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    Chapter 1


    Odenpah hill fort, 1218.


    ‘It looks very different from the last time I was here.’


    Conrad leaned on part of Odenpah’s ancient log ramparts and stared at the meadow to the south of the fort. Today it was empty aside from a few carts and walkers on the dirt track that led to the fort’s main entrance. The stronghold and surrounding terrain showed no signs of the great siege that had taken place in the depths of winter some eighteen months previously. The Christian dead had been buried and the slain of their pagan allies had been consigned to the fires. Now the land was green and peaceful, the only things in the sky being great snipes and corncrakes rather than crossbow bolts, arrows and spears.


    Conrad heard a great thud and then the distinctive tones of Master Thaddeus’ voice.


    ‘No, no, no. You must step back before you release the throwing arm. I have seen men’s arms torn off by being careless.’


    Thaddeus pointed a bony finger at the offender, a man half his age and twice his size, and then instructed the mangonel’s crew to wind down the machine’s throwing arm once more.


    ‘Master Thaddeus is a hard taskmaster,’ remarked Kalju. ‘To look at him you would not think it was he who saved this fort, and my kingdom, during the siege.’


    ‘And Conrad and his companions,’ added Eha, his blonde-haired wife, who smiled at the young brother knight, causing him to blush.


    Kalju, the ‘rock’, the leader of the Ungannian people, shook his head as Thaddeus berated another of the mangonel’s crew.


    ‘When can you shoot a rock? When you learn to operate this machine properly, that’s when. And judging by your lamentable efforts thus far I will be in my grave before that happens.’


    ‘When he first came here he could not speak our language,’ said Kalju, ‘and now he has mastered it and more.’


    ‘He has a sharp mind, lord,’ said Conrad.


    ‘And an even sharper tongue,’ sniffed Henke.


    If Conrad had been surprised when he was informed that he was being sent to Odenpah as part of a detachment of Sword Brothers to show Livonia’s support for its ally Ungannia, he had been astounded to discover that the commander of this detachment would be Brother Henke. The latter was many things, merciless killing machine being chief among them, but he was no diplomat and had neither the patience nor the intellect to lead a mission designed to deter the Russians from attacking Ungannia without the recourse to actual fighting. That said Conrad had to admit that since their arrival at the chief’s fort Henke had been courtesy itself, no doubt helped by the rapturous reception he and the others had received. The Ungannian people held the Sword Brothers in high esteem, not only for defending them against the other Estonian tribes, Oeselians and Russians during the terrible siege of the fort, but also for the crushing defeat inflicted on Lembit, the Grand Warlord of Estonia, at the Battle of St Matthew’s Day seven months earlier.


    ‘We are glad to have him here among us,’ said Eha, ‘and all our brave Sword Brother allies.’


    ‘Especially you, Conrad,’ added Kalju, ‘the man who slew Lembit.’


    ‘Took his head clean off,’ said Henke admiringly. ‘You should have been there to see it.’


    Conrad stared from the ramparts again, turning the silver ring on his left hand as he did so. It had been the greatest Sword Brother victory since the order had been established and Bishop Albert, the prelate who had single-handedly created Livonia and the Order of Sword Brothers, had even mentioned his name in the letter he had sent to the pope informing His Holiness of the great triumph.


    ‘Most appropriate,’ remarked Kalju grimly. ‘Lembit grew too tall for his own good. I hope you were richly rewarded, Conrad.’


    ‘I swore an oath of poverty, lord,’ replied Conrad.


    ‘Ah, yes, I forgot,’ said Kalju.


    ‘And now we have peace,’ beamed Eha.


    Conrad looked at Henke who grinned maliciously. Kalju’s wife saw the smirk on the older Sword Brother’s face.


    ‘You do not agree, Brother Henke?’


    There was a glint in Henke’s cold eyes. ‘There is still some fighting left to do, lady.’


    ‘Saccalia and Jerwen have submitted to the bishop, have they not?’ queried Kalju.


    ‘True enough, sir,’ replied Henke, ‘but Jaak has fled north with some of his men, and the other pagan tribes, Estonian kingdoms, are still hostile to the bishop.’


    Saccalia had been Lembit’s realm. Previously the most powerful Estonian kingdom. After his death its elders had submitted to the authority of Bishop Albert. The Sword Brothers possessed its two greatest strongholds – Lehola and Fellin – the former garrisoned by a crusader lord from England, Sir Richard Bruffingham, who had decided to stay in Livonia to atone for his sins. Sir Richard had fought on St Matthew’s Day where his retinue had been severely depleted so that he held the fort with less than fifty men. Fellin had a garrison of only a score of knights, men who had served under the great crusader, Sir Helmold of Plesse, who had also fallen on St Matthew’s Day. Like most crusaders who campaigned in Livonia, the rest were now on their way back to Germany after having completed their year’s service. Another crusader lord who was on his way back to Germany was Count Albert von Lauenburg, a brave and pious man whose soldiers would be sorely missed in the months to come.


    ‘Jaak may have eluded you,’ remarked Kalju, ‘but he will not fight on his own. He needs allies to stiffen his resolve.’


    ‘He has them,’ said Henke flatly.


    ‘Who, Alva and Edvin?’ scoffed Kalju.


    Alva was the chief of the Harrien, an Estonian tribe that inhabited the lands that ended at the Gulf of Riga, while Edvin was the leader of the Wierlanders, a people who had the Novgorodians for neighbours.


    ‘Without Lembit to lead them you will find they will submit easily enough,’ said Kalju.


    ‘I’m glad he is dead,’ spat Eha. ‘He tried to barter Ungannia like a cheap trinket in the market.’


    It was Lembit’s refusal to support Kalju against the Russians that led to the breach between the two, resulting in Ungannia seeking the friendship of the Bishop of Riga. Now Kalju’s kingdom was a free and valued ally of Livonia, and the other Estonian kingdoms stood on the brink of subjugation. In the capacity of friendly relations Master Rudolf, castellan of Wenden, the order’s most powerful fortress, had despatched Henke, Conrad, three of the latter’s friends and brother knights and ten sergeants to Odenpah, Kalju’s capital. Among the party had also been Master Thaddeus, quartermaster general of all Livonia and the kingdom’s chief engineer, a man possessed of an enquiring mind and great experience.


    ‘Idiots! I am surrounded by idiots,’ wailed Thaddeus as his students again failed to observe the proper procedure.


    Thaddeus also had a short temper brought about by an intolerance of those less intelligent than himself, which unfortunately meant most of the population of Livonia and Estonia combined.


    ‘Don’t worry, sir,’ said Henke, ‘he’ll soon have your men fully trained.’


    ‘Why do they need to learn to use those machines if the Sword Brothers are about to conquer the rest of Estonia?’ asked Eha.


    Conrad laughed. She really was most perceptive. Henke frowned at him but it was a reasonable question to ask. There were six mangonels inside the inner ramparts of Odenpah. They had originally been brought to the stronghold when the Sword Brothers and crusaders had strengthened the garrison prior to its siege, but had been abandoned in the snow in the retreat afterwards. However, when the snows melted Kalju had the machines brought back to the fort. His men had no knowledge of their use but after Lembit had been defeated the chief contacted the bishop requesting that Master Thaddeus visit Ungannia to instruct some of his men in their operation. He also requested some Sword Brothers to show the Russians that his kingdom had powerful allies.


    ‘It is always wise to be prepared, lady,’ said Henke. ‘You never know when enemies are going to appear.’


    Eha fixed Henke with her piercing green eyes. ‘You mean the Russians.’


    Henke shrugged. ‘It’s no secret they tried to conquer Ungannia. But Bishop Theodoric agreed a treaty with their prince so I doubt the Russians would wish to break it in the near future. In any case Bishop Albert will be arriving at Riga soon with a new crusader army to campaign in the north. The Russians will be occupied by our soldiers on their northern border and will have no time to think about trying to take Ungannia.’


    Conrad thought Henke’s answer thoughtful, which was remarkable. But he was right: the bishop would soon be arriving at Riga with a fresh army of crusaders – lords and their retinues recruited from northern Germany – and they would join with the Sword Brothers and the native Livs to conquer northern Estonia and impose the rule of the Holy Church on all the lands between the River Dvina and the Gulf of Finland.


    Conrad and Henke walked with Kalju and his wife round the outer ramparts and then accompanied them to Odenpah’s inner stronghold, built on a higher part of the hill on which the hill fort had been constructed. During the siege the inner part of the fort had been crammed with frightened women and children and dozens of wounded men, but now it was quiet, tidy and filled with the pleasant aroma of food being cooked in the kitchens in preparation for the evening’s feast in Kalju’s great hall. A gentle breeze ruffled the banners that flew from each of the fort’s towers, all bearing Ungannia’s golden eagle symbol. Guards wearing mail shirts and armed with spears flanked the entrance to the inner stronghold and the doors of the great hall. Others equipped with bows stood sentry in the towers. But war and bloodshed seemed far away as Eha linked her arm in Conrad’s while they walked into her husband’s hall.


    ‘What will you do when the war ends and there is no more fighting?’ she asked him.


    The thought of the Sword Brothers not fighting had never occurred to him. He shrugged. ‘I suppose I shall have to go to the Holy Land to take part in the war to recapture Jerusalem, lady.’


    ‘Where is the Holy Land?’


    ‘Somewhere in the east,’ he replied. ‘Master Thaddeus has been there. He tells me it is very hot.’


    ‘Why is it called holy?’


    ‘Because it is where Christ was born and Jerusalem is where he was put to death.’


    They walked into the reception chamber and followed Kalju and Henke into the great timber hall with its high roof from where the chief ruled his kingdom.


    ‘And who possesses this Holy Land now?’


    ‘The Saracens, lady,’ he answered. ‘Satan’s servants.’


    She looked confused. ‘Who is Satan?’


    ‘The devil, lady, the prince of darkness.’


    ‘Like Sarvik.’


    Conrad looked at her. ‘Sarvik?’


    ‘A devil that lives in the forests and torments people.’


    At Wenden he had been taught that all the pagan gods were mere figments of the feeble minds of ill-educated natives and that there was only one god and one devil. But he liked and respected Eha and saw no merit in provoking an argument.


    ‘Yes, lady.’


    Kalju walked over to his high-backed chair, above which was hanging a great banner displaying a golden eagle. Conrad escorted Eha to the chair next to Kalju’s.


    ‘Will you not forsake your tents and accept the offer of quarters in my hall?’ Kalju asked Henke.


    The brother knight shook his head. ‘Thank you, sir, but we will keep to our tents.’


    Kalju nodded. ‘As you wish.’ He saw a steward loitering at the hall’s entrance. ‘And now you will have to excuse me. The business of being a chief calls. Tomorrow we shall go hunting so my sons can show off their skills to the Sword Brothers.’


    Henke and Conrad bowed and took their leave, walking back to the tents that had been pitched between the fort’s inner and outer walls. After they had groomed and fed their horses in the nearby stables Conrad and his friends sat on stools in their tent to clean their swords. They had all journeyed to Livonia together years before as boys. Now they were all brother knights and veterans of fighting the Russians, Lithuanians and Estonians. Conrad was closest to Hans, the former malnourished beggar from Lübeck, but he also trusted Johann and Anton with his life.


    ‘We are going on a hunting trip tomorrow,’ Conrad informed them.


    ‘Hunting and feasting, sounds like paradise,’ said Hans with relish.


    ‘You need to build up your strength before the bishop arrives, Hans,’ Johann told him, ‘so you do not faint when the campaign begins.’


    Hans had an insatiable appetite, but however much he ate he still remained stick thin, a consequence of the years of living on the streets of Lübeck as a starving wretch.


    He and the others were basking in the fame of their victory over Lembit and were relishing every minute of it. And soon the bishop would be landing at Riga and the final campaign against the Estonians would begin, adding more glory to the order and increasing the prestige of its soldiers. Conrad smiled as he wiped his sword blade with a soft cloth. This year would see the Estonians crushed by a great crusader army.


    *****


    Lübeck had been thrown into a frenzy of delight when news reached the city of the Christian victory over the pagans at the Battle of St Matthew’s Day. The city fathers had authorised three days of celebrations and heralds had been despatched to the towns and cities of Germany to relay the news that the crusade in Livonia had been won. Pope Honorius III had declared that it was a sign from God that His crusaders would achieve victory in all countries and everyone considered it an auspicious omen for the great crusade that was being led in the Holy Land by King Andrew of Hungary. All of Christendom was certain that Jerusalem would soon be taken from the heathen Saracens.


    Bishop Albert had been treated like a returning conquering hero by the great cities of northern Germany and he had lost count of the number of banquets he had attended in his honour. But as the winter turned to spring and he prepared to return to Livonia a terrible realisation had dawned on him: everyone believed that the war in Livonia had been won and thus there was no need to go on crusade against the Baltic pagans.


    ‘I will have to stay in Germany for another year,’ declared Albert without any enthusiasm.


    He picked at the venison on the silver platter in front of him and then pushed it away, sighing with frustration. A young monk dressed in a white habit came forward to fill his goblet with wine. Albert waved him away. Lübeck’s bishop’s palace reflected Albert’s position as a ‘prince’ of the church, being a two-storey brick building filled with a court, reception rooms, bedrooms, dining hall, kitchens, library and private chapel.


    Theodoric looked around at the silver candleholders, silver platters and rich furnishings that covered the walls and chairs.


    ‘Perhaps the church could purchase more mercenaries to bolster our numbers in Livonia.’


    Theodoric had spent nearly three months in Novgorod as the guest of Prince Mstislav, during which time they had thrashed out a peace treaty of sorts that gave Novgorod access to the Gauja as a trade route. In the depths of winter the prince had given him an escort to make the journey back to Riga, from where he had taken ship as soon as the ice had left the Dvina. Formerly the Abbot of Dünamünde Monastery, a fortified oasis of calm west of Riga, he had been created Bishop of Estonia by Albert and was eager to take up his bishopric, half of which was still under pagan control.


    ‘You need knights on horseback to win wars,’ said Abbot Bernhard.


    ‘I fear it is so,’ remarked Albert, casting him further into despair.


    The silence was uncomfortable as both Theodoric and Bernhard decided it would be bad manners to continue eating while Bishop Albert sat glum faced, and so they indicated to the monks standing behind them to take their platters away.


    Albert toyed with the gold ring on the fourth finger of his right hand and then looked at Bernhard.


    ‘Abbot, as a man who was a veteran of many campaigns before God called you, what would be your advice on how to resolve the problem of recruiting sufficient numbers of holy warriors?’


    Bernhard had replaced Theodoric as Abbot of Dünamünde, having given up his position of Lord of Lippe to enter the church. A hard-bitten soldier, he had entered the Cistercian Order as a simple monk but his talents had been brought to the attention of Theodoric. He was now nearly seventy-eight years old and rather frail, but his mind was as sharp as a newly forged blade.


    ‘The Sword Brothers alone are not strong enough to conquer northern Estonia while at the same time holding the garrisons along the Dvina and Gauja,’ he said. ‘The new crusade in the Holy Land might make recruiting sufficient numbers of knights difficult as many of them will have joined that expedition. It will be a hard task to persuade men to go to Livonia if they believe that it is merely a case of mopping up the last pagan dregs.’


    ‘You do not offer much hope, abbot,’ remarked Albert dryly.


    ‘There is one person who might listen to an appeal for assistance,’ said Bernhard.


    ‘Who?’ asked Theodoric.


    ‘The King of Denmark.’


    Albert raised an eyebrow. ‘Valdemar?’


    ‘The Danes have always taken an interest in the Estonians and Oeselians, especially when the pagans attacked their shipping. Before you created Livonia, lord bishop,’ said Bernhard, ‘Danish ships frequently raided Estonia’s shores.’


    ‘Would Valdemar be amenable to offering his support to the bishop’s crusade?’ asked Theodoric.


    ‘He has the ships and the soldiers,’ replied Bernhard, ‘and he is an ambitious king.’


    ‘That much is true,’ remarked Albert.


    Valdemar had been on the throne for sixteen years and during that time he had expanded Danish control over northern Germany and southern Norway.


    ‘An ambitious king is not easily controlled,’ warned Theodoric. ‘What is to stop him annexing parts of Estonia for himself?’


    Bernhard shrugged. ‘Nothing. I did not say that requesting Danish aid was the most desirable option, only that at the present time it appears to be the only one.’


    Albert waved a finger at them both. ‘His Holiness the Pope has given me authority to direct the crusade in Livonia, and I doubt that Valdemar would dare to oppose the Holy See.’


    ‘You will have to go to his court, lord bishop,’ said Bernhard. ‘Kings do not take kindly to being ordered around by bishops.’


    Albert’s face broke into a smile. ‘A small price to pay for victory over the pagans. We will all go. I shall write to him requesting an audience.’


    Albert stayed in Lübeck for the next three weeks while he waited for an answer from the Danish court. During that time he bade farewell to those crusaders who had volunteered for service in Livonia, a mere hundred men under a German nobleman named Henry Borewin. He gave the latter a letter addressed to Grand Master Volquin, the commander of the Sword Brothers, lamenting the inadequate numbers of crusaders travelling to Livonia but hoping to have better news following his audience with King Valdemar.


    An envoy arrived from the king along with a ship for conveying the bishop and his party to Denmark. Valdemar sent one of his chief commanders, Henry, Count of Schwerin, to ensure the bishop arrived safely. Schwerin was located around thirty miles southeast of Lübeck and, like the latter, was under Danish control. The count had been allowed to return to his city on condition that he recognised and served Valdemar as his liege lord. Bishop Albert thought the count’s resolute countenance, combined with his height, was familiar even though he had never met him before.


    The count said little during the journey north to the island of Zealand where the Danish royal court was located. The bishop stood with Theodoric and Bernhard on the ship’s deck as its sail was furled and two small rowing boats pulled it into Roskilde Fjord’s harbour. The latter was crowded with ships and boats of all sizes, from great cogs to the smaller snekke, a longship designed for carrying soldiers, karv with sixteen pairs of oars, and byrding – a freight carrier designed for sailing along the coast. The royal capital was certainly a flourishing maritime trading centre and was also the location of the royal mint and the site of a great brick cathedral and other churches and monasteries. The city itself was set back from the harbour and was surrounded by an imposing white stone wall.


    ‘We will stay in the city tonight, lord bishop,’ said Count Henry who had come to stand beside Albert, ‘and in the morning we travel to the king’s residence.’


    Albert was surprised. ‘The king does not reside in his capital?’


    The count gave him a jaded look. ‘The queen finds the city not to her liking so she and the king live in Dronningholm Castle. It lies twenty miles to the north. We passed it on the way here.’


    ‘Makes no sense to sail here just to ride back north,’ said Bernhard bluntly.


    The count smiled. ‘Many things concerning the king’s wife make little sense.’


    Bishop Albert was surprised that the count would talk about the wife of his lord thus, but then remembered that Count Henry had once been a prisoner of Valdemar and perhaps that episode still rankled with him. But he said no more about the queen and when the ship had docked he escorted the two bishops and abbot to the monastery beside the cathedral, a large stone building with thick walls and small windows sited beside the brick cathedral in the centre of the city. There they were greeted by Bishop Peter of Roskilde, a portly man wearing a golden mitre, a gold pectoral cross dangling from a green cord around his neck.


    The travellers were fed well that night and the next morning rode north on splendid horses provided by the bishop’s private stables: well-groomed palfreys with smooth gaits and fitted with plush saddlery. Bishop Peter himself joined the party, riding on a magnificent black stallion that had been groomed so much that its coat shimmered in the spring sunshine. He was not only the Bishop of Roskilde but was also the king’s chancellor, responsible for Valdemar’s external affairs. Count Henry’s soldiers, horsemen wearing surcoats emblazoned with his coat of arms – a yellow griffin on a blue background – and attired in mail, provided the escort, the count himself riding with the two bishops and Abbot Bernhard. The latter’s presence intrigued the count, who was well acquainted with the military career of the Bernhard von Lippe, the former warrior who now wore a simple white woollen mantle and tunic.


    ‘You do not wear your sword, lord,’ said Count Henry.


    ‘My time as a soldier is over,’ replied the abbot. ‘And my title now is “abbot”.’


    ‘Do you not miss the sound of trumpets and the clash of steel, abbot?’ probed the count.


    Bernhard sighed. ‘They are with me always, count. They fill my dreams every night. There is no escape from the horrors one has committed, count.’


    Count Henry looked at him. ‘Not even for a man of God?’


    ‘Not even for a man of God.’


    Though they were surrounded by an armed guard there was little need for soldiers as they rode north along a track snaking across a lush green landscape. Zealand, like the rest of Denmark, was blessed with a mild climate, fertile soil and evenly distributed rainfall. The landscape was dotted with timber-framed buildings with walls of wattle-and-daub and roofs of trussed rafters. Cattle grazed on the abundant grassland. Farmers walked behind ploughs hitched to oxen to grow the grain that fed their families and was given as tithes to either the local lord or to the church. The herds of cattle produced milk, butter and cheese in abundance, which meant that the population grew, the church and nobility prospered and Denmark’s kings had men and money to fight their wars.


    Bishop Albert pulled up his horse and rested his hands on his saddle’s pommel. He studied the verdant terrain of Zealand. Count Henry rode his horse to his side.


    ‘Is your horse lame, lord bishop?’


    ‘One day Livonia will look like this,’ he mused.


    ‘That day is some way off yet, brother,’ said Theodoric.


    ‘But we have made a start, a good start,’ replied Albert.


    Count Henry looked around. ‘I have heard bishop, that Livonia is all forests and lakes where the pagans walk around naked covered in mud.’


    Bernhard laughed. ‘You should not always believe what you hear, count. It is true that there is an abundance of forests, rivers and lakes, but the area around Riga is beginning to resemble what you see before you: flat land filled with fields and farms.’


    ‘And Estonia is more open and rolling than you would think, count,’ added Theodoric. ‘It is a fine country.’


    ‘Filled with savages,’ said the count.


    ‘Filled with those who have yet to receive the wisdom of God’s word,’ Bishop Albert corrected him, urging his horse forward to recommence their journey.


    ‘How many farms does your lord bishop control?’ Bernhard asked Peter.


    ‘The Bishop of Roskilde has the revenues of two and a half thousand farms to maintain him in his position,’ answered Count Henry.


    ‘The office of chancellor is expensive to support,’ said Bishop Peter without irony.


    ‘I fear Livonia is far behind when it comes to wealth,’ remarked Bernhard.


    ‘But we have the Dvina’s trade,’ said Bishop Albert.


    ‘And the Gauja’s,’ added Theodoric.


    Albert turned to Count Henry. ‘My brother bishop recently spent some time among the Russians brokering a peace treaty that has opened up a new trade route through Livonia.’


    Count Henry was surprised. ‘You deal with schismatics?’


    ‘We hope to bring the followers of the Byzantine church back into the fold,’ said Bishop Albert, ‘but that must wait until Estonia has been subdued.’


    ‘Pray God that day will be soon,’ said Bishop Peter solemnly.


    Three hours after they had left the prosperous confines of Roskilde the bishop’s party reached the grandiose Dronningholm Castle. Built entirely of brick and surrounded by a wide, deep moat, it was enclosed by a great stone wall and sited on a strip of land between Roskilde Fjord and Lake Arreso. The drawbridge that spanned the moat gave access to an impressive gatehouse through which the party rode. From every tower flew the standard of King Valdemar: three blue lions surrounded by small red hearts on a yellow background. In the cobbled courtyard their horses were taken from them and taken to the stables. The constable of the castle, a thin man who appeared to have the weight of the world on his shoulders, bowed his head to the churchmen and Count Henry and asked them to accompany him into the keep. The latter stood on the opposite side of the courtyard to the gatehouse and contained the main hall where the king and queen received their guests. The count dismissed his soldiers who took their horses to the stables adjacent to the gatehouse.


    ‘Beware the queen,’ the count whispered to Bishop Albert, ‘she has a sharp tongue and is not afraid to use it.’


    Guards in yellow and blue livery stood sentry at the entrance to the main hall, around its wall and behind the dais where the monarchs sat on their high-backed thrones. From the walls hung the standards and banners captured by Valdemar and his father during their wars of conquests, though diplomatically the flag of Schwerin was not among them. The three bishops and abbot halted at the entrance as Henry and Bishop Peter approached the thrones. The count’s face was a mask of iron indifference as he strode to the dais, halted and bowed his head to Valdemar and then to the queen. Bishop Peter also bowed his head and then took up a position on the right side of the king, next to the dais.


    ‘Majesty, may I present Bishop Albert of Riga, Bishop Theodoric of Estonia and Abbot Bernhard of Dünamünde?’


    The king waved the group forward as the count moved to stand beside the chancellor. Light flooded into the hall from windows set high in the walls on each side and behind the dais. Above the latter hung a great banner displaying Valdemar’s three lions. Now nearly fifty, the king had a narrow face and a long nose that made his visage appear even more slender. Albert noticed that there was no grey in his shoulder-length hair or beard, unlike his own which was now liberally flecked with white. He and the others bowed to Valdemar.


    ‘We are pleased to meet you bishops, and you Abbot Bernhard, late Lord of Lippe and valiant warrior.’


    Bernhard bowed again to the king. ‘You are too kind, majesty.’


    The king pointed at the constable who turned and ordered a servant holding a tray of silver goblets to come forward. The boy walked to the dais, bowed his head and proffered the tray to the king, who took one of the vessels. The queen was served next, who likewise accepted a goblet. Another servant appeared with a second tray and proceeded to serve the guests with wine while the first one gave wine to Count Henry and Bishop Peter. The king stood and raised his goblet to Bishop Albert.


    ‘To victory in Estonia.’


    Albert smiled as the others repeated the toast and drank from their goblets. He liked this king. The queen sighed loudly and waved over one of the servants, placing her goblet on the tray before retaking her throne beside the king. Valdemar was rather plain looking notwithstanding his blue silk tunic and yellow surcoat bearing a single blue lion. His wife however, was a raven-haired beauty. Queen Berengaria of Portugal was twenty years younger than the king and had dark-brown eyes, flawless olive skin and full lips. She had the looks to melt the hardest heart and it was ironic that her own heart was as cold as ice. She had been married to the king for four years, during which time she had given birth to two sons and one daughter. This had made the king immensely happy but his people, subjected to increasingly heavy taxes to pay for his foreign wars, did not share Valdemar’s love for his wife. In fact the Danes despised Berengaria, blaming her for the burdens placed upon them. For her part she was only too pleased to reciprocate their animosity. They called her taeve – ‘bitch’ – and Bishop Albert was about to find out why.


    Valdemar drained his goblet and placed it on the servant’s tray as the others likewise unburdened themselves of their drinking vessels.


    ‘We are happy to support your crusade against the heathens, bishop,’ the king informed Albert. ‘I have heard much about the triumphs of the Sword Brothers.’


    He leaned towards Albert. ‘Tell me, is it true that one cut off the head of this Lembit, the leader of the pagans?’


    Albert nodded. ‘Yes, majesty. A brother knight named Conrad Wolff smote him with his own axe.’


    Valdemar clapped his hands together. ‘I would have liked to have seen that.’


    ‘We have heard that the pagans were defeated on St Matthew’s Day,’ said the queen.


    ‘That is true, majesty,’ smiled Albert.


    ‘Then why do you seek our help with your crusade against a beaten foe?’


    Albert smiled graciously. ‘Though the Estonians are defeated, there are remnants of resistance that still survive and need to be vanquished.’


    ‘And vanquished they shall be,’ stated Valdemar firmly.


    ‘You are truly a generous and noble king,’ enthused Theodoric.


    ‘Generous, certainly,’ sneered the queen.


    Count Henry frowned but the king laughed it off.


    ‘I shall be happy to lend my support to your crusade, Bishop Albert. Count Henry, when can an army be readied to sail to Estonia?’


    Henry stepped forward to face the king. ‘I fear that it will take many months to assemble the ships, supplies, horses and men, majesty.’


    ‘Next year, then,’ said the king. ‘It is the best I can do, it would seem.’


    ‘God will reward you, majesty,’ smiled Albert.


    ‘And what reward will the church give my husband?’ asked the queen. ‘For am I right in thinking that without Danish help your crusade will come to a halt?’


    ‘We do not seek any reward,’ Valdemar reproached her.


    ‘Of course not,’ said Berengaria, ‘but Count Henry, is it not correct that in war the victor keeps his conquests.’


    ‘As you say, majesty,’ replied Henry.


    Theodoric looked annoyed. ‘His Holiness the Pope has bequeathed Estonia to the servants of the Holy Church, majesty.’


    Berengaria shot him a hateful look. ‘Has he, bishop? The chancellor informed me before you arrived that you are the Bishop of Estonia.’


    Theodoric smiled at her. ‘That is correct, majesty.’


    The queen curled her lip. ‘But how do you intend to assume your bishopric without the assistance of Danish soldiers?’


    She looked at Count Henry. ‘Perhaps we should send our German subjects to subdue the pagans.’


    The count seethed but retained his composure.


    ‘I am always ready to serve you, majesty,’ he said.


    ‘Of course you are,’ stated Valdemar. ‘We all are. It’s settled, then. Next year I shall sail with a great fleet to crush the pagans and establish the Holy Church in Estonia.’


    But the queen had not finished with the topic of the crusade in Livonia and after the meeting, when the king’s guests had been settled in their quarters, Berengaria poured honeyed words into Valdemar’s ears.


    ‘You really should not speak to princes of the church in such a way, my dear.’


    She closed the door to their bedroom and began kissing his ear.


    ‘But you should not let the church take advantage of you, great king.’


    She progressed from his ear to kissing his neck, and then went down on her knees before him.


    ‘It is a great honour to go on crusade,’ he said, his voice quivering as she unbuckled his sword belt and eased down his breeches.


    ‘I know,’ she replied, gently kissing the tops of his legs, ‘but you should be rewarded for your service.’


    He gasped as she pulled down his cotton undergarments and began licking his thighs.


    ‘Besides, the pope has given Estonia to the church.’


    ‘Write to him, my love. He will listen to a great king such as you.’


    They were the last words she spoke before her lips and tongue pleasured him in a most wondrous way.


    *****


    ‘What does he want me to do with them?’


    Domash Tverdislavich was far from happy. Ever since his defeat before Odenpah he had been in Prince Mstislav’s disfavour, and had only kept his head and position as mayor of Pskov because he had sent Bishop Theodoric of the Roman Church to Novgorod to negotiate a trade treaty with the prince. It was lucky for Domash that the merchants of northern Europe craved the pelts of the grey-white squirrel that was only found in northern Russia to supply to clothing manufacturers throughout Germany and beyond. Novgorod already supplied the fur – musk, marten, sable and ermine – to Byzantium, but the demand for squirrel, black fox and white wolf pelts in Europe meant another, highly lucrative trade route could be opened to the west. Novgorod’s furs already travelled along the Dvina but Bishop Theodoric had proposed a new, shorter route down the River Gauja. Both rivers were controlled by the Sword Brothers and in return for peace and Mstislav’s promise not to seize Ungannia, a trade agreement had been ratified between Livonia and Novgorod.


    Yaroslav Nevsky stood in the hall of the mayor’s palace with his helmet in the crook of his arm and looked vacant. One of Mstislav’s most able commanders, he had recently been the prince’s son-in-law until he had divorced his wife because she was barren. The prince understood but for the sake of family honour had temporarily banished Yaroslav from Novgorod until his daughter’s rage and grief had subsided. He had sent him south to reinforce the garrison of Pskov, along with two hundred Cuman warriors.


    ‘The prince said that you might have use of them,’ said Yaroslav at length.


    Domash liked Yaroslav. The pair had taken part in the abortive winter campaign against Odenpah, but the last thing he need in his city were two hundred Cuman warriors.


    ‘The garrison is quite adequate without two hundred barbarians to bolster it,’ said Domash. ‘I will send them back to Novgorod.’


    Yaroslav shifted uncomfortably on his feet. ‘May I say something?’


    Domash sat back in his chair. ‘If you must.’


    ‘The prince did not want the Cumans at Novgorod.’


    ‘I bet he didn’t,’ said Gleb who was lounging in a chair near to where Domash sat.


    ‘Thank you, Gleb,’ snapped Domash, ‘when I want your opinion I will ask for it.’


    Dressed in a bright blue tunic and light brown leggings, Gleb waved an arm at his master and grinned at Yaroslav. No one knew where Gleb came from but he was a Skomorokh, a mystic that the common people believed to be descended from the ancient pagan priests long before the birth of the Orthodox Church. As such he was revered and feared in equal measure. The priests of the church hated him but because of his great influence among the barely Christian common folk, Domash kept him as a sort of lucky, if impertinent, mascot.


    ‘I’ll warrant Mstislav sometimes regrets marrying a Cuman princess when his relatives arrive at the gates of his city,’ remarked Gleb, ignoring Domash’s order to be silent. He smiled at the mayor. ‘Still, they’re your problem now.’


    ‘Make sure they are kept outside the city,’ he ordered Yaroslav. ‘I don’t want them getting drunk and causing trouble.’


    ‘They have brought their families with them,’ said Yaroslav.


    Domash shook his head. ‘It gets worse.’


    ‘Their commander is outside lord,’ continued Yaroslav. ‘He wishes to pay his respects.’


    ‘Cuman and respect, two words that do not readily go together,’ remarked Gleb.


    ‘Shut up!’ commanded Domash.


    ‘The commander’s wife is with him,’ said Yaroslav apologetically.


    ‘Ha!’ Gleb could barely control his glee. ‘Some foul old hag from the steppes no doubt, whose ugliness surpasses the old nag she rides. You know what they say about Cuman women, don’t you?’


    Domash was ignoring him but Yaroslav looked at the mystic in confusion.


    ‘That all women have a right to be ugly,’ roared Gleb, ‘but Cuman females abuse the privilege.’


    He then broke into a fit of laughter as Yaroslav looked at Domash and then back at Gleb.


    Domash sighed. ‘Cumans. Very well, let us get the ordeal over with.’


    He waved Yaroslav away so he could go and fetch Pskov’s unwanted visitors. Gleb surrendered to his fit of giggles as Yaroslav walked to the twin oak doors that had been shut behind him and which were now opened by guards standing beside them.


    Like the Skomorokhs no one knew where the Cumans came from only that they appeared from the east many years ago, a great nomadic tribe that plundered every city it came across. Their warriors shot short bows and rode hardy horses and they transported their young and old in wagons that they circled at night to provide protection. Their women also rode in the saddle and reportedly fought beside their men in battle, giving rise to the legend that they looked like their menfolk. Prince Mstislav had realised that the only way to curb their plundering tendencies was to marry into them and so he had taken a Cuman bride, who to be fair was not unattractive. But the ruler had also striven to ensure that his Cuman relatives were kept at arm’s length because they were unpredictable and dangerous. Only sixteen years before a Cuman horde had sacked the great city of Kiev itself, and now Domash had two hundred of them outside his city walls.


    The doors to the hall opened, two individuals entered and Domash forgot all thoughts of being rid of his guests. Yaroslav escorted the two Cumans to the far end of the hall where Domash sat. On the wall behind him hung the great banner of Pskov: a golden snow leopard on a blue background. The Cuman leader wore a calf-length blue topcoat over which he sported a fine lamellar armour cuirass. His baggy trousers were also blue and his leather boots were black. He carried a pointed helmet in the crook of his arm, his long fair hair falling about his shoulders, and as was the custom among his people his chin was shaved and his moustache long.


    Domash hardly paid any attention to him but instead fixed his eyes on the beauty walking beside him. Like her husband she had long hair, though hers was blonde and longer. She wore a calf-length yellow topcoat that was slit at the waist, tight-fitting blue trousers that matched the colour of her eyes and light brown boots. She was perhaps in her early twenties and Domash thought her the most enchanting beauty he had seen in many years.


    He stood up as they approached, Yaroslav extending an arm to the Cuman couple when all three had halted.


    ‘Mayor Domash, may I introduce Lord Gerceslav and his wife Afanasy.’


    The Cumans bowed their heads as Domash stepped forward, took the wife’s hand and kissed it.


    ‘You are most welcome to the city of Pskov.’


    Gleb stopped laughing. ‘They are?’


    Gerceslav smiled. ‘My people have heard of the exploits of the famed Domash Tverdislavich and from one raider to another, I salute you.’


    Domash smiled back, though at his wife. ‘You honour me.’


    He waved forward the chief steward. ‘Prepare quarters for our guests. They must be tired by their journey. Your people have all they need, Lord Gerceslav?’


    ‘Yes, thank you. We are camped just south of the city.’


    Domash, whose eyes had settled on the outline of the wife’s breasts, brought his hands together. ‘Most excellent.’


    After they had left Domash ordered the doors closed, the guards dismissed and began pacing up and down, Gleb observing him as he did so.


    ‘You must leave her alone,’ the mystic told him.


    Domash stopped pacing and looked at him with an innocent expression. ‘I do not know what you mean.’


    ‘Yes you do. Confine yourself to whores and the wives of young boyars you can intimidate and threaten. If you toy with this Cuman no good will come of it.’


    Domash flicked a hand at him. ‘What does a Skomorokh know of women and desire?’


    ‘Enough to know that both can be the source of much trouble. I saw the lust in your eyes but I tell you that if you pursue her it will lead to bloodshed.’


    Domash laughed. ‘You think that I cannot deal with two hundred Cumans?’


    Gleb stood and walked towards the doors. ‘I did not say that the Cumans would instigate the bloodshed, but I tell you now that if you seduce that woman you will come to regret it.’


    But a dog cannot change its habits and though Domash was the scion of a powerful Novgorodian family he was sadly lacking in manners and common sense. He had spent years raiding the pagan lands to the west, burning and raping with impunity, even to the shores of the Baltic itself. His reputation and exploits had earned him the rule of Pskov but as his power had increased so had his arrogance. He let Gleb lecture him because the Skomorokh was useful in maintaining the allegiance of the population of the city and the surrounding countryside, but he rarely listened to advice. It was so now as he feasted his guests, accompanied them on tours of the city defences and took Gerceslav hunting. And it was all for one purpose: to separate husband and wife.


    Domash flattered Gerceslav and won his trust. He told the Cuman commander of the Sword Brothers and their treachery at Odenpah, how the heretics had used sorcery to win the support of Kalju and the Ungannians and how the soldiers of the Bishop of Riga now threatened his city from their base in Ungannia. And as Domash hung his head and muttered that he worried about the safety of his people in the face of such danger, the Cuman offered to take his men west to safeguard against an attack by the bishop’s soldiers. Domash readily accepted his offer and said that Yaroslav and five hundred of Pskov’s horsemen would accompany him as reinforcements. It was now summer and the Bishop of Riga would soon be leading a crusader army to complete the conquest of Estonia. The combined Cuman-Russian force would act as a deterrent to prevent the crusaders raiding Russian territory. And Afanasy would stay in Pskov for her own safety.


    Yaroslav was confused. ‘I do not understand, lord.’


    He was walking with Domash from the mayor’s palace in the Dovmont area of the city, Pskov’s administrative heart, to the Kremlin, or Krom as the locals called it, meaning ‘the edge of the cape’. Guards snapped to attention as they passed through the gates that gave access to it.


    ‘It is quite simple,’ said Domash irritably. ‘The boyars and their wives want the Cumans away from the city and frankly so do I. Take them north and then into Jerwen to let the Bishop of Riga know that the Principality of Novgorod is not to be toyed with.’


    Yaroslav was even more confused. ‘Jerwen?’


    Domash stopped and faced him. ‘Since the defeat and death of Lembit the crusaders raid Jerwen and further north but have not occupied it. Therefore I see no reason why we cannot seize some territory to the west and north of Lake Peipus. Take some banners and make a lot of noise but do not provoke the crusaders.


    ‘In any case, now Russian merchants are taking their goods across the lake into Ungannia we should have our soldiers nearby to offer protection.’


    ‘Protection from whom, lord?’


    Domash rolled his eyes. ‘Just accompany our Cuman friends and pitch your camp north of the River Emajogi.’


    ‘For how long?’ asked Yaroslav.


    Domash thought for a moment. How long would it take to seduce the delightful Afanasy after she had been separated from her boorish oaf of a husband?


    ‘Three months should suffice.’


    ‘Hardly seems worth it,’ thought Yaroslav.


    Domash smiled maliciously. ‘Oh, it will be worth it.’


    The horsemen left the next morning, the banners of Pskov, Novgorod and a host of garishly coloured flags and pennants fluttering among the Cuman ranks. The latter wore metal masks moulded to look like a face; their bows carried in hide cases fixed to their saddles. Behind the column lumbered the wagons carrying their tents, children and wives, though not all of the latter. Domash could not prevent himself from grinning as he stood above one of Pskov’s gates and watched them go. He never gave a thought to what would happen when the Cumans returned and Gerceslav discovered that his wife had been unfaithful. He shrugged. A warlord did not concern himself with the aftermath of his raids.


    *****


    While the mayor of Pskov was busying himself with satisfying his base instincts, Kalju was informed by his chief at Dorpat that a large group of Russian horsemen had suddenly appeared north of the Emajogi River. He alerted Henke and the Sword Brother gave the order to strike camp to march with Kalju to accompany the Ungannian leader as he rode north with his eldest son Villem, and a hundred warriors. Henke sent a sergeant to Wenden to report to Master Rudolf that Russians were in Jerwen and that he was going to see them for himself. It was only twenty miles form Odenpah to Dorpat and so the journey could be completed in less than a day.


    ‘What does it matter if the Russians are in Jerwen?’ asked Hans, chewing on a small pie that Eha had given him before they had set out.


    ‘Because Jerwen belongs to the Sword Brothers,’ replied Henke. ‘Its warriors fought with Lembit on St Matthew’s Day and now the kingdom belongs to us. The Russians must have heard that the bishop isn’t coming to Riga this year.’


    ‘To what end?’ asked Conrad.


    ‘To take advantage of our weakness, no doubt,’ answered Henke. ‘You all know that only a few crusaders landed at Riga this spring. Too few to conquer the rest of Estonia.’


    ‘The Russians desire all of Estonia,’ remarked Kalju, his powerful frame making the grey pony he was riding on appear small and puny.


    ‘Did the Russians try to conquer your kingdom before we came, lord?’ asked Conrad.


    Kalju spat on the ground. ‘They raided our lands to take slaves, cattle and to rape and pillage, but they were not interested in conquest. They viewed Estonia as their hunting ground.’


    ‘Don’t you worry, sir,’ said Henke, ‘we’ll make sure that they don’t set foot in your kingdom again.’


    Conrad looked at his three friends and the ten sergeants to the rear of the column leading ponies loaded with supplies. Even with the Ungannians he wondered how so few men could halt the Russian if they intended to fight.


    They sweated in their mail armour as they made their way north through woods of spruce and pine and across meadows filled with bilberries, wild strawberries, mushrooms, cornflower and blueberries. They marched through villages filled with laughing, rosy cheeked children who had the blue eyes and fair hair of their race. They in turn waved at Kalju and his warriors and laughed and stared at the Christian warriors in their white surcoats bearing a red cross and sword insignia. Conrad noticed that some of their parents ushered their children away when they spotted the Sword Brothers. It was not only the Russians who raided Estonia and he wondered how many of these people had lost sons or fathers to the swords of his order.


    On the journey Kalju had told the Sword Brothers that Dorpat was over seven hundred years old, and two hundred years previously had actually been under Russian control during the reign of a king named Yaroslav the Wise.


    ‘Well if these Russians are wise they will clear off home,’ was Henke’s only comment after the history lesson.


    Half a mile from Dorpat the column was greeted by the local chief and a dozen of his warriors, all mounted on chestnut ponies. The chief was a ruddy faced individual with a bushy beard who jumped from his saddle when he spotted Kalju, as did his men. Kalju dismounted and embraced him warmly, slapping him on the back and sharing a joke with him before they both regained their saddles.


    They first rode into the sprawling settlement itself so the people would know that their lord was among them. They stopped their daily routines and cheered him and his son as he dismounted and walked among them. Kalju ordered the majority of his men to report to the local chief whose home was the timber fort sited on a hill, a thousand paces south of the river, while he and half a dozen of his men walked to the docks. Henke ordered the sergeants to take themselves, the supplies and the horses of the brother knights to the fort after he had dismounted and ordered Conrad and his companions to do likewise. Conrad slung his shield on his back and carried his helmet in the crook of his arm. It was now very warm and he had no desire to roast his head while they ambled around Dorpat.


    Odenpah was Kalju’s capital, a mighty hill fort that was a refuge in times of war, but Dorpat was a bustling, thriving centre of commerce. Conrad had grown up in the city of Lübeck and although the wooden huts, animal pens and markets of Dorpat were greatly inferior in comparison, the haggling, stalls filled with wares, colours and smells were remarkably similar. As he walked behind Kalju, his son and the town chief, Conrad was taken back to the happy days of his youth, when he had accompanied his mother to market and his father to the miller who supplied their bakery with flour. A wave of sadness swept over him at the thought of how their lives had been cruelly ended by the avarice of a wealthy merchant. And then anger replaced sorrow as he gripped the black leather of his sword’s hilt and forgot about his past life to concentrate on the present.


    He followed Henke and Kalju to the riverside docks, an area where the air was thick with the smell produced by tar-making shops and the noises coming from carpenters’ workshops and blacksmiths’ forges. Men stripped to the waist sweated in barge yards working on new vessels. The riverside for at least two hundred yards in each direction was filled with jetties where crews were unloading or loading cargoes from flat-bottomed barges and oared riverboats with square sails. The chatter competed with the sounds of metal being worked on anvils, wood being sawed and chiselled and supervisors bellowing orders to create a mighty din that sounded like a battle.


    Kalju and his chief pushed their way through the crowd and walked along a wooden jetty that protruded into the river. The water was blue and slow moving, Conrad estimated that the width of the waterway at this point was around two hundred paces. Russians in filthy tunics and bare feet, who were in a riverboat next to the jetty, pointed at Kalju and his entourage as they covered a pallet of black fox fur with canvas. The Ungannian leader looked at them and then across the river.


    ‘Where are they?’ he asked the chief.


    ‘Across the river, lord, around two miles north.’


    ‘How many?’


    The chief squinted in the sunlight. ‘Five hundred, lord, maybe more.’


    Kalju shook his head and watched as a riverboat with an Ungannian crew glided towards the other side of the jetty, its baskets filled with fish.


    Kalju turned to face Henke. ‘My people call this river the Mother of Waters because it is so well stocked with fish and the land on either side is full of game. For centuries it has also marked the boundary between Ungannia and Jerwen. As long as the Russian soldiers stay on the other side of the river then I will do nothing to provoke them.’


    Henke looked at the dozens of boats of varying sizes moored to the jetties and on the river itself.


    ‘There has been no trouble, between your people and the Russians?’


    Kalju shook his head. ‘The Russians bring their goods here, further west to Lake Vortsjarv and then on to the Gauja.’ He looked at his chief. ‘Has there been any trouble?’


    ‘Aside from the usual fights that come about when men have had too much to drink, none at all, lord,’ answered his subordinate.


    Henke stroked his beard. ‘Well, if they stay where they are then there’s no point in provoking a fight.’


    ‘What if they cross the river, Brother Henke?’ asked Conrad, pointing at two boats filled with soldiers that were approaching the docks.


    ‘Well,’ said Henke, slipping the leather strap attached to his shield over his head and pushing his left hand through its inner straps, ‘we are about to find out if the Russians have come to fight or talk.’


    Kalju looked around at the narrow, packed jetty. ‘Back to the riverbank,’ he barked at his men, ‘there is no room on these boards.’


    The Ungannians and Sword Brothers walked briskly back to the harbour side to await the Russians, though Conrad did not think they were like any he had seen before. Each boat contained around a score of soldiers, all of them wearing brightly coloured coats and baggy trousers, in addition to gleaming lamellar cuirasses, pointed helmets and small round shields. One of the soldiers in the first boat carried a great banner, though it hung limply in the windless air so he could not identify it.


    ‘No trouble unless I say so,’ ordered Kalju as Villem drew his sword and stood beside his father, Dorpat’s chief and the other warriors grouping around them.


    ‘That applies to you four as well,’ Henke hissed to the other Sword Brothers, though Conrad noticed that the older knight was resting his right hand on the pommel of his sword.


    The tension in the air increased palpably as the boats containing the mysterious soldiers bumped into the jetty and men sprang from each one. The other boats either rowing back out into the river or their crews scurrying away from them to seek safety behind Kalju and his rapidly forming shield wall. The soldiers disembarking from the boats seemed unconcerned by the hostile welcome they were going to receive as Kalju’s warriors closed ranks and levelled their spears. The Sword Brothers stood to the right of the Ungannians, all now wearing their helmets and hands gripping their sword hilts.


    The man leading the riverine interlopers was tall, or at least his pointed helmet made him seem so, his appearance very striking in his blue topcoat, baggy blue trousers, black leather boots and red sword belt. His chin was clean-shaven though his moustache was very long. He spread his arms and smiled as he walked along the jetty towards the Ungannians, who stood rock-like in their ranks. The sailors and fishermen had disappeared into the town along with the harbour workers, merchants and hawkers, leaving dozens of empty boats tied to jetties and others in midstream being frantically rowed from the scene.


    The smiling leader stopped, turned and beckoned forward the soldiers holding the flag. He then turned and pointed up at it when the standard was brought to his side.


    ‘Novgorod, Novgorod. Friend, friend.’


    His accent was strange and Conrad at first had difficulty understanding what he was saying. But then the leader grabbed one corner of the standard and unfolded it. Conrad saw two black bears either side of a throne against a red background.


    ‘Novgorod. Friend, friend,’ the commander kept saying, his men behind him standing with their arms folded.


    Henke pushed up his helmet onto his head. ‘What’s he saying?’


    ‘Novgorod,’ answered Conrad, shoving his own full-face helm up.


    The commander kept on smiling as he walked forward with his arms held open towards Kalju standing in the centre of the shield wall.


    ‘Stand your weapons down,’ the Ungannian leader ordered as the blue-attired commander nodded and embraced Kalju, much to the latter’s consternation. Another soldier stepped forward from the rear of the visitors’ ranks, a man wearing a beautiful red overcoat beneath a short-sleeved mail hauberk and a superb lamellar cuirass. He wore a gilded open-faced helmet with a white plume and a mail aventail.


    ‘I am Yaroslav, general to Prince Mstislav of Novgorod, and I send the prince’s greetings to you, Lord Kalju. We come in peace and hope our unannounced arrival has not caused any offence.’


    Whoever this Yaroslav was he spoke perfect Estonian and his words instantly lessened the air of tension. The Ungannians relaxed as Yaroslav bowed his head at Kalju. The latter nodded back.


    ‘Who’s this?’ he asked Yaroslav, looking at Gerceslav.


    ‘This is Lord Gerceslav of the Cuman nation who has travelled from Novgorod, lord,’ answered Yaroslav.


    Gerceslav pointed at the banner again. ‘Novgorod.’


    ‘I’m afraid he does not speak Estonian, lord.’


    Henke looked at the conference being conducted out of earshot.


    ‘You four with me,’ he ordered, ‘and be alert.’


    He walked in front of Ungannian warriors who were standing leaning on their shields chatting to each other, Conrad and the others following. Kalju spotted him out of the corner of his eye.


    ‘This is Brother Henke of the Sword Brothers,’ he said hurriedly to Yaroslav as Henke removed his helmet and stared first at Gerceslav and then at Yaroslav. The former smiled at the mailed knight but Yaroslav had seen the red sword and cross insignia before and looked decidedly uncomfortable as Conrad and the other three halted behind Henke.


    Yaroslav smiled weakly at Henke who glared back. ‘Why are your soldiers in Jerwen?’


    Conrad saw the worried look on Kalju’s face and sensed the atmosphere change again, to one of threat and impending violence. When Kalju had requested his presence at Odenpah he had been delighted, but less so when Master Rudolf informed him that the leader of the expedition would be Henke. The latter was many things – loyal subordinate, consummate soldier and brother knight – but he was no diplomat. As the scene unfolded with a predictability that Conrad could have foretold, the young brother knight thought that Wenden’s deputy, Brother Walter, would have been a better choice to lead the mission to Odenpah. But the die had been cast and the next few minutes would provide the spark to light a fire that would engulf Livonia and Estonia.


    ‘Jerwen belongs to the Sword Brothers,’ snarled Henke, stepping forward so his face was inches from Yaroslav’s.


    ‘We are not here to provoke a war,’ said Yaroslav, trying to be reasonable.


    Gerceslav slapped Henke on the shoulder. ‘Friend.’


    Henke did not look at the Cuman as he pushed him away and held Yaroslav’s stare. An angry murmur came from the Cuman ranks as one of Gerceslav’s men stepped forward to shove Henke away, but the latter instantly pulled the dagger that hung on his right hip from its sheath with his left hand and in a flash had severed the man’s windpipe. Blood spurted out of the wound as the man toppled forward. Henke jumped back, slammed his helmet on his head and held his shield before him. Conrad, Hans, Johann and Anton likewise put on their helms and drew their swords as the enraged Cumans surged forward.


    Gerceslav led their charge, drawing his sword and lunging at Henke. But the Sword Brother leapt aside and avoided his blow with ease, ramming his own sword into the standard bearer’s guts before he fell back to stand with the other Brother Knights. Yaroslav was shouting at the Cumans in Russian to fall back to the boats but the blood of the steppe people was up and they ran forward to battle the Ungannians. A dozen of the latter were cut down before Kalju’s men had time to reform their shield wall, Kalju and Villem fending off assailants before their men closed around them and beat off the Cumans with their spears.


    A Cuman with a curved sword came at Conrad but the Sword Brother had already anticipated his move. He had spent eight years in Livonia, first as a novice at Wenden and then as a brother knight, and in that time he had been tutored in military skills by Brother Lukas, reckoned one of the greatest instructors in all Livonia. He and the other novices had received training day in, day out, regardless of the weather, until they could wield a variety of weapons in their sleep.


    ‘You are like blocks of marble,’ Lukas had once told them on a rain-lashed morning at Wenden. ‘My job is to chisel and sculpt you until you are the finished, polished article.’


    Conrad ducked the curved blade, stepped back and also avoided the Cuman’s backswing that was intended to disembowel him. This brightly dressed peacock knew how to use a sword, that much was certain, but Conrad could match him and more. The brother knight let the Cuman attack him again but this time he blocked his opponent’s blade with his shield, crouched low and jabbed his sword forward, the point stabbing into the man’s left thigh before he whipped it back. The Cuman winced in pain and was momentarily disconcerted, and a moment was all that Conrad needed. He lunged forward, combining his shield and bodyweight to smash into the Cuman and render his sword arm useless as he drove the point of his sword into the man’s throat. He continued to push until he had driven it out through the back of his neck. The Cuman gurgled, blood sheeted on the blade and Conrad’s mail mitten and he passed from this life.


    Yaroslav had to physically drag an enraged Gerceslav back to the nearest boat, the Russian ordering the two archers in the vessel to give cover to their comrades as they retreated. Henke had killed two more Cumans before their leader finally acceded to Yaroslav’s frantic requests and bellowed to his men to fall back to the boats. Kalju’s warriors, twenty of whom had now been cut down, gave a great cheer and ran forward, two instantly falling to Cuman arrows.


    ‘Reform, reform!’ shouted Kalju as more arrows shot by the archers in the second boat hissed through the air. Henke caught one on his shield as Conrad and the other Sword Brothers brought up their shields and crouched low to make themselves smaller targets. The small, recurve Cuman bows were deadly accurate and they found three more Ungannian chests before the two boats were pushed away from the jetty into the river and oars splashed in the water to row them to the far bank. Kalju’s men jeered and whistled as they went, raising their shields and weapons in mockery as the Cumans rowed away. But their leader was livid.


    Henke removed his helmet, looked around at Conrad and the other three and grinned evilly.


    ‘Not a bad day’s work, boys.’


    He stepped forward and picked up the banner of Novgorod that had been left behind. He threw it at Hans.


    ‘Something for Rudolf to hang in the master’s hall at Wenden.’


    Hans removed his helmet and looked at Conrad and then at the bodies littering the ground.


    ‘I have a feeling that Rudolf would not approve of our actions here.’


    Conrad nodded, shoving his helmet up on his head. ‘I agree, my friend.’ He took the cloth he always had tucked on his sword belt and wiped the blood from the blade before sliding it back into its scabbard.


    Henke spun round. ‘What was that?’


    Hans hesitated to speak his mind but Conrad was not so reticent and was about to say that he had been foolish to provoke the fight when Kalju grabbed his surcoat.


    ‘You are to leave Ungannia immediately, all of you.’


    Conrad thought Henke was going to strike the Estonian leader but managed to tame his anger.


    ‘They have invaded Jerwen, which is Sword Brother territory, and that makes them enemies.’


    ‘Ungannia is not occupied by the Russians and I desire no quarrel with them,’ fumed Kalju, his cheeks red with rage. Villem had come to his father’s side, his countenance severe as he tried to intimidate the fearsome Henke, without success.


    Henke curled his lip at Kalju. ‘Trust me, a good mauling achieves more than words ever could. They will not bother you or your kingdom after having been given a bloody nose. They know that there are many more Sword Brothers waiting for them if they step out of line.’


    ‘More’s the pity,’ remarked Kalju.


    Gerceslav snatched the bow from the archer and jumped onto the riverbank. He nocked an arrow in the bowstring, focused on the target and controlled his breathing, which was a major feat in his agitated state. He raised the bow, pulled back the bowstring and then released it, the arrow arching into the air.


    ‘This is my kingdom not the Sword Brothers’,’ snapped Kalju. ‘You and your men will leave Dorpat today. You have abused my hospitality and might have embroiled Ungannia in a war.’


    Conrad saw Villem collapse and heard Kalju scream ‘shields, shields’, and then saw more arrows thudding into the Ungannians. A group of Kalju’s men ran forward and erected a shield wall around him and his son as Henke ran back to the other brother knights.


    ‘Fall back, the bastards are shooting at us from the other side of the river.’


    He slung the banner over his shoulder as he raised his shield, placed his helmet on his head and then ran back into the settlement.


    That afternoon Villem died of his wounds and Kalju sent the local chief to repeat his order that Henke and his men were to leave Ungannia at once. He would not see the brother knight and even refused an audience with Conrad so angry and grief-stricken was he. Henke shrugged and led his men from Dorpat two hours before sundown, heading west towards Wenden. He carried the captured Russian banner in a saddlebag and was unconcerned that Kalju had lost his son and Livonia may have lost an ally. In any case Ungannia would eventually be conquered by the Sword Brothers so what did it matter? To him one pagan was much like any other. They all looked the same, thought the same and fought the same. If he had to kill Ungannians then so be it. As long as he had someone to kill he was happy. The coming months would ensure that Henke was in a state of constant euphoria.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter 2


    Rudolf stared at the Russian flag laid out on the floor before him. Two black bears either side of a throne on a red background. He leaned back in his chair and stroked his beard, purposely ignoring Henke and Conrad standing to attention on the other side of the flag. The master’s hall of Wenden Castle had initially been a wooden structure when the castle had first been established on the site of a Liv hill fort, but that had been ten years ago and now the building was made of stone and contained offices, bedrooms, the master’s private room adjacent to his bedroom and the spacious reception chamber where he was currently sitting beneath a great banner of the Sword Brothers.


    Henke nodded to the standard on the wall behind Rudolf. ‘You can hang it beneath our own standard. It’s from Novgorod, apparently.’


    Rudolf looked at his friend, one-time mercenary and now a brother knight of the order, and sighed. ‘I take it this trophy was not voluntarily surrendered to you?’


    Conrad exhaled loudly, clearly desperate to say something but holding his tongue in the presence of the master.


    ‘You have something to say, Conrad?’ enquired Rudolf.


    ‘No, master,’ said Conrad. ‘I’m sure Brother Henke will provide you with all the pertinent details.’


    Henke rubbed his nose. ‘Nothing to tell, really. We ran into some trouble at some pagan shithole, I forget the name.’


    ‘Dorpat,’ said Conrad.


    ‘Yes, that’s it,’ continued Henke. ‘Anyway, these Russians tried to invade the place, we gave them a bloody nose and they left their flag behind.’


    He shrugged. ‘Nothing we could not handle.’


    Rudolf jumped out of his chair and walked around the flag to face the two brother knights. ‘So we are at war with Novgorod?’


    ‘Doubt it,’ sniffed Henke. ‘They would not risk a conflict with the Sword Brothers.’


    ‘Idiot!’ spat Rudolf. He pointed at the banner on the floor. ‘Do you think that the Russians will forget that you butchered some of their men and took their flag? What would you do if the situation was reversed, Henke?’


    Henke smiled. ‘It’s not the same, Rudolf.’


    Rudolf slowly walked back to his chair. ‘Oh, and why is that?’


    ‘They are barbarians. They don’t think the same way as we do,’ replied Henke.


    Rudolf ran a hand over his crown then looked at Conrad. ‘What about you, what do you have to say for yourself?’


    Conrad cast a side-glance at Henke and was going to tell Rudolf how he had provoked the Russians, how he had got Kalju’s son killed and endangered the alliance with Ungannia. But then he realised that Rudolf knew Henke better than him and had probably pieced together the unfortunate sequence of events at Dorpat.


    ‘The Russians will want their flag back,’ said Conrad flatly.


    Henke laughed. ‘Let them come and try to take it.’


    ‘They will come, Henke,’ said Conrad, ‘of that you can be certain.’


    ‘And if they do,’ said Rudolf, ‘will the Ungannians be marching with them?’


    ‘They killed Kalju’s eldest son, master,’ said Conrad. ‘For that reason alone he will not side with the Russians, though whether he is still the friend of the bishop I know not.’


    ‘What does it matter?’ sneered Henke. ‘When the bishop leads a new crusader army north he will finish the Estonians, and the Russians if they want a fight.’


    ‘There is no army, Henke,’ replied Rudolf. ‘Around a hundred men landed at Riga in the spring, that is all. So few have volunteered to crusade in Livonia that the bishop has travelled to Denmark to beg its king for aid.


    ‘The defeat and death of Lembit has convinced Christendom that there is no need to take the cross in Livonia. They think like you, Henke: that the pagans are beaten and will meekly submit to Christian rule.’


    ‘And so they will,’ replied Henke smugly.


    Rudolf sighed. ‘They might have done but if they see a Russian army marching into Livonia they might be emboldened to pick up their weapons once more and join them. I will inform the grand master of this unwelcome development.’


    ‘You could send the flag back to Novgorod, master,’ suggested Conrad.


    ‘That would make us look weak,’ said Henke derisively.


    ‘I am apt to agree with Henke,’ said Rudolf. ‘The Russians will want revenge for the loss of face they have suffered. You are to be congratulated, Henke. It would appear that you have single-handedly undone all the good work of Bishop Theodoric and Bishop Albert, turned Ungannia from ally into foe and provoked the wrath of the Principality of Novgorod.’


    He looked at them both. ‘Get out!’


    Conrad and Henke saluted and left the chamber. Rudolf stared at the flag on the floor. He should have kept Henke at Wenden instead of thinking that he could be trusted with leading a diplomatic mission. He blamed himself for the unhappy incident that had occurred. The first thing he would do would be to increase the number and extent of the patrols around Wenden to ensure that the garrison and settlement to the north of its walls did not suffer a surprise attack by Russian raiders. He rubbed the scars on his neck. He knew all about Russian raids and the damage they could do. The second thing he would do was alert the office of the grand master at Riga of this latest development. He would have the Russian flag placed in safekeeping in one of the offices.


    *****


    The boyars, priests and senior commanders shuffled nervously on their feet and avoided the prince’s eyes as Yaroslav stood before Mstislav and relayed to him the dire events that had taken place at Dorpat. He may have been a member of the Nevsky family, one of Novgorod’s most influential clans, but he was feeling decidedly uneasy, notwithstanding that until a short while ago he had been married to the prince’s daughter. The atmosphere in the hall was dropping by the second as Yaroslav told the prince of Gerceslav’s arrival at Pskov, the welcome he had received from the mayor and the latter’s suggestion that he take his Cuman warriors west to patrol Pskov’s borders. Mstislav sat in his chair as still as a rock, unblinking, as Yaroslav then told him about the Cuman’s visit to Dorpat and the incident at the river.


    ‘You will be pleased to know, lord,’ said Yaroslav, ‘that Gerceslav was unhurt and managed to retire from Dorpat with minimum losses.’


    Mstislav did not answer, which caused Yaroslav’s heart to beat faster and bead his forehead with sweat. There was not a sound in the hall of Novgorod’s great palace, just absolute silence as though everyone was frozen in time. The big frame of the prince sat immobile in his high-backed chair and beside him his wife Princess Maria observed Yaroslav with her piercing blue eyes. Like Gerceslav she was a Cuman, the daughter of Khotyan, the great Cuman warlord whose warriors had once terrorised the Novgorodians until Mstislav had astutely asked for his daughter’s hand in marriage. At last the hard, chiselled face of Mstislav looked up.


    ‘Where is my banner?’


    Yaroslav attempted a half-smile. ‘Highness?’


    Mstislav leaned back in his chair. ‘Gerceslav sent one of his own people, a courier, to Novgorod the day after the incident as you call it with a message. It said that soldiers in mail had taken his banner.’


    Yaroslav swallowed. ‘It is true, highness, that in the skirmish the Ungannians did capture Gerceslav’s banner. Most regrettable.’


    ‘My banner!’ shouted Mstislav, causing everyone in the hall to jump.


    The prince vaulted from his chair, despite his sixty-five years of age. He stood before Yaroslav, veins bulging in his neck.


    ‘That banner was consecrated in Saint Sophia’s Cathedral. It is a holy icon.’


    He spun round and looked at the priests gathered to the right of his throne, his eyes examining the assembled bishops. They fixed on one among them, a tall man wearing a rich red and gold vestment called a phelonion, an elaborately embroidered mitre on his head.


    ‘Archbishop Mitrofan,’ growled the prince, ‘is it not so that the banner that you yourself blessed is holy?’


    Mitrofan stepped forward and bowed his head. ‘It is as you say, highness.’


    ‘And in your learned opinion, archbishop,’ said Mstislav, ‘is the loss of a religious icon considered a sin?’


    Mitrofan nodded gravely. ‘A great sin, highness.’


    The prince looked back at Yaroslav. ‘You said the Ungannians took my banner?’


    ‘Kalju, the Ungannian leader, was present when it was seized, highness,’ replied Yaroslav.


    Mstislav jabbed a finger in his chest. ‘But the report from Gerceslav said that there were soldiers in mail wearing the insignia of the Sword Brothers with the Ungannians.’


    Yaroslav swallowed once again. ‘A small number, highness, it is true.’


    Mstislav returned to his throne, standing before it. ‘The servants of the Bishop of Rome, that apostate who preaches a false religion, have stolen my banner, killed the soldiers of my father-in-law and insulted the Principality of Novgorod. This they have done despite the peace treaty brokered between myself and the Bishop of Riga a short while ago.’ He raised his arms. ‘I even entertained one of the bishop’s fellow prelates, Bishop Theodoric, in this very palace.’ He let his arms drop to his sides. ‘And now the servants of Rome have showed their true intentions.’


    The hall was filled with murmurs of agreement.


    Mstislav turned his attention to Mitrofan once more. ‘Archbishop, would not God want me to recapture the holy icon that has been stolen by the heretics of Rome?’


    ‘He would, highness.’


    Mstislav half-smiled. The Orthodox Church was not a centralised organisation headed by a pontiff, unlike the Church of Rome. In the Orthodox religion the unity of the church was manifested in the sacraments. There was no pope to head the church; only Christ ruled the Orthodox religion. Happily for rulers such as Mstislav, this lack of centralisation meant that bishops and archbishops could be manipulated and intimidated to support their rule and decisions. It was so now.


    Mstislav sat on his throne. ‘Archbishop, you are certain that God wishes me to avenge the outrage committed against his holy icon?’


    ‘I am certain, highness,’ replied Mitrofan.


    ‘Very well,’ said the prince. ‘I will wage a holy war to retrieve that which has been stolen from the Holy Church. Yaroslav, where is Gerceslav now?’


    ‘At Pskov with his men, highness.’


    ‘Licking his wounds, no doubt,’ said Mstislav. ‘You will ride back to Pskov and there await the arrival of reinforcements. Then you will march back to Ungannia and retrieve my banner.’


    The boyars, all dressed in rich dalmatics, leather belts and embroidered boots, a collection of crimson, purple and azure, looked at each other in alarm. They had all benefited greatly from the new trade route along the Gauja and viewed a war as a threat to that prosperity. After half a minute one of their number stepped forward, an overweight man with a full beard dressed in a red dalmatic over a silk tunic. He cleared his throat and bowed at Mstislav.


    ‘Highness, a war with Livonia would interrupt trade and would damage Novgorod.’


    Mstislav waved a hand at him. ‘Damage your profits, more like.’


    The boyar laughed nervously. ‘It is customary, highness, for the veche to decide, or at least advise, on matters of foreign policy.’


    The veche was Novgorod’s ancient parliament made up of representatives of the city’s richest and most influential families. As such it acted as a restraining force on the princes who were appointed by it to rule the city. But Mstislav was no puppet of the veche. He may have been appointed by it but it was he who had appointed the pliable Archbishop Mitrofan to his position.


    ‘You are right, Arkady,’ replied the prince, ‘but the veche does not decide on matters pertaining to holy war, is that not correct, archbishop?’


    Mitrofan glanced sheepishly at the boyars and then at Mstislav. ‘That is correct, highness.’


    But Arkady was not to be intimidated. ‘Great prince, surely if you sent a demand to the Bishop of Riga for your banner back then the matter could be resolved amicably.’


    Mstislav jumped up. ‘Amicably? Am I a lamb who must beg my enemies for my own property back? You should beware, Arkady, lest the Bishop of Riga comes looking for your property also, and all the possessions of the boyars of Novgorod.’


    He held Arkady’s gaze as he slowly retook his seat before slamming his fist down on its thick oak arm. ‘No!’


    Arkady bowed and retreated back to his fellow lords, looking at them resignedly. The prince gripped both arms of his throne.


    ‘Yaroslav will go to Pskov, and in all his cathedrals, churches and monasteries, Archbishop Mitrofan will instruct his priests to proclaim holy war against the servants of Rome.’


    ‘Such a war will be expensive, highness,’ said Yuri, father of the unfortunate Yaroslav who still stood sweating in front of the prince.


    A knowing smile crept over Mstislav’s face. ‘The war will cost Novgorod and its subjects nothing.’


    There were gasps of confusion and the boyars looked at each other. Even Mstislav’s commanders were taken aback. Everyone knew that wars and campaigns were costly affairs in terms of supplying troops with weapons, armour, horses and supplies, to say nothing of the price that was always paid in blood.


    The prince pointed at Yaroslav. ‘You were responsible for Gerceslav and his men so you will right the wrongs that have been committed against him and me. You will go to Pskov and there await the arrival of soldiers sent by my father-in-law.’


    Arkady looked at Yuri. ‘Lord Khotyan?’


    Mstislav reached over to place his hand on the arm of his young wife. ‘That is correct. The Ungannians and heretics of Rome managed to defeat two hundred Cumans. Let’s see how they deal with twenty thousand.’


    ‘Lord Khotyan will lead them himself, highness?’ asked Yuri.


    ‘My father-in-law has better things to do with his time than support Novgorod,’ replied the prince. ‘But he is not averse to sending aid to his son when requested to do so, is that not so, love of my life?’


    Maria dazzled him with a smile. ‘It is so, lord.’


    Mstislav rose from his throne and led his wife by the hand towards the private quarters of Novgorod’s kremlin. The boyars, commanders and priests bowed their heads.


    ‘Archbishop Mitrofan,’ said Mstislav, ‘you will issue your proclamation this very day. My congratulations, Yaroslav, you managed to keep your head. You will leave for Pskov straight away.’


    Yaroslav breathed a sigh of relief after the royal couple had departed and the tension in the hall evaporated as soon as Mstislav and his wife disappeared. The former son-in-law of the prince went over to his father as the boyars began filing out of the hall.


    ‘The prince was remarkably restrained,’ remarked Yuri, ‘all things considered. But thousands of Cumans rampaging through the lands to the west will be ruinous to trade.’


    ‘Luckily the route to Constantinople will remain unaffected,’ said Yaroslav.


    The Nevsky family supplied musk, marten, ermine and sable to the rich citizens of Constantinople. It was a lucrative business and one that fortunately avoided the Dvina and Gauja, the goods being transported south via Pskov to the River Dnieper and thence to the Black Sea to Constantinople.


    ‘The prince’s thirst for vengeance may have unforeseen consequences,’ said Yuri as he walked with his son from the hall. ‘The Bishop of Riga will not sit idly by while his kingdom is ravaged. The boyars of Novgorod do not desire a war with Livonia.’


    ‘Unfortunately, father, they already have one.’


    Yuri sighed. ‘And all over a piece of cloth.’


    Yaroslav smiled at him. ‘A religious icon, father.’


    ‘If it was so precious why did he give it to that barbarian Gerceslav to lose? It seems to me that Mstislav uses its loss as a pretext so he can have his war.’


    ‘To what end, father?’


    ‘To the end that all princes desire: glory and enduring fame. The prince has seen the Bishop of Riga defeat the Livs and Estonians and expand his kingdom and so Mstislav wishes to likewise expand Novgorod’s borders. He could write to the bishop requesting his banner back but great warlords do not write letters, they don their armour and march off to war to achieve their aims. It’s all very predictable and very depressing.’


    He shook his head and looked at his son. ‘How is that new wife of yours?’


    ‘Young and beautiful,’ beamed Yaroslav.


    ‘Will you be taking her to Pskov?’


    Yaroslav looked alarmed. ‘So she can be the object of desire of the mayor? I think not.’


    Yuri sighed again. ‘Domash Tverdislavich has not changed, then?’


    ‘He is the reason that wretched banner was lost.’


    ‘Oh?’


    ‘Domash took a liking to Gerceslav’s wife and wanted him out of the city so he could pay her his undivided attention.’


    Yuri stopped and laid a hand on his son’s arm. ‘Does the prince know this?’


    Yaroslav shrugged. ‘If he found out he would have Domash executed, but if Gerceslav found out he would try to kill the mayor, which in turn might provoke a war between Novgorod and Khotyan. What would you rather have father, twenty thousand Cumans ravaging Estonia and Livonia or watering their horses in Novgorod’s rivers and lakes?’


    His father rubbed his chin. ‘All so very depressing.’


    Khotyan was more than happy to assist his son-in-law, not least because a great raid into Estonia and Livonia promised a rich haul of slaves. He promised twenty thousand men but in the event could only muster fifteen thousand, but they were more than enough. It took a month to gather his forces, Khotyan giving command of the force to Gerceslav and instructing him to lay waste the enemy’s lands. He did not bother to mention anything about a piece of Russian cloth. The promise of plunder and slaves was motivation enough.


    Cuman warfare was very much a family affair, with families forming clans and clans forming hordes. It was a horde of thousands of men, women and horses that moved north in the autumn, each warrior leading up to twelve horses to allow him to cover up to a hundred miles a day if necessary. They fed their horses on the move, filling nosebags with fodder so the animals could eat while still moving. When one got tired the rider transferred to another mount. When they halted they pitched felt tents and sat down to eat cheeses, meat and milk. Yaroslav arrived at Pskov just before they arrived, and the day after his arrival stood with Domash, his senior officers and Gleb on Pskov’s southern ramparts as the ground to the south of the city heaved with thousands of tents, tens of thousands of steppe horses and a host of campfires. It was as if a sorcerer had created a great army out of thin air.


    ‘Make sure the gates are closed at all times,’ Domash said to one of his officers, ‘I don’t want them inside the city. I dread to think what pestilences they have brought with them.’


    He looked at Yaroslav. ‘When will they be leaving?’


    ‘Tomorrow.’


    ‘You go with them?’ said Domash.


    Yaroslav nodded.


    ‘You have my sympathies.’


    Yaroslav noticed that Domash did not look him directly in the eye, no doubt uncomfortable that he had taken the blame for something that was the mayor’s fault. For his part Yaroslav said nothing about the wife of Gerceslav who was now with her husband in the Cuman camp.


    ‘A wise precaution, keeping the gates closed,’ said Gleb mischievously to Domash, ‘especially if Gerceslav discovers that you have been mauling his wife.’


    ‘Hold your tongue,’ snapped Domash.


    ‘Have I touched a nerve?’ remarked Gleb innocently.


    Domash spun round to face the Skomorokh. ‘Keep your nose out of things that do not concern you.’


    Gleb stepped back and bowed in a ridiculous manner. ‘As you wish, oh great one, conqueror of the world’s women. I hope it was worth it.’


    Domash was not amused. ‘What?’


    ‘The delights of the Lady Afanasy,’ replied Gleb as he nonchalantly walked away, ‘for the price that Novgorod will pay will be a high one.’


    What do you mean?’ asked Domash. But Gleb merely waved an arm in the air as he left the battlements.


    Domash shook his head and turned his attention back to the Cuman horde camped before his city, mumbling something under his breath.


    ‘The words of the Skomorokhs can be prophetic, I have heard,’ said Yaroslav.


    ‘I thought that the citizens of Novgorod do not believe in superstition,’ remarked Domash.


    ‘The church says that they are the devil’s servants but my father believes that they can see the future. Let us hope that Gleb did not speak the truth.’


    Domash waved a hand at him. ‘He is an idiot, a fool whom I took pity on, that is all. I don’t know why I tolerate him.’


    But Yaroslav knew very well why the Mayor of Pskov tolerated the Skomorokh for Gleb wielded great influence among the city’s lower orders and even greater power over the rural folk. The Orthodox Church thought that it controlled the lives of the people but many still clung to the old pagan ways and beliefs. And many believed that the Skomorokhs were descendants of the pagan priests of ancient Russia. Their touch was said to pass on the blessings of the old gods and they were believed to have the power of prophecy. Domash was corrupt and ambitious but he was no fool. He knew that with Gleb by his side his power both within and outside the city was virtually unassailable. That was why he tolerated the mystic’s insolent outbursts.


    Domash decided to be generous. ‘Do you require any of Pskov’s soldiers?’


    Yaroslav had ridden to Pskov with five hundred horsemen provided by Mstislav. He knew the Cumans numbered thousands but feared that they would be no match for the heavily armoured crusader horsemen of the Bishop of Livonia. His Novgorodians were all equipped with helmets, short-sleeved mail shirts and cuirasses of lamellar armour comprising overlapping iron scales. Like the crusaders they were armed with lances, swords, axes and maces and carried large shields.


    ‘Five hundred armoured horsemen, lord, would strengthen the army,’ said Yaroslav.


    ‘They will leave with you in the morning,’ said Domash. ‘Five hundred horsemen from my Druzhina.’


    ‘Most generous, lord,’ remarked Yaroslav.


    It was indeed, for the Druzhina were the élite soldiers of a Russian army: rich boyars and their retainers and bodyguards who rode the finest horses and were equipped in the most expensive armour and carried rich swords. Usually they were under the sole command of Domash as ruler of the city. Yaroslav reflected that the mayor must be desperate for him and the Cumans to depart from Pskov as quickly as possible, though whether it was because he wanted Gerceslav well away from the city if he discovered his wife’s infidelity or had an urgent desire to get Mstislav’s banner back he did not know.


    ‘Gossip among the merchants is that the Sword Brothers took the banner back to Wenden,’ said Domash, screwing up his nose at the stink of the Cuman camp that was being brought to the city on a northerly breeze.


    Yaroslav sighed. ‘I have heard that it is a great stone fortress.’


    ‘The stone castles of the Sword Brothers spring up all over Livonia,’ remarked Domash, ‘and soon they will appear in Estonia. How long will it be before they are on the borders of Novgorod?’


    Before the Sword Brothers came to Livonia the pagan Livs and Estonians used wood to construct their hilltop forts. It was the same with the Russians whose towns and cities were surrounded by wooden ramparts. But the Sword Brothers built their castles from stone, which could not be set on fire or pulled down, a fact not lost on Yaroslav.


    ‘When we get to Wenden I will request that the crusaders surrender the prince’s banner,’ said Yaroslav. ‘I cannot batter down its walls but fifteen thousand Cumans and a thousand Russians will hopefully awe them into agreeing to my demand. It was the Sword Brothers who committed the outrage at Dorpat that led to the prince’s banner being stolen.’


    Domash smiled and nodded. In his experience it would take far more than a motley collection of Cumans to intimidate the Sword Brothers, who always seemed to be greatly outnumbered but who nevertheless always seemed to emerge victorious from any fight.


    ‘I would advise caution in your dealings with the servants of the Bishop of Riga,’ said Domash, knowing that a war with the bishop might result in a crusader army knocking at Pskov’s gates.


    Yaroslav shrugged. ‘The prince demands his banner back and the Sword Brothers have it. It is they who should be cautious lest they arouse Mstislav’s wrath.’


    That afternoon Domash filled a great many wagons with food and fodder and sent them to the Cuman camp so that Gerceslav would have no excuse for tarrying at Pskov. The mayor mustered his Druzhina and the next morning they trotted from the kremlin to link up with Yaroslav’s horsemen that were camped to the west of the city. The mayor breathed a huge sigh of relief when they and the Cumans departed and hoped Afanasy would remain silent regarding her amorous trysts with him. Of course she would. If Gerceslav found out he would strangle her with his own hands. With any luck he would be killed before the walls of Wenden. Yaroslav would keep him on a tight leash.


    Unfortunately for Yaroslav the clans of the Cuman horde were not interested in righting the wrongs committed against the Prince of Novgorod, the retrieval of his banner or taking orders from the haughty scion of the Nevsky family who rode among them. What they were interested in was seizing loot and slaves. To this end Gerceslav organised parties to ride far and wide in search of plunder, the groups moving at speed as they fanned out into Ungannia, Jerwen and Saccalia whilst heading in the general direction of Wenden like a plague of rats. The general rate of advance was slow but the plethora of hit-and-run raids was devastatingly effective. Like swarms of flies Cuman horsemen would suddenly emerge from the trees to attack a village, galloping among the wooden huts to shoot down men who offered resistance and jumping from their horses to storm dwellings to seize young women, girls and infants. Then they were gone, herding their frightened captives before them, in addition to any horses and ponies that happened to be in the settlement. In six days they had advanced fifty miles and burnt a hundred villages in Ungannia and Jerwen. Three days later they had entered Saccalia and then headed southwest, towards Wenden.


    *****


    Conrad looked out from the battlements and saw an ocean of green. The summer was waning but still the forests of northern Livonia were lush, the evergreens resplendent in the August sunshine and dotted among them oak, elm and maple. Even though Wenden was a great fortress it seemed small and insignificant among the great expanses of trees that covered the land for as far as the eye could see. Among the trees were wide meadows, dozens of lakes and many rivers and streams, it was true, but they were small dots and thin lines in the tapestry of green.


    Conrad leaned on the stone battlements. ‘Endless trees and endless guard duty.’


    ‘What did you say?’ asked Hans beside him.


    ‘I was just musing to myself that the number of hours of guard duty we have been given must equate to the number of trees out there,’ he pointed at the foliage disappearing into the north.


    ‘Our reward for the business at Dorpat,’ remarked Hans. ‘Do you think Kalju will forgive us?’


    ‘Us, yes,’ replied Conrad, ‘but perhaps not our order and certainly not Henke.’


    ‘Master Rudolf should have made Walter commander of the mission to Ungannia,’ said Hans. ‘He is more of a diplomat.’


    Walter was a fellow brother knight who had journeyed to Livonia aboard the same ship that had carried Conrad and Hans to the crusader kingdom. But whereas both of them had been penniless orphans Walter was a knight from a noble Saxon family who had killed a friend in a duel. Full of remorse, he had given up his life of privilege to join the Sword Brothers and fight the pagans. Men called him Walter the Penitent but Conrad reckoned him among the bravest and truest members of the order and infinitely preferable to the brutish Henke.


    ‘It is grossly unfair that we are being punished for Henke’s mistakes,’ complained Conrad.


    Hans shrugged. ‘Life is unfair, my friend.’ He began munching on an apple. ‘But at least we won’t starve.’


    Conrad smiled and shook his head. Hans had been a beggar on the streets of Lübeck who had been sentenced to death for stealing a loaf of bread, before being rescued from the gallows by a church court that decided he would be better fighting the godless pagans in Livonia than dangling at the end of a rope. Now twenty-one years of age, he was no longer the gaunt, haunted figure that Conrad had first encountered on Lübeck’s docks all those years ago, though he was still slim. But no matter how much food he shovelled into his mouth Hans was always hungry, a legacy of a childhood spent starving.


    ‘All that chiselling and hammering is giving me a headache,’ complained Hans as he finished his apple and tossed the core over the battlements.


    Ever since their arrival at Wenden the castle had been in a constant state of construction, carpenters, masons and blacksmiths hired from Germany working on its towers, walls and buildings. Built on an escarpment, the northern and western sides of which were sheer, Wenden could only be assaulted from the east and south. The slope beyond the castle’s eastern walls was steep, which meant that an attacker could only realistically approach from the more gently sloping southern side. However, the Sword Brothers had erected an outer perimeter wall to encompass this southern slope. This circuitous defence comprised an earth rampart with a stake-filled ditch in front of it. The timber wall sat on top of the rampart and formed a great loop to the immediate south of the castle. Within the outer perimeter were located the huts that housed the civilian workers and their families, more huts to accommodate Wenden’s mercenary soldiers of the garrison, their training fields and the cemetery.


    The entrance to the castle itself was via a drawbridge over a deep dry moat. The bridge led to a track winding its way down to the two gates positioned in the south of the outer perimeter defences.


    ‘It will take a few more years to complete the building work,’ said Conrad.


    ‘More’s the pity,’ grumbled Hans.


    They stood on the battlements of the three-story northern tower – the first to be completed. The castle’s southeast tower had also been completed but the one in the northwest corner had as yet only one story and the gatehouse was in the same state of completion. Building castles was a slow business.


    It was a beautiful summer’s day, with white puffy clouds in the sky and a slight easterly breeze that prevented it being too hot. Conrad turned away from the masons siting stones and carpenters planing wood to stare once more beyond the battlements. He looked down at the village located immediately north of the escarpment and the fields that ringed it and smiled. Wenden was surrounded by villages populated by Livs, the indigenous people of this land, but the twenty huts of varying sizes located to the north of the castle were filled with settlers: men and women who had been lured to Livonia by the promise of land to farm. The late Master Berthold had high hopes of the settlement, believing that it would grow into a flourishing town. At the moment it was a small village surrounded by fields and pasture literally forged with saws and axes as the forest had been cleared to make way for livestock and huts. Its population had increased slowly over the years and now numbered sixty men, women and children. To the west, east and south were Liv villages, settlements that had existed for centuries, though none to the north. The north was the region that had delineated the frontier between Liv and Estonian where many battles had been fought before the time of the Sword Brothers. Conrad turned to look east and saw columns of smoke on the horizon. A chill ran down his spine.


    ‘Hans, look.’


    He pointed at the thin shafts of smoke in the distance and reached for the leather strap attached to the clapper of the alarm bell that hung from a wooden frame on top of the tower. He began ringing the bell frantically, which was answered by the alarm bell at the fledgling gatehouse and then by another bell positioned above the gates in the outer perimeter wall. As Conrad kept ringing the bell soldiers rushed to the armoury to collect their weapons and civilians raced to the sanctuary of the castle. And to the east more columns of smoke appeared in the sky.


    Minutes later Master Rudolf appeared on the battlements, his coif around his shoulders. He was the same height as Conrad, who now possessed a more powerful physique than the slimmer, older commander of Wenden. Conrad pointed at the smoke columns filling the sky.


    ‘I am all too familiar with burning villages, master.’


    ‘Get yourself down to the courtyard,’ said Rudolf. ‘You too, Hans. We need to get everyone inside the castle.’


    ‘I thought we had defeated the Estonians,’ remarked Conrad as he began to descend the ladder that led from the top of the tower down to the floor below.


    ‘So did I,’ said Rudolf.


    They descended the tower and formed up in the castle’s expansive cobbled courtyard. It was a scene of organised chaos as the families of the civilian workers rushed from the compound below the castle into the courtyard where they were reunited with their menfolk. The mercenary spearmen and crossbowmen, having collected weapons, armour and ammunition from the armoury, were going the other way: down into the compound to line the outer perimeter wall. The drills in response to the alarm being sounded were well rehearsed and the garrison went about its business quietly and methodically. Only the women and children had fear in their eyes.


    The eleven brother knights formed up in a line in front of the master’s hall, the sergeants in two ranks behind them. Each Sword Brother castle normally had a garrison of twelve brother knights in honour of the number of apostles that Christ had with him in Galilee. But reflecting its position as the strongest of the order’s garrisons in Livonia, Wenden’s garrison had an additional fifty sergeants, fifty crossbowmen and the same number of spearmen. Ten of the sergeants were at the quarry five miles to the west of the castle that was worked to provide the material to build the castle’s wall and towers.


    Rudolf stood in front of the order’s knights and sergeants. ‘An unidentified attacker is burning villages to the east. My first responsibility is to evacuate the quarry. To this end Brother Walter, six brother knights and twenty sergeants will ride there immediately to evacuate the guards and civilians there. Walter, you have your orders.’


    ‘Brothers Conrad, Hans, Anton and Johann will go the village beyond the northern wall and bring the civilians who live there inside the castle walls.’


    Wenden’s deputy commander saluted and walked to the stables, followed by the brother knights and twenty sergeants.


    Conrad and his companions raced over to the armoury. The village was located immediately north of the castle’s northern ramparts but could only be reached via the gates in the outer perimeter wall. The northern escarpment was sheer and though an excellent impediment to an attacker, it also meant that the village’s civilians could not be evacuated to a northern gate. But the village was located at the foot of the escarpment and the guards on the castle’s towers would give enough prior warning of any threat for the villagers to be evacuated safely. Nevertheless, Conrad and his friends were eager to get to them as quickly as possible.


    They entered the squat stone building that was the armoury and waited at the long wooden counter that separated the armourers from their customers. It was semi-dark inside the armoury, notwithstanding the candles around the walls, and it smelled of leather and chainmail. One of armourer’s placed his thick forearms on the counter. Either side of him his colleagues were handing out lances, maces, axes and helmets to the men who would be riding to the quarry.


    ‘Brother Conrad.’


    ‘I need a spear, my axe and a kettle helmet.’


    The man screwed up his nose. ‘Brother knights wear full-face helms.’


    ‘I know that.’


    The stocky armourer looked more confused. ‘Then you want a full-face helm.’


    Conrad shook his head. ‘No, I need a kettle helmet.’


    ‘It’s against regulations.’


    ‘What?’


    The armourer wagged a finger in Conrad’s face. ‘Master Rudolf is very strict when it comes to such things.’


    Conrad’s patience was fast disappearing. He smashed his fist down on the counter. ‘Just get me a kettle helmet, and the other things.’


    The armourer frowned. ‘You meant a lance, surely?’


    ‘No,’ said Conrad slowly and purposefully, ‘I need a spear.’


    Confusion returned to the armourer’s face. ‘You are not a spearman.’


    ‘Your powers of observation do you credit,’ remarked Conrad dryly. ‘I need a spear because they are useful to round up panicking civilians. I don’t need a lance because I will not be on horseback. And now, having explained myself to you, will you please provide me with my weapons. Or do you wish me to provide written authorisation?’


    The armourer looked annoyed. ‘There will be no need for that.’


    He turned and disappeared into the armoury’s interior of cages holding a wide variety of weapons and ammunition, muttering to himself as he did so.


    ‘They think they own the weapons in here,’ Conrad complained to Hans beside him.


    ‘They watch over the armoury like an eagle guards its nest,’ agreed his slim friend.


    The armourer returned with the items requested.


    ‘Bring them all back,’ he snapped at Conrad before turning to Hans. ‘And I suppose you want a kettle helmet and spear as well, Brother Hans?’


    Hans grinned. ‘You must be a mind reader.’


    The armourer scowled, shook his head and went to retrieve Hans’ weapons.


    ‘I will see you outside,’ said Conrad, tucking his axe into his belt.


    The sunlight dazzled his eyes as he stepped outside into the bustle of the courtyard, Brother Walter and the quarry relief party were trotting from the cobbles over the drawbridge. Anton and Johann came from the armoury as Conrad slung his shield of wood covered in leather on his back using the leather guige, the strap that had a buckle that allowed its length to be adjusted. He ensured the strap wasn’t too tight so the shield could be removed from his back quickly and then placed his helmet on his head. Brother knights of the order may have been required to wear full-face helms but Conrad found the kettle helmet much more comfortable, especially when not in the saddle. Its wide brim gave adequate protection against blows from above and as the face was not covered it afforded much greater visibility.


    ‘Where’s Hans?’ said Anton.


    ‘Probably stuffing his face before he ventures far from the kitchens,’ remarked Johann.


    They all laughed. One of the lasting legacies of Hans’ wretched childhood was his insatiable hunger.


    ‘This is no the time for mirth.’ The voice of Otto boomed across the courtyard.


    Conrad rolled his eyes at the other two as Wenden’s resident priest came striding towards them. Dressed in a simple greyish-white habit of undyed wool, Otto was six inches taller than Conrad and infinitely uglier. All the brother knights had neatly trimmed beards and hair but Otto was bald and clean-shaven, his head covered in battle scars, the deepest of which was on his forehead above his right eye. With his disfigured head, severe countenance and black eyes Otto resembled a gargoyle and a thing of children’s nightmares rather than a priest.


    They fell silent as he marched up to them. ‘I am coming with you.’


    Conrad saw the sword belt strapped round Otto’s waist. ‘Expecting trouble, Father Otto?’


    ‘I thought priests were not allowed to shed blood,’ said Johann.


    Otto glared at him. ‘Do not presume to lecture me on church law. The villagers are my flock and I shall protect them as I see fit.’


    Hans came from the armoury adjusting his helmet straps.


    ‘Best we get to the village as quickly as possible,’ said Conrad, smiling at Otto. ‘Stay close, father.’


    ‘Stay close?’ Otto said derisively. ‘You think I cannot handle a few pagans?’


    Conrad knew he could, having been a member of Rudolf’s mercenary band that had fought in Germany before venturing to Livonia to become members of the Sword Brothers. Rudolf had told Conrad that it had been a great surprise to everyone when Otto elected to become a Cistercian priest, turning his back on violence and warfare to tend to the spiritual needs of his companions and their souls and those of Wenden’s military and civilian personnel. That was the theory but Otto was not averse to strapping on a sword in emergencies, as he did now.


    ‘Blasphemers!’


    Conrad and the others stopped as another voice bellowed at them.


    ‘Sinners! You are all going to die.’


    Conrad turned and saw Abbot Hylas standing in the middle of the courtyard, oblivious to the frenetic activity around him as he spotted Conrad marching towards the drawbridge.


    ‘Conrad Wolff,’ bellowed Hylas, ‘Lembit has sent his devils to torment you. You are going to die, heretic.’


    ‘He’s started early,’ said Anton, holding up a hand to Hylas.


    ‘Lembit will kill you, Conrad Wolff,’ screamed Hylas, holding out his arms and spreading fear and alarm among the civilians who were being herded into the great dormitory that normally housed the brother knights, sergeants and castle workforce.


    ‘Lembit is dead, abbot,’ Conrad shouted back.


    Hylas’ eyes bulged wide and then he threw back his head and laughed demonically, causing some of the children to burst into tears.


    ‘Someone should send him back to Germany,’ said Hans.


    Abbot Hylas had travelled from Germany in the company of three Cistercian monks. They had inadvisably ventured into Saccalia to convert the heathen pagans when it was still under the lordship of Lembit. The Estonian leader had captured them all, had the three monks beheaded in front of Hylas, after which he had had the abbot tortured before sending him back to Livonia. Only the expert healing powers of Ilona had saved him from death, though she could do nothing to heal his mind. He was now quite mad.


    ‘God sent him back to us,’ Otto snapped at Hans, ‘and it would insult the Lord to turn away one of His servants.’


    ‘Lembit comes!’ screamed Hylas, clutching the four wooden crucifixes that hung around his neck. When he had murdered Hylas’ monks Lembit had placed their crucifixes around the abbot’s neck in mockery. Ever since that dreadful day Hylas had always worn them.


    Ilona, the raven-haired beauty who had saved Rudolf from the flames of Holm all those years ago, walked over to Hylas and smiled at him. The abbot froze, bowed his head and then appeared to visibly shrink as Ilona led him by the arm to the chapel where he would not bother anyone.


    ‘Thank God for Ilona,’ remarked Anton as they reached the half-finished gatehouse and walked between the towers that led to the drawbridge.


    They moved quickly over the bridge then down the track leading to the perimeter gates. Only if the enemy broke through the outer ramparts would the drawbridge be raised, though to date no enemy had breached Wenden’s defences. Conrad cast a glance to his left as they descended the slope from the drawbridge, the smoke columns still visible in the east.


    The gates had been closed after the mounted party had left, crossbowmen standing on the towers that flanked them and all along the perimeter. Two spearmen descended a ladder that gave access to the first storey of one of the towers as Conrad and the others approached the gates. There was a small door in the right-hand gate that he pointed to.


    ‘Open it up.’


    One of the spearmen nodded and unlocked the door, then swung it inwards.


    ‘Going for a stroll, Brother Conrad?’


    Conrad looked up and saw ‘leather face’, the grizzled old mercenary crossbowman who had been at Wenden since it had first been taken by the order. He wore a tattered gambeson beneath his mail armour and a simple iron helmet on his head. He grinned to reveal a mouth of discoloured, rotting teeth. He looked like a thief but was one of the finest crossbowmen in all Livonia.


    ‘If the enemy turns up we won’t be able to open the gates,’ he shouted at Conrad.


    ‘In which case we will rely on your shooting to keep us safe,’ replied Conrad, holding up a hand to the mercenary.


    ‘You boys keep yourselves safe,’ called leather face.


    Wenden’s mercenaries had been recruited from northern Germany and were an irreverent, coarse lot but they knew their business and that business was war.


    Conrad stepped through the gap in the gate and raced across the wooden bridge spanning the wide, deep dry moat that surrounded the outer perimeter wall and then turned left. The others followed, no one talking as they kept up the pace to follow the ditch as it curved around the outer ramparts. They left the ditch when it continued to curve to the left and then raced across the meadow at the foot of the steep slope rising up to the stone wall of the castle’s eastern side high above. As they progressed the slope got steeper until it became vertical on the castle’s northern side. They had arrived at the village. The smell of pigs and goats housed in pens greeted their nostrils as Otto pushed past Conrad to speak to the villagers who had assembled in the open space in the middle of the settlement: sixty frightened men, women and children who had heard the castle’s alarm bell.


    Otto raised his arms. ‘Calm yourself, my children. There is nothing to worry about. You must all make your way to the castle.’


    Mothers clutched their babies and children to them and men looked beyond the huts, barns and animal pens to the forest beyond the fields.


    ‘You must come quickly,’ shouted Conrad, which did nothing to calm the villagers’ alarm.


    They began to babble and chatter excitedly and some of the infants began crying.


    Otto raised his arms again. ‘Silence! You must all follow me now.’


    He turned on his heels and began retracing his steps. The villagers followed him, instinctively huddling together and glancing in all directions to see an enemy that thus far loomed large only in their imaginations.


    ‘What about our animals?’ asked one of the farmers.


    ‘There is no time to collect them,’ snapped Otto.


    He increased his pace as the group left the village and began walking towards the castle. Conrad and his fellow brother knights kept to the rear of the civilians but no sooner had they moved fifty paces than Hans shouted at Conrad.


    ‘In the trees, look!’


    Conrad, Anton and Johann turned and saw riders emerge from the trees to the north of the fields that ringed the village. Some of the villagers also saw them and the women began screaming. All of the civilians stopped and clustered together. Otto turned and also saw the dozen or so riders had left the trees and had halt


    ‘They will see us soon us,’ said Conrad.


    ‘They don’t look like Estonians,’ mused Johann.


    The riders were some way off but were dressed in a mixture of blue and red tunics rather than the brown and green hues favoured by the Livs and Estonians. Otto ran over.


    ‘We must get to the castle.’


    Conrad pointed at the riders that were now moving towards them.


    ‘They will cut us down in the open. We should get back to the village.’


    Johann turned and looked up at the castle’s northern wall. ‘The garrison will send help, father.’


    The riders were now cantering towards them.


    ‘Time to move, father,’ insisted Conrad.


    Otto ran back to the villagers and ordered them to get back to their settlement as quickly as possible. He picked up one of the infants and ran back towards the huts. The others followed him, women dragging their children along by the arm as they sprinted for their homes. The dozen riders were now galloping towards them, widely spaced and some levelling spears in anticipation of an easy kill. Others were pulling bows from what appeared to be cases attached to their saddles.


    ‘Keep them together,’ Conrad shouted to Otto as the villagers reached the settlement.


    Otto began barking orders that the civilians were to seek refuge in a large barn near the centre of the village as Conrad and the others walked backwards in their wake. He could see no more riders, which meant they were outnumbered three-to-one.


    ‘Watch those bows,’ he said to the others as the attackers rode towards them, shouting in a strange tongue as they neared the Sword Brothers standing in a line at the entrance to the village. Conrad glanced behind to see the doors of the barn being shut.


    ‘Break,’ he shouted.


    He and Hans darted left as Anton and Johann sprinted in the opposite direction to take cover behind a hut as two arrows came hissing through the air to strike the cabin.


    Conrad sheltered against the wall of the hut as the riders thundered into the village. They slowed their horses as they realised that the settlement appeared empty, the last of them slackened his horse to a walk as the others looked left and right, searching for targets. Conrad and Hans threw their spears and then charged, screaming as the weapons struck two riders in the back, the points going through their calf-length coats and mail shirts worn underneath. They grunted and slid from their saddles as Conrad pulled his axe from his belt. But in an instant another rider swung in his saddle and loosed an arrow at him. He raised his shield just in time as the missile struck it. The man shouted in a strange tongue and the other archers also shot arrows at him and Hans as the others turned their horses.


    Anton and Johann had also hurled their spears, killing one of the attackers and felling another’s horse. These strange individuals with long moustaches and shaven chins vaulted from their horses and came at the brother knights armed with curved swords. Conrad threw his axe that spun in the air before its blade slammed into the face of the first raider. He fell to the ground, clutching his face, as Conrad leapt over him to attack the man following, drawing his sword and stabbing the point over the small round shield carried by his opponent and driving it into the man’s mouth, shattering teeth and bone as he forced it through the neck. He shouted in triumph as his dead enemy crumpled to the ground, only to see two archers still on horseback take aim at him. He crouched low and raised his shield as the missiles struck the leather and wood. He peered round the edge of his shield to see the archers stringing more arrows. He looked right to see Hans finish off an opponent with his sword as another arrow embedded itself in his shield and a second glanced off his helmet.


    ‘Hans,’ he called. ‘Those archers have the measure of me.’


    His friend raised his sword in acknowledgement and darted between a hut and an animal pen full of squealing pigs. He tried to make himself as small a target as possible by lying behind the dead raider and keeping his shield high, but he knew that if he stayed where he was he would be dead. He heard grunts and cries to his left and knew that Johann and Anton were battling the attackers, though whether they were both still alive he did not know. Another arrow glanced off his helmet.


    He was debating whether to make a dash for the hut on his right when he heard a high-pitched scream and then Hans’ voice.


    ‘Move, Conrad!’


    He jumped up and was going to run to the side of the hut but saw that his friend had killed one of the archers but was being shot at by the second. He retrieved his axe from the face of the man it had struck and hurled it at the archer’s horse. It hit the beast in the chest, the force enough to cause it to rear up in pain and throw its rider. Conrad raced forward as Hans ran the prostrate archer through with his sword.


    They turned to see Anton kill a man with a pointed helmet and Johann running after the last two living raiders who were galloping from the village.


    ‘Let them go,’ Conrad called after him.


    He nodded at Hans and Anton and walked to the barn doors. He banged on them with his sword.


    ‘Time to go, Father Otto.’


    Second later the doors opened and the scarred head of Otto peered out. He disappeared and re-emerged seconds later with the villagers in tow. The sight of dead men among their homes did nothing to calm their already shredded nerves but Conrad and his friends realised that time was of the essence. There might be more attackers nearby and the two that got away would definitely bring more of their comrades when they reached the main body.


    The ten minutes it took to shepherd the villagers from their homes to the perimeter gates seemed to last for hours and it was a relieved Conrad that reported to Master Rudolf in his office when he had seen that the villagers had been housed in the dormitory.


    ‘They looked the same as the men we fought at Dorpat,’ said Conrad.


    Rudolf frowned. ‘Cumans. And they would not venture this far west unless they had the support and encouragement of the Russians.’


    ‘I must send a courier pigeon to Riga to alert the grand master before the main enemy army arrives.’


    Conrad raised an eyebrow. ‘We are at war with Novgorod?’


    Rudolf leaned back in his chair. ‘So it would seem. Mstislav strikes at a most opportune time. With the bishop away and no crusader army to speak of in Livonia our resources are stretched thin. It would seem that all our good work on St Matthew’s Day is being undone.’


    The Battle of St Matthew’s Day was where Lembit had been defeated and killed and Estonian power broken, seemingly forever. Afterwards the men of the order and the Bishop of Riga had expected the Estonian tribes to submit to the rule of the church and thus Livonia would extend from the River Dvina to the Gulf of the Finns. But events had turned out differently. Rudolf, clearly disappointed, dismissed Conrad with a wave of his hand.


    The brother knight made to go but then stopped himself. ‘What are you going to do about Abbot Hylas, master?’


    Rudolf looked confused. ‘Abbot Hylas?’


    ‘He is clearly deranged, master.’


    Rudolf opened his hands. ‘He is. So?’


    ‘Do you think Wenden is an appropriate place for him? His outbursts alarm people.’


    Rudolf placed his elbows on the table and rested his chin on his clenched hands. ‘He is harmless enough and I would not want to see him reduced to begging on the streets of Riga. Just because he annoys you is not enough reason to throw him out of here. Besides, many believe him to be favoured by God.’


    Conrad was astounded. ‘Really?’


    ‘They view his return from the pagans as a minor miracle, especially with regard to the tortures that were inflicted on him.’


    ‘The only miracle I saw was the healing arts of Ilona who brought him back from the dead,’ scoffed Conrad.


    Rudolf examined the young brother knight for a moment. ‘Otto would say that God worked through Ilona to bring Hylas back to the land of the living and I would not disagree with him on that view.’


    ‘The abbot still upsets people.’


    ‘You mean he upsets you,’ said Rudolf. ‘Have you thought that you might upset him? He seems calm enough until he spots you. Perhaps it is you I should eject from Wenden, Brother Conrad. Perhaps a spell on garrison duty along the Dvina might be in order.’


    Conrad was appalled. ‘Leave Wenden, master?’


    Rudolf pointed at him. ‘If you, who have all your faculties, are alarmed at the prospect of being forced to leave Wenden, then think of the terror that will engulf Abbot Hylas if I eject him from the place that has been his home. I will not do such base a thing, Conrad.’


    ‘No, master,’ said Conrad sheepishly.


    He bowed his head and walked to the door to the office.


    ‘And, Conrad,’ Rudolf called after him.


    ‘Master?’


    ‘Remember, Conrad, we are a religious order dedicated to defending Christians and Christian lands. A brother knight should have charity within his heart, Conrad. Remember that.’


    The mounted party returned from the quarry with the workers and guards, having encountered no enemy parties. The Livs who were hired to work in the quarry could not be persuaded to seek sanctuary within the castle, preferring to go back to their villages nearby and there seek refuge in the ancient sanctuaries deep in the forest that had been their traditional hiding places when raiders approached. Master Rudolf was frustrated that he could not provide soldiers to reinforce the warriors of each village nearby, but realised that to do so would reduce Wenden’s garrison to a dangerously low level. And an hour after the quarry relief party had returned it became evident that the garrison would need every man who could carry a weapon when the Cuman horde appeared.


    They came from the north, hundreds and then thousands of horsemen dressed in yellow, white, brown, red, grey and blue calf-length topcoats and similarly brightly coloured baggy trousers. The head of the clans and their families and bodyguards wore mail or lamellar armour, though the poorer members of the horde were attired in sheepskin garments for armour protection. The commanders and richest among the clans sported gilded pointed helmets, mail aventails and moulded metal face masks, though the majority wore conical fur-edged felt hats on their heads.


    Soon the grassland to the south and east of the castle was filled with thousands of Cumans who rode their lithe horses to within fifty paces of the outer perimeter defences before loosing arrows at the timber walls with their recurve bows. They then whooped with joy and returned to the great swirling mass of a seemingly disorganised host to allow others among their ranks to dart forward and loose arrows at the walls, which either embedded themselves in the wood or bounced off the dry, seasoned timber to fall on the earth berm at the foot of the walls or into the stake-filled ditch. The Cumans did not bother to mass to the west or north of the escarpment where the slope was vertical.


    In the great swarm of ill-disciplined Cumans was a compact group of horsemen in mail and helmets armed with lances and arranged in ordered ranks. In the front rank was a standard bearer carrying a huge banner that fluttered in the easterly breeze that had picked up as the afternoon waned. It showed a golden snow leopard on a blue background – the emblem of Pskov.


    Conrad looked intently out of the shooting loophole in the timber wall and stared at the flag.


    ‘That’s the banner of Pskov, I recognise it from when we fought the Russians at Odenpah,’ he said to Hans.


    Both of them had collected crossbows and three quivers holding twenty quarrels each from the armoury and now stood with the rest of the garrison on the walls of the outer defences. Master Thaddeus had strengthened the latter and the high timber wall contained ‘cells’ on top of the rampart along the entire length of the perimeter. The cells had three sides and were open at the rear to allow members of the garrison to enter and exit. Finally, a shingle roof to give protection against the weather and enemy projectiles topped the rampart.


    ‘I thought we had a peace treaty with the Russians,’ said Hans, resting the metal stirrup on the front of his crossbow in one of shooting loops in the timber wall.


    ‘We did, until Henke decided to rip it up at Dorpat,’ replied Conrad.


    ‘I wonder if Kalju and his family are still alive?’ said Hans.


    Conrad thought of the Ungannian leader and his wife and prayed they were safe behind the thick walls of Odenpah.


    ‘I hope so,’ he replied, secretly cursing Henke.


    ‘Looks like the Russians want to talk,’ said Hans, peering through the loophole.


    Conrad did likewise and saw a rider approaching the closed perimeter gates. He carried a sprig of fir in his right hand and held it aloft to symbolise that he came in peace, notwithstanding the thousands of horsemen that ringed the castle. He walked his horse to the end of the bridge that led to the gates but halted his mount when Rudolf called to him.


    ‘That is close enough. State your business.’


    The rider looked baffled as he looked up at the two towers either side of the gates and the timber wall with loopholes above them. He knew he was being watched but he could see no faces.


    ‘Soldiers of Wenden,’ he called in a heavy Russian accent, ‘my commander, Lord Yaroslav, and the leader of the Cuman horde wish to speak to Master Rudolf of the Order of Sword Brothers.’


    ‘He is well informed,’ remarked Conrad.


    He and Hans were positioned near the gates and could hear what was being relayed by the Russian clearly enough.


    ‘Why should I talk to men who have violated the holy soil of Livonia?’ answered Rudolf.


    ‘Lord Yaroslav desires a parley so that all grievances can be settled,’ replied the rider, who was still holding the sprig aloft.


    ‘I will give my answer in one hour,’ shouted Rudolf.


    The Russian let his arm drop, wheeled his horse around and trotted back to his master. Minutes later Conrad heard Rudolf’s voice coming from behind the cell he was occupying with Hans.


    ‘Brother Conrad, get down here.’ The tone was sharp.


    Conrad placed his crossbow against the wall, ambled over to the walkway in the rear of the cell that linked all the other compartments along the perimeter wall and then descended the log steps that led to the top of the earth rampart. He saw Rudolf standing in the company of Walter and Henke at the base of the slope, a look of fury on the master’s face. Conrad went on down the log steps in the rampart and joined them.


    Rudolf turned on his heels and began striding towards the castle. ‘You are all with me,’ he snapped.


    He did not speak further until he reached the master’s hall, ordering everyone to assemble in his office while he disappeared into one of the other offices. Henke looked his usual nonchalant self while Walter wore a frown. Conrad shuffled uneasily on his feet. They were standing in a line in front of the master’s desk when Rudolf entered the room and tossed the flag that Henke had captured at Dorpat on the table.


    ‘This is what they have come for,’ said Rudolf, taking his seat on the opposite side of the desk.


    ‘You should burn it in front of them,’ said Henke.


    ‘That would lead to war,’ commented Walter.


    ‘We already have a war,’ sniffed Henke.


    ‘Yes, we do,’ said Rudolf, pointing to him and then Conrad. ‘Thanks to you two.’


    Henke shrugged. ‘They will never breach the outer perimeter.’


    Rudolf shook his head. ‘But they can plunder and burn at will, Henke, have you considered that? They have already burned their way west and there is nothing to stop them plundering all the way to Riga itself.’


    Henke was totally unconcerned. ‘If they do the garrison of Riga will have something to do, at last.’


    Rudolf stood up slowly. ‘It is all a great game to you, Henke, isn’t it? Well unfortunately your episode at Dorpat threatens the whole of Livonia.’


    He looked at the folded flag on the table. ‘I am mindful to give it back.’


    Walter looked most concerned. ‘I think that would be unwise, master.’


    Rudolf looked at his deputy. ‘Oh?’


    ‘A Christian kingdom cannot come to an accommodation with barbarian invaders who kill and burn God’s children.’


    Conrad could see that Rudolf was weighing up his options as he sat back down and began drumming his fingers on the table. On the one hand Walter was right but the realist in Rudolf realised that if he defied the invaders then it might drag Livonia into an unwanted war.


    ‘I will meet with this Yaroslav to see what he has to say for himself,’ announced Rudolf at length. ‘You three will attend me.’ He jabbed a finger at Henke and Conrad. ‘But you two will keep your helmets on your heads and your mouths shut. Now get out.’


    Conrad went to the armoury to exchange his kettle helmet for a full-face helm. The thickset armourer who had issued him with his weapons earlier stood with his arms folded on the other side of the counter.


    ‘You want a full-face helmet now?’


    ‘And a lance,’ said Conrad.


    ‘Where is your spear?’


    ‘My spear?’


    ‘You took a spear from the armoury earlier,’ gloated the armourer, ‘have you lost it, Brother Conrad?’


    Conrad remembered that he had left it at the perimeter wall. ‘I left it at the outer wall.’


    The armourer began to shake his head. ‘Weapons are expensive, Brother Conrad, and have to be accounted for.’


    ‘I will send a novice to get it,’ replied Conrad, ‘now kindly give me a lance. There are thousands of Cuman heathens in front of the walls and I don’t want to be late for my appointment with them.’


    The armourer disappeared into the dim interior of the building and returned with a lance that he passed to Conrad.


    ‘Try not to lose it.’


    Conrad went to the stables where young novices were saddling four warhorses for the meeting with Yaroslav.


