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Chapter One: A Mailed Fist

The dense underbrush grabbed at the man’s clothing like woodland 
claws yearning to reach out and scrape his flesh. Adorned in tatters, 

the man weaved his way along a sun-dappled path of  his choosing, keeping 
free of  any common trails used by the locals. Up past rocky outcroppings 
and around hardwoods he went, winding up the ridgeline that seemed 
all too familiar to him. Over a few more hills brought the peasant to a 
crest overlooking the wooded vale below with Lake Peipus only a short 
distance past the dell. The scent of  campfires mixed with faint sounds of  
whinnying horses and soft conversation along the gentle currents rustling 
atop the hills. Unfortunately, the breeze carried the unwashed stench of  
the guide right into Greger’s nostrils.

The gap-toothed man knelt by a broad pine, his hand touching the 
flaking bark next to his scraggly beard. He pointed with a crooked finger. 
“There. Down there, see?”

Greger, a Teutonic scout dressed in leather armor with his bow 
strapped across his back, kneeled next to the commoner and followed 
his dirty-nailed finger. He did his best not to cringe at the man’s stink. 
“Interesting. You spoke true, my friend.”

“Heh, see? See? Told you I knew where they be. Noticed them gatherin’ 
several months ago,” the man said in a prideful tone.

Greger observed the large encampment hidden among the trees. He 
took his time scanning the forest for signs of  posted sentries. None met 
his view. He looked to his left where Laur, his comrade, sat just out of  
arm’s reach. Laur also witnessed Niklas’s eastern army dwelling below. 
Greger huffed. “Well, we were a bit off  as to their proper location.”
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“A bit off?” Laur quipped followed by a quick smile. “Horribly 
incorrect would be more appropriate. And that is another gold you owe 
me.”

Greger’s eyes widened. “Another gold? What for?”
“The wager you made five days back. You didn’t think we would find 

Niklas’s rabble. You guessed wrong,” Laur smirked. He curled his fingers. 
“Come now, pay up.”

“Not now,” Greger scoffed. “We must contend with this discovery 
first.”

The peasant wiped his nose on his sleeve. “I did good, eh?”
Greger patted the hermit on his shoulder and replied in a false tone of  

friendship. “Yes, you did.” He motioned at the dell. “How many do you 
think they have there?”

Confused, the commoner scratched his unkempt hair until he pried 
a bug from his tangled mop and flicked it into the dirt. “Well, guessin’ 
by the number of  heads I’ve seen bobbin’ around the fires, I would say 
several thousand at least.”

“Do they have any cavalry? Any soldiers on horseback?” Greger 
questioned with growing intrigue.

The man nodded. “Yes, yes. A few hundred, no more.”
Laur intervened. “Did you see any big iron guns? Cannons? Bombards?”
The guide squinted in thought. “Hmm, no . . . no, don’t think I saw 

any of  those.”
Laur moved a few wind-blown strands of  brown hair out of  his eyes, 

and then shared an interested glance with Greger. 
Greger nodded his head in acknowledgment, knowing the meaning of  

Laur’s expression.  “Who else knows about this?”
“Not a one. My mouth has been shut. Keep to myself, I do.”
“Why did you decide to show us this camp?” Laur questioned.
The man jabbed a finger at the encampment, excited. “Those dalcops 

took up my huntin’ ground. They even took up where I fish. Good fishin’, 
too—Lavaret, smelt, even some pike.”

“Shhh, calm down. We do not want to be seen.” Greger paused. “You 
are a good man for showing us this. Those are bad men and they must be 
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dealt with before anyone else is harmed from their . . . wickedness.”
“Bad, eh? Thought so. They look bad, too,” the grungy guide replied 

in a slight scowl. “Say, when are you goin’ to pay me? You said back at the 
main road you would give me a reward for showin’ you this camp.”

“Very well. You did as we asked. We have a reward for your service to 
the Order.”

