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Author’s Note



At the back of this book, you will find a glossary with pronunciations and definitions of character names and Old English words that appear in this story. However, if you prefer to either make up your own pronunciations or just blip over the words you don’t know, this author has no objection whatsoever.


Happy reading!


~ Sharon













Précis



The Old English poem Beowulf (produced somewhere between 975 and 1015 CE) recounts the tale of the superhuman hero-turned-king Beowulf, who fights and kills three monsters: Grendel, who kept eating people in Denmark; Grendel’s mother, who wanted revenge for her son’s death; and a dragon, who destroyed Beowulf’s village in the fiftieth year of his reign in Geatland. Beowulf demonstrates superpowers during his battles—feats of great strength, and the ability to hold his breath underwater for hours, for example.


This novel concerns the last battle, with the dragon. The original poem tells us that an unnamed slave, who had been exiled from his master’s house, found a secret way into a dragon’s lair filled with treasure. He steals a goblet, which wakes the dragon, who rains havoc and fire down upon the land. This is the story of that slave, and the woman who loved, inspired, and believed in him.
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PART I














Prologue



Geatland, in the year 987 CE


On the morning of her thirteenth birthday, Fryda of Clan Waegmunding—daughter of Weohstan and jewel of King Beowulf’s eye—wanted only one good kill. She wished for a sturdy arrow shot straight and true, the rending of flesh under her knife, and the tang of hot blood sending curls of steam into the chill air.


In the pre-dawn darkness, she wriggled her way into trousers pilfered from the laundry the day before. The icy glimmer of stars peeped through the smoke-hole cut into the roof as she pulled on a roughspun tunic and fastened a leather belt around her childishly slim waist. Good, she thought. No one else in the household would stir for another hour at least.


She gathered her wild, butter-coloured curls into thick braids and wound them around her head, hoping the pins would hold, and slid a short seax—a sharp, tapered hunting dagger—under her belt. For a moment she considered fetching Theow from his pallet in the kitchens and asking if he wanted to come with her.


As Theow’s name hovered in her mind, she felt a small frisson shimmer up her spine. Her breath quickened, the hairs on her arms stood up, and her young body woke in ways she did not entirely understand. She nearly surrendered to the rush of temptation that tugged her towards the kitchens, but did not want to risk Theow receiving credit for her hunt. A warrior gets credit for his kills.


Her kills, she thought. Or at least, one kill to prove her prowess at the hunt. One wolf pelt to hang in the mead-hall and call her own.


She grabbed her bow and a quiver of arrows from her wooden chest and crept from the building, trying to be as silent as possible. In the early morning hush, every step, every breath sounded unnaturally loud, and she startled at each rustle and distant birdcall. Her breath misted in the late autumn air, but the nights were not yet cold enough to freeze the dew that pearled on the grass, making everything smell fresh and green.


Fryda made her way towards the western wall, stealing through the burh as quietly as she could. In the hovering darkness of the far-northern autumn, the structures resembled a sprawling village rather than a walled estate. Warm, reddish earthen walls rose in square and rectangular blocks, adorned by thatched, timbered roofs and arched windows set with real glass, sparkling like gemstones. Wooden structures hunkered in rows around an ancient standing stone. The air smelled like salt and brine, and she could hear the distant thunder of waves crashing against the rocky shore.


She nodded to the guards stationed at the gate and they let her pass without question. She had no doubt they would report her early morning exit from the burh to her father, but by that time—she hoped—she would have a fine wolf pelt to placate him.


Fryda padded through a wooded grove outside the stronghold wall, avoiding rustling leaves and noisy twigs. Soon her boots were soaked through and a chill pebbled her skin, but she did not think about turning back. Shield maidens did not stop fighting because of damp feet.


She scanned the ground as she moved, alert for any sign of the beast that had plagued the burh’s hunters since summer’s end. After several cold, breathless moments she spotted the paw prints of an enormous wolf in some soft mud and steadily tracked them westward. They led her out of the woods to the bare, wind-ravaged meadows along the edge of the cliff. Elation filled her, making her feel as if she floated above the ground. She was going to find the wolf. She would find it and kill it and her father would finally see her as a worthy shield maiden. He would finally let her…


Her thoughts rattled out of her head as the earth beneath her shuddered and jerked. Fryda gasped as she staggered, trying to keep her feet. A terrifying roar filled her ears—a sound so monumental she thought Woden himself must have made it. Certainly no wolf could produce such a clamour.


The ground shifted sideways and violently flung her into the grass. A sharp report echoed across the sky, as if the very fabric of the air cracked and tore. The meadow undulated beneath her as though suddenly turned to water, and Fryda clutched the long grass in her fists. The coarse blades tore in her grip as the earth tried to shake her off, like a flea in a dog’s fur.


The great cracks and rumblings became deafening, and Fryda sobbed in terror. The ground lurched, and then… disappeared.


For one breath she lay on solid, if tumultuous, ground and the next she plummeted downwards. A scream tore from her throat and she clawed with frantic hands for anything to break her fall.


Something grabbed her by the wrist, and for one breathless moment she thought Woden had indeed stretched out a hand to save her. But when a lightning bolt of pain shot from her hand down to her shoulder, Fryda understood why the clan revered the All-Father as the god of madness as well as death. She screamed again as her hand became fire and flames licked through her arm, her shoulder, and into her chest. She blinked against the sparks dancing across her vision and wondered if disobedience to her father had truly brought about the end of the world.


The violence of the earthquake had hollowed out a deep, deep chasm in the earth and she’d managed to jam her hand into a narrow crack in the wall. Fryda stared at the shards of white bone jutting from her ruined skin, the wells of shocking red blood running down her arm. It dripped from her fingers onto her neck, her face, into her clothing, and fear rushed to fill the spaces of her body left empty by leaking blood and protruding bone. She clutched the wall with her good hand while her feet scrabbled against the rock, trying to find purchase. But every movement caused great flowers of pain to bloom in her hand and chest, and she realized the fall had separated the bones of her arm completely from her shoulder.


Time began acting strangely. She had no idea how long she hung there, drowning in agony and hoping she would soon die. Eventually the darkness of night crept into her bones. Her throat burned with thirst and screams. Her eyes grew dim; her body shook with cold and weakness. Her arm and shoulder had gone numb hours before, but her hand seethed with pain from the bones piercing her skin and from the rock that kept her trapped like a rabbit in a snare. She screamed again, her voice feeble and wounded, and heard an answering music rise from the bottom of the chasm, a tinkling like bells or chimes.


It wasn’t real, of course. She knew that now. Once night had claimed the land, she had fallen into a kind of delirium wherein she heard and saw things from the wrong side of reality. Strange phantasms from her life that could not possibly exist in this place and time hovered around her, like the scent of Hild’s delicious mushroom soup, or the tang of the ground galls the hunters used for tanning skins. Perhaps the visions, the scents, the music were heralds of her death. If so, she welcomed them.


The torment from her trapped hand writhed through her body like a living thing. The hours since the earthquake had not acted as a balm for her pain. She thought, as she had a thousand times since she fell, about the hunting knife tucked in her belt.


She whimpered. Her hand, with all its torn flesh and broken bones, had swollen so rapidly she could not budge it from its rocky prison. But she could wrap her belt around her arm; tighten it. Take the knife and…


A gust of wind from the sea snaked through the chasm and buffeted her against the cliff wall.


