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 Chapter
1

Varbola, 1225

The mornings were cold
but clear, the afternoons invariably cloudy and wet, but gradually
the land was warming as the snow and ice of winter faded from
memory. The forests, marshlands, meadows and hills were filled with
buttercups, ivy, blackthorn, bilberries and cowberries. Many of the
meadows were still flooded with spring melt water but they and the
reed-filled marshlands were teeming with corncrakes and great
snipes. Leaves were sprouting on deciduous trees where white-tailed
eagles perched on branches scanning the ground below for prey.
Estonia was reawakening from the depths of winter but more
importantly the land and its people could also look forward to a
spring and summer of peace.

Ungannia had been
subdued the previous summer when the Bishop of Riga’s army had
stormed the town of Dorpat following Kristjan’s war against the
Sword Brothers. Now that kingdom was occupied by the soldiers of
the order, and Bishop Hermann the younger brother of Albert, had
become the de facto ruler of Ungannia. He had been created Bishop
of Dorpat and was intent on establishing a stone castle on the site
of the town’s hill fort. Ungannia was the realm of Bishop Hermann
but the rest of Estonia was the domain of Conrad Wolff, Master of
the Sword Brothers and Marshal of Estonia.

During the winter
Conrad’s Army of the Wolf had taken possession of the stronghold of
Narva in Wierland, after a close-fought battle against its Danish
garrison that would have ended in defeat had it not been for the
timely arrival of a Russian army. The Danes and their German
mercenaries had been defeated and the Army of the Wolf had taken
possession of Narva, which meant it controlled the Kingdom of
Wierland. The other three Estonian kingdoms were under the rule of
Conrad’s lieutenants: Riki in Harrien, Hillar in Rotalia and Andres
in Jerwen. The Danish port of Reval was the only dark cloud on an
otherwise clear horizon, though during the winter the Sword
Brothers had captured every one of the port’s outposts. Reval was
strong but isolated and it was surely only a matter of time before
all the resources of the order and the Army of the Wolf were
directed towards its capture.

‘Why else have we been
summoned here?’ Conrad asked his companions.

‘Perhaps to a feast
being given in our honour,’ replied Hans in expectation.

Anton rolled his eyes.
‘I think Master Rudolf has more to occupy his mind than concerning
himself with filling your belly, Hans.’

‘What do you think,
Jaan?’ asked Conrad. ‘Do you think a great feast awaits us when we
arrive?’

‘I hope so,
Susi,’ said the boy, his cloak wrapped around him.

The youth was Harrien,
an orphan who had joined Conrad the year before as a cross between
a novice and a servant. In the aftermath of the victory at Narva,
Hillar, Riki and Andres had returned to their strongholds in the
company of Sir Richard, Duke of Saccalia, and his knights. They had
left some of their men behind to garrison the fort, which had been
left in the charge of Tonis, Sir Richard’s deputy. To stiffen the
defence Leatherface and his and Sir Richard’s crossbowmen had also
been left at Narva. The garrison numbered over two hundred men,
which had been considered adequate to beat off any Danish attacks.
Not that there had been any as the Sword Brothers ringed Reval with
their soldiers, which meant the Danes would not be able to strike
at Narva without weakening their own beleaguered garrison.

Jaan tugged on the
reins of the ill-tempered packhorse loaded with the brother
knights’ tent, spare armour, weapons and food, behind it an escort
of a score of bearded, helmeted and green cloaked Saccalian
warriors on ponies. The air was cool and damp and the grey clouds
overhead threatened rain at any time.

Their destination was
the great hill fort of Varbola, the centre of Harrien power and now
the residence of Governor Riki. Built on the northern side of a
knoll that had the shape of an eagle’s beak and in the shadow of a
great forest, it had a timber palisade atop an earth rampart
fronted by limestone rocks. Circular in shape, it had entrances on
its eastern and western sides flanked by wooden towers, with other
towers at regular intervals along the perimeter wall.

Spits of rain were
falling when the party rode across the wooden bridge spanning the
dry moat surrounding Varbola and into the fort’s open gates. Guards
in the towers above watched the riders enter the stronghold, which
was a hive of activity. In the middle of the compound stood the
great hall, around which were stables, storerooms, armoury, forges
and ninety stone huts housing the garrison and its families. Some
of these huts now accommodated the brother knights and sergeants of
the Sword Brothers, members of the garrisons of Wenden, Segewold
and Kremon that had been storming Danish outposts during the
winter. As Conrad and his party dismounted, Riki and Master Rudolf
came from the hall. Slaves took the horses and ponies to the
stables as the sky darkened and rain began to fall. Thunder
grumbled overhead as Wenden’s castellan and the Harrien leader
walked up to Conrad.

Rudolf extended a hand
to him. ‘Good to see you, Conrad. You had better get your men under
cover before the heavens open.’

Riki gave orders that
the Saccalians were to be shown to their allotted quarters as the
thunder got louder and the raindrops bigger. Conrad, Hans, Anton
and Jaan followed the master and Riki to the hall while the
compound emptied as the rain began to pour down. Riki ordered food
and drink for the three brother knights and their servant to be
brought to the main hall where Conrad found Masters Bertram and
Mathias, the commanders of Segewold and Kremon respectively. They
greeted Conrad and his friends warmly, embracing the new Master of
Odenpah as an equal, a rank he was still getting used to.

The rain pounded the
roof of the hall as everyone took their seats around one of the
trestle tables positioned near the great fire that was raging in
its stone hearth. There were vents in the roof to allow smoke to
escape but the hall invariably filled with vapour as the fire
raged. Slaves brought wooden platters piled with bread, cheese and
hot soup that made Hans’ eyes light up. He began shovelling the
fare into his mouth before Father Otto had a chance to finish
prayers. The former mercenary’s black eyes bored into Hans as he
finished his blessing and looked up to see the brother knight’s jaw
resemble a woodpecker’s beak as it consumed a piece of cheese.
Mathias gave a gruff laugh.

‘Don’t you feed your
deputies, Master Conrad?’

‘You will have to
forgive my friend and fellow brother knight, master,’ replied
Conrad. ‘He likes to keep the memory of his deprived youth alive
and well.’

Hans suddenly stopped
and looked at the masters sitting with him.

‘Anyone who has known
true starvation, and I don’t mean just being hungry for a day or
two, knows that when food is placed in front of you it must be
consumed as quickly as possible in case it is taken away.’

Rudolf stroked his
beard. ‘A modern-day parable indeed. What do you think Otto, does
Brother Hans here address a pressing matter?’

Otto glared at
Conrad’s friend. ‘Brother Hans should take heed of the example of
Christ, who wandered in the wilderness for forty days without
sustenance. Forty days!’

‘But Christ was the
son of God, father,’ replied Hans, tearing off a chunk of rye bread
and dunking it in his soup, ‘whereas I am just a poor brother
knight.’

‘Blasphemy!’ shouted
Otto.

Rudolf held up a hand
to the priest. ‘Thank you, Otto, for your diligence and care of our
eternal souls. Now if you will excuse us, we have matters of a more
practical nature to attend to.’

Otto jabbed a finger
at Hans, gave him another angry stare and then took his leave,
slamming the doors behind him as he left.

‘He doesn’t like you,
Hans,’ observed Riki.

‘Don’t take it
personally,’ said Rudolf, ‘Otto dislikes everyone.’

Rudolf handed Conrad a
piece of rolled parchment.

