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  Prologue

  
  




The Burh of Wōdenléah ⚔︎ Kingdom of Wessex ⚔︎ 879 AD




It wasn’t until Cenric had nearly caught the horse that he finally saw it.

Blood.

It soaked into the saddle and streaked down the horse’s flank, all the way to its knee. The saddle had slid askew, and the stirrup leather was torn and dangled low on one side, striking the animal in the flank with each nervous movement. 

Leofwynn!

That morning, he had saddled the chestnut gelding for Leofwynn, beloved wife of Osric, the newly appointed thegn. 

He caught the reins with trembling hands and shouted.

“Alaric! Godwin! Everyone—leave your work—quickly! It’s Leofwynn’s horse!”

Billhooks and spades were instantly abandoned as soon as Cenric raised the alarm. Many of them knew well the paths the thegn’s wife favored for her morning rides, so those who had been working at the far end of the field near the creek had arrived quickly.

By the time Cenric reached the creekside, a crowd was already gathering. Leofwynn’s lifeless body lay beneath a tangle of snapped branches and disturbed earth, her riding cloak tangled in the brambles where the brittle undergrowth had claimed her.

She was already gone.

Ceorls and servants, friends and neighbors alike, stood in stunned silence, their hearts breaking as one was sent running to the hall, all of them dreading the moment her husband, Osric, the thegn of Wōdenléah, would arrive.

* * *

Cwenhild burst into tears as soon as Æfre opened the door, her words barely intelligible through her sobs as she stood trembling on the threshold of Æfre’s hut, struggling to compose herself.

“It’s Leofwynn,” she managed, her voice cracking with anguish; “There’s been an accident.”

Cwenhild and her husband, Cenric, were steadfast pillars of the burh of Wōdenléah. The pair had always been a source of quiet strength and practical wisdom—Cwenhild in particular was the kind of woman who seemed to hold the answer to every crisis with the unshakable calm of experience.

Now, Æfre stood powerless as she watched that steady, unflappable presence crumble before her eyes.

“Leofwynn!” Æfre exclaimed, “ Not gentle, kind-hearted Leofwynn!”

“They think her horse bolted after losing its footing on the sodden ground,” Cwenhild said through a veil of tears. “Leofwynn’s riding cloak got caught in the stirrup as they slid down the embankment!”

Æfre pressed a cup of ale into the distraught woman’s hand, ushering her into a chair by the hearth. 

She listened in horror as Cwenhild recounted how the horse must have dragged her behind it as it bolted, knocking her unconscious until, eventually, she succumbed to her injuries and the land claimed her.

“I swear on my good name,” Cwenhild said, “this is a day that will deeply etch into the memory of every one of us in the burh. As long as I live, I will never forget the soul-bearing cries of our Lord Osric when he saw his Leofwynn lying there!” Cwenhild dissolved into a fresh flood of tears; “It tore the very soul from every one of us!”

For a long while, the two women sat in the weighted silence of grief, until the hour finally forced Cwenhild to rise from her chair.

“Æfre, I’m deeply concerned with how heavily this grief presses upon Lord Osric,” she said. “The relentless demands of his position still bind him. His duties can be unforgiving, and of course Bishop Æthelwod will offer no reprieve!” Cwenhild looked at Æfre and pleaded, “I know well there is no herb or healing charm that can quickly mend such grief, but the man is truly lost! Will you call on him?”

Æfre did not hesitate. Whatever aid she could offer as a healer, she would call upon the thegn of Wōdenléah.

* * *

At first, Osric was distant—resistant to her presence. At times, he could be downright hostile, brusquely claiming to be buried in his work and abandoning her, leaving her no choice but to set down any remedies she’d brought and retreat.

In those early days, it was clear that duty kept Osric going. His thegnship made him an official servant of the Church and guardian of its lands, and true to Cwenhild’s observations, the bishop granted him little rest from his endless stream of demands, even in the face of great personal tragedy.

Eventually, he began to open up to her. Often, he would speak of how the bishop was quick to demand loyalty and obedience, and even quicker to unleash disproportionately harsh punishments upon those who questioned his authority or failed to meet his lofty, often arbitrary expectations.

As the weeks turned into months, their interactions strengthened—hostility softened to reluctant acceptance, and that at last gave way to quiet companionship. Some days, they would walk together in silence, sharing the peace of the outdoors and the steady rhythm of their footsteps. On better days, Osric would accept her herbs to aid his sleep, talk about his duties, or reminisce about Leofwynn, his words slowly untangling the thick web of pain he wore like a mantle around his heart.

On his hardest days, days when he struggled with the weight of his grief, Æfre would sit with him, letting the silence between them hold space for his pain. When tears came, or his voice faltered with the raw edges of sorrow or rage, she would never push or rush, but simply guide him back to himself—offer a steadying touch, or simply remind him to breathe, to place one foot in front of the other.

As the months wore on, he was healing, moving through his grief. While the shadows of sadness still clung to him, they no longer defined him. There was something steadier in his presence—a quiet peace that hadn’t been there before. It had taken the better part of a year, but her visits were no longer a necessity.

And that’s when the man took her entirely by surprise.

* * *

In the blustery autumn, he stood at the threshold to her hut, holding out an offering of a small clay jug of herb-infused mead—just enough for a generous cup, or perhaps two smaller cups each—an unmistakable luxury, no doubt quietly lifted from the bishop’s private stash.

Conversation began cautiously, words carefully chosen as they navigated the delicate terrain of his shared vulnerability. But as the moments passed and the mead flowed, the tension eased, and soon they were laughing like children—Osric even daring to give Æfre a glimpse of his impersonation of Bishop Æthelwod.

With the mead finished and both feeling the warm glow of the fire nudging them towards sleep, Osric stood to leave, and Æfre busied herself clearing the empty cups from the table.

Then Osric gently caught her by her upper arm.

“Æfre,” he said softly, “forgive me. Speaking of this past year is no easy thing, but I’ve come to realize something. I’m fortunate to have had much support after Leofwynn’s passing, yet in the past year, there was but one who called upon me without expectation or agenda, and that was you.”

Still holding her by the arm, he said, “Thank you, Æfre,” his gaze steady.

Æfre placed a hand over his, genuinely moved by his sincerity. “You are most welcome, Osric,” she said, smiling warmly while returning his steadfast gaze and holding it for a moment before squeezing his hand and turning to continue clearing the cups from the table. But Osric didn’t let go.

With a gentle hold on her upper arm, Osric eased Æfre towards him, his movements slow and unhurried, as if giving her time to pull away. Her breath caught as their faces grew closer, and his gaze softened, filled with a quiet intensity.

Stunned, she took a moment to take in what was happening, then looked up at him, as if seeing him for the first time.

“Do I overstep?” he asked softly, his voice barely audible, the words brushing her ear like a secret.

“No,” Æfre whispered.

Osric smiled as he leaned in, his lips brushing past her ear, the nape of her neck, her cheek—until finally he found her lips with a tender, tentative kiss.
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  Uht ⚔︎ Before Dawn

  
  




The familiar voice boomed, cutting through the quiet of the hut.

