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Livonia 1222

 Chapter
1

The winter ice had
disappeared from the Dvina at last; the mighty river now at its
peak as melt water surged towards the sea. The formerly barren
pastures and meadows sprang back to life to be carpeted with pale
flowers. In the forests reindeer moss filled pine groves, lichens
and mosses flourished and fungi wreathed tree trunks. Through the
woods ran effervescent rivers and streams where otters hunted along
their banks. Away from the water wild boar, roe deer and elk roamed
among the trees. And in the sky above them black storks, lesser
spotted eagles, grouse, white-backed woodpeckers and pygmy owls
replaced the wintry silence with their calls. Visually life was
returning to Livonia but away from nature the province was
dying.

The large, deep
harbour at Riga should have been filling with boats carrying furs,
flax, timber, tar and hides to be sold in the city markets or
purchased by merchants for onward shipment to the towns and cities
of Germany and Denmark. Exotically dressed traders from the Russian
kingdoms of Polotsk and Novgorod should have been bartering with
city officials over prices for the grey squirrel pelts that were so
desired by the nobility of Europe. But instead the harbour was
empty and no boats came from the Russian principalities to the
east. No ships came from the west either for Valdemar, King of the
Danes and Master of the Baltic, had placed a blockade upon Livonia.
On his orders no ships left Lübeck carrying crusaders to fight on
behalf of the Bishop of Riga against the pagans and ships were
prevented from leaving Riga itself carrying goods for sale in
German and Danish cities. Valdemar was strangling Livonia and God
seemed intent on adding to the kingdom’s woes, for the pox had
broken out in Riga.

The first signs of the
dreadful pestilence had showed themselves at the end of winter in
the cramped, foetid backstreets of Riga. At first only one street
near the harbour had been affected but then it had spread at an
alarming rate, whole families struck down by high fevers, chills,
severe headaches, backaches and a general malaise. Soon the men of
the city militia, those who had not themselves been struck down,
were hacking at the hard earth beyond the city walls to create
common graves where the dead were to be interred. Work ceased on
the Bishop of Riga’s cathedral as he went among his flock, holding
open-air masses to implore God to spare His city on the Dvina. But
Albert’s prayers went unanswered as the graves began to fill and
the pox spread to outlying villages. Soon a quarantine had been
established around Riga in an effort to stop the dreadful disease
spreading east and north. Everyone prayed but God was not
listening.

‘My uncle’s prayers
are wasted. Until the source of God’s displeasure is dealt with
Livonia will continue to suffer. At this rate we will all end up as
destitute beggars among the heathens.’

Archdeacon Stefan took
another sip of wine from the silver chalice and dabbed his lips
with a cloth. He shook his head, causing his double chin to wobble.
Manfred Nordheim raised an eyebrow. His master was still putting on
weight, notwithstanding the plight of the kingdom. The archdeacon
waved over the young novice who had been ordered by the Dean of
Dünamünde to attend him during his stay. Manfred walked over to the
window to look at the well-tended fields surrounding the
monastery.

‘What source would
that be, archdeacon?’

The novice refilled
Stefan’s chalice and withdrew to his position beside the door.

‘Conrad Wolff, of
course. I would have thought that was obvious.’

Manfred stroked his
neatly cropped beard and turned back to the archdeacon, who was now
shaking his head.

‘The Sword Brothers
have become a monster that now bites the hand that feeds them. They
were created to serve my uncle and now their insolence and
arrogance has led to Livonia being blockaded by the Danes.’

Manfred noticed beads
of sweat on the archdeacon’s lily-white forehead as the latter
continued complaining.

‘I cannot believe that
this Conrad Wolff, this baker’s son, has been allowed to bring the
whole kingdom to its present dire predicament. I have a mind to
send you to Wenden to arrest him so he can either be sent to Reval
or be burned in the central marketplace in Riga.’

There was a sharp
intake of breath from the commander of Riga’s garrison. Stefan’s
sweating forehead creased into a frown.

‘You disagree,
Manfred?’

‘The Marshal of
Estonia has many warriors, archdeacon, not to mention the support
of the Sword Brothers. The garrison of Riga is not large enough, I
fear, to seize the Marshal of Estonia at Wenden.’

Stefan wagged a finger
at his subordinate. ‘The Sword Brothers would not raise a hand
against the commander of the garrison of Riga.’

Manfred walked over to
the table and tore off a chunk of bread that had been made that
morning. It was delicious. The monks of Dünamünde lived a good
life.

‘Last year, at Reval,
when the pagans and Sword Brothers decided to fight the Danes
instead of handing over the Marshal of Estonia,’ he said, ‘the
grand master himself threatened me when I tried to point out the
error of his order’s ways.’

Stefan cast his head
down. ‘Such is the corruption of the Sword Brothers that they think
nothing of issuing threats against the servants of the bishop, my
uncle. Their greed for power has poisoned their minds against
Bishop Albert.’

‘Perhaps the pox will
wipe them out and the bishop can raise a new, more obedient order,’
offered Nordheim.

‘I pray that it might
happen so, Manfred. But for the moment we need Volquin and his army
of miscreants. With no crusaders arriving this year Livonia will be
at the mercy of the Lithuanians, Russians, Danes, Oeselians and the
thousands of pagans who inhabit Livonia.’

Manfred stopped
himself from laughing. He liked the archdeacon, not least because
he had a high opinion of his own importance, which meant that when
danger, real or imagined, presented itself Stefan could be relied
upon to seek out the safest place. Thus when the pox broke out in
Riga he had taken himself to Dünamünde, thirty miles southwest of
the city, along with the commander of the garrison and fifty of his
men.

‘No army will attack
Livonia, archdeacon, not while it is being ravaged by the pox. But
some might flee it and seek sanctuary beyond its borders.’

‘Who?’ asked
Stefan.

Manfred finished
eating his bread and picked up an empty silver chalice.

‘The Livs,
possibly.’

‘No great loss,’
sniffed Stefan.

Manfred pointed at the
novice and then at the empty chalice. The young boy walked over and
filled it. Stefan ordered him to leave the room and close the door
behind him.

‘Please sit down,
Manfred,’ he said, ‘your continual pacing is tiresome.’

The commander did as
he was ordered. Stefan leaned forward.

‘I have a small task
for you.’

Manfred took a sip of
the wine. Like the bread it was most appetising.

‘I remember reading of
the pox ravaging some north German province, the name of which
escapes me. Apparently a whole village was wiped out when a chest
containing a consignment of clothes from a neighbouring village was
unwittingly sent there.’

Manfred nodded. ‘It is
common practice to burn all the clothes and linens of those who
contract the pox, as a precaution against it spreading.’

Stefan’s eyes glinted
with malice. ‘I want you to arrange a consignment of infected
clothing to be sent to Kalju, the leader of the Ungannians.’

Manfred was confused.
‘Why?’

Now it was Stefan’s
turn to rise from his well-upholstered chair and begin pacing.

‘Do you know what the
role of an archdeacon is, Manfred?’

‘To govern Riga?’
suggested Nordheim.

‘That is one of my
duties, yes. But my main purpose is to be the Bishop of Riga’s
assistant, specifically to take care of business that my uncle does
not have time for.’

Manfred sipped again
at his wine. ‘The bishop wishes to kill Kalju?’

