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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.
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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
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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.
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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?”
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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,”
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