

    
        
          Seed Of A Lord

        

        
        
          The Wolfsburg Adventures, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Vivian Yongewa

        

        
          Published by Vivian Yongewa, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SEED OF A LORD

    

    
      First edition. March 8, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Vivian Yongewa.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8233700309

    

    
    
      Written by Vivian Yongewa.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

To Situate Yourself In The Story

CH 1

Ch 2

Ch 3

Ch 4

Ch 5

Ch 6

Ch 7

Ch 8

Ch 9

Ch 10

Ch 11

Ch 12

Ch 13

Ch 14

Ch 15

Ch 16

Ch 17

Ch 18

Ch 19

Ch 20

Ch 21

Ch 22

Ch 23

Also By Vivian Yongewa

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

To Situate Yourself In The Story
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Augston, a Central European country, was a difficult place in the 1200’s. It consisted of many semi-autonomous fiefs connected by Eric Von Wolfsburg’s road and all the lords’ deep distrust of each other. With an emperor always away and a king busy playing favorites, nobles spent all their time trying to perpetuate their own fiefs. Even if that meant trying to steal someone else’s land for themselves.

The Wolfsburg fief must pass on what little peace and stability it can through its one heir, Eric’s daughter, Brynhild. It’s a legacy that she and her friends must use all their ingenuity to sustain.

Some other things to remember:

Ministeriales: a type of minor noble that had the same rights as a serf and was generally used as administrators of a lord’s land.

Ewers: bowls used for washing

Bliauts and Kirtles: two types of fitted dresses. Cottes are more like long shirts, and surcoats are armless long shirts. Chemises are the long undershirts women wear under cottes or bliauts.

Mutti and Vatti: Mom and Dad, respectively. 

Castle architecture for ministeriales and minor nobles have to fit certain rules, and there are administrators sent by lords to make sure that the rules are followed.
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CH 1
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“What are you reading, Girl-child?”

Burgravine Brynhild Von Wolfsburg held up her illuminated manuscript. She stood up from the stone ground where she had been sitting and forced a smile. The gilded bird on the book cover flickered in the morning light.

Her mother, Burgravine Giselle, rolled her eyes. “Parzifal? Seriously? God’s thumbs, I did not teach you Latin so you can read trashy romances.”

Brynhild tucked it back into her kirtle. “It’s a good model for chivalry, perhaps?”

Giselle made a noise like a cat hacking up a hairball. “Why do you have to be such a sixteen-year-old girl? Can’t you just stop being one?”

Brynhild looked up at her mother from under her lashes. “I’ll stop in a year, Mutti.” 

Giselle’s eyes narrowed, and tendrils of her reddish-brown hair touched her tightly-pursed lips as she scowled at her daughter. 

Brynhild lowered her eyes. The stone floor felt frigid under her feet, and she wished she could climb back in the bed she shared with the ladies-in-waiting. The tapestries hanging on the open side trapped some heat in the box, and the wide room had only some benches covered with furs. 

The burgravine gave the girl a slate with a schedule of activities listed. She was assigned to read Zeno the Stoic, which could be interesting, and to take dictation of a letter to her cousin. It was nothing too onerous, but the activity listed at the top of the slate disappointed her. Brynhild was looking at a solid four-hour block of spinning. She made a face and shot another look at her mother. Her dark brown eyes must have conveyed her irritation, because Giselle said, “Don’t make that face. I know you don’t like spinning, but you are going to spend most of your life doing it so you might as well get used to it.”

Brynhild dropped her gaze and her walnut-colored hair cascaded down over her big ears. The older woman shifted her hair back into place, which made the girl grimace.

“Hey, some day you may be able to just supervise the spinning. Live in hope. That reminds me, that Lady Margaret is impertinent. Yesterday, she was impossible.”

“She was just kidding,” Brynhild murmured.

“She was kidding at your expense and not in a nice way. There isn’t a nice way to mean that you look like an elf, and she knows it. You have no spine with her.”

Brynhild looked up. “But she was joking.”

“No, she wasn’t, Girl-child. I should banish her.”

“You can’t banish everyone who points out the obvious. There wouldn’t be anyone left. Besides, it is written that a woman must learn to abide by others. You wouldn’t want me to lose all that learning.”

Giselle made another noise like a hairball coming up. “Oh, now you stand up for yourself? St. Thomas’ thumbs, you can’t let the ladies beneath you get uppity or they will take advantage of you. What do you have to say for yourself?”

“Well, Mutti, I can make a good argument that some leniency in gentry is a good trait. The apostle-”

“Shut up. That’s not what I meant. Whose idea was it to teach you rhetoric anyway?”

Brynhild waited until Giselle had turned away to whisper, “It was your idea, for all the good it does me.”

Brynhild shifted the skirt of her dress out of her way and sat on the bench by the window. She bent down and fetched her Zeno from under the bench. The ladies-in-waiting drifted in the side door from the hall, giggling and eyeing her mother. 

The gaggle of women swarmed around her and tittered among themselves. The willowy blonde who headed them was Lady Cristina, Brynhild’s aunt and Giselle’s sister. She carted the spindles with her and handed them out to the other ladies, including her daughter Margaret. Both settled on a bench on the bed and the others flocked around her. The top-like spindles dropped with light bumps on the floor and a rustle of skirts followed as the women all tried to create volumes of yarn from the bunches of still-reeking wool stored in the room. They leaned forward into the spinning, deftly twisting the tops by twitching their thumbs over the skeins. 

Lady Margaret tossed Brynhild a spindle. Giselle handed her a batch of greasy wool. 

Hooking a piece of the wool through the eye on the top handle, Brynhild twisted the top and dropped it. The spindle promptly rolled on its side, fortuna pessimi, and, unlike the other women’s, went belly up under the bench. Brynhild knelt and tried again, twisting the top more gently this time. The spindle still flopped uselessly on its side on the stone floor, clicking loudly against the susurration of women’s voices. 

Lady Margaret glanced over her way and smiled. “Still a fumble-finger, eh?”

Brynhild shrugged and gave her a rueful smile. “Sorry. But I am fumbling at a higher level now, though. It’s so much better than basic fumbling.”

Aunt Cristina rolled her eyes. The three other women giggled, but the burgravine shot them a look. They promptly cleared their throats and became very interested in the way the puffy balls of wool concentrated into a tight spool of thread as it spun. Brynhild tried to start her spindle again, this time leaning down to gently place the spindle upright on the ground before setting it whirling, the smooth wood brushing against her thumb. 

Lady Margaret tittered again, and Brynhild bowed her head with a sheepish, “Ta-da.”

Another set of titters, but, this time, Giselle lost her temper. She glared at the little girl and snapped, “Quit clowning around.”

She rounded on the other lady. “And you quit goading her. She’s trying to do her job. You haven’t gotten half a skein.”