‘My uncle,’ replied
Stefan, still pacing, ‘is currently praying for the welfare of
Livonia and does not have time to consider pagans. But this Kalju
is clearly an agent of Satan and needs to be dealt with. You said
yourself that his appearance at Reval led to the outbreak of
violence between the Sword Brothers and the Danes.’

Manfred nodded.

‘Then by his actions
did this pagan leader declare himself an enemy of both God and my
uncle.’

Stefan suddenly
stopped and looked earnestly at his subordinate. ‘And you and I
both know what the penalty for heresy is.’

‘I do not wish to pour
cold water on your plan, archdeacon,’ said Manfred, ‘but even if
the consignment of clothes reaches Kalju, and even if it infects
and kills him, how does his death help Livonia?’

Stefan walked back to
his chair and retook it.

‘First of all it will
be a clear sign that God has struck down this pagan leader.
Secondly, it will deprive the baker’s son of an ally. He and this
Kalju are close, I believe.’

Nordheim nodded.

‘Good, it is fitting
that the former Marshal of Estonia should know loss, for his very
existence results in mounting losses for Livonia. Ensure that
whoever delivers the consignment impresses upon this Kalju that it
is a gift from the Sword Brothers. Time to drive a wedge between
Volquin’s order and his pagan allies, I think.’

Manfred finished his
wine and ran a finger around the top of the chalice.

‘Speaking of which,
whoever delivers this package is risking his life. It will be a
suicide mission, most likely.’

Stefan waved a hand
dismissively at him. ‘I’m sure you will be able to find someone for
the right price, though only pay half the amount up front. The rest
can be collected after the completion of the delivery.’

‘The courier will
likely de dead by then, archdeacon.’

Stefan laughed. ‘Thus
benefiting the city treasury.’

Nordheim looked up.
‘Livonia would be better served if Conrad Wolff was dead,
archdeacon.’

‘I am apt to agree
with you. But the bishop, virtuous man that he is, seems to be fond
of him, no doubt because the baker’s son saved his life outside
Riga during Vetseke’s rebellion some years ago. It took all my time
and effort to persuade him to revoke his post of Marshal of
Estonia. Loyalty can be a double-edged sword, Manfred.’

But not for the
archdeacon mused Nordheim. He was a good paymaster and gave his
commander much latitude but he knew that when he was no longer
useful the governor would quickly dispense of his services. His
task was to ensure that those services were always required.

‘If the worst comes to
the worst, archdeacon, I can always get you and the bishop out of
Livonia.’

‘Oh? It may have
escaped your attention, Manfred, but Danish ships currently patrol
the Gulf of Riga. Nothing escapes them.’

Nordheim smiled. ‘I am
used to slipping past ships unseen, archdeacon. You have no need to
worry on that account.’

‘Ah, yes, I forgot you
were once a pirate. Well, I’m sure it won’t come to that, not if we
appease the Danes, at least. Which is why I am determined to rid
the world of this Kalju, after which I will send word to King
Valdemar that his mortal enemy has been dealt with. I will also
invite him to seize Ungannia, which may lessen his animosity
towards Livonia.’

Nordheim was
unconvinced that Valdemar would even read a letter sent to him by a
relation of the Bishop of Riga, but the archdeacon appeared content
with his plan so he said no more. Stefan looked around the
well-appointed room.

‘I like
Dünamünde.’

Nordheim had to agree
that the monastery was a most auspicious place. It had been built
seventeen years earlier and from the beginning had been designed as
a citadel as well as a place of orderliness and solitude. Like all
Cistercian monasteries it had a cruciform-shaped church, adjacent
to which was a cloister: a rectangular covered walkway built around
a central garden. The east range was a two-storey building,
opposite of which was the range where visitors would be greeted and
where guests were lodged. But the archdeacon had his own rooms in
the strong tower next to the church. Three such towers had been
built at Dünamünde, along with a perimeter wall and wide moat to
strengthen the whole monastery’s defences.

When it had first been
built the monastery had been subjected to numerous Kur raids that
had resulted in loss of life and livestock. Now the perimeter wall,
moat and towers ensured that the monks who lived at Dünamünde could
hold out long enough in the event of a siege until relief arrived
from Riga, though the Kurs usually restricted themselves to raids
only. The man responsible for improving the monastery’s defences
had been Abbot Bernhard, formerly the soldier and noble Bernhard
von Lippe, who had been abbot for seven years before being created
Bishop of Semgallia. The effort to install him in his bishopric had
ended in disaster south of the Dvina and now he resided in Riga
with Bishop Albert. Just one more reason for Stefan to seek
sanctuary at Dünamünde.

‘It is a pleasant
place,’ agreed Manfred.

‘And profitable,’
added Stefan. ‘The flocks of sheep, fields and orchards are very
productive. Do you know why, Manfred?’

Nordheim was not
really bothered and felt another of the archdeacon’s interminable
lectures was at hand, but he smiled politely.

‘No, archdeacon.’

‘Because matters at
Dünamünde are ordered according to God’s law, that is why. The
monks who live and pray here are of noble birth whereas the lay
brothers, the secular members of the monastery who carry out the
day-to-day tasks such as working in the fields and the outlying
farmsteads, are drawn from the lower classes and, worse, local
Livs.’

He reached forward to
lift his chalice to his lips.

‘As it should be, lay
members can never don the white cowl or tonsure and they are
required to remain illiterate. The natural order of things, you
see. That is why Dünamünde prospers, Manfred, because the strict
order of things is maintained. You will not find a low-born baker’s
son raised high here.’

*****

Valdemar held his head
in his hands as the messenger relayed the dismal news. His nobles
and prelates looked at each other furtively and fidgeted with their
hands. The messenger himself had been sent by one of the captains
of the two surviving cogs that had docked in Reval’s harbour. The
ships had been carrying food and supplies for the Danish garrison.
Three vessels had originally set out from the port of Lübeck but
they had been attacked by Oeselian longships north of Hiiumaa, the
island immediately north of Oesel. Normally armed cogs, especially
as part of a flotilla, could fend off longships but the captain of
the third Danish vessel had panicked and steered his ship on to
rocks, causing it to break up. All those on board were lost. The
deaths of lowly sailors and soldiers were insignificant of course
but the ship had been carrying a choir made up of young boys who
sang in Lübeck’s cathedral. They were being sent to Reval in an
attempt to improve the humour of the Danish king, which of late had
deteriorated. But now they were dead and he would never hear their
angelic voices.

Valdemar raised his
head and waved away the messenger, who bowed and scuttled from the
throne room. An awkward silence then filled the chamber as Valdemar
reclined in his high-backed chair and sighed.

‘God has abandoned
me.’

The king’s narrow face
had a gaunt look and his shoulder-length hair was showing streaks
of grey. The death of his young wife Berengaria the previous year
had hit him hard. She had borne him four children and he missed her
company greatly. His blockade of Livonia had caused great hardship
among his Danish and German merchants, which they never tired of
informing him. As a result he had left Denmark to seek refuge at
Reval, his fledgling city on the northern coast of Estonia. Many of
his German nobles, including his most able commander, Count Henry
of Schwerin, had absented themselves to go on crusade in the Holy
Land, leaving his army short of soldiers and experienced leaders.
And now the young choirboys of Lübeck were dead.

‘You are a valued
servant of God, my liege,’ said the Bishop of Roskilde to break the
oppressive quiet. ‘How else can your great victory at this place be
explained?’

The king looked at him
with gratitude in his eyes. ‘Thank you, lord bishop, for reminding
me of happier times.’

