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The attack came at dawn. 

Euthalia woke to the terse, worried voices of men, and she crawled into the dawn light. “What is it?” she asked, only half-expecting an answer.

But Miloslav stopped mid-sentence to turn toward her. “Get back!” he snapped. “Hide yourself!”

Euthalia swept her eyes across the camp, seeing men picking up weapons, and looked up the river, where she saw a dragon.

Its head rose from the water and curled upward, glaring down upon the surface in disdain. The river barely rippled around its sinuous neck. Its body was long and narrow, and she saw now oars protruded from either side, launching it across the river. Behind it came other boats, also bearing beast heads, but somehow—because she had seen it first, or because it was the nearest, or because for just a moment it had been a real sea serpent in her mind—the first one seemed the most frightening.

Pirates, she realized. Terrifying, horrific men who went a-viking to prey on traders.

Traders like them.

She shrank backward. “Do we run? Hide?”

“Get out of sight,” repeated Miloslav. “They may wish to trade, not fight. They are traders themselves as often as pirates. They may wish only for news of Byzantium, or trade in southern goods.”

But Euthalia, who had never been a warrior, yet looked at the ships and knew this was not the approach of a trading party. And the men with Miloslav knew it, by the way they gripped their weapons, and Miloslav knew it too, by the way his mouth stayed tight at the corners as he spoke. Her father knew it by the way he came to join Miloslav, weapon in hand and looking more worried than ever she had seen him, even on this trip when he had failed to marry her to a Byzantine merchant.

Euthalia turned and scanned for a place to hide. She settled for a bundle of fabric, bright with southern dyes, and wriggled beneath it. Any part of her which remained exposed would look like spilled fabric and would not betray her.

She could see nothing now. She curled up, trying to disappear beneath the pile, and listened through the muting of the fabric.

Her father’s voice came first, calling down the river. “What do you carry to trade?”

For a moment there was no answer, and she tried to imagine the dragon-boat sailing by, eyes forward and passing unseeing over their camp, the sea-serpent leaving them all untouched. But a moment later, there was the unmistakable scrape of a hull running aground, like massive claws against sandy rock, and she knew the dragon had landed.

“What do you carry?” The voice was gruff, huge, the voice of a sea serpent or a man who rode a dragon. It wrapped about the words as if familiar with them but not quite comfortable, a second language.

“Good sailing to you, and safe travels to you as to ourselves,” called her father Tikhomir. His voice held a note she had never heard before, not only the unexpected deference she had heard in Byzantium but an additional undertone of fear. Her father, a chief and a chief of warriors, feared these Northmen come down the river.

Come down the river, she realized, through her father’s lands, or near enough to them. For it was impossible to reach the south and east from the north and west without passing through the middle, and certainly these boats had sailed this river down from their North home. She wavered between fierce indignation at the effrontery of sailing through her father’s lands without permission and horror that they might have sailed past her home, might have stopped, might have killed or taken her mother and her brothers and all the people she knew there.

The man with the dragon voice did not return her father’s greeting. “You come from the city, I see. Tell us what you bring away.”

“Spices,” said Tikhomir, “and silks, and dyes for fabrics. And iron ore, to be smelted into steel. It will make fine weapons.”

“Hm.” The voice seemed to consider. “Their ore is better, no argument. It will make better weapons, that is true.” There was a slight sound of steps, and the voice faded and rose as it spoke; Euthalia guessed he was turning to take in all their men, Miloslav and the others. “We will take the ore and the dyes, and half the spices.”

Tikhomir hesitated only just noticeably. “And will you pay in coin or barter?”

A laugh arose from the dragon’s throat, and then from many, many more throats. Euthalia did not know how many men rode the dragon-ship and the other boats, but she knew she had seen many oars. How many? Twenty at a side? That was a fair guess, making forty per boat. And there had been three boats. That made one hundred twenty hostile men, warriors who rode dragons and spoke like sea serpents.

One hundred twenty, to oppose her father’s band of sixteen.

Euthalia could stand it no longer. She pressed herself against the ground, the weight of the fabric over her, and peered out with one eye from beneath the bales of cloth. Now she could see, though it was hardly enough to be helpful. She knew her father’s boots, and those were Miloslav’s beside him, and the big set of leather-wrapped feet facing them, visible between their ankles, must belong to the man with the dragon’s voice.

The laughter slowed, and the man with the dragon voice spoke again, a trace of levity still coloring his tone. “The ore, and the dyes, and half the spices, or all and as many slaves as survive the fight.”

