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      The floor of Edith’s chamber was strewn with fresh, sweet-smelling rushes and a warm fire crackled on the hearth adding the scent of pine and a whiff of smoke to the air. Harold, her hand-fast husband of more than twenty years, sat before the fire wrapped in a soft woolen robe of royal purple. Edith had washed the battle grime from his limbs with her own hands, and now, as he leaned back in the sturdy wooden chair, she combed his long auburn hair.

      Once his hair had shone like burnished copper, alive with golden lights, but now those lights had dimmed to pewter and the copper had faded and lost its sheen. Placing the carved wooden comb on a low side table, Edith dipped her fingers in a small silver bowl of mint-infused oil and began rubbing it into Harold’s temples. She knew from long experience that the pressure and motion of her fingers combined with the soothing odor of the mint would ease a headache and help her lord find restful sleep.

      How many times had she performed such ministrations for this man? After how many battles had she eased his pain and helped calm his mind? Too many to count, and yet, she treasured the memories, and the knowledge that she had been a good wife to this powerful man.

      She had been so young when her father had given her in hand-fast marriage to the newly named Earl of East Anglia. Harold had been in his mid-twenties, tall and handsome and battle-tested. A warrior of renown. She hadn’t been loath to marry, but neither had she known the man.

      Fortunately, she had found joy in their union.

      And now, twenty years and six healthy, well-grown children later, she still loved her husband… and knew that he cherished her as well.

      But Harold was no longer simply an earl. He was now King of All England, and beset by many foes. He had need of all the support he could find, especially from the powerful church whose archbishop had placed the crown upon his head. The same church that refused to recognize Edith as his lawful wife, had instead named her harlot.

      Harold had been forced by the Dead God’s church to take another wife, the widow of the King of Wales. Edith knew that this new marriage was one of political convenience, but that knowledge did nothing to bank the fires of outrage that burned in her soul.

      Twenty years.

      Six fine children, including three sons.

      But instead of being Harold’s queen, she was known as his mistress. His whore.

      Still, after his defeat of the Norwegian king, Harald Hardrada, at the Battle of Stamford Bridge, Harold had returned to her, his hand-fast wife, not his pretty little Welsh queen.

      Edith would always be the one Harold turned to, no matter what the Dead God’s church demanded.
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      Edith woke to find Harold already dressed in a belted chainmail top over a rust colored tunic, his leggings and boots wrapped securely in place with leather thongs. A warm woolen cloak, pointed metal helmet and a sturdy, round shield of leather-covered linden wood waited beside the door.

      “My lord,” she exclaimed, “where are you going? You’ve only just returned from battle. You should be resting still.”

      He turned to face her, his expression grim. “Aye. ‘Twas what I expected as well, but though I’ve defeated one foreign claimant to my throne, another threatens our shores. William the Bastard’s ships have been sighted off Pevensey Bay. I must march south.”

      Edith swallowed her fear and forced her voice to calm. “But my lord, what of your men? Your housecarls and thegns sustained heavy damage against the Norsemen. Can they fight again so soon?”

      Harold strode to the bed, took her face in his hands, and kissed her gently on the lips.

      “They must,” he said. “We must drive William back to Normandy.” And turning, he strode from the room.

      Edith sat alone in the large bed as fear curled in her belly and an ominous knowing bloomed in her mind.

      He would die.

      Her husband, her lord, her king.

      Harold would die.

      Closing her eyes and steeling her will, she made her choice. He would not die. She would protect him, and she would align herself with his pretty little Welsh queen to ensure that he did not meet his death in the coming battle.

      What would it matter which of them was acknowledged Queen of England if the Bastard killed their King?

      Ealdgyth, daughter of Aelfgar, widow of Gruffydd ap Llywelyn, wife of King Harold II would join Edith in the battle for their husband’s life… or Edith would know the reason why.
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      Edith dressed quickly in her favorite deep blue tunic and fastened a rose mantle about her shoulders. She left the hood down, but braided her long dark hair and fastened the curling tendrils that escaped away from her face with a slender silver circlet. Her hair might no longer shine as it did in her youth, but it was still thick and dark.

      When she was ready, she wrapped herself in a warm, fleece lined cloak and left the bower she had shared with Harold in the castle set aside for his use in York. Moving quietly through the unfamiliar passageways, she found her way up a stone staircase to a chilly tower. Heaving open a heavy wooden door, she stepped out onto the encircling walkway and leaned against the cold stone parapet.