Valdemar had arrived
at Reval at the head of a great crusading army three years before,
and had defeated a pagan army a few days after landing. God himself
had sent him a banner to show His pleasure that the heathens had
been vanquished. That banner, a white cross against a red
background, now hung on the wall behind Valdemar’s throne, along
with his own standard of three blue lions surrounded by small red
hearts on a yellow background. The Bishop of Riga had begged for
his help to subdue the Estonians and the Pope himself had granted
him the Estonian kingdoms. But Bishop Albert had basely reneged on
his promises and the Sword Brothers, the private army of the
bishop, had marched against his lieutenants. Worse, the Bishop of
Riga had made one of the Sword Brothers the Marshal of Estonia,
thus directly insulting him. Valdemar had demanded that this
marshal surrender himself so he could face summary justice for his
crimes, only to witness the Sword Brothers attacking his own
soldiers outside the walls of Reval. So Valdemar had imposed a
blockade on Livonia and waited for the Bishop of Riga to crawl on
his hands and knees before him to atone for his sins.

‘Livonia is being
throttled, uncle. The Bishop of Riga will see the error of his ways
soon enough.’

Valdemar gave his
nephew a half-smile. Only twenty-two years of age, Albert, Count of
Orlamunde and Holstein, possessed the certainty and arrogance of
youth. Ever since he had accompanied the king to Reval thoughts of
fighting the Sword Brothers and pagans had filled his mind. He had
amused himself with raids against local villages but had been
ordered to desist by the Governor of Reval: Rolf, Count of
Roskilde. Butchering defenceless civilians was a pleasant enough
pastime for the king’s nephew but the ill will that it caused
produced a surly, rebellious population. As well as a stream of
recruits for the Marshal of Estonia.

‘Thus far Bishop
Albert has proved himself remarkably resilient,’ said the king,
‘notwithstanding the cessation of trade and crusaders I have
imposed upon his crusader kingdom.’

‘Let me march south
with an army to impose your will on the bishop, uncle.’

Valdemar looked at his
swarthy nephew and laughed, the first time he had done so in a
while.

‘Count Henry tried
that and found the Sword Brothers tenacious opponents. Besides, I
will not raise my sword against the Bishop of Riga, who after all
is a prince of the Holy Church.’

‘Most wise, majesty,’
agreed Bishop Peder.

The king cast the
bishop a conniving glance. ‘Besides, two hundred Danish ships are
more than enough to strangle Livonia and bring Bishop Albert to
me.’

‘Let me at least march
south against Wenden, my liege,’ pleaded Albert. ‘That is where the
damnable Conrad Wolff is stationed.’

‘Wenden is a fortress,
Count Albert.’

It was the first time
that the governor of Reval had spoken. Ten years older than the
king’s nephew, Rolf, Count of Roskilde, was an intelligent, serious
individual who had set about learning as much as possible about the
Estonians, their language, culture and military capabilities. He
had also made it his business to find out as much as possible about
the Sword Brothers, especially the garrison at Wenden.

‘A strong outer
perimeter wall and a stone castle on a hill,’ continued Rolf, ‘with
a sizeable, experienced garrison that possesses mangonels and
trebuchets. To take such a stronghold would require a large army
and a prolonged siege.’

‘This Conrad Wolff
cannot be allowed to escape my uncle’s justice,’ Albert shot
back.

Rolf stroked his
strong jaw. ‘This errant Sword Brother must be brought to justice
as you say, count, but at this present juncture he should not be
the main topic of our discussion.’

Valdemar was confused.
‘Oh? Then who should be, Rolf?’

‘Those who have
recently murdered your subjects, my liege,’ replied Rolf. ‘The
Oeselians.’

Valdemar’s ears
pricked up at this. He had no appetite for fighting a lengthy war
against the Sword Brothers but a sortie against the nearby island
of Oesel was a much more attractive proposition.

‘You are thinking of a
reprisal raid, Rolf?’

The governor nodded.
‘Yes, my liege. Burn a few settlements and bring back slaves to
Reval to be sold to the Russians.’

Rolf looked at the
bishop.

‘If the church has no
objection.’

Bishop Peder brought
his hands together. ‘The lives and souls of unbaptised pagans are
of no concern to the Holy Church, my lord, as they face certain
defeat in this world and damnation in the hereafter. You have my
blessing to punish these pirates.’

‘Were it not for these
pirates, these Oeselians,’ said Albert, ‘the Baltic would be a
Danish lake.’

He walked to stand
before Valdemar.

‘It is but a short
step, uncle, for a raid to turn into a more long-term
endeavour.’

Valdemar used both his
hands to wave his nephew back, but he was interested in what he had
to say.

‘What endeavour?’

Albert stood to
attention. Rolf thought he looked quite ridiculous but was alarmed
by the words that came out of the young man’s mouth.

‘I propose a campaign
of conquest against these Oeselians, uncle. The soldiers of
Orlamunde and Holstein are eager to prove their loyalty, my liege.
What better way than to finally eradicate the threat of these pagan
pirates?’

Rolf was not
impressed. ‘I would advise caution, majesty.’

But Valdemar was
warming to his nephew’s proposal.

‘Caution, Count Rolf?
Does Denmark fear the Oeselians?’

Count Albert’s narrow
face wore a smirk as the governor chose his words carefully.

‘Oesel is a large
island, majesty, containing as it does many settlements. To
subjugate such an area would require a sizeable army, and at
present I would suggest that Reval does not have the number of
soldiers required for such an ambitious project.’

There was a sharp
intake of breath from the bishop as Count Albert’s eyes widened in
surprise. Rolf had been chosen by Valdemar to be Reval’s governor
because of his bravery, intelligence and calm nature. But those
qualities now worked against him as he stated what he believed to
be the blindingly obvious, which was interpreted by Valdemar as a
slight on his military prowess.

The king sprang from
his throne to stand before the governor.

‘In a war against
heathens, Count Rolf, it is not numbers but Christian conviction
that decides battles. Was not my own victory at Reval three years
ago proof of this?’

Rolf was now seriously
worried. ‘Indeed, majesty, but then the army was all in one place
whereas now it is required not only to hold Reval and the former
pagan stronghold of Varbola, but also numerous outlying forts in
Harrien and Wierland. I fear that the size of the army that will
march to Oesel may be deficient in numbers.’

‘Give me command of
the army,’ said Count Albert, ‘my men alone can conquer the
island.’

Now it was Rolf’s turn
to smirk. The king’s nephew had brought less than three hundred men
with him; barely enough to mount a raid let alone a full-scale
invasion. But Valdemar was not thinking of numbers, only revenge
and glory.

‘How many soldiers can
be mustered to invade Oesel, Rolf?’ queried the king.

Rolf scratched his
head. ‘A rough estimation would be around two thousand,
majesty.’

Count Albert spread
his arms. ‘Surely more than enough to crush a few miserable
pagans?’

‘I am apt to agree
with my nephew,’ said the king.

‘And you would have
your holy banner, majesty,’ added Bishop Peder, ‘the sacred
standard that is the bringer of victory.’

