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 Chapter 1

Lübeck, 1210.

Now that it was spring
the city seemed a much more agreeable place, the weather warmer,
the streets less muddy and the people happier. Not that Conrad saw
much of it or them each day, save for the customers who came into
his father’s bakery to purchase his bread. It had been a hard
winter but pray God the spring and summer would be better for him
and his family. His father was reckoned one of the best bakers in
Lübeck, not only among his customers who tasted his produce but
also within the guild that controlled the city’s bakeries. But life
for him and his family was still hard. For all of them the working
day began before dawn and did not end until the evening. Hours
spent making dough and baking bread to fill the bellies of the
city’s increasing population, should have meant an increase in the
family’s income. But Lübeck’s laws regarding the production of
bread were numerous and strict, chief among them being that such a
vital food source should not be over-priced. The price of flour was
also strictly controlled, at least in theory, but the bakers’ guild
was forever complaining that unscrupulous millers were always
over-charging for their goods.

‘Conrad, make sure the
mark is on every loaf.’

Dietmar Wolff was
pointing at a row of loaves in front of his son that had yet to be
branded.

Conrad smiled and
shook his head. ‘Yes, father, of course.’

His father was not
smiling. ‘Make sure you do. I don’t want to pay any more fines for
selling unmarked bread.’

It had been a cause of
great celebration when Dietmar Wolff had first been issued with his
own baker’s mark by the city authorities, for it meant that his
bakery was considered to be one of Lübeck’s finest. The mark itself
was a simple wooden die that was used to stamp the underside of
loaves before they were cooked, Dietmar’s bearing the letter ‘W’
for Wolff to indicate where the loaf came from. Marks were also
used to identify bakers who sold underweight loaves or those made
from inferior flour, but those bearing Dietmar’s brand were fast
becoming known for their taste and quality, something that he was
keen to encourage. Loaves bearing no mark were not only lost
opportunities to advertise his talents as a baker, they also
incurred fines imposed by the authorities. It was no exaggeration
to state that the wooden die was the family’s most prized
possession.

Conrad had served his
father for nearly seven years as an apprentice and regarded himself
as a talented baker in the making, notwithstanding that he
sometimes forgot to mark the loaves before they were placed in the
oven.

His mother stopped
kneading dough on the table in front of her.

‘Leave him alone,
Dietmar. This summer will be a good one, I can sense it.’

Dietmar ran a hand
over his balding crown. ‘It needs to be. The price of flour keeps
going up and I cannot pass on the increase to my customers because
of the ridiculous city laws.’

Conrad began pressing
the die into the underside of each loaf. ‘Your brand is becoming
well known in the city, father. Soon we will be able to move to a
larger house in the west of the city.’

His mother smiled at
him but his father’s forehead creased into a frown.

‘A larger house? Four
mouths to feed, increasing flour prices, not allowed to work on a
Sunday and a further fifty saints’ days each year? I think
not.’

‘It is important to
give thanks to God for our good fortune,’ his wife rebuked him.

Dietmar ran a hand
over his head once more and went back to his work. He did not need
to go to church to thank God for giving him such a wife, and the
truth was that he praised the Lord each and every day for blessing
him with his wife. Eight years his junior, Agnete Wolff was a
beautiful woman who should have been married to a rich merchant or
perhaps even a richer knight. That she had somehow ended up
marrying a stocky baker shorter than she was a mystery that he had
never been able to fathom.

Agnete’s father was a
miller who supplied Dietmar with flour and that is how he had first
met his bride, the tall, slender beauty who trapped him with her
blue eyes and soft smile. He had fallen in love with her on sight
but it had taken a while for Agnete to reciprocate the sentiment.
But over time she came to respect the hard-working, stubborn baker
who presented a stony exterior to the world but who underneath was
kind and loyal. And so they married and Agnete bore him two
children – Conrad and Marie – and never complained about the days
of unceasing toil that filled their lives. God was good and would
ensure that their piety and hard work would be rewarded, of that
she was certain.

Their home was a small
two-storey half-timbered house with a thatched roof in the eastern
side of the city: one of a myriad of tiny abodes positioned either
side of the warren of narrow streets that made up the poorer
quarter of the city, a home to Lübeck’s small traders and artisans.
They all slept in one room above the ground-floor shop where the
oven was located, to the rear of which was a dirt patch where the
pigs were kept. Many kept pigs. They were released in the daylight
hours to consume the rubbish that was thrown into the streets by
householders – human and animal excrement, animal entrails and
rotting food. That was the theory at least. The reality was that
the earth streets were always full of filth that a traveller had to
pick a path through. The pigs just added to the general noise and
unpleasantness of the streets, which today were more crowded than
usual.

The city authorities
sometimes attempted to clean the streets, hiring muck-rakers to
clear away the filth, especially when the cankerous smell reached
the rich houses in the city’s western quarter. But hiring
muck-rakers meant expenditure and Lübeck’s city fathers were
notoriously parsimonious. And so as the temperature rose the stench
increased so that by high summer everyone was praying for the
cooler air of autumn.

But today the smell
was hardly noticeable as the bakery that fronted the shop was
filled to bursting as Conrad and his father toiled to produce the
loaves that everyone wanted to buy. Agnete served the customers
with a smile as Marie ferried fresh loaves from the oven. Two years
younger than Conrad, she had inherited her father’s frame. A
happy-go-lucky, cheerful child, her round face always wore a smile,
especially when she was rounding up her beloved pigs at the end of
the day, to be confined in the pen that she called their home.

Conrad often thought
that he could produce bread in his sleep so adept had he become at
it. He could create all the varieties produced in his father’s
bakery – white bread, brown bread, black bread and horse – with
ease, and in their two main types: trenchers and table bread. The
former were long, flat loaves turned over and over in the oven
until hard, flat crusts were formed on both sides. They were
usually cut horizontally and filled with cooked meat whose juices
soaked into the bread, a delicacy largely denied to Conrad and his
family who could rarely afford meat – save if Dietmar slaughtered
one of Marie’s beloved pigs. The most common type of loaf consumed
by Conrad’s family and indeed most of the city was table bread: a
simple round loaf.

Conrad loved his
parents and looked forward to the day when he would follow in his
father’s footsteps and become a master baker, producing white bread
for the rich, brown bread that was sold for half the price of
white, black bread that was cheaper still, though hopefully not
horse bread, made from the lowest quality flour and not fit for
human consumption, though it was eaten by the poor when times were
hard. This then was his life: working from dawn till dusk to help
his father feed his family with the expectation, God permitting,
that he would eventually work in his own bakery to feed his own
family. Every working day was the same, year in, year out.

Until today.

During the preceding
weeks a regular visitor to the bakery had been a scullion, a lowly
servant who worked in the home of one of Lübeck’s richest
merchants. In an effort to ingratiate himself with Conrad’s mother
he never failed to mention this fact, along with leering at her
every time he purchased a white loaf. Dietmar disliked him and
bristled with anger every time the man looked at his wife in an
inappropriate way. Agnete brushed aside the man’s ogling, though
always maintaining a polite disposition as she relieved him of his
master’s money. The scullion may have looked like a beggar but his
master’s coins were a valuable addition to the Wolffs’ income, as
Agnete always reminded Dietmar.

