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A Few Notes:


[image: ]


In the 1200’s in the country of Augston, the government is sorely lacking. The lords deposed a king they felt was getting uppity, and they elected another prince in his place. The prince that wasn’t elected is fighting to overthrow the chosen one, which means the lords are away fighting to defend their chosen prince. 

This has caused trouble. As much trouble as removing the normal government from a land by sending them to war. It forces their middle-managers to manage trade and crime in new and inventive ways.

Vocabulary notes:

Ministeriales: Type of lower nobility that is considered an unfree house servant. Butlers, stewards, seneschals, etc.

Burgravine: A type of upper nobility; the male version is basically a war lord and called a burgrave.

Ewer: A large jug with a wide top, frequently used to hold liquids and handy if you are washing your hands at the table.

Bliaut: Type of dress with wide, flowy sleeves.

Surcoat: Sleeveless dress or shirt.

Cotte: Type of simple dress.

Important People To Know:

Burgravine Giselle is the wife of Burgrave Eric Von Wolfsburg, and she is currently running his fief in his absence.

Ministeriales Karl Von Saxe Kline is Eric’s marshal, responsible for keeping the roads safe. Ministeriales Alfred Von Essenbach is Eric’s steward and Bigitte’s husband. For this story’s purposes, you only need to know that these men are smart and trustworthy.

Burgravine Brynhild Von Meiser, daughter of Burgravine Giselle of Wolfsburg, castellan of the port of Meiser, judge of all she surveys- and all she surveys makes her suspicious.

Ministeriales Lady Bigitte Von Saxe Kline, butler to Wolfsburg and stationed at the port of Bergstaat, wife of the steward Alfred, one of Brynhild’s few friends, and generally the most impulsive voice in the room.

Ministeriales Hildebert Von Hansea, seneschal of Ludovic Phaler-Graf, the lord of Hansea (which is a port.) Hildebert is also a butcher of languages. Since his lord has been feuding with Wolfsburg for...a long time...he is reluctant to trust the representatives of Wolfsburg.

Conrad, squire and nephew to Hildebert. Give his naivety a break: he’s only fourteen and he means well.

Duke Enzio, Giselle’s cousin and thus Brynhild’s cousin. He has domains in Augston and Fliedes, but all of them are struggling, especially after helping in Augston’s recent civil war. He suspects Brynhild of ill-intent.

Duke Ailil runs Sorvey port in Fliedes. He is supposed to hold it while making rules for it and such but clearly doesn’t. He prefers being a good host over other duties.

Duchess Maeve, Ailil’s wife, who does everything she can to be his favorite, though dumbest, daughter. Is that selling one’s soul for a crown? Is it cleverer than it looks? Is it sad and pathetic? You decide.

Patrick is Maeve and Ailil’s page. He’s maybe eight or nine years old. Again, don’t expect much besides cuteness.

Edgar is Duke Enzio’s squire. He’s not biologically related to him, but a squire is considered family. Mostly, he flirts and handles dogs.

Eva is the weaver from Meiser, intent on holding the business for her sons until they can inherit. She sees the best in everybody.

Kurt is the weaver from Bergstaat, more is the pity. He’ll grow up, eventually.

Weigand is the head of the weaver’s guild in Hansea and so, relatively speaking, a big deal. He suspects that nobles shouldn’t be discussing weaver business.

John is the clerk for Duke Ailil. He does all the writing that Ailil can be bothered to drum up when he isn’t being a good host.

The other household servants are Sean, Dora, Douglas, Epiphania, and Gareth. They each have their own secrets and hopes, none of which Ailil or Maeve could be bothered to ask about.
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Ch 1 Pirate Trial
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Brynhild fluffed her skirt and straightened the iron coronet holding the veil over her hair. Her big ears twitched as she studied the trio of men standing on the dais in the middle of the bailey. 

The three men were in their nicest surcoats and fresh hose, the shortest of them a bit bandy-legged. The tallest had a bent nose and a pair of cauliflower ears under his thatch of pitch-black hair. The third had a shock of flaxen hair sticking up around a receding hairline like a monk’s tonsure and more freckles than a person could count. They fidgeted as they stared back across the crowd that stood between her and them. 

Only Bergstaat men between twelve and sixty were supposed to be in attendance. The war in Ducta meant most of those people were pikemen with Brynhild’s father or doing something too essential to leave. That left ten attentive men lounging together by the kitchen garden wall facing the dais.

But women made the bailey crowded. Dozens of women of all ages sat by the dais, spinning thread from flax or patching old clothes.

Brynhild’s stomach sunk at the sight of them. She had planned to question a few witnesses to confirm the pirates’ guilt, and then this quiet first-ever pirate trial and use of river guards would become custom without fanfare. She hadn’t thought that the legalistic and technical nuance of a new law would attract the feminine supervision it seemed to have. Now, the fame of the trial would decide the new law’s legitimacy. 