    He told one to go to the outer perimeter to fetch his spear and return it to the armoury while he finished saddling the horse. It had already been fitted with its white padded caparison that covered its body, neck and head, the insignia of the Sword Brothers emblazoned on each side. He finished tightening the saddle straps and examined the horse’s hooves and shoes. There was no need, but that was as he had been taught and so he went through the pre-battle drill methodically. The horse turned its head and grunted.


    ‘You kick me and I’ll run you through,’ he threatened.


    Destriers they called them, the great warhorses that were purchased in Germany and shipped to Livonia so the brother knights could ride them in battle and smite the heathen. Each of the order’s garrisons had twelve of these magnificent, pampered creatures, all of them well-bred, highly trained stallions that weighed over a thousand pounds and stood up to sixty-nine inches tall. Only brother knights rode warhorses, the theory being that the front rank of a mounted charge should comprise large horses because their weight gave greater force to the impact of the rider’s lance. In addition, current wisdom held that only a physically capable, mentally stable mount that a rider could count on could face the challenges of combat that average horses might find overwhelming. Conrad agreed that the warhorses were big and intimidating but they required a small army of farriers, stable hands and veterinaries to keep them in fighting order, which meant they consumed a vast amount of resources. Conrad preferred the local ponies and in truth they and the less expensive horses were used for day-to-day duties, but the order’s commanders insisted that great stallions were priceless when it came to winning battles.


    Rudolf and Walter were leading their horses from the great stables into the courtyard when Conrad’s horse resisted as he tugged on its reins to get it out of its stall. Stallions were used for warhorses because of their natural aggression and hot-blooded tendencies, but they could also be stubborn.


    ‘Perhaps you should saddle a pony,’ quipped Henke, curling his lip at Conrad’s difficulties.


    ‘Perhaps you should hold your tongue.’


    Henke released his reins and stomped over to him. The latter likewise let go of his horse’s reins to confront the older knight.


    ‘Why don’t you make me,’ Henke challenged him.


    Conrad stepped back as alarmed novices and stable hands retreated in panic. His hand went to the hilt of his sword as Henke stood before him, wearing a stupid grin.


    ‘You two, get outside!’ bellowed Rudolf.


    Henke curled his lip once more and went back to his horse as Conrad grabbed the reins and ordered his own horse to follow him, which amazingly it did.


    Walter was already in the saddle when he walked into the courtyard to face a fuming Rudolf. His eyes darted between Henke and Conrad.


    ‘You keep your helmets on and your mouths shut, otherwise I will hand you over to the Cumans, and that is no idle threat.’


    Henke looked unconcerned as he hoisted himself into the saddle and placed his helmet on his head, Conrad fitting his helm before he too gained his saddle. They followed the helmetless Rudolf and Walter across the drawbridge and down the track to the outer gates. He wondered if the mayor of Pskov, Domash Tverdislavich. was waiting for them outside the walls. He looked at the back of Rudolf’s head. The master was wearing a coif that hid the burn scars to his neck that he had suffered many years ago at Holm during a raid led by Pskov’s mayor. Rudolf was already in a bad mood. Conrad wondered if the sight of the man who had caused the disfigurement of his body would sour the parley.


    The great oak beam that sat horizontally in the iron brackets in the rear of the gates was removed and the four horsemen trotted from Wenden’s perimeter over the bridge that spanned the ditch. Conrad looked left and right and saw hundreds, thousands, of horsemen drawn up on the great expanse of grass to the south of the castle. He recognised the horsemen from Pskov in their neatly ordered ranks, lamellar armour and the banner of the city fluttering in the breeze. But around them were groups of wild horsemen in brightly coloured topcoats wearing a variety of armour and carrying spears, javelins, bows and even lassos.


    ‘Remember to keep your mouths shut,’ hissed Rudolf as they continued to walk their horses forward, towards the banner of Pskov.


    Suddenly a group of riders broke ranks and trotted towards them: two Russians and two others in bright tops and trousers. The thousands of other horsemen on their lean mounts remained stationary. Conrad heard the gates being shut behind him as Rudolf held up a hand to signal a halt as the enemy horsemen slowed and stopped around twenty paces from them. The two Cumans were bare headed and Conrad was surprised to see that one was a women. He scanned the Cuman ranks behind them, wondering how many of the riders were female.


    ‘I am Yaroslav Nevsky,’ said one of the Russians, who removed his decorated helmet with a nasal guard to reveal a man with a thin face and long nose. ‘Representative of Prince Mstislav, lord of Novgorod and Pskov.’


    ‘I am Rudolf Kassel,’ said the master, ‘master of Wenden Castle and knight of the Order of Sword Brothers.’


    He held out a hand to Walter. ‘And this is Brother Walter, my deputy commander.’


    Walter bowed his head ever so slightly, a gesture reciprocated by Yaroslav. The latter turned to the Cuman man in the saddle beside him.


    ‘Master Rudolf, this is Lord Gerceslav of the Cuman people and brother-in-law to Prince Mstislav. And beside him his wife, the Lady Afanasy.’


    Conrad heard Henke snigger inside his helmet but Rudolf and Walter said nothing, though the latter did bow his head to the Cuman woman. He was always the observer of etiquette. The formalities over with, Rudolf got straight to the crux of the matter.


    ‘Why does Novgorod make war upon Livonia and in doing so break the treaty agreed between your prince and the Bishop of Estonia that is barely a year old?’


    ‘The prince is angry that his standard was stolen by the Sword Brothers,’ replied Yaroslav. Conrad noticed that the Cuman male was glaring at Rudolf in an attempt to intimidate him.


    ‘A letter or courier would have been preferable to open negotiations on the matter rather than sending an army,’ replied Rudolf.


    ‘Then you do not deny that you possess the prince’s standard,’ said Yaroslav.


    ‘I do not,’ replied Rudolf.


    Yaroslav spoke some words in a strange language to Gerceslav who smiled triumphantly.


    ‘Then you will not object to surrendering it to my safekeeping,’ said Yaroslav.


    ‘That will not be possible,’ replied Rudolf flatly, tilting his head at Gerceslav. ‘You have brought Russian soldiers into Livonia, along with these barbarians from the east, and have proceeded to pillage and burn your way here. This I cannot tolerate.’


    Yaroslav leaned forward. ‘Master Rudolf, have you not seen the size of the army that surrounds your castle?’


    ‘Army?’ sneered Rudolf. ‘It looks more like a band of thieves to me.’


    Henke’s laugh from inside his helmet was clearly audible. The Cuman male, clearly frustrated by his inability to understand what was being spoken, shot some words to Yaroslav who calmly explained what the castellan had said. He looked at Rudolf, spat on the ground and pointed at him.


    ‘You die.’


    He then wheeled his horse around and rode back to his people, followed by his striking looking wife.


    ‘I assume this meeting is over,’ remarked an unconcerned Rudolf.


    ‘I regret any bloodshed that will ensue,’ said Yaroslav.


    Rudolf tugged on his horse’s reins to wheel the beast around. ‘You should have thought of that before you invaded this land.’


    They returned to the gates as Yaroslav and Gerceslav galloped back to their horsemen. As the Sword Brothers trotted through the gates there was a great cheer and the blast of trumpets and horns and the earth shook as thousands of riders charged.


    ‘Get those gates closed,’ shouted Rudolf as the enemy tried to sweep into the perimeter.


    Guards heaved at the heavy oak barriers to deny the Cuman vanguard entrance as others slammed braces against the gates and the oak beam was placed back in its brackets. Conrad heard a succession of dull thuds as the crossbowmen in the towers and on the walls shot a volley of quarrels against the attackers.


    ‘Back to the stables,’ ordered Rudolf, digging his spurs into his charger.


    Walter, Henke and Conrad followed as the first Cuman arrows came over the wall to strike the turf behind the ramparts. They trotted up the track, across the drawbridge and rode into the courtyard where Lukas stood with his group of novices, all wearing gambesons but carrying no weapons. Conrad smiled. He remembered his time as a novice when he had been frustrated at not being allowed to carry a weapon until Lukas deemed him competent to use one. He slid off his horse as the novices came forward to take the destriers back to the stables, removing his helmet as one took his reins and led the great beast away. Beyond the confines of the courtyard came the muted cheers and shouts of the attackers as they assailed the walls.


    ‘Hopefully they will amuse themselves battering their heads against our defences to allow the grand master to organise a force to destroy them,’ said Rudolf, cocking his head towards the tumult. ‘Lukas, go to the perimeter and instruct the crossbowmen to save their ammunition. The enemy has no siege engines so I see no point in shooting all our crossbow bolts.’


    Lukas saluted, told the novices to stay in the castle confines and walked briskly towards the drawbridge.


    Rudolf pointed at Henke and Conrad. ‘Back to your positions on the wall. And don’t waste ammunition.’


    Rudolf asked Walter to accompany him to the master’s hall as the Cumans and Russians continued to assail the defences. But after an hour of this fruitless activity Gerceslav pulled back his horsemen to the north of the castle, burning the settler’s village as he did so. Lukas gave strict instructions that there was to be no shooting at an enemy who clearly had no appetite to assault a stake-filled ditch, steep earth rampart and thick timber walls. And so Conrad and Hans watched as the Cumans made a lot of noise and shot the occasional arrow against the walls and then disappeared altogether. As far as Conrad could tell as he peered through a loophole none of the Russians had approached the walls, and he could not see the banner of Pskov anywhere among the enemy horsemen.


    So Yaroslav and Gerceslav left Wenden after burning its village and slaughtering all the livestock they could find. Rudolf hoped the raiders were returning back to Mstislav’s land but they had not yet finished with Livonia.


    *****


    Aras rubbed his neatly trimmed beard and smiled contentedly. The wooden huts in the village were all burning and terrified women and children were running in all directions. His men had killed most of the menfolk who had attempted to resist their attack but he had been more interested in wreaking destruction than slaughter or capturing slaves.


    ‘Recall your men,’ he ordered his subordinate standing next to him.


    The officer turned to a signaller behind them who raised the horn to his lips and gave two short blasts that pierced the air filled with the screams and wails of women and children. Within half a minute groups of warriors wearing conical helmets with nasal guards, dark grey leggings, black tunics and leather boots appeared among the burning buildings and made their way towards Aras. They were armed with single-hand axes, spears and swords, all of them carrying round shields bearing the symbol of a black axe.


    ‘Make sure you leave a few of those shields behind,’ shouted Aras, who rubbed his hands with satisfaction.


    It was the third village they had burned in a week. All of them in the domain of the Russian kingdom of Galicia-Volhynia under the rule of the weak leader Coloman. His realm bordered the Lithuanian kingdom of Aukstaitija ruled by Duke Kitenis whose symbol was a black axe. Coloman would soon know that the duke’s warriors were raiding his lands and would launch retaliatory raids.


    ‘We left shields at the other villages that were raided, lord,’ said his deputy.


    Aras smiled. ‘Better to leave too many than not enough so Coloman will get the message.’


    The warriors filed past Aras and clustered behind him, keeping watch for any enemy warriors that might appear. Huts and barns were collapsing now as the flames consumed them, the villagers either fleeing to the nearby woods or down the dirt track that led to the next settlement.


    It was still early, the sun low in the eastern sky. They had attacked just before dawn, making much noise on their approach so the villagers would be fully aware that they were under attack. The intention was to burn the settlement and spread terror, killing only when forced to do so. The more that lived the quicker news would spread that Duke Kitenis had declared war upon Galicia-Volhynia.


    Aras stayed with the rearguard as his men made their way back to where they had concealed their boats under trees lining the riverbank. He looked at the burning village and then at the great plumes of white smoke that were lancing into the sky.


    ‘Pick your feet up,’ he barked to the men.


    The nearest Russian garrison would soon be sending soldiers to investigate the source of the smoke and he wanted to be well away when they arrived. Out of the corner of his eye he saw one of his warriors pinioning a woman on the ground. The man had discarded his shield and spear and was busy pulling up the woman’s robes so he could rape her. She was resisting violently but her resistance was markedly reduced when he punched her hard in the face.


    ‘Idiot,’ hissed Aras.


    ‘Do you want me to deal with him, lord?’ enquired his deputy.


    Aras shook his head. ‘I will take care of it. Get the men back to the boats quickly. This smoke will be seen for miles.’


    Aras marched over to where the warrior had an iron grip around the woman’s neck as he exposed her naked thighs with his other hand. He was chuckling maliciously as Aras struck him hard with the back of his hand, causing him to tumble off the woman onto the ground. He glared at Aras before the latter’s sword was plunged into his chest. His expression changed from hate to confusion, and then to despair as life left him and he collapsed, gurgling sounds coming from his mouth before he expired. Aras sheathed his weapon and grabbed the woman’s arm, roughly hoisting her to her feet.


    ‘Go, tell your people that the soldiers of Duke Kitenis did this to your village.’


    She stared wide-eyed in terror, trembling as her eyes darted from Aras to the dead warrior at his feet. She probably spoke no Lithuanian so his words were wasted.


    He released her arm. ‘Kitenis,’ he said again before pointing to the track that led from the village.


    ‘Go!’ he bellowed, drawing his sword again.


    She screamed and then fled, tripping over the dead warrior to tumble to the ground. She sprang up and ran as though a demon was snapping at her heels.


    Aras smiled. ‘Excellent.’


    They retraced their steps back to the boats, running through the pine trees covering three-quarters of the border between Aukstaitija and Galicia-Volhynia. They heard the tapping of woodpeckers and caught sight of black storks, ospreys and lesser-spotted eagles - but no Russian soldiers. The latter would be searching for horse tracks but Aras and his men had arrived by riverboat. The domain of Duke Kitenis may have been hilly and covered with pine, spruce, oak, lime and beech trees but it was also dotted with rivers and lakes. Aras had paid a handsome price to a guide who knew the waterways of Aukstaitija and the lakes that were connected by rivers and streams.


    They reached the boats without incident and pushed off into midstream, each vessel having half a dozen oarsmen and loaded with spare weapons and supplies. They would row for an hour until they arrived at the large lake, in the middle of which was a tree covered island they had used for their base. The men had grumbled when Aras had given the order that they were to light no cooking fires but he could not risk them being discovered. They were far from home and were here to burn villages. And not only did they have to avoid Russian patrols they also had to stay hidden from the Aukstaitijans. So his men chewed on cured meat and ate berries and ignored the lake full of bream, roach, perch and tench.


    They reduced two more villages to ashes before journeying north to the tribal lands of the Nalsen, a people united by blood ties with Aras’ own people, the Selonians. Fifty men had made the trip from the great wooden hill fort of Panemunis weeks earlier and forty-four now marched through the stronghold’s gates. All were a little lean and hungry but Aras thought it a successful mission, all in all, as did the man who had dreamed up the idea during the previous winter: Prince Vsevolod of Gerzika.


    Vsevolod was a Russian who had once ruled the Principality of Gerzika, located on the northern bank of the River Dvina. His wife was Rasa, the daughter of Grand Duke Daugerutis, the Lithuanian who had united most of the tribes of his people and who had led them in a great war against the Bishop of Riga and the Sword Brothers. But Daugerutis had lost that war and also his life, and the Sword Brothers had captured Gerzika and forced Vsevolod into exile. Now he sat in the stronghold of his dead father-in-law, plotting to reclaim his former home, though first he had to safeguard his deceased father-in-law’s lands.


    Aras dismissed his men who immediately went to the kitchens to fill their bellies with anything that was cooking. Aras saluted to Vsevolod and the eighteen-year-old man standing by his side. On the other side of the Russian prince was his wife, the formidable red-haired Rasa, who flashed him a smile. Like him she was Selonian and shared his desire to preserve the late grand duke’s territories.


    Russian guards in mail and helmets ringed the spacious courtyard – Vsevolod like to surround himself with his countrymen – and above the great feasting hall that fronted the dirt square flew the banner of Daugerutis: a black bear on all fours against a red background. Beside it fluttered Gerzika’s standard, a winged silver griffin on a blue background.


    ‘Greetings, general’ said Vsevolod, smiling at Aras. ‘You appear to have lost weight.’


    ‘Aukstaitijan hospitality is not what it was, lord,’ he replied. He bowed his head to Rasa. ‘Lady.’


    ‘It is good to see you safely home, general,’ she said.


    ‘Let us talk,’ said Vsevolod, turning on his heels to enter the hall.


    Rasa and the young man followed, the guards whose shields sported the emblem of Gerzika snapping to attention as they did so. There were more guards at the entrance to the great dining hall but Vsevolod led them to a smaller room behind it where slaves brought black rye bread and piping hot slices of boar meat and chicken breasts. Vsevolod and Rasa waved away the food offered them but accepted cups of honey mead while the young man drank only gira, a non-alcoholic drink made from rye bread.


    Vsevolod dismissed the slaves and ordered the door to be closed. From experience he knew that even the meekest slave gossiped and information could spread from one kingdom to another quicker than an eagle’s flight. He looked at Aras, whose name meant ‘eagle’ in Lithuanian.


    ‘So, general, how did you find Aukstaitija?’


    Aras took a great gulp of his drink. ‘Full of lakes and rivers. If I had stayed any longer I would have grown webbed feet. But your kinsmen, that is the Russians, lord, will have got the message and will soon be making war against Duke Kitenis.’


    Vsevolod nodded approvingly. ‘Excellent.’


    He noticed the young man staring sullenly at his cup. ‘You have something to say Mindaugas?’


    The son of Prince Stecse looked up at his father-in-law. ‘It is not honourable to attack an enemy while wearing the insignia of another kingdom.’


    Rasa raised her eyebrows at Vsevolod and Aras looked at Mindaugas sympathetically. The prince thought for a moment before answering.


    ‘You are right; it is not honourable. Unfortunately, my son, honour is an expensive commodity and one that I cannot afford at the moment. General Aras’ actions will hopefully embroil Duke Kitenis in a war with Galicia-Volhynia, which will prevent the duke making trouble on our southern borders or, even worse, forging an alliance with the Semgallians. In this way we can draw Kitenis into our own camp and make him an ally instead of an enemy.’


    Mindaugas was confused. ‘How can creating a war between him and the Russians make the duke our ally?’


    ‘By helping him in his hour of need,’ replied Vsevolod. ‘Galicia-Volhynia is not strong enough to conquer Aukstaitija. Similarly, Duke Kitenis does not have the resources to defeat the Russian kingdom alone. But if we aid the duke then Coloman will be forced to cede land to Kitenis in return for peace. Kitenis will be in our debt, our southern borders will be secure and we can turn our attention to reducing Semgallia.’


    It all went over Mindaugas’ head but he said no more on the matter, especially when Vsevolod reminded him that he was doing it all to safeguard his future. That was not strictly true as the prince’s ultimate aim was to reclaim his lost principality on the other side of the Dvina. But Mindaugas was married to his daughter, Morta, so it could be argued that even his most selfish actions were to the former’s advantage, albeit indirectly.


    ‘And what of the Semgallians, lord?’ queried Aras.


    Vsevolod’s brow furrowed. ‘I am still waiting for the Kurs to launch their assault. Arturus is proving surprisingly tardy in his aggression.’


    ‘You think he will honour his side of the agreement?’ said Aras.


    Vsevolod shrugged. ‘Perhaps not. Then again, I have no intention of honouring mine.’


    Rasa laughed but Mindaugas looked mortified. Aras saw his discomfort.


    ‘Young Mindaugas does not share your view of politics, lord.’


    ‘Don’t call me that,’ snapped Mindaugas.


    ‘No offence meant,’ said Aras, stuffing a chunk of rye bread into his mouth.


    ‘You have much to learn, Mindaugas,’ said Vsevolod. ‘You think we have an inexhaustible supply of soldiers to battle the Semgallians, the Aukstaitijans, to say nothing of the Sword Brothers? You remember them, Mindaugas? The Christian soldiers who killed my father-in-law and your father? They would like nothing more than to cross the Dvina and make the Lithuanian people bow their heads to their pope. We are surrounded by enemies and I must take decisions, some unpalatable, to preserve this kingdom.’


    Aras nodded. ‘The longer the Lithuanian kingdoms are divided and at each other’s throats the more likely the Sword Brother will be tempted to cross the Dvina.’


    Vsevolod jabbed a finger at Mindaugas. ‘Exactly. So I see no compulsion to support Arturus, a man who thinks he is a king and goes his own way, in his war against the Semgallians.’


    ‘If he makes war upon them,’ said Aras glumly.


    ‘Cannot we make allies of the Semgallians?’ queried Mindaugas.


    ‘Vincentas blamed my father, the grand duke, for the death of his own father at Wenden,’ said Rasa.


    ‘He will never sit down with me to discuss peace,’ confirmed Vsevolod, ‘that is why he must de destroyed and Semgallia divided between the Northern Kurs and ourselves. Or at least that was the plan.’


    ‘And what of the Samogitia, my husband?’ asked Rasa.


    The aloof and cunning Duke Butantas, who thus far had made no intimation of what Lithuanian faction he favoured, ruled Samogitia.


    Vsevolod picked at a piece of rye bread. ‘Butantas bides his time and waits to see which side prevails. His inactivity works to our advantage as long as we do not suffer a reverse.’


    He looked at Mindaugas. ‘So you see young prince, I have no time for notions such as honour in my decisions.’


    ‘Perhaps Arturus waits for us to make the first move against the Semgallians, lord,’ said Aras.


    ‘Then he will have a long wait,’ replied Vsevolod.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter 3


    The days were still warm but the autumn nights were crisp and cool, the leaves turning pink and brown as they fell from the trees. The ripened crops were still in the fields, waiting to be harvested, though the first frosts had already appeared and geese and skylarks had begun their migratory flights to warmer climes. This part of western Semgallia comprised fertile lowlands watered by numerous lakes and rivers and was dotted with dozens of villages. Many of the male inhabitants of those villages now stood nervously in the shield wall, waiting for the enemy to arrive. They huddled together, the round wooden shields of the front rank overlapping to give the impression of an unbreakable wall. The morning was dull and cool; the air filled with mizzle that drifted down from the low-lying clouds above.


    The position of the Semgallian army was a good one, its right, ‘unshielded flank anchored on a wide, deep stream and its left resting against a thick wood of linden trees. White-robed pagan priests called Kriviai were going among the warriors to bless their weapons, calling upon Perkunas, the god of war, to infuse them with courage and reassure them that if they fell in battle their souls would enjoy everlasting bliss in the afterlife.


    Manfred Nordheim scratched his nose, lifted his backside off his saddle and broke wind. ‘Apologies duke, I had something for breakfast that didn’t agree with me.’


    The one-time smuggler, pirate and mercenary and now the commander of the garrison of Riga sat next to Duke Vincentas, the leader of the Semgallian people, who smiled nervously at Manfred.


    The latter jerked a finger at the shield wall in front of them. ‘You should get them to make a bit of noise. Always helps just before a battle. Stops men brooding.’


    He spoke in the native tongue for his many travels and adventures throughout the Baltic had given him an understanding of the different languages of the region, though he had to admit that he found the pagans and their log homes and coarse living irksome.


    ‘They are not brooding,’ hissed Prince Viesthard on the other side of Vincentas, ‘they are praying so that the gods will smile on them.’


    Manfred belched, earning him a glare from Viesthard. The soldier from Riga was unconcerned. ‘I saw much the same in Germany when I was a soldier. Prayers didn’t stop men being mangled and butchered once the fighting started.’


    The duke had brought nearly four hundred men to this place, most of them farmers from the surrounding villages. He had also mustered fifty of his own men from his stronghold of Mesoten, some thirty miles to the east, all horsemen equipped with helmets, lamellar armour, mail aventails, oblong shields and leather boots. Each horseman carried two spisas – long spears – in addition to a sword and either an axe or a mace. They were positioned behind where the duke was sitting on his horse to the rear of the shield wall.


    ‘I should be on foot in the first rank,’ said Vincentas, a hint of despair in his voice.


    ‘Your place is here,’ growled Viesthard.


    The prince had served the duke’s father, Ykintas, until the latter had been killed at Wenden five years before and now he served his son. And the one thing that he was determined to prevent was the duke’s death in this field in western Semgallia. This kingdom had been beset by foes on all sides since the death of Grand Duke Daugerutis, most of all from the latter’s son-in-law, the slithery Prince Vsevolod. Vincentas was a decent enough duke, diligent, thoughtful and brave, but he was no Ykintas. The ‘Iron Wolf’ had not earned his nickname for nothing and had kept Semgallia strong and free.


    ‘Don’t worry, duke,’ said Manfred, ‘the enemy will be shot to pieces before they can break your line of farmers.’


    Viesthard had difficulty controlling his anger. He stared ahead, silent and stony faced while the barbarian from Riga spoke disrespectfully to his lord. At first he had not understood why the governor of Riga, a man who carried the strange title of archdeacon, had written to Vincentas offering him friendship and aid. He had tried to convince the duke not to travel to Riga, to no avail. But worse was to follow when Vincentas returned and informed him that the governor was prepared to support him against the other dukes. Viesthard had implored him not to accept the hand of friendship from those who had crushed the Livs and Estonians. But the duke was young, impressionable and above all desperate, and had accepted Riga’s offer.


    The Semgallian battle line was thin and poorly manned, save for the centre where a hundred of Viesthard’s best men were grouped. They were protected by helmets, mail tunics and large, rectangular shields and were armed with swords and axes. Either side of them stood the farmers, most of whom had no armour save a simple iron helmet. Only the headmen of each village had a mail shirt and perhaps a sword, though the great majority carried only a spear and long knife for weapons. Viesthard would have liked more men to stiffen the ranks but he needed to garrison the hill forts to the south to keep watch on the Samogitians. Likewise Vincentas needed warriors to keep watch on his eastern border in case Vsevolod launched an assault. For these reasons he disliked Nordheim even more for having to rely on his crossbowmen.


    Across the stream stood a hundred men armed with the finest crossbows money could buy, all supplied by the governor of Riga, as were half a dozen men in gambesons standing with them who had spent the last few months training the duke’s men in their use. In the linden trees beyond the left wing of the army were another hundred Semgallian crossbowmen, likewise armed with Christian weapons and commanded by Christian soldiers. The governor of Riga had been very generous in supplying weapons, ammunition and instructors and Viesthard knew that such largesse carried a price.


    The early morning quiet was suddenly disturbed when a low rumble was heard coming from the west. The ears of Manfred’s horse pricked up and he patted its neck to soothe him. He had heard the sound made by an approaching army often enough.


    ‘Looks like the Kurs have decided to join us,’ he remarked.


    The priests gave their final blessings and raised their arms and heads to the heavens to call upon Perkunas to give the army victory before scurrying back behind the shield wall for safety. It was customary for each side to respect the neutrality and sacredness of the Kriviai, even on the battlefield. But the approaching enemy were the Northern Kurs and they respected no one.


    They appeared fifteen minutes later, a seething mass of grey and black at the western end of the plain, skirting a great forest of oak before halting to form into line.


    ‘I hope your men do not run, prince,’ remarked Manfred discourteously.


    Viesthard kept his temper in check. ‘Semgallians do not run, Christian.’


    Manfred smiled politely but he could tell that the mood of the men in the shield wall less than fifty paces from where he sat on his horse had changed perceptibly. They had already been slightly agitated but now a sense of alarm permeated the air. He could smell it and if he could then so could the Kurs who were now moving again.


    They sent riders first: a score or more men on sturdy ponies who galloped forward to reconnoitre the ground and evaluate their opponents. They halted around two hundred paces from the Semgallian front ranks, men in conical helmets, knee-length mail shirts, aventails and large oblong shields sporting a black seagull design – the insignia of Duke Arturus. They rode up and down in front of Vincentas’ men but made no aggressive moves. They rode over to the stream to observe the hundred warriors standing in a line with their instructors, then turned and galloped back to the main body of the Kur army.


    ‘So far so good,’ said Manfred nonchalantly.


    Viesthard drew his sword. ‘With your permission lord.’


    Vincentas, his face a mask of grim determination, nodded. Viesthard dismounted and walked to the centre of the shield wall. He began pacing up and down behind the ranks, shouting at the warriors in front of him.


    ‘Have courage, warriors of Semgallia. Your duke is here and Perkunas watches down on you all. Remember your wives and children. Semgallia!’


    They shouted ‘Semgallia’ and began cheering, the best warriors in the centre more heartily than the farmers either side of them. And then they stopped as the Kurs gave a great shout and began moving forward. They did so in three large formations, each numbering over a hundred men, while behind them the two hundred horsemen walked their mounts forward. Once the foot soldiers had reduced the Semgallian front ranks to a mess of mangled flesh and shattered bones the horsemen would charge to scatter any enemy soldiers still standing. Then the Kurs would march on to Viesthard’s stronghold, Tervete hill fort, and storm it. After that they would burn all the villages in western Semgallia.


    The Kurs made no sound as they marched forward, rank upon rank of men in black tunics over which they wore thick sleeveless, knee-length hide armour. In the front rank were the men whose task was to literally hack their way through an enemy. Their shields were slung on their backs so they could wield the two-handed axes they carried more easily. The blade of this weapon was as much as a foot across, with a five-foot helve. It was held with a left-handed grip to strike a foe’s unshielded right side and was capable of cleaving a man in two. They also carried swords and daggers on their belts but the weapon of choice for these burly brutes was the two-handed axe that now rested on their shoulders as they walked forward.


    Behind them were men armed with smaller one-handed axes who also wore swords and daggers, and in the rear were a thin line of archers. They would release their bowstrings moments before the front rank charged so the enemy would be forced to hide behind their shields just before the big axes went to work. In the centre of their line hanging limply in the damp air was a great banner sporting a black seagull.


    There was absolute silence now as the Semgallian farmers gripped their spear shafts and stared with dry mouths at the black assassins that were approaching. Manfred knew that if the Kurs reached the shield wall they would cut it to pieces with ease, especially the wings where farmers fouled their leggings as the feared and hated warriors of Duke Arturus closed to within three hundred paces. And then the air was filled with dozens of cracks as the crossbowmen began shooting.


    The most proficient crossbowman could shoot up to four bolts a minute but these Semgallians were relatively fresh to the art of handling a crossbow. Their instructors had therefore concentrated on teaching them to shoot accurately and consistently. They thus managed a maximum of only two shots a minute, but it was enough to bring the Kurs to a halt. Two hundred men shooting two bolts a minute each meant that they had loosed four hundred bolts in the first minute and they continued shooting at a steady rate from the linden trees and from across the ditch. Encouraged by the instructors who walked up and down the line behind them, each man methodically aimed and shot his weapon and then hooked the metal claw attached to the front of his leather belt over the centre of the bowstring. He then placed his right foot in the metal stirrup fitted to the fore-end of the stock and straightened his leg to push the crossbow downwards. The bowstring, hooked to the claw, was forcibly drawn along the stock of the crossbow until it slipped over the catch of the lock, ready to shoot another bolt.


    In ninety seconds the crossbowmen had loosed six hundred bolts and had stopped the Kur attack in its tracks. Where there had been silence among the black ranks there were now groans and screams as iron-tipped bolts went through leather and wood to pierce flesh. The crossbowmen continued with their steady volleys, instructors shouting furiously at their men to keep their nerve and resist the temptation to increase their rate of shooting.


    There was a succession of horn blasts among the Kurs and all three groups of foot soldiers suddenly about-turned and briskly withdrew out of the range of the crossbowmen. Wild cheering erupted among Vincentas’ men, especially the farmers, as the Kurs retreated. The Semgallians had expected a grim close-quarters battle against the dreaded Kurs and few believed that they would prevail in such a contest. But now they had seen the hated warriors of Duke Arturus stopped and forced to retreat. Vincentas drew his sword but Manfred reached over and grabbed his arm.


    ‘I would not do that, sir.’


    Vincentas yanked his arm free. ‘Now is the time to finish these Kurs.’


    He looked behind him and raised his sword.


    ‘You will snatch defeat from the jaws of victory if you charge after them,’ shouted Manfred. ‘Look!’


    He was pointing ahead to where a body of Kur horsemen was cantering towards the linden trees where half the crossbowmen were positioned. Their comrades on the other side of the stream had stopped shooting now that the Kur warriors had retreated, but those in the trees shot a devastating volley that scythed down the front rank of the horsemen when the latter were around two hundred paces from them. Horses collapsed to the ground and others shrieked in pain, rearing up and throwing their riders as bolts hit them. A few riders reached the treeline and hurled their spears into the thick undergrowth where the crossbowmen were lurking. But their instructors had withdrawn them deeper into the wood and so the missiles fell harmlessly among the foliage. Then there was another series of thwacks as a fresh volley of bolts was launched and those horsemen at the edge of the trees were knocked from their saddles. The others were recalled by a series of sharp horn blasts and galloped out of range of the crossbows. The Semgallians gave another cheer as the Kurs withdrew west, covered by a screen of riders.


    ‘Now is the time to seal our victory,’ said Vincentas.


    ‘Begging your pardon, sir,’ replied Manfred, ‘you must let them go.’


    ‘For once I agree with the Christian,’ remarked Viesthard, regaining the saddle of his horse brought to him by one of his men. ‘Fifty horsemen cannot defeat three or four times their number of Kurs. We have given them a bloody nose, lord. That is a good start.’


    Vincentas exhaled loudly and slammed his sword back in its scabbard, but his thunderous expression disappeared faster than the Kurs when his men began chanting ‘conqueror, conqueror’. That is what his name meant, though he had had few reasons to remind anyone in the preceding months as his kingdom had been threatened from every direction. But now he had turned back the Northern Kurs, the people who had raided and terrorised other Lithuanians and Livs alike for years. No one had ever forced them to retreat, until now.


    On the way back to Tervete the duke was in an ebullient mood as he informed Nordheim that he would write a letter to Archdeacon Stefan that very day, inviting the governor to Mesoten where he would be feasted and lavished with gifts. And afterwards he and Stefan would swear eternal friendship and an alliance would be forged between Semgallia and Riga that would last for a thousand years. Viesthard listened and his heart sank, for he knew that the Christians were worming their way into the duke’s affections. He feared that their poisonous religion would be allowed to take root in Semgallia just as it had in Livonia and he cursed Manfred Nordheim, his crossbows and his instructors.


    *****


    Gerceslav and his Cumans rode north then swung south to take them along the north bank of the River Gauja, striking for Treiden. The great Liv hill fort and surrounding settlement had been the residence of King Caupo who had been killed at the Battle of St Matthew’s Day. The king had no heirs and so the Liv chiefs had elected one of their number, a man named Fricis and a close friend of Caupo, to lead their people. When his scouts had alerted him that a large number of enemy horsemen were approaching he had sent warnings to the surrounding villages and despatched a rider to Riga, to the office of the grand master of the Sword Brothers, requesting assistance while he mustered his warriors. As at Wenden the Cumans lacked the means to storm the great timber stronghold, so they amused themselves burning the settlement outside its walls and raiding the surrounding countryside.


    A courier pigeon arrived at Wenden from Grand Master Volquin informing Master Rudolf of this development and ordering him to stay where he was until a relief force could be organised. Rudolf tossed the note on to the table in front of him and leaned back in his chair. It was the weekly meeting of the brother knights in his hall and he was far from happy.


    ‘At this rate the Cumans and Russians will be knocking at the gates of Riga within a week.’


    Henke shrugged. ‘The garrison is more than sufficient to protect the city.’


    ‘That is not the point,’ said Rudolf. ‘These heathens from the steppes make a mockery of us all. If we allow them to roam throughout Livonia at will what is to stop the Estonians or Lithuanians doing the same? They need to be punished.’


    ‘You are thinking of a retaliatory raid?’ queried Lukas.


    ‘At the very least,’ replied Rudolf.


    ‘Should we not wait until Bishop Albert returns before deciding strategy?’ suggested Walter.


    ‘If the bishop returns,’ said Henke.


    ‘Why would he not return?’ asked Hans.


    Henke shrugged. ‘If he can’t raise any men willing to take the cross then he will probably stay in Germany for another year.’


    Rudolf chuckled grimly. ‘He will have no problem attracting crusaders once the empire learns that Livonia has been laid waste by barbarians.’


    Hans was confused. ‘What empire, master?’


    Rudolf shook his head. ‘I sometimes forget, Brother Hans, that you were a beggar before you came to us.’


    ‘And a thief,’ added Johann.


    ‘I was not a real thief,’ Hans shot back. ‘I only stole to stop myself starving.’


    ‘What’s the difference?’ asked Henke.


    Hans looked perplexed and Conrad laughed but Rudolf scowled.


    ‘The empire, Brother Hans, is the Holy Roman Empire that stretches from the Baltic to the Mediterranean, ruled by kings and princes who place their swords at the pope’s disposal.’


    ‘When they are not placing them at each other’s throats,’ remarked Lukas casually.


    Rudolf scratched his beard. ‘The point is that if Livonia is in danger then the empire will answer the bishop’s appeals.’


    ‘That does not help our current situation,’ mused Walter.


    Rudolf rubbed his eyes. ‘Mother of Christ.’


    He composed himself and smiled at his deputy. ‘There are enough soldiers in Livonia to protect the kingdom, brother. I propose to lead all of you and the sergeants on a raid against Pskov to give the Russians a taste of what Livonia has suffered.’


    ‘The Russians or one in particular?’ queried Henke mischievously.


    Everyone knew that the man responsible for giving Rudolf his terrible burn scars, Domash Tverdislavich, was the mayor of Pskov.


    ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ snapped Rudolf. ‘You all saw the banner that was waved in our faces when the Cumans and Russians arrived at Wenden. Perhaps you could take that one as well to add to your collection, Henke.’


    There was a knock at the door and a sergeant entered, saluted and walked over to the master’s side. He bent down and whispered into Rudolf’s ear.


    ‘Show him in.’


    Rudolf held his head in his hands and sighed as the sergeant strode back to the door. He looked at the eleven brother knights sitting before him.


    ‘In my desire for vengeance I have been reminded that more noble qualities are called for in the present situation.’


    He nodded towards the door where a long-haired warrior wearing mail armour and carrying a helmet in the crook of his arm appeared in the doorway.


    Conrad gave him a casual glance and returned to staring at the table top. He found these weekly meetings tedious and would have preferred to be doing something useful instead, such as knocking Hans off his horse during lance practice. The warrior approached Rudolf and bowed his head.


    ‘I bring a message from Sir Richard at Lehola, master.’


    Conrad recognised the language of the Estonians and out of the corner of his eye saw the symbol on the man’s shield. A red leering wolf’s face. A wolf shield! The same men that had raided his village and killed his wife and child. He sprang up, drew his sword and pressed the point into the warrior’s neck.


    ‘Hold!’ shouted Rudolf, jumping to his feet as the warrior’s helmet rolled on the floor. ‘Put down your sword, Conrad. Now!’


    Conrad had been momentarily taken back to that dreadful night when Lembit’s wolf shields had raided his father-in-law’s village and slaughtered everyone inside, including his beloved Daina and their son Dietmar. And now a wolf shield stood in the master’s hall at Wenden.


    Rudolf nodded to Henke who stood up, pulled his sword from its scabbard and pressed the point into the base of Conrad’s back.


    ‘Give me an excuse.’


    ‘I have ordered you to withdraw your sword, Brother Conrad.’ Rudolf spoke slowly and forcefully. ‘I will not do so again.’


    Conrad felt Henke’s sword at his back and saw the point of his own weapon at the throat of the alarmed warrior who stood rooted to the spot. Then he saw Hans, Johann and Anton staring at him with disbelief at his bad manners. Walter for his part was horrified that a guest should be treated so appallingly. Conrad sighed and lowered his sword before returning it to its scabbard.


    ‘He’s a wolf shield,’ he said calmly.


    ‘I can see that,’ said Rudolf. ‘But if you had any sense, which you obviously do not, you will have heard him say that he has come from Sir Richard at Lehola, which presumably means that he is an ally at least of our friend. Pick up his helmet and return it to him.’


    Rudolf glared at Conrad, daring him to challenge his authority. But the brother knight sighed and walked over to the conical helmet with a nasal guard, picked it up and held it out to the warrior. The man took it and cradled it in his arm. Conrad saw the wolf design on the shield again and sneered at it before going back to his chair.


    ‘And apologise too. Forgive my rudeness,’ Rudolf said to the warrior, ‘I do not know your name.’


    ‘Tonis,’ the man replied flatly.


    ‘Apologise to Tonis, Conrad’


    Conrad was stunned by this demand and was going to refuse. But his friends had been embarrassed by his behaviour and it seemed churlish not to obey the master’s request. In any case he had no desire to be flogged for his insubordination.


    ‘I apologise for my behaviour,’ he said curtly.


    ‘You may retake your seat, brother,’ said Rudolf. ‘Please, Tonis, take the weight off your feet.’


    He smiled at the Saccalian and pointed to an empty chair next to Conrad. Henke smiled evilly at Conrad before sheathing his sword and sitting down. Tonis propped his shield against his leg and placed his helmet on the floor. At least he has some manners, reflected Conrad.


    ‘Lehola is sorely pressed, master,’ said Tonis. ‘An army lays siege to it and Sir Richard has few warriors to man its walls.’


    Conrad was not really listening, finding the proximity of the shield with its accursed symbol too near his body. The last time he was this close to a wolf shield he was trying to kill him.


    Tonis continued, telling the master and brothers how the former stronghold of Lembit had been suddenly surrounded by thousands of brightly attired horsemen, who had then proceeded to raid and plunder the whole of Saccalia. The abruptness of their arrival had prevented the alarm being raised and consequently many villagers had lost their lives.


    ‘The raiders also took many women and children as slaves,’ reported Tonis, ‘before they could seek the safety of the ancient forest sanctuaries.’


    ‘Dreadful,’ remarked Walter, shaking his head.


    ‘Most of the raiders moved on,’ continued Tonis, ‘towards Livonia. But we have also heard that some struck north into Jerwen and others into Ungannia.’


    Conrad’s ears pricked up at this. He hoped Kalju and his family were safe. He shot a hateful glance at Henke, the instigator of all this misery, who sat toying with the hilt of his dagger as though he had not a care in the world.


    ‘How many sit before Lehola’s walls?’ asked Rudolf.


    ‘At least five hundred,’ replied Tonis. ‘And there are more at Fellin.’


    Lehola had once been the main stronghold of the Estonian leader Lembit, while Fellin, located a few miles to the south, was a smaller though still formidable timber hill fort.


    ‘What is the size of the garrison that Sir Richard commands?’ queried Walter.


    ‘Sixty of his own men plus the same number of wolf shields at Lehola,’ said Tonis. ‘A further forty Christians at Fellin and thirty wolf shields.’


    Henke scratched his nose. ‘Those forts are strong enough if my memory serves me right. They were tough nuts for us to crack so a few Cumans without siege engines won’t be able to do much.’


    ‘But my people who have fled to the forest will be in danger from the elements if they are not rescued soon,’ said Tonis. ‘Winter approaches.’


    ‘I thought you people liked living in the forest,’ replied Henke.


    ‘Not when it is freezing and the ground is covered in snow,’ replied Tonis. ‘We still have to eat and with no food we starve just like you do.’


    Hans shook his head. ‘A terrible fate.’


    ‘There are hundreds of my people in the forest, master,’ said Tonis. ‘If you were to march to Sir Richard’s aid the warriors among them would join you. I also know that among the Jerwen there are warriors who would fight beside the Sword Brothers if they came to their aid.’


    Conrad laughed and even Henke wore a bemused look.


    ‘The Saccalians and Jerwen will fight beside the Sword Brothers?’ Conrad said to Tonis.


    ‘When Lembit was killed in battle, many among my people were glad that the years of fighting were finally at an end. We feared the coming of the Sword Brothers but Sir Richard has respected our beliefs and allows us to grow our crops and hunt in peace.’


    ‘What of Jerwen?’ enquired Rudolf. ‘Jaak still lives, does he not?’


    ‘He does, master,’ answered Tonis, ‘though word is that he and his followers have fled north to seek sanctuary with Edvin or Alva.’


    Of the six Estonian tribes only the Harrien and Wierlanders continued to oppose the Bishop of Riga. Rotalia was subject to Oeselian war bands, Saccalia was under the control of the Sword Brothers, or at least Sir Richard, and Ungannia was an ally. Though whether that was still the case was a moot point. And now it appeared that Jerwen was without any governance, its leader Jaak having fled north.


    Rudolf leaned forward. ‘You fought with Lembit, Tonis?’


    ‘I did.’


    ‘You know that we fought against him, and you?’ said Rudolf.


    Tonis nodded.


    ‘How do I know that Sir Richard is not already dead and that you seek to lure this garrison into a trap to exact revenge for the death of your commander?’ asked Rudolf.


    Conrad nodded in agreement and even Walter looked thoughtful.


    ‘It is true that we have been enemies,’ Tonis agreed, ‘but when Saccalia and the Sword Brothers were at war you did not burn our villages or steal our women and children to sell them into slavery.’


    Conrad looked at Henke to see if there was any sign of guilt on his face, for he knew that Wenden’s garrison had been involved in slave trading, though in Ungannia and not Saccalia.


    Rudolf studied Tonis for a few seconds. ‘You and I will talk further in private. In the meantime Brother Walter will escort you to the dining hall so you can take refreshment.’


    The meeting over, Conrad walked with Hans, Johann and Anton to the stables to saddle some horses so they could train on the quintain and joust against each other on the training field.


    ‘Never thought I would see a wolf shield inside this castle,’ said Anton.


    ‘Rudolf would be mad to trust him,’ added Johann.


    ‘But what about Sir Richard?’ queried Hans.


    No one had an answer to his question so they saddled the horses in silence and then led them into the courtyard. Conrad looked up at the cloud-laden sky. There was an autumn wind blowing and the sky threatened rain.


    ‘Winter will be here soon enough. I fear Sir Richard will have to look to his own resources until next spring.’


    Hans turned up his nose at the sky. ‘At least the castle’s storerooms are well stocked with food.’


    ‘As long as Hans has something to eat all is well with the world,’ said Anton.


    Conrad slapped Hans on the back.


    ‘We will march west soon,’ remarked Johann, ‘to join up with the relief force that the grand master will send from Riga to deal with the invaders.’


    That evening, after vespers and supper, all four were summoned to the master’s hall. Conrad wondered if he was to receive punishment for drawing his sword in the presence of Rudolf and the other brother knights earlier, but was confused as to why his friends were with him. However, when they were escorted to the master’s office by one of the sergeants on duty he was surprised to find Tonis standing by Rudolf’s desk. The sergeant shut the door behind him as the four of them stood in front of the master’s desk. The room was illuminated by candles on stands and the fire was burning in the hearth, for Livonia’s autumn nights were long and chilly. Conrad looked at the bearded warrior in his mail shirt, leggings and gaiters and estimated him to be in his mid-twenties, perhaps older. Like many of his race he had fair hair and blue eyes. He wore his sword belt but at least he did not have his shield bearing the insignia that Conrad had come to loathe. The Saccalian had eaten with Rudolf and the brother knights earlier and he had noticed that Tonis and Rudolf had been deep in conversation, which was highly unusual as meals were traditionally eaten in silence in the Order of Sword Brothers. Conrad put it down to the Estonian’s ignorance of the order’s customs and Rudolf wanting to appear accommodating.


    ‘I have been discussing much with Tonis since his arrival and we are both agreed that Sir Richard needs immediate assistance if Lehola is not to fall. If that happens then Fellin will also undoubtedly be captured by the Cumans, which means that the whole of Saccalia will be handed over to Prince Mstislav of Novgorod, which in turn will lead to the Russians seizing Ungannia, which will be surrounded. I cannot allow this to happen, but nor can I march at the head of Wenden’s garrison to the relief of Sir Richard. This leaves me with only one alternative.’


    Conrad was racking his brains trying to think what that might be, but was stunned when Rudolf told them.


    ‘You four will accompany Tonis back to Saccalia to raise an army that will march to the relief of Lehola.’


    Conrad heard the words but did not believe them. ‘March to Saccalia, master?’


    Rudolf nodded. ‘That is correct.’


    ‘Just the four of us?’ said Hans.


    ‘I will give you twenty crossbowmen and plenty of ammunition. I will offer a bonus to the first score of mercenaries who volunteer to go with you.’


    ‘But that will make only twenty-four men, master,’ said Anton.


    ‘Plus whatever forces Tonis can raise from among his people who have sought refuge in the forests.’


    ‘Saccalians?’ said Conrad.


    ‘Is there something wrong with your hearing, Conrad?’ asked Rudolf. ‘That is what I said.’


    ‘You wish me to fight alongside wolf shields?’ spat Conrad.


    ‘I wish you to obey orders. I have given you an order and you will obey, all of you.


    ‘Tonis believes that a sizeable force can be gathered from among those who have fled to the forests.’


    ‘Then why can’t he and they march to the relief of Lehola?’ said Anton impertinently.


    ‘Because they lack weapons,’ said Tonis, holding the stare of Conrad. ‘Many men were cut down trying to defend their families and their homes. They died but their resistance allowed the young and old to escape.’


    ‘So even if you manage to raise any warriors they will be young boys and old men,’ scoffed Conrad.


    ‘Saccalian men of any age can still fight,’ said Tonis calmly.


    ‘This matter is not open to debate, Brother Conrad. You will be leaving with Tonis in the morning, together with the crossbowmen and weapons with which to arm the Saccalians.’


    ‘You will give them weapons?’ said Johann incredulously.


    ‘Yes, Brother Johann,’ smiled Rudolf. ‘The Sword Brothers always support their allies.’


    Conrad hardly slept a wink that night, and in the morning said little as he helped to load one of the ponies with supplies for the journey. Master Rudolf had been generous for in addition to the abundant quantities of crossbow ammunition that he authorised the armoury to issue, he also ordered that Tonis be given axes, spears and daggers so he could equip his men. The weapons, tents and supplies were loaded on hardy local ponies, similar to the one on which Tonis had ridden to Wenden, and that Conrad and his comrades would also ride. These hardy beasts with their low legs and long bodies could live out of doors in the summer and even in the autumn and winter could survive in conditions that would kill most horses, especially the pampered warhorses.


    Conrad had cleaned his sword the night before but he pulled it from his scabbard and examined it once more before he left. It had been a gift from a Saxon knight named Sir Frederick of Tangermünde, a great warrior who had died while on crusade in Livonia. That was seven years ago and Conrad had been just a novice at the time. He looked around at the great stone castle that was slowly nearing completion. He had been here over eight years. He could scarce believe it. He looked at the sword’s disc-shaped pommel with its chamfered edges and unicorns carved into each side, and the birch grip wrapped in black leather. It was a fine sword, perhaps the finest in all Livonia, and he knew that to be given such a weapon was a rare privilege.


    ‘A fine sword.’


    He turned to see Tonis standing near him, dressed in his mail shirt, helmet and carrying his round shield with its wolf insignia.


    ‘It has seen much service,’ replied Conrad. ‘Mostly against Lembit’s warriors.’


    ‘Master Rudolf informed me that you were the one who killed him.’


    Conrad slid the sword into its scabbard. ‘You still carry his symbol on your shield.’


    ‘It is the symbol of my people, not the personal crest of Lembit.’


    Conrad examined his axe before fastening it to his pony’s saddle. ‘It must have been hard for you to come here, to a castle of the Sword Brothers, the ones who defeated your people.’


    ‘You dislike me. I understand that. Former enemies cannot become friends overnight.’


    ‘Former enemies can never become friends,’ sneered Conrad.


    ‘Time is a great healer, they say,’ said Tonis, refusing to rise to the bait.


    ‘For some,’ muttered Conrad.


    ‘Make way, make way.’


    Conrad recognised the gruff voice of leather face and turned to see the doughty old mercenary leading an equally grizzled pony from the stables. Conrad laughed at the pair who bore a remarkable resemblance to each other. The crossbowman halted his beast beside Conrad’s.


    ‘When Master Rudolf told me you were going off on some wild goose chase into the north I decided to accompany you to make sure you didn’t get into trouble.’


    Nineteen other crossbowmen were leading their ponies into the courtyard, one to ride and the other carrying supplies and ammunition.


    ‘Nothing to do with a hefty bonus, then?’ said Conrad.


    Leather face grinned like a gargoyle. ‘Bonus? Oh, yes, he did mention something about additional money but as soon as I heard Brother Conrad was going north, I thought I better tag along to make sure he doesn’t get himself killed.’


    Conrad looked at the other crossbowmen. ‘Are they likewise possessed of a desire to safeguard my life?’


    ‘Who them?’ sniffed leather face, ‘nah, they’re just in it for the money.’


    Rudolf, Walter and Otto appeared from the master’s hall and walked across the courtyard towards them as ponies defecated on the cobbles and small children who had lived in the now destroyed village ran around excitedly. Their mothers grabbed their arms and hauled them away as Wenden’s master called the four brother knights to him.


    ‘I know you do not understand the reasons why I am sending you all north,’ Rudolf addressed them. ‘You will just have to trust my judgement in this matter. You are all veterans of numerous campaigns and battles and have knowledge of Saccalia, and all of you speak Estonian fluently. Use the skills you have acquired to your advantage.’


    He looked directly at Conrad. ‘I hereby appoint Brother Conrad to be commander of this expedition.’


    ‘Me?’ said a surprised Conrad.


    Rudolf held up a hand to still him. ‘Now on your knees, all of you, so Father Otto may bless your enterprise.’


    They all knelt on the cold stones and bowed their heads, as did Walter, as Otto said a prayer for their success and safe deliverance and that of Sir Richard. Tonis looked on with interest as four fierce warriors in iron knelt like men about to be decapitated. Otto finished his prayers, gave each brother knight a cold stare and then turned on his heels and headed towards the chapel. Walter offered his hand to each of them, coming to Conrad last.


    ‘I wish I was coming with you,’ he said to Conrad.


    ‘Me too, brother,’ replied Conrad.


    Rudolf came and placed an arm around Conrad’s shoulders. ‘You are in command now, which means that you are responsible for the lives of your friends and the mercenaries who are accompanying you. They, and I, are relying on you. Do not let them down.’


    ‘No, master,’ replied Conrad sternly.


    ‘I know that you suffered greatly at the hands of Lembit,’ continued Rudolf, ‘but you must not let your hatred cloud your judgement. You must put your personal feelings aside, for a great many lives now depend on the decisions you will take. Make sure they are the right ones.’


    ‘I will try,’ said Conrad softly.


    Rudolf stepped back. ‘God be with you all.’


    More ponies deposited dung on the cobbles as a novice brought one carrying supplies and a crossbow on its back, over which had been placed a canvas sheet. Earlier Conrad had packed the spare surcoats, felt cape, woollen underwear, woollen leg wraps, fur cap and thick leather boots he would need for wintering in Lehola. He hoisted himself into the saddle and took the reins of the pony loaded with supplies from the fresh-faced novice while others shovelled pony dung into wheelbarrows to keep the courtyard clean. He carried no lance for there would be no great mounted charges on this expedition, only a grim campaign in the wetlands of Saccalia. If Tonis the wolf shield could muster any men.


    ‘So, off to play with our newfound allies.’ Conrad recognised the patronising tone of Henke.


    ‘So it would seem.’


    ‘I reckon the chances of you returning are slim at best. Still, if we recover your body I’ll try to make sure it is buried next to your wife and child.’


    Conrad did not even bother to reply, merely waving his arm dismissively at the brother knight.


    He sat in the saddle and became aware that his three friends, the crossbowmen and Tonis were all watching him. It suddenly dawned on him that the master had appointed him as commander of the expedition and they were waiting for him to lead them from the courtyard. He became very self conscious as he tapped his spurs against the pony’s sides to make the beast walked forward, leading the other pony as it did so. He rode it to the head of the column where Hans, Johann and Anton were waiting, nodded at them and then led the party from the courtyard of Wenden Castle.


    Henke had sauntered over to where Rudolf stood with Walter outside the doors of his hall.


    ‘I hope you know what you’re doing,’ he said to Rudolf.


    ‘Have faith, Henke,’ replied Rudolf, ‘that is Conrad Wolff, the man who saved the bishop and killed Lembit. Who knows what else he is capable of?’


    ‘Having his throat slit in a Saccalian forest?’ offered Henke.


    Rudolf gave no answer as he watched twenty-five riders trot from his courtyard to begin their journey that would hopefully lead to the lifting of the siege of Lehola. That night Walter prayed long and hard in the chapel to ask that he had not seen the last of the four brother knights who had left that morning.


    They travelled directly north, a line of men on ponies leading other ponies loaded with supplies. Conrad rode at the head of the column, head down and mumbling to himself. Next to him rode Tonis, his wretched shield dangling from his saddle in full view of the brother knight. The Saccalian told him that they would ride to a place deep in the forest some miles west of Lehola.


    ‘Do not worry, we will avoid enemy patrols to arrive safely at the rendezvous point.’


    ‘Rendezvous point?’ said Conrad. ‘You speak as though a great army is gathering.’


    ‘Word has been sent to those village elders and chiefs who still live to gather at the place,’ replied Tonis. ‘If it pleases the gods then we will have enough men to free Lehola.’


    Conrad glanced at the shield. ‘Why do you care about whether Lehola falls or not? It is occupied by Christian forces not the followers of Lembit.’


    ‘Sir Richard has been good to us,’ replied Tonis. ‘He lets us live our lives and does not force his beliefs on us. He is fair.’


    Conrad glanced at the shield again. ‘Was not Lembit fair?’


    ‘Lembit was a great warlord but a harsh leader. He believed that he was sent by Ukku to rid the world of the Sword Brothers.’ Tonis stared ahead. ‘You killed him in battle so he was wrong about that.’


    He turned to see Conrad staring at his shield.


    ‘You keep looking at my shield. It disturbs you?’


    Conrad looked at the blue-eyed pagan. ‘You still carry Lembit’s symbol on your shield.’


    Tonis was surprised. ‘Lembit’s symbol? You are wrong. I told you. The wolf is revered among my people and its face adorned the shields of warriors long before Lembit existed.’


    They rode on in silence, Conrad filled with resentment and mistrust towards this Estonian who had seemingly wormed his way into the affections of Master Rudolf and Sir Richard. He had no confidence that this Saccalian would prove to be of use or that there would be any men at this forest rendezvous.


    They journeyed for seven days through a land covered with trees and afflicted by cool, windy weather. September was traditionally the wettest month of the year in Livonia and Estonia joined its southern neighbour in its dreary clime. When it was not raining there was a mist clinging to the trees, ponies and their riders. The dozens of lakes they passed by only added to the miserable damp conditions. At night they warmed themselves by fires and ate hot porridge to maintain their strength, the crossbowmen being careful to wrap their weapons in waterproof covers to preserve the stocks and bowstrings. The brother knights slept in felt tents wrapping themselves in their thick cloaks but after a day in the saddle they were cold and aching.


    On the eighth day they entered a great forest that Tonis informed Conrad was the place set for the rendezvous. He led them on a trail that threaded through a scene splashed with autumn reds and golds as the leaves of the maples, birch and rowan changed colour. The forest floor was thick with blueberries, cranberries and mushrooms that were edible, Hans insisting on a halt so he could gather some to add to the stew that he was planning for that evening.


    As they moved deeper into the forest Conrad noticed pieces of brightly coloured cloth tied to oak trees and metal objects placed in tree hollows.


    ‘They are gifts for the gods,’ said Tonis. ‘My people believe that many of the trees have spirits that will protect them if they present them with gifts. We see the gods and spirits all around us. Did you know that Estonians, the Esti, originally meant “people of the land”?’


    ‘I did not,’ confessed Conrad.


    But what he did realise was that it had suddenly become very quiet. There was no mist in the forest but the air was still cold and clammy and his senses told him they were not alone. He held up a hand to halt the column and looked around. All he could see were spruce and pine but he felt eyes on him. He placed his helmet on his head, drew his sword, and took his shield off his back to grip it with his left arm. Behind him Anton, Johann and Hans likewise drew their weapons. There was absolute silence: no birds singing or woodpeckers tapping on trees and no animals moving around.


    ‘It is too quiet,’ whispered Conrad.


    ‘You are perceptive, Sword Brother,’ said Tonis, who suddenly whistled loudly, spooking the ponies.


    There was a rustle ahead and then two figures revealed themselves from among the foliage. They were both wearing helmets and carried round wooden shields, though Conrad noticed that neither carried any design. They had no armour and as far as he could see their only weapons were spears. They approached Tonis and raised their spears.


    ‘I have returned,’ said the wolf shield, gesturing behind him, ‘and bring reinforcements.’


    He leaned forward. ‘How many have come?’


    ‘Over a hundred, Tonis,’ replied one of the warriors.


    ‘And some Jerwen and Rotalians,’ added the other one.


    Tonis nodded and turned to Conrad. ‘You can take your helmet off now. It’s quite safe.’


    He nudged his pony forward, past the two warriors, and continued on the path. Conrad removed his helm and followed, the two warriors staring at his white surcoat bearing the insignia of his order. They watched Anton, Johann and Hans pass them before returning to their hidden observation point. Ten minutes later, having passed another two guards, they entered the Estonian camp, though mass of hovels would be a more accurate description. There were no tents just a great collection of shelters constructed from branches and boughs that surrounded a great clearing in the forest. The air was thick with smoke from the dozens of small fires, the smoke mixing with the damp air to create a thick, choking atmosphere. Dirty faced women clutched infants to their breasts and children with listless eyes ignored the new arrivals as they wrapped threadbare garments around them to fend off the damp cold.


    ‘Not much to look at,’ said Anton in German.


    Tonis slid off his pony’s back and people started to gather round him. An old man wearing a mail shirt and a sword at his hip clasped forearms with the wolf shield. His shoulder length hair was grey and thinning but his eyes were alert and his expression determined. Conrad and the other brother knights dismounted as Tonis escorted the old man over.


    ‘Brother Conrad, this is Peeter, one of our most revered elders.’


    The old man, who must have been at least sixty, offered his hand and Conrad took it. The grip on his forearm was remarkably strong for such an aged individual.


    ‘So this is one of the men of iron that we have come to fear and loathe.’


    He continued to hold Conrad’s arm in a vice-like grip as he examined the brother knight. He grunted and released it.


    ‘Brother Conrad was the one who killed Lembit at Wolf Rock, lord,’ said Tonis.


    ‘Wolf Rock?’ queried Conrad.


    ‘That was the name of the great boulder where the battle was fought,’ answered Peeter. ‘The gods planted these great rocks over all Estonia when the world was young. They are sacred to our people, that is why Lembit decided to fight you there.’


    ‘It was a close thing,’ said Hans who had walked over to them. ‘Hardest battle I have fought in.’


    Peeter regarded the thin man before him who erred on the side of gauntness.


    ‘You have fought many battles?’


    ‘A fair number,’ smiled Hans who sniffed the air. ‘I can smell stew.’


    ‘I shot a roe deer earlier,’ said the old man, ‘you are welcome to a bowl of the stew to fill your stomach.’


    Hans rubbed his hands. ‘Lovely.’


    Conrad held up a hand. ‘One moment, Hans. Peeter, I have been appointed commander of the men sent to aid you and Tonis relieve Lehola. How far are we from the fort?’


    ‘A day’s march,’ replied Peeter. He looked beyond Conrad to where the crossbowmen were checking the covers of the loads on the ponies’ backs.


    ‘You do not bring many warriors.’


    Leather face wandered over to stand behind the four brother knights.


    ‘In addition to the men you see before you,’ said Conrad, ‘I bring weapons to equip your warriors, though I do not see many before me.’


    Peeter bristled at the condescending tone of Conrad’s voice. He gestured to one of his men who blew a horn three times. Children began wailing and women looked momentarily alarmed until they saw that Peeter was standing with his arms folded, indicating that it was not an alarm signal. After a few minutes men began to gather round him, though Conrad noticed that the vast majority were either teenage boys or men with grey in their hair and beards. They wore a variety of brown, green and grey woollen tunics, linen trousers, boots or simple one-piece shoes tied with laces. The lucky ones had large capes to keep them warm; others shivered in the cold. Around half had shields and less helmets. For weapons all had spears, though Conrad noted with despair that some had no blades, only sharpened ends. The most fearsome were a score of men in helmets and mail armour armed with spears and axes tucked in their belts. Every one carried a stag symbol on his shield.


    ‘One hundred and fifty Saccalians, fifty Jerwen and twenty Rotalians,’ announced Peeter proudly.


    ‘How many of you have fought in a shield wall?’ shouted Conrad.


    Around half raised their hands, most of them who had seen too many summers.


    ‘Your numbers are instantly halved,’ he told Peeter.


    ‘Sir Richard told me that the Sword Brothers were great warriors who would not fail us,’ said Tonis bitterly.


    ‘I cannot work miracles,’ replied Conrad. ‘Two hundred boys and old men are not enough to relieve Lehola.’


    ‘Then give us the weapons you have brought so we may attempt to save our brothers in the fort,’ Peeter shot back.


    ‘You will fail,’ stated Conrad.


    Peeter and Tonis began to vehemently protest when leather face stepped forward and placed an arm around Conrad’s shoulders.


    ‘Begging your pardon, sirs. If I could have a word with the commander.’


    He led Conrad away until they were out of earshot.


    ‘What are you doing?’ he asked Conrad.


    ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Conrad replied, slightly perturbed that the old mercenary was displaying such familiarity.


    Leather face took his arm from Conrad’s shoulder and began to jab the brother knight in the chest. ‘Rudolf made you commander of this expedition, not its priest. Your job is not to whine and moralise but to relieve the fort.’


    Conrad brushed away his jabbing finger. ‘With old men and boys?’


    ‘Why not? Being a commander means having to work with what you have to hand.’


    He placed a thumb on one nostril and exhaled sharply, expelling phlegm from the other nostril.


    ‘Tell you what. Issue the weapons and you can stay here with the women and babies while we take the fort.’


    ‘I am in command,’ snarled Conrad.


    Leather face wiped his hand on his discoloured gambeson. ‘Yes you are, so what are you going to do?’


    He left Conrad and walked over to Peeter and Tonis. ‘Brother Conrad is just formulating a plan to relieve the fort, sirs,’ he announced loudly. ‘He will be with you shortly.’


    Hans, Anton and Johann all looked at Conrad expectantly and excited chatter broke out among the assembled warriors. Leather face wore an impish grin. Conrad walked slowly back to the two Saccalians, desperately trying to think of a plan. Hans slapped him on the arm and Anton and Johann nodded. The chatter ebbed away as dozens of pairs of eyes stared at him. Peeter still had his arms folded.


    ‘First of all,’ said Conrad with as much force as he could muster, ‘we will issue the weapons.’


    The warriors gave a hearty cheer. They nodded knowingly to each other and smiled like the simple-minded. Then they turned their attention back to Conrad.


    ‘And now I need to speak to your leaders to finalise the plan of attack,’ he said, having absolutely no idea what that would be.


    They gave him another cheer and were dismissed by Peeter, who at last unfolded his arms.


    ‘That’s much better,’ said leather face. ‘Unpack the weapons,’ he shouted to his subordinate. ‘Give them to the chief to distribute,’ he said to Conrad.


    Peeter was delighted to be asked to allot the spears, axes, daggers and helmets to his men, and quickly organised them into orderly lines while the crossbowmen unpacked the loads on the ponies and laid them out on canvas sheets on the ground. An excited chatter rippled through the old men and young boys once more as they waited to be equipped. Anton, Hans and Johann assisted in handing out the weapons, leaving Conrad alone with his thoughts.


    ‘They’re as happy as pigs in shit,’ said leather face.


    ‘They are still too old or too young,’ observed Conrad.


    But leather face had the bit between his teeth. ‘Now don’t you get despairing. You are used to fighting with the best weapons and equipment that money can buy, which is fine but in this instance blinds you to the obvious.’


    ‘What is that?’


    Leather face rolled his eyes. ‘That these men know the local terrain, can get you to the fort unnoticed so you can spring an attack.’


    ‘Even with your crossbowmen our shield wall will be unable to break a better equipped and trained enemy.’


    Leather face sighed. ‘The Lord give me strength. You are thinking of battles and disciplined formations but your greatest strength lies in stealth and surprise. Use their knowledge and the weather to your advantage.’


    ‘The weather?’


    Leather face winked. ‘It might be pissing down with rain almost every day but that also means that there is a lot of mist around, especially when there’s no wind. You can hide a lot in a good mist.’


    ‘Perhaps you should be the commander,’ said Conrad.


    ‘I did think about offering my services as such to Master Rudolf but he would have argued about the price.’


    ‘Price?’


    Leather face grinned. ‘I may be the commander of the crossbowmen but to lead an expedition means either an increase in my monthly rate or a large bonus in addition to the one I’m already getting.’


    That night, as Hans stuffed his face with venison stew, Conrad thought long and hard about the plan to relieve the fort as he was served stew by a beautiful Saccalian girl with blue eyes and golden hair. He sat with his three comrades, Peeter, whose demeanour had become friendlier now that his warriors had been issued with weapons, and Tonis. Conrad shovelled the last of the thick broth into his mouth and licked his bowl clean.


    ‘Would Susi like some more?’ asked the girl, her face breaking into a wide grin.


    Conrad looked at her. ‘Susi?’


    ‘It means “wolf”,’ said Peeter, smiling at the girl.


    ‘I’ll have some more,’ interrupted Hans, holding out his bowl like a pathetic beggar.


    The girl walked over to him and took it, then returned to Conrad. ‘And you, Susi?’


    Conrad shook his head. ‘No, thank you.’


    She went back to the cooking pot hanging over a fire to fill Hans’ bowl.


    ‘Word has spread of your name, Conrad Wolff,’ said Peeter. ‘People think it is a good omen, a portent of victory.’


    ‘What is so special about Conrad’s name?’ asked Johann.


    ‘His first name, nothing,’ answered Peeter, ‘but his second name is thought as propitious. “Susi” is the ancient name for “wolf” and people think it no coincidence that he has been sent to us.’


    ‘How short are people’s memories,’ said Anton. ‘Do they know that Conrad, and us for that matter, fought Lembit and even laid siege to the fort we now go to relieve?’


    ‘They know,’ replied Tonis, ‘and they know that Conrad killed Lembit.’


    ‘Then I truly do not understand,’ said Conrad.


    ‘You must realise,’ Peeter told them, ‘that in our folklore the wolf is the most important animal of the forest, one who watches over us and protects us. We know that he commits misdeeds, steals our cattle and sheep and inflicts losses on us. But the wolf has inhabited the forest for thousands of years, has great wisdom and is beloved of the gods. People have interpreted your coming as a good omen, Conrad Wolff. They look to you to deliver them from peril.’


    Conrad smiled but felt the burden of expectation press down greatly upon him. After the meal he posted guards and accompanied Peeter on an inspection of the camp, which contained a myriad of campfires.


    ‘Will the fort be able to see the glow of these fires?’ queried Conrad.


    Peeter shook his head. ‘We are deep in the forest and there are rolling hills between here and Lehola. I know this land. We remain unseen.’


    They walked among the makeshift shelters with their occupants wrapped in cloaks and shawls.


    ‘Where are the men in their twenties and thirties?’ asked Conrad.


    Peeter shrugged. ‘They died defending their homes and their families. The invaders came like a great flood upon Saccalia and the menfolk died so the old, young and women could escape. And our best warriors are trapped in Fellin and Lehola.


    ‘We have to get these people into the forts before the winter comes otherwise they will perish.’


    ‘What about their villages?’ enquired Conrad.


    ‘Burned to the ground, mostly. The invaders knew what they were doing.’


    Conrad asked about the enemy at Lehola, the location of their camp, the guards they posted and the patrols they sent out. He told Peeter about how he had taken part in the siege of the fort four years earlier when it had been Lembit’s stronghold.


    ‘We felled trees and dug ditches for days,’ he told the old warrior.


    ‘The crusader ditch is still there, though a little overgrown, as are the trees to the north of the fort that you cut down.’


    The new day dawned cold and grey, though thankfully the forest canopy kept away the infernal drizzle that soaked everything. Conrad slept for perhaps three hours and woke cold and aching, having slept in the open under a blanket. He had been so moved by the plight of the young mothers with their infants that he had ordered all the tents they had brought to be put at their disposal. The mercenaries, who cared for little and certainly not the suffering of civilians, complained loudly until Conrad reminded them that he had been placed in command. They also grumbled when he ordered them to attend morning prayers with himself and the other brother knights, though they laughed at his expense when they heard his hesitant attempts at devotions.


    Afterwards leather face came to him. ‘I see you are getting used to giving orders. The lads weren’t happy about giving up their tents.’


    ‘They’ll live,’ said Conrad. ‘Hopefully tonight they will be sleeping in Lehola’s great hall.’


    Leather face nodded approvingly. ‘You have decided on an attack plan, then?’


    ‘Pray it works,’ replied Conrad.


    After a breakfast of hot porridge he gathered Peeter, Tonis, the other brother knights, leather face and the commanders of the Jerwen and Rotalians together to inform them of his plan. Curiously he felt no trepidation as he stood before them and spoke. On campaign he had mixed with great lords and had even conversed with the Bishop of Riga himself. He was certainly not intimidated by a few pagans. Curiously, though, he experienced a new emotion: a sense of responsibility towards all the souls in camp. Most odd. He waited for Hans to finish his apple before speaking.


    ‘The warriors who besiege Lehola are called Cumans and they are wild people who live on the great plains far to the east of this land. They are raiders who burn, kill and take slaves. They are predominantly horsemen and so unsuitable for siege warfare, and that will be to our advantage.


    ‘Peeter has informed me that the main enemy camp is located to the south of the fort.’


    ‘Just as it was when we laid siege to Lehola,’ said Anton before realising he was among Estonians and blushed.


    ‘Indeed,’ continued Conrad. ‘Today we will march to bring us near to Lehola, and tomorrow, just before dawn, we will launch our assault on the enemy camp.’


    ‘Our weapons will be speed and surprise. We will launch our assault from the south to take us through the enemy camp.’


    ‘How many enemy soldiers are there?’ asked Anton.


    Conrad looked at Peeter.


    ‘It is impossible to give a precise answer to your question, young knight, but my scouts reckon at least five hundred.’


    Anton and Johann sucked on their teeth and Hans looked troubled but Conrad shrugged off their concerns.


    ‘If we achieve surprise our disadvantage in numbers will not weigh as heavily against us. In addition, we will be fighting our way through the camp towards the gates. Hopefully, Sir Richard will realise what is going on and launch a sally from the fort.’


    ‘Why don’t we create a diversion to the north of the fort to make our journey to the gates easier?’ asked the leader of the Rotalians, a huge brute with hands like the paws of a bear.


    ‘Because we have to destroy the enemy,’ answered Conrad. ‘To kill as many as possible otherwise we will just swell the numbers inside the fort for no purpose.’


    ‘Kill as many as possible,’ mused the Rotalian brute. ‘I like that.’


    Conrad nodded towards leather face. ‘The crossbowmen will kill any guards to allow us to enter the camp unseen, but after that it will be a race against time to slaughter as many of the enemy before they have time to react to our presence. You must impress upon your warriors that speed is the key.’


    It was still cold and damp when the warriors began to assemble after Peeter had organised the duties of those who would remain. Those too old to carry a spear were ordered to safeguard the infants while the women and those men whose injuries meant they could not march tended to the ponies, cooked food and posted lookouts. Among the Saccalian warriors only Peeter, Tonis and a few of their subordinates had mail armour. A few of the older men had aged leather armour and many wore thick fur-lined leather caps on their heads for protection. At least every one of them now had a weapon of some sort, be it an axe, spear or long knife. Conrad prayed that it would be enough.


    The Rotalians were all equipped with helmets, mail shirts, shields, spears and with axes tucked in their belts, their commander and another two also having swords. The Jerwen were a mix of well-armed warriors and ill-equipped farmers who only had a spear for a weapon. But at least they all had shields.


    Hans looked at them stuffing leather pouches with food for the journey, for there would be no room for ponies to haul supplies on this trip. He pointed to the shields bearing stag and bear symbols.


    ‘The last time I saw those their owners were trying to kill us.’


    ‘It is strange, I agree,’ said Conrad. He slapped his friend on the arm. ‘Time to get ready.’


    As he had done a hundred times before Conrad checked the weapons and armour he would be taking on the trip: wooden shield faced with leather, sword, axe, dagger and full-face helm. Like his companions he wore thick felt boots over the mail chausses that protected his legs. Next to his skin he wore a cotton shirt and breeches, over which he placed a quilted cotton aketon. Then came a long-sleeved mail hauberk with integral mittens, over which was worn a sleeveless, quilted gambeson and, finally, a white surcoat bearing a red cross and sword on the front. The Sword Brother emblem also adorned the white cloak that he had brought with him. A mail coif protected his neck and head, though he decided to carry his helmet rather than wear it on the march. He preferred the open kettle helmets worn by the sergeants of the order but regulations forbade brother knights wearing them, especially on campaign.


    Anton and Johann, similarly attired, joined Conrad as the Estonian warriors waited in the clearing in the centre of the camp.


    ‘Where’s Hans?’ asked Johann.


    Anton shrugged then laughed as Hans came into view with a sack over his shoulders.


    ‘Can’t go on campaign without any food,’ he said.


    ‘I hope you have left some for the women and children,’ Johann rebuked him.


    The four walked to where the Estonians waited and Peeter gave the order for the scouts to lead the way out of camp. Conrad walked with his three companions, Peeter, Tonis, leather face and the leaders of the Jerwen and Rotalians at the head of the relief force. The crossbowmen fell in behind the commanders. Each man carrying three quivers, each one holding twenty bolts. The frail, wounded, women and children had gathered to watch them go, women embracing sons and fathers who might not return and infants wailing in their mothers’ arms. Conrad said a silent prayer that his plan would succeed so these wretched women would shed no more tears. He glanced behind him to see a warrior smile at him. He smiled back but then realised something was wrong.


    ‘Halt!’


    He left his place and walked over to the warrior, a slight-framed individual wearing brown leggings and tunic and a helmet with a nasal guard. A pair of blue eyes peered at him. A slim hand held a spear while the other grasped the metal handle of a shield. Conrad, his own shield slung on his back, reached forward to grasp the helmet’s nasal guard and lifted it off the warrior’s head. Blonde locks tumbled out and he recognised the girl who had served him stew the day before. His friends, Peeter, Tonis and leather face had also ambled over to stand behind him.


    ‘You’re a woman,’ he said.


    ‘That is why he was appointed commander,’ leather face said to Peeter, ‘for his keen powers of observation. Nothing gets past Brother Conrad.’


    ‘I will fight by your side, Susi,’ beamed the girl, who was probably no more than sixteen years old.


    Conrad turned to Peeter. ‘How many of these warriors are women?’


    Peeter shrugged. ‘A few, most whose family members have been killed before their eyes.’


    ‘I wish to exact revenge for my mother and father,’ said the girl.


    Conrad shook his head. ‘Give me your spear and return to the other women.’


    The girl’s pretty expression hardened. ‘You will have to take it.’


    Anton laughed. ‘This should be worth watching.’


    Other warriors began to gather round, wondering why they were not moving.


    ‘Please disarm this girl,’ Conrad said to Peeter.


    ‘Why?’ answered the old warrior. ‘She wishes to avenge her murdered parents.’


    ‘She might be killed,’ said Conrad.


    ‘We all face that prospect,’ said the big Rotalian leader.


    ‘I say she should come,’ said Tonis. ‘We need every spear.’


    Peeter faced Conrad. ‘Perhaps you have never known the despair of losing your family to enemy swords, or seeing them carried off into slavery, knowing you will never see them again.’


    Abject despair appeared on Conrad’s face when he was reminded of the deaths of his parents, and his beloved Daina and Dietmar. Those painful memories shot through him like a red-hot knife being plunged into him.


    ‘I see that you do know,’ said Peeter.


    There was an awkward silence before Conrad tossed the girl her helmet.


    ‘If you cannot maintain the pace you will be left behind.’


    Conrad said nothing for the rest of the morning as the column followed the scouts through the thick forest to the river they would follow to take them east. They heard buzzards overhead and the tapping of woodpeckers as they skirted meadows and kept to the trees to conceal themselves from any enemy patrols. Occasionally an elk would stop grazing at the edge of the forest and raise its large head as dozens of warriors passed by. The air remained cool but the smell of pine was pleasant and the wildflowers, mosses and grasses felt soft underfoot. Warriors bent to avoid low-lying branches and others cursed as they daydreamed and were struck in the face by a piece of foliage. Wild boars grunted and scuttled away as the column threaded its way past bogs and along ancient paths before halting in a clearing by a small stream to rest and eat.


    Men sat huddled in groups chewing on berries, fruit and a few, the lucky ones, had bloodless white sausages to eat. Conrad smiled when he saw Hans pull one from his sack and devour it in seconds. It was perhaps an hour after midday and already the sun was beginning to dip in the west. Peeter came and crouched beside the Sword Brothers.


    ‘We are five miles west of Lehola.’


    ‘We need to get close to the fort before night falls,’ said Conrad. ‘Get your men on their feet.’


    He stood up and picked his helmet off the ground.


    ‘You too,’ he said to Hans.


    His friend groaned, finished his apple and rose to his feet as Peeter walked off to spread the word that rest was over. Conrad tucked his axe in his belt and caught sight of the blonde-haired girl putting on her helmet. The pace slowed as the scouts led them east towards the fort, men treading carefully to avoid tripping and falling as the light in the forest dimmed. The temperature also began to fall as the autumn night approached and mist began to appear in clearings and near water.


    It rained heavily just before the last vestiges of light left the forest, water dripping down on the warriors and soaking their cloaks and leggings. When the order to halt was given everyone forlornly searched for dry spots on the forest floor, most huddling against trees with their wet cloaks wrapped around them. Conrad gave the order that no fires were to be lit before posting guards and then settling down for a thoroughly miserable night in the damp forest. As darkness came the only sounds from the two hundred and fifty individuals were the occasional cough, hushed voices and the curses of men stumbling when going to take a piss or empty their bowels.


    Conrad sat with his friends, Anton and Johann managing to snatch some sleep as Hans rummaged in his sack to eat the last of his food supplies. He finished his final few berries and then placed his sack on the ground. He looked at Conrad. ‘Can’t sleep?’


    ‘Too many thoughts running through my mind.’


    ‘Such as?’


    Conrad peered at his lean friend, his features framed by the moonlight that had appeared as the rain clouds dissipated and now seeped through gaps in the forest canopy.


    ‘If this attack fails I will have many deaths on my conscience. The thought weighs heavily on me.’


    ‘Then don’t think about it. Master Rudolf trusts you. We trust you. There is no reason why you should not succeed.’


    Conrad chuckled. ‘With an army of Estonians?’


    ‘It is strange, I agree,’ said Hans. ‘They seem to bear no resentment against us.’


    Conrad was confused. ‘For what?’


    ‘For conquering them, for killing their leader and abolishing their religion.’


    ‘At least we do not reduce them to slaves,’ said Conrad, ‘which is what will happen if the Russians take Estonia.’


    ‘I hope Kalju and his family are safe,’ said Hans. ‘I like them.’


    ‘As do I,’ replied Conrad. ‘Henke was an idiot doing what he did, a stupid, ignorant fool.’


    ‘At least he is not here to wreck your plan,’ offered Hans.


    ‘I am thankful for that at least.’


    They fell into silence as Hans tried to make himself as comfortable as possible on the damp moss and get some sleep. Conrad, propped against the trunk of a pine tree, closed his eyes but his mind was racing. He heard an owl hoot and opened his eyes. He realised what was bothering him the most and stood up. He paced away, threading his way between groups of men huddled in their cloaks, some snoring others sleeping but fitfully in the dank atmosphere. His eyes had grown accustomed to the darkness and he avoided stepping on anyone as he searched out his quarry. He found him leaning against a tree observing the night sky through a gap in the canopy above. The temperature had dropped considerably following the rainfall and Conrad could see his breath misting. He heard the footsteps and his hand went to the hilt of his sword, then he relaxed as he recognised the Sword Brother.


    Tonis nodded to him. ‘You find sleep difficult as well?’


    ‘I have to speak with you.’


    ‘About the attack?’


    Conrad shook his head. ‘About your time with Lembit.’


    ‘I lost many friends.’


    ‘Fighting the Sword Brothers?’


    Tonis nodded. ‘And the Livs. We lost a fair number at Treiden and Wenden.’


    Conrad felt an anger swell in him. ‘Wenden?’


    ‘Yes, when we breached the outer wall only to be forced back. It was where Lembit received the scar on his cheek.’


    ‘And what about a village nearby Wenden,’ hissed Conrad, ‘which was burnt to the ground and all its inhabitants slaughtered?’


    If he had taken part in the raid on Thalibald’s village Conrad would kill him, irrespective of the consequences. The seconds passed excruciatingly slowly as Tonis racked his brains.


    ‘I remember it now,’ he said.


    Conrad’s right hand moved slowly to the hilt of his sword.


    ‘I was part of Fellin’s garrison at the time,’ continued Tonis. ‘I heard that Lembit was much pleased afterwards though none of us knew why.’


    He looked at Conrad. ‘Why do you ask?’


    The brother knight relaxed as the tension flowed out of him. ‘It does not matter.’


    He turned and walked away.


    ‘Good luck for tomorrow,’ said Tonis.


    Conrad stopped and turned. ‘You too, Saccalian.’


    He turned the silver ring on a finger of his left hand as he walked away, the ring that Daina had given him when he had been truly happy. It seemed like another lifetime. Still, perhaps tomorrow he would be killed and then he would be with his wife and child in heaven and all his cares and concerns would be over. That morbid thought cheered him and he went back to his comrades in a happy mood. He always prayed for death but death never came. Perhaps tomorrow would be different.


    Tomorrow came all too soon as commanders went among their men to rouse those that had managed to grab some sleep. Men rose slowly to their feet, limbs aching and mouths dry and foul tasting. It was half an hour before dawn and the still air was bitterly cold. Hans stood with teeth chattering as the four brother knights gathered in a circle for their pre-battle ritual. Conrad held out his right arm, palm down. Hans placed the palm of his right hand on top of Conrad’s hand, Anton’s on top of Hans’ and Johann’s on top of his. Conrad recited the words that were repeated by the others.


    ‘God protect us, God grant us victory. May He give us the strength to defeat and scatter our enemies, as dust to the wind. God with us.’


    The plan, such as it was, involved nothing more than marching from the forest to strike the enemy camp sited some five hundred paces away. Leather face and his crossbowmen would form a screen in front of the warriors as they advanced, shooting down any sentries they encountered. Then the main force would rush the camp and kill anything in its path.


    ‘There is nothing else left to say,’ said Conrad to the commanders who had gathered round him. ‘Wait for my signal and when you hear it launch your charges. And good luck.’


    Peeter and Tonis clasped his forearm but the leaders of the Jerwen and Rotalians merely nodded before returning to their men. The Saccalians, the largest number among the Estonians, were divided into two groups, one led by Peeter, the other by Tonis. They formed the right flank and centre of the attackers. To the left of the Saccalians were the Jerwen, with the score of Rotalians on the extreme left of the line.


    As men adjusted their helmets and gripped their spears or axes the crossbowmen took the waterproof covers off their weapons and quivers. They then hooked their bowstrings over the metal claws attached to the their belts, placed their feet in the metal stirrup in the fore-ends of their crossbows to slip the bowstrings over the catch of the locks. Leather face, crossbow resting on his shoulder, walked over to where Conrad stood in front of the Estonian warriors.


    The veteran mercenary looked back towards the thick mist just beyond the forest’s edge.


    ‘See, I told you a good mist can hide an army.’


    Conrad squinted in the poor light. ‘Your men have their orders?’


    Leather face winked. ‘Don’t you worry about my lads; they know what they’re doing. As soon as we’ve dropped the sentries, though, it will be up to you.’


    He offered his hand to Conrad. ‘Good luck.’


    Conrad took it and drew his sword. Behind him Anton, Hans and Johann did likewise. He raised his weapon in the air, pointed it forward and began walking. Behind him he heard the low rustle of footsteps on soft ground as dozens of men and a few women followed. He focused on the back of leather face around ten paces ahead leading his line of crossbowmen. Conrad felt his heart pound in his chest as he stepped forward, exiting the mist-shrouded trees to enter the great meadow to the south of Lehola. He heard a man curse behind him as he tripped and stumbled in the grass. Conrad’s heartbeat increased as he peered through the vision slits of his helmet to search for any signs of the enemy. Nothing.


    He increased his pace slightly as the dawn came and the light improved, though the grey mist seemed thicker than before. He kept his eyes on leather face holding his crossbow at waist height. It was as if they were in an endless expanse of wet gloom that had no beginning and no end as they walked forward but seemingly made no progress. As he continued to advance Conrad was filled with doubt. It was madness to attack an enemy camp with insufficient numbers. Worse, he was leading a force composed largely of old men and boys who would likely be slaughtered by Cuman arrows before they even caught sight of Lehola. His plan was no plan at all, just the foolish imaginings of a young man promoted beyond his abilities. He should turn back now before he led dozens to their deaths. He was just about to signal his comrades to stop when he heard a succession of loud thwacks in front of him, followed by groans and a scream. It was too late: the die was cast.


    He shoved up his helm. ‘God with us!’ he shouted at the top of his voice before pulling the helmet down and racing forward. His cry was answered by the war cries of over two hundred warriors as the Estonians charged through the mist.


    Conrad ran past leather face and between two four-wheeled wagons, jumping over a guard with a crossbow bolt in his belly. He came to what appeared to be a large round tent stretched over a wooden frame. The hide that covered the entrance was swept aside and men poured out, none wearing armour and all bare headed. They carried broad, curved swords and were attired in yellow and red knee-length tunics and baggy leggings. Conrad thrust his sword into the belly of the leading Cuman and caught the blade of the man behind on his shield before powering his sword forward into the owner’s throat. The man groaned and dropped his weapon, blood gushing from the wound as his comrades charged at Conrad. But dozens of Estonians were entering the camp like floodwater and the enemy were skewered and killed by a dozen spears.


    Conrad moved on towards the centre of the camp as the occupants of tents emerged into the mist-filled morning to be cut down by axes and spears. Where there had been quiet there was now a great tumult as the Estonians vented their fury on the invaders of their land. A warrior beside Conrad collapsed after being hit by an arrow shot by a Cuman standing outside a tent. As he nocked another arrow a Saccalian split his skull with an axe and then killed another archer who ran from the tent.


    The killing went on, the Cumans being taken totally by surprise and unable to organise a response. Conrad and the other Sword Brothers ran past frightened horses that had broken free from their tethers, moving across a ground littered with Cuman dead. Some of the tents were on fire now, the smoke mixing with the mist to further limit visibility. They stopped when they came across a wall of enemy warriors, in the centre of which was a tall individual with a long moustache who was screaming in a language Conrad did not understand. But he understood that this individual dressed in lamellar armour was some sort of leader because men were flocking to his side as his bellowing voice cut through the morning air.


    Conrad lifted his helmet. ‘Kill that one.’


    They were four against perhaps thirty or more but they stood shoulder-to-shoulder and headed straight for the enemy leader. He saw them and drew his sword as a dozen of his men suddenly pitched forward onto the ground. Conrad saw leather face, who nodded at him, and then he and the others charged. The leader came at Conrad, the brother knight parrying the blow with his shield before cutting down to slice open the man’s left calf. The Cuman winced in pain but thrust the point of his sword forward in an effort to strike Conrad in the chest, who again deflected the blow with his shield. He was about to ram one end of his sword’s cross-guard into the Cuman’s face when he saw his opponent’s mouth open in surprise. He stepped back and saw the blade of a spear lodged in the man’s belly, a great red stain around the entry point. The warrior yanked back the spear and the Cuman dropped to his knees, a pitiful look in his eyes. Conrad heard a high-pitched squeal of delight and turned to see a pair of blue eyes looking at him either side of a helmet’s nasal guard.


    ‘I kept up with you, Susi,’ said the girl.


    More Saccalians rushed forward to assist his three comrades who were in truth more than holding their own against the unarmoured Cumans.


    ‘Get behind me,’ Conrad shouted at the girl who was grinning at him.


    He used his shield to marshal her behind him.


    ‘Stay close,’ he barked at her.


    He moved around a tent and caught sight of a group of horsemen to his right. One saw him and raised his bow to loose an arrow. He caught the missile on his shield and then they were gone. The mist was beginning to lift now and he saw a pale sun sitting low in the sky directly ahead.


    ‘Follow me,’ he said to the girl as he swung left and headed north, towards the fort.


    The other brother knights and crossbowmen were with him as he stalked forward, the timber walls of Lehola now just visible in the morning mist. Cumans were fleeing before them, others trying to make a stand but being cut down by crossbow bolts. He heard horn blasts and saw the shield of Tonis with its wolf insignia in the centre of a great formation of warriors that was shuffling forward as the Cumans retreated before it. Conrad lifted his helmet.


    ‘Shift left, shift left.’


    Hans, Anton and Johann raised their swords to indicate they understood and then moved to join the right flank of the Estonian shield wall. Leather face whistled to his men and the crossbowmen shifted to take up position to the left of the brother knights. The raiders were at the northern edge of the Cuman camp now and there were fresh horn blasts as Tonis called a halt to reorganise his men. Conrad took off his helmet and gave it to the girl who stood behind him.


    ‘Hold this while I consult with your leader.’


    ‘Yes, Susi,’ she replied.


    Many of the strange Cuman tents were on fire now, as were the wagons that littered the camp, smoke billowing into the now thinning mist. Conrad ran over to where Tonis stood conversing with his commanders. He nodded to the brother knight.


    ‘Where is Peeter?’ asked Conrad


    Tonis shrugged. ‘We became separated in the initial attack.’


    There was a succession of screams in front of them as the crossbowmen cut down half a dozen Cumans in bright blue tunics with a volley. Two continued to twitch on the ground after they had fallen. Horns sounded to the west.


    ‘That must be Peeter,’ said Tonis.


    But he was wrong and soon a great number of Cumans began to appear between the Estonians and the fort, at least two hundred of them in a long line, all wearing topcoats, boots and many wearing pointed helmets and metal masks that resembled faces. Their commanders barked orders and within seconds every man in the front rank was nocking an arrow in his bowstring.


    ‘Shields, shields,’ screamed Tonis as Conrad raced back to retrieve his helmet.


    ‘Arrows, take cover,’ he shouted.


    He looked at leather face and realised with horror that he and his men had no shields to hide beneath. They may have been aged or young but the Estonians knew well enough what was about to happen as they knelt and took cover behind their shields. Hans, Johann and Anton did the same but Conrad just stood there, looking at leather face who had a resigned look on his face. He had known the mercenary ever since he had been a novice and had grown very fond of him, despite his irreverent attitude to everyone and everything. But now he was going to be cut down by enemy arrows and there wasn’t a thing he could do about it.


    The fort stood a mere two hundred paces in front of them, its great timber walls and towers rising up behind the Cumans who as one raised their bows to unleash an arrow storm against Conrad’s relief force.


    And stopped as the gates of the fort opened and Sir Richard and his men poured from Lehola shouting war cries. The crusaders and Estonians were a disorganised, feral mass as they ran at the Cumans who turned and saw with horror that they were going to be engulfed by a horde of men wielding swords, axes, maces and spears. The garrison seemed to be flying such was the speed with which they covered the ground between the gates and the Cumans. There was a sharp crack as the two groups collided and then the Cumans literally disappeared as they were hacked, stabbed and crushed underfoot by the garrison.


    Tonis and his men jumped up and cheered as the Cuman line vanished before their eyes. Conrad pulled off his helmet and pointed his sword at leather face. The latter came trotting over as his men breathed a huge sigh of relief. Conrad embraced him.


    ‘I must be the luckiest bastard in Christendom,’ he grinned.


    ‘You and your men should get yourselves equipped with shields,’ Conrad told him.


    Leather face shook his head. ‘I’m too old to be lugging around more equipment.’


    The girl behind Conrad suddenly pushed her way past them. He grabbed her hair tied in a ponytail that hung down her back.


    ‘Where are you going?’


    The girl spun round in anger. ‘To kill the enemy, let go of my hair.’


    Her oversized helmet fell off her head and tumbled to the ground.


    ‘No, you will obey orders and stay here.’


    Leather face’s eyes lit up as he looked her shapely figure up and down. ‘Your personal squire, Brother Conrad?’


    ‘Hardly, more like my personal pest,’ said Conrad.


    There was a great cheer and they turned to see a tall knight in helm and mail armour standing among a heap of enemy dead, sword and shield raised in triumph as his men cheered their victory. The four brother knights embraced as the English knight walked towards them, first thanking Tonis for bringing a relief force.


    ‘Take your men and scour the camp,’ Conrad said to leather face, ‘kill any Cumans you find.’


    The girl picked up her helmet and put it back on her head. ‘I will assist you.’


    ‘You will stay here,’ Conrad told her.


    ‘We’ll take care of her,’ said leather face, leering at the girl.


    ‘I think it is best if she stays her,’ replied Conrad. ‘Take some Estonian warriors, though.’


    Leather face barked an order to his men and then detailed a score of Estonians to accompany him as they went in search of enemy stragglers.


    ‘And collect any horses you come across,’ Conrad shouted to him.


    He was relieved to see a helmetless Peeter being assisted across the corpse-strewn ground by two of his men. He was limping badly and his right leg was bleeding but at least he was still alive.


    ‘Conrad Wolff.’


    Conrad turned to see the tall and imposing Sir Richard Bruffingham before him, helmet in hand. He wore a mail coif that covered his bald head shaven as an act of penitence before coming on crusade in Livonia.


    Conrad bowed his head to him. ‘Your servant, lord.’


    Sir Richard slapped him hard on the arm. ‘No, I am in your debt for coming to my aid.’


    He nodded to Hans, Johann and Anton. ‘Where is Master Rudolf?’


    ‘At Wenden lord,’ replied Conrad. ‘We are the only ones he could spare.’


    ‘Four brother knights?’ he said in surprise.


    ‘And a few ponies loaded with weapons that we used to arm those men you see before you.’


    The girl behind Conrad removed her helmet.


    ‘Our cause must be perilous indeed if you had to recruit women to your army.’


    ‘The main Cuman army attacked Wenden but were repulsed,’ said Conrad. ‘They moved west. Hopefully the grand master has mustered an army of the order’s soldiers and destroyed them.’


    A burly man shorter than Sir Richard but more broad shouldered raised his mace to Conrad. Squire Paul had accompanied Sir Richard from England, the lord having persuaded him to give up his trade as an executioner and serve him on crusade. Though probably the oldest squire in Livonia he acted as Sir Richard’s de facto second-in-command.


    ‘We should get a party of horsemen to Fellin, lord.’


    ‘You are quite right, Paul. See to it, would you.’


    The English lord looked at Conrad. ‘Better get your men, and women, inside the fort so the wounded can be seen to.’


    The attack had cost the lives of thirty Saccalians and sixteen Jerwen, with a further score of the former and five of the latter being wounded. The Rotalians suffered no casualties and neither did Wenden’s crossbowmen, though had not Sir Richard sallied from the fort when he did Conrad had no doubt that all of them would have been killed.


    Leather face shrugged and stuffed some more roasted pork in his mouth. ‘That’s the lot of mercenaries, Brother Conrad. Life and death are close companions in my trade.’


    After the fight in the camp the relief force had been accommodated in the huts inside Lehola. The latter was the greatest stronghold in southern Estonia, its outer walls four hundred yards long and two hundred yards wide. There were thirteen towers along its outer perimeter and a further four at each corner of the inner stronghold that housed the great hall in which Conrad and leather face now sat. It could reputedly feast up to five hundred men and there appeared to be close to that number sitting on benches around tables, many eating their first cooked meal in days. Hans was shovelling hot broth from a wooden bowl into his mouth as though he was competing to become the fastest eater in the hall, a contest he was winning hands down.


    The girl who had earlier worn a helmet and carried a spear appeared at Conrad’s right shoulder.


    ‘More beer, Susi?’


    He looked up and she gave him a beautiful smile. He held up his wooden cup.


    ‘Thank you.’


    She poured beer into it from a jug, leaning in close to him.


    ‘Is there anything else you desire, Susi?’ she purred.


    Conrad blushed with embarrassment. ‘No, thank you.’


    Leather face belched and held up his cup to her. ‘I’ll have some more, young maiden.’


    She scowled at the haggard mercenary but refreshed his cup and then skipped away.


    ‘You could claim her tonight, Brother Conrad. I won’t say anything to Master Rudolf.’


    Conrad was appalled. ‘I have taken an oath of chastity.’


    ‘Oaths can be broken,’ replied leather face. ‘Besides I’m sure God will forgive you, what with saving the bishop’s life and killing Lembit and all. And now having relieved Lehola.’


    ‘I will not break my oath,’ insisted Conrad.


    ‘Just think,’ said leather face, ‘Lembit himself sat in this hall and feasted his warriors and now here we are, living like lords in his former fort. Seems odd.’


    Conrad looked at the carvings of wolf heads in the thick oak pillars around the hall, the wolf shields hanging on the wall and the great banner bearing a Christian cross suspended behind the throne where Lembit had formally sat.


    ‘Yes, very odd.’


    The main compound of Lehola was filled with huts, stables, storerooms and a blacksmith’s forge, while the inner stronghold contained the main hall, more huts and storerooms and the armoury. That night most of the relief force slept in the huts inside the main compound, though Conrad and the other brother knights were housed in a hut in the inner stronghold. Though the fort was large it was filled with the inhabitants of the nearest Saccalian villages who had managed to seek the sanctuary of Lehola before the Cumans had arrived.


    ‘Those further than a day’s march away were not so fortunate,’ said Sir Richard as slaves served breakfast in the now largely empty feasting hall.


    Conrad sat at a large oak table arranged on trestles near Lembit’s throne in the company of Hans, Anton, Johann, Tonis and Peeter, who had a heavily bandaged leg. Squire Paul had left the day before with a hundred horsemen to lift the siege of Fellin, located around ten miles to the south.


    ‘Those in the fort cannot return to their homes until all the invaders have left Saccalia,’ continued Sir Richard.


    ‘Those we left behind in the forest should be brought here, lord,’ said Conrad, ‘the nights are getting longer and cooler.’


    Sir Richard nodded. ‘Tonis, you will ride there today and bring them in. It is fortunate that the food stores of the fort are well stocked but we will still have to slaughter some of the horses we captured from the enemy to feed our ever-growing garrison.’


    ‘We will leave as soon as we can, lord,’ said Conrad, ‘to alleviate your situation.’


    Sir Richard laughed. ‘A score or more less mouths will hardly make a difference one way or another, Conrad.’


    ‘How many men do you command, lord?’ he asked Sir Richard, whose bald head and clean-shaven face was a stark contrast to the thick beards of the Saccalians and the neatly trimmed facial hair of the Sword Brothers.


    ‘I have just over eighty of my own men, a hundred wolf shields and seventy-five farmers from the local villagers who can use a spear and axe. There are another fifty wolf shields at Fellin, if they still live.’


    Conrad thought for a moment. ‘How far is Odenpah from here?’


    Anton looked at him ‘Odenpah?’


    Sir Richard looked at Tonis.


    ‘A week’s ride, maybe less,’ said the Saccalian.


    ‘Perhaps I might borrow some of the horses that we took from the Cumans yesterday, lord.’


    ‘To what end?’ enquired Johann.


    ‘To reassure Kalju that the Sword Brothers have not abandoned him or his kingdom,’ answered Conrad.


    Sir Richard shrugged. ‘Take as many as you need, though I would accompany you.’


    ‘You, my lord?’ said Conrad with surprise.


    ‘I’ve been cooped up in this place long enough and I remember Kalju and his wife. They were amiable enough and it seems wrong not to aid an ally.’


    But before the expedition to Odenpah could be organised more pressing matters had to be attended to. Those who had been left behind in the forest were brought into Lehola, along with the ponies and supplies. Squire Paul returned from Fellin to report that the Cumans who had been besieging the fort had disappeared before his arrival.


    ‘The horsemen I saw riding south on the day we attacked the camp must have alerted them,’ said Conrad when Sir Richard’s squire reported to his master.


    Paul was a curious fellow, a man who seemed totally ill suited to the duties of a squire, and far too old as well. But Sir Richard informed Conrad that throughout Christendom not all squires were young men who naturally progressed on to become knights. Some never became knights, being content to remain a squire.


    ‘Good man, Paul,’ said Sir Richard, ‘but he doesn’t have a pot to piss in so he could not afford a warhorse, armour and all the other obligations required to be a knight.’


    He looked at Conrad’s armour and sword. ‘Not like the Sword Brothers who can lavish their knights with the very best that money can buy.’


    ‘My sword was a gift,’ said Conrad.


    ‘And the silver ring on your finger?’ It was the first time that the English knight had noticed the wedding ring on the Sword Brother’s hand.


    ‘A gift from my wife.’


    Sir Richard was surprised. ‘I thought the members of your order are forbidden to marry.’


    ‘We are,’ replied Conrad bitterly, ‘my wife and child were murdered.’


    Sir Richard saw the pain in the young man’s eyes. ‘A fine sword, Conrad.’


    They left two days later on a cold November morning. Due to his leg wound Peeter was left in command of Lehola and Fellin. Conrad and Sir Richard shared joint command of the force that numbered over three hundred riders, all mounted on Cuman horses. Sir Richard’s twenty-five expensive warhorses were left behind in their stables, though Conrad doubted whether the horses of the invaders would survive the winter.


    ‘My farriers informed me that they are hardy beasts,’ said Sir Richard as they skirted the northern end of Lake Vortsjarv on the third day of their journey. ‘Used to living outdoors.’


    ‘Even in the frozen wastes of Estonia?’ asked Conrad.


    ‘We are about to find out,’ replied Sir Richard.


    Each rider pulled a pony loaded with food and fodder and wore a fur-lined cap or pointed helmet taken from enemy corpses. To unknowing eyes the column of horsemen looked like Cumans, which was precisely what Conrad intended for he considered it highly likely that if Lehola had been under siege then Odenpah would be in similar straits.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter 4


    Archdeacon Stefan wrapped the fur-lined cloak around his portly frame. The daytime temperatures were falling rapidly now and next month the Dvina would begin to freeze, not near the city itself but further upstream where seawater did not penetrate. Then again, if the winter was particularly severe ice might trap the many ships and boats that always thronged Riga’s thriving harbour. Despite the cold he enjoyed getting away from the incessant complaints and petitions of the city council, merchants and Livs, especially the latter whom he detested. He found the ordered calm of the bishop’s palace rose garden relaxing and reassuring. The palace was the home of Bishop Albert when he was in residence but for the majority of the time Archdeacon Stefan, nephew of the bishop and governor of Riga, called it home. He was the one who had supervised the expansion and refurbishment of the residence, including the laying out of the rose garden, which was enclosed by a woven hazel fence, and the stone wall that surrounded the buildings, stables and gardens. The palace even had its own small barracks to house a garrison, notwithstanding that Riga’s castle was within walking distance and the city itself was walled. Beyond the walls Riga was now surrounded by a patchwork of villages, fields and pasture but in Stefan’s mind the godless pagans were never far away and that was why he felt it necessary to surround himself with guards.


    Two of them stood at the entrance to the garden, dressed in mail and helmets and wearing the cross keys of Riga on their red surcoats. Stefan stood on the narrow stone path and admired the garden, though because winter was approaching it looked slightly bleak and forlorn. Divided into four beds with narrow paths in a cruciform shape, a water fountain, the symbolic fount of life, had been set in its centre. Stefan sighed contentedly; his garden was a place of serenity and peace. He heard footsteps behind him and turned to see Manfred Nordheim approaching.


    ‘Ah, Manfred, you’re back among us.’


    Manfred stopped and bowed his head. ‘Archdeacon.’


    Stefan waved him forward. ‘Walk with me.’


    They strolled along the path for a few feet, Stefan halting to admire a row of white flowers.


    ‘Madonna Lilies,’ he said, stooping to cup one of the flowers, ‘the emblem of the Virgin Mary herself. Did you know that the white petals represent her purity and the yellow antlers the glowing light of her soul?’


    He looked up to see a blank look on Manfred’s face. He stood up.


    ‘My congratulations on your victory over the Kurs, by the way.’


    Manfred shrugged away the compliment. ‘It was hardly a victory, more an avoidance of a defeat. Still, Vincentas was pleased enough by the service rendered by our crossbows and instructors. He has invited you to his stronghold of Mesoten to give a feast in your honour.’


    A look of horror spread across Stefan’s face. ‘To enter the lion’s den? I think not.’


    They walked on, Stefan pointing out the red and white roses the gardeners had planted, the former symbolising martyrdom, the latter purity.


    ‘The young duke is extremely grateful to you, sir,’ said Manfred, ‘and would welcome closer ties with Riga.’


    ‘And if I send him more aid will he vanquish the other dukes?’ asked Stefan.


    Manfred shook his head. ‘No, sir, not with the resources he has. He is surrounded by enemies, chief among them the Selonians, Nalsen and Northern Kurs, and the Samogitians may add their support to his enemies.’


    Stefan rolled his eyes. ‘What curious names these pagans have. If Vincentas would agree to baptism then next year I could send an army of Christian knights to help him crush his enemies.’


    ‘An army, archdeacon?’ said Manfred in surprise. ‘You will send the garrison of Riga across the Dvina?’


    Stefan’s brow beneath his silk fur-lined skullcap creased. ‘Certainly not. The garrison is needed to safeguard the city. I am referring to when the bishop returns to Livonia next spring, bringing with him a crusader army.’


    ‘Will not the bishop be crusading against the Estonians?’ said Manfred.


    ‘Events have moved on since you left to assist Duke Vincentas,’ said Stefan. ‘My uncle has successfully petitioned King Valdemar of Denmark to take the cross against the Estonians. Next spring the king will bring an army to crush what remains of pagan resistance in the north, so you see there will be no need for the bishop to lead an army north.’


    Manfred was impressed. ‘Valdemar will lead the crusade?’


    Stefan nodded. ‘He will so it is now time to turn our attention to Lithuanian affairs, which brings me back to the matter of Duke Vincentas accepting baptism in return for military aid.’


    Manfred was unsure. ‘Vincentas is the son of Daugerutis who is reckoned one of the greatest Lithuanian grand dukes. It would be no small thing for him to accept baptism. His princes would be against it, one in particular.’


    Stefan looked confused. ‘Princes?’


    ‘In each Lithuanian kingdom a duke rules like a king, and beneath him are a number of princes. Below them are chiefs and village elders.’


    Stefan was bored. ‘How quaint these pagans are. Nevertheless, I need our brave young duke to make an appeal for assistance to the bishop, otherwise he will be reluctant to cross the Dvina and crusade in Lithuania.’


    ‘Crusading against the Lithuanians will be a lot harder than fighting the Estonians, sir,’ cautioned Manfred. ‘There are more of them and they are better armed.’


    Stefan brought his hands together. ‘That may be but if they are fighting each other or crusaders then they are not terrorising Livonia.’


    He studied his resourceful deputy. ‘Of course you will not remember the time when the Lithuanians crossed the Dvina and ravaged Livonia.’


    Manfred shook his head. ‘I was in Germany at the time, sir.’


    Stefan shuddered. ‘How fortunate for you. It was five years ago but seems like yesterday. I do not intend the same to happen again.’


    ‘If I could supply Vincentas with soldiers as well as weapons he might be more amenable to persuasion,’ said Manfred. ‘I don’t suppose I could reinforce him with men drawn from Riga’s garrison.’


    ‘You suppose right,’ said Stefan. ‘Would you leave me naked in the face of pagan aggression, Manfred? As our Lord was on the day of his passion?’


    Manfred had to look away to stop the archdeacon seeing him smile. Riga’s garrison comprised two hundred crossbowmen, the same number of spearmen and fifty horsemen, all of whom did little save man the walls and towers of the city’s castle and walls. In addition, at least over five hundred militiamen could be mustered from the able-bodied men of Riga and the surrounding villages. Nearly a thousand men whose sole purpose appeared to be nothing more than acting as guards for Archdeacon Stefan.


    ‘Then can I approach the Sword Brothers, sir?’


    Stefan blanched. ‘The Sword Brothers?’


    ‘As they exist for the sole purpose of crusading against the pagans then I assume they would be willing to support your venture in Lithuania, sir.’


    Stefan waved a finger at him. ‘For one thing I do not wish to involve the Sword Brothers in Riga’s affairs, and for another they are currently embroiled in a war with the Russians.’


    ‘The Russians?’


    ‘Some dispute with a pagan leader that escalated into open warfare,’ said Stefan smugly. ‘Proof that the Sword Brothers should be kept well away from diplomacy and negotiating treaties at all times. Grand Master Volquin is at this moment in the north of Livonia trying desperately to save the pagan stronghold of Treiden from the Russian invaders. Dotard.’


    Manfred thought it most odd that the archdeacon was so hostile towards the Sword Brothers, especially as ostensibly they shared the same aim of converting all the pagans of Livonia and Estonia into Christians. But whereas the Sword Brothers preferred to carry out their objectives by the sword the archdeacon favoured more underhand measures. He also resented the fact that the warrior monks displayed total obedience to the Bishop of Riga but not so towards his nephew.


    ‘But the brethren will accompany the bishop if he crusades in Lithuania next spring, sir,’ said Manfred.


    The archdeacon gave him a sly glance. ‘Naturally. But Duke Vincentas will owe allegiance to me and not the Sword Brothers when the bishop crosses the river to give him aid. Grand Master Volquin’s castellans exceed their authority. Did you know that they agreed a treaty with some illiterate chief named Kalju?’


    Manfred shrugged. ‘I had heard, sir.’


    Stefan’s eyebrows squeezed together in anger. ‘The impertinence. The Sword Brothers should concentrate on killing pagans instead of meddling in church affairs.’


    He composed himself. ‘Inform Duke Vincentas that I will send him a hundred crossbowmen to reinforce his army. Send one of your men to Germany to recruit them. I will authorise the release of funds from the treasury.’


    ‘What about Treiden?’ queried Manfred.


    ‘What about it?’


    ‘Do you wish me to march north with some of the garrison to reinforce Grand Master Volquin?’


    ‘Certainly not,’ replied Stefan. ‘The garrison of Riga has better things to do than chase around after a band of raiders.’


    *****


    The band of raiders had little success at Treiden. After laying waste the villages and fields around the great timber hill fort, Gerceslav and his Cumans established a desultory siege that comprised nothing more than shooting arrows at the walls and towers, until ordered to cease after their ammunition supplies began to run low. They slept in the wooden-framed tents that ringed the stronghold. Gerceslav was emboldened by the fact that the Liv defenders did not have crossbows like the garrison of Wenden possessed, and thought that Treiden would fall easily. But then his camp was raided by parties of Sword Brothers sent from the nearby castles of Segewold and Kremon and these parties did have crossbowmen. The brethren sallied from the forest, killed many men with their bolts and then melted back into the trees. Enraged, Gerceslav despatched parties of horsemen to give chase but these in turn were ambushed in the forest and the survivors returned empty handed. After two weeks and having lost over four hundred men to raids, the Cuman leader gave the order to abandon the siege and ride back to Pskov.


    They moved slowly, weighed down by hundreds of women and children captured during the approach to Treiden.


    ‘You should cut them loose,’ Yaroslav told Gerceslav as they rode at the head of the great column of horsemen and slaves that was making its way north into Saccalia through a sodden land.


    ‘I have failed to retrieve the prince’s banner,’ snapped the Cuman, ‘the least I can do is present him with slaves to assuage his temper.’


