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 Chapter
1

Odenpah hill
fort, 1218.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘And an even sharper
tongue,’ sniffed Henke.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Ah, yes, I forgot,’
said Kalju.

‘And now we have
peace,’ beamed Eha.

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

‘You do not agree,
Brother Henke?’

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

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

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

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

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

‘He has them,’ said
Henke flatly.

‘Who, Alva and Edvin?’
scoffed Kalju.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Where is the Holy
Land?’

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

‘Why is it called
holy?’

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

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

‘And who possesses
this Holy Land now?’

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

She looked confused.
‘Who is Satan?’

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

‘Like Sarvik.’

Conrad looked at her.
‘Sarvik?’

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

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

‘Yes, lady.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

*****

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Who?’ asked
Theodoric.

‘The King of
Denmark.’

Albert raised an
eyebrow. ‘Valdemar?’

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

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

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

‘That much is true,’
remarked Albert.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Not even for a man of
God.’

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

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

‘Is your horse lame,
lord bishop?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Filled with savages,’
said the count.

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘And the Gauja’s,’
added Theodoric.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘To victory in
Estonia.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘That is true,
majesty,’ smiled Albert.

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

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

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

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

‘Generous, certainly,’
sneered the queen.

Count Henry frowned
but the king laughed it off.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘As you say, majesty,’
replied Henry.

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

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

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

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

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

The count seethed but
retained his composure.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

*****

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Domash shook his head.
‘It gets worse.’

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

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

‘Shut up!’ commanded
Domash.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Gleb stopped laughing.
‘They are?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Yaroslav was even more
confused. ‘Jerwen?’

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

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

‘Protection from whom,
lord?’

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

‘For how long?’ asked
Yaroslav.

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

‘Three months should
suffice.’

‘Hardly seems worth
it,’ thought Yaroslav.

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

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

*****

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

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

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

‘To what end?’ asked
Conrad.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Where are they?’ he
asked the chief.

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

‘How many?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Novgorod, Novgorod.
Friend, friend.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Gerceslav pointed at
the banner again. ‘Novgorod.’

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

Henke looked at the
conference being conducted out of earshot.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Gerceslav slapped
Henke on the shoulder. ‘Friend.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Not a bad day’s work,
boys.’

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

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

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

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

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

Henke spun round.
‘What was that?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘More’s the pity,’
remarked Kalju.

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

‘This is my kingdom
not the Sword Brothers’,’ snapped Kalju. ‘You and your men will
leave Dorpat
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