Valdemar looked up at
the banner hanging beside his own, a simple white cross on a red
background. But for Valdemar it had holy powers. He was taken back
to three years before when he had been locked in deadly combat with
a pagan brute as the sky was filled with thunder and lightning and
rain lashed the land. He had thought himself a dead man but, out of
nowhere, a banner had flown into the face of his assailant and he
had killed his foe. As the pagan lay dead in the mud Valdemar saw
his body covered with the cloth bearing a white cross against a red
background. And from that day he had taken that device to be not
only his personnel standard but also the flag of all Denmark. God
had given him this standard. How could an army that carried it be
defeated in battle, much less by pagans?

‘I will march to
Oesel,’ he stated, looking at his nephew, ‘and you will be coming
with me.’

Count Albert could
barely contain his delight. ‘Yes, uncle.’

Valdemar pointed at
the governor. ‘You will stay here at Reval, Rolf, to ensure that
the Russians do not take advantage of our absence. With Riga closed
to their merchants as a result of my blockade I have no doubt that
the Prince of Novgorod covets this place.’

‘Reval’s defences are
strong, majesty,’ Rolf assured him.

That was certainly
true. The governor had spent many months constructing towers along
the perimeter wall that surrounded the town, as well as
strengthening the fort that stood atop Toompea Hill just outside
the settlement. It was true that the walls, towers and fort were
all of wooden construction, but it would take an army of many
thousands to besiege Reval, let alone storm it.

‘What of Wenden and
the Sword Brothers, uncle?’ asked Albert.

Valdemar shrugged.
‘What of them?’

‘After we have
conquered Oesel will we be marching against Wenden to arrest this
Conrad Wolff?’

Rolf shook his head.
The arrogant certainty of the king’s nephew was breath-taking. How
little he knew of the Sword Brothers.

Valdemar rose and
walked towards the doors of the chamber, the counts and bishop
bowing their heads as he passed.

‘Do not concern
yourself with the Sword Brothers, nephew. I have heard that the pox
ravages Livonia. In a few more weeks the Bishop of Riga will have
surrendered Conrad Wolff to me in person when the citizens of Riga,
those that have survived the pestilence, are starving and the
Lithuanians and Russians are banging at their gates.’

*****

‘My lads haven’t been
paid in six months, master, and to say they are far from amused is
putting it mildly.’

Leatherface stood
beside the oak desk where Wenden’s brother knights were seated and
stared at Master Rudolf with unblinking eyes. The aged mercenary
had always been free with his tongue, erring towards sedition, but
his promotion to command all of Wenden’s mercenaries had increased
his rebellious nature.

Leatherface looked
down at his battered, dirty gambeson. ‘I mean look at me. Someone
might mistake me for a beggar such is the state of my apparel.’

Rudolf Kassel, Master
of Wenden Castle and deputy commander of the Order of Sword
Brothers, sighed and raised his brown eyes to the ceiling. The
weekly meeting of the brother knights in the master’s hall at
Wenden was usually a straightforward affair, with brother knights
airing grievances, offering recommendations and giving an account
of their responsibilities. But of late they had become fractious
affairs, largely due to the Danish blockade on Livonia that had
resulted in a cessation of the transportation of goods, mostly
food, timber and hides, to Riga down the Gauja. This in turn had
led to the castle’s income drying up, which meant no money to pay
for the one hundred and twenty mercenaries that the master employed
as part of the garrison.

Rudolf spread his
hands. ‘What do you want me to do, magic money out of nothing?
Until the Danish blockade ends the order has no money to pay its
mercenaries. It is the same for all the order’s garrisons.’

Leatherface shook his
head. ‘I’m not an unreasonable man, Master Rudolf.’

‘That’s debateable,’
muttered Henke.

Leatherface shot the
powerful brother knight a disparaging glance.

‘But,’ the mercenary
continued, ‘if I and my boys aren’t paid then we will have to
consider our options.’

‘What options?’
queried Henke derisively. ‘You can’t go to Riga because the city is
under quarantine due to the pox. And even if you could there are no
ships to take you to Germany on account of the Danish
blockade.’

Leatherface smiled.
‘Who said anything about Germany, Brother Henke? There are others
who would pay handsomely for our services, such as the Russians.
And there’s always the Lithuanians south of the Dvina.’

Brother Walter,
Rudolf’s deputy, was appalled. ‘You would offer your services to
apostates and heathens?’

‘That’s the point of
being a mercenary, Brother Walter,’ replied Leatherface, ‘we work
for whoever is willing to pay us.’

Rudolf pointed at the
mercenary. ‘I think you and your men should think carefully on your
future actions. At Wenden you are fed, housed and issued with
clothing and weapons, notwithstanding that some of you choose to
dress like ruffians. The blockade will not last forever, but if you
feel that you can no longer work for the Sword Brothers then I must
ask you and your men to be gone by the end of the week.’

Leatherface’s eyes
opened wide in alarm. ‘Well, there’s no need to be hasty, Master
Rudolf. I’m not an unreasonable man. I’ll have a word with the
lads. I’m sure I can calm their anxieties.’

‘Of that I have no
doubt,’ replied Rudolf.

Leatherface nodded his
head at the master, winked at Conrad and departed, shutting the
door behind him.

‘Arrogant bastard,’
hissed Henke. ‘He should be flogged in front of his men as a
warning of what happens when someone crosses the Sword
Brothers.’

‘He and his men are
good soldiers,’ said Conrad. ‘Good soldiers deserve fair treatment,
not brutality.’

Henke laughed. ‘You’ve
been spending too much time among your heathen friends,
brother. The Sword Brothers cannot be held to ransom. It
sets a bad precedent.’

Rudolf held up a hand.
‘No one is going to be flogged, Henke. Wenden’s mercenaries have
been with us for years and have fought by our side on many
occasions. If the price of retaining them is a verbal battering
from their commander once a week then so be it. Let us hope that
the Danish blockade ends speedily so we can all get back to
normal.’

‘To which end,
master,’ said Conrad, ‘there is someone waiting outside who brings
welcome news.’

The brother knights
looked at Conrad with eager faces. Any good news was welcome amidst
the gloom that hung over Livonia.

‘Then being him in,’
ordered Rudolf.

Conrad went to the
door, opened it and seconds later the huge frame of Hillar entered
the hall. He was one of the commanders in Conrad’s Army of the Wolf
that was made up of different contingents of Estonian tribal
members. Hillar led the Rotalians. There were around three hundred
of them deployed in the borderlands between Saccalia and Rotalia.
Henke rolled his eyes but Rudolf rose and extended his arm to
Hillar.

‘Welcome Hillar,’ he
said in Estonian. ‘What brings you to Wenden?’

The Estonian gripped
Rudolf’s forearm with a hand that was as wide as a bear’s paw. In
contrast to the neatly cropped hair and beards of the brother
knights, Hillar’s fair hair was long and unkempt.

‘I bring news of a
Danish invasion of Oesel.’

Rudolf gestured for
him to sit at the table, the Rotalian first unbuckling his sword
belt as a sign of friendliness. He placed his sword on the floor
beside him. Walter poured him a cup of wine and passed the vessel
to him as everyone looked on with eager anticipation.

Hillar drained the cup
in one gulp. ‘I have many scouts in Rotalia and they brought me
news that the Danes marched from Reval and crossed the water to
invade Oesel. Many ships sailed from Reval to transport the Danish
king to the island.’

Henke was unimpressed.
‘It was only a matter of time before Valdemar decided to conquer
Oesel. It does not help us.’

Conrad nodded at
Hillar. ‘Tell them how the great King Valdemar fared on the
island.’

Hillar reached over to
grasp the wine jug and poured himself another drink.