Greger looked askance to Laur, winked, and then turned his head 
in the opposite direction. A muffled gasp sounded next to him. Greger 
returned the stare to see Laur withdraw his dagger from the commoner’s 
back. Only when the peasant was still, Laur removed his hand from the 
man’s agape mouth. He wiped his blade clean on the guide’s filthy clothes 
and replaced the dagger back into its sheath on the inside of  his boot.

“We cannot afford to have this Cretan telling everyone he saw us,” 
Laur said, grimacing as he wiped his hand that covered the man’s mouth 
on his pants. 

“I doubt he knew anyone to converse with,” Greger answered. “Let us 
cover him up then move down the ridge to the left. We may gain a better 
vantage point for observation.”

After Greger and Laur covered the corpse with deadfall and leaves, 
they skirted the edge of  the hill along the back slope to prevent detection 
from possible pickets until they reached a point of  decent cover. Peering 
out from behind a large rock, Greger pulled out a spyglass and studied 
the activity below. He kept the instrument wrapped with a dark cloth to 
prevent the sun from glinting off  its polished surfaces.

“Well? What do you see?” Laur asked.
“The old peasant was right. By the looks of  the camp, they have been 

here a while.” He scanned over to his left, then his right. “No organization. 
Nonetheless, this is a sizeable force—formidable as well if  they have been 
secluded and training all this time without incident.”

Laur swatted a bug on his cheek. “The terrain is not to our advantage 
if  we plan on using artillery.”

Greger studied the camp’s perimeter as Laur continued to study the 
stronghold. “Aye, it would be impossible to drag cannon up here. But the 
lay of  the land is in our favor . . . if we attack at night.”
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Laur met his friend’s smug grin.
“A night attack?”
Greger kept his finger low as he pointed to the sloping landscape. 

“These ridges would hide our approach. Scout where they post their 
sentries, eliminate them, and then their army is ours for the taking.”

“Are you suggesting we slaughter them as they slumber?” Laur 
reiterated.

“As simple as the peasant you just snuffed.”
Laur remained silent. 
“That is what I will suggest to our command. But as you know, plans 

are subject to our leadership’s approval,” Greger sighed. “Nevertheless, 
we will sit here and plot where the sentries are located before we leave.”

Laur rolled on his back and rubbed the corner of  his eyes with his 
index finger and thumb. “I only hope we gain our information before our 
corpse over there begins to reek. He smelled bad enough when he still 
drew breath.” 

Greger shoved Laur on his shoulder. “Stop your bickering and help me 
spot the guards. My belly is grumbling.”

Exhaling a dissatisfied sigh, Laur rolled back over onto his chest and 
studied the terrain. A short while later, the two Teutonic scouts slid back 
down the slope toward the covered path they used to traverse the ridge. 
After finding their horses concealed in thick brush, they mounted their 
steeds and sped off  to their encampment in Odenpo, a few hours west.

Once their bellies were filled with hot food, Laur and Greger were 
summoned to Provincial Master Reinbolt Hafner’s tent to discuss their 
findings. All three men hovered around a buff-colored map of  the region 
marked in black and green inks. Hafner’s intense, beady-eyed observation 
of  the map seemed to make him oblivious to his guests. His brown hair, 
short and cropped above his ears like a monk, accented his wiry frame 
and confident tone.

“So, where did you men find the rebels?” Hafner asked in a slight 
nasally voice.

Greger pointed. “Here, along the southern shore of  Lake Peipus. 
Their camp is large.”
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“How large?”
“Numbers are estimated at two to three thousand along with a 

contingent of  cavalry,” Greger replied.
“Did they have any artillery?” Hafner questioned.
“The thick foliage and the sentinels prevented us from discerning any 

cannon,” Laur said. “We moved in as close as we could without being 
seen, but to no avail.”

Hafner rolled his tongue along the inside of  his cheek. “And how did 
you find them?”

“A peasant showed us,” Greger said, hesitant to answer.
The Provincial Master eased his head around until he fixated his 

arched-brow gaze on the scout. “A peasant? You followed the advice of  
a filthy commoner?”

