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Overview:
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Augston, a central European country, was going through a hard time in the 1200’s. The emperor was busy in Ducta, and his son, King Harold, overreached his powers, constantly scheming to upset the balance of the emperor’s subjects. Some lords supported him in this. Burgravine Brynhild’s family supported the emperor, wanting to keep the Augston the loose confederation of fiefs under dual vassalage that it was. 

Then the king overreaches just a little too far, and a knight is found dead.
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Things to Know:
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Dummkopf: dummy

Burgrave: war lord. Real simple. And a burgravine is the distaff version. 

Other types of high lords with large fiefs direct from the emperor or king: margravines and margraves are ladies and lords on the edges of a country. A landgrave and a landgravine are lords and ladies of areas not on the edges.

Ministeriales: a type of minor noble that is treated as unfree house servants. Kind of a cross between a serf and a knight that winds up in admin.
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​Prologue
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THE KING AND HIS MEN emerged from the mountain mist that surrounded the Aiter mountains on winter mornings. Margravine Adelberta saw their liveried destriers flicker through the fog from her solar window. 

She looked down at her unadorned yellow surcoat and nodded approval. With a comfortable amount of cushioning to her figure, graying brown hair, and blue eyes that held more wisdom than hope, she was not planning on flirting with the king. She also had no intention of giving King Harold cause for jealousy. She looked back down the steep path. Shadows stretched and danced around the figures.

Eder came into the solar and leaned against the doorframe. Her freelance knight was tall, angular and getting on in years as much as she was. He said, “King Harold has Landgrave Reichert and their retinues coming up the mountain. Do you want me to tell them off?”

She smirked. “Your wife wouldn’t like it if I let you do that. She prefers you in one piece.”

“Are we pretending we aren’t home then?”

She shook her head and straightened her surcoat. “We’ll face this head-on. After all, we don’t know what they want.”

“We can guess.”

She smiled sadly. He sighed and held his arm out. They walked down together.

The morning was chilly, with gusts of wind tugging at her wimple and Eder’s hat. Gravel skittered from under their feet, clicking on the mountain as they walked. A guard scurried up behind them, but Adelberta told him over his shoulder to go back to the castle to prepare it for guests. By the time she turned her head back to the front, the dozen or so men riding up to them had come close enough to stand out against the mist in sharp relief.

The king still resembled his father, the emperor. His red hair was thinning, and his gooseberry blue eyes squinted against the light reflecting off the snow. He had always been barrel-shaped, but the paunch of middle age was starting to take over. Landgrave Reichert’s leanness contrasted with him, as did the mix of green and red liveries surrounding them.

Adelberta let go of Eder’s arm as they reached the royal procession halfway up the mountain. Eder nodded, his sharp cheekbones and gleaming brown hair catching droplets of mist, and he gave her a whisp of an encouraging smile that conveyed more warmth than a pack of candles. She smiled back. He had served her as a freelance knight since her last husband had died, and she had sworn fealty to the emperor. If anyone could be trusted, he could. 

She took a few steps forward and curtseyed low before King Harold. He glared at her from his horse. A bitter wind whipped up her skirts, but long practice let her keep her balance on one foot.

New snow scurried under her nose. 

King Harold snuffled. “Speak.”

“Welcome, Your Highness, to Aiter Castle. I look forward to making you comfortable.”

“We might be made that way. We have several men with us today.”

“Aiter will strive to house them.”

She eased up. King Harold snapped, “Stay down.”

She sank back down into her deep curtsey. Harold scowled at her. None of the liveried men around him moved, stiff on their grey coursers. They barely breathed.

“Serrick came last month for his salt. Is that right?”

“He did, Your Highness, as does everyone in Augston.”

“Reichert of Serrick isn’t everyone in Augston. Did he show you the badge I gave him saying that he was on my business?”

Adelberta nodded. A smile tugged at the edge of her lips. Ah, that particular chicken had finally come to roost. She had wondered if Landgrave Reichert would take his fit to King Harold. Well, that badge had meant nothing. Everyone standing there knew the salt tax was approved by the emperor, and he had given her the authority to interpret and administer it as she saw fit. She did not bring this up to King Harold, however. She only conceded that she had indeed seen the badge.

The king got down from his horse and motioned for his vassals to get down behind him. Everyone in the green livery threw themselves off their mounts and stood at attention. Harold swept a critical gaze over them all until he spotted a crooked tabard on one of the men. He drew breath and reddened, and the accused quickly tugged his clothes straight and gave him a panicked apology.

Harold breathed out. The men stood stock still, watching him.

He turned and stood in front of her, the heat of his glare burning through her wimple. “So, you saw my command to give him his portion free, and you still charged him?”

Eder stirred behind her. His sword whispered in its scabbard. She glanced back at him and gave him a reassuring smile. She motioned him to stand down with a tiny wave. Throwing himself at the armed soldiers when she only had a handful of guards behind him wouldn’t do any good. 