For his part the
scullion rarely saw his master, Adolfus Braune, though he talked
incessantly about the beautiful woman who worked in a bakery in
eastern Lübeck. Eventually word reached Braune of this woman and he
became curious and decided to pay her a visit to see if the rumours
were true. If they proved false he would have the scullion’s tongue
bored. Being the richest merchant in Lübeck meant he could dispense
justice almost at will. What use was power if it could not be
wielded?

It was late afternoon
when he left his three-storey brick building sited near his
harbour-front warehouses. As usual he took his entourage with him –
half a dozen burly thugs he had recruited in the aftermath of his
father’s death a year earlier. It was his father who had built up
the Braune fortune, establishing a trading network throughout the
Baltic region, only to be stabbed to death on the island of Gotland
by a creditor with a grievance. So at the age of thirty-five
Adolfus inherited his father’s fortune and his fleet of trading
vessels, which at a stroke made him one of Lübeck’s wealthiest
citizens. His mother had died of a pestilence during his early
years and his father had largely ignored him, leaving the young
Adolfus to develop a sly, manipulative character spiced with a high
degree of resentment against first his father and then the world in
general. Being overweight, prematurely bald and unattractive meant
he preferred the company of sycophants and lackeys to polite
society and equals, which would not have mattered had not his
father been murdered. His father’s demise at a stroke made him both
rich and powerful and thrust him into Lübeck’s highest
echelons.

His guards had been
recruited from harbour workers: brutish, uneducated men who would
obey commands unquestioningly as long as they were paid. Adolfus
never went anywhere without them, not least because he feared
suffering the same fate as his father.

The crowds were
insufferable, a sea of stinking bodies, disfigured faces and
raucous individuals, and after a while Adolfus was beginning to
regret leaving his spacious, elegant and sweet-smelling house. His
temper began to fray as his progress to the eastern quarter was
slowed by simple-minded idiots who barred his path rather than
bowing and getting out of the way. He ordered his men to clear a
path, which they did by shoving aside anyone in their way. Adolfus
recoiled in horror when a beggar extended his grubby, calloused
hand to him, earning the poor unfortunate a heavy thwack on the arm
with a baton carried by one of his men.

Eventually they
reached the street of bakers, which also contained shops selling
pies and vegetables. The air was filled with different accents for
Lübeck was a rich trading city that attracted people from all over
Germany, as well as from Denmark, whose king also ruled Lübeck,
Norway and Sweden.

‘This is the place,
lord,’ remarked one of the bodyguards.

Adolfus, who had been
paying careful attention to where he placed his feet in an effort
to avoid stepping in a pile of rotting vegetables or pig dung,
stopped and looked up at a sign hanging over an open-fronted shop
from where the pleasant aroma of freshly baked bread was emanating.
The sign displayed a poorly painted loaf of bread on a red
background.

Adolfus screwed up his
face. ‘This had better be worth it. I fear I may catch some sort of
pestilence just breathing the same air as these people.’

Just then a squealing
pig raced past him, pursued by a young girl in a russet dress.

‘Quite intolerable,’
sniffed Adolfus, who waved his men forward into the shop.

The early morning
bustle, the busiest time of the day, was long gone and now the
bakery’s shelves and counter were largely empty. However, Agnete
always kept a loaf of table bread for a regular customer who always
visited the bakery late in the afternoon. Roger the Putrid knew he
stank, his neighbours knew he stank and so did anyone unfortunate
enough to pass by him in the street. As a fuller he spent most of
his days walking up and down on wool in huge vats of urine. Wool
was essential to the lives of rich and poor alike but no one wanted
to wear clothes that were itchy and stiff. Therefore the wool was
soaked in stinking, stale urine to draw out the grease in the
material and pounded by feet to interlock the fibres. The end
result was wool that was kind to skin thanks to Roger and his
fellow fullers. Everyone knew that fullers were crucial to the
manufacture of clothing; they just did not want them anywhere near
them.

Roger earned a good
living but his was a solitary life. That is why he looked forward
to his daily visit to the Wolffs’ bakery. In truth he was a little
in love with Agnete, though he would never admit it. But who
wouldn’t be entranced by the angelic beauty with the soft voice who
always had a kind word for him? It was the same today as he passed
her the money for his loaf.

‘Are you well, Roger?’
she enquired as he dropped the coins into her palm.

‘Well, thank you,
praise God.’

She smiled and nodded
at him. ‘Praise God indeed.’

Roger looked past her
to where Dietmar was removing the ashes from his oven.

‘And good day to you,
Dietmar.’

Agnete’s husband
turned and raised his hand to his customer whose aroma was slowly
filling his bakery. ‘Roger.’

Agnete’s smile slipped
as a group of men led by a richly attired overweight man with pale
skin entered the shop. Their leader may have been dressed in a long
scarlet tunic with a bright red trim round the neck and cuffs, but
his companions were all covered in black and had a menacing air.
They were also all armed with daggers and two were carrying batons.
The man in the fine belted tunic suddenly recoiled from the smell
coming from the man standing in front of him.

‘What is that smell?’
he said loudly before covering his nostrils with a thumb and
forefinger.

Roger sighed
resignedly and turned to leave the bakery before he upset the new
arrivals further, only to be grabbed by the collar and thrown into
the street by one of the ruffians. Agnete was appalled as Roger
crashed to the earth outside the shop, spilling his loaf, which was
immediately seized by a grunting pig that scurried away. Adolfus
and his companions laughed and mocked the smelly individual as he
tried in vain to retrieve his loaf.

‘That’s much better,’
said Adolfus who walked up to the counter and studied Agnete.

She may have been the
wife of a low-born baker but even with her hair covered by a white
wimple and the arms of her blue tunic being dusted with flour her
beauty was apparent. Her flawless, fair skin contrasted sharply
with her clear blue eyes and even though her gown was loose fitting
he could see that she had a slender figure.

‘Can I help you, sir?’
Her soft voice only added to her attractiveness.

Adolfus’ piggy eyes
opened wide as he beheld her.

Dietmar stopped his
cleaning and moved to stand beside his wife. His instincts told him
that something was untoward, not because Roger had been treated
poorly – the rich always behaved badly towards those less fortunate
than themselves – but more because this man of importance was
leering at his wife.

Adolfus smiled
lasciviously at her. ‘Indeed. I am here to convey my gratitude to
you for furnishing my table with your fine bread.’

Agnete was confused.
‘I have not served you before, sir, I think.’

Adolfus brought his
puffy hands together in front of his chest. ‘No, indeed, but I have
a servant, a base fellow, who purchases your bread for my table
every week and so I thought it only proper to visit your bakery
myself to convey my congratulations.’

Agnete smiled but
Adolfus did not see it as he was now staring at her chest.