      Closing her eyes and opening her mind, she called to the White Dragon, the protector of the Midlands where she had grown to young womanhood. Never before had she sought the dragon’s intervention in her husband’s battles, but never before had he been threatened by a foreign duke when his own forces were weakened and battle-weary.

      Great Wyrm, Wyvern of the low hills and gentle valleys of my birth, hear me now.

      Edith poured all the belief and supplication of her early training into her prayer. Her mother, Matilda, had been a wise woman and an initiate into the mysteries before she had been given in marriage to Edith’s father. Matilda had taught her daughters well, and though Edith had never had cause to call upon the White Dragon before, she knew with a certainty beyond mere faith, that the Great Wyrm would hear her.

      Sure enough, a voice pealed through her mind. A sending so powerful she was forced to her knees and had to press her hands against her ears. The sound was within, to be sure, but she needed the outside pressure to keep the balance within her skull and forestall the faint that edged her vision with darkness.

      Edith, daughter of Matilda, I hear your call and recognize your right of birth to petition my aid. What would you ask?

      Even when he stopped speaking, his voice echoed like an avalanche of stones against her tender mind. When she felt sufficiently recovered, she responded, though she feared their conversation might cause her death.

      If she died in this supplication, so be it. Harold must live.

      Inhaling deeply she framed her request and sent it winging to the great White Dragon.

      Harold, King of All England and the father of my sons and daughters, is in grave danger. He rides south to Pevensey Bay to fight against William the Bastard, Duke of Normandy. I ask that you protect Harold, Great One, and the men he leads into battle.

      A strange prickling invaded her mind. Not painful, but unexpected and foreign. She braced for the pain his next words would bring.

      What are the battles of men to me, little one? I care not which humans crawl along the earth in my domain.

      Edith breathed a sigh of relief. He had moderated his sending. This time his voice soothed and warmed the edges of her mind, healing the hurts of his earlier message.

      Her relief fled when his meaning registered.

      But Great One, the Normans will not know you! They will not honor you as your deserve.

      A soft, chiding sigh blew through her thoughts like a gentle breeze. When have you honored me, daughter of Matilda? Have you thought of me even once since leaving your mother’s domain?

      Shame overwhelmed her. The wyrm had the truth of it. What right did she have to ask his aid when she’d given him no thought, no honor, in the twenty years of her marriage. Only in her extreme need did she think of him now, and then only to seek his aid.

      Forgive me, Great One.

      A puff of solace touched her thoughts, followed quickly by a surge of ire.

      You have betrayed me, daughter of Matilda, the dragon growled. I see the shadow of another dragon in your mind. A great red beast with four legs as well as wings. Not a proper wyvern such as I!

      Edith shrank back against the stone parapet, her heart hammering in reaction to the dragon’s clear wrath. What was he talking about? She’d had no thoughts of…

      But she had. She had thought to seek Ealdgyth’s aid in contacting the Red Dragon of Wales.

      When her pulse rate slowed and she felt in control of herself again, she answered the White Dragon of the Midlands.

      Nay, Great One. I know no other dragons, nor have I ever thought to seek congress with any save yourself. The red dragon you see in my thoughts belongs to Wales.

      And what have you to do with Wales, little one?

      Nothing, Great One, but my husband has another wife—do not ask me to explain, the ways of men are convoluted, especially where the Dead God’s servants are concerned. This other wife was once married to the King of Wales, before he was killed in battle.

      And what has that to do with me?

      Edith closed her eyes and inhaled a deep, calming breath. Since she and I are both bound to Harold, I hoped she might seek the aid of the Red Dragon of Wales. She paused a moment before hurrying on, Tell me, Great One, if she made this request, would you join Wales to protect England’s king?

      A deep, rumbling grumble sounded in her mind and she made herself as small as possible as she huddled on the battlement. She had gone too far, suggesting that the mighty White Dragon might require the help of the Red Dragon of Wales. He would blast her mind to nothingness. Her children would find her crouched here, a drooling, helpless lump of flesh that had once housed their mother.

      A shadow fell across Edith, and she opened her eyes to see a white dragon hanging suspended in the sky just beyond the parapet.

      Come, little one. If you are so desperate for your lord’s life that you would seek the aid of the woman who has supplanted you, I can hardly fail to grant your petition. Climb onto my back. I will carry you to your sister-wife.

      Relief surged through Edith’s heart and hope blossomed. Ealdgyth could hardly deny her if she arrived on the wings of a dragon!
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