“She stirs at last!”

Æfre groaned in faux protest. This was their game—she feigning a wish to languish in sleep, and he pressing her to observe his mischief before he slipped away in the discreet, pre-dawn hours, before the burh stirred and anyone marked the absence of the thegn of Wōdenléah.

She was secretly glad that today she’d awakened in time to enjoy it before he took his leave. Not that she planned on giving him the satisfaction of hearing her say it, mind you. That, too, was part of their game.

She blinked the sleep from her eyes, noting that the first light of dawn had not yet appeared at the edges of the hut’s window coverings.

“By what sorcery are you awake, Osric?” She asked, yawning.

“A thegn such as I, Æfre,” Osric bloviated, “is forged of hardier stuff than the mere sleep and softness of you floral-scented womenfolk.”

He winked at her, shirtless and preening as he poked the previous night’s embers, thoroughly amused with himself.

“Indeed, we are splendid specimens who sleep little and rise before the sun,” he continued, enjoying his own theatrics, “yet we still look as if carved by the hand of the Almighty himself.”

“Big words, my lord,” Æfre snorted, rubbing her eyes and stretching as she rolled onto her back, “but I believe it is we, the ‘floral scented-womenfolk’ who are the ones to measure the truth of that claim.”

Æfre grabbed the nearest weapon available to her—the pillow from his side of the bed. She hurled it, striking him squarely on the side of the head.

“How dare you?” Osric laughed, his voice heavy with mock indignation. “Such reckless behavior!” He leaned down and retrieved the pillow, dusting it off, “and such accuracy—”

Æfre squealed and hid under the coverlet as the pillow she’d thrown came sailing back at her, hitting its target with satisfying accuracy. For his benefit, she let out an exaggerated, battlefield-worthy groan which quickly dissolved into a fit of giggles.

Emerging from under the covers, Æfre yawned again—like a contented cat, then reached blindly towards the chest at her bedside. The familiar comfort of her leechbook1 should have been there, but instead, her hand met nothing but cool, empty wood. She lifted her head off the pillow to check, even peered over the edge of the bed—certain she’d left it there—she’d been working with it just yesterday and had set it there to allow the ink to dry.

“Is it this you reach for?” Osric held something in the air.

Ah. My leechbook. 

Propping herself up on her elbow, she narrowed her eyes, her voice warm with faux accusation as she raked her fingers through her hair.

“Lord Osric! Have I just caught the thegn in an act of thievery?”

He glanced up at her, unbothered and unrepentant. He tilted her leechbook slightly—showing it off before brazenly resuming paging through it.

“For mercy’s sake, Osric, just don’t set it alight!” Æfre laughed, unable to stop her own grin as she flopped back down onto the feather-filled mattress and snuggled in. 

By the Gods, that is a beautiful man, she thought, taking full advantage of his distraction and allowing her gaze to linger on him, peering at him through a gap she had fashioned in the coverlet.

His tunic lay draped over his knee, as if forgotten halfway through the process of dressing. A pair of well-worn boots waited patiently at his feet, like two obedient little dogs lying in wait for their master. He looked like a man with no intention of leaving, which suited her just fine.

Her eyes traced the diagonal scar that wrapped around his left flank—a jagged reminder of the blade of a determined Northman, a near-miss during the Battle of Edington. He rarely spoke of it, deflecting her questions with a vague smile, but she knew the weight it carried. She’d felt it in the terrors that sometimes gripped him during the night, when his dreams dragged him back into the conflict. She was a witness to the price he’d paid for his distinction in battle, yet she knew it was something he would only ever speak of with a few of his closest brothers in arms.

Her gaze moved to the powerful lines of his jaw, the way his unruly, wavy hair always fell slightly out of place no matter what he did, and then down to his hands—rugged and calloused by work and battle. Yet those same hands had moved over her with such care the night before—she could still feel the lingering echoes of his touch.

The vividness of the recollection flooded her, bringing a bashful warmth to her cheeks and spreading like fire under her skin, her stomach fluttering with a mix of desire and amusement. A giggle escaped her before she could stop it—a quiet, breathy snort as she curled her toes reflexively under the coverlet.

“What’s this laughter for then?” Osric asked dryly without looking up, the corner of his mouth quirking into a wary smile as he continued to study her leechbook.

Æfre pressed her hands to her flushed cheeks—a futile attempt to contain the blush. “The noise we made…” she managed, her voice trailing off into a sheepish laugh as the memory surged to the forefront of her mind. Her skin was still burning with the vividness of it.

Osric’s brows arched in exaggerated innocence, though the glint in his eyes betrayed him. “I know not of what you speak,” he replied, his tone thick with exaggerated solemnity as he casually flipped another page of the leechbook.

“Do you not?” Æfre mused, “Just as well, my lord, since it likely made its way into every ear between the burh and the trading camp!” Her laughter spilled over as she covered her face with her hands.

Setting the journal aside, Osric rose from his chair, shifting it slightly backwards and unsettling the rushes covering the earthen floor beneath him.

Æfre peeked at him from behind her fingers, her breath catching as she watched his every step.

When he reached her, he leaned down, his hands gently wrapping around hers, easing them away from her face. He kissed her deeply, lingering just long enough to completely melt any resolve she might have had left.

And just as quickly, it was over.

“Good,” he declared, his voice definitive. “Let us hope they heard well.”

Æfre blinked, reeling as he reached out and lightly ran the back of his fingers down her cheek. Before she could gather her thoughts or summon a witty retort, he was already walking back to his chair, where he plopped himself back down and reclaimed her leechbook.

She actually found it rather infuriating, perhaps even alarming, how easily he could disarm her. 

Æfre pulled the coverlet back over her head and re-fashioned the small opening to peer through. Cozy in its familiar, cavernous warmth, she allowed her gaze to drift around the hut, noting the scattered state of things. She sighed, vowing to herself to set aside time later that day to put things right.

The hut was a simple, one-room wattle-and-daub structure with a timber frame and a thatched roof, warmed by a raised hearth at its center. At the far end stood a stout hardwood table with two benches, and along the walls, shelves were cleverly fitted into the timber frame. Each shelf held rows of clay jars, packed with herbs, dried roots—nature’s tools—remnants of the healing craft passed down through generations. Æfre’s mother had used them, and her grandmother too. Now it was her turn, though often she still felt like a child playing at her mother’s work.

The air inside was heavily scented with various herbs mingled with hearth smoke—ever present, always faintly clinging to Æfre’s skin and hair. On this particular morning, it was a heady mixture of dried lavender and sage with an additional note of the previous night’s stew, all rising gently to the rafters with the smoke and warmth from the hearth.

Everything in the hut was spare and serviceable.

With one exception—the bed.

It was a striking piece—a monument to Æfre’s father’s Danish heritage. It was a bed too large for the space and too fine for its surroundings. Her father had made and carved it himself as a gift for her mother.