‘My husband, Dietmar,
makes the bread, sir, not I.’

Adolfus looked at the
non-descript stocky man beside her. ‘Mm? Yes, of course.’

While this was going
on Conrad was standing beside the oven observing the scene,
catching the eye of one of the burly men who were preventing anyone
else entering the shop. The man, a swarthy individual with a scar
on his right cheek, regarded Conrad with contempt.

The others looked
bored as the atmosphere in the shop became more strained as Adolfus
continued to stare at Agnete’s chest.

‘Did you want any
bread, sir?’ said Dietmar slowly and purposely.

Adolfus averted his
gaze. ‘Bread?’

‘We are a bakery,
sir,’ replied Dietmar, ‘so people come here to buy bread.’

Adolfus nodded
slightly and leered once more at Agnete before turning and walking
out of the shop, his men following. Dietmar followed them and stood
in the doorway to watch the fat rich man and his rogues disappear
among the now dissipating throng of people who filled the narrow
street.

‘That was most odd,’
remarked Agnete.

Dietmar may not have
been an educated man but he knew lust when he saw it in someone’s
eyes and he felt both angry and helpless at the violation, albeit
mild, of his wife that had taken place in front of him. He ambled
back into the shop, anger rising within him.

‘Conrad, stop idling
and get that oven emptied.’

Conrad jumped at the
severe tone in his father’s voice and began brushing the oven’s
ashes into a sack.

Dietmar went to his
wife’s side and placed an arm around her waist.

‘Are you all right, my
love?’

Agnete smiled warmly
at him. ‘Of course. You think that my head would be turned by a
lecherous overweight man with money?’

‘What? No, but his
behaviour was not right. Who was he, anyway?’

Agnete shrugged. ‘I
have no idea but he obviously likes your bread.’

At that moment Marie
ran in from the street and stood in front of the counter, hands on
her hips.

‘Fritz ate Roger’s
loaf,’ she announced.

Conrad smiled and
Agnete laughed.

‘Who is Fritz?’ asked
her father, still annoyed at the earlier episode.

‘One of our pigs, of
course,’ answered Marie.

Agnete smiled again at
her lovely daughter while Dietmar shook his head and returned to
his oven. Outside Roger the Putrid was loitering, maintaining a
safe distance to ensure the rich man and his brutes did not return
before entering the shop. He took off his hat and sidled up to the
counter. Marie turned up her nose at the smell. He went to reach
into his purse but was stopped by Agnete’s voice.

‘There is no need,
Roger,’ she said, taking a fresh loaf from the shelf and handing it
to him.

He grinned to reveal a
mouth of discoloured teeth and bowed his head to Agnete, then
hurried away. Dietmar could not afford to give away free loaves. He
looked at Marie and then at the pigs in the street. Perhaps the
family would have pork this Sunday.

In the days following
Dietmar and Agnete forgot the fat rich man and their life continued
as before. The family rose from its slumbers before dawn and spent
their days making and selling bread. Spring progressed and the
weather became warmer, though not unbearably so. Agnete took Marie
on her weekly visit to the local market and Conrad continued to
look forward to the end of his apprenticeship. The Wolff family was
healthy and relatively comfortable, for which they thanked God and
prayed that He would continue to watch over them. But the Lord was
not the only one who was taking an interest in them, and in one
family member in particular.

The baker’s wife had
entranced Adolfus Braune, so much so that in the days following his
visit to the dingy little bakery he had ignored his business
interests to plan more occasions where he might lay eyes upon her.
He had the scullion brought to him and instructed the wretch to spy
on her and her family and to report back to him when she left her
home. When the man relayed news that she was visiting the market he
had hurried to the place so he could admire her once more. He took
his men with him as usual, but such was the press of people that it
was easy for him and them to melt into the background and remain
unseen. The scullion may have been a revolting creature but he knew
how to find a face in a crowd and what a face it was. Impure
thoughts flooded Adolfus’ mind as he stood and watched the baker’s
wife chatting to a stallholder who was selling furs of rabbits,
foxes, cats and squirrels. The marketplace was filled with the din
of a thousand voices shouting, arguing, laughing and conversing but
Adolfus did not hear them. All he could hear was the beat of his
thumping heart in his chest and all he could see was the beautiful
wife of the baker in her blue gown and white headdress, a vision as
pure as the Virgin Mary herself.

That night, as the
servants were serving him and his companions supper, Adolfus began
to hatch a plan to snare the tasty dish that was more appetising
than the stewed meat before him. His companions sat on a separate
table at right angles to his own that he shared with his trusted
deputy, the swarthy, scarred Artur, the former mercenary who now
killed and threatened for Lübeck’s richest merchant. While he and
his fellow thugs heaped meat into their sliced trenchers, Adolfus
took sips of spiced red wine from his silver-rimmed mazer. Artur
noticed his master’s lack of appetite.

‘Not hungry,
lord?’

Adolfus cast him a sly
glance. ‘Hungry, yes, but not for food.’

‘Lord?’

Adolfus took another
sip. ‘How does a man satisfy his appetite, Artur? I will tell you.
By seizing what has been laid out before him, that is how. I have
need of your services.’

Artur did not
understand what his master was talking about but when he mentioned
his services it usually involved breaking someone’s bones or
actions in a similar vein. Artur shoved a great wedge of bread
soaked with meat juices into his mouth.

‘I am your servant,
lord.’

Adolfus smiled to
himself. It was a most curious thing how men could be bought so
easily. Artur was a perfect example: an individual who had spent
his life largely beyond the law who had fought for kings and
princes, and who had then taken to smuggling grain from Germany to
anyone who would buy it. This was illegal and punishable by the
severest penalties, largely because the authorities were fearful of
food shortages, especially in times of poor harvests. The more
grain that was exported meant less was available for home
foodstuffs, which could lead to starvation. But starving people
could also revolt and overthrow their masters, hence the ban on
exports. Artur’s activities came to the attention of Adolfus, who
recruited this most ruthless and resourceful individual rather than
having him punished. Artur was well rewarded and recruited a group
of like-minded individuals from the docks for Adolfus. And as long
as Artur and his men were paid they remained loyal, willing to
undertake any nefarious activity.

Thus it was that all
of them stood at the end of the street that contained the Wolff
bakery, their master wrapped in a black cloak with a hood to hide
his identity. The curfew bell had been rung an hour earlier and now
the streets of Lübeck were quiet and empty, the citizenry all
safely confined indoors to ensure a peaceful and crime-free
evening. The citizens were also legally required to cover or
extinguish all household fires before they went to bed as a
precaution against a general conflagration.

Adolfus, being one of
the members of the city council, was exempt from the curfew and
could travel about the city at all times. Still, he did not want to
be identified by the night watch, whose members roamed the darkened
streets in search of anyone who was abroad with no legitimate
business. So he and his men had donned black cloaks and hoods and
had made their way to the baker’s street by skulking in alleyways
and hiding in shadows. And now they had arrived at their
destination. Artur had insisted on silence during the journey but
had not informed the others of the objective of the evening’s
foray. Not that they were interested: they did as their paymaster
told them. They had brought the scullion along who was familiar
with the route and also knew the layout of the baker’s home, which
was nothing more than one room above the ground-floor space. He
also knew what they were here for and kept grinning dementedly and
nodding at Adolfus at every opportunity. The man was an imbecile
but had his uses, one of which was to gain entry to the
premises.

