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			Lyra - The Shadow Blade

		

		
			The snare bit into the ice with a sound like patience.

			Lyra worked the wire down with fingers long gone numb, slow and careful, as one learned to be in the high east. The cold was not cruel. It was honest. It took what you gave it and no more.

			The heights lay silent around her—stone bleached white, sky without mercy. Snow crusted the rock like old bone. Wind slid through the passes, whispering over scars left by older wars, older deaths. These mountains remembered blood.

			She set the trap where the rabbits ran low and narrow, their paths worn into the drifts by hunger and fear. Every snare was a risk. Every meal bought with chance.

			As she reached for the next length of wire, voices cut the stillness.

			“Modor!”

			Lyra froze.

			“Modor!”

			Two small shapes came scrambling down the slope, boots slipping, laughter sharp in the thin air. Boys—her boys. Barely five winters each. Their cheeks were raw with cold, breath puffing white like forge smoke.

			“We saw tracks!” one shouted, words tumbling over themselves. “Big ones!”

			“The big ones,” the other added, eyes wide. “Do you think it’s him?”

			Lyra straightened, the corner of her mouth lifting despite herself.

			“Big, you say?” she murmured. “Ah. I hope not.”

			They slowed, suddenly uncertain.

			“You know,” she said softly, “he likes boys best. Crunches their bones. Sucks the marrow. Eats them while they still scream.”

			The boy on her left stopped dead, face folding inward.

			“Mother,” he said carefully, trying to sound older than his years. “Stop. I don’t like that.”

			The other’s fear lasted only a heartbeat. Then his grin returned—bright, defiant.

			“Should we fetch the weapons?” he asked.

			Lyra laughed, short and warm, a sound that did not belong in the cold.

			“You are your father’s seed,” she said. “Without doubt.”

			Then the world broke.

			A sound behind her—wrong. Too close. The hiss of breath where no breath should be.

			Lyra turned—

			—and woke choking on blood.

			Wood slammed into her ribs as the longship cut the water. Pain came all at once, blooming everywhere. Her right eye was sealed shut, swollen and wet. A tooth had torn clean through her lip. Every breath burned deep in her chest, sharp enough to steal the air from her lungs.

			Late sun bled across the sea.

			A longship. Low. Cruel. Dragon-prowed.

			Twelve men bent to the oars. Four more stood armed near the helm, watching the cargo at their feet.

			Her.

			Them.

			Eight women from her tribe lay bound across the deck. Broken. Hollow-eyed. Whatever had already been done could not be undone.

			Lyra turned her face to the planks. Grief came heavy, thick as tar, pressing down until she thought it might crush what the blows had not.

			Footsteps.

			A man crouched beside her. She smelled him first—iron, rot, old blood. He seized her hair and dragged her face toward his.

			A fresh scar ran down his cheek, red and jagged, missing the eye by the width of a blade.

			“You whore,” he said quietly. “You will be mine.”

			She tasted blood.

			“You will bear me sons and daughters,” he went on. “I will use you until you break. Until you die.”

			His grip tightened.

			“And you will love it.”

			Hate burned in his eyes—pure, pleased.

			A shout rose from the helm.

			“Eirik! Land!”

			He released her and stood, hunger postponed, not forgotten.

			Lyra sagged against the deck as the sun blurred overhead, the sea carrying her toward something worse than death.

			The sea turned on them.

			Waves struck the hull like hammers. The longship climbed and fell as though the water meant to swallow it whole. Men cursed. Oars bit air, then water, then air again.

			The women took the worst of it.

			Lyra was thrown hard against the planks. Her skull rang like iron struck on stone, and darkness took her.

			She woke in a nightmare.

			Snow burned her cheek. Cold cut through skin and bone. She lay on her side, vision blurred, one eye blind with swelling.

			Boots struck her.

			Again.

			Again.

			Then silence.

			Before her lay the ice fields of the east.

			Her boys.

			Lifeless.

			Small bodies sprawled on frozen ground, limbs twisted, mouths open as if still calling. Thrown aside like meat left too long in the cold.

			Something tore loose inside her.

			A soundless scream clawed up her chest—

			—and she woke choking on brine.

			The boat surged beneath her. The sea had grown wild, waves rising like black walls. Wind howled as if the gods themselves had turned to watch.

			“Hold the line!” roared the broad man at the fore.

			Wolf-fur snapped in the gale.

			The ship lurched.

			Eirik stumbled.

			Lyra saw it.

			She did not feel brave.

			She did not feel alive.

			Only the old part of her remained — the part that knew hunger, frost, childbirth, blood, and loss. The part no man had made. The part no man would own.

			It rose without sound.

			She dragged herself upright, hands bound, feet slipping on blood-slick planks.

			And ran for him.

			She never reached him.

			A man rose and drove his shoulder into her chest.

			The world vanished.

			She flew—

			—and the sea took her.

			Cold closed around her like a grave. Breath tore free. Warmth bled away. Blood streamed from her skin into black depths.