A Dane by birth and a renowned craftsman and woodcarver by trade, he had shaped the thick wood into something fit for nobility; dragons coiled snarling along the headboard, and two curled at the tops of the bedposts. It was a piece drawn from his memory of the first longship he’d sailed on to cross the sea. It looked out of place in the modest hut, but it had always stood there, a quiet monument to something wilder than the life they all shared within the walls of the hut.

Both gone many winters now, Æfre thought as she snuggled herself deeper into the bed fit for a queen. She continued to gaze around the hut, pausing as her eyes again came to rest on the wooden table at the other end of the hearth.

That table.

That table had been their first time, she and Osric—over a year ago now. He’d lifted her tall frame up onto its wooden surface like it was nothing—an unrestrained wildness flowing through them both as bits of dried herbs tangled in her long, pale hair; a symphony of bowls and spoons clattering across the floor, displaced by their enthusiasm.

She wasn’t sure how long she’d drifted in that memory when Osric’s voice cut through the silence.

“Æfre—these pages in your leechbook…the script—this is Latin!” Osric rose from the bench, eyes alight with surprise and no small measure of wonder.

“You’re learned in the language of scholars!?” He stepped closer, holding the leechbook as though it were some holy relic unearthed from the tomb of a saint. “Since when?” An incredulous smile spread across his face. “What else do you keep hidden behind that mischievous gaze? I know plenty of high-born nobles who couldn’t do this,” Osric marveled. “Truly—no one in Wōdenléah, save Bishop Æthelwod, could put their hand to such work!”

Osric continued to flip through the delicate pages of Æfre’s leechbook with a heightened curiosity, tracing his finger lightly over her intricate drawings of the roots and herbs that were the backbone of her practice.

“It was my father,” Æfre said, sitting up in bed as she gathered the surrounding coverlet. “He learned it during the summers he spent traveling for commissions.”

She swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood, wrapping herself in the coverlet. “He’d visit the monasteries—or at least try to—the ones willing to open their doors to a Dane.”

She gathered up the coverlet so she could walk, then continued.

“I can imagine it was no small task, convincing the monks he wasn’t a threat. But I guess his skill as an artisan won them over. He would trade craft for knowledge.”

Æfre had never hidden her literacy or her heritage, but equally she had always kept these things in quiet reserve; a layer of protection against those who might judge her for not having adopted Christian beliefs, for being a woman, a half Dane, for possessing knowledge, or for any number of other reasons people found to castigate a woman for existing beyond expectation.

“Fair work for a heathen, don’t you agree?” She smiled wryly.

“And a half-breed Dane at that!” Osric exclaimed, feigning horror.

Despite Osric’s experiences with the fierce Danelaw occupiers on the battlefield, Æfre knew that Osric understood well enough that Saxon and Dane blood had become inextricably intertwined long ago, the moment the first longship had come ashore and onto their soil.

It was one of the things she admired most about him—his grasp of this often uneasy balance. Complicated and messy alliances with ever-changing boundaries called for the skillful navigation of a changing landscape. One moment, two people are enemies and invaders; the next, kin by marriage, partners in trade, and neighbors raising their children side by side. 

As a product of one such complex alliance, Æfre deeply admired Osric’s ability to hold two such truths in the same hand. 

“Two worlds etched into me, yet I belong fully to neither,” she mumbled.

The words slipped from her before she could stop them. She hadn’t meant to utter them aloud—she rarely let such things rise to the surface. When she glanced up, Osric was no longer reading. He had lowered the leechbook, his gaze steady, yet warm and thoughtful, as if seeing something he hadn’t noticed before.

Barefoot and still haphazardly wrapped in the coverlet, Æfre shuffled closer, her pale, bed-rumpled hair tickling his nose as she pressed in closer, guiding his hands back up so she could see her leechbook.

“See the plants in these pages,” she said, “the names in Latin—you know this, I suppose, but these are the names the learned men use—the true names, written as the monks do in their great books.”

She tapped the margin with her fingertip, then pointed to the first image. “This here is Camemillan, see? There are two kinds.”

Æfre pointed to a detailed drawing.

“This is Anthemis nobilis—that’s the Roman sort, the kind in the garden. And this one—”

Her finger moved across the page to a second drawing.

“Matricaria chamomilla.”

She glanced up at Osric, who stood listening, brows furrowed in interest. A small smile tugged at her lips as she continued.

“My father brought the seed from one of his summer journeys. There was a kind monk, fond of spreading knowledge—he gave him many cuttings, too. Said the garden is as important a place for study as any scriptorium.”

She looked up to find Osric’s eyes locked on her, filled with wonderment as if watching some rare specimen perform some unimaginable feat.

“Forgive me—I prattle like a hen in the thatch once I start speaking of plants…”

But she saw the look in his eyes before she could finish—how he listened intently. Osric’s gaze was unwavering.

“Go on, Æfre,” he said gently. “I’d hear the rest.”

She hesitated, suddenly aware of the warmth in her cheeks. Then, with a shy smile, she reached over and guided Osric’s hands to close the leechbook.

“That’s all, really. These pages… they’re plants I use—mostly for healing, although a few are there simply because they interest me; the way they grow, their scent, or their properties that I have yet to learn to make use of.”

She paused, then looked him dead in the eyes.

“Of course, some may be turned to poison as well… so you’d best not anger me, my lord.”

Osric grinned widely, then dropped the leechbook and recoiled, clutching his chest as if stricken, staggering backwards with a gasp.

“I am undone!” he cried, and with a sudden motion grabbed Æfre by the waist and pulled her down with him into the chair by the hearth.

“It was the stew!” Æfre squealed.

“The stew!! Aiii!” Osric arched his back, sputtering. “My world grows dark!! Farewell!!”

Æfre dissolved into a fit of giggles as she struggled to keep the coverlet wrapped around her. She could tell that the warmth of her closeness was having an effect on him. She liked having that effect on him.

Yet as dawn closed in on them, so did the demands of Osric’s station. The Bishop would come seeking him first thing, as he always did, before the first labors of the day began. Osric should have been gone already. But this morning, she was not ready to let him go. Not yet.

And by the look in his eyes—dark, fixed, and growing hungrier by the moment—she could clearly see that he wasn’t ready either.

Osric suddenly rebounded from the throes of death and swept her into his arms, moving towards the bed.

“Osric, we mustn’t. Your time is short,” she said, though she still tilted her head, baring the pale curve of her neck to him, knowing full well he needed no such encouragement.

He leaned in and kissed her, his beard prickling the exquisitely sensitive area as he murmured against her neck, “Just a moment longer.”

Then his lips found the spot beneath her ear—that same spot that had rendered her helpless against his charms that very first time—and her fingers released the coverlet. It slipped to the floor, pooling at their feet like water from an overflowing basin.

“As you wish. Perhaps just a moment…” Æfre said, pretending to let go of a resolve to deny him that she’d never had to begin with.
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  Nīwe Dæg ⚔︎ New Day

  
  




The sun had already risen over the hills when Osric slipped out of the hut. He was late—too late—but still he paused at the door, casting a backward gaze at Æfre, who still lay peacefully in sleep, her hair a flaxen waterfall tumbling over the edge of the bed, illuminated by the light from the open door.

