied the nearest villages they will venture further afield, perhaps into Jerwen and Harrien.’
 
   ‘Let them come,’ said Andres, ‘they will find a Jerwen reception not to their liking.’
 
   ‘I was thinking more of keeping them away from your borders, Andres, and from Riki’s for that matter.’
 
   ‘You will muster your army for a campaign in the Alutaguse, Susi?’
 
   ‘No, my friend.’
 
   Andres frowned. ‘Then what?’
 
   Conrad tore off a piece of the loaf in front of him and dipped it in his bowl of vegetable broth before pushing it into his mouth. It was good to taste real food again after the threadbare rations he had been living off in the forest. He finished eating before answering.
 
   ‘I will make no call upon your war band, Andres. All I ask is thirty Jerwen, all men in their late teens or early twenties, unmarried, who can ride a horse. Not just sit in a saddle, mind, but who can wield a sword, axe or spear when on horseback. And who have a liking for fighting.’
 
   Andres grinned. ‘All Jerwen men like to fight.’
 
   ‘I will ask the same of Riki and Hillar and the combined force will be based in Wierland near the Alutaguse to guard against bandit incursions.’
 
   ‘Very sensible,’ nodded Leatherface, ‘we’ll make a general out of you yet, Master Conrad.’
 
   Conrad ignored him. ‘They will be trained to fight like mailed knights to track down and slaughter every bandit that shows his miserable face outside that cursed forest.’
 
   ‘The forest is not cursed, wolf spirit.’
 
   They all turned to see a fat old man standing near the table dressed in a threadbare brown tunic and a cloak of the same colour hanging from his shoulders. A man with piggy eyes and a nose like a pig’s snout – Rustic – the old mystic who lived in the sacred grove near Andres’ stronghold. He had seemingly appeared out of thin air. Andres immediately jumped up and offered him a seat.
 
   ‘I am not stopping, lord, I merely came to visit your children.’
 
   He walked over to where Andres’s wife was holding her bawling offspring. They suddenly ceased their wailing, staring with innocent blue eyes at the foul old man standing over them. He gently brushed their cheeks.
 
   ‘You did not find the bears’ den to your liking, wolf spirit.’
 
   ‘No, sir,’ replied Conrad.
 
   ‘That’s because you have no business there. It is not a place for men.’
 
   ‘King Kalev would disagree with you,’ said Anton.
 
   Rustic fished something out of his robe and handed it to Andres’ wife.
 
   ‘This will help them with their teething, daughter. The gods go with you.’
 
   A servant placed a platter of cooked fish in front of Hans, who beamed with delight. Rustic turned and gestured with a hand that Andres should retake his seat. He walked to stand beside Hans and picked up a handful of fish, shoving it into his mouth.
 
   ‘And what would you know of the legends of this land, man of iron?’ Rustic said to Anton. ‘Did you see Kalev in the Alutaguse?’
 
   Anton shook his head. Rustic picked up more of Hans’ fish.
 
   ‘This is quite excellent,’ smiled the old man at Hans.
 
   ‘I wouldn’t know,’ complained Hans.
 
   ‘Kalev is not of this world so men with swords are wasting their time trying to hunt him. He sees you but you do not see him. How foolish are you to think that you could enter his realm and be victorious.’
 
   ‘His bandits are real enough, sir,’ said Conrad.
 
   Rustic finished off the fish on the platter. ‘Your scheme to deal with them is a good one, wolf spirit, the people will thank you for it and because you protect them the gods will smile on you.’
 
   He bowed his head to Andres. ‘Thank you for your hospitality, lord, your children will grow up to be fine sons and daughters.’
 
   Andres looked at his wife. ‘Daughters, Rustic?’
 
   But the old man merely waved a hand in the air as he sauntered from the hall, leaving a dejected Hans staring at an empty platter.
 
   ‘How did he hear our conversation?’ asked Conrad.
 
   Those of the ‘bastards’ that had been injured in the Alutaguse remained at Kassinurme until their bones healed, the rest travelling with Conrad back to Varbola where the request for thirty men was made of Riki. A third request was sent to Leal where Hillar ruled, Conrad asking any Rotalian recruits be sent to Odenpah before the end of autumn. When he himself returned to the fort on an overcast day in the company of Hans, Anton and Leatherface he found a surprise waiting for him.
 
   The gruff Sergeant Werner had all the novices arrayed on parade when a guard had spotted the horsemen from afar, the boys and young men – Odenpah’s future brother knights and sergeants – standing proudly to attention as Conrad walked into the fort’s inner compound. His eyes opened in wonderment when he saw a line of red-uniformed crossbowmen, all having the appearance of men who were veterans. Their commander, who stood two paces in front and who had a black leather patch covering his left eye, barked a command to his men. They snapped to attention.
 
   The novices, all wearing gambesons but nothing on their heads, were also standing to attention. The Lady Maarja’s pagan guards in the towers peered down on the strange gathering. Werner walked briskly over to Conrad.
 
   ‘Welcome back, master. I trust your expedition was a success.’
 
   ‘Waste of time, Werner.’ Conrad looked at the crossbowmen. ‘What do we have here?’
 
   Werner turned and pointed at Jaan, the handsome Harrien young man who was two years away from becoming a brother knight. The novice walked forward and handed Werner two rolled parchments.
 
   ‘These arrived with our reinforcements two days ago, master.’
 
   ‘Reinforcements?’ said Conrad, taking the parchments. The larger one bore the seal of the Papacy. He broke the wax and unrolled the goatskin.
 
    
 
   ‘To my dear Master Conrad of the Order of Sword Brothers. Greetings.
 
   My duties as legate to His Holiness Pope Gregory have taken me far from Estonia but in fulfilment of a promise made to you regarding your depleted garrison of Odenpah, this correspondence is accompanied by crossbowmen from the Italian city of Genoa. Their services have been paid for on the express orders of the Papal Camera, so high in the esteem of the Holy Father are you. They are commanded by an individual named Falcone, a rogue by all accounts but a man well versed in the art of war who has also taken the cross in the Holy Land.
 
   ‘The men he commands are all volunteers who are prepared to serve the Order of Sword Brothers in their great crusade against paganism and apostasy and garrison your castle of Odenpah for a period of two years.
 
   ‘May God preserve you and the cause you fight for. Please convey my affection to the Lady Maarja. I remain, your friend.
 
   Cardinal William of Modena.’
 
    
 
   Conrad glanced at the crossbowmen before reading the second missive. It was from Grand Master Volquin and to the point.
 
    
 
   ‘The Lord smiles on you, Conrad, which is more than it does on our order. I shall be at Wenden in early September for a gathering of the masters. Join me there.
 
   Volquin.’
 
    
 
   Conrad handed the parchments back to Werner and walked over to where the crossbowmen were standing in a line, twenty of them plus their commander. Conrad halted before Falcone.
 
   ‘You come highly recommended, Master Falcone. Cardinal William made a great impression upon Livonia when he came to the Baltic, and indeed me.’
 
   Falcone flashed a smile, revealing immaculate white teeth.
 
   ‘The cardinal has told me much about you, Master Conrad, all of it commendable, which is why I and my men were delighted to accept his offer.’
 
   ‘And his gold, no doubt. Your German is impeccable.’
 
   Leatherface’s tone was light but not condescending as he sauntered up to the pair.
 
   ‘This is…’
 
   Conrad’s words were interrupted by a smiling Falcone.
 
   ‘Your commander of your crossbowmen, a man described by Cardinal William as foul to look upon but worth his weight in gold coins.’
 
   He bowed his head first to Conrad and then at Leatherface.
 
   ‘We have heard that the crossbowmen of the Army of the Wolf are the best trained and led in northern Europe.’
 
   Leatherface beamed with delight, his discoloured teeth a stark contrast to those of the Italian.
 
   ‘I like this man and his boys.’
 
   ‘You are most welcome at Odenpah, Master Falcone,’ said Conrad. ‘Your men are a credit to you.’
 
   He had seen many mercenaries during the various crusades mounted against the Estonians, Russians and Lithuanians. They ranged from the very professional to little more than cutthroats but he could only admire the clothing and weapons of these Genoese crossbowmen. Every man wore a maroon long-sleeved gambeson, split fore and aft below the waist to aid mobility. Their boots were of the finest quality and spotless. Their headwear comprised a mail coif and kettle helmet with a high top point. Such a shape was designed to deflect front and side strikes. Their bows were composites of wood, horn, sinew and glue, the stocks straight, plain and slender reflecting Spanish influence. Quivers hung from shoulder straps and dangling from their belts were smart swords in expensive scabbards and thin-bladed daggers in sheaths.
 
   Conrad noticed the letter ‘M’ stitched on the Italians’ tunics.
 
   ‘What does it signify?’
 
   ‘We have taken an oath to protect the Madonna Maarja so revered is she by Cardinal William and by extension the Holy Church.’
 
   Conrad smiled. ‘A nice touch, Master Falcone.’
 
   The Lady Maarja had absented herself from the parade, being content to tend to her flowers in the small plot of land to the rear of Odenpah’s great hall. After he had dismissed the crossbowmen and novices Conrad sought her out. He found her on her knees planting some raspberry canes, assisted by two of her female servants and watched over by Mikk, the aged steward of the fort.
 
   ‘Master Conrad,’ he called when he caught sight of him.
 
   Maarja stopped what she was doing and was assisted to her feet. Her mittens were covered in soil. Conrad bowed to her.
 
   ‘I hope I have not disturbed you, lady.’
 
   ‘Not at all, Conrad, it is good to see you back safe.’
 
   The voice was calm and kind, though slightly muffled by the veil she always wore over her face to cover her pox scars.
 
   ‘What do you think of our new arrivals, lady?’
 
   ‘Master Falcone has been very kind, Conrad, very kind.’
 
   It was a word she used often, reflecting her warm heart and caring nature. Maarja always looked for the best in people and situations. She had lost her home to the Sword Brothers and her beauty to a terrible disease but her inner beauty always shone regardless and that was why people loved her. Conrad loved her, as did Hans and Anton, Hans more so than the others, perhaps. The novices adored her for her quiet courage and resolve and when they had finished their training she would have a garrison of men sworn to her defence. And when that happened she would have won back her father’s stronghold without shedding a drop of blood. Conrad was pleased it would be so for she and her family had suffered a grievous wrong.
 
   ‘Will you be staying at Odenpah, Conrad?’
 
   ‘Alas, lady, I am like a wandering minstrel called hither and thither at a moment’s notice. I have been summoned to Wenden for a meeting of the masters of my order.’
 
   ‘You spend too much time away from here,’ she scolded him. ‘Odenpah needs its master.’
 
   ‘But it also has a mistress, lady, and I doubt that you are leaving here any time soon.’
 
   Bishop Hermann at Dorpat had authorised the building of a leper house to accommodate Lady Maarja and had given Master Thaddeus orders that he was to design it. But the bishop’s grandiose schemes for the rebuilding of Dorpat had placed a severe strain on the bishopric’s finances, to say nothing of Thaddeus’ health. The aged engineer and architect, worn out, had been sent back to Wenden for rest and recuperation, which meant that the building work on Maarja’s new home had slackened. It had not stopped but it would not be finished for a year at least.
 
   ‘We were concerned about Master Thaddeus’ health,’ she sighed. ‘I hope you will convey my compliments to him when you see him.’
 
   ‘I shall, lady,’ he promised.
 
   He left the next day, taking Arri and Jaan with him and leaving Leatherface to take charge of his new troops. Hans and Anton were despatched to Dorpat to pay a visit to Bishop Hermann, to brief him on developments in Wierland. Once again Sergeant Werner was left in charge at Odenpah.
 
   It was the first day of September and already the land was besieged by rain turning the tracks to mud. Fortunately they had no wagons or carts, just a couple of packhorses loaded with their tent, spare clothing, food and fodder for the horses. All three wore cloaks during the journey, the hoods pulled over their heads as protection from the rain falling every day. Occasionally a wind would whip up lashing both beasts and men, drenching them, forcing them to seek shelter among the trees. But mostly they experienced a tedious drizzle giving the land a sombre, overcast air that dampened not only clothing but also men’s spirits. Though both Arri and Jaan were excited to be away from Odenpah. It had been over two years since the abortive winter campaign on Oesel, a disaster that had not lessened their enthusiasm for making war upon pagans.
 
   ‘Do you think the Sword Brothers are going to war soon, master?’ asked Jaan. ‘Is that what the gathering at Wenden is about?’
 
   ‘We will know soon enough,’ said Conrad.
 
   ‘Perhaps there will be a new crusade against the Lithuanians,’ suggested Arri.
 
   ‘Or against the Oeselians,’ added Jaan.
 
   ‘The Oeselians are our allies,’ Conrad corrected him.
 
   ‘Even though they are pagans?’ said Jaan.
 
   Conrad halted his horse. ‘How short your memories are. Have you forgotten the dire position we were in on Muhu? The very existence of our order was at stake. Disaster was averted and we gained an ally in King Sigurd.’
 
   ‘Do you trust him, master?’ asked Arri.
 
   Conrad gently nudged his horse forward with his spurs. ‘I trust him to keep his side of the agreement, yes. After that I do not know but I suspect that it will continue because it benefits us and the Oeselians.’
 
   ‘And what happens when the peace is not beneficial to both sides, master?’ posed Jaan.
 
   ‘Then you will be both using your swords against the Oeselians and Lithuanians,’ replied Conrad. ‘Speaking of which, Sergeant Werner informs me that you have both performed well in training.’
 
   The novices looked at each other smugly. They were very different from the waif-like boys Conrad had first encountered. Hard training, good quarters and ample amounts of wholesome food had transformed them into sturdy young men. Arri was the oldest at twenty, though Jaan was only younger by a few months. Arri was also taller by a couple of inches, though he had lost his gangly build as his body had become more solid and powerful. Jaan was more muscular, handsome and more typical of his race, having pure blonde hair and blue eyes. But of the two Arri was the more intelligent.
 
   ‘To become a brother knight,’ Conrad told them, ‘is a great honour, some would say the greatest. To wear the insignia of the Sword Brothers is to become part of a great cause.’
 
   ‘To fight our enemies,’ said Arri.
 
   ‘I like to think it is more than that,’ replied Conrad. ‘It is to be part of something that exists to create something better, more worthy than currently stands.’
 
   The novices nodded but they were only thinking of becoming brother knights, which was normally reserved for members of the nobility. But he had been made a knight on the orders of Bishop Albert whose life he had once saved. And now Arri and Jaan would achieve the same status because he had a promise from Bishop Hermann that it would be so when he made the request.
 
   ‘Arri, why do the Sword Brothers wear white?’
 
   ‘Because we fight a holy war in all truthfulness,’ came the reply.
 
   ‘Why are we called brother knights, Jaan?’
 
   ‘Because I stand beside my brother at all times and fight under the same banner as he. I am responsible for my brother because one day God will ask me: “Where is your brother?”’
 
   ‘Remember always,’ he told them, ‘to stand up for the weak, above all women and children, widows and orphans who need your help.’
 
   When they reached Wenden on the morning of the third day the great castle was wreathed in mist, giving it an otherworldly appearance. The banners above the outer perimeter gates and either side of the massive stone gatehouse of the castle itself hung limply. But the fortress was still a magnificent spectacle – strong, impregnable and permanent. Conrad went first to the hut of Ilona in the outer perimeter, to find it empty. A fat woman with a brood of equally plump children told him that she was in the castle so he rode up the track to the drawbridge that gave access to the courtyard. As he did so he noticed a number of tents pitched close to the training fields. Clearly the other masters had arrived and the sergeants and brother knights of the garrison had been relocated from their dormitories to make room for the castellans.
 
   Conrad sat on his horse and studied the cobblestones, reminiscing about the hours he and his friends had spent sweeping them free of snow and shovelling horse dung into wheelbarrows. Wenden had once been a pagan hill fort but was now a citadel of stone. He wondered if Odenpah would ever undergo such a transformation.
 
   He sent Arri and Jaan to the stables in the company of a sergeant who had been sent by the duty brother knight to attend to Conrad’s needs. The Commander of Odenpah went straight to the master’s hall in the northeastern corner of the courtyard. Inside he found clerks dashing between offices, an empty meeting room and a closed door to the master’s office. He knocked and entered when told to do so. Inside he found Rudolf and Ilona sitting opposite each other, the large oak desk of Wenden’s master between them.
 
   Rudolf was wearing a simple woollen tunic, the burn scars on his neck clearly visible. He rose and offered Conrad his hand.
 
   ‘So, the Papacy’s favourite son pays us a visit. I heard about your gift from Cardinal William.’
 
   Ilona jumped up and threw her arms around Conrad. ‘It is good to see you.’
 
   ‘And you,’ he replied, smiling broadly.
 
   Rudolf pointed to a stool. ‘Sit yourself down. Wine?’
 
   They engaged in small talk for the first two minutes, Rudolf telling Conrad about the never-ending expansion of the civilian settlement at the foot of Wenden’s northern ramparts. Ilona proudly explained how she was now in charge of training a batch of midwives and healers to administer medicines to the growing population and bring new babies into the world.
 
   ‘Sound idyllic,’ commented Conrad.
 
   ‘In and around Wenden, it is,’ said Rudolf, ‘but things are not so rosy beyond its confines. Grand Master Volquin will explain things more fully when he convenes the meeting. At the moment he and some of the other masters are hunting boar.
 
   ‘With your arrival we await only Master Franz from Narva.’
 
   Conrad told then of his and Franz’s attempt to wipe out King Kalev and his supporters.
 
   ‘Sounds like another Lembit,’ remarked Rudolf.
 
   ‘Let us hope not,’ replied Conrad.
 
   ‘Rameke and Kaja often visit me,’ said Ilona, changing the subject. ‘She has some happy news for you. I trust you will be visiting them?’
 
   Conrad nodded. ‘I will.’
 
   Master Franz did not arrive the next day so Conrad took Arri and Jaan on his visit to Rameke and Kaja. The Liv settlement where they lived, five miles south of Wenden, had grown considerably since the last time he had seen it, the whole village surrounded by a stout timber wall sitting atop an earth rampart with a deep ditch before it. Around the settlement the land had been cleared for fields and pasture for cattle and sheep, goats and pigs being kept inside what was in reality a small town. Like a pagan hill fort the hall of the lord was sited in the centre of the village and was surrounded by its own timber wall.
 
   The gates to the settlement were open and many were entering and exiting the town when Conrad and his two companions rode through the entrance. Guards in the watchtowers either side of the gates raised their spears in acknowledgement of the Sword Brother, though they did not know who he was. But at the gated entrance to Rameke’s manor house the guards recognised Conrad when he halted before them.
 
   ‘Greetings, Master Conrad,’ said the senior guard, a man attired in a magnificent mail cuirass, a sword hanging in a scabbard from his hip. ‘My lord and mistress will be delighted to see you.’
 
   Conrad racked his brain in an effort to remember him but could not.
 
   ‘Forgive me, but have we met?’
 
   ‘We have, lord, but it was on Oesel and I was wrapped up in furs at the time. It was in Bishop Albert’s tent when you were spitting blood about the Russians killing some of your men.’
 
   ‘Ah, I see.’
 
   ‘Didn’t think I would get off that island alive, lord. That I did was down to you, for which my wife and children are most grateful, as am I.’
 
   ‘We had a lucky escape, I think.’
 
   He turned and pointed into the courtyard, to a brand new stable block.
 
   ‘If you follow me, lord, I will see to it that your horses are stabled and then show you inside. It’s quite a grand place.’
 
   The ‘grand place’ that he alluded to was the almost finished stone manor house of Rameke and Kaja. It stood tall and impressive against the surrounding wooden structures and Conrad had to admit that its builder, Master Mancini, the short-tempered Italian, had done a splendid job. The walls were built of dolostone, the same material used to build Wenden’s walls and towers. Indeed, the stone had been extracted from the same quarry that had supplied the materials to build the castle. It had taken many years to build Wenden but the manor house had been constructed in record time. But then Rameke, the second-most important Liv in all Livonia, could call upon the services of hundreds of men and women.
 
   Inside the manor house was a bustle of activity, servants carrying supplies to the kitchens, petitioners waiting to see Rameke and near the prince the sons of local Liv lords who had been chosen to serve in the household of King Fricis’ right-hand man. It was a great honour for these boys to complete their education in skills such as horsemanship and the fighting arts in Rameke’s household.
 
   A steward, Rameke’s most senior, trusted servant, showed Conrad to the great hall – the centre of activity of the household. Arri and Jaan were led away to the kitchens to be fed and watered while Conrad stood beside the steward at the entrance to the hall. The old man called for silence, his voice deep and commanding.
 
   ‘Master Conrad of Odenpah and Marshal of Estonia begs an audience with your highness.’
 
   Rameke, who had been deep in conversation with what appeared to be a group of farmers, looked up and smiled, beckoning Conrad over. Beside him sat Kaja, who jumped up and, ignoring all protocol, raced over to him. She embraced him warmly.
 
   ‘Welcome, Susi.’
 
   ‘I have been remiss in not visiting you sooner,’ he told her, gently kissing her on the cheek. He noticed her shining hair and radiant face. He was going to say something but then decided that she should be the one to inform him. A small boy, no more than two years old, walked towards him but then stopped and blushed. Conrad bent down and smiled at him.
 
   ‘And you must be Master Thalibald. I am Conrad and am very pleased to meet you.’
 
   Seized by bashfulness the boy buried his face in Kaja’s dress.
 
   ‘My brother.’
 
   Rameke ordered the hall to be cleared as he embraced Conrad.
 
   ‘It has been too long.’
 
   Rameke insisted that Conrad and his young companions stay the night, ordering hunters to go into the surrounding forest and kill deer and boar for the evening’s feast. The high-born boys acted as servers of food that evening as Conrad sat between Kaja and Rameke and across from Arri and Jaan, who were both flattered to be sitting at the top table of Prince Rameke. The hall was filled with the important men of the town, all bearded, loud Livs who drank too much and talked too loudly. Above the din Kaja told Conrad her news.
 
   ‘Thalibald will have a brother or sister in a few months.’
 
   Conrad squeezed her hand. ‘God smiles on you, Kaja.’
 
   ‘And you, Susi, are you happy?’
 
   It was an odd question, he thought. He was a master of the Sword Brothers, a man sworn to be the sword of the Holy Church, to kill the enemies of Rome and fight holy crusades. The order was his life but he had never addressed the issue of whether he was happy. He was certainly content but happiness was for men who had a wife, hearth, home and a family.
 
   ‘As happy as a man can be while shouldering the burden of responsibility, Kaja. I like your hall.’
 
   She looked around at the chamber. ‘Yes, I have to admit that Master Mancini knew his craft. He departed in the spring, taking a pouch of gold with him. He was well paid for his services.’
 
   A fire was roaring in the centre of the hall, the smoke and fumes drawn upwards towards the roof by means of a louvre, which also let in additional light during the day. Behind the high table was a bay window to illustrate the wealth and status of the hall’s owner, which also cast extra light on the high table during daylight hours. Reflecting Rameke’s position as Fricis’ chief warlord the walls of the hall were decorated with shields and spears, the shields bearing Liv pagan symbols, chief among them Rameke’s favoured symbol – the sign of the moon.
 
   As the serving boys ferried roasted boar and venison from the kitchens the guests threw bones and scraps on the rushes covering the floor and which would be replaced in the morning. Dogs snatched at the offerings. Under the rushes the floor comprised compressed earth fortified with ox blood to make it harder.
 
   ‘My king waits to see who will be the next Bishop of Riga,’ said Rameke. ‘If it is Archdeacon Stefan he has said that no Liv will crusade beside the new bishop.’
 
   Conrad laughed. ‘The chances of Archdeacon Stefan leading a crusade are remote to say the least. Besides, I heard from Bishop Hermann at Dorpat that his family are promoting a candidate from Germany, which rules out our dear friend Stefan.’
 
   ‘Whoever it is, my brother,’ said Rameke, ‘he will not be able to fill the space left by Bishop Albert.’
 
   It was a sentiment echoed the next day by Grand Master Volquin who at last was able to convene the meeting of masters now that Franz had arrived from Narva. Before the castellans met in the master’s hall at Wenden that afternoon Conrad spoke to Franz about his venture into the Alutaguse.
 
   ‘Waste of time, Conrad. We spent more time hacking through the undergrowth than we did killing pagans. It is not a place of sparse habitation for nothing.’
 
   ‘I have a plan to deal with the followers of this so-called King Kalev,’ Conrad told him. ‘How is the border with Novgorod?’
 
   ‘Quiet,’ Franz told him. ‘Novgorod is making too much money to concern itself with matters beyond its western borders.’
 
   The castellans gathered in the main chamber of the master’s hall, veteran commanders of the order who had spent over twenty-five years forging the crusader state in the Baltic. Conrad had fought beside them in many battles and felt immense pride he was in their company. They sat around Rudolf’s aged oak table in high-backed chairs: hard, bearded men who commanded the order’s garrisons. Arnold, Friedhelm, Godfrey, Griswold and Jacob held the castles along the Dvina. Bertram, Mathias and Rudolf were masters of those garrisons along the Gauja. Farther north Dorpat was held by Walter, Reval by Lukas and Narva by Franz. And of course Conrad commanded the stronghold of Odenpah and its paltry garrison. Only Master Ortwin was missing, the castellan of Mesoten, which was an island in a Lithuanian pagan sea. Volquin had asked Thaddeus to attend, the old engineer now nearly eighty and having the appearance of breaking in two if a strong wind caught him. His wispy white beard was now very sparse.
 
   Father Otto, Wenden’s priest, ordered them to stand and bow their heads, his own crown a repository of battle scars, mementos of his time when he had been a mercenary. He asked God to bless the Sword Brothers, Livonia and Grand Master Volquin before reminding the castellans that they were first and foremost servants of the Holy Church and not their own ambitions. Rudolf thanked the former member of his mercenary band and asked him to close the door behind him.
 
   Grand Master Volquin told everyone to be seated and helped himself to some wine. Thaddeus closed his eyes and appeared to doze off to sleep.
 
   ‘First the good news. Duke Arturus is dead. The rumour is that he was wounded when Ortwin ambushed a group of Kurs a few weeks ago. He lost half his men in the ambush but killed the greatest threat that our order has known since Lembit.’
 
   The masters cheered and banged their fists on the table. Thaddeus opened his eyes and frowned. Volquin let his commanders savour the moment before continuing.
 
   ‘Now the bad. By rights the thirteen garrisons of the Sword Brothers should total over one hundred and fifty brother knights, four hundred sergeants and around a thousand mercenaries. But at present our numbers are far short of that and threaten to drop further unless we can find more money and recruits.’
 
   ‘What about Riga?’ asked Lukas. ‘Aren’t the city fathers supposed to provide money for the Sword Brothers?’
 
   Volquin raised a hand to stop the grumbling.
 
   ‘The Duke of Riga, that fearless warrior who sends his enemies running for the latrines,’ said Volquin to loud laughs, ‘has, on behalf of Riga’s council, promised to furnish Mesoten with food so its garrison will not starve.’
 
   ‘How generous,’ remarked Griswold dryly.
 
   ‘But the city council will not make monies available to hire mercenaries to stiffen Ortwin’s garrison. The Duke of Riga and his fat friends take a literal interpretation of our order’s oath of poverty.’
 
   ‘What about donations from Germany?’ asked Friedhelm.
 
   Volquin spread his hands. ‘They have shrunk to a trickle since the death of Bishop Albert. With no prelate travelling around northern Germany to preach crusade everyone has forgotten about Livonia. And the outbreak of peace north of the Dvina has convinced everyone that the crusades are over. Faced with this desperate situation I am open to advice.’
 
   The masters looked at each other, earnestly trying to think of a solution. But they were fighting men not moneylenders.
 
   ‘Surely the Holy Church would come to our aid if we made a request,’ suggested Walter.
 
   ‘Only if Archdeacon Stefan dies,’ said Volquin. ‘He keeps a grip on the church’s fund tighter than a nun does on her virtue.’
 
   Walter blushed but the others laughed heartily. Volquin looked at Conrad.
 
   ‘Only Conrad has managed to extract funds from the church. A gift of some Genoese crossbowmen from Cardinal William, no less.’
 
   ‘Given only because the cardinal saw with his own eyes the poverty of my garrison,’ stated Conrad.
 
   ‘We have no rich benefactors, no mines and no trade that we can tax,’ lamented Jacob.
 
   ‘We could always tax the goods that travel along the Dvina,’ suggested Godfrey, ‘like we did a few years ago.’
 
   Expectant faces looked at Volquin but he dismissed the idea.
 
   ‘Riga’s merchants are too rich to antagonise unnecessarily,’ he said. ‘Besides, if we intercept goods on the Dvina that will upset the Russians, which in turn will incur the wrath of Bishop Hermann at Dorpat, which might lead to relations with the Buxhoeveden family becoming hostile. Seeing as they are still paying for Ortwin’s mercenary crossbowmen at Mesoten that is the last thing I desire.’
 
   ‘Then we will wither and die,’ said Mathias glumly.
 
   Silence filled the chamber, being broken by a large sigh from Thaddeus who opened his eyes.
 
   ‘I sometimes think that if the Sword Brothers had a brain between them they would be truly dangerous. The answer is staring you all in the face.’
 
   He looked at Conrad who smiled dumbly back at him.
 
   ‘Having spent so much time trying to take the place have you forgotten it already, lord marshal?’
 
   ‘Reval?’ offered Lukas.
 
   Thaddeus gave a thin smile. ‘At last. Reval. If any of you had bothered to look at a map you would have discovered that Reval is closer to Novgorod than it is to Riga and is easily accessible to Gotland.’
 
   Rudolf was mystified. ‘Gotland?’
 
   ‘Yes, Master Rudolf,’ said Thaddeus, ‘Gotland, the island where the great trading centre of Visby is located. Much trade passes through Visby, conducted by merchants from Germany, Denmark and Sweden. How desirable it would be for those merchants to use Reval to ship goods to Novgorod and beyond and in return import Russian goods through Visby to Sweden, Denmark and Germany.’
 
   ‘There are few merchants in Reval,’ said Lukas.
 
   ‘Then invite them there,’ retorted Thaddeus, ‘inform them that Reval has a safe, deep harbour and great warehouses they can store their goods in. Tell them Reval is under the protection of the Sword Brothers and the sea lanes into and out of the port are perfectly safe.’
 
   He looked at Conrad. ‘I assume your treaty with the Oeselians still stands.’
 
   Conrad nodded.
 
   Thaddeus rubbed his hands together. ‘There you are, then. Reval will provide the Sword Brothers with monies to enable it to furnish its soldiers and pay for its mercenaries. Quite simple.’
 
   Volquin banged the table with a fist. ‘Brilliant! I will lead a mission to Visby and invite its merchants to Reval. I should have made you a master in our order, Thaddeus.’
 
   The old man closed his eyes. ‘I have half a brain. That makes me over-qualified.’
 
   ‘I would like to make a request, grand master,’ said Conrad.
 
   ‘I can spare you no brother knights, sergeants or mercenaries,’ stated Volquin bluntly.
 
   ‘I need no men, grand master,’ smiled Conrad, ‘rather caparisons, full-face helms, mail coifs and mittens.’
 
   ‘How many?’ asked Volquin.
 
   ‘A hundred of each item.’
 
   There were raised eyebrows around the table.
 
   ‘If you have no garrison why do you need these items?’ asked Rudolf.
 
   ‘They are not for Odenpah,’ answered Conrad. ‘I intend to raise a hundred mailed horsemen to fight the bandits in eastern Wierland. My warlords will supply the horses, men, their weapons and mail corselets.’
 
   ‘Sensible,’ said Franz. ‘Where will you base them?’
 
   ‘A place called Laiuse, an old hill fort a few miles west of the northern shore of Lake Peipus.’
 
   ‘I will authorise the issue of the equipment,’ said Volquin.
 
   ‘Thank you, grand master,’ beamed Conrad.
 
   ‘It will cost you thirty tons of wheat,’ stated Volquin.
 
   ‘Grand master?’
 
   ‘You are marshal of Estonia, Conrad, and your commission states that your position entitles you to receive a daily ration of meat and grain. So order your warlords to send thirty tons of wheat to me at Riga so I can sell it to pay for the equipment to replace the items I am sending to you. As Master Thaddeus would say, “it’s quite simple”.’
 
   After the meeting Conrad wrote letters to Riki, Hillar and Andres requesting each of them send ten tons of wheat to Riga, to the office of the grand master. He finished by telling them it was to equip his mobile force. He watched the courier pigeons fly into the north and then walked to the cemetery to pay his respects to his dead wife and child. As ever the grass surrounding the graves was cut short, the stone-paved paths free of weeds and the wall surrounding the cemetery well dressed and pristine. He walked to where Daina and Dietmar’s grave was located and read the words on the gravestone, as he had done a hundred times. As ever there were fresh flowers on the grave.
 
   ‘So peaceful.’
 
   Conrad turned and saw a stooped figure with a hoe tending a nearby grave. The gardener stopped and leaned on his implement.
 
   ‘But then places of death are always silent, I have often thought.’
 
   Conrad nodded slightly and turned back to the grave.
 
   ‘She was a pagan, was she not, Daina I mean?’
 
   Conrad looked back at the gardener, his crooked nose his most obvious feature.
 
   ‘That is to say she was born a pagan, or a follower of the true religion as I like to consider it.’
 
   ‘Who are you?’
 
   ‘And yet you still married her Conrad Wolff.’
 
   ‘I ask again, who are you?’
 
   ‘You should have burnt her body, Conrad Wolff, but she forgives you for that.’
 
   Conrad was now getting angry. ‘You know nothing about my wife or child.’
 
   The old man looked at him impassively. ‘You will have your desire, Conrad Wolff.’
 
   ‘Which is what?’ snapped Conrad.
 
   ‘A good death.’
 
   ‘Conrad.’
 
   He heard a woman’s voice and saw Ilona approach. She smiled and slipped an arm through his.
 
   ‘Come, the heavens are going to open. You will get soaked.’
 
   ‘I was minding my own business when that old fool interrupted me.’
 
   Daina looked around in confusion. ‘What old fool?’
 
   Conrad turned and saw nothing save a deserted cemetery and a hoe lying on the grass.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4
 
   After the gathering at Wenden Conrad and his two companions rode north, to the stronghold of Sir Richard Bruffingham, the tall, slim English lord who had been created Duke of Saccalia by Pope Honorius for his services to the Holy Church in Estonia. Completely bald, he had formed a close bond of friendship with Conrad and Saccalia had become his adopted home. He resided at the fortress of Lehola, once the stronghold of Lembit but now the home of the Duke of Saccalia and his knights. They were a mixture of English and Estonians and lived in the fortress with their wives and families. His ‘lesser knights’, so called because in Germany a soldier who could afford a horse, some armour, a sword and lance but no squire was not fit to be titled a propeer knight, lived in the villages surrounding Lehola. Sir Richard also possessed fifty crossbowmen, all Estonians, and they lived in the fort with their families, as did the fifty Saccalian wolf shields who in battle fought with spear, axe and long knife as part of the Army of the Wolf.
 
   But when Conrad, Arri and Jaan arrived at Lehola on a bright, breezy September afternoon battle and war seemed far off. Bored sentries stared down from towers watching children playing on the grassland surrounding the fort. Goatherds shouted at them as mischievous boys disturbed their grazing animals and further afield shepherds watched over their flocks.
 
   ‘Fifteen years ago,’ remarked Conrad, ‘I was one of hundreds besieging this fort, though at the time I was with the rest of my order facing the northern walls. Then we faced an army of wolf shields.’
 
   ‘The same wolf shields that now form part of the Army of the Wolf?’ asked Jaan.
 
   ‘The very same,’ answered Conrad. ‘Tonis himself, now Count of Fellin and lord of that stronghold, fought against us at the Battle of St Matthew’s Day, called Wolf Rock by the Estonians. Good man, Tonis.’
 
   ‘Was it hard for you to forgive him, master?’ asked Arri.
 
   ‘Forgive him for what?’
 
   ‘I heard that wolf shields killed…’
 
   He fell silent. Conrad halted his horse and turned it to face him.
 
   ‘Finish your sentence, Arri.’
 
   Arri blushed. ‘Forgive me, master, but I heard that it was the wolf shields that killed your wife and child.’
 
   Conrad nodded.
 
   ‘And yet they now fight in your army,’ said a confused Arri.
 
   ‘Tonis was not part of the raiding party responsible, I found out that long ago. I cannot hold the whole of Saccalia responsible for the deaths of my wife and child.’
 
   He wheeled his horse about. ‘Hate can consume a man, that much I know.’
 
   Like Odenpah Lehola comprised an inner stronghold surrounded by an outer wall, within which were wooden huts, storerooms, stables and a blacksmith’s forge. The outer perimeter wall was four hundred yards in length and two hundred yards wide and was accessed by twin gates in the southern wall. Thirteen shingle-roofed towers were positioned along this outer timber wall with an additional four towers sited at each corner of the inner defensive wall. Inside these walls were more huts, stables, an armoury, storerooms and the great hall, which could feast five hundred men. One of the storerooms had been converted into a church, its thatched roof topped with a simple wooden cross.
 
   Sentries watched Conrad and the two novices walk their horses from the gates in the outer wall towards the inner stronghold. At the gates to the inner citadel one of the guards dashed towards the hall to announce the arrival of the Marshal of Estonia. Most of the guards on the walls and in the towers were veteran members of the Army of the Wolf and they instantly recognised the figure of the Sword Brother with light brown hair who had led them on many campaigns. The remaining guard at the gates raised his spear in salute as Conrad passed him, the breeze ruffling the banners flying from the towers: a white boar’s head with golden tusks on a blue background. The coat of arms of the Duke of Saccalia.
 
   The duke himself came from his hall as Conrad and the novices dismounted and stable hands led their mounts away. Sir Richard had always erred towards gauntness but now his frame had padded out somewhat, his round face appearing fuller and certainly healthier. He wore a broad grin as he walked up to Conrad and offered his hand.
 
   ‘This is a most welcome surprise.’
 
   ‘I came for your advice, your grace,’ said Conrad.
 
   After refreshments he and Conrad walked on Lehola’s ramparts, around them an unending sea of green forests with splashes of red and gold signifying the leaves of deciduous trees turning colour with the approach of autumn. Conrad told his friend about the meeting at Wenden and his plans to establish a force of horsemen to protect the Wierlanders.
 
   ‘You think these forest bandits warrant such a response, Conrad?’
 
   ‘If left alone they will continue their burning and looting and Wierland has suffered enough these past few years.’
 
   ‘You desire equipment from my armoury?’
 
   Conrad smiled. ‘No, your grace, I have the weapons and equipment, though it has come at a price. But I lack a man to command these horsemen. Hans and Anton would be natural choices but they are needed at Odenpah, and in any case they and I may be called away anytime if a new crusade against the Kurs is announced.’
 
   ‘Is there no one among the Sword Brothers to lead your horsemen?’ asked Sir Richard.
 
   ‘No one that Grand Master Volquin will spare. Besides, he considers Estonia to be my responsibility, which it is.’
 
   ‘Commanding mail knights is no small task, Conrad, especially if those knights are headstrong young Estonians.’
 
   Conrad rested his hands on the ancient timbers and stared out across Saccalia.
 
   ‘You see my dilemma, your grace.’
 
   Sir Richard stroked his clean-shaven chin.
 
   ‘There is one person who would be up to the task.’
 
   ‘Me?’
 
   Paul, the oldest squire in Estonia and Livonia and possibly the whole of Christendom, screwed up his face.
 
   ‘I can think of no one better qualified,’ said Sir Richard, ‘and neither can Conrad.’
 
   Paul, shorter, stouter and most certainly blunter than his lord, shook his head. He had been summoned to the great hall by his master to be informed of Conrad’s plan to establish a force of horsemen to counter the bandits of the Alutaguse. Paul had nodded approvingly but had been shocked when Sir Richard suggested that he should command this august force.
 
   ‘You have been in Estonia for years, Paul, and have served me longer and I can think of no man more suitably qualified. You know the land, its peoples and, more importantly, how mounted knights are trained, equipped and fight on the battlefield.’
 
   For once Paul was lost for words, his mouth opening and closing but nothing coming out.
 
   ‘There is no compulsion,’ Conrad reassured him, ‘but I would consider it a singular honour if you would take charge of these men.’
 
   ‘You would?’ said Paul softly.
 
   ‘Of course, this is an important mission and I would have a man who is respected throughout all Estonia to lead it.’
 
   Paul was genuinely humbled by the words of his master and Conrad. He was used to speaking his mind and throwing barbed comments around at will, safe in the knowledge that his responsibilities extended no further than ensuring his lord’s horse was fed and saddled, his armour rust free and his sword clean. But now he was faced with a new situation: to take the burden of command upon himself. He had fought beside his master in many battles and did not want for courage but he suddenly appeared nervous and uncertain.
 
   ‘I do not know if I could do what you ask of me.’
 
   Sir Richard stood and placed his hands on his squire’s shoulders.
 
   ‘Of course you can. I have faith in you and so does Conrad and that should be enough to convince you of your abilities. You cannot remain a squire forever.’
 
   ‘I can’t?’
 
   Until this moment Paul had always thought that he would remain a squire until his dotage, after which he would retire to a small cottage supplied by his lord. He was a commoner, a man whose trade had been a pubic executioner in England, a job so base that members of polite society did not even speak to him. But, as is often the case in the lives of men, fate had taken a hand and he had become squire to Sir Richard Bruffingham. His life had taken a further drastic deviation when he had followed his lord to Livonia, a land of forests, lakes and rivers not unlike England, though the winters were harsher and it rained a lot. He often debated with Sir Richard whether the crusader state was afflicted with more rain and both agreed that it was too close to call.
 
   He knew he would never become a knight because he was a man who had performed manual labour and had the wrong sort of lineage, being the son and grandson of commoners. And yet the fact that he had consistently displayed bravery on the field of battle had ennobled him of sorts. He was blunt and used coarse language too much but these shortcomings could be curbed. More important was that he had no physical deformity because knights were supposed to be not only the epitome of high virtues but also be fine physical examples.
 
   ‘Let me explain what is going to happen, Paul,’ said Sir Richard. ‘First of all you will take a bath, a long bath, after which you will come out of the water a new man, a man cleansed of his sins and rid of the impurities of your former life. Then you will go to your quarters and rest on a bed with clean linen.
 
   ‘And then, lord?’ asked Paul.
 
   Sir Richard smiled. ‘And then you will be a made a knight, Paul.’
 
   Conrad placed a hand on the squire’s shoulders. Paul, dumbfounded, meekly bowed his head and walked slowly from the hall. It was as if the rogue inside of him had been exorcised by Sir Richard’s weighty words.
 
   The next day the fort tingled with an air of excitement as news spread that Squire Paul was to be made a knight. After he had taken his bath in a nearby lake and rested the knights of Sir Richard’s entourage dressed Paul in a red tunic to symbolise his willingness to shed blood in defence of the Holy Church. They also gave him black linen hose to remind him of his mortality, a white belt as a symbol of purity and chastity and a red cloak so he could show his humility. Then he went into the small church to keep vigil for the night. The priest, an elderly tonsured Cistercian, accompanied him into the thatched building. After they had prayed together for two hours he left Paul alone for the night.
 
   By early morning the next day Lehola was filled with curious villagers, knights, lesser knights and their families and the other members of the garrison with their dependents. The inner compound became so crowded that Sir Richard had to order the gates shut while the knighting ceremony took place, much to the disappointment of those outside.
 
   Though he had spent the night in church the actual conferring of knighthood was not a religious ceremony. The priest was present of course and everyone knelt and bowed their heads when he said mass. Knighthood was not a religious rank but was conferred by knights who had shown bravery in battle. A mixture of Englishmen and Estonians, they ribbed Paul as they fitted gilded spurs to his boots and strapped a fine leather belt around his waist, the symbol of knighthood that was more important than a sword. And then the man he had loyally served for longer than either of them cared to remember stepped forward. Sir Richard held a sword in a scabbard that he passed to his loyal squire. With tears in his eyes Paul took it. Onlookers were similarly emotional as Sir Richard kissed him on the cheek and tapped him lightly on the shoulder. There was a mighty cheer as Paul became a knight.
 
   Conrad glanced at Arri and Jaan beside him, both of them engrossed in the ceremony and dreaming of the day when they would become brother knights. Conrad remembered his own knighting ceremony at Wenden. It seemed like yesterday. He smiled as men gathered around Paul and offered him their congratulations. Sir Richard had been right: Paul would make an excellent commander.
 
   He and Paul left Lehola the next day, Sir Richard having been generous in providing Conrad not only with his former squire but also three lesser knights to help train the new recruits, two-wheeled carts loaded with lances, tents and saddlery and a couple of farriers. They had their own cart carrying the tools of their trade: horseshoes, anvils and braziers.
 
   The days were cool and often wet but it took only three days to reach the fort at Laiuse, a simple four-walled empty timber structure having a single gated entrance.
 
   ‘What idiot decided this would be a suitable place for a garrison for horsemen?’ complained Paul.
 
   Conrad shifted uncomfortably in his saddle as Paul looked around the empty compound.
 
   ‘It is spacious and near water.’
 
   Paul laughed. ‘Everywhere in Estonia is near water.’
 
   Notwithstanding his initial reaction the new knight flung himself into his new command, ordering Conrad to send to Andres at Kassinurme not far to the south for carpenters and cut timber to construct stables.
 
   ‘We can live in tents but the horses need sturdier shelter, especially now that autumn is here. We need those carpenters.’
 
   They arrived within a week, Andres himself accompanying them along with fifty of his warriors and the thirty Jerwen recruits for Paul’s command. Paul made them camp outside the fort while he corralled the carpenters and told them exactly what he wanted.
 
   ‘Susi,’ said Andres, observing Paul forcefully telling his craftsmen what to do, ‘is not that man Sir Richard’s servant?’
 
   ‘He was,’ replied Conrad, ‘but Sir Richard made him a knight and he will command the horsemen based here. The others from Hillar and Riki will be gathering at Odenpah soon.’
 
   It was October before Paul had all his men and horses, by which time the weather had taken a turn for the worse. But at least Andres’ carpenters had fashioned stables for the horses, stout huts for the armoury and storerooms and another hut that would act as Paul’s command post. Though he decided to live in a tent along with his men until a more permanent barracks could be built. In the middle of the month a convoy of wagons arrived from Reval, escorted by Lukas and a score of mounted sergeants and a detachment of spearmen and crossbowmen. The riders were leading a hundred horses, all palfreys that had been captured when Reval had been taken by the Sword Brothers two years before.
 
   The rain was lashing down when Lukas showed Conrad and Paul what was under the covers on the carts.
 
   ‘When Reval fell the fort yielded much equipment. I bring you caparisons, helms, maces, lances, swords, mail armour, scabbards and surcoats. The surcoats and caparisons have had all the badges of insignia removed, as Grand Master Volquin does not want your men masquerading as nobility. There are also blankets and capes to stop them and their horses from freezing to death.’
 
   Paul was impressed by the supplies though Conrad less so.
 
   ‘Grand Master Volquin gave me the impression that he was supplying me with weapons and equipment from the order’s armouries. This has cost me thirty tons of grain.’
 
   Lukas laughed. ‘It has cost Estonia thirty tons of grain, Conrad. You heard what Volquin said at Wenden – the order’s finances are stretched. The grain that you supplied will be sold to merchants in Riga so we can still pay our mercenaries.’
 
   ‘Reval will be a source of great wealth,’ predicted Conrad.
 
   ‘In time, perhaps, but for the moment we have to cut our cloth accordingly. Besides, this equipment is as good as any the order has. The Danes did not deprive themselves when it came to military equipment.’
 
   Conrad looked at the horses being taken to the new stables by the Estonian warriors.
 
   ‘You kept all the Danish destriers, then?’
 
   ‘Naturally. They are expensive to maintain, you know that. Besides, looking around this miserable pile of sticks I doubt they would last the winter if I had brought them.’
 
   Lukas returned to Reval and a delighted garrison was kitted out in mail armour, red surcoats, wooden shields faced with leather painted in quarters of red and white and red caparisons covering their horses. A hundred men stood in a line in the middle of the fort, each man holding the reins of his horse. It was as usual an overcast day, a slight northerly breeze enough to chill the air. Conrad stood with Paul as he lectured his charges. He was clutching a lance that he held aloft.
 
   ‘First lesson. This is a lance not a spear. You can all ride but until now you have ridden to the battlefield where you dismounted to fight in a shield wall. But you are here to learn how to fight in the saddle as part of a disciplined unit.
 
   ‘A lance with a man and horse behind it has great force which is concentrated at the point. Learn how to handle a lance properly and you can drive it through a man and his friend standing behind him.’
 
   The warriors raised their lances and cheered.
 
   ‘Well, then, let’s begin.’
 
   While Paul’s men practised on the quintain – a vertical post with a horizontal beam swivelling on top, a shield at one end and a weighted sack on the other – and tilting at the rings, Conrad and the newly arrived Hans and Anton undertook tours of the local villages. Most were deserted, a consequence of raids by the followers of King Kalev, but a few further west of the Alutaguse were still occupied. Like most of Estonia the land was heavily wooded with pine and spruce, with long drumlins and oval lakes scattered in between. With them rode a pair of Wierlander scouts, men who with their families had taken refuge in Jerwen when the Danes had plundered their land. Dressed in civilian attire they rode into the villages first so as not to frighten away the inhabitants. Unlike the Sword Brothers they rode Estonian ponies, smaller than a horse with low legs, long bodies and wide, straight backs. They had a muscular croup and amazing stamina.
 
   The villages were like dozens throughout Estonia: a collection of wooden huts with thatched roofs, a central barn, animal pens and fields around the settlements. The most prosperous had a central hall where the headman and his family lived and behind which were animal pens holding goats and pigs. On a rainy autumn day Conrad and his friends rode into one such village where the headman stood in front of his people. The scouts stood to one side with their ponies. The rain was beginning to turn the patch of dirt in front of the hall into mud as Conrad slid off his horse and walked towards the group of sullen people, the men armed with a variety of spears and clubs. The headman had a sword strapped to his waist and a shield tucked into his left side, on which was painted a boar’s head, though the paint was cracked and aged.
 
   Conrad pulled the mail coif off his head and held up his hands to indicate he threatened no violence. Hans and Anton, also dismounted, did the same. Drops of rain dampened the quilted linen coif on his head.
 
   ‘Have you come to rob us as well?’
 
   The headman’s words were curt and unwelcoming.
 
   ‘No, sir,’ replied Conrad, ‘I am merely touring the area to reassure its inhabitants that Wierland is now at peace.’
 
   The headman regarded him for a moment. He must have been in his sixties at least. His curly hair was pure white and his hands calloused. But his blue eyes missed nothing as they darted from Conrad to the scouts.
 
   ‘They told me that you are the Marshal of Estonia though I have not heard of such a title in all my time as headman. They also told me that you are a great warrior who has won many victories but all I see is another man of iron come to plunder us.’
 
   There were murmurs of agreement behind him and the young men of the village stared with hateful eyes at Conrad and his friends.
 
   ‘All I can tell you, sir,’ replied Conrad, ‘is that the rest of Estonia is now at peace and prospering and I intend that Wierland should join it.’
 
   The headman raised an eyebrow. ‘Wierland was at peace once, before the men of iron wearing white came.’
 
   ‘When Edvin ruled you?’ Conrad shot back.
 
   The headman’s eyes showed surprise. ‘You knew Edvin?’
 
   ‘I fought against him at Wolf Rock.’
 
   There was a rumble of thunder overhead.
 
   ‘I too was at Wolf Rock,’ replied the headman, ‘there was much slaughter that day. I lost many friends.’
 
   ‘I too have lost friends, sir, but I prefer to look to the future rather than the past.’
 
   The headman shrugged. ‘Our future is to be targets of bandits and thieves, it seems. Villages to the east have been raided and emptied by bandits in the Alutaguse. Edvin would not have tolerated such outrages.’
 
   ‘And neither will I, sir,’ stated Conrad firmly. ‘You know of the fort at Laiuse?’
 
   He nodded.
 
   ‘There are horsemen there who will aid you in your fight against the bandits. They are led by a man called Paul and his soldiers are all Estonians, men like you.’
 
   ‘Wierlanders?’
 
   ‘Not yet, but I am hopeful that like the men who rode into this village before me, Wierlanders will ride with me to rid this land of wrongdoers.’
 
   The headman stared into the rain-filled sky.
 
   ‘I am getting wet. What is your name?’
 
   ‘I am Master Conrad, commander of the garrison of Odenpah. And you?’
 
   ‘Alvar. I would offer you hospitality, Master Conrad, but there are many here who have little liking for the insignia you wear.’
 
   ‘I understand, we will leave you in peace. But do not forget the horsemen at Laiuse. They are there for your benefit and other villages hereabouts.’
 
   The headman nodded and walked back to his hall, his people dispersing to their homes. Hans and Anton joined their friend as the scouts mounted their ponies.
 
   ‘No food or drink for us, then?’ complained Hans.
 
   ‘You could cut the atmosphere with a knife,’ said Anton.
 
   ‘It’s a start,’ remarked Conrad, ‘these people have had a hard time these past few years.’
 
   They walked back to their horses as a thunderclap spooked the animals and the rain began to pour.
 
   *****
 
   The ancient hill fort at Tervete was around forty miles west of the Sword Brother citadel of Mesoten as the crow flies. Sited on the right bank of the River Tervete the hill fort was in the middle of a valley covered with dense pine. The trees were among the oldest and tallest in the whole of Livonia and Lithuania and were often wreathed in mist and low cloud that made the valley the wettest part of Semgallia. The timber walls of the hill fort, rumoured to be hundreds of years old, were regularly scraped free of moss that besieged the ramparts on a permanent basis.
 
   The oblong-shaped fort sat on the crown of a great hill overlooking the river. To strengthen its stout ramparts a second defensive wall had been erected halfway down the slope on a terrace cut into it. At the foot of the hill was a large town that had its own timber perimeter wall. In all its history no enemy had taken Tervete and even the hated men of iron and their infernal siege engines had not dared to venture into the valley to try their luck against its ancient timbers.
 
   This was the citadel of Duke Viesthard, the leader of the Semgallian people whose banner of the iron wolf flew proudly from the towers of his citadel.
 
   Prince Vsevolod looked up at the fort and the mist-covered pine forest behind it and shivered. It was a drab, wet, misty winter’s day, though as yet the ground was still free of snow.
 
   ‘I must have been seized by a temporary madness to agree to come here in winter. It must be the wettest place on earth.’
 
   ‘At least it is not snowing, highness,’ remarked Aras.
 
   Like the rest of the party the general was wrapped in a thick fur-lined cape with its hood pulled over his head. Rasa, the prince’s flame-haired wife, pulled off her hood, looked up at the fort looming before them and smiled. Vsevolod had not seen her do that in an age and it was because of her pleading that he had agreed to this venture. The whole of Lithuania had been relieved and delighted in equal measure with the news that Duke Arturus was dead, and soon after a courier had arrived at Panemunis with an invitation for the prince and his wife to attend a gathering of the other dukes at Tervete.
 
   The invitation had come from Viesthard who informed Vsevolod that his son-in-law and Duke Ykintas would also be in attendance, and Duke Kitenis if he could manage the journey. Viesthard elaborated no more but with Lithuania at peace and the Sword Brother garrison at Mesoten on the defensive, and with the pleadings of his wife ringing in his ears, he agreed to go. When the mounted party rode through the outer perimeter gates of the fort a phalanx of signallers blew their horns to welcome the prince and princess. Vsevolod’s horse nearly bolted so alarmed was it by the sudden din, Aras managing to grab the reins and stop it before it threw its illustrious rider.
 
   Prince Erdvilas, the son of Viesthard, rode from the main gates with a mounted party to escort the prince and princess to the fort higher up the hill. He was dressed in burnished lamellar armour with a mail aventail, more chainmail covering his thighs and a red cloak draped around his shoulders. He bowed his head to the prince and his wife.
 
   ‘Greetings, Prince Vsevolod and Princess Rasa. I am Prince Erdvilas, son of Duke Viesthard. My father and the whole of Semgallia welcome you.’
 
   Vsevolod smiled politely. ‘It is an honour to be here, prince.’
 
   Erdvilas nudged his horse forward until it was beside Rasa’s mount.
 
   ‘Would you do me the honour of allowing me to be your escort, highness?’
 
   Rasa smiled. ‘It would be an honour, prince.’
 
   Rasa spurred her horse forward, Erdvilas joining her as the animals trotted up the muddy track towards the fort.
 
   ‘Have things changed since we left Panemunis, highness?’ asked Aras under his breath.
 
   ‘In what way?’
 
   ‘I thought the Sword Brothers controlled half of Semgallia. Why did the young pup welcome us on behalf of the whole of the kingdom? Has Viesthard ejected the Sword Brothers from his land?’
 
   Vsevolod scoffed at the notion. ‘But I have a nasty feeling that we have been dragged here for such a purpose.’
 
   When Vsevolod and his wife reached the fort there was a tearful reunion between Rasa and her daughters Morta and Elze, and a polite if perfunctory greeting between the prince and Mindaugas. Rasa was not so reticent, throwing her arms around Mindaugas and Ykintas when she had finished weeping with her daughters. It was a touching scene and Viesthard and his son smiled and nodded approvingly.
 
   Grooms came from the stables to take away the prince’s and princess’ horses and those of their bodyguard.
 
   ‘I do not see Duke Kitenis, my lord,’ said Vsevolod to Viesthard.
 
   ‘He will be here in a day or two,’ replied the Semgallian, who had a pronounced limp as he escorted the prince and his wife to their quarters.
 
   ‘The weather aches your limbs, my lord?’ probed Vsevolod.
 
   ‘A Sword Brother spear,’ came the sharp answer.
 
   They were both entering their autumn years, their hair and beards slowly turning grey but of the two Viesthard looked the older. Wounds to his shoulder and leg had led to arthritis in both limbs and the constant worry and strain of having a Sword Brother stronghold to the east and the crusaders controlling half his kingdom had aged him markedly. But they had physiques of young men compared to the stooped and frail figure of Duke Kitenis who arrived in the middle of a snowstorm three days later. Wrapped in furs and supported by members of his bodyguard, the Duke of Aukstaitija had a hacking cough that shook his whole body when it took hold of him. Kitenis was a bear of a man but now the bear was sick, old and wracked with pain. Even though he had conspired against him in the past Vsevolod was sad to see such a man laid low. He was a poignant reminder of man’s mortality.
 
   After a day convalescing from his journey, during which he was administered copious amounts of hot soup and warm mead, he was well enough to attend the reason for the gathering at Tervete: the meeting of the dukes. Actually only Kitenis, Ykintas and Viesthard were dukes; Mindaugas was a landless prince and Vsevolod also had that title. But Mindaugas was favoured by the Kriviu Krivaitis himself, which meant he had much influence among ordinary Lithuanians.
 
   They met in Tervete’s main hall, the high-roofed structure still smelling of smoke, beer and cooked meat from the previous evening’s feast. But it was warm enough, the great fire burning in the stone hearth in the centre of the chamber being continually stocked by slaves, who also carefully retrieved any hot coals that shot from the fire and replaced them in the flames. This was to placate Gabija, the Goddess of Fire, whom Lithuanians believed manifested herself wherever a fire burned. Other slaves proffered drinks to the assembled lords. Kitenis and Viesthard demanded mead but Vsevolod preferred gira, a non-alcoholic drink made from rye bread, as did Ykintas and Mindaugas.
 
   The fire crackled and spat as Viesthard placed his tankard on the table top and looked at Ykintas and Mindaugas.
 
   ‘Well, you pestered me for this meeting so now is your opportunity to tell us what was so important that you had to drag Duke Kitenis and Prince Vsevolod from their warm halls.’
 
   Being a duke Ykintas spoke but Vsevolod had no doubt they he had conspired closely with Mindaugas beforehand. The son of Stecse retained a blank expression as his brother by marriage explained.
 
   ‘My lords, the gods have sent us a great gift in the death of Duke Arturus and we should not waste it.’
 
   Kitenis belched as he finished his mead and pointed at a slave to refill his tankard. Ykintas cleared his throat.
 
   ‘The Kurs have chosen Prince Lamekins as their new duke who does not desire to be grand duke.’
 
   ‘He has told you as much?’ asked Vsevolod innocently.
 
   ‘Without Arturus the Kurs are like an eagle with no talons,’ snapped Mindaugas.
 
   ‘The Bishop of Riga is dead,’ continued Ykintas, ‘and no crusaders have come from across the sea this year. The Sword Brothers are weak.’
 
   He looked directly at Viesthard. ‘Now is the time to retake Mesoten and drive the Sword Brothers back across the Dvina. By doing so we will free Semgallia of the Christian barbarians.’
 
   ‘We pledge our combined army to this project,’ added Mindaugas, ‘to add to your own, great duke.’
 
   Vsevolod wore a confused expression as Viesthard grimaced and rubbed his shoulder.
 
   ‘Forgive me,’ said the Russian, ‘but I heard that your army was destroyed by the Kurs not long ago.’
 
   Kitenis laughed which degenerated into a long and painful coughing fit that ended with his thick beard being covered with spittle.
 
   ‘That’s what I heard too.’
 
   He wiped his mouth and fixed Ykintas with a hard stare.
 
   ‘Along with two thousand of my men and now you want more of my people to waste?’
 
   ‘With all respect, lord,’ began Mindaugas.
 
   ‘I was not speaking to you,’ Kitenis shot back.
 
   Mindaugas blushed and Ykintas was momentarily lost for words.
 
   ‘I know what you think of Prince Vsevolod,’ said Kitenis bitterly. ‘I thought the same a few years back. You think he is a fool, a foreigner who does not understand Lithuanian ways and only sits on the throne at Panemunis because his wife was the daughter of Daugerutis, may the gods bless him. Look at him, a puffed-up Russian who has never dipped his sword in the enemy’s blood.’
 
   All eyes turned to Vsevolod in his blue tunic with its high-cut neckline, over which he wore a magnificent white silk dalmatica. He looked like a king among commoners, the Lithuanians wearing hues of green and brown beneath their mail armour.
 
   ‘But I tell you this. For all his duplicity and politicking, his people are not tormented by the Kurs. Their villages are not filled with women in mourning as my own land currently is. The Sword Brothers do not raid his lands because he has extended the hand of friendship to Riga.’
 
   ‘I have sworn to destroy the Sword Brothers,’ growled Mindaugas.
 
   Kitenis looked at the faces at the table and chuckled.
 
   ‘Sixteen years ago I marched across a bridge of boats over the Dvina with twenty thousand others as part of Grand Duke Daugerutis’ invasion of Livonia. Many of those who crossed the river never returned. You think that you can succeed where Daugerutis failed?’
 
   ‘Yes,’ said Mindaugas emphatically.
 
   ‘We are confident that Mesoten can be taken now that Bishop Albert is dead and crusaders no longer come to Riga,’ added Ykintas.
 
   ‘And how many warriors will you muster for such a task, duke?’ asked Kitenis.
 
   ‘Enough,’ stated Mindaugas.
 
   Thus far Viesthard had said little, being content to observe the verbal jousts. But now he drew himself up and began speaking purposefully.
 
   ‘Ever since Duke Vincentas welcomed the Sword Brothers into Semgallia this land has been cursed.’
 
   He looked at Vsevolod. ‘I do not blame you for desiring peace for your people, my lord. The gods know that I would give anything to banish war from Semgallia. But I say to you that the Sword Brothers cannot be trusted for they seek to conquer the entire world and subjugate all the peoples in it.
 
   ‘They took advantage of the internal squabbles among the Lithuanians to establish themselves on this side of the Dvina and seek to expand their territory. I hear what you say about the dangers of fighting the crusaders, Kitenis. I too was part of Daugerutis’ campaign in Livonia. But the longer the Sword Brothers are at Mesoten the harder it will be to eject them, until in the end it becomes impossible. For that reason I accept the offer that Ykintas and Mindaugas make. In reality I have no choice.’
 
   ‘I will bring as many warriors to fight beside you next spring as I can muster,’ promised Viesthard.
 
   Kitenis was subjected to another coughing fit painful to behold. He spat phlegm into an old rag that he pulled from his tunic.
 
   ‘Well, out of respect for you, old friend,’ he said to Viesthard, ‘I will personally lead a war band to Semgallia next spring.’
 
   He pointed at Mindaugas. ‘But afterwards, when we have slaughtered all the barbarians at Mesoten, there will be no talk of crossing the Dvina.’
 
   Mindaugas was most pleased by the turn the discussion had taken.
 
   ‘I will defer to your wishes, great duke.’
 
   A triumphant glint in his eye, he turned to his father-in-law.
 
   ‘And what will Selonia and Nalsen do next spring?’
 
   ‘Before I answer that question, Mindaugas,’ replied Vsevolod, ‘I would like to raise the question of the Kurs?’
 
   A frown spread across Mindaugas’ thin face. ‘The Kurs?’
 
   Vsevolod took a sip of his drink. ‘I assume that the newly created Duke Lamekins still has an army to command? An army that has during the last few years defeated a large army at the Abava River, an unhappy event that I was a personal witness to. That army then went on to crush the unfortunate Duke Butantas at the Battle of Venta, which resulted in the death of said duke and the unification of the Kur people.’
 
   ‘We know all this,’ said Mindaugas tersely.
 
   Vsevolod leaned forward to peer at him. ‘If you know it then you also know that the Kurs and their army cannot be ignored or dismissed, much as you would like to.’
 
   Viesthard sighed. ‘The Kurs will not interfere with our operations against Mesoten, they will not cross the border into Semgallia.’
 
   ‘May I enquire how you know this, my lord?’ asked Vsevolod.
 
   ‘Because Duke Arturus himself guaranteed that his army would not molest my people if I refrained from raiding Kurland.’
 
   He turned to Mindaugas and Ykintas.
 
   ‘My body is old and worn out but I have the advantage of experience. I advise you both to seek an accommodation with Duke Lamekins, if he is willing to speak to you, because if we make war on the Sword Brothers then it is imperative that the Kurs do not attack us.’
 
   ‘It all depends upon Duke Lamekins,’ said Vsevolod. ‘Let us hope he is not disposed to become grand duke like his former master.’
 
   Mindaugas was becoming frustrated. ‘We waste our time talking about the Kurs. They are not gods. They have lost their duke.’
 
   ‘But not their army,’ insisted Vsevolod.
 
   Mindaugas rounded on him. ‘You have always been very good at twisting words to suit your own ends. I ask you again. What will Selonia and Nalsen do next year?’
 
   ‘You mean will I lead an army to join the attack on Mesoten.’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘I will not,’ replied Vsevolod firmly.
 
   Kitenis smiled and emptied his tankard, gesturing to a slave that it should be refilled.
 
   ‘Just as you reached an agreement with the Kurs, my lord,’ Vsevolod said to Viesthard, ‘so do I have a treaty of friendship with Riga. If I was to break said treaty then I would incur the wrath of the Sword Brothers and that I am not prepared to do.’
 
   Mindaugas jumped from his chair. ‘You are not fit to lead the Selonians and Nalsen. My people do not fear the Sword Brothers even though you do.’
 
   Ykintas looked uncomfortable following his brother-in-law’s outburst and Viesthard was decidedly unimpressed but Vsevolod was too experienced a politician to take the bait. He did not respond immediately but merely looked disappointedly at Mindaugas. Eventually the prince, looking slightly ridiculous, retook his seat.
 
   ‘At least I remained at Panemunis,’ said Vsevolod, ‘to lead the people you so readily abandoned. Many in Selonia and Nalsen wonder where their prince is and ask why he prefers the company of Samogitians to his own people. They feel abandoned.’
 
   ‘I did not abandon them,’ insisted Mindaugas.
 
   Vsevolod looked surprised. ‘Did you not? To steal away in the night without a moment’s notice. That very much looks like abandonment.’
 
   He shrugged. ‘What is done is done. But since you have made Medvegalis your home it is up to me to safeguard your people, and I say again that I will not embroil them in a war that they do not want and may not win.’
 
   ‘With respect, lord, we believe we can win,’ said Ykintas.
 
   ‘I am not unreasonable, Duke Ykintas,’ smiled Vsevolod, ‘despite rumours to the contrary.’
 
   Mindaugas’ expression hardened.
 
   ‘Therefore,’ continued Vsevolod, ‘I am prepared to allow those among my people who wish to join your enterprise to leave their homes unmolested should they so wish. But it will be your responsibility to feed them when they join you.’
 
   ‘They will be fed and housed,’ Viesthard reassured the Russian. ‘I will see to that.’
 
   ‘Let us hope they return,’ said Vsevolod.
 
   ‘And after we have taken back Mesoten,’ Viesthard said to the Russian, ‘will you stand beside us when Riga launches its reprisals?’
 
   Mindaugas and Ykintas stared at Vsevolod. Kitenis wiped his beard with his sleeve and turned his large head towards him. But the Russian was too wily to be trapped by words. He merely smiled politely.
 
   ‘If Mesoten falls, my lord, and I hope with all my heart it will, then I will look most favourably upon a formal alliance with the dukes of Samogitia, Aukstaitija and Semgallia.’
 
   Mindaugas stiffened at the mild insult just dealt to him for all knew that he currently held no lands. Kitenis chuckled at the rebuke Vsevolod had administered.
 
   ‘And what of the Kurs?’ said Vsevolod.
 
   ‘There will be no discussions with the Kurs,’ stated Ykintas flatly. ‘To do so would make us appear weak.’
 
   ‘Which is what you are,’ responded Vsevolod, ‘having lost your army. Most careless.’
 
   ‘Your position as my father-in-law does not give you the right to insult me, sir,’ said Ykintas menacingly.
 
   For a moment Vsevolod lost his composure.
 
   ‘Don’t be a fool, Ykintas, any idiot can see that Samogitia is laid low. You have been given a reprieve with the death of Arturus but if you wish to take advantage of it then you must make overtures to Duke Lamekins.’
 
   ‘To grovel to him?’ sneered Mindaugas.
 
   ‘Why not if it secures you want you want.’
 
   Mindaugas could barely conceal his contempt.
 
   ‘Your ways are not our ways.’
 
   Vsevolod ignored him.
 
   ‘Let me ask you all a question. When a great army has been gathered at Mesoten and is busy storming that place, what is to prevent the Kurs raiding south as far as the walls of Medvegalis, or this citadel or indeed into your lands Duke Kitenis? Have you, Duke Ykintas, vast reserves of men that you can send one army to Mesoten and another to keep watch on the Kur border? And you, Duke Viesthard?’
 
   Kitenis stared into his tankard. Viesthard smiled.
 
   ‘You have a solution in mind, lord prince?’
 
   ‘I am prepared to meet with Duke Lamekins to broach the subject of a cessation of hostilities between Kurland and Samogitia if Ykintas will authorise me to do so.’
 
   Ykintas looked at Mindaugas.
 
   ‘It would be better if I made the approach,’ said Viesthard.
 
   ‘With respect, lord,’ replied Vsevolod, ‘that would be a mistake. I have found that negotiations proceed more favourably if they are conducted from a position of strength. It would be unseemly for one duke to beg for peace on behalf of another duke, and seeing as Ykintas has stated that he will not meet with the Kurs, which I believe is a mistake, then the only other option is for me to fulfil the role of ambassador.’
 
   ‘Why?’ demanded Mindaugas.
 
   Vsevolod sighed. ‘For one because I have had dealings with the Kurs before, specifically with their ambassador, Torolf. For another I am your father-in-law, and Ykintas’, which will lend credence to the idea that you have both asked me to approach Duke Lamekins, even if you have not. That at least should gain me an audience with him.’
 
   ‘And what will you say to him?’ asked Kitenis.
 
   ‘I will tell him that there is to be a great alliance of Lithuanians that will target the Sword Brother castle of Mesoten with the aim of expelling the hated Christians from Semgallia.’
 
   ‘You will reveal our plans?’ said an astounded Ykintas.
 
   Vsevolod was unruffled. ‘Of course. I have never underestimated the intelligence of my enemies. Besides, the Kurs are at war with the Sword Brothers so Duke Lamekins will be kindly disposed to those who are also battling the crusaders.’
 
   He smiled at Viesthard. ‘Arturus’ agreement with Duke Viesthard is proof of that.’
 
   ‘If, if I agree that you may act as the representative of me and Mindaugas,’ said Ykintas, ‘you will instruct Lamekins that I will never yield a foot of Samogitian territory to him.’
 
   Vsevolod finished his gira and ordered a slave to refill his tankard. The fire continued to spit and hiss, the hall slowly filling with smoke despite the vents in the ceiling, making his eyes and those of the others smart.
 
   ‘You can rest assured that I will not insult him,’ replied Vsevolod.
 
   ‘Meaning?’ spat Mindaugas.
 
   ‘Meaning that he can take as much of Samogitia as he wishes if the reports relating to the state of your army are to be believed. I will mention nothing of territory only a temporary cessation of hostilities to allow you and Ykintas to join with Duke Viesthard and Duke Kitenis for the attack against Mesoten. But shall I invite him to join said attack?’
 
   He held up a hand to Ykintas. ‘Don’t tell me, you won’t pitch your tent anywhere near his.’
 
   Kitenis gave a belly laugh and clapped his hands together, though this prompted another wracking cough that doubled him up. Ykintas was going to reply but realised he could not match the Russian’s witty words so sat and fumed in silence. Mindaugas retained his lofty disdain.
 
   ‘You will invite Lamekins to join us for the attack on Mesoten?’ enquired Viesthard.
 
   ‘Naturally, my lord,’ said Vsevolod. ‘The Kurs despise the Sword Brothers more than Mindaugas, and that is saying something. Furthermore, if Lamekins is amusing himself at Mesoten then he will not be attacking Samogitia, thus saving my daughters from rape and enslavement. It would also demonstrate the magnanimity of Ykintas and Mindaugas, even though they are devoid of said virtue.’
 
   ‘Well, then’ said Viesthard, ‘the only thing left is to put Prince Vsevolod’s scheme to the vote. All those in favour raise their hands.’
 
   He held up his right arm, wincing as the movement prompted a spasm of pain in his shoulder. Kitenis did likewise. Ykintas, still fuming, half-heartedly raised his limb, to be followed by Mindaugas. Vsevolod sat emotionless but inside he was delighted.
 
   Aras was less so when his lord informed him later that they would be remaining at Tervete until word came from the Kurs regarding the proposed meeting with Lamekins.
 
   ‘They will kill the courier, most like,’ said Aras.
 
   It was a bitterly cold day, both men wrapped in furs as they joined a boar hunt organised by Duke Viesthard in the Tervete Valley. The glittering blue lakes of summer were grey and cold in the autumn gloom and most mornings they were fringed by ice. The deciduous trees were now bare, black and stark, though at least the mass of evergreens added a glum green to the landscape. Vsevolod turned in the saddle to ensure his wife and daughters, all three dressed in padded tunics, thick leggings, leather boots and cloaks draped around their shoulders, were close.
 
   ‘Have a care for the safety of the women,’ he called to his bodyguard, ‘boars are a menace.’
 
   The twenty horsemen, all wearing helmets, aventails and iron lamellar armour and armed with lances, sword and daggers, closed around the women. Their oblong shields bore the prince’s symbol of a silver griffin on a blue background, which was also replicated on their lance pennants.
 
   ‘We have been on boar hunts before,’ Rasa called to her husband.
 
   ‘But not in Semgallia, my sweet.’
 
   Rasa looked at her confused daughters.
 
   ‘What is the difference?’
 
   ‘The boars in Selonia are better behaved, my sweet.’
 
   His daughters giggled and Rasa rolled her eyes. Despite the cold and the inconvenience of being dragged on a hunt Vsevolod was in good spirits. Mostly because he had been reunited with his daughters but also because he had managed to manipulate the other lords.
 
   ‘You are quite wrong, Aras,’ he said, ‘Lamekins will welcome the opportunity to take breath and organise his kingdom. He is not Arturus, thank God, and will be desirous of time to stamp his own authority on Kurland. Besides, we dangle the opportunity to expel the Sword Brothers from Semgallia, which the Kurs desire greatly.’
 
   Diplomacy was beyond Aras and he merely shrugged as packs of hunting dogs barked and yelped as they scoured the trees for their elusive prey. Ahead Ykintas and Mindaugas, bare headed and dressed in padded leather tunics and knee-length boots, shouted to the pack leaders to direct their dogs towards the long, thin meadow they were riding through. Viesthard was concerned with ensuring that Duke Kitenis, who looked pale and cold, did not fall off his horse.
 
   ‘It will mean meeting with the Kurs, of course,’ the prince told Aras, ‘though we have done that before.’
 
   ‘As I remember Duke Arturus thrust a knife through the high priest’s neck before riding from camp,’ retorted Aras. ‘We followed and were cut to pieces at the Abava River. Not a good omen, highness.’
 
   ‘We need to do something to halt the declining fortunes of Samogitia and with it the futures of Ykintas and Mindaugas, to say nothing of my daughters. If that kingdom falls then Aukstaitija will follow, if its leader does not fall dead first.’
 
   ‘I do not understand, highness.’
 
   ‘It is quite simple, Aras. The Kurs may have lost Arturus but in Lamekins they have a duke who is both wise and talented and that makes him far more dangerous than a maniac. We need to keep him amused with other things so the Samogitians can recover their strength. Keeping the Semgallians and Kurs occupied fighting the Sword Brothers will also ensure that the rest of us are not molested by the Kurs.’
 
   ‘If you think that, highness, then why not join with the other dukes against the Sword Brothers?’
 
   ‘Because I do not believe we can defeat the Sword Brothers. I prefer conferences and treaties to war and defeat.’
 
   A boar suddenly broke cover ahead, a huge brown snarling beast with vicious tusks crossing the ground in front of Mindaugas. In a shot he jumped from his horse as a pack of hunting dogs ran barking from the trees. Showing their teeth they ran at the boar that suddenly turned and attacked them. Vsevolod and Aras sat, transfixed as four hundred pounds of rage collided with the canines, flicking up its head at the last moment to drive his tusks into one of the dogs, tossing it into the air. The beast yelped and crashed to the ground, its side bleeding and its ribcage shattered. The male boar attacked again, shaking off a dog that tried to grab its neck and gashing another badly.
 
   Mindaugas, spear gripped with both hands, ran at the boar, the beast charging at him. Morta screamed with delight as her husband drove the spear point into the beast’s mouth, which slowed it dramatically as the metal head was thrust into its stomach. But it did not stop. It dug its hooves into the earth as dogs leaped on its back and began mauling its hide. It grunted in rage as it powered forward, the spear disappearing into its mouth like some magician’s trick. Mindaugas’ face was a mask of determination as the boar refused to die.
 
   Ykintas charged and drove his spear through one of the dogs and into the boar’s side, the blow finally halting the beast. Mindaugas released the spear, drew his dagger and grabbed one of the boar’s tusks, stabbing at its neck as the dogs became frenzied. One turned on Ykintas who was forced to draw his sword and hack its head off. Then it was over. The pack handler ran forward and began whipping his surviving dogs to get them off the dead beast and Mindaugas released his grip on the tusk and collapsed on the ground, thanking the gods for his life.
 