While Adolfus and the
others waited near the end of a street in the dark of a narrow
alleyway that provided a shortcut to an adjacent lane, the scullion
crept towards the bakery. Like most shops it was secured by means
of shutters. But the wood was often old, neglected and weather
beaten, which meant there were gaps between the shutters. So it was
now as the scullion used a knife to gouge a space that allowed him
to move aside the iron bar that secured the shutters.

After doing so he
crept back and reported his handiwork to Artur, who informed
Adolfus. The merchant could barely conceal his excitement as he
frantically waved Artur forward. His mouth began to salivate and he
felt a tingling in his groin. His breathing became heavy. The group
moved silently as the scullion scampered ahead to gently ease the
shutters up to allow the others to enter. He was told to remain
near the shop front as two of Artur’s men brought down the shutters
once more so as not to arouse suspicion. Then he led Artur to the
stairs that led to the first floor.

Artur held up a hand
when he heard some grunts, but then smiled when he realised that it
was the sound of pigs in a pen to the rear of the shop. He drew his
dagger and slowly walked up the stairs, Adolfus following and the
others trailing behind. It was pitch black and so their progress
was agonisingly slow. Artur could hear the heavy breathing of
Adolfus behind him and smiled. His master could have any whore he
wanted and yet here they were, feeling their way upstairs in the
house of a humble baker. Sometimes he preferred smuggling.

But for Adolfus this
was one of the most exciting moments of his pampered life. Paying
prostitutes to submit to his unnatural demands was at first
desirable but then became boring. But this; this was different.
Perhaps it was the prospect of having something that was beyond his
reach, notwithstanding his wealth and position. Or perhaps it was
the thought of contravening the laws of God and man and getting
away with it that was the attraction. He could hear the family’s
relaxed breathing now as he stepped into the bedchamber. The others
silently filed in behind him. His forehead was beaded with sweat
and he kept licking his lips.

‘Hurry, Artur,’ he
whispered, his lower body tingling like it was aflame. The
anticipation was unbearable.

With difficulty Artur
identified the sleeping family: the parents in a double bed and two
single beds to one side in which their children lay in slumber. The
family slept on mattresses stuffed with straw placed on wooden
planks under linen sheets and woollen blankets, their heads resting
on pillows. Artur clicked his fingers and two of his men rushed
forward to hold down Dietmar while he and another man went to the
other side of the bed to grab Agnete. It was she who opened her
eyes a split second before the blanket and sheet were ripped off
the bed and a hand was forced over her mouth.

At first she thought
it was a nightmare but then with horror realised that the frantic
struggling of her husband beside her was very real. Her linen
nightshirt was then roughly yanked up to reveal her naked body and
she too began to struggle furiously, to no avail. Adolfus ran his
hands over her body as Dietmar, a pillow over his face, wrestled
with his assailants like a man possessed. Adolfus fondled her
breasts and than placed his hand between her legs to feel her most
intimate place.

‘Hurry lord,’ hissed
Artur.

Adolfus was
frantically pulling up his tunic and grappling with his braies to
set free his hardened manhood, which even in his high state of
arousal left a lot to be desired. Then Marie screamed.

Artur turned to squint
at the figure of the young girl sat up in bed and instinctively
lashed out with his right hand, striking the girl hard with the
back of his hand and sending her sprawling onto the floor. Adolfus
grunted with satisfaction as Artur turned back to the bed and
grabbed Agnete’s right leg and pulled it towards him as the man
behind the bed who was holding her left arm and had his other hand
over her mouth struggled to control her as she thrashed around
wildly. The men who were restraining Dietmar were also having
problems holding down the baker. Artur was beginning to regret the
whole enterprise as Adolfus threw himself on top of Agnete and
tried to force his manhood into her.

But Agnete was
possessed of the strength of a wild woman and his efforts were to
no avail. It did not matter: Adolfus groaned and released his
pent-up sexual tension. A split-second later Conrad threw himself
onto Artur’s back and began punching the man in the face. Taken
aback by this unexpected assault Artur let go of Agnete and threw
his head back, smashing it into Conrad’s nose. The boy felt intense
pain in his face and wilted but held on to his target with grim
determination.

Marie was lying on the
ground sobbing but Agnete used her free arm to gouge the eyes of
the man who continued to hold her, also biting his hand for good
measure. The man cried out in pain and released her, Agnete kicking
wildly at Adolfus who was still fiddling with his undergarments.
Artur had had enough. He reached behind him, grabbed Conrad’s hair
and then yanked the boy forward off his back, drew his dagger and
then punched Agnete hard in the face with his left fist. The blow
temporarily stunned her and stopped her struggling, before Artur’s
blade slit her throat and silenced her for good.

Adolfus stood
open-mouthed, transfixed in terror at the murder of the woman.
Artur turned to face the boy in the dimness but then heard a shriek
of pain and realised that the baker had broken free. One of his
assailants had been preoccupied watching the attempted rape of his
wife and had loosened his grip sufficiently for Dietmar to free his
arm and smash his fist into the man’s groin, causing him to
collapse to the floor in pain. He then grabbed the other man and
dragged him onto the bed, biting his ear and tearing off a great
chunk of it with his teeth. That was the cry that Artur heard.

‘Take Marie and get to
safety,’ Dietmar shouted at Conrad, who was rising to his feet,
blood pouring from his nose.

‘I will not leave you,
father,’ replied Conrad defiantly.

‘Get out now!’
screamed Dietmar.

Three of Artur’s men
were temporarily disabled and the other two had drawn their daggers
and were closing in on Dietmar, so Conrad grabbed his sister’s hand
and pulled her towards the door. And so he ran, dragging his sister
down the stairs.

‘Stop them,’ shouted
Adolfus, whose wits were returning to him.

‘You two,’ Artur
hissed at his two remaining men, ‘go and get them.’

Dietmar flew at him as
the two men followed the boy and his sister down the stairs.
Adolfus was like a mouse trapped by a cat – totally helpless and
useless – but Artur’s mind kept working despite the exceptional
circumstances. He had seen rape and murder many times, had carried
them out himself, and thus was thinking ahead. This is what his
master paid him for. He saw Dietmar’s lunge, moved aside and then
hit the baker hard on the side of the head with the hilt of his
dagger. As Dietmar crashed to the floor Artur hit him two more
times with the blunt end of the dagger, knocking him unconscious.
He slipped the weapon back in its sheath and looked around. What a
mess.

His other men were now
struggling to their feet as he roughly grabbed Adolfus’ sleeve.

‘Time to go,
lord.’

‘What about her?’ he
stammered.

‘She won’t be going
anywhere.’ Artur turned to his men. ‘Bring the baker.’