The sight pulled at him so strongly it nearly unraveled his resolve—leaving felt a bit like tearing a vital organ from his chest. Yet as much as he might have willed it, his duties were not going to simply disappear, and he swiftly headed towards the paddock near Æfre’s livestock shelter to retrieve his horse.

It was a glorious late summer morning at Æfre’s homestead. A fine mist still clung to the clearing behind the hut, but the sun, rising steadily, cut through it now, reaching fingers of light beyond the shadows of the surrounding hills. Osric could hear the creek that meandered through the far edge of the clearing, its usual babbling subdued and thirsty—its flow thinner than it ought to be.

The land has gone too long without proper rain, he thought, though casting an eye over Æfre’s herb garden, one would certainly never have guessed it. The garden was flourishing despite the dry summer, and Osric smiled as he realized that over the last year his association with Æfre had earned him a newfound ability to identify several of the medicinal plants she cultivated; the yarrow stood tall, its flat clusters of pink and white flowers reaching skyward while the camemillan, the very one she’d shown him in her leechbook, crept low, sun-scorched but still thriving. He recognized feverfew, blooming at the edge of the garden in small groupings of small, pale flowers, and also the sage with its thick, silver-white leaves standing defiant against the rising heat. The garden breathed resilience—fragrant, buzzing, and bountiful.

He stretched and drew in a deep breath of morning air, silently acknowledging that sleep had been too short. It was early yet, but he could already tell the day was going to be stiflingly warm. No doubt the ceorls would grumble about it as they worked the fields, tirelessly preparing for the coming harvest.

A soft nickering from the paddock pulled Osric from his thoughts. Lēodlufu, his stout bay gelding affectionately known as “Leo”, stood contentedly chewing a mouthful of hay beneath the lean-to that ran the length of the livestock shelter. Beside him, Æfre’s dapple grey mare, Epona, nudged at his side as the two well-acquainted horses vied for the choicest mouthfuls of hay.

Osric retrieved his saddle and bridle, and soon the gelding was shifting with anticipation beneath the tack, stretching for one last bite of hay before setting off.

Osric gave Leo’s neck a brief pat, then mounted, glancing wistfully one last time at the hut behind him as he guided the gelding onto the uphill path that led to the main road.

The track to Wōdenléah was well-worn, linking the fortified burh to the Norse traders’ camp that had established itself along the Thames in the years following the Battle of Edington. 

Æfre’s homestead sat in a valley midway between the burgh and the camp. It was a location both close and far enough from the camp and the burh for her to feel both safe and vulnerable at the same time—depending on the rise and ebb of the political tide.

Once on the road, Osric gave Leo his head, and the gelding eagerly surged forward at a gallop, hooves striking the earth with a rhythm familiar to both horse and rider.

Osric knew he had overstayed this time. The sunlight was now breaking through the thinning mist, and the long shadows that had cast across the fields were disappearing altogether. He was in plain sight now. The burh would surely see him coming.

Yet in this moment, he couldn’t quite bring himself to care. He was enjoying the rare sense of freedom that he always felt when traveling back from Æfre’s, and he leaned low in the saddle, urging speed from the powerful gelding while his tunic snapped against the wind and the Earth flew past beneath them.

Let Bishop Æthelwod scowl. Let the people whisper. If I must bear wagging tongues as the price of a moment of unrestrained contentment, so be it.   

* * *

Æfre awoke with a gasp, sitting bolt upright in bed. The sudden pounding at the hut’s door dragged her from sleep and left her feeling raw and disoriented. She blinked hard and took a few deep breaths, noticing the warm slant of sunlight through the shutter cracks. The air inside the hut was already thick with heat.

“Hold just a moment!” She called to whoever was at the door, realizing that she’d slept later than she’d intended.

Flinging off the coverlet, she swung her legs to the floor, only then recalling she hadn’t a stitch on—a reminder of the previous night’s assignation.

Osric, she smiled as the memory flooded her thoughts.

They’d barely slept—the scent of him still clinging to her skin and hair.

She snatched her linen shift from a wooden peg and pulled it quickly over her head, fingers fumbling in her haste. The pounding came again.

“Æfre!” A girl’s voice—young, familiar.

“Yes, yes! One moment, I’m just coming!”

Realizing she did not have time to get fully dressed, Æfre hastily looked about her for something to throw on over her underdress.

She spotted the crumpled coverlet at the foot of the bed, snatched it up, and wrapped it about her like a cloak as she padded to the door.

“I am truly sorry for disturbing you,” came the voice again, muffled through the timber, “Cwenhild sent me to fetch you.”

Æfre unlatched the door and opened it to reveal Gytha, the young serving girl from the burh, standing fidgeting in the sun. Æfre could see her husband waiting for her in the cart, doing his best to idle the hot and impatient oxen.

“Gytha! Are you well?” Æfre smiled and gave a slight wave to the man beyond.

“Yes, Æfre, all is well,” Gytha said, her eyes flicking over Æfre’s tousled hair and makeshift attire, cheeks coloring. “Cwenhild bade me to come on our way to the trading camp with our cheese—Wynn, the thatcher’s wife, she’s gone to her childbed this morning.”

“Aah—Gytha, you have my thanks. I knew this news would come soon,” Æfre exclaimed; “I’ll leave straightaway.”

“Cwenhild reckons the babe could arrive by midday,” Gytha said.

“Then let’s hope that the little one agrees with Cwenhild’s predictions. But just the same, I won’t dawdle.”

Æfre quickly bid Gytha farewell, suggesting that she and her husband visit her henhouse before continuing on to the camp—her birds had been laying as though bewitched of late, producing what seemed like an endless supply of eggs.

She pulled her blue summer apron dress over the shift, bound her hair back with a scrap of linen, and filled a small bronze cooking pot with water and set it on the hearth. From her shelf of clay jars, she decanted a shake of dried mint and a carefully measured spoon of pennyroyal, scattering them into the warming water. As the herbs steeped, their sharp, familiar scent filled the hut.

While the infusion steeped, she moved nimbly about, swiftly gathering what she’d need for the birth: clean cloths, salve, clean linen wraps, a small bundle of protective herbs, and the amber amulet her mother had always brought to such labors.

When the infusion was finally ready, she poured herself a cup and sipped slowly, pausing for a moment while her mind mapped the day. She’d planned to muck out the paddock, collect firewood, groom Epona—the poor mare was in sore need of it—and check the fish traps along the tributary. With the water level running low lately, she suspected they could be a complete loss.

There was also small game—probably hares this time of year, coming to drink, so even if the fish traps had failed, there was always her bow. But of course, all that would have to wait.

Wynn’s child would not.

Yet even as she hurried about the hut, her thoughts kept drifting back to Osric. The quiet moments they shared felt like a dangerous secret; a glowing ember fallen unseen into a haystack, its warmth threatening to consume everything around it.