‘When the Danes
arrived on the island the first thing they did was to start
building a fort.’

‘Sensible,’ said
Lukas. ‘Oesel is a big island and any conqueror would need a base
for operations.’

Hillar took a mouthful
of wine. ‘Bad mistake. Olaf has the fort surrounded so the Danes
cannot escape the island.’

‘The garrison of Reval
will send ships to aid Valdemar,’ said Walter.

Hillar finished his
wine. ‘The Oeselian fleet has Danish ships trapped in Reval’s
harbour like sheep in a pen.’

Henke clapped his
hands together. ‘Excellent. Valdemar will die and the blockade of
Livonia will end.’

‘No, Henke,’ said
Rudolf, ‘if Valdemar is killed then his son will become Danish king
and the blockade will continue.’

Walter was most upset.
‘As Christian knights we should help Valdemar in his hour of
trial.’

Henke was unimpressed.
‘Why should the Sword Brothers help the man who tried to have one
of our own executed like a common criminal?’

Conrad smiled.
‘Brother Henke, I had not realised until this moment that you cared
so much for me.’

Henke looked daggers
at Conrad. ‘I don’t, I was just making a point.’

‘That’s enough,’
ordered Rudolf. ‘Hillar, what do your scouts tell you about the
Danish fort on Oesel?’

‘The Danes spent a
week landing supplies and building a stone fort just inland from
the beach they landed on. A fort surrounded by a ditch and earth
rampart.’

‘How many Danish
soldiers landed on the island?’ asked Walter.

Hillar scratched his
beard. ‘Two, three thousand, perhaps.’

‘I say let the bastard
get killed or captured by the Oeselians,’ insisted Henke. ‘He’s no
friend of the Sword Brothers.’

Walter’s face wore a
deep frown but most of the brother knights were unconcerned. It was
well known that Valdemar had denounced the order after the savaging
it had given his army at Reval. If he died it was one less enemy
for the Sword Brothers to worry about. But Rudolf was thinking
ahead and sniffed an opportunity. He stood and began walking around
the table, speaking to himself rather than anyone in
particular.

‘Valdemar is besieged
on Oesel, the Oeselians lie outside the harbour of Reval, thus
making it impossible for the garrison to send ships and
reinforcements to relieve their king.’

‘The Danes could march
overland towards Oesel, Master Rudolf,’ offered Conrad, ‘though
they would have to find boats to transport them to the island.’

Rudolf stopped and
shook his head. ‘Just as Hillar has scouts in Rotalia I am sure the
Oeselians have eyes watching Reval. If the garrison sent a relief
party overland I am sure Olaf’s ships outside the harbour would
assault Reval.’

‘Alas for Valdemar,’
said Henke, smirking.

‘The Oeselians will
kill all the Danes eventually,’ stated Hillar without emotion.

‘Notwithstanding that
he has declared himself an enemy of our order,’ remarked Walter,
‘the death of a king appointed by God is no cause for
celebration.’

Conrad begged to
differ but held his counsel. Perhaps God was punishing Valdemar for
the injustices he had inflicted on Estonia and the blockade he had
imposed on Livonia.

Rudolf returned to his
chair and smashed his fist on the table, startling everyone.

‘Valdemar will not die
on Oesel because the Sword Brothers are going to rescue him.’

Those around the table
looked at each other in confusion, aside from Walter who was
nodding piously.

‘It takes a noble
nature to ignore the slights our order has endured at the hands of
King Valdemar, master, and you have proved yourself a worthy knight
of Christ.’

Lukas, who had known
Rudolf for many years, since they had been part of the same
mercenary band that had terrorised Germany, was more
reflective.

‘Very noble, Rudolf.
Too noble, in fact.’

‘Are you insane?’ was
Henke’s only comment.

Rudolf ignored them
and pointed at Conrad.

‘Muster your army at
the Saccalian border, Conrad. We will meet you there once I have
summoned the garrisons of Kremon and Segewold.’

‘Surely only the grand
master can issue orders to summon a muster, master?’ said Walter,
ever a stickler for protocol.

‘In normal
circumstances you would be right, Walter,’ agreed Rudolf, ‘but
these are not normal circumstances. Riga is cut off from the
outside world until the pox is gone, and therefore no communication
is possible with Grand Master Volquin. As deputy commander of the
order I am using my authority to assist both the order and Bishop
Albert.’

Normally courier
pigeons flew between Riga and the order’s castles along the Dvina
and Gauja. However, fear of infection had resulted in any form of
communication between Riga and the outside world being
prohibited.

‘Send riders to Kremon
and Segewold,’ Rudolf told Lukas, ‘I will draw up orders for Master
Bertram and Master Mathias. The meeting is over.’

The brother knights
stood and bowed their heads as Rudolf walked from the hall to his
private office at the rear of the main chamber.

Conrad walked with
Hans, Anton and Hillar into Wenden’s great courtyard. It was the
first time the Rotalian had seen the three brother knights in their
non-martial apparel. The pagan was wearing leather boots, a thick
leather cuirass and leather wristbands, with a sword and dagger
strapped to his waist.

‘Are you and your
knights being punished, Susi?’ he asked Conrad.

The name had been
bestowed on Conrad because the Estonians who fought for him
believed him to be the reincarnation of the ancient wolf spirit of
the forest in human form.

‘No, why?’

‘Then why are you
dressed like women?’

For the meeting all
the brother knights wore long dark tunics reaching to the ankles,
belted at the waist with tight-fitting sleeves. On their feet they
wore plain shoes instead of boots and under their tunics woollen
shirts and woollen breeches, as there was still a nip in the air.
The only indications that they were members of the Sword Brothers
were their mantles, lightweight white cloaks to signify purity,
each bearing the symbol of the order on the left shoulder.

‘This is our attire
when we are not wearing our armour,’ Hans told him.

‘Sitting in mail,
gambesons and aketons for long periods indoors can be most
uncomfortable,’ added Anton.

‘I must ask you to
ride north immediately,’ Conrad said to Hillar. ‘Wait for me at the
Pala. Inform Sir Richard, I am sure he will want to join us on our
campaign.’

Anton screwed up his
face. ‘It will take at least two weeks to reach Oesel. Valdemar
might be dead by then.’

‘If he is, he is,’
replied Conrad. ‘But Master Rudolf is determined to attempt to save
his hide.’

‘To what end?’ asked
Hillar.

‘I have no idea,’ said
Conrad.

They walked from the
master’s hall across the cobbled courtyard towards the stables on
the western side on the castle. Wenden had once been a pagan hill
fort but had been captured from the Livs fourteen years before.
Since that time a great building programme had been undertaken to
turn the stronghold that sat atop an escarpment with sheer northern
and western sides into a stone citadel. And now that work was all
but complete. A host of workers had been brought from Germany
during those years to build the stone castle, now the strongest in
all Livonia. Along the eastern wall were sited the chapel, master’s
hall, dining hall, armoury and smithy. Opposite was the longer
western wall; for Wenden was an irregular-shaped castle to fit the
escarpment. There were but two buildings along this wall: the
two-storey dormitory where the brother knights and sergeants were
accommodated and the expansive stables block. The destriers,
palfreys, packhorses and mules all had to be sheltered from the
elements, especially the prized, pampered destriers that were
treated better than the brother knights.