Brynhild by then had focused on keeping her spindle going. It was tedious work: she just had to keep her fingers guiding the wool and occasionally give the top another twist. Aunt Cristina had half a skein already. She looked up and suggested that she tell a story. The other ladies twittered in general agreement, and Giselle gave her a curt nod of assent. Once the skein was established, Brynhild could hook her book with her foot under her bench and pull it forward. She nudged it open to the right page with her toe and read over the blur of the spindle by her feet. Zeno’s crisp Latin made an odd rhythm in her head against the lilt of Lady Cristina’s voice and the whir of the spindles dancing over the floor. 

The spindle lost momentum and started to wobble. Brynhild knelt to give it another spin. As she leaned back, she caught her mother’s eye.

Giselle smirked. Brynhild wondered when she was going to tell her what she found wrong about her form.

Aunt Cristina had wrapped up a nice skein of yarn. Brynhild noted the smooth threads with chagrin before she went back to reading. The lady’s voice indicated that her story was wrapping up too.

“So it’s very lucky that the family had a proper heir to break the spell. Imagine if they only had a girl.”

There was a sharp intake of breath from the other women as there always was when the subject of a ‘proper’ heir came up. Brynhild winced. It wasn’t like her mother had asked to have only a daughter. And anyway, the little passel of lands and rights that her father had collected wouldn’t be completely lost if he didn’t have a boy. Brynhild would inherit the fiefs as a dowry, which she could administer on her husband’s behalf. That is what Giselle had always said. It was why she had been drilled with a classical education and been trotted all over the towns that her father had the right to, helping her mother give alms and watching court cases. Brynhild’s non-maleness was something she had to compensate for, something her parents strove to work around, but was always barely acceptable. Of course, Aunt Cristina and the other two ladies had at least one or two sons apiece hanging around the castle, getting ready to become squires and knights. They were rubbing it unfairly in Giselle’s face.

Giselle glanced at the women from under her lids as she inspected a ball of new yarn from Lady Matilda. Aunt Cristina seemed to be gearing up to bring up the ‘proper heir’ again, but Giselle gave her a nasty look. “Yes, aren’t they lucky, the woman opened her legs often enough to get a boy, which is easy enough to do. It seems to me some of us are learning that a little too well.”

Aunt Cristina batted her lashes. “I was merely commenting on the story.”

“You had better be.”

The room went silent. The gentle April sunlight played across the book of Zeno, gilding the top of the pages. A bird twittered outside, and the tapestries rippled against the wall from the nippy wind. Another lady passed over a ball of yarn. Giselle wrinkled her nose at it but gave it a nod. Aunt Cristina started another story. Brynhild handed her completed skein of yarn to the burgravine. 

Giselle shook her head. “Lumpy. Keep your fingers closer together for the next one.”

Brynhild nodded.

The second that Aunt Cristina let off spinning, Brynhild took it as her cue to quit. She hooked her last skein in a ball and handed it to Burgravine Giselle, who wrinkled up her nose.

The other ladies filtered out of the room, speculating about lunch and glancing meaningfully at the burgravine.

“They’re right that I’m a fumble fingers,” Brynhild murmured as she took back the yarn.

Giselle grabbed her chin and yanked her forward. Her eyes bored into her. “Don’t be an idiot. Those viper-tongued tarts are all looking to take advantage. You are too nice, Girl-child. You don’t have a mean bone in your body, and you need to develop one.”

She let go of the child’s chin with a twist that left a roseate spot on the end. Brynhild’s mind raced with a million responses that refused to leave her mouth, knowing they would die from her mother’s venom. Her eyes widened and her cheeks heated up. 

“God’s thumbs, Girl-child, say something.”

But there was really nothing to say. Not as the girl saw it. Brynhild dropped her gaze and backed to her bench where her favorite Arthurian romances hid. 

Her mother took a single sheet of paper, ink, and a pen out of the cupboard by the bed and put it next to Brynhild. She turned around so that she faced it.

“The letter?”

“Yes. Apparently, your dear cousin Heinrich, the idiot, is in some dust up with his neighbors over rambunctious serfs. I am telling him to duel it out himself and quit dragging Wolfsburg into it in Latin legalese so we can show it to the king when he comes around. Ahem.” 

The burgravine pulled herself to her full height, her back straight as a rod, and her expression devoid of any warmth. “Nepos,

Sicut scriptum est in carta mea actiones in sectione III, pars II, ego sum gratum ad patitur ipsum deducerent ad consensum de quo in terra MCCXXXII, VIII sectionem, est ordo. Scio et confido te esse facturum, ut te dignum facit feodi.

Vale bene, Your Uncle, Burgrave Eric.”

Brynhild wrote as fast and as tiny as she could. She managed to keep it to half the page and when her mother had stopped pacing and was glaring down at her, she folded the paper in half so that the written-on part was on top. She very carefully ripped off the blank bottom half and gave it to Giselle, who took it back to the cupboard. Giselle took the completed letter and eyed it. She pursed her lips. “It’s all right. Your Latin is passable this time, but your handwriting is getting sloppy on the ‘s’s. I’ll give this to Cristina, and she’ll give it to her son.”

Brynhild had expected as much. She pulled ‘Parzifal’ out and, curling her knees up to her nose, she put the book to her face. The burgravine swept out of the room. 

She got absorbed in her story, but eventually, her grumbling stomach dragged her from the bench. She hopped down and brought the book down to the kitchen, a massive room with a huge open fire on a platform that took up half of a wall. It was an oven that you could walk into: brick walls formed an arch over the platform and led up to a chimney outside. The tables on the platform had an array of iron pots on them. A few bowls of boiled, stringy game birds sat near the fire. Brynhild picked up a greasy chunk of white meat from one of the bowls, fished a chunk of cheese from a wheel on a shelf on the far side of the wall, and grabbed a loaf of bread. She put them on a slab of stale bread they used as plates.

A tapping by the entrance indicated the head cook, Ofila, had entered. The tiny woman with deep brown eyes stood at the far end. She smiled at Brynhild. Brynhild smiled back and held up the trencher of snacks she had grabbed.

“I was hungry so I thought I would just take a little bit.”

“Oh, yes, please, my lady. Here, I actually saved something for you.”

She hustled to a cupboard and fished a pastry out of it. It was shaped like a star. She put it on the bread trencher.

“Thanks. It’s pretty. Almond paste?”

The cook shook her head and smiled. “Just flour, honey, and water, but they’re good enough for the castle market and the girl I wetnursed.” 

Brynhild grinned. It was a bit of a joke that Ofila had been promoted to head of the kitchen because she had been Brynhild’s wet nurse. Ofila’s own child had not survived the third year, so she always doted on her in the child’s place, at least to the extent allowed. “You run on. Get out.”

She swung at her, and Brynhild ducked under her arm with a laugh. It was an old game between them. Brynhild jogged out of the kitchen, balancing the trencher in one hand and the book in the other. Her hose-covered feet danced lightly over the reeds on the floor as she passed through the dining room to the hall that passed by the gathering of mid-sized rooms. She narrowly avoided the reeking spots where the new puppy had mistaken the reeds for a privy as she scooted down the narrow, winding hall to the kitchen gardens. 