			She sank.

			Down past the roar of waves. Down past screams. Light thinned, faded.

			It felt like rest.

			Then—

			“Mother.”

			Soft.

			Close.

			“Mother.”

			Her boys’ voices, clear as winter bells.

			She opened her eye—

			A hand seized her hair.

			She burst from the water, dragged back into pain and air and noise. Her body hit the deck hard. She retched seawater at the boots before her.

			The broad man stood above her, unmoved.

			“She lives,” he said.

			He turned away.

			Eirik drove his boot into her gut, forcing the last of the water from her lungs.

			“Better now?” he snarled.

			She lowered her head.

			“Good,” he said. “Back.”

			He dragged her by the hair and threw her among the others.

			The sea had not kept her.

			That troubled her more than it should have.

			For a moment beneath the black water, she had wanted to stay. No shouting. No hands. No rope. No men with their teeth bared.

			Only cold.

			Only quiet.

			But the sea had given her back.

			And Lyra did not yet know whether that was mercy.

			They marched her until her legs forgot how to tremble.

			Ropes bit into her wrists. Stone cut her bare feet. The land rose and fell beneath a moon gone thin and pale, the sky stretched tight above them like a wound that refused to close. Fires marked the camp ahead—low, scattered, careless. No walls. No palisade. Only huts of stone and brick crouched in a rough ring, roofs blackened with soot.

			At the rear loomed a long hall, heavy and squat, its timbers rising like the ribs of some great carcass left to rot.

			Lyra forced herself to look.

			To remember.

			Laughter cut through the night.

			Children’s laughter.

			The sound struck her like a blade between the ribs.

			A small figure burst from between the huts, barefoot, hair loose, and threw himself into a man’s arms. The warrior laughed and lifted the child high, spinning him once before setting him down.

			Lyra closed her eye.

			Her sons rose unbidden—red-cheeked, alive, laughing. The memory crushed the breath from her chest.

			The rope jerked.

			She stumbled forward, dragged back into flesh and mud and pain.

			The women were herded toward a low stone barn set apart from the rest of the camp. The door was thrown open. They were driven inside and barred without ceremony. Three guards were left—two outside, one within, leaning on his spear, eyes already roaming.

			Lyra pressed herself into a corner where the firelight barely reached.

			There, at last, she let it come.

			Not tears. Not yet.

			She wanted to weep.

			Nothing came.

			Her body had spent its tears somewhere between the ice fields and the sea. What remained was drier. Harder.

			A silence with teeth.

			She bit down hard, tasting blood again, to keep the sound from escaping her throat.

			Sleep did not come.

			The night dragged on like a sentence passed without mercy.

			The guards changed watch. Each time, one of the women was taken. Hands clamped over mouths. Bodies dragged into shadow. What followed was muffled—pleas, whimpers, the dull rhythm of suffering.

			When they were done, the woman was thrown back inside.

			She crawled across the dirt on shaking limbs and collapsed near Lyra, curling inward like something broken beyond repair. She tried to swallow her sobs. Tried to disappear.

			Lyra did not move.

			She stared into the dark until night finally bled into grey.

			Dawn came thin and cold.

			And with it, no mercy at all.

			Eirik’s voice came first.

			“Open it.”

			The bar was drawn back. The stone doors groaned wide. The women folded inward at once, bodies pressing together like frightened beasts. Some covered their faces. Others stared at the ground, waiting for the blow they knew would come.

			Eirik stepped inside.

			He smiled.

			“Look at you,” he said, pacing. “A pen of sheep.”

			He barked an order. Ropes were brought. Hands bound again, knuckles swelling against the cord.

			“Come then,” he said. “Let us wash the stink of fear from you.”

			They were driven toward the stream beyond the huts. Dawn lay pale over the land, cold and unforgiving. Lyra struggled for breath with every step. Her ribs screamed. Each shallow inhale sent lightning through her chest.

			She staggered.

			Did not fall.

			At the water’s edge, her legs gave way. She dropped to her knees and plunged her face into the stream, drinking greedily, choking on the cold. It burned—but it was life.

			She lifted her head.

			Downstream, children played—laughing, splashing, throwing stones.

			Lyra wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

			Pain flared. Her torn lip split again. Blood ran warm against the cold air. She pressed her fingers to her body, testing what remained unbroken.

			Bruises. Cracks. Damage yet unnamed.

			A shadow fell over her.

			She smelled him before she saw him.

			Her fingers closed around a stone half-buried in the mud. She hid it in her palm.

			Eirik followed her gaze toward the children and laughed.

			“Do not fret,” he said. “By nightfall I will seed you.”

			He seized her face, forcing her to look at him.

			“But until that pretty mouth heals,” he went on, “I will take you like a dog.”

			Something inside Lyra went very still.

			She tore her face from his grip and spat at his feet.

			Eirik grinned.

			“Good,” he said. “I like them with fight.”