Somewhat embarrassed, Greger nodded. “Yes, we did. But he spoke 
truth, Master Hafner. His efforts proved it.”

“And where is this peasant?”
“Dead,” Laur interrupted. “I dispatched him.”
Hafner paused. “How quaint. Did you have the decency to bury the 

man, or was he left in the open to be discovered?”
Greger and Laur shared a mild look of  surprise.  
“We buried him,” Greger answered, keeping the truth of  the haphazard 

burial hushed.
Placing his hands behind his back, Hafner spun away from the table 

and paced a few steps. “I will meet with Undermaster Kuhn tonight and 
devise a plan. We must move against the rabble while they remain unaware 
and crush them. This pitiful attempt at an insurrection will not defile the 
purity of  the Order.” He spun back around and faced the two scouts with 
a wry grin. “On the morrow, we will turn their rat-infested encampment 
into a slaughter pen.”

*  *  *
Late on the third evening since Greger and Laur reported the location 

of  the rebel army, Undermaster Ansel Kuhn emerged from his stone keep 
and glanced at the distant clouds. With the routine precision of  engaging 
on a campaign, supplies were checked, weapons sharpened, and paths 
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scouted for the quickest route to the ridges surrounding the Order’s foe.
Kuhn made his way to his barded steed and mounted it with the 

assistance of  his stable boy while his aides and Provincial Master Hafner 
watched. Once his hefty buttocks sat astride his armored horse, Kuhn 
glanced at the snooty Provincial Master before sending a casual glimpse 
skyward. Kuhn grinned at the thickening clouds attempting to blot out 
the half  moon. “The heavens have ordained this night for our victory. 
The cover of  night is improving in our favor.” 

Hafner scanned the increasing cloud cover, unimpressed. “Your 
assumed blessing could turn against us. Those are rain clouds.”

“Bah, and what are you, a conjurer of  sorts? Capable of  reading 
weather patterns stirred by the Almighty?” Kuhn blurted.

“On the contrary, Undermaster. I speak with the experience of  a field 
commander. You, on the other hand, spend much of  your time behind 
stone walls, unaware of  how the outdoors behave.” Hafner thrust a finger 
into the air. “Those, sir, are rain clouds. If  we do not move quickly, our 
army could become stuck in a quagmire and be destroyed piecemeal at the 
enemy’s leisure.”

Kuhn shifted his thick girth in the saddle. Disgust marked his features 
as he grumbled something indiscernible toward Hafner. “Truly, I have 
always despised your arrogant tone. And I disapprove your short-minded 
assumption of  my intelligence. If  there was one to take your place, I would 
have you removed in an instant.” He huffed, looked away, attempting to 
hide his bluff. “But, I will heed your wishes . . . this time.” 

The broad officer faced one of  his aides nearby. “Send word. Move 
columns forward with haste. Silent approach.”

The horseman saluted Kuhn and spun his mount around in a tight 
circle, kicking up dirt clods as he sped off  to pass his commander’s 
demands.

“Are we able to bring up siege equipment, or am I not capable of  
asking such a request?” Kuhn asked with sarcasm.

Hafner smirked. “We cannot. The terrain is too dense to maneuver any 
equipment into position, and the thickness would prevent our shots from 
being launched with any efficacy. Cavalry will be the largest force we can 
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move through the woods.”
Kuhn smacked a fist into his palm, angered by the reply. “Then the 

plan we devised was useless. Useless!”
“We devised our plan with the option to use the siege equipment. 

Further scouting has negated that possibility.”
Kuhn grinded his teeth. “Without the siege weapons, our men could 

be slaughtered like pigs in the muck!”
“Then I suggest we utilize the cavalry as we planned. Once the infantry 

attacks, there is a gap in the ridgeline north of  the encampment. Their 
concentrated assault will ensure none of  the rabble escapes.”

The Undermaster paused. “Pray, Master Hafner, that our men are not 
met with defeat, or I will have you facing Grand Master Reiniger to accept 
the blame.”