One of the men was
rubbing his groin, still in pain. ‘Why? He’s unconscious.’

‘Because we need him,’
hissed Artur, ‘now do it.’

It had been like a bad
dream to Conrad as he bounded down the stairs holding the arm of
his sobbing sister. As he raced towards the closed shutters he ran
into a man squatting by them, knocking him over. Despite the pain
in his nose and his wailing sister he still managed to direct a
punch at the individual, who curled up into a ball and begged for
mercy. Conrad pulled up the shutters and ran into the night,
pulling his sister after him.

‘Run, Marie,’ he
shouted, the two of them bounding up the street as fast as their
young legs could carry them.

He had no idea where
he was heading or what he was going to do, only that he must carry
out his father’s orders.

‘Come here!’

He turned to see two
dark shapes exit his father’s premises and knew that they were
being chased.

‘Don’t look back,’ he
told his sister as he increased his speed and tightened the grip on
Marie’s arm.

They darted into an
alleyway and ran along its deserted course, the cool earth beneath
their bare feet. Occasionally they would step into something
unpleasant but the fear of being caught by their pursuers blotted
all other thoughts out of their minds. They entered the adjacent
street and Conrad saw glimpses of light from windows and heard
laughter coming from inside homes. On they went, not daring to look
back at those who were chasing them. Marie had stopped crying now,
the only sound Conrad heard being her heavy breathing as she
struggled to keep up with him.

It seemed like hours
but was probably a few minutes when they ran into the square that
fronted the city’s magnificent cathedral, its two spires dwarfing
the two youngsters as they headed for the building’s twin doors.
The cobbles beneath Conrad’s feet felt hard and cold as he pulled
his sister towards the entrance to God’s house. Here they would
find sanctuary from their pursuers. Conrad could see the large
wooden doors ahead as he increased his pace and then tripped over
as Marie stumbled.

His sister squealed as
she sprawled onto the cobbles and Conrad grazed his knee as he
fell. He tried to get up but was kicked back down by one of the men
who had been pursuing them.

‘You are coming with
us, you little bastards.’

The other man grabbed
his hair and yanked him up, then twisted his arm behind his back as
the other fellow pulled his sister to her feet. Marie began to sob
uncontrollably as the man holding Conrad’s arm pushed the youth
away from the cathedral entrance.

‘What is going on
here?’

Conrad felt the grip
on his arm loosen slightly and he turned his head to see two
individuals a few feet away, both of them wearing white sleeveless
surcoats bearing a motif of a red cross above a red sword, the
white cloaks around their shoulders carrying the same symbol.
Conrad also saw that their arms and legs were encased in chainmail
and they wore mail coifs on their heads. Both men had neatly
trimmed beards and moustaches.

‘Nothing to do with
you,’ spat the brute holding Conrad.

‘Everything that
happens within sight of the house of God concerns me,’ replied one
of the white-clad men. Conrad estimated his height to be around six
feet.

‘Be on your way,’
sneered the man holding Marie, who was still sobbing.

‘Did you hear that,
Henke?’ said the mailed man again, ‘we are to be on our way.’

The man called Henke
was shorter than the one who was speaking, but only marginally. But
he was certainly more broad shouldered and powerful in appearance.
He now stepped forward and held out his hand to the man who was
restraining Conrad.

‘My apologies,
brother. Will you take my hand by way of atonement?’

The man twisted
Conrad’s arm once again, causing the youth to wince, and then
extended his hand to Henke, who smiled, took it and then
head-butted him, splintering his nose. He groaned and collapsed to
the ground, releasing Conrad. The other man released Marie and went
for the dagger tucked into his belt, but before he could reach it
Henke’s companion drew the sword that was hanging from his belt and
had the point against his neck.

‘Pull that dagger and
I will spill your blood on these cobbles.’

Henke walked forward
and kicked the prostrate man hard under the chin, sending him
sprawling.

‘I suggest you depart
immediately,’ said Henke’s companion, ‘lest Henke becomes
angry.’

The man with the sword
at his throat raised his arms in a sign of submission and backed
away slowly, hauling his bloodied companion to his feet as he did
so. They slowly ambled away as Henke watched them impassively, arms
folded across his broad chest. His friend sheathed his sword and
made the sign of the cross.

‘Go with God,
brothers.’

Conrad, his face and
nightshirt covered with blood, put an arm around his weeping sister
and attempted to smile at his saviours.

‘Thank you, sirs.
Those men attacked my family and I beg for your help.’

The man whose name
Conrad did not yet know smiled at him.

‘We are here to assist
pilgrims in need of help, but first I think that we should get you
both more suitable clothing and dress your wound, as well as
calming the young girl.’

‘My sister, sir,’ said
Conrad, ‘Marie.’

Henke’s associate
smiled, walked forward and knelt before Marie, who was still
terrified.

‘Do not be alarmed,
Marie. My name is Rudolf and I am your friend,’ his voice was calm
and soft. ‘Will you come with me so that we can get you cleaned
up?’

She half-nodded, still
clutching Conrad’s hand. ‘My mother is dead.’

Rudolf continued to
smile. ‘We will wash your face and get you some clothes and then we
will go and find her.’

He turned to look at
Conrad. ‘What is your name, boy?’

‘Conrad Wolff,
sir.’

The next hour was a
like a dream to Conrad. He remembered being taken to the monastery
sited next to the cathedral where monks washed his face and gave
him a clean shirt, tunic and leggings. Black-robed nuns calmed
Marie and took her way. She returned dressed in a long gown and
black headdress, and all the while the men who had rescued them
stood and watched Conrad, the one named Rudolf occasionally nodding
and smiling, Henke staring impassively. Conrad noticed that the
monks addressed them as ‘brother’, leading him to believe that they
too were monks. But their dress, weapons and demeanour led him to
think they were unlike any monks he had ever seen.

After further pleading
Conrad convinced the two monks armed with swords to return with him
and his sister to their father’s bakery. Rudolf and Henke followed
Conrad and his sister as they retraced their steps and headed back
to the city’s eastern quarter. Accompanying them were half a dozen
soldiers of Theodoric, Bishop of Lübeck, who was currently away on
a tour of southern Germany. They were dressed in mail hauberks,
helmets and carried blue shields bearing the arms of the bishop: a
gold mitre over a gold cross. Four of the men carried spears and
two held torches to provide illumination.

No one spoke during
the journey and as they neared his home a sense of dread began to
engulf Conrad. He had a terrible foreboding that his parents were
both dead and his dread was soon consumed by an even more tortuous
emotion: guilt. He had abandoned his parents in their hour of need
to save his own skin. He would forever be known as a base coward
who had betrayed his parents, who had laboured hard to provide for
him and Marie. What would his sister say when she learned the
truth? With these thoughts swirling in his mind he led the small
group down his street and halted in front of the bakery, the
shutters up and the shop open.

‘We are here,’ he said
to Rudolf.

‘Perhaps you should
stay here, Conrad,’ Rudolf suggested.