   Covered in blood, he rose and smiled as Morta jumped from the saddle and threw her arms around him. Elze did the same to Ykintas, the two men grinning like children at each other.
 
   ‘I will do to the Sword Brothers what I have done to this boar,’ proclaimed Mindaugas, to wild cheers from the Semgallian warriors.
 
   Vsevolod looked at Aras and shook his head.
 
   *****
 
   If he had been born a Christian Lamekins would have made the ideal knight. His handsome features, square jaw and athletic build fulfilled the criteria of the ideal chivalric noble. He was tall and possessed of a jovial nature that belied his immense talents as a warlord. Everyone in Kurland knew that it had been Lamekins who had made the army such a formidable instrument. He was like a master armourer who forged a mighty sword that had been wielded to great effect by Duke Arturus. But now Arturus was dead and Lamekins ruled the Kurs. The burden of such a responsibility was weighing heavily on his shoulders.
 
   The snow had begun to fall, thus far only a light dusting, but enough to darken the duke’s already sombre mood. He pulled up his horse in the centre of the village that was half a day’s ride from Talsi. Behind him his escort did the same. Valdas, his stick-thin commander of horsemen, beckoned over an equally lean elderly man from the group of shivering villagers standing amid the swirling snowflakes. He hurried forward and bowed to him.
 
   The assembled villagers looked nervously at the riders, all dressed in black tunics, leggings and leather boots. Their leather cuirasses were also black, as were the pteriges and the leather facings on their round shields. Lamekins had purposely given strict instructions that all his horsemen should be so attired to strike fear into their enemies, stipulating that they should also ride black horses equipped with black saddlery. The duke himself wore mail armour over his tunic.
 
   ‘This is the ruler of Kurland, Duke Lamekins,’ Valdas told the thin man, ‘tell him what you reported to Talsi.’
 
   The headman, pale with thinning shoulder-length hair, bowed to Lamekins.
 
   ‘Great lord, with winter upon us we are hard pressed to feed those whom we took in during the summer.’
 
   ‘The refugees from the coastal villages that were destroyed by the sea raiders?’ said Lamekins.
 
   The headman nodded. ‘The harvest was a good, high one, but our yield was sufficient only to feed our own people and send the regular tribute to Talsi.’
 
   Lamekins looked at the huddled villagers, young children with faces hidden in their mothers’ skirts, old men who had seen many summers with wizened arms around the waists of their wives. Among them broad-shouldered men who before the harvest had been shouldering axes instead of ploughs and scythes. The people of Kurland. His people.
 
   ‘If you did not have to send the annual tribute to Talsi would you be able to feed everyone through the winter?’
 
   The headman bit his lip and swallowed.
 
   ‘Speak freely,’ Lamekins told him.
 
   ‘No, high one. There are too many mouths to feed.’
 
   ‘I will send food from our stores at Talsi,’ smiled Lamekins.
 
   The man’s face lit up. ‘The gods bless you, high one.’
 
   He walked forward and kissed the duke’s boot, much to the embarrassment of Lamekins. He then turned and raised his arms.
 
   ‘The great Duke Lamekins will send food to see us through the winter.’
 
   The villagers cheered, women covered their faces with their hands and wept with joy and infants wailed at the noise. Lamekins wheeled his horse around and trotted from the village with the acclaim of grateful villagers ringing in his ears.
 
   The wind continued to blow, filling the grey banner carrying the black seagull motif. The number of snowflakes whirling in the air increased. Lamekins was lost in his thoughts as the party of horsemen rode through the hilly countryside. Like most of Kurland the area was covered in towering forests of pine and spruce with small villages sprinkled among them. And like much of Kurland those villages eked out a living by growing crops and tending livestock. But whereas the soil to the east, in Semgallia and Selonia, was rich and yielded bountiful harvests, in Kurland it was poorer and less suited to growing crops. The Oeselian raid had devastated the kingdom’s western districts: villages, food and fishing vessels being destroyed en masse. And the raiders had started forest fires that had raged and smouldered for weeks in the summer heat. The result had been a flood of refugees to the eastern part of the kingdom and the threat of starvation as villages became burdened with too many mouths to feed.
 
   ‘We cannot give every village food from the stores in Talsi, lord,’ said Valdas, his face pinched by the cold. ‘Who will feed the town and its fort if we do?’
 
   ‘Are all the villages in such a dire position?’
 
   ‘Most, lord. A few may have more food and less refugees but if the winter is a harsh one then they will lose just as many from starvation as the others.’
 
   Lamekins desperately searched his mind for ideas on how to alleviate this dire situation. A raid into Semgallia or Samogitia to plunder the food supplies of those kingdoms? He dismissed the idea. Their people would burn their own winter stores rather than see them fall into the hands of the hated Kurs. He pulled up his horse beside an old oak tree. This part of Kurland was littered with them – ancient oaks growing apart from other trees in lowland areas and river valleys. They were squat, unusually thick with short trunks and low but enormously wide branches. Because they grew apart from other trees they could spread their branches wide, just as Perkunas intended. The oak was the tree favoured by Perkunas, the God of War, who rode in a two-wheeled chariot armed with an axe and arrows. He was also the god of mountains, thunder, sky and oak trees. He closed his eyes and prayed to Perkunas. If ever the Kurs needed a miracle this was the time. He opened his eyes and saw the quizzical faces of his escort. He heard the mocking laughter of Arturus in his head but Perkunas heard his prayer.
 
   It was half an hour later, the breeze still full of flakes, when a courier intercepted the column of black riders. Both horse and rider were panting as the man made his report to Lamekins.
 
   ‘Lord Torolf sends his compliments, highness. Your presence at Talsi is urgently required.’
 
   It had stopped snowing when they reached the strongest hill fort in Kurland. The breeze had also dropped but so had the sun on the western horizon, the sky clearing to herald a freezing night. Talsi’s hall was warm, though, when slaves took the duke’s cloak and helmet and served him hot soup. Torolf, his ambassador and spymaster, approached the duke as he sat down near the fire in the centre of the hall.
 
   Lamekins often wondered if Torolf was a Kur with his red hair that he kept shaved above the ears and the remainder plaited from the crown to the back of his neck. His origins were a mystery, though he did know that he hailed from a village on Kurland’s Baltic coastline. Unkind voices said he was a Balt, the primitive people who lived far to the south, but the fact that he had risen high in Duke Arturus’ favour contradicted this. No Kur duke would have a Balt as his closest adviser. And the advice of the red-haired Torolf was usually worth listening to. It was so now as Lamekins consumed the hot broth.
 
   ‘Our friend Prince Vsevolod desires a meeting with you, lord.’
 
   Lamekins finished his broth.
 
   ‘Why?’
 
   ‘The missive was brief but alluded to him acting as an ambassador between Kurland and his errant sons-in-law.'
 
   ‘He must be desperate if he is prepared to travel all the way from Panemunis to Kurland.’
 
   Torolf walked over to stand opposite the duke. ‘He is at Tervete, lord.’
 
   Lamekins looked up. ‘What business would bring him to Tervete, I wonder?’
 
   Torolf nodded. ‘My thoughts exactly.’
 
   ‘Vsevolod is a snake,’ said Lamekins, ‘a snake who uses others to do his dirty work. Has Viesthard made any approach?’
 
   ‘None, lord.’
 
   ‘Intriguing. Arrange the meeting, as soon as possible.’
 
   It took place a week later, the ground still free of snow after a southerly wind brought milder weather. It also brought rain that lashed the Kandava Hills where the meeting took place. Torolf arranged the tent where Lamekins and Vsevolod would meet to be pitched on the slope overlooking the ground where Duke Arturus had defeated the army of Bishop Albert three years before. The venue was not lost on Prince Vsevolod who arrived in the company of Aras and the hundred Russian horsemen of his bodyguard, plus a score of carts carrying their tents and supplies. Their drivers and the servants that attended the column struggled to move the vehicles along rutted tracks that had turned into rivers of mud as the rain continued to fall.
 
   It was still falling, the wind adding to the desultory conditions, when the prince sat opposite Lamekins in the tent assigned for their meeting. It was a grand affair, a pavilion with two poles supporting a sloping roof and vertical sidewalls. It was surrounded by guy ropes to secure it on the slope, with an additional two hurricane ropes for extra security. This was most fortuitous because it was highly exposed on the rise, the wind battering its walls. Apart from the table positioned in the centre of the pavilion with four chairs arranged around it the inside was bare. Candle holders fixed to the tent poles illuminated the interior where Lamekins and Torolf faced Vsevolod and Aras. Three of them were wearing armour, Vsevolod was dressed in his tunic and silk dalmatic, though he also wore a vest as the wind had chilled the air noticeably. It was a Russian custom not to wear swords during negotiations, though it was a practice unknown among pagans. Not that pagans were averse to protocol: there were two Kur guards standing behind their lord and two Russians standing behind their prince.
 
   ‘This tent,’ began Lamekins, ‘was captured from the Christians when Bishop Albert attempted to invade Kurland.’
 
   A gust of wind shook the pavilion.
 
   ‘Let us hope it stands longer than did Bishop Albert’s army when you faced it on this ground, lord duke,’ smiled Vsevolod.
 
   ‘I was surprised to learn of your presence at Tervete, lord prince,’ said Lamekins. ‘The last time you were in the company of Duke Viesthard it was part of an alliance intent on subjugating Kurland.’
 
   Vsevolod retained his smile. ‘I can assure you, lord duke, that I have no desire to instigate a war, much less drag my people into one.’
 
   ‘And is that the view of your sons-in-law, lord prince?’
 
   ‘I am here on behalf of Prince Mindaugas and Duke Ykintas,’ replied Vsevolod, ‘and their desire to bring to an end hostilities between Kurland and Samogitia.’
 
   Lamekins looked around the tent. ‘And yet they do not grace us with their presence.’
 
   Vsevolod’s forehead creased. ‘To be frank, lord duke, the arrogance of youth, inexperience and the humiliation of your recent victory against them has placed them in a difficult position.’
 
   ‘Defeat will do that,’ agreed Lamekins.
 
   ‘However, I bring news that may change your opinion of them.’
 
   ‘Oh?’
 
   ‘The reason for my being at Tervete was a proposed alliance against the Sword Brother castle at Mesoten, specifically a planned attack on said stronghold to take place next spring.’
 
   ‘And Mindaugas and Ykintas will participate in this attack?’
 
   Vsevolod wore a resigned look. ‘Mindaugas hates the Sword Brothers, lord duke. He has vowed to destroy them and would destroy all Lithuania, I think, if it meant achieving that aim. For his part Duke Viesthard only desires the ejection of the crusaders from his kingdom.’
 
   ‘And you, lord prince?’ asked Lamekins, ‘will you take part in the war against the Sword Brothers?’
 
   ‘I will tell you what I told Mindaugas, which is that I will allow him to recruit men from Selonia and Nalsen but those two kingdoms will not be joining the alliance.’
 
   ‘Because you believe making war upon Livonia to be folly?’ probed Lamekins.
 
   ‘Because I have a treaty of friendship with Riga that I see no reason to break.’
 
   ‘Your honesty does your credit, lord prince. If Samogitia desires peace in order to make war upon the Sword Brothers then I will instigate no aggression against Duke Ykintas’ lands,’ stated Lamekins. ‘And seeing as we are being honest with each other I am sure you realise that other dukes making war upon the Sword Brothers is in Kurland’s interests.’
 
   ‘Then I can go back to Tervete and state that you will not make further war upon Samogitia, lord duke?’
 
   ‘As a gesture of goodwill,’ said Lamekins, ‘Duke Ykintas will deliver a large amount of grain to Kurland for the damage inflicted upon my people during his raids. In return I pledge not to raid his territory while he is engaged at Mesoten. Lord Torolf will provide you with details regarding the amount of grain to be delivered.’
 
   Vsevolod was taken aback. ‘Grain, lord duke?’
 
   ‘We have enough weapons and horses,’ smiled Lamekins, ‘the booty of our battles against the Sword Brothers and Samogitians. Duke Ykintas’ contrition must be demonstrable and grain will suffice. He will agree?’
 
   ‘Undoubtedly,’ replied Vsevolod, now bemused. ‘I don’t suppose Kurland would be interested in joining the alliance against the Sword Brothers?’
 
   ‘You suppose right,’ retorted Lamekins.
 
   ‘I will not stand beside those who have tried to conquer Kurland and slaughter its people,’ added the Kur. ‘It is enough that I show mercy towards Samogitia and its duke.’
 
   ‘Indeed,’ said Vsevolod.
 
   Lamekins leaned back in his chair and regarded the Russian and his general.
 
   ‘I hope that the kingdoms of Lithuania do not think that just because Duke Arturus is dead that Kurland is now weak and vulnerable. That would be a grave mistake.’
 
   ‘I can assure you, lord duke,’ said Vsevolod sternly, ‘that I have no interest in instigating a war with Kurland, or indeed with anyone else.’
 
   Lamekins stood, bowed his head to the prince and walked to the closed flap, which was being buffeted by the wind. Torolf and his guards followed.
 
   ‘May you have a safe journey back to Panemunis.’
 
   Then he was gone, a gust of wind disturbing the candle flames before the Russian guards closed the flap.
 
   ‘Friendly bunch, these Kurs,’ remarked Aras dryly.
 
   ‘Lamekins seemed remarkably accommodating,’ said Vsevolod, ‘considering he was bargaining from a position of strength.’
 
   ‘He is still strong, highness, but he is no fool. If Ykintas, Mindaugas and Viesthard are banging their heads against Mesoten then that suits Kurland.’
 
   Vsevolod looked utterly miserable. ‘Your analogy is most apt, Aras. Mindaugas and Ykintas have yet to realise that it is futile banging your head against a wall, or a timber stockade for that matter.’
 
   Aras placed his hands behind his head. ‘I don’t know, highness, with Bishop Albert dead and no crusaders coming to Riga the chances of taking Mesoten are fair to middling.’
 
   Vsevolod rubbed his temples. ‘Even if Mesoten falls, which appears a remote possibility, then its loss will merely provoke Riga into issuing a call for more crusaders, who will undoubtedly come. Sometimes, Aras, it is all too much to bear.’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5
 
   Western Wierland was a fertile region. A third was covered with forests of fir and pine but the rest was lush and open, a wonderland of oblong lakes, expansive meadows, rivers and bogs. A notable feature of the region was the myriad of drumlins – long, narrow hills – that crisscrossed the land. According to pagan mythology they had been planted by the gods, along with the many large boulders dotting the land that were said to be the playthings of giants. The drumlins varied in length and height, some being up to three miles long, half a mile wide and over a hundred feet in height. Others were half the extent and height but all were covered in either grass or trees and surrounded by land that was very fertile. Villages sprang up around them, growing their crops in the rich soil and feeding their livestock on the lush grass growing on their slopes. The Danes had inflicted terrible misery on the people of Wierland but now the Danes were gone. All that remained to be dealt with were the followers of King Kalev.
 
   Following the abortive Sword Brother campaign against them in the Alutaguse the bandits had been quiet, giving rise to the hope that those that had not been killed had dispersed. But with the coming of winter they had re-emerged to terrorise the locals. But now there was a force in the region that was more than capable of dealing with them if they ventured from their forest lair.
 
   They acted like most pagan raiding parties: attacking a village and burning it after taking what they wanted – food, weapons and slaves. They killed the men, young and old, rather than attempting to enslave them. Men were too troublesome and likely to escape; women were more docile, especially if they had their young with them. And women and girls were infinitely more pleasurable and useful once the raiders had reached the sanctuary of their camp. They could be endlessly raped, made to do work around the camp that men found irksome and, in the last resort, killed if they became too troublesome or unruly. And the young, pretty ones could always be sold on for a tidy profit; though the camp leader had to act quickly to weed out those he wanted to make a profit from. It was remarkable how rape and abuse aged a woman’s face and body.
 
   In the bleak winter landscape they moved slowly, encumbered as they were with carts loaded with plundered supplies and a host of wailing women and children. The raiders were mounted on ponies and used spear butts to prod their captives to keep them in line and urge them on. Behind them they left many dead and a burning village. And that was their mistake.
 
   The tendrils of black smoke had been spotted at Laiuse and the alarm bell had been sounded. In the icy still air thin pillars of black smoke could mean only one thing: burning buildings. Minutes later fifty horsemen cantered through the fort’s gates, heading to the east of where the burning village lay. During the preceding weeks Paul had sent out parties of horsemen to scout the ground, become familiar with those villages still occupied and know the tracks and roads through the woods and by the sides of drumlins.
 
   Those tracks and roads were now covered with snow, the lakes and rivers were frozen solid and the air was still and icy. Like many mid-winter days in Estonia the sun was brilliant in the clear blue sky, giving perfect visibility for miles around. The sound of hooves crunching through the crisp snow would travel far but it did not matter: they would intercept the bandits before they reached the sanctuary of the forest. The raiders could divert their journey into any nearby woods, of course, but to do so would mean spending the night without tents and fire if they had not brought dry firewood.
 
   Conrad gripped the reins and tried to restrain his horse from breaking into a gallop. It sensed battle, as did the riders behind him. They would be tempted to speed ahead with all haste to intercept the enemy, but Paul had trained them well so they managed to curtail their desire to get to grips with the foe. They rode beside a high drumlin, its grassy slopes now covered with deep snow. Around Conrad’s left forearm were the straps on the inner side of his shield, his hand free to hold the reins. In his right hand he held a lance. Freezing air flooded through the vision slits and vent holes of his helm, making his eyes water.
 
   They passed the drumlin, Paul and one of his men, a local Wierlander resembling a Christian knight in his mail armour, red surcoat, a caparison of the same colour covering his horse, leading the way. The Wierlander held up his lance when they approached a frozen stream, which was now a slight dip in the snow. The only sign that it was a watercourse were two parallel pine copses flanking the depression. The column slowed and divided as it traversed the stream, reforming and quickening its pace as it skirted a larger group of trees to the left. A large lake, its surface smooth and greyish white, appeared on the right as the riders dug their spurs into their mounts. The winter days were short and the sun was beginning to dip on the horizon. They thundered into a wide meadow and pulled up their horses. There, to the west, around half a mile away, was their target.
 
   Conrad shoved his helmet up on his head as Paul, Hans and Anton came to him and Paul’s men formed into a line behind. Already the air was filled with screams and deeper shouts and curses as the enemy caught site of a flash of red against the white background.
 
   ‘They’ve spotted us,’ said Hans.
 
   ‘It doesn’t matter,’ replied Conrad, ‘they have nowhere to run to. I want one alive.’
 
   ‘Why?’ asked Anton.
 
   ‘Never mind why,’ interrupted Paul, ‘if we do not engage them soon they will scarper.’
 
   He turned his horse and bellowed his orders.
 
   ‘Open line formation, slow advance, watch out for any obstacles in the snow.’
 
   Hans turned. ‘Obstacles?’
 
   ‘Boulders as big as an elk’s balls,’ shouted Paul, to laughter from his men, ‘this area is littered with them.’
 
   The horses snorted and flicked their heads as the men of iron began to advance, widely spaced and each rider looking at the ground ahead for any signs of the boulders that Paul had mentioned. In the distance the warriors of Kalev raced to form into a line, a wall of locked shields and menacing spear points. The pagans began shouting and cursing the horsemen, taunting them as they got closer. They too stood out against the background in their dark leggings, leather armour and shields. Their bulky clothing, a defence against the cold, made them appear over-sized. They looked like an immovable wall of leather and iron against which the horsemen would founder. It was a large raiding party. Conrad estimated that they outnumbered the horsemen, which is probably why they decided to stand and fight. They would be expecting the riders to lower their lances and charge right into the shield wall. Behind them their captives, frightened and tethered together with rope, began shrieking as the battle approached them.
 
   When they were within two hundred paces of the shield wall, arrows being shot by a handful of archers in the rear rank, Paul held up his lance and the line split, half flanking left, the other moving right. Conrad, Hans and Anton, at the extreme right of the line, were suddenly in the rear of what was now the right-hand column as it charged ahead and then, as the men had done in training, suddenly wheeled left and left again to hit the enemy in the rear.
 
   A disciplined, well-drilled enemy would have simply about-faced and presented their shields and spears to the charging horsemen. But pagans placed their best men in the front rank of a shield wall and the wall itself was not a body of disciplined soldiers but a mass of warriors who liked to fight as individuals when the mêlée began. Those who had been in the front rank angrily turned and barged their way through their comrades to fight the horsemen first. And in doing so wrecked the cohesion of the shield wall.
 
   Conrad dug his spurs hard into the flanks of his horse, causing the beast to snort in anger and bolt forward. The combined weight of man and beast was concentrated at the tip of his lance as he aimed the point at an enemy shield. He gripped the lance hard as it shuddered for an instant and then pierced the leather and wood to drive into the torso of the man behind it. He released the lance and pulled his axe held in the special scabbard hanging from his saddle. As it had been trained to do, his horse moved back and forth to avoid enemy weapons, shifting its legs as Conrad hacked left and right in an effort to split helmets. He yanked the reins violently to the left to move his mount as a warrior ran at him with a levelled spear. The horse instantly shifted left, the warrior’s attack failing as he halted and swung right to face the flank of Conrad’s beast. He dropped the spear as Hans passed by him and caved in his helmet with a swing of his mace. He collapsed to the ground twitching, blood seeping through the freshly made indentations in his helmet.
 
   The shouts and screams of battle competed with the cries and howling of the captives as men battled for their lives a few yards away. Half the bandits were dead or injured but the rest were still fighting as they thrust their spears and chopped with their axes at Paul’s men.
 
   Conrad slid off his horse as Hans and Anton did the same, his two friends armed with maces as they flanked him. The horsemen had fragmented the shield wall but not scattered it entirely so the only way to crush the enemy was to bludgeon to death every last one of them. Other riders were also dismounting and arming themselves with their close-quarter weapons for the final struggle.
 
   One or two bandits tried to escape on their ponies but were easily caught and surrounded by a small mounted reserve that Paul directed. He had trained his men well. Conrad pointed his axe at a bandit armed with a sword, indicating he was a man of some importance among the enemy. The man needed no second prompting as he charged forward, swinging his weapon with aplomb as he thrust it forward but then whipped it back and flicked his wrist to slice the blade low, against Conrad’s right leg. The Sword Brother caught the blow on his axe’s langlets – protective metal strips riveted along the haft to protect it from such a strike. He threw himself forward, putting all his weight behind his shield as he clattered into the warrior who crashed into the snow. Conrad fell on top of him, held his weapon aloft and then drove it down with all his strength to drive the spike on the opposite side of the axe head into the man’s eye and into his brain. He left the weapon where it was to scramble to his feet before yanking it from its bloody stand.
 
   All around red-uniformed men were whittling down the enemy who, remarkably, were still fighting. Hans and Anton were working in tandem, one attacking the other defending and then vice-versa, smashing enemy shields and helmets as they darted forward and back in a relentless battle of attrition.
 
   The light was fading now, bodies covering the blood-flecked snow as the last of the bandits was clubbed to the ground. Paul’s men gave a great cheer and raised their blood-covered weapons to the sky when there was no one left to fight.
 
   ‘Get the women and children on the ponies and back to camp,’ shouted Paul as he rode among his men, helmet in hand. ‘And get a move on, the light is fading fast.’
 
   So was the temperature. As the captives were freed and placed in the saddles of ponies, Conrad went among the fallen. There were a few red surcoats among the dead, which Paul ordered to be tied to horses so they could have a Christian burial later.
 
   Conrad heard a groan nearby. He knelt down and turned over the body of a warrior pierced by a lance. The point had gone through his leather armour to penetrate his right shoulder. The blade was sticking out of his leather back plate and the shaft had splintered when the warrior had fallen to the ground. Still, a good four feet still protruded from the front of his body. Blood oozed from the man’s mouth when he was turned on his side. Like those Conrad had fought in the forest his face was smeared with charcoal. He looked at Conrad and grinned, blood between his teeth.
 
   ‘Come closer, Sword Brother, I have something to tell you.’
 
   Conrad leaned towards him and the man spat in his face. Instinctively he struck him with the back of a mail-mitten-covered hand, causing him to yelp in pain as he flopped on to his back, pushing the lance point back through his shoulder. Conrad walked to his horse standing in the snow nearby, took its reins and led it back to where the injured warrior lay. He placed his right foot on his chest, gripped the broken lance shaft and yanked it from his body. The man screamed, startling those nearby and causing heads to turn. He then lifted the warrior up and slung him over his horse, between the saddle and the beast’s neck. The horse grunted as he hauled himself into the saddle and used his spurs to get it moving. Already a long column of ponies carrying civilians and horses carrying soldiers was following the path that had led Paul’s men to this meadow. Luck was with them because although the last traces of daylight were leaving the night would be clear and moonlit. And numbingly cold.
 
   Hans and Anton came to Conrad’s side.
 
   ‘What are you taking him back to camp for?’ asked Hans.
 
   ‘He might have some useful information,’ replied Conrad.
 
   The man was groaning and blood was spilling from his mouth on to the caparison of Conrad’s horse.
 
   ‘If he makes it back to camp,’ said Anton.
 
   But when the column of jubilant soldiers and cold, miserable civilians reached Laiuse the man still lived, though he had stopped groaning. The fort was no longer the empty shell Paul had occupied in the summer. While his soldiers trained to fight like mounted knights Andres at Kassinurme had sent labourers to build wooden barracks, storerooms, chapel, stables, forge and huts. The civilians were crammed into the barracks, the soldiers being ordered to pitch tents where they would sleep. The horses were stabled and bonfires lit in the compound, over which broth was cooked in huge cauldrons. While those who had taken part in the fight and those who had remained at the fort quartered their horses and the civilians, Conrad threw his captive on the ground before taking his horse to the stables. When he returned with some rope the man had attempted to crawl towards the shut gates of the fort.
 
   ‘My thoughts exactly,’ he smiled.
 
   He grabbed the top of the man’s back leather plate and dragged him to the gates. Sentries on the walkway above the gates gave him puzzled looks as Conrad threw him against the gates and used the rope to secure his outstretched arms to the crossbeam sitting in iron brackets across the back of both gates. The captive hung with his head down. Conrad grabbed the hair on his crown and pulled up his head.
 
   ‘Who is your leader, this King Kalev?’
 
   The man, barely conscious, opened his mouth.
 
   ‘Water.’
 
   ‘You will get water when you have answered my question. I ask again, who is your leader?’
 
   ‘King Kalev.’
 
   ‘What other names does he go by?’
 
   ‘Water, water.’ His voice was very faint.
 
   ‘This Kalev, what does he look like? Is he stout and broad chested?’
 
   ‘Water.’
 
   Conrad pulled his dagger from its sheath and cut one off a finger from the man’s left hand. He screamed in pain and thrashed around for a few seconds before slumping into semi-consciousness. Women and children, hearing the screams, began sobbing, fearing that another enemy was assaulting the fort. Hans and Anton sprinted over to the gates, followed by Paul.
 
   Conrad grabbed the man’s hair again.
 
   ‘Describe your leader. Is he German?’
 
   ‘What in the name of the saints are you doing, Conrad?’ asked Anton.
 
   ‘I’m convinced that this King Kalev is in fact Dietrich von Kivel. You remember him, Hans, the man who violated the parley and nearly killed you?’
 
   ‘Barely,’ replied Hans.
 
   Conrad went to cut off another of the man’s fingers.
 
   ‘Hold,’ shouted Paul.
 
   He walked up and stood in front of Conrad.
 
   ‘You are frightening the women and children.’
 
   ‘I have unfinished business with this captive,’ said Conrad through gritted teeth.
 
   ‘This is my fort, Master Conrad,’ said Paul, ‘so I would be obliged if you did not torture anyone without my permission.’
 
   Conrad looked at the swarthy former squire. Anton laid a hand on his friend’s arm.
 
   ‘Even if Kivel is the commander of the bandits, what does it matter?’
 
   ‘It matters because he has caused us much trouble,’ said Conrad, ‘and if he is the leader of the bandits then he will cause a lot more.’
 
   Hans shrugged. ‘If he is then at the very least we know where he is.’
 
   ‘This King Kalev is an idea that must be stamped out ruthlessly before it spreads,’ stated Conrad.
 
   ‘This man’s half dead,’ said Paul, examining the captive. ‘He won’t answer any more questions tonight.’
 
   He looked at his shoulder wound and the bloody stump where a finger had been. He pulled his own dagger from its sheath and drew the blade swiftly across the captive’s neck. There was a faint gurgling sound and then silence as the man died.
 
   ‘Now he’s all dead,’ said Paul, walking past the three Sword Brothers. He stopped and turned.
 
   ‘Respect, Master Conrad, that is what this was about. I would no more walk into your stronghold and begin torturing someone without permission than try to bugger the Pope. I would esteem it a favour if you would take the body into the woods in the morning so the boars can eat it.’
 
   The chapel was a miserable affair: a wooden hut with a small table to serve as an altar and leather to cover the opening where a door should have been. On the altar stood a wooden cross. It was a world away from the opulence of the Bishop’s Palace in Riga. Anton led Prime Mass as Conrad and Hans stood with heads bowed before the altar in the pre-dawn gloom. Riga had yet to allocate a priest for the fort even though Conrad, as Marshal of Estonia, had alerted the Bishop’s Palace that a new Christian fort had been established at Laiuse. He had received no reply to his letter. No doubt it had been conveniently ‘lost’ for Riga had no love for the Marshal of Estonia.
 
   After prayers he went to the gate to free the frozen corpse fixed to the gates. The eastern sky was a mixture of blues and reds as the sun crept over the trees to the east. Again there was no wind. It would be another brilliant, bitterly cold day. He cut the body free, tied a rope around its legs and went to the stables to collect his horse. He returned and tied a rope around the iron-hard corpse’s feet. He asked the sentries on duty, their eyes red and beards frosted from the cold, to open the gates and then he dragged the body to the nearest woods where he left it.
 
   After breakfast he and his friends departed from Laiuse. Paul saw them off after he had made morning inspection. For all his caustic wit and sarcastic comments Conrad had to admit that Paul had become a stickler for order and proper procedure. The camp was tidy and his men well equipped and disciplined.
 
   ‘You ride back to Odenpah?’
 
   ‘We will stop off at Kassinurme first,’ said Conrad.
 
   Anton nodded towards the women and children outside the barracks.
 
   ‘What about them?’
 
   ‘Their village has been destroyed, their menfolk killed,’ replied Paul. ‘They will have to stay here.’
 
   ‘I will instruct Andres to send more food,’ Conrad told him. ‘God be with you, Paul.’
 
   ‘And with you, Master Conrad, try not to torture too many people before the spring.’
 
   Conrad raised his hand as he turned his horse and walked it towards the fort’s gates. He was convinced that Dietrich von Kivel was the leader of the forest bandits and it irked him that the mercenary had once again escaped his clutches.
 
   The ice-hardened snow crunched under the horses’ hooves as the trio made their way back to Kassinurme, leading two ponies loaded with a tent and spare weapons, fodder, food and clothing. In summer the journey would have taken less than a day but in mid-winter the ride would take longer as the animals negotiated snowdrifts, ice and the freezing temperature. The tent and supplies was a precaution against a sudden blizzard or heavy fall of snow that would force them into the nearest forest to seek a place to camp.
 
   ‘Paul has turned into an excellent leader,’ remarked Hans, ‘as Sir Richard predicted.’
 
   ‘He keeps his men on a tight leash,’ agreed Anton, ‘as well as his guests.’
 
   ‘Strange that a former hangman would object to a spot of torture,’ said Hans.
 
   ‘The ceremony of becoming a knight has exorcised his former life,’ stated Anton, ‘his soul has been cleansed of its former sins.’
 
   ‘Torturing a murderer is not a sin,’ said a sullen Conrad.
 
   ‘An interesting legal point, Conrad,’ mused Anton, ‘one I’m sure that the scholars of the Holy Church would be delighted in debating with you.’
 
   ‘But you are wrong, Conrad,’ said Hans.
 
   Conrad turned to look at his friend. All three were wearing their linen and mail coifs over their heads for warmth, their faces already pinched by the icy air.
 
   ‘We hang murderers,’ Conrad shot back.
 
   ‘Indeed we do,’ agreed Hans, ‘but surely you must have realised by now that a man will tell you anything to stop the pain of torture.’
 
   ‘He did not tell me anything, which tells me that your theory is wrong.’
 
   ‘On the contrary, Conrad,’ smiled Anton, ‘Hans is precisely correct. The man did not know whom Dietrich von Kivel was, despite you cutting off his finger. That tells me he had no knowledge of Kivel.’
 
   ‘He would have talked,’ said Conrad, ‘had he not died.’
 
   Anton laughed. ‘Yes, you should have had a word with the man who drove a lance through his torso. Very remiss of him, not thinking of how it would interfere with your interrogation.’
 
   Conrad was not amused. ‘I think we should change the topic.’
 
   They had travelled for perhaps a quarter of a mile through the white stillness; the only sound being the cawing of hungry ravens looking for frozen carcasses to pick at. But then they heard a soft crunching sound and saw a black figure emerge from behind a pair of birch trees, their branches hanging low under the weight of snow. He was a bundle of black rags and on his back was a wicker basket loaded with what appeared to be wood. It must have been heavy because he was bent over under its load.
 
   ‘Is there a village nearby?’ asked Hans.
 
   ‘Not that I am aware of,’ said Conrad.
 
   They halted their horses as the figure shuffled through the snow, halting around twenty paces from them.
 
   ‘Good morning, sirs,’ the voice was that of an old man.
 
   He had a hood over his head and his visage was facing the ground, making it impossible to see his features.
 
   ‘A cold day for a walk,’ said Anton.
 
   ‘I am on a mission of mercy, good sirs,’ came the reply. ‘I take firewood to the fort. There are many women and children who have need of warmth and shelter.’
 
   ‘We know that,’ said Conrad, ‘but how do you?’
 
   The man began walking again. ‘I must not delay, good sirs, the weather is cruel this time of year.’
 
   Conrad looked at a bemused Hans, while Anton was smiling as he watched the old man plod through the snow with the over-loaded basket on his back. He spurred his horse forward. Conrad watched the old man disappear behind a clump of pines before he too urged his horse forward. He tugged on his reins to halt his horse as a mocking voice echoed through the trees.
 
   ‘You owe me a finger, Master Conrad.’
 
   *****
 
   Winter brought an end to significant military operations. The Christian men of iron were known to fight in the snow and ice and the Sword Brothers often conducted raids in the white wilderness. But large-scale operations in winter were difficult to organise and even more formidable to mount. The Bishop of Riga himself had nearly come to grief when he took a crusader army across the frozen sea to Muhu to fight the Oeselians. He had lost half his army before coming to an agreement with the sea pirates that let him and what remained of his crusaders escape with their lives. Men and animals required large quantities of food to operate effectively in freezing conditions, which in turn required a host of carts and wagons to transport food, in addition to tents, spare weapons, clothing and blankets. Moving such bulk also required dozens of draught animals, which in turn required large quantities of fodder, which in turn required more wagons. And moving carts and wagons through a landscape of snow and ice was time-consuming and often required vehicles being dug out of snowdrifts if a blizzard struck the army. Such work was physically taxing, which required more food to prevent men from becoming weak and lethargic.
 
   For common folk the winter presented a simpler predicament: staying alive. For thousands of villagers either side of the Dvina a good harvest would be enough to see them through the winter, though the very young and very old were always susceptible to expiring in the weeks of bitterly cold weather. But a single event – a storm, a long dry spell, a late frost after the spring planting or an early frost at harvest – could have a devastating effect on harvests, resulting in crop shortages and famine.
 
   The winter had not been as harsh as the one that had frozen the sea but Lithuania, Livonia and Estonia were still white wastelands, their rivers and lakes covered with ice and their forests and meadows blanketed with snow. Pagan and Christian commoner alike shivered in their meagre wooden huts, which were invariably one or two-room abodes with an open hearth in one and an inner chamber for sleeping and storage. Floors were mud covered with rushes or hay in a vain attempt to keep them warm. Unsanitary, cold and damp, in winter they became worse when pigs, cattle, goats and chickens were brought indoors to protect them from the elements. They were not the only wildlife that occupied the huts: rats were a common menace and helped themselves to the precious grain stored inside a home.
 
   Weeks spent huddled around a poorly ventilated fire, which became the only source of light during the long hours of darkness, eating a miserable diet of smoked meat or fish and bread made from coarse, poor quality wheat, all washed down with watery ale, took a toll on the health of commoners. The head of the home would set traps in the woods in the hope of catching rabbits, hares and wildfowl, which would bring a welcome, albeit brief relief from the monotonous diet.
 
   In such doom and despondency the only succour was the knowledge that the gods might answer their prayers. South of the Dvina villagers flocked to sacred places called alkas where perpetual fires burned. Even though Duke Arturus had sought to rid Kurland of the Kriviai the common folk did not abandon their gods. The white-robed male priests may have gone but the vetulae – witches – remained to conduct religious practices. But despite the pleadings of the old women, in winter the gods still tortured the people. Pikulas, the God of the Underworld, imprisoned Saule, the Sun Goddess, in a cave during the winter months. With her captivity the sun no longer warmed the earth. But in the spring Saule was rescued by her daughter Auszrine, the Morning Star, who used a giant hammer to smash down the door to the cave where her mother was held captive. It was for this reason that many Lithuanians worshipped the hammer during the long winter months. And in the spring Saule, the golden-haired maiden wearing a gold silk raiment with a gold shawl and crown, drove her chariot across the heavens, pulled by two white steeds called the dvynai asvieniai to warm the earth once more.
 
   Those who ruled them rarely gave thought to commoners. It was enough to know that they bred, grew crops and were numerous enough to provide warriors for armies that were mustered in the spring or summer. But at Talsi the chief topic of conversation among the great men of Kurland was none other than the common folk. Actually they sat in a small room beside the great hall, fires raging in both chambers, heads bowed as they listened to a wiry-framed man of great age standing beside the table they sat round. Tall, his hair and beard snow white, though still full and thick, his deep voice spoke with conviction and knowledge.
 
   ‘I cannot speak for the villages in the south of the country, those that were formerly part of southern Kurland, but taking all things into consideration their circumstances must be reckoned more dire than those in the north of your lordship’s domain.’
 
   Those around the table, all dressed in thick black tunics under which they wore woollen vests, their hair and beards as black as their mood, said nothing. One, his hair and beard red, looked at the old man.
 
   ‘What of the grain that was delivered to us before the ice froze the Dvina?’
 
   ‘That helped, Lord Torolf, but only in averting immediate famine among the populace. By now it would have all been consumed.’
 
   Lamekins used a finger to draw imaginary patterns on the tabletop. His demand that Duke Ykintas’ reparations take the form of grain shipments had been agreed. The duke, with the aid of Prince Vsevolod who had sent riverboats filled with grain down the Dvina to Kurland, had fulfilled his promises and Lamekins had believed that it would be enough to feed the refugees that had fled western Kurland in the aftermath of the Oeselians’ raid. The forest fires they had started had burned for weeks and had ravaged the area.
 
   ‘Come the spring how many will be dead?’ asked Gintaras bluntly.
 
   ‘Impossible to even estimate, lord,’ smiled the old man. ‘Until the snows melt we will have no reports from the districts. But my concern is not so much for this winter as for the coming spring and summer.’
 
   Lamekins looked up. ‘Explain.’
 
   ‘People who are malnourished, lord duke, are highly susceptible to disease. In addition, to stay alive during periods of extreme food shortages, commoners are tempted to eat foods that have a detrimental affect on their health. Grains stored in damp huts, for example, can become infested with ergot, which is poisonous when eaten and can sometime be fatal. In the spring there may be many Kurs who are sick and malnourished.’
 
   ‘The strong will soon recover,’ said Tadas, ‘and the weak will die. It is the way of things.’
 
   ‘The strong will recover, it is true,’ said the old man, ‘but it will take time and may I remind you that in times of need, for example in an overcrowded village in winter, people will consume the fodder that had been set aside for the animals. This means that the livestock will either starve or, more likely, be slaughtered for food. This in turn means that each village will be deficient in animals to produce milk, which will lead to infants being malnourished.’
 
   Lamekins held up a hand. ‘I thank you for your diligence. You may go.’
 
   The old man bowed and retreated from the room, quietly closing the doors behind him.
 
   ‘Commoners have always perished during the winter,’ said Tadas dismissively, ‘we all know that.’
 
   Lamekins looked at his fierce commander of medium foot.
 
   ‘Except this winter is different, Tadas. This winter villages that had made preparations to live through the coldest months were suddenly inundated with extra mouths to feed due to the devastation visited upon western Kurland.’
 
   ‘Kurland needs time to recover,’ stated Gintaras.
 
   ‘Kurland needs victories,’ said Tadas. ‘In the spring we can raid Samogitia, Semgallia, even Aukstaitija and empty their villages of food and livestock.’
 
   Lamekins shook his head. ‘That will not solve the immediate problem. In the spring we will need food to distribute among the villages. Even if our raids were successful it would take weeks, perhaps months, to distribute the grain and livestock that we captured. It would be too late by then.’
 
   ‘May I suggest an alternative strategy, lord?’ said Torolf.
 
   All eyes turned towards the Kur diplomat. Lamekins nodded.
 
   ‘As soon as the ice on the Dvina melts boats of all sizes will be docking at Riga, unloading fish caught in the Baltic and livestock brought from Germany. I’m sure that the city merchants would be more than happy to sell us their food for gold, or amber, of which we have much.’
 
   Amber, the honey coloured gemstone washed up on the shores of the Baltic and which was also found in the bogs and lakes of Kurland, was known for its healing qualities and ability to ward off evil.
 
   ‘Why would the Christians be interested in amber?’ queried Lamekins.
 
   ‘Because, my lord,’ smiled Torolf, ‘they have an insatiable demand for anything that soothes their spirits and relieves the many ailments that afflict them. Besides, I believe that we may have information that will make Riga more than willing to trade with us.’
 
   Tadas curled his lip at the red-haired politician. He had little affection for a man whom he believed had undue influence in the kingdom. A man who had never tested his courage on the battlefield but instead dealt in intrigue and deception. Gintaras may have looked like an uncouth brute but he had a keener mind than Tadas and employed it now.
 
   ‘Aren’t you forgetting, Torolf, that the Christians are our enemies. Why would they consider dealing with us?’
 
   ‘Because we have something they would put a high price on,’ replied Torolf.
 
   ‘Which is?’ asked Lamekins.
 
   ‘Our knowledge of the forthcoming attack on Mesoten, great lord. If they knew that the other dukes were planning an attack then they could reinforce their stronghold.’
 
   Tadas was aghast. ‘Are you seriously suggesting that we betray the other dukes to the Christians?’
 
   Torolf’s face was a mask of calm. ‘To betray one enemy to another enemy? Absolutely.’
 
   ‘What do we get out of it?’ asked Valdas.
 
   Torolf smiled. ‘Time first and foremost, and the opportunity to be spectators to the Christians and other dukes slaughtering each other.’
 
   Gintaras was sceptical. ‘Will the Christians have forgotten that we raided Riga not so long ago? Or that we humiliated their bishop and his army at the Kandava Hills?’
 
   Lamekins went back to tracing patterns on the table with his finger.
 
   ‘Gintaras has a point.’
 
   ‘Let me go to Riga, lord,’ suggested Torolf, ‘and convince the Christians that it is in their interests to have Kurland as a friend rather than an enemy.’
 
   Lamekins raised an eyebrow. ‘Are you proposing that we become allies of the Christians?’
 
   ‘Never,’ hissed Tadas.
 
   Torolf held up his hands. ‘All I am suggesting is that there is an opportunity to manipulate factions to our advantage and we should take advantage of that opportunity.’
 
   Tadas flicked a dismissive hand at him and Valdas shook his head but Lamekins was not so quick to reject the ambassador’s proposal. He knew that Torolf was a skilled negotiator and a great asset to Kurland. Not as great as its army, of course, but Arturus had trusted him implicitly. He would do likewise.
 
   ‘You will go to Riga before the snows melt and inform the Christians that the other Lithuanian dukes are planning to wipe out their garrison at Mesoten. In return you will obtain a pledge from Riga that they will not mount any offensive operations against Kurland in the coming year. If the Christians agree then you are authorised to purchase the supplies we need from their merchants.’
 
   Tadas sighed loudly.
 
   ‘You have something to say, Tadas?’ enquired Lamekins.
 
   ‘If we reveal to the Christians that Mesoten is to be attacked there is nothing to stop them using the information to their advantage and giving us nothing in return.’
 
   ‘He is right, lord,’ concurred Valdas.
 
   ‘It is my task to ensure that the Christians return the favour,’ replied Torolf.
 
   ‘With weasel words?’ sneered Tadas.
 
   ‘As you say, Tadas,’ laughed Torolf. ‘You forget that the Christians are also in a weakened state, having lost their bishop, which has curtailed the supply of crusaders to Livonia. They will be grateful of our assistance, I think.’
 
   ‘Stress that we are negotiating from a position of strength, Torolf,’ ordered Lamekins.
 
   ‘I will not disappoint you, my lord.’
 
   *****
 
   It was a month after the Christians had celebrated the birth of Christ when Riga sent word that Archdeacon Stefan would agree to meet Ambassador Torolf and a further two weeks before the Kur crossed the Dvina to the city. The river was a ribbon of ice, frozen solid and whipped by a continuous eastern wind stinging the eyes and faces of all who ventured near it. Despite the cessation of river traffic until the ice melted there was a brisk trade ferrying passengers across the river, conducted by fishermen whose boats were laid up for the winter. They used lightweight toboggans called ‘butes’ to traverse the ice, their passengers paying a small fee to be pulled across the river. For the most part those making the journey were the men who garrisoned the small timber forts that went from the southern bank of the Dvina to the Sword Brother fort of Mesoten. They had originally been crusading lesser knights from Germany and had stayed on in the crusader kingdom because Bishop Albert had given them each land. Admittedly that land was in Semgallia, which was infested with pagans, but land was still land. All they had to do was rid northern Semgallia of pagans and they would be free to become lords in their own right. Those that lived.
 
   Until Semgallia was free of pagans they lived in the timber forts built at one-mile intervals from the river all the way to Mesoten, which was commanded by Master Ortwin. Originally there had been two hundred lesser knights to garrison the forts but incessant conflict had whittled down their numbers to one hundred and twenty.
 
   The fishermen turned ferrymen were greatly surprised when a red-haired Torolf, his frame and head wrapped in furs, presented himself at the river for passage across the ice-bound waterway. Accompanying him, as agreed with Riga, were a dozen Kur axe men. They too were well protected against the cold, their mitten-covered hands holding the fearsome two-handed broadaxes that were the stuff of legend. Waiting for them on the opposite side of the river was Manfred Nordheim and a detachment of the garrison of Riga. A horse had been provided for Ambassador Torolf for the short journey to the city and thence to the Bishop’s Palace.
 
   At the palace itself a nervous, fidgety Archdeacon Stefan snapped at a novice to heap more wood on the fire that was already raging in the hearth. Despite the wood panelling around the walls, rugs on the floor and the fire the archdeacon was shivering, though Volquin seated next to him suspected it was caused by fear rather than the cold.
 
   ‘Perhaps we should move the venue to one of the withdrawing chambers, archdeacon,’ suggested Volquin.
 
   Stefan’s eyes bulged in alarm. ‘Are you mad? To confine ourselves to a small chamber with Kurs; we could all be murdered before the guards could respond.’
 
   Volquin rolled his eyes and looked around the audience chamber, its walls lined with twenty soldiers, each one armed with a short spear, sword and dagger, wearing mail armour, iron helmet and carrying a shield. The latter were all painted red and bore the crossed keys symbol of Riga, as did the men’s red surcoats. It was all quite ridiculous.
 
   ‘Are you wearing your sword?’ bleated the archdeacon, passing the solid gold pectoral cross hanging from his neck from hand to hand.
 
   Volquin bit his lip to stop himself from laughing.
 
   ‘I sharpened it this very morning, archdeacon.’
 
   A novice carrying a tray of empty silver wine flagons tripped, dropping the drinking vessels on the floor and alarming Stefan, who jumped. Volquin hoped he would not soil his vestments in fear before the Kurs arrived, or after for that matter. When he had been informed that the new duke of the Kurs, Lamekins, wished to send his ambassador to Riga to discuss matters of mutual benefit to Livonia and Kurland Volquin had pressed Stefan to accept. Partly because his order was stretched thinly and he did not desire a full-blown war with the Kurs during the coming year, but also because he was intrigued by the Kurs, not least because they had shown themselves to be among the finest soldiers in the Baltic. Self-interest and curiosity was a powerful combination.
 
   ‘Idiot,’ Stefan barked at the novice. He waved forward the palace steward, an old monk who had been resident in his post for years.
 
   ‘You will be serving wine?’
 
   ‘The very best, archdeacon.’
 
   Stefan’s podgy face twisted into a frown. ‘Do not serve the best, it will be wasted on pagans.’
 
   The steward bowed his head and withdrew. Stefan called him back.
 
   ‘On second thoughts serve the best wine but in small cups. If I have to endure this meeting then I might as well be as comfortable as possible.’
 
   He looked at Volquin. ‘I hope I don’t live to regret your convincing me to organise this meeting, grand master.’
 
   Volquin was already regretting it. ‘It will be beneficial to Livonia, archdeacon, of that I am certain.’
 
   Before the archdeacon could demur Gunter, the dour-faced deputy commander of the city garrison, entered the chamber to announce that the Kurs had arrived. From outside came the sound of trumpets – a colour party to welcome Ambassador Torolf. Volquin’s idea. The grand master stood but Stefan remained seated.
 
   ‘It might be politic to receive our guests standing, archdeacon.’
 
   ‘What? I, I suppose.’
 
   He lifted his bulk from the cushioned-stuffed chair half a minute before Manfred Nordheim entered the chamber and stood to attention.
 
   ‘Lord Torolf,’ he announced, ‘ambassador to Duke Lamekins, Ruler of Kurland.’
 
   Torolf was all smiles when he entered, bowing to Archdeacon Stefan and then to Volquin.
 
   ‘Greetings, archdeacon,’ he beamed, ‘and to you Grand Master Volquin. It is a great honour to meet the Governor of Riga and the nephew of the late, great Bishop Albert.’
 
   His German was impeccable and his words and fawning put Stefan immediately at ease, notwithstanding the dozen bearded brutes in hide armour that filed into the chamber behind Torolf.
 
   ‘Wine, wine for our guest,’ ordered Stefan who smiled at Torolf and retook his seat. He extended an arm to indicate the ambassador should do the same, Torolf smiling and sitting on the plush cushions placed on the chair. His burly escort stood behind him and watched Manfred Nordheim walk round the table to stand behind Stefan.
 
   ‘Such formality,’ smiled the archdeacon, ‘bring benches for the ambassador’s soldiers, and refreshments as well. They must be famished and frozen.’
 
   Torolf brought his hands together.
 
   ‘I have heard of Riga’s generosity and hospitality and now witness it with my own eyes. My duke was right to approach you, Archdeacon Stefan, you who are known throughout Lithuania for your fortitude and courage.’
 
   Stefan visibly grew in stature as Torolf’s flattery embraced him. A novice placed small silver cups in front of him and the ambassador. He glared at the steward a few paces from the polished oak table they sat at.
 
   ‘What’s this?’
 
   The steward, confused, took a step forward. ‘Archdeacon?’
 
   ‘Is this how we treat honoured guests, with cups that resemble thimbles? Bring larger vessels fitting for such a momentous occasion.’
 
   Nordheim stared ahead, unblinking, and Volquin emitted a sigh. The steward barked orders at now nervous novices who rushed from the chamber. When they returned they brought silver-gilt wine flagons engraved with the keys insignia of Riga and adorned with swan-head handles. Stefan smiled as Torolf sipped at the wine from Italian vineyards, his eyes lighting up as the sweet liquid teased his taste buds. Volquin doubted the Kur had ever tasted such a drink.
 
   Stefan drank some wine and put down his flagon. ‘To business. How can we be of assistance?’
 
   ‘Archdeacon, grand master,’ began Torolf, ‘I will not insult your intelligence by pretending that Livonia and Kurland have been friends and allies.’
 
   ‘That’s putting it mildly,’ mused Volquin.
 
   ‘But with the death of Duke Arturus Kurland’s new leader, Duke Lamekins,’ continued Torolf, ‘believes that the time is right for more mutually agreeable relations between our peoples. In light of past conflicts he realises there is an issue of trust, which is why he has sent me with information he hopes will convince you of his sincerity in his desire for peace.’
 
   Volquin’s eyes narrowed. ‘What news?’
 
   ‘Concerning an assault against the Sword Brother garrison at Mesoten in the spring,’ replied Torolf.
 
   ‘The Lord protect us,’ said Stefan, who took a large gulp of wine.
 
   ‘The fort will be assaulted by a combined force of Semgallians, Samogitians, Aukstaitijans, Selonians and Nalsen,’ reported Torolf. ‘Duke Lamekins was invited to take part but declined.’
 
   Stefan regained his compose. ‘Ambassador, I find it difficult to believe that Prince Vsevolod would participate in such a venture.’
 
   Torolf sipped at his drink. ‘Excellent wine. You are right, excellency, Prince Vsevolod has no interest in making war on the Sword Brothers, especially as he has recently signed a treaty with Riga. However, he has agreed to let Prince Mindaugas recruit warriors among his kingdom for the attack on Mesoten.’
 
   ‘Who?’ asked Stefan.
 
   ‘Prince Mindaugas is the son-in-law of Prince Vsevolod,’ answered Torolf, ‘being married to the prince’s daughter Morta. Something of a hothead, he left the prince to fight beside Duke Ykintas, the leader of the Samogitian people.’
 
   ‘You are remarkably well informed about the intentions of the other dukes,’ said Volquin. ‘I thought the Kurs were the enemy of the other Lithuanian kingdoms.’
 
   ‘We are,’ agreed Torolf, ‘but in their desire to expel the Sword Brothers from Semgallia, Ykintas and Mindaugas had to secure peace with Kurland so they could direct what is left of their army against Master Ortwin. I trust he thrives.’
 
   Volquin could only admire this strange, red-haired man who spoke his language and had an unnerving knowledge of apparently everything.
 
   ‘Duke Viesthard,’ continued Torolf, ‘is in a weakened state, as is Ykintas and Mindaugas. And yet the fact that Duke Kitenis…’
 
   ‘Who?’ asked Stefan again.
 
   Torolf smiled, he was enjoying himself. ‘The leader of the Aukstaitijans, excellency, a man we worsted a few years ago but a leader still capable of summoning many thousands to his banner.
 
   ‘Where was I? Oh, yes. Well, if he joins with the others and Mindaugas recruits well in Selonia and Nalsen then Master Ortwin will be in a most unenviable position.’
 
   ‘That was an understatement,’ thought Volquin.
 
   ‘However,’ continued Torolf, ‘the fact that Duke Lamekins has provided you with this information will allow the Sword Brothers to reinforce its garrison and repel any assault against Mesoten.’
 
   ‘And what does the duke want in return?’ queried Stefan.
 
   ‘A one-year cessation of hostilities between Riga and Kurland and a promise from you that Kur merchants are allowed to trade in Riga’s markets unmolested.’
 
   ‘If the attack on Mesoten takes place,’ said Volquin.
 
   ‘You can be sure that it will,’ stated Torolf.
 
   ‘If,’ stressed Volquin, ‘the attack takes place, does Duke Lamekins guarantee no Kur warriors will participate.’
 
   ‘Duke Lamekins has no interest in the affairs of the other dukes,’ confirmed Torolf, ‘and nor does he have any desire to send his warriors north of the Dvina.’
 
   ‘We are grateful for that,’ said Stefan, remembering the terror that had seized him when the Kurs had raided Riga’s docks. ‘As the Governor of Riga and the acting head of the Holy Church in Livonia, I hereby grant the merchants of Kurland freedom to trade in Riga and its environs. Furthermore, you can inform Duke Lamekins that Riga is happy to agree to a temporary cessation of hostilities between Livonia and Kurland.’
 
   ‘Though any aggression will make any such agreement invalid,’ Volquin hastened to add.
 
   ‘There will be no breach on the Kur side, grand master,’ said Torolf, ‘of that you can be certain.’
 
   The agreement made, Stefan insisted that Torolf be shown to the lavish bedroom assigned to him during his stay. The archdeacon asked if the ambassador desired his men to be quartered in the room with him, a suggestion that horrified Torolf. He said he had every faith in the archdeacon’s guards not to murder him while he slept. The steward escorted him to his quarters where he could rest and refresh himself prior to the evening’s feast Stefan was giving in his honour. Manfred Nordheim escorted the Kur axe men to the barracks in the palace grounds where they would be quartered until Torolf returned to Kurland.
 
   Volquin poured himself more wine when the doors to the audience chamber had been closed.
 
   ‘Ortwin will have to be reinforced immediately.’
 
   ‘Riga’s garrison is needed in the city, grand master,’ said Stefan hurriedly, ‘in case the Kurs break their word.’
 
   Volquin grunted. ‘They will not break their word. They have no need to. They can sit and watch while we and the other Lithuanian dukes fight each other. Still, the fact that their new duke has sent his ambassador here tells me that the raid against his coastal region was successful.’
 
   Stefan screwed up his face. ‘The raid conducted by the Oeselians?’
 
   ‘The very same.’
 
   ‘They are pagan pirates, grand master, and not to be trusted.’
 
   ‘That may be but Master Conrad gets on well with their king so for the time being the Oeselians are our valued allies.’
 
   ‘Does it not concern you, grand master, that Master Conrad has not only an army of Estonians at his beck and call but can now call upon a fleet of pagan warships?’
 
   ‘Master Conrad is a valued member of the Sword Brothers, archdeacon. We will need men like him if we are to hold on to Mesoten in the coming months.’
 
   *****
 
   Winter was reluctant to loosen its grip, the land still covered in snow a month after Torolf’s visit to Riga. On both sides of the Dvina people began to use the last reserves of peat and firewood in a vain effort to keep warm. To fend off cold and boredom lords went into the woods to hunt elk and wolves. For their part wolves also went hunting, packs gathering near villages in search of livestock they could steal. For people huddled round small fires in their huts their night-time howling added to the winter gloom. Men beseeched whatever god they believed in to deliver them and their families safely through the winter.
 
   At Odenpah life went on as usual, notwithstanding the weather. The fort was slowly turning into a functioning stronghold now its huts were filled with workers and their families and the barracks was home to a fledgling garrison of novices. They had been recruited largely from Harrien, Jerwen and Rotalia and all, at the request of Conrad, were orphans whose parents had been killed by the Danes. He had told his warlords any boy they sent to him must also be a volunteer. It was no small thing to give one’s life to a religious order, to deny oneself the chance of a wife and children, and to pledge oneself to a life of poverty, chastity and obedience. That said the Sword Brothers were a family, a brotherhood of warriors with a proud heritage. To wear the red insignia of the order was a great honour, to him the highest.
 
   Conrad stood in the great meadow in front of Odenpah and watched Sergeant Werner putting the novices though their paces. There were over fifty of them now, the most senior, which included Arri and Jaan, young men with powerful physiques who were adept at wielding a host of weapons. They had been novices for five years and in another two would become brother knights of the order. Seven others would join them, yet to be selected, so that Odenpah would have a full complement of twelve brother knights, including himself, Hans and Anton. Each castle of the order was supposed to have twelve brother knights, in honour of the same number of Apostles who had been with Christ at the Last Supper.
 
   Today the younger novices were most excited because Werner had issued them with real swords from the armoury, with which they were trying to stab and cut the older novices. They went about their task with gusto, hacking and thrusting as the older boys and young men, equipped with shields only, danced around them to avoid their blows.
 
   ‘Keep moving,’ shouted Werner, ‘always remember to keep moving.’
 
   Conrad smiled. How many times had he heard those same words shouted at him by Lukas at Wenden? He strolled over to where Werner was standing arms folded across his chest. The day was bright and the air icy, though fortunately there was no sun that would have forced everyone to squint in the white brightness. Like all sergeants in the order he wore short-sleeved mail armour and in battle a kettle helmet instead of the full-face helm worn by brother knights. The latter were recruited from among the nobility whereas sergeants were of a lower social order, being drawn from cities, towns and the country. There were exceptions. Conrad and Hans had been elevated to brother knights because they had saved the life of Bishop Albert. But everyone knew that sergeants were the backbone of the order. They were more numerous, fought just as well as brother knights and tended to have more practical, down-to-earth natures.
 
   Werner shook his head as one of the novices armed with a sword took a wild swing at his target and nearly fell over when he missed.
 
   ‘Control at all times,’ he hollered.
 
   ‘They look as though they are having fun, sergeant.’
 
   He pointed at the line of young novices.
 
   ‘Months of training with a wooden waster are forgotten when you put a real sword in their hands, master. It’s as though three feet of steel has taken possession of them.’
 
   He saw Jaan grin mockingly at a young novice who was becoming frustrated at being unable to slice him open with his sword. Werner tilted his head at the boy, whose sword swings were becoming ever more desperate and wild.
 
   ‘That boy is a model student, calm, diligent and attentive. But soon as he gets a sword in his hand he thinks he’s Charlemagne.’
 
   The boy screamed and ran at Jaan, intent on running him through, only to see him side step and trip his ankle as he passed, sending him sprawling.
 
   Werner sighed. ‘I’ve seen the same sort of thing in battle. A man who keeps his head in battle literally keeps his head.’
 
   Jaan, still grinning, helped the boy up and they resumed their sparring.
 
   ‘What are your opinions of Arri and Jaan, sergeant?’
 
   ‘They are like hunting dogs, straining at the leash.’ He turned to Conrad. ‘You are still intent on making them brother knights?’
 
   ‘I am. I have Bishop Hermann’s promise that he will sanction their promotion, they and seven others.’
 
   ‘They will be the first brother knights that are Estonians.’
 
   Conrad nodded. ‘As will those that will become sergeants.’
 
   ‘When I came to Livonia I spent my time fighting Estonians. Never thought I would see the day when they would be wearing the white surcoat of the Sword Brothers. And yet here we are.’
 
   ‘Here we are indeed, sergeant.’
 
   ‘Conrad.’
 
   He turned to see Hans striding towards him. He friend nodded to Werner as the younger novices began to tire.
 
   ‘Keep moving,’ shouted Werner, ‘I will tell you when you are exhausted.’
 
   ‘A courier pigeon has just arrived from Wenden, Conrad. Our presence is required there immediately.’
 
   ‘Concerning what?’
 
   Hans opened his hands. ‘No idea. Just a short message from Master Rudolf.’
 
   Pigeons were a speedy way to get messages to the order’s castles, especially in winter when the tracks were often covered in deep snowdrifts. But they were always vulnerable to birds of prey, especially in the colder months when prey was harder to come by. That being the case, two courier pigeons were released with the same message. The fact that only one had arrived at Odenpah indicated one pigeon had been taken.
 
   The next day Conrad and his two friends left the fort accompanied by a pair of ponies loaded with a tent and supplies. It was the coldest month of the year and despite their woollen leg wraps, underwear and felt boots it was difficult to keep warm, especially when a wind kicked up. Even in bright sunshine the temperatures never crept above freezing and rapidly plummeted with the slightest breeze. Their beards were frosted when they rode through Wenden’s outer perimeter gates, the moat in front of the earthen rampart filled with snow that had fallen earlier that morning. But after the numbing cold of the journey their spirits were warmed when they caught sight of the mighty stone citadel of Wenden, the immovable and invincible stronghold of the Sword Brothers rising up from the surrounding forests. No matter where they were sent Wenden would always remain their home. They had seen it being built, had stood on its ramparts to defend its thick walls from enemy hordes and would one day be buried in the cemetery beneath the castle’s gatehouse.
 
   When they left their horses they shared jokes and reminiscences with the stable hands they had known when they had been novices. Like them they had been young then but were now approaching their middle years. They had wives and children who lived in the outer perimeter, in the ever-increasing number of huts that had sprung up either side of the track running from the gates in the outer wall up the hill to the stone gatehouse.
 
   They went straight to the master’s hall, sergeants standing guard outside its oak door snapping to attention as the Marshal of Estonia and his deputies passed them. A clerk, a monk dressed in the white habit of the Cistercian order, asked them to remain in the main part of the hall until he had determined whether the master was free to see them. While they loitered a familiar face appeared.
 
   ‘The Lord preserve us, are we in mortal danger?’
 
   Conrad smiled. ‘Master Thaddeus, I trust you are well?’
 
   Livonia’s quartermaster general had always been thin and pale but in winter his gauntness was magnified, compounded by his thinning white hair and beard. Wrapped in a long, padded tunic with tight-fitting sleeves, under which was a thick woollen shirt, his frame looked more solid than usual.
 
   ‘As well as anyone can be in a land of such fearsome winters,’ he grumbled. ‘I had imagined that in my dotage I would be living in the Holy Land where the climate is more agreeable for people of advanced years. But the crusader lords who misruled it have lost most of it to the Saracens and I have no wish to live among people who have to fall on their knees five times a day to pray. My knees could not take such a routine so here I am, a prisoner in Livonia.’
 
   Hans rolled his eyes and Anton smiled kindly at the old man.
 
   ‘You have an aversion to prayer, Master Thaddeus?’ remarked Anton in a light-hearted manner.
 
   ‘I am as godly as the next man,’ insisted Thaddeus, ‘but have no liking for falling to my knees and prostrating myself every day. A religion that makes no dispensation to age is not civilised, in my opinion.’
 
   ‘And they would probably kill you,’ said Hans.
 
   ‘Who?’
 
   ‘The Saracens,’ replied Hans, ‘I have heard they are barbarians.’
 
   Thaddeus raised his eyes to the roof. ‘It might surprise you to know, Brother Hans, that in the Holy Land Christian crusaders have committed as many and probably more atrocities as the Saracens. And the Saracens have a most refreshing habit of honouring their word, which is more than can be said of many Christian lords.
 
   ‘What brings you to Wenden?’
 
   ‘A summons from Master Rudolf,’ replied Conrad. ‘I don’t suppose you know what it is about?’
 
   Thaddeus gave them a thin smile and walked to the hall’s door.
 
   ‘You are correct, I don’t.’
 
   He opened the door, there was a cool blast of air and then he was gone.
 
   ‘Helpful as ever,’ remarked Anton.
 
   The monk returned with news that Rudolf would see them and minutes later all three were perched on stools across the table from Wenden’s master in his snug, warm office. A fire crackled in the hearth as the monk served them warm milk.
 
   ‘I will get straight to the point. The grand master is mobilising a force to reinforce Mesoten, which he expects to be attacked in the spring. I want you three to be part of it, plus your “bastards” Conrad. He wants no novices, no local levies, only seasoned fighters who won’t panic when they are attacked by thousands of pagans.’
 
   ‘He’ll be asking the Duke of Riga to lead the Livonian Militia across the Dvina, then,’ said a straight-faced Anton.
 
   Hans and Conrad burst into laughter but Rudolf was not amused.
 
   ‘You three need to learn some manners. Not even the Army of the Wolf and its commanders can ignore reality forever. The Duke of Riga is a very powerful man and the Sword Brothers need the help of powerful men. Now that Bishop Albert is no longer with us, God rest his soul, we need all the allies we can get.’
 
   Anton, milk stains on his beard, looked perturbed.
 
   ‘How many pagans will be assaulting Mesoten?’
 
   Rudolf shook his head. ‘No idea, but there should be enough to amuse you, Anton.’
 
   ‘Mesoten is only a timber stronghold,’ said Conrad, ‘one that can be overrun with enough men.’
 
   Rudolf gave him a sly smile. ‘My estimate is that is what Grand Master Volquin is thinking. It is a tempting target, especially if the Lithuanians manage to muster enough men. But we have time to reinforce Master Ortwin and if we can kill enough pagans then hopefully we can strike a heavy blow against the Lithuanians.’
 
   ‘Or we could all be slaughtered,’ said Hans without a trace of irony.
 
   ‘We all die, Hans,’ replied Rudolf, ‘the only uncertainty being the time and manner of our demise.’
 
   He jumped up. ‘But let us not talk of our deaths, only those of the enemy. We are, after all, Sword Brothers, men whose only purpose is to fight the enemies of the Holy Church. We are not farmers, politicians or merchants. Without war we have no purpose and no future.
 
   ‘Now that Master Conrad has pacified the whole of Estonia and we have peace with the Russians, only the Lithuanians can keep us gainfully employed. We should be thankful for that at the very least.’
 
   Conrad stood and raised his cup. ‘To the Lithuanians, may there be enough of them to ensure the Sword Brothers thrive in the coming years.’
 
   Anton and Hans stood and joined the toast.
 
   ‘To the Lithuanians.’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6
 
   It was mid-spring before the reinforcements for Mesoten were ready. Grand Master Volquin realised that time was pressing but also knew that it would take time for the Lithuanians to muster their forces for their attack on the fortress. When the snows melted the land became drenched in melt water, the bogs and marshes flooded and the rivers and streams became raging torrents as they filled with ice floes that melted in the spring sunshine. Corncrakes and great snipes swooped over flooded meadows, the forests of spruce, oak elm and maple were filled with lush undergrowth, though in the bog forests the pines stood among cool melt water. Movement for even small parties in such a landscape was difficult enough; for armies it was almost impossible. So everyone waited for the waters to subside and the land to dry before marching.
 
   Conrad stood on Odenpah’s outer wall and stared out at the great meadow in front of the fort. It was a typical spring morning, the sky clear and the sun shining, though the wind was still cool. In the afternoon, like most afternoons, clouds would appear to blot out the sun and make it feel cooler. There might even be rain, though only a light shower. He closed his eyes and breathed in the pure air scented with a hint of pine. Like thousands of others he was glad to see the back of winter. Light footsteps on the wooden walk way made him open his eyes.
 
   ‘Lady Maarja.’
 
   The black-veiled figure stopped. ‘I hope I am not disturbing you, Conrad.’
 
   ‘Of course not, please join me.’
 
   In the sun he could see her face plainly behind the veil always covering her scarred features. She smiled and placed her hands on top of the timber parapet.
 
   ‘You will be leaving soon?’
 
   He nodded. ‘When I receive word that the men have reached Lehola I and the others will ride there for the march south.’
 
   ‘Your warlords must be frustrated that they will not be marching with you.’
 
   He laughed. ‘That is putting it mildly, lady.’
 
   When Rudolf had informed him that Volquin was gathering soldiers to reinforce Mesoten Conrad had sent courier pigeons to Leal, Varbola and Kassinurme alerting his commanders that he would be calling on their men to make up part of this force. He received missives from each of them in turn to say they would be joining him south of the Dvina. There followed journeys through the snow to each stronghold where Conrad had explained that he would be taking only fifty men from each Estonian tribe: Saccalian, Harrien, Jerwen and Rotalian. He also told Riki, Hillar and Andres that he would not be taking them.
 
   ‘They hold you in high regard, Conrad, and love you like a brother.’
 
   He smiled again when he thought of the rage and curses of Hillar when he informed him that it was impossible for the Duke of Rotalia to journey south. As he subsequently told Riki and Andres they were now important men, Christian dukes with thousands of people under their rule and great areas of land to administer. They were no longer landless warriors but men of quality who were the guardians of Estonia.
 
   ‘The irony being, lady, that I no longer have control over them. They are dukes and can go where they will whereas I am a poor brother knight.’
 
   She laid a hand on his arm. ‘They love and respect you, Conrad, and that is more important than any titles, I think.’
 
   He became very serious. ‘I think too much of them to allow them to be killed in a foreign land, far away from their homes and families.’
 
   ‘You think your mission will fail?’
 
   ‘I think that Grand Master Volquin will dangle us like bait to entice the Lithuanians and they will undoubtedly bite. Whether we are alive at the end of their feeding frenzy only God will know.’
 
   He heard the jangling of horse bits and the rustle of men on horseback and peered down to see Leatherface and Falcone leading the Genoese crossbowmen out of the gates. Leatherface turned his head and raised his hand to them both.
 
   ‘Lady, Master Conrad.’
 
   The party was going into the woods to hunt elk and boar to supplement the fort’s food supplies, which would be good crossbow practice.
 
   ‘Try not to waste too many bolts,’ Conrad shouted down.
 
   ‘We are professionals, Master Conrad,’ came the answer, ‘we always hit what we aim at.’
 
   Falcone flashed a smile at Conrad and Maarja, revealing a row of white teeth.
 
   ‘They make an unlikely pair,’ said Maarja of Leatherface and Falcone. ‘They look so different and their manners are poles apart, and yet they talk with each other as though they are old friends.’
 
   ‘The brotherhood of mercenaries, lady. Men who are paid to fight have more in common with their own kind than those who employ them.’
 
   ‘You do not like your commander of mercenaries and his Italian friend?’
 
   ‘I like them a lot, lady, but if there is no money to pay them they will be away. It is the nature of their business.’
 
   Conrad looked to where the not even half-built manor house that would eventually be the home of Lady Maarja stood. All work had halted during the winter, the workers having travelled back to Dorpat. They would soon be arriving to continue their work seeming to progress at a snail’s pace. Conrad was glad; he liked having Maarja at Odenpah.
 
   They walked back to the inner compound together, the men and women who lived in the fort as workers exchanging pleasantries as they passed. Barefoot children ran around like forest demons, giggling as they poked sticks at pigs in pens, making the animals squeal and grunt.
 
   They reached the steps leading up to the fort’s inner compound where they encountered Arri and Jaan. They saluted Conrad and bowed deeply to Maarja.
 
   ‘May we speak to you, master?’ asked Jaan.
 
   Conrad knew what it was about but indulged them anyway.
 
   Jaan glanced at Arri who nodded.
 
   ‘We request permission to accompany you to Mesoten, master.’
 
   ‘Request denied.’
 
   Jaan was going to protest but knew better than to question the command of one of the order’s castellans. There was an awkward moment of silence before Conrad broke it.
 
   ‘You would both desert the Lady Maarja and the families living in this fort?’
 
   They shook their heads energetically.
 
   ‘No, master,’ said Arri.
 
   ‘We would never desert you, lady,’ added Jaan.
 
   Maarja tilted her head in recognition of their chivalry.
 
   Conrad pointed at them. ‘You two are the senior novices at Odenpah. The others look up to you. When I leave with Hans and Anton you two will be de facto Sergeant Werner’s deputies. He will be relying on you to ensure this fort is well defended. Would you abandon him in his hour of need?’
 
   More shaking of heads.
 
   ‘Furthermore, and you would do well to think on this, I am responsible for all the souls within the walls of this fort. If I strip it of every man capable of carrying a spear or sword and leave the fort defenceless it would be a dereliction of duty. When I am at Mesoten I want to focus on the task in hand, not worry about the defence of Odenpah. You understand?’
 
   They nodded.
 
   ‘Excellent, now if you will excuse us both.’
 
   They saluted and withdrew, pacified though not particularly happy.
 
   ‘They remind me of two hunting dogs that my father owned,’ said Maarja as Conrad took her arm and they walked up the steps to the inner compound. ‘They were his bravest and fiercest hunting hounds and he loved them. He lavished them with affection and made sure they had the best care available. In the pack they were always the first to bring down the prey. We were all very fond of them, even Kristjan.’
 
   ‘What happened to them?’
 
   Maarja sighed. ‘They were both killed by wild boars. It seems the bravest and best are always the first to fall.’
 
   Fortunately Odenpah’s best and bravest were left behind when Conrad, Hans, Anton and the mercenary crossbowmen set out two weeks later, Conrad having received word from his warlords that they had sent their contingents to Lehola. Conrad had stressed to Riki that the ‘bastards’ should bring with them as many crossbow bolts as possible, though not all of them were marching south to Lehola.
 
   ‘I do not want all “the bastards” slaughtered at Mesoten,’ Conrad told his friends as they rode at the head of the column of Genoese soldiers.
 
   ‘Reassuring to know, Master Conrad, that you think we are on a suicide mission,’ remarked Leatherface.
 
   ‘Conrad has been possessed of an ill humour these past few weeks,’ said Anton, ‘best to ignore him.’
 
   ‘Splendid advice,’ grinned Leatherface.
 
   ‘I did not say that we are on a suicide mission,’ Conrad shot back, ‘but I see no point in emptying Estonia of good soldiers.’
 
   ‘You believe that Estonia is imperilled, Master Conrad?’ asked Falcone.
 
   ‘I do,’ replied Conrad bluntly. ‘The Russians are quiet at the moment but who knows if it will last.’
 
   ‘At least we have peace with the Oeselians,’ said Hans.
 
   ‘For the moment, yes, but they are pagans and there are many among them that do not have the foresight of their king.’
 
   ‘It’s very sad, Falcone,’ said Leatherface, ‘when he first came to Livonia Master Conrad was an innocent young lad but years of fighting have turned him into a cynical commander who trusts no one.’
 
   ‘Master Conrad’s fame has spread far and wide,’ stated Falcone. ‘I heard that in Rome it is said that his mere presence on the battlefield is worth a thousand men.’
 
   Hans was impressed. ‘They say that?’
 
   ‘They do,’ answered Falcone solemnly.
 
   ‘Just think,’ said Leatherface, ‘Master Conrad is the talk of the city among Rome’s brothels and alehouses.’
 
   Hans and Anton burst into laughter while Conrad retained a dignified silence. But he had a smile on his face when the column reached Lehola where the Army of the Wolf’s tents ringed the fort. It was not the whole army, merely four hundred men, including two hundred ‘bastards’, but it always filled him with pride when he saw the felt tents of the Estonians and their standards. When he approached the fort word spread that Susi had arrived and soon he was surrounded by dozens of long-haired warriors. They cheered, shouted his name and those that had been members of the Army of the Wolf for years shook his hand and chatted to him as though he was an old friend, which is exactly what he was.
 
   One warrior, a man in his thirties, appeared beside his horse.
 
   ‘Hillar is like an angry bear, Susi.’
 
   ‘You have known him for a long time?’
 
   ‘Oh, yes, he and I fought beside each other when you relieved this fort when it was under siege.’
 
   Conrad remembered. ‘They were good times.’
 
   ‘That was when we were young and did not have families to consider.’
 
   Conrad was alarmed. ‘I gave orders that only single men were to march south with me.’
 
   ‘Oh we ignored those and drew lots instead. Why should only single young men have all the fun?’
 
   It was sentiment echoed by all the warriors gathered at Lehola. They viewed themselves as privileged to have been selected to march south with Susi and gave no thought to what they would encounter in Semgallia. After all, the Army of the Wolf had never lost a battle. Why should the coming campaign be any different?
 
   Lehola was a hive of activity, its inner compound filled with traders, workers and their families. Saccalia had been at peace for many years now and Sir Richard was determined to turn his realm into a prosperous dukedom. Conrad found the Duke of Saccalia in his hall in the midst of dozens of local villagers, all men who wanted to speak to the English knight who ruled over them. A tonsured priest stood next to Sir Richard as the duke listened to a petitioner, nodding gravely as the man gestured with his arms, though about what Conrad could not tell. A few quiet words from the duke, a smile and the man was sent on his way, a look of contentment on his face. Conrad caught the eye of Sir Richard who raised his arm in acknowledgement. But it was over an hour before he was free to speak.
 