The door was closed, and she was too anxious to get back to her book to bother pushing the door open. She launched herself onto the sill of the open window, leaned back against the lintel and started stuffing her food in her mouth while reading. The air was still cool and smelling of damp earth, and the wind tugged at her skirts.

Several women crawled over the black soil, pulling weeds, and fussing over seedlings.  A low wall surrounded the kitchen garden, and over it, a smithy emitted smoke from forging armor and utensils. A clump of men leaned against the stables that were kitty-corner from the smithy. One elderly man brushed a sleepy stallion while the others commented on his work. There were signs of another meal in the offing: servants of both sexes lugged onions and the carcasses of hares through the side door by the window where Brynhild sat. The onions smelled pungent.

After a minute or two, it occurred to Brynhild that there were more hares coming in than they had seen there for the last two weeks. She twisted around. Yes, that was the fifth hare that the serving boy was dragging in by its ears. The pale skin of the cleaned hare offered a blazing contrast to the boy’s mustard-yellow tunic. 

“Is Vatti back from the toll road border?” she asked.

The boy paused. “Yes, my lady.” He hitched the rabbit over his shoulder and trotted on to the hall. 

Giselle had settled in Wolfsburg Castle for six months, while Burgrave Eric had been away for the last two weeks to settle a dispute over a toll booth a neighboring lord was poaching. Brynhild finished reading her book and tucked it into her skirts to go looking for the burgrave. 

More tell-tale signs of the burgrave’s return appeared in the front courtyard. A multiplicity of squires in colorful leggings and horses in padded blankets stood around, snuffling, and nudging each other. Brynhild spotted Burgrave Eric leaning against the gate tower, still in a tunic soiled by the long ride. Brynhild greeted him with a curtsey and a cheerful, “Welcome back.”

The burgrave surveyed her and nodded. “Hi yourself. Where are your companions?”

Brynhild shrugged. “So, did the duke capitulate? Does he have a couple defensive walls?”

Eric snorted, and he looked over her head. His gaze was already roving the courtyard. “You get to the point, don’t you? Tell me what her majesty your mother has been pulling around here, and maybe I’ll tell you about the defensive wall. The smithy is hard at work on something.”

“Burgravine Giselle is revamping the catapults you left behind.”

“Hmph. Where is Lady Cristina?”

“Last I saw, she was in the main hall with the other ladies-in-waiting.”

“Well, I suppose I can tell you about the duke, since you tell me what I want.”

“Was he going to challenge you?”

“Sadly, no. He agreed that it was within my remit once I paraded a few knights in front of him. I see the Lady Cristina. Excuse me.”

He brushed past her, bright ruddy curls and prominent ears catching the sunlight as he whipped off his hat. Brynhild stepped aside. Giselle appeared at the front gate in her best dress, a grass green mantle and sleeveless surcoat over a snow-white dress that was laced with white ribbons at the sleeves, and flanked by ladies-in-waiting. Sure enough, Aunt Cristina was with her. The women swept forward over the beaten earth, their silver-filigree trimmed hems flickering around their ankles. They stopped halfway through the courtyard. The burgrave paused there too. 

Giselle spotted Brynhild at the gate and gestured for her to join the phalanx of women. They reminded Brynhild of an illustration of a wedge formation she had seen in her copy of Vegetius’s book. They held scepters like spears, ready to slay the Barbarians. She meekly slipped into the formation.

“You have nothing to say to greet your lord?” Eric asked.

“To the contrary, the burgravine and I both wish to offer you greetings and celebrate you for your successful border skirmish.”

Giselle curtseyed low. The official court followed suit, Brynhild included. When she straightened up, her father was smirking. 

“Well, I accept your celebrations and am very glad to see my beloveds.”

“Dinner?”

“Let us start.”

He hooked an arm through Giselle’s, and they started for the main hall, leaving the rest of the court to hustle around them as best they could. Her parents acted content, but to Brynhild they looked about as comfortable as deer that could smell hunting dogs. Their muscles were tense under their sleeves and their smiles were brittle. She had every intention of avoiding them for the next couple of days.

As part of that plan, she slipped out early the next morning to her kitchen garden window with her Vegetius in hand. She figured no one would see her this early in the morning. There was only a creaky old serving woman out in the chilly air, trying to work the frosty black earth. The dawn painted the sky an eerie grey-pink over the battlements, the jagged silhouettes of the towers lying long on the ground. Only the occasional chirrup of a cricket in the garden mixed with the old woman’s grunts. The serving woman stood up as straight as she could, her skirt dark and damp in patches. She felt her way to the door and slowly toddled into the building. Brynhild leaned back on the hard sill, shifting her weight. 

“Are you kidding? For the love of every saint, are you kidding?” a familiar voice hissed. Brynhild looked up in time to see the burgravine standing by the kitchen garden wall. The burgrave was trying to step around her. Giselle grabbed his arm. “Seriously?”

“I remind you that I can do what I want in my own castle, Woman. Now move.”

“Not with her. That woman is trying to get your rights for her family, and you know it. She’s a scheming viper and you are playing right into her hands.”

“Uh, so? If she is giving me an heir, I can afford to give her a little something.”

“Cristina will play for something you don’t want to give.”

“I’m aware that that’s possible. Give me some credit: I don’t hop to the tune of everyone I sleep with. You should know that. Of course, I might be a little more willing to hop to your tune if it was as sweet as Cristina’s.”

“My tune might be a little sweeter if I had something a little bigger to play, first of all. Second, if you are aware that my sister is greedy, why are you going along with it?”

“She may give me an heir. And again, I’m not an idiot.”

“You are not? Because I’ve heard the wind whistle as it passes between your ears. It sounded like there was nothing to stop its passing.”

“Oh, did it? Well, there’s enough between these ears to know that I could get an heir from Cristina better than your barren privy parts.”

“We have an heir. I gave you one sixteen years ago just when you needed it.”

“Yes, but is she mine? Lady Cristina points out that she looks more like a little pine marten or a fox than she does me. Makes me wonder who among my vassals is a pine marten.”

Giselle hissed. “I really hope you aren’t suggesting something about the heir that bought us stability. If you wanted to accuse me of something...”

“Well, I can’t now, now can I? All I will say is that I can only do so much with you. Now, let go of me. I’ve got actual work to do, and I don’t have time to deal with your little tantrums.”

Giselle jerked him closer. Her eyes narrowed and her chin jutted out. “You know what we went through to make it work, so you had better keep your suspicions to yourself.”

“Is that an admission that the little elf-girl isn’t mine?”

“No. It’s a reminder that you don’t exactly make it easy to conceive, and you don’t want the world to think about the gymnastics that Cristina and I both must go through.”

“So, it is an admission.”

Eric pulled free and spun around. He headed for the smithy’s building, his long strides covering the ground in seconds. Giselle straightened up and smoothed her skirts. She picked a crumb off the lacing on her bodice. She started to turn around. 