Conrad’s nose still
hurt and he could sense tears coming to his eyes.

‘No,’ he said.

Rudolf took a torch
from one of the bishop’s soldiers.

‘Well then, let us
proceed.’

He nodded to Henke who
instructed the guards to wait outside while he, Henke and Conrad
entered the shop. Marie made to accompany them but he took her hand
and placed it in the grasp of one of the other soldiers.

‘Keep her here.’

Conrad followed Rudolf
into the shop, the torch illuminating the empty shelves and oven.
He had lived here all his life but it suddenly felt cold and alien
to him, the violation it had suffered having snuffed out all the
happy memories he had of his home. He placed a hand on Rudolf’s
arm.

‘They might still be
here, sir.’

Rudolf turned his face
to the youth.

‘I think they have
long gone.’

The three walked
slowly up the stairs, Rudolf and Henke having drawn their swords
just in case anyone was still loitering on the first floor. But
they sheathed their weapons when they entered the bedroom and saw
the lifeless body of Agnete lying on the bloody mattress. Conrad
cried out in anguish and rushed forward to cradle his dead mother,
sobbing as he held her head to his, kissing her forehead and
rocking to and fro in anguish. Henke looked at Rudolf and shrugged.
Rudolf made the sign of the cross as Conrad Wolff sank into black
despair.

Rudolf left the boy to
his grief as he went back downstairs and informed the young girl
that her mother had been taken to heaven and was now with God.

Marie looked up into
the night sky. ‘Will she be able to see me?’

Rudolf smiled. ‘She is
looking at you right now, child.’

Marie began waving at
the sky. Rudolf was glad that her childish innocence protected her
from the brutal reality he had just seen.

Minutes later Conrad
joined them in the street, his face ashen and haunted.

‘Where is my father?’
he asked forlornly.

Rudolf ordered that
the body of the children’s mother be taken back to the nunnery to
be washed and dressed in a white gown. The next morning he stood
with Conrad and Marie as an abbot recited prayers at the graveside
and they said farewell to their mother. Rudolf had reported the
murder to the church authorities that had in turn relayed it to the
vogt, the judge who administered the city’s laws. Because
Lübeck was a commercial centre of great importance it had been
granted the right to administer itself through a city council. This
was made up of thirty burghers drawn from the most powerful and
influential members of the citizenry and which was responsible for
the daily government of the city.

Conrad and Marie were
taken back to the monastery as a gravedigger began shovelling earth
on Agnete’s corpse. But the question remained: where was her
husband? The answer came that afternoon when a messenger sent by a
city councillor to the monastery brought news that Dietmar Wolff
had been arrested for the murder of his wife and attempted murder
of one of the city council: Adolfus Braune. His trial was set for
the next day, as Rudolf told Conrad.

This made no sense,
and as Conrad filed into the packed courtroom located in the city’s
town hall, an imposing structure constructed from black bricks, he
was certain that his father would be found innocent of this
preposterous charge. The guards standing at the entrance to the
large, spacious hall carried shields that bore an eagle motif – the
symbol of Lübeck – for this was a city rather than a church court.
They looked bored as Conrad passed them and tried to squeeze
through the press of people who stood near the entrance. Rudolf and
Henke had brought him here after learning of the crimes levied
against his father. He was confident that he would be back home
with his father by the day’s end but they knew differently.

The hall may have been
spacious but it soon became hot from the heat of dozens of bodies.
A clerk called for silence as the judge entered the hall via a door
at the far end and took his place in his ceremonial chair, which
was placed on a dais next to the hall’s end wall. Conrad was three
rows back from the front of the crowd and had to continually crane
his neck to see what was taking place. As the spectators fell
silent the black-robed judge sat in the chair and nodded to a
sombre-looking priest standing to the side of the dais. The latter
said ‘let us pray’ and everyone bowed their heads as he called upon
God to bless the city of Lübeck, these proceedings and to ensure
that justice was done.

Directly in front of
the judge was a desk where his notaries and clerks were sitting on
a bench. The ‘advocates learned in law’, those representing the
accused and those prosecuting, sat to the right and left of the
judge on elevated benches in their order of seniority. Expected to
dress in a way that befitted their social status and the dignity of
the court, they were all attired in dark-blue sleeved robes. The
hall itself, as befitting an official building in Lübeck, was
decorated with tapestries, shields and banners, with wood panelling
lining all the walls.

A clerk began the
proceedings by reading a list of those accused of minor crimes, the
defendants being escorted from a holding pen located to the rear of
the building. Guards ushered them roughly into the hall where their
crimes were read out and they gave their plea. If they were wealthy
enough they had an advocate, who rose from his seat and descended
to the floor of the courtroom where he stood facing the judge and
stated his client’s case. A young man pleaded guilty to being drunk
in public – a day in the stocks; an overweight middle-aged woman
with rosy cheeks was convicted of idle gossip – two days wearing
the brank, a metal cage that fitted over the head that placed a
metal curb in the mouth to prevent the sufferer from speaking; and
so it went on. Not everyone had a lawyer and so those who had no
one to plead their case tended to receive harsher sentences,
including being branded and losing fingers. Once convicted the
punishments were carried out immediately.

They were bundled out
of the court to where men with whips and branding irons were
standing ready to tear and cut flesh. Those who were sentenced to
the stocks at first appeared to have got off lightly, but once
confined people were free to pelt them with rotten vegetables, rub
excrement in their hair and faces and, if they were particularly
disliked, hurl stones of varying sizes at them. A few hours in the
stocks could be a potentially lethal experience.

The next group of
prisoners to be brought before the court were those accused of more
serious crimes. Conrad saw his father and waved at him, Dietmar
catching the eye of his son and smiling faintly. Conrad thought he
looked terrible: unshaven, his shirt torn and his shoulders sunken.
He looked visibly drained, his eyes red and puffy, his face
bruised.

‘That is my father,’
Conrad said to Rudolf, who placed a reassuring hand on the boy’s
shoulders.

Henke looked at Rudolf
and shook his head for he knew that, barring a miracle, the boy’s
father was a dead man. Trials were rarely a venue to decide guilt
or innocence, more a forum whereby justice could be publicly served
upon the convicted. And so it was now as the judge pronounced
sentence upon the unfortunates brought before him. A wife found
guilty of petty treason, the murder of her husband: death; an old
woman who poisoned her younger and more attractive niece: death; a
talented young smith revealed to have indulged in coining, the
manufacture of counterfeit money: death; and a terrified teenage
girl found guilty of strangling her newborn baby: death. And then
Dietmar Wolff was standing before the judge with head bowed while
the prosecutor revealed what he was accused of: the murder of his
own wife and the attempted murder of Adolfus Braune, one of
Lübeck’s most esteemed residents.

‘That is a lie!’
shouted Conrad, who pushed his way through those standing before
him to reach the front of the crowd.

The advocates looked
at each in disbelief and the judge sat open mouthed at this severe
breach of etiquette.

‘Silence!’ he
bellowed, pointing at Conrad. ‘Whose child is this?’