Brynhild scanned the rest of the bailey. Bergstaat was a maze of walled gardens, all of them opening into the central square before the whitewashed keep. Blue banners hung over the keep walls, and new greens, just now sprouting after the first spring planting, spotted the square.

Her mother stood beside her. That was another surprise. Brynhild hadn’t expected Giselle to be in residence. Easter had just finished, and Giselle had no reason to be at the grandest castle Wolfsburg owned. But here she stood in her blue cotte that contrasted with the frizzy brown braid that had escaped her wimple, squinting at the pirates with her pointed features furrowed in thought.

Karl, though, was the marshal. He would naturally be at the new type of trial. A mass of black curls poked from under his hat as he stood behind the accused men, his eyes dark and serious as they bored into her across the bailey.

Bigitte, the butler of Wolfsburg, had a similar expression. The violet bliaut she wore had been recently cleaned and a fresh wimple tied over her barbette for this occasion. It made her look taller as she leaned over Alfred, her husband. She clamped her hand over Alfred’s, his milk-white skin even paler than usual. They stood against the keep walls, just behind the assembled jury.

A distant bell rang, and Brynhild cleared her throat. “Well, I suppose we must give our audience what they came for.” 

She approached the dais. “Good afternoon, my good men. I see you came in your best dress. I hope that means you are ready for a few questions.”

The tall one and the blond stared at her. She smiled at them. 

The bandy-legged man blurted, “I didn’t have anything to do with this. Your guards grabbed the wrong guy. I don’t even know these two.”

“Shut up,” the black-haired one snapped. 

Brynhild cocked an ear to the bandy-legged one. “It is good for you that this trial will be done correctly then. In accordance with the strictures of Peter Cantor and Gratian, let us start with an oath. Shall we?”

The men stiffened. They were not looking forward to this. Karl took a bag off his belt. He stepped around to the front and opened the bag. It held a silver-chased reliquary, a thin box with glass sides through which a finger bone could be made out. He held it out to them. “Good morning, my good men. Put your hands on the reliquary and swear to your honesty, please.”

The accused eyed him, but the bandy-legged one put his hand on the reliquary. “I swear before God and Mother Church I am innocent.”

Karl nodded grimly. “Good! Thank you, Armin. Helmond, your turn.”

The black-haired one scowled and slapped his hand on the reliquary. “Fine. I swear before Mother Church and God that I am innocent.”

“All right. Gelf, your turn.”

This was the blond. He hesitated, his gaze darting over the assembled women and jurors. “Where are the guards that are accusing us?”

At the back of the jurors, three stocky red-haired men raised their hands. 

Brynhild raised her brows. “You are confused, my good man. They are witnesses. It’s the merchant that brings charges against you.” She motioned to the hulking, scarred man standing behind the guards. 

“Where’s that Hansea guy? Isn’t he supposed to be here, too? He’s got part of the river.”

“Hildebert is watching the port of Hansea. Since the accused was in my port when the incident occurred, I am your judge.”

Bigitte shot her free hand in the air. “Hildebert wanted to see the first trial, but his being delayed isn’t a problem. All your witnesses are here.”

Karl rattled the reliquary. The silver hinges flickered in the early morning light. “We are here already. If Hildebert is late, that’s on him. Swear in, please.”

Gelf breathed out through his nose and touched the tips of his fingers to the glass box. “I swear before God and Mother Church that I am innocent.”

Karl breathed out and gave them a shaky smile. “Then let’s start. Hello? Who is this?”

An old man had stood up from beside the jurors. His white hair nearly matched his white skin. His eyes were the sort of blue you saw on ice caps, and his eyebrows made massive peaks over them. 

He sketched a brief bow to Brynhild and Karl. “My name is Weigand.”

Brynhild curtsied back and fixed a moue on her face. “Are you witnessing for someone, my good man?”

He pointed to Gelf. “No, but I’m a compurgator for this man. You know, a character witness. I have known him since his father apprenticed at Hansea’s weaving guild. We were ten then, and he visits his father at the guild headquarters often enough.”

“That is good of you, but Wolfsburg uses the two-witness system. Do you know Gelf’s whereabouts on February twenty-sixth? Or whether he has sold anything you don’t recognize? Can you add to what we know of the crime, in other words.”

He hesitated, smirked, and nodded. “I know he hasn’t sold any fustian, and I would know.”

Brynhild drew breath and then let it out. This looked right; this could approximate justice, at least. “Yes, we will take that into account. Thank you.”

Weigand surveyed her before returning to his seat by the jurors.

She turned to the wall and waved to the boat captain. “Come down and state your case, my good man.”

The women spinning by the dais stirred and straightened, raising their distaffs to give the captain their full attention. He shot them a sly smile as he walked up and shrugged.

Brynhild reciprocated the expression. “You know these men, Thibaut?”