Fryda screamed in earnest as her broken wrist twisted and the bones ground together. She fumbled for the seax at her waist, but her fingers faltered as the darkness closed in on her, and she gratefully succumbed to her fate.















Awareness



Deep in her cave, buried under a massive pile of treasure, Fýrdraca, Fire-Dragon, shifts. She feels the touch of gold and silver slide against her scales. For a moment she almost wakes, but something catches her and drags her back down into nightmare, like a drowning victim caught in an intractable undertow.


Not a nameless something. An ancient curse.


Fýrdraca struggles against the dark magic that binds her and the earth trembles at her strength and power.


The gold and treasure are her prison as well as her saviour. She reaches out, longing again to be free, to stretch her wings and fly. From her nightmares she lashes out at the barrier keeping her from the winds and clouds, and the ground shakes again. A sound like a thunderclap reverberates through the cave and this time the land cracks, fractures into long, deep fissures of jagged rock and stone. The earth-barrier between her precious gold and the sky breaks, splits, and for the first time in centuries the sun reaches in with gentle, trailing fingers and caresses her blighted treasure, like the touch from a long-lost lover. It brings warmth and light and… a noise. A sound never before heard from within her nightmare prison. Something small and insignificant. Not of gold or silver, no, nor of gems or pearls, but of flesh and bone and blood. Something scared. Something hurt.


Something human. A girl-child.


The pitiful sound diverts the flow of her memories. She remembers the Lone Survivor standing upon the promontory, clutching a large and ancient goblet in both hands and keening, anguish twisting his face into something monstrous. The goblet seemed forged from legend, crafted in gold and silver and myth. Intricately embossed hunting scenes curved around the bowl and stem, and gems glowed in the raging firelight, reflecting the charred corpses of the Lone Survivor’s kin, strewn across the land while the remains of his stronghold burned behind him. Fýrdraca again feels his heart shrivel and tear in his chest, where it seeps pain like a suppurated wound. His body curls around it, as if to protect a malignant birth that would forever curse him… and her.















One



Geatland, seven years later, in the year 994 CE


“Arms up! Keep your stance strong!”


Fryda awkwardly lifted her elbows, and the practice spear she wielded wobbled in her tenuous grip. She couldn’t get her clawed, twisted fingers all the way around the shaft, but she attacked anyway. Hild blocked it and the force of the blow knocked Fryda off balance, and onto her behind. The crude spear fell from her hand.


Instantly her dress and shift were soaked with early morning dew.


Bollocks.


She looked at Hild, with her bare feet and her old kitchen work tunic, and could not suppress a smile. Hild stood with her stave still raised, her expression worried and her dark brown skin a sharp contrast to the knee-high yellow grasses in the meadow behind the forge where they held their secret practices. The field stretched to the edge of the cliff that dropped to meet the shore and the sea, and a narrow set of steps carved into the cliff face wound down to Weohstan’s fleet of longships. The field hosted the clan’s festivals and ceremonial rituals, weddings, and competitions. The clanspeople burned their dead and paid homage to their gods, Woden and Frige, there—but for most of the year the wild expanse of grass lay empty and fallow.


A perfect place for forbidden fighting practice.


From her very first memory, Fryda had wanted only one thing. When she was four years old, she announced to her family she planned to become a shield maiden when she grew up.


Her father said no and told her to never speak such nonsense again.


On her tenth birthday, Weohstan caught Fryda and Theow—his own slave, no less—sparring in the field behind the forge. Her father’s canny eye had immediately noted the smoothness of her movements and the dancing lightness of her feet—indications that this was far from the first time they had practised with the rough wooden swords the blacksmith had carved for them. Incandescent with rage, her father had burned the blades, forbidden her friendship with Theow, and shut her in her room for the rest of the day. She had cried, alone and hungry, while the people of Eċeweall celebrated her birth with a grand feast in the mead-hall.


Her thoughts dodged around her disastrous attempt at a hunt when she was thirteen and, without thinking, she pulled the sleeve of her tunic over the ruin that used to be her left hand.


Now, at twenty years of age, she had learned discretion, if not obedience. Her dream of becoming a shield maiden had died that night in the chasm, but she could not seem to stop working towards it anyway.


“Are you all right, my lady?” Hild asked, her chest heaving. Her black hair fell in long braids to her waist and her too-thin frame was sleek and well muscled. Fryda frowned at Hild’s bony wrists and prominent collarbones and vowed to speak again to Moire about increasing food rations for the entire kitchen staff.


“What did I say about your stance, Sunbeam?”


Fryda looked up to see Bryce standing over her, his arms crossed over his massive chest and his braided beard quivering with annoyance. She drew her mangled hand against her body and couldn’t quite meet Bryce’s gaze.


“I can’t get a good grip on it,” she mumbled.


Hild lowered her wooden stave and Fryda flinched away from her sympathetic look.


Bryce helped her to her feet. His blacksmith’s hands, rough with old burns and scars, caught on the nap of her tunic. “Look,” he said as he reached out to peel the sleeve from her hand. Fryda shuddered at the sight of her canted wrist and twisted fingers. She never looked at her hand if she could avoid it. “You don’t have to grip it with both hands. Use your right hand for force and your left for direction and balance.”


He handed her the practice spear. Bryce’s face had no doubt been handsome in his youth, but age and experience had etched deep lines and grooves into his skin, and something or someone had broken his nose at least once. Fryda squinted at it. Probably twice. Though years had turned his hair the colour of iron, his physique had never diminished. The man’s thighs were tree trunks, and half a lifetime of working the hammer and anvil had corded his arms with hard, curved muscle.


“Like this.” Bryce positioned her right hand around the spear and gently moved her left so her twisted fingers anchored the weapon rather than gripped it. To her surprise, it felt a great deal more stable.


“I’m sorry about that, my lady,” Hild said, and Fryda huffed. In all the years they had been friends, she had not convinced Hild to address her informally. Fryda was the lord’s daughter and Hild an indentured servant in her father’s household. It would be dangerous, Hild had once told her, to forget that.


“Not your fault, Hild,” Fryda said. Bryce gave her hip one last nudge and she finally adjusted her stance.


“Try that,” he told her.


Hild again raised her spear. This time when their weapons clashed, Fryda maintained her grip and deflected Hild’s blow without mishap.


“That’s more like it!” Bryce bellowed. His broad grin made the early summer sun seem suddenly brighter. “You’re learning now. Once more, but this time you attack and Hild defends.”


Fryda readied her spear, taking care to position both hands correctly, and looked at her friend. Hild nodded, and Fryda leapt.


As she reached the apex of her jump, arms held high and a warrior shout in her throat, an odd sensation shivered through her body, as if hot blood were replaced by a trickle of cool water. Her breath seemed to fill her entire body and her senses sharpened to crystalline clarity. The trickle suddenly swelled into a flood and she gasped, for the water carried strength within it. Her muscles became smooth and supple and her body obeyed her every command. Without thinking, she tucked the spear under her left arm, holding it with her right hand and pinning it against her side, and twisted her body. The spear, aimed at Hild’s chest, cut through the air with deadly precision.