The more time she spent with him, the more she looked forward to their moments together. She often wondered if it was turning into something more. There was something in his gaze when he looked at her now, an unspoken connection that she felt gripping her chest. They both knew well what that might mean—the complications it could bring—so neither of them dared speak it. But that didn’t stop her heart from quickening at the thought of him.

That would have to be enough—for now.

She packed the last of her things and set them on the table, where her carved seax knife lay. Picking up the blade, she slid it into its sheath, which hung from her belt. The bone hilt bore a curling Norse dragon motif; the same one echoed in the carved headboard of the bed her father had made.

Draining the last of the herbal infusion from her cup, she headed for the door, pausing only to sling her bow and quiver over her shoulder.

Perhaps I’ll have time for this later, she thought as she headed out into the bright morning light towards the paddock.
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Torvald Ironsight balanced his foot on the mossy stump while he carved neat slices from the apple in his hand, chewing each piece thoughtfully, deliberately as the edge of his seax flashed with the reflection of the morning light.

He ran a hand through his long dark hair and smoothed his silver-flecked beard, watching as the sun burned away the last wisps of mist clinging to the edge of the clearing where the trading camp stirred to life.

The clang of metal, crackle of fire, and the rising sounds of coarse laughter drifted up the hill to where Torvald perched, as still and silent as a wolf. The familiar cadence of Norse voices rang out, delivering the punchline of a bawdy joke that made him chuckle lightly to himself as the men below roared with unrestrained laughter.

He could see most of the camp from where he stood. The road to Wōdenléah cut through the woods to the east, while just beyond the embankment to the west, the Thames shimmered in the morning sun. Several wooden longships lined up along a wooden pier where a handful of warriors stood watch, leaning on their shields, scanning the forest and shoreline for signs of trouble. A few men unloaded piles of furs and textiles from one ship, their tunics already darkening with sweat under the rising sun.

At the heart of the camp sat the hall, the central gathering place, with Torvald’s chieftain’s quarters nestled at the back. Just behind the hall, merchants had set up their makeshift outdoor stalls; some of the more established ones even with woven or thatched awnings.

Torvald’s gaze skimmed the traders as they haggled in a mixture of languages over everything from silk and amber to iron tools and blades. At the edge of the row of stalls, a smith worked at his forge, hammer ringing against iron as he shaped a gleaming axe head, sparks bursting into the air with each strike of the iron.

* * *

Torvald had begun his life in the hard-edged village of Úlfsnes in Hǫrðaland2, bouncing from household to household in a place where an orphan had to learn quickly if he was to survive.

Fascinated by the local warriors, the moment he had come of age, Torvald joined a local raiding party, eager to prove himself. He fought alongside seasoned warriors from many of the northern kingdoms, watching and absorbing their knowledge and tactics in everything from the way men moved and spoke to how they led. As he grew into a man, he gained a reputation; while others rushed towards the chaos and ferocity of battle, Torvald never did so without first calculating the angles.

It was this refined skill set that consistently led him to the best course of action amidst chaos. It also earned him unerring loyalty from his warriors and comrades, who bestowed upon him the moniker “Ironsight,” and eventually positioned him to become one of the youngest chieftains to lead the settlement of Styrvik, which would subsequently become part of Danelaw East Anglia.

A few years after settling in Styrvik, tragedy struck. Just after the Battle of Edington, Torvald was away forging fragile trading relationships in Wessex when he received word that his wife and firstborn had died in childbirth. A man accustomed to predicting and controlling outcomes, the loss untethered him, and he buried his sorrow in purpose, turning his focus entirely to the advancement of his people.

Citing the untapped potential for prosperity through commerce, Torvald exiled himself, his sorrow becoming his fuel as he threw his energy into forging trade relations with the Saxons of Wessex. He eventually took his leave from Styrvik entirely as he brought to life a vision of a trading party that could quickly transition into an army of warriors, his keen strategic mind blending seamlessly with a warrior’s instinct to help realize a vision of a future where trade, diplomacy, and military strength coexisted side by side.

* * *

Footsteps crunched the tall, dry grass behind Torvald, pulling him from his reverie.

“Laughter like that,” the familiar voice said, “they’re speaking either of coin flowing or skirts lifting.”

Still chewing while he smoothed the apple juice from his beard, Torvald turned to see Svend, the camp’s affable overseer of trade. Tall, red-bearded, and smiling, he was Torvald’s oldest friend and closest ally.

“This time, both.” Torvald’s eyes flashed with humor as he flicked the last of the apple core down the hill and wiped the blade on his trousers before sheathing it.

“Jarl,” Svend began with a reluctant exhale, “we’ve a problem.”

“Já?” Nonplussed, Torvald turned his head back towards the vista.

“It’s Bjørn.”

“Bjørn,” Torvald echoed flatly, the name bringing an immediate frown to his face. He released a long exhale.

“Bjørn was to meet the textile shipment that arrived early this morning, but only moments ago, the goods were still aboard the ships, untouched. I had to pull Geir and Håkon to do it—Bjørn is nowhere to be found.” Svend paused, looking at Torvald from under raised brows.

Torvald continued to look out over the horizon.

“Nobody has seen him since last night,” continued Svend.

Torvald, still gazing at the vista, let out a deep breath before finally turning to Svend with a nod.

“Thank you,” he said finally, clapping Svend on the shoulder. “I’ll see to it. Geir and Håkon—make sure they’re compensated.”

“They’ll see you by midday, Jarl.”

“Good. Also, Svend, if you see the boy, send him to me, please.”

Torvald turned back to face the vista once again.

“Of course.”

Svend gave a respectful nod and made his way back toward the camp.

Torvald stood alone again.

Bjørn.

Bjørn was the son of a chieftain from Hǫrðaland—sent south to shed his sense of entitlement under Torvald’s watchful guidance. The young man had been born to privilege, believing every clan resource to be his by right. But here, Bjørn was just like every other man in the camp, and Torvald had no intention of treating him otherwise. The young man would need to learn to be worthy of the blood he carried.

He’d learn it—or he’d fail.

As Torvald continued to gaze at the horizon, he felt a tug at his trouser leg.

The boy had found him.

He was small and wiry, even for a child, rendering his age indeterminate beyond a best guess. A displaced Saxon, they’d surmised, the boy moved with a quickness in his step that told a tale of survival. Shod in a gifted pair of too-big shoes, he slipped through the bustling Viking trading camp, too fast for his own shadow, a spark of sharp intelligence in his bright, watchful eyes. As far as anyone in the camp knew, he had no home and no name, but what the boy lacked in personal history, he made up for in usefulness.

He knew instinctively how to stay out of sight until needed, and seemed to hear every rumor, every whispered deal, and every grumble of discontent. Whatever utterances reverberated through the camp, in whatever languages they might have been uttered, the boy stored these tidbits away like treasures.

“Boy, do you know where Bjørn is?” Torvald asked.

The boy nodded quickly and pointed to a line of tents just beyond the camp, in a clearing near a creek.

Torvald followed the line of the boy’s finger. He’d guessed as much.

“Have you eaten today?” Torvald asked the boy, studying his hollow eyes and reedy frame.