She returned to the king. “The badge meant nothing to me. I meant no disobedience, but he presented something with no force or authority. My lord and yours commanded me to treat it as such.”

“You, a mere margravine, think you know what has force or authority? 

Adelberta’s knees were starting to hurt, but she willed herself to keep her curtsey. “I can only do what my lord tells me, Your Highness.”

“And I am your king. Am I not your lord?”

She breathed through her nose. A slight tremor went through her hands, but she clamped down on it. “As you may recall, Your Highness, I swore fealty directly to your father. He lives, as yet, and I have no husband to swear for me.”

“That is wholly on him. He could find you a husband.”

“He hasn’t. And I am his vassal.”

“Nonetheless, you must do as your king commands in whatever form that command comes.”

“Forgive me, Your Highness, and I beg your understanding, but there are commands you can’t give.”

King Harold let out a snarl and stomped his foot. Adelberta tensed, preparing for his tantrum.

“How dare you tell your king what he can’t do. I can command the air if I want it. It’s the evil of Frederick that tells you otherwise. We demand all the salt for Reichert now, this instant.”

“I will be glad to sell him whatever you wish me to sell him.”

“No. You give to him everything in the mines right now.”

Her lips pressed together in silent prayer. That would be disastrous for everyone, and her soul rebelled. “Please forgive my weakness, but that is something I can’t do.”

“Cannot or will not?”

“Your highness, it is both.”

“You are obstinate, Woman.”

King Harold swept down and grabbed her dress. He yanked her up, shaking her almost off her feet. Her wimple came loose, and her graying brown hair tumbled down her back in two braids. He hissed. 

Her eyes met his, hard and unflinching. She had seen enough of men to know their intent, and the fury in his gaze made her stomach ball up. But his rage was nothing to hers.

He threw her to the ground and spun around. “Sir Paul, arrest her. Put her in her tower now! Let’s see if she sees reason once we have her tried for treason! I am king here, and my decrees will be absolute! Let the upstart burgraves and margraves see that!”
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​​Ch 1 The Family
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“Heave, Sweetie. You can do it.” 

Bigitte spoke softly to the laboring cow. Sweat mingled with hay in the air, and she inhaled deeply before easing her hands around the crown of the calf’s head. The caul was wet and thick. She had to work her long fingers around it to get a good grip. Her black curls worked loose from her coif and dangled over the hay and manure. 

A pair of small hands reached over the cow’s belly. “Vacca benne, vacca benne...I see the head.”

Bigitte glanced up at her friend. Brynhild’s coif was firmly anchored over her chestnut brown hair, but the points of her prominent ears made tents of the gray linen. Bigitte brushed her own wild curls back under her sweat-stained coif. “Is the other calf out?”

“Just a minute ago. Dora worked like a champion. The dairyman is cleaning out the stall.”

The muscles of the cow’s sides convulsed, and the gooey hooves and head of the new calf slid out onto the hay. The two women breathed out as one. “There’s a good girl. That’s a strong one.”

In a moment, the calf was wobbling under the determined licking of its mother, and Bigitte leaned back against the wall. “The cow has me beat for speed, that’s for sure. The twins took much longer.”

Brynhild laughed and wiped sweat from her cheeks, leaving a smudge of dirt. “They’re worth more than a calf, though.”

“Some days...” Bigitte grinned and shook her head. “That looks like Rudolf is going to have a good year for cheese now.”

“I hope so, after the rotten time Saxe-Kline had last year.”

Rustling in the stall next to them drew their attention up. Bigitte called that the stall was ready for cleaning and that the cows were doing well. The furrowed face of the dairyman popped over the wall, his expression grim. He nodded to them. They struggled to their feet, bunching their be-slimed and besmeared skirts in their hands as they did. 

The three started pushing out the dirty hay. 

A grunt from the barn door made Bigitte stand bolt upright. “Vatti?”

Karl stood in the doorway with a furrowed brow and an arm looped under his father’s shoulder. “His back went out.”

“It did not. I’m fine. Old, and going to feel it in the morning, but fine. Karl, close the door behind us, please.”

He gave his father a serious look. There wasn’t any confusing their bloodline: Karl and Wilhelm shared Bigitte’s black curls and brown eyes, as well as athletic build. Right then, they had identical worried expressions too. 

His father waved him away, and he locked the door behind him and loped off into the corner of the dimly lit barn to fetch a seat for his father.

Brynhild brushed her skirts hard and wrinkled her nose at the resulting mess. She went over to Wilhelm to catch some of his weight. “What happened to the fence, Wilhelm? Did it fall?”

Wilhelm guffawed. “No, it’s up just fine. As I said, I’m old. Oh, Sweetie, don’t fuss over me.”