    It was raining again and the heads of both horses and men were cast down in the face of a northerly wind, which did nothing to brighten the Cuman’s mood.


    ‘I will give the hill forts in Saccalia and Ungannia to the prince as well,’ said Gerceslav, water dripping off his pointed helmet, ‘together with the heads of the soldiers of those garrisons.’


    How little this horseman of the plains knew of siege warfare, thought Yaroslav, who had learnt to keep his thoughts to himself in the company of this quick-tempered fool.


    But the next day scouts returned to the army with news that the besiegers of Lehola had been destroyed and those at Fellin scattered, many having ridden east into Ungannia. This caused Gerceslav to fly into a rage that Yaroslav had to witness, berating his unfortunate deputies as they stood before him in his large tent as the wind lashed the felt exterior.


    ‘I should have your heads for bringing me this news,’ he bellowed at them.


    This Cuman seemed to have a penchant for beheading people, mused Yaroslav as he sat on the cushions arranged on the carpets that had been placed on the floor.


    ‘It is not their fault,’ said Afanasy opposite Yaroslav, ‘they were not the ones who showed cowardice in the face of the enemy.’


    Gerceslav stopped pacing and faced his wife. ‘They have brought shame upon me. I am surrounded by idiots.’


    ‘You still have many men at your command, my husband,’ said his wife.


    ‘Men?’ sneered Gerceslav, ‘more like lambs.’ He waved a hand at his commanders. ‘Get out.’


    They bowed and exited the tent’s flap. The wind continued to batter the camp, occasionally bringing a shower of rain that added to the general misery that had enveloped the Cuman host. Yaroslav drew his fur-lined cloak around him. The great expedition into Estonia was turning into a disaster and Gerceslav was right to fear the wrath of Prince Mstislav, especially when they returned to Novgorod without the wretched banner that he had given the Cuman. The latter had now returned to pacing up and down and muttering to himself. Yaroslav had no great affection for the barbarian but he realised that he would be tainted by the Cuman’s failure and he was already in low favour with the prince on account of him divorcing Mstislav’s daughter. He therefore offered Gerceslav a way out of his predicament.


    ‘My lord,’ he said, ‘there is still a way to eradicate the ill-fortune that we have suffered.’


    Gerceslav stopped pacing and focused his eyes on Yaroslav. ‘How?’


    ‘Ungannia,’ replied the Russian. ‘Prince Mstislav has always coveted the Estonian kingdom and tried to seize it two years ago. He has no love for Kalju, the Ungannian leader, and would forget about his lost banner if you rode through the streets of Novgorod with Kalju’s head on the end of a spear.’


    Gerceslav stroked his long moustache as the cotton covers that hung on the inside of the tent ruffled slightly as a gust of wind assaulted the exterior.


    ‘I left men to surround Odenpah and Dorpat but not enough to storm them.’


    ‘But with the host you lead Odenpah will fall easily,’ Yaroslav assured him.


    Gerceslav sat down beside his wife and placed his head on her lap. Afanasy began to caress his temples. It was unusual for Gerceslav to display such a relaxed attitude in company for Cuman warlords were sticklers when it came to observing customs. Their cavernous tents were constructed from a framework of poles radiating from a central smoke-hole ring, lashed to the top of a circular latticework wall. The whole enterprise was covered in felt. The warlords resided in the western side, the male side. It was where a Cuman sat, stored his saddle, bow and his other weapons. The women always sat in the eastern side of the tent and the entrance always faced south. But now Gerceslav closed his eyes and enjoyed his wife’s loving touch.


    Far from finding the tender scene heart warming Yaroslav was embarrassed.


    ‘How far are we from Odenpah?’ said Gerceslav at last, his eyes still closed.


    ‘Five days’ ride if we abandon the prisoners,’ replied Yaroslav. ‘If not, ten days.’


    ‘I will not abandon my spoils,’ said Gerceslav. ‘Besides, the Ungannians are not going anywhere. But in the morning I will give the order to march to Odenpah.’


    He opened his eyes and looked at Yaroslav. ‘Where you failed I shall succeed.’


    Yaroslav smiled politely. He was extremely dubious that the Cuman would have more success at Odenpah than at Wenden or Treiden but at least the army would be heading in the right direction: northeast and then east to pass the southern shore of Lake Vortsjarv. With winter approaching the last thing he desired was quartering his men in Ungannia. He was also slightly concerned about the composition and whereabouts of the force that had relieved Lehola but comforted himself with the thought that at least the Cumans had scouts reconnoitring the army’s route. At least Odenpah was nearer to Pskov than Treiden.


    ‘Perhaps we could call your son Odenpah,’ said Afanasy innocently.


    Gerceslav, who was still being massaged by his wife, smiled but said nothing.


    ‘Shall we tell Lord Yaroslav, my husband?’ said Afanasy.


    Gerceslav smiled again, opened his eyes and looked at Yaroslav.


    ‘My wife is with child,’ he informed the Russian.


    ‘My congratulations to you both,’ said Yaroslav, ‘I pray that it is a boy.’


    ‘It will be,’ said Gerceslav, rubbing Afanasy’s still slim belly.


    Yaroslav continued to smile as he wondered if the child inside Afanasy had a Russian or a Cuman father.


    *****


    As they continued on their journey from Lehola to Odenpah Conrad and Sir Richard gained additional recruits to their force, mostly able-bodied men who had managed to reach the sanctuary of the many small hill forts that dotted Ungannia. These strongholds were smaller in comparison to the great timber fortresses of Lehola and Odenpah but had stout, well-maintain walls and sat atop great mounds that made them difficult to capture. Empty save for emergencies, they provided safe shelter against invaders who had no siege engines. Many of the inhabitants of villages positioned near these forts had managed to reach them before the Cuman horde had arrived, though other settlements more than a day’s journey away from the hilltop refuges had not been so lucky. The populations of eastern and southern Ungannia, those that had escaped the invaders, had taken refuge behind the timber walls of Dorpat and Odenpah, but the inhabitants of the west of the kingdom now swelled the crusader force as it camped on the northern shore of Lake Vortsjarv.


    The lake marked the boundary between Saccalia and Ungannia, its greenish-yellow waters extending south for a length of twenty miles, narrowing as they did so. Fed by rivers and many streams, the shores of the lake were mostly low-lying with a continuous reed belt on its more sheltered western shore.


    Scouts had been despatched on a daily basis to discover whether there were any more enemy forces but returned to report that the area was free of invaders. They also made contact with the inhabitants of some of the hill forts, who reported having seen no enemy riders for many days. When the army made camp on the northern shore of the lake several village elders visited it to offer their assistance. The large pavilion of Sir Richard formed the centre of the camp, with his knights occupying the smaller pavilions that ringed it and the squires and lesser knights occupying simple cone-type tents. Wenden’s brother knights, mercenaries and the majority of the Estonian warriors slept in two-man felt tents that were poor in comparison. Though Conrad wanted to push on to Odenpah as quickly as possible Sir Richard and Tonis prevailed on him to stay where they were for a day or two while Ungannian volunteers came in.


    ‘We were both at Odenpah when it was attacked two years ago,’ Sir Richard had told him. ‘We both know that Kalju is a resolute leader and the enemy does not have any siege engines as far as we know.’


    Conrad looked at the collection of tents, tethered ponies and groups huddled round campfires.


    ‘I wonder how many of these Estonians were in the army that Lembit brought before the walls of Odenpah?’ said Conrad.


    They were walking among the camp on the second day of its establishment, the sky above them heaped with dark grey clouds.


    ‘If any were it does not seem to bother them that they are now led by a Sword Brother and an English lord,’ replied Sir Richard. ‘I meant to ask you, how did it come about that you came to command the relief force sent to Lehola?’


    ‘Master Rudolf could not spare any more brother knights and because I can speak Estonian,’ said Conrad. ‘He gambled that if Tonis could collect enough men and I could supply them with weapons then together we could accomplish the relief of Lehola.’


    ‘He gambled correctly,’ said Sir Richard with admiration.


    ‘I think also he considered that four brother knights and a score of mercenaries were expendable if things went awry.’


    Sir Richard laughed as the first spots of rain fell on them. Conrad looked into the sky.


    ‘It is going to rain.’


    Sir Richard pulled the hood of his cloak over his head. ‘It’s always raining in this land.’


    They walked briskly back to the noble’s tent before the heavens opened and drenched the camp, extinguishing many of the campfires. Fortunately it was only a short deluge and afterwards Conrad walked back to where Hans, Anton and Johann had pitched their tents alongside those of leather face and his mercenaries. Hans had already got another fire going and was busy stoking it with dry firewood that he had sheltered from the rain. Anton and Johann sat near him as two Estonian fishermen took green-scaled perch from their basket, de-scaled and filleted them with wicked-looking knives before tossing them into the cooking pot that hung over the fire.


    ‘Ah, Conrad, come and see what our fine Estonian friends have given us.’


    The fishermen had threadbare tunics and leggings and thin shoes on their feet. They wore woollen hats and had thick woollen cloaks for protection against the cold.


    Conrad sat down next to Anton. ‘You fish the lake?’


    ‘Yes, Susi,’ answered the older of the two who had a thick brown beard and shoulder-length hair.


    Johann looked at Conrad. ‘Susi?’


    ‘That is what they call Conrad,’ said Hans, smelling with relish the aromas coming from the pot. ‘It means “wolf” in Estonian.’


    ‘No it doesn’t,’ said Anton who possessed an in-depth knowledge of the local language.


    ‘It is an ancient word in our language,’ said the other fisherman, whose hands were calloused and who stank of fish guts. ‘It is used as a term of affection.’


    ‘Perch,’ said Hans, closing his eyes as the aroma of cooking fish wafted around him. ‘Firm white flesh and just the thing for an empty stomach.’


    ‘I doubt there are enough fish in the whole lake to fill your stomach,’ remarked Johann dryly.


    ‘Are the waters abundant?’ Conrad asked the fisherman.


    The older man nodded. ‘Full of pike, perch, eel and bream, Susi.’


    They continued to gut fish as Hans rubbed his hands and dipped into the tent he shared with Conrad to fetch his bowl.


    Anton nudged Conrad. ‘We have a visitor.’


    Conrad looked round to see the girl who had thrust her spear into the Cuman at Lehola sitting on the wet ground a few feet away. He waved her over.


    ‘Come and warm yourself by our fire.’


    She gave him a dazzling smile and scurried over, placing her helmet, shield and spear on the ground and holding her hands out to the flames. He hair was loose around her shoulders and Conrad could see that her leggings and bottom of her cloak were soaked.


    She turned to him. ‘Thank you, Susi.’


    ‘Ha, another one who thinks Conrad is the reincarnation of a wolf,’ said Anton.


    ‘Have you eaten, girl?’ Conrad asked her, ignoring his friend.


    She shook her head.


    ‘Hans,’ said Conrad, ‘fill your bowl and hand it to me.’


    Hans was appalled. ‘I have not eaten since this morning.’


    ‘Come on Hans, you are supposed to be a holy warrior so show some charity,’ Johann chided him.


    ‘Would you deny a poor girl, a hungry traveller, the contents of your bowl?’ added Anton.


    ‘Be charitable, Hans,’ said Johann, enjoying his slim friend’s discomfort.


    ‘It would be a sin to stand by while others starve,’ smiled Conrad.


    Hans, a look of dejection on his face, slowly held out the bowl of hot fish to the girl, who took it and began greedily shovelling food into her mouth.


    ‘I’ll warrant you feel better for that, Hans,’ said Johann.


    ‘Immeasurably,’ mumbled Hans as he looked forlornly at the girl eating his meal.


    ‘Not to worry,’ said the older fisherman, ‘plenty to go round.’


    Hans made sure the next load of cooked fish ended up in his bowl on its way to his stomach as the girl finished eating and sat beside Conrad, holding her hands out to the fire. Johann went to his tent to fetch bowls for him, Anton and Conrad as the glorious smell of cooking fish enveloped them. Conrad helped himself to some of the hot white flesh and sat back down beside her.


    ‘What is your name?’


    ‘Kaja,’ she replied.


    ‘Are any of your family still alive?’


    Her eyes filled with sadness as she gazed into the yellow flames. ‘They all died in my village the day the invaders came.’


    ‘Will you return to your village?’ he asked her.


    She shook her head. ‘It was burned to the ground. Not many escaped with their lives.’


    Her head dropped and she said no more. He felt desperately sorry for her, this girl made an orphan.


    ‘I know what it is like to lose family members,’ he told her. ‘My parents died when I was young and my wife and child were killed by invaders. Time will calm your hurt and rage.’


    Her attractive features hardened. ‘I do not wish my rage to calm. I want revenge against my family’s murderers.’


    He nodded and stared at the flames. He could not blame her; he had desired the same after the death of Daina and Dietmar. He had killed the man who had been responsible for their deaths, Lembit, with his own hands but that act had not filled the gaping hole in his soul following the loss of his wife and child. That night he and Hans shared a cramped tent with their two friends as Kaja slept in their shelter.


    The new day dawned wet and misty like most of the previous ones, and after prayers Hans rekindled the fire to cook the additional perch that the fishermen had left him. They had disappeared to fish the waters of the lake shrouded in a thick mist that looked impenetrable and foreboding.


    ‘I wonder what sort of monsters lurk under its surface?’ said Hans as he placed more sticks on the fire.


    ‘There are no monsters in the lake, sir,’ said Kaja, woollen hat on her head and a now dry cloak wrapped round her. ‘The lake is shallow, I have heard, being no more than eight feet deep in most places.’


    ‘You will have to wait your turn for breakfast,’ said Hans defensively, ‘there are only a few fish left.’


    His attitude towards her warmed somewhat when she offered to cook all the brother knights’ breakfast, in addition to grooming their horses. But Conrad informed her that they could not shirk their duties and were responsible for the care and feeding of their own mounts. By midday the mist had lifted when an easterly breeze picked up, and though it was still cold at least the rain held off.


    That afternoon Tonis returned to camp in the company of just over a hundred warriors mounted on ponies and armed with spears and axes and wearing mail armour, helmets and carrying round wooden shields. And unlike the majority of those who had followed him and Conrad to Lehola they were all men in their prime. This increased the numbers of the army to over four hundred. As the light began to fade in the mid-afternoon Conrad sat in Sir Richard’s pavilion in the company of the lord, Tonis and the three other brother knights to plan their next move. Squire Paul served them Estonian honey mead that had been a gift from a nearby village.


    ‘We strike camp tomorrow,’ Conrad announced. ‘We should be able to reach Odenpah in three days, God willing.’


    ‘Let us hope that Kalju still resists the enemy,’ remarked Johann.


    ‘If the fort has fallen then we will have to return to Lehola,’ said Sir Richard. ‘We have neither the supplies nor the clothing to conduct a winter campaign.’


    The flap of the pavilion opened and a guard entered. He saluted Sir Richard.


    ‘There is a girl and an old man outside, my lord. They want to see Susi.’


    Sir Richard looked perplexed. ‘Who?’


    ‘They wish to see me, lord,’ said Conrad.


    ‘It is the nicknamed the Estonians have bestowed upon Conrad,’ said Hans.


    ‘Very well,’ Sir Richard said to the guard, ‘show them in.’


    Conrad recognised the man with Kaja as one of the fishermen who had supplied him and his friends with food the night before.


    Kaja looked at the fisherman. ‘Tell Susi what you told me.’


    The man appeared nervous as everyone looked at him. He swallowed.


    ‘Begging pardon, lords, but when I was out on the water earlier I was told of a great army camped to the south of the lake. We fishermen talk, you see.’


    Conrad held up a hand to silence him. ‘What army?’


    The fisherman shrugged. ‘I know not, lord. I was told that there were hundreds of brightly coloured tents spread over a great area and thousands of horses all roped together.’


    ‘Perhaps it is Grand Master Volquin and the soldiers of our order,’ said Johann.


    ‘Sounds too large to be a Sword Brother camp,’ said Anton glumly.


    ‘The other fishermen report seeing Russians in the camp, sirs,’ said Kaja’s companion.


    ‘That puts paid to it being friends and allies, then,’ remarked Sir Richard.


    ‘It must be the main Cuman and Russian army,’ said Hans.


    ‘Just twenty miles to the south,’ remarked Johann.


    ‘A tempting target,’ said Conrad casually.


    Squire Paul looked at Sir Richard and raised an eyebrow.


    ‘Do not become too ambitious in what this army can achieve, Conrad,’ said the English lord. ‘Even with our reinforcements,’ he smiled at Tonis, ‘we are only four hundred against thousands.’


    ‘We may surprise the enemy once again,’ said the Estonian, ‘but against such numbers we would only achieve a small victory and could not out-run them after our attack.’


    Conrad looked at the fisherman and smiled. ‘What if we could make good our escape without the enemy having the means to pursue us?’


    ‘How could we do that?’ asked Sir Richard.


    ‘How many men can fit in one of your boats?’ Conrad asked the fisherman.


    The man scratched his filthy beard. ‘Upwards of a score, sir.’


    ‘And how many boats fish the lake?’ Conrad pressed him.


    ‘Uh, well, let me see, sir.’ A look of disgust registered on Anton’s face as he spotted a louse on the fisherman’s beard. He was even more appalled when the man picked his nose and flicked what he had dug out on the floor.


    ‘More than fifty boats fish the lake, sir, though the majority are located in the north where the lake is wider and fishing better. The southern end is vary narrow, you see, and overgrown with yellow and white lilies, pondweeds, arrowhead, bulrush and other water plants. They look lovely in the summer. I remember a time…’


    Conrad held up a hand. ‘Thank you. How long has the camp to the south of the lake been there?’


    The fisherman was now picking his other nostril. ‘At least two days, sir.’


    ‘Is there any point to this, Conrad?’ asked Johann.


    Conrad stood up. ‘I propose we borrow the boats of our fishermen friends and pay the Cumans a visit.’


    Sir Richard ran a hand over his bald crown. ‘Ambitious, but you don’t know if the Cumans will still be there even if you can assemble the boats to transport over four hundred men.’


    ‘Not that many, my lord,’ said Conrad. ‘We take only those who know the business of war, not including my crossbowmen.’


    ‘Your crossbowmen?’ said Johann.


    ‘I meant the order’s, of course,’ Conrad offered quickly. He looked at the fisherman.


    ‘How quickly can you assemble twenty boats?’


    ‘It will take me the rest of today, sir.’


    ‘See to it, if you would.’


    The fisherman rubbed his nose and exited the tent. Conrad laid a hand on Kaja’s shoulder.


    ‘You too.’


    ‘Can I accompany you on your raid against the killer’s of my family, Susi?’ she asked.


    ‘Not this time.’


    Sir Richard was unconvinced, believing that the Cumans would be long gone by the time they reached the site of their camp, but went along with the plan nonetheless. Tonis thought it an excellent idea. After the meeting the raiding force was assembled as Kaja stood on the lake’s shore waiting for the flotilla of boats to arrive. As he had declared in Sir Richard’s pavilion only those who knew the business of war would be sailing south. They included Tonis and fifty other wolf shields, all the Jerwen and Rotalians that had accompanied Conrad to Lehola, Sir Richard’s knights, squires and lesser knights, men who could not afford to maintain a squire or warhorse but who had been trained in the martial arts, fifty warriors chosen by Tonis from among the Ungannians he had recruited, plus Conrad and his three fellow brother knights. As the light began to fade nearly two hundred and fifty heavily armed and armoured men stood on the shore of the lake waiting for their transports.


    ‘You think that old fisherman will turn up?’ Sir Richard asked Conrad as they stared at the flat surface of the lake. It was impossible to see more than two hundred paces as the gloom descended and Conrad’s heart began to sink at the prospect of having no boats. Around him men in helmets and mail armour stood in silence. All the brother knights and Sir Richard’s men were armed with swords in addition to axes and maces, while the majority of the Estonians carried single-handed axes as their main weapons, only the chiefs among them being equipped with swords. All wore long knives at their hips and some carried additional knives tucked into their boots. They left their spears behind so as not to encumber themselves when clambering in and out of boats, not that there were any.


    ‘They are not coming,’ said Anton.


    Squire Paul stood with his arms folded across his thick chest, a vicious mace resting against his leg, his full-face helm on the sandy shore behind it.


    ‘They’re here,’ he grunted impassively.


    There was a ripple of excitement among the ranks as the prow of a boat appeared out of the mist that was forming on the water, then another and another. They moved silently towards the shore, at least fifteen of the wooden vessels with a single mast and sail, gently running aground on the sand. The two fishermen who had supplied the Sword Brothers with fish jumped ashore and searched out the brother knights.


    ‘Took longer than I thought to collect the boats,’ said the older man. He extended an arm to the row of boats on the shore. ‘All the crews are willing to take your men to the southern shore and bring them back again. Many have lost friends and cousins to the invaders.’


    Hans peered into the misty half-light above the water. ‘Can you find your way in the dark?’


    ‘Me and the other captains have sailed this lake for more years than I care to remember,’ replied the fisherman. ‘We’ll get you there; have no fear.


    He looked at the assembled warriors. ‘Better get everyone loaded.’


    ‘Wait,’ said Conrad, who then kneeled on the sand, bowed his head and brought his hands together in prayer. Hans, Anton and Johann did the same and were followed by Sir Richard and his knights and squires. The Estonians looked on bemused as the Christian warriors asked for God’s blessing before they embarked on their mission of slaughter.


    Conrad rose to his feet and drew his sword. ‘God with us!’ he shouted, a cry that was echoed by the three other Sword Brothers and Sir Richard’s men. Then the embarkation began.


    The vessels were called kaleboats and they had sailed on the lake for decades. Steered by a two-man crew, they were around forty feet long with a shallow draught to allow them to navigate the shores of Vortsjarv. Normally their holds were filled with nets and baskets but now they were crammed with soldiers, twenty in each boat, as those who were left behind in the camp pushed them out into the lake and their captains steered them south.


    ‘The gods go with you, Susi,’ said Kaja as she helped to push Conrad’s boat away from the shore.


    He smiled at her. ‘I will see you in the morning.’


    ‘God willing,’ said Hans beside him.


    ‘There is no wind,’ remarked Johann, looking at the boat’s furled sail. ‘What is going to propel the boat?’


    Conrad and Anton looked at each other in ignorance but as soon as the captain had manoeuvred the boat’s prow so that it faced south he instructed his subordinate to issue oars to the soldiers. These were shorter than the oars used to propel riverboats that hauled supplies and men up the Gauja to Wenden but were stouter, being fashioned from spruce with an ash spine.


    ‘Now divide yourselves equally and sit on the sides so you can reach the water with your oars,’ ordered the captain. ‘And no chatter, sound travels far over the surface of a lake at night when there’s no wind.’


    Given their instructions, Conrad and his companions rowed in silence as night came and the flotilla of kaleboats glided south through calm waters. Though it appeared to Conrad that they were travelling slowly, in reality the boats were slim and fast and after only two hours the captain snapped him out of his daydreaming when he gave the order to stop rowing and take their oars out of the water


    ‘We are close now,’ he hissed.


    Conrad looked around but saw only black water and the two boats either side of his own. But then he saw what looked like flat plates in the water. He nudged Hans in front of him and pointed at the water.


    ‘We must be near the shore,’ he said.


    ‘No talking!’ the captain growled in a low tone.


    The boat continued to move slowly as the number of water plants around it suddenly increased. Then they heard noises ahead, the shouts and laughter of men coming from the black mist. The boat stopped and the captain left his position at the stern and shuffled over to Conrad.


    ‘That’s as far as I can go,’ he said softly. ‘The shore is around fifty paces away, maybe a hundred. The water is shallow here so you can wade ashore.’


    Conrad stared ahead and thought he saw a slight glow in the mist, but the night was moonless and the mist thick and he wasn’t sure.


    ‘Wait here until we return,’ he told the captain, who wished him good luck.


    ‘Over the side,’ Conrad said to Hans, picking up his helmet and placing it on his head. Then Conrad picked up his shield from the deck and slid his left arm through the leather straps on its inner side, gripping the last strap, before slipping over the side. He felt the cold, soft mud beneath his feet as the water lapped around his shins but though the water was ice cold it was very shallow. The others followed him into the water as he drew his sword and waded through the mass of water plants that filled this part of the lake. He heard the rustle of men wading through water either side of him and glanced left and right to see figures in the gloom. Vision was restricted through the slits in his helmet but as he moved forward the sounds ahead were becoming louder. At least the Cumans had not moved further east.


    Every man had his orders and was left alone with his thoughts as he waded through the lilies and arrowhead towards the camp. Hans was on the right side of Conrad, Johann and Anton on his left. His feet were freezing as the cold water lapped round his lower legs. The mist seemed to be dissipating as they walked forward and Conrad thought he could make out a yellow glow ahead. He heard a splash as someone tripped and fell into the water and he felt his heart beat faster. Would they be discovered? He carried on, slowly moving his legs through the water, his feet now numb from the cold. Then he heard a new sound: a trickling noise directly ahead. He moved forward a few paces and suddenly saw a stooped figure, head bowed. The trickling noise continued and he realised that the man was taking a piss in the lake. He smiled and shuffled forward as the man broke wind and looked up, his manhood in one hand. He died holding his most prized possession as Conrad thrust his sword into his guts.


    He saw the camp now: a multitude of large round tents pitched around a hundred paces back from the water’s edge. The raiders exited the water and stepped onto the soft ground. The camp was illuminated by the glow of hundreds of campfires and filled with the sounds of revelry. He saw lines of horses tethered together and figures gathered round fires and walking between tents. As one the attackers quickened their pace because it was only a matter of time before their presence was discovered.


    Conrad moved past a line of horses, the beasts whinnying and flicking their tails in alarm. He ran between two tents to where a group of men were standing drinking and laughing round a fire. They heard the sounds of alarm coming from the horses and turned to see what the commotion was, their mouths opening in alarm as they saw the raiders. Conrad thrust his sword into the open mouth of the nearest Cuman before whipping it back and slashing it across the throat of the man next to him, Hans cutting down a third man and Anton and Johann making short work of the other two Cumans. Estonians flooded the immediate area as Conrad picked up a burning log from the fire and walked over to the tent behind him. He nodded to Hans who opened the flap and Conrad tossed the log inside. There were shouts and seconds later two men in shirts and baggy leggings rushed outside, swords in hand. The first died when he literally ran onto Hans’ sword, the second when Conrad thrust his sword through his ribcage and into his heart.


    They moved on towards the centre of the camp as the tent caught fire and the air was filled with the sounds that Conrad had become all too familiar with: men yelping and screaming as sword and axe blades mutilated their bodies and snuffed out their lives. He also heard horns being blown as the alarm was raised. Tents were bursting into flames in every direction as the raiders went about their business. The four Sword Brothers stayed close as they ran on, cutting down unfortunates who had quickly gathered their weapons and were attempting to rally to the heads of their families.


    But these men were riders, individuals used to fighting from the saddle with bows and javelins, accustomed to swarming around their enemies and decimating them with speed, surprise and storms of arrows. On foot and against men attired in mail and helmets and wielding close-quarter weapons they suffered terribly. Sir Richard’s men moved as one inside the camp, hacking with their maces, axes and swords through any Cuman groups that offered resistance. They torched any tents they passed until a plethora of fires were raging in the camp as they moved forward relentlessly.


    The other groups of raiders – wolf shields, Ungannians, Jerwen and Rotalians – also fought in compact groups as they continued to advance south. The four brother knights moved faster, slashing right and left with their swords as they moved unseen between tents, catching disorientated Cumans with ease and cutting them down. Just as they had been instructed by Brother Lukas when they had first arrived in Livonia all those years ago, they kept moving even when faced by opponents. A Cuman burst from a tent with a spear in his hand and a small round shield tucked into his left side. He saw Conrad and lunged at the brother knight but his thrust struck only air as the Sword Brother leapt to his left. He then drove the point of his sword into the barbarian’s right shoulder, causing him to drop his spear. Conrad barged his shield into him, knocking him to the ground. Hans killed him with a single thrust of his sword to the back of his neck.


    Anton and Johann came to their side and all four moved on, past injured, screaming horses maddened by their wounds and the fires that were raging in all directions. The roaring of the flames, the squeals of animals and the war cries of men combined with the scene of death, fire and battle to produce a nightmarish spectacle.


    ‘It’s like we have entered hell,’ Anton shouted from inside his helm.


    They came to an open space in front of a large tent where a group of ten or more Cumans were being berated by a man with a long moustache wearing baggy leggings. His voice could barely be heard above the din of battle and destruction. His men saw the Sword Brothers immediately and closed ranks around him, while he shoved them aside and came at the brother knights, sword in hand. Conrad recognised him. It was Lord Gerceslav, the Cuman leader who had been so polite and friendly at Dorpat before Henke’s calamitous intervention. He was not so friendly now but he did not lack for courage for he wore no helmet or armour, his only protection a small round shield favoured by the Cumans.


    ‘He’s mine,’ shouted Conrad as he slung his shield on his back and pulled his axe from his belt with his left hand.


    His friends flanked him as the other Cumans charged them, twelve against four, in expectation of an easy victory. Unlike Gerceslav they wore helmets and lamellar armour and some were armed with maces in addition to their curved swords. They screamed as they charged at the brother knights, enraged that their camp had been raided, their weapon strikes full of unbridled fury. But they were facing men who were used to holding their nerve in the white heat of combat, who had been trained to keep thinking when facing the enemy. The Cumans may have had a three-to-one numerical superiority but their blind rage made their attacks clumsy and predictable and Hans, Anton and Johann were able to parry them or avoid them altogether with some ease. They ducked, made feints and leapt out of the way of the Cuman blades, deftly swinging and thrusting their swords to slice calves and hamstrings as they did so. They made use of the open space in front of the tent to dart in and deliver attacks against their opponents, retreat backwards and sideward, all the time moving around their enemies. The Cumans became even angrier when the men in steel helms refused to stand still so they could be battered with maces or run through with swords, and as their tempers rose so their strikes became wilder and more predictable. All except Gerceslav.


    While his three friends toyed with their adversaries, Conrad had to use all his skill to keep the Cuman leader at bay. He wielded his sword like it was a small stick, using his wrist to change the direction of his strokes in an effort to cut Conrad. His demeanour was calm, his eyes alert, as he moved around Conrad like a wolf circling its prey. His strikes were well aimed and fast but Conrad was quick on his feet and managed to avoid them as he delivered a series of counter-strikes that the Cuman also managed to avoid. This resulted in a duel in which neither opponent made contact with the shield or sword of the other, as though they had both rehearsed an intricate dance of death beforehand.


    They exchanged a series of feints and thrusts and then circled each other once more as fighting continued around them. Conrad felt a thud on his back and turned to see a figure framed in the entrance of the tent, an individual armed with a bow now nocking another arrow in his bowstring. His first arrow had hit him in the back but had fortunately struck his shield, but now he had to contend with his opponent and an archer. He flicked his wrist to whip his sword blade against the Cuman’s unarmoured head but his opponent was too quick and leapt to the right, letting out a low groan as the arrow that had been aimed for Conrad struck him in the side. Gerceslav stumbled and almost collapsed to the ground as pain shot through his body and the archer cried out in anguish. Then Conrad was on him like a bear catching an elk calf, thrusting the point of his sword into his other side with all the strength he could muster. Blood frothed at the Cuman’s mouth, he gurgled and then went limp and crumbled to the ground as he died.


    The archer ran at Conrad with a long knife in his hand but the brother knight let go of his sword that was still embedded in the dead Cuman, transferred the axe to his right hand and quickly pulled his shield off his back. He rammed his left arm through its straps as the archer screamed and hurled himself at Conrad, only to have his skull split open on the blade of his axe. The man collapsed dead on the ground, though when Conrad yanked the blood-covered blade free he saw that it was not a man but a young blonde-haired woman. Shocked, he removed his helmet and knelt beside the woman as Johann killed the last Cuman with his sword. He gave a shout of triumph and then saw a helmetless Conrad kneeling beside a dead body. He ran over as Hans and Anton also congregated around their friend. Johann saw Conrad’s sword in the body of the dead Cuman male and pulled it from the corpse.


    ‘Your sword, Conrad.’


    He got to his feet with a heavy heart and took his sword, wiping the bloody blade on his surcoat before sliding it back into its scabbard.


    ‘A fair maiden,’ remarked Anton.


    ‘A pity about her pretty head split open,’ said Johann.


    Conrad said nothing as he stared at the corpse, thoughts of Thalibald’s burning village and dead women and children on the dreadful night when his wife and child died filling his mind. Hans shook his arm.


    ‘Conrad, there is still work left to do.’


    There was a great whooshing noise and a nearby tent went up in flames. Conrad picked up his helmet.


    ‘They must have been husband and wife.’


    Johann shrugged. ‘And now they are together in the next life.’


    ‘Have a care!’ shouted Hans as soldiers suddenly filled the space next to the Cuman leader’s tent. But the brother knights relaxed when they recognised the tall figure of Sir Richard and the squat, broader squire Paul beside him. The noble rushed over to them and lifted his helmet.


    ‘Time to go. Tonis is holding off a force of Russians with difficulty.’


    The Sword Brothers formed the rearguard as the raiders edged back to the river with mail-clad Russians at their heels. The latter could not mount a mass attack because of the amount of fires within the camp, allowing the raiders to reach the lake’s shore and then wade to the boats. The Russians halted at the shore and let them go, but as the raiders pushed the boats into deeper water they had to endure an arrow storm from Cuman archers standing at the water’s edge. The Sword Brothers had their shields slung on their backs but many of the Estonians had thrown theirs into boats and were struck.


    ‘Arrows, arrows,’ someone shouted as the missiles hissed through the air, plopped into the water, struck wooden hulls or found flesh. Conrad jumped into the boat and helped the others get aboard, along with a dozen or so wolf shields.


    ‘Use your shields to protect us,’ Conrad told them as he grabbed one of the oars and began rowing. The captain and his young assistant were both slumped over the side of the hull, the arrows that had killed them lodged in their backs. The dawn was breaking to bring another grey, cold cloudy day, the sun hidden as daylight slowly banished the darkness.


    The crews rowed frantically until they were beyond the range of Cuman arrows, only stopping when they were at least a mile from the lake’s southern shore. Slivers of mist still hung above the water as those captains still alive barked orders to their passengers to start rowing again and then shouted to their fellow masters so they could group the vessels together.


    Conrad felt tired and hungry as he dipped his oar in the water to continue rowing. The thoughts of the woman he had killed filled his mind as he thrust the oar into the lake. He saw her young, attractive face in the dark water. He should have been elated at the success of the raid but instead felt thoroughly ashamed.


    *****


    Yaroslav stared at the dead body of Gerceslav at his feet and sighed. He had little sympathy for the boorish Cuman whose company he had found irksome, though he did mourn the death of his wife. He grimaced as he looked at the once beautiful face that had been disfigured horribly. And he felt sadness at the dead baby in her lifeless womb.


    ‘What now?’


    One among the disgruntled group of Cumans gathered behind him snapped him out of his musings.


    ‘First we will bury Lord Gerceslav and his wife,’ answered Yaroslav.


    It was Cuman custom to bury their lords with their horses and so the unfortunate mounts of the host’s leaders were slaughtered while large, deep graves were dug to accommodate their bodies. It took two days to collect the horses that had stampeded during the raid from the surrounding countryside. The Cumans wanted to slaughter the slaves they had taken in Livonia and Estonia but Yaroslav convinced them to spare their lives. Not out of any consideration for their welfare but as prizes to present to Prince Mstislav when he returned to Novgorod. The prince and the Cuman leaders could argue among themselves when it came to dividing the spoils but he required some tangible proof that the expedition had been a success. As thousands of Cumans stood and sobbed to the accompaniment of wailing shamans, he was determined to reach Novgorod as quickly as possible. He would march via Odenpah and Dorpat to collect the soldiers left to besiege those places on the way. The thought that they might have fallen momentarily cheered him but he doubted it. He had seen the raiders and the mail-clad crusaders among them. If the Estonian tribes had allied themselves with the Bishop of Riga then the prince’s objective to conquer Ungannia would be made much harder, which would no doubt further blacken his mood.


    There was a great wail among the assembly as the bodies of Gerceslav and Afanasy were lowered into their joint grave. The mayor of Pskov would never discover whether the child that had been in her belly was his or the Cuman’s. As usual Domash had emerged unblemished from his dalliances. Yaroslav thought that perhaps he should have a Skomorokh to protect himself from the ill fortune that seemed to have stalked him ever since he had entered Estonia.


    *****


    The party that had raided the Cuman and Russian camp had lost nearly forty men killed, ironically most of them slain when they were subject to volleys of Cuman arrows when they were making their escape. Nevertheless, the foray was reckoned a great success, many of the enemy had been killed, including the leader of the Cuman host, their camp had been severely damaged and their horses scattered far and wide. Everyone was in high spirits, everyone save Conrad.


    As the wounded were attended to and more recruits came to his camp Conrad took long walks along the lake’s shore. It was now the end of October and the first frosts had appeared, painting the land white under a pale sun. The mists on and around the lake were thick and impenetrable, only clearing when a wind picked up.


    Conrad stood and looked at the perfectly still water and drew his cloak around him. The day was grey and overcast, like his mood.


    ‘We won’t get to Odenpah while you wander up and down this shore.’


    He turned to see leather face approaching, the mercenary wrapped in a thick fur-lined cloak with a fur-lined cap on his head.


    ‘We don’t want to be camping in the open when the snows come. I’m too old for rolling around in the snow.’


    Conrad smiled, the first time he had done so since the raid. Then he remembered the raid and his smile disappeared.


    ‘I killed a woman,’ he said forlornly.


    Leather face looked up and down the shore. ‘Where?’


    ‘What? No, when we attacked the enemy camp. I killed her with my axe, may God forgive me.’


    Leather face sniffed at the cold air. ‘What’s done is done. No point in moping around, not when your task is only half done.’


    ‘I thought she was a man,’ said Conrad, not listening to the older man.


    ‘Well, then, what are you worrying about? I’ve done worse if it is any consolation.’


    ‘It isn’t,’ replied Conrad.


    Leather face grew angry and started jabbing him in the chest with a finger. ‘Now don’t you get high and mighty with me. You should be organising your army for the ride to Odenpah instead of sulking like a child. This is not your private army.’


    Conrad brushed away the mercenary’s hand. ‘I am aware of that.’


    ‘Are you? Your orders were to relieve Lehola, if I’m not mistaken, so why are we camped by this lake when we could be warming ourselves by a fire in the former hall of Lembit?’


    ‘The order owes a debt to Kalju and his family,’ said Conrad. ‘It was the fault of the Sword Brothers that war was visited on Ungannia and it is our responsibility to right the wrongs committed against Kalju’s kingdom.’


    Leather face laughed. ‘Good luck with that. I think you’ll need a bigger army. In the meantime I suggest you get off your holy arse, strike camp and ride south to get to Odenpah before the enemy does.’


    Suitably chastised, Conrad called a council of war that afternoon as individuals huddled around campfires burning damp firewood that produced white smoke that added to the mist hanging in the air. The cold and wet seeped into people’s joints and bones and chilled them to the core. This made everyone miserable and irritable and even the hardy Estonian ponies stood with their heads bowed, the lucky ones having blankets on their backs.


    The council meeting was held in Sir Richard’s pavilion where squire Paul served heated honey mead.


    ‘The men are eager to be away, Susi,’ Tonis said to Conrad, ‘particularly the ones who have joined us since we arrived here. They are eager to exact revenge upon the invaders.’


    ‘As are my warriors, Susi,’ echoed Hillar, the commander of the score of Rotalians.


    Conrad took a large swig of his drink. He felt good as the liquid went down his throat and warmed his belly.


    ‘We will leave tomorrow,’ he said. ‘Tonis, despatch some scouts to reconnoitre the route we will take. I do not wish to run into the Cumans on the way.’


    Tonis nodded. ‘Yes, Susi.’


    Hans and Anton laughed. They found Conrad’s new nickname highly amusing.


    ‘You don’t have to call me that,’ Conrad said to Tonis.


    Andres, the stout leader of the Jerwen contingent, shook his head. ‘That is the name that everyone has bestowed upon him. It is a great honour and a portent of victory.’


    ‘Quite right,’ said Sir Richard. ‘You should indulge it, Conrad, that is to say, Susi.’


    Conrad rolled his eyes but leather face agreed.


    ‘Men fight better when they believe their commander has special powers. Sir Richard is right.’


    The English noble, his head wrapped in a large fur-lined hat, smiled. ‘I always like to think so.’


    ‘Tomorrow it is, then,’ remarked Conrad.


    The camp was dismantled in the pre-dawn darkness, the tents, fodder and food loaded on the draught animals for the ride south. All the riders were wrapped in furs, cloaks and thick clothing for the journey since the temperature had dropped markedly and there were flecks of snow on the bitter easterly wind. They travelled at a slow pace so the scouts could report back on an hourly basis. No one knew where the Cumans and Russians were and even though their own numbers totalled over four hundred, the enemy still greatly outnumbered them. The first night they made camp five miles east of Lake Vortsjarv, the scouts returning with news that the Cumans were no longer camped south of the lake but had moved off in a northeasterly direction. The next day Conrad took the decision to strike directly east for Odenpah.


    They reached it two days later.


    During the journey they had encountered no Cumans or Russians and the villages they passed through were all deserted, though still intact.


    ‘The enemy used them for quartering men and horses,’ remarked Tonis as they trotted through a settlement of a score or more huts surrounded by barns and animal pens.


    ‘And the inhabitants?’ queried Sir Richard.


    ‘Hopefully safe deep in the forest or inside Odenpah,’ the Saccalian replied.


    ‘More likely either dead or taken as slaves,’ stated leather face bluntly.


    ‘I hope not,’ said Tonis.


    Hillar and Andres murmured their agreement.


    The Estonian leaders, Sword Brothers and Sir Richard were riding at the head of the column, half a dozen of the noble’s men a hundred paces in front serving as a vanguard. Sir Richard turned in his saddle to look at Tonis.


    ‘You are Saccalian so what do you care if Ungannia suffers? Have not the Estonian tribes warred between themselves for centuries?’


    Tonis nodded. ‘It is true that we have raided each other’s lands in the past. But our former squabbles seem petty in the face of the great dangers the Estonian people now face. Estonia has become the playground of Russians, Oeselians and…’


    His voice trailed off as he cast a glance at the Sword Brothers.


    Conrad finished his sentence for him. ‘And the Sword Brothers.’


    ‘But at least the Sword Brothers do not steal our women and children,’ said Hillar.


    ‘They just want your souls,’ remarked leather face impishly.


    There was an awkward silence as they trotted through the empty village and followed the ancient dirt track that led east to Odenpah. After a few hundred paces the track entered a great forest of spruce and pine, the floor covered in mushrooms and berries. The forest, usually filled with the calls of chaffinches, blackbirds, cuckoos and a host of other birds, was now silent, the migratory birds having flown to warmer climes. The jangling of pony bits and their snorting were the only sounds as the column slowly moved through the ocean of trees.


    It was three hours before they reached the eastern side of the forest to enter a great meadow that led to Odenpah. It showed signs of a recent camp: beaten-down grass where tents had been pitched, blackened patches where fires had been sited and piles of horse dung scattered in all directions.


    The column continued its journey towards the hill fort, the towers and battlements seemingly empty as they approached it. But as they neared the fort’s entrance in the south of the outer wall the gates opened and a party of horsemen rode from Odenpah. Conrad held up his arm to signal a halt as the Ungannian riders cantered towards them. At their head a great banner bearing the symbol of a golden eagle fluttered in the drab autumn afternoon, the design reciprocated on the shields of the warriors behind the standard bearer.


    Conrad recognised the powerful build of Kalju at the head of the column as the Ungannians slowed to a trot around a hundred paces from him, the chief holding up an arm to slow his men to a measured walk as he removed his helmet and brought his pony to a halt. He looked left and right at Sir Richard and the warriors carrying shields bearing the emblems of Saccalia, Jerwen and Rotalia. Conrad thought he looked tired.


    His lips curled into a half-smile. ‘The last time I saw a wolf shield in front of my fortress it had Oeselian and Russian friends.’


    ‘All these men are Ungannia’s allies, lord,’ said Conrad.


    ‘Are you here on the orders of the Bishop of Riga, Conrad Wolff,’ asked Kalju, ‘to convince me that my kingdom would be safe under his protection? I fell for that trick before and it brought me and my people nothing but misery and death.’


    ‘He came here on his own initiative,’ said Sir Richard, ‘to ensure you and your family were safe.’


    Kalju nodded at Sir Richard and looked beyond the knot of commanders.


    ‘Where are the others of your order, Conrad, for I see only four of your knights?’


    ‘That is all we number, lord,’ said Conrad.


    ‘Brother Conrad and his three companions were sent by Master Rudolf at Wenden to relieve Lehola,’ said Sir Richard, ‘which he achieved, slaughtering many Cumans.’


    Kalju appeared impressed. ‘With only four knights?’


    ‘Plus a few crossbowmen and the assistance of our allies from Saccalia, Rotalia and Jerwen, lord,’ stated Conrad.


    ‘He is Susi, lord, the ancient slayer of our enemies come to avenge our misfortune.’


    Conrad heard the voice of Kaja behind him and was mortified.


    He turned in his saddle. ‘Be quiet.’


    Kalju raised an eyebrow and pointed at the helmeted figure behind Conrad.


    ‘Show yourself.’


    Kaja removed her helmet and her blonde locks tumbled out. The warriors behind Kalju burst into laughter.


    ‘You bring women to fight by your side, Conrad?’ asked Kalju.


    ‘Just a few, lord,’ admitted Conrad.


    ‘Saccalian women are a match for any Ungannian man,’ said Kaja, her blood up.


    Kalju ignored her and looked at the bare-headed Tonis.


    ‘What about you, wolf shield, do you also fight for Susi?’


    ‘I do, lord,’ replied the Saccalian.


    ‘He defeated the enemy at Lehola and Lake Vortsjarv, lord,’ said Hillar.


    Kalju looked at Conrad. ‘How many do you number?’


    ‘Four hundred, lord.’


    ‘You bring your own food?’


    Conrad nodded.


    ‘There are many people inside the fort,’ said Kalju. ‘But your men, and women, can camp outside the gates. You, Sir Richard and your leaders will eat in my hall tonight. Eha will be glad to see you.’


    The wife of Kalju was all smiles and hospitality when she met them, though Conrad noted that she was slimmer than the last time he had seen her and her face was slightly gaunt. She embraced him warmly and her green eyes misted with tears when he expressed his sorrow for Villem’s death.


    ‘I know you and your friends were faultless in the matter, Conrad, but my husband cannot forgive the Sword Brothers for causing the war that has devastated Ungannia.’


    They were walking from the stables in the outer stronghold towards the steps cut in the mound that led to Odenpah’s higher, inner stronghold. The fort was thronged with people: warriors, women, the elderly and dirty children who stared at the mailed knights with empty expressions. Ahead Sir Richard walked with Kalju, Tonis, Hillar and Andres.


    ‘I came as quickly as I could, lady,’ he said.


    She linked her arm in Conrad’s. ‘And in such strange company.’


    ‘Allies we have collected along the way, lady.’


    ‘We certainly need allies,’ she agreed.


    ‘Did the enemy cause much damage?’


    She closed her eyes. ‘They swarmed across the Mother of Waters and slaughtered many in Dorpat, though fortunately did not take the fort. We tried to get as many inside this stronghold as possible but many of the inhabitants of outlying villages were killed before they could get here. Either that or taken as slaves.’


    ‘The Cumans are barbarians,’ he hissed.


    ‘I think it is better to be dead than a slave,’ she said softly.


    They spoke no more as they ascended the stone steps that led to the squat opening to the inner stronghold. This too was heaving with people and was heavy with the scent of animal and human odours. That night Kalju gave a feast in his hall to celebrate the ending of the siege and the arrival of the relief force. It was a sombre affair, Kalju, Eha and the chief’s warlords eating little out of consideration for the meagre rations that those inside the fort had to live on. The solemn atmosphere was alleviated a little when Conrad announced that he would order any spare food brought by the relief force to be given to the garrison in the morning. It was hardly a large amount but Kalju appreciated the gesture and told Conrad and the three other brother knights that they would always be welcome in his kingdom. He also extended the invitation to Sir Richard and his knights who had fought by the side of the Ungannians when a combined force of Russians, Oeselians and Saccalians had assaulted Odenpah. That had been two years ago when Kalju had welcomed the aid of the Sword Brothers, indeed had solicited it. But now his eldest son was dead and invaders from the east had ravaged his kingdom and he blamed the order. As Hans stuffed his face with sausage and drank copious quantities of beer Conrad wondered how Ungannia would survive if it turned its back on the Bishop of Riga and the Sword Brothers.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter 5


    The Kurs may have suffered a reverse at the hands of Duke Vincentas’ crossbowmen but they had a sting in their tail, swinging south and catching Viesthard and his men during their march to the prince’s stronghold at Tervete. The Semgallian lord was injured in the shoulder and by the time he had reached the sanctuary of his hill fort, having first led a counterattack against the Kurs, he had lost a great deal of blood.


    At the same time as Viesthard was battling the Kurs, Vincentas’ crossbowmen were repulsing a daring Selonian assault against his mighty hill fort sited on the west bank of the River Lielupe. Hundreds of warriors in riverboats came out of the autumn mist that hung over the waterway to scale the great mound upon which Mesoten sat. General Aras watched on the riverbank as his men placed dozens of scaling ladders against the ancient timbers and clambered up them. Only to be shot down in droves by crossbowmen on the ramparts, assisted by Semgallian spears. Vincentas was beside himself with joy as dozens of enemy warriors died before his capital, believing that his friends in Riga had been sent by the gods to deliver him from his enemies.


    In stark contrast Aras watched with horror as his men were felled like ripened wheat being scythed and ordered an immediate withdrawal back across the river. The Semgallians did not have crossbowmen and had he known there were some in the fort he would have never ordered an assault. The piles of dead at the foot of the ramparts led him to believe that Duke Vincentas had allied himself to the Bishop of Riga, for only the Christians used such weapons. It meant that the conquest and division of Semgallia would not be as straightforward as Prince Vsevolod believed.


    In the hour of victory Vincentas received news of the injury to his trusted adviser, the man who had become like a father to him in the aftermath of Duke Ykintas’ death. So he rode immediately to Tervete with a small escort. When he arrived he found the prince unconscious, healers with anxious faces gathered round his bed. A white-robed priest, a member of the Kriviai, stood with his eyes closed chanting prayers.


    ‘Will he live?’ Vincentas asked a white-haired healer beside him.


    ‘He has lost much blood but we washed the wound with lead water and have stopped the bleeding with yarrow. The prince is strong and the weapon did not break any bones in his shoulder. The outlook is hopeful, lord.’


    His expression and those of the other healers told him otherwise but Viesthard was in their hands. He at least had faith in their abilities. Healers were always family elders who had received the secrets of their trade by word of mouth from their fathers. Though women were allowed to learn the secrets of herbs and birthing, charms and healing were closely guarded secrets and strictly confined to men.


    The Kriviai continued his dismal chanting, adding to the sense of doom that hung over everyone’s heads.


    ‘Get out,’ barked Vincentas, which at last shut up the priest. ‘All of you.’


    The healers bowed their heads and withdrew immediately, though the priest gave the duke a disparaging look before slowly leaving the chamber. The Kriviai were free to travel throughout Lithuania and were revered in every kingdom. The people believed that the head of their priesthood, the Kriviu Krivaitis, received his wisdom directly from the gods who spoke to him in the sacred oak grove where he practised his ancient religion.


    When the guards closed the doors after the priest had left Vincentas knelt beside the bed. Viesthard’s breathing was shallow but not too laboured.


    ‘Have no fear, old friend. I will ensure that the Kurs and Selonians pay for their insolence. I will unleash a storm against them. They will regret making war upon us, that I swear.’


    That night Vincentas wrote a letter to Manfred Nordheim at Riga stating that if Bishop Albert would consider crossing the Dvina to aid him when he returned in the spring, then he would accept his priests going among his people to preach their religion. He himself would not accept Christian baptism as to do so would dishonour his father’s memory. But he was more than willing to allow Semgallia to become a base from where the bishop could establish his faith in Selonia and among the Kurs. The courier left Mesoten the next morning when the ground was white from a deep frost. Throughout Semgallia the lakes were beginning to freeze over to herald the oncoming winter.


    *****


    Icicles hung from every roof and tower in Panemunis when Aras arrived at Vsevolod’s capital. He and his men were wrapped in thick cloaks and wore fur-lined caps on their heads but their faces were still chapped and their eyes red following their ride. The cruel hand of winter was slowly tightening its grip over Lithuania and would not relent until the spring. The lakes were frozen solid and ice was enveloping rivers and streams. The evergreens were weighed down with the first snows of the winter and animals were being butchered so their meat could be preserved to provide food throughout the winter. The common folk smoked their meat whereas the rich lords and princes used salt as a preservative. Villagers also engaged in ice fishing on frozen lakes to supplement their food stocks for the Lithuanian winter was long and hard and starvation was a very real possibility for many.


    Stable hands led the horses away as Aras ordered his men to go the kitchens to warm their chilled bodies while he sought out the prince. He found him in a reception room behind the main hall in the company of his wife and youngest daughter, the fiery Elze, who had inherited her mother’s temperament. Guards showed the general into the room where a fire crackled in a stone hearth. Like most of the other rooms in the stronghold the banner of the prince hung on one wall: a winged silver griffin on a blue background. Aras smiled to himself. Vsevolod was slowly erasing all traces of the former owner of Panemunis, Grand Duke Daugerutis, making the stronghold and indeed the grand duke’s kingdom, his own.


    Vsevolod smiled when Aras entered. ‘Ah, Aras, come in and save me from my wife and daughter. They harangue me from all sides.’


    He pointed at a servant standing just inside the door. ‘Bring hot soup for the general.’


    Rasa smiled at Aras. Elze also acknowledged him but then turned back to her father, tossing her long red locks as she did so.


    ‘Why can’t I marry Vasilko? He is the son of a king. Morta married Mindaugas who will be a duke one day so I should marry a prince.’


    Vsevolod wagged a finger at her. ‘First of all, Vasilko is not a prince but the son of a prince. And secondly, I decide whom you will marry. Now please leave us so I can discuss matters of greater importance with General Aras.’


    Elze stood with her hands on her hips for a moment before turning on her heels and storming from the room, slamming the door behind her.


    Rasa grinned but Vsevolod was not amused. ‘You must have words with her,’ he told his wife. ‘She must be reminded of her duty.’


    Rasa shrugged. ‘She is disappointed, that is all.’


    Vsevolod turned to Aras. ‘Prince Boris of Polotsk has proposed a marriage between Elze and his son, a most ridiculous idea. Boris seeks allies against the Sword Brothers for he knows that his kingdom is next on their list of objectives. I see no merit in lending him support, for that is what he wants, before I complete the conquest of Semgallia.’


    Aras reached into his tunic and pulled out a crossbow bolt. He tossed it onto the floor in front of Vsevolod.


    ‘That might take longer than we first thought.’


    Rasa looked at the iron-headed missile. ‘An arrow?’


    ‘A crossbow bolt, lady,’ Aras corrected her. ‘One of dozens shot at my men during their attempt to capture Mesoten. We were repulsed from the walls.’


    Vsevolod’s brow furrowed. ‘That was unfortunate. If Mesoten had fallen then the eastern half of Semgallia would have been ours.’


    ‘Vincentas has been supplied with either soldiers or weapons by the Bishop of Riga,’ said Aras as a slave brought in a tray holding a bowl of steaming soup.


    Vsevolod’s concern deepened. ‘Are you certain?’


    Aras took the bowl and blew on the soup. ‘The Semgallians have no crossbows, which means that they were supplied with them. Riga would be my guess.’


    He sipped loudly at the soup.


    ‘The Semgallians are not followers of the Rigan religion,’ said Rasa. ‘Why then should the bishop aid them?’


    Aras, his top lip covered in soup, shrugged but Vsevolod nodded his head.


    ‘It is not the Bishop of Riga, my love, who offers aid. I sense the machinations of Archdeacon Stefan at work here.’


    ‘Who’s he?’ asked Aras.


    ‘The nephew of the Bishop of Riga, governor of Riga and the most dangerous man in Livonia.’


    ‘He is a warrior?’ said Aras.


    ‘He is a poor excuse for a man with a womanly appearance and a taste for fine living,’ replied Vsevolod.


    Aras finished his soup and tossed the empty bowl to the slave who had brought it to him. ‘Then he will not trouble us.’


    ‘You could not be more wrong, general,’ said the prince. ‘On a happier note you will be delighted to hear that Coloman has unleashed a war against Duke Kitenis in retaliation for the devastation of his border villages. So you see, not all of your efforts have been wasted.’


    Aras bristled at the sleight but remained impassive. Despite having been promoted by the prince to command all the warriors in Nalsen and Selonia he often found the former ruler of Gerzika both patronising and arrogant.


    ‘So we will fight beside the Aukstaitijans next year?’ asked Aras.


    ‘We will offer to fight beside them, general,’ said Vsevolod, ‘thereby earning the gratitude of Duke Kitenis. But I see no purpose in expending the lives of our soldiers battling the Russians when others can be relied upon to do that. We must not lose sight of our objective.’


    ‘Which is, lord?’


    ‘To make Mindaugas the grand duke of all the Lithuanian peoples,’ said Vsevolod.


    He knew that as a Russian the Lithuanians would never accept him as their grand duke; far better to give the impression that he acted solely to further the interests of his son-in-law. He already controlled the kingdoms of the Selonians and Nalsen and in the spring would have the allegiance of the Aukstaitijans. In addition, he had forged an alliance of sorts with Arturus and his Northern Kurs. It was only a matter of time before Semgallia was carved up between him and Arturus and that just left the Southern Kurs and the Samogitians to deal with. The former were already at war with Arturus and once Gedvilas had been defeated Duke Butantas would have the Northern Kurs on his western borders.


    ‘What of Riga assisting Vincentas?’ pressed Aras.


    Vsevolod waved a hand at him dismissively. ‘When the Bishop of Riga returns to Livonia he will lead his crusaders north to complete the subjugation of the Estonians, though in his absence the crusader kingdom has managed to embroil itself in a war with Novgorod. So you see, my dear Aras, the bishop will not be turning his attention to affairs south of the Dvina for a good while yet.’


    *****


    The aged archivist finished reading the missive and handed it back to Archdeacon Stefan. The prelate smiled and waved the old monk away. He passed the letter to Nordheim.


    ‘Why can’t these pagans write Latin like civilised people?’


    ‘Fortune smiles on you, sir,’ said Nordheim as he stood in front of the archdeacon in the richly appointed withdrawing chamber of Riga’s bishop’s palace.


    ‘I like to think that it is the hand of God at work,’ Manfred. ‘The bishop can now cross the Dvina and wage war against the pagan Lithuanians, thus relieving the not inconsiderable threat against Riga at the same time.’


    ‘You are certain that the bishop will wish to crusade in Lithuania?’


    Stefan smiled slyly. ‘Oh yes. I will do my utmost to convince him. Besides, he will be bringing to Livonia many German knights who wish to slaughter the godless pagans. With the Danes landing in northern Estonia there will be little opportunity for them to wash their swords in heathen blood there, whereas there is an ocean of infidels just across the Dvina waiting to be converted.’


    Nordheim raised an eyebrow. ‘Converted?’


    ‘Or slaughtered, it makes no difference.’


    Stefan fell silent for a moment then looked at his subordinate. ‘Do not mention this letter to anyone, especially Grand Master Volquin or any or his boorish castellans. Duke Vincentas and his request for aid shall remain a secret for now.’


    *****


    ‘In the spring I will crush the Sword Brothers and free my people.’


    The warriors cheered and drank more beer as Jaak raise his cup in the air and then downed its contents in one. The chief of the Jerwen was now roaring drunk and as he tried to regain his chair he fell backwards and toppled onto the floor. There was more wild cheering at the spectacle of the chief being unable to get up unaided. Alva gestured angrily to grinning guards standing behind Jaak to help the chief into his seat.


    ‘More beer!’ he called as the guards planted him in his chair.


    A nervous female slave holding a jug of beer glanced at Alva as Jaak frantically beckoned her over. The chief nodded and she began to fill Jaak’s cup. He began fondling her buttocks and then grasped one of her breasts with his other hand.


    ‘Leave the jug, bitch!’ he roared as the slave placed it on the table and fled his groping with difficulty. He drained his cup and then refilled it, spilling beer over the table as he did so.


    He rose unsteadily to his feet. ‘I am Jaak, leader of the Jerwen people and I will have my revenge!’


    The crowd roared their approval again as the Jerwen chief emptied his cup once more and then collapsed on the floor. The warriors cheered and jeered as the chief attempted to get up before collapsing again and falling into a drunken sleep.


    Alva stood and pointed to the guards standing behind the top table.


    ‘Take him to his quarters.’


    Four guards hoisted Jaak up and carried him from Varbola’s great hall. Outside the land was covered with snow and ice but inside the Harrien stronghold the air was warm and smoky, filled with dozens of voices and the aroma of beer, leather, sweat and the warmth produced by a raging fire. The reason for the feast was the arrival of Edvin, the chief of the Wierlanders and a hundred of his warriors, his banner bearing a boar hanging beside the lynx flag of Alva, the ‘elf warrior’ who led the Harrien people. Also hanging on the wall behind the top table where the chiefs sat was the Jerwen standard: a great bear. But the bear was now a pale shadow of what it had been.


    Edvin watched the guards taking the unconscious Jaak away.


    ‘I did not realise things had deteriorated so.’


    The laughter died as Jaak left the hall and the warriors went back to drinking and eating, the din of their chatter filling the hall.


    ‘I should throw him out,’ said Alva, taking a gulp of his beer, ‘but where would he go?’


    Edvin looked into his cup but said nothing. What was there to say? At the battle of Wolf Rock Jaak’s thousand warriors had suffered hardly any casualties and he had successfully withdrawn them north in the aftermath of Lembit’s defeat. He had at first hoped that Alva and Edvin would support him in his efforts to hold his own kingdom in the face of crusader aggression. But they had suffered losses at Wolf Rock and the Sword Brothers and crusaders pursued the Estonians ruthlessly in the battle’s aftermath, striking north and snapping at their heels. Saccalia and Jerwen had fallen to the Christians and Jaak lost half his army as some fell fighting the crusaders but most deserted, believing the cause of their leader hopeless and preferring to die in the company of their families and neighbours rather than face a life in exile. The crusaders did not pursue the Estonians into Harrien or Wierland and so Jaak and his men spent their first winter in exile at Varbola. In the spring he berated Alva and Edvin for their lack of activity, pleading with them to march south to retake Jerwen and Saccalia, but they both knew that they were not strong enough to fight the Sword Brothers and so they remained in their kingdoms and Jaak descended into a drunken state.


    ‘He drinks most days,’ continued Alva, ‘some days more heavily than others.’


    Edvin looked at the tables packed with bearded warriors. ‘How many men does he lead?’


    ‘Perhaps three hundred.’


    Edvin was shocked. ‘That few?’


    Alva picked at the meat pie on the wooden platter before him. ‘When the Russians invaded Jerwen this summer he sent some of his men south to fight them off. None returned. The rest occupy one of the hill forts on my southern border, dreaming of a day when they will return to their homeland. Poor fools.’


    ‘At least the crusaders did not launch another war this year,’ said Edvin.


    ‘Yes, strange that,’ replied Alva, finishing off the pie and licking his fingers. ‘Perhaps the Bishop of Riga is dead and the crusaders have lost heart. I have heard no reports of him in Livonia.’


    Edvin’s round face broke into a smile. ‘If so then perhaps next year Jaak might get his wish and we can march south to retake Jerwen.’


    Alva was unconvinced. ‘Perhaps. Or perhaps the bishop is not dead and will land with another army of men of iron to torment us.’


    The men of iron were the mailed crusader knights on their great warhorses whose charge on the battlefield was irresistible. They were feared and hated throughout Estonia, though the Sword Brothers with their stone castles, white-clad knights and horses and their crossbowmen were hated more.


    Alva looked at Edvin. ‘We are the last, my friend.’


    ‘The last?’


    Alva waved over a slave girl holding a jug and pointed at his empty cup. ‘The last of the free Estonian kingdoms. Lembit and Nigul are dead and their kingdoms occupied by enemies, Kalju abandoned us and now tries to fend off the Sword Brothers in the west and the Russians in east, and Jaak is a broken man whose kingdom is the plaything of thieves and bandits. Only Harrien and Wierland remain strong and free.’


    Edvin raised his cup. ‘Long may they remain so.’


    Alva smiled and likewise raised his now full cup. But in his heart he feared that come the spring his and Edvin’s kingdoms would face a new crusader army in the south.


    ‘What of the Russians?’ he asked Edvin.


    ‘Novgorod wishes to conquer Ungannia,’ replied the blonde-haired chief, ‘and is currently embroiled in a war with the Sword Brothers. My eastern border is quiet.’


    He looked at Alva. ‘Do you hear anything from Kalju?’


    The ‘elf warrior’ shook his head. ‘Nothing. He is like flint: hard and uncompromising.’


    ‘With Lembit dead I have often wondered if he would consider a new alliance with us.’


    ‘He has new friends in the Sword Brothers,’ said Alva dismissively. ‘He would not be welcome at Varbola.’


    The noise in the hall grew louder as the warriors got more inebriated but at the top table Alva and Edvin sank into silence as they both considered the uncertain future of their kingdoms.


    *****


    Conrad and his companions spent the winter quartered in Lehola with Sir Richard and his men. He at first found it difficult to be in the stronghold from where Lembit had planned his schemes and treachery. And everywhere there were carved wolf heads above doors and on pillars in the great hall, which he disliked. He also found his new-found fame among the Jerwen, Saccalians and Rotalians irksome, especially when the men and women of these kingdoms insisted on calling him ‘Susi’ and made him even more annoyed.


    ‘You should indulge it,’ Sir Richard told him as they walked through the great stronghold on a bitter January morning after attending prayers in one of the larger huts that had been converted into a church.


    The defeat and retreat of the Cumans and Russians had meant that many Saccalians had been able to return to their homes in the villages that had not been destroyed by the invaders. But the fort was still packed with families that had no homes, warriors from Jerwen and Rotalia, Saccalian wolf shields and the Christian knights and squires of the garrison.


    ‘Loyalty is a precious commodity, Conrad,’ continued Sir Richard, ‘you have men in this fort who would lay down their lives for you and that should be cherished, for it is rare.’


    ‘Greetings, Susi.’


    They turned to see Kaja a few feet away, no longer wearing a helmet and carrying a shield but wrapped in a thick felt cape and a fur hat. Her blue eyes sparkled in the morning sun.


    ‘And women, it seems,’ observed Sir Richard.


    ‘How are you, Kaja?’ said Conrad.


    She walked over and smiled at Sir Richard and Conrad. ‘I am well, Susi, thank you.’


    ‘Where is your village, girl?’ asked Sir Richard.


    ‘Two day’s walk from Lehola, lord,’ she answered. ‘But it was destroyed in the summer when the invaders came.’


    ‘You are welcome to stay here,’ the noble told her.


    She smiled. ‘Thank you, lord, but I will be going with Susi when he leaves this place.’


    Conrad looked at her. ‘What?’


    ‘You are my family now, Susi. Many of us here feel the same.’


    Sir Richard nodded. ‘It is how I said, Conrad. You should feel privileged that people who follow a different religion should pledge their loyalty to you.’


    They had continued walking through the compound where children played in the mud outside the huts, slaves mucked out stables and warriors stood sentry in the fort’s towers.


    ‘You should keep a record of your activities for Master Rudolf,’ said Sir Richard as Kaja walked behind them.


    Conrad looked over his shoulder and spoke softly so she would not hear. ‘I cannot write, lord.’


    ‘What about the others?’ enquired Sir Richard.


    ‘Only Anton, who came from a wealthy family, can read and write.’


    ‘Then get him to record your activities. They will make good reading. And in the spring you will have an army to take back to Wenden and a record of how it came about.’


    ‘The army of Susi,’ beamed Kaja.


    ‘The Army of the Wolf, yes,’ agreed Sir Richard.


    *****


    The winter gripping Livonia and Estonia was long and hard and as the new year dawned and temperatures continued to drop people wrapped themselves in furs as they tried to keep warm. But the temperature outside was positively mild compared to the icy atmosphere in the palace of Prince Mstislav of Novgorod when Yaroslav Nevsky returned to the city. Like every Novgorodian he was well acquainted with the prince’s temper and ruthlessness. He therefore sent couriers ahead of the army to inform him of the sad news that Gerceslav and his wife had died during the expedition into Ungannia. He had hoped that the prince’s rage that would inevitably follow the reception of this news would burn itself out before he arrived back in the city, much like a violent storm blows itself out. But in this he had greatly miscalculated.


    The prince sat beside Princess Maria, who as the sister of the late Gerceslav looked suitably mournful. Mstislav, on the other hand, was fuming, his knuckles white as he gripped the arms of his throne when Yaroslav stood before him. To compound his belittlement the prince had assembled in his throne room all the members of the city’s veche, the ancient parliament drawn from Novgorod’s most influential boyar families, to witness Yaroslav’s humiliation. The fawning Archbishop Mitrofan stood by the dais, his priests in their red and gold vestments gathered nearby. They and he were directing unblinking gazes at him as the prince began rapping his fingers on the arms of his throne. Despite the room being filled with upwards of two hundred people if one included the guards that stood like statues around the walls, the tapping was the only sound that was heard. Everyone held their breath as they awaited the prince’s pronouncement.


    Mstislav stopped his tapping and drew a deep breath.


    ‘Where is my standard?’


    Yaroslav swallowed. ‘Standard, highness?’


    Mstislav remained calm. ‘The standard that was blessed by the archbishop and which was stolen by the Sword Brothers. Where is it?’


    Yaroslav felt beads of sweat form on his forehead. ‘I regret to inform your highness that it remains in the illegal possession of the heretics.’


    Mstislav leaned forward. ‘And Ungannia?’


    ‘Ungannia, highness?’


    Mstislav leapt from his chair, causing Maria to jump. ‘Yes! Ungannia. I sent you to conquer that kingdom as well as retrieve my standard and I see that your have failed in both.’


    The prince’s eyes bulged as he stood and shouted at Yaroslav. ‘Was not twelve thousand Cumans enough to bring a few illiterate pagans to heel? Apparently not. Not only that, but my wife’s brother and his wife have lost their lives due to your incompetence.’


    ‘I must protest, highness…’


    ‘Silence!’ bellowed Mstislav. ‘How is it that you failed to take Odenpah or Dorpat, or Wenden and Treiden? It was not Cuman courage that was wanting but your abilities.’


    He shot spittle over the floor as he vented his fury on Yaroslav while the boyars stood with mouths open at the blistering attack on young Nevsky.


    ‘I see now that you are totally unsuitable to command,’ raged the prince. ‘Your ineptitude has led to the deaths of valued members of my family and I should have you executed for your failings.’


    There was an angry murmur among the boyars who disliked this unjustified assault upon the son of one of their leaders.


    ‘Silence!’ shouted the prince.


    His cheeks were flushed and his beard covered with phlegm as he walked back to his throne and took his seat.


    ‘But I am a merciful ruler,’ he said calmly. ‘I therefore banish you from the city of Novgorod, along with your wife. You will go to Pskov where you will serve the mayor of that city. Perhaps he can find a use for you, for I cannot. That is my decision.’


    Scribes seated at desks on the other side of the dais recorded the prince’s decision on parchment.


    He waved a hand at Yaroslav. ‘Now get out.’


    Yaroslav’s father stepped forward. ‘My son has a right to be heard, highness. It is the law.’


    Mstislav jumped up again. ‘He has no rights! It is only because I am merciful that he keeps his head. I am the law in Novgorod, something that you all would do well to remember. Guards, clear the room.’


    The boyars began talking in angry, if mooted tones, as the guards walked towards them to usher them out of the throne room.


    ‘You too, Mitrofan,’ ordered the prince whose face looked like thunder as the boyars were ejected from his presence.


    ‘Crows,’ he sneered.


    ‘If you will excuse me, lord,’ said Maria, rising from her throne.


    He stood and waved over one of his officers. ‘Escort the princess to her private quarters.’


    She gave him a faint smile as the soldier bowed his head and paced beside the princess as she walked from the chamber. He had given all the slaves that had been taken in Livonia and Estonia to Khotyan as a gift, and had ensured that the Cumans’ stay at Novgorod had been as short as possible. The last thing he wanted was thousands of his wife’s people terrorising Novgorod. The main doors to the chamber opened and the guards who had administered the ejection of the boyars entered and returned to their posts. Their commander walked to the dais and bowed his head.


    ‘There is a man outside who requests an audience, highness.’


    ‘Does he have my banner?’


    ‘No, highness.’


    ‘Then I do not wish to see him,’ said Mstislav.


    ‘He says he is a prince, highness.’


    Mstislav became mildly interested. ‘Prince? Of where?’


    ‘Kokenhusen, highness.’


    Mstislav frowned. ‘That is under the control of the Sword Brothers. Is this man some sort of madman, a vagrant who masquerades as royalty?’


    ‘He is dressed like a noble, highness,’ replied the officer.


    Mstislav was becoming bored. ‘What does he want?’


    ‘I do not know, highness.’


    The prince sighed. ‘Very well, show him in. But if he proves to be of no use to me then I will have him flogged.’


    The officer nodded. ‘Yes, highness.’


    ‘And you.’


    The officer remained impassive as he bowed his head and left the chamber, returning seconds later with a man in tow. Tall, clean shaven with black shoulder-length hair, he wore a green cloak around his shoulders and had a sword in a rich red scabbard at his hip. Two guards armed with short spears left their posts to stand beside the visitor. The tall man wore leather boots, brown leggings and mail armour over his green tunic. He bowed his head to Mstislav.


    ‘I am Prince Vetseke, former ruler of Kokenhusen, and I offer my sword to the ruler of Novgorod.’


    *****


    When spring came and the snows melted Conrad and his fellow brother knights returned to Wenden. They had left the great castle in the company of Tonis and a score of crossbowmen. When they stood in front of Lehola’s great hall on a fresh morning to bid farewell to Sir Richard one hundred and sixty riders waited for them in the outer compound, along with an additional hundred and fifty ponies loaded with tents, food and other supplies. Peeter stood with Sir Richard and squire Paul as the noble offered Conrad his hand.


    ‘Well, young knight,’ he said. ‘You came here with little hope and return a conqueror.’


    ‘You exaggerate, lord,’ said Conrad, slightly embarrassed.


    But Sir Richard was having none of it. ‘Nonsense. You have exceeded all expectations and I am certain Master Rudolf will be delighted.’


    He shook the hands of Anton, Hans and Johann.


    ‘You have the documents?’ he asked Anton.


    The brother knight tapped a saddlebag on his pony. ‘All safe, lord.’


    He stepped back and nodded approvingly. ‘Tell Master Rudolf that I await his instructions. When he marches north with the bishop I will muster as many men as I can and join him at a time and place that he deems fit. With God’s help we will be making camp on the shore of the Gulf of the Finns this summer.’


    Conrad shook the hands of the stoic Paul and Peeter, whose injuries had fully healed over the winter.


    ‘It was a pleasure fighting by your side, Susi,’ said the old man.


    Conrad smiled. ‘And you, sir.’


    The four Sword Brothers hoisted themselves into the saddle, raised their hands to the three standing in front of the hall and walked their mounts out of the inner courtyard. Waiting for them in the outer compound were leather face and his mercenaries, Andres and his thirty Jerwen, Hillar’s score of Rotalians, forty Saccalians, mostly teenage boys who had taken part in the relief of Lehola in the previous autumn and had decided to remain with Conrad, and Tonis and fifty wolf shields. The Saccalian had asked Peeter that he be allowed to stay with Conrad, believing him to be the reincarnation of the ancient wolf guardian of the forest in human form. Peeter had in turn asked Sir Richard who had readily given his permission.


    ‘They think you are a lucky talisman, Conrad,’ the English noble had told him. ‘And soldiers fight better when they believe luck is on their side.’


    ‘Surely as Christ’s servants we should not approve of such superstitious beliefs,’ Conrad replied.


    Sir Richard laughed. ‘Show me a soldier who is not superstitious and I will show you a liar. Even the most pious knight has his rituals and lucky talismans that he wears in battle. These people believe you to be sent by their gods and you should indulge their beliefs.’


    Conrad had been troubled. ‘But it is heresy, surely?’


    Sir Richard had smiled wryly. ‘We are all heretics in some way, Conrad.’


    And so Tonis sat on his pony and nodded at Conrad as the brother knight rode past him towards the fort’s main gates, his wolf shields and other Saccalians drawn up behind him. He gestured to four of his men who trotted in front of the four Sword Brothers and galloped from the fort. They would act as scouts and guides for the winter snow and ice had melted and the land was flooded as meadows and forests filled with water and tracks through the newly created wetlands were few.


    Tonis, Andres and Hillar rode with the four Sword Brothers as befitting their status as commanders, while leather face was content to ride with his crossbowmen just behind the commanders. The day was bright and the air fresh as the column journeyed south, leaves beginning to appear on deciduous trees and lichens and fungi springing up on the ground not under water. But after the empty, blue skies of winter it was good to see white clouds above and hear the sound of corncrakes, snipes, ospreys and black grouse once again. Kaja also rode with Conrad’s group, like the men wearing a helmet and a shield dangling from her saddle. Despite his initial misgivings he had grown fond of the girl, not least because like him she was an orphan cast alone into the cruel world and it was his task to protect her. He comforted himself with knowing that when they returned to Wenden Ilona would be able to find work for her, perhaps teaching her some of her healing arts, the knowledge of which was traditionally denied to Estonian women.


    ‘We will be marching north in the coming weeks, Hillar,’ said Conrad, ‘and will free your people from Oeselian tyranny.’


    ‘I hope so, Susi,’ replied the Rotalian.


    ‘And after that the bishop will take Harrien and Wierland,’ added Anton, ‘and there will be peace in Estonia.’


    ‘What will the Sword Brothers do then?’ asked Tonis.


    ‘Grow fat and old living off the land,’ answered Hans.


    ‘Will you make war upon the Russians, Susi,’ asked Kaja, ‘and avenge the many among my people they killed?’


    ‘And mine,’ said Andres.


    ‘It is not for me to say,’ said Conrad. ‘It will be for the bishop to decide.’


    ‘I have heard stories that the bishop is a great warlord,’ said Kaja, ‘who has killed many enemies in battle.’


    Conrad laughed. ‘He does not carry a sword and has never fought in battle.’


    Kaja was confused. ‘He is a sorcerer, then?’


    Conrad shook his head.


    ‘Then how does he defeat his enemies?’


    ‘He persuades many great warriors to leave their homes over the sea to fight for him here, in this land,’ Johann told her.


    ‘He takes their sons and wives as hostages?’ she asked.


    ‘Of course not,’ replied Conrad. ‘He asks them politely if they will fight for him and they usually say yes.’


    ‘He must be a sorcerer,’ Kaja insisted. ‘How else would he be able to deceive men if not by magic?’


    ‘How indeed?’ agreed Conrad.


    It took ten days to reach Wenden, the column threading through forests of pine, along narrow tracks across peatland and across meadows that were only partially flooded. Everyone was in good spirits as the days grew longer and the temperatures rose, though it was still cool at night. But there were no enemies to worry about and every day leather face and his men rode into the trees to hunt elk and boar, invariably returning with kills slung on the backs of draught ponies. And so in the evenings everyone gathered round great campfires over which meat sizzled and spat. Inevitably Kaja sat with the brother knights as they devoured ample quantities of meat, Hans embarking on a mission to discover if he could eat half an elk carcass in one sitting. Kaja fussed around them, tended the fire and cut pieces of meat from the carcasses that cooked on the spit, and for a while the four young men forgot about obedience and poverty as they assumed the roles of returning heroes and great warlords. The Saccalian youths even polished their armour and helmets and dismantled their tents and Conrad wished that the journey to Wenden could last forever.


    But it came to an end on an overcast afternoon when the stone towers of the castle came into view at long last. There was a southerly wind and they heard the alarm bell being rung in the north tower when the column was a quarter of a mile from the northern ramparts. Conrad called a halt while he and the other brother knights rode to the gates in the outer perimeter.


    ‘Make sure you don’t get shot,’ leather face called to them. ‘My boys always hit what they aim at.’


    ‘He has a point,’ said a concerned Johann.


    Conrad dismissed his fears. ‘I would have thought our uniforms will convince the garrison that we are friends rather than foes.’


    Sure enough as they cantered along the eastern side of the castle the alarm bell fell silent and before they reached the gates a party of mounted sergeants led by Master Rudolf and Brother Walter greeted them. The commander and deputy of Wenden were bare headed and carried no shields or lances, just swords at their hips.


    Rudolf brought his horse to a halt. ‘So, the wanderers return. I see that you all still have your limbs so I take it that the mission was successful.’


    Leather face came trotting up on his pony and smiled at the master.


    ‘Young Brother Conrad has become something of a hero, Rudolf,’ said the mercenary. ‘He is the commander of an army now.’


    Rudolf looked to where the Estonians sat on their ponies. ‘So I see. Sir Richard is well?’


    ‘He is, master,’ confirmed Conrad.


    Rudolf looked at leather face. ‘And I see that our oldest mercenary is alive and well.’


    Leather face winked. ‘You know me, Rudolf, I always come back.’


    ‘It gladdens my heart to see you all well,’ said Walter earnestly. ‘I prayed for you all while you were absent.’


    ‘Even me?’ grinned leather face.


    Walter smiled. ‘Even you.’


    ‘So,’ interrupted Rudolf, ‘Sir Richard was relieved and Lehola is safe?’


    ‘Saccalia is secure, master,’ said Conrad proudly.


    ‘As is Ungannia,’ added leather face.


    Rudolf was surprised. ‘Ungannia?’


    ‘Oh, yes,’ said leather face. ‘After he relieved Lehola and raided the enemy’s camp near a lake Conrad marched us all into Ungannia to make sure Kalju and his family were safe.’


    ‘Did he indeed,’ said Rudolf.


    Conrad blushed and looked at Anton, pointing at his saddlebag.


    ‘It is all in my report, master,’ said Conrad hurriedly.


    Rudolf was surprised. ‘Report? Have you learned to read and write in addition to being a general, Conrad?’


    Anton fumbled with his saddlebag before puling out a leather tube and holding it out to Rudolf.


    ‘I wrote the report, master,’ he said.


    ‘It was Sir Richard’s idea,’ added Conrad.


    Rudolf read the report that afternoon after ordering that Conrad’s ‘army’ make camp on the large meadow immediately south of the castle’s outer perimeter. Later that evening he ordered Conrad to his office in his hall. The parchments were on his desk as the brother knight stood before the master, who pointed to an oak chair behind him.


    ‘Be seated, Conrad.’


    Conrad was nervous as he sat down but Rudolf was relaxed. ‘You and your companions have done well. In fact, better than I could have hoped for. In the morning I will write to Riga to inform Grand Master Volquin of your success. He will be delighted.’


    He reached for a stoneware jug. ‘Beer?’


    Conrad nodded and Rudolf filled his own cup and then a second, pushing it towards him.


    ‘Soon the bishop will be arriving at Riga with an army of crusaders,’ said Rudolf. ‘Then we can begin the final campaign against the Estonians. Only Harrien and Wierland still defy us and they will not be able to stand in our way. Ungannia will stand with us?’


    Conrad toyed with his cup. ‘Kalju is still angry with the Sword Brothers, master.’


    Rudolf shrugged. ‘He will come round, eventually.’


    ‘This year will be a good one, Conrad. Grand Master Volquin will assemble the might of our order and together with those who accompany the bishop we will extinguish Estonian resistance. The Sword Brothers will rule from the Dvina to the Gulf of the Finns and then we can remake this land as first envisaged by the bishop.’


    He raised his cup. ‘To victory.’


    Conrad smiled and raised his vessel. ‘To victory.’


    *****


    ‘Semgallia?’


    Grand Master Volquin looked at Bishop Albert with amazement. The audience chamber of the bishop’s palace was filled with lords, Livs, churchmen and the castellans of the Sword Brothers. The bishop sat with Archdeacon Stefan and Abbot Bernhard at the top table that faced the twin doors to the chamber, Riga’s banner of the cross keys on the wall behind him. Guards in red surcoats bearing the same insignia on their fronts stood around the oak-panelled walls while servants in red livery ferried wine to the assembled dignitaries.


    At another table positioned at right angles to where the bishop was seated, on his left, sat the lords who had offered their services to the prelate and had brought their knights and retainers to battle the heathen. Chief among them was the rather dour Albert, Duke of Saxony and Count of Anhalt, who had filled many cogs with his knights, squires, foot soldiers and servants. His lieutenants filled the table to his right, while on his left sat Rudolph of Stotel and his captains, a castellan who had the patronage of the Archbishop of Bremen, who in turn was a vassal of King Valdemar of Denmark. Together these two nobles had brought three thousand fighting men to Livonia.


    Opposite the crusader lords sat the Sword Brother castellans, all battle-hardened veterans who had learnt their trade in the endless wars that plagued Germany before either volunteering for service with the order to wash clean their souls, or fleeing to the crusader kingdom because they had a price on their head. To Volquin it did not matter. They had proved themselves in battle against the pagans and from their stone castles they maintained an iron-grip on Livonia. Usually they sat impassively at these meetings while the bishop spoke but now they looked surprised and aghast at what Albert had just announced.


    ‘Semgallia, lord bishop?’ said Volquin again.


    Albert frowned. ‘That is correct, grand master. You and our brave lords from Germany will cross the Dvina to commence our crusade in Lithuania.’


    ‘What about Estonia, grand master?’ said Rudolf sitting next to Volquin.


    ‘May I remind your eminence,’ said Volquin, ‘that the Harrien and Wierlanders are still at war with Livonia.’


    Albert smiled. ‘You do not need to worry about the Estonians, grand master. This year King Valdemar of Denmark will be landing with his army to subdue the Estonian tribes yet to accept the true religion. So you see, there will be no need to march north.’


    There were murmurs among the Sword Brothers at this announcement, not least because they had always been led to believe that they would be the ones to subdue the Estonians. But now final victory was to be denied them. Worse, northern Estonia was to be handed over to the Danes. Bishop Albert noted the discontent.


    ‘We should welcome King Valdemar’s intervention for it allows us to turn our attention to Lithuania and support our allies there.’


    Volquin looked at his castellans who all shrugged at him in confusion.


    Volquin smiled. ‘Allies, lord bishop?’


    ‘Archdeacon Stefan will provide the details,’ said the bishop.


    There was an audible groan among the Sword Brothers as the portly nephew of the bishop rose to his feet, giving Volquin’s castellans a hateful stare as he did so. It was common knowledge that there was no love lost between the two. The archdeacon believed Volquin and his masters to be insubordinate and uncouth, and for their part the Sword Brothers despised the governor of Riga for his rich lifestyle, his duplicitous nature and for treating the large and well-equipped garrison of the city as his personal bodyguard. How the grand master would like to use its soldiers to support his brethren in their war against the pagans.


    Stefan cleared his throat. ‘For the benefit of the most noble lords to my left I will give a brief summary of the situation in Lithuania.’


    The Sword Brothers looked bored and fidgeted with their silver wine flagons as the crusaders stared at the strange, rather womanly archdeacon dressed like a king who stood beside the bishop. Opposite the bishop sat the representatives of the Liv people, the original inhabitants of the land that Albert had colonised. Their king, Caupo, had fallen at the Battle of St Matthew’s Day and as he had no sons his line died with him. The leadership of the Livs was now in the hands of one of the king’s most trusted advisers, Fricis, a man of few words but great courage. And among the men with wild hair and beards sat Rameke, the brother-in-law of Conrad Wolff and now a great warlord among his people who lived at Treiden.


    ‘Six years ago the Lithuanians invaded Livonia and inflicted great misery and destruction upon us. With God’s help we defeated the pagan horde and threw them back across the Dvina.’


    ‘We. Archdeacon,’ said Volquin sarcastically.


    Stefan ignored him. ‘Since that time internal conflict has broken out among the Lithuanian tribes. Each Lithuanian tribe is led by a duke.’


    He smiled at Albert of Saxony. ‘Though these pagans titles do not equate with the nobility of your own title, duke.’


    The Duke of Saxony tilted his head in recognition.


    ‘Several months ago the leader of the Semgallian people, Duke Vincentas,’ continued Stefan, ‘made an approach to the governor’s office for military assistance. Since that time Riga has been supplying weapons and advisers to the duke to aid him in his efforts to stave off the other tribes.’


    Volquin and his castellans looked at each other in astonishment. The fact that the archdeacon had been assisting the Semgallians, and thus depriving the order of weapons to equip its own soldiers was bad enough, but his meddling in Lithuanian affairs could lead to another invasion of Livonia.


    ‘My lord bishop,’ said Volquin, ‘I must protest.’


    But Albert held up a hand to him. ‘Let the archdeacon finish, grand master.’


    Stefan wore a look of triumph as he carried on. ‘In gratitude for the assistance that Riga has provided him in his hour of need, Duke Vincentas has agreed for his people to be baptised into the Holy Church but requests immediate aid as he fears the wrath of the other dukes.’


    ‘Thank you, archdeacon,’ said Albert, ‘for a most precise summary of events in Lithuania.’


    He rose as Stefan retook his seat. ‘My lords, the coming of the Danes is clearly God’s signal that we should turn our eyes south to where a helpless lamb calls out to be saved. If the Semgallian people wish to enter the Holy Church then it is our duty to ensure they do so. I command that the Sword Brothers muster their soldiers and request that the crusader lords join them for a campaign in Lithuania.’


    The crusaders banged their fists on the table and cheered. They had obviously been informed beforehand of the bishop’s plan, during the voyage to Livonia, but the Sword Brothers had been ignorant of the Lithuanian venture, until now. They sat stony-faced as the bishop held up his hands in an appeal for calm.


    ‘Lord Fricis,’ he said to the Liv leader, ‘your people have suffered greatly during these past two years, having lost a great king and then been basely attacked by the Russians in my absence. I therefore make no call upon you regarding the forthcoming campaign in Lithuania. I do, however, ask that your warriors keep watch on Livonia and its people during our absence.’


    Fricis rose and bowed his head. ‘It shall be as you request, lord bishop.’


    ‘Archdeacon,’ said the bishop, ‘send a message to our friend the duke informing him that a great crusader army will soon be marching to his aid.’


    ‘It will fortify his courage, lord bishop,’ replied Stefan.


    ‘And you would know all about courage,’ said Volquin just loud enough for the archdeacon and his castellans to hear.


    After the meeting the castellans gathered in the grand master’s office in Riga’s castle, a room barely large enough to accommodate them all as they stood complaining to each other.


    ‘Miserable little toad,’ snarled Rudolf to no one in particular. ‘He thinks he is Charlemagne.’


    ‘He will get a lot of men killed,’ said Griswold, the master of Kokenhusen Castle.


    The angered mutterings grew louder until Volquin stood and called for silence.


    ‘My friends,’ he said, ‘there is nothing we can do about this unfortunate situation we now find ourselves in. The bishop has decided that he will crusade in Lithuania and we must abide by his decision.’


    ‘The archdeacon starts a war that will have no end,’ said Master Friedhelm of Uexkull Castle, the castellan of one of five of the order’s castles that stood on the northern bank of the Dvina.


    But no such pessimism existed among the crusader lords who prepared to wage war against the pagans in the hope that their sins would be forgiven if they washed their swords in heathen blood. In truth they cared not if they marched north, south, east or west so long as they could battle the enemy of the pope and win remission for their crimes. War had ravaged Germany for the last twenty years and many lords who came to Livonia had committed numerous atrocities while fighting their enemies. The prospect of more killing and at the same time saving their souls was an attractive proposition.


    *****


    ‘Lithuania?’


    Henke looked at Rudolf in surprise as he sat with the other brother knights of Wenden at the regular weekly meeting in the master’s hall.


    ‘The Danes have been given Estonia, apparently,’ replied Rudolf.


    Henke was astounded. ‘Who gave it to them?’


    ‘The pope, Henke,’ said Rudolf. ‘You remember him, surely? He is God’s representative on earth and our supreme master.


    ‘The Danes will land in northern Estonia this year and occupy Harrien and Wierland. So you see there is no need for the Sword Brothers to march north. Instead we are to cross the Dvina to support our Lithuanian allies.’


    ‘Do we have any allies in Lithuania?’ asked Conrad.


    ‘The Semgallians, apparently,’ replied Rudolf. ‘Archdeacon Stefan has been supplying them with weapons so they can fight the other Lithuanian tribes. And now we are to cross the Dvina to lend our support to aid Duke Vincentas.’


    ‘Who?’ asked Henke.


    ‘The leader of the Semgallians,’ said Rudolf, ‘who has asked for soldiers in return for his people being baptised.’


    Henke grinned. ‘Well, at least we can get revenge for when the Lithuanians came here and tried to capture Wenden.’


    ‘When do we leave?’ enquired Lukas.


    ‘In seven days,’ replied Rudolf.


    ‘What about the Estonians that came here with me?’ asked Conrad. ‘Shall I send them back to their homelands?’


    ‘I would rather they stay here,’ said Master Thaddeus who usually attended the meetings in his capacity as chief engineer and sometime quartermaster general of all Livonia.


    ‘Why?’ sniffed Henke.


    Thaddeus scratched his wispy white beard. ‘Well for one thing they have proved themselves most useful in the rebuilding of the village that was destroyed by the Cumans. They are very enthusiastic workers.’


    ‘Course they are,’ said Henke. ‘They’re getting housed and fed for free. You should send them on their way, Rudolf.’


    ‘Master Rudolf to you,’ said Rudolf forcefully. ‘What is your opinion, Conrad, since they see you as their leader?’


    ‘If they are asked to stay at Wenden, master,’ replied Conrad, ‘then they will stay.’


    ‘The settlers would be most happy if they stayed,’ added Thaddeus. ‘They help in the fields as well as chopping wood for huts and barns.’


    ‘It would strengthen the garrison in our absence,’ said Walter, ‘especially if the Russians or Cumans decide to return to Livonia this year.’


    Rudolf brought his hands together. ‘It seems strange that Estonians, indeed wolf shields, should be the guardians of Wenden in our absence.’


    ‘The schemes of God often appear strange to man, master,’ said Walter solemnly.


    ‘Conrad,’ said Rudolf, ‘I will speak to the leaders of your followers after this meeting. Kindly go and collect them. They are here of their own volition so they have a right to decide their fate.’


    *****


    The army that was camped outside the walls of Roskilde that spring was, as far as anyone could remember, the largest ever assembled. The Danish king had summoned all his great lords to his capital and they had answered his command. They did so out of loyalty and fear but also because the lords who were willing to accompany the king overseas were exempted from taxes in return for military service. They arrived at Roskilde from the outlying Danish islands and his lands in southern Sweden and Norway on their tough little horses that were used to harsh northern climes. These beasts had a natural running gait that made them excellent for scouting and long marches but totally unsuitable for battle. The king’s bodyguards, therefore, all had great warhorses imported from Germany and in battle fought in the saddle. The Danish and Swedish lords, however, preferred to fight on foot alongside their men.


    The Danish knights all wore segmented iron helmets with fixed face guards, their bodies protected by mail hauberks with mail mittens and mail chausses on their legs. Beneath the hauberk they wore thickly padded gambesons and over both they donned brightly coloured surcoats with very broad three-quarter length sleeves. Like their German counterparts they had swords as their principal weapons and large, almond-shaped shields. The Danish sergeants also copied their German counterparts with their kettle helmets, though many carried large war axes in addition to their swords.


    The vast majority of the Danish Army comprised either spearmen equipped with simple hauberks, long wooden shields, helmets and broad, slashing swords, or axe men drawn from the poorer regions of Valdemar’s dominions. The latter wore simple conical helmets with nasal guards, hauberks and carried large round wooden shields. Their only weapons were large-bladed war axes and daggers.


    The king and queen had left Dronningholm Castle to attend the service held in Roskilde’s cathedral, a great stone building constructed some fifty years before on the site of a wooden church built by the first Christian king of Denmark: Harald Bluetooth. The cathedral was packed with priests and monks, knights and chiefs and on the walls hung banners sporting Valdemar’s three blue lions surrounded by small red hearts on a yellow background.


    As the angelic voices of the choir filled the cavernous cathedral the bishops of Roskilde, Schleswig and Estonia made their way towards the altar, the last of the three being the only one whose bishopric existed in name only. They were led by Andrew, Archbishop of Lund, the sixty-year-old papal legate who was a member of the influential and powerful Hvide family. As part of the agreement brokered between Bishop Albert of Riga and Valdemar, the latter had agreed to wage a crusade against the Estonians in return for the Bishopric of Estonia being under the authority of the archbishopric of Lund. Thus ensuring that Denmark would rule Estonia both physically and spiritually, for what Bishop Albert did not realise was that Archbishop Andrew had personally petitioned the pope who had given Estonia to the King of Denmark.


    Valdemar had been delighted with the arrangement but his wife had been far from happy, believing that the archbishop had far too much influence over her husband, influence that she believed only she should wield. Berengaria looked truly beautiful that day, attired in a pure white dress adorned with gold buttons that contrasted sharply with her flawless olive skin, raven hair and brown eyes. Those eyes now settled on the archbishop as the choir stood singing and the prelate turned and ordered everyone to bow their heads in prayer. Her luscious lips curled into a sneer as she and the rest of the congregation did so. Why should she bow her head to a prince of the church? She was a queen after all. The archbishop called upon God to bless Valdemar and his brave warriors who were about to sail across the sea to battle the heathen Estonians. He asked the Lord for a calm sea and a brisk wind to carry the crusaders east to their objective. When he finished everyone said ‘Amen’ and looked up. Berengaria was bored to distraction. She frowned at the ten-year-old Prince Valdemar who fidgeted next to her. The little prince had been the son of the king’s first wife Dagmar, who had died in childbirth seven years before. It irked the queen enormously that ‘Valdemar the Younger’ was more popular than her own children she had born the king: the infants Eric, Sophie and Abel. And she was now pregnant with a fourth child though was not yet showing.


    When the service concluded the king and queen walked down the aisle flanked by the standing congregation to the cathedral’s entrance. The queen smiled icily as the assembly bowed their heads to the royal couple as they passed.


    ‘Remember,’ she whispered to Valdemar, ‘what you take you keep.’


    ‘I will take Estonia,’ he replied.


    ‘You should include Livonia in your conquests,’ she said.


    The king said no more until they were outside in the bright sunshine, the people of Roskilde cheering the royal couple as they exited the cathedral, or at least the king and his son. Yellow-uniformed spearmen held back the crowd as servants in the king’s livery opened the doors of the horse-drawn coach that stood a few yards away.


    The king waved at the cheering crowds. ‘Livonia is ruled by the Bishop of Riga who has the blessing of His Holiness the Pope.’


    ‘His “holiness” cares only for the expansion of Christ’s kingdom on earth,’ she replied. ‘Why would he care if you controlled Livonia instead of the Bishop of Riga?’


    ‘A fine service, your majesty.’


    Berengaria rolled her eyes when she heard the voice of the Count of Schwerin behind them. ‘Henry the Black’ bowed his head when the royal couple turned to face him.


    ‘Well, count,’ smiled the king, ‘are you and your men prepared to fight the pagans?’


    Count Henry nodded. ‘My men are itching to get to grips with them, majesty.’


    ‘Are they itching because they are flea-ridden like most of the world’s soldiers?’ sneered the queen.


    The count was taken aback. ‘Majesty?’


    ‘Your German knights are uncouth and unkempt, count,’ she said. ‘They spend too much time drinking when they should be in church praying.’


    ‘Soldiers drink and gamble, majesty,’ shrugged the count, ‘but they can fight well enough, I promise you.’


    ‘But not as well as my husband’s soldiers, I think,’ she retorted condescendingly.


    The count stiffened as she reminded him that Valdemar had seized his domain five years earlier, forcing him to recognise the Danish king as his liege lord. His eyes narrowed as he looked at the olive-skinned beauty who was universally loathed throughout Valdemar’s kingdom. How exquisite she was with her shining black hair, enticing lips and sultry eyes, the epitome of feminine allure. How he would love to get his hands round that slender neck. Bitch!


    He smiled at the young prince standing in a surcoat bearing the arms of his father. ‘It won’t be long before you are accompanying your father on crusade, young prince.’


    ‘Or perhaps accompanying him on crusade against the Germans,’ said Berengaria.


    ‘Well,’ interrupted the king, ‘I have to get the queen back to the castle. You will be delighted to learn, count, that my love is with child.’


    Count Henry bowed his head. ‘I pray God that it is a boy.’


    The king was delighted and took his wife’s hand and led her to the waiting coach.


    ‘I will see you at the docks tomorrow, count,’ he said, helping his wife into the carriage.


    ‘I will pray for a keen wind, your majesty,’ smiled the count. He would also be praying for the queen to die in childbirth.


    The next day brought more sunshine and a brisk easterly wind, which made the count think that God had answered his prayers. He was in an ebullient mood as he organised the embarkation of his men and supplies onto the cogs that would take them to Estonia. Sailors with calloused hands and ugly faces bellowed at the dockers to work quicker with their winches and cranes to load the cargoes on the dozens of ships in the harbour.


    Just under three thousand men were preparing to sail east to Estonia. The majority were Valdemar’s Danes: five hundred spearmen, fifteen hundred axe men and two hundred archers. The king had no crossbowmen, the bow still being preferred among his subjects. The Danes would travel aboard vessels that resembled the Viking longships of old, being over a hundred feet long, twelve feet at the beam and having a shallow draft that made them ideal for disembarking soldiers in shallow waters. They had ten pairs of oars, a single sail and despite lying low in the water were hardy seagoing vessels. Valdemar himself and his bodyguard of fifty knights would travel in a larger cog, as would their horses and warhorses. The other members of the king’s personal retinue included a hundred foot knights and the same number of sergeants.


    A separate cog would transport the princes of the church who would accompany the crusaders on their expedition. Berengaria had been delighted when she learned that the Archbishop of Lund and bishops of Schleswig, Roskilde and Estonia were sailing with her husband as it removed them and their sanctimonious words from her presence.


    The most powerful contingent of the crusader army was Count Henry’s Germans: fifty knights, fifty squires, a hundred lesser knights, two hundred crossbowmen and three hundred spearmen. It took five hours to load them and their horses onto cogs with the result that the fleet missed the afternoon tide. So men and animals had the prospect of spending nearly a day of inactivity as they waited for the next morning’s tide. The captains of the Danish vessels suggested that they should put to sea as their vessels could navigate the waters of the fjord at all times but the king forbade it.


    So the fleet waited until three hours past midnight the next morning when king’s cog sailed from Roskilde on the high tide, leading a great fleet of oared boats and cogs to begin the crusade in Estonia.


    *****


    The Dvina was a sparkling blue the day the bishop’s army assembled at Holm for the expedition into Semgallia. It was now late spring and the days were long and warm. A slight breeze rippled the waters of the great river and the conditions were perfect for a river crossing. Boats of all sizes had been assembled at Holm Castle to expedite the crossing, which at this point involved traversing some six hundred and fifty yards of water. It had taken a month to assemble the army that would carry the cross into pagan Lithuanian, much to the annoyance of the Duke of Saxony and Rudolph of Stotel. But as Master Thaddeus had reminded them, organisation was a necessary evil. The elderly engineer had once again been created quartermaster general for the whole of Livonia and had ridden from Wenden in the company of Master Rudolf, his brother knights, sergeants and mercenaries.


    Though all the garrison’s dozen brother knights rode south to the muster at Holm only thirty of the fifty sergeants, twenty of the fifty crossbowmen and twenty of the fifty spearmen accompanied Rudolf and the knights. The others stayed behind under the command of leather face to maintain the semblance of a garrison, supported by the dozen novices that were being tutored in the fighting arts by Lukas.


    ‘Let’s hope they don’t have their throats slit by Conrad’s heathens,’ remarked Henke as they journeyed south from Wenden.


    ‘They are quite loyal,’ said Conrad, ‘you need have no worries where they are concerned.’


    Henke, however, was clearly bored and decided that trying to bait Conrad would alleviate his tedium.


    ‘Don’t you think it’s ironic, Rudolf,’ he said, ‘that when we return we might find Lembit’s wolf shields in command of the castle.’


    Rudolf shook his head. ‘Lembit is dead, Henke, in case you have forgotten.’


    ‘Killed by Conrad, you may remember,’ added Walter.


    ‘Is that why the pagans follow you like little dogs, Conrad,’ asked Henke, ‘because you killed their leader?’


    The brother knights were riding in one group along the track that ran parallel to the Gauja, the sergeants following and the mercenaries in the rear of the column, alongside the wagons that contained the tents, food, fodder, ammunition and spare weapons, clothing and armour. The brothers’ warhorses were also hitched to them, the great beasts flicking their tails to ward off the legions of midges that plagued the column.


    ‘They came to Wenden of their own free will,’ replied Conrad. ‘I did not force them.’


    ‘They are beggars and thieves,’ sneered Henke. ‘They should be sent back to Estonia.’


    ‘They have proved their worth in battle,’ said Conrad forcefully.


    Henke laughed. ‘What, even the girls?’


    ‘Even them,’ replied Conrad.


    Henke looked at Conrad. ‘That pretty young one who follows you around like a lost lamb.’


    ‘Kaja,’ said Hans, ‘that is her name.’


    ‘Did she warm your bed during those long winter nights at Lehola?’


    Conrad looked straight ahead. ‘Perhaps you should mind your tongue, brother.’


    ‘Are you going to make me?’ said Henke casually.


    ‘Nothing would give me more pleasure,’ said Conrad.


    ‘That’s enough,’ snapped Rudolf. ‘Save your fight for the Lithuanians. Unless you both want a flogging.’


    But the Lithuanians were not fighting, or at least the Semgallians were not. For on the morning when the crusaders’ army assembled on the sandy riverbanks of the River Dvina beneath the Castle of Holm, a boat pushed off from the opposite shore carrying a deputation from Duke Vincentas. The Bishop of Riga sat on his horse in the company of the Duke of Saxony, Rudolph of Stotel and Grand Master Volquin as the army prepared to board the boats that would carry it across the river. Manfred Nordheim sat behind the commanders, the fifty horsemen of Riga’s garrison providing a bodyguard for the bishop. The approaching Semgallians would have been impressed by the crusader army that lined the northern riverbank, the knights on their great warhorses clothed in brightly coloured caparisons and a host of banners among both the horsemen and foot soldiers. There was the great standard of the Sword Brothers – a red cross above a red sword on a white background – held behind Volquin, the black lion rampant on a yellow background of Saxony and the silver cross keys entwined with a horned helmet on a blue background that was the coat of arms of Stotel. The shields and surcoats of the crusaders knights were also adorned with griffins, eagles, unicorns, flowers, stars and bears, the different combinations of colours creating an impressive colourful display of German chivalry.


    Nordheim nudged his horse forward when the Lithuanian boat was in midstream.


    ‘With your permission, lord bishop.’


    Albert smiled at Stefan’s deputy and waved him forward.


    ‘Your Lithuanian allies, Nordheim?’ said Volquin caustically.


    Nordheim smiled. ‘Our allies, grand master.’


    ‘That remains to be seen,’ muttered Volquin as Nordheim rode to the water’s edge and slid off his horse’s back to await the Semgallian delegation.


    ‘You do not trust our new allies, grand master?’ enquired Bishop Albert.


    ‘We shall see whether they are allies, lord bishop,’ replied Volquin.


    ‘Archdeacon Stefan trusts them, grand master,’ said the bishop.


    ‘But not enough to greet them in person, it would seem,’ replied Volquin.


    The bishop ignored the insult to his nephew but there was an uncomfortable silence while Nordheim conferred with the bearded Lithuanian warriors on the riverbank and then returned to the bishop.


    The commander of Riga’s garrison grinned at Albert. ‘Duke Vincentas awaits you on the opposite bank, lord bishop, and will ride with you to his stronghold at Mesoten.’


    ‘He did not think to present himself to the bishop in person?’ said Volquin.


    Nordheim’s grin disappeared. ‘He waits to greet the bishop as a guest into his kingdom, grand master.’


    Volquin examined the far riverbank that was empty of life; beyond it the endless expanse of forest that filled Semgallia.


    ‘I would advise you to wait here until the army has crossed, lord bishop.’


    Nordheim looked annoyed but the bishop laid a hand on the grand master’s arm.


    ‘I think I should demonstrate faith in the good intentions of Duke Vincentas, grand master. I will cross in the vanguard of the army. Please give the order to commence the crossing of the river.’


    Moments later trumpets and drums sounded among the ranks of the crusaders to signal the start of the great logistical exercise of crossing the Dvina. The first to cross were the foot soldiers of the Sword Brothers – the mercenary spearmen and crossbowmen – who boarded oar-powered riverboats that took them across the river. This first contingent numbered two hundred and eighty men.


    The second wave was made up of the order’s brother knights, who left their warhorses in the care of the sergeants. Each of the order’s castles had supplied a full contingent of twelve brother knights, to which was added the five knights of the grand master’s office in Riga and the grand master himself. Once on the opposite bank each garrison formed up and began to move into the trees that began less than a hundred paces from the water, only to be met by a host of Semgallians.


    ‘Ready!’ shouted Henke as fifty or more Lithuanians emerged from the trees, all wearing helmets and long tunics beneath their mail armour. The brother knights formed a long line and drew their swords as the enemy walked towards them.


    ‘They have crossbowmen,’ said Conrad as he gripped the straps of his shield.


    Behind him the crossbowmen loaded their weapons as the spearmen levelled their lances.


    ‘Do not shoot,’ shouted one of the Lithuanian crossbowmen in German. ‘We are Germans.’


    The brother knights looked at each other through their helmet’s vision slits in confusion. One of the Lithuanians came forward, holding his crossbow and other arm aloft.


    ‘I serve Manfred Nordheim, commander of the garrison of Riga.’


    He barked an order in Lithuanian at the other crossbowmen and they likewise raised their crossbows in an act of submission. Grand Master Volquin took the helmet off of his head.


    ‘Since when has the garrison of Riga been operating south of the Dvina?’


    The German-speaking man was wearing a thickly quilted gambeson and a helmet with a nasal guard. He grinned as he too took off his helmet with his left hand.


    ‘For months. I and a few others have been training the locals in the use of the crossbow. I reckon that now they are as good as any in this land.’


    Volquin wore a deep frown. ‘Stand down!’ he shouted to the brother knights.


    The ninety Sword Brothers sheathed their weapons and took off their helmets for the day was getting warm and it could get very hot inside a helmet, especially when also wearing a mail coif. Many of the brother knights also pulled down the latter as they stood staring at the Lithuanian crossbowmen.


    Volquin called his masters to him as the crossbowman rested the metal stirrup of his weapon on the ground. When his castellans had assembled he pointed at the German mercenary.


    ‘Behold, the schemes of Archdeacon Stefan made flesh.’


    The masters looked at each other in confusion.


    ‘How many crossbowmen have you trained?’ Volquin asked the mercenary.


    ‘Two hundred,’ came the reply.


    ‘So that’s where the consignment of crossbows went,’ remarked Rudolf.


    Volquin nodded. ‘Exactly. Where are you from?’


    ‘Thuringia,’ replied the mercenary. ‘We were recruited by Commander Nordheim.’


    ‘To do what?’ enquired Master Godfrey of Holm.


    ‘To train the Semgallians in the use of the crossbow,’ smiled the mercenary.


    ‘And so Duke Vincentas now has two hundred highly trained crossbowmen,’ remarked Master Arnold of Lennewarden dryly.


    The mercenary nodded. ‘None better.’


    ‘Marvellous,’ seethed Volquin.


    As the pagan and Christian soldiers mingled the grand master sent a message to those waiting on the other side of the river that it was safe to cross. Thus began a major logistical exercise to transport over three thousand men, hundreds of horses and dozens of carts and wagons across the waterway. Master Thaddeus stood at the water’s edge, issuing orders and overseeing the shipment of the army to the southern riverbank. His engineers and quartermasters oversaw the loading of the warhorses onto great wooden rafts that had been specially constructed for this day. Local Livs had been employed to fell trees to provide materials for the rafts, which were covered with soil so the warhorses, which could be tetchy and stubborn, could be enticed onto them more easily. Then the rafts were towed to the other side by teams of riverboats, their oars pulled by Liv rowers.


    Priests went up and down the riverbank, blessing each raft and vessel before it began its journey. This caused innumerable delays because although there were many priests accompanying the crusader army there were far more boats and rafts. And so the morning passed and still only half the army had crossed the river. Thaddeus grew more exasperated as priests stood in the water reciting prayers and blessing vessels as riverboats loaded with soldiers and rafts loaded with horses or waggons stood stationary. He became particularly annoyed with one priest wearing the undyed habit of the Cistercian Order who stood waist-deep in water in front of a boat filled with spearmen, the bemused Liv rowers looking over their shoulders at the tonsured individual who had his eyes closed as he recited a prayer. Thaddeus stood near the stern of the boat, shaking his head.


    ‘Father,’ he called to the priest, ‘this boat has to move to the other side of the river.’


    The priest finished his praying and opened his eyes. ‘I am about God’s work, sir.’


    ‘My congratulations,’ replied Thaddeus, ‘but God only placed so many hours in a day and we are using them up at an alarming rate. So I would appreciate it if you could get out of the water and let this boat cross.’


    The priest made the sign of the cross in front of the prow and then waded ashore. The captain of the vessel ordered his men to start rowing and the boat began to move into the river. The priest’s habit was soaked from the waist down as he waded ashore, his bare feet deathly white from the cold water.


    ‘It may be spring, father,’ said Thaddeus, ‘but the water is still cold. I would advise staying out of the water otherwise you might catch a nasty cold.’


    ‘I am Father Segehard, sir,’ said the priest as a horse on a nearby raft reared up and then sprang into the water.


    ‘Get in after it,’ shouted Thaddeus at two farriers on the raft as the horse thrashed around in the water. He shook his head. ‘Idiots.’


    ‘The work of the Lord is never easy,’ smiled Segehard.


    ‘I am Master Thaddeus, Father Segehard, and I have the unenviable position of quartermaster general in this rabble that masquerades as an army.’ He looked into the sky. ‘I doubt we will get everyone over before the day’s out.’


    He raised his eyes as he caught sight of another priest in the water blessing a stationary boat loaded with crossbowmen.


    ‘I feel privileged to be a witness to this mighty venture,’ said Segehard with glee. ‘I have been promised a church among the pagans by the Bishop of Semgallia himself.’


    Thaddeus was perplexed. ‘The Bishop of Semgallia?’


    ‘Abbot Bernhard,’ replied Segehard. ‘On the advice of the Bishop of Riga His Holiness the Pope has created the Bishopric of Semgallia and Abbot Bernhard has been confirmed as its first bishop.’


    Thaddeus looked across the river at the tree-lined shore of Semgallia and the dozens of boats disgorging their contents on the bank before returning to ferry more crusaders across the Dvina.


    ‘Has anyone informed the Semgallians?’ remarked Thaddeus.