‘The reason I asked
you to come here, Conrad.’

The marshal took the
document, broke the wax seal that carried the cross keys symbol of
Riga and unfolded it. It was from Bishop Albert himself and Conrad
felt a surge of pride that the bishop addressed him as a friend and
confidante. He was less pleased when he read the subject of the
missive.

‘Now that the
winter has passed it is my desire to cross the Dvina and take
possession of the pagan hill fort of Mesoten, both to avenge the
treachery the Holy Church was subjected to at that place when we
first took the Holy Word to Semgallia, and to establish the
aforementioned place as the first stronghold of the Sword Brothers
in the heathen wasteland that is Lithuania.’

‘To which end, Lord
Marshal, I ask that you march your army south to Riga where a great
force of crusaders is gathering ready to sacrifice its life in the
service of the Lord God.’

Conrad sighed and
tossed the letter on the table.

‘That’s right,’ said
Rudolf, ‘once again we are crossing the Dvina to battle the
heathens.’

‘And in doing so we
risk undoing all the good work we have done this past winter,’
complained Conrad. ‘I have a mind to write to the bishop informing
him that if the Army of the Wolf is withdrawn from Estonia then our
efforts against the Danes will have all been in vain.’

Bertram took a great
gulp of beer. ‘The problem is, Conrad, that as far as the bishop is
concerned we and the Danes have spent the past winter exchanging
gifts and pleasantries.’

Anton laughed. ‘Does
the bishop not know that we slaughtered the Danish garrison of
Narva?’

‘With a little help
from the Russians,’ added Hans, his mouth full of cheese.

‘He does not,’
answered Rudolf sternly. ‘As I told Conrad after we had taken
Dorpat, affairs in northern Estonia are Sword Brother business. In
any case the bishop had enough on his plate without worrying him
with our undertakings against Reval.’

‘So I wouldn’t bother
writing to him, Conrad,’ said Mathias. ‘Best to keep quiet.’

The hall fell silent
as Hans and Anton filled their bellies and Rudolf and the other two
masters drank their beer. Despite the long ride to get to Varbola,
Conrad’s appetite had suddenly vanished. He knew that Grand Master
Volquin had instructed Rudolf to maintain the pressure on the Danes
after the fall of Dorpat but assumed that he would have informed
the bishop. Conrad looked at Riki who was blissfully unaware of the
politicking of the grand master of the Sword Brothers.

‘I will take part of
the army south across the Dvina,’ stated Conrad. ‘But the bulk of
it will remain here to safeguard Estonia from the Danes.’

Mathias nodded sagely.
‘Makes sense. I wouldn’t trust a Dane as far as I could throw
one.’

Rudolf looked directly
at Conrad. ‘You may all be interested to know that in northern
Germany the Danes have suffered a great reverse. While Conrad was
capturing Narva my father and his allies defeated a Danish army at
a place called Mölln.’

Conrad registered no
emotion but he turned his eyes towards Hans and Anton who likewise
had blank faces. Like him they were pleased that Valdemar’s men had
been defeated but they had no love for Count Henry of Schwerin, the
man who had been responsible for the death of their friend Johann.
Conrad thought it curious that his faith taught him to turn the
other cheek and not to bear grudges. But he could neither forgive
nor forget the great injustice that Count Henry had committed,
notwithstanding that he was Rudolf’s father.

‘Your father does the
Sword Brothers a great favour, Rudolf,’ beamed Bertram.

‘That is correct,
Bertram,’ said Rudolf, ‘for with Danish strength emasculated in
Germany, Reval will be further isolated.’

Mathias and Bertram
looked very pleased with themselves whereas Conrad said nothing as
he dipped a small chunk of bread into his soup.

‘The Marshal of
Estonia does not seem pleased by this news,’ remarked Rudolf
casually.

Conrad licked his
fingers. ‘Reval’s defences are still strong, master. Unless its
garrison has been greatly depleted then it still remains a tough
nut to crack.’

Mathias emptied his
cup and held it out to be refilled by a slave. ‘Nonsense, Conrad.
I’m sure your army of heathen bastards can take it once we’ve
finished butchering the Lithuanians.’

Hans and Anton
squirmed as they looked at the pagan Riki, Lord of Harrien – their
host!

Mathias belched. ‘No
offence meant, Riki, it’s a term of affection.’

Riki laughed. ‘None
taken but Susi is right. Without siege engines we will lose
too many men attacking Reval’s walls. Not only that, my scouts have
reported that there are intricate and deadly defences in front of
the walls. The Russians lost hundreds of men during their recent
siege and did not even get close to the walls.’

Mathias roared with
laughter. ‘I think we should send Riki across the Dvina to battle
the Lithuanians and we should stay here. He has more sense than
most of the crusader lords who come to Livonia put together.’

Conrad looked at Riki.
‘I would ask that you loan me some of your warriors, Riki.’

Riki grinned. ‘We will
once more be fighting side by side, Susi?’

Conrad shook his head.
‘No, my friend, you must remain here so Varbola can be the shield
that defends the whole of Estonia. I will take only a small number
of your men, as I will from Hillar and Andres.’

‘The bishop may wonder
why the Army of the Wolf is so depleted in numbers, Conrad,’ said
Hans.

‘Then let him wonder,’
replied Conrad. ‘I will not endanger the hard-won gains we have
made in Estonia.’

He pointed at the
letter. ‘Besides, the bishop’s missive said nothing of how many
troops I should bring with me.’

Rudolf rubbed his
hands together. ‘Excellent. We will make a politician out of you
yet, Conrad.’

‘I sincerely hope
not,’ said Conrad gloomily.

The rest of the
meeting was pleasant enough though, and after a couple of cups of
beer and the warm soup Conrad began to relax and engage in more
convivial conversation. Rudolf informed him that Bishop Hermann had
set Master Thaddeus to work designing a stone castle to replace
Dorpat’s pagan hill fort and a stone church to be built in
celebration of his brother’s victory over Kristjan.

‘Thaddeus told me that
both ventures are not only wildly ambitious but will be ruinously
expensive,’ remarked Rudolf. ‘But the old goat is in his element
and it might take a bit of persuading to get him to go back to
Wenden now that he has a whole town to design and build.’

‘What of the
Ungannians?’ asked Conrad. ‘I hope they are not being treated
harshly. We do not want another insurrection on our hands.’

‘The Ungannians are
forbidden to carry weapons inside Dorpat,’ replied Rudolf, ‘until
they have proved their loyalty. The town itself will be the
permanent residence of Bishop Hermann and as such will have a Sword
Brother garrison supplemented by German mercenaries. There will be
no opportunity for another insurrection.’

Rudolf stood and
refilled Conrad’s cup. ‘Speaking of garrisons, when are you going
to attend to yours at Odenpah?’

‘I have had no time,’
stated Conrad flatly. ‘Securing Narva was more important and now I
have to march south. But there is no danger of Odenpah falling into
the wrong hands.’

Bertram raised an
eyebrow. ‘Why’s that?’

‘The Ungannians
believe it is cursed,’ Anton answered for his friend. ‘It was
ravaged by the pox that killed most of its inhabitants and now no
one goes there.’

‘You are wrong,
Brother Anton,’ said Rudolf. ‘All three of you may be interested to
know that Master Walter has visited Odenpah frequently. He and that
pagan girl…’

‘Maarja,’ Conrad told
him.

‘They apparently pray
together,’ continued Rudolf.