Brynhild dove back into the hall. A bustle in the kitchen, rising from people grabbing their morning snack, indicated that the castle was coming to life. Squires and knights argued and joked in the weaponry room to her right and servants gossiped in the dining room. 

It all seemed muffled and distant. The stone walls were suddenly frigid and the light escaping the shutters looked like spikes of ice. She dragged herself upright and turned around. 

It couldn’t be really true. They were always snarling at each other and trying to hurt each other. Why bring me into it? This whole time I’ve just been a bastard? That’s not possible. She stared at her feet, mulling over who would know for sure.

“Brynhild, get over here.” Giselle pushed through the door and looked up the hall. New wrinkles formed between her eyebrows. “There you are. It’s time for our morning walk. Your posture needs work. It looks like a hunchback with a broken ankle.”

Brynhild looked up and inhaled. The burgravine’s reddish hair was free of its normal veil and hung loose down her shoulders in frizzy bands. 

“Er, Mutti...”

“That would be me, yes. Now come on, we’ll start over there.”

Giselle grabbed her shoulder and steered her to the yard. She positioned Brynhild at the door, checked that the girl’s back was straight and guided her chin down so that Brynhild’s gaze was trained on a spot barely ahead of her toes. The girl rested her hands on her stomach, elbows out. Giselle’s gaze searched her from top to bottom, raking over her like a fine comb. Finally, Giselle sniffed. “All right now, remember: nose down, shoulders back, and if they give you trouble, stare at them like they are growing horns. Now march.” 

They set off, Brynhild trying to copy her mother’s precise little steps. Most mornings when Giselle insisted on this trek around the castle grounds, Brynhild focused on her walk. The woman was quick to spot if Brynhild started to flag or let her arms droop. Today, it didn’t seem as pressing. Brynhild stole a look at the woman who had tutored her personally for years. They shared a sharp chin and nose- where were the features she got from her father? And could her mother really have been lying about her paternity for sixteen years? 

They exited the kitchen garden and rounded the smithy. It was dark at this hour, and the women headed down the hard dirt path that took them to the walls. They rushed past the stables, and the horses whinnied at them. 

The cold wind made the burgravine’s cheeks red. “Eyes down, Girl-child.” 

“Yes, Mutti. Is it- did- you never told me about me when I was born.”

“It happened and you were there. There isn’t much to say.”

“Yes, but I- I might have heard that – well, that Burgrave Eric isn’t my father.”

“Don’t listen to rumors, Girl-child.”

“But am I his?”

Giselle stopped and swung around. She knelt until her eyes bored into Brynhild’s. “Yes.”

She spun back to stand up straight, with her chin down and gaze trained just before her toes. The morning light caught on her hair, bringing out golden flecks. Her lips were drawn in a tight line and her jaw clenched. Brynhild’s stomach balled up in her. 

They walked the perimeter of the castle until Brynhild’s neck ached and her hands felt tingly. They went to the kitchen garden gate.

Giselle snapped, “Four chapters of Zeno and St. Jerome, each. I’ll expect a description of what you read this evening.” She swept through the garden and into the castle. 

Brynhild let her arms drop and stretched her neck. She shook out her hands until the feeling returned. Tears stung her eyes, but she blinked them away. It was, after all, sort of uncertain. She could have misheard, and the feeling that her mother – the burgravine – had lied could just be anxiousness. They didn’t follow Sallic law, so she could inherit. Unless, of course, Aunt Cristina had a baby that Burgrave Eric said was his and Brynhild was proven to be not his daughter. She had been an imposter all along, and the life she had been living had been meant for someone else. Her clothes suddenly scratched her skin as though they no longer fit, and her throat constricted.

She gave herself a sudden shake and pivoted to the right. The chapel was on the second floor by the second set of stairs which was closer to the back door. She walked to the door and pulled it open. The heavy oak work groaned as she closed it behind her. She locked it behind her and hustled up the stairs, passing over the room set aside for the squires. It was silent now so they must be out training, which suited her fine. The chapel was by the solar: she could hear the ladies-in-waiting twittering and the spindle whorls whistling. 

She paused at the entrance of the chapel. The windows high overhead bore a mosaic of green and blue glass that made the stone nave look like it was underwater. Stone ribs ran up the walls and met at a point above her. The altar on the far end of the room held burnt down candles, their wax dripped down the edges of the table. Brynhild scanned the room. 

The local priest was prying the wax off the table. He was absorbed in scraping it off bit by bit with his nails, and his bald pate looked blue in the cold light. He wasn’t wearing his surplice, just the layered tunic, belted over hose, that your average man wore around the towns. 

She walked up to him and tapped him on his shoulder. He jerked his head up and eyed her. “Yes?”

“Good morning, Father Franz.”

“God grant you good morning, my lady.” He looked back down at the soiled altar cloth. 

Brynhild made her expression as innocent-looking as possible. “Uhm, I’m sorry, but I was hoping you could answer a question for me.”

He jumped and frowned.

She held up her hands in supplication. “It’s very quick. I’m sorry. It will seem silly.”

He stopped grimacing and looked up at her.

“You baptized me, didn’t you?”

“Of course.”

“Who declared he was my father?”

“Burgrave Eric.”

Brynhild thought about that. “Would you be able to tell if he wasn’t?”

He shot her a look. “Well, I was hardly there for the conception, now was I? I just do the baptizing. If your mother says it was Burgrave Eric who put you in her womb, I am going to take her word. By the rood, if you want to know every gory detail, you should ask the woman who acted as a midwife for her. Are you asking about the rumors that Lady Cristina and Lady Margaret have put around that your mother slept with an elf to have you?”

Brynhild flushed and touched her pointed, prominent ears self-consciously. Is that what people were saying? “I might be. Did you wonder then?”

“I made a point not to, after all the years Giselle was barren. The midwife would have questioned her during the birth pains about your paternity.”

“Who was that?”

The priest had already turned back to scraping wax off the altar cloth. “I barely remember. Probably Old Mother Parsnip. She used to get called for that sort of thing for the servants, before they shipped her to Duke Wolfram.”

Brynhild nodded. “Thank you.”

The priest sniffed. 

She backed up and turned up the nave. Her stomach was balling up now. She trudged through the door and through the solar. Lady Margaret tittered as she walked through, and she didn’t dare look up to see what the women were laughing at. She was afraid it was her.

Brynhild went up to the women’s quarters. Her hands shook despite the warm April day. What could she do? Did everyone know? She pulled out ‘Le Mort De Arthur’ and skimmed it. Sometimes, when she landed on passages about Queen Guinevere, she could see how she might model her behavior. Sometimes it took other books, though. She turned to Vegetius. His soothing Latin concentrated her mind, but all she could find that was relevant was his passage on scouts. But she was just the little elf girl. She couldn’t scout. And she couldn’t just ask. Why would anyone as important as the duke talk to her?