Hild managed to raise her own weapon to divert the blow, but it knocked her off her feet and flung her backwards into the tall grass. Fryda landed with perfect balance, spun the wooden stave with a flourish, and drove it into the ground.


Bryce and Hild stared at her, mouths open. The chirps of birds and shrill song of insects sounded loud in their silence. Fryda blinked.


“What?” she asked.


Before they could answer, her newfound strength deserted her. “Whoop,” she said, suddenly dizzy and disoriented. She staggered to one side, her limbs heavy and her head floating, as if stuffed full of fledgling goose feathers. Her left hand cramped and the old, familiar ache flooded her wrist once more.


Hild got to her feet as Bryce ran to Fryda. “Are you all right, my lady?” she asked, sounding breathless.


“I’m… oop… I’m fine,” Fryda said as Bryce put a steadying arm around her shoulders. Her legs trembled and her entire body hummed, as if a thousand tiny wings fluttered under her skin. “That felt so strange. Are you all right? I didn’t mean to hit you so hard.”


“I’m fine.” Hild dropped her spear and shook out her hands. “That was quite a wallop you gave me, though.”


“It was indeed.” Bryce took Fryda’s shoulders and held her at arm’s length, his eyes roving over her for signs of injury. She submitted to his inspection without complaint. The feathers and tiny wings were slowly dissipating, leaving behind nothing more than fatigue and confusion. “How did you do that?” Bryce asked, finally convinced she wasn’t hurt.


Fryda shrugged. How could she possibly describe what had happened or what she’d felt? Bryce and Hild would think her mind touched.


“I guess I had the best teacher,” she said, a bit of cheek creeping into her tone.


“Mmm.” Bryce let her go. He slanted a glance at the sky. The sun, which rose early in the summer, had climbed above the horizon. “Best get back now, loves. The hall will be stirring soon.”


Hild groaned. “Moire will have us working all day and all through the night, what with the king’s feast beginning tonight.” She scrubbed a hand through her thick, braided hair.


“Thank you for coming out this morning,” Fryda said, clasping Hild’s forearm. “Especially with…” She gestured to Hild’s torso, which she had nearly bludgeoned. Woden’s beard. What had got into her?


Hild gave her a sardonic look. “These mornings are the only way I can get through my days sometimes,” she said. “I still have sixteen years of service before I gain my freedom, and Moire is going to squeeze every last bit of work out of me she can.”


“Sixteen?” Bryce looked confused. “I thought your parents were indentured for only eight years when they came here. And that was fifteen years ago.”


Fryda’s mouth twisted as she released Hild’s arm. “When they died, my father added twelve years to Hild’s indenture, in addition to the original contract.”


“That’s… why did he do that?”


Hild crossed her arms. “He said it was compensation for the cost of raising me. I was just a child, after all.”


“Raising you.” Fryda wanted to spit. “My father dumped you in the kitchen when you were four years old and never thought about you again. And since when do we expect payment for helping raise a child?”


“To raise clan children, no.” Hild gave her a level look. “But we were outsiders, and indentured as well.”


Fryda flushed. Only at times like this did she realize how sheltered her whole life had been. Her father and brother kept from her the ugly truths and realities of life, and she ended up looking foolish and ignorant as a result. She had worked hard in recent years to shed her naivety, but moments like this showed how far she had yet to go.


“It’s outrageous. I still hope to find a way to help you buy your freedom.” Fryda wiped her sweaty face on her dress and pulled her sleeve over her hand again.


Hild made a dismissive noise. “Don’t fuss yourself about it, my lady,” she said. “After all, my family started out as Roman slaves, but my parents managed to buy and work their own land. I plan to honour them and do the same once I’ve worked off my debt.”


Bryce picked up the training spears and rested them on his shoulder. “I remember your parents,” he told Hild. “Good people. And they loved you.” He tapped a finger under Hild’s chin. “They would be so proud of you now.”


“Yes, and imagine when you become a shield maiden,” Fryda said with a smile.


Hild rolled her eyes. “Oh, yes, your father will definitely allow an African kitchen servant to join his elite band of warrior women.”


“Ah. No need to worry about that,” Fryda told her, bouncing up and down on her toes. “He doesn’t choose or approve the shield maidens. The warriors are Olaf’s responsibility, and once I’m established as lady of the house, he will listen to my recommendations.”


“And will you be recommending yourself to him?” Bryce asked. His eyes were sombre as he regarded her.


Fryda yanked on her sleeve.


“I will not,” she said, and she could hear the flat, expressionless tenor of her voice.


“But Fryda.” Hild uncrossed her arms and touched Fryda’s shoulder. “It’s always been your dream.”


Fryda looked at her left hand, still hidden from view in her sleeve. She remembered her father’s mocking laughter seven years before as she’d lain in her bed, weak from pain and fever, and told him she still wished to be a shield maiden.


“Don’t be ridiculous,” he’d said. For the first time in her thirteen-year-old memory he looked pale and shaken.


A healer-woman had tipped a cup to her lips and Fryda reflexively swallowed. The dwale had a bitter taste that even the added honey and verbena couldn’t cover, but the potion quickly calmed the unbearable throbbing in her hand and shoulder. Her vision grew fuzzy, though her father’s anger remained starkly sharp and clear.


“Not ’diculous,” she’d murmured, her words as slurred as her mind. “Gonna be a warrior. Shield maiden.”


Weohstan glared down at her, and despite the potent pain medication, Fryda knew she would never forget his cruel words.


“I think your… deformity… puts to rest any lingering notions you might still have about that.”


She’d even wondered more than once since then if Weohstan had directed the healers to let her hand heal wrong to put an end to her dreaming.


“Dreams can change,” she told Hild, coming back to the present.


Bryce looked as if he wanted to argue with her, but Hild stepped forward and nodded towards the longhouse. “Theow’s coming,” she said.


Fryda’s undisciplined heart lurched as she turned to look. A jewel on display, the longhouse sat at the highest point on the great hill and was the centre of all life in the stronghold. At the front and back of the thickly thatched roof, intricate carvings of fantastical creatures—dragons, griffons, sea monsters—graced the wooden supports. Ivy grew up around the walls, curling green tendrils making intricate designs. The main door, set into an elaborately carved arch, was fashioned from hardwood planks and stood over twenty feet high. A tall man with flame-red hair had emerged through the doorway and strode towards them.


Theow was the only person other than Bryce and Hild who knew about Fryda’s early morning training sessions, so it was not fear that made her breath catch and her blood rush. Hild looked sideways at her and smirked. Theow came around the corner of the forge and jogged up to join them.


He had a slender and wiry build—all bone and sinew and ropy strength, earned through years of toil and labour. His shock of thick red hair made him seem crafted of fire, but his face could have been chiselled from pure, white marble. His features were all planes and shadows, fine lines and hollows. A scattering of freckles dusted his nose and cheeks, and she wondered—not for the first time—if he had them anywhere else on his body.


Looking at him, she realized she seldom noticed the twisted red and white scar that marked his face from his right eye to the patch of bare scalp over his ear. He’d clearly suffered a terrible burn as a child, though she knew he could not remember how it had happened. Her chest ached as she thought about how much the wound must have pained him, but her mouth went dry as she studied him—a riot of beauty caressed by the fingers of dawn.