Bigitte went over to him and felt his back. He leaned against the wall and tried to duck her deft hands. She dug long fingers into his shirt to keep him still. “If you don’t want people to fuss, don’t throw your back out. Do you want a comfrey compress for it? I’ll get one from the kitchen.”

“Dear.” He rolled his eyes as she darted away to get the comfrey. 

Karl brought him a bucket and turned it upside down. “It’s the nearest thing we have to a chair here. I’ll go get Gerhard and tell him to come in.”

“Oh, you’re as bad as your sister. I just need to rest for a minute.”

Wilhelm stretched and winced. The dairyman came over, rubbing his hands together. “We’re having a pretty good start to the calving season. By April, we could have five cows producing. I hope you’ll pardon my asking, but can we have an extra ration of hay now? The grass is still suffering.”

Wilhelm stretched again, this time carefully, and nodded.

Bigitte returned and slid the door closed as the dairyman slipped out behind her before Wilhelm could start chatting. She let him pass and slapped the warm comfrey compound on her father’s back. “You should feel better soon. Hold still.”

“Take it off. I’m fine.”

“You are not. Stay put.”

Wilhelm sighed. “Do you treat Alfred this way? I know your mother taught you obedience.”

“It never took.”

“And where is Alfred? He shouldn’t be letting you wander down here on your own.”

“I told you, Vatti. He’s collecting rents at Bergstaat. That’s part of his job. And I wasn’t going to let you face the calving season with one house squire and a runaway dairy maid. That’s not on him.” She pressed her lips shut, willing herself to stop defending her husband. 

Wilhelm shot Karl a look. “Then your brother should have come up with you. Stop arguing.”

He said this because he could already see Bigitte forming her brother’s defense. Karl gave him a sheepish smile, and Bigitte bit her bottom lip and hung her head.

Wilhelm leaned forward and squeezed their hands. “It was fine this time. We’ll just remember for the next trip.” He smiled.

Brynhild took her hands. “Calving is off to a great start at any rate. You can come visit Meiser tomorrow instead of hanging around the barn.”

Karl grinned, his dimples taking over his face. Bigitte smiled too. “Woohoo! We can track your rabbits. Vatti, I see you wiggling.”

Wilhelm grunted and removed the compress from his back with an experimental stretch. Brynhild watched him put it in his lap and twist. “I hope we can hunt that beast. Adolf ate the new sprouts in the bailey and somehow devoured the dried sage. He’s a menace.”

“Adolf? You named the rabbit?”

“He has haunted the gardens so much, we had to name him to keep from swearing all the time. Malus dict rabbit!”

The others chuckled. 

Brynhild shook her head. “But I really must go start soon then, so we can take it out before Sir Oswald’s squire shows up, now that the Arunder has thawed. He is supposed to be coming down with goods for him and Margaret’s little girl. He’ll arrive soon and will need to stay with me, so I’ll need it ready at least in a day.”

Bigitte tilted her head and took back the compress. “I vaguely remember Peter. Isn’t he about ready to be knighted?”

Brynhild nodded. “Vatti likely will this Easter.”

Wilhelm harrumphed. “We’ll see how long he can keep this one. If you had stayed Rudolf’s ministerialis, he might have had to keep them better.”

“Vatti,” Karl and Bigitte grumbled.

“Oh, fine, I’m sorry, my Dears.”

The barn door opened and a young man with nearly colorless eyes and fashionably cut shoulder-length hair entered. He beamed over a wooden platter of bread, apples, and fish paste. “What are we sorry for? What did I miss?”

Wilhelm straightened. “Nothing, Gerhard. What are you doing bringing dinner up here? Where is Annemarie?”

Bigitte crowed, “Ah, finally fish paste I didn’t have to make!” She flushed and flinched.

Too late- her father swung around to her and gave her a horrified look. “You have to cook?”

Gerhard put the platter on the ground. “Oh, I’ll bet that took forever with your gentle upbringing.”

Brynhild gave her friend’s hand a squeeze. “It’s a small inconvenience that comes with moving up in the world. Gerhard, I’m sure, understands, the work that goes into pleasing new masters.”

Gerhard shot her a grin, eyes sparkling. Karl thanked him for bringing it up. “We’ll be able to bring it back, but Vatti –“

“Oh! Karl, quit ordering my house squire around.”

Gerhard sat and popped an old, wrinkled apple in his mouth. He grinned and surveyed them. Wilhelm let himself down on the ground and the others joined him on the cool wooden floor. The door creaked slightly behind them, and Gerhard swung around. “Come on in, Thietmar. Nobody bites in here.”

The door opened and Brynhild’s blond freelance knight came in, a confused expression blighting his normally smooth face. She scooted over and held up a loaf. “Hi, Thietmar. What brings you here? Is anything wrong at your manor?”

Thietmar shook his head sharply. “No, I have everything under control there. I was concerned for you. Rudi said you had gone to calve, and after your father feared you were overworked, I feared you might hurt yourself here if you are so delicate.”