A small army of
servants, stable hands and blacksmiths worked in the castle, many
of them either living within the castle’s outer perimeter defences
immediately south of the massive gatehouse, or in the steadily
growing village below the castle’s northern ramparts. When Conrad
had first come to Wenden ten years before there had been no village
and the land around the castle was largely dense forest. But now
many of the trees near the castle had been felled to provide
material for the outer perimeter wall. Huts and buildings filled
the area inside it and the village that had sprung up on the
opposite side of the escarpment. It too had a wooden wall for it
was not so long ago that it had been burnt to the ground during a
Cuman attack.

Hillar’s horse was
tethered to one of the rails outside the stable block but Conrad,
Hans and Anton went inside the wooden office sited outside the
block. There an officious individual with a pointed nose sat at a
sloping desk equipped with inkhorns examining a parchment made from
goatskin. It was unfortunate that as Wenden grew in size and
importance so the number of officials employed there increased.
They were all under the control of Master Thaddeus, the
white-haired quartermaster general of Livonia who was now in his
early seventies.

The official looked
up.

‘Ah, brothers Conrad,
Hans and Anton. How can I be of assistance?’

‘We need three
palfreys saddled immediately,’ replied Conrad.

‘And fodder for at
least two weeks,’ added Hans.

‘Which we will collect
later, after we have returned from a more immediate errand,’ said
Conrad.

The official raised an
eyebrow. ‘You are going on campaign, brothers?’

‘We are,’ said Conrad,
‘though first we are riding south to the Estonians’ village.’

The official turned
the quill he was holding through his fingers.

‘If you are absent for
longer than two days I will need authorisation from Master Rudolf.
Standard procedure, you understand.’

‘We’ve just come from
the master’s hall,’ stated Conrad, ‘and are here on the orders of
Master Rudolf.’

The official looked at
the three fearsome brother knights, all with well-earned
reputations for being skilled killers, especially Conrad, the man
who had slain Lembit and tried to kill the Danish king at Reval, or
so he had been told. He drummed his fingers on the desk as the
brother knights became visibly annoyed with this nondescript
scribe.

‘Well,’ the official
said, ‘if it is on the master’s business then I suppose I can
authorise the issue.’

‘You are too kind,’
said Anton.

‘Of course you will
all have to sign for the horses and supplies,’ insisted the
official.

They nodded curtly
whereupon the official barked an order to one of the stable hands,
who went to collect the horses. As the three brother knights made
their signatures on a separate parchment, Hans making an ‘x’ as he
could not write, three young stable hands led three saddled
palfreys into the courtyard.

‘You should learn to
read, Hans,’ said Conrad, shaking his head at the official who had
returned to his records. ‘The world is changing and you need to
change with it.’

His friend was not
convinced. ‘I am a soldier not a scribe. I have no need of it.’

Conrad asked Hillar to
accompany them on the ride south to the village that had sprung up
on the site of Thalibald’s settlement, some five miles south of
Wenden. When the Army of the Wolf had arrived at Wenden following
the battle against the Danes it had originally made camp on the
large meadow south of the outer perimeter gates. But Master
Thaddeus had suggested that rather than enduring months or longer
in tents, the Estonians should construct their own village. Rudolf
agreed but was desirous that they should build it away from Wenden,
which had suddenly become home to an additional six hundred souls.
Hillar’s Rotalians had stayed near the border of their homeland and
seventy Saccalians had been sent to Lehola to reinforce Sir
Richard’s garrison in case the Danes decided to march south in
pursuit of Conrad. But the rest had followed the Marshal of Estonia
back to Wenden.

Thaddeus had suggested
that the village be built on the site of Thalibald’s settlement,
Conrad’s former father-in-law who had been killed during a raid
conducted by Lembit’s wolf shields. Overgrown and desolate, there
were hardly any traces of what had been the village of Caupo’s
chief warlord. Thaddeus had asked Conrad if he had any objection to
the site being re-occupied but the brother knight had none. His
wife and child were buried in the cemetery at Wenden. The site was
close to fresh water and surrounded by land that had been cleared
for fields, though now overgrown. So the Army of the Wolf had set
about building its new home.

The largest contingent
was Andres’ four hundred Jerwen warriors, with Riki mustering only
fifty Harrien men capable of bearing arms and Tonis, the former
Wolf Shield, retaining the same number of Saccalian fighters. There
were in addition a hundred women and children who had attached
themselves to the crusader army during its retreat south from
Reval.

The four riders
trotted from the courtyard, through the gatehouse and across the
drawbridge that spanned the deep, dry moat. They rode down the
track bisecting the area within the outer perimeter defences; to
the left the well-tended, walled cemetery and beyond it the huts
that housed the civilian workers who worked in the castle. On the
right stood the huts where Wenden’s mercenaries slept and the
training fields where the dogs of war perfected their skills along
with the brother knights and sergeants. The grounds were a hive of
activity, children playing among the huts, crossbowmen testing
their weapons against straw targets and spearmen drilling under the
watchful eye of sergeants. Conrad doubted whether any spearmen
would travel north: Rudolf would want to cover as much ground as
possible each day and that meant every soldier would have to be
mounted.

They cantered along
the dirt track leading south to the village, the other track from
the castle diverting west to reach the jetties that projected into
the waters of the Gauja two miles away. During the previous spring
and summer months, before the pox had blighted Riga, there had been
much traffic to and from the city. But now that had dried up
completely. Fortunately the Gauja was still full of perch, bream,
roach, dace and chub that were caught to feed Wenden’s expanding
population.

Soon ploughs pulled by
oxen would be going into the fields to prepare the ground for
sowing the spring crops: barley, oats, peas, beans and vetches. It
was fortunate for the villagers that Master Rudolf allocated them a
portion of the boar, deer, duck and goose that were hunted in
autumn by the garrison’s crossbowmen, the meat being salted in
preparation for the winter months. When the snow lay thick on the
ground the master sent his hunters into the forests to kill wolves,
both for their meat and fur.

But now the land was
bursting with life as the spring sun warmed the land, bushes and
flowers blossoming along with bird cherry, lilac and apple trees.
The rivers and streams were filled with ice-cool water and the air
was filled with the twittering of birds. It was still fresh in the
mornings and evenings, and frosts could last until June. But the
iron grip of winter had been broken and villagers looked forward to
bountiful harvests, new additions to their families and peace
throughout Livonia.

Like countless
villages throughout Estonia the settlement Conrad and his comrades
rode to had a meeting hall, huts, barns, smithies and animal pens
holding pigs, goats and chickens. Pig farming was a very popular
Estonian practice so the village contained many grunting and
squealing animals occupying fenced-off areas on its outskirts.
Though in the winter the livestock was brought into the buildings
to save them being taken by wolves and the cold.

Thalibald’s village
had been strongly defended by a ditch and wooden wall. The
Estonians had cleared the ditch of weeds and deepened it,
constructing a fresh wooden palisade behind it. There were also
crude watchtowers at the gates that gave those on guard views of
the surrounding terrain. Sentries in the towers spotted their
approach, and so when they trotted over the stout bridge across the
ditch a reception party was waiting for them. The six Jerwen
warriors were armed with spears and carried round shields that
sported the bear symbol of Jaak, once leader of their people but
now dead. They raised their weapons in salute as Conrad and the
others dismounted.

‘Greetings,
Susi,’ said their commander.

Conrad acknowledged
him. ‘I am here to see the tribal leaders.’

‘They are expecting
you,’ the warrior replied.

Conrad was surprised.
‘They are?’