“God’s thumbs, do I know them? They tried to steal over fifty barrels of excellent fustian, and that was the first load of the season. Do you know how hard it is to move fustian with the tariff at Sorvey? And what I pay for the wool at the port has to be taken out of that and I can’t charge the weavers what they charge for the wool- it’s nuts what they want for fleeces.”

“We sympathize. Why don’t you begin with how long you have piloted your cog.”

“Nigh on thirty years. My father gave me it in Ainum.”

Brynhild twitched her ears forward and eased back. “A vast trove of experience on the river then. What happened on February twenty-sixth?”

“Starting with getting on the boat?”

She nodded.

“Right, so my mate Saewulf helped me roll up these barrels on the top deck because somebody from Magdeburg was sending them to Hansea and was in a total hurry. Anyway, Saewulf gives me a good shove off the pier, and we pull up the anchor.”

“And when was this?”

Thibaut sucked on his teeth and stared ahead of him. “I...heard the bells for Nones ringing before we started and it was still warm. Early afternoon.”

Brynhild tapped her fingers over her belly, considering. “Ok. Carry on.”

“Right, so the current was fast, and we got in the middle of the river. We’re scooting along at a fast pace past a bend in the river, about a league down, right? So, this other boat comes up, little rowboat, right? Three men are rowing this thing fast and get up right on my prow, right? I knew one of them immediately. Helmond, curse the cur. I yelled at him to get off my back, and he and his friends climbed up on my boat, swords waving. No, one of them had an axe, but Helmond had one of those long knives that might as well be swords, right? They are yelling and reaching for me, and I swing my dagger at them, right? So, I’m parrying off the axe and Gelf there...”

Brynhild took a step forward. “You knew it was Gelf?”

“Probably it was Gelf. Anyway, I’m swinging my dagger at them and shoving them left and right, and the swine are rolling my barrels off the cog’s deck to their dinky rowboat. Then those three-” Thibaut pointed at the red-haired guards who were sidling up to the dais. “Those three come up in their dinky rowboat and climb on my cog. And Helmond and his friends jump onto their boats. The guards forced them to the shore. Had them right in their grips and then one of the bastards bolted with my barrel of fustian.”

Brynhild turned to the guards. Around her, the jurors and audience were nodding along. Her throat constricted. What happened without the second witness? The trial’s legitimacy needed a second witness.

The guards said, “We chased them back to Meiser, my lady. Caught them at the barley field and took them up to Bergstaat for detention.”

Bigitte hopped on her toes. “You were at Wolfsburg, so they wanted us to hold and question them.”

“Right, I remember. Did you?”

The guards and Bigitte nodded.

Brynhild turned to the accused. “And what do you say to this?”

Thibaut snapped, “Helmond could have been executed on the spot. We caught him at it. I even got his hat in the tussle.”

Helmond scowled at Thibaut. “Whiner. And you didn’t recognize me, or the guards would have run me through, so there.”

One of the guards cleared his throat. “Actually, as this was our first catch, we weren’t sure if that rule applied, but Thibaut did grab you on the boat. We grabbed you too.”

Armin shivered. “They just ran into me in the barley field. I was collecting plants all that day. I didn’t even see them...”

Gelf and Helmond jammed their elbows into Armin’s side, and he yelped. 

Brynhild patted the guard’s shoulder. “For future reference, Seb, you are authorized to maim a thief you catch in person without trial, but I appreciate your caution. Now, if there are more witnesses?”

Three hands rose in the jury pool. The first called, “I sold Helmond the boat he used that morning. He had just sold his boat at Sorvey and said he needed a new one.”

“And you recognized the boat and Helmond? How?”

“I knew Helmond since we were children, and the boat had a chip on the prow. They beached it here, and I got it back by recognizing the chip.”

Thibaut snarled. “Don’t ever trust him. He was getting into trouble when we were little too, and he sold his old boat in Sorvey because that’s where he sold his last bushel of stolen goods. And Gelf would be with him, because Gelf is always with Helmond, ever since they were little.”

Brynhild let the jurors clamor over this news for a minute and then waved them quiet. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Giselle cross her arms over her chest and scowl at the rabble. The crowd settled, and the women took up their distaffs.

Bigitte said, “But you don’t mention Armin here.”

Karl glanced over at her. “That is a good point. Why?”

Armin threw up his hands in bewilderment. 

Brynhild scrutinized him. “You aren’t from Meiser either. I recognize all my tenants.”

Armin flushed. “I might have been wandering from Saxe-Kline. It’s been a thin year for herbage.”

Now Karl, Bigitte, and Brynhild looked him over. Karl said, “Vatti didn’t mention any new tenant families on his fief.”

Armin traced a pattern on the ground with his toe. “Horst had us in from the dairy over the hill this winter. It was too cold for the fields there.”

People in the crowd whispered among themselves. Brynhild scanned them, first the pack of women and then the men spread by the wall. 