Her father did not answer immediately, and that was his mistake. There was a nearly-imperceptible movement in the third set of feet, simultaneous with a rub of oiled leather and a soft sound like a punch into a cow’s flank. Miloslav’s right foot took a step back, hesitated, and then he folded to his knees, clutching somewhere on the front of his torso.

“He will not be one of the slaves,” said the dragon voice.

Miloslav tipped forward into the sandy dirt, one arm splayed and the other trapped beneath him. He had not even struck a blow in his defense or his chieftain’s, a sad and pitiful death.

“Now,” said the dragon voice, “will you fight, and die? Or will you surrender, and live as slaves?”

“Wait,” urged her father. “I have another prize to offer. We are traders, and we would do business as men of trade.”

“Oh?” The dragon voice was only faintly curious. “What can you offer that is worth your lives?”

Her father’s feet turned away from Miloslav, bleeding his last on the sand, and came directly toward the pile of goods where Euthalia hid. She only just had time to wonder for one horrific instant if he meant her when he flung back the fabrics and seized her by the upper arm.

“Here!” he said, pulling her upward. “Here, what do you think of this?”

Euthalia stared at him, unable to look even to the river pirate standing just beyond Miloslav’s fallen body. He could not—he would not—

But her father was not looking at her. “She will certainly be a prettier prize to bring home,” he said, and he was using his merchant’s voice. “A woman is useful in ways a man is not.”

“Father!” she gasped, pulling weakly away from him. “You can’t do this!”

Now he turned on her. “I said I would get you a husband on this trip,” he snarled. “You knew it would not be one of your choosing.”

“Father?” repeated the dragon voice. Euthalia looked at the raider, tall and armored in mail and carrying an axe worn with experience. His helmet wrapped about his eyes, shielding them and hiding half his expression. What was visible, however, showed a curious blend of emotions: pride, at having driven a chieftain to offer his own daughter in payment for his life, and disgust, that such a man could be so driven.

“It is not a husband you ask for her, I think,” said the man with the dragon voice. “Nor is she, even a pretty and, as you say, useful girl, worth the price of sixteen male slaves.” He glanced down. “Fifteen.”

Now her father straightened. “You will not have fifteen slaves, not from us. I will die before I am taken, and I have other fine fighters who will not be taken easily, and you will need to kill them. You have enough men to overrun us, but not without losses of your own.”

“My men are not afraid to die in battle. They would be pleased, in fact, and would consider it honorable.” The helmeted man frowned as he looked over the remaining warriors of Tikhomir’s party. “Though perhaps it would be less of an honor to die facing so few, and so disreputable, it is true.”

“Whether they are pleased to die or not, it leaves you with fewer men to make your next raid,” pressed Euthalia’s father. “You may take our goods without risk by accepting the girl, to your profit, or you may fight us and take only what remains.” He put a knife to Euthalia’s throat. “To your loss.”

What was he saying? Euthalia reeled. He was bartering her like an ingot of ore or a bag of spice!

The helmeted man quirked one corner of his mouth upward in a smile. “We will take the girl,” he said, “and I will go one better for you, since you are such a reasonable man of trade. I will make her a dragon’s bride, a sacrifice to purchase your life.” He shook his head. “But even so fine a bride is not worth fifteen male slaves, and not after an insult to my men’s valor. You will send thralls as her dowry.”

And then everything happened at once. The men behind the man with the dragon’s voice rushed forward, raising axes and hammers and swords, and Tikhomir’s band clustered together about their chief, or at least some of them. Tikhomir flung her down and stepped back.

Euthalia hit the ground hard and saw, between the ankles of the surrounding men, that a half-dozen had run for the woods, leaving their chieftain and their comrades. Leather-armored warriors followed hard after, disappearing with them into the trees. On the beach, a warrior called Daniil charged the pirates, shouting for others to follow, and was cut down mid-cry.

Tikhomir’s voice barked out orders. “Stand down, men! Those who fled are given as slaves. A man who lacks faith in his chieftain deserves none. And those who remain—take Kazimir, and hold him for the ropes. He defied me thrice last year, and I’ll not fight for him now.”

Kazimir blinked once at his treacherous chief and then lunged desperately with his axe, swinging at both pirate and tribal comrade. But he could not face all directions at once, and the men from the beast-headed boats seized him from behind, dragging him backward and down and disarming him. Euthalia saw several men taking his sword and knife and other gear, but none of Kazimir’s comrades protested. They were glad to be rid of him, as her father was, or glad he had been chosen rather than them, or simply afraid to upset the fragile equilibrium by challenging the pirates’ assumption.