Fryda became uncomfortably aware of her own fingers, twisted and bent at strange angles, the odd angle of her wrist, the bulge of bone at the base of her thumb. She did not want Theow to look at her deformity, though she knew he’d seen it many times before.


She couldn’t remember much about her rescue from the gorge, or the painful days of healing that followed, but she vividly remembered Theow’s reaction when he saw the mangled, bloody mess that used to be her hand and wrist.


“Fryda,” he’d said. “Your hand. Your hand. Your poor hand.” Over and over, like a prayer to the gods. She had taken one glance at her hand and turned her head away, unable to look at the twisted mess of blood and bone. Theow, however, had stayed with her as the healers had tried to piece her back together, like one of the wooden puzzles Bryce made for the clan’s children.


Even so, as Theow approached her now from the longhouse, she slid her left hand under her right arm, hiding it from view.


Theow’s eyes flicked down at the movement, and then back up to her eyes. His glances were always full of stories, untold and secret, and she wondered if he would ever share them with her again. When they had been children and they could laugh and play together without censure, he would sometimes tell her stories, but she often could not catch their meanings. Half his words came out in his native language, which she remembered as lilting and lovely and sounding like music, and the other half in her own harsh, Geatish tongue.


But as time passed, the stories stopped. They dried up like the language of his forgotten childhood, and if he ever crafted new ones in his adopted tongue, he kept them locked behind those eyes.


Theow nodded to Bryce and Hild, but focused on Fryda. “A messenger just arrived,” he said. “The king is on his way and should arrive later this morning.”


Hild’s eyes became huge. “Oh no,” she said, and broke into a run towards the kitchens.


“Don’t worry,” Theow assured Fryda. “Moire hasn’t noticed her absence yet. We got word in the kitchens the king was expected soon, and she roused everyone and has been in a frenzy ever since.”


“What about you?” Fryda asked. “Won’t Moire notice you’re gone?”


Theow smiled. “She sent some boys to the storage cave to fetch mead and supplies,” he said. “I snuck out with them and came right here. If she wants to know where I was, I’ll tell her I went to the cave with the others.”


“The stronghold will be in an uproar,” Fryda said, her good hand fluttering. “We’ve been waiting for the king’s arrival for days. I was starting to worry he’d miss his own feast tonight.”


Theow chuckled. “I doubt that would interrupt the festivities.”


“Did you see Wiglaf, or my father?”


“No. I’ve seen no one else.”


“Good. Then I haven’t been missed, either.” She huffed. “Not that I ever am, really, but I’ll have a lot to do today.”


Theow frowned and looked as if he wanted to disagree with her, but did not speak. He just gazed at her with those eyes full of stories.


“I… um.”


Theow blinked. “What?”


Fryda groaned to herself. Why must I be so awkward around him? From the corner of her eye, she saw Bryce shake his head and look at the ground. She had the distinct impression he was trying not to laugh.


Fryda cleared her throat as her cheeks burned. “I wanted to ask if instead of working in the kitchens, you’d rather serve in the mead-hall tonight? To see the king?”


Theow was silent for a long moment—long enough for Fryda to wish for another crevice to open underneath her and swallow her whole.


“I would be happy to serve,” he said at last. He leaned towards her a few inches. “But not so I can see the king.”


Fryda swallowed. “You’ll need clothes,” she blurted.


Theow raised his eyebrows. “I… usually wear clothes.”


Bryce rubbed his forehead with one hand.


Fryda coughed. “Sorry. I mean, you’ll need to see Eadith for some new clothes. Father won’t want to see holes and patches.” She looked at Bryce, then back to Theow. “Well. I’ll see you tonight.”


And she fled.








[image: image]











Theow watched Fryda walk away with her determined little steps, her back straight and clinging to what was left of her dignity. He smiled.


She wanted him in the mead-hall tonight. With her.


He heard Bryce clear his throat as the blacksmith came to stand beside him. “You’ll be needing a belt and something to fasten it with to go with your fancy new clothes. Come on. I’ve got what you need at the forge.”


“Yes,” Theow said absently, still watching Fryda. “Yes. Belt.”


Bryce snorted and gave Theow a shove towards the forge. “Woden’s beard, lad,” he muttered. “Your head is stuffed with straw today.”


Theow could not deny the charge.


“Do they never feed you in those kitchens, lad?” the blacksmith asked a short time later. “I could wrap this belt around you twice and still have enough leather left over to cover an axe handle.”


“Not enough, Bryce.” Theow laughed. “Never enough.”


The forge was one of Theow’s favourite places and the huge, grizzled blacksmith one of his few friends. Theow could not remember his real father, the man who had sired him and presumably cared for him before he was stolen and sold into slavery, but over the years he had come to look on the gruff blacksmith as a kind of father figure in his life. He was the man Theow went to with his problems, and he was the person he asked for advice.


Bryce glanced at Theow, eyed him critically, and turned to search through a chest of brooches, clasps, buckles, and other odds and ends, trying to find something suitable.


The forge had a broad, airy feel with open, waist-high walls and a ceiling of wide, slatted timbers under its covering of thatch. An enormous, petrified tree stump dominated the room, smooth and polished to serve as an anvil. A squat, round oven hunkered in the corner like a miniature hut. Scraps of iron, metal, and wood shavings covered the floor. Tools and a staggering array of items Bryce had forged over the years littered every surface, giving the room the look of a disorganized market stall. Armour, buckles, jewellery, tableware, cloak and dress fastenings, locks with keys, hinges, nails—and, of course, weapons—filled the room.


The chief of Bryce’s weapons, a huge two-handed sword, hung above the glowing hearth. The sword drew Theow’s eye every time he entered the smithy. Forged from iron, it had an elegant hilt that curved above and below the polished wooden grip. Carvings adorned the pommel—trailing leaves, sheaves of wheat and fantastical birds in elegant, sweeping lines—while the crossguard echoed these images in tiny, delicate shapes. Patterns, like runes, had been etched into the flat sides of the broad blade, but he could make no sense or meaning of them. The blade looked ancient, and Theow always wondered if those markings held the key to a lost language, or perhaps they were a spell to ward off evil.


As a boy Theow had once asked Bryce if he could hold the sword and look at the etched markings on the blade. The blacksmith’s curt response had left such an impression that Theow had never asked again.


Bryce held up a gold filigreed buckle set with red and blue glass. He shook his head. “Too elaborate,” he said, and placed it back into the chest. It never failed to amaze Theow that a man with Bryce’s bulging muscles and scarred, rough hands could produce such lovely and delicate work.


“What do you think Moire will say about you serving in the mead-hall?” Bryce asked, pawing through the chest. “She likes to keep you hidden in the kitchens as much as possible, doesn’t she?”


Theow laughed and nodded. “It’s the scar. And the hair, of course,” he said. “I think Moire considers red hair a personal affront and an embarrassment to the clan.”


Bryce chose another buckle and put it up to Theow’s waist. “Too big,” he muttered and continued searching.


Theow scratched the puckered scar over his ear. “She won’t be happy about it,” he said, “but she would never go against Fryda’s orders.”


Bryce looked up at him again, his expression neutral. “Indeed.”


“Though I do wonder why she did it. Fryda. Think of me, I mean. For the mead-hall.”


“Mmm. Here we go.” Bryce straightened up, a simple bronze clasp in his hands. “Come here.”