    Despite the quartermaster’s fears the whole of the army was transported across the river by the time the sun dipped below the western horizon four hours before midnight. The six hundred members of the Sword Brothers, having crossed the Dvina first, had moved two miles inland accompanied by Nordheim’s German mercenaries and their Lithuanian crossbowmen. At the river meanwhile, the two and a half thousand soldiers whom the Duke of Saxony had brought to Livonia and the five hundred followers of Rudolph of Stotel chopped down trees for firewood and churned up the ground as they established a vast camp that spread for at least a mile along the river and extended five hundred paces inland from the water’s edge.


    It took five days to reach Mesoten, Duke Vincentas’ German mercenaries guiding the crusaders through thick pine forests where the floor was covered with the needles and leaves that had dropped the previous autumn to produce a wet, damp carpet. It rained almost every day, which added to the dampness in the air, though because the army had been delayed a month before it crossed the Dvina at least the meadows were not filled with spring meltwater. Instead they were filled with snowdrops and buttercups. Though Lithuania contained no mountains there were many hillocks and ravines that had to be skirted and travelled through. But above all there was water: lakes, streams and rivers that had to be crossed. Most could be forded but invariably some of the wagons got stuck in the water and all were reduced to a snail’s pace when the rain that fell almost every day reduced the mud tracks to rivers of mud. The result was that the army never travelled more than five miles a day.


    Conrad and the other brother knights rode their palfreys on the march, the expensive warhorses being led by their reins behind them. Grand Master Volquin sent scouting parties ahead to reconnoitre the route and had other parties acting as flank guards, but the mood was relaxed and thoughts of war and battle were far away.


    ‘Who are we marching to fight, Master Rudolf?’ asked Conrad.


    ‘I have no idea, Conrad,’ Rudolf answered, ‘only that we are marching to a stronghold called Mesoten where Duke Vincentas waits to greet the bishop.’


    ‘The Northern Kurs,’ said Thaddeus, who most days elected to ride among the soldiers of Wenden rather than with the bishop and crusader lords. ‘Commander Nordheim was explaining to Bishop Albert and Bishop Bernhard that the leader of the Northern Kurs, Duke Arturus, has been vary hard on the Semgallians.’


    ‘Bishop Bernhard?’ said Rudolf in surprise.


    Thaddeus nodded. ‘Apparently Abbot Bernhard has been created Bishop of Semgallia. We currently travel through his bishopric.’


    ‘I am amazed that the Semgallians have agreed to that,’ said Rudolf.


    ‘From what I can gather they have not,’ replied Thaddeus, ‘and have yet to be informed of this wondrous development.’


    ‘When they find out there will be trouble,’ stated Henke bluntly.


    ‘For once I am in agreement with Henke,’ said Rudolf.


    But when the army arrived at Mesoten they found Duke Vincentas the perfect host, riding from his great timber citadel to greet the bishop and the nobles at the head of a great number of horsemen. Nordheim had ridden ahead to inform the duke of the imminent arrival of the bishop’s army and rode back with Vincentas to act as his interpreter. Volquin ordered all the order’s brother knights, mounted on their warhorses in their full war gear, to attend the bishop. Nordheim’s horsemen objected but the grand master tersely informed them that the Sword Brothers were the guardians of the bishop’s safety rather than Archdeacon Stefan’s private army.


    The hill fort of Mesoten was an impressive structure, built on a great grass mound with gentle slopes and a level summit that was surrounded by a high timber wall with roofed towers at regular intervals. The main gates were on the northern side and were reached by a narrow track cut into the slope. The eastern side of the mound sloped down to the banks of the River Lielupe and on the western side of the fort was a sprawling town of wooden huts, barns, animal pens, smiths and stables. Its population lined the route taken by their duke and the bishop as they trotted past on their horses, followed by the fearsome white knights in their helmets, white surcoats, their great horses covered by white caparisons bearing the strange insignia of a red sword below a red cross. A standard bearer also held a huge flag carrying the same design, fluttering beside the Iron Wolf banner of Semgallia. The Semgallians cheered their young, handsome duke but the faceless soldiers from across the great Dvina alarmed many.


    The party containing the duke, Bishop Albert, Bishop Bernhard, Albert of Saxony, Grand Master Volquin and Rudolph of Stotel slowed and then halted when they reached the foot of the slope that the hill fort was built on. The duke asked them to dismount so they could ascend the slope via the narrow track, in effect a footpath that led to the open gates of the fort. Nordheim translated Vincentas’ words and Bishop Albert smiled graciously, Volquin frowned at the warriors who lined the ramparts and towers above and the Lithuanian warriors on horseback looked bored as the two sides exchanged courtesies. Bishop Albert waved forward Father Segehard who had been riding on a cart behind the main party, the duke looking bemused at the tonsured priest but smiling graciously as the bishop introduced him. The Semgallian mercenaries filed past the party and made their way up the slope towards the fort, escorted by their instructors, as the dignitaries prepared to follow them and enjoy the hospitality of Duke Vincentas.


    It was now a beautiful spring day with small white puffy clouds in the sky and a pleasant westerly breeze that provided a measure of relief for the knights in their mail armour and full-face helms. The atmosphere was relaxed and even friendly as the duke’s horsemen dismounted and began to lead their horses away to the stables in the town. The townspeople were talking among themselves and holding up their infants to show them the men of iron on their covered horses, the children giggling at the knights that filled the track for a great distance, not only the Sword Brothers but the followers of the Duke of Saxony and Rudolph of Stotel. It was a day of peace and friendship between two peoples and Bishop Albert was beside himself with joy that the Semgallians had welcomed him with open arms. Soon Segehard would be preaching the word of God in this very place and Bernhard would recruit priests to convert all who lived in Semgallia.


    And then the peace was shattered.


    There was the sound of distant horns to the west followed by the cheers of the warriors on Mesoten’s ramparts. For a moment nothing happened as every individual assessed the situation, then panic broke out among the civilians. They knew nothing about the crusader knights or their priests but they knew the sound of war horns well enough. They scooped up their infants and ran as fast as they could up the slope to the fort. The change in atmosphere was sudden as the crossbowmen that had been ambling up the footpath turned and began drawing back the bowstrings of their weapons.


    The horns beyond the town grew louder, signalling that the unseen warriors to the west were getting nearer. The bare-headed Volquin drew his sword and grabbed Bishop Albert, roughly pulling him back to his horse.


    ‘Treachery?’ the grand master screamed. Bernhard shouted to Segehard as he retraced his steps back to his horse.


    ‘Withdraw, father.’


    But Segehard was walking towards Duke Vincentas with open arms, smiling as he did so. Perhaps he thought he could embrace the Semgallian leader to bring this misunderstanding to an end. The duke’s bodyguard closed around him as the priest calmly walked towards them. They urged Vincentas to retreat back to the fort but he shouted at them angrily and drew his sword. He was the leader of the Semgallian people and would not run from his enemies, not in his own capital. He screamed and ran forward, ramming his sword into the belly of Father Segehard, casting aside the dead priest and calling on his men to follow him as he charged at the foreign heathens.


    ‘God with us!’ shouted Rudolf as his namesake, the lord of Stotel, ran forward to do battle with Duke Vincentas, only to be cut down by a dozen Semgallian crossbow bolts. His knights cantered forward to protect their lord but at least half a dozen were shot from their saddles as their lord was killed. Nordheim’s instructors had done their work all too well.


    The Sword Brother knights levelled their lances and dug their spurs into their warhorses as the horsemen of Stotel began spearing and hacking at the Lithuanians protecting Duke Vincentas.


    Conrad spurred his horse forward and the great beast thundered down the track towards the crusader knights. He wheeled right to flank the men from Stotel who were being shot at by a line of crossbowmen standing on the grassy slope beneath Mesoten’s ramparts. The Sword Brothers flanked the mêlée in the centre to ride up the slope to disperse the crossbowmen. But then a great flood of warriors came out of the fort’s gates and signallers blew their trumpets to recall the knights.


    The raging torrent of men came down the slope as Conrad tugged on his reins to pull his mount around. They came screaming and yelling down the grass in a seething mass, dozens of men armed with spears, axes and swords as the Sword Brothers and the knights of Stotel retreated before them, galloping down the track along which the crusader army was hurriedly withdrawing. Vincentas gave a great cheer and raised his sword aloft as the men from the fort gathered behind him and the Semgallian crossbowmen stopped shooting. The warriors stepped over the dead bodies of the German instructors who had been shot by the men they had trained. Their paymaster, Manfred Nordheim, was hurrying towards the rear of the crusader army along with his fifty horsemen.


    As Conrad and his companions fled before the Semgallians, the crossbowmen and spearmen of the order let them pass and then closed ranks behind them, forming a long, thin line to cover the retreat of the horsemen. Then the Lithuanians charged.


    Vincentas gripped his sword and ran forward, his men following their lord. Viesthard had been right all along: the Christians could not be trusted and it was a mistake to invite them into Semgallia. Had the duke been more cautious he would have discovered that the sounds coming from the west of the town signalled the arrival of Viesthard and his warriors. The prince had been angry that the duke had asked Riga for aid and had told Vincentas that he would not be at Mesoten to welcome the barbarians. But then he had remembered the oath of loyalty he had taken to the old duke, Ykintas, father of Vincentas, and he had been ashamed. So he gathered his men and marched them east to be by the side of his lord.


    The latter was leading a charge against a line of shields that he knew he could break with ease, the momentum of the assault of at least four hundred warriors would sweep them aside and then he would crush the crusader army. More warriors were leaving the fort as the whole garrison rushed to support Vincentas, and in the town the elders were gathering all the able-bodied men who could carry a weapon to attack the crusaders. Vincentas screamed his war cry as he raced forward and did not hear the series of sharp cracks as a hundred and fifty crossbowmen shot their weapons.


    Standing behind the spearmen, the order’s crossbowmen loosed a volley at the oncoming warriors and within fifteen seconds had reloaded their weapons and shot another deluge of quarrels. Three hundred crossbow bolts struck the Semgallians in less than half a minute, felling at least a hundred of them and killing the momentum of their charge. The Lithuanians did what all soldiers do when they came under a barrage of missiles: they instinctively slowed down and huddled together for security, crouching low and bringing their shields tight to their bodies for protection. They paused and the orders’ foot soldiers retreated, the crossbowmen rushing back around fifty paces before turning and reloading to cover the withdrawal of the spearmen.


    ‘Form line, form line,’ shouted Volquin as he rode up and down in front of the brother knights with sword in hand, constantly glancing at the line of foot soldiers who were steadily falling back in the face of the Semgallian mass.


    The crusader army was retreating rapidly, though Duke Albert had rallied his knights and squires and arrayed them behind the mounted sergeants and brother knights of the Sword Brothers. His sixteen hundred foot soldiers, meanwhile, were providing protection for the two bishops and the carts and waggons that carried the army’s supplies. The duke left his horsemen and rode forward to seek out the agitated commander of the Sword Brothers.


    ‘Lord Rudolph is dead,’ he said unceremoniously to Albert when he brought his great charger to a halt beside him.


    Volquin pointed to the order’s foot soldiers beating a hasty retreat towards them.


    ‘They have bought us some time, my lord, but now it is our turn to ensure that the army can get a good head start.’


    Duke Albert pushed up his helmet and stared at the now stationary Semgallians.


    ‘What are they waiting for?’


    Volquin pointed to the town from where warriors were appearing from between buildings, hundreds of them. ‘For reinforcements.’


    But he was wrong about the Semgallians for word had spread among their ranks that Duke Vincentas was dead, killed by a crossbow bolt that had gone into an eye socket and pierced his brain. His men picked up the body and carried it back to Mesoten, as they did so linking up with Viesthard and his warriors. The prince galloped to where six men were carrying the body of his lord on their shoulders and jumped from his saddle. He saw the dead body of Vincentas and forgot about the crusaders as he walked solemnly beside the duke’s corpse as it was taken back to his stronghold. His horsemen – six hundred men in helmets, lamellar armour, mail aventails with mail on their thighs and shoulders – deployed to face the great number of crusader knights also mounted. The two lines of horsemen faced each other as more Semgallian warriors came from the town to form a great block on the left wing of the Lithuanian horsemen. And as the body of their duke was carried to his citadel the bulk of the garrison of Mesoten formed ranks behind Viesthard’s horsemen.


    ‘Why aren’t they attacking?’ asked Duke Albert.


    ‘I have no idea,’ replied Volquin, ‘but I do not intend to waste the opportunity. We must retire.’


    The duke was mortified. ‘We must retrieve the body of Lord Rudolph.’


    ‘To do so, my lord,’ replied Volquin, ‘would mean fighting here against three or four times our number. Worse, we will become separated from the army, which will undoubtedly mean its destruction. My first duty is to preserve the safety of the bishop.’


    Volquin could see that the duke was thinking about leading his nine hundred horsemen against the Lithuanian riders opposite. He could also see yet more warriors exiting the town to extend the formation of foot soldiers on the Semgallian left wing.


    ‘I cannot tell you what to do, my lord,’ said Volquin. ‘If you attack you will do so with all the brother knights and sergeants of my order by your side. But the longer we remain here the greater the risk that the rest of the army will perish in the forests and meadows of Semgallia. And if that happens, my lord, then Livonia itself will most likely fall to the pagans.’


    Duke Albert looked at the Lithuanians, then at Volquin before nodding curtly and wheeling his horse away to ride back to his men.


    Volquin turned and pointed to a trumpeter he had brought from his office in Riga. ‘Sound withdrawal.’


    Thus began the retreat to the Dvina.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter 6


    As the Sword Brothers formed the rearguard Duke Albert rode to the front of the army with his knights to assume the role of vanguard. His appearance helped to stabilise the situation, which had threatened to turn into a rout as the drivers of the waggons attempted to put as much distance between them and the Lithuanians as possible. Bishop Bernhard, a veteran of many campaigns, also helped to soothe the situation by riding up and down the column of wagons and calling for calm. Manfred Nordheim finally remembered that he was paid by the Bishop of Riga and led his horsemen back to the prelate who was seated on his horse behind the foot soldiers of the Sword Brothers. The black mass of Lithuanian warriors was still standing stationary as the sergeants and brother knights withdrew in relays, the latter retreating through the former and then vice versa. Unlike the disorder bordering on chaos among the rest of the army the order’s retreat was smooth and orderly.


    Five miles north of Mesoten there was a ford that the crusaders had used to cross the River Lielupe earlier that fateful day. Duke Albert and his knights waded through the ice-cool water first and then fanned out to protect the wagons, carts, servants and foot soldiers as they followed. It took the rest of the day to organise the army on the other side of the ford in a large area of grassland bounded by forests of pine. Though it was a floodplain meadow the river was fortunately not swollen and so the ground was dry. The horses grazed on the lush grass as the knights and their squires kept guard on their horses and the Sword Brothers maintained watch on the river.


    The wagons were used to create a great square in which the army camped, though only the bishops, lords and some of the more important lords had their tents erected. Everyone else slept on the ground in between standing watch, and because an enemy attack was expect at any moment there were no campfires because there had been no opportunity to collect firewood.


    ‘So much for our Semgallian allies,’ said Hans, chewing on a piece of cured meat.


    ‘Do you think they enticed us across the river to try to slaughter us?’ asked Johann.


    ‘Why would they do that?’ answered Anton.


    ‘Why not?’ said Conrad. ‘We’ve fought Lithuanians before. Perhaps they wanted revenge for the death of their grand duke at Wenden.’


    ‘That was nearly six years ago,’ said Hans, finishing his meat.


    Conrad shrugged. ‘We are in the land of the Semgallians and I heard Master Rudolf say that the old duke of this kingdom was killed at Wenden as well as the grand duke.’


    ‘Just think,’ said Johann,’ it could have been any one of us who put a crossbow bolt in him.’


    ‘And now his son, Duke Vincentas, wants revenge,’ said Conrad.


    They were standing behind a four-wheeled cart that contained spare ammunition, quivers and gambesons for Wenden’s crossbowmen, the other brother knights and sergeants standing behind other carts and waggons holding the garrison’s supplies. They were around a hundred paces from the river and all through the afternoon and into the early evening armed parties had been despatched to the ford with buckets to collect water for the men and animals. The latter had been unhitched from the waggons and carts and the caparisons and saddles had been removed from the warhorses. Then all the beasts had been corralled in the centre of the makeshift camp. The sky was clear and the night cool and all the brother knights and sergeants had their cloaks wrapped round them.


    ‘Take them off,’ said Lukas, ‘your surcoats too.’


    ‘Why” asked Hans.


    ‘The enemy has crossbows and your white cloaks and surcoats stand out like beacons in the moonlight.’


    He pointed across the black, slow-moving river. ‘See those trees on the other side of the river, just back from the bank? How far away are they?’


    ‘Three hundred paces,’ hazarded Johann.


    ‘Well within crossbow range,’ said Lukas.


    ‘Perhaps we could buy them back,’ suggested Hans who began chewing on another piece of cured meat.


    They all laughed until Lukas told them to be quiet and remove their white clothing.


    ‘I’m glad some of you can see the humour of our situation,’ said Rudolf who appeared behind Lukas.


    Conrad and the other three took off their cloaks and surcoats and placed them in the waggon.


    ‘Hans suggested that we purchase the crossbows back from the Semgallians,’ Lukas said to Rudolf.


    ‘I think that is most unlikely,’ replied Rudolf. ‘I have just come from a meeting in the bishop’s pavilion. To say that he is spitting blood is an understatement. He wanted to take the fort in the morning but Master Thaddeus reminded him that we have no siege engines and not enough soldiers to safeguard our line of supply back to the river. Lord Rudolph is dead.’


    ‘There will be a lot more joining him before this campaign is over,’ said Lukas glumly.


    ‘We will commence our march before dawn,’ Rudolf told them. ‘Let us hope that we get a head start on the Semgallians.’


    But the Master of Wenden was wrong and as knights and squires fitted their horses with saddles and caparisons in the pre-dawn gloom a group of riders splashed across the ford to assault the crusader camp. They were armed with spisas – long lances that the Lithuanians hurled at the men standing behind the row of waggons. Two were shot by crossbowmen before they retreated back across the river.


    ‘That was fairly tame,’ remarked Anton but little did he know that it was just the beginning of the enemy’s activities.


    After prayers in the chapel tent Conrad and Wenden’s other brother knights left their places at the wagon and walked to where the horses were tethered in groups according to the Sword Brother garrison they belonged to, the standards of each castle plunged into the ground at the end of each row of their horses. He checked the animal’s hooves and shoes and then picked up a bucket of water and gave it a drink. Farriers who worked in the castle’s stables had already groomed the warhorses and now one handed him a nosebag full of fodder. The stallion ate greedily and then defecated onto the ground.


    After it had eaten Conrad fitted its saddle and caparison. The latter was made in two halves that met at the saddle and covered the head, neck and body of his warhorse. Thickly padded and quilted, it was designed to stop an enemy projectile.


    He checked the saddle straps and bridle and hoisted himself into the saddle, a farrier handing him a lance stored in a nearby wagon. A sergeant passed him two pieces of cured meat and a full water bottle. He uncorked the latter and took a swig of the cool liquid before tying its strap around the pommel. The camp was a hive of activity as grooms, servants and squires rushed around to make their masters a makeshift breakfast and provide them with their weapons and armour. The pavilions of the bishop and great lords were dismantled and packed into wagons as horses were hitched to the transports and the march got under way.


    Grand Master Volquin gathered the soldiers of the order a short distance from the forge. The spearmen and crossbowmen formed a defensive screen as he sat on his horse in front of over three hundred brother knights and sergeants, the latter distinguished by their sleeveless mail shirts and kettle helmets rather than full-face helms.


    ‘The order has been allotted the rearguard of the army,’ said Volquin, ‘a place of great importance. March discipline will be observed at all times, which means everyone remaining in their positions. The enemy will attempt to entice us from our posts but we must resist their endeavours. Only your masters may authorise leaving your positions. God be with you.’


    It was actually two hours after dawn when the army finally began to move, a long line of wagons and carts in single file heading north back to the Dvina. The crusaders had lost their Semgallian scouts but the soft ground had been so churned up by the dozens of wheels and thousands of hooves and feet during the advance to Mesoten that the return route was easy to follow. A brisk shower drenched everyone as the march commenced but then the sun came out, warmed the earth and filled the air with the pleasing aroma of freshly cut grass.


    All the army’s foot soldiers were assigned to protect the wagons and carts that contained the army’s supplies, being ordered not to leave their posts on pain of death. Duke Albert formed the vanguard with his four hundred knights and squires. His so-called lesser knights who were the equivalent of the order’s sergeants in social status, mostly men who had little money but enough to purchase a horse and weapons, formed a reserve to assist the vanguard. The horsemen that had followed the now deceased Rudolph of Stotel were grouped in the centre of army with the two bishops and Nordheim’s horsemen, ready to assist the vanguard or rearguard as required.


    After an hour in the saddle Conrad and the other brother knights dismounted to give their horses a rest. It was now a warm spring day and all were sweating in their armour and helmets. The crossbowmen and spearmen walked behind and by the sides of the wagons as the brother knights led their warhorses by their reins. Wenden’s garrison was at the very rear of the army, a score of mounted sergeants making up the end of the crusader column.


    Conrad took off his helmet and carried it in the crook of his arm. The others were similarly helmetless. The day was pleasant, the gentle clanging of the pots and buckets hanging from the nearest wagon sleep inducing as they walked along at a gentle pace. The prospect of violence seemed an eternity away as he put one foot in front of another, being careful to avoid the piles of horse dung deposited on and either side of the track. They had left the meadow and were travelling through a forest of pine, the ground thick with alder, rowan and hazel bushes. The air was heavily scented with fir and there was no wind among the trees. It was calm and quiet. Too quiet.


    Conrad looked at Hans and drew his sword. His companion did likewise and so did Anton and Johann.


    ‘Have a care,’ said Henke behind them as he too pulled his sword from its scabbard.


    Conrad put on his helmet and took the shield off his back, sliding his left arm through the straps on its inner side. The mounted sergeants behind turned and looked back down the track and left and right into the forest. Nothing. But their sixth sense told them something was awry. Ahead the wagons were trundling along the track that curved gently to the right and disappeared, the foot soldiers were walking alongside them, heads down as they tramped along. And then the silence was shattered by a thousand war cries.


    They attacked from both sides, a great tide of warriors clutching axes, maces, spears and clubs crashing through the undergrowth.


    ‘God with us!’ shouted Rudolf as the first Semgallians ran screaming from the trees to attack the foot soldiers by the side of the wagons. The brother knights let go of their warhorses and ran at their attackers; instinctively obeying their training that had been drilled into them. When surprised always attack because that is the last thing an assailant expects.


    Conrad leapt out of the way of a spear thrust at him by a man in a long tunic and baggy leggings, whom he tripped as he passed by him. He left him to tackle another man armed with an axe raised above his head, who brought it down in an attempt to split Conrad’s skull. The brother knight deflected the blow with his shield and plunged his sword in the man’s guts. He withdrew his blade and shoved the dying man into another warrior behind, a man armed only with a club who tried to raise it as Conrad jumped to the left and thrust the point of his sword into the man’s right side, making him drop the club. He then whipped back his blade, flicked his wrist and plunged one of the sword’s cross guards into the man’s eye socket. The Semgallian gave an ear-piercing scream as his eye disappeared and he fell to his knees.


    The sergeants on horseback charged into the enemy warriors who were trying, without success, to kill the brother knights on foot. They speared unarmoured Semgallians with their lances and then went to work with maces and axes, hacking left and right to shatter wooden shields and split helmets.


    Hans crouched low as a man clutching a spear with both hands ran screaming at him, the brother knight jumping aside and slashed the man’s right hamstring as he passed. The pagan yelped, hobbled a few feet and then died as Hans ran his sword through his back. The tide had crashed against the Sword Brother breakwater and was now receding rapidly. The brother knights were now pushing back the attackers, back towards the trees from where they had emerged. An individual with a long knife slashed it wildly in Conrad’s direction, his eyes full of fear as he did so. The brother knight jabbed his sword forward at the bareheaded man who was obviously not a warrior. He retreated as the Sword Brother advanced, still waving the knife in Conrad’s face. He stepped back against a pine, catching him by surprise. He glanced round and Conrad sprang forward, ramming his sword into his belly. The Semgallian made a strained groaning noise as blood gushed from his mouth. Conrad pulled on his sword but found that the point had gone through the man into the tree and refused to budge.


    He spun round and pulled the axe from his belt as another assailant appeared from behind a tree, armed with a mace that he swung at Conrad. He stopped the blow with his shield but the latter’s upper edge was splintered by the flanged weapon as he swung his axe over his head to split his assailant’s skull. But the Semgallian anticipated the blow and raised his own shield, the razor-sharp axe blade slicing into the shield with ease but unfortunately becoming stuck. The warrior hooted in triumph as he raised his mace preparatory to bludgeoning Conrad’s helmet. But the brother knight let go of the axe, pulled his dagger from its sheath and in a lightning-fast movement plunged it deep into the warrior’s belly. The man looked bitterly disappointed as he let go of his mace and clutched his bleeding wound with his right hand. He looked at Conrad with pleading eyes but the Sword Brother slashed his knife across his neck to sever his windpipe. The Semgallian gurgled and then collapsed on the ground. Conrad heard the forest echo with the sounds of horns, the signal for those Semgallians still alive to beat a hasty retreat. They needed no second call as they withdrew as fast as they could, dragging their wounded back with them and leaving their dead behind.


    The Sword Brothers cheered their victory and Rudolf called for a roll call. Miraculously the only casualties were two sergeants and three spearmen injured. The crossbowmen aimed their weapons into the trees, sheltering behind the spearmen around the wagons as they waited for a second assault that never came. The sergeants and brother knights formed a semi-circle at the rear of the last wagon and likewise waited for a fresh assault. After a few minutes Rudolf gave the order to stand down, Conrad taking off his helmet and tucking his axe back in his belt. Wenden’s master gave the order to fetch the horses that had been abandoned while he rode up the track to ascertain the damage caused by the Semgallian attack.


    Henke kicked a dead enemy warrior. ‘This was just to test us.’


    ‘I agree,’ said Lukas, ‘they have no armour or helmets. This is just the beginning.’


    Conrad walked over to the tree where his sword had pinned a Semgallian to the trunk. He gripped the black leather grip and pulled. Nothing happened, though the Semgallian groaned. Conrad stepped back in surprise. The front of the man’s brown tunic was soaked in blood as he continued to groan.


    ‘Put him out of his misery, Conrad,’ said Anton as he, Hans and Johann stood behind their friend. Conrad worked his sword from left to right to loosen the point in the wood, causing the poor wretch impaled on it to moan some more.


    ‘You should kill him,’ urged Anton.


    ‘Not until I have freed my sword,’ said Conrad.


    ‘Stand back!’ ordered Henke.


    Conrad turned and saw Henke holding a two-handed axe he had taken from a dead Semgallian. Conrad and the others stepped back as Henke walked forward, heaved the axe up and then down as the Semgallian lifted his head and the brother knight severed it with a single blow. The curved blade cut deep into the tree and Henke left it there.


    ‘I think he’s dead now,’ said Henke.


    Everyone laughed as Conrad retrieved his sword and no one heard a mute thwack coming from the trees. But their mirth halted immediately when a sergeant collapsed with a crossbow bolt in his chest, the man twitching for a few seconds before he expired.


    ‘Shields!’ screamed Lukas as everyone crouched low to present small targets to the crossbowman.


    ‘Where is he?’ called Walter.


    One of the crossbowmen thought he saw movement in the trees and shot his weapon, as did three of his comrades either side of him. But there was no scream or other noise to indicate their bolts had struck flesh. Conrad was kneeling behind the tree his sword had been embedded in, Hans beside him.


    ‘See anything?’ asked his friend.


    ‘Nothing,’ hissed Conrad.


    They remained in their positions for at least five minutes. No other missiles came from the trees and so Walter ordered everyone on their feet.


    ‘They’ve gone,’ he said.


    ‘This is just the beginning,’ said Lukas.


    They placed the wounded men in one of the carts and tethered the horses to the carts as the column at last began to move forward once more. Rudolf returned with news that the Semgallians had attacked the length of the whole column, inflicting a sizeable number of dead among Duke Albert’s militiamen who had panicked when the attack occurred, many running into the forest rather than staying with the column. As the army continued its march the rearguard passed the bodies of Semgallians who had been killed in the fighting, together with slain crusader foot soldiers.


    Walter shook his head when he saw them. ‘They deserve a Christian burial even if they were common soldiers.’


    ‘No time for that, brother,’ said Henke. ‘The longer we are in this God-forsaken kingdom the more casualties the enemy can inflict on us.’


    ‘No kingdom is forsaken of God,’ replied Walter.


    There were no more Semgallian attacks that day but the army had only travelled five miles before making camp for the night in a meadow, the wagons again being formed in a great rectangle to present a barrier to the enemy. Once more the Sword Brothers removed their surcoats and cloaks so as not to present a target to enemy crossbowmen. While the wagons were being arranged by Master Thaddeus, Duke Albert and Grand Master Volquin sent out short-range patrols to ensure the army was not disturbed while making camp, giving strict orders that the horsemen were not to go more than half a mile from camp and withdraw immediately if the enemy was encountered. They also despatched parties of foot soldiers to collect firewood so campfires could be lit to cook food. Hundreds of mounted knights searched for the enemy, riding through ravines and by the side of hillocks while squires and servants pitched tents and prepared evening meals.


    Johann managed to shoot a deer with one of the spare crossbows to provide the food for that night’s meal.


    ‘At least we will have roasted meat tonight,’ said a delighted Hans, the carcass slung over the back of his horse.


    ‘As long as Hans has a full belly then he can die contented,’ remarked Anton.


    They were less than a quarter of a mile from camp and frequently spied other groups of crusader horsemen exiting or entering the trees. Of the enemy there was no sign.


    ‘They are in no hurry,’ said Conrad. ‘This is their country and they will attack at a time and place of their choosing.’


    ‘You words fill me with hope,’ remarked Anton dryly.


    ‘You will feel more hopeful with a full belly,’ said Hans, eliciting a smile from the others.


    They returned to camp as the sun was dipping in the west, other parties of horsemen and foot soldiers carrying bundles of firewood also returning to the enclosure of wagons. Already smoke from a myriad of campfires was filling the air as hungry and tired men sat and heated pots of potage. The lucky ones skinned rabbits they had managed to catch.


    Hans dumped the dead deer on the ground and slid off his horse as the others also dismounted. Nearby Rudolf was talking to Grand Master Volquin, the latter’s dour expression more doom laden than usual. Rudolf saw Hans rubbing his hands as he took out his dagger preparatory to skinning the carcass.


    ‘Just a minute,’ said Rudolf to Hans.


    Conrad, Johann and Anton were leading their horses to the temporary stabling area when the master called them back. Rudolf walked over to the deer in the company of Volquin.


    ‘A fruitful patrol, Brother Hans?’


    Hans smiled. ‘Yes, Master Rudolf. A warm, fulsome meal always raises the spirits in a dire situation.’


    Volquin nodded. ‘Quite right.’


    ‘And I am sure that Bishop Albert and the Duke of Saxony will think the same when he is tucking in to a meal of venison tonight,’ said Rudolf. He looked at Conrad. ‘You remember Brother Conrad, grand master?’


    Volquin nodded once more. ‘Who could forget the man who saved the bishop’s life and went on to slay Lembit himself?’


    Rudolf smiled at Hans. ‘Brother Conrad will take this deer to the bishop, with the compliments of the garrison of Wenden. I am sure it will raise his spirits.’


    ‘And they certainly need raising,’ said Volquin.


    Hans looked as though sentence of death had just been passed on him. ‘But, master, surely the bishop has food enough?’


    ‘You would put your own needs before those of the bishop, Brother Hans?’ said Rudolf.


    ‘No, master,’ muttered a thoroughly deflated Hans.


    The carcass was placed on the back of Conrad’s horse and then he and Volquin rode through the camp to the bishop’s pavilion pitched in its centre, passing rows of tents, mules and horses tethered together or corralled in temporary enclosures. Squires and servants were grooming and feeding them as the animals pissed on the ground and defecated. The pungent smell of their emissions was mixing with the smoke of the campfires to create the aroma that was unique to campaigning.


    ‘Master Rudolf has been telling me how you raised an army of Estonians to fight the Cumans and Russians,’ said Volquin.


    ‘Hardly an army, grand master,’ said Conrad modestly.


    ‘Still, at least your story is one of success, not like the sorry mess we have managed to get ourselves into,’ remarked Volquin.


    They passed soldiers sitting round campfires, shields bearing the insignia of Stotel leaning against carts nearby. Volquin pointed at them.


    ‘Lord Rudolph dead and his body denied a proper burial. What do you think they will do with it?’


    ‘Burn it, most likely,’ replied Conrad. ‘That is what the pagans like to do with their dead. Either that or...’


    ‘Or what?’ snapped Volquin.


    ‘Or leave it to the pigs, grand master.’


    They rode on in silence until they came to the pavilion of Bishop Albert, a flag bearing the cross keys symbol of Riga hanging limply from its top spike. A large rainfly provided cover over the main entrance where two guards dressed in red surcoats bearing the insignia of Riga stood sentry. Volquin and Conrad dismounted and the guards took the reins of their horses. Conrad pulled the dead deer off the back of his horse and dumped it on the ground. A steward dressed in Riga’s livery came from the pavilion and bowed to the grand master, who pointed at the deer and ordered it to be taken away and prepared for the bishop’s evening meal. Conrad could hear raised voices from inside the pavilion as Volquin ordered him to follow him inside.


    The large tent was oblong in shape and divided into two parts: a reception and a sleeping area, a white curtain separating the two. The bishop sat at a rectangular bench resting on trestles that had been covered with a sheet, Abbot Bernhard beside him and a concerned Master Thaddeus opposite, as Manfred Nordheim, immaculate in his red surcoat and mail hauberk, was pouring himself more wine from a jug.


    ‘My course of action will see us back across the river in two days, my lord.’


    He smiled at the squat Duke Albert whose wild beard was in stark contrast to Nordheim’s neatly trimmed affair.


    ‘Impossible!’ snapped the duke, his yellow surcoat emblazoned with the black lion of Saxony. ‘To run like frightened women only adds insult to the injuries we have already suffered.’


    Bishop Albert saw the grand master. ‘Ah, Grand Master Volquin, you have returned.’


    ‘With a gift from your garrison of Wenden, lord bishop,’ said Volquin. ‘A deer that Brother Conrad here and his fellow brother knights shot earlier.’


    He waved Conrad forward.


    ‘Conrad Wolff,’ said the bishop. ‘It is good to see you.’


    He looked at the duke and pointed at Conrad. ‘This Sword Brother saved me in a battle outside Riga a number of years ago and two years ago killed Lembit during our great victory on St Matthew’s Day.’


    Duke Albert nodded approvingly. ‘You have been in these parts long, Conrad?’


    ‘Nine years, lord.’


    ‘He is a veteran of many campaigns,’ said Thaddeus.


    Manfred Nordheim regarded the brother knight for a few seconds and returned to his seat at the table. Like his master the archdeacon he shared a mistrust bordering on hostility towards the Sword Brothers.


    ‘Excellent,’ boomed the duke, ‘then I would be interested in knowing his opinion of our current situation. If you were leading this army, Conrad Wolff, how would you proceed from here.’


    Slightly taken aback, Conrad looked at Grand Master Volquin.


    ‘Speak freely,’ commanded the head of the order.


    ‘Yes, please do,’ insisted Bishop Albert. Abbot Bernhard leaned forward and placed his elbows on the table.


    ‘The pagans will harry us all the way to the Dvina,’ said Conrad. ‘But if we maintain our march discipline we will reach the river having suffered only minimal casualties.’


    The duke looked at Nordheim but spoke to Conrad. ‘And would you advise us abandoning our wagons to speed our journey to the river?’


    Conrad shook his head. ‘No, my lord. They contain our supplies, food and fodder. They also provide us with the means to erect temporary defences at the end of each day.’


    ‘We crawl like a snail through the enemy’s territory,’ said Nordheim, ‘and thus make ourselves an easy target.’


    ‘Better to crawl than to flee, lord,’ said Conrad. ‘The enemy may inflict small losses on us but he lacks the means to destroy us.’


    ‘You seem to know a lot about the enemy,’ remarked Duke Albert who poured some wine into a cup and handed it to Conrad.


    ‘Thank you, lord.’


    ‘Brother Conrad has much knowledge of the pagan mind,’ said Volquin. ‘Indeed, during the winter just passed he led a force of pagans that relieved our outposts at Lehola and Fellin.’


    ‘A general in the making,’ remarked Bernhard.


    The duke moved to stand before Conrad. ‘You have fought among the pagans?’


    ‘Among the Estonians, lord, yes.’


    Albert took a gulp of his wine. ‘And if we offer ourselves for battle tomorrow, array the army on this piece of ground, the pagans will fight us?’


    Conrad shook his head. ‘No, my lord.’


    ‘You see, my lords,’ said Nordheim, his cheeks flushed with the wine he had consumed, ‘the pagans fear us.’


    ‘They do not fear us, lord,’ said Conrad, ‘but they see little merit in meeting us in open battle where our crossbows and mounted knights will prevail.’


    ‘So you would recommend continuing our strategy?’ asked the duke.


    ‘Yes, lord.’


    ‘So the enemy can ambush us when we enter every forest?’ said Nordheim.


    ‘Then avoid them, lord,’ said Conrad. ‘Send scouts ahead to reconnoitre the route before the army marches.’


    Nordheim disliked this arrogant young man who seemed to have the confidence of the bishop. ‘You thus increase the length of our route.’


    ‘And reduce our casualties, lord,’ replied Conrad.


    Nordheim jumped up. ‘You are impertinent.’


    ‘Thank you, commander,’ said the bishop. ‘The duke asked for Brother Conrad’s opinion and he has given it.’


    ‘What he says makes sense,’ agreed Duke Albert. ‘Tomorrow I will lead a scouting party to map our route so as we may attempt to avoid the forest tracks that are so vulnerable to ambush.’


    ‘Thank you, Brother Conrad,’ said the bishop, ‘you may go. And give my regards to Master Rudolf for his most generous gift.’


    Conrad left the bickering commanders and returned to a glum-faced Hans who was eating a bowl of porridge.


    ‘At least it is warm, Hans,’ said Conrad as he sat down beside him round one of the fires started by Wenden’s soldiers.


    Because the retreat had not had been so precipitous as the day before there had been time to set up the tent of the grand master and those of the brother knights and sergeants that surrounded it, in addition to the chapel tent. So the order’s soldiers attended vespers before seeing to the horses and then cleaning their weapons and armour. It was nearly midnight when Conrad and Hans went to sleep wrapped in their cloaks and it seemed like only a few seconds before Johann kicked them awake to undertake sentry duty.


    Conrad shivered as he got to his feet and buckled his sword belt. Hans groaned as he rubbed his eyes and reached for his cloak.


    ‘No cloak,’ said Anton, lying down and wrapping his own cloak around him. ‘Orders, remember.’


    Hans shook his head and began mumbling as he too buckled on his sword and picked up his helmet. He pulled his mail coif over his quilted linen counterpart and followed Conrad outside, both of them slinging their shields on their backs so their white fronts would not face the enemy. They said nothing as they walked through the tents, passing campfires that were burning low to reach the wagons. They saw Henke and Lukas who were pacing up and down in an attempt to keep warm. They both nodded as Conrad and Hans took up position at the next wagon.


    Conrad peered into the blackness beyond the wagon. Dawn would soon be breaking. It had been a cool, clear night and that meant fog. Sure enough soon a thick mist began to encompass the camp and reduced visibility to less than twenty paces. They both wore mail mittens but their fingers were still cold and in an effort to stop their faces getting cold they put on their helmets. As the dawn broke Conrad stared into the grey gloom but saw nothing.


    It was still, cold and silent but the men of Wenden knew that something was wrong. Henke and Lukas drew their swords and began looking round. The hairs pricked up on the back of Conrad’s neck and he too pulled his sword from its scabbard. He looked again beyond the wagon at the grey mist that surrounded and infiltrated the camp. He peered intensely into the fog that was now visible in the pallid dawn light but saw nothing. But his heart thumped in his chest and his sixth sense told him that danger was close. But where? He heard muffled footsteps behind him and spun round with his weapon drawn back, to see the distinctive shape of a sergeant’s kettle helmet approaching. He exhaled and relaxed as the man nodded and walked to take his place beside him at the wagon.


    ‘My nerves are playing tricks on me,’ he said to Hans next to him. ‘I imagine the enemy everywhere.’


    ‘That’s what happens when you don’t have a proper evening meal,’ he heard his friend say from inside his helmet. Clearly the matter of the deer was still playing on Hans’ mind.


    There was a crack, a groan and then the stillness was shattered by a thousand shrill war cries.


    They came from every direction, swarming over and between the wagons to infiltrate the camp: hundreds of Semgallians armed with spears, swords, maces and axes. They did not direct the weight of their attack at any one point but assaulted the entire perimeter, gambling that the shock and surprise of their onslaught would overwhelm the crusaders.


    Conrad glanced at the sergeant slumped by the side of the wagon with a quarrel in his chest, dead. He heard someone clambering over the wagon and looked up to see the black shape of a Semgallian jump towards him. He threw himself down beside one of the wheels to avoid the enemy warrior who landed badly on the wet grass, twisting his ankle. Conrad sprang up and forward to drive the point of his sword through the man’s back before closing to Hans’ side. His friend had also despatched an assailant but more were appearing out of the mist, dark shapes carrying square shields and wrapped in cloaks.


    ‘Hold them!’ shouted Henke as they poured over the wagons like a great pagan wave.


    ‘Back to back,’ Conrad called to Hans who immediately placed himself behind his friend and faced outwards.


    They had been trained to always keep moving in battle but because they were so outnumbered if each stood alone they would be quickly surrounded and cut down. They might be cut down anyway as some Semgallians ran forward into the camp as others stopped to fight the Sword Brothers.


    Conrad lost sight of Lukas and Henke and the sergeants from Wenden who had also been standing guard as half a dozen enemy warriors formed a circle around them. These were different from the soldiers that had attacked the army the day before, all of them well armed and attired in mail shirts, helmets and leather boots. The first assault had been designed to soften up the crusaders; this attack was intended to finish them off.


    Six against two. Ordinarily such odds would be more than enough to secure victory to the side that had superior numbers, but all those years that Lukas had devoted to training the two brother knights had not been wasted. A broad-shouldered brute with a great axe on Conrad’s left slavered as he brought his weapon up and then down in an attempt to split open his helmet. Normally the brother knight would have endeavoured to avoid such a potentially lethal blow but this time he deliberately caught it on his shield. The great curved blade bit deeply into the leather and wood but stuck fast. Conrad thrust his sword under his shield to drive the point into the belly of the axe man, disabling him as he stepped to the left to place the wounded man between him and the other two. One of the latter tried to thrust his sword over his now bleeding companion to strike Conrad but the Sword Brother shoved the axe man forward into him, forcing his sword arm upwards. Before the Semgallian had chance to recover Conrad hacked sideways with his own sword to inflict a deep gash in the man’s neck. He screamed in pain and staggered away, leaving one assailant left. This man had a kistien, a ball-and-chain type of mace that he now swung above his head intent on crushing Conrad’s skull. But the brother knight let go of his shield, pulled his axe from his belt and used it to entangle the chains of the kistien. The Semgallian screamed in frustration and then fell silent as Conrad drove his sword through his mail shirt. He released his axe, turned and stabbed one of Hans’ opponents in the side, his friend then driving his sword into the enemy’s groin. The man emitted a high-pitched squeal and then fell dead. The other two who had been facing Hans were also dead.


    Henke and Lukas came to them, both with bloody swords and ripped mail. No more enemy warriors were coming over the wagons but how many had already infiltrated the camp? Dawn had broken but the mist was still thick all around and reduced visibility to less than twenty paces.


    ‘Rally men of Wenden,’ called Lukas as Conrad retrieved his shield and axe, tucking the latter back in his belt.


    Rudolf and Walter came out of the fog, followed by Anton and Johann and at least half a dozen sergeants. The muffled sound of fighting was all around them but only dead enemy warriors were visible. Rudolf took off his helmet as another four sergeants appeared.


    ‘We go to protect the bishop. We are of no use here.’


    They moved into line and began walking forward towards the Sword Brother tents. Conrad wondered if the order’s soldiers had been slaughtered in the initial assault and found the mist-soaked emptiness disconcerting. Where was everyone? They moved past empty tents as the mist finally began to clear and a pale sun appeared above. The sounds of battle still filled the air but now there was a new sound, a sort of low rumbling.


    ‘Halt!’ shouted Rudolf.


    The others stood still and looked around, seeing nothing but also hearing the strange pounding noise ahead of them.


    ‘Have a care. Crossbows!’


    The language was German and came from the same direction.


    ‘Down on the ground,’ screamed Rudolf, throwing himself on the wet grass.


    Everyone did the same as dozens of figures appeared out of the mist. Conrad stared in horror as the Semgallians came at them. He and the others would surely die. And then there was a rapid series of cracks and many of the warriors groaned, yelped and collapsed on the ground after being hit by crossbow bolts. A split-second later another volley of bolts reaped another grim harvest as a stinking, bearded monster fell on top of Conrad, pinning him to the ground. The surviving Semgallians continued to beat a hasty retreat as the Sword Brothers remained on the ground.


    ‘Stay down,’ ordered Rudolf.


    There were a few groans among the wounded enemy warriors but most were still and dead, quarrels lodged in their bodies. And then out of the rapidly disappearing mist came a line of spearmen whose shields bore the symbol of the Sword Brothers, crossbowmen behind them and brother knights and sergeants to the rear. The mercenaries grinned and pointed at the prone members of Wenden’s garrison as they stepped around them, the spearmen stabbing the dead and wounded warriors with their lances.


    When the soldiers had passed Rudolf ordered everyone to their feet. He saw Grand Master Volquin beside the standard bearer of the order.


    ‘You are a sight for sore eyes,’ he said to Volquin. ‘Thank you for your warning.’


    Volquin winked. ‘We rallied at the chapel tent but I was sure that some of our men would still be fighting at the perimeter.’


    ‘Help me up,’ shouted Conrad. ‘I can’t move.’


    Volquin and Rudolf walked over to where the dead Semgallian beast lay on top of the brother knight. They heaved him off and assisted the Sword Brother to his feet.


    ‘About time,’ complained Conrad, pulling off his helmet, ‘I thought I was going to suffocate.’


    ‘My apologies, Brother Conrad,’ said Volquin, ‘I will try to do better next time.’


    ‘Apologies, grand master,’ said a mortified Conrad.


    ‘Are you well?’ enquired Volquin.


    ‘Well, grand master,’ replied a blushing Conrad.


    ‘Then let us finish this business,’ said the grand master, marching off to follow his men.


    Hans slapped Conrad on the back as Rudolf shook his head.


    The sun burned away the last vestiges of the morning mist as the Semgallians fled back to the woods from where they had had launched their attack, leaving their dead behind. Viesthard’s daring attempt to wipe out the crusaders had failed but he comforted himself with the knowledge that he would continue to harry them as they limped back to the Dvina.


    *****


    The longship cut through the shallow waters of Kuressaare Bay, its rowers only dipping their oars in the water as the sleek vessel approached the sandy shore. On the long, curved beach sat other longships that were having their hulls scraped clean and more that were in the final stages of construction. Half a dozen were moored in the water, their sails furled and their decks empty. Watchtowers manned by guards were dotted around the bay to provide warning of any approaching enemy.


    The captain of the longship barked an order and the rowers brought their oars into the boat and let the momentum of the vessel take it onto the sand. As ever when a single ship of a fleet returned to Oesel a crowd soon gathered on the shore to welcome home sons and fathers. This longship was a skeide equipped with thirty-five pairs of oars, a boat with a low gunwale that was fast and slim, attributes that were similar to its captain who gave the order to secure the vessel and then jumped down into the water. Because the bay was shallow and sheltered in the spring and summer it warmed up quickly and so on most days small children splashed among the warships that filled the bay. Others, older, played mock battles with wooden sticks on the sand before stopping to join the throng that had gathered to welcome home the crew.


    Pretty girls with blue eyes and blonde hair smiled shyly at Stark as he waded through the seawater to reach the beach, acknowledging their greetings and shaking the hands of grizzled old warriors who could still wield an axe or sword but no longer crewed a longship. He kept walking up the beach towards the great settlement of Kuressaare where he lived, a sprawling collection of longhouses and outbuildings, the whole surrounded by a stout timber wall. Beyond the wall were fields used for cultivation or grazing, a pattern repeated the length and breadth of the island where villages and hamlets of farms occupied high ground where visitors could be seen before they arrived.


    Stark walked to the gates of the settlement where his father waited for him. Olaf was now a year shy of his sixtieth birthday and his hair and beard were completely white. Shorter and stockier than all his sons, he could still match them when it came to wrestling and swordplay. He extended an arm to Stark and his son clasped the brawny forearm.


    ‘Father.’


    He embraced his younger brother Kalf who stood next to his father, slapping him hard on the back.


    ‘How is my young wolf?’


    ‘Thirsting to be the captain of a longship,’ said Olaf.


    Stark smiled at Kalf. ‘We will need all the longship captains we can lay our hands on soon. A great Christian fleet sails to the north.’


    Olaf turned and walked back into the settlement, his sons following. He said nothing at first, deep in thought as he walked past barns, animal pens, smiths hammering tools and weapons on anvils and shopkeepers bartering with customers.


    ‘The Bishop of Riga goes to make war against the Estonians by sea instead of land,’ Olaf said at last.


    Stark shook his head. ‘No, father, the ships I saw did not have sails bearing the emblems of Riga or the Sword Brothers.’


    Olaf stopped. ‘Who, then?’


    ‘I do not know, father,’ replied Stark, ‘only that many of the sails were painted with the cross of the Christians.’


    ‘How many sails?’ growled Olaf.


    ‘Dozens,’ answered Stark.


    ‘An Oeselian fleet is worth tent times its number of enemy vessels,’ boasted Kalf but Olaf was showing no such bravado.


    He had been the ruler of the Oeselians for nearly twenty years and in that time the Livs and Letts had been conquered and the Estonians comprehensively defeated by the Sword Brothers. Now it appeared that the Christians were going to eradicate the last vestiges of Estonian power, but when they did they would turn their eyes towards the island of Oesel. In an effort to halt the seemingly inexorable Christian advance he had forged an alliance with Lembit, the Estonian warlord who had united his people’s tribes. But Lembit had been defeated and killed by the Sword Brothers and now his eldest son, Sigurd, ruled Rotalia, one of the former Estonian kingdoms. Only Wierland and Harrien were still free of foreign warriors. But now it appeared that a crusader army was sailing to crush those two kingdoms.


    ‘Will we aid the Estonians as we did when Lembit was alive, father?’ asked Stark.


    Olaf shook his head. ‘We must look to the defence of Oesel. It is only a matter of time before the Bishop of Riga sends troops north to link up with these new crusaders who have come across the Baltic.’


    ‘The bishop campaigns in Lithuania,’ said Stark.


    ‘But he has garrisons in Saccalia and they helped turn back the Russians last year. Sigurd sends me regular reports from the mainland. If these new crusaders intend to conquer Harrien and Wierland then the bishop will wish to seize Jerwen and perhaps Rotalia. Or perhaps these new crusaders are the servants of the bishop. Either way the Estonians are finished.’


    Stark was shocked. ‘Should we not aid the Estonians, father? Better that war is fought on the mainland, away from Oesel.’


    ‘No,’ said Olaf softly. ‘Lembit united the six kingdoms of Estonia but even he failed to turn back the crusader tide. The Estonians are finished.’


    He sighed and began walking towards the centre of the settlement. ‘Come, your mother is waiting.’


    His heart was heavy as he walked through the capital of his people. A sense of doom had hung over him of late, and every piece of news that reached his ears seemed to increase his sense of foreboding. He looked at the happy, handsome faces of his people and envied them their ignorance of the increasing threat that lay across the water in Estonia. The Bishop of Riga had broken the power of the Estonians and now a new army came to finish them off. And after the crusaders had conquered the mainland they would look toward Oesel. Of that he was sure.


    *****


    It was early June when the Danish fleet made landfall on the northern coast of the Kingdom of Harrien. It had followed an ancient trading route across the Baltic to arrive at a bay on the coast of the ancient county of Revala called Lyndanise, a place where salt, furs and weapons had been traded for over six hundred years. There had always been a trading settlement in the bay and a few rickety jetties to accommodate the mostly small trading vessels that docked there. A short distance inland from the settlement was a timber fort located on an oblong-shaped limestone hill called Toompea. The fort was mostly empty except when Oeselian longships were spotted on the horizon, whereupon the inhabitants and traders would flee to the sanctuary of its wooden walls. There they would wait until the Oeselian warriors ransacked the settlement, raided the surrounding countryside in their search for livestock and anyone unfortunate enough not to have escaped to the sanctuary of the nearest hill fort or a forest hideaway, and generally laid waste inland villages. But they never destroyed the jetties to which they moored their longships or set fire to the buildings of Revala because it was a port that they too made frequent use of. Oeselian raiding parties numbered half a dozen longships at most but the size of the Danish fleet was huge.


    Once the ships had been sighted the alarm had been sounded and everyone had fled to the hill fort. From there they watched as the vessels of different shapes and sizes slowly sailed into the bay. The shore waters of the bay itself are shallow which meant that the large cogs could not approach the jetties but had to drop anchor some distance from the shore. The Danish boats that resembled longships, however, were able to row to the jetties to disgorge their crews, while others landed along the long sandy beach that flanked the settlement.


    The first to set foot on Harrien territory was Valdemar himself, who had transferred from his royal cog to a troop vessel that was steered to one of the jetties to allow the king to jump on to it. He was followed by fifty of his knights who followed their liege lord as he raced along the planks clutching his standard. He sprang from the jetty, ran a few paces and then plunged the spike on the end of the shaft of his flagpole into the ground. Thus did King Valdemar of Denmark claim northern Estonia for the Holy Church, as well as himself.


    Count Henry landed moments later, his crossbowmen and spearmen alighting from boats to secure the settlement. On the beach shallow-draught boats disgorged Valdemar’s spearmen and axe men who formed up on the sand and moved inland to form a defensive perimeter around the empty settlement.


    The count wandered over to the king as his men searched the buildings. A mangy dog arched its back and growled at him as he bowed his head to the king.


    ‘Well,’ he said, looking at the dog that was baring its teeth at them, ‘at least no one can say our landing was unopposed.’


    ‘Where are the people?’ said the king.


    The count pointed at the fort atop the hill half a mile away. ‘In there, most likely. Do you want it stormed and burned, majesty?’


    Valdemar was horrified. ‘Certainly not. I intend to build a great castle on that hill and a major trading port on this ground. We do God’s work, Henry, and come to write a new page in the history of the Holy Church. We should not sully this day with unnecessary bloodshed.’


    Notwithstanding the king’s vision the count turned his attention to more practical matters and immediately ordered the fort to be surrounded. As more and more soldiers came ashore he arrayed the knights, squires and foot soldiers around the stronghold and demanded its surrender, promising the lives of all those inside. There were perhaps sixty warriors inside the stronghold and upwards of four hundred women, children and merchants, with little food or water. They therefore were only too glad to accept the count’s generous terms. Valdemar sat on his horse that had recently been brought ashore and smiled as a long line of bedraggled, frightened women and children filed past him, his soldiers insisting that the warriors discard their weapons as they left the fort. Count Henry had all the men detained in a barn while the women and children were sent on their way.


    The huts in the settlement were allocated to the dignitaries among the crusader army. The king was lodged in the largest hut with his bodyguard billeted in buildings around it. Lodgings were also found for the Archbishop of Lund, the Bishops of Schleswig and Estonia, Count Henry and his brother and the king’s most senior knights. The fort was garrisoned and the settlement surrounded by a host of tents and a strong guard as the Danes and Germans spent their first night on Estonian soil.


    The next few days were an anti-climax for Valdemar as the Estonian captives were escorted into the nearby forest to fell trees in order that two of the jetties could be lengthened into deeper water to allow the cogs to unload their cargoes. As this was going on a large party of non-combatants came ashore to maintain the proper functioning of a royal army: servants, smiths, farriers, carpenters, surgeons, priests, minstrels, cooks, shoemakers, engineers, armourers and stone masons. The latter immediately made plans to build a stone fort on Toompea to replace the ancient timber stronghold, while the captives were put to work to cut down more timber for a wooden wall to surround the settlement. The king informed his nobles and prelates that this new settlement would be called Reval and would be forever Danish. After a service of thanksgiving he sent one of his fastest boats, which bore a close resemblance to an Oeselian longship, to Riga to inform Bishop Albert that his army had landed successfully in northern Estonia and would soon be marching south.


    *****


    A man on a horse could ride from the new Danish site of Reval to Varbola, the stronghold of Alva, in a single day. But it took the wretched, hungry women and children who had been ejected from the trading settlement by Count Henry three days to reach the great hill fort. Fortunately it was summer and so the days were warm and largely dry, the refugees being fed along the way by kindly villagers who also allowed them to sleep in their halls and barns. But when they finally arrived at Varbola at the end of their journey many of the children were pale and ill and most of the women had holes in their shoes, matted hair and filthy clothes. They presented a pitiful sight, though pity was not the emotion that stirred in Alva’s chest as he sat in his high chair in his great hall listening to their tale of woe, his thin face seemingly narrowing by the minute.


    Torches flickered in brackets on the walls and on thick oak pillars that supported the ceiling, streams of light pouring through smoke vents in the roof helping to illuminate the great feasting hall that smelt of smoke and the reeds that covered the floor. Those women with infants had been housed in some of the stone huts within the great fort where they were provided with food and bedding for their children. Those with older children now stood behind an elderly man who had been elected to speak for them.


    ‘These raiders, were they Oeselians?’ asked Alva.


    ‘No, lord,’ answered the man with a quivering voice. ‘I have been unfortunate to have seen Oeselians many times during my life.’


    ‘Then who?’ snapped one of the chief’s warlords standing by his lord’s side.


    The women and children were startled by his tone and began huddling together.


    ‘It must be the Bishop of Riga and the Sword Brothers,’ said another bearded warlord beside him.


    Alva looked at the white-haired old man. ‘These raiders, were they dressed in mail and white tunics?’


    ‘Some wore white, lord, yes.’


    Alva strolled his long chin. ‘And did they wear a device on their tunics, a red cross above a red sword?’


    The old man shook his head, as did several of the women. ‘No, lord. I saw no such symbol.’


    ‘It must be the Sword Brothers,’ snapped the warlord standing next to Alva. Two of the smaller children in the hall began weeping and others buried their heads in their mother’s torn skirts. Alva raised his hand to silence his impatient subordinate.


    ‘They kept the younger men as slaves, lord,’ whispered the old man in shame.


    Alva nodded thoughtfully. ‘Then we shall have to get them back.’


    He rose from his chair and looked at the refugees. ‘You may go.’


    They bowed their heads and shuffled from the hall. Alva waved over the steward of the hall. ‘Ensure they are fed and housed. And provide them with fresh clothes. They are pitiful to behold.’


    The man bowed and followed the ragged pack of humanity leaving the hall. Alva looked at his warlords.


    ‘Send word to all the district chiefs to muster their men and bring them here as speedily as they can. We must throw back the invaders into the sea before they have time to fortify their position.’


    ‘They must be the Bishop of Riga’s soldiers,’ stated one of the warlords.


    Alva shrugged. ‘Most likely. But it doesn’t matter. They must be destroyed quickly to demonstrate that Harrien is strong. Go!’


    They bowed their heads and walked from the hall. One stopped and turned.


    ‘What about Jaak, lord?’


    ‘What about him?’ replied Alva.


    ‘His warriors could be useful against the invaders, lord.’


    ‘Three hundred men led by a drunkard,’ mused Alva. ‘For all I know they might all be drinking themselves to death. If they are how useful do you think they will be?’


    The warlord looked confused but stayed silent.


    ‘Very well,’ said Alva. ‘Send a message to my Jerwen ally that his presence is requested here.’


    After they had departed Alva sent a courier to Edvin explaining that his kingdom had been invaded by what appeared to be crusaders and that he was assembling his army. He politely requested the presence of Wierland’s warriors to increase the chances of destroying the invading army. He knew that Edvin would come. If Harrien fell then Wierland would be the next kingdom to fall.


    Alva had taken fifteen hundred warriors to fight beside Lembit at Wolf Rock and after ten days had passed there were upwards of two thousand camped outside Varbola. Every village and hamlet had answered his call and had sent fighting men, each contingent led by the district chiefs. His best soldiers, those who garrisoned Varbola on a permanent basis, were all equipped with helmets, mail armour and shields and armed with spears and swords. Their large round shields carried Alva’s lynx symbol, as did the banners that hung from Varbola’s towers and the standards carried by his warriors.


    The chiefs, wealthy farmers and village headmen arrived on ponies, small, hardy beasts with low legs and long bodies that had inexhaustible stamina. Their riders wore mail armour and sported red, green or brown cloaks around their shoulders. They all wore swords at their hips that years before had been used by their fathers and grandfathers. In battle they would dismount and fight beside those they led: hardy farmers with long blonde hair and blue eyes who were armed with a variety of spears, axes, knives and swords. A few, too few, were huntsmen who came with their bows slung over their shoulders and quivers filled with arrows.


    Fifteen days after he had sent a courier east to Wierland riders arrived at the fort to inform Alva that Edvin was marching to him with twelve hundred men. He had this news circulated among his own troops to stiffen morale, which had been dented somewhat when Jaak and his men had appeared. As usual the Jerwen leader descended into intoxication after he had arrived. His men seemed to have lost much of their discipline and enthusiasm and most nights engaged in drunken revelry that often ended in violence. Everyone soon learned to avoid the Jerwen camp and its occupants.


    It was the middle of June according to the Christian calendar when two thousand Harrien, twelve hundred Wierlanders and three hundred Jerwen marched from Varbola northeast towards the settlement of Lyndanise. As a long line of men on ponies and more on foot tramped along the dusty track Alva turned and looked at his stronghold, now filled with hundreds of women and children who had left their homes to seek the sanctuary of its mighty ramparts. The timber walls had been erected on an earth rampart fronted by limestone rocks and the dry moat that surrounded the whole fort was thirty-feet wide. Built on a knoll in the shadow of a great forest, Varbola had never been taken by an enemy. It was the strongest fortress in the whole of Estonia, perhaps in the whole world. As Alva admired its many towers and timber palisade he did not know that this was the last time he would set eyes upon it.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter 7


    The Estonians were spotted as soon as they exited the trees, hundreds of men forming up into ragged lines behind their chiefs. Normally they would lock shields and advance in a great shield wall, the better-armed and armoured men in the front ranks and those without armour or helmets behind them. But this time there was no shield wall, only a brief halt to organise the warriors behind their leaders.


    Jaak and his three hundred men from Jerwen formed a small left wing, their objective being the hill fort on top of Toompea Hill to the northwest. In the centre of the Estonian line stood Alva and his Harrien, while on the right were the Wierlanders under Edvin. The three leaders simultaneously drew their swords and then began to run forward. There was a great blast of horns, the air was filled with war cries and then twenty-four hundred warriors followed them.


    There was no attempt to maintain order just a desperate desire to get to grips with the enemy as soon as possible. From the crusader camp came the blast of trumpets, the ringing of bells and the banging of drums as the alarm was raised. Lyndanise itself hugged the shore of the bay, the hill fort on Toompea being around a thousand yards southwest of the settlement. In between was the crusader camp, a sprawling collection of different-sized tents, makeshift stabling areas and wagon parks. The latter were grouped close to the shore after being unloaded from the cogs. The tents began at the edges of the settlement and extended outwards in a great semi-circle. The majority were simple shelters comprising a rectangle of fabric draped over a ridgepole that was rested on two vertical poles, the fabric being staked to the ground to create an open-ended tent for two men. They were the quarters of King Valdemar’s Danish spearmen, axe men and archers. The foot soldiers of Count Henry and the non-combatants fared marginally better, being housed in conical tents that at least had a flap for entry that could be closed in inclement weather. The larger round and oval tents with their walls and conical roofs were the quarters of the knights, sergeants and lesser knights. The larger pavilions were reserved for the priests and minor nobles among the army. The king, his high priest and the richest nobles were housed in the settlement itself, along with their guards.


    Priests stood with their arms raised to the heavens as men raced to their tents to don their armour and collect their weapons. The sky darkened as thunder rumbled and the air was filled with spots of rain. Moments before they had been relaxing around campfires or dozing in their tents but now they ran around like headless chickens as their commanders screamed at them to form into their companies.


    Alva smiled as he reached the halfway point to the crusader camp, and glanced over to the left to see Jaak leading his men away towards Toompea Hill. The warriors behind him were silent as they ran across the soft grass towards Lyndanise, the sound of their boots hitting the ground like the stampede of a herd of ponies. They were now less than six hundred paces from the crusader camp and groups of enemy soldiers were visible in front of the tents, a few at first but then more and more as the Danes responded to the calls of alarm. Most were axe men who hurriedly formed shield walls to meet the Estonian attack. Then from behind the Danes came arrows arching into the darkening sky as a handful of archers attempted to halt the Estonian torrent that was closing on them. But it was a futile gesture and as the air was rent by a loud thunderclap and the heavens opened the Estonians reached the crusader camp.


    Alva smashed his shield into the first axe man who was already attempting to get out of the way of the attackers, realising that the few men around him would be incapable of stopping the assault. He fell to the ground and was then trampled as the Harrien followed their chief into the camp. Their orders were simple: keep moving and kill everyone they encountered. Now the Estonians hollered their war cries as they cut down and hacked to death those in the flimsy Danish shield wall that disintegrated in seconds. The downpour intensified as the Estonians infiltrated the camp and began tripping over guy ropes and pegs, the Danes fleeing before them likewise falling over obstacles.


    Alva ran through an archer desperately trying to nock an arrow in his bowstring, split the skull of a helmetless spearman and stepped on a prostrate axe man whose feet had got entangled in a cooking pot, placing his heel on the back of his neck before ramming his sword through his spine.


    ‘On, on!’ he screamed as water coursed off his helmet and lightning struck Toompea Hill.


    The camp was huge, an endless extent of tents that slowed the Estonian attack. It was the only thing that did. The Danes had failed to put up any sort of resistance to the Estonians and now they were being swept aside as Alva’s warriors pressed on into Lyndanise itself. But the impetus of their charge was gone, dissipated by the spider’s web of tents, guy ropes and mud that appeared throughout the camp as the ground was soaked by the downpour that showed no signs of abating. The heavy rain washed the blood off the Harrien leader’s sword as he pulled the blade from a dead Danish soldier. His men closed round him, his warlords with soaked beards and leggings squelching through the mud and water to stand with him. Visibility was poor as the light faded and the rain fell with unrelenting fury.


    ‘Keep moving,’ shouted Alva.


    He walked forward, hundreds of his men following, many stepping on the simple Danish shelters rather then going around them. And then the tents ended and the Estonians were at the edge of Lyndanise itself, where King Valdemar stood in the front rank of a compact mass of his bodyguard, foot knights and sergeants.


    Apart from the solid block of men who stood shoulder-to-shoulder with their king the Danes had been scattered by the Estonian attack. Their camp had been trampled and wrecked, the horses and livestock they had brought with them either dead or wandering around lost in the rain. Two-thirds of the crusader army had been disabled by the pagan assault and though Valdemar prepared to make a heroic last stand with his most trusted knights only one man could avert a disaster, the consequences of which would reverberate all the way to Rome itself.


    ‘Stand your ground. I will kill the first man who takes a step back.’


    Count Henry walked slowly along the front rank of his men drawn up in a compact mass on the edge of Lyndanise. He was bare headed, his squire holding his helmet as he walked behind his master issuing his instructions.


    ‘When they appear don’t forget to kneel, otherwise you’ll get a bolt in the back of your head.’


    There was muffled laughter from the knights wearing full-face helms standing before him. Though he berated and threatened them he knew he could rely on them, these men who had followed him for years during the incessant warfare that plagued Germany. As soon as the alarm had been raised his knights, their squires and the lesser knights had grabbed their weapons and armour and made their way to the rallying point: a large barn on the edge of the settlement. There was no thought of Danes or Valdemar, just an urgent desire to rally round their count. They knew their profession and formed up quickly despite the shock of the enemy attack and the pouring rain.


    The count’s three hundred spearmen formed the wings of his formation. In between them were his knights, squires and lesser knights, almost all of them standing with maces and shields in their hands, ready to trade blows with the enemy in a mêlée. And immediately behind the front rank of mail and steel was his surprise for the enemy.


    When Edvin’s warriors appeared out of the rain they halted when they saw the German crusaders standing in silence, water running off their helmets and mud forming around their mailed-covered feet. Edvin raised his sword and bellowed an order to form a shield wall, which was barely audible above the claps of thunder above. But slowly his chiefs shoved the twelve hundred warriors into place, shields facing the enemy as they prepared to close the fifty paces of sodden ground that separated them from the crusaders. Edvin turned and nodded to a signaller who blew his horn, others among the Wierland press doing the same and then the whole formation ran forward, straight into a volley of crossbow bolts.


    Count Henry had brought two hundred of his best crossbowmen with him from Schwerin and now they released their triggers from behind his kneeling front and second ranks. His men had performed this drill many times and though many of his knights and haughty squires thought it demeaning to kneel during battle, he gave them short shrift and told them to obey orders. At such a short range the quarrels went through mail and wooden shields easily but, more importantly, ruined the impetus of the pagan charge. It also destroyed Wierland resistance when a bolt went into Edvin’s chest and pierced his heart. Those around him stared in horror at the crumpled figure lying lifeless in the mud and rain. Then the crusaders attacked.


    The front two ranks of knights and squires attacked the pagans as soon as the crossbowmen had loosed their volley, trudging through the mud and being careful not to lose their footing. Not all those in the Wierland front ranks had been shot and within seconds savage fighting erupted between the two sides, axes and maces being swung at helmets and shields as both sides tried to bludgeon the other into submission. The count’s men were outnumbered but they retained their cohesion, the spearmen on the wings fending off Estonian attempts to shatter the crusaders’ flanks. Henry, plus his brother, was in the front rank, shield tight to his body as he used his mace to shatter opponents’ shields and dent their helmets. Behind him the crossbowmen shot at any targets that presented themselves, their bolts piercing wood and mail to shatter bone and rip open bellies.


    The clatter of weapons striking each other and the screams of men having their bodies mutilated filled the air as the rain continued to fall, the occasional shaft of lightning illuminating the horizon as the storm moved out to sea. Edvin’s chiefs waged a savage battle to retrieve his body, several of them being cut down as the corpse of their leader was dragged back from the killing ground. Warriors saw his lifeless body being carried to the rear and also began to fall back. Soon more and more Wierlanders were retreating away from the crusaders. Count Henry watched them go and then issued orders that he and his men were going to relieve the king, if he still lived.


    In fact Valdemar was fighting a personal battle with Alva, though neither realised who the other was. The simple fact that they were both in the centre of their respective lines brought them face-to-face. The initial Harrien attack had pushed the Danish knights and sergeants back but gradually more and more of Valdemar’s axe men and spearmen had appeared to reinforce their king and now the struggle was more evenly matched. As Danish soldiers appeared from every direction the Harrien formation had splintered to face these new threats, with the result that there were dozens of small fights going on around the edge and inside of Lyndanise.


    There was a great gust of wind and an ear-splitting clap of thunder and a piece of cloth flew into Alva’s face. Before he could remove it Valdemar drew back his sword and thrust it into the Estonian’s belly and up into his chest. Alva clutched at the cloth but collapsed as the point of the king’s sword pierced his heart. He died with the material still covering his face. The knights nearby cheered and fought the enemy with renewed vigour, the Estonians losing heart at the sight of their leader being killed. Valdemar stood and stared at the cloth that had appeared from nowhere. His bodyguard raced to his side as the Harrien fell back towards the crusader camp and away from the settlement. It appeared to be a red surcoat with a white cross emblazoned upon it.


    The rain had finally stopped when Count Henry arrived with his men, the muddy ground littered with the bodies of dead Harrien and Danes. The king was still standing over the covered dead body, not realising it was Alva, his wet hair matted to his skull. The count bowed his head to Valdemar.


    ‘Majesty.’


    ‘It appeared out of nowhere,’ said Valdemar, not taking his eyes off the white and red cloth.


    ‘Majesty?’


    ‘It was surely a sign from God who blinded this enemy, allowing me to kill him. After he fell the enemy disappeared like snow in spring.’


    He looked at the count. ‘Can you explain such a thing, Henry?’


    The count could not but cared not. ‘No, majesty. I must secure the camp.’


    Valdemar nodded. ‘Of course. God go with you.’


    Jaak was the last of the Estonian leaders to die, killed by a stone hurled from the battlements of Toompea hill fort that hit him on the head, crushing his helmet and sending a wedge of iron into his brain. His men hoisted his body on to their shoulders and carried it back down the hill.


    Thus ended the Battle of Lyndanise.


    As groups of Estonians fled back to the forest from where they had come Count Henry organised a sweep of the camp. Most of the tents had been knocked down though the carts and wagons were largely intact. Though the prized warhorses were safe inside the barns that had been requisitioned for their quarters, the temporary stabling areas within the camp had been destroyed. The horses had bolted and had to be collected, which made an immediate pursuit of the pagans impossible.


    Everyone stood to arms that night, cold and wet as they peered into the darkness in expectation of another pagan attack. The king and Count Henry retired to a barn that had been converted into a church where the Archbishop of Lund led a service of thanksgiving. They were also informed that Theodoric, Bishop of Estonia, had been killed during the Estonian assault, cut down with an axe as he tried to seek the sanctuary of a cog that had been earmarked as a place of refuge in the event of such an attack. This cast Valdemar into despair but his spirits would have been restored had he known that he had killed the leaders of the Harrien, Jerwen and Wierland tribes and had brought organised Estonian resistance to an end.


    *****


    Grand Master Volquin sat with his head down as Bishop Albert paced around the withdrawing chamber of his palace. He clutched a letter that had arrived at Riga that very morning, and after reading it the ruler of Livonia had summoned Archdeacon Stefan, Abbot Bernhard, Manfred Nordheim, the Duke of Saxony and Grand Master Volquin to his residence.


    The bishop waved the letter in the air. ‘Do you know what this is?’


    Those at the table stared blankly back at him.


    ‘Then I shall tell you. It is a letter from King Valdemar informing me of a great victory over the Estonians.’


    ‘Praise be,’ said Stefan.


    ‘Yes,’ replied the bishop, ‘praise be indeed. But the king has also written that he intends to march south to complete the conquest of Estonia as soon as possible.’


    Volquin looked up. ‘The conquest of Estonia? Does he not know that the Sword Brothers occupy Saccalia and intend to march north into Jerwen when circumstances are more favourable?’


    The bishop crushed the letter in his hand. ‘Circumstances are very favourable for King Valdemar, grand master. Indeed, there appears to be nothing to prevent him seizing Jerwen, Saccalia and Ungannia should he so wish.’


    Stefan raised a finger. ‘But, uncle.’


    Albert glared at him.


    ‘That is, lord bishop,’ Stefan corrected himself. ‘Surely his Holiness the Pope granted you the honour of bringing Estonia into the Holy Church?’


    Albert tossed the crumpled letter on to the table. ‘His majesty has kindly informed me that his Holiness has given him authority to subdue the Estonians.’


    Stefan looked horrified though Bernhard seemed unsurprised.


    ‘So we were duped, lord bishop?’


    Albert gave him a sardonic smile. ‘I would not use such a word when discussing King Valdemar, but I will say that he has combined his own interests with those of the Holy Father skilfully.’


    ‘Valdemar is a king first,’ said Bernhard, ‘and a crusader second.’


    ‘We should have marched north instead of into Lithuania,’ remarked Volquin bitterly, looking at Stefan as he did so.


    ‘But we did not,’ said the bishop. He retook his seat at the head of the table, a pained look etched on his chiselled features.


    ‘There is one more thing,’ he said softly. ‘The king also informed me that Bishop Theodoric, former Abbot of Dünamünde and friend of us all, was martyred in the battle with the Estonians.’


    Bernhard looked shocked and Volquin lowered his head with sorrow.


    ‘A grievous loss,’ said the former.


    ‘Indeed so,’ remarked the Duke of Saxony, ‘and just as the Danes have avenged his death so we should look to punish the Semgallians for their recent despicable treachery.’


    ‘I agree,’ said Volquin. ‘That we had to retreat back across the Dvina was bad enough, but the triumph of the Danes has only magnified our failure.’


    He looked at Nordheim. ‘It was folly of the most extreme kind to have supplied the Semgallians with crossbows, and instructors to show them how to use them.’


    Stefan looked uncomfortable but Nordheim was unconcerned. He had been in many tight spots during his colourful career and this one paled into significance compared to the others. He looked suitably chastened.


    ‘The pagans can be volatile and unpredictable, grand master, I agree. But while you and the other valiant commanders of the Sword Brothers were fighting Lembit in the north it was considered prudent to incite the Lithuanians to fight among themselves. Better that than uniting and crossing the Dvina to lay waste Livonia.’


    ‘Yes, yes,’ added Stefan, ‘much better.’


    ‘What is done is done,’ said Bishop Albert irritably. ‘We must look to the future rather than analysing past mistakes.’


    ‘Quite right,’ said Stefan forcefully.


    His uncle froze him with a stare. ‘Though mistakes were undoubtedly made.’


    Volquin laughed at the ridiculous figure that was Riga’s governor, who now squirmed like a worm wriggling on the end of a fisherman’s hook. The bishop was a fine man but when his nephew had been born the midwife should have thrown him away and kept the afterbirth. He laughed at the notion.


    ‘Would you care to share your merriment with us, grand master?’ asked Bishop Albert.


    Volquin was sorely tempted. ‘No. Apologies, lord bishop.’


    ‘Very well,’ continued the bishop. ‘Our first priority is to recross the Dvina and capture the enemy stronghold of Mesoten. The pagans cannot be allowed to believe that they can chase a Christian army out of their godless land. I will return to Germany to preach a new crusade in Semgallia that will take place after we have celebrated the birth of Christ.’


    ‘At least recruitment should not be a problem when news reaches Germany of our reverse in Semgallia,’ said Bernhard. He rubbed his chin. ‘Unfortunately the same news may embolden King Valdemar to seize more territory than he is entitled to.’


    ‘In what way?’ asked the bishop.


    ‘He will take advantage of our inability to be in two places at the same time,’ Volquin answered for the abbot.


    ‘But surely,’ interrupted Stefan, smiling at the Duke of Saxony, ‘those crusaders under the command of our most gracious duke can march north to consolidate our possessions in Estonia.’


    The crusader army had recrossed the Dvina at Holm where it established a camp around the castle, though the garrisons of the other Sword Brother citadels had returned to their respective castles.


    ‘The army needs to stay at Holm,’ said Volquin. ‘If the Semgallians, or indeed the Kurs, learn that it has marched north they may be tempted to cross over and raid Livonia. I am sure you would not want that, archdeacon.’


    Stefan blanched in alarm. ‘No, not at all.’


    Bishop Albert sighed loudly. ‘Then we can do nothing to prevent the Danes swallowing the whole of Estonia? All the blood spilt and good men’s lives wasted for nothing?’


    ‘It is a pity there is no army in the north that can act as a deterrent to Danish greed,’ mused the duke.


    Everyone sank into silence. Bishop Albert sat slumped in his chair, visibly diminished by the turn of events that had occurred in Livonia. After the great victory over Lembit he thought that Estonia would fall into the church’s lap like a ripened fruit. But instead too few crusaders had arrived in the aftermath of St Matthew’s Day and so northern Estonia remained beyond the church’s reach. The Sword Brothers had managed to alienate the Ungannians and his nephew’s efforts at statecraft had resulted in a calamitous reverse in Semgallia. He saw his lifelong calling disappearing before his eyes and he was angry: angry with the Sword Brothers, angry with his nephew, but above all angry with himself for allowing himself to become the agent of his own downfall by soliciting the aid of the Danish king. Duped, that is what he had been.


    ‘Valdemar comes like a ravenous wolf into our world,’ declared Bernhard.


    ‘The Army of the Wolf,’ muttered Volquin.


    The others looked at him with perplexed expressions.


    Volquin smiled to himself.


    ‘If you have some good news, grand master,’ said the bishop, ‘then please share it with us, for such tidings are in short supply in Riga at this present time.’


    ‘Master Rudolf at Wenden told me an intriguing tale before he left to return to Wenden,’ replied Volquin. ‘When the Russian heretics and their barbarian allies ravaged northern Livonia the garrisons of Lehola and Fellin were in great danger.’


    Stefan yawned with boredom while Nordheim looked into his empty silver flagon.


    The Duke of Saxony was confused. ‘Lehola, Fellin?’


    ‘Former strongholds of the pagan leader Lembit,’ explained the bishop, ‘currently garrisoned by a brave crusader from England named Sir Richard Bruffingham and a small number of hardy knights. Please continue, grand master.’


    Volquin smiled at the bishop. ‘Master Rudolf realised that Sir Richard would be in grave danger and so was intent on sending a relief force to Lehola and Fellin. But Wenden itself was imperilled and he could spare no troops from the garrison, while Treiden was also besieged, which also had to be relieved.’


    ‘But you informed me that Master Rudolf had relieved Sir Richard,’ interrupted the bishop.


    Volquin nodded. ‘Indeed, lord bishop, but it was not Master Rudolf who relieved Sir Richard but four of his brother knights.’


    ‘Four?’ said the duke with surprise.


    ‘That is correct, my lord,’ replied Volquin. ‘Or to be precise, Conrad Wolff and three others.’


    The bishop’s ears pricked up. ‘Conrad Wolff?’


    ‘The man who saved you outside Riga?’ said Bernhard.


    ‘And who rid the world of Lembit by his own hands at our victory on St Matthew’s Day,’ added the bishop.


    ‘It was Brother Conrad who led the relief of Lehola,’ said Volquin, ‘raising the siege and going on to harass the enemy as they fled east.’


    The duke chuckled. ‘I am aware, grand master, that the Sword Brothers had earned a deserved reputation for military prowess, but even you must concede that perhaps the tale of four of your brother knights raising a siege and inflicting a defeat on an army of thousands is a little far-fetched.’


    ‘They were not alone, lord,’ said Volquin. ‘Brother Conrad earned the trust of a disparate group of Saccalians, Jerwen and Rotalians, former enemies who accepted him as their commander. Because of his given name they believe, simple souls that they are, that Conrad Wolff is imbued with the spirit of the immortal wolf that safeguards the Estonian people.’


    Stefan laughed. ‘You surely do not condone such witchcraft, grand master?’


    ‘Of course not,’ snapped Volquin irritably. ‘But the point is that Brother Conrad was trusted by the Estonians and accepted as their leader. They called his force “the Army of the Wolf”, which went on to give valuable service against the enemy. I believe that it could be of use to us as a counterweight to Danish ambitions.’


    ‘Where is this “army” now, grand master?’ enquired the bishop.


    ‘Camped at Wenden,’ replied Volquin.


    ‘And your proposal?’ probed the bishop.


    Volquin’s eyes burned with enthusiasm. ‘Indulge it. Give Brother Conrad a formal position of command over it so he may attract more recruits to his standard. Reinforced by the garrison of Wenden and Sir Richard’s knights King Valdemar will think twice about seizing the whole of Estonia.’


    ‘A bold plan,’ said Bernhard admiringly.


    Stefan’s eyes narrowed as he perceived a chance to make the grand master look foolish.


    ‘Bold but misconceived. Grand master, are you really recommending raising an army of pagans from among a people that we have spent a considerable amount of time, money and lives subduing? One wonders what His Holiness would think of such a thing?’


    ‘He would approve of taking measures that preserves God’s kingdom,’ growled Volquin.


    Stefan looked surprised. ‘Really, grand master? If he has given Estonia to King Valdemar then surely we must do nothing to impede the implementation of the Holy Father’s wishes.’


    ‘I have no knowledge that the Holy Father has granted Estonia to King Valdemar,’ said Bishop Albert, ‘and in any case the King of Denmark crusades on behalf of the Holy Church and not to expand Danish territory. Any land he takes whilst on crusade belongs to the Holy Church, which by definition means he must transfer it to the control of Livonia, which is after all God’s kingdom on earth.’


    ‘We must have an army in the north to act as a counterweight to Danish ambitions,’ stated Volquin bluntly.


    ‘I am apt to agree,’ said the bishop, ‘especially as our attention for the foreseeable future will be on Semgallia.’


    ‘What about Sir Richard?’ asked the duke. ‘Will he not expect to be made commander of this pagan army?’


    ‘He has fought beside Brother Conrad on several occasions,’ replied Volquin, ‘and knows him to be a valiant and pious knight. Besides, Sir Richard has the command of Lehola and Fellin to occupy him and if the Danes march south he will have his hands full keeping them out of Saccalia.’


    ‘Are you really suggesting, grand master,’ said Stefan dismissively, ‘that the King of Denmark will fight another Christian lord?’


    The Duke of Saxony guffawed. ‘Why not? He has spent years doing that in Germany.’


    ‘The fact is that there is nothing to stop him marching all the way to the gates of this city if he so desires,’ remarked Bernhard.


    The bishop placed his hands together. ‘That is why we must have a counterweight, as the grand master has suggested.’


    *****


    But as summer gave way to autumn the Danes made no advance south from Lyndanise, being content to send parties of horsemen to steal food and livestock from the local population. Angry that the Bishop of Estonia had been killed during the pagan attack on their camp, the crusaders made no attempt to curtail their more base instincts, indulging in rape and murder as they ventured far and wide. Their autumn of rapine had two consequences: the population of Harrien and Wierland soon came to loathe the Danes, notwithstanding that the majority of atrocities was carried out by the lesser knights of Count Henry of Schwerin, and many of the villagers who lived near Lyndanise fled their homes to seek sanctuary in Jerwen or Saccalia. They avoided Rotalia altogether, which was under the tyranny of Sigurd and his Oeselians.


    At Wenden the Estonians who had accompanied Conrad back to the castle spent the summer being part of the workforce that rebuilt the settler village at the foot of the castle’s northern ramparts. That summer an increasing number of new settlers – families from Germany – arrived by riverboat with nothing aside from the clothes they wore and the promise of a new life in Livonia under the protection of the Sword Brothers. They were promised some land to farm, a cabin for a home and a few chickens, pigs and goats to supplement the food that they would grow in the fields they would work in. As with the indigenous Livs they had to give a proportion of their produce to the Sword Brothers, which not only fed the garrison of Wenden but was also sold to merchants in Riga if there was a surplus. The farmers could also supplement their food by learning to fish the local well-stocked lakes and River Gauja, or use a bow to hunt the game that inhabited the surrounding forests. Master Rudolf encouraged the latter, issuing bows and arrows free of charge from the castle armoury to male settlers and organising weekly training sessions in archery. In this way he hoped to raise a fledging militia for what was now a large village.


    The return of Master Thaddeus with the brother knights and sergeants following the reverse in Semgallia resulted in him designing a timber wall with a ditch in front of it that was erected around the village to prevent a repetition of what had happened to the original settlement. Wenden bustled with activity as carts filled with timber returned from the forests to provide materials for cabins and palisades, other wagons brought stone from the quarry to the east for the castle’s towers and battlements, farmers toiled in the fields that had not existed only a few years before, and Andres, Hillar and Tonis drilled their respective contingents in between being labourers. The summer was warm, the rivers, lakes and forests provided plentiful amounts of food, life was good at Wenden and war seemed a thousand miles away.


    Conrad stood with Ilona before the grave of his child and wife in the castle’s cemetery. She had placed freshly cut flowers at the foot of the headstone. He was angry with himself that he had still not learned to read but he knew what the letters carved in the stone said well enough. He visited the final resting place of his wife and child as often as he could, though rebuked himself always that it was not enough. He looked at the gardener trimming the grass and plucking weeds from between the paving stones laid to give easy access to the growing number of graves that were filling the walled cemetery.


    ‘At least none of Wenden’s brother knights were killed,’ Conrad said at last.


    ‘And sergeants?’ asked Ilona, her long black locks tied behind her slender neck.


    ‘Five dead.’


    ‘I have often wondered why sergeants are not brought back for burial,’ she said.


    Conrad shrugged. ‘It is one of the rules of the order. Sergeants are reckoned to be inferior to brother knights, being recruited from towns or villages. No sergeant can rise beyond his rank to be a brother knight.’


    ‘And yet you did,’ she teased him.


    ‘Actually I was never a sergeant. But you’re right. I was trained to be one until fate took a hand and I saved the bishop’s life. He promised that I would be a brother knight, along with Hans and Johann.’ He looked at her. ‘Anton was always going to be a brother knight because of his noble family. But I and the other two were destined to be sergeants until fate dictated otherwise. But then I decided to leave the order and become a farmer until…’


    His voiced trailed away and he looked back at the grave. Until his wife and child had been killed and he had been sorely wounded, saved only by the healing skills of Ilona.


    She laid a hand on his arm. ‘The memory is still raw?’


    ‘When I am away I can put it to the back of my mind but when I am here it seems like only yesterday.’


    ‘God is merciful, Conrad, and time will heal your wounds.’


    ‘Thank you for placing flowers on the grave, Daina would have liked that.’


    She placed an arm around his shoulders. ‘You have no need to thank me.’


    ‘One day I will be buried here, and then I will be united with my wife and child.’


    ‘I hope not for a long time, Conrad.’


    They stood in silence for a few moments, the cemetery ordered and serene below the now completed mighty gatehouse of the castle. There was no wind and so the banners bearing the insignia of the Sword Brothers hung limply on the flagpoles of the towers flanking the entrance to the castle courtyard. Conrad became aware of footsteps behind him and turned to see Kaja a few paces away. She smiled at him but stopped when she was spotted. She held a bunch of flowers in both hands.


    ‘I came to place these on your family’s grave, Susi.’


    Ilona grinned at her. ‘Kaja has been most helpful since her arrival here, helping me collect herbs for my medicines.’


    ‘And practising with my spear,’ added Kaja.


    Ilona beckoned her forward to allow her to place her flowers on the grave.


    ‘Thank you,’ said Conrad. ‘Have you been well treated since your arrival here, Kaja?’


    She flashed him a smile. ‘Yes, Susi, there is good hunting in these forests.’


    ‘Kaja can use a bow as well as a spear,’ said Ilona.


    ‘A proper warrior woman,’ said Conrad.


    ‘Conrad, get your arse to the master’s hall. Master Rudolf requests your presence.’


    He sighed when he heard Henke’s voice, wearily raising a hand to acknowledge the brother knight’s message. Henke turned, paced from the cemetery and hoisted himself into the saddle of his horse. He then led a patrol of mounted sergeants down the track towards the perimeter gates.


    ‘I do not like him,’ sniffed Kaja.


    Conrad smiled. ‘A wise woman, too.’


    He left the cemetery and walked up the rise that led to the now functioning drawbridge, its huge two chains allowing the wide, thick wooden deck to be raised to be flush with the gate in the event of an enemy breaching the outer defences, which Conrad thought unlikely. Two sergeants on guard snapped to attention as he passed and walked through the gatehouse into the enormous courtyard. The great stone dormitory was along the western side along with the stabling block where the livestock were kept, including the warhorses. Conrad thought them a waste of resources and space: they had been taken across the Dvina into Semgallia only to be taken back across the river after having achieved nothing. But warhorses were a sign of rank and wealth and the order would rather give up its sergeants than its pampered stallions.


    A sergeant opened the door to the master’s hall and Conrad stepped into the corridor. He turned left and entered the hall with its vaulted ceiling where the weekly meetings of the brother knights were held. On the left were doors leading to offices in which clerks fussed over records that itemised every activity of the garrison. One of the doors opened and Master Thaddeus appeared, resplendent in his red surcoat given to him by the bishop when he had been created Quartermaster General of Livonia.


    ‘Ah, Conrad, I trust you are well.’


    ‘Well, thank you, Master Thaddeus, or should I say quartermaster general.’


    He waved a bony hand in the air. ‘In this world I have found that titles are good for one thing and one thing only, Brother Conrad, and that is as tools for getting things done.’


    ‘We should have taken your siege engines over the Dvina with us.’


    He chuckled. ‘The bishop thought he was going to embrace friends not to battle enemies. He will not make the same mistake again.


    ‘By the way, your band of Estonian followers have proved most useful in the rebuilding of the village after it was burnt to the ground. Most useful and very enthusiastic. They appear to believe that you are the reincarnation of some sort of mythical wolf.’


    Conrad looked uncomfortable. ‘Pagan beliefs, that is all.’


    ‘I would advise you to indulge these beliefs, Conrad,’ said Thaddeus. ‘You win their hearts and make the bishop’s task of subduing Estonia far easier, especially as his eyes are turned towards Semgallia.’


    ‘We will be going back, then?’


    Thaddeus nodded grimly. ‘Oh yes, only this time our weapons and machines will be embracing the enemy. Well, things to do!’


    With that he tilted his head at Conrad and walked briskly from the hall. Conrad walked over to the door at the end of the chamber and knocked on it, the voice of Rudolf instructing him to enter from within. Wenden’s commander was sitting at his desk piled high with papers. He looked up and pointed at the chair on the other side of his desk.


    ‘Please be seated.’


    He rifled through the papers and pulled one from near the top.


    ‘I sometimes preferred it when I was a mercenary in Germany. The duties of castellan will turn me into an archivist, I fear. He waved the paper he was holding in the air.


    ‘This arrived from Riga this morning, Conrad, from the palace of Bishop Albert himself. I assume you still cannot read.’


    Conrad shook his head. ‘No, master.’


    ‘Next year the bishop, the Sword Brothers and the crusader lords who came from Germany this year will return to Semgallia to take Mesoten. You have heard that the Danes landed in northern Estonia and defeated the pagans?’


    Conrad nodded.


    ‘Well, it would appear that Bishop Albert is concerned that their king might be tempted to march his army south to seize Jerwen, Saccalia, Rotalia and Ungannia, thus completing the Danish conquest of all the Estonian kingdoms.’


    Conrad was taken aback. ‘The bishop had agreed to this?’


    ‘He has not,’ said Rudolf, ‘which is why he is eager to have a military presence in Estonia, an army of sorts.’


    Conrad nodded. ‘Makes sense. Under Sir Richard’s command?’


    ‘Under your command, Conrad,’ replied Rudolf, shaking the paper he held in his hand. ‘This is your commission as Marshal of Estonia.’


    The title meant nothing to Conrad, prompting Rudolf to laugh.


    ‘There are men of import who would kill members of their own family for such a title; indeed, I’ll warrant that men who have held such a title have killed their own kin to achieve it.


    ‘It means that you are now the commander of all men capable of bearing arms in the whole of Estonia. A great honour, Conrad.’


    Conrad thought his ears were playing tricks on him. ‘But why?’ was all he could say.


    ‘Why?’ said Rudolf. ‘I will tell you. Grand Master Volquin informed the bishop of your success in Saccalia and your fame among the Estonians, specifically the so-called “army of the wolf”. The bishop is eager to recruit this army to his cause. That is why.’


    He rummaged through his papers once more, pulling another from the pile. ‘I have here a missive from Sir Richard at Lehola who reports that an increasing number of families from Harrien and Wierland have sought refuge in his stronghold. They tell tales of misdemeanours committed against them by the Danes.’


    He pointed at Conrad. ‘I want you to take the warriors you brought here back to Lehola and recruit as many men from those refugees as possible. You have Jerwen and Rotalians among your followers?’


    ‘Yes, master.’


    Rudolf scratched his nose. ‘Good. Send them back to their homelands tasked with spreading the tale of the “army of the wolf” and muster any they bring back with them at Lehola. You are then to march north into Jerwen. I do not want the Danes in Saccalia and neither does the bishop.’


    Conrad knew nothing about Danes or diplomacy but he did know that pagans could not on their own defeat mailed crusaders on horseback or crossbowmen on foot.


    ‘Forgive me, master, but such an army would be unable to withstand mailed horsemen.’


    ‘You are not to fight the Danes, Conrad. They are, after all, Christian allies in our fight against heresy. I will send a rider to Sir Richard requesting that he accompany you with his knights when you march north. When you encounter the Danes they will discover that southern Estonia is already under the control of Christians and will therefore halt their advance. You will leave within the week.’


    Conrad, barely able to take in what Rudolf had just told him, bowed his head and rose to his feet. The master picked up the commission that the bishop had sent from Riga.


    ‘You should take this with you as proof of your position when you meet with the Danes,’ Rudolf told him. He reached down and picked up a tubular leather container, rolled up the commission and placed it inside, replacing the lid. He then handed it to Conrad who walked to the door and opened it.


    ‘And Conrad.’


    He turned and looked at Rudolf. ‘Yes, master?’


    ‘It is a great honour that has been bestowed on you. Well done.’


    Later that day, after spending two hours on horseback riding at the rings on the training field, which involved carrying off a ring suspended from a cord on the tip of a lance, Conrad informed his friends of his new position. The practice was carried out in full armour and helm and on warhorses fully equipped in padded caparisons, and by the end of the session both horses and men were sweating as the four brother knights led their chargers up the track back to the stables.


    ‘How can an army of pagans fight crusader knights?’ asked Johann with concern.


    ‘I go not to fight the Danes but to assert the bishop’s authority, apparently,’ replied Conrad.


    ‘With a hundred a sixty warriors, some of whom are women?’ said Anton incredulously.


    ‘And four brother knights,’ said Conrad. ‘You three are coming with me.’


    ‘The commission says that?’ asked Anton.


    Conrad shrugged. ‘I have no idea, I cannot read it.’


    When they reached the courtyard stable hands assisted them in removing the caparisons and saddles, after which the brother knights led the horses to water troughs so they could drink. They stood while the chargers sated their thirsts and afterwards began sponging down the beasts with copious amounts of water to cool them down. The brother knights continued to sweat in their gambesons and armour as they did so. Then the animals had their coats scraped with wooden scrapers to remove excess water before being walked slowly in the shaded areas of the courtyard. Each brother knight regularly felt his beast’s skin to check it had cooled down as he had been instructed by the veterinaries. When the horses’ temperatures had returned to normal they were handed over to the stable hands who led them back to their stalls. Then the brother knights returned their shields, helmets and lances to the armoury before retiring to the second storey of the dormitory so Anton could examine Conrad’s commission.


    ‘Well?’ said Conrad as he sat on the edge of his bed, one of twelve that occupied the spacious room that also contained two great fireplaces to provide warmth during the bitter Livonian winters.


    Anton perused the words carefully. ‘You are in command of Estonia’s horses, carts, wagons and containers, as well as being responsible for the transportation of goods.’


    Conrad looked at Hans and Johann in confusion. ‘Makes me sound like a merchant. Are you sure you can read?’


    ‘Quite sure,’ snapped Anton irritably. ‘Please be quiet. You are also to punish soldiers who fail in their duties and judge disputes, to receive a daily tribute of meat and grain.’


    Hans’ eyes lit up. ‘That’s more like it.’


    Anton sighed. ‘May I continue?’


    Hans smiled at him.


    ‘You are to command the bishop’s forces in battle and appoint your own officers, and are given authority to act for the bishop in legal and judicial matters pertaining to Estonia.’


    Anton rolled the document up and slid it back in its container.


    ‘I appoint you all as my officers with immediate effect,’ said Conrad.


    ‘With our own daily tribute of meat and grain?’ enquired Hans.


    Conrad smiled. ‘As much as you can eat, my friend.’


    ‘Is there enough meat in Estonia to fill Hans’ belly?’ asked Johann.


    They all burst into laughter, not seeing Walter who had entered the dormitory.


    ‘It is good to see you all in good cheer,’ remarked Wenden’s deputy commander.


    ‘Brother Walter,’ said Hans, ‘Bishop Albert has made Conrad Marshal of Estonia.’


    Walter came over and extended a hand to Conrad. ‘Master Rudolf has just informed me. Congratulations, Conrad.’


    Conrad took his hand. ‘Thank you, Brother Walter.’


    ‘It is a position of great importance,’ said Anton.


    ‘Indeed it is,’ agreed Walter. ‘Originally a marshal was no more than a servant in his lord’s stables who was under the authority of a constable. But now the marshal is one of the most trusted servants of a king whose tasks are among the most important in his realm. The bishop must hold you in high esteem, Conrad.’


    ‘The commission says that I can appoint my own officers,’ said Conrad.


    ‘Of course,’ replied Walter, ‘a marshal surrounds himself with those he can trust.’


    ‘Do you think the master will allow Anton, Hans and Johann to accompany me into Estonia?’


    Walter smiled. ‘I am certain of it.’


    And so he did. Five days later the four of them stood in the courtyard with the castle’s garrison paraded around them. The brother knights stood in one group behind Rudolf and Walter, the sergeants in front of the northern wall and the spearmen and crossbowmen arrayed in front of the dormitory. It was approaching the beginning of autumn when crops would be harvested and the leaves of deciduous trees started to change colour from green to yellow and brown. It was warm but not hot and a gentle breeze filled the courtyard and took away the odour of horse dung that littered the cobbles as the horses and ponies defecated where they stood. The Estonian camp that had been situated for many weeks beyond the outer perimeter’s gates was gone now, its tents packed on carts waited for the commanders of the Army of the Wolf who stood in front of Master Rudolf awaiting their final orders.


    The raven-haired Ilona stood by the door of the master’s hall beside the mad Abbot Hylas who stood mumbling to himself, rocking to and fro, an idiot lost in his own world. Rudolf turned and pointed to one of the sergeants who held a banner tied around the flagpole. The sergeant stepped forward, saluted and handed it to the master. Rudolf walked forward and held it out to Conrad.


    ‘This is a banner of our order,’ he spoke loudly enough so everyone in the courtyard could hear his words. ‘It is a symbol of the Holy Church and is therefore a sacred item. I give it to you, Brother Conrad, Marshal of Estonia, that you may show it among your domain to let everyone know that you undertake Christ’s holy work.’


    He handed it to Conrad and then beckoned Otto over. The severe, bareheaded priest strode forward and grasped the flagpole.


    ‘Bow your heads!’ he bellowed.


    The assembly bowed their heads except for Andres, Hillar and Tonis who stared impassively as the mailed soldiers lowered their heads on the orders of an unarmed bald man.


    ‘Father in heaven, King of glory,’ said Otto, ‘we praise You for having made the world, and for having chosen us as Your beloved people. Bless this banner we have made, and be pleased with our efforts to serve You.


    ‘Help us to continue to use our lives and our talents for Your honour and glory and for the salvation of Your people. Praise and thanks are Yours, eternal Father, through Jesus Christ, our Lord and Saviour.


    ‘Amen.’


    Everyone said ‘amen’ as Otto stepped back glaring at Conrad as he did so. Rudolf offered his hand to Conrad.


    ‘God be with you.’


    ‘And you, master,’ replied Conrad.


    ‘And do not provoke the Danes, Conrad. Sir Richard will be with you so learn from a noble knight how to conduct yourself. Remember always you represent the bishop and the interests of Livonia, as well as our order.’


    ‘Yes, master.’


    Conrad suddenly felt the burden of great responsibility bear down on him as he walked to his horse, gave the standard to Hans and hoisted himself into the saddle. He took the banner from his friend and then nudged his spurs into his horse’s flanks. He and the other three brother knights rode palfreys, the Estonian commanders mounted on their hardy ponies. The iron-shod hooves clattered on the cobblestones as the seven riders left the castle, trotted over the drawbridge and down the track leading to the perimeter gates.


    Outside the gates over a hundred Estonian warriors, mostly men but a few women, were waiting on their ponies, others on the seats of wagons that carried spare weapons, fodder, food and tents. The warriors carried spears and had their large wooden shields either slung on their backs by using the leather sling that was fitted to their rear, or dangling from their saddles. Conrad had never taken any notice of pagan shields before, believing them to be inferior to those of Christian soldiers. But in fact the more time he spent with the Livs and Estonians showed his view to be wrong. Native shields were made from wood taken from lime trees, which was lightweight and did not split as readily when struck as other types of wood did. Of course a crossbow bolt could go through a pagan shield with ease, but the same was true of crusader shields. In addition, pagan shields were gripped by a wooden handle nailed to the inside of the shield, the hand being protected by a domed iron boss. Unlike his own shield, there were no straps to grip the arm and so a pagan shield could be rotated freely from side to side. Lastly, the pagan shield was rimmed with leather to prevent it from splitting when hit on its edge. The rim also helped to bind the shield together since the leather shrank after it was installed, forcing the planks more tightly together.


    As he led the column of riders and wagons north these thoughts filled Conrad’s mind. A female voice snapped him out of his idle thoughts.


    ‘What is that, Susi?’


    He turned to see blonde locks coming from under an iron helmet and a pair of blue eyes either side of a large nasal guard. She was looking at the banner tied round the flagpole.


    ‘It is our banner, Kaja,’ he said. ‘The standard of the Sword Brothers.’


    ‘Why is it tied up?’


    Conrad thought for a moment. ‘I do not know.’


    He brought his horse to a halt, forcing the others to do the same. Behind them the whole column slowed to a stop. He united the ribbons and shook the flag free: a red cross over a red sword on a white background. Kaja was singularly unimpressed.


    ‘It should be a wolf,’ she said, disappointed.


    ‘Conrad does not have fond memories of wolf banners,’ Hans told her.


    ‘None of us do,’ added Johann, remembering Lembit’s wolf flag.


    Conrad nudged his horse forward as Tonis, the shield on his back carrying the leering wolf symbol of Lembit, looked most uncomfortable as they left Wenden behind and entered the forests, deep valleys and lakes that characterised the strip of land that separated northern Livonia and southern Saccalia. Half of the land was covered in trees where deer, bear, elk, lynx, fox, wolves and wild boar lived.


    Kaja pointed to a tree that had dark green leaves, some of which were showing signs of turning to yellow.


    ‘That is bird cherry. The flowers of the fruit can be used to cure headaches and toothaches.’


    ‘I hear Ilona’s words in your voice,’ said Conrad.


    ‘She taught me many things about the trees and plants of the forest, far more than I ever learned in my village,’ she enthused. ‘I like her.’


    ‘So do I,’ said Conrad. ‘We all do.’


    ‘Is she a sorceress?’ asked the Estonian girl.


    ‘We don’t allow sorcerers in Livonia,’ said Anton.


    ‘We burn them,’ added Johann.


    Kaja was horrified. ‘That is terrible. I thought your god is merciful.’


    ‘As long as you worship him,’ said Hans.


    ‘I hope you will not burn me, Susi,’ she said with a nervous tone in her voice.


    ‘No one is going to burn anyone,’ said Conrad. ‘Ilona is a healer not a sorceress. There is no magic in what she practises, just great knowledge.’


    ‘The only burning you have to worry about, Kaja,’ said Hans, ‘is the fire that will cook our meals. When do we starting getting our daily tribute, Conrad?’


    The next morning Andres and Hillar left the army with their men, the former to ride into Jerwen to recruit for the muster at Lehola, the latter to do the same in Rotalia. Their leaving allowed Conrad to talk with Tonis who commanded fifty wolf shields in addition to another forty Saccalians who included Kaja. The days were still pleasant though there was a distinct freshness in the air to signal the approach of autumn.


    ‘You know that I killed Lembit,’ said Conrad.


    ‘At Wolf Rock, lord, yes.’


    ‘You were there?’


    Tonis nodded. ‘Yes, lord. It was a hard fight. I lost some good friends.’


    ‘I am sorry.’


    ‘We all hope for a good death. They followed their lord and died serving him in battle.’ He looked at Conrad. ‘What else can a warrior hope for?’


    ‘To grow old and die in his bed?’


    Tonis laughed. ‘To be too old to use a sword or stand in a shield wall is like a living death, I think. It is not for me.’


    Conrad had to admit that he had warmed to Tonis after the unfortunate incident at Wenden when they had first met, but he still thought it strange that his current task was to lead a band of his former enemies to deter Christian crusaders. He did not understand but was sure that the Danes would be accommodating to the bishop’s request. After all, they were all servants of the Holy Church.


    *****


    ‘The archbishop and bishops are eager to preach the holy gospel to the pagans, Count Henry.’


    The latter looked up at the figure of King Valdemar on his warhorse, resplendent in his yellow linen surcoat that bore three blue lions surrounded by small red hearts, his mounted bodyguard behind him. The king had ridden from Lyndanise to the fort atop Toompea Hill where the count had made his headquarters. This was partly out of military reasons but more out of a desire to be away from the sanctimonious prelates who did nothing but complain and pontificate to anyone who would listen.


    ‘It would be unwise to go anywhere until we have secured our base, majesty,’ replied the count, who stood outside the only building inside the fort, a simple rectangular hall with a wooden roof.


    ‘This place will have to be strengthened for a start,’ continued the count, ‘and my scouts have informed me that there is a great pagan stronghold not thirty miles south of this fort.’


    Valdemar waved a hand dismissively. ‘Pagan strongholds? What are they but piles of logs perched on hilltops. We have destroyed pagan resistance, Count Henry, and now all that remains is for us to seize what God has given us. I intend to march south and you will be coming with me.’


    The count bit his lip. ‘Of course, majesty, if that is your desire.’


    There was a stiff breeze blowing in from the sea that ruffled the two banners held behind the king. The one sporting the three blue lions he recognised but the other, a red standard bearing a white cross, he thought odd.


    ‘What is that, majesty?’ he asked, pointing at the flag.


    ‘I have adopted it as the emblem of my crusade in Estonia,’ answered Valdemar. ‘It is the same design that was on the cloth sent by God during my victory over the pagans. Proof that our Lord smiles on my crusade.’


    He tugged on his mount’s reins to wheel the beast around. ‘Gather your men, count, it is my desire to have Estonia subdued before the first snow falls.’


    He raised his arm half-heartedly and rode from the compound, his bodyguard following. One of the count’s lieutenants strode from the hall to stand by his lord, watching the king’s riders canter down the slope back to Lyndanise.


    ‘There he goes,’ said the count, ‘the king who won the recent battle on his own. He has decided to change history and tell people that it was the Danes who vanquished the pagans. And now we are to march south so he can conquer all of Estonia.’


    ‘He’s a lucky bastard, I’ll give him that,’ remarked his subordinate disrespectfully.


    The count looked at his fellow knight, who despite being his younger brother bore little resemblance to the fierce old warrior from Schwerin who was nicknamed ‘Henry the Black’.


    ‘Luck doesn’t last forever, Gunzelin,’ replied the count. ‘However, we agreed to accompany our liege lord to this land of trees and bogs and so must honour our pledge. Give the order to make ready to march.’


    Gunzelin spat on the ground. ‘Coming here was a mistake. We should be in Germany raising men to defend our lands.’


    The count smiled at his brother. Like him he resented Valdemar but unlike his brother he was better at hiding his feelings. It had been five years since Valdemar had seized the count’s castle and lands while he and his brother had been away fighting in southern Germany. When they returned they were prepared to fight the Danes to repossess their property but Valdemar held the count’s wife as a hostage and he was unwilling to risk one of the few things he held dear in the world. So they had agreed to swear allegiance to Valdemar. The count thought it no coincidence that the king had married the detestable Portuguese princess just before he had seized Schwerin and believed her scheming mind to be behind the outrage.


    ‘We will be back home soon enough,’ said the count, ‘but first let us fulfil our obligations. At least we will be able to leave the churchmen behind. I grow tired of their platitudes.’


    ‘Pity they didn’t all get their skulls split open by pagan axes,’ said Gunzelin casually.


    ‘You should be more respectful towards the princes of the church,’ remarked the count.


    ‘Crows, the lot of them,’ sniffed Gunzelin. ‘Still, at least they allow us to kill pagans and rape their women.’


    The count twisted his mouth in a frown. ‘We are here to convert the pagans, not kill them. Otherwise the bishops will not have anyone to bore rigid with their sermons and the king will have no subjects to tax.’


    Gunzelin looked up at the ramparts. ‘We had better leave a few of our own men here to ensure we have a bolthole to run to in the event things go wrong with the expedition.’


    The count grinned. ‘Surely you are not suggesting that the king’s advance will not be a straightforward victory parade?’


    Gunzelin cleared his throat and spat on the ground. ‘People don’t take kindly to having homes burned to the ground and their women raped or enslaved. These pagans might not be so willing to accept having Valdemar as their lord after what we have done to them.’


    ‘After what you have done to them, you mean,’ the count corrected him. ‘Still, I agree with your idea concerning retaining some of our men in this fort. See to it.’


    The count left a hundred of his spearmen to garrison the hill fort, Gunzelin impressing upon the commander that his immediate priority was to secure the stronghold. If Lyndanise was overrun and burned then so be it. He was to offer no assistance to the Danish garrison, the priests and their servants and the nearly two hundred other non-combatants who had arrived with the crusaders during the spring. During the battle with the pagans it had been the Danes who had suffered the heaviest losses, over three hundred being killed, the majority among the axe men. Nevertheless, Valdemar was able to leave a sizeable garrison behind to secure Lyndanise: ninety foot knights, eighty sergeants and two hundred axe men. It was more than enough to safeguard the archbishop and the two bishops, oversee the captured Estonians who were building the timber wall that would surround the settlement, as well as others who were working on a wooden church in the middle of Lyndanise. Also to provide security for the vessels that were anchored in the bay. Though the surrounding countryside was rich in game that could be hunted and fish that could be caught in the rivers and lakes, over half of the cogs had returned to Denmark to collect tools, weapons, armour, wagons, carts, clothing and more priests to bring to what would become Reval. Valdemar was determined to make the settlement a strong and powerful trading centre, while the churchmen wanted to create a shining beacon of the Holy Church in the barren, hostile northern fringes of Christendom.


    It was an overcast day when the army at last set out from Reval following a lengthy service given by the Archbishop of Lund in which he insisted on going among the assembled soldiers drawn up outside the settlement to bless their standards. He was particularly enthused over the new standard of the king, the white cross emblazoned on a red background, that he and the two bishops insisted on all holding as they blessed it and the king. Then the dozens of carts and wagons began their journey south, harassed quartermasters shouting and pleading with their drivers to either be patient or hurry up as they organised them into a long line. The army’s foot soldiers marched either side of them to protect their valuable cargoes and also to take it in turns to drive them. Many contained sacks of wheat, barley and oats, others barrels of cured pork, mutton and fish. There were also carts carrying cheese and ale. As well as food supplies, cargoes included tents, tent poles, spare canvas, weapons, armour and tools. Normally each wagon would be pulled by two oxen but there had been no room for these beasts in the fleet that shipped the crusaders to Estonia and so local ponies had to be pressed into service as draught animals. The quartermasters had at first complained that they would expire from the effort but soon came to appreciate their hardy natures and great stamina.