She cocked her head to the side. “Helmond is well identified. Thibaut, how well did you see the other two?”

“Clear as the fingers on my hand. They were trying to keep their hats low, but I knocked them back.”

“Where were you, Gelf, on the twenty-sixth of February?”

“Innocently saying my prayers.”

The jurors guffawed. Gelf glared at them. He shrugged. “Ok, I worked on the cabbage patch and wove mats for the house floor most of the day.”

“Alone?”

Gelf wrinkled his nose. 

She turned to the guards. “Do you recognize Gelf as the man you caught on Thibaut’s cog and had onshore?”

They confirmed this with hands over their hearts and solemn vows. 

“Was he ever out of your view? Covered up?”

Seb said, “Absolutely not. Thibaut had torn off his hat when we got there, and I was never more than a foot away from him.”

She pointed at Armin. “And is this third man the one you caught on Thibaut’s boat and brought onshore?”

He hesitated and exchanged a look with the others. “He did have the same walk. His hat covered his face completely, though.”

Thibault fumed. “It had to be this guy. Otherwise, where did the third one go?”

“Do you have all the barrels of fustian back?” Brynhild asked.

Thibaut huffed. “All but one.”

“Where did the barrel go?”

Everyone fell silent. 

Brynhild took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She turned to the jurors with a speech she had been practicing since the night before. “There is no reason to pretend that custom and right ends at the bank of a river. The same procedures apply here, as this trial is simply an extension of the type of trials we have already sanctioned for bandits in the woods.” She pivoted and paced before them, her ears twitching in thought. Would letting Armin go lose that legitimacy? She looked over at Karl and Giselle. They stared back at her. 

“We can’t lose,” she said softly.

Giselle, Karl, Bigitte, and Alfred replied in tandem, “You can’t lose if justice is served.” 

She looked over the jurors. Their faces were tense. She wavered- they looked trustworthy, and her friends weren’t wrong. Justice had to be seen to be fair if it was to be any good for Wolfsburg. She stopped pacing. “We need two witnesses for any trial, no matter how new. If there is no second witness and questions as to who has the stolen fustian, Armin must be allowed to go.”

A tall, bearded figure slipped into the bailey. His green riding robe was lined with fur and his pinched features sharpened as he looked at her. She spared him a glance and waved him back. He leaned back against the wall, and a tall youth with blindingly blonde hair joined him in staring at the scene.

She paused in her pacing and composed her expression into her most regal. She swept back to the jury. “Since the times of my grandfather, we have agreed that two witnesses of good repute must be what find a man guilty, and it is truly said by the great sages ‘centum liberi magis quam innocentes pendent:’ It is better that ten guilty men go free than an innocent man be punished. You are all reasonable men. Do you find enough evidence against Helmond on the charge of attempted theft by what you have heard?”

“Aye!” the jurors yelled.

“And Gelf?”

“Aye!”

“Armin?”

The men there exchanged looks. Brynhild nodded. “Consider, that there is only one witness against Armin, and he clearly couldn’t have sold the barrel of fustian from the great hall here. Could he?”

The man who had sold Helmond the rowboat frowned. “But there was a third man. Someone has to pay for that barrel.”

Bigitte cocked one eyebrow. “You can, if you like. If it is just that someone should pay, then anyone would do, and you are as good a candidate as any other.”

“I didn’t steal anything.”

“No, so we shall find the right person to make pay.”

Karl said, “I will write to the ports and see if any lone barrels of fustian come their way. I have...” he paused. Then, he nodded. “I think I know where to start looking. As soon as we leave, we’ll find the third man.”

Brynhild met the jurors’ gaze. They shifted imperceptibly toward her, nodding in agreement. She looked over her shoulder to the women. They, too, were still, their complicity in the trial welcomed with tense shoulders and serious frowns. She smiled at them.

The accused tensed. A crow landed on the garden wall and called.

Brynhild faced Helmond and Gelf. “Helmond of Bergstaat and Gelf of Bergstaat, I hereby sentence you to branding on cheeks and you are banned from Meiser port.”

Gelf wailed.

Brynhild turned to Armin. “Karl will take you back home. We hope never to see you in this position again.”

“No, no you won’t, I promise,” he swore.

The jurors sprung to their feet and rushed the dais. Helmond and Gelf turned to run, but the women had all jumped to their feet to block them. The pirates were force-marched past the gardens. Their shouts as the culprits were dragged to the forge around the corner echoed around the bailey. Karl followed them, shouting for order and pulling along Armin by the elbow.

Brynhild sighed and slumped in the middle of the square. The air was heavy and sweat trickled from under her veil. Giselle, Bigitte, Alfred, and the two newcomers came up to her.

Brynhild looked up. “Hildebert, hello. And your good squire, Conrad.” She straightened and put on her most welcoming smile. “Have you met my mother, Burgravine Giselle? I assume you know Ministeriales Alfred and his good wife, Bigitte.”