   The hall had the aroma that Conrad knew well – sweat, fresh rushes, leather and the hint of a feast the night before. When the last petitioners had left the hall Sir Richard rose from his chair and embraced his friend.
 
   ‘So, we march to war together again.’
 
   ‘You will be marching with us, your grace?’
 
   Sir Richard gave him a sly smile. ‘You may have ordered Riki, Hillar and Andres to stay at home but I fancy a break from playing the role of chief clerk of the kingdom Have you ever spent days listening to the grievances of the headmen of villages?’
 
   ‘I have not had that pleasure.’
 
   ‘Well if you had you would welcome the opportunity to seek a bit of peace and quiet on the battlefield. I had no idea how many villages Saccalia contained until they sent their representatives to Lehola.
 
   ‘How is Paul getting on?’
 
   ‘He has turned into an excellent knight, your grace. He and his men are providing a valuable service in Wierland.’
 
   ‘I always knew he would make a good commander,’ said Sir Richard with pride, ‘and I thank you for giving him the opportunity to become the man he deserves to be.’
 
   He ordered another chair to be arranged for Conrad, and mead and food to be brought from the kitchens. Then they both sat beneath the great banner bearing Sir Richard’s crest as Duke of Saccalia: a white boar’s head with golden tusks on a blue background. Notwithstanding his complaints Conrad thought Sir Richard looked well and untroubled.
 
   ‘Tonis will be here,’ he said, ‘and like me is looking forward to marching with the Army of the Wolf again. He’s a father now, twins would you credit it?’
 
   ‘We are in the midst of an epidemic of babies, it seems. It is a sign that Estonia prospers. And you, your grace, have you thought of a wife and family?’
 
   The English lord looked forlornly into his drink. ‘No.’
 
   He had come to Livonia to crusade and, like many others, to wash away his sins with pagan blood. The woman he had loved, who had loved another, had taken her own life and because of it was now in hell. Racked with guilt Sir Richard, having abandoned his title and coat of arms, had travelled to Livonia with only his horse, weapons, armour and squire. His courage and devotion to the cause of the Holy Church had won him fame, a title, lands and, Conrad hoped, a place in heaven for his lost love. But he could see that guilt was still a companion of Sir Richard Bruffingham and would probably be so until his dying day.
 
   Tonis carried no guilt and was all smiles and iron embraces when he arrived with his men two days later. The former pagan was now a Christian and Duke of Fellin with his own lands and villages around his great timber stronghold south of Lehola. He too looked fuller in the face and stouter in body.
 
   ‘Fatherhood agrees with you, my friend,’ smiled Conrad.
 
   ‘When I am not fighting I am making babies, Susi,’ he grinned. ‘Life is good.’
 
   With the arrival of Tonis the march south could begin. Sir Richard was accompanied by a score of knights and the same number of squires, though his destriers were left behind at Lehola. They rode on coursers, a lighter mount than a warhorse but still a good horse. They had been imported from Germany at considerable cost, an indication of the Duke of Saccalia’s growing wealth and status. The two hundred warriors drawn from Saccalia, Harrien, Jerwen and Rotalia all rode Estonian ponies, hardy beasts smaller than horses that had twice the stamina and could withstand extremes of weather with ease. The dour-faced Ulric and his ‘bastards’ also rode on ponies, with more ponies pulling two-wheeled carts containing the Army of the Wolf’s tents, spare clothing, food, weapons and many barrels filled with crossbow bolts. Other carts carried the tents and supplies of Sir Richard and his knights and squires. The duke also brought his fifty crossbowmen, now kitted out in blue long-sleeved gambesons with a white boar’s head stitched on their fronts.
 
   It was a colourful army riding south among the trees and meadows of an Estonia now bursting with life. The sun shone most days and northern winds were rare. On some days a light rain fell in the afternoon, enough to cool the air but never a deluge reducing tracks and camps to seas of mud.
 
   The warriors drawn from Saccalia, Harrien, Jerwen and Rotalia wore tunics and leggings coloured green or brown. But every one had an iron helmet, shirt of mail armour, beneath which was worn a garment similar to a gambeson and a round shield with a central iron boss and leather strap allowing it to be slung on the back. Every warrior was armed with a spear, hand axe and a long knife with a blade two feet in length, used to devastating effect in close-quarter combat. Sir Richard’s crossbowmen, trained to fight among his spear-armed Saccalian warriors, stood out in their blue, the colour of the surcoats and shields of Sir Richard’s knights.
 
   The crossbowmen of the ‘Bishop’s bastards’ wore padded garments akin to gambesons dyed yellow, the tunics of Ulric’s spearmen dyed the same colour. Both missile troops and spearmen wore iron helmets, the spearmen also protected with mail shirts. Unlike the Estonians these Christians originally from Germany carried teardrop-shaped shields painted with red crosses. But many had married native women and had adopted local customs, growing their hair and beards long and carrying pagan good luck charms on their bodies. Their most prized possession was their banner, a large white flag bearing a bishop’s mitre, the mitre adorned with three blue crosses to symbolise the Holy Trinity. Beneath was a red rose, the symbol of the city of Lippe, in honour of their first commander, Bishop Bernhard. Beneath the mitre and rose was a scroll bearing the motto Episcopi Spurii. Lastly there were Falcone’s red-uniformed Italians, a gift from the papal legate.
 
   The Estonians carried the symbols of their kingdoms on their shields, just as they had when they had battled the Sword Brothers – the Saccalian wolf, the Harrien lynx, the Jerwen bear and the Rotalian stag. Just over five hundred men travelled south through Estonia and then Livonia, rendezvousing with Master Rudolf at Wenden before journeying on to the Dvina. They did not dawdle at Wenden, halting only a night before re-commencing their march. Conrad made no attempt to hide his disappointment at the low numbers Rudolf had mustered, a measly eighteen brother knights, thirty sergeants, fifty crossbowmen and the same number of spearmen.
 
   ‘The northern garrisons of the order are already below strength,’ said Wenden’s castellan as he rode in the company of the army’s commanders, ‘if I had taken any more men from them the Russians might be tempted to try to steal Narva back from us.’
 
   ‘I thought Bishop Hermann and the Russians were firm allies now,’ said Sir Richard.
 
   ‘For now, yes,’ agreed Rudolf, ‘but their relationship exists only because the bishop wishes to turn his bishopric into a rich province. But Walter believes he is being too greedy in taxing the Russian merchants. I fear it will eventually lead to conflict.’
 
   He cast Leatherface a disparaging look. ‘Apart from that, the cost of maintaining a sizeable force of mercenaries is crippling the order.’
 
   ‘Good mercenaries are worth their weight in gold,’ replied the mercenary, ‘ain’t that right, Master Falcone?'
 
   Falcone smiled. ‘I have always thought so. You do not believe our numbers are sufficient for this expedition, Master Conrad?’
 
   Conrad turned in the saddle to look at the column of riders and carts behind him.
 
   ‘Not if the whole of Lithuania is mustered against us, no.’
 
   He said the same to Grand Master Volquin ten days later when the army had reached Holm Castle, which had been a Sword Brother stronghold for over thirty years and was Livonia’s first stone building. Its walls were ten feet thick and beyond them a deep moat protected three sides of the castle. The waters of the River Dvina shielded the fourth side.
 
   Volquin stood with Conrad, Rudolf and Sir Richard on the castle’s southern ramparts, staring across the blue waters of the Dvina to the unending forests of Semgallia beyond.
 
   ‘The Kurs will not be part of the Lithuanian alliance,’ said the grand master, ‘it was their ambassador that alerted us to the forthcoming attack on Mesoten.’
 
   ‘And you believed him?’ asked Conrad.
 
   Volquin nodded. ‘There is no love lost between the Kurs and the other dukes. Besides, the new Kur duke’s merchants are trading in Riga. They are purchasing large amounts of food. Most odd. But what it tells me is that they have no interest in fighting us. ‘
 
   He looked at Conrad. ‘Imagine a burning candle, Conrad, and how during the hours of darkness it attracts moths. Mesoten is that candle. We badly need a victory in Lithuania to show that just as the Sword Brothers prevailed in Livonia and Estonia so will they eventually triumph in Lithuania.’
 
   *****
 
   Lithuania, the land of rivers and lakes, was a carpet of green in the spring sun. Its vast forests of pine, spruce and birch covered over half its extent and between and among them the many groves and meadows were green and lush due to the rain that fell most days. Many of the floodplain meadows were still full of water but were slowly drying and filling with snowdrops and buttercups. The forests echoed with the rapping of woodpeckers and above the meadows hovered kestrels searching for prey. The land was alive with elk, deer, boar, lynx, wolves, martens, rabbits and foxes. It was also a land at peace.
 
   ‘We don’t want any more war.’
 
   The burly chief, his beard falling to his chest, stood defiant in Panemunis’ hall. Behind him other bearded men murmured their agreement.
 
   Another stepped forward, older, his hair streaked with grey.
 
   ‘I fought for Grand Duke Daugerutis over the river and left many of my friends there. I was at the Abava and the Iecava fighting the Kurs and saw many of my kinsmen fall. I say that Selonia has shed enough blood.’
 
   The hall was packed with men after the summons from Prince Vsevolod that all the princes, chiefs and headmen of Selonia and Nalsen should present themselves at Panemunis. True to his pledge, as soon as Mindaugas had announced his intention to visit his capital to enlist men for the crusade against Mesoten, the prince had summoned the representatives of the people.
 
   Lithuanian society was highly hierarchical. At the top was a duke, beneath him were princes who ruled districts within his kingdom. Next came the village chiefs who answered to a prince. For his part a headman was in charge of a hamlet or farmstead. Prince Vsevolod was not a duke and nor was he a Lithuanian. But he was the husband of Princess Rasa, the red-haired daughter of Grand Duke Daugerutis, one of the greatest Lithuanians in living memory, a man who had been revered, feared and respected throughout the Lithuanian kingdoms, except Kurland of course.
 
   Many Lithuanians had a low opinion of Vsevolod, a man who had lost his own kingdom to the Sword Brothers. The nadir of his reign had been when he had invited the Sword Brothers into Selonia to battle the Kurs, which had resulted in Prince Mindaugas leaving the kingdom in the company of the Kriviu Krivaitis. People feared that with his going the gods would abandon them, but in fact in the four years since the land had been blessed with good harvests, a beginning of trade with Riga and peace. It was not lost on even the most simple-minded headman that peace existed in no small part due to the Sword Brother garrison at Mesoten.
 
   Mindaugas, his long face bearing a scowl, gripped the hilt of his sword tightly. The meeting was not going how he had envisaged, not at all.
 
   ‘The other dukes are gathering their warriors for the assault on Mesoten. Will Selonia and Nalsen stand idly by and watch others win the glory?’
 
   ‘What of the Kurs?’ came a voice from the back of the hall. ‘Are they part of the alliance?’
 
   ‘Duke Ykintas and I are at war with the Kurs,’ replied Mindaugas.
 
   Everyone knew that Mindaugas and Duke Ykintas had been heavily defeated by the Kurs and had it not have been for the death of Duke Arturus the fortress of Medvegalis would likely have been besieged.
 
   A man, around thirty, the same age as Mindaugas, looked at the son of the late Stecse.
 
   ‘If we take part in the assault on Mesoten then we will be at war with the Sword Brothers, Riga and the Kurs. I am the prince of a district near the Dvina and my traders tell me that Kur merchants are now welcome in Riga. How do we know that if we join this alliance you speak of the Kurs will not join with the Sword Brothers against us?’
 
   There were murmurs of agreement around him, prompting Mindaugas’ anger to rise.
 
   ‘The Sword Brothers are our enemies. Are you so weak that you fear them? Are you so cowardly that the prospect of the Kurs makes you shake like old women?’
 
   Perhaps he thought his wrathful words would ignite the spirit of defiance within them and cause them to rally to his cause. But all they did was create a sea of stony faces. Aras shook his head while Vsevolod, sitting on his dais next to Rasa, tried hard not to smirk. Poor Mindaugas. His hatred of the Sword Brothers blinded him to reality. Viesthard and his Semgallians had to fight because half their lands had been lost to the Sword Brothers, their only vain hope was to continue fighting and win back those lands by throwing the crusaders across the Dvina. The Samogitians had to fight because their lands bordered Kurland, which had declared war on the whole of Lithuania, though Duke Lamekins had shown himself to be more conciliatory than his predecessor. But Selonia and Nalsen did not have to fight because Mesoten provided a shield in the west, they had amicable relations with the Aukstaitijans to the south and even better relations with Livonia to the north. The reality was that after years of war there was little appetite for more bloodshed.
 
   The hall was filled with a sullen silence. Vsevolod looked at Aras and sighed. If Mindaugas had won a string of victories then perhaps his words would have had more effect. But as it was he and Ykintas had achieved nothing other than getting thousands of their men killed. Those in the hall obviously believed that if they joined Mindaugas they would suffer a similar fate.
 
   ‘I will go with Prince Mindaugas.’
 
   There were gasps of astonishment as Aras stepped forward and stood beside the prince. Vsevolod’s smirk disappeared as the reality of what was happening dawned on him.
 
   ‘Aras, you forget your place,’ he growled.
 
   Aras turned. ‘Highness, you promised that every man here would be free to make his own decision.’
 
   Rasa smiled in admiration at the gesture but Vsevolod was far from amused. But then he played his hand. His voice halted the chatter and murmurs.
 
   ‘I promised that Prince Mindaugas would be free to put forward his case and I have fulfilled my promise. But all of you should know that those who follow him will be stripped of their positions when, if, they return. Last year I signed a treaty with Riga and I will not jeopardise that or the good relations we now enjoy with Livonia for the sake of what I consider to be a foolish enterprise.’
 
   Mindaugas spun round, anger in his eyes, but Vsevolod stood and held up a hand to him.
 
   ‘No, Mindaugas, you have had your say. You may speak no more in this hall. All those who wish to depart with you will do so within a month. And may whatever gods you worship go with you and them.’
 
   He nodded to the guards standing either side of the doors to the chamber. They opened them and the assembly began to file out of the hall.
 
   ‘You will remain,’ Vsevolod ordered Aras, ‘and you will withdraw,’ he commanded Mindaugas.
 
   When the hall was empty and silent Vsevolod stepped down from the dais.
 
   ‘I would have preferred it if you had stayed silent, Aras. Your intervention will result in many widows in this land, I think.’
 
   Aras cast his eyes down. ‘My apologies, highness.’
 
   Rasa left her chair and walked to the general, placing a gentle hand on his arm.
 
   ‘You are a man of courage, Aras, and I know you have a fondness for Mindaugas. I for one cannot be angry with your decision though I would rather have you here than facing the Sword Brothers.’
 
   ‘I echo my wife’s sentiments,’ said Vsevolod. ‘When you return, and I pray God that you do, you will be welcomed back to Panemunis.’
 
   ‘And the others, highness?’
 
   ‘They will become exiles for I will not allow Selonia or Nalsen to be dragged into a war they do not desire and cannot win.’
 
   He looked at the black-clothed Aras. ‘You’re not a fool. In your heart you must know that it is the height of folly to provoke the Sword Brothers.’
 
   ‘You are not wrong, highness,’ conceded Aras, ‘but it does not feel right to stay here while others are doing the fighting.’
 
   ‘I would be lying if I said I understood,’ said Vsevolod, ‘but neither will I condemn you for your choice. All I would ask, all we both would ask, is that you do not throw your life away. You are a general so try to direct your men rather than standing in front of them.’
 
   Aras laughed. Rasa leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. ‘The gods be with you, Aras.’
 
   Vsevolod, for all his machinations, was genuinely sad to see his general depart Panemunis. Mindaugas managed to raise nearly a thousand men for his cause, mostly drawn from among the Nalsen whose lands had not been threatened by the Kurs or the Sword Brothers. They were mostly foot soldiers, the two hundred horsemen comprising Selonian chiefs and the odd prince who had rallied to Aras because they knew him personally. On the day the general left Vsevolod sent a message to Archdeacon Stefan at Riga pledging his loyalty to Livonia and denouncing Prince Mindaugas.
 
   *****
 
   Mesoten had once been the greatest timber hill fort in all Semgallia. It had been burned to the ground by an army commanded by Bishop Albert and then rebuilt on his orders during another crusade south of the Dvina. The work had begun five years before when its castellan, Master Ortwin, had been given a substantial number of soldiers, both to carry out the work and to ensure that the fort was not retaken by Duke Viesthard. In addition to the original five hundred lesser knights that staffed the line of small timber forts spaced at one-mile intervals all the way back to the Dvina, its commander had a garrison at Mesoten that numbered just shy of four hundred men.
 
   ‘Now I’m down to just under a hundred and fifty and the lesser knights number fewer,’ said Ortwin. ‘Still, at least there’s room inside to accommodate all your men. How many did you bring?’
 
   ‘Six hundred and fifty,’ replied Rudolf, staring west towards where the vast Tervete Valley was located.
 
   ‘Eight hundred men is a fair number,’ said Sir Richard. ‘How many will the enemy number, I wonder.’
 
   Ortwin sniffled and pinched his nose. ‘Perhaps ten times that number, your grace, but the battle will be decided by our crossbowmen, I think.’
 
   ‘We brought two hundred and twenty dedicated crossbowmen,’ said Rudolf, ‘to which can be added my brother knights and sergeants, all of whom have been issued with crossbows, a further forty-eight.’
 
   ‘In addition to my knights and squires,’ added Sir Richard, ‘a further forty.’
 
   Ortwin nodded approvingly. ‘Over three hundred crossbows, not bad.’
 
   Conrad turned and looked up at the timber ramparts. ‘When we took this place we had mangonels, trebuchets and a siege tower. At least the pagans won’t have those.’
 
   ‘How many of your army are pagans, Conrad?’ asked Ortwin.
 
   ‘I have no idea,’ replied Conrad, ‘I take the view that if a man is prepared to stand beside me in battle then I owe him the courtesy of not enquiring to his personal beliefs.’
 
   ‘Some might say that is heresy, Conrad,’ smiled Ortwin.
 
   ‘The Army of the Wolf has shed much blood in the service of the Holy Church,’ Conrad retorted, ‘that alone should be sufficient to answer any charges of heresy.’
 
   Ortwin slapped him on the arm. ‘Well, I for one am glad to have your heathen bastards with us. We’ll need every man in the coming days.’
 
   Sir Richard looked around at the peaceful scene, the green forests, meadows and glittering lakes stretching west and south as far as the eye could see.
 
   ‘You are certain the enemy will come?’
 
   Ortwin nodded. ‘Very certain, your grace. The pagans usually start harassing the smaller forts from here to the Dvina in the spring. Nothing too serious, just the odd arrow shot at a guard in a tower or trying to lure the garrison out so they can be ambushed. But this spring there has been no activity at all, which leads me to suspect Viesthard is gathering his warriors, what is left of them.’
 
   ‘How many has he lost?’ asked Sir Richard.
 
   Ortwin spat on the grass. ‘Difficult to judge, your grace, but we’ve been killing them for five years and northern Semgallia is largely empty of people, except for us here and the garrisons of the small forts.’
 
   ‘We should have assaulted Tervete instead of trying to invade Kurland,’ said Conrad, speaking out loud.
 
   ‘That would have made sense,’ agreed Ortwin, ‘but what I’ve heard of Viesthard’s stronghold it would require a big army.’
 
   ‘Grand Master Volquin hopes the pagans will suffer heavy losses here,’ said Rudolf, ‘which in turn will hopefully make it easier to expand our territory afterwards.’
 
   ‘Where he is, anyway?’ asked Ortwin.
 
   ‘I persuaded him to stay at Riga,’ answered Rudolf, ‘I pointed out there was no point in the grand master of the Sword Brothers and his deputy being killed at the same time.’
 
   ‘Most considerate of you, Rudolf,’ said Sir Richard.
 
   Rudolf grinned. ‘That’s me, all heart.’
 
   There had once been a thriving town at the base of the great grass mound on which Mesoten sat. That had also been burned to the ground along with the original hill fort and now the site was patchy grass. The mound itself had gentle slopes and a level summit, making it ideal for siting a strongpoint. The new fort comprised two perimeter timber walls, the outer one positioned a third of the way down the slope, which meant its walls could be covered by crossbowmen standing on the ramparts of the inner wall above. The entrance to the outer perimeter was reached by a narrow track on the northern side of the slope. The gates in the inner perimeter wall were located on the western side.
 
   Between the outer and inner wall stood wooden stable blocks with thatched roofs, haylofts for the horses inside and quarters for stable hands. Between the stables the Army of the Wolf pitched its tents, the buildings housing its ponies, but the carts were stored in the inner compound. In the inner stronghold, a huge area on the summit of the mound, stood wooden buildings of various height and extent. The chapel was located next to the long dormitory where the brother knights and sergeants slept, with a bake house, kitchens, stables, armoury, storerooms, huts, forge, master’s hall and barracks completing the list of buildings. Horses, pigs and goats grazed on the grass between the inner and outer perimeter, at the end of the day being taken back to their stables and animal pens. In the inner compound were two ancient wells sunk to a great depth to tap into the underground water flowing into the River Lielupe. The river, a slow-moving, meandering watercourse, flowed along the eastern side of the hill fort’s mound. Over the years Ortwin had had the slope on that side of the mound made steeper to make an assault from the river more difficult.
 
   *****
 
   Ten thousand men marched from Tervete to Mesoten. It had taken longer than anticipated to muster the army pledged by the dukes and it was the end of spring before it left the Tervete Valley. But Mindaugas thought the wait well worth it. The days were pleasant but not too warm, the ground was at last firm and the spirits of the men high, not least due to the presence of the Kriviu Krivaitis and his priests. It was common knowledge that Prince Mindaugas was held in high esteem by the high priest and because of this his word held great sway among the common soldiery. It was true that his contingent – a thousand men drawn from Selonia and Nalsen – was the smallest among the army. But he had the favour of the high priest and that meant the prince was beloved of the gods, and therefore any army that marched with him would also have the favour of the immortal ones. And he had General Aras with him, a commander known and respected throughout Lithuania.
 
   The Kriviu Krivaitis walked alongside the mounted commanders as the army marched east towards Mesoten. Occasionally the great head of Kitenis would turn and give the white-robed priest a sneer. He did not trust priests, especially when it came to war. On the battlefield they were free to wander around at will, both sides respecting the unwritten rule stating the Kriviai were not to be harmed under any circumstances. Kitenis chuckled. The Christians had no liking for pagan priests and would ride them down without hesitation. The thought pleased him.
 
   The dukes rode among a large group of horsemen, comprising their banner men, bodyguards and senior commanders. Kitenis had brought his two sons with him and Erdvilas accompanied his father. All the soldiers of the various bodyguards were magnificently attired in lamellar armour, burnished helmets, mail aventails and brightly coloured tunics. They were heavily armed and rode fine horses. The vast majority of the two thousand, two hundred horsemen in the army were also well armed and armoured, though mail armour predominated over the more expensive lamellar variety. However, the quality of the seven thousand, eight hundred warriors who marched on foot was very variable. The best, the warriors from Aukstaitija, were equipped with helmets, mail armour and round wooden shields. Only chiefs carried swords, their men being armed with spears, axes and knives. The Aukstaitijans were equipped with all three. But among the cohorts from Semgallia and Samogitia the story was very different. Those kingdoms had been in a state of constant warfare for years, the Semgallians battling the Sword Brothers and the Samogitians having been rudely handled by the Kurs. The best and bravest among their peoples had already fallen. To fill their places many old men and boys had been recruited, the majority of which were lucky if they had a helmet for protection. The older ones brought their leather armour out of retirement and at least had a pair of leather boots to save their feet. Only chiefs and perhaps the odd headman had a sword, the rest carrying a mixture of spears, maces, clubs and axes. The army also suffered from a deficiency of archers, the total amounting to only two hundred men.
 
   ‘It should take us two days to reach Mesoten,’ Viesthard informed the others.
 
   ‘And once we get there what is our plan?’ asked Kitenis.
 
   ‘To take the Sword Brother stronghold,’ answered Mindaugas.
 
   ‘I remember a time, when you were just a boy,’ said Kitenis, ‘when Grand Duke Daugerutis arrayed his army in front of a Sword Brother castle whose name escapes me. We lost a lot of men that day for no result.’
 
   He turned in the saddle and peered at the long line of horsemen, warriors on foot, wagons and camp followers behind him.
 
   ‘And Daugerutis had more troops than we do.’
 
   ‘We could starve them out,’ proposed Viesthard, ‘simply surround Mesoten and wait for the Sword Brothers to surrender.’
 
   ‘We cannot do that,’ snapped Mindaugas.
 
   ‘Oh?’ Kitenis was unimpressed.
 
   ‘I have studied Mesoten,’ continued Mindaugas, ‘if we lay siege to it the Christian forts going from there to the Dvina will alert Riga and the city will send a relief army.’
 
   ‘He’s right,’ agreed Viesthard. ‘If Mesoten is threatened the Christians will alert the other forts by signal fire, which will be relayed all the way back to the Dvina.’
 
   ‘If we overwhelm Mesoten the Sword Brother garrison will be destroyed,’ said Mindaugas, ‘then we can concentrate on reducing the smaller forts from there to the Dvina. I believe they are spaced at one-mile intervals, Duke Viesthard.’
 
   Viesthard was impressed. ‘You have done much research, prince.’
 
   ‘Mindaugas takes a keen interest in the Sword Brothers,’ Ykintas told him.
 
   Kitenis looked at the high priest.
 
   ‘Perhaps you can weave a spell that will make the walls of Mesoten crumble,’ he said loudly.
 
   ‘The gods help those who help themselves,’ the Kriviu Krivaitis retorted. ‘They act through the men you lead. Lead them well and you will prosper.’
 
   Kitenis fell silent.
 
   ‘One sudden, overwhelming assault,’ said Mindaugas, ‘against all sides of the fort will succeed, of that I am certain. How many soldiers do the Sword Brothers have, Lord Viesthard?’
 
   ‘My scouts have reported that reinforcements have reached the fort but we still outnumber them greatly. Mesoten cannot accommodate even half our number.’
 
   ‘My lord,’ said Ykintas solemnly, ‘they only need a quarter of our strength to give us a bloody nose.’
 
   That night the commanders finalised their plans. To deny the Sword Brothers as much forewarning as possible the decision was taken to halt the army the next day to allow time for trees to be felled and scaling ladders fashioned. The following day the army marched to within ten miles of Mesoten and then melted into the nearest forest. No fires were started so the Christians would not see telltale tendrils of smoke on the horizon. The plan was simple. Ten thousand men would attack Mesoten on three sides. No attack would be made on the fort’s eastern side due to the steepness of the slope and the river. Duke Viesthard briefed all the senior princes of the army, describing the fort’s layout, the incline of its slope, stressing that it was imperative to reach the walls quickly.
 
   ‘Do not let your men delay. No shield walls when the crossbows begin shooting. Get to the walls so your men can scale them. Once they are over those Christians manning them will be cut off from the rest holding the inner perimeter. When we gain entry to the outer walls penetrating the inner wall will be easier.’
 
   Ten thousand men thrown against three sides of the fort would simply overwhelm the garrison. Everyone believed it would work, not least Mindaugas whose eyes were full of fire as he went among his men to fortify their courage. He was accompanied by the Kriviu Krivaitis who blessed the men’s spears, swords and axes. The high priest even issued sprigs of rowan to a chosen few to ward off evil. Aras followed the pair as Selonians and Nalsen crowded round them, asking for the high priest’s blessing and cheering Mindaugas. When the press of the crowd became too much the general ordered some of his men to form a cordon around the pair to give them some air. A flustered, sweating high priest smiled at him. Black hair was matted to his glistening forehead and he was panting in the heat. Aras uncorked his water bottle and handed it to him.
 
   ‘Thank you, general.’
 
   The priest took a swig and handed it back to him. Mindaugas continued to embrace his warriors and clasp their forearms while Aras’s men kept a wary eye on them.
 
   ‘So you decided to join our great crusade,’ said the priest, his piercing blue eyes studying Aras.
 
   ‘I got tired of walking the walls of Panemunis.’
 
   ‘And guarding your Russian prince?'
 
   Aras shrugged. ‘He is my lord.’
 
   ‘He is a heathen,’ hissed the priest.
 
   ‘We are all heathens in one way or another,’ said Aras.
 
   ‘Prince Vsevolod thinks he is clever but he cannot outwit the gods, general. The future lies with Mindaugas.’
 
   ‘So we will win this battle?’ asked Aras.
 
   ‘Victory and defeat are irrelevant,’ answered the priest. ‘What is certain is that Mindaugas will become grand duke, as the gods have decreed.’
 
   Aras sighed. The gnawing in his stomach told him that the coming battle would be a bloody one.
 
   *****
 
   The work parties sweated in the sun as they dug a series of trenches. Guards stood sentry as they hacked at the rich soil, behind them more sentries kept watch from the towers of Mesoten. There was not even a hint of a breeze and so the Sword Brother banners hung limply from their flagpoles. Conrad stopped, stretched his back and looked up at the sun in the sky. He rested the wooden spade with its iron edges on the lip of the trench and reached for his water bottle. He took a gulp and handed it to Hans.
 
   His friend, stripped to the waist and also sweating, gladly accepted.
 
   ‘When Master Rudolf told us to leave the novices behind I did not realise it was because he wanted us to dig latrine trenches,’ he complained.
 
   Anton likewise stopped and waited for the water bottle.
 
   ‘I would prefer to fight than spend my time digging trenches.’
 
   Conrad looked around at the peaceful scene – cows grazing at the foot of Mesoten’s slope, watched over by herdsmen to ensure they did not stray into any stake-lined trenches positioned all around it. Undisturbed meadow grass extended in all directions up to the forests of birch and pine plundered to build the fort’s walls and buildings.
 
   ‘Perhaps the information that Grand Master Volquin received was false.’
 
   ‘What bit?’ queried Hans. ‘That there would be an attack against Mesoten or that the Kurs would not be taking part?’
 
   ‘The Kurs are at war with the other Lithuanian tribes,’ Anton told him.
 
   ‘Lucky for us,’ said Conrad. ‘I have heard that their army has never been defeated.’
 
   ‘Neither has the Army of the Wolf,’ Anton remarked. ‘Perhaps we could hold a competition, like a jousting match, between our army and theirs to decide who is the best.’
 
   ‘Perhaps I should send you to fight their new duke, Anton,’ said Conrad, ‘you are, after all, of noble blood.’
 
   ‘Now that Duke Arturus is dead,’ grinned Hans, ‘I would wager all my money on Anton to beat whoever has taken his place.’
 
   ‘What money?’ asked Anton.
 
   ‘Lamekins, that is the new duke’s name,’ Conrad told them. ‘Grand Master Volquin told me that he was the one who organised and trained the Kur army so he is a formidable opponent by all accounts.’
 
   Anton picked up his spade. ‘Well, neither he nor the other Lithuanian dukes are here so we might as well complete this trench.’
 
   The siting of latrine trenches was an important part of garrison life, especially if a stronghold was suddenly reinforced, as at Mesoten. Eight hundred men produced a lot of daily waste so it was important to ensure it was deposited well away from the fort where it could be quickly buried. Using the Lielupe as a latrine was strictly forbidden, not least because it was slow moving and so foetid waste would quickly collect along its riverbanks. Maintaining hygienic practices kept a garrison healthy, or at least helped to prevent diseases killing more of it than the enemy.
 
   Conrad and his friends were around four hundred paces from the western base of the fort’s mound, along with two score of other Sword Brothers, all digging at the soft earth with gusto. As one they stopped when a group of mounted sergeants came into view. It divided into four riders and headed towards the various groups of makeshift labourers, who began to exit their trenches and pick up their weapons and armour. The hairs on the back of Conrad’s neck stood up and he looked at his friends. Like him they could detect the change of atmosphere. Seconds before it had been relaxed and calm; now the sense of impending violence laced the air. A sergeant brought his sweating horse to a halt a few paces from them. He remained calm but spoke loudly enough for others nearby to hear.
 
   ‘The enemy has been sighted to the west, around five miles away.’
 
   ‘How many?’ asked Conrad, pulling on his gambeson.
 
   ‘Thousands,’ came the answer, ‘many horsemen and more on foot.’
 
   The sergeant saluted and turned his horse towards the fort. Another rider must have reported the presence of the enemy to Master Ortwin because the alarm bell began to ring to alert the garrison to stand to arms. Conrad strapped on his sword belt and picked up his shield, slinging it on his back by using the strap fixed to its inner side. He and the others began walking back to the fort.
 
   Hans looked back at the unfinished trench. ‘All that effort wasted.’
 
   Anton was less pessimistic. ‘I don’t know, we beat the enemy today and we’ll be back to finish the job tomorrow.’
 
   The herdsmen were rounding up the cattle and marshalling them towards the track leading to the entrance in the outer perimeter wall. The garrison was about to discover if Grand Master Volquin’s plan to use Mesoten as bait in order to inflict high losses on the Lithuanians was a masterstroke or a death warrant for the entire garrison.
 
   Mesoten was a strong position: both the inner and outer walls were solid structures built in the same style as the original pagan timber hill forts of the Livs. Indeed, Liv builders had been hired to construct the new fort, which would suffice until a stone castle could be erected on the site. Both walls had been built in the same way: large tree trunks had been driven deep into the ground, around which a framework of horizontal, interlocking timbers had been raised. Behind each wall was a wooden wall walk. Shoulder-height loopholes had been cut in both walls along their entire length to enable crossbowmen to shoot at any attacker. These loopholes were positioned two feet below the top of the wall, which meant that a soldier could walk the length of the wall without being exposed to enemy missiles. As yet there were no shingle roofs over the wall walks because the workers had returned to Livonia when funds had run out. Unusually there were no towers along the walls themselves, only two flanking each of the two sets of gates. But the timber fort was only a temporary structure until a stone castle could be built on the site.
 
   Conrad, his friends and the ‘Bishop’s bastards’ were deployed along the western section of the wall – two hundred and twenty men, including a hundred and twenty crossbowmen. Master Ortwin and his garrison, a hundred and fifty men, defended the northern section of the outer perimeter while Master Rudolf and the other Sword Brothers – a hundred and fifty men – manned the southern section of the outer perimeter.
 
   ‘Don’t forget, boys, keep your eyes on those markers and not the enemy. Find your target first before shooting. Remember your training.’
 
   Leatherface was going up and down the wall walk, shouting encouragement and patting individual crossbowmen on the arm as he passed them. The spearmen of ‘the bastards’ were placing full quivers next to each crossbowman, each one holding twenty bolts. Falcone was talking loudly in Italian to his men, who seemed to be taking it all in their stride.
 
   The markers to which Leatherface alluded were sticks that had been planted on the slope around the fort to designate distances from the outer wall: fifty paces, a hundred paces, a hundred and fifty paces and two hundred paces. They had white cloths tied to their tops so they stood out against the green grass and would be used by the crossbowman to range their shots.
 
   Leatherface watched as a spearman placed half a dozen full quivers behind Conrad, Hans and Anton. He walked up as the spearmen placed more quivers next to the crossbowmen beside them.
 
   ‘Now, lads, those double-pronged claws attached to the front of your belts are used to load those crossbows your are holding.’
 
   Anton looked at Hans who rolled his eyes. Leatherface used his own crossbow to show them.
 
   ‘You place the metal claw over the centre of the bowstring like this.’
 
   Either side of him men stood and grinned as he instructed the three veterans.
 
   ‘Now raise your right foot and place it in the metal stirrup fitted to the fore-end of your crossbow. That’s the end opposite to the stock that goes in your shoulder.
 
   ‘Then straighten your bended leg to force the crossbow downwards. See.’
 
   There was a click as the bowstring, which had been forcibly drawn along the crossbow’s stock, slipped over the catch of the lock.
 
   ‘Now you are ready to load a bolt.’
 
   Conrad pulled one of the bolts from a quiver and threw it towards Leatherface. It landed inches from the mercenary’s left boot.
 
   ‘Like that one?’
 
   Leatherface smiled wryly. ‘Master Conrad has wasted a bolt so will be digging latrines for the next week,’ he said loudly.
 
   There were cheers and whistles from those within earshot as Leatherface prised the bolt from the planking and handed it back to Conrad.
 
   ‘Best not to waste ammunition, Master Conrad, this bolt might be the difference between you living and an enemy dying.’
 
   A grinning Hans glanced back at the loophole nearest to him and his smile disappeared.
 
   ‘We are going to need a lot of bolts.’
 
   Conrad and Anton turned to peer through their loopholes and saw the land around the hill foot begin to fill with enemy warriors. Then they heard the drums, a low, monotonous rumble as hundreds of men banged stretched hide skins with pieces of wood, interrupted by screeching horns. Instantaneously the light-hearted atmosphere evaporated, to be replaced by serious concentration as men checked their crossbows, positioned quivers so they were easily accessible and stared at the enemy.
 
   Conrad turned away from the thickening mass of the opposition to adjust his sword belt. In the moments before the fighting a man was alone with his thoughts. He knelt on the planks and said a silent prayer, asking that his courage would not fail him this day and that his friends would be kept safe, at the expense of his own life if need be. He stood and drew his sword. Immediately an image of Sir Frederick of Tangermünde came into his mind. He had been a gruff Saxon knight, a crusader who had been mortally wounded at Fellin but who before he died had bequeathed his sword to Conrad. It was a fine weapon with sweet handling characteristics. The blade was just over thirty inches long and curved gradually to a point. It weighed only two and half pounds, making it easy to wield. Its grip was birch wrapped with black leather and the disc-shaped pommel had chamfered edges with unicorns carved into both sides. The arms of the cross-guard were ‘waisted’ to flare back to their original width at their ends. He cut the air with the blade, the sun appearing among the small white clouds dotting the sky catching the burnished steel. He slid it back into its scabbard and looked at his friends. Once more they would fight beside each other. Anton extended his right arm, his hand outstretched, his palm facing the planking. Hans placed a hand on top of his friend’s and Conrad did the same. He spoke the words that were their pre-battle ritual.
 
   ‘As dust to the wind.’
 
   Hans and Anton repeated them, they embraced each other and prepared to face the Lithuanian horde.
 
   The pagans advanced at a steady pace, the front ranks equipped with scaling ladders and the others holding their shields aloft as protection against the storm of crossbow bolts they knew would come. Those front ranks contained the cream of each tribe: the princes, chiefs and bodyguards of the dukes. They left their horses in the rear and formed the vanguard of the assault. They were easy to spot, their pavise-like shields – rectangular shaped, made out of pine, covered with leather and brightly painted – and their helmets, lamellar and mail armour marking them out as horsemen. Behind them walked foot soldiers carrying ladders fashioned from the trunks of young birch and pine.
 
   Mesoten’s outer wall was large in extent and the Lithuanians used its length to their advantage, the dukes spreading out their men so they could assault it along its span. The southern wall was the target of Duke Kitenis and his Aukstaitijans – four thousand men including the old duke himself who insisted that he was still able to climb a ladder the length of two spears, the height of the wall. The northern side of the wall, where the gates were located, was allocated to Duke Viesthard and his two and half thousand Semgallians. He and Erdvilas led the assault, their men carrying dozens of banners showing the iron wolf, the symbol of Semgallia. The western wall, the longest section of the outer perimeter, was given to Mindaugas and Ykintas who mustered three and half thousand men between them.
 
   ‘Target those carrying the ladders,’ shouted Leatherface as the enemy reached the foot of the slope and began their ascent.
 
   They were still banging their drums and blowing their horns but there was a deathly silence in the fort as the garrison waited until the enemy got within range. The occasional piercing scream as a Lithuanian fell into a stake-lined trench could barely be discerned above the din coming from the enemy army, though those peering through loopholes could see parts of the enemy line bunch and temporarily halt as a trench was discovered and skirted. The trenches were narrow, just wide enough to cause the unwary to step into it and break a leg or step on a stake. There were enough to cause mild disruption to an attacker only, and so the Lithuanians came on, closing to within two hundred paces of the wall. And then the crossbows began shooting.
 
   A crossbow can kill a man at a range of three hundred yards but are most effective at half that range. When the first rank of the enemy reached the two hundred yards markers the missiles troops on the wall began shooting. Conrad released the trigger and watched as the bolt lanced through the air and struck a man in the face. He turned away from the loophole and reloaded, hearing a great cheer from beyond the walls as the Lithuanians rushed forward. As soon as crossbow bolts began felling men among them they charged to get to the wall as quickly as possible to reduce the time they would be exposed to missiles. Or so they thought because just as at Wenden the upper part of the wall projected slightly forward, giving soldiers on the wall walk above a view of the foot of the wall below.
 
   Many Lithuanians flung themselves against the timbers when they reached what they thought was the sanctuary of the foot of the wall, only to be shot by crossbow bolts from the gap resulting in the overhang. Those armed with crossbows – two hundred and seventy including brother knights and sergeants – were frantically loading and reloading to shoot up to four bolts a minute. Over a thousand bolts a minute raked the Lithuanian lines as the attackers made a rush for the wall. But the dash became fragmented when those carrying scaling ladders were hit, tripped or dropped them in their desperation to escape the Christians’ missiles.
 
   Conrad saw a man pitch forward, a bolt in his chest. The ladder he was carrying fell on the grass. He pulled his trigger as another man stooped to pick it up, the bolt going into his belly. He doubled over and collapsed on the ground as a third warrior endeavoured to retrieve the ladder. He shot him as well. An arrow thudded into the timbers beneath him and another arrow shot over his head. There were too few enemy archers to make an impression on the battle but now, despite shooting upwards of four thousand bolts at them, the Lithuanians were at the wall.
 
   Conrad shot a man at the foot of the wall, the bolt going through his helmet into his brain. As he reloaded the top of a ladder appeared above him.
 
   ‘Have a care,’ he called to Hans and Anton who were both engaged in shooting enemy warriors at the foot of the wall. An enemy helmet and then a face appeared on top of the wall and disappeared when Leatherface shot a bolt through the man’s eye.
 
   ‘Spearmen!’ he shouted.
 
   The spearmen of ‘the bastards’ began jabbing their weapons upwards as more and more ladders were placed against the wall and men began climbing them. Those who climbed the first ladders were speared or shot when their faces appeared. It was easy killing but then the tops of more and more ladders appeared and within minutes ‘the bastards’ were being hard pressed.
 
   Conrad shot a man about to launch himself from a ladder on to the wall walk but another sprang at him from the ladder next to it. The warrior was a man of some importance judging by his lamellar armour, mail aventail and sword in his hand. Conrad swung his crossbow to knock the sword aside, drew his own blade and plunged it forward into the man’s thigh. He growled in pain and lost his balance but Conrad could not finish him off as another warrior had jumped on to the wall walk. This man was unarmoured and armed with a hand axe that he hacked at Conrad who raised his crossbow to stop the blow. The blade lodged itself in the weapon’s stock and Conrad thrust his sword forward, the point cutting the man’s neck. He squealed and staggered back against the wall.
 
   ‘The wall’s fallen, fall back to the inner compound.’
 
   Conrad was horrified when he heard Leatherface’s command, rushing to him to counter it. Hans and Anton, having despatched four Lithuanians who had jumped from ladders, the latter having been pushed away from the wall, covered him with their crossbows. Conrad’s had been rendered useless by the axe blow. Before he had a chance to speak Leatherface pointed behind him, to where enemy warriors were pouring over the wall.
 
   ‘We stay here we die.’
 
   ‘He’s right, Conrad,’ said Anton.
 
   It was irrelevant what Conrad thought anyway because the crossbowmen of ‘the bastards’ were descending the wooden steps to the wall, covered by the spearmen. Falcone’s Italians were already on the ground, working as a unit and picking off enemy soldiers who were threatening those of Ulric’s men still on the ramparts. Ulric himself was battling like fury, killing Lithuanians with his sword while assisting his men down the steps.
 
   ‘Time to go,’ said Leatherface.
 
   Conrad nodded and stood beside Hans and Anton as the three of them defended a flight of steps down to the outer compound. Two enemy warriors rushed them but were stopped in their tracks as Hans and Anton shot their crossbows. But there were more of the enemy behind them, men in mail armour carrying rectangular shields who inched forward with their shields locked. Helmetless, Conrad told Hans and Anton to get down the steps as he walked backwards, waiting for one of the enemy to attack him. He moved fast when one sprang forward, keeping his shield tight to his body and raising his sword high above his head to aim at Conrad’s mail-covered skull. Conrad had pulled his axe from his belt and raised his left arm to catch the blow but the Lithuanian never reached him, pitching forward on the planking with a crossbow bolt lodged in his side. He glanced left to see Leatherface reloading his crossbow.
 
   ‘Get your arse off that wall,’ he shouted.
 
   Conrad bolted down the steps and joined the compact mass of ‘the bastards’ being marshalled by Ulric, the mail on his shoulder ripped with blood showing among the metal rings. Falcone and his men were also among them, the Genoese shooting at targets on the nearby steps, every bolt hitting a body. They were exceptional soldiers.
 
   ‘Back to the gates,’ ordered Conrad as the block of men inched towards the entrance to the fort’s inner perimeter. As they were in the western side of the inner perimeter wall the journey was mercifully short and when they reached the gates Conrad found that Sir Richard’s crossbowmen were in the towers either side of them. The air was thick with crossbow bolts as the outer wall’s ramparts were raked by quarrels.
 
   From the inner compound came Tonis and the warriors of the Army of the Wolf who locked their shields to form a cordon of steel outside the gates to allow ‘the bastards’ and what was left of Ortwin’s and Rudolf’s men to get inside.
 
   ‘Arrows!’
 
   The shout pierced the air as dozens of arrows fell from the sky, killing a number of crossbowmen on the inner wall and others among ‘the bastards’.
 
   ‘Close the gates,’ shouted a bare-headed Rudolf as he helped a limping Ortwin, an arrow embedded in his right leg, into the inner compound. Falcone and Leatherface organised their men to shoot controlled volleys keeping the Lithuanians at a safe distance as they withdrew into the fort. Then they ordered the missile troops to man the ramparts as Rudolf called all the commanders to him. The gates were shut and the wounded taken to the barracks buildings where they would at least be safe from the volleys of arrows being shot into the fort’s inner compound. The Lithuanians had taken Mesoten’s outer wall. The first phase of the battle was over.
 
   *****
 
   Mindaugas was ecstatic, urging his men to follow him as he descended the wooden steps on the inside of the Christians’ outer ramparts. Aras kept up with him, barking orders to his men to protect the prince with their shields as crossbow bolts hissed through the air.
 
   ‘On, on,’ screamed Mindaugas, oblivious to the iron-tipped missiles striking men down to his left and right.
 
   ‘We are too exposed here, highness, we must withdraw,’ pleaded Aras as the man in front of him collapsed with a bolt lodged in his thigh. He was hauled back by two of his comrades, one of whom was struck in the back by a bolt and fell to the ground.
 
   ‘Shields, shields,’ screamed Aras, pulling Mindaugas back as a dozen shields formed a makeshift roof over their heads.
 
   Mindaugas shook himself free. ‘Get off me. How dare you touch me.’
 
   More and more men were flooding over the captured ramparts and down into the fort’s outer compound.
 
   ‘This is my time, Aras,’ said Mindaugas, ‘and you will not stand in my way.’
 
   ‘Ladders,’ he shouted, ‘get the ladders against the wall.’
 
   The initial attack had captured the ramparts. Now those who had been in the rear ranks, and had been carrying more ladders, came forward to haul their ladders up those placed against the outer wall and dump them in the fort’s outer compound. But it took time, the inner gates had been forced shut and the Christian crossbowmen were taking a fearful toll of the mass of Lithuanians momentarily confined between the inner and outer walls.
 
   Kitenis’ bodyguard and sons had pleaded with him to remain outside the fort but he had dismissed their entreaties. He had led his warriors up the slope, his aged body finding the climb difficult. Out of respect his princes and chiefs had resisted the temptation to run forward over the final two hundred paces to the wall, determined not to overtake their duke. This meant Rudolf and his crossbowmen had more time to shoot their weapons than the defenders on the western and northern walls. They killed and wounded more than five hundred Aukstaitijans before the warriors with the symbol of the black axe painted on their shields stormed the wall.
 
   Kitenis, panting and struggling to walk unaided after ascending the grassy slope, peered up at the inner wall of the fort.
 
   ‘That impious little brat Mindaugas has proved us all wrong, it would seem.’
 
   ‘You must retire, father,’ pleaded one of his sons, ‘we can complete the conquest of the fort.’
 
   Kitenis glared at him. ‘And rob me of my share of the glory? I think not. Get the ladders against the wall.’
 
   Hundreds of his men were in the outer compound, waiting for the ladders to be brought forward. The sounds of battle could be heard in other sectors but a surreal silence enveloped the Aukstaitijans and men began to believe that all the Christians had been killed, or at least had forgotten about them. All that remained was to scale the inner wall and Mesoten would be theirs. What they did not realise was that there had been a race against time between Master Rudolf and his men, who had to get through the inner gates and then man the inner compound’s southern wall, and the warriors of Duke Kitenis. It was a race that Rudolf won.
 
   The deceptive calm had lured the Aukstaitijans into a false sense of security. Above them a sweating Master Rudolf was marshalling his men into position, reinforced by some of ‘the bastards’. Over a hundred crossbowmen took aim and released a volley. Their bolts slammed into lamellar and mail armour. Kitenis, his sons and the men of his bodyguard were protected by lamellar armour, the overlapping rectangular iron plates designed to withstand thrusting weapons, also arrows, and even the blows of bludgeoning weapons would be scattered over the plates to save its wearer injury. But the crossbow bolts shot at the leader of the Aukstaitijan people were released at a range of less than fifty feet and they punched through the plates with ease. Kitenis, his bannerman behind him, was the first to die, one bolt through his heart, another going straight through his throat. The standard bearer fell next, followed by the duke’s sons and half a dozen of his bodyguard. In a less than a minute four hundred bolts had been shot at the Lithuanians, prompting panic.
 
   The death of their lord and his sons demoralised the Lithuanians who abandoned all thoughts of scaling another wall. As with the other contingents princes, chiefs and headmen had led the assault against the fort. Many had fallen to Christian crossbows and without their leadership the courage of many faltered. As Rudolf’s men continued to load and shoot their crossbows at a methodical rate panic turned into a blind desire to flee. Suddenly hundreds of men were scrambling back up the steps to the fort’s outer ramparts to escape the slaughter that was being dealt by the unseen crossbowmen. The Aukstaitijans were soon in headlong retreat, causing Rudolf’s men to cheer and congratulate themselves. It was no small victory.
 
   But the battle for Mesoten was far from over.
 
   Viesthard’s men had opened the gates in the outer perimeter to allow those Semgallians still outside the walls to swarm inside. Before he and his men had retreated to the inner compound Ortwin had ordered the two empty stable blocks either side of the gates to be set alight. Black smoke was soon billowing into the sky as the dry timbers and thatch roofs caught fire, forcing the Semgallians away from the flames and making it difficult for their chiefs to organise their men. The distraction bought Ortwin time to organise his own men who began to shoot volleys from crossbows at Viesthard’s men. But the old duke personally seized a ladder and rushed forward to place it against the inner wall. Ignoring the hail of crossbow bolts his men followed and within minutes hundreds of Semgallians were climbing the ladders. Hundreds more lay dead outside the fort and dozens had been killed in Mesoten’s outer compound, but the Semgallians were about to breach the Sword Brothers’ inner defences.
 
   *****
 
   Conrad looked down at the seething mass of Lithuanians, over the top of which scaling ladders were being passed. Either side of him came a rattling sound as crossbowmen shot their weapons, reloaded and shot them again at the warriors below. Archers were now on the outer walls’ wall walk and were loosing missiles into the fort’s inner compound. In response Tonis moved his men closer to the western wall so the arrows would overshoot them.
 
   Volley after volley was shot at the Lithuanians; it was slaughter despite the enemy holding their shields aloft to cover them. The crossbowmen were able to find gaps among the raised shields to hit torsos and shoulders. But Lithuanians continued to pour over the outer wall and within minutes men were climbing ladders placed against the inner wall.
 
   ‘Have a care,’ shouted Conrad.
 
   A warrior appeared on the top of the wall above him but a spearman of ‘the bastards’ thrust his weapon into his belly, the point piercing the mail armour. The man groaned and tumbled from the ladder. Conrad, sword in right hand and axe in left, nodded his thanks but then the spearman fell from the wall walk when another enemy warrior hurled himself at him from the top of another ladder. And then it seemed the air was filled with flying Lithuanians.
 
   Hans and Anton dropped their crossbows and began hacking and chopping at the enemy with their swords and maces. Conrad killed two men in quick succession, one in mid-air as the Lithuanian fell on his sword and then tumbled from the wall walk. He thrust his sword into the face of a man clambering over the top of the wall, sliced open the neck of the next man to appear above him and drove the point of his sword into the shoulder of a third who jumped on to the wall walk and was hacked off it when Conrad swung his axe into the side of his helmet.
 
   ‘Off the wall, off the wall.’
 
   Conrad heard Leatherface’s command and saw crossbowmen nimbly descending the steps leading down to the fort’s inner compound. The spearmen of ‘the bastards’ were doing murder but they could not kill every Lithuanian coming over the wall. To stay was to be overwhelmed and slaughtered. Hans and Anton, dead enemy warriors around their feet and more on the ground beneath the wall walk, nodded to Conrad and all three headed for the nearest steps. They had to fight every inch of the way, bearded brutes swinging axes trying to bar their path or jump on them as they passed beneath the Selonians at the tops of ladders. For brother knights trained to keep moving during personal combat the wall walk was the worst place to be.
 
   The three brother knights were the last to leave the wall, covering the speedy withdrawal of what was left of ‘the bastards’. They ran through the open ranks of Tonis’ men, who locked shields, the first rank lowering their spears. Conrad, sweat pouring down his face and neck, ran over to where Tonis stood in the middle of the front rank. In front of them, beyond the two wooden barracks buildings standing back from the gates, Lithuanian warriors were being frantically marshalled by a tall, thin man with a black beard. His face seemed familiar though Conrad could not place it.
 
   Conrad pointed his blood-covered sword at them. ‘We need to hit them hard now, Tonis.’
 
   ‘Ready!’ shouted the Saccalian.
 
   Leatherface, bruised and bloody, pushed his way through the four ranks.
 
   ‘My crossbowmen will be behind you and will try to clear the walls before too many of the heathens come over them.’
 
   ‘Is Falcone still alive?’ asked Conrad.
 
   ‘He and his men seem to live charmed lives,’ replied Leatherface. ‘You had better make this attack count, Conrad, the boys are using up their ammunition fast.’
 
   Tonis passed Conrad a helmet, a simple iron model with a thick nasal guard.
 
   ‘You had better wear this, Susi.’
 
   Hans and Anton, who had also refused to wear their full-face helms, were also offered head protection.
 
   Sir Richard appeared at the head of his knights and squires, behind them his fifty crossbowmen. Leatherface gave him a curt nod as he pushed his helm up on his bald crown.
 
   ‘I’ll assume command of your lordship’s crossbowmen,’ he announced and disappeared before the duke could reply.
 
   ‘We go to cut down those in front, your grace,’ said Conrad.
 
   Sir Richard looked around to appraise the situation. There was little movement on the southern wall but furious fighting on the northern wall where Ortwin was battling Viesthard’s men.
 
   ‘I must reinforce Master Ortwin,’ declared Sir Richard, ‘God be with you, Conrad.’
 
   They clasped forearms and then the Englishman was gone, along with his men. But Leatherface had commandeered his crossbowmen who joined those of ‘the bastards’ and Falcone’s Genoese to form a phalanx of over a hundred and fifty missile troops.
 
   Conrad turned and raised his sword. ‘Army of the Wolf!’
 
   As one two hundred men snapped their spear shafts against their shields. Conrad trotted forward, the men following. The Lithuanians in front of them locked shields and gripped their weapons, their rear ranks reinforced by more men descending ladders from the wall walk.
 
   ‘Kneel!’
 
   The voice of Leatherface rose over the din of battle. Conrad and the other two hundred went down on their knees instantly, the Lithuanians less than thirty paces away. The Army of the Wolf bowed their heads and over them flew more than a hundred bolts, shot by the crossbowmen behind them. Time slowed as Conrad watched half the front rank of the enemy double up and collapse, their bodies struck by iron-tipped missiles.
 
   ‘God with us!’ he screamed and sprang forward.
 
   There was a mighty cheer and his men followed. They covered the open ground in seconds, smashing into the Lithuanians like a hammer striking an earthenware pot. The front rank drove their spears forwards into guts, shields and thighs before releasing them and pulling battleaxes from their belts, with which they proceeded to hack at enemy skulls. The front two ranks of the Lithuanians disappeared in a frenzy of bloodlust as the Army of the Wolf gouged its way forward.
 
   Conrad felt his feet slip on a limb of a fallen enemy but managed to parry with his own axe the axe blow of an enemy warrior with stinking breath a few feet from him. He caught the blow, stepped forward and drove his sword over the rim of the enemy shield, the point penetrating the man’s neck and spinal cord. He whipped the blade back and slashed it sideways to slice open the cheekbone of a warrior battling Tonis. The man screamed, faltered and died as Tonis bludgeoned the man’s helmet and skull beneath with his axe.
 
   Behind the Estonian warriors Leatherface and Falcone were directing their men to shoot at the Lithuanians on the wall walk and ladders. So accurate and rapid was their shooting that a neutral observer would have thought that a giant invisible hand was brushing the Lithuanians aside. And now no more men were coming over the wall.
 
   Ykintas and Aras dragged a raging Mindaugas up a flight of steps and almost had to throw him back over the wall. Many of their men were now fleeing, scrambling over the corpses of their fallen comrades as they did so. The wall walk, steps and outer compound of the fort were choked with Lithuanian dead and dying and slippery with blood. The majority of their leaders, the princes and chiefs, had been slain and the Samogitian foot soldiers in particular had no stomach for carrying on the fight. They ran, most discarding what weapons they had in the process.
 
   The Kriviai Krivaitis stood on Mesoten’s slope with his priests and remained impassive as a stream and then a flood of warriors retreated from the fort. What were the petty squabbles of men to the gods? But he did allow a thin smile to break his stony stare when he saw the figure of Mindaugas being manhandled by Aras and Ykintas down the slope. The gods protected their chosen ones.
 
   Viesthard was dead.
 
   He had led the assault against the northern outer wall, had taken the ramparts and then once more summoned his warriors for a further attack against Mesoten’s inner wall. Dozens of his men had been cut down in a hail of crossbow bolts but they had not faltered. Once more they followed him up the scaling ladders as the Christians shot down their friends and neighbours. They followed his lead when he jumped from the top of a ladder on to the wall walk to battle with the white-uniformed soldiers of Mesoten’s garrison: brother knights, sergeants and mercenary spearmen. And again dozens died.
 
   But soldiers of the garrison also died and as more and more Semgallian warriors came over the wall it seemed that victory was tantalisingly close. Viesthard, avenging the many wrongs committed against his people by the hated Christians, fought like Perkunas in human form, hacking his way down a flight of steps to reach the fort’s inner compound, the very heart of the Christian presence in Lithuania. His armour was torn, his face bruised and blood showed on his leggings where he had been cut by enemy spears and swords. But he was elated, his senses heightened by triumph. His bannerman carried the standard of the iron wolf behind him and beside him his son Erdvilas organised a dwindling band of warriors for the final battle against the Sword Brothers.
 
   But neither Viesthard nor his son saw Master Rudolf leading over a hundred men along the eastern wall, having left a small detachment on the southern ramparts to safeguard against the Aukstaitijans returning. Rudolf and his men smashed into the Semgallians on the wall walk and did fearful damage with their swords, spears and maces. Their arrival was like a brush sweeping away autumn leaves so sudden and violent was their attack. They killed the Semgallians on the wall walk and pushed away the ladders so others could not reinforce them, also denying a means of escape to those below. Then Sir Richard’s men assaulted Viesthard and his men.
 
   The Duke of Saccalia and his knights wore mail armour and bright blue surcoats, on which was sewn the emblem of a white boar’s head with golden tusks. The blue shields of Sir Richard’s men carried the same design and for a few brief moments the white boar and the iron wolf grappled near Mesoten’s small chapel. But Erdvilas, keeping his head when all those around him did not, had noticed the Sword Brother reinforcements arriving on the wall and knew it was time to leave. He ordered his signaller to sound retreat, a command that made his father apoplectic. But even the tired eyes of the old warrior could see that Ortwin’s men still fighting on the wall had been reinforced and the blue-uniformed Christian warriors in front of him were proving an immovable barrier. So he obeyed his son’s order.
 
   The Semgallians gave ground grudgingly, admirably maintaining their discipline and shield wall as they fell back to the steps. Sir Richard and his men harried them relentlessly, pouncing on any warrior who became isolated and hacking him to pieces. Viesthard was the last Semgallian to leave the fort’s inner compound, his sword glancing off the helm of a tall Christian knight who moved his head at the last moment to avoid the blow that would otherwise have gone through a vision slit.
 
   Viesthard reaching the top of the steps waited until his men and son were over the wall and descending those ladders still in Semgallian hands before taking one last look at the fort’s buildings below Only then was he hauled up on to the top of the wall. He turned and placed his feet on the ladder and a crossbow bolt slammed into his thigh. He grunted in pain and attempted to steady his grip but failed when a spear was thrust into his chest, followed by another and another as Rudolf’s men arrived to complete their relief of Master Ortwin. Viesthard was dead when his body hit the ground. Unlike hundreds of other Semgallian dead, the corpse of Viesthard was retrieved and carried from the fort for proper cremation.
 
   *****
 
   The Army of the Wolf followed the warriors of Mindaugas and Ykintas as they retreated back over the wall and into the outer compound. The crossbowmen remained in the inner compound as they were largely out of ammunition. The outer compound was choked with Lithuanian dead making movement difficult. Conrad swung his sword at a fleeing Lithuanian who had stumbled over a corpse and was seemingly helpless. But Conrad lost his footing when he stepped in a discarded helmet and was forced to shake it free. The Lithuanian clambered to his feet and escaped. The enemy was flooding through the open gates, the choke point slowing their progress allowing the Army of the Wolf to close on them. The Estonians hacked with their axes and stabbed under the rims of shields with their single-edged knives ripping open the bellies of those who wore no armour.
 
   Conrad, tired and sweating heavily in his padded layers and mail armour, managed to kill a Lithuanian who appeared by his laboured movements and sluggish defence to be as equally exhausted as he was. The sun was now overhead, there was no wind and the temperature inside the fort was rising rapidly, made worse by the large amount of smoke from the burning buildings. A last effort against the Lithuanians reaped a fresh harvest of dead but the Army of the Wolf was spent. As the enemy fell back down the slope Estonians rested their shields on the ground, removed their helmets and filled their lungs with smoke-filled air. Water bottles were uncorked as thirst gripped everyone.
 
   ‘Conrad!
 
   He heard the despair in Hans’ voice and knew before he turned that something dreadful had happened. He saw his friend cradling Anton in his arms and rushed over to him. Tears were running down Hans’ face as Conrad knelt beside the body of his friend. A weapon, a spear most likely, had punctured Anton’s thigh and he had died from severe loss of blood. Conrad, his eyes filling with tears, closed his dead comrade’s eyes as a crowd began to gather around the trio. When word spread of Anton’s death the Army of the Wolf formed a phalanx around the body. Hardened warriors wept for the brother knight who had been present at the birth of Susi’s army.
 
   They carried his body into the inner compound where the Christian dead were being arranged in a line, prior to internment in the cemetery near the castle.
 
   ‘I request permission to take him back to Wenden,’ Conrad asked Rudolf, choking back emotion, ‘where he can be buried alongside Bruno and Johann.’
 
   Rudolf, exhausted, battered, his mail armour missing links on the arms and legs, nodded.
 
   ‘I will accompany you and him back to Wenden.’
 
   ‘The grand master was right, Conrad.’
 
   Conrad looked around at the pagan dead at the foot of the western wall and on the wall walk and the other corpses that littered the foot, steps and wall walk of the northern ramparts. He saw Sword Brothers bodies among them, their white surcoats and gambesons conspicuous among the green and brown clothing of the enemy slain.
 
   ‘It does not feel like a victory.’
 
   But when the bodies of the fallen were collected, the pagan dead placed in wagons and dumped outside the fort for cremation, the true extent of Lithuanian losses was revealed. Over two thousand slain were gathered and dumped on what became a huge mound of dead flesh, after anything useful had been stripped from them, including used crossbow bolts that had to be retrieved to replenish the garrison’s depleted supplies. The buzzing of flies around the mound was thunderous so many dead were there. The reinforced garrison had lost less than a hundred men, the majority when the enemy had breached the inner compound. The vast majority of enemy slain had fallen not to the blades of the Sword Brothers but to the order’s crossbowmen and the missile troops of ‘the Bishop’s bastards’. It had been a stark example of the power of the crossbow in the hands of trained marksmen.
 
   Fulfilling his promise, Rudolf left the fort in the company of Conrad, Hans and the Army of the Wolf mounted on ponies. The ‘bastards’ remained at Mesoten, as did the Sword Brother reinforcements from the northern garrisons and Sir Richard and his men. Ortwin thought it prudent to keep the garrison strong in case the Lithuanians mounted another attack. What he did not know was that the Lithuanian army had disintegrated, the various tribal elements dispersing back to their homelands, taking their wounded with them.
 
   ‘Are you okay?’
 
   Conrad did not look at Leatherface as his horse trudged along a dry dirt track leading to the Dvina. The mercenary had invited himself along because he had known Anton for years and wished to be present at his burial.
 
   ‘Why shouldn’t I be?’
 
   ‘Losing a friend you’ve known for years is a hard blow.’
 
   ‘Life is a series of hard blows,’ said Conrad, ‘it is the nature of the work we do. You above all should know that.’
 
   The column of ponies and carts moved under a pall of gloom that did not lift when it crossed the river and entered Livonia. At great expense Grand Master Volquin had Anton’s body encased in salt when it stayed for one night in Riga’s castle, the garrison and Sword Brothers quartered there parading in honour of the brother knight’s passing. The colour party of the garrison was organised by Gunter, now second-in-command behind Manfred Nordheim. It was a nice gesture and both Conrad and Hans thanked him for his consideration.
 
   Anton was buried on a beautiful summer’s day freshened by a slight breeze ruffling the standards hanging from Wenden’s gatehouse and towers. Rudolf turned out the whole garrison, which was joined by Rameke, Kaja, Ilona, Master Thaddeus and many of the workers, now middle aged, who had stayed on at the castle and lived in the small town adjacent to it and who remembered Anton from his days as a novice. The ceremony was conducted by Otto who appeared moved by Anton’s passing, though it was difficult to tell if his misshapen features were registering grief.
 
   After the crowd had dispersed and the labourers had covered the body with soil Conrad stood with Hans at the side of the fresh grave. He looked at the graves of Bruno and Johann and where his wife and son were buried, fresh flowers at the foot of the gravestone as always.
 
   Conrad looked up at the stone castle. ‘It does not seem eighteen years since we first set eyes on this place.’
 
   ‘I wonder if we will see another eighteen?’ queried Hans.
 
   They looked at each other and already knew the answer to that question.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7
 
   Like most days in the months when the Dvina was free of ice Riga’s port was packed with people, only today there was a different class of person standing on the wide, stout jetty protruding into the great waterway. Ordinarily this particular jetty was reserved for the great cogs of the city’s Higher Burgomaster: Magnus Glueck, Duke of Riga and the richest man in all Livonia. Some said he was the richest man in the whole Baltic and the duke did nothing to dissuade anyone of the notion.
 
   Fat, squat and ugly, he had a wife that could only be described as beautiful in every way, from her delicate cheekbones, flawless skin, shapely body and shining hair. He dressed her in silks and showered her with silver and gold jewellery and expensive gemstones. She should have been the happiest woman in all Livonia but everyone agreed that she was the most miserable.
 
   The original dockside and jetties had all been timber affairs but now the main jetties were stone structures. Because of the amount of ships and boats that docked at Riga there had not been the time or resources to replace all the wooden jetties with stone ones. But the entire length of the quay outside the city’s southern gates was now a magnificent stone structure fronting the river and was yet another indication of Riga’s growing wealth and status.
 
   Glueck stood beside Archdeacon Stefan and behind them were the city’s burgomasters, council members, leading merchants, priests, monks and senior commanders of the garrison. The soldiers of the garrison, resplendent in their red uniforms and shields bearing the cross keys symbol of the city in gold, stood along the jetty, quay and at the gates to the city. They also lined the walls either side of the gates. After chatting to his commanders Manfred Nordheim sauntered over to Stefan and Glueck, smiling at them both.
 
   ‘Everything is in order.’
 
   Stefan, attired in a white silk cassock that matched Glueck’s blue silk tunic for opulence, sneered at the crowd gathering along the quay.
 
   ‘Make sure the vice-legate is not molested on his way from the docks to the palace, Manfred, you know how excitable commoners can be when dignitaries arrive in the city.’
 
   Nordheim smiled. ‘Talking of which.’
 
   They all turned to see Grand Master Volquin and Master Rudolf making their way towards them, both wearing mail beneath their white surcoats, though their mail coifs were off their heads to reveal their neatly cropped hair. Both wore their swords and carried daggers in sheaths.
 
   Stefan smiled. ‘Grand Master, welcome.’
 
   Glueck gave Rudolf a thin smile. ‘I heard about your recent success against the pagans, my congratulations.’
 
   ‘It was a close thing, your grace,’ replied Rudolf, ‘if we had run out of crossbow bolts we would have been carrion for crows.’
 
   ‘An heroic tale to tell the vice-legate, I’m sure,’ said Glueck.
 
   ‘When does he arrived?’ asked Volquin.
 
   ‘He stayed the night at Dünamünde,’ said Stefan, ‘a courier arrived this morning stating his ship would dock at Riga around midday.’
 
   Glueck looked at Stefan. ‘Do we know the purpose of his visit?’
 
   Stefan shook his head, causing his flabby chin to wobble.
 
   ‘Only that he comes to convey the wishes of the Holy Father.’
 
   Volquin stared admiringly at one of Glueck’s great cogs moored at the jetty. It was one of four that the merchant owned, each one nearly one hundred and fifty feet in length and twenty-six feet at the beam. Other merchants hired space in its hold to transport their goods to and from Riga. Because the waters of the Baltic were for the most part calm either side of winter the trip to Lübeck was uneventful, which meant that merchants rarely lost their goods. For men like Glueck who owned large ships it was a lucrative trade, one that allowed him to purchase the biggest house in Riga and live a blessed life. He had other cogs, of course, but his four great cogs were his pride and joy, almost like children.
 
   ‘A fine vessel, your grace.’
 
   ‘Mm,’ grunted Glueck. ‘That is the youngest of the four, which was commissioned, at considerable expense I might add, to replace the one that was seized and destroyed by the Oeselians. You remember them, grand master? They are now the friends of the Marshal of Estonia.’
 
   ‘Better friends than pirates preying on your ships,’ stated Rudolf bluntly.
 
   ‘Former enemies can quickly revert to type,’ sneered Glueck. ‘Perhaps the vice-legate comes with a message from the Pope that the Sword Brothers should concentrate on killing pagans instead of becoming friends with them.’
 
   Volquin glanced at Rudolf who gave a slight shake of the head. How ridiculous Magnus Glueck was, a fat man with too much money who had too much to say for himself. Yet his wealth and position meant that the Sword Brothers would be fools to antagonise him, so they endured his mild insults.
 
   ‘We will soon find out,’ said Stefan, pointing towards the single-masted cog making its way towards the harbour. The sail bore the arms of Pope Gregory, the emblem of the Segni family – an eagle on a red background. The tension started to build as the cog was manoeuvred into position and a gangplank placed against its hull. People craned their necks and agitated babbling broke out among the onlookers. The guards began to take a keener interest in the throng and Gunter, Nordheim’s deputy, began sprinting up and down the lines. Glueck saw him.
 
   ‘That officer looks like he is about to have a seizure.’
 
   ‘He has an unfortunate appearance, your grace,’ agreed Nordheim, ‘but Gunter is a fine officer and a useful man to have around in a tight spot.’
 
   The gangplank was positioned and a party of soldiers was the first on to the jetty. Stefan frowned and peered at the clerks, monks and priests that followed them, searching for the vice-legate dressed in his robes. He failed to spot the tall, severe-looking man in a simple off-white habit striding purposely towards him. When he stood before the archdeacon the latter was most annoyed. He shot out his hand.
 
   ‘Don’t you know the procedures of the Holy Church, monk?’
 
   Baldwin’s fervour-filled eyes narrowed. ‘I am well acquainted with the rules of the Holy Church. I have spent a considerable amount of time in Spain burning heretics who failed to follow the laws of the one true religion.’
 
   A soldier wearing the arms of the Pope on his surcoat stood beside the monk.
 
   ‘May I present Baldwin of Alna, representative of His Holiness Pope Gregory.’
 
   Stefan stared at the monk in disbelief. ‘You?’ he said softly.
 
   ‘You must be Archdeacon Stefan,’ said Baldwin, ‘Abbot Nicholas has told me much about you.’
 
   Stefan quickly recovered his wits. ‘Welcome, your eminence.’
 
   Baldwin held up a hand. ‘You may call me “brother”, for that is what we are, brothers united in one mission, to serve God and His Holy Church.’
 
   Curt formalities were exchanged with Magnus Glueck, Volquin and Rudolf before the archdeacon escorted the vice-legate from the docks to the Bishop’s Palace. Baldwin did not smile, say anything or acknowledge the crowd as he maintained a quick pace Stefan found tiring. He was perspiring heavily when the party arrived at the palace and was glad to be offered refreshments by a young novice holding a tray of wine goblets. Stefan drank greedily from the silver vessel as Baldwin examined the intricately carved handles.
 
   ‘I have the feeling that this legate will be very different from the last one,’ Volquin whispered to Rudolf, ‘and not just in appearance.’
 
   The monks of the Cistercian Order were known for observing the ideals of poverty and simplicity. Because they wore habits of undyed wool, which like the one Baldwin wore were of a greyish-white appearance, they were nicknamed the White Monks. Tonsured like all other monks, they subsisted on a diet of coarse bread, vegetables, herbs and beans. On special occasions, such as feast days, they might be served fish, eggs and other delicacies, known as pittances.
 
   Rudolf stared at the aged sandals Baldwin wore on his feet. ‘I think you are right, grand master.’
 
   Baldwin sighed and asked Stefan to announce that he was about to speak. The audience chamber was filled with the senior officials of the city administration, plus the dean, vice-dean and canon of Riga Cathedral, Nordheim and Gunter and the head of the Sword Brothers and his deputy. The wives of the dignitaries had been sent back to their homes. Flustered, Stefan ordered his steward to make the announcement. Baldwin walked purposely to the high-backed chair on the dais at the far end of the chamber, followed by his guards and numerous clerks who held bundles of parchments, quills and containers of ink.
 
   The hubbub died down as the steward announced in a deep voice that the Holy Father’s representative would speak. Baldwin did not take a seat but instead stood in front of Bishop Albert’s old chair, his face wearing a serious countenance.
 
   ‘I stand before you as the eyes and ears of Pope Gregory himself,’ Baldwin’s voice was deep and foreboding.
 
   ‘The passing of Bishop Albert was greeted with much sorrow in Rome and throughout the civilised world. The Holy Father is most insistent that his legacy should not be damaged or defiled by those who have no knowledge of why Riga and Livonia were founded. Allow me to enlighten you all. Riga is derived from the Latin word rigare, meaning to water. Just as a farmer waters the land to grow crops so did Bishop Albert water this land with the teachings of the Holy Church to enable Christianity to take root. The very symbol of this city, the crossed keys adorning the uniforms and banners of its soldiers, indicates the patronage of His Holiness the Pope.
 
   ‘It is therefore with much regret that I stand here to inform you that the Holy Father is displeased with the news that reaches him concerning affairs in Livonia. Far from being a kingdom of God he has heard that it has become an abode of moneychangers and a den of robbers. To atone for your sins the Holy Father has instructed me to order the immediate cessation of trade with the apostate Russians.’
 
   There were gasps of astonishment from the merchants and burgomasters. Glueck nearly choked on his wine and Stefan’s eyes bulged wide. To say that commerce with Novgorod and the other Russian kingdoms was lucrative was an understatement. To suddenly stop trading with the Russians would bankrupt many of those present and impoverish Livonia.
 
   Baldwin looked at Volquin. ‘Livonia should be at war with the apostates not entering into treaties with them. I am here to rekindle the fire of crusade and to tell you that the Russians are the enemies of the Catholic faith. There can be no discourse with heretics on pain of excommuniction.’
 
   The scribes were frantically recording his every word as a stony silence filled the chamber. Glueck, dumbfounded, looked at his fellow burgomasters who were equally at a loss. For once the Duke of Riga’s bluster was notably absent.
 
   ‘I shall be telling Bishop Hermann the same,’ continued Baldwin, ‘when I visit him in his bishopric. But in the meantime you may leave and consider the error of your ways and how, through prayer and penance, you all may find a way back to God.’
 
   He nodded to his guards who walked forward to usher everyone from the chamber. Stefan, like a lost child among a crowd, looked around for a friendly face but saw none. Glueck, fuming, brushed past him, the other burgomasters following.
 
   The next day Baldwin decided to undertake a tour of the city, turning down Stefan’s offer to accompany him. The vice-legate informed him that he wanted to wander among the people, to discover if they were godly and to see for himself whether they had become infected with the poison of apostasy. He was glad to see the back of the vice-legate when he left the palace with only a stick for defence.
 
   Stefan slumped in his chair in one of the palace’s withdrawing chambers, waving away a novice who offered him a tray of pastries.
 
   ‘You see, Manfred, how the vice-legate has put me in an ill humour. Even a Spanish pastry holds no relish for me.’
 
   Nordheim looked at the almond roll. ‘You don’t mind if I partake, sir?’
 
   ‘What? No, be my guest.’
 
   The commander took the pastry and began nibbling it as Stefan vented his anguish.
 
   ‘I should have known by his threadbare appearance that we were in for trouble. I mean what of sort of vice-legate dresses like a beggar?’
 
   ‘A pious one,’ suggested Nordheim.
 
   ‘You are not helping, Manfred.’
 
   A knock on the door distracted the archdeacon from his self-pity. The steward entered.
 
   ‘Begging your pardon, archdeacon, there is a man outside the palace who is requesting an audience with you.’
 
   ‘Who is he?’
 
   ‘I do not know, archdeacon, but he said that he was an old friend.’
 
   Stefan doubted that. After all, he had few friends. Still, any friendly face was at that moment welcome.
 
   ‘Very well, escort him to the audience chamber. Manfred, stay close just in case he is an assassin.’
 
   Nordheim finished the pastry and licked his fingers.
 
   ‘Who would want to assassinate you, sir?’
 