    Valdemar, being a monarch, had no time for logistical necessities and left the wagons behind as he rode at the head of his bodyguard in the van of the army. Count Henry and his brother accompanied him, their fifty knights and squires leading the warhorses of the count, the king and his men. The fifty German lesser knights rode behind the royal party, the other fifty of their number riding on the flanks and ahead of the army to act as scouts. Henry had ordered his brother to desist his campaign of rapine as soon as Valdemar had declared his intention of marching into the Estonian hinterland. The villages and hamlet around what would become Reval had been despoiled and their inhabitants either killed, enslaved or forced to flee, but the count wanted information concerning the nature of the terrain the army would be moving through, any enemy strongholds they would encounter and the size and location of any pagan war bands. This meant persuading locals to volunteer information, which meant acting in a friendly manner towards them.


    ‘So no raping, burning or torturing,’ he told Gunzelin as his brother prepared to lead a patrol.


    Valdemar cast a disapproving look in the direction of the count’s brother, who spat on the ground, nodded to his brother and then galloped away with a score of riders.


    ‘I really do not see the point, count,’ said Valdemar. ‘As I have told you the pagans are beaten and will submit to me when they see the size of my army.’


    Henry saw no reason to argue with the king, who seemed to have become intoxicated with the notion of being a holy warrior.


    ‘Of course, majesty. But one can never have enough information.’


    ‘You must instruct your brother not to indulge in rape and taking slaves, count,’ said the king as they continued to ride through a land of rolling hills and dense woods. ‘We are warriors of Christ not servants of the devil.’


    ‘Yes, majesty.’


    Gunzelin might have had a predilection for rape, looting and arson but he was also a good soldier. When the army made camp that night after travelling a total distance of six miles he returned with his men after having ventured three times that distance to the south. The king’s grooms were serving him and his guests a meal of roasted venison served on silver plates and accompanied by the soft music of three minstrels, two playing gitterns, the other the harp. The king sat at the head of the table facing Count Henry, two of the king’s senior officers seated on one side of the table, two of the count’s lieutenants on the other. The grooms filled silver cups with fine wine as the king listened intently to one of his commanders.


    The flap of the pavilion opened and one of the king’s bodyguards walked over to his lord and bowed his head, stooping to whisper in Valdemar’s ear.


    ‘Show them in,’ said the king. The knight bowed and left the table.


    ‘It appears your brother has returned to us, Count Henry. He brings a guest with him.’


    All eyes turned to the entrance as the knight reappeared in the company of a blonde-haired man wearing green linen leggings, leather shoes and a brown woollen tunic. His neatly trimmed beard and leather belt decorated with bronze indicated that he was a person of substance. Gunzelin walked in to stand in front of the king, bowing his head and nodding at the Estonian to do likewise.


    ‘This man lives in a village to the south in a region named Jerwen, majesty,’ said Gunzelin.


    Valdemar regarded the bearded Estonian with blue eyes for a few moments. He estimated his age at around forty.


    ‘How do you converse with this man?’ asked the king.


    ‘He speaks German, majesty, after a fashion,’ replied Gunzelin. ‘He says that many men and their families have fled south, to a place called Lehal…’ He looked at the man.


    ‘Lehola,’ said the Estonian.


    ‘It would appear that the pagans are gathering there, majesty,’ said Gunzelin.


    ‘Very strong,’ said the Estonian in a strange accent.


    Valdemar smiled at him. ‘Very strong?’


    The man nodded.


    ‘Well, then,’ said the king, pointing at the Estonian, ‘God has sent us this man to convey our orders. We will march to this place, this Lehola, and there do battle with the pagans.’


    Count Henry was pleased with his brother. He wondered if Valdemar was losing his faculties but smiled and bowed his head to him nonetheless.


    *****


    Lehola hill fort was full to bursting with the knights and squires of Sir Richard, wolf shields and their families and the men who had been mustered from the surrounding villages. The stronghold was a huge structure, its outer timber wall being four hundred yards long and two hundred yards wide, with thirteen shingle-roofed towers at regular intervals along its length. The main gates were located in the southern wall and led to the outer compound that was filled with huts, stables, storerooms and forges. In the north of the compound was an inner fortress that had its own timber wall that contained more stables and storerooms. It was also the site of the great hall and a stout timber armoury where a multitude of axes, shields, spears, daggers, mail armour and helmets were stored.


    The cleared area around the fort was filled with felt tents and shelters made from withies, the air permanently filled with the smoke of a hundred campfires. Conrad had arrived at the fort two weeks earlier, and five days later Andres came from the north in the company of five hundred Jerwen warriors on foot and around the same number of women, children and the elderly, many of them from Harrien. There were also a number of men who had fought under Alva and had fled south in the aftermath of the Battle of Lyndanise.


    It was a week afterwards when Hillar arrived at Lehola leading three hundred Rotalian warriors, all eager to serve under the Marshal of Estonia whom they were convinced would rid their homeland of the accursed Oeselian devils.


    ‘That will have to wait,’ declared Conrad as he sat in Lehola’s feasting hall with the other commanders of his ragtag army. ‘First we have to convince the Danes not to advance any further south.’


    He sat at the top table in the hall beneath the banner of the Sword Brothers that had been given to him by Master Rudolf. The hall had been cleared of the families that had arrived at the fort and had been housed in the hall and surrounding rooms by Sir Richard, who had taken pity on their miserable condition. His knights and squires were housed in the huts in the inner compound, their horses quartered in the adjacent stables. A group of children, urchins with bare feet and dirty faces, suddenly ran into the hall through the open doors, giggling and squealing as they chased each other.


    ‘Can a man get no peace in this world?’ bellowed Sir Richard, his deep voice filling the chamber and frightening the children who disappeared as quickly as they had arrived.


    ‘Shut those doors,’ he shouted to the guards standing outside the hall. They duly closed the entrance and the English lord smiled at Conrad. The fire that burned in the great stone hearth in the centre of the chamber crackled and spat as it consumed the thick logs piled on it.


    ‘Andres,’ said Conrad, ‘what did your scouts discover of events in the north?’


    The thickset warlord from Jerwen rubbed his beard. ‘The crusaders spent many weeks at Lyndanise after their victory, strengthening their defences. But now they are on the move south. Many foot soldiers and men of iron on horses.’


    The Estonians had come to despise the mailed crusader knights on their warhorses that they had nicknamed ‘men of iron’. The local warriors on their ponies could not withstand such heavily armed and armoured soldiers and even men in a shield wall had to have iron nerves to resist a charge of mounted knights.


    ‘How far are they away?’ asked Sir Richard.


    ‘Five days, perhaps less,’ answered Andres.


    ‘What of the Oeselians?’ said Peeter whose leg had now fully healed.


    ‘They make no moves but undoubtedly watch them like we do,’ answered Hillar.


    ‘What are you going to do, Conrad?’ asked Hans, who was busy eating a plate of cold sausages. Johann and Anton were tucking into rye bread and cheese, washed down by delicious honey mead.


    ‘Perhaps we could send a courier to the Danes,’ suggested Anton, ‘to request they turn around and go back to, what is that place?’


    ‘Lyndanise,’ said Andres.


    ‘That would make us look weak,’ said Peeter. ‘Strength should be matched with strength.’


    Sir Richard nodded. ‘I am apt to agree with Peeter.’


    ‘Master Rudolf was quite specific concerning not provoking the Danes,’ insisted Conrad. ‘I do not wish to start a war.’


    ‘I have no intention of telling you what to do, Conrad,’ said Sir Richard sternly, ‘but you need to back up your words with force. We have gathered many men here and they should be used to enforce your will. The bishop intends that Saccalia should remain under his lordship, Jerwen too for that matter.’


    ‘And Rotalia,’ added Hillar.


    ‘So you see, Conrad,’ continued Sir Richard, ‘much depends on your actions in the next few days.’


    ‘Then what would you suggest, lord?’ asked Conrad, the burden of responsibility weighing heavily on his shoulders.


    ‘Draw a line in the sand,’ answered the English lord, ‘from which you will not retreat and they will not be permitted to cross.’


    ‘And where would that line be, Sir Richard?’ enquired Anton.


    ‘The Pala River,’ said Sir Richard.


    Located four miles north of Lehola the Pala flowed from east to west, meandering through the pine forests that covered Saccalia. It always broke its banks in the spring when the snows melted, flooding the meadows that flanked the river. In the summer the level of the river dropped by half as the current slowed and the floodplain meadows were covered in lush grass, gently sloping sand banks being uncovered as the water retreated in the heat of July and August. Even though it was now autumn and the days were shortening and getting wetter, the river was still shallow and slow moving.


    ‘That is where they will attempt to cross,’ said Tonis, his shield slung on his back as he stood with Peeter, Sir Richard and Conrad pointing across the Pala at the meadow across the river. ‘Down the ancient track that cuts through Jerwen.’


    Conrad could see the rutted track that ended at the sandbank on the northern shore and that began just behind them to bisect the floodplain meadow before snaking its way through the adjacent forest.


    ‘How deep is the water here?’ asked Conrad, a buzzard flying overhead catching his eye.


    ‘Three feet, maybe less,’ said Peeter.


    ‘And around a hundred feet across,’ added Tonis.


    ‘But it is really no deeper either side of this ford,’ said Peeter, ‘so a whole army could cross the length of this meadow with ease.’


    Conrad looked left and right at the river that curved north and disappeared around a quarter of a mile to the west and coming into view in the east at around the same distance. He spotted a pair of black stork flying over the slow-moving, blue waters of the Pala. Five years ago he was part of a crusader army that had laid siege to Lehola, fighting off a pagan relief force in the process. And now he commanded an army of pagans that sought to halt the advance of Danish crusaders. It was most strange.


    ‘So this is our line in the sand,’ mused Conrad to no one in particular.


    Sir Richard heard him. ‘Just in case the Danes decide to cross that line, I have stockpiled enough supplies in Lehola to withstand a three-month siege. Snow will be on the ground by then and hopefully the Danes will not have the means or inclination to remain in Saccalia.


    ‘I will order the evacuation of all the women and children to Fellin today.’


    ‘It would be best, though, if they could be evacuated from Saccalia altogether if the worst happens,’ continued Sir Richard.


    ‘To Wenden?’ said Conrad.


    Sir Richard nodded. Conrad looked into the sky that was beginning to fill with light grey clouds. Soon it would be raining every day and getting progressively cooler. Not ideal conditions for a large number of women and children to undertake a long trek.


    ‘There will be no need for that,’ said Conrad, trying to convince himself. ‘The Danes will see reason.’


    Sir Richard said nothing as he stared across the river, deep in thought. He and the others looked round when they heard hooves on the grass and saw a lone rider approach on a brown pony. Like Tonis he wore chainmail armour, a helmet and had his shield slung on his back. He brought his pony to a halt and raised his hand to Sir Richard.


    ‘They have arrived, lord.’


    Sir Richard glanced at Peeter and smiled.


    ‘Time to return to Lehola,’ he said to Conrad. ‘You should welcome the new arrivals.’


    ‘What new arrivals?’ queried Conrad.


    Sir Richard hauled himself into his saddle. ‘You will discover soon enough.’


    They rode back to the fort with the messenger, the forest gloomy and cool as the sky continued to fill with dark clouds. By the time they reached Lehola a light drizzle filled the air and the guards in the towers were wrapped in their cloaks. The ground to the south and west of the fort was filled with tents and temporary shelters but now the area beyond the eastern ramparts was filled with long lines of ponies and warriors erecting tents. Conrad looked in surprise at Sir Richard who had a wry smile on his face. In the inner compound they dismounted and servants took their horses to the stables. They entered the main hall and Conrad heard happy voices and laughter coming from the feasting chamber. Walking through the open doors he saw Hans, Anton and Johann standing near the fire with Andres, Hillar and another long-haired individual who had his back to him.


    ‘Here they are,’ said Hans.


    The stranger turned and clapped his hands together.


    ‘What’s all this I’ve been hearing about a warlord of Estonia?’


    Conrad could not believe his eyes. ‘Lord Kalju!’


    He locked Conrad in an iron embrace and slapped him hard on the back. ‘I heard stories of an Army of the Wolf and a man I knew being created lord of all Estonia so I thought I had better come and see for myself what all the fuss is about.’


    He shook the hand of Sir Richard. ‘Good to see you again.’


    ‘And you, my friend’ replied the nobleman.


    ‘I trust Eha is well, lord,’ said Conrad.


    ‘She sends her affections,’ replied Kalju.


    They sat and slaves brought hot broth from the kitchens. The Sword Brothers diplomatically avoided all reference to the last time they had seen the Ungannian chief as they talked about the Danish incursion to the north.


    ‘News brought by traders is that Jaak, Edvin and Alva are dead,’ said Kalju, broth dripping on to his beard. ‘I was worried that these new invaders would attack Ungannia but it appears that they are heading this way.’


    ‘So the rumours about Lord Jaak are true,’ said Andres glumly.


    Kalju said nothing but Conrad looking at him, realised that he was the last surviving Estonian leader. The others were dead and their kingdoms occupied by foreigners. How long would Ungannia remain free? He was about to declare that the Sword Brothers would always be the friend of his people but stopped himself. It was doubtful that Kalju wished for the friendship of the organisation that had been responsible for the death of his eldest son. And yet here he was, come to lend his support. It was a riddle.


    ‘Your presence here is most welcome, lord,’ said Conrad. The other brother knights uttered their agreement.


    ‘I came because Sir Richard sent me a message explaining that you had been made the defender of Estonia, Conrad. You, and Sir Richard, once came to fight by my side when my kingdom was threatened by Russians and Oeselians.’ He tactfully neglected to mention that Lembit had also attacked his homeland. ‘I thought it only right that I return the favour.’


    He dipped a huge chunk of bread into his bowl of broth.


    ‘That said, I do not do it purely for honour. If these Danes take Saccalia then I have no doubt that they will also invade Ungannia. And that I desire not.’


    He looked at Sir Richard. ‘You have scouts out looking for them?’


    ‘Some of my best wolf shields,’ replied Sir Richard.


    A long line of women and children on foot, the elderly and infants in carts and an escort of warriors made its way south from Lehola after breakfast, on their way to Fellin. It had been the same for the past two days as the fort was emptied of non-combatants and prepared for a possible siege. Conrad stood on the timber wall and watched them go. A few of the children looked up and saw the mailed knight in his white surcoat and neatly trimmed beard and waved at him. His fame as Susi, the reincarnation of the ancient wolf guardian of the forest, had spread and they believed him to be invincible. He waved back. He was beginning to like these people.


    He heard footsteps and turned to see Kaja coming towards him, her blonde hair loose around her shoulders, her shapely figure wrapped in a green tunic and brown leggings. She had a dagger tucked into her leather belt and leather boots on her feet.


    ‘Hello, Kaja. Have you come to say goodbye?’


    She looked quizzically at him. ‘Goodbye?’


    He turned, rested his hands on the ancient wooden trunk that formed part of the wall and nodded towards the column of women and children.


    ‘Will you not be leaving with them to go to Fellin?’


    ‘No, Susi,’ she said firmly. ‘I stay here to fight.’


    He smiled at her. ‘How many other women have decided to stay and fight?’


    ‘At least a score,’ she said, her pretty face a mask of steely boldness. ‘You mock me for wanting to defend my homeland?’


    ‘Why would I mock someone who saved my life?’ he answered softly. ‘But I think that perhaps you should concentrate on more womanly matters, like getting a husband.’


    Her face suddenly became a veil of sadness. ‘I had a man who was going to be my husband. He was a farmer like my father and he had blue eyes and light brown hair and we loved each other. But then my village was attacked and…’


    Her shoulders slumped and her head dropped and Conrad thought he heard a sob.


    ‘Come,’ he said, ‘you want to fight then you should be taught how to do it properly.’


    He walked to the wooden steps that led down to the ground and descended them, Kaja following. Conrad picked up a stick from one of the piles of firewood stacked around the inside of the outer wall and turned to face Kaja. He drew his sword and handed it to her.


    ‘Have you ever handled a sword?’


    ‘No, Susi,’ she replied. ‘Only village headmen are rich enough to afford one.’ She grasped the black leather of the handle. ‘It is lighter than I thought it would be.’


    Her eyes, moments before full of sadness, were now sparkling with excitement.


    ‘Now I want you to try and hit me with the sword,’ he said.


    She looked horrified. ‘I could never do that, Susi.’


    He gripped the stick with his right hand. ‘It is quite all right. You want to learn, do you not?’


    The fire returned to her eyes. ‘Oh, yes.’


    ‘This is your first lesson,’ he told her, ‘the first of many. So pay attention. Now, attack.’


    She swung the sword clumsily in his direction, like a farmer scything crops. He sidestepped to avoid the blow and tapped her lightly on the side of her right leg with the stick.


    ‘Many who use a sword concentrate too much on striking an opponent and neglect thinking about where the enemy’s blow will fall. Do you know what the first rule of combat is, Kaja?’


    He lunged and struck her again on the leg, a glancing blow that annoyed her rather than hurt her.


    ‘Keep moving. Keep moving so you can get out of the way of an opponent’s sword.’


    He moved to the left and she duplicated his manoeuvre, swinging the sword at him again. He leapt back to avoid he point and then flicked his right wrist to whip the end of the stick against her left arm. She winced with pain.


    ‘If your free hand isn’t holding a shield or another weapon,’ he told her, ‘then keep it behind your back. Otherwise it becomes just another target.’


    Kaja was becoming more annoyed as she jabbed and swung the sword at Conrad, who always remained out of reach. Their mock duel was spotted by groups of warriors who had also been drilling and they began to drift over to take a closer look. When they saw Kaja was a woman they began to whistle and jeer at her, encouraging her to press her attack more forcefully. The result was that she grasped the handle with both hands and launched a series of downward and sideward strikes at Conrad, the result of which was to tire her out as he ducked, dodged and stepped back to avoid them, tapping her legs and arms with his stick as he did so. The circle of warriors gave a great cheer every time she attacked him but her efforts were in vain and after a few minutes she stood panting before him.


    ‘You cheated,’ she hissed.


    The warriors laughed and pointed at him, chanting ‘cheat, cheat’ as Kaja gave Conrad a disdainful look.


    ‘How so?’ he asked.


    ‘You said you would teach me how to use a sword,’ she snapped, ‘but all you have done is humiliate me.’


    ‘The show is over,’ he shouted at the warriors, who grinned and laughed as they dispersed. He walked over to Kaja.


    ‘No one can be taught to use a sword in one lesson, Kaja. It takes years of practice to become proficient. But you have learned a valuable lesson today.’


    She was unconvinced. ‘What?’


    He took his sword and slid it back in its scabbard, tossing the stick back on the woodpile.


    ‘The lesson, Kaja, is that a fighter with a sword has to be careful, quick and utterly ruthless. Careful not to expose his body to an opponent, quick in order to land a lethal blow on an enemy and ruthless to kill as quickly as possible. A sword is not a club to batter an opponent into submission but an instrument to kill with speed. Fights should be over as quickly a possible to save your energy and reduce the chances of you getting injured.


    He smiled at her. ‘You have done well.’


    ‘I did not do anything,’ she said.


    ‘Hopefully it has taught you that you have to think before you strike and above all not to let your anger rise and take over your emotions. A good fighter always keeps his mind working.’


    ‘Even in battle?’


    ‘Especially in battle, Kaja. Battles are not brawls, though some may think so and act accordingly. Before a battle a fighter thinks about the ground he is to fight on and how he can use it to his advantage. He must also think about the strengths and weaknesses of the enemy so he can fight to maximum effectiveness.’


    ‘Do you always choose the ground you fight on?’ she asked.


    ‘Not always, but if you can it gives you the edge and most of the time that is all you need.’


    He did not intend to fight the Danes, that much was true, but he intended to have the edge over them in case events took an unexpected turn.


    While they waited for King Valdemar’s army to arrive Conrad, his fellow brother knights, Sir Richard and Kalju finalised their plans. They knew the route the Danes were taking, had inspected the ground – Kalju having been shown the ford across the Pala the day after he had arrived – and agreed a strategy. The Army of the Wolf numbered just over three thousand men but the majority were Estonian warriors who were brave and hardy but would were no match for heavily armoured horsemen. If the Danes launched an assault with their knights then the Estonians would form shield walls, which would be shot to pieces by Danish crossbowmen. But they had taken measures to nullify the advantages enjoyed by the Danes.


    All the non-combatants had been evacuated by the time a scout soaked to the skin arrived at Lehola on a rain lashed, windswept afternoon to inform the Marshal of Estonia that the Danes were a day’s march from the river. It had begun to rain with a monotonous regularity, signalling the arrival of autumn, which had given the defenders of Lehola more time as the Danes’ rate of advance had slowed as their wagons sank in the mud. But now their own scouts were near the Pala, no doubt riding back to their king with reports that there was an enemy camp to the south of the river. The men who occupied the small felt tents were farmers first and warriors second, all natives of Saccalia who had been working with their tools to fell a host of trees. They had been working day and night with their saws, hammers and axes to fashion hundreds of stakes, six feet long that were hammered into the ground in three rows the whole length of the meadow that ran parallel to the river. They were angled at forty-five degrees towards the water and then their ends were sharpened to a point to create a defence against knights on horseback. But there was just enough space between the individual stakes to allow a man on foot to pass through them. The Saccalians had also built fifty mantlets – easily transportable thick wooden screens that could stop a crossbow bolt and arrow – for protection against enemy missiles.


    The next morning Lehola was alive well before dawn, warriors checking their helmets and armour and those that had them saddling ponies. Conrad and his friends joined Sir Richard and his knights and squires in the small church they had established inside the inner compound, in truth nothing more than a hut with a small altar with a wooden cross on top. They knelt in the cool interior as one of the nobleman’s priests said prayers and asked God for a peaceful resolution to the coming day’s events. Sir Richard, clean shaven and completely bald, was kneeling beside the stern-looking squire Paul, a man who kept his own counsel and went about his work with a calm efficiency. Conrad wondered if his stoical demeanour was a result of him being an executioner, individuals who were usually scorned by commoners and nobles alike.


    All Sir Richard’s followers had volunteered to stay with the English lord as long as he remained in Livonia, as opposed to the majority of crusaders who came to Riga for a year’s crusading, in return for which they received absolution for their sins. Some of Sir Richard’s men, his retainers, had taken Estonian wives, spoke the native language and had been given farms that were worked by local villagers. Thus had they become lords in their own right. Conrad wondered if Sir Richard would ever return to England.


    After the service the congregation ate a breakfast of hot porridge, bread and cheese, the slaves ferrying ample amounts of food and warm milk from the kitchens. As usual Hans ate enough for two men but Conrad had no appetite, which was noticed by Kalju.


    ‘You should eat, Conrad, breakfast is the most important meal of the day.’


    ‘Lord Kalju is right,’ agreed Hans, wiping the inside of his bowl with a chunk of bread.


    ‘I have no stomach for food,’ said Conrad, sipping a cup of milk.


    ‘The burden of command weighs you down?’ asked Kalju.


    Conrad nodded and frowned as Hans pushed a huge piece of cheese into his mouth.


    ‘You will get used to it,’ said Kalju reassuringly. ‘Your bishop has faith in you and so do we. And remember, we are not going to fight just to talk, or so Sir Richard assures me.’


    ‘It is true,’ said Sir Richard. ‘We go to settle the matter of the boundary between Livonia and the territory of the Danes.’


    Squire Paul sitting next to his lord curled his lip. ‘We’ll see.’


    Conrad was most surprised: it was the first time he had heard the squire speak German. But his few words did nothing to settle the churning he felt in his stomach.


    Kaja and the other women who dressed like men and were determined to fight were left behind at Lehola. They supplemented the skeleton garrison that was left to guard the fortress as Conrad and the others rode from the stronghold to join the army that was deploying behind the rows of stakes that had been planted just to the rear of the southern bank of the River Pala.


    The horses of the brother knights were covered in their white caparisons, as was the mount of Sir Richard who wore no insignia on his shield or surcoat as part of his self-imposed penance. His knights, though, sported a variety of boars, bears, unicorns and lions on shields and surcoats coloured yellow, blue, red and orange, all of them armed with lances and equipped with full-face helms. Their imposing presence and bright colours were a sharp contrast to the drab greens, blues and browns worn by Kalju, Hillar, Andres and Peeter who rode with them on their squat ponies that had no coverings.


    By the time the mounted party reached the river the various Estonian contingents had been marshalled into position by their chiefs. On the right flank stood a great rectangle of Saccalians: just over fifteen hundred men drawn up in five widely spaced ranks, the best armoured and armed warriors in the first two ranks. To the left of these men were Tonis and his wolf shields – a hundred men all in mail armour, helmets and armed with spears, swords and axes, their shields overlapping like fish scales.


    There was a gap in the centre of the army where Sir Richard’s horsemen deployed, directly in front of the ford. As soon as the mounted knights arrived Peeter gave the signal for the army’s archers – two hundred men – to deploy either side of them.


    The left wing of the army numbered Kalju’s five hundred Ungannians, Hillar’s three hundred Rotalians to their left and Andres and his five hundred Jerwen on the extreme left of the line. And in front of the whole army were the rows of sharpened stakes to act as a deterrent to the armoured horsemen of the Danes. Behind the army a few men tended to the ponies on which the Estonian chiefs and elders had arrived and who now stood in the middle of the shield walls of their men. The latter had been fully briefed concerning the tactics they were to adopt if hostilities broke out. As three thousand men stood in the light drizzle that began to fall they peered across the dark, meandering waters of the Pala and waited for the Danes.


    ‘It is as well that Livonia is covered in trees,’ remarked Sir Richard sitting next to Conrad as he looked at the forest of stakes to the left and right.


    Like most of his men the English lord had taken off his helmet and rested it on his pommel, and had also rammed the end of his lance into the soft earth.


    ‘Hopefully our work will make the Danes think twice if they are tempted to initiate hostilities,’ said Conrad.


    ‘We have assembled a sizeable force here, Conrad,’ said Sir Richard.


    ‘Numbers alone are no deterrent, my lord,’ replied Conrad. ‘Newly arrived crusaders have a low opinion of Livs and Estonians, and after their victory at Lyndanise the Danes’ opinion of Estonian prowess will be even lower.’


    ‘The Danes have not encountered the Marshal of Estonia before,’ said Anton with a trace of jest.


    Conrad looked at the leather tube that held his commission tied to his pommel. ‘I will show them the bishop’s commission, that will suffice.’


    ‘You are certain of that?’ queried Hans.


    ‘We are about to find out,’ commented Johann.


    Conrad looked up and saw riders across the river, a few at first but then double and treble their number as the vanguard of the Danish army rode into the lush meadow on the other side of the Pala. Their approach was leisurely as they walked their horses forward and then stopped around two hundred paces from the riverbank. The drizzle had abated but a cool easterly wind had picked up ruffling the banners of the Danes. The mailed knights in their full-face helms on the track directly opposite the brother knights and Sir Richard wore blue surcoats, as did their horses, the banner that fluttered above them being the same colour and bearing some sort of yellow device that Conrad could not make out.


    While the Danish knights sat on their horses two columns of foot soldiers began to file into the meadow either side of them: hundreds of axe men wearing conical helmets with nasal guards and what appeared to be knights on foot, their heads protected by iron helmets with fixed face guards and their bodies covered by mail hauberks. They carried no spears unlike the spearmen who took up position directly in front of the mounted knights, their long shields painted blue and adorned with a yellow motif.


    ‘Crossbowmen,’ said Hans, pointing towards a file of soldiers wearing blue surcoats and shouldering crossbows taking up position behind the spearmen.


    More spearmen, these wearing mail shirts and conical helmets, were deploying opposite the Saccalians across the river, their shields a mixture of reds and yellows.


    Sir Richard stood up in his saddle and looked left and right. ‘We seem to outnumber them. A good start.’ He looked at Conrad. ‘What do you intend to do?’


    ‘Ask them to withdraw, lord.’


    Conrad dug his spurs into the flanks of his horse and the beast walked forward, towards the narrow gap, no more than six feet wide, that had been left in the belts of stakes so a single rider could pass through.


    ‘He’s got a lot to learn,’ said squire Paul, earning him a rebuking glance from Sir Richard as the noble followed Conrad. The three other brother knights trailed after him as Conrad’s horse splashed through the ford towards the opposite riverbank.


    A group of riders left the Danish knights directly opposite, like the Sword Brothers and Sir Richard bare headed, leaving their lances planted in the ground.


    There was a menacing quiet as the two parties slowly made their way towards each other, Conrad and his companions rode from the cold water on to the sandbank that led to the ancient track. The Danish knights, all attired in blue surcoats sporting what Conrad could now see were yellow griffins, halted their mounts around fifty paces from them, resting their hands on their pommels. There were five of them, two in front who both had untidy light brown hair heavily streaked with grey, and three younger men behind. The older ones had a resemblance to each other and as Conrad slowed his horse to a halt he thought that one looked familiar, though he had seen neither of them before.


    The older one rubbed his nose as the Sword Brothers and Sir Richard faced them around ten paces away. Conrad noticed that the sword at his hip was in an expensive red scabbard and his sword belt was also red. He took off the mail mitten on his right hand and pointed at the Army of the Wolf.


    ‘You did not need to assemble such a large reception party, and those stakes could be interpreted as less than friendly.’


    ‘It is good manners for each party to introduce themselves before negotiations begin,’ remarked Sir Richard sharply.


    ‘I am Henry, Count of Schwerin,’ stated the older man, ‘and this is my brother, Lord Gunzelin.’


    The younger one stared insolently at Sir Richard.


    ‘I am Sir Richard Bruffingham, commander of Lehola and guardian of Saccalia.’ He held out to Conrad. ‘And this is Brother Conrad of the Order of Sword Brothers and Marshal of Estonia.’


    ‘Marshal of Estonia?’ said the count in a mocking tone. ‘There must be some mistake because I represent King Valdemar of Denmark, who was granted all Estonia by His Holiness Pope Honorius himself.’


    ‘I have here my commission signed by Bishop Albert himself,’ said Conrad, fumbling with the leather tube before extracting the document. He nudged his horse forward and handed it to the count.


    The count read it, nodded and handed it back to Conrad.


    ‘A marshal is beneath a king, boy, so move aside and let us pass so that King Valdemar can rest tonight in Lehola.’


    ‘We serve the king of kings,’ said Anton dismissively.


    ‘And as such it is your king who will be withdrawing,’ added Hans.


    The count appeared undisturbed by the implied threat. ‘Your bishop has a short memory. It was not so long ago that he travelled to Denmark to beg for help against the Estonians, prompting King Valdemar to leave his comfortable bed and attractive young wife to travel across the Baltic with an army to fight the pagans. Well, he has vanquished the heathens and like all kings he desires his reward from what should be a grateful bishop. So I say again: move aside that the king may pass.’


    ‘The king shall have his reward in heaven,’ stated Conrad defiantly. ‘But he shall take no more of Estonia.’


    ‘Arrogant little bastard,’ said Gunzelin uncouthly. The count held up his hand to still his brother. He leaned forward to take a good look at Conrad.


    ‘The king will not be amused by your attitude, boy. Are you sure you wish to incur his royal wrath?’


    ‘I have fought kings before,’ answered Conrad in an offhand manner.


    ‘This is Conrad Wolff,’ said Johann, ‘who killed the Estonian king Lembit with his own hands.’


    ‘And saved the life of the bishop himself,’ stated Anton.


    Conrad thought he saw the flicker of admiration in the count’s eyes. ‘So you are Conrad Wolff. Your name is known in the Danish court.’


    ‘He killed a stinking pagan chief, so what?’ spat Gunzelin.


    The count smiled politely at Conrad. ‘My brother is not skilled in the language of diplomacy but very good when it comes to the language of war.’


    ‘This river marks the southern extent of Danish Estonia,’ stated Conrad, ignoring the threat.


    The count smiled once more. ‘Then I shall inform the king so. I will send you his answer in due course. I bid you good day.’


    He wheeled his horse away, as did his brother, and the five knights rode back up the track.


    ‘That could have gone better,’ remarked Sir Richard dryly.


    Conrad shrugged. ‘Our position is strong, we outnumber them and I am sure the Danish king does not wish to fight fellow Christians.’


    He tugged on his reins and turned his horse around. The others followed as they retraced their steps back across the river. The wind was still blowing, ruffling the multitude of banners among the king’s army. On the right flank where the spearmen with their almond-shaped shields stood the banners displayed the heraldry of Valdemar’s Danish lords: white horses on red backgrounds, the blue lions of the king himself, and banners divided into four parts with alternating yellow and red segments. On the left flank where the axe men were deployed the flags were of an older lineage, the nobles who had brought their men to fight alongside Valdemar being descendants of Viking lords who had lived in Scandinavia for generations. These banners carried old Norse images: an arm with a fist, arrow, axe, bear, bellows, boar, stag and bull.


    *****


    ‘What appears to be the problem?’ enquired Valdemar when Count Henry and his brother presented themselves to the king. He sat on his horse with his bodyguard to the rear of the German lord’s horsemen and foot soldiers, his twin banners featuring blue lions and the red flag with a white cross fluttering immediately behind him.


    ‘The army on the other side of the river, majesty,’ replied the count, ‘is under the command of a Sword Brother who holds the title Marshal of Estonia.’


    The king laughed. ‘The Marshal of Estonia? Surely you are mistaken for Pope Honorius himself gave me all Estonia before I took ship here.’


    ‘Yes, majesty,’ said the count. ‘But he showed me his commission, which bore the seal of the Bishop of Riga.’


    The king looked at the nobles of his bodyguard, the rich lords who owed their positions to his patronage.


    ‘The Bishop of Riga? The churchmen who came to my court like a beggar pleading for help to vanquish the pagans?’


    His lords laughed.


    ‘Well, my lord,’ he said to Count Henry, ‘I came on crusade to support the Holy Church in its hour of need and God gave me a great victory over the disbelievers. And He sent me a banner so that I could carry it in this land as a sign that I am embarked upon the Lord’s work.’


    He waved a hand at the army across the river. ‘I am upon God’s work, count. Disperse them.’


    The count looked alarmed. ‘My liege?’


    ‘Disperse them,’ shouted the king, causing his horse to shift in alarm. Valdemar patted its covered neck. ‘There, there. You see, count, you have caused me to frighten my horse. Please do as you are ordered and scatter that rabble.’


    ‘You would fight the Sword Brothers, majesty?’ said the count.


    The king scowled at him. ‘I would fight all the enemies of God.’


    *****


    ‘Are we to sit here all day?’ said Anton in frustration as the two armies observed each other across the Pala.


    ‘And all night if necessary,’ replied Conrad, ‘because this is as far as they go.’


    ‘Have you noticed that just before battle is joined it becomes very quiet,’ remarked Johann, ‘as though all the birds know that there will be bloodshed and fly away, and all the other beasts seek the sanctuary of their holes and dens?’


    They all looked up at the sky that was heaped with grey clouds but empty of birds.


    ‘There will be no battle,’ said Conrad nervously.


    ‘Are you sure about that?’ said squire Paul behind Sir Richard as a line of crossbowmen suddenly began moving from behind the spearmen in the centre of the Danish line to the right and began deploying just forward of the mass of mailed axe men directly opposite Peeter’s Saccalians.


    ‘They are done with talking,’ confirmed Sir Richard, pointing to Danish archers who were walking to stand before the two groups of Danish spearmen opposite the Army of the Wolf’s left flank.


    The English lord turned and pointed to a signaller with a trumpet, who raised the instrument to his lips and blew it. The piercing sound carried through the air and seconds later the chiefs and headmen among the army began barking orders at their men. Then there was a rattling-like sound as two hundred crossbowmen loosed a volley at the Saccalians. Horns sounded among the latter as the quarrels struck shields, mail armour, legs and faces, culling too many before the whole formation retreated to stand behind the mantlets that had been placed immediately behind the rear ranks.


    On the left wing there was a loud hissing sound as the Danish archers released their bowstrings to send a volley of arrows high into the air. The deadly missiles arched high into the sky before raining down on the Rotalians, Jerwen and Ungannians. But they arrived more slowly than the crossbow bolts and the warriors had more time to withdraw behind their mantlets and raise their shields to form a wooden roof against the missiles. There was a succession of thuds as the arrows struck shields and mantlets, followed by another series of dull thumps as the second volley of arrows fell on the army’s left wing.


    Conrad and the others put on their helmets and plucked their lances from the ground as Sir Richard’s eighty-five knights and squires behind them did likewise. Tonis’ wolf shields to their immediate right had taken cover behind their mantlets but had been ignored by the crossbowmen who were furiously reloading and shooting volley after volley at the Saccalians who were now huddling behind a row of mantlets.


    Conrad saw the spearmen directly opposite him and his fellow horsemen run to their left to form up beside the other spearmen arrayed on the Danish left wing that were standing behind the archers. The latter continued to shoot their arrows over the river at the warriors of Kalju, Hillar and Andres. He looked back to the centre of the enemy line where the insolent count he had conversed with sat on his horse with his equally rude brother. He heard a fanfare of trumpets that drowned out all other sounds.


    Then the two wings of the Danish army charged.


    The axe men on the left wing did so in a mad rush, their shields strapped on their backs so they could wield their large-bladed weapons to maximum effect. They ran through the crossbowmen, shrieking their war cries, swept down the sandbank and splashed through the river. The cool, waist-deep water slowed their momentum as they waded through it, the crossbowman racing forward and continuing to shoot their bolts over their heads from the top of the riverbank. They managed perhaps four volleys before being forced to desist as the first axe men emerged from the river and ran to the stakes, barging them aside as they sought to close the last few yards between them and the Saccalians. They must have heard the horn blasts coming from behind the strange wooden fences that the Estonians had hidden behind, and almost certainly saw the latter suddenly emerge from the spaces between the crossbow bolt covered screens, but whether they were aware of the hundreds of spears that suddenly filled the air before they landed in their midst is unknown.


    Lehola’s armoury had been emptied of all its spears and javelins and they had been stacked behind the mantlets. Now they rained down on the Danish axe men whose torsos were struck by the iron-tipped missiles. Scores were cut down as the Saccalians hurled volley after volley of spears until there were none left. But they had achieved their purpose. Among the stakes were dead and dying axe men and the rest were retreating back across the river. Peeter had impressed upon his chiefs that there was to be no pursuit in the event of an enemy withdrawal and so the Estonians stood behind the stakes and cheered as the enemy slunk back across the river. A few manoeuvred themselves between the stakes to kill wounded Danes with their axes and knives but the majority obeyed their commanders.


    Conrad saw the Danish left wing withdraw and raised his lance in acclamation, while behind him the knights and squires cheered. But on the right flank things were not going according to plan. The Danish spearmen’s advance was more orderly and disciplined as they left the meadow and descended the riverbank to wade through the water. Behind them the archers maintained their shooting, loosing arrows in ordered volleys that continued to fall on the Estonian warriors across the river. Some fell between the roof of shields to strike shoulders and arms. And all the time the spearmen were wading towards the southern riverbank. They exited the water and dressed their ranks, arrows still falling on and around the mantlets in front of them.


    Conrad saw the horsemen opposite suddenly move towards the Danish archers, the count’s griffin banner among them. The inference was clear: if the spearmen attacking his left flank managed to clear a path through the stakes then the enemy knights would cross the river and attempt to punch through the Estonian line. And then he spotted the crossbowmen running from right to left as the Danish king sought to reinforce his advancing right wing.


    Conrad pushed up his helmet and turned to Sir Richard. ‘We must support our left, lord, or else all will be lost.’


    Sir Richard nodded and pointed to the archers that stood idle either side of the horsemen.


    Estonian bows did not have the range of crossbows but they could hit the enemy archers standing in a long line on the far riverbank.


    ‘Archers!’ shouted Conrad in the native tongue. ‘Shoot at those bowmen across the river.’


    The leaders of archers, who were mostly huntsmen from local villages, moved forward to stand behind the stakes and began shooting arrows at their Danish counterparts on their left. Each man nocked an arrow and released his bowstring at his own rate, resulting in a steady rate of arrows flying at the enemy. Conrad watched in frustration as the enemy spearmen began to move the stakes aside or push them down with their shields, and then noticed that the volleys of enemy arrows had all but ceased. He looked across the river to see those archers who had not been struck by Estonian arrows running back out of range, the crossbowmen likewise seeking ground beyond the range of his archers. He clenched his fist and shouted with joy as the Estonian warriors on the left flank broke cover from behind the mantlets and raced forward.


    Like their comrades on the right wing they had been supplied with spare spears that they now hurled at the enemy, who managed to raise their shields and deflect many of the missiles. However, outnumbered at least two to one by the combined force of Rotalians, Jerwen and Ungannians and now deprived of their missile support, they withdrew speedily to the river and then back across the water. Their casualties were negligible but like the Danes on the opposite wing they had been forced to withdraw.


    Both sides were now back in their original positions and an observer could have been forgiven for thinking that nothing had happened all day were it not for a few bodies floating face-down in the river and a good deal more lying in and among the Estonian stakes to the south of the river. The Danes had been stopped at the Pala and Conrad and his three friends congratulated themselves and Sir Richard on their almost easy victory. They heard the cheers, chants and singing of their Estonian allies and looked at each other like mischievous children as they basked in victory. And then Conrad fell on the ground with a thud.


    Count Henry may have received a bloody nose but he was a seasoned soldier. As soon as the Estonian archers ceased shooting he sent forward a detachment of crossbowmen with a party of spearmen in an attempt to kill the arrogant Sword Brothers on their horses. They were among his best foot soldiers and they now sprinted forward and loosed two volleys from behind the shields of their comrades. Conrad’s horse was hit and killed when a bolt went into one of his eyes and Hans’ horse was also slain. Two bolts pierced Anton’s shield and a quarrel went into Sir Richard’s helmet, though miraculously the point stopped half an inch from his eyeball. Five of the archers standing in front of the horsemen were also killed.


    Conrad sprang to his feet. ‘Shoot at them, shoot at them!’ he shouted, pointing at the small group of soldiers across the river.


    The archers began directing arrows at Count Henry’s men but they had sprinted back out of range before they struck the ground. Conrad gritted his teeth in frustration, turned and saw the body of Johann lying on the ground, two crossbow bolts in his chest. He ran to his friend’s side, dropping to his knees and pulling off his helmet. He gave an anguished cry as two lifeless eyes stared up at him.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter 8


    Outside snow covered the land and the rivers and lakes were frozen over. All traffic had halted on the Dvina now that the winter had arrived, boats being replaced by parties of brave villagers who ventured onto its white surface to try their hand at ice fishing. Some fell through the ice because the thickness varied along its course and was notoriously difficult to estimate, the lucky ones being plucked from the freezing water before they sank into the blackness. It snowed most days, turning the trees white and making travel difficult, isolating many villages whose inhabitants struggled to stay alive as their food supplies dwindled at the same time as their stocks of firewood shrank. And when they did the common folk of Lithuania prayed even harder to the Goddess of Fire.


    Vsevolod turned away from the chessboard to look at the raging fire a few feet away. The great stone hearth it sat in was placed in the centre of the main hall of Panemunis, the former home of his father-in-law and now the residence of the former ruler of Gerzika, once an independent principality but now a stronghold of the Sword Brothers. He looked at the two women standing on the other side of the hearth, against the wall, whose task was to place more fuel on the fire and carefully retrieve any stray coals that were spat out by the flames and replace them in the hearth.


    What simple-minded fools these pagans were. They called the Goddess of Fire Gabija, a name derived from the word apgaubti, meaning ‘to cover up’. It referred to the process of putting a fire, which was also called Gabija, to bed by carefully banking the coals and ashes for the night and saying prayers to beg her to stay in the home and not wander. They also prayed that the goddess would not burn the house down. Every home, no matter how small or dilapidated, had a hearth where a fire burned. And it was the duty of the mother of the household to care for and safeguard it. The Lithuanians believed that fire was not only a source of warmth and light but also symbolised the unbroken lifeline of a family and its ancestry.


    ‘Idiots,’ he mumbled.


    Elze looked up. ‘Father?’


    He smiled at his youngest daughter. ‘Nothing. Have you moved yet?’


    Her face creased into a frown. ‘Not yet.’


    The fire hissed and a coal shot out of the hearth onto the thick carpets spread over the floor. Immediately one of the females sprang forward, knelt down and carefully brushed the coal into a pan, mumbling prayers as she did so before returning it to the fire. Vsevolod sighed and shook his head in despair. How long would he have to endure living among these people?’


    Elze tossed her long red hair and moved one of the pieces carved from walrus ivory. ‘You do not seem to be in a good mood, father.’


    That was an understatement. He smiled thinly at her.


    ‘Surely our great victory has filled you with cheer?’ she continued.


    ‘What great victory would that be?’ he enquired, already knowing the answer.


    She frowned again. ‘The Semgallian victory over the Bishop of Riga, of course. Mindaugas told me that it was the first time that an army led by the bishop had been forced to withdraw and that we should all give thanks to Perkunas for our great victory.’


    Perkunas was the Lithuanian God of Thunder and it alarmed him that his daughter should hold with such nonsense. But then, she was her mother’s daughter and Rasa, his wife, had always declared her intention of following her own gods before they had been married. Though he was officially a follower of the Orthodox religion he had little time for priests or church rituals. Indeed, where had the Orthodox Church been when the Sword Brothers had stormed his city and made him homeless? Looking after its own interests. He looked down at the chessboard and reflected that the movement of the pieces was like the ebb and flow of his own fortunes during the year just passed. His machinations in Aukstaitija had bore fruit when Coloman, ruler of the Russian kingdom of Galicia-Volhynia, had launched a campaign of retaliation against Duke Kitenis’ lands. This had prompted the latter appealing to Vsevolod for help, which was duly given, Aras sending a few raiding parties deep into Galicia-Volhynia, though only to keep his general happy. Coloman, alarmed that he was embroiled in a war that would have no end, gladly accepted Vsevolod’s olive branch of long-term peace in return for the ceding of some borderlands to Aukstaitija. The subsequent meeting between Coloman and a score of Lithuanian leaders had been seen as a triumph throughout Lithuania. Vsevolod, though the prime agent of the whole enterprise, did not attend. In Lithuanian eyes he would always be ‘the Russian’ and therefore distrusted. So he sent Aras and Mindaugas who put their names to the treaty, as did Duke Butantas of the Samogitians, Duke Gedvilas of the Southern Kurs and the leader of the Aukstaitijans, Duke Kitenis. Through his cunning and patience did Vsevolod thus draw the Aukstaitijans, Samogitians and Southern Kurs into his camp, and then he received news that made him believe that God was truly smiling on him: Duke Vincentas was dead.


    He had been alarmed when a letter from Duke Arturus, leader of the Northern Kurs, had informed him that the Semgallians were receiving military aid from Riga and even more concerned when the Bishop of Riga and the Sword Brothers crossed the Dvina at the head of a crusader army to fight beside Vincentas. But then Aras sent him word that the duke had been killed in some sort of altercation with the crusaders. Leaderless, it seemed likely that the Semgallians could be subdued with ease, perhaps even enlisted as allies against the Christians who had basely murdered their lord. But then another courier arrived from Aras telling him that one of Vincentas’ warlords, a man named Viesthard, had rallied the Semgallians and forced the crusaders to retreat back across the Dvina.


    Vsevolod looked at the fire. The Semgallian flame had been on the verge of being extinguished but this Viesthard had caused it to flare up again. He had done what no one had done – defeated a crusader army – and his fame and prestige spread like a wildfire. Duke Butantas, previously a cautious observer of events to the north of his kingdom, pledged Samogitian support for the Semgallians, as did the Aukstaitijans and the Southern Kurs. Thus was all Vsevolod’s careful, patient work undone.


    He took one of Elze’s pieces. ‘Time will determine whether it was a great victory. But for the moment we must reflect on what will happen in the spring when the snow melts and the Dvina is free of ice.’


    Elze saw with dismay that she was suddenly losing the game as her father manoeuvred his pieces into a strong position.


    ‘The Bishop of Riga and the Sword Brothers will not take kindly to being humiliated by the Semgallians,’ he continued. ‘They will cross the Dvina once more.’


    ‘Then they will be defeated once more,’ said Elze enthusiastically, moving a piece on the board.


    Vsevolod studied the board and took his move, further reducing the number of his daughter’s pieces in play.


    ‘Do you hate the Sword Brothers, father?’ she said suddenly.


    ‘I believe they are immoral in their religion and greedy in their insatiable desire for lands that belong to others,’ he replied. ‘But to counter their malign influence and expansion means that I cannot afford the luxury of hating them. I must keep a clear head at all times and cannot allow my emotions to rule me.’


    ‘Mindaugas hates them. Morta told me.’


    ‘Mindaugas is young and has not yet learned to temper his anger on the anvil of reason,’ said Vsevolod.


    Elze made her move. ‘He has promised to destroy the Sword Brothers.’


    Vsevolod took the piece. ‘Checkmate. You must learn patience, Elze, if you are to become accomplished at this game, as you should learn patience in life generally. Words are cheap but like the moves in this game’s actions must be carefully considered before they are implemented. When rulers lose the results can be truly calamitous.’


    ‘The Bishop of Riga has lost, has he not?’


    Vsevolod leaned back in his chair and waved over a servant to take away the chess board and pieces.


    ‘He has lost a battle but not the war. And as long as his master, the heretic pope in Rome, sends him men to fight at his behest he will carry on waging war upon us, as the great hero of Semgallia, Viesthard, will discover.’


    *****


    The Danes stayed on the northern side of the Pala for a few days but withdrew back north when it became clear that the Army of the Wolf was not shifting from its position across the river. Every day the two armies arrayed in their positions on both sides of the river but neither initiated hostilities. It also rained every day, drenching men and horses as they stood and shivered in the autumn gloom. On the fourth day King Valdemar sent a herald with a message for Conrad that he would be excommunicated from the Holy Church once the king had contacted the pope and informed His Holiness of the insolence of the Marshal of Estonia. Then the Danes retreated from the meadow and marched back north to Reval. They left behind their dead that had been given a Christian burial: the common soldiers interred in a large pit and the nobles in single graves. Conrad sent a rider under a flag of truce to catch up with Valdemar’s army to inform the king that the resting places of his fallen would be treated with respect.


    ‘That won’t save you from excommunication,’ said Anton as they rode back to Wenden on a cold, clammy afternoon.


    Conrad pulled his cloak around him in a vain attempt to stave off the cool damp that seemed to infuse his every fibre.


    ‘At least the fires of hell will keep me warm,’ he replied.


    Despite having stopped the Danes at the Pala and given Valdemar a bloody nose a cloud of depression hung over him. He and his two friends had been shaken to the core by the loss of Johann, who had been with them since they had first taken ship to Livonia over nine years before. There were five of them then, all frightened boys who had no idea what to expect as they travelled to Wenden to become novices. They had trained and fought together, Bruno being killed before their instruction had been completed. By a strange quirk of fate all the remaining four had become brother knights of their order, fighting the pagans in Estonia and Lithuania without suffering any injury, aside from Johann breaking an ankle at the siege of Lehola. Conrad stared at the cart in front of them carrying the body of their friend wrapped in a shroud, his weapons and armour packed next to it. He felt angry and frustrated. Angry because after all the fighting Johann had been involved in his life had ended after being hit by a crossbow bolt shot by a Christian crusader, frustrated because he wanted revenge against the Duke of Schwerin whose men had been responsible for his friend’s death. But he had been able to do nothing as the Danes withdrew north. He would have liked to have pursued them, snapping at their heels and accepting battle if they halted and offered it to them. But Sir Richard reminded him that he had a responsibility to his order and the bishop to protect Livonia’s northern border, not embark upon a revenge mission. And so here he was, his prestige high among the Army of the Wolf and his spirits laid low. Anton and Hans also rode with their heads cast down for they felt the loss of Johann as keenly as he did.


    ‘He will be happy being buried at Wenden,’ said Hans.


    ‘He will have Bruno for company,’ added Anton.


    ‘Friends should be buried together,’ agreed Conrad.


    ‘It won’t be the same without him,’ said Hans forlornly.


    They sank into silence and quiet sadness as their horses walked through the mud. The day grew more overcast when the clouds above darkened and the rain continued to fall steadily. After the Danes had withdrawn the various Estonian contingents had dispersed: Kalju back to Odenpah with his Ungannians and the Saccalians back to their hamlets and villages. Sir Richard and his knights and squires garrisoned Lehola and half his wolf shields were sent to Fellin to guard that stronghold. Marching with Conrad and his two friends were Andres and his five hundred Jerwen and Hillar leading three hundred Rotalians. Apart from the drivers of the two-wheeled carts the rest of the Estonians rode ponies, which meant that when they arrived at Wenden food and fodder would have to be provided for the men and animals of the Army of the Wolf.


    In addition to the Rotalians and Jerwen, Conrad’s force also contained thirty wolf shields commanded by Tonis, who had asked Peeter for permission to ride back to Wenden. Conrad had sent word ahead to Master Rudolf that he had turned back the Danes and was also bringing a sizeable number of warriors back with him. They included Kaja, who had begged Conrad to be allowed to stay with his army, though the other women who had carried a spear when they had fought the Cumans and Russians had elected to remain in Saccalia.


    ‘You and Ilona are my only friends, Susi,’ she had told him with sad eyes. ‘I have no family and am all alone in the world.’


    It was a lie, of course, and Tonis had told him that many among his warriors wanted to make a wife of the blonde-haired beauty who fought as fiercely as any man, had a sharp mind and a shapely figure. She had been a simple village girl but cruel fate had intervened to change the path her life would take, though Conrad had no idea what that path would be. However, her immediate route was more certain after Conrad had arrived back at Wenden and his army had once more made camp on the flat ground to the south of the castle. Because winter was approaching Master Rudolf insisted that he send his warriors into the forests to hunt to provide meat that could be preserved for the cold weeks that lay ahead. He also sent out leather face and his crossbowmen to support this great meat-gathering exercise, the archers and crossbowmen slaughtering a great number of deer, bear, elk, boar, wolves and foxes. The castle and its grounds stank of flesh and blood for days as the carcasses were skinned and the meat smoked. The lakes and River Gauja were also fished to supplement meat stocks.


    Conrad walked with Kaja from Ilona’s hut where she had once more been housed to the training field, where brother knights practised jousting on horseback, sergeants shot crossbow bolts at straw targets and Brother Lukas stood in front of a dozen novices with a sword in his hand. Now in his forties, Lukas still had broad shoulders, thick arms and a powerful neck and looked exactly the same when a nervous young novice named Conrad Wolff had first stood before him with a wooden sword in his hand. Lukas saw the pair approaching.


    ‘So,’ he called, ‘come to sharpen your sword skills, Brother Conrad?’


    Conrad told Kaja to stand by the novice on the right of the line as he stepped forward and offered his hand to Lukas.


    ‘They do not need sharpening, brother, for I had a master tutor who taught me everything a swordsman needs to know.’


    Lukas smiled. ‘Apart from humility.’


    ‘Then with all humility I ask you for a favour, brother.’ Conrad turned and looked at Kaja. ‘I would ask that you teach this young woman how to use a sword.’


    The novices heard his words and began grumbling among themselves.


    ‘Silence!’ spat Lukas.


    ‘I realise that my request is unusual,’ acknowledge Conrad, ‘but she saved my life in battle and wishes to learn how to use a sword. I believe that God sent her to me for a purpose.’


    Lukas looked at Kaja and the frowning, unhappy novices beside her. ‘She has fought in battle? Is your army so deficient in men that you have to get women to fight for you?’


    ‘She insisted and at the time I needed every spear I could muster,’ said Conrad.


    Lukas stroked his close-cropped blonde beard, nodding at the novices. ‘They will not like it. However, I think I can use the presence of a girl to make them more attentive. I assume she speaks little German.’


    ‘Almost none,’ said Conrad.


    Lukas pointed at Kaja and spoke her language. ‘Girl, come here.’


    Kaja scurried over to them.


    ‘This is Brother Lukas,’ Conrad told her, ‘and is willing to teach you how to use a sword properly. This is a great honour and you must promise to obey him at all times.’


    ‘Yes, Susi,’ beamed Kaja.


    Lukas was perplexed. ‘Susi?’


    ‘The name of the ancient wolf that protected the forest in days when the gods walked the earth,’ she said. ‘Susi came to us when we were in peril and has saved us from the evil foreigners.’


    Lukas raised an eyebrow. ‘Be that as it may, I will only teach you if you accept baptism into the Holy Church.’


    Kaja grinned again. ‘Of course.’


    ‘Do you know what baptism is, Kaja?’ Conrad asked her.


    ‘No, Susi,’ she answered.


    Lukas laughed. ‘Otto will be delighted that a convert shows such faith.’


    Otto baptised her in the cold waters of the Gauja to cleanse her pagan soul, and so as the days passed and the temperatures dropped Kaja joined the novices receiving tuition from Lukas. Her eagerness to learn and her inability to understand the verbal barbs directed at her from the other students overcame the strained atmosphere that accompanied her first month. After a while the male novices accorded her a grudging respect as she showed herself a capable student who was willing to take knocks and falls without complaint.


    In December the Gauja froze and the garrison of Wenden celebrated the birth of Christ. The stonemasons, their task largely complete now that the castle was all but finished, carved a headstone for Johann’s grave. It was set in place one sunny, freezing morning under a clear blue sky and a brilliant sun. Conrad stood with Anton and Hans as the simple dolostone tombstone was placed next to the earth mound. Walter and Rudolf stood opposite the three friends as Otto finished prayers, made the sign of the cross and then walked away.


    ‘What does it say?’ asked Conrad, looking at the carved stone.


    ‘Here lies Brother Johann, knight of the Order of the Sword Brothers, who died fighting for Christ and his angels.’


    ‘Basely killed by fellow Christians,’ insisted Conrad.


    Rudolf heard him. ‘Do not worry, Conrad. In the new year we will be holding the Danes to account for their actions at the Pala. That I promise. But before then you must learn to read and write. It is unbecoming for the Marshal of Estonia to be illiterate.’


    That winter was the hardest that Conrad had ever endured in Livonia. Not because of the harsh frosts and freezing temperatures that turned the rivers and streams into iron-hard winter roads, or the long patrols that numbed hands and faces and froze swords in scabbards. No, the hard, remorseless lessons under the stern eyes of Master Thaddeus held in his office were pure torture. Conrad would have preferred facing hundreds of pagans alone and with death a certainty rather than try to fathom the strange symbols on the parchments that were placed before him. As the settlers shivered in their huts and tossed peat blocks on their meagre fires in an attempt to keep warm, their children wrapped in furs, and Kaja wielded a wooden waster every day, enduring the sarcasm of the other novices, Conrad learned to read and write. Thaddeus was a patient and considerate teacher and after three months sitting in the engineer’s office on a daily basis he had achieved a modicum of literacy.


    On a cold, miserable February day, with deep snow covering the land, Conrad stood alone in the cemetery and wiped away the tears as he read the words on the gravestone of his wife and child, saying the words aloud as he recited them again and again. He sank to his knees and thanked God for giving him this great gift of reading but he saved his most earnest and heartfelt prayer for Master Thaddeus, asking that the old, cantankerous engineer be rewarded with a place in heaven. And he also asked for victory in the coming war with the Danes, when he would avenge the death of Johann and send Count Henry to hell.


    ‘Semgallia?’


    Conrad nearly dropped his cup of wine when Rudolf informed him where Wenden’s soldiers would be heading in the coming days.


    ‘The bishop gathers an army at Holm to cross the Dvina once more,’ replied Rudolf, indicating to Conrad to hold out his cup so the master could refill it.


    ‘There are a number of siege engines there that Master Thaddeus will play with when we recross the river. My question to you, Marshal of Estonia, is will your Estonian warriors be willing to accompany us in our war against the Semgallians? The bishop desires to gather as many men as possible so we may have a quick victory.’


    During the winter there had been many courier pigeons flying to and from Riga and the castles of the Sword Brothers to alert the castellans of the bishop’s plans.


    ‘They are loyal, master,’ replied Conrad, ‘but they look to our order to liberate their lands.’


    ‘You can inform your warlords that once the Semgallians have been taught a lesson the bishop intends to march north and liberate Jerwen and Rotalia.’


    ‘An ambitious plan,’ remarked Conrad.


    ‘The bishop believes that the Semgallians must be punished,’ said Rudolf, ‘and I agree with him.’


    ‘And the Danes?’


    Rudolf’s expression hardened. ‘They too will learn that it is unwise to incur the wrath of the Sword Brothers.’


    Conrad told Andres, Hillar and Tonis of the bishop’s intentions immediately after the meeting with Master Rudolf. None of them knew where Semgallia was.


    ‘It is south of the River Dvina,’ Conrad told them as they all stood round the campfire in the Army of the Wolf’s camp.


    ‘We are to march south, not north?’ said Hillar.


    ‘For the first part of the campaign, yes,’ said Conrad. ‘But after the bishop has taken the great fort of the enemy he has promised to march north to free Rotalia and Jerwen.’


    ‘We are sworn to your service, Susi,’ stated Andres. ‘Where you go, we go.’


    ‘It is as my brothers says,’ added Tonis. ‘My wolf shields have taken an oath of loyalty to you, Susi.’


    Andres and Hillar nodded in agreement.


    ‘You have my gratitude,’ said Conrad. ‘Soon, my friends, you will all be back in your homelands.’


    He neglected to tell them that the price of freeing their homelands was the conversion of their people to the Holy Church. They probably knew that already, they were not fools, but Conrad comforted himself with the thought that the benign rule of the Bishop of Riga and the Sword Brothers was far better than the savagery of being under the heel of the Oeselians or enduring the tyranny of the Danes. After all, had not both terrorised and persecuted the inhabitants of the lands they had conquered? But in Livonia the indigenous Livs and Letts lived in harmony with the new German settlers under the protection of the Sword Brothers.


    ‘When do we leave, Susi?’ Hillar snapped him out of his daydreaming.


    ‘In seven days.’


    Courier pigeons flew from Riga to each of the order’s castles with Grand Master Volquin’s desire that each garrison provide a certain number of soldiers for the forthcoming campaign: twelve brother knights, thirty sergeants, forty crossbowmen and the same number of spearmen, together with enough supplies to sustain a two-month campaign. So Wenden’s park of carts and wagons, located in the west of the outer perimeter grounds, was emptied as the transports were loaded with food, tents, tools, spare weapons, ammunition and Master Thaddeus’ siege engines.


    The old quartermaster general was in an excitable state as his engineers supervised the loading of the constituent parts of the two trebuchets on to four-wheeled wagons. Conrad had been observing Kaja and the novices being put through their paces by Lukas and saw the distinctive lean features of Thaddeus overseeing the loading of wagons in the distance. He left the trainees and walked over to him. The old man’s wispy white beard was almost the same colour as his skin and Conrad wondered how his apparently frail constitution survived Livonia’s winters.


    Thaddeus spied him approaching. ‘Ah, Conrad, is your army ready to march?’


    ‘My warriors travel light, sir. They can be on the move in a matter of hours.’


    Thaddeus nodded thoughtfully. ‘Lightly armed pagans can move like a leaf on the wind but we are forced to travel at the speed of an oxen. Logistics is a millstone that we have to endure.’


    ‘Your machines are not easy to transport over the rutted tracks of this land,’ said Conrad.


    Thaddeus pointed at the wagons. ‘These trebuchets are being taken to the Gauja where they will be transported down the river before being unloaded and moved to Riga and then Holm.’


    ‘The bishop means to batter Mesoten into submission.’


    Thaddeus rubbed his hands. ‘These two machines pale into insignificance when compared to the trebuchet that currently resides at Holm. I sent Master Godfrey detailed specifications regarding its construction and the grand master despatched engineers from Riga to carry out its assembly. I based the design on the trebuchet employed at Acre all those years ago. That was a mighty siege.’


    ‘No mangonels?’ asked Conrad.


    Thaddeus rolled his eyes. ‘They are also being assembled at Holm. They are simple machines and easy to build. I just hope that Master Godfrey has remembered to stockpile suitable ammunition. There is no point in having siege engines if they do not have any ammunition. I think I will write a missive that a pigeon can take to Riga. It is just the sort of thing that gets overlooked amidst the chaos that surrounds preparing for a campaign.’


    He nodded and went to walk away.


    ‘I wanted to thank you sir,’ said Conrad.


    Thaddeus stopped and looked at him. ‘Thank me, for what?’


    ‘For teaching me to read and write.’


    Thaddeus raised an eyebrow at him. ‘You know the rudiments, that is all, Brother Conrad. You must practise if you are to become proficient.’


    ‘Even so,’ said Conrad, ‘what I learned from you allowed me to read the words on the headstone of my wife’s and son’s grave. And for that I am in your eternal debt.’


    Thaddeus looked kindly at him. ‘Well, I am glad to have been a part of such an important quest.’ He raised an eyebrow again. ‘Even if you were a difficult student. Now if you will excuse me.’


    He turned and walked in the direction of the castle as his engineers continued to load the various parts of the trebuchets on the wagons.


    Conrad thought of Daina and Dietmar as his Estonians and the garrison of Wenden struggled south towards Holm trying to traverse flooded meadows and pass through the damp undergrowth of forests of oak, spruce, elm and maple. The bog forests of pine were avoided altogether as men, animals and wagons could sink without trace in the dark, stinking pools that filled them. Liv guides led the way, tracing a meandering path through a land that was drenched but also bursting into life after the frozen desolation of winter. The meadows were filled with buttercups, the forest floor covered with bilberries and cowberries and fungi sprouted around the lower reaches of tree trunks.


    Nature was stirring and as well as the profusion of growing flowers and plants the forest was filled with the grunts of wild boar, the bleats of elk and the tapping of white-backed woodpeckers. The skies were filled with black storks, lesser-spotted eagles, black grouse, corncrakes and great snipe. The mornings were mostly sunny but cool, the afternoons often cloudy and wet. The rivers were at their peak, filled with meltwater, moving rapidly over effervescent rapids and providing the army with cool, fresh drinking water. However, though water was in abundance it was also a major hindrance, and after two days of achieving a miserable daily rate of advance of four miles, Master Rudolf called a meeting in his tent following vespers and supper.


    ‘Because it is so early in the spring the ground is too wet,’ stated Rudolf, sitting at his table in his oblong pavilion, candles on stands around the walls providing a yellowish illumination. Also around the walls stood four novices in their plain gambesons, their hair cut short and their faces clean-shaven. They served those invited to the meeting with wine as Thaddeus, Walter, Conrad and leather face, now the commander of all Wenden’s crossbowmen and spearmen, took their places. Rudolf wore the expression of a man at the end of his tether. He took a gulp of wine and ordered one of the novices to refill his cup.


    ‘Our wagons are getting stuck in mud. At our current rate of advance it will take us a month to reach Holm, which will delay the army’s crossing of the river. I am thinking of abandoning the waggons and loading their cargoes on the horses and ponies. Conrad, as your Estonians are all mounted I think that we could use their ponies as our draught animals.’


    Thaddeus was shaking his head.


    ‘You disagree, Master Thaddeus?’ asked Walter.


    ‘Having spent a considerable amount of time organising the loading of the wagons,’ said Thaddeus, ‘I would consider it gross negligence to abandon them so early in our march.’


    The patter of raindrops on the tent’s roof caused Rudolf to look up. ‘More rain, which means that in the morning the wagons will have to be dug out of the mud, further delaying our progress.’


    Thaddeus took a sip of his wine. ‘How many soldiers do you command, Master Rudolf?’


    Rudolf did a mental calculation for a few seconds. ‘Just over a hundred and twenty men of the garrison and Conrad’s eight hundred warriors.’


    ‘Eight hundred and thirty,’ Conrad corrected him.


    ‘Nine hundred and fifty men,’ said Thaddeus, ‘plus the Liv men hired to drive the carts and wagons. More that enough to construct a road to ease our passage.’


    Rudolf laughed. ‘A road?’


    ‘It is a shame that the nobility of Christendom chooses to spend its time engaged in warfare at the expense of exploring the writings of ancient scholars,’ said Thaddeus.


    Rudolf rubbed his eyes as Walter politely paid attention. Conrad had no idea what Thaddeus was talking about but the engineer continued regardless.


    ‘I remember reading a passage in Tacitus concerning a Roman army marching through terrain that was very similar to Livonia in springtime, that is to say wet and muddy.’


    ‘This is all very interesting,’ sighed Rudolf.


    ‘If it is interesting then you will wish me to continue,’ said Thaddeus brusquely. ‘The point is that the Romans constructed a log road. They cut down trees and fashioned logs that they arranged side by side and perpendicular to the direction of travel that the army wished to take.’


    Conrad laughed. ‘A log road? Surely you are not suggesting that we cut down trees to create this road as we go along?’


    ‘That is precisely what I am suggesting,’ replied Thaddeus. ‘We have an adequate supply of saws, axes and hammers with which to fell trees and cut logs, and hundreds of men who can do it.’


    ‘It would be quite an undertaking, sir,’ said Walter.


    The rainfall on the roof increased. Thaddeus looked up.


    ‘As would hauling wagons and carts through mud.’


    Rudolf also looked at the roof that was now being pounded by heavy rain.


    ‘You are confident that this log road will shorten the time spent on the march, Master Thaddeus?’


    Thaddeus nodded. ‘I am certain of it.’


    ‘Then make it so.’


    The next day Thaddeus was busy organising parties to fell trees, other groups to ferry the trunks back to camp by using the ponies of Conrad’s Estonians where they would be cut into logs. The logs would then be laid parallel to each other under the direction of the quartermaster’s engineers. It was a mammoth undertaking but one that Thaddeus tackled with gusto. The warriors of the Army of the Wolf thought the whole enterprise highly amusing and intriguing, and as the first day wore on there developed keen competition between the Saccalians, Jerwen and Rotalians as to who could fell the most trees.


    It was as though a thousand woodpeckers had suddenly been awakened as axes and saws went to work on the surrounding pine, spruce and birch trees. Most of the trees averaged a height of around sixty feet, though some were up to a hundred feet high. The rate of felling averaged two hundred trees an hour, which meant that by the end of the day one thousand, five hundred had been cut down. Thaddeus and his engineers managed to lay four miles of road on the first day, five on the second and a further five on the third. When the scouts led the army through stretches of forest with thick moss between the trees there was no need to lay logs as the waggons did not get stuck in mud and so the rate of advance was increased to seven or eight miles a day. But when the army was forced to move across meadows and skirt peat bogs then the ground became very soft and the saws and axes were needed once more. Nevertheless, Rudolf was extremely happy as the army got nearer to Holm with its full complement of wagons.


    All the brother knights, sergeants and novices also took part in the tree felling, Conrad, Anton and Hans forming a team that employed the techniques they had been taught by Lukas during the siege of Fellin nine years earlier. Conrad and Hans used a two handed saw to make a straight cut into one side of the trunk, then a downward cut above it at and angle to forty-five degrees that created a notch that Hans knocked out with a hammer. The tree fell on the ground and they went to work with axes to chop off the branches. Then they called to an Estonian with a pony who hitched the timber to the saddle and pulled it to camp.


    Conrad recognised the long blonde hair of the Estonian who tied a rope around the end of the trunk with some dexterity.


    ‘You should be in camp, Kaja,’ he said.


    She spun round. ‘Why? You think I cannot hold my own when it comes to manual labour, Susi? I was once a farmer’s daughter and know all about long days full of toil.’


    ‘That’s told you,’ grinned Hans.


    Kaja checked that the knot was tight. ‘You should spend some time being a farmer, Susi, and then you would realise what a hard life it is.’


    ‘I was a farmer once,’ said Conrad softly, ‘but only for a short time.’


    She looked at him. ‘I was told that you came to this land to be a Sword Brother.’


    He sighed. ‘It does not matter. Just make sure you do not over-exert yourself.’


    Kaja gave a girlish laughed as she vaulted into the saddle and clasped the reins. ‘You worry too much, Susi.’


    She urged the pony forward and the hardy beast with stubby legs grunted and hauled the trunk away.


    ‘She has a fiery temperament,’ said Anton, pointing his axe at Kaja.


    Conrad shook his head. ‘I would have preferred her to have stayed in Saccalia but she insisted on accompanying me to Wenden. I just hope she does not get herself killed.’


    He heard rustling behind him and turned to see Master Thaddeus approaching, a great creaking noise followed by a crashing sound coming from the left as another tree fell to the ground.


    ‘I hope you have not pressed that young girl into service,’ said Thaddeus sternly as he observed Kaja urging on her pony.


    Two other trees crashed to the ground.


    ‘She is a willing volunteer, sir,’ said Conrad. He looked around at the frenetic activity in the forest. ‘You plan has exceeded all expectations, sir.’


    ‘I merely applied mathematical principles,’ remarked Thaddeus. ‘As such my calculations have neither exceeded nor disappointed my expectations, merely fulfilled them as I expected. When one is familiar with the writings of Pythagoras such things become very straightforward.’


    ‘Was he at Acre?’ asked Conrad in ignorance.


    Thaddeus looked shocked. ‘Acre?’


    ‘The siege in the Holy Land,’ said Conrad. ‘Was Pythagoras a fellow engineer?’


    Thaddeus was momentarily lost for words.


    ‘Perhaps it was a mistake teaching you to read and write, Conrad.’


    ‘Sir?’


    Thaddeus rolled his eyes. ‘I sometimes think I am wasting my time here. Perhaps I should seek employment with the Saracens. Heathens they might be but at least they appreciate a sound mind. Go back to your chopping, Conrad.’


    He walked off, shaking his head.


    ‘I think you’ve upset him,’ said Hans.


    ‘Obviously he and this Pythagoras did not get along,’ suggested Anton. ‘They probably fell out over something.’


    It took three weeks for them to reach Holm, leaving many miles of log road behind. The garrison of Wenden and the Army of the Wolf was the last contingent of the bishop’s force to arrive at the Dvina, the castle sitting above a great camp that circled it like a besieging army. As it waited to invade Semgallia across the short distance over the fast-flowing waters of the Dvina, the thousands of men and animals produced a great amount of smoke, dung and stink. It was the aroma of an army of unwashed warriors and crusaders filling the air for miles around. At least the heat of summer was some way off so the odour did not turn into a stench but many men covered their faces with masks to avoid the ill humours that everyone knew were contained in bad-smelling air.


    The camp of the Sword Brothers was positioned immediately north of the castle itself, the master’s hall having been given over to house Bishop Albert, the Duke of Saxony and Fricis, the leader of the Livs. Around the order’s shelters was the tent city that housed the crusader army, the standards of northern Germany decorating the banners, shields, surcoats and caparisons of the knights who had come to avenge the previous year’s treachery against the bishop. The black lion on a yellow background of the Duke of Saxony predominated but there were also the red and white, black and white and yellow standards of the nobles of Franconia, the blue Panther of the knights of Thuringia, the golden lion that adorned the heater shields of Bavaria’s lords, and the white, green and blue flags carried by Swabia’s knights.


    The Livs occupied the ground to the west of the castle and Conrad thought he would have an opportunity to visit his friend and brother Rameke, the brother of Daina and now the second-in-command of Fricis’ warriors. But no sooner had Wenden’s tents been pitched and those of the Army of the Wolf sited to the east of the castle, beyond the shelters of the crusaders, who had objected to pagans being planted in their midst, than he was ordered to the castle in the company of Rudolf. The master had been in jovial spirits following the building of the log road but was now in a grisly mood.


    ‘You remember when we fought at Riga all those years ago?’ he said as they walked across the castle’s drawbridge, the air filled with the smoke of a thousand campfires. Conrad nodded.


    ‘The flux broke out because there were too many soldiers camped in one place,’ continued Rudolf, the two sergeants on the bridge bringing their spears to their sides in salute as they passed. ‘I fear it will be the same here unless we move across the river.’


    Conrad was troubled over a more immediate matter. ‘I do not understand why I have been summoned to the war council.’


    ‘You are the Marshal of Estonia, Conrad,’ said Rudolf, ‘and bring eight hundred warriors to support the bishop. You are an important person now.’


    Conrad laughed as they entered the castle courtyard.


    ‘Why the levity?’ asked Rudolf. ‘You think the fate of Estonia is something to be laughed at?’


    ‘No, master.’


    Rudolf stopped and jabbed a finger in Conrad’s chest. ‘Livonia is in a perilous position, notwithstanding the display of might sitting outside this castle. Do you think that Novgorod will forget the loss of its banner, or that the Danes will meekly submit to being turned back at the Pala? We need to get the business across the Dvina settled quickly and then turn our attention to the north once more. You are now an integral part of the success or failure of events in Estonia, remember that.’


    The business across the Dvina was explained to the attendees by the bishop in the master’s hall. The vaulted chamber was filled to bursting with the castellans of the order, crusader lords and Liv chiefs. They sat on hastily arranged benches and stools while the commanders of the various contingents sat at a table positioned in the centre of the hall.


    The bishop sat at the head of the table, flanked by Manfred Nordheim resplendent in a red surcoat emblazoned with the cross keys symbol of Riga in gold, Abbot Bernhard in a simple undyed woollen habit and Master Thaddeus, who was dressed in the red uniform of the bishop’s quartermaster general. On the right side of the table sat Fricis and his senior Liv chiefs, including Rameke, all attired in mail shirts, green, blue and brown tunics and leather boots. They wore their hair long and their beards untrimmed, presenting a stark contrast to the neatly cropped beards and hair of the Duke of Saxony and the other senior crusader lords sitting opposite. At the other end of the table, opposite the bishop, were three chairs for the head of the Sword Brothers, Grand Master Volquin, and his deputy, Master Rudolf of Wenden. They bowed their heads to the bishop and took their seats.


    ‘Brother Conrad,’ the bishop’s deep voice filled the chamber as Conrad walked towards a chair behind the order’s castellans. He stopped and turned, blushing as everyone looked at him.


    ‘Lord bishop?’ he replied.


    The bishop pointed at the empty chair next to Grand Master Volquin. ‘The Marshal of Estonia should be seated next to the grand master.’


    Conrad swallowed and made his way to the empty chair, bowing his head to Volquin who smiled thinly at him. He sat down and looked to the right to see Rameke beaming at him. He smiled back and pointed at his brother’s hair, which was longer and thicker than the last time he had seen him. He made a cutting sign with his fingers to indicate that he should adopt a more modest hairstyle, and became conscious that everyone at the table was looking at them. He blushed once more.


    ‘Apologies.’


    The bishop thumped the table. ‘A year ago I accepted an invitation from the Semgallians to visit their land so that they could be accepted in the Holy Church. Instead we were basely betrayed by the heathen pagans who tried to slaughter us like a wolf kills newborn lambs.’


    The bishop stood. ‘Last year the Lord was prepared to offer comfort and protection to the Semgallians, but now He is a vengeful god who demands that the heathens be punished most severely for their crimes. I therefore say to you all that vengeance should be in your hearts when we cross the river to water Semgallia with pagan blood.’


    The crusader lords cheered and the Duke of Saxony punched the air. He had the look of a man bent on vengeance, having been forced to stew for a year following the ignominious retreat to the Dvina a year before.


    The bishop raised his hands to calm the commotion. ‘The largest army that Livonia has ever seen has been assembled at the Dvina to carry the fire of retribution into Semgallia and I have no doubt that it will be successful. But now I must command you all to rise and bow your heads in prayer.’


    There was a shuffling of chairs as the assembly rose as one and bowed their heads as the bishop’s voice filled the chamber again.


    ‘Lord, we your humble servants ask for Your assistance in the forthcoming holy war against the pagans. We know that evil men will be rewarded, one way or the other.


    ‘God will reward wicked men with grief, pain, and death. He will cut their lives off and send their souls down to eternal torment.


    ‘Let us, your holy crusaders, be the instrument by which the candle of the wicked shall be put out. Amen.’


    The bishop opened his eyes and looked at the gathered crusaders and Livs.


    ‘We will cross the river in two days. Those at the table will remain; the rest may leave.’


    When everyone had left the bishop visibly relaxed and ordered wine to be served to his guests.


    ‘Brother Conrad,’ he said, taking a cup from a tray proffered by a novice, ‘this is the first time that I have had the opportunity of conveying my thanks to you for convincing the Danes to halt their progress at the Pala. I must write to King Valdemar thanking him for his cooperation.’


    ‘You may find him less than friendly, lord bishop,’ said Conrad. ‘Matters took a violent turn.’


    ‘That is the only language the Danes understand,’ snarled Rudolf. ‘One of my brother knights was killed by them.’


    The bishop shook his head. ‘It is always a matter of regret when Christian knights fight each other instead of the godless. But rest assured, Master Rudolf, once we have concluded business with the Semgallians we will march north and reinforce our claim to Jerwen and Rotalia. How is your army, Brother Conrad?’


    ‘Battle hardened and eager, lord bishop.’


    ‘They are all pagans?’ asked Fricis, his beard splattered with wine.


    ‘They are, lord, at the moment,’ answered Conrad.


    ‘And they will fight for our cause?’ queried the Liv leader.


    ‘Yes, lord,’ said Conrad.


    ‘They are loyal to Susi,’ said Rudolf.


    ‘Who?’ said Fricis, looking confused.


    The bishop nodded at Conrad. ‘The Estonians who follow Brother Conrad believe him to be the reincarnation of some sort of wild animal.’


    ‘The wolf guardian of the forest,’ said Rudolf.


    ‘Indeed,’ nodded the bishop. ‘And as such they are loyal to him.’


    Fricis frowned. ‘Sounds most strange to me.’


    ‘Strange, I agree,’ said the bishop, ‘but most useful at this present juncture in time. And eight hundred warriors are a useful addition to our army.’


    ‘What is our plan, lord bishop?’ asked Fricis.


    The bishop’s severe countenance returned. ‘We march to Mesoten where Lord Rudolph and Father Segehard were martyred and burn it to the ground, and all settlements around it, to teach the Semgallians a lesson.’


    ‘You do not wish to capture and garrison it?’ said Duke Albert.


    ‘No, my lord,’ answered the bishop. ‘I intend to make a wasteland of Semgallia. The conquest of that kingdom will be a mere formality once we have displayed the power of our wrath.’


    ‘What of the other Lithuanian kingdoms?’ asked Volquin.


    ‘What of them, grand master?’ answered the bishop. ‘They are divided and fight among themselves.’ He looked at Nordheim. ‘Is that not so, commander?’


    ‘It is, lord bishop,’ said Nordheim. ‘The Northern Kurs fight the Southern Kurs and the Semgallians, while to the east the Selonians and Nalsen battle the Semgallians.’


    ‘So you see, grand master,’ said the bishop, ‘Lithuania stands like a tree of ripened fruit ready to be plucked.’


    Volquin doubted that the conquest of such a great expanse of territory would be so easy but he was reluctant to deflate the bishop’s high spirits and so said nothing.


    ‘It is almost nine years to the day,’ continued the bishop, ‘since Grand Duke Daugerutis led a Lithuanian army across the Dvina to wreak havoc on Livonia. Now Daugerutis is dead and his dream of a greater Lithuania spanning the Dvina in tatters. Never again will a Lithuanian army cross the river; that I promise. The Lithuanians will learn that you reap what you sow.’


    After the meeting Conrad was at last able to speak to Rameke, the two of them embracing warmly.


    ‘It has been too long, my brother,’ said Conrad. He slapped Rameke on the arm. ‘You have put on weight.’


    ‘All muscle,’ Rameke grinned. ‘I have heard a lot about the Marshal of Estonia and his army and now we are to fight side by side once more.’


    They walked from the hall into Holm’s courtyard.


    ‘Life is strange,’ mused Conrad. He looked at his brother, his green eyes reminding him of his dead wife.


    ‘I hope you do not think ill of me,’ he said softly.


    ‘Why should I?’ said a surprised Rameke.


    ‘It was the Estonians who killed your father, mother and sister.’


    ‘I hope that I will be reunited with them in heaven some day,’ said Rameke thoughtfully. ‘I have killed many men in battle. They all had wives, children and parents. I hated Lembit but he is dead. I think it would be the height of arrogance for me to hate a whole race.’


    Conrad laughed. ‘You have become a philosopher. Obviously you have had too much time sitting on your arse at Treiden using your brains instead of your sword.’


    ‘I can still use my sword, have no fear of that.’


    ‘I must get back to camp,’ said Conrad, seeing Rudolf waiting for him at the gatehouse. ‘Try to visit us before we cross the river, for I think we will have our hands full when we are in Semgallia.’


    ‘The bishop thinks the campaign will be straightforward enough,’ remarked Rameke.


    Conrad slapped his brother on the arm. ‘Thaddeus once told me when he was teaching me to read and write that wars are easy to start but more difficult to finish.’


    Rameke was amazed. ‘You can read and write?’


    Conrad turned and grinned at him.


    ‘You were right,’ Rameke called after him, ‘we do indeed live in strange times.’


    *****


    Viesthard knew that the crusaders would be crossing the Dvina as soon as the snows had melted. He himself had visited the river and seen their great campsite, the myriad of campfires and the many boats of varying sizes lined up on the riverbank. And when there was a northerly wind he could smell the odour of human and animal dung that such a great gathering always generated. Now the duke of his people after being elected by a council of Semgallian princes, Viesthard was determined to stop the crusaders at the river. The year before he had managed to force the crusaders to retreat from Mesoten easily enough. This time he would slaughter them at the water’s edge.


    Viesthard gambled that he could defeat the crusaders before having to marshal his forces to deal with the ongoing war with the Northern Kurs and the Russian Prince Vsevolod. He sensed the nervousness among his subordinates and no wonder: the spring would mean fighting at the Dvina and attempting to stave off incursions in the west and east. But as he waited for the snows to melt his cause received aid from two unexpected quarters. First, Duke Butantas of Samogitia pledged his allegiance in any war against the Bishop of Riga. This was not an entirely altruistic offer: Butantas knew that if Semgallia fell to the Christians then the crusaders would be on his northern border. Second, the Kriviai, the white-robed priests who interpreted the will of the gods, had also observed the crusader army across the Dvina and reported its presence to the Kriviu Krivaitis, the head priest who was a confidant of Perkunas himself. The white-haired holy man lived in the sacred oak grove near the stronghold of Perkunas surrounded by the Vaidilutes, the young virgins who were the keepers of the Holy Fire. And when he heard that the detested Christians were poised to cross the river the Kriviu Krivaitis called for a holy war against them.


    He stood with two of his beautiful, aloof virgins, all three wrapped in grey wolfskin cloaks, in Vsevolod’s main hall. The head priest had sent word to the Russian that he would be calling upon him, which the prince hoped would be a private meeting. But unbeknown to him the spiritual leader of the Lithuanians had spread word via his priests throughout Selonia and Nalsen that he would be would be holding a meeting with Vsevolod concerning the wishes of Perkunas himself. This caused the princes and chiefs of the two kingdoms to make their way to Panemunis to hear the words of the Kriviu Krivaitis.


    The hall was packed with bearded warriors in mail and leather who crowded round the chief priest as he stood a few feet from the seated Vsevolod and Rasa, the latter delighted that the head of her faith had decided to visit her. The prince looked like someone who had been slapped in the face as the white-haired priest spoke.


    ‘The enemies of our religion are gathering across the Dvina, ready to kill innocent women and children and burn their homes. Perkunas spoke to me in a dream and demanded to know why the free peoples of Lithuania were fighting among themselves rather then uniting to defeat the followers of darkness.’


    There were murmurs of agreement among the warlords. Mindaugas, standing to the right of Vsevolod, beside Aras, was nodding his head.


    The Kriviu Krivaitis raised his arms and looked up at the roof. ‘Oh, Great Perkunas, give me the words that I, a poor wretch, may convince these fearsome warriors to put aside their petty bickerings and unsheathe their swords against the Christian filth.’


    These words were met with cheers and clenched fists while Vsevolod, himself a follower of the Orthodox religion, tried to maintain his calm façade. The Kriviu Krivaitis continued to stare upwards until the hubbub stopped, then slowly lowered his head to fix the prince with his unblinking eyes. How Vsevolod would like to do away with this troublesome priest. Instead he rose slowly to his feet.


    ‘All of you know the pain and suffering that has been inflicted upon me and my family at the hands of the Bishop of Riga and the Sword Brothers.’


    He held out a hand to his wife sitting beside him. ‘Had it not been for Grand Duke Daugerutis and his daughter, my wife, I would have been made homeless and destitute. I therefore pledge aid to Duke Viesthard and his brave Semgallians in their fight against the Bishop of Riga.’


    There was wild cheering at this statement and the princes and chiefs began to chant ‘Vsevolod, Vsevolod’ and stamp their feet to create a defeating din that the prince found most unseemly. But he basked in the applause, glancing smugly at the old priest he had out-manoeuvred. Mindaugas was beside himself with joy while Aras looked at Vsevolod and raised an eyebrow. The prince frowned at his subordinate and called for calm.


    ‘I authorise every prince and chief to muster their warriors and bring them here where they will be led west by General Aras in fulfillment of the Kriviu Krivaitis’ wishes.’


    There was more cheering and stamping of feet as the priest raised his arms once more.


    ‘They are not my wishes,’ he shouted. ‘I am merely the humble messenger of the immortals. Hail Perkunas!’


    His virgins smiled as the assembly pledged their allegiance to the God of War. Aras stepped onto the dais so he could whisper into Vsevolod’s ear.


    ‘We seek to preserve what we have shed blood trying to conquer?’


    Vsevolod smiled at the chief priest. ‘An army may march west but may not reach the Semgallians until after they have engaged the bishop’s forces.’


    Aras stepped back and slapped Mindaugas on the back.


    ‘It will be good to fight the murderers of my father, Aras. The Sword Brothers will be held to account for their foul deeds.’


    Aras said nothing as the dozens of warriors continued to chant the name of Perkunas and dream of crushing the crusader army.


    *****


    High winds delayed the crossing of the Dvina and so the crusader army was forced to spend a further three days sharpening its swords and cleaning its armour as it waited for them to subside, while over eight thousand men sat in their tents gambling or enjoying the dubious favours of Liv whores. Across the river more warriors arrived from villages throughout Semgallia to increase the size of Viesthard’s army.


    Rameke took advantage of the enforced idleness to visit Conrad and his Estonians. Most of the latter were quartered in simple shelters of a rectangle of felt draped over a ridgepole with two vertical poles at each end, the felt staked to the ground, though the chiefs had been issued with conical tents that had a single central pole. He was stopped at the perimeter of the Army of the Wolf’s camp by two guards in mail armour and helmets whose round shields bore the image of a leering wolf. He had seen that symbol before and remembered it not with any affection.


    ‘State your purpose,’ said one of the guards curtly.


    ‘I am Rameke and am here to see Brother Conrad,’ answered Rameke.


    ‘You will have to get off your horse,’ stated the guard.


    ‘And surrender your sword,’ said the other.


    Rameke slowly dismounted. ‘I will surrender my sword to Brother Conrad himself, none other.’


    There was just enough menace in his voice to make the guards reconsider, but they levelled their spears at him nevertheless as they called for two of their comrades gathered round a fire nearby.


    ‘You will be escorted to Susi’s tent,’ said one of the wolf shields, ‘don’t try anything.’


    Rameke thanked him and tried to be friendly. ‘Why would I try anything? We are all friends now after all.’


    The wolf shields grunted something under their breaths as two more arrived and were instructed to escort Rameke to Conrad’s tent. On the way he tried to engage them in conversation but they were uninterested, both of them staring at the shield that hung from his saddle and which bore the sign of the moon – the ancient Liv symbol of warriors that resembled the letter ‘c’. Many Liv shields carried such a motif and these wolf shields had no doubt seen it many times in battle when they had fought Rameke’s people. So they walked in silence through rows of tents, neat lines of ponies tethered to posts and groups of warriors wrapped in cloaks sitting round campfires, both men and flames being buffeted by the wind. There were stacks of spears and firewood near every fire and cooking pots suspended over most of them. Fortunately the winds kept the clouds moving and so there had been little rain during the preceding days, which meant the ground was firm to walk on. But it was cold and there was no shelter from the bitter wind along the riverbank.


    Eventually they reached the centre of the camp where the round tent of Conrad and his companions was pitched, the banner of the Sword Brothers fluttering frantically from a top pole. Its slanted sides were being battered by the wind. Two warriors were hammering additional wooden pegs into the ground and securing guy ropes to them to make the structure more secure. Two guards stood outside the sealed entrance, wreathed in cloaks and spears and shields tight to their bodies as a defence against the wind.


    ‘A visitor named Rameke to see Susi,’ announced one of the wolf shields to the guards, whose shields bore the image of a stag.


    One of the guards nodded, turned and untied the ropes sealing the tent’s entrance before stepping inside. Seconds later he reappeared and told Rameke he could enter. The Liv leader tethered his horse to a nearby wooden rail as the wolf shields departed and he stepped inside the tent. The interior contained a simple wooden bench around which sat Conrad, Anton and Hans, the latter eating a bowl of stew with his hands. He stopped when he saw Rameke and jumped up to embrace him.


    ‘Conrad told us you would pay us a visit.’


    ‘It has been too long, my friend,’ said Anton, clasping Rameke’s forearm.


    The Liv pulled his sword from its scabbard.


    ‘Your Estonians wanted me to surrender this at the camp’s entrance,’ he said to Conrad. ‘They thought I might kill their leader.’


    ‘They are very fond of Conrad,’ laughed Anton.


    Rameke suddenly felt the edge of a dagger at his throat and his smile disappeared. Conrad raised his hand.


    ‘Put the knife down, Kaja. This is my brother.’


    Rameke relaxed as the cool edge of the blade left his flesh and he spun round in anger, surprised to see an attractive young woman with blonde hair standing with a knife in her hand.


    ‘See what I mean,’ said Anton.


    ‘He is your brother, Susi?’ said Kaja.


    Conrad walked forward and took the dagger from her. ‘This is Rameke, a great Liv warlord and my wife’s brother.’


    Kaja’s smiled sweetly at Rameke and dissipated his anger. ‘My apologies, lord.’


    ‘Kaja, fetch our visitor some stew to warm his insides.’


    ‘Good idea,’ said Hans, rushing to the bench to pick up his empty bowl. ‘I will have some too.’


    She smiled demurely at Rameke and exited the tent as Conrad invited his brother to sit. The Liv sheathed his sword and did so.


    ‘Are there many in your army like her?’ asked Rameke.


    ‘No, Kaja is rather unique,’ said Conrad.


    ‘Perhaps you should send her across the river to fight the Semgallians before the army crosses.’


    ‘No one is crossing the river until this wind drops,’ said Hans.


    ‘The bishop is eager to visit vengeance on those gathered on the southern bank,’ remarked Rameke grimly.


    ‘You were not there last year when we had to retreat with our tails between our legs,’ said Conrad.


    ‘It was most undignified,’ added Anton.


    ‘So,’ said Rameke, ‘where is Johann? Don’t tell me you have him grooming your horses in this weather.’


    Anton and Hans dropped their heads as the wind battered the sides of the tent.


    ‘Johann was killed last year when we fought the Danes,’ said Conrad softly.


    ‘No,’ uttered Rameke.


    ‘Killed by fellow crusaders,’ remarked Anton bitterly.


    ‘He is buried at Wenden,’ was all that Conrad could offer as solace.


    Kaja returned with bowls of stew for Rameke and Hans and they sat and ate them in silence. And outside the wind continued to blow.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter 9


    The wind dropped suddenly the day after Rameke’s visit. Where before there had been wild gusts and a constant howling there was now silence. The sun shone and the temperature rose as kestrels, marsh harriers and warblers swooped over the river and the crusader camp. The level of the Dvina was still high, swollen with meltwater, but at least the current was steady rather than raging and so Master Thaddeus sent out riverboats to reconnoitre the opposite side of the river, which was around two and half thousand yards away. They returned with news that the extent of the Semgallian camp had increased markedly, which meant that a bridgehead would have to be established in the face of enemy opposition.


    Such an eventuality had been prepared for, however, with the stockpiling of dozens of riverboats along the northern riverbank, the vessels having been hauled inland during the winter months to save them being crushed by ice and swept away by the spring meltwaters. By the time March was drawing to a close the bishop’s army had three hundred riverboats to transport its soldiers across the river. Insufficient to convey over eight thousand soldiers in one trip but enough to land an initial six thousand men on the enemy’s shore.


    Each riverboat was forty-five feet long and twelve feet wide in the middle, narrowing to points at prow and stern. Powered by up to ten oarsmen and a single square sail, the hull was constructed of overlapping oak planks. There was a side-mounted rudder at the stern on the starboard side and a completely uncluttered deck. The rowers sat on chests rather than benches, which meant that the riverboats were ideal for conveying cargoes and soldiers.


    ‘We don’t have enough.’


    Hillar was shaking his head as he looked at the thirty boats lined up side by side on the bank a few feet from the swollen river.


    ‘That is all we have been allocated,’ said Conrad.


    ‘You should get some more,’ urged Andres, his brow furrowed like Hillar’s.


    ‘Master Thaddeus has worked out the allocation of boats for each contingent,’ said Conrad. ‘There are no more.’


    ‘The old man I saw at Wenden?’ said Tonis.


    Conrad nodded.


    ‘He talks to himself like a madman,’ laughed Tonis.


    ‘He is very good at formulating plans,’ stated Anton.


    Hillar pointed at the boats. ‘Thirty boats carrying a maximum of twenty crew each equals six hundred men and we have over eight hundred.’


    ‘And one woman,’ smiled Kaja behind them.


    Hans and Anton laughed but the three Estonian leaders were far from amused.


    ‘A quarter of our strength will be sitting on their backsides on this side of the river, Susi,’ said Tonis.


    Conrad scratched his head. ‘Actually it will be slightly more than that. You see each boat will have two crossbowmen at the prow to make our landing easier.’


    The Estonians looked at each other in horror.


    ‘We have archers of our own,’ protested Andres.


    ‘But archers have to stand up to shoot,’ said Hans, ‘whereas crossbowmen can be prone when they shoot.’


    ‘We do not have any crossbowmen,’ said a still unhappy Hillar.


    ‘Now then, what’s this?’


    They all turned to see leather face at the head of a file of crossbowmen, all wearing gambesons sporting the emblem of the Sword Brothers, each one shouldering his weapon and full quivers.


    ‘Council of war?’ grinned leather face, revealing a row of rotten teeth.


    He sauntered up and slapped Kaja on the backside.


    ‘Be a good girl and fetch the boys and me some food. We haven’t eaten since breakfast.’


    Mortified, she was about to pull her dagger when Conrad grabbed her arm to stop her.


    ‘I’m sure we can find you and your men something to eat. But first I will show you to your tents.’


    ‘The assault is going ahead tomorrow, then,’ said leather face, making no attempt to hide his leering at Kaja’s breasts.


    ‘It is,’ said Conrad.


    The mercenary looked at Andres, Hillar and Tonis.


    ‘I hope your men can row. We don’t want to end up at Kokenhusen or some other place downstream and miss all the fun.’


    ‘Our warriors can row, old man,’ sniffed Tonis. ‘Just make sure your men do not shoot them in the back when they jump out of the boats to fight the enemy.’


    Leather face clapped his hands together. ‘You of all people should know that my boys always hit what they aim at. Them and me were at Fellin, Lehola and that battle where Lembit was killed.’


    Hans and Anton shifted uncomfortably on their feet as leather face reminded Tonis of a series of Estonian defeats, the wolf shield’s expression becoming more hostile by the second.


    ‘Well, enough reminiscing,’ said Conrad hurriedly. ‘Let us fill our bellies to fortify ourselves for the coming clash.’


    He led leather face away as Kaja stuck her tongue out at the mercenary in disgust. He was a lecherous, foul-mouthed hired killer but Conrad was glad to have him with his army for, like the vast majority of the mercenaries in the pay of the Sword Brothers and crusaders, he knew his trade and in battle he and his men could make the difference between success and failure.


    He also stayed calm in the cauldron of battle, which had a reassuring effect on those around him. Thus the next day, when warriors were buckling on belts, fastening gaiters and placing helmets on their heads prior to hauling the boats to the water’s edge, leather face was calmly walking among his men issuing his final commands in a steady and firm voice. The two crossbowmen in each boat would shoot their bolts as the vessel approached the enemy shore. Behind them eight warriors would act as oarsmen to propel the boat through the water, all the vessels having been stripped of their sails. Ten other warriors would sit between the rowers, waiting for the shallow-draught boats to run aground on the opposite bank before they leapt out to do battle.


    Conrad stood near the line of boats with Anton and Hans, turning the axe in his right hand, holding his helmet with the other. They had risen before dawn, kneeling by their cots to say prayers before donning their armour in silence. For Conrad the immediate eve of battle was always a time for quiet reflection. Some men dwelt on their own mortality and knew that they may be killed in battle, but Conrad prayed that if he performed well in combat the Lord would grant his desire for death. He never confided this in anyone for it was a sin for a warrior of Christ to wish to end his life and thus deprive God of a holy soldier. But as he stared at the silver ring on his left hand he thought of Daina and Dietmar and a burning desire to be with them again welled up within him. That is why he never feared battle or death for he knew that they were ways by which he would be reunited with his loved ones again, not only his wife and son but also his mother and father whose lives had also been cut short. He stared at the ring as he continued to turn it.


    ‘Conrad, stop daydreaming.’


    He snapped out of his musings and saw Hans frowning at him.


    ‘We have a battle to fight in case you had forgotten.’


    ‘Best not keep the enemy waiting,’ said Anton. ‘It is the height of bad manners.’


    Conrad rose to his feet. ‘You’re right. We cannot have the enemy thinking that the Sword Brothers have no manners.’


    He shivered in the pre-dawn light even though he was wearing cotton breeches and a vest under his quilted aketon. He rubbed his hands and put on a pair of leather shoes with thick soles and then pulled on his mail chausses to cover his legs. He took the long-sleeved mail hauberk with its integral mittens from the wooden stand beside his cot and slipped it over his head. Then he put on the linen-covered, quilted sleeveless gambeson over the hauberk to complete his body armour.


    His head was protected by a linen coif next to his skull, over which he wore a mail coif and then a padded leather head band that made wearing his full-face helm bearable. He strapped on his sword belt, adjusting the buckle so his sword in its scabbard was comfortable at his left hip and the sheath holding a dagger was positioned on the opposite side. He tucked his axe into his belt and picked up his shield, using the leather strap attached to its inside to sling it on his back. Hans and Anton preferred maces as their bludgeoning weapons, which they also tucked into their belts before collecting their helmets and exiting the tent.


    The morning air was sharp and frost covered the ground, but the sky was clear and the sun bright on the eastern horizon. There was no breeze and the waters of the Dvina were calm – it would be a fine day.


    Conrad stood outside the tent and held out his right arm, palm down. Hans placed his right hand on top of Conrad’s, Anton’s over Hans’.


    ‘We remember our fallen friends, Bruno and Johann, and know that we will see them again. We go to scatter our enemies as dust to the wind.’


    Hans and Anton repeated the words ‘as dust to the wind’.


    ‘Time to eat,’ said Hans.


    They went to the nearest campfire, over which Kaja was cooking a large pot of porridge. She saw the knights approaching and picked up three bowls stacked nearby.


    ‘Morning Kaja,’ beamed Hans. ‘Do I smell the aroma of porridge?’


    She ladled the thick stodge into a bowl and handed it and a wooden spoon to Hans, also filling bowls for Conrad and Anton.


    Kaja grinned mischievously. ‘We cross the river today, Susi?’


    ‘We do, yes,’ he answered. ‘When we have finished eating I want you to come down to the water’s edge with us.’


    She was beside herself with joy. ‘Yes, Susi.’


    Once they had finished their breakfast of porridge and the previous night’s stew that Kaja had also heated they made their way to where Andres, Tonis and Hillar were mustering their warriors. The latter began banging their spears against their shields when they saw the three knights, before chanting ‘Susi, Susi’ as they passed by. Kaja, who had sprinted to her tent to collect her helmet, mail shirt, spear and shield, trailed after them, her hair tucked under her iron headwear. Conrad went to the water’s edge and looked across the Dvina towards the barely visible southern shore. He then looked west into the cloudless sky. Subconsciously he took his axe from his belt and turned it in his hand. The morning was so fresh and peaceful, the water gently lapping around the bows of the empty riverboats. Anton and Hans also looked to the west.


    ‘No signal yet,’ said Hans.


    It had been arranged that fires would be lit along the shore, the tar-covered embers throwing thick black smoke into the sky to signal the commencement of the assault. The three Estonian leaders had all been briefed about the tactics that would be employed: each crusader contingent would assault in two waves of boats, the vessels in each wave widely separated so their oars would not become entangled with those of the boats on either side. The second-wave boats would be positioned behind the gaps between the boats in the first wave. In this way both waves would be able to run ashore and disgorge their occupants, at least that was the theory.


    The Army of the Wolf was on the left wing of the crusaders’ forces. To their immediate right were the fifty boats that would transport the knights, sergeants and mercenaries of the Sword Brothers. Also in the centre of the crusader line, and on the right of the order, were the one hundred riverboats that would transport Fricis’ Livs across the Dvina. The Duke of Saxony’s crusaders made up the army’s right wing: two thousand, four hundred men carried in one hundred and twenty boats. The garrison of Riga formed a reserve to protect the bishop, the priests and the hundreds of servants and non-combatants that attended the army.


    As Hillar, Andres and Tonis organised the crew of each boat Conrad gestured to one of the latter’s subordinates: a burly Saccalian with a nasty scar on his cheek and a vicious-looking axe tucked into his belt. He also beckoned Kaja over. Only five hundred and forty warriors could be initially transported across the river, which meant that nearly three hundred would be remaining behind.


    Conrad smiled at Kaja who did not understand why the scarred Saccalian was standing behind her.


    ‘You will stay here, Kaja. And to ensure that you do not slip into any of the boats I have asked this man to watch over you.’


    She took off her helmet and stared defiantly at Conrad. ‘I want to fight. You cannot stop me.’


    ‘This man will stop you,’ he said firmly. He laid a hand on her shoulder. ‘I would never forgive myself if anything happened to you.’


    She angrily shrugged off his hand and stomped away.


    ‘Keep a close eye on her,’ Conrad said to the Saccalian, ‘make sure she doesn’t cross the river until we have returned. But do not harm her.’


    The man nodded. ‘Yes, Susi.’


    ‘If you return.’


    Conrad turned to see leather face grinning at him, crossbow resting on his shoulder. His men were walking to the boats: two to each vessel.


    ‘I always return,’ he told the old mercenary.


    ‘There is the signal,’ said Tonis, pointing to the west where columns of black smoke were rising into the sky.


    ‘Man your boats!’ shouted Conrad, offering his hand to Tonis and then Andres and Hillar who came to him before running to their vessels.


    Conrad clambered aboard a boat, followed by Hans, Anton, leather face and one of his crossbowmen. They all went to the prow as the rest of the crew boarded, two pushing off the boat before jumping aboard. The eight rowers fed their oars through the holes made in the sides of the hull, sitting on wooden crates as they dipped their oars into the water.


    It took a few minutes to align the two waves so that they formed straight lines of boats, but once achieved the vessels reached a steady speed as they moved through the calm water. Leather face placed his right foot in the metal stirrup fitted to the fore-end of his crossbow’s stock, hooked the centre of the bowstring over the double-pronged metal claw attached to the front of his belt and pushed his foot down. In this way the bowstring was drawn along the crossbow’s stock until it slipped over the catch of the lock.


    ‘Well,’ he said to Conrad, ‘here we are again. About to do battle with the heathens.’


    Conrad took his shield off his back and slipped his left forearm through the straps on its inside, gripping the last one. The boats were now cutting through the water at a steady rate as the rowers heaved at their oars. In the distance were the masts of the boats carrying the Sword Brothers. The total frontage of the first wave of crusader boats was at least one mile, Thaddeus calculating that such widely spaced vessels would cause the enemy to spread their forces and thus make the assault easier – unless the enemy had a great numerical advantage.


    ‘How do you remain so casual about the imminent prospect of death or serious injury?’


    Leather face took a bolt from his quiver and placed it in the groove in the crossbow’s stock.


    ‘Simple. I keep my head down and let the younger fellows like you do all the fighting. You won’t see me charging at the enemy like a lunatic.’


    Conrad laughed. ‘Just make sure you do not shoot me in the back when we reach the shore and I am, like you say, charging at the enemy like a lunatic.’


    He winked and turned to rest his weapon on the gunwale, his companion doing likewise on the other side of the boat. Conrad could see the southern shore now, small figures running around as the Semgallians became aware of the approaching boats. He heard horns being sounded all along the riverbank and knew that the coming fight would be a hard one.


    The boat was around five hundred paces from the shore that was lined with warriors presenting a wall of round shields towards the approaching boats. He saw what looked like small twigs arching into the sky.


    ‘Arrows!’ he shouted, placing his helmet on his head.


    He crouched low under his shield as the warriors behind him did likewise, holding their large round shields in such a way that they protected both the holder and a rower so the latter could continue propelling the boat towards the shore. Leather face and his fellow crossbowman grabbed spare shields that had been stored in the prow and waited for the missiles to fall. The Lithuanians managed to loose two inaccurate volleys, the majority of the arrows plopping into the water but some striking shields and gunwales.


    The line of boats continued to move through the water as the Lithuanians shook their axes and spears at their crews, hurling threats and abuse at the Estonians and banging their weapons on the insides of their shields to create a constant rattling noise. Then leather face and his crossbowmen began shooting at them, not dense volleys of bolts but rather well-aimed shots that struck shields and torsos. The mercenary’s face was a mask of determination as he loaded and shot one bolt after another: four a minute as the rowers dipped their oars into the water for the last time before the boat ran onto the riverbank with a gentle thud.


    Conrad leapt from the prow, Hans and Anton doing likewise and the Estonians following. When he landed he sank a few inches in the soft earth but it did not impede his progress as he drew his sword, brought his shield close to his body and raced forward. The Lithuanians gave a great cheer and ran at the warriors pouring from the boats, led by their chiefs in mail armour and wielding swords. The rest of the Lithuanians wore no armour and had fur-trimmed leather caps on their heads instead of helmets, leather thongs wrapped round their ankles to secure their leggings.


    A Lithuanian chief charged at Conrad, his sword raised above his head, but pitched forward onto the ground when a crossbow bolt slammed into his chest. Conrad stepped on his back and attacked the man following, sidestepping to avoid his spear thrust and then driving the point of his sword into the Lithuanian’s right side. The man dropped the spear and fell to his knees, to be killed by the Estonian axe of the warrior behind Conrad. The second wave of boats now ran ashore, more warriors of the Army of the Wolf flooding onto the riverbank to battle the Lithuanians.


    Conrad ducked low and made a backswing with his sword, slicing deep into the hamstring of his Lithuanian opponent. The man yelped and collapsed on the ground. Conrad left him and charged at two warriors in front of him, both armed with axes. He caught the first on his shield held high above his head, drove his sword into the belly of his opponent who had exposed his torso and then barged into the wounded man, shoving him into his companion. The latter got hopelessly impeded by his dying comrade and stumbled, dropping his axe. He bent down to pick it up but never rose as Conrad severed his spinal cord from behind.


    The great mêlée that was developing along the riverbank was resulting in heavy Lithuanian losses. Had the Semgallians maintained their shield wall they might have made it harder for the Estonians to break them, but by charging headlong at Conrad’s men they lost what little advantage they had. Man for man they were far inferior to the well-armed and trained Estonians, who began cutting down the poorly equipped farmers. And once the latter’s chiefs and headmen had been killed in the initial clash the Semgallians began to falter and lose heart. They attempted to withdraw from the riverbank but the Estonians were already among and behind them, hacking and thrusting at unarmoured bodies and splintering shields with their axes.


    Those Semgallians still alive suddenly lost heart and thought only of flight as many discarded weapons and shields and ran south as fast as their legs could carry them. Six hundred Estonians had landed on the riverbank. Their commanders ordered horns to be sounded to recall any who might be tempted to give chase and who were now kept under a tight leash. It was relatively easy for Tonis, Andres and Hillar to form shield walls in front of the boats as the enemy melted away, the crossbowmen leaving the vessels to be marshalled in front of the locked shields by leather face.


    Anton and Hans had joined Conrad as he stood a few paces from the crossbowmen, watching the Semgallian survivors disappearing into the trees in the distance. He removed his helmet and took a gulp of fresh air. Around him were a host of dead and wounded enemy warriors, many groaning or sobbing as they waited for death. Swords, axes and maces had inflicted fearful wounds on men wearing only tunics and leather caps. The dead were the lucky ones: the wounded had an agonising wait for death. There was a time when Conrad would have been appalled by the scene of carnage around him, but that had been in the days when he had been a fresh-faced novice. Those days had long gone.


    Hans removed his helmet, his surcoat and sword smeared with blood.


    ‘Do we push inland?’


    Conrad looked west to where the sounds of battle indicated that the Sword Brothers had encountered stiffer opposition than the Army of the Wolf.


    ‘No, we support our brethren.’


    They left the boats and formed three columns of Jerwen, Saccalians and Rotalians and advanced to support the Sword Brothers. Conrad’s boats must have moved upstream during their crossing because the Estonians had to cross at least four hundred paces of empty ground before they joined the battle being fought by the order. Here, a great mass of Semgallian warriors on foot were gradually being forced back by the brother knights, sergeants and spearmen of the order. The enemy shield wall was perhaps five ranks deep, the rear ranks hurling spisas – eight-foot-long javelins – over the heads of their companions in front. These volleys were forcing the order’s soldiers to raise their shields to deflect them and were slowing their advance.


    ‘God with us!’


    Conrad slammed his helmet on his head and ran forward, Hans and Anton following and behind them the Estonian columns. They ran past the crossbowmen who were providing left flank cover to try to catch up with the three Sword Brothers who momentarily disappeared into the right flank of the Semgallian shield wall. Moments later Tonis led his wolf shields to hit the enemy formation like a hammer striking a nail. But the greater mass of Estonian warriors – the Jerwen and Rotalians – swept around the enemy flank to smash into the rear of the Semgallians. The result was carnage.


    The Semgallian right flank disintegrated, warriors being cut down and trampled underfoot as Conrad’s followers smashed into them. He and his two comrades, Tonis and his men close behind them, hacked and thrust with their swords and cut down half a dozen of the enemy in less than a minute. The Sword Brothers had seen the Estonians being led by their three brethren and they now redoubled their efforts, a surge of determination shooting through their ranks as they used their close-quarter weapons to devastating effect. And as the spirits of the Sword Brothers rose so did the morale of the Semgallians plummet. But unlike their companions who had fought Conrad’s men, many had nowhere to flee to. Assaulted on three sides they had no alternative but to stand and fight. And die.


    As the press of bodies closed around him Conrad sheathed his sword and whipped the axe from his belt, threading his hand through the leather strap attached to its base before gripping the handle. It weighed only two and a half pounds and was less than two feet long, making it easy to wield in confined spaces. But its blade was razor sharp and could go through a leather cap with ease. Conrad could smell the foul breath of the Semgallian in front of him, their shields pressed together, as he hacked at the man’s face, reducing it to an unrecognisable bloody pulp. Then he lunged to the left to sever the jawbone of an enemy with a single strike, the wolf shields pressing in behind him to force him forward. He almost stumbled as he stepped on a body, an enemy axe suddenly striking the side of his helmet. He heard ringing in his ears as Tonis thrust his sword into the assailant’s guts.


    Then Conrad saw full-face helms and blood-splattered surcoats appear to his right and knew that the fight was over. And suddenly there were no more living Semgallians in front of him as the order’s knights and sergeants cut down the remaining enemy warriors. He heard a great cheer around him as the Estonians celebrated the victory and another from the Sword Brothers. Conrad looked down and saw that the ground had disappeared beneath a blanket of enemy dead.