The boy shook his head, lowering his eyes in shame.

“Come,” urged Torvald. “We’ll fix that, then you will take me to Bjørn.”

With his hand on his shoulder, Torvald steered the boy around, and together they started down the hill and into the sound, scent, and smoke of the camp. 

* * *

Torvald parted the crowd as he strode through the camp, the boy trailing behind, his pockets now stuffed with dried meat, tearing into an apple like a starving cub as he struggled to keep pace while fiercely guarding each bite of his precious meal.

Torvald moved from stall to stall, speaking with merchants and warriors, every word, nod, and lighthearted quip measured and purposeful. More than just idle chatter, this was the chieftain’s way of taking the camp’s pulse. Today, trade was steady, blades sharp, and tempers low.

Good.

Satisfied, he turned to the boy. “Very well, boy, take me to Bjørn—lead the way!”

The boy, who had been chewing his meat with grim focus, quickly stuffed the unfinished food back into his pocket. With a brief upwards glance at Torvald, he trotted into the camp, disappearing like a shadow into the market stalls as Torvald strode behind him, awkwardly ducking under awnings and sidestepping ox-carts, the occasional apologetic grunt escaping him as he pushed through openings built for a smaller man.

They reached the far end of the camp, where a creek gurgled through the trees. A line of tents stood in a small clearing, their openings facing the creekside, and the remains of a smoldering fire still clung to life in a nearby fire pit. Torvald noticed more than a few empty jugs strewn about the ground.

The boy led them all the way to one of the last tents before the treeline when Torvald suddenly recognized the sounds of a rhythmic chorus of grunts and giggles coming from beyond the tent’s woven entry—the unmistakable signature of a raucous and frantic coupling.

“Boy!” Torvald boomed, and the boy pulled up just short of the entrance.

“Thank you, I’ve got it from here.” Torvald flipped the boy a silver coin.

“Go see Svend and tell him that Bjørn will join him on his journey into Wōdenléah.”

The boy nodded, and in seconds, vanished back into the camp, instantly disappearing without a trace.

Torvald paused for a moment, looking around the clearing until he spotted a large bucket lying on its side at the creekside, abandoned by a careless owner. Torvald lifted the bucket, filling it nearly to spilling with creek water, and headed for the tent, splashing water over his boots with every step.

Approaching the tent, the sounds grew louder; a mixture of laughter and the raw, urgent sounds of ecstasy building, escalating with frantic intensity.

Perfect timing, thought Torvald as he entered the tent, walking directly into a dank, heavy cloud of stale ale and sweat, so thick it seemed almost alive as it took the wind out of him for a moment—a moment he used to allow his eyes to adjust.

The first thing that Torvald saw was an impressive set of floppy, oversized breasts bouncing up and down just feet from where he stood. Attached to those breasts, he recognized the plump, disheveled Saxon woman as one of Wōdenléah’s serving girls, reverse-straddling Bjørn like she was breaking a stallion, mewling with the fervor of a trapped animal clawing for escape. Another woman, naked and snoring, lay crumpled at the foot of the bed, oblivious to the revelry inches from her face.

All of them blind to Torvald’s presence.

The robust woman riding Bjørn began to cry out loudly now. Torvald stepped forward, raised the bucket, and with perfect calm, doused the three bedfellows.

“On your feet, Bjørn Ívarsson! Allow these poor women to flee now that you’ve finished disappointing them!” Torvald tossed the bucket out the tent’s opening and stood like a fortress at its center.

The reaction was immediate, and chaos unfolded all around him.

The robust Saxon woman let out another, different type of shriek as she struggled to extricate herself from her predicament, awakening her sleeping companion, who joined in the shrieking to form a chorus of deafening caterwauling.

Bjørn jackknifed upright, tossing the robust woman off of him in a single motion, his eyes reddened and bleary with drink.

Torvald stood silently, rooted in place, while the drenched women scurried to collect their clothing and belongings, squinting against the daylight as they stumbled out of the tent, dropping and retrieving pieces of each other’s clothing as they went.

Bjørn, unsteady on his feet, wobbled and clung to the tent’s support pole as he hastily finished dressing himself, finally attempting to stand, swaying like a sapling, in front of the chieftain.

“Jarl Torvald…”

“Silence!” boomed Torvald.

Torvald stepped in, his face inches from Bjørn’s, whose blonde hair stuck to his face, matted with bits of leaves and what appeared to be vomit.

“You’ve dishonored the trade, the men, and your birthright,” Torvald said, his voice low and dangerous. “Over and over again, you shame yourself. You are a stinking drunk, stumbling around less gracefully than a pig in shit, yet you’re too proud to lift your own weight. While the rest of us work, you sit idle and let others bear your burden. I’ve buried better men for less.”

“Jarl, I…”

“You. Will. Listen! You will not speak, you will listen,” commanded Torvald evenly, the still, focused anger in his voice reverberating all the way to the far corners of the camp.

“Do you think The Gods favor fools who leave their brothers to struggle while they waste themselves on drink? I tell you this, Bjørn Ivarsson, consider this your only chance. If I must speak to you again - if I see you in this state again while those around you are shouldering your work, you will leave this camp, and you will not find welcome on another ship.”

Torvald stepped back.

“Dress. Now. You’ll report to Svend and follow his instructions. You are assisting today in Wōdenléah.”

“Assisting Svend!?” exclaimed Bjørn, unable to help himself. “But that is the role of a servant! He can take as many of them as he chooses!”

“Yes, he can.” Torvald stated flatly, “But today, he is taking you. Straighten yourself, and meet me outside. You leave now.”

Torvald strode out of the tent, squinting against the bright daylight, more appreciative than ever of the crisp, fresh afternoon air.
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Osric urged the gelding through the timber palisade and into the burh of Wōdenléah, where the morning’s activities were already well underway. The rising summer sun cast everything in a soft gold, and the air carried the steady rhythm of people setting about their daily routines.

Children darted across the damp green, their high-pitched squeals carrying over the thatched rooftops like birdsongs. Women passed each other carrying baskets of fresh bread and wool, their hemlines glancing against the dusty ground as they shared the latest gossip. The first scents of smoke and cooking were rising from the hearths, while in the distance, golden waves of barley and hops moved in the breeze like the mane of a great gilded horse.

The men had already gathered, sharpening tools, filling water bladders, and tucking cloth-wrapped bread and cheese into sacks for the day’s labor; everyone’s thoughts fixed on the upcoming harvest.

Clustered around a central green were many small homes—a mix of timber-plank and wattle-and-daub structures—their thatched roofs like a clutch of nests huddled at the very heart of the burh. At the far end of the green, Osric’s eye fell on his destination—the livestock shelter and stable, where bleating goats shuffled in an outdoor enclosure, and several horses stood loosely tied, waiting patiently, sipping water from a wooden trough.

To one side rose the hall—a broad, rectangular structure of wattle and daub, its steep thatch roof darkened with age. A thin twist of smoke curled from the smoke-hole at its crown. 