   ‘Probably a disgruntled city councillor the way my luck is going.’
 
   Two guards escorted the mystery visitor into the audience chamber. Around five and a half feet tall with a large head and broad chest, his clothes were dishevelled and his dark brown hair and beard could have done with a crop. But judging by his bearing and the sword he wore, which was taken off him when he entered the chamber, he was obviously a soldier of some sort. Stefan regarded him with mild interest.
 
   ‘I do not recall your face. Perhaps you would enlighten me regarding your name.’
 
   The man smiled.
 
   ‘Dietrich von Kivel, sir, at your service.’
 
   Stefan looked none the wiser but Nordheim recognised the German mercenary who had arrived at Riga in the company of Count Rolf of Roskilde, Governor of Reval, during the negotiations when Cardinal William of Modena called together the Danes and Sword Brothers to reconcile their difference.
 
   Nordheim leaned in to Stefan. ‘He used to serve the Danes at Reval, sir.’
 
   Stefan was mildly interested. ‘What brings you to Riga?’
 
   Kivel smiled. ‘You see before you a man destitute in everything save my title, which I have managed to retain even though the Sword Brothers stole my lands from me.’
 
   Stefan’s interest was aroused. ‘Oh, what title would that be?’
 
   Kivel bowed to the archdeacon, his right arm making an exaggerated sweeping movement.
 
   ‘The Duke of Narva at your service, archdeacon, formerly in the service of King Valdemar before fate dealt me a cruel hand, or should I say the Sword Brothers.
 
   ‘I fought beside Count Rolf at Reval but we were overwhelmed by the Sword Brothers and their heathen allies, the Oeselians. I escaped from Reval and headed to Narva but the locals, ungrateful wretches that they are, locked the gates and shot arrows at me.’
 
   He looked hurt. ‘At me! Their lord and master.’
 
   His head slumped. ‘After that I was reduced to a wandering beggar, forced to work for the Russians but I found their churches and manners not to my liking.’
 
   ‘I can imagine,’ said Stefan.
 
   Kivel looked up, a pitiful expression on his face. ‘So here I am, a beggar begging for passage back to Germany so I may at least earn a living as a good honest Christian.’
 
   Stefan placed his hands together. ‘You have no lands in Germany?’
 
   Kivel shook his head. ‘Nothing, archdeacon, sir. But with God’s help and my sword I may rise again.’
 
   He did not look like a duke, with his unkempt appearance and tatty clothes, but his sword was obviously a lord’s weapon and the silver-decorated scabbard testified to a time when Kivel had wealth. There was an awkward silence as Kivel looked expectantly at Stefan, no doubt for an assurance of a place aboard a cog back to Germany in accordance with his noble position.
 
   ‘He may be useful to us, sir,’ whispered Nordheim, ‘being an enemy of the Sword Brothers and a servant of King Valdemar. I have a feeling that this latest vice-legate may provoke trouble in Livonia.’
 
   Stefan rested his elbows on the arms of his chair.
 
   ‘Your grace must remain here so you may rest and regain your strength. Unlike the apostate Russians you will find the hospitality of Riga much more agreeable.’
 
   Kivel bowed his head. ‘You are most generous, archdeacon. But what of the Sword Brothers?’
 
   ‘What of them?’
 
   ‘I make no secret that there is no affection between them and me. If they discover I am here it may place you in a difficult position and I do not desire that.’
 
   Stefan flicked his right hand. ‘I can assure you, your grace, that the Sword Brothers will cause no difficulties. They are servants of the Holy Church and therefore obey the church’s orders. You need not concern yourself with the Sword Brothers.’
 
   Kivel bowed again and smiled. ‘As you wish, archdeacon.’
 
   ‘Manfred,’ said Stefan, ‘see that his grace is housed in the palace in lodgings appropriate to his rank. And see to it that the palace tailor attends to his needs.’
 
   Nordheim bowed his head and walked with Kivel from the chamber, the two of them chatting like old friends.
 
   Stefan wasted no time in exploiting the opportunity that had dropped into his lap. When Baldwin had returned from his tour of the city the archdeacon informed him that he had appointed the Duke of Narva as his personal guide, bodyguard and adviser, explaining that the German was a man who was intimately acquainted with the ways of Livonia and Estonia. After he had done so he summoned Kivel to his private office and asked the German if he would be interested in accompanying the Papal vice-legate during his stay in Livonia. He knew he would, of course, because the alternative was to crawl back to Germany, or perhaps prostrate himself before King Valdemar in Denmark. To sweeten the offer Stefan offered Kivel half the taxes raised from a weekly market held near Dünamünde Abbey. The market, one of the oldest in Livonia, was a profitable one and would allow Kivel to build himself a manor house on the church land nearby that Stefan also made part of the offer. It was a generous enticement and Kivel accepted it gladly. Stefan for his part thought it a small price to pay for a man who hated the Sword Brothers and would hopefully poison Vice-Legate Baldwin’s mind against Grand Master Volquin’s order.
 
   When Baldwin returned to the palace he subjected the archdeacon to a most uncomfortable grilling, the like of which Stefan had never encountered before. Bishop Albert had been well aware of his nephew’s shortcomings, though not his depravities, and had treated him with a degree of leniency on the understanding that he took his responsibilities as Governor of Riga seriously. Because Albert had spent so much time away from the city, either on crusade or in Germany raising recruits, Stefan had grown accustomed to ruling the city alone, which he had taken full advantage of. He prospered, the city prospered and affairs were as they should be. The arrival of Baldwin of Alna was akin to a large rock being tossed into a calm pond.
 
   ‘Riga is a den of vice,’ announced Baldwin, his eyes aflame with religious fervour. ‘Even a cursory tour of the city has revealed it to be a den of brothels, inns and gambling.’
 
   ‘Alas, ports are full of sailors, who in turn attract the base sort of individuals to serve their needs,’ said Stefan.
 
   ‘It will not do, archdeacon, not at all. Livonia is a kingdom of God. It cannot be allowed to become a modern-day Sodom and Gomorrah.’
 
   ‘I think you exaggerate,’ suggested Stefan.
 
   ‘Do I?’ hissed Baldwin, ‘then how can you explain pagans roaming the city’s streets, spreading their foul beliefs?’
 
   ‘Livonia is not Italy,’ replied an irritated Stefan. ‘Bishop Albert was quite clear that persuasion was better than coercion. Besides, the king of the Livs, Fricis, is a Christian and so are his leading warlords and village chiefs.
 
   ‘You have to remember that thirty years ago this land was full of pagans but now the Holy Church is in control of Livonia.’
 
   Baldwin raised an eyebrow. ‘And Estonia, is that also God’s kingdom?’
 
   ‘Estonia is another matter entirely,’ said Stefan.
 
   ‘Which brings me to the charges you have levelled against the marshal of that land, this Master Conrad whom you complained about to the Holy Father.’
 
   Baldwin reached into his habit, pulled out a parchment and unrolled it.
 
   ‘This is the letter you yourself sent to the Holy Father, archdeacon, in which you plea that the Sword Brothers and Master Conrad be “emasculated” so that holy justice can be imposed on them. You stand by these words?’
 
   ‘I do.’
 
   Baldwin rolled up the letter and placed it back in his habit.
 
   ‘Heresy and witchcraft are serious charges, archdeacon, though I have to say that your accusation of lawlessness is unlikely to stand up to scrutiny in a church court.’
 
   ‘Oh?’
 
   Baldwin stroked his beard. ‘I will be frank with you, archdeacon. The Curia has for some time been aware that the Sword Brothers have exceeded their authority regarding King Valdemar, the Danes in general and their alliances with heathens.’
 
   A broad grin spread across Stefan’s face but disappeared as Baldwin continued.
 
   ‘But the Holy Father has no wish to see the Sword Brothers disbanded. For one thing they are warriors of Christ and it is their swords that have created and defended this kingdom, albeit with help from north Germany’s nobility.’
 
   ‘So they go unpunished?’
 
   Baldwin raised hand to Stefan. ‘I did not say that. The Holy Father does not wish Livonia to fall prey to the apostate Russians or the godless pagans, which would happen if the Sword Brothers were disbanded. My mission is to impose the rule of God on them and Livonia and Estonia, which I intend to do.’
 
   Baldwin was delighted with Stefan’s suggestion that von Kivel accompany the vice-legate during his travels in Livonia, informing him that the Duke of Narva had a thorough knowledge of the workings of the Sword Brothers. But the vice-legate would say no more on matters pertaining to imposing the rule of God, leaving Stefan unhappy and frustrated.
 
   His frustration increased the next day when a request to attend Magnus Glueck reached him. The corpulent Duke of Riga was in a highly agitated state, his plump cheeks red, his forehead beaded with sweat when Stefan was shown into his expansive and richly decorated office on the first floor of Riga’s merchant hall. Instead of sitting at his solid pine desk Glueck paced up and down behind it, pointing at Stefan with each point he made.
 
   ‘The city council is unhappy, Stefan, most unhappy. A year ago we signed a trade treaty with the Russians that will make Riga more wealthy than it is now.’
 
   His large, fatty head began shaking.
 
   ‘If we do not trade with the Russians Riga will whither and die. And may I remind you that the church benefits greatly from the taxes it imposes on the profits of trade.’
 
   He thumped his podgy fist on the table. ‘You must convince this monk that what he is proposing will be the ruin not only of Riga but also of the Holy Church.’
 
   Stefan spread his arms. ‘What can I do, Magnus? This Baldwin is the representative of the Pope himself. To disobey him is to disobey Rome, with all the attendant grave consequences.’
 
   Glueck placed both hands on the table and leaned towards the archdeacon.
 
   ‘Let me tell you about grave consequences, Stefan. If we cease trading with the Russians there will no money to pay the garrison of Riga, which means that the city will be reliant for its safety on the Sword Brothers, who are no friends of Riga’s governor. I and the other burgomasters are resolved to leave Riga if the legate uses the threat of excommunication to impose his order regarding the halting of trade with the Russians.’
 
   Stefan was horrified. ‘Leave Riga?’
 
   Glueck stood and folded his arms. ‘I have offices in Lübeck and shipping interests in the western Baltic. It would be inconvenient to leave Riga but I will not stay here and watch my business die and neither will my colleagues.’
 
   ‘I ask for patience,’ pleaded Stefan, ‘the vice-legate has said no more on the matter of trade with the Russians. He is currently concentrating his efforts on the Sword Brothers.’
 
   Glueck smiled slyly. Stefan had confided in him that he had complained to the Curia about Grand Master Volquin’s castellans, and one in particular. He liked Stefan but sentiment had no place in business.
 
   ‘Well, Stefan, let us hope that his efforts are to your benefit because if they are not the Sword Brothers will not be disposed towards protecting you or your city. But be assured that I can always find room on one of my ships should you decide that Riga is no longer safe for you.’
 
   It was a dejected and demoralised archdeacon that rode back in his carriage to his palace. That he could go from being akin to a king to fleeing back to Germany to throw himself on the mercy of his detestable family was almost too much to bear. He sought sanctuary in the palace’s rose garden, a place of serenity and order that always provided him with comfort. Enclosed by a woven hazel fence it was divided into four large flowerbeds with narrow stone paths in a cruciform shape. In the centre was a water fountain, the symbolic fount of life. Gardeners who had been tending to the beds bowed their heads and retreated from the garden, as they all knew that the archdeacon liked to be alone with his thoughts when he took refuge in the garden. The red roses, the symbols of martyrdom, caught his eye and sent a chill down his spine. He had no desire to die in his prime. He heard footsteps on the paving and sighed.
 
   ‘Apologies for disturbing you, sir.’
 
   Stefan, pale and drawn, stared at Nordheim vacantly. The garrison commander clutched a parchment in his hand, which he held up to the archdeacon.
 
   ‘I wonder if you could authorise this, sir?’
 
   Stefan took it and read it, his disinterest turning to vexation. He waved it at Nordheim.
 
   ‘This is a very large sum of money. Do I not pay you enough, Manfred?’
 
   The ex-pirate smiled. ‘More than enough, sir, but it is not for me.’
 
   ‘Then who?’
 
   ‘Dietrich von Kivel, sir.’
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘He needs horses, servants, a pavilion and weapons commensurate with his rank, sir.’
 
   Stefan felt his pulse race. ‘He was penniless just a few days ago and now he wants to empty the treasury so he can parade around like a king?’
 
   ‘It will be worth it, sir.’
 
   ‘Will it indeed? Pray tell me how.’
 
   ‘He has been fully briefed as to what is expected of him, sir. I believe that he will prove a useful ally against the Sword Brothers.’
 
   Stefan waved the parchment in the air. ‘An expensive one, most certainly. I assume you desire my seal on this?’
 
   ‘Yes, sir.’
 
   ‘Very well, but I hold you personally responsible, Manfred. Riga’s treasury is not inexhaustible and might be emptying faster than I anticipated if Brother Baldwin has his way.’
 
   ‘I would not worry about the vice-legate, sir, he will soon have more than enough to concentrate on without bothering the good burghers of Riga.’
 
   But Stefan was not listening as self-pity engulfed him and he brushed past Nordheim.
 
   *****
 
   ‘Gone?’
 
   ‘Vanished like spring mist,’ replied Paul.
 
   He had ridden from his fort at Laiuse with the happy news that the followers of King Kalev, the bandits that had occupied the forests of the Alutaguse, were no more.
 
   ‘Did you kill them all?’ asked Conrad.
 
   Paul shook his head. ‘We killed a few but not enough to wipe out the entire band.’
 
   ‘So where are they?’ asked Hans.
 
   They had both returned from Wenden with heavy hearts but found the company and atmosphere at Odenpah lifted their spirits a little. As summer turned to autumn the fort was untroubled by events at Riga where a new papal vice-legate was, by all accounts, ruffling many feathers. Werner continued to train and keep an eye on the novices, all of whom were in early manhood and yearning for the day when they could wear the white surcoats of the Sword Brothers. That day was near but not near enough for men such as Arri and Jaan who trained twice as hard, thinking that their extra efforts would make the time pass more quickly.
 
   Paul shrugged. ‘You know as much as I do.’
 
   ‘I had better send word to Franz at Narva and Walter at Dorpat that they might have unwelcome guests soon,’ said Conrad.
 
   He saw a black shape pass the doors of the hall.
 
   ‘Will you do the honour of joining us, Lady Maarja?’ he called.
 
   They all stood when she entered the hall, her small feet treading on the freshly laid rushes as Mikk rushed to pull out a chair so she could sit at the table. When she had done so the men sat back down and were offered kvass by one of Maarja’s female servants.
 
   ‘Here is a riddle for you, lady,’ said Conrad. ‘A band of robbers and thieves have for several months been terrorising western Wierland, in response to which Sir Paul and his valiant horseman,’ he tipped his cup to the Englishman, ‘were sent to defend the vulnerable people of the region.
 
   ‘But now the robbers have seemingly vanished into thin air. Not a trace of them can be found anywhere.’
 
   ‘Perhaps they have melted into the foul depths they came from in the face of Sir Paul’s courage and resolution.’
 
   Paul smiled at her. ‘You are too kind, lady.’
 
   ‘Or perhaps they were not of this world,’ offered Maarja, ‘but were demons from the underworld sent to torment the people.’
 
   ‘That’s as good a reason as any I’ve heard,’ said Paul. He looked around. ‘Talking of demons, where are your two infidel crossbowmen?’
 
   ‘On a hunting trip,’ replied Hans, ‘after killing many Lithuanians they are determined to empty the whole of Ungannia of deer and elk.’
 
   Paul swallowed some kvass. ‘I heard about Mesoten. I am sorry about Anton.’
 
   Conrad put his cup on the table. ‘You think you have spent the last few weeks chasing shadows, Paul? Let me tell you about true futility. Trying to conquer Lithuania by killing every one of its inhabitants, that is true futility.’
 
   Paul looked at Hans who shrugged.
 
   ‘Ten years ago Hans and I were part of a crusade to Mesoten,’ continued Conrad. ‘We took the hill fort and burned it to the ground. Five years later Bishop Albert returned to the site and started the process of rebuilding the fort. Five years after that it was nearly torched again, this time by the pagans. Lithuania is like an open sore refusing to heal, made worse now that Bishop Albert is no longer among us.’
 
   ‘You do not put much faith in Bishop Hermann?’ asked Paul.
 
   Conrad sniggered. ‘Bishop Albert was a godly man whereas Bishop Hermann is a man of God.’
 
   Hans looked in confusion at his friend. ‘Meaning?’
 
   Conrad held up a cup to the female servant for it to be refilled.
 
   ‘Meaning, my friend, that Bishop Hermann likes being a prince-bishop of the church very much but is less inclined to lead a crusade to spread the word of God. And a prince must have a palace and a city to call his own.’
 
   He looked at Maarja. ‘The devils that occupied the “bear’s den”, if they were devils, were nothing compared to the demons that sent the winter to freeze the sea allowing Bishop Albert to cross to Muhu. That was the beginning of his demise and was a cruel blow to Livonia and the Sword Brothers.’
 
   The servant refilled his cup.
 
   ‘You and your men will stay with us I hope, Paul, so you and they can help to eat all the venison that my crossbowmen will be returning with.’
 
   The feast was pleasant enough, Leatherface and Falcone returning with ample deer and elk carcasses to be skinned and gutted before cooking. Odenpah’s great hall was filled with laughter and chatter as Paul and his escort swapped stories with Genoese crossbowmen by using sign language and a smattering of Estonian spoken with an Italian accent to make each other understood. Maarja was always delighted when the hall once more reverberated with the sounds of men making merry, which no doubt took her back to the carefree, happy days of her childhood. Conrad, distant, pre-occupied with his thoughts, ate sparingly and drank even less.
 
   The next morning was unusually cold for autumn, the air filled with specks of cool rain giving Odenpah a forlorn appearance. The wind was blowing from the north, dropping the temperature further. After prayers and breakfast Werner marched the novices from the inner stronghold to the outer gates prior to a long route march to test their stamina. They marched in full armour and carried shields, spears and, much to their delight, had been issued with swords instead of wasters to hang from their belts. This delighted them and it never crossed their minds the only reason they had been issued with real swords was to raise their spirits to they could march for longer and quicker. They marched in two files from the inner compound, down the steps to the outer compound and out of the fort’s gates where Werner quickened the pace.
 
   Conrad was talking to one of the blacksmiths about the problems of mending a full-face helm when a guard, one of Maarja’s Estonians, approached and bowed his head.
 
   ‘Sentry on the outer wall reports riders approaching, Susi, men in armour.’
 
   Across from the forge Paul was conversing with Leatherface.
 
   ‘Paul, are you expecting more of your men today?’
 
   The knight had no time to answer before the alarm bell began ringing on the outer wall. Leatherface sprinted as fast as his old legs would carry him to the armoury as the gate to the inner compound was shut. Hans came hurrying from the hall, strapping on his sword belt. Conrad told the Ungannian to open the gate.
 
   ‘Hans, you are with me.’
 
   Paul rushed over to accompany them both to the outer wall. In the outer compound his men were assembling outside one of the large huts that had been their quarters for the night.
 
   ‘Stop that racket,’ Conrad called up to the sentry in one of the towers flanking the outer gates.
 
   Leatherface, Falcone and his men came scurrying down the steps and ran to the wooden stairs leading up to the outer ramparts. Those who worked in the fort, men, women and children, were going the other way, into the inner compound set higher on Odenpah’s mound. They and the garrison had practised the drill a number of times but this was the first occasion it had been real and there was a palpable sense of alarm in the air.
 
   Conrad stood beside the Ungannian who had been ringing the bell. He pointed at a small group of riders approaching the fort, behind them a large mass of horsemen, individuals on foot and wagons. Conrad searched for Werner and the novices but they had left the great meadow in front of the fort and were now marching through the forest ringing Odenpah. At least they were out of danger, for the moment.
 
   ‘An army approaches Odenpah, Susi,’ said the sentry.
 
   ‘So it would seem,’ replied Conrad.
 
   Maarja’s half a dozen guards were all middle aged now, men who had fought with her father when they had been young men. According to the rules of the order a Sword Brother castle should not have pagans among the garrison, but Maarja trusted them and the novices viewed them as father figures who had taught them all about hunting and living off the land. Conrad not only liked them but also trusted them implicitly and for that reason they stayed and guarded their mistress and the fort. When Maarja’s leper house was finished they would follow her there, of course. Conrad gazed at the less than half-finished building on the far side of the meadow, now devoid of workers as they had been recently requisitioned by Bishop Hermann to work on his great building projects at Dorpat. It would be an age before it was finished. Conrad smiled. His smile disappeared when the vanguard of riders reached the wooden drawbridge across the moat leading to the gates. There were three of them, two men in mail armour wearing kettle helmets and carrying lances, the third holding a brass trumpet some fifty inches in length, from which hung a long banner bearing an eagle on a red and white background. The herald placed the instrument to his lips and blew it to sound a fanfare. Falcone’s men lined the walls either side of the gates and placed their loaded crossbows on the timber wall.
 
   ‘Open the gates in the name of Vice-Legate Baldwin, personal envoy of His Holiness Pope Gregory, Bishop of Rome and God’s representative on earth.’
 
   ‘Who?’ asked the Ungannian.
 
   Conrad stared at the herald and the main body of horsemen nearing the fort. At the head of the column he saw men wearing the livery of the garrison of Riga and the white mantle of Grand Master Volquin, his banner of the Sword Brothers fluttering alongside two others behind him.
 
   ‘Open the gates,’ commanded Conrad.
 
   He hurried down the steps as the gates were swung open and the herald and his guards retreated.
 
   ‘Colour party,’ shouted Conrad as Hans rushed to his side.
 
   ‘What’s going on?’
 
   Conrad nodded at the riders walking their horses towards the drawbridge.
 
   ‘A papal legate comes to Odenpah, Hans, along with Grand Master Volquin.’
 
   ‘Why weren’t we alerted?’ queried Hans.
 
   ‘Why indeed?’
 
   The riders halted and dismounted, soldiers wearing the same insignia as the herald gathering round a tall monk in a greyish habit. Conrad looked for the vice-legate as the monk approached him, Volquin hastening to his side. Falcone and his crossbowmen formed a colour party lining the drawbridge, the Ungannian sentries peering down at the scene below.
 
   ‘I seek Master Conrad,’ said the monk.
 
   ‘You have found him,’ replied Conrad, still looking round for the vice-legate and wondering who this deranged-looking monk was.
 
   ‘Arrest him,’ ordered Baldwin.
 
   Volquin looked horrified. ‘I must protest, your eminence.’
 
   Baldwin held up a hand to him. ‘I speak with the authority of the Pope, grand master. Master Conrad is to be taken to Riga to face charges.’
 
   ‘What charges?’ demanded an angry Hans.
 
   The monk’s mad eyes stared at the lean brother knight.
 
   ‘Who are you?’
 
   ‘This is Brother Hans, your eminence,’ answered Volquin, ‘deputy commander of Odenpah.’
 
   Baldwin waved forward his guards. ‘You will remain silent and still, Brother Hans. This matter does not concern you.’
 
   Conrad, dumfounded, was also still as two soldiers of Riga’s garrison flanked him. Another man stood in front of him, an individual he had met before.
 
   ‘I’ll wager you never thought you would see me again,’ grinned Dietrich von Kivel.
 
   Despite Volquin’s protestations Conrad was relieved of his sword and escorted to a waiting horse. Hans thought about running Kivel through with his sword but Conrad shook his head when he saw his friend’s hand go to his sword hilt. Leatherface bundled Hans away and told Falcone to take his men back inside the fort. The vice-legate showed no interest in Odenpah as he mounted his horse on the drawbridge. He was going to wheel it around when he caught sight of a long-haired man in a helmet staring down at him, his eyes full of hate.
 
   ‘Grand master.’
 
   Volquin, having assured a remarkably calm and unconcerned Conrad, hurried over to the vice-legate, who pointed up at the Ungannian.
 
   ‘Is this a Sword Brother stronghold?’
 
   ‘It is.’
 
   Baldwin matched the Ungannian’s hateful stare.
 
   ‘That man in the tower would appear to be a pagan, not a Sword Brother.’
 
   ‘Master Conrad’s garrison as yet comprises mainly novices and mercenaries,’ explained Volquin.
 
   ‘That pagan is both loyal and brave,’ said Conrad within earshot, ‘which is more than can be said for the garrison of Riga.’
 
   Kivel, seated on the horse beside the one that carried Conrad, struck him across the face with the back of his hand.
 
   ‘Have some respect in the presence of the vice-legate.’
 
   In an instant the Ungannian raised his spear preparatory to throwing it at Kivel. Conrad raised his hand to stop him, blood forming at the side of his mouth.
 
   ‘We travel back to Riga,’ announced Baldwin, wheeling his horse about and trotting back over the drawbridge.
 
   ‘You command here until Conrad returns,’ Volquin told Hans.
 
   ‘He ain’t returning,’ said Kivel under his breath.
 
   *****
 
   ‘More wine for our guest.’
 
   Magnus Glueck was like a man who had just discovered a horde of gold under his floorboards. He kept rubbing his hands together and grinning maniacally, his large face resembling a leering gargoyle. His servant refilled Stefan’s silver goblet. The archdeacon drank the white wine greedily.
 
   ‘You are quite certain, Stefan?’
 
   The archdeacon licked his lips and grinned. ‘As soon as I heard I rushed over to share the news with you personally.’
 
   Glueck screwed up his face and emitted a high-pitched giggle.
 
   ‘To think, the Marshal of Estonia arrested by the papal vice-legate. It is almost too good to be true.’
 
   ‘It is both good and true,’ said Stefan, resting his hands on his large belly. ‘This day has been a long time coming. The trial of Master Conrad, jumped-up baker’s son, will not only rid us of a troublesome enemy, it will also clip the wings of the Sword Brothers who for too long have considered Livonia to be their personal domain.’
 
   An inebriated Glueck suddenly became serious. ‘And what of the vice-legate’s order that we cease trading with the Russians?’
 
   ‘What of it, my friend? It will be quietly forgotten. It is no small thing that the vice-legate has embarked upon – to confront the considerable power of the Sword Brothers. The impending trial will take up all of his time. Besides, even a vice-legate cannot afford to alienate everybody.’
 
   Glueck was confused. ‘He speaks on behalf of the Pope, does he not?’
 
   Stefan drank noisily from his goblet. ‘He does indeed, but I would suggest that the Pope will take a very dim view if Baldwin loses Livonia, which he will if you and the other leading merchants leave Riga.’
 
   ‘But what if the vice-legate continues to insist that we cease trading with the Russians?’ pressed Glueck.
 
   ‘Then we will appeal to the Papal Chancery,’ replied Stefan.
 
   ‘The what?’
 
   ‘The office in Rome where the Papacy’s judicial problems are settled, Magnus. If the Bishop of Riga makes an appeal to the Chancery then it must be heard, procedure you see.’
 
   ‘There is no Bishop of Riga.’
 
   Stefan finished his wine and pointed at the goblet to be refilled.
 
   ‘Baldwin has, after much deliberation, agreed that Abbot Nicholas is a suitable candidate to fill the post. And Nicholas will do whatever I ask of him, Magnus. So you see, your trading with the Russians is under little threat.’
 
   They spent the rest of the afternoon getting drunk, after which both men had to be carried to their carriages, a considerable feat that required eight men to manoeuvre their great bulk down the stairs of the merchant hall to the ground level where guards waited to take Stefan back to the Bishop’s Palace and servants to escort Glueck back to his palatial house in the city. The ground-floor halls were thronged with goods of all description being traded by a multitude of merchants drawn from Riga, Livonia, Russia, Selonia and even Kurland. The chief topic of conversation among the traders and Riga’s population as a whole was not the visit of the Papal vice-legate but the unusually cold weather they were experiencing. Everyone prayed that the coming winter would not be a harsh one.
 
   *****
 
   When Baldwin’s party reached Riga Conrad was locked in a cell in the castle, despite Grand Master Volquin’s protests. Manacles were placed around his ankles to prevent him escaping, Kivel emphasising to the Papal vice-legate that the Marshal of Estonia had many friends outside the city and it would be wise to secure his person. Once confined in a dark, dank cell in the basement of one of the castle’s towers Conrad’s armour and surcoat were taken from him. On the first night of his confinement Volquin visited him. The burly, stinking jailor insisted on remaining in the cell with the grand master.
 
   ‘I will speak to Master Conrad alone.’
 
   ‘Can’t do that,’ replied the jailor, ‘I have orders to report any conversations between the prisoner and any visitors he has.’
 
   ‘Orders from whom?’ demanded Volquin tersely.
 
   ‘The Duke of Narva.’
 
   ‘Get out,’ ordered Volquin.
 
   The fat gaoler hesitated but Volquin squared up to him.
 
   ‘Neither the Papal vice-legate nor the Duke of Narva will stay long at Riga,’ said Volquin calmly, ‘whereas I and my order of brother knights are permanent fixtures here. What do you think is the life expectancy of a man who becomes an enemy of the Sword Brothers?’
 
   Conrad sat down on what passed for his bed as the jailor mulled over in his tiny mind the threat that had just been issued to him. He glanced at Conrad and Volquin and began fiddling with his set of keys.
 
   ‘I will wait outside. No tricks, mind.’
 
   He closed the thick cell door behind him.
 
   ‘Idiot,’ fumed Volquin who looked around the dim cell in despair, the only light a candle flickering on the wall.
 
   ‘I apologise for this, Conrad. I will get you out as soon as possible.’
 
   ‘That might be easier said than done, grand master. It would appear that our enemies are determined to punish our order.’
 
   ‘Enemies?’
 
   Conrad turned the silver ring on his finger. ‘Archdeacon Stefan and the Duke of Riga, to say nothing of Manfred Nordheim and the members of Riga’s city council. Only now, with the help of the vice-legate, do they feel confident to make their move against us.’
 
   ‘They will find that the Sword Brothers are a force to be reckoned with,’ Volquin assured him. ‘Can I get you anything to make your confinement more bearable?’
 
   ‘A parchment, some ink and a table of some sort that I may write a letter, grand master.’
 
   Volquin was confused. ‘Letter?’
 
   ‘To my sister,’ replied Conrad. ‘I feel it is only proper to let her know that I am still alive, at least for the moment.’
 
   Volquin left the cell a deeply unhappy man, his gloom only partly relieved by threatening the jailor further should any harm be visited upon Conrad. But Odenpah’s master lay on his bed and kept turning the ring on his finger, staring at the pale shadows cast on the damp stone ceiling by the candle’s flame. He had no doubt that his coming trial would be a formality and he would be found guilty, of what was still a mystery. He had made too many enemies; he knew that. He had insulted and ridiculed the Duke of Riga, Manfred Nordheim and the Duke of Narva. His only regret was not being able to kill von Kivel but he had no remorse over his actions. Only now did he realise what a loss the death of Bishop Albert had been. Like many others he had never even considered the bishop’s death. It was inevitable, of course, but in the distant future, many years hence.
 
   The jailor avoided Conrad’s stare when he entered the cell later carrying a small table and writing materials. A soldier of the garrison brought in a wooden tray holding a meal of bread, cheese and watered-down wine. It proved remarkably edible and the soldier even refrained from spitting on the food. It seemed the spectre of Grand Master Volquin loomed large over the city garrison as well as its gaolers. They even provided him with a spare candle.
 
   Conrad was far from downcast after he had finished his meal and sat down to pen his letter, a correspondence he should have undertaken a long time ago. He did not bother mentioning his position as Master of Odenpah or Marshal of Estonia and only alluded to the great number of victories he had been a part of. He knew these things mattered to lords and kings but he was neither. He was the son of a baker and was writing to his sister, the daughter of a baker. But he did write at great length while describing Daina and the brief time he had spent with her as husband and wife before ‘God called me to another duty’. He described the friends that had shared his journey to Livonia – Hans, Anton, Bruno and Johann – and the friends he had made and those lost during his service in the Sword Brothers: Rameke his brother, Ilona, Kaja, Sir Richard, the commanders of the Army of the Wolf, Walter and Maarja. He told her that there had never been a day when he had not thought about her and prayed for her and their parents. He wrote until the second candle had nearly disappeared, filling all the parchments supplied to him. There were too few words for it was impossible to record twenty years of a life spent in the service of the Sword Brothers. He finished with the words that were always in his mind.
 
   ‘I remain your loving brother and pray that God may grant you peace in this world and the surety that we shall be reunited in the next life with our parents.’
 
   After he had finished he lay on the bed and closed his eyes, only to be awoken what seemed like seconds later by a key being turned in the lock. An armed escort waited for him in the corridor outside, a party of the garrison’s soldiers commanded by Gunter. Grand Master Volquin was also in attendance.
 
   ‘I apologise for this, Master Conrad,’ said an unhappy Gunter, ‘but I have to escort you to the archdeacon’s court, which is to be convened in the palace.’
 
   ‘I think the opportunity to wash and shave beforehand would be welcome,’ Volquin insisted.
 
   ‘Of course,’ replied Gunter.
 
   Volquin furnished a change of cloths after Conrad had washed the aroma of the cell from his body and trimmed his beard. He handed the grand master the parchments and asked him to send them to Sister Marie, a nun serving at St John’s Convent, Lübeck.
 
   ‘My sister, grand master.’
 
   Volquin took the parchments. ‘How long have you been in Livonia, Conrad?’
 
   ‘Twenty years, grand master.’
 
   ‘Your sister may not be alive, Conrad,’ said Volquin with a heavy heart, ‘pestilence and illness often visit cities.’
 
   ‘She is alive,’ said Conrad.
 
   For his courtroom appearance Conrad was given the non-military attire of a Sword Brother. The long tunic of dark cloth belted at the waist, reached down to the ankles and had tight-fitting sleeves. Beneath the tunic he wore a woollen shirt because there was a distinct nip in the morning air. His leggings were also woollen. The white cloak around his shoulders and leather shoes completed his appearance.
 
   Flanked by guards and escorted by Gunter and Volquin he made his way from the castle to the Bishop’s Palace, a short walk through the streets of Riga already packed with curious onlookers eager to catch sight of Master Conrad, the famed Marshal of Estonia who led an army of wild pagans, and who was now to be taken before a canon court to be charged. But with what?
 
   ‘Sorcery, invoking and conjuring up evil spirits, practising the magic arts, evil-speaking and evil-doing, sedition, disturbing the peace, inciting wars, cruelly thirsting for human blood and encouraging its shedding. And heresy.’
 
   The last word shot from the examiner’s mouth like a crossbow bolt. The tonsured lawyer finished reading from the document and walked back to the bench where the others of his profession were sitting. Clerks at sloping tables recorded his words on goatskin parchments with their quills.
 
   Vice-legate Baldwin had come to Livonia without soldiers but had brought a small army of clerks, lawyers and priests who were experts in detecting heresy and the work of the Devil. They sat along one wall of the audience chamber, near to the dais where Archdeacon Stefan, Abbot Nicholas and the vice-legate sat. Conrad was seated on a stool in the centre of the chamber, facing Baldwin and the abbot and archdeacon who flanked him. The vice-legate, confident in his abilities, had insisted that the trial should be a public affair so Livonia could see the workings of canon law. Stefan was very opposed to this but the vice-legate overruled him. Manfred Nordheim was posted at the gates to the palace to ensure that any undesirables were kept well away from the trial, though he did nothing to prohibit Volquin and several of his castellans from attending.
 
   Baldwin and his ‘army’ were attired in white linen vestments reaching down to the ground and had close-fitting sleeves. The vice-legate himself, stern, pious, unhinged, kept staring reproachfully at the gold pectoral cross hanging around the archdeacon’s neck. Such jewellery was reserved entirely for bishops.
 
   Near the vice-legate, Stefan and Nicholas sat a gloating Magnus Glueck and his fellow burgomasters, all dressed in furs and finery as befitting their wealth and status. A smirking Dietrich von Kivel stood beside the dais next to an uncomfortable Gunter. Bored guards armed with short spears and swords stood around the walls.
 
   When the proceedings finally got under way the hall was packed, though Conrad had his back to most of the assembly as he stood facing his accusers. Because it was an ecclesiastical court he would be judged according to canon law, which meant that he was presumed guilty. It would be up to him to convince the vice-legate, who for the purposes of the trial was the inquisitor of the faith, of his innocence.
 
   An old monk, his tonsured head scabby and almost bereft of hair, shuffled forward carrying an old leather-bound bible and held it out to Conrad. He rested a hand on the old tome and took a sacred oath, pledging to tell the truth. There was absolute silence in the hall as Baldwin leaned forward in his chair.
 
   ‘Master Conrad, you have heard the charges laid against you by this court. How do you plead?’
 
   ‘I am innocent of all charges.’
 
   Baldwin leaned back and stroked his chin. ‘I want to go back to the time when you were created a brother knight of the Sword Brothers. I believe that before you came to Livonia you were the son of a baker.’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘Is it not a rule of the Sword Brothers that only nobles and the sons of nobles may become brother knights?’
 
   ‘It is.’
 
   Baldwin thought for a moment. ‘Then how is it that you, a lowborn baker’s son, became a brother knight?’
 
   ‘I saved the life of Bishop Albert,’ replied Conrad, ‘and was rewarded with the rank of brother knight.’
 
   Baldwin nodded. ‘Mystery solved. But not only did you become a brother knight but soon afterwards you were leading your own army which I believed was called the Army of the Wolf?’
 
   ‘That is correct.’
 
   Baldwin wore a furrowed brow. ‘Are you a man of wealth, Master Conrad?’
 
   ‘Every member of the Sword Brothers takes an oath of chastity, poverty and obedience,’ answered Conrad.
 
   ‘Then how is it that you were able to raise and equip an army all by yourself?’
 
   ‘I was sent to relieve a place named Lehola where I found a number of warriors that I was able to enlist.’
 
   Baldwin spread his hands. ‘How fortunate. An army suddenly materialises for you to lead. Was this army composed of Christians, Master Conrad?’
 
   Conrad could see where this was leading. ‘No.’
 
   ‘Pagans, then?’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   Baldwin stood and stepped down from the dais. ‘An army of pagans appears as if by magic. Is that how you would interpret events?’
 
   ‘They were taking shelter in the forest,’ said Conrad, ‘all I did was to provide them with weapons so they could relieve Lehola, which was under siege.’
 
   Baldwin changed tack. ‘Is it true that the Army of the Wolf has won victory after victory during its time under your command?’
 
   ‘It has won some successes, yes.’
 
   Baldwin faced the spectators behind Conrad. ‘And yet you have had no formal training in the art of leadership, no upbringing to prepare you for high office. You were the son of a baker. How to explain your rapid rise, Master Conrad?’
 
   ‘I am a soldier of Christ,’ stated Conrad defiantly.
 
   Baldwin walked over to one of his clerks who handed him a parchment.
 
   ‘Are you? Then perhaps you can explain this. A number of years ago you had agreed to submit to the mercy of King Valdemar of Denmark, who was then in possession of Reval.’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘Mm, but at the moment when you were surrendering yourself an army of heathens under the command of Kalju,’ Baldwin studied the name, ‘yes, Kalju, rescued you and destroyed the army of King Valdemar.’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   Baldwin’s voice got louder. ‘How can a Christian army led by one of the most pious monarchs in all Christendom be defeated except by sorcery?’
 
   Before Conrad could answer a voice shouted behind him.
 
   ‘It was not sorcery but courage that defeated the Danes.’
 
   Conrad turned to see Kaja, pregnant, her blue eyes filled with anger, walking forward. There were horrified gasps from the burgomasters and Rigans among the spectators.
 
   ‘Remove that woman,’ ordered Baldwin.
 
   Guards walked forward but stopped when Rameke, Sir Richard, Hillar, Andres and Riki stepped forward with hands on their sword hilts. They were hard men, used to battle and bloodshed and they were more than a match for the pristine, colourful men of Riga’s garrison. There was a stand-off as Conrad’s friends stared, unblinking at the guards. Volquin walked forward and whispered into the vice-legate’s ear. Baldwin, all smiles, walked forward and bowed his head at Kaja.
 
   ‘Princess Kaja, I believe. You are most welcome.’
 
   Kaja was taken aback. ‘I am?’
 
   ‘Of course,’ insisted Baldwin who slapped his hands together. ‘A chair for the princess. Cannot you see she is with child?’
 
   The guards retreated, Conrad’s friends relaxed and the beautiful Kaja, a gold torc around her neck and rings on her fingers, was provided with a chair. She smiled at Conrad but gave Baldwin a defiant glare. But the vice-legate was an accomplished inquisitor and was used to dealing with hostile witnesses. He quickly had the measure of the wife of Rameke.
 
   ‘You are well acquainted with Master Conrad, your highness?’ smiled Baldwin.
 
   Kaja made her first mistake. ‘I have known Susi for many years.’
 
   Baldwin appeared perplexed. ‘Susi? Who is Susi?’
 
   Kaja frowned. ‘That is the name that was bestowed on Master Conrad years ago by my people?’
 
   ‘Your people?’
 
   Kaja’s patience was running thin. ‘Saccalians.’
 
   Baldwin looked around for enlightenment.
 
   ‘One of the Estonia tribes, your eminence,’ Volquin told him.
 
   ‘Ah, I see.’ Baldwin spoke softly to Kaja. ‘Susi is a familiar name, a nickname, for Master Conrad?’
 
   Kaja looked at the unhinged monk as though he was an idiot.
 
   ‘Susi is the name of the wolf spirit that inhabits the forest, the protector who comes when the people have need of him. Just as Susi came to us in our hour of need. His second given name is ‘Wolff’ and we took it as a sign that he had been sent to us.’
 
   ‘A sign from who, I wonder?’ mused Baldwin. ‘You are a Christian, princess?’
 
   ‘I am.’
 
   ‘Praise be and you will bring into the world a Christian child, with God’s help.’
 
   ‘My second child.’
 
   Baldwin nodded approvingly. ‘The angels rejoice. But if we may return to the time when you first met Master Conrad. You were pagan at that time?’
 
   ‘I was.’
 
   ‘And you firmly believed that Master Conrad was the embodiment of a wolf spirit that had inhabited your land since ancient times.’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   Baldwin brought his hands together. ‘And all those who flocked to Master Conrad’s banner believed him to be the spirit of the forest wolf made flesh?’
 
   Kaja looked confused. ‘He is a man not a wolf.’
 
   Many in the audience laughed at her comment. Baldwin also smiled.
 
   ‘Of course, but you must have believed that Susi was beloved of the old gods.’
 
   ‘Yes,’ said Kaja, not thinking.
 
   Baldwin turned away from her to address the hall.
 
   ‘But we all know that there are no gods only the one true God. We also know that Satan masquerades in many guises, the wolf being one of them.’
 
   He turned back to Kaja. ‘Thank you, princess, you have clarified many points.’
 
   ‘Susi is not Satan,’ shouted Kaja.
 
   ‘No, indeed, princess,’ agreed Baldwin, ‘but Satan has many helpers in this world.’
 
   ‘It is fine, Kaja,’ said Conrad. ‘Do not alarm yourself.’
 
   Kaja, her eyes moist, smiled weakly at him and returned to the embrace of Rameke and the comfort of Conrad’s warlords. They were deeply unhappy but Baldwin was delighted and at the end of the first day he retired to his quarters convinced that Master Conrad’s time on earth was shortening by the hour.
 
   The next day comprised an examination of the charge that Conrad had incited wars, specifically against Danish land in Estonia.
 
   ‘Is it not true that you forged an alliance with the pagan Oeselians to enable you to attack Reval?’
 
   Conrad nodded. ‘Yes.’
 
   Baldwin shook his head solemnly. ‘How many Christian lives were lost when these heathens attacked Reval?’
 
   ‘I do not know.’
 
   ‘Did you know that Reval had been granted to King Valdemar by the Holy Father himself?’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘And yet you still attacked it, knowing that to do so was against the express wishes of the Bishop of Rome himself?’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   There were shocked gasps in the hall as Baldwin let his hands fall to his sides.
 
   ‘Your own words condemn you, Master Conrad.’
 
   Conrad was going to speak about the rescue of King Valdemar from the Oeselians and the saving of Bishop Albert himself on Muhu but said nothing. He knew that the decision of the court had been decided before he had stepped into it. At that moment, when his fate had all but been decided, the only thought that occupied his mind was whether the long letter he had sent to his sister had left Riga.
 
   The third day offered some light relief as Baldwin asked the corpulent Glueck to testify regarding the charge of sedition levelled at Conrad. The Duke of Riga, to emphasise his status, had insisted on standing to face Conrad but had to ask for a chair as his knees began to ache from having to support his great bulk for a protracted period. Sweating, his cheeks red and his breathing heavy, Baldwin asked him about Bishop Albert’s crusade south of the Dvina.
 
   ‘I had to endure the constant insults from Master Conrad,’ complained Glueck, ‘which were invariably made at meetings of the council of war.’
 
   ‘It must have been most uncomfortable for you, your grace,’ said Baldwin.
 
   ‘It undermined me and affected the morale of the Livonian Militia,’ complained Glueck, ‘which I raised and paid for out of my own purse, I might add.’
 
   Mocking chortles were heard in the chamber.
 
   ‘My position was ridiculed and undermined,’ bleated Glueck. ‘It was only with the assistance of my good friend Archdeacon Stefan that my name was restored, and all because the Marshal of Estonia had abused his position and mine.’
 
   ‘Alas, your grace,’ said Baldwin, ‘Satan is cunning and will do anything he can to undermine godly Christian lords.’
 
   The fourth day was different from the rest in that there were no spectators to the trial. Baldwin, aware that Conrad had supporters among those who had filled the audience chamber every day, decreed that as only sentencing remained there was no need for any more witnesses and hence there was no need for anyone not involved in the workings of the court to be present. Stefan insisted that guards be present in case Conrad should attempt to escape while the judgment of the court was being given. But Conrad stood in silence and stared at the portly archdeacon as Baldwin pronounced sentence.
 
   ‘Conrad Wolff, you have been found guilty on all counts and it is the decree of this court that you be put to death, the sentence to be carried out in two days’ time. Take him away.’
 
   Until the sentence was carried out he would be held in a cell in the Bishop’s Palace rather than the castle. Manfred Nordheim did not trust Grand Master Volquin not to mount a rescue attempt, especially as there were Sword Brothers quartered in the castle itself. Nordheim placed a heavy guard around Conrad’s cell and on the palace walls, just in case the Army of the Wolf had a mind to rescue its commander. But the only visitor the Marshal of Estonia received was Volquin himself on the eve of his execution. The grand master was in a sombre mood.
 
   ‘I have no words of comfort, Conrad, only prayers that tomorrow will pass quickly for you.’
 
   ‘I would ask a favour, grand master.’
 
   ‘Name it.’
 
   ‘That my friends and warlords are prohibited from attending my execution. I wish them to remember me as I was, not some gibbering, broken carcass mocked by a baying mob. I particularly ask that Kaja be out of Riga before tomorrow’s dawn breaks.’
 
   ‘It shall be as you request,’ promised Volquin.
 
   There was nothing left to do now, just pray for courage on the morrow and thank God for giving him a good life, especially the blessing, albeit brief, of Daina and Dietmar. It was well past midnight when he received another visitor, this one unwelcome. Dietrich von Kivel once more looked like a noble, a new yellow surcoat bearing a black eagle with red talons covering his broad chest. His neat and tidy appearance contrasted with Conrad’s dishevelled countenance.
 
   ‘Come to gloat?’ said Conrad wearily.
 
   Kivel was hurt. ‘Not at all, I merely came to enquire if there was anything I could do for you.’
 
   ‘You are too kind.’
 
   Kivel ran a finger across the damp wall of the cell.
 
   ‘You made too many enemies, lord marshal. Once Bishop Albert was dead it was only a matter of time before you fell from grace. The world does not take kindly to an upstart, particularly one who insults kings and fine lords.’
 
   ‘Fine lords? I hope you are not including yourself in that category,’ said Conrad.
 
   Kivel smiled. He had thought to administer to the condemned a thrashing for the insults that this Sword Brother had dealt him but found teasing him far more satisfying. Besides, his body would soon be broken and torn apart. He walked to the door but stopped and turned.
 
   ‘Oh, I clean forgot. It has come to the vice-legate’s attention that your father was executed for murder in Lübeck. He has agreed that like your father you too will be broken on the wheel tomorrow, to keep up a family tradition, if you will.
 
   ‘Have a good evening, Master Conrad.’
 
   Being broken on the wheel involved being secured to a horizontal X-shaped cross on a scaffold, whereupon an executioner would proceed to smash the condemned’s arms and legs with a metal bar while his assistants amused themselves tearing his flesh with red-hot pincers. But the executioner was careful not to deal a fatal blow to his victim who, reduced to a bloody pulp, was transferred to a wheel where his shattered limbs were ‘braided’ through the strokes. Then, still alive but writhing in agony, he was hoisted on to the top of a thick wooden pole to become a feast for ravens. If he was lucky the shock, injuries and loss of blood would result in a quick death. If he was unlucky death would not come until two or three days had passed.
 
   Because he had been condemned of heresy he was denied a priest to hear his confession so he made his confession to God instead. He asked forgiveness for the lives he had taken in the performance of his duty, though he did not regret taking them. They had been his enemies and he had faced them on the battlefield in a fair fight. The only battle left was to endure the coming ordeal with as much courage as he could muster.
 
   The heavy rattle of the door being unlocked gave him a shock, and then there were guards in his cell who bundled him roughly outside. Because he still wore the manacles on his ankles he nearly tripped and fell.
 
   ‘Move,’ ordered the guard brusquely.
 
   He saw the pale face of Gunter who gave him a weak smile. Two guards either side of him gripped his arms and marched him quickly from the cell into the open, the sun making him squint. Conrad wore only leggings and a shirt and the morning was cold. When he was bundled into a large iron cage mounted on the back of a cart he was shivering. He hoped the crowd would not mistake his shaking for fear.
 
   ‘To the square,’ barked Gunter, mounting a horse.
 
   The cart, pulled by two horses with half a dozen horsemen ringing it, was preceded by more guards on foot and yet more following. Clearly Manfred Nordheim was taking no chances when it came to security. Conrad rested his back against the cold iron bars and became aware of others in the cage, four others in fact. They were all women and sat huddled together, holding each other as they stared wide-eyed at Conrad. Their faces were bruised, their dresses torn and they stank of fear. They and Conrad stared at each other as the cart trundled from the Bishop’s Palace to Riga’s main square. He saw their torn linen shirts and ripped skirts.
 
   ‘You are Estonian?’ he asked in their native tongue.
 
   They nodded.
 
   ‘Why are you here?’
 
   One, with raven hair like Ilona’s, spoke.
 
   ‘We are healers who have dedicated our lives to treating the sick and using the herbs and plants of the forest to make medicines. Then men of iron on horses came and accused us of being witches.’
 
   ‘They say we are servants of the devil,’ said another, ‘though we have never heard of him.’
 
   A stone came through the bars and hit one of the women on the forehead.
 
   ‘Witch.’
 
   ‘Kill them.’
 
   The guards used their spear shafts to keep the thickening mob at bay as the cart neared the square. Their ordeal was about to begin.
 
   The women began weeping and clung to each other tightly as stones, excrement, vegetables and mud were flung at them and Conrad. There was a great roar from the crowd when the cart entered the square and more guards appeared to force a path through the throng.
 
   ‘Keep them away or the horses will bolt,’ shouted Gunter, his own horse becoming jittery as it saw the baying mob and heard its shrieks and cheers. Conrad closed his eyes and prayed for strength as the whiff of burning coals reached his nostrils. He opened his eyes as the cart passed the balcony where the dignitaries were being served food. He saw the fat figures of Glueck and Archdeacon Stefan, the austere, unhinged Baldwin and Dietrich von Kivel laughing and joking with Manfred Nordheim. He stared at individuals in the crowd, some already drunk, having submitted to their base instincts. Their eyes were full of expectation and excitement as they savoured the prospect of seeing Conrad’s body smashed and mutilated and the women stripped naked before they too were reduced to bloody pulps. Women held their small children above their heads so they could catch sight of the ‘heretic’ and the ‘witches’. And then the cart halted.
 
   More cheers as the cage was opened and Conrad was ordered out. The executioner, the top half of his face and all of his head covered by a leather mask, his arms muscular, pointed at him.
 
   ‘Take off those chains. I can’t do my work with his legs chained together.’
 
   There was a frantic few minutes as Gunter bellowed at his guards to release Conrad from his fetters, the crowd growing more restive at the delay. The women were sobbing as they were pelted with whatever came to hand and the hundreds of people in the square demanded to see naked flesh, blood and suffering. The chains were removed and Conrad was bundled forward to the steps at the foot of the scaffold.
 
   ‘Hurry,’ shouted the executioner.
 
   Conrad ascended the steps onto the large scaffold. He saw the thick beams of the cross where his limbs would be shattered, the braziers heating the tongs and pincers, the table upon which the executioner’s tools rested and the skinners. These were the executioner’s assistants and would tear his flesh with pincers and move his shattered body to one of the spoked wheels heaped in one corner of the scaffold. They too wore leather aprons and leather face masks to disguise them. There was also a priest, a tall individual with the hood of his grey habit pulled over his head. The executioner waved the guards away.
 
   ‘We’ll take it from here.’
 
   There was a ring of guards round the scaffold, all using their shields to keep the crowd, which was turning ugly, from surging forward. The priest came forward and stood before Conrad.
 
   ‘Do you repent of your sins, my son?’
 
   Conrad nodded, trying to maintain his rapidly fading composure. The priest pointed at the table.
 
   ‘Behold the instruments of your salvation.’
 
   The priest removed his hood.
 
   Conrad blinked and rubbed his eyes. ‘Otto?’
 
   ‘Father Otto to you, sinner.’
 
   ‘Get over to the table,’ barked the executioner.
 
   Conrad turned to look at him. The voice was familiar.
 
   ‘Henke?’
 
   ‘Mother of Christ, will you do as you are told.’
 
   He shoved Conrad towards the table where a sword in a scabbard rested on the wood, along with a dagger. Conrad’s sword and Conrad’s dagger.
 
   ‘Rip him apart,’ came a rabid scream from the crowd.
 
   Henke looked down at the man who had been mouthing at him for some time, a revolting individual with a balding head and a huge gut.
 
   ‘Skin him, flay him, break every bone in his body.’
 
   Saliva dribbled from the man’s mouth as his eyes bulged. Henke walked over to the one of the braziers. A skinner ran over to Conrad.
 
   ‘As dust to the wind, my friend.’
 
   ‘Hans?’
 
   ‘Strap on that sword and dagger, the spectacle is about to begin.’
 
   ‘What spectacle?’
 
   The mouth beneath the mask grinned. ‘Hillar, Andres and Riki are in the crowd with some of their men and “the bastards” are ready with their crossbows. Rameke holds the northern gates of the city.’
 
   ‘Right, then,’ shouted Henke who took a red-hot pincer from the brazier, walked over to the edge of the scaffold and jumped down. He pushed his way between two guards and thrust the pincers into the fat man’s face. The poor wretch emitted a high-pitched scream as Henke twisted the pincers and burned them into the man’s skull. He stepped back, swung the pincers into the face of the guard on his right and then pulled the mace tucked into his belt, which until now Conrad had not spotted, and smashed it into the face of the guard on the left. Both men collapsed in pain.
 
   The two other skinners on the scaffold, both with swords in hand, ran over to Conrad.
 
   ‘Time to go, lord marshal,’ said Rudolf.
 
   ‘Let’s see if you have remembered all those skills I taught you,’ grinned Lukas.
 
   Rudolf raised his arms. ‘God with us!’
 
   On the northern side of the square men threw off their cloaks to draw axes and swords and crossbowmen took aim at the missile soldiers of the garrison. The crowd, still expecting a spectacle of gore, was unaware of the scene unfolding among them. They were not disappointed in their desire for blood, though it was their own that was spilt, not the prisoners’. The northern side of the square was soon filled with screams as Conrad’s warlords and their men lunged forward to clear a path to the scaffold. Ulric and Leatherface directed their men to shoot the few crossbowmen Nordheim had bothered to post on the balconies of the buildings fronting the square before releasing a volley into the crowd.
 
   Riki, Andres and Hillar had been asked to clear a path from the northern side of the square to the scaffold. They raced forward, each one accompanied by a score of their men and did just that. They did not holler for people to get out of the way they just hacked and slashed at bodies. They cut down dozens as they advanced to the scaffold and killed the few guards remaining that had not been slaughtered by a Henke with the smell of blood in his nostrils. The warlords, swords dripping with civilian blood, cheered and acclaimed Conrad when they reached the scaffold.
 
   A soldier of the garrison foolishly ran up the steps to the scaffold and levelled his spear at Lukas. The Master of Reval let him charge forward before dodging left at the last second and whipping his dagger across the passing man’s neck. It was a splendid manoeuvre, beautiful in its execution, and killed the soldier instantly.
 
   Pandemonium had gripped the crowd as people scattered in all directions. Individuals were trampled underfoot. The dignitaries on the balcony sat open-mouthed as they watched the drama unfolding before them. Henke caved in the helmet of a soldier of the garrison.
 
   ‘Time to go.’
 
   ‘Wait,’ called Conrad, ‘we have to take the women with us.’
 
   ‘What women?’ asked Rudolf.
 
   Conrad pointed to the cage on the cart. ‘Those women.’
 
   ‘Leave them,’ shouted Henke as a crossbow bolt slammed into the boards of the scaffold.
 
   ‘Crossbowmen,’ warned Lukas who grabbed a shield and crouched behind it as half a dozen of the garrison’s crossbowmen appeared on the southern side of the square.
 
   Conrad and Hans jumped down from the scaffold as more crossbow bolts struck the horses hitched to the cart. Both beasts collapsed to the ground. Gunter appeared in front of Hans who pulled his dagger with his left hand and prepared to fight Nordheim’s second-in-command. Conrad jabbed the point of his sword into the officer’s neck.
 
   ‘Drop your sword, Gunter, I have no desire to kill you.’
 
   Gunter did as ordered and Hans and Conrad used him as a human shield as they walked to the rear of the cart.
 
   ‘Out,’ Conrad called to the women, ‘out if you want to live.’
 
   The women, frozen in fear, looked at him.
 
   ‘Out now!’ he screamed.
 
   Whimpering, they scuttled across to the open entrance to the cage and jumped down.
 
   ‘In you go, Gunter,’ ordered Conrad.
 
   A sullen Gunter entered the cage and Conrad slammed the door shut, turned the key in the lock and then flung it away. Hans began herding the women around the scaffold. Conrad heard Leatherface’s voice.
 
   ‘Shoot.’
 
   There was an evil series of cracks and the six crossbowmen of the garrison all dropped dead.
 
   ‘Move!’ screamed Rudolf as Estonian warriors grabbed the women’s shirts and began hauling them towards the northern side of the square. The crossbowmen of ‘the bastards’ formed a rearguard as the rescue force retreated from a square that was littered with dead and dying Rigans. Conrad’s warlords had been brutal in their task and he winced as he saw the scene of butchery around him.
 
   Henke grabbed Leatherface’s grubby gambeson.
 
   ‘Get your bastards to shoot those other bastards on that balcony.’
 
   Leatherface examined the balcony on the other side of the square where Nordheim was shrieking at what remained of his men to give pursuit.
 
   ‘It’s a long shot, Brother Henke.’
 
   ‘Just do it,’ shouted Henke, his blood up.
 
   Leatherface marshalled a dozen crossbowmen and ordered them to shoot at the balcony. Their bolts cut through the air but the old mercenary did not have time to see if any had found their marks.
 
   ‘Stop pissing around and move,’ ordered Rudolf.
 
   Conrad was in the last rank as the Estonians retraced their tracks through narrow streets to the city’s northern gates where Rameke and fifty Livs had taken possession of the gatehouse, locking the guards in a storeroom. Henke was deliriously happy, bludgeoning a hapless trader who walked round a corner and into the brother knight. Another man opened a shutter to take a peek at the scene in the street and had half his face caved in by Henke’s mace. It was now unnervingly quiet, citizens quaking in their homes or having fled to churches to seek sanctuary.
 
   At the northern gates the Livs gave a great cheer when they saw Conrad and Rameke bounded down stone steps to embrace him.
 
   ‘Did you think we would abandon you, my brother?’
 
   ‘Your actions this day may bring great hardship to Livonia,’ Conrad warned him.
 
   ‘So be it,’ replied Rameke, unconcerned.
 
   Horses hidden in the barns of nearby villages were used to carry the Livs, Estonians and ‘bastards’ speedily north, Rudolf, Conrad, his warlords and the other Sword Brothers taking themselves to nearby Holm Castle.
 
   There was no pursuit by the garrison. Nordheim’s soldiers were among the best armed and equipped in the whole of Livonia but they had never seen combat. When they came face to face with the warriors of the Army of the Wolf and the brother knights of the Sword Brothers there was only ever going to be one outcome.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8
 
   At Holm Castle a grinning Master Godfrey gave Conrad a beaming smile and an iron embrace after the rescue party of Sword Brothers and Estonians had ridden into the courtyard. The gates of the castle were slammed shut and the riders dismounted, congratulating, embracing and slapping each other hard on the back. Henke, half his face still hidden by the leather mask, was unhappy. He pointed at Conrad.
 
   ‘You should have killed that over-dressed officer of the garrison instead of putting him in that cage.’
 
   ‘I have no quarrel with Gunter,’ insisted Conrad.
 
   Henke snatched a ladle of water offered to him by a novice of the garrison and drank the liquid greedily.
 
   ‘You have now.’
 
   ‘Leave the marshal alone,’ commanded Godfrey, ‘he has had a taxing experience.’
 
   Hillar bounded over and wrapped his thick arms around Conrad.
 
   ‘We should return to the city and burn it to the ground.’
 
   Conrad smiled. ‘You are a Christian lord now, my friend, and it would not look good if you destroyed a city established by the Holy Church. Besides, we do not have enough men.’
 
   Rudolf peeled off his mask. ‘Not enough men? Sir Richard was stationed in woods but ten miles from the city with three hundred soldiers, just in case the garrison decided to give chase. He and Rameke will be withdrawing north by now.’
 
   ‘We can still stop them and get them to turn around,’ said Hillar loudly.
 
   Rudolf looked at the big Rotalian lord. ‘I am tempted, your grace, sorely tempted.’
 
   He spotted Henke taking off his face mask.
 
   ‘You should leave it on, Henke, it suits you.’
 
   The butcher of Wenden certainly looked like an executioner, his leather apron splattered with blood and his forearms covered in gore after his frenzied attacks on all and sundry with his mace.
 
   ‘Let’s get you some better clothes,’ Godfrey said to Conrad.
 
   ‘What about these, Susi?’
 
   Conrad turned to see Riki standing with the shaking, terrified women that had been rescued from an appalling fate. They had been spirited away from Riga but seeing dozens killed around them, many by a rage-filled Henke, had done nothing to calm their nerves. If anything they were close to breaking down completely.
 
   ‘I would ask that a place of solitude and calm could be found for these poor women,’ Conrad said to Godfrey.
 
   ‘I will attend to their physical and spiritual needs,’ came a booming voice behind them.
 
   Father Otto walked past Godfrey and Conrad and held his arms out wide.
 
   ‘Come sisters, no harm will come to you.’
 
   He literally scooped them up in his arms and bundled them towards the castle’s stone chapel.
 
   ‘Don’t forget to feed and water them,’ Conrad shouted Otto.
 
   ‘I need no lessons in hospitality from you, Master Conrad,’ came the insolent reply.
 
   Holm Castle had been the first stone building in Livonia and had been a Sword Brother stronghold for thirty years. It was actually built on an island next to the River Dvina, its wide, deep moat surrounding the castle on three sides and the river itself protecting the fourth side. An enemy had never taken its thick stone walls and high towers and its castellan was not a man to be crossed. Godfrey was older than Volquin and had been proposed by some to be Grand Master. He had been Bishop Albert’s first Sword Brother Master and castellan and had been lord of men such as Rudolf and Lukas when they first came to Livonia. Godfrey’s sword was sharp but his tongue was even more cutting and it was his brusque nature and willingness to tell the truth, no matter how uncomfortable, that finally ruled him out of the running for Grand Master. Volquin could be just as brutal and merciless as Godfrey but Holm’s master was too undiplomatic to be Bishop Albert’s right-hand man. His forthright nature was on display that evening when a banquet was held in Conrad’s honour.
 
   Normally meals among the order were eaten in silence, with brother knights sitting first and sergeants second. But this occasion was a feast to which all Holm’s brother knights and sergeants were invited, though lots had been drawn to decide who would stand guard duty during the festivities. Every Sword Brother garrison employed mercenaries, many of whom had been resident in Livonia for years, often more Liv or Estonian than the natives, taking wives and producing children. But though mercenaries could assist in guard duty they could never be trusted to undertake it alone. One of the rules of the order was that its castles were guarded day and night only by those who had taken the oath of the Sword Brothers. Mercenaries could be trusted only to a certain extent.
 
   The stone dining hall with its vaulted ceiling was filled with loud Estonians and angry, sullen brother knights and sergeants, Conrad seated between Godfrey and Rudolf on the top table. Novices served huge quantities of beer and mead to the guests, inevitably resulting in the level of noise rising as men became drunk and loud. Hans, seated with Riki, Andres and Hillar, was more interested in the bread, cheese, pork and boar placed before him on wooden platters than drink, though he did require prodigious amounts of beer to wash down the even greater quantities of food he was consuming.
 
   ‘Leave it,’ barked Godfrey to a novice who was going to take away an earthenware jug half-full of mead.
 
   Conrad, relieved to have been saved from the executioner’s iron bar and red-hot pincers, was concerned about what would happen now that he had been spirited away from under the vice-legate’s nose. He picked at his food as he mulled over thoughts in his head.
 
   ‘Food not to your liking?’ asked Godfrey.
 
   ‘I am concerned that in freeing me Archdeacon Stefan and the vice-legate will launch reprisals against Estonia,’ said Conrad.
 
   Godfrey downed a large tanked of beer and refilled it.
 
   ‘You hear that, Rudolf? Conrad thinks the wrath of Riga will be unleashed against us.’
 
   Rudolf tore off a chunk of roasted boar. ‘That’s the problem with Conrad, he’s always been too much of a thinker.’
 
   He pointed the chunk of cooked meat at Henke a few paces away at another long table.
 
   ‘You should be more like Henke, a man who draws his sword first and thinks about his actions afterwards.’
 
   Godfrey belched and rose to his feet, beer dripping from his beard.
 
   ‘Silence!’ he bellowed.
 
   The din in the hall slowly ebbed and died as all eyes turned to the now drunk castellan. Godfrey slammed his tankard on the table and grabbed Conrad’s shoulder.
 
   ‘Today we were forced to rescue a great warlord and Master of the Sword Brothers because affairs in Livonia had reached such a sad state that good men are condemned while knaves and traitors hold high office.’
 
   The brother knights and sergeants banged their tankards on table tops and the Estonians, those who could understand German, clapped and cheered. Those who could not were informed of what was being said via urgent whisperings from comrades.
 
   ‘Since the death of Bishop Albert this land has rotted from within,’ continued Godfrey loudly, ‘and good men are expected to say and do nothing. Well I say no longer. No longer will the Sword Brothers tolerate boy lovers such as Archdeacon Stefan or fat fools such as the Duke of Riga wrecking what the Sword Brothers and Bishop Albert built during thirty years of blood and toil.’
 
   The brother knights and sergeants stood and clapped and the Estonians cheered wildly. Godfrey held up his arms to call for silence.
 
   ‘Grand Master Volquin, Master Rudolf and the other masters of our order are all in agreement that we cannot allow Livonia to become corrupt and rotten. I now ask the Marshal of Estonia if he and his army will join us in this pledge.’
 
   ‘We are with you, Susi,’ called Hillar.
 
   ‘The Army of the Wolf stands with you,’ added Andres.
 
   ‘As does the whole of Estonia,’ pledged Riki.
 
   ‘Well, Conrad,’ said Rudolf, ‘the hour is at hand. You hold the fate of Livonia and Estonia in yours hands.’
 
   Conrad took a mouthful of beer, rose slowly to his feet and looked at the sea of expectant faces staring at him. There was silence in the hall and no one moved. He felt a heavy weight suddenly bear down on his shoulders.
 
   He gave Hans a thin smile. ‘Estonia stands with you, Godfrey.’
 
   The hall erupted with wild cheering. Rescue had become rebellion.
 
   *****
 
   The day after the rescue of Conrad Wolff the vice-legate convened a meeting in the audience chamber of the Bishop’s Palace. As before he wore a simple grey habit as he sat down in the bishop’s chair, his clerks diligently recording every word on their parchments. Archdeacon Stefan, traumatised by the previous day’s events, not least by a crossbow bolt splitting the skull of a young serving boy pouring him wine, covering his vestments with blood and brain, had taken to his bed with an attack of nausea. No one missed him.
 
   Magnus Glueck, resplendent in mail armour and magnificent blue surcoat upon which a sliver griffin had been stitched, sat in the chair beside the dais which the archdeacon had occupied when Bishop Albert had been alive. Manfred Nordheim stood on the other side of the wooden platform beside Dietrich von Kivel.
 
   The vice-legate, his fingers twitching with excitement, was dictating to his clerks.
 
   ‘We will recommend Abbot Nicholas to the Holy Father to be the new Bishop of Riga. The vacuum that has been created since the passing of the great Bishop Albert has allowed evil to flourish in God’s own city.’
 
   Glueck, not used to being at anyone’s beck and call, even a papal vice-legate, cleared his throat. Baldwin’s fingers stopped moving.
 
   ‘You have something to say, your grace?’
 
   The Duke of Riga stood and puffed out his chest, which unfortunately was dwarfed by the enormous girth beneath.
 
   ‘Your eminence, the Livonian Militia stands ready to march with the garrison of this city to recapture and bring to justice the heretic Conrad Wolff.’
 
   ‘Your enthusiasm is to be commended, your grace,’ said Baldwin, ‘but I fear that neither the garrison nor the militia are adequate to deal with the spectre that presents itself.’
 
   ‘Spectre?’ queried Glueck.
 
   Baldwin jumped from his chair and began pacing up and down in front of the dais.
 
   ‘Satan reveals himself at last, as I suspected he might. Conrad Wolff is a mere servant of Lucifer. I intend to cleanse this land of the evil that infects it and that will take an army, a godly army filled with men infused with the Holy Spirit.
 
   ‘I intend to take ship to Germany tomorrow and then travel to the Curia to secure the funds required to build the army of the Lord. Dietrich, you will be coming with me so you can begin raising godly men for this august task.’
 
   ‘In Germany?’ said Nordheim lightly.
 
   Baldwin swung around and glared at him.
 
   ‘You would do well to attend to the soldiers of your garrison, commander, who yesterday showed themselves to be woefully deficient in the defence of this city. When I return I intend to purge this city of the feckless, idle and deviant.’
 
   Nordheim bowed his head to the vice-legate. ‘Good luck with that,’ he said under his breath.
 
   A door to the chamber opened and one of Nordheim’s guards entered and marched across the floor to his commander.
 
   ‘Grand Master Volquin is here,’ he said to Baldwin.
 
   ‘Show him in,’ ordered the vice-legate.
 
   Glueck sat down as the grand master strode into the chamber and bowed to the vice-legate, who also returned to his chair.
 
   ‘Welcome, Grand Master.’
 
   ‘Where were your men yesterday?’ demanded Glueck.
 
   ‘I heard about the trouble in the city square,’ said Volquin, ‘most unfortunate.’
 
   He gave the Duke of Riga a contemptuous glance. ‘As to my men, I thought the responsibility of securing Riga resided with its garrison.’
 
   ‘Those who rescued the Marshal of Estonia were soldiers,’ stated Nordheim.
 
   ‘Were they?’ replied Volquin. ‘I would not know, I was not there.’
 
   ‘How convenient,’ spat Nordheim.
 
   ‘Have a care, Commander,’ warned Volquin, ‘I would not wish your tongue getting you into trouble.’
 
   ‘Enough,’ snapped Baldwin. ‘Grand Master I intend to take ship to Germany to raise an army with which to subdue Estonia and bring Master Conrad to justice. I hope the Sword Brothers will remember their oath to the Holy Father and the Holy Church.’
 
   ‘You can be assured, your eminence,’ said Volquin sternly, ‘that the Sword Brothers will do what they have always done, which is to defend Livonia and the interests of the Holy Church.’
 
   Baldwin nodded. ‘Good. Rest assured, gentlemen, that when I return evil will be exorcised from this land. The agents of Satan will be snuffed out.’
 
   Volquin was treated by the vice-legate to a long, monotonous lecture concerning his exploits against the Cathars in Spain, which involved torturing and burning hundreds of men, women and children whom he had condemned as heretics and agents of Satan. Glueck nodded contentedly as Baldwin recounted his ‘triumphs’ and Kivel wore a self-satisfied grin Volquin wanted to remove with the edge of his sword. The vice-legate’s eyes bulged as he described flesh being ripped and burned. After it was over he flopped back down in his chair, the sweating clerks having a respite from their scribbling at last. Almost in a trance, Baldwin dismissed everyone and walked from the chamber, demanding that von Kivel accompany him. A disillusioned Volquin, none the wiser as to why he had been summoned to the palace, angrily stormed from the chamber, leaving Nordheim and Glueck alone.
 
   The commander used the opportunity to have a quiet word with Riga’s leading merchant.
 
   ‘One of my officers reported that Prince Rameke was involved in the rescue of Conrad Wolff yesterday.’
 
   Glueck’s unseemly face frowned.
 
   ‘I’m sure he is mistaken.’
 
   Nordheim was taken aback. ‘I am certain he is not. The prince is a well-known figure in Livonia. A warrant should be issued for his arrest.’
 
   Glueck sighed. ‘Let me explain why your officer was mistaken, commander. Prince Rameke is a man of great influence among the Livs and, because King Fricis has no male heirs, will be their king in the future.
 
   ‘Many Rigan merchants, myself included, trade with the Livs in commodities such as grain, hides and timber. If the prince is arrested the supply of those commodities will invariably dry up, which the city council would not like at all. You understand?’
 
   ‘So the prince goes free?’
 
   Glueck shrugged. ‘He is a man of power and influence in Livonia and his followers help to fill the city’s coffers. Are we to imperil that on the word of one of your officers?’
 
   The tone in Glueck’s voice meant the question was rhetorical and so he took his leave, satisfied that the insane papal vice-legate would return to Livonia in the new year with an army that would rid the world of Conrad Wolff, his army and hopefully clip the wings of the arrogant Sword Brothers once and for all.
 
   *****
 
   Conrad was glad to be back at Odenpah, the life of the garrison continuing as normal. But within days of his return a steady stream of village headmen made their way to the fort to report dire news: a series of early frosts had destroyed all the crops in the fields. Conrad and Hans rode to the outlying villages to see the damage for themselves and at every settlement it was the same. At one village the old headman, his hair thinning and grey and his skin leathery and sagging, showed them the fields of rye and wheat that would normally have been golden and ripe for harvesting. But after the frosts they had become stretches of black, rotting vegetation.
 
   The old man bent down and plucked a handful of ruined rye.
 
   ‘The frost has killed every crop, Susi, all the wheat, rye, barley, oats, peas, beans and vetches.’
 
   ‘Everything has gone?’
 
   The old man nodded. A small crowd had begun to gather around them, healthy children, good-looking women with clear eyes, and shiny blonde or fair hair. Broad-chested men who should have been scything crops in fields now had nothing to do.
 
   ‘What of the hay crop?’ asked Conrad.
 
   ‘That was unaffected, Susi, but people cannot eat hay.’
 
   In early summer each year the meadows were scythed to make hay to provide winter fodder for animals. A good crop meant a relatively steady supply of fresh meat over the winter months.
 
   ‘No tribute for Odenpah, though,’ said Hans.
 
   Every Sword Brother garrison was paid a tribute in grain by every village within its district, part of which was taken to Riga for sale to merchants who shipped it to Germany. The money raised was used to pay the wages of mercenaries and purchase armour and horses. There was also a burgeoning leather trade in Riga and Liv merchants supplied timber for the construction of buildings and ships to the port as well. The past few years of peace in Estonia had seen the people grow healthy on the back of a series of good harvests but this winter would be different. There would be no excess grain to sell in Riga or to feed Odenpah’s garrison. Hans looked as worried as the villagers standing around him. Expectant faces looked at Conrad, the man who had established peace in Estonia and was the reincarnation of the wolf spirit of the forest, the great spectral defender of the people. An elk grunted at the edge of the forest on the other side of the fields and Conrad knew the answer.
 
   He looked at the headman. ‘Your crops may have been ruined but you possess the means to allow you to purchase replacements.’
 
   ‘Susi?’
 
   ‘Organise hunting parties to kill and skin elk. You can smoke the meat to feed your people and send the skins to Odenpah. I will take them to Reval where they can be sold for grain. I will send you some crossbowmen to assist you with the hunts.’
 
   It was a desperate measure but it had the advantage of keeping villagers occupied instead of contemplating a winter of hunger and after that a spring that would be equally as hard. It was fortunate that all the novices at the fort had been thoroughly trained in the use of the crossbow and even more fortuitous that they were Estonians and not Germans. This meant they spoke the local language and would be able to work alongside the villagers with ease.
 
   Conrad conferred with Sergeant Werner, Leatherface and Falcone concerning the organisation of the groups. It was decided that a fledgling brother knight and two prospective sergeants would be sent to each far-off village. Those villages around the fort would be allotted parties of Falcone’s crossbowmen, who would return each evening to sleep in the fort. The Genoese were all hard-bitten mercenaries so Conrad did not want them lodging in settlements that had an abundance of blonde, blue-eyed girls and young women.
 
   ‘I mean no offence to you or your men,’ Conrad said to Falcone in the fort’s main hall.
 
   ‘None taken, lord,’ smiled Falcone, flashing his immaculate teeth, ‘my men satisfy their base urges in Dorpat’s brothels.’
 
   ‘What about the novices?’ asked Leatherface.
 
   ‘What about them?’ replied Conrad.
 
   The mercenary rolled his eyes. ‘They are all young, strong and full of fury and you are quartering them in villages with no one to see that they don’t step out of line.’
 
   ‘He’s got a point, Conrad,’ admitted Hans.
 
   Leatherface leaned back in his chair, placed his hands behind his head and began reminiscing.
 
   ‘I remember a time, long ago, when I was just a starting out on my soldiering career.’
 
   ‘Can you recall that far back?’ grinned Hans.
 
   Leatherface ignored him. ‘We were campaigning in southern Germany and came across this village that had a high proportion of single women and a few young widows. Now normally we would have raped everyone, plundered it and burned the huts but my commander, whose name escapes me, decided that we would quarter there for the winter. So we became surrogate husbands, so to speak, helping out with shovelling snow, slaughtering the animals and fixing roofs.’
 
   He looked up at the ceiling, a wistful expression on his face.
 
   ‘That was a good winter. Me a young lad and an equally young woman with a full bosom, fine thighs and an accommodating spirit. I was surely tempted to stay when the spring came, I can tell you.’
 