    He took off his helmet and examined the dented top.


    ‘That is the property of the Sword Brothers.’


    He heard the voice of Henke and turned to see the brother knight with a smug look on his face.


    ‘Getting slow, Conrad? Letting your defences slip?’ He shook his head. ‘All this time you are spending with pagans is dulling your senses.’


    Henke’s bloody mace looked small next to his powerful frame, and though his white surcoat was showered with blood and gore, his mail armour and helmet appeared to be undamaged, though the leather covering on his shield was shredded.


    Conrad jerked a thumb behind him. ‘These pagans just saved your arse, brother.’


    ‘That is a matter for debate,’ sneered Henke.


    Conrad smiled at the unharmed Hans and Anton as Rudolf and Walter removed their helmets. Crossbowmen of the order were stepping over the bodies of the slain to move forward to form a defensive screen in case the Semgallians mounted a counterattack.


    Walter offered his hand to Conrad. ‘It is good to see you, Conrad. I like the cut of your Estonians.’


    Rudolf slid his sword back into its scabbard. ‘Your arrival was most auspicious, Conrad. Was resistance light where you landed?’


    Conrad looked at Henke. ‘There was resistance, master, but my warriors overcame it easily enough.’


    ‘Ill-equipped farmers, no doubt,’ spat Henke dismissively.


    Conrad’s patience was wearing thin. ‘You should have more respect when addressing the Marshal of Estonia.’


    ‘Marshal of Estonia?’ laughed Henke. ‘Just because you have a piece of paper from the bishop doesn’t mean anything. Anyone can lead a band of thieving bandits.’


    Conrad threw down his helmet and drew his sword, Henke doing likewise as they advanced on one another. The brother knights behind Rudolf and Walter stared in disbelief as two of their most renowned members squared up to each other. Immediately, though, Hans and Anton pulled Conrad back and Rudolf and Walter stepped in front of Henke.


    ‘Enough of this!’ shouted Rudolf. ‘You will both put away your swords or be flogged for your insolence.’


    There were a few seconds of mutual staring before Conrad and Henke did as they were told, Rudolf ordering Walter to take Wenden’s soldiers forward to widen the bridgehead they had just won. There were no longer sounds of battle coming from the west where the Livs and Duke Albert’s soldiers had landed, messengers arriving from Fricis announcing that he too had enjoyed victory over the enemy. Conrad ordered Tonis and Hillar to take their men back to the boats and organise bringing over the men on the other side of the river, plus the tents, food and ponies. The latter would be transferred across on Thaddeus’ rafts. He sent Andres and his Jerwen to scout ahead on the left flank of the Sword Brothers. Hans and Anton went with him. Conrad left to make his way back to the boats but was called back by Rudolf.


    ‘You and Henke need to stop your bickering. It creates a poor image of our order and you have a senior position now and should not be seen accepting challenges to individual duels, at least not from fellow brother knights.’


    ‘Henke needs to watch his tongue,’ said Conrad. ‘Before someone cuts it out.’


    Rudolf frowned at him. ‘You seem to have forgotten our conversation in the courtyard at Holm. You are the Marshal of Estonia, so try to act like it. If you cannot resist the urge to fight Henke then stay out of his way and I will order him to do the same with you. Then we all might have a little peace.’


    ‘Yes, master,’ said Conrad curtly before bowing his head, picking up his helmet and walking back to the boats. He stumbled over a dead Semgallian and cursed. He realised that he disliked Henke intensely. As he continued to mutter to himself he tripped again and suddenly realised the volume of enemy dead that lay all around. He looked back and saw the occasional white-robed corpse among the dead but for the most part it was Semgallian bodies that littered the ground.


    In fact the crusader army had won a great victory on the Dvina’s riverbank, the fiercest fighting taking place where Duke Albert had landed with his knights and squires. It was here that Viesthard threw his best-armed and equipped men against the crusaders. And lost. He had mustered nearly four thousand men at the Dvina and by the time the fighting was over two and half thousand lay dead along the riverbank. The rest, including a badly wounded Viesthard, fled south to Mesoten where the Semgallian duke could receive treatment for his gashed left arm and head. As they fell back those local chiefs still living sent word to their villages that the inhabitants should leave their homes and seek refuge in either the nearest hill fort or Mesoten. The latter was soon swelled with frightened people wondering what would happen to them now that their duke had been soundly beaten.


    The immediate answer was nothing as the crusader army established a bridgehead on the southern bank of the Dvina and began to ferry over the rest of its soldiers and their horses. Word was sent to Riga and a host of cargo boats were sailed upriver to facilitate the shipment of the army’s supplies across the river. These vessels weighed up to fifty tons and had rounded hulls, with a deck fore and aft where rowers sat to supplement its main motive power of a single square sail. Like the riverboats the cargo ships were constructed from either oak or pine using the clinker method whereby long, thin planks were fastened with nails to a single keel, with each plank overlapping the next. Cargo was loaded in the large space midship, each boat having a beam of twelve feet and a length of at least sixty-five feet. Steered by a side rudder, these vessels had excellent manoeuvrability but they were incapable of transporting wagons or horses.


    The wagons and horses were carried across the Dvina on the rafts that had been employed the year before. These great square structures weighed several tons and each one was towed across the river by four riverboats. Those carrying horses, oxen and mules were covered in soil so as not to unduly alarm the animals. The oxen pulled the wheeled mangonels and the two trebuchets from Wenden that had been modified on the orders of Master Thaddeus. They were now equipped with four large solid wooden wheels because a wheeled trebuchet threw faster and more accurately than a fixed one. This was because as the counterweight swung down the whole machine rolled forward and then backwards. The forward motion added to the velocity of the projectile and also helped to smooth out the motion of the swinging arm, adding to the accuracy of the projectile. Thaddeus’ prize project, the great trebuchet, was too large to be fitted with wheels and so its constituent parts had to be loaded into four-wheeled wagons pulled by oxen.


    It took three days to get the army across the river, squires making the trip back across the river to collect their lords’ warhorses and palfreys, in addition to their own mounts. The palfrey or ambling horse was so named because of its amble, which was a type of easy canter and was one of the least tiring gaits for a rider. The lesser knights, having no squires or servants, had to collect their own horses. Then there was the host of non-combatants that always accompanied an army: the servants of the great lords, cooks, wagon masters, smiths, farriers, armourers, minstrels, priests and surgeons. In Germany a host of whores, hawkers and the wives and children of mercenaries usually accompanied an army. But Bishop Albert had forbidden the presence of these camp followers south of the river, deeming it inappropriate for an army of God to be the abode of wickedness and sin. So the whores that had plied their trade when the army had been camped at Holm counted their money and waited for their clients to return.


    ‘You are privileged, Kaja,’ said Conrad, ‘for you are probably the only woman in the whole army. The bishop has forbidden any camp followers south of the Dvina.’


    She stopped stirring the stew in the pot cooking over the fire and looked defiantly at him.


    ‘I am not a woman, I am a fighter.’


    She then blushed as she realised the absurdity of what she had just said.


    ‘Well, I am a woman, but…’


    Conrad smiled at her. ‘I know what you mean.’


    ‘Hurry up with that stew, Kaja,’ said Hans pitifully, ‘I can feel myself getting weaker by the minute.’


    He and Hans were perched on stools outside their tent, the mouth-watering aroma of the hot stew filling the air. The Army of the Wolf had moved all its warriors, ponies and supplies across the river and now waited for its orders. Its members had wanted to advance inland immediately after the great victory at the river but had spent the previous two days stripping dead Semgallians of anything useful and then piling the corpses on great funeral pyres to cremate the bodies. The stench had been nauseating, though fortunately an easterly wind had picked up to blow away the smell of roasting human flesh.


    ‘I do not know where Brother Hans puts all the food he eats,’ said Kaja, smiling at him.


    ‘It is not his fault,’ said Anton. ‘His life as a child beggar left him permanently hungry.’


    Kaja was surprised. ‘I thought you a great lord, Brother Hans.’


    Conrad laughed. ‘Great lord? Only Anton among us came from a wealthy family. Hans and I have more humble origins.’


    ‘You were not a great lord, Susi?’


    Conrad shook his head. ‘I was the son of a baker.’


    ‘Then how did you come to command armies,’ she asked, ‘for only the sons of chiefs can replace their fathers to become warlords?’


    ‘A question many have asked,’ smiled Anton.


    Kaja began filling a wooden bowl with stew. ‘Well, you are a great lord now, Susi.’ She handed the bowl to Hans who began greedily eating the contents. ‘What’s a camp follower?’


    ‘A harlot,’ answered Anton, eagerly awaiting his evening meal.


    Kaja filled another bowl and handed it to Anton. ‘What’s a harlot?’


    ‘A woman who sells her body to men,’ said Conrad.


    Kaja handed a bowl of stew to Conrad before filling one for herself. ‘How terrible. They are forced to do this?’


    ‘Some, not all,’ said Anton. ‘There is good money to be earned if a woman has a mind to.’


    Kaja sat on a stool beside Conrad who looked disapprovingly at Anton. ‘The church does not approve of whores.’


    Anton spat out some stew as he laughed. ‘You are wrong, my friend. The church approves of prostitution because it believes it prevents adultery and sodomy.’


    ‘What’s sodomy? Asked Kaja innocently.


    Conrad frowned. ‘A question for you to answer, Anton.’


    ‘It is when two men lie together and commit unnatural acts,’ Anton told her.


    Kaja’s eye opened wide. ‘And your elders allow this?’


    ‘Not at all,’ said Anton. ‘Sodomites are burned at the stake if caught, after first being castrated.’


    ‘That is horrible,’ said Kaja.


    ‘And an unsuitable topic for mealtimes,’ stated Conrad.


    So they sat in silence and finished their stew, their clothes smelling of smoke produced by the dozens of campfires in the camp. Conrad had organised mounted patrols to be sent east and south to ensure that they were not surprised by Semgallians, but they returned each afternoon with reports that the land appeared to be empty. Morale was high among his men who had suffered few casualties in the battle, the score of dead being cremated immediately after the fight. Now they waited for orders from the bishop to strike camp and march with the army to Mesoten.


    As he finished his stew he thought that the notification to march had arrived when he saw a lone warrior being escorted to his tent. He and the others stood as the stranger came towards them, and saw that it was Rameke. He grinned and tilted his head towards the guard.


    ‘I thought I would pay those guarding our left flank a visit. Only one escort this time. Your men must be warming to me.’


    He embraced Conrad and then Anton and Hans.


    ‘I am glad to see that you are unharmed,’ said Conrad who dismissed the guard.


    Rameke winced in pain as he pulled up the sleeve on his right arm. ‘Not entirely unharmed. An enemy spear gave me a memento.’


    His thick forearm was wrapped in a dirty bandage that was stained with blood.


    ‘Damn thing won’t stop bleeding.’


    ‘I can stop the flow of blood, Susi,’ said Kaja.


    Rameke pulled down his sleeve and eyed her warily. ‘The last time you wanted to slit my throat. Perhaps this time you will try to poison me.’


    ‘I did not know then that you were my lord’s brother,’ she replied.


    ‘Might be worth her taking a look,’ said Conrad, ‘she has been studying the healing arts under Ilona’s tuition.’


    Rameke was cautious. ‘And who has been teaching her the skills of an assassin?’


    ‘Can it be that a great Liv warlord is frightened of an Estonian woman? Kaja mocked him.


    ‘Sit down and let her take a look at it,’ insisted Conrad.


    ‘We won’t let her harm you Rameke,’ said a grinning Hans.


    ‘Mind you,’ cautioned Anton, ‘Brother Lukas has been instructing her in the use of the sword so she might lop your head off.’


    Rameke sauntered over to one of the stools as Kaja pulled up another to sit opposite him. She reached over and took his wounded arm, rolled up his tunic and began untying the bloody bandage.


    ‘Brother Hans,’ she said, ‘please go to my tent and fetch the small box that has a leather strap.’


    Anton laughed and slapped Hans on the back.


    ‘Off you go.’


    ‘And Brother Anton,’ continued Kaja, ‘please put some more firewood on the fire so I can heat some water.’


    Conrad gestured with his hands that Anton should stand and do as he was told as Hans walked over to Kaja’s conical tent next to the larger one of the brother knights. She unwrapped the bandage and twisted her mouth into a frown when she saw the deep wound.


    ‘You should have had this tended to immediately. Do not Liv armies have healers?’


    Rameke stared at this strange, attractive woman who seemed to have a lot to say for herself.


    ‘They are busy trying to save the seriously wounded.’


    ‘Did you lose many men, Rameke?’ asked Conrad.


    ‘Less than fifty dead but many more wounded. It was a hard fight but not as hard as that fought by Duke Albert. The Semgallians launched their fiercest attacks against him and his men, including horsemen, but they failed. There were great heaps of Semgallian dead at the end of the battle. It took a lot of wood to burn the bodies and carcasses.’


    ‘Hold your arm,’ Kaja told him as she took the dirty bandage and threw it on the fire. ‘I will return shortly.’


    ‘When we will be marching?’ Conrad asked him.


    Rameke sighed. ‘The supplies are still being ferried across the river. Two days, perhaps. Where is the family of Kaja?’


    ‘Dead,’ replied Conrad. ‘We are her family now.’


    ‘She is a strange one. But then you commanding an army of Estonians is also strange.’


    ‘We live in changing times, my brother,’ said Conrad.


    Hans returned with Kaja’s box and Anton fed the fire and filled a pot with water that he heated over the flames, and after ten minutes she returned clutching a bunch of small flowers with lemon heads in her hand. Opening her box, she took out a clean cloth and soaked it in the hot water, then washed Rameke’s wound. He winced as the cloth was pressed on the deep gash.


    She saw his pain. ‘Apologies, lord.’


    She dabbed the wound softly. ‘I am not your lord,’ he told her. ‘My name is Rameke.’


    She rummaged in her box and took out a small earthenware flask, removed the cork and sprinkled white powder into the wound. Rameke looked alarmed.


    ‘Have no fear, lord, er, Rameke,’ she said. ‘It is merely dried, crushed puffball, a mushroom that is found in my land. It will stop the bleeding.’


    She replaced the flask in her box, picked up the flowers and crushed them in her hand. She placed them on Rameke’s wound, took a fresh bandage from her box and began wrapping it around his forearm to press the flowers into the wound.


    ‘They are mouse-ear hawkweed and will prevent the wound from festering. You must change the bandage after a day and discard the flowers and stems. Do not forget. And use a clean bandage and wash the wound before you bind it again. If the wound has not healed in five days come back to see me.’


    ‘That’s you told,’ said Hans.


    Kaja tied the bandage and closed her box.


    Rameke made a fist. ‘Feels warm.’


    ‘That is the puffball powder working. I would advise keeping your arm bandaged for at least two weeks and not getting it cut again.’


    Conrad laughed. ‘Better stay clear of the enemy, then.’


    ‘Are there any left?’ said Hans.


    Rameke smiled at Kaja, who smiled back. When she wasn’t being aggressive she really was a most attractive girl. He stood up.


    ‘Thank you, Kaja.’


    ‘You are welcome, Rameke.’


    He stayed until the sun was dipping in the west in a blood-red sky. The days were lengthening and getting warmer, though for the Semgallians it threatened to be a cold, cruel spring.


    *****


    Viesthard felt cold, weak and demoralised. He sat in his chair in Tervete’s great hall and drank mead as the princes, chiefs and village elders filed into the chamber. Outside Semgallia was bursting into spring, the meadows filled with snowdrops and buttercups, the groves and meadows lush and green after being watered by rain. The fire raged in the hall’s hearth but an icy cold gripped his soul. He had led his people to a crushing defeat and many of his warriors had died fighting the invaders. He should have died and now he wished for death. What sort of duke was he? He sat with his arm in a sling and his head bandaged. His healer had washed his wounds with lead water and placed yarrow on them and assured him that he would live. But he did not want to live; he wanted to join his fallen comrades in Perkunas’ great feasting hall in the afterlife. When the last chiefs had entered the hall’s doors were shut. The white-robed priest stood beside Viesthard who rose unsteadily to his feet. The Kriviai went to assist him but was waved away. He saw that many of his men had sprigs of rowan pinned to their tunics, which everyone knew protected the wearer against evil. He laughed gruffly; it would take more than a bit of foliage to beat the crusaders.


    ‘I am standing down as duke,’ he announced.


    There was a stunned silence and then a steadily rising murmur as the warriors voiced their opposition to his proposal. He held up his unslung arm.


    ‘I allowed Duke Vincentas to be seduced by the honeyed words of the Bishop of Riga,’ said Viesthard, ‘and that resulted in his death. I decided to fight the bishop’s army at the Dvina and that led to the loss of many sons of Semgallia. It is clear that the gods have abandoned me.’


    No one said anything as he slumped back in his chair but they all looked at the bearded priest standing beside him.


    ‘No one can know the will of the gods,’ said the holy man, ‘and sometimes it may appear that they have turned against us. But I say to you, Duke Viesthard, and to you all that Perkunas has not abandoned our cause. We are being tested and should not lose our faith.’


    There were mutterings of agreement as the priest continued.


    ‘The Kriviu Krivaitis himself has declared a holy crusade against the heathen Christians and the Selonians and Nalsen have pledged their support.’


    There was a deafening silence at this announcement, many men shaking their heads and shouting that they were enemies of the Semgallians.


    ‘Have faith,’ the priest shot back. ‘Do you not think that former enemies that are now friends is not a miracle in itself?’


    Viesthard’s shoulders rose and fell as he chuckled to himself. He looked at the priest with tired eyes.


    ‘As a holy man I commend your faith but talk is cheap and we will see if Prince Vsevolod sends spears against the crusaders.’


    ‘More likely he will send spears against us,’ shouted one of the princes in the hall, to rapturous cheers from the others. Viesthard raised a hand to still the noise.


    ‘I would rather embrace the Bishop of Riga than Prince Vsevolod. But I did not invite you all here to discuss the merits of our enemies’ promises. You must decide among you who is to lead our people.’


    ‘We chose you,’ shouted one. More cheers.


    Viesthard ran a hand through his rapidly thinning hair. He sighed and was about to speak when he saw the doors of the hall opening. Two guards made their way through the warriors, a man in rich lamellar armour, mail aventail and green cloak between them, gilded helmet in the crook of his arm. The Semgallians all stared in silence as the man was escorted to the front of the hall. He bowed his head to Viesthard.


    ‘Who are you?’ asked the duke.


    ‘Prince Skiras, lord, here to convey a message from Duke Butantas of Samogitia.’


    There were mutterings of curiosity behind the prince. Ever since Grand Duke Daugerutis’ disastrous campaign in Livonia Samogitia had withdrawn from Lithuanian affairs, Butantas being content to guard his frontiers and remain aloof from any alliances.


    Viesthard visibly sagged in his chair. He had crusaders in the north of his kingdom, Northern Kurs on his western frontier and the poisonous Vsevolod in the east. And now Butantas stirred in the south. Was there no end to the misery that the gods could inflict on Semgallia?


    ‘What message?’ growled Viesthard.


    ‘That the duke and his army march to your aid, lord, in your war against the Christian invaders.’


    Viesthard leaned forward, thinking that his ears had played a trick on him. Skiras was unsure whether the Semgallian had heard him, his head being heavily bandaged, which might have impeded his hearing.


    ‘Duke Butantas marches to my aid?’


    Skiras smiled. ‘Yes, lord.’


    The Kriviai raised his arms. ‘Perkunas has answered our prayers and sends the great Butantas to avenge the wrongs committed against Semgallia. Hail Perkunas!’


    The warriors cheered and then began chanting the name of their duke, the hall filling with calls of ‘Viesthard, Viesthard’ as they acclaimed their leader. And all thoughts of choosing a new duke were forgotten as Viesthard rose from his chair and accepted the praise being showered on him. Suddenly his arm and head felt much better and the weariness that had engulfed him since the battle at the Dvina miraculously disappeared. Perhaps the priest had been right and there were such things as miracles.


    *****


    The march to Mesoten was uneventful. Duke Albert sent his lesser knights ahead to burn any village they came across and slaughter the inhabitants, though they found only empty settlements, the people having fled south to Mesoten. They burned the villages anyway and killed any livestock that had been left behind. The Army of the Wolf covered the left flank of the army and Fricis’ Livs the right flank as Duke Albert’s foot soldiers and servants assisted the progress of carts and wagons along muddy tracks. As usual progress was painfully slow, averaging five miles a day at best, but after a week the crusader host arrived at the Semgallian stronghold.


    The town adjacent to the great mound upon which that stronghold sat was immediately set alight because the duke and his lords believed that the resulting smoke would choke the inhabitants of the hill fort. Instead it made the crusaders wretch and their eyes smart when a mild easterly wind blew the smoke away from the fort. As a result the whole army was forced to withdraw half a mile north until the flames had died down. This did not improve the humour of the duke or his lords and they pressed for an immediate assault to storm the fort and put everyone inside to the sword. Only the personal intercession of the bishop himself, on the advice of Master Thaddeus, persuaded them that in this instance patience was preferable to courage.


    So over eight thousand soldiers, hundreds of non-combatants and thousands of animals surrounded Mesoten on three sides and settled down to a siege while Thaddeus and his engineers sited their engines. They also supervised the building of a wooden pontoon bridge across the River Lielupe that flowed on the western side of the hill fort and was swollen with spring melt water. The Army of the Wolf was camped on the eastern side of the river, the Livs to the south of the hill fort and the Duke of Saxony’s soldiers to the west, beyond the blackened remains of the town. The Sword Brothers and men of the garrison of Riga were camped to the north, by the bridge, where Bishop Albert’s pavilion was also pitched. The charred remains of the Semgallian settlement were still smouldering when the first council of war was held in the bishop’s pavilion. The Duke of Saxony came with a swarthy lord who said nothing but drank much wine offered by young novices from the bishop’s palace. Also in attendance were Grand Master Volquin, Master Rudolf, Abbot Bernhard, Conrad, Manfred Nordheim, Fricis and Rameke.


    The duke was in an abrasive mood.


    ‘My lords and their knights wish to scale that heap of dirt and destroy that pile of sticks on top of it.’


    ‘That would result in many of your men being injured or killed, my lord,’ said Abbot Bernhard who now wore mail armour like the bishop.


    ‘We have discussed this, my lord,’ added the bishop. ‘We did not bring siege engines all the way here only for them to stand idle.’


    The duke rounded on Thaddeus. ‘And when will your precious engines begin their work?’


    Thaddeus’ bony forehead creased into a frown. ‘Within two days, my lord, though it would have been sooner had my men been allowed to dismantle the pagan homes so the wood could be used for platforms for my machines to stand on. But some thought it preferable to burn them.’


    The duke’s cheeks reddened. ‘I gave the order to burn that pagan hovel.’


    Thaddeus raised an eyebrow. ‘A short-sighted decision, my lord.’


    ‘Be that as it may,’ interrupted the bishop. ‘It was done and now we must address other matters. Master Thaddeus, I believe that you have some concerns regarding the size of the camp.’


    ‘Yes, lord bishop. ‘Very soon the whole area will become a giant field of mud due to the softness of the ground and the frequent rain. It would be better if there were less men and beasts in and around the siege lines.’


    ‘To which end,’ said Volquin, ‘I think it would be a good idea to send mounted parties east and west to ensure we are not surprised by a pagan relief force.’


    ‘Pagan relief force?’ spat the duke. ‘I thought we killed all their warriors at the river.’


    ‘There are others, my lord,’ said Nordheim. ‘To the west lies the hill fort of Tervete, the stronghold of Duke Viesthard.’


    The duke belched. ‘Who?’


    ‘The leader of the Semgallian people,’ answered Nordheim. ‘If he was not killed at the Dvina then he will be rallying his men at Tervete.’


    ‘Then let us march to this place,’ said the duke, ‘and storm it while Thaddeus plays with his machines.’


    His dark-haired companion nodded in agreement but Nordheim shook his head.


    ‘Tervete is very strong, my lord, I have been there. It will take siege engines to storm it.’


    ‘And it will divert us from our task,’ said the bishop, ‘which is to destroy Mesoten.’


    ‘It would be better if your horsemen were to ravage the area to the west, my lord,’ said Volquin, ‘and keep Viesthard’s attention focused on your activities instead of the siege here.’


    ‘Commander Nordheim will escort you,’ said the bishop, ‘as he is acquainted with the area.’


    Volquin looked at Conrad. ‘The Marshal of Estonia will take his mounted warriors and reconnoitre the area to the east to guard against a surprise pagan attack from that direction.’


    ‘Yes, grand master,’ said Conrad.


    Fricis looked alarmed. ‘Lord bishop, if you send a thousand horsemen west and eight hundred more east then you will weaken our position here.’


    The bishop looked at Volquin.


    ‘We will still have over six thousand soldiers in camp, lord, including over twelve hundred crossbowmen.’


    The Duke of Saxony pointed at Nordheim. ‘How many warriors does this Viesthard have left after his mauling at the Dvina?’


    Nordheim stroked his chin. ‘Perhaps eight thousand, but they would include all men of every age in the kingdom capable of carrying a spear.’


    The duke smashed a fist into his palm. ‘Then let us ride to this fort, this Tervete, and invite the enemy to embrace us on the field of honour.’


    ‘Have a care, my lord,’ said Volquin, staring at Nordheim, ‘remember that the Semgallians still have two hundred crossbows in their possession.’


    ‘A most unfortunate oversight,’ remarked Thaddeus.


    After the meeting Rameke walked with Conrad through the Sword Brothers’ camp, the ground already turning to mud.


    ‘I have a mind to ride with you,’ he said.


    ‘You would be most welcome,’ said Conrad. ‘How is your arm?’


    Rameke held up his limb. ‘Just about fully healed. Your Estonian princess was right. I am in her debt.’


    ‘You should tell her that.’


    And he did when he arrived at Conrad’s camp the next day in the company of fifty mounted warriors of his bodyguard. They looked identical to the Estonian warriors in the Army of the Wolf in their mail armour, green cloaks and large round shields attached to their saddles. But the symbols on the shields were different: the zigzag line of the sign of Mara, the Morning Star, the sign of the Thunder Cross, the fir twig that denoted the sign of Laima and, the most popular of all, the Sign of the Moon. All were pagan symbols that were from a time when the Church of Rome had never been heard of in Livonia and Estonia. But the Livs saw no contradiction in retaining vestiges of their old religion while embracing the Holy Church. For his part the Bishop of Riga needed the Livs to fight in his armies and so did not insist that they sever all ties with their pagan past. Accompanying Rameke were fifty of the order’s crossbowmen led by leather face, who informed Conrad that Master Rudolf thought it advisable to reinforce the Army of the Wolf with missile support. The crossbowmen were all mounted on horses, though leather face was far from happy.


    ‘All packhorses,’ he complained, ‘nags who will probably collapse at any moment.’


    Conrad was checking the saddle straps on his own horse. ‘He looks fine to me.’


    ‘He’s old and bad tempered,’ retorted leather face.


    Conrad hauled himself into his saddle. ‘Then you should get along fine with him.’


    The tents had been packed on two-wheeled carts that also carried food, fodder, spare clothing, tools and weapons. The crossbowmen and Livs brought their own supplies with them, along with one of Nordheim’s officers, a man who had served in Semgallia when Vincentas had been an ally of the bishop. He rode at the head of the column of riders in the company of the army’s commanders as it headed east, following the course of the River Lielupe. Hans and Anton chatted to Andres, Tonis and Hillar while Rameke discussed his healed arm with Kaja who was dressed in her mail shirt, her helmet and shield dangling from her saddle. The land was a vivid green, the grass lush and the air thick with the scent of pine.


    ‘There are no Semgallians in the part of the kingdom we are heading towards,’ said the officer. ‘They moved out long ago when the Selonians and Nalsen began raiding them.’


    ‘Who?’ queried Conrad.


    ‘Lithuanian tribes that were fighting the Semgallians. They are ruled by Prince Vsevolod who used to rule Gerzika until the Sword Brothers captured it.’


    ‘He is a Russian, is he not?’ said Conrad.


    The officer nodded.


    ‘And the Lithuanians accept him as their ruler?’


    ‘Not really, but his wife is Princess Rasa who was the daughter of Grand Duke Daugerutis, who for a time was the ruler of all the Lithuanian kingdoms. He was the warlord who crossed the Dvina to invade Livonia.’


    ‘I remember.’


    ‘Well,’ continued the officer, ‘after his death the various kingdoms went their separate ways. But Vsevolod forged an alliance with the Northern Kurs to carve up Semgallia between them. That’s when Riga offered the hand of friendship to Duke Vincentas. But now he is dead and we are at war with the Lithuanians.’


    ‘It is our duty to spread the word of God,’ said Conrad. ‘What do you know of this Viesthard?’


    ‘He is a fine warlord, not to be underestimated. Hopefully he died at the Dvina because if not then the bishop can look forward to a long war.’


    *****


    When the Kriviu Krivaitis had declared a holy war against the Christian invaders Mindaugas had insisted that he be in the vanguard of the army being assembled to fight the crusaders. He was now twenty years of age and was fast becoming a leading figure among the Selonians and Nalsen. This was what Vsevolod intended and why he had married his eldest daughter to the son of Stecse. But Mindaugas was hot-headed, difficult to control and his popularity required him to be handled carefully. So Vsevolod had allowed him to ride west with a thousand heavily armed horsemen, but had also sent Aras with him to ensure that the young prince did not get himself killed. Around Panemunis, meanwhile, an army of foot and more horse assembled to do battle with the Bishop of Riga’s invaders. Vsevolod insisted that it would march only when all the chiefs had arrived with their men, which meant that it could remain in and around his stronghold for weeks as warriors on foot made their way from the far corners of his kingdom.


    Mindaugas’ column was a sight to behold, each rider encased in either lamellar or mail armour, with shining helmets, mail aventails and mail armour covering their thighs. Each man carried a large rectangular shield and two spisas in addition to a sword and either an axe or mace. Behind Mindaugas and Aras two standard bearers carried the banners of Vsevolod – a winged silver griffin on a blue background – and the late grand duke’s: a black boar on a red background.


    Mindaugas had insisted that no wagons accompany the horsemen so they could travel more speedily, though Aras organised wide sweeps of the area they moved through to collect food from local villages and also delay the rate of advance. After a week they still had not reached the Semgallian frontier.


    ‘We are too tardy in our progress,’ complained Mindaugas.


    ‘There is no harm in showing ourselves to the locals,’ replied Aras. ‘It gives them heart.’


    ‘We are not here to raise villagers’ spirits, Aras,’ snapped Mindaugas, ‘but to battle the Sword Brothers.’


    ‘You need to temper your wrath, young prince. A good commander assesses the situation first and then acts accordingly.’


    ‘We are on a holy crusade, Aras. The gods are with us.’


    Aras sighed. ‘Priests and virgins in white dresses won’t be much use in a battle with the enemy. As for the gods, who knows what they think?’


    Mindaugas’ face was a mask of grim determination as the column of horsemen entered the fertile land of the Lielupe Plain, the waters of the river a rich blue under a largely cloudless sky.


    ‘The Kriviu Krivaitis has the ear of the gods, Aras, that is why he was chosen to be head priest of our religion.’


    ‘I hope so, prince. I sincerely hope so.’


    *****


    Two days after leaving Mesoten the Army of the Wolf had moved twenty miles east of the besieged hill fort. The days were increasing in length and getting warmer as the midpoint of May was reached, the flooded meadows at last beginning to thaw out to make the air humid and thick with the aroma of meadow grass. The army’s ponies ate well on the lush foliage and when camp had been pitched many warriors tried their luck at fishing from the low slopes of the Lielupe, or waded into the cool water to try to spear the large catfish, pike and vimba that swam in it. Many succeeded and cooked their catches on campfires. Conrad sent out scouts every day but they returned to report that they had seen no one. He had given orders that any homes or settlements were to be left unmolested. He did not think that the best way to win over a people was by burning their homes.


    ‘Why should we want to win over the Semgallians?’ enquired Hans as he sat on his stool holding a large bowl of stew.


    Kaja handed a bowl to Rameke, smiling as she did so. Ever since leaving Mesoten they had talked incessantly, though about what Conrad did not know. But he was pleased that they appeared to have settled their differences. He reflected on their having much in common, not least both being orphans whose families had been killed by enemies. But then he realised that Estonians had killed Rameke’s family. But then he had lost his family to the same people but he loved Kaja like a sister.


    Conrad looked around at the dense fir forest that bordered the meadow they were camped on.


    ‘This land is very fertile, Hans. The bishop may have revenge on his mind at the moment but when this year’s campaigning is done he will think about bringing settlers here to make it his own.’


    ‘You think he will try to subdue all the Lithuanian kingdoms?’ said the officer from Riga, a cagey individual named Gunter.


    ‘Of course,’ Anton answered for Conrad. ‘Sword Brother business in Livonia is nearly concluded. What use are crusaders with no pagans to fight?’


    Gunter raised an eyebrow but said nothing.


    ‘You think it is a task beyond the Sword Brothers’ powers?’ Conrad asked him.


    ‘There are a lot of Lithuanians, sir,’ said Gunter.


    ‘All the more for us to kill,’ boasted Anton.


    ‘You sound like Henke,’ Hans told him.


    ‘A most unpleasant thought,’ said Conrad dryly.


    After she had served everyone Kaja filled her own bowl with stew and sat beside Rameke as leather face appeared, rubbing his hands and sniffing the air.


    ‘Just done the rounds to make sure the pagans don’t slit our throats while we are sleeping. That smells good, looks like I have arrived just in time.’


    He leered at Kaja.


    ‘Be a good girl and fill me a bowl.’


    ‘There are no slaves in this camp,’ Conrad said to him, ‘help yourself.’


    ‘Not too much, mind,’ said a concerned Hans, ‘we are on campaign and food is strictly rationed.’


    Leather face ladled stew into his bowl and began eating it with his fingers.


    ‘So,’ he said to Gunter with a mouth full of food, ‘where are all these Semgallians?’


    Gunter squinted up at him. ‘In their sacred groves and hill forts, most likely.’


    ‘Not much point in us being here, then,’ said leather face. ‘Still, there is good hunting in these parts. Some of my boys killed a few elk and stags today. They are roasting them now.’


    Hans stopped eating and looked up. ‘Venison?’


    Leather face pushed more stew into his mouth. ‘That’s right, Brother Hans.’ He nodded towards Kaja. ‘Send over your slave girl and we’ll send her back with some. After we’ve entertained her.’


    Kaja put down her bowl and stood up. ‘I am not a slave.’


    He winked at her. ‘Harlot, then.’


    Rameke jumped up. ‘You must apologise, wretch.’


    He hand went to the hilt of his sword and his eyes flashed with anger. Leather face held up a stew-covered hand and smiled.


    ‘I meant no offence, Lord Rameke. I did not realise that you had feelings for her. Please accept my apologies.’


    Conrad also stood and placed an arm around the mercenary’s shoulders.


    ‘Perhaps you should take your leave before you cause more distress.’


    Leather face scooped out the bowl with his fingers, licked them and slapped him on the chest.


    ‘Until tomorrow, then.’


    He tossed the bowl on the ground and strode away, whistling to himself. Rameke sneered at him as he walked back to his mercenaries but Kaja was delighted and kissed Rameke on the cheek.


    ‘Thank you,’ she said.


    The Liv blushed and cleared his throat.


    ‘You should requisition the game that the mercenaries caught today, Conrad,’ said Hans, ‘as a punishment for insulting Kaja.’


    ‘How convenient,’ remarked Anton.


    ‘It is comforting to know that you are so concerned with the many injustices in this world, Hans,’ said Conrad. ‘But in this instance I think I will allow the mercenaries to retain their kills. Besides, as Sword Brothers we are supposed to defend all Christians, which includes the mercenaries and their commander.’


    ‘What about the Danes?’ asked Anton. ‘They are Christians.’


    ‘That’s entirely different,’ said Conrad.


    The next day they continued to ride east on the fertile Semgallian Plain, past hillocks covered by white birch, by the side of glittering blue lakes and through forests filled with oak, ash, limes and maples. The trunks of the trees were covered with honeysuckle, red-barked dogwood and black elder. Occasionally they would see a herd of wild horses that lived in this part of Semgallia, who subsisted on the abundance of grass, reed and tree bark. They disturbed corncrakes, black terns, and kestrels and occasionally spotted a lumbering elk on the edge of a forest, but of the Semgallians they saw nothing.


    At midday the sun was warming men and ponies as the column moved into a long stretch of grassland bordered by thick woods with the meandering Lielupe on the army’s right flank. There was little wind and men sweated in their armour and helmets as the humidity began to rise. Conrad pulled down his mail coif in an attempt to prevent his head over-heating at the same time as he spotted two scouts galloping towards the column. Beyond them he saw a back mass of riders filling the far end of the plain, sun glinting off spear points and helmets.


    The enemy had shown his hand at last.


    Tonis, Andres and Hillar saw them too and immediately rode to Conrad’s side. He saw two great banners fluttering in front of the enemy horsemen but they were too far away to identify.


    He looked behind him at Gunter.


    ‘Are they Semgallians?’


    He squinted at the banners that were flapping in front of a rapidly expanding enemy line.


    ‘A blue and red flag. I do not recognise them, sir.’


    ‘Whoever they are they intend to fight,’ said Tonis.


    Conrad pointed to where the plain narrowed around a hundred paces in front of them.


    ‘We will form a shield wall ahead from the edge of the trees to the river. Prepare to defend against horsemen.’


    The three Estonian leaders raised their hands in acknowledgement and wheeled their ponies to the rear. Within seconds horns were being sounded as the Army of the Wolf prepared to fend off a mounted attack. The weeks spent at Wenden had not been wasted, far from it. Just as the brother knights and sergeants trained and practised drills and formations so had the Estonians honed their skills. Within minutes the whole army had advanced to the edge of the thick woods where the men dismounted, every tenth warrior collecting his own and nine other ponies and leading them to the rear. The other seven hundred and eighty men formed a shield wall three ranks deep with a frontage of nearly eight hundred feet.


    Conrad dismounted and called Kaja over.


    ‘Take my horse to the rear.’


    ‘I wish to fight, Susi,’ she complained.


    ‘And I want you to obey orders.’


    Hans and Anton galloped up and leapt from their saddles.


    ‘Take their horses too,’ Conrad said to Kaja.


    Anton removed his helmet from the saddle and passed the reins to an unhappy Kaja.


    ‘Do not worry,’ said Hans as he too passed his horse’s reins to her. ‘If the enemy breaks through our thin line you will have plenty of fighting to occupy yourself.’


    Conrad pointed to her. ‘If the enemy breaks through get on my horse and ride west as fast as you can. Now go. I have a battle to fight.’


    She spun on her heels and led her pony and three horses away as the three Estonian leaders, Rameke and leather face gathered around the Sword Brothers for an impromptu council of war. Their men were now standing shoulder to shoulder, the front rank levelling their spears to present a line of iron-tipped points to the enemy.


    ‘Let us take a look at the enemy,’ said Conrad who began striding towards the right flank of the shield wall. He reached the end of the line and walked beyond it until his feet began to sink in the soft mud. He changed direction to walk forward to stand in front of the warriors on the extreme right of the line.


    ‘Even though our right flank is seemingly hanging in the air this meadow was recently flooded and horses will sink in the mud.’ He looked at leather face. ‘Then your crossbowmen can shoot them down.’


    ‘There are a lot of horsemen deploying, Susi,’ said Hillar, looking towards the enemy where the horsemen were deployed in small groups.


    ‘Gunter,’ said Conrad, ‘why are they drawn up in small groups.’


    ‘So they can ride up, throw their long spears, wheel around and then withdraw. They will try to weaken your line first before they attempt a charge to rout you.’


    ‘Excellent,’ said Conrad. ‘We will place our crossbowmen in the shield wall to shoot them before they can throw their spears.’


    He nodded at leather face. ‘Please deploy your men.’


    The mercenary cleared his throat and spat on the ground before walking away.


    ‘Don’t you worry, Brother Conrad, my boys will shoot them down before they get anywhere near your Estonians.’


    ‘They are sending forward scouts,’ said Andres, pointing to where half a dozen riders were trotting forward.


    ‘Do not shoot at them,’ Conrad shouted to leather face. ‘Let them think we have no missile soldiers.’


    Leather face waved a hand in the air. ‘I’m not a complete idiot.’


    ‘I do not know why you put up with him,’ said Rameke. ‘He is insolent.’


    ‘But very good at his job,’ said Conrad.


    ‘Their scouts are getting closer,’ remarked Tonis.


    ‘To your positions,’ ordered Conrad, offering his hand to Andres, Hillar and Tonis. They took it and then ran to stand in the front ranks of their men. On the left wing stood the Rotalians, on their right the Jerwen who formed the centre of the line and part of the right wing. The rest of the latter comprised Tonis and his wolf shields and Rameke’s fifty Livs.


    Rameke clasped Conrad’s forearm. ‘God keep you safe, my brother.’


    ‘And you.’


    Rameke walked away and then stopped and turned.


    ‘This is the first time that Estonians and Livs have stood together in a shield wall. I did not think that I would see such a day.’


    ‘We make a new Jerusalem in this land,’ said Conrad, not sure why he did so.


    Rameke smiled, drew his sword and walked to his Livs. Conrad held out his hand and Hans and Anton laid their palms on top of it.


    ‘As dust to the wind,’ said Conrad, both of them repeating the words.


    Conrad drew his sword and walked along the front rank of the Livs, smiling when they began banging their spear hafts against their shields. Ahead of him the enemy scouts halted around two hundred paces away, the riders gazing left and right at the shield wall, the thick woods on the left and the empty space between Rameke’s Livs and the river. Space enough for horsemen to ride through to get behind the shield wall.


    *****


    Aras sat beside an impatient Mindaugas as they waited for the scouts to return. Around them a thousand riders were deployed in twenty-five widely spaced groups, each one made up of forty men in two ranks. Horses swished their tails to swat away the plague of midges that always infested ground near to waterways and others tossed their manes impatiently.


    ‘We are wasting time, Aras,’ said Mindaugas.


    Aras took off his open-faced helmet with aventail attached and wiped his sweating brow on his sleeve. Like most of the horsemen he had driven the butt spike of his two spisas into the earth next to him.


    ‘We have plenty of time, prince, so be patient.’


    Mindaugas pointed to the gap between the enemy shield wall and the river. ‘They invite us to outflank them.’


    ‘An invitation we shall politely decline,’ said Aras, looking up at the sun.


    ‘I had forgotten that it gets so humid this time of year.’


    Mindaugas was sweating too but in his eagerness to get to grips with the enemy had forgotten his discomfort. He leaned forward in the saddle and peered at the opposing row of shields.


    ‘They do not look like crusaders.’


    ‘Let’s see what the scouts have to report,’ replied Aras, removing the cork from his water bottle and taking a swig.


    The scouts withdrew into the middle of no-man’s land to share information before galloping to report to Aras. Their leader bowed his head to both him and Mindaugas.


    ‘They carry symbols on their shields that we do not recognise, lord. There are Sword Brothers among them, at least three. They wear white tunics and carry the emblem of their order on their shields. There is also a white standard carrying that symbol.’


    ‘Sword Brothers!’ hissed Mindaugas. ‘The murderers of my father.’


    ‘What about the gap next to their right flank?’ enquired Aras.


    The scout shook his head. ‘Marsh or bog, lord, very soft ground.’


    ‘Numbers?’ queried Aras.


    ‘Around eight hundred, lord.’


    Aras waved him away and he rode to the rear with his companions.


    ‘Let us destroy them and continue on our way,’ sneered Mindaugas.


    Aras looked at him and then the enemy army. ‘Whoever is in charge of that army knows what he is doing. He has secured both his flanks and now invites us to attack him.’


    ‘The let us accept his invitation and stop delaying. I will lead the attack.’


    Aras glared at him. ‘You will stay here while I appraise what we are up against.’


    He turned and beckoned forward one of his officers.


    ‘Send forward four divisions to probe them.’


    The man saluted and wheeled his horse away. Moments later trumpets sounded the advance and the four groups of horsemen trotted forward, breaking into a canter around five hundred paces from the shield wall. Each man carried two spisas that were designed to be hurled at the enemy from a range of around twenty paces, after which the rider would wheel his horse to the right and withdraw as those in the second rank rode forward and threw their javelins.


    *****


    Conrad saw the riders approaching, the sun reflecting off their expensive lamellar armour and helmets.


    ‘Shoot the horses!’ he shouted before taking his place next to Tonis in the front rank of the wolf shields. How strange life was: a few years ago he would be doing his utmost to slay as many men who carried shields with the leering wolf face symbol as possible, but now he thought of them as brothers.


    Leather face rolled his eyes when he heard Conrad’s order. He was very fond of the young brother knight who had risen high in a short space of time, but he had been a mercenary for a long time and he knew his trade. And so did his men; after all, he had trained them. He rested his crossbow on the edge of the shield of the Saccalian in the front rank.


    ‘Don’t cough or make any sudden movements,’ he told him.


    The Lithuanian horses did not wear any armour and they were moving relatively slowly, making them easy targets. They got to within a hundred paces from the shield wall when the crossbowmen released their triggers. There was a series of sharp thwacks and then horses squealed and fell to the ground, one or two rearing up in agony as bolts slammed into their shoulders and chests. Second later another volley struck the horses, more of the beasts collapsing to the ground and throwing their riders. Fifty horses were killed or wounded in the space of thirty seconds, panicking those horsemen still in their saddles who now wheeled their horses away and galloped out of range. The Estonians and Livs, previously silent in their ranks, now gave a great cheer as the Lithuanians withdrew, those who had had their horses killed from under them running back to their own lines.


    *****


    Mindaugas drew his sword and raised it in the air. Behind him the forty horsemen did likewise.


    ‘Stand down!’ Aras shouted angrily at them.


    ‘We must attack,’ insisted Mindaugas.


    ‘Put your sword away.’


    Mindaugas glowered at Aras.


    ‘Now!’ shouted the latter.


    Mindaugas angrily slammed his sword back in its scabbard.


    ‘So now we run away like cowards? We yield the field to the enemy?’


    Aras rested a hand on his arm. ‘These are the finest horsemen in your father-in-law’s army. You think we should risk them when the rest of the army is perhaps a week’s march away? It has more than enough foot soldiers to defeat the enemy.’


    ‘They mock us,’ spat Mindaugas hearing the cheers and jeers of the enemy.


    ‘They have killed a few of our horses,’ said Aras. ‘Let them have their moment of triumph.’


    ‘I vowed to destroy the Sword Brothers,’ said Mindaugas in frustration.


    ‘There will be plenty of time for that. You must learn patience. What use would your death in this unknown place serve?’


    *****


    As the wounded horses flapped and tried forlornly to rise Conrad waited for the enemy to charge his shield wall. His warriors stopped their cheering and silence returned to their ranks once more. They gripped their spear shafts and waited for the horsemen to come at them. This time there would not be a gentle approach but a full-bloodied charge, the ground being churned up by hundreds of iron-shod hooves and the earth shaking as hundreds of armoured horsemen thundered towards them. Only men with nerves of steel and an absolute faith in their comrades around them could stand firm in the face of such terrifying might. And so an ominous silence enveloped the Army of the Wolf as men said silent prayers to their gods and the Christians among them begged the Lord not to let their courage fail them.


    And then the enemy about-faced and withdrew.


    A palpable sense of relief coursed through them as the Lithuanian horsemen slowly rode away east, becoming small black shapes at the far end of the plain and then disappearing altogether. But they stood in their ranks, expecting the Lithuanians to reappear after they had been stood down. But they did not and as the sun began to dip in the west Conrad ordered three scouts to be sent forward to ascertain where the enemy was. They were given the horses of the Sword Brothers so if they came upon the enemy unexpectedly they could beat a hasty retreat. And some men on foot were sent into the woods on the army’s left flank to ensure that no enemy attack would come from that direction.


    It was sunset when Conrad gave the order to stand down and make camp, the scouts returning shortly after with news that they had followed the tracks of the Lithuanians for at least eight miles before heading back. It was a peaceful end to a most strange day.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter 10


    The Army of the Wolf stayed on the Semgallian Plain for a further week, every day patrols riding north, east and south to scout for any Lithuanians. But they returned with news that the land of rivers, streams, lakes and forests was seemingly devoid of all human life. Conrad also sent a mounted party back to Mesoten to report on the bloodless battle with the enemy and to request orders as to his next course of action. The few bowmen among the Estonians competed with leather face’s crossbowmen regarding how much game they could catch with the result that the army ate well during its period of idleness. A non-stop supply of elk, stags, deer, boar and fox meant the pleasant aroma of roasting meat hung permanently over the camp. Kaja cooked meals for Conrad and his two friends. Hans considered himself the luckiest man alive in having a constant supply of plentiful food and someone to cook it for him. However, though they were not in the main camp they still had to observe the rules of their order.


    ‘We are only allowed to eat meat three days in each week,’ he told Kaja as he watched her stirring the thick stew in the pot that hung over the fire.


    ‘Why?’ she asked.


    ‘Because our religion states that consuming flesh corrupts the body,’ said Conrad, seated next to his friend, ‘and Hans is corrupt enough without any outside assistance.’


    ‘The rules you live by are most strange,’ said Kaja as she stopped stirring and added more vegetables to the stew.


    ‘But effective,’ Conrad told her. ‘That is why the Sword Brothers are undefeated.


    She turned and looked at him.


    ‘When I was a girl I remember a time when the elder of our village gathered all the people together and told them that a great warlord called Lembit had defeated a party of men of iron and had killed them all.’


    ‘That was only a minor skirmish,’ said Conrad dismissively. ‘And in any case we defeated and killed Lembit.’


    ‘How’s the stew doing?’ asked Hans impatiently.


    ‘It will soon be ready,’ she told him, leaving the pot to simmer and sitting on the ground nearby.


    The days were getting warmer now and the ground was drying out after the spring floods. The level of the rivers was dropping and it was raining less frequently.


    To fill the time and keep their skills sharp Conrad and his commanders organised mock battles between the various tribal contingents, the warriors armed with sticks instead of axes and swords. The result was a great shoving match as two evenly matched sides in two shield walls came together and tried to push over the opposition. It was great fun and raised spirits even further after they had defeated the Lithuanians. There were also axe- and spear-throwing competitions and sword-fighting bouts.


    Kaja wanted to participate in everything but was forbidden to take part in the mock battles. She did, however, persist in her sword practice, both Conrad and Anton giving her instruction and acting as her opponents. She was an able and enthusiastic student if a little impatient. In camp, however, she was more famous for her cooking than her sword skills. This being the case leather face always made certain that he was near the Sword Brothers’ tent at mealtimes. Today was no different and his gristly face wore a wide grin as he ambled up to the pot and hung his nose over it.


    He rubbed his hands together. ‘Smells lovely.’


    ‘Don’t your men feed you?’ Anton asked him.


    The mercenary screwed up his face. ‘They either overcook meat so I end up chewing charcoal or undercook it so it rots my stomach. Food blessed by a woman’s touch is much more tasty.’


    Kaja sneered at him but held her tongue. Her expression changed instantly when she saw Rameke approaching. He too liked to visit at mealtimes, though not necessarily for the food. Conrad, Hans and Anton knew the real reason he came to see them but did not embarrass him by saying so. Rameke saw leather face making himself comfortable by the fire.


    ‘I hope I have not interrupted an important meeting.’


    ‘Not at all,’ said Conrad. ‘I’m sure that Kaja can find another bowl to fill.’


    She smiled warmly at the prince. ‘Of course.’


    ‘How long are we going to stay here, Conrad?’ enquired Rameke.


    ‘You are free to leave at any time, my brother,’ said Conrad. ‘But I will remain here until I receive word from Grand Master Volquin.’


    ‘Well,’ said Rameke, ‘I will stay here until then. I would not wish to weaken your army.’


    ‘Of course,’ smiled Anton, ‘and I am sure that certain members of this army would not wish you to go.’


    Rameke, knowing what he was alluding to, blushed.


    ‘You should stay here as long as you can,’ remarked leather face. ‘Good hunting, fine weather and no enemy to bother us.’


    ‘We came here to bother the enemy,’ Conrad rebuked him. ‘As a mercenary I would have thought you would wish to display your proficiency as a dog of war.’


    Leather face lay flat on his back and placed his hands behind his head, staring into the blue sky. ‘That’s the difference between you and me, Brother Conrad. You go looking for trouble whereas I keep my head down. That’s why I will live longer than you and retire to my alehouse with all my limbs intact.’


    Two days later the party that had been sent to Mesoten returned with orders to return to the main army. Nothing more had been seen of the Lithuanians and Gunter thought it unlikely that they would show their faces again until Conrad had withdrawn.


    ‘They weren’t Semgallians, that much I know. I didn’t recognise their standards and in any case any Semgallian warriors still alive will be in the west of the kingdom, under Viesthard.’


    ‘What is he like, this Viesthard?’ asked Conrad.


    The camp had been dismantled and his warriors were riding west, retracing their steps along the course of the Lielupe.


    ‘A wily veteran,’ said Gunter. ‘If he is still alive he will prove a formidable opponent. Hopefully he died at the Dvina.’


    The day was balmy and they were sweating in their mail armour on their trotting horses, the white caparisons of the Sword Brothers’ mounts at least reflecting some of the heat as the sun beat down on them. The approaching summer would be a hot one, thought Conrad. Though Gunter was slightly reserved today he seemed to be in a talkative mood. The thought that he would soon be back with his comrades of the soldiers of Riga instead of a camp of pagans had probably improved his humour.


    Andres, Hillar and Tonis rode with their respective contingents while Rameke chose to travel in the company of Conrad, Anton and Hans. But he really wanted to ride beside Kaja and their easy conversation and bashful laughter filled the air as the column moved through a mixed forest of pine, oak, rowan and sweet briar. Though they were out of the sun the atmosphere in the trees was heavy and oppressive and they sweated even more. Conrad decided to query Gunter further on the Semgallians.


    ‘Why did Commander Nordheim give the Semgallians crossbows?’


    ‘He didn’t,’ replied Gunter. ‘It was Archdeacon Stefan who decided it would be prudent to equip the Semgallians with crossbows.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘To fight the Northern Kurs.’


    Conrad was confused. ‘Why should the governor be interested in the wars of the Semgallians?’


    Gunter tapped his nose. ‘Because if the Lithuanian tribes are fighting among themselves then they aren’t crossing the Dvina to attack Riga.’


    ‘I have seen Riga’s walls, they are tall and thick,’ said Conrad. ‘I doubt many armies could storm them, let alone one composed of pagans with no siege engines.’


    ‘That is because you are a soldier,’ replied Gunter, ‘but Archdeacon Stefan is a man of the cloth, a rather weak one at that. The thought of marauding pagans paying Riga a visit sends him running to the latrine in terror. The Northern Kurs attacked Riga a few years back and he has not forgotten the episode.’


    ‘It is hard to believe he is related to Bishop Albert,’ said Conrad.


    Gunter swatted away a midge. ‘There are few men in this world like Bishop Albert. He built Riga and Livonia almost single-handedly, created a whole kingdom out of nothing. History will remember him fondly, I think.’


    ‘And Archdeacon Stefan?’


    ‘He cares not what history thinks of him, only that he has enough fine wine and jewellery to make his life enjoyable and Riga has enough soldiers to keep the pagans away from the city.’


    ‘You make it sound as though the garrison of Riga is his own private army,’ said Conrad.


    ‘It is,’ stated Gunter. ‘He was mightily aggrieved when the bishop insisted that some of the city’s soldiers accompany him to Semgallia.’


    ‘He should not worry,’ said Conrad, ‘after our victory at the Dvina I have no doubt Mesoten will rapidly fall and then you will be back in Riga.’


    And then affairs with the Danes will be settled, thought Conrad, and the Sword Brothers would rule from the Gulf of the Fins to the River Dvina.


    *****


    The siege of Mesoten had gone according to Master Thaddeus’ plan. The ten wheeled mangonels were positioned to face the western side of the fort, the two wheeled trebuchets from Wenden sited behind them. The stronghold’s ramparts were filled with curious spectators – mostly women, children and the old – for the first two days of the siege as the non-combatants ran around like maddened ants as they constructed wooden platforms for the siege engines. They also gazed at two construction projects taking place immediately north and south of the fort as Thaddeus’ engineers supervised the building of a siege tower to the south of Mesoten’s great mound and a giant trebuchet to the north.


    Thaddeus himself oversaw the construction of the latter, which consisted of two giant wooden A-frames positioned parallel to each other mounted on a large solid timber ground plate. The latter was as long as the trebuchet was high to prevent the engine from crashing to the ground when in use. Between the two A-frames was the long throwing arm suspended from a pivot at the top of them. The arm was positioned so the top two-thirds was above the pivot point, the thicker bottom third carrying the hinged counterweight. The latter was a large wooden box that had angled sides so that it did not interfere with the throwing arm when in the cocked position.


    The engineers, craftsmen and workers toiled both day and night to erect this trebuchet, torches and bonfires providing illumination as the spectators in the fort drifted away, remaining ignorant as to the purpose of the death-dealing machine that was being built before their eyes.


    When the frames and throwing arm had been assembled a giant leather sling was attached to the latter, which was pulled down by means of a manually operated windlass. When the engine was under tension the sling had been lowered so that it sat in a groove on the ground plate, the beam held in place by means of a rope attached to it that was looped around a pin secured in one of the frames. The simple act of knocking out the pin with a mallet allowed the counterweight to fall, which whipped the sling along the groove and up to release the projectile.


    It took three days to assemble the great trebuchet, by which time the siege tower facing the fort’s southern ramparts had also been built from freshly cut timber. It rose to a height of seventy-five feet, its several levels connected by means of ladders. Its front, which faced the fort, and sides were covered with hides that were soaked with water when it was wheeled closer to the mound. There were archers inside the fort and occasionally they shot at the besiegers, their missiles falling short of their intended targets. But mostly the warriors and civilians just watched the besiegers impassively, wondering how long the crusader army would remain outside the fort with their strange devices fashioned from wood. Occasionally a white-robed priest would appear on the battlements and denounce the machines, believing them to be images of the crusader god, but mostly an atmosphere of disinterest hung over the fort after the initial terror that had greeted the arrival of the bishop’s army.


    Eventually the great trebuchet and siege tower were ready, the latter having been wheeled into place at the foot of the great mound that the fort sat on. As Master Thaddeus intended to batter the fort into submission there had been no need to dig out a large section of the mound to allow the tower to be moved forward to be flush against the timber walls. Nevertheless it still had to be positioned closer to the fort and so, under cover of darkness, soldiers were sent forward to drive two thick posts into the ground at the foot of the mound, around which were looped heavy pulleys and ropes. The siege tower was attached to these ropes, which were also fastened to the harnesses of oxen that moved the belfry forward by walking away from the fort.


    On the day that the siege engines were to begin operating Master Thaddeus was awake before dawn to check each machine was in working order and to give a final briefing to the crews as to the types of ammunition that they were to use. After the bishop had treated Grand Master Volquin, Duke Albert and the other crusader lords to breakfast in his pavilion the whole army was arrayed before the fort to witness Thaddeus’ handiwork.


    It was a beautiful late spring day, the sun gently warming the earth from a sky filled with a tiny number of white fluffy clouds. There was a slight easterly breeze that barely ruffled the banners of the north German lords and the standards of the Sword Brothers. For their part the soldiers of the garrison of Riga looked magnificent in their red surcoats emblazoned with the cross keys symbol of the city in gold. The bishop sat on his horse beside Bernhard and Volquin as his priests went among the kneeling soldiery and blessed them. They then went to the siege engines and blessed each piece of ammunition before it was loaded. As before the ramparts began to fill with curious men, women and children in expectation of another day of inactivity. Only this time they were wrong.


    Thaddeus was standing beside the great trebuchet waiting for Bishop Albert to give the order to commence shooting, but instead he sent Bernhard to start proceedings. Semgallia was his bishopric after all and it was only correct that he should be to the one to punish his errant flock. The former hard-bitten soldier, now nearly eighty years old, walked his horse to the large machine and nodded to Master Thaddeus. The latter turned and pointed at the pin that restrained the machine’s throwing arm. A burly member of the crew picked up a two-handed mallet and with one swing knocked out the pin. There was scraping sound as the sling was pulled along the groove before being whipped up and launching the two-hundred pound stone towards the fort. The projectile arched up and then down and smashed into the fort’s main gates, the force of impact dislodging the ancient oak trunks above them, creating a large gap where battlements had stood for decades. The missile itself killed no spectators on that section of the ramparts, but several died and many were injured when the timbers collapsed and they fell among the debris. The bishop’s soldiers gave a mighty cheer and continued to shout and whistle as the two other trebuchets hurled smaller stones at the fort. One removed the shingle roof of one of the towers and the other smashed a hole in the roof of one of buildings. Then the mangonels began shooting.


    Having a shorter range than a trebuchet they were positioned closer to the fort, their crews sheltering behind tall mantlets that gave protection from enemy arrows. Essentially a one-armed throwing machine, a mangonel used a bundle of twisted horsehair or animal sinews, known as a skein, to create tension.


    Strung across the bottom of a frame, in the middle of the skein was an upright wooden throwing arm. At the end of the latter was either a leather sling or a metal basket depending on the type of ammunition being used. The arm was lowered and secured by means of a hook, after which the ammunition was loaded. When released the arm flung forward and struck a padded buffer attached to the machine’s vertical wooden frame, throwing the projectile towards the target.


    Each mangonel had a range of up to three hundred yards when throwing a ten-pound stone, less when launching heavier projectiles. However, Master Thaddeus did not intend his mangonels to be used for hurling rocks; that was the task of the trebuchets. Instead, the mangonels were to be used to demoralise those inside the fort. Five were equipped with baskets and five with slings and on his express orders they began shooting their missiles over the walls and into the fort. Those equipped with baskets threw small casks of burning tar and lighted sacks stuffed with straw and bound by rope, the latter to create choking smoke the former to set fire to buildings. The mangonels fitted with slings shot more varied ammunition: sulphur bags that burst on impact to burn out the eyes and lungs of the enemy; small stones burned into clay balls that shattered on impact to lacerate the flesh of anyone unfortunate enough to be nearby; pots of urine to infect the wounds of the injured; and beehives to add to the general panic and misery of those in the fort.


    The two trebuchets behind the mangonels began a systematic destruction of the towers and walls of the fort’s western ramparts, the great trebuchet wrecking the main gates and towers on the northern side and also hurling stones into the stronghold’s interior. After the first day the fort was permanently wreathed in smoke from the fires burning inside it. The occupants had difficulty putting out the fires caused by the casks of burning tar, as they had to take cover from the other missiles hurled at them simultaneously by the mangonels. By the end of the second day half of the fort’s western wall had been destroyed and Thaddeus moved the wheeled trebuchets forward so they could smash the eastern wall.


    The top platform of the siege tower was filled with crossbowmen who amused themselves by shooting at anyone who showed their face on the southern ramparts. After two days they ran out of targets as the garrison abandoned the battlements altogether and sought sanctuary within the charred and splintered fort. On the third day of being tortured by Thaddeus’ machines the garrison requested a parley.


    Three warriors appeared amid the shattered gates at midday carrying upturned spears in their hands. They descended the hill and called upon the Sword Brother sergeants who were standing sentry in the north of the siege lines that they wished to speak to Bishop Albert. Unfortunately none of the sergeants understood what they were saying, but fortunately for the three pagans the order’s soldiers had enough insight to understand the meaning of their upturned weapons. So one sergeant was sent to the rear with a message for the grand master while stones and incendiaries continued to be hurled into the fort.


    Grand Master Volquin reported to the bishop that a party of the enemy had descended the hill and probably wished for a parley.


    ‘Probably, grand master?’


    Bishop Albert had just attended sext mass with Bishop Bernhard, one of the masses celebrated during the first, third, sixth and ninth hours of daylight, in his private chapel tent.


    Volquin, who had likewise attended the same mass, though in the company of the masters and those brother knights not on duty in the Sword Brothers’ chapel tent, spread his hands.


    ‘Unless they asking for sanctuary then I would hazard that they are requesting that we stop the work of our siege engines. None of my men understand their language.’


    ‘They will only cease when those inside the fort beg for my mercy,’ stated the bishop firmly.


    ‘I think that is the purpose of their delegation,’ said Bernhard. ‘Where is Commander Nordheim, he speaks the pagan language, does he not?’


    ‘Excellent idea,’ concurred Albert. ‘But ensure that you and he have a large escort. These people basely murdered Father Segehard. Be careful of treachery, grand master.’


    Volquin saluted and ordered one of the soldiers guarding the bishop’s pavilion to search out Nordheim and request his presence at the northern siege lines. He heard a scraping noise and then a bang and saw another large stone being launched by the great trebuchet arch into the cloudless sky. It really was a most beautiful day, notwithstanding the camp odour of wood fire smoke and human and animal waste that permeated the air. He saw the stone disappear behind the broken ramparts of the fort and considered a few repugnant smells preferable to being under siege.


    He collected Rudolf and the brother knights of Wenden on his way to see the pagan delegation, Nordheim arriving with a dozen of his spearmen ten minutes later. The three Semgallians wore anguished expressions as they waited for the bishop’s party to assemble, glancing behind them every time a trebuchet or mangonel launched a missile.


    At last Volquin addressed them, speaking through Nordheim.


    ‘What do you want?’


    ‘We wish to speak to Bishop Albert,’ declared the warrior in the centre, whose bearded face was dirty and who had tired, red-ringed eyes.


    ‘I am Grand Master Volquin, the bishop’s representative and authorised to speak on his behalf.’


    ‘We wish to yield the fort,’ said another of the warriors suddenly.


    ‘Silence!’ snapped the one in the middle.


    ‘Duke Viesthard himself must come down and parley with me,’ said Volquin.


    ‘Duke Viesthard is not in the fort.’


    ‘Is he alive?’ probed Volquin.


    The warrior nodded.


    ‘Then where is he?’


    The warrior avoided Volquin’s stare and shifted uneasily on his feet. The grand master turned and walked away.


    ‘At Tervete,’ the warrior called after him. ‘At least I think he is. Mesoten is full of women and children, many now dead and wounded. The garrison numbers less than two hundred.’


    Volquin stopped and called over Nordheim.


    ‘You think he is telling the truth?’


    Nordheim nodded. ‘If Viesthard was in Mesoten he would have come down himself. He is not the sort of man to hide himself away.’


    They walked back to the Semgallian delegation.


    ‘You will surrender the fort immediately,’ Volquin said to them. ‘The occupants will present themselves at this spot within one hour. Failure to do so will result in the continuance of the siege.’


    The warriors glanced at each other. Their leader looked at Volquin.


    ‘Will the women and children be allowed to go back to their homes?’


    Volquin was going to inform him that their homes had been destroyed but merely stated blandly. ‘That will be for the bishop to decide. But in the interim our machines will cease their operation as a sign of our good faith that you are going to yield the fort.’


    He sent one of his sergeants to instruct the crews of the mangonels and trebuchets to the west of the fort to stop operating their machines, and another to the crew of the great trebuchet with the same order. Glum but satisfied, the pagan warriors retraced their steps up the hill.


    ‘That was a waste of time,’ said Henke rather loudly. ‘A few more days and they would have been all dead anyway.’


    ‘Thank you, Henke,’ said an annoyed Rudolf. ‘Please keep your opinions to yourself.’


    Volquin heard Henke’s intemperate words and walked over to him. He knew the uncouth brother knight from Wenden from old.


    ‘You disagree with the bishop’s opinions, Brother Henke?’


    ‘Just saying that it makes no sense taking pagans prisoner if we don’t need to, grand master.’


    ‘We are here to teach the pagans a lesson, Brother Henke, not indulge our base instincts.’


    Henke screwed up his nose. ‘Really? I thought we were here to exact revenge for what the Semgallians did last year.’


    Several of the other brother knights smiled, though Rudolf and Walter were far from amused. But Volquin himself smiled.


    ‘We are here to show the Semgallians the error of their ways, Brother Henke, and we cannot do that if they are dead, can we?’


    Henke said nothing.


    ‘So,’ continued Volquin, ‘when those in the fort give themselves up you will lead the garrison of Wenden into Mesoten to ensure that all the warriors are fully disarmed.’


    Henke rolled his eyes as Volquin bade Rudolf and Walter to accompany him as he walked back to the bishop’s pavilion with Nordheim. Henke spat on the ground.


    ‘I will need an interpreter,’ he shouted at the party led by Volquin.


    Volquin stopped and turned. ‘Commander Nordheim will accompany you.’


    Henke shook his head. ‘My day gets better and better.’


    The siege engines stopped their shooting as promised, though by the time the last barrel of burning tar had landed in Mesoten many of the fort’s buildings were on fire. Rather than attempt to extinguish the flames the occupants gladly accepted the bishop’s offer and began filing down the northern slope of the mound. Henke and Wenden’s soldiers went the other way to oversee the disarming of the garrison: eight brother knights, thirty sergeants and forty spearmen.


    Henke grumbled to himself as he used his shield to shove aside women holding infants, their clothes torn and stinking of smoke, their eyes bloodshot and their faces filthy. Young boys gave him hateful glances but he sneered and raised his mace to them as they scampered past him. When the Sword Brothers reached the summit it seemed like the whole of the eastern side of the fort was on fire, with roaring flames consuming buildings and black smoke billowing into the sky. Bare headed, he waved forward Nordheim when he saw the fort’s garrison gathered in a group just inside the smashed remains of the main gates.


    ‘Tell them to stack their weapons, helmets and shields and get down the hill with the women and children. And tell them to be quick about it otherwise we’ll all roast to death.’


    The last of the women, old and young left the fort as the Semgallian warriors began throwing their spears, swords, shields and helmets on a rapidly expanding pile. They then trudged sullenly out of the fort with their heads down. There was a loud crash as Mesoten’s great hall collapsed in a shower of sparks and flames. Henke caught site of a pile of dead bodies heaped against a part of the wall that was still intact. He pointed at it with his mace.


    ‘Looks like Thaddeus’ machines have reaped a grim harvest,’ he said to Lukas, just before they heard the sound of trumpets coming from the camp of the Sword Brothers. This was followed by more trumpet blasts, this time coming from the west – the crusader camp. The other brother knights looked at each other and instinctively closed ranks with the sergeants and spearmen.


    The alarm was being sounded because a relief force had come at last.


    Despite the mounted raids conducted by the Duke of Saxony’s knights Viesthard was able to leave Tervete under cover of darkness, accompanied by a hundred horsemen and five hundred warriors on foot. They disappeared into the dense forests that surrounded the hill fort and made their way east using ancient paths through the trees. The crusaders had sent patrols west and north and the bishop had despatched the Army of the Wolf east to keep watch for any Lithuanian forces that might attempt to mount a relief operation from that direction. But no thought had been given to any threats from the south. In that direction lay Samogitia and it was well known that Duke Butantas was no friend of the Semgallians.


    Viesthard’s men had made camp in the woods five miles to the north of Mesoten, from where the duke had sent a rider to inform Butantas that he would be attacking the crusaders the next day. He had no idea if the rider, a local man well acquainted with the secret trails around Mesoten, reached his destination but it did not matter. He would launch a surprise attack on the invaders anyway. He could not let those in Mesoten die or become slaves of the crusaders without trying to save them. Semgallia was probably finished in any case. Better to die fighting than being starved into submission when the crusaders besieged his hill fort. But the rider did reach the Samogitian army and Duke Butantas launched his own attack as promised.


    The Samogitian duke led a thousand horsemen and five thousand warriors on foot against the Livs who were camped to the south of Mesoten. Butantas himself led the charge of his mounted soldiers, who formed a long line two ranks deep as they trotted towards the rapidly forming Liv shield wall. They broke into a canter and the gaps between each rider widened as they neared Fricis’ warriors, the iron-shod hooves kicking up great tufts of earth as they neared the Liv formation. The first rank hurled their spisas and then wheeled away, the second rank doing likewise: a thousand javelins, piercing wooden spears, thudding into mail armour and striking exposed necks and faces. Groans and screams came from the Liv ranks as the Lithuanian horsemen reformed and charged once more. Each rider carried two spisas and once again a thousand javelins were hurled at over three thousand warriors tightly packed in six ranks, and once more dozens were killed and wounded by the hail of missiles.


    A few horsemen were knocked from their saddles when they rode too close to the Liv shields and their horses were felled by spears, men rushing forward to hack the Lithuanians to death with their axes. But these horsemen contained the cream of Samogitia’s princes and chiefs, men who, like their Christian counterparts, were bred for war, and they retained their discipline and order, withdrawing and dividing left and right to allow the duke’s foot soldiers to assault the Livs. The latter had little time to dress their ranks and ferry the wounded to the rear before five thousand men on foot assaulted them. And to add to their discomfort many men had one or more javelins stuck in their shields, and they had little time to hack the points from the shafts with their axes before they found themselves fighting for their lives.


    The Samogitians did not form a shield wall; rather, their commanders organised them in a series of wedges designed to overpower the Livs by momentum and sheer weight of numbers. A kestrel flying above the two battle lines would have noted the Liv phalanx and the contrasting zigzag Samogitian formation that resembled the teeth of a giant saw, designed to literally cut the enemy to pieces. The Lithuanians gave a great cheer and raced at the Livs line. There was a great scraping noise as the Samogitian wedges smashed into the Livs. Fricis’ men buckled, momentarily held and were then inexorably forced back by the sheer power of the Lithuanian assault.


    In Mesoten itself the Semgallian warriors heard the trumpet blasts from the crusader camp and saw the looks of consternation on the faces of the Sword Brothers. They looked at each other and then at their discarded weapons and sealed their fate. Henke and Lukas made to leave the fort and rally to the chapel tent as they had been trained to do, but then the former noticed the furtive glances among the Semgallians and stopped.


    ‘Kill them!’ he shouted, running at a man who was bending down to pick up a spear, smashing the mace into the back of his skull.


    Instinctively the Sword Brothers began slashing and thrusting at unarmed men with swords and maces, the spearmen driving the points of their weapons through mail armour. Henke caught an axe blow on his shield prior to swinging his mace at the face of his assailant, the metal flanges crushing the man’s nose and cheekbone, causing him to collapse. Henke was on him in an instant, reducing his face to an unrecognisable pulp as he battered the life out of him. He chased after a Semgallian trying to escape from the fort, kicking at his heels so that he tripped and fell to the ground. Henke caved in the back of his skull with two blows of his mace with all his weight behind them.


    It took less than five minutes for the Sword Brothers to butcher two hundred Semgallians, the screams of the latter being drowned out by the loud roaring of the flames that were now consuming all the buildings inside the fort. Henke looked around to ensure all the enemy warriors were dead and then gestured to the others to leave the fort. They sprinted out the entrance and down the track to the order’s camp. The women and children scattered like a flock of frightened sheep when they saw the soldiers with blood on their white surcoats and gore on their weapons running towards them. Henke could see the tents of the Sword Brothers and the bishop, the great trebuchet, the stabling area and the waggon park that filled the area to the north of the fort. And beyond them was a grey mass of enemy warriors advancing from the woods that the besiegers had used as a source of firewood and timber to construct platforms for the siege engines.


    There was no time to saddle the horses before the enemy arrived so when his castellans arrived at the chapel tent, fully armed brother knights waiting outside, Volquin ordered a battle line to be established north of the tents to stop the enemy overrunning the camp. The horses, mules and oxen were stabled to the west of the tents, and beyond them were the wagons and carts.


    ‘We leave the wagons and animals to their fate,’ Volquin told his castellans. ‘We defend the bishops. God with us.’


    ‘God with us!’ shouted the castellans.


    The grand master walked from the canvas chapel and made his way through the tents to the bishop’s pavilion a short distance away. The soldiers of his order followed, the men of each garrison rallying to their castellan. At Bishop Albert’s pavilion Commander Nordheim, having left Henke and the others, had quickly formed his men into a cordon around the bishop’s tent.


    ‘Trouble evacuating the fort?’ Rudolf asked Henke, glancing at the blood on his surcoat and the offal on his mace.


    ‘Nothing I could not handle,’ replied Henke dismissively.


    ‘Did you leave anyone alive?’


    ‘No,’ said Henke before placing his helm on his head.


    Viesthard’s men had five hundred yards of open ground to cover before they reached the tents of the Sword Brothers. If his horsemen had galloped forward they would have been in the enemy camp before the crusaders had had time to react. But that would have meant separating his horsemen from the warriors on foot and Viesthard was too able a commander to allow that to happen. Besides, he had two hundred crossbowmen he wished to use against the enemy, the same crossbowmen that Nordheim and his men had spent many months training. And so the Semgallians advanced across the open plain towards the enemy camp with fifty horsemen on each flank and foot soldiers in the middle. Viesthard rode up and down the line, shouting encouragement and calling for his men to exact vengeance on the foreign invaders. The frontage of his army was wide to accommodate his crossbowmen behind the front-rank warriors. He knew they could shoot up to four bolts a minute. He rode forward and observed the Christians deploying into line immediately north of their camp. He also saw the great columns of black smoke billowing into the sky from the burning fort and realised that he had come too late.


    His warriors moved forward and then halted around three hundred paces from the crusader line that was a mixture of white-clad Sword Brothers and red-attired soldiers of the garrison of Riga. In the middle of the Christian block were the banners of Riga and the grand master of the Sword Brothers. Where were the men of iron on their great warhorses? He raised his hand and then galloped to the left wing of his army. Moments later his crossbowmen began shooting at the Christians: two hundred quarrels every fifteen seconds.


    Unfortunately for the Semgallians the Sword Brothers and garrison of Riga could muster nearly five hundred crossbowmen between them. Seconds after the pagan crossbows had began shooting more than twice their number began loosing bolts back at the Semgallians. The soldiers from Riga and the orders’ mercenary crossbowmen sheltered behind their spearmen as they shot, reloaded and shot again, hundreds of bolts criss-crossing each other in no-man’s land like angry hornets. The Christian shields were almond-shaped and afforded more cover than the round shields of the pagans and soon the Semgallians were suffering casualties all along their line. Viesthard knew that the enemy had more missiles soldiers than he possessed. He did not know how Duke Butantas was faring to the south but he realised that if his men stood where they were they would be shot to pieces. Then he heard fresh horn blasts and looked to the left to see warriors approaching the bridge that the crusaders had constructed.


    A new army had come to Mesoten.


    The Army of the Wolf had been five miles from Mesoten when Conrad had first seen a thin pillar of smoke rising into the western sky. He had given the order to increase the rate of advance and arrived at the bridge across the Lielupe half an hour later. There were no guards on either side of the structure and as he sat on his horse with his commanders at the midway point on the bridge he saw the approaching Semgallian relief force. After a speedy council of war tactics were decided: the crossbowmen would be in the vanguard to shoot any enemy warriors that ventured onto the bridge. It took around ten minutes to dismount the warriors, organise one in ten to remain with the ponies and for leather face to array his crossbowmen in widely spaced ranks, much to the frustration of Conrad.


    ‘You should bunch up your men more,’ he told the mercenary leader.


    Leather face cleared his throat and spat into the river. ‘Do I give you advice when you are sat all high and mighty on you warhorse? No.’


    He pointed at his men filing onto the bridge. ‘That bridge is narrow and my boys need room to shoot and retire so the man behind can shoot, and so forth and so on.’


    ‘Well get across quickly,’ snapped Conrad.


    Leather face bowed deeply to him. ‘Yes, your majesty.’


    The crossbowmen advanced across the bridge with Conrad, Hans, Tonis, Rameke, Andres and Hillar directly behind them, hundreds of Estonian warriors following. As soon as they reached the western side of the river leather face organised his men into a screen while the warriors flooded onto the grass and deployed into four groups of Rotalians, Livs, Jerwen and Saccalians. Conrad stood with Hans and Anton in the centre of the line and raised his sword in the air to signal the advance towards the enemy. But he then gave the signal to halt when he realised that the enemy was retreating, their few horsemen forming a defensive screen as the warriors on foot withdrew.


    Conrad saw the Semgallian retreat and ordered the horses, ponies and carts to be brought across the bridge. In the meantime the Semgallians were rapidly disappearing to the north. Conrad sheathed his sword and removed his helmet. He smiled and slapped Hans on the arm.


    ‘Looks like the battle is over.’


    But he was wrong. Unbeknown to him or Grand Master Volquin a crisis was developing to the south.


    The Samogitians were slowly but inexorably pushing back the Livs, supported by their horsemen who launched darting attacks against Fricis’ flanks. As they had done in their initial charge they threw their spisas and then withdrew, riding to the rear to acquire new missiles from the carts. Butantas saw that for some reason there appeared to be no crusader horsemen and so committed his own riders to the battle against the Livs rather than holding them back as a reserve. And so the Livs, despite retaining their discipline and formation, were shoved back as the Samogitian warriors on foot hacked and slashed with their axes and spears and the horsemen on the flanks whittled down the enemy with javelins. Fricis, battling in the centre of the front rank, was aware that his men were being forced back but could do nothing to stop the approaching rout. His helmet was dented and his shield was splintered as he traded blows with enemy warriors in front of him. Above the din he would not have heard the mass trumpet blasts coming from behind what remained of his right wing, much less seen the great black lion banner that flew among the hundreds of crusaders who were racing to his relief.


    Albert, Duke of Saxony, Angria and Westphalia, Lord of Nordalbingia and prince-elector and arch-marshal of the Holy Roman Empire, had been in the great stabling area of the crusader camp explaining to a groom that his warhorse needed a fresh shoe on his left foreleg when he heard the alarm being sounded. He immediately left his horse to the care of his groom and ran to his pavilion where his lords and their squires were gathering. He was dressed in plain leggings and a gambeson, his sword in its scabbard at his hip, and waved away his squire who came from his great pavilion carrying his mail armour and helmet.


    ‘There’s not time for that,’ he said. ‘Fetch your sword and follow me.’


    He had heard the trumpets being sounded to the north where the Sword Brothers were camped and the shrill sound of horns coming from the south where the Livs were based. As dozens of knights and squires gathered in front of his pavilion, many without armour or helmets but all wearing swords and clutching shields, maces and axes, he had a decision to make: the besiegers were being assaulted from two directions so should he lead his men north or south?


    His squire reappeared from the pavilion strapping on his sword and carrying the duke’s shield, which he handed to his lord. Albert looked at the burning fort and the expectant faces of his knights, their eyes wide with the relish of coming battle. He caught sight of a large bird, probably a black stork, flying south. He took it as an omen but also reasoned that the Sword Brothers, viewed as the finest soldiers in all Christendom, and the garrison of Riga could muster nearly fifteen hundred highly trained and superbly equipped soldiers between them. More than enough to stave off a pagan army until he came to their relief. But in the south were the Livs, former pagans converted to the Holy Church who swore loyalty to the Bishop of Riga. But they possessed no crossbowmen or mailed knights on horseback. And they comprised nearly half the crusader army. If they were destroyed the pagans may emerge victorious. He had no desire to be chased from this land a second time.


    He drew his sword and raised it in the air. ‘To victory!’


    His standard bearer came to his side as he pushed through the throng and made his way towards the noise of battle in the south. His lords closed in around him, and behind and either side of them came the squires and lesser knights – a thousand men following their lord into battle. The crossbowmen, militiamen and spearmen who had accompanied him from Germany followed, marshalled by their sergeants and commanders into their companies. Among their ranks fluttered the banners of Arnsberg, Dortmund, Minden and Münster, a sea of red, blue, yellow and red flags and uniforms advancing to save a phalanx of drab greens and browns.


    Butantas saw the crusaders approaching on foot and recalled his horsemen. His great banner displaying elk antlers flew behind him as he led his horsemen against the crusaders. Unlike the Livs these men from overseas did not form a shield wall on the battlefield. It was so now as they marched across the plain. Butantas was emboldened by the absence of any crusader horsemen and believed he could scatter these men with ease.


    As they had done at the start of the battle the Samogitian horsemen deployed into a long line of two ranks, each rider carrying spisas to hurl at the enemy. The duke rode out in front as his men broke into a canter, the two sides around six hundred paces apart. But the easy victory he had anticipated was cruelly snatched from him as crossbowmen suddenly ran in from the wings to form a line of missile troops in front of the foot soldiers. He heard a succession of sharp thwacks and then his horse pitched forward, throwing him to the ground. He sprang up and saw that his mount was dead, two crossbow bolts lodge in it neck. Other riders had been felled, and some killed, as the Duke of Saxony’s seven hundred crossbowmen began their shooting.


    Butantas frantically waved his arms to indicate that his horsemen should fall back as a second volley culled more men from his front rank that had now halted in confusion at seeing their lord’s horse fall. His standard bearer rode up and the duke hauled himself up behind him. He screamed at the man to ride out of range as the crossbowmen reloaded their weapons.


    The Samogitians galloped away but not before another fifty had been killed by crusader missiles. The Duke of Saxony’s men gave a great cheer and Albert raced forward through the standing crossbowmen, nearly knocking one over as he gave the man a congratulatory barge with his shield. The crusader horde was now heading for the left flank of the Samogitians fighting on foot and Butantas realised that his men risked being enveloped and then destroyed unless he took action. One of his princes gave up his horse to allow the duke to ride to the rear of his advancing foot soldiers and order the signallers to sound withdrawal.


    His horsemen reformed and trotted towards the advancing crusaders, forcing them to halt for a second time. But once again the crossbowmen came forward and deployed just beyond the front ranks. The Samogitians halted and withdrew and the Duke of Saxony’s men recommenced their advance. But the delay had been enough to allow Butantas to extricate his foot soldiers from their battle against the Livs. Their chiefs and elders bellowed at them to speedily fall back and the warriors cursed them and their duke who sat on his horse and watched them trek past him. They believed he had robbed them of a great victory but he knew he had saved them from a catastrophic defeat.


    Three hundred Livs were dead and a further five hundred wounded when the fighting stopped. The rest were physically exhausted and many removed their helmets and sank to the ground, gulping in great lungfuls of air. Others fell to their knees and thanked God for their deliverance, while Fricis, blood running down his face from a cut to his brow, grinned and heaved a huge sigh of relief.


    As the Semgallians disappeared back into the woods where they had appeared from and the Samogitians conducted an orderly withdrawal south, Conrad, Hans and Anton rode to where the Sword Brothers and Rigan troops stood in their ranks, many of the brother knights and sergeants sitting helmetless on the ground or standing idly chatting to each other. Conrad found Bishop Albert just behind the centre of the line, in the company of Bernhard, Nordheim, Volquin and Rudolf. He dismounted and bowed his head to Albert.


    ‘Ah, marshal,’ said the bishop, ‘your appearance was most fortuitous and resulted in the enemy withdrawing. My congratulations.’


    ‘We came as quickly as we could, lord bishop.’


    Hans and Anton slid off their horses and also bowed to Albert, then to Volquin and Rudolf.


    ‘So there’s no enemy approaching from the east?’ Rudolf said to Conrad.


    ‘We encountered a few hundred enemy horsemen but they withdrew after a show of force, master’ answered Conrad. ‘We stayed for a week in case they returned but we did not see them again.’


    ‘We must reinforce Lord Fricis and Duke Albert, lord bishop,’ said Volquin. Brother Conrad, as your men are already mounted please take them to reinforce those two noble souls.’


    Conrad bowed and went to his horse, but at that moment another rider appeared, a servant in the livery of the Duke of Saxony. He jumped from the saddle and went down on one knee before Bishop Albert.


    ‘His Highness, the Highborn Duke Albert sends you greetings, lord bishop,’ announced the servant, ‘and is pleased to report that the enemy has withdrawn from the field, basely fleeing to the south. He awaits your orders.’


    Volquin was all for pursuing the two enemy forces with columns of horsemen but the bishop declared that there should be a service of thanksgiving for their salvation from two great pagan hordes. And so nearly eight thousand men and hundreds of servants and non-combatants gathered just north of the camp, the few Semgallian dead having been removed, and fell to their knees as the bishop raised his hands to heaven and thanked the Lord for his divine intercession. That night the Army of the Wolf camped on the eastern side of the river and its commander was invited to a celebratory feast in the bishop’s pavilion.


    As the bodies of slain pagans were collected and consigned to great pyres and the poor wretches who had left the fort were corralled on the slopes where it had once stood, boys in red and gold livery served the bishop and his guests freshly baked bread, roasted venison and poured fine wine into silver cups engraved with Riga’s arms. The Duke of Saxony had brought his minstrels who now played a soothing tune that banished all thoughts of war and death. Fricis’ head was heavily bandaged to staunch the bleeding of his gashed brow but the other guests were all unharmed and attired in fresh clothes.


    ‘What do you intend to do with the women and children from the fort, lord bishop?’ asked Volquin.


    Albert dabbed his lips with a cloth. ‘What would you suggest, grand master?’


    Volquin stroked his beard. ‘The last time we retreated from this place we had the enemy snapping at our heels. If we used the pagans as a shield around our rearguard then doubtless our journey will be more trouble-free this time.’


    Duke Albert and Rudolf nodded in agreement and Nordheim laughed but Conrad was appalled, pursing his lips in disapproval. Bishop Bernhard caught sight of his gesture.


    ‘You oppose the grand master’s suggestion, marshal?’


    Conrad glanced at Volquin, the head of his order and the man whom he respected greatly for being the individual who more than anything else held Livonia together.


    ‘Forgive me, grand master, I did not mean to cause offence.’


    Volquin sniffed. ‘You haven’t said anything so how can you have offended anyone? If you have something to say spit it out. I like my Sword Brothers to speak their minds.’


    ‘I do not agree with killing woman and children,’ said Conrad. ‘If they are used as shields then they will be caught between our own men and the enemy if our army is attacked retreating to the Dvina.’


    ‘If that happens,’ said Duke Albert, ‘then surely the fault will lie with the pagans for attacking us rather than with us for using their civilians to our advantage.’


    Conrad looked at the imposing duke with a pointed nose and high forehead.


    ‘If I wished to lessen my sense of guilt then I would use such an argument, my lord.’


    Bishop Albert’s eyes widened at Conrad’s words that could be construed as an insult.


    ‘Your words are incendiary, marshal.’


    The duke chuckled. ‘You asked him to speak his mind, grand master, and he did. So, warlord of Estonia, what would you do with the women and children?’


    ‘Let them go,’ replied Conrad.


    The duke said nothing as he weighed up Conrad’s opinion but Nordheim was very vocal in his opposition to the idea.


    ‘You let them go and every one of those male children will grow up to become a pagan warrior dedicated to making war against Livonia. They should be taken back with us as slaves.’


    Conrad was astounded. ‘Slaves? There are no slaves in Livonia.’


    Nordheim smiled slyly. ‘Of course not. But they could be sold to those who do use slaves. The Russians, for example.’ He looked contemptuously at Volquin and Rudolf.


    ‘Or the slave markets of Constantinople, perhaps. I have heard that the Sword Brothers are not averse to trading in slaves when it suits them.’


    Volquin was fuming and Rudolf shifted uncomfortably in his chair for he knew that several years before the garrison of Wenden had raided Estonia to captures slaves to sell to the Russians. Bishop Albert had speedily put an end to the practice but he had obviously discussed it with his poisonous nephew.


    ‘Hard times forced hard decisions,’ said Conrad. ‘But these are not hard times and so we can allow ourselves to be merciful.’


    ‘Mercy is an overrated virtue,’ scoffed Nordheim.


    ‘Perhaps,’ said Bishop Albert, ‘but I am apt to agree with the marshal. We shall not be enslaving the pagans and nor will we be using them as shields. I came here to destroy Mesoten, which has been achieved. Now I intend to march back to the Dvina and address matters in Estonia.’


    Conrad smiled triumphantly at Nordheim who glared back at him. After the meal Rudolf stood with Conrad outside the pavilion while he waited for his horse to be brought to him. Nordheim brushed past them in silence, turning and casting a hateful glance at Conrad.


    ‘It would appear that you have made an enemy of the commander of Riga’s garrison,’ observed Rudolf.


    ‘I will not lose any sleep over it, master.’


    ‘You should be more careful in your choice of enemies, Conrad. Nordheim has the ear of Archdeacon Stefan, one of the most powerful men in Livonia.’


    Conrad remembered Gunter’s words concerning the archdeacon. ‘The archdeacon plays politics, master, but we play at war and that makes the Sword Brothers more powerful than intrigues at the bishop’s palace.’


    A servant arrived with his horse and he saluted Rudolf before gaining his saddle. It was four hours before midnight and the light was fading fast, the sun a great yellow ball in a blood-red sky.


    ‘And now we march to fight the Danes, master?’


    ‘We march to settle the boundary between Livonia and Danish Estonia, Conrad,’ Rudolf corrected him.


    Conrad smiled and gently pressed his spurs into the horse’s sides. The only affair that Conrad was interested in settling was the debt he was determined to collect from the Count of Schwerin.


    *****


    ‘Tiresome man.’


    Gleb disliked having to accompany the mayor of Pskov when he did his rounds among the bland, characterless scribblers who occupied the offices of the city’s Dovmont Town, the location of the mayor’s residence and Pskov’s administrative centre. He and Domash had just met the merchant who owned thousands of acres of fields that grew flax in the fertile lands that surrounded the city. Fat, pompous and short, the merchant also stank.


    ‘You would have thought that being one of the richest merchants in the city he would be able to afford to bathe once in a while.’


    Domash stared up at the sun. ‘It’s very difficult to stop sweating in this heat.’


    ‘Especially if one is fat,’ remarked Gleb.


    But Domash was not listening. The merchant had just informed him that this year the flax crop would be excellent. The area around Pskov was ideal for the cultivation of long-stemmed flax, especially during the long humid days of the first two months of summer, which was fast approaching. The common people used flax to produce clothing, bedding, fishing nets, rope and wicks for candles. But of far more importance was the plant’s export value. Every year thousands of bales of flax were exported to Riga where they were sent on to Lübeck. To the Principality of Novgorod, the flax trade was second in importance only to the fur trade. Pskov’s merchants grew rich off the proceeds of the flax trade, and as their wealth increased so did the amount of taxes they paid to the city treasury, which meant that the mayor’s coffers were also filled. It was a most satisfactory state of affairs.


    ‘Are you listening to me?’ said Gleb in irritation.


    ‘Not really,’ replied Domash.


    The narrow streets of Dovmont were filled with traders and clerks going about their business, long-robed priests, hawkers, minstrels, guards keeping order and common folk. The mayor’s guards shoved aside anyone in their lord’s way as the hubbub that always accompanied crowds temporally subsided when they saw Domash and his blue-shirted companion. As usual the ordinary folk bowed respectively at Gleb and mothers offered him their infants to touch, for they knew that this Skomorokh was beloved of Perun, the chief of the gods, himself. Gleb meant ‘heir of god’ and everyone knew that he spoke daily to Perun who ruled the living world from his citadel atop the World Tree. Domash smiled politely and waved to the crowds, whispering to the officer of his guards to ensure his men kept the reeking multitude a safe distance from him. But Gleb loved the common people, loved them for their simple honesty, bravery and respect for the old ways. And they loved him and the mayor knew this. And as long as he had Gleb by his side he had the loyalty and affection of the people, or at least he flattered himself that he did.


    They continued to walk through the crowds back to the kremlin, the centre and safest part of the city that was surrounded by stout timber walls. And dominating the kremlin was the white-walled Holy Trinity Cathedral, one of many Orthodox churches inside the city. Gleb stopped as they passed the site of a new building, white stones stacked on pallets and workmen standing with heads bowed as a red-robed priest with a long black beard stood with his arms open reciting prayers.


    ‘Not another church,’ said Gleb loud enough for the priest to hear. ‘Don’t you Christians already have enough places of worship to abase yourselves before your god? Must you pollute the entire city with your practices?’


    The priest stopped, glowered at Gleb and began to walk towards him, but then saw the mayor’s guards and Domash himself. He also saw the throng that surrounded the wretched heretic. For a moment there was a standoff as Gleb folded his arms and stared defiantly at the priest. Domash smiled and walked forward to speak to the priest, in a low tone ordering Gleb to remain silent.


    ‘The work is about to begin on our new church, father?’ said the mayor.


    ‘Yes, Posadnik,’ replied the priest gruffly.


    ‘Praise be,’ smiled Domash.


    ‘Yes, indeed. Praise God who smiles down on his holy city of Pskov,’ shouted the priest, causing the mayor to jump.


    ‘Well,’ said Domash, ‘do not let me interrupt your service any longer.’


    The priest dipped his head at the mayor, glared at Gleb and went back to his blessing of the site. Domash and Gleb continued their journey back to the kremlin.


    ‘Crows,’ spat Gleb.


    ‘You should have more care in your choice of words, Gleb,’ Domash warned him. ‘You may have my protection but the church is very powerful here and sends frequent reports to Archbishop Mitrofan at Novgorod. Prince Mstislav already looks unfavourably upon Pskov. You should not give him another reason to increase his displeasure or his wrath. He is not averse to ordering someone’s execution on a whim and regretting it later.’


    The guards stopped anyone still following them as Domash and Gleb walked through the huge open gates that gave access to the kremlin. Spearmen standing sentry inside and outside the gates snapped to attention as they passed.


    ‘You must be very worried, then,’ smirked Gleb.


    ‘Worried, why?’


    ‘Well, it was you who lost the prince’s banner and got his brother-in-law killed,’ said Gleb. ‘And that pretty young wife of his. What was her name?’


    Domash bristled at being reminded of things he preferred to forget. He stopped and jabbed a finger at his pesky pet. ‘I was not responsible for their deaths.’


    ‘A debatable point. Still, it was generous of you to give Yaroslav one of your houses so he and his wife had a home after their banishment. Very charitable.’


    Domash smiled and spread his hands. ‘I am a generous person. After all, have I not just authorised the construction of twelve new fortresses along the Velikaya River so that our merchants and their caravans are unmolested during their business activities?’


    The river gave Pskov access to the sea via Lake Peipus and the Narva River and as such was strategically important.


    ‘Yes, indeed,’ agreed Gleb, ‘most generous. Some say that you treat Yaroslav and his wife the Princess Theodosia with greater respect than Mstislav himself.’


    Domash’s eyes narrowed. ‘Who says?’


    ‘Just gossip,’ replied Gleb. ‘Still, the fact that you attended some strange ceremony in that place,’ he nodded towards the Holy Trinity Cathedral, ‘with them both only serves to fuel the gossip.’


    ‘It was a baptism, that is all,’ stated Domash.


    ‘What’s that?’


    The mayor shook his head. ‘Your ignorance of our religion sometimes astounds me, Gleb. A baptism is where a person is admitted into the Holy Church. It is a most important ritual of the Orthodox religion. I was attending in my role of godparent to Yaroslav’s new son.’


    Alexander Nevsky, born to Yaroslav’s third wife Theodosia, had arrived in the spring and Domash had wasted no time in proposing himself as the infant’s godparent. Thus did he ally himself to the powerful Nevsky family, though giving scant regard to the child itself.


    ‘A wise choice,’ said Gleb, ‘I received a sign from Rozhanisty that the child will rise to be a great warlord.’


    ‘Who is Rozhanisty?’ asked Domash.


    ‘The Goddess of Birth.’


    The mayor rolled his eyes. ‘Spare me your pagan nonsense.’


    Gleb curled his top lip. ‘Nonsense? Was it nonsense when I told you that there would arise a new power in the north and thus did not the Danes appear? The gods speak to me and they say that Alexander Nevsky will defeat the white knights from the west that wear black crosses. On a battlefield of ice.’


    Domash sighed. ‘The Nevsky family are servants of the Orthodox Church not agents of heresy.’


    ‘I thought the Sword Brothers are heretics.’


    Domash scratched his head. ‘They are. The Danes too.’


    Gleb sneered at the cathedral. ‘But they are Christians like you, are they not? They wear crosses on their shields and banners and pray to the same god as you do.’


    The mayor’s nostrils flared. ‘They are not like us. They follow the pope, a man who masquerades as one appointed by the Lord Himself, the agent of Christ on earth. As such they believe his opinions on matters of morals and doctrine to be infallible.’


    ‘How useful,’ said Gleb admiringly.


    ‘Useful? It is blasphemy.’ He looked at the Skomorokh. ‘Though no more than the heresy you spread.’


    Gleb bowed to him. ‘You flatter me, lord. But rather than concern yourself with the activities of a poor Skomorokh you should look to the west to where the Danes and Sword Brothers, being of the same faith, gather their forces. How long will it be before they look east towards Pskov and Novgorod?’


    ‘Though I am loathe to admit it you are right,’ said Domash. ‘The Danes and Sword Brothers are allies in their quest to darken the world with their heresy.’


    


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter 11


    The ruins of Mesoten were still smoking when Viesthard and his men returned to the former hill fort after trailing the Bishop of Riga’s army back to the Dvina. The Sword Brothers and the soldiers of the Duke of Saxony formed the formidable rearguard, thus ensuring that the vastly outnumbered Semgallians did not unduly bother the crusaders and their wagons as they fell back to the river. Once there the boats and rafts were brought across the waterway to transport the men, animals, siege engines, carts and wagons back to Livonia. Everyone in the bishop’s army agreed that the expedition had been a great success and so Albert declared a two-week rest for his men and ordered great quantities of beer be brought from Riga for distribution among the common soldiery.


    When he rode back to Mesoten Viesthard found five hundred miserable women, children and elderly men and woman huddled at the northern foot of the hill, most of them dazed and confused by their recent traumatic experience. He ordered his men to distribute food prior to escorting them back to Tervete where they could be resettled. He would have liked to rebuild the villages that had been razed by the crusaders but he did not have the men to defended western Semgallia from the Kurs, the east of the kingdom from the forces of Prince Vsevolod, in addition to basing soldiers along the Dvina to warn of a fresh crossing by the crusaders. His soldiers started fires that added to the all-encompassing odour of wood smoke that hung in the air for miles, Duke Butantas’ army adding to the smoke haze that covered the area.


    The Samogitians pitched their tents two miles south of what had been the large town of Mesoten while the duke and an escort rode to find Viesthard. They found him standing in the middle of the pontoon bridge the crusaders had built across the Lielupe River, staring at the water.


    Butantas dismounted and left his horse with Semgallian guards, he and another, younger man striding across the logs. Viesthard heard the boots and glanced at his visitors.


    ‘My lord, duke. You will forgive me if I cannot entertain you as befitting your rank.’ He pointed at the smouldering ruin of the hill fort. ‘The Bishop of Riga’s siege engines destroyed my hall.’


    Butantas was known for being aloof and cunning but now he only had sympathy for the Semgallian leader as he looked at the blackened remains of Mesoten.


    ‘I am sorry,’ was all he could say.


    Viesthard was surprised. ‘Sorry, lord duke? Why should you be sorry? I have nothing but gratitude for the warriors of Samogitia and their leader who came to my aid. It is I who should be sorry for your warriors who fell in vain to save this place.’


    ‘It is my regret that I did not join you at the Dvina,’ said Butantas, ‘when the crusaders crossed the river. Perhaps together we could have turned them back before they despoiled your land.’


    Viesthard looked at the young man beside the duke who had a wiry frame and narrow face like Butantas.


    ‘This is my son, Prince Ykintas,’ said the duke.


    The younger man bowed his head to Viesthard. ‘An honour to meet you, sir.’


    Viesthard dug a heel into the bridge. ‘The crusaders built this bridge. They did not destroy or dismantle it, which leads me to believe that they intend to return.’


    ‘You should destroy it, sir,’ suggested Ykintas.


    Viesthard shook his head. ‘It is a good bridge, young prince, though it might be swept away when the river floods in the spring.’


    Now it was summer the level of the Lielupe had dropped and the meadows either side of it were dry. The days were long and warm, which perplexed Viesthard.


    ‘I give thanks to Perkunas that the Bishop of Riga has taken his army back across the Dvina.’


    ‘You will rebuild Mesoten?’ asked Butantas.


    ‘I have neither the men nor the time to do so,’ said Viesthard glumly. ‘To the west I have to fend off the Northern Kurs and to the east there are the armies of Prince Vsevolod. I may have to abandon eastern Semgallia otherwise I fear my forces will be stretched too thinly.’


    ‘Lithuanians should not make war upon one another,’ said Ykintas bitterly.


    ‘Men will always make war upon one another, young prince,’ stated Viesthard, ‘if they smell weakness or an opportunity to increase their own wealth and power. Arturus and Vsevolod believe they can divide Semgallia between themselves. No doubt the more so now that the crusaders have laid waste a great portion of the kingdom.’


    ‘Samogitia will stand by its ally Semgallia,’ announced Butantas. ‘Gedvilas fights the Northern Kurs as well as you, my lord, and I will leave soldiers with you to support your fight with Vsevolod.’


    Viesthard was sceptical that the Southern Kurs would be able to offer much resistance to their northern neighbours but he was grateful for Samogitian support. He extended a hand to Butantas.


    ‘I am in your debt.’


    Butantas gripped Viesthard’s forearm. ‘You owe me nothing, lord.’


    They both turned when they saw two riders galloping hard towards the bridge, one of whom had a horn to his lips and was frantically blowing it. The commander of the soldiers guarding the bridge ordered his signaller to sound the alarm and seconds later he added the sound of his own horn to that of the horseman’s. The guards ran to the eastern end of the bridge and formed a line of shields and spears as the two riders pulled up their horses before them. As the one with the horn continued to blow his instrument the other began excitedly gesticulating with his arms at the commander.


    ‘If you will forgive me,’ Viesthard said to Butantas before rushing over to the commotion.


    ‘Stop sounding that wretched horn,’ he bellowed. He pointed at the other rider. ‘And you, compose yourself.’


    The riders, both sweating profusely and their horses likewise agitated, bowed their heads.


    Viesthard calmly pushed his way through the guards and looked at them.


    ‘I assume you have something to report?’


    ‘Horsemen approaching from the east, highness,’ said the one possessed of flapping arms.


    ‘Hundreds,’ added the other.


    On the western side of the bridge Semgallian horsemen were forming into ranks and foot soldiers were deploying into position to repulse a crossing of the river, for in stretches either side of the bridge the Lielupe was shallow enough for horsemen to cross.


    ‘How far away?’ asked Viesthard calmly.


    ‘Less than two miles, lord.’


    ‘Did you identify them?’ enquired Viesthard further.


    ‘I saw a banner with a silver beast on a blue background,’ said the signaller.


    Viesthard sighed and lowered his head.


    ‘The emblem of Prince Vsevolod,’ said Duke Butantas who had followed Viesthard.


    The Duke of Semgallia cast Ykintas an ironic smile. ‘You see, young prince, how quickly scavengers gather when they smell blood.’


    Ykintas drew his sword. ‘I will fight here beside you, lord.’


    Viesthard laid a hand on his shoulder. ‘I am thankful for your offer but I am of a mind to destroy this bridge to deny the enemy an easy passage across the river.’


    ‘They are here, highness,’ announced the scout who proceeded to gesticulate wildly again with his arm, this time in the direction from where he had come.


    Viesthard turned and saw a great multitude of horsemen flooding the eastern end of the grassland that abutted the river. The sun glinted off lamellar armour, helmets and the points of spisas, while at the head of the riders were two great banners, one red, the other blue.


    Viesthard pointed at the scouts. ‘Two miles away? What are they riding, winged horses?’


    He looked behind at the warriors lining the riverbank, his horsemen deployed on their flanks, and then back at the enemy.


    ‘I would suggest that you and your son return to your men, my lord,’ he said to Butantas. ‘No point in all of us dying here.’


    He pointed at the scouts. ‘You two get back across the river. And tell the commander of the crossbowmen to get his soldiers here fast.’


    They walked their horses through the guards and trotted across the bridge. More warriors, men wearing mail armour and helmets, leather thongs round their lower leggings, came trotting across the bridge to form a thick shield wall in front of the two dukes.


    ‘They are advancing,’ said the commander.


    Butantas forgot about withdrawing as he stood beside Viesthard and observed a small group of riders leaving the main enemy body that was now around six hundred paces away. The horsemen broke into a gallop until they had covered half the distance between them and the bridge and then slowed to a canter and then a trot.


    ‘Do they believe that so few can break us?’ hissed Viesthard. ‘Is Vsevolod’s opinion of us so low?’ He drew his sword ‘Prepare to repulse horsemen.’


    But the horsemen slowed again, to a walk, as they neared the bridge and then stopped altogether a hundred paces from the bridge. Two took off their helmets and nudged their horses forward, both of them raising their right arms as they did so.


    ‘What trickery is this?’ said Ykintas.


    Fifty paces away one of the riders, a man wearing rich lamellar armour and sporting a neatly trimmed black beard, called to the Semgallians.


    ‘We come in peace.’


    Viesthard looked in confusion at Butantas.


    ‘I am General Aras,’ continued the horsemen, ‘and seek an audience with Duke Viesthard.’


    The two riders had now halted some thirty paces from the shield wall while they waited for an answer. Next to Aras sat a serious-looking younger man with a long face and a wilder beard than his older companion. But he too wore rich armour and carried a gilded helmet. Viesthard, sword still in hand, pushed through his men to stand before Aras.


    ‘I am Viesthard, state your business.’


    Aras looked at the line of whetted spear points pointed at him and the row of determined men holding them.


    ‘Perhaps we could put away our weapons before we speak.’


    Viesthard slid his sword back into its scabbard. ‘There. So speak.’


    Aras, slightly discomfited by the aggressive, albeit understandable, demeanour of the Semgallians, managed a forced smile.


    ‘Very well, lord duke. I am here on behalf of Prince Vsevolod, ruler of the Selonian and Nalsen peoples and guardian of the Kriviu Krivaitis who has declared a holy war against the Christian invaders of Lithuania.’


    He held out a hand to Mindaugas. ‘This is Prince Mindaugas, son of Prince Stecse and heir to Prince Vsevolod, who is eager to draw his sword against the Bishop of Riga.’


    Viesthard folded his arms and regarded Mindaugas. ‘So, you are Stecse’s son.’


    Mindaugas bowed his head at Viesthard. ‘Yes, lord duke.’


    Viesthard’s cool disposition thawed a little. ‘I knew your father. He was a fine man and a great warlord. The last time I saw you it was seven years ago, at the camp on the other side of the river. Do you remember, Duke Butantas?’


    Aras was momentarily shocked that the leader of the Samogitians was standing beside Viesthard. Vsevolod had assured him that Butantas was a duplicitous individual who would wait to see what fate befell Semgallia before making his move. Butantas was obviously more calculating that Vsevolod gave him credit for. Before he could say anything Mindaugas had dismounted and went down on one knee with his head bowed before the row of now bemused spearmen.


    ‘Duke Viesthard, though we have come too late to assist you against the barbarians, know that I, Mindaugas, son of Stecse, do hereby pledge my allegiance to you and to the defence of Semgallia, unworthy though I may be.’


    Aras was shocked and alarmed while Butantas was surprised and a little taken aback. But Viesthard seemed touched by the gesture. He tapped the commander of the guards on the arm.


    ‘Take your men back across the river. And give the order to the rest to stand down.’


    The man saluted and barked an order at his men, who rested their spears on their shoulders, about-faced and marched back to the western riverbank. Viesthard stifled a grin as he walked forward and laid his hands on Mindaugas’ shoulders.


    ‘Please get up.’


    Butantas and his son came forward as Mindaugas rose to his feet. He turned to Aras.


    ‘Please get off your horse, general.’


    Relieved that Mindaugas had not been skewered by a spear, Aras saluted and dismounted as ordered.


    ‘Your father was a great warrior,’ Butantas said to Mindaugas.


    ‘So,’ Viesthard said to Mindaugas, ‘I see you have brought many soldiers with you.’


    ‘A thousand horse and five thousand foot following, lord duke,’ Mindaugas replied with pride.


    ‘Unfortunately you are too late,’ said Viesthard. ‘The crusaders are already back in Livonia.’


    ‘Cowards,’ spat Mindaugas.


    Viesthard spotted the look of relief on Aras’ face. ‘Most convenient for you, general, is it not?’


    ‘We will follow them,’ declared Mindaugas. ‘I bring six thousand soldiers that can be added to the forces of Samogitia and Semgallia.’


    Mindaugas’ eyes blazed with enthusiasm. ‘We will raze Riga to the ground in retaliation for the outrages committed here.’


    ‘I am Ykintas, son of Duke Butantas,’ said Ykintas, extending his right arm to Mindaugas, ‘and I will accompany you across the Dvina.’


    Mindaugas clasped his forearm as the two young men looked determinably at each other.


    ‘To Riga,’ said Mindaugas.


    ‘To Riga,’ echoed Ykintas.


    Viesthard clapped his hands together and laughed loudly. ‘I remember a time when I thought that the world was a simple place. When all I had to do was draw my sword as a way of solving problems.’


    ‘You are not going anywhere,’ Butantas growled to his son. ‘Put your sword away.’


    Viesthard walked to stand between the young men and placed his arms around their shoulders as Ykintas slid his sword into its scabbard.


    ‘Much as I would like to take you up on your kind offer, I still have an army of Northern Kurs on my western border. If we all took ourselves across the Dvina I am sure Duke Arturus would use the opportunity to lay waste our lands.’


    ‘It is as Duke Viesthard says,’ said Butantas.


    ‘Lithuanians should not make war upon each other,’ said Mindaugas glumly.


    Viesthard looked at Aras. ‘Indeed not.’


    He looked back at Ykintas and Mindaugas. You two young stags could be brothers.’


    ‘We can stay as long as you require, lord duke,’ stated Aras, trying to appear helpful.


    ‘Does that include assisting me against Arturus, general?’ enquired Viesthard mischievously.


    Aras’ brow furrowed. ‘Well, as Prince Mindaugas stated, lord duke, Lithuanians should not make war upon one another.’


    ‘You should tell that to Prince Vsevolod,’ replied the duke.


    ‘Let us put all our previous differences and disagreements behind us, lord,’ implored Mindaugas, ‘and pledge ourselves to the common fight against the heathen Bishop of Riga and his detestable Sword Brothers.’


    He drew his sword and held it up to Duke Viesthard, gripping it just below the cross-guard.


    ‘The common fight.’


    Seconds later Ykintas also drew his sword and held it aloft. ‘The common fight.’


    Butantas and Viesthard looked at each other before the latter pulled his sword from its scabbard for a second time. Butantas did likewise and pledged his allegiance to battling the common enemy.


    ‘General,’ snapped Mindaugas.


    Aras reluctantly drew his sword and likewise held it up to complete the circle of new allies. This would take some explaining to Vsevolod, he thought.


    And so it was that on a bridge built by the Bishop of Riga an alliance was forged that would have great ramifications for the future of Lithuania, Livonia and the Sword Brothers.


    *****


    Swedish ships had always visited Oesel, Finland and Estonia, first as Viking raiders and settlers and then as traders and crusaders when Sweden’s kings became Christians. It had been over sixty years since King Eric had led a fleet of crusaders east to convert the Finns and since then Swedish ships and missionaries had criss-crossed the Baltic to transport goods and the word of God to the pagans. The Swedes had shown little interest in Estonia until Valdemar had won his victory at Lyndanise. The news of this great triumph had spread far and wide, including to the court of King John of Sweden. John had come to the throne at the age of fifteen and now, five years later, he led a fleet to stake his own claim in Estonia before it was divided up between the Danes and Sword Brothers.