Brynhild’s shoulders tensed. Gerhard snickered next to her, wriggling with excitement. Fortuna pessimi, Thietmar knew how to get in the way. For one thing, he had misunderstood the letter. Eric had not sent her a kind missive asking after her health. He had sent a raging threat accusing her of keeping port fees for herself and reminding her that if she couldn’t keep the port producing, he would take it from her and give it to a vassal. 

She wished she could keep it from her father forever. That meant soothing her freelance knight, so she said, “I assure you I’m in no danger, Sir Thietmar. Thank you for your concern, but I have plenty here to help. Vatti was merely concerned about the port’s health.” 

One of the cows mooed and Thietmar made a face. “Are you eating on the floor? You shouldn’t be in this barn, at least. Wilhelm, get the burgravine a table.”

Brynhild put her hand on Wilhelm’s knee and took a calming breath. “There aren’t any tables in a barn, Thietmar. It’s hardly below anyone’s dignity to eat. Please, have something while we’re here.”

He wavered, wringing the edge of his lily-white surcoat. Gerhard suggested that he would please his lady to sit down and positively glowed when Thietmar sat down, face contorted with discomfort. Bigitte and Wilhelm gave Gerhard the stink eye. Karl watched Brynhild, worry darkening his brow, as she protested that Thietmar didn’t have to sit anywhere he didn’t want to. She caught Karl’s look and gave him a hapless shrug and smile. “Well, Annemarie does make Lent bearable with her cooking. Don’t you agree?”

“She does.”

Gerhard turned around to face them both. “And I hear tomorrow you will feast in an empty hall on Magda’s eels.”

Thietmar brightened. “Yes, that would be nice.”

Wilhelm swallowed and furrowed his brow. “That’s kind of you to invite us all.”

“It’s my pleasure. Magda likes the change and Peter probably won’t arrive for a day or two. With luck, we will have rabbit once Lent is over.”

Bigitte whooped again, and Gerhard huffed that rabbit was too small game. Karl’s grin was back. “We will catch it quickly, and then I’ll go look over the port lever when I’m there if you need me to. The ice might have weakened it.”

Brynhild smiled at him. “Thank you. I don’t know what I would do without it.” 

Thietmar’s face contracted. “Wait. You invited everyone here?”

Brynhild inwardly sighed. “Yes, of course. Seems the neighborly thing after all.”

“Oh.”

Gerhard glanced at him from under his lashes and grinned. Wilhelm stretched. “You don’t have to head right back, I imagine. Why don’t you two stay the night and we’ll start out tomorrow morning?”

Beside her, she could sense Karl straighten. She thanked Wilhelm and bit into the first sausage she found to keep from smiling.

The evening had advanced as they finished dinner, and they stepped into the lavender evening that seemed to only come in late February. Lady Slippers peeked out between clumps of old snow. The white flowers closed their buds with the cool, damp breeze circulating from the top of the mountains. The scent of cowpat fires drifted around them, and buds poked from the tree branches when they reached the base of the hill, where pines and elms made a ribbon through the lush lands of Saxe-Kline.

Wilhelm had recovered, and he loped down the mountainside with Thietmar in tow. He started regaling the knight with stories of Saxe-Kline. Thietmar looked over his shoulder at Brynhild and frowned. She scooted down between the siblings and Gerhard on their heels, and she waved him on. Wilhelm loved a new audience, and Thietmar would need the entertainment.

Wilhelm grinned down at the young man. “I should show you the new gardens. Annemarie has a nice crop coming in. How are your manor gardens, by the way? Everything coming in? I think it will be a good year for parsley and peas.”

“Oh, I imagine the snow is too cold for them. I liked it much better when it was warm at Christmas year before last. Then you had even ground for jousting.”

“Oh. I suppose there was an upside to the warmth then. Did you come in on your all-rounder? I hear you had a beautiful one.”

“Hmm. It is. Nice lineage and everything. Burgravine Brynhild was not as impressed.”

“You did ride it over the burgomaster’s garden.”

“I just wanted to show it to her.” 

They strode ahead, and the other four scampered around the grassy incline. Bigitte laughed. “You should have made Thietmar set up his manor in the woods. That would have kept him out of your hair.”

Brynhild sighed, hopping on a boulder. “I don’t know what I’m going to do with him. I need him so he will render my knight service to Vatti, and his sword being around should protect the perimeter, but he is so ...he has some trouble with reasoning.”

“You mean he is an idiot.” Bigitte hopped up next to her and shot her arm around Brynhild’s shoulders and squeezed. Brynhild gave her a sheepish moue.

Gerhard rounded the next boulder and jumped up on it. “You know he is in love with you, right?”

Karl snorted. “Dogs in heat are more subtle.”

Bigitte admonished him, but Brynhild waved him off. “I know, but he will outgrow it when he realizes that chivalric romances aren’t true to life.”