Conrad liked Walter.
They had been on the same ship that had sailed from Lübeck fifteen
years earlier. Walter was the son of a noble family who had turned
his back on wealth and fine living to take the cross in Livonia.
Conrad’s first impression of him had been a man blessed with a
godly nature and nothing that had happened in the years since had
caused him to change his mind. Off the battlefield Walter was a
noble and gentle spirit; on it he was an accomplished fighter.
Perhaps as skilled as the killing machine that was Henke. Conrad
smiled; Walter was a better soldier on account of having a brain
rather than just base animal instincts.

‘So Odenpah is in good
hands,’ said Rudolf, ‘until you return from our crusade in
Semgallia.’

‘Who commands the
garrison of Dorpat when Walter is away, Master?’ enquired Hans.

‘Lukas,’ said
Rudolf.

‘Let us hope that
Bishop Albert will be able to convince the Curia to release funds
for Livonia,’ said Mathias.

Rudolf looked bemused.
‘Funds?’

‘Victory comes at a
price, Rudolf,’ the veteran master told him. ‘Think of those places
that we have captured in the last few months. Dorpat, Odenpah and
Narva. They all require garrisoning, which means more warhorses,
weapons and armour to equip them. And now the bishop wants to add
Mesoten to the list of Sword Brother castles.’

‘We can scarce pay our
mercenaries as it is,’ added Bertram. He looked at Conrad. ‘That’s
why we need Reval, lord marshal, so we can earn some money from
trade.’

‘The bishop would say
that the Lord will provide,’ offered Rudolf hopefully.

Mathias placed his
hands behind his head. ‘Sometimes I miss the old days. In Germany
you could hold a town to ransom easy enough if you had the number
of men. Steal the jewels of the fine ladies or take some important
hostages and threaten to slit their throats unless the authorities
paid their ransoms. Happy days!’

‘They were not always
good times,’ said Rudolf. ‘Thieves, even good ones, eventually get
caught and hanged.’

‘Tell me, Riki,’ said
Bertram, ‘is there a cave somewhere in this land, in which there is
a great horde of gold to finance the expansion of the Sword
Brothers?’

Riki laughed. ‘If
there is, Bertram, then its location has not been revealed to me or
indeed anyone I know.’

Bertram spread his
hands. ‘You see, Rudolf, the impoverishment of our order
awaits.’

‘Not if we can seize
Reval,’ answered Rudolf.

‘Or perhaps we could
ask Archdeacon Stefan for a donation,’ suggested Mathias. ‘After
all, we know how fond he is of the Sword Brothers.’

They all laughed and
banged their fists on the table, even Riki who did not know the
archdeacon personally but had heard much about him, and nothing
good. Rudolf told them that the gathering at Riga was scheduled for
two months’ time.

Conrad and his friends
spent two days at Varbola, during which he sent couriers to Andres
and Hillar informing them of the forthcoming campaign in Semgallia
and asking them to send their contingents to Varbola where he would
meet up with them. He also stressed to them the need to remain
vigilant regarding not only the Danes but also the Oeselians,
especially as spring often brought raiders to the coast of Rotalia.
But it was Reval that most occupied Conrad’s mind and he came up
with a scheme that he believed would increase the likelihood of the
port falling into the hands of the Sword Brothers after they had
settled affairs in Semgallia.

*****

‘Don’t let that
standard fall,’ ordered Conrad as he led the column of riders
towards the designated location

He turned in the
saddle and gave Jaan a stern stare. The Harrien teenager was
gripping the shaft holding the Sword Brother standard like his life
depended on it. It had been the same banner that Kaja had once
proudly carried, the one that Master Rudolf had given to Conrad
several years before when he, Hans and Anton had ridden north to
meet up with a ragged band of Saccalians – the first members of
what would become the Army of the Wolf.

Hans looked at Anton,
smiled and shook his head.

‘It is a great honour
to carry an army’s standard,’ continued Conrad, ‘and the one you
are holding in particular, Jaan. You have heard the story of
Kaja?’

‘Yes, Susi, the
Saccalian who became a Queen of the Livs,’ answered Jaan.

‘Who told you she was
a queen?’ asked Hans.

‘It is common
knowledge among the Saccalians that Kaja is the wife of Rameke and
lives in a great hill fort,’ the boy answered, ‘where she tells her
husband how to rule the Livs.’

‘Who said that the
animosity between the Livs and Estonians had vanished?’ asked
Hans.

‘It takes time for
age-old hatreds to wither and die,’ said Conrad.

‘There is still time
to abandon this ill-conceived venture,’ said Leatherface.

Conrad did not answer
the mercenary, so tired was he of listening to his complaints
during the journey. The ill-conceived venture as he called it was a
parley between the Marshal of Estonia and the Governor of Reval,
requested by the former and finally agreed to by the latter
following days of toing and froing between representatives of each
side. Eventually Reval’s governor agreed to meet Conrad at a place
five miles south of the town and the same distance north of an
outpost that had been lost to the Sword Brothers during the winter.
The order’s soldiers were now being withdrawn to Dorpat before the
march to Riga and so Harrien warriors were garrisoning the main
former Danish positions. Others had been pulled down and their
timbers burnt to prevent their re-occupation by the Danes.

Conrad and his friends
had spent the night at the outpost before riding to the agreed
rendezvous point where the track they were following passed through
a gap between two small rocky hills before entering a forest of
spruce. As agreed each party would number no more than ten.

Conrad was delighted
that the governor had agreed to the meeting, informing his friends
that he was determined to make the Danes aware of the perilous
position they were in, to sow the seeds of doubt in their minds.
Leatherface had derided the idea.

‘What’s the point of
talking when everyone knows that the matter will be settled by the
sword?’

‘There is every
point,’ insisted Conrad. ‘Not every quarrel is settled by war.’

‘So says the man who
has conquered Estonia by the sword,’ said Leatherface.

But Conrad waved away
his cynicism and in truth the prospect of war and destruction
seemed a long way off. The air was heavily scented with pine and
leaves had returned to the grey alder, oak and aspen trees. They
made their way past bog ponds and lakes and skirted expanses of
spruce and pine where elk, red deer, roe deer and foxes roamed.
Partridges, corncrakes and white wagtails flew overhead and the
forests echoed with the tapping of woodpeckers. The three Sword
Brothers were attired in their mail armour and white surcoats,
shields on their backs held in place by leather straps fastened to
the insides. They carried no lances as a sign of their peaceful
intent, the five Harrien warriors likewise carried no spears, only
swords and axes.

‘We’re here,’ said
Hans, pointing to the grass-covered hills flanking the track, on
which was a group of riders.

‘I don’t like this,’
hissed Leatherface, who unseen by the Sword Brothers loaded his
crossbow and held it by his right side.

Conrad held up his
hand to halt the riders behind him as his party closed to within
thirty paces of the Danes. He dismounted and handed his reins to
Jaan who rammed the spiked end of the standard into the soft
ground. Hans and Anton likewise dismounted and followed their
friend as he walked towards the Danes, three of whom had also
alighted from their horses. Like the Sword Brothers they were
helmetless, their faces framed by the mail coifs they wore on their
heads.

The atmosphere was
relaxed as Conrad halted in front of a man at least six inches
shorter than him, his large head encased in mail, the beard on his
swarthy face neatly cropped though flecked with grey. The emblem
emblazoned on the yellow surcoat that covered his broad chest
showed a black eagle with red talons.