    His longships and merchant vessels carried over five hundred knights, crossbowmen and levy foot soldiers. They crossed the Baltic, hugged the northern coast of Oesel before heading south to sail into the shallow waters of Matsalu Bay on Rotalia’s coastline. The ships were beached amid the reed beds and then the king led his army inland a short distance. His guides had informed him that there was a small hill fort less than five miles south of the bay that would provide an ideal base for his glorious crusade in Estonia. He therefore marched his army to the fort located at a place named Leal and stormed it. Admittedly the garrison had numbered only twenty men but it was a victory nevertheless, and while his priests sprinkled the pagan timbers with holy water those defenders who had survived the attack were burnt at the stake for daring to defy a Christian king. Had John taken the time to interrogate the long-haired heathens before he had them incinerated he would have discovered that they were not Estonians, but Oeselians.


    The king gave orders that the fort was to be strengthened and in the days afterwards amused himself with raiding and burning the numerous small fishing villages that hugged the nearby coastline. He also indulged his passion for hunting, finding the mostly flat inshore pastures and surrounding forests rich in deer, elk and wild boar. After two weeks a message arrived from Sweden notifying him that a rebellion had broken out in the country, a small group of disgruntled nobles taking advantage of his absence to raise the banner of insurrection. Alarmed and enraged in equal measure, the young king took ship and a hundred of his most trusted men back to Sweden, giving orders that the army was to remain in and around Leal until he returned to lead it.


    ‘They remain at Leal, content to hunt and fill their fat bellies with what they have killed.’


    Sigurd retook his seat next to his father who had asked him to give the assembled earls and freemen gathered in the king’s hall a summary of recent events in Rotalia. Slaves served honey mead to the dozens of fair-haired warriors seated in the hall, which was filled with the aroma of sweat as the summer sun roasted the land.


    The king’s hall was in the centre of Kuressaare, a huge wooden building with a steeply pitched roof that was supported by two interior rows of massive oak pillars. The unusually high ceiling allowed smoke to rise and escape through ports at each end of the roof. Not that there were any fires burning on the stones in the centre of the floor today. The tiered side benches on either side of the hall, where people sat and slept at assigned places, were crammed with Olaf’s most important subjects. And their combined body heat made the atmosphere most uncomfortable. Olaf, beads of sweat on his forehead, rose and stood in the centre of the hall.


    ‘Estonia is like a rotting carcass that is being picked over by scavengers. If the Danes, Swedes and Sword Brothers wish to fight over its bones then I see no reason to interrupt them. However, I cannot allow these Swedes to think that they can murder Oeselian warriors without consequences.’


    The men seated began banging their feet in acclaim, as did Olaf’s two youngest sons, Stark and Kalf. Olaf raised his arms to still the noise.


    ‘We will destroy the Swedes at Leal and then I will evacuate our warriors from Rotalia.’


    This announcement was greeted by murmurs of agreement. The Oeselians had occupied Rotalia in the aftermath of Lembit’s defeat and death at the hands of the Sword Brothers, when Estonian power had been broken. And only because Rotalia could be used as a launching point for an assault upon Oesel. But now Olaf saw no reason for his warriors to become embroiled in a conflict between the crusaders, a view shared by the majority of his people.


    ‘Last year,’ continued Olaf, ‘the Danes and Sword Brothers clashed at the Pala and we hear that the Bishop of Riga had finished his business south of the Dvina and will soon be marching north again. We will wait until the crusaders have weakened each other before taking advantage of their disunity.’


    One of the earls, a brawny individual with a thick blonde beard and long moustache, rose from his bench. Though those present in the hall were of different ranks all were free men whose voices were equal in the presence of the king.


    ‘Are you certain that the crusaders will argue among themselves? What is to stop them uniting and attacking us here on Oesel?’


    All looked at Olaf. Now over sixty and his beard and moustache pure white, his blue eyes still burned with determination and his mind was as keen as ever.


    He pointed at the formidable earl. ‘A fair question, Bothvar. In answer I will say that though we may view the crusaders as one unified enemy, they are in fact riven by divisions and jealousies. As I have already mentioned the Danes and Sword Brothers came to blows last year. This year I expect them to renew their struggle for control of Estonia. My plan is to destroy the Swedes at Leal and then wait until the Danes and Bishop of Riga have fought themselves to a standstill. Then I will sail to Lyndanise and burn it to the ground.’


    Bothvar, satisfied by the king’s answer, sat down as the others banged their feet in approval. Olaf held up his arms and called for silence.


    ‘In two weeks we will sail to Matsalu Bay and march to Leal. Sigurd will muster his men who garrison Rotalia and join us there. To victory!’


    They rose and repeated his cry, the high rafters echoing with their voices as they chanted his name and that of Taarapita, the Oeselian God of War and Thunder whose spirit infused every axe, spear and sword carried by Olaf’s warriors.


    Afterwards the men filed out of the hall to stretch their legs, take a piss or bed a slave girl they had brought with them before the great feast that would be held in the evening. In their absence slaves would set out tables before the benches in the hall and would open the doors to allow fresh air to enter. Because it was summer the earls and freemen slept in tents that ringed Kuressaare like a great besieging army. The freemen either came on their own or with any sons who were of fighting age, which usually meant of sixteen summers. The earls, though, possessed lands, treasure and followers and they usually arrived at Olaf’s capital in company of at least a score of their bodyguards: full-time warriors who lived for war and plunder and who staffed Olaf’s longships along with their lords. The slaves who could be found on the many farms and in the multitude of villages on Oesel were testament to the success of the raids conducted by the king over the years. There were fair-haired Estonians and Finns, swarthy Russians and Livs and even a few Germans whose vessels had been boarded by Oeselian longships. Even the poorest farmer had at least one slave to mistreat and assure himself that there was at least one person in the world who was worse off than him. The only people who did not own slaves were bondsmen, individuals who could not pay their debts and who had to work for another until the debt was paid.


    Olaf filled his lungs with air and stretched out his arms.


    ‘I’m getting too old for this.’


    ‘You, father? Never,’ said Sigurd. ‘You will die with an axe in your hand, of that I am certain.’


    ‘One for chopping wood instead of a war axe,’ grunted Olaf. He looked at his clean-shaven eldest son. ‘Once we have wiped out Leal I want you to get your men back to Oesel as quickly as possible. The talk among the merchants is that the Bishop of Riga will soon be marching north with a great army.’


    ‘We have seen crusader armies before, father,’ said Sigurd dismissively.


    ‘This one is different,’ warned Olaf. ‘It is really three armies. One of crusaders, one of Livs and a third composed of Estonians.’


    Sigurd was confused. ‘There are no Estonian armies, father. Perhaps a few renegades and bandits hiding in the forests but nothing else.’


    ‘You are wrong,’ said his father. ‘There is one led by a Sword Brother appointed as the marshal by the Bishop of Riga, whatever that means. The Estonians call this marshal Susi and have named his followers the Army of the Wolf.’


    Sigurd was not convinced. ‘It sounds like a tale told by parents to their young children to frighten them. It seems a pity to abandon Rotalia.’


    Olaf clasped the forearm of a passing earl even older then him, a bear of a man who dwarfed the king.


    ‘I hope I will see you at Leal, Swein,’ said Olaf, grinning. ‘I don’t want to have to send my guards to prise you out of your bed that you share with slave girls.’


    ‘I’ve brought a couple with me,’ beamed Swein. ‘Big-breasted Finnish girls. I’ll send you one to put some life back into your old bones.’


    ‘Dalla wouldn’t like that.’


    ‘So she hasn’t grown tired of you yet?’ said Swein. ‘I had better go and pay my compliments. Until the feast, my friend.’


    ‘Men like Swein give me faith that our way of life will survive,’ mused Olaf as he watched his over-sized friend stride away. He turned to his son. ‘But only if we tread the path between caution and audacity with the skill of a mountain goat. I do not want you suffering the same fate as Eric.’


    Eric had been Olaf’s oldest son but had fallen at Treiden during an expedition against the Sword Brothers.


    ‘I am not Eric,’ Sigurd reassured him.


    Eric had been headstrong, brave and foolish in equal measure, the embodiment of all that was good and bad in an Oeselian warrior. Sigurd was more thoughtful and intelligent but Olaf feared that he liked being the ruler of Rotalia too much. He had been given a taste of kingship and had found it agreeable. His son had said nothing regarding the evacuation of the Estonian kingdom but he feared that his reluctance to relinquish his overlordship of Rotalia might lead to him making rash decisions. He looked at his son. Perhaps he was being foolish. He placed an arm round Sigurd’s shoulders.


    ‘Come on, let’s make sure that Swein doesn’t drink all my mead.’


    *****


    The garrisons of Segewold, Kremon and Wenden did not stay with the crusader army as its members got drunk and celebrated their victory at Mesoten. Instead they journeyed north back to their castles, as did Conrad and the Army of the Wolf. Once more the latter camped on the plain to the south of the castle while its commander and his fellow brother knights gathered in the master’s hall to determine their next course of action. The days were long and hot as June gave way to July and crops ripened in the fields around the walled settler village, the population of which had increased again when a fresh batch of immigrants from Germany arrived the previous month.


    Because of the heat the brother knights had discarded their mail armour, being attired in long tunics of dark cloth, belted at the waist and reaching down to the ankles. Under this each man wore a linen shirt, a concession to the summer heat as shirts were usually woollen, woollen leggings on their legs and woollen breeches. Instead of boots they were all wearing ordinary shoes, though all of them retained their sword belts. Their white mantles, their lightweight summer cloaks that bore the insignia of the Sword Brothers on the left shoulder, were irreverently draped over the back of their chairs. All except for Walter’s that was still around the shoulders of its owner.


    ‘Estonia belongs to the Sword Brothers,’ stated Rudolf. ‘For nearly twenty years our order has shed blood subduing the pagans and the grand master does not intend the Danes to reap the benefits of all our hard work.’


    He looked at Conrad. ‘He believes that the Army of the Wolf was created by God to further the interests of our order. Therefore Conrad, Grand Master Volquin requests that you unleash your young wolves north, into Jerwen and Rotalia before the Danes decide to occupy those two places.’


    Walter was most troubled. ‘Master, His Holiness himself has granted the whole of Estonia to King Valdemar. We cannot go against the orders of Rome.’


    ‘The Bishop of Riga is a prince of the Holy Church, Walter,’ replied Rudolf, ‘who has the ear of His Holiness. If we take Jerwen and Rotalia Rome will send an envoy to mediate between Bishop and King Valdemar. But in the meantime it will be the knights and sergeants of the Sword Brothers who will rule them, not the Danes.’


    ‘Of course if the Danes offer battle and Valdemar is killed then there will be no need for any mediation,’ said Henke, trying to be helpful. He pulled his dagger from its sheath and began balancing its point on the end of a finger.


    The other brother knights laughed but Walter frowned and shook his head.


    ‘King Valdemar is appointed by God to rule.’


    ‘To rule Denmark, yes,’ said Rudolf, ‘but not Estonia. The bishop initially requested his aid to support his crusade but now Valdemar covets the whole of Estonia for himself. And as we all know, avarice is a sin.’


    ‘When do wish me to leave, master?’ asked Conrad, barely able to contain his excitement.


    ‘We will all be leaving in the next two days,’ answered Rudolf. ‘The garrison of Wenden will be marching with you so your men will have armoured horsemen to support them. We will be rendezvousing with Sir Richard and his men at the Pala prior to advancing into Jerwen.’


    ‘What about the Oeselians?’ enquired Lukas. ‘They occupy Rotalia, do they not?’


    Rudolf gave his comrade a wry look. ‘While we have been amusing ourselves in Semgallia, Sir Richard at Lehola has not been idle. He has been sending scouts into Rotalia and Jerwen and his courier pigeons have provided me with up-to-date information regarding events north of the Pala. At the moment the Oeselians are occupied with dealing with the Swedes.’


    Henke stopped playing with his dagger. ‘The Swedes?’


    Rudolf nodded. ‘It would appear that King John of Sweden also has designs on Estonia and landed with a fleet at Matsalu Bay. He killed the garrison at a place called Leal and is currently engaged in strengthening it.’


    ‘Olaf will not take that kindly,’ said Lukas.


    ‘That is what I am hoping for,’ agreed Rudolf. ‘If the Oeselians and Swedes fight each other then it will make our task easier.’


    ‘Which is, master?’ asked Walter.


    ‘To ask the Swedes to depart Estonia. They have no business here.’


    ‘What if the Swedes ally themselves with the Danes?’ said Walter.


    ‘Let us hope that they do,’ offered Henke, ‘along with the Oeselians. Then we can kill them all in one great battle.’


    Walter was appalled but the other brother knights banged on the tables to sound their support for the idea. Rudolf waved a hand at them.


    ‘That’s enough. We will seek battle with the Oeselians for they are pagans but we do not go to fight fellow Christians. We march to reinforce our rightful claim to Jerwen and Rotalia, which God Himself made clear belongs to the Sword Brothers by virtue of his granting us victory at St Matthew’s Day.’


    ‘What of the Danes, master?’ asked Conrad. ‘When they learn that we have entered Jerwen they will surely march to intercept us.’


    ‘Sir Richard informs me that because of their heavy handedness the Danes are at this moment fully occupied with subduing rebellious elements in Wierland and Harrien.’


    Rudolf stood. ‘The bishop will be leaving Riga in the next few days. By the time he reaches the Pala I want Jerwen and Rotalia to be in our hands so that he can advance unmolested to the gates of Reval itself. There he and King Valdemar can discuss the partition of Estonia between them. Thank you brothers, back to your duties.’


    After the meeting Conrad walked with Hans and Anton across the courtyard towards the gatehouse.


    ‘So we get another chance to kill that bastard Count Henry,’ said Conrad.


    ‘This time he will not escape,’ promised Hans.


    ‘What if the Danes do not offer battle?’ said Anton.


    ‘They will offer battle,’ answered Conrad grimly. ‘Our presence in Jerwen will be a provocation that will not be able to be ignored and then we will get our chance.’


    He stopped and faced them.


    ‘I have a favour to ask.’


    ‘Name it,’ said Hans.


    ‘I want to be the one who kills Count Henry.’


    Anton and Hans held out their arms, Hans placing his palm on top of Anton’s hand. Conrad laid a palm on Hans’ hand and all three uttered their prayer and promise.


    ‘As dust to the wind.’


    The next day there was heightened activity in and around the castle as men made ready to leave Wenden to go north. Rudolf had given orders that the whole expedition was to be mounted to increase the rate of advance. The Army of the Wolf had its hardy ponies and the brother knights and sergeants had their palfreys but the foot soldiers had no horses. It was therefore decided to leave all the spearmen behind and take the garrison’s crossbowmen: sixty men who were mounted on draught horses and who carried sacks of fodder and food in addition to spare quivers filled with bolts.


    Leather face was most unhappy about the arrangement.


    ‘My men and me are treated like mules. I’ll warrant that the pampered warhorses won’t be loaded down with supplies.’


    ‘We will all be loaded down with supplies,’ Conrad reassured him. ‘Better that than hauling wagons over rutted tracks.’


    The crossbowman curled his lip but said nothing as he and Conrad left the massive stable block that was packed with horses, grooms, stable hands and farriers and walked into the courtyard. Rudolf always liked to keep it clear and clean, the novices having the onerous duty of sweeping it each morning after early morning prayers and breakfast. Now that the gatehouse had been completed the enormous courtyard was enclosed on all four sides by stone buildings and towers.


    Leather face looked around as he peered across at the squat armoury. ‘I always feel like a dwarf when I step into this courtyard.’


    ‘I think that is the idea,’ said Conrad. ‘The castle had been designed to awe those who observe it, both within and without.’


    ‘Very poetic.’


    He rubbed his cheek.


    ‘Are you ill?’ enquired Conrad.


    ‘Just a bit of toothache. I need some more cloves from Ilona. Better get them before we set off. Don’t want my teeth aching when I’m killing Danes.’


    He strode off in the direction of the gatehouse. Conrad accompanied him on his way to the Estonian camp beyond the outer perimeter. They passed under the two portcullises that would be dropped if an enemy breached the outer walls and then walked across the great oak drawbridge that would also be raised if an enemy approached. Below the bridge was a deep dry moat, its sheer sides faced with stone and its bottom decorated with rows of iron spikes.


    ‘It is a curious thing,’ considered the mercenary. ‘In Germany Ilona would probably be burned as a witch for creating her healing concoctions. But here, in a Christian kingdom, she is treated like a queen.’


    Conrad remembered the injustice committed against his family. ‘There are many things wrong with Germany.’


    They walked down the track that led to the outer gates, wooden huts on either side that housed the mercenaries and the workers and their families who worked on and in the castle. Beyond them lay the training fields where the novices were practising with their wasters: wooden swords made to replicate the weight and feel of their metal equivalents. Conrad saw the long hair of Kaja on the end of the line and smiled.


    ‘That’s your girl, isn’t it?’ remarked leather face.


    ‘She is not my girl,’ Conrad corrected him.


    ‘She would be if you asked her,’ said leather face mischievously.


    They walked between the huts to appear at the edge of the grass field and near to where the novices were receiving instruction from Lukas. The brother knight nodded at Conrad when he saw him.


    ‘This takes me back,’ said Conrad. ‘It seems only yesterday when I was standing holding my waster in front of Brother Lukas.’


    The latter suddenly held his head in his hands and instructed his charges to stop what they were doing.


    ‘No, no, no,’ he shouted. ‘What I have I always told you? Swordsmanship is not about brute strength, it is about knowledge, dexterity and cunning.’


    He pointed at a tall, broad-shouldered youth standing in the middle of the line.


    ‘Hugo, step forward five paces.’


    The novice did as he was told.


    Lukas pointed at Kaja. ‘Kaja, do the same.’


    When she had done so Lukas instructed them to face each other.


    ‘When I give the command you will fight each other until I tell you to desist.’


    Kaja immediately placed her left arm behind her back and adopted a crouching stance, her waster extended towards Hugo. But the latter ignored her and looked at Lukas imploringly.


    ‘Is there something wrong, Hugo?’


    ‘I must protest, Brother Lukas. It is demeaning fighting a girl.’


    ‘Then I suggest you get it over as quickly as possible,’ remarked Lukas, ‘to lessen your embarrassment.’


    ‘He’ll break every bone in her nubile young body,’ said leather face. ‘Such a waste.’


    Conrad did not reply but an initial observation seemed to support the lecherous old mercenary’s opinion. Kaja was slimmer and shorter than her powerful opponent, who held his waster firmly in his over-sized hand. A waster was a faithful replica of a real sword, complete with contoured grip, pommel and cross-guard. If Hugo caught her with the waster’s blade the blow would certainly hurt and might indeed break a bone.


    ‘Begin,’ shouted Lukas.


    But Hugo did not land a blow. Kaja was amazingly light on her feet, passing, turning, feinting, advancing and retreating to avoid Hugo’s strikes and dancing round him like a spirit of the forest. The other novices shouted encouragement to Hugo who Conrad had to admit wielded his waster with an admirable deftness. But he became angry as he tried to strike Kaja with a vertical cut to her head, a diagonal cut to her neck and a horizontal swipe at her belly. He screamed in frustration as she either dodged his blows or deflecting them. Conrad smiled to himself. Every day for months she had practised with either a waster or with his own sword, in all weathers and temperatures. Her thirst to learn was like a raging fire inside her and it now bore fruit as Hugo whipped down his waster to make a low cut to her exposed right knee. If it had made contact it would had shattered her kneecap but Kaja had anticipated his strike. Her waster moved in a blur as she warded off Hugo’s strike with a forceful downward counter-strike, and then flicked her wrist to bring her own weapon up to strike Hugo’s right cheek with the flat of her waster’s blade.


    Leather face laughed and whooped with joy as Hugo jumped back, pain shooting through his face. His cheeks were purple with rage and he made to advance but Lukas placed himself in front of him and Kaja.


    ‘Return to your positions.’


    Hugo glowered at Kaja but reluctantly wandered back to his place in the line, his cheek reddening with a bruise, as Kaja skipped back to her position. She grinned at Conrad who smiled back at her and ignored leather face.


    ‘This is not a spectator sport,’ Lukas said to the mercenary and Conrad.


    Taking the hint they departed as Lukas berated his charges.


    ‘You think that just because you are men you have an advantage. You do not. Underestimating an enemy is one of the worst crimes that a swordsman can commit. Any enemy you face must be accorded the utmost respect for only by doing so can you prevail. But if you become over-confident or arrogant you will lose and if you lose you will die. Fighting stances!’


    ‘What are you going to do with her?’ said leather face.


    ‘Nothing,’ replied Conrad. ‘She is free to make her own destiny.’


    ‘Dangerous thing, a woman who can use a sword,’ sniffed the mercenary. ‘It ain’t right.’


    ‘You mean that she will able to defend herself against soldiers intent on rape and murder,’ said Conrad.


    ‘The sooner she’s married and bearing children the better,’ was all that leather face would say on the matter.


    Ilona gave him a plentiful supply of gloves for his toothache and the next day he stood next to his heavily loaded horse along with the other crossbowmen in the castle courtyard as Otto said prayers. The priest asked for God’s protection and His help in overcoming the pagan hordes they would face, his deep voice filling the courtyard. Outside the master’s hall were Rudolf and his brother knights, including Conrad, Hans and Anton, each one holding the reins of his palfrey. In front of the storerooms on the northern side of the courtyard were the novices holding their own horses and the knights’ warhorses, each one covered in a white caparison. The horses of the sergeants were also equipped with caparisons, their owners standing in a line outside the dormitory on the western side of the courtyard. The crossbowmen were deployed to their right, outside the stables.


    Rudolf stopped praying, Walter rose from his knees and the master gave the order to mount. Over a hundred men rode from the courtyard to join the eight hundred Estonians who waited on their ponies outside Wenden’s outer perimeter. The sun shone from a sky containing few clouds and a gentle breeze ruffled the banner held by Walter and the pennants on the ends of the Sword Brothers’ lances. Despite Rudolf’s desire to leave wheeled transport behind the Army of the Wolf brought along its two-wheeled carts that carried its tents and supplies. But the expedition still managed an average of fifteen miles a day, the riders taking advantage of the long days to wind their way through dense pine and fir forests and skirt peat bogs and lakes. Tonis and his Saccalians acted as guides, Conrad, Hans and Anton often accompanying the leader of the wolf shields. Despite Conrad’s efforts to persuade her to stay at Wenden with Ilona, Kaja insisted on accompanying the army.


    ‘What are you going to do with her, Susi?’ asked Tonis as they rode through a wood of birch trees.


    ‘You are the second person to ask me that in as many days,’ said Conrad. ‘I will give you the same answer that I did him: she is free to choose her own destiny. Do your men object to her being with the army?’


    ‘No, Susi,’ replied Tonis. ‘They like having her among them. They believe she is Aiatar in human form.’


    ‘Who?’ asked Hans.


    ‘A female demon,’ answered Tonis. ‘They think it is better to have her on their side as opposed to aiding the enemy.’


    ‘You should not encourage such thoughts, Tonis,’ said Conrad. ‘This is a Christian army not a band of pagans.’


    ‘Besides, Kaja will probably marry Rameke,’ said Anton, changing the subject.


    ‘Kaja is Saccalian, she will never marry a Liv,’ scoffed Tonis.


    ‘They like each other,’ remarked Anton.


    ‘I like Rameke,’ said Tonis, ‘but it does not mean that I will marry him.’


    Hans laughed but Conrad was intrigued by Tonis’ attitude.


    ‘Why are you so opposed to the notion of a Liv and Saccalian marrying?’


    ‘I myself have no objection, Susi,’ replied Tonis, ‘but there is much bad blood between my people and Rameke’s. Also, the issue from such a union would be outcasts, belonging to neither tribe. What sort of future would they have?’


    ‘If we are talking about the children of Rameke, one of privilege I would have thought,’ said Hans.


    On the eighth day the expedition reached the Pala to find Sir Richard’s soldiers camped in the dry floodplain that flanked the river. The English lord’s large pavilion was pitched in the centre of the camp with the smaller pavilions of his knights around it and the cone-type tents of the lesser knights formed an outer circle. The felt shelters of his Saccalians were pitched on the right flank, long lines of tethered ponies beside them. Sir Richard himself rode to greet Master Rudolf and Conrad as they approached his camp, the lord accompanied by his dour squire and Peeter. As usual Sir Richard’s head was completely bald and his face clean-shaven as a sign of his penance for the remorse he felt concerning the deaths of his closest friend and the woman he was going to marry who had taken her own life. The lord, who had become besotted with her, had blamed himself for causing their deaths and had renounced his title and his home to crusade in Livonia.


    Conrad and Rudolf bowed their heads to Sir Richard and Peeter.


    Rudolf reached into a saddlebag and pulled out a leather tube and held it out to Sir Richard.


    ‘A gift from a grateful Bishop of Riga, your grace.’


    Sir Richard looked perplexed as he took the tube from the Master of Wenden.


    ‘What is it?’


    ‘A signed document from His Holiness Pope Honorius himself confirming your appointment as Duke of Saccalia, with all privileges and responsibilities attendant upon said position. My congratulations, your grace.’


    ‘And mine too, your grace,’ said Conrad.


    Sir Richard removed the top cover on the tube and pulled out the vellum document that was embossed with the arms of the Bishop of Riga and the Papacy. He looked pleased as he read the Latin words.


    ‘I did not expect this.’


    ‘You have been our northern shield, your grace’ Rudolf told him. ‘Without your courage and steadfastness Bishop Albert would not have been able to campaign in Lithuania, and before that you and Brother Conrad faced down the Danes. So you see, your grace, your new position has been well earned.’


    Rudolf reached into the saddlebag once more and extracted a second leather tube, this time holding it out to Peeter.


    ‘Bishop Albert is also mindful of the contribution of the brave warriors of Saccalia,’ said Rudolf, ‘and therefore appoints you Count of Fellin, a position also approved by His Holiness.’


    Peeter appeared impressed and took the leather case, removing the top and taking out the vellum document. He unrolled it and stared blankly at the words as he could not read or write, and had certainly never seen a Latin document before.


    ‘What does this mean?’ asked Peeter.


    ‘It means that you are lord of Fellin and all its surrounding lands and villages,’ said Sir Richard, ‘free to do with them as you please. Your are now your own lord, Peeter, beholden to no man.’


    Peeter seemed to find the prospect agreeable. Up to now he had been the headman of a village and its nearby small hill fort only, and though he commanded great respect as a warlord throughout Saccalia, to be given the lordship of Fellin was a great honour.


    ‘The appointment is conditional on you receiving baptism into the Holy Church,’ added Rudolf.


    Peeter wiped his nose. ‘To have my head forced under the water?’


    ‘Only if you wish, lord,’ said Rudolf. ‘There is no compulsion, and should you wish not to do so you would still retain the friendship and gratitude of Bishop Albert. But honours bestowed by His Holiness in Rome can only be conferred upon Christians.’


    Peeter looked at Sir Richard.


    ‘It is up to you, my friend. It will change nothing between us or your position in this land.’


    Peeter looked back at Rudolf. ‘And I will be lord of Fellin?’


    ‘It and the lands and villages around it will belong to you to pass down to your heir and he to his eldest son until the end of time,’ replied Rudolf.


    Peeter stared at the document for a minute or so before rolling it up and slotting it back in its case. ‘Very well, let it be so.’


    Rudolf offered his hand to Peeter, a wide grin on his face. He had every reason to be delighted because he knew that if Peeter was baptised then all the inhabitants of his village would follow their lord and renounce their pagan ways. Not all of them, of course, for he knew that many among the Livs still observed pagan rituals, such as the mid-summer ceremony of ligo. But if they fought as Christians beside the Sword Brothers and their children were baptised into the Holy Church then slowly the power and influence of the latter would spread throughout Livonia. And now, with the impending baptism of Peeter, it would be the same in Saccalia, and after that Jerwen and Rotalia.


    It was Otto who pushed Peeter’s head under the cool, meandering waters of the Pala the next day, the riverbanks filled with Christian and pagan observers, mostly soldiers and warriors but also villagers from the settlements around nearby Lehola. Conrad stood with Hans, Anton and his Estonian commanders, with Kaja alongside him. He had never mentioned the matter of baptism to Hillar, Tonis and Andres but he knew that Tonis would now probably follow his lord and renounce his paganism. And if the Sword Brothers liberated Rotalia and Jerwen then he had no doubt that a grateful Hillar and Andres would readily accept baptism. In an ironic way the Danes were aiding the process: by invading northern Estonia they had thrown the native peoples into the arms of the Sword Brothers, who were now viewed as defenders and liberators rather than conquerors.


    The next day he attended a council of war in Sir Richard’s pavilion where the new Duke of Saccalia informed the attendees that a courier pigeon had arrived at Lehola with news that the Bishop of Riga had left Riga.


    ‘It will take him around a month to get here,’ said Rudolf, ‘weighed down as his army is with a multitude of wagons and carts. In the meantime I intend to occupy Jerwen so that the bishop’s progress to Reval is uninterrupted.’


    Out of courtesy Wenden’s master spoke Estonian so Andres, who Conrad had invited to attend, could understand what was being spoken at the table they sat at. Peeter was now almost fluent in German but appreciated the gesture. He sat next to Sir Richard, opposite Walter and Rudolf, while Conrad sat with Andres. Squire Paul served the commanders honey mead from an earthenware jug, spilling some on the table as he slopped drink into their plain wooden cups.


    ‘With my new title I may get a new squire,’ said Sir Richard. ‘The current one leaves much to be desired.’


    Paul stopped and looked at him. ‘I can speak the local language too, lord. By the way, does your new rank mean I will see an increase in my wages?’


    ‘You do not get any wages,’ replied Sir Richard.


    ‘Precisely.’


    Sir Richard waved a hand at him. ‘Go and fetch some more mead, damn your eyes.’


    His squire ambled out of the pavilion as Rudolf took a sip of his drink and looked at Andres.


    ‘I asked Brother Conrad to bring you to this council of war, Andres, because I need your help. Before we advance into Jerwen I wish to know if there are any Danish or Oeselian garrisons located there and, if so, their location and strength.’


    Andres nodded. ‘That will be easy enough, lord, but it will take time.’


    ‘You have a week,’ said Rudolf. ‘If your men have not returned by then we will cross the Pala anyway.’


    Andres drained his cup, rose and bowed his head to Rudolf and Conrad. ‘Then I will organise parties to be sent across the river today. With your permission, Susi.’


    Conrad nodded and Andres took his leave.


    ‘Good,’ said Rudolf. ‘I do not wish to enter Jerwen blind.’


    He looked at Conrad. ‘I would ask a favour of you, Conrad. I need you to ride to Odenpah to convince Kalju to join our expedition, or at least send a detachment of Ungannians to show the Danes that the Estonians support our cause and not theirs.’


    ‘He still feels the loss of his son keenly,’ remarked Sir Richard. ‘Out of courtesy and because I have stood beside him in battle I have kept Kalju fully abreast of all developments in Livonia and his replies are polite. But he says nothing of aiding Bishop Albert.’


    Rudolf sighed. ‘Ungannia must be brought under the bishop’s protection. It will not be able to withstand Novgorod alone if Mstislav decides to send his barbarian hordes west once more.’


    ‘Ungannia is under the protection of the Sword Brothers,’ said Walter sternly.


    ‘Unfortunately, Brother Walter,’ said Conrad, ‘it was the Sword Brothers who were responsible for his son’s death, or at least one in particular.’


    ‘Take Hans and Anton with you,’ Rudolf said to Conrad. ‘I know that Kalju holds you and them in high regard. We may need his warriors if the Danes decide to contest the bishop’s claim to Estonia.’


    ‘Yes, master,’ said Conrad.


    ‘I cannot believe that we will draw swords against the Danes, fellow servants of the Holy Church,’ remarked a distressed Walter.


    To a virtuous and pious individual like Walter the idea of Catholics fighting each other was appalling, but Conrad prayed that they would come to blows with the Danes so he could exact revenge on the loathsome Count Henry.


    *****


    The Oeselians had raided the coasts of Estonia and the Livs for generations. Their navigators and captains were familiar with every isle, inlet, estuary and bay, knowledge that was passed down from generation to generation. They knew how the tides facilitated access to shallow waters and how to navigate at night using the stars. They could steer their ships safely through narrow channels flanked by vicious cliffs and containing underwater rocks and knew when to furl sails and rely on oar power alone to reach their destination. How easy it was, therefore, for Olaf’s fleet to glide into Matsalu Bay on a moonlit night, the sails of the longships furled and their crews pulling silently on their oars. They landed in the large reeds beds that hugged the bay’s shoreline, just a mile west of the beached vessels of the Swedes, and disgorged hundreds of warriors.


    Olaf led the advance east, flanked by Stark and Kalf, the first time the latter had been allowed to participate in a raid. Behind the king the giant Bothvar was also accompanied by his sons, all of them tall and broad like their father and carrying large war axes in their hands. There were no horn blasts to sound the charge as the Oeselian host reached the Swedish ships and their guards. Only a sudden rush that overwhelmed the sentries and engulfed the tents containing sleeping soldiers. Within minutes a hundred Swedes had been slaughtered, their screams greeting the first rays of the sun that were lancing the eastern skyline.


    After the last Swedes had been dragged before him to have their throats slit Olaf ordered the crusader ships to be fired. The earth brightened as the sun climbed into the sky, and thick black plumes of smoke billowed into the air. Sentries on the walls of nearby Leal spread the alarm among the garrison and the soldiers camped around its walls. There were a hundred horsemen and two hundred foot soldiers at Leal and all but fifty of them marched towards their burning ships as Olaf led his Oeselians towards the hill fort. He outnumbered the Swedes two to one but it was not numbers that gave him victory but a clever ruse. For as the Swedes formed up on the great inshore pasture that filled the ground north of the fort and advanced in a line with the foot in the centre and horsemen on the flanks, Sigurd gave the signal for his warriors to break cover.


    The Oeselians had been hiding in a wood of birch trees, having marched through the night to reach the cover of the trees. After returning from Oesel, Sigurd had gathered his scattered garrisons in Rotalia to create a force of three hundred men. While the Swedes were busy strengthening Leal and venturing only a short distance from the fort, Olaf sailed from Oesel and Sigurd mustered his men. And now he led them towards the fort as his father advanced from the north.


    The wood was a mile from the fort and it took Sigurd’s men less than ten minutes to cover the distance, running across the lush pasture in three widely spaced ranks. The garrison of Leal saw then coming and closed the gates of the fort but Olaf’s son was not interested in the stronghold. Instead his men skirted the empty tents and untended fires in the Swedish camp and headed for the rear of the slowly advancing crusader army.


    The latter’s crossbowmen were standing immediately behind the front rank of spearmen as Olaf’s Oeselians approached them, banging their shafts of their spears on the insides of their shields to keep the Swedes’ attention. But it was the spears of Sigurd’s warriors that caught the Swedes unawares. Swedish spearmen carried only one type of pole arm but Oeselians were trained to use two categories of spear: throwing and thrusting. Both types had blades that were ribbed and socketed but throwing spears had narrow blades and slim shafts. In contrast thrusting spears had broad, leaf-shaped blades and thicker, iron-shod shafts.


    Sigurd’s front rank hurled their throwing spears at the now-stationary Swedish foot soldiers that were desperately trying to rearrange their formation to fight the pagans that had suddenly appeared in their rear. But their efforts were in vain as the Oeselian missiles landed among them, killing at least a score of men and wounding as many more. Sigurd’s men then formed a circular shield wall, the chiefs screaming at their men as the Swedish mailed horsemen about-faced and prepared to charge. However, the horsemen advanced only a short distance before their signallers ordered them to about-face once more. For Olaf had unleashed his men.


    As they had done for decades the Oeselians had formed into a shield wall six ranks deep, the better armed and armoured warriors in the first three ranks and those wearing only thick woollen tunics reaching to mid-thigh behind them. Olaf had seen the horsemen on the crusader flanks and knew the damage they could inflict if they got among warriors who were not in tight formations. But he had seen the mailed horsemen check their advance and the crusader foot soldiers between them halt. He hoped these things were due to Sigurd’s arrival in the enemy’s rear but he was not an eagle and so could not see what was happening behind the crusaders. But he trusted in Taarapita to give him victory, and if not then a good death. He gave the order to attack and ran forward alone.


    There was a mighty cheer and the whole Oeselian shield wall broke as the warriors followed their king. They were perhaps three hundred paces from the Swedes when they charged, the latter’s crossbowmen managing to unleash two volleys that killed over fifty men and wounded a score more. Sigurd heard the great wall of noise coming from beyond the crusader army and knew his father was assaulting the enemy. He screamed at his men to break formation and attack the enemy. And once again a roar echoed across the battlefield as three hundred Oeselians charged at the Swedish army.


    It was Bothvar who reached the Swedes first, his long legs bounding across the grass to cover the distance between the two armies in less than a minute. As a wealthy earl he owned an expensive sword with silver decorations, with an inlaid two-edged blade that had a shallow grove to reduce its weight to make it easier to wield. But Bothvar, like his father before him, favoured a war axe in the mêlée, a weapon with a curved blade with a welded-on cutting edge of specially hardened iron. He screamed a blood-curdling war cry as he held his shield in front of him with his left hand gripping the boss to brush aside a spear point, and then launched himself at the owner. The blue-uniformed spearmen had his almond-shaped shield in front of his body for protection but Bothvar swung his axe high, bringing it down on the Swede’s helmet. The force of the blow split the iron and embedded the blade in the man’s brain, killing him instantly. As he crumpled Bothvar had to use all his strength to wrench the axe free, stepping over the body to fight the next enemy soldier. But there was no enemy.


    The Swedish centre had simply disappeared, though evaporated would have been a more accurate description. Olaf’s charge had obliterated the Swedish foot soldiers in a frenzy of axe and sword blows and spear thrusts, made worse by the attack of Sigurd’s men behind them. Outnumbered in total by over four to one and attacked front and rear, they were smashed like an egg between two rocks.


    The horsemen used their lances to spear Oeselians and then their swords and maces to cut down more of the enemy, but they were literally engulfed by a pagan tide and overwhelmed. They were surrounded and pulled from their horses or had their beasts killed from under them as Oeselian spears and daggers ripped open horses’ bellies. Once on the ground the knights were slaughtered in a deluge of axe blows, their blue surcoats turning red as they were stabbed and bludgeoned. A few shamefully fled the scene of carnage, galloping away to the north to seek the sanctuary of Danish territory. But they were only a handful. The rest of King John’s army fought and was annihilated.


    Silence hung over the battlefield as the Oeselians tended to their own wounded and ferried them back to the longships that would take them to Oesel. There were no Swedish wounded, only dead. Dead men and dead horses, their bodies horribly mangled and shattered. Bothvar stood with his sons, laughing and joking in the middle of the carnage, while Swein organised parties to go to the nearby woods to collect firewood so the Oeselian dead could be buried.


    ‘Still alive, then?’’


    Bothvar turned to see a grinning Olaf approaching. He extended an arm to the king and they clasped forearms. He also congratulated Stark and Kalf who accompanied the king, their mail coats splashed with blood. Kalf looked a little pale. He had seen death many times, having taken part in hunting expeditions and bore witness to the regular executions of criminals. But he had never before taken part in the raw brutality of combat where death could lay its icy hand on anyone’s shoulders at random. Had never been next to a man who was alive one minute and dead the next, a crossbow bolt lodged in his neck. But he had acquitted himself well enough, though the victory had been easy and Olaf knew it.


    He pointed a bloody sword blade at his two sons. ‘The next battle you fight might not be as effortless as this one. Remember that.’


    ‘Here comes the hero of the hour,’ said Bothvar, pointing at the slim figure of Sigurd approaching.


    Olaf embraced him. ‘Well done.’


    Sigurd congratulated Kalf and Stark and Bothvar and his sons, all of them forgetting the twisted and mutilated Swedish bodies all around them. The quiet was gradually being eroded by the buzzing of the legions of flies that were arriving to feed off dead flesh.


    Sigurd looked back at the fort. ‘What about the garrison in there?’


    ‘We’ll cremate our dead first,’ said Olaf.


    He instructed Swein to arrange the funeral pyres for the Oesel dead beyond the fort’s western walls. As soon as they were lit, all the warriors gathered round them to wish their dead comrades a safe journey on their way to Taarapita’s great feasting hall, the smoke was carried on a westerly breeze into the fort. Afterwards the king instructed scaling ladders to be fashioned and the fort stormed.


    The fifty spearmen who defended the walls were matched in number by the amount of scaling ladders placed against the ramparts and within minutes Oeselians were swarming over the battlements. After a brief fight they killed the defenders and then set fires in the towers, buildings and at the foot of the walls. When the sun had reached its highest point in the sky Leal had been engulfed by a raging fire that consumed its ancient timbers.


    While the Swedish dead were stripped of anything of use – though their corpses had been so disfigured by Oeselian blades that much of the mail armour and helmets were beyond repair – Olaf and his commanders availed themselves of one of the pavilions in the still-standing Swedish camp. The roaring of the fires that were eating Leal provided background noise as the king, his sons, Bothvar and Swein lounged in high-back chairs around a table in the large tent. To one side was a small table that was covered with a spotless white sheet, on top of which stood a large silver cross. Bothvar noticed it.


    ‘What’s that?’


    ‘The symbol of the crusaders’ religion,’ answered Sigurd. ‘They kneel and pray to such things.’


    ‘I give it to you, Bothvar,’ said Olaf. ‘You can melt it down and turn it into something useful.’


    Bothvar was wary. ‘It might be cursed.’


    ‘Then piss on it first,’ replied Olaf. ‘That should remove any evil. But there is no need because such trinkets have no power, my friend. Our victory here is testament to that. And talking of victory, we must decide what to do with it.’


    ‘My scouts inform me that the Danish settlement at Lyndanise is very strong, father,’ said Sigurd.


    Olaf shook his head. ‘I do not intend to attack it. Not yet at least. However, if I take my ships north and make a demonstration outside the harbour that will get the Danes’ attention.’


    ‘To what end, sire?’ asked Swein.


    Olaf left his chair and walked over to the makeshift altar to pick up the cross.


    ‘Soon the Sword Brothers and Danes will fight each other over control of Rotalia and Jerwen. Sigurd, I want you to burn all the villages and farms in both kingdoms before you return to Oesel. I will give you an additional two hundred men so you can complete your task speedily.’


    He threw the cross to Bothvar.


    ‘To what end, father?’ enquired a perplexed Sigurd.


    Olaf smiled devilishly. ‘What use will a wasteland be to the Bishop of Riga or the Danes? But ensure you capture many slaves, Sigurd. We can sell them to the Russians later.’


    There was a loud crashing sound outside as two of the fort’s walls collapsed. Olaf tilted his head at the tent’s entrance.


    ‘That is the sound I wish to be heard throughout Rotalia and Jerwen.’


    


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter 12


    Odenpah was bathed in summer sunshine when Conrad first observed it as he led the party of horsemen along the dirt track leading to the stronghold’s main gates in the outer south wall. The great expanse of pasture that encompassed Kalju’s citadel on three sides was filled with buttercups, cowslip, lungwort and dandelion. Goats grazed by the side of the track under the watchful eyes of their herders, parting as the riders approached. Alongside Conrad rode the newly appointed Duke of Saccalia, the gruff squire Paul, Hans, Anton and Kaja riding behind them. The rear of the small column was made up of twenty of Sir Richard’s lesser knights and four draught horses loaded with supplies.


    During the three-day journey that had taken them along the northern shore of Lake Vortsjarv Sir Richard had asked Conrad what he intended to do with her.


    ‘Kaja’s future seems to be on everyone’s mind, your grace. For you are not the first to ask me that.’


    They had made camp on the edge of a forest of pine, the air sweet with the smell of the trees following a short, sharp shower. Kaja had cooked them a meal of pottage and now stood practising with Conrad’s sword, Anton acting as her opponent.


    ‘She’s quick, I give her that,’ said Sir Richard as Kaja dodged Anton’s horizontal strike. ‘Still, it is most unusual to train a woman to use a sword.’


    ‘She is all alone in the world, your grace’ said Conrad, ‘so it seems only proper that she should be able to defend herself.’


    ‘Please stop calling me “your grace”, I find it irksome. And she is not alone. She has you, Hans and Anton to look out for her. Powerful friends, lord marshal.’


    Paul, who had been sitting nearby sharpening his dagger, stopped and looked at his lord.


    ‘Does a duke’s squire have a title?’


    ‘Indeed he does,’ answered Sir Richard, ‘and it is “stop talking and start working otherwise you will be flogged”. How does that sound?’


    ‘Boorish,’ replied Paul, unimpressed.


    Anton stepped forward and slipped his right foot behind Kaja’s left ankle and tipped her backwards as she attempted a vertical overhead cut. She squealed as she hit the ground and dropped her sword. In a flash Anton had the point of his sword at her throat.


    ‘Don’t get too close to an opponent unless you are sure you can kill him quickly,’ he said to her, hauling her to her feet. She looked sheepish as she retrieved her sword and adopted a fighting stance once more.


    ‘I intend to see that she either marries well or is settled at Wenden,’ said Conrad. ‘She will be safe there.’


    ‘Who is going to marry such a fighting lynx?’ asked Sir Richard.


    ‘You would be surprised,’ said Conrad.


    ‘If you renounced your vows of chastity and left the Sword Brothers,’ suggested Sir Richard, ‘then you could marry her.’


    Conrad twisted the silver ring on his finger. ‘I am already married, your grace.’


    The duke saw the ring and the pain in Conrad’s eyes remembering his wife and child and said nothing further as Kaja and Anton continued with their sparring.


    The sentries on Odenpah’s walls spotted them before they reached the stronghold, a group of warriors on chestnut ponies riding out to meet them as Conrad’s party neared the gates. The shields that dangled from their saddles bore Kalju’s golden eagle emblem, as did the banners that fluttered from the towers of the fort. The commander raised a hand to Conrad and Sir Richard as both parties slowed to a halt.


    ‘Greetings Sir Richard, lord of Lehola. And greetings to you, Brother Conrad. It is good to see you both back at Odenpah.’


    Conrad smiled at the commander of Kalju’s bodyguard.


    ‘It is good to see you too, Indrek. I trust your lord and his wife are well.’


    Indrek nodded to Hans and Anton behind him and raised an eyebrow at the mail-clad young woman with long hair also with them.


    ‘They are well and will be pleased to see you.’


    Conrad could see Indrek scanning the faces of the other rides in the party.


    ‘Henke is not here, Indrek,’ Conrad assured him.


    The long-haired warrior visibly relaxed as he extended an arm to indicate that Conrad and Sir Richard should continue to the gates.


    ‘He is not welcome in Ungannia. Lord Kalju will not forgive him for the death of Villem.’


    Conrad looked at Sir Richard who shook his head. Obviously the death of his eldest son and heir was still raw. It did not augur well for their meeting.


    However, when they had left their horses in the stables inside the fort’s outer perimeter and Sir Richard’s knights had been assigned quarters in two empty huts nearby, he and the Sword Brothers, plus Kaja, were escorted to the inner stronghold that sat on a higher part of the hill. Odenpah was large and formidable but its outer stronghold was largely empty. Only in times of emergency was it filled with warriors and their families, who were now toiling in the fields that surrounded nearby villages.


    The inner stronghold was slightly busier, the wives of Kalju’s bodyguard darning clothes outside their huts or beating slaves who had allowed cooking pots to boil over. Their children ran around in groups armed with sticks and playing at being warriors.


    ‘In a few years they will be carrying real spears and swords,’ reflected Conrad.


    ‘It is the way of things,’ said Indrek. ‘A boy grows into a man and a man becomes a warrior to serve his lord. Ungannia’s warriors keep the land free and safe.’


    Indrek took his side by the right hand of Kalju when he had shown the visitors into the chief’s great hall. Guard’s stood around the walls of the feasting room where Kalju and Eha sat in chairs beneath a great banner displaying a golden eagle with huge talons, the latter rising after Conrad and the others had bowed their heads to them. Kalju looked careworn, Conrad thought, but Eha looked the same as the first time he had seen her. She was still slim despite having borne five children and there were no wrinkles around her green eyes. She kissed Conrad on the cheek and extended the same courtesy to Sir Richard, Anton and Hans. She then looked warmly at Kaja.


    ‘You remember Kaja, lady?’ Conrad said to Eha. ‘The Saccalian who saved my life and who has chosen to remain in my service?’


    Eha smiled at her. ‘You are welcome, Kaja.’


    ‘The Army of the Wolf still enlists women, Conrad?’ Kalju asked, a smile temporarily erasing the worry lines on his face.


    ‘It is composed of warriors from Saccalia, Jerwen and Rotalia, lord,’ answered Conrad. ‘Perhaps one day it will have the honour of fighting beside Kalju and his Ungannians.’


    Kalju rose from his chair. ‘I see that the Marshal of Estonia has learned the language of diplomacy.’


    He walked over to Conrad. ‘It is good to see that courage and honour are rewarded in Livonia.’


    He looked at Hans. ‘Doesn’t the bishop feed you, Hans? You still look like a birch tree.’


    ‘A brother knight’s diet is meagre, lord,’ said Hans.


    ‘We will have to make sure you eat well tonight, then,’ smiled Eha.


    ‘Welcome Anton,’ said Kalju, ‘you honour this hall with your presence.’


    He clasped forearms with Sir Richard. ‘Ungannians sleep more soundly knowing that you guard their western borders, my friend.’


    He turned back to Conrad. ‘And where is Johann, the fourth of your party of companions?’


    ‘Alas lord,’ replied Conrad. ‘Johann was killed at the Pala fighting the Danes.’


    Eha laid a hand on his shoulder. ‘I grieve for you, for you all. His life ended too early.’


    There was an awkward silence at Kalju stared into space, no doubt thinking of Villem, while the guests stood politely in silence. Eventually Kalju took Eha’s hand and led her towards their private quarters to the rear of the hall.


    ‘Until the feast tonight,’ the chief said. ‘Indrek will attend to your needs.’


    ‘The death of his son still weighs heavily on him,’ observed Hans.


    ‘On them both,’ said Indrek who had walked over to them. ‘Villem was well liked. He had inherited his father’s resilience and his mother’s intelligence. He would have made a fine leader of our people.’


    ‘Damn Henke,’ hissed Anton.


    ‘I am sure that he will be damned,’ said Conrad.


    ‘What of Kalju’s other son?’ asked Hans.


    ‘Kristjan?’ said Indrek. ‘He also misses his brother.’


    Kalju’s hospitality was certainly not found wanting that night as slaves brought enormous amounts of food and drink from the kitchens to feed the guests that sat on the top table along with Kalju and Eha. Kristjan sat on the right side of his father and the latter’s three daughters – Luule, Maarja and Maimu – were seated on their mother’s side. The two other tables were arranged at right angles to the top table and seated Indrek and other members of the chief’s bodyguard on one and Sir Richard’s knights on the other.


    Hans was in his element as he was first served bean soup in a large wooden bowl, helping himself to the rye bread in baskets that were placed on each table. After this first course slaves brought wooden platters holding sizzling strips of wild boar, elk and pork, all washed down with large quantities of beer and honey mead. The slaves also placed platters of cheese and small pies containing minced meat on the tables, though only Hans had the appetite to tuck into them after the meat feast enjoyed by everyone.


    Conrad sat directly opposite Kalju and Eha and made polite conversation with his hosts, occasionally exchanging words with their three attractive albeit reserved daughters. All had inherited their mother’s blonde hair and good looks, though the youngest, Maimu, had her father’s more solid frame. He had no chance to talk to Kristjan who ate his food with his head down, occasionally glancing up at the Sword Brothers sitting opposite.


    The warriors chatted loudly and the atmosphere in the hall was pleasant and relaxed, until a slave spilt some of the beer she was pouring into Kristjan’s cup on his sleeve. He immediately jumped up and struck the girl across the face with the back of his hand, sending her sprawling to the floor and smashing the jug she was holding.


    ‘Idiot!’ he bellowed.


    Everyone stopped talking and looked at him. He was only fourteen but he stood tall and his young body already had broad shoulders and a powerful chest. He caught the disapproving eye of Conrad.


    ‘You disapprove of my actions, Sword Brother?’ he sneered.


    ‘It is not my place to approve or disapprove of what you do in your father’s hall,’ replied Conrad calmly.


    Kristjan snapped his fingers and pointed at two guards standing by the closed doors to the hall.


    ‘You two, take this whore outside and have her flogged.’


    The slave, who was desperately trying to pick up the shattered pieces of pottery, began to whimper in fear as the two guards approached her. Kalju said nothing as he leaned back to observe his son and the Sword Brothers. Hans continued eating and Anton drank his honey mead. The fate of a slave meant nothing to them but Conrad was not of the same opinion.


    ‘Who will serve me drink if you have her flogged?’


    ‘We have plenty of other slaves,’ sniffed the chief’s son.


    ‘I like her,’ said Conrad.


    Kalju still said nothing but Eha turned to her son to speak but the chief raised his hand to still her.


    Kristjan’s eyes narrowed as he regarded Conrad coolly. ‘She can still lay with you tonight with a few cuts on her back, Sword Brother.’


    The two guards seized the girl by the arms and she squealed as they picked her up. Conrad stood.


    ‘I cannot allow her to be flogged.’


    Hans stopped eating and Anton put down his cup as they stared at him in disbelief.


    ‘You cannot allow?’ said Kristjan in mockery. ‘Do you presume to give me orders, Sword Brother? I, the son and heir of Kalju, Lord of Ungannia?’


    His face was flushed and his eyes were wide. Clearly he had had too much drink.


    ‘I am not giving you orders, young lord. I am merely obeying the oath that I swore when I joined my order. I am oath-bound to give aid and comfort to those who are persecuted, the sick and the poor. I can no more ignore the rules of the Order of the Sword Brothers than you can rise above the base instincts that enslave you.’


    Kristjan laughed and drained his cup of mead. ‘What base instincts?’


    ‘Cruelty and rashness,’ answered Conrad, ‘allied to immaturity. You wish to be a great warlord like your father, a man whose name inspires fear and respect throughout Estonian and Livonia. What would you be, Kristjan, son of Kalju, a great warlord or a beater of slave women?’


    Kristjan looked at the faces of his father’s warriors and the knights who were staring at him.


    ‘You would forfeit your life for a slave?’ said Kristjan in disbelief.


    ‘For a slave and for a vow I took,’ replied Conrad, ‘though I would pray for eternal damnation for abusing the hospitality of your parents whom I honour and revere with all my heart.’


    Kalju’s warriors began banging the hilts of their daggers on the table at these words, as did Sir Richard and his knights. Kristjan looked most uncomfortable as the men showed their admiration for Conrad’s words and looked pleadingly at his father. Kalju held up a hand and the noise stopped. He pointed at the slave girl.


    ‘Release her.’


    Kristjan was confused. ‘Father?’


    ‘Sit down, Kristjan, we have heard enough of your voice for one evening.’


    Blushing, the boy retook his seat as Conrad did the same and the chatter returned to the hall as warriors and knights called for their cups to be filled.


    ‘Your tongue is as sharp as your sword, Conrad,’ said Kalju, ‘though perhaps you might like to enlighten me on the purpose of your visit to Odenpah.’


    ‘The bishop is leading an army north, lord.’


    Kalju broke off a piece of rye bread and began chewing it. ‘I know this.’


    ‘Master Rudolf believes that if Ungannia showed its support for Riga then the Danish king will be convinced to cede most of Estonia to the Bishop of Riga.’


    ‘This is the same Danish king that you fought at the Pala?’


    Conrad nodded. ‘Yes, lord.’


    Kalju tore off another chunk of bread. ‘And who was responsible for Johann’s death?’


    Conrad nodded again.


    ‘Then all three of you have unfinished business with him and I wish you well. But the affairs of the Sword Brothers do not concern Ungannia. If the Danes invade my country then I will fight them but not before.’


    ‘If the Danes prevail, lord,’ said Conrad, ‘then Ungannia will be imperilled.’


    ‘If that happens then I hope that my allies, the Sword Brothers, will come to my aid.’


    ‘We will come, lord,’ announced Hans, ‘just as we did four years ago.’


    ‘We hope to overawe the Danes with a display of strength, lord,’ persisted Conrad. ‘And if Ungannia’s warriors were added to our numbers then I am sure we will succeed.’


    Kalju banged his fist on the table, causing his daughters to jump. ‘No, Conrad! You will not embroil my kingdom in another war. The last time the Sword Brothers did that the loss was too great.’


    Eha smiled sadly and placed a hand on his shoulder to comfort him.


    ‘Too great,’ muttered Kalju.


    He drew himself up and looked at Conrad. ‘That is my final word on the matter.’


    ‘The ‘rock’ had spoken and like his namesake could not be shifted from his position.


    The next day the Sword Brothers and Sir Richard left the fort. Kalju and Eha were fulsome in their embraces and sincerity and for his part Conrad assured them that he would never abandon Ungannia. When Kalju asked if he needed anything Conrad asked that the female slave who had poured beer over Kristjan’s arm be allowed to be his own slave. Kalju was initially taken aback but shrugged and ordered that the girl be brought from the kitchens. Conrad had noticed that Kalju’ son had made himself scarce and he feared that he might take retribution against her after he had departed. So she was brought bare foot to them and instructed to sit on a pony. He then told Kaja to take care of her on their journey back to the Pala.


    ‘You did your best.’


    Conrad sat dejectedly in Sir Richard’s pavilion after they had ridden back to the Pala following their unsuccessful mission to Odenpah. Rudolf patted him on the shoulder as he walked to the entrance of the tent and looked out across the meadow towards the now shallow river.


    ‘We will still have just over a thousand men to take across the Pala,’ he said, ‘big enough for a vanguard.’


    ‘We will move across the Pala soon.’


    Though much sooner than Rudolf had anticipated as Conrad requested his presence in the Estonian camp when the scouts that Andres had despatched into Jerwen returned with grim news. Rudolf and Walter had arrived as the warriors were cooking evening meals, the smell of stew and cooking fish hanging in the still summer air. Conrad shared a small tent with Hans and Anton, which meant there was no room inside it to hold a meeting. So the three brother nights were standing round the campfire with Andres, Hillar and Tonis when Rudolf and Walter arrived. When they had dismounted two guards took their horses to the nearest stabling area and the slave that Conrad had brought back from Odenpah offered them drinks. She was a shy, nervous girl of around sixteen summers, though no one knew for sure as she had been captured during a raid on a Russian village situated near the eastern shore of Lake Peipus. She spoke little Estonian but understood well enough that Conrad had saved her from a flogging at least, at perhaps worse. She bowed and smiled at him whenever she was near him.


    She now offered Rudolf a cup of the mead that had been brought from Lehola on the orders of Sir Richard, who also arrived with squire Paul. Walter smiled kindly at her as she offered him a full cup but she avoided his gaze and retreated quickly from his presence.


    ‘A strange creature,’ remarked Walter.


    ‘A slave that I brought back from Odenpah,’ said Conrad.


    ‘She got on the wrong side of Kalju’s son,’ added Hans, ‘so Conrad rescued her.’


    ‘Very noble,’ said Walter approvingly.


    ‘And what are you going to do with her?’ asked Rudolf. ‘The order does not approve of slavery or the keeping of slaves.’


    Though it does take a more lenient approach to slave trading, thought Conrad, though he did not mention Wenden’s part in slave trading when he had been but a novice.


    Conrad looked at Sir Richard. ‘I was hoping that perhaps you could find a place for her at Lehola until I return from Jerwen, your grace.’


    Paul grinned impishly. ‘I could always make a place for her in my bed.’


    Sir Richard frowned at his squire. ‘You will keep your mauling hands to yourself otherwise I’ll cut them off myself. I will entrust your slave to Peeter. She will be safe, that I promise.’


    ‘I am grateful, your grace,’ said Conrad.


    ‘Well,’ said Rudolf, ‘interesting though the saving of a slave is, I assume that was not the reason you asked us here, Conrad.’


    Conrad nodded at Andres who turned and pointed to a man with long hair and a bushy beard wearing baggy leggings and a brown tunic. He walked forward and bowed his head to Conrad.


    ‘Tell these knights what you told me.’


    ‘The Oeselians are burning and looting Jerwen.’


    Rudolf looked at Sir Richard with concern.


    ‘The Oeselians, are you certain?’


    The man smiled knowingly. ‘I have seen Oeselian shields before, lord.’


    ‘Where are they?’ said Rudolf.


    ‘Moving east. Around three days’ march from here.’


    Rudolf shrugged. ‘They will leave when they have sated their desire for plunder. Our grievance is with the Danes.’


    The scout looked angrily at Andres. It was their land that the Oeselians were laying waste to and there were five hundred Jerwen warriors under Conrad’s command.


    ‘We cannot leave the Oeselians to destroy Jerwen, master,’ said Conrad. ‘My title is Marshal of Estonia and that makes me responsible for all its kingdoms.’


    He looked at Hillar. ‘I know that the Oeselians have been most cruel in Rotalia and in all conscience I cannot stand by and watch them kill the relatives and loved ones of those in this army. I will take my men across the Pala tomorrow.’


    ‘Strategically it would be a mistake,’ said Rudolf. ‘It would serve our purpose better if the Danes and Oeselians fought each other so we can benefit from their mutual weakening of each other.’


    He looked at the scout. ‘What have you heard of the Danes?’


    ‘The rumour is that they hide behind their walls at Lyndanise,’ replied the scout.


    ‘It does not matter,’ said Conrad. ‘I will still march tomorrow. If the Danes offer battle then I will fight them as well.’


    The fire crackled and spat as Rudolf and Sir Richard considered his words. Andres and Hillar exchanged slaps on the arm, delighted that the liberation of their homelands appeared to be at hand. Hans and Anton exchanged more serious glances for though Rudolf had assigned them both to serve under Conrad, they held no ranks other than brother knights and Rudolf could insist that they remain behind with him at the Pala.


    Wenden’s castellan chuckled to himself. ‘Well, lord marshal, as it would appear that you are fixed upon crossing the Pala, I and the garrison of Wenden will be accompanying you.’


    Anton and Hans could barely disguise their joy and grinned at each other like simple-minded fools.


    ‘As will I,’ announced Sir Richard, ‘it would be unseemly if Conrad grabbed all the glory.’


    Andres sent his scouts back across the Pala before dawn with orders to determine the exact position of the Oeselians. He also despatched a second party of a dozen riders directly north to keep watch on the Danes, all of them men whose homes were in northern Jerwen near the border with Harrien. The main force crossed the river three hours later: over a thousand men on horses and ponies pulling nearly the same number of draught horses and small, two-wheeled carts loaded with supplies, spare weapons and ammunition for leather face’s crossbowmen. Wenden’s novices held the reins of the garrison’s expensive warhorses while the brother knights rode their palfreys. Andres and his Jerwen rode in the van and provided flank guards, Conrad, Hans and Anton riding ahead with Andres and half a dozen of his warriors. The Russian slave had been left with Peeter who had ridden to the Pala to see off Sir Richard and Tonis, the latter being given command of the detachment of Lehola’s wolf shields to add to the thirty that had accompanied him since he had first joined Conrad. Kaja had insisted on staying with the army but rode with Tonis and Hillar and their warriors.


    It was the first time that the Sword Brothers had journeyed far into Jerwen, a land of boggy plains, rolling hills, steep mounds of sand and gravel called kames, and great expanses of spruce and pine forests. Andres was delighted to be back in his homeland and was eager to impart detailed information about the kingdom.


    ‘The main territorial body in our society, Susi, is the village. A number of which are grouped into parishes. In times of war parishes band together to form counties to resist invaders.’


    ‘Do all villages have hill forts?’ asked Hans.


    Andres shook his head. ‘There are dozens of villages in Jerwen, Brother Hans, many too small and poor to build their own fort. So in times of danger the inhabitants flee into the forest.’


    ‘Let us hope that the inhabitants of that village did so,’ remarked Anton, pointing to the north where a column of smoke was rising into the sky.


    They were riding across a meadow between a crystal-clear lake and a forest of spruce, numerous grass mounds at the far end of it. Conrad estimated that the smoke was around a mile away.


    ‘We should get back to the army and return with reinforcements,’ urged Anton, ever the voice of reason.


    ‘We should,’ said Conrad, ‘but by then it might be too late.’


    He removed his shield strapped to his back and shoved his left arm through the straps on its inside. Hans did the same.


    ‘The whole of the Oeselian army might be beyond those hillocks,’ warned Anton.


    Conrad smiled at him. ‘Then tonight we will be dining in the company of Bruno and Johann.’


    ‘We are with you, Susi,’ said Andres.


    He drew his sword but left his shield dangling from his saddle. Like Oeselian and Liv shields it was held via a grip behind the conical iron boss, and so a rider could not hold his reins at the same time as holding it and a weapon with the right hand. Conrad had heard tales of pagan chiefs riding into battle with reins gripped in their teeth but no Estonian or Liv he had spoken to had ever seen such a thing.


    They broke into a canter and headed towards the smoke that was billowing into the cloudless sky. They rounded the hillocks and rode between thickets of alder, the ground soft beneath the hooves of their mounts as the track took them by the lake’s edge. The ground became drier as they left the lake and entered a wood of pines, and first heard screams and wails ahead.


    Through the vision slits of his helmet Conrad saw red flashes among the trees and then heard the roaring of flames as the horsemen exited the wood and rode into a golden field of ripened barley. In a month it would be ready for harvesting but this crop would not be scythed. The villagers whose land this was were being herded away by warriors on horseback. There were around ten of them, wielding their spears to prod women clutching wailing children and holding infants in their arms, and using the blunt ends of their shafts to strike elderly couples holding on to each other. Conrad could see no men of fighting age among the captives. Most likely they had already been slaughtered. Men and teenage boys were too troublesome as captives: they often tried to escape or fomented trouble. Far better to kill them outright.


    Hans and Anton moved either side of him as they broke into a canter, lances levelled and couched under their arms. All the huts, barns and storehouses in the village were now on fire, huge columns of black smoke pumping into the sky as flames consumed the dry timbers. The villagers now began screaming and wailing more loudly as they spotted fresh horsemen coming across the field of barley, probably thinking they were additional Oeselians come to kill them. The commander of the raiders also saw them and began shouting orders at his men who were strung out along the column of captives, acting as herders.


    Oeselian inland raids were very similar to their maritime incursions. Warriors moved fast, either in longships or on ponies, from place to place, capturing slaves, gold, silver and any other valuables, before disappearing back to their bases. They relied on speed and surprise to achieve success and reduce the likelihood of being caught. But these Oeselians had been surprised themselves and now had to fight. Their favoured tactic would have been to dismount and form a shield wall, but there were too few of them and the Sword Brothers were in among them before they had a chance to react.


    Anton was on the right of Conrad and he speared the first enemy rider at the rear of the captives, who had first wheeled his pony around to face the white-clad knights but had then changed his mind and decided to flee when they approached him in line with their lances levelled. He frantically tugged on his reins but his beast reared up and nearly threw him. It would have been better for him if it had for as the pony’s front feet came down Anton drove the point of his lance through his side, releasing the shaft as it embedded itself in the Oeselian’s guts.


    Conrad and Hans wheeled right to attack three enemy riders that had come to the aid of their now dead comrade. The Oeselians were armed with thrusting spears that did not have the reach of the longer lances of the Sword Brothers. The latter were able to skewer their opponents with relative ease, driving the points through the Oeselian shields and into the men’s torsos. Conrad pulled his axe from its case on his saddle and Hans gripped his mace as they prepared to battle the third enemy. And then the captives panicked and scattered.


    Already terrified, the villagers ran in all directions as fighting broke out all around them. Some fled across the barley field and others ran towards the burning buildings but their flight interrupted the attackers’ momentum. Suddenly there were women and children between Conrad and Hans and the Oeselian, who used the opportunity to wheel about and depart. Likewise Andres and his Jerwen had to pull up their mounts as villagers ran in front of them.


    The Oeselians saw their chance and desperately tried to ride away from the village, towards the woods on the settlement’s eastern boundary. Conrad, Hans and Anton carefully steered their horses around distraught villagers as the Oeselians thrust their spears into any who got in their way. One old man flung himself at a raider, clutching at his leg in a determined effort to halt his escape. The Oeselian dropped his spear, pulled an axe from his belt and split the old man’s skull, but the delay allowed Hans to reach him. The Oeselian sensed a presence on his left side and turned his head to allow Hans to crush his nose and cheekbones with a swing of his mace. The man emitted a high-pitched scream and fell from his saddle as Conrad and Anton galloped past.


    Andres and his Jerwen had managed to intercept three Oeselians trying to reach the woods. They managed to kill them with their spears and axes, but that still left three raiders alive. These were the targets of Conrad and Anton as they dug their spurs into the sides of their horses. They crashed through the golden barley surrounding the village and reached the first Oeselian who turned in the saddle as the Sword Brothers flanked him. He thrust right with his spear at Conrad and missed. But Anton on his left did not miss with his mace that he swung into the warrior’s helmet, knocking him from his saddle. Conrad dug his spurs into his horse to reach the second Oeselian, leaned forward and swung his axe to lacerate the beast’s loins. It screeched and collapsed to the ground, throwing its rider. Conrad left him for Anton to finish off and went after the last surviving raider. He whooped with joy as the man’s pony stumbled and collapsed as it tripped over a log or branch at the treeline and the warrior sprawled on the ground.


    The man got up and walked into the trees, limping from having hurt his left leg in the fall. Conrad rode to the edge of the forest as the Oeselian hobbled into the trees. He dismounted, tied the horse’s reins to a low-lying branch and followed him. He heard breaking twigs and saw the warrior desperately trying to disappear into the interior of the forest. Conrad gripped his axe and ran after him, closing the gap between them in less than a minute. The Oeselian, knowing he could not outrun his pursuer, turned and faced him. He must have been the commander, Conrad surmised, judging by his mail armour, blue tunic underneath with hems of the same coloured silk and the sword he held in his hand. Conrad also noticed his leather scabbard with bronze decorations. In contrast his helmet was a simple conical headpiece with a nasal guard. He held out his shield before him and brought up his sword but Conrad knew he would be fighting an injured man and smiled to himself. This would be easy.


    He barely heard the roar to his left before seeing the bear run at him, a brown mountain of muscle charging directly at him. His heart missed a beat as the creature, all seven hundred pounds of it, came racing through the trees towards him. It covered the ground faster than a galloping horse and Conrad just had time to change his stance and then jump out of the way as the hulking brute passed close by him.


    Brown bears usually tried to avoid contact with people but on the few occasions when they did attack it was usually because they were either starving or had been startled. Conrad though the latter likely as the enormous bear stopped, turned and ran at him again. He thrust his shield at the beast in an effort to face it down but it merely took a swipe at it with its immensely strong forearm, the claws tearing a chunk out of the top of the shield. It roared and swiped with its paw again, this time shredding it completely as Conrad let go of the straps before his left arm was mangled along with it. A brown bear used its front paws with their enormous claws to rip open logs to get at insects inside so it had no problem destroying a Sword Brother shield.


    Conrad swung his axe three times at its neck, the razor-sharp blade digging deep into the beast’s muscles. His heart sank as it swung its head from side to side a few times, pawed at the ground, roared and charged him again. He heard the voice of leather face in his head.


    ‘Bears are godless killing machines. You can’t outrun them so if you get into a scrape with them your only hope is to stab them in the eyes, nose or throat.’


    He pulled his dagger from its sheath with his left hand as the bear came at him again and once more he chopped his axe at the creatures throat, the fur around which was now smeared with blood from his initial strikes. The blade made contact with fur and flesh again but the enraged bear swiped at it and knocked the axe out of his hand. It swung its other paw and made contact with his helmet, knocking him to the ground. If he had not been wearing his helm and mail coif the blow would have crushed his skull but as it was he lived, though he had a terrible ringing in his ears. He was breathing heavily as he picked himself up and thrust his dagger forward into the bear’s chest. He whipped the blade back but was unsure whether the bear had even felt it!


    But it had felt the axe blows and was now even more enraged, lashing out with its front paws and catching Conrad in the belly, the blows ripping open his gambeson and mail hauberk. Fortunately they did not rip his flesh but they did throw him against a tree, further winding him. He managed to struggle to his feet as the bear rose up on its hind legs and walked towards him, ready to embrace and crush him with his forelegs. He had only one option.


    He dropped his axe, drew his sword and ran at the closing bear, driving the blade into its belly. The beast grunted and continued to walk forward, the blade disappearing into its body at it forced him back against the tree and twisted its head to bite into his helm. The animal must have thought it was his face as its massive jaws closed and began to crush the helmet. Conrad smelt its stinking hot breath and the press of his massive bulk against his rib cage. He was helpless and waited to either have his skull crushed or his ribs broken. The bear groaned, let go of his helmet and collapsed at his feet, fortunately away from him as it died with his sword in its heart.


    He managed to pull his now misshapen helm off his head and threw it aside, staggering a few feet before sitting down with his back against a tree. He looked at his ripped surcoat, gambeson and mail armour and said a silent prayer of thanks to God for his miraculous escape. He tried to rise but his legs had turned to mush. So he sat there and waited until his strength returned and his heart rate calmed. The Oeselian had long gone.


    He walked back to the edge of the forest, collected his horse and walked it back to the charred remains of the village, carrying his dented helmet in his hand. As he crossed the field of barley he saw others coming from the surrounding woods to return to their destroyed homes. The acrid smell of smoke hung in the air and as he approached the settlement he heard sobbing and anguished screams as women found the bodies of their slain loved ones. Hans saw his friend slowly approach and was shocked by his appearance.


    ‘What happened to you?’


    ‘I ran into a bear.’


    Anton laughed. ‘A bear? They usually avoid people.’


    ‘This one was determined to make my acquaintance,’ remarked Conrad, ‘but while we were exchanging courtesies the Oeselian escaped. How many villagers did they kill?’


    ‘At least a score, perhaps more,’ said Hans. ‘But at least we saved the others from slavery.’


    Andres also noticed Conrad’s dishevelled appearance but did not remark on it when he made his report.


    ‘The villagers have lost all their food supplies, Susi, and are frightened that the Oeselians will return.’


    ‘We will stay here tonight and escort them to the nearest village in the morning.’


    But the surrounding villages had suffered a similar fate and so those of their inhabitants who were still alive were collected and escorted back to the main army that was advancing north. They presented a dismal sight: their clothes ragged and their faces full of despair. They trudged along with heads bowed and listless eyes, their infants no longer crying but in a dazed state as a result of the traumas they had endured. They numbered only three score from over a dozen villages, the rest having either been taken as slaves by the Oeselians or killed by the raider’s weapons. Some among Andres’ warriors recognised the refugees for they had left the same villages to seek sanctuary with the Army of the Wolf. They were enraged by what had happened and wanted revenge.


    ‘My men speak of similar atrocities committed by the Oeselians in Rotalia,’ said Hillar as he sat on a stool in Sir Richard’s pavilion after the army had camped near a small river named the Esna.


    Despite travelling unencumbered by dozens of four-wheeled wagons the Duke of Saccalia had commandeered a number of lighter Estonian two-wheeled carts to carry his personal tent, spare weapons and armour and fodder for his warhorses, in addition to a few luxuries such as stools to sit on. Earlier Conrad and Andres had brought into camp the villagers they had collected, the former still wearing his ripped surcoat and mail armour. He gave it to Kaja to sew while he sat on a stool and toyed with his shredded gambeson as he listened to Hillar.


    ‘Just as they have done for centuries the Oeselians take Estonians as slaves to either work for them or to be sold on to the Russians.’


    A warrior entered the tent to interrupt the conversation. He bowed to Andres and Conrad and bent down to whisper into the former’s ear. Andres nodded and dismissed him.


    ‘My scouts report that the Oeselian army is at Kareda, a village less than ten miles northeast of here.’


    ‘They will have to fight, then,’ said Sir Richard, glancing at Conrad’s torn armour, ‘unless they intend to flee east to Novgorod territory.’


    ‘Or south to Ungannia,’ added Rudolf.


    Conrad shook his head. ‘They will not go south. Kalju would never tolerate Oeselian raiders in his kingdom.’


    ‘Would Mstislav give them sanctuary?’ asked Rudolf.


    ‘He might,’ said Conrad, ‘if only to spite the Sword Brothers and the Bishop of Riga.’


    ‘We can catch them easily enough,’ said Rudolf. ‘Armies with large numbers of slaves in tow move slowly.’


    He looked at Andres. ‘What do your scouts say concerning the whereabouts of the Danes?’


    ‘They are not in Jerwen, lord,’ replied Andres. ‘My men have ridden to the borders of Harrien and Wierland and have seen no signs of them.’


    ‘Seems straightforward, then,’ said Sir Richard, ‘we pursue and destroy the Oeselians prior to linking up with the bishop’s army when it arrives.’


    Rudolf nodded. ‘Agreed. But the decision rests with Estonia’s marshal. What say you, Conrad?’


    Conrad stopped picking at the threads of his torn gambeson. ‘We destroy the Oeselians.’


    Tonis, Andres and Hillar looked delighted and all three wore broad grins at this decision.


    Sir Richard pointed at Conrad’s armour. ‘What happened to you?’


    ‘I had a disagreement with a bear.’


    Rudolf stared at him in disbelief. ‘A bear? I am glad to discover that you had time to hunt as well as track the Oeselians.’


    ‘I was pursuing an Oeselian, master,’ Conrad corrected him, ‘when a bear decided to pursue me.’


    ‘They can be aggressive when cornered,’ agreed Sir Richard.


    ‘And even more aggressive when not cornered,’ said Conrad. ‘The Oeselian escaped.’


    ‘And has no doubt notified his commanders of our presence,’ said Rudolf.


    ‘What about the civilians, Susi?’ asked Andres. ‘They are weak and will not be able to keep up with horsemen.’


    ‘They can travel on the carts,’ suggested Sir Richard. ‘At least that way their strength will not be sapped further.’


    So the next morning the villagers were fed porridge and loaded onto carts as the camp was dismantled and the army moved north along the Esna towards Kareda. Once again Andres sent scouts ahead to keep watch for the enemy. There was no need for them to reconnoitre the ground as they were from this region and knew the tracks and trails intimately. Conrad rode in the company of Hans, Anton, his Estonian chiefs and Kaja in the vanguard. Behind them came Wenden’s brother knights and sergeants, all wearing full armour with their warhorses covered in white caparisons. Leather face and his mounted crossbowmen had been assigned to guard the carts and their cargoes of supplies and refugees. In the rear of the column rode Sir Richard and his knights, squires and lesser knights. Behind them and on the flanks were patrols of Jerwen warriors riding far into the woods and through the rolling hills to guard against an Oeselian surprise attack. Once again the day was sunny and warm, a few puffy white clouds in the sky and a gentle southerly breeze ruffling the pennants on the ends of lances.


    Conrad looked into the sky. ‘I see no smoke columns. The Oeselians have hopefully stopped their burning and raiding.’


    ‘They must have learned of our presence,’ said Hans, ‘and are most probably trying to evade us.’


    Hans was right about the Oeselians knowing about the approach of the Estonians and Christian knights, but was entirely wrong about the raiders trying to evade them.


    Kareda was one of the main villages in the Jerwen county of Jarva and was an ancient settlement that Andres informed Conrad had existed for hundreds of years. Or at least people had lived on its site for that amount of time. It comprised at least a score of huts of varying size, around which were clustered a smithy, barns and various storehouses to hold grain, meat, fish and clothing. In between the huts were pigpens, while the large meadow on the south side of the village was where goats grazed. But not today.


    Today the southern edge of the village was filed with Oeselian warriors drawn up in a long shield wall. Their large round shields painted red, yellow, black and white and sometimes alternately yellow and black. These faced the crusaders and Estonians when they filed off the track they had travelled along, which wound its way across the meadow to the village and then beyond through the forest of spruce on the northern side of the settlement. On the eastern and western sides of the village were fields of golden barley.


    Conrad and his Estonian commanders trotted forward with Rudolf and Sir Richard while the army deployed into position behind them. Rudolf pointed at the stream that ran parallel to the track on the western side of the meadow, the distance between them being around two hundred paces.


    ‘We should keep our horsemen away from that stream. Your Estonians can deploy on our left and centre, Conrad, with our knights forming our right wing.’


    Conrad looked at the long line of enemy shields and glinting spear points above them.


    ‘My warriors can use their shields as cover to allow the crossbowmen to move forward and shoot the enemy to pieces. I doubt we will need any horsemen, except to cut down the survivors.’


    ‘It is most strange that the enemy offers battle,’ remarked Sir Richard. ‘They must be acquainted with our crossbows and horsemen.’


    ‘And where are the captives they have taken?’ queried Conrad.


    The answer came as the Jerwen, Rotalians and Saccalians dismounted and formed into their own shield walls, the brother knights and Sir Richard’s horsemen deploying on the right flank of the army. In the rear were the carts, draught horses, civilians and a reserve of a hundred of Andres’ men. But as the temperature rose and the breeze dropped a great commotion erupted among the Oeselian ranks. At first Conrad thought the enemy was going to attack as he saw movement among the sea raiders, but then he saw the Estonian captives being manhandled to stand in front of the enemy shield wall.


    There were shouts of outrage and jeers from the Estonian warriors as the tethered slaves had their bonds fixed to wooden stakes that were hammered into the ground to ensure they could not move from their perilous position. Clearly the Oeselians were very well acquainted with crossbows and mailed horsemen.


    Rudolf had ordered leather face and his crossbowmen to take up position in front of the Estonian warriors preparatory to advancing against the Oeselians. Conrad rode over to the mercenary commander.


    ‘Stand down your men. The enemy has placed their captives in front of their shield wall.’


    Leather face peered across the four hundred paces of no-man’s land.


    ‘Don’t worry, Brother Conrad, my boys can shoot them down before dealing with the enemy.’


    Conrad was appalled. ‘No. Many of the warriors behind you have family members among those captives.’


    ‘That is unfortunate.’


    Conrad pointed at him. ‘Make no aggressive moves.’


    He tugged on his reins and galloped over to where just over one hundred and thirty horsemen in three ranks were deployed on the right wing. Most had yet to place their helms on their heads, the ends of their lances resting on the ground as they waited for the command to charge. In the centre of the front rank were Rudolf flanked by Walter and Sir Richard. Hans and Anton had taken their places among the brother knights, and nodded at their friend.


    ‘We cannot send the crossbowmen forward,’ said Conrad, ‘they will shoot down the captives first.’


    ‘What is that to us?’ said Henke loudly. ‘They are pagans and are of no concern to the Sword Brothers.’


    ‘Quiet Henke,’ snapped Rudolf.


    ‘I am mindful of the predicament that presents itself, Conrad,’ said Rudolf sympathetically, ‘but unless you can think of an alternative I will have to order the crossbowmen to soften up the enemy.’


    ‘Clever, these Oeselians,’ grinned Henke.


    ‘The captives will die whatever we do, Conrad,’ said Sir Richard. ‘Before they themselves die I have no doubt that the Oeselians will butcher them all.’


    ‘I must ask your men to provide cover for the crossbowmen, Conrad,’ said Rudolf.


    ‘God grant the captives a quick and merciful death and a place in heaven,’ offered Walter in an attempt to offer Conrad some solace.


    His words did not comfort Conrad as he rode back to where Tonis, Andres and Hillar stood in a group in front of their shield walls. The Rotalians formed the left flank of the Estonian warriors, with the Jerwen massed in the centre and Tonis’ wolf shields on their right. The Estonians had fallen into silence, concern etched on their faces as they stared across the meadow at the old, women and children staked out like bait.


    Conrad slid off his horse. ‘Master Rudolf and Sir Richard are intent on attacking, regardless of the captives.


    Tonis was unsurprised but Andres was most distressed.


    ‘I have to tell you, Susi, that many of my men will not attack knowing that by doing so they will condemn their loved ones to death.’


    ‘I have no words that will give you comfort,’ said Conrad, ‘but I am willing to listen to any suggestions any of you may have.’


    ‘There is one way we might be able to save the hostages,’ said Hillar, who then fell silent, looking distinctly uncomfortable.


    ‘Go on,’ ordered Conrad.


    ‘Demand that the Oeselian leader fight a duel according to the holmganga,’ said Hillar.


    ‘What is that?’ asked Conrad.


    ‘A duel of honour to resolve an argument between two individuals. The Oeselians accord the holmganga great reverence, the rules of which are strict and binding.’


    Andres was unconvinced. ‘We are not Oeselians, why should their commander accept such a challenge from foreigners?’


    But Conrad was intrigued. ‘They might if it was worth their while. Their lives, for example.’


    ‘The Oeselians think differently to us, Susi,’ said Tonis dismissively. ‘They believe that the gods predetermine every man and woman’s death before birth.’ He pointed at the locked shields of the enemy. ‘That they face certain death will not concern them because they believe that it is their destiny and a man cannot escape his destiny.’


    ‘And yet,’ said Conrad, undeterred, ‘any commander would want to save the lives of his men if he could, rather than consign them to a needless death. Hillar, you will escort me. Andres, please ride to Master Rudolf and Sir Richard and inform them that I go to negotiate with the enemy.’


    He lifted himself into the saddle as Andres ordered that a pony be brought for him. Andres ran across the front of the Estonian shield wall in the direction of the mounted knights on the right flank as a lull descended over the battlefield. The captives were mostly quiet now, mothers having managed to hush their infants and most of them having sat on the ground, wondering what was going to befall them.


    Kaja arrived on a pony pulling another behind her. She grinned at Conrad.


    ‘What are you doing here?’


    ‘I was ordered to bring a mount for Lord Andres,’ she replied.


    Andres took the reins from her and jumped into the saddle. Conrad pointed at Kaja.


    ‘Get back to the reserve. I have more important things to worry about than your safety.’


    She grinned, wheeled her pony around and trotted back to the rear. Many of the warriors recognised her and began banging on their shields with their spears as she passed them. They all knew her and believed her to be a lucky talisman. They also believed that she would be the wife of Susi, notwithstanding his vow of chastity that most believed was hilarious.


    Conrad and Andres trotted forward through the line of crossbowmen.


    ‘Where are you off to?’ shouted leather face.


    ‘To talk to the enemy,’ replied Conrad.


    ‘I’ll try to ensure that you get a decent burial,’ said the mercenary, shaking his head.


    Conrad turned to look at him. ‘You are most generous.’


    ‘If the heathens haven’t chopped your body to pieces, that is.’


    The two rode across the grass towards the ragged line of captives, many of them standing up when they saw them approaching. The Oeselians remained impassive in their ranks. Conrad slowed his horse to a halt some twenty paces from the wall of captives, who looked at him warily.


    ‘Do the Oeselians have a knowledge of your language?’ he asked Hillar.


    ‘An intimate one, Susi, on account of them having visited our shores for generations.’


    Conrad stood up in his saddle. ‘I am here to issue a challenge to the commander of the Oeselian host according to the rules of the holmganga.’


    He sat back down and looked at the brightly coloured shields of the enemy, behind them rows of hardened faces and iron helmets, long fair hair poking out from under them.


    ‘Perhaps they did not understand me,’ Conrad remarked to Andres.


    ‘They understood you,’ replied Andres.


    Conrad was about to give up and return to his own lines when the Oeselian shield wall suddenly parted. A warrior wearing a magnificent short-sleeved mail corselet that reached to just above the knee walked forward, his shield bearing the design of a red dragon coiling around the central iron boss. His helmet was a simple conical type with a nasal guard, though with an eyebrow ridge decorated with silver. His silver inlaid leather scabbard and rich sword belt suggested he was a man of some importance. Two similarly well-equipped warriors followed him, drawing their swords as they walked to where the captives were tethered.


    ‘What do you know of the holmganga?’ shouted the man with the dragon shield.


    ‘I know that no Oeselian who has honour can refuse a formal challenge to a personal duel,’ answered Conrad.


    The dragon shield laughed. ‘You are correct, crusader, but the man issuing the challenge also has to possess honour. That is what the holmganga states.’


    Conrad dismounted and began to walk towards the Oeselians.


    ‘Careful Susi,’ warned Andres but Conrad waved away his caution.


    The captives parted nervously as Conrad walked through them towards the dragon shield. The two warriors moved to stand before their lord as Conrad opened his arms to indicate he intended nothing nefarious.


    ‘I am Conrad Wolff, Brother Knight of the Sword Brothers and appointed by the Bishop of Riga Marshal of Estonia, the land you have invaded.’


    He halted two paces from the two warriors. Their commander ordered them to stand down as he removed his helmet and passed it to one of them. Conrad was surprised to see that his round face was clean-shaven, in contrast to the full beards of his two bodyguards.


    ‘I am Prince Sigurd, son of King Olaf, ruler of all Oesel and lord of all the seas.’ He regarded Conrad for a moment.


    ‘I have heard your name before, Sword Brother. I remember now. You are the one who killed Lembit.’


    Conrad nodded.


    Sigurd flashed a smile at him. ‘And now you seek to kill me.’


    ‘These are my terms, prince. If you accept my challenge and you prevail then you, your men and your captives may return unimpeded to Oesel.’


    ‘And if you prevail?’ probed Sigurd.


    ‘Then your men may return to Oesel but your captives will be surrendered to my care.’


    Sigurd nodded towards the mounted knights of Rudolf and Sir Richard. ‘Will they abide by your decision, Marshal of Estonia?’


    ‘They will.’


    ‘Why are so concerned about the lives of these slaves, marshal?’


    ‘Because, prince,’ replied Conrad, ‘they are my subjects and I am therefore responsible for their welfare. But if you refuse my offer then we will destroy your army.’


    ‘And seal the fate of these slaves,’ said Sigurd.


    ‘But if you accept my challenge then your warriors will live.’


    ‘You think they fear death?’


    ‘I think, prince,’ said Conrad, ‘that your king would desire the return of hundreds of his men to Oesel rather than being slaughtered for no reason aside from his son’s vanity.’


    The words stung Sigurd. ‘I accept your challenge, Sword Brother.’


    Sir Richard and Rudolf were surprised to say the least when Conrad informed them of his challenge and Sigurd’s acceptance. But it was Henke who put into words what many of the knights thought about the duel.


    ‘We kill pagans, we don’t bargain with them.’


    ‘This way the captives at least stand a chance of staying alive,’ said Conrad.


    Henke shrugged. ‘As I have said, what are the lives of a few pagans to the Sword Brothers?’


    There were murmurings of agreement around him.


    ‘Silence!’ barked Rudolf. ‘Brother Conrad is the Marshal of Estonia and you will all respect his rank.’


    ‘Do we?’ sneered Henke.


    ‘You are an idiot, Henke,’ said Conrad, loud enough for everyone around him to hear. ‘If we allow the captives to die needlessly then word will spread of the callousness of the Sword Brothers towards ordinary Estonians. But if we save them then we will win the people’s hearts and that will win us their land.’


    Henke flicked a dismissive hand at him. Conrad’s anger rose.


    ‘But if you feel that I have deprived you of some sport, Henke, then I will gladly fight you after I have dealt with this Oeselian.’


    Henke’s eyes flashes venom. ‘Gladly.’


    ‘Enough,’ said Rudolf sternly. He smiled at Conrad. ‘I think, lord marshal, that you had better attend to your appointment with the Oeselian lest he thinks you have changed your mind.’


    ‘Yes, master. I would have brothers Hans and Anton attend me.’


    Rudolf ordered them to accompany Conrad back to no-man’s land where a group of Oeselians were laying what looked like a large blanket on the ground. Conrad nudged his horse forward as his friends left the front rank of Sword Brothers.


    ‘God go with you, Conrad,’ said Walter.


    ‘And don’t forget what I taught you,’ added Lukas.


    All three rode to where the Oeselians were nailing pegs into the ground to fix the large blanket in place. It measured approximately ten feet square, and around it were pegged ropes to make three additional squares around the cloak. On the outer of these rope squares were four poles at each corner that were hammered into the ground. The Oeselians stopped when they saw the three white-clad knights approaching, but continued with their duties when the Sword Brothers dismounted and led their horses over to where Andres was talking with an elderly warrior with a thick white beard. Conrad also saw Sigurd with his two bodyguards a short distance from them.


    Andres ambled over to the three brother knights, waving to one of his men in the shield wall to come over.


    ‘I will have your horses taken to the rear. According to the holmganga there can be no means of escape near the hazel field.’


    ‘Hazel field?’ said Conrad.


    Andres pointed to the four poles at each corner of the outside rope square. ‘Those are called hoslur, meaning “hazel poles”, which designates the area within the hazel field.’


    As a man ran forward to take the three horses away the white-haired warrior called the two parties to him.


    ‘Are you sure you wish to do this, Conrad?’ said a concerned Hans.


    ‘It is the only way to save the captives,’ replied his friend.


    They walked to where the white-haired warrior stood with his arms folded, examining the three Sword Brothers as they neared him. He also regarded Sigurd and his two bodyguards. He gave a cursory nod to Andres as the two duelling parties halted before him.


    ‘Though the holmganga is an ancient Oeselian ritual I will speak of it in Estonian so both parties may understand the rules. First of all, those who will fight within the hazel field will remove their armour and weapons. Tunic, trousers and boots are the only attire that may be worn inside the hoslur.’


    Hoots and whistles greeted Conrad and Sigurd as they took off their mail armour, Conrad also removing his gambeson. He handed Hans his sword belt and scabbard and Anton his new helm and patched-up surcoat.


    ‘If I am killed ensure that I am laid beside Daina and Dietmar,’ he told them.


    Hans held out his arm and Anton placed his palm over his friend’s hand, in a pre-battle ritual they had long observed. Conrad did likewise and uttered the words.


    ‘As dust to the wind.’


    The old Oeselian clapped his hands to indicate haste and beckoned Conrad and Sigurd to follow him onto the pegged blanket.


    ‘You two as well,’ Andres told Hans and Anton, who gave Conrad’s armour and weapons to the Jerwen leader for safekeeping. From the Oeselian ranks, which were now widely spaced and full of men who had removed their helmets and tucked their axes back in their belts, came two men carrying shields and axes.


    ‘Hurry up!’ the old warrior scolded them.


    They laid three shields on one side of the hazel field, three on the opposite side and then placed the axes at the feet of the old warrior, who now looked at Conrad.


    ‘Prince Sigurd is acquainted with rules of the hazel field but you are not, therefore I will explain them to you.’


    He pointed at the axes at his feet, each one a single-handed weapon with a haft just over two feet in length and an iron head with a curved blade.


    ‘As Prince Sigurd was challenged it was his right to choose weapons. As you can see his choice was the axe. Each combatant is allowed three shields in the duel, which can be passed to him by one of his assistants. However, once the duel begins you must not step beyond the hazel poles. To do so means that you are a coward and have lost the duel.’


    ‘When I kill you it also means that you have lost the duel,’ boasted Sigurd.


    The old warrior cleared his throat to show his disapproval but Sigurd merely curled his lip at Conrad.


    ‘You may pick up your weapons,’ said the old warrior.


    Conrad did so and was unsurprised to discover that the axe was light and well balanced. Sigurd swung his axe menacingly in Conrad’s direction but the Sword Brother was well acquainted with these pagan shows of bravado. He was more concerned about the small area in which he would fight, that would restrict his manoeuvrability considerably.


    ‘Remember,’ said the old warrior, ‘on no account step beyond the hazel poles. When I thrust a spear into the ground that will be the signal to commence.’


    While these instructions were being relayed the captives were being untethered and herded behind the Oeselian shield wall so the warriors could have an uninterrupted view of the duel. Whatever happened they were going home, though they would take the civilians with them if Conrad lost. The latter walked to the edge of the hazel field and took a shield from Hans.


    ‘Kill him quickly,’ his friend told him.


    He stepped up to face Sigurd, the two men holding their red-painted shields before them.


    ‘You are a fool, Sword Brother,’ said Sigurd as the old warrior thrust a spear into the earth.


    The Oeselians broke into wild cheering and shouting as Sigurd swung his axe over his head and shattered part of Conrad’s shield as the blade bit into the uncovered wood. He made a sideways swing with his own weapon that chipped the edge of Sigurd’s shield as the Oeselian thrust the latter forward with his weight behind it. He hoped to barge Conrad over but the brother knight was more muscular than his opponent so his tactic failed. Sigurd was forced to leap back as Conrad swung his axe at his lower legs.


    Now the Estonians and Christian knights began cheering and shouting encouragement as Conrad whipped his axe forward to embed the blade into the wood of Sigurd’s shield, simultaneously smashing his shield boss into the Oeselian’s right arm and trapping his axe between his body and Conrad’s shield. Sigurd let go of his shield’s handgrip and punched Conrad in the nose, not a heavy blow but had enough to send a stinging sensation shooting through his nose.


    Conrad staggered back as Sigurd launched his axe forward, the blade smashing into the former’s shield and missing his hand by inches. Conrad saw his chance. He twisted his shield so as to wrench the axe from Sigurd’s grip, a tactic that succeeded but was nullified when the Oeselian delivered a sharp, stinging kick to his left shin with his boot. The flare of pain caused Conrad to loosen the grip on his shield, allowing Sigurd to yank back his axe and shield attached. He freed the weapon by resting the shield on the ground, placing a foot on it and working the axe free.


    Both fighters had lost a shield and both retrieved a replacement from their assistants. Then they came at each other again, once more accompanied by a wall of noise and encouragement from both sides. An Oeselian shield was large enough to protect the area from the neck to the knees, but it left the head and lower legs vulnerable. And these were targets that the two duellists aimed at. But both were too well trained and alert to allow an attack to reach these body parts and the only result of a further bout of blows was the destruction of two more shields.


    Then Sigurd tried to force Conrad out of the hazel field, aiming a series of well-aimed strikes at his lower legs and head that the brother knight countered easily enough but only by stepping back. The roar of the Oeselian warriors reached a new intensity as Sigurd screamed in triumph and swung his axe at Conrad. The latter was now at the edge of the final rope square and saw the two poles that marked the corners of the hazel field. He swung his axe, the blow deflecting off the prince’s shield, Sigurd then crouching and swinging low at his extended left leg. If Conrad stepped back he would step outside the field so he thrust his shield down to drive Sigurd’s axe down to the ground. He swung at the Oeselian’s head and then whipped the axe back hard to strike Sigurd’s head with the blunt end of the iron head. The blow knocked the prince into unconsciousness and he crumpled to the ground, causing the Oeselians to fall silent.


    The Estonian ranks erupted into wild cheering as Conrad breathed a sigh of relief and threw his shield aside. He stood astride Sigurd’s body and raised his axe as the Estonians stopped their display of triumph.


    ‘Warriors of Oesel,’ Conrad shouted at them, ‘as the winner of the duel I order you to immediately free your prisoners.’


    The old warrior came forward as Sigurd’s two assistants looked at each other apprehensively and then at their unconscious lord. There was sorrow in the old man’s eyes and he spoke with a quivering voice as he addressed Conrad.


    ‘According to the rules of the holmganga you may slay your prostrate opponent.’


    Conrad looked at the now bleeding Prince Sigurd and tossed his axe to the ground. He shouted at the Oeselians again.


    ‘You may take your prince back to Oesel. You are all oath-bound to journey back to Oesel without further troubling this land or its people. Now be gone.’


    An expression of utter relief appeared on the old warrior’s face as he gestured to the prince’s assistants to attend to their lord.


    ‘He’ll live,’ said Conrad, looking at Sigurd.


    ‘You are a man of courage and honour,’ said the old man as Conrad walked back to Anton and a grinning Hans.


    ‘You should have killed him,’ said Anton.


    ‘The idea of killing a man while he sleeps is of no appeal to me,’ replied Conrad. ‘I am, after all, not Henke.’


    He embraced his friends. ‘Besides, I have what I wanted. The Estonian captives are free and the Oeselians are going home. All that remains is to persuade the Danes that they have no claim on Estonia and we will all be back at Wenden before the harvest is gathered in.’


    


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter 13


    Valdemar sat in his newly made high-backed throne and toyed with his beard while the interpreter translated the words of the foul-smelling wretch standing before him. The king had been possessed of an ill humour since an Oeselian fleet had appeared in the waters of the bay off Reval that had effectively trapped the large number of Danish boats that filled the harbour. Valdemar had arrived in the spring with reinforcements to complete the conquest of Estonia prior to marching to the gates of Riga itself, in retaliation for the insolence of the Sword Brothers at the Pala the previous summer. But the appearance of the Oeselian longships had interrupted his plans.


    The ships did not undertake a close blockade of the port, being content to close the entrance to the bay and therefore deny seaborne access to Reval. Their presence and inactivity had enraged Valdemar but when he had despatched his own ships to disperse them the vessels had been speedily boarded and their crews slaughtered. Afterwards there were no more sallies against the Oeselians. When it became clear that the Oeselians had no intention of attacking Reval Valdemar’s mood had darkened further, for he believed that the pagan sea raiders were mocking him. And as he could not take out his anger and frustration on the Oeselians, he decided to increase the misery of the Estonians.


    The Harrien and Wierlanders had been treated as inferior peoples since the day the Danes had landed, Valdemar encouraging his men to use their spear shafts and whips to ‘encourage’ the natives to show due respect for their Christian superiors. He had ordered that the inhabitants of the villages that surrounded Reval be rounded up to provide a workforce to build new buildings in the port, specifically storehouses and barracks so that his army could survive the winter months. Concurrently a timber wall was erected around the port, the palisade also encompassing the stronghold on Toompea Hill that acted as the royal residence when Valdemar was not in Denmark. Reval was now a formidable fortress but the price had been high, not least in Estonian lives and the general hostility in Harrien and Wierland towards the invaders. And then, suddenly, on a bright summer’s morning, the Oeselian fleet was gone.


    The bells of the newly constructed wooden churches rang in celebration of God answering the Danes’ prayers and the Archbishop of Lund led a service of thanksgiving, at which Valdemar promised to build a stone cathedral on the site as a lasting testament to the triumph of the Lord. He changed his mind when news reached him of events to the south of Reval.


    The Danes had established a few outlying garrisons in Harrien, but they were small and designed to warn the town of the approach of enemy forces, specifically the Russians. Away from Reval and very aware that they were small, isolated outposts surrounded by potential enemies, the garrison commanders had initially made efforts to maintain amicable relations with the natives. Count Henry of Schwerin, appointed Governor of Reval by Valdemar, encouraged this policy. Count Henry had disagreed with the king’s general hostility towards the Estonians and had been vindicated when gossip was relayed to him of an Oeselian invasion of Jerwen and the arrival in the same kingdom of a strange army.


    ‘The Army of the Wolf,’ said the interpreter as Valdemar rolled his eyes.


    The main chamber of Toompea hill fort had been transformed from a pagan hall into a room fit for a Christian king, with Valdemar’s banner hanging on the wall behind his throne and the banners of his lords along the walls on either side. Small shafts of light came through windows cut high in the walls, with torches on wall brackets providing additional illumination. A wooden dais had been erected for the king’s throne, with additional high-backed chairs placed on either side to seat the clerics who always accompanied Valdemar together with the lords of Denmark’s new domain. To the right of the king sat Andrew, Archbishop of Lund; Nicholas, Bishop of Schleswig; and the king’s chancellor, Peter, Bishop of Roskilde. On the king’s left sat Count Henry and his brother Gunzelin.


    The king leaned forward and pointed to the scrawny, elderly man standing next to the interpreter.


    ‘This man is a village elder, you say?’


    ‘A parish elder, majesty,’ replied the interpreter.


    Valdemar looked at Henry in confusion.


    ‘Estonian villages are usually group into parishes for matters of defence, majesty.’


    The king looked back at the elder dressed in a coarse woollen tunic, light brown linen trousers and simple leather shoes.


    ‘So this man is of some importance among the pagans?’


    ‘Yes, majesty,’ replied Count Henry.


    ‘He looks like a beggar to me,’ scoffed Valdemar.


    The prelates sniggered sycophantically.


    Valdemar was clearly getting bored. ‘Is there any point to this, count?’


    ‘Hear him out, majesty,’ said the count firmly.


    The king nodded to the interpreter who talked again to the elder.


    ‘It would appear, majesty,’ said the interpreter after he had finished conversing with the elder, ‘that the Army of the Wolf caught up with the Oeselians at the village of Kareda and forced it to free the Rotalians and Jerwen it had taken.’


    ‘You mean the Oeselians were destroyed,’ said the king.


    ‘No, majesty,’ the interpreter corrected him. ‘Susi fought a duel with the leader of the Oeselians and defeated him.’


    ‘Who is this Susi?’ asked the king in exasperation.


    ‘A Sword Brother, majesty, who has been possessed by the ancient wolf spirit of the forest and who comes to liberate his people.’


    The prelates giggled but Valdemar’s interest and concern had now been aroused. ‘A Sword Brother?’


    The interpreter nodded.


    ‘Does this idiot know his name?’


    The interpreter talked with the elder once more.


    ‘He says his name is Conrad Wolff, majesty.’


    Gunzelin looked in concern at his brother who brought his hands together and rested his chin on them.


    ‘That is the same man who faced us at the Pala last year, majesty,’ said Count Henry. ‘He holds a commission from the Bishop of Riga confirming him as Marshal of Estonia.’


    Valdemar threw up his arms. ‘I can scarcely believe my ears. Once more the Sword Brothers are interfering with my intentions and incite the Estonians, my subjects, to rebel against their king.’


    He jumped out of his throne and pointed at the elder. ‘Get this idiot out of my sight.’


    Guards came forward to escort the two Estonians from the hall as Valdemar began pacing in front of his dais.


    ‘These pagans think that because we have been delayed here at Reval due to the presence of the heathen Oeselians, we will allow them to indulge their heretical beliefs.’


    He stopped and looked at Count Henry.


    ‘You will take your men and destroy this Army of the Wolf and bring its leader to me in chains.’


    The Archbishop of Lund, his robes decorated with lace and silk, rose from his chair.


    ‘Majesty, the Sword Brothers are servants of the Holy Church. To take up the sword against them may risk the ire of the Holy Father in Rome.’


    ‘The Sword Brothers are apostates!’ screamed Valdemar, causing everyone to jump. ‘They fight against me, a king appointed by God himself to rule his subjects. Who are the Sword Brothers but German mercenaries masquerading as Christ’s warriors? And this Conrad Wolff, this so-called Marshal of Estonia, who is he but a thief who covets my land? I wonder what the Holy Father, who gave me Estonia, would say of this man who leads an army of pagans against me?’


    ‘He would urge you to take up arms against him, majesty,’ said the king’s chancellor, ‘secure in the knowledge that God Himself is smiling on you.’


    Valdemar’s rage subsided slightly. ‘Exactly, bishop. But I am a generous king and always give those who have failed me an opportunity to make recompense for their errors.’


    He pointed at Count Henry. ‘That is why you will march against this Conrad Wolff, destroy his army and bring the heretic to me. He will be judged before a court of the Holy Church for his crimes. You will leave immediately.’


    He turned and marched from the chamber, Henry, Gunzelin and the prelates rising to bow their heads as Valdemar disappeared through the twin doors of the chamber, escorted by Danish guards. The archbishop and bishops followed him, leaving Henry and his brother in the chamber.


    ‘Arrogant little bastard,’ spat Gunzelin. ‘The sooner we leave this place the better.’


    The count looked at the stony faced guards around the walls.


    ‘Have a care, brother. You are not among the soldiers of Schwerin here. Remember the oath we took.’


    ‘The great Valdemar never lets us forget it,’ Gunzelin muttered.


    Henry slapped him on the arm. ‘Well, at least this time the Marshal of Estonia will not have a river and rows of stakes to hide behind.’


    *****


    Conrad stared down at the mounted knights and foot soldiers making their way across the large meadow that was bordered on all sides by forest. After the affair at Kareda the Army of the Wolf, the Sword Brothers and Sir Richard’s knights had continued their northerly advance, expecting to encounter the Danes but never doing so. When they neared the borders of Harrien and Wierland their scouts returned with stories of outrages committed against the local population by the Danes. The scouts in turn spread the news that Susi, the leader who had rescued hundreds of Jerwen and Rotalians from the clutches of the Oeselians, had come to save them.


    ‘They are not Danes,’ remarked Andres, staring down at the soldiers on the meadow. ‘My scouts report seeing a yellow monster on a blue background on the shields of the horsemen.’


    Conrad felt a tingle of excitement ripple through him. He looked at Hans and Anton.


    ‘The bastard who killed Johann,’ said Hans.


    ‘Time to repay our debt,’ remarked Anton grimly.


    ‘They will skirt this hill by taking the track that leads from that meadow,’ said Conrad. ‘We will ambush them as they do so.’


    He looked at his friends. ‘Remember, Duke Henry is mine.’


    He smiled at Tonis, Andres and Hillar as the sky grew dark and it began to rain. ‘It is fortunate that July and August are the warmest and wettest months in Estonia for a downpour will slow the enemy’s wagons and give you time to deploy your men.’


    ‘What of Master Rudolf and Sir Richard?’ asked Tonis.


    Their camp was located to the south of the hill, one of the highest in this part of northern Estonia, in a small meadow by the side of a freshwater spring.


    ‘You should convene a council of war,’ said Hans.


    Conrad smirked. ‘I should but I won’t. This is personal.’


    He looked at his Estonian commanders. ‘Muster your men immediately and get them into position.’


    He looked at Andres. ‘Inform Master Rudolf and Sir Richard that I am conducting a reconnaissance in force.’


    ‘What does that mean?’ said Anton.


    ‘Hopefully it will mean that they will also be wondering what it means and will be delayed long enough for us to deal with Count Henry.’


    It began raining heavily as Conrad continued to peer at the slow-moving column on the meadow below.


    ‘Excellent vantage point this hill. Our friend the count made a mistake not sending scouts ahead to seize it.’


    ‘It is called White Horse Hill, Susi,’ said Andres. ‘It is the grave of the horse ridden by the giant hero called Kalevipoeg. He was ploughing his horse near here and afterwards lay down to take a nap, leaving his white horse to graze.’


    Andres pointed to the north. ‘A pack of wolves came from the north and killed his horse. When he woke up Kalevipoeg buried his horse and made this hill. That is the legend that has been told among my people for generations.’


    ‘Kalevipoeg was a giant who walked the earth hundreds of summers ago,’ said Hillar. ‘He carried a mighty sword, battled demons and saved captive maidens.’


    ‘Many of the women you saved at Kareda believe that you are Kalevipoeg returned from the afterlife, Susi,’ said Andres.


    ‘Then let us go and slay another demon,’ replied Conrad.


    Count Henry’s army, encumbered as it was with carts and wagons, made its way tortuously across the meadow as wheels sank into the soft ground. The drivers and servants cursed and thrashed the horses and mules pulling the wagons as the quartermasters demanded more haste. The count himself was spared from having to listen to this as he and his senior lords were at the head of the army with the majority of the knights and their squires. Ahead of them was a small vanguard of ten knights and behind marched the majority of his spearmen. The crossbowmen marched either side of the wagons and carts with the spearmen, the lesser knights following behind the carts and wagon and in the very rear of the column a small rearguard formed of a dozen knights.


    Except that no one was marching anywhere as the carts and wagon got stuck in mud. The duke’s quartermasters were unaware that this part of Estonian was essentially a boggy plain and the frequent rainfall only added to the softness of the ground. In Germany the tracks and trails would be bone dry during the summer months, but in Estonia an army still had to tread carefully when it marched. Local guides could have informed the count of the difficulties in traversing this area and the tracks that he should have used. But Valdemar’s tyranny had alienated the vast majority of Harrien and Wierlanders and so the locals did not inform his officers of the tracks they should have taken.


    Conrad crouched in the undergrowth just a few yards from the edge of the forest and observed the enemy’s horsemen sitting idle and men on foot walking up and down the column of wheeled vehicles. The rain had stopped, the clouds had parted and the sun was shining, displaying the brightly coloured German caparisons, shields and surcoats to maximum effect. There was barely any wind, not enough to disturb the count’s banner held behind him by a squire as he observed the chaos among his baggage wagons. Spearmen were detailed to assist the movement of the wagons while the crossbowmen kept watch and the horsemen sat and stared at each other.


    ‘Your men are in position?’ Conrad asked Andres.


    ‘Yes, Susi.’


    Conrad turned to Hillar. ‘And yours?’


    The Rotalian nodded.


    ‘Good,’ said Conrad. ‘Make sure you keep beyond the range of their crossbowmen. And wait until you hear the signal. God be with you both. Now go.’


    They both nodded and slunk away, leaving Conrad with Tonis. The Sword Brother tapped the Saccalian on the arm and they too left their observation position. The Army of the Wolf had left camp to march through the forest that surrounded White Horse Hill, the Rotalians skirting its western side to take them across the forest track that the count’s soldiers would use when they had managed to free their wagons from the mud. They moved further west through the forest until they were near the treeline bordering the meadow, to the west of the count’s army. The Jerwen marched through the forest on the eastern side of White Horse Hill and then swung west to take them to the treeline that bordered the eastern side of the meadow.


    Conrad and Tonis moved through the forest undergrowth of hazel, fly honeysuckle and mountain currant, the noise coming from the count’s army penetrating the trees. Tonis’ Saccalians were already in position either side of the dirt track around a hundred and fifty paces from the edge of the trees. Dressed in hues of green, brown and grey, they blended into the sun-dappled forest interior well enough, crouching beside spruce alder and aspen. Deployed some twenty paces back from either side of the track, they were armed with war axes, having left their spears in camp.


    Conrad crouched beside Hans and Anton as he wished Tonis good luck, the Saccalian moving forward to sprint across the track and take command of the wolf shields on the other side.


    ‘You had better take this,’ said Hans softly, throwing him a green cape.


    He and Anton were already wrapped in brown capes to hide their white surcoats that might give their position away. They also concealed their shields beneath their capes.


    ‘Now all we have to do is wait until the count frees his wagons,’ said Conrad with satisfaction.


    Half an hour later he heard shouts and a blast of trumpets and knew that Count Henry’s army was on the move. He looked at the Saccalian signaller with them, a young man with a wispy beard and a thin frame. He was clutching the horn that he would blow when Conrad gave the command.


    ‘You know what to do?’


    ‘Yes, Susi,’ he replied nervously.


    Conrad looked at his round shield bearing the leering wolf design.


    ‘It is a strange fate that sees me fighting in the company of those whose emblem reminds me of those who took the lives of my wife and child but who now I esteem comrades.’


    The wolf shield looked at him in confusion. ‘Susi?’


    Conrad smiled at him. ‘It does not matter.’


    ‘Look sharp,’ hissed Anton.


    Conrad turned to peer in the direction of the track ahead and saw the flickering images of horsemen between the trees. He slowly put on his helm, Hans and Anton doing the same, as the enemy vanguard passed their hiding place. The horses were covered in brightly coloured caparisons that matched the designs on their riders’ surcoats and shields. Ten knights armed with lances, their heads covered in full-face helms, walked their warhorses forward along the track. The sun caught the ends of their lances and Conrad heard the snorts of the horses for there was no wind in the forest. He prayed that the Saccalians would not betray their presence to the count’s vanguard as it ambled past, and breathed a sigh of relief as the horses disappeared to his left.