“Right. Sure, he will.”

Karl made a face at Gerhard and held his arm out to the two women, who gave it a fond pat before jumping down from the boulder.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Ch 2 The Port

[image: ]


The next morning, Wilhelm did indeed feel the effects of working on the fence, but merely as a mild soreness in the abused joints and back. They helped him on his courser, and they rode their horses down the road past the town and the millrace. The path widened and swung South, driving between steep embankments shaking off their snow. Heather peeked through the thawing ice. Pine trees loomed overhead, boughs waving their needles over them. Some trees leaned toward the road to grab the sun, but most trained their scented branches in arches over the woods. 

Meiser Castle came into view late in the evening. As a port castle, a wing of it edged up against the river Arunder and through the marsh that separated the port proper from the wide expanse of fields. It squatted, wide and solid, on a slight rise overlooking the town. Around the village’s fields lay patches of tenant houses. Thick smoke hovered over the little homes, seeping out of the thatch roofs.

The group strolled by the fields that were speckled with the green of the first crops and the houses with their open doors that revealed the tenants and serfs lounging around home hearths. They slipped through the pine gate in the first curtain wall of the castle and passed through the hallway that wound by storage rooms in the wall. The hall ended in another pine door, and Brynhild let them through it and into the wide bailey. Here, herb gardens ducked behind low stone walls and timber sheds made for various crafts loomed over the walls. A coop in a corner of the bailey resounded with the gentle burble of chickens brooding, and a stable stood against the stone keep. Brynhild inhaled the familiar scent of fresh fish and mountain air. She grinned. Home.

Her household’s head servant, Rudi, stomped down the steps from the keep and across the hard-packed earthen ground. “Adolf struck again, my lady!” His face, reminiscent of a horse in shape and mildness, had turned red.

Brynhild’s shoulders sagged. “Seriously? I thought we had covered the herbs.”

“He got to the parsley on the bottom shelf. Magda is beside herself.” Magda was his wife and managed the food at Meiser. His daughter, Liesel, and his son, Gregor, made up most of the staff there.

“Augh. All right. We’re setting traps this time. That malus dict rabbit has snatched his last snack.”

Bigitte hauled her small bag of belongings over her shoulder. “What, we’re not getting out the bows and arrows today? God’s thumbs, we never get to do anything fun.”

“Adolf keeps getting away from the arrows. It is time for strategy.”

Thietmar pursed his lips. “I thought we were going to eat.”

Rudi gave the group a panicked look. “Oh no! I didn’t see the company. I’ll get the fires stoked and tell Magda to get cooking.”

“Tell her the eels from the day before last will be fine, if she has enough cauliflower left over from the last mash, please.”

Rudi nodded and bolted. Brynhild let out a breath and stomped. “Come on. That rabbit is going to die.”

She spun around and took in the bailey. Where would a rabbit hide?

Gregor, who had his father’s long face and dark hair, ran out with his arms out. “Wait, I can get your bags.”

Gerhard cuffed the boy behind his ears. “Don’t be silly. You can’t haul half this. Come on, you and I will take in the bags. We will let these fine folks hunt pointless hares.”

Karl corrected, “Rabbit. Hares are bigger.”

Gerhard snorted and took their bags. He, Gregor, and Wilhelm moved off to the keep, ready to settle down where fires burned dried heather with the cow pats and scented the air.

Bigitte gave up her bag with glee and headed for the perimeter. Little beasties prefer shadows and hidey-holes like the ones against the wall. Plus, they frequently came out in the evening, so the timing was perfect. Her nose twitched at the twisting breeze that brought the iced-over scent of the river and home fires. She watched the ground for spoor, but it was too hard to take the tell-tale impression of a rabbit’s paws. Karl came up beside her, his shoulders tense as his eyes roved over the grounds.

He had built a hutch for the rabbits a few years before for a small number of imported rabbits, but a bad harvest had doomed them to an early meeting with a stewpot. Adolf must have escaped the culling. The hutch was in a far corner, beside an empty pile of logs that awaited the bees that Brynhild’s servants would catch in the spring to make a hive. He dug the door out of the hutch. It had stayed well-oiled and pliable under the mound of dirt that made the sheltered part of the run. He circled the rabbit run and empty beehive, eyes glued for signs that Adolf had stayed near home, but none appeared. 

The door hinges swung in his hands. He smiled to himself and dug out two branches. He tied the hinges onto them, with half the door hanging down to create a solid wall. It could only swing one way, and he gave his improvised trap a nod of approval.

Brynhild put her hands on her hips and surveyed the collection of gardens. “What does Magnus say about rabbits? Where does he think they will hide?” 

Thietmar came up beside her, leaning over her and fingering his dagger. “Who is Magnus?”

“Huh? Oh, he wrote ‘On Animals.’ He is a scholar.”

“Oh. Does he live here?”