   ‘Is there any point to this heart-warming tale?’ said Conrad.
 
   Leatherface came back to the present.
 
   ‘You might have taken a vow of chastity but the novices haven’t and come next summer you might have many enraged fathers knocking on the gates of this fort seeking redress for their pregnant daughters.’
 
   Falcone and Hans laughed out loud but Conrad was not amused.
 
   ‘If that happens then I will deal with it next spring. But at least the angry fathers and their pregnant daughters will be alive and won’t have starved to death.’
 
   He looked at Werner.
 
   ‘What are your thoughts on this matter?’
 
   ‘I cannot answer for the novices if temptation is placed before them, master. But they will do their utmost to do their duty.’
 
   ‘That is all I can ask of any man,’ said Conrad. ‘The parties will leave this day. We have no time to lose. In four months the land will be covered with snow and I need to have those elk skins in less than a month.’
 
   While the hides were being collected Conrad rode to Reval in the company of Hans. They rarely talked about Anton but his absence weighed heavily on both of them, the last two of the five boys that had made the journey from Lübeck over twenty years before. Their spirits rose when they reached the former Danish port, now a flourishing trading centre. In the harbour cogs were berthed beside Oeselian longships, testament to the peace treaty agreed between Conrad and King Sigurd. Lukas, master of the castle and governor of the town, told the pair that Reval’s fortunes were in the ascendant.
 
   ‘Two hundred merchants from Visby have arrived and are doing a brisk trade with the Russians,’ he told them as they walked with him on the ramparts of the castle atop Toome Hill.
 
   Conrad observed the ships and boats sitting in the harbour, all the jetties full and the docks a hive of activity. He also saw the four trebuchets mounted at the ends of jetties and the ten mangonels sitting on wooden platforms anchored further out in the harbour.
 
   ‘You keep the harbour defences maintained?’
 
   ‘Maintained and manned, Conrad,’ Lukas told him. ‘The peace with the Oeselians is an uneasy one and will ultimately break down, of that I have no doubt.’
 
   ‘Has there been any trouble?’ asked Hans.
 
   ‘Nothing of note,’ said Lukas, ‘the usual drunken brawls and the like. But the Oeselians like to trade in slaves and several of their boats have arrived filled with Finns and Russians, which they try to sell in the town. I have issued an ordinance forbidding the sale of slaves, which earned me a stiff rebuke from King Sigurd himself.’
 
   Conrad was disappointed. ‘I had hoped for better from him.’
 
   Lukas shook his head and smiled sympathetically. ‘Why? He’s a pagan and slave trading comes naturally to him and his people. Just because they have temporarily stopped kidnapping Estonians does not mean they will stop raiding the shores of the Russians, Finns and any others they take a liking to.’
 
   ‘Eventually the Oeselians will have to realise that slave trading will not be tolerated,’ said Conrad.
 
   He looked at Lukas and remembered a time, many years before, when the garrison of Wenden had raided an Estonian village to capture women to sell as slaves to the Russians. He had been a part of that disagreeable exercise and he had never forgotten it. The raid had been mounted to raise money to pay the wages of the mercenaries of the garrison but it had left a bad taste in the mouth. The look on Lukas’ face told him that the master of Reval also remembered it.
 
   ‘Try to see the world for what it is and not what you would like it to be, Conrad,’ was all he would say.
 
   The merchants had established a guild house in the town, a two-storey timber building formerly belonging to a Danish knight when Reval had been King Valdemar’s port. Conrad met the head of the trading guild, a rough-hewn Gotlander who looked more like a shifty eyed thief than a merchant. But Conrad soon discovered that the man’s mind was as sharp as a sword’s edge when he sat down to thrash out a deal with him.
 
   The room on the first floor where they met was cramped and had the aroma of old leather and fish guts, a consequence of overlooking the harbour and the fish market that convened every day at the quayside.
 
   The man, short, stout and dressed in a thick woollen tunic, eyed Conrad wearily from the other side of his desk heaped with parchments and quills.
 
   ‘Master Lukas tells me you are the King of Estonia.’
 
   ‘Marshal,’ Conrad corrected him.
 
   The man, whose name was Botolf, scratched his nose. ‘What do you want?’
 
   ‘Grain.’
 
   ‘How much?’
 
   ‘A lot, to be delivered to my fortress of Odenpah.’
 
   ‘When?’
 
   ‘As quickly as possible.’
 
   Botolf scratched his beard and then his head. Conrad wondered if he had lice.
 
   ‘How will you pay?’
 
   ‘Animal hides, plenty of them.’
 
   Botolf’s head moved side to side as he made the calculations in his mind.
 
   ‘The harvest will be starting in Gotland and Germany so supply will not be a problem. If you can get the skins to Reval before the end of the month then I can get the grain to you before the snows fall.’
 
   He reached across the table and grabbed a rolled-up parchment, unfolded it and stared at it. Conrad leaned forward and saw it was a map.
 
   ‘Odenpah, Odenpah,’ Botolf muttered. ‘Ah, yes, here it is. Mmm, not too far away but far enough.’
 
   He rolled up the map and placed it back in its place.
 
   ‘You will have to collect the grain at Reval when it arrives. You have carts?’
 
   ‘I have the carts.’
 
   ‘Then I can see no problem.’
 
   Conrad smiled. ‘Excellent, I will have the skins here before the end of the month.’
 
   Botolf deftly wiped the smile off his face. ‘Of course the price of the grain will be higher this year.’
 
   ‘Why?’ demanded Conrad.
 
   The merchant scratched his head again. He must have lice. A leer spread across his untrustworthy features.
 
   ‘Master Conrad, you and I both know that early frosts have wiped out the crops in both Estonia and Livonia, Russia too if the swarthy heathens from Novgorod are to be believed. This means that grain has suddenly become a precious commodity and precious commodities are expensive. You get my drift?’
 
   ‘Perfectly,’ said Conrad through gritted teeth.
 
   ‘You have acted quickly, I’ll give you that, which means that the grain you purchase will not cost as much as that purchased by the others who will be banging at my door before long. But even as we sit here news will be spreading of the crop failure in these parts and the price of available grain will rise accordingly.’
 
   ‘Send word to Odenpah the price you are charging,’ said Conrad, standing, ‘the price will be met.’
 
   ‘Of course hides are not the only commodities that can be traded for grain, Master Conrad.’
 
   ‘Oh?’
 
   Botolf’s eyes lit up. ‘There is always a great demand for young boys and girls in Sweden, Denmark and Germany, particularly your Estonians with fair skin and blue eyes. You get my drift?’
 
   Conrad turned and placed his hands on the table, leaning forward to fix the merchant with his stare.
 
   ‘I will hang any slave traders that I catch plying their trade in Estonia. You get my drift?’
 
   Botolf swallowed, momentarily appearing nervous but then grinned.
 
   ‘Just reporting what the options are, Master Conrad, not that I’m condoning it, not at all. I and my fellow merchants are respectable businessmen, all above board, you understand.’
 
   Conrad looked at the grinning serpent. ‘I understand perfectly.’
 
   He left the guild house feeling he wanted to bathe in the nearest stream to wash the smell of corruption from his body. But that day a courier arrived from Dorpat carrying an urgent message from Bishop Hermann enquiring after the whereabouts of Master Conrad and requiring his immediate presence at Dorpat. The demand also included Lukas.
 
   ‘Sounds ominous,’ said Reval’s master.
 
   The trio rode with an escort of three sergeants south to Varbola where an unhappy Riki reported that the frosts had also destroyed the crops in Harrien. A glum-faced Ulric, the commander of ‘the bastards’, appeared close to tears as the Duke of Harrien recounted his tale of woe. But then he always looked downcast. Conrad told Ulric to send his crossbowmen to hunt and kill elk and send the skins to Reval. He told them both of the agreement he had reached with Botolf and before he left wrote a letter to Hillar at Leal to the same effect. He and the others spent one night only at Varbola, riding southeast to lodge for an evening with Sir Paul and his knights at Laiuse. He found the former squire in good spirits, the bandits having not returned and the land at peace, though not prospering.
 
   ‘We get rid of one problem and another crops up to take its place,’ complained Paul as one of his squires, a handsome Estonian lad with close-cropped hair, served him and his guests large slices of roasted boar.
 
   ‘Even though their villages are no longer raided by bandits many villagers will die this winter because they have no crops to harvest.’
 
   Conrad informed him of his idea to sell hides to Reval’s merchants in return for imported grain.
 
   ‘Not a bad idea, Master Conrad, but I doubt there are enough boats in the Baltic to ship the amount of grain required to feed all of Estonia.’
 
   ‘Many will starve,’ agreed Lukas, ‘but not all. The Estonians have experience of hard times and will prepare accordingly. It’s all in God’s hands now.’
 
   ‘I heard about your trouble at Riga,’ Paul said to Conrad, ‘if I had been told about it I would have ridden south with my men.’
 
   ‘That is precisely why you were not informed,’ Lukas told him. ‘Sir Richard felt that there would have been more bloodshed if you and your men had been in Riga.’
 
   Paul nodded. ‘He’s right.’
 
   ‘I thank you for your concern and loyalty,’ said Conrad. ‘I hope that the actions of my friends do not rebound on them.’
 
   ‘Of course they will,’ said Lukas, his mouth full of roasted boar, ‘and I have a feeling that the summons of Bishop Hermann is the beginning of the process.’
 
   He was right. From Laiuse they rode south to Kassinurme so Conrad could thank Andres for his part in rescuing him from a gruesome death. The Duke of Jerwen was in good spirits, confident that his people would weather the storm about to be visited upon them. But he also agreed to order a great elk hunt in an attempt to ease their burden. It was hard to believe the land had been afflicted by a great curse as the party continued on to Dorpat, the terrain criss-crossed by many freshwater streams and lakes amid the great expanses of spruce and pine. The grey alder and aspen still had their leaves, their branches filled with sparrow hawks, corncrakes, woodpeckers, skylarks, white wagtails, redwings and golden eagles. Occasionally a wild boar would amble out of the undergrowth on to the track, lifting its head to peer at the riders with its small eyes, before grunting in disgust and disappearing into the trees. Most afternoons were visited by a sharp shower, after which the air was fresh and cool. The land was green and alive and Conrad prayed that his efforts would keep many Estonians alive.
 
   It had been six years since the Sword Brothers and their crusader allies had stormed Dorpat during Kristjan’s rebellion, which had been the last pagan uprising in Estonia. The settlement had been prosperous before the Holy Church had laid claim to the land of the Estonians but under Bishop Hermann it had grown in size and power. The former pagan kingdom of Ungannia – Kalju’s kingdom – was now the Bishopric of Dorpat and the flag of the new religious kingdom flew from every one of the twenty-seven towers along the wooden wall ringing the town, nine of which had gates. The perimeter wall may have been wooden but scaffolding surrounded the castle at the top of Toome Hill, indicating that a stone fortress was gradually replacing the timber stronghold that had guarded the town for decades. And from its towers fluttered the banner of its new owners: the Apostles Peter and Paul. The flag showed the tools of the two Apostles – a silver key and silver sword – crossed on a red background. Their symbols were also the emblem of the prince-bishop who ruled the Bishopric of Dorpat: Hermann Buxhoeveden, the older brother of Bishop Albert by two years. Shorter and stouter than his brother, Hermann had an easy going manner endearing him to religious and secular leaders alike. In many ways he was an ideal candidate to be Bishop of Dorpat, facilitating the new settlement at the foot of Toome Hill that housed the burgeoning population of merchants and artisans that was increasing Dorpat’s wealth. Austere and neat Germans rubbed shoulders with wild-looking Russians and fair-haired Estonians in the town and riverside port, haggling over the great quantities of fur, flax, hemp, wax and honey that came from Novgorod via the barges plying the River Emajogi. But if Hermann was affable and courteous he was also ambitious and less pious than his brother, taking a very dim view of anything threatening the wealth of his bishopric.
 
   The bishop’s fortress on Toome Hill was a maze of scaffolding, pallets heaped with stone, workmen and Sword Brothers. An unhappy Master Walter embraced Conrad and asked his forgiveness for not being present during his rescue. Conrad told him there was nothing to forgive, he was just glad to be alive.
 
   ‘And you, my friend,’ said Conrad, ‘how are things with you in the middle of this builder’s yard?’
 
   Walter’s blue eyes lost some of their sparkle. ‘The bishop seeks to build a new Jerusalem in Estonia and is impatient for his great project to be completed.’
 
   He made a large sweep with his arm. ‘It will take years to complete the building of the fortress and cathedral.’
 
   Conrad was surprised. ‘Cathedral?’
 
   ‘Oh, yes, just as Bishop Albert had a cathedral at Riga so must his brother have one at Dorpat.’
 
   The old pagan hall in the hill fort had gone, knocked down to make way for a square stone building that was the bishop’s residence and would eventually become the master’s hall of the Sword Brother castle once the cathedral had been completed. Walter led the two masters and Brother Hans from the castle courtyard to the bishop’s residence, two sergeants standing sentry outside the twin doors to the structure snapping to attention as they passed. The interior was austere, with no tapestries or wooden panelling on the walls, though the ceilings were painted with images of the saints. Monks in white habits and soft shoes moved silently across the stone floors, looking up at the mailed soldiers as they passed them. The bishop’s private quarters, which included a chapel, were located on the first floor but Walter led the guests to a large chamber directly opposite the building’s entrance. He knocked on the thick oak door. A pale-faced novice opened it and bid Walter enter.
 
   The reception chamber was not as large as the one in the Bishop’s Palace at Riga but had a similar layout, with a wooden dais upon which was positioned a high-backed chair. The chair was empty, the bishop in full regalia of white cassock, white mitre and gold pectoral cross around his neck, sitting at a table positioned in the middle of the chamber. Conrad was surprised to see Rudolf and Volquin in attendance.
 
   ‘Ah, the hero of the hour,’ remarked Hermann, extending his right hand.
 
   Conrad walked around the table, went down on one knee and kissed the gold ring on Hermann’s finger.
 
   ‘Excellency.’
 
   Hans did the same before bowing his head and making his way to the door. As an ordinary brother knight he had no place in a meeting of masters and the bishop.
 
   ‘You will stay, Brother Hans,’ commanded Hermann, ‘for you too are part of this drama.’
 
   Hans smiled awkwardly and sat down beside Conrad at the table, opposite Volquin and Rudolf who both nodded at the two friends. Walter sat at the table opposite the bishop. Novices entered the chamber with trays holding silver chalices and jugs of wine. They poured the white liquid into the chalices and retreated to the walls, placing the trays on tables beside them.
 
   ‘I will not ask if any of you were involved in the recent rescue of Master Conrad from the authorities in Riga,’ Hermann began, ‘though God knows I fell to my knees and thanked Him from the bottom of my heart for delivering you from a gross injustice, Conrad.’
 
   ‘Thank you, lord bishop,’ smiled Conrad.
 
   Hermann was not smiling. ‘Be that as it may, I have to tell you all that the matter is far from over. Indeed as we sit here the papal vice-legate is on his way back to Rome to secure funds to raise an army with which he intends to subdue Estonia and bring to heel any, what were his words, ah yes, “subversive elements”, which can only mean the Sword Brothers.’
 
   Rudolf gave a derisive chuckle. ‘It will take a big army to do that.’
 
   Hermann turned on him. ‘Or perhaps the Holy Father will sanction the excommunication of the Order of the Sword Brothers, Master Rudolf, which will entail you and the other masters surrendering their castles, horses and armour. Perhaps that will be enough to curtail your arrogance?’
 
   ‘It was not just Master Conrad who was on trial, lord bishop,’ said Volquin, ‘but the Sword Brothers in general. It is obvious that Archdeacon Stefan and the Duke of Riga have manipulated the papal vice-legate in order to settle a score they both had with Master Conrad. Should a man who has faithfully served the Holy Church for twenty years be cast aside on the whim of a fat archdeacon and a pompous, ridiculous, rich merchant?’
 
   Hermann sipped at his wine and placed the chalice on the table.
 
   ‘I will ignore the insult to my nephew, grand master, because I know that the Sword Brothers are soldiers rather than diplomats and it is well known that soldiers have a rough disposition and are unused to polite company. The Sword Brothers need to remember that they are servants of the Holy Father in Rome, not kings in their own right. When Baldwin of Alna returns I need to know that your castellans will not oppose him.’
 
   ‘We are oath-bound to protect those lands filled with Christian souls, Lord Bishop,’ stated Volquin, ‘and will do so to the best of our ability.’
 
   ‘You will receive no assistance from the Bishopric of Dorpat if you fight Baldwin,’ Hermann warned him. ‘A prince-bishop cannot be expected to ally himself with opponents of a vice-legate appointed by the Holy Father himself.’
 
   ‘I will not allow Livonia and Estonia be torn apart by war,’ said Conrad. ‘When the vice-legate returns I will surrender myself to his judgement.’
 
   Rudolf laughed. ‘Very noble, Conrad, but your death will not long satisfy the vice-legate’s insatiable hunger for human lives, I fear. He intends to subject Estonia to fire and sword to root out heresy and witchcraft. I for one will not stand by and watch innocents being burned at the stake.’
 
   ‘Nor will I,’ said Lukas.
 
   Volquin turned to the bishop. ‘There you have it, lord bishop. Your brother, God rest his soul, established a kingdom of conscience in this land and Baldwin of Alan, who is clearly unhinged, would do well to remember that.’
 
   Hermann sighed. ‘Then I cannot help you, grand master. May God go with you for I fear no one else will.’
 
   *****
 
   The summer turned to autumn and temperatures dropped. There were no more frosts to destroy the crops but the damage had been done. From the Kingdom of Novgorod through Estonia and Livonia and all the way south to the Lithuanian Kingdoms there was nothing to harvest. Conrad’s warlords were diligent in collecting a great many elk hides that were transported to Reval where the detestable Botolf purchased them. In return cogs filled with grain came from the western Baltic to Reval where they were unloaded and carts were despatched to Kassinurme, Odenpah, Leal and Varbola. Conrad hoped that the sparse amount of grain distributed to each village, added to the meat cured by the villagers, plus the cows, pigs, sheep, goats and chickens each settlement possessed, would be enough to see the locals through the winter. But it was a desperate situation, though positively agreeable when compared to the position in Kurland.
 
   The Kurs had always been more interested in seafaring, raiding and war than farming. This was just as well because the soil of Kurland was poorer and less suited to crop farming than the soil in Semgallia to the east. They were also rich in amber, the golden gems washed up on Kurland’s Baltic coast that were much prized by Christian and pagan alike for their healing properties, appearance and ability to ward off evil. But the amber had all gone, traded for grain to feed the people following the great Oeselian raid against the fishing villages which had made many homeless and destitute. And now a fresh calamity had been visited on the Kurs when the frosts destroyed the crops and threatened the entire kingdom with starvation. There was grain to be had in Riga, plenty of it, brought to the city in the great ships plying the route between Livonia and Lübeck. But the price was high and the Kurs had no gold, no amber and no more options.
 
   The boat approaching the shore was not a cog but a riverboat, one of the dozens that sailed up and down the Dvina and along the coast of the Gulf of Riga. Around forty-five feet in length and twelve feet at the beam. It was powered by a combination of oars and a single sail, though the six rowers had shipped their oars because the brisk autumn wind had filled the square sail and propelled the boat through the choppy grey water. The rowers sat on wooden chests, wrapped in cloaks and wearing fur-lined hats. At the stern a man with large calloused hands and a careworn face gripped a side-mounted rudder. He had steered the vessel from Riga’s harbour, across the Dvina and then west towards the gulf, ensuring that he did not stray too far from the shore. As usual the gulf and river were filled with vessels of all sizes.
 
   Grand Master Volquin drew his cloak around him as sea spray showered the boat.
 
   ‘It’s getting cooler by the day,’ he said, ‘before we know it the land will be covered in snow.’
 
   ‘This winter will be harder than most, grand master,’ said Torolf, screwing up his face as more spray came over the gunwale.
 
   When he had returned to Riga Volquin had been surprised to receive a request from Lord Torolf to meet him in his lodgings in the city, a small two-storey wooden house near the docks. He was even more surprised when the Kur ambassador revealed that Duke Lamekins himself wanted to meet him. When questioned as to the nature of the meeting Torolf said he did not know, which Volquin thought was a lie, but so intrigued was the grand master that he had readily agreed to the meeting. Torolf offered to remain at Riga to act as a hostage as surety for Volquin’s safe return but the grand master declined. Torolf spoke excellent German and would be useful as an interpreter.
 
   The boat ran aground on the gently sloping sandy beach. Its crew leapt out and hauled the vessel from the water. A line of pines stood beyond the beach, their slender trunks bending in the wind. A group of riders emerged from the trees, all in black and riding black horses. Behind the lead rider was a bannerman holding a flag showing a black seagull on a grey background. Volquin’s hand moved instinctively to his sword hilt. He laughed aloud, realising that the dozen riders and boat’s crew would make short work of him if it came to a fight. Torolf gave him a quizzical look.
 
   The Kur horsemen all wore black leather armour, black tunics and black leggings, their round shields also faced with black leather. Their iron helmets had nasal guards masking their faces. Volquin saw that each man was armed with a sword and axe in addition to the traditional spisa carried by all Lithuanian horsemen. The lead rider, wearing short-sleeved mail armour, slid off his mount as the other horsemen circled the grand master. The Kur took off his helmet to reveal a man in his early thirties with a square jaw, thick black beard and shoulder-length hair. He was taller than Torolf and leaner. He flashed a smile.
 
   ‘Welcome to Kurland, Grand Master Volquin, I am Duke Lamekins.’
 
   Volquin was momentarily speechless. He had expected a brute, a killer, to be the leader of the Kurs, such was the fearsome reputation Duke Arturus had established. Lamekins was not what he had expected, not at all. He also did not expect him to be able to speak German. He saw now why Torolf had offered to stay in Riga.
 
   ‘You speak German,’ was all that Volquin could blurt out.
 
   Lamekins smiled again. ‘I have a spare horse for you so that we may speak out of the wind, if that is acceptable.’
 
   ‘Thank you, lord duke,’ said Volquin, tilting his head to the Kur.
 
   One of his horsemen brought the grand master a magnificent black stallion, Torolf also mounting a black steed. They rode a short distance to a fishing village comprising a few poor huts among the trees, the inhabitants temporarily ejected by their lord to allow him to speak with the head of the Sword Brothers.
 
   The hut was draughty, befitting the status of its owner, but Lamekins seemed unconcerned about the underwhelming venue. He did not apologise to Volquin concerning the lack of niceties but got straight to the point.
 
   ‘I am prepared to accept the religion of Riga in exchange for an alliance with the Sword Brothers.’
 
   His German was faltering and spoken with a heavy accent and for a few seconds Volquin did not grasp the full enormity of the words. But then he blinked in surprise and stared at the handsome face of the Kur leader.
 
   ‘Why?’ was all he could utter.
 
   ‘Why is unimportant,’ said Lamekins, ‘all I am interested in is your answer.’
 
   Volquin looked at Torolf who was studying him intently. There were two Kur guards in the room but they spoke no German and so could not understand what was being said. The wind rattled the aged boards of the hut, filling the room with cool air.
 
   ‘The Kur people have not been vanquished by your bishop so it will be an alliance of equals,’ stated Lamekins.
 
   Volquin was very aware of that fact, having taken part in every abortive crusade against the Kurs. Lamekins was bargaining from a position of strength but the question was: why was he bargaining at all? He needed something, though what it was the grand master did not know.
 
   ‘An alliance should be concluded with the Bishop’s Palace in Riga,’ said Volquin.
 
   ‘We have no interest in dealing with Archdeacon Stefan,’ answered Torolf for his master. ‘Duke Lamekins wishes an alliance with the Sword Brothers only.’
 
   ‘An alliance of warriors,’ smiled Lamekins.
 
   ‘Be that as it may,’ said Volquin, ‘you will have to be baptised, preferably at Riga Cathedral, to show fealty to the Holy Church. In addition, you will have to allow priests to enter Kurland to preach the word of God and convert your people.’
 
   ‘My duke realises this,’ replied Torolf, ‘but Kurland will not be invaded by crusader armies and will, in the event it is attacked by the other Lithuanian dukes, have the right to call upon the Sword Brothers for assistance.’
 
   ‘That will not be a problem,’ agreed Volquin, who liked the idea of the undefeated Kurs fighting beside his order.
 
   Lamekins nodded to Torolf.
 
   ‘There are two conditions that must be met before my duke will agree to go to Riga,’ stated the ambassador.
 
   ‘Which are?’ said Volquin.
 
   ‘Riga will supply us with grain to feed the people and the Sword Brothers will pledge to assist Duke Lamekins in his war against the Oeselians.’
 
   Volquin smiled. So that was the reason the Kurs had been forced to seek his friendship: they were starving. The Oeselian raid must have hurt them more than anyone realised.
 
   ‘The frosts destroyed your crops as well?’ enquired Volquin.
 
   ‘They lie rotting and stinking in the fields,’ hissed Lamekins.
 
   ‘It is a trying time for everyone,’ agreed the grand master.
 
   ‘But not for Riga and its friends,’ said Torolf, ‘I have seen the ships full of grain arriving at the city.’
 
   Volquin extended his hand to Lamekins. The guards, before seemingly listless and bored, drew their sword in an instant when they saw the grand master’s arm shoot forward. Lamekins angrily waved them away.
 
   ‘I accept your offer of an alliance, Duke, on behalf of the Sword Brothers and the Holy Church.’
 
   Lamekins took his hand. ‘When will you be able to begin deliveries of grain to Kurland?’
 
   It was obvious that the Kurs were desperate.
 
   ‘As soon as arrangements can be made for your baptism, lord duke,’ smiled Volquin.
 
   ‘Ambassador Torolf will return to the city with you to arrange it,’ said Lamekins. ‘Our business is concluded.’
 
   He escorted Volquin and Torolf back to the beach but said no more to the grand master as the head of the Sword Brothers was assisted back in the boat and the crew pushed it out into the cold, grey water. The wind had abated somewhat, which necessitated the crew using their oars to propel the vessel the short distance to Riga. On the horizon Volquin caught sight of a group of six cogs sailing together. They and smaller boats always travelled in groups for protection against Oeselian longships, though since the treaty brokered between King Sigurd and Master Conrad there had been no attacks on Christian shipping.
 
   ‘The treaty,’ Volquin said out loud.
 
   Torolf, wrapped in a cloak, his head bowed, looked up.
 
   ‘Grand master?’
 
   ‘Nothing,’ said Volquin hurriedly, ‘just thinking out loud.’
 
   Currently the Oeselians were allies of Livonia, albeit temporary ones, but that would change if the Sword Brothers sided with the Kurs against them. Still, if Lamekins accepted baptism he would become a Christian lord and so the Sword Brothers would be oath-bound to support him in any case. The Oeselians might be allies but they were still pagans and so their allegiance was of secondary importance. In any case ultimately they too would have to accept baptism and the rule of the Holy Church of Rome, either that or face subjugation and eradication.
 
   ‘The Kurs?’
 
   Archdeacon Stefan shifted uneasily in his chair in the withdrawing chamber as a pale-faced, gaunt novice heaped more wood on the fire and adjusted the blanket around the churchman’s knees.
 
   ‘And you are certain that it is not a ruse?’ queried Magnus Glueck, a magnificent woollen tunic covering his corpulent frame.
 
   Volquin smiled as another novice poured warm mead into his cup.
 
   ‘Quite certain, your grace. We are on the verge of an historic moment, one that I felt you both should share in.’
 
   Stefan waved away the novices after his cup had also been topped up.
 
   ‘May I remind you, grand master, that I was almost killed by the Kurs when they raided Riga?’
 
   He shivered at the thought. ‘That day is seared into my memory.’
 
   Volquin tried hard not to scoff at the ridiculous man.
 
   ‘That was when Duke Arturus was the leader of the Kurs, archdeacon. Now they have a new duke called Lamekins and he is a man to be trusted, I think.’
 
   Stefan nearly choked on his mead. ‘Trusted? Would you trust a rat not to raid your grain store in winter or a bat not to take lodging in your eaves when the land is covered in snow? These Kurs are pagans, grand master, not God-fearing followers of the Holy Church. I say we should subdue them by the sword.’
 
   This time Volquin did not hold back his scornful laughter.
 
   ‘We have tried that, your uncle Bishop Albert leading two crusades against the Kurs.’
 
   He shot a glance at Glueck. ‘You may remember the clashes at the Iecava and Kandava Hills, your grace.’
 
   The Duke of Riga’s eyes narrowed as the grand master reminded him of how the Livonian Militia had been cut to pieces by the Kurs, much to the derision of the Sword Brothers. He himself had nearly been killed at the Iecava where he had lost his sword and warhorse.
 
   ‘Sword Brother, crusader lord and Rigan alike were humbled on those occasions,’ continued Volquin, ‘and as a soldier I have to tell you both that it will take much blood and time to subdue the Kurs forcefully.’
 
   A smirk spread across the archdeacon’s face. ‘If the Kurs are so invincible, grand master, why did they throw themselves at your feet?’
 
   Glueck raised an eyebrow. ‘Stefan has a point, grand master.’
 
   Volquin sipped at his mead.
 
   ‘Why? Because they are starving, that’s why, or at least the Kur people are. That is why Lamekins is demanding grain from Germany as part of his agreement to receive baptism.’
 
   ‘Is he indeed?’ said an outraged Stefan. ‘Pagans do not dictate to us, Grand Master. I think you will find that it is the other way round.’
 
   Volquin wondered what the penalty would be if he was to slap the archdeacon across his fat face. A flogging, certainly, and in public, no doubt. A rebuke from the Holy Father, also, and perhaps being stripped of his position. He resisted the great temptation.
 
   Volquin fixed the archdeacon with a hard stare. ‘I have given my word that not only will we accept Duke Lamekins’ offer but will also send his people grain. We will do this, archdeacon, because at a stroke a very dangerous enemy will become a valued friend, which means that Riga and the River Dvina will no longer be under threat from the Kurs. This in turn means that you will no longer have to face the prospect of being murdered in your bed by a group of bloodthirsty Kurs.’
 
   The words shot from Volquin’s mouth like crossbow bolts and after the tirade was over Stefan looked suitably chastised. The Duke of Riga wore a troubled look.
 
   ‘You promised the Kurs grain without consulting the city burgomasters, Grand Master? Some would say that was presumptuous to say the least.’
 
   Volquin was in no mood for playing games.
 
   ‘You and the other members of the city council are doing a brisk business in sales of grain to the Kingdom of Novgorod, I believe?’
 
   ‘What of it?’
 
   ‘I merely mention it, your grace, because I seem to remember Baldwin of Alna bringing a message from the Holy Father that all trade was to cease with the apostate Russians.’
 
   Glueck’s plump cheeks reddened and he made a couple of grunting sounds resembling a pig.
 
   ‘Without trade Riga and Livonia will wither and die,’ his voice was defensive and his usual pompous arrogance was absent. ‘The current situation allows us to exploit the difficulties of the apostate Russians to our advantage. Increased profits means the church collects more money in tithes and the kingdom prospers.’
 
   ‘Along with the city council,’ said Volquin dryly. ‘I do not judge you or the other merchants of the city, your grace, all I request is that as Higher Burgomaster you expedite the speedy shipment of grain to the Kurs to facilitate the conversion of Duke Lamekins.’
 
   ‘Why would he do that?’ snapped Stefan.
 
   Volquin finished his drink. ‘Why, Archdeacon? Because if the Kurs do not receive aid their duke will most likely be forced to take desperate measures to safeguard his people, which means he may bring his army over the Dvina to lay siege to Riga. He knows, after all, that the city granaries are full to bursting. Who will protect the city, archdeacon? The garrison, the Livonian Militia?’
 
   Stefan’s eyes widened in alarm. ‘Surely the Sword Brothers…’
 
   ‘The Sword Brothers will be defending their castles,’ smiled Volquin, ‘and will have no troops to spare to send to Riga.
 
   ‘Well, your grace, archdeacon, I thank you for your time. I must return to my office to compose a letter to Duke Lamekins who asked me to keep him abreast of developments. Can I say that Riga will be furnishing his people with grain?’
 
   ‘You can,’ said Glueck quietly.
 
   Volquin bowed his head to the Duke of Riga. ‘Your generosity will be rewarded ten-fold, your grace.’
 
   After he had left Stefan spat venom at Volquin and the Sword Brothers, threatening to have them excommunicated, banished and thrown in prison. It resembled the tantrum of a small child. After he had vented his spleen he looked at Glueck.
 
   ‘Why did you say that you would supply these Kurs, these pagans, with grain, Magnus? It will cost you dearly.’
 
   Glueck puffed out his cheeks. ‘You are right, Stefan, and if Volquin had been anyone else then I would have given him short shrift, but he is not just any man. His order possesses five castles along the Dvina, for one thing, and the Sword Brothers have in the past interfered with trade along the river. Neither my fellow burgomasters nor I wish to see them do so again. Nor do I want Grand Master Volquin causing trouble between the city’s merchants and the Pope in Rome.
 
   ‘Finally, Stefan, he is right that it is better to have the Kurs as friends than as enemies. If this pagan duke converts to the Holy Church then both sides of the Dvina are safeguarded all the way to the Russian interior.’
 
   He saw Stefan looking downcast.
 
   ‘Besides, at the moment we are making much money trading with the Russians and it is important that it is not disrupted before winter closes the Dvina.’
 
   Duke Lamekins was baptised in Riga Cathedral on a bitterly cold November morning. In attendance were his warlords, Lord Torolf, the members of the city council, the Sword Brothers and hundreds of curious Rigans who wanted to catch sight of the Kur leader. Bishop Hermann himself, who had been persuaded by Volquin to travel to Riga, conducted the ceremony. Everyone was surprised by Lamekins’ politeness and ability to converse in German. Archdeacon Stefan was eager that the Kur leader and his lieutenants should not stay in the city and so Volquin and an escort of Sword Brothers travelled with them to Holm where they were given hospitality. There he and Lamekins signed a document pledging the allegiance of the Sword Brothers to the Kur leader and Volquin’s order recognising that Lamekins was now King of the Kurs.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9
 
   It had been a hard winter, made worse by the shortages of food that affected pagan and Christian alike from the Lithuanian kingdoms north into Livonia, Estonia and east into Russia. Those who lived in villages went to collect red bilberries growing in pine woods beneath the snow and could be eaten, or fir and pine cones that when held over a fire opened to reveal nourishing seeds. They cut holes in the ice covering lakes to catch the fish below and set traps to ensnare wild animals. But such measures merely staved off hunger for a while; they did not banish it. And working in the freezing cold required high levels of energy many did not have as a result of a lack of food. The very old and the very young died first, followed by those who were weak and afflicted by disease and illness. But those living in villages were blessed when compared to the predicament of the population of Novgorod.
 
   The prosperous city, made rich on the back of the fur trade, had a growing population to service the needs of that trade. But the city, surrounded by swamps and lakes, did not produce enough food even when the harvests were good. Grain had to be imported from Riga and Reval; indeed, famine could only be averted by importing food. The early frosts and heavy rains had destroyed all the crops before the harvest, which meant that the people of Novgorod began to starve.
 
   Kristjan sniffed the air and screwed up his face. He looked at Boar, his powerfully built deputy.
 
   ‘You smell it too, lord?’
 
   Kristjan nodded and wore a disgusted expression as the aroma of death got stuck in the back of his throat. Those behind also caught the stench and began spitting. He turned to look at a grubby individual riding on a fine horse behind him.
 
   ‘Tracker, ride ahead and find out who has died?’
 
   The miserable Tracker was a coward, liar and a poor excuse for a man but he was also the best scout in all the northern kingdoms and that ensured he remained a member of Kristjan’s band. Actually a small army would be a more accurate description. It had been nearly seven years since he had fled Dorpat to escape the Sword Brothers and since that time he and Dmitriy Hoidja had become very successful. Kristjan went north of Novgorod with his men in the late autumn and spent the winter collecting pelts in Karelia. He had taken a Karelian girl, Hella, as his wife and enlisted her tribe and others in his enterprise. In return he helped they rid the land around their settlements of ‘crows’, the bandits infesting the Karelian forests. He killed most of them, occasionally recruiting the odd one or two who were useful and proved their loyalty. His influence and numbers of men under his command grew and every spring he returned to Novgorod with many hundreds of squirrel pelts to be processed in Hoidja’s workshops before their sale to German merchants.
 
   Tracker appeared reluctant to leave the column of riders and carts loaded with pelts.
 
   ‘Now!’ shouted Kristjan, prompting his son to begin wailing.
 
   ‘You have upset the little lord, idiot,’ snarled Tusk riding next to Hella.
 
   Tracker gave the giant brute a sneer, dug his spurs into the sides of his horse and cantered forward. Hella spoke soft words to her new infant, named Kalju after his dead grandfather. The baby was being carried in a padded sling over his mother’s shoulder. Her soothing words soon quietened the ‘little lord’. He had been born in his grandfather’s goahti, a wooden tent-like structure indigenous to Karelia.
 
   The column trotted on, over a hundred heavily armed men dressed in black and brown hues following a pagan lord who never sported a beard and who wore a silver torc around his neck, a piece of jewellery gifted him by the gods.
 
   Less than half a mile from Novgorod’s northern gates Tracker returned with a cloth covering the lower half of his scrawny face. Kristjan halted the column.
 
   Tracker pulled down the cloth. ‘Mass grave, lord. The Russians are burying hundreds of the city’s residents.’
 
   ‘Dmitriy?' Kristjan heard the concern in Hella’s voice. He turned to give her a kindly smile.
 
   ‘The poor always die in winters, it is the way of things.’
 
   ‘Not this winter, lord,’ said Tracker. ‘One of the guards told me that the city is wracked by starvation.’
 
   Hella looked even more worried.
 
   ‘You are not helping the situation,’ growled Tusk, appointed by Kristjan to keep an eye on his wife and child, a duty he undertook with a fierce dedication.
 
   ‘We will enter the city by another gate,’ declared Kristjan, ‘we should not expose ourselves to a pestilential air.’
 
   Tracker was mortified. ‘What about me, I have already been exposed?’
 
   ‘Don’t worry, Tracker,’ said Boar, ‘no self-respecting pestilence would come near you.’
 
   Those within earshot laughed but before the scout could respond Kristjan ordered him to reconnoitre the city’s eastern entrance. He galloped away muttering to himself, returning in a more jovial mood to report that the eastern gates were safe to enter. The deceased may have been interred outside Novgorod’s walls but inside the city Kristjan was met by an army of the walking dead; gaunt faces with sunken cheeks and emaciated bodies. People with grey complexions stared at the riders with listless expressions, barely having the strength to lift their legs as they shuffled along.
 
   ‘Keep tight to Hella, Tusk,’ ordered Kristjan as he and the others drew their swords and Mongrel nocked an arrow in his bowstring. Every man in the column pulled his sword from its scabbard because starving people can become desperate if they see well-fed, healthy riders leading packhorses loaded with supplies. But they reached the mansion of Dmitriy Hoidja without incident and were glad to see the gates closed behind them. The large main building and surrounding stables, storerooms, workshops and huts were all constructed of wood and were surrounded by a timber wall. The mansion itself was forty or fifty years old but the buildings around it were all new and had been built by the wealth that Kristjan and Hoidja had accumulated during their time in Novgorod, as had been the timber wall guarding that wealth.
 
   Kristjan was shocked when he saw his friend Hoidja. His normally kindly face was drawn and creased with worry lines. He also looked too thin and older than his fifty years.
 
   ‘Are you ill?’ asked a worried Kristjan after they had embraced.
 
   ‘Hungry, actually, along with the rest of the city.’
 
   The former fisherman looked at the packhorses loaded with pelts being taken to the stables.
 
   ‘I see you have had a good winter.’
 
   ‘The gods smiled on us,’ smiled Kristjan.
 
   Hella was distraught at the physical appearance of the man she had come to regard as a second father. But the Russian at least was able to smile when she passed him the rosy cheeked Kalju. The infant looked up at the thick beard of the Russian with eyes full of wonder.
 
   ‘I thank God that you and he are safe, Hella,’ said Hoidja sternly, ‘but you should leave the city.’
 
   ‘We have just got back, my friend,’ Kristjan told him. ‘Besides, we have coin enough to fill our bellies, do we not?’
 
   The story of Novgorod’s famine was relayed to Kristjan that night as he and Hella sat with a deeply unhappy Hoidja in his mansion. The Russian ate sparingly as he picked at the cooked pork before him.
 
   ‘Since the crops failed people have been reduced to eating lime tree leaves, birch bark, and wood pulp mixed with husks and straw.’
 
   He shuddered. ‘Did either of you see any cats and dogs on the way here?’
 
   They both shook their heads.
 
   ‘That’s because they have all been eaten, along with many horses and other, far worse, things.’
 
   Kristjan slurped his beer. ‘What things?’
 
   ‘I have heard rumours of cannibalism, Kristjan,’ said Hoidja quietly, ‘though I pray God they are untrue.’
 
   Hella was appalled. ‘How can such a great city as Novgorod have no food?’
 
   Hoidja gripped his cup tightly. ‘There is plenty of bread, meat and fish here, if you can afford it. The rich live well while the poor starve.’
 
   Kristjan finished his beer and refilled his cup. ‘What is the prince of the city doing about it?’
 
   Hoidja laughed, the first time he had done so in an age. ‘Prince Rostislav sits in his palace in the Kremlin and does nothing. He could be a benevolent prince and open some of the granaries that are full of food. There is one but a short distance from here, an island of food surrounded by an ocean of hungry misery. It is an outrage.’
 
   Arriving in Novgorod after a winter collecting pelts Kristjan’s men usually visited the city’s brothels and inns to get any pent-up frustrations out of their system. But this time there was no opportunity to relax and indulge themselves. Most of the inns were closed and the whores had either died or moved out of the city. So they sat and brooded, as did Kristjan whose anger finally erupted around midday. He called together his commanders, sent Tracker to scout the granary that Hoidja had talked of and, when he had returned and made his report, set off with a dozen of his best men. He told Hella and Hoidja that he was going to speak with a German merchant about the price of pelts. Hoidja thought this odd as he handled all business matters and Kristjan disliked Germans but gave it little further thought.
 
   The granary was near the Volkhov, the great waterway cutting Novgorod in half. Across the river, on the western riverbank, stood the Kremlin, the mighty wooden-walled stronghold where Prince Rostislav lived in his palace. Among the eighteen churches also occupying the Kremlin was Saint Sophia’s Cathedral. Kristjan stared at its five silver bulbous domes surrounding the golden helmet dome.
 
   ‘These Christians,’ he muttered dismissively.
 
   He and his men had walked through the narrow, filth-strewn streets that at least were covered with logs. Normally in spring they would have been filled with people, noise, rats, flies, raw sewage and the odour produced by human waste. But they were almost empty of people apart from a few slender figures avoiding the group of armed men.
 
   ‘No rats.’
 
   Kristjan looked at Boar. ‘What?’
 
   ‘No rats, lord. They must have all been eaten.’
 
   The reason the streets were empty of people was because those commoners who could still walk had made their way to the nearest granary to beg for food, a crowd of starving humanity pathetic to behold. The granary itself comprised a collection of square log timber structures mounted on staddle stones as a precaution against vermin and damp. They had plank floors, shutters for ventilation and contained grain bins where the precious commodity was stored. Alongside the granaries were barns, stables and cart sheds, the whole surrounded by a timber wall. The barns had become barracks to guard the grain from rebellious commoners, though the people of Novgorod no longer had the energy to be angry; just a desperate need to end the hunger gnawing at their bodies.
 
   Outside the gates a group of soldiers stood with spears levelled as the listless crowd shuffled forward to gather round them, knowing that it was at this time that grain deliveries were made across the river. The Kremlin had its own granaries, of course, as did the homes of the city’s richest boyars and merchants. But extra deliveries were made when a feast was being held in the palace, which was often during the rule of Prince Rostislav.
 
   ‘Get back you worthless vermin,’ shouted the squat commander of the guards.
 
   Kristjan shoved his way through the throng with his men behind him.
 
   The commander was threatening a poor wretch whose skin was hanging off his bones.
 
   ‘I’ve told you once, I will not tell you again.’
 
   ‘I just wish to feed my family,’ the man pleaded with a faint voice.
 
   ‘Then go to the office and purchase some grain,’ smiled the commander, relishing his power over the powerless. His smile disappeared when Kristjan loomed over him.
 
   ‘Like I’ve told this wretch,’ said the commander, shoving the starving man back, ‘we don’t give charity here. You should try the church down the street.’
 
   ‘These people need feeding,’ said Kristjan in a low voice.
 
   The commander looked bemused at the clean-shaven man before him with a scarred cheek and a curious accent. He turned to his men and grinned.
 
   ‘We’ve got an odd one here.’
 
   His men laughed, a couple striking members of the crowd with their spear hafts, knocking them to the floor.
 
   ‘Where I come from,’ continued Kristjan, ‘lords feed their people in times of hardship.’
 
   His blue eyes bored into the commander’s. ‘You are a bully and a thief.’
 
   The right hand of the commander instantly went to the hilt of his sword, his men moving menacingly towards Kristjan.
 
   ‘If you don’t bugger off sharp I will…’
 
   The commander looked surprised as Kristjan thrust the point of his dagger into his throat, blood sheeting over the blade as Kristjan let go of the handle, drew his sword and whipped its edge across the throat of the soldier standing beside his commander. The move was so quick and deft that the man did not feel a thing before blackness took hold of him and he crumpled to the ground.
 
   The listless crowd suddenly came alive and scattered, moving away from Kristjan and his men as they attacked the guards. Skinner was more slender than his lord and though Kristjan’s reflexes were fast they paled beside his own. Skinner ducked low, grabbed the spear shaft of the soldier in front of him, pulled his blade, yanked on the haft to propel its owner forward and at the same time thrust his sword forward. The move was perfectly executed, exquisite even, and in the blink of an eye Skinner’s sword was embedded in the man’s belly. He groaned and tried to free himself from the steel skewering him, to no avail. Skinner laughed as he whipped his sword back and watched the man stagger and fall to the ground.
 
   The other guards had been speedily killed, the last to fall being their commander who, holding a hand to his throat in a forlorn effort to staunch the fountain of blood, suddenly collapsed face down on the ground. Kristjan spotted two guards at the gates of the compound frantically trying to shut them.
 
   ‘Mongrel,’ he called.
 
   Handsome and witty, Mongrel had been with Kristjan for three years, suddenly appearing at his camp in Karelia one night to offer his services. He was an accomplished archer, the best that Kristjan had seen, and his easy going manner and cheerful disposition endeared him to the Ungannian and his followers alike. His ludicrous claim to be the descendent of a Viking lord earned him his nickname, as the men believed that no one wandering the wastes of Karelia could be of noble stock.
 
   Mongrel knelt, drew back the bowstring and let it slip from his fingers, the arrow hissing through the air to hit one of the soldiers in the side. He doubled up in pain as Mongrel nocked and shot a second arrow that struck the second soldier in the leg. As he dropped to one knee Kristjan and the others sprinted forward, Skinner slitting his throat and Boar killing the other man. Mongrel calmly nocked another arrow in his bowstring and followed his comrades. Inside the compound more guards came from the makeshift barracks once a barn, these men carrying teardrop-shaped shields bearing the black eagle of Chernigov. Had Kristjan bothered to enquire he would have discovered that they were called the ‘black guards’ on account of the insignia they carried on their shields, that and the fact they were servants of the black-hearted Prince Rostislav. But there were only half a dozen of them. They were outnumbered and quickly outfought by the followers of the fair-haired wild man who spent half the year living among the barbarian Karelians.
 
   A ‘black guard’ came at Kristjan with a drawn sword and shield tucked closely to his body. But he dropped his sword and gave a high-pitched yelp as an arrow went into his eye socket. Kristjan turned and raised his sword in salute at Mongrel who was pulling an arrow from his quiver. Behind him, at a safe distance from the violence, stood Tracker, his eyes darting left and right to ensure that no guards were still alive to threaten him.
 
   Then there was silence. Kristjan walked to one of the granaries standing on staddle stones and went inside. He paced to one of the grain bins, opened the lid and saw the rye.
 
   ‘The compound is secure, lord,’ reported Boar.
 
   ‘Who has the loudest voice?’
 
   ‘Lord?’
 
   Kristjan turned and gave his deputy a wicked smile.
 
   ‘Chose someone to inform those who live nearby the granary is open to all and sundry, free of charge.’
 
   The booming voice of Tusk echoed through the tight-packed timber homes and soon a large and excitable crowd gathered in front of the granary, curious eyes peering at the bodies on the ground and the open gates beyond. Kristjan spotted the man who had earlier been pleading for food for his family.
 
   ‘Go inside and help yourself to whatever you can carry,’ he told him, ‘but do not gorge yourselves else you and your family will be sick after weeks of hunger. Go.’
 
   The man’s eyes widened and he began smiling and shaking his head deliriously. He walked forward, stopped and turned.
 
   ‘What is your name, high one?’
 
   ‘His name is Lord Murk,’ answered Tracker, ‘and he is king of the north.’
 
   Tusk slapped the scout around the ears for his temerity as word spread through the crowd that the granary had been opened. The air was soon filled with excited chatter as dozens surged into the compound and began emptying the grain bins. Word spread to other nearby districts in the city that a deliverer by the name of Lord Murk had answered their prayers. The people descended on the royal granary like a plague of rats to empty it before nightfall.
 
   ‘What do we know of him?’
 
   Pavel Tverdislavich looked at each of his colleagues with eager eyes. Well into his seventies the renowned boyar possessed a vigour that belied his age and now the news that one of the royal granaries had been broken into and its contents distributed to the poor had invigorated him further.
 
   ‘We know he is a pagan, an Estonian I believe,’ answered the studious Akim Chudin, whose narrow face gave him the appearance of a clerk. ‘He has taken a Karelian for a wife and spends the winters there collecting pelts, which he brings back in the spring. His business partner, a Russian, lives in the eastern quarter of the city.’
 
   ‘I suspect the prince will have his head on a spike before the week’s end,’ said Sasha Zavidich.
 
   ‘He has a large number of men at his command,’ stated Akim, ‘and rumour has it that more stand ready in Karelia.’
 
   ‘We should support this pagan, this Estonian,’ said Pavel loudly, ‘he has done what we should have done weeks ago. But instead we sat like old women and turned a blind eye while the people starved and the prince, so called, openly flaunts his depravity.’
 
   The others shifted uncomfortably in their chairs. They were the Council of Lords and all four of them knew they had failed not only their own consciences and code of honour but also the city they were supposed to watch over.
 
   ‘Do we know his name?’ enquired Yaroslav Nevsky, the youngest of the four.
 
   ‘What does that matter?’ snapped Pavel.
 
   Akim squirmed. ‘I have heard the people call him Lord Murk, but as I have stated he is a pagan so perhaps we should not be seen to support his actions.’
 
   Pavel rose to his feet and jabbed a finger at him. ‘We are the Council of Lords. For decades our families have acted as guardians of Novgorod. This council has in the past banished princes, executed others and prevented more from seizing power in the city. Novgorod is being punished by God for the unnatural actions of Rostislav.’
 
   Akim stroked his beard. ‘It seems odd that God would use a pagan to send a message, Pavel.’
 
   But Pavel had no time for religious discussion. ‘I say that when Rostislav makes his move against this Lord Murk we should side with the pagan.’
 
   Yaroslav raised an eyebrow. ‘That would be treason against Prince Mikhail, Pavel. He was appointed by this very council to rule the city.’
 
   Pavel retook his seat. ‘Mikhail is not coming back; we all know that. These heathens, these Tartars, are proving a more formidable foe than was first thought. In the meantime this city has become a modern-day Sodom and Gomorrah.’
 
   ‘He’s right,’ agreed Sasha, ‘this situation cannot go on.’
 
   ‘What does the Thousandman say?’ asked Pavel.
 
   Yaroslav stroked his long nose. ‘Strictly speaking we should convene the veche before taking such an important decision.’
 
   The veche was called when there was the prospect of war or the choice of a prince to rule the city had to be made. But the veche elected the members of the Council of Lords to attend to the day-to-day business of running the city.
 
   ‘There is no need,’ sneered Pavel, ‘where we lead others will follow. Besides, as Prince Mikhail has reneged on his oath to rule Novgorod we are within our rights to do it on his behalf.’
 
   ‘I would concur with my friend Pavel on that matter,’ said Akim. ‘If I recall correctly around a hundred years ago Prince Uleb was removed because he spent too much time in Kiev, the reason why he did so escapes me. But the point is that his removal set a precedent that we may follow.’
 
   Yaroslav smiled at the studious Akim while Pavel rolled his eyes.
 
   ‘The boyars and merchants will not tolerate much more of the rule of Rostislav,’ said Sasha, ‘that much I know.’
 
   Yaroslav turned away from the council to stare out of the window, across the Volkhov to the where the Kremlin was sited, resembling a coiled green and brown serpent resting in the centre of the city. The council met in a well-appointed room on the first storey of the Yaroslav Court, the sprawling economic heart of the city where the veche met and merchants had their offices and warehouses. Rostislav had no time for Novgorod’s republican system, ignoring the wishes and opinions of the veche and Council of Lords and ruling like a tyrant. The members of the veche had at first tolerated his boorish behaviour out of respect for his father and the vague hope that his attitude would improve. It did not.
 
   A knock at the door brought Yaroslav back to the present. A servant entered, bowed his head and handed a note to Pavel Tverdislavich. The old man read it and laughed.
 
   ‘The drama begins. Rostislav himself demands the presence of the Thousandman in the Kremlin immediately to deal with an insurrection in the city.’
 
   Yaroslav stood. ‘Then I had better not keep him waiting.’
 
   ‘You need to lure the little bastard out of the Kremlin, Yaroslav,’ said Pavel, ‘otherwise it will take months to prise him out.’
 
   ‘It will not take that long,’ said Yaroslav as he took his leave of his comrades.
 
   It was just a walk from the Yaroslav Court across the bridge spanning the Volkhov to the Kremlin, the great citadel housing the palace. Banners showing the black eagle of Chernigov fluttered from the gates and the palace’s towers, the coat of arms of Novgorod – two black bears either side of a throne against a red background – nowhere to be seen. There were guards everywhere, at the gates, entrances to the palace and along the corridor that led to the throne room where Yaroslav found Rostislav pacing like an angry bear. The sultry Ola sat on the throne next to her brother’s, eyeing the Thousandman suspiciously as he tipped his head to Rostislav and ignored her.
 
   ‘Have you heard,’ squealed the prince, ‘have you heard what has happened?’
 
   ‘I assume you are referring to the incident at the granary,’ replied Yaroslav.
 
   Rostislav stopped, his eyes bulging in anger, his cheeks flushed. ‘Incident? It is rebellion. My soldiers have been murdered and my grain, my grain, stolen. As the Thousandman you are responsible for maintaining order within the city. You will arrest this villain who has committed these outrages.’
 
   ‘I think you will find that according to the city ordinances,’ said Yaroslav, ‘the Thousandman is responsible for mustering Novgorod’s soldiers and leading them on campaign.’
 
   Rostislav stopped and stared at him, his sister curling her lip at the impudence of his words.
 
   ‘I gave you an order and expect you to obey, Yaroslav Nevsky. A refusal to carry out my command will result in banishment for you and your family.’
 
   Yaroslav bit his tongue. He had been banished before and had no desire to repeat the experience.
 
   ‘You will also kill all those who stole grain from my granary and burn down their homes,’ spat Rostislav. ‘The flames will serve to remind the rest of the city the penalty for insurrection.’
 
   ‘I would advise against starting any fires,’ said Yaroslav, ‘the dwellings of the common folk are tightly packed and a fire could easily spread to other parts of the city.’
 
   ‘If it spreads, it spreads,’ said Ola, smiling seductively at her brother. ‘We have no thoughts for the common folk.’
 
   The prince’s hangers-on, rich young boyars from Chernigov and a few from Novgorod, sniggered. Usually the Kremlin would be packed with priests but Archbishop Spyridon disapproved of the close relationship between Rostislav and Ola and had been banished from court. Rostislav went back to his throne.
 
   ‘You will bring me this robber and murderer so I can make an example of him, Yaroslav Nevsky. I will be watching from the ramparts of the Kremlin for the flames that will signal my orders have been obeyed. Do not disappoint me.’
 
   Yaroslav looked at the prince, his sister and the pompous expressions on the faces of their entourage and anger welled up inside him. Anger not only directed at the arrogant son of Mikhail but also at himself. He and the other members of the council were supposed to be sage men, scions of ancient and noble families. And yet here he was being treated no better than a dog.
 
   He walked briskly from the palace towards the Kremlin’s gates, the atmosphere inside the citadel oppressive. He kept his eyes down to avoid the disdainful stares of the prince’s soldiers.
 
   ‘Lord Nevsky.’
 
   He stopped and looked up to see Archbishop Spyridon before him, the churchman’s face more gaunt than usual. Yaroslav wondered if he had deprived himself of food to share the privations of his flock.
 
   ‘Been visiting the little imp himself?’
 
   Yaroslav nodded. ‘It is a great honour to be summoned to the palace by such a great prince, your eminence.’
 
   Spyridon cracked the semblance of a smile. ‘I’m sure King Herod himself would blush to be compared to Rostislav, such is the prince’s degradation. Walk with me.’
 
   Yaroslav told him about the prince’s orders to arrest Lord Murk and burn the homes of those who had taken grain. For his part Spyridon reported on his banishment from court but not the Kremlin, which housed Saint Sophia’s Cathedral, the Orthodox Church’s centre of power in Novgorod.
 
   ‘Herod avoids me,’ said Spyridon with satisfaction, ‘as does his harlot.’
 
   He deep-set eyes held Yaroslav’s gaze. ‘My priests have informed me that this Lord Murk has become a hero of the people, one who has delivered them from their torment, albeit temporarily.’
 
   ‘The Council of Lords wishes to use him, your eminence.’
 
   Spyridon raised an eyebrow. ‘To what end?’
 
   ‘To remove Rostislav and his followers from Novgorod.’
 
   ‘You can inform the council that the church would regard such a task as holy work. I bid you good day, your lordship.’
 
   Spyridon paced away towards the cathedral.
 
   Yaroslav returned to his mansion in the city and rode alone to the residence of Dmitriy Hoidja. It was not hard to find, the compound surrounded by a throng of grateful people all eager to catch sight of Lord Murk. They cleared a path for the Thousandman as he dismounted in front of the closed gates and shouted up at the scruffy looking guard above them that he represented the Council of Lords and had business with Lord Murk. The guard turned and shouted down into the courtyard. Moments later one of the gates opened and Boar walked from within.
 
   ‘State your business.’
 
   Yaroslav bristled at the curt words. ‘I am Lord Nevsky, here to see Lord Murk on important business.’
 
   He noticed the fine sword hanging from the belt of the powerfully built man before him. He too looked scruffy but his eyes were sharp as he examined the Thousandman.
 
   ‘Come with me.’
 
   Inside the compound Yaroslav noted the large number of men, all well-armed and formidable in bearing, and the warehouses, stables and storerooms around the mansion. One thing was certain: whoever this Lord Murk was he possessed great wealth.
 
   Boar showed him into the mansion, along a corridor leading to a large chamber in the centre of the building. Light flooded in through open shutters in the roof to reveal a space that was spartan in its furnishings. There was a top table with other trestle tables stacked against one wall along with seating benches. A figure walked forward, a middle-aged man with a kindly face and weary eyes.
 
   ‘Welcome, Lord Nevsky, you honour us with your presence. I am Dmitriy Hoidja. Please take the weight off your feet and share refreshments with us.’
 
   He held out his hand towards a chair at the table. Yaroslav got no welcome from the other individual in the chamber, a tall, well-built man in his mid-twenties who regarded him with cold eyes.
 
   ‘Forgive me, lord, this is Kristjan, my friend and business partner. Kristjan, this is Lord Yaroslav Nevsky, the city’s Thousandman.’
 
   Kristjan had no idea what the title meant, prompting Hoidja to frown.
 
   ‘You must forgive my friend, lord, he spends more time away from the city than in it.’
 
   ‘In Karelia, I hear,’ said Yaroslav, taking his seat and being offered beer by a female servant.
 
   Hoidja also took refreshment but Kristjan refused any drink.
 
   ‘Sit down, Kristjan,’ commanded Hoidja. ‘The Thousandman is the military commander in the city.’
 
   Yaroslav was intrigued by the fierce-looking Kristjan. Normally a clean-shaven face was a sign of immaturity, effeminacy even, but no one would dare accuse this Kristjan of such vices.
 
   ‘I and my colleagues have heard much about Lord Murk,’ said Yaroslav, nodding at Kristjan, ‘and unfortunately so has Prince Rostislav.’
 
   Hoidja choked on his beer. ‘Prince Rostislav?’
 
   Yaroslav put down his finely crafted copper cup and looked at Kristjan. ‘Your exploits at the granary has angered the prince, Lord Murk. He sent me to arrest you and take you to the Kremlin.’
 
   Kristjan burst out laughing, jumped up and strode towards the door. Hoidja wore a horrified look while Yaroslav was bemused.
 
   ‘I would speak to you before you flee the city,’ he called after Kristjan.
 
   ‘Flee? If this prince wants to have words with me I will spare him the inconvenience of having to send someone to fetch me. I will go to the Kremlin. Boar!’
 
   He left the chamber, Hoidja with his head in his hands and Yaroslav amazed by Kristjan’s words. He jumped up and raced from the room, following Kristjan down the corridor and into the courtyard.
 
   ‘Gather the men,’ Kristjan told his deputy.
 
   Boar walked away, shouting orders to the men grooming horses or sharpening weapons that their lord had need of them. Within seconds dozens of men were saddling horses and strapping on sword belts and taking spears from racks.
 
   ‘Lord Murk,’ called Yaroslav, ‘I would advise against this.’
 
   Kristjan turned on him. ‘Why? You think I fear this Rostislav?’
 
   ‘I think you fear no one, that is your problem.’
 
   A stable hand rushed over with Kristjan’s horse. Yaroslav snatched the reins from the boy.
 
   ‘I came to tell you, Lord Murk, the Council of Lords stands with you.’
 
   Kristjan shoved his left foot into the stirrup and hauled himself into the saddle. He took the reins from Yaroslav.
 
   ‘Then you are welcome to join me. Open the gates!’
 
   A servant ran up to Kristjan and handed him his shield, a round affair in the pagan style. Three feet in diameter it was fashioned from lime wood and in its centre was a domed iron boss protecting the hand holding the wooden handgrip. It was rimmed with rawhide and faced with leather to make it resistant to weapon strikes. And on the leather was painted a golden eagle, the symbol of pagan Ungannia. The shields of the other riders carried the same emblem as they trotted from the compound behind their lord.
 
   Lord Nevsky galloped from the mansion back to the Yaroslav Court to rally as many of the guards and horsemen as he could find. His own retainers were across the river in the western half of the city. This was not how things should be done, not at all, but the crazed Kristjan had forced his hand. The madman himself rode west at the head of his men, a great crowd following, unsure where Lord Murk was going but hoping that he was going to break into another granary. That was the rumour and it soon resulted in hundreds walking and hobbling in the wake of the horsemen. At the great bridge over the Volkhov Kristjan stopped and observed the Kremlin. He had told his men to halt before they reached the bridge so as to remain hidden and not to arouse suspicion. He had only Boar for company as he nudged his horse on to the bridge’s wooden planks. He saw the open gates of the Kremlin with individuals and small groups of men and women wandering in and out of the citadel. He could see no soldiers on the walls but why should there be? The Kremlin was in the centre of the city, the safest and most secure part of Novgorod.
 
   ‘Tell Skinner and Mongrel to kill the guards at the gates to secure the entrance,’ said Kristjan
 
   Boar turned his horse and walked it back to where the rest of the men remained on their mounts in the street, a throng of people, mostly men, behind them, waiting in silence. What for they did not know. Skinner and Mongrel, their weapons hid under their cloaks, nodded to Kristjan and walked on to the bridge. It was called the Great Bridge and had replaced the old one only two years before, being fashioned from thick pines allowing four riders to ride across side by side with ease. It employed a gorodnia type of support whereby timber cribs were filled with stones and earth to make the bridge’s foundation rigid and stable. Beneath the bridge the Volkhov was in spate: high and fast flowing.
 
   Kristjan drew his sword as Skinner and Mongrel ambled across the bridge towards the Kremlin’s gates. The bored guards were using their spears as supports, their shields leaning against the timber wall behind them. The day was quiet and pleasant. Absolutely nothing was occurring.
 
   There was little traffic on the bridge, a few black-robed monks deep in conversation with each other, a richly dressed boyar haranguing from his horse a hapless servant on foot, and a group of nuns making their way towards the Kremlin. No one took any notice of the two men wrapped in large cloaks who walked briskly across the bridge, stopped at the gates and began conversing with the guards. Kristjan caught sight of the sun glinting off a blade, saw the guards collapse and turned to his men.
 
   ‘Now.’
 
   Sword in hand he spurred his horse forward, his men following, iron-shod hooves clattering along the log-paved street and on to the bridge’s planks. The nuns and monks hurriedly moved aside as the dozens of black-clad horsemen galloped towards them, the boyar sitting open-mouthed on his horse as his servant ran for his life. The boyar’s mouth was still open as Kristjan and his men thundered past him, Lord Murk’s followers giving him hard stares but letting him live as his sword remained in its scabbard.
 
   Mongrel and Skinner were already on the walls above the gates, both now stringing arrows in their bows as the riders left the bridge and galloped along the short expanse of road leading to the Kremlin’s gates. The ringing of alarm bells greeted Kristjan as he pulled up his horse and surveyed the inside of the Kremlin, the first time an enemy had ever done so. He saw the magnificent white-walled Saint Sophia’s cathedral and spat at it, observed the large number of small and medium-sized wooden buildings and churches that surrounded it and let his eyes settle on the palace opposite the cathedral. From where soldiers ran to form up in front of the wooden steps leading to the palace’s main entrance. He laughed and kicked his horse towards them. His men followed, screaming blood-curdling war cries as they levelled their spears and charged.
 
   The garrison of the Kremlin was not large, there was no need to stuff it full of troops because the majority of the soldiery was stationed at the city’s gates and in the watchtowers along its walls. The guards manning the Kremlin’s walls and palace had little to do except pace the ramparts and stand like statues within the palace, nothing more. Until today.
 
   The line of guards being frantically marshalled into position wore green tunics, blue leggings with gaiters around their lower legs. Each man wore a simple iron helmet and carried an almond-shaped shield sporting a black eagle. Over his tunic he wore a mail cuirass and was armed with a sword and dagger. Their commander had no time to order his men to draw their swords before Kristjan’s men were on them.
 
   Many leapt from their saddles to wrestle a man to the ground before bludgeoning him with an axe; others threw their spears that went through the wooden shields and skewered arms or torsos. A few riders rode straight through the line of guards and cantered up the steps to fight other guards coming from the palace. Kristjan was on his feet, dodging sword thrusts, feinting left and driving the point of his own blade into his opponent’s left thigh. The Russian shouted in pain, stumbled and had the side of his exposed neck opened by the edge of Kristjan’s sword.
 
   ‘On, on,’ he called as his men killed the first line of guards, dismounted and followed their leader up the steps.
 
   More and more guards came from the palace to form a tight phalanx of men, numbering around fifty or more. They inched forward with shields facing Kristjan’s men and then stopped as the Kremlin echoed with the shouts and hurrahs of hundreds. Even Kristjan and his men halted and turned when they heard the ferment, to see the hungry and desperate charge through the Kremlin’s gates. They were a miserable example of humanity, threadbare, skinny and pathetic. Some hobbled so emaciated and weakened had they become during the city’s famine. But many had been fed when Kristjan had broken into the granary and others, hearing stories of Lord Murk, had joined the throng gathered outside his residence, followed him and his men to the river and across the bridge into the fabled Kremlin. A rumour had spread like wildfire that he was going to break into an even bigger granary, one that was capable of feeding the entire city. The army of the starving swarmed into the Kremlin and headed for the palace, mistaking it for a granary.
 
   Kristjan shouted in triumph. ‘With me.’
 
   He raced forward as the first of the hungry reached the steps. They carried no weapons, only the hope that their bellies would be filled. Within minutes the phalanx of guards was surrounded and pushed back. Rostislav rushed from the palace with an entourage of young boyars, screaming at his guards to kill Kristjan, his men, in fact anyone he caught sight of. But it was his men who were being killed, butchered by Kristjan’s band of hunters and killers.
 
   Tusk heaved a Russian above his head, hollered a war cry that was loud enough to raise the dead, released him and at the same time went down on one knee so the man fell on his thick upper leg. The guard’s back broke with a snap and the body rolled off Tusk’s leg and on to the logs. The giant rose, looked at a fresh-faced boyar and beckoned him forward, licking his lips in expectation of taking his young life. The young man fled before him. And then Kristjan was standing in front of Rostislav, his blade covered with blood and eyes full of fire. Rostislav, for all his depravities, did not want for courage and readied himself to fight the scarred, clean-shaven warrior in front of them. But a new sound made both men stop in their tracks; indeed made everyone turn. The trumpet blasts and banging of drums coming from the gates.
 
   A new army had entered the Kremlin.
 
   The starving throng had been a pitiful sight but these horsemen were wondrous to behold, the spring sun glinting off their whetted spear points and gleaming armour. These were the cream of the city’s Druzhina and were uniformed accordingly. On their heads they wore pointed helmets with integral nasal guards called shishaks, with chainmail attached to the bottom edge of the helmet hanging down to the shoulders and back and wrapped under the chin to protect the neck and throat in an arrangement called barmitsa. To protect the torso each man wore a lamellar armour cuirass of rectangular iron plates linked together first horizontally and then vertically. Their shields, almond shaped protecting each horsemen from the chin to the knee, were covered with hide, bound with iron around the edge and painted red.
 
   Yaroslav Nevksy rode his horse up the palace steps and interposed himself between Kristjan and Rostislav.
 
   ‘Put your swords away,’ he commanded.
 
   Relief swept over Rostislav’s face. ‘Lord Nevksy, your arrival is most timely.’ He pointed at Kristjan. ‘Arrest him and his deluded followers.’
 
   An angry murmur came from the ranks of the hungry mass and Kristjan’s men closed around their leader. Yaroslav’s horsemen levelled their lances.
 
   ‘Hold,’ commanded the Thousandman. The air crackled with tension as he dismounted.
 
   ‘Blasphemer!’
 
   The deep voice of Archbishop Spyridon shot through the air as he walked forward at the head of a knot of his priests, some carrying a few of the icons of Novgorod: the Virgin Mary, the Adoration of the Cross, Saint Nicholas and the Annunciation. The archbishop pointed a finger at Mikhail’s son.
 
   ‘It is you who should be arrested, you who are an affront to all that is good and holy. You who have turned this holy city into a latter-day Sodom.’
 
   Kristjan and his men stared, bemused, as this old man in a skirt berated the leader of the city.
 
   Rostislav paced towards the archbishop, fury on his face, but stopped dead when Yaroslav whipped his sword from its scabbard and pressed the point against his throat.
 
   ‘The Council of Lords has decided that you and your sister..’
 
   ‘Sister?’ interrupted Spyridon. ‘Harlot, more like.’
 
   ‘You and your sister will leave this city,’ said Yaroslav forcefully. ‘I am assuming command of the Kremlin. You and your followers have one day to depart Novgorod.’
 
   ‘And go where?’ asked Rostislav pathetically.
 
   ‘To hell where you belong,’ spat Spyridon.
 
   Rostislav backed away from the sword point and looked at Kristjan.
 
   ‘What about him? He broke into a royal granary and has assaulted the Kremlin.’
 
   ‘The Council of Lords will deal with Lord Murk,’ replied Yaroslav sternly. ‘Guards!’
 
   Half his horsemen dismounted, some securing the doors to the palace, others beginning the disarming of its guards and the rest forming an escort around Rostislav.
 
   ‘My men will ensure that you are not harmed, Prince Rostislav, and also that you and your sister do not tarry in the palace.’
 
   He nodded to his deputy who manhandled a protesting Rostislav away.
 
   ‘Make way, make way.’
 
   Kristjan turned to see an old man in even older armour, his hair and beard snow white, pushing his way through his and Yaroslav’s men. He caught sight of Rostislav being bundled away.
 
   ‘You will let him live?’
 
   Yaroslav sheathed his sword. ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘Pity.’
 
   Pavel Tverdislavich turned to the archbishop and bowed his head.
 
   ‘Your eminence.’
 
   He next looked at Kristjan.
 
   ‘Is this him?’
 
   Yaroslav nodded.
 
   ‘Do you know what you have done?’ Pavel asked Kristjan sternly. ‘You have stolen food from a royal granary, incited an armed insurrection against the appointed ruler of Novgorod and brought about his expulsion from the city. And what are you? A pagan.
 
   ‘I salute you.’
 
   Pavel threw back his head and roared with laughter. Kristjan’s men did the same and the crowd of the hungry began to cheer, though at what they did not know. Kristjan relaxed and even cracked a smile.
 
   Pavel looked at his bloody sword. ‘Are you going to run me through or put it away?’
 
   Kristjan wiped the blade on his tunic sleeve and slid it back in its scabbard. Pavel put an arm around his shoulders and walked Kristjan away from the disapproving stares of Spyridon and his priests. Boar gave the order for his men to put away their weapons.
 
   ‘I think it would be best if you and your men withdraw from the Kremlin,’ said Pavel, ‘the archbishop gets upset if pagans get too close to his cathedral.’
 
   ‘What about them?’ asked Kristjan, tilting his head at the throng of the hungry.
 
   Pavel stopped and scratched his beard. Then a mischievous glint appeared in his eye.
 
   ‘Your Eminence,’ he called, ‘just as Our Lord fed the five thousand with a few loaves and fishes perhaps you and your priests could open the palace granary and extend the hand of compassion to your flock.’
 
   The words were instantly picked up by the crowd beginning to shuffle forward to thank the archbishop and his priests, who were soon surrounded by a sea of expectant faces.
 
   ‘That should keep him quiet for a while,’ said Pavel. ‘So, how did a godless pagan become a wealthy citizen of Novgorod?’
 
   Kristjan liked the old man for his forthright nature, a rarity among Christians, and told him his story as the hungry remained in the Kremlin to be fed by the church and Boar took the men back to Hoidja’s mansion. Yaroslav remained in the Kremlin to overseer the removal of Prince Rostislav and his supporters. The next day Kristjan was summoned to a meeting of the Council of Lords where he was offered membership of the veche on condition that he be baptised into the Orthodox faith. He refused. Kristjan had no interest in the city’s church or its politics but the people of Novgorod had a new hero. For its part the Council of Lords was grateful that Lord Murk had done its dirty work for them.
 
   *****
 
   The Lateran Palace cloister was a place of meditation and silence. In the centre of the small garden stood an ancient well and near it, laid in the well-tended grass, was a porphyry slab that had come from the Holy Land and was the surface on which Roman soldiers had cast lots for Christ’s robes during his crucifixion. The surrounding stonework had been recently completed and had taken the great sculptor Pietro Vasseletto fifteen years to finish. It was worth the wait. Graceful double twisted columns of inlaid marble and delicate arches surrounded the garden, with stone reliefs in the triangular spaces between them. Above the arches were jewel-like mosaics incorporating white and green marble and porphyry. Stone lions and sphinxes decorated the entrance to the garden, which today had only one occupant.
 
   Pope Gregory sat on the stone bench with his eyes closed, appreciating the quiet and aroma of the freshly watered grass. He opened them when he sensed a presence. William of Modena bowed his head.
 
   ‘Forgive me, Holy Father, for disturbing you.’
 
   Gregory extended his right hand. William went down on one knee and kissed the gold ring on the Pope’s finger. The Ring of the Fisherman, so called because the Pope was the successor to Saint Peter, who was a fisherman by trade, was always gold and a new one was cast for each new pontiff. The old one was ceremoniously crushed upon his death before a group of cardinals.
 
   ‘Sit with me, William.’
 
   The cardinal sat on the stone bench and looked around at the arches and mosaics.
 
   ‘This cloister is a fitting addition to the Lateran, Holy Father.’
 
   Gregory grunted. ‘You have been acquainted with the situation in Livonia?’
 
   ‘Yes, Holy Father, a most regrettable state of affairs.’
 
   ‘I have sent Baldwin of Alna to the south to recruit an army with which he may establish justice in that land. The north German lords are too fond of the Sword Brothers, I think, to be vigorous participants in a war against them.’
 
   William was troubled. ‘The Papacy makes war upon the Sword Brothers?’
 
   ‘According to Baldwin the Sword Brothers will support the Marshal of Estonia, one of their own. The merchants of Riga are more interested in trading with the apostate Russians and the natives, though they be baptised into the Holy Church, are not to be trusted, so he tells me.’
 
   William shook his head. ‘I do not wish to contradict the wishes of the Holy See…’
 
   ‘Speak freely, William,’ the Pope told him. ‘We are all equal in the eyes of God. You are my principal diplomat, your advice is most welcome.’
 
   ‘I cannot believe the Marshal of Estonia is a heretic, Holy Father. During my time in Estonia I spent much time talking with him and his lords. I found a brave and pious man, not the individual alluded to in the correspondence of Archdeacon Stefan.’
 
   Gregory smiled. ‘Ah, yes, Archdeacon Stefan, the speck of dust in my eye.’
 
   ‘Holy Father?’
 
   ‘What would be your estimation of the Governor of Riga?’ asked Gregory. ‘Please do not answer as a diplomat.’
 
   ‘Speaking candidly,’ said William, ‘I found him to have a mischievous nature, erring towards deviousness. He has become a powerful man in his own right, not only because of his position as deputy to the Bishopric of Riga but also because he is Governor of Riga and a close associate of the Higher Burgomaster of that city. Not to mention his membership of the Buxhoeveden family.’
 
   Gregory nodded his head gently. ‘And that is the dilemma we are faced with, William. The Papacy cannot afford to alienate Saxony’s most powerful family, especially with the emperor being the volatile individual he is.’
 
   Emperor Frederick had been excommunicated by Gregory twice, the first time for failing to uphold his promise to crusade in the Holy Land, the second time for going on crusade after being excommunicated and therefore being unfit to represent the Holy Church on crusade. But Frederick was young and powerful, having lands in southern Italy, Sicily and Germany and so he went to the Holy Land anyway. He negotiated with the Saracens with some success, being crowned King of Jerusalem and retuning home a hero to many, a villain to some. So incensed had Gregory been with the emperor’s behaviour that he had ordered an army to be raised to invade Frederick’s southern Italian lands. But the emperor speedily defeated it and put its leaders on trial. The war had come to an end with William of Modena brokering a peace treaty between the Pope and the emperor, a peace that had thus far held.
 
   ‘The Buxhoeveden family can make much mischief in northern Germany if provoked,’ continued Gregory, ‘and I have no desire to fight a war against them and the emperor at the same time should Frederick decide that the Holy See has been weak in its dealings with the Sword Brothers.’
 