    His axe was tucked in his belt and he slowly drew his sword from its scabbard as he caught site of the next group of riders. His heart was beating faster than normal but his nerves were steady as he saw the blue caparison emblazoned with a yellow griffin. He threw off the cloak and sprinted forward through the trees, covering the twenty paces in seconds. He ran silently as the wolf shield blew his horn again and again, other Saccalian signallers doing likewise as the air was suddenly filled with dozens of war cries.


    The count was a veteran soldier whose reactions were quick and he levelled his lance as warriors swarmed from the trees that flanked the track. But he was looking to his right as he pointed his weapon at an oncoming warrior and did not see Conrad who plunged his sword between the two halves of his horse’s caparison. The blade went into the warhorse’s barrel, the whole of Conrad’s weight behind it. The beast let out a deep groan as it collapsed, pinning the count beneath its bulk.


    Conrad leapt over the dead horse as the other knights were assaulted on all sides by wolf shields. Count Henry’s right leg was stuck fast under his horse and though he struggled frantically Conrad was able to yank off his helm with relative ease. He pulled off his own helm, pulled his dagger from its sheath and held the blade to the count’s throat.


    ‘Yield!’ he shouted at the top of his voice in the direction of the battling knights. ‘Yield or your lord dies.’


    He was pulling the counts’ jaw back so the noble could not say anything.


    ‘Yield or he dies!’ he bellowed again.


    The wolf shields around him immediately disengaged and shuffled back with their shields facing the knights when they heard Conrad’s voice, as they had been ordered to do. A few lay dead on the track, slain by lances, and at least two knights had been knocked to the ground and had their helmets staved in by axe blades. But the rest now looked through the vision slits of their helmets at their prostrate lord and the dagger at his throat.


    ‘Yield,’ Conrad ordered them again.


    They looked at each other and then back down the track in the hope that reinforcements would appear. But the rest of the count’s army was preoccupied with facing the hundreds of warriors that had suddenly appeared on their flanks.


    When the horns of the wolf shields had been heard Andres’ men had flooded from the trees into the meadow, wheeled left and formed a shield wall facing the left flank of the count’s foot soldiers and supply wagons. At the same time Hillar led his Rotalians from the trees on the other side of the meadow to hastily form a shield wall to face the Germans’ right flank. The crossbowmen, spearmen and horsemen in the rest of the army forgot about their commander as they prepared to defend themselves against attacks on both of their flanks. The Rotalians and Jerwen made a lot of noise and inflated their numbers by deploying in three ranks only, but their task was to retain the attention of the count’s soldiers, not fight them. And as a precaution they locked their shields as a defence against the crusaders’ crossbows.


    In the forest, meanwhile, the vanguard suddenly returned and once more Conrad shouted at them to halt and throw down their lances, else their lord would die. Hans and Anton went among the knights that had been escorting Count Henry, ordering them to throw down their lances, swords, maces and axes. They then walked over to the vanguard and issued the same instructions.


    ‘Get me out from under this horse,’ the count hissed through gritted teeth.


    Conrad called over Tonis and the young signaller nearby and asked them to haul the slain horse off the count’s body. It took all their strength to move the dead weight, eventually shifting it enough for the count to free his leg. Conrad took the knife from his throat and sheathed it as the lord hobbled to his feet. Wolf shields stood guard over the disarmed knights as Conrad stood before Count Henry, Hans and Anton coming to their friend’s side with swords drawn. Tonis pulled Conrad’s sword from the corpse of the warhorse, wiped the blade on the caparison and handed it back to its owner.


    ‘That was a fine warhorse you killed,’ said the count.


    Conrad slid his sword back into its scabbard and slapped the count across the face with the back of his mailed hand. The German knights saw this and shouted angrily through their helmets.


    ‘Silence!’ shouted Conrad, as the count felt his bleeding lip.


    One, his livery the same as the count’s, jumped from his horse, cast his helmet aside and came at Conrad. But Hans and Anton drew their swords and held the points at his throat.


    ‘It is all right, Gunzelin,’ said the count.


    ‘It is far from all right, count,’ seethed Conrad. ‘You and your men trespass upon my land for did I not inform you at the Pala last year that I am the Marshal of Estonia?’


    ‘I heard but did not believe it,’ scoffed the count, blood running down his chin.


    ‘You will fight me here, now,’ said Conrad, ‘and I will send your body back to Reval where it can be thrown on a rubbish heap. Draw your sword.’


    Conrad stepped back and pulled his own sword from its scabbard as more horsemen appeared on the track, this time coming from the south.


    ‘Sir Richard and Master Rudolf,’ said Hans.


    The horsemen slowed as the Sword Brothers and Sir Richard approached the spot where Conrad stood facing Count Henry.


    ‘More spectators to see your death, boy,’ sneered the count. He looked at the mounted brother knights in their full-face helmets.


    ‘Show yourselves,’ he called to Wenden’s soldiers.


    He ignored Conrad as Rudolf slowly removed his helm, followed by Walter, Henke and the others. The man named Gunzelin looked shocked as he caught sight of Rudolf’s face, though the count showed nothing but contempt.


    ‘So, you ended up in this shit-hole. It would have been better if you had died in Germany.’


    ‘Hello, father,’ said Rudolf. He nodded at Gunzelin. ‘Uncle.’


    Conrad looked in astonishment at Rudolf. ‘This man is your father?’


    The count saw the faces of the other Sword Brothers.


    ‘Henke? How in the name of all that’s holy did you become a crusader? And Lukas. Does the church know of your crimes in Germany?’


    ‘I am a warrior of Christ,’ replied Lukas, ‘and ask for His forgiveness for my past sins.’


    ‘As well you might,’ said the count. He looked at Rudolf. ‘Are you not going to enquire after your brother and mother?’


    ‘I hope they are well,’ uttered Rudolf.


    The count folded his arms. ‘Your brother was killed in battle three years ago so your mother has lost two sons. You are now the heir to my estates and fortune, or at least you would be had I not disinherited you.’


    He pointed at Conrad. ‘This upstart has insulted me, struck me and killed my horse. You will have to forgive me while I attend to his execution.’


    He stepped back and drew his sword as Conrad brought up his shield and circled the count.


    ‘Hold!’ said Rudolf, who dismounted and strode over to place himself between the two combatants.


    ‘There will be no killing here today.’


    ‘Did you hear that, Gunzelin?’ said the count. ‘I never thought I would see the day when the leader of Germany’s most violent mercenary band would call a halt to slaughter.’


    ‘He killed Johann,’ Conrad said to Rudolf.


    ‘Johann was a soldier, Conrad,’ replied Wenden’s master, ‘and soldiers die in war.’


    ‘What now?’ asked Gunzelin.


    ‘Now you will return to Reval with your men,’ answered Rudolf.


    ‘Are you not going to invite me to dine with you tonight, son?’ smiled the count.


    Rudolf ignored his father and looked sympathetically at Conrad.


    ‘I understand your frustration, Conrad, but in this matter you must look beyond your personal feelings. As Marshal of Estonia you cannot risk war with King Valdemar. It is for Bishop Albert and the Danish king to decide the partition of this land, not you.’


    ‘The master is right, Conrad,’ said Walter. ‘You cannot let your personal desire for revenge cloud your judgement.


    Conrad saw the smirking face of the count and wanted to strike it again, but he knew that Rudolf and Walter were right. He sighed deeply and walked over to Henke and looked up at him.


    ‘You were right, Henke.’


    The brother knight looked at him in confusion. ‘Right about what?’


    ‘I let too many people live. I had my dagger at the throat of Rudolf’s father and should have used it. Now he will go free. I will not make the same mistake again.’


    Henke’s mouth broke into a half-smile. He leaned forward.


    ‘For once I am in agreement with you.’


    ‘Well,’ announced the count, ‘touching though this reunion has been I must get back to my men. Pick up your weapons,’ he shouted to his knights.


    The knights and squires dismounted but the wolf shields moved forward to stop them.


    ‘Let them be,’ ordered Conrad.


    ‘Gunzelin,’ said the count, ‘ride back to the men and give instructions to pitch camp.’


    He looked at Rudolf and ignored Conrad.


    ‘The Bishop of Riga is marching north?’


    ‘He is,’ replied his son.


    ‘Then I will inform King Valdemar of his imminent arrival at Reval. They can decide the fate of this land between them.’


    He pointed at Conrad.


    ‘And your fate, for he ordered that this so-called Army of the Wolf should be destroyed.’


    Conrad laughed. ‘And yet it is you and your army that were nearly destroyed.’


    One of the squires brought the count a horse and held the reins as Henry hauled himself into the saddle.


    ‘Nearly being the operative word, boy. You should have killed me when you had the chance. You will not get another one.’


    He wheeled the horse around, dug his spurs into its side and rode back down the track, his knights and squires following. They took their own dead with them and left only the slain warhorse of Count Henry behind. Seething, Conrad ordered Tonis to send word to Hillar and Andres to withdraw their men back to camp as he followed the brother knights and Sir Richard’s men on foot along the forest track. He sank into a deep sulk as he watched Duke Henry’s son disappear, thereafter staring at the ground and mumbling to himself and ignoring the efforts of his friends to cheer him.


    That evening his mood darkened as the Army of the Wolf celebrated what had been a flawlessly executed ambush and an almost bloodless victory over the enemy. But whereas the Estonian warriors thought Susi was a great warlord who achieved victory without shedding the blood of his men, Conrad felt cheated. Cheated of victory and cheated of vengeance. He barely spoke two words to Kaja as she served him his evening meal and afterwards stalked off towards the dark, brooding White Horse Hill that was bathed in pale moonlight. He wrapped his cloak around him as the night sky was clear and the temperature had dropped, made worse by the ache that throbbed within his belly. He scrambled up the slope, tripping over undergrowth and banging his arms on low-lying branches. When he reached the summit he stared down through a gap in the forest canopy at the glow of the campfires in Count Henry’s army on the meadow below. Behind him he could hear the sounds of revelry coming from his own camp.


    He began to formulate a plan in his mind. He would lead a night raid against the count’s camp. He was, after all, the Marshal of Estonia with around nine hundred men under his command. His Estonians would move silently through the forest like ghosts to appear among the count’s tents unseen. He would wait until the early hours of tomorrow morning when German bellies were full and men slept, secure in the knowledge that the army camped on the other side of the hill meant them no harm.


    ‘I let you down, Johann. I am sorry.’


    A twig snapped behind him. He spun round, pulling his sword from its scabbard as he did so, to see Rudolf standing a few feet away. Wenden’s master held out his arms.


    ‘I come in peace, lord marshal.’


    Conrad slid his sword back in its scabbard and turned back to observe Count Henry’s camp. He heard Rudolf approach.


    ‘Your Estonian chiefs were most concerned about your disappearance, brothers Hans and Anton as well. An army commander has a responsibility to his men not to absent himself in the middle of the night and wander off alone.’


    ‘I needed some time to think, master,’ said Conrad.


    Rudolf stood beside him and stared down at the German campfires.


    ‘To think or to plan?’


    ‘I do not know what you mean, master,’ replied Conrad evasively.


    ‘How long have you been with us at Wenden, Conrad?’


    ‘Over ten years, master.’


    ‘Ten years. Long enough I think to know how your mind works, Conrad. You are above all loyal, to the Sword Brothers, to your friends and to me, I hope.’


    ‘Of course,’ said Conrad.


    ‘And to the memory of your dead friend, I assume?’


    Conrad did not answer.


    Rudolf pointed towards the campfires. ‘A tempting target, do you not think? But night-time attacks are notoriously difficult to plan and execute. Is that not so, marshal?’


    ‘Difficult for knights on horseback and spearmen on foot, yes,’ agreed Conrad.


    ‘But not impossible,’ continued Rudolf, ‘for lightly armed pagans who are accustomed to moving unseen and unheard through trees.’


    He turned to face Conrad. ‘After all the excitement earlier I forgot to congratulate you on a well-executed ambush. Sir Richard was most impressed and by all accounts he is not a man to give his praise lightly.’


    ‘The ambush failed,’ said Conrad flatly. ‘The target was allowed to escape.’


    ‘And you blame me for this?’


    ‘No, master, I blame myself for not being ruthless enough. I had my dagger at Count Henry’s throat and should have…’


    He suddenly remembered to whom he was speaking. ‘Apologies, master. I intended no offence.’


    ‘You did not know that Count Henry was my father so no apology is necessary.’


    ‘One thing I do not understand, master, and that is your name. You are called Rudolf Kassel with no reference to Schwerin.’


    ‘Remind me, Conrad, what was your chosen path before God intervened and brought you to Livonia?’


    ‘I was apprentice to my father, a baker,’ answered Conrad.


    ‘A baker. Yes, of course. I remember now. I was born the son of a count, the second son as it happens, trained from infancy to be a knight. Unfortunately second sons do not share in their older sibling’s inheritance and so there was nothing for me to do, apart from fighting. And so, much to my parents’ consternation, I became a mercenary. A good one, I might add.’


    ‘Brother Lukas told me that he was once part of your mercenary band,’ said Conrad.


    ‘And Henke and Otto and many others,’ continued Rudolf. ‘But the life of a mercenary is a hand-to-mouth existence where death and poverty are constant companions. The dream is to earn enough money to purchase an estate where one could live with all the trappings of knighthood, but it is all illusion.


    ‘And so we drifted from one place to another, looking for work, occasionally turning to brigandage to survive. Our greatest victory, or atrocity according to your point of view, was at Kassel, a town in northern Hesse. We were hired to capture the town and did so, though the cost in civilian casualties was high. And then the noble lords of Hesse decided that we were not welcome in their lands and so harried us north. After numerous harsh winters and fighting for a pittance we ended up in Lübeck. We had no money, prices on our heads and our numbers had been whittled down to a handful. So we took the only course open to us. We joined the Sword Brothers.’


    ‘Why did you not return to your family?’ asked Conrad.


    ‘Well for one thing,’ said Rudolf, ‘my father, embarrassed by the tales about his younger son, had disinherited me, which is ironic as I would only have inherited his wealth and lands if my dear brother, Frederick, had died.’


    ‘You father said that he is dead,’ said Conrad.


    ‘God’s joke at my expense, perhaps,’ suggested Rudolf. He looked at the brother knight.


    ‘What are the odds of a baker’s son rising to become Marshal of Estonia, do you think?’


    ‘Long, master.’


    Rudolf placed an arm around Conrad’s shoulders.


    ‘Come, put all thoughts of revenge aside and share in the affection and loyalty of your men.’


    As they did so Conrad questioned Rudolf further regarding his father.


    ‘Will you ride to the count’s camp, master?’


    ‘To what end?’


    ‘To effect a reconciliation,’ said Conrad.


    Rudolf chuckled grimly. ‘You know little of the mind of the Count of Schwerin, Conrad. Reconciliation and forgiveness are alien concepts to him.’


    The next day Count Henry struck camp and retreated north back to Reval. Conrad despatched scouts to shadow his army as it retraced its steps. At the same time as the score of Jerwen on ponies left, riders arrived from the south with news that the Bishop of Riga’s army had crossed the Pala seven days earlier and was ten miles south of White Horse Hill. Like Count Henry’s soldiers it was accompanied by dozens of wagons and carts, though not by as many soldiers as had crossed the Dvina earlier in the year.


    Fricis and Rameke had journeyed north with a thousand Liv warriors, but had been forced to leave many more in Livonia so they could assist in gathering in the harvest. But it was the threat of Lithuanian aggression that had obliged the Duke of Saxony to leave the majority of his spearmen and militiamen at the Dvina, divided between the garrisons of Lennewarden, Holm, Uexkull, Kokenhusen and Gerzika. For the same reason the masters of those strongholds – respectively Arnold, Godfrey, Friedhelm, Griswold and Jacob – were forced to remain with their garrisons along the river. As a result only Master Mathias and Kremon’s garrison and Master Bertram and the soldiers accompanied Grand Master Volquin from Segewold. Nevertheless, added to the forces of Master Rudolf, Sir Richard and Conrad, the bishop was still able to muster a total of just over three thousand eight hundred men.


    The Army of the Wolf now included fifty Harrien warriors, men whose villages the Danes had raided and who had managed to flee into the surrounding forests. Mostly single men in their early twenties, they were led by a blonde-haired individual named Riki, which meant ‘strong’ in Estonian. After he had arrived and had been briefed by Rudolf and Conrad on recent events, Bishop Albert was most eager to meet these natives of Harrien, visiting the camp of the Army of the Wolf to do so. He was escorted by Manfred Nordheim, four of his men and Bishop Bernhard, the two bishops being dressed in mail armour and surcoats but carrying no weapons. Conrad acted as translator as neither of the bishops had a knowledge of Estonian. Riki had been summoned to Conrad’s tent where Hans and Anton stood to attention to welcome the prelates while Kaja stood nearby tending the fire.


    Conrad explained to Riki who the two men on big horses were, ignoring Nordheim whom he viewed as a puppet of Archdeacon Stefan. Bishop Albert asked Riki about the Danes.


    ‘They take captives to work as slaves on their defences at Lyndanise. I do not wish to be a slave.’


    ‘Why have you come here?’ asked Bernhard.


    ‘To fight beside Susi,’ smiled Riki.


    ‘It appears that whereas the Danes seek to rule by the whip and the sword,’ said Bishop Albert, ‘you win men’s allegiance by reputation and myth, Conrad.’


    ‘We hate the Danes,’ bristled Riki, ‘and make them pay in blood for the crimes they have committed against us.’


    ‘I wonder if King Valdemar has the appetite to rule Estonia by the sword against a people he has estranged in such a short space of time?’ Albert said to Bernhard.


    ‘He is a king, Albert,’ replied Bernhard, ‘and believes he is doing God’s work.’


    ‘We all believe that, Bernhard,’ said Albert.


    Bernhard nodded thoughtfully. ‘I wonder what God thinks?’


    The bishops reflected on this and sat in silence in their saddles. These richly dressed lords who wore strange hats on their heads but who carried no weapons bemused Riki. But the Christian warriors who did carry weapons treated them with great respect. The sound of giggling coming from behind them prompted Albert and Bernhard to turn round and see Rameke with a sword in his hand facing Kaja, who was also armed. Had the two bishops looked more closely at Conrad they would have seen that his scabbard was empty.


    Albert looked at Bernhard and back again at Rameke and the blonde-haired girl he seemed to be fighting. He was perturbed that warriors were sitting outside their tents chatting to each other and ignoring what appeared to be Rameke about to kill a young woman.


    ‘Lord Rameke,’ he shouted at the Liv, ‘I would speak to you.’


    Kaja burst out laughing and pointed her sword at him. ‘A lucky escape, my lord.’


    Rameke grinned and placed a finger at his lips to hush her but she stuck her tongue out at him. He sheathed his sword and composed himself before bowing his head to Albert.


    ‘Lord bishop.’


    He also tilted his head to Bernhard. ‘Bishop Bernhard.’


    Albert leaned forward. ‘You have a disagreement with that young woman?’


    Conrad shook his head as Rameke looked at Kaja. ‘No, lord bishop.’


    ‘Then why did you draw your sword against her?’


    ‘So she can practise, lord bishop.’


    Bernhard was surprised. ‘How is it that a young woman like that has a sword, for such items are expensive and she does not appear to be a queen?’


    ‘It is my sword, lord bishop,’ said Conrad. ‘Kaja, come here please.’


    She sauntered over with his sword in hand, grinning at Hans and Anton and looking quizzically at the two bishops.


    ‘Kaja,’ said Conrad, ‘this is Bishop Albert of Riga and Bishop Bernhard.’


    She bowed deeply to them both. ‘Majesties.’


    They did not understand her words but seemed pleased with her respectful attitude. She handed Conrad his sword.


    ‘Kaja is a Saccalian,’ Conrad told them, ‘and has been with the army for a while now.’


    ‘And you are teaching her to fight?’ asked Bernhard.


    ‘She could already fight, lord bishop,’ said Conrad. ‘I am just teaching her how to fight properly.’


    ‘Do you think it is wise to show a woman how to use a sword, Conrad?’ said Bishop Albert.


    ‘She saved my life, lord bishop, so the least I could do was to aid her desire to be able to defend herself.’


    ‘And what does her father say of this?’ enquired Bernhard.


    ‘Her family are dead, lord bishop,’ said Conrad, ‘killed by Cuman raiders. She has been baptised into the Holy Church.’


    ‘And now she is taught to use a sword by the Marshal of Estonia and the supreme warlord of the Livs,’ said Bernhard.


    Albert looked at Kaja. ‘You are happy, child?’


    Conrad translated the bishop’s words.


    She flashed him a smile. ‘Yes, highborn.’


    Albert made the sign of the cross at her. ‘Go with God, child.’


    He pulled on his horse’s reins to turn the beast.


    ‘We go to Reval to settle the affairs of Estonia once and for all. Pray God that we can have peace in this land. There have been too many families that have lost loved ones and I would see an end to it.’


    The Sword Brothers and Rameke saluted as the prelates left their presence and rode back to where their pavilions were pitched.


    ‘So that was the Bishop of Riga,’ remarked Kaja. ‘He does not seem like a tyrant.’


    ‘Who said he was a tyrant?’ said a surprised Conrad.


    ‘I was always taught that the Bishop of Riga was a sorcerer who conjured up devils to torment the Estonian people.’


    ‘And now you know differently,’ said Conrad.


    ‘Just as you know that the Livs are not your enemies,’ added Hans.


    Anton placed an arm around Rameke’s shoulders. ‘And some might even become your friends, or more than that if you are lucky.’


    The army followed in the wake of Count Henry as it advanced north towards Reval, through a land of high hills, wild forests, lakes, rivers and bogs. Though it was late summer and many of the riverbeds were nearly dry, the almost constant rainfall, though not heavy, was enough to keep the ground soft. This caused the tracks to quickly become rutted and muddy, slowing progress as wagons inevitably got stuck.


    Riki and some of his Harrien accompanied Conrad and other parties of Estonians that rode ahead as scouts. They came across deserted villages, Riki explaining that the inhabitants had fled with their belongings deep into the forest; there to wait until the invaders had passed.


    ‘How can we convince them that we are not their enemies?’ asked Hans.


    ‘By leaving their villages intact,’ replied Riki.


    As they got nearer to Reval they came across a village that had been burned to the ground and the bodies of those who had been unable or unwilling to leave hanging from nearby trees.


    ‘The work of the Danes,’ remarked Riki grimly.


    ‘Or Count Henry,’ said Anton.


    They cut down the bodies and Riki organised their cremation. Conrad urged him to hurry before the main army arrived and its priests learnt of the presence of unburied bodies. If they did then they would insist that they were buried. As Conrad stood with his friends watching the pyres consume the bodies of the Harrien, Riki questioned him concerning the crusaders’ hostility to cremation.


    ‘Among my people we believe that the soul leaves a dead body and returns to another living thing,’ said Riki. ‘A body is just a shell that has no importance after death.’


    ‘Also,’ he stated, ‘burning prevents the return of a spirit to the body and fire wards off evil spirits.’


    ‘We bury our dead,’ said Conrad, ‘because we believe that the dead sleep in the ground until they are resurrected by God.’


    ‘You can’t wake up and get out of your grave if you are a pile of ashes,’ said Anton.


    ‘Our religion teaches that we are created in the image and likeness of God,’ continued Conrad.


    ‘What god?’ queried Riki.


    ‘The one true God,’ said Conrad. ‘The point is, Riki, that as we are created in His likeness we must treat our bodies with respect after death.


    ‘But what if one of you falls into a fire and his body is destroyed?’ asked Riki. ‘Your body will be ashes.’


    ‘Destruction by fire cannot prevent God reuniting the elements of a body, even from ashes, on the day of resurrection,’ Anton told Riki.


    Riki thought for a moment. ‘If your God is powerful enough to do this then surely it does not matter if a body is buried or burned.’


    ‘Fortunately we do not have to argue such points,’ said Conrad. ‘We have the much simpler task of fighting the enemies of our church.’


    ‘Will not your priests be angry with you when they learn that you have allowed us to cremate these bodies?’ Riki asked Conrad.


    ‘Not if you keep your mouth shut, they won’t,’ said Hans.


    Conrad held up a hand to his friend. ‘I am not a Dane,’ replied Conrad. ‘It is my wish to convince you, and others of your people, to join my church so that we can unite this land in peace and friendship.’


    ‘Eventually,’ added Anton.


    They came across another two destroyed villages the next day, once more Riki and his men collecting the bodies left hanging from trees and consigning them to raging fires. He said little though Conrad could tell that he and the other Harrien were enraged at what had been committed against his fellow tribesmen. He felt sure that the atrocities of the Danes would aid the Bishop of Riga in his efforts to win over the Estonians and persuade King Valdemar to leave this land.


    Ironically the Danes appeared that afternoon, or at least a party of them. They were waiting on a dirt track by the side of a red sandstone outcrop. A knight and four sergeants. The former had his face hidden under a full-face helmet and the latter were all wearing kettle helmets. The knight’s horse was covered in a black and yellow caparison, his almond-shaped shield and surcoat carrying the same colours. His shield was also decorated with a red cross, though Conrad could not see the designs on the shields of the sergeants as they were slung on their owners’ backs.


    Conrad held up his hand to halt his party when he first saw them, and the two sides eyed each other warily before the Danish knight upturned his lance and slammed the iron head into the earth, removed his helmet and spurred his horse forward. The sergeants stayed where they were.


    ‘Wait here,’ said Conrad, passing his lance to Hans and urging his horse forward.


    ‘Do not trust them, Susi,’ warned Riki.


    ‘Have no fear, Riki,’ replied Conrad. ‘They bring a message from their king.’


    ‘How can you be so sure?’


    ‘Because if they had wanted to kill us their crossbowmen would have begun shooting.’


    ‘What crossbowmen?’ said Anton.


    ‘In the trees on the left and on the rocks,’ replied Conrad.


    They were well hidden but the more Hans and Anton stared they realised that the round shapes on the top of the outcrop were not boulders but helmets, and in the trees the greens and browns also contained yellow surcoats.


    ‘Watch yourself,’ called Hans.


    But Conrad did not sense any danger as he walked his horse forward until it was facing the knight’s mount. A mail coif that covered his head and neck framed the Dane’s square face. Conrad thought he detected a sneer as he looked at the group of pagans on their ponies. His dark brown eyes looked back at Conrad.


    ‘I am Gustav of Grambow.’


    ‘I am Brother Conrad of the Sword Brothers.’


    Gustav’s eyes widened as he recognised the man who had struck his lord across the face only days earlier.


    ‘You are the Marshal of Estonia,’ he said.


    ‘And you are not Danish,’ retorted Conrad.


    ‘Count Henry is my liege lord,’ Gustav stated defiantly.


    ‘I assume that you are here on your lord’s behalf.’


    ‘No,’ said Gustav curtly. He reached into a saddlebag beneath his horse’s cover and pulled out a rolled document.


    ‘I have a message from King Valdemar for Bishop Albert.’


    He hesitated before handing it to Conrad. ‘It is for the bishop’s eyes only.’


    ‘The seal will only be broken by Bishop Albert, that I promise you,’ smiled Conrad as he was handed the document. ‘Unless one of your crossbowmen shoots me in the back first.’


    ‘Only pagans and heretics indulge in such practices,’ he sneered.


    Conrad wheeled his horse around. ‘Please give my compliments to your master.’


    ‘Are you going to open it?’ said Hans casually.


    ‘It has a seal on it, Hans,’ replied Conrad. ‘Besides, it is not addressed to me.’


    ‘It is probably about you, though,’ mused Anton. ‘After all, you did ambush the king’s chief commander.’


    ‘And killed his horse,’ added Hans.


    They were riding back towards the army, the sun still high in the sky despite the lateness of the hour for in northern Estonia in summer the hours of darkness are slow in coming and short. There had been a short, sharp shower after their meeting with the aggressive Gustav and now the air was filled with the aroma of fresh grass and pine. Conrad could understand why the Danes wanted this land. Its soil was fertile, the forests were full of game and the lakes and rivers were full of fish. Just as the Bishop of Riga had built a flourishing kingdom in Livonia so Valdemar no doubt wished to do the same in Estonia.


    Once back in camp Conrad rode straight to Bishop Albert’s pavilion and handed him Valdemar’s message. He invited Conrad to sit with him, instructing a young servant boy to serve the brother knight wine while he broke the seal and read the communication. The bishop’s pavilion was actually two carousel spoke-wheel pavilions – whereby spokes radiated out from a hub attached to a centre pole near the roof to maintain its round shape – connected by a canvas hallway. The latter had flaps in each side to provide the main entrances, with sunshades over each entrance. One of the round pavilions was where the bishop slept and prayed and the other, where Conrad was sitting, was a reception area. Both could be closed off for privacy.


    ‘King Valdemar requests my presence at Reval,’ said the bishop at length. ‘No doubt to upbraid me for bringing an army into Estonia.’


    He looked at Conrad. ‘I heard about your disagreement with the Count of Schwerin. Most unfortunate, I have to say.’


    ‘The count was leading an army, lord bishop,’ said Conrad. ‘As Marshal of Estonia I have a duty to protect the people of this land. Would that King Valdemar shared the same sentiment.’


    The bishop rolled up the letter. ‘The Danes do seem to mistreat the Estonians.’


    Conrad sipped at his wine. ‘They treat them as slaves, lord bishop.’


    Albert’s brow creased. ‘Kings are apt to treat their conquered subjects harshly. It is the way of things.’


    ‘It may work to our advantage, lord bishop.’


    Albert looked interested. ‘In what way?’


    ‘The Harrien leader you met earlier, lord bishop, is full of hatred towards the Danes, as are his men. Many more will rally to your banner, lord bishop, of that I am certain.’


    ‘You wish me to incite a rebellion against King Valdemar?’


    ‘He already has a rebellion on his hands, lord bishop. I am merely suggesting we use it for our own gain.’


    Albert smile politely at his young marshal but did not inform him that Valdemar’s invitation had specifically asked the bishop not to bring Conrad to the meeting nor any other members of the Sword Brothers, or indeed Sir Richard Bruffingham and the Duke of Saxony.


    So he took only Nordheim and his fifty horsemen and left his army ten miles southeast of Reval, the Count of Schwerin meeting the prelate two miles from the town with an escort of fifty knights. The bishop noticed the flags fluttering above the twin gates in the timber wall that gave access to Reval – one a white cross on a red background, the other Valdemar’s blue lions banner – and the same standards flying from the stronghold atop Toompea Hill where the king awaited him. Spearmen lined the route from the perimeter gates to the entrance of the hill fort, their almond-shaped shields painted blue and yellow. Inside the compound more spearmen lined the walls and a phalanx of Count Henry’s crossbowmen stood to attention in front of the main hall. The bishop’s heart sank. This display of strength was intended to show him that Valdemar had no intention of abandoning Estonia.


    Count Henry dismounted and gave orders that Nordheim and his men were to be shown to a newly built wooden barracks inside the fort, servants taking their horses to the stables that were similarly new. The count then invited Bishop Albert to accompany him into the hall where the king awaited him. Out of politeness Albert said nothing about the large bruise on the count’s face, though he knew it was the result of his marshal striking him, or so Master Rudolf had informed him. As he walked into the dim interior of the former pagan hall his spirits sank lower.


    When he was escorted into the reception hall trumpeters blew their instruments and guards at the doors snapped to attention, Albert removed his mitre and walked towards the king. Valdemar was flanked by his two bishops and the Archbishop of Lund on one side and on the other his senior Danish lords. Count Henry left him to stand with his brother as Albert bowed to Valdemar and stepped forward to kiss his ring when the king held out his hand. He then kissed the ring on the middle finger of the right hand of the archbishop’s hand. The ring was gold like the king’s and was set with a large amethyst, the stone that was a reminder of the archbishop’s office. The purplish hue of the stone resembled the colour of wine and was intended to prompt its wearer not to become ‘drunk’ with power but rather to focus on more spiritual matters. The churchmen looked uncomfortable as they smiled sheepishly at Albert, who was about to discover the reason why he had been invited to Reval.


    The hall fell silent as Valdemar tapped a finger on the right arm of his throne.


    ‘My thanks, lord bishop,’ he said at last, ‘for accepting my invitation to visit me here.’


    ‘It is a privilege to be invited to Reval, majesty.’


    Valdemar stroked his beard. ‘It is the least I could do seeing that you were so close and so far from Riga. Please enlighten me to the reason why you have marched at the head of an army into Estonia, a land granted to me by the Holy Father himself?’


    Albert held his nerve. ‘I come, majesty, to resolve any misunderstanding that may have arisen regarding the partition of Estonia.’


    Valdemar’s eyes narrowed. ‘The partition of Estonia? How can something that has been given to me by the Holy Father in its entirety be partitioned, bishop? Or is that the reason you have brought an army into my realm?’


    The Bishop of Riga was not a man to be cowered, even if he was in the presence of the man who had defeated most of the north German princes to create an empire that covered the area from southern Norway and Sweden to northern Germany. He was, after all, a prince of the Holy Church.


    ‘Your majesty,’ said Albert slowly but forcefully, ‘may I remind you that it was I who raised the matter of you supporting the Holy Church’s crusade in Estonia, to make this land a beacon of Christianity in a dark wilderness of paganism. I was not aware that Estonia was to become a Danish province.’


    The lords and prelates looked surprised at his words, sharp intakes of breath could be heard among them.


    ‘Bishop Albert,’ smiled Valdemar, ‘I realise that for twenty years you have ruled Livonia like a king, far removed from the control of the Holy Father and his cardinals. Perhaps during that time you have been so accustomed to issuing commands and leading armies that you have forgotten that you are a servant of the Holy Church, not its master.’


    ‘I am but a humble servant of the Holy Church, majesty,’ said Albert, ‘who seeks to establish God’s law in Livonia and Estonia.’


    Valdemar brought his hands together. ‘Then we are in agreement, bishop, for you can comfort yourself with the knowledge that God’s law will be established in Estonia.’


    ‘God’s law already rules south of the Pala,’ said Albert casually.


    ‘That, lord bishop,’ scoffed Valdemar, ‘is a matter open to debate. In any case it is irrelevant as you will give the order for your soldiers to withdraw from all Estonian lands immediately.’


    Albert was stunned. ‘Majesty?’


    Valdemar rose from his throne and pointed at the bishop. ‘You think I am a fool, a king of a backwater whom you can ridicule and deceive?’


    ‘You are wrong!’ he screamed, causing the seated prelates and lords to jump.


    ‘I am Valdemar, King of Denmark and southern Norway, lord of Ditmarschen, Holstein, Ratzeburg, Schwerin, Mecklenberg, Dannenberg, Rostok, Werle, Rügen and Pomerania.’


    He stepped from the dais and began circling Albert.


    ‘I did not order you here to engage in a debate. Debating is for equals, bishop. You may be a prince but I am a king whose power and authority comes from God Himself.’


    ‘He’s finally gone mad,’ Gunzelin whispered to his brother.


    Valdemar began raging at the bishop, much to the embarrassment of Archbishop Andrew who was disturbed by the king’s belittling of a prince of the church.


    ‘This is what I command, bishop. Tomorrow at midday you will bring your army to the gates of Reval and there deploy it. You will then surrender this Marshal of Estonia, this Sword Brother, to my mercy. And this heathen Army of the Wolf will be disbanded and its weapons placed on the ground as an act of submission to me.


    ‘Failure to concur with my wishes will result in all shipping to and from Riga being halted. How long will Livonia survive without any crusaders, supplies or trade, bishop?’


    For the first time during the audience Bishop Albert looked uncomfortable. He knew that Valdemar’s words were no idle threat. His own and the soldiers of his allies controlled all the main north German ports and his warships controlled the whole western Baltic.


    ‘How friendly will the Russians be when they cannot sell their goods in Riga because there are no ships to take their furs to Germany and Denmark?


    ‘What do you intend to do with the Marshal of Estonia, majesty?’ said Albert.


    Valdemar, his cheeks still flushed, returned to the dais and sat on his throne. He smiled slyly at Albert.


    ‘What does a king usually do with a heretic?’


    He waved a hand dismissively at the bishop. ‘You may leave us now.’


    Albert looked at Archbishop Andrew but he was purposely staring ahead, stony faced and deliberately avoiding the Bishop of Riga’s eyes. The latter, realising the futility of further argument, bowed, turned and marched from the hall.


    ‘Remember, bishop,’ Valdemar called after him. ‘Tomorrow at midday or all Livonia will face the consequences.’


    Once more Count Henry acted as the bishop’s escort as he left the king’s company. Outside in the courtyard the count ordered the bishop’s horse be brought from the stables and sent a guard to alert Manfred Nordheim that his master was ready to leave.


    ‘Unless you would like some refreshments before you leave,’ enquired the count politely.


    Albert placed his mitre on his head. ‘I think I would find Danish wine too bitter to swallow, count.’


    After the bishop’s commander and horsemen had been assembled the count escorted him from Reval back to the crusader army. The count was politeness itself and when he took his leave of Albert he offered some advice.


    ‘Valdemar is intent on having the head of this Conrad Wolff, lord bishop. The life of one man is a small price to pay for the preservation of Livonia.’


    It was a sombre bishop who rode into his camp, Bishop Bernhard, Grand Master Volquin and Rudolf waiting for him at his pavilion. They saw his severe countenance and said nothing as he curtly ordered Nordheim to find Fricis, the Duke of Saxony, Sir Richard and Conrad, before asking them to follow him inside. He collapsed into a chair and ordered wine to be served as the others took their place around the table.


    ‘I take it the meeting did not go as planned,’ said Bernhard.


    Albert snapped his fingers as a servant poured wine into a silver cup and brought it to him, proffering the tray holding it. The bishop took the cup and took a large gulp as the others were also served with wine.


    ‘I curse the day when I believed that asking for Danish help was the answer to our problems.’


    He would say no more until the others had arrived, by which time the bishop’s mood had darkened considerably. He appeared to be almost distraught when Conrad appeared. He asked Bernhard to say prayers before the meeting commenced, his lips moving to repeat every word that Bernhard said. He finished with a particularly loud ‘Amen’, as though he was asking for forgiveness for what was about to transpire.


    As soon as Bernhard had finished Albert informed the others of the audience with King Valdemar, speaking quickly as he did so. He looked at Conrad with pain-filled eyes as he told them of the king’s demands.


    ‘He has ordered you to surrender yourself to him, Conrad, tomorrow at midday. He desires the whole army to assemble in front of the gates of Reval to witness your submission. He has also ordered that your Estonian warriors lay down their arms and surrender themselves to him.’


    Rudolf burst into laughter. ‘Does he also want the Sword Brothers to wipe his royal arse with their surcoats?’


    Volquin chuckled and even Bernhard saw the humour in Rudolf’s words.


    ‘Arrogant Danish bastard,’ scoffed the Duke of Saxony. ‘I say we assemble our army and give the Danes a good thrashing, capture Valdemar and let your Conrad here practise his sword skills on him.’


    Sir Richard and Rudolf began banging their fists on the table to show their support for the motion but the Bishop Albert called for silence.


    ‘Valdemar also demands that we withdraw from Rotalia, Jerwen and Saccalia.’


    ‘I say we fight him,’ spat the duke, to more banging on the table.


    ‘If we fail to fulfil the king’s wishes,’ said Albert forcefully, ‘then he will place a blockade on Livonia. No ships will be allowed to enter or exit Riga or the ports of northern Germany. I hardly need to remind you all of what that will mean regarding revenues from trade, in addition to supplies of men and weapons to maintain our crusade in these parts.’


    ‘He would not dare,’ said the duke.


    Albert shook his head. ‘I am afraid you are wrong, your grace. He is determined to press his demands.’


    ‘They are unacceptable,’ stated Volquin. ‘Brother Conrad is a brave and loyal member of our order who has gained great repute in this land. His courage has won over many to our cause.’


    Rudolf pointed at the pavilion’s walls. ‘There are nine hundred of them in this camp, lord bishop.’


    ‘Conrad is well known among my men, too,’ stated Fricis. ‘They would think it most strange if you gave him up to the enemy.’


    ‘The Danes are not our enemy,’ said the bishop.


    ‘The Sword Brothers would see it differently, lord bishop,’ warned Rudolf.


    Bishop Albert turned on him. ‘The Sword Brothers will obey orders, Master Rudolf. Unless you and your fellow brother knights are thinking of breaking their oaths.’


    ‘Such a thing would never happen, lord bishop,’ stated Volquin sternly. ‘But may I remind you that it was you who gave Brother Conrad his commission to be Marshal of Estonia.’


    Bishop Albert’s expression changed from one of defiance to abject anguish.


    ‘I know,’ he said softly.


    Conrad, who had been toying with the ring on his finger, held up his hand.


    ‘Yes, Conrad,’ said Bernhard.


    ‘Tomorrow two armies will face each other,’ he began. ‘And if we fail to give King Valdemar what he wants then many men will die.’


    He looked at the faces of the brave men around the table. ‘I can prevent that. Therefore I will submit myself to the king’s mercy, glad in the knowledge that I have prevented great bloodshed.’


    ‘You do not have to do this, Conrad,’ said Rudolf.


    ‘You can expect little clemency from the King of Denmark,’ warned the duke flatly.


    ‘For myself I care not,’ said Conrad, ‘but I would ask that after they have laid down their arms my Estonian warriors be allowed to withdraw with the rest of the army. In all conscience I cannot condemn them to a life of slavery under Danish rule. This is what I would ask of you, lord bishop.’


    Utter relief spread across Albert’s face since Conrad would save Livonia at the expense of his own life.


    ‘I promise you,’ said the bishop, clutching the pectoral cross that hung around his neck, ‘that by all that’s holy your warriors will be marching south by my side this time tomorrow.’


    Conrad smiled at him. ‘Thank you.’


    The Duke of Saxony looked disappointed but Rudolf had a face like thunder as he stood up, moved his head in an insipid bow to Bishop Albert and walked to the entrance.


    ‘Master Rudolf,’ said Albert. ‘Please keep what has been decided here to yourself. It will be better all round if as few people as possible know what is going to occur tomorrow.’


    ‘Better for whom?’ remarked Rudolf as he stormed out.


    Afterwards Conrad went to see Rameke, threading his way through the multitude of Liv tents and the rows of ponies secured to temporary rails. The air was filled with the pleasing aroma of meals being cooked over campfires, men sitting in groups chatting, cleaning and sharpening weapons or listening to older warriors recount past glories. A sense of calm permeated the camp and he was glad that all these men would see their wives and families again. He comforted himself with the thought that though his life was now forfeit, he too would see his loved ones. He was smiling as he walked into the centre of the camp to find Rameke.


    He discovered his brother deep in conversation with Fricis as they walked along a line of tethered ponies. Rameke was now in his mid-twenties and looked very much like his father with his thick, shoulder-length hair and stocky build. He nodded to Conrad when he saw him and beckoned him over, jumping back as a pony lifted its tail and defecated where he had been standing.


    ‘The glories of camp life,’ remarked Conrad as another pony relieved itself.


    ‘If you will excuse me, I have other duties to attend to,’ said Fricis, nodding to Conrad as he walked off.


    Rameke smiled and embraced Conrad.


    ‘Fricis informs me that there will be no fighting tomorrow.’


    ‘That is correct. I have a favour to ask you, brother.’


    Rameke frowned as a pony broke wind loudly.


    ‘What? Of course. Name it.’


    ‘I want you to take care of Kaja for me.’


    Rameke looked confused. ‘Why? Where are you going?’


    ‘I have to go on a short journey,’ replied Conrad. ‘It is nothing important but I need to know that Kaja will be safe.’


    ‘What about Hans and Anton? Or are they going on this journey too?’


    ‘No, but they are Sword Brothers and their duties to the order come first, whereas you are a great warlord and have an army of servants to run around after you. That being the case, you have lots of spare time to fill.’


    Rameke guffawed. ‘If only that was true. My days are filled listening to whining petitioners, either that or knocking the heads of warring chiefs together.’


    ‘Then you will not mind more pleasing company.’


    Rameke shrugged. ‘If you wish.’


    Conrad grabbed his arm. ‘You must give me your word that you will take care of her.’


    Rameke was startled by his brother’s deadly seriousness.


    ‘Of course. Is everything as it should be?’


    Conrad regained his composure and released Rameke’s arm. ‘Everything is fine.’


    ‘Rest assured I will see that she comes to no harm. How long will you be away?’


    Conrad smiled. ‘For some time.’


    To the surprise of Rameke, Conrad locked him in another embrace.


    ‘Farewell brother.’


    He slapped Rameke on the back, turned and left him. He was pleased that the Liv warlord did not see his eyes filling with tears.


    He said little to Hans and Anton that night as they sat round the campfire being served venison stew by Kaja. Hillar, Andres and Tonis had also joined them for their evening meal. The Estonians were in high spirits at the prospect of battling the Danes but Conrad told them that there would be no fighting on the morrow. He also told them of the importance of keeping their men in check and obeying orders.


    Andres was mortified. ‘We have always obeyed orders, Susi.’


    ‘I know that,’ said Conrad, ‘but tomorrow it is more important then ever. No matter what the provocation you must remain calm and obey what the bishop requires of you.’


    Tonis looked at the others. ‘The bishop? We take orders from you, Susi.’


    ‘And I take orders from the bishop,’ stated Conrad. ‘So you also take orders from him.’


    ‘Where will you be?’ asked Hillar.


    ‘I was wondering that,’ added Anton.


    Conrad held up his hands. ‘Please just do as I ask.’


    ‘We have always obeyed your orders, Susi,’ said Andres, ‘and always will.’


    ‘My men have faith in you, Susi,’ stated Hillar, ‘as do I.’


    Tonis nodded. ‘And I.’


    Conrad felt a surge of emotion well up inside him. He choked back his feelings.


    ‘It has been an honour to have led you, my friends.’


    Hans looked at Anton, concern etched on his face. He had known Conrad for ten years and knew that something was remiss, though Anton could provide no answers, merely shrugging his shoulders in confusion. Conrad would say nothing further and so they sat eating broth as Kaja refilled their bowls. Afterwards Conrad insisted that she practise her swordplay, giving her his sword as he defended himself with a stick. The others shouted their encouragement to her as she launched a series of well-timed attacks and counter strikes. She was very light on her feet and he smiled as he saw her left arm tucked behind her back. He was taken back to his time as a novice and Lukas’ training sessions. He remembered the brother knight’s words.


    ‘Keep your free hand behind your back. If your free hand is not holding a weapon or shield it is just another target.’


    It was dark when he walked with Hans and Anton to attend compline – evening prayers – in the chapel tent in the centre of the Sword Brothers’ camp. He was now resigned to his fate and the calm that had possessed him in the Liv camp returned as Bishop Bernhard said prayers and the brother knights and sergeants knelt before the simple altar. Images of Daina and Dietmar filled his mind and the brief time of happiness he had spent with them was a pleasant memory.


    As was usual after evening prayers the knights and sergeants made their way to the stabling areas to check their horses and discuss any problems with the farriers and veterinaries. He left the tent in the company of Hans and Anton but Master Rudolf called for them to halt. The order’s deputy commander smiled at his two friends.


    ‘I would speak to the marshal alone.’


    Hans and Anton saluted and walked away, Rudolf not saying anything until every member of the congregation had left the area.


    ‘There is a saddled horse waiting for you in Wenden’s stabling area, Conrad, together with food and spare clothing in saddle bags. If you leave as dawn is breaking tomorrow you can be far away before anyone notices.’


    ‘You are kind, master.’


    Rudolf moved closer, looking around to ensure there was no one within earshot.


    ‘Sir Richard is in agreement with me and suggests you ride south to Lehola, there to wait until he returns. You can either stay with him or seek sanctuary with Kalju at Odenpah, for I know that you are dear to him and his wife.’


    ‘Thank you, master, but no.’


    Rudolf, preoccupied with ensuring no one overheard them, did not hear.


    ‘So, make your way to the stabling area now and take yourself and the horse to the forest and wait for the new day.’


    ‘No, master,’ said Conrad more loudly.


    ‘What?’


    ‘I will give myself up to the Danes as I promised the bishop I would.’


    Rudolf was bewildered. ‘Are you mad? They will execute you, burn you most likely.’


    ‘I do not seek death,’ replied Conrad, ‘but I gave my word to the bishop. What sort of man would I be to run away like a thief in the night?’


    He clutched his surcoat. ‘I have always tried to serve our order with truth and honour. If I run now I will be running for the rest of my life. I ran once, when my parents were being murdered.’


    ‘You were just a boy,’ said Rudolf.


    ‘After that dreadful night I swore that I would never run again. It is an older oath than the one I took to the Sword Brothers but I will break neither.’


    Rudolf saw the steel in Conrad’s eyes and knew that further words would be wasted. He smiled at the brother knight, laid a hand on his shoulder and then walked away into the night.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter 14


    Conrad was standing at the entrance to his tent, Hans and Anton still asleep inside, so he could watch the first rays of the sun creep over the eastern horizon. The sky was black and then it suddenly changed to blood red as a white fireball slowly ascended into the heavens, gradually changing to yellow as the new day welcomed the sun. It was still two hours before early morning mass and so he donned his armour, strapped on his sword belt and went for a stroll among the tents of the Army of the Wolf.


    Just as the Sword Brothers arranged their tents in circles around the chapel tent and the temporary shelter of the grand master, so the Estonians pitched their tents around their chiefs and elders. The air was fresh and cold; the hint of damp pony meeting his nostrils as he walked by a group of them tethered to wooden rails. Guards, their cloaks wrapped around them, saw him out of the corner of their eyes and raised their spears in recognition. He was sad that he would be leaving them but also pleased that their lives would be spared. Valdemar might have their weapons but they would be marching south with the bishop. He smiled when he saw sentries with wolf shields, others bearing the symbols of Jerwen’s bear and Rotalia’s stag.


    ‘A strange fate indeed,’ he said to no one in particular.


    When he arrived back at his tent he found Hans and Anton standing outside, stretching their aching limbs, while a fresh-faced Kaja was heaping wood on the ashes of the campfire. She smiled at Conrad.


    ‘Hot porridge will be ready when you return from prayers, Susi.’


    She placed some tinder on the ashes and gently blew on it, causing it to ignite. She then quickly placed a few dry twigs on the flames so they would set fire to the larger pieces of firewood.


    Hans rubbed his stomach. ‘Kaja, you are truly an angel.’


    She smiled as flames began to lick the firewood.


    ‘What’s an angel?’


    ‘Messengers from God in human form,’ said Anton. ‘Have you been neglecting your bible studies, Kaja?’


    She smiled mischievously at him. ‘I have my sword skills to attend to.’


    Conrad unbuckled his sword belt. ‘Angels are powerful and dreadful, Kaja, and endowed with great wisdom and knowledge, as I hope you will be one day. They also carry drawn swords and ride on horses, as well as protecting the pious.’


    He held out his sword to her. ‘Here. A gift for you.’


    Her eyes opened wide in amazement as she beheld the gift offered to her. Hans walked to his friend’s side.


    ‘What are you doing?’


    Conrad ignored him. ‘Take it,’ he ordered Kaja.


    She looked at Anton and Hans before taking the scabbard and belt.


    ‘Time for prayers,’ said Conrad, turning and marching away.


    He would say nothing to his friends about his strange gesture, despite their pestering at breakfast and during the saddling of their horses as the army prepared to march to Reval. They became angry but still he refused to explain himself as they rode at the head of the Estonians marching between hills and sandstone outcrops towards the Danish settlement.


    When the bishop’s army arrived at Reval they found Valdemar’s soldiers already arrayed before the timber walls of the town. A forest of tall pines had surrounded the original Harrien settlement, but these had been felled to provide materials for the defences and the many buildings that were being erected inside them. The former pagan trading port was now a mighty Danish citadel.


    The banners of the town’s new owner flew from the towers of the hill fort and from flagpoles that flanked the twin gates that gave access to Reval. These led to a wooden bridge across the moat that had been dug at the base of the timber wall. Impressive though the defences were, it was obvious that Valdemar intended them to be temporary as the trunks of all the trees that had been cut down had also been dug up and removed so the ground to the south of the walls was flat and open. Thus the settlement could be increased in size to become the mighty capital of Danish Estonia. But today it was not empty.


    Valdemar’s army presented an awe-inspiring sight as the vanguard of Bishop Albert’s army – Volquin and the horse and foot of the Sword Brothers – advanced between a large sandstone outcrop on their right and the pine forest that had provided wood for Reval on their left. Directly in front of the town’s open gates stood a phalanx of Danish axe men: two thousand rough-hewed warriors recruited from Jutland and southern Norway and Sweden. The front ranks wore mail hauberks and conical iron helmets with nasal guards, though the rear ranks wore no mail. All carried round shields and large-bladed war axes with knives tucked in sheaths attached to their belts.


    In front of the axe men were four hundred Danish archers, men dressed in drab short-sleeved tunics that ended just above the knee, leggings with gaiters around the lower legs and woollen hats. Their only armour was a round wooden shield faced with leather that hung low on the hip with a leather strap so as to be out of the way when shooting their bows. For close defence each archer was equipped with a spear in addition to his shield.


    On Valdemar’s left flank were four hundred of his Danish foot knights, each man fully equipped with full-face helmet, mail coif, hauberk and thickly padded gambeson. His shield was very similar to the ones carried by mounted knights in the bishop’s army, with the addition of iron reinforcing cross-pieces held in place by a small iron boss. Behind the knights stood two hundred sergeants in mail armour and kettle helmets. The cross-pieces of the knights’ shields divided the face into four quarters, which were painted alternate red and white to represent the new Danish colours. The almond-shaped shields of the three hundred spearmen that stood on the extreme left of the Danish line also carried these colours, though red and white stripes instead of quarters.


    The mounted knights who surrounded the king, Count Henry, Archbishop Lund and Bishops Nicholas and Peter wore the blue lions of their king on their shields and surcoats. There were a hundred of them, which Count Henry considered excessive, especially as his own horsemen on the right wing were lacking in numbers.


    ‘When this Sword Brother gives himself up I want him clapped in irons in the fort,’ Valdemar said to Henry.


    ‘Yes, majesty,’ replied the count flatly.


    ‘And his pagan friends, this Army of the Wolf, too,’ added the king.


    Valdemar turned to Archbishop Andrew seated on a horse behind him. ‘They shall work on building your new cathedral here at Reval.’


    ‘You are most generous, majesty,’ said the archbishop.


    Henry raised his eyes to the heavens and wished he was accompanying his brother Gunzelin who commanded his men deployed on the right wing. Arrayed directly below Toompea Hill they comprised two hundred and twenty mounted knights, squires and lesser knights. Immediately to their left were the count’s foot soldiers to provide support: three hundred crossbowmen and the same number of spearmen.


    As the bishop’s army deployed it became apparent that Gunzelin’s horsemen were greatly outnumbered by the Duke of Saxony’s mounted crusaders. There were eleven hundred of them – two hundred and fifty knights mounted on great warhorses, the same number of squires behind them and in the rear ranks six hundred lesser knights – lance points, helmets and spurs glinting in the sun.


    In the centre of the bishop’s army were the Livs: a thousand warriors deployed in six ranks. On the right of Fricis’ men was the Army of the Wolf, just short of a thousand men and like their Liv allies drawn up in six ranks. As neither force had any missile soldiers to speak of the Duke of Saxony lent them his three hundred crossbowmen that now stood in a single line in front of the closely packed presses of long-haired warriors.


    The right wing of the bishop’s army was made up of Sir Richard’s horsemen – eighty-five men – and the mounted brother knights and sergeants of the Sword Brothers, another one hundred and twenty men commanded by Master Rudolf. Leather face commanded the order’s one hundred and forty crossbowmen that were deployed just ahead of the horsemen. The order’s spearmen were with Grand Master Volquin who attended the Bishop of Riga, as did Nordheim and his fifty horsemen. The sandstone escarpment that sloped gently down to end just ahead of where leather face’s men stood anchored Rudolf’s right flank, not that he was worried about being outflanked as they were not here to fight.


    The Livs and Estonians had left their ponies in camp, the non-combatants that accompanied the crusaders and a hundred boys from the Army of the Wolf who were too young to fight in battle being left behind to guard them, the tents, wagons and supplies. It took an hour for Bishop Albert’s men to shuffle into position, after which just over eight thousand men stared at each other across the five hundred paces of ground that constituted no-man’s land. Spearmen leaned on shields whose ends rested on the ground, knights held helmets in the crook of their arms and crossbowmen shouldered their weapons and looked bored. There were no fanfares of trumpets, no horns being blown or drums being banged. But there was some movement.


    Conrad slid off his horse and gestured to Andres, Tonis and Hillar to attend him. As usual they stood before the front ranks of their men, swords drawn and shields tight to their bodies.


    ‘I would like you two to hear this too,’ he said to Hans and Anton whom Rudolf had kindly ordered to attend their friend this day.


    They too dismounted, removed their helmets and stood with their friend, all three holding the reins of their horses. When the Estonians arrived Conrad explained the reason for the outbreak of peace that had occurred. He pointed towards the army opposite.


    ‘A few days ago, the Bishop of Riga was summoned to Reval by the Danish king. He is very angry with the bishop and demands that we withdraw from all Estonian lands.’


    Andres spat in the direction of the Danes. ‘Let him force us to do so.’


    ‘We should push this king back into the sea,’ hissed Tonis.


    ‘No!’ said Conrad. ‘If we fight then he will use his many ships to strangle Livonia and undo the great work that the bishop has achieved in this land. So the bishop agreed to withdraw from Estonia. The king also demands that the Army of the Wolf disarms and surrenders itself to him.’


    The Estonian leaders began laughing.


    ‘It is no laughing matter. I have agreed that you and your men will lay down their weapons, but after doing so you will withdraw south with the rest of the bishop’s army.’


    The Estonians were now lost for words and looked at each other, bewildered.


    ‘If you have any respect for me then you will do this thing.’


    Hillar shrugged. ‘You will see that we always obey you, Susi.’


    ‘I will not be here to see it,’ said Conrad, ‘as part of the peace agreement I am required to surrender myself to the king.’


    Hans was horrified. ‘What?’


    ‘The bishop would never order such a thing,’ said Anton.


    ‘He did not. I volunteered,’ stated Conrad.


    ‘Are you mad?’ asked Hans, scarcely able to believe what he was hearing.


    Conrad smiled. ‘No, my friend. I would rather forfeit my own life than see my friends and comrades put in danger.’


    ‘I say we fight,’ spat Anton, drawing his sword.


    ‘I am with Anton,’ said Tonis, who was joined by Andres and Hillar.


    But Conrad was adamant. ‘No. I am the Marshal of Estonia and you will all obey my orders. If not you might as well cut me down with your own swords for you will humiliate me in front of the whole army.’


    Anton shook his head but he saw that Conrad was not to be moved from his position. He slammed his sword back into its scabbard. Hans was distraught.


    ‘I will go instead.’


    Conrad placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘It is me that he wants, not someone who will eat up all his supplies.’


    The three Sword Brothers looked at each other, aware that this would be the last time they would ever see each other. Suddenly the years were stripped away and they were those frightened, lost boys who had stood on the quay at Lübeck a lifetime ago. Conrad held out an arm.


    ‘As dust to the wind.’


    Anton placed a palm on top of his hand and Hans did the same, the two of them repeating the words. They stood, rooted to the spot in wretched misery, as Conrad said farewell to his Estonian warlords. He then turned and walked towards the gates of Reval, and his doom.


    He walked slowly, taking in the air as thousands of pairs of eyes peered at him. The Danish archers that he walked towards believed he was some sort of religious fanatic intent on a glorious death and several nocked arrows in their bowstrings and raised their bows. But their officers quickly ordered them to place their arrows back in their quivers. To the right of the Army of the Wolf Sir Richard sat on his warhorse in the front rank of his knights.


    ‘What’s he doing? It’s Brother Conrad, isn’t it?’ said his squire loudly behind him.


    ‘He goes to sacrifice himself for the good of all Livonia,’ answered his lord, sadness in his voice.


    ‘And you will allow this to happen?’ said Paul irreverently.


    ‘Silence,’ snapped Sir Richard, ‘remember your position.’


    But Paul was not to be silenced and vented his fury on the Bishop of Riga, announcing loudly to any who would listen.


    ‘I say that the Bishop of Riga is an idiot and a coward to allow one of his bravest soldiers to surrender himself to the enemy. Can honourable men watch in silence as this injustice is played out before their eyes?’


    His outburst was disrespectful and the punishment for such rudeness was usually a bored tongue. But Sir Richard knew his squire spoke the truth and his stomach twisted in agony as he watched Conrad walk towards the Danish army. His knights knew it too and they sat on their destriers in silence, some glancing at their lord, hoping he would give the command to charge.


    Similar sentiments possessed Otto who walked up and down in front of the brother knights of Wenden, holding up the cross he wore around his neck.


    ‘Take a good look, sinners. Take a long look at one of your brothers who goes like Daniel into the lion’s den while you sit idle like the idolaters of Sodom and Gomorrah. Christ himself damns you for your faintheartedness. Are you Sword Brothers, oath sworn to defend the helpless and fight for the Lamb of God? Are you not ashamed of your womanly demeanour in the face of the enemy?’


    Rudolf sat, his face like a stone mask, listening to Otto’s tirade and said nothing for he knew the words to be true. For ten years Conrad had been a member of Wenden’s garrison and had won great renown with his sword. He was a brave and honourable brother knight and Rudolf felt ashamed and belittled. Next to him tears were running down Walter’s cheeks and even Henke, the merciless and cold hearted Henke, wore a pained expression.


    Leather face, standing some thirty paces ahead of the first rank of brother knights, also saw Conrad and came running over to Master Rudolf.


    ‘That’s Brother Conrad, isn’t it?’


    Rudolf looked at him with wary eyes and was about to answer but was interrupted by Otto’s thundering voice.


    ‘Brother Conrad, like Christ our Lord, takes the sins of these underserving brothers upon his shoulders and seeks to wash them away with his own blood.’


    Otto’s arm shot out like a lightning bolt at Rudolf. ‘He is allowing our brother to sacrifice himself.’


    Leather face looked at Rudolf. ‘Can’t you stop the young fool?’


    Rudolf looked at the ground. ‘It has been decided. It is for the good of Livonia.’


    Conrad did not hear these discourses as he strolled to towards the Danish archers arrayed in front of the axe men, and behind them the great banners that indicated the presence of King Valdemar. He saw two knights leave the king’s entourage and gallop forward. His personal escort, no doubt. They thundered forward to skirt the axe men and then abruptly pulled up their mounts, prior to pointing towards the Sword Brothers. Then Conrad heard what he thought were shouts coming from the right. He was now in the middle of no-man’s land and looked right when the shouts became louder. He stopped when he saw a great tide of men appearing from around the sandstone outcrop that rose up on the Sword Brothers’ right flank. He saw round shields and spear points and heard the thunder of noise grow louder as the warriors swept forward before turning left towards the Danish left flank. In the centre of the black mass of warriors he saw a great banner that rippled in the summer breeze that suddenly picked up. As it billowed Conrad saw the symbol of a golden eagle and knew that Kalju had come.


    The Ungannian chief halted his warriors so they could shuffle into formation, ending almost at right angles to the spearmen on the Danes’ left flank. Conrad had halted, Kalju’s men had halted but leather face ran back to stand with his men. He glanced left at the Ungannians, right at the lonely figure of Conrad in no-man’s land and smiled.


    He sniggered to himself. ‘I’ve never started a battle before.’


    ‘Time to earn your money, boys,’ he shouted before loading his weapon. ‘Move forward. Rapid shooting.’


    A hundred and forty men ran forward as fast as they could before halting two hundred paces from the packed ranks of the Danish foot knights, men fully armed and armoured but with no missile support.


    ‘I hope you have the good sense to turn and run, Conrad,’ leather face said to himself.


    ‘Shoot!’ he screamed.


    Rudolf smiled and then Wenden’s castellan lifted up his lance looked behind him at the sergeants in their kettle helmets and shouted.


    ‘God with us!’


    They and the brother knights of Wenden, Segewold and Kremon answered as one.


    There was a succession of thwacks as crossbowmen pulled their triggers and over a hundred bolts hissed through the air, followed by another volley fifteen seconds later. Before a minute had passed another two volleys had been shot at the Danes: over five hundred iron-tipped crossbow bolts hitting shields, arms, faces and shoulders. In their haste the crossbowmen would not have heard the shrieks and screams of men being pierced by quarrels.


    Kalju turned and raised his sword and shield in the air and ordered his men to follow him. The Ungannians rushed forward to smash into the spearmen on the extreme left of the Danish line.


    Kalju had ridden hard to get to Reval, his men travelling on ponies before dismounting a short distance from the great lake to the southeast of the settlement. He then led them north through the pines that populated this part of northern Estonia, using a local guide who followed an ancient track that hugged the eastern side of the outcrop that the Sword Brothers had used to anchor their flank. Exiting the trees Kalju had bellowed ‘boar’s snout’, his men forming behind him in a giant wedge formation with him at the tip.


    The three hundred Danish spearmen locked shields and levelled their weapons, wheeling left to meet the pagan warriors. Kalju shouted his war cry and raced forward, his men following, their momentum buckling the Danish line before they began hacking and thrusting with their spears and axes. The Danish sergeants deployed behind the foot knights should have reinforced the hard-pressed spearmen, but moments after the Ungannians had locked horns with the Danes the Sword Brothers and Sir Richard’s horsemen struck the foot knights.


    Leather face’s crossbowmen managed to shoot six volleys before the Sword Brothers and Sir Richard’s knights thundered through them. The horsemen did not break into a gallop because they could see that there was a ragged line of dead and wounded men among the front ranks of the enemy. Their great warhorses churned up the soft ground with their iron-shod hooves as they neared the Danes, then there was a great clattering sound as couched lances were thrust at enemy shields.


    The foot knights had no spears and so the horsemen could take their time choosing their targets. And it was fortunate that the quarter markings on the enemy shields provided excellent aiming points. Lance points went through the shields, pierced mail armour and padded gambesons and lodged themselves in flesh and bone. Then the horsemen ground their way into the enemy foot knights with their axes, swords and maces.


    ‘Stop them,’ Bishop Albert ordered Grand Master Volquin as he watched in horror as the Sword Brothers and Sir Richard’s knights rode forward.


    ‘It is too late, Albert,’ answered Bishop Bernhard for Volquin, ‘far too late.’


    Albert dug his spurs into his horse. ‘Then I will stop them.’


    But Volquin grabbed the reins of the bishop’s horse. ‘No, lord bishop. You will not be able stop what is unfolding and I cannot allow you to ride to your death.’


    The bishop glared at Volquin and Nordheim rode forward, drawing his sword to menace the grand master.


    Volquin released the reins and drew his own sword. ‘If you think you can, commander, then feel free.’


    Nordheim’s horsemen also advanced as Volquin prepared to sell his life dearly, his order’s spearmen moving to defend the grand master.


    ‘Enough. Enough I say,’ shouted Bishop Albert. ‘All of you put away your weapons or be condemned for your damnable acts.’


    Volquin bowed his head to Albert, sniffed contemptuously at Nordheim and slid his sword back in its scabbard. But the commander was not looking at the grand master; his attention was diverted by a mighty roar that erupted from the ranks of the Army of the Wolf as nearly a thousand Estonians raced forward.


    Conrad, mesmerised by Kalju’s appearance and then the charge of the Sword Brothers and Sir Richard’s men, had forgotten that he stood halfway between two thousand Livs and Estonians on one side and over two thousand Danish foot soldiers on the other. He was brought back to reality when his Estonians charged. They were led by Hans and Anton: two white-robed figures leading over nine hundred warriors in a mad rush to cover the open ground that separated them from the enemy and save their friend. Conrad thought about running but changed his mind when he saw several of the Danish archers lowering their bows to shoot at him. He threw himself on the ground as they released their bowstrings and arrows flew above his head.


    The Danish archers soon forgot about him as the green and brown tide surged towards them. They raised their bows and loosed a single volley, the arrows felling at least fifty Estonians, before rapidly retreating through the ranks of the axe men. As did the Count of Schwerin’s crossbowmen that had been engaged in a brief but deadly duel with their counterparts in the Duke of Saxony’s contingent.


    The blizzard of bolts that had flown between the two sets of missile troops had resulted in over a hundred deaths before the Liv horde swept through the Duke of Saxony’s crossbowmen and brought their shooting to a halt. The Count of Schwerin’s men could have stood and shot at the Livs as they advanced but they had more important matters to attend to. Their officers ordered them to join the count’s spearmen who would provide cover for the count’s horsemen on the right wing, who were about to retire.


    Gunzelin had one hundred and twenty horsemen under his command, veteran soldiers from the wars in Germany, and he had no intention of sacrificing them to the vanity of King Valdemar. He also had no intention of fighting the hundreds of horsemen opposite that served the Duke of Saxony. The flurry of trumpets blasts from the latter’s ranks merely increased his haste as he ordered his men to retire back to the town. His brother’s spearmen and crossbowmen would cover his retreat. He heard a great tumult and turned to see the Bishop of Riga’s foot soldiers smash into Valdemar’s axe men.


    Conrad jumped to his feet as Hans and Anton reached him, dozens of men sweeping past them to cover the final two hundred paces of ground to get to grips with the Danes.


    ‘I need a sword,’ Conrad said to his friends.


    ‘No time for that,’ replied Hans, his voice muffled by his helmet, ‘get yourself back out of harm’s way.’


    ‘Pity you gave away your sword,’ said Anton. He raised his own weapon and raced forward, as did Hans. Warriors flooded past, grinning at him and shouting his name. He should have felt relieved but instead he growled in frustration.


    ‘Susi, take this.’


    He turned to see a pair of blue eyes beneath an oversized helmet and a slender arm holding out his sword belt and scabbard.


    ‘What are you doing here?’


    Kaja grinned. ‘Fighting my enemies.’


    She carried a spear, her lower leggings were wrapped in gaiters and a padded gambeson covered her torso. Her round shield bearing a leering wolf looked very large against her body.


    ‘Get back. This no place for you.’


    She said nothing as she spun on her heels and raced towards the Danes.


    ‘Kaja,’ he called after her. He shook his head. ‘Give me strength.’


    He ran forward, bare headed and shieldless. A warrior slumped to the ground in front of him, an arrow in his neck. He knelt down and turned the man over. Glazed eyes looked up at him as blood spurted from the arrow wound. He took the man’s helmet, put it on his head and also relieved the corpse of its shield. He drew his sword and raced forward, catching sight of blond hair from beneath a helmet cascading over a white gambeson.


    He heard the frantic thuds of metal on wood and knew that the mêlée had begun. It was not a clash of two shield walls and tightly packed, ordered ranks. Rather, it was a free-for-all where individuals battled each other oblivious to what was happening outside the confines of their personal duels. There was no leadership, no overall command, just a feral bloodlust that had to be sated.


    The Danes looked larger close up: broad-shouldered, hard-bitten men recruited from the wild regions of Valdemar’s kingdom that had wielded axes since they had been boys. Their blonde beards and blue eyes indicated their race but there was no pity in the latter as they went about their work with their hatchets.


    Kaja was a few paces ahead, lunging forward with her spear before leaping back when her burly opponent swung his axe at her. Both held their shields in front of them, clutching the hand guards behind the iron bosses. Kaja was very agile, changing the weight between her right and left feet as she frustrated the Dane’s attempt to split her skull. He swung and missed; she jabbed her spear forward and drove the point into his right forearm.


    ‘Ha!’ she shouted in triumph.


    But the Dane ignored the wound and hacked down with his axe, not at her head or body as she expected, moving her shield to deflect the blow, but at her exposed spear. With a deft strike he lopped off the iron head and left her with a stick to fight him. Conrad raced forward and drove the point of his sword over the top of the Dane’s shield and into his lower neck. He pulled the blade back and stood beside Kaja as the Dane dropped his axe and shield, tried to stem the fountain of blood with his hand and then collapsed on the ground.


    ‘Get behind me,’ he shouted at her as another Dane jumped over his dead comrade and made a diagonal swing with his axe at Conrad’s torso.


    The Sword Brother dodged the blow, ducked low and whipped his sword blade against the man’s left calf. The resulting wound was not deep but it was enough to make the Dane wince and slow him down. He was retarded further when Conrad lunged at him, locking their shields together and then bringing his sword up and driving one end of the cross-guard into his eye. The Dane screamed in pain and staggered back, his screams stopping suddenly when Kaja ran forward and drove the blade of the sword she was holding into his belly.


    ‘Where did you get that from?’ he asked.


    ‘I found it lying on the ground, Susi.’


    By now dozens of Danish and Estonian corpses were also lying on the ground, together with many more wounded either staggering away from the fighting, their limbs torn and their bones broken, or crawling on all fours with ghastly stomach wounds.


    The clatter and thuds of blades striking shields and other weapons filled the air as the Livs and Estonians continued to battle the axe men. Behind the latter the Danish archers were loosing arrows high into the sky, to fall among the enemy warriors, or so they hoped. But in the swirling chaos of the huge mêlée that erupted in front of Reval’s gates many hit their own men.


    Conrad dropped on one knee, held his shield above his head and thrust his sword upwards into a man’s groin, the hideous scream emitted by his victim signalling he had skewered the Dane’s genitals. He was about to stand as the man collapsed but he heard two sharp thuds and saw arrowheads protruding from the wood on the inside of his shield. He looked behind him in alarm to see Kaja unhurt.


    ‘Arrows,’ he called to her. ‘Crouch down under your shield.’


    She looked at him quizzically then changed her stance as a Dane came charging at her. He was bigger and broader than her but she did not panic, holding out her shield towards him and drawing back her sword arm. She prepared to dodge his axe as he drew it back but then he tripped and fell, the axe falling from his hand. Quick as a flash she sprang forward and rammed the point of her sword into his back before he could rise. But he was already dead, an arrow embedded in the back of his neck.


    Conrad ran over to her and held his shield above his own and her head as arrows began falling around them.


    ‘Sound withdrawal,’ he shouted in a forlorn hope that someone would hear him.


    But someone did. A warrior with a horn hanging around his neck recognised Susi and began blowing his instrument. The warriors around them, all Saccalians, slowly disengaged from the enemy as more signallers took up the call. Slowly the two sides disentangled from each other as the rain of arrows continued, hitting Dane and Estonian alike.


    Conrad hauled Kaja back as she held up her shield and hurled abuse at the enemy, laughing maniacally as she did so. He frowned at her. She seemed to be totally at ease among the gore of a battlefield.


    ‘Don’t waste your energy on hurling insults,’ he told her.


    ‘It is a common custom among my people.’


    ‘It is a waste of time and effort,’ he shot back as dozens of warriors closed around them and began to lock their shields together as a defence against the Danish arrows. ‘You will not see Sword Brothers adopting such tactics. Let your weapons do the talking.’


    There was now a cacophony of horn blasts as the Livs also pulled back to form a shield wall around two hundred paces from the tattered ranks of the axe men. Valdemar’s soldiers had been mauled but they had stood firm; more, they had forced the pagans back, albeit with the aid of their archers.


    *****


    Valdemar pulled his sword from its scabbard.


    ‘Ready,’ he called to his bodyguard.


    But Count Henry laid a hand on his saddle’s pommel.


    ‘No, majesty, you must retire inside the town. The day is lost.’


    ‘How dare you,’ seethed the king, who jabbed his sword in the direction of his right flank where Gunzelin was overseeing a superb withdrawal of his horsemen under the cover of the crossbowmen.


    ‘You brother shows his cowardice, count, withdrawing without even fighting the enemy.’


    The count struggled hard to maintain his composure.


    ‘He faces the Duke of Saxony, majesty,’ he said through gritted teeth, ‘who musters hundreds of horsemen. If my brother engages him then your right flank will be destroyed, just as your left has been.’


    When the Bishop of Riga and his men had appeared there had ben nine hundred soldiers deployed on the king’s left wing. Half were now dead or wounded after being assaulted in the flank by Kalju’s Ungannians, shot at by the Sword Brothers’ crossbowmen and charged by the order’s and Sir Richard’s horsemen. The foot knights still stood defiantly, their numbers being whittled down by lances, maces and axes. Kalju’s boar’s snout had cut the spearmen to pieces and was now grinding its way into what was left of the formation of Danish sergeants.


    ‘Majesty,’ implored the count, ‘you must get as many of your men inside the town as quickly as possible. If we die here then the Sword Brothers will take Reval.’


    Those words seemed to disperse the hysteria that had gripped Valdemar and the king’s cool and calculating demeanour returned. He brushed away Henry’s arm from his pommel and turned to the knight behind him.


    ‘Ride forward and give the order to retire.’


    The king and his bodyguard stayed until the end, his archers and the count’s crossbowmen providing cover for the retreat of the axe men and Gunzelin’s horsemen into the town. Count Henry dismounted and stood with his brother among his mercenary spearmen and crossbowmen with swords drawn as a great mass of horsemen rode by the foot of Toompea Hill and threatened to cut off the Danes’ retreat. But the Duke of Saxony was far too wily and experienced to allow his knights to be shot down in a futile attempt to break a formation of veteran spearmen and crossbowmen. So the only contingent of Duke Albert’s crusaders to have taken part in the battle were his crossbowmen, who now walked from behind the locked shields of Fricis’ warriors to once again deploy in front of the Livs.


    *****


    Rudolf called to leather face who was nonchalantly chatting to some of his men. The caparison of the horse of Wenden’s castellan was splattered with blood and the beast was panting hard after the exertion of battle. The brother knights and sergeants were similarly exhausted after what seemed like an eternity hacking at Danish foot soldiers with their close-quarter weapons. They and Sir Richard’s men had been finally forced to retire when a ring of Danish corpses that had become a wall of dead flesh rose up to create a barrier between them and the remnants of the enemy.


    The mercenary strolled over as the brother knights and sergeants removed their helmets and took great gulps of air. Some drank greedily from their water bottles, only to be rebuked by Walter.


    ‘Take sips or you’ll get stomach cramps. Remember your training for the love of Christ.’


    ‘Take your men and destroy those remaining Danes,’ Rudolf instructed leather face.


    The mercenary turned and looked at Kalju’s warriors grouped in a compact mass on the other side of the circle of enemy survivors.


    ‘What about the pagans, perhaps they would like the honour?’


    ‘Walter,’ said Rudolf, ‘I must ask you to ride to Kalju, present my compliments to him and ask what his intentions are.’


    ‘Judging by the piles of enemy dead I would have thought that was obvious,’ remarked leather face.


    Rudolf waved him away. ‘Just go and earn your pay.’


    ‘You are not of a mind to see if they want to surrender themselves, then?’ enquired the mercenary, grinning.


    Rudolf shook his head as Walter cantered away. ‘No.’


    As Walter left Sir Richard arrived with his squire in tow. The English lord pointed towards where two shield walls faced bodies of mailed soldiers withdrawing towards the town gates.


    ‘The enemy retreats, Rudolf. The bishop has won a great victory.’


    ‘I doubt he will see it that way,’ said Rudolf bleakly.


    Kalju gave a warm welcome to Walter and immediately asked where Conrad was. Wenden’s deputy commander pointed vaguely towards the Estonian shield wall and said he hoped he was there.


    ‘He is not among your horsemen?’


    ‘Alas, lord,’ replied Walter, ‘he was on the verge of surrendering himself to the Danish king when you arrived. Praise God.’


    Kalju took off his helmet and stroked his beard. ‘I had better go and make sure he still lives, then.’


    A succession of sharp thuds erupted behind Walter as leather face and his men began shooting at the fifty or so Danes huddled in a circle in the midst of their dead comrades. The crossbowmen had closed to less that fifty paces and commenced a murderous volley against the enemy. Walter crossed himself as the screams and groans of the Danes subsided after four volleys – five hundred and sixty crossbow bolts – had been shot at them. Kalju raised a hand to Walter and took half a dozen men with him as the rest leaned their shields against their legs, took off their helmets and wiped their sweaty brows.


    With the withdrawal of the Danes into Reval the men in the Liv and Estonian shield walls relaxed and began embracing their friends and thanking their gods for their survival. Hans and Anton found Conrad and the three of them grinned and embraced each other like naughty children. Their celebrations were interrupted when the Estonians began cheering and banging weapons on the insides of their shields as Kalju approached. As he got closer they began to chant his name, causing him to raise an arm in acknowledgement.


    Conrad stepped from the ranks and bowed his head to the Ungannian leader.


    ‘It is good to see you, lord.’


    Kalju locked him in an iron embrace and then stepped back.


    ‘What’s all this nonsense about you giving yourself up?’ he asked.


    ‘It was the price to avert bloodshed.’


    Kalju looked around at the corpses scattered across the ground.


    ‘Looks like there was a change of plan.’


    Hans and Anton saluted Kalju with their swords.


    ‘But why are you here, lord?’ asked Conrad.


    ‘Why? Because Eha reminded me that you came when my family and I were in need and it was dishonourable to sit on my arse when a friend is in peril. So here I am.’


    Kaja took off her helmet and shook her blonde locks. Kalju noticed her bloody sword.


    ‘Not a good idea to teach a woman to use a sword, Conrad. Their tongues are sharp enough.’


    Kaja suddenly marched towards the bodies where the fighting had taken place.


    ‘What are you doing?’ said Conrad.


    ‘I need a scabbard and belt for my sword,’ she replied.


    ‘Get back here,’ he hollered.


    The Saccalians around him began laughing as she stuck out her tongue at him but meekly walked back. It was good timing as crossbow bolts began to slam into the ground a few feet away. Count Henry had ordered his crossbowmen to man the ramparts either side of the now closed gates, and they now commenced erratic shooting against the Livs and Estonians. The latter hastily withdraw out of range, as did the Duke of Saxony’s horsemen who trotted back in their still clean armour and surcoats.


    The bishop’s army withdrew back to its initial position as the crossbowmen on the walls stopped their shooting. The men who had been involved in the fighting were now gripped by a raging thirst and so groups were despatched to fill water bottles from the many springs in the area. An hour afterwards Bishop Albert ordered a general withdrawal back to camp, sending a herald to the town gates to suggest a parley so the dead could be given a Christian burial.


    *****


    ‘Parley?’


    Valdemar was pacing up and down in his throne room as his still living Danish officers, Count Henry, Gunzelin and the three prelates avoided his eyes. The king stopped and pointed towards the doors.


    ‘A third of my army lies dead outside the walls and the Bishop of Riga has the impertinence to ask for a parley.’


    ‘The dead should be buried majesty,’ said the archbishop.


    The king looked at Henry and Gunzelin and smiled slyly.


    ‘You are right, of course, archbishop.’


    He pointed at the two brothers. ‘Your men will dig their graves seeing as they did little during the battle. It would appear that German blood is too precious to spill whereas that of Danes can be shed freely.’


    ‘I must protest, majesty,’ said Gunzelin.


    ‘We could attack the bishop’s camp tomorrow, majesty,’ suggested the count, eager to prevent his brother from blurting out his opinion of the king.


    Valdemar stopped pacing. ‘No. The Bishop of Riga thinks he has bettered me but I will show him that it is I who has triumphed. I intend to throttle Livonia, to see it whither and die. And then the bishop will come crawling to me and beg my forgiveness. And when he does I shall insist that he surrender his kingdom to me. In the meantime, count, your men will bury our dead.’


    He pointed at the three churchmen. ‘And you will say prayers over their graves.’


    ‘And if the Bishop of Riga remains outside Reval, majesty?’ said the count.


    ‘Then I give you permission to attack his camp.’


    But after the dead had been interred Bishop Albert gave orders that his army was to withdraw back to the River Pala. The pagan dead of the Army of the Wolf, together with the Ungannian slain, were cremated on great pyres. Conrad’s men had suffered a hundred dead and three score wounded, the Livs having lost nearly a hundred and fifty killed. Fricis’ losses were buried alongside the few sergeants and brother knights killed, Wenden losing four of the former and two of the latter. When the bishop’s army began its march south two days later Valdemar ordered the bodies to be dug up and thrown in the sea.


    At the beginning of September he took ship for Denmark, along with Count Henry, his brother and most of their knights. He was determined to garrison Reval with Danish soldiers from now on. The behaviour of his German allies during the battle had sown the seeds of distrust in his mind towards them.


    *****


    Once the army was a safe distance from Reval Bishop Albert hosted a formal feast in his pavilion. Though he was eager to get back to Odenpah, the bishop had prevailed upon Kalju to stay a few more days, at least until he had hosted a meal in the Ungannian chief’s honour. Ever punctilious, the bishop hid his deep disappointment over how events had unfolded at Reval and extended a warm welcome to Kalju as he took his seat next to him. The bishop sat at the head of the table, which in truth was nothing more than boards placed on trestles and topped with a white cloth. At the other end of the table sat Bishop Bernhard, as usual dressed in a simple grey habit, his hands gnarled and his hair grey and receding.


    Next to Kalju sat Fricis and then Rameke, Sir Richard sitting alongside Conrad’s brother. The bald headed and clean-shaven English lord’s appearance contrasted sharply with the long hair and wild beards of the native lords. On Bishop Albert’s right side sat the Duke of Saxony, who though he had seen no personal combat in the battle was delighted that the Danes had taken a beating. He was in a jovial mood and joked with Grand Master Volquin next to him. Rudolf was on Volquin’s right and Conrad’s left, the Marshal of Estonia being dressed in a dark tunic like the other two Sword Brothers.


    After Albert had said prayers and servants had brought bowls of warm water and towels so the guests could wash their hands, novices served roasted boar, venison and white sausage. Fine wine was poured into exquisite silver chalices and quickly loosened the Duke of Saxony’s tongue. He suddenly rose from his chair, chalice in hand, and raised it to Kalju.


    ‘To you, my lord, whose arrival on the field of honour prevented a great injustice and gave that bastard Valdemar a poke in the eye.’


    Kalju looked blank as Fricis, Rameke and Sir Richard banged their fists on the table to show their support for his words. Though Kalju had only a rudimentary understanding of German Fricis explained what the duke had said, prompting the Ungannian to stand, raise his chalice to Saxony’s great lord and drain it. More banging of fists on the table.


    Bishop Albert looked at Bernhard opposite and shook his head, a gesture seen by the duke.


    ‘You do not approve of my words, lord bishop?’


    ‘Your grace,’ replied the bishop, ‘you have brought thousands of soldiers to Livonia to crusade for the Holy Church. I have only admiration for you, and a debt that I can never hope to repay.’


    The duke held out his chalice so it could be refilled.


    ‘You are a good man, bishop, a prelate who is respected throughout the empire for valour and devotion to the church. Most men of the cloth aren’t worth the clothes they stand up in but you are different. And because it is so I will give you some advice. Do not trust Valdemar or any other Dane. They are duplicitous, treacherous imps of Satan.’


    A servant filled his chalice and he took a large gulp. He looked at Bernhard.


    ‘Now our pious Bishop of Semgallia, formerly Lord of Lippe and a mean dog of war, knows all about Danish depredations. Is that not so, bishop?’


    Bernhard scratched his nose with a bony finger. ‘It is true that there is little affection for the Danes throughout Germany.’


    ‘That is putting it mildly,’ sniffed the duke.


    Bishop Albert picked up one of the golden salt cellars near him.


    ‘I do not have the luxury of being able to antagonise the Danes, your grace. Livonia relies on ships to bring crusaders and settlers to Riga, not to mention basic things such as the salt in this vessel, and to take goods to northern Germany. And those ships are either owned by King Valdemar or at least pay him dues so they can ply their trade. When you and your men return home in a few weeks, your grace, I fear that it may be some while before Livonia will be welcoming any more crusaders.’


    The duke was now quite drunk. ‘Valdemar over-extends himself. He seeks to rule Germany, Norway, Estonia and Livonia. Eventually his empire will crumble.’


    ‘I fear Livonia may crumble first,’ said the bishop.


    But the duke was not to be deflated. ‘Not with young lions like Conrad on your side, lord bishop. What do you say, Marshal of Estonia?’


    ‘I am glad to be in the current company, your grace,’ said Conrad, ‘as opposed to enjoying the hospitality of King Valdemar.’


    The duke clapped his hands together and the others banged their fists on the table.


    Conrad raised his chalice to Kalju. ‘Thanks to the Lord of Ungannia,’ he said in Estonian.


    ‘Lucky I came when I did,’ smiled Kalju, his beard spotted with wine.


    Fricis translated his words for the Duke of Saxony.


    ‘Do you not think it is curious, lord bishop,’ said the duke, ‘that at the moment when young Conrad was about to sacrifice himself Lord Kalju and his warriors arrived? One might think that it was a case of divine intervention.’


    ‘Let us hope so, your grace,’ said Bernhard, ‘for all our sakes, for if the Lord is smiling on us then we will not suffer unduly from a Danish blockade.’


    ‘One thing, though,’ remarked the duke to Volquin. ‘The Sword Brothers have probably made a mortal enemy in Valdemar.’


    ‘The Sword Brothers were born in adversity, your grace,’ said Volquin, ‘and have always had enemies on all sides. If we did not have opponents to battle then we would have no mission.’


    The duke emptied his chalice once more and ordered a servant to refill it. He then rose and invited the others to do likewise.


    ‘My lords I give you a toast. To eternal war so the Sword Brothers may never fall into idle dissolution.’


    Conrad stood with the others and raised his chalice. They spoke as one.


    ‘To eternal war.’


    War seemed a distant memory, however, as the army marched south back to Livonia. Kalju and his warriors struck east for Ungannia and Sir Richard took his knights back to Lehola. Conrad took Hillar and Andres and their men back to Wenden where they would spend the winter. But Tonis and his wolf shields returned with Sir Richard back to Saccalia. It was a surprisingly emotional farewell, both Hans and Anton embracing the leader of the wolf shields who had once been their enemy.


    ‘We have won some great victories,’ Conrad told Tonis, ‘and made Saccalia safe. Next year we will liberate Rotalia and Jerwen.’


    ‘And after that, Susi?’ asked Tonis. ‘We will capture Reval and burn it to the ground?’


    How Conrad would love to do that. ‘We will see,’ answered the Sword Brother. ‘In the meantime keep yourself safe.’


    He clasped the Saccalian’s forearm. ‘Until the spring.’


    Tonis gained the saddle of his pony as Sir Richard and squire Paul appeared, the lord’s men trotting past as they headed for Lehola. The sky was heaped with grey clouds and there was a chilly northern wind blowing. Sir Richard, a mail coif covering his head, screwed up his face.


    ‘Looks like autumn has arrived.’


    He leaned down and offered his arm to Conrad.


    ‘I regret my inactivity at Reval and thank God that Kalju arrived when he did. Livonia cannot afford to lose you, Conrad.’


    Conrad took his arm. ‘It was my decision, lord, no one else’s. I will see you in the spring.’


    ‘Are we leaving or not?’ complained Paul. ‘It looks like it is going to piss down with rain any moment and it’s a long way to Lehola.’


    ‘The next time King Valdemar requires a sacrificial lamb remind me to suggest my squire,’ said Sir Richard as he dug his spurs into his horse and rode away, raising his arm to the three brother knights.


    They were not entirely rid of Saccalians, however. Kaja remained with them, riding behind the three friends and now the proud owner of a Danish sword, complete with scabbard.


    ‘By the way,’ Conrad said to her, ‘where did you get your gambeson from?’


    ‘That lecherous old mercenary you are fond of gave it to me,’ she replied. ‘I think he hopes that in return I will lie with him.’


    ‘I’ve no doubt he does,’ said Hans.


    ‘His hopes will be cruelly dashed,’ she announced.


    Conrad loved her for her feisty spirit and her courage but she was still a young woman alone and he worried that she would fall victim to the many cruelties and injustices that infested the world. He still placed his hopes in his brother.


    ‘Would you like to visit Treiden, Kaja?’ he asked her casually. ‘Before the snows come?’


    ‘Rameke’s stronghold? Of course.’


    Conrad smiled to himself. ‘That’s settled, then.’


    In the following weeks, as the crops were gathered in, large numbers of people trekked south with their belongings from Jerwen and Rotalia into Saccalia. Sir Richard ordered that new huts be built around Fellin and Lehola to house them before winter came. Thus did Jerwen and Rotalia become empty kingdoms occupied only by the mad, bandits and religious fanatics who inhabited sacred groves in the dark recesses of ancient forests.


    *****


    ‘So, it is agreed.’


    Rasa moved some of her red locks through her fingers.


    ‘She has not seen him.’


    Vsevolod laughed. ‘The wishes of the future bride are rarely taken into account when arranging strategic marriages. But if it is any consolation General Aras has assured me that Prince Ykintas has all his limbs, eyes and appears to be in command of his faculties.’


    She studied him with her eyes.


    ‘You treat Elze’s future with levity.’


    He got up from the couch and walked over to his wife, cupping her face in his hands.


    ‘On the contrary, my sweet, I have given it a great deal of thought. I admit that the son of Duke Butantas was not my first choice but on reflection it makes perfect sense.’


    She grasped his wrists and moved his hands away.


    ‘Morta lives here, at Panemunis, with us but Elze will have to live in Samogitia.’


    Vsevolod sighed in exasperation and returned to his seat.


    ‘For months our daughter has been hectoring me about wanting to marry a great lord and now she has the opportunity of doing so. Marrying the son of Samogitia’s ruler, no less. I’m sure the daunting prospect of living in a foreign country will diminish when she considers the prestige, riches and power that comes from such a match.’


    Rasa was about to have the final say, as was her wont, when there was a knock at the door to their private suite to the rear of the main hall.


    ‘General Aras to see you, highness,’ called one of the guards.


    ‘Let him in,’ commanded Vsevolod.


    As usual the general’s appearance was immaculate when the door opened and he walked in, his black leather tunic matching the colour of his eyes. In his hands he held a large round leather case, which he proceeded to place on the floor in front of the prince. Aras bowed to Vsevolod and his wife.


    ‘This has just arrived, sir. A gift from Duke Arturus.’


    Vsevolod raised an eyebrow. He had heard nothing from the leader of the Northern Kurs since the imbecilic Kriviu Krivaitis had forced him to side with Butantas and Viesthard following the declaration of a holy crusade. The last he had heard Arturus was still embroiled in a war with the Southern Kurs. And long may it continue.


    ‘Well you had better open it, general,’ said Vsevolod.


    Aras knelt down and unbuckled the leather strap that secured the top of the case. Rasa was most intrigued as the general removed it and picked up a letter placed on top of what appeared to be tightly packed cloth. He passed the document to the prince who broke the seal.


    ‘From one ally to another.’


    He looked at Rasa. ‘That’s all it says. Most strange.’


    Aras suddenly jumped up and staggered back, his usual calm disposition replaced by shock and surprise.


    ‘Are you ill, general?’ asked Rasa.


    Aras took two deep breaths as he steadied himself.


    ‘A shock, highness, that is all.’


    He walked forward and stooped to pick up the case’s contents, pulling out the severed head of Duke Gedvilas as he straightened up.


    Rasa gasped and Vsevolod stared in horror at the gawping apparition held before him.


    ‘What does it mean?’ said Rasa.


    Rasa turned the head to look at bleached features. ‘A veiled threat, lady. Subtle but forceful at the same time.’


    ‘Take it away,’ snapped Vsevolod, ‘it’s disgusting.’


    Aras put the grisly trophy back in the case and replaced the lid. Vsevolod screwed up the letter and tossed it on the floor.


    ‘Arturus dares you to cast aside your alliance with him,’ said Aras. ‘I assume that he is now the leader of all the Kurs.’


    *****


    Though the city was blanketed in snow it was not yet bitterly cold. Only in December would the air be so cold that it stung the lungs when one breathed. Vetseke looked up at the dark grey clouds hanging low over Novgorod, ready to unload yet more snow on the city. The wood-paved streets at least saved citizens sinking up to their ankles in mud as the snow turned to slush. Two guards wrapped in fur cloaks stood outside the open gates of the kremlin, saluting half-heartedly as he passed them. They knew him well enough, this Liv exile that had arrived with a hundred of his men over three years before. He had offered his services to Prince Mstislav and the latter had gladly accepted his generous offer.


    Vetseke thought he would be given reinforcements so he could lead a campaign against the Sword Brothers, but instead Mstislav had sent him and his men into the tree-filled wilderness of the far north. It was in those inhospitable regions that Novgorod had established suzerainty over the indigenous tribes, demanding tribute in the form of squirrel pelts. Those pelts made Novgorod, its prince and boyars rich. It was therefore imperative that the tribute was paid regularly and on time. Mstislav sent many soldiers into this vast region that stretched east and northeast of Lake Onego and Lake Beloe to the foothills of the Urals. It was known as Zavoloch’e – ‘and beyond the portage’ – and was filled with recalcitrant tribes who often rebelled against Novgorod’s tax collectors. Men like Vetseke not only had to ensure the tax collectors were not murdered as they carried out their duties, they also had to make certain that the pelts reached Novgorod safely. It was arduous, dangerous work that he had had a belly full of.


    Brightly dressed boyars talked in groups and priests in flowing robes hurried towards the white-walled St Sophia’s Cathedral. He walked past them and headed towards the timber royal palace, Mstislav’s twin bear symbols on the almond-shaped shields of the guards who stood at the entrance. A steward fidgeted in the entrance, his wispy beard contrasting with the thick facial hair of the two sentries that flanked him.


    ‘Prince Vetseke,’ said the steward, placing a hand on his chest and bowing his head. ‘Prince Mstislav is expecting you.’


    They walked through the large reception area to the closed doors of the throne room.


    ‘Please wait here, highness,’ the steward said to him as he gingerly opened one of the doors and went inside, silently closing it behind him.


    Moments later he reappeared and asked the prince to follow him. The large frame of Mstislav sat brooding on his throne, his huge banner hanging on the wall behind him. The obsequious Archbishop Mitrofan hovered near the prince, a gaudy mitre on his head, his body covered by a magnificent red and gold vestment.


    ‘Welcome, Vetseke,’ growled Mstislav.


    Vetseke halted a few paces from the throne and bowed his head.


    ‘Lord prince.’


    ‘Bring stavlenniy myod for my loyal Liv,’ commanded Mstislav.


    A servant scurried from the room as Mitrofan smiled at Vetseke.


    ‘You’ve done well, Vetseke,’ said Mstislav, ‘my scribes inform me that once again you and your men have excelled their quota of pelts.’


    The servant returned with a wooden tray holding three large two-handled copper drinking mugs. He held the tray out to Mstislav first, who took a mug, before serving Mitrofan and Vetseke. The latter smiled politely as Mstislav held up his mug to him. He disliked stavlenniy myod, the strong, honey based drink that the Russians loved. But he did not want to upset his host today.


    ‘Novgorod thanks you, and so do I,’ stated Mstislav before pressing the mug to his lips and gulping down the contents, drips of the beverage falling from the corners of his mouth onto his beard. He gave a satisfied grunt as he emptied the mug and tossed it at the servant, who managed to catch it. Vetseke swallowed a mouthful and placed his mug back on the tray, Mitrofan doing the same after he had drained his mug.


    Mstislav belched. ‘So, what can I do for you?’


    ‘I was speaking with a Wierlander from the village of Narva,’ said Vetseke, ‘it is an old settlement at a crossing point of the Narva River.’


    Mstislav was already bored but Mitrofan feigned interest.


    ‘He told me that the Danes and Sword Brothers fought a great battle at Reval.’


    ‘I know this already,’ said Mstislav.


    ‘But did you know, lord,’ continued Vetseke, ‘that the Danish king intends to blockade Livonia with his ships, to stop all trade through Riga and also prevent any more crusaders travelling to that city?’


    Mstislav was suddenly interested. ‘If we cannot trade with Riga then my treasury will suffer.’


    Vetseke smiled. ‘Novgorod can trade through Reval, lord.’


    ‘Is this Danish king a friend of Novgorod?’ asked the archbishop.


    ‘He will be, archbishop,’ replied Vetseke, ‘when he discovers that Novgorod is an enemy of the Bishop of Riga.’


    He looked back at Mstislav. ‘We have an opportunity, lord, to strike at Livonia and the Sword Brothers. If Riga is starved of trade and crusaders then the Bishop of Riga will not have the resources to protect Ungannia.’


    Mstislav was confused. ‘Ungannia?’


    ‘With the Bishop of Riga fighting the Danes in the north and the Lithuanians in the south Ungannia will be vulnerable.’


    Mstislav was most unhappy. ‘Twice I have tried to conquer Ungannia and twice I have suffered defeat, the last time at great cost to my wife’s family. As she constantly reminds me.’


    But Vetseke was determined to press the matter. ‘I understand your concern, lord, but may I suggest that stealth and subterfuge may succeed where armies have failed.’


    ‘May I suggest you state things plainly,’ said Mstislav.


    ‘I can take Ungannia,’ Vetseke stated.


    ‘You have no army,’ replied Mstislav.


    ‘I have fifty of my own men, lord,’ said Vetseke. ‘If you give me fifty more then I will give you Ungannia.’


    Mitrofan chuckled but Mstislav studied the tall Liv who was always immaculately dressed and clean-shaven. He knew his desire was to return to his castle at Kokenhusen and was always agitating for Mstislav to send an army into Livonia. That is why he liked to send the prince into the northern wastes every summer. But if the Danes did blockade Livonia then the Bishop of Riga would have difficulty holding his conquests, and the Sword Brothers would certainly be unable to aid Kalju and his pagan Ungannians.


    ‘You are pleased with the residence I have given you?’ Mstislav asked Vetseke.


    ‘It is luxurious, lord,’ said Vetseke.


    ‘Loyalty is always rewarded, prince.’ Mstislav stood and walked towards the door that led to his private quarters.


    ‘Your proposal has merit, Prince Vetseke. Come back tomorrow so you can explain the details of your plan. If I like it you will have your men.’


    *****


    At the beginning of the new year northern Estonia was a white wilderness, a land in the iron grip of deep winter. The rivers, lakes and bogs were frozen solid and even the seashore was fringed with ice. The evergreens were draped in snow while the deciduous trees stood black and barren amid the snow scape. The days were short, the nights long and mind-numbingly cold and the winter landscape of Harrien was quiet and seemingly lifeless. This was particularly so among the small villages, now buried deep in snow, which stood in the open spaces between the mighty forests. The inhabitants were long gone, either having been rounded up or murdered by King Valdemar’s soldiers or fleeing south to seek sanctuary in Saccalia where, rumour had it, the Marshal of Estonia offered freedom from persecution. That was why the sight of smoke was so unusual.


    After the battle before Reval Valdemar and Count Henry’s knights had returned to Denmark and Schwerin. However, all the count’s lesser knights had been left behind at the town, partly because the Danish garrison had no horsemen and partly because they were better employed committing atrocities against the Estonians rather than causing trouble in northern Germany. When winter arrived they were used to patrol Harrien and Wierland, usually in the company of a local guide who had been persuaded or coerced to work for the invaders.


    The seven riders halted at the spot where the track through the forest ended at the edge of a meadow blanketed with deep snow. Either side of the meadow were more pine trees, and had there been no snow the patrol would have seen a small river that provided the village with water. The huts and barns of the settlement were clustered in the middle of the meadow, their roofs heaped with fresh snow. It was not the first village they had come across since leaving Reval but it was the first time they had seen smoke snaking into the sky. They looked at each other. People were still living in this village.


    The commander gave orders to deploy into line, the other four German knights moving either side of him as did the Danish sergeant, the only one who could converse with their Estonian guide. The latter rode on a scrawny pony and pulled two similarly bony beasts loaded with tents and supplies. The sergeant ordered him to stay close as the knights rode through the snow towards the village. They were all wrapped in fur-lined cloaks and wore mail armour, but their dirty, stained surcoats carried no heraldry as befitting their lowly status. In addition, the horses they rode wore no caparisons and were far removed from the mighty warhorses of the count’s noble knights. These men were minor nobility fallen on hard times at best, though most were townsfolk who had managed to acquire a horse, armour and weapons.


    Kaja held out her hands to the flames of the fire. Wreathed in a thick wolf skin cloak, her blonde hair tumbling over the light grey fur, she did not look up as the horsemen halted a short distance from her. She looked at Riki sitting opposite the fire on a pile of firewood and smiled. He too was wrapped in a cloak and had a fur-lined cap on his head. They had started the fire in the middle of the village, outside the headman’s hut, the warmth it was generating thawing the hard-frozen ground around it.


    ‘What do we have here, then?’ asked one of the horsemen.


    Kaja turned and looked up at him, her blue eyes sparkling in the cruel winter sunshine.


    ‘Just two people trying to keep warm,’ she replied in his native German.


    The other riders, having entered the village from other directions to ensure they were not walking into a trap, now halted their mounts to form a circle around Kaja and Riki.


    ‘You speak our language,’ said the commander. ‘So, what’s a pretty thing like you doing in this God-forsaken wasteland?’


    ‘This is our homeland,’ she replied.


    ‘What about him,’ said another of the horsemen, pointing his lance at Riki, ‘has someone cut out his tongue?’


    The others laughed as Riki stared into the flames.


    ‘He finds your language vulgar,’ said Kaja.


    The laughing stopped as the commander dismounted. Like the other Germans he wore an open-faced helmet over his tattered mail coif and carried a heater shield. He rested his lance against his horse and walked towards Kaja to tower over her.


    ‘We will teach you some manners before we take you back to Reval. You will be our maid servant and will find laying on your back much more agreeable than shivering out here in the wilderness.’


    Kaja smiled sweetly at him. ‘I cannot go with you. I serve Susi.’


    The commander looked mockingly at her. ‘Who?’


    ‘The lord of this land,’ she replied.


    The other Germans began laughing again.


    ‘She’s deranged,’ said one. ‘Let’s rape her and kill her.’


    ‘We’ll rape the deaf boy as well,’ said another as the rest laughed raucously.


    ‘My lord would not like that,’ said Kaja loudly.


    The commander, still smiling, leaned closer to her.


    ‘He’s not here, pretty little girl.’


    Kaja wore a sultry smile as she waved a hand at him to move his face closer. He did so, the rancid smell of his unwashed body entering her nostrils.


    ‘He’s behind you,’ she whispered.


    The commander immediately straightened and spun round, drawing his sword when he saw the helmeted Sword Brother. Conrad had been in one of the huts when the patrol had appeared and had watched their every movement as they rode up to Riki and Kaja. The latter now plunged a dagger with a thin blade into the hamstring of the German commander, the point going through the woollen trousers that covered the rear of his legs. He yelped like a hurt puppy as Conrad ran forward.


    The Danish sergeant behind Kaja made ready to plunge his lance point into her but his back was struck first, by a crossbow bolt shot by leather face. He groaned, arched his back and fell from the saddle.


    Hans and Anton came running from a hut as Kaja threw off her cloak and ran towards Conrad as Riki also tossed aside his cloak to reveal a sword that he plunged into the breast of the horse to his left. The beast collapsed to the ground as Anton ran over to its now prostrate rider and delivered a plethora of blows with his mace against the man’s helmet. The knight who had been behind Riki died when Tonis hurled a spear into his chest as he turned in the saddle, the leaf-shaped blade carving through the mail and going between two ribs to enter his heart.


    One knight threw his lance aside and drew his sword as Hans approached him, sword in hand. But the brother knight avoided his strike as he dodged right and slashed at the hamstring of his horse. The beast squealed in pain and crashed to the ground, smashing its rider’s left leg. Hans grasped his sword hilt with both hands and drove the point through the man’s neck, then did the same to the injured horse, silencing both of them.


    The last remaining knight dug his spurs into his horse and attempted to flee the village. But he managed to travel only a few paces before leather face brought him down with a bolt, though his horse did managed to escape. Andres had knocked the Estonian scout to the ground and now manhandled him towards the fire where Conrad was facing the patrol’s commander.


    Kaja’s dagger was still lodged in his hamstring as he brought his sword up and shifted his shield to cover his torso. Leather face loaded another crossbow bolt into the stock of his weapon and aimed it at the lone survivor of the patrol but Conrad pointed his sword at him and shook his head. Leather face looked disappointed but obeyed the Sword Brother’s wish. The knight made a half-hearted lunge with his sword but his leg gave away and he collapsed onto one knee. Conrad ran forward and smashed his shield into the man’s sword and sword arm. The weapon fell from the knight’s hand and he fell on his side. Conrad placed a boot on his wounded leg and pressed down hard. The man winced through gritted teeth as the pain shot through his body.


    Conrad stepped back and kicked the man’s sword away as the others closed on them, Andres holding the point of his sword in the scout’s back. Conrad took off his helmet and handed it to Kaja standing behind him.


    ‘He still has my dagger, Susi,’ she said.


    Leather face howled with laughter.


    ‘And in a similar vein, can you dig my bolts out of those corpses, Brother Conrad.’


    Anton and Hans smiled but Conrad ignored them. He looked at the patrol’s commander.


    ‘Get up.’


    No one gave him any assistance as he used his shield as a crutch to raise himself from the ground, and then used it as a support once he had done so.


    ‘This is your lucky day,’ said Conrad. ‘I’m going to allow you to live, though you may bleed to death before you reach Reval. I suggest you use your belt to staunch the flow of blood.’


    He slid his sword back in its scabbard.


    ‘I let you live because I want you to take a message back to Count Henry.’


    The knight began to chuckle, revealing brown, uneven teeth.


    ‘The count returned to Germany in the autumn but he’ll be back in the spring, with more men. Then he will teach the Bishop of Riga and the Sword Brothers a lesson they won’t forget.’


    Conrad struck him hard across the face with the back of a mail mitten, knocking him to the ground.


    ‘We will be waiting. In the meantime, relay this message to your Danish masters. Tell them that Estonia belongs to the Sword Brothers, no one else. Tell them that if they send soldiers beyond Reval’s ramparts they will be killed, just as these men have been killed here.’


    The knight spat out a couple of teeth and a mouthful of blood. He ogled Kaja.


    ‘I will come back for you and stick some German meat in you, bitch.’


    Conrad struck him again, harder this time, and once more stepped on his injured leg. The knight shouted out in pain as Conrad bent down and slowly pulled the dagger from his limb. Conrad wiped the blade on the injured man’s filthy red surcoat and handed it back to Kaja.


    ‘Come,’ said Conrad to the others, ‘let us warm ourselves by the fire.’


    ‘My fingers are nearly numb,’ complained leather face as he sat down on one of the woodpiles and held out his hands to the flames.


    Hans tossed a couple of logs on the fire. ‘That’s because you are old and there is no meat on your bones.’


    Andres prodded the scout, a fair-haired man in his mid-twenties, towards the fire.


    ‘What about this one?’


    Conrad shrugged as the wounded German sat on the ground and removed his sword belt from around his waist and began binding his injured leg above the wound.


    ‘What about him?’


    Riki stood in front of the man. Conrad thought they could have been brothers so similar did they appear with regards to eye and hair colour and complexion.


    ‘You are Harrien?’ asked Riki. The scout nodded.


    ‘And yet you work for the enemy?’


    ‘It’s a living,’ replied the Harrien indifferently.


    In a blur Riki slashed his sword across the man’s throat. The Harrien’s blue eyes opened wide in stunned surprise as blood sheeted from the gash in his windpipe. He gurgled loudly before collapsing back towards Andres, who leapt out of the way.


    ‘Not any more,’ said Riki.


    Conrad sat next to leather face who was flexing his fingers before the flames.


    ‘He was one of your people, Riki. Why did you kill him?’


    ‘What sort of man turns against his own?’ sneered the Estonian.


    Leather face grinned. ‘He has obviously not visited Germany where every man is trying to slit the throat of his neighbour.’


    The knight, who had managed to haul himself to his feet once more, began hobbling towards his horse. Anton walked over to the beast, took the lance that was resting against it and tossed it on the fire.


    ‘Just in case you get any ideas.’


    The knight’s face was pale and beaded with sweat as he placed a foot in a stirrup and with difficulty pulled himself into the saddle.


    ‘Remember to relay my message to your superiors,’ Conrad called to him.


    Now in great pain, he gingerly placed the foot of his injured leg in a stirrup and grabbed his horse’s reins. He turned his mount and nudged it forward towards one of the draught ponies that stood near the dead scout’s beast. He reached down and took the reins of one and then spurred his horse forward.


    ‘In the spring Count Henry and King Valdemar will return and the Sword Brothers will be destroyed.’


    ‘Talk is cheap,’ answered Conrad. I will add those two names to the long list of enemies that have tried and failed to destroy our order.’


    The knight slumped in the saddle as he trotted through the snow out of the village.


    ‘Do you think he will live?’ said Anton.


    ‘I hope so,’ replied Conrad, ‘so he can convey my message.’


    ‘Why do you seek to antagonise your enemies, Susi?’ asked Kaja.


    ‘Because they are my enemies,’ said Conrad, ‘and I wish another opportunity to face Count Henry with a sword in my hand.’


    Anton was not happy. ‘You should have killed him, Conrad. Lukas would not be happy that you had let an enemy live who you might face again in the spring.’


    ‘Do not worry, my friend,’ said Conrad. ‘In the spring all will be settled once and for all. We will free Estonia and drive the Danes and Count Henry into the sea.’


    ‘What about His Holiness?’ asked Anton. ‘According to Master Rudolf the Pope has awarded Estonia to King Valdemar.’


    ‘Who does His Holiness love more?’ posed Conrad. ‘King Valdemar or his own warriors? He will always take the side of the Sword Brothers against kings and princes, and counts for that matter. You think he wants to see Livonia and Estonia become a Danish province?’


    ‘Now that we have settled matters of grand strategy,’ said Hans, ‘how about getting something cooking? My belly thinks my throat has been slit.’


    


    

  


  
    


    


    Epilogue


    To His Holiness Pope Honorius III from Valdemar, King of Denmark, Lord of Ditmarschen, Holstein, Ratzeburg, Schwerin, Mecklenburg, Dannenberg, Rostok, Werle, Rügen and Pomerania, and ruler of all the territories north of the River Elbe and the River Elde.


    ‘Holy Father, it grieves to have to convey to you the current sad state of affairs that currently exists in Livonia and Estonia. When the Bishop of Riga solicited my aid against the pagans in Estonia I gladly agreed to support his Holy Crusade. To that end I sailed with a great armada of ships and thousands of Christian soldiers to Estonia with a joyous heart.


    ‘Your Holiness is already acquainted with my most glorious victory over the pagans where the Lord Himself sent a divine banner that gave me victory, and that is now carried at the head of my armies as proof that God has directed Denmark to be the instrument of His will.


    ‘How sad it is, therefore, to report to you, Holy Father, that your Holy Crusade has been basely betrayed by the Bishop of Riga and the Sword Brothers. After I and my immediate subordinates suffered numerous insults and outrages at the hands of the former, the bishop agreed that his insolent order should be chastised and Estonia handed over to Danish rule, as agreed by Your Holiness. But the Bishop of Riga and the Sword Brothers basely assaulted my army before Reval, resulting in the deaths of hundreds of Christian warriors. I barely escaped with my own life.


    ‘Chief among the knaves that have poisoned the mind of the Bishop of Riga against me is one Conrad Wolff, a Sword Brother and self-styled Marshal of Estonia, who treacherously wounded my loyal servant, Henry Count of Schwerin.


    ‘Having suffered all these outrages I have been forced to impose a naval blockade on Livonia, to starve it of trade and crusaders until the Bishop of Riga recognises the error of his ways and gives up the most nefarious among his Sword Brothers so they may face justice. As a Christian sovereign appointed by God you will know that I have no choice in this matter.


    ‘Given this fifteenth day of February in the year of our Lord one thousand, two hundred and twenty-one and the fifth year of your pontificate.’
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