Bigitte curtsied. “Welcome to Bergstaat. And I sure hope you remember me. We had a good tiff over cow meat last time we spoke, didn’t we?”

Hildebert twitched his moustache and bowed to them. “You trialized the pirates without me.”

Giselle said, “Trialize isn’t a word. My people tried the bandits in a timely manner instead of wasting good men’s time waiting for you to catch up.”

Hildebert’s bottom lip poked out. “The roads were difficult, my lady. I couldn’t avoid tardizing.”

“Being late, you mean?” Giselle asked.

Karl returned to them, his cheeks pink with exertion and his hat pushed back even further from his forehead, letting his raven locks spread over his brow. He bobbed to Hildebert. “The branding went off without a hitch. You must be Phaler-Graf’s seneschal. Good to meet you, Hildebert. And who is...”

Hildebert gave his companion a smile. The youth stopped tugging his few wisps of lily-white beard to bow. “Conrad of Hansea. Oncle Hildebert took me as his squire.”

Hildebert’s smile widened. “Only proper, after all. But you see why you had to wait to trialize the pirates, right?”

Karl wrinkled his nose. “Trialize?”

Giselle poked Hildebert’s shoulder. “Phaler-graf’s seneschal likes to create verbs on a whim.”

“It’s not a whim. I speakize the truer language as it should be verbalized.”

Bigitte stuffed her fist in her mouth to keep from laughing, and Alfred grabbed her hand to keep in his own guffaw.

Giselle was about to express further hostile opinions about Hildebert’s language skills, but Brynhild cupped her hand. “Let’s go into the keep and settle the guests. They must be exhausted after such a long trip.”

Bigitte opened her mouth to point out that Hansea was merely a few days away from Bergstaat but caught herself. She reddened. “Oh, yes. I’m sorry. Let me take your luggage and show you the knight’s quarters. Has new mats and everything.”

She took the bag Conrad held and led them into the towering keep. 

They followed her through the halls and past the throne room to the second-story hall. As promised, new reed mats covered the stone floor, smelling sweet and spicy. The knights’ quarter was tall and lined by alcoves. Hildebert accepted the bed in an alcove, and Conrad unpacked the bag into the chest by the window.

Hildebert sat on the bed. “Are the guards catching the third man?”

Karl crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the wall. “I’ll have him discovered soon enough. I got the name out of Helmond when he was branded.”

Bigitte smiled. “Lymers on the hunt for fustian beasts, that’s us.”

Hildebert frowned. “How do I know you’ll try him like you promised?”

Giselle snorted. “How do we know Phaler-graf’s man isn’t looking for a loophole to steal our port?”

Hildebert hunched his shoulders. “How do I know Wolfsburg’s wife isn’t thiefizing yet more ports now that the feud is on hold?”

“We don’t steal,” Giselle, Bigitte, and Karl said together, eyes narrowed on Hildebert. Brynhild stiffened and her ears perked up.

Conrad groaned. “Can we not get into a pissing contest over a successful trial? We should all be focused on getting justice, shouldn’t we?”

Hildebert gave the youth a tolerant look, but Giselle took a deep breath and sat on the bed.

She smiled at Conrad. “You will find that old enmities die hard, young man, no matter what the circumstances. But you are right. You and your master can rest assured that Wolfsburg’s hounds will always deal appropriately with thieves. Hildebert is free to follow Karl’s progress. Though, I assume he will be busy collecting supplies for his lord’s campaign in Ducta.”

Conrad lifted a silken eyebrow at Hildebert, whose hands and jaws clenched. 

Hildebert cleared his throat. “Yes, of course, but there is always time to justicize. Your husband will be wanting the same supplies soon, after all.”

The others studied Hildebert. Brynhild’s gaze flicked to her mother. 

Bigitte straightened her shoulders. “Well, I’ll bring up the washing ewer and tell the cook that there are more of us to feed. Come on down to the dining room at Sext.”

Giselle frowned. “Perhaps Hildebert needs help sending supplies. Armies are expensive endeavors for solitary ports.”

Conrad frowned and beside her, tucking his knees under his chin.

Bigitte looked from Hildebert to Giselle. “I mean, could we offer our carts to help load at the ferry or pack everything on our cog? Alfred, don’t you already have the cogs and carts ready for the rents?”

Hildebert eyed her. “That’s cute to interogatize your husband’s whereabouts, but we need real carts for transportizing.”

Bigitte stiffened and wrinkled her nose at his tone. “Nothing cute about it. It’s my job to keep track of the budget.”

“Your servant can explain the different vehicles then if you’re curious about work.”