He pointed up at the
guards on the top platforms of the watchtowers.

‘As soon as you were
identified a message was sent alerting them to your impending
arrival.’

He clasped his fist to
his chest. ‘They will be pleased to see you. Lord Hillar.’

‘Well, then,’ said
Conrad, ‘let’s be on our way.’

When they arrived at
the meeting hall in the centre of the settlement a large crowd of
mostly warriors had gathered, word having quickly spread that
Susi was among them. When Conrad caught men’s eyes they
nodded purposely and the air tingled with excitement. The fact that
he was with his comrades Hans and Anton, plus Hillar, who had
remained in Estonia, could mean only one thing. They were going to
war.

Only the three
commanders and their senior chiefs were allowed in the hall. Girls
served those present with large wooden cups filled with beer as a
trestle table was hastily set up in the middle of the chamber.
Riki, Andres and Tonis greeted the brother knights and Hillar then
looked at Conrad. He took a large gulp of the cool beer as they sat
around the table, the chiefs standing behind their leaders.

‘Muster your men. We
are marching north immediately.’

The chiefs grinned
broadly and slapped each other on the back as those Estonians at
the table nodded thoughtfully. Marching north meant only one thing:
the liberation of their homeland.

‘You should tell them
why we are marching north,’ said Hans.

All eyes focused on
Conrad.

‘We are going to
Oesel,’ he announced.

There was a stunned
silence. Hillar, who already knew this, cast his eyes down to avoid
the others’ gazes.

Tonis, the Saccalian
leader, laughed. ‘What is there on Oesel for us?’

‘We go to rescue the
Danish king who has allowed himself to be surrounded by the
Oeselians on the island.’

They all burst out
laughing.

Riki pointed at the
cup Conrad was holding. ‘You have been drinking too much beer,
Susi, it has deadened your mind.’

‘Muster your warriors
and lead them to Wenden tomorrow. Then we will ride north. No
carts; we travel light and fast.’

Andres, the stout
commander of the Jerwen, was now totally confused.

‘The Danish king
wanted you dead, Susi. Why would you raise a hand to help
him?’

Conrad drained his
cup. ‘My friends, I understand why you think this order is strange.
But I too obey orders and it is the desire of Master Rudolf that we
should ride to save the Danish king.’

‘Many of my men will
not be happy, Susi,’ said Riki. ‘My people have suffered
greatly at the hands of the Danes.’

Hillar looked up. ‘As
have my people. But I took an oath to serve Susi and will
not break it.’

Riki looked at Tonis
and then at Andres. The Rotalian leader was not only physically
large; his voice held great sway in the Army of the Wolf.

‘The Jerwen are with
you, Susi,’ said Andres, nodding at Hillar.

Riki and Tonis also
voiced their support, which silenced the mumblings of the chiefs
behind them.

‘I know that what we
are about to do makes little sense,’ said Conrad. ‘In truth it
makes little sense to me. But I tell you that we will not be
spilling blood in vain. The Danes will be held to account for what
they have done in Estonia, that I promise.’

The Estonian leaders
and their chiefs filed out of the hall, their muted spirits in
contrast to the faces full of expectation that awaited them
outside. They announced that the Army of the Wolf would be marching
north the next day, which was greeted with rapturous cheering. The
men were told to gather round their chiefs who would appoint
quartermasters for the allocation of supplies for the ride
north.

‘They will be less
happy later when they discover they ride north to save Valdemar’s
hide,’ said Anton glumly.

‘What did you mean
when you said that the Danes will be held to account?’ Hans asked
Conrad.

‘I have yet to work
that out,’ his friend answered.

‘Perhaps Count Henry
is with Valdemar,’ said Anton.

Conrad’s eyes lit up.
‘I do hope so, as I trust that the Oeselians have not killed
him.’

‘So you can kill him
instead?’ said Hans.

Conrad grinned.
‘Precisely.’

The brother knights
arrived back at Wenden in time for Sext Mass at midday, one of
seven services that delineated a brother knight’s day. Immediately
afterwards the knights and sergeants were expected to repair their
armour and equipment and do other necessary tasks. However, as the
castle was fully staffed with armourers and blacksmiths, who took a
dim view of brother knights infringing on their responsibilities,
there was little to do before lunch in the dining hall, save for
guard duty that every bother knight and sergeant had to perform.
Master Rudolf was insistent only members of the order should stand
guard over the castle, arguing that mercenaries were more likely to
fall asleep at their posts. Leatherface took great exception to
this, telling the master that if they did they would be hanged as
punishment. Rudolf retorted that it was of no benefit hanging a man
if his negligence had allowed an enemy to infiltrate the
castle.

Lunch was eaten in the
dining hall, with the brother knights fed at the first sitting, the
sergeants afterwards. Lukas’ young novices served the brother
knights at table. Meals were always eaten in silence; the food
first being blessed by Father Otto and then a clerk would read from
a Bible during the meal. According to the rules of the Sword
Brothers meat – mutton, goat, beef, veal – was eaten three days a
week and fish was consumed on Fridays. All other meals contained
only vegetables, usually in the form of broths, though there were
always ample portions of bread, fruit when available, and cheese to
accompany the main dishes, washed down with water.

The Cistercian order
of monks that had given birth to the Sword Brothers through Bishop
Albert ate no meat and partook of sparse meals. But Grand Master
Volquin and his castellans quickly discovered that the knights and
sergeants of their order needed to be fed like fighting cocks if
they were to defeat their enemies in battle. As usual before going
on campaign, Hans, the former starving beggar from Lübeck,
attempted to empty the castle storerooms of food before he departed
Wenden.

The new day dawned
bright and cool, the fields around the castle white with frost and
the air crisp. After Prime Mass and breakfast the three friends
donned their armour in preparation for their departure. Soon the
Army of the Wolf would be arriving at the castle, hundreds of men
on hardy ponies that had greater stamina than the horses the order
imported from Germany.

Rudolf came to see
them as they were changing into their martial attire on the first
floor of the great dormitory where the brother knights slept. They
all stood when he appeared among them.

‘Please continue with
your preparations,’ he commanded.

Just as the order
believed that its soldiers should have good food so it spared no
cost when it came to their weapons and armour. They may have been
poor, pious knights but their equipment was among the best in all
Christendom. Next to the skin were worn cotton breeches and a vest,
over which was worn a quilted cotton-covered aketon that protected
the vest and skin beneath from the long-sleeved mail hauberk that
covered the arms, hands, torso and thighs. The mittens had soft
leather palms so the wearer could grip his weapons with ease.

‘So,’ Rudolf said to
Conrad, ‘you ride north today. How many men does the Army of the
Wolf number?’

Conrad put on the
linen-covered, quilted sleeveless gambeson over his mail armour.
The garment could defeat a glancing sword or axe blow and lessen
the penetrating power of an arrow, though not a crossbow bolt.

‘Just under nine
hundred men, master, including the Wolf Shields I will collect at
Lehola.’

Rudolf nodded in
admiration. ‘The largest force that Livonia can currently muster.
You are to be congratulated, Conrad.’

Conrad adjusted the
mail chausses that protected his legs, beneath which was linen hose
to prevent chafing.

‘The Estonians do not
understand why they march to assist King Valdemar, master,’ said
Conrad.

Rudolf picked up
Conrad’s sword belt and drew the weapon.