The paper was dry on her fingers, and her eyes started to burn. Brynhild spread her books before her, panic rising.

“Goodness, child, you are studying intently.”

Brynhild looked up. Aunt Cristina, as lovely as ever, smiled down on her. She didn’t look like she was going to have Brynhild’s replacement. She stood up and curtsied to her. “I’m sorry I’m taking up so much space.”

“It’s quite all right, Dear. I’m sure your little books are quite important. But what are you getting out so many for?”

“Oh, nothing. I just- I just had a question about what I should do.”

“Did you, Dear? What about?”

Brynhild hesitated. If the lady really was going to have her replacement, she wasn’t going to be – but surely, someone as poised as Aunt Cristina would know what to do. “Well, I think I may need to know something from a servant who was given to Duke Wolfram. I’m sorry, I just don’t know what to do.”

“Oh, dear child, surely you can simply write to him and ask for him to send the servant over for you to ask.”

“Oh, I don’t- but I don’t think he would listen to- you know- the elf-girl.”

“What do you need to know?”

“Well, it’s just- really just a stupid thing I heard.”

“What about?”

Brynhild didn’t want to say it out loud to Aunt Cristina. All the saints would frown on her for lying, though. Still and all, this could hurt Eric and Giselle if she told the truth. “I wanted to ask some questions of someone we sent him sixteen years ago.”

“The old midwife?” Aunt Cristina cocked her head to the side. 

Brynhild’s stomach balled up. “Was she my mother’s midwife? The priest said she was, and that she was shipped to Duke Wolfram’s later.”

Aunt Cristina smiled faintly. “I seem to remember that she was.”

Brynhild shrugged, trying to look innocent. “It’s just a whim.”

“Hmm... I could write to Duke Wolfram, if you like.”

“That-that might be nice.”

***
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A FEW DAYS LATER, AUNT Cristina told Brynhild that the old woman was in the castle. Brynhild shot off to try to find her before anyone else could talk to her. Old Mother Parsnip took some tracking down, though, since she had apparently been taken to a room in the walls directly on arriving. She finally found the old woman toddling past her on the way through the armory on the way to the dining room. 

Brynhild touched her shoulder. “Mother Parsnip?”

Parsnip swung around. The woman’s face was lined with more wrinkles than seeds in the ground. Her watery blue eyes widened at her.

“Good woman, good morning,” Brynhild said.

“My lady?”

“I am Burgravine Brynhild. I’m sorry to have brought you here. Eh, but I- well, how are you?”

“All right.” The woman wrinkled her brow further with puzzlement.

Brynhild mentally kicked herself for the too-cheery tone. “I, uh, guess you want to know why you’re here.”

“I’ve been questioned a lot already, so maybe.”

“Sorry.”

They stared at each other for a moment.

Mother Parsnip had started to move toward the dining room. Brynhild slipped in front of her and grabbed her shoulders. “Wait. There’s something I have to ask. Two things, actually.”

Mother Parsnip pursed her lips and blinked. “What?”

“Were you the midwife when I was born?”

A smile spread across the woman’s face. She chuckled, a grating sound like a hinge in need of oiling. Something in her eyes hardened. “When you were born?”

“Yes. The priest said you might have been.”

Mother Parsnip readjusted her apron. “I might have been. I used to do quite a bit of midwifery when I could see.”

She peered through Brynhild with her unseeing eyes. She reached up until her hand cupped Brynhild’s chin. She traced the side of her head until she reached the girl’s ears. Her hand, velvety soft and warm, fingered the edge of her ears. She chuckled again and dropped her hand. “Yes. I remember getting you in this world. What about it?”

“Did you ask who my father was?”

Mother Parsnip cackled this time, showing empty gums. “Oh, you want to hear about your father? You want to hear about your mother’s birth pains? Whose name she yelled when I asked who your father was? I could make the story worth your while.”

Brynhild nodded. “It’s just that I have to know if the rumor is true.”

“That your mother bedded an elf or some squire or the burgrave? Which is worth more to you?”

Brynhild blushed and felt her eyes prickle with tears. “But I always thought...”

“How much is it worth to you?”

“The truth is worth everything I own. I mean, if I could get permission from Mutti to give you my-my books, I would. Can’t you just answer me first? I’ll find some way to pay you.” 

Old Mother Parsnip stared off into the distance. Her wrinkled face hardened. “I came a long way, child, to talk about something that happened a long time ago. If you have nothing for me, I want to rest. Can I go now?”

Brynhild nodded.

Mother Parsnip toddled past her, smirking to herself.

Brynhild tore up to the women’s room. There were half dozen ladies in there, chirruping and gossiping. She pivoted and bolted out again, the ladies’ giggles following her out. She scurried down the stone steps to the dining room and shot through the storage room. Here, too, there were a band of vassals who all stopped training to smirk at her. She bumbled out and ran out the portal to the bake house by the gate. She collapsed in this one empty spot and bawled.

A servant found her there as the daylight was starting to wane. “Your parents want you to come to dinner, my lady.”

Brynhild had to laugh at the title, but she followed the servant to the dining room, a long room dominated by a table that ran the length of the room. Dogs scuttled around the table legs and the reeds rustled under their claws. The place smelled of the lavender that had been placed around the room in bowls, and a lone musician was playing a lute for the company. The burgravine and her ladies were on the far end of the table, and the burgrave was seated with his counselors on the other end. Everyone had settled in their chairs, and they were sharing around cups of wine. Brynhild thought she was going to scream when they all paused to look at her. She said nothing, though, and sat at the table by her mother. The tablecloth was already greasy with the many hands rubbing on it.

As she finished eating, Lady Margaret remarked, “I hear you had a chat with Old Mother Parsnip.”

Margaret cut off a bite of pork from the main platter in the middle and dropped the knife to hold the meat in both hands while she bit it in half. 

Brynhild forced herself to smile and nod. 

“Did she tell you anything interesting?”

Brynhild clutched her bread in her greasy hands and nibbled the crust. “A few things.”

“Oh? Like what?”

She swallowed her bit of crust, though it felt like it was sticking in her mouth. Vegetius’s words regarding stealth echoed in her head. “Many things.”

“You sure it wasn’t about your father, because that is what she is telling everyone. I always wondered if you felt out of your station sitting among real ladies and trying to be like them.”

Aunt Cristina cleared her throat. “Dear, why don’t you tell me...”

Giselle turned on Margaret. “What’s this business about that useless old biddy coming back? I thought Wolfram was giving her a decent retirement. What is she doing in my kitchen?”

“She was invited there by your daughter to talk about your old lover, the elf.”

Brynhild sniffled. This got the other women tittering, and Giselle got up and rushed Brynhild up to the solar. Burgrave Eric followed.

The door slammed behind him. The tapestries rippled, flickering gold thread in the light of the opened windows. 

“What was that about?” Eric demanded. He and Giselle glared at Brynhild with icy eyes.