Alfred bit back a smile. “She already knows what they are since she had to sign off on their purchase. That is her job, and while she has been known to bounce off on a hunt without warning, she doesn’t spend money without some forethought. But I have pulled the carts out of storage and sent the money to the ferry captain already. It’s the filling of the carts that I worry about between the dry year and the lack of manpower that is draining the country. Then, there is the Fliedans buying less fustian because of their tariff and not sending up nearly as many ships to pay the port fees...well, I’m sure there will be room for whatever you will get from Hansea. At least the cloth.”

Conrad said, “We will probably be able to fit everything in the cart.”

Hildebert shrugged. “We’ll see. I can use a washing ewer.”

Bigitte scowled at him. “It’s too cute for me to fetch, apparently, as that would be my job that I already said I would do.”

Brynhild hooked her arm through Bigitte’s. “Not too cute for me. Let me go with you to fetch it.”

Bigitte shot Hildebert a final glare, and the women went down to the main hall. 

Bigitte snarled, “Sanctimonious swine,” under her breath as they reached the storage room. 

Brynhild rolled her eyes and picked up two brass bowls. “He’s what happens when an excess of self-assurance meets a lack of education. It’s a shame we must tolerate his eccentricities now.”

“Like talking down to a fully competent butler?”

“Not that one. Spit in his washing water.”

Bigitte cackled. “Tempted, but I’ve got my pride. Come on, the cook needs to be told that the extra mouths finally arrived.”

They went out the back of the hall into the cavernous kitchen, already broiling from the three hearths stoked to full capacity. Three men peered into a cauldron hanging from the iron hook over the central hearth. Their faces were flushed and sweating, and they wore only braies, sporting bright white chests. Bigitte told them about Conrad and Hildebert and ladled hot water from another cauldron that was boiling water by the central hearth. Brynhild filled the second bowl.

The men nodded and moved to start chopping onions.

The women carefully walked back out into the hall. Bigitte frowned. “Dinner will be mostly onions and salt pork this evening, I think. The chickens dried up last week, and we have to stretch our greens for another month until the lettuces get a little height to them.”

Brynhild nodded. “It’s the same at Meiser. Unless there’s a few more showers, we’ll be eating mostly peas and salted herring for the next couple months. Does Mutti have enough to send to Vatti if Wolfsburg is in the same state?”

“That’s what she came here about.” 

“Ah, I was waiting for an explanation.”

“You know she has to find her own way of announcing things.”

Brynhild sighed. They had reached the second story and they exchanged looks. Bigitte grinned. “How is Meiser, besides bare?”

“Functional.” They fell to gossiping about their respective castles.

They brought the ewers of steaming water into Hildebert’s alcove and eased them onto the windowsill. 

Karl followed them with his eyes but kept talking. “I’ll send out the letters as soon as we’re done here. I know someone who can ask around Magdeburg, and I should be able to pick up the culprit before I have to go to Ducta.”

Brynhild turned around. “Vatti is calling you to Ducta?”

Karl nodded. “Knight’s service. I’ll be going with the supply carts and Alfred.”

Brynhild’s hands tightened on her skirts. “Are you sure you will have time to find the missing pirate?”

A smile flashed across his face, giving him dimples as deep as valleys for a moment. He looked away. “Absolutely. I already have the name of the mystery pirate. Helmond was muttering against someone named Torvig when he got branded. I think I can get more out of him as he heals at his mother’s. The real problem is going to be cornering him.”

Hildebert went over to the ewer and dipped his hands into the warm water. “Unless he goes to Fliedes. The lords over there have been letting pirates hide on their island.”

Giselle frowned. “Fliedes won’t have anything to do with sheltering this pirate. He had to abandon his boat, and he would have been spotted at Hansea port by Thibaut if he managed to get on another one.”

Brynhild eyed Hildebert’s vigorous hand scrubbing. “My guards have chased a few boats no one recognized out of my port. I wondered where they were heading.”

“Oh, I’ll bet they were Fliedan. Or at least using the island as a base. They’ve been prowling just outside of Hansea’s reach and sneaking up the river when my guard’s backs are turned. Trialized one and turned him back just last week.”

“You didn’t mention it to me.”

Alfred tensed. “Well, the witnesses did say that Helmond had sold his stolen goods in Sorvey. It would make sense that pirates would hide where they can sell. God’s thumbs, we can’t leave now! We’ll be overrun and Eric will get nothing and Salvatore will lose and we’ll end up under a vengeful Prince Gervase taking away all our land. We’re doomed.”

Bigitte patted Alfred’s shoulder. “Maybe not. The rents this year could be fine for things besides food.”

He side-eyed her and cupped her hand in his.

Hildebert sniffed and waved toward Brynhild, sprinkling water over her fillet. “They weren’t caught by our watch system. The port guard capturized them going back to Fliedes. Nothing you need to worry your head about.”

Brynhild said, “I appreciate your promptness, but I would indeed have to worry my head about such bandits if they got through your defenses.”