Theow moved to stand in front of him. “Do you think she does?” he blurted. “Think of me, I mean?”


Bryce wrapped the belt around his tunic at the waist and folded the loose ends over each other. “I can’t say,” he said, his voice noncommittal. “She doesn’t always tell me what she thinks.”


“Does… does she ever talk about me?” Theow had no idea what possessed him to ask, but he found he could not breathe until Bryce answered him.


“Theow.” The blacksmith fastened the belt with the bronze buckle. He sat back and surveyed the results. “These are questions you ought to ask her, not me. Besides, we don’t talk of such things. We’re usually too busy practising.”


A surge of envy for the blacksmith hit Theow.


Bryce clapped Theow on the shoulder. “There. You’re ready to go.”


Theow did not move. “Bryce…” he said and stopped.


“I know, lad.” Bryce’s eyes were warm and sympathetic. “But a lord’s daughter is beyond the reach of a slave. You know that. You’ve always known that.”


Theow gave him a wry grin. “Well, I have no memory of my family or where I came from. I could have been born a prince for all we know.”


For one moment, the blacksmith’s expression reflected a confusing array of emotions, as if haunted by a painful memory or guilt. Theow had seen that look on Bryce’s face many times before. That soft air of devastation would often flash through his eyes over the years, but just as quickly, the expression shifted to an impish grin. “Just enjoy yourself tonight. Not too much!” He pointed a finger at Theow. “Don’t get yourself in trouble.”


“I won’t. There isn’t really any trouble I can get into.”


And he knew that for a lie as soon as he spoke it.


“Watch yourself around Weohstan, lad,” Bryce warned, as if he could sense the direction of Theow’s thoughts. “Don’t let him catch you even breathing too near his daughter. He would have you hacked to pieces and fed to the sea monsters.”


Yes, indeed, Theow thought as his spirits plummeted into his stomach. That trouble.


“I know it’s hard, lad.” Bryce gave Theow’s shoulder a friendly shake.


“Will you be at the feast?” Theow asked.


“No. The feast is for warriors, not blacksmiths.”


“You were a warrior, Bryce, before you came to Eċeweall,” Theow said. “I’m sure you would be welcome. And you would get to see the king.”


“No.” The word was hard and sharp. “I have no desire to see the king.” Bryce’s mouth thinned.


“All right,” Theow said.


Bryce shifted, still scowling. “Why does he even come here?” he asked, putting away his box of buckles. “Why doesn’t he hold his celebration in his own burh?”


“Lord Weohstan wanted to honour his kinsman by holding the celebration here,” Theow said.


“Of course,” Bryce muttered. “Of course he would be kin to the king.” Still grumbling and shaking his head, he walked to the hearth and started pumping the bellows to heat the coals that would stoke the forge-fires.


“Thank you for the buckle.” Theow suppressed his curiosity. “I’ll bring it back after the feast is over.”


Bryce waved a hand. “Keep it. Consider it a gift.” His face lost its hard-edged anger and he smiled at Theow.


Theow frowned. “I don’t know…”


“Keep it, lad, and tell Eadith to make sure she gives you a suit of clothes that does it justice.” Again, something like guilt crossed his features, and the blacksmith turned away.


Theow fingered the bronze buckle. It was not the first gift Bryce had given him that came with such a look. Bryce always denied it when pressed. It’s just your imagination, Theow, he’d say, and then change the subject. Theow had amassed a small treasure trove of trinkets, from little toy horses and wrought-iron warriors to brooch clasps, a comb for his thick, unruly hair, and a small bronze box to keep it all in.


“Thank you,” Theow said. “I’ll come tell you all about the celebration in the morning.”


“You’ll be sleeping off the pleasures of the feast in the morning.” Bryce gave him a brief shove. Theow tried not to fall over and had to lean against the table to keep his balance. “Or at least you should be. Now go. I don’t want Moire coming here looking for you.” He gave a dramatic shudder and Theow laughed.


Theow left the forge. He rubbed his temple where a pulse throbbed under the twisted scar, and made his way to the longhouse and the woman who awaited him there.















Magic



The sleeping dragon twitches again, and a shower of riches sings to her its glorious music. For a moment it pulls her from memory and she once more loses herself in its strange song as it speaks to her in a language only dragons can understand.


Gold—the lifeblood of dragons and source of all their magic. The Lone Survivor and his kind had for generations ripped it from the mountains and hills and drained dry the veins of the earth that sustained her and her kin. The humans hoarded it, gathered it in massive structures and caves, away from the sun. And one by one the dragons had died, for few men know dragons cannot live without gold to sustain them. Gold runs through their blood, a strange alchemy that combines the body, the air and the earth, and distils it into an energy unique to dragonkind.


The humans call it magic.


As if the word calls forth the powers from ancient gold and dragon-blood, Fýrdraca feels a small burst of raw, unchecked magic flash through the ether. It startles her so much she nearly wakes, nearly slips the shackles of the Lone Survivor’s curse, but it tendrils into her soul and still anchors her to nightmare.


The fire-dragon probes the source of the magic with her sixth sense that is not quite scent and not quite vision but something between the two. She does not know what she will find, but never expects the jolt of recognition from the creature who let the magic escape. She touches the mind of a human, the girl who leaked her life out on the rocks above her cavern seven years before.


Ancient warrior magic hums through the girl, no longer a child, out of tune with the treasure-song and hovering in the dragon’s mind like a swarm of angry wasps. Fýrdraca has not felt such magic in centuries—not since all her kin died out. The girl possesses a dragon-strength magic that heats a warrior’s blood and allows him—or in this case, her—great feats of fortitude, strength, and courage.


No wonder the little thing managed to survive her torment.


And in the distance, but moving ever closer, comes a fainter, older, answering pulse of power—like the echo of a father’s heartbeat against the child at his breast.


Something comes, and magic burgeons and dies like the ebb and flow of the tide with its approach. Fýrdraca feels the Lone Survivor’s curse swell and gather itself in response.















Two



“Weohstan!”


Fryda jumped, startled by the booming voice echoing across the early morning emptiness of the mead-hall. She clutched the full pitcher awkwardly to her chest and some mead slopped onto her dress. Better that, she thought, dabbing at her front, than on her father’s priceless tapestry, laid out on a wide trestle table for cleaning. The longhouse had an air of waiting, of anticipation for the first of three feasts to take place later in the evening, and the still air shattered against the thunderous voice.


King Beowulf stood in the centre of the long, narrow room next to the raised fire pit, fists on his hips and feet apart as if daring anyone to move him. He must have stood over seven feet tall by the old Roman measurements, and his long, braided hair and beard, once the colour of honey and amber, had turned snowy white. His chest was as broad as a standing stone, his hands as big as dinner plates, and his keen blue eyes snapped with energy as they scanned the mead-hall looking for the master of the house—Fryda’s father, Lord Weohstan.


“Uncle Beowulf!” Fryda exclaimed, putting the pitcher down on one of the low benches that edged the hall and wiping her hands on her skirt. She tucked her left hand into her sleeve. The king’s eyes found her and brightened with delight.


“Fryda! My sweet girl,” he bellowed and stretched his arms out to her. She ran into them and felt herself lifted from the ground in a rib-crushing, loving grip. She winced, but hugged him back.