‘So you are the
Marshal of Estonia.’

Conrad was surprised
that the accent was German rather than Danish. He was also taken
aback by the arrogant tone.

‘I am the Marshal of
Estonia,’ replied Conrad. ‘And can I assume that you are the
Governor of Reval?’

‘The governor has
better things to fill his time than engage in trivia with a lowborn
Sword Brother,’ sneered the German. ‘So he sent me instead.’

‘And you are?’
demanded Conrad.

The German smiled.
‘Dietrich von Kivel.’

It was the former
governor of Narva, the man who had tried to destroy the Army of the
Wolf on the frozen lake and who would have succeeded had it not
been for the timely arrival of the Russians. Kivel saw the surprise
in Conrad’s eyes.

‘That’s right, Sword
Brother, we have met before.’

Conrad regained his
composure. ‘Then you know the precarious position you and your
Danish friends are in. Narva has been lost, your outposts have been
driven in and in Germany a Danish army has been defeated. Reval is
isolated with no hope of relief.’

Kivel appeared
unconcerned. ‘Reval withstood a great siege recently and its
defences are strong.’

He nodded towards the
Harrien warriors on their ponies. ‘If the Russians with all their
fine soldiery could not take it do you think you can do any better
with a ragtag band of pagans?’

Kivel’s rudeness was
astounding.

‘I came here to make
the governor an offer,’ said Conrad. ‘But seeing as he did not have
the courtesy to attend this meeting then perhaps you would be kind
enough to relay it to him.’

‘What offer?’

‘That if he surrenders
Reval to me then I guarantee him and his garrison safe passage back
to Denmark. He will be given time to embark his men in the port for
the trip back to Denmark. Better that than the certainty of knowing
that Reval will fall to the Sword Brothers.’

Kivel scratched his
beard. ‘The governor is the Count of Roskilde, a noble who has many
estates in Denmark and who has been entrusted by his king to
safeguard Reval. You really think that he would even entertain the
thought of surrendering the port, much less to a lowborn baker’s
son?’

Hans and Anton
murmured angrily behind their friend but Conrad held up a hand to
silence them.

‘I can see that this
meeting has been a waste of time. Your insolence may give you
solace but does not change the perilous position you and your
governor find yourselves in. I offered the hand of friendship; the
next time we meet I will not be so accommodating.’

Kivel grinned. ‘The
next time we meet?’

‘Ambush!’ shouted
someone behind Conrad.

Kivel turned on his
heels as archers appeared on the hills either side of the track,
locals by the look of their brown leggings and green thigh-length
tunics. Conrad heard whooshes and saw with horror Hans fall as he
turned his back on the bowmen on the rise to the left: two men who
had strung and loosed arrows at him and his friends. He went down
on one knee as an arrow thumped into his shield. He drew his sword
and looked up in horror to see an archer about to shoot at him from
the hill on the other side. The man’s expression changed from
delight to horror when a crossbow bolt went into his chest and he
pitched forward before he had a chance to release his
bowstring.

‘Move!’ shouted
Leatherface behind the Sword Brothers as the Harrien warriors
charged forward on their ponies. Enemy archers brought two down as
they did so and another bowmen hit Leatherface’s horse, throwing
its rider. Conrad held his shield over Hans as he and Anton hauled
back their friend, the surviving Harrien using their shields to
form a shield wall of sorts as the Wierlanders continued to shoot
at the retreating group. But Leatherface, crouching beside the body
of his dead horse, killed another as Conrad and his friends
staggered past him.

‘Ride back!’ Conrad
screamed to Jaan as the youth plucked the banner from the earth and
was about to spur his horse forward, to certain death.

A Harrien gave a
high-pitched scream as an arrow entered the side of his throat,
blood spurting from the wound. Another missile slammed into
Conrad’s shield as he continued to drag his friend back. But
Leatherface had the measure of the archers now, who were standing
on top of the hills around two hundred paces away, and he began
loading and reloading his weapon with speed and skill. He hit
another two bowmen and the rest decided they had had enough,
turning tail and disappearing as quickly as they had appeared.

Conrad knelt beside
his friend, an arrow lodged in his side.

‘I’m done for,’ said
Hans weakly.

‘Don’t speak, conserve
your strength,’ Conrad told him in a trembling voice. He felt a
knot tighten in his stomach as he cradled his comrade’s head. A
Harrien handed him a water bottle that he held to his friend’s
mouth so Hans could drink.

‘There is no blood.’
Anton was staring at the spot where the arrow had entered Hans’
side.

Conrad did not hear
him as tears welled up in his eyes. Hans coughed as he drank too
much water. Anton yanked out the arrow and examined its iron head.
He began laughing.

‘Unless Hans has no
blood in his body then this arrow has not pierced his flesh.’
Conrad shook his head and looked at Anton. Hans pulled himself up,
suddenly no longer at death’s door.

‘What?’

Anton showed him the
arrow. ‘See, no blood. The arrow obviously did not have the force
to go through a gambeson, mail armour and aketon.’

Conrad jumped to his
feet. ‘Thank God for modern armour.’

Hans sheepishly rose
to his feet and rubbed his side. ‘It still feels tender.’

Leatherface sauntered
over. ‘When you boys have finished your chat I think it would be
appropriate to depart rapidly before the enemy returns.’

Conrad insisted that
the dead Harrien were not left behind, their bodies being tied to
ponies before they departed. Leatherface, his own horse dead,
shared a mount with Jaan who was desirous to follow the enemy.

‘We should chase them,
Susi, to show them that the Army of the Wolf is not to be
tangled with.’

‘Get off this horse,
then,’ Leatherface told him, ‘and make your way north to Reval if
you want to fight the Danes.’

Conrad was not
listening. ‘I cannot believe they violated the terms of the
parley.’

‘What terms?’
Leatherface mocked him. ‘They existed in your head only. You placed
yourself and your friends in danger and you are lucky to have
escaped with your life. That mercenary must have thought all his
birthdays had come at once when he heard that you wanted to
talk.’

‘He is a mercenary?’
said Hans, his side still tender.

‘When you’ve been a
mercenary as long as I have,’ Leatherface told him, ‘you recognise
kindred spirits; you can smell them. The Danes are probably paying
him handsomely for his services and I would guess that those
archers are loyal to Kivel.’

‘They are
Wierlanders,’ said one of the Harrien warriors.

‘Impossible,’ snapped
Conrad, ‘the Wierlanders have been oppressed by the Danes and we
have freed them.’

‘What annoys you
most,’ said Leatherface, ‘that Kivel tried to kill you or that some
Wierlanders are fighting with the enemy?’

Conrad did not reply
as they made their way back to the small fort where they had spent
the previous night. He was enraged and aggrieved in equal measure
but above all determined to have his revenge on Kivel.

But that night, as the
funeral pyres raged for the Harrien that had been killed in the
ambush, Leatherface presented him with a more practical
dilemma.

‘When we march south
Kivel and the Danes will soon learn that the famed Marshal of
Estonia has departed with many of his men.’

Conrad stared into the
roaring flames as the garrison of the fort and his friends stood in
front of the pyres.

‘So?’ said the Sword
Brother.

Leatherface sighed.
‘So, this place and all the other outposts that your order captured
during the winter will be recaptured one by one and their paltry
garrisons put to the sword, most likely.’

‘He’s right, Conrad,’
said Anton. ‘It would be best to abandon the outposts, which are
too close to Reval, and send their garrisons to Varbola.’