“Girl-child, don’t invite other people’s problems on your shoulders,” Giselle said. “We can none of us afford more expenses. Not if we’ll feed the war machines and keep the peasantry from rioting both.”

“My point is that escaping pirates is all of our problems, especially as we need as many merchants as possible paying port fees at this moment.”

Giselle looked around the alcove and slipped into the knights’ hall. She looked up and down the high-vaulted, airy room. “We can’t afford more patrols.”

Brynhild shook her head and called after her. “We still must act against the pirates.”

Hildebert took his hands out of the ewer and dug a towel out of his chest. He scrubbed his hands. “I don’t qualmize at sharing a few carts, but it won’t do any good if pirates steal from our merchants. What we need is containizing the pirates in Sorvey.”

One of the cooks stuck his head into the hall. “Dinner will be in an hour.”

Alfred nodded. “We’ll leave our guests to get ready then. Come on.”

Giselle drifted into a storage room, leaving Hildebert and Conrad to finish washing up. Karl and Alfred followed Giselle. This room was dark, and Karl lit a torch so the two men could examine the tents and tarps piled on a shelf.

Alfred tugged at a corner of a tarp. “We should air these before loading them. They smell of mouse.”

Bigitte dug her drop spindle and flax out of the alcove and walked into the storage room after her brother. Giselle wandered around the room, and Bigitte followed at her heels, dancing her spindle over the floor as she walked.

Giselle circled the wide room and pointed at a tapestry folded over a settle by the eastern corner. “We can sell that. Both of them. That should keep us for a few days.”

Brynhild watched them from the doorway. The torchlight flickered over neatly piled bed sheets and baskets of wall hangings. 

Giselle frowned at her. “We can’t raise the port or road toll fees, and I only have a couple gold rings to sell. I found a buyer for the first ring, but it’s not going to go far.”

Brynhild crossed her arms over her chest and leaned against the lintel. “We can sell all my wall hangings and my coronet if we need to hire more river guards.”

“Keep your coronet. Meiser will need it. But we can’t afford more guards. There’s the salt to buy. That and the new fletched arrows, but those should be covered by selling the rings and tapestries. The real threat is what we’ll do once the salt is sent. There is nothing for next year if this war isn’t over by then.”

Brynhild nodded slowly.

Karl looked up. “I’ll be taking all the tolls to Magdeburg for the honey?”

Giselle nodded. 

He let himself fall onto his haunches and looked around the room. “Is there enough here to pay the levies?”

“A good question.”

Alfred hunched up. “An even more pressing question is whether there will be enough salt for our fiefs and the war this year. We could be overrun by pirates at the very moment we lose our weapons and food supply.”

Karl patted his shoulder. “That hasn’t happened yet. Maybe someone will loan Augston money.”

Bigitte gave her flax a studied twist. “That would have to be paid back. If the Fliedans drop their fustian tariff and let us get their wool for cheap, that would boost the industry and bring in more rents from weavers and merchant ships.” 

Brynhild said. “If Hildebert is right and Fliedes is hiding our thieves, any wool deal will be crippled anyway. We need to deal with that first.”

Bigitte glanced her way. “The Fliedan port has a lord, doesn’t it? He could be talked into dropping the tariff and containing pirates.”

Giselle scrutinized Brynhild. “That duke, Ailil, may be amenable to adjusting the wool prices. Fliedes is a bit...different from Augston. They have nothing like our Heinrichen Code’s ghost to restrain them, and the lords did just win some concessions from their king. Perhaps someone could talk to Ailil.”

Brynhild asked, “Don’t we have a cousin in Fliedes? Duke Enzio, wasn’t it? Enzio helped us win our civil war, so he might be persuaded to do it again and let us get around the tariff by using his land.”

Giselle grimaced. “I don’t know if he would. He and Eric didn’t part on the best of terms, and I’m not sure Enzio still has his port. Although, someone could coerce him to help. You might even do it in one letter. Ailil and Enzio were milk brothers, so they might be in the same place.”

No one suggested Giselle do the coercing but instead gave Brynhild speculative looks. Brynhild curtsied low. “If I may borrow some calfskin vellum from this fine storehouse, I can start tomorrow morning. What do we plan to ask, exactly? Feel out his openness to make some deal in general?”

Hildebert came up behind Brynhild, hands twisting the long sleeves of his herigaut. “What deal in general?”

Bigitte said, “With dukes at Sorvey.”

Hildebert let go of his sleeves. “About extraditing pirates?”

The others shared a look and then nodded. They needed the pirates gone for their wool deal to work.

“Good, then if you are writing to dukes in Fliedes and you really think they might do something about the pirates, can you scribize for me too?”

Brynhild looked up at him. “We will ask for his assistance on your behalf, yes. No one likes river bandits.”
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Summer was beginning when a letter from Duke Ailil arrived at Meiser in the same traveling company as Karl and Alfred. It was drizzling over the ripening barley, and the world smelled of cow. 