Kazimir was bound and held on his knees in the sand, heavy hands on his shoulders to keep him in place. His hands were bound behind his back, but his mouth was unhindered, and he cursed Tikhomir freely and fiercely, swearing to return and wreak his vengeance upon Tikhomir and his family and all their village. He had threats for his former brothers-in-arms, too, and vile words for their treachery in allowing him to be taken, listening to such an untrustworthy lord. “It will come!” he warned. “Your turn will come, when he will toss you like a half-gnawed bone to a stray dog! And pray that day of betrayal comes before I return to avenge myself, for no treachery can stand against the weight of the revenge I will take upon you all!”

The man in the helmet was utterly unimpressed by these continuous threats, and he turned his back on Kazimir and spoke, his dragon’s voice carrying easily over Kazimir’s insistent invective. “Let us wait here a short time, to see how many of your men have been brought back to their new fate.”

And so they waited, uneasy in the knowledge that if not enough tribesmen were brought back to thralldom, the number would be made up from those standing upon the sandy bar. Euthalia looked up at the familiar faces around her, reading their conflict as they hoped for their friends to escape and yet hoped they would be caught.

No one spoke.

Warriors are not accustomed to fleeing, and these woods were not familiar to Tikhomir’s men. Within fifteen minutes, the first captive emerged, bound and pushed ahead by three river pirates. A few moments later, another appeared, and then another. With each appearance, a painful throb of unhappy relief went through the little band about Euthalia, surrounded by countless mailed and leather-clad men.

Someone had gone to the beast-headed boats and brought back iron shackles, which were fitted upon Kazimir and the new captives.

“And now,” said the man with the dragon’s voice, “the girl.”

Euthalia couldn’t move. She couldn’t speak. She looked up, and her father grasped her roughly under the arm and hauled her to her feet. “Don’t be difficult now,” he warned. “Be a good bride. You knew you’d take a husband on this trip.”

Euthalia stared at the men on their knees, their shackled hands hanging before them. She was not going as a wife, no matter what her father might say.

Her throat seized, and she could not decide what to say even if she could speak. Should she plead for mercy from her father? Useless. Threaten vengeance, like Kazimir? Her revenge was even less likely than his, and threats were unbecoming in a woman. Should she weep, as she saw one young captive doing quietly on his knees? That would only please her captors, she thought, for they were vicious and cruel men. Quietly and stoically accept her fate, as other captives were doing? It seemed unthinkable.

But one of the beast-boat men was reaching for her, and she had to say something, had to act now or she would forever lose the opportunity. She gulped, choked on the first word, and then spat at her father, “I hope the sale of your daughter and your warriors’ respect was worth your cowardly life.”

A laugh and a whoop went up from a few of the beast-boat men who understood her, or at least her tone, and the dragon’s-voice laugh boomed over them all. It surprised her. Euthalia had not meant to amuse them, had only meant to shame the father exposed as a lying and weak man despite his position, and she was a little afraid of their response. 

She did not have the opportunity to see her father’s reaction, for she was already being drawn away, but she imagined—she hoped—he flushed hot with shame, and she hoped his remaining warriors turned baleful eyes on him. Perhaps, when they reached home again, her father’s stories would not be the only ones told. Perhaps others would explain that they had not lost comrades in a fearful and honorable battle, but that husbands and sons and fathers had been traded away for the life of a chieftain who would not fight, who hid behind the sale of his eldest child and daughter.

She could hope that would be how it ended.

Euthalia was guided into the boat with the dragon’s head. She was not bound, not like the men, but she knew that was a mere formality. She was just as much a prisoner—more, because she did not know how to fight as they did. She could not fight, she could not flee; she was a thrall, just as they were. Helpless, just as they were.

Afraid, just like they were.

The other captives were shared out among the boats, two or three each. The crying boy went to another boat, which pained Euthalia for some reason. Maybe she wanted someone who expressed what she could not yet. Kazimir came to her boat, still snarling between his teeth, and was pushed into the belly of the boat. The trade goods, already sorted as they waited for the captives to be brought, were loaded onto the boats.