‘Varbola will be the
shield that will protect Estonia, as you said,’ Hans told him, ‘but
if you hold on to the outposts that Master Rudolf captured in the
winter then I fear you will condemn their garrisons to certain
death.’

Conrad nodded at the
crackling and hissing funeral pyres. ‘Then those men will have died
for nothing.’

Leatherface chuckled
grimly. ‘Most soldiers die for nothing, Brother Conrad, it is the
nature of things.’

The next day Conrad
gave the order for the outposts ringing Reval to be abandoned and
their garrisons to withdraw to Varbola. It was a decision that left
a bitter taste in his mouth but with the forthcoming crusade in
Semgallia he did not know when he would be returning to Estonia. If
he returned to Estonia. He was determined to retain Narva, though,
and sent orders to Riki and Andres to stiffen the garrison with
additional warriors. Thus far there had been no opportunity to
raise a force of Wierlanders from the kingdom that had been
liberated from the Danes the previous year. In any case many of the
villages were either deserted or had been looted and burned. No one
knew where their inhabitants were: perhaps hiding deep in the
forests, fled to nearby Jerwen or even Novgorod or perhaps dead. It
would take years to rebuild the kingdom.

The previous summer
the Army of the Wolf had mustered just over fourteen hundred men
for the assault against Dorpat, but Conrad commanded a mere six
hundred when he took it south to Riga. But those six hundred were
among the best in the crusader army, bettered only by the Sword
Brothers themselves. Each tribe – Saccalian, Harrien, Rotalian and
Jerwen – contributed a hundred men. Every warrior was a veteran,
many having served under Conrad for a number of years. Tonis, the
Count of Fellin, a man who had fought for Conrad for six years,
commanded these men. Ulric, the dour-faced German, commanded the
hundred spearmen of the ‘Bishop’s Bastards’, the crusader foot
soldiers that had been recruited in Germany by Bishop Albert and
subsequently led by Bishop Bernhard in Livonia. Bernhard had fallen
at Dorpat but his soldiers, once an ill-equipped rabble but now a
well-trained force, had been bequeathed to the Army of the Wolf –
the dying wish of Bishop Bernhard. The other contingent of
‘Bastards’ comprised one hundred crossbowmen, equipped by the
armouries of the Sword Brothers and trained by Leatherface. He was
still technically a part of Wenden’s garrison but Master Rudolf had
seconded him to the Army of the Wolf until Conrad got tired of him.
But the Marshal of Estonia, like Wenden’s Castellan, endured the
mercenary’s barbed tongue because he knew that he was a master of
his craft.

So the Army of the
Wolf marched south, or rather rode south as every one of its
soldiers was equipped with either a horse or a hardy Estonian pony.
In this way it was not only a veteran force but also a highly
mobile one, its supplies being carried in light two-wheeled carts
hauled by ponies.

The spring was nearing
its end when the constituent parts of Bishop Albert’s army
congregated at Riga prior to the great crusade south of the
Dvina.

*****

The throne room at
Panemunis was packed but so silent that a dropped pin would be
heard easily. Vsevolod stood on the wooden dais, his ashen-faced
wife Rasa seated next to his empty throne. By the side of the dais
stood Prince Mindaugas, Vsevolod’s son-in-law and heir apparent
with his wife Morta. Now twenty-five years old, he had grown into a
tall, rather thin individual with a severe countenance. What his
father-in-law was saying did nothing to remove the scowl on his
face. The rows of Selonian and Nalsen princes and chiefs were
likewise downcast as the Russian prince relayed the news he had
received from Riga.

‘Soon the Bishop of
Riga will cross the Dvina with a great army to take possession of
the remains of the hill fort of Mesoten, which as you all know is
currently held by troops loyal to Duke Arturus.’

There were angry
murmurs among the assembled warlords and the atmosphere in the
chamber began to turn ugly. It took a turn for the worse when the
prince spoke again.

‘He does so with my
blessing.’

The murmurs tuned into
angry shouts and hateful stares. The guards around the walls – all
Russians wearing helmets with nasal guards and carrying shields
bearing Vsevolod’s silver griffin emblem – looked decidedly nervous
and one or two levelled their spears in expectation of violence
breaking out.

‘Silence!’

The commanding voice
of General Aras shot through the air. He walked forward from his
position on the other side of the dais to Mindaugas and placed his
right hand on the pommel of his sheathed sword. His black eyes
flashed with menace as he dared any of the warlords to dispute his
position as their commander. None did. The hubbub died down and
Vsevolod spoke once more.

‘In this hall in the
centre of this great stronghold we may delude ourselves that we can
defeat the Kurs on our own. But have you so quickly forgotten our
great losses at the Abava River when not even a combined army of
Selonians, Nalsen, Samogitians and Aukstaitijans could overcome
Duke Arturus? And may I remind you that Duke Butantas was killed
and his army destroyed at the Venta, leaving us alone to fight the
Kurs.’

‘Not alone,’ shouted
one of the princes, ‘Duke Kitenis still lives.’

There were murmurs of
agreement at this interruption but Vsevolod poured scorn on the
idea.

‘Duke Kitenis? Where
is he? Where is his army? I have written to him, I have pleaded and
begged him to send us aid in our darkest hour and what answer did I
receive?’

He spread his arms.
‘None. Duke Kitenis hides in his kingdom hoping that Duke Arturus
will feast on our flesh and avert his greedy eyes from
Aukstaitija.’

The hall fell silent
and men cast down their eyes.

‘That’s right,’
continued Vsevolod. ‘Duke Kitenis is willing to see this land
ravaged and its people killed or enslaved without lifting a finger.
Who else can we turn to? Samogitia?’

He turned to look at
his beautiful red-haired wife. ‘My wife and I do not even know if
our own daughter is alive so fractured and laid low is that kingdom
following to the death of Duke Butantas. We hope Prince Ykintas,
leader of his people, is alive and well but his kingdom is now weak
and incapable of fighting the Kurs.’

‘Does anyone in this
hall believe,’ shouted Vsevolod, ‘that we alone can defeat Duke
Arturus and his army?’

Aras looked at the
rows of bearded faces and knew that everyone wanted to shout ‘yes’
with one voice. But in their hearts they knew that the Russian
spoke the truth. Many had been at the Abava River where the Kurs
had cut a Lithuanian army of nearly eighteen thousand men to
pieces. Six thousand of that army had died that day. Aras had been
there and reckoned himself lucky to have escaped with his life. The
strength of five kingdoms had been broken on that battlefield. What
chance would two have against a Kur army that seemed beloved of the
gods? None, and he and the rest of those present knew it.

‘I know,’ said
Vsevolod, ‘that I am not one of you. A Lithuanian, I mean. And
because of that I know that my presence in this ancient and revered
place has bred anger and resentment throughout Selonia and Nalsen,
and that you and your people tolerate me only because of the great
love and respect you all have for Princess Rasa.’

The warlords stamped
their feet to indicate it was so. A tear ran down Rasa’s cheek as
her face remained emotionless. Morta, her daughter, was clinging to
the arm of her husband weeping openly. She had yet to learn the
importance of maintaining royal protocol even in the most adverse
situations.

‘So to preserve this
land and its people I invited the Bishop of Riga across the Dvina.
That’s right, I asked the Rigans for help, which means that the
Sword Brothers will be crossing the river to take possession of
what remains of Mesoten.’