Dietmar looked at the
judge. ‘He is my son, sir.’

The judge smiled
savagely. ‘He will be flogged for his insolence.’

Rudolf came forward
and grabbed Conrad’s arm to force him behind where Henke could keep
an eye on him.

‘My humble apologies,
lord,’ said Rudolf, ‘the boy’s wits have temporarily deserted him.
I beg the court’s mercy.’

The judge saw Rudolf’s
white surcoat and the sword and cross motif. ‘A Sword Brother. You
speak for this disrespectful boy?’

Rudolf nodded. ‘I do,
lord. I would ask you to show mercy towards him.’

The judge leaned back
in his chair and stroked his pointed chin. ‘You are in Lübeck on
what purpose, brother?’

Rudolf bowed his head
ever so slightly at the judge. ‘To enlist recruits for God’s
crusade against the heathens in Livonia, lord.’

The judge smiled. ‘A
most noble calling, brother, and one that the citizens of this
great city support with all their hearts. For myself I pray daily
that Bishop Albert and the Sword Brothers vanquish their enemies
speedily.’

There were murmurs of
agreement in the hall and the judge smiled at Rudolf once more. ‘As
long as you keep that urchin under control I release him to your
care. And may God smile upon you and your fellow warriors of
Christ.’

Rudolf bowed his head
at the judge and stepped back to stand beside Conrad.

‘Do not speak out
again,’ he hissed, ‘unless you want to be standing beside your
father to receive punishment.’

‘But it is a lie,’
hissed Conrad despairingly, ‘I was there and saw what
happened.’

But Rudolf knew that
children, along with Jews and women, unless they had the consent of
their husbands, were not allowed to testify before a judge.

‘You must trust in
God, Conrad.’

Henke grunted but said
nothing as the advocate related to the court how Dietmar Wolff had
killed his wife in a jealous rage, suspecting her of having illicit
relations with Adolfus Braune, who had visited Wolff’s premises to
do nothing more than compliment the baker on his goods. After
killing his wife Dietmar Wolff had journeyed to the merchant’s home
under cover of darkness, intent on killing him also. The advocate
relayed to the court that fortunately the Braune home was defended
by a number of guards who had managed to overpower Wolff before he
could complete his heinous plan.

Two things sealed
Dietmar’s fate. First, he was found unconscious outside Adolfus
Braune’s house in the west of the city. When asked to explain this,
Dietmar stated that he had been knocked unconscious in his bedroom
before being carried across the city. The judge asked him why
anyone would wish to transport him to the other side of the city,
to which Dietmar replied that it had obviously been Braune who had
broke into his home and attacked his family. There was a stunned
silence after he had spoken these words, not least among the
advocates. Adolfus Braune was one of the most respected leading
citizens of Lübeck, a man renowned for his generosity to both the
church and the city. The idea that he would break into the home of
a lowly baker to assault his wife was preposterous. Worse, it was
insulting.

The second thing that
condemned Dietmar was the testimony of the imposing Artur, the
commander of the men who guarded the property of Adolfus Braune.
The judge rubbed his chin once more as he listened to Artur tell of
how he had with great difficulty prevented Dietmar Wolff from
entering his master’s home, the baker wounding two of his men in
the process. The merchant had been too shaken to appear in person
but had sent Artur to testify in his place, who handed a notary a
letter prepared by his master. The notary passed the letter to the
judge who read it and then looked at Dietmar Wolff with narrow,
merciless eyes.

‘The sentence is
death. Take him away.’

‘No!’ wailed Conrad,
who was quickly bundled out of the room by Rudolf and Henke to save
him from being flogged or worse.

Outside the town hall
he angrily wrestled himself away from his two guardians and made to
go back into the courtroom. Henke stood before him.

‘Don’t be a fool.’

‘My father is
innocent,’ he shouted, and then held his head in his hands.
‘Innocent,’ he said quietly.

‘There is nothing to
be done,’ said Rudolf. ‘I am sorry.’

They took Conrad back
to the monastery. He wanted to see his father but the authorities
would not allow that. Too many instances of relatives smuggling
weapons to the condemned on the eve of their executions had
resulted in a spate of fatal injuries to gaolers. They could see
their errant loved ones when they were brought to the scaffold.
Conrad trudged back to the south of the city with his head hanging
low, not really believing that his father had been sentenced to
death for a crime he did not commit. In his innocence he believed
that the truth would surface and his father would be released and
then they would be a family again. And that is what he told Marie
after he had returned to their new home. Despite his father’s gaunt
and dirty appearance Conrad went to bed convinced that they would
soon be reunited with their father.

‘The boy’s father will
go to his death an innocent man,’ remarked Rudolf, placing the
silver goblet on the table in front of him.

The hour was late and
silence permeated the bishop’s lavish quarters, the candles
flickering in their holders, their fire illuminating the chiselled
features of Bishop Albert who sat opposite him. In Livonia Rudolf
and his brothers always seemed to huddle round the half-light
produced by their cheap tallow candles. But in the cathedral palace
in Lübeck the expensive beeswax candles gave off much brighter
light.

‘The court found him
guilty,’ replied Bishop Albert.

Rudolf traced a finger
round the rim of the goblet. ‘The influence of Adolfus Braune
weighed the scales of justice against the baker.’

‘Braune is this city’s
wealthiest merchant, brother,’ said Bishop Albert, ‘and much
respected.’

Rudolf smiled. ‘Wealth
and respect always seem to be close relations, bishop.’

Bishop Albert
shrugged. ‘The fact is that Braune has been most generous
concerning supplying ships to transport those crusaders who are at
this very moment marching from Saxony to Lübeck to fight for the
cross against the heathens.’

‘Your uncle has been
most fervent, bishop.’

Bishop Albert was the
nephew of the Archbishop of Bremen and Hamburg, who did much to
encourage lords to undertake crusade in the Baltic to support
Bishop Albert’s efforts against the pagans. The bishop himself
often travelled throughout Germany to enlist recruits to his cause,
but he was based in Riga whereas his uncle was stationed
permanently in Germany.

‘Indeed. Concerning
Adolfus Braune, I cannot afford to alienate him so I would
appreciate it if you did not provoke him.’

Rudolf looked hurt.
‘Provoke, bishop?’

Bishop Albert wagged a
finger at him. The lighted reflected off the gold ring carrying an
amethyst that he wore on the fourth finger of his hand, which had
been given to him by Pope Innocent III himself. ‘The Sword Brothers
are not titled thus for nothing.’

Rudolf spread his
hands. ‘I would not dream of disturbing the peace, bishop.’

Bishop Albert nodded.
‘You will still return to Riga early?’

‘I will, bishop.
Wenden needs strengthening before winter comes. To that end I will
be taking stonemasons and mercenaries back with me.’