She burst into tears. “I heard you saying that I wasn’t your daughter, and I thought Father Franz would say I was and he just sent me to Mother Parsnip and she told everyone my father was an elf or a random knight.”

Giselle roared, “You idiot!”

“I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to!”

“Yeah, of course you didn’t. Now the schemers have had something to sink their teeth into, right when my devil of a sister is prowling around.”

Eric snorted. “So they’re going to get me an admission from you.”

“They had better not,” Giselle snapped.

“Well, I can always try again with Lady Cristina and send Brynhild to the kitchen.”

“No one is going to the kitchen!” Giselle yelled.

“I will do whatever I like with her. I’ve had to watch the little bastard prance around like she was my seed for sixteen years, and I’m sick of simply praying for something better.”

Giselle glared at him. “She is your daughter, and ten times better than many of the useless squires sitting around here.”

“Somehow, I don’t think I’ll take your word. I have bad news for you women: being a man doesn’t make you blind and deaf. And it especially doesn’t make you a dummkopf.”

“Oh, that you were dumb. It would make it so much better around here. For one thing, you don’t know you have a son yet. You still don’t have a proper heir. You don’t want to get rid of the one that you have now when she provides stability and a potential alliance, and you really don’t want anyone asking if Cristina had to cheat to have your new bastard.”

He scowled at Giselle for a moment and then grunted. “For now, so long as her presence provides stability.”

Giselle huffed. Her nostrils flared. “We’ll try that little old biddy. Someone must be paying her off, because I remember telling her you are Brynhild’s father. There is no way I would say anything else. And you had better back me up if you want stability.”

Eric tapped his foot and looked out the window. He leaned on the windowsill and glared down the steep mountainside. “Fine. But Brynhild-” He spun around and glared at the small girl. “Why in the name of all the saints did you invite that old woman here?”

Her face burned, and she felt like she was going to choke. “I-I just heard the rumors and I- I worried. Please, Vatti- I have never meant to upset your plans. I know it was-”

“Shut up, Girl-child. He can question me, like a man, instead of screaming at a child. I swear you are his.”

“I’ll question whoever I like. And she’ll have to repeat herself at the trial about your faithfulness if the midwife seems honest.”

Brynhild paled. She imagined facing them all and swearing to what she did.

Giselle sniffed. “Hopefully, it won’t come to that. I’d prefer to skip being made to look like a fool. How can we avoid this?”

“Send Old Parsnip to the rack and get her to confess to being a malicious scandal monger. And get Brynhild where she can’t go around feeding the gossips. We can send her to your dowry castle, Bergstaat. There are a handful of servants still there and she can help them catch up on their spinning.”

Brynhild’s stomach sunk. Tears coursed down her cheeks.

“Yeah, that will work, if we make them promise to not talk to the loose tongue here. I’ll tell Cristina to take her tomorrow.”

Giselle opened her mouth then closed it. She inhaled through her nose and looked off to the side. “Fine. Good.”

Her father eyed Brynhild. “You’re really going to learn how to keep your thoughts to yourself after this, Child. Now go pack.”

Brynhild spun around and dashed up to the women’s room. Behind her, her parents stared out the window. Eric sighed through his nose.

“Too smart for her own good, that weasley little girl,” he grumbled.

“I’ll help her pack.” Giselle murmured, and she backed out of the room.
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Packing for this trip was not easy. The bags felt like lead and every dress mocked Brynhild. And in the morning, Aunt Cristina hummed to herself as she packed.  She sent a maid down to the armory to find a clerk and the other ladies cleared out of the women’s room. 

Giselle sat on the bed and glared at Brynhild and the other woman. “I suppose you’re happy.”

Aunt Cristina smiled at her faintly. “I am going to enjoy having a bit of a trip. The weather is just right for it, don’t you think?”

Giselle looked outside. The sky was indeed a stunning aquamarine, and it was comfortably warm even up on their mountainside. The burgravine scowled.

“I suppose.”

Aunt Cristina grinned and neatly tucked in a few more ribbons in her bag. “Eric was saying that he would send us out with the little white palfreys. They’re the loveliest horses. Isn’t that sweet of him?”

“Hmmm...”

“I hope you don’t mind, but I’m going to swing by a few friends’ castles. There is nothing like travel in April, and I would love for the...charge...and I to get the full benefit of it.”

Mutti closed her eyes. “You wouldn’t be going by brother Leopold’s would you? Our vassal, the duke?”

“I, of course, ran the itinerary past Burgrave Eric, and he approves.”

“Fancy that.”

The maid stuck her head in. “Lady Cristina? The clerk says he can take your dictation now.”

“Lovely. I’ll be right down.” 

The maid ducked out and Cristina turned back to Mutti. “I do wish you could travel with us.”

Mutti opened her eyes. “Sure, you do.”

“Well, you have a nice day.”

Aunt Cristina walked out of the room. Giselle sighed. “How did it come to this?” she asked the empty air.

Brynhild slithered under the bench by the window and pulled out the last two books she had hidden under there. She turned around and started, blinking and staring into Giselle’s sad eyes. Giselle put her hand out. “Which ones are these?”

Brynhild wrinkled her nose and showed the titles.  They were “Parzifal” by Wolfram Von Eschenbach and the Minnesinger Heinrich Von Morungun’s “Rückblickslied.” 

“Why are you such a sixteen-year-old girl?”

She looked away. “It only lasts for a year.”

Giselle smiled. “Oh, Girl-child. This will blow over.”

Brynhild jerked her head back to look at her. Her lips pressed together into a tiny strip, and heat shot through her. How dare she act like this wasn’t her fault? “You really think that everyone is going to be fine with calling me burgravine after this? Ever?”

Giselle leaned back. “We’ll find a way.”

“Find a way? How are you going to prove I’m Vatti’s? What am I going to do?”

Giselle inhaled and shook her head. 

Brynhild’s throat tightened, and tears stung her eyes. “You know what hurts the most is that you might have lied to me this entire time. Vere mendacium vivit prae aculeos.”

Giselle narrowed her eyes and grabbed her chin. “Don’t you dare question my honesty, Girl-child, or you’re going to wish you lived every lie under the sun.”

***
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IT WAS A SOMBER PARTY that gathered at the gates of the castle after a big breakfast. The damp mountain breeze tugged gently at the palfreys’ white tails and rippled the edges of the women’s skirts. The groom silently held the reigns for both of the horses and studied the chains that kept the giant oak doors shut between the watchtowers. Giselle and Eric looked down from between the machicolations in the wall around the left watchtower’s walk. Brynhild stared up at them. The sun caught glints of gold in Giselle’s hair and in Eric’s long tunic. It made the somber grey of the ashlar cut stones even duller. 

A handful of grooms hooked the luggage over the palfreys’ backs and waited as Aunt Cristina got up on her horse. She looked up at Eric and smiled. He waved to her and twitched the edges of his mouth up. This got a nod from Aunt Cristina before she turned to the grooms. “Are we all ready to go?”