There was silence in
the hall. Vsevolod continued.

‘If you think that my
decision to request aid from the Bishop of Riga was an easy one you
are wrong. If you think that I do not loathe and despise the bishop
and the Sword Brothers as much as you all, you are wrong. I lost my
home to the Sword Brothers but I am determined that you shall not
lose yours to the Kurs.’

‘Do you walk with our
gods, Russian?’

No one had noticed a
painfully thin individual enter the hall, dressed in a spotless
white tunic and leggings, his beard and long hair black in
contrast, his eyes, unusually for a Lithuanian, a piercing blue.
Men bowed their heads respectively and moved out of the way as he
walked towards the dais. Even Aras, the ‘eagle’ who watched over
the prince and his family like the bird of prey he was named after,
withdrew for this was the Kriviu Krivaitis, the high priest
of the nation’s religion who lived in a sacred oak grove where the
holy fire burned night and day. The gods spoke to him and he spread
their wisdom and will throughout Lithuania using the
Kriviai, his white robed priests.

The Kriviu
Krivaitis halted before the dais and bowed his head to Rasa.
She rose and bowed back. He did not bow to Vsevolod.

‘You wilfully invite
the heathens into this blessed land, Russian. To what end?’

The priest’s words
shot from his mouth like crossbow bolts but Vsevolod was not
unnerved by his tone. He had been in Lithuania long enough to know
how these forest dwellers used fear and superstition to bend the
people to their will. These berry eaters and mystics who prayed to
trees and worshipped the beasts of the forest. But Vsevolod spoke
with reverence and respect to the unwelcome guest.

‘Welcome to Panemunis.
You honour us with your presence, sir. In answer to your question I
hope that the Sword Brothers and Kurs will devour each other like
two ravenous serpents, and in doing so will allow Lithuania to
rebuild its strength. If the Kurs and Sword Brothers are killing
each other then they aren’t killing anyone else.’

The priest raised an
eyebrow, all eyes on him.

‘What is to stop them
uniting and turning their combined wrath on all of us?’

Vsevolod smiled.
‘Greed, sir, pure and simple. Duke Arturus desires the whole world
and so do the Sword Brothers. But there is only one world and
neither is willing to share it. That will be their undoing.’

The Kriviu
Krivaitis said nothing for a few seconds.

‘It is said that you
are a deceiver, Russian, a weaver of falsehoods and illusions but I
believe that the gods sent you to us for a purpose, which has yet
to be revealed to me. But I can perceive that you have the ability
to look into men’s hearts to discover the true purpose of their
actions and in your judgement of the Christian heathens and Kurs
you are not wrong.

‘Duke Arturus has
declared war on the gods and they will have their revenge upon him.
The high ones have not forgotten that he murdered the chosen
Kriviu Krivaitis.’

‘I know,’ interrupted
Vsevolod, ‘I was there.’

‘That being the case,’
said the priest, ‘I am willing to sanction your risky endeavour,
Russian.’

Vsevolod looked very
smug and had difficulty stopping himself from grinning.

‘However,’ said the
priest sternly, ‘the gods are watching you closely. You disappoint
them at your peril.’

With that he turned
and paced from the chamber. Vsevolod closed his eyes and breathed a
silent sigh of relief. The berry eater had just endorsed his plan,
albeit with a caveat. He looked at Aras who gave him a half-smile.
The general then dismissed the warriors who bowed their heads to
the dais and filed out of the chamber. After they had done so a
tired Vsevolod sat back on his throne. Rasa extended an arm and
gripped his hand but Mindaugas was far from happy.

‘So we grovel to the
Sword Brothers now?’

Vsevolod closed his
eyes. ‘What would you have done in my situation, Mindaugas? Muster
the army and march against Duke Arturus? Do you think that you are
a better general than Butantas, myself or Aras?’

‘Father,’ said Morta,
‘you should not speak to Mindaugas so.’

Vsevolod opened his
eyes, rose and sprang from the dais to stand before her husband. He
pointed at the throne.

‘One day that will be
yours. But not if this stronghold is a ruin like Mesoten.’

‘It is a ruin because
of the Sword Brothers,’ Mindaugas shot back. ‘They are our
enemies.’

‘Of course they are,’
replied Vsevolod. ‘You think I don’t know that? But at this present
juncture they are useful allies and please don’t start going on
about honour. Honour will not save Selonia or Nalsen and nor will
it defeat Duke Arturus. We tried that once when we assembled a
great army to invade Kurland. And we all know how that ended.
Politics, Mindaugas, that is what you must learn if you are to lead
your people.’

‘Your father is
right,’ said Rasa.

Mindaugas’ eyes blazed
with anger. ‘My father was Prince Stecse who was murdered by the
Sword Brothers.’

He held out his hand
so Morta could take it. He bowed to Vsevolod and Rasa.

‘If you both will
excuse me.’

The couple walked
briskly from the chamber, the guards closing the oak doors behind
them.

‘He will come round,’
said Rasa.

‘Will he?’ replied
Vsevolod despairingly. ‘I worry that he does not understand what I
am trying to achieve for him.’

‘He will simmer down
now that the Kriviu Krivaitis has given you his support,’
said Aras. ‘The gods smile on you, lord.’

Vsevolod often
wondered if Aras realised that he was a follower of the Orthodox
faith. But he never paraded his religion, especially now that he
was living among pagans. Anyway he always took a pragmatic approach
to religion, as he did in less spiritual affairs.

‘Let us hope so, Aras,
for all our sakes.’

*****

Northern Kurland was
more undulating than Semgallia to the east, its hills interspersed
with lowland areas, river valleys, lakes, marshes and bog lands. It
was a green landscape like the rest of Lithuania, heavily forested
and home to great numbers of elk, red deer, wild boar and wolves.
But the soil was poorer and less well suited to crop farming than
the soil in Semgallia. It was partly for this reason that the Kurs
were raiders rather than farmers, quickly learning that it was
easier to steal crops and livestock from their neighbours than
engage in backbreaking work on the land in return for poor yields.
It was the same on the coast where the fishing villages not only
reaped bulging nets filled with Baltic herring but also used their
seafaring skills to raid Balt villages to the south and Liv
settlements to the north. When the crusaders came with their great
ships, crossbows and mailed knights, raids against the newly formed
Kingdom of Livonia were too costly. But the Kurs still sent their
boats south to raid the Balt lands and plunder it for amber, the
yellow or yellow brown resin that was believed to contain magical
powers. Many Kur warriors and leaders wore heart-shaped amber
charms to ward off malevolent spirits, though many other people
believed that the Kurs themselves were the embodiment of evil.

The inhabitants of the
township of Talsi looked far from intimidating or nefarious as they
went about their everyday tasks. Like most civilians north and
south of the Dvina they were dressed in linens of various colours,
the men in leggings the women in skirts, and wearing woollen
shawls. They sat on stools weaving on vertical looms, chafed grain
on millstones, made bread in kiln ovens or tended to goats and
chickens outside their huts. Their men made pottery, jewellery and
attended to their beehives.

Talsi had been built
among an area of nine hills, the highest of which was the site of
Duke Arturus’ hill fort, a sprawling timber stronghold located on
the southern side of a long lake some two thousand feet in length
and five hundred feet wide. The water from the lake had been used
to fill the moat at the bottom of the hill the fort was situated
on. From the timber walls and towers guards looked down on the
bustling township that the duke and his two subordinates strolled
through.