“Why did you not tell us when you were coming?” Fryda said, her voice muffled against his massive chest. The king laughed and lowered her back to earth. “Most of the other dignitaries have already arrived,” she continued, straightening her crumpled dress. “We expected you days ago. If I’d known when you planned to be here, I would have asked my father to greet you at the gate with the guards and some of our more important guests.”


“Ah, nonsense,” Beowulf said, swiping an enormous hand over her hair as if she were a small child. A few pins sprang loose from her heavy braids and fell to the floor. “I came a few days late to avoid such things.”


Fryda gave him a stern look. “You gave Hrothgar more notice than you gave us,” she accused. Since she was a babe she’d heard the stories of Beowulf’s unannounced landing on the Danish King’s shores, and how Hrothgar’s warriors had nearly skewered him with their spears.


“I was younger then. Give an old man leave to inconvenience his family.” He looked around the mead-hall. “So where is the old goat?”


“I am here, my king.”


Weohstan strode into the mead-hall, exuding the arrogance and confidence with which he did everything in his life. Fryda stiffened, glancing down at herself to make sure her dress was straight, that her maid had fastened her brooch clasps evenly, and had properly knotted her belt. She had not yet bathed after her practice with Bryce, and the spilled mead had stained her bodice, but she hoped her father would not notice. A wayward strand of hair fell across her face and she pushed it away. She never could tame her wild mane—curls burst from her braids and refused to yield to pins or combs. Her father hated it. She suspected it violated his sense of order and decorum.


Beowulf made a frustrated noise. “After all these years, Weohstan, you can’t call me by my given name? We are blood, after all, and we’ve been friends since we were boys.”


Weohstan’s lips flattened. “You are my king,” he said, and stopped before him, reaching out an arm. Beowulf clasped it and the two men held to each other with something between ceremony and affection. Next to the king, Fryda’s father looked diminished… deflated. Weohstan had kept his warrior’s body well into his later years, but he had neither Beowulf’s height nor breadth—nor his charismatic presence. Weohstan rarely smiled. His eyes, flat as dark, unpolished topaz, never twinkled. His back could teach the mighty ash tree straightness, and his speech always sounded clipped and precise—all of which made him as unreachable as a ripe berry in winter.


Weohstan stepped back and shot Fryda a sharp look. “You should have sent for me as soon as the king arrived,” he said. His voice, tight and repressive, pricked her like a thorn. Fryda had long since given up trying to navigate the brambly undergrowth that led to her father’s heart. Her failures had only ever broken hers.


“Leave off, Weohstan, I just got here,” Beowulf said, releasing Weohstan’s forearm. “And where is the young lord? I haven’t seen Wiglaf in years. He was out with the longships when last I came.”


Fryda didn’t think it possible for her father’s lips to get any thinner, but he proved her wrong. “He is here,” Weohstan said. “No doubt he is spending the afternoon in the company of his cup and some improper young woman. He will appear when it suits him.”


Beowulf laughed and threw his arm around Fryda. He gave her an affectionate squeeze that lifted her off her feet again. “Ah, youth!” he bellowed, and Fryda winced as her ears popped. “I’m glad to hear Wiglaf seems to be enjoying his.” Fryda grunted as the king set her back on her feet with a thump.


King Beowulf’s attentions to her unfortunately drew her father’s notice, and he frowned as he looked her over.


“What have you been up to, girl?” he demanded.


Fryda froze. “I…”


“You’re all sweaty and…” Weohstan reached out and plucked a piece of grass from her hair. His disapproval was as thick as a fog rolling in from the sea.


She searched her mind for an excuse. “Um. I was in the kitchens,” she said, “checking on the feast. It was quite warm.”


She hoped Moire would not tell him otherwise and reveal her lie.


“Indeed?” Weohstan flicked the piece of grass from his fingers. “Well, I look forward to seeing in which dish this grass will grace our table tonight.”


Fryda looked at the floor.


King Beowulf came to her rescue, a gleeful glint in his eyes. “So, tell me. Who has arrived so far?” he asked. “And who were the earliest arrivals hoping to curry favour before their rivals could get here?”


Weohstan brushed one grey-streaked black braid over his shoulder. “The first arrival was Lord Ansten from Sweden,” he said, “followed closely by Lord Rawald and King Eadgils.”


“Eadgils?” Beowulf sobered. “Eadgils, the Swedish king, is here?”


“He is.” Weohstan’s voice betrayed nothing.


“How strange.” Beowulf shook his head as if to jar something loose from his memory. “Did he come alone?”


“King Eadgils has no wife or children,” Weohstan said.


“No, no, I mean without his guards, or soldiers, or a retinue.”


Weohstan raised one eyebrow. “No. He arrived with a full honour guard like all the other dignitaries. Why do you ask?”


Beowulf stroked his beard. “I have reports that Eadgils’ guards and soldiers were seen marching north to determine what this upstart Olaf Tryggvason is up to in Norway. I had assumed Eadgils was with them.” He cast a sharp eye on Weohstan. “And considering the history between you two, it surprises me that he would deign to set foot in your house. I always thought he wouldn’t stop to piss on you if your beard were on fire.”


Fryda blinked. She knew enough from watching her father conduct business to understand that such irregularities often meant trouble. When reports and reality didn’t match, it usually meant someone, somewhere, has lied.


“He came to honour you.” Weohstan’s voice had the disapproving, repressive tone Fryda knew all too well.


Beowulf boomed out a laugh and clapped him on the shoulder. “Eadgils knows you and I are friends and kin. All things considered, I don’t think he’d stop to piss on me, either.”


Weohstan remained silent for a moment before he said, “I don’t like this. I’ll find out what my scouts have to say.”


“I’m sure it’s nothing,” Beowulf said, waving his hand. “Eadgils must have changed his plans, or the news went awry somehow before it reached my ears.”


“Eadgils said nothing to me about this when we exchanged news. And in truth, I was surprised to see him.” Weohstan paused, frowning. “I don’t like surprises.”


“Then you’re going to hate the feast tonight,” Beowulf said with a laugh. “I have several planned for you.”


Weohstan scowled. “I don’t like irregularities. I am responsible for your safety.”


Beowulf chuckled and winked at Fryda. “Usually I’m the one who says that.”


Fryda smiled back. “Your only responsibility while you are here is to enjoy yourself,” she said. “After fifty years as king, you’ve earned the right to be celebrated.”


Beowulf grinned and kissed the top of her head. “I would never disobey one of your orders, sweet girl,” he said.


Weohstan cut her a look and Fryda banished the smile from her face.


“I’m going to post a few of my warriors as guard while you are here,” Weohstan said.


Beowulf grunted. “I brought my own guards, Weohstan.”


“I’ll hear no argument.” Weohstan glared at the king. “While you are in my house, you will enjoy my protection.”


The king scowled. “Weohstan, what do you think Eadgils can do to me? He must be coming on eighty years old and he’s as big around as one of my thighs.”


“You may laugh yourself to your grave, my king,” Weohstan said, “but you shall not do it under my roof.”


Beowulf sighed gustily. “Weohstan, you’re as much fun as Grendel at a party.”


“Come, my king,” her father said, ignoring the comment. “We will visit Olaf, my chief warrior, and then I will show you to your rooms myself. No doubt you will want to rest before the feast tonight.”