Across from the hall stood the church, older than the burh itself. A simple, narrow rectangular structure built of wattle and daub atop a stout stone foundation, its timber-shingled roof rose into the sky with a silent, stern demeanor.

Slightly offset from the church sat the Bishop’s house, similarly built atop a stone foundation, like the church, more modest than the burh’s hall, yet easily twice the size of any of the villagers’ homes. It was a neatly kept home; the roof was well-tended, and a generous garden thrived behind its fence, with orderly rows of herbs and a few vegetables among the flowers. Tucked behind the residence was the burh’s brew hut, a moderately sized thatched-roof hut where the Bishop personally oversaw the crafting of ale and mead.

Osric reined in near the stable and cast a quick glance towards the Bishop’s residence. No smoke from the rooftop. No robe-clad figure in the doorway. The thegn allowed himself a flicker of hope that Bishop Æthelwold might, for once, have found reason to delay his usual intrusions.

Osric saw movement out of the corner of his eye and turned his gaze back towards the stable. Cenric had appeared, already busy at work tacking up one of the tied horses. At the sound of approaching hooves, he turned and smiled, nodding as he approached.

“Lord Osric! A fair morning… or near enough,” Cenric said with a wink, the corner of his mouth twitching upward as he drew out the word morning.

Osric swung down from the saddle, unsuccessfully suppressing the grin that tugged at the corners of his mouth. The barb was gentle, but unmistakable—and very typically Cenric.

There was an unspoken understanding that both Cenric and his wife, Cwenhild, the eyes and ears of the burh, were aware of Osric’s connection to Æfre. Osric suspected the pair even approved of it.

It was a point of pride for Osric, having the loyalty of Cenric and Cwenhild. Loyalty in the burh was earned; the kingdom was still reeling from the years leading up to the Battle of Edington. Yet, the harvest had flourished under Osric’s leadership, the burh had prospered, and in a short time, the new thegn earned widespread trust by helping to shield the people from the harsher whims of Bishop Æthelwod, whose propensity for cruelty had long cast a shadow over their lives.

As Cenric took the reins of Osric’s horse, he stepped in close, speaking low.

“Bishop Æthelwod awaits you, my lord,” he said, holding Osric’s gaze for a moment before coaxing his horse towards the stable.

A warning.

“In the hall,” Cenric added over his shoulder.

“Thank you, Cenric.”

Osric paused, his hands resting on his belt. He allowed himself to briefly close his eyes as the effects of his sleepless night settled over him. Finally drawing a long, steady breath, he willed his mind to clear before finally pushing himself forward, step by step.    

* * *

The hall was dimly lit beneath the soot-blackened rafters, the air thick with the mingled scents of wood smoke cooking meat. Daylight crept in through the propped-open door, casting long shadows off the hanging dried herbs, smoked fish, and bundles of kindling that hung like offerings over the low-burning central hearth.

Osric squinted as he stepped inside, walking headlong into the warmth and the smell of the meat simmering over the low fire. His stomach tightened, grumbling a reminder of just how long it had been since he last ate. He also realized it was unlikely he’d get another chance until at least midday.

He hastened over to the hearth and peered into the pot.

Hare stew.

Osric took up the wooden spoon resting beside the hearth and stirred the pot, releasing the rich, savory scent of the slowly cooking meat. He dipped the spoon in, inspecting the readiness of the stew when a familiar voice startled him, sending the spoon clattering to the earthen floor.

“Ah! Lord Osric! There you are!”

Bishop Æthelwod stood at the end of the hall, a looming, dark shadow before the long wooden table that had witnessed countless meals and official dealings. Beside the table stood a large, carved chair—the thegn’s chair. Osric noticed his wool cloak still draped over the back of it, abandoned there since the first warmth of spring. On this morning, it appeared as though both his cloak and the Bishop wore the same expression—one of disdain. They both waited in silent judgment of him, impatiently anticipating the commencement of the day’s affairs.

Bishop Æthelwod was a striking creature. Unnaturally tall and reedy, his gaunt face was lined with equal measures of rigidity and a lifetime of stooping over sacred texts. His presence made all who encountered him uneasy, in no small part because he wielded his ecclesiastical power like a blade dishonorably slipped between the ribs of a sleeping king.

“At last,” clipped Æthelwod again.

“Bishop Æthelwod, my lord.”

Osric stooped and picked up the spoon, shaking it off, replacing it at the side of the hearth.

“A fine morning, is it not?” Osric asked, willing himself to keep his tone easy.

After a pause, the Bishop stepped from the shadows, his gaze sweeping over Osric with cold scrutiny. “A fine morning indeed,” he said, voice dry. “Though I fear there’s little of it left to enjoy, Lord Osric.”

The sting in Æthelwod’s words was unmistakable, and Osric forced a smile and braced himself.

“I did not see you at morning prayers,” the Bishop continued, his gaze hawkish.

“Indeed, Bishop,” Osric replied with what he hoped appeared to be a deferential nod, “today I find myself rather behind the hour. I apologize, Lord Bishop, if I’ve kept you waiting overlong.”

The Bishop sniffed, again looking Osric up and down. “You appear tired, my lord. Are you quite well?”

“I am Bishop. Very well indeed.” Osric smiled briskly. “Bishop, are you joining me today to oversee morning’s first labors?”

“Oh, goodness no,” scoffed the Bishop.

Osric already knew that Æthelwod would refuse any offer that involved a journey out onto the land—exactly why he had offered it—any distance between himself and the Bishop was always a welcome relief.

“Well then, you’ll forgive me, my lord, I’m afraid I mustn’t delay…”

“There is…one matter that I should like to discuss with you, Lord Osric.” Æthelwod interrupted, cutting him off.

“My lord?” Osric was sure everyone in the burh might have heard the air hiss audibly from his lungs.

“Lord Osric,” Bishop Æthelwod fixed his gaze on Osric, his eyes narrow with disapproval, “I know I need not remind you of your duties, which you have always executed honorably, yet I am troubled by the company you keep. Whispers have reached my ear…a man of your station indulging in…unworthy entanglements.”

Osric felt his gut drop to his ankles in anticipation of what he knew was coming.

“I will remind you that you serve not only this burh but Christendom itself, a responsibility that demands propriety and loyalty—a man set apart, with an unwavering commitment to God’s order.”

“Of course, my lord,” began Osric, “might I…”

“And yet,” the Bishop interrupted with a sharpened tone, “I hear tales that you keep company with one unsanctified by the Church.”

“My lord, if you speak of Æfre, the healer…” Osric again tried to appeal to the Bishop.

“The heathen,” spat Æthelwod, “and a half-breed Dane at that.”

“Bishop,” Osric softened his tone to something between pleading and exasperation, “Æfre is a valued member of this community. Her family has served Wōdenléah longer than any of us in the burh.”

Including you, Osric thought, though he dared not speak it aloud. No sense in starting another war.

“Lord Osric, I shall speak plainly,” Æthelwod cut him off, his tone impatient and sharp. “It has been well over a year now since the passing of your dear wife. It is time you sever whatever ties you may have with this woman, however it pains you, and take a Saxon wife of Christian virtue. A wife who will bring honor to the burh, and to God. One who is befitting of a thegn who has so distinguished himself.”