   He looked at William. ‘You see how I am dragged into the machinations of Christendom’s kings and powerful dynasties.’
 
   ‘Is Baldwin of Alna the right man to command an army against the Sword Brothers, Holy Father? They are not the Cathars, who were in open rebellion against the Holy Church.’
 
   Gregory gave him a knowing look. ‘You are right in that the Sword Brothers are not in rebellion but of late the military orders have forgotten that they are servants of the Holy Church. The Templars and Hospitallers in the Holy Land and the Teutonic Knights in Prussia have all shown an alarming tendency to ignore the wishes of Rome. If the Sword Brothers are chastised it will remind the others that they are warriors of Christ and not lords in their own right.
 
   ‘As for Baldwin, he has a German, the Duke of Narva, to raise and command his soldiers. You know of him?’
 
   ‘I know him,’ replied William. ‘I met him at Reval when that place was still under Danish jurisdiction.’
 
   ‘Which is useful if Baldwin prevails,’ interjected Gregory, ‘because if the Sword Brothers are defeated then Reval can be returned to King Valdemar of Denmark, its rightful owner.’
 
   ‘And if Baldwin loses, Holy Father?’
 
   ‘It is all in God’s hands now, William. It is He who will decide whether Baldwin or the Sword Brothers prevail.’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10
 
   Seven years of dedication, sacrifice, courage and hard graft had brought them to this point. Conrad could barely contain his smile as he walked up and down the assembled novices in Odenpah’s inner stronghold. They had been teenage boys when they had come to him. Now they were men and not just any men. Just as a sculptor takes a piece of marble and chisels the thing of beauty he sees within it so had he, Hans and Sergeant Werner turned the young novices into soldiers, soon to become brother knights and sergeants.
 
   Bishop Hermann had kept his promise that he would create Odenpah’s garrison, notwithstanding that the recruits were all Estonians rather than nobles, the sons of nobles or townsmen from Germany. The bishop had come to Odenpah to undertake the role of a lowly chaplain in the induction ceremony. But he was not alone. The creation of a dozen brother knights and forty sergeants at one ceremony was a thing unheard of among the Sword Brothers, the more so because all of them were former pagan Estonians. So Grand Master Volquin had also come to the fort to witness it, accompanied by Master Rudolf. From Dorpat came Master Walter with the bishop and from Lehola Sir Richard, Duke of Saccalia. Sir Paul was also invited and he and his former lord enjoyed a heart-warming reunion, while outside the walls of Odenpah were pitched the pavilions of Hillar, Riki and Andres. It was as well that the fort was large because every stable and hut was needed to accommodate the many that had flocked to Odenpah to witness the ceremony. They came also to support the Marshal of Estonia who had been the victim of a terrible injustice, from which God or the gods, whatever one’s beliefs, had mercifully delivered him.
 
   After Conrad’s rescue from Riga Vice-Legate Baldwin had departed taking Dietrich von Kivel with him. The slain civilians and soldiers of the garrison had been buried and life carried on. The Duke of Riga and his fellow merchants were more interested in selling grain to the Russians than being outraged at the interference with an execution and Archdeacon Stefan, after he had recovered from the trauma of being too close to danger, had busied himself with ensuring that Abbot Nicholas became Bishop of Riga, which had taken place after the dreadful winter of famine. Not that the people or wealthy of Riga noticed, the granaries of the city being well stocked. Grand Master Volquin continued to meet with the bishop, archdeacon and Duke of Riga and peace ruled in Livonia and Estonia. For his part Conrad never set foot in Riga again.
 
   One of the warehouses in the inner compound had been converted into a chapel, though it was too small to contain all those attending the admission ceremony, which would take place in the fort’s main hall. It was just after dawn on a crisp spring morning, the air fresh and cool, dew covering the grass beyond Odenpah’s ramparts. Conrad smiled when he saw the still-yet novices fidget and cast sideways glances at each other, eager anticipation in their eyes.
 
   ‘Follow me,’ he ordered.
 
   He walked from the courtyard through the hall’s open doors and led the novices into the main chamber. On the top table sat Volquin, Rudolf and the Dukes of Saccalia, Harrien, Jerwen and Rotalia, and before them stood Bishop Hermann in full regalia, complete with a gold and white mitre and large gold pectoral cross. To one side were Walter, Lukas, Tonis and Sir Paul, all wearing martial attire. Conrad stood beside the bishop as those about to be inducted into the order filed into the chamber, each one’s eyes lighting up when they saw the white mantles folded and arranged neatly on a long trestle table near the top table. Hans, Leatherface, who looked smart for once, and Falcone, who was also very presentable and whose commission had been extended by William of Modena, stood behind the table ready to hand out the clothing of the order. There was another trestle table adjacent to it, behind which stood Werner and upon which rested swords in scabbards side by side. The air crackled with excitement and wonder.
 
   And then, when everyone was in the chamber, a solitary figure in black came from the private quarters behind the feasting hall. Volquin raised an eyebrow but said nothing as Lady Maarja, newly baptised, made her way to the empty seat next to the grand master. As usual a veil to hide the pox scars covered her face, but she tipped her head at the assembled lords and Conrad. He had insisted she be present because she was an integral part of Odenpah and the novices regarded her as a lucky talisman, though Bishop Hermann frowned upon such superstitions. That said both he and Walter were also immensely fond of her.
 
   ‘Let us pray,’ ordered the bishop.
 
   After they had done so the induction could begin. Normally it was customary to ask each candidate if he had any commitments in the outside world, such as marriage and debts, whether he was physically up to the challenge of being a Sword Brother and if he was legally free. But since all the candidates had lived and trained at Odenpah for the past seven years this was dispensed with. Instead Conrad ordered the candidates to kneel.
 
   ‘Do you all promise to serve God and Saint Mary’ Conrad began, ‘to obey the master of the order, to live without sexual activity and without personal property, to keep the traditions and customs of the order, to help conquer the Holy Land of Jerusalem, and to never leave the order except with the permission of the grand master.’
 
   As one they answered. ‘We promise.’
 
   ‘When you wear the white cloak,’ continued Conrad, ‘remember that you fight a holy war and when you don the red cross and sword remember the sacrifices that have to be made in such a war.
 
   ‘Remember that you stand beside your brothers at all times. We have one master – Christ – but we are all brothers, responsible for our brothers. As knights you must stand up for the weak and above all for women and children, widows and orphans.
 
   ‘God with us.’
 
   They shouted ‘God with us’ and were instructed to stand. Bishop Hermann went to each candidate and gave him the kiss of peace, after which Conrad shook his hand and told him to go the table where the surcoats and mantles were stacked. He watched with pride as they lined up and received the garments, after which they filed passed the line of swords, Werner issuing each man a weapon. There were tears in Jaan’s eyes when he was handed his father’s sword, the weapon he had carried as an orphan when he had once trailed after the Army of the Wolf. Arri was issued the Russian sword, the myech that Conrad himself had given him. Was it really seven years ago?
 
   The new brother knights and sergeants, their animated chatter filling the chamber, filed out of the hall and back into the courtyard where they went straight to the armoury to equip themselves in chain mail. Over which they donned their surcoats and cloaks.
 
   Conrad wandered over to Werner. ‘You had better go and ensure they don’t injure themselves, Werner.’
 
   ‘Injure themselves?’ asked Hans.
 
   ‘Fifty young men have suddenly been made Sword Brothers and issued with weapons, Hans.’
 
   A great cheer came from the courtyard.
 
   ‘I will attend to it, Master,’ said a concerned Werner.
 
   Conrad looked at his friend. ‘I wish the others could have been here to see this. Bruno, Johann and Anton, I mean.’
 
   Hans laid a hand on his shoulder. ‘I feel their loss also, my friend.’
 
   ‘A word with Master Conrad if you please, Brother Hans.’
 
   Hans saluted and withdrew to speak to Leatherface and Falcone as Volquin took Conrad aside.
 
   ‘My congratulations, Conrad, the Sword Brothers are in your debt for creating a garrison out of thin air.’
 
   ‘And seven years hard work, grand master.’
 
   ‘Indeed. How did you choose between who would become a brother knight and who would become a sergeant?’
 
   ‘They chose themselves,’ answered Conrad. ‘I told them that those who learnt to read and write would become brother knights, those who did not would be sergeants.’
 
   Volquin nodded approvingly. ‘This ceremony is most expertly timed. Our new ally, King Lamekins, has requested aid in his fight against his enemies.’
 
   Conrad was surprised. ‘Since when did the Kurs need help from anyone?’
 
   ‘I don’t think they do. But Lamekins wants a display of support from us after his conversion and acceptance of the true faith.’
 
   ‘He wants us to fight his enemies for him?’
 
   Volquin shrugged. ‘That is what kings do, Conrad. I thought I would send you and your new brother knights and sergeants.’
 
   Conrad was even more surprised. ‘Me?’
 
   ‘Why not? Take some of your heathen army as well. Your dukes have been bending my ear about how little killing they get to do these days. It will be like old times for them. I’ll make sure that Riga provides adequate provisions for the expedition.’
 
   It took two months to arrange the force that would travel to Kurland, Conrad insisting that the provisions for the expedition be stored at Mesoten across the Dvina, which was the nearest Sword Brother castle to Kurland. Odenpah’s newly created brother knights and sergeants were beside themselves with joy when they were informed they were going to Kurland, though both Arri and Jaan, who had been there as novices and had experienced the bitter taste of defeat at the hands of the Kurs, were confused.
 
   ‘We go to fight the Kurs, Master?’ asked Arri.
 
   ‘No,’ replied Conrad, ‘we go to fight by their side.’
 
   Jaan was confused. ‘I do not understand, master. If the Kurs are now our allies who will we be fighting?’
 
   ‘Pagans,’ Conrad told them.
 
   ‘Are the Kurs now Christians, master?’ asked Arri.
 
   ‘I doubt that very much,’ said Conrad, ‘but their king is and so he has requested the help of the Sword Brothers and we are oath bound to accept.’
 
   ‘It will be strange fighting with them,’ mused Jaan, ‘they nearly killed us when their horsemen raided our camp, do you remember, Arri?’
 
   ‘I remember,’ said his friend.
 
   ‘It will be an interesting experience,’ agreed Conrad.
 
   There was no shortage of takers to accompany him and the garrison south of the Dvina. Sir Richard, Hillar, Andres and Riki all volunteered their services. Conrad suggested that each provide a hundred men, plus the same number of ‘bastards’ to supplement the missile power of Falcone and his score of Italians. Tonis commanded the hundred Saccalian foot soldiers, Sir Richard leading his thirty knights and the same number of squires. Conrad’s horsemen were further increased when Sir Paul at Laiuse volunteered himself and a hundred of his horsemen for services in Kurland. When the great muster took place at Odenpah Conrad found himself in command of over seven hundred men, plus novices, servants and priests. As the former pagan warlords of the Army of the Wolf were now all Christian dukes each brought their own priest, Cistercians sent by the order in Germany to live a life of poverty and denial among the heathens. To Conrad every one of them looked well fed and rosy cheeked, a consequence of living in their lord’s stronghold and partaking of his generosity, no doubt. The warriors that marched with Sir Richard, Hillar, Andres and Riki were all in their late twenties or early thirties and all members of each lord’s war band. They were veterans of the Army of the Wolf in their lord’s stronghold and were professional soldiers. No wonder Volquin was eager for Conrad to lead them south. Next to the Sword Brothers they were most experienced soldiers in all Estonia.
 
   A couple of days before they left Odenpah Conrad stood alone on the fort’s ramparts and looked at the mass of tents, carts, ponies and horses filling the great meadow in front of the fort. The smoke from dozens of campfires rose in the air along with the conversations of hundreds of men and other sounds of camp life. The scene brought a smile to his face. He saw Leatherface gesticulating with his hands as he told a tall story to a group of ‘the bastards’ seated round a fire, wolf shields sparring with wooden clubs and shields and warriors grooming ponies.
 
   ‘We go to war once again.’
 
   He turned to see Hans place his hands on the ancient timber battlements.
 
   ‘We had better take care in Kurland, Conrad. I do not think that King Lamekins would be very forgiving if he knew that the commander of his Sword Brother allies convinced the Oeselians to raid his kingdom.’
 
   ‘I had forgotten about that.’
 
   Hans looked at him. ‘I am sure that the Kurs have not.’
 
   Conrad looked at Leatherface. ‘You had better tell him to keep his mouth shut. His tongue has a habit of running away with itself.’
 
   ‘I will.’
 
   ‘Listen, Hans, if anything happens to me you are to be Master of Odenpah.’
 
   Hans was shocked. ‘You should not speak so. Sometimes saying such things make them happen.’
 
   Conrad laughed. ‘Since when have you been a philosopher? Be that as it may, Grand Master Volquin has agreed that you should take over from me and Bishop Hermann has added his support to the notion.’
 
   ‘I feel like a man condemned,’ said Hans.
 
   ‘Believe me, Hans, unless you have been condemned and taken to a place of your execution you have no idea what a condemned man feels like.’
 
   Hans shook his head. ‘Did you seriously believe that we would abandon you in your hour of need? Hillar, Andres and Riki wanted to storm Riga and burn it to the ground. Rudolf and the other masters wanted to join them. And I’m sure you can imagine Kaja’s reaction. By all accounts she and Rameke were already marching at the head of an army before you had been condemned.’
 
   ‘What happened to the executioner and his assistants?’ asked Conrad.
 
   ‘Oh Henke killed them all, reasoned that it was the best way of keeping them quiet.’
 
   The army moved quickly when it marched, every man riding either a horse or Estonian pony. The supplies – tents, fodder, spare weapons, armour, clothing and food – were transported on native two-wheeled carts that were more rugged and lighter than the cumbersome four-wheeled models favoured by Germans. That said there were still dozens of carts and because it was late spring the mornings were dry and fine and the afternoons mostly cloudy and wet. As a result tracks churned up by thousands of hooves and hundreds of wheels soon turned to mud slowing the advance. If subjected to a heavy downpour the carts were taken into the woods to make camp for the night. On a good day the army covered ten miles, on a bad day half that distance, but after three weeks it reached the castle of Holm. There Master Godfrey feasted Conrad and his commanders prior to their crossing of the Dvina to northern Semgallia, the carts being replenished with supplies provided by the good citizens of Riga. The onward march to Mesoten was uneventful and within days the Army of the Wolf was camped around the ramparts of Mesoten where a man was waiting for Master Conrad.
 
   The master’s hall had been expanded and no longer resembled a simple wooden hut. It was still constructed of timber but had an entrance hall, meeting chamber and several offices, including Master Ortwin’s. The fort itself was a hive of activity with workmen brought from Riga building new barracks, stables and warehouses. Conrad thought more towers had been added to the outer perimeter wall but could not be certain. The last time he had clapped eyes on the space between the inner and outer ramparts it had been choked with dead and dying men but now it was filled with huts housing the workers and their families.
 
   After Ortwin had ridden with an escort to meet Conrad and his commanders he escorted Odenpah’s master to his hall while the Army of the Wolf made camp on the fort’s western side.
 
   ‘Have you had any more trouble with the Lithuanians?’ enquired Conrad as they walked form the stables to the master’s hall.
 
   ‘Not with Viesthard dead and the losses the Lithuanians suffered here two years ago,’ replied Ortwin. ‘Besides, the famine affected those living south of the Dvina as well as those to the north. That’s the reason Lamekins agreed to become our friend. It was baptism or watch his people starve.’
 
   ‘And that makes him a reliable ally?’
 
   Ortwin stopped and faced Conrad.
 
   ‘If his ambassador is anything to go by he must be a sly bastard. Don’t underestimate them, Conrad. The Kurs may be many things but they are not stupid.’
 
   They continued walking.
 
   ‘Ambassador?’
 
   ‘Never judge a book by its cover, Conrad,’ said Ortwin as they passed two sergeants standing sentry at the door to his hall. They snapped to attention as they passed and entered the building. ‘This book is a devious one so watch yourself.’
 
   ‘Master Conrad, it a pleasure to meet you.’
 
   Lord Torolf had been waiting for the Marshal of Estonia, having been informed by a courier sent to Talsi that he had reached Holm and was about to cross the Dvina. He had ridden to Mesoten with the courier and a small escort of a dozen Kur warriors. Conrad was taken aback by Lamekins’ tall ambassador, his red hair shaved from above the ears and plaited from the crown to the back of his neck. His beard was also red though not wild as favoured by most pagans, though presumably he was a Christian now, in theory if not in practice. He certainly did not look like an ambassador in his simple black tunic, tan leggings, gaiters around his lower legs and plain leather shoes. He did not look like a Kur either. Then again, he did not look like he belonged to any race living north or south of the Dvina.
 
   A novice, a boy no older than thirteen, offered Ortwin and Conrad cups of beer from a tray he held. They both took one.
 
   ‘Your health, ambassador,’ said Ortwin, holding up the cup.
 
   Torolf’s brown eyes did not leave Conrad as he raised his own cup to his lips. ‘The alliance.’
 
   ‘My king is most anxious to meet the Marshal of Estonia and commander of the Army of the Wolf,’ smiled Torolf.
 
   ‘You honour me,’ said Conrad.
 
   After their refreshments Ortwin escorted his two guests on a tour of Mesoten. As he did so Conrad studied Torolf closely, and vice versa, few words being exchanged between them. Torolf smiled a lot, asked a few polite questions and seemed to take a keen interest in the layout of the fort and the strength of the garrison. Ortwin for his part was deliberately vague.
 
   The next day Conrad and his army set out for the rendezvous with Lamekins. He was surprised when Torolf informed him they would be journeying south, not west.
 
   ‘My king will meet us on the border of Kurland further south of here,’ the ambassador informed Conrad as they began the march from Mesoten.
 
   The day was fine and dry and the tracks fortunately not too soft. Torolf rode with Conrad and his guards at the head of the army with the other commanders. Behind the vanguard rode the Estonian warriors, the carts carrying their supplies in the middle of the column. Werner organised Wenden’s new brother knights and sergeants to provide a vanguard, rear-guard and flank protection, while Paul’s knights, also Estonians, rode ahead to ensure the army was not ambushed. They bypassed a few villages but they were all deserted, their huts dilapidated and the fields around them overgrown.
 
   ‘There are no Semgallians in these parts, Master Conrad,’ remarked Torolf seeing an abandoned settlement. ‘They either fled or were killed long ago.’
 
   ‘We killed many at Mesoten two years ago,’ said Tonis within earshot of the ambassador.
 
   Torolf turned to smile at the Count of Fellin. ‘You were there, lord?’
 
   Tonis nodded. ‘I and many of the men who ride behind me.’
 
   ‘It was a hard fight,’ said Conrad, ‘and a close run thing.’
 
   ‘But harder for the Lithuanians,’ retorted Torolf, ‘for among the fallen were Dukes Viesthard and Kitenis, leaders of the Semgallians and Aukstaitijans respectively. The consequences for those tribes will be felt for many years to come.’
 
   They rode on in silence, the gentle undulating terrain filled with forests and meadows sweet with the scent of spring blossom. Paul returned with news that the land appeared bereft of people and Werner reported no activity on the flanks or at the rear of the column. The army was following an ancient track snaking southwest from Mesoten towards the Kur border and by midday it had covered at least ten miles. As the sky was largely devoid of clouds there appeared little possibility of rain so another ten miles was covered before halting for the night.
 
   ‘I would like to put your mind at ease, Master Conrad,’ said Torolf suddenly during the following day’s march.
 
   ‘About what?’ replied Conrad.
 
   ‘Organising the Oeselian raid on Kurland,’ said Torolf in a matter-of-fact fashion.
 
   Hans looked at Conrad, a worried look on his face.
 
   ‘My king understands that the Kurs and Sword Brothers were at war at the time and in war a leader does what he can to bring about victory. He bears no grudges.’
 
   ‘Your king is remarkably well informed,’ said Conrad.
 
   Torolf pointed to a large grassy mound nearby. ‘The other side of the hill.’
 
   Hans, Sir Richard, Hillar, Tonis, Andres and Riki drew their swords and pulled up their horses.
 
   ‘No, my lords,’ said Torolf hurriedly, ‘I did not mean there is danger nearby. I was speaking abstractedly.’
 
   ‘What does that mean?’ asked Hans.
 
   ‘It means, Brother Hans,’ said Sir Richard, ‘that the ambassador was not referring to physical things.’
 
   ‘I think we can put our swords away,’ said Conrad. The others did so.
 
   ‘My king,’ carried on Torolf as they continued south, ‘has always believed that it is imperative to know as much about the enemy as possible, to know what lies on the other side of the hill, so to speak.’
 
   ‘You mean spies,’ said Sir Richard.
 
   Torolf appeared hurt. ‘A spy is a base creature, my lord, untrustworthy and bereft of morals. And in many ways unnecessary. For example, I did not need to employ a spy to discover that Master Conrad, Marshal of Estonia and commander of the Army of the Wolf is a step-brother of Prince Rameke of the Livs, that he killed Lembit and saved Bishop Albert’s life, that he agreed a truce with King Sigurd of the Oeselians and again saved Bishop Albert’s life, in addition to the crusader army trapped on Muhu. All these things are common knowledge if one has the desire to find them out.’
 
   ‘Which you obviously do,’ remarked Sir Richard.
 
   Torolf looked smug. ‘An ambassador by his very title is charged with discovering as much about potential friends and enemies as he can, otherwise he would fail his lord.’
 
   ‘And what are we?’ asked Conrad. ‘Friends or enemies?’
 
   ‘Friends, of course,’ answered Torolf.
 
   A group of riders approached the column from ahead, uniformed in red surcoats riding horses covered in caparisons of the same colour. Sir Paul pulled up his horse before Conrad and raised his hand.
 
   ‘Kur riders approaching, Conrad.’
 
   ‘My king is here,’ said Torolf.
 
   ‘Call back your scouts, Paul,’ ordered Conrad. He turned to his warlords. ‘Deploy your men.’
 
   Birds in nearby trees took to the air suddenly as trumpet blasts and horn calls suddenly filled the air and nearly eight hundred men deployed in battle array. Torolf protested that there was no need but Conrad had little enthusiasm for trusting this Kur ambassador who smiled too much for his liking. Besides, a show of strength was always useful when meeting a former enemy for the first time. Conrad withdrew his men to take up position in a meadow between a forest of pine and a large stream. The stream presented no great obstacle but would slow down an enemy attempting to cross it to outflank his men. The place of honour, the right flank, was given to Paul and his hundred horsemen, Conrad and his Sword Brothers and Sir Richard’s knights deploying on the left. The ‘bastards’ were placed in the middle of the centre, together with the crossbowmen of Falcone and Sir Richard. Either side of them stood the warriors of Tonis, Riki, Andres and Hillar, every tenth man being detailed to guard the carts and ponies immediately behind them. The warriors had performed this drill so many times that they were in position well before Lamekins and his men appeared.
 
   ‘There is no need, Master Conrad,’ said Torolf, sensing the heightened tension in the air.
 
   His stress increased when a mass of black riders appeared at the far end of the valley and horsemen levelled their lances.
 
   ‘I will ride to my king to assure him that you mean no harm,’ said the ambassador, spurring his horse away from Conrad.
 
   ‘So the Kurs knew that you were involved in the Oeselian raid on their coast, Conrad.’ Hans, his helmet resting on the front of his saddle, wore a stupid grin. ‘Has it occurred to you that we might have been lured here so this King Lamekins can have his revenge on you?’
 
   ‘It has occurred to me,’ replied his friend, ‘but before I am cut down I will announce that you were beside me on that Oeselian boat.’
 
   Hans beamed broadly. ‘Me? I was just obeying orders.’
 
   ‘I’m sure that King Lamekins will not differentiate between you,’ said Sir Richard who had nudged his horse forward.
 
   All three watched Torolf gallop to his king, whose soldiers were likewise deploying into line, a thin black strip of horsemen on the wings and foot in the middle to match the Army of the Wolf’s array. The Kurs came on at a steady pace, keeping their formation as they did so. Behind him Conrad heard movement and turned to see Odenpah’s brother knights move forward a few paces.
 
   ‘Easy,’ he heard the commanding voice of Werner come from the second rank.
 
   ‘There will be no fighting today,’ Conrad said loudly, ‘stand at ease.’
 
   He turned to Sir Richard. ‘Shall we go and greet the king, your grace? You are with us too, Hans. Werner, take command.’
 
   The three rode forward as Werner walked his horse around the front rank of brother knights, chastising Jaan and Arri for their over-exuberance. Conrad, Sir Richard and Hans left their lances impaled in the earth and rested their helms on the front of their saddles as they cantered towards the black-uniformed soldiers, a knot of horsemen leaving the ranks to intercept them, one carrying a banner showing a black seagull on a grey background.
 
   ‘Well, Hans,’ said Sir Richard, ‘we are about find out if your fears are justified.’
 
   The group of Kur horsemen halted and Torolf left them, his smug expression having returned. He raised his right hand.
 
   ‘Welcome, Master Conrad, please accompany me, and you Sir Richard and Brother Hans, so I may introduce you to my king.’
 
   Conrad slowed his horse and scanned the soldiers behind the king’s group. He saw horsemen carrying spisas on the flanks and in the centre a mixture of foot soldiers armed with spears and oblong shields and large men carrying two-handed battle-axes. He saw no archers. He pulled up his horse within ten paces of the king and dismounted. Sir Richard did the same and Hans hurriedly followed. Lamekins might have formerly been one of the Sword Brothers’ most formidable foes but now he was a Christian king and was to be treated accordingly. Conrad and the others went down on one knee and bowed their heads. Torolf for once was caught by surprise but Lamekins was delighted.
 
   ‘Rise, rise all of you, please.’
 
   He jumped down from his horse and walked up to Conrad. The Sword Brother thought the Kur king was younger than him by a year or two. They were both of the same height though Lamekins was leaner and his beard thicker and darker than Conrad’s and his hair hung to his shoulders. He was dressed in simple grey leggings and black tunic, over which he wore a mail corselet. His helmet was likewise a simple iron affair with a nasal guard. Conrad suspected there was little wealth in Kurland but much talent.
 
   Lamekins smiled. ‘Master Conrad, we meet at last. I think we have encountered each other before but on those occasions we were trying to kill each other.’
 
   Conrad bowed his head again. ‘Majesty.’
 
   Lamekins stepped in front of Sir Richard. ‘Sir Richard, Duke of Saccalia, I am pleased to meet such a formidable warrior. Kurland welcomes you.’
 
   Conrad wondered if they were actually in Kurland or whether Lamekins had surreptitiously annexed this part of Semgallia but said nothing. Sir Richard appeared pleased that Lamekins knew so much about him.
 
   The king next addressed Conrad’s friend. ‘Brother Hans, I have heard much about you.’
 
   ‘You have? I mean thank you, your majesty.’
 
   ‘Of course,’ smiled Lamekins, ‘the Marshal of Estonia’s right-hand man and a veteran of countless battles. Who has not heard of Brother Hans?’
 
   Hans was immensely appreciative of the king’s comments and bowed his head like an obedient dog. Lamekins insisted on inspecting the Army of the Wolf and so Conrad and Sir Richard escorted him to where it stood in its ranks. The king was very talkative and eager to put everyone at their ease but Conrad noticed his eyes missed nothing as he inspected Sir Richard’s knights and the mounted brother knights and sergeants of Odenpah. He moved on to the foot soldiers, the green and brown clothed warriors of Saccalia, Harrien, Rotalia and Jerwen flanking the yellow uniforms of ‘the bastards’, the maroon of Falcone’s men and the blue attire of Sir Richard’s crossbowmen. And on the right wing the red-covered horses and uniforms of Sir Paul’s knights. It was a colourful army in stark contrast to the Kurs. Its banners fluttered in the breeze stiffening as the day wore on. Lamekins halted in front of Leatherface, the scruffy crossbowman giving him a cursory glance as he caressed his crossbow. The old mercenary’s clothes and demeanour stuck out when compared to the tidy uniforms and quality of the arms and equipment of the rest of the army. Lamekins looked at him.
 
   ‘Master Conrad, I have heard that great lords in the land across the sea employ men called jesters to entertain them. Is he one such individual?’
 
   ‘What!’ Leatherface was not amused.
 
   Conrad gestured with his hand for him to calm down.
 
   ‘No, majesty, he is the commander of my crossbowmen.’
 
   A gust of wind caught the banner of ‘the bastards’. Lamekins saw the Latin text.
 
   ‘What does that mean?’
 
   ‘Episcopi Spurii, it is Latin for the “the Bishop’s Bastards”, majesty.’
 
   As they left a fuming Leatherface Conrad told the story of Bishop Bernhard and his crusaders, a tale that Lamekins found most cheering.
 
   ‘And this Bishop Bernhard,’ asked the king, ‘he was the same as Bishop Albert?’
 
   ‘Similar but different,’ answered Conrad. ‘Bishop Albert had always been a churchman whereas Bishop Bernhard had been a soldier before he entered the church, and a great soldier at that. But then he decided to give up his wealth and position to live the life of a simple monk, living like the poorest person.’
 
   ‘Why would he do such a thing?’ said Lamekins.
 
   ‘To serve God, majesty.’
 
   ‘Just as you do.’
 
   Conrad nodded.
 
   ‘And now I too am a servant of your Pope, though the priests who have come into my land inform me that he is the Lamb of God, whatever that means. They are strange individuals. They live lives of piety and poverty in the hope that the people will take pity on them, a tactic I have to confess that is both clever and cunning.’
 
   Clever and cunning, apt words to describe Lamekins himself, Conrad thought. After a somewhat quiet and awkward feast in Sir Richard’s pavilion that night the next day the king rode with Conrad as they carried on south with their combined forces. Torolf was despatched back to Kurland. Conrad’s Estonian warlords said little as they stared warily at the king’s mounted bodyguard, all of whom rode black horses and wore black tunics, black leggings, boots and black leather back and breast plates. Even the saddlery on their horses was black. The king asked endless questions, about Estonia, the Army of the Wolf, the Sword Brothers, Livonia and Riga. He was like a cup that could not be filled no matter how much was poured into it. But as they continued on their journey south in the days following it was Conrad who had the most pressing question.
 
   ‘What is our destination, majesty?’
 
   ‘Medvegalis,’ replied Lamekins.
 
   Conrad looked at him with a blank expression.
 
   ‘The capital of Samogitia,’ Lamekins told him, ‘the stronghold of Duke Ykintas.’
 
   Conrad was perplexed. ‘We have no siege engines to take a stronghold, majesty.’
 
   ‘And too few men,’ added Sir Richard.
 
   ‘Medvegalis,’ Lamekins told them, ‘is the highest hill in Samogitia. It has been sculptured for defensive purposes, with the top flattened and the natural slopes made steeper for defence. There are at least two lines of timber walls on the slopes and the wall of the stronghold itself that sits on top of the hill. So you are quite right, Sir Richard, we have neither the men nor your machines to mount an effective assault. But there will be no assault. We go to draw the duke from his lair.’
 
   Conrad was concerned. ‘I fought the Samogitians at Mesoten, we all did, they numbered thousands. Our force is paltry to engage such numbers in open battle.’
 
   Lamekins had fire in his eyes. ‘Caution never won anything, Master Conrad. You may be interested to know that Mindaugas, the brother of Ykintas, has gone with his followers and the head priest, the Kriviu Krivaitis, to claim the Kingdom of Aukstaitija. Now is the time to remind Duke Ykintas that Kurland is not his plaything.’
 
   Conrad was comforted that there was animosity among the Lithuanian kingdoms but was concerned that not only were they moving into Samogitia with a small force, well under two thousand men, but also that Lamekins seemed unconcerned. And it was getting cold.
 
   ‘That is because Samogitia is low lying,’ explained Lamekins on the fifth day of their journey together. ‘Indeed Samogitians are known as lowlanders.
 
   Conrad looked around at the hills covered with fir, birch and pine and others that had flickered with the fires on their summit – warning signals announcing the presence of invaders. Thus far the scouts had detected no signs of any enemy, the only living things encountered being elk, wild boar and squirrels. Leatherface had shot and killed a few elk that had been gutted, skinned and sent to Lamekins as gifts. They had skirted a few villages, either beside winding streams or near lakes, the low huts with roofs of boards or thatch all deserted. As they moved south the landscape became more open with wide expanses of grassland and many low-lying hills. The northern wind chilled men and beasts alike and carried rain most days, fortunately lashing the backs of soldiers marching south.
 
   The army never got close to Medvegalis. On a cold morning, after the Sword Brothers had attended Prime Mass in the chapel tent and filled their cold bodies with hot porridge, Lamekins sent word to Conrad that the enemy had been sighted. The rain had started early, light at first but bitterly cold.
 
   ‘It’s bloody snowing.’
 
   Leatherface, his head wrapped in a fur-lined cap and a cloak pulled around him, presented himself to Conrad.
 
   ‘The mad king has got his battle, then.’
 
   ‘It would appear so.’
 
   ‘I have heard that this Lamekins is regarded as having a flair for war.’
 
   The mercenary looked around at the frenzy of activity as men saddled horses and checked their weapons.
 
   ‘Though others might say marching into the heart of enemy territory with a small force smacks of arrogance. Just make sure that when we deploy we have the wind at our backs, Master Conrad.’
 
   He shivered. ‘Do they have spring in this land?’
 
   The rain turned to sleet as the Army of the Wolf formed into its ranks and awaited orders. Campfires hissed and died as the sleet drenched them. Conrad and the dukes walked to the Kur camp, to the tent of King Lamekins. Like him they were concerned that the conditions and their lack of numbers gave the enemy a great advantage.
 
   ‘It is we who have the advantage,’ said Lamekins with conviction as he addressed the assembled lords, a translator explaining to the Kur commanders what he was saying as he was speaking in German.
 
   ‘It has been raining for days,’ said Conrad, ‘which means that the ground is soft and will lessen the effectiveness of our mounted knights.’
 
   Lamekins turned to one of his commanders, a wiry, thin man wearing leather armour.
 
   ‘How many?’ he asked in his native tongue.
 
   ‘At least four times our number, lord.’
 
   Lamekins informed Conrad. ‘I think we should stand on the defensive to draw out their strength before we launch any horse charges, Master Conrad.’
 
   ‘Then we must seize any high ground and have the wind at our backs, Majesty,’ urged Conrad, ‘and may God give us the strength to endure.’
 
   There was no high ground, though there was a slight rise around half a mile from the camp standing between the advancing enemy and the tents and supplies of the Army of the Wolf and the Kurs. The rest of the terrain was a wide expanse of gently undulating grassland interspersed with copses. For Samogitia it was surprisingly open and Conrad could not hide his apprehension as he and Lamekins watched their respective forces trudge through the downpour to take possession of the rise, the hail of sleet almost horizontal in the driving wind.
 
   ‘Keep your bowstrings out of the wet,’ shouted Leatherface as he walked up and down the column of ‘the bastards’, the men carrying their crossbows beneath their voluminous cloaks.
 
   ‘Your jester is very animated,’ remarked Lamekins.
 
   ‘He is very good at his profession,’ said Conrad.
 
   ‘I will leave you my foot soldiers, Master Conrad,’ announced Lamekins suddenly. ‘I will take my horse and wait until the enemy has been exhausted.’
 
   ‘Majesty?’
 
   ‘As you rightly stated,’ said the king, ‘on this ground a charge of horse will not have the same effect as in dry conditions. It will be the same for the enemy. I know that your knights are trained to fight on foot as well as in the saddle and also know that you have brought crossbows with which to equip your Sword Brothers. After all, those were the tactics that won you the battle at Mesoten against the other dukes, was it not?’
 
   Conrad was amazed by his knowledge of Christian weapons and tactics. He just nodded.
 
   ‘I see no reason why the same tactics should not be successful here, Master Conrad, but it will hinge on you holding that rise. Your crossbows will be the determining factor rather than your mounted knights, I think.’
 
   ‘You know much about our tactics and troop types, majesty.’
 
   Lamekins wheeled his horse away. ‘Battles are often decided before the first clash of arms, Master Conrad, as you well know. Let us hope the god we both follow smiles on us today.’
 
   Then he was gone, half his army, his horsemen, followed their king and disappeared into the sleet blanketing the land. He nudged his own horse forward towards the rise and saw lines of Kur axe men and spearmen trudging towards the rise. A thought crossed his mind: how would he or anyone communicate with them as no one spoke Kur?
 
   On the large, oblong-shaped grassy mound that was turning into a mud heap his warlords had the same worry, though he and they were immensely relieved when a man with a greying beard announced, in German, that he had been left in the command of the Kur foot soldiers,.
 
   ‘I am Ringaudas, lord.’
 
   ‘You are a Kur?’ asked Conrad.
 
   ‘No, lord, a Selonian and once in the service of Prince Vsevolod.’ His German was very good. ‘I have accompanied Ambassador Torolf to Riga on many occasions where I had the chance to study your language.’
 
   There was no time to discover by what accident of fate Ringaudas had ended up in the service of Lamekins because the sleet had reduced visibility to less than two hundred paces and Conrad feared the enemy could be on them any minute. So he did a quick scan of the ground they occupied and decided on his battle plan.
 
   He looked at Leatherface. ‘This battle will be decided by your crossbowmen. Place them in front of the line and tell them to kill as many of the enemy as possible before they fall back. After that we will have to hold them off as long as possible.’
 
   ‘Where is King Lamekins?’ asked Sir Richard.
 
   ‘He has taken his horsemen to spring a surprise on the enemy,’ Conrad told him.
 
   ‘Or buggered off and left us all here to die,’ said Leatherface under his breath.
 
   ‘The soldiers that accompany the king,’ said Ringaudas, ‘are all professionals, not farmers or fishermen.’
 
   Conrad smiled at him and was comforted by his words. His men too were all professionals, which would to some extent make up for their depleted numbers. Just under a thousand men stood on the rise, waiting for the Samogitians, two hundred Estonians being detailed to guard the camp and a hundred Kurs performing the same function. With the absence of Lamekins’ horsemen Conrad wondered if even professionals would be able to withstand a determined onslaught by a numerically superior enemy. He accompanied Leatherface to where the crossbowmen were forming up in front of the long wall of shields and knights on top of the rise. Wind and sleet was blowing from behind them.
 
   The mercenary seemed satisfied. ‘They will have the wind and sleet in their faces when they attack and our bolts will fly faster and further with the wind behind them. That gives us a chance.’
 
   ‘Do not take any chances,’ Conrad told him. ‘Get you and your men back behind the shield wall before the enemy gets too close.’
 
   ‘The longer we carry on shooting the more chance you have of holding them until that heathen king attacks, if he attacks.’
 
   ‘He is a Christian king,’ Conrad admonished him, ‘and our valued ally.’
 
   ‘And I’ve got wings,’ sniffed the mercenary.
 
   Conrad heard a low rumbling noise and craned his neck to determine where it was coming from. Then he heard faint horn blasts coming from the same direction – directly ahead. The enemy was upon them. He slapped the mercenary on the arm.
 
   ‘God be with you.’
 
   ‘And you, Master Conrad,’ replied Leatherface, throwing back his cloak to reveal his crossbow and hooking the bowstring over the metal claw positioned in the front of his belt.
 
   ‘Ready!’ he shouted left and right.
 
   The line of crossbowmen began to load their crossbows, among them the garrison of Odenpah. Like all Sword Brother members they had been taught to use a wide variety of weapons. With Falcone’s Genoese, Sir Richard’s missile men and those of ‘the bastards’ Leatherface had just over one hundred and seventy crossbowmen to rake the enemy. Behind them stood, from left to right, Sir Richard’s knights, those of Sir Paul, the warriors of Hillar, Riki, Andres and Tonis in the centre, together with Ulric’s spearmen, and on the right the Kur spearmen and axe men. The latter stood on the end of the line, a logical deployment as they were trained to use their broadaxes left handed so the axe head would strike the right sides of their opponents, forcing them to pivot to the right to deflect the blow with their shields and thus throw them off balance.
 
   Ulric’s men rushed forward to hold their shields over the crossbowmen of ‘the bastards’ and the Estonian warlords detailed some of their men to afford the same protection for Odenpah’s garrison and Sir Richard’s missile troops. Even though the wind was behind them the enemy would probably loose one or two volleys of arrows before their charge. Conrad looked up into the sky filled with freezing raindrops. Then again, if the enemy’s archers could not see their target they might not have the time to shoot any missiles.
 
   He walked back to where Hans was standing in the front rank, the Estonians around him relaxed and chatting to each other. The drums and horns of the enemy were very slowly getting loudly. They were designed to strike fear into an opponent but for veteran soldiers they were a useful indicator for determining how far away the enemy was. Hans handed him his helm.
 
   ‘You had better put this on, Conrad, I wouldn’t want you getting an arrow in your head.’
 
   Conrad took the full-face helm. ‘Not before the battle starts.’
 
   He had lost count how many times he had waited for battle, that strange blend of excitement, terror and above all exhaustion deciding the fate of armies and kingdoms. Those who had never participated in the ritual of bloodletting and horror every battle became, imagined that men hacked at each other for hours before the contest was decided. But the reality was both men and horses became tired very quickly once combat began. Fighting for any extended period of time was unrealistic for even the strongest and fittest men. Conrad looked to the right where the Kur axe men stood. Even the Kurs were not supermen. So men conserved their strength for when it was needed and appeared unusually relaxed. They were not of course, their senses and reflexes heightened, but they were veterans and veterans could make the transition from standing at ease to killing machines in the blink of an eye.
 
   They also had good weapons and armour. The Sword Brothers had always equipped their men well, sparing no expense when it came to horses, weapons and armour. Poverty may have been one of their oaths but on the battlefield they were rich men. Every brother knight and sergeant was given the same attire to give them maximum protection in battle. Conrad’s cotton breeches and vest were expensive items, the material being imported from the East. Linen covered his head. Over his vest he wore a quilted, cotton-covered aketon, a garment that could deflect sword and axe blows. Over this he wore a long-sleeved mail hauberk with integral mittens that had soft leather palms to facilitate holding swords, maces, axes and pole arms. Over the mail he wore another item of padded protection: a sleeveless, linen-covered, quilted gambeson. And over this a white surcoat bearing the red cross and sword emblem of the Sword Brothers.
 
   Hans offered him his hand. ‘As dust to the wind.’
 
   ‘As dust to the wind.’
 
   For a moment he thought about the others who were no longer with him but snapped back to reality when he heard Leatherface give the order to shoot, followed by a rapid succession of sharp cracks as crossbow bolts were released. Then he saw the black mass of the enemy emerge from the swirling sleet.
 
   The Samogitians did not assault them in a feral charge of wild, screaming men; rather, a quick walk of stooping figures, heads down and shields raised not only against Leatherface’s missiles but also the driving sleet and wind in their faces. In the wet, windy conditions the crossbowmen only managed a maximum of three bolts a minute – five hundred iron-tipped missiles slamming into the densely packed ranks of the enemy. Above the howling wind came dozens of shrieks that combined to produce a long, haunting wail as Samogitians were hit and fell, some dying, others being wounded and trampled on by those following. Leatherface gave the order to fall back after his men had shot a final volley dropping many in the Samogitian front rank, which suddenly charged forward.
 
   The chiefs and warlords were in the front ranks, men armed with swords and wearing mail armour and helmets. Most of them had been cut down by crossbow bolts, leaving those following who were less well-armed and armoured to surge forward to attack the men standing on the crest of the rise. Many wore fur-trimmed leather caps on their heads for protection, carried shields but none wore armour, just long tunics or kaftans and leggings. For weapons they carried either a spear or an axe and every man was also equipped with a knife. Only the chiefs and village headmen carried swords.
 
   Conrad put on his helmet, took the shield off his back and removed the axe tucked in his belt. The brother knights and sergeants dumped their crossbows on the ground and took up position around him and Hans, ready to defend themselves with whatever weapons they favoured. Many liked the flanged mace that could cave in an opponent’s helmet with ease and when wielded against even a mail-covered limb delivered enough force to break the bone beneath. The Samogitians were closing fast, some tripping on the waterlogged ground, to be assailed by a hail of javelins as the Estonian warriors hurled a volley of spears at them. Not all found a body to pierce but they slammed into the soft earth, causing men to trip over them and stumble. And then the whole front rank of the Army of the Wolf surged forward.
 
   The sound resembled a chisel being scraped along a stone wall as the two sides collided, axe heads striking shields and helmets. Through the vision slits of his helmet Conrad saw a drenched warrior in a helmet gripping a spear with both hands. He in turn saw Conrad and instinctively drove the shaft forward. But in his desperation to spear the Sword Brother he had misjudged the distance and the spear point pierced only air. Conrad hacked down with his axe to splinter the haft and drive it down, lunging forward to barge into the warrior with his shield. He brought his axe up as he did so and swung it against the side of the man’s head, the iron edge smashing his jawbone. The man went down.
 
   Hans and Werner were beside him as he raised his shield to catch the overhead strike of a wooden club, the force of the blow impacting hard on the leather and wood. As the Samogitian pulled back his club to attempt another strike Conrad chopped his axe forward to hit the man’s left forearm. He heard a high-pitched yelp as the bone was broken. The enemy dropped the club and Conrad put his full force behind a blow to the man’s neck. As he fell more enemy warriors came at him, a spear striking his shield and the edge of a sword slicing into his surcoat and gambeson beneath. The blow did not pierce his mail armour but he stepped back as more enemy warriors came at him. Werner and Hans did the same as a fresh wave of Samogitians entered the fray, urged on by their chiefs. But they slid and slipped on the mud beneath their feet and stumbled over the bodies lying in front of them.
 
   The shouts and screams of hundreds of men locked in mortal combat rose above the howling wind as the Samogitians made a determined effort to break the enemy line. But there was now a wall of dead that men had to scramble over to reach Conrad’s troops and as they did so Sword Brothers and Estonians walked forward to attack them. Running was not possible in the freezing wet conditions and men paid careful attention to retaining their footing. A sergeant slipped and fell flat on his back. A Samogitian scrambled over a wounded comrade with his axe held high. Conrad walked forward, caught the axe blow on his shield, drew his sword and rammed it forward into the man’s guts. His own axe dangled by its strap from his wrist. He slid his sword back into its sheath and hauled the sergeant to his feet.
 
   The enemy attack had lost its momentum, those Samogitians not dead or injured shuffling back after their worsting at the hands of the Kurs and Army of the Wolf.
 
   ‘Horse, horse!’
 
   Conrad heard the shouts and turned to see a great number of enemy horsemen behind his men, riders carrying pavise-like shields that had elk antlers painted on them. All these men wore mail or lamellar armour, helmets and carried spisas.
 
   ‘Shoot them, shoot them.’
 
   As the Estonians in the rear rank turned, locked shields and held their spears at an angle of forty-five degrees, Leatherface was screaming at his missile men to shoot their crossbows. A few bolts shot out from behind the Estonians, then more and more as Falcone’s men went to work with aplomb, followed by ‘the bastards’. But Odenpah’s crossbows were useless now, tossed to the ground as the brother knights and sergeants used their close-quarter weapons to battle the Samogitian foot soldiers. They lay in the mud, redundant. Spisas flew in one direction and crossbow bolts in another as men and horses were hit. The beasts whinnied and screamed as they collapsed, crushing their owners beneath them. Others, tormented by one or more bolts embedded in their flesh, bolted away, colliding with other horses and knocking them to the ground.
 
   Conrad and the others facing the enemy foot could do nothing except sling their shields on to their backs and hope that a spisa did not hit them. To abandon their posts would be to invite the enemy foot soldiers to renew their assault. Which is exactly what they did. Conrad transferred his axe to his left hand and drew his sword as the Samogitians came at them again, clambering over their own dead and slipping and sliding in the mud and blood as they advanced. Emboldened by the attack of their horse behind the Kurs and Christians, they believed they could break the thin line of soldiers standing in front of them. But the Samogitians were poorly armed and largely devoid of armour and facing men who were equipped with the best weapons and armour that money could buy, and whose only purpose was war.
 
   In the wind and hail and standing in mud Conrad did not attempt to move around his opponents for to do so would only cause him to lose his footing. But it was easy to predict the cumbersome, ill-judged strikes of opponents’ spears and axes. The first warrior, wearing a long kaftan and a leather cap, delivered a downward strike with his weapon that Conrad stopped with his own axe. The man had his shield tight to the front of his body but Conrad jabbed his sword quickly forward to pierce an eye with its point. The man recoiled from him, dropping his axe and shield to clutch at his bleeding socket.
 
   A spearman tried to thrust his weapon into his guts but he flicked his axe to sweep the point away, lunged forward to stab the warrior in his exposed right thigh, the attack going beneath his shield. A club was hurled through the air striking him on the left hand. Conrad felt a searing pain and nearly dropped his axe. He winced when he tried to grip its haft and realised that a bone had been broken. Fortunately the fighting had abated again, the Samogitians having received another bloody nose for no result.
 
   ‘Stop shooting, stop shooting.’
 
   He turned to see Hans with his left arm hanging uselessly by his side. He slid his sword back into its scabbard and shoved up his helmet.
 
   ‘Are you injured?’
 
   Hans, bloody mace in his right hand, used the weapon to force up his helmet.
 
   ‘Arm’s broken, it’s useless.’
 
   They both turned to watch Leatherface order his men to stop shooting as the wind carried fresh horns calls. The Samogitian horsemen were pulling back because King Lamekins had launched his attack and Leatherface did not want to shoot the Kur horsemen. Though by the time he had become aware that the king’s men were among the Samogitians several had already been shot and killed. Nevertheless the king’s attack was decisive, cutting down many enemy horsemen and prompting a hasty withdrawal of the Samogitian foot. It was now sleeting so heavily that visibility had been reduced to less than fifty paces. Everyone still alive was drenched, the freezing rain having permeated tunics and armour. At least the Sword Brothers, their torsos covered by vests, aketons, mail armour, gambesons and surcoats, were drier than most.
 
   Exhaustion quickly overtook men who had been standing and fighting in the inclement weather, and many began to shiver as their aching limbs were chilled by the wind and sleet. Conrad gave the order to return to camp as Lamekins leading his horse by its reins, drenched to the skin but wearing a broad grin, found him.
 
   ‘This weather is not natural,’ complained Conrad.
 
   ‘As I said, Master Conrad, Samogitia is a wet kingdom. But victory must warm your heart, surely?’
 
   Conrad’s boots squelched in the mud as he and hundreds of others trudged from the rise back to camp, which he hoped had not been raided by the enemy. Many were hobbling and being assisted by their comrades, others had blood pouring from wounds. No one bothered about the enemy wounded littering the ground among the heaps of dead, some crying out for water, others just groaning in pain, their lifeblood oozing into the waterlogged ground. Werner was going among Odenpah’s garrison and immediately after made a report to Conrad.
 
   ‘No fatalities, master, but half have broken wrists, ankles or fingers.’
 
   Conrad held up his own left hand. ‘I know how they feel.’
 
   ‘You see,’ said Lamekins whose boyish enthusiasm was starting to annoy him, ‘only minor injuries. A small price to pay for a great victory. After his losses at Mesoten and suffering many more here Duke Ykintas will not be bothering Kurland for the foreseeable future.’
 
   Only Lamekins was thinking of victory. Everyone else was concentrating on getting out of the wind and sleet, resting and getting some warm food inside them. The king embraced him before taking himself off to his own camp where news of the casualties the Kurs suffered on the right flank might dampen his high spirits. Conrad’s own spirits were raised by two strokes of good fortune. Firstly, the Samogitians had not raided the camp and secondly, those left behind to guard it were able to get fires going to cook porridge and stew to fortify tired bodies.
 
   Food and a change of clothing revived spirits and the sleet finally stopped as the light began to fade, though the northerly wind still chilled man and beast. Conrad bound his broken finger and Leatherface, not a scratch on him as usual, used a splint and sling to secure Hans’ broken arm. Soon everyone in camp was talking of the Battle of Broken bones on account of the number of broken, fractured and sprained limbs the Army of the Wolf had suffered.
 
   ‘Clever bastard, that Lamekins,’ remarked Leatherface, tying off Hans’ sling. ‘He knew exactly how the enemy would fight and what would be the outcome, even if we had to fight in a snow storm.’
 
   ‘Sleet,’ Conrad corrected him.
 
   ‘What now?’ asked Hans, nodding in appreciation to the mercenary.
 
   ‘Now we return to Mesoten,’ said Conrad. ‘We have suffered mercifully few casualties but it would be foolish to advance further into enemy territory.’
 
   It was not the opinion of Jaan and Arri, both of whom had fought their first battle, tasted victory and emerged unharmed. They were very animated when they and the rest of the garrison stood on parade in front of Conrad’s tent that evening. The wind had finally dropped, the clouds had disappeared and stars twinkled in a clear, icily cool night. All the men wore new, clean surcoats, though half a dozen were propping themselves up with makeshift crutches and more had arms and hands bound with bandages and splints.
 
   ‘You acquitted yourselves well today,’ Conrad told them, ‘and God has seen to it that we still have a full garrison. Tomorrow we will be marching back to Mesoten.’
 
   There was an audible groan and Jaan looked most disappointed.
 
   ‘We should follow the enemy and finish him off, master.’
 
   ‘Silence!’ barked Werner, ‘master on parade. The next man who speaks out of turn will be flogged.’
 
   ‘Stand at ease,’ ordered Conrad. ‘If any of you have an opinion you think I should hear then speak freely.’
 
   Werner frowned, unused to such informality, but Conrad could see that his men were chafing at the bit and thought it useful for them to get any frustrations out of their system rather than brood on them over the coming days.
 
   ‘The enemy is finished,’ said Arri to murmurs of agreement.
 
   ‘Do you know Duke Ykintas personally, Arri?’ asked Conrad.
 
   ‘No master.’
 
   ‘Then how do you know that his army has been destroyed? What we fought today might have been a vanguard, a mere fragment of the forces he is able to assemble.’
 
   ‘One Sword Brother is worth a hundred pagans,’ boasted Jaan. ‘We are better trained, better armed and better than any pagan army.’
 
   They clearly felt invincible and Conrad was loath to bring them back down to earth but he had no option.
 
   ‘You should all savour your victory, for you have surely earned it. But I will not snatch defeat from the jaws of victory by embarking on an exercise in folly. And to continue on would be the height of folly.’
 
   ‘What of King Lamekins, Master,’ asked Arri, ‘what will he do?’
 
   ‘He will follow the advice of Master Conrad.’
 
   Conrad turned to see Lamekins himself standing nearby, flanked by four of his huge axe men. The king was dressed in a new gleaming suit of mail armour and had a fur-lined cloak around his shoulders.
 
   ‘If I may address your knights, Master Conrad.’
 
   Conrad nodded, ‘Please do, majesty.’
 
   ‘Even as I speak Duke Ykintas will be writing messages to his princes to muster their men to fight us. That means either fighting his fresh forces while we are wounded and short of supplies, or retreating and meeting the Samogitians at a time and place of our own choosing. Logic dictates that we adopt the latter course.’
 
   ‘You could order the rest of your army to join us, majesty. It is well known the Kurs are undefeated.’
 
   Werner glared at Jaan for his impudent outburst but Lamekins, clearly enjoying himself, was glad to reply.
 
   ‘What is your name?’
 
   ‘Brother Jaan, majesty.’
 
   ‘Well, Brother Jaan, an army will not remain undefeated for long if its commander allows arrogance to dictate his strategy. The Kur army exists to protect Kurland, not conquer the other kingdoms of Lithuania.’
 
   ‘You are all dismissed,’ said Conrad. ‘Make sure that your weapons and armour are clean for tomorrow’s inspection.’
 
   Werner brought them to attention and gave the order to fall out. Lamekins walked over to Conrad.
 
   ‘Young men who have experienced victory are eager to taste the same elixir again. I was the same.’
 
   ‘And I,’ admitted Conrad, ‘though the more battles I take part in I treasure being alive and intact more than I do the thirst for glory. You think Ykintas will attack us again?’
 
   ‘Undoubtedly,’ replied Lamekins, ‘but we will not give him the opportunity to do so.’
 
   ‘We need a day’s grace to rest, majesty.’
 
   Lamekins concurred. ‘Yes, it is important that our withdrawal does not turn into a rout.’
 
   Riders were sent out the next day to search for any signs of the enemy and while they were doing their work Conrad and hundreds of others attended to the chores that came with being on campaign. Conrad’s warlords sent parties of men to scour the battlefield to ensure that none of their comrades had been left behind but also to put any enemy warriors still alive out of their misery. Werner sent Arri and Jaan with them to assist in the grisly work.
 
   Conrad and Hans sat on stools outside their tent trying to clean their mail armour. The battle had been fought in very wet conditions, which meant it would quickly rust if not treated. Immediately after the battle the chain mail had been cleaned with dry cloths. But now they rubbed a combination of beeswax and olive oil on the metal links to both clean and protect them. The process of cleaning hauberks, chausses and helms took hours, after which scabbards, belts and sheaths were treated with neatsfoot oil and lanolin to keep them waterproof. Neatsfoot was made from oil rendered and purified from the shinbones and feet of cattle. Because of his broken arm Hans was unable to clean his equipment properly and so Conrad did it for him. The brother knights and sergeants also had to clean the crossbows dumped in the mud during the battle, Leatherface hovering over them like a mother hen as they did so. But at least the weather improved, the day dawning overcast but at least dry. The Kurs burned their dead on a great funeral pyre filling their own camp and that of the Army of the Wolf with the aroma of roasting human flesh.
 
   Everyone was glad to strike camp the day after and march north back to Mesoten. Sir Richard and Sir Paul, revelling in each other’s company, providing the rear-guard with their knights. Lamekins sent couriers back to Talsi to announce that he had won a great victory in Samogitia. Conrad wondered if the part played by the Sword Brothers and Army of the Wolf in the Battle of Broken Bones would be passed over by the Kur king.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11
 
   Gotland was a Swedish island but the main town of Visby was German owned. The end of the wars between King Valdemar of Denmark and the north German nobles had brought peace and prosperity to the western Baltic, and where peace flourished so did trade. Freed from Danish control Lübeck had also prospered, its merchants establishing trading posts throughout the Baltic, including Visby. They bartered with their Norwegian and Swedish counterparts to sell German grain in Scandinavia and negotiated to ship iron and copper in the other direction. But Lübeck and its merchants were special because they were the destination of the ‘white gold’ that could command a king’s ransom.
 
   A significant portion of the diet of Christian Europe was made up of fish since meat was expensive and the church insisted on many fast days, in addition to forbidding the eating of meat on Fridays. Lübeck’s fishermen caught vast amounts of Baltic herring and because the city was at one end of the ‘salt road’ salting could easily preserve the herring. The salt mines at Lüneburg were only seventy miles south of the city and the ‘white gold’ was carried on the backs of mules or loaded into oxen carts for transportation along the ‘salt road’ to Lübeck where it was used for preserving fish and meat or transported on to Norway, Denmark, Sweden, Russia and Riga, for an appropriate price. And that price was high. Salt was shipped out of Lübeck and money poured into the city as a result. Furs from Russia were also shipped to the city where they were traded for salt and gold.
 
   There were Russian merchants in Visby albeit in a minority compared to Germans, but the pirates had now all gone. Visby was too important as a trading centre to allow criminals to use its harbour. For years the port had been a sanctuary for raiders but the authorities, supported by the Cistercian priests on the island, had moved against them. Some had been quietly asked to leave, others had been seized, tried and publicly executed as a warning to others. But Visby was no longer a haven for the lawless.
 
   Stark saw the rotting corpses hanging at the entrance to the harbour when his skeid rowed into its waters. The grinning skulls, in the process of being picked clean by crows, and maggot-infested bodies presented a ghastly spectacle, which was precisely the point. If the message had been too subtle for those with dull minds, signs hung around their necks stating ‘the fate of pirates’ emphasised the point. The prince was not a pirate; the port authorities knew he was the brother of the Oeselian king. But they also knew that he traded in slaves and was not averse to attacking ships in the eastern Baltic, though as yet no warrant had been issued for his arrest. The Cistercians were eager for him and his crew to be banished from Visby and Gotland at the very least, though what they really desired was to see his pagan body dangling at the end of a rope. But for the moment they bided their time.
 
   Once his longship had been moored at one of the wooden jetties extending out from the harbour’s stone quay he issued his usual orders to his deputy: pay the berthing fee at the harbour master’s office and give the men money so they could enjoy themselves in Visby’s many alehouses, gambling dens and brothels. The crew drew lots to determine who would remain on board to guard the boat while the others enjoyed themselves. Two warriors escorted the prince down the jetty and through the warehouses fronting the harbour to the new brick-built ‘factories’ that had sprung up in the port. Every merchant of note had one of these ‘factories’, which were grandiose warehouses comprising a ground floor where buying and selling took place, a first floor that was a warehouse and a second floor that housed an office and living quarters.
 
   Stark brushed aside an officious trader who welcomed him when he walked into one of the ‘factories’. He was not there to barter over the pallets heaped with furs or barrels of grain arranged in neat rows. Two ugly, heavily armed men barring access to the wooden steps leading to the upper floors moved aside as Stark gave them a cursory nod. They were well acquainted with the Oeselian prince and the nature of his business. He walked briskly up the stairs with his men until he came to the office on the second floor, the slatted window beside the door providing an excellent view of the ship-filled harbour. He knocked at the door, standing by the window as the pair of ugly brutes who had followed them guarded the office door. There was no hint of threat, just mutual disdain; both sides had done this many times and familiarity had bred boredom as well as contempt.
 
   ‘What?’ was the irritable reply.
 
   Stark went in.
 
   ‘Ah, Prince Stark, take a seat. It’s always good to see an old friend.’
 
   Stark pulled up a chair and placed it in front of the pristine pine desk that Tagd One-Eye sat behind.
 
   Gone were the days when the prince met the grubby slave trader in his stinking, mouldy hut in a back street behind the harbour. Now he was a merchant made rich by selling blonde-haired young pagan boys and girls to wealthy Christians.
 
   ‘Drink?’ smiled Tagd, his eye patch still a piece of old leather.
 
   Stark nodded, unsure what to make of the clear liquid Tagd poured into two silver cups. He handed one to the prince who sipped at the fruity liquid.
 
   ‘Wine from the Moselle region of Germany,’ bragged Tagd, ‘finest quality.’
 
   He took a great gulp and emptied his cup. Stark thought the drink pleasant enough.
 
   ‘So, prince,’ smiled the slaver, ‘how can I help you?’
 
   ‘I have a new batch for you, all under ten summers, half boys, half girls.’
 
   Tagd refilled his cup and offered Stark more wine. The prince refused.
 
   ‘Alas, prince, the price has dropped substantially since the last time we spoke. I can only offer you a third of what I paid you for the last batch.’
 
   Stark put down his cup. ‘Is this some sort of joke?’
 
   Tagd pursed his lips. ‘No joke, prince. You see there was a famine in Novgorod and the people there were so desperate to save their children that they offered them to foreign merchants.’
 
   Stark sneered at him.
 
   ‘It’s true,’ insisted Tagd. ‘Visby’s merchants have a branch in Novgorod and, well, to cut a long story short I brokered a nice little deal whereby I purchased the little darlings for a nominal fee. I grant you it was a bit of a job lot, some being a bit older than I would have liked and not all were blonde and blue eyed, or even virgins come to that. Still, at least they didn’t starve to death.’
 
   Stark was not amused. ‘What about my goods?’
 
   ‘I will purchase them, of course, but the price will be a lot lower, as I said. Supply and demand, you see. They are currently on Oesel?’
 
   Stark, fuming, nodded. He did not need the money but raiding enemy territory was in his blood and since the peace agreement between his older brother and the Sword Brothers the coastlines of Estonia and Livonia were out of bounds.
 
   ‘We live in changing times, prince,’ said Tagd. ‘A few years ago the route between Germany and Riga was a dangerous one, what with ships having to run the gauntlet between your people and the Kurs. But now you and the Kurs are friends of the Sword Brothers.’
 
   Stark’s ears pricked up. ‘The Sword Brothers are the enemies of the Kurs. They and my brother raided their coast not long ago.’
 
   Tagd shook his head. ‘Allow me to update you. The Sword Brothers are now allies of the Kurs, whose king has converted to the Christian faith. The Sword Brothers will be asking your brother to convert next, you mark my words.’
 
   It was not anger that gripped Stark as he and his men sailed back to Oesel it was shame. Shame that his people, a warrior race, had been reduced to farming the Blessed Isle while their enemies outmanoeuvred and laughed at them. As prince and brother of the king he was entitled to call a meeting of all the earls on the island and did so when he returned to Kuressaare, Oesel’s capital and the site of his own and the king’s longhouses. He first visited the lawgiver to announce that he was summoning the earls, which was his right as the brother of the king. The lawgiver gave his assent, after which Stark visited Sigurd and informed the king of the summoning.
 
   In theory every freeman on the island was entitled to attend the gathering though the king’s hall was not large enough to accommodate thousands. Instead the earls, who were the leaders of their communities, would attend and speak for their chiefs and freemen. Oesel was beautiful that summer: warm, light breezes ruffling the rye growing in abundance round settlements and being gently ripened by the sun. There was no famine on the Blessed Isle, no early frosts to blight the crops and turn the fields into black, sticky expanses. Sheep and cows grazed on the lush grass to produce great quantities of milk and the forests were rich in deer, elk and boar that were hunted for their meat and hides. It was a land at peace and prospering and for men like Stark the idyll was an anathema.
 
   It was a mercifully cool and breezy day when the great gathering took place. The King’s Hall was already filled with the aroma of leather, sweat and flatulence when Sigurd entered his hall, though at least the open doors and vents in the unusually high ceiling allowed foul fumes to escape and fresh air to enter. Because it was early, those invited to attend having arrived in Kuressaare days earlier and camping with their escorts outside the settlement, the temperature was bearable. Only Sigurd’s guards were allowed to carry weapons in the King’s Hall, everyone else was required to leave their swords outside.
 
   The hall was packed, the tiered benches on both sides of its interior filled with long-haired, bearded warlords, all wearing tunics, leggings and boots but no armour. The king took his place on the bench at the front, flanked by his guards, behind him Bothvar, his most loyal earl and adviser. In the middle of the floor were stone hearths for fires, though they were not needed today. Running down the centre of the hall were two rows of massive oak posts supporting the steeply pitched roof.
 
   All eyes were upon Stark who stood rock-like in the middle of the assembly, his blue eyes burning with anger. He and Sigurd had never been close but over the years the gulf between them had grown significantly. Sigurd was intelligent, contemplative and never one to make rash decisions whereas Stark was like his dead brother Eric: brave, quick to temper and reckless. Kalf, the youngest of the royal brothers who sat opposite Sigurd, was brave enough but always heeded Stark’s advice.
 
   ‘The longships and tall men.’
 
   Stark’s deep voice lanced through the air.
 
   ‘Oeselians have always been warriors first and farmers second since the beginning of time. The gods bequeathed us the Blessed Isle in return for our sacred promise that we would never let our enemies rest and would always take the fight to them. Over generations the Baltic came to fear the longships and tall men who sailed from Oesel, men who crushed their enemies and sailed home with the lamentations of their foes’ women ringing in their ears.’
 
   The men stamped their feet on the wooden boards to demonstrate their approval of his words. Sigurd made no movement and stared with cold eyes at his brother. Stark raised his arms to call for quiet.
 
   ‘But now our ships lie idle, our swords rust in their scabbards and our axes become blunt. My friends I have to tell you that while we sleep our enemies are active and working against us.’
 
   His eyes darted left and right to see concerned and confused expressions.
 
   ‘I have to tell you that the Sword Brothers have betrayed us.’
 
   Concern began to turn to anger in the hall. Sigurd was surprised how the usually blunt Stark was manipulating his earls.
 
   ‘In good faith my brother, the king,’ Stark held out an arm to Sigurd, ‘entered into a treaty with the Sword Brothers on the understanding that they would not take any action against us.’
 
   He raised his voice. ‘But now I have learned that the Sword Brothers have entered into an alliance with the Kurs.’
 
   Angry ‘nos’ came from the benches. Stark stilled them with his raised arms once again.
 
   ‘How long will it be, my friends, before the Kurs and Sword Brothers muster on the shore of Estonia with the army of the Marshal of Estonia? Are we to sit idle like old maids while the Blessed Isle is raped like a young virgin?’
 
   ‘We are with you, Stark,’ came a voice from the back of the hall.
 
   ‘I say that we must renounce our treaty of friendship with the Sword Brothers.’
 
   There was loud stamping of feet.
 
   ‘I say that we should wipe the cobwebs from our axes and swords and show the Kurs, Sword Brothers and Estonians that we are Oeselians.’
 
   There was more stamping and not a little cheering.
 
   ‘For too long the Estonians have been left alone. It is time to unleash the longships and tall men!’
 
   The hall erupted in wild cheering as men jumped to their feet and cried for blood. Stark, smiling, accepted the acclaim and then walked back to his bench, sitting beside Kalf who gave him a big hug. Sigurd stood slowly. Bothvar jumped to his feet.
 
   ‘Silence! Let the king speak.’
 
   Sigurd’s round face wore a weary look as he stood and faced Stark. He knew that his brother despised him for making peace with the Sword Brothers, especially because at the time the crusaders were at the mercy of the Oeselians. But the Marshal of Estonia had convinced him that peace was in the best interests of Oesel. Perhaps he had been deceived and perhaps the marshal was at that very moment laughing at him. Either way it did not matter.
 
   ‘Peace with the Sword Brothers was only ever temporary,’ he began, ‘you all know that. If they have made peace with the Kurs then they have betrayed the agreement I made with them. Once trust has been betrayed it can never be rebuilt, I accept that. But there is a great deal of difference between nullifying a peace agreement and going to war.’
 
   The king stepped forward and swept the hall with his arm.
 
   ‘You are my earls and warlords, each one of you able to muster a longship full of warriors. But you are also responsible for the welfare and futures of the people you rule. If we attack the Estonians then we declare war not only on them but also the Sword Brothers, with all the consequences that may bring.’
 
   ‘We do not fear them,’ shouted an earl.
 
   ‘We do not fear anyone,’ said another, to loud cheers.
 
   Sigurd sighed and held up a hand. ‘Very well, I will hear what Prince Stark proposes.’
 
   Stark, taken aback by his brother’s decision, was momentarily unsure of how to proceed. But urged on by those sitting behind him he rose to his feet to face his brother.
 
   ‘First I propose a raid on the Rotalian coast to remind the Estonians that they are the playthings of the Oeselians. This will serve to send a warning to the Sword Brothers but they will not make war upon us.’
 
   ‘How so, brother?’ asked Sigurd.
 
   ‘Because the Christians will not risk their ships being pounced on when they sail to and from Reval. Our longships can close the harbour of Reval so there is nothing to fear from attacking the Estonians. And after we have washed our swords in Estonian blood we should re-visit the Kurs to remind them what happens when they make enemies of the Oeselians.’
 
   The cheering and acclaim following his words gave Sigurd no option but to sanction an attack on the Rotalian coast. To do otherwise would be to lose the respect of his warlords. His father had once told him that a king could rule by fear or respect and of the two respect was far more desirable. Fear made men resentful, which eventually turned to hate and then rebellion. As the ecstatic earls congratulated and embraced each other and filed out of the hall Sigurd cornered his brother.
 
   ‘You take us to war, Stark.’
 
   The prince gave him a half-smile cum sneer. ‘What else should Oeselians be doing, brother?’
 
   Sigurd grabbed his arm. ‘Take a good look at the faces of these men, Stark, and remember them. What you have started today will mean many of these men falling in battle.’
 
   Stark wrenched his arm free. ‘A death that all Oeselians should seek.’
 
   ‘Let us hope the Sword Brothers think like you,’ said the king.
 
   Stark laughed. ‘We defeated them once, had them at our mercy, but you let them go. The next time they will not be so lucky.’
 
   *****
 
   Hillar turned the letter in his hand and dismissed the courier, a warrior sent in haste by Riki from Varbola after the Duke of Harrien had read its contents and sent it on to Leal. It had been written by Master Lukas at Reval, a man who had fought beside the two Estonians in many battles and was considered to be a good friend by both men.
 
   ‘Go to the kitchens and get some food inside you,’ Hillar called after the man, ‘my steward will find a fresh horse for you to ride back to Varbola.’
 
   He nodded at an elderly man standing nearby who followed the courier from the hall. Slaves were spreading fresh rushes on the floor following the earlier meeting of the kingdom’s county leaders, a usually good-natured affair that involved those elders elected by their parishes informing Hillar about the forthcoming harvest. They reported the prospect of a good harvest, the famine that been visited upon Estonia and Livonia now a distant memory. Rotalia was at peace and its people prospered. But when Father Eustace walked into Leal’s feasting hall he found a brooding Hillar sitting in his chair, his huge frame making it appear flimsy and small.
 
   ‘Something troubles, you, Lord?’
 
   Hillar turned the letter through his large hands and smiled grimly.
 
   ‘God has answered my prayers, Eustace.’
 
   The Cistercian brought his hands together. ‘I have always prayed that He would do so, lord.’
 
   Hillar sprang to his feet and bounded over to the priest, proffering the letter.
 
   ‘This has just come from Lukas at Reval.’
 
   He thrust the parchment into the priest’s hands and returned to his chair, though he did not sit in it.
 
   ‘Get out!’ he shouted at the slaves. ‘And close the doors.’
 
   He watched the men bow and scamper away, leaving bundles of rushes on the floor and patches of dirt where they were going to be spread.
 
   ‘Slaves have big ears and bigger mouths,’ complained Hillar as the doors were shut, leaving the two men alone in the hall.
 
   Eustace stopped reading the long letter and looked up. ‘If you did not have slaves then they would not bother you.’
 
   Hillar rolled his eyes. He liked Eustace, the austere priest sent by Bishop Hermann to be the Duke of Rotalia’s spiritual adviser, the two being of a similar age. Like the other monks and many priests of the Cistercian order the tonsured Eustace wore a habit of undyed wool to reflect their ideals of poverty and simplicity. Hillar thought that Bishop Hermann was an excellent judge of character because the plain-speaking and unassuming Eustace slipped easily into the everyday life at Leal. He never made the mistake of trying to impose his views on the former pagan warlord, merely proffering advice when asked, never employing flattery and always speaking the truth, which Hillar valued above all things. But he still made mistakes, as now.
 
   ‘Slaves are part of the order of things, Eustace. If I did not feed and house them they would starve, and I’m sure you would not want that on your conscience.’
 
   Eustace smiled and handed Hillar back the letter.
 
   ‘So the truce is over, alas.’
 
   Hillar took the letter and waved it at him. ‘Alas? It was only ever a temporary thing, even Susi recognised that. The Oeselians are incapable of keeping their word and now I will have my revenge.’
 
   Notwithstanding the attitude of Stark, Reval was a favoured port of call for many Oeselian longship captains, its many inns, brothels and gambling dens a lure for warlike men with money to spend and time on their hands. There was also the prospect of trading in slaves and engaging in fights with Estonians, Finns and Russians, though trouble with the Sword Brothers was always avoided. The Oeselians accorded the ‘men of iron’ a grudging respect, not least because they thought nothing of killing a pagan if provoked, their infernal priests actively encouraging such action. A frequent visitor to Reval was Prince Kalf, the youngest brother of King Sigurd himself. Kalf spent much time in the brothels and alehouses and when drunk, which was often, gave free reign to his tongue. Word had reached Lukas that Kalf had been boasting of his brother Stark forcing the king to renounce the peace with the Sword Brothers, and that a raid was going to be mounted against Rotalia to remind the Estonians they were the slaves of the Oeselians.
 
   Eustace had learned much about Hillar and his Rotalians in the months he had been a guest among them, of how their lands had been raided by the sea pirates and of how their duke had been raised by his grandparents after his father had been killed in one such raid and his mother taken across the sea. Or at least that is what he had been told. More likely she had also been killed after being violated but her body had never been found. Hillar had disagreed with Susi’s agreement with Sigurd but his respect for and loyalty to the Marshal of Estonia meant he kept his views to himself. But now he had his chance to seek retribution for the wrongs committed against his people and his family.
 
   ‘You believe the ramblings a drunken man?’ asked Eustace.
 
   Hillar gave him a knowing smile. ‘That drunken man is the brother of the king of the Oeselians himself. Besides, Lukas would not have sent word unless he believed there was truth in the matter. Him I trust.’
 
   ‘Will you inform Master Conrad, lord?’
 
   ‘Of course. After we have defeated the Oeselians. Besides, I have no wish to interrupt his or Hans’ healing.’
 
   Hillar had escaped unscathed from the expedition to Kurland, though many of his men had like Susi suffered broken limbs.
 
   ‘But the coastline of Rotalia is long, is it not?’ said Eustace. ‘The Oeselians may strike at any point. How will you know where to intercept them?’
 
   ‘I know exactly where they will land,’ answered Hillar contentedly.
 
   The courier was sent back to Varbola with a request from the Rotalian leader, Hillar’s warlords were mustered and word was sent to the coast watchers to keep their flint and iron near at hand. The Oeselians liked to approach their target under cover of darkness, their steersmen and captains having an intimate knowledge of the waters around the coastline of Estonia. The beaches of southwestern Rotalia could have been fashioned by the gods to facilitate Oeselian raids – long sandy beaches, calm seas and shallow waters. All the captains had to do was run their longships aground on the sand and then their crews could disembark on to a beach before heading inland to pillage the many villages nearby. The mild climate was conducive to growing crops and keeping herds of cattle that the Oeselians liked to burn and slaughter respectively.
 
   Ulric and his ‘bastards’ arrived three days later, mounted on Estonian ponies and unencumbered by carts.
 
   ‘Riki said that you could feed us, Lord,’ said Ulric.
 
   Hillar threw a powerful arm around his shoulders. ‘We shall feast upon the corpses of the enemy, my friend.’
 
   The rye stood ripened in the fields, fat cattle grazed on lush grass and barefooted children ran excitedly from their villages to watch the column of riders pass by, at their head Hillar and a tall, slightly thin priest on foot beside him. Behind the duke his own banner and that of ‘the bastards’ flapped in a warm summer breeze. As they continued they encountered groups of villagers herding cattle, pigs and goats east, away from their homes that lay near the sea, ordered to leave their settlements by the Duke of Rotalia.
 
   Eustace was concerned by their plight. ‘What if the Oeselians burn their homes?’
 
   ‘Then I will rebuild them,’ said Hillar. ‘You should learn to ride.’
 
   ‘God gave me two good feet with which to get around, lord.’
 
   Hillar smiled and shook his head. Eustace was always making such utterances and many men would have laughed in his face and derided him but the priest did not lack for courage. Before he came to Estonia he had given solace to plague victims in Germany, even though he risked being infected himself. He had made an effort to learn Estonian since his arrival in Rotalia and though far from fluent was proficient enough. He was also clever, very clever, never insisting that people attend the services in the converted hut within Leal’s walls that had become his church. Instead he went among Hillar’s warriors and their families, using the excuse of wishing to learn their language as a means of conversing with them. In this way he slowly and gently made them amenable to the teachings of the Holy Church.
 