They wore no armour,
only shirts, boots and leggings, though they did carry swords at
their hips and were escorted by two burly guards wearing black
leather armour cuirasses and carrying short spears and oblong
wooden shields with metal rims. It was a warm day and the men
sweated in their armour and helmets as they followed the three most
powerful men in all Kurland.

Arturus stopped at a
stall and picked up a well-crafted silver necklace. The jeweller
bowed his head as he did so. Prince Lamekins gave the man’s
attractive wife a grin and a wink. After agreeing a price the duke
paid the man twice the amount. His wife kissed his hand in
gratitude, much to the chagrin of Lamekins.

‘My wife will like
it,’ said Arturus, walking away. ‘You should get yourself a wife,
Lamekins, instead of chasing other men’s.’

Lamekins wore a mask
of innocence. ‘I have no time to marry or chase women,’ he lied,
‘not when there is a war to win.’

‘Speaking of which,’
said Arturus, ‘I assume that the information supplied by your spies
is timely and accurate, Lord Torolf?’

The duke’s ambassador,
spymaster and general troublemaker nodded gravely. He was tall like
Lamekins but unlike the prince had a red beard and hair, which he
shaved from above the ears and plaited from the crown to the back
of the neck. He was also six years older than the dashing young
commander whose easy manner and gregarious personality belied a
cool, calculating military mind.

‘The Christians are
going to cross the river, then,’ reflected the prince.

‘It was only a matter
of time,’ said Arturus. ‘The Bishop of Riga has seen that the
Lithuanians are divided and at each other’s throats. He seeks to
take advantage of this.’

‘My spies report a
flurry of activity between Riga and Panemunis, lord,’ said
Torolf.

Arturus smiled. ‘Of
course. I once hoped that Prince Vsevolod would be an ally of the
Kurs but his ambition rivals my own and he wants what I also
desire.’

‘The people of this
land would never tolerate a Russian as grand duke,’ remarked
Lamekins.

‘No,’ agreed Arturus,
‘but through his sons-in-law he will seek to influence affairs
throughout the kingdoms. He is clever, very clever.’

‘And a traitor,’ spat
Torolf.

Arturus placed a hand
on Torolf’s shoulder. ‘He is only a traitor if he loses.’

Lamekins’ eyes
followed the shapely behind of a blonde-haired woman who bowed to
Arturus and walked past the trio.

‘You wish to fight the
Christians at the river, lord?’ asked the prince as the girl turned
and flashed him a beautiful smile.

Arturus shook his
head. ‘Viesthard tried that once and his reward was defeat.
Besides, it would appear that we might have to fight Vsevolod’s
army as well as the Bishop of Riga’s. Torolf, what information have
you gleaned regarding the Christians’ intentions.’

‘They desire Mesoten,
lord,’ replied the ambassador.

Lamekins looked
bemused. ‘Mesoten is a ruin.’

‘Apparently one of
their priests was killed there, a crusader lord too,’ said Torolf.
‘The Bishop of Riga believes that because of this Mesoten is a
sacred place. That is what I have been told.’

Torolf had a network
of informants working in Riga, mostly among those who worked in the
docks, as well among the other Lithuanian kingdoms. Information was
easy to gather, the comings and goings of crusaders producing huge
amounts of gossip. In addition, the bishop and his priests were
always trumpeting forthcoming campaigns from their pulpits in the
city and throughout Livonia.

‘We have a garrison at
Mesoten,’ stated Lamekins, looking behind to make sure the woman
was still lingering. She was.

Arturus raised a hand
to acknowledge the fealty a group of his people were showing
him.

‘I had clean forgot.
Give the order that they are to abandon Mesoten. They will not be
able to hold a pile of charred timbers against a crusader
army.’

‘We should engage the
Christians as quickly as possible,’ insisted Lamekins. ‘Any
hesitation on our part may be interpreted as weakness.’

He was speaking aloud,
mulling over ideas in his mind, and was suddenly conscious that he
might have spoken out of turn.

‘I meant no offence,
lord.’

Arturus smiled. He
appeared to be remarkably relaxed about the whole business.

‘You are the commander
of my armies, Lamekins. I would be worried if you did not have an
opinion on these matters. But I think it would be best if we met
the crusaders on ground of our own choosing rather than rush into a
battle that we might not win.’

‘If Vsevolod joins
with the Bishop of Riga,’ said Torolf, ‘then he will try to
convince the crusaders to invade Kurland, both to weaken your
position, lord, and to enhance his own power.’

Lamekins forgot the
girl as his thoughts turned to Vsevolod’s machinations.

‘We could always
strike at Panemunis with a mounted column. Move fast and hit hard.
Loot and burn our way there and back again.’

Arturus smiled and
shook his head. He placed an arm around the shoulders of each
man.

‘My friends, we have
no need to act rashly just because the Bishop of Riga has turned
his gaze southwards. He was sent back across the Dvina with his
tail between his legs before, and there is no reason to suppose
that he will not suffer the same fate this time. Your sources are
certain that Vsevolod will join the crusaders when they cross the
Dvina, Torolf?’

‘I am certain,
lord.’

‘Good,’ said Arturus.
‘Thus will our elusive Russian adversary be drawn out at long last.
There will be no need to attack Panemunis, Lamekins, because when
we fight the crusaders we shall also be facing Prince Vsevolod and
his Selonians and Nalsen. Beat them all and Lithuania will fall
into our laps like a ripe apple.’

He slapped them both
on the shoulders and walked off, whistling as he did so. Lamekins
looked at Torolf who shrugged and followed his lord. The commander
of the fearsome Kur army glanced behind and saw that the girl was
still lingering. He saw Torolf hurrying after Arturus and sighed
before following. Sometimes duty was not at all amusing.

*****

Conrad sat at the
table brooding, as his commanders took their seats around him. Hans
was still nursing his bruised side, though his wound was as nothing
compared to Conrad’s injured pride. He sat with elbows on the
table; his chin resting on his thumbs as the brute Hillar wrapped
his huge hands around a cup of honey mead offered him by a
blonde-haired Harrien girl. She offered her lord, Riki, another
full cup and a third to the stout Andres, the warlord of all the
Jerwen who had travelled from his stronghold of Kassinurme to be
here at Varbola, the great stronghold of the Harrien people and
Riki’s centre of power.

Guards with shields
carrying a lynx motif stood by the closed doors and Riki’s great
banner displaying the same animal hung on the wall of the feasting
hall near the table, while servants piled wood on the fire to keep
the chamber warm. But the commanders of the Army of the Wolf
detected a distinctly frosty atmosphere as they looked at the stony
faced Conrad and then at Hans and Anton for answers. Anton gave
them a smile and a shake of his head as he looked at his friend.
The dour-faced Ulric, the leader of the ‘Bishop’s Bastards’,
appeared even glummer as he took his seat. Only the scoundrel
Leatherface appeared unconcerned. He winked at the shapely serving
girl who offered him more drink. He belched, placed his empty cup
on her tray and picked up a full one.

‘Do you have to do
that?’ said Conrad.

The old mercenary
wiped his nose on a sleeve. ‘Do what?’

‘Treat a council of
war in a disrespectful manner.’

Leatherface stifled a
laugh. ‘My apologies, Master Conrad, I did not realise you
took yourself so seriously. Perhaps you would like me to leave,
being a low-born mercenary and the like whereas you are a fine
knight with fame and titles and…’

Conrad held up a hand.
‘All right, all right, you have made your point.’