Euthalia would not—would not—look back as the boats were pushed again into the river. She did not want to see her father standing upon the shore, safe with his remaining men. He would not see her afraid and miserable in the slavery into which he had sold her. He would see her sailing into her new life with the fearsome Vikings as boldly as he should have faced them himself.

And if the brisk wind drew slow, hot tears to her eyes as she turned into it, he was too far to see them, and so it did not matter.










  
  
Chapter 2



There were many more men than forty in each boat; nearly twice that many, Euthalia observed when she came to herself enough to start looking around her. Not all rowed at once, and alternating benches were left empty. As she watched the rowers at work she saw that the benches were very close to one another, so that if each had been manned, the rowers would have had to curtail their strokes to avoid bumping one another. The extra benches then were for urgent work, maybe, or some situation other than cruising down an easily-navigable river. 

She had been placed at the center of the boat, where warriors surrounded her on all sides and made escape, by either flight or suicide into the river, difficult. Below the planking upon which she sat, water swished with the boat’s movement, the inevitable bilge which crept always into any vessel. Several men were bailing with casual efficiency, handing buckets up and tossing water over the side.

There was an exchange among a couple of these men standing ankle-deep in the belly of the boat, and then with a couple of the men on the decking itself. 

Euthalia could not understand their speech, but she followed their meaning well enough when one of the warriors turned to the two new slaves and gestured them down into the sloshing water.

One of the men had remained grim-faced and silent since his first reappearance as a captive. Euthalia had seen him of course, but she hardly knew the man. Now, he seemed both resigned and pragmatic; he rose and went to the hold, stepping with hardly a flinch into the cold water, taking the bucket with his shackled hands and starting to bail and pass up the bucket.

Kazimir was not so willing to bow under his new obligations. He got to his feet and spat on the decking. “Down there? I am no catfish to mildew in the belly of a ship. I am a warrior, and if you want my service, you’ll take me as a fighter. I am a fighting man, and I’m meant to hold a sword or an axe, not a bucket. You can take your bucket and—”

The sailors did not understand Kazimir’s words any more than he understood theirs, but they followed his meaning and defiance well enough, and at this point one bent and snatched his ankles as another shoved him hard backwards. Kazimir went down on the decking like felled timber, and before he could even roll or sit up, the two had lifted him and heaved his shoulders overboard between the working oars.

His feet they kept, braced against the shield-rail. Euthalia leapt to her feet and rushed to the edge. Another sailor caught her shoulder, but he did not pull her back. Perhaps he wanted her to see.

Kazimir hung with his head below the water, his bound arms working frantically to snatch at the shifting oars. He was trying to lift himself by the strength of his torso, but the continuous stroke of the oars kept pushing him down. His movements grew more frenzied as he jerked upward, twice striking his head against an oar, and then his movements weakened.

At this, the two warriors hauled him up by his ankles, dragging him none too gently over the edge and dropping him beside an empty rowing bench. Kazimir was alive and awake, and he choked and coughed for a moment, wiping his face on his dripping sleeve, and then he began to curse his captors once more.

A sailor pointed to the water in the hold, where the other new slave was bailing steadily, his eyes well away from Kazimir. Kazimir looked at the pointing sailor and spat in his face.

As quick as a bird, they heaved him over once more, as the rowers laughed and pulled steadily. On another boat, other captives had been pushed to the rail to watch Kazimir hang and struggle and choke.

Euthalia squeezed her fingers into the worn wood. Surely this was too long—surely they would kill him. Would they kill him for mere defiance? But of course they might. Her father had never suffered a recalcitrant slave, either. Kazimir was no use to them as he was, and already his punishment was encouraging obedience in the others newly taken.

At last Kazimir’s struggles slowed again, and after a moment without any writhing or clawing at the oars, the two warriors hauled him up again. This time Kazimir did not respond. One bent to slap him awake. Kazimir choked and jerked as if astounded to find himself alive, and his eyes were white-rimmed as he stretched to feel the decking beneath him.

They pushed him toward the hold and kicked him over the edge, and he splashed heavily into the swill as the others dodged. Kazimir took the bucket someone shoved at him, and he began to bail, still coughing up water.

Euthalia drew a shuddering breath. What cruel madmen these were. All that she had ever heard of them was true. And she had been given to them, a sacrifice to their monstrous cruelty.

She was half-surprised, if grateful, that none of them had yet simply forced her right there on the deck, in full view of the others. She had heard of such things. Such things were probably yet to come. She wondered if she should hope for escape or for death, and wondered which might be less difficult.