Brynhild looked up at him and moved back. “No. You don’t have to help if you would rather make yourself warm with Wilhelm and Gerhard. I mean to only clear the malus cuniculus while I’m thinking about it.”

“Well, why don’t you come in with me? It just took some plant. Unless it was a really big rabbit. You know, I slay giants.”

She caught herself before she frowned and gave him a neutral smile. “That is all right, Thietmar. I appreciate the offer, but I hired you only to fight with Vatti. You don’t need to waste your time on small game. Ah, I remember what Magnus says about rabbits. They like hilly places.”

Bigitte straightened up and spun around. “The ground by the herb garden is hilly. Wait.”

The two women went over to the walled-in yard behind the keep. They edged around the wall, scanning the ground for signs of a rabbit. Bigitte froze, and Brynhild almost overtook her. She stopped and backed up when she saw her friend’s twitching fingers and still face. 

Bigitte pointed to a faint runnel by the wall, and, silent as mist, glided along the path to a rise in the ground around the side of the garden wall. Two shrubs backed against the rise, and Bigitte landed on her stomach in front of them. Her eyes glowed and she poked a round pellet in the shadow of the shrub. “Found him. Or where he has been.”

She peered under the branches. Karl came up beside them and all three stretched under the bush. In the darkness under the shrubbery, it was easy to miss the pile of softened dirt and the small hole at its base, but seeing it made a grin spread across all three faces.

Karl planted the hinged door over the hole, and the three searched the shrubs for the rabbit’s exit holes. Naturally, a creature this clever had three exits and they covered them. That would flush him out.

Thietmar hovered over them. “Don’t you want to wash up? I don’t think the servants here will have water warmed for the dinner.”

Karl stood and wiped his hands on his tunic. “I am sure that Rudi will have an ewer for us by now. I think we’ll have Adolf cornered by tomorrow.”

Brynhild leaned back, and he put his hand out for her. She grabbed his arm and pulled herself up. “I hope so. Magda and I are about to lose blood vessels over this. Come on, let us go in.”

Karl smiled, and she turned to tuck her arm in his. She checked herself. They had an audience, and Thietmar had his arm out in expectation.

She gave Karl a quick smile and headed to the front door of the keep. The smell of roasted river eel and mashed cauliflower was already drifting out to them.

Back in her own pallet in the women’s quarters, Brynhild slept soundly and bounced awake at dawn. The wavering light, a suffusion in the sky that made it the color of sapphires, filled the second story of Meiser, and she threw open the wooden shutters. Bigitte still slept on her pallet, her braids tangled around her as she fidgeted in her sleep. Brynhild eased the shutters closed and lit the brazier with a rueful smile. 

She washed, dressed, and left the bare room of the women’s quarters. Rudi was lighting a reed light in the hall, and she waved to him as she passed the men’s quarters. She could hear Karl and Gerhard shuffling around behind the thick wooden door. Thietmar had gone back to his manor after dinner, but Wilhelm could be counted on to sleep past the sound of the chapel chiming the hour of Prime. 

She headed down the wooden stairs into the wide hall. Whitewashed stone walls absorbed the flicker of the rushlights on the sconces as they went straight back to the open doors to the dining room. She poked her head into the cramped kitchen, eyed the cupboards lining the wall and the pots hanging from the ceiling, and gave up on the thought of breakfast for the moment. Magda still slept in front of the glowing embers of the fire with her family, and the beer barrel was tipped over, revealing an absence of small beer. 

Fortuna pessimi. Ah well, time to look in on that malus cuniculus.

She minced through the kitchen and went out the side door into the herb garden. Cold bit at her cheeks and through her hose at her ankles as she passed the rows of tender sprouts. Snow piled at the corners, but the earth in the middle was dark and soft. She let herself out of the garden through the side gate and made a line for the shrubbery.

A shadow under the shrubs made her jump. It reared up and then scurried back. She ran after it and stuck her head under the bush. 

The rabbit dug frantically, cotton tail working back and forth. Brynhild shot her hand out and felt soft fur slip out from under her fingers. The rabbit scrambled back against the trunk and flattened itself in the tangle of thick roots.

Brynhild leaned in. “Hah. We’ve got you, Adolf.”

It stared up at her, the whites of its eyes showing around black irises. Brown fur was nearly black in the shadows.

Tiny fuzzy faces peeked out from under the creature’s chest. Little pink noses twitched at her. 

Brynhild stopped short. “So.” She moved her hand closer, and the rabbit showed her long, yellowed teeth. It stretched its neck to bite, and the teeth scraped her fingers. 

She pulled her arm back. 

They eyed each other, every muscle tense. A kit squeaked.

Brynhild glanced at the kits, and she backed up. 

The rabbit laid over the babies, covering them with her belly and staring at the human with a combination of fear and determination. Her ears flattened along her back, and her sides quivered.