   Hillar took two hundred of his warriors to intercept the Oeselians, in addition to the two hundred of Ulric’s ‘bastards’, half of whom were crossbowmen. All ‘the bastards’ were now more Estonian than the Estonians themselves, their hair and beards long and wild though they were Germans. Those that had married had all taken native wives and raised children that were Christian but were all very familiar with the old ways. Their grandparents taught them about Jumal, god of the sky; Kuu, the Moon Goddess and deity of fertility; Mielikki, goddess of the forests and the hunt; Uku, the supreme god and Veteema, Mother of Waters. Their blood was a mixture of pagan and Christian that would have horrified men such as Baldwin of Alna but it was an arrangement that worked well enough in Rotalia.
 
   When the force reached the coast Hillar made camp five miles inland and waited for the signal. He had established a line of watchtowers all along the coast that were manned at all times. The towers were tall and erected a short distance from the coast. Because the beaches of Rotalia were long and flat such towers gave uninterrupted views for miles in all directions and could warn of the approach of any longships. Once a raiding party was sighted the watcher would use flint and iron to set the top of the tower, which was provisioned with firewood and pitch, alight. The thick black smoke would be seen for miles in daylight and at night the raging flames would become a beacon. The greatest weapon in the Oeselian armoury was surprise and Hillar was determined to deny them it.
 
   The night was still, the landscape illuminated by a huge silver moon casting the land in a grey otherworldly light. Wolves howled and owls hooted as the warriors settled down after their evening meal. Hillar sat with Eustace watching the flames of the campfire flicker. Around them men slept and snored but the Rotalian leader could never rest immediately before battle.
 
   ‘How do you know tomorrow will bring battle, lord?’
 
   Hillar stood and lobbed a stick on the fire. ‘When you have been in as many battles as I have you get a feeling about such things, a sort of sixth sense that tells you bloodshed is imminent. The land changes, as though the trees and animals are holding their breath.’
 
   Eustace looked around but saw only campfires and tents.
 
   ‘Perhaps they will not come, lord.’
 
   ‘They will come, they cannot deny their own instincts, which compel them to murder and plunder.’
 
   ‘And yet thus far the peace has held,’ offered Eustace.
 
   ‘Susi convinced the Oeselian king that it was in his interest not to make war on the Sword Brothers, but one man cannot resist the will of his people forever.’
 
   They heard jangling and saw a warrior in full equipment approach. The man halted before Hillar and bowed his head.
 
   ‘Signal fire, lord, to the west.’
 
   Hillar and Eustace stood and stared to the west. Sure enough, in the distance there was a small yellow glow above the forest canopy.
 
   ‘Sound assembly,’ ordered Hillar.
 
   Eustace had never heard so much swearing and so many profanities as men were raised from their slumbers, having only closed their eyes a few hours before. It was not yet dawn and so they also stumbled around in the dark, tripping over guy ropes as their chiefs, equally ill tempered, threatened and ridiculed them as they ordered their men to fall in. But a quiet order emerged from the initial chaos as men who had campaigned for years shook off their sluggishness, collected their wits and gathered their weapons and armour. Ponies and horses were saddled as shards of yellow and orange light appeared on the eastern horizon.
 
   ‘You should stay here in camp,’ Hillar told Eustace as he strapped on his sword belt and put on his helmet.
 
   ‘My place is beside you and your men,’ said the priest.
 
   ‘Then get yourself a pony for we travel at speed this day.’
 
   The darkness was fast receding as the sun appeared as a molten ball of yellow in the east to banish the night. Eustace hitched up his habit when one of Hillar’s subordinates brought him a pony, hoisting himself into the saddle and urging the beast forward when the duke rode from camp with his warriors. Behind them followed Ulric and his men, the crossbowmen each carrying four full quivers slung over their shoulders. They rode hard through the countryside of wild meadows, arable land and woods of pine and birch, led by scouts who lived in this part of Rotalia. The watcher had done his work well whoever he was, escaping rapidly once he had fired his tower, because when Hillar and his vanguard first encountered the enemy they were only a quarter of a mile from the beach.
 
   The Oeselians initially formed a makeshift shield wall but then saw dozens more riders appearing behind the duke’s party and so melted into the trees either side of the track they were standing on. Hillar did not stop, drawing his sword and calling on his men to follow him as he dug his spurs into his horse’s side and charged forward. He could smell the sea in his nostrils as his horse galloped along the track, the trees echoing with the rumbling sound of hooves churning up the earth. And then the trees were behind them and they were approaching the beach, an endless expanse of white sand stretching north and south, beyond it a shimmering blue sea under a cloudless sky. Hillar pulled up his horse and smiled, to his left, around half a mile away, six longships stood stationary at the water’s edge. As his Rotalians and Ulric’s men poured from the trees the sound of frantic horn calls reached his ears and figures began clustering on the beach in front of the ships. He smiled again as his men leapt from their saddles and began forming up in their ranks. He had the Oeselians just where he wanted them.
 
   ‘This is for my mother and father,’ he said to himself.
 
   If Hillar had had the time to study the longships more carefully he would have discovered that they were all skeids, each one boasting a crew of eighty men, which meant his men were actually outnumbered. Fortunately he was unaware of this unhappy fact as he took his place in the centre of the front rank, the Oeselians forming their shield wall further up the beach. Eustace went among the warriors to bolster their morale but noticed that not one man had fear or alarm in his eyes. Rather, Hillar’s men were filled with a grim determination and also a calmness that unnerved him, as did the seeming lack of desire of both sides to get to grips with each other.
 
   This was the first time that he had been witness to a battle and so he did not realise that they did not consist of wild charges the moment both sides caught sight of each other. Discipline and cool heads won battles, allied to courage and good leadership. In a clash of shield walls it was customary to place the strongest, best-armoured young men in the first rank but each of Hillar’s four ranks was composed of well-equipped veterans of the Army of the Wolf. If he had been an eagle and had flown over the Oeselian shield wall he would have seen that its warriors were also well armed and armoured.
 
   Every Rotalian was equipped with an iron helmet with a large nasal guard riveted to its brow band, beneath which he wore a hide cap not only to spread out and absorb the force of a blow but also to absorb sweat to prevent rusting on the inside of the helmet. A leather chinstrap stopped the helmet falling off in the chaos of battle. Shirts of mail armour with short sleeves reached down to the thigh and beneath was worn a padded garment similar to a gambeson, which consisted of two layers of leather stuffed with animal hair and sewn together. Such a garment not only absorbed blows but was also a defence against sword and spear thrusts that could penetrate mail.
 
   Like the Oeselians the Rotalians all carried round shields around three feet in diameter fashioned from lime wood, at the centre of which was a circular hole covered with an iron boss to protect the hand. The wooden handgrip ran across the inside of the shield from rim to rim and there were also two iron reinforcing bars fixed to the back of the shield to strengthen it and hold the planking together. It was rimmed with rawhide to prevent the shield being split when struck on its edge. Finally the front was covered with leather to make it more resistant to weapons, even the fearsome two-handed axes favoured by the Kurs and Oeselians. It made the shield heavier but that was a price worth paying. Most shields were painted with a stag motif, the symbol of Rotalia, but others carried ancient Estonian symbols: the sun cross, pentagram, plaited lattice, eight-pointed star and the cornflower.
 
   The shield was a useful tool, not only protecting its owner from the neck to the knees but also redistributing the shock of a blow over a large area rather than absorbing it, thus reducing the risk of injury. And while its owner took advantage of its protection he could inflict injuries on his enemies with his weapons. Only men such as Hillar and his chiefs carried swords as a mark of their rank. In the shield wall the hand axe was the preferred weapon, its curved blade concentrating all the force of a blow into a small section of the edge with enough power to punch through a helmet or chain mail. And more useful than a sword in the press of a shield wall was the long knife that each Rotalian carried. One handed and having a single-edged blade two feet in length, it was carried in a sheath suspended horizontally from the belt so it could be easily pulled to slice open an opponent’s thigh, calf or hamstring with ease.
 
   On the wings Hillar placed Ulric’s ‘bastards’ – fifty crossbowmen and the same number of spearmen on each flank. They would pepper the Oeselians with crossbow bolts just before the two shield walls clashed, giving the Rotalians the edge, or so their duke hoped. Both sides shuffled forward towards each other, the Oeselians banging their axe hafts on their shields and screaming their war cries in an effort to unnerve the Estonians, men who had never defeated them in battle. But Hillar’s men had faced Oeselians before as well as Russians, Danes, Kurs and other Lithuanians and it would take more than shouts and threats to deter them. The crossbowmen, hidden behind their spearmen, loaded their weapons with iron-tipped bolts. The two sides were less than a hundred paces apart.
 
   ‘Arrows!’
 
   The warning shout from the Rotalian ranks prompted every man who had one to raise his shield, the crossbowmen crouching low beside their spearmen. A warrior in the rear rank grabbed Eustace and pulled him to the ground as arrows shot by archers behind the enemy formation thudded into shields and the soft sand. A second volley arched into the sky and fell among the Estonians but the Oeselians had few archers and Hiller saw that the volleys were sparse in volume.
 
   ‘Up!’ he shouted as the Oeselians began to rush forward, trying to catch his men unprepared.
 
   There was a rapid succession of cracks and at least of score of Oeselians collapsed on the sand as they were struck by bolts. The rest immediately halted and closed up once more into a tightly packed shield wall. They continued to walk forward, as did the Rotalians, both sides suddenly lurching forward when they were but paces apart. And then the hacking and shoving began.
 
   The Oeselian shields were all painted red to signal hostile intent and unlike those of their foes were sealed with oil, not covered with leather. But they used them in the same way, holding them at an angle to the body, slightly forward, to deflect or break up attacks. The warriors of both sides invited blows on their shields in the hope that an enemy weapon would become stuck in them, whereupon the man holding the shield could twist it to wrench it from its owner’s grip. Loud, dull thuds filled the air as men swung axes that struck leather and wood. A Rotalian lost his shield and immediately fell back into the second rank, his place taken by the man behind. In a lightning-fast movement, Hillar lunged forward, barged his shield into an enemy’s and chopped down with his axe to hit the man’s helmet. He went down but a spear wielded by a man in the second rank pierced the Rotalian leader’s shield. He retreated, the spear point still lodged in his shield. He used his axe to splinter and break the haft just in time to bring up his shield to stop an axe blow directed at his own helmet.
 
   On the wings the Oeselians’ greater numbers started to tell as they began to outflank ‘the bastards’ and force them back. With deadlock in the centre the Rotalian formation slowly began to take a convex shape as Ulric’s spearmen had difficulty in fending off Oeselian attacks. Crossbowmen shot enemy warriors at point-blank range, bolts going into eye sockets, through brains, the iron heads protruding from the rear of helmets, but still the Oesilian tide began to lap round Hillar’s men.
 
   There was now a line of dead between the two shield walls, neither of which had given an inch of ground. Hillar was swinging his axe with abandon, shattering enemy shields, oblivious to the gashes on his arms and legs. Men gave high-pitched yelps as some Rotalians, having lost their axes in an enemy shield or the haft having broken, drew their long long knives and ducked low to cut enemy calves and hamstrings. Sweat drenched torsos and stung eyes, as men hacked at each other on the sand under a burning sun. Men became tired and their concentration began to slip. Shields, their leather and boards ripped and splintered, were increasing unable to prevent enemy blades striking arms and shoulders. In the cauldron of combat men did not at first notice their wounds as a battle frenzy gripped them, but as their strength and determination sapped intense pain began to envelop those wounds. Some sank to their knees to be hauled back by comrades behind; others suddenly collapsed, their physical reserves spent, a few died of heart attacks.
 
   ‘The bastards’, trained to fight as a combination of spearmen and crossbowmen, had been forced back as the former stuck close to the latter. If they abandoned their crossbowmen the Oeselians would slaughter the missile troops with ease and so they were forced to abandon the Rotalians. They gave ground grudgingly but they still gave ground, thrusting their spears forward to keep the enemy axe men at bay, the crossbowmen behind them taking shots at the enemy. This allowed some Oeselians to get behind Hillar’s shield wall.
 
   Eustace stood, his courage unfaltering, as a leering warrior with a blood-covered axe came at him, raising the weapon above his head so he could split the priest’s skull in two with a single blow. Eustace could not take his eyes off the blade as suddenly the surrounding din of battle disappeared and all he heard was his own breathing. Transfixed, he saw the warrior run forward, his boots kicking up sand, and the axe framed for an instant against the blue sky before hurtling down towards him. To smash into a shield that was placed in its path. The Rotalian stabbed his knife forward, the point piercing the Oeselian’s mail armour to penetrate between his ribs. He withdrew the blade and stabbed frantically at the man’s neck, blood sheeting over him as he did so. Eustace was suddenly aware of a deafening cacophony of screams, shouts, curses and hollering as he returned to the here and now. And heard a new sound, a dull rumble that shook the earth and then the high-pitched sounds of bugles being blown.
 
   Conrad saw the mêlée at the water’s edge as his horsemen flooded on to the sand further up the beach, the knights slowing to reform as they wheeled left and formed a line. The horses of the Sword Brothers were covered in white caparisons, those of Sir Paul covered in red protection. Conrad raised his lance and signalled the advance, the trumpeters blowing their instruments to convey his order. As one he and the others in the front rank lowered their lances and began to advance, legs braced in stirrups, shields across chests and bodies braced against saddle bows. The horses snorted and broke into a canter as the riders closed to charge knee to knee, behind them in the second rank the sergeants and squires.
 
   Conrad saw more and more red discs as Oeselian warriors in the rear of their shield wall turned and saw the horsemen. They instantly formed a new wall, this time facing the horsemen, but they were tired, wounded men and when the riders reached them the wall disintegrated.
 
   Conrad focused his attention on the red shield ahead of him, his horse instinctively slowing as it neared a seemingly insurmountable obstacle. He dug his spurs into its sides to urge it on, the metal inflicting pain on the beast so it would overcome its fear. He did not look at the warrior’s face or helmet, just his shield. He gripped his lance tightly and braced his body as the space between him and the target vanished and the point of his lance impacted the shield. The weight and momentum of horse, rider and charge forced the point through the shield, into the warrior’s chest and out through his back. As riders either side of him skewered Oeselians they released their lances and gripped swords, axes and maces to hack and thrust at Oeselians behind them.
 
   Hillar shouted in triumph when he saw the riders, recognising the red cross and sword insignia that he had seen on many a battlefield. Energy suddenly coursed through his veins and he rushed forward, tripping and scrambling over dead men to get at the surviving Oeselians. His men, likewise invigorated, followed him.
 
   The Oeselians did not flee or try to escape to their ships. They fought and died where they stood according to their belief that every death was preordained and a man could no more escape his fate than sprout wings. Conrad and his horsemen went about their work methodically, isolating small groups of the enemy or single warriors and cutting them down with a rain of blows, the sergeants and squires using their lances to deliver the coup de grâce.
 
   There was not one Oeselian left alive when Conrad slid off his horse and removed his helmet, sweat pouring down his face as he pulled the mail coif off his head. He walked over to where Hillar was accepting the accolade of his warriors, his leather cuirass shredded, blood running down his face from a head wound: a nasty gash over his right eye. The Rotalians began half-heartedly banging their axe handles on the insides of what remained of their shields as the Marshal of Estonia threaded his way through the dead. Hillar raised a weary hand and grinned.
 
   ‘It is good to see you, Susi, though you need not have bothered. We had them on the run.’
 
   Conrad looked around at the piles of dead in a small area, indicating that no one had been running.
 
   ‘So I see.’
 
   Paul walked over to Hillar and they shook hands.
 
   ‘Looks like we arrived in the nick of time, Hillar, another few minutes and you would have been food for seagulls.’
 
   Hillar laughed, wincing as he rubbed a bruised or cracked rib beneath his cuirass.
 
   ‘I thank you for your assistance but I sent no messages of help.’
 
   ‘Lukas at Reval sent word to Odenpah that the Oeselians were raiding your coast,’ said Conrad. ‘I was not going to remain idle while Estonia was attacked.’
 
   Already the Rotalian parties were stripping the dead of anything valuable, others assisting the wounded back to where the ponies and horses had been tethered among the trees. Conrad watched two warriors pull corpses off a pile of dead and was startled. He rushed over to the slain men, the warriors stopping their work. He knelt down and examined the face of a dead Oeselian wearing a fine mail corselet that reached down to the knees. Even in death the round face was handsome and strong.
 
   ‘You should have kept the peace, my lord.’
 
   Hillar, Paul and a group of curious Rotalian warlords had followed him, all peering down at the dead Oeselian. Conrad turned and looked at Hillar.
 
   ‘My congratulations, Hillar, not only have you won a great victory here today, you have also killed the enemy’s king. Behold King Sigurd, son of Olaf and the ruler of the Oeselian people.’
 
   They gave Sigurd a funeral worthy of an Oeselian king, notwithstanding that he had come to Rotalia to kill and pillage. They did not strip of him of his armour but rather laid him in the centre of one of his longships, surrounded by his dead warriors. Eustace objected but was given short shrift by Hillar, who told him that as a warrior he had to respect the enemy he had just defeated. So they stacked the ship with brushwood and pushed it into the calm sea before setting it alight; it and the other ships that were also filled with dead Oeselians, who had been relieved of their weapons and armour. They watched as six ships burst into flames as they drifted out to sea. As one every Rotalian, ‘bastard’, knight and Sword Brother stood to attention at the water’s edge, raised their weapons in salute and watched the fire consume the vessels. Stark would have been proud – his brother had had a good death.
 
   That night Hillar and his men got roaring drunk in camp after local villagers, hearing of his great victory, sent beer and honey mead on carts to the victorious army. The Sword Brothers of Odenpah who had been fit enough to ride with Conrad and knights of Laiuse also got drunk because never had Rotalian warriors defeated an Oeselian raiding party, much less kill a king of the sea pirates. It was a great day and an even better night.
 
   Conrad shared a meal and drink with his men before walking alone away from camp, the sounds of revelry behind him as he strolled into the meadow grass beyond the temporary stabling area, the smell of ponies and dung hanging in the air.
 
   ‘Master Conrad.’
 
   He spun, hand on the hilt of his sword, to see a grey monk in a habit behind him. The blade was halfway out of its scabbard before he relaxed.
 
   ‘Forgive me,’ said the priest hurriedly. ‘I am Father Eustace.’
 
   ‘It is not a good idea to sneak up on someone at night, father.’
 
   Conrad turned and continued walking, Eustace followed.
 
   ‘I have heard much about you, lord marshal, from Lord Hillar and others. They say that you are the saviour of all Estonia.’
 
   Conrad stopped. ‘If I was that then we would not have had to fight a battle this day.’
 
   ‘You do not celebrate a victory over pagans?’
 
   ‘I agreed a peace with the Oeselian king and now that peace is broken, that much is certain. This battle will be but one of many we will have to fight in the war that is now upon us.’
 
   ‘These Oeselians, these pagans, will not prevail,’ said Eustace with conviction.
 
   ‘You are right, father,’ agreed Conrad, ‘but I had hopes that their king, whom I thought a reasonable man, might lead his people into a permanent peace with the Sword Bothers, perhaps even agree to conversion in return for being welcomed as an equal and ally.’
 
   He sighed. ‘How deluded I was.’
 
   *****
 
   Peace with the Kurs made the River Dvina a safe waterway from the Gulf of Riga all the way to the region near Smolensk. As a result in summer it was packed with boats transporting Russian goods to Riga. The opening of Reval to trade had not markedly affected Riga’s commerce because Novgorod and Pskov still sent the majority of their goods through Dorpat to the Dvina, and in any case the outbreak of hostilities with the Oeselians made merchants think twice before loading their wares on ships that had to sail near the island of the sea pirates.
 
   Magnus Gluck chuckled, causing his double chin to wobble.
 
   ‘I always knew that it was folly making peace with pagans.’
 
   Archdeacon Stefan shook his head. ‘Just one more example of the irresponsibility of the Sword Brothers.’
 
   Outside the Higher Burgomaster’s office a cold wind was assailing Riga, signalling the onset of winter. Soon ice would form on the rivers and lakes to bring waterborne trade to an end for another year. For Glueck and the other merchants of the city it had been a profitable year.
 
   ‘Speaking of which,’ said Glueck, ‘Grand Master Volquin has taken no measures against the still free Marshal of Estonia. Cannot the city garrison arrest him, Stefan?’
 
   The archdeacon shook his head. ‘Master Conrad has his own army in case you had forgotten, Magnus. Besides, I have heard that many of the castellans of the Sword Brothers are unhappy that one of their own was arrested. If I sent soldiers of the garrison to arrest him I might as well sign their death warrants myself.’
 
   Stefan drank more of his wine and smiled. ‘Besides, when the papal vice-legate returns next summer all problems relating to the Marshal of Estonia and the Sword Brothers will be resolved.’
 
   Glueck looked at the servants either side of the door to his office, both men dressed in his personal livery. He pointed at Stefan’s silver goblet, which was immediately refilled along with his own.
 
   ‘Leave us,’ he ordered.
 
   The men bowed and retreated from the office. Glueck waited until the door had been closed. He leaned forward and spoke in a hushed tone.
 
   ‘I have to tell you, Stefan, that I and the other members of the city council are uneasy about this Vice-Legate Baldwin. This city exists only because of the wealth that is generated as a result of trade with the Russians. Riga is a trading city, Stefan, it is not Jerusalem. All these things…’
 
   He gestured at the rich tapestry hanging on the wall and the solid silver candlestick holders hanging from the ceiling.
 
   ‘They are paid for from the proceeds of trade, as is the tithe that the church levies on all citizens.’
 
   Stefan looked morose. ‘What can I do, Magnus? I cannot overrule the Holy Father in Rome.’
 
   Glueck leaned back in his chair. ‘You must lobby the bishop on our behalf. You have some influence with him?’
 
   Stefan gave him a sly smile. ‘Oh, yes, I have influence.’
 
   Abbot Nicholas had been created Bishop of Riga and was enjoying his bishopric. He was essentially a good man, albeit flawed. But unlike Stefan he did not have a malicious nature, just a weak one. To curb his unnatural tendencies he took to self-flagellation but no amount of self-harm could bring the document that could condemn him to the stake into his possession. At first he nearly sent himself mad worrying whether Stefan would have him arrested but the archdeacon kept his word about making him bishop and as time passed he learned to keep the city governor happy and avoid incurring his wrath.
 
   ‘If you could emphasise that the city’s cathedral, Stefan, a monument to God, was paid for by the city council, which has also paid for much of the building works in Riga, we would be grateful.’
 
   ‘Have no fear, Magnus,’ Stefan assured him, ‘I will make sure that the bishop writes personally to the Holy Father on your behalf.’
 
   Glueck mostly looked forward to his meetings with Stefan, during which they both drank too much wine and had to be assisted back to their homes. The Duke of Riga’s house was a large building near the river, though well away from the bustle and stench and noise of the docks. The servants that he had dismissed from his office assisted him into his coach that drove him to his gated mansion, members of his large household helping him alight from the carriage in the courtyard. Stables, storerooms, a chapel and the master’s hall surrounded the courtyard. His hall had an entrance court on the ground floor and stone steps leading up to the great chamber on the first floor containing painted wall hangings and colourful silk cushions on benches along the walls.
 
   Glueck retreated to his bedchamber and issued orders that his wife attend him there. The young Duchess of Riga spent most days praying in the chapel that was her sanctuary until her fat, lecherous husband returned from his business affairs. He rarely spoke to her, though he ensured she was dressed in fine clothes and rich jewellery to show off his wealth, especially when he entertained guests. They slept apart, Glueck attending to his marital duties only when it amused him to do so. Accumulating wealth and power excited him the most and he had little interest in the pleasures of the flesh. His wife’s body was attractive enough and free of the scars and unseemly marks that afflicted even the most expensive whore. Laying with his wife was a chore, though he did come to like the pain on her face when he subjected her to unnatural acts. The more she grimaced and cried the more he enjoyed it. She despised him for his depravity whereas for his part the Duke of Riga thought his wife should be grateful for his consideration After all, the acts he inflicted on her would never make her pregnant and thus he spared her the very real possibility of her dying in childbirth. He came to the conclusion that he was a man of mercy and consideration when it came to his wife.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12
 
   King Fricis died in the winter. The old ruler caught a chill while on a visit to a local village and despite being attended by his personal physician at Treiden the chill got worse, his body wracked by shivers that turned into spasms. The Bishop of Riga sent the dean of the city cathedral to pray at his bedside, which meant that priests and healers surrounded Fricis’ deathbed as his strength failed and he became a husk of a man. He held on for a while and when the snows started to melt the Livs clung on to the hope that just as the land sprang back to life in the spring so would their king recover. But it was not to be, Fricis slipping into a deep sleep from which he never awoke. He died on an overcast March day, the rain pelting Treiden’s ancient timbers. He was the last of his line, his wife having died two years before and the marriage between them being barren of children.
 
   Fricis had been a good man and a loyal king, loyal to his people, the Holy Church and the Sword Brothers. All three were represented at his funeral held in the large wooden church near the great hill fort that had been the king’s stronghold. It was a relatively new building, the old church having been burned to the ground when the Oeselians had attacked Treiden.
 
   ‘Do you remember that time, Conrad?’ asked Hans as they rode towards the Liv settlement in the company of Sir Richard, Tonis and all the warlords of the Army of the Wolf.
 
   ‘I remember it well,’ replied Conrad, ‘we were young then and war was like a game, not like now.’
 
   ‘Why so morose, Conrad?’ asked Sir Richard, ‘the death of the king has affected you?’
 
   Conrad sighed. ‘Not just his death, your grace, but the passing of all the others who are no longer with us.’
 
   ‘You mean Bruno, Johann and Anton,’ said Hans.
 
   Conrad nodded.
 
   ‘You think about death to much, Susi,’ said Riki.
 
   ‘That’s because he doesn’t have a wife and children,’ added Hillar. ‘If he had a woman nagging him and brats to look after he wouldn’t have time to think of anything.’
 
   ‘You never think anyway,’ smiled Andres.
 
   ‘Now what you all fail to realise,’ opined Leatherface, ‘is that Master Conrad took an oath of poverty and chastity a long time ago and, unlike most men who takes an oath, he kept it. There’s really no hope for him.’
 
   They burst into laughter while Conrad shook his head. Each of his warlords had insisted on bringing a hundred of their men just in case the ‘two fat bastards’, as they termed Archdeacon Stefan and Magnus Glueck, attempted to seize Conrad during the funeral. He tried to convince them that neither would be attending the ceremony but they would not have it and so a small army of Estonians travelled with him to Treiden.
 
   ‘At least they come to pay their respects,’ Sir Richard had told him, ‘rather than to fight the Livs, and that is all down to you, Conrad.’
 
   ‘I think you give me too much credit, your grace.’
 
   ‘Nonsense. You have forged the Estonia that exists today and for that its people and its leaders are grateful.’
 
   Because the bishops of Dorpat and Riga had travelled to Treiden to pay their respects their retinues were camped outside what was now a town, the two churchmen being accommodated in the hill fort along with the Sword Brothers masters and the commanders of the Army of the Wolf. The latter had a happy reunion with Kaja who was also lodged in the fort, along with her husband Rameke, soon to be king of the Livs. Kaja had given birth to a second son and looked radiant in a white dress and fur-lined cloak, her blonde hair shining and her eyes pools of pure blue. She hugged Conrad fondly when they met before rebuking him.
 
   ‘You should never have allowed yourself to be taken to Riga, Susi, and I am still angry with you for banning me from the city after your trial.’
 
   ‘I did so to spare you from my execution, Kaja.’
 
   Her luscious lips narrowed. ‘Did you really think that we would allow that to happen?’
 
   They were in Treiden’s main feasting hall, a huge timber chamber with a vaulted ceiling and a large banner displaying a red cross hanging at one end. Fires crackled in the stone hearths in the centre of the hall for the days were still cool and wet.
 
   ‘I had to post guards to stop Kaja travelling to Riga,’ said Rameke, grinning.
 
   Kaja was in no mood for levity. ‘I was tricked by that monk at the trial. When I see him again I will castrate him for his insolence.’
 
   Hillar, Andres and Riki cheered, while Sir Richard gave a sharp intake of breath.
 
   ‘That is a papal vice-legate you are talking about, Kaja,’ said Conrad.
 
   ‘He still has testicles, does he not?’ she shot back.
 
   Another cheer came from the warlords. Sir Richard held his bald head in his hands.
 
   ‘Where are your children?’ asked Conrad, changing the subject.
 
   ‘At home,’ replied Kaja.
 
   ‘This will soon be your home,’ Conrad told her, ‘for your husband will be a king and you will be a queen.’
 
   She liked that and smiled coyly before asking. ‘Is a queen higher than a papal vice-legate?’
 
   ‘That’s a good question,’ said Leatherface.
 
   Conrad ignored him. ‘I am no expert on the matter but it could be argued that a king is higher than a vice-legate because a king is chosen by God whereas a vice-legate is selected by the Pope.’
 
   ‘Then when I am queen I can have the papal vice-legate executed,’ she exclaimed happily.
 
   Conrad looked at Rameke who shook his head.
 
   Hillar pointed a thick finger at Leatherface. ‘If you could shoot straight then that monk would be dead already and the queen wouldn’t have to worry about such things.’
 
   ‘No one is going to kill the vice-legate,’ said Conrad. ‘We do not want to make the situation worse than it already is.’
 
   ‘He will not be returning to Livonia,’ insisted Kaja, ‘not if he knows what’s good for him.’
 
   Conrad caught the eye of Sir Richard. They both knew that Vice-Legate Baldwin would be returning in the summer, this time accompanied by an army. To Conrad’s surprise he found Bishop Nicholas friendly as the dignitaries gathered for the funeral the next day. Every master of the Sword Brothers was present, giving Conrad the opportunity to speak to Lukas regarding Reval and the Oeselians.
 
   ‘It’s all gone very quiet since Hillar killed their king,’ Lukas told him, ‘though their longships still dock at Reval.’
 
   ‘Is that wise?’
 
   ‘Thing is, Conrad, there is too much money to be made trading at Reval for them to stop going there. Besides, Reval is a Sword Brother port and they are not at war with us.’
 
   ‘Yet,’ said Conrad glumly.
 
   The cemetery where Fricis was laid to rest was beside the church, a wooden arch with a bell at its entrance with an alley of linden trees leading to the king’s grave. Bishops Hermann and Nicholas walked in front of the wooden coffin carried by six of Fricis’ Liv bodyguard. Then came Rameke and Kaja, Fricis’ warlords and district elders, old men with greying hair and beards. The wind was blowing from the north and a light rain began to fall as dozens of men filed into the cemetery. One of whom was Gunter, very striking in a red surcoat with golden cross keys insignia and a red cloak bearing the same motif. He looked most awkward as he stood near Bishop Nicholas with three other members of the garrison. Conrad stood with his warlords as Bishop Hermann, who had known Fricis for a number of years, and Bishop Nicholas, who had never met the king, gave long eulogies at the graveside. It was all very moving and dignified but everyone was glad to get back to the fort’s feasting hall afterwards for warm mead and hot soup. Conrad smiled when he saw Rameke place a dry cloak around his wife’s shoulders. He reckoned their union to be one of his better achievements.
 
   Later, when feeling had returned to numbed fingers and noses and bellies were filled with copious quantities of meat, rye bread and cheese, Conrad left Hans and his increasingly loud warlords to take some air. The hall, filled with dozens of men and heated by raging fires, was warm but not pleasantly so, the aroma of beer and mead mixing with sweat and cooked food to produce a slightly noxious fragrance.
 
   Outside the hall the rain had stopped though it had got cooler, the northerly wind chilling the land. He closed his eyes and breathed in the icy air.
 
   ‘Master Conrad.’
 
   He opened his eyes and saw Gunter standing before him, hands by his side as if at attention.
 
   ‘Come to arrest me, Gunter?’
 
   Gunter raised his right hand, in which was a rolled parchment.
 
   ‘I thought you should have these, Conrad, that is Master Conrad. Grand Master Volquin gave them to me to pass to you. Though I know not why he should select me.’
 
   Conrad took the documents and saw that it was the letter that he had written to his sister on the eve of his execution. He was touched by Gunter’s thoughtfulness.
 
   ‘It seemed callous to send it seeing as you still live.’
 
   ‘You are a good man, Gunter. I am sorry for the loss of your men at Riga.’
 
   Gunter relaxed a little. ‘It was an altogether shameful affair.’
 
   ‘I was surprised that Commander Nordheim did not accompany the bishop.’
 
   Gunter gave him a faint smile. ‘The commander is away on business in Germany.’
 
   He hesitated, weighing up whether he should divulge more information. He continued.
 
   ‘That business concerns the purchase of provisions for the legate’s army that is currently marching to Lübeck before taking ship to Riga.’
 
   ‘You mean vice-legate.’
 
   Gunter shook his head. ‘He has the powers of a full legate now, apparently.’
 
   ‘A whole army to arrest me,’ said Conrad, ‘the legate flatters me.’
 
   ‘It is not only to arrest you, Master Conrad, but to impose the will of the Papacy on Livonia and Estonia.’
 
   Conrad laughed. ‘You mean the will of Legate Baldwin. Well, I thank you for the warning. Should the air in the Bishop’s Palace become too putrid for your liking the Sword Brothers can always find room for a good soldier.’
 
   Gunter looked utterly sad. ‘I have a wife and children, Master Conrad, it is for their wellbeing that I endure my duties. I bid you good day.’
 
   He saluted, turned and went back to the hall. The next day, while inebriated men slept on the floor of the hall, bleary eyed and irritable Sword Brother castellans gathered in Grand Master Volquin’s tent after Prime Mass in the church. Father Otto had conducted the mass and had used the occasion to lecture all present on the sin of over-indulgence.
 
   ‘I’ll keep this brief,’ Volquin told them. ‘Master Conrad has received news that an army under the leadership of Legate Baldwin will be arriving at Riga in the summer, as Conrad has kindly informed me.’
 
   The masters yawned and scratched their beards, totally disinterested.
 
   ‘He comes to teach us the error of our ways,’ continued Volquin.
 
   ‘And what will we teach him?’ asked Jacob.
 
   The others laughed. Volquin raised a hand.
 
   ‘But we will not be giving up Conrad for one thing.’
 
   His castellans murmured their assent.
 
   ‘That said, we will not provoke the legate. He has been promoted, by the way, as you all failed to notice. He is after all acting on behalf of the Pope, our supreme commander on earth.’
 
   ‘Why does the legate come with an army if not to subdue us?’ said Rudolf.
 
   ‘Assisted no doubt by the garrison of Riga and the Livonian Militia,’ added Friedhelm.
 
   ‘This is all supposition,’ said Volquin. ‘We will do nothing until the legate arrives but make sure that your garrisons are alert for any signs of trouble. We retain our castles, we retain our power.’
 
   ‘Perhaps the legate comes to make war on the Russians or Lithuanians,’ offered Bertram.
 
   ‘In addition to punishing us. Baldwin must truly be a most gifted commander,’ scoffed Griswold.
 
   ‘No, he comes to impose his own kind of order upon Livonia and Estonia,’ said Volquin.
 
   ‘Good luck with that,’ growled Rudolf.
 
   *****
 
   At the same time as Livonia was burying Fricis the Oeselians were also mourning the loss of their own king. The death of Sigurd had been a cruel blow to the inhabitants of Oesel who had liked and respected the son of Olaf. But now they had lost their king, nearly five hundred of their menfolk and the peace that he had brought about. Stark and Kalf had also raided the coast of Estonia and had achieved a modicum of success, burning several Harrien villages and taking a number of slaves. But the response of the Duke of Harrien and his warriors had been swift and they too had lost men before sailing back to the Blessed Isle. Stark had wanted to attack Reval after the surprise raids against Estonia but the death of Sigurd had put an end to that venture. Bothvar was also dead, cut down beside his king or so everyone believed because neither his body nor those of the king or his men had been retrieved for a proper cremation.
 
   Stark had taken himself off to Gotland to escape the whining of his earls and the inhabitants of Kuressaare and to sell his newly acquired slaves to Tagd One-Eye, leaving his brother in charge of Oesel.
 
   ‘I’ll take slaves off your hands, prince,’ said Tagd mockingly, ‘though the price will be low, I’m afraid, like last time. The market, you understand.’
 
   ‘I should have thrown them overboard,’ said Stark bitterly.
 
   ‘But then you would not be here to listen and benefit from the news I have,’ smiled Tagd. Stark noticed that he had a new eye patch, this one new and studded with silver. He preferred the slave trader when he operated from a grubby hut in a back alley in Visby.
 
   ‘What news?’
 
   Tagd snapped his fingers and a boy no older than ten years, dressed in a fine yellow tunic, took the wine jug on the table he was standing beside and refilled the silver cups he and Stark were drinking from. The boy had fair skin and light brown hair. Tagd saw him examining the boy.
 
   ‘From a good family in Visby, aren’t you, Julian?’
 
   The boy smiled and nodded.
 
   ‘I’m teaching him how to run a household.’
 
   ‘You?’ Stark was lost for words.
 
   ‘Anyway,’ said Tagd, ‘you may be interested to know that a papal legate at the head of an army will soon be arriving at Lübeck to take ship for Riga.’
 
   Stark’s blood ran cold. This could only mean a new crusade against Oesel.
 
   ‘Legate, what is that?’
 
   Tagd sighed. ‘A man who is the representative of the Pope, prince, the ruler of all the Christian lands, in theory at least. Rumour has it that the legate is going to punish the Sword Brothers, which I’m sure you will be glad to hear.’
 
   Stark’s ears pricked up. ‘The Christians fight among themselves?’
 
   ‘Always,’ replied Tagd, ‘but if they are fighting each other in your neck of the woods then at least they won’t be troubling you.’
 
   Stark sailed back to Oesel a happier man then when he had set out for Gotland. Suddenly the gods were smiling on him for if the Christians tore each other apart on the mainland then not only Estonia but also Reval may become ripe for the taking. Sigurd had obviously died because the gods were preparing the way for him to become king and lead the Oeselian people to glory. The days of the longships and tall men were surely at hand.
 
   *****
 
   It had been two years since Baldwin of Alna had been nearly killed during the abortive execution of Conrad Wolff at Riga. He had left Livonia with an army of clerks, lawyers and notaries and returned with an army of foot soldiers and horsemen. It was late summer when it arrived at Riga, having spent four months marching from the Papal States north through Verona, Bavaria, Thuringia and Saxony to arrive at Lübeck. Along the way, despite advance letters being sent by Pope Gregory himself requesting free passage for the crusading army, Baldwin had been forced to pay tariffs to the rulers of those lands for the privilege of marching his men through them. By the time the army reached Lübeck it had already cost the Camera, the Papacy’s financial office, a small fortune. Another fortune had already been spent on the raising and maintaining of the instrument that would enforce the Pope’s will on the rebellious Sword Brothers and a corrupt Livonia.
 
   ‘I have come to erase the stain of wickedness and rebellion from this land.’
 
   Baldwin was pacing up and down the packed audience chamber of the Bishop’s Palace as he spoke. On the dais a stony faced Bishop Nicholas and Archdeacon Stefan listened to his words, the members of the city council seated on benches at right angles to the churchmen likewise looking glum. Manfred Nordheim stood on one side of the dais and a smirking Dietrich von Kivel on the other. The fat face of the Duke of Riga was contorted with anger as the legate berated him and them.
 
   ‘Despite the Holy Father’s express instructions the city’s merchants have continued to trade with the apostate Russians,’ continued Baldwin, ‘even though God sent a famine to wipe them out. They survive only because you…’
 
   He pointed at the city council and Duke of Riga,
 
   ‘sold them food. In your zeal to worship Mammon you have forgotten that Livonia is God’s kingdom and exists only to serve His purpose.’
 
   Baldwin swung round to face Grand Master Volquin and Master Rudolf who had been summoned to the palace along with the city’s leading merchants.
 
   ‘Commander Nordheim informs me that the city’s jail does not contain the heretic Master Conrad, which confirms to me that the Sword Brothers have lost their way and no longer serve the Holy Church.’
 
   Rudolf made to speak but Volquin shook his head to silence him.
 
   Baldwin, his face browned by months spent under an Italian sun, gripped the wooden crucifix hanging around his neck.
 
   ‘When I speak I do so with the authority of the Holy Father in Rome and he who opposes me opposes him and the Holy Church he serves.
 
   ‘The raising and transportation of the army accompanying me from Italy has been a great financial undertaking. It is here because all of you disregarded your duty to the Holy Father. Therefore each member of Riga’s city council will pay a fine equivalent to the money that he has made from trading with the apostate Russians.’
 
   ‘This is an outrage,’ said Magnus Glueck, unable to control his temper.
 
   Baldwin’s crazed eyes settled on him. ‘An outrage, your grace? My I remind you that the Holy Father is outraged by the behaviour of the leading citizens of Riga, who against his specific orders have continued to trade with the Russians and, far worse, entered into trade agreements with them, thus giving them legal recognition. That is an outrage, your grace.’
 
   Baldwin glared at the portly duke, daring him to contradict him. Glueck would have liked nothing more than to humiliate this upstart monk but had no wish to be excommunicated, not least because if he was then the considerable assets he owned in Riga and Lübeck could be seized. He bit his lip and remained silent. Baldwin turned to Volquin.
 
   ‘As the Sword Brothers seemed to have forgotten their oath of obedience to God you will order your masters to surrender themselves to Command Nordheim so they may stand trial for their insubordination. As none has arrested Master Conrad I can only conclude they are sympathetic to him. Furthermore they will surrender control of their castles to captains I have brought with me, seeing as the garrison of Riga cannot be trusted and the Livonian Militia is worthless.’
 
   Baldwin’s scribes hunched over desks were writing furiously to record his every word. Volquin remained expressionless as Baldwin move closer to stand over him.
 
   ‘Furthermore, Reval will be handed back to King Valdemar of Denmark as it was originally given to the Danish king by the Papacy. I will be marching north presently to arrest Master Conrad, destroy his heretical Army of the Wolf and oversee the occupation of Reval and Narva, these places currently held illegally by the Sword Brothers. If, grand master, your castellans refuse to comply with these orders they will be in rebellion against Pope Gregory, the Holy Church and God. They have one week to surrender themselves.’
 
   Baldwin did not stay in the city, preferring the company of the Duke of Narva, his priests and captains in the large camp that had sprung up outside the city walls. As it was in the words of Baldwin a ‘godly army’ severe punishments were inflicted on those who indulged in theft or rapine, a gallows being erected in the centre of camp. Soon bodies were dangling from its timbers as a warning to others who were thinking of committing transgressions. Next to the legate’s tent, a simple conical affair with a single centre pole, was the army’s carroccio, a painted wagon with a rectangular wooden platform supporting an altar and a mast, from which the standard of the Papacy flew. The altar and wagon were covered with white silk and on the altar was a silver cross containing a fragment of the true cross. The carroccio was pulled by three pairs of oxen and guarded night and day by foot soldiers of the Company of the Carroccio.
 
   During the week that the legate waited for the Sword Brother masters to surrender themselves Baldwin prayed in Riga Cathedral, sent his clerks to trawl though the records of the city council held at the merchant hall and inspected his soldiers. It was after one such parade that the Duke of Narva walked with the legate back to his tent.
 
   ‘You look troubled, Dietrich.’
 
   ‘I’ll not lie to you, your eminence. I’m concerned about the Marshal of Estonia and his army. He and it are not to be underestimated.’
 
   Baldwin stopped and laid a hand on Kivel’s shoulder.
 
   ‘Have no fear, Dietrich, just as the Philistine army dissolved when Goliath was slain so will the Army of the Wolf melt away before this army has taken one step towards Estonia.’
 
   It had been a bountiful harvest and as August came to an end every villager capable of wielding a scythe had gathered in the wheat and rye, followed by the barley and oats. After their heavy defeat on the white sands the Oeselians did not return to Estonia, leaving the Rotalians and Harrien free to harvest their crops. All that remained was the peas, beans and vetches that would be gathered in September.
 
   Hillar stood and stretched his aching back after scything wheat, the ripened grain like an ocean of gold around Leal. He saw Eustace attacking the crop with gusto but suddenly stop and peer to the south. Other individuals likewise ceased their work and began pointing. Hillar turned and saw a rider approaching, halting to speak to a group of warriors keeping watch, for there was no guarantee that the Oeselians would not return to reap a harvest of not only grain but also slaves. They pointed at Hillar and the rider carried on his journey until he brought his horse to a halt and slid from the saddle. He was a Liv, the sign of the moon motif on the shield dangling from his saddle betraying his race. There was a time when no Liv would ride alone into Estonian territory but now peace and order ruled their two kingdoms. He walked up to Hillar and bowed his head.
 
   ‘Greetings, lord, I bring a letter for you from Riga.’
 
   As Eustace and two of Hillar’s bodyguard wandered over the Liv reached into the saddlebag and pulled out a roll of paper with a red wax seal. He handed it to Hillar.
 
   Eustace saw the emblem. ‘The seal of the Curia.’
 
   This meant nothing to Hillar as he broke the seal and looked at the words, which were in Latin. He handed it to Eustace.
 
   ‘Go to the fort and get some drink and food inside you,’ Hillar told the courier.
 
   The man led his horse away as Eustace read the letter.
 
    
 
   To Hillar, Duke of Harrien.
 
   Your Grace.
 
   I have returned to Livonia with the intention of bringing Master Conrad to justice and to curb the ambitions of the Sword Brothers. To these ends I will currently be marching from Riga into Estonia to occupy the stronghold of Odenpah and any other place that resists my authority. I therefore request that as a Christian lord you assemble what soldiers you are able to muster and meet me at Lehola, the residence of the Duke of Saccalia, on the fifteenth day of September in the year of our Lord twelve hundred and thirty-three.
 
   I remain, your humble servant Baldwin of Alna, legate to his holiness Pope Gregory.
 
    
 
   Eustace looked at Hillar. ‘What will you do, my lord?’
 
   Hillar looked around at his people gathering the harvest. ‘We complete gathering in the harvest and then I will assemble my warriors as the legate desires.’
 
   The harvest had been good in all Estonia but particularly around Odenpah, the villages that had previously been empty having been re-occupied. They were flourishing thanks to the peace now existing throughout the land. And Odenpah was a noisy place thanks to the many workers and their families living within its walls. The garrison, its members having recovered from the wounds suffered at the Battle of Broken Bones, had assisted in gathering the harvest and was now stood to attention in the fort’s inner compound.
 
   Conrad stood in front of the assembled brother knights and sergeants, their white surcoats contrasting with the maroon long-sleeved gambesons of Falcone’s crossbowmen. He was immensely proud of all of them, as well as the Ungannians working the land around the fort. It was for those reasons that he had decided to ride south to surrender himself to the papal legate before Baldwin and his army invaded Estonia. He had no wish to see the land he was responsible for become a war-torn region once again.
 
   ‘My brothers,’ he began, ‘we have come a long way together since the time you first reported here as novices. Because of you Odenpah and Ungannia once again flourish and because of this…’
 
   The alarm bell in the highest tower of the inner wall frantically ringing cut his words short. As they had been taught to do everyone scattered to the armoury to collect additional weapons and crossbow bolts. Hans looked at Conrad.
 
   ‘The legate has beaten you to it, my friend.’
 
   ‘I don’t know what you mean.’
 
   Hans smiled wryly. ‘I have known you too long, Conrad, not to realise that you were going to announce one of your noble gestures. Well I say it is better to fight and die here, with swords in our hands and among friends and brothers, than to be treated as base criminals.’
 
   He slapped his friend hard on the shoulder as the sentry in the tower still rang the bell.
 
   ‘Shut that infernal noise up,’ Conrad shouted, ‘you will do yourself a mischief.’
 
   Jaan and Arri, loaded down with crossbows, full quivers, maces and axes, were leading similarly equipped brother knights and sergeants to the outer wall as anyone outside the fort ran for the open gates, which included shepherding sheep into the stronghold. Any man among the workers who could use a weapon made his way to the armoury to be issued one. The strategy was simple: hold the outer wall as long as possible and then fall back to the inner stronghold until help came. Already a sergeant would be riding from the outer gates to head for Dorpat to raise the alarm.
 
   He went to the armoury where an armourer handed him a shield, helm, crossbow and two full quivers. He ran down the steps from the inner compound to the stairs leading to the outer ramparts already lined with men ready to repulse an assault. He made his way to where Hans stood with Leatherface, the latter’s crossbow already loaded and resting on the top of the wall.
 
   ‘There’s plenty of them,’ he said as he looked to the south where a sizeable number of men on horseback were approaching the fort.
 
   ‘Four standards,’ said Hans, peering at the head of the column.
 
   There was no wind so the flags hung limply from their poles. Three riders suddenly left the invaders and began galloping towards the fort, those behind maintaining the same pace as before.
 
   ‘Ready,’ shouted Conrad.
 
   ‘Stand down,’ called Hans, his eyes keener than his friend’s.
 
   The riders pulled up their horses before the wooden bridge spanning the moat. They looked at the closed gates and up at the row of crossbows pointing at them.
 
   ‘Is this any way to treat friends?’ shouted Hillar.
 
   The garrison erupted in cheers and whoops as Sir Richard and Riki raised their hands to Conrad above.
 
   ‘Open the gates,’ ordered Odenpah’s Master.
 
   The next day Andres and Sir Paul arrived as the Army of the Wolf made camp on the great meadow in front of Odenpah, a forest of tents springing up to cover the grass. It was a happy reunion as men who had fought together for years greeted each other and others, the first time they had marched with the army, made new friends. The standards of Saccalia, Rotalia, Harrien, Jerwen and ‘the bastards’ were pitched in the centre of the camp alongside the banner of the Sword Brothers. As the air filled with the smoke of a thousand campfires the warlords gathered in the fort’s hall to explain their arrival to Conrad. They were in an ill temper.
 
   ‘Treated me like some sort of servant,’ Sir Richard complained of the legate, ‘telling me that Lehola would be the rendezvous point for his invasion of Estonia. Clearly manners are not taught in Rome.’
 
   Paul was grinning. ‘Must have come as a shock to be treated as you treated me for all those years.’
 
   ‘I see knighthood has not diminished your seditious tongue,’ remarked Sir Richard dryly.
 
   ‘At least you weren’t ordered to attend to the legate like an obedient dog,’ said Hillar.
 
   ‘Did he really think we would abandon our friend?’ asked Riki.
 
   ‘I think we can take it that he does little thinking,’ offered Andres.
 
   ‘My friends,’ interrupted Conrad, ‘touched though I am by this display of loyalty, by being here you risk incurring the wrath of the legate.’
 
   As one they burst into laughter.
 
   ‘Good,’ grunted Hillar, ‘he needs a lesson in humility.’
 
   ‘And manners,’ added Sir Richard.
 
   ‘It is good that he has returned to Livonia with an army,’ said Andres, ‘because he will need it.’
 
   Conrad shook his head but Hillar was in no mood for arguments.
 
   ‘And you can forget about giving yourself up, Susi, we will not allow it.’
 
   ‘How did you know?’
 
   ‘That you were thinking of giving yourself up?’ said Sir Richard. ‘Hans forewarned us.’
 
   Conrad looked at his friend who was unrepentant. ‘I make no apologies for going behind your back, Conrad. This legate is clearly mad.’
 
   ‘But he is still the Pope’s legate,’ said Conrad forcefully, ‘and all of you risk excommunication if you continue with this course of action.’
 
   ‘It is a price worth paying, Susi,’ answered Hillar.
 
   ‘What is life without honour?’ said Sir Richard.
 
   ‘It is no life at all,’ added Riki.
 
   Andres nodded. ‘And every one of those men camped outside this fort is of the same opinion.’
 
   ‘The plan is to rendezvous with Master Rudolf at Reval, Conrad,’ said Sir Richard. ‘The legate has ordered every Sword Brother master to stand trial at Riga.’
 
   Conrad was shocked. ‘On what charges?’
 
   ‘Insubordination,’ Sir Richard told him. ‘And Reval and Narva are to be handed back to the Danes.’
 
   ‘Everything we have worked for is to be thrown away,’ remarked Riki bitterly.
 
   ‘If we march to Reval we abandon all our strongholds in Estonia,’ said Hans.
 
   Sir Richard, who had clearly been planning for the return of the legate for some time, grinned.
 
   ‘No, Hans, we have left small garrisons behind, mostly those too young or too old to fight on the battlefield. But behind high timber walls they can still hold out if well supplied. When the legate’s army approaches the people will either seek refuge in the strongholds or flee into the forests.
 
   ‘The legate brings no siege engines and Master Rudolf assures me that those in the possession of the Sword Brothers will not be made available to him.’
 
   ‘So you see, Conrad,’ said Hans, ‘even our order is against the legate.’
 
   ‘No master of your order will be going to Riga,’ Sir Richard told Conrad.
 
   ‘And if we defeat the legate?’ said Conrad. ‘What then?’
 
   ‘We will appeal to the Pope,’ answered Sir Richard. ‘No man, not even a papal legate, can ask a man to ignore his conscience.’
 
   Hans agreed. ‘We have remained true to the oath we took when we became brother knights, Conrad, but we also have a duty to protect the people of this land from enemies, even an army led by a papal legate.’
 
   ‘You might as well concede defeat, Conrad,’ said Paul, ‘this lot are like an old dog with a bone; they won’t let it go.’
 
   ‘God will decide who is in the right,’ announced Sir Richard.
 
   ‘He and a few hundred crossbowmen,’ smiled Leatherface.
 
   Mikk, the fort’s chief steward, organised a lavish feast for the warlords that evening, Sir Richard divulging that the army that had landed at Riga was composed of Italians who had marched the breadth of Europe to Lübeck. Hillar, Riki and Andres were fascinated by the wagon that carried a piece of the true cross, though when he heard this Conrad was plunged into despair. Maarja sitting next to him noticed his gloom.
 
   ‘Why so sad, Conrad?’
 
   ‘No army can prevail against one that carries a fragment the true cross.’
 
   Leatherface across from him belched. ‘In my time I’ve seen enough fragments of the true cross that if they were collected in one place would provide enough wood to build a hall bigger than this one.’
 
   Conrad was mortified. ‘You blaspheme.’
 
   Leatherface pointed a pork chop at him. ‘Religious relics are a very profitable business in Germany, Master Conrad. Lady Maarja, you’re an educated person, not like Master Conrad, so let me ask you this. What are the chances of a piece of wood that was used to crucify criminals, by which I mean it has nails hammered into it and is out in all weathers, what are the odds of that piece of wood surviving for over a thousand years?’
 
   ‘Slim, I would imagine.’
 
   The mercenary gnawed at his chop. ‘That’s putting it mildly, my lady. Anyway, friend Baldwin is obviously no great general.’
 
   ‘Why do you say that?’ asked Conrad.
 
   ‘Starting a campaign when the harvest is mostly in, for one. He has no siege engines when those he seeks to suppress possess a great many strongholds, which means he will have to leave troops surrounding those strongholds if he wants to take them. Which in turn will deplete his army’s numbers.’
 
   ‘He won’t waste his time on sieges,’ insisted Sir Richard.
 
   ‘Oh, why’s that, your grace?’ queried Leatherface.
 
   ‘Because we shall offer him battle at a time and place of our choosing.’
 
   Leatherface was unconvinced. ‘Why would he accept such an invitation?’
 
   Sir Richard dabbed a cloth on his mouth. ‘Because he has a fragment of the true cross and that will make him arrogant.’
 
   Leatherface smiled at Conrad. ‘You see, hopeless general.’
 
   *****
 
   ‘Where is he? Can the Grand Master of the Sword Brothers vanish into thin air?’
 
   The eyes of Legate Baldwin were always burning with zeal but now they threatened to burst out of their sockets as he paced up and down in front of Manfred Nordheim. A week had passed and not one Sword Brother master had surrendered himself. Worse, Grand Master Volquin and the staff of his office had disappeared, vacating Riga Castle without any notice.
 
   ‘The Grand Master may go where he will, Legate,’ said Bishop Nicholas, irritated at being summoned like a novice by Baldwin. ‘He is not under arrest.’
 
   The legate forced a smile as he faced the prince bishop of the Holy Church. Nicholas had grown into his role and was not blind to the grumblings of his fellow churchmen in Livonia concerning the legate’s arrogance and lack of manners. Baldwin was fast wearing out his welcome among all sections of Livonian society.
 
   ‘Not yet, excellency.’
 
   Nicholas began drumming his fingers on the arms of his chair, next to him Archdeacon Stefan keeping his council but also deeply unhappy, not least because he had Magnus Glueck bending his ear about the unreasonableness of the legate.
 
   Manfred Nordheim felt very alone as he stood in the centre of the audience chamber of the Bishop’s Palace.
 
   ‘You are the commander of the garrison of this city, are you not?’
 
   Baldwin’s tone was aggressive and condescending.
 
   ‘I am, excellency.’
 
   ‘Then surely your soldiers standing guard at the city gates must have seen them leave.’
 
   ‘No, your eminence, they did not.’
 
   Baldwin moved closer to Nordheim until their faces were just inches apart.
 
   ‘Perhaps there is treachery and heresy among your own men, commander. Perhaps you yourself harbour heretical thoughts.’
 
   ‘Enough,’ barked the bishop, causing Stefan to jump. ‘Commander Nordheim, for all his faults, and he has many, is not a heretic and nor is he incompetent. Perhaps you wish to examine me to see if I too am a heretic?’
 
   Baldwin bristled at his words but smiled. ‘As proof of the commander’s loyalty I request that he and his men accompany my army when it marches north.’
 
   ‘You would leave the city defenceless,’ shrieked Stefan.
 
   Baldwin rounded on him. ‘Defenceless, Archdeacon? Surely the Livonian Militia is more than capable of maintaining order in Riga?’
 
   Nicholas, always aware that Nordheim and Stefan had written evidence that could bring about his downfall, sensed an opportunity.
 
   ‘Commander Nordheim and his men will accompany Legate Baldwin north to expedite the subjugation of Estonia.’
 
   Baldwin smiled triumphantly at Stefan who was left to ponder who would protect him while Nordheim was away.
 
   ‘Don’t worry about that, Stefan,’ Glueck reassured his friend as a servant poured white wine into the archdeacon’s goblet. ‘I will personally see to it that the Bishop’s Palace is guarded night and day.’
 
   Stefan had gone to see the Duke of Riga in his home the moment the uncomfortable meeting with the legate had come to an end. They both took solace in their mutual dislike of Baldwin as the wine loosened their tongues.
 
   ‘It would be better for all of us if the Sword Brothers defeated the legate’s army,’ said Stefan. ‘At least they and the Marshal of Estonia are content killing pagans rather than interfering in Riga’s interests.’
 
   ‘Better the devil you know, so to speak,’ grinned Glueck whose wife suddenly appeared in the hall, its high architectural wooden roof giving the expansive chamber an airy aspect.
 
   ‘My dear,’ said Glueck, ‘come here.’
 
   The young woman, beautiful and delicate, glided silently into the room with her head down.
 
   ‘This is my friend Archdeacon Stefan.’
 
   Stefan stood and tilted his head at Glueck’s wife, who met his eyes briefly and smiled.
 
   ‘Pleased to make you acquaintance, sir,’ her voice was more of a whisper.
 
   ‘Of you go, then,’ ordered Glueck, prompting his wife to scurry away at speed.
 
   ‘Most charming,’ said Stefan, sitting.
 
   ‘She suffices.’ Glueck watched as a servant refilled his goblet and waited for the servant to retreat out of earshot. He leaned forward to speak in a whisper.
 
   ‘The legate has made many enemies during his time in Riga, Stefan. It would be better if we were rid of him.’
 
   The archdeacon nodded. ‘What had you in mind?’
 
   ‘My question to you is what would happen if Baldwin were to fall during the coming campaign.’
 
   Stefan drank greedily from his goblet. ‘That would be the end of the Sword Brothers.’
 
   ‘Oh?’
 
   ‘A military order killing a papal legate? There would be no forgiveness for that.’
 
   Glueck leaned back, a leer on his ugly visage. ‘So, the best outcome for us would be for the legate to be killed in battle, at a stroke removing friend Baldwin and the Sword Brothers. Oh, and the Marshal of Estonia.’
 
   Stefan was glum. ‘Unfortunately the chances of that happening are slim, Magnus. The legate has brought a large army. Nordheim informs me that eleven and a half thousand foot and three thousand horse are camped outside Riga’s walls, and they include fifteen hundred of Christendom’s best crossbowmen. If the Sword Brothers offer battle I have no doubt that they will be crushed.’
 
   ‘What if they received reinforcements,’ said Glueck, ‘to tilt the odds more in their favour?’
 
   Stefan was confused. ‘Reinforcements?’
 
   Glueck shook his oversized head. ‘It does not matter.’
 
   *****
 
   The Duke of Riga was a vain man as well as a very wealthy one and did not take kindly to being humiliated by Legate Baldwin. He had little interest in Papal politics and even less in the affairs of the Sword Brothers, though he still despised Master Conrad. If the Marshal of Estonia was arrested and executed so much the better but he viewed the prospect of a war between the Sword Brothers and Baldwin with horror because such a conflict might easily spread from Estonia into Livonia, perhaps to the very gates of Riga itself. That would interrupt trade, which in turn would adversely affect his profits and that troubled him greatly. He and the city’s other merchants were already being coerced into paying for the maintenance of Baldwin’s army, which could prove ruinous, and there was no guarantee that after he had concluded his campaign the legate would not insist on the cessation of trade with the Russians. Worse, he might decide to launch a crusade against the followers of the Orthodox religion, which would undo all the good work he had done in negotiating trade treaties with them. It was all too much.
 
   But Magnus Glueck was nothing if not a good businessman and while the legate prepared his soldiers for the march north, which seemed to involve forcing every one of them to swear an oath of fealty with one hand resting on the strange cloth-covered cart upon which a fragment of the true cross stood, he went about securing his own interests.
 
   *****
 
   ‘He is prepared to pay the fees Kurland sends to Riga for the next five years.’
 
   As part of the agreement signed between King Lamekins, Riga and the Sword Brothers the Kurs were expected to pay the tithe that was applied to all Christian territories, in addition to reparations for Duke Arturus’ raid on Riga. The Kurs were also required to take part in wars against pagans if called on to do so by the Sword Brothers, in addition to accepting baptism. Lamekins had paid a high price for Riga’s friendship but Kur merchants were now free to trade in the city and Livonian merchants were also operating in Kurland, most in Talsi itself.
 
   ‘That is a most generous offer,’ remarked Lamekins, looking at Torolf, ‘what does he want in return?’
 
   ‘Soldiers,’ replied Torolf, ‘Kur soldiers.’
 
   The others sat around the table looked at each other in confusion.
 
   ‘This Duke of Riga,’ said Gintaras in a low tone, ‘has he no men he can call upon?’
 
   ‘He is the commander of the Livonian Militia, a force of part-time warriors that proved disappointing when they were committed to battle,’ answered Torolf.
 
   ‘I remember,’ said Lamekins as the others chuckled. He stood and walked to the window to look down upon the blue waters of the lake to the north of his stronghold.
 
   ‘This Duke of Riga must be rich.’
 
   ‘Very,’ said Torolf.
 
   Fishing boats were on the lake, their crews casting nets on the water to catch bream and catfish.
 
   ‘Why is this rich duke so interested in hiring Kur soldiers? He can go to Germany and hire men there.’
 
   Torolf relayed to the king and his warlords what Glueck had explained to him when the ambassador had been invited to the duke’s residence in Riga. Of how the papal legate threatened to destroy the trade networks that it had taken Riga so long to establish and how a war between him and the Sword Brothers might lay waste to Livonia.
 
   ‘He wants to save his own neck,’ scoffed Tadas.
 
   ‘He further mentioned, lord,’ said Torolf, ‘that he would finance a Kur campaign on Oesel after the business with the legate is concluded.’
 
   Lamekins was intrigued. ‘Why should he do that?’
 
   ‘He dislikes the Oeselians intensely,’ Torolf answered. ‘Apparently they burnt one of his ships once and he has been seeking retribution against them ever since. My sources inform me that during Bishop Albert’s final crusade it was the Duke of Riga that provided the funds to raise ten thousand Russians to accompany the bishop.’
 
   ‘One Kur is worth ten Russians,’ sneered Tadas.
 
   Torolf nodded. ‘That is the Duke of Riga’s thinking. He admits that the Russian soldiers were the scrapings of humanity. The duke also states, lord, that if we participate in the subjugation of Oesel you will share in the profits.’
 
   ‘Profits?’ said Lamekins.
 
   ‘The duke owns a number of ships that take goods to Germany,’ explained Torolf, ‘but he also owns land in Livonia that provides among other things timber for shipyards in Germany, tar and pitch for the same purposes and potash for the production of glass. He intends to own land on Oesel when that island is conquered.’
 
   ‘What is glass?’ asked Valdas.
 
   The others looked vacantly at him.
 
   ‘A substance that you can see through, like clear ice,’ explained Torolf. ‘It is used in windows instead of shutters.’
 
   ‘Why?’ probed Valdas.
 
   Torolf thought for a moment before shrugging. ‘I know not.’
 
   ‘Words are cheap,’ said Tadas, ‘how do we know that this man, this Duke of Riga, will not betray us.’
 
   ‘A good question,’ admitted Lamekins. ‘Torolf, what is your estimation of his proposal?’
 
   ‘The Duke of Riga is motivated only by the accumulation of wealth and power and his actions are determined by the desire to protect and further those aims. But unlike the lords who come from Germany to dip their blades in the blood of unbelievers he knows that peace backed up by the threat of war is the route to great wealth. He makes no pretence that he wishes to use us to further his own ends, but equally the offer he has made is, I believe, genuine. Purely because it furthers his interests.’
 
   ‘He wishes to use us,’ said Tadas dismissively.
 
   ‘He wishes to hire us,’ Torolf corrected him. ‘To him it is a financial contract, nothing more, nothing less.’
 
   ‘He has forgotten one thing,’ said Gintaras, ‘that Kur warriors do not have wings. If the king accepts the proposal how will our men get to Estonia to join the Sword Brothers?’
 
   ‘The Duke of Riga will provide ships to transport our men to the Estonian coast,’ stated Torolf.
 
   Lamekins laughed. ‘He has thought of everything. It is flattering. I suppose that Riga’s richest man wishes to hire my warriors and his offer is most generous. But I am mindful to accept his proposal not because he has offered it but rather it is a way of supporting Master Conrad who gave aid to me when I needed it.’
 
   ‘Can I inform the Duke of Riga that you accept his proposal, lord?’ asked Torolf.
 
   ‘You may,’ replied Lamekins.
 
   The king sent a thousand warriors to fight beside Master Conrad, comprising five hundred medium foot and the same number of axe men. They were picked up by three of Magnus Glueck’s great cogs that anchored off Cape Kolka on the northernmost tip of the Kur coast, riverboats being used to ferry the men to the ships. From there they sailed across the Gulf of Riga and along the coast of Rotalia, bypassing Oesel and Muhu to reach Reval after an uneventful voyage of three days.
 
   A very surprised Master Lukas walked to the harbour to watch hundreds of Kur soldiers disembarking from Magnus Glueck’s cogs. He was even more surprised when one of the captains presented him with a letter from the Duke of Riga himself explaining that King Lamekins had expressed a desire to assist Master Conrad and as a good Christian he could not stand idly by when a Christian king needed aid. Lukas watched as another two cogs flying the coat of arms of the Duke of Riga approached one of the large jetties projecting from the quay.
 
   ‘More Kurs?’
 
   ‘They are carrying food, enough for a month, all provided by the duke, my master.’
 
   Lukas looked at the black-uniformed troops forming up on the wooden jetty.
 
   ‘I’ve never been this close to them, at least not unless they were trying to kill me. Do any speak German?’
 
   The captain pointed to a man in black leather armour standing next to a huge bearded brute barking orders.
 
   ‘That man, master.’
 
   Lukas walked over to the brute who stopped shouting and regarded the Sword Brother, speaking something in Kur to the slimmer man beside him.
 
   ‘My lord wishes to know if you are in charge here. I am Ringaudas and this is Lord Gintaras, the commander of King Lamekins’ axe men.’
 
   Lukas glanced at the two-bladed axe resting on Gintaras’ shoulder. It looked like a toy next to his large frame. Lukas bowed his head to Gintaras.
 
   ‘I am Master Lukas, Governor of Reval and commander of my order’s castle on that hill behind us. You arrival is most unexpected but welcome nevertheless.’
 
   Ringaudas related to his lord Lukas’ position. The brute smiled and spoke words to his subordinate.
 
   ‘My lord asks if Master Conrad is here because my king sent his soldiers to fight beside him.’
 
   ‘He’s on his way,’ said Lukas.
 
   Gintaras pointed at the red motif on Lukas’ surcoat.
 
   ‘Iecava, Kandava.’
 
   Lukas nodded. ‘Tell him I was there.’
 
   Ringaudas did as instructed, prompting Gintaras to slap Lukas hard on his arm.
 
   ‘Good fights, crusader.’
 
   Reval’s citizens, merchants and churchmen were extremely nervous about the sudden arrival of a thousand black-attired devils. They had all heard of the Kurs and did not want them in the town so Lukas suggested to Gintaras that he and his men might like to camp outside the walls as there was no space in the town or castle for them. The Kur agreed and as thanks Lukas invited him and his leading chiefs to a banquet in the castle. He and his garrison were expecting a drunken brawl but the Kurs were remarkably restrained and the next day Gintaras invited Lukas to inspect his camp. He found it well ordered and clean. Gintaras watched Lukas as he accompanied the Sword Brother on his inspection.
 
   ‘My lord asks if you approve of our camp,’ said Ringaudas.
 
   ‘I do. Of all the foes that the Sword Brothers have fought only the Kurs remain undefeated.’
 
   ‘King Lamekins was the one that forged the Kur army into the instrument it is today, Master Lukas.’
 
   As they strolled through the camp with its neat lines of tents, men on guard duty or practising drills, Lukas wondered why the Duke of Riga was assisting the Sword Brothers in their conflict with the papal legate.
 
   *****
 
   It rained frequently as the Army of the Wolf made its way north, mostly an annoying drizzle that sometimes turned into something heavier. It was also cool and Conrad worried about the people who had been forced to leave their homes.
 
   ‘Lehola and Fellin are big enough to accommodate the inhabitants of those villages in the path of the legate’s army,’ said Sir Richard, ‘the rest will leave their homes for the sanctuary of the forests should the enemy send foraging parties far and wide, after which they will return home.’
 
   He had left Tonis and some of his wolf shields behind in Saccalia to keep an eye out for the approach of the legate’s army and to shadow its march once it had been detected.
 
   ‘At least the people managed to get most of the harvest in,’ said Hans, pulling his cloak around him.
 
   September was not only the wettest month in Estonia it was also cool, with thick, damp mists forming most mornings to chill bodies. The pines and spruce did not change colour but the deciduous birch, maples and rowans were covered with red and gold leaves. The forests were still thick with blueberries, cranberries and mushrooms and filled with elk, roe deer, wild boar, lynx, bears and wolves. But the days were getting shorter and autumn was tightening its grip.
 
   ‘What if the legate decides to lay siege to Fellin, Lehola and Odenpah?’ said Conrad.
 
   ‘In the name of Christ will you stop worrying,’ said Leatherface, hood drawn over his head. ‘He hasn’t got any siege engines and besides there is nothing in those places that interests him.’
 
   ‘That’s true, Conrad,’ confirmed Sir Richard. ‘His purpose is to arrest you and the other masters of your order.’
 
   Grand Master Volquin had kept his castellans fully abreast of the legate’s intentions while he was at Riga, including the size and composition of his army, which was a large one. Falcone had explained to Conrad how it would fight on the battlefield but for the benefit of Sir Richard, Hillar, Andres and Riki he explained the enemy’s tactics as they trotted north.
 
   ‘The legate has brought three thousand horsemen, men recruited from the towns and cities within the Papal States. In Italy serving as a mounted knight is not the preserve of nobility but is demanded from all those who can afford it. In the rich merchant cities this means that large numbers of non-nobles are required to serve as knights.’
 
   ‘Three thousand knights is a formidable number,’ said Sir Richard glumly.
 
   ‘They are not all knights, your grace, many men provide substitutes to serve in their place and it will be so in the legate’s army. Italian nobles and rich merchants and their sons have little interest in fighting far from home so they send men who can ride in their place. These men do not have the training or skills to match the brother knights and sergeants of the Sword Brothers, or indeed your own men.’
 
   ‘They just outnumber them ten to one,’ quipped Leatherface, ‘and those are long odds.’
 
   ‘What about this legate’s foot soldiers?’ asked Hillar.
 
   ‘The most professional will be the crossbowmen, called balestieri,’ answered Falcone.
 
   ‘Makes sense,’ said Leatherface.
 
   ‘They are mercenaries but each man is paid as part of a two-man team,’ continued the Italian. ‘The crossbowman is protected by a spearman called a pavesare whose task is to protect the crossbowman while he reloads. To enable him to do this he is armed with a long spear to fend off enemy horsemen, up to thirteen feet in length, and equipped with a rectangular shield that is nearly seven feet tall.’
 
   ‘A man carrying such a device will not be able to fight in a shield wall,’ said Andres.
 
   ‘Indeed, lord,’ agreed Falcone, ‘but that is not his intention. A formation of balestieri and pavesari is like a moving fortress that kills enemy foot soldiers with its crossbow bolts while keeping hostile horsemen at bay.’
 
   ‘Grand Master Volquin reported that the legate’s army contained fifteen hundred crossbowmen,’ said Sir Richard, ‘so the rest of the foot soldiers must be spearmen.’
 
   ‘And not all pavesari, your grace,’ said Falcone. ‘The rest will be men recruited from towns and cities, perhaps from the militias, though city authorities are loathe to see their best citizens depart for foreign lands. So I suspect many will have been drawn from the lower elements.’
 
   The army moved north along the eastern shore of Lake Vortsjarv, the great waterway wreathed in mist most days. There was still no word from Tonis so the mood among the men was relaxed and in any case the Army of the Wolf had never been defeated. No one, aside from its commander, believed this campaign would be any different.
 
   Conrad stood beside the water staring out across the grey lake as the early evening light began to fade. It had been another damp day and men were glad to make camp and light fires to dry their clothes and cook food to warm their insides.
 
   ‘You should eat something, Conrad.’
 
   He turned to see Hans behind him.
 
   ‘I was just thinking of the time when we fought on the southern shore of this lake, Hans, against the Cumans and Russians.’
 
   ‘I remember.’
 
   Conrad looked at him. ‘And here we are again, as if we are trapped in an endless cycle of battles and campaigns. It grieves me that we are fighting fellow Christians.’
 
   ‘A common occurrence in Germany, Conrad. When Bishop Albert was alive this land was free of division but now he has gone it seems his vision has also died.’
 
   ‘Master Thaddeus once told me that the crusader kingdoms in the Holy Land were once places of conscience but became corrupt and rotten long before they fell to the Saracens. I pray that Livonia and Estonia do not go the same way.
 
   ‘What is for evening meal?’
 
   ‘Pottage,’ replied Hans.
 
   ‘Good ballast for the body,’ smiled Conrad.
 
   *****
 
   Baldwin of Alna may have been an abstemious man but his army was well provisioned for its campaign. As it finally made its way north from Riga, its thousands of foot soldiers and knights were accompanied by a host of priests, carpenters, surgeons, farriers, wagon drivers, engineers, cooks, armourers, servants, tanners and squires. Like a huge serpent the army moved slowly through the lush greenery of Livonia, dozens of two-wheeled carts and four-wheeled wagons pulled by oxen hauling thousands of tents, spare clothing, weapons, fodder, horseshoes and armour. Almost as many wagons carried the army’s food, the legate ensuring that the good citizens of Riga and their leaders furnish a lavish supply of sustenance for the campaign. Baldwin was eager that there should be no pillaging because Livonia was, as he never tired of telling everyone, God’s kingdom. Thus the wagons were piled high with sacks of corn, barrels of millet, salted pigs, cheeses, boxes of biscuits, ground flour stored in large amphorae, barley, wheat, vinegar, mutton, salted eels, salted carp, beans and almonds. There were even wagons carrying Greek wine, Italian wine and German wine.
 
   An escort supplied by Rameke, now king of his people following a unanimous decision by the kingdom’s Liv elders, showed Baldwin’s army the way north. The king himself, under pressure from his elders, remained aloof from the quarrel between the Sword Brothers and the legate, despite the protestations of his queen. He was aware that many of his people traded with the merchants in Riga and he had no wish to do anything that might impoverish them or his people.
 
   ‘He is Master Conrad’s brother-in-law,’ Kivel reminded Baldwin.
 
   The land was wreathed in a grey mist soaking all and sundry and showed no signs of lifting.
 
   ‘I am aware of that, Dietrich,’ snapped Baldwin whose habit was drenched, causing him to shiver.
 
   ‘Can I fetch you a cloak, your eminence?’ queried Manfred Nordheim, who was wrapped in a thick cloak and hood.
 
   The fifty horsemen of Riga’s garrison were part of the army, though Nordheim’s foot soldiers had stayed behind, Archdeacon Stefan pleading with Baldwin that they should stay in the city and that he instead should take two hundred of the Livonian Militia. Tired of the archdeacon’s pleas and woman-like demeanour he had relented.
 
   ‘Our lord endured worse in the wilderness, commander,’ said Baldwin, ‘I’m sure I can put up with a little drizzle.’
 
   He looked at the lords wrapped in their cloaks.
 
   ‘Sacrifice and hardship are ways to salvation, my lords. As for King Rameke, why would he risk the Papacy’s wrath? He has a responsibility to his people who live in peace and prosper. I think we can discount the possibility of King Rameke assisting the Sword Brothers. They are alone and will soon see the error of their ways when they behold the great army confronting them.’
 
   Neither von Kivel nor Nordheim said anything to contradict him but both knew that the size of their opposition would not intimidate the Sword Brothers. In the wet the army’s pace slowed to a crawl, wagons carrying heavy loads sinking into the mud as the constant drizzle and light rain soaked the ground. The rate of advance averaged ten miles a day at most and when it rained heavily it dropped to less than half that. After a week the army left the course of the River Gauja and struck north to enter Estonia, the domain of Conrad Wolff. The number of reconnaissance parties was doubled and the Liv scouts returned home.
 
   The legate relied on the topographical knowledge of Dietrich von Kivel to steer the army in the right direction. But what was the right direction? In his desire to get to grips with the Sword Brothers the legate had given no thought to the destination of his army. That question was answered when they were but ten miles south of Lake Vortsjarv. A patrol returned to the army with news that a party of horsemen was approaching from the north and it included Sword Brothers.
 
   The day was bright and sunny, though a brisk northerly wind chilled the air and ruffled the banners of the legate’s army as von Kivel issued orders for the horse and foot to deploy into battle array, a command instantly countermanded by Baldwin.
 
   ‘How many riders approach?’
 
   ‘Two score, your eminence,’ replied the commander of the patrol.
 
   ‘You see, Dietrich,’ said Baldwin, ‘there is no need to interrupt our march.’
 