She had no idea of how far they traveled before twilight, but with the regular rotation of rowers, she guessed it was much further than her father’s party had ever traveled in a day, and well beyond his reach to follow and reclaim his daughter and warriors even had he dared to try. They beached the boats and made several small fires, where cooking was begun. The slaves were tethered by their shackles to several saplings, near enough to see one another but not so near that they could reach one another.

Euthalia was led to a fire and pointed to a place to sit, where she did so. She was given food, like the warriors and the new slaves. Then a helmeted figure came out of the deepening twilight, and she realized she had not seen the man with the dragon voice—how could she have forgotten him?—since the first hour of her captivity.

“You will stay on the boat tonight,” he said in his deep, enormous voice, and her stomach coiled painfully about the food she had just eaten. This—this is it. Father offered me to this man, and he’s come to claim his prize. On the boat, out of the view of his men—he’ll take me first, and then leave me to them.

When he gestured for her to rise, her legs had turned to porridge and she could not obey. He reached down, and she flinched, and he took her forearm in a warrior’s clasp and pulled her upright. He led her toward the dragon-headed boat.

He took her to the stern, farthest from the land, and pointed her toward the deck. Every fiber in her screamed at her not to go down upon that planking, even as some other part of her warned her to obey him lest he hurt her worse. And if they had half-drowned Kazimir for refusing to bail water, what would they not do to a mere woman who refused a woman’s duty to the man who claimed her?

He handed her a heavy fur—bearskin, she thought without looking, for she could not take her eyes from him, though the helmet and the shadows hid his face entirely. “Sleep here,” he said. “If you slip over the side, the night guards will hear you in the water. If you come down the boat, you will wake the warriors sleeping on the deck. If you get into the woods, you will die of hunger or be caught by the local tribes, a fate far worse than yours here. Stay, and you will be an offering.”

Offering. The words made her shiver with thoughts of the ancient sacrifices to the spirits of the land. But her head nodded once, as if she understood or agreed, and he turned and left her standing on the upward sloping decking.

At last, after several minutes of staring toward the fires, as if she could pick him out, she sat with her back against the rising beam which formed the stern, and she wrapped herself in the bearskin. It was warm, and the most comfort she had known all the day, and against all expectation she fell asleep.
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She woke in the night, disturbed by something—a snore or fart from the sleeping warriors scattered across the boat, maybe. She could just make out their sleeping forms gently outlined by the moonlight.

Her captor had been right; she could not have picked her way through them without waking at least one. They lay close together, with hardly space for a girl’s foot to slip between, and even with the moon it was difficult to distinguish men from boat.

She stood, slowly, keeping the bearskin wrapped about her, and looked over either side of the boat. Due to the upward curve of the stern, it was a fair drop to the river below, and it would be impossible to enter the water silently. The man with the dragon voice had chosen his prison well; it was open and spacious and inescapable.

She let her eyes wander along the shore and picked out more men sleeping near the remnants of the cookfires. Beyond them, dark shapes moved, barely discernible against the trees: sentries to guard the men and the boats by night, and to prevent any of the new captives from escaping as well.

Euthalia slid back to her place on the deck. Even if she could escape, she had nowhere to go. She could find her way home only by following the river, the same water-road her captors would be taking. She did not have the woodcraft, much less the tools she would need, to survive alone in the deep woods, even if she did not meet any of the tribes hostile to her father’s people. And if she did meet them, she would hardly be in a better position than she was here.

She settled the bearskin over herself, tucking in the edges. No, she was not surrendering, not entirely. She was simply awaiting her more opportune moment. The foolish warrior acted with no chance of success, and if she were not a warrior, she was also not a fool.

They would grow careless, if she appeared quiet and compliant. Already they did not bind her like they did the men. Eventually they would forget to guard her, and she could make her way out of their camp, perhaps even freeing one of her father’s warriors to guide and protect her on the journey home. Yes, she would wait, and she would succeed.










  
  
Chapter 3



They traveled north for days, following the winding of the rivers. Four times they stopped and traded for goods with small towns or at sandy bars where other merchants—sometimes in boats like their own, sometimes with wagons—waited. They traded in silver, in beads, in slaves. Two of her father’s warriors were sold, including the boy who had cried. Euthalia wished she could recall his name, so she had some other way to remember him and could name him when she would eventually tell of her father’s treachery. Though perhaps it would be no favor to describe his tears to his family. 