Æthelwod stepped in a bit too close, the thin, painted-on smile on his face a stark contrast to his dark, unsmiling eyes. Osric could feel the hairs of his beard flutter with each of the Bishop’s close-spoken words.

“Let us not forget where the true power lies in this land, my lord,” Æthelwod said, “and that is with God himself.”

Osric felt sick. Meeting the Bishop’s gaze, he gave a slight nod. “Of course, my lord. Praise be to God Almighty.”

“Indeed,” Æthelwod sniffed, “may God guide us that the Lord’s will be done.”

Æthelwod turned on his heel and took a few steps towards the door. Pausing, he turned back around in what Osric could tell was a feeble attempt to be more accommodating towards his thegn—the man who not long ago had saved his life.

“Lord Osric, I acknowledge that your half-breed companion possesses skills of undeniable value—skills that indeed serve the good people of Wōdenléah. I have no wish to deprive this settlement of such a resource. However, if she is to continue her healing practices here, she would be wise to do so under the guidance of the one true God. This is more than just a matter of principle; it’s a matter of salvation, and on that, there shall be no compromise.”

Æthelwod again turned and strode towards the door, calling out to Osric without looking back.

“I shall see you for the afternoon administration. There is much to do.”

Æthelwod disappeared out the door of the hall, his cloak fluttering behind him like a shadowy dog trailing its master.

Osric stood stunned and alone in the hall, feeling a bit sick, reeling from an encounter that was more threat than counsel, the hare stew all but forgotten.

* * *

“Wynn begged me not to speak of it,” Æfre heard Aelf say.

Cwenhild had gone to answer the pounding on the hut’s door while Æfre remained by Wynn’s side as she labored.

“She made me swear to it—that I wouldn’t make a fuss,” Aelf said from the doorway, his voice bearing the unmistakable overtones of worry as the sounds of Wynn’s cries rose to fill the hut.

Cwenhild nodded briskly as Aelf strained to see over her shoulder. “You did right to come, Aelf. Thank you for telling us—we’ll see to her now,” she said, before practically shoving him back out into the heat to wait in the hall with their young son and a handful of the burh’s elders.

Æfre was pressing her weight against one of Wynn’s legs as Cwenhild arrived back to join her, picking up the other leg.

“That was Aelf,” Cwenhild said quietly. 

“I heard everything,” Æfre quickly said, wanting to give her full attention back to Wynn as she labored.

“Good Wynn, well done—rest now.”

Æfre had indeed overheard Aelf telling Cwenhild that his wife had actually been laboring since long before sunrise—he’d found her fighting the pain alone in the dark the night before when he’d arrived late home.

“She’s weakening,” Æfre murmured to Cwenhild, who knelt beside her. Æfre noted how Wynn’s limbs shook with exhaustion; her cries had now become only breathy whimpers. Her reserves were low.

“We must change her course soon.”

The air inside the hut was thick and stagnant, and sweat clung to all three of the women as the day grew hotter.

Wiping her brow, Æfre leaned close to Wynn’s flushed face. “Wynn, come,” she said gently but in a tone that brooked no argument. “It’s time. You must rise. We’ll bring this child into the world yet. On your knees now, dear—we need to create an easier path for this child—we’ll use the earth to draw the babe down.”

“I can’t,” Wynn cried, “it’s too much. It’s so hot…”

Æfre lifted her chin so their eyes met. “Yes, you can, just as you have done before with your first. You are not doing this alone, Wynn—we are with you, hand and heart.”

Æfre knew that if progress slowed further, both mother and baby were going to be in serious trouble. She needed to encourage Wynn to tap into her inner strength—but without alarming her.

She reached into her satchel, which sat next to her, and pulled out her mother’s amber amulet, placing it around Wynn’s neck. “This is the gift of Goddess Eorðe3—she will lend you her strength, Wynn—but now we must act swiftly.”

Without a word, Cwenhild hooked an arm beneath Wynn’s shoulder, grunting with the effort as they shifted the woman up onto her knees. She wailed with exhaustion, but did as they bade her.

“Come on, child, up you get.” Cwenhild huffed, casting Æfre a look as she did.

“Wynn, I’m going to check the position of the baby.” Æfre moved behind Wynn and placed her hands carefully on her belly—one side, then the other. Then she gently slid two fingers inside, probing. She quickly bumped up against the baby’s head, low and firm, but there was little progress since the last time. The baby was stuck.

She glanced up. Cwenhild’s eyes locked with hers. Æfre tapped her own shoulder twice—the child’s shoulder was caught, a dangerous predicament.

“Wynn, listen now.” Æfre leaned in close and spoke low; “You must rock yourself, back and forth. Cwenhild will help you. Let the bones here part and your hips open wide,” Æfre patted the young woman’s hips, “We will need to show this stubborn babe a better way into the world.”

Æfre took a deep breath to steel her nerves, which felt as frayed as rat-chewed thatch.

“Wynn,” she said with firm, gentle authority, “now you must chant4 with me.

“This is my remedy for hateful, slow birth.

This is my remedy for heavy, dismal birth.

This is my remedy for loathsome, imperfect birth.”

Cwenhild and Æfre guided Wynn as she rocked back and forth, sweat dripping, the amber amulet swinging around her neck as all three women chanted, focusing Wynn’s energy. Æfre silently prayed for another birthing pain to help end this grueling labor and bring forth the child, before things were too far gone.

It needed to happen soon.

After what felt like an eternity, Wynn let out a deep, primal moan. Æfre’s head snapped up. She knew that sound. This was the time.

“Now, Wynn. Now! Sink to the earth! Let Cwenhild bear your weight. You will feel my hands—push now! Push with all your might as I guide the babe—”

“That’s the way, sweeting—grab hold of me now,” Cwenhild urged. “Big breath, and push!”

Wynn emitted a deep, guttural cry and bore down, calling on every remaining shred of strength she had left. Æfre worked swiftly, pressing against the lodged shoulder to ease it free. But still it would not come.

She looked up—shook her head.

“One more, Wynn,” she said. “One more push!”

Æfre withdrew her hands and wiped them on a cloth, trying not to reveal how much they were shaking. Wynn was tiring. Æfre could feel the strength ebbing from her.

That baby needs to come out now, Æfre thought, not wanting to dwell on what might come next if Wynn could not deliver.

“Come now, girl, one more.” Cwenhild encouraged, “Let that babe slip like a greased sow through a narrow gate.”

Again, Wynn emitted a feral keening sound as she bore down a second time. This time, Æfre put even more pressure on the baby’s shoulder, and this time she felt the arm slip out from beneath Wynn’s pelvic bone.

With one final push, the baby slid into Æfre’s waiting hands.

But the child was blue.

“A girl,” Æfre announced quickly, trying to keep her voice steady. “You’ve a daughter, Wynn.”

Cwenhild soothed an exhausted Wynn, murmuring soothing words and rubbing her back, but her eyes were



































* * *
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