A seething anger flushed Hafner’s face with heat. His composure under 
false accusations surprised even Kuhn. “Do as you wish, Undermaster. 
But I intend to carry the day. If  you will excuse me, I have pagans to slay.”

Hafner snapped the reins and cast a wicked parting glance at Kuhn 
before galloping off  with his command to lead the men forward. Kuhn 
held his position, both loathing and respecting the Provincial Master as he 
departed. Moments later, he and his cohort trotted ahead to join Hafner, 
unwilling to give his rival the impression of  leading the army.

*  *  *
Within a few hours, the massive Teutonic force maneuvered through 

the dense woods within a hundred yards of  the hills surrounding the rebel 
encampment in four long snaking columns. The two flanking formations 
fanned outward another several hundred yards mirroring the hills to their 
front, while the two remaining columns held the center. Orders were 
secretly passed along the lines for the soldiers to reform in several rows of  
long battle lines, each formation separated by fifty yards. Crossbowmen 
and scouts edged forward toward the ridges ahead of  the Order’s main 
body. All unnecessary and noisy equipment was left behind on supply 
wagons, silencing their approach even more so. 

Greger and Laur were pleased at the darkness cast by the cloudy sky 
and the dark wood. 
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“Ah, the pitch of  night is good,” Laur said. “It hides the moon’s 
reflection from us.”

“Aye, it does,” Greger whispered. He strained forward to see. “We 
should be close.”

Laur peered ahead. “Another twenty yards will give us the shots we 
need.” 

As the line of  scouts eased into position, they gained the cover of  thick 
trees to further mask their approach. After a few moments, the Teutonic 
archers spotted the previously scouted enemy pickets posted atop the 
hills, their silhouetted movement evident against the night. Fortunately 
for the Order, the guards were sparse this night, and unaware. One by 
one, the crossbows thwacked, each target pierced by two bolts to ensure 
their death. A second picket fell dead, then a third. Within minutes, every 
posted sentinel lay dead atop the hills. The rebels, most slumbering in the 
vale below, had no one to warn them of  the danger lurking over the hills. 

Hafner glanced at the sky as a passing breeze rustled the forest canopy, 
and then looked to his aide nearby. “Advance the men below the crest of  
the ridge. Await the signal to attack.”

Once the officer relayed Hafner’s directions, a rapid succession of  
passing commands surged the Order’s massive formations through the 
woods and up the dark hills with the determined precision of  an army of  
hungry ants until they crouched just below the top. A long line of  scouts 
eased toward the crest and peered down into the shadowed bowl. Most 
of  the camp did not stir aside from a few men still seated around glowing 
campfires amid casual dialogue. A few of  the dead sentries could be seen 
partway down the opposite slope. Fortunately, their distance from the 
camp failed to alarm anyone of  their demise.

All eyes were on Greger and Laur as they primed themselves to advance. 
In unison, both men scooted down the hill. The rest of  the bowmen 
flowed down the ridge behind them and into the camp. It was too late for 
any of  the rebel troops to react as bolts and arrows flew, piercing anyone 
who stood in their path. Men fell, dead and wounded, unable to counter 
with their weapons from the fearful speed of  the attack. Some perished 
still holding cups of  drink, others bearing pipes in their mouths.
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Terrified yells rent the air, awakening many from peaceful slumber. 
The flowing Teutonic army swept over the ground like a dark shadow, 
swallowing tent and man alike. Their silent approach now erupted into a 
bedlam of  horror. Blades slashed, hammers smashed, and axes thudded 
into bone and flesh, cleaving torso and limb and head. The overwhelming 
numbers and suddenness of  the charge had caught Niklas’s forces 
unaware. A few pockets of  resistance battled in futility against the deadly 
threat until every Livonian who stood was slain. Men attempting to flee 
north along the banks of  Lake Peipus were run down by the armored 
steeds and wicked blades of  the Teutonic cavalry which burst forth from 
a gap in the ridgeline. The cavaliers poured forth and stomped upon the 
wounded, burying them in soft mud, their bodies crushed under heavy 
warhorse hooves. 