Wenden was a former
pagan hill fort that had been captured two years ago by the
crusaders. It was now a major stronghold of the Sword Brothers who
were building a stone castle in place of the wooden ramparts. But
progress was slow, not least due to a paucity of funds. Rudolf
welcomed the annual influx of crusaders into Livonia but they
usually only stayed for the summer; when they departed the forces
left behind were greatly overstretched. At this time the number of
secular German vassals resident in Livonia was small. Mercenaries
were a useful addition to Christian forces and they stayed all year
round, as long as they were paid.

‘I hope to bring
several hundred men with me when I return to Riga,’ said Bishop
Albert.

‘We will need them,’
said Rudolf, taking a sip at his wine. ‘We stand a Christian island
surrounded by an ocean of pagans.’

‘God is our armour,
Brother Rudolf. We must have faith. Returning to the matter of the
baker’s children, what do you suggest Bishop Theodoric should do
with them, seeing as God has seen fit to entrust them to his
keeping?’

‘I will take the boy
back with me to Wenden,’ answered Rudolf. ‘If he stays here he will
be in danger from Adolfus Braune, either that or he will attempt to
kill the merchant and will thus follow his father to the
scaffold.’

‘And the girl?’

‘The nunnery will
offer her security and safety,’ Rudolf answered.

‘Why do you take such
an interest in these children?’

It was a good question
and Rudolf had to think for a few seconds before he replied.
‘Perhaps because they came to me, two frightened, lost souls who
were in need of aid. Besides, the boy might make a useful
soldier.’

Bishop Albert laughed.
‘Ever the realist. It may interest you to know that I have more
lost souls for your care. One boy, a beggar, was caught stealing a
loaf of bread. Fortunately for him he was brought before a church
court that sought fit to show clemency.’

‘As long as he devoted
his life to the church,’ said Rudolf.

‘Better than swinging
from the end of a rope,’ Bishop Albert rebuked him. ‘You can take
him back with you as well. Another soldier for the army of God. The
baker will be executed tomorrow, I believe.’

Rudolf nodded.

Bishop Albert frowned.
‘Perhaps it would be best if his children did not witness it.’

‘The girl I agree,’
said Rudolf, ‘but I will take the boy so he can bid farewell to his
father. He deserves that at least.’

Bishop Albert raised
an eyebrow.

‘The boy should see
death in all its grisly glory, bishop, the more so if he is to
become a soldier. He will see enough of it in the years to
come.’

Bishop Albert smiled.
‘I am hopeful that we will baptise the pagans rather than subdue
them with the sword, Brother Rudolf.’

Now it was Rudolf’s
turn to smile. ‘If that were true you would not have created the
Sword Brothers.’

Conrad rose early the
next morning, before the first rays of the sun were lighting up the
eastern sky, just as he had done every morning while working for
his father. He was still in a state of shock caused by the events
of the past few days. A part of him still did not believe that his
mother was dead and his father sentenced to death for her murder.
He had been in the room when the criminals had broken into his
home. It was they who should have been in that courtroom, not his
father. But Brother Rudolf and his stern companion Henke would be
taking him to see his father today so all would be well. He was
confused as to exactly who they were. The black-robed monks of the
monastery had told him that they were Sword Brothers and were
warrior monks, knights who had taken holy orders, but he did not
understand. All he knew was that they were taking him to see his
father and all would be well.

Marie was full of
questions to which he had no answers, not least why she was not
allowed to sleep in the same room as him. He told her that she
should obey the nuns and not cause trouble, but that this evening
they would all be back together at home. Tears came to his eyes and
he looked away when she stated that she missed her mother.

After a simple but
fulsome breakfast of thick soup in a bowl and ample portions of
bread Marie was taken back to the nunnery and Rudolf and Henke came
to collect Conrad. As before their arms and legs were covered in
chainmail and they both wore white surcoats bearing red crosses and
swords. Around their waists were brown leather belts holding swords
on their left sides and long daggers on their right hips, while
their heads were encased in mail coifs.

The day was sunny and
mild as the three made their way in silence to the city’s cobbled
market square where the executions were to take place. Conrad
walked between Rudolf and Henke, the latter keeping a tight grip on
the hilt of his dagger. From experience he knew that public
executions were rough, boisterous affairs and already there were a
great many people heading for the square. They spoke in loud and
eager voices, many already inebriated from drinking copious amounts
of ale and boasting of wanting to be close to the ‘stage’. Henke
had seen this type of bloodlust before – the desire to get as close
as possible to where death was being meted out. He also knew that
crowds could turn ugly if executions were botched or presented a
poor spectacle.

‘Are you sure this is
a good idea?’ he said to Rudolf.

‘Not frightened of a
few townspeople are you, Henke?’ replied Rudolf, smiling. He knew
that Henke was not afraid of anything but also knew that his friend
regarded most civilians with a cool contempt at best, believing
them to be cowards at heart. The fact that they revelled in public
executions only increased his disdain for them.

‘We must hurry,’ said
Conrad, still convinced that his father would be freed.

Henke looked at him
and sighed while Rudolf said nothing.

The market square was
teeming with activity when they arrived, the vendors who had
arrived hours before to set up their carts and booths doing a brisk
trade selling food, drink and souvenirs. The scene had a carnival
air as minstrels and jugglers entertained the crowd, which for the
moment was good-natured. Rudolf nodded towards the large wooden
scaffold that had been erected on the northern side of the
square.

‘Come on.’

He led the way through
the crowd that thickened as they neared the platform, upon which
had been arranged tables holding swords, axes, knives, branding
irons, tongs and ropes. Two braziers stood beside the tables and in
front of them, fixed to the scaffold, were two large, thick wooden
beams arranged in an ‘X’ shape. On one side of the scaffold was
heaped a pile of large spoked wheels with iron rims. Henke pushed
people out of the way, who turned angrily to face him but then
cowered away when they saw the size of him, his weaponry and the
insignia on his surcoat. Rudolf, in contrast, gently tapped
individuals on the shoulder and asked if he and the boy with him
could get to the front of the crowd, making the sign of the cross
as they moved aside.

Conrad looked around
the square and saw that some of the rooftops were filled with
spectators, while below them people were hanging out of windows to
get a better view.

‘Crows,’ sneered
Henke.

On the higher rooftops
were real crows, great fat beasts that were beginning to assemble
in anticipation of a tasty feast. Conrad was perplexed by the whole
spectacle. He had never been brought to such events before, though
there were some children in the crowd, most on the shoulders of
their parents who were pointing at the scaffold and the various
devices on it. In the windows of the houses positioned immediately
behind the scaffold were persons of quality, noble men and women
who had paid for the privilege of being close to the
executions.

‘Will my father be
arriving soon?’ asked Conrad, who began to suspect that something
was not quite right with what he was seeing.

Half a dozen
individuals entered the square, all dressed in black leggings,
short-sleeved tunics and hoods over their heads. They were
skinners, men who made a living from skinning dead animals and
disposing of the carcasses. But they also assisted the executioner
in a number of ways, from torturing prisoners during interrogations
to assisting him on the day of executions itself.

‘Yes,’ said Rudolf,
‘he will be here soon.’

People began to jeer
and hiss as the skinners made their way
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