The silver coins they received looked much like the coins she had seen in Byzantium, and she marveled at their ubiquitous value. The warrior-traders also took or gave gold and silver arm rings, or silver chains. She watched one man cut links from a silver chain to pay for a worked copper brooch. She found a silver coin in the mud, nearly lost in a footprint, and she tucked it into her boot. She would need money, to bribe aid or to buy supplies on her flight. This was a start.

Thrice she saw the river pirates take gold, spices, ivory, and fine fabrics from merchants who were not quick enough to flee the beast-headed boats. Twice the merchants were left alive and mostly unharmed; once the pirates killed the men who offered resistance and then took all their goods.

She began to learn their language, too. She tried not to let on how many words she had picked up—best if they underestimated her and believed her stupid and ignorant—but gradually she began to learn the more common names of things and the daily actions on the boat.

And then, after three weeks of rowing northward, they veered from the river into a tributary, and then into a stream which fed it, and so on upstream. At last the crews cheered as they drew within sight of a village on the water, full of low earthen houses with grass-growing roofs or low-hanging thatch. Women, children, and a smaller number of men appeared to wave and welcome. With a sinking stomach, Euthalia realized that this was the raiders’ home. She had missed her chance for escaping along the route; this was where they would stay.

Rough planking provided docks along the marshy edges, and each of the boats—without their beast heads, now—were guided expertly into place. There was much noise and embracing and calling back and forth, and twice someone was crowded off the dock and into the water by the joyful greeters. But there was much laughter each time as they were rescued, and it was apparent that no harm was done and no offense was taken.

Then the unloading of the cargo began, and this included the captives. The new slaves were set to work carrying coffers of precious metals or iron ore or other heavy goods, and Euthalia was pointed toward a woman older than her mother. Words were exchanged, none of them any she knew, and the woman gestured for Euthalia to follow her. Clutching her bearskin, Euthalia did.

Perhaps this was her fate, and this was her new mistress. She had a lined face, from smiles or scowls or weathering, and no hair visible beneath her white hood. Euthalia wondered if she were a reasonable owner or a harridan who would make her miserable.

The woman led Euthalia past a dark longhouse to a smaller, square house set into a mound of earth, with grass from the roof overhanging the door, and took her hand to tug her inside. The house was small and simply furnished, but it was as complete a home as Euthalia had seen, with a raised sleeping area and a table and chairs and shelves of utensils and a few stored pots of food. The woman guided Euthalia into a chair, saying something which must mean sit down, and opened a trunk. She withdrew several articles of clothing and spread them on the table for Euthalia’s perusal.

The clothing looked lovely, even in its strangeness. Anything would have looked good to Euthalia—her own clothing was stiff and stinking after weeks in the boat—but this was appealing on its own. It was made of wool and flax, and the pinafore to hang over the shift was dyed a dark blue, making it a fine and expensive piece. Euthalia’s father had paid a premium price for such a dye. The shift was a pale natural color and pleated, another luxury.

The woman fingered the material and offered it to Euthalia. She asked a question and waited with eyebrows raised. Euthalia fingered the material just as she had done and nodded obligingly.

The woman picked up the clothing and gestured for Euthalia to rise and follow. They went toward the stream again, but upward of the docks, where they came to a small wooden house set on the shore. It was, Euthalia was delighted to find, a bathhouse. The woman took off her white hood, revealing short-cropped hair, and indicated for Euthalia to strip off her filthy clothing.

She had never been so grateful for a bath in her life. The woman even produced a comb, finely carved of antler or horn, and helped Euthalia pick apart the weeks’ worth of tangles which had taken over her hair. When they had finished, Euthalia put on the shift and pinafore, fastening the latter with two small domed brooches. Euthalia ran her hands down the pinafore, reveling in the feeling of being clean.

“Good, good,” praised the woman, using one of the first words Euthalia had grasped.

They returned to the house, the woman continuing with a stream of words Euthalia could not catch. This time she noticed the door latch, an ingenious device entirely of wood to both latch and bar the door. They were clever craftsmen here.

Once inside, the woman went back to the chest and this time drew out a red cape. It was a full half-circle and hung to Euthalia’s ankles, and with it over her shoulders Euthalia felt herself a great lady. The cape was trimmed in fox fur, and she stroked the fur as she looked down at herself. For the first time, she wondered if she might not find herself in total despair in this new place. Surely they would not treat their whores in such fine fashion. Perhaps she was not to be a thrall after all.