“That I do,” Beowulf said, and stretched out his back. Fryda’s eyes widened as she heard a loud pop and the king laughed. “These old bones don’t travel as well as they used to.” With a final fond smile at Fryda, Beowulf turned and left the longhouse. Her father did not look at her at all as he followed the king out through the door.
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Hild entered the mead-hall from the kitchen entrance, carrying water and rags, just in time to hear a great masculine bellow and see Fryda nearly spill mead all over the tapestry she needed to clean. She watched as Fryda fumbled with the pitcher, her deformed hand making it difficult to hold upright. A swell of sympathy rolled through Hild’s chest, but she quickly banished it. Lady Fryda would not welcome pity from her—or anyone.


Then Hild saw the king.


She stopped abruptly, the water in her bowl mimicking Fryda’s pitcher and wetting the front of her dress. She melted back into the shadows, watching as Beowulf greeted first Lady Fryda and then Weohstan. She could not hear their words, but the Lord of Eċeweall appeared perturbed by their conversation while the King of Geatland found humour in whatever upset him.


She waited until Lord Weohstan and the king left the mead-hall before she emerged from hiding and made her way to Lady Fryda, who stood beside the trestle table and the tapestry.


Hild noted the sadness in Fryda’s storm-grey eyes and the tension in her shoulders. Not an uncommon consequence of speaking with her father, she thought. Memories of her own parents had faded over the years. A famine had forced them to give up their land and sell themselves into indentured servitude, but she knew that, despite their hardships, they had been fonder of her than Weohstan was of his children.


She set the bowl on the table and Fryda looked at her.


“Hild.” She smiled, the sadness falling away. “How lovely to see you.”


“My lady.” She dunked the rags into the water and smiled. “Good day to you.”


Fryda clasped Hild’s arm. “Are you all right?” she asked. “You know, from where I hit you this morning?”


Hild rubbed her chest, remembering the mighty blow Fryda had dealt her. She could not fathom how such a tiny frame could house such strength.


“I’m fine, my lady,” Hild reassured her. She would not tell Fryda she was sore.


“Do you need help with anything?”


“Not at all.” Hild began to sponge the tapestry, dabbing at the thin fabric and delicate threading with a careful hand. “But thank you, my lady. You’ll have your own hands full soon enough.”


She leaned over the trestle table and applied her cloth to the tapestry, her motions both delicate and sure. As she cleaned, she studied the exquisite crewel-work threads depicting a fraught battle in which Weohstan and Beowulf had fought together, years before. Yellow-threaded men riding red and blue-stitched horses hurled spears at each other over embroidered bodies piled on the ground between them. Hild wondered what capricious whim of the gods had resulted in the value men placed on war.


Fryda noticed her interest. “This depicts the battle Father and the king fought against Onela, the tyrant who usurped the throne of Sweden,” she said, tracing a finger over a fine, delicate thread. To Hild, it looked as if Weohstan and Beowulf were fighting each other, standing on opposite sides of the slain.


Hild poked Fryda’s hand away from the tapestry. “My lady, if you damage this tapestry you, not I, will have to answer to your father.”


Fryda snatched her hand back. “All right, all right,” she laughed. She waggled her finger at Hild. “You know, the king thinks it’s perfectly right for people to call each other by their given names. I heard him say so.”


“Well, the next time I see him, I’ll be sure to call him ‘Beo’ and see how he reacts.”


Fryda sputtered a laugh. “Please don’t do that. I merely meant I wish you would call me by my given name.” Her voice became small and a little hurt. “Why won’t you call me by my name, Hild? Do you not consider me your friend?”


Hild’s heart twisted in her breast. “Oh, my lady. Of course I do. We practically grew up together. But…” She wracked her mind, trying to find the words that would help Fryda understand. “When we were about ten or eleven years old, Moire overheard me telling one of the other girls about something you’d said. I don’t even remember what it was. Anyway, Moire heard me refer to you by your given name and the next thing I knew, she’d slapped me so hard across my face I saw sparks.”


Fryda looked horrified.


Hild still remembered her own shock at the blow. “She informed me I was disrespectful, and that if someone else in the household heard me talk about you that way, I could be exiled from the burh and left in the wilderness to die.”


Fryda’s mouth fell open. “Exiled?” she sputtered.


“Obviously Moire was exaggerating, trying to frighten me into better behaviour,” Hild said. “But it was effective. I always knew it was better to sacrifice the intimacy of names if it meant I could stay here with you and be your friend.”


Fryda’s eyes became bright with tears. “Oh,” she said. She seemed to reach for other words, but could not find them. Instead, she walked over and took Hild into a snug embrace.


Hild started with surprise, but relaxed and returned the hug.


“I’m so sorry, Hild,” Fryda said, her voice muffled against her neck. “You know I’ve spoken to Father about Moire many times, but nothing seems to change.” She straightened with a determined look. “Once I become lady of the house and can take on more responsibility, I promise there will be some changes.”


“I know,” Hild assured her. She pulled back and smiled at her friend. “Moire terrified all the children with stories of exile and the monsters that would eat us if we misbehaved. It’s just difficult to overcome a lifetime of fear.”


Fryda looked thoughtful. “All right,” she said. “I’ll stop asking. Maybe one day, you’ll feel comfortable enough to use my name with me. And if that day happens, I promise, you will not be exiled.” She stepped back and shook out her dress. “I’d best get back to work. There’s still so much to do before tonight.”


Hild knew the rest of the guests would soon assemble in the mead-hall to celebrate the fiftieth year of King Beowulf’s reign, and tonight, at long last, Fryda would take her place as lady of the house.


No wonder she was a bundle of nerves and emotion.


Fryda picked up the pitcher of mead with her good hand and braced it against her chest. She moved towards the alcove that housed the head table and the lord’s elaborate seat atop a raised dais. As Hild watched, a flash of copper-red caught her eye. Leaning against a broad wooden support column, half-hidden in shadow and out of reach of the light from the circular iron candelabra suspended from the rafters, stood Theow. He did not move, but watched Fryda with green eyes flecked with gold, like sunshine breaking through a canopy of forest leaves.


Fryda stopped and Hild heard her breath catch. She smiled and looked at the tapestry, pretending to be absorbed in her task. Theow so rarely left the kitchens that it must have startled Fryda when he appeared like this—silent, beautiful, watchful. His threadbare clothing was ragged and stained, and his hair fell across his forehead in lank, shaggy locks. He had a smudge of soot on one cheek, but Fryda did not seem to notice. They stared at each other across the mead-hall, still as carvings, until finally Theow stepped back and disappeared through the servants’ doorway.


Hild heard Fryda sigh, and though there were a great many things she wanted to say, she kept them to herself. She had watched these two circle each other for years, and she had faith that one day they would stop and settle themselves into stillness with each other.


In the meantime, she had tapestries to clean and bread to bake, herbs to gather and preparations to see to. She would do what she could to make everything perfect for her lady tonight.















Revenge



When Fýrdraca departed her homeland, she winged her way through deserts and plains, over tundra and oceans, searching for the gold that would save and redeem her kin. After many long, arduous travels, and on the brink of death herself, she had scented gold and spied its glimmer like a beacon on the horizon. Feeling an answering brightness in her blood, she wrapped her wings around the wind and flew towards her salvation.