He looked up at his
warlords.

‘The Bishop of Riga
will soon be crossing the Dvina to make war on the Lithuanians and
avenge the cruel injustices that were committed against the Holy
Church the last time we crusaded in Lithuania.’

Hillar grinned. ‘You
will muster the army to join the bishop, Susi?’

‘Only part of it,’
replied Conrad. ‘I intend to march south with a hundred men drawn
from the Harrien, Jerwen, Rotalians and Saccalians, plus two
hundred of Ulric’s men.’

Andres gave Hillar a
confused look. Riki frowned.

‘That is not many men,
Susi,’ said Hillar. ‘The bishop must be expecting an easy
victory.’

‘Whether he does or
does not is not my concern,’ replied Conrad. ‘My concern is Estonia
and safeguarding it against the Danes. To which end, my friend, I
ask you to remain at Leal to keep an eye on Reval’s garrison.’

Hillar looked most
aggrieved as Andres grinned at him.

‘Do not worry, Hillar,
I will kill enough of the enemy to satisfy both our honours.’

‘I have asked Riki to
remain at Varbola,’ Conrad said to Andres. ‘And you, Andres, must
remain in Estonia to keep watch at Kassinurme.’

The three warlords
were now far from happy. Each had been appointed governors of their
respective tribal lands and they were now men of power, veteran
commanders of the famed Army of the Wolf. And when that army
marched they expected to be marching with it, not sitting at home
like old maids while others washed their swords in the enemy’s
blood.

‘Koit can stay and
hold Rotalia,’ insisted Hillar. ‘I will leave him enough warriors
to deter any Danish aggression.’

‘No,’ said Conrad
loudly, causing Hans to jump. ‘The Danes cannot be trusted and may
I remind you all that we are still at war with the Oeselians. I
will not jeopardise all the gains we have made for the sake of
killing a few Lithuanians. I care nothing for Lithuania. My
responsibility is Estonia and I intend to safeguard it. Were it my
choice I would not risk the life of a single Estonian south of the
Dvina. My decision is final.’

Hillar’s large head
sunk into his shoulders as he stared at the table top with a face
like thunder. Riki sighed loudly and Andres slammed his cup down on
the aged oak surface, splitting the vessel and spilling beer on his
hand, which did nothing to improve his humour. Conrad sank into a
sulk as he thought of the treachery at the parley. Anton looked
kindly at Hillar and Hans began chewing on a cold sausage.

‘Well,’ mused
Leatherface, ‘I’m sure Bishop Albert will be fortified to know that
you are an enthusiastic member of his great crusade, Master
Conrad.’
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Most days he walked to
the shore and stared west, across the shimmering blue surface of
Lake Peipus. The vast inland lake – fifty miles in length and up to
twenty-five miles wide in some places – was in reality a giant
fishpond. Its rich waters were teeming with bream, roach, perch,
pike, whitefish and whitebait. Because of this the lake was always
filled with dozens of fishing boats of all sizes, their crews
casting nets on the water and always winning a rich haul. They
shared the lake with tens of thousands of birds that grew fat off
its abundant contents.

He had originally
intended to ride north to Novgorod where he would use the gold he
had taken from his ancestral home to raise soldiers to enable him
to win back his kingdom. But when he had arrived on the eastern
shore of Lake Peipus in the aftermath of his defeat at Dorpat a
malaise had taken possession of him. His rage and grief had
evaporated, to be replaced by lethargy and a belief that the gods
had abandoned him. He frequently touched the silver torc around his
neck to make sure that it had not disappeared. He feared that
Taara, the God of War who had bequeathed it to him, would steal it
away while he slept. That was why he always went to sleep with a
hand touching the cool metal.

He had rented a hut in
a thriving fishing village that was in reality a small town. Its
inhabitants were hale and hearty, their bellies filled by the fish
caught in the lake. The surplus, and there was always a surplus,
was sold to inland villages, or salted and transported further
afield. For the fishermen life was good; for Kristjan it was
miserable. He kept the large leather pouch filled with gold with
him at all times, together with his sword and dagger for he did not
trust the Russians. But nobody troubled the tall, powerfully built
man with a vivid red scar on his cheek who paid his way but made no
attempt to converse with anyone. Not until today. Today the gods
sent Kristjan a sign that they had not forgotten him.

‘Are you going to
stand there all day?’

Today, like most days,
he had wandered to the water’s edge to stare across the calm
surface of the lake beyond which lay his homeland: Ungannia. The
shore was sandy, the water untroubled by any wind or waves. He
frowned and turned. To see a man in his forties pushing a small
boat to the water’s edge. His calloused hands and muscly forearms
indicated that he had fished the lake for many years. Normally
Kristjan would not have given such an individual the time of day,
but the fisherman had spoken to him in Estonian, which aroused his
interest.

‘You know my
language.’

The fisherman released
his grip on the boat’s gunwale.

‘It’s common knowledge
that you came from the west. But by the look of you I don’t think
you are here for trade or fishing.’

‘I am on my way to
Novgorod,’ muttered Kristjan.

The fisherman gripped
the gunwale again. ‘Well I have some fish to catch so if you will
excuse me.’

Kristjan mumbled
something and stepped aside to allow the man to push his boat into
the water. He floated it for a few feet before halting.

‘Do you want to
come?’

‘To fish?’ said
Kristjan.

The fisherman looked
up and down the beach. ‘Unless you have more pressing matters to
attend to, why not?’

In truth Kristjan had
nothing better to do and so he waded into the shallow water and
assisted the fisherman to push the boat a few more feet before both
of them jumped in. The vessel’s owner was a talkative fellow who
imparted much information to the morose fair-haired Ungannian as he
rowed the boat away from the shore and then cast a net over the
side.

‘Perch is the most
abundant, of course, but roach and lamprey are close behind.’

Kristjan watched him
haul the net back in as he sat near the prow of the boat, empty
baskets around his feet. The fisherman knew his trade and soon
those baskets were filled with fresh catch. Gulls swooped overhead
and dived into the water as the fisherman cast some of his catch,
those too small, overboard.

‘The lake provides a
good living,’ he said as he hauled the net out of the water after
the final catch and stowed it under his feet, ‘even in winter when
we build shelters on the frozen surface so we can cut holes in the
ice to catch fish. It must be the same for your people.’

‘My people?’

The fisherman studied
Kristjan. ‘You are Ungannian?’

The son of Kalju
nodded.

‘I thought so. You
accent is different to a Wierlander and aside from your people they
are the only others on the western side who fish the lake. But I am
forgetting my manners.’

He offered Kristjan a
wet hand. ‘I am Dmitriy Hoidja.’

Kristjan was initially
startled. In the Estonian religion Hoidja was a protector sent by
the gods, a kindly helper who guided a mortal in a time of trial.
Hoidja smiled as Kristjan shook his hand.

‘And you?’

‘Murk,’ answered
Kristjan.

Hoidja’s face showed
surprise. ‘Venom. A curious name.’

Kristjan said no more
as he was rowed to shore. But the next day he sought out the
fisherman once more. Why he did so he did not know. Perhaps it was
because he was far from home and alone and conversing with someone
in his native tongue was a pleasing activity. Or perhaps he was
drawn to the man because of his name and was convinced that Taara
had sent him. But most of all it was because he liked Hoidja, his
affable manner and the wealth of information that he possessed. He
learned that the fisherman
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