“Yes, my lady,” the head groom said. 

“Well, then we’d best get going. Brynhild, Dear, hop up.”

“That’s Burgravine Brynhild to you!” Giselle yelled down to her.

Brynhild closed her eyes and turned around. Her throat felt tight, but Zeno’s words on self-control echoed in her head. She lifted her chin and climbed up on the palfrey. The doors slowly cranked open, giving them a view of the countryside far into the distance. A broad dirt road wound down the mountainside to a busy town of half-timbered houses. People scuttled about in the shadows of the buildings. Baby-blue flowers studded the swath of pale green grass that surrounded the town. Hills rose in the distance on the right side and dark shadows marked where forest crawled up these hills and swarmed down the side of meadows. The head groomsman moved forward and the palfreys followed him. Brynhild could feel the palfrey’s muscles shifting to support her weight, and she leaned over the horse’s neck. She closed her eyes. The sun was already burning on her neck despite the breeze. 

When they were halfway down the mountain, they heard Ofila cry, “Wait!” The party paused momentarily, and something tugged at the bag on Brynhild’s palfrey. She refused to turn around, but she smelled cookies. 

The trio resumed walking, and slowly they traveled down the road, out past the town, and into the forested hills. 

Lady Cristina chirped, “Are you looking forward to seeing Duke Leopold, Dear?”

“Yes, it’s nice that Uncle Leopold will see us.”

“Isn’t it? Though, I’d suggest, all things considered, that you stop calling him Uncle Leopold.”

Brynhild blinked and reddened. She dropped her chin. “Uncle Leopold is Giselle’s brother.”

“But he would prefer to be associated with non-bastards. Wouldn’t you?”

Brynhild hung her head.

They traveled on for a long time, and she lost track of time. The shadows had grown long by the time broke from the forest cover. The evening painted the tree tops lavender and pink, and the fading light cast the same hue on the hill that held Trier Castle. Much like the place they had just come from, Trier was a collection of stone buildings on the top of the hill and surrounded by a stone wall that had been built around the middle of the hill. The evening light glittered off the brightly painted towers and the rest lay in deep shadow. A guard stood at the watch tower and shouted down to them as they approached, “Hey, who goes there?”

“It’s the Lady Cristina! And her charge, Brynhild. I sent a message earlier today about us coming.”

The guard disappeared and the heavy metal grate that made the first gate lifted. The groom led them and the horses into the first courtyard.

Uncle Leopold popped out of a side building (the granary, if Brynhild remembered correctly) and came hustling toward them. His son, Heinrich, followed him at an easy lope. Leopold had Cristina’s fair coloring, though his face was always ruddy and shaped like a particularly jowly dog’s. His son was a rail thin version of him, and he kept his hair heavily oiled. Brynhild slipped off her horse and curtsied to them both. She smiled in recognition when several grooms hustled out from behind a tower base to take the horses. The head groom immediately fell in with the others, chatting about how much he was in need of a beer and, by the saints, they would not believe the stuff that had been going on...

Aunt Cristina hopped off her palfrey. The grooms all shambled off with the horses, leaving them alone with the two men slinking around them. “Well! And here you are! That letter was a big surprise, let me tell you. I could barely believe it when the clerk read it to me. I mean, you’ve been counseling patience, but I was losing it, I tell you.”

Leopold stopped talking and looked at Brynhild quickly. He cleared his throat. “I mean, things change, don’t they.”

She curtsied. “Hello.” She looked around, her face burning. “And it looks like you added a new watch tower since I was fostered here.” 

Heinrich and Leopold both looked up to the wooden tower that had been hastily thrown up behind the bake house so that it peeked over the walls. It had a fine coat of blue paint glistening on the roof. Leopold nodded. “Yes, we actually just put that up last year. It’s pretty clever having a backup tower.”

Brynhild murmured, “It does indeed look smart.” She thought that both the location of the tower and its wooden construction rendered it more of a fire hazard then a smart defensive building, but she forced a smile.

Cristina motioned to the packs. “Well, go bring our things in. I expect we’ll be in the women’s quarters on the second floor.”

Brynhild raised her brows at her. “The luggage?”

“Yes, Dear. We don’t need to burden them with that when we are visiting Duke Leopold. Go put our things away.”

She looked over to Leopold and Heinrich. They were both grinning. “Yeah, you’re going to have to get used to that now, aren’t you? I’m not going to put my servants out when there’s some elf’s bastard here to do the work,” Leopold said.

Heat shot through her cheeks.  And then she remembered that this may indeed be her life from now on. St. Jerome’s counsel about patience came back to her. 

Heinrich picked up the bags and held them out. She put her hands out and he dropped them on her, causing her to yelp. The bags were heavy and the contents slid to the spaces between her hands. She had to scramble to balance their weight on her shoulders and lug them up hill to the castle entrance.

The bags smelled of leather, and they felt lumpy. It took both hands to carry them, so she had to put them down to push open the pine door. Strangely, the door even still smelled like pine and the wood looked un-weathered. It must have been another of Leopold’s impulse ‘improvements.’ There had been many of those when she had been under the tutelage of his wife between age eleven and thirteen. Lady Etta had passed a year after Brynhild had finished her time with them, but she remembered her as a kind of non-entity. She had prayed a lot and tended to fret a great deal about Heinrich’s health. 

Brynhild left the door open behind her as she toddled through the dining room and then into the storage room. The reeds crackled under her feet and bowls of lavender left on the windowsill scented the air. She passed through this to the large hall. Here, a band of knights were bickering over a card game, one whining that the others were cheating. A maid, dripping sweat and smelling of roasted pork, hustled in from a door on the far end of the hall, to the right of where the wide staircase started its twisting way up to the second floor. Leopold’s kitchen was outside the castle, in a wide space by the gardens, and the back door of the hall lead directly to it. 

The maid explained that she had been there in the kitchen when they had arrived and held out her arms. “I’ll take those.”

Leopold appeared behind them. “Oh, don’t bother. Brynhild is going to take care of it. Go finish cooking. And try to keep it warm this time.”

Brynhild felt her cheeks burn. The maid blinked at her and then curtsied hurriedly. She scuttled back to the back door. The floor seemed to roll under Brynhild, and the heat seemed to seep from her cheeks to all over her face and neck.

Cristina came up beside Leopold. “Don’t forget to take extra care of my things, Dear.” She smirked.

Brynhild trudged to the stairs and started up the wide stone steps. Her arms jerked as she imagined everything she could tell Leopold and Cristina. The bags trembled. She reached the second landing and pivoted right. She lifted the bags to throw them, then pulled them back to her. She sat down and opened the bags. 

A servant looked up from making the bed and stared at her. Brynhild took a deep breath and started unpacking the essentials for the next day, slamming the brushes down on the table by the ewer of water and snapping the ribbons over the brushes. 

The servant silently gave the furs on the bed a final fluff and then backed out very slowly. Once she was gone, Brynhild looked around the room.