   But Baldwin did halt the army when he saw the banner of Bishop Hermann billowing behind the churchman as he and the rest of his party rode towards him.
 
   Bishop Hermann was now in his seventieth year but if the legate thought that he could treat him as a mellow old man he was soon disabused of the notion. Hermann wore a deep scowl as he brought his charger to a halt before the monk. His horse was covered in a caparison the same colour red as the surcoat he wore over his mail armour. Behind him were ten knights wearing full-face helms, part of the garrison of Dorpat, and a standard bearer holding his banner. There were also six Sword Brothers, one of whom was next to the bishop and like him wore no helmet over his mail coif.
 
   ‘Your excellency,’ smiled Baldwin.
 
   ‘You approach the border of the Bishopric of Dorpat,’ said Hermann tersely, ‘I request that you march your army to the west of Lake Vortsjarv.’
 
   ‘My army is on God’s business, your excellency, and the Lord recognises no borders.’
 
   ‘Let me put it another way. If you invade my bishopric then you declare war not only on me but also the entire Buxhoeveden family and its allies,’ threatened the bishop.
 
   ‘You dare oppose the will of God?’ asked Baldwin.
 
   ‘Whether you serve God is a riddle only the Lord himself can solve, legate,’ said Hermann, ‘but I will not allow you to despoil my bishopric.’
 
   ‘You shelter heretics,’ Baldwin accused him.
 
   ‘I do no such thing.’
 
   ‘The Marshal of Estonia’s stronghold is Odenpah,’ said Kivel.
 
   Hermann glared at him. ‘If you knew anything, your grace, which you do not, then you would know that Master Conrad has departed Odenpah.’
 
   ‘To go where?’ demanded Baldwin.
 
   ‘How would I know?’ replied Hermann. ‘He is not my responsibility.’
 
   Baldwin, nostrils flared, settled his gaze on the man next to the bishop.
 
   ‘You are a Sword Brother. I demand to know where Master Conrad is.’
 
   ‘I am Master Walter,’ the Sword Brother replied calmly, ‘and I believe…’
 
   ‘You are under no obligation to answer, Walter,’ said Hermann.
 
   But the bishop was all too aware that Walter ‘the penitent’ would not refuse a papal legate, not even if it meant betraying one of his dearest friends.
 
   ‘He is at Reval, I believe.’
 
   Baldwin showed no emotion as he turned to Kivel. ‘Arrest him.’
 
   Kivel had no time to open his mouth as the bishop’s guards and Sword Brothers lowered their lances and Hermann himself drew his sword.
 
   ‘Touch Walter and you will be the first to die, your eminence,’ said Hermann fiercely.
 
   The Italian army had been halted and foot soldiers and horsemen stood chatting to each other as the two sets of leaders conversed. As a result the thousands of men in Baldwin’s force had no idea that their commander was being threatened.
 
   ‘Your Eminence, we should make haste for Reval,’ implored von Kivel.
 
   Baldwin held Hermann’s steely gaze for a few seconds but then gave way.
 
   ‘We will march immediately to Reval. The Holy Father will hear of your lack of cooperation, lord bishop.’
 
   ‘Stay out of my bishopric or face the consequences,’ Hermann warned him.
 
   Hermann and his men watched the legate and his commanders recommence their march north, the clouds overhead beginning to thicken as they were blown in from the north. Hermann looked up at the sky.
 
   ‘I think it will be raining soon, Walter.’
 
   ‘I would have gladly surrendered myself, lord bishop.’
 
   Hermann relaxed as the legate’s army trundled past them.
 
   ‘Who is this man who seeks to undo all the good works of my late brother? A papal legate is not infallible, Walter, only the Pope has that quality. Come, let us return to Dorpat before the heavens open.’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13
 
   Conrad shivered as he knelt on the damp moss at the edge of the forest of pine. The green cloak wrapped around his body was damp with the mist hanging around the trees, also filling the meadow in front of him. Not that he could see much of it. It was cool every day now, the days alternating between wind and rain and still and misty. Today the latter conditions prevailed. Half of Estonia was covered in forests and the other half was a mixture of hundreds of lakes, dozens of rivers, streams and bogs. A man would never die of thirst in Estonia but his limbs might rot from the unending cold and damp that came with autumn. Leatherface coughed beside him.
 
   ‘Shush.’
 
   ‘How much longer are we going crouch here? My knees have seized.’
 
   The mercenary had his cloak over his crossbow to prevent the bowstring becoming damp in the mist.
 
   Conrad heard a faint jangling noise and smiled at him.
 
   ‘Just make sure your aim is true,’ he whispered.
 
   He gripped his sword and the strap on the inside of his shield. He wore a kettle helmet instead of a full-face helm, which inhibited hearing. The riders were moving slowly, visibility in the thick mist less than twenty paces, listening for anything awry. He heard voices, Italian he assumed because he could not understand any of the words being spoken. He heard the men’s chatter and even the grunting of their horses but could not see them. Leatherface moved his cloak aside as a horse and rider suddenly appeared out of the mist, a cloak draped around his body.
 
   Crack.
 
   The bolt struck the target but lodged in the horseman’s shield. Two more bolts shot through the air to strike riders as more horsemen emerged from the light grey gloom. Conrad launched himself forward as the surprised rider tugged violently on his reins to turn his mount towards the trees. It wore no caparison so Conrad forgot the man on its back and plunged his sword into the beast’s chest. He yanked the blade from its body before it collapsed as Hans, Jaan and Arri rushed from the trees to attack the other horsemen, Leatherface and two crossbowmen of ‘the bastards’ ceasing shooting as they did so. The rider was pinioned beneath the wounded horse, unable to free himself. As Conrad stood over him he held up his hands and began babbling, fear in his eyes. Conrad killed him by gripping his sword with both hands and plunging it through his mail armour into his heart.
 
   The short battle was over, the five riders were dead, two killed by crossbow bolts.
 
   ‘Well,’ said Leatherface, ‘that leaves two thousand, nine hundred and ninety-five enemy horsemen.’
 
   Ever since the legate’s army had crossed into Estonia it had been assaulted daily by small parties of the Army of the Wolf. These pinprick attacks raised the morale of the Estonians and took a steady toll of enemy dead, but the legate’s army continued to crawl north. The attacks were designed to slow its advance to allow the people to take refuge in hill forts, or, as a last resort, flee to forest sanctuaries. In its path was the great hill fort of Varbola, which was stocked with food and filled with the inhabitants of all the surrounding villages in preparation for a siege, though Conrad was sceptical that one would be mounted. Varbola was too large and too strong and would require several thousand soldiers to maintain a close investment.
 
   They left the dead, put the wounded horse out of its misery and walked back to where their own horses were tethered to trees. Soon the bulk of the legate’s army would be passing nearby and would discover the dead patrol. At first the raids against Baldwin’s men had yielded good results but as they continued the enemy pulled in their patrols so they remained close to the main bulk of the army. They did not need to forage because they had brought ample food with them.
 
   ‘These pinprick attacks are useless, Master Conrad,’ complained Leatherface as the party rode back to Varbola, ‘as well as torture for my poor old limbs.’
 
   ‘But they give us time,’ replied Conrad, ‘and the more we slow the legate’s army the greater our chances of success.’
 
   ‘Why, is an army of reinforcements landing at Reval any time soon?’
 
   ‘No, but the legate’s army is large and it will eat up its food supplies sooner rather than later.’
 
   ‘Not if it takes Reval it won’t.’
 
   ‘It has no siege engines.’
 
   But the lack of siege engines was the least of Riki’s worries as he oversaw the allocation of quarters for the hundreds of people who had sought refuge in his stronghold. The circular hill fort was the largest in Estonia with a perimeter wall some two thousand feet in extent. The dry moat beyond the wall was thirty feet wide and the whole fort had been built on the north side of a large knoll. There were ninety stone huts inside the fort in addition to a great hall, stables, granaries and armouries, but there was not an inch to spare as the civilians took up residence.
 
   Riki stood in one of the towers watching a fresh batch of people enter the fort via the eastern gates, herding their goats and pigs before them, their meagre belongings heaped on a handcart.
 
   ‘It feels wrong abandoning my people, Susi, especially as the enemy army is approaching.’
 
   Conrad, grim faced, nodded. ‘We must hold our nerve, Riki. Varbola is strong and I need you and your warriors at Reval.’
 
   The Harrien leader looked troubled. ‘I cannot empty Varbola of all my warriors, Susi. I cannot abandon my people.’
 
   ‘I understand.’
 
   Conrad had hoped that a thousand Harrien warriors would ride to Reval with their lord but in the event only six hundred escorted Riki as he rode from the fort in the company of Conrad two days later. The granaries were full, the armouries were well stocked with weapons and shields and four hundred Harrien warriors stood on its ramparts to defend the scores of women, children and the elderly who had taken refuge within its timber ramparts. Conrad prayed that they could defeat the legate’s army for otherwise Varbola would be starved into submission very quickly.
 
   *****
 
   ‘What is this place?’
 
   ‘Varbola, your eminence,’ answered Dietrich von Kivel, ‘home of the Duke of Harrien.’
 
   Baldwin stared up at the high timber walls on top of the earth rampart, the gates in the eastern side of the wall having been shut and the drawbridge over the moat raised up. Had the legate been interested he would have discovered that Master Thaddeus had designed the drawbridges spanning the moat on the eastern and western sides of the fort, both of which had the capacity of being raised to deny an enemy a way of crossing the moat.
 
   ‘I find it strange that the duke is not here offering hospitality to the Holy Father’s legate, especially as I wrote to him personally alerting him to my coming.’
 
   Kivel glanced at Nordheim who shook his head. The eagle-eyed Baldwin noticed the gesture.
 
   ‘You have something to say, commander.’
 
   ‘No, your eminence.’
 
   The day was cold and so far dry. The rain had abated the last two days so at least the ground was firming up a little. There was also a sharp northerly wind so there was no mist in which the Marshal of Estonia’s accursed heathens could hide. Baldwin looked up at the walls lined with men wearing helmets and carrying shields, the rays of the sun emerged from behind the moving clouds glinting off whetted spear points.
 
   ‘The Duke of Harrien is a friend and ally of the Marshal of Estonia,’ said von Kivel, ‘if he is in the fort he will not be offering us any hospitality.’
 
   ‘An assault then,’ said Baldwin casually. ‘The duke will learn the cost of raising his sword against the Holy Father’s legate.’
 
   ‘I would advise against that, your eminence,’ urged von Kivel.
 
   Baldwin rounded on him. ‘Would you, indeed.’
 
   ‘Varbola is the strongest hill fort in all Estonia,’ said von Kivel, ‘as we have no siege engines we would have to fill the moat in several places to allow assault parties to get close to the walls. That will take time, more so if we have to build siege towers. I would advise leaving a force here to lay siege to Varbola.’
 
   ‘That would dilute our army,’ said Baldwin.
 
   ‘We have no choice, your eminence,’ stated von Kivel, ‘we cannot leave a stronghold filled with enemy soldiers in our rear, so our choice is to storm it and incur whatever costs and time that entails or leave behind a force to besiege it and move on.’
 
   He pointed at the raised drawbridge. ‘The siege lines should be strongest at the gates so the enemy cannot launch raids from the fort. Keep them penned in so they use up all their food supplies. We defeat the Sword Brothers and Marshal of Estonia and then return here to accept the surrender of the garrison.’
 
   Baldwin was appeased. ‘Well, that sounds like a reasonable strategy. Give the order.’
 
   Dietrich von Kivel may have been a former dog of war but he was no fool when it came to how to conduct a campaign. He allocated two thousand spearmen to lay siege to Varbola, soldiers of variable quality who had been recruited from the poorer sections of the towns and cities of the Papal States. But they were more than adequate for the purpose of establishing siege lines around Varbola. Once he had assigned the captains and stressed that there should not be any assaults against the fort, the rest of the army recommenced its march to Reval.
 
   *****
 
   Tonis reported to Sir Richard as soon as he and his men arrived at Reval. The Duke of Saccalia immediately conveyed the Duke of Fellin’s intelligence to Grand Master Volquin who in turn convened a council of war in the castle. Out of courtesy he invited Gintaras even though the Kur did not speak a word of German. He brought Ringaudas to act as his translator but soon discovered that the masters of the Sword Brother castles along the Dvina – Godfrey, Friedhelm, Arnold, Griswold and Jacob – possessed some knowledge of the Lithuanian language and could understand a few words of the Kur tongue. Gintaras was delighted, the more so when he discovered that all the castellans had been at the Iecava and Kandava Hills, former enemies now allies sharing war stories.
 
   ‘Quiet,’ shouted Grand Master Volquin, banging the hilt of his dagger on the table top.
 
   The shuffling feet of novices scurrying around filling tankards with beer and rushing to the buttery to fetch more were the only sounds as the occupants of the hall looked towards the top table where Volquin stood, above him the banner of the Sword Brothers hanging from the wall. Conrad and Sir Richard sat on one side of him, Rudolf and Lukas on the other.
 
   ‘First of all I would like to extend the hand of friendship to Lord Gintaras and his Kur warriors who have come to fight at our side.’
 
   Everyone thumped their tankards on tables as Ringaudas translated Volquin’s words for his master. The big Kur smiled, raised his tankard in salute and then downed its contents in one. Rapturous applause.
 
   ‘News has reached me that the legate’s army is but twenty miles away,’ continued Volquin when the din had died away, ‘four days’ march.’
 
   The masters and Conrad’s warlords looked unconcerned. They were all hard-bitten veterans and had come to Reval to fight the legate’s army. How it was going to do so was Volquin’s next subject.
 
   ‘Legate Baldwin has left a force behind to besiege Varbola but even stripped of those men he still outnumbers us five to one in horsemen and nearly three to one in foot.’
 
   ‘Odds are of no consequence, Grand Master,’ shouted Godfrey to more tankards being banged on tables, beer spilling on the wood.
 
   ‘Seems fairly straightforward to me,’ said Bertram loudly. ‘We break them with our horsemen and let loose Conrad’s heathen bastards to finish them off.’
 
   Loud laughter greeted this proposal, promoting Conrad to smile. The Army of the Wolf was now led by Christian lords and contained many followers of the Holy Church but to its Sword Brother allies it would always be a force filled with wild, long-haired pagans. It was a term of affection and respect that its warlords cherished. Beer jumped out of tankards as men banged them on wood to signal their approval.
 
   ‘For men with arrest warrants hanging over them you seem remarkably cheerful.’
 
   No one had noticed the doors of the hall opening and Bishop Hermann enter. His sarcastic words silenced the revelry and caused the masters to rise to their feet, followed by Conrad’s warlords and, lastly, Gintaras who wanted to see what sort of man could command such respect. He saw a tall, imposing figure in mail armour encasing a solid frame pacing towards the end of the hall where Volquin stood. He stopped before he reached the table, turning to address the hall.
 
   ‘It saddens me to see so many men who were loyal to my brother planning to fight the papal legate, a man who speaks and acts for Pope Gregory himself. You cannot win this war you have started.’
 
   ‘With respect, lord bishop,’ said Volquin, ‘we did not start this war. The legate landed in Livonia with an army and then demanded that each master of my order surrender himself so he might stand trial. If Conrad’s treatment is anything to go by then every master you see before you would have been executed.’
 
   There were murmurs of agreement in the hall and nodding of heads. Hermann knew well these men who had carved out his brother’s crusader kingdom with their courage and fortitude. He did not approve of their actions but he was unwilling to stand aside while they sacrificed themselves.
 
   ‘I come to extend an olive branch to you all,’ said Hermann, ‘and you, my lords.’
 
   He looked at Hillar, Andres, Riki and Tonis sitting together. He turned to look at Sir Richard.
 
   ‘And you, your grace, who risks excommunication by taking up arms against His Holiness’ appointed representative.’
 
   ‘Better that than abandoning my friends, your excellency.’
 
   Hermann’s stern visage showed the trace of a smile as he walked among those gathered in the hall.
 
   ‘We have known each other a long time.’
 
   He stopped when he saw the black-clothed figures of Gintaras and Ringaudas.
 
   ‘Well, most of you. In recognition of your bravery and steadfastness in the service of my late brother I am therefore prepared to act as an emissary between you and Legate Baldwin.’
 
   He spun and looked at Volquin.
 
   ‘Grand master, will you submit to the authority of the papal legate if he agrees to abandon the prosecution of your castellans?’
 
   ‘If he agrees to that and the acquittal of Master Conrad then we will stand down.’
 
   ‘He must also remove his army from Estonia, lord bishop,’ said Conrad, ‘and immediately raise his siege of Varbola.’
 
   Hermann kept glancing at the two Kurs, unsure of who they were and why they were present.
 
   ‘I will do what I can, Conrad, that I promise,’ said Hermann, ‘but I cannot force the legate to do anything.’
 
   ‘Why not?’ asked Volquin. ‘He is not fit to lick your boots.’
 
   Everyone laughed, cheered, emptied their tankards and called for more beer.
 
   ‘Lord Bishop,’ said Volquin as the hubbub subsided, ‘where is Walter?’
 
   ‘At Dorpat, grand master, attending to his duties as master of its castle and guardian of the city.’
 
   ‘He should be here, with us,’ came a voice from the hall.
 
   Hermann smiled. ‘Walter is the most loyal of men, loyal to the Sword Brothers and the Holy Church. While you sit here supping beer you might reflect on the torture you have inflicted upon Walter, a man torn between loyalty to you and loyalty to the church he has dedicated his life to. I forbade him to come here to spare him further torment.’
 
   The hall fell silent as men reflected on his words. Conrad knew that Walter was the best of them and was glad that he was not a part of their fight against the legate.
 
   ‘You accept my terms?’ Hermann demanded of them.
 
   They avoided his stare as they nodded.
 
   ‘Do you require an escort, lord bishop?’ asked Volquin.
 
   ‘I think the sight of any Sword Brothers may make negotiations more difficult than they need be, grand master.’
 
   After the bishop had left the hall in the company of Volquin, Conrad walked over to Riki and sat down beside him.
 
   ‘Send some of your men who know this area to shadow the bishop’s party, Riki. Despatch them to the castle’s stables first to acquire swift mounts.’
 
   ‘You suspect treachery, Susi?’ asked Andres.
 
   ‘The legate would not dare touch Bishop Hermann but he might keep him locked in negotiations while his army continues its march. Either way I would know what the legate’s army is doing.’
 
   ‘The time for talking is over,’ said Hillar gruffly.
 
   ‘I agree with Hillar,’ said Riki, thoughts of Varbola’s plight clearly on his mind. ‘I am the Duke of Harrien but this Baldwin invades my land with an army and I am supposed to do nothing.’
 
   ‘You will have restitution, my friend,’ said Andres.
 
   ‘That we promise,’ added Hillar.
 
   Conrad hoped that Bishop Hermann’s mission proved successful otherwise Riki would take matters into his own hands and his other warlords would follow suit. He looked around the hall at his fellow castellans and knew that they too would resort to violence if the bishop’s words fell on deaf ears.
 
   Peace hung on a knife’s edge.
 
   *****
 
   The area around Reval was characterised by high hills, wild forests, lakes, rivers and bogs. In the autumn the tall pine forests were filled with light and the bogs and lakes covered with orchids. Springs and rivers ran with crystal clear, icy cool water among terrain that is rockier then the rest of Harrien. A distinctive feature of the region is sandstone outcrops, some of which are a hundred feet in height. It was on the top of one such outcrop that Baldwin ordered the carroccio to be placed at the end of a day’s march. It was the eve of the twenty-ninth day of September and the feast day of Saint Michael the Archangel. Baldwin ordered the army to halt, fast for the day and give thanks to the saint who had led the forces of heaven in their triumph over the powers of hell. Baldwin’s soldiers were now only a day’s march from Reval, his mounted scouts reconnoitring the terrain near the port. When the legate had finished praying at the carroccio he walked back down the outcrop to his tent, pausing to regard the great expanse of tents, wagons and carts with pride – the will of the Pope made real. He groaned with annoyance when he spotted a party of knights standing outside the pavilion of the Duke of Narva. He recognised the motif on their shields as the coat of arms of Bishop Hermann.
 
   He found the prelate being entertained by Dietrich von Kivel, the duke and his guest seated on stools and both drinking wine.
 
   ‘Have you forgotten that this is a day for fasting?’ said Baldwin curtly, ignoring Hermann.
 
   The bishop stood. ‘I am here on urgent business, legate, regarding your altercation with the Sword Brothers.’
 
   Baldwin glared at Kivel as the duke continued to sip at his wine.
 
   ‘I have no business with the Sword Brothers. I am here on the Lord’s work.’
 
   Hermann sighed. ‘I am here to tell you that the Sword Brothers will yield to your authority if you withdraw the accusations against the order’s masters, including Master Conrad.’
 
   Von Kivel nearly choked on his wine.
 
   ‘Is that all?’ said Baldwin in disbelief. ‘How very reasonable of the Sword Brothers. I can categorically state that the Sword Brothers will be yielding to me very soon when this army defeats them and I arrest those castellans that are still alive after their order’s destruction.
 
   ‘As for Master Conrad, it would be better for him if he fell in battle for he will surely face summary justice once he is in my custody. And this time there will be no heathens to rescue him.’
 
   ‘End this madness,’ pleaded Hermann, ‘before the lives of thousands of men are sacrificed for nothing. In the name of God I beg you.’
 
   Baldwin became agitated, clenching and unclenching his fists.
 
   ‘I am acting in the name of God, bishop. Guards!’
 
   The two men standing sentry outside the pavilion entered.
 
   ‘The bishop will be our guest until further notice,’ commanded Baldwin. ‘Ensure he is made comfortable. Dietrich, you will arrest the bishop’s escort and confine them until after the battle.’
 
   ‘Have you lost your senses?’ asked Hermann with disbelief.
 
   The two sentries flanked the bishop.
 
   ‘I am fully aware of the power of the Buxhoeveden family,’ said Baldwin, ‘and how it uses that power and influence to intimidate and promote its own interests. But earthly wealth and privilege are nothing compared to the divine power that I serve.’
 
   The bishop’s guards were disarmed. The churchman was confined to the spacious pavilion of Manfred Nordheim, who was beginning to have serious doubts concerning the mental health of the legate. But he comforted himself that his army was large and well equipped and had faced no opposition during its march north. But to hedge his bets he lobbied the legate that he should be the guardian of his bishop during his ‘stay’ with the army, a request that was granted. This would allow him to convince Bishop Hermann that he had had no prior knowledge of the legate’s discourtesy towards him.
 
   *****
 
   ‘You are sure?’
 
   ‘Yes, Susi.’
 
   Conrad looked at Riki and shook his head with disbelief. The party that the Duke of Harrien had sent to shadow Bishop Hermann had returned to Reval with news that the prelate had not left the enemy camp. The Army of the Wolf was camped outside the town walls along with the Kurs, though its ponies and horses had been billeted inside Reval to keep them warm and dry, luxuries denied their masters. That said the erection of windbreaks fashioned from the branches of felled trees and raging campfires, over which cauldrons of food were always cooking, alleviated the worst of the damp and windy conditions.
 
   ‘So much for peace,’ spat Riki.
 
   ‘Where is the enemy now?’ asked Hans, eating a large chunk of cheese.
 
   ‘Ten miles to the south,’ answered one of the scouts.
 
   ‘Two days away,’ said Conrad to himself.
 
   ‘You got your fight, Riki,’ grinned Leatherface, holding out a hand to Hans for a piece of cheese, who gave him a horrified look.
 
   ‘It is our fight,’ said Conrad, ‘for we surely stand or fall together in this.’
 
   A sergeant appeared to present himself to Conrad.
 
   ‘Grand Master Volquin sends his compliments, master, and requests your presence at the castle.’
 
   ‘Council of war,’ said Leatherface, ‘time to sharpen our sword blades.’
 
   ‘Mine is already sharp,’ said Riki curtly.
 
   ‘Is your dagger sharp, Brother Hans?’ asked Leatherface.
 
   ‘Of course.’
 
   ‘Then you might like to take it out its sheath and slice me a piece of that lovely cheese.’
 
   ‘I took an oath of chastity, poverty and obedience,’ replied Hans, ‘I do not recall starvation being a part of it.’
 
   Conrad left them to their bickering over the piece of cheese to ride to the castle, the town far busier than when the Sword Brothers had wrested it from the Danes. There seemed to be a wooden church on every street corner and the streets themselves were crowded with people. The spread of homes, businesses and warehouses had also reached the walls. Reval was thriving.
 
   At the castle he told Volquin the news that Bishop Hermann had probably been arrested by Baldwin, or at least confined to camp, which only added to the grand master’s woes. He was seated in the master’s hall, which had formerly been a pagan storeroom, now converted into Lukas’ office. Reval’s master sat behind his desk while Rudolf sat on a stool against one wall.
 
   ‘We have another problem, Conrad.’
 
   ‘Master?’
 
   ‘The Oeselians have all left Reval,’ said Lukas.
 
   Conrad looked at him, none the wiser.
 
   ‘Ever since Reval became a Sword Brother stronghold Oeselians have used its port to trade, satisfy their carnal desires and engage in nefarious activities I have mostly turned a blind eye to,’ explained Lukas. ‘The town council makes money from the docking fees it levies on their longships so as long as they behave themselves, which they mostly do, we operate a live and let live policy.
 
   ‘But now there are no longships in the harbour and no Oeselians to be found in any of the town’s inns, brothels or bear baiting venues. It can mean only one thing – Stark is going to launch an attack on Reval.’
 
   ‘Stark?’ queried Conrad.
 
   ‘Of course, you will not have heard,’ said Lukas. ‘Stark, the brother of Sigurd, has been made King of the Oeselians. By all accounts he is not as thoughtful or tolerant as his late brother, and hates the Sword Brothers with a vengeance.’
 
   ‘Does that mean he is going to launch an assault, though?’ queried Conrad.
 
   Volquin and Rudolf looked at Lukas who was unusually glum.
 
   ‘The captains of the ships that docked here over the last few days have reported seeing longships off the coast of Naissaar, the island about five miles north of here. I believe the Oeselians are waiting for us to march out to fight the legate’s army and then they will attack.’
 
   Conrad was unconvinced. ‘I cannot believe Baldwin has forged an alliance with the Oeselians.’
 
   ‘He hasn’t,’ said Lukas, ‘but it is too much of a coincidence that the sea pirates have all left Reval. My instincts are telling me that something is wrong.’
 
   ‘And Lukas’ instincts are rarely wrong, Conrad,’ said Rudolf.
 
   ‘I must agree with Master Lukas,’ added Volquin, ‘which brings me to the strategic situation we face. To safeguard the port I must leave most of the order’s foot soldiers here, which means that in the coming battle against Baldwin’s forces the Army of the Wolf must bear the burden of the fighting.’
 
   This was not news that Conrad wanted to hear. ‘Surely the town militia, grand master…’
 
   ‘Ill-trained and inadequate in numbers, I’m sorry to report,’ interrupted Lukas, ‘though those who man the harbour defences are worth their salt. But despite their inadequacies I need the militia to defend the harbour.’
 
   It was the responsibility of Reval’s council to raise, train and equip the militia. Each town quarter was expected to raise and equip a certain number of men. The port was home to a large transient population of sailors, merchants, whores, hawkers, gamblers and priests but its indigenous community was small in comparison. As a result the size of the militia raised from that community was small, around two hundred men.
 
   ‘Two hundred militiamen cannot defend this port if it is attacked, Conrad,’ said Volquin.
 
   ‘You will have all the order’s horsemen, Conrad,’ stressed Rudolf, ‘and your thousand Kurs.’
 
   ‘But I will have to retain four hundred of the orders’ mercenary foot in Reval,’ said Lukas, ‘plus most of the novices.’
 
   Conrad was appalled. ‘Novices won’t be able to fight Oeselians, Lukas.’
 
   Lukas nodded. ‘True, but they can shoot crossbows and we have many of those in the armoury here.’
 
   ‘It’s settled, then,’ said Volquin. ‘You and I, Conrad, will fight the legate while Lukas secures our base.’
 
   ‘If the worst happens,’ smiled Rudolf, ‘and the legate’s army proves too strong we can always retreat into Reval. The town’s landward defences are all but impregnable.’
 
   Conrad pondered the situation for a moment. ‘Attack is the best form of defence so I would ask a favour of you, Lukas.’
 
   *****
 
   Only madmen and hermits lived on Naissaar Island, living off the berries and mushrooms that grew in the vast pine forest covering most of the island. They shared their home with an abundance of deer, red fox, rabbits, sea eagles, elk and wild boar. And in this autumn of overcast days filled with drizzle, mist and rain it became the temporary anchorage of thirty longships. Fringed by white sandy beaches, the island resembled a broad-leafed spear blade lying on the surface of the Baltic. The ships had beached on the island’s eastern shore to hide them from the crews of ships heading to and sailing from Reval.
 
   Stark sat cross-legged on the sand, dozens of Oeselian tents, called tjalds, pitched on the beach either side of him, his ships in a long line along the shore. The tjald was a simple but efficient structure – nine pieces of wood comprising baseboards and side poles slotted together to form an A-frame and a ridgepole linking them both together. The canvas cover was wrapped around the ridgepole and pulled tight around the side poles. Such a tent could withstand high winds, required no tent pegs or guy ropes and could be pitched in minutes.
 
   The king looked up. ‘Kalf.’
 
   His stouter younger brother nodded at a slovenly bearded man beside him dressed in green leggings and beige tunic, a filthy cloak around his shoulders.
 
   Stark stood and faced him. ‘Report.’
 
   The man bowed his head and smiled to reveal his rotting teeth.
 
   ‘The Sword Brothers are leaving Reval tomorrow, lord.’
 
   Kalf looked at the earls who had gathered behind the king and smiled at them.
 
   ‘All of them?’ asked Stark.
 
   ‘Yes, lord, and they will be taking most of the engines in the harbour with them.’
 
   Many of the earls had seen the engines guarding the harbour at first hand and they murmured their relief.
 
   ‘Why would they do that?’ queried Stark.
 
   ‘What does it matter, brother?’ beamed Kalf.
 
   Stark held a hand to him. ‘What of the Marshal of Estonia?’
 
   ‘He marches with them, lord. Reval’s citizens are worried about the approach of the army of foreigners. They think there are too few Sword Brothers to defend them. Those who can afford it have paid for passage to Riga.’
 
   Stark had deliberately refrained from authorising attacks on Christian ships, partly because he did not want to alert Reval to his intentions and also because attacking Christian cogs could be costly. The Oeselians had already lost many warriors when Sigurd had been killed during the raids on Rotalia and Harrien. He now had to marshal his forces with care. He had brought fourteen hundred warriors to Naissaar but Oesel did not have an inexhaustible supply of fighting men. And he badly needed a victory to erase Sigurd’s death that had cast a pall of gloom over his people. Many were saying that the gods had abandoned the Blessed Isle.
 
   Kalf’s spy looked expectantly at the king. ‘My information is good, lord, Reval lies like a young virgin ready to be ravished.’
 
   ‘Perhaps,’ said the king, ‘but you will stay with us until Reval is a smouldering ruin.’
 
   The spy gave Kalf an angry glance. ‘That was not the agreement.’
 
   Sigurd pulled his dagger and held the point beneath the man’s chin, slowly pushing it up. The man grimaced with pain.
 
   ‘Up, up on your toes,’ said the king slowly.
 
   The earls grinned as the spy, helpless, had no option but to do so.
 
   ‘Guards,’ called the king.
 
   Four warriors came to his side. He released the dagger and the spy fell to his knees holding his bleeding chin.
 
   ‘This man will stay with us tonight. Feed him but make sure he is not left alone, and in the morning make sure he is on one of our boats.’
 
   They nodded and bundled him away.
 
   ‘Scum,’ sneered the king.
 
   Kalf came to his brother’s side. ‘I have known that man for a long time, Sigurd, he can be trusted.’
 
   ‘When you were partaking of Christian whores and keeping Christian company, brother?’ sneered Sigurd.
 
   ‘Why not?’ shrugged Kalf, ‘the gods give us Christians to do with as we see fit.’
 
   Stark grunted and replaced his dagger back in its sheath. He did not believe that the gods had abandoned his people; indeed, he was convinced that the present situation had been created by them to give him the opportunity to prove himself a worthy king to his people. The Christians, so long formidable enemies, were falling out among themselves and tomorrow would be slaughtering each other in battle. Perhaps the Sword Brothers would be destroyed along with the army of the Marshal of Estonia. He would lead his warriors into Reval’s harbour just as Sigurd had done, only this time he and his men would burn every building to the ground. It would be a fitting funeral pyre for his brother. He turned to his earls.
 
   ‘We sail for Reval in the morning. Ensure your men eat well tonight but do not let them get drunk. They can celebrate their victory after they have returned to Oesel.’
 
   *****
 
   Conrad and his men left just after midnight, the men carrying dozens of torches to illuminate their way, marching out of Reval, across the bridge spanning the dry moat and along the zigzag track through the intricate defences protecting the town. The Danes had established the ‘devil’s garden’ and Master Lukas had maintained it ever since. In front of the moat was a row of trenches filled with sharpened stakes and beyond them three rows of pits containing a single stake around which earth had been placed to prevent it being pulled out. Beyond the pits was a row of simple round holes, which if stepped in would break a man or horse’s leg. Around Toompea Hill that projected out from the town’s defences was a thick belt of caltrops to deter both horsemen and foot soldiers. The zigzag track extended beyond the ‘devil’s garden’ for a few hundred paces, round holes dug either side of it positioned along its whole extent to keep travellers on the track and provide an additional impediment to an attacking army.
 
   As an insipid grey light began to appear on the eastern horizon Conrad rubbed his eyes.
 
   ‘It’s a bad position, Conrad,’ said Hans, ‘we risked being pushed back against the “devil’s garden” if we cannot hold the enemy army.’
 
   Conrad pointed to the large sandstone outcrop on the left.
 
   ‘We are fortunate, Hans, that the Danes extended the crooked track until it was parallel to that outcrop. That means we can deploy our men between the track and the outcrop, with the happy result that we cannot be outflanked.’
 
   Hans handed him a chunk of bread from the loaf he was devouring.
 
   ‘All very well, my friend, but in case you have forgotten the enemy greatly outnumbers us and I fear we will not be able to hold them, even after we have sprung our surprise.’
 
   Conrad took the bread. ‘I don’t intend to hold them, Hans, I intend to attack them.’
 
   Hans’ jaw dropped in shock. ‘Really? You think we have enough men?’
 
   Conrad smiled. ‘Someone once told me that it’s not the size of the dog in the fight that matters but the size of the fight in the dog.’
 
   Hans looked at the expanse of grassland to their front. ‘Very poetic.’
 
   ‘This is an ungodly hour.’
 
   They turned to see Leatherface approaching, wrapped in a cloak, his gambeson as grubby as ever.
 
   ‘Is there any chance of you acquiring a new uniform?’ said Conrad. ‘You are, after all, the commander of my crossbowmen and should dress appropriately.’
 
   The mercenary looked at the stained garment. ‘A soldier should feel comfortable in his clothing, one less thing to worry about. Christ it’s cold.’
 
   ‘Are your men in position?’ asked Conrad.
 
   Leatherface turned and pointed to soldiers standing at right angles to the warriors deploying in front of them.
 
   ‘Three hundred and ninety crossbowmen with just a track and just over three hundred spearmen to protect them.’
 
   Lukas had kept the majority of the order’s mercenary crossbowmen and spearmen in Reval, only a score of each category allocated to Conrad. Ulric’s ‘bastards’ comprised the great majority of his crossbowmen – three hundred – supplemented by Falcone’s twenty Genoese and Sir Richard’s fifty.
 
   ‘My men can be ridden down with ease,’ complained Leatherface.
 
   Conrad sighed. ‘Any horsemen who try to cross the track will lose half their mounts when their legs get caught in the holes either side of it, or at the very least will halt their charge. And I presume your men will be shooting at any enemy that gets close to further discomfort them?’
 
   The sound of hooves interrupted the conversation and all turned to see a column of riders walking their horses along the track, led by Grand Master Volquin. It was light now and the horsemen presented a colourful spectacle, the white caparisons of the Sword Brothers followed by the blues of Sir Richard’s knights and the reds of the horsemen of his former squire. Six hundred highly trained riders trotted by and headed right as Volquin, Sir Richard and Sir Paul directed their horses towards them.
 
   ‘We are in your hands now, Conrad,’ said Volquin, ‘God be with you.’
 
   ‘And you, grand master,’ replied Conrad.
 
   He wheeled his horse away, Leatherface calling after him.
 
   ‘I assume that you will be providing flank protection, grand master?’
 
   ‘That is not part of the plan,’ came the answer.
 
   Leatherface rolled his eyes.
 
   Sir Richard leaned forward and offered Conrad and Hans his hand.
 
   ‘You two take care, I will see you both after the battle.’
 
   He nodded to Leatherface ‘You too, you old rascal.’
 
   Sir Paul also offered his hand to all three.
 
   ‘Anu is a good man, Conrad, and his men are sound enough but this will be their first battle.’
 
   Anu was the commander of the three hundred Wierlanders that Paul had brought with him. All had helmets and shields though only a minority had mail armour, about half having old leather cuirasses. All were armed with knives and hand axes.
 
   ‘I have no doubt they will not fail us,’ smiled Conrad.
 
   Paul followed Sir Richard and the other horsemen to take up position beyond Toompea Hill, which left a large gap between them and the Army of the Wolf.
 
   The mood among the hundreds of warriors in front of Conrad had been relaxed, laced with grumbling concerning being roused at night from their tents to go into the town to assist with the moving and positioning of the surprise that Conrad intended to spring on the enemy. But now the men forgot the cold, damp and lack of sleep as the faint sound of musical instruments travelled through the air. Chiefs barked orders to their men and suddenly the ragtag mass disappeared as men formed into their ranks. Riki, Hillar, Anu, Tonis and Andres ran over to where Conrad was standing as Leatherface took his leave.
 
   ‘You boys take care of yourselves, no heroics. Leave that to the youngsters.’
 
   Conrad laughed but then reflected on his words. He was thirty-seven years old now, a year older than Hans. He looked around at the warriors checking their shields and weapons, some of them ten or more years younger than him. He suddenly felt old.
 
   Anu was certainly the youngest of his warlords, a man in his mid-twenties, he guessed. He looked fit and strong, and nervous. The last to arrive was Gintaras with Ringaudas in tow. Conrad had placed the Kurs on the right of the line, the place of honour, though he doubted the Kur would appreciate the gesture.
 
   ‘You all know the plan,’ said Conrad, ‘we hit them hard after they have been halted. But beforehand make sure your men lock their shields tight. You have seen what our own crossbows can do; the enemy’s are just as effective. God be with you.’
 
   He and Hans embraced Hillar, Andres and Riki, the enemy now visible to the south – a long sliver of black against the greenery.
 
   ‘We are proud to have you by our side, lord,’ Conrad said to Gintaras, Ringaudas translating the words. The big Kur smiled and proffered his arm; they clasped forearms and then he went back to his men.
 
   ‘Anu,’ called Conrad.
 
   The Wierlander turned and trotted back to him.
 
   ‘I have every faith in you and your men, Anu. Don’t be too eager, though, leave some of the enemy for the rest of us.’
 
   He gave an apprehensive laugh. ‘Yes, lord.’
 
   He departed back to his men as Hans swung his mace and turned it in his hand.
 
   ‘Well,’ he said, ‘here we are again. As dust to the wind, Conrad.’
 
   Conrad shook his hand. ‘As dust to the wind, my friend.’
 
   They picked their helms off the ground and walked back to the men, taking up position in the front rank of Harrien, the largest contingent of the Army of the Wolf. A few paces away stood Riki, his jaw set in grim determination as the enemy continued its steady advance, the long spears of the pavesari in the front rank now clearly visible. Two thousand, three hundred Estonians and a thousand Kurs braced themselves for the onslaught of the legate’s army.
 
   *****
 
   The sun began to occasionally sneak from behind grey clouds as the legate’s army deployed to the accompaniment of trumpets, tabors and kettledrums. White-robed priests knelt in a circle around the carroccio as thousands of foot soldiers were marshalled into their positions opposite the Army of the Wolf and the black block of Kurs. Between it and the horsemen of the Sword Brothers, Sir Richard and Sir Paul was a yawning gap, which perplexed Baldwin. Many years before the terrain had been filled with pines but the trees had long gone, cut down to build the walls of Reval. The ground was now flat and open, affording excellent visibility.
 
   ‘What devilry do they intend to use, Dietrich? Why leave such a space between their horse and foot?’
 
   Von Kivel pointed to the gates of Reval in the distance.
 
   ‘They are clever, your eminence. In front of the town’s walls are intricate defences termed “the devil’s garden”. The track that we are upon and which leads to the gates takes a crinkled shape ahead, you see?’
 
   ‘Devil’s garden?’ hissed Baldwin, ‘no wonder Valdemar lost Reval using such terms that are inflammatory to the Lord.’
 
   ‘Indeed,’ said von Kivel, ‘but my point is that further on the road is lined on either side with holes that will snap a horse’s leg if it steps into them, or a man’s for that matter. So the Marshal of Estonia has anchored his right flank on the road.’
 
   ‘And the Sword Brothers?’ asked Baldwin impatiently, ‘why do they stand so far apart from the pagan filth of the Marshal of Estonia’s army?’
 
   ‘My guess would be that they will wait until our forces are fully committed before attacking, thus hoping that surprise will add momentum to their assault.’
 
   Baldwin shook his head. He turned to Bishop Hermann on a horse next to Manfred Nordheim, the commander’s horsemen acting as the legate’s bodyguard.
 
   ‘This day, bishop, you will see the power of the Sword Brothers and Marshal of Estonia broken forever.’
 
   ‘Even now,’ replied Hermann, ‘it not too late to call off this madness.’
 
   ‘Madness!’ the ears of Baldwin’s horse pricked up in alarm at the harsh tone. ‘We are on the Lord’s work, bishop. Dietrich, signal the attack.’
 
   Von Kivel urged his horse forward and raised his hand to a knot of officers in front of a stand of banners, then lowered it to send them scampering to their commands. To the left a mass of knights, non-nobles and ordinary townsmen who owned a horse presented a dazzlingly display of colour against the drab green background. The legate’s horsemen flew banners of green, red, yellow, silver and blue showing the coat of arms of the towns and cities they had come from – Viterbo, Perugio, Ancona, Rimini, Faenza, Imol, Bologna and Ferrara.
 
   To their right a larger mass of foot soldiers began to move forward as white-robed priests raised their hands to heaven and implored God to smile on those who marched in His name. Six and a half thousand spearmen were grouped in four ‘battles’ and in front of them marched a long line of balestieri and pavesari. These were the élite of the legate’s army – fifteen hundred crossbowmen, each man capable of shooting four bolts a minute, and the same number of pavesari. All professionals and all focused on shooting the stationary enemy to pieces to allow the ‘battles’ following to finish off the survivors. They had no reason to worry about the paltry number of Sword Brothers greatly outnumbered by the horsemen of the Papal States.
 
   Each crossbowman wore a padded linen coif and over that an open-faced iron helmet. A rawhide vest – a ciroteca – under a thickly quilted short-sleeved garment called a perpunto, protected his torso. Over this he had additional armour protection in the form of a sleeveless mail shirt. In addition to his crossbow he was also armed with a dagger and sword.
 
   Each pavesari was also splendidly attired in iron helmet, long-sleeved quilted ‘soft’ armour and coat-of-plates armour. The latter comprised iron plates inside a coat of leather covered in red linen. His spear, the lanzelonghe, was thirteen feet in length and designed to keep horsemen at bay while the crossbowmen behind him did their work. But his spear was unwieldy and his tall, reinforced shield cumbersome so the pavesari moved slowly, like a great mobile, bristling fortress.
 
   *****
 
   Conrad heard the trumpets and drums and through the vision slits of his helmet saw the line of spears and shields in front of his men move forward. Falcone had briefed him as to the tactics of the enemy and waited patiently for the opposition to come to him. He knew that the men directly opposite were professionals, men like Leatherface who could load and shoot four bolts a minute even in the chaos and horror of battle, and shoot them accurately. He knew that if that the enemy crossbowmen were allowed to get within range they would unleash three thousand bolts in half minute at his men, the same number in the following half minute. Against such a deluge even the Army of the Wolf would buckle. But he also knew that the Italians would wait until they were within range. A crossbow was most effective at a range of a hundred and fifty yards or less, though it was still capable of killing a man up to three hundred yards away. So he waited and the enemy crossbowmen waited and all the time the distance between the two armies slowly narrowed.
 
   *****
 
   Lukas also waited. Waited for the longships to get closer so his men could begin shooting at them. He had four hundred of the order’s crossbowmen, another four hundred of its spearmen, dozens of novices brimming with youthful eagerness and two hundred members of the town militia, many of whom were pissing themselves with fear and visibly trembling as the Oeselians entered Reval’s harbour. He had worked out the plan beforehand with the harbour master: his dockers and anyone else who could be persuaded had rowed the boats out into the harbour and lashed them together, bow to stern, to form a floating wooden wall between the enemy and the harbour. They were all riverboats around forty-five feet in length. A large longship would be able to brush it aside with ease, but not if it was tied to other boats and that was what Lukas was counting on.
 
   There were thirty of them, their oars dipping furiously in the water as they left the open sea to enter Reval’s bay. Thirty Oeselian longships filled with warriors and with sails furled coming to plunder Reval and slaughter its inhabitants. Clever bastard, this Stark, mused Lukas, attacking when Volquin and Conrad were fighting their own battle outside the town. It would have worked perfectly if the Oeselians had not been so conspicuous by their absence from the port’s more seedy establishments.
 
   The trebuchets began shooting, hurling rocks into the bay. There were four of them – ‘God’s stone thrower’, ‘Big Mother’, ‘War Wolf’ and ‘Pagan Killer’ – and it was appropriate that it was the last named that sank a longship, the rock it catapulted into the bay hitting the vessel amidships. The longship stopped, began listing and suddenly broke in two. Lukas’s men standing on the line of riverboats cheered as warriors in mail armour thrashed around in the grey water before sinking below the surface. But their joy was short-lived as the other boats crashed into the flimsy floating defence line.
 
   The larger Oeselian boats, the skeids, pushed the riverboats beneath the water as they smashed into them. But they then became stuck on the vessels beneath their hulls while the smaller boats, the karvs, were stopped dead in the water when they collided with the barrier of boats. Their crews jumped down on to the riverboats to get to grips with the Sword Brothers, novices and town militia, the latter being killed easily, the former combining crossbows, shields and spears to inflict a rising toll of casualties on Stark’s warriors. And all the time the trebuchets kept shooting.
 
   Each machine was crewed by seven men and mounted at the end of its own jetty. They had managed to hit just one longship when Stark’s fleet had been on the move but now the enemy boats were stationary they could shoot more accurately. As Christians and pagans battled on a thin cobb of boats a few hundred paces away the trebuchet crews obeyed Lukas’ order: keep on shooting, don’t worry about hitting friends as well as foes, if the pagans get through we are all dead anyway. The crews worked feverishly to load and shoot the three hundred pound lumps of rock at the targets and this time half of them hit home. They fell on longships and riverboats, splintering wood and holing vessels that began to sink even as men fought on their decks. Lukas’ strategy was working, but at a high cost.
 
   *****
 
   The front rank knelt on the ground, their shields locked together and resting on the earth, the second rank came forward to place their shields above those resting on the ground in front and the third rank held their shields over the men in front to form a roof of sorts. Conrad turned and gave the signal and then crouched down behind his own shield as the enemy crossbowmen, as he knew they would, shot their first volley at a range of a hundred and fifty yards. The bolts slammed into the wall of shields, some glancing off the rims to strike faces and torsos, a few going through tiny gaps to hit flesh and bone, the sound of screams and groans mixing with the din of the enemy’s musical instruments. And then the mangonels shot their projectiles.
 
   There were fifteen of them, ten that had been taken from platforms in the harbour and the others from inside Reval itself. A simple one-armed throwing machine, each mangonel used a bundle of twisted sinew known as a skein to create torsion. The skein was strung across the base frame with the wooden throwing arm inserted in the middle. At the end of the arm was a metal basket. The arm was lowered and secured by the machine’s crew and when released it shot forward to hit a padded buffer secured to a vertical frame, thus providing the force to propel the projectile forward.
 
   The mangonels shot casks of burning pitch that arched over the Army of the Wolf and slammed into the ground in front of or just behind the enemy pavesari and balestieri, showering the soldiers with burning liquid. Instantly much of the enemy line was broken as men on fire dropped their weapons and tried to extinguish the flames, others instinctively recoiled from the heat erupting near them and stepped back or sideways.
 
   And then Conrad’s men attacked.
 
   There was no slow advance with shields locked, rather a mad dash to cover the open space between them and the Italians as quickly as possible. A feral rush of maddened men intent on getting to grips with the enemy with their axes, hollering war cries as the enemy desperately tried, and failed, to reform their line and then abandoned it as they turned and fled back to the safety of the rest of the legate’s foot soldiers. Those too tardy were overrun by Estonians and Kurs.
 
   Conrad brushed aside the long spear levelled at him with his shield and ran at its owner, who dropped it and tried to draw his sword. But he hacked down his axe on the man’s right forearm as he was pulling the blade from its scabbard and shattered bone. He smashed his shield into the man’s face and knocked him aside to attack the crossbowman behind him. Conrad was not quick enough and the man pulled his trigger, the bolt aimed at his chest striking the shield that Conrad managed to hold out in front of his body in the nick of time. The projectile went through the leather and wood, the iron head emerging just above his left forearm.
 
   He cut down with his axe to knock the weapon out of the man’s hands, twisted the axe in his hand and whipped it back so its blade struck the crossbowman’s face, obliterating his nose and sending him sprawling to the ground. He stepped over him and ran at the great mass of spearmen in front of him, one of the enemy’s ‘battles’. Either side of him hundreds of Estonians did the same, the line of balestieri and pavesari having vanished.
 
   The four ‘battles’ outnumbered the Estonians and Kurs by more than two to one and had they held their nerve and formations they could probably have defeated Conrad’s attack. But each formation contained not seasoned soldiers but townsmen, farmers and the unemployed, men who had been promised regular pay and food for the summer. Had they thought about death at all it had probably been some fanciful notion of a heroic and painless end. But now the reality of close-quarter combat was all around them, their ears assailed by screams and their eyes beholding a vision of hell. A black-clothed Kur cleaving a man’s skull to the neck with a two-handed axe, a comrade’s entrails hanging out after a long knife of an Estonian had done its terrible work, and the dead, so many dead. Men formerly full of life now staring at the sky with glazed eyes and mutilated bodies. The only way to escape the bearded demons with blood-covered spears, axes and swords was to flee, to run as fast at their legs could carry them. And that is what they did.
 
   Conrad, his shield battered, his surcoat covered with blood, fought a spearmen wearing a gambeson who was clutching his weapon with both hands in an effort to keep him at bay, jabbing the point in his face as if trying to deter a wild animal. Conrad rammed what was left of his shield against the spear point, lodging the metal in the wood. He pushed his shield up and lunged forward to bring down the spike on the opposite side of the axe head on the man’s right foot. The spike pierced the leather shoe and went straight through the bone. The man gave a high-pitched scream and released his spear.
 
   Conrad threw away his shield, gripped his axe with his left hand and drew his sword, ramming the blade through the man’s chest and into his heart. Hans came to him, mace covered in gore and helmet dented. His friend nodded; Conrad nodded back and they went back to the slaughter.
 
   *****
 
   Moments after the Army of the Wolf had launched its attack the nearly three thousand horsemen in the legate’s army had wheeled right to strike Conrad’s right flank. It seemed so simple but there was no overall commander among the knights and no discipline. So a disorganised mass of men on horseback got in each other’s way and bickered among themselves while Leatherface brought his crossbowmen forward behind a screen of spearmen to form rear flank protection on the Army of the Wolf’s right wing.
 
   ‘Maximum range, boys,’ he called, his crossbowmen shooting at the slow-moving horsemen at a range of over three hundred yards.
 
   The bolts initially fell short but as the horsemen got closer they began to strike horses, many of which had no caparisons to protect them. And the withering volleys did not decrease in intensity as the riders closed the gap. Every fifteen seconds three hundred and ninety bolts were shot at them; over fifteen hundred missiles a minute. Horses began to go down, others reared up in alarm and the charge came to a shuddering halt. Just as the horsemen of the Sword Brothers, Sir Paul and Sir Richard smashed into their rear ranks.
 
   Grand Master Volquin led the assault of two ranks of disciplined horsemen riding knee to knee, brother knights and knights in the front rank, sergeants and squires in the second. The initial impact unhorsed over two hundred Italians, the same number being skewered by Volquin’s second rank before a giant mêlée began and Leatherface ordered his men to stop shooting. He rested his crossbow on his shoulder and grinned like a mischievous child.
 
   ‘Master Conrad, you have the luck of the devil himself.’
 
   *****
 
   ‘What is happening? Do something!’
 
   Baldwin, face contorted with rage, screamed at von Kivel to work a miracle. He had seen his foot soldiers advance against the pagans and had watched in horror as they were halted by Satan’s fire and then cut to pieces by the Marshal of Estonia’s wild heathens. But the Duke of Narva had assured him that the Italian horsemen he had deployed on the left wing would first check and then cut to pieces Master Conrad’s men. But the faltering Italian mounted charge was stopped in its tracks by Leatherface’s crossbowmen and suddenly the legate’s horsemen were fighting for their lives when Grand Master Volquin’s riders assailed them.
 
   ‘There is nothing to be done,’ said von Kivel grimly.
 
   Groups of men were running by him to escape the battlefield, throwing aside their spears and shields as they did so. Many more were gravitating towards the carroccio in an effort to seek sanctuary. Soon hundreds of men were gathered round the religious wagon, those assigned to guard it shoving them away from the altar upon which the holy relic rested.
 
   The frantic tapping sound coming from the mêlée of horsemen signalling the clashing of hundreds of weapons suddenly decreased as men began to surrender to the Sword Brothers, either that or use their horses to flee the battlefield. Baldwin’s anger gave way to despair as he realised the enormity of the disaster unfolding before his eyes. But then a miracle occurred because a general lull descended all around and Baldwin was once more infused with confidence. The Lord had smiled upon him and his army as the flood of deserters turned into a trickle and the enemy suddenly halted, as if an invisible barrier had been erected between them and the legate’s bedraggled soldiers. And as a surreal calm materialised he heard the prayers of the priests around the carroccio and his eyes filled with tears of joy.
 
   *****
 
   Conrad removed his helmet. It may have been a cool autumn day but he was sweating profusely. He wiped his blood-covered sword blade on his surcoat. Hans was bent over, panting, his helmet resting on the ground. Killing fleeing men was a tiring business.
 
   ‘I’d prefer to fight face-to-face rather than running to catch up with those I kill,’ he gasped. ‘My lungs are on fire.’
 
   Conrad slapped him on the arm. ‘At least they were running, not us.’
 
   The Army of the Wolf had done great slaughter but now drew breath as Hillar, Riki, Andres, Tonis and Anu reorganised their men around the legate’s army. The warlords, bleeding, tired but still alive and in one piece, reported to Conrad after they had done so. Like a stag at bay against a pack of hungry hounds the legate’s army was ripe for the taking. Moments before there had been a frenzy of killing and bloodlust but now tiredness took hold of bodies.
 
   ‘Where are the Kurs?’ asked Conrad.
 
   His friends looked at each other and shrugged.
 
   ‘Perhaps they are dead, Susi,’ said Hillar flatly.
 
   But Gintaras was not dead; he was enjoying himself. He and his men had surrounded around five hundred Italian foot soldiers and were literally cutting them to pieces. While his medium foot soldiers faced outwards to guard against a relief force he and his axe men were making short work of those they had cornered. Some tried to give themselves up but were chopped into pieces by broadaxes. A minority, gripped by battle frenzy, charged at their tormentors and died fighting bravely, but still died. When there was a great mound of enemy dead in front of him the Kur leader sent Ringaudas and four of his medium foot to find Master Conrad to inform him that the Kurs held his right flank.
 
   *****
 
   Stark threw back his head and screamed in frustration. He had come to Reval to burn and destroy but it was his fleet that had been destroyed. Ten longships, holed by the trebuchets, were either slowly sinking or had already sunk. Hundreds of his men had been killed or wounded and though he and they had slaughtered many of the enemy, Reval’s crossbowmen had reaped a fearful harvest. They were no longer shooting, most lying dead on the line of riverboats and more having slipped beneath the waters of the bay. Many novices had also fallen. Fighting between Lukas’ mercenary spearmen and Oeselian warriors was still going on but it was sporadic now. Stark thought of taking his own ship and those nearby still seaworthy to the docks just a short distance away. But the jetties and wharfs were filled with armed people. They were not soldiers but rather dockers, sailors, women, children, priests and even merchants. All determined to sell their lives dearly should the Oeselians breach Lukas’ line of boats. Fresh warriors would have made short work of them but Stark’s men, those that still lived, were utterly exhausted.
 
   ‘Your orders, my liege?’
 
   The king turned to his tired deputy, his right arm bleeding, his mail shirt torn and three crossbow bolts lodged in his shield.
 
   ‘Where is my brother?’
 
   ‘There is no news of Prince Kalf, sire.’
 
   Stark’s eyes settled on two dead warriors at the prow of his longship, both killed by crossbow bolts. How many more were dead? He was suddenly seized by uncertainty.
 
   ‘Sire?’ pressed the deputy.
 
   Stark looked up from the dead to scan the docks and jetties lined with the town’s residents. The crews of the trebuchets, having used up all their ammunition, had armed themselves and were standing beside the civilians to await the Oeselians. But the sea pirates would not be coming.
 
   Stark turned and looked at the tired, listless faces of what remained of his crew.
 
   ‘Sound retreat,’ he said quietly.
 
   Fifteen longships eventually sailed from the harbour to the sounds of cheers and cries of relief from the docks. Many rowing stations were empty as undermanned crews pulled on oars with tired limbs and heavy hearts. Stark was relieved to discover his brother was still alive but that was his only consolation. He left behind dozens of dead Oeselians with dozens more grievously wounded lying on the decks of his battered ships. He had gambled and failed and Oesel would pay the price.
 
   Lukas stood on the deck of the longship, its crew dead around him, and surveyed the wreckage. His line of riverboats, some partly submerged, all filled with dead and wounded men, had done its job. Already smaller boats were coming from the jetties carrying priests to comfort the dying and dockers to transport the dead to shore so they could be given a decent burial. He could see but a few of his crossbowmen and spearmen left alive on the boats. He lowered his head and said a quiet prayer of thanks, all thoughts of what was happening outside Reval’s walls far from his mind.
 
   *****
 
   Conrad had requested that Gintaras bring his warriors forward to assist in the corralling of what was left of the legate’s army, which had clustered round some sort of banner on a wagon. The Kur leader readily acquiesced, sensing more slaughter in the offing. He was to be disappointed as a ring of desperate men levelled their spears against the encircling Army of the Wolf. Leatherface joined Conrad and Hans as his crossbowmen took up position in the front rank of the Estonian warriors.
 
   ‘The enemy’s horsemen have given themselves up to Grand Master Volquin,’ said the mercenary, ‘what are you going to do with this lot?’
 
   ‘Good question,’ remarked Hans.
 
   ‘Bring Falcone to me,’ commanded Conrad. He looked at Leatherface. ‘If he still lives.’
 
   ‘Oh, he’s alive,’ smiled Leatherface, ‘a good mercenary always has a high regard for his own safety.’
 
   Conrad waved an arm at him. ‘Just get him.’
 
   The mercenary disappeared as an ominous silence descended on the remnants of the legate’s army and the Army of the Wolf, the former desperate and beaten, the latter thirsting for more blood. Falcone came trotting up, his demeanour remarkably calm for a man who had just been fighting enemy horsemen.
 
   ‘Good to see you,’ said Conrad.
 
   ‘And you, Master Conrad,’ he replied.
 
   Conrad pointed at the bedraggled ranks of the Italians.
 
   ‘Order them to lay down their weapons and I will grant them their lives.’
 
   Falcone saluted, handed Leatherface his crossbow and took a few steps forward, arms raised. He shouted some words in Italian that Conrad did not understand, after which the enemy began disarming, one or two at first followed by more and more. Falcone, beaming, returned to Conrad.
 
   ‘Well done, Falcone,’ said Conrad.
 
   More and more of the enemy began throwing down their weapons. And so it was that a grateful Italian crossbowman tossed his weapon to the ground, relieved that he had survived the bloody mauling his comrades had been subjected to, and watched horrified as the weapon’s trigger slammed into the ground, released the bowstring and shot the bolt.
 
   Conrad heard a gasp and turned to see a crossbow bolt lodged in Hans’ neck, blood gushing from the wound. His friend had a bewildered look on his face as he collapsed to the ground.
 
   ‘Hans!’ shouted Conrad, rushing to his friend’s side and cradling him. Blood was sheeting from the wound.
 
   ‘Kill them!’ screamed an enraged Conrad.
 
   Seconds later Leatherface and his crossbowmen shot a volley at the Italians less than thirty paces away and then the Army of the Wolf attacked. The Italians frantically tried to retrieve their weapons but were overwhelmed by a tide of infuriated men. The other contingents of Conrad’s army surrounding the Italians, including the Kurs, needed no prompting as they gleefully joined in the renewed slaughter.
 
   Conrad’s mailed sleeve was soaked in his friend’s blood as he held Hans’ head, tears running down his face to drip on to the dying man.
 
   ‘I have always prayed for my mother,’ said Hans softly, ‘do you think she will recognise me?’
 
   ‘I am certain of it,’ said Conrad with a faltering voice.
 
   ‘I never knew her,’ his friend whispered, the flow of blood from the deep wound relentless. ‘I hope she will not be disappointed in me.’
 
   ‘You are the bravest of the brave, my friend,’ said his sobbing friend, ‘she will be proud of you, as am I and every man in Estonia.’
 
   Hans looked up at him, his expression serene, peaceful. He smiled, his brown eyes full of affection, sighed and then passed from this world. Thus died Brother Hans, Deputy Master of Odenpah Castle and best friend of Conrad Wolff. The commander of the Army of the Wolf held his friend for a long time, the tears refusing to stop as he cradled the lifeless body. He did not notice the screams and cries of those being butchered, the triumphant shouts of his men or the angry rage of the horsemen riding among them with lances levelled to restrain their bloodlust. It took some time and a few horsemen were pulled from their saddles but mercifully unhurt as Hillar, Andres, Anu, Riki and Ulric restored order among their men. When they had done so there remained only a few hundred Italians left alive, all of them compressed in a tight huddle around the carroccio.
 
   Conrad pulled the bolt from Hans’ neck, crossed his hands across his chest and laid his sword on top of his body. His warlords, their bodies and faces splashed with enemy blood, offered their condolences and knelt beside the body to pay their respects. They had known Hans for many years and felt his loss keenly. Volquin himself arrived and also paid his respects, as did Rudolf. The number of individuals paying their respects gave Conrad a small degree of comfort.
 
   ‘Take the body back to the castle,’ Conrad ordered a distraught Leatherface.
 
   ‘It will be taken to Wenden for burial, Conrad,’ said Rudolf next to him, ‘to lie beside his friends.’
 
   Conrad was not listening. He saw Baldwin of Alna and Dietrich von Kivel being escorted by Volquin, the Italian looking dazed and confused, the German chatting to the grand master. Behind them, threading their way through the heaps of dead, paced a grim-faced Bishop Hermann and a relieved-looking Manfred Nordheim. Following them were a score of the commander’s soldiers, all disarmed. Conrad wondered where the rest were and then smirked when he realised they must have been killed. Rudolf was talking to him but he did not hear his words as he looked at his left arm, still covered in his friend’s blood. He left Rudolf, walked past Hillar and Riki, drew his sword and ran at Dietrich von Kivel, driving the point hard into his chest. Baldwin’s mouth opened in horror and Volquin’s in surprise as the Duke of Narva gurgled, tried to say something and then fell silent as Conrad used every ounce of his strength to plunge his sword into the German’s torso.
 
   He pulled his sword out of the German’s chest and gripped it with both hands, ready to lop Baldwin’s head off, the legate frozen in terror before him. But suddenly an arm was round his neck and Volquin’s sword point was at his throat. He heard Rudolf’s words in his ears.
 
   ‘You can’t kill a papal legate, Conrad, that would surely damn you.’
 
   Volquin emphasised the point. ‘Withdraw, Master Conrad, else I will kill you myself.’
 
   Riki, Hillar and Andres sprinted forward and assisted Rudolf as he dragged a screaming Conrad away.
 
   ‘I will cut that ugly head off its shoulders, you spawn of Satan. This is not over, monk, this is not over.’
 
   Riki, Andres and Hillar, his great hands wrenching Conrad’s sword from his grip, were grinning with amusement and those within earshot were cheering and whistling their approval as Volquin ushered Baldwin and Nordheim away with haste.
 
   ‘Give me back my sword,’ Conrad ordered Hillar, angrily shaking himself free of Rudolf’s grip.
 
   ‘Give it back to him when he has calmed down,’ said Rudolf, ‘not before.’
 
   Rudolf pointed at Conrad. ‘I am sorry for your loss but Hans was a soldier like all of us and soldiers get killed in battle. If you kill the legate then you condemn the whole of this land to never-ending war. So collect your wits and behave like everyone expects you to.’
 
   He nodded to the three warlords and walked away. Leatherface appeared, the mercenary looking kindly at Conrad.
 
   ‘Come on, let’s take Brother Hans back home.’
 
   So they did. They washed the body, wrapped it in new clothes and armour and laid it in the back of a cart alongside a shield bearing the Sword Brother insignia and Hans’ weapons. Conrad and the Army of the Wolf did not stay at Reval for the thanksgiving service directed by Bishop Hermann and did not witness the mass graves that were dug and filled with thousands of men they had killed. Gintaras was invited and accepted the offer to march south with Conrad, which allowed the Italian horsemen to be repatriated to Riga by sea in Magnus Glueck’s cogs. The camp of the legate’s army, containing many chests filled with Italian florins, was captured by the Sword Brothers. Grand Master Volquin announced that the money would be used to replenish the order’s weapons, equipment and stock of warhorses. He, Lukas and Rudolf made an inspection of the captured foot soldiers, offering those surviving crossbowmen among them immediate employment with the Sword Brothers to replace those killed in Reval harbour. Volquin hired ships to take the rest and a crestfallen Baldwin directly to Lübeck. What became of them after that was not his concern.
 
   They buried Hans next to Anton, a large crowd gathering round the freshly dug grave as Conrad, Tonis, Riki, Andres, Hillar, Sir Richard and Leatherface lowered the simple pine coffin into its final resting place. The majority of the garrison was still at Reval but Rudolf had ordered Otto to accompany Conrad south and it was the tall, gaunt priest who led the service. Conrad was comforted by the fearsome-looking Otto’s presence for he had been at Wenden when he and the other four had first arrived there all those years ago. The grim, humourless priest even laid a reassuring hand on Conrad’s shoulder after the service had ended and people drifted from the graveyard. Two gravediggers began to pile the earth on top of the coffin as they did so.
 
   ‘Leave,’ ordered Conrad. ‘I will do that.’
 
   They looked at each other, at Conrad and shoved their shovels into the mound of soft earth.
 
   ‘Suit yourself,’ said one gruffly.
 
   Afterwards he visited Thaddeus in his office. The engineer was now very frail and barely able to walk. His wispy beard was almost gone and he was painfully thin. But his mind was still sharp and he quizzed Conrad concerning recent events.
 
   ‘So the legate is defeated and humiliated,’ said Thaddeus.
 
   ‘But alive,’ said Conrad disdainfully.
 
   ‘Just as well, Conrad, for if he had been killed then the Pope would have had no option but to disband the Sword Brothers and excommunicate all its members. As it is you have a chance to extricate yourself from this unhappy situation.’
 
   ‘I don’t understand.’
 
   Thaddeus rolled his eyes. ‘Naturally. You are a soldier who spends his time battering enemies into submission. But were you a courtier you would realise that your victory over the legate’s army has put the Curia in a delicate position. It will interesting to see how Pope Gregory addresses it.’
 
   *****
 
   It rarely snowed in Rome during the winter, though this year there was a light dusting of white covering the city. The Colosseum, that monument to Roman barbarity, now owned by the Santa Maria Nova Monastery that rented out its inside space as cheap housing, resembled a white wall because the snow had been followed by a harsh frost. But the outside temperature in the city was as nothing compared to the frosty atmosphere that greeted the arrival of Baldwin of Alna when he visited the Lateran Palace. Despite the season the palace was still full of pilgrims praying at altars upon which holy relics rested, including splinters from the true cross. The altar in the middle of the transept was barred to visitors, only the Pope being sanctified to use it because it incorporated wood that had been part of the altar used by Saint Peter himself over a thousand years before.
 
   Guards escorted Baldwin through the huge basilica to private apartments reserved for His Holiness. The aged Gregory shot out his hand so the legate could kiss his ring when he was shown into the small, austere antechamber where the pontiff sat. Baldwin fell to his knees and kissed the gold ring, failing to notice two priests standing beside the Pope’s chair with a cardinal on the other side.
 
   ‘So, Baldwin, you have returned to us,’ said Gregory icily.
 
   ‘To serve you, Holy Father,’ responded Baldwin.
 
   Gregory flicked a wrist to indicate the monk should rise. He presented a pathetic figure in his shoddy habit next to the red and white vestments of the Pope and the purple and gold worn by the cardinal, whom Baldwin recognised as William of Modena. Gregory turned to the priests, both holding documents.
 
   ‘Do you know what these are, Baldwin?’
 
   ‘No, Holy Father.’
 
   Gregory held out a hand to the nearest priest who handed him a document.
 
   ‘This is a letter from the Buxhoeveden family complaining about the treatment of Bishop Hermann of Dorpat at your hands.’
 
   He threw the letter to the floor and held out his hand. Another document was placed in it.
 
   ‘This missive is from the Archbishop of Bremen complaining about your demands upon his bishopric concerning supplies for the army that you were marching through Germany on the way to Riga.
 
   ‘By the way, Baldwin, where is the army that was raised at considerable expense?’
 
   Baldwin’s head dropped. ‘It has been destroyed, Holy Father.’
 
   Gregory clicked his fingers and was handed another document.
 
   ‘Destroyed by the Sword Brothers, which brings me neatly on to Count Albert von Lauenburg.’
 
   He waved the document in Baldwin’s face. ‘He writes to express his astonishment that the loyalty of the Sword Brothers, and the Marshal of Estonia in particular, should be questioned. I have received other correspondence from the city of Lübeck concerning the excessive financial demands you made upon that place. And on and on.’
 
   Gregory tossed the letters to the floor and stood.
 
   ‘You are to be congratulated, Baldwin, you have managed to alienate the free cities, princes and bishops of north Germany in one fell swoop. Places and men that are capable of raising tens of thousands of soldiers to settle their grievances should they desire to.’
 
   ‘They would not dare raise a hand against the Papacy, Holy Father,’ insisted Baldwin.
 
   Gregory stopped to glare at him. ‘Would they not? It would take only the slightest encouragement from the emperor for them to march against Rome itself, supported I have no doubt by a gleeful Frederick. Idiot.’
 
   He spat the last word with venom and Baldwin visibly wilted. Gregory looked at the cardinal.
 
   ‘William, in the spring you will go to Riga and untie the Gordian knot that my legate has created. I myself will write letters to cool the wrath of those Baldwin has insulted, thereby keeping them from the embrace of the emperor. And with God’s help we will save Rome and the Papacy’s towns and cities from Frederick’s avarice.’
 
   Gregory regained his chair. ‘As for you, Baldwin, you will go to the leper colony outside Palermo on Sicily for one year. During that time you may reflect on the mistakes you have made and through your penance will perhaps atone for your sins.’
 
   Baldwin, stunned, clutched the crucifix around his neck. ‘Thank you, Holy Father.’
 
   ‘One additional thing,’ said Gregory, ‘did you bring back any money with you?’
 
   ‘Holy Father?’ whispered an ashen-faced Baldwin.
 
   ‘The tens of thousands of florins that you were furnished with to pay for your army,’ said Gregory. ‘Since you exhorted money from the kingdoms and cities you passed through on your way to Riga I assume that there remains a considerable amount of the Papacy’s money. So where is it?’
 
   ‘It was lost at Reval, Holy Father. The Sword Brothers stole it.’
 
   Gregory sighed and shook his head. ‘This is a sorry tale. Get out.’
 
   Baldwin bowed his head and left the room. Gregory flicked his hand at the two priests to signal they should follow him, closing the door as they did so. Gregory pressed his hands together and rested his chin on his thumbs.
 
   ‘When you go to Riga, William, you will stress to Bishop Nicholas that it is he who rules in his bishopric and not Archdeacon Stefan. If the merchants of the city insist on trading with apostates, in defiance of my wishes, then they will pay an additional tithe for the privilege of doing so. In that way the Curia may be reimbursed for the money that was lavished on Baldwin’s campaign.’
 
   ‘And the Sword Brothers, Holy Father?’
 
   Gregory chuckled. ‘Bishop Albert created the Sword Brothers to fight for the Holy Church and they have proved most effective in that duty, so much so that they appear to have cowered their enemies into submission. If Baldwin’s campaign has proved anything it is that lions cannot be turned into lambs.
 
   ‘I think, William, that it would be best if Grand Master Volquin and his masters were encouraged to slay the enemies of the Holy Church rather than slaughtering fellow Christians. Inform him that we believe the charges against him and his order to be baseless and regard his order as the vanguard of the fight against paganism and apostasy. Indulge their arrogance.’
 
   ‘And the Marshal of Estonia?’
 
   Gregory stroked his beard. ‘I desire him and his army to be fighting for the Holy Church, William, not against it.’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Epilogue
 
   Conrad leaned forward and rested his hands on the top of the timber wall. His breath misted in the cold. Soon the snows would come to cover the land in a white blanket. He looked down at Odenpah’s inner compound where stable hands were leading horses to the blacksmith’s forge so they could be fitted with their winter snowshoes. Garrison life went on as normal. Guards stood sentry, brother knights and sergeants attended mass and novices mucked out stables, swept the battlements and were taught to use a variety of weapons. He turned to see Werner leading a batch of them through the outer gates, each boy dressed in boots, leggings and gambeson and carrying a shield and spear. He heard the faintest of footsteps and saw a figure attired entirely in black approach, a thick fur-lined cloak around her shoulders.
 
   ‘Lady Maarja.’
 
   ‘How are you, Conrad?’
 
   Her voice was soft and kind. He wanted to tell her that he had never felt so alone, that he missed his dearest friend and felt cheated because he had not been allowed to kill the papal legate responsible for Hans’ death.
 
   ‘I am well. Thank you for asking.’
 
   She stood beside him and laid a gloved hand on his, both of them staring at the great meadow in front of the fort.
 
   ‘I miss Hans too, Conrad.’
 
   He pointed at the line of novices trailing after Werner.
 
   ‘There were five of us, frightened boys just off the boat from Lübeck. It seems like only yesterday when we were practising outside the half-built walls of Wenden. And now only I remain.’
 
   ‘If it is any consolation, Conrad, of my family I am the only surviving member.’
 
   ‘What about Kristjan, lady? He managed to escape from Dorpat when it was assaulted.’
 
   Maarja shook her head. ‘That was nearly ten years ago, Conrad. No one has heard anything of him since and I fear he is long dead.’
 
   He heard the sadness in her voice and gently embraced her. He had no love for Kristjan and hoped that he was dead but his love for Maarja would never allow him to say so.
 
   ‘And now, Conrad?’
 
   ‘And now, lady, we have buried our dead and wait for the next war to come.’
 
   She sighed. ‘So much warfare and killing.’
 
   ‘Do you yearn for the old days, lady, before the Sword Brothers came to Estonia?’
 
   ‘There was still war before you came, Conrad, wars between the Ungannians, Saccalians, Jerwen and Harrien, and occasionally the Wierlanders. To say nothing of the constant raiding that took place between the Livs and my people. At least now Livs and Estonians live side by side in peace.’
 
   They said nothing for a while as they watched Werner putting the novices through their paces. In the distance was Lady Maarja’s new home, an impressive stone structure still unfinished.
 
   ‘Bishop Hermann wrote to me recently,’ said Maarja, breaking the silence, ‘telling me that he has at Dorpat a fragment of the cross that Our Lord Jesus Christ was crucified on. He has urged me to visit it before the snows block the tracks and I intend to do so.’
 
   Conrad remembered Leatherface’s words and raised an eyebrow. The bishop must have acquired it when the legate’s carroccio was captured.
 
   ‘The bishop also informed me,’ continued Maarja, ‘that he intends to set the holy relic on an altar in his new cathedral so that pilgrims may pray before it.’
 
   ‘And pay for the privilege of doing so,’ said Conrad caustically.
 
   ‘Conrad?’
 
   He smiled. ‘Nothing, lady. It is a miracle indeed and will, I am sure, make Dorpat a destination for many pilgrims. Come, it is getting chilly.’
 
   They walked along the ramparts before descending wooden steps to the fort’s inner compound.
 
   ‘Riders approaching,’ shouted a sergeant in one of the towers above.
 
   ‘How many?’ called Conrad.
 
   ‘Four, all Sword Brothers,’ came the answer.
 
   The riders, all sergeants wrapped in thick white cloaks, thundered through the outer gates and dismounted at the stables where Ungannian boys led the sweating mounts inside so they could be unsaddled and rubbed down. The sergeants were escorted up the steps leading to the inner compound where they reported to Conrad. One held out a piece of rolled parchment to him.
 
   Conrad took it. ‘Where did you ride from?’
 
   ‘Dorpat, master.’
 
   ‘Get some hot food inside you and your men. You might as well stay tonight and ride back tomorrow.’
 
   They saluted and were shown into the fort’s main hall. Conrad broke the seal of the Sword Brothers on the document and unrolled it. It was from Grand Master Volquin.
 
    
 
   Conrad
 
   The winter will soon be here and I have no wish to repeat the disaster that befell us the last time we crossed the frozen sea to battle the Oeselians. But battle them we must in the spring. Their attack on Reval and upon the coast of Estonia has shown them to be treacherous and treachery cannot go unpunished.
 
   In the spring, therefore, I request you to muster your army for a campaign on Oesel, which will involve the Sword Brothers and the Livs. I would also ask you to write personally to King Lamekins to determine whether he is willing to donate soldiers to said campaign. I was very impressed with the conduct of the Kurs at Reval recently so your efforts to recruit them will be appreciated. Bishop Hermann is eager for Oesel to be conquered speedily so the Oeselians are no longer in a position to harm Reval’s trading links and Dorpat’s revenues. He is most desirous that the campaign should be conducted with the utmost severity to show the world what happens when pagans violate an agreement with the representatives of the Holy Church.
 
    
 
   Conrad rolled up the document and smiled to himself. The long weeks of winter would be taxing but at least he had something to look forward to instead of the possibility of unending peace. What was his purpose in this life if not to kill the enemies of the Sword Brothers?
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