In the brief  bloody attack that seemed to stretch for an hour, the once 
strong eastern portion of  Niklas’s army was reduced to a ragged remnant. 
Small scatterings of  men ran pell-mell into the night, forsaking all in 
hopes of  surviving the onslaught.

Hafner and Kuhn rode down the hills in arrogant fashion, their steeds 
stepping over the fresh Livonian corpses without a care. No mercy was 
shown to the wounded as Pope Boniface’s troops ransacked the base and 
ensured no Livonian drew breath. 

Rain started to fall in large droplets, causing Kuhn to squint with 
dissatisfaction at the downpour pelting his head and face. It did not take 
long until men and equipment were soaked through. Kuhn surveyed the 
massacre from left to right with a fat satisfied grin. “We have prevailed as 
I expected. You did well, Hafner, to call for the immediate assault on this 
position. The rain could have been our undoing.”

“If  I had listened to you, it would have been,” Hafner answered coldly.
“Indeed,” Kuhn retorted, annoyed by the sardonic response. “Shall we 

bury them?”
“Why waste our energy burying the pagan scum? They do not deserve 

the dirt they rest upon. Allow the stench from their rotting corpses to fill 
the air. Let it serve as a warning to those who wish to stand against our 
banner. I suggest we take all useable supplies and prepare for our return.”
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Kuhn nodded, then looked around once more. “Any survivors?”
“I am unsure. None of  the officers have reported.” Hafner turned 

to one of  his reliable servants. “Send word. Reform the men into their 
respective companies. Gather our wounded. And be quick.”

“Yes, Master Hafner,” the aide said and rode off  weaving through the 
mess of  equipment and supplies torn asunder amid the endless carpet of  
dead.

“Grand Master Reiniger will be pleased on our victory. I will see to 
it that he receives an immediate communication on this battle,” Kuhn 
noted. He caught Hafner’s glare and huffed. “Do not worry yourself, 
Hafner. I will include your excellent service in handling the troops.”

Hafner lowered his head in salutation. “I would expect nothing less.”
*  *  *

The glow of  the distant fires shadowed by the macabre dance of  
the victorious Teutonic silhouettes ran icy chills down the back of  four 
Livonians hiding in the woods north of  their once grand camp. 

A dark-haired adolescent knelt in the downpour against the wet bark 
of  a tree. He shook from fear, his gear and all his belongings left behind 
when he escaped with his life. Adjacent to him was his father, trembling in 
rain-drenched clothes, his arm bleeding from a deep sword gash.

“Are you well, Father?” the boy questioned as cold droplets fell from 
his frazzled hair.

Tomass turned to his son and nodded. “I will be fine, Gatis.” He 
pointed to his torn shirt hanging out of  his leggings. “Tear several strips 
and bind my wound.”

Gatis took a small knife he kept in his shoe and cut short, jagged 
ribbons of  stained cloth from his father’s shirt. He took each of  the three 
shreds and wound them firm around Tomass’s left bicep before tying the 
makeshift bandages in a snug knot. Tomass winced in pain.

“Sorry, Father.”
“It is fine, boy. It is a deep wound. Deep wounds hurt.” He caught his 

breath. “Now, let us get to our feet and leave this place before they send 
horsemen after us. They will not take prisoners.”

One of  the other men with them pointed in fear. “Look, cavalry. We 
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must run.” The other two volunteers headed into the woods as the rain 
intensified, leaving father and son behind.

Tomass motioned to his son. “Come, we must go. The rain will mask 
our escape.”

Gatis grabbed his father around his waist and under his arm. In a firm 
hoist, Gatis helped his father stand. He steadied Tomass’s momentary 
wobble before sending another terrified glance at the camp. “But where 
are we to go? We have nothing.”

Tomass motioned with his good arm. “West. We go west. Niklas is 
somewhere,” he winced, “west. But only God can show us where.” 