Brynhild stood and paced back and forth, casting hard looks at the rabbits. Black defiant eyes followed her on either side of a twitching velvet nose. The rabbit thumped her foot at her.

“No, you do not have extenuating circumstances. You ate my sage!”

The rabbit gave her another thump and grunt. 

“You have been caught, cuniculus, and tried on unimpeachable evidence. You’re a rabbit and you’ve been seen numerous times at the scene where plants have been illicitly eaten. Ergo, you are a thief. You are hasenpfeffer when Lent ends.”

The rabbit thumped her foot again and showed long teeth. She settled over the kits, who squeaked and wriggled under her.

“Well, I suppose there is no point in putting you in pain before we can eat you.” 

She shot back under the bush and grabbed for them. The mother rabbit scratched and kicked, the sharp nails bringing forth blood and quick pain. But Brynhild was slight and could follow her under the branches. She swept the rabbits in her arms. The little ones fell away from her, and their mother struggled, pummeling her with her hind legs. She clamped down on the creature’s rump and grabbed the scruff in her fist. Heat radiated off the rabbit and the muscles writhed under her arms.

She marched back up to her room and opened a small chest. Bigitte was brushing her hair, and her eyes went wide when she saw her friend. “What in the name of all the saints are you doing?”

Brynhild put the rabbit down and emptied the chest of the dresses it held. The rabbit ran for the corner and Bigitte grabbed her.

“What are you doing with this thing?”

“I think we’ll have to rename her Ursula. Can you help me catch her kits once we’re done?”

“Ursula? What are you doing giving her a saint’s name?”

Brynhild took Ursula out of Bigitte’s grasp and plopped her down in the chest. She propped the lid open a crack with a comb at the hinge and took a step back.

One forlorn velvety nose poked through the crack and twitched.

Bigitte gave her a bemused look. Brynhild dropped her gaze to her toes. “Well, we can’t eat her until after Lent and there is no point in letting her and her kits suffer until then. The babies are under the shrubs.”

“You know you will have to feed her, right? She now officially gets your parsley, and parsley is a fine freshener and digestive.”

“I can feed her something else.”

“You have lost your mind. That rabbit is better used as mittens and stew than holed up here, and don’t kid yourself about how it will go. Karl has housed enough pets that I know the signs. You’ll spend all your time pampering the silly rabbit and you won’t want to eat her when you’re feeding her.”

“I’m not pampering anything. I need her where she can’t reach our gardens and she’ll go bad waiting for the end of February if I have Magda kill her now.”

“It’s called smoking. You smoke the meat so it will last.”

“It won’t taste the same, and I can afford some cabbage leaves for a mother and her children. Anyway, Lent is a time of improving oneself. I can test my magnanimity this way.”

“Your magna-whatsit comes at the cost of an angry chef and lost cabbage.”

“So, my generosity is tested better. I’ll make sure Magda doesn’t lose any more vegetables to her.”

Bigitte sighed and shook her head. “Let me finish getting dressed. Those kits can’t get far in the bailey anyway.”

The kits were trembling in the roots of the bushes, and the women scooped them into the skirts of their surcoats, five shivering puffs of brown fluff against the woolen fabric. They carted them up to the women’s quarters and dropped them in with their mother. Ursula was unappeased, and she thumped her foot at them. Bigitte pointed to the bite marks and scratches on the inner walls of the chest. “You’re going to regret this.”

Brynhild shrugged and dragged a blanket from under the windowsill. She stuffed it in with the rabbits and went down to the kitchen. Bigitte followed her, rolling her eyes and grumbling that normally she was the one doing dumb things without thinking. Must be the topsy-turvy of the Lenten season.

They arrived in the kitchen and Bigitte ducked to avoid walking into the pots. Karl looked up from a bowl of heated water he nursed with a stale bit of last night’s rye bread. Magda and Liesl rolled out dough on the table. Bigitte sidled up to her brother. “Looks good.”

“It is. The bread isn’t even that stale. Just the crust is hard.” He handed over the bowl and Bigitte took a gulp; complete with dried rose petals, she carefully aimed it so that her lips didn’t touch the rim. She handed it back.

Karl’s gaze landed on Brynhild. “What happened to your arm?” He grabbed her hand and ran fingers over the scratches. 

She shot him a smile. “The rabbit and I had a disagreement. I’m not sure who won.”

“We caught him?”

Magda looked up, wide doe eyes eager. “Adolf is gone?”

Bigitte snorted and rapped Brynhild’s head. “Ursula. Apparently, Adolf is a girl rabbit, and she has a brood of five kits that our lady friend has decided to house, for inexplicable reasons.”

Magda yelped and gave her boss a horrified look. Brynhild snatched a bundle of turnip greens before anyone could intercept her. “It is just until Lent ends. There’s no point in letting her sit out in the cold until then.”

“It ate my parsley.”

“I know. And she’ll pay for that. She won’t be eating anymore of it now, at any rate.”