The woman pointed to herself. “Birna,” she said. “Birna. I am Birna.” She pointed to Euthalia and made a questioning face, eyebrows raised.

Euthalia realized this was the first time anyone had asked her about herself, even just her name. “Euthalia,” she said. There was no need to specify her family; she was her father’s daughter no more.

Birna nodded. “Euthalia.” And she pointed for Euthalia to sit in the chair again.

This was not so bad. Birna had combed out Euthalia’s hair, though her own was cropped short like the other thralls Euthalia had noticed. That might imply that Euthalia was not to be a slave, at least not yet. She hoped that was the case, anyway.

But of course, the man in the dragon helmet. The man who had taken her from her father. He had said she would be a dragon’s bride; of course he referred to himself. It seemed he really meant to marry her, not just take her as a thrall.

Euthalia took a breath. It was not what she would have wanted, but it was not after all so different from what she had expected, a husband unknown to her in a strange land. Instead of rich Byzantium, she was in a Northland village, but in the end it was not so different. She was prepared for this.

Birna gestured with an open, flat palm toward Euthalia—Stop? Stay?—and went out, leaving the door open. Euthalia watched as she crossed a short distance to an open shelter with an earthen oven, where she collected several pieces. She returned and offered a flatbread to Euthalia.

It was fresher than the boat’s provisions, at least, as they had saved the spices and treats to bring back to the village. And Euthalia, no longer surrounded by dozens of strange male warriors, found herself relaxing enough to feel real hunger. She devoured the bread.

“Good, good,” praised Birna. She nodded. “Eat. Tomorrow, blóta.”

Euthalia did not know the word. “Blo—what?”

Birna smiled, a little tightly, and drew her hand across her throat.

Euthalia stared at her, the bread going tasteless in her mouth.










  
  
Chapter 4



The entire village had turned out, and to Euthalia’s unskilled eye, they seemed to be dressed in finer array than before. Everywhere the clothing was bright with color and trimmed with embroidery or fur. The men’s cheeks were freshly shaved, and slightly reddened skin around the eyebrows showed where both men and women had subjected themselves to the same plucking Euthalia had undergone that morning. 

They cheered when they saw her, whooping and clapping, and she felt very self-conscious. What did they expect of her? Had Birna meant her death?

The crowd surrounded her loosely and walked toward the edge of the village, where a newly-built house waited, conspicuous with its raw unweathered wood and the younger, greener grass on its roof. A shallow pit, long and wide like the base of another house which had not been built, lay to one side. Two men were leading a brown horse across the field toward them.

An old man came toward her, bent with years and work, and she saw by his close-cropped hair and the 

rounded iron collar about his neck that he was a thrall, kept for light work or charity in his old age. He nodded toward her several times and worked his mouth around a language rusty with disuse. “Wife,” he said in her own tongue, his voice high with age. “Wife. Bride. You are the bride.”

She remembered the words of the helmeted man, the man with the dragon’s voice, accepting her father’s offer of her. Her father had argued he had promised her a husband, and the helmeted man had agreed to fulfill his promise despite Tikhomir’s cowardly bargain. Euthalia had not believed him then nor at any time during the journey. But had he spoken the truth? Was she to be properly wed, instead of given as a slave?

“A bride to whom?” she asked the old man. “Where is my husband?”

“Bride,” he repeated, obviously pleased that he remembered the word. “To the dragon.”

She stared at him, certain she had not heard him correctly. Or perhaps he had not remembered the word, as it was obviously long years since he had spoken his native tongue. “No, who is my husband? The man with the helmet, where is he?”

He nodded. “The dragon,” he repeated. “You are the bride. A sacrifice bride, to the dragon.”

An agonized bellow interrupted him, and she looked up as a man finished drawing a knife across the throat of the horse in the shallow pit. Two other men held it by the ears as it bled, eyes wide, until it went to its knees. The crowd cheered.

Euthalia’s heart froze and her breath stopped in her throat. A sacrifice bride.

The horse dropped to the ground and rolled partly to one side, tongue lolling. Several men stepped forward and began to butcher it, blood running freely over the ground.

Euthalia bent and vomited onto the grass.

The old man took her shoulder, leaning upon her as much as steadying her. “No, no,” he said, “you go in. Sacrifice, big honor. He comes tonight. Not man. Dragon’s bride.”

Euthalia pushed at him, her heart racing. “No, stop,” she breathed. “Not me. Not that. I will be a slave, but don’t do that.”