The glow from the buried treasure guided her like a small sun, and soon she found herself hovering over a settlement built of rock and stone, wood and straw. It teemed with people and hunkered over a trove of treasure buried deep within a hollow cave, like a mother protecting her unborn child. The scent of gold aroused her anger for those who had torn it from the earth and stolen it from the dragons. And so, with her remaining strength, she gathered her breath and lay waste to the village with fire and smoke.


Fýrdraca gloried in the screams of fear and anguish, and afterwards in the silence of death. With her firebreath she cleansed the world of those who sacrificed her kin for their greed. She brought down every last man, woman, and child with her flame, and watched as their structures burned and buried their bodies.


Consumed by her great need, she peeled away the earth’s skin in one swift stroke of her great obsidian talons, like skinning an apple with a battleaxe. The first caress of gold against her coal-black scales felt like mother love. Her life thread—which had been flickering like a fragment of fire on a candle wick—anchored within her breast, and she knew then she would live.


She did not know how long she lay there before the Lone Survivor returned to his stronghold to find it ravaged by fire, his kith and kin dead. She heard his cries first—great, wordless howls of grief that shook her from the thrall of treasure-song. She raised her head and looked upon his sorrow.


She saw a man, a hunter, bow slung low across his back. He held the reins of his horse, and a newly killed stag lay draped across its saddle. His pain was so great, so open, she could step right into it. She’d known, then, that he would somehow be her undoing.


Just as she knows now that the girl—the little human with her fierce battle-magic—will be her saviour.















Three



Hild slid a thick slab of dough into the clay oven with a scarred wooden paddle and wiped her face with her sleeve. The kitchens had reached a peak of frenzied activity now that word of King Beowulf’s arrival had reached them, and Hild had barely had a moment to breathe since she’d returned from cleaning the tapestries in the longhouse that morning.


Everything vibrated with energy and noise, and the scents of roasting meat, herbs, and freshly baked barley bread perfumed the air. A whole wild boar, cleaned and spitted, crackled over an open flame as fat dripped into the fire, causing puffs of smoke to waft through the hole in the ceiling. Women plucked game birds—snow-white geese and drab, brown grouse—careful to save the feathers that would later fill the family’s mattresses. Others skinned deer, butchered lambs, and peeled apricots for stew. Bulgar wheat in ale with red, purple, and yellow carrots baked in low clay ovens while soup bubbled in the fireplace, rich with leeks, mushrooms, and spring onions. Large baskets of mussels and oysters awaited boiling in great pots, and an array of cheeses, nuts, and summer fruits were heaped onto platters.


Hild was checking on the bread when a pained shout surfaced above the general noise. It took her a moment to identify the shouter as Toland, a young lad tasked with basting the roasting meats with rendered fat.


Moire, the kitchen-keeper of about forty or so years, stormed towards the boy. A lifetime of labour paired with a nasty disposition had given her a hard, surly look. A perpetual slick of perspiration shone across her forehead accompanied by the stench of grease, sour sweat, and wood smoke. Moire grabbed Toland’s arm and examined his hand.


Hild winced when she saw it. Toland’s skin was bright red and beginning to blister. The boy tried to be brave as he held back his tears.


“Toland!” Hild put a supporting arm around him. “What happened?”


“Looks like he ladled boiling hot fat over his hand rather than over the boar,” Moire grumbled, turning the offending hand over with a rough twist. “This will need treatment.” She skewered Hild with a glare. “He’ll need a draught of white poppy from the stillroom. Bring it here, fast as you can.”


Hild lowered her eyes and nodded. She wiped her hands on her skirt and hurried from the kitchens.


The burh hummed with activity as she walked down the hill towards the green. She passed Bryce’s forge, which sat at the easternmost tip of the promontory and overlooked the narrow strip of rocky beach that led to the longships moored offshore. Far to the west, a long, curved stone wall protected the burh from landside invasion, spanning the headland from edge to edge. Within the wall stood the main burh, with the longhouse, the forge, and the kitchens situated at the top of a high hill. Beyond that, the farmsteads stretched out for miles and miles, with their pastures of sheep and fields of wheat, barley, and vegetables.


At the bottom of the hill lay the green, dotted with wooden houses and engraved with neatly raked gravel paths. An ancient menhir endured at the centre of the green, as it had for centuries. Tall, rough-hewn, blue-grey rock, it was the last remnant of what had been a stone circle long before any people had permanently settled in the area. The warriors’ barracks lined the western edge of the green by the gate, and men guarded every entrance at the wall day and night. No army had ever managed to breach them.


The stillroom was housed in an old outbuilding near the green, and it was Hild’s pride and joy. Her favourite memories as a child were the scent of a stillroom and the sound of her mother’s voice talking about the medicinal properties of plants and herbs. Weohstan had authorized a plot of land for her use, and there she grew everything she needed—white poppy, verbena, foxglove, basil, nettle, feverfew, coriander, betony, chervil, mugwort—and she used the stillroom to make her tinctures and potions.


As soon as she entered the small wattle-and-daub stillroom, however, she knew something was wrong. Things were not as she’d left them. Several bundles of dried herbs had been knocked from where they hung, and her little pots and jars were scattered across the simple wooden table. All her neatly organized medicines were jumbled together and… Woden’s beard, some of them were missing.


Hild did a quick inventory and her spirits plunged as she realized that several bottles of white poppy syrup were missing.


Oh no.


She counted again, hoping she had been mistaken. But no. Oh, Lady Fryda would be so heartbroken when she heard about this.


Hild mixed a dose from the remaining white poppy syrup with mead for Toland and put a few of the stoppered bottles in her belt pouch. She snatched up a pot of burn salve made from charred goat dung, boiled and pounded wheat stalks, and butter. As she hurried back to the kitchens, she promised herself she’d talk to Bryce about crafting a lock for the stillroom door.
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When Theow returned to the kitchens, he picked up a stack of dirty dishes from the table and took them to the large wooden tub. No one accosted him for being late, so he washed his way through the enormous pile, his memory playing the music of Fryda’s voice through his mind as he worked.


He had almost finished the last dish when a resonant clang startled him out of his daydreams, and he looked up. He saw Moire whack one of the scullery maids with her wooden spoon as she screamed vulgarities, with spittle flying from her mouth. The hapless girl ducked and tried to pick up the heavy pot of cooked grain she had dropped.


Just then, Hild entered the kitchen. She scanned the room, found Moire, and made her way across the room to her. Theow saw her hold out a cup and a small pot. Moire stopped beating the girl, tossed aside the spoon, and took the offerings. She hurried away, and Hild leaned down to help the crying girl to her feet.


“It’s all right,” he heard her say as he placed the last clean plate on the pile. “I’ll help you clean it up.” She caught Theow’s eye and gave the girl’s arm a squeeze. “I have to talk to Theow first, though. Sit for a moment. Drink some water. You’ll be fine.” Hild patted her on the shoulder and made her way over to Theow.


“Everything all right?” he asked. She looked troubled. Upset, even. Hild had been his friend for many years, even though she was a bonded servant and he a slave. She would eventually pay off her debt and earn her freedom and he… would not. They were the only two workers in the household who were not Britons, however, and they shared the bond of the outsider.
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