“I was going to make mittens out of it.”

“She’ll be mittens after Easter. And her brood. They will make a nice hood lining.”

Karl eyed her scratches, and Bigitte shook her head.

They finished breakfast and exited, leaving Magda to storm around the kitchen in high dudgeon. Brynhild led them up to the chest and shoved the turnip greens in. This was met with an indignant thump and a dark eye glaring up through the crack under the lid.

“I don’t think she’s grateful.”

“Well, I locked her away from her garden. Why should she be?”

Karl looked the kits over. “They can’t be more than a few weeks old. They will eat a ton.”

“I told her that. She just gave me the squirrelly look.”

Brynhild protested that she wasn’t being squirrelly at all. In fact, she was being rational. Her friends didn’t buy it, but they went back out into the hall. 

Gerhard lounged against the doorway of the men’s quarters and munched on a thick slab of bread. He raised his brows at them. “What gives with the visit to the women’s quarters? Something fun.”

Karl gave him an annoyed look. “No. Brynhild just found Adolf.”

“Ursula. She has kits.”

Gerhard laughed, spraying bits of rye bread across the floor. “That is going to be a show when Rudi finds out. He was cussing that rabbit all the ways but right last night.”

“She’ll be for the stewpot after Lent.”

“More likely your servants will have a secret bowl of hasenpfeffer right before Easter.” 

Brynhild shook her head. “I must check in with the port and inspect the pier. Would any of you like to come along?”

Gerhard motioned to the men’s room where the bed and its furs heaved with Wilhelm’s breathing. “I’m going to stick around for my master. He’s enjoying the warmth. It’s a nice room.”

“All right. Tell him we’ll have pea soup and rye bread for lunch when I come back. You’re welcome to the books.”

“Woohoo!”

Gerhard scrambled for the solar, a small, sunny room lined with books and mending materials. Brynhild was glad that the room where she kept her experiments had the door locked; the last thing she wanted was Gerhard asking why she had so many pig skeletons in chests of dirt. She shrugged and glanced up at her friends. “I don’t suppose you want to come down to the pier. It’s quiet about now.”

They both waved this notion off; daylight had arrived, and few things were more entertaining than a stretch of river half-frozen from the winter. They headed out and back through the curtain wall, following the hard-packed earthen ground in the opposite direction that they come in the day before. The wall extended down to the marsh and opened onto a gilded morning on the river. 

The trickle down the center of the Arunder had expanded to the width of a boat, and chunks of ice broke off the edge of the pier under the watery February sunlight. The mountains across the water loomed purple and white, striped with shadow and snow. Behind them, the branches of elms made shadows like lace over the ponds and nesting birds. 

A wooden hut served as an inn on the edge of the river, and the smell of freshly baked bread wafted out of a stone oven that leaned against the hut. Shutters hung open onto a yard full of stables and sheds. Vendors of vegetables, the first of the spring, pitched themselves in the shed doorways, spreading their wares on blankets on the ground. The men chattered among themselves. 

Brynhild headed to the wooden pier that jutted out over the river’s edge. The foundations were stone, but the planks were slick with thin ice that crunched underfoot and turned to gelid slush that soaked through their leather soles. A breeze from the mountains smelled of pine, acerbic and cold. She stuck her head down to the algae-coated underside. She poked a mollusk that clung to it and frowned. She paced up the boards, listening to their creak under the masculine laughter coming from the inn’s yard. The innkeeper, a burly little man with a reddish complexion, leaned out the window.

“Any of the boards give way yet?”

She looked up at his slightly mocking expression and took him seriously. “Not that I hear, Klaus. If one breaks, you’ll have to pull me out, so watch for these at the waterline.” She tapped her ears. They twitched in front of the coiled braids she kept her hair in.

Klaus smirked and retreated into the inn, wisely deciding to stay close to the hearth.

She joined her friends at a post by the pier. A wooden arm stuck out from it over a quarter of the river, and Karl tested the hinge that held it up. “It needs a little oil, I think, but it seems to be holding.” He rubbed the joint with his palm and a smile on his face.

“Good to hear.”

Bigitte raised her face to the mountains. “It is beautiful out.” 

A flash of silver on the bank under the thin sheen of ice caught Karl’s eye, and he gave it a curious poke with his dinner knife. It thrashed, throwing back shards of ice and frigid mud. He jumped back, and the two women shrieked before collapsing into a laughing heap. He pinwheeled back on the slippery banks, and they had to grab him by the tunic before he toppled into the river. They sat in the sun, cackling wildly and soaking up the muddy water through their hose.

It was as they recovered from their fall that the wooden cog hove into view up the river. The vendors and Klaus stumbled out onto the pier and squinted against the light. The three on the bank stood, wiping the mud from their mantles. The boat bobbed past the ice until a pair of men scrambled onto the prow and heaved a rope onto the pier, pulling










































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