Brynhild waved in the band of men on the pair of carts as they rolled up to the castle wall. Karl jumped down from the back of the cart and handed her the letter. “Good morning, Sweetheart,” he whispered.

She grinned for a moment before she cleared her throat and curtsied low for everyone to see. “Good morning. Welcome to the port of Meiser, my good people. Please, the bailey is open with water and food, and my servants can help you drive everything to the ferry.”

Behind Karl, Alfred had jumped down. The other men shuffled past them into the bailey, their patched clothes declaring them recruits to the war in Ducta. 

Brynhild stood aside and watched the carts rumble through her open gates. Her stomach sunk at the sight of it. “There aren’t a lot of barrels in that cart.”

Alfred came up behind Karl and wrapped an arm around Karl’s elbow. “No, not nearly enough. Bigitte managed twenty lengths of cloth and several barrels of salt, but the church putting us under interdict meant we could only get a couple barrels of apples out of the local abbeys. They are showing the strain- the nuns told me a few priests were joining Prince Gervase’s side.”

Brynhild sighed through her nose. “Prince Salvatore didn’t make himself any friends when we elected him king, did he? Are you gentlemen staying for lunch before crossing the river?”

Karl nodded. “If you’ll let us.”

Another grin crossed her face. “We can’t wait for your company. Come in.” She waved them in, and they followed the carts into the bailey. 

Servants bustled around a long wooden table set with pewter platters of mixed-grain bread and mounds of stewed vegetables. A canvas tarp on poles had been made into a roof over the table to keep the drizzle off the diners. The horses were being taken into the stables, and the new recruits were tucking into the food. Mugs of water clicked together as they drank. 

Brynhild sat at a corner of the table and surveyed the men. Her ears twitched. 

Karl grabbed a loaf and split it with Alfred. “Did Bigitte write to you about the third pirate from this spring?”

Her eyes widened. She ripped open the letter’s red wax seal. Her heart promptly lurched at the greetings. “Dear Cousin Brynhild. I am honored that you think to write to your Fliedan cousin at the same time as you think to discuss matters with Duke Ailil. After matters were cleared up in your country, I thought you might not write as frequently. Your attention cheers me. However, I do not know if I will help you. Your father’s campaign rather drained my coffers. I would need some help filling it, and an in-person promise of assistance. I do prefer, as you may remember from our entirely too-long-ago meeting, that a conversation allows for far more accurate assessment of situations than a mere letter. My dear friend, Duke Ailil, feels the same way. Ailil has asked me to convey his deep honor at receiving your friendship, and he sends his love to your husband.”

“You aren’t married,” Alfred said.

“I know. Enzio probably also knows. He is angling to get something out of us. The rest of the letter is telling me off for underestimating the price of wool.”

“We’re doomed. My stomach.” Alfred put his hand over his belly and winced.

Karl swallowed his bread and made a face. “Well, that’s not what I expected. I thought Bigitte had written about Torvig.”

“What about him?”

Alfred smirked. “She wanted me to tell you. Karl got Helmond to tell him Torvig’s home. Well, he wasn’t there. He was bright enough to avoid his old haunts, but Bigitte figured that he would try to off-load his fustian, so she visited Magdeburg’s cloth district and narrowed his receivers down to a handful of second-hand clothing sellers he has dealt with before. Karl and I discovered a friend of his that might know his whereabouts. We couldn’t quite pry it out of him before the honey sold though.” 

Brynhild lifted an eyebrow. “I’ll bet I can squeeze something out of him. Did he sell the fustian yet?”

“As of yesterday, no. The burgomaster and guildmembers smelled a rat and he had to lay low before the clothing sellers talked to him. Not sure where though. Not at his friend’s.”

“He could be in the woods outside of Magdeburg, but he’ll want to sell his product quickly. I’ll bet he has more than one friend in Magdeburg’s underground. I’ll...” She wiggled her ears. “See what I can hear tomorrow.”

The men toasted her and told her all about Torvig’s friend and receivers. She listened attentively as the other men finished lunch. 

As the meal started to wrap up, a woman ushered in a pair of young men through the gates. They had the pikestaffs and patched gambeson of new recruits. The woman sniffled and hugged them when they reached the table. Brynhild’s ears perked. “Eva, I didn’t know your boys were signed up. Come and eat with us. How is the weaving going?”

The plump little weaver wiped her green eyes and perched next to her sons on the bench. “Fair enough. I didn’t think I would be able to carry on meeting orders when poor Arnoldson died, but...” She smiled and brushed a lock of hair from one of the young men’s forehead. “These two will have a business to take up when they come back from the war.”

The young man grumbled, “Mutti,” and ducked his head.

“Well, tell them to tuck in. We





[image: ]







[image: ]






















































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A Negotiable Death

A Wolfsburg Adventure

By Vivian Yongewa





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