			Then, lightly, as if remarking on the weather—

			“Your whelps had none of it.”

			The stream vanished.

			The children vanished.

			The camp, the cold, the ache in her ribs — all of it pulled tight around the stone in her hand.

			There was only Eirik’s mouth.

			Only the words he had given her.

			Only the small weight of the rock, and the ruin it could make.

			Lyra surged to her feet and drove the stone into his face with everything she had left.

			Bone cracked.

			Blood sprayed.

			Eirik reeled, screaming, crashing backward into the stream.

			For a heartbeat, there was only the opening.

			Then men shouted.

			Steel rang.

			Lyra ran.

			Pain did not leave her.

			It walked with her.

			It sat in her ribs, burned in her feet, tore at every breath — but it no longer ruled her. She ran with it. Through it. Past it.

			Behind her, men shouted.

			Eirik’s voice rose above them.

			“Run, you whore! Run!”

			Lyra did.

			Not because she thought she would live.

			Because standing still had become worse than dying.

			Then dogs.

			Low at first. Distant.

			Then closer.

			“Loose them!”

			The barking sharpened—hunger in it.

			Lyra veered toward a rise ahead, legs screaming as she forced herself uphill. If escape lived anywhere, it was beyond the crest.

			She reached the top—

			—and the ground gave way.

			She slid hard, stones tearing at her skin, tumbling into another stream below. Mud swallowed her hands. She struck something solid.

			A man.

			Huge.

			So vast she thought, for a breath, she had struck a breathing boulder.

			He sat half-submerged in the water, bare-chested, belly round and pale, beard thick as a horse’s mane. He blinked at her.

			Smiled.

			“Well,” he said calmly, “hello there.”

			Laughter sounded behind him.

			“I told you,” another said. “Women throw themselves at you.”

			The barking exploded closer.

			The man stood.

			He offered his hand.

			Lyra stared at it.

			Then the dogs screamed again—so close she heard claws on stone.

			She took the hand.

			He hauled her up and moved her behind him in the same motion, his bulk settling between her and the sound.

			“Stay,” he said.

			His voice was deep—but wrong. Bent. Not the tongue of her people.

			The dogs burst into view, snapping.

			The man threw back his head and roared.

			Not a shout.

			A challenge.

			The hounds skidded to a halt, barking but unwilling to close.

			More men crashed down the hill.

			“Take her!” someone shouted.

			Then Eirik appeared, blood running freely from his nose, eyes locked on Lyra.

			The big man laughed.

			“And who might you be?” he called.

			“I am Eirik,” came the snarl. “General of the Hrafnvar.”

			The big man tilted his head.

			“You may call me Korvak.”

			More chuckles.

			“And tell me,” Korvak went on, “are women so wild in your lands that you hunt them with dogs?”

			Eirik nodded subtly to his men.

			Korvak saw it.

			“Don’t.”

			One word.

			The dogs fell silent, backing away, whining.

			Korvak did not wait.

			“Here are your choices,” he said. “You leave. You forget this woman.”

			“Or?” Eirik asked.

			“Or we all die here.”

			Silence stretched.

			At last, Eirik lowered his blade.

			They turned back.

			Lyra remained frozen behind Korvak.

			For the first time since the sea had taken her—

			She stood behind someone who did not move aside.

			When the shouting faded, Korvak turned to his men and laughed.

			“By the gods,” he said. “He nearly had me.”

			Laughter followed.

			“You know how I hate dogs.”

			A youth scarcely fifteen summers grinned. “I thought the water behind you turned brown.”

			Korvak waded to the bank—then stopped.

			He turned.

			Lyra stood where he’d left her, staring at nothing.

			His mirth died.

			“Ah,” he murmured. “The poor lass.”

			He stepped closer, careful now.

			“Forgive me,” he said. “I forgot myself.”

			He offered his hand again.

			This time, she did not hesitate.

			He lifted her from the water as though she weighed nothing.

			As he dressed beside her, his eyes caught the blood at her mouth. He stilled. Gently, impossibly gently, he lifted her chin.

			“Shame,” he said. “Did they do this to you?”

			She nodded.

			He wrapped his broad belt about her shoulders.

			“Will you be well?”

			She did not answer.

			Korvak caught Maldrek’s eye.

			That was all.

			The men moved away without question.

			Korvak sat beside her.

			Placed his arm around her shoulders.

			She flinched.

			“Now,” he said softly. “You are safe.”

			The word broke her.

			She collapsed into him, the sound that tore free of her raw and animal.

			“They killed my sons,” she cried. “They’re gone.”

			Korvak held her.

			When her strength failed, he lifted her.

			Cradled her against his chest.

			And carried her away.

			But the woman he carried from that stream was not the woman who had fallen into it.

			Some part of Lyra had been left behind with her sons.

			Some other part had come in its place.

			Quiet.

			Patient.

			Hard enough to cut.

			And in the years to come, men would learn to fear the thorn that bloomed in the East.
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