‘Estonia will benefit
from our expedition,’ remarked Rudolf, ‘in the long term. But at
present I must ask you, all of all, to refrain from unleashing your
base instincts.’

‘Base instincts,
master?’ said Anton innocently.

‘I am well aware that
Valdemar was responsible for the death of Brother Johann,’ replied
Rudolf, ‘and indeed would probably have burned Conrad at the stake
had it not have been for the timely arrival of Kalju at Reval.’

He handed the sword to
Conrad. ‘Remember the great knight who gave you this sword and the
principles it and he represent. I would not blame you for wanting
revenge upon Valdemar. I too have entertained such thoughts. But I
would remind you that the very future of Livonia may be at stake in
the next few weeks and our actions will determine what that future
will be.’

‘Perhaps King Valdemar
is already dead, master,’ offered Hans.

Conrad laid the sword
on his bed and pulled on his boots. ‘Pray God.’

Rudolf shook his head.
‘You would like that, wouldn’t you? But if he is dead then his son
will become king and Livonia will still be under blockade.’

‘And if we rescue him,
master,’ asked Conrad, ‘what then? He despises the Sword Brothers
and most likely will use the opportunity to attack us.’

‘We should let the
Oeselians kill him before we assault Oesel,’ said Anton.

‘Kill two birds with
one stone,’ smiled Hans.

Rudolf sighed. ‘Like I
said, you all must resist your base instincts. Keep your men and
your emotions under control. God will not forgive you if you wreck
my plans.’

He began to walk
towards the door to the dormitory.

‘What plans, master?’
Conrad called after him.

‘You will soon see,’
answered Rudolf as he disappeared from the chamber.

‘The master is worried
that you will try to kill Valdemar, Conrad,’ said Anton.

‘If a Sword Brother
killed a king appointed by God then that would surely be the end
not only of Livonia but also our order,’ replied Conrad. ‘And that
I do not desire.’

‘The master said
nothing about his father, Count Henry,’ mused Hans.

‘He probably wants to
forget him,’ said Conrad. ‘With a father like that so would I.’

A sergeant appeared at
the door.

‘Brother Conrad, the
Estonians are gathering beyond the outer perimeter.’

Conrad raised his hand
in acknowledgment and put on his white surcoat emblazoned with the
emblem of the Sword Brothers. He tied the straps of his linen coif
under his chin, pulled the mail coif over it and then placed the
padded leather headband on his head. The headband made the wearing
of a helm more bearable. He then buckled his sword belt around his
waist, the others doing the same.

‘Time to visit the
armourers,’ said Conrad.

At the armoury they
were issued with their helms and shields, plus Conrad’s axe and
Hans’ and Anton’s maces.

‘We will need
crossbows as well,’ Conrad told the armourer, who like most of his
comrades was a squat, ugly fellow with huge forearms and a
condescending manner.

‘Brother knights
aren’t issued with crossbows,’ he answered curtly.

‘Three full quivers
each as well,’ said Conrad, ignoring him.

The armourer grunted
and disappeared into the dim interior of the squat stone building
housing a multitude of weapons, armour and crossbows. When he
returned, with another man who was uglier than he, they slammed the
crossbows on the wooden counter, the full quivers alongside
them.

‘Spare bowstrings,’
added Conrad.

The armourer grinned
and pulled the rolled-up strings from the pocket of the leather
apron covering his thick chest and huge gut. He threw them on the
counter.

‘Make sure you don’t
let your heathen bastards anywhere near these crossbows. They’re
only for God-fearing soldiers.’

The brother knights
tucked the axe and maces into their belts and picked up the
crossbows and quivers.

‘That heathen bitch
was in here earlier,’ the armourer called after them as they walked
from the counter. ‘She’s getting too high and mighty for my liking.
If Ilona wasn’t with her I would have given her a slap.’

‘I often think that
the armoury provides a vision of what hell must look like,’
remarked Hans as the three walked back into the courtyard.

The ‘heathen bitch’
was Kaja, a Saccalian orphan whom Conrad had taken under his wing
when he had led the relief of Lehola four years before. The
bedraggled girl had been only sixteen then but now she was an
attractive, determined woman of twenty who knew her own mind. She
was not actually a heathen, having been baptised into the Christian
faith. But she had retained her fierce Saccalian nature and backed
it up with an intricate knowledge of swordplay, for Conrad and
Brother Lukas had taught her to use a blade, which she had strapped
to her waist as she sauntered over to the three brother knights.
Her blonde hair had been tied into a ponytail and her leggings
hugged her shapely legs. She carried an iron helmet with a nasal
guard in the crook of her arm. Beside her walked Ilona, the
raven-haired beauty, a Liv healer revered for her skill with herbs
and potions who had saved Master Rudolf from the flames of Holm
many years before.

‘This looks ominous,’
remarked Anton as the two beauties approached.

‘You ride to Oesel,
Brother Conrad,’ said Kaja.

Hans and Anton
laughed.

‘You are remarkably
well informed,’ replied Conrad.

‘I’m coming with you,’
she declared.

‘It would be better if
you stayed here,’ Conrad told her.

‘The Army of the Wolf
has never been defeated when Kaja has ridden with it,’ said
Ilona.

‘That’s true,’ agreed
Hans.

Conrad glared at his
friend. ‘We are going to war, Kaja. I cannot guarantee your safety
if you come with us.’

She grasped the hilt
of her sword. ‘I can do that.’

‘The Estonians believe
Kaja to be a lucky mascot, Conrad,’ Ilona told him. ‘Men fight
better if they believe luck is on their side.’

‘That’s true,’ said
Hans.

‘You are not helping,’
Conrad told him. ‘I’m sorry, Kaja, but you cannot come with
us.’

Her blue eyes
hardened. ‘Am I not free?’

‘Of course.’

‘Then I choose to
accompany you north.’

Stables hands were
leading out their palfreys with sacks of fodder fastened to their
saddles. Conrad noticed that there were four.

‘Besides,’ said Ilona
casually, ‘who will carry your banner if Kaja does not accompany
you?’

‘That’s true,’ said
Hans.

‘Shut up,’ Conrad told
him.

He was about to reply
to Ilona when he saw Rudolf, Walter and Otto approaching, the
latter carrying a standard.

Ilona smiled kindly at
Conrad. ‘Rudolf thought the same.’

Conrad realised he had
been out-manoeuvred as the group halted and the severe Otto handed
Kaja the standard that Conrad had carried into Estonia four years
before. Like the standard carried by the garrison when it went to
war, it was stored near the altar in the chapel, for it was a
sacred banner.

‘Kaja is reckoned a
lucky mascot by your men, I believe,’ Rudolf said to Conrad. Conrad
nodded.

‘Well, then,’
continued the master, ‘I have been persuaded that her presence will
aid your cause, which in turn will aid the order’s cause.’

‘Kneel!’ Otto
commanded.

Conrad smiled wryly as
he knelt on the cobblestones, a beaming Kaja already on her knees
with her head down as she clutched the haft of the standard wrapped
around the wood and tied in place with ribbons. He had forgotten
how manipulative women could be.

Otto asked God to
protect them and give them victory, his deep voice filling the
courtyard. After he had finished Rudolf and Ilona wished the three
brother knights and Kaja luck as they walked to their horses and
rode from the castle to lead the Army of the Wolf north.

And far to the south a
chest of clothes was spirited out of Riga under cover of darkness
and loaded on a cart for transportation to Odenpah.
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