The villagers closed about her, speaking rapidly in excited tones, and they pressed her toward the house. She saw several of them carried torches, and she realized they would burn her within the new wooden house. “No!” she screamed. “No!”

But she could not escape them, for in each direction she turned she was pushed back, and as she grabbed at the edges of the door to hold herself back they pressed together against her, still cheerily arguing in words she could not understand, and she shouted protest as she fell through the doorway. The wooden door, with the clever wooden latch she had admired, closed solidly behind her.

There were no windows. Some light crept through the high parts of the roof, where the woven wattle abutted the thatching, but the interior was only dimly visible. She could make out a table, and two chairs, and a long chest, and two shelves upon the wall lined with objects she could not quite see. Along one wall was a raised sleeping surface, with painted sliding panels to enclose it for warmth in the winter. Now the door stood open, and she could see a pile of sheepskins.

It was a very lifelike grave, if it were a grave. But she had heard that the great men of the North were sent to death with all the possessions they might need in the next life, and so the completeness only frightened her further.

The torches were not set to the house. Instead she heard singing, and then the crackling of fire, but at a safe distance. They were roasting the horse, she decided, feasting upon her death.

Or maybe, if they had not killed her yet, maybe she was not to die. Maybe she really was a bride, and she had been put here to await her new husband, a man so dangerous and so respected in battle that he was called the Dragon, and the old slave had not had the words to explain a sobriquet.

She tried the door, hoping they had gone far enough and were distracted enough, but it was barred from without. She was trapped within the little house, helpless. She could only wait.
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The dragon came at night.

Euthalia had sat long in the dark, her knees hugged close to her chest, wrapped in the bearskin the helmeted man had given her on the boat. She sat on the trunk pushed against the wall; she could not bear to sit upon the bed. Once in a while she looked at it and then looked away.

Was the dragon a figurative name for a dreadful man, a warrior feared above all others? Or was it a literal monster she awaited? Would she be raped or devoured? It was hard, not speaking a language. She could not even know what she should fear.

Birna had not seemed to worry for her, and she had even seemed happy as she prepared Euthalia for her bridal day. But that did not mean safety; Euthalia had seen people happily sacrifice animals, even precious ones, without grief or reservation. How much more should a dragon’s prize be offered willingly?

And then there was a sound outside, a subtle sound which could have meant nothing on its own, but Euthalia knew, she knew, that he had come and now stood outside the door.

Warrior or beast? Man or monster?

She was seized with the sudden terror that she would scream when the door opened, and if it were a monster a scream would incite it, and if it were a man a scream would infuriate him, and so she pressed a handful of the fox-edged cape into her mouth as the wooden latch lifted.

The door swung open.

Euthalia made a tiny whimpering sound into the cape and squeezed her eyes shut. Instantly she could not stand her helplessness and opened her eyes again. But it did her no more good to look than to not—the moonless night offered no aid to her eyes, and as the door swung shut she could only get a sense of a bulk before it. He was tall and broad, if a man.

She could hear breathing. It was not her own; she was holding her breath, she realized. She swallowed and forced herself to speak. Her voice was unsteady. “Welcome, husband. I am the dragon’s bride.” If a man, would he even understand her?

“What are you called?”

Relief ran through her like water at hearing words so plainly spoken. For a moment she could hardly answer. “My name is Euthalia.”

“Euthalia.” He tested the foreign word, trying it, tasting it. After a moment, he seemed to approve it. “Euthalia. My bride.”

She was so grateful to find he was human that she thought suddenly she might be able to bear what would come next. They said it was not unpleasant, if not done by force, and could even be agreeable, if the man took care to please his woman as well. She giggled a little with nervous confusion and embarrassment at her own inconsistency.

“Why do you laugh?” came the voice. It was a deep voice, and powerful, as if even the helmeted man had been only a child and had grown at last to full manhood.

She shook her head, embarrassed further. She had the uncomfortable impression that he could see her despite the darkness. “I do not laugh at you, of course, I only—I was so afraid, and now I am so relieved you are human.”

There was a shifting in the darkness, and the pressure of the air about her changed as he leaned closer, lowering his head near hers. “Why do you think I am human?”

Euthalia froze, unable to speak, unable to move, unable to think of anything but the powerful voice and all her terrors of the dragon. Arms—or claws, or something—grasped her about the bearskin, cocooning her like a child, and then there was a brilliant prismatic burst of light, just for an instant, and she screamed without hesitation or shame.
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