It hadn’t changed since Etta’s day. The covered bed still sported heavy gray wolf pelts, and the walls still dangled tapestries of unicorns. It still had no candles or sconces to hold torches. She glared at all this. St. Jerome’s complaints played in her mind, and she found herself grumbling quotations to him and smirked at her voice. Brynhild moved their bags to a corner and then dug into Cristina’s bag. She fished around until she found something hard and pulled out a hand mirror. Its silver frame felt cold in her hand. She stared into it, grimacing. Her ears stuck out more than ever. She stuck her tongue out at her reflection.  She put it on the table and put her hand back in. 

Something leather brushed her hand. A book? She could use one now. She pulled it up. It was a thin book, with a plain brown cover. She opened it, and disappointment flooded her. It was a ledger, with numbers on the left and initials and notes on the right. Aunt Cristina had inherited enough money to keep her accounts on paper, though she was still writing in the margins and scraping off ink to use the paper for letters. Brynhild held the page up to the light and read the marginalia by the first glimmer of the full moon. 

A scribbled “MP” was the last entry. The beginnings of a note that read “Dear Brother, the midwife accepted” was imprinted on the edge. Well, that was strange. Who was MP? What had she accepted? Was she talking about the letter she sent to Duke Wolfram to have Old Mother Parsnip sent to Wolfsburg? Why would she be telling Uncle Leopold? 

“What is it worth?” Old Mother Parsnip had said. 

Brynhild’s heart beat in her ears, and she stood up. She tiptoed to the door (why was she being stealthy? Somehow, it seemed right to do so.) She clutched the ledger to her chest and snuck downstairs.

At the base of the stairs, she froze.

“But I can’t wait for you to be squiring around a bastard. I want that land and those rights.”

Brynhild turned around. The back door was open, and Leopold and Heinrich were leaning against the doorframe. Cristina was smiling up at him from the kitchen space outside. Cristina chuckled. “Leo, my dear, do learn some patience. I’m telling you, I missed my courses yesterday, and I will be carrying Eric’s child soon if I’m not now. Then we’ll have a grateful burgrave grant you whatever you like.”

“But that’s months away, and what if our harpy sister insists that he keep Brynhild in spite of what you paid the midwife.”

Brynhild lowered the ledger and crouched on the bottom stair. She could hear them still, though the continued card game being played at the other side of the hall made it hard to concentrate on their words. Still, Cristina was pretty clear. “Please stop bringing it up and fretting. I’m telling you I have everything under control.”

“You don’t though, not as long as there is the girl, especially if you have a girl. Her husband can demand a piece of my land once she’s married.”

“Ugh, again, quit fretting. I’ve only had one daughter in all these years. I won’t start having girls now. Anyway, we can accuse the little weasel-girl of treason if we need the leverage.”

Heinrich interrupted. “It won’t be enough, and we can only do that as a last resort. If we’re not careful, a petite treason case that puts Brynhild’s paternity into question puts your bastard’s paternity into question, since there is a reason people thought Giselle might have had to resort to having an affair. I’ve been thinking about this ever since I read your letter, and we must kill the girl. You know Burgrave Eric. He won’t want a petite treason trial, and he might want to hang on to his daughter as bargaining chip for an alliance. That will be even worse for us because her husband will be a rival. Trust me, my aunt will play the ‘girls can be traded for alliances’ card if we don’t get rid of her permanently.”

“Hmph. Really you two, you haven’t made a move or anything yet, have you?”

“No.”

“Good.”

There was a pause as the knights played a particularly tense round of cards and the trio in the doorway seemed deep in thought.

“I’m telling you, I want the girl out of the way before we have Giselle shut up and Eric bumped off. We need to get rid of her.”

“Oh, don’t be so dramatic.” Cristina sighed. “Look, there are many accidents that can happen on the road and at Bergstaat. Give me some time and I’ll arrange for a little something fatal to happen to her.”

“Do you promise?”

“Of course, Leo, Dear.” The door closed and their feet rustled the reeds in the hall. Brynhild swallowed a gasp and shot back up the stairs, clutching the ledger in sweaty hands and nearly tripping on the steps.

She bolted back into the women’s room and curled up against the wall under the window. She was still clasping the ledger against her chest. A million thoughts tumbled through her mind. She had just played right into their hands by asking around about her parentage; they were genuinely plotting to do away with Giselle and Eric. And Giselle was right about her relatives going for the burgrave’s rights, and now they were going to kill her. That was the biggest thought: they were going to kill her and destroy her home.  

Brynhild rocked forward and stared hard at a spot on the floor. She felt the smooth stone against her ankle. They were planning on killing her. 

She crawled over to the bags in the corner and slipped the ledger back into Cristina’s bag. She pulled out her book on Vegetius and skimmed to his treatise on being surrounded. She stood up and went to the window, straining to make out the words by the dim light of the room. The angle of the setting sun and rough texture of the page made it possible to read at least a little. Her eyes fell on a description of being deep in a valley, about to be attacked. “I can’t defeat them, but I would live.” The soldier had slinked away, stealing food and running for the safety of his own camp. She re-read the words, eyes stinging and mouth dry, until a plan formed. There was nothing she could do about the kingdom: she was no one. But she could at least refuse to die. That part of the plan she could subvert. She returned the book to her bag.

“Dinner time!” a maid called. Brynhild went down to the dining room to eat, grim-faced but determined.

There weren’t any other ladies in the household, so it was only Cristina and Brynhild who bedded down under the wolf skin that night. Brynhild forced her eyes closed but her back felt like a rod had been tied to it as she lay down. 

Cristina chirped, “Good night, Dear. Sleep tight,” and wriggled deep into the covers. 

The darkness of the room seemed to stretch out into eternity, as though the walls had disappeared and everything was going to fall off the edge of the world. The mattress scratched the skin. Brynhild forced herself to stay still for as long as possible, running over what she could do in her mind over and over. Panic made every thought jumble together in her mind. 

She had to leave. Ultimately, despite not having anywhere that she could go, her best bet was to leave and attach herself to another family where they didn’t know her. She could hide there until she was safe. After that, Cristina’s best bet would be to go back home and tell them that she had died or something equally final. She was out of Cristina’s way if she was gone. She knew the path down the mountain, and she could follow it to the intersection after the forest. But which direction should she turn at the intersection? Eric’s guards would be on that road to the southwest and west, not to mention there was his working toll booth she would have to get past. That would mean that people would recognize her. Aunt Cristina would make sure she disappeared if anyone heard of her again, so heading south-west or west was out.  No one had ever seen her east of Trier though. Her father’s toll road and fiefs were all west along the river, except one port castle that was on the far eastern end of his path. She had never been to that fief. 

She would turn east at the intersection and just keep walking until she found somewhere hospitable. What would that entail? Good question, but she would be alive to find out. She was like a damsel in distress in ‘Parzifal,’ heading out on a quest for the grail: she would have to rely on luck